

  

    

      

    

  




		

			EF5


Fate intervenes on behalf of love when characters are unexpectedly stuck together. With too much time and an irresistible attraction anything could happen.


			Wedding photographer Alyssa Bates is running late to a job she desperately needs when officer Katy Emerson pulls her over for speeding. She gets a warning from the sexy woman in uniform and the sirens alerting them to an approaching tornado. Their only option is to shelter in an abandoned diner where they must resist temptation and fight for their lives.









				

					

				









    

            Chapter One 








			“You’re kidding me, right?” I knew Whitney wasn’t. The fact that bridezilla went over my head and contacted my boss directly pissed me off.


			“They want you there early because the weather is iffy. Looks like it’s supposed to storm this afternoon, so they want the photos done before the ceremony,” Whitney said, her emphasis on the word “before.”


			I took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I told her that a million times, but Mandy wanted to keep it traditional and do it after.” I breathed out. “When do they want me?”


			“They’ve bumped everything ninety minutes.”


			“Fuck.”


			“Are you ready?” she asked.


			I looked at my perfectly toasted bagel smothered in cream cheese and my mug of steaming black coffee and sighed. “Almost. At least the car’s packed. I need a few minutes to get ready, but I should be there in an hour or so.” If I drove at least ten miles above the limit.


			“I’ll let them know. Good luck.”


			I couldn’t believe the client went behind my back. She called me for every other little thing. “Can you take photos of the bridal shower? What about the bachelorette party? Isn’t it all included in the price? We’re paying you a fortune.” But she knew I’d push back, so that’s why she went directly to Whitney. I couldn’t wait for this day to be over. I slipped into my black suit and did a five-minute makeup job. My curly mop was easy to pull up in a bun. I did a quick equipment check and was on the road with my coffee in ten minutes. I packed the bagel for later. The last thing I needed was white cream cheese smeared on my black suit.


			My travel app put me in Hodges, Missouri, in one hour and twelve minutes. Most of the travel was on country roads and those were sometimes dicey. The one time I drove down early to scout the property, I had to slam on my brakes to keep from running over a dog chasing a family of skunks. Aside from almost wrecking my car, the trip was inspiration. Bridezilla came from money and the Luffs’ house was the perfect backdrop for a Midwestern wedding. Even though she was unbelievably entitled, I was looking forward to taking photos in a place that screamed rustic charm.


			The bride and groom were an attractive couple and very much into the country life. Most of the weddings I shot were traditional with tuxedos and long, gorgeous wedding dresses. Bridezilla was wearing white, but it was an asymmetrical chiffon lace gown that was tight in the places she wanted and open in the front so she could show off her turquoise and white cowgirl boots. The groom was wearing black jeans, a white and turquoise sawtooth snap pocket Western shirt, and white and turquoise boots similar to hers. Not my taste, but they were sickeningly cute enough to pull it off.


			I was turning onto the first of several country roads that would land me in Hodges when my phone rang. I hit the phone button on my steering wheel. “Hi, Mom. What’s going on?” My four-lane interstate luxury was reduced to two lanes. God help me if I got behind a tractor or combine harvester on the curvy roads.


			“Are you still shooting that wedding today?”


			“Yes, why?”


			“I just figured with the weather turning they would have rescheduled.”


			It’s like she knew nothing about the stress of planning a wedding. “No, a wedding isn’t easily rescheduled, but they did ask me to show up early before it hits. I’m headed there now.”


			“Honey, I don’t like this. The Weather Channel just elevated the storms to severe. It looks like they might be headed down south where you’re going.”


			My anxiety was already at a nine out of ten. I took a deep breath. “Mom, the weather is the least of my worries right now. I’m dealing with an incredibly selfish bride who is livid that I can’t be there right now.”


			“Well, she’s being ridiculous. She should have at least put you up for the night if she wanted so much done.”


			“Right? She picks the cheapest package but wants everything we offer in the big one at no additional charge.” My mom wasn’t happy that I became a wedding photographer because they were a dime a dozen, but she also knew I was good at my job and kept quiet when I complained about doing a big job for not enough money. I always gave her friends discounts when they wanted me to take birthday party photos or senior class photos. It was sweet that Mom thought she was doing me a favor by sending business my way, but I barely made a profit on her referrals.


			“Just be your normal charming self. You’ll get through this. I’ll let you go, but please be careful and call me when you’re done. You know I worry when you travel alone.”


			“Thanks, Mom, but I have roadside assistance and a fully charged phone.” I disconnected the call only for my loud, head-banging music to be interrupted by another call. I snarled when I saw Mandy Luff’s name.


			“This is Alyssa.” I switched to my professional voice.


			“Alyssa, where are you? You were supposed to be here by now.”


			“I told Whitney that I would be there in about an hour.” I looked at my estimated time of arrival. “I still show thirty minutes. I can’t go any faster.” A part of me wanted to slow down because she was so unlikeable, but her parents were cool and the ones paying me, so I kept it steady.


			“But we’re waiting on you.”


			I shrugged and flipped off the display knowing full well she couldn’t see me but felt better at releasing my immature rage. “I’m sorry, but I can’t get there any sooner. I know there’s a storm coming and I’m trying to get there as fast as I can.” She made a noise that could only be described as pure frustration and hung up. I should have been worried, but nobody else could get out there in the blink of an eye. Plus, I knew weddings were stressful. She wasn’t the first bride to completely lose her shit right before she walked down the aisle.


			I took a sip of coffee and tried hard to ignore the rumbling in my stomach. I checked my time. Twenty-two minutes. The speed limit was fifty-five, but I set the cruise at sixty-four. Less than ten was excusable. Over, I’d get a ticket. I steered with both hands because I wanted to be prepared if another woodland creature found its way to the asphalt in front of me. One close call was enough. My ringtone blasted through the speakers, startling me. It was bridezilla’s mom. I rolled my eyes.


			“Hi, Alyssa. It’s Peggy. I thought I would check in to see how close you are.”


			“Eighteen minutes. I jumped in the car as soon as my boss called.”


			“I know you’re doing the best you can. We’ll be patient,” she said.


			I could hear angry voices in the background even though Peggy muffled the phone. I looked in my rearview mirror. The world looked ominous behind me. “I’m in front of the storm so as soon as I get there, I’ll jump out and start photographing.” I had my Canon on the seat beside me ready to shoot. I always had a camera ready because you never knew when you were going to see the perfect shot.


			“Is there anywhere you want us to be?” Peggy asked, drawing me back into the conversation.


			“As long as the weather holds and doesn’t put you in any danger, I’d love to start at the barn.”


			“Sounds good. We’ll head there and see you in twenty. Be careful.”


			At least she was nice. I slowed as I was approaching the small town of Bayonet, one town away from Hodges. I smiled at the old gas station with pumps that had nozzles on the side and porcelain signs that lit up stating they had cold beer and the best chicken wings in Missouri. My stomach rumbled again at the thought of food, even gas station snacks, but I couldn’t stop. I would have to power through my hunger and make it through the next two hours before I could sneak away and eat. Maybe I could nab a roll or something from the kitchen before the reception.


			I rolled past the gas station and the antique store. There were three main streets in the town, and once I blew through the final street, I sped up. Nobody was out. The dark sky behind me was starting to gain ground. My peripheral vision picked up rain to the north, but I was turning south on Highway 57. That would afford me a few minutes. What I didn’t predict was the cop who swung out from behind a rickety, aged billboard advertising local honey who flipped on their red and blue lights signaling me to pull over.


			“Damn it!” I smacked the steering wheel and turned into a parking lot of an empty diner. My anxiety was now at a ten. I lowered my window and looked behind me.


			“Ma’am, stay in the car,” a feminine voice yelled from the police cruiser. So many thoughts crossed my mind. Maybe she would be sympathetic and give me an escort or maybe she would give me a warning and let me go so I would only be ten minutes late. Watching her lithe form saunter in the rearview kicked up the dust around my libido. My heart did a little shimmy and not just because I was nervous. She cocked her head and looked at me. I bit my lip for fear that I would trip over my words and say something ridiculous. She was beautiful. I couldn’t tell if I liked her copper brown eyes or her full red lips more. Her hair was pulled back in a long French braid that fell over one shoulder. Even the campaign hat perched on the top of her head gave her a sexy authoritative look. She looked at me expectantly and hitched her brow.


			“I’m sorry, Officer. I know I was speeding, but I was trying to beat the storm. I’m a photographer and I’m late to a wedding in Hodges. Can you please let me go? I promise to stay at the limit.”


			“I clocked you going fifty-four in a thirty-five zone. Can I see your license and registration?” Her voice rose only because the wind had picked up and thunder rumbled continuously above us. The rain would fall any moment.


			Fuck. There goes the job. “My purse is in the back seat. Can I get out of the car to get it?” I could tell she wasn’t happy about that, but fumbling behind me didn’t seem like a good idea either and I needed to get this over and done with now. She nodded and took a step back so I could get out of the car. Damn, she was tall. Gorgeous, serious, and wearing a uniform. If I wasn’t in such a hurry, I would have flirted and spent more time charming my way out of a ticket. Who knew the smallest blip of a town would have the hottest cop?


			“This doesn’t feel safe. The weather, I mean. I feel safe with you.” My words were awkward, so I clamped my mouth shut and handed her my information. The wind was even louder outside the car. The sudden shift in the weather was frightening. Leaves and dirt picked up and swirled around us. It smelled like earth and freshly mowed grass. Tiny pebbles hit my chest and all I could think was why did I wear a white shirt?


			She looked at the sky. “Oh, shit.” She grabbed my arm and pushed me toward the closed diner. “We need shelter right now.”


			I should have been concerned that she was touching me, but I knew something was wrong. If she was scared, then I should be, too. “What’s happening?” I shouted even though, deep down, I already knew the answer.


			











    

            Chapter Two 








			Daisy, our office manager and dispatcher who retired from Hodges Elementary School before I graduated high school, sent out an “attention all units” about the weather. I studied my surroundings and frowned at the dark storm forming off in the distance. The last thing I needed was the wind to blow down the old billboard I was parked next to and damage my hand-me-down Dodge Durango from the Kansas City police department. It was our department’s newest vehicle. We lost two of our four cruisers in a flash flood three months ago, and since I was sheriff of the county, it was now my car.


			I radioed Daisy. “How big is this storm?”


			“It looks pretty rough, and Doppler has it closing in on all the counties from down in Arkansas all the way up to Jackson County in Missouri. I haven’t heard any sirens, but I’m going to lock up and head to the basement anyway,” she said. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for her. The station had a nice, secure basement with provisions and several cots set up for emergencies. Daisy cleaned it weekly even though nobody had been down there in months.


			“Be safe and take the radio with you.” It was the fire department’s job to sound the whistle if things got bad, followed up with a text message to everyone in the county who had a cell phone.


			A white flash of a car sped by, and I looked at my speed gun in amazement. Fifty-four and climbing. Maybe they were trying to beat the storm, but the town’s safety and theirs was more important than a storm. It was the weekend, and a warm one, so more kids were out playing, although hopefully they were safely inside at this moment. I flipped on my lights and peeled out onto the road behind the white car. A short burst of my siren made them quickly pull into the parking lot of my parents’ diner, the Lunch Box, that sat on the edge of town. It was being renovated so it was empty. Too bad because the entire town would have loved to see this ticket happen. I tried to run the plates, but I couldn’t get a solid connection on my laptop because of the storm. With Daisy already downstairs, I was going to have to do this the old-fashioned way. I grabbed my pen and notebook. A woman stuck her head out the driver’s window and yelled something I couldn’t hear.


			“Ma’am, stay in the car.” Keep your pants on, Karen. I’m getting there.


			I stepped out of the car and tamped down my hat when it threatened to fly away at the sudden upsweep of wind. We were in for a whopper of a storm. I had to be quick.


			She explained she was in a hurry and while I found her attractive, I had a job to do.


			“I clocked you going fifty-four in a thirty-five zone. Can I see your license and registration?”


			“My purse is in the back seat. Can I get out of the car to get it?” she asked.


			I nodded and waited not so patiently as she crawled out of the front seat and opened the back door to get her purse.


			“This doesn’t feel safe. The weather, I mean. I feel safe with you.” She handed me her license.


			The thunderstorm roared closer and the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention. I looked at the nearly black sky and the storm barreling toward us. “Oh, shit.” Out of instinct, I grabbed her arm and raced over to the diner. “We need shelter right now.”


			“What’s happening?” Even though she was yelling, it was hard to hear her, but I felt her panic in the way she grasped my arm.


			I fumbled with my keys. Fuck. Which one was it? My hands were shaking as the sky roared above us. The woman clung to me. I pushed the stubborn door open and slammed it behind us. From the glass doors we could see the storm lurching closer. I raced behind the counter and grabbed matches and a flashlight.


			“Get away from the window,” I shouted at her.


			“Is that the front of the storm? I’ve never seen one this close.”


			“That’s a tornado.” I bit my lip and nodded, trying hard to keep it together. I’d learned from the catastrophic Joplin tornado that they could be as wide as the eye could see.


			She looked at me with piercing blue eyes and covered her mouth with both hands in shock. “Holy fuck,” she said through shaking fingers.


			I grabbed her hand and quickly led her to the cooler. It was the safest place in the diner. We were sitting ducks in our cars, and trying to outrun a tornado this close was a horrible idea. This one was swallowing everything in its path.


			The cooler was off during renovations and a large deep freezer had been pushed in the corner for safekeeping. “Help me slide this over to the door. The door won’t lock from inside so we need to cover it in case it flies open.” The deep freezer was on wheels, but it was heavy and took all my strength and hers to get it in front of the door.


			We huddled in the now vacated corner of the cooler and held one another. The lights went out and she started crying. Fear gripped my throat, but I held back my tears. The roar above us, a runaway train gaining speed, was deafening. Even though we were inside the cooler, we could hear things crash above us, glass break, and steel moan.


			The woman clutched me and sobbed. “We’re going to die. We’re going to die.”


			My shirt was drenched with her tears. “Shh.” I tried to stroke her hair, but I ended up holding her close and shielding her from the noise. The diner was being shredded. I didn’t know if it had been minutes, seconds, or hours. The cooler shook as the thick steel twisted around us. Something smashed into the side of it and threw both of us forward. Out of instinct, I tucked the woman under me and covered our heads with my arms.


			The storm had stalled over us. Either that, or time had stopped and the storm was going to last forever. My ears popped and all the loud noises from earlier faded. I could still hear, but everything sounded far away. I felt something warm on my face and used my sleeve to wipe it away. I couldn’t see anything in the dark. I wiggled my arms and legs. All body parts seemed to be intact.


			“Are you okay?” I couldn’t tell if I was screaming or whispering to the woman. I felt her nod beneath me, but her breath was labored. I moved so that I wasn’t smashing her with my body. We stayed that way until the destructive twister moved on to rip apart everything else in its path.


			The silence was quickly replaced with sheets of rain. How we were still alive was a mystery. It was a massive tornado and if it was as big as it looked before we took shelter, we were in for nonstop days of rescue and months of cleanup. We were going to need help from other counties and cities. My heart ached for the towns who were going to be obliterated, including ours.


			“Are you okay? You’re scaring me,” I said.


			She sniffed a bit and reached for me. “Yes, I’m okay. A few scratches, but nothing broken.”


			“Same here, but I think I’m bleeding,” I said. Instantly, her hands ran up my arms and over my body.
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