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“Please, Don’t Stop Now, Linc.”

She was practically begging him to make love to her but she didn’t care.

A second later, his fingers were gripping her wrists and pulling her arms from around his neck. In dazed confusion, she opened her eyes and blinked at the harshness of his features.

“What is it? What did I do wrong, Linc?”

“Do I have to spell it out for you?” His mouth was grim. “Maybe I just don’t like the idea of being a vacation fling—someone to brag to your friends about back in California.”
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FOX RIRE LIGHT



Chapter One


Most of the lime-green bedspread was hidden by the two suitcases lying open. Both were nearly filled with neatly folded summer clothes. The doors leading off the bedroom to the veranda were standing open to let in the cool night breeze off the California desert.

Joanna Morgan emerged from the spacious walk-in closet with more clothes destined for the suitcases. Her shoulder-length, ash-blonde hair was tied with a white silk scarf at the nape of her neck to keep it out of the way while she packed. Leggy and slim, she moved with an unconscious grace, her posture revealing her self-assurance and self-confidence. It was all completely natural to her, an in-born characteristic that did not need an artificial air of sophistication.

Preoccupied with her packing, she didn’t notice the elegantly dressed woman pause outside the hall door. She was older than Joanna, but skillful makeup and the youthful style of her bleached blonde hair concealed her true age. The physical resemblance was sufficient for any on-looker to guess they were related but few suspected that Elizabeth Morgan was Joanna’s mother. More often, outsiders guessed she was a young aunt.

The veneer of amiable sophistication fell away as Elizabeth surveyed the partially packed suitcases with surprise and sharpening suspicion. “Joanna, what is the meaning of this?” she demanded as she entered the room.

After sliding a brief glance at her mother, Joanna resumed her packing. There was a faint lifting of her chin to indicate her determination not to surrender to the intimidating ways of her mother.

“Uncle Reece is vacationing at his place in the Ozarks. He invited me to join him—and I’ve decided to accept.” Her reply ended on a note of challenge.

There was a thinning of the precisely outlined carmine lips. “Why wasn’t I told about this before now?”

With a pair of white slacks neatly positioned in the suitcase, Joanna turned and walked calmly to the chest of drawers. She didn’t bother to immediately answer as she took out several sets of undergarments and carried them to the bed.

“In case you’ve forgotten, Mother, I am twenty-one. I don’t exactly need your permission anymore,” she stated. One shoulder was lifted in a shrug that seemed to lessen her stand of defiance. “Besides—I only decided this afternoon that I was going.”

“You’ll simply have to change your plans,” Elizabeth Morgan announced with the airy certainty of one accustomed to having her wishes granted. “I’ve made arrangements for us to have lunch tomorrow with Sid Clemens. He’s the head of a very prestigious advertising firm. I’m certain he can find a position for you in his agency.”

Joanna stopped packing to face the woman standing at the foot of the brass bed. “I am leaving to get away from all these private job interviews you keep setting up. I haven’t had a minute to call my own since I received my bachelor’s degree.”

With barely disguised irritation, she picked up the underclothes and began arranging them in the suitcase. Without looking, Joanna was fully aware of the affronted expression her mother was wearing. A trace of ironic humor appeared in the sudden slant of her mouth.

“We really have—’come a long way, baby,’” Joanna mockingly quoted the phrase attached to the women’s lib movement. “You know there was a time when mothers paraded their daughters in front of every eligible bachelor in town. Now—we’re dragged around to meet every prospective employer.”

“I am only trying to help you,” her mother declared stiffly.

“Well, don’t,” Joanna retorted sharply, then released a long breath. “I just want to get away and relax for a couple of days. There isn’t any harm in that.”

“But why on earth would you want to go to the Ozarks?” Elizabeth Morgan plainly showed her disapproval of the choice.

Joanna just shrugged. “It’s been quite awhile since I’ve spent any time with Reece.” She rarely referred to him as “Uncle” Reece, although he was her father’s brother. She had always called him by his first name. Again, there was a half-smile when Joanna added, “And the Ozarks sound far away from Los Angeles.” Her brown eyes cast a measuring glance at her mother. “You’re just upset because Reece didn’t invite you to come, too.”

Her mother appeared taken aback, and more than a little flustered by the hint of an accusation that she was jealous. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she protested. “Why would I be upset over that?”

Aware that her question had hit a sensitive nerve, Joanna continued with her packing, taking her time. “Daddy’s been dead for almost fifteen years now. And lately, I’ve been getting the impression that Reece is more than just Daddy’s older brother to you.”

There was a wary attempt to guard her expression and hide her true feelings when Elizabeth replied, too calmly, “Over the years, Reece and I have become very good friends but if you are hinting that I want to marry him”—she paused, a little uncomfortably—“Reece has always been too much of a playboy to ever settle down.” She stopped trying to explain her own attitude, diverting the topic to an explanation of his. “He isn’t likely to change his spots this late in life.”

But Joanna had guessed that her mother would love to be wrong. Her ego needed the excuse that it was Reece’s inability to settle down that had kept him from marrying, rather than her inability to attract him to the altar.

Her mother deliberately changed the subject to revert to their original topic. “Since you insist on traveling to that hillbilly country,” she began, on a faint note of contempt for Joanna’s destination, “you could at least postpone your trip for a couple of days. I went to a great deal of trouble arranging our luncheon engagement with Sid Clemens tomorrow. The least you could do is keep it.”

“No.” Joanna closed the lid of one of the suitcases and locked it. “I’ve already talked to Reece and told him I have reservations on the first flight out of L.A. in the morning. I’m not changing my plans for you—or Sid Clemens.”

On this issue, she could be as stubborn as her mother. She was going and she wouldn’t be talked out of it.

The night air was somnolent and still, with not enough breeze to ripple the moon-shot surface of the lake. The dark sky was dusty with stars. In a nearby cove of the lake, a bullfrog sang its bass solo to the background music of chirruping crickets. It was a warm summer evening, the heavily wooded Ozark hills unwilling to relinquish the day’s heat.

Where a hill sloped into the lake, a cabin sat in a man-made clearing, the new-fangled kind made of precut logs, modern rustic. Its covered porch faced the lake and ran the width of the cabin. A light burned inside, attracting the moths to the screened door. The soft whirr of their wings could be heard as they beat themselves against the wire mesh.

In the shadows of the porch, beyond the fall of light fanning out from the doorway, two men sat in a pair of cane-backed rockers. The run of silence between them was companionable. Yet the two men were sharply different and the differences were evident in a glance.

One was older, on one side or the other of the fifty mark. His dark hair was showing signs of graying, but his features retained the lean handsomeness of his youth, proud and strong. His eyes were dark, nearly black, lit by an unquenchable vitality. There was a worldliness about him that was not gained from this environment. His experience did not come from these hills, but outside them. Reece Morgan was the outsider, the “furriner.”

The fact was reinforced by the creased finish of his khaki tan slacks and the silk-like material of his white shirt, tailored to fit his physique. The cuffs of his shirt were precisely rolled back to reveal tanned forearms and the gold sheen of an expensive watch on his wrist. His hands were smooth, unmarked by callouses, indicating an absence of physical labor in his lifestyle. Yet, the “Ozark Mountain Country” of Missouri, raw and untamable, satisfied an inner need in Reece.

In contrast, Linc Wilder was a product of the hills, a ridgerunner as the Ozark natives called themselves. A generation younger, he was two years past thirty. His long legs were stretched in front of him, the rundown heel of a boot hooked over the arch of the other.

His faded Levis were worn smooth and soft, the material naturally molding itself to narrow hips and sinewed thighs. The plaid shirt had seen many washings. Its thinness was evident as it pulled across his wide shoulders. Clothes were not indicative of a man’s status in the community. It was the quality of the man they judged, not his possessions, and his name commanded a hard-earned respect.

His long-bodied frame was relaxed in the high-backed rocker. A weather-beaten cowboy hat sat low on his forehead, shadowing his features. A ravel of smoke curled from the cigarette between his work-roughened fingers.

When he took a drag on it, the flaring glow from the cigarette cast a light on his angular features, throwing into sharp relief the hard curve of his cheekbones flattening out to the carved Line of his jaw. The light briefly reflected the lustre of thick, brown hair before the hand holding the cigarette was lowered.

His brown eyes were light-colored with a dominant gold sheen. Some called them “painter’s” eyes, the Ozark term for panthers or cougars. They were ever-alert, ever-alive to what went on around him, making his surface indolence deceptive.

Even now, Linc had noticed his older companion’s intense interest in the thick forest of hardwoods that crowded the clearing. Without changing his relaxed position, he swung his gaze to the woods, a mixture of hickory, oak, and cedar.

A ghostly light, bluish in color, wavered in the distance at about a man’s height. His glance ran back to his friend’s curiously aroused expression as the corners of his mouth were pulled in, a controlled show of amusement.

“Linc, do you see that light? What is it?” Reece Morgan’s voice did not contain the lazy, regional drawl of the area. Its accent came from another part of the country.

The rocker creaked as Linc pretended to look, then settled back in his chair. “Must be ghost-lights, the spirit of a lost soul wandering the woods.”

“Please, none of your folklore and legends.” The reply was heavy with amused patience.

“It’s called by a lot of names, depending on where it’s seen—graveyard lights, marsh lights. In the deep woods, it’s known as foxfire.” He flicked his cigarette butt into the night’s darkness, watching the red arc it made.

“A will o’the wisp.” Reece Morgan gave it the term he was more familiar with.

“Right.” Linc let his gaze wander back to the light, a phenomenon of nature. “It’s caused by the decomposition of matter, giving off gases. When the conditions are right, there is an incandescent glow.” The strange light appeared to move away, fading into the night and disappearing altogether.

“In all the times I’ve been here, I don’t recall seeing it before. Is it common?” Reece asked with an intrigued frown.

“No. I’ve only seen it a few times myself. The first time I was just a boy and it scared the livin’ daylights out of me,” Linc smiled briefly at the memory. “I thought it was the ghosts of the Spanish soldiers with Cortez that were massacred by the Indians, come back to haunt the hills.”

“A child’s imagination is a vivid thing,” Reece agreed and released a soft, contented sigh. He paused a moment as if to savor all that was around him, the sounds, the smells, the silences of the land. “I have been coming here, to this place, for the last ten years, yet I haven’t tired of it. Sometimes, when my life becomes really hectic out there, it is by remembering all this that I am able to retain not only my sanity but also my perspective on what is important.”

“It doesn’t seem like it’s been ten years,” Linc mused, thoughtful for a moment.

“You have changed a great deal since that first summer we met,” Reece observed and watched the dry quirk of Linc’s mouth. “You were a regular hellion then. The following year, when I learned your father had died, I half-expected you to squander all the wealth and property your father had managed to accumulate in his lifetime.”

“So did a lot of people,” he acknowledged.

“You had to grow up fast.” Reece considered that fact. “Perhaps too fast.”

Only now and then did he see traces of the wild, devil-may-care youth. Responsibility at a young age had hardened the man, leaving him with a mouth less inclined to smile and a closed-in expression. Linc Wilder had become somewhat of a loner, a rogue, not without friends but with few who could appreciate the pressure associated with his responsibilities.

This was the common ground they shared, the foundation their friendship was built on. It was this insight that enabled Reece to see the restlessness that stirred beneath Linc’s apparently calm surface, and had been present since Linc had arrived nearly an hour ago. He didn’t know the cause for it, and nothing Linc had said enlightened him. He had been waiting for Linc to tell him, but now he decided to do a little probing.

“Have you heard from the bride and groom since they returned from their honeymoon?” Reece masked his interest in a casual question, referring to the recent marriage of Linc’s baby sister, Sharon; at eighteen the youngest of the Wilder children.

“They stopped by the other evening,” he admitted. “Sharon is still a giggly bride with stars in her eyes, blushing at the smallest remark.” That statement led him into imparting information about the third member of the family, his younger brother, David. “David won’t be coming home at all this summer. He’s clerking for an attorney firm in Dallas.”

“The house must seem empty.” His dark gaze narrowed thoughtfully as Reece read between the lines.

After nine years of being the family breadwinner and stand-in father for his younger brother and sister, he was no longer required to fill those roles. His mother had passed away last fall; his brother was in law school; and his sister was married.

“I have some peace and quiet at last.” Linc seemed to mock his own words.

“Now you are free to think of yourself,” Reece reminded him. “You should find a woman, get married and raise a family before you become a crusty bachelor too set in his ways to change.”

“In one breath you say I’m free, and in the next you’re suggesting I should tie myself down again,” Linc chided. “I notice you’re still single. Why don’t you get married?”

“If I could persuade a certain lady to say ’yes,’ I would. But unfortunately—” There was an expressive shrug of his shoulders—“it seems the desire is all one-sided.”

Linc knew the woman about whom Reece spoke. “Have you seen Rachel since you got here?” The widow, Rachel Parmelee, was in her mid-forties, proud and independent, and still attractive.

“Yes, I’ve seen her—and renewed my long standing invitation to dinner—and received her polite refusal.” The reply was made with a faint biting edge to his voice that indicated his frustration and growing sense of hopelessness. “Is she seeing someone else? Am I trespassing?”

“I haven’t heard that she’s dating anyone on a regular basis. Be patient, Reece,” Linc advised. “You are only here one month out of the year. It’s natural for her to be wary. We ridgerunners are slow to believe the intentions of outsiders.”

“Patient.” There was a wealth of meaning in that single word and the raised eyebrow.

Linc had the impression that his friend’s supply of patience was dwindling. He understood, but he also understood Rachel’s mistrust. “If you were around all the time, it would be a different story.”

“Unfortunately my business does not permit that,” Reece replied with obvious regret and changed the subject. “My niece is arriving tomorrow to spend a couple of weeks with me.” He paused to muse, “Joanna and I are alike in many ways. Perhaps she will find the same peace these mountains have given me.”

“There’s always the possibility she won’t like it here. She might find it too tame after L.A.,” Linc suggested.

“No.” Reece shook away that thought. “She is too much like me.”

“For your sake, I hope you’re right.” Linc gathered his feet under him to stand up. “It’s getting late and I have a full day tomorrow.”

“Come over tomorrow evening for dinner,” Reece invited, rising too. “I want you to meet my niece.”

“We’ll see.” Linc didn’t commit himself. “I have to be over this way tomorrow afternoon to pick up the buckboard Jessie restored for me.”

“Jessie Bates?” At Linc’s nod, Reece laughed softly. “I think that man enjoys being a character out of the hills. I am never certain how much of what he says he really means and how much is an act put on for my benefit.”

“There’s no doubt he’s one of a kind,” Linc agreed. “I’ll stop by after I leave Jessie’s and let you know whether I can make it to dinner tomorrow night.”

“That will be fine,” Reece assured him.

“Good night.” His hand lifted in a half-salute as he descended down the porch steps and walked around to the front of the cabin, facing the road.

Climbing into the four-wheel-drive pickup parked there, he reversed it out of the driveway and onto the hard and rutted surface of a graveled road. It was narrow, twisting and winding, like nearly all the roads in the Ozark hills, especially the back roads. It was virtually without shoulders; a narrow drainage ditch separated it from the woods. Linc slowed once as an opossum scurried to escape the beam of his headlights. He slowed again where another road branched off from the one he traveled. It led to Jessie Bates’s place.

Three miles further he turned into the driveway of his six hundred plus acre ranch. The yardlight was on, but no light shone from the windows of the sprawling ranch house, sitting on the crown of a bald hill overlooking the lake. Linc didn’t immediately go inside, but walked around the house to stand on the patio and take in the familiar view.

Far below him and some distance away, he noticed the light shining dimly from the log cabin where Reece Morgan was staying. The cabin had once belonged to his family, as did most of the land around it. His father had built the cabin on speculation ten years ago, intending to develop and sell the lakefront property he owned. But it had turned out to be too far off the beaten path for summer tourists to want it as a vacation retreat.

In the end, his father had sold it to Reece Morgan and didn’t attempt to develop the rest of the frontage. Neither had Linc since he’d taken over, although there was a market for it now.

He made a slow turn and walked to the sliding glass doors. Even as he entered the house, Linc knew he was too restless, too on edge to sleep. He went instead to the study where there was always paperwork to be done.



Chapter Two


It was early afternoon when Joanna Morgan’s plane arrived in Springfield, Missouri. By the time she had claimed her baggage, signed all the papers to rent a car, and found where it was parked, she was almost sorry she had insisted it wasn’t necessary for her uncle to pick her up at the airport.

It had sounded so simple and sensible when she’d told him her plans over the phone, especially when she’d looked at a Missouri map and seen it was roughly forty-five miles from the airport to her uncle’s cabin. In Los Angeles, that was just across town.

After more than two hours in airports, waiting to leave and changing planes, plus another three hours in the air, she wasn’t overjoyed by the thought her final destination was still an hour’s drive away. She didn’t take it too well when she discovered the little economy car she had rented didn’t have air-conditioning.

She had already begun to wilt under the unrelenting heat typical of a Midwestern summer. Rolling all the car windows down gave her some relief as she traveled south on the highway. But the hot wind that blew in ruined the smoothly coiffed style of her ash-blonde hair.

The city limits of Springfield were about twenty minutes behind her when the gently rolling plateau gave way to sharply ridged hills. Her uncle had often mentioned the beauty of the Ozark Mountains, but Joanna had little time to spare to reflect on the scenery. There seemed to be more traffic than the two-lane highway could handle and she had to give her full attention to the road.

As the highway twisted up one high ridge and curved down to the next valley, Joanna found herself trapped behind a slow-moving fuel tanker truck. At twenty miles an hour, she crawled up a hill behind it, her little economy car lacking the power to accelerate past the truck in the rare narrow gaps of oncoming traffic. As soon as they reached the crest, the truck barreled down the hill trying to pick up momentum to climb the next, not giving Joanna a chance to pass. It was an exercise in utter frustration.

Between that and the baking heat of the sun, Joanna was at the end of her patience when she reached the intersection of the state road her uncle had directed her to take. In a gesture of defiance, she thumbed her nose at the truck as she turned off.

She hadn’t gone a half a mile when a farmer in a pickup truck, loaded with hogs, pulled onto the road in front of her. Again, the oncoming traffic wouldn’t allow her to pass and her speed was reduced to a nerve-wracking crawl. Knotted with tension, she sat behind the wheel, her cheeks flushed with the heat, her temper seething.

Joanna wasn’t sure when she first suspected that she had gone past the second turnoff. The farther she went, the more convinced she became that she had missed it. She glanced again at the directions her uncle had given her over the telephone. They sounded so straightforward and simple. How could she have possibly gotten lost?

A hundred yards ahead, there was an old service station built out of rock. A couple of old cars were parked beside the building, but it looked deserted when Joanna pulled in front of the gasoline pumps. She pushed on the horn and peered at the station, trying to see through the dusty windows. There wasn’t any response to the honking of her horn but as she climbed out of the car, a man in greasy overalls ambled out of the building.

“Do ya’ want reg’lar or unleaded?” he drawled and wiped his hands on an equally greasy rag.

“I don’t need gas,” she declared with a curt shake of her head. “I think I missed my turn—”

“You’re lost, huh?” He didn’t sound surprised.

Joanna bristled. “I am not lost. I only missed my turn.” In her opinion, there was a definite distinction between the two.

He pushed the billed cap to the back of his head and propped his hands on his hips to shrug away the difference. “Lost or missed yore turn, you can call a cat anything you like, but it’s still a cat. Where is it you are headed?”

“I was supposed to turn on Lake-road number—”

He interrupted her with a wave of his hand. “The number don’t mean nothin’ to me. I’ve been livin’ here long before any of these roads had numbers on ’em. I wouldn’t know one from the other. Just tell me who you want to see and I’ll tell ya’ how to get there.”

“I’m trying to find my uncle. You probably wouldn’t know him,” she insisted tightly. “He owns a cabin here.”

“Yore uncle gotta name?”

“Yes, he has a name, Reece Morgan,” she retorted, no longer trying to contain her irritation. “If you would just tell me—”

“Is he that fella from California that bought the Wilder cabin?” His gaze narrowed as he interrupted her, studying her closely as if sizing her up. “The one I heard was sweet on the Parmelee widow?”

Joanna was taken back by his information. She didn’t know who her uncle had bought the cabin from and she’d never heard of any woman named Parmelee. “He is from California,” she admitted. “Los Angeles.”

“Go back the way ya’ come and take the second gravel road on yore left. Every time the road branches, stay to the left. Ya’ll run right into it,” he stated with a certainty she found difficult to question.

“How far is it?” she asked instead.

“As the crow flies, it’s probably no more than four miles, but you’ll have to go ’bout eleven mountain miles ’fore you get there.”

As far as she was concerned, he was talking in riddles. “What is the difference between mountain miles and regular miles?” she demanded, too hot and tired to be amused by his picturesque phrases.

“A mountain mile measures the same as a regular mile. It jest takes longer to travel over it ’cause it does a lot of snakin’ and twistin’.” He grinned and bobbed his head. “Ya’ll get the idea.”

Joanna turned back to her car, muttering under her breath. “I already have.”

The man had disappeared behind the building by the time Joanna drove away from the pumps and onto the road, going back the way she came. After she had made the turn onto the second gravel road on the left-hand side, she noticed the small signboard with the faded numbers of the lake road. It was no wonder she had missed it the first time.

Her car kicked up a fine, powdery dust that drifted in through the opened windows. Joanna could feel it caking her sweat-dampened face. The only alternative was to roll up the windows. She decided she preferred the dust to the stifling heat of a closed car.

The graveled road had started out smooth enough, at least no rougher than she had expected. But within minutes after she had noticed the big ranch house sprawled on the knob of a hill, the condition of the road rapidly deteriorated. The little car bounced and bumped its way along the rough track, not wide enough to straddle the ruts.

She was forced to slow down to keep from having the teeth jolted out of her head. The trees crowded close to the road making it seem more narrow than it actually was. Their thick canopy of leaves gave shade from the sun but the thick growth also stopped the breeze and Joanna was going so slowly that the car generated little wind of its own. Her uncle had to be out of his mind to come here!

Old Jessie Bates was a wheelwright, among a handful of other things. Linc wasn’t sure it was fair to call Jessie Bates “old” either. He doubted if the bony man was much past forty but everyone had called him “Old Jessie” for as long as Linc could remember. Maybe it was because the man was always spouting saws of Ozark wisdom, or maybe it was the way these Ozark hills had of aging a man before his time.

Either way, Jessie Bates was a colorful character and, like Reece, Linc suspected that the man deliberately played the part of a hillbilly. If he needed further convincing, he found it when he pulled into the yard of Jessie’s cabin, a chinked log cabin, and saw Jessie hitching his pair of mules to the buckboard.

Turning off the engine, Linc climbed out of the pickup cab and walked over to where the man was hooking up the trace chains. Jessie was wearing new overalls, only they were a size too large. They made his wiry frame look scrawny—more of his costume.

“’Lo, Jessie. What do you know?” Linc stopped beside the near mule and absently slid his hand over its sleek neck.

“I don’t know nothin’.” The man straightened and paused for effect, a twinkle brightening his eye. “The heck of it is I didn’t find that out ’til yesterday.”
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