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  Prologue




  Damn it’s hot.




  Twenty-year-old Diesel Garmin wiped the sweat from his brow with an old red bandana, then shoved it into his pocket, shifting uncomfortably as the double barrels of a sawed-off shotgun pressed firmly against his spine.




  He figured this was as much drama as the tiny, quiet town of Sharpsburg, Maryland had seen since the bloodiest battle of the Civil War had taken place here over a hundred and fifty years earlier. The arsenal of firepower pointed in his direction probably rivaled what was on the battlefield that day.




  And the heat.




  Diesel itched to take his shirt off; he couldn’t stand the stuffy air inside the old town hall building. But he didn’t dare; seeing as how his lack of clothing was how this whole mess had gotten started in the first place.




  Diesel followed instructions; repeating the vows Reverend Peyton instructed him to say. At the same time, he stared down into Kady Palmer’s caramel-colored eyes. His child bride had been so happy to celebrate her fifteenth birthday just six days earlier. Now, she looked scared to death. Whether it was the shotgun at her back, or being forced to get married, he didn’t know.




  Maybe a little of both.




  When Diesel was milking cows that morning, the last thing he thought he’d be doing after supper was taking wedding vows. He wondered if Kady was thinking the same thing.




  This time of day, Diesel was usually feeding livestock on the farm that had been in his family for eight generations. But because Kady had a hard-headed father who refused to listen, Diesel was one of two reluctant participants in a shotgun wedding ceremony.




  “I do,” Diesel said, almost apologetically. He hoped, for Kady’s sake, she’d be able to get through the ceremony without losing the battle with her unshed tears. His young friend had suffered enough humiliation in her short life; she didn’t deserve to be scrutinized on her wedding day.




  Her hands in his, Diesel gave them a slight squeeze. Then he winked at her, hoping his silent encouragement would get her through the next few minutes. She rewarded him with a shy smile.




  Atta girl, Kadydid. Hang in there; it’s almost over.




  When she finally whispered, “I do,” Reverend Payton closed his book and announced they were husband and wife. “You may now kiss the bride.”




  Diesel was torn. He was trying to decide whether the kiss was really necessary, when the pump of his father’s shotgun made the decision for him.




  Neither of their families gave a damn about Kady’s feelings. If they had, they’d have been open-minded enough to listen to why she’d been wearing nothing but Diesel’s T-shirt when the two of them had been seen in the barn that morning.




  Instead, their parents had jumped to ridiculous conclusions.




  Diesel glanced over his shoulder and shot one last, silent plea in his father’s direction. But the cold glare from Jude Garmin proved he didn’t give a damn about his son.




  Reverend Payton obviously didn’t care about his religious oath; he’d mysteriously waived the three-day wait for a marriage license, and married him and Kady before the ink was dry on their application.




  As far as Diesel was concerned, Kady’s father, Silas, was to blame for this whole mess. He’d paid little to no attention to his youngest daughter since his wife left him—other than to verbally abuse and make her feel worthless. When it sunk in that the only people he and Kady would ever be able to count on were themselves, Diesel returned his father’s glare with an icy one of his own.




  The long, soft kiss Diesel gave his new wife had several meanings. He wanted his father to know being forced to marry Kady was the beginning of his life, not the end of it. It was also meant to tell Silas that even though Kady was nothing but a burden to him, she meant much more to Diesel. And finally, as Diesel ended what he knew was Kady’s very first kiss, he hoped she remembered her dyslexia had never made a damn bit of difference to him. He respected and admired her for the person she was, not the person her father wanted her to be.




  Kady had very little happiness in her life, and Diesel decided he was going to be the one to change that.




  Chapter 1




  Ten years later




  





  Barely three hours old, the new day had done everything it could to mess with Diesel Garmin’s plans. He hadn’t minded the past four straight days of driving with very little sleep; his body was used to long periods of time without rest.




  The lack of cigarettes didn’t bother him, either. After smoking two cartons in the last four days, he was so sick of nicotine the thought of lighting up made him nauseous.




  If he was being completely honest, he’d have to admit he was tired of coffee, too. Since he’d left Reno four days ago, he’d consumed enough to float him all the way back.




  What did bother Diesel was that the light snow he’d been dealing with the last thirty miles was getting heavier. While snow in the western panhandle of Maryland was common in December, the storms never usually produced any significant accumulation until after the first of the year.




  Diesel absent-mindedly leaned forward and turned on the radio. He didn’t need to hear a weather report to know this part of the state was in for an early season blizzard, but cursed the disc jockey who’d made the announcement anyway, as if the man behind the microphone was responsible for the bad weather.




  Even though it was going to complicate his plans, Diesel couldn’t help but smile at the thought of all that snow. Born and raised in Sharpsburg, Maryland, he and his older brother, Kage, waited all year for the first flakes to fall. He remembered how exciting it was as a kid to wake up and look outside, and see the first snowfall of the season. But as much as Diesel loved reminiscing about his childhood, the adult in him cursed the bad weather.




  Ten miles later, he passed the familiar green and white sign he’d seen a million times before: “Welcome to Sharpsburg, Maryland, population 857”.




  He made it. Without trouble. Without incident.




  Now came the hard part.




  The hell he’d gone through to get here in record time was nothing compared to what he was going to face when Kady found out he was back in town.




  But first things first.




  With the storm causing the town to look completely deserted, it’d be impossible for Diesel to keep a low profile in his truck. It wasn’t as big as what his brother drove, but it was loud enough to draw attention, and the mere site of a strange vehicle in such a small town was enough to start the phone lines buzzing…even before sunrise.




  Diesel had hoped to slip into town unnoticed. He wanted his presence to be kept a secret for as long as possible, which would be impossible if he was parading around town in plain sight.




  As Diesel drove passed Smokey’s—a local watering hole with more of a reputation for what went on in the rooms above the bar, than what was served from behind it—he thought of the perfect place to stash his truck. It was just his luck, of course, that the hiding place was nearly two miles from his destination.




  Grateful for the truck’s four-wheel drive, Diesel continued past the post office and feed store, then made a slow, sharp right turn onto what was normally a dirt road. He inched the vehicle forward, navigating the invisible path from memory.




  Although it’d been years since Diesel had visited the property, generations of Garmin’s had used it to store everything from hay to tobacco since Sharpsburg was founded in 1763, he was confident the barn would still be there. Rumors of the grounds being haunted by ghosts of battle-weary confederate soldiers had been around for centuries. For those reasons, no one from town ever ventured out here. Even the local busy-bodies figured it was best to just live and let live…so to speak.




  Diesel had spent hours in the barn growing up. Other than sitting on a stool milking cows at the crack of dawn, it was the only place he’d been guaranteed to be left alone. During all that time, he’d had a handful of paranormal experiences; a few of them so real he’d spent time questioning his sanity after they were over.




  Haunted or not, the building had always been kind of a second home to Diesel. He knew it was a place neither he, nor his truck would be discovered until he was ready.




  Diesel parked and got out of the truck, shielding his eyes from the heavily falling snow as he trudged through the twelve to fourteen inches that was already on the ground. Once he’d uncovered the wooden door handle, he was pleased to discover it was still unlocked, even after all these years. He lifted the latch, slid the door open, and shined his light inside. “Still empty,” he murmured out loud, “perfect.”




  Diesel returned to his truck, tossed the flashlight onto the passenger seat, and slowly drove through the open door and into the building, maneuvering it into a position where he could pull out quickly if he needed to. He shut down the engine and grabbed the bare essentials. Everything else, he’d come back for later.




  After shrugging into his duster, Diesel jammed his well-worn, dark Stetson on top of his head, and closed the barn door behind him.




  Now came the hard part.




  He had exactly two miles to figure out how he was going to do what had to be done. The hour before dawn was a hell of a time to knock on someone’s door, but it was too dangerous to wait until daylight. He couldn’t risk being spotted.




  Hands jammed in his coat pockets for warmth, Diesel trekked down Main Street, absentmindedly twisting the silver band on his left ring finger. After wearing it on a chain around his neck the last five years, he was still getting used to the feel of it on his hand again.




  When he reached the area he’d been looking for, he shielded his eyes again, squinting as he studied the old homes. Had it been daytime, he would’ve easily spotted the tiny, two-story A-frame house. But the current weather conditions made it nearly impossible to see; adding to his frustration.




  At the point he was ready to stand in the middle of the street and start calling her name, he looked up, and there it was. Her—no, their—little white house.




  Numb to the frigid temperature, Diesel stared at the simplicity of the structure. It was too dark to see the painted wood siding, but he knew the daylight would reveal its need for repair. The windows—two on top and two on the bottom—were the same ancient double-hung, single paned pieces of junk that had been there since the turn-of-the-century house was built. On the small, snow-covered wooden porch sat the same two chairs he’d put there himself when they’d first moved in. Firewood was stacked along the side for easy access, and could be reached by cracking open the heavy, wooden, front door.




  This isn’t how Kady should be living.




  She deserved a hell of a lot better.




  Instead, fate had stepped in, robbing her of a normal life and family. Much like a character in a storybook, she’d been turned out; abandoned by those who were supposed to love her, and unceremoniously dumped into the lap of someone who cared too damn much for his own good. Him.




  Even though he’d done his best, Diesel hadn’t really made her life better back then. His intentions had been good, but at twenty years old, he just hadn’t been capable.




  But he was now.




  And make her life better was exactly what he was going to do.




  If she didn’t shoot him on sight.




  The black, wrought-iron gate separating the small front yard from the public sidewalk creaked a not-so-silent protest at being disturbed when Diesel pushed it open. Once he’d eased it closed, he made his way up the walk and stepped onto the porch.




  Since he assumed she was asleep, he opened the screen door and balled his right hand into a fist, knocking at a volume he hoped was loud enough to wake her, but not the neighbors.




  * * * *




  Kady balanced herself against the hearth and shoved another log into the old potbelly stove, doing her best not to catch the sleeve of her oversized sweatshirt on fire.




  Normally, she would’ve been sleeping at this hour. But the wiring in her century-old house was so faulty the power went out every time the wind blew. She’d been in the dark since the blizzard began several hours before, and figured it would remain that way for at least the next three or four days…if she was lucky.




  Sometimes almost a week would go by before she was out of the dark. Normally, she didn’t mind; her job decorating cakes at the bakery kept her busy and away from home a good twelve hours a day. The short amount of time she was at the house, the woodstove produced more than enough heat to keep her cozy.




  But she’d been battling flu symptoms the past two days, and could feel her body on the verge of surrender. She was quickly running out of the energy it took to keep the house warm enough while she was without power. For now, though, her tiny living room was toasty warm.




  Kady returned to the sofa and picked up her purple fleece blanket. It was comfortable enough for the moment that she didn’t need covers, so she folded the material and draped it over the queen back chair.




  In an effort to relax, she closed her eyes and settled against the soft pillow cushions. Not ten seconds later, there was a knock at the door. At first, she thought she was hearing things. No one she knew would be out before dawn in the middle of a blizzard.




  Then the knock came again.




  She didn’t get many visitors; the person at the door had to be a stranger, and she didn’t want them knowing she was alone.




  Kady stood cautiously. Careful not to make noise, she snatched her fluffy old bathrobe off the arm of the sofa and threaded one arm, then the other, through the sleeves. To keep the stranger from seeing her shadow, she left the burning candle—her only source of light—where it sat on the coffee table. Stepping lightly to avoid slipping on the polished hardwood floor, she made her way down the short hall to the front door.




  Thankful for the first time there was no power, Kady walked right up to the window and peered through the curtain sheers. Since it was no longer completely dark, she was easily able to see the shadow of the man standing on the porch. Surprised by the stranger dressed in a duster and cowboy hat, she gasped and backed away from the window.




  Who is that?




  Maybe he had the wrong house.




  Kady stood deathly still, hoping he’d go away if she didn’t answer the door.




  “Come on, Kady, open the door,” a deep male voice said.




  He knows my name?




  “I know you’re in there,” he called. “I saw you peeking through the curtain.”




  Although the slight southern accent was foreign, the deep voice itself was hauntingly familiar.




  Unsure, she stood frozen, waiting for some kind of sign. It came in the form of the man himself, with one very loud knock. “Come on, Kady,” he said. “Open the damn door. I need to talk to you.”




  No. No way. Is it really him?




  “Diesel, is that you?”




  “Of course, it’s me!” he growled. “Open up!”




  A combination of hurt, anger, and—dare she admit, excitement—traveled from the roots of her hair to the tips of her toes. Kady glanced down at the silver wedding band on her ring finger and her heart skipped a beat. What was he doing back in Sharpsburg?




  “Kady!” he called again, startling her.




  Before she could stop herself, Kady’s heart betrayed her and she unlocked the deadbolt. She reached for the knob and swung the door open in one swift motion.




  What she saw took her breath away.




  Covered in snow, the man standing in front of her was enormous. Of course, his hat and boots added to his already towering height, but she knew for a fact he was six foot three in his bare feet. From what she could see in the near darkness, he’d really filled out since the last time she’d seen him. She assumed the duster added to his large build, but when he removed it before stepping—uninvited—into the house, she realized all the coat did was cover up those broad shoulders, and a body that wasn’t fat, but had gained a significant amount of weight—and muscle—in the years he’d been absent.




  Kady took a step back and stared as he extended his arm and held the duster out the door, shaking it to remove the snow. Then he lifted his hat—the same Stetson he’d been wearing as long as she’d known him—from his head and shook that off as well. While all she could do was stare, he closed the door and boldly hung his things on the coat rack.




  Although she knew she was being rude, Kady couldn’t have spoken if she’d wanted to. Of all the people who could’ve been on the other side of that door, Diesel Ambrose Garmin was the last one she’d expected. In fact, she wouldn’t have been more surprised if Mother Nature herself had been standing there. When Diesel had walked out of her life five years ago, she was sure she’d seen the last of him.




  There in the foyer, tiny droplets of melting snow dripped from the ends of Diesel’s wavy, light brown hair. It was a couple of inches longer than she was used to seeing him wear it, but she liked it. All that water brought back memories of the way Kady had behaved the last time they were together. Humiliated and sure she was blushing, Kady gave thanks for the darkness.




  Diesel tilted his head to the side in question, gazing down at her with what she knew were uniquely gray eyes. His voice echoed in her mind when he said her name. “Kady?”




  Finally finding her voice, she looked up. “What?”




  He shrugged expectantly and threw out a sarcastic, “Hi.”




  Because she wanted to both launch herself into his arms and slap him across the face, Kady went the safe route and took a step back. She even went the extra mile and crossed her arms in front of her chest, trying to look angry. “The sun isn’t even up yet, Diesel. What are you doing here?”




  He glanced outside and stared momentarily at the falling snow. “It doesn’t look like we’ll be seeing the sun anytime soon, Kadydid. And by the way, what kind of way is that to greet your husband?”




  Now she was angry. “Husband!” Completely forgetting her wedding band was in plain view; she uncrossed her arms and pointed at him. “We’re not married anymore.”




  “Oh, yes we are, sweetheart,” he assured her with more sarcasm than she felt she deserved.




  Because he’d notice if she tried to remove her ring, Kady huffed in frustration and blinked hard. “What?”




  “You heard me. I’m just as much your husband now as I was when I left five years ago.”




  She huffed. “Why are we still married? What happened to the annulment you said you were going to file for? When you left, you said you’d take care of the paperwork and I’d be a single woman before the year was out.”




  That is what he’d said. Kady remembered the conversation word for word; she’d cried every one of the thousand times she’d replayed it in her mind those first few weeks he was gone.




  “I guess I lied.”




  If Diesel was the least bit affected by the emotion she’d heard in her own voice, there was no hint of it on his face.




  Why do I care so much about what he thinks?




  Oh hell, I know why.




  Because when it came to Diesel, Kady had never been able to get it together. She’d been in love with him since she was a little girl, and no matter how hard she’d tried to resent and forget about him, her heart refused to let him go.




  But I’ll eat dirt before admitting it.




  Kady threw her hands in the air and turned away, not caring if he followed. Even though she knew he would. Sure enough, the sound of his heavy boots thudding against the hardwood floor thundered in her ears a few seconds later.




  Her back to the doorway, Kady was sitting on the sofa facing the woodstove when he entered the room.




  “Goddamn, it’s hotter than hell in here, Kady.”




  “Then leave,” she said bitterly, not bothering to turn around.




  He ignored her. “And why is it so dark?”




  “Because the power’s out, Diesel! This is an old house, remember? It happens all the time. If you’re afraid of the dark, light another candle.”




  She heard him chuckle, then felt the cushion next to her slowly sink as he sat down.




  Great, now I have to talk to him.




  To make sure he knew she was angry, Kady let out a loud sigh before she turned around and leaned back against the arm of the sofa. Now facing him, she grabbed a small square throw pillow to use as a distraction, hugging it to her chest. Her voice low and guarded, she asked the obvious. “Why are you here, Diesel? What do you want?”




  Kady saw him lift his hand as if he wanted to reach for her, then cursed herself for the disappointment she felt as he apparently changed his mind. “I told you I’d be back.”




  That was true; he had. But she hadn’t believed him. After five years, she’d been pretty sure she’d never see him again.




  “Look,” he said softly, “I’d like to talk to you.”




  “So talk.”




  Diesel ran a hand through the still damp ends of his hair and cleared his throat. His gaze locked with hers, and as casually as if it was something he’d stated a thousand times, he said, “I’m home.”




  Dawn was slowly creeping up on them. She’d been awake since sometime early the previous day, and really wasn’t feeling well. She was in no mood to play games. “I can see that, Diesel. You’re sitting in front of me.”




  “For good, Kady. I’m home for good.”




  What? “You’re coming back to Sharpsburg now? After all this time? Why?”




  Diesel’s voice was steady and even. “Not just to Sharpsburg, Kady. Here. To this house. I came home to you.”




  He might as well have said her hair was on fire. Diesel’s announcement knocked the wind out of Kady so fast she couldn’t breathe. Braced against the arm of the sofa, she sat completely still, trying desperately to swallow the lump in her throat. When she was finally able to speak, she gulped in air and yelled a shocked, harsh, “What!” in his general direction.




  His facial expression never changed. “You heard me.”




  “No,” she said, shaking her head vehemently. “No way. Forget it, Diesel. This is my house. I don’t want you here.”




  “We’re married, Kady. I have every right to be here.”




  On the verge of losing the temporary rein she had on her emotions, Kady jumped off the sofa and crossed the room. Her back to Diesel, she stopped in front of the potbelly stove. “You have no right!” she sobbed. Tears of frustration trailed down her cheeks, hissing as they landed on the stove’s hot surface. “We’re married on paper, Diesel; a piece of paper my father forced me to sign when I was fifteen years old! It’s probably not even legal.”




  “It’s legal enough,” he said flatly, and Kady’s shoulders slumped in defeat. She knew that tone; knew when Diesel used it, his word was law and there was no room for argument.




  Hardly able to believe her entire life had been turned upside down—again—in a matter of minutes, Kady inhaled deeply and continued to stare at the wall, ignoring her…husband.




  He was watching her. She could feel it.




  In his quiet observation, he stayed far enough away to give her space, but remained just close enough. That was Diesel’s way. He’d been the same since the two of them became friends when she was ten and he was fifteen. Even back then—although he’d kept a respectable distance because of their age difference—he always seemed to be there when she needed him. Most of the time, he’d just appear.




  Which made her wonder why he’d really come home.




  When he left Sharpsburg, she’d never expected to see him again. Yet, here he was…not in the bright light of day offering flowers and big, I-really-missed-you hug. He’d arrived on foot, in the dark, during a blizzard.




  Something was wrong.




  * * * *




  Diesel knew he was a fool to expect Kady to roll out the welcome mat. He’d left her, after all. He was damn lucky she hadn’t shot him on sight.




  Even so, when he’d decided to leave five years ago, he’d thoroughly explained his reasons, and had done his best to provide for her while he’d been gone.




  He’d also sworn to come back, even though never in his wildest dreams did he think he’d have to return under these particular circumstances.




  He needed to talk to her.




  Taking the time to explain what was going on—and convincing her not to worry because he was going to take care of everything—was almost as important to him as Kady herself.




  But as he stood in the near-darkness watching the woman his child bride had grown into, Diesel realized she wasn’t ready to hear what he had to say. As much as he hated to delay the inevitable, he had no choice. If he wanted her to listen and really hear him, she was going to need time to warm back up to him.




  Even though it was going to put her in more danger than he was comfortable with, he needed to regain her trust before attempting to explain things. Kady’s happiness was more important to him than anything; dumping the information on her before they had a chance to get reacquainted would backfire.




  Before he turned away, Diesel stared at Kady for another few seconds, longing for the closeness they’d once shared. He hated like hell to leave so many unresolved issues between them, but they weren’t going to accomplish anything tonight. He was so exhausted he could barely remember his own name; his thoughts so scattered there was a good chance he’d say or do something wrong, complicating things far more than they already were.




  His best bet was to get some rest.




  Diesel inhaled and released a deep breath as he scanned the small living room, looking for somewhere to catch a few hours’ sleep. He would’ve preferred a cooler room, but didn’t want to upset Kady even more by wandering through the house. In the end, he decided to take the sofa; it was the only piece of furniture they owned where he could almost completely stretch out.




  Diesel took off his shirts and tossed them onto the queen back chair, leaving himself bare-chested. He still wasn’t comfortable, but at least he’d stop sweating.




  Kady was still standing with her back to him, but he was too tired to care. She’d talk to him when she was ready.




  Fully dressed from the waist down, Diesel stretched out on his back and closed his eyes. He was so tired his body ached from lack of sleep. In less than a breath, he felt himself dozing. Diesel’s last thoughts were how relieved he was to finally be where he could keep an eye on Kady, and a quick prayer that she wouldn’t kill him in his sleep.




  * * * *




  Kady stood staring at the wall until Diesel’s light breathing gave way to a quiet snore. She turned around to see him sprawled on the sofa; still as death, deep in an exhausted sleep. Sunup to sundown farm work in the summer used to make him sleep like that. Some nights, he was so tired he lost the battle to stay on his feet and slept right where he happened to sit down.




  Kady tiptoed toward Diesel. Next to the sofa, she knelt beside him and closed her eyes, breathing in his familiar masculine scent. She gently ran her fingers through the smooth waves in his hair.




  She leaned in closer. Five years ago, Diesel had been a lean and lanky twenty-three-year-old; a man who still had some of the boy in him he’d had when they met. But he’d changed a lot in the time he’d been away. His face—already weathered from so many years of working out in the elements—bore lines it hadn’t before. Her husband had aged in a way that surprised her; making him appear much older than his twenty-eight years.




  Her gaze traveled downward, coming to rest on his bare chest and torso. The heat of blush burned her cheeks as she stared at the significant amount of muscle and weight he’d gained, wondering what the rest of him looked like; what the darkness was hiding. In reality, he probably weighed a little more than he should, but Kady loved the way he looked. She loved him. She’d always loved him…even though he’d left her.




  But that doesn’t mean I’m not angry.




  The minute he’d walked through the door, Kady’s emotions began tugging her in opposite directions. The part of her that wanted to launch herself into his arms had quickly been taken over by the part that wanted to punch him.




  The sense of loss she’d experienced when he’d deserted her had been almost unbearable. She’d missed him so much her whole body ached. Eventually, she had been able to stop thinking about him twenty-four hours a day, but right up until he walked through the door, she still heard his voice in her head and saw his face every time she closed her eyes.




  Feelings that intense were impossible to erase. She knew she’d forgive him at some point for leaving, but had no intention of making his unexpected return easy. He’d hurt her, and it was going to take more than just a few apologies and, “I came home to you, Kady,” for her to allow him back into her life.




  Frustrated, Kady sighed. She wasn’t feeling as sick as before, but her body was still achy. She needed rest…and time to think. But first, she leaned in and pressed her lips to Diesel’s forehead, softly kissing his skin. Memories of him doing the same thing to her every night before he went to his own room made her long for the early days of their marriage. She used to lay awake waiting for him to come in; wishing for so much more than just kisses. But Diesel hadn’t seemed interested, and she hadn’t wanted to drive away the only person who cared about her. So she’d suffered in silence; loving him from afar. She may have been young, but she’d known what she wanted. It was Diesel. It would always be Diesel.




  Kady took a step back as the kiss reignited the sparks she’d fought long and hard to extinguish; set off balance by the impact. Deep down, she’d probably known that would happen; only because of Diesel, had she experienced love and acceptance.




  Does he still have the power to make me feel things others don’t?




  Kady blinked and brought herself back to reality. She loved Diesel; but she had to remember she was mad at him.




  Still, she thought, staring at him, she didn’t have it in her to be mean. Diesel hated to be hot, and since she was toasty warm he had to be miserable. So, Kady decided against adding more wood to the fire. She hated the cold, but as long as she had a blanket, she’d be comfortable enough to sleep.




  Diesel’s shirts fell when Kady dragged the blanket off the chair, and she absentmindedly picked them up. The reality of touching something of Diesel’s after so many years made her breath catch. She stilled, stared at the material, then lifted the shirts to her face and closed her eyes. Slowly, deeply, she inhaled his musky, masculine scent; it was the part of him representing everything that used to make her feel safe—everything she’d loved—since she was a little girl.




  Kady set the T-shirt on the chair; her brain screaming a warning as she slipped her arms into the sleeves of Diesel’s flannel shirt. The excess material wrapped around her felt like an embrace; like coming home again, even though she was standing in her own living room.




  Even as she was buttoning the shirt, Kady knew she was making a mistake. But Diesel was out. She could sleep for a few hours and still be awake in time to replace the shirt without him ever knowing she’d worn it.




  Curled up in the loveseat, Kady fell asleep as she did every night; fighting thoughts of Diesel, wondering where he’d been and what he’d been doing the last five years. Most of all, she wondered why he’d chosen the middle of a blizzard to drop back into her life.




  Chapter 2




  A high-pitched scream.




  A loud splash.




  From his spot along the bank of the swollen, fast-moving creek, fifteen-year-old Diesel sat up at the sound of a scream, watching in disbelief as a little girl fell into the rushing water. Able to grab hold of a branch from a fallen tree, she fought desperately to keep the wild current from pulling her under.




  Because she looked seconds away from losing her grip, Diesel didn’t even take the time to remove his boots before diving into the ice-cold water. The second he surfaced, he began fighting his way through the current, putting the bone-chilling temperature out of his mind; focusing solely on the coughing, choking girl. When he reached her, she twisted her head away from the splashing water and her terror-filled, light brown eyes met his.




  His left hand firmly gripping the tree, Diesel extended his right. “Take my hand!” he shouted.




  Her teeth were chattering and her lips were purple. She shook her head and screamed, “I c-can’t!”




  “Yes, you can!” he hollered above the roar of the water, “come on!” He motioned to her, and she let go of the branch, grabbing frantically for Diesel’s outreached hand. Her fingertips brushed his, but the strength of the water swept the tiny girl away before he could get a hold on her.




  Diesel let go of the branch.




  With long, powerful strokes, he swam after her. He couldn’t let her die; he refused to allow her life to slip through his fingers.




  When he got close, he saw her hands rise and grope the air, searching for something to grab onto as she started to go under. When she was obviously too exhausted to continue fighting, she stopped struggling and disappeared under the water.




  Again, Diesel gave it everything he had, using all his strength to navigate his way toward her. Exhausted, his lungs burned. He caught up to the girl just as her limp body surfaced. Fighting for air, Diesel’s arm shot out and snagged her shirt, and he pulled her to him. With her back to his front, one arm kept her head above water; the other he used to propel them toward shore.




  Once Diesel was able to touch the bottom with his feet, he curled his arms around the girl’s body, lifted her against his chest, and walked up to the bank. Exhausted, he dropped to his knees and laid her on her back. After realizing she wasn’t breathing, he ignored the panic trying to take over and checked to see if she still had a pulse. He was relieved when he felt one, and positioned her to begin the rescue breathing he’d learned in health class at school. When she began to cough, he rolled her onto her side.




  “That’s it girl,” he said, making an effort to keep his voice calm, “get it all out.”




  She coughed and spit a few more times, then took a deep, shuddering breath. Relieved she seemed to be okay; Diesel put his hand behind her back and gently helped her sit up. To his surprise, she immediately bowed her head and stared at the ground.




  “Thanks, Diesel,” she mumbled, her voice raspy, “I can’t swim.”




  As the reality of what just happened sank in, Diesel’s body suddenly felt limp. He sat next to her. “Are you okay?” He reached out to touch a scratch on her arm, but she flinched, so he backed off. “I’m sorry, did that hurt?”




  “No.”




  He didn’t believe her.




  Why wouldn’t she look at him?




  “It’s okay to say so when something hurts,” he said, trying to think of what his mother would tell the little girl if she was there. Marylou Garmin had always had an answer for everything. “I get hurt all the time. When I was younger, sometimes I even cried.” The admission stung his pride, but he didn’t understand the girl’s lack of emotion.




  “My dad doesn’t like to hear me cry,” she admitted. “He usually offers to give me something to cry about, but he doesn’t really need to. I have enough to cry about already. He just doesn’t understand.”




  Diesel felt angry. “Well, your father’s not here,” he reminded her, “so if you want to cry, go ahead.”




  For the first time since they’d climbed out of the water, the girl raised her head and glanced up, allowing Diesel to get a good look at her. What concerned him wasn’t that she looked vaguely familiar, even though he was curious about her identity. What bothered him was her appearance. She was soaked to the bone and shivering. Her lips were still purple, and her hair—full of leaves and dirt—was matted to her face. She was small, delicate, and looked as though she’d break if handled too roughly. The bridge of her nose was dotted with freckles, and her eyes, focused intently on his, were full of unshed tears.




  Something inside Diesel snapped. He rose to his knees and opened his arms, holding them out to her. She was on her feet and clinging to him within seconds.




  He closed his arms around the little girl and held on tight. “It’s okay,” he said in that same gentle voice, “you’re safe now.”




  She clung to Diesel and cried her heart out as the two of them remained alone on the bank of the creek. He wasn’t much of an emotional person, and normally, her gut-wrenching sobs would’ve made him uncomfortable. Instead, they broke his heart. No kid should ever be sad enough to cry like that. It just wasn’t right.




  They stayed huddled together for a long time. When she was finally calm, the little girl wiped at her eyes and nose with her still-soaked sleeve and backed away. Her gaze on the ground again, she apologized. “I’m sorry. You won’t tell, will you?”




  Her concern about her father finding out she’d cried bothered him. “Who would I tell? I don’t even know you.”




  She glanced up and gave him an apologetic look. It took a few seconds, but he finally figured out who she was. “Wait a minute,” he said, remembering she’d called him by name. “Yes I do. Kady Palmer?” he asked, mentally calculating how long it’d been since he’d seen the youngest daughter of his family’s nearest neighbor. Kady’s father, Silas, owned the farm bordering the Garmin spread.




  She nodded, and everything fell into place.




  According to gossip, Silas and Dreama Palmer met in San Francisco, while he was stationed at McClellan Air Force Base in Sacramento.




  The fell in love quickly, and when Silas got out of the service and returned to Sharpsburg with his hippie bride and their infant daughter—Kady’s older sister, Annie—it didn’t take long for the residents of the small town to figure out the marriage wouldn’t last.




  Eight years later, Dreama disappeared, abandoning her husband and two young daughters. Silas became bitter and mean. Everyone knew he didn’t give a damn about his girls.




  The same age as Diesel, fifteen-year-old Annie did what she wanted; lived her life as she pleased. He heard she went to school fairly regularly, but Diesel only saw her from time to time; they had English together, but she never made it to class more than once or twice a week.
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