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Dedication

 

To my first born, Nathan. Never close your mind to the possibilities in life. They could amaze you.


CHAPTER ONE

County Road One Fifty-Seven seemed more barren than usual on this sultry July afternoon as Whitney Storm drove her apple-red Ford beater toward home. Two years she had been negotiating with Beckett to get that horse for her son, Spencer. Two and a half years she’d done every newspaper or magazine article no matter how ridiculous the subject matter to put away the extra money. She’d blistered Old Man Beckett’s ears with her un-lady-like anger when he’d shattered her son’s hopes. Some kind of mother she was. She couldn’t even get her son the only present he put on his birthday list. A sudden loud pop filled the cab and her truck fishtailed. She gripped the wheel to keep control and pumped the brakes. A sharp zig and then a zag straightened it out, but the vehicle rode the edge of the paved road on uneven wheels, veering closer and closer to the wire fence. The tires squealed. Her heart pounded in her chest. “Jesus.”

A hard jolt sent the truck barreling through the fence and into the overgrown field beyond. The screeching sound of metal on metal echoed in her ears. Call it luck or by the grace of God, but the battered Ford stalled before going too deep onto the rancher’s pastureland.

“Damn.” She breathed, willing her heart to slow down.

She shoved open the driver’s side door and dropped into knee-deep weeds. Walking to the back end of the truck, Whitney saw where the barbed wire had grabbed on, wrapped a layer of paint on its spikes, and left deep scratches that ran the length of the truck on the passenger side. The rear tire had blown, and the rim looked like a crumpled aluminum can.

Burrs stung and tore the exposed skin on her calves and clung to her anklets as she waded through the jungle of weeds toward the driver’s side to get her purse. The cell phone inside was dead thanks to her brother stepping on it yesterday. She hadn’t had time to get a new one. She banged both fists against the cab. “Great,” she roared. “Just great.”

Note to self: Kick Murphy’s ass when I get home.

Gray clouds circled, thunder rumbled, and lightning flashed, deciding where to strike. This day had leveled at five on her shit-o-meter. She drew a breath. Too much anxiety messed with her inner calm. Breathe two, three, four; hold two, three, four; out two, three, four. And she counted again.

Feeling slightly better, she grabbed a half-empty water bottle, slung her purse strap over her head, and worked her way back to the lonely stretch of Oregon road. The oil on the black tar shined. That plus an earlier rain made the road slick, and it had been her misfortune to rush across it with bald tires. Beams of diminishing sunlight fought their way through thick clouds, bringing the extra energy she needed to reinforce her flagging strength.

Up ahead, Douglas firs lined both sides of the road, bathing it in deep, gloomy shadows. There were no signs of other people, which didn’t improve her sour mood. “Back roads to hell,” she murmured. If she weren’t so pissed off about the events of the day, she might enjoy the solitude. The opportunity of not having to guard against other people’s thoughts, and emotions didn’t come often.

The menacing weather shifted south, but unwanted humidity remained. Sweat gathered at her neck and slid between her breasts as she marched along the shoulder of the road. Although thankful she’d changed into sneakers before leaving Beckett’s farm, she wished for a pair of shorts and a tank top instead of the Capris and sassy yellow blouse she’d worn to sway the swindler. Little good that had done.

She wondered what time it was as she gulped the last drop of water and slapped at a bee buzzing around her head. Even with sneakers, her feet ached, and her right knee buckled a couple of times, remnants of a bad fall at an ice skating competition when she was nineteen.

Colorful streaks branched across the evening sky as lightning danced among the cumulus puffs. A pair of headlights gleamed behind her. She stopped as the car pulled alongside. Her internal warning system kicked in, so she didn’t approach the car.

The passenger window slid down. “Whitney? Fancy meeting you here.”

Dylan Kline. Could this day get any worse? He had a smile with a politician’s sincerity, a lawyer’s kindness, and a snake oil dealer’s slick retort.

“I bet you’re glad I came along.”

Not really.

He reached over the seat and opened the door of his Lexus. “Climb in.”

Where was a horse when she needed one? Another low rumble and new dingy clouds helped with her indecision. “Yeah. Sure. Thanks.” She shored the walls in her mind to keep out his thoughts, which sullied her calm. The comments running through his head were even oilier than his smile.

“I saw your truck in the field back there. You should be more careful out here by yourself.”

She should be more careful of him. “My tire blew out.”

He chuckled. “I guess it’s up to me to make sure you get home safe.”

Chauvinist.

“After all, there is an election coming up, and I’ll want to make sure you cast a friendly vote for the mayor.”

She shifted slightly. “Speaking of which, I called to make an appointment with the mayor, and his office never got back to me.”

“I can’t understand why they’d be avoiding an interview. I’ll make it happen for you.”

Whitney glanced at his sharp profile in the twilight. His straight nose, square jaw, and short brown hair looked sinister in contrast to those same features in daylight.

“I’ll want to see the list of questions you intend to ask.”

“So you can prepare the appropriate responses.”

“It’s customary practice to review questions prior to an interview.”

She sighed. “Fine. Where do you want them sent?”

Dylan pulled out a business card. “You can email them to my office.”

Whitney took the card, doing her best not to touch the man, and put it in her daybook.

A couple of miles later they passed the welcome sign and pulled onto Oak Valley’s main street. Townsfolk were gathering in the square around a bonfire to start off the Elk Run Festival. The locals used the annual event to bid farewell to summer and greet the early fall. Heavenly smells of barbeque chicken, grilled corn on the cob, and hot apple cobbler floated through the open window, making her empty stomach growl. She could use a beer too. First, she needed to call her mom and let her know of the unfortunate mishaps. The Storm family internal communication network began transmitting the minute the tire blew and she crashed into the ditch. Her mother, the commander and chief of the family empaths, would be expecting a report.

Gotta love genetics.

Not being able to reach Whitney by phone would have sent her mother into worry mode. The trip had taken much longer than originally planned. She hated having to tell her son the horse he’d set his heart on had gone to a higher bidder. “Drop me here, please.”

“Sure.” Dylan stopped the car. “I can take you to your house though.”

“That’s okay.” She didn’t want him anywhere near her house. She unbuckled her seat belt and threw open the door.

“How about a dinner meeting with me and the mayor? We can discuss the upcoming election, maybe a few personal tidbits. It would be an exclusive.”

“That’s very generous.” To her knowledge the mayor hadn’t been giving anyone exclusive anything. “I’ll speak with my editor about it.”

“I hope we’ll see each other again soon, Whitney.”

Not if I’m lucky.

“I look forward to receiving those questions.”

She watched Dylan leave, then headed toward the center of activity. Since her brother, Adam, owned a bar, he always had a booth at the festival. Family would inevitably be there.

Her eldest brother had no knack for humor or tact. “Whitney, you look like shit. Where the hell have you been?” Adam scolded when she strolled up to his booth.

“Don’t start,” she snapped.

Adam assessed her.

Whitney sighed. “Long story. Mom and Dad around?”

“They were here for a while, but Spencer got tired, so they left.”

“Can I borrow your cell?”

He put his hand on hers and squeezed affectionately before giving the phone over and going to help another customer.

“Hey, Mom,” Whitney said.

“What happened?”

Her mother’s no-nonsense tone told Whitney the anxiety from today’s events had been projecting, big time. “I got a flat and had to walk.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m at the festival. I just got in.”

“We waited for you.”

“Yeah, Adam told me. I’m sorry about being so late.”

“Are you okay? Do you need Dad to come get you?”

“I’m fine. I hitched a ride. I’m going to hang out here for a while, get something to eat. I’ll see if Adam will let me use his car to swing by and pick up Spencer later.”

“Okay, honey. Try to relax and have a good time.”

Good time? Yeah, right. She needed to make arrangements to have her truck towed out of the field, which wouldn’t happen until tomorrow. More to the point, the fence she’d demolished had been put up to keep horses or cattle penned in. She handed her brother his phone. “Give me a bottle of water, would you?” She needed to re-hydrate and wash away the negative vibes. “And a beer.”

Propping her elbows on the wooden counter, she sipped the water, closed her eyes, and meditated to gather strength. The growing festival crowd unintentionally invaded her mind with happiness, anxiety, love, guilt, shame until she swore, she’d go mad. She hated crowds.

Feeling grounded but no less overwhelmed, she saw Deputy Bell joking with a group of festival goers. He’d probably know who owned the fence or at least how to contact them. “I’ll be right back.”

Adam touched her forearm. “You, okay?”

He knew what crowds did to her, and she appreciated the concern. “I’m all right. I just need to speak with Deputy Bell.”

She angled through empty spaces in the crowd. As she approached, Bell pushed a hand through his thick dark hair, and his brown gaze fixed determinedly on her. His voice rumbled with his greeting. “Hi, Whitney.”

“Deputy Bell.” A chill raced across her skin but ended quickly. It was the night breeze she told herself half-heartedly as it trailed away. She’d dealt with too much already today. She wasn’t going to read any more into a chill than that.

“How many times have I asked you to call me Rick?” He growled the last bit.

“My momma taught me right. While you have that uniform on, you’re Deputy Bell.”

Rick had thrown subtle hints her way ever since he’d joined the force. Nice guy, an out-of-towner, but she had no interest in a relationship with him or anyone else for that matter. He was used to her refusals by now or should have been. Of course, in this small-town young, single women were limited, thereby reducing the prospects of dating material for the unattached men.

Rick held a beer in his hand. The streetlight glinted off the aluminum. Her brow arched. “Aren’t you on duty?”

“Yep. I’m watching for any troublemakers.” He moved a little closer. “Are you causing trouble, Miss Storm? Do I need to haul you down to the station?”

“Not me, Deputy. I’m here to report an accident.”

“What kind of accident?”

Whitney explained what had happened.

His demeanor turned professional. “You, okay?”

“Yeah, I’m sure whoever owns the property is going to scream bloody murder about the fence though. I have insurance.” How to pay for the deductible would be another matter to work out.

“How’d you get to town?”

“A motorist took pity on me and gave me a ride.” She hadn’t really thought about what Dylan might have been doing way out there.

In a gruff voice he said, “Are you going home? I would be happy to escort you.”

Another wave of unease assaulted her going straight to her stomach. She managed a small smile and shook her head. “Actually, I’m going to stick around and eat. I’m starving.”

“I’ll walk you that way then.” He stayed close while she got a plate of food and her beer. A rowdy group of teenagers caught his attention so Bell excused himself to handle it, throwing his beer can in the trash as he went by.

Whitney was hopelessly attempting to wipe the last of the sticky barbeque sauce off her fingers with a thin paper napkin when bright-eyed, liquored-up Terry Smith ambled over in a weaving pattern.

Terry had been the all-around hometown football hero in high school. His sandy blond hair, brilliant white smile, and well-toned body had looked awesome in those tight football pants. They’d dated for a short while, but it hadn’t lasted.

Now, his once gorgeous hair had thinned, his athletic body had grown saggy, and he sported a beer belly. The word around town was his wife had filed for divorce.

“What about it, Whitney, you ready for a dance?” He sidled up close. “I’ll ask the band to make it a slow one.”

Don’t light a match around him.

She pressed a hand to his chest and gently pushed to put distance between them. The festival brought out the partiers, and it smelled as though he’d been at it for a while. He grabbed her hand and dragged her onto the make-shift dance floor so quickly she didn’t have time to say no.

A sharp tremor, a silent alarm, skittered across her shoulders and gripped her stomach. She scanned the populous dancing and the watchers. She spotted Terry’s soon to be ex glaring hatred in her direction. As she spun in a circle with the next dance move, she noted Deputy Bell on the other side intensely interested in her interaction with Terry. All she got from Terry was a warm fondness, albeit a little askew from the drunkenness. Still, the uneasy feeling stayed with her, a warning. The bad was piling up.

After the last song, Whitney stopped to catch her breath. That round of dancing did her in. Terry proved to be as light on his feet as she remembered.

He whooped it up. “Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about. Let’s do it again.”

“Thanks, but no. I’m heading home.”

He smiled in a lopsided, drunken kind of way. “I’ll come with you.”

“No. I mean, no thanks. You stay here and have fun.” She hastily scoured the area. “If you want another partner, Mrs. Goldberg looks ready for some two-stepping.”

Terry frowned. “I’d rather be with you.”

“I’ll see you later.” She retreated quickly to Adam’s booth. “Adam, I’m going to run home and freshen up. Did you park at my house?”

“Yep.”

“Can I borrow your car to go get Spencer?”

He got that dreamy-eyed look as he handed her the keys. “Take good care of Lola.”

What a freaking guy. “Not a scratch,” she promised, and crossed her heart as she took the keys.

Fanning her face with a folded paper, she walked the two blocks to her house. There were stragglers even this far south of the square. Most of the locals had turned out for the festival as well as die-hards from nearby towns. A few family friends passed her on the road, and they exchanged pleasantries.

She’d done several articles for the local papers through the years about where the idea for the festival originated, how it had gotten its name, and the traditions of the summer event. The beer flowed freely, the music played loudly, and the barbeque guaranteed even more beer would flow to quench the raging inferno of the cayenne-spiced sauce.

The dim light in her front window had her offering a prayer of thanks. She needed to pee and take a shower. Creepy sensations crawled all over her skin like she was buried up to her neck in an ant hill. Phantom echoes from this extremely stressful day. The walk home helped release a fraction of the overload.

A tall figure stepped from behind a barberry bush up ahead. The faint moonlight bounced off dark shoulders, but his face was shadowed. Instinct along with weird blips in her head told Whitney to shift directions, so she angled away and crossed the street.

The figure sped toward her, catching up in a few steps.

Violent thoughts seared her brain with such intensity that she grabbed her head with both hands.

A well-muscled arm snaked about her waist, and a large hand clamped over her mouth. The attacker focused bloodshot eyes on her through the slits in the ski mask. Panicked, she clawed at the hand that prevented a scream, but his fingers dug viciously into her cheeks. The attacker staggered, dragging her toward the bushes.

Terrible images of what could happen flashed through Whitney’s mind. The pounding in her head increased to exaggerated proportions as her emotional guard failed. Hungry lust plowed through her. They were his emotions, powerful and overriding. She scratched at the attacker’s covered arms and rammed an elbow into his ribs. He grunted, spun, and slammed her body against the trunk of a huge maple tree, stunning her, and leaving her gasping for breath.

“You are mine.” The masked attacker’s alcohol-laden breath caressed her upturned cheek while one hand roughly grabbed at her breasts.

“Off, asshole,” she yelled when he removed the hand covering her mouth.

The attacker lifted her off her feet and threw her to the ground. Pain sliced a wedge in her head as it bounced off the grassy lawn. The assailant’s weight held her down, while dry lips smashed against her neck.

Her emotions overrode everything else. Anger and fear warred for dominance. She thrust a knee toward the asshole’s groin but missed the mark. His fingers tightened on her arms, bruising the tender flesh. The bottom of her shirt rode high, and the slime skimmed a hand along her bare ribcage. It took every ounce of control she possessed not to heave in revulsion.

Festival music blared from giant speakers, drowning out Whitney’s hoarse cries for help. Fear strangled her, cutting off much-needed oxygen. Her strength waned, but she had to hold on. Losing would mean the unthinkable. She balled her right hand and punched the guy upside the head. He fell partially to the side then straightened, closing his hand around her fist. “I like it when you fight.” The attacker pressed her arm and hand to the ground and lowered to do who knew what next.

Unexpectedly, the assailant’s weight lifted.

She rolled to her side and tried to focus on the silhouetted form who tackled the bastard, landing a right hook to his jaw. The attacker kicked her savior, knocking him across the lawn, got up and ran away.

“Jesus. Are you okay?” Murphy limped over, holding his stomach, and knelt next to her.

Whitney curled into a fetal position, the sound of her brother’s voice a blessing, and his gentle touch a welcome relief. “Not really. This is officially the worst day of my life.”

 

At the Wellington Clinic, Sheriff Lindsey took her statement. “Anything you can remember will help, Ms. Storm.”

Surrounded by a sea of white linens, she said. “Sorry, Sheriff. All I can tell you is he’s approximately six foot tall, he’d had a lot to drink, and he wore a mask.”

Lindsey blew out an exasperated breath and turned to Murphy. “It’s good that you showed up when you did.”

“I’d been calling all afternoon to see if she wanted to go to the festival.” Murphy glanced at her. “I wasn’t able to reach her, so I headed to the house. You know how it is.”

“And I wasn’t able to answer since someone, no names mentioned—” She cast a chiding glance at Murphy. “—Broke my phone.”

Murphy ducked his head and ran fingers through his sandy hair. Whitney knew the old codger sheriff would turn red and say he didn’t believe in that “woo-woo stuff” if Murphy mentioned he’d been having eerie, troubled feelings all day, and her terror from the attack delivered stabbing pain to his temples.

The sheriff closed the small notebook and placed it in the pocket of his uniform. “I’ll be in touch. Call me if you remember anything. Anything at all.” Sheriff Lindsey shook Murphy’s hand and left.

“God, Whitney. I’m still shaking. If I hadn’t felt how terrified you were—”

“But you did.”

“But what if I hadn’t gotten there in time?”

Whitney clasped his hand. “You got there.”

Murphy’s cell phone rang. He barely glanced at the number. “Hi, Mom. She’s right here frowning at me. I—” He handed Whitney the phone.

“I’m fine, Mom. A partier had a little too much to drink and got carried away.”

Murphy narrowed his eyes at her lie. She struggled to keep a calm voice and add another layer to her weakened inner shield, even though her nerves were jumbled and raw. Her energy stores were almost non-existent and certainly not strong enough to block her mother.

“Don’t lie to me,” her mother’s concerned voice crooned.

“I’m not lying, exactly. It’s been a long day, too much happening all at once.” She straightened out the blanket, spreading her hand across it to get rid of wrinkles as her right leg bounced underneath.

“Are they keeping you overnight?”

“No, I’m not being admitted. Murphy will take me home when they release me.”

“I’ll stay with her, Mom,” Murphy yelled into the phone.

“Come by the house tomorrow, I’ll see for myself. We’ll keep Spencer tonight.”

“Give him a big kiss for me.” Her head hurt, and her eyelids pulsed. Not only was she dealing with her emotions, but Murphy’s, her mother’s, and any other warm body within her sensory range. She avoided hospitals whenever possible. Agony, pain, and grief lived in the air. Her head felt as though she’d sucked in a few liters of helium. “I need to leave this place,” she said and handed Murphy his phone.

“I’ll find the doctor.”

Whitney grew up in Oak Valley, population 5,670, and knew many people by name. She heard about things like this happening, but never believed it could happen in her hometown. She closed her eyes to meditate and release some of the tension. She just wanted to put it behind her and move on. What was past was past and couldn’t hurt her anymore.


CHAPTER TWO

A long, hot soak in a jasmine and white tea bath last night when she got home had minimized the aches but done nothing for Whitney’s exhaustion. At least a high-collared cotton top with three-quarter length sleeves hid most of the bruises from sight.

The next morning, Murphy’s friends, bless them, hauled her truck out of the field and worked to repair the damaged fence. Afterward, she drove Murphy’s car to their parents’ house. Said brother slouched in the passenger seat next to her with his head lolling to one side, apparently as tired as she felt. Having two empaths under the same roof, especially after a trauma, tragedy, or event that created excessive emotions, tended to lay them out like a bear skin rug, flat and stepped on.

The smell of freshly mown lawn drifted in the window as the locals did their regular routines. Driving past Mahoney’s General Store, Whitney saw her son’s teacher and tooted the horn. Not long after, she pulled into her parents’ circular driveway and stopped in front of the house. The family homestead, two stories of unshakeable love.

Gazing over the front yard, she could still see Adam and Murphy as boys rolling around punching on each other, while Greg held onto her to keep her from jumping on top of the two and joining in the battle. Being the only girl and the baby, they often tried to exert their opinions and will on her, which usually ended in a brawl. Even now at thirty-two, she didn’t hesitate to take on Murphy every once in a while.

Expletives painted the air as Whitney walked toward the house. Shielding her eyes from the bright sun, she saw her father and son perched atop the roof.

“Morris, I heard that. Watch your language,” Annabelle Storm stated as she walked through the screen door. “Why don’t you come down from there? Adam said he and Murphy would take care of it.”

Whitney’s gaze settled on her mother, a petite woman with brownish hair graying at the temples and a heart-warming smile. “Hi.”

“Whitney!” Her mother rushed to greet her and gave her a quick glance over.

“Hi, Mom.” Murphy leaned in to kiss her cheek. “What’s Dad doing on the roof?”

“Pig-headed man,” Annabelle said as she hugged her daughter, eyeing the scratches on her arms. “A tree branch fell on the roof during that last storm, which left a hole, so he clambered up there to fix it. Then, he had the idiotic idea to drag my grandson along.”

That explained the supercharged flow of emotions she’d had during the thunderstorm. The usual reaction involved energy igniting nerve endings and amping her heart rate, but this time it had been more.

Whitney laughed at the face her mother made. “Mom, he was a fireman for thirty years. I’m sure he’s done things more dangerous than crawling on the roof.”

“You’d think with three strong sons, he’d get these notions out of his head and let them handle it.”

“Uh-huh.”

“But noooo,” Annabelle elaborated, shaking her head. “He’d rather risk breaking his neck.”

Whitney knew firsthand how stubborn her father could be. “When will Adam be here?”

“This afternoon.”

“Did I hear the sweet laughter of my precious daughter?” Morris’ voice called from the roof.

“Yes, you did.” Annabelle walked off the porch and stood in the yard to glare at her husband. “Now come see her and bring Spencer.”

Morris hung over the edge of the gutter and gave Whitney a casual but thorough glance. “Hello, darling.”

“Oh for pity’s sake,” Annabelle scolded. “You’re going to kill yourself. Get down here in the next five minutes or you’re making your own breakfast.”

“Annabelle, sweetheart, you wouldn’t deny a man his meal.” He winked at Whitney and quirked a corner of his mouth, making the crinkles around one eye pucker.

“I most certainly would.”

Morris sighed. “All right. We’re coming.”

Annabelle scurried past Whitney. “Come on, honey. I’ll get you something to drink.”

In the kitchen, Annabelle poured a glass of orange juice and busied herself preparing breakfast. “So explain to me what happened yesterday.”

“I didn’t get the horse for Spencer.” Whitney sighed. Every extra penny had gone into a savings account for that purpose. “On the way home my tire blew, and I landed in a field—”

“I know all that. I want to know about this man who attacked you.”

Whitney’s hand absently slipped into her pocket and lightly touched the healing stones hidden there. No matter how hard she’d practiced through the years, Whitney couldn’t completely block her emotions from her mother without uninterrupted, severe concentration. She shrugged, pretending it didn’t bother her as much as it truly did. “I spoke with Deputy Bell, told him about the accident, and left the festival. Walking up my street, some drunk grabbed me.”

The fear and anger in her mother’s eyes had her glossing over the rest of the story. She didn’t mention the mask he’d worn.

Annabelle turned to her. “What is this world coming to, when a woman can’t walk down her own street without being attacked? Your own street. Be aware of all things around you.”

“I know the drill, Mom.” She shivered, reliving the moments when the man had pinned her to the ground. “I felt off but chalked it up to the shi—crappy day I’d had. Don’t worry.”

“Mothers always worry. Do the police have any suspects? I read an article about home invasions and—maybe we should check into getting you a home security system or a couple of Doberman guard dogs.”

“It was random, and it’s over. Can we just let it go?” Whitney gave her a hug and fought hard to suppress the uncertainty and fear, knowing that Annabelle would notice instantly. “Want help with breakfast?”

“No thanks, dear. You can sit there and keep me company though.”

“I might have the opportunity to do a human-interest story,” Whitney said, eager to change the subject.

“What kind of story?” Morris came in the back door, wiping his hands with a towel.

“I’ve spoken with the editor of Oregon Scene about doing an article on smokejumpers.” She smiled at her dad. “I’m hoping you will call in a favor. I’d like to spend a few days at one of their bases. I want to see how they live, work, and interact. It will give me a good angle for the story.”

“Hmmm. I could ask Lou Garcia. He’d be the best starting point. I’ll check around.”

“Thanks, Dad.” Whitney kissed his cheek.

“You staying for breakfast?”

He didn’t mention the incident. Undoubtedly, he knew her mother had grilled her about the whole ordeal and would fill him in later. “I could be persuaded.”

“Good. I like having you here, even if only for a little while.”

Murphy and Spencer tromped into the kitchen laughing, covered in sweat and dust.

“Oh, Lord, Spencer, what have you been into?” Whitney groaned.

Spencer swiped his hand across his cheek where the last of the baby fat had burned away without her noticing, then buffed his dark curly hair. He looked at her hard, his green eyes cataloging the scratches and bruises peeking from under the shirt sleeves, but he didn’t comment on them. Like her mother and Murphy, Spencer was well aware that something had happened. His apprehension and anxiety rocketed through Whitney, piercing her conscious. It was stupid to think she could hide it, but as a mother she’d tried. His empathic abilities had kicked in this year, so he’d probably heard a buzzing yesterday that drove him insane until she was able to calm down and place temporary sandbags around the emotional sound waves. It took several hours of rest to build barriers again.

“I was helping Grandpa in the attic, and we climbed out on the roof. It was cool.”

Whitney walked to her son and brushed his shoulders. His dark head just reached her chin. He had shamrock green eyes, so much like his father’s. “Go get washed up. I’m gonna run upstairs for a minute.”

Stepping into her old room, Whitney took a deep breath and leaned against the closed door. The familiar scent of lavender wafted in the air. Home reminded her of what was real and certain.

Scanning the room, she took comfort in familiar things until her gaze rested on the old trunk beneath the window. The trunk held treasures and memories. She walked over, flipped the latch, and lifted the lid, knowing that it would do no good to dredge up the past, but not being able to stop. Hinges creaked, and dust flew into the air, making her sneeze. Whitney retrieved a small rectangular wooden box. The night of her college graduation came to life.

Twilight fast approached. Crickets chirped, and the sound of ripples in the water said fish were jumping to greet the moonlight. He gently tugged and guided her through the woods at Waldo Lake, until they came to a small clearing. He wasted no time scalding her with a kiss.

He presented her with a neatly wrapped box. “You did it.”

The purple bow set off the lavender color of the paper, and she could tell he’d taken his time wrapping it. She carefully removed the puffy bow, in her favorite color, and painstakingly sliced each piece of tape with her fingernail, savoring every second.

When the paper fell away, her breath caught. With great care, she moved her hand lovingly across the smooth texture of the wooden box. It must have taken him hours of shaping and sanding to create the exquisite piece she held. Initials were carved into the lid: TM and WS with a small heart in between. Tears trickled down her cheeks.

“I do, you know,” he whispered and captured her lips again.

Photographs fell from the open box and floated to the floor. The melancholy memories brought a reluctant smile to Whitney’s face.

A small, folded piece of yellowed paper lay against the blue velvet, taunting her. She couldn’t bear to read it again, but she didn’t have to. She knew exactly how many words were there and knew them all by heart.

My darling Whitney, when you read this note I’ll be gone. I don’t have to tell you things haven’t been right since the fire. I’m messed up, which is not good for either of us. It would be unfair to tie you down when you’re at the beginning of a promising life. You deserve better than that. I will always love you.

She picked up the photographs, and tenderly traced his smile in one picture. She missed him. On cold nights, she dreamed of their one- and only-time making love. It warmed her bed and her heart for a brief respite.

Maybe if the boy—man who used to lift her spirits and make her feel better about everything was here, she wouldn’t feel so stressed, scared, and alone. They had talked about taking on the world together, forever.

Thinking on it, worrying about it through the passing years, changed nothing.

Whitney knew fate, destiny, or whatever tossed life experiences from every direction, not caring how people handled the juggling act. Having a spiritual background as she did because of her family’s generational empathic abilities, gave her a different outlook on such things. She’d tried to talk to him about how events whether tragic or euphoric happen for a reason, but he couldn’t believe it.

Wouldn’t believe it.

He’d never said the words, but she felt he blamed her—in part—for distracting him when his family had needed him the most.

With a quick knock on the door, Spencer strolled in. “Breakfast’s ready.” He walked over. “Whatcha lookin’ at?”

Whitney replaced the pictures in the box and set it in the trunk, closing away that part of her life by lowering the lid and securing the latch. “Old photographs.”

“You mean photographs of him, don’t you?” Anger laced his words. The heat of it streamed from Spencer, along with frustration and sadness.

She put her arm around Spencer’s shoulders. “Let’s go see what Gram’s making for breakfast.” He frowned but didn’t argue. She had no desire right now to get into a deep discussion about a father he might never meet.


CHAPTER THREE

Whitney couldn’t believe how fast things had moved. She’d asked her dad to talk to someone at the smokejumper base. Within two days, she’d received a call from Lou Garcia, public liaison for the smokejumpers, and pitched her story. Confidently, she laid out her ideas for the article, and Garcia had given her the go ahead. Leaving a disgruntled Spencer with her parents, she drove to Redmond, Oregon.

The drive to Redmond was barren of motorists. Craggy rock formations stood silent witness to the changing landscape. Sparse Linden and Sakura trees dotted the surrounding area, growing dense toward the outskirts of town. She arrived at Grafton Air Center late in the afternoon as the sun set. Despite her enthusiasm for this project, she took a moment to appreciate the view of the golden wave that burnished the horizon.

She located the smaller building housing the main office and headed toward it. At a desk piled high with newspapers, reports, and printouts, she met Kevin Delaney, her contact for the story.

“Hello, Whitney. You made good time.”

“I’m anxious to begin. I appreciate the opportunity, Kevin.”

“As I told you when we spoke, fire season is in full swing, and I can’t say how long you’ll have for interviews. We can get a call any time, day or night.”

Kevin Delaney was easy to read. His gaze and thoughts were as open as a book, his mannerisms amiable. “I totally understand. Seeing them in action is part of why I’m here.”

He laughed. “I didn’t have a chance to let our senior squad leader know about this arrangement because he’s been in California on assignment. I can’t guarantee how he’ll react. He’s not going to like the fact that you’re already on the base.”

She flashed a sincere smile. “I’ll try to steer clear of him until he gets used to the idea.” She’d handled her share of uncooperative interviewees. There were inevitably those who wouldn’t answer questions, and she respected that. “What’s his name, by the way?”

“Around here, we call him Wolf.”

She jotted the name in her notebook with a question mark beside it. “Wolf? Do I want to know how he got that name?”

With a devilish grin Kevin said, “He likes to howl at the moon.”

“Sounds interesting.”

“He’s a take charge kind of guy. He walks up to those flames, and they bow down like he’s their master.”
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On Tuesday morning, Wolf returned. Kevin waited for him at the end of the runway. That was never a good sign. His hunch was confirmed when Kevin filled him in.

“A what?” Wolf crossed his arms. “After the fact is a hell of a time to tell me.”

“Take it easy, would you? She’s only going to be here for a few days.”

“Her. Her? That’s just what I need during fire season, a female reporter to trip over.”

“She’s been very professional. Her looks aren’t bad either. You might actually enjoy having her around.” Kevin winked.

Wolf frowned. “How good looking is she? Your taste in women is very different from mine.” Well okay, maybe not that different. She needed to have a pulse.

“Come on. I’ll introduce you, so you can determine how you’ll behave for the next couple of days.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Nope. She’s in the hangar interviewing Jones. We can probably still catch her.”

“Poor girl.”

Kevin smiled. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

They entered the hangar and stopped a moment to listen. He liked what he saw from the back. Long flowing chestnut hair, curly, pulled up in a ponytail, womanly curves, long legs and a great ass. He’d been having a dry spell with women lately. Maybe this wouldn’t be too bad.

“And you do maintenance on both aircraft?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Lucas Jones replied. “I was an aircraft mechanic in the Marines, and I’ve been around planes all my life.”

“These planes look kind of antiquated.”

“Oh, the ladies may be old, but they still do the job.”

“Tell me, why do they call you Lookout?”

Tom nudged Kevin, and both men watched as Lucas’s face and ears turned an interesting shade of pink. “I tried smokejumping for a while.”

“You did?”

He nodded. “The few occasions I jumped, I managed to end up in a tree practically every time.”

Tom gave her points for not laughing outright.

“The last time it happened, I was covering a fire in the bush.”

“The bush?”

“Alaska.”

She scribbled quickly on her notepad and shifted on her feet. Tom settled his eyes on her sexy ass. A shock of awareness tore through him, and his cock hardened. Yeah. Dry spell.

“When I jumped, I got caught in a back wind and hit a branch, which speared through my pants and my thigh.”

She gasped. “Oh, my God.”

“Exactly. It was a big-ass tree.” Jones grinned. “It took the others a while to get me down with the fire raging all around us. I prayed to the smokejumper god the whole time I hung there.”

“What or who is the smokejumper god?”

“He watches over all smokejumpers. The deity some pray to when they feel the need.”

“And you call him the smokejumper god?”

Jones nodded. “Some call him Big Ernie. Flyboy calls him the Big G.”

“So, what happened when they finally got you down out of the tree?”

“I was kind of out of it. My eyes stung. The smoke was thick and burned our throats. My leg was broken in two places.”

“It must have been frightening. Thank goodness only your leg was broken and not your neck.”

“That’s what I thought. I quit jumping and went back to doing what I do best, but the guys never let me live it down. Lookout started as a jab but stuck as my nickname.”

“You’re lucky.”

“Nah, that’s Blackwell. You’ll meet him later.”

The reporter’s laughter floated around Wolf as he approached, caressing him like a heat wave from a wildfire.

“Lookout, can I interrupt?” Kevin asked.

“Sure.”

The woman spun around with a smile, but it faded as soon as she saw him.

“Ms. Storm, I’d like you to meet Thomas Wolf MacKenzie.”

“Hello, Tom,” she said with cool detachment.

Tom gulped air that seemed to have evacuated his lungs from an invisible punch to his chest. “Whitney?”

“You two know each other?”

Whitney turned her full attention to Kevin, but not before Tom saw the flare of surprise then anger in those electric blue eyes. She kept her tone matter of fact. “We met a long time ago, Kevin.”

“Whitney, honey.”

“Don’t.” She averted her frosty eyes and clenched the notepad she carried in front of her like a shield.

“We’ll let you two get reacquainted.” Kevin grabbed Jones and ushered him toward the door.

“Ten years feels like a lifetime,” she whispered with her back turned and her spine rigid.

Tom cringed. Her words stung with unmistakable bitterness. He had thought of her a million times, even picked up the phone and dialed her number, but never got past the first ring. And now, here she stood as radiant and beautiful as he remembered in his blazing wet dreams. “What are you doing here?”

“Believe me. It has nothing to do with you.” The venom spilled from her lips.

“I didn’t—”

She turned to face him. In a glacial tone, she said, “I’ll make this simple. Because I am a professional, I will conduct myself as such. I’ll talk to the others, take my notes, and be gone by Friday. You,” she shot him a lethal glare, “stay out of my way.”

“Whitney, I—” He reached out, but she stepped past him and exited the hangar.

In the empty barracks, Whitney threw her notebook against the wall and crashed onto the small cot, curling into a ball, and grabbing her knees to still the convulsive shakes. Tears broke the plane of her bottom lid and trickled down her cheeks as her teeth bit her lip to hold back the sobs. How could he be here? She’d convinced herself he’d gone to Tibet to live with monks or the Alps to work with rescue teams, to get as far away from her as he could. How ironic that he ended up living only a few hours away.

Wolf suited him, the journalist in her registered, even as she reeled from the shock of seeing him again. Waves of hair fell around his ears. Those green eyes held the same fiery spark, and she didn’t remember ever seeing his body in such fine shape. The gray t-shirt he wore clung to broad shoulders, thick biceps, and a hard slab of abdominals. He’d matured.

Tom’s persistent determination had planted him in her life twelve years ago. His fierce love for his family softened the rough edges. She’d been lost the moment she looked in his eyes.

The tone of his voice still made her quiver. “Damn him.”

 

A part of her was relieved. Tom had not shown at the dinner table that night. Whitney felt raw and needed time to recover from the initial encounter.

She’d made sure to meditate prior to dinner. Unbendable, invisible walls protected the sensors in her brain and the holes in her heart. But even with this small crowd, she had a slight buzz as the varied emotions pinged her shields. Seeing Tom again right now would shatter her protection in so many ways.

Squashing her turmoil, she concentrated on work. She studied everyone at the table, picking who she would ask for an interview. There were ten people on the base, three of whom were trainees. A small crew stayed on staff year-round, and when needed, a call went out to the other approximately five hundred smokejumpers across the country.

A Call Went Out. That would be her title. She’d start with something simple to put the group at ease. Later on, when she spoke with them individually, she’d flesh out what it meant to each man to be a smokejumper. “So.” Whitney clutched her cup with shaky hands and sipped the tea. “Tell me about smokejumpers.”

“We’re an elite group of well-trained fire fighters,” Jones said between bites of mashed potatoes.

She’d definitely speak with Lucas Jones again later. His colorful personality made for a lively interview. “Do you work only in Oregon, or do you travel?”

He smiled. “I stay close, working in Oregon and Washington.” He shoved Kevin’s hand aside to grab the last roll.

“I’ve been to the bush twice and California a couple of times,” Tony Calhoun offered. “I liked the West Coast best.” He scanned the table of men and grinned mischievously. “Those California girls love firemen.”

He ducked and stuck his hands up to deflect flying rolls, balled napkins, and empty cups thrown at his head. Suddenly, a chorus of, “I wish they all could be California girls,” began and lip-smacking sounds echoed through the room.

Whitney rolled her eyes.

For several moments, clanging silverware and an occasional cough were the only things heard as the men shoveled more food into their mouths. The jabs and barbs started again. The room erupted in laughter.

The notes Whitney took provided fodder for the story. The harder part, avoiding Tom MacKenzie until she finished.


CHAPTER FOUR

Tom kept a discreet but intense eye on Whitney all morning as she interviewed the men, waiting for the perfect opportunity to speak with her.

His gut tightened.

He ran angry fingers through his hair, going over all the reasons he’d manufactured for not returning. He could parachute into a full-blown wildfire with zeal, take the motherfucker head-on, but couldn’t walk up and talk to this woman—his woman. But she wasn’t that anymore. Fuck.

He hadn’t slept last night. Picking up his cup and sipping the hot liquid, he leaned against the table that held the coffeemaker. Whitney was outside with Flyboy, and Tom could hear the conversation through the open window.

The reserved Flyboy tried to impress her by doing PT—physical training. He’d already started his second rep of sit-ups. Whitney’s laughter made Tom tense, wondering if Flyboy had impressed her. Tom remembered impressing her once. He swept her away with a maelstrom of antics and emotions. It was the first time, the only time, he’d ever cared about anyone except his mom and brother. He scooted closer to the window to unabashedly eavesdrop.

“How many hours a day do you work out?”

“It depends on what else is going on. Training is a never-ending ordeal.”

“Yikes. I get winded jogging around the block.”

“A tiny thing like you? Can’t imagine why you’d need to work out.”

“Tell that to my jeans the next time I have to lie down on the bed to get them zipped.”

Flyboy laughed.

Tom’s stomach tightened. An out-of-place pang of jealousy clawed at him at the idea that Flyboy could be picturing Whitney lying on a bed in nothing but panties, zipping her jeans. The coffee hit said stomach and churned like molten lava.

“How about female smokejumpers?”

Flyboy took a break. “What about them?”

“Any thoughts on women doing this kind of work?”

“I’ve worked with a few down around Grangeville and Redding. They did a kick-ass job.”

“And, your nickname, Flyboy? Where’s that from?”

“I’m a pilot, and I have this habit of talking to my plane. When I’m taxiing down the runway I’ll say, “Fly, boy, fly.” After a while, it stuck. Now I use it as my handle.”

Tom headed for his locker. Although he hadn’t planned on doing PT or rounds with the punching bag until later, if he started now, he’d make sure he crossed paths with Whitney Storm. A slow smile eased the corners of his mouth up. An element of excitement teased that thought.

For a moment, Tom deluded himself that the hurt and pain he’d inflicted on Whitney by leaving ten years ago could melt away. She’d say, “Hi, Tom I’m glad you came by. Can I interview you now?”

“Sure, Whitney. I’ve been wanting to talk to you anyway.”

They’d go off together, and when he got her alone, he could apologize and try to explain why he’d left. The ice princess would disappear. She’d turn that brilliant smile she’d flashed at Flyboy on him and say she understood. Scenarios unbidden, uninhibited flashed through his mind. Striping the shirt off her shoulders, releasing the ponytail so her hair fell around her face as that sassy mouth took him deep.

Assuming she’s unattached, it could be fun sparring with Whitney, seeing if old sparks remained. Maybe his dry spell was coming to an end.

Seeing Whitney had shocked him, but she still stirred his blood to ferocious levels. The years had added poise and a wealth of luscious curves. Those curves defined a woman’s body—a hot body.

Whitney was scribbling more notes on the notepad and didn’t notice him approach until Flyboy called out. “Hey, boss.”

“Hi, Flyboy.” He jogged closer, and she stiffened. “Whitney,” Tom said. “Are you getting good information for your article?”

Her sharp blue eyes radiated a wintry blast that nearly knocked him off his feet. “Yes. Thank you, Mr. MacKenzie.”

In that minute, the scenario Tom had imagined went down in flames. He held back a stinging curse and mentally slapped himself. “Good.” He nodded at Flyboy and sped off around the hangar, skidding to a stop and slamming his fist on the wall.

The sight of her erotically tickled his senses, making him hard instantly, and roused memories he’d thought long dead. Maybe it would be better to leave it be. Did he want to be reminded of what things had been like? That time bottled up and buried when his world had unraveled thread by thread until there was no scrap to hold onto.

Survivor’s guilt.

That’s when he’d left, leaving behind everything, including the only bright spot in his life. Whitney.

He turned on his heel and took off at a fast pace. The punching bag could wait. Running would clear his head, though it would do nothing for the raging hard-on.

 

Whitney wasn’t ready for the sight of Tom’s bare chest, his taut shoulders, or the dark dusting of hair that trailed down beneath his boxers. Pleasure zinged her. Whitney squeezed her thighs in hopes of relieving the ache, and her traitorous nipples perked up.

His hard gaze shifted between her and Flyboy. With his wrists and hands taped up and the fury in his eyes, she’d bet something, or someone was going to get a beat down.

Work. Work would push the roaming thoughts back into her mental strong box. There was no way she’d allow a few fond memories to erase the last ten years. No way in hell.

Whitney wandered around the airfield, jotting down notes. At the northwestern corner of the base on the edge of the air strip, two men stood by a copse of trees. She headed toward them, lured by the heated exchange.

Blackwell held a stopwatch in his hand. “You’re full of shit, Calhoun. I beat you by a good five seconds.”

“Like hell.” Tony Calhoun exploded. “Only in your dreams.” Calhoun’s features softened when he caught sight of her. “Hey.”

“Hey. What are you guys up to?”

Calhoun glared at Blackwell. “Just a friendly disagreement.”

“Oh? About what?”

Blackwell grinned, holding up the stopwatch. “I beat his lazy ass record, and now he’s trying to say it didn’t happen.”

“What record?”

“Well,” Blackwell began. “An obvious part of our training is tree climbing.”

Whitney nodded.

“So,” Calhoun chimed in. “We race to see who climbs the fastest. I set the record three months ago, and Lucky is trying to beat it.”

“Did beat it.” Blackwell corrected.

Whitney feverishly scribbled on her notepad. “Tell me more about this tree climbing business.”

Companionably, the three walked toward the scattered buildings, while Calhoun regaled them with his story. “When we parachute into a fire, sometimes, either because of wind shifts or because we have no choice, we land in trees.”
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