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          Tammy

        

      

    
    
      The sun is shining and the sky is clear over Pyrite Ranch. I take a moment to savor the clear day and how fortunate we are to have it, on this of all days. I’m wearing my best dress, new and clean, so I’m careful not to lean against the side of the ranch house. Vanity feels like something from another life, but it’s a rare treat to make an effort with my appearance, and I don’t want to spoil it.

      “Tammy!”

      I look toward the sound of the voice. Olivia is running across the yard toward me, her hair ribbons trailing behind her, her face shining with excitement.

      She skids to a halt before me. “Can you believe the wedding is finally here?”

      “Turn around,” I say mildly, and begin fixing her hair ribbons.

      Olivia is nothing like I was at sixteen. She’s been here at the ranch since she was a baby, and it shows; she reminds me more of myself at about ten. It’s sweet that the ranch allows children to remain innocent for so long, and that this teenage girl can get so excited about going to a wedding with her family. And, after all, why shouldn’t she? It’s going to be the social event of the year.

      I finish fixing Olivia’s ribbons and she turns and hugs me.

      “I can’t believe James and Rachel are getting married,” she says, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “I thought this day would never come!”

      “It seems like we’ve been preparing all year,” I agree, smoothing my hands over the front of my dress. Like all my clothes, I made it myself, but I put a lot of extra effort into this one.

      Most of my dresses are simply functional, but I took the time to embroider a pattern of vines across the front of this one. It fits well, and I know I look good, even though it’s just a simple tan sheath. For a moment, I remember what it was like to dress up for a night out before I lived at the ranch, to spend hours preparing myself and to feel utterly gorgeous when I was done.

      “Shouldn’t you be in the kitchen?” I ask. Olivia’s parents are both cooks, so that’s where she usually helps out when she isn’t working with me in the sewing room.

      She laughs. “They sent me out,” she says. “I’m so excited, I think they were afraid I was going to knock over the cake or something.”

      “Why don’t we go over to the Commons?” I suggest. “We can get seats and save some for your parents.”

      The Commons began life as just another barn, but it’s the facility we’ve put the most work into because it’s where all our social events take place. At the far end of the space is the kitchen, and the rest of it is usually filled with picnic tables arranged end-to-end for cafeteria-style dining. Today, though, the tables have been moved out onto the grass surrounding the building to make room for benches, all of which have been positioned to face a wooden trellis arch at the end of the room, opposite the kitchen.

      Olivia and I claim seats in the third row. The festivities are due to begin in about twenty minutes, and members of the ranch are already filing in.

      James enters through the side door and takes his place at the front of the room. He looks nervous, and I see him make eye contact with a few people in the assembly and look away quickly. It must be hard, standing up there in front of everyone and waiting, and I’m sure I’d be nervous too. But James has nothing to worry about. He and Rachel are the most perfect couple I’ve ever met, and I know they’re going to be ridiculously happy together.

      A swell of music cues the main door to open, and there’s Rachel in a bone-white dress and a veil made of the same simple cloth. She makes her way slowly down the aisle, a bouquet of wildflowers clutched in one hand. I’ve never seen my best friend look as happy as she does when James steps up to greet her.

      The entire room goes quiet as they exchange their vows. It’s not that marriage is uncommon here on the ranch, especially for people in their mid-twenties like Rachel and James. But there aren’t that many of us. Rachel and James are the only couple to marry this year. God knows I’m not anywhere close to it. I haven’t met anyone I’d even consider settling down with since moving here three years ago.

      When the ceremony is over and Rachel and James have been officially pronounced husband and wife, we all rise and push the benches up against the walls, clearing room for dancing. Food is served, and some people take plates outside to sit on the picnic tables and eat, while others grab partners and take to the floor. Olivia’s mother, Bev, is serving the cake she’s been working on for a week, and I accept a piece and take a seat on one of the benches to watch my best friend and her new husband share their first dance.

      The dance floor is a hectic maze. It seems as if all the children on the ranch are out there, all of them over-sugared and up past their bedtimes. They’re chasing each other, holding their arms out like wings and spinning in circles, or dancing on the feet of good-natured adults.

      The older kids—those around Olivia’s age—stand clumped together, segregated by gender, one of them occasionally breaking off from the herd and making his or her awkward way over to the opposite group to ask a partner to dance. They hold each other at arm’s length and look anywhere but into each other’s eyes as they sway. Meanwhile, the married adults are in each other’s arms, while those still single—like me—sit out the slower numbers.

      It’s not that I wouldn’t like to dance. Especially now, as I watch James and Rachel rotate slowly around the dance floor, her head resting on his shoulder, their arms around each other. It’s been years since I was that close to someone, since somebody held me like that. It hasn’t happened since before I came to the ranch. I had boyfriends back then, and yes, even lovers, but that isn’t part of ranch life. Here, unmarried people keep their hands strictly to themselves.

      It’s a philosophy I happen to agree with. We all know how exhausting sex can be—not just the practice of it, but all the guesswork and politics, all the flirting and foreplay that lead up to the main event. Before I came to the ranch, sex was something I thought about almost every day. Now, I’ve been freed from that. I can talk to fellow members of the community—including young men my own age—without wondering whether they’re making an advance, without worrying about what my response would be if they were. Conversations are simpler, and therefore, so are relationships.

      But it’s not without its drawbacks. Sex is fun—there’s just no point in arguing otherwise—and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss it. Seeing my best friend newly married, dancing close to her husband, and knowing what the night has in store for them, I can’t help but feel jealous.

      The song ends. Rachel and James applaud the band and then head over to one of the benches for a breather. I notice how people’s eyes follow them everywhere they go. I’m not the only one who’s fascinated by the step these two people have taken and the intimate journey they’ll begin together tonight.

      I never imagined an entire community investing itself in a couple’s sex life like this could be so touching, but it is. Rachel and James are surrounded by family and friends, and they’re celebrating not just their love but their changing role in our community—their transition from single young people to married adults. Not only can they have sex now, they can have children if they want to. If Rachel is anything like other young women who get married on the ranch, she’ll be pregnant within a year.

      Meanwhile, I get older, but stay young in the eyes of my community. Instead of attending social events with a date, I’m here with the family of the girl I tutored in school. Even now, I can see Olivia crossing the floor with a plate of cake in hand. She is the only person who’s approached me all night. There are men my age here, of course, but we’ve known each other for years—well enough to know that there’s just no spark between us. We’re friendly to each other, but friends is all we’ll ever be.

      Rachel’s hands are moving all over James’ back now, and I completely understand how she’s feeling. Here in our chaste little community, although their courtship has been wonderfully romantic, it’s been utterly nonphysical. She and James have shared a few sweet kisses and hugs on dates, and they’ve held hands, but nothing more intense than that. Now, they’re allowed to hold each other, feel the warm press of each other’s bodies, and I can tell Rachel is struggling to keep things decent.

      It won’t be long, I’m sure, before they make their excuses and leave the rest of us to enjoy the cake and music while they take advantage of other pursuits.

      We’ve already moved their possessions into their new quarters. It was a fun job, a pre-wedding duty shared by Rachel and James’ closest friends. We hung their clothes in their closet, placed their books on their shelves, and made up their bed. They haven’t seen the place yet, so everything we did will be part of the adventure for them.

      But as I sit here, watching them hold each other and feeling things I haven’t felt in years, I can’t help wishing I was the one moving out of the single women’s lodge and into my own marriage cabin. I can’t help wishing I had a strong, warm, male body against mine. I’m hungry for it, suddenly, in a way I haven’t been since I settled at the ranch. Usually, the work and the simplicity of life here is enough to satisfy me, but I can’t deny it tonight—I miss sex.

      Too bad I’m about as far away from getting married as a person can be.

      I mean, who would I even marry? My gaze travels around the room, searching out the candidates, but I don’t need to see them to know who they are—there just aren’t that many people here. There’s Aaron, an instant veto because of the way he always complains about everything. There’s Greg, who’s nice but has been seeing Fiona for over a year now. Brian is an okay guy, but I’m honestly just plain old not attracted to him. Paul is boring. And everyone else is just too old, too young, or already married to someone else.

      People here aren’t shy about sharing their opinions, so I know the consensus is that I should get over myself and settle down. I don’t want to end up old and alone, do I? But the truth is, it never seemed so bad until now. I never felt lonely here on the ranch. I didn’t feel the need for companionship that seems to drive other people to get married, because there were always so many people around me.

      Tonight, though, I know I’m going to go to bed lonely. Lonely in a way I had almost forgotten about. Tonight, I’m wishing I had a partner.

      So, when Paul asks me for a dance, I take his hand and let him spin me around the dance floor, and I try my hardest to take an interest in the history of the split-rail fence, but by the time the song has ended, I feel like if I have to listen to him for five more seconds I’m going to pass out. It’s exhausting how boring he is. I could never spend my life with Paul, and it would be cruel to him to pretend otherwise. He should be with someone who finds his stories interesting.

      And, somewhere, I think—I hope—there’s got to be someone who’s right for me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back in the ranch house, I sit on the edge of my bed, unable to relax. It’s another new feeling. Usually, the work we do every day tires us out so well that I have no trouble falling asleep at the end of the day, but tonight, my mind is preoccupied. I feel like the Tammy who arrived at the ranch three years ago: stressed and far too analytical. My time here has helped me achieve a much more relaxed mental state, but something about this wedding has driven that peace away.

      It doesn’t help that I can still hear the revelry going on. The musicians are playing late into the night, and it reminds me of my previous life. I think of the nights I’d go out dancing, hoping to meet a guy, occasionally even bringing someone home.

      That didn’t make you happy, I remind myself firmly. Why did you come to the ranch in the first place? Because you were so dissatisfied with your life, that’s why. And that’s why you decided to stay and embrace this lifestyle.

      And, for the most part, it’s worked. Keeping busy all the time, contributing to the wellbeing of the community, adhering to the rules regarding what to eat, how to dress, and who to consort with—it’s all been great for me. Simple. Serene. The last three years have been some of the happiest of my life.

      So why do I suddenly feel so restless?

      I lie back on my bed. It’s barely wide enough to accommodate a single person, and for good reason—all the single women on the ranch sleep in this building. Our beds are arranged in two tidy rows, along each of the long walls, and separated by room divider screens. Like everything else we use on the ranch, the beds and dividers were made right here, which means they’re more functional than they are nice to look at.

      When I’m worn out from a long day of work, this little bedroom nook is a haven. But on nights like this, when I can’t sleep, I don’t even feel like a person here. I feel like something that has been filed away, shelved due to lack of use, with all the other single women, until such time as I get married and start producing new members for the community.

      I press my palms to my eyes. God, what a hysterical thought. It’s just a bed. I’m just feeling sad and lonely because my best friend got married today and I’m still alone. That’s a normal reaction. I don’t know why I’m blowing this out of proportion.

      The truth is that I love the ranch. I love the peace of my life here. Most of the time, it feels like a miracle that a haven like this could exist.

      I love sitting down to dinner with all the people I live with, knowing that the people across the table from me have worked to prepare the food or grown it in our communal garden, knowing that the shirts on their backs were created by my own hands. I love lying in this dormitory, looking up through the skylight I can see from my bed, and knowing this whole building was put together by the women around me.

      With big projects, like buildings, we all pitch in and help, and I know I’ll always remember sitting on a crossbeam of what would eventually be the roof and putting up the skeleton of my future home. How many people get to experience something like that? I certainly never would have, if I hadn’t come to Pyrite.

      And I never would have experienced the beautiful views we get here, far away from the city. The night sky is a sight to behold. The stars seem big and close, and on especially clear nights, I can even perceive the tint of color that sets planets apart. Gazing up, I can see Mars framed in my skylight right now. It’s glorious. I’m so lucky.

      I just wish there was someone here for me to share this stuff with.

      Three years ago, when I first came to the ranch, I had no idea I was about to fall in love with a new way of life. I just needed a vacation. I was so desperate to relax, in fact, that I barely minded dropping a year’s savings on a weeklong retreat.

      That week was spent alternating between wellness seminars with Xavier—the middle-aged, hippieish man who started the ranch—and chores with the permanent residents of the community. At the end of each day, those of us on the retreat would sit down with the residents for dinner and enjoy the fruits of a hard day’s work. It was wonderful, and by the end of the week, my stress and anxiety had melted away.

      I think I was more surprised than anyone else when I decided to stay. Still, my parents didn’t like the idea of their business-school-educated daughter moving out to the middle of nowhere to live on a commune. My friends thought I was crazy. I never could get them to understand how different it was, how much nicer it was than my old life. How much healthier I feel these days.

      If I had a partner here—someone to look up at the stars with me, someone to hold me while I fell asleep—he would understand.
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          Tammy

        

      

    
    
      It’s almost shocking how quickly things return to normal after the festivities. We’ve all been living and breathing wedding preparations for what feels like forever, but now, the celebration is over and James and Rachel are happily ensconced in their new married housing. They’re excused from chores for the next week, of course—a honeymoon period is expected for the newlyweds—but the rest of us are summoned to chores first thing in the morning, just like always.

      I’m expecting it to be hard, returning to my mundane daily life. I’ve been working on ornate wedding outfits for the past three months, and today, the garments laid out before my sewing machine are all standard repairs and productions. Split seams from hard labor in the fields, new shirts for children who’ve outgrown their existing clothes. It should be boring.

      But, to my surprise, once I sit down at my machine and begin sewing, I find it relaxing. It’s nice to lose myself in my ordinary daily tasks. It takes my mind off the troubles I was brooding over last night. All that matters today is ensuring that my stitching is straight and even and won’t break. I’m good at this. Before long, I’ve fallen into my usual rhythm, moving easily from one garment to the next, my mind as free and clear as it always is when I’m working for the benefit of the commune.

      It helps that the good weather has held. When we stop for mid-morning break, I leave the sewing room and take a walk around the ranch property, visiting some of my favorite spots. I stop by the chicken coop and watch the young children collecting eggs. Maybe someday, I’ll have a child of my own—a boy or girl who will work with the chickens and come home with stories about feathered friends. It’s easy to picture that little boy or girl, to imagine myself laying a bowl of soup on the table for their dinner.

      The part I can’t imagine is the child’s father. There’s just no one here I’m interested in becoming intimate with, much less reproducing with.

      Lately, I can’t help wondering whether I’ve sacrificed my opportunity to become a mother by coming to the ranch. It can’t be denied that the dating pool is much, much smaller here than it is in the outside world. I always believed that, eventually, I would find a man I liked, and I still believe that would have been possible had I not come to Pyrite. But with such a small group to choose from, maybe I just need to accept that that isn’t in the cards for me.

      Break over, I return to the sewing room. All the women who work here are unmarried—married women are assigned to other areas of the commune. I look over at Rachel’s unoccupied sewing machine beside mine. Someday soon, Olivia and the other girls her age will be old enough to take Rachel’s place.

      Meanwhile, the women older than me cluster at the back of the room, circled up, talking about whatever women in their fifties and sixties talk about. I know they’re not thinking about marriage and children anymore. More likely, they’re waiting to see who among my generation will marry and who will join their ranks.

      It’s not that I think there’s anything wrong with choosing to be single. For a long time, I thought that might be the right path for me. As a young professional, a relationship seemed like a needless frivolity. But now…well, I don’t know. I’ve been starting to feel differently. I don’t think the single life is the right choice for me. Not anymore.

      If only I had some more palatable options!

      We work through the late morning with the windows open, letting the air and the singing of the birds wash in. I try to keep myself in the positive mindset I achieved earlier today. Maybe after evening chores, I’ll take a yoga mat out to the cornfield and try to center myself. That usually helps when I get lost in thought like this.

      “Tammy?”

      I look up from my work. Xavier is standing in the doorway, smiling benevolently at me.

      When I first met him, in seminars, he often wore loose khaki shorts and a faded T-shirt, but sometime over the last three years, those clothes have fallen apart. He now wears a beige tunic that hangs halfway to his knees over a pair of beige drawstring pants, just like everyone else here at the ranch. The only color he adds to his ensemble comes from a string of beads, which he uses to tie back his long hair into a low ponytail. If I met him in the outside world, I would probably expect him to sell me weed, but clean-living Xavier would never pollute his mind with chemicals that impair thinking.

      He beckons for me to join him. I get to my feet immediately, not bothering to clean up my sewing station. When Xavier calls for you, you go immediately. The women around me watch me leave, and I know there will be gossip once I’m gone. The questions they’ll be asking are already racing through my mind. Am I in trouble? Have I done something wrong? What does Xavier want?

      Once we’re outside, he turns to face me. “How are you today?” he asks.

      The question surprises me. “I’m fine.”

      “I had a feeling last night might be difficult for you,” he says gently.

      Ah, of course he did. That’s Xavier for you. Always so attuned to what other people are feeling.

      “It was a little challenging,” I admit. “Of course, I was happy to see Rachel get married, but—”

      “But it made you think about your own life.” He nods sagely. “Perfectly normal, of course, but that can be trying. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “I don’t think so,” I say.

      “Well, let me know if anything comes to you later.” He pauses, and it’s clear there’s something else on his mind. “I confess that’s not the only reason I came to see you,” he says. “We have a newcomer to the ranch today, and as someone who came to us from the outside world, I thought you’d be a wonderful choice to help him settle in.”

      “Sure,” I say. “I’d be happy to help with that.”

      “Wonderful,” Xavier says. “He’s waiting in the Commons now. Keep him with you for the rest of the day—you’re excused from chores—and I’ll find the two of you at dinner.”

      Excused from chores. For the rest of the day!

      I’m momentarily stunned. That isn’t something that happens often around here. Even leading up to the wedding, no one was excused from chores—except for the bride and groom, of course—we were simply reassigned to areas where we were needed more. I’ve never been excused from chores for an entire day.

      For a moment, I want to ask Xavier if he’s sure, if I’ve understood him correctly, but he’s still smiling at me like a kind father, and I know he means what he says. I actually have the day off.

      Feeling somewhat perplexed, I step back into the sewing room and make my way over to my machine. Everything is still piled where I left it, awaiting my return. I carefully snip the thread I was working on and fold the shirt, placing it neatly on the table beside my station so I can pick up where I left off tomorrow.

      Everyone in the room is watching me. I can feel their stares. Everyone is wondering what happened, what Xavier said, and why I am so obviously cleaning up my station now instead of returning to work.

      Finally, Miriam speaks up. “What was all that about?”

      I shrug. “Apparently, there’s a newcomer to the ranch.”

      “A newcomer?” Miriam’s eyebrows shoot up. Around the room, people stop working to pay attention to our conversation. “You mean a new member?”

      “That’s what it sounded like, yeah,” I say, removing the spool of thread and turning off my sewing machine. “Xavier asked me to show him the ropes.”

      “I didn’t know we were expecting anyone new,” Nancy says from the back of the room, where she sits with the other women of her age. “Who is this person?”

      “That’s all I know,” I say. I fit the cloth cover carefully over my sewing machine. “I’m supposed to go and meet him right now, so I guess I’ll find out.”

      “Tell us everything at dinner,” Miriam insists.

      “I’ll do what I can,” I say, hiding a grimace. Miriam loves gossip, but it always makes me feel strange. I wouldn’t have liked to think, on my very first day here at the ranch, that the residents were talking about me behind my back. It goes against the inclusive atmosphere I know Xavier is trying to create.

      Still, I do understand why she and the others are curious. It’s so rare that we get any new members added to our community that when it happens, it’s even more exciting than a wedding. Whoever this person is, he will be part of our daily lives from now on. We’ll share meals with him; we’ll socialize with him; we’ll carry out chores alongside him. It’s only natural that we should want to know as much as possible about him.

      As I walk across the lawn toward the Commons, I have to admit that I’m intensely curious, too, and I feel lucky to have been assigned to show him around. I’ll get to know him right away. I won’t have to sit and wonder.

      [image: ]
* * *

      With lunchtime fast approaching, the Commons is a busy place. Food is being carried out of the kitchen on giant platters and in serving bowls too big to wrap my arms around. It looks like we’re having chili and salad. The picnic tables have all been moved back inside, and the first few people are starting to sit down and load their plates with food.

      Even amid all the action of a hot meal, the newcomer is easy to spot. He’s standing near the fireplace where the children gather in the evenings to listen to stories. He’s facing away from me, a backpack slung over his shoulder, so I can’t get a good look at him. His posture gives away plenty, though. He looks rigid and uncomfortable, as though he’s not sure what to make of everything he’s seeing.

      I can relate to that feeling. Life on the ranch is so different from life in the outside world. I’m sure this man is struggling to take it all in.

      I approach him. “Excuse me,” I say.

      He turns, and I very nearly take a step back.

      I feel as if I’ve been punched and all the air has left my lungs. He is so handsome. He’s over six feet, with gorgeous untidy black hair, pale blue eyes, and a tan complexion. He’s broad-shouldered, with big hands and the kind of angular nose that looks like it was crafted by a Greek sculptor.

      He tilts his head, curious at my strange behavior.

      I recover myself. I can’t go all starry-eyed right now. This is his first day on the ranch. He’s not looking for love. He’s looking for a place to sleep, clothes to wear, and someone to help him feel at home.

      That’s what I need to be to him right now. After that…well, we’ll see what happens.

      I extend my hand. “I’m Tammy,” I say. “Welcome to Pyrite Ranch.”

      He shifts his backpack to one shoulder and shakes my hand. “Connor,” he says.

      “Xavier asked me to help you settle in,” I explain, not sure whether Xavier told him to expect me.

      Connor smiles. “I’d appreciate that very much. This place is a little overwhelming.”

      “It is at first,” I agree, remembering my first weeks on the ranch. Of course, my experience was different from Connor’s—I’d already lived here for a week when I decided to stay.

      That’s usually how new people come to the ranch. Xavier will hold a retreat and exhausted, overworked urbanites will come and stay with us for a short period. During that time, it’s everyone’s job to make them feel as welcome and included as possible, so that at the end of their time here, when Xavier presents the possibility of permanent settlement, it will be appealing. It’s important to bring new people to join the community so that we can sustain ourselves.

      But Connor didn’t come through that process, and that’s incredibly mysterious. What could make a seemingly normal man in his twenties give up the life he knew and come join a community he had never set foot in? He must have heard about us from somewhere, but it’s still a surprising way for someone to make their way here.

      Peripherally, I take another look at him. He seems remarkably self-confident. A lot of the discomfort I read in his body language seems to have melted away now that we’re moving, and I wonder if he’s the kind of person who’s most at home in a situation where someone is telling him what he needs to be doing.

      If that’s the case, he’s going to do well at the ranch. It’s one of the things that’s made this place such a nice one for me. All the mental stress of the outside world sort of goes away when you’re presented with a series of very basic tasks each day and you know exactly what you need to do to be successful. It will bode well if Connor indeed finds it comforting to follow someone in a leadership role.

      Not to mention that, my God, he’s attractive! If we were meeting in the outside world, I would be using this time to ask him questions about himself, trying to get to know him better in the hopes of possibly landing a date. I can’t believe my luck. Here I was, lamenting the lack of decent guys around my own age, and the next day one just happens to show up on the ranch? And not only that, Xavier assigns me to acclimate him to life here?

      Actually, I can’t believe that part is a coincidence. Xavier knows what he’s doing, and it’s almost spooky how he always seems to find the right place for everyone on the ranch. We’re lucky to have such a great man as our leader. He does a wonderful job bringing out the best in everyone and making the most of every opportunity.

      I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he assigned me to this duty to see if there was any spark between me and Connor. In which case, I should be spending this time trying to get to know Connor better.

      “What brings you to Pyrite Ranch?” I ask, leading him into the men’s dormitory. It’s empty now, of course—all the men are off at morning chores—but it still feels strange to be in here. I can almost feel the masculine energy of the place. It’s the one building on ranch property I’ve hardly ever entered, and even though the layout is identical to the women’s dormitory, it feels like foreign land.

      “I saw the website,” Connor says, looking around.

      “Oh,” I say softly. We don’t use internet here, but Xavier does maintain a website—it’s the only practical way to reach out to new people. I found the ranch online myself, after searching for out-of-the-box vacation destinations. “And you just decided to go for it?”

      “I’d been looking for something like this,” he confesses. “I worked an office job before, and it was a constant grind. My dream growing up was to own a farm, but that’s so difficult to do as a single person—there’s just so much work that goes into it. Communal living seemed like it might be the ideal solution for me.”

      I smile. “I think you’re really going to like it here,” I say, hoping I’m right.

      He returns my smile, and I’m charmed all over again by the way it changes his face. “I’m already liking it,” he says.

      It takes me a moment to get my wits about me.

      “Um, the wardrobe,” I say, feeling foolish and lightheaded. “I mean, this is the men’s wardrobe. You can get clothes here.”

      “What about these?” he gestures to the jeans and button-down shirt he’s wearing.

      “We encourage you to keep any resources you own,” I say. “Of course, there’s no point in throwing things out, but most newcomers to the ranch find they don’t want to wear their clothes from their old life anymore. Those clothes would make you stand out, set you apart from the rest of the group. You want to be one of us now.”

      Connor nods. “That makes sense.”

      I open the wardrobe and show him the rows of hanging tunics and pants.

      “Find something that fits,” I say. “I’ll wait outside. Take your time.”

      As I turn toward the door, I can see Connor out of the corner of my eye. He sheds his shirt, revealing a tight, sculpted upper body, and it’s all I can do not to stare. I can see a tattoo on his back—nestled between his muscular, angular shoulder blades—and although I’m suddenly fascinated, I can’t stop to try to figure out what it is.

      I let the outside air cool me down. I’m glad I was the one chosen to show Connor around, and he seems like a really nice guy. But if I’m not careful, being around him is going to drive me crazy.
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      It doesn’t take Connor long to change. In a few minutes, he joins me outside, clad now in the same basic beige tunic and pants I’m wearing. His old clothes are bundled in his arms.

      “What now?” he asks.

      “Oh,” I say. “I guess I should help you find a bed.” I lead him back into the dormitory. “So, this is where all the unmarried men over seventeen sleep—you’re unmarried, right?”

      He grins. “Is it that obvious?”

      I blush. “Well, I just assumed… I mean, since you don’t have anyone with you—”

      “It’s all right,” he assures me. “I’m not married.”

      “Okay.”

      I take a deep breath and regain my composure, hoping it’s not glaringly obvious to him how much I feel like a teenager nursing her first crush. I haven’t gone to pieces about a man in years. But I guess that’s what ranch life does to you. It’s been a long time since I’ve confronted feelings like these.

      “Okay. So, you’ll be living here. We need to find one of these living spaces that no one has claimed, so let’s see…oh, this one’s empty. Do you like the location?”

      “The location’s fine,” Connor says.

      “Great. Go ahead and put your things on the bed. This is your space now.” I show him how to open and close the room divider that separates his private quarters from the main passageway. “When this is closed, no one will bother you. It’s the one place on the ranch you’re guaranteed absolute privacy.”

      “Other than the bathroom,” a voice chimes in over my shoulder.

      I glance back at the newcomer. “Connor, this is Evan,” I say, and Evan reaches past me to shake hands. “He lives in the unmarried men’s dorm, too.”

      “Confirmed bachelor,” Evan agrees. “I came to the ranch last year, after my wife left me.” He sounds jovial enough now, but I remember how depressed he was when he first joined us. It’s a testament to how good ranch life can be for one’s peace of mind.

      Connor turns to me. “When did you come to the ranch?”

      “Three years ago,” I say. “I was here on a wellness retreat—Xavier offers those from time to time—and I fell in love with the lifestyle and decided to stay.”

      “I know about the retreats,” Connor says. “I was actually signed up for one myself.”

      “There’s a retreat this week?” I ask.

      “It starts tomorrow. I came a day early, because the more I read about the place, the more I fell in love. And as soon as I set foot on the property, I felt sure I wanted to give this life a try.”

      “Well, you’re going to love it,” I say, remembering my first few months. “It’s an adjustment at first, letting go of everything you were used to from the outside world. Friends, family—”

      “Technology,” Evan interrupts. “I still miss the internet.”

      “Do you?” I ask. “Personally, I find it a relief not to have to worry about how many likes I have or all the emails and messages I need to reply to. Life here is simple and straightforward. Calm.”

      We bid farewell to Evan and I lead Connor out to the animal pastures. Regardless of what other chores we’re assigned, everyone has to take a turn caring for the animals. I show him the chicken coop and the barn where we milk the cows.

      “I helped with a birth last month,” I tell him, remembering the night it happened and how proud I felt to be involved. “There’s always plenty of work to be done with the livestock.”

      “Do you slaughter the cows?” Connor asks.

      “We don’t…we don’t talk about it like that,” I say, frowning. “Of course, our meat has to come from somewhere, but that’s such a gruesome thing to say.” It’s so outside world, so cold. But I don’t tell him that. It’s okay that he still has a touch of that coldness to him. It’s only natural. With time, ranch life will wear that away.

      “I’m sorry,” Connor says contritely. “How do you talk about it?”

      “We say the cows are providing meat,” I say. “It’s a gift, not an act of violence.”

      A muscle in Connor’s jaw twitches. “I see.”

      I narrow my eyes. Is he laughing at me?

      He changes the subject. “What did you do before you came here?”

      “I worked for Ryan Hemmers,” I say.

      “The startup kid?”

      “That’s the one. He hired me a few months before he made his first billion. I was his full-time assistant after that. Booking meetings, scheduling appointments, making sure that his office mini-fridge was stocked with his favorite brand of sparkling water. You get the picture.”

      “Sounds like a busy job.”

      “It was. Fifty, sometimes sixty hours a week, and incredibly stressful. That’s why the ranch has been so great for me. I work hard here too, but everything I do has purpose. It’s not just mindless administrative work. When I sew a tunic, I get to see a friend wearing it. When I work in the fields, the corn I harvest is on the dinner table for my community to enjoy.”

      “You don’t bring in any resources from the outside world, then?”

      “Just people,” I say. “Everything else we have comes from the ranch itself. We’re a hundred percent self-sustaining.”

      “That must make for a limited menu.”

      “We do better than you might think,” I say. “The herb gardens help a lot. And we’re always expanding what we do here. Recently, Xavier has been talking about introducing a sustainable fish pond.”

      “Impressive,” Connor says, raising his eyebrows.

      I lead him away from the animals, back toward the other working buildings.

      “Over here is the sewing room,” I say, pointing it out. “That’s where single women work.”

      “I can sew,” Connor says. “What if I want to work there?”

      “Really? You can sew?”

      “Well, no,” he admits, “I can’t. But some men can.”

      “Xavier divides the labor this way to make it easier for us to socialize with our peers,” I say. “He understands that women need time to talk to each other about the issues in our lives, and men need the same thing. And besides, if the single men and the single women worked together, there would probably be more flirting than working going on.”

      “Where do the men work?” Connor asks.

      “Over there.” I point out the building. “Construction. The men do all the day-to-day carpentry and repairs, including building our beds and the tables we eat on. The buildings themselves are a little different—when a new building is ready to be put up, everyone pitches in and helps. Xavier says that gives us a sense that each structure on the ranch belongs to all of us, because we all helped build it.”

      “Is he right?” Connor asks.

      “I think so,” I say. “Most of these buildings were put up before I got here, but I definitely feel extra fond of the ones I helped out with.”

      We make our way back into the Commons and I point out the kitchen. “This is where married couples work,” I say. “They join us when it’s time to eat, but they spend hours leading up to that preparing food for everyone on the ranch.”

      “So, if you got married, you’d have to go work in a hot kitchen instead of in that breezy sewing building?” Connor says. “Sounds like a bad deal.”

      “Maybe.” I don’t want to get too deep into my feelings about marriage with this man I just met and am nursing a crush on.

      “Who’s that waving at you?” he asks.

      “Rachel!” I wave her over. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be on your honeymoon.”

      “Honeymoons are exhausting,” she giggles. “I came here to pick up a to-go meal so we could keep our energy up.”

      “Honeymoon?” Connor asks.

      “Connor, this is my good friend Rachel,” I say. “She just got married yesterday.”

      “Congratulations,” Connor says. “And nice to meet you.”

      “Thanks!” Rachel is exceedingly giggly. I can’t blame her, not when I remember what she and James have no doubt been doing for the past twelve hours. “It was so beautiful. Everyone on the ranch working together to make our day special—you’d never see something like that in the outside world.”

      “You’d better get back to your husband,” I tell her, grinning. “Connor’s going to be staying with us, so you’ll see him again when you eventually come up for air.”

      Rachel laughs. “Welcome to Pyrite,” she says, and jogs off toward the cabin she and James now share.

      Connor and I watch her go. “She looks happy,” he says.

      “She is,” I agree. “She and James are such a good match, and she’s right—it was a really beautiful wedding. I’m really happy for them.”

      “Weddings here must be really nice,” he says.

      “They are, but what makes you say so?”

      “Just the fact that everyone knows each other,” he says. “I’ve seen how it’s been for you today—you greet everyone we pass as if they’re an old friend.”

      “You’ll become friends with them too,” I say. “Before you know it, you’ll feel like you’ve known them all your life. People become family very quickly here, with the way we all work together for our mutual wellbeing. And you’re right, that did make the wedding extra special.”

      He nods. “I’m not very close to anyone like that in the outside world,” he admits. “I don’t see my parents and siblings that often—just on holidays. I have friends, of course, through work, but I just never developed that feeling of closeness with them. They’re drinking buddies more than anything else.”

      “We don’t drink here,” I point out. “Xavier’s philosophy is that alcohol impairs the forming of natural human bonds and causes people not to be their best selves. It’s all about being your best self at Pyrite.”

      Connor nods. “He told me a bit of that when I arrived this morning. And a lot of it was in the informational material for the wellness seminar when I initially signed up. The whole thing was about taking advantage of the peace provided by an escape from the world to find and become the best version of yourself.”

      “Exactly,” I agree. “We lose track of our real selves so often in the outside world. We label ourselves and spend our energy trying to live up to those labels. For example, when I was working for Ryan Hemmers, I constantly thought of myself as a tech assistant. That label became who I was. Do you know what I mean?”

      “Sure,” he agrees. “I was a marketing associate. But what’s wrong with that way of thinking?”

      “The problem is that we aren’t what we do,” I say. “Here at the ranch, I do all kinds of things. I make clothing. I tutor children. I help with the livestock. But none of those things define me. They’re just contributions I make to the community. And since I’m not defining myself according to the work I do, I’m free to look for other ways to understand who I am.”

      “Have you found them?” Connor asks.

      “Sometimes, I think so,” I say. “It’s an ongoing process. I’m working on it. You’ll work on it too, while you’re with us. And let me tell you, when you uncover a fundamental truth about yourself, it feels better than almost anything. It’s one of the best things ranch life offers us.”

      “How do you even begin to think about the world that way?” Connor asks, somewhat wistfully.

      “Well, the seminars help,” I tell him. “And the workshops. I’m assuming you saw some information about those on the website.”

      “Yes, but I wasn’t really sure what to expect.”

      “Come on,” I say. “The full list is posted every week in the Commons. I’ll show you.”

      I lead him over to the wall beside the fireplace, where I can see one of the lists of weekly events. They’re handwritten, always, and looking at the list now, I see it from an outsider’s perspective. I remember what it was like when I first got here, before I was used to official papers being handwritten. It looks unprofessional, almost childlike. Connor doesn’t say anything, but I can see him taking it in.

      “We don’t have any computers here,” I remind him. “Almost everything is written out by hand.”

      “If you don’t have any computers, how is there a website?” he asks.

      “Well, Xavier has a computer,” I concede. “But he only uses it for the website, and that mostly runs itself. Most days, he doesn’t touch it at all.”

      “I see.” There’s skepticism in Connor’s voice.

      “Look.” I pull his attention back to the list. “Here are all the seminars, workshops and activities that are going on this week. Xavier’s weekly mindfulness lecture is on Saturday night, see? That’s always a good one; I go every week. And anybody else who wants to can sign up to lead an activity. My friend Miriam leads this yoga class here, see? They meet up on Eastern Hill. And Rachel’s husband James runs the book club.”

      “There are books here?” Connor asks.

      “Of course there are,” I say. “Why wouldn’t there be?”

      “I don’t know,” he says. “Why isn’t there internet?”

      “The internet is too big,” I explain. “It’s too full of toxicity. It’s easy to get lost, to find stories or information that increase your stress or provoke uncharitable emotional responses, and all of that takes you further away from becoming your best self. Books are different. Xavier has specifically chosen the books in our library, and they’re all spiritually nourishing and intellectually stimulating. Besides, having book clubs allows us to share the ideas we get from the things we read, so the experience isn’t isolating the way the internet can be.”

      “Got it,” Connor says.

      “This list is posted every Sunday evening,” I say. “I recommend stopping by after dinner to see what’s available in the coming week and what you might want to take part in. As you can see, activities are always after dinner, when most of our daily chores are complete.”

      “What if I don’t choose to do any of the activities?” Connor asks.

      “Of course, that’s to be expected sometimes,” I say. “Everyone needs personal time, and we understand that. But it’s also important to be social and to make yourself a part of the community. If you never participate, you won’t have the opportunity to get to know everyone, and you won’t be taking full advantage of your time here. We really want you to be part of our family,” I say, knowing how hard it is for some people to feel welcome on their first day in a new place.

      Connor nods. “That makes sense. And a lot of these things look really interesting, so I’m sure you’ll be seeing me there.”

      “That’s great,” I tell him. “You’re going to fit in really well; I can tell already.” I hope I’m saying that because I mean it, and not just because I want him to feel comfortable and do well here so I can continue my crush.

      “I’m looking forward to it,” Connor says.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask, realizing that the rest of the Commons is clearing out around us. People are bussing their tables, returning their dishes to the kitchen to be washed. Lunch is over, and we’ve been so preoccupied with the tour (and let’s face it, I’ve been so preoccupied with him) that we completely missed our chance to grab some food.

      “Now that you mention it, I’m starving,” Connor says. “I haven’t eaten since the pack of jerky I got at a truck stop on my way in this morning.”

      “That’s some sad breakfast,” I say.

      “Well, I imagine the meals here will be much nicer.”

      “Fresh, for one thing,” I say. “Let me run back to the kitchen and see what I can find. Wait here.”

      I dart through the swinging kitchen door, find Bev, and explain the situation. A moment later, she’s handing me two swiftly made chicken salad sandwiches and a thermos full of lemonade. She gives me a knowing look as I thank her, and I wonder if she heard me and Connor talking outside the kitchen. Bev is the closest thing I have to a mother at the ranch, and I’m sure she’s already picking up on my feelings for the new guy. No doubt she’ll want to talk to me later about him.

      Connor and I eat lunch on Eastern Hill, which provides the best views over the property.

      “It’s so quiet up here,” Connor says.

      “You get used to it,” I tell him. “After living in the outside world for so long, the white noise of traffic and people feel normal to you. But this is what the natural world really sounds like. Xavier says that on the rare occasions he has to go back out into the world, it feels like an assault on his ears.”

      “It’s a really peaceful place,” Connor says, taking a bite of his sandwich. “Are you glad you came?”

      “It’s the best decision I’ve ever made in my life,” I tell him honestly.
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      It’s funny. As I prepared for this job, I thought the hardest part would be adapting to the way of life around here. But the hardest part, so far, has proven to be the simple task of learning my own name.

      My fake name, that is. Connor.

      We’re all attuned to the sound of our own names. In a noisy crowd, if someone speaks your name, your brain focuses in on the familiar sound and triggers your attention. Although we rarely think about it consciously, we expect the people we know to respond instinctively when we call their names.

      And responding to a fake name doesn’t come naturally. Every time this girl—Tammy—says the word “Connor,” it takes me an extra fraction of a second to remember that Connor is me and to respond the way I would if she’d said “Kyle.”

      So far, she doesn’t appear to have noticed anything. She hasn’t given me any suspicious looks. In fact, she’s been nothing but nice and welcoming. It’s enough to make me feel guilty about the fact that I’m deceiving her. Only a little guilty, though. The level of my deceit is peanuts compared to the con that’s being run on this poor girl and all her friends.

      She’s packing up our lunch bags now.

      “Stay here,” she says. “I’ll return all this stuff to the Commons and see if there’s anything for dessert. You can enjoy the view. Try to meditate, if you like. This is a great place for it, and it’s so rare to get this hill all to yourself. You should make the most of it.”

      She seems really sincere. I nod, doing my best to look like I think her suggestion is a really great one, and lie down on my back as she takes off down the hill.

      I shouldn’t be having this much trouble.

      It’s not like I’ve never worked under a false identity before. It’s not like I’ve never had to infiltrate a group. That’s my job. I’m supposed to be good at it. Hell, that’s why I was sent here in the first place—I’m great at this. So why am I having so much trouble? Why do I want to correct Tammy when she calls me Connor, to tell her my real name and that I’m not in marketing and never have been?

      That kind of honesty would jeopardize my whole mission. I know I can’t do that.

      I stare at the puffy clouds floating miles above this picturesque ranch. Nothing is what it seems. The place looks gorgeous, idyllic. I have to admit, I can understand why people choose to come here. But if they knew what I know, they’d run screaming in the opposite direction.

      I have to expose this place. I can’t blow my cover.

      I came here expecting to find a bunch of suckers. You’d have to be a sucker, wouldn’t you, to be taken by a scheme like this? And my expectations were lowered further when I met Xavier, the guy who’s in charge of it all. For someone who’s such a proponent of clean living, he definitely looks like he’s rolled one too many joints in his day. He needs a haircut. I have to wonder if he even has a high school diploma.

      And Tammy seems completely taken with him. How can that be? Because, despite my expectations, she’s not an idiot. Far from it. She’s smart and witty and surprisingly insightful. That little speech she gave about defining yourself according to your intrinsic qualities rather than the work you do—it might be propaganda, but there’s a kernel of truth in there, and she did a great job selling it to me. If it didn’t come with the rest of this creepy place as part of the package, I could absolutely subscribe to that viewpoint.

      Maybe that’s what makes me so angry. Because I can’t deny the rage that’s bubbling up in the pit of my stomach—controlling that feeling has been a challenge all of its own. Maybe I’m angry that this kind, smart, gorgeous girl—not that it matters that she’s gorgeous, that’s totally irrelevant, but I’m not blind—has fallen so completely into this trap. She really believes this crap! She really thinks she’s discovered a great new lifestyle. And I’m completely powerless to tell her otherwise, to tell her that this place isn’t what it appears.

      At least, for now.

      It won’t be like this for long, I remind myself. After all, the whole point of my mission here is to help Tammy and people like her. I’m not going to leave her trapped in this mess. It’s agonizing having to play along in the short-term, acting like I’m just boring old ad exec Connor who needs to get away from the hustle and bustle of city life, letting Tammy show me around the ranch and oohing and ahhing at everything.

      It feels like lying to her. And even though I’ve just met her, I hate the idea of lying to her. God knows enough people are already doing that.

      But the only way to save her, to free her from this, is to keep up the lie for a little bit longer. I have to play the role of Connor long enough to achieve what I came here to do. I can explain it all to Tammy later, and I’ll just have to hope she understands. For now, I don’t have a choice.

      I sit up and watch her running across the lawn, far below me, toward the barn-like structure Xavier called the Commons. All the buildings here look the same. The Commons is a big barn. The dormitories are medium-sized barns. Lots of little barns are scattered around—single family dwellings, maybe. And, off in the fields, the barns that hold the livestock look exactly the same.

      Creepy.

      This shouldn’t be taking the toll on my mind that it is. As a Navy SEAL, I’m one of the mentally toughest people in the world. It’s what makes me so good at adopting an alias—I don’t crack under pressure. During SEAL training, we undergo special conditioning to have the fear response programmed out of us. That makes us more capable of getting things done when we need to, of not buckling when things are hard or intimidating or even tragic, the way this ranch is.

      I’m supposed to be able to set my emotions aside and do what I need to do. That’s supposed to be my skill set.

      And this mission is especially important to me, because it might enable me to make Captain. The fact that Captain Ennis is retiring in a few months is probably the worst kept secret in the service. Somebody’s going to be getting a promotion. But the fact that we’re not deployed right now means that opportunities to distinguish myself are pretty thin on the ground.

      That’s why I was so eager to be sent on this mission. If I bring this place down, it won’t just be a mammoth achievement that will make me stand out to my superiors—my name will be in the press. I might even gain the attention of the White House.

      The first step, though, is infiltration. The plan to bring the ranch down is rigorously designed, down to the last detail, and involves dozens of people, not just me. I can’t put them at risk by going off-script, no matter how badly I want to tell Tammy exactly what’s going on and that she should just get out of here.

      Unfortunately, I’m going to have to use her. Xavier assigned her to look out for me, which means I’m going to have to use the rapport we’re developing and her encyclopedic knowledge of ranch life. She’s going to become my information pipeline, the one who’ll tell me everything I need to know to achieve what I came here to do.

      God, she’s going to hate me. She’s going to hate me at best. She is going to feel so betrayed by me. It’s hard to think about.

      How is it possible she doesn’t see anything wrong here? Does she really not see the holes in the explanation she’s giving me?

      Is it possible she knows?

      No, I write that idea off as quickly as it comes to me. When I spoke to Xavier, I could practically see the dishonesty radiating off him. There was an audible sneer in everything he said, a gross kind of pride at being able to pull off a scam like his. Talking to him made me want to take a shower. My interaction with Tammy was completely different. She was so sincere, so fresh and open. If she was lying to me, she’s officially the best liar I’ve ever met—and I’ve met some real champion liars.

      I get to my feet and pace back and forth between the two trees that grow on this hill—Eastern Hill, Tammy called it. Creative naming. It’s at the easternmost point of the ranch, and it’s a hill. Still, I can imagine this is probably a nice place to spend time if you’re not stewing about subversive plots. If I was just having a nice picnic right now and not planning how best to stab a sweet, smart girl in the back and sabotage her way of life, I would probably find this hill very relaxing.

      I think back to my briefing, when I was first given this assignment. I was called into the ready room where individuals always meet with Captain Ennis before solo missions. Much to my surprise, Admiral Henshaw was there, too. I knew immediately that this mission must be a big deal. I took my seat opposite the two officers at the table, and Captain Ennis slid a file folder over to me. I picked it up and flipped it open.

      The top page was a flyer advertising Pyrite Ranch. Of course, I already knew that was where I was being sent, so I laid it aside. Underneath were several pages full of numbers. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was looking at, so I turned my gaze back to the officers for an explanation.

      “Tax records,” Captain Ennis explained. “These are the ranch’s reported earnings over the past five years.”

      “Okay?” I said, unsure what to make of it. “So, we know they pay their taxes.”

      “Whether they pay isn’t the issue,” Admiral Henshaw said. “It’s the amount of revenue.” He reached over and tapped the paper with a long, bony finger. “This place is a self-sustaining wellness retreat, yes? Now, look at the next page.” He pulled it out. “Here’s what a similarly sized wellness retreat reports in income—and this place is not self-sustaining. They pay a staff. They pay to keep electricity on. Do you see the problem now?”

      I nodded. The second place—the one that wasn’t self-sustaining—was bringing in considerably less income than Pyrite, a place that ought to have virtually no expenses.

      “So, where’s all the money going?” I asked.

      “Precisely,” Admiral Henshaw said. “And that’s what we want you to find out.”

      Now, standing on this hilltop and taking in the entire community at once, I feel like I’ve stepped into a mystery novel. I’m standing in the middle of this place I read about, this place that defies logic and reason.

      I saw Xavier’s website. I saw what he charges for those retreats. It’s exorbitant. Which is fine—he’s at perfect liberty to charge whatever he likes—but if he and all his acolytes are running around in clothes they sewed themselves, eating eggs they pulled out from under the chickens this morning, then what does he need the money for?

      I wish I could believe he was financing some kind of charitable organization. That would be a great thing to do with a place like this. Come experience communal living, all proceeds go to benefit the homeless, or whatever. But I don’t believe it at all.

      First of all, if that was what was going on, why in the world wouldn’t you advertise it? Even if it wasn’t in your nature to brag, putting that fact on the website could only help sales. But I scoured that website, and I found nothing to make me believe this wasn’t a straightforward commercial enterprise.

      Besides that, there’s Xavier himself. He’s slimy as hell. Sleazy. He has a used car salesman vibe, hidden under a paper-thin veneer of Zen hippie. Xavier is the thing I find hardest to believe about this whole place. Does no one at all see through that man? It was so clear, when I talked to him, that he was barely keeping himself from laughing at everyone in his orbit. That benevolent smile of his was closer to a sneer.

      I don’t believe for a minute that a man like that has dedicated himself to life on a commune to benefit anybody’s interests besides his own.

      But what are Xavier’s interests?

      I don’t know, exactly. But I do know one thing, and it makes me more uneasy than anything else I’ve learned about Xavier or Pyrite Ranch.

      I know they’re armed.

      The final report that came in from intelligence before I left revealed extremely disturbing information. Aerial photographs revealed multiple people moving by night—it wasn’t clear who they were; the photographs only showed us human-shaped heat signatures—between a truck and a barn. The truck has now been photographed and traced, and found to belong to a known arms dealer.

      Someone was, or maybe still is, supplying guns to Pyrite Ranch, and it seemed like they might be stored in or under one of these barns.

      And multiple people on the ranch know about it. The heat signatures revealed several individuals at the arms dealer’s truck, most of whom were not in in the vehicle when it drove away. Xavier almost certainly knows what is going on, but he can’t be the only one.

      I don’t think it could be possible that Tammy is involved—she just seems too earnest, too heartfelt about how much she loves the place—but what about the others she introduced me to during our tour? Any of them could be guilty of smuggling guns. I made eye contact with all of them, trying to suss out who was innocent, trying to see who would flinch. But no one did. Were they all in the dark about what was going on, or were they just that good at lying?

      These are important questions, but I know they aren’t the most important question, the thing that absolutely has to be answered for my mission to be considered a success. That question is, what are the guns for?

      It’s weird that someone like Xavier would have a gun at all. He’s supposed to be a free-spirited hippie. He’s supposed to value nature and doing no harm to all the little plants and animals, right? So, even owning a single firearm is way out of character for that guy.

      Of course, having spent time around Xavier, I’m not surprised at all. If I had to describe the man I met, one of the first things I’d say would be power-hungry, and power-hungry people are exactly the type to buy up guns on the black market. So, one possibility is that he’s just a weird obsessive, and having an arsenal in his basement makes him feel like a big man.

      That’s the best possible option. The one with the least potential for violence and danger.

      There’s also the possibility that he’s planning to arm his acolytes on the ranch and set them loose on the civilian population. I don’t see that working very well, if it is his plan. He might have some loyal servants here, but there must be plenty of people like Tammy, too—people who love the meditative lifestyle of this place, but who would raise an eyebrow if they were asked to pick up a gun.

      She wouldn’t do that, would she? I don’t think she’s that far gone.

      Besides, if they try any kind of attack on the outside world, we’ll shut them down before they get started. The Navy is watching this ranch from the outside, and the minute those guns come out, it’s lockdown time. Xavier wouldn’t even get off his own property.

      So, then, the final possibility. What if Xavier is planning an assault on his own people? What if he and the others who visited the arms dealer’s truck are planning to pull those guns out in the night?

      I’m going to be sleeping with one eye open as long as I’m here. That’s for sure.

      It’s also possible that the guns could be for something else, something I haven’t even thought of yet. But whatever they’re for, I’m certain it can’t be anything good.

      I have to uncover their plans before they have a chance to execute them. I have to put a stop to whatever’s going on here. And, as I watch Tammy emerge from the Commons and make her way back up the hill, an unexpected thought pops into my head—one I’m utterly unprepared for.

      I have to protect her.
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      The walk up Eastern Hill is long, long enough for it to become awkward that I’m just watching Tammy as she walks back up to me. I need to find something to do, something to occupy me so that I won’t just be staring at her.

      Off to my left, beyond the two trees, is a stump where a third tree clearly used to grow. The trees on the ranch are fairly well spaced out, and staggered, too—looking down from the hill, I can see several young saplings spread around the grounds, as well as some trees that have attained a mature height, and many thick-trunked old oaks.

      The stump I’m looking at now clearly belonged to one of these. It’s wider around than either of the other trees on the hill. I imagine it’s the practice here to cut down trees once they reach a certain size, harvesting their wood for construction.

      And, of course, for fires. It’s clear that the logs beside this stump are intended as firewood. For one thing, the bark hasn’t been sheared off. Someone has also started the work of cutting the wood into fireplace sized logs, but there’s plenty more to be done. I locate the axe lying on the ground alongside the stump, pick it up, balance a log on its end, and quickly split it.

      Not bad.

      I’ve used axes before, but only to break down doors as part of rescue operations training. I’ve never done anything like this. I take a moment to admire my work, the two evenly split pieces of wood now lying on the ground. Then, I pick them up and add them to the pile someone has already started.

      I set up another log, heft the axe, and bring it down again. This is actually kind of fun. I can see how it gets addicting, having repetitive physical tasks like this to do, things you can be good at and take pride in. If I didn’t know the truth about Pyrite Ranch, I’m sure I would be really excited to bring my bundle of chopped logs down to the Commons at the end of the day and arrange them in the fireplace, start a fire, and watch my friends and family get warm. There would be an immediate sense of pride in that.

      Of course, I know my job helps people—that’s what the SEALs are for, at the bottom line—but sometimes, it’s harder to see. Standing here on top of this hill and knowing that I’m lying to Tammy, who has been nothing but kind and welcoming, it’s hard to feel like a good and helpful person. But chopping firewood is simple and uncomplicated. I set up another log and bisect it, enjoying another rush of satisfaction as the wood fractures apart. If only everything in life were this easy. If only I could always be this sure that I was doing the right thing.

      “You’re pretty good at that,” says a voice from behind me. I turn to see Tammy making her way to the top of the hill. She collapses down on the grass where we ate lunch, clearly tired from the steep climb, and holds up a cloth bag. “I found cookies,” she says.

      I whack the blade of the axe into the stump of the tree for safekeeping and join her.

      “Was that your first time?” she asks.

      “Chopping wood? Yes.”

      “You’re a natural,” she says with a smile.

      “You’re a flatterer.”

      She reaches into her bag and pulls out a chocolate chip cookie as big as my hand. “Fresh out of the oven,” she says, handing it to me and pulling out another one for herself.

      I break the cookie in half. Sure enough, it’s still warm and soft, exactly how I like them. I take a bite and I’m surprised it’s raisin, not chocolate. Of course. A ranch in California can’t produce their own chocolate, but they can grow grapes. Still, it’s really good. Wholesome, like everything else here.

      “These are wonderful,” I tell her.

      “Olivia made them.”

      “Olivia?”

      “She’s a friend of mine. Well, actually, I used to be her tutor when she was younger, but she’s almost finished with school now.”

      “There’s school on the ranch?” This place continues to surprise me.

      “Of course,” Tammy says. “Everyone gets their GED. Once she’s finished with her studies, Olivia will move out of the children’s dormitory and into the adult women’s dorm with me, and she’ll come to work as a seamstress until she gets married. I think she’ll probably marry quickly, though, because she loves working in the kitchens.”

      “Where does she work now?” I ask. “Do students still have to help with chores?”

      “Everyone helps out with the animals,” Tammy says. “And when it’s harvest time, of course, we all go out to the fields, and when new buildings go up, everyone helps with those. Aside from that, there are free blocks after study hours during which students can visit different areas of the ranch and try out any responsibility they want to.”

      “What’s the point of that?” I ask. “If all the unmarried women have to become seamstresses, what’s the point in discovering whether or not there’s something else you like?”

      Tammy licks crumbs off her fingers. “Sometimes, if someone has a natural aptitude or a passion for something, Xavier will assign them to that thing,” she says.

      “So, couldn’t your friend Olivia work in the kitchens without getting married? If it’s such an interest of hers?”

      “Maybe. She would need to schedule an interview with Xavier, demonstrate her ability, and explain why she wanted to do it. And then, he would need to decide it was to the benefit of the whole ranch, and not just her. But it’s possible. Xavier really values people who excel at work that serves the community, you know. He’s all about being as productive as possible in service of the community. In fact, he would probably be really impressed with how quickly you cut all that firewood.”

      “You think so?”

      I glance back over my shoulder at the pile of wood. I was just chopping it for fun, and to let off a little steam, but is it possible this newfound skill of mine could actually be helpful toward achieving my mission?

      “Maybe I should arrange an interview with him,” I say. An interview would be the perfect opportunity to interrogate Xavier without his realizing what I was doing. I could ask him all about the history of the ranch and his vision for its future. If you want to find out what people are up to, get them talking about themselves.

      But Tammy shakes her head. “Not likely,” she says. “Xavier’s a busy man. He doesn’t take meetings with just anyone.”

      “What would I have to do to get a meeting? You said Olivia could do it.”

      “That’s different,” Tammy says. “Olivia’s a lifer, born here at the ranch. Xavier’s known her since she was a baby. He practically helped raise her. You, though…you’re still a stranger. We want to know you, Connor, and we want you to be part of our family, but it takes a while to build those relationships. If you really want to be assigned to the chore of chopping firewood, though, I could put in a good word for you. Xavier might be willing to start you out here.”

      “I’m happy to help out wherever I’m needed,” I say, feeling that the best way to make a good impression—and hopefully get to a place where the leader of the commune is willing to make time for me—is by cooperating. “I just thought it might be a good idea.”

      “It is,” she says earnestly. “It’s just that Xavier so rarely takes time out of his schedule for a one-on-one meeting with anybody. I was surprised when he came to see me today, and I’ve been here three years.”

      “What does he do all day?” I ask. “What keeps him so busy that he can’t take time to talk to the people? I thought this place was all about openness.”

      “It is,” Tammy says. “He just has so many responsibilities.” I can tell from the tone of her voice that she really looks up to him, that she finds it deeply impressive that someone could manage all of Xavier’s responsibilities. “He runs the seminars, of course, and he’s always reading books and doing research to make them better. He’s also the only one who communicates with the outside world, and of course, that’s very taxing. Every time he gets back from talking to someone on the outside, he goes to his private study to meditate for hours.”

      Well, that’s not suspicious at all. I can hardly keep from rolling my eyes; I can’t believe a smart person like her doesn’t see through any of this.

      I suppose it’s a testament to how neat and well-run Xavier’s organization really is. The fact that the people here aren’t sheep, the way I expected—they’re normal, logical people—means that the scheme isn’t transparent at all. Maybe I’m only seeing through it because I was so well briefed on the situation here. If I hadn’t seen those tax returns or gotten that last-minute update alerting me to the presence of guns, would I be as suspicious as I am? Or would Xavier’s disguise as a harmless old hippie be fooling me, too?

      It’s an uncomfortable thought. What if Xavier is smarter than me? What if I’m only onto him because I have so much help? That would mean that now that I’m here, inside the organization, with no access to additional resources, I might not be able to find the evidence that will allow me to blow the whistle on this place.

      At the very least, it’s going to take a lot longer than I thought. Tammy’s been here three years, and she doesn’t seem to be aware of anything unsavory going on. I wish I could write that off to her just becoming progressively more brainwashed as time has gone by, but she seems clear-headed enough. Xavier isn’t brainwashing his commune members. I’m not sure if he’s even lying to them. He’s just omitting vital information and letting them draw their own conclusions. And nobody doubts him.

      I have two things going for me that Tammy doesn’t, though. The first is my training. However smart she is, I feel confident she hasn’t trained in advanced interrogation. I, meanwhile, am a pro at getting information from people who don’t want to give it to me. That means that every time I see Xavier, every time he speaks, I’ll know exactly what to look for. Twitches. Nervous tics. Even the way he phrases things might give me clues as to the inner workings of his mind. I can learn a lot more from a simple conversation than someone without my training ever could.

      My second advantage is the simple fact that I do know something is going on around here—and that, in addition, gives me an advantage Xavier doesn’t have. Unless I am very much mistaken, he’s bought my cover. He thinks I’m a convert enamored with the lifestyle he’s created, a silly little sheep he can lead to whatever slaughter he’s planning. He has no idea that I’m a trained Navy SEAL here to bust him and his whole operation. But I know exactly what he is. I might not know exactly what he’s planning—not yet, at least—but I am exceedingly familiar with his type. He’s a cult leader. He’s selling a lifestyle under false pretenses.

      So, in the chess match between Xavier and me, I’ve already made the opening move. And that is a huge advantage.

      Of course, I’m facing a pretty big disadvantage too, one I definitely didn’t plan for. One I hardly even noticed creeping up on me. But suddenly, sitting next to Tammy on this picturesque hill, watching her smile at me, I’m overcome.

      She’s gorgeous. I’ve always had a soft spot for redheads, and there’s something extra alluring about the knowledge that she comes by the color naturally—I know nobody’s dyeing their hair out here on the ranch. And the simple clothes she wears gently flatter her figure, letting me know she’s got curves while covering up enough to pique my curiosity. Under normal circumstances, I’d be asking to buy her a drink, but instead, I have to lie about my identity. Great.

      And the hell of it is that it isn’t just her looks that I find appealing. Pretty girls are great, but I don’t find it too hard to keep my head on straight when I’m around someone physically beautiful. But Tammy’s so much more than that. I can tell she’s a deep thinker. She’s thought about life here on the ranch and why it’s a good option for her. And I just wasn’t prepared for that. I can tell she’s someone I would enjoy a real conversation with. We could talk about life, about art and politics—real politics, that is, not Xavier politics.

      And she’s into me. I’ve been around the block enough times that I can tell when a girl’s into me. She’s been checking me out since we met. I’ve seen her gaze flicking toward me when she thought I wasn’t looking, and when I changed into my ranch uniform, before she ducked out of the dorm, her face was as red as a tomato. She wants me. That much is obvious.

      If she first came to the ranch three years ago…my God, it suddenly occurs to me. She hasn’t had sex in three years. She must be going out of her mind.

      The rules about sex on the ranch didn’t seem so surprising when I read the information on the website. Cults like this usually have weird ideas about anything indulgent, and Xavier’s abstinence-based manifesto seemed right in line with that. Sex keeps you from being your best self…yeah, sure, pal, okay. It had to have more to do with wanting to control people, or to keep people from forming intimate bonds that weren’t approved, or maybe even mandated, by the commune’s leader.

      But now that I’m here, it doesn’t look like that’s the case. After all, Tammy’s friend Rachel is a newlywed and apparently on her honeymoon, meaning sex is fine within the confines of marriage. This isn’t a religious cult, though. It’s a strange rule to enforce, and I’m surprised a girl like Tammy would so willingly adhere to it. God knows I couldn’t do it.

      Especially not with her sitting there looking so…well, so hot. It’s a weird thing to think about someone dressed in a tunic and loose-fitting pants, but whatever. I can admit it. She’s blindingly hot. I want to make a move on her, right here and now.

      I can’t, though, and not only because it would be inappropriate to make a pass at someone whose guard is so clearly down. I have to play by the rules of the commune. I’m not Kyle Newfeld, Navy SEAL and freewheeling ladies’ man. Not right now, anyway.

      No, here on this hill, I’m Connor, beleaguered marketing associate, burnt out and desperate for a new life. Cooperating with the rules of this place—especially on my very first day—is a vital part of my cover.

      Not blowing my cover, is, of course, paramount to the SEALs. It’s the reason the rest of the team assigned to Pyrite is keeping their distance. It’s the reason we didn’t storm in here with a strike force. Without solid evidence, our chances of shutting this place down and making it stick aren’t great.

      We need something tangible, something we can point to that will put Xavier away for a long time. We can’t just say, “well, he seems like a creep and we don’t think he bought those guns legally.” I’m sure he can produce some kind of paperwork, counterfeit or not, that will legitimize his arsenal. So, my unit is counting on me to preserve my disguise. I’m familiar with the kind of dressing-down I’ll get from the Captain if I mess this up. It’s something I never wish to be on the receiving end of.

      But I also want to stay undercover for Tammy’s sake. The part of me that wants to tell her all these thoughts going through my mind, maybe even to grab her and kiss her, has to take a backseat to the part of me that wants to get her out of this crazy scheme and back into the real world.

      Maybe then, when we’re far away from Xavier and his insanity, there will be a chance for us to get to know each other. Maybe then, I can tell her who I really am and how I really feel, even ask her out on a date. Hell, at that point, sex wouldn’t be off the table.

      But I’m getting way ahead of myself. For now, it will have to be enough to befriend her, to eat cookies with her on this hilltop and hear her stories. To make sure she’s safe. Because the one thing I can absolutely do is keep watch and make sure that if Xavier decides to put whatever plan he’s brewing into action, Tammy is far, far away from it. I won’t allow her to become collateral damage to that crazy man and his strange, potentially violent ideals.

      I will protect her. No matter what, I will keep her out of harm’s way.
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      It’s funny. I never used to enjoy working in the fields, but now, it’s a welcome break from the sewing room. And I know exactly why, too. I know as soon as I see his face break into a smile at the sight of me, as soon as he leaves the row of corn he’s working on and hurries to my side.

      Connor.

      It’s wonderful to be working on a task we can do together. I never really realized how few opportunities men and women have to socialize here on the ranch. Connor and I have meals together, but we’ve been spending all day lately working on different tasks, in completely different places. But now, finally, it’s time to detassel the corn, which means everyone is working together. A perfect opportunity.

      “I can’t believe you do the whole field by hand,” he says, walking alongside me.

      I wonder if I should read anything into that. He was about a third of the way down a completely different row, and he abandoned it to start at the beginning with me. Interesting.

      “How else would we do it?” I ask.

      “Well, you know, farmers usually use machines,” he points out.

      “But machines aren’t sustainable,” I say. “They need gas to run, and we’re not exactly sitting on a pile of oil here.”

      He nods. “It just seems like it must be exhausting.”

      “Believe me,” I tell him, “the next time you bite into an ear of corn, it’s going to taste so much better than it ever has before. You’ll think you’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      He laughs and pulls another tassel. “It’s nice that the whole commune comes out to participate in this. Doesn’t anybody ever complain?”

      “No,” I say. “I think we’re all just very aware of the fact that we don’t have to be here, you know? If anybody was unhappy with the workload, or any of the arrangements, there would be nothing to stop them from leaving.”

      “Does anybody ever leave?” Connor asks. “Have you ever known anyone who has?”

      I think about it. “No.”

      “Do you think that’s weird?”

      “I think it says a lot about this place, actually.” A thought occurs to me, and I glance over at him. “You’re not thinking about leaving, are you?”

      “No, no,” he laughs. “I like it here.”

      I breathe an inward sigh of relief. “Good.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Good?”

      Shit. That was more than I meant to give away. “Um…”

      He laughs. “Don’t worry about it. I would miss you too.”

      “You would?”

      “Definitely,” he says, and for a moment, he stops working to face me head-on. He looks me in the eyes. “I really like you, Tammy. I think you’re great.”

      “I…I think you’re great, too,” I stammer.

      What is he saying? Does he think I’m just a cool person, or is there something more behind his words? Is he feeling the same attraction I’m feeling? For a moment, energy seems to pulse through the inches separating our hands, and I’m sure he’s going to reach out and touch me.

      The moment passes. He turns back to the corn.

      “Anyway,” he says, “ranch life has been good for me. I’m definitely sticking around.”
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* * *

      “Relax,” says Miriam. “Breathe. Now, slowly, slowly transition into downward-facing dog.”

      I push back with my hands and let my hips shift upward until my body forms an upside down “V” shape. I like to begin every day with Miriam’s yoga classes. They refresh my body, relax my mind, and leave me feeling awake and ready to face the day.

      Beside me, Connor doesn’t seem to be enjoying the practice nearly as much. His downward-facing dog position still looks more like he’s trying to do push-ups. It’s pretty obvious that he’s never done yoga before in his life.

      “Psst,” I whisper, and he turns his head to look at me. “Put your ears between your arms.”

      “What?” he hisses back.

      “Your head is too high. It should be between your arms.” I lower my own head, demonstrating.

      Connor carefully shifts his position. Lowering his head pulls his shoulders into the correct alignment and causes his hips to rise. It’s still not a perfect pose, but he’s a lot closer.

      I smile. Maybe if Miriam gets married and pregnant or something, I can take over leading yoga class. Or, maybe Connor and I could just do private lessons…that might be fun.

      I shake my head to clear it. I’m supposed to be focusing on my breathing, not fantasies of helping Connor twist his body into yoga poses. I take a deep breath and release it, trying to center myself.

      “Jump your feet between your hands and stand,” Miriam says.

      I like the realization that yoga isn’t something Connor does all the time. It means he’s here specifically to spend time with me. It’s not like there aren’t any other exercise options—there’s weightlifting, which I can tell by his physique he’d be great at, and there’s a group that goes jogging in the mornings. But he comes to yoga because I’m at yoga. There can’t be any other reason.

      “Breathe deeply,” Miriam says, stretching her arms over her head. I mimic the movement. “Let the breath root your feet into the earth.”

      Beside me, I can hear Connor chuckling. He does imitations of Miriam sometimes, when we’re alone in the corn and no one can hear.

      “Breathe through your feet, Tammy,” he teases. “Use your toes as roots.”

      I’m sure he’s saving up material for later, and I smile a little at the thought. I shouldn’t laugh at his jokes—Miriam is sweet, and she’s being serious—but I can’t help finding him funny.

      “Namaste,” Miriam says when we wrap up our practice, bringing her hands together in front of her.

      “Namaste,” everyone echoes back.

      Even Connor says it, bowing his head a little, and I know he respects what she does, even if he does find humor in it. That’s one of the things I like best about him. He doesn’t draw lines between what he jokes about and what he respects. His jokes are a form of affection.
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* * *

      “What was your life like before?” Connor asks me.

      It’s lunchtime, and we’ve claimed seats at one of the picnic tables in the Commons. Lately, we’ve been putting more and more distance between ourselves and other people, choosing seats at the very end of the row of tables instead of in the middle where people tend to crowd. It’s more conducive to the kind of private conversations we’ve been indulging in.

      “I lived in the city,” I tell him, piling my plate with mashed potatoes. “San Francisco, I mean. I had a tiny little apartment on the nineteenth floor of a crappy building. It probably would have been more of a problem if I had any kind of social life, but I never brought anyone over. Even my mother never saw the place.”

      “You never brought a date home?” Connor asks.

      I raise an eyebrow. “That’s kind of a personal question.”

      “Oh.” He looks abashed. “I’m sorry.”

      I laugh. “I’m only kidding. I don’t mind talking about it. No, I never brought a date home. I’d have liked to date, but once the first three dates I scheduled after moving to San Francisco had to be cancelled, I kind of got the hint that it wasn’t in the cards for me.”

      “I don’t understand. Why did you have to cancel your dates?”

      “Ryan Hemmers,” I say. “Have you read anything about him?”

      “I mean, I know he’s a tech genius.”

      “Sure. But have you ever read or seen an interview?”

      “I have not.”

      “Well, he’s a control freak. Has to have everything exactly how he wants it all the time. And he’s incapable of waiting. If he thinks of something he wants done, it had better be done right now.

      “He spins it really well when he talks about it to the press—he says that when inspiration strikes, you have to act immediately or you’ll lose your opportunity. And that’s probably true when the inspiration is something like coming up with an app design. But when you’re just inspired to buy a really great set of steak knives and you need your assistant to run around town doing price and quality comparisons…maybe that’s the kind of thing that could wait until morning.”

      “Did that really happen?” Connor’s eyes are wide.

      “Yep. That’s one of the things I canceled a date for. Actually, I did ask my date if he wanted to come with me, but I think that creeped him out. You know, it’s our first date—do you want to blow off the coffee shop and come knife shopping instead? I don’t blame him for saying no to that.”

      Connor chuckles. “Yeah, I can see how it would be hard to maintain a social life.”

      “I just got sick of it all after a while,” I tell him. “Here on the ranch, things are so much more in balance.”

      “But you can’t really…” He pauses, and I can tell he’s trying to figure out how to say something. “It must be hard to pursue romantic relationships here too,” he says finally.

      “You mean because we’re not allowed to have sex?” I know that’s what he’s hinting at. Might as well get it out there.

      “Well,” Connor says. “Yes, I guess that’s what I mean. In the outside world, you might not have been able to date, but at least you could get together with a friend and blow off a little steam if you wanted to.”

      Is that what he does? Get together with friends and blow off steam? I know for a fact I’m the best friend Connor has here on the ranch. Doesn’t that at least imply that, even if he isn’t interested in me romantically, he might be interested in me physically?

      Not that we can do anything about it, of course. That’s the whole point he’s making.

      “To tell you the truth,” I say, “I don’t really miss it.”

      “You don’t?”

      He’s skeptical, which is fair. I’m lying. I totally miss it.

      Maybe for a while I didn’t, but ever since Rachel’s wedding, I’ve been going out of my mind. I’ve been employing yoga breathing techniques in bed at night, trying to collect myself and calm my body down for sleep. I’ve been taking twice as many showers as I used to. I’ve also become increasingly aware of other women who behave the way I do, who lie awake at night and shower twice a day. I never noticed it before. There’s a lot of sexual frustration in the single women’s dorm.

      Things probably would have settled back down for me by now if Connor hadn’t come to town, but with him here, it’s like there’s a slowly growing fire under my skin. Every time I see him, I just want to rip my clothes off. And that’s tough, because we see a lot of each other.

      I’m not complaining. I think he’s finding more and more excuses to spend time with me, and honestly, I’ve been doing the same. I could easily go and eat with Miriam and the girls if I wanted to, or with Bev and Olivia. I don’t have to be tucked away into this corner with this gorgeous man who makes me feel like I can’t catch my breath.

      It’s like I’m torturing myself. This can’t come to anything. No matter how close we sit, no matter how many times our fingers brush or we make each other laugh, we can’t have sex. We can’t even kiss. The rules are very strict, and if we break them, we could be expelled from Pyrite. I can’t risk that.
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* * *

      My eyes flash open in the dark. Connor.

      I’m alone in the dark of my dormitory cubicle, but the dream was so vivid that I could swear he was just here with me. I can almost smell the sweat that was coming off his skin as he moved against me.

      Maybe that’s my own sweat.

      I roll over and sit up in bed, taking note of my heavy breathing. I listen for the sound of stirring from the other women in the dormitory. Is it possible any of them heard the noise I was making? Breathing might not be that loud, but what if I called out in my sleep? I was definitely making plenty of noise in the dream itself. If I vocalized something…

      God, what if I said his name?

      That would be a catastrophe. First of all, any of these women might tell Connor what they heard. It wouldn’t be a very kind thing to do, but that doesn’t mean I can rely on it not happening. And if he were told, if he knew I was having dreams about him, things would definitely become awkward between us. I don’t want to lose the friendship we’ve been building. With Rachel married off, I’m sorely in need of a new friend.

      There was also the risk that my dorm mates might tell Xavier if they suspect I’m having erotic dreams, and that could be a huge problem, too. I definitely don’t want to talk to Xavier about these feelings, nor do I want to receive a lecture about how sexuality isn’t appropriate in my unmarried state.

      I couldn’t help it, I remind myself, feeling defensive. It was just a dream. It’s not like I had a choice in the matter.

      But I know what Xavier would say to that. He would tell me I needed to focus on controlling my thoughts better, that once my mind was truly at peace, I wouldn’t be troubled by unwelcome dreams.

      Maybe he’s right. I don’t know. I’ve been here three years, but in the scheme of things, that’s not so much. I know I still have a lot to learn.

      I let out a sigh, get out of bed, and push open the room divider that separates me from the main hallway of the dorm. All the other dividers are in place. Everyone else is either asleep or lying peacefully in bed. No one is peeking out to investigate any unusual sounds. Maybe I don’t have anything to worry about.

      I pull on my sandals and make my way down the hall to where a clay jug sits full of water, and pour myself a cup. I drink it standing by the table, my eyes scanning the room for any sign of wakefulness, but the place is quiet. Serene.

      Nothing to worry about, I tell myself. Everything’s fine. I turn the cup upside down on the table to indicate it’s been used and is ready for washing in the morning and make my way back to bed.

      Is Connor going through anything like what I am? I’m almost sure the tension between us is mutual. He asked me about sex just this afternoon. Could that have been an idle question? I don’t think so. I can’t believe these moments that keep running through my mind, incidents when we almost touched, when the air between us was thick with electricity, could have escaped his notice. I can’t be imagining them.

      Is there any chance he’s lying awake too, jolted from sleep by dreams of me?

      I could go to him. The thought occurs to me like lightning going off in my brain. Everyone is asleep now, even Xavier. I could slip out of the dorm, make my way across the lawn to the men’s building, and find Connor. I know where his bed is, after all. I was there when he chose it. And once I arrived…

      No. No, I can’t. I have to play by the rules. If we want to pursue a marriage, the first step is to meet with Xavier so that he can approve our choice—

      Wait. Marriage?

      Am I seriously thinking about marriage with a man I hardly know, just because I’m so painfully attracted to him?

      I feel like I missed a step going down. I know that I can’t seriously think about a sexual relationship with Connor until and unless we’re married before the community. But I can’t seriously be considering marrying him, can I? Why did my mind go there so quickly? Connor’s sexy, yes, unbearably so, and he’s fast becoming one of my best friends. But even so, I’ve known him less than a month. That’s way too short a time to be thinking about such a serious commitment.

      Or is it?

      In the real world, it would be laughably short. But here on the ranch, things work differently. I do want to marry eventually, I know that much. I want to have a partner, a sex life, and the possibility of children. I want to move out of the dorm and into a private residence.

      I can’t have any of those things without marriage. And I know that I don’t want to marry any of the other men who live here. Maybe taking the next step with Connor isn’t wildly impulsive. Maybe it’s good common sense. After all, doesn’t it make sense to lock him down before some other girl tries to make a move?

      I roll over and pull my pillow over my head. I need to get back to sleep. There’s no point in lying awake and thinking like this. The sun will be up in a few hours and Connor and I will see each other for yoga. I need to clear my head before then, because if I show up all hot and bothered and with marriage on my mind, I doubt I’ll even be able to look him in the eye.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 7

        

        

    
    






          Kyle

        

      

    
    
      It doesn’t take long to fall into the routine of ranch living; before long, I’m going through the motions of each day, just like I did in the outside world. I’m able to complete my daily chores on autopilot, more or less, while keeping my mind disengaged. Which is a good thing, because my mind has plenty of work to do that doesn’t involve swinging an axe or sanding the lumber that will be converted into new furniture.

      As hard as it is to admit, I’m simply not making any progress on my mission. I haven’t uncovered any evidence at all against Xavier since I arrived at the ranch.

      Somewhere close by, I know my superiors are getting frustrated with me. But I don’t know what I can do about it. Tammy was right when she said I wouldn’t be able to get a meeting with Xavier; I’ve asked around, put feelers out to people in different areas in the commune to try and figure out how such a thing might be done, and everyone has just laughed me off. “You can’t see Xavier,” they say. “He’s far too busy.”

      I’ve seen him a few times, passing through, making the occasional comment to someone, but that someone is never me. Xavier and I haven’t exchanged words since the day I arrived at Pyrite. If I’d known then how rare an audience with him was, I would have made more of the opportunity.

      I step outside my dorm. The day is gray and overcast, the perfect complement to my mood. It isn’t raining, but the sky feels as if it’s straining to rain. Resentment at my situation bubbles up from the pit of my stomach. This whole operation is pointless. Xavier is never going to talk to me. I’m never going to learn anything useful. We should have just sent in a strike force from the beginning. At least they’d be able to make some progress.

      I’m about to head up the hill to meet Tammy for yoga when a voice calls, “Hey, Connor!”

      I turn. It’s Brian, who works next to me in the construction barn. Brian’s in his thirties, with a neatly trimmed beard, and it was he who took the time to show me the ropes on my first day in the barn. If I was in the market for friends here, Brian would probably be someone I’d choose. I stop and he jogs across the lawn to meet me.

      “What’s up?” I ask. Brian doesn’t usually attend the yoga practice.

      “There’s a dorm going up today,” he says, sounding excited. “A new one. For the women. I guess they’ve outgrown their space. Anyway, construction is volunteer only, but do you want to come help? You’ve never been involved in a dorm raising.”

      He looks so excited, like he’s offering me a rare treat. And, if I’m being honest, the idea does appeal to me. I’ve never seen a building put up.

      “Why isn’t everyone helping?” I ask. “That’s what Tammy told me happens when there’s a new building.”

      “Sometimes it does,” Brian agrees. “Sometimes Xavier likes to keep the other areas of the ranch operational.” He pauses, eyeing me. “You and Tammy have gotten pretty close, haven’t you?”

      “I mean…” I trail off, unsure of what to say.

      What exactly is he accusing me of? There’s no way Brian could know the thoughts—fantasies, really—that have been chasing each other through my head. There’s no way he could know that I’ve been wondering what it would be like to kiss Tammy, what her body feels like, almost since the moment I met her. God, I bet her skin is soft. I bet her lips are soft. But when she’s excited…in my head, she becomes wild, desperate. I imagine her ripping my clothes off, gripping me tightly, pulling me as close as possible…

      Brian is still watching me.

      “We’re friends,” I say, my voice cracking slightly. I hope my face doesn’t show any hint of what I was just thinking. “She was the first person I met when I came to the ranch, and she’s sort of taken an interest in me, I guess.”

      “And have you taken an interest in her?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She’s the right age for marriage,” Brian says. “My brother, Paul, and I have been expecting her wedding for about a year now, but she rejects any man who approaches her. We were starting to wonder if the right one would ever come along…and then you arrived on the ranch.”

      “Hang on, marriage?” I shake my head, jolted suddenly out of my fantasies. “We’ve only known each other a few weeks.”

      Brian laughs. “I forget sometimes how new you are to ranch life. You fit in so well with us, I guess it’s easy to ignore the fact that you just got here. But marriage happens very quickly here at Pyrite, Connor. With such a small pool of potential partners, people tend to figure out their best match pretty quickly. Tammy has had plenty of time to consider every other young man on the ranch, and she dismissed all of them. But she seems to like you. I’m sure if you asked her, she’d say yes.”

      How on earth did we end up talking about whether Tammy and I were going to get married? I feel like I’ve fallen into an alternate reality.

      I like Tammy. I like her a lot. I want to get to know her better. And someday in the future, when we’ve had plenty of time to think about it and discuss it, I could see marriage potentially being on the table. But Brian sounds like he wants me to ask her today.

      I do the only thing I can think of—change the subject.

      “I’d love to help with that new dorm.”

      Brian laughs. I get the feeling he knows exactly what I just did and why.

      “Great. Come with me.”

      I follow him across the lawn to a cluster of people standing around several four-by-fours laid out in the grass. If nothing else, this unusual task will give me a few hours away from Tammy’s intoxicating presence and help me to clear my head.

      The dorm raising is being supervised by an older man named Wes, who I know only peripherally. He works in the kitchen with his wife, Madeleine, and I guess he’s not a strong cook because I usually see him serving. More than once, as he’s placed a salad or a bowl of potatoes in front of me, he’s stopped to rest a hand on my shoulder and ask me how I’m settling in.

      Now, Wes directs us to various teams. I’m assigned to a group of four that includes Tammy’s friends Rachel and James, newly back from their honeymoon, and a woman in her fifties named Nancy. Nancy takes charge of our team, telling me, James and Rachel what to attach where, and the three of us work in companionable silence, bracing boards, pounding in nails, and, in my case, hoping Nancy knows what she’s doing.

      Before long, though, the building starts to take shape under our hands. I can see what we’re making now. It’s the short side of the dorm. The peaked part at the top is the roof, of course, and this is the wall. Nancy has even left a doorway. This isn’t her first dorm raising, I imagine.

      Before the walls go up, we break for lunch. A few of the young kids come running out of the kitchen with bag lunches and pass them among us. I unpack oven-baked potato chips, a roast beef sandwich, an apple, and two oatmeal raisin cookies.

      “I got honey orange,” James says, beside me. “Swap one?”

      I hand him one of my cookies and he passes over one of his in exchange. It’s an interaction that reminds me of grade school days and makes me feel young and nostalgic. I could almost forget, in a day peppered with moments like this, that I’m here to blow the whistle on a dangerous cult.

      “How long have you been on the ranch?” I ask James, biting into my sandwich.

      “About ten years,” he says. “My parents moved us here when I was a teenager, after they both lost their jobs.”

      “Wow. What was that like?” I ask. “Coming to a commune as a teenager, I mean. That must have been…intense.”

      I’m eager to get this new perspective on ranch life. What does Pyrite do to indoctrinate its teen members? There must be something, some different experience James will be able to report that Tammy doesn’t have. Maybe he’ll be able to point me in the direction of the evidence I’m looking for.

      “Well, it was dramatic at first,” James laughs. “Of course, I hated my parents for doing it. I fantasized every night about running away. I had friends on the outside, you know, normal high school friends. I liked to play video games. I had a girlfriend, and we were physical with each other.”

      I glance over at Rachel. She doesn’t seem bothered by this piece of information, so I guess it isn’t news.

      “What changed things for you?” I ask. “I mean, you seem very happy here now. Did someone say something to talk you into it?”

      “No, nothing like that.” He looks slightly bemused as he thinks back over his past. “I don’t remember exactly when it changed for me. I think I just adjusted to my new life gradually, you know? I made some friends here, and that helped. I met Rachel. We used to talk about getting married one day, even back then. I knew that when I turned eighteen I would have the option to leave the ranch, since I would be a legal adult, but by then, I wanted to stay. I liked my life. I had a plan for my future.”

      “We know this life can seem strange to outsiders,” Rachel says, twining her fingers through James’ and leaning against his shoulder. “We both thought it was insane when we first got here. But gradually, we came to realize that there are plenty of valid ways to live your life, and as long as you’re happy and not causing harm, you’re doing pretty good.”

      “It means a lot to Rachel and me that the ranch is sustainable,” James says. “So many human societies are burning through natural resources without a care. But we can go on as we are for a long time.”

      I nod, regarding the two of them. They look happy, but what I didn’t expect—even after all the time I’ve spent with Tammy—was how self-aware they sound. They’re just as smart as she is. They know how weird Pyrite Ranch is. Well, okay, no, they don’t really know how weird it is. They don’t know Xavier is stockpiling weapons. But they do know that it’s hard for people to understand, and they’ve both clearly put considerable thought into their decision to live here.

      How is it possible that all these people are so cognizant of their surroundings and yet are all so deceived as to the true nature of this place?

      There’s only one explanation I can think of.

      Xavier must be a genius.

      And that’s an absolutely terrifying idea.

      I dust the cookie crumbs off my hands and get to my feet with the others, ready to get back to work. If you’d asked me this morning, I wouldn’t have believed it, but now, I can see that this building is most likely going to be complete by the end of the day. Looking around the lawn, I can see that each of the different groups has finished their wall. The next step will be to put them upright and attach them together—then, the basic structure of the dormitory will be in place.

      After that, I’m not sure. We’ll have to skin the thing somehow. Do these dorms have insulated walls? That doesn’t sound like a sustainable project. I wonder how it’s done.

      Tammy is going to be so impressed when she sees this.

      I shoo the thought away. I’m not doing this to impress Tammy. I’m doing it for an opportunity to connect with other people on the ranch. Hell, I’m doing it to distract myself from Tammy. But that doesn’t seem to be working. All I can think about as James and I hold our side of the dorm in place for the others to fasten it to its neighbors is what Tammy will say when she sees that I helped put up a whole new building.

      She probably knows already, I realize. It’s not like this project is a secret. It’s big and loud and members of the commune who aren’t working on it have been stopping by all day, pausing to watch our progress. She’s either seen me working or has heard about my being here from someone else.

      After all, the fact that she and I are close isn’t a secret, either.

      I can’t believe James thought Tammy and I would be getting married.

      My God. Is it possible Tammy thinks that?

      The thought hadn’t occurred to me before now. I knew, of course, that nothing could happen between Tammy and me because of the commune’s rules about sex before marriage. But I guess I just thought that was an unfortunate fact we both acknowledged. It’s not like getting married is a serious possibility—at least, not while I’m here. I’m undercover. I’m here on a mission. I already feel like crap about lying to her, but letting her marry me under a false identity would be a whole other level of messed up.

      She talks about marriage all the time, too. How did I not notice this before? She introduces people to me according to their marital status. This whole place is organized according to marital status. Married people work here and life here, and unmarried people are kept apart. Hell, the first thing she asked me about myself was whether I was married.

      She’s thought about it. She must have.

      Which means that by spending time with her the way I am, I’m leading her on. I’m letting her think our relationship could evolve into something more than it ever can.

      I’d love to take Tammy out on a date sometime. After this is all over. When the ranch is shut down for good. But until then, we can never be more than friends. And now, I realize the harm I’m doing by hanging around her all the time. I need to be more careful.

      “Connor?”

      I turn. Standing behind me is a man I know by sight only. He dresses differently from everyone else on the ranch—the same beige drawstring pants, but a dark brown tunic instead of a beige one. I’ve seen him here and there, usually standing and watching the rest of us. He doesn’t eat with us at meals, and as far as I know, he doesn’t join in with any of the chores. I’ve wondered about him occasionally, but I assumed he must have some sort of physical disability that kept him from participating in things.

      Now, he strides over, looking perfectly fit, and extends a hand.

      “My name is Elias,” he says. “Elias Chambers. You are Connor, aren’t you?”

      “I am,” I say, and shake his hand.

      “I’m sorry we haven’t had a chance to meet yet,” Elias says. “I’ve been watching you since you arrived.”

      “You have?” That’s a little creepy, but I bite down on my objections. I can’t raise a stink with this guy. The last thing I want is to make myself stand out.

      “It’s standard practice when someone new joins us,” Elias explains. “Xavier wants to get a feel for your skills and aptitudes, as well as the kind of person you are. Just to make sure you’re a proper fit for the ranch and that you’re in the best possible role here.”

      “And?” I say. “What’s the verdict?”

      Elias smiles. “You seem to be adjusting nicely.”

      “Well, it’s a good place,” I tell him. “I’m enjoying being here.”

      “Will you walk with me?”

      I frown. “What about the dorm?”

      “The others can take it from here.”

      Shrugging, I fall into step beside Elias. He leads me on a meandering route toward the Commons.

      “So, you work for Xavier?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure ‘work for’ is the right way to put it,” he says easily. “I assist him.”

      “I see.”

      “He’d like to see you, Connor.”

      I stop in my tracks. “What?”

      “Xavier would like to meet you tonight. In person. He’s impressed with everything he’s heard.”

      “Xavier wants to meet me?” I’m stunned. This is too good to be true. This whole time, I’ve been trying to figure out how to get an audience with him, and now, I’m being summoned. “When? Where?”

      “His private quarters at nine.” Elias points toward a small building, offset from the other private residences.

      “Do I need to bring anything?” I’m suddenly nervous, as if I’ve been called to the principal’s office. You’re a Navy SEAL, I remind myself sternly. You can take this guy.

      Elias smiles. “Nothing but yourself.”

      He bids me farewell and I return to the dorm raising, my head spinning. Xavier wants to meet me. What could he possibly want?

      Is there a chance he’s found out who I am?

      He can’t have.

      I shake away the thought and go back to work. My cover is good, and there’s no point in worrying. Whatever Xavier wants, I’ll find out tonight.
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      For the first time in a long time, today has been long, stressful, and unpleasant.

      I worried when Connor didn’t show up for yoga in the morning. I suppose I shouldn’t take it for granted, but he’s been coming every day for a month now, and I sort of thought we had a standing appointment. I would have at least expected him to let me know if he wasn’t planning to come.

      Instead, I got all set up in my usual spot, expecting him to take the patch of grass beside me, then spent the entire session alone. I know some of the others were shooting me curious looks, too, wondering where he was and if we’d broken up.

      As if we were ever even together!

      But we kind of were together, weren’t we? There was something there. I didn’t just think we had this understanding about yoga because I’m needy or crazy. We’ve been spending all our free time together!

      When I saw him working on the dorm, I understood better why he had missed yoga. But I stood on the hill and watched him for a while, waiting for him to acknowledge me with a wave or something, and he never even looked up. Was he ignoring me? Or did he just not see me? I wish I could ask him what was going on, but it’s such a needy question, and he doesn’t owe me an answer.

      He’s not your boyfriend, I remind myself. He’s not your anything.

      He should be. The little voice in the back of my head won’t shut up. We have a connection. We have chemistry. There’s definitely some kind of attraction there. Why is he spending so much time with you, unless he wants something? Don’t be naive, Tammy.

      I feel like I’m losing my mind.

      At dinner, before he can take a seat, I spot him walking into the Commons with a small group of people.

      “Connor!” I call, throwing caution and dignity to the wind.

      He looks up.

      He sees me.

      He gives me a curt nod and turns back to the group surrounding him.

      What the hell?

      Wounded, I watch as they claim seats at one of the tables and begin passing dishes of food around. Connor doesn’t look back in my direction at all. I don’t know how I can interpret this as anything but him avoiding me. There isn’t even room for me to join their group—they’re packed in too tightly between other people, almost as if they deliberately wanted to avoid leaving a seat to spare.

      Humiliated, I find an empty space at the end of a table and eat my dinner alone. I don’t want to talk to anybody else. Everyone on the ranch has seen me with Connor over the last few weeks. Everyone will want to know why we’re not together now. And I don’t have the answer. For whatever reason, I’ve been rejected with no explanation whatsoever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m walking back to the dormitory, thinking I’ll just go to bed early and be alone with my thoughts, when he finds me. His hand encircles my wrist gently and pulls me into his space.

      “Tammy,” he says, quietly.

      I pull away. “What?”

      “You’re angry.”

      “I’m not angry.” I’m not going to give him the satisfaction.

      “You are, I can tell,” he says, his eyebrows knitting together. “Will you let me explain?”

      “Explain what? You don’t owe me anything.”

      He shakes his head. “Please. Let’s just talk.”

      I don’t want to talk to him. I don’t want to be vulnerable in front of him, to let him see how hurt I was that he ignored me all day. But I can already feel curiosity getting the best of me. What does he have to say now, that will explain a whole day of non-communication? As hurt as I am, I do want to hear the explanation.

      I follow him up the side of Eastern Hill, which usually pretty deserted in the evenings—there are better places on the ranch from which to watch the sun go down. I assume we’re heading this way for the sake of privacy and that we’re going to stop at the top of the hill to talk, but to my surprise, he keeps walking.

      “Where are you going?” I ask, hurrying to keep pace with him.

      “Let’s get a little farther away,” he says, and his voice is low. “I don’t want to be overheard.”

      I’m starting to feel really anxious. What could he have to say to me that’s such a secret? I assumed he was coming up here to engage in some form of breaking up with me. And it could still be that, but what would be the big deal about being overheard, except that it would be a blow to my dignity? He can’t be that concerned about the preservation of my pride, can he?

      He’s leading us into the woods.

      “We’re not supposed to go in there,” I say, pulling up short. The woods form a ring around the clearing where the ranch is set up, and they’re considered part of the outside world, even though they’re still miles from civilization. Connor, standing amid the trees, is now on the other side of a line I’m not supposed to cross. This is officially a big deal.

      “No one will know,” he says. “Just for a few minutes, Tammy. Please.”

      I can’t believe I’m doing this.

      Slowly, I walk forward, into the forest, and follow Connor until we’re concealed behind a thick tree that must be at least a hundred years old.

      “If we’re caught,” I say, “we could be expelled.”

      “We won’t be caught,” he assures me. “Nobody is looking for us. Nobody saw us come up here.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I was paying attention.”

      “Show-off.”

      He does things like this sometimes. He makes a whole production of how aware he is of everything going on around him. The only thing I can reason is he must have been a Boy Scout.

      “Tammy, listen,” he says.

      He steps closer to me. Our bodies are nearly flush, and I suck in a breath. He’s never stood this close to me before. He’s always maintained a respectful distance. A painful distance. And now, here he is, filling my personal space, looking at me in a way he never has before.

      What’s going on?

      His hand is under my chin now, tilting my face up to his.

      “Will you listen?” he asks. “Because I really need to get this out.”

      If he’s breaking up with me, this is a weird way to do it.

      “Okay,” I say.

      My lip brushes against the side of his palm as I speak, and I shiver. Or maybe he shivers. It’s hard to be sure.

      “I know I’ve been distant today,” he says.

      “You wanted to work on the new dorm,” I say. “I understand.”

      Wanting to work on the new dorm is the explanation I’ve been hoping for because it’s the most harmless, the most innocuous. Everyone gets sidetracked sometimes by things they want to experience. And Connor came to the ranch for a whole lifestyle change, not just to hang out with me. Of course he wants to participate in things.

      But that wouldn’t explain why he blew me off at meals…

      “It wasn’t just about the dorm,” Connor says, confirming the doubt as soon as it enters my mind. “The truth is, I’ve been doing some thinking.”

      “What kind of thinking?”

      “About us,” he clarifies. “About all the time we’ve been spending together.”

      “I’ve enjoyed it,” I say, and then immediately feel like kicking myself. If he’s about to break up with me, I don’t want to start telling him how much I like having him around.

      I take a small step back, putting some distance between us, as if I can physically reinforce to myself that I need to keep my emotional distance.

      “I’ve enjoyed it too,” Connor says.

      There’s a softness in his eyes that makes me wonder whether he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

      “But?” I prompt.

      I know there’s a “but.” None of the tension has left his body yet, which means the hardest part of what he has to say is still to come.

      He sighs. “But I worry. I worry about the expectations I’m setting up. Did you know that today at the dorm raising, everyone was asking me when you and I were going to get married?”

      “Yeah, they do that around here,” I say, grimacing slightly. “It happens every time I have so much as a conversation with a man. I’m sorry. I should have prepared you for that.”

      I don’t tell him I’ve been thinking about marriage myself. It’s clear from the way he’s talking that he’s far from ready, that even the idea of it is scaring him. Which makes sense. He’s still so new to our way of life, and in the outside world, you would never marry someone you’d known for such a short amount of time. It would be crazy.

      “It’s your way of life here,” he says. “It’s the way things are.”

      I don’t like that. He’s setting himself apart from us. Your way of life. Not our.

      “Not everybody marries,” I tell him. “And besides…you and I are just friends.”

      It’s the last thing in the world I want to say. It aches, coming out. And yet, friends is better than nothing. If he’s pulling away from me, ending this thing between us, maybe the only way I can hold on is to reassure him that friendship is all I want. I can live with just friends, I tell myself, even though the idea of letting go of the more I’ve started to feel is terrible.

      But Connor shakes his head. “We aren’t just friends, Tammy. You know we’re not.”

      I can’t think what to say to that. He’s right, of course, but I don’t dare acknowledge it. I watch him, frozen, afraid.

      “I’ve tried to resist it,” he says, his eyes locking mine. “I’ve been trying since I got here. It’s so complicated…things are so different, here. Romance is so different. And…there are things you don’t understand…”

      “What don’t I understand?”

      He frowns and shakes his head. “The point is that—God, when I met you, when I saw how gorgeous you were, I knew I would have to control myself. Keep myself from wanting you. And then, we started spending time together, and I learned how kind you are, and how funny, and…you’re just everything I could possibly want in a woman. Every time I’m around you, I feel alive. You know?”

      I do know. But I can’t speak. I can hardly breathe.

      He rubs his face with both hands. “I don’t know what to do. I never expected, when I came to the ranch, that I would find something like this. And this place isn’t set up to accommodate it. It would be different if we’d been here together for years and we suddenly discovered we had feelings for each other. We’d already know each other. And in the outside world, you know…we’d go on a date. Get to know each other better that way.”

      There are dates on the ranch, of course, but they don’t look like anything Connor would recognize. They all take place with Xavier’s permission, and often with a chaperone. According to Xavier, people can’t decide for themselves whether they should marry—the community needs to have input, too. I can see where he’s coming from. It’s easy to become hypnotized by romantic or sexual feelings and forget to analyze a situation practically.

      I feel like that’s exactly what I’m doing right now.

      Connor is still talking, and there’s a part of me that knows I should be listening. It’s clear that he struggled with initiating this conversation. He avoided me all day so he could work out exactly what he wanted to say, and whether or not he wanted to say it. The least I could do is give him the courtesy of hearing him out. But his lips are moving, and it’s all white noise.

      Every time he’s around me he feels alive.

      He feels it too. I’m not in this alone.

      And suddenly I don’t care. I don’t care about marriage or Xavier or the rules or any of it, because it has been so damn long, so many years, since I’ve had feelings like this, and even longer since they’ve been reciprocated. I feel like I’m in a fragile, fantastical bubble that might burst at any minute. This could go away without warning. It’s too good to be true.

      I have to make the most of it. Now. While it’s standing right here in front of me.

      I close the gap between us and still his lips with mine.

      He freezes for a second, as if he’s not sure what happened, but almost immediately, his body takes over and responds. He kisses back, not forcefully, but commandingly, taking over control of the situation so quickly that it’s all I can do to keep up. His arms are around me, and mine around him, and I’m not exactly sure when that happened, but in the next moment, he’s lifting me and my back is against the rough bark of the tree, my legs tight around his hips.

      “No one ever comes here?” he gasps into my mouth.

      I know what he’s asking. “Never.”

      He peels off my tunic and tosses it away. His hands go to my breasts, and after all this time wanting him, it feels like relief. I arch into his touch, needing more.

      “Connor…”

      Things start to blur. I hang on as he strips away my pants. He’s still fully clothed, but he lowers his pants just enough to provide access. I suck in a deep breath, taking him in. He’s amazing. I’m in for the ride of my life. His gaze darts back up to me and he smiles wickedly, and a thrill of fear spikes through my excitement.

      His thrusts scrape my back against the bark of the tree. I don’t care. I just want more of this. I want this forever.

      God, how can I have lived so long without this? I feel like I’m going to cry, or maybe explode, and I bite down hard on his shoulder. He moans in response and calls my name and then we’re both collapsing, clinging to each other, refusing to separate even as the earth rushes up to catch us.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

        

    
    






          Tammy

        

      

    
    
      “My God,” Connor whispers.

      It’s the first thing either of us has said aloud. I’m still not ready to move, but I do manage to flop my head over to look at him. He’s staring straight up, an awestruck look on his face.

      “You’re amazing,” he says.

      “I can’t believe we did that,” I say.

      He looks worried. “You don’t regret it, do you?”

      “God, no. How could I?”

      “I don’t know. It’s not the way things are done here. I know you take that stuff seriously.”

      “Xavier doesn’t need to know about it,” I say.

      “Okay, but…” his face freezes. “Shit.”

      Panic lances through me. “What?”

      “Xavier. I’m supposed to meet with him tonight.”

      “You are?” I frown. Why would Xavier want to meet with Connor? Xavier rarely meets with anyone, and when he does, it’s usually for something bureaucratic, like giving permission to marry, requisitioning a new building, or changing a work assignment. The only other time I’ve heard of Xavier taking a personal meeting is for disciplinary reasons, but that hardly ever happens.

      Suddenly, though, I’m afraid. After all, Connor and I did just break a pretty enormous rule. True, Xavier must have requested the meeting before we did any concrete rule-breaking, but it’s not like our connection was invisible. If people have been asking Connor whether he and I were planning to marry, that means everyone has picked up on the fact that there’s something between us.

      And that means Xavier knows.

      Connor’s reading my face. “What’s wrong?”

      “Do you think he knows about us?” I ask. “What if he’s planning to punish you?”

      I can see Connor struggling not to laugh. “Punish me?”

      “It’s not funny,” I tell him. “He can exile you from the ranch. We’d never see each other again.”

      The thought is excruciating. How could I cope with never seeing Connor again, after this?

      He kisses my forehead gently. “He doesn’t know anything about this,” he assures me. “He couldn’t. It was that guy Elias who told me Xavier wanted to see me, and that was hours ago, before you and I had done anything Xavier could possibly object to. Even if he wants to talk about you, it can’t be to punish me. Maybe he wants to see what my intentions are toward you.”

      I know better than to ask what his intentions are. Neither of us has any idea whether or not marriage is in our future. That much is clear. I just want the way to be open for more rendezvous here in the forest. I don’t care if it’s against the rules, as long as we’re never caught. There’s no way I can give this up now that I’ve tasted it.

      Connor adjusts his clothes and gets to his feet. He pulls me up and kisses me deeply.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he says. “First thing. I’ll meet you for breakfast in our usual spot.”

      “First thing tomorrow,” I repeat.

      He kisses me once more and runs away, down the side of the hill, leaving me alone in the woods to ponder the crazy turn my life has just taken.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

        

    
    






          Tammy

        

      

    
    
      Three nights later, I lie awake in bed wondering what the hell went wrong.

      I didn’t see Connor at breakfast the morning after our encounter. I stood by the entrance and waited for him for at least twenty minutes, watching as virtually everyone else on the ranch filed in, many of them staring at me and no doubt wondering why I didn’t take a seat.

      Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I sat in the corner where Connor and I had agreed to meet. I picked at my bacon and eggs, hoping against hope that he would come through the door and surprise me.

      No luck.

      I didn’t see him for the rest of that day. He didn’t show up to lunch or to dinner. I went to bed that first night feeling concerned, but still hopeful. We would have heard, wouldn’t we, if Xavier had exiled him from the ranch? Someone would know. Someone would have said something. Things don’t stay secret long at Pyrite.

      By day two, though, I hadn’t heard anything, and I still hadn’t seen him. When he didn’t show at breakfast, I snuck out of morning sewing and made my way over to the carpentry lodge. I peered in the door. I wasn’t sure where exactly Connor works, but I scanned the rows carefully. No sign of him.

      “Looking for something?” a voice asked. I turned around to see Aaron.

      I threw caution to the wind. “Is Connor here?”

      “He’s been missing for a couple of days,” Aaron said. “We’re not sure what happened. We reported the absence to Xavier, but he told us not to worry about it.”

      That was not encouraging. I mulled it over as I worked on my sewing for the rest of the day. Was it possible that Connor was still on the ranch? It was starting to seem increasingly unlikely.

      Now, lying in bed, gazing at the stars through my skylight, I wonder whether or not I completely misjudged Connor. How could he have disappeared so thoroughly after the time we spent together? Didn’t it mean anything to him?

      Did he vanish voluntarily, or against his will?

      I roll over, punching my pillow. I don’t know what to think. This paranoia, this worry, has infected me like a virus, and I know I won’t be able to sleep tonight.

      Will I ever find the answers? Will I ever know what went wrong between Connor and me? I wish I could speak to him. Somehow, when we were together, the world always seemed to make more sense. Even when we were just sitting together and not talking, I felt calmer and more centered with him beside me.

      Now, I feel more confused and lost than I have in years, and the thought that I might never see Connor again twists in my mind like a burr, agonizing and impossible to ignore.
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* * *

      “Did you hear about Connor?” Miriam whispers at work the next day. I’m not sure whether she’s even talking to me—Miriam is always whispering at someone while we work on our clothes—but of course, my ears perk up at the sound of his name.

      “What about him?” I ask, setting aside the shirt I’ve been mending.

      She raises her eyebrows. “You don’t know? I thought for sure that you would know, Tammy. You two were so close.”

      I can tell she’s enjoying having information she knows is important to me. “Just tell me,” I hiss, desperate for answers. “Is he okay?”

      “As far as I know,” Miriam says. “The rumor that’s going around is that he just got sick of Pyrite.”

      “What do you mean, got sick of it?”

      “Commune life isn’t for everyone, you know,” she says in an authoritative voice. “He isn’t the first person to come here and decide after a few weeks that it just isn’t a good fit. Well, I guess maybe you wouldn’t know that. The last time it happened was before you joined us. But anyway, people are saying he decided he didn’t want to live off the grid like this, and he went to Xavier and announced his intention to go back to the outside world.”

      “And he just left in the middle of the night?” I find it hard to believe. “Without saying goodbye to…to anyone?”

      A smirk appears on Miriam’s face, and I know she knows what I’m really thinking. Why didn’t he say goodbye to me?

      “I guess there was nothing here he felt that attached to,” she says, coolly threading a needle. “I know you liked him, Tammy. I’m sorry. But you have to realize, he wasn’t really one of us. It takes time for that kind of commitment to grow. I’m sure he had lots of things on the outside that he was more attached to than any of us, or to anything here.”

      I don’t know what to say. It has occurred to me, as I’ve pondered Connor’s prolonged and mysterious absence, that he might have left the ranch. But I had hoped that his reason for leaving was temporary. Maybe he had responsibilities to take care of on the outside, or people to say goodbye to there. Maybe he wanted to make sure his finances were in order, since all worldly possessions are left behind when you join.

      I’ve been trying to take it as a positive sign, an indication that he’ll be coming back soon to join us for good. Because why else would he go away without even telling me? What we had between us was real. I meant something to him. I know I did. Our time together in the forest answered that question conclusively.

      I get through the rest of the day feeling like I’m sleepwalking, my hands on autopilot as I operate my sewing machine. I wish I could talk to someone, confirm what happened with Connor, but asking would make me look as desperate as I feel, and some small part of me is holding on to my dignity and refuses to do it. I know, based on the way Miriam talked, that people are already looking at me with pity. As if I’ve been jilted.

      They don’t know the half of it.

      I should have listened to Xavier, I decide as I make my way back to the dormitory. There was a reason he told us to avoid premarital sex. And he was right. How can I possibly be my best self when I’m feeling like this?

      It’s not until I’m climbing into bed that the fear I felt in the forest returns to me—what if Xavier knew, somehow, what transpired between me and Connor?

      He couldn’t have known we were involved sexually when he called for the meeting, of course, because that hadn’t happened yet, but that doesn’t mean he couldn’t have figured it out at the meeting. I’ve often had the impression that Xavier can read minds; he’s extremely perceptive. He’s also good at getting people to open up, whether that’s getting them to share their feelings or persuading them to confess to infractions.

      Could Connor have been kicked out?

      That would explain why he never said goodbye to me. What if Xavier made him leave right away? Perhaps he’s out there, missing me, hurting just as much over the fact that we’ll never see each other again. Maybe he’s even working on a way to get in contact with me…

      But as this hope starts to balloon in my chest, another idea immediately comes along to burst it.

      It doesn’t add up, I realize. If Xavier knew what Connor and I had done, there would have been consequences for me too. I would have been thrown out alongside him, probably. There’s a chance I would have been allowed to stay, as an established member of the community—Xavier might have seen Connor as the corrupting influence and me as simply weak and susceptible. But there’s no way he would have let me walk away from the incident without so much as a conversation. He doesn’t know about it.

      Which means that Connor wasn’t forced to leave because of what we did. As much as I’d like to think it, as much as it would lighten the load on my heart, the truth can’t be denied. Connor left because he wanted to. Everything ranch life has to offer—me included—isn’t enough for him. He left us and went back to the outside world, and I’m guessing it won’t take him long to forget this place entirely. To forget me.

      I wish I’d gone with him.

      It’s a disturbing thought. I have never, since the day I came here, wished to leave Pyrite. But now, facing the idea that Connor is gone forever, I wish he’d told me he was going to leave. I think I might have actually left with him.

      I roll over, punch my pillow into a more comfortable shape, and try to sleep.
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* * *

      I wake to a hand on my shoulder, shaking me.

      “Tammy. Tammy, hurry. Get up, get dressed.”

      I blink awake and force myself to sit upright. The hands belong to Nora, a woman in her forties who sleeps in the bed across the aisle from mine. She looks me over and nods, satisfied that I’m awake, then darts out of my sleeping area.

      What the hell is going on?

      I realize that in the distance I can hear the sounds of screams and wailing sirens. Is someone sick? Wounded? We’ve never had an ambulance visit before. It’s against ranch policy, since we’re supposed to take care of all our own needs. I wonder if Xavier would allow medical professionals to be called in for a severe enough case. Maybe it’s a child.

      A group of women are clustered around one of the dorm windows. After pulling on my pants and tunic, I make my way over to join them.

      “What’s going on out there?”

      As usual, Miriam prides herself on having the scoop. “A bunch of cars pulled up just now. They’re bringing the kids out of their dorm. See?”

      I look in the direction she’s pointing. Sure enough, a row of confused and sleepy looking kids are filing across the lawn. I spot Olivia, her hair tousled from sleep, being led to a huge black van that looks like it must be armored.

      “Who are they?” someone asks.

      “Look!” A bunch of men and women in uniform have jumped from one of the armored vehicles and are now running across the lawn. “They’re military!”

      I watch the rifles bouncing on the backs of the strangers as they run. There are no weapons on Pyrite Ranch. This is a peaceful place, a retreat from the violence of the world. It feels so wrong having them here. I can tell the women around me are thinking the same thing. The dorm goes quiet as we watch them.

      “What are they doing here?” Nora whispers, and I hear my own fear mirrored in her voice.

      The soldiers split into three groups in practiced formation. One of them runs toward the men’s dorm, while a second heads for us. Instinctively, we all shrink back from the window, and I don’t see where the third group of soldiers goes.

      A minute later, there’s a knock on the door.

      “This is the U.S. Navy. Open up.”

      The Navy?

      None of us move. We’re frozen, shocked and terrified by everything that’s happening. A moment later, a pounding on the door begins, louder than any knocking. It’s as if a battering ram is being brought to bear on the wood. As we watch, the door splinters and crashes to the floor, and the Naval officers begin to pour in like a flood.

      I back away, feeling for the wall behind me. What’s going on? Are we in trouble? I saw the flashing lights of police cars before, when I was looking out the window…but what could we be under arrest for? Nothing that goes on here at Pyrite is a crime. This is a peaceful place! I want to cry out, to tell the officers they’re making a mistake, but I’m too afraid.

      One of them—a woman—approaches me. “It’s all right,” she says in a firm, quiet voice. “Come with me.”

      “Where are you taking me?” I stammer.

      “Out of the compound.”

      “I haven’t done anything…”

      “We know. You aren’t in any trouble. I promise you don’t have anything to worry about.”

      I don’t know what to think. She sounds trustworthy, and the look in her eyes is gentle. On the other hand, she and her squad have invaded my dorm in the middle of the night. Not to mention that she has that rifle slung over her back—do I dare defy her?

      I decide the best option is to do as she says. I join the line of women filing out of the dorm and we emerge into the cool night air. Some ways ahead, I can see the men marching toward the perimeter gate, outside of which several military vehicles are waiting.

      The third group of soldiers, the one I’d lost track of, reappears. Two of them have Xavier by the shoulders. He appears to be handcuffed. I’m so shocked that for a moment, I stop walking, staring at them. What are they doing with him?

      Before I can get a better look, a hand closes on my wrist and pulls me out of line. I glance up and over my shoulder at a familiar face.

      “Elias? What’s going—”

      “Back off!” he yells. He whips around, maneuvering me in front of him, and I realize to my horror that there are guns aimed at me. “We’re going. Me and the girl.”

      “Let her go,” an authoritative voice calls. “Release the girl and you won’t be harmed. This is your last chance.”

      Elias squeezes me tighter, positioning me as a human shield. I whimper. How can he be so cruel? Elias is one of us!

      One of the soldiers steps forward. His nose and mouth are covered with a bandana. Unlike some of the others, he isn’t holding a rifle. He grabs Elias and pries his arms away from me, and I duck out to freedom, quickly rejoining the line of women. Nora wraps her arms around me and I shiver, feeling like I might cry. The soldier is still wrestling with Elias.

      His bandana has slipped and is hanging around his neck, exposing his face. As the moon drifts out from behind a cloud, I get my first good look at him…

      “Connor?”

      He doesn’t react—he’s too busy reaching for cuffs to fix on Elias—but it’s definitely him. Same jawline, same lips, same gentle eyes, even now. How can it be Connor? I don’t understand. This makes even less sense than his leaving the ranch did. I can understand not liking it here, but how could Connor be responsible for the destruction of my home like this?

      Didn’t he care for me at all? What’s going on?

      “Connor?” Miriam appears at my side, clearly having overheard me. She squints at the tussle taking place before us. “That’s not really Connor, is it? Tammy? Is that him?”

      I don’t answer, but it’s him. I’d know him anywhere. I can’t believe that just a few days ago those arms now flexed against Elias, were twined around my back, holding me up as he backed me into the tree in the forest. I can’t believe I once placed kisses along the line of that jaw. I can’t believe he told me he was in marketing, of all things, when he’s clearly part of this military unit.

      How much of what transpired between us was a lie? Was he always planning to destroy the ranch? Or was it something he decided after he and I spent time together?

      And, it suddenly occurs to me to wonder, what happened between him and Xavier that night?

      As I watch, Elias shakes free of Connor’s grip, sending Connor tumbling to the ground. Immediately, he’s off like a shot, sprinting toward the forest. Connor is back on his feet immediately and chasing after him.

      “Get them to the trucks!” he calls over his shoulder.

      A minute later, a soldier appears beside my line and directs us forward. Feeling as if the night has become seriously surreal, I allow myself to be herded toward the perimeter fence and out through the gate. Several trucks with large beds are waiting there, canopied with what looks like canvas. A soldier opens the doors at the back of one of the trucks and directs us in.

      I look to my left and right. The other trucks are filling up, too, with people from the ranch. It looks like they’ve gotten everybody. Where are they taking us? Will we be coming back?

      I haven’t got any of my things. The thought flashes nonsensically through my head before I remember that I have no possessions.

      I’m hoping for answers once we’re settled in the back of the truck. I look around at everyone else who’s ended up in this vehicle with me, a seemingly random assortment of people from the ranch. Everyone looks as terrified as I feel, and I get the sense that no one has the slightest idea what’s going on.

      As I look from one face to the next, I hear the truck rumble to life, and a thrill of fear shoots through me. Next thing I know, we’re moving, the bed of the truck rocking gently back and forth, carrying us away from Pyrite Ranch, toward a future that is uncertain and unknown.
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      We are unloaded at a steel-reinforced building surrounded by barbed wire, armed guards, and fierce-looking dogs. I shiver as I’m led into the building, past badges reading “FBI.” Whatever kind of trouble we’re in here, it’s a big deal. Will we be sent to prison? Will there be a trial? What in the world have we done wrong that has led us here?

      Once seated on wooden benches, each person is summoned, one by one, into small windowless rooms that line the perimeter of the larger space housing us. They don’t call us by name. I don’t think they know our names. Instead, we’re summoned with the wave of a hand, a beckoning finger.

      The woman who finally calls me over has a severe haircut and a pair of wire-rimmed eyeglasses. She is probably in her fifties and has a rank on her uniform. I can’t decode the symbols, but I know enough to know this means she probably isn’t a field agent. She probably wasn’t present at the raid on the ranch. I don’t know what to make of that.

      She leads me into a little room, gestures to a wooden chair on one side of a small rectangular table, takes the seat opposite me, and pours two cups of water from a plastic jug. I haven’t seen plastic in three years.

      The woman opens up a notebook.

      “My name is Admiral Keene,” she says. “I’m assisting Admiral Henshaw. We’re both with the U.S. Navy SEALs. Can you tell me your name?”

      “Tammy,” I say. “Tammy Owens.”

      “How old are you, Ms. Owens?”

      “I’m twenty-four.”

      “And how long have you lived at Pyrite Ranch?”

      “Three years. Ms. Keene—”

      “Admiral Keene,” she corrects, not unkindly.

      “Right, sorry, Admiral Keene…can you tell me what’s going on?”

      “All your questions will be answered,” she promises. “I need to get a little information first. Is that okay with you?”

      “I guess…”

      “First of all, are you injured at all?”

      “What? No.”

      “Nothing we should be aware of? You haven’t been beaten?”

      “Why would I have been beaten?” That’s an alarming question. “Is somebody else hurt? Someone from the ranch? Everyone’s okay, aren’t they?” My mind goes to Olivia.

      “Everyone’s fine,” Admiral Keene says, nudging the glass of water toward me. “Drink. You’re dehydrated. You haven’t been starved, have you?”

      “No!” I say emphatically. “Why are you asking me these things? What’s going on?”

      Keene sighs. “Forgive me, Ms. Owens, but I have to ask these questions. These are common behaviors within cults.”

      I reel back in my chair. She’s made a mistake. “Pyrite isn’t a cult. It’s a health retreat.”

      “I’m sorry, but it isn’t. Our investigation has revealed the true nature of the organization, and it’s been shut down. You’re not to worry. You and the rest of the members are completely safe.”

      “I’m not a member of a cult!”

      Keene clutches her hands in front of her. “Ms. Owens, I wish I could be breaking this to you more gently, but I need you to focus and try to keep up with me here, okay? I know this is going to be hard to hear. We’ve been talking to the others for a while now, and everyone is having the same reaction. Honestly, the fact that none of you were aware of what was going on only serves to reinforce the insidious nature of this cult.”

      I’m shaking my head before she finishes talking.

      “It was a health ranch,” I correct her. “People came to restore their mental and physical wellbeing. We were all there voluntarily. People could leave anytime they wanted to.”

      The image of Connor flashes through my mind. I remember seeing him as we were marched out of the ranch, fighting with Elias, pursuing him in the direction of the woods. Whatever’s happening here, it’s Connor’s fault. He’s the one who turned us in to these people and told them the ranch was a cult. He must be. I can’t think of any other explanation.

      Fury burns through me at the thought. How dare he tell such vicious lies about us! He had only been with us for a few weeks. How could he presume to think he knew what Pyrite was about?

      “Ms. Owens?” Admiral Keene is still speaking. “Are you still with me?”

      “Yes.”

      My voice comes out sounding sulky and petulant. I’m not impressed with myself. At the same time, though, don’t I have a right to sulk? This is so ridiculous. I was upset with Connor for leaving, but if I’d ever suspected he would do something like this…well, I’d have gotten over it a lot more easily, that’s for sure. I can’t believe I ever went into the forest with him. What was I thinking?

      “Were you aware that Xavier Graves was stockpiling an arsenal of weapons beneath the ranch?” the admiral asks me.

      “What?” I look at her, mystified. “No he wasn’t.”

      In response, she pulls out a manila folder and slides some photos across the desk toward me. They were clearly taken in the dark, with some kind of night vision technology, but I can see the outlines of several guns.

      “This is just a fraction of what was found under one of the barns,” she says. “We believe Mr. Graves acquired them illegally.”

      “But what would Xavier do with a bunch of guns? He’s a peaceful man.”

      “We’ve discovered that Mr. Graves was planning a terror attack on the city of San Francisco,” Admiral Keene says. “He held the belief that the end of days was near, and that he would usher it in through violence and chaos.”

      “The apocalypse?” I shake my head. “That’s crazy.”

      “Well,” Admiral Keene says gently, “that’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

      I think back over my interactions with Xavier these past three years. We didn’t see that much of each other, it’s true—but that’s because he was busy managing ranch affairs. It made perfect sense. Whenever I did see him or speak to him, he was perfectly nice. He always remembered my name. He was like a friendly old Santa Claus, not a doomsday fanatic.

      I shake my head. “You must be mistaken,” I tell Admiral Keene. I’m not sure what any of the others are saying in their interviews, but if enough of us stick up for Xavier, tell the truth about how things really were at Pyrite, surely we can put a stop to this. “I don’t know why he had guns. Maybe he thought we needed some measure of self-defense. I can’t explain that part. But I know Xavier would never hurt anyone.”

      “Do you know this man?” She’s showing me another picture, this time on her tablet.

      “That’s Elias,” I say. It’s a driver’s license photo of him. It looks oddly recent, too.

      “According to our undercover operative—”

      “Connor?” I interrupt. “Is that who you’re talking about?”

      “According to our operative,” she goes on, ignoring my question, “this man asked him to take part in a plot to assassinate the mayor of San Francisco. That was the piece of evidence he needed in order to blow the whistle.”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “Elias was going to shoot the mayor?”

      “After which, he and Mr. Graves were going to take you all into a series of underground bunkers to live out your remaining days, so they would be protected from the impending apocalypse.”

      “But…but Xavier never made anybody stay who didn’t want to…”

      “That would have changed,” says Admiral Keene. “After the attack on the mayor, nothing about the ranch would have been voluntary anymore. You’d have been forced to go underground—at gunpoint, most likely. You’re fortunate that our operative found the necessary information when he did, Ms. Owens.”

      My head is spinning. I lean forward and rest it on the desk. Pyrite Ranch was a cult? A real live cult, like you read about in in the papers? And I’ve been living in the middle of it for the last three years? How could that have happened? How could I—a smart, college-educated woman—have become a cult member without even realizing it?

      I press my forehead into the wood of the desk, trying to collect my thoughts. It doesn’t seem possible. Part of me is still itching to jump to my feet and scream that Admiral Keene is wrong, that their operative is lying, that Pyrite was a beautiful place where we were all happy. Part of me wants so badly to go back to my bed in the dormitory, pull the covers up over my head, and wake up tomorrow to a world where none of this is real.

      And yet…

      There were always things I didn’t understand about life on the ranch. Things that didn’t quite add up. I let them go when I saw them, because what did they matter? My life was what it was, and I didn’t need to understand everything. I knew exactly what Xavier would say if I ever asked him about the things that didn’t seem to have an explanation. He would chuckle, like a father charmed by a precocious child, and advise me not to worry about it.

      He would tell me to ignore it, my mind reframes that now. He would turn me away.

      They were things that could have been little. Inconsequential. Delivery trucks pulling up to the perimeter gate in the night. I’d seen that two or three times, and I never really got what it was all about. A self-sustaining ranch shouldn’t need to take deliveries. Any essentials from the outside we couldn’t produce—medical supplies, pens, or whatnot—Xavier would have just picked up himself on his occasional outings. We shouldn’t need to send anything out either. We didn’t even have garbage pickup—we mulched our refuse and used it to fertilize the fields.

      So, what were those trucks doing there? They had to be dropping off or picking up something…but because I couldn’t think of an explanation, I stopped wondering. I did exactly what Xavier would have wanted me to do. I conditioned myself to ignore it.

      Then, there were the holes. I’d forgotten about the holes until now. A few years ago, when the dorms were being put up, Xavier insisted that we dig massive holes beneath them, big enough to serve as basements. At the time, I thought they were going to be basements, but then we just boarded them over when we put up the dorms. Once again, I stopped wondering about it when it became clear I wasn’t going to get an answer. I’ve just been living on top of a gaping hole in the ground for the past couple of years without knowing why.

      Now, though, listening to Admiral Keene, it makes sense. That must be where Xavier planned for us to go.

      I wonder what’s down there. Things could have changed drastically since the dorm was put up, especially since I know supplies have been delivered. I imagine reinforced steel walls with guns hanging on racks. I imagine this arsenal living right below me, the weapons gleaming, waiting to be fired, as I slept just a few feet above with no idea of what was going on.

      I imagine Xavier and Elias with big black guns in their arms, forcing me and my friends to pull up some hidden trapdoor in the floor of our dorm and descend into a painfully bright underground room, all artificial, none of the natural beauty that drew all of us to Pyrite in the first place.

      I imagine dying slowly in that bunker, my family never knowing what had happened to me. For the first time in years, I really think about my parents, about them reading what had happened on the news. They knew I went to Pyrite. Would they assume I had been part of the attack on the mayor? Or would they know I would never have done such a thing and spend the rest of their days grieving my loss?

      I shiver. It wasn’t just the deliveries and the dug-out bunkers. There were other things I should have noticed. I think back to my first week at Pyrite, to the “mindfulness” seminars Xavier held. The message was always the same: Don’t worry about what you can’t control.

      It had seemed so smart at the time. Why would you waste energy worrying about something that was outside your power to control? Better to let go, to let the universe do whatever it was going to do, and to not stress yourself to death in the meantime. I mean, hell, that was one of the chief things that drew me to the ranch in the first place. It was such a soothing ideology, especially for someone like me, always working, always worrying. Here, at last, was someone telling me the best thing to do was just to chill out.

      But thinking about it now, it sounds insidious. Don’t worry about what you can’t control. In other words, don’t bother trying to change things. Don’t bother trying to figure things out. Just go with the flow. You don’t need to understand what’s going on. All you need to worry about is what you’re supposed to be doing.

      And then, of course, Xavier made sure we all had plenty we were supposed to be doing. My days were packed with sewing and mending clothes, tending to the animals, and occasionally tutoring the children. When I wasn’t doing that, I was worrying about the one aspect of ranch life I was constantly told that I could control—marriage. Marriage!

      God, to think I might have figured all this out sooner if I hadn’t been worrying about who I was going to marry…

      “She needs a blanket,” I hear Admiral Keene say.

      Her voice sounds a million miles away. I wish I could tell her I’m all right, but the truth is that I don’t think I am. I’m shaking hard. I try to hold my hands together, to hold myself still, but it isn’t working. I was in a cult. I was a member of a cult that was going to commit a terror attack. Oh my God.

      A blanket settles around my shoulders. It’s heavy. I think it might be weighted.

      “You’re safe. You’re going to be okay,” Admiral Keene says, her voice much softer than before. “Try to take some deep breaths.”

      “Am I—am I arrested?”

      “No, of course not. You haven’t done anything wrong. You’re a victim here, Ms. Owens.”

      Victim. It’s a word that makes me shiver, even under my new weighted blanket. Admiral Keene looks at me sympathetically and nudges the cup of water toward me. I force myself to take a drink.

      “We’re going to have a medical team come in and look you over,” Admiral Keene says.

      “There’s no need. I’m fine…”

      “I’m afraid it isn’t optional. We’re doing the same thing with everyone else who was rescued tonight. There’s no telling whether your nutritional needs were adequately met at that place, or if they were putting something in the water to sabotage your health, and we need to make sure everyone is well. You’ve been through a traumatic event, Tammy. There are counselors waiting to meet with you.”

      “No, really, I’m fine,” I protest.

      “Again, it’s not optional.” She makes a note on a pad of paper. “You’ll be staying here in the barracks tonight, but assuming you’re in good health, you’ll be released tomorrow. Is there somewhere you can go? Do you have financial resources you can access? If you need help, we’re prepared to assist you.”

      “No,” I say. “I don’t need help. My parents. I can call my parents.”

      I’m already shying away from the conversation I know we’re going to have. My mom and dad were incredibly upset when I went off to the ranch three years ago. I can’t imagine how appalled they’ll be to hear what was really going on there.

      Keene’s tablet buzzes and she looks at it.

      “More news from our operative,” she says. “If you have no further questions for me, I’ll leave you here, Ms. Owens. An officer will come to collect you shortly.”

      I nod. “That’s fine.”

      Once she’s gone, I slump in my chair, feeling exhausted and removed from time. I can’t believe how much has happened tonight. And now, the operative has even more news. How could there possibly be more? And how could Connor…God. He must have been lying to me from the moment we met.

      But he also saved my life.

      The thought lances through my brain, bright and impossible to ignore. If he hadn’t done what he did, Pyrite Ranch would still be operating, and I would still be a resident. No, a cult member. A victim. I have to practice those words. I have to frame this correctly in my mind.

      And I need to remember that without Connor’s interference, I would have been an accessory to a horrible crime, and then I would have been forced to live in an underground bunker. And living down there, away from the world, with a finite supply of resources, would have inevitably killed me.

      Instead, I’m alive—scared, shaken, but alive—and sitting in this Naval barracks. I’m going to see my mom and dad tomorrow. Everything’s going to be okay.

      Because of him.
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          Tammy

        

        Two Years Later

      

    
    
      My phone rings as I walk through the door of my tiny ground-floor apartment. My hand flies to my pocket. I know what will happen, the chain of events that will be set into motion, if I don’t answer by the third ring. I’ve adjusted to what happened, mostly, but I’m not sure my mother ever will.

      Sure enough, she’s hysterical. “Tammy! Where were you! The phone rang and rang!”

      “It rang twice, Mom.” I toss my purse on the kitchen counter.

      Even now, two years after the raid on Pyrite, it feels strange to carry a purse. It feels strange to have enough possessions that I need a place to put them. The items in my purse are, I suspect, still just strange enough to raise an eyebrow. My driver’s license and my credit card are in there, but there’s also a lot of cash and granola bars. These things make me feel prepared for an emergency.

      My therapist says that’s a healthy expression of my trauma.

      “Where have you been all day?” Mom persists.

      “I was at work,” I remind her. “I have a job now, remember?”

      I’ve actually had a job for almost ten months now, but after almost a year living in my parents’ house, I think it’s a surprise to all of us to see me back on my feet.

      Now, she’s going on about the fact that I’m unreachable during the work day.

      “We need to figure out a signal,” she says, all business. Mom is always best at dealing with her emotions when she has a project. “We need a way you can know it’s me who’s calling, so you’ll know to answer the phone.”

      “I can’t answer the phone at work,” I tell her. “It doesn’t matter who’s calling.”

      “But surely they would understand, Tammy! With your history—”

      “They don’t know about that,” I cut her off. It’s important to me that my employers not know about Pyrite and everything that happened there. I’m trying to make a fresh start, and I know I’m not going to get that dragging my Pyrite baggage around, letting everyone in my life see me as the poor little cult victim.

      Mom relaxes enough to start telling me about Dad’s new hobby—whittling—and I kick off my shoes and pull out a half-full bottle of wine. I remove the cork and pour myself a glass, because I can, because there are no rules about this. I walk across my living room, feeling the carpet between my toes, and stand over the air conditioning vent so it can blast my legs ice-cold.

      All of these things are still novelties, even though it’s been two years since I left the ranch. Even though my life is normal now, and I go entire days without thinking about Pyrite and Xavier. Once I start thinking about it, all I can see are the differences.

      I end the phone conversation with my mother and go into my little bedroom. My apartment has only two rooms, really: a bedroom with an ensuite bathroom and a living room/kitchen, two bigger rooms that bleed into one another. I take off my lanyard from the animal hospital and hang it on the side of my full-length mirror.

      Before Pyrite, I would have tossed it away, over onto a desk or a nearby chair, but things are different now. Ranch living changed me. Putting things where they belong matters more now, for reasons I can’t explain.

      I pull off my scrubs and toss them in the laundry hamper, putting on sweats and a graphic T-shirt. Ever since coming back, I love things that advertise bands, TV shows, or even brands of soda. This one has the mascot of a sugary cereal shouting his catch phrase as he does a trick on a skateboard. I don’t even eat this mascot’s cereal. I just like the fact that I exist in the same realm as skateboards and talking lions.

      I go downstairs to get the mail. I never receive very much. Partly, of course, because of what year it is. Nobody sends mail anymore. And when they do, it’s usually wedding invitations and birth announcements, or other things of that nature. Nobody sends those to me. As far as most of my friends are concerned, I dropped off the grid years ago. Even those who know I’m back probably regard me as a strange curiosity now.

      I’m not Tammy Owens, the friend they knew in college. I’m that weird girl who was rescued from a cult.

      Today, there are two pieces of mail. One is the electric bill. Crazy as it seems, I’m still excited by paying the electric bill. I even like to experiment with the power, seeing how I can affect the bill. One month, I didn’t turn the lights on in the kitchen at all. The following month, I never turned them off.

      My therapist says this is a way of exerting my power in the universe.

      The other item in my mailbox comes from Sacramento. I open it and read:

      

      Tammy Owens:

      You are required to appear at Sacramento Superior Court on Friday the 20th of June at 10:00 AM to give testimony in the proceedings of The State vs. Xavier Graves.

      

      The document goes on to explain what will be required of me at the hearing and what will happen if I don’t show up—nothing, essentially, except that Xavier’s fate will be decided without me and I’ll lose my chance to speak on my own behalf.

      Do I want to speak on my own behalf?

      Still clutching the letter, I make my way into my bedroom again and collapse backward onto my bed. The idea of looking Xavier in the eye again after all this time is dizzying. I don’t want to see him. I don’t want to be reminded of how easily I was taken in by his scam, and how close I came to being a pawn in his violent plot. This is the thing that still needles at my brain, years later, no matter how hard I try to forget my time at Pyrite and put it all behind me.

      I could have been part of a terror attack. That’s what Xavier was trying to accomplish. He was manipulating us all into helping him.

      I don’t think, when it came right down to it, that I would have picked up a gun and shot anybody. I know that Xavier lured me into doing a lot of things I thought I would never do—leaving my family, leaving the real world, living on a ranch where all I did day after day was sew clothes, take care of animals, and completely eschew any news of the outside world. Not to mention giving up sex. Crazy, all of it. But it wasn’t hurting anybody—well, anybody apart from me, that is.

      Guns are different. I feel in my bones that I would have been capable of drawing the line there.

      But even if I had, I’d still have been helping him, wouldn’t I? After all, the ranch’s mere existence was a help to Xavier. It gave him a place to take delivery of his weapons, a place to hide them. If the government hadn’t decided to investigate, he would have been able to get away with anything under the guise of being a friendly old hippie. By the time anyone figured out what he had done, he would be deep underground, and I’m sure he had a way of locking those bunkers against outsiders…

      I shiver.

      I look down at the letter in my hand again. The hearing is in two weeks. Am I going to go? I don’t know if I can. I don’t want to dredge all this up again. I don’t want to relive, in front of a courtroom of people, how stupid I was. How close I came to getting involved in horrible things. And I definitely don’t want to see Xavier again.

      When I close my eyes and try to picture him, it’s like a nightmare. The friendly, easygoing face I remember has been overwritten with a demonic, sneering countenance. I can’t remember exactly what he looks like. Not anymore. But I know I’m afraid of him.

      But I also don’t think I can let this hearing happen without me. What if the news in two weeks’ time is that Xavier walked free? I would always wonder if my testimony was the missing ingredient that could have put him away. And that means, no matter how hard it is for me, I have to respond to this summons. I have to go to Sacramento and testify. If I don’t do everything in my power to make sure Xavier meets justice, I won’t be able to live with myself.

      God, Mom is going to freak out. This will be my first time traveling since Pyrite, and I’ll be seeing Xavier. She’ll be terrified I’m going to fall back into his clutches.

      So, don’t tell her.

      I hate the idea of not telling Mom where I am. It feels so cruel, given what we’ve both been through with Pyrite. Doesn’t she have a right to know where I am at all times at this point? But then again, if it will cause her more grief to know, what’s the harm in letting her believe I’m still at home? Maybe it will be better for her if I just go to Sacramento, take care of this trial, and come back home. I can tell her about it afterward, when there’s nothing for her to worry about.

      Even though the trial isn’t for two weeks, I pull a suitcase out of my closet and start packing. Everything I put in, every choice, seems strangely important. Do I want to wear earth tones, the way we always did on the ranch? Or would garish clothes with bright colors and sequins be better? In the end, I choose a lemon yellow pantsuit, brighter than anything we’d have ever worn at Pyrite, but still sedate enough to be taken seriously by the court. I dress the outfit up with heels and a beaded necklace.

      These items will defy Xavier. He’ll hate them.

      They’re perfect.

      I wonder how many others received the summons. Who else will be at court? And will we all be testifying on the same day? Is there a chance, in other words, of seeing my old friends again? Rachel and James, who were my best friends of three years? Bev, who took me under her wing from the very first day I arrived and helped me acclimate to life off the grid? And little Olivia—not so little anymore—how is she adjusting to her new life? She’s never lived off the ranch before, never been among normal teenagers. Is she doing all right?

      For the first time since I opened the summons, a smile crosses my face. Maybe this trip to Sacramento will be a blessing. We can all go to dinner and catch up on each other’s lives, maybe even start to build friendships in the real world. How great would it be if, a few years down the line, we were all visiting each other for holidays and vacations? I know that isn’t what Mom wants. She wants me to forget I was ever on the ranch. But it was three years of my life, and they were real people, people I cared for. I can’t just forget about them. I wouldn’t want to.

      Will Connor be there?

      I’m plagued by the fact that I still don’t know exactly who Connor was. He was with the Navy SEALs who shut down the ranch. I’m fairly sure about that. And that means he’s likely to be at the trial. His testimony will probably be key to the case, since he’s the only one from the outside world who also saw the inner workings of the ranch.

      At this realization, a fluttering starts in my insides and threatens to swell up in my ribs. I could see Connor again, maybe ask him some of these questions. Maybe, finally, I could get some answers. How much of the man I knew was real? How much was a fabrication? And in all the time we were together, did he ever honestly feel anything for me?

      I know these questions are far from the most important that need to be answered at Xavier’s trial. But if Connor is there, if I can get a moment alone with him, I’m going to try to close the book on all the things that have been nagging at me for the past two years. I owe myself that much.
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      Two weeks go by in a flash. Usually, time moves in fits and starts for me, but the two weeks between receiving the summons and leaving for Sacramento pass in a blur of packing and arranging, and scheduling time off work. I decide to book a hotel for the night before the hearing, rather than risk getting caught in rush-hour traffic the next morning, and I feel a rush of excitement as I pick it out online and scroll through the pictures of the neatly arranged guest rooms and on-site restaurant where I plan to order an enormous steak for dinner.

      By the time I pull into the hotel parking lot, however, I’m exhausted from a long day at work and the two-hour drive. I check in and go straight up to my room, deciding to order the steak via room service. I change into my pajamas and send my mother a text so she won’t worry about me, although I don’t tell her where I am. I’m still hoping to be back at home before she ever has to know.

      The next morning, I drive to the courthouse. I’m taken aback by the mob on the front stairs. Dozens of reporters, microphones, and cameras are at the ready, broadcasting out the story of the victims of Pyrite Ranch. I hear the phrases “insane cult leader” and “innocent victims of a horrible scheme” repeated over and over. Here and there, I see what I think are familiar faces, but it’s hard to be sure. None of them are Rachel, James, Olivia, or Bev. Maybe I knew them at the ranch, but with their civilian clothes and modern haircuts, with makeup and sunglasses and hats, it’s impossible to be sure of anyone.

      “Tammy!” a voice calls over the din. “Tammy Owens!”

      I turn. A woman is standing a few yards behind me, waving both arms over her head to get my attention. It takes me a moment to recognize her.

      “Miriam?”

      Her face lights up like I’ve done something remarkable and she beckons me over. I thread my way through the crowd and arrive at her side, and she flings her arms around me. I return the embrace, somewhat reluctantly.

      Miriam makes a show of looking me up and down. I check her out in return. She’s lost a considerable amount of weight and is dressed to accentuate that fact, in clothes that drape and expose her bony limbs. Her face is heavily made up. She wears big, chunky costume jewelry, and her hair has been elaborately styled for the occasion. I would feel underdressed, except for the fact that she is so clearly the one who’s out of place here.

      “Hi, Miriam,” I say. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “How are you doing?” she asks, the deeply sympathetic tone in her voice implying that perhaps I’m completely bedridden with despair. “Are you holding up all right?”

      “Well, you know,” I say. “It was a long time ago.”

      “But I heard you’re still single,” she says in a hushed voice.

      I try to disguise the fact that I’m scanning the room for Connor. “I’m not dating right now, no.”

      “God, you poor thing.” She hugs me again.

      “Uh-huh.”

      It’s impossible to take Miriam seriously. I’d like to know where she gets her information, but the truth is that she’s always been such a successful gossip that I really can’t be too surprised to find her in the know. The bigger surprise would have been if she wasn’t up to date on my life.

      The biggest surprise of all, though, is that Connor is nowhere to be seen. I’m sure I would have spotted him, even in this crowd. He’s haunted my dreams since the last time we spoke, and the idea of missing him, of walking right by him, is unthinkable. If he was here, I would notice. I would see him.

      Wouldn’t I?

      I feel like his presence would sing out to me like he was calling my name. It would be impossible to ignore. And yet…do I really believe he isn’t here at all? Would he miss such a monumental event?

      That is…unless it wasn’t monumental to him.

      Of course it wasn’t, a voice in my head berates me. It was just a job to him. It wasn’t a disruption of his entire way of life. It wasn’t anything. He probably hasn’t thought about it since, and why should he?

      Now that I think about it, I’m sure he’s busted up multiple cults since ours. He’s participated in dozens of missions. Pyrite wasn’t special. It only matters to me because it was my life. To Connor, it would have been just another in a long series of victories.

      I feel myself blushing, and I turn and walk away from Miriam before she can question me further. Maybe it was a mistake to come here. I should have known Connor wouldn’t be involved.

      I should have known our relationship meant nothing to him.
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      I feel weird lurking in the back of the courthouse. Inappropriate, almost, like I shouldn’t be here. Of course, I’m well within my rights to be. It was my work on the Pyrite Ranch case that got us here today. I’m the reason Xavier Graves is being brought to justice. I’m the reason all these people are safe.

      But cult victims don’t always see things that way. For all I know, Graves’ victims see me as the invader who tore apart their happy lives. For all I know, they’ve never gotten over it, and they’d revolt at the sight of me.

      I can’t allow that to happen. I have a responsibility to these people, a duty to keep them safe. Even though my time at the ranch is over and my mission has been declared a success, I’m not ready to step away. So, I sit in the back of the courtroom in bulky civilian clothes, ducking my head so none of the victims will see and recognize my face, and I listen as the judge announces that Xavier Graves’ trial will take place in six weeks’ time.

      There’s a lot of muttering at this. I’m sure some of the victims thought justice would be served today, that they’d be going home with a verdict. Something to make them feel better. I wish I could explain to them that justice is almost always excruciatingly slow, so that by the time a sentence is carried out, it’s often too late to experience any relief at all.

      The courthouse empties. I stay in my seat, watching as Graves is collected by officers and taken back into the holding cell. I want to follow, to ask him the questions I never got a chance to pursue. Why did he do what he did? Was he really a religious fanatic? Did he believe the end of days was coming? Or was he just trying to hurt people? I’ve never been sure if he was evil or just plain crazy, and I think there’s a part of me that will always wonder.

      But I’ve got to let that go.

      I get to my feet slowly and join the crowd fighting to leave. Outside, the sun is hot, and I flinch for a moment as it catches me in the eyes. I fumble for my sunglasses and am about to put them on when a flash of red hair catches my eye.

      Tammy.

      I’m hurrying after her before I can think about it, before I can question whether or not it’s a good idea. I just can’t believe it’s her. I’ve always regretted the way we left things, and if I could make that right…

      I came here today planning not to get involved, not to talk to anyone. These are trauma victims. It’s unprofessional. It’s irresponsible. I shouldn’t.

      But it’s Tammy.

      I tap her on the shoulder.

      She turns. “Listen, Miriam, I need to…”

      She falls silent.

      Immediately, it’s as if everyone around us has disappeared. It’s like we’re back on the ranch, on those mellow afternoons when we’d sneak away and eat lunch together on the hill. It’s like that quiet day in the forest when we stepped off the ranch and outside of the rules together. The crowd of people continues to swarm around us, but we are islands, locked together, staring.

      She’s still so gorgeous. How could I have forgotten?

      “Connor,” she says quietly.

      Right. I could kick myself. I’d completely forgotten that all the Pyrite victims would still know me by my undercover name. How am I going to explain all this? How can I put it in a way that won’t make her feel even more betrayed and lied to than everything else that’s already happened does?

      I don’t have to explain it at all, I suppose. I can tell her it’s good to see her again, walk away, and let her think of me as “Connor” forever. That’s not doing her any harm, after all. Let Connor be a figure from her past, a fictional character she can love or hate, respect or despise, depending on how she feels about everything that happened between us. I can walk away from it all right now, with no further resolution at all.

      Except that I can’t. Something about Tammy is pulling me in, and it’s even stronger than it was when we were on the ranch together.

      At Pyrite, we had things standing between us, concrete obstacles that there was no getting around. We couldn’t avoid the fact that ranch rules forbade us from exploring a naturally evolving relationship. I couldn’t ignore the fact that I was there on assignment and that becoming romantically involved would be deeply unprofessional.

      But those things are gone now. It’s just me and Tammy on the steps of the courthouse—the crowds have passed now; we’re mostly alone—and we’re standing so close together that I could take her hand, and I want to do it. I want to reach out to her.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “If I startled you.”

      “No, it’s all right,” she says, and I can hear in her voice that however she thinks of me, it isn’t with open hostility. There may be caution there. She might be reserved, holding something back. But she doesn’t hate me. I can work with that. “I just thought you were someone else,” she adds. “An old friend from the ranch.”

      “A lot of people turned up,” I notice.

      “I think we’re all really excited to see what happens to Xavier. It’s hard to believe that anything at all is happening, you know? It’s been such a long time.”

      I nod. “Listen, Tammy. I feel bad about how abruptly you and I ended our friendship. I never even got to say goodbye to you, and that’s always eaten at me. Will you let me buy you a cup of coffee?”

      She hesitates. “Okay,” she says after a moment. “Coffee.”

      There’s a little cafe a few blocks over. I noticed it while I was driving to court this morning. I take Tammy’s arm and begin steering her in that direction.

      “So, how have you been?” I ask, noticing as I do that even the act of holding onto her arm is stirring me. God, I missed being around this woman.

      You can’t move fast. You can’t rush this. She’s been through so much.

      “I’m doing well,” Tammy says, oblivious to my inner conflict. “I’ve got a job now, working at an animal hospital. All my experience with livestock is actually going to good use, I guess, except now, I mostly hold puppies still so they can get their shots.”

      “That sounds rewarding.” I say. “Are you living on your own?”

      She gives me a funny look. “I have an apartment.”

      “I’m only asking because I know a lot of the Pyrite victims still aren’t. They’re staying with family or friends—” I pause. She’s blown out a frustrated puff of air. “What is it?”

      “Victims.”

      “What about it?”

      “I don’t think of myself that way,” she says. “I don’t like to be thought of that way.”

      I hesitate. “But…I don’t want to argue, but Xavier did victimize you. All of you.”

      “I fell for a bad con,” she says. “I like taking some responsibility. You know? It’s empowering for me. And yeah, what he did was wrong, and I hope he goes to jail for a long time. But it helps me to remember that this isn’t something that could just happen to me again at any time, with nothing I can do to prevent it. I can make smarter choices. I can keep myself safe.”

      I nod. “That does make sense. It sounds like you’re adjusting really well.”

      “I’m doing my best,” she says. “Some days are harder than others. It’s been an adjustment, being out in the real world, but some things are really wonderful. I love to go to the movies now. Sometimes, I go all day and see three or four in a row. And then some days, I don’t even want to get out of the house because it’s too hard to face the world.” She smiles. “Lately, it’s more good days than bad, though.”

      “I’m impressed you showed up here.”

      “Well, I wanted to face Xavier again,” she says. “I wanted to tell my story and see justice served.”

      We step into the coffee shop. Tammy takes a seat while I order for us and bring our drinks back to the table. I watch as she adds sugar packet after sugar packet to her drink before stirring.

      “No sugar on the ranch,” she explains. “I know it’s not exactly good for me, but I never thought I’d taste it again.”

      “That makes sense,” I say.

      She sips her drink. “So, Connor, how have you been? Bust any cults lately?”

      I sigh. “Tammy, I need to talk to you about something.”

      “Sounds serious,” she says with a chuckle. “Let me guess—you’re about to tell me that my whole life is a lie and I’m actually a pawn in a plot to blow up the moon.”

      “No, nothing like that.” I take a deep breath. “My name isn’t actually Connor.”

      “Oh.” Her eyebrows go up.

      “You already knew I was undercover. I’m a Navy SEAL. Have been for the past ten years. I work out of San Diego—well, that’s my hometown; it’s where I grew up.” I’m babbling. I need to rein it in. It’s just that she makes me so nervous. “I travel a lot for my work, though. And I had to adopt a false identity while I was at Pyrite gathering information on Xavier, because—”

      “I’m sorry,” she cuts me off. “What’s your real name?”

      “Oh. It’s Kyle. Kyle Newfeld. I’m sorry. I know you must feel lied to.”

      “Well, I was lied to.” She takes a long sip of her drink, holding me in suspense. “But I can understand. You had to do what you had to do. So, it’s Kyle, is it?” She looks me in the eyes. “Maybe I can get used to that. Kyle.”

      “There’s one more thing I need to tell you,” I say. “While I have you here.”

      “More secrets?”

      “Not exactly, no.” I look down at the table, spreading my fingers. “I just wanted to say that I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” She frowns. “Did you get a lot of blowback from Pyrite people for blowing the whistle? Because we were upset at the time, but I think most of us do recognize now that you acted for the greater good.”

      “No, not that,” I say. “I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry for leaving without saying goodbye.”

      “Oh,” she says. “You said it earlier; it’s okay.”

      “I’m not sure I really gave it enough emphasis,” I say. “I felt awful about it. I still do.”

      “What was between us wasn’t real,” Tammy says lightly. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “No,” I counter. “It was real, Tammy. I don’t know what it was, exactly, but I know I cared about you. I really liked you. And I’ve never regretted any of the time we spent together. My only regret is that I was forced to disappear on you the way I did. It would never have been my choice to leave you that way, but I had to. For everyone’s safety.”

      She looks a little shaken. “Thank you,” she says. “That…that really means a lot to me.”

      “I’m glad to have gotten the opportunity to say it.”

      We look at each other and smile, and suddenly, the gulf between us doesn’t seem quite so wide. Suddenly, I feel able to look at the situation in a new light. She is, after all, more than just a cult victim. She’s a gorgeous, smart, funny woman. A capable, strong woman. And she’s sitting here smiling at me like she likes me, too.

      Maybe there is something here.

      In my pocket, my phone chimes. A text message, probably from a friend back home. I pull it out to hit ignore. I don’t want to talk to anyone but Tammy right now, and I’m thinking I’ll just silence the thing—

      Then, I catch sight of the time. “Oh my God. Is it really three thirty?”

      “Um.” Tammy pulls out her own phone to confirm. “That’s what I’ve got.”

      “I was supposed to be at the airport an hour ago!”

      Have I really gotten so lost in talking to Tammy that I completely forgot I had a plane to catch?

      “There’s no way I’m going to make it in time now.” I’m already on my feet, scraping my things together, looking out the door for a cab to hail. “I’m sorry, Tammy. I’m so sorry to run off like this. God. This is exactly what I just apologized for doing to you, and now, I’m doing it again. I need to try to make this flight. I can’t believe I did this.”

      “Wait,” Tammy says, getting to her feet, too. “Hang on a minute.”

      “Hang on a minute?” Does she not understand? I can’t afford to hang on a minute. Odds are strong I’m going to miss my flight even if everything goes perfectly right between now and the airport.

      “Delay until tomorrow,” she suggests. “Defer your ticket.”

      “I don’t have a hotel for tonight.”

      “So…” She takes a breath. She’s steeling herself for something. “So, come back to San Francisco. Stay with me for the night. You can even fly out from there tomorrow, if you want. And you and I could have a little bit longer to catch up.”

      She watches me eagerly across the table, waiting for my answer. I kind of can’t believe this situation has even come up. I thought that she’d be angry with me for my deception, that she’d never want to see me again. Instead, she seems to have dealt with it all in a very healthy way. She seems ready to move on.

      And maybe I could be a part of that moving on.

      I wonder if she’s involved with anybody. I’d assumed all the Pyrite victims would be too damaged from what they’d been through to have formed relationships yet, but God, Tammy seems normal. Like she wasn’t part of a cult for three whole years. Like she just shrugged it all off.

      But still…

      “I don’t know,” I say hesitantly. “It might not be such a good idea…”

      “What do you mean?”

      She looks crestfallen, and I immediately feel guilty. Why do I seem to hurt this girl every time I come into her life? It’s the last thing in the world I want to do. Then again, what I want to is not without its risks and could end up with both of us being far more hurt. Not to mention the other trouble it might cause.

      “The case,” I say.

      “What about it?”

      “If you and I are…well, there could be implications,” I say. “Your testimony could be compromised, as could mine. It could be assumed that we manipulated each other’s’ perspective, if the court finds out we were involved.”

      “Involved?”

      “If I go home with you tonight…”

      “Oh. Oh, wow. Oh. Gosh. I see. No.” Her face has gone as red as a tomato. “I’m sorry—that’s my fault. I wasn’t clear. I was just thinking you might come back to my house for conversation and a place to stay. I didn’t mean…”

      “Oh!”

      I feel incredibly stupid. Of course she didn’t. Of course she’s not bringing guys back to her place to have sex on the first day she meets them—which is essentially what this is for her, I have to remember. Even though we knew each other before, she’s just learning my real name, my real occupation, and my real motivation for being at Pyrite. In a very real way, she’s getting to know me for the first time.

      “I’m really sorry. That’s my fault. I shouldn’t have assumed.”

      “But I’d love for you to come and stay so I can get to know you, Kyle,” she continues. It’s the first time she’s used my name—my real name. “I meant that. I really hope you’ll consider it.”

      “Well,” I say, “When you put it that way, I’d love to.”

      “That’s great!” Tammy says. “Hey, maybe we can pick up a bottle of wine, too. Since we’re celebrating and all.”

      “Celebrating? What are we celebrating?”

      “Lots of things!” she says. “Xavier’s case finally going to court, for one. I’m so excited for the trial to start.”

      “You’re not nervous?”

      “I’m less nervous after today,” she says. “I think seeing him again for the first time was the hardest part, and now that I’ve done that and survived, I know I’ll be able to handle the rest. I just really want to tell my story so the judge can take it under consideration when deciding what to do with him.”

      “What do you hope happens?” I ask.

      “He was going to lock us all in underground bunkers until the day we died, from what I hear,” Tammy says.

      I nod. “That’s what I discovered during my time on the ranch.”

      “Then I want the same thing to happen to him,” she says. “I want him to be locked up for the rest of his life. That seems like a fair punishment to me.”

      I give her a little half smile. “I think so, too.”
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      I’m surprised all over again when I see that Tammy drives her own car. I completely underestimated this girl. I’d expected to find her in ruins after her experience at Pyrite, but she seems to have done a remarkable job getting back on her feet. The car isn’t exactly a beater, either. It’s only a couple of years old, with a shiny blue paint job and one of those rear-parking cameras that are so popular these days.

      “Nice car,” I say, running my hand over the side.

      “Oh, thanks,” she says. “I got it about three months ago. Used, obviously. I was taking public transportation before that, but that’s such a ridiculous hassle in San Francisco, and eventually, I just felt like I needed to be driving, you know?”

      “That makes sense,” I say. “You know, trauma specialists would probably point to that as a good sign of your recovery.”

      Immediately, I could bite my tongue. Am I really going to segue from talking about her car into talking about her cult trauma? She hasn’t invited me to discuss that. Who the hell do I think I am?

      But luckily, she doesn’t seem to mind at all.

      “That’s what my therapist said,” she agrees blandly. “Anyway, are you ready to go?”

      “Sure,” I say, and get into the passenger seat.

      It’s tidy inside—no fast food wrappers or the other kinds of debris that tend to accumulate in cars. Tammy’s car clearly means a lot to her, and she’s taken a lot of trouble to care for it.

      We pull out and head for the highway. She’s a relaxed, competent driver, at ease merging into the fast-moving traffic on the interstate. She doesn’t seem like someone who took years off from driving. She’s comfortable behind the wheel, able to carry on a casual conversation with me and adjust the knobs on her radio while she navigates. I wonder if she’s adapting this well to everything she had to relearn when she left the ranch. She lives on her own, I assume successfully. She has a job. Could she be ready for a relationship?

      No. I need to reel in my thoughts. Whether or not she’s ready for a relationship, it’s not a good idea for the two of us to get involved. Not while we’re both taking part in this lawsuit.

      After several hours, Tammy pulls off the highway and we drive through a quiet, tree-lined neighborhood.

      “This is pretty,” I say.

      “My apartment is right up here.”

      She turns into a parking lot and I find myself looking up at a classy apartment complex. The units appear to have balconies where several of the residents have placed grills, and I can see in the distance the sparkling blue of a community pool.

      Tammy parks. “Come on up.”

      I follow her up the stairs and into a second floor unit. It’s neat, but comfortably lived in—a book on the end table and a few pieces of dirty silverware in the sink indicate that she left in a hurry. Tammy waves in the direction of the couch.

      “You can put your things over there for now.”

      I drop my bag and sit on the couch beside it.

      Tammy opens the refrigerator, scans it, and closes it. “Well, I haven’t got anything. You want to go out to dinner?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tammy takes me to a Japanese restaurant a couple of blocks from her house. We’re able to walk, which is nice because the weather’s absolutely gorgeous: seventy degrees and clear. She changes from the pantsuit she wore to court into a fitted orange sundress with a blue hem that swings around her knees as she walks and makes her look more carefree than I’ve ever seen her.

      I don’t have anything to change into except my jeans and T-shirt I planned to wear on the flight tomorrow, but it’s still better than wearing my suit. Tammy doesn’t seem bothered at all by my casual attire. She walks down the street with a spring in her step and points out the library, the lake where she goes jogging, and the shoe shop where she likes to spend her extra income.

      The restaurant turns out to be a cute little corner place. They seat us outside under an umbrella because of the nice weather. We order, and a moment later, the waiter returns with a bottle of wine.

      I raise my glass to hers. “Here’s to getting reacquainted.”

      She clinks. “It’s been a long time.”

      “You’ve done really well for yourself, though. I’m impressed.”

      She shrugs. “These are just the things everyone does, right? Getting a place to live, getting a job? It doesn’t make me special.”

      “Yes, but…”

      “I know I’m allowed to say it was harder for me, because of what happened,” she says. “I know that’s not just making excuses. But it feels like making excuses. I don’t want to be proud of myself for tiny accomplishments, because that makes it feel like bigger things—things I used to dream of—are totally out of reach now.”

      “What did you used to dream of?” I ask her.

      She blushes and looks away.

      “You can tell me,” I press.

      “I tried to contact you, you know,” she says.

      “You did?”

      “Yes. After Pyrite, when we were still with the government program and they were reacclimating us, I asked to see ‘Connor.’ I asked if I could see the officer who had infiltrated Pyrite and saved us.”

      “They never told me that,” I say, stunned. “I wanted to see you, Tammy. Nobody gave me the message.”

      “They said I was asking for classified information. I guess they meant your identity, huh?”

      “I guess they did,” I agree.

      The waiter returns with plates of sushi, and for the next few minutes, Tammy and I lose ourselves in the delights of eating.

      I’ve never been much of a sushi man, and for the first time in our lives together, she actually seems worldlier than me. She stops me from biting my sushi in half, explaining that it’s bad manners to do so. She points out the different ingredients and steers me in the direction of rolls she thinks I might like. She keeps calling the waiter back to the table, ordering more and more plates, pushing some at me and popping some in her own mouth. I can tell she’s having a great time. The wine glasses are refilled over and over, and by the time the waiter brings out green tea flavored ice cream, we’re both laughing.

      “You’re telling me Miriam is still a gossip?” I ask her.

      “My God, it was almost superhuman. I’m telling you, Kyle, she knew everything about my life, and I haven’t spoken to the woman since the raid! I don’t know if she’s been stalking me on social media or what.”

      “You don’t know how weird it is to hear you talk about social media,” I say, grinning. “The last time I saw you, you were like, literally grinding wheat to make your own bread.”

      “Well, the twenty-first century is pretty cool, actually,” Tammy says. “And it’s nice to know that the apocalypse isn’t coming.”

      “Did you think it was?”

      “Nah, I had no idea Xavier ever believed in that crap. It probably would have stopped me from going to Pyrite in the first place if I had known. I thought his whole ‘back to nature’ thing was really progressive.”

      “I do remember everyone on the ranch being happy,” I say. “That’s what’s kind of horrific about the whole thing, really. It was almost good.”

      “Almost,” she says, somewhat dreamily, tipping the last few drops from the bottle of wine into her glass.

      “You know,” I say, “I liked being there with you, Tammy.”

      “I liked it, too,” she admits. “When you came, those were my favorite times on the ranch in all three years. And even after I left, I always remembered those good times.”

      I nod, completely in time with her. “I always remembered you, too.”

      “You did?”

      We make eye contact. It’s so intense that it feels like a tangible thing, like there’s a connection between us I could reach out and touch.

      “I’ve thought of you almost every day, Tammy. I’ve wondered how you’re doing and wished there was some way I could talk to you.” I slide my hand across the table until it finds hers. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I missed you too,” she whispers, her fingers turning to grip mine.

      God, I know I shouldn’t be doing this—I shouldn’t be doing any of this. But there has never been a moment in the time I’ve known Tammy when it would have been acceptable to pursue anything more than friendship, and I’ve been restraining myself for so long, I just don’t know if I can do it anymore.

      She leans across the table and her lips are on mine, and suddenly I can’t stand this table between us, can’t stand that we’re in public. I can’t even wait for the waiter to come back. I pull several bills out of my wallet—it’s got to be enough—take her by the hand, and pull her to her feet. We need to get home, but again, I can’t wait.

      I crush her to me, desperate for more of her, needy. It’s painful. It’s like I can’t breathe. She pushes her body so close to mine it’s practically indecent.

      “We need to get back,” I groan into her ear, and she nods.

      The trip back to the apartment is excruciating. I keep wanting to stop for kisses or to let my hands explore her body, but I know I can’t risk it. And the apartment is so close. All I have to do is hang on for a few more minutes. I’ve waited two years. I can do this.

      As soon as we make it up the stairs and close the door behind us, we’re in each other’s arms, on each other. There’s not even time to get fully undressed. I’m pulling her dress up over her hips and she’s shoving my pants down for me to kick out of the way, and for a moment, I flash back to that day in the forest when I held her in my arms, braced against a tree, and we both forgot who and where we were for a few blissful minutes.

      This time is going to be different.

      We whet our appetites for each other in the kitchen, and then I pull back from her. She whines in protest, but goes quiet as I lift her dress over her head and unclip her bra, leaving her naked and vulnerable. I step back and look her over, taking in her gorgeous figure, flawless skin, the exhilarated heaving of her chest.

      I pull off my own clothes, grab her wrist, and yank her forcefully to me.

      She hasn’t broken eye contact.

      I scoop her up in my arms, carry her to the bedroom, and lay her down gently on the bed. We have all night. Neither of us have anywhere to be. And, God, I’ve wanted her for so long. I’m going to take my time with this.

      I’m going to really enjoy it. And so is she.
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      Waking up in a soft bed with Tammy beside me, her red hair strewn across the pillow…nothing in my life so far compares to this.

      Am I losing my mind?

      She is, hands down, the sexiest woman I’ve ever been with, but it’s more than that. I want to curl up and stay here in bed with her all day. I want to cook her breakfast. How can I be feeling this much for someone I hardly even know?

      On the other hand, is it right to say I hardly know her? We may not have known each other long, but we have been through some very intense times together. If you count knowledge of a person not in years but in the depth of their shared experience, Tammy and I are practically an old married couple. No one can understand both sides of the Pyrite drama the way the two of us can.

      I snuggle down under the covers, wrap my arm around her waist, and pull her back into me. I can feel her breathing change—I’ve woken her up—but she doesn’t startle or resist my embrace. She comes to me willingly.

      “Hi,” she whispers under her breath, sounding still half asleep.

      “Don’t wake up,” I whisper back into her hair, leaning down gently to kiss her shoulder.

      “It’s morning.”

      “It’s early.”

      “When do you have to—” She cuts herself off with a giant yawn, and it’s so cute that I find myself pressing my face into her shoulder to hide a grin. “When are you heading to the airport?”

      “In about an hour, probably.”

      “Mm.”

      Don’t let go. As soon as you let go of her, as soon as you leave this bed, you have to go back to reality.

      I don’t know what I was thinking. Tammy and I have never existed in reality. We’ve only ever been able to exist together off the grid. First, sneaking away from Pyrite and the oppressive rules that governed the sexual conduct of its members. And now, clinging to each other in her apartment, pretending as long as we can that we’re not from different cities, from different worlds. Pretending we’re not both key witnesses in a court case that we hope will convict the man who tried to destroy her life.

      That’s more important. It just has to be.

      I trace her shoulder blade with my thumb. “You know we shouldn’t have done it,” I say. “Not with the trial about to start.”

      “You regret it, then?” The resignation in her voice tells me this isn’t a surprise to her. She knew it was coming, or at least anticipated it.

      I sigh. I know what I should say. I should lie. I should make this easy.

      “No,” I tell her, my voice raspy over the words. “I don’t regret it. Of course not.”

      She turns in my arms and kisses me hard, wrapping her leg over my hip, and I know this is the last time I’ll ever get to hold her like this. This is all just too irresponsible. Too careless. We can’t allow it to happen again, no matter how much we enjoy it. No matter how sexy and funny and amazing this woman is, I have to say goodbye. We can never, ever be real.

      She stays in bed when I get up, watching as I search around the apartment for my clothes. It takes me a while. Things were so hectic last night that they ended up all over the place. My shirt is on the bedroom floor, but my pants are in the kitchen, and I have no idea where one of my socks is, so I guess I’m flying home short one sock. That’ll be interesting in the airport security line when I have to take off my shoes to be scanned.

      “Will I see you again?” she asks. She’s sitting up, clutching a pillow to her chest, as if for comfort. She’s going to miss me just as much as I will her; I can tell.

      “Probably,” I say. “I’ll be at Xavier’s trial, so I guess we’ll see each other there.”

      It seems like a horrible consolation prize. I want so much more from us than waving across a crowded courtroom. We have the potential to be so much more than an awkward greeting on the front steps. I don’t know how I’m going to let go of this.

      “He’s still messing up my life,” Tammy says. She has tears in her eyes.

      “Who?” I ask, longing to go back to the bed and put my arms around her. I restrain myself. We need a clean break. It’s the only way we’ll get through this.

      “Xavier,” she says. “Even now, two years later, when I thought I’d gotten away from him, he’s still ruining everything. I’ve been doing so well. I have an apartment. I have a job. I earn my own money and pay my own bills. You know, my therapist says a lot of people who have been part of cults are never able to live normally afterward.”

      “I’ve heard,” I say.

      “I worked hard to get my life back. I wanted to have all the choices I would have had if Xavier had never come into my world. And that means being able to fall in love if I want. And yet, he’s taken that away from me, too.”

      “You can fall in love,” I say softly. “Of course you can fall in love.”

      “But I can’t fall in love with you.”

      I don’t answer. I can’t. This is too hard.

      “What if I already have?” she says.

      “Think about the trial, Tammy,” I say. “All these things Xavier has done, to you and to everyone else. It’s time for him to pay. That’s what’s important now.”

      “You’re right,” she whispers, pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes. “I know you’re right.”
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      Six weeks go by in the blink of an eye. I would have expected to be consumed by the upcoming trial, able to think of nothing else, but in fact, it floats in and out of my mind and seems almost surreal.

      It’s like most things from Pyrite, really. It exists in a weird unreal space that can’t quite touch the everyday life I’ve built for myself since leaving the ranch.

      Okay, yes, I used to work each day in what was basically an upscale sweatshop, sewing variations on the same clothes again and again until my mind went so numb from the work that I couldn’t even recognize the fact that my life was being manipulated. And yes, okay, I once handed all my sexual decisions over to a man who turned out to be a crazy person.

      But none of that is my real life. In real life, I pay my bills, I go to work, I call my mother. I do normal-person things.

      And Kyle? Where does he fit in?

      He doesn’t fit in anywhere. I have to keep reinforcing that to myself. Every time he pops into my head, I push him back out. He doesn’t fit into the strange life I had at on the ranch, because he was lying to me there. There was never a man named Connor who fell in love with me as I showed him the ways of the ranch. We were never going to get married. That was a fiction. I’ve forgiven him for the lie, of course—I understand what he did and why he needed to do it. But that doesn’t mean there was anything real going on.

      And Kyle fits even less into my new, real life. He lives a full day’s drive away, for one thing, and that basic challenge right there would probably be enough of a deal-breaker for a lot of relationships.

      I don’t think that by itself would stop either of us, though. The way I feel about Kyle is surprisingly strong. It’s almost overwhelming, and it’s certainly nothing I’ve ever felt for any other man. Not only that, I’m pretty sure he feels the same way about me. But until the trial is over and Xavier has answered for his crimes, it would be irresponsible for Kyle and me to pursue anything.

      My lawyer actually explained it to me pretty well, on one of the many occasions I sat down with him to practice serving as a witness in the trial.

      “If opposing counsel gets the idea that there’s some relationship between you and this man,” he said, “they’ll use it to cast doubt on your credibility. They could say he made up the things he saw because he wanted to break you out of an environment where the social norms forbade sexual conduct, for example.”

      “Kyle wasn’t making anything up!” I said, scandalized.

      “I know that,” the lawyer agreed. “But it won’t stop the defense from trying to make that point. Okay?”

      I sighed. “Okay.”

      The day before the trial is to take place, I drive to Sacramento again. This time, the government is paying for my hotel, and they’ve put me up in the same place as all the other people from the commune. I don’t want to see anyone tonight, though. I feel like running into Miriam on my way to get a soda in this hotel would be too surreal to handle, especially tonight. So, I stay in my room and avoid all interactions with anyone.

      I do wonder who’s here, though. Could Bev and Olivia be present? My first thought is that they’re probably not asking minors to testify, but then it occurs to me that Olivia isn’t a minor anymore. Two years have gone by. She’s eighteen years old now. She could be in college, maybe, if she completed the GED she was working on when I knew her. I hope she’s coping all right with being out—after all, she was raised on the ranch. She never knew the real world.

      Once again, anger at Xavier spikes within me. We have to do something about him. We have to force him to account for what he’s done, all the lives he’s ruined. And I feel a surge of satisfaction, knowing that tomorrow, I will finally get my chance. In the beginning, when I found out this trial was coming, I was intimidated. I was nervous at the idea of facing him. Now, I can’t wait. I can’t wait to sit opposite him and show him that I am not afraid, that he didn’t defeat me.

      In the morning, a car collects me from the hotel and I am driven to the courthouse, where a suited lawyer meets me. I haven’t worked with this woman before, but she smiles and extends her hand to shake.

      “Tammy Owens, right? I’m Vivian Yates. You can call me Vivian, okay?”

      “Okay,” I say.

      Vivian leads me into a small room with a conference table, closes the door, and pours me a glass of water. “We’ll go into the courtroom in a few minutes,” she says. “Before we do, let’s go over your testimony.”

      So, I review with her the story I’ve told government lawyers countless times now—how I came to the ranch thinking it was a health retreat, a vacation; how I was offered a permanent place to live; how the decision to stay was my choice and I did see people come for the health retreat and then leave.

      “So, you wouldn’t say Xavier was kidnapping people?” Vivian clarifies.

      “No,” I say reluctantly. “But I would say he had us there under false pretenses. Does that count?”

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “We’ve got plenty to charge him with.”

      “Will it be just Xavier?” I ask. “Or Elias, too?”

      Vivian frowns and flips through her papers. “Who?”

      “Elias Chambers. He was Xavier’s right-hand man. There’s no way Xavier could have done everything he did alone. He had assistance, and Elias is the only person it could have been, I think.”

      “Xavier is the only one we arrested that night,” Vivian says.

      That’s a bit of a blow. I’ve been expecting to come in and testify against both of them, and while Xavier is the one I really want to see answer for his crimes, I was looking forward to Elias’ day of reckoning, too. He may have been more of a brute than Xavier—more of a follower and less the brains behind the operation—but he was an awful person to live with, always leering at the women on the ranch and standing around in places of work while the rest of us sweated and labored.

      Vivian’s watching me, obviously concerned. “This isn’t going to be a problem, is it?”

      “No,” I say quickly. “No problem. I was just expecting to see Elias. I didn’t know he had escaped.”

      “We need you to stick with us, Tammy,” Vivian says, and for the first time, there is a stern quality to her voice. “You’re not going to drop out, are you?”

      “What? Of course not!”

      The suggestion is absurd. I’ve been preparing for this lawsuit, thinking of almost nothing else, for weeks. Well, almost nothing else…

      Of course, it is extremely challenging to keep reliving my time at the ranch without being driven to thoughts of Kyle. Especially because he is a prominent figure in many of the stories the lawyers have been asking me to tell and retell. They want to know how I came to live at Pyrite, yes, and what my day-to-day life was like there, but then they also want to know how the routine of the ranch was able to cope with a newcomer. They want to know what steps I took to indoctrinate—that’s their word, indoctrinate, like I was trying to brainwash him—Kyle into the ways of the ranch.

      All of this makes it nearly impossible to keep Kyle from my mind. It’s not helping that my mind wants to dwell on him, either. He is my favorite fantasy, a lovely escape from the mundane regularity of my real life—which, as much as I am pleased to have it, as little as I can take it for granted, is beginning to settle into a routine. Everyone needs a daydream, and mine all feature Kyle.

      Vivian is still watching me. “Tammy,” she says, pulling me out of my reverie. “You’re our key witness, okay? I really need you to keep it together here.”

      “I’m your key witness?” That doesn’t add up. I saw more of Kyle than anyone else on the ranch, but I didn’t see more of anything else.

      “We’ve had a lot of former residents back out of testifying,” Vivian says. “Didn’t you notice that hardly any of your old community was at the hotel last night?”

      “I mostly stayed in my room…” My head is spinning. “So what does that mean? Do we still have a case without them?”

      “We do, but it’s not as strong as it was,” she says. “We’re really counting on you, Tammy, but try not to worry, okay? Just get up there and do it the way you’ve practiced over and over, and everything should be just fine.”

      Easy for her to say. My stomach is suddenly in knots.

      “You have about ten minutes before we need to be in the courtroom,” Vivian says. “Why don’t you go to the ladies’ room if you need to? Or there’s a drinking fountain in the hall just outside? Take a few minutes, and then we’ll meet back here and go over together.”

      I nod and get to my feet. The sound of my shoes on the polished tile floor seems extra loud, like I’m walking through a tunnel.

      I find the bathroom and step inside. The room is empty, and I’m glad—I need a minute. This is too much pressure. Too many unexpected variables. I thought I would get here and be one of a whole series of people telling basically the same story. I wasn’t expecting my testimony to actually matter. But the way Vivian describes it, it sounds like the prosecution’s whole case is going to fall apart without me.

      My stomach turns over. Suddenly, I’m dashing for the nearest stall. I don’t even have time to lock the door behind me as I drop to my knees and vomit into the bowl. Oh my God, I think, heaving for breath. Please don’t let anybody come in here right now. This is so humiliating.

      Finally, I’m able to collect myself. I’m still feeling nauseous and shaky, though, and when I try to get to my feet, my legs nearly give out under me. There’s no way I’m going to be able to take the stand.

      The door bangs open. “Tammy?” It’s Vivian. “Are you in here? It’s time to get going.”

      “I think I’m sick,” I croak.

      Vivian appears in the stall door. “Tammy, you can’t let your nerves get the best of you. We need you in court.”

      “This isn’t nerves,” I say. I struggle to sit up and then pitch over the toilet again, gagging. I have nothing left in me to throw up. I’m soaked with sweat and trembling, and my vision is blurring. “Something’s wrong.”

      Vivian rests a hand on the back of my neck. “Okay. I’ll ask for a delay. Wait here. I’ll take you to the hospital.”
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      Thirty minutes later, I’m lying in a hospital bed, hooked up to a saline drip, eyes closed. The trial, Vivian says, has begun without me, but they are willing to rearrange the schedule and hear my testimony later in the afternoon, or possibly tomorrow. I just need to get back on my feet by then, which shouldn’t be a problem. I already feel much better. This saline is really doing its stuff.

      I’m alone at the hospital. Vivian made it clear she needed to get back, to cross-examine the witnesses Xavier would try to provide. I told her not to worry, to absolutely go ahead and go. I’m fine here now, surrounded by doctors, and I don’t want the case to suffer in my absence.

      The nurse comes in. “Do you think you could eat anything yet, dear?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t want to push it.”

      “Have you eaten anything so far today?”

      “No.”

      “I’m going to order you a meal and you’ll do your best with it. Yes?”

      “Yes,” I agree. It’s nice to be bossed around just a little, to have someone telling me what I need to do to get better.

      “Your blood tests are being fast-tracked through the lab,” the nurse says. “I understand you have an important trial to be getting back to.”

      I’m a little embarrassed. “It’s not that important,” I say. Of course, it’s vitally important to me, but I don’t expect everyone I meet to be as invested as I am.

      She smiles. “I’ll just go see if the results are back yet, okay?”

      “Okay,” I agree.

      The nurse disappears and I gaze out the window. Sacramento really is beautiful. I should probably call my mother and tell her what’s going on, I guess, but there’s the fact that she doesn’t even know I’m in Sacramento to consider. It would be kind of awful to call her and tell her that not only did I leave town without telling her, I actually ended up in the hospital. She would be in her car and speeding the whole way to get here. I can’t let that happen.

      Besides, nothing is really wrong with me, and there’s no reason she ever needs to know about this. Probably just the nerves and low blood sugar or something.

      The nurse comes back into the room holding a chart and wearing an expression I can’t place.

      “What’s up?” I ask. “Is that the results of the blood test?”

      “Yes,” she says, and hesitates. “Honey, do you have a husband, maybe, or a boyfriend you’d like to call?”

      “I’m single,” I say slowly, starting now to worry. Does she think I’m going to need emotional support? Is the news that bad? “What is it? What does it say?”

      “You’re pregnant,” she says.

      My head spins again. “What?”

      “Is this a surprise?” she asks gently.

      “I…yes. Wait. I’m what?”

      “You’re pregnant. It’s still early days, but we can do an ultrasound to try to learn more.”

      I nod dumbly, even though I don’t need the ultrasound to tell me exactly what happened and when.

      This is Kyle’s baby. He’s the only man I’ve been with in five years. Six weeks ago, we slept together and…God. How could I not have realized something was wrong?

      The nurse is watching me closely. “Do you want to call somebody?”

      Slowly, I shake my head. Who could I possibly call? Not Kyle. For all I know, he might be on the stand giving testimony at this very moment. I’ve already damaged the case enough by landing myself in the hospital when I was supposed to be testifying against Xavier, and Vivian scared me with her talk of the case starting to fall apart as more and more people pulled out. If I call Kyle and tell him what’s going on, the best I can hope for is that he’ll run to my side, and that would ruin the case completely.

      I could call my mother, but I’m honestly not sure I could deal with that right now. I’m having enough trouble not panicking on my own. If I try to tell her about this, I’ll have to explain not only the trial and the fact that I’m in Sacramento, but also the fact that I’ve been intimate with a man. She’s not ready for that information.

      “No,” I say, looking up at the nurse. I’m surprised to hear how steady my voice is. “No, I don’t need to call anyone.”

      “Shall we go ahead with the ultrasound, then?”

      I nod.

      She rolls in a cart laden with equipment and pushes the little TV monitor over so I can see it. I lie back and stare at the ceiling.

      I can’t really be pregnant, right? This ultrasound is going to reveal that it’s all a mistake. I know there’s such a thing as a false positive in this field, and I can’t be pregnant. I’m just barely starting to get my life back together after what happened at the ranch. I’ve got my job and my apartment under control. I pay my bills. Things are going okay.

      But I’m not prepared to be a mother.

      No. It’s a mistake. I can’t be pregnant.

      And then I hear a rushing, washing machine type of sound I’ve heard on TV before, and the nurse says, “That’s your baby’s heartbeat.”

      And as the panic swells up in me again, another emotion—one I can’t quite identify—grows alongside it. I’m excited. I’m fascinated. I’m spellbound.

      A baby. A little baby, and it’s mine. It’s part of me.

      “Oh,” the nurse says, her eyebrows shooting up. “This is interesting.”

      “What? What’s interesting? Is everything okay?”

      Ten minutes into this and I’m already a helicopter mom, panicking over the wellbeing of my unborn baby. I can’t stand the thought that he or she might have something wrong. Please be okay.

      “Everything’s fine,” the nurse says. “Tammy, honey, do you happen to know if multiple births run in your family?”

      “Multiple births?” I think back over the family tree, all my aunts and uncles. “Not that I’m aware of. Why do you ask?”

      She smiles at me. “Because it looks like you’re expecting twins. Congratulations!”

      I fall back onto my pillow, stunned.
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      The next morning, I lie in my bed in the hotel room, trying to talk myself into getting up. It feels like an impossible task. Being here was hard enough when all it meant was facing Xavier again and having to socialize with the people I knew back at Pyrite. Just the thought of running into Miriam on the steps of the courthouse and being forced to make small talk is enough to make me want to pull the covers back over my head and go to sleep for a week.

      Even as I think this, a clap of thunder sounds from outside. Great. That’s a bad sign, if anything is. When it’s raining this hard, nobody should ever have to get out of bed. It’s the kind of thought I’ve had before, of course, on days when the weather was particularly bad and I had to go to work anyway. Thunderstorms make me want to curl up with a book, but that’s not an option right now. If I were home, I would have to put on my scrubs and go in to work. And here in Sacramento, I have to put on my suit and go to court.

      It wasn’t like that on the ranch, I remember suddenly. It’s a detail I had put out of my mind, but it suddenly comes back to me. When the weather was bad on the ranch, nonessential work was cancelled and we were allowed to stay in the dorms. The other women and I would spend the day playing cards, working on knitting projects, or just chatting. Those were nice days. Quiet, but social, and with very few worries.

      There were nice moments on the ranch, and I miss those times. It’s a strange thing to admit, on the morning I’m going to testify against Xavier, but it’s the truth. There were things I liked about ranch life, and I can’t deny it.

      I get up and move automatically toward the coffee machine, but I check myself mid-step. Am I allowed coffee? My hand moves to my midsection. I don’t know what the rules are for pregnant women. The doctor at the hospital yesterday gave me a speech and a handful of pamphlets, but I was in too much shock to really take any of it in. Maybe it’s best if I don’t have any caffeine today. Too bad. I was counting on that chemical hit before I took the stand.

      Denied my usual method of waking myself up, I step into the shower instead. Here’s a thing we didn’t have on the ranch—hot showers. The water was always cold, and we often opted for sponge baths instead because we just couldn’t take it. Now, I let the warm water relax me, waking me up slowly, and I force myself to focus on this simple pleasure and how Xavier denied me it. It made sense when we thought the ranch was self-sustaining, but now I know he had bunkers with fluorescent lighting underground. He was taking hot showers himself all those years. It was only the members—the victims—who had to do without.

      I get out of the shower and stand before the mirror, regarding my reflection. I’m not sure I’m ready to take the stand today. I was so sure I was prepared, that I would be able to handle this, but now that the day has come, I’m feeling shaky and intimidated.

      I wish I didn’t know that the prosecution was resting so much of its case on me. That’s so much pressure. It’s more than I want to be responsible for. I’m no more central to this story than anybody else at the ranch was, and I wish we were all here together, facing down Xavier as a group. It’s not fair that I should have to bear the lion’s share of it alone.

      But then I think of what Kyle told me about the victims of cult leaders, and how many of them find it hard to work their way back into mainstream society. I haven’t always had an easy time—far from it—but at the very least, I’ve found myself capable of dealing with the things that have happened to me. I’ve found a way to live a normal life again. I’m stronger than I ever thought I was, and maybe I’m stronger than some of the other people who fell victim to Xavier’s machinations.

      And if that’s the case, maybe I owe it to them to stand up for all of us. If I’m the one who can do it best, then I should be grateful for my own strength. I should do what I can.

      I try not to think about the courtroom full of people who will be watching me explain the ways I was hoodwinked. I try not to think about Xavier’s defense attorney, who I know will be doing everything he or she can to poke holes in my story and make it look as though what happened to me only happened because I was stupid, or worse yet, complicit in Xavier’s scheme.

      The purpose of the trial is to judge Xavier for his crimes, and I know that. But there’s no escaping the fact that everyone will be judging me, too.

      I have to do my best not to think about it. I put on my suit. It’s not as nice as the one I wore yesterday—the day I was supposed to testify—and I assumed I would just be wearing this one to sit in court and watch. It’s going to have to do, though, because it’s all I have left to wear now. I compensate by taking extra time with my hair, spraying and pinning it into a smart updo that I hope communicates I’m a normal person, a person who takes care with her appearance but still likes fun. The last thing I want is to seem unrelatable to the judge and jury today.

      I don’t know what I’ll do if Xavier is not convicted. I have to prepare for every outcome, and I understand that. I have to be ready to accept that at the end of the day, he might be acquitted. He might be found guilty, but receive a sentence that I think is absurdly mild. Maybe he’ll only have to do some community service or pay a fine. After all, it’s not as if he killed anybody.

      It feels strange to want so badly for someone to spend the rest of their life in prison. It’s a vindictive, uncomfortable feeling. I don’t like having it. And that’s Xavier’s fault, too. It’s his fault I feel this way. It’s his fault I harbor this anger and resentment, and I haven’t been able to really put it behind me. By all accounts, I’m doing better than most of the other victims of Pyrite.

      God, I think as I clasp a bracelet around my wrist. Please let them find him guilty. Please let them put him away for a long, long time. That’s the outcome we all need, and it’s what we all deserve. That will allow everyone to finally get some closure.

      I examine my reflection in the mirror. I look pulled together. I don’t look like a member of a cult. I remember the first time I saw myself in a mirror after leaving Pyrite—how shocked I was at the unkempt state of my hair and the unpolished look of my face without makeup or proper soap.

      I look totally different now. My hair is shorter, and shiny thanks to the use of conditioner. My face is scrubbed clean, and I’ve applied just enough makeup to ensure that I look like I made an effort without looking overdone. No one will look at me and think I’m a crazy fanatic. No one will see me as a freak. I’m totally normal. I look totally normal.

      God, I wish I had someone by my side for this. Maybe I should have told my mother what was going on. Maybe I should have asked her to come with me. Managing her paranoia would have been difficult, but walking into that courtroom by myself just might be harder.

      But I can do it. I’m almost positive. I think I have to.

      My stomach lurches, and my nerves skyrocket. Is this just anxiety, or is it more morning sickness? I don’t want to get sick again today.

      I take a few deep, steadying breaths, focusing on the oxygen I’m drawing into my body. I haven’t eaten anything today. I go to the hotel refrigerator, pull out an apple, and drop it into my purse, thinking maybe it will settle my stomach. I’m not ready to try eating yet, but maybe in a little while. Instead, I take a bottle of water, screw off the cap, and sip it slowly. The hydration seems to help. The nausea abates.

      God, I hope I don’t get another wave of symptoms in court today. I can just picture myself sitting on the stand, suddenly overcome with nausea, forced to sprint down the aisle and out the door to the restroom. Is such a thing enough to get a person cited for contempt of court? I know, from the prep sessions with my attorney, that you’re not supposed to leave the stand until instructed to do so. What happens if you have to run to the bathroom to throw up, though? Would they make an exception?

      Even worse, what if I throw up in court? God, that would be awful. I’m already going to be embarrassing myself by talking about the stupidest decisions of my life in front of a judge and a bunch of people I don’t know. Imagine then turning and puking in front of them, too. If they’re not convinced already that I’m a total mess who can’t handle herself, that would definitely do it.

      My only hope is that it would help my case, perhaps by getting people to feel sorry for me. But there’s every possibility it would actually be more help to Xavier. The jury could use my symptoms to cast me as an out of control, hysterical fool whose account of events couldn’t be trusted.

      For half a second, I actually ponder the question of whether I should tell them I’m pregnant. Can I give the judge that information, ask him to share it with the jury? Can I warn the room in advance that I might get sick and have to flee for the toilet?

      No. I’m struck with the fact that I can’t. I can’t let anybody know what’s going on. Not the judge. Not the jury. Not even Vivian, in case she decides it would help the case to announce it publicly and betrays my secret.

      Because it has to stay a secret.

      Because Kyle is going to be there.

      I want to let him know. Really, I do. But I don’t know how long this trial is going to drag on. It could be months. It could still be going on when the babies are born, when I’m too big to appear in court anymore—God, I’m going to be huge, aren’t I, carrying twins?

      Kyle is a good man. He’ll want to do the right thing. But in doing so, he would be forced to compromise the case. I don’t want to go through this alone, but most of all, I don’t want to sabotage a case that’s taken years to build. I just need to get through one day in court. I’ll get up on the stand, I’ll give my testimony, I’ll hold my lunch down, and I will do my best not to look Kyle in the eye.

      It will be so hard to face him, knowing that I’m holding back something so vital. He’s going to be a father.

      I glance at the clock beside my bed. It’s early yet, too early to head over to the court, but I’m driving myself crazy sitting here and thinking about it all.

      Maybe by getting there early, I can snag a good seat. What would that be, I wonder? Do I want to sit close to the front, so I can keep an eye on the proceedings? Or would I rather be farther back, so Xavier can’t turn around and look at me? Do I want to sit with any ex-Pyrite people, should they happen to be in attendance, or would I rather isolate myself from them?

      The only thing I know for sure is that I don’t want to be anywhere near Kyle. As much as I’m longing to see him again, to talk to him, to draw reassurance from his presence, I know it would be nearly impossible to sit beside him in court and not tell him I’m pregnant. My only hope is to avoid him altogether.

      I leave my hotel room, double-checking that I have everything, and make my way down to the lobby. Leaving early definitely has its benefits—I can count on the fact that I won’t run into anybody else and be required to make small talk. I don’t know if I could handle that right now. I’m so nervous I feel like I’m about to swallow my tongue. I sip my water again and take a few deep breaths, trying to calm myself.

      “Ma’am?” the receptionist behind the desk calls over. “Are you all right?”

      I open my eyes. The world is a little steadier. “I’m fine,” I say. “I just need to get a taxi to the courthouse.”

      “Well, our bellhop can help you with that,” she says earnestly, pointing to a stand just outside the door. Sure enough, a uniformed man is standing there, moving a family’s luggage around.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      “No problem.” She flashes me a big grin. “You have a nice day now.”

      I make my way out to the bellhop stand and wait my turn to be helped. He makes brief eye contact to let me know he sees me, but he’s clearly busy with all the suitcases that have been arranged on the ground in front of him, so I know I’ll have a bit of waiting to do. But that’s okay. I came down early. I can spare a bit of time.

      “Excuse me,” a voice says. “Excuse me.”

      It’s coming from several feet away, to my left. I glance over. Across a small alley that runs between the hotel and the neighboring restaurant, a man is waving frantically at me. He’s almost definitely a tourist—I can tell by his sun visor, his untrendy shorts, and his pale skin. He grins when he sees that I’ve noticed him and waves even harder.

      I glance back over my shoulder. The bellhop isn’t going to be ready for me anytime soon. He’s loading bags onto a dolly now and has summoned an assistant to help him. I hesitate for a moment, then jog across the alley to where the tourist is standing.

      He holds out a map. “Sorry to bother you,” he says. “Are you from around here?”

      Did he not just see me walk out of a hotel? Still, there’s no reason not to at least make an effort to be helpful.

      “I’m from California,” I say. “Can I do something for you?”

      “Maybe,” he says. “I’m trying to get to the Golden Gate Bridge. Can you point me in the right direction?”

      I stare. “Um. The Golden Gate Bridge is in San Francisco.”

      “Oh.” The tourist frowns and pushes up his sunglasses, squinting at the map. It’s a local map, so of course San Francisco isn’t even visible on it, but he appears to be scanning for the city. “Is that near here?”

      “It’s about a two-hour drive,” I say, stifling a laugh.

      This guy has to be from the East Coast. I’ve seen things like this before—tourists from tiny little states who aren’t prepared for the fact that they can’t see all of California in a single trip. I’m sure he made a list of landmarks from Napa to LA that will have to be drastically altered now that he’s here. I just hope it doesn’t ruin his trip too much. There’s plenty to see and do in Sacramento if you just research your trip properly.

      Before I can explain all this, however, a van zooms up and screeches to a halt beside the curb. I jump back automatically, outraged. That thing almost hit me! And I’m pregnant!

      I’m about to pound on the hood in anger when the sliding side door opens. Hands reach out—more than two, several people’s hands, a whole company of them—and seize me by the wrists, upper arms, and shoulders. They pull me forward. Stumbling, I lurch into the van.

      I hear a slam. The door has closed behind me.

      And now we’re moving. I’m lying on the floor of the van, facedown, struggling to process what has just happened, fear just starting to crack the numbness and confusion. There are voices above me, low and urgent, talking about something, but I can’t make out what they’re saying.

      I’ve been kidnapped.

      The thought comes to me and the word sends a chill through me that actually makes me shiver on the floor of the van. I try to roll over, but someone kicks my shoulder, and I lie still.

      There’s no one in the world who knows where I am or how to find me, and I’m being driven away in the back of a van.

      Oh my God.
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      Even now, a part of my brain wants to veer toward rational thought. A part of me wants to do what I know is smart and sensible. And on some instinctive level, I know what that is.

      I need to figure out where we’re going, so that if opportunity strikes, I can get back.

      But it isn’t looking good. The windows are tinted, and from my position on the floor, I’m completely unable to get a look at my surroundings. The angle is all wrong to see anything but sky, anyway. I try keeping count of the turns we’re making, but I’m in an unfamiliar city. Even if I could keep track, it probably wouldn’t be very helpful information to have.

      I look up at the sea of people surrounding me. They’re all in ski masks, I notice for the first time—ghoulish-looking black knit face covers. Other than that, though, they look almost military. They sit with their feet firmly planted on the floor of the swaying van, shoulders squared. A few of them have guns resting across their laps. I’ve never seen a gun up close like this before—if the van pitched too hard, this one would probably strike me in the face.

      How long before anyone notices I’m missing? I was supposed to show up in court today, of course, but I’ve already established that I’m unreliable by missing my original testimony. If I don’t show up, Vivian Yates will probably assume I was made sick by my pregnancy, and everyone else will just figure that’s in character for me. Maybe they’ll decide I’m like the other members of Pyrite Ranch—too weak and afraid to testify. Either way, it’ll probably be a while before anyone starts looking for me.

      My mother would have looked for me quickly. So would Kyle. But Mom doesn’t know I’m here. God, why was I so determined to keep it from her? That was so stupid of me. And as for Kyle, well, he’s deliberately trying to avoid me in order to spare us both pain. If he doesn’t see me, he’ll just congratulate himself on a job well done.

      My babies. My twin babies. This isn’t about me; I have to get out of here for their sake. Whoever these people are, they’re clearly violent, and they clearly have guns. They won’t hesitate to shoot me if they decide it’s important to their cause. I need to get my babies out of here before these people can hurt them.

      As that thought crystalizes in my mind, the van slows and pulls over to the side of the road. The driver gets out, but nobody else moves. He comes around to the sliding passenger door through which I was pulled into the van, grabs me by the wrist, and yanks me forward.

      “Get out.”

      I stumble forward and nearly fall flat on my face on the ground. The driver catches me dispassionately and stands me on my feet. The other passengers unload behind me, and I get my first look at my surroundings. My heart sinks. I have no idea where I am.

      We’re in the middle of a forest. I can say with certainty that it isn’t the forest that surrounded Pyrite Ranch, but that leaves literally every other forest in the world, so I haven’t narrowed things down much at all. I think back over the van ride—how long were we driving? Less than an hour, I think, although it felt like years, I was so afraid. We’re probably somewhere on the outskirts of Sacramento. I know there are national parks here; could we be in one of them? The woods are full of peaceful sounds—wind rustling leaves, distant birds singing—and it’s very hard to be afraid until I try to reconcile all of that with the masked men standing around me and holding guns.

      Just as I’m thinking this, one of the men speaks. “Tammy Owens. Good to see you again.”

      “Who are you?” My voice is shaking. I take a few deep breaths, trying to bring my nerves under control.

      The speaker pulls off his mask. “I’m heartbroken. I would have thought you would remember me.”

      Elias.

      Elias, who worked hand in hand with Xavier, who was equally responsible for everything that went on at Pyrite. Elias, who was never caught.

      Just seeing his face brings back memories. He used to stand in the doorway of the sewing room, watching us. It made everyone nervous to be watched like that, even though there was no punishment if you made mistakes. He seemed like he thought he was better than us. Looking back on it now, I imagine he felt the prestige of being second in command to Xavier.

      He was never caught. The Navy SEALs who raided the ranch weren’t able to catch him. He’s been free all this time.

      One by one, the other people standing around us begin to remove their masks. I had assumed I was surrounded by men, but it’s men and women both, and to my surprise and horror, many of the faces are familiar ones. Miriam is here. So is Evan, my fellow convert.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Your testimony isn’t going to be needed today, Tammy,” Elias says.

      “What do you mean?”

      I feel a sharp shock of terror. Why is Elias interfering with the case? He escaped when the ranch was raided! If I gave testimony today, it might implicate him, but it wouldn’t actually do him any harm because he’s not the one on trial. He’s increasing the risk he’s under by being in Sacramento at all today. If I were him, I would have left the country by now.

      Unless he has some other reason for being here…but what could that be?

      My question is answered quickly enough. I’m expecting to have to pry the information out of him, but he gives it up so quickly and easily that I can tell he’s been waiting for an opportunity to tell me.

      “We’re going to rebuild the ranch,” he says. “Right here, in these woods. Isn’t that wonderful?” He attempts a beatific smile that looks like a poor approximation of the peaceful look Xavier used to give us when we shared concerns with him back on the ranch. Elias isn’t good at looking soothing or happy. The expression on his face is closer to a leer.

      I back away automatically and end up in Evan’s grasp. His hands grip my biceps firmly, but not violently, holding me still. “You can’t run, Tammy,” he says quietly.

      “We’re going to break Xavier out of jail today,” Elias says. “When the trial starts, they’ll have to move him, which means the protection around him will be minimal. The timing couldn’t be better. And once we’ve got him away from those people and back with us, we’ll be able to rebuild. We’ll cut down some trees—” he waves an arm at the surrounding forest “—and build new dorms. We’ll get everyone back to work in the same jobs they once did. Of course, it will take a while to get back to the strength we once had…but we have time.”

      “I’m not coming back,” I say.

      Elias laughs, a cruel, angry sound. “I’m not asking.”

      “Elias,” I say, desperation edging into my voice. “Come on. I don’t know what you’ve been doing for the last two years, but you’ve been out in the world just like I have—how can you let that go? What about all the wonderful things that exist in the outside world that just weren’t part of life at the ranch?”

      Elias is stony-faced, so I turn to some of the other men and women around me.

      “What about seafood, chocolate, coffee!? What about travel, seeing the world? And family? I’ve reunited with my parents since we left the ranch, and we’re just starting to rebuild our relationship. I’m not going to give that up.”

      Elias laughs. “You’re not happy, Tammy. Your relationship with your parents isn’t what you describe, is it? Don’t lie. We know they’re not here in Sacramento with you. Why would they let you come testify all alone? Do they not care about what you’re going through? Or is it something else? Maybe…” His smile twists cruelly. “Maybe you didn’t tell them what was going on? What else haven’t you told them?”

      Immediately, my mind goes to my pregnancy. There’s no way Elias could know about that. But even so, I feel a sudden wave of guilt and sorrow for the fact that I haven’t told my parents about it. If something happens to me here, if Elias and his acolytes manage to make me disappear the way they so clearly want to, my parents will never know they have grandchildren.

      “No,” Elias continues, clearly unaware that my internal train of thought has jumped tracks. “You’re talking about the relationship you wish you had with your parents, not the relationship you actually have with them. And I’ll tell you what I think, Tammy. I think you’re all alone in the world since you left the ranch. You haven’t stayed in touch with any of your old friends. You weren’t married, so you don’t even have anyone you can relate to about the things you saw and experienced. You are all alone in the world.”

      I’m quiet. Elias has highlighted the very thing that eats at me, the thing that keeps me up at night sometimes.

      Most days, I’m confident that leaving the ranch behind me can only be for the best, but occasionally, rarely, I’m hit with a burst of anxiety that leaves me wondering…what if my life in the real world will never be as peaceful as what I had at Pyrite? What if I’m always stressed and sad? What if I never get over the things that happened on that ranch, and I never have anyone in my life who can really understand what I’ve been through?

      “You don’t have to worry,” Elias says, now grinning wickedly. “I have the perfect solution. I think you’re really going to be happy with this, Tammy. And it’s something I’ve always wanted, too. You were a lonely girl even on the ranch, weren’t you? Never married. Never loved.”

      “I…I didn’t find anyone I liked…”

      “You never gave anyone a chance,” he says. “Xavier and I talked about you often, you know. We wanted you to be happy. We wanted to help you solve your problem. And now, I have the perfect way. When the commune gets back together, you and I will be together, too. Our marriage will be the first celebration we share as a reformed community. Won’t that be wonderful? The citizens of Pyrite Ranch reunited, and you and me, married at last.

      “I’ve always admired you, you know,” he adds, stroking my cheek with the backs of his fingers. I want to bite him. “I’ve always thought you were the loveliest girl on the ranch. I must have said so to Xavier a thousand times. And he always believed that someday, you and I would unite. He told me not to give up. And just look—here we are.”

      “I’m not going to marry you, Elias,” I say. I’m trying to sound assertive, but it comes out as barely a whisper.

      Elias laughs. “Yes, you will. Xavier will stand before us and pronounce us man and wife, and what are you going to do about it, exactly? He knows you were on the verge of testifying against him, Tammy. He isn’t going to have mercy on you now. He isn’t going to let you choose your own husband when he’s given you three years to make a selection and you’ve failed to do it. You’ve made it clear you need his help. You should consider yourself lucky that someone wants to marry you at all.”

      From somewhere behind us, there’s a loud snap. It echoes through the woods and seems to ricochet off the trees. If it weren’t for Evan’s hands on my arms, I would jump and spin around, trying to see what caused the noise. As it is, the surprise must register on my face.

      Elias laughs. “I know you’re not imagining someone is coming to save you,” he says. “You understand that we’re out in the middle of the woods, right? Nobody knows where we are. Nobody is coming.”

      But even as he says it, I hear another noise, a sort of rhythmic thumping that’s both strange and intensely familiar. A moment later, the wind kicks up around us. Elias is shouting now, giving orders to his accomplices, but none of us can hear a word he’s saying. Evan falls to the ground, taking me with him, and rolls on top of me. I struggle, trying to worm my way out from under his body, but he’s not letting up.

      “Stay down,” he says, right into my ear so I can hear him. “Helicopter.”

      Helicopter. Now I recognize that thumping sound.

      It feels like the helicopter is right on top of us, but when I turn my head to the side and peer upward past Evan’s arm, I can see that it’s still several yards up. A rope ladder has been lowered, and several men in what appears to be combat gear are dropping to the ground.

      “She’s bugged!” Elias screams manically.

      “Don’t move,” Evan says, still covering my body. “Don’t move.”

      “Everybody down!” a voice yells. “Everybody on the ground, now!”

      It’s hard to see what’s going on from my perspective, but I can make out several bodies joining me on the ground, spread-eagle. Heavy boots march among us, and I hear the mechanical clicking and clunking I associate with guns.

      “Where is she?” a voice asks. “Where’s the girl?”

      “Here,” Evan says, and a moment later, his weight is gone from my back and I’m being helped to my feet by a man clad all in black.

      “Are you all right?” the man asks. “They didn’t hurt you? Do you need to see a doctor?”

      “I’m okay,” I say, feeling shaky.

      He nods. “Why don’t you go sit down over there by that tree for a minute, while we take care of this bunch.”

      I move toward the tree. Before I can make it, though, I’m intercepted, swept up in the most unexpected embrace of my life, and the arms surrounding me are so comforting and so familiar that I immediately return the gesture, without even thinking.

      “Tammy,” Kyle murmurs. “My God. You scared me. Do you always have to scare me like that?”

      “I don’t think it was my fault this time…” To my utter embarrassment, I’m crying on his shoulder, even as I’m half laughing. He strokes my hair, rubs my back, kisses my forehead. It seems he can’t stand to have any distance between us, and I feel exactly the same way. “How did you find me?” I ask.

      “I was watching for you at the courthouse,” he says.

      “I thought you’d be avoiding me,” I reply.

      “I was. But I still wanted to see you. I couldn’t help myself. Then, you didn’t show up, and I overheard your lawyer saying something about how you hadn’t called or anything. I knew then that something must be wrong, so I contacted the authorities and had a SWAT team sent out to look for you.”

      “But I still don’t understand how they found me,” I say.

      “We traced your cellphone,” he says.

      “How? You don’t even have my number.”

      Kyle looks embarrassed. “The night we spent together, I sent myself a text from your phone. I know I shouldn’t have done it, especially after we decided it would be best for us both if we just went our separate ways. But the truth is, I couldn’t deal with the idea of having no possible way to contact you. I wanted the ability to change my mind about it. I didn’t think I would ever use your number, but…I wanted the option.”

      “I should be mad at you for that,” I say. “You’re the one who decided we couldn’t see each other again. You made sure you had a way to contact me, but you left me with no way to contact you.”

      “I know,” he says.

      “And the fact that you saved my life does not mean you’re off the hook for that,” I tell him.

      “Does it even help?”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “What about the fact that I used your number to track down Elias?” He inclines his head toward the other man, who is now being handcuffed. “He’ll be held responsible for his crimes, just like Xavier, and we have you to thank for it.”

      “All I did was get kidnapped,” I say, laughing a little.

      He pulls me close, clearly not feeling the humor of the situation. “I’m just so glad you’re safe,” he says quietly. “If they’d hurt you, I don’t know what I would do, Tammy. Everything’s going to be all right now.”

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 21

        

        

    
    






          Kyle

        

      

    
    
      I’m not ready to just let Tammy walk out of here without being seen to by a doctor. She might be saying that she’s fine—and she does look fine—but she must be so high on adrenaline right now that I doubt she’d feel it if someone punched her in the stomach. I walk her over to a fallen log that cuts through the middle of the woods and sit her down on it, spreading my jacket first to make the most comfortable seat I can for her.

      “What’s going to happen to Evan?” she asks.

      “Who’s Evan?”

      She points out one of the men currently being bound up in handcuffs. “Are they arresting him? I don’t want Evan to be arrested.”

      I bite down on a momentary surge of very unwelcome jealousy. Is the shock setting in? Maybe she’s losing track of what happened. “He was party to your kidnapping, Tammy,” I say. I put an arm around her, trying to keep her warm. “Do you remember being put in the van?”

      She looks at me like I’m crazy. “Of course I remember being put in the van. Do you think I hit my head or something?”

      “No, sorry, I just…”

      “I don’t want you to arrest Evan. He saved me. After we were here, and after it was obvious there was going to be some kind of fight between you guys and Elias, he protected me.”

      I frown. If that’s true, it does change things.

      “We do have to bring him in,” I say. “We’ll hear his story and see if it matches up to what you’re saying. But it’s very likely he could get a reduced sentence if it turns out he was forced into going along with something he didn’t really want to do, or if he changed his mind midway and decided to protect you instead of going through with the kidnapping.”

      “Do what you can for him,” Tammy says, her eyes fixed on the figure now being held by two police officers, his eyes downcast and his feet shuffling. “We were friends when we were at the ranch. I think Elias told some of these people they could get their old lives back if they went along with his plan. It hasn’t been as easy for everyone as it has for me, being out.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Easy?”

      “I mean it,” she says. “Some people have really struggled, Kyle. I think that’s why so many of us haven’t kept in touch. You know, I lived outside before I came to Pyrite. I know how to use social media, technology, how to drive…I know how to live in this world. Evan was the same. Maybe we should have bonded more after we left the ranch, but everyone had their own reasons for choosing to leave the world they knew and live on a commune in the first place. Whatever his reasons were, I’m guessing they weren’t nearly as nice to return to as mine were. Maybe he doesn’t have a loving family that was waiting all these years for him to come home.”

      Before I can respond, our conversation is interrupted by the wailing of sirens. I can tell them apart before I see them—the shorter, shriller, high-pitched sounds made by the police cars, and at least one whooping, wailing, almost mournful cry that can only be coming from an ambulance. Ambulance sirens always make the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      Almost unconsciously, I press myself closer to Tammy and feel her warmth. Thank God she’s going to be okay. If we’d gotten here five minutes later, if she’d struggled or resisted Elias even a little bit more, if he’d been twitchy with his weapon…anything could have happened.

      “Are you okay?” she asks softly.

      “What do you mean? Of course I am.” I just got here. I wasn’t even here when things were dangerous. Nobody kidnapped me and pulled me into the back of a van.

      Her hands are on my forearms, turning them so my palms are facing up, so she can rest her hands on top of mine and squeeze.

      “You’re shaking…”

      “I’m just cold.”

      “Have your jacket back.”

      She starts to get up, but I don’t want the jacket. I want her to hang on to it. I shake my head and hold up a hand, indicating that she should stay still, and she hesitates, a frown on her face, watching me for a sign of what she should do.

      “I’m all right,” I say.

      “Kyle.”

      “I could have lost you. I almost lost you. I’m just…it’s a lot.”

      I force myself to breathe slowly, in and out, a calming technique we practiced in SEALs training. It’s important to know how to keep your body focused. It’s important not to let the physical symptoms of panic or fear take away from your ability to complete a mission. I have to complete this mission.

      “I thought we weren’t going to be a thing,” Tammy says quietly.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “We weren’t. We’re not. I mean…I just don’t know. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

      We have a responsibility to the trial, don’t we? But on the other hand, with Elias being arrested in the act of trying to kidnap Tammy and rebuild the ranch…well, that’s going to change things. This is all going to be a lot less dependent on the testimony either one of us can provide now that there’s tangible evidence that Xavier’s plans continued even after he was arrested and locked away. Maybe they’ll cut some kind of deal with Elias, giving him a reduced sentence if he testifies against Xavier. Maybe Tammy’s friend Evan will have something to contribute. Either way, we won’t be destroying the case against Xavier now.

      The squad cars pull up on the road alongside the forest. The SWAT team forms a line and begins marching Elias and his men back toward the main road.

      “What’s going to happen to them?” Tammy asks.

      “They’ll be taken in for questioning first,” I say. “They’ll be formally charged with kidnapping, most likely. Maybe conspiracy to…something. I don’t know. But they’ll definitely be charged, and then maybe some of them will be released on bail and some will be held pending trial. Elias definitely won’t be released; I can promise you that much. We’ve been after him for years, and he’s proven he can’t be trusted on the outside.”

      She nods slowly.

      “We should take you up to that ambulance,” I say.

      She shakes her head. “I told you, I’m okay.”

      “I’ll feel a lot better when a doctor confirms that,” I say. “Humor me, all right?”

      “Kyle,” she says, very softly.

      “Tammy…”

      She kisses me, sliding close on the log so that we’re pressed right up against each other. Her body arches into mine as our lips meet, and I’m suddenly very aware that we’re outside, in the woods, in the middle of nature, just as we were the first time we were together.

      In a strange way, it’s like a homecoming. I feel like I’ve been living in these woods—though in fact they were totally different woods, woods that didn’t even look like these—for the past two years, trying to find a way back to this moment and this woman.

      Until now, I never believed I would actually do it.

      She pulls back and looks up at me, her eyes full of questions. I don’t know how to answer. I don’t even know where to begin.

      “Do we need to talk about it?” she asks.

      I burst out laughing. It was the last thing I was expecting her to say, and it ignites such a burst of hope and joy in my chest that I don’t know quite how to handle it. It’s not that there’s nothing for us to talk about, it’s that there’s far too much. There’s the missing two years, the fact that we agreed not to pursue a relationship, Xavier’s trial and what’s sure to be a lengthy legal battle over the guilt of Elias and his associates…

      “No,” I say, still laughing. “We don’t need to talk about it.”

      She kisses me again and I wrap my arms around her, relieved and happy, confident in the knowledge that finally, finally, we can just have a normal relationship without any weird wrenches in the works.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The cops haven’t yet driven off by the time we emerge from the woods. I figured they would be gone, but they’re standing in front of the line of cult members with pads of paper, asking questions and scribbling down notes. It seems like a strange way to conduct an interview—right here at the scene of the crime? Surely, this would be better handled back at the police station. Then again, maybe there’s a reason for it. Maybe they’re anticipating there might still be some evidence out in the woods to recover, and they’d rather get it before the trail goes cold.

      The ambulance is still here, too. The cop cars have left their lights on, swirling like panic and lighting up the forest, but the ambulance has turned theirs off. The paramedics are seated in the back of the vehicle, talking in lowered voices, sounding tired but serious. At the sight of us, they jump out and stride purposefully over.

      “We’re fine,” Tammy says. She sounds like she’s getting a little tired of repeating this statement. “Everything’s fine. All they did was pull me into the back of the van. I’m not hurt at all.”

      One of the paramedics looks at me, as if for confirmation.

      “Check her over,” I say.

      I don’t like going over Tammy’s head like this. If she says she’s fine, we ought to listen, right? But it’s still possible that she sustained an injury she just isn’t feeling yet. Adrenaline can do that to you, and then there are the kind of serious injuries that just take a while to show up. If she hit her head, she might not be feeling anything right now, but when she gets home she could pass out and—

      I cut that train of thought off before it can form any more fully. She’s fine. I’m sure she’s fine. I’ll just feel better if a professional tells me so.

      A paramedic leads her over to the ambulance and sits her down in the back, handing her a blanket to drape around her shoulders. Tammy hands me back my jacket as she takes it. I’m still warm from the exertion, so I hold it in my arms instead of putting it on. I can’t believe we just kissed.

      “What are you going to do?” Tammy asks nervously as the paramedic reaches across her for a tool.

      The man holds up a small flashlight and frowns. “I was going to check pupil response. Is that okay?”

      “Oh, that’s fine,” Tammy says.

      “Are you allergic to any medicines?”

      “No.”

      “Pregnant or breastfeeding?”

      Tammy hesitates.

      So does the paramedic. “Ma’am?”

      I’m not getting the implication, only the mood of the conversation, the pause that means something is unexpected, something’s not right, but then, she says it.

      “Yes. I’m pregnant.”

      She’s pregnant?

      My mind is doing math, trying to figure it out—six weeks ago, we slept together, but I don’t know if there’s been anyone else—but then her eyes flash to me and I don’t even have to ask. I know the answer. I know all the answers.

      I’m at her side faster than I knew I could move. “You’re pregnant?”

      She nods, biting her lip, and I can see that she’s fighting both tears and a smile. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

      If I hadn’t been sure, that would have confirmed it right there. “I’m going to be a father.”

      “Twice.” Her hand finds mine and our fingers interlock. “It’s twins.”

      “My mom is a twin,” I say dumbly.

      “So, it’s your family?”

      “What?”

      “They asked me if twins ran in my family, but it isn’t my family, it’s…it’s yours.”

      I can’t help laughing, even as I’m feeling the tears on my own cheeks. The wonder in her voice when she talks about our families is just too much.

      “I wanted to tell you,” she says. “I wanted to call you as soon as I knew.”

      “When did you find out?”

      “Just yesterday. I couldn’t come to court because I was sick…my lawyer took me to the hospital and they told me it was morning sickness.”

      “You’re all right now?”

      “I’m fine.”

      I kiss her again, absolutely overcome, and then step back so the paramedic can finish his examination. It’s even more important now. I can’t even bring myself to let go of her hand. We’re going to be parents. I can’t believe this.

      As if from very far away, very suddenly, a voice splits the night. “Hey! Hey! Grab him!”

      The grin is still on my face as I start to turn. Maybe it’s still on my face when I complete the motion. I don’t know. All I know is that the thought is still in my head—babies, family, daddy—and suddenly, I’m catching a glint of moonlight off the barrel of a gun and all my training is kicking in at once.

      Suddenly, there is no line between father-to-be and Navy SEAL.

      “Weapon!” I yell. “Everybody down!”

      The voice that rings out is familiar, and the threat assessment reflex in the back of my brain recognizes it as friendly, but the tone is anything but.

      “Tammy Owens will never testify!” Elias shouts. “Xavier will go free and we will rebuild, and we’ll never be stopped. And everyone who has been disloyal will pay!”

      “Don’t shoot him!” another voice shouts. “We need him! Disarm only!”

      Elias laughs. And then—it seems like it’s happening in slow motion—he turns to Tammy. He has a clear shot. She’s sitting in the back of the ambulance. She’s backlit. She’s practically glowing. The paramedic is on the ground. There’s nothing between the two of them.

      His finger twitches.

      And I jump.

      The first thing I feel is the impact of the ground against my hip and shoulder, jarring me as I land, and the thought that comes into my mind—strangely—is that I’m probably going to have bruises in those spots, and I’ll have to sleep on my right side instead of my left. Time still seems to be moving painfully slowly. My brain can’t seem to catch up to my body.

      Tammy screams.

      Cold air smacks me in the face, and with it, a jolt of pain more intense than anything I’ve ever felt. I try to say something, maybe ask for help, but all that comes out when I open my mouth is a kind of choking, strangled cry. It sounds more animal than human. I’m not even sure it’s me.

      “I’ve got him,” someone is saying, the voice calm and confident. “I’ve got the gun. Put him in the car. Get him down to the station right now. Someone go check on that man. You. Go. Get the woman, too. Make sure someone’s with her.”

      Too many instructions. I can’t keep up. Another wave of pain threatens to suck me down.

      Then, Tammy’s there, her beautiful face twisted into an expression I’ve never seen, and it’s awful. I don’t know what to do. She’s down on the ground, on her knees, screaming for help, and only now does the jumble of facts connect in my mind and I realize that the help is for me, that the gunshot hit me, that I took the bullet—I saved her.

      She’s okay. Our babies are okay.

      She’s crying, crying harder than I’ve ever seen. Someone needs to help her, calm her down. She can’t be frantic like this while she’s pregnant.

      My gut twists again. I gasp and try to stifle the pain.

      Tammy’s hand is on my shoulder, in my hair, petting, soothing.

      “You’re okay, Kyle,” she says. Her voice is higher than usual and shaking all over the place, and I can tell she’s still crying—and I can tell, because I know her, and because I’ve seen badly injured people before, that she has no idea whether or not I’m going to be okay. It’s a stomach wound. That isn’t good, I know. Not the worst it could possibly be. But not good.

      The paramedics are lifting me, moving me away from her, and I want her with me, I don’t want to go, but my vision is blurring and she’s getting harder to see, harder to find. I think I’m reaching out for her, but maybe I’m not. I’m not sure what my arms are doing. I’m not sure what’s going on.

      Things are bright around me for a brief moment—the inside of the ambulance—and I hear that wailing, mournful siren spring to life, and then the world seems to tilt and I’m sliding away to a place where nothing hurts.
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      From my chair beside Kyle’s hospital bed, I watch as the nurse checks his incision and makes notes on his chart.

      “Any change?” I ask.

      “It looks like the infection has cleared up,” she says, her voice maintaining its usual low, soothing cadence. I imagine she says horrible things to people all day in that easy tone, and they accept them and think to themselves, well, this can’t be that bad if she sounds like that about it! But even as I’m aware of what she’s doing, it’s working on me. My frazzled nerves are soothed.

      “What does that mean?” I ask, wishing I had done what I thought of last night and written out a list of questions for the next time I had a nurse handy.

      She smiles at me, a kind of tired, sad smile. “It means the antibiotics have done their job,” she says.

      “So, he’s going to be all right?”

      I think back to Kyle two days ago, burning with fever, so hot it made me cry to touch his skin, an ugly red patch spreading from the site of the bullet wound. It feels like forever since I’ve seen his eyes. He lost consciousness in the ambulance on the way to the hospital and hasn’t woken up since, and that was a week ago. I always thought that once you were shot, things moved very quickly—you lived or you died. I couldn’t have imagined this kind of hell, Kyle lingering somewhere in between, seeming better one day and worse the next while I roam the halls of this hospital like a ghost.

      I don’t know what happened, exactly, except that he had an infection that’s made him incredibly sick. I know that more than one medical professional has sat in front of me and tried to explain it, but I can’t seem to take any of it in. I’ve lost all sense of myself in here. I don’t know whether it’s night or day. Sometimes, I look out the window and I’m surprised to see sunshine, and then I realize I still don’t know what day it actually is. The only reliable way to keep track of the passage of time is the whiteboard at the foot of Kyle’s bed, on which the nurses write down the date each morning.

      I twist my body into impossible positions in the armchair beside Kyle’s bed. It’s a recliner. You would think it would be comfortable, but in actuality, my back is in knots. I don’t know how anyone does this. The nurses have brought me hospital blankets, but they’re too thin to cuddle under or draw any real comfort from. I think about people who endure long periods of time in the hospital. How do they get by with only these terrible blankets for comfort?

      I order and eat hospital food three times a day. They deliver it to Kyle’s room for me, room-service style. Of course, because I’m not a patient here, I have to pay for it, but that’s fine. That doesn’t matter. I eat methodically, detached from any feeling of hunger, thinking only of my unborn twins. They need food. I can’t stop caring for them just because the rest of the world has ground to a halt.

      A familiar face flashes across the always-on TV screen. I haven’t mustered the will to turn the thing off in days, because I don’t want to feel any more alone than I already do here. But the sight of the man on the screen makes me sit bolt upright and take notice.

      It’s Elias—the screen shows his name in a subtitle, Elias Chambers, so I can’t question what I’m seeing—but I feel as though I’m looking at him for the first time. The cocky, arrogant look that has always defined him for me is gone, and in its place is an almost childish look of resentment and anger. For the first time since we arrived at the hospital, I remember that we left a trial behind, that there are things happening outside these walls that do concern me.

      I lunge across the table of food to grab the remote that hangs by Kyle’s bed and bump up the volume on the report so I can hear what’s going on.

      “Elias Chambers has been arrested on charges of kidnapping and criminal conspiracy,” the newscaster is saying. “Other charges are still pending. One of the leaders of the Pyrite Ranch cult, which was discovered and broken up two years ago, Chambers evaded capture until just this week. He now awaits trial.”

      It’s weird to hear it called a cult, like it’s just an accepted fact. Even now, knowing all about it, I still think of it as the ranch. I still think of my time there as pastoral and calm. But it really was a cult. I was lied to. Manipulated. Used for free labor.

      The screen switches to a shot of Xavier’s face. It’s disorienting. I remember a kindly older man, but seeing him from a distance like this, he just looks like a crazy person.

      “Xavier Graves is thought to have been the leader of the cult,” the newscaster says. “Graves’ trial was set to take place this week, but in light of the arrests of Chambers and several other associates, the legal proceedings have been postponed. A number of key witnesses were injured leading up to Chambers’ capture, and while there were no fatalities, one witness remains in critical condition.”

      My eyes dart to Kyle, lying motionless on the bed.

      “According to a statement released today, the prosecution plans to indict Graves and Chambers simultaneously and hopefully try them quickly,” the newscaster wraps up. “With luck, a conviction will be reached, and these two will soon be in a place where they can do no more harm.”

      I sigh and lower the volume of the TV, glancing at Kyle again. All of this is nothing but good news, of course. I haven’t been thinking about Xavier’s trial at all—how could I, with Kyle in this state?—but if I had, I would have been deeply concerned about what our being unable to testify would mean. I know that Kyle and I were the key witnesses for the prosecution. Without us, would they even have a case? Was there a chance Xavier would go free?

      But now, I feel like I don’t have to worry about any of that. For one thing, there’s Elias’ capture. Having both men makes the case that much stronger, I’m sure—especially since they haven’t had a chance to talk to each other in two years and get their story straight. The police have had Xavier all this time, and I’m sure he’s sold out Elias at some point, no doubt bitter that he was arrested while Elias went free.

      Now, Elias might tell the police that Xavier was behind everything, but at the very least, it will be obvious that their stories don’t match up at all and that neither of them is really to be trusted. That’s a wealth of evidence right there that they just don’t need me or Kyle for.

      And if they do need us, it seems clear from the news report that they’re willing to wait. Now that I think about it, this seems obvious to me—nobody is going to rush into Elias’ trial while the man Elias shot is still unconscious in the hospital and unable to testify. That would be negligent, probably criminally so. And someone would have sent for me if I was needed. The state wants to win their case against Xavier, and they’re not willing to compromise that just because I feel torn apart.

      All of this is a relief for another reason. I worried, when I confessed my pregnancy to the paramedics, that it would become public news. Of course, with Kyle reacting the way he did, anybody who cared to pay attention could have figured out who the father was and what had happened, and that could have compromised our reliability as witnesses. At least, I think it could have. That’s the thing we’ve been worried about all this time.

      Maybe our fears were for nothing; I don’t know. What I do know is that no one has so much as mentioned the pregnancy. It’s not on the news, and no one has contacted me to say I can’t serve as a witness because of it. More to the point, the state’s case now seems to be so strong that the fact that Kyle and I slept together shouldn’t be able to put much of a dent in it. It was irresponsible behavior on our part, but I no longer believe it will affect the outcome of Xavier’s trial.

      And I no longer feel any measure of regret.

      I didn’t even realize I was holding onto those last shards of regret and doubt until now, when they are lifted away. If anything Kyle and I did had cost us Xavier’s conviction, that would have been very hard to live with. And, I have to admit to myself as I sit here watching over him, the pain of losing him was more than I ever allowed myself to acknowledge. My feelings for Kyle are deep, and even though our decision not to pursue things was mutual, I was heartbroken.

      And now, I might lose him anyway. Just when it turns out we might actually be able to safely be together and start our unorthodox little family.

      I swallow a lump in my throat. The nurses have all encouraged me to talk to Kyle, although I suspect this is more for my benefit than his since there’s categorically nothing else I can do to be of help. I’ve made it my mission to keep my spirits up, to keep a note of cheer in my voice, so he doesn’t pick up on the fact that I’m afraid. I want him to think I’m just in a hurry to get out of the hospital and on to the next thing, not that I’m desperate for him to wake up and show me everything’s going to be all right.

      “Don’t know if you heard that, Kyle,” I say, messing with the edge of his blanket a little to busy my hands. “They’ve got Elias now. They’re going to try him with Xavier. You and I might not even have to testify. Pretty great news, huh?”

      I wait, but get only silence in response.

      I sigh. “You probably can’t hear me, huh? I don’t know why you’d be able to. But talking to you does help, I guess. You know, there’s not a lot else to do in the hospital. I’ve gotten a few books from the gift shop, but nothing great. Honestly, I’m really looking forward to getting out of here.”

      I swallow hard; my throat is tightening again.

      “What do you say—how about waking up for me? We could go home. I mean, I know we never talked about what happens next or where we would go but…I want to stay with you. You and me and the babies. All together. And you can come to San Francisco and move in with me—or, actually, I guess we’d have to get a new place; my apartment isn’t big enough for a family of four.”

      I place one hand on his arm and the other on my belly. A family of four. When I left San Francisco a little over a week ago, I was a single woman. Now, I’m part of a family of four.

      “Just wake up,” I whisper, and my voice finally breaks, allowing emotion to seep in. “Please wake up. There’s so much for us to do together now.”

      He doesn’t move, of course. This is crazy. I don’t know why I allowed myself to believe this would be helpful. I feel like crying, but I’ve done so much crying over the past few days that I’m physically incapable of summoning tears. Instead, I lean forward and rest my chin on Kyle’s mattress so that my eyes are just about level with his face.

      “I don’t want you to think I’m demanding anything,” I say, because horribly, we never got a chance to talk about what would happen after the babies were born. “You seemed excited about the babies, and like you wanted to be involved in their lives. Is that true? Because I want you to be, but I don’t want to force anything.” I sigh. “I shouldn’t have said all that about us getting a place together. I’m sorry. I know we need to talk about our options first, and whatever you want will be okay, I promise. I’m not expecting you to turn your life over to accommodate…”

      I hesitate on the pronoun for a second. “To accommodate us.”

      No response.

      “I just want you to know that I love you,” I say softly. “Even if you decide you don’t want to settle down, even if you aren’t interested in being a father…I’m glad this happened, Kyle, because I want these babies, and I can’t imagine wanting any man more than I want you. I’m glad it was you, okay? Whatever comes next. Whatever happens now. I’m glad this happened between you and me, and I promise you, I’m never going to regret a minute of it.”

      “Tammy?”

      The murmur shocks me into silence. I dart my gaze up to see Kyle’s eyes fluttering open.

      “Kyle! Kyle, oh my God. Let me page the nurse…”

      I fumble for the pager, but come up with the remote control for the TV instead. Where did it go?

      “Tammy, you’re crying…” He raises a hand slowly to my cheek.

      “I’m not crying,” I insist. I haven’t cried in…is it hours? Days?

      “You are.” He shows me his fingers, wet with tears. “Are you all right?” Suddenly, his eyes go wide. “Is it the babies? They’re okay, aren’t they?”

      “No, no, they’re fine,” I assure him quickly. “We’re all fine.”

      “Did you get checked out? I remember you were so upset—you were panicking, and I was worried…”

      “That’s what you remember?” I’m laughing, somehow, through my tears. “Kyle, you were shot in the stomach, and the thing you remember is that I was upset?”

      “Well.” He makes a face. “I remember that part, too.”

      “You’re in the hospital,” I tell him. “You’ve been really sick, unconscious for the past week. Things only really turned around last night. My God, I’m so glad to see you awake. How do you feel?”

      He pauses for a moment, considering. “Hungry.”

      “Well, that’s probably a good sign. I’ll call the nurse and we can have some food sent up, how does that sound?”

      “Hang on,” Kyle says. “What about the trial? You said I’ve been in here for a week?”

      “It was postponed,” I say, before quickly catching him up on everything I learned from the newscaster while he was unconscious.

      “Oh,” he says, looking bolstered by the information. “That’s great news. And they’ve got Elias now, too? Wonderful. Now, I can really eat! Do they serve anything good around here?”

      “It’s not as bad as you might expect.” I pass him the day’s menu. “Don’t even bother with the steak, though,” I warn him, having tried it myself on a previous occasion. “I don’t think it’s really meat.”

      “You’ve been eating this stuff every day?” he asks.

      “Yeah.” I shrug. “I couldn’t stand the idea of leaving you. That probably seems pathetic.”

      Suddenly, I feel ridiculous. I’m not anybody to Kyle, really. It’s not like I’m his girlfriend or his wife or his…anything. I’m just the woman he had a one-night stand with. The woman he saved from a twisted cult.

      The woman who loves him.

      I’m in trouble.

      But he reaches out and catches my hand in his.

      “I’m glad you were here,” he says quietly. “I would have been alone otherwise. And it’s more than that. I’m saying it wrong. I’m not just glad I had someone keeping me company. I’m glad it was you.” He squeezes my hand. “Do you understand what I mean?”

      I don’t, not really. I feel like he’s trying to placate me, and I’m suddenly even more embarrassed.

      “It’s not as if you knew I was here,” I point out.

      But Kyle frowns and shakes his head. “You know, I’m not sure you’re right about that,” he says. “Sometimes, I felt…I don’t know how to explain this. It was like being with someone in a dream. Like you were there, but not there. I could hear your voice, but you were too far away to reach.”

      I’m breathless. Could the nurse have been right about talking to unconscious people?

      “What did I say?”

      “That we were a family,” he says. “You and me and our babies. And that after I got out of the hospital, we would go somewhere and start a life together.”

      “Kyle, you have to know I’m not trying to take advantage of the situation to force you into—”

      “Tammy.” He holds up a hand. “Stop. Stop it. Why are you assuming you’d be forcing me? Why are you so sure I don’t want to be with you?”

      “I…” I can’t finish the sentence. I can’t articulate the truth. It’s just such a beautiful fantasy, I can’t imagine it being real.

      “I want that,” Kyle says, and squeezes my hand. “Everything you said. All of it. I want a home with you. I want a family with you. I want to get out of this hospital and start right now.”

      I close my eyes, feeling like my heart might burst from joy.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 23

        

        

    
    






          Kyle

        

      

    
    
      The next seven months seem to pass us by at light speed.

      Tammy and I decided to stay in Sacramento until the trial concluded, putting off having to make a decision about where to go and what to do next. This decision required a tense phone call to her parents, who evidently had had no idea she’d left San Francisco at all. I went into the hallway of the hotel where we’d taken a long-term reservation while she talked to them, and when I came back into the room, she was crying and laughing at the same time, saying “I love you” over and over into the phone. Pregnancy hormones had her pretty emotional in those early days, but then again, I couldn’t explain it all away with the pregnancy. It was a pretty emotional time for me, too.

      As it turned out, we didn’t have to stay nearly as long as we’d anticipated. The trial concluded quickly, and Xavier and Elias both received long prison sentences—they won’t be out for decades, and even then, only if their parole comes through. In my opinion, they’ll both need radical personality makeovers to convince anyone they’ve reformed.

      Either way, we’ve decided to put that chapter of our lives behind us.

      Most of the other accomplices got shorter sentences. Tammy said she felt that was appropriate. They had, on some level, been victimized, too. Some of them, she says, were even her friends on the ranch. She doesn’t especially want to see bad things happen to them.

      I wasn’t about to argue. She has the right to decide how we feel about all that, in my opinion. I’m just glad we were able to put it behind us so quickly.

      The night of the conviction, after we got out of court, we went to a nice Italian restaurant. Tammy’s appetite was always strong in the evenings then, so we each ordered two entrees and shared all four of them between us, sampling everything. It felt a little strange to be celebrating a verdict that had sent two people to jail for the bulk of their remaining lives, but there were other things to celebrate. We toasted—with sparkling cider—to the joy of our newly formed official relationship, my release from the hospital, and our unborn children.

      Life was full of hope and possibility.

      But there were a lot of decisions to make. We couldn’t just stay in Sacramento forever—we had a future to plan. I avoided bringing up the subject all through dinner, afraid to taint the mood with stressful talk. We could just have fun that night and make plans in the morning.

      I shouldn’t have worried. My biggest concern—where we were going to live—turned out to be a non-issue. As Tammy quickly pointed out, I had seen her apartment, and it was no place to raise twins. It was just too small. As heartbroken as she knew her parents would be that she was moving away so soon after re-entering their lives, it just made the most sense for her to move in with me.

      I had to admit, I was delighted. I hadn’t relished the idea of moving away from my family, friends, and hometown. I would have done it for her, of course, but Tammy joining me in San Diego was the icing on the perfect cake my life had become. Besides, I love my house. It’s a Spanish Colonial-style, bought during my time in the Navy, and has three bedrooms—plenty of room for the whole family.

      My family helped us move Tammy in. They were a little surprised that I went to Sacramento to give quick testimony in a years-old case and came back with a pregnant girlfriend, but I have to give them credit. For the most part, they took it in stride. My mother baked tons of food and brought it over, making sure to ask Tammy what her current pregnancy cravings were. She was also quick to give us boxes of my old baby things—books, clothes, even a crib.

      I could tell that Mom liked Tammy. She’s always polite, but in the past when she hasn’t liked a girlfriend of mine, there’s been a reserved air about her that was easy for me to pick up on. With Tammy, there was none of that.

      Dad took to Tammy quickly, too, mostly because, as it turns out, they’re both excellent at chess. I’d never had the chance to learn that about her, but it came as no real shock. I always knew she was smart. Within weeks, she and Dad had a standing chess date on Thursday nights, and they began keeping a running tally of their wins and losses. Eight months later, they’re still fairly even, but they’re both sure they’re just about to pull into the lead.

      My sister Courtney loved Tammy from the moment they met, and took it upon herself to be her unofficial San Diego tour guide. She took Tammy to museums, restaurants, and various local points of interest, making sure to highlight which areas were mobbed by tourists and which hidden gems only locals knew about.

      Tammy quickly fell in love with both Courtney and the town itself. The girls are practically best friends now, getting together for regular shopping trips and movie nights, and Tammy frequently comments on how nice it is to live in such a peaceful, relaxed city. As the days go by, I can see her establishing more and more routines and becoming more and more comfortable with her new life here, and I can’t question that we made the right choice when we decided to make San Diego our permanent home.

      The first thing I did was retire from the Navy. That’s probably been the hardest part of all this, for me, the only thing that wasn’t a pure blessing. But the dangerous missions I was so often sent on with the SEALs just aren’t compatible with family life. I can’t imagine infiltrating a cult like Pyrite Ranch, possibly for weeks at a time, all the while knowing that Tammy and our children are at home worrying about me.

      The service accepted my decision. But retiring left me with a lot of free time and no income. I was a civilian for the first time in my adult life—what would I do for money?

      As usual, Tammy had the answer. She told me to examine my skill set and think about what made me happiest. Most of my skills are physical, and my passion is in the area of protecting people. I suggested looking for work as a bodyguard, but she had a better idea—why not teach self-defense?

      There’s a martial arts studio near our house that was looking to rent out space three nights a week. I went in and spoke to the owner, and that very night, I found myself putting up a website advertising classes. Now, I teach defensive techniques to women, empowering them to protect themselves against attackers. It’s a great feeling, and it doesn’t put me or my family at risk.

      Tammy, meanwhile, found short-term work at a veterinary clinic after a glowing letter of referral from her employer in San Francisco. It turned out, however, that she wasn’t in a job that satisfied her in a long-term way—after a few weeks, I started to notice that she was coming home sad every night. It was too heartbreaking, she said, seeing sick animals every day, even if she was helping to make them better a lot of the time. The worst part of it was that she couldn’t explain, couldn’t help them understand why they were suffering.

      And that conversation turned a key in my mind. Tammy is a wonderful communicator, and she has experience in overcoming trauma. I encouraged her to go back to school and become a certified therapist so that she could help people who have been through ordeals similar to her own. Tammy loved the idea and registered for classes immediately. She’s still working at the clinic until she finishes her certification, but her mood is greatly improved by the fact that it’s temporary and part of her progress toward a larger goal.

      We’re not rich; our career choices aren’t glamorous, and they don’t bring in a large income. But it’s enough to get by. Enough that we can start two savings accounts—one for each of the children—and put a little bit away each month. Every time I add to the accounts, I think about the future I hope to give them, and how excited I am to meet them. It seems like the time is going by so fast, but at the same time, it can’t get here fast enough.

      We’re spending this weekend getting the nursery ready for the twins’ arrival—or, rather, I am. Tammy is so big now that I can’t see how she walks without tipping over. For the most part, she doesn’t. Her doctor has insisted that she stay as stationary as possible.

      It’s hard for her, I know. Tammy longs to be part of things. She isn’t enjoying sitting in the comfortable recliner her parents bought us for when the babies arrive. She wants to be up on the ladder, helping me apply decals of cartoon characters to the walls.

      “Is it even?” I ask her.

      “Bring the left side down a bit—there.” She shifts in her chair, resettling herself. “They’re really active today.”

      “Oh yeah? They hurting you?”

      “No, no, it isn’t bad. It’s kind of cool. Do you want to feel?”

      She lifts her shirt enough to expose her enormous belly. I climb down from the ladder and rest a hand on it, and sure enough, they’re rolling around, doing somersaults or something. As I watch, her skin stretches a little, a baby’s foot pushing against her from inside.

      She presses it back with her hand, gently. “Settle down.”

      “We still have to finish baby-proofing,” I say, surveying the nursery. It’s mostly finished, and I think I’m happy with it. There’s a small bookshelf with a variety of baby books, including some of our childhood favorites and some that are more modern. There’s a shelf of stuffed animals that I know won’t remain in their current unblemished condition for long. We decided on the single crib for now—the doctor said that would be fine until they started rolling over.

      I feel a pleasant little shiver inside at the thought. Soon, my children will be rolling over. Soon, they’ll be hitting all kinds of exciting new milestones, growing up together before my eyes.

      Tammy closes her eyes. “Baby-proofing. It’s the one chapter of the pregnancy book I can’t seem to focus on. All the other chapters are about spending time with your baby and pampering yourself and things that sound great, and then there’s that one, about a bunch of household chores.”

      I laugh. “I’ll take care of it, don’t worry. I don’t want you getting off that recliner, anyway. Do you need more tea?”

      “Maybe a soda?”

      “Yeah, we could do that.”

      I take the empty tea mug into the kitchen and exchange it for two cans of soda. Then, because I’ve worked up an appetite and because I know Tammy will be let down if I come back without some kind of snack, I cut up an apple and grab the tub of caramel dip we keep in the fridge.

      She lights up when she sees it. “I’ve developed such a sweet tooth, it’s ridiculous.”

      “I think it’s because of your time on the ranch,” I tell her. “Once you left and ate your first jelly donut or whatever, your body realized what it had been missing and went into overcompensation mode. Since then, you’ve been eating all the sugar you can get your hands on, in case your life brings you another shortage.”

      She nods seriously. “That sounds like totally real science.”

      “Yeah, it’s top-secret sugar addiction science that only the Navy knows.”

      “I’m going to call them and tell them you told me.”

      I laugh and wipe the apple juice from my fingers on my work pants. “Can you stand? I ask her. “Let’s take this party into the bedroom. We’re done in here for now, anyway, and we should work on packing your hospital bag.”

      Tammy rolls her eyes good-naturedly. “You know we aren’t going to need that for weeks.”

      “I know,” I say. “But it’ll be nice to check it off the list.”

      I have to help her to her feet. Getting up and down are especially tough for her these days, because it’s hard for her to keep her balance while shifting her weight. Once she’s up, she waddles into our bedroom, where she eases herself down on the bed. I arrange the pillows around her the way she likes, making sure she’s adequately propped up, before pulling her duffel bag down from the closet.

      “What do we need?” I ask.

      She gives me a list of specific clothing items she wants with her, along with a few luxuries. A blanket her grandmother knitted and gave to her mother when she was born is on the list. Her headphones, so she can listen to the music playlist she’s made and stored on her phone. A couple of books. Her nightshirt and bathrobe, fuzzy slippers, and a toiletry kit. Finally, we have everything on the list assembled.

      “Wait a minute,” Tammy says, just as I’m about to start celebrating actually getting something done. “We aren’t finished here.”

      “We’re not? You said that was everything.”

      “It’s everything for me. What about you?”

      “What about me?” I ask. “I’m not going to have a baby.”

      “You’re going to the hospital,” she prompts me. “The pregnancy book says it’s a good idea for you to have a bag packed with everything you’ll need, so you don’t have to keep running back home to get stuff.”

      “What kind of things does the book say I need?” I haven’t even thought about this.

      “I don’t know,” she admits. “I guess just whatever you feel like you’ll need to keep yourself entertained. It might be really boring for long stretches of time. In fact—”

      She stops talking.

      I’m not facing her. I’m looking at the bag I’ve just finished zipping up. But I know her well enough that I can hear the sudden tension in her silence, and I turn to her, alarmed.

      “Tammy? What is it?”

      Her eyes are closed tight, hand pressed to her midsection.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, frantic now.

      “I think I’m in labor.”
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      The next few hours are surreal, a whirlwind. I white-knuckle the steering wheel the whole way to the hospital, my breathing almost as erratic as Tammy’s, and more than once, she has to tell me to calm down. We’ve got her bag with us, having just slipped under the wire with the packing, but I haven’t got anything. I can’t think of anything I need, but the fact of failing to get my packing done seems like an unforgivable oversight, a bad omen. Maybe I’m going to be a terrible father.

      Tammy squeezes my hand. “Relax, Kyle. We can do this.”

      And, much to my surprise, we can. The hospital staff chuckles warmly at my panic, as though they see terrified fathers-to-be every day, and that calms me down considerably. I’m not the only one who doesn’t have any idea what he’s doing. It’s normal to feel this way. And it doesn’t mean I’m going to be a terrible father. I’ll figure it out as I go along, and the fact that I already love my children so much is probably a great start.

      I’m expecting hours of sitting around before the action starts, but according to Tammy’s doctor, things are progressing very quickly. We’ve only been checked in for about an hour before she’s ready to take her to the delivery room. A nurse rushes me along in his wake, but I feel pretty superfluous to the whole operation. That is, until we’re actually there and Tammy is reaching over his head to squeeze my hands, tilting her head back to look in my eyes. As if I’m the only thing she wants to see right now.

      A little while later, they bring the babies to the hospital room. Tammy’s exhausted but ecstatic, ready to see her children again and hold them for the first time. The babies have been cleaned up and wrapped in blankets, and they look like they’re sleeping.

      The nurse hands the one in the blue beanie to Tammy and the one in the pink beanie to me. I cradle my daughter in my arms, looking down at her tiny, untroubled face and knowing I would do absolutely anything to make her happy. My entire life is about this tiny person now, this tiny person and her tiny brother, neither of whom are consciously aware that I exist. I lift her slowly, careful not to disturb her, and press a kiss to her forehead.

      “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” Tammy says.

      “They’re perfect.”

      She looks up at me, her eyes shining. “I can’t believe how happy I am right now.”

      I sit in the chair beside her bed, lean over, and kiss her, careful of the babies we’re each holding. “I love you so much, you know.”

      “I love all three of you so much,” she says, beaming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        A Year Later: Tammy

      

    
    
      When I lived on Pyrite Ranch, I felt detached from time. Every day was the same, and they all blurred together until my three years there began to seem like a strange, blissful eternity. Even now, when I think back on it, it feels like another life—a completely full life, lived beginning to end, with nothing left out. In retrospect, though, it all seems so boring. I need that sensation of passing time, something to keep me moving through the days. I need today to be different from yesterday, and the promise of new and exciting adventures tomorrow.

      And that’s exactly what motherhood brings. Although it’s only been a year since Jack and Abby were born, it’s been by far the most thrilling period of my life so far.

      Every day brings something new. The twins grow and learn so fast. They sleep through the night now, which means Kyle and I have finally resumed doing the same. They smile when they see us enter a room, and it’s the most beautiful thing I think I’ve ever seen. About a month ago, they started walking. Abby is the vocal one—she’s picking up more and more words all the time. Jack is quieter, but I suspect it’s just that he feels no need to speak up with his chatterbox sister around.

      During the days, when we’re at work, Kyle’s parents take care of them. They’ve proven to be enthusiastic grandparents, and the twins always come home from their house in good spirits. Better yet, they’ve often spent the day playing exuberantly with grandma and grandpa, which means they’re ready to go to bed right after dinner. The only downside to the arrangement is that I don’t get as much time with them as I’d like, but every hour I’m not at work, I spend with my children.

      I think Kyle and I knew, even before they were born, that we would get married. When he asked me, it was like being asked if I would submit to being acted upon by gravity. Of course I would marry him. How could I possibly choose anything else?

      The proposal came one night after we’d put the kids to bed. I came downstairs from tucking them in to find he’d scattered rose petals around the kitchen and lit a bunch of tea lights. When I said yes, he kissed me so passionately that I forgot for a moment where I was, that there were dirty dishes in the sink and sleeping infants upstairs. I felt young and wild and accountable only to him.

      Now, I stand in front of the mirror, smoothing my hands down the front of my wedding dress and feeling decadent. It’s a gorgeous off-the-shoulder gown with lace winding around the torso. I’ve never seen such a beautiful dress in my life. I can’t believe it’s mine.

      There’s a knock at the door, and Courtney pokes her head in. “Doing okay?”

      “A little overwhelmed.”

      I’m so lucky Kyle has a sister. It’s been amazingly helpful to have someone in the family to be my maid of honor, someone I can rely on when things get crazy. Planning a wedding is hard, even when you don’t have twins to contend with.

      “There’s someone here to see you,” Courtney says.

      “There is? Who?”

      “She says her name is Olivia.”

      “You’re kidding.” Olivia’s here?

      “Should I send her in?”

      “Yes!”

      Courtney withdraws, and a moment later, Olivia appears in the room. I squeal.

      “I can’t believe you made it!”

      “You invited us!” she laughs.

      “I know, but I never thought you would come. I haven’t seen you since the ranch!” I step back and take her in. “My God, you’re all grown up.”

      “I’m in college,” she says, and I can hear the pride in her voice. “I’m majoring in environmental science.”

      “Oh, Olivia. That’s amazing. I’m so proud of you.”

      “I’m so proud of you!” She hugs me carefully, not wanting to mess up my dress. “Can you believe today is your wedding day?”

      “Sometimes, I really can’t,” I tell her.

      My parents are here for the occasion, of course, and I know they’re enjoying sharing babysitting duties with Kyle’s parents. It’s been a great opportunity, over the last few days, for the whole family to get to know each other properly. All the parents seem to be getting along really well. Kyle’s parents have taken mine out to dinner at their favorite local restaurants. My mother took over our kitchen to cook dinner for everyone one night.

      I was worried there might be arguing or hurt feelings when it came to who would take responsibility for the twins during the wedding, but to my surprise and gratification, all four parents agreed that they’d like to spend the day together with the kids, bonding as a family. They’ll be sitting in the front row out there, each of my kids held in the arms of a loving grandparent as they watch their mom and dad get married.

      Olivia hugs me again, pledges to come and find me afterward, during the reception, and then slips out the door. I catch a glimpse of her running across the grass before the door closes and realize Bev must be here too. I’ll be able to introduce my family to my ranch family. I’d have expected that thought to make me nervous, but to my surprise, I feel nothing but joy. These are, after all, the people I’ve loved, the people who love me.

      Everyone here today cares enough about me to want to watch me get married. There’s something magical about having them all in the same place.

      The knock at the door comes again. Courtney steps in. She looks beautiful in the simple peach bridesmaid shift I picked out, her hair twisted up off her neck.

      She smiles at me. “Are you ready?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      She leads me out the door and onto the San Diegan beach Kyle and I selected for our wedding. Both my parents walk me down the aisle, a choice I made because we were out of each other’s lives for so many years and I’m still seizing every opportunity to include them in things. When we did this yesterday, in the rehearsal, I couldn’t keep from tearing up, and I worried that I would ruin my makeup on the big day. But the tears aren’t coming at all.

      Instead, looking at Kyle dressed in his tux and watching me intently from the altar, I can only smile. I can’t believe that after everything we’ve been through together, we finally made it here. I can’t believe we’re finally getting married.

      “Hi,” he says, taking my hand from my father.

      “Hi yourself,” I grin.

      “Been waiting a long time for you, you know.”

      Only the fact that there’s an assembly of people watching us keeps me from kissing him right then and there.

      The officiant speaks for a while, then hands off to us to recite the vows we’ve written for each other.

      “Tammy,” Kyle says, “From the moment we met, I recognized you as someone special. I knew that you would have an impact on my life. But in that moment, I had no way of anticipating how important to me you would come to be.”

      I can’t help it. Tears spring to my eyes. I knew I wouldn’t be lucky enough to make it through this entire ceremony without crying. I just hope the waterproof makeup I’m wearing is as good as its name.

      “You struck me immediately with your intelligence, wit and charm,” Kyle continues. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you, even when I was most determined to do so. And the day I discovered you were pregnant with Abby and Jack was one of the best of my life.”

      He meets my eyes and I know we’re both thinking the same thing—that was the day he was shot. He was shot in the stomach, and it was still one of the best days of his life.

      “I love you,” he concludes, “and I can’t imagine a better way to spend the rest of my life than with you by my side.”

      He squeezes my hand and, to my astonishment, I see a single tear trickling down his cheek. I’ve never seen Kyle cry.

      “Kyle,” I say, “for years, I thought maybe I’d never marry. I thought I’d never meet a man I felt enough of a connection with. But from the day I met you, the thought has been in the back of my mind. I used to wonder if I was crazy, thinking about marriage with a man I hardly knew, but every time I tried to pull away from you, circumstance and fate brought us back together. Your strength has gotten me through some of the most difficult times in my life. I already know you are an amazing partner and father. I’m ready to make official what you and I decided together a long time ago.”

      The officiant hands us the rings. Kyle slips the ring on my finger, lifts my hand to his mouth, and kisses my knuckles, his eyes never leaving mine. The officiant clears his throat and the assembled congregation laughs. He’s supposed to be waiting to kiss me, of course. But I don’t want to wait, either.

      Our whole story so far has been about waiting. Waiting until the trial was over before admitting to our feelings for each other. Waiting until the babies were born before planning our wedding. Even back on the ranch, Kyle was waiting until his mission was complete, knowing that he couldn’t honestly confess his feelings to me until I knew who he really was.

      Neither of us wants to wait anymore. I put my ring on his finger quickly and look up at the officiant. Let’s speed this along.

      The officiant sounds amused. “You may kiss the bride.”

      Then, Kyle’s hands are on my back, on my waist, and gravity has shifted precariously, but I feel perfectly safe. It takes me a moment to realize he’s dipped me and is holding me above the ground, close to him, as he kisses me.
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* * *

      “Can you believe we made it?” Kyle asks me.

      The reception is finally winding down. Everything was picture perfect, just as I planned it, from the beautifully designed cake to the many moments spinning around the dance floor in my new husband’s arms. Almost as enjoyable was watching Jack and Abby race around the dance floor in their tiny formalwear. And, of course, there was the fact that every twenty seconds or so, our guests clinked their forks against their wine glasses in an attempt to make us kiss. I’ve heard people complain about this practice, describe it as annoying, but I was eager to seize any excuse to kiss Kyle. I have no complaints.

      The food was absolutely amazing, but unfortunately, I couldn’t manage more than a few bites because I’m so tightly laced into my dress that my stomach has no room at all to expand. Kyle, as usual, came to the rescue. He visited the kitchen and asked for a portion of the dinner to be boxed up and sent to our hotel room so I can try it later, when I’ve changed out of the dress.

      Right now, though, I have other things on my mind than dinner.

      Kyle and I are riding back to our hotel in a limousine. I’ve cracked my window open to allow the salty beach air in—I spent about the first hour of the day fretting about what it would do to my hair before accepting the fact that I couldn’t control the weather and giving up on worrying about it. Kyle is already picking playfully at the ties to my dress, clearly eager to get it off. He pulls one of them loose, allowing me to breathe a bit more deeply.

      “You’d better not untie that all the way before we’re inside,” I warn him, teasingly.

      “Mmm.” He pulls me across the bench seat into his arms and kisses the back of my neck. “Are you sure we need to go inside? Are you sure you don’t want to…right here?”

      “There’s a driver,” I point out, although he’s weakening my resistance more than I think he knows. Already, I’m starting to think, who cares if there’s a driver? Doesn’t matter. Bet he’s seen worse than this.

      “There’s a partition,” Kyle points out. “We could just…”

      “Our hotel is one minute away,” I say as sternly as I can under the circumstances. “Come on.”

      Kyle sighs. “You’re right, my love.”

      Still, we almost run up to the hotel room. I’ve taken off my shoes, holding them in one hand, so I can move more quickly. Kyle and I live together, of course, and have for nearly two years now, but still, a night together like this is a rarity now that we have the twins. As much as I adore them, I’m very glad they’re going to be with Kyle’s parents tonight so that he and I can enjoy our new matrimonial state to the fullest.

      The hotel room is lovely. Someone has taken the trouble to place a bottle of champagne in a bucket of ice at the foot of the bed, and the bedding looks soft and luxurious enough to spend a whole day in—which I am looking forward to doing. I turn my back to Kyle so that he can finish loosening the ties on my dress.

      He sets to work, but after a moment, his hands slow down, as if he’s distracted. As if his mind is somewhere else.

      I look back over my shoulder. “What’s going on?”

      “Do you want to go somewhere?” he asks.

      I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. “Weren’t you just in such a hurry that you didn’t even think you could make it up here from the parking lot?”

      “Well, yes,” Kyle admits. “But I’ve got an idea.”

      “What kind of idea?”

      “Grab a couple of those beach towels, will you? I’ll get the champagne.”

      Ten minutes later, we’re back out on the beach. The chairs from the wedding ceremony have been cleared away, and the swimmers and sunbathers have all gone inside. The place is utterly deserted.

      I never thought about it before, but a beach at night is a dark place. The only place I’ve ever been that was this dark at night was the ranch. This beach is exactly the same. I’m used to seeing street lights or the lights from houses at night, but there are no lights here. Off in the distance, I can see the bright windows of our hotel, but there might as well be a lake between here and there. The middle ground is swallowed up by darkness.

      “Stay close,” Kyle says.

      “Where’s the water?” I ask. I can hear it, the waves lapping at the shore, a kind of all-consuming roar. I don’t think about how big the ocean is when I can see it, but now that it’s hidden, it’s intimidating to stand so close to such a massive and powerful force.

      Kyle’s hand finds mine. “The sand is dry, here. We’re still a ways up.”

      He pulls me down onto a spread beach towel. A minute later, I hear the pop of the champagne’s cork. The bottle is pressed into my hand and I take a drink.

      “To us,” Kyle says.

      “To us,” I agree.

      Kyle rolls over me like a wave, like the wind. We’re outside, but somehow, in the cover of this overpowering darkness, it still feels like we’re alone, and I’m unembarrassed, unafraid. It’s like it was the first time we were ever together, in the woods. It’s desperate and wild, hands and hearts, hidden in plain sight. The difference now, is that it doesn’t feel stolen. It doesn’t feel like a moment that doesn’t belong to us, that we’ve claimed illegitimately and will have to pay for in hurt and loss later.

      This is ours now. We belong to each other.

      Afterward, I drift in and out of sleep, tucked under Kyle’s arm, my wedding dress now hanging loose on my body, covered in sand. In a few hours, I will have to get up, take this thing off before anyone sees it and figures out how we spent our night, and prepare to go get my children and return to my life—a life I cherish—of being a mother.

      But for a few more hours, I will be young and free and careless, and I will lie here in the sand with my husband, listening to the crash of the waves and watching as the sun rises on the first day of the rest of our lives.

      

      
        The End
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          Jenna

        

      

    
    
      I’ve always thought that you can tell a lot about people by the way they behave in airports. Maybe that’s because I spend so much of my time in airports, though, and one of the only things to do on a seven-hour layover is people-watch.

      Today, I’m at a regional airport, which is what I prefer. International airports don’t give you any idea of the flavor of the country you’re in, but this airport feels like France. Most of the people in the departures lounge with me are French—at least, I assume they are by the fact that they’re speaking to each other in rapid French. My own French is good enough to ask for directions and extend polite courtesies to service workers, but I sure as hell can’t keep up with any of the conversations around me.

      Of course, the bad thing about regional airports is that there’s very little to do. This one has a single, solitary bar, tucked into a corner behind a ridiculously large planter. I’m seated on one of the uncomfortable bar stools, well into my second cocktail. My flight to Paris doesn’t take off for another three hours, and from there I have another two-hour wait for my flight back to the States.

      So in the meantime, I’m checking out the people in the airport. It’s the usual cross-section of society. Some people are traveling in sweats or pajamas, slumping in the rigid seats at the gate with feet propped up on their luggage. Although part of me judges them for letting it all hang out in public, I have to admit there’s a part of me that’s jealous.

      I know I look immaculate with my dark hair in an updo, my legs sheathed in stockings, and my perfectly tailored business suit, but it would be nice not to have to dress like this on international flights. I know I’m not going to feel comfortable again for hours, and when I finally peel these clothes off at the end of my journey, I’m going to be sweaty and sticky and disgusting.

      A lot of the waiting area is occupied by young people—younger than my twenty-seven years—sporting backpacks. Looking at them also makes me experience a stab of jealousy. I never had the chance to travel around the world after college—I went straight into business. And, okay, it’s true that I get to travel all the time for my job, meeting with executives in other countries. But that isn’t the same, and even I know it. I spent the majority of this trip to France in conference rooms in the hotel and didn’t get to see anything cool or touristy.

      That said, the trip was a success, and I’m proud of what we achieved. It’s always a great feeling when a new company agrees to come on board, and not just because of the extra profit we earn. I work as a consultant for philanthropic organizations. My company helps charities we believe in raise money so they can pursue their mission. Sometimes being a business executive feels like a very cold, detached way to live, but other times I really feel like I’m making a difference in the world.

      It’ll be nice to have a couple of days off, though. Every December, my firm closes for a couple of weeks so that employees can spend their holiday of choice with friends or family, and, as usual, I’ll be spending the time with my father. I’m going home to Manchester, New Hampshire today, but in another week’s time, I’ll be driving to Boston to spend a week with him. Dad and I haven’t seen each other in months—unfortunately, I’m usually too busy with my job—and I can’t wait to be there. We always have a good time together. He’ll have bought a bottle of high-end whiskey for the occasion, as he always does, and we’ll go out into the backyard and chop firewood together so we can make a fire in his fireplace and sit beside it with our drinks.

      A smile makes its way across my face as I imagine it. Even though we don’t see each other as often as I’d like, my dad is probably my best friend. I’m an only child, so ever since Mom died when I was a baby, it’s been just the two of us. I think it’s probably thanks to him that I’m so good at my job—he raised me to be confident and assertive, both of which are very important when trying to pitch your services to people. But he also raised me with compassion, a trait non-profit organizations are always glad to see. If it weren’t for Dad, I wouldn’t have had any of the successes or the opportunities I’ve had in my adult life.

      But when we spend holidays together, our focus is always on the fun things we have in common. Dad is a great cook, and he’s been trying for years to teach me. I don’t have his touch, so I’ll be his sous chef as we prepare Christmas dinner. I picked him up a French cookbook during this trip, and I’ll give it to him as an early Christmas present. I know he’ll love picking a recipe for us to make together.

      And we’ll play chess. So much of our time spent together is funneled into our ongoing chess tournament. Dad’s currently beating me 105 games to 87, but I’ve been studying technique online, and I think I have a few moves that might surprise him. I sip my drink and smile, imagining him staring in consternation at the chessboard as I capture piece after piece and eventually maneuver him into a checkmate. It’s about time he took me seriously as an opponent.

      Getting away from work for a few days will be great, too. I look around at the travelers in their sweats and imagine a whole week without putting on a business suit and heels. It’s going to be heaven.

      Still, there’s something a little sad about this Christmas. As the weeks have gone by, I’ve been feeling more and more despondent, and for a long time, I couldn’t figure out why. I’ve always loved this time of the year. It’s strange that I should be so sad and lost in my head about it this year when everything in my life is going well. My health is good, and so is my dad’s, and things have never been better at work. So what’s the problem?

      I first got an inkling when I received a Christmas card from my college friend and roommate, Tori. Dear Jenna, the card said in a careful script that seemed much too fancy and ornate to have come from my carefree friend. Wishing you and your family a happy holiday season. With love, Tori, Stephen, Ryder, and Kylie. The photo on the card showed Tori in a button-down cardigan, sitting on a leather loveseat beside her older and slightly graying husband. She and Stephen each held one of their four-year-old twins on their lap. As I stared at the card, I found I couldn’t quite believe how different Tori’s life was from my own.

      Tori and Stephen met while we were in college. He was a teacher’s assistant in her anthropology class senior year, and when she first told me she had a crush on him, I assumed nothing would come of it. After all, it was Tori. She always had a crush on somebody, and it was usually somebody inappropriate. But three weeks later, the class had ended, and Tori and Stephen were dating. He proposed to her on the evening of our graduation, and they married about a year later. A year after that, she announced that she was pregnant.

      Each of those things seemed small—or at least, not so titanic—when they were happening. Everyone dated. I had been dating someone myself at the time. It was normal for people of Tori’s age to get married. And even having children, which was inarguably a life-changing event, didn’t seem so startling. That was what you did after you got married. It was normal. It was to be expected.

      But looking at that holiday card, I realized that I was no longer looking at my adventurous friend who was always up for anything. I was looking at a wife and mother, a woman who wore button-down cardigans and wrote notes in careful calligraphy. What was more, Tori had become all these things without my knowledge because she and I hardly ever saw each other anymore. We were friends now in name only.

      She wasn’t the only person I’d drifted apart from in the past few years. It seemed as though everyone from college was settling down and starting families. Tori’s was just one of a slew of Christmas cards I received this year with photos of chubby children decked out in adorable red and green outfits, some of them sitting on Santa’s lap, others posing with the family dog in front of a neat row of hand-knit stockings. The parents in all these pictures are holding hands, their heads bent together happily. And meanwhile, I’m spending my holidays drinking whiskey and playing chess with my father.

      It’s not that I don’t want to do that—I definitely do. But I’m starting to wonder if that makes me weird. Is there something I’m missing out on?

      The vibrating of my cellphone shakes me out of my thoughts. The fact that anyone at all is calling me is strange. I keep my phone service active when I’m overseas, but I mitigate that by letting everyone in my life know that I might not be able to accept calls. For a moment, I think it must be a business call, but this isn’t my work phone. I deliberately packed that in a pocket of my carryon bag because I didn’t want to be troubled with business during my flight home.

      I pull the phone out of my pocket. There are only a few phone numbers in the world I know by sight, and this is one of them.

      “Hey, Dad,” I answer.

      My dad has always had a zany sense of humor, and I’m expecting him to launch into the call with one of his signature antics—singing an old-timey folk song, for example, or sharing a little-known fact about the nature of the cosmos. Or he might just belt out “Lima Bean!” his nonsensical nickname for me. But he doesn’t do any of that. Instead, he says, “Jenna?”

      He sounds…well, he sounds serious. My dad doesn’t have a serious bone in his body, and I’m immediately anxious.

      “Yeah, Dad, it’s me. What’s up?” I try to keep my voice casual and breezy as if by treating this conversation lightly I can force it to be light. Something feels very wrong.

      “Where are you?” he asks.

      “I’m in France,” I say. “I told you, remember? We were video chatting last week, and I told you I was coming here for work. I’m actually on my way home today. It was a really productive meeting. I’m going to have to get on a plane soon, but when I get home, I can tell you all about it.”

      “You’re at the airport?” he asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “In Paris?”

      “In Chambéry. Dad, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he says. He sounds like he’s in a hurry to end the call. “I just wanted to call and say I love you, Jenna.”

      “I love you too, Dad,” I say, mystified. “What brings it up?”

      “Just get home safe, okay?”

      “You bet,” I say. Then, I end the call.

      I stare at the phone in my hand for a minute. It’s bizarre enough for Dad to call me when he knows I’m out of the country. We don’t talk on the phone a lot. We have our weekly video calls, and sometimes we do call just to ask each other a random question. But he’s never been the kind of parent who worries more than is necessary about my safety. I know he’s not lying awake at night because of me being in France. He knows he raised a smart and capable daughter who can handle herself in an unfamiliar country. Besides, he doesn’t want to rack up roaming minutes on my phone bill.

      So why the call? I have to admit, when his number came up, I was worried it would be some kind of emergency, that he would be calling to tell me he was in the hospital or something. But it wasn’t anything like that. He seemed more concerned about my welfare. Asking where I was, what city I was in—why ask a question like that if he didn’t want to talk about what I was doing here?

      And then there’s the fact that he jumped almost immediately to the I love you. Now, don’t get me wrong—I know Dad loves me. It’s just that he’s never been especially verbal about that fact. He’s the kind of person who shows his affection in other ways. Cooking with me is an expression of his love. But to call me up and say it like that…well, it’s out of character.

      Maybe I dismissed the idea of him being unwell too quickly. Maybe he is sick. I chew my lip thoughtfully. Should I stop in Boston on my way home? Maybe check on him?

      A staticky voice comes over the intercom. It speaks first in French, then offers an English translation: “Flight seven eighty-four to Paris, now boarding at gate A2.” The message is repeated in both languages.

      I get to my feet, sling my travel bag over my shoulder, and join the line of people waiting to board the plane, making sure I have my boarding pass in hand. I’m worrying too much, I decide. Am I really thinking of changing my travel plans because my father called to tell me he loves me? Ridiculous. I’ll call him when I get home. I’m sure he’ll be his usual playful self, and I’ll feel completely reassured. The fact is, I know I can’t take extra time off work so close to the holidays unless it really is an emergency. And I really want to get out of this business suit and these heels. Dad hasn’t given me any concrete reason to think anything at all is wrong.

      I take my seat on the plane, order a glass of wine, and lean back, waiting for takeoff.

      Everything’s fine.
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