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Revisit this fan favorite story from #1 New York Times bestselling author Lisa Jackson, originally published in 1993.

When Brett Matson rescues a woman from an icy river and brings her to his cabin to recover, he’s shocked to discover that the woman is none other than Libby Bevans, the former love of his life. Five years earlier, Brett and Libby had angrily parted ways after a tragedy, neither knowing how to cope. Now, they’re confined to Brett’s cabin after a blizzard, forced to reckon with their shared past.

Libby has complicated feelings about returning to her hometown, especially when Brett pulls her from the river. As the two reconnect, she remembers all the things that made her fall in love with him. Do they still have that spark? And can they reconcile the past with their present, and find a way to love each other again?

Originally published in 1993.
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CHAPTER ONE

The feeling that something wasn’t right crept up his back with footsteps as cold as death.

“Just your old demons again,” Brett told himself as he lifted his field glasses to his eyes. The snow was coming down hard, as it had been for the past thirty-six hours. Eight or ten inches had accumulated at the base of Pine Mountain. There was probably twice that much at the summit, and the drifts near the bottom of the ranger tower had piled over two feet deep. The wind was up, too, blowing and whistling through the mountains with the eerie voice of winter.

“Nothin’ out there,” he said, still squinting through his binoculars. From the eagle’s nest of the tower, he had a wide-angle view of the hill and valleys of this part of Oregon, the place he’d called home for a good part of his life. “Just your imagination…”

He stopped short, the hairs at the back of his neck lifting one by one as he strained to listen. In the distance, the whine of what sounded like a truck’s engine echoed through the canyons. He swung his glasses to the south, though no one in his right mind would be traveling on the old camp road.

He’d lived most of the past twelve years at the tower, and he’d learned to gauge the sounds in the distance. He could pinpoint the soft hoot of an owl, the lonely call of a coyote, or the shouts of hunters stalking game through the heavy pine forests.

That noisy rig, whatever it was, was way off course. The fool behind the wheel should know better; these old logging roads weren’t graded or secured by guardrails, as the county roads were. Dangerous enough in the summer, those gravel-and-mud ruts turned treacherous and deadly with the coming of the first winter storms.

His jaw tightened, and he adjusted the focus on his field glasses. The engine’s roar was definitely coming from the south…from the direction of the old church camp. But it couldn’t be. The camp had been closed for five years, and now that the man who’d owned the property, Preacher Bevans, had passed on, the old gate was chained and padlocked. Anyway, no one ever used the twisting road that crossed White Elk Creek in the winter. Canoers and fishermen in the summer, hunters in the fall, but no one in the dead of winter.

Until now. Less than two weeks before Christmas. He only hoped the idiot had enough brains not to try and cross the ancient bridge that spanned the creek. Constructed a hundred years ago of timbers that had slowly rotted, the bridge was meant for horse or cart travel, and was without rails of any kind. The rotting boards weren’t safe, and now, piled with a blanket of snow, the bridge would appear deceptively secure. The driver wouldn’t see the sagging pilings and broken boards until it was too late.

But surely the gate and padlock would keep the trespassers out.

Nonetheless, he climbed quickly down the ladder and strode through the piled snow to his Bronco. He reached for the door handle, but then he stopped, his mind clicking ahead. By road it would take him forty-five minutes to get to the camp, but on horseback, down the deer trail, he could arrive at the bridge in a third of the time. He slammed the door of the Bronco shut and headed to his small barn, which was really little more than a lean-to attached to the cabin.

Inside, the barn was dark and smelled of horses, musty hay, leather and dung. Several of the horses pawed the straw in their stalls. Flintlock, his big sorrel gelding, greeted Brett with a soft nicker and a flick of his pointed ears. He was a huge animal, part Belgian draft horse. Brett had bought him from a logger who’d used him to drag old-growth timber down trails too steep for trucks. The gelding snorted impatiently, his breath clouding in the dark barn.

“Believe me, pal, you’re not gonna like this,” Brett said as he strapped a bridle to the gelding’s head and cinched the saddle tight. “Let’s go.”

With his rifle in the saddle holster and his walkie-talkie in his pack, Brett led the gelding out of the barn, kicked the door shut and climbed into the saddle. Hoping that the stupid driver of the truck hadn’t brought a bolt-cutter that could clip through the chain of the gate, he spurred the eager horse forward, down the steep, snow-covered trail.

Snow and ice pelted his head, and with gloved fingers he drew the hood of his down jacket closer around his freezing face.

Bloody fool!

For the next ten minutes, the horse plowed through the drifts. He stumbled twice, but moved steadily through the snowbanks and fir trees. Brett scanned the horizon. The sound of the engine had grown louder, but had changed slightly, to an idle. The driver had reached the gate and had to stop. Good. Brett felt a moment of relief before the engine started again and he knew that whoever was in that rig was through the gate.

“Come on, blast you!” he growled to the already sweating horse. They broke through the trees, and he looked down upon the camp. It was a smattering of boarded-up buildings, now covered with snow, on the far side of what, during the hot summer months, was a lazy stream. Now White Elk Creek was a racing torrent of icy water that slashed through the canyon at the base of Pine Mountain.

A battered Jeep was slowly creeping across the bridge.

“Son of a bitch!”

Easing Flintlock down the steep trail, Brett watched in horror, wondering if the Jeep would make it.

“Come on, come on…” he ground out, not knowing if he was talking to the horse or the driver.

The old bridge shuddered. Brett’s heart stood still. “No!”

Timbers cracked. One of the Jeep’s rear wheels punched through the soft wood, and it landed hard on its back axle. Still the driver pushed on the throttle.

“Idiot,” Brett muttered, kicking his horse to speed him over the slippery terrain and down the hillside to the creek.

The driver, apparently finally realizing the danger, climbed out of the Jeep, and Brett’s heart stopped. His mouth turned dry at the sight of her—so much the same, as beautiful as he remembered, her head bare, her hair sleek and black, her features unmarred by lines after five years. She walked around the Jeep, looking for the problem, and his lungs constricted. Didn’t she know to get off the damned bridge, to leave well enough alone? He saw the sagging bridge shimmy again. Hundred-year-old cables, rusty with age, moaned in protest and began to unravel.

“Libby! Freeze!”

She started to turn. Her hair fanned away from her face just as the cables gave way.

“Oh, God, no!” He was so close. Only feet from the bank when she slipped and pitched, screaming, through the ice-crisp air, toward the surging water.

“No!” Brett thundered, watching her hit the water. Viciously he kicked his horse down the slope. Snow sprayed up and hit him in the face. His old gelding was working hard, plowing through the drifts. “Come on, come on!” Brett ground out, watching, horror-stricken, as Libby—his Libby—tumbled with the swollen stream. Icy water crashed over her, dragging her downstream with the furious current.

Only fifty more feet…

Sweating and grunting, Flintlock plunged through the knee-high powder and skidded down the steep embankment. “Come on, you devil! Move!” The usually game horse balked at the creek, and Brett swung out of the saddle, running through the raging water, yanking off his gloves with his teeth, his eyes focused on Libby.

Overhead, the bridge creaked loudly, threatening to collapse with the weight of the Jeep.

Brett swam with the current, gulping too much water, breathing frigid, lung-burning air, oblivious to the freezing water and the fire in his lungs. Where was she? Oh, God! He saw her body, trapped against a fallen log, facedown. “Hang on, darlin’,” he yelled, plunging forward again, swimming with the icy current to surface at her side. His hands were frozen by the time he reached her still-submerged body.

The bridge groaned and swayed sickeningly.

Brett threw an arm around Libby’s shoulders and let the swift current carry them farther downstream, away from the impending disaster.

With an eerie groan followed by an ear-splitting shriek, the old boards gave way and collapsed into the creek. Thick cables snapped in the air. Snow and splintered wood crashed downward, throwing up a wall of water. The Jeep smashed on top of the debris.

Brett dragged Libby to the shore before any of the boards and logs could be ripped along with the current. He carried her up the slippery bank, swearing under his breath, the cold air chilling his soaked body. At the top of the embankment, he laid her on the ground, and watched in horror as her skin, usually tanned, turned an ugly blue.

He forced her mouth open and lowered his lips to hers. “Breathe, damn you,” he murmured before forcing air into her lungs. His chilled lips lingered a second too long on hers. Then he lifted his head, pressed firmly on her chest and blew into her mouth again.

“Come on, Libby, fight!” he urged, pushing hard against her chest and trying to stem the panic that seeped through him.

She couldn’t die! She couldn’t! Not like this! He blew into her unmoving lips again. “Come on, come on…”

He pushed on her chest, forcing the air out.

Still she didn’t move. Her eyelids didn’t flutter open to reveal eyes as blue as the sky in June.

Angrily he placed his mouth on hers and drove air into her water-logged lungs once more. How many times had he kissed her, covered her lips with his, all those years ago? Now, as he blew into her mouth, he felt an incredible ache that he might never see her alive again, never hear her laughter, never twine his fingers in the soft blue-black strands of her hair.

With a roar, he fought his own violent grief. He couldn’t lose her! Not this way! Not now! Though he was a man who had long ago given up his religion, he whispered, “Don’t let her die. Dear God, don’t let her die!”



CHAPTER TWO

She had to be dreaming.

Blinking rapidly, her body aching from retching, Libby stared up at Brett’s worried face. Water dripped off his hair and his face, and his eyes, usually a warm brown, were dark with concern.

She was cold. So bitterly cold. She closed her eyes again, and she was giving herself up to the warmth of unconsciousness when she was shaken so hard she had to gasp.

“Libby! Wake up! Don’t let go!”

With a heave, her stomach revolted. She twisted quickly and lost water from her lungs and stomach. Her teeth chattered. Strong arms were holding her tight.

“Are you all right? Libby, can you hear me?”

She tried to speak, but her throat wouldn’t work, and she could only nod. She ached everywhere, and for the first time she remembered where she was, recognized the snow-draped mountains where she’d grown up, realized that she’d come back home… She remembered driving the narrow switchbacks, listening to Christmas carols over the static on the radio, wondering if she’d ever see Brett again.

“Come on. You’re freezing.” He lifted her as easily as he would have a child, carrying her through the slippery snow, his wet, waterlogged boots squishing as he headed toward the camp. Her father’s camp. She knew she should try to make it on her own, to force her own numb feet to carry her, that depending upon Brett for anything was a mistake, but she couldn’t find the strength or the desire to try to stand. Though he was as cold as she, she felt some inner warmth from his body where it pressed against hers, and her fingers clung to the collar of his wet parka. He smelled of the creek, but she didn’t mind, and she closed her eyes again, drifting off.

“Libby…stay awake…. Libby…” His voice filtered through her subconscious, but she couldn’t force her eyes open, and she gave herself up to the dream that he was with her, caring for her, worried about her. It was a nice feeling, really, it was just that she was so cold, cold to the bone.

Brett trudged onward through the snow, to the main camp, where a cluster of the cabins, including the chapel and the dining hall, were still standing. All the buildings were locked, but, still holding Libby, he kicked at the door of the dining hall enough times for the rusty lock to give way. Inside, the room smelled of dust and disuse, but he didn’t care. There was still an old couch and some chairs, and if the rats hadn’t eaten out the stuffing of the cushions, the meager furniture would suffice. This was the one cabin with a fireplace. He laid Libby on the lumpy couch, drew it close to the river-rock hearth and walked quickly outside.

His memory of the camp hadn’t dimmed in the five years since he’d last been here, and he found the old woodpile, now a home for squirrels and chipmunks, no doubt. Dusting off the snow with numb fingers, he wrestled with a few logs and some kindling and hurried back to the main hall. His plan was simple: Warm Libby, check her for injuries and, if need be, ride back to his ranger station and call for help.

First things first. She was just where he’d left her, lying on the couch, shivering in her sleep, her skin still tinged a worrisome shade of blue. He reached into the pocket of his parka, prayed for the watertight properties that the salesman had assured him of when he bought the damned thing, and withdrew a sodden box of matches. “Great.” He searched through the hall and into the kitchen that angled off the eating area. In the pantry, beneath a layer of cobwebs and mouse dung, he found a box of matches, kerosene lanterns and, wrapped in plastic, several old quilts. “A bonanza,” he told himself as he hurried back to the hearth.

His fingers found the old damper. He yanked hard, and in a cloud of dust and feathers from some long ago inhabitant, the flue was open. The tinder-dry kindling ignited quickly, and soon yellow flames crackled against the dry wood. Libby stirred, her face golden in the light of the fire. He wasted no time stripping her of her clothes—boots, jeans, sweater, bra and panties. He forced himself to be distant and not to stare at the curves he’d known so well five years earlier. Her breasts, blue-veined and covered with goose bumps, her legs, long and slim and—Oh, damn it all! Gritting his teeth, as much to force aside his wayward thoughts as in response to the cold, he quickly wrapped one of the quilts around her, fitting it as close as a shroud, to hold in whatever body heat she retained. He dried her hair with the other blanket, until the damp ringlets were no longer dripping. Through the quilt, he rubbed her arms and legs, hoping the friction would keep her blood warm and flowing. “You’re going to be all right,” he said, to convince himself as much as her. “You’re going to be all right.”

When he was satisfied that she had stabilized and her breathing was strong and regular, he warmed his hands, then headed outside again.

The force of the storm hit him with an icy blast that tore through his wet clothes and swept the breath from his lungs. Any heat he’d collected in the cabin was stripped away.

He trudged through the driving snow to the bridge and saw that the Jeep hadn’t moved. Still balanced on a pile of debris beneath the broken bridge, it seemed wedged in. Flintlock was on the far bank, and Brett braved the creek again, wading through chest-deep water until, on the opposite shore, he grabbed the horse’s reins and led him back through the water. Flintlock objected, rearing a little, and Brett, who’d lost all feeling in his hands and feet, jerked roughly on the reins.

“This isn’t a picnic for me either, you know,” he growled at the animal as he tossed his rifle onto the bank. “Let’s go.” Clucking his tongue, he led the wild-eyed Flintlock into the stream. They followed the course of the current to the Jeep, and Brett yanked open the door. Some of the supplies and luggage seemed only slightly damaged, so he carried what he could and threw the soft luggage over the saddle.

Once he’d packed what he could, he tugged hard on the reins and forced the horse to the opposite bank, then recrossed for his rifle. By the time he’d made it back to the camp, he was frozen to the bone. He stabled Flintlock in an old barn, rubbed the horse down with the saddle blanket and tossed him an old bale of hay. With a final pat to Flintlock’s withers, he promised, “I’ll check on you soon,” and grabbed a pail off a peg in the wall.

Outside, the snow had become a blizzard. He shielded his eyes with his arm, and his legs moved without feeling as he trudged back to the main lodge.

His teeth were chattering, and he’d never been so cold in his life, but he scooped snow into the bucket and shouldered open the door. The fire was blazing, casting red-gold shadows over the old wooden walls and filling the room with the scent of burning wood. Shutting the door firmly behind him, he made his way to the fireplace and found Libby breathing easily, still sleeping or unconscious.

His shoulders sagged with relief. Setting the bucket near the fire, he then peeled off his wet clothes, hung them over the screen and stood buck-naked in front of the flames. He found a little grain of cynical humor in the fact that he was totally nude in the dining hall with the preacher’s daughter, but he didn’t laugh. Instead, he wrapped himself in the blanket he’d used to dry Libby’s hair, hung his clothes over one side of the fireplace screen and lay on the floor, rubbing his extremities, blowing on his fingers, hoping to avoid frostbite.

He wondered if he’d ever be warm again—and if Libby would survive. His gut twisted, and he glanced at her. She was breathing easily, her dark lashes curved against her cheek, her chest moving with each breath. She’d make it, and sure as he was sitting here, she’d be furious with him when she discovered she was naked as the day she was born.

Smiling a little, he stretched closer to the fire. His mind wandered back in time to the summer when he’d first met Libby Bevans, daughter of the minister of the single church in Cascade, Oregon. She’d been living in Portland, going to college, and she’d come home to care for her dying mother.

Brett had seen her in town a couple of times, which was no surprise, because Cascade was so small it was hard not to notice a new face. And what a face it was. High cheekbones, easy smile, blue eyes that sparkled when she talked. Her hair had been longer then, nearly to her waist, thick and black and wavy. She’d been like no other woman he’d ever met.

He’d always prided himself on being a loner, a man who needed no one, a person who enjoyed his solitary life in the mountains, and, though attracted to the opposite sex, he’d avoided any kind of emotional entanglement. His father was long dead, and his mother had remarried and was living her life in Seattle, loving the hustle and craziness of the city. Brett saw her only a couple of times a year, and that suited them both just fine.

He’d seen no reason to change his uncomplicated life-style. Until he’d met Libby. Then his entire world had turned upside down.

Leaning up on one elbow, he looked at her. So peaceful. So beautiful. Gently he touched a finger to her cheek and felt the warmth of her skin. She’d be okay. She was going to make it. Thank God. His throat closed in on itself when he thought of just how close he’d come to losing her. This time forever. His eyes burned, and his hand was suddenly unsteady.

Just nerves, he told himself. A normal reaction. Or was it? Just because she still haunted his dreams, that didn’t mean that he wasn’t over her. The fact that he’d thought of her nearly every day since she’d left him didn’t mean that he still loved her. Sure, he cared about her, but when they’d broken up, it had been for good.

He’d been her first love; she’d been his last.

Scowling at the turn his thoughts had taken, he settled back on the floor again and wondered what would happen once she awoke. And why the devil was she back here? When she’d left, she’d vowed never to return, and she hadn’t given a damn about breaking her old man’s heart—or his own.

A little finger of guilt pierced his mind. He knew, deep inside, that he’d driven her away. But it was easier to blame Libby, to convince himself that she was a conniving, malicious woman who had used him, a woman who had no depth of conviction.

But he’d lied to himself. As he thought of the past, remembered how much they’d meant to each other, he realized that he was the reason she’d run away from everything she ever loved.

He squeezed his eyes shut tight, hoping to sleep, but rest was elusive. Thoughts of Libby and that fateful summer kept him awake long into the night….



CHAPTER THREE

It was hot, late July, and Brett had driven into town for the Saturday breakfast special at the Derringer Café: a short stack of pancakes, a side of bacon, two fried eggs, and all the coffee he could drink.

He’d left a healthy tip for Velma, the redheaded waitress who always flirted with him, then sauntered outside and into the morning sunshine. Heat was already rising from the pavement, causing the asphalt to shimmer as he opened the door of his pickup. He spied her in the rearview mirror; a small, authoritative woman herding a group of kids onto the local church camp’s joy bus.

One of the kids wasn’t too keen on climbing aboard.

Brett turned and, shifting a toothpick to one corner of his mouth, watched the showdown.

“I hate camp!” the kid yelled belligerently, his chubby arms crossed in front of his chest. A freckle-faced boy of about ten, he smirked up at the woman. “I’m not going!”

Brett glanced at the parking lot, but no set of parents stepped forward to set the little brat straight. In fact, it seemed that the lithe young woman was solely in charge of about twenty kids ranging in age from seven to fifteen.

Amused, Brett lounged against the side of the café and openly watched the young woman square off with her wayward charge.

“Get on the bus, Sean,” she said with a sweet but determined smile.

“No way.”

Her blue eyes snapped suddenly, and she looked up to see an older boy with short blond hair and a slight case of sunburn. “Kevin, will you help Sean onto the bus? You can be his big brother. He’s a little nervous this morning.”

“Sure, Miss Libby, I—”

Libby? As in the preacher’s daughter? Brett had never met Libby Bevans, but he knew from his acquaintance with her father that as the only daughter of Edwin and Marla Bevans, Libby was adored by both her parents.

“I don’t want no sissy for a big brother!” Sean insisted, his eyes, behind round glasses, dancing with glee.

Miss Libby’s smile was suddenly strained. “Then get on the bus by yourself.”

“Make me.”

“Sean, I don’t want to have to embarrass you. Just get on the bus by the time I count to three.”

By this time, the whole lot of children, those already boarded and hanging out the windows, a few climbing up the steps of the brightly painted bus, and another couple of stragglers who were gathering their packs and bags from the sidewalk, were staring at the confrontation. Miss Libby was either going to make her point, or she was going to lose the respect of the whole group of kids.

“One,” she said.

Grinning, Sean didn’t budge, just looked from side to side, hoping the rest of the kids were seeing how tough he was.

“Two,” she said, a little louder. “Better start moving.”

Sean stuck out his tongue.

It was all Brett could take. He moved as swiftly as a hungry cougar into the midst of the group. “I don’t think you heard the lady,” he growled, hoping he looked as fierce as a mountain lion.

“Wh—who are you?” Sean stammered. His eyes, behind his thick lenses, had gone round with fear.

“Yeah, who do you think you are?” Libby demanded, concern evident on her face.

Brett slid her a glance before turning his eyes on Sean. “Think of me as a messenger of God.”

“A what?” she said on a gasp.

Brett’s gaze never left Sean’s surprised face. “That’s right, and he says you’d better haul your backside into the joy bus before you come across serious trouble.”

“You can’t do nothin’ to me, mister,” Sean said, still full of bravado, though his voice was beginning to tremble.

“You’re right. It’s not me you have to worry about.” He cast a meaningful look at the sky, then watched with amusement as Sean hightailed it onto the bus.

Libby whirled on him. “You had no right!” she whispered.

“I know. But it worked.”

“I was doing fine—”

“The kid was working you. And you painted yourself into a corner with that counting routine.”

“It’s a good way—”

“To make a fool of yourself.” He saw the fire snap in her eyes, and he gave her a totally uncivilized smile. Didn’t she understand that he’d done her a favor? The preacher’s daughter was beautiful, all right, but an impertinent snip. “You can’t treat a ten-year-old like he’s three. It won’t work.”

“What makes you such an authority? Do you have a dozen kids, or something?”

“Or something.” He shook his head. “I was ten once.”

“So was I!”

“But I was a wiseass. Any woman tried to cow me into crawling onto the bus by counting would have seriously regretted it.”

It seemed as if she suddenly believed him. Agreement registered in her eyes, and she blew her dark bangs off her forehead in a rush of exasperation. She bit down on the corner of her lower lip, which was nearly thrust outward in a pout, and Brett had the unlikely urge to kiss her—to take that soft lower lip and press his own to it. He wondered how she would react to such he-man tactics, and decided he would probably be rewarded with a swift kick.

She sighed and shook her head, her black hair shimmering blue in the morning light. “Okay, so your heavy-handed approach worked better than my cajoling. I guess I should thank you, Mr.—?”

“Brett Matson,” he supplied. “And you’re Miss Libby.”

“Ms. Bevans.”

“Edwin’s daughter.”

Her back stiffened a bit. “That’s right, and you can only call me Miss Libby if you sign up at the church and spend a week at the camp.”

A smile stretched across his chin. “That could be arranged,” he heard himself say. He wondered why he felt obliged to banter with this small woman. As it was, he would probably see more of her this summer than he should.

“Good. Take it up with God, since you’re on such a buddy-buddy basis with him. And in the future, Mr. Matson, please, keep your nose in your own business.”

“Even if the good Lord sends me a message?” he said, unable to stop baiting her. The woman rankled him, pure and simple.

“Especially then!” She whirled on her heel and headed back to the bus. He was left standing on the sidewalk, sweat collecting on the back of his neck as he watched her climb into the bus and take the driver’s seat. In a cloud of diesel smoke, the old vehicle rumbled away from the curb and out of town, toward Pine Mountain, and the church camp that sprawled along the shore of White Elk Creek.

“I’ll be damned,” he said, sliding a glance to the heavens and figuring his remark wouldn’t go unnoticed. He’d known that Ed had a grown daughter who was living in Portland and going to school. He’d heard through the trusty town grapevine that she was coming back to Cascade to help her ailing mother, but what he hadn’t counted on—not in a million years—was that she would be the most interesting woman west of the Rockies. “I’ll be damned,” he repeated, knowing he already was.

Libby couldn’t believe the gall of the man. To act as if he had some sort of personal communication with God! It was blasphemy, and if her father ever heard the tale, there was sure to be a sermon filled with fire and brimstone on Sunday. She couldn’t help but grin, however, because as angry as she was with Matson, she had to admit that his scare tactics seemed to have worked where her own calmer methods of handling a wayward child had failed. Sean Duvall had settled in to become a model camper.

“Live and learn,” she told herself as the bus rumbled across the old bridge and rolled into the campground. The kids were already singing songs, lead by Irene Brennan and her daughter, Sandy, a fun-loving tomboy who had graduated from high school with Libby. Mrs. Brennan was the organist at the church in town, and both she and Sandy had agreed to help with the camp, as Libby’s mother, who was usually the cook, maid and general mom-to-all-campers, was ill. Seriously ill.

A sudden and bitter cold settled in Libby’s heart. As an only child, she’d grown up close to both her mother and father, and she couldn’t believe that God, her father’s loving God, would see fit to take Marla away from them. A shadow covered her soul, and her throat grew tight as she thought of her mother battling melanoma. The prognosis wasn’t good, but Libby hoped that with the right medical care, a lot of love, and her father’s constant prayers, her mother would pull through. She had to.

Easing up on the throttle, Libby slowed the bus near the stables. The kids were shouting and laughing, antsy to start camp. She cranked open the doors, and they streamed out, carrying packs, bags, bedrolls and pillows as they scrambled to the six different cabins nestled in the trees and checked the rosters for their names.

The day would be hectic, she knew. She would help her father settle the campers into their respective bunks, deal with any problems, double-check the supplies, as well as the livestock, make sure she wasn’t needed in the kitchen, then drive her car back to town to spend the night with her mother before rising at dawn and returning.

She didn’t really mind. In the few years she’d been away since graduating from high school, she’d missed her summers here in the forest, where she’d been a camp counselor from the time she was fifteen.

It was nearly dinnertime when she saw him again. Through the open window of the craft cabin, she looked across the creek and watched as an unfamiliar pickup pulling a horse trailer parked in the clearing on the far side of the bridge.

Libby’s breath stopped for a second as Matson stretched out of the cab. He was a handsome man, she knew, though she was loath to admit as much. With long legs, broad shoulders and a whip-lean body, he looked mountain-tough. Wearing faded jeans, a matching jacket and a flannel shirt, he fitted the image of an outdoorsman. His hair, brown streaked with blond, was a little longer than was fashionable, and curled over the edge of his denim collar. His face was all sharp angles, and tanned from hours in the sun. Thin lips cut across a square jaw. He looked as if he could be laughing one instant and hostile the next—a powder keg with whiskey-brown eyes.

He opened the back of the horse trailer, and Libby forgot she was supposed to be showing the children how to mix paint as the Native Americans had a century before. Burnt umber dripped from her handmade brush as she watched Matson lead a huge gelding and a stocky mare into camp.

Trailing after the mare on a separate lead was a spindly-legged foal with huge brown eyes, a fluff of a tail and a crooked blaze running down its sorrel face.

“Look!” Tammy Lewis cried, her nose crinkling in delight. “A baby horse!”

“That’s a colt, stupid!” Sean told her, leading the stampede outside. However, once he caught a glimpse of Brett, Sean hung back, while other, more anxious campers reached out to touch a velvet-soft nose.

“I wouldn’t touch the filly,” Brett advised the kids, “unless you want her mama to show you who’s boss.”

“A filly?” Tammy said, sending Sean a meaningful glance. “I thought it was a colt.”

Brett laughed and cast a wicked look Libby’s way. “I’d be careful if I were you,” he said to the group. “Some females take their womanhood to heart, and they can be downright nasty if they are mistaken for a man. You sure don’t want to get them riled, or insult them, or—”

“Or usurp their authority.” Libby felt her cheeks burning as she took control of the conversation. Who did this guy think he was to come waltzing into the camp and start making fun of her?

“Brett!” Her father’s voice boomed through the trees. Libby turned to find Edwin running down the few steps of the chapel, a smile on his face and his hand extended. “Thanks for lending us the stock.”

“My pleasure.” The two men shook hands warmly, and Libby’s mouth nearly dropped open.

Her father adjusted his clerical collar and told the campers that, due to Mr. Matson’s generosity, they were able to have trail rides. Mr. Matson not only was a forest ranger, but also owned several head of livestock—draft horses—that were gentle enough to ride. Matson himself would give some lessons. Libby’s heart sank when she realized that she would probably be bumping into him more often than not.

Truth to tell, she didn’t like him. He was entirely too cynical. Too good-looking. Too cocky and too sexy for his own good.

As if reading her thoughts, he flashed a devilish smile in her direction, and her heart did a peculiar little flip. “Great,” she muttered to herself as she herded a few of the campers back to the craft shed and tried to keep her attention away from the window and her view of the paddock. On the other side of the split-rail fence, Brett was showing some of the children how to mount a horse and hold on to the reins. Libby’s concentration continually strayed away from the five rudimentary paintings of Native American scenes and to the roguish man whose amber eyes seemed to see straight through to her soul.

Brett stayed for dinner, and sat directly across the table from Libby. She had trouble swallowing Mrs. Brennan’s chicken and dumplings with his gaze flicking from her to her father more often than she would have liked.

He was disturbing and sensual and seemed to be laughing at her. His eyes glinted with amusement more often than not, and though he was a perfect gentleman while passing around the plates of creamed chicken, fluffy dumplings, corn on the cob and green beans, she felt his civility was all an act.

She hadn’t learned much about him, just that he was some sort of mountain man, a forest ranger who lived at the “station” at the timberline on Pine Mountain and raised horses—incredibly big horses—as a hobby. He seemed a part of this wilderness. He had come from another station, in southern Oregon, about the same time she’d left Cascade for Portland. Her father intimated that Brett was a loner, but “a good, decent enough man, though I would like to see him in church on Sundays.” The two men had met because of the livestock, held a distant respect for each other, and, though worlds apart, saw each other either because of the horses or because Cascade was a town of less than a thousand citizens. Everybody knew everybody.

“I’ll pack a plate for your ma,” Mrs. Brennan was saying as she and a designated group of helpers started clearing the table.

“She’d like that.” Libby was grateful for the conversation, because it meant she wouldn’t have to dwell on Brett and his uncomfortable scrutiny.

“And I’ll send along a berry pie—she can share it with some of the people who visit her during the day when we’re all up here.”

“That would be great.”

“Isn’t Sean on KP duty tonight?” Brett asked her.

“Mmm…”

“Looks like he’s trying to ditch.”

Sure enough, Sean had slipped off his bench and was trying to sneak out the dining-hall door. Brett leaned back in his chair and motioned toward the head table. “Why don’t you start over here?” he asked the boy. “I’m finished, and it looks like Miss Libby is, too.”

Sean’s chin thrust forward mutinously, and he seemed about to refuse when Brett climbed out of his chair. Muttering something under his breath about “women’s work,” Sean did the chores grudgingly, quickly picking up plates, scraping the scraps into one bucket and dropping the silverware and plates into another bucket of soapy water, all the while casting Brett dark looks over his shoulder.

Irene wrapped up a plate of food large enough to feed five hungry loggers, along with the promised berry pie. A shame, Libby thought, knowing that her mother’s appetite had waned to almost nothing.

Night was approaching. The first stars winked in a dusky mountain sky and frogs began their soft chorus. An owl hooted quietly, and overhead a hawk swooped into the darkening branches of a pine tree.

Libby’s father was busy overseeing the nightly ritual of the building of the campfire, where each night before bedtime the campers would sing songs, create skits and pray. “You go on home and take care of your ma,” he told her. “But leave the car—Brett, would you mind giving her a lift into town?”

“No—” Libby said instinctively and her father looked up sharply. “There’s no reason he should have to drive clear into Cascade, when he only lives a few miles from here.”

“It’s no trouble,” Brett assured her, his eyes darkening with the night.

Libby’s heart began to pound erratically. She couldn’t imagine anything more difficult than spending the next half hour or so cooped up with him in the small cab of his truck. But she was stuck. Unless she wanted to be incredibly rude and ungrateful, she had no choice but to follow him down the road and over the bridge to the far side of the creek, where his truck was parked. He’d already unhitched the trailer, as he was planning to leave it at the camp until he picked up his horses after the last session.

Libby climbed into the pickup and placed Irene’s basket of food on the seat next to her.

“Scared?” Brett asked as he backed around and started driving slowly down the switchbacks of the mountainside.

“Scared of what?” she repeated, knowing full well what he meant.

“Of me.”

“Hardly. Unlike Sean, I don’t believe you have the wrath of God at your command.”

“I didn’t think a preacher’s kid would lie.”

“I’m not—”

“You’re scared.”

“I can’t imagine why I would be,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest and wondering how it was that this man could reduce her to feeling like a girl in junior high school. She was usually levelheaded, she was considered bright by her professors, and she was well on her way to a career in nursing. She’d dated a lot of different boys and men—none of whom had interested her, particularly—and she was not scared of some hermit who spent his life in a ranger station in the wilderness.

“I scare you because you don’t know what to do with me,” he said, with predictably brutal honesty. “I stepped on your toes with that kid, and you want to step a little harder on mine.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Mmm…” As he rounded a curve and the headlights threw twin beams onto the road, a doe and two fawns froze directly in the pickup’s path. “Oh, hell!” He downshifted, swerving to avoid hitting the animals as he slammed on the brakes. The basket pitched off the seat and crashed to the floor. Seat belts grabbed and locked. Libby’s head banged against the passenger door window. The truck bounced as the wheels skidded, throwing up gravel, screeching angrily. Libby’s stomach lurched.

Bounding across the road, the deer disappeared into the forest as the truck jolted to a stop.

“You okay?” Brett asked as the truck idled on the shoulder.

“I think so.” Heart pounding, she touched her head and winced.

Brett’s expression was grim as he opened the glove compartment and extracted a flashlight. Muttering under his breath, he clicked on the beam and shone the light upon her forehead. Gingerly he examined the knot that was growing beneath her skin. His fingers were gentle as they probed, but they didn’t alleviate the headache steadily growing behind her eyes.

He touched a tender spot, and she sucked in her breath and grimaced, shoving aside the flashlight. “I said I’d be okay.”

“I’m sorry.” The words, so solemn, seemed to reverberate through the cab.

“It—it’s all right. Not your fault. An accident.” She managed a small grin when she saw the doubts in his eyes. “Don’t worry. Really. I’m tougher than I look. And I’ve got a thick skull. If you don’t believe me, just ask my dad. He’ll tell you.”

Brett didn’t so much as crack a smile. “I’d better get you home.”

Picking up the basket and replacing it on the seat between them, he cast Libby one more worried glance. “Maybe I should take you into Bend to see a doctor.”

“All that way? It’s just a little bump on the head.”

“You don’t know—”

“I do know. I’m a nurse, remember?”

“Not yet.”

“But soon. And I’ll be okay. I don’t need a doctor,” she said, thinking of the long trip to Bend for medical attention. Cascade needed its own clinic, had needed one for years, but no doctor wanted to spend his time with the few patients the town had to offer, when he could make more money in the city. Even attempts at sharing one general practitioner with a couple of other small towns hadn’t worked, and the GP who had tried to run a three-town practice—Dr. Sherman—had left central Oregon years before and moved to Eugene.

Brett shoved the truck into the gear and guided it back onto the narrow road. The silence was deafening. Only the growl of the pickup’s oversized engine and the whine of tires against pavement as the truck turned onto the county highway broke the noiselessness. Libby leaned her head against the window and closed her eyes against the dull ache inside her skull. What a day. She sighed, and didn’t open her eyes again until she felt Brett downshift and the pickup slowed in the gravel drive of the parsonage.

Lights glowed in the windows of the small frame house located on the lot adjacent to the century-old church. She tried to argue that Brett didn’t need to help her inside, but he wouldn’t hear her arguments. He didn’t admit it, but Libby was certain he wanted to keep his eye on her a little while longer and assure himself that she wouldn’t collapse as a result of the bump on her head.

Her frail mother was glad to see them. From her position on the couch, she clicked off the television with the remote control, smiled warmly at Brett and insisted, as Libby was reheating Irene’s chicken and dumplings and trying to cut wedges from the mangled berry pie, on hearing all about the first day at camp.

Her mother’s eyes, though sunken, sparkled at Libby’s stories, and Libby’s heart went out to the woman who had raised her. Once robust, with thick black hair and a more-than-ample waistline, Marla Bevans was a mere shell of her former self.

She ate more heartily than she had in the few days Libby had been back in town, and when she was through with a sliver of pie and had heard all of Libby’s and Brett’s stories about the camp, she was worn out.

Libby helped her into bed while Brett lingered in the living room. “He’s handsome, isn’t he?” her mother asked as she eased her thin body between the sheets.

“Who? Mr. Matson?”

“I distinctly remember he told you to call him Brett,” Marla said softly.

Libby lifted a shoulder and poured water from the bedside pitcher into a glass. “I suppose. Some people might think he’s handsome.”

“Some? Oh, come on, Libby. Every female under fifty in this town does—and some of them older than that do, too.” She chuckled, coughed, and took a sip from the glass that Libby held ready.

“Do they?”

“Mmm… But he hasn’t shown much interest. Even when Sara Pritchert practically threw herself at him—and she’s one of the most sought-after girls in town—he wasn’t interested.”

“His loss.”

“I don’t think so.” Her mother’s eyes gleamed in the light from the single lamp on the night table.

“Mom…”

“I saw the way he looked at you, Libby. I’m not too far gone to recognize when a man is smitten with—”

“Smitten? Mom, listen to yourself!”

“Well, I’ll make no excuses.” Her frail fingers pulled the bed covers close under her chin. “You know that I’d like to see you married before I leave this earth. Truth to tell, I want nothing more than to hold my grandchild one time, but I know that might not be possible.” Libby started to protest, but her mother twined her fingers through her daughter’s. “More than anything, I just want to see you happy.”

“Marriage doesn’t necessarily guarantee happiness,” Libby said sagely, and her mother offered her a knowing smile. Libby couldn’t believe they were having this conversation about Brett Matson, a man she’d only met this very day—a man who seemed intent on baiting her! She wondered if the disease had affected her mother’s usually clear mind.

“Brett’s a good man. Hardworking. Decent. Handsome. Sexy—”

“Mom! Listen to what you’re saying!”

“Well, I’m not a dead woman yet, and just because I’ve been married to a preacher doesn’t mean that I can’t enjoy the body that God gave me. Your father and I love each other very much, and nothing is more precious than the times we’ve been together.”

Libby flushed scarlet. “This is crazy talk….”

“No, it’s not. I just don’t have time to beat around the bush.” With a wink, her mother said, “Just humor me. Don’t rule Brett out.”

“Oh, for crying out loud—”

“Now let’s pray.” Her mother closed her eyes and murmured a soft prayer. Silently Libby added a request for her mother to return to health, and she ignored the mention of Brett Matson in Marla Bevans’s litany.

Did her mother honestly think that she would even consider a date with Brett—much less marriage?

Yet, as she turned down the lamp and closed the bedroom door quietly behind her, she felt her heartbeat quicken. Just the knowledge that Brett was in the house caused her pulse to increase in tempo.

Telling herself she was, in her own way, as silly as her mother, she walked down the short hallway to the living room and wondered how she was going to get Brett Matson out of the house—and out of her life for good.



CHAPTER FOUR

The object of Libby’s mother’s prayers was waiting in the living room. Drumming restless fingers silently on the windowsill as he stared into the night, Brett glanced up at the sound of her footsteps.

Libby felt a little stutter in her heartbeat. Silently she told herself that she was being foolish, that she was under the influence of her mother’s silly notions, and yet, when she caught him looking at her with his magnetic amber eyes, she found her lungs suddenly straining for air.

“She all right?”

“I think so.”

She walked with him to the front porch of the little house. Only an infrequent car crawled along the night-shaded streets, and the streetlights were few and far between.

“Your mother’s a brave woman,” he said.

“Always has been.”

“Like you?”

The question hung in the air between them. “I’m afraid of some things,” she admitted.

“But not me.”

“Definitely not you.”

She saw his smile stretch white in the darkness, and she knew an instant of fear before his arms surrounded her and he gathered her close. His lips were unerring as they found hers. She let out a startled sound, but it was cut off by the warm pressure of his mouth. Though at first she struggled, he didn’t stop kissing her, and slowly she relaxed, giving in to the magic of the night and the strength of his arms. He smelled of leather and horses, pine needles and coffee. A piece of her melted inside, and she opened her mouth ever so slightly. With a groan, he pulled her closer still, until the thin wall of their clothes caused friction between their bodies.

Her skin suddenly warm, Libby felt light-headed, and was only vaguely aware of the impression of his hand against the small of her back. Her knees were unsteady, and she nearly fell over when he broke off the embrace as suddenly as he’d swept her into his arms.

“Damn!” Running the back of his hand over his mouth as if wiping away the kiss he’d stolen from her, he took a step away from her. It was as if he needed to put distance between his body and hers. His breathing was hard and ragged, and nearly as shallow.

“D-don’t ever do that again,” she stammered, though her voice held little conviction.

“Never?”

“That’s right.”

His eyes sparked at the challenge. “I don’t think that’s possible with you.”

“Try,” she said, and he grinned, a wicked curve to his lips.

“You try, Miss Libby.” With that, he kissed her again, and before she could reach back to strike him, he stepped agilely away and headed for his pickup. “Well, one thing’s for certain. That bump on your head sure didn’t affect your lips.”

“You miserable—”

The truck started with a roar, and she was left standing in the middle of the porch. She was ready to spout a stream of invectives when she heard a quiet chuckle from the open window of her mother’s bedroom.

Great. Just great! she thought, taking solace in the fact that things couldn’t get much worse.

Or could they?

* * *

Brett became a regular fixture at the camp. When he wasn’t putting in long hours at the ranger station, he found time to ride his horse down to the camp, much to the delight of the children. He showed them how to whittle a whistle, how to track a deer, and how to ride a horse through the shallows of White Elk Creek. Though he never stayed for the campfire sing-along or for prayers, he spent more than his share of hours at the camp, and Libby found herself less antagonistic toward him.

True, he unnerved her, caused her pulse to jump and her temper to flare at unexpected moments, but for the most part he was pleasant enough, helping her father chop wood and repair some of the buildings, and complimenting Irene Brennan on her meals. He ate dinner at the camp every night, and were it not for the hours he spent helping out, Libby would have thought that he was using her father for a free meal. But those dinners were given gratefully, for Brett was the hardest worker in camp.

From the craft cabin, Libby had often watched him splitting kindling, his tanned muscles fluid and gleaming with sweat, his hair dark and damp as it fell over his forehead. She noticed the way black hair flared across his chest and angled mysteriously down past his navel. His jeans were always low-slung, riding somewhat precariously on his slim hips. More often than she liked to admit, she’d forgotten the project on which she was working while she watched him. Then a camper’s voice would bring her out of her daydream, and she’d once again pay attention to the baskets being woven or the sketches being drawn by inexperienced hands.

Brett was firm with the horses, gentle, but in complete control. He lead the smallest children around the paddock on the back of a giant horse named Hercules, and the wide-eyed rider would cling to the saddle horn and grin widely. He showed the children how to brush the animal’s hide and cinch a saddle tightly. He even took the time to let the kids watch him remove a pebble that was lodged in Hercules’s hoof. Once he took part in a water fight that several of the kids had started, and ended up squirting Libby with the hose.

She squealed and wanted to be angry with him, but the dancing mischief in his eyes was so boyishly charming that she forgave him instantly, and she had to force her eyes away from his naked, dripping chest and his flushed face. He was dangerous, no doubt about it, and her response to him was ludicrous. She’d heard of women who’d fallen for the wrong man, and she told herself firmly that she wouldn’t be one of them.

Two weeks passed, and she let down her guard a bit. Then, one night, he came upon her alone. She’d thought he’d already left, having watched him climb astride Hercules and head up the trail to the ranger station.

She was in the stables, watching the little foal nurse, his fluff of a tail wriggling, when the door creaked open and she turned to find Brett, stripped to his jeans, standing silhouetted in the doorway. The light from the campfire was to his back, the star-studded sky a canopy above him.

Her heart trip-hammered at the sight of him. “You—you startled me,” she said, rubbing her arms as if chilled, though the temperature in the barn still hovered near seventy.

He swallowed, as if his throat had gone suddenly dry. “Forgot something,” he said, his eyes never leaving hers as he crossed the dusty floor and reached into a saddlebag hanging from a nail driven into one of the support posts. Lantern light caught on the silver band of his watch as he slipped it over his wrist. “Aren’t you going into town?”

She shook her head. “Dad…he’s going to stay with Mom for a few days. Irene and I can handle the camp. Things are settling down. He’ll…he’ll be back Monday morning, after services on Sunday.”

In the darkness, Brett’s gaze landed full on hers. Her heart missed a beat, and she licked her lips nervously.

Electricity seemed to sizzle in the barn. Libby couldn’t force her gaze from his. She felt him drawing nearer to her, knew she had to turn and run, or at the very least put up a hand to ward him off.

Instead, she quivered inside, and when Brett took her into his arms, she lifted her face of her own accord, her mouth waiting, her lips accepting as he kissed her, long and hard, drawing the breath from her lungs, touching the depths of her soul.

This is insane, a part of her cried in silent rebellion as the rest of her surrendered utterly to the primal assault on her senses. She clung to him, and her anxious lips opened willingly to the eager ministrations of his tongue. Liquid and warm, her body seemed to dissolve as a tide of emotion tore through her body and soul.

When he lifted his head, she could barely breathe. “I didn’t want this,” he admitted.

“I don’t want this.”

“Liar.” His mouth curved into a knowing smile, and he kissed her again, his hungry lips molding over hers. Her mouth clung to his, and she shivered when his hands spanned her waist. This time his weight drew them downward to a bed of straw, and her knees willingly gave way.

She gasped when his callused fingers found the bare skin at the gap between her T-shirt and the waistband of her jeans, but her own fingers dug into the sinewy strength of his shoulders as she kissed him with utter abandon.

“Libby,” he murmured. “Sweet, sweet Libby.” His knee wedged between her legs, and she felt the length of him pressed intimately against her body. A fever burned inside her veins, and her breasts ached with the want of his touch. Never before had she lost her head, never had she wanted, needed, to be caressed.

His fingers inched up her ribs. Her diaphragm slammed against her lungs as he cupped a breast, tracing the scalloped lace of her bra. From deep in her throat, she moaned, and he stroked her with his thumb, causing her nipple to pucker with want. His mouth moved easily over hers, sliding and molding to hers as he lowered himself, his greedy lips pressing wet hot kisses against her chin, her throat, her collarbone.

Deep inside she felt a moistness, an aching void that grew to a chasm of dark lust. Her fingers twisted in his hair as he lifted her T-shirt and touched the tip of his tongue to her breast. She jerked as if a jolt of electricity had rocked her, and he gathered her close, burying his face in the soft mound of her breast, kissing and laving her nipple through the lace of her bra. Her spine arched, and she tried to press more of herself into him, to give him what he needed, to offer comfort and solace and satisfaction.

With a groan, he lifted his head, leaving her nipple cold and wet and desolate as he stared deep into her eyes. His own were glazed, and she watched him try to drag in one calming breath after another. “This…this won’t work….” he said, his gaze drifting downward to her breasts, still hindered by her scrap of a bra. With shaking hands, he tugged her T-shirt back over her skin. “Damn it, Libby, we both know it.”

“I don’t care.”

“Of course you do.” But he glanced to her face again, and he must have seen the decision in her eyes. “Come on. Get up.” With a tender smile, he pulled a few pieces of straw from her hair. “You’re the minister’s daughter, for crying out loud!”

“I’m a woman.”

His gaze flicked down her body. “No argument about that.”

“I make up my own mind.”

“Not this time.” He pulled her to her feet and placed both hands on her shoulders, keeping her at arms’ length. “Don’t get me wrong. I want you, Libby. More than I’ve ever wanted a woman. And if you weren’t the daughter of the reverend, who happens to be a friend of mine, and if your mother wasn’t sick and hoping to see you marry a good man before she has to leave this earth, and if I thought you could live with yourself after we made love, then I’d bed you right here and now. God knows I want to.”

Shame washed up her face in a hot wave. “I didn’t ask you to bed me.”

“Call it what you will. But we can’t make love.”

She recognized the wisdom in his way of thinking; she knew he was right, darn it, but still she felt disappointed and bereft. Pulling out of his grasp, she tossed her hair off her shoulders and said, “Don’t label me, Brett. And don’t think of me as the preacher’s daughter, okay? As a matter of fact, don’t bother thinking about me at all!” Turning on her heel, she left him standing in the barn and told herself that she would never, never, allow herself to get into a compromising position with him again! Hell would freeze over before she did.

* * *

Her vow lasted all of two days.

Brett didn’t come the next night for dinner and when he arrived the following day, he looked right through her, as if she didn’t exist. Rankled, she forced him into conversation. His answers were polite but crisp. The air between them fairly crackled with unspoken emotion. She caught him looking at her several times, from a distance, the heat still simmering in his eyes.

So he wasn’t as immune to her as he pretended to be. She felt a little vindication at that thought, but still, he never touched her, and when he left that night, without so much as saying goodbye, she watched him go with a heavy heart.

Unable to stand the strain any longer, she made excuses to Irene about being unable to sleep, saddled a quick little mare and took off after Hercules’s trail. With the silver glow of the moon as her illumination, and her memory of the paths surrounding the camp as her compass, she pressed her knees into the mare’s sides and urged the eager horse forward, over the bridge and up the steep incline leading to the ranger station.

The rush of creek water dulled to a soft murmur, but the drone of insects and the thunder of bats’ wings kept the night alive. The mare shied at a bend in the trail as an unseen creature scurried through the undergrowth. Libby’s heart pounded with fear. Her nerves were strung tight. She was on a fool’s journey. She could get lost in this rugged wilderness; the horse could make a misstep and tumble over the sheer cliffs that were less than a quarter of a mile away now, or the mare might step into a hole in the path and break her leg.

“Fool,” she muttered. Glancing over her shoulder and gazing down the dark canyon, she saw the dying campfire still blazing through the branches of the pine trees and small beacons of lantern light shining from the windows of the cabins.

Suddenly the mare snorted, her ears flicking anxiously, as she sidestepped.

Libby’s heart slammed to the dusty ground. “What—?”

The mare started to rear as a hand reached out of the darkness and held firmly to the reins. “Following me?” Brett asked, his eyes mirrors of moonlight as he stared up at her.

Libby felt suddenly foolish. Her heart was still trip-hammering with fear and apprehension. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“We need to talk.”

He raised a critical eyebrow. “Talk?” he repeated as she climbed off the mare and stood face-to-face with him. In the dark he seemed larger, his size intimidating.

She squared her shoulders. “We can’t go on like this.”

“Like what?”

“Seeing each other, not talking, avoiding contact.”

“Contact?” he repeated. “That’s what you want?”

Her teeth ground together in silent fury, but she would not be baited. She would not! “What I want is for us to be friends.”

He snorted and glanced at the starry sky. “I already told you what a lousy liar you are. Don’t stretch my patience.”

“What do you want from me?”

Sighing, he looked again at the star-dappled heavens. “What I want… Oh, Libby, it would scare the living daylights right out of you.”

“I don’t think so.”

His lips flattened over his teeth, and he let out a stream of invective that would have absolutely turned her father’s hair snow-white. “What I want is for you to get back on that horse, ride carefully back down this damned mountain, and leave me the hell alone.”

Her throat closed and tears flooded her eyes as he turned his back to her. “You’re a lousy liar, too,” she said, her voice catching.

At the sound of her trembling words, his shoulders slumped. “Libby, don’t—”

“Don’t what? Don’t love you? Don’t hate you? Don’t touch you? Don’t talk to you? What?”

“Oh, hell—don’t fall for me.”

A lump filled her throat. “It’s too late for that.”

He bit his lower lip, and with a curse leveled at himself he turned and looked into her eyes again. “I should never have started this,” he said.

“But you did. Why?”

“Because…” He struggled for the right words, struggled to find a lie. But as he gazed into her eyes, he gave up all pretense, and his emotions were stripped bare. “Because I couldn’t stop myself. With you. I couldn’t…can’t…” He stepped closer, tilted her chin upward with one finger, then wiped away a solitary tear that trickled from the corner of her eye. “You make me crazy.”

She smiled. “I know.”

“You asked me what I want from you. The answer is that I want everything.” Cupping the back of her head with his hand, he drew her lips to his and kissed her with a tenderness that caused her soul to shatter. “Everything,” he repeated against her open mouth.

She wound her arms around his neck, and they tumbled to the soft carpet of pine needles at the bend in the trail. His hands found the buttons of her blouse, and she held on to him as if to life itself.

This time, he didn’t stop. This time, he made love to her. Under the wide expanse of star-studded sky, with the mountains rising above them, he claimed her for his own.

* * *

Their affair grew over the summer, and as Marla Bevans’s health declined, Libby clung tighter to her love for Brett. She gave herself to him willingly and often, and the secret they shared, the tenderness they felt for each other, helped ease the pain of watching Marla slowly die.

“It’s not fair!” she cried, storming into the small chapel at the camp, where her father was praying. She’d spent the afternoon with her mother, her heart slowly shredding. Tears streamed from her eyes, and a deep rage flowed in her veins. “Mom’s so young, so good, so—Oh, damn it, we need her. I need her!”

Her father placed a comforting arm around her shoulders. “I know you do, honey. So do I. But we have to understand that God works in mysterious ways.”

“Well, God made a mistake this time!” Libby threw back at him.

“Shh… Be patient, Libby.”

“I can’t, and I won’t! This is wrong! Wrong, wrong, wrong!”

Her father’s face turned chalk-white. With stricken eyes, he said, “Don’t ever doubt the word of our Lord. His wisdom is all-seeing.”

“Oh, Dad, how can you be so blind?” she cried, running out of the small chapel. She waited restlessly all day for Brett. He arrived at camp that evening, and Libby threw herself into his arms, unafraid of her father, who, from his position near the flagpole, could hardly miss seeing that his daughter was in love with Brett Matson.

He didn’t seem to mind. Nor did her mother. In the last few days of Marla’s life, she was at peace, telling Libby that she could go happily to her reward, knowing that her daughter had found happiness with a good man.

All in all, Libby spent the waning days of summer either ecstatically happy with Brett or miserably wretched as she prepared for her mother’s death.

During the last session of camp, Libby realized she was pregnant. She’d guessed that something was wrong when she skipped her first period, but she’d chalked up the change in her cycle to her ragged state of emotions. Falling in love with Brett while tending to her sick mother had placed her in an emotional mine field. However, by the time she missed her second period, morning sickness had set in, and she had to confide in Brett.

“I think we’re going to have a baby.”

It was night. The stars were shining through the window of the barn, and Brett was repairing a bridle. He looked up sharply from his stool, and the corners of his mouth tightened. “You’re sure?”

“No. But I’m a nurse… Well, I will be soon. I know the symptoms. So, yeah, I’m pretty sure.”

He didn’t smile, but he reached forward, drew her close to him and held her tight, his head pressed intimately to her abdomen. “Then we’ll get married,” he said, without a trace of emotion. “As soon as possible.”

He didn’t say he loved her, didn’t even mention his joy at the prospect of becoming a father, but Libby knew he must feel the same state of elation that had brought her so much happiness already. Her only regrets were that her mother wouldn’t live to see the birth of her first grandchild, and that Libby would have to put her own career on hold for a while. But it would be worth it. She was to become a mother. She placed her hand over her flat abdomen and smiled at the thought that she was carrying Brett’s child.

The baby was their secret—hers and Brett’s. After the wedding ceremony, she would break the happy news that she was pregnant to her family.

Her parents, predictably, were thrilled at the news of her upcoming marriage and her mother blinked against hot tears as she held her daughter’s hand and smiled up at her. “Didn’t I tell you?” she asked Libby. “I knew from the first time I saw the two of you together.”

During the next few days, while she was home with her mother, Libby planned a small wedding. Her father would officiate in their home, where her mother could be a part of the ceremony. Marla seemed to improve for a while. Just the thought of her daughter’s marriage lifted her spirits. However, on the last day of summer camp, Marla took a turn for the worse. She was rushed to the hospital in Bend, and there, with her family waiting anxiously beside her, she passed away.

Despite the prayers.

Despite the hospital and the doctors.

Despite the fact that Libby still needed her.

Libby had told herself she was prepared, that she could handle her mother’s passing. But she’d been wrong. The hole in her heart was deep and painful. Her grief encompassed her, and she felt lost in the little house she’d called home for so many years. Involuntarily she listened for the sound of her mother’s footsteps, her quiet cough, the tunes she hummed as she worked, but the house was empty. The ticking of the clock and humming of the refrigerator were no replacement for the warm sound of dishes rattling or beans snapping or the whisper of a broom as it brushed the floor.

Think about the baby. About Brett. About the happiness in your future, she silently counseled herself as she tried and failed to help her father through his grief. He spent long hours in the church, praying and talking with God, but in the end he seemed as lost as Libby.

The congregation sympathized. “She’s gone to her final reward…. She’s with God now…. At least she isn’t suffering any longer…. She’s found her peace….” The platitudes swirled around her, sounding suspiciously empty.

Libby held on to Brett through the funeral and in a fog of agony, watched as her father, with his unwavering faith, eulogized his wife of twenty-eight years.

“I know it’s hard, but you have to get over it,” Brett said on the day after the funeral. Libby’s eyes still felt hot and burned with tears. Her father’s final prayer for his dead wife played over and over in her mind, and the depth of her sorrow seemed bottomless. She barely ate, and found it difficult to smile.

“I thought I was prepared. But I guess you never can be,” she said.

“Try.” Brett took both her hands in his. “For me.” His arms surrounded her, and she leaned against him, letting the tears flow and holding on to his strength. She would get over this darkness in her soul. With Brett and the baby, she had reasons to live, reasons to find joy in life.

Slowly, day by day, her grief subsided. With the promise of the future, she found her smile again, and though she thought of her mother often, she concentrated on the future and helping her father, who, despite his faith in God, was utterly lonely and grief-stricken. Libby taught him how to use the microwave, showed him how to wash and iron his own clothes, and found a woman who could come into the parsonage once a week to clean the place.

Life was settling down, the wedding was less than a week away, and Libby had thrown herself into her wedding plans. The invitations had been sent, the flowers and cake ordered and a dress purchased, and nearly everything was set. A small traditional wedding, nothing fancy. Everything was going as smoothly as possible.

Two days before the ceremony, Libby planned to surprise Brett with a wedding present—a spirited gray Percheron colt Brett had been eyeing for most of the summer. The colt, owned by a farmer in the valley, was expensive, but Libby bought the two-year-old with funds she’d planned to use for school and had the gray delivered to Brett’s home on Pine Mountain.

Once the farmer left, she waited expectantly for Brett. Astride the stocky horse, her heart nearly bursting with anticipation, she rode around the small paddock, patting the colt’s sleek neck and visualizing the smile that would curve Brett’s mouth at the sight of the animal. “This is gonna be good,” she confided in the horse when she heard the whine of Brett’s truck climbing the steep hill. The colt’s dark ears pricked forward, and he pawed at the ground.

“It’s all right,” Libby assured him, but the animal’s shoulders quivered. “Wait till he sees you.”

The engine grew louder.

The colt snorted and minced, as if he, too, were anxious.

“Hold on, boy.”

The truck rounded a curve, emerged from the trees and slid to a stop near the barn.

Libby, grinning widely, waved a hand in the air as Brett climbed out of the cab.

“What the devil—?”

From another paddock, a horse whinnied, and the colt, nervous, reared and twisted.

“Libby!” Brett yelled as Libby scrabbled for the reins. Her knees tightened around the horse’s sides, but her weight carried her downward. She tried to catch hold of his mane when she realized she was falling, but she couldn’t. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Brett vault the fence.

“Hang on! Libby!”

His warning was useless. The sun-baked ground rushed up at her, and she hit the dirt with a sickening thud that jarred her from her shoulders to her toes.

Brett yelled at the beast, and the gray backed away as Libby’s body smacked into the ground. “Oh, God,” he whispered as he raced across the packed dirt and fell to his knees at her side. “Are you all right? Libby?” Fear pricked his heart, and he felt a sense of relief when her eyes fluttered open. She’d be all right. She had to be.

She moaned as he pulled her into his arms. Kissing her dusty forehead, he held her tight, and didn’t notice the dark stain spreading across her jeans until it was much too late.



CHAPTER FIVE

Libby was cold. So very cold. A dirty, retching taste filled her mouth, and her nose felt rough, like sandpaper. She’d dreamed…horrible dreams…and yet Brett had been in those dreams, holding her close, carrying her, saving her from some hideous watery beast.

With a groan, she opened her eyes, blinking against the shifting light of a crackling fire. The room was familiar, yet strange, and her mind swam, like the torrents of an icy creek that even now threatened to pull her under.

Fear caused her to shiver.

She was lying down…on a couch…and her entire body ached. She heard the creaking of floorboards from the darkness behind her.

“Libby? Thank God!”

Brett?

He loomed in front of her, and she thought she was still dreaming. Wrapped in an old quilt, he bent on one knee to be at eye level with her. She blinked, but his image remained, and in her soggy mind she knew that she was safe, that somehow he’d brought her to safety. They were in a cabin…no, in the main hall of the camp. She was wrapped in blankets, and her hair was damp.

“Are you all right?” Gently he touched her face, his eyes dark with worry.

For a second she didn’t move. Mesmerized by his gaze, by the feel of his fingers brushing her skin, she licked her lips. Then, as her memory jolted, she remembered the bridge giving way, felt the torrent of water rushing up at her, filling her lungs, drowning her scream. She jerked away from him. “Oh, God,” she whispered, shivering as she realized that Brett had somehow found her and pulled her from the deadly current.

“Libby,” he said again, his voice a caress, his fingers once again warm and gentle against her skin. She smiled slightly before all the old painful memories pierced through her semiconscious state and she remembered that she no longer loved him.

“Get your hands off me!” she tried to yell, but only managed to whisper hoarsely as she jerked her face away from the traitorous magic of his fingers. He bent closer, and she glared up at him. “I mean it, Brett.”

He rocked back on his heels and had the audacity to grin. “Back to your old sweet self, I see.”

“I’m not old, and I’ve never been sweet.”

One of his dark eyebrows arched. “Weren’t you?”

“Just leave me alone.” Her head, suddenly pounding, dropped back onto the arm of the couch, and she closed her eyes.

“Don’t you even want to thank me?”

She bit down on her tongue. She should feel gratitude; no doubt he had saved her life, but she couldn’t quell the rush of anger that burned through her veins. All the old rage exploded and she could only manage a sarcastic “Thanks” without even opening her eyes.

“You should be more careful.”

Please, Lord, give me patience. “I’ll remember that,” she replied, her words harsh.

“Libby.” His voice was soft again, its low timbre creeping into the crevices of her heart. “When I saw you on the bridge, I couldn’t believe it. I thought… I was afraid that you… Oh, hell, look—we’d better get you to a doctor.”

“I don’t need a doctor.”

“You took in a lot of water, and—”

“I’m fine.” To prove her point, she pushed herself up to a sitting position, and the blankets cocooned around her threatened to slip off her shoulders. That was when she noticed that she was naked beneath the blanket. Brett had obviously taken off her clothes, as well as his own, and her cheeks burned hot at the thought that he’d seen her naked again. It was silly, of course. He’d had to strip her of her wet clothes and it wasn’t like he’d never seen her naked before.

Involuntarily her fingers clenched in the folds of the blanket. “Look, Brett, I’m a nurse,” she said, forcing her vocal cords to work. “A nurse practitioner. I know what I’m doing. I don’t need a doctor. Really. Thanks for all you’ve done, but I’m fine.”

She glanced up at him, and her breath caught in her throat. His face was more angular than she remembered, his whiskey-hued eyes as erotic as ever, and the gaze that touched hers seemed to slice into her very soul.

“You’re welcome,” he said slowly.

She clutched the blanket tighter, telling herself not to notice the flare of lines at the corners of his eyes, or the dusting of hair on the backs of his hands. But her senses were working overtime, and she couldn’t look at him without her heartbeat quickening.

“Is…is it still snowing?”

“A damned blizzard.”

“So we’re stuck here.”

“The only reason to risk braving the storm again is if you need to go to a hospital. The nearest one is in Bend.”

“I remember,” she whispered, thinking of the time she had been rushed to the emergency room and had woken up to learn that she’d lost the baby. Her throat grew suddenly hot, and Brett, as if realizing the painful turn of the conversation, stood and rubbed his lower back.

“If you need a doctor…”

“I told you—”

“I know, I know. You’re fine.”

“I will be.”

Eyeing her skeptically, he said, “You want to tell me why you’re out in the middle of a storm, driving across a bridge that should’ve been condemned years ago?”

“I wanted to come back.”

His spine stiffened slightly. “That’s a surprise.”

“This is—was—my home, Brett.” She wanted to tell him more, to share some of the pain she’d suffered. But she couldn’t. Not when he’d been the source of that agony. Pride clamped her jaws together, and she forced her gaze away from the relief in his eyes and back to the fire. Red-and-gold flames crackled, filling the cabin with the sweet scent of burning wood. His wet clothes had been hung over the screen, which was so warm now that his jeans were beginning to steam.

He’d obviously dived in after her. She shivered at the thought that she could have drowned in the cold depths of the creek. “I…I guess I owe you one,” she said.

“You owe me nothing.”

Damn it, he wasn’t making this any easier. He shoved the screen out of the way, tossed another log onto the fire, causing sparks to explode, then prodded the pieces of fir into place with an old, bent poker. “This isn’t easy, but I’m trying to say thanks,” she said.

He didn’t respond, and, exhausted, Libby closed her eyes again. She knew that she should be careful around him, that being with him was emotionally dangerous, but there didn’t seem any way to avoid him at present, and she let herself drift back to sleep, feeling a peace and security just in knowing that he was nearby.

Brett stared at her a long while, surprised that he could gaze so long at her face. Her breathing was even, and he believed that moving her to a hospital would serve no purpose while the blizzard raged.

His clothes were still damp, but as soon as they were warm enough, he dragged on his jeans, shirt and jacket and braved the lashing wind and snow to carry water to Flintlock. It took several trips, hauling wood back and forth, before he was satisfied that there were enough chunks of oak, fir and pine to keep the fire blazing for twenty-four hours. Back in the dining hall, he melted another bucket of snow and replaced his clothes over the screen. Wrapping himself in the blanket once again, he propped his head with an old cushion from a rocking chair and closed his eyes. He and Libby had no choice but to wait out the storm.

* * *

Libby woke once in the middle of the night. The storm was howling, rattling the panes in the old windows and ripping at the shingles of the roof as it whistled through White Elk Canyon. Libby shivered, held the old blanket tighter to her and leaned over the edge of the couch to see Brett, sleeping as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

Still as handsome as ever.

Still as sexy.

Firelight played upon the angles of his face, making him appear harsh and cold, but she knew better. She remembered well enough that his hands upon her could conjure up magic, that his words could warm even the coldest heart. She remembered his laughter, and the feel of his body pressed intimately to hers.

If only things had been different. If only she hadn’t lost the baby and, for a while, her will to go on. Dealing with her grief over her mother’s death hadn’t prepared her for the depth of depression that assailed her when she woke up in the hospital room, certain she would be fine.

When she’d asked about the baby, the doctor had avoided her eyes and said, “I’m sorry, Miss Bevans. There was nothing we could do. But you’ll be able to bear more children.”

The world had seemed to go dark, and she had felt as if she were being pitched into a bottomless well of desolation. She had heard Brett trying to console her, but she had been destroyed. To make matters worse her father, her loving father had turned on her, as well.

“You were pregnant!” he’d raged, his eyes filled with anguish and humiliation. “You slept with Brett without being married to him!”

She’d tried to tell him that the baby had been loved and wanted, and that she hadn’t sinned, but the condemnation in his eyes had been all too visible. “I’m a man of God,” he’d reminded her. “What will the parish think?”

“To hell with the parish,” Brett had spat out, and all respect between the two men had died.

Brett had nearly come to blows with her father, and yet he hadn’t loved her, had never taken her into his arms and told her everything would be all right, had never breathed words of love into her anxious ears. Their reason for getting married, the baby, was gone, and so, when she’d been released from the hospital, she’d turned her back on this place and returned to Portland.

Brett hadn’t come looking for her.

Now tears rolled silently down her cheeks as she thought about the baby. She and Brett would have married, lived here, and maybe even had another child by this time. Their first child would have been four years old, and Christmas would have been filled with secrets, teddy bears and Santa Claus. Childish laughter and the scent of cookies baking would have filled the cozy interior of their house.

Closing her eyes on what might have been, she silently told herself that she was happy. After losing the baby and Brett, she’d gone back to school and become not only a nurse, but a nurse practitioner. Fully independent, she was now able to open her own practice.

Still, there were nights, nights like this one, when she was incredibly lonely. She’d never again been close to her father after the miscarriage, even though they’d both tried to patch things up. He’d never again thought of her as innocent. And his own health had declined. She’d had to move him to Portland, where, after a series of strokes, he’d finally joined his wife in heaven.

So here she was, back at the church camp, back with Brett. Her life had come full circle.

She stared at him in the darkness and wondered what it would feel like to stretch out beside him, to wrap her arms around his chest as it slowly rose and fell, to hold on to him and press her face into the curve of his neck.

Oh, foolish, foolish, girl. Give it up. He saved your life—just as he would have saved anyone’s. He’s alone with you because of the storm, because he’s worried about you and because he’s trapped here himself. Don’t make any more of it than there is.

Sighing sadly to herself, she closed her eyes and prayed that she’d find sleep.

* * *

Hours later, she awoke to the smell of hot coffee. Her stomach rumbled, and when she opened her eyes it took her a few seconds to remember where she was and with whom. Brett. She was alone with him in the mountains—alone and naked with him.

Propping herself up on an elbow, she looked around at the old hall. It was dusty, filled with cobwebs, probably infested with mice and bats, from the looks of things. She sat upright and, after a few dizzy seconds, felt fine. But the hall seemed empty. Tentatively she stood, and found that her legs supported her. She listened for Brett, but heard nothing.

“Brett?”

No answer. His jeans and jacket were no longer hanging over the screen, but the fire was blazing, and her own enamel coffeepot was resting on coals in the hearth. She saw her suitcase, open and resting on an old table. There were other supplies, as well: food, cleaning products, and some of the bedding she’d brought with her.

She didn’t waste any time. Near the fire’s warmth she found clean underwear, a pair of jeans and a turtleneck sweater. Some of her clothing was water-damaged, but all in all, she’d been lucky. She poured a cup of coffee into a mug she’d brought with her and walked to the window.

Outside, it was still snowing. She noticed the footprints leading to the dining hall, the woodpile and the barn, and she was certain Brett would be back. She remembered the worry etched upon his features, and the concern deep in his eyes. He wouldn’t leave her until he was certain she could take care of herself.

Sipping the bitter coffee, she gazed at the land her father had often referred to as “God’s country.” She’d come back because she’d felt compelled to return.

Her friends at the clinic where she worked in Portland had tried to talk her out of returning to Pine Mountain Camp. Trudie, another nurse practitioner, had been the most vocal. “Going back there will only bring back all the old heartache,” she’d said. “Mark my words, Libby. This is not how you want to spend your Christmas vacation.”

But Libby hadn’t listened. In her heart she’d known that she had to come back to Cascade, to face her past, before she could make a start on her future.

And now her past had come crashing back to her, in the guise of a six-foot mountain man.

She’d known she’d see him again, of course, but she hadn’t planned on it being as an accident victim or, worse yet, as a fool. She’d planned to meet him as a woman with a mind of her own and a heart made of stone. Unfortunately that stone heart seemed to have developed some cracks.

“Idiot,” she muttered. Angrily she wiped the dust away from the windowpane and stared past the icicles hanging off the porch roof. Snow covered the ground and coated the tree branches, causing them to droop. Squinting, she could see the bridge, or what was left of it. Even though it was blanketed with white powder, she noticed the gaping hole over the creek and recognized her Jeep, axle-deep in debris, but still, it seemed, in one piece and, for the most part, above the water. No wonder her clothes had remained dry.

She scanned the camp and the surrounding hills, looking for Brett. Rather than wait in the hall, she decided to don her jacket and boots and brave the elements. The icy air hit her like a blast from the North Pole, but she trudged through the knee-deep snow, pausing at the barn. Snow was still falling, and her breath fogged in the frigid air, but she couldn’t help smiling at the thought of a white Christmas—a Christmas at home.

She’d grown up in these hills, had spent every summer with her parents at the camp, and a small tug on her heart told her she hadn’t completely shaken the small-town dust from her heels when she moved to Portland so long ago.

Nor had she completely forgotten Brett Matson. She set her shoulder to the door, and it opened with a creak. The long-familiar smells of warm horses, hay and dung greeted her.

Brett was forking hay into a manger in the first stall, where a tall sorrel gelding stood on a layer of straw. He glanced up when the door opened, and scowled at her before shaking more old hay into the feed trough. “What do you think you’re doing?”

She closed the door behind her. “Looking for you.”

“You shouldn’t get cold again, you should—”

“I’m fine,” Libby said, tossing her hair out of her eyes and approaching the huge animal. The horse’s ears pricked forward, and he snorted. “Who’re you?”

“Flintlock. The reason you’re alive.”

“I thought I owed you my life.”

His brows twitched slightly. “It was a joint effort.”

“Then I guess I should thank you both.” She patted the gelding’s sleek shoulder, and was reminded of another time, in this very barn, where she’d been alone with Brett…. Her throat tightened in on itself. “How did you find me?”

Brett hung the pitchfork on a rusting nail. “I heard the Jeep from up in the tower, knew that whoever was driving might get himself into trouble.” His eyes held hers for a heartbeat. “Looks like I was right.”

Libby’s heart squeezed. More trouble than you know. More trouble than I bargained for. “So what do we do now?”

“Wait.”

“Here?”

“Until the storm blows over. It won’t be long. Maybe another day. Then we’ll ride up to the station.”

“Won’t you be missed?”

He snorted. “Could be. My guess is that a storm like this probably knocked out all the power in town. People are probably in pretty much the same state as we are. Of course, I’ll be called on the radio, but no one will really worry for a while. Everyone’s got his own hands full.”

Apparently satisfied that the horse was warm and fed, he took hold of Libby’s arm and propelled her outside. The wind whistled through the pine boughs, and clumps of snow dropped from the uppermost branches.

Brett cast a worried look at the gray sky. “It’s not over yet.”

“You think it’ll get worse?”

“Before it gets better.” He paused at the woodpile and grabbed several heavy chunks of wood. When Libby tried to pick up a piece of dry maple, he argued with her, but she didn’t listen to him, and carried in an armload of firewood.

“Always were a stubborn thing,” he remarked once they were in the warm dining hall.

“Some things never change,” she replied before she saw the clouds in his eyes.

“And some things do.”

“Yes. Well…” The silence stretched between them, and his gaze shifted from her eyes to her lips. She couldn’t move, didn’t dare breathe.

Clearing his throat, he turned back to the fire. “I’ll cook us some—”

“I’ll cook,” she said quickly, glad for something to do. She walked to the table where her meager supplies were set and found some instant oatmeal and powdered milk; not exactly gourmet fare, but hearty enough.

While Brett toured all the old buildings, looking for supplies, she made breakfast. He returned with a couple of old kerosene lanterns that still had wicks and oil, a few tools, and an appetite for soggy oatmeal and toast.

They spent the rest of the day trapped in the same room, avoiding each other, trying to make small talk when they had to. Libby felt as if she were walking an emotional tightrope. Yes, she’d planned to see Brett again, but she hadn’t intended to spend hours, maybe days, trapped alone with him.

Brett acted like a caged animal, restlessly pacing from one window to the next, his gaze trained on the cloudy sky. He tried to keep his mind off Libby, off the beautiful, independent woman she’d become, but he found it difficult not to stare at her. She’d changed a little. Her hair was cut shorter, falling just below her chin, and her features were more womanly—no hint of the girl in her cheeks or chin. She was also much more self-confident, though she carried a load of sadness with her that seemed far too great a burden for her. He knew he’d been a part of her private hell.

They’d eaten lunch—tuna sandwiches—and were stuck staring at the fire, waiting for the storm to break, when he could stand the tension between them no longer.

“I’m sorry about your dad,” he said finally as he lit one of the lanterns.

“Me too.” She looked away from him, obviously uncomfortable with the conversation.

“I tried to talk to him once.”

Her head whipped around, and she pierced him with those blue, blue eyes. Her throat worked. “You did? When?”

“After you left. I thought I should explain…about us…about the baby…” He shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. “I don’t know that it did much good.”

“He never said anything.”

“Figures.”

Libby’s throat felt hot. “Doesn’t matter.”

“It did, damn it.” He crossed the few feet separating them and grabbed her by both arms. His gaze drilled deep into hers. “I’m tired of both of us acting as if what happened between us was just a…a…an inconvenience.”

A small sound of protest fell from her lips. She suddenly felt weak. “Is that what you thought?”

The fingers around her arms tightened, and his lips turned white. “I didn’t know what to think. I couldn’t get through to you, couldn’t shake you out of your grief. I’ve never felt so damned helpless in my life!”

She held back a sob, because she knew in her heart that he was speaking the truth. The loss of the child had devastated her. “I tried to talk to you….”

“You threw me out of your hospital room, Libby,” he said, the words scraping her soul. “As if what had happened was all my fault.”

Tears streamed from her eyes, and she trembled from the violent emotions that had ripped through her then, and were ripping through her now. At the time, he’d seemed cold and distant, and she’d felt that she’d failed him in losing the baby. Later, her father, trying to console her while balming his wounded pride, had given her platitudes, telling her that God, in his divine wisdom, had done what was best. “I didn’t blame you,” she whispered to Brett. “I blamed myself.”

“It was no one’s fault.” He wiped a tear from her eye with one finger. Then, slowly, as if he regretted the very movement, he lowered his lips to hers and kissed her with a tenderness that nearly broke her heart. She couldn’t stop the sob that started in the back of her throat.

“Shh… It’s all right.”

“It’s not! It will never be!” she said, blinking back fresh tears and stepping away from him. Sniffing loudly, she swiped at her eyes and glared up at him. “I’ll never forget what happened.”

“Unfortunately, Libby, neither will I.”



CHAPTER SIX

The storm broke in the early afternoon. Brett eyed the horizon through the window, rubbing at the stubble that covered his chin. “I’m going up to the station,” he said, shoving his hands into the back pockets of his jeans.

“What about me?”

Turning, he surveyed her. “I think you should come with me. If you’re up to it.”

“Of course I’m up to it.”

“That fall was no picnic.”

“Brett, I’m fine. Let’s just go, okay?” She was already stuffing her arms into the sleeves of her jacket, glad for a reason to escape the close confines of the cozy room.

Brett didn’t seem convinced that she would be able to survive the elements, but he, too, dressed in his jacket and pulled up the hood. He placed a few supplies in his pockets, grabbed his rifle and, after ordering her to wait, plowed through the snow to the barn. A few minutes later, he arrived with Flintlock and insisted that Libby ride.

She wanted to argue, but the determination in his eyes persuaded her to swing into the saddle.

Though the snow had stopped falling, the wind was fierce as it blew through the canyon, and before they reached the creek, Libby was chilled to the bone. Flintlock balked at crossing, but Brett yanked insistently on the reins and forded the rushing water at a wide section where the water never climbed past his thighs.

For the first time, Libby had a close look at her Jeep and the gaping hole in the bridge. Icicles hung from the rotted boards, and the broken cables were frozen solid and dangling above the water.

“Not a pretty sight, is it?” Brett asked when he saw her staring at the frigid debris. “The whole thing will have to be replaced if you want access to the camp. ‘Course, there’s not much need, unless you’re planning to reopen the campground or sell the place.”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she replied honestly.

Brett clucked to Flintlock as they began climbing steeply. The trail was covered with unbroken snow, and both man and beast labored as they trudged steadily upward.

“Look, I can walk for a while,” Libby offered, feeling stupidly like a damsel in distress.

“Stay put.”

“But—”

“Just stay on the damned horse. It’s easier for him to carry you than me, and I’m taller, so the snow doesn’t hit me any higher on the leg. Besides, I’m stronger.”

“Is that supposed to put me in my place?” she threw back, and to her surprise, he smiled. It was a slash of white against his dark jaw.

“Yeah. I suppose it is.”

“Well, it doesn’t.”

“Nothin’ much would, Libby. Nothin’ much would.” He laughed, and the sound echoed through the ravines and crevices of the mountains.

Libby knew she should be angry, but she wasn’t. She smothered a smile and eyed the countryside. Branches of pine, fir and mountain hemlock drooped under the weight of heavy loads of snow, and the cathedrallike spires of the Cascade Mountains sliced upward to a winter-blue sky. Her heart ached for a silly moment when she realized how much she had missed this place. Her fingers tightened on the reins, causing Flintlock to toss his great head and snort in twin streams of steam.

Her legs were beginning to ache by the time they finally reached their destination—the lookout tower and ranger station. It hadn’t changed much in the past five years, she thought as she studied the small cabin and lean-to barn at the base of the tower.

“Come on, let’s get you inside, and I’ll take care of Flintlock and the rest of the herd.” He helped her down from the saddle. When she slid to the ground, her legs threatened to give out for a second, but Brett was quick, as if he had anticipated her weakness. He grabbed hold of her arm and held her upright, supporting her. Rather than fling off his arm and risk falling, she let him guide her into the cabin.

Inside, he flicked the light switch, but nothing happened. “No surprise. Usually happens during a big storm. The good news is that I’ve got a backup generator for the water pump, and these—” He opened a closet and pulled out two kerosene lanterns and a large flashlight. “While I’m working with the stock, why don’t you take a shower? There’s probably a little hot water left in the tank. No reason to let it go cold.”

“No, I—”

“I insist.”

Before she could discuss it any further, he was out the door again. Through the icy window, Libby saw him leading Flintlock to the barn. She glanced around the cabin—an austere man’s abode, with only a foldout couch, a recliner, a television and a coffee table. A wood stove provided heat for the small building, though the fire had long since died.

Knowing he would probably be angry with her all over again, she tested her legs, then followed him out to the barn.

Brett was already rubbing Flintlock’s sleek coat as the gelding greedily swept all trace of oats from his manger. There were three other horses in the barn—a sorrel stallion, Hercules, and a burly gray Percheron.

Libby’s throat closed at the sight of the horse that was to have been her wedding present to Brett. She’d never asked him what he’d done with the animal, hadn’t cared, for, even though she’d known it to be foolish, she’d found some consolation in blaming the gray for the loss of the baby. “Oh, God.”

“Recognize him?” Brett asked.

“I… I…” She blinked back hot, painful tears. “I thought you got rid of him.”

“I wanted to. In fact, I even thought about pulling a Rhett Butler and having him shot on the spot, but that seemed a little cruel. Besides…I couldn’t let him go.” With a tender smile, he sauntered over to the huge horse and was rewarded by a massive head being thrust into his chest. Brett scratched the gelding’s ears. “There ya go, boy.”

Libby leaned against a post for support, and the kerosene lantern hanging by a hook over her head swayed, causing the light in the barn to move and dance upon the rough wooden walls. The horses snorted and stomped before settling back to their grain. Soon the only sound that could be heard was the loud grinding of teeth.

“You gave him to me, Libby. That, in and of itself, made him special. He didn’t mean to do anything—he just reacted. I kept him because I wanted to remember.”

Her world seemed to spin, and her fingers dug into the rough wood of the post behind her back. As Brett rubbed the gray’s winter coat, Libby squared her shoulders and fought back the demons of her past. Tentatively she reached out to touch the deep charcoal face. Warm brown eyes blinked at her as she stretched out her fingers, and a heavy, velvet-soft nose moved across her palm. Snorting in disgust at the lack of a treat, he turned his head back to the manger.

“Did…did you name him?”

“Sure did.” He patted the gelding’s rump. “I wanted to call him Satan. Somehow I thought that fit. Or Devil. Or Demon. Or Hell-raiser. Any of the above.”

“But you didn’t,” Libby guessed, her stomach turning over.

“He came with a name. Remember?”

She shook her head. For so many years she’d tried to erase everything about that horrid day from her mind.

“Slingshot.”

The horse’s ears flicked.

“Yeah, you’re okay, aren’t you?” Brett asked the horse. Then his gaze met Libby’s again. “And what about you?” he asked, taking a step in her direction and reaching out to hold her gloved hand in his. “Are you all right?”

“I…I will be. It was just a shock….”

“I know.” He looked suddenly old. His eyes held a great sadness, and Libby’s heart nearly broke. Without a word, he drew her into his arms and whispered against her hair. “It was hard…for me, too, Lib. I…I wake up some nights and wonder what might have been.”

Her heart squeezed painfully, and she sniffed back tears. He smelled of leather and horses and a familiar male scent that filled her with sensual memories. “So do I.” To keep the sobs that were burning in her lungs from exploding, she stepped away from him, and swiftly brushed her tears away. “I don’t want to think about it. Not now. Not ever. It’s over.”

His mouth turned into a sad smile. “I don’t think it will ever be over, Libby. Much as I’d like to believe it.”

She shuddered, and he mistook the pain in her heart for a chill. “Go on in and warm up. I’ll be along soon.”

Without a backward glance she hurried out of the barn and followed the short path through the snow to the cabin. When she was inside, she told herself she would not dwell in the past. Not tonight. Not when her emotions were as raw as the bitter north wind that ripped through these canyons.

To keep herself and her mind busy, she cleaned up, giving herself a sponge bath at the sink and washing her hair, and steadfastly shoving all thoughts of the past aside.

By the time Brett returned to the cabin, she felt reasonably refreshed and had started a fire in the stove. “I saved you some hot water,” she said, forcing a smile. For a second he stared at her, and she thought he would draw her into his arms again and all the old scars would reopen.

He started to say something, but thought better of it and headed to the bathroom. Soon she heard the sound of running water.

She felt a little awkward, but told herself to get over it. They were stuck together for a while, and they both had to make the best of an uncomfortable situation. She found the ingredients to make pan corn bread and vegetable soup and was soon humming in the kitchen, glad for something useful to do. But then she realized that the water pipes were suddenly silent, and she experienced the uncanny sensation that she wasn’t alone.

She turned and saw him, one shoulder propped against the frame of the door leading to the living room, his gaze on her. He’d shaved and showered, his hair was still wet, and he was dressed in clean Levi’s, socks, and a long-sleeved flannel shirt that he hadn’t bothered to button. His chest, covered with a sprinkling of dark hair, was visible where the shirt gaped, and Libby had trouble keeping her gaze level with his eyes.

“Turning domestic on me?” he asked, cocking his head toward the mixing bowl.

“Hardly,” she replied dryly. “In fact, you can help me carry this to the stove.”

While she finished cooking on the blackened stove in the living room, he threw on his jacket and gloves and went out to climb the lookout tower. After surveying the surrounding area, he called several other stations by radio and learned about the damage the storm had caused.

“Nothing serious,” he reported later as she cut thick slabs of corn bread and put them on separate plates on the coffee table. They were seated next to each other on the floor, backs propped against the couch, legs stretched over the braided rug. “Power outages throughout the mountains, lack of phone service, that sort of thing, but no one’s reported hurt or missing. A few elderly people in town were taken in by neighbors who have wood stoves, but by this time tomorrow, power should be restored and we can get into town.”

She was lifting a bite to her mouth, but stopped midway. “Tomorrow? Not today?”

He shook his head. “It’s too late. It’ll be dark soon, and I need to stay by the radio in case there are any more problems.” She wanted to argue with him, couldn’t imagine spending another night alone with him, but a part of her found the prospect of being with him again romantic. She dropped the corn bread and shoved the uneaten portion of her soup aside. Alone with Brett. Another night. Oh, Lord. It wasn’t romantic, it was just plain stupid.

“Will being here be so bad?” he asked, his voice deep, his gaze penetrating.

She rubbed her arms, as if suddenly chilled. “I just don’t think it’s wise.”

He lifted his eyebrows in silent agreement. “Look, it’s not my choice, either.”

“I don’t want to be a burden.”

He snorted, and his lips compressed into a thin, angry line. “You’re not a burden, Libby,” he said, shoving his empty plate and bowl away. “I’m just doing what I think is best.”

“What about what I think?”

“Your judgment is a little off.”

“Is it?”

He stared at her long and hard. He didn’t mention her trying to cross the rotten bridge, but she knew it was on his mind. Her gaze lowered to his lips, and she felt the slightest change in the atmosphere. His fingers were suddenly in her hair, and he drew her face close to his. “Believe me, Libby, if there was a way to get you out of here safely, I would do it. Being around you…this close to you…is hell.” His lips settled over hers in a kiss that tore the breath from her lungs.

She knew she should stop this madness, but her rational mind couldn’t control her impulses, and she returned the fever of his kiss with a passion that had burned bright in her veins for five long years.

He shifted, leaning against her, pushing her down on the floor until he was half lying over her, his body forcing hers against the rug.

“You still drive me crazy,” he admitted, lifting his head to gaze into her eyes.

She was having difficulty breathing. Her breasts rose and fell, pressing up against his chest, and through the clothes that separated them she felt the heat of his body. “This…this isn’t a good idea,” she said.

“You’re right. It’s insanity.” With a groan, he kissed her again. His tongue pressed against her teeth, and her mouth opened easily, accepting him. Her blood was beginning to pound at her temples. With gentle flicks, his tongue met hers, dancing and weaving, causing desire to race through her bloodstream.

His hands slid downward to her shoulders and arms, surrounding her, moving against her, rubbing her sweater until the friction caused a fire deep in her loins. Dully she knew she should stop him while she still could, but his hand captured her breast, squeezing slightly, and she arched up, inviting more, her reservations fleeing.

He found the hem of her sweater, and his fingers scaled her ribs and cupped her breast. Within her bra, her nipple responded, and her clothes suddenly seemed too tight.

“Libby… Oh, Libby…” he whispered against her ear, while his fingers delved past the filmy barrier of lace and skimmed her nipple. She let out a cry, and he deftly pulled her sweater over her head. Her blue-black hair settled back against her shoulders, and he gently prodded the strap of her bra off her shoulder, releasing her breast.

“Oh, God!” she cried as he drew her nipple into his mouth. Her spine curved inward, pressing her abdomen and hips tight against his. With one hand he gently pushed more of her breast into his mouth, and she shivered in ecstasy.

His other hand cupped her buttocks, drawing her against the hardness buried in his jeans. “Oh, Libby, I want you,” he whispered, lifting his head and staring at her wet nipple, before forcing his glazed gaze up to hers. “I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.”

She closed her eyes, hearing the reluctance in his voice, trying and failing to regain her equilibrium. “Why do I feel like you’re leading up to something?”

With a sigh, he said, “I don’t want to make another mistake.”

“You mean like you did the first time?” she asked, her heart shattering into a thousand pieces.

“I mean, we’re older now. We should be more responsible. More in control.” Slowly he released her, putting distance between his body and hers. “We’re not kids anymore.”

“You don’t have to explain,” she said, blushing as she covered her breasts and reached for her sweater. “If you don’t want to—”

His hand snaked out and clamped over her wrist so quickly that she gasped. “I want. I want very much. I just said so. But I’m trying to be smarter than I was before.”

“And more noble.”

“Believe me, nobility doesn’t enter into it,” he said, and the blaze of desire in his eyes convinced her. “Before we make a mistake we’ll both regret for the rest of our lives, and hurt each other all over again, I think we should use our heads. I’m not sure that’s possible, because I seem to lose my common sense when I’m around you, but I’m going to try. I’d appreciate it if you did the same.”

Jerking her hand away, she rubbed her wrist. “No problem, Brett. You keep your distance, and I’ll keep mine.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

He stared at her for a long moment, as if he didn’t believe her, then strode to a closet. He took out a bedroll and tossed it on the couch. “I’ll sleep out here. You take the bedroom.

“Oh, no, I couldn’t—”

“You damn well better, lady. And maybe you should lock the door. Just in case I change my mind.” He tossed her an old key, and she caught it and promptly threw it back at him.

“You keep it. Just in case I change my mind.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

Brett snapped a pair of sunglasses onto the bridge of his nose. Sunlight glinted off the new-fallen snow, and the Bronco’s wheels spun in some of the drifts. He hazarded a glance at Libby, who was staring through the windshield. They hadn’t said much this morning, and he felt as if he hadn’t slept in a week. Two nights of tossing and turning with Libby only a few feet away had kept his eyes open and his mind straying into dangerous territory. She’d changed, all right. If anything, she was stronger than she had been five years ago, more sure of what she wanted. And even more desirable. If that was possible.

He wondered about the men she’d dated in the past five years. How close had she become to any of them? Why hadn’t she married?

Disgusted with the turn his thoughts had taken, he switched on the radio and listened to the weather reports. His jaw was clamped tight, his muscles ached with tension, and he wondered how he’d gotten involved with Libby again. Because, damn it, like it or not, he had to face the fact that he was involved.

He shifted down and muttered under his breath at his bad luck. He’d sworn never to let a woman under his skin again—especially the one woman who had the power to turn him inside out. Just one glance into her June-blue eyes had him thinking twice about all the convictions that he’d held for five years. Until now, he’d been able to convince himself that he was a loner by nature, that he didn’t need a woman to nag at him, that he’d go through life by himself.

Now he wasn’t so sure. From the corner of his eye, he sneaked a glance at her, and his diaphragm clenched. God, she was beautiful—but that wasn’t the worst of it. He’d met a lot of beautiful women in his life, some more gorgeous than Libby. But none of those women had even come close to her in genuine intelligence or wit or spark. When he was with Libby, he felt more alive than usual; he saw a different, brighter side to a world he’d long ago decided was dark.

Hell, his thoughts sounded like they came from some lovesick fool. Grinding the gears, he turned onto the main highway. The road was plowed and sanded. Traffic was moving cautiously but steadily past the sawmill, where men and women were already working the early shift. Pickups and cars, still covered in snow, were parked in the lot, and machinery was moving logs into the cluster of sheds on the other side of the tall chain-link fence that separated the work area from the office.

Libby eyed the sawmill, but didn’t see the men in hard hats, or the cranes, or the trucks. Long-ago memories filtered through her mind. Memories of happier times, when she’d been in love with Brett.

The church and the parsonage were on the outskirts of town. Libby’s heart constricted at the sight of the Nativity scene nestled between two pine trees, located in the same spot it had been each Christmas season for as long as she could remember. Cedar boughs and red ribbons adorned the rail of the steps leading into the church, and, as always, lights had been strung along the gables of the roof.

She could almost imagine her father on a ladder, a string of lights in one of his hands as he balanced near the top rung and barked down orders to her and her mother. Tears burned the backs of her eyes, and she looked away from the church and concentrated on the road leading into the town.

They passed the post office, grange and general store before Brett found a parking space in front of the Derringer Café. “I’ll buy you breakfast,” he offered, pocketing his keys.

“I owe you one.”

“Don’t worry about it. I run a tab.”

He held the door to the café open for her and she walked inside. Nothing had changed much. The orange-colored plastic covering on the booths was just a little shabbier, and the menu had been expanded slightly, but the faces behind the counter didn’t seem to have changed in all these years.

Velma, the big, red-haired waitress, was wearing a Santa cap today. She sauntered over to the table to take their orders and flirt outrageously with Brett. Libby found a way to stay calm, though she felt an unlikely spurt of jealousy tear through her blood when Velma placed a familiar hand on Brett’s shoulder.

Velma joked with Brett for a few minutes before she disappeared into the kitchen, and Libby silently prayed that her clenched jaw wasn’t visible.

Service was fast at the Derringer. Libby and Brett ate heartily from platters of ham, hash browns, eggs and toast, and washed the works down with hot coffee. Velma made a point of stopping by the table and refilling Brett’s cup more often than necessary. Libby felt like a fool, with a smile as plastic as the Naugahyde she was seated upon pasted on her face.

They were nearly finished when a woman’s voice commanded Libby’s attention.

“Libby? Libby Bevans?” Everyone seated in the surrounding tables turned to stare. “It is you!” Sandy Brennan, obviously pregnant, hurried over to the table and plopped down on the seat next to Libby. “How are you?”

Libby relaxed, and as Brett paid the bill, she caught up with Sandy, who had been married to her hometown sweetheart, Leo Van Pelt, for just over a year, and was expecting her first child in March. “Can you believe it? Me—a mother?”

Libby smiled as she remembered Sandy as a girl—one who could outrun most of the boys on the track team and chew tobacco with the best of them. “You’ll be a great mom,” she said, experiencing a pang of envy.

“I hope so. But even if I’m not, my mom will make a terrific grandmother! She can’t wait, you know. Been sewing layette clothes for nearly four months now.” Sandy wound her long blond hair into a bun and tucked it under a stocking cap as they walked out of the restaurant together. Sandy cast a knowing look at Brett. “So what are you two doing together?”

Brett’s lips twitched, and Libby felt embarrassment wash up her neck. “I came back for a Christmas vacation, and Brett saved me from drowning in White Elk Creek.”

“No!”

Libby explained about the collapsing bridge while they stood in the cool air. Sandy’s eyes were round. She had always been a gossip, and it wouldn’t be long before the entire county had heard Libby’s story. They talked a little while longer, with Sandy complaining about the trip into Bend to see her doctor and suggesting that Cascade could use Libby’s medical expertise. “I just hope this baby doesn’t come in the middle of an ice storm,” she said, rubbing her stomach. “I don’t know how we’ll get to the hospital in Bend in this old rattletrap of a pickup.” She rapped her gloved knuckles on the dented fender of a beige Ford.

“I’m sure Leo will find a way,” Libby said.

“Well, I’m counting on him. I guess I’ll see you around. Probably at the Christmas pageant?”

“Maybe,” Libby said, not sure she could face Christmas services in the little church where her father had led the congregation for years. Some wounds hadn’t yet healed.

“I’ll be lookin’ for you, and you, too,” she said, waving to Brett before climbing into the truck.

As the pickup slid down Main Street, Brett and Libby walked the two blocks to Yeltson’s Towing and Auto Body, where Brett and the owner talked about finding a way to winch Libby’s Jeep out of the creek.

Hours later, after stops at the hardware store, the post office and the grocery, Brett drove her back to the ranger station over her loud and furious protests. She’d expected him to take her back to the camp, where she would ford the creek and get on with her plans, but he hadn’t turned off at the church camp. He’d kept the nose of the Bronco heading up the winding road leading to the Pine Mountain Ranger Station.

So he expected her to stay with him again. That would be dangerous, no doubt about it. How could she maintain her distance, physically and emotionally? Besides, she’d told herself—promised herself—that she’d spend Christmas at the camp where her father had put all his love and most of his dreams.

She had no other options, as the Blue Ridge Motel had no vacancies, and the old parsonage where she’d grown up was occupied by the new minister and his small family. The choice was either spend the night alone with Brett or go back to the camp.

Despite the cold, despite the dilapidated state of the buildings, despite the need to ford the creek, the camp was definitely safer for her heart.

“I can’t stay here,” she ground out once he’d parked near the barn. It was late afternoon, and shadows stretched across the snowy landscape.

“Then I should have left you in town, at the motel.” Brett stuffed his keys in his pocket and slid out of the Bronco. The Blue Ridge, with its flickering blue neon sign, was the only motel in town. Cheap and clean, with color TV, it provided rooms for out-of-town relatives and secret midnight trysts. The owners, Pat and Sid Kramer, were as tight-lipped now as they had been years ago.

Libby had no choice but to follow him onto the porch, where they both stomped snow from their boots. “I have a place of my own,” she reminded him. “Down there.” She pointed in the general direction of the camp.

“And no way to get there.” He opened the door, and they stepped into the warmth of the cabin.

“I figured I’d go back the way I got out.”

“That’s crazy!”

She stopped at the door, the toes of her boots touching his. “I’m going home, Brett.”

“How?”

“I’ll walk. Or, God forbid, you could be a gentleman and drive me there.”

“The Bronco didn’t come with sails and a rudder. It wouldn’t make it across the creek.”

“I’ll wade.”

“Like hell!” He strode into the house.

Her temper, which she had tried religiously to keep under control, snapped, and she followed him inside. “You can’t tell me what to do!”

He turned to her. “I can damn well keep you from making a mistake that could cost you your life.” He moved closer and caught her wrist.

“So what are you going to do? Lock me up and throw away the key?”

His amber eyes darkened. His fingers tightened.

“Let me go!”

“That’s where I made my mistake the first time.” From his pocket he withdrew a single sprig of mistletoe, a piece he must have picked up while they were in town. “Merry Christmas, Libby,” he whispered gruffly.

“Brett, please—” Her words were cut off as his mouth covered her own and the tension that had been building between them exploded. He kicked the door closed as anger turned to passion and Libby, knowing she was a fool, kissed him back, her eager tongue mating with his, her willing body fitting perfectly against the hard contours of his. “Don’t—” she whispered as he drew back his head.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t…stop.” She closed her mind to the doubts and let the weight of his body pull her to the floor. His kisses were hungry and hot, his tongue and lips touching her eyes, her cheeks, her throat. His hands worked quickly to remove her clothes, stripping her bare as she, too, fumbled with the buttons and zippers that held his clothes to his body. Still kissing him, she felt muscles, hard and sinewy, beneath her fingers, and soon, when they were naked, he was lying beside her, his body hard with want, hers warm and anxious.

“I never stopped thinking about you,” he admitted, and in the half-light his eyes were dark with sincerity. “I tried. God knows I tried. But it was impossible.”

“For me, too,” she said, her throat closing, as he gathered her into his arms and carried her to his bedroom. She clung to him, her arms around his neck and her head resting against the hard wall of his chest. She listened to his heartbeat—it was as strong and wild as her own—as he laid her gently on the sturdy bed, parting her knees.

“I’ve waited for this for five years,” he vowed.

“Me too.”

His lips found hers again, and he came to her, as man to woman, lover to lover, fusing their bodies with long, sure strokes that caused her to whimper and beg, pant and cry out. “Brett… Oh, Brett… Please…”

His own release came suddenly. With the power of an avalanche, he fell against her, flattening her breasts and throwing back his head in ecstasy. “Libby…” he whispered, once he could speak again. His fingers twined in the sweat-soaked strands of her hair. “Sweet, sweet Libby…” His breathing was loud and rapid, as was her own. He twined his fingers in her hair and sighed loudly. “So, what’re we going to do now?”



CHAPTER EIGHT

For five long years Brett had all but convinced himself that he was over Libby, that he was lucky they hadn’t married, that though the loss of their child caused a pain that seared him to his very soul, things had worked out for the best.

Now he knew he’d been lying to himself.

The past three days he’d spent nearly every waking hour with Libby, and he felt a new electricity in the air, an awakening of his soul. He’d never been a romantic man and he’d always prided himself on his lone-wolf tendencies, but Libby had turned his thinking inside out, and for the first time in a long time he was second-guessing himself.

He liked having her around. He’d never felt lonely, but he knew that when she left there would be a vast emptiness that he’d never be able to fill. And it was coming soon.

Her Jeep had been winched out of the creek and towed to the auto body shop so that the damage it had sustained during the collapse of the old bridge could be repaired. Fixing the bridge would be more difficult, however. The weather was against the crew he’d rounded up—men who would work on the weekends, lumberjacks and sawmill employees and a lot of people in town who knew Libby and remembered her folks.

In the meantime, Libby insisted on moving back to the camp. “I just can’t stay here indefinitely,” she’d pointed out one night as they finished the dishes in his cabin.

“Why not?”

Her eyes had been shadowed with a deep sadness. “You have your work to do, Brett. I interfere.”

“Have I complained?”

“And I did come here with a purpose, you know. I want to stay at the camp.”

They’d argued, but he’d given in. The last thing he wanted was a woman who didn’t want him. The trouble was, she sent him mixed signals. True, she acted independent and determined and able to take care of herself, and yet, whenever he kissed her, or held her in his arms, he knew that she’d come to care for him again. No matter what she said.

They carried supplies back to the camp, on horseback fording the creek, as the bridge was only partially rebuilt. Christmas was only a few days away, and Libby seemed bound and determined to spend the holidays in the rustic cluster of cabins her father had owned for so many years.

“You’re sure you want to stay here?” Brett said, eyeing the old buildings.

“Absolutely,” she replied, though a part of her longed to go with him, to stay in the cozy little ranger cabin for as long as he wanted her to. But what then? Could she live here and be content with an affair, without the prospect of marriage and children? She’d learned five years before, after losing the baby, that Brett wasn’t interested in settling down. Yes, he would have done his duty, married her and given his child a name, but without the baby, their relationship had quickly unraveled. Her father’s fury and humiliation that his daughter had been pregnant and unwed hadn’t helped an already rocky situation. Some of the blame had been hers, as well. She’d been inconsolable.

Now she stood firm. “I need to stay here and sort things out,” she told him. “That’s why I came back.”

He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck and stared at the craggy peak of Pine Mountain. “Whatever you want, Libby, but I’d feel better if you were with me. It wouldn’t have to be forever.”

Her heart cracked. That’s the problem, she thought, realizing that she’d never stopped loving him. “I think we need some time to think things through.”

His lips tightened. “It is hard to think when you’re around.” To add emphasis to his point, he picked her up, carried her over the threshold of the dining hall and deposited her on the old couch, where he made love to her as if he’d never stop. Libby’s soul seemed to shake in the earth-shattering climax, and the thought that she loved him echoed over and over in her mind. They slept together wrapped in old blankets in front of the fire. He came to her again in the night, and she eagerly responded, kissing and holding him with a desperation borne of the knowledge that with the morning sun he’d be gone and their affair would surely cool.

* * *

In the morning, he lingered as long as he could, then left Flintlock in the barn, insisting that she needed some sort of transportation. In the end, she reluctantly relented.

She spent the next two days cleaning the dining hall and decorating the room with a few strings of lights she’d brought from home and a small tree she’d cut herself. She planned on spending Christmas Eve alone and attending church on Christmas morning. As for the pageant…she wasn’t quite sure she could watch the festivities.

And what about Brett?

She shoved that thought aside. Dealing with her complex emotions concerning Brett was too difficult. Instead, she concentrated on the everyday facets of her life.

The new bridge—a temporary structure at best—was finished the weekend before Christmas. Three huge beams, milled at the Cascade sawmill, were used as supports, and heavy planks were nailed carefully over the beams. Though wide enough for only one vehicle, the bridge was sturdy, and Libby could shore it up at a later date if she planned to open the camp again.

“Looks like you’re back in business,” Brett said after crossing the bridge in his Bronco and parking near the dining hall.

Libby’s heart beat faster at the sight of him. She wondered if she’d made the right decision, living without him, but she was determined not to second-guess herself. “All I need is my Jeep.”

“Bill Yeltson called this morning. It’s finished. I thought I could give you a lift into town.”

When they drove into Cascade, the little community felt as familiar as a favorite old slipper and was bustling with activity. The Christmas tree situated at city hall was blazing, and a holiday bazaar, complete with baked goods, quilts, dollhouses and ceramics, was in full swing at the grange hall.

She sampled cranberry cake and bought a dozen cookies along with a couple of handcrafted ornaments for her little tree. Familiar Christmas carols wafted through the grange’s warm interior, and the merchants chatted freely with their customers.

Libby remembered attending the bazaar each year. Her mother had always helped with the quilting of several patchworks during the year, and had baked rum cakes and banberry tarts the entire week before the festivity. As the melody of “Silver Bells” swept through the hall, memories flooded Libby’s mind. She missed her parents, and the security she’d felt in this small town.

Though she loved the excitement of the city, a part of her still belonged here, with these people who had lived in Cascade for generations.

“Hey, Libby, how about a cup of hot cranberry-apple cider?” Sandy Van Pelt stood on the other side of the counter separating the kitchen from the main hall, where the dry goods were displayed. “It’s on the house if you buy a piece of my mom’s gooseberry pie.”

“How can I resist?”

Libby picked up a paper plate with a thick slice of pie, and while Brett talked with one of the nearby ranchers about a bay mare, Sandy, wearing a red-and-green apron over her protruding belly, joined Libby. “I shouldn’t, you know. My doctor’s telling me I’m gaining weight too quickly, but I figure, who cares? This might be my only chance to gorge myself and get away with it. You know, a slice of pie for me and a cookie for the baby.”

They chatted while they ate. Sandy was obviously very much in love with her husband and was content to live the rest of her life as a wife and mother in Cascade. “I’m even going to quit my job at the sawmill after the baby gets here…. Well, I’m going to try. At least for a year or two, if we can afford it. I’d like to have another baby right away, and then I figure I could baby-sit, take in other people’s kids for a little extra spending money.” She sighed happily as she swallowed a bite of her lemon meringue pie. “So, enough about me. What about you and Brett?”

Libby shifted uncomfortably in her folding chair. “What about us?”

“Well? Are you dating, or what? I remember you two were gonna get married once, and from the way he looks at you I figured I’d be hearing the sweet sound of wedding bells sometime soon.”

Avoiding Sandy’s probing gaze, Libby said, “I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

A million reasons, starting with he doesn’t love me and doesn’t ever want to settle down! “I’ve got a life in Portland. I’ve just finished my training to be a nurse practitioner, and I’ve got some offers to consider before I open my practice. That’s part of the reason I came back here—to sort things out.”

“We can always use medical help around these parts,” Sandy pointed out.

From the corner of her eye, Libby saw Brett, and she wondered if he’d overheard any of their conversation. She shook her head and cradled her cup of cider in her palms. “I don’t think so. I’m used to city life now.”

“But you’re a small-town girl at heart.”

“Sandy! We could use a little help in here,” Irene Brennan said over the heads that were clustered at the counter.

“Oh-oh, duty calls.”

“Let me help!” Over Irene and Sandy’s protests, Libby donned an apron and washed her hands. “You certainly pinch-hit for me when mom was sick,” she explained, smiling as she started cutting thick wedges of carrot cake.

Brett had to return to the ranger station, but he was back in Cascade by the time the bazaar ended. During the afternoon Libby had broken down and bought a quilt and an antique dollhouse, though she really didn’t need either one. But the quilt reminded her of the happy years she’d spent as a child at her mother’s knee while Marla had pieced together tiny squares of calico, and the dollhouse was something she’d always wanted but had never been able to afford. Someday, she thought as she packed the Victorian replica in the back of her Jeep, she might have a daughter.

Someday.

* * *

Her little tree looked pathetic. And Libby was lonely. Without Brett, the dining hall seemed empty and cold. She’d placed the dollhouse on a table near the window and thrown the new quilt over the back of the sagging couch, but still she felt empty inside.

She thought of her apartment in the city—a studio in southeast Portland. It wasn’t particularly charming, but it was cheap, and it had been her home ever since she moved to the city. The single room with its kitchen alcove and bad plumbing held no fascination for her either.

I’m in no-man’s-land, she thought as she walked onto the porch and looked up at the sheer face of Pine Mountain. She knew approximately where the ranger station was and she wondered what Brett was doing. The ache in her heart seemed to go on forever and she suddenly realized that she’d never stop loving him—not entirely.

Surely someday she would marry and she’d love the man she wed, but she doubted that she’d ever feel the same raw passion, the deep emotional whirlpool, that she experienced whenever she was with Brett. Even now she could see, in her mind’s critical eye, the slash of white of his smile, the warm whiskey color of his eyes, the way he looked when he blinked his eyes open upon first awakening in the morning.

First love, last love, she thought, and had to squint her eyes in disbelief when he appeared before her, astride Slingshot. Her lungs constricted and her heart squeezed at the sight of him, sitting tall in the saddle.

“I was just thinking of you,” she said as he dropped to the ground and icy snow crunched beneath his boots.

“Only good thoughts, I hope.”

“About you? Never,” she said teasingly, unable to keep from flirting with him.

His lips curved upward, and his voice lowered, “Now, Miss Libby, don’t tell me you were thinking of anything wicked or wild or wanton?”

“Me?” she responded as the first few flakes of snow fell from the sky. “Not on your life.”

He took her into his arms and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “What would I have to do to get you to stay?”

Just say you love me, she silently cried, her eyes beginning to burn as she stared up at him. “You…you couldn’t.”

“Not even if I was extremely persuasive?” he asked, kissing her so slowly her heart began to pound. He found the zipper of her jacket and tugged on it. With a slow hiss, it opened.

“Not even then—” When his hand surrounded her breast, she gasped. Suddenly he was kissing her, anxiously, hungrily, his body hard and straining.

“I’m warning you, woman,” he said, lifting his head to stare into her eyes. “I can be very persuasive.”

“Prove it,” she said, and before she realized what was happening, he’d carried her back into the cabin and they were making love on the new quilt, firelight crackling around them, the tiny Christmas tree glowing in the corner of the hall.

I could be happy here, she thought as she gave herself to him body and soul, though deep in her heart she knew it would never work. Much as he wanted her, Brett still didn’t love her. She’d spend the night with him, but she would leave in the morning—Christmas Eve morning. Staying any longer would tear her up inside. She’d pack up her tiny tree and her supplies and take her new dollhouse, her quilt and her memories back to Portland.

Her future was somewhere else, without Brett, without the heartaches of the past. Though she’d intended to spend Christmas here, she’d go back to the city, where she belonged, and start her new life, knowing that she’d put the past to rest.

* * *

The day before Christmas dawned clear, but the air between Brett and Libby was thick and murky with unspoken emotions. He didn’t try to talk her out of leaving, just kissed her gently on the lips and said, “Do what you have to do.”

Methodically she packed her Jeep while Brett snapped a lead rope on Flintlock and saddled Slingshot. “So what will you do with this place?” he asked as she put a new padlock on the door.

“I don’t know. Sell it, I guess.”

He rubbed his jaw, not meeting her eyes. “Makes sense, I guess.”

“I might donate it to the church. Even though Dad bought it with his own money, most of the years it was open it was run for the congregation.”

“I’m sure the congregation would appreciate it.” He stared at her for an endless moment, and the sounds of the mountains, the rush of water spilling over the stones of the creek, the hum of tires on the highway in the distance, the flutter of the wings of winter birds, seemed to echo in her heart. “I’ll miss you, Libby,” he said quietly.

Her throat felt suddenly clogged. “And I’ll miss you.”

Without so much as a wave, he climbed into Slingshot’s saddle and, with a clucking sound, began the trek back to his cabin, leading Flintlock behind him. Libby wanted to run to him, to tell him that she loved him, to say all the silly romantic things that were lodged deep in her heart, but she didn’t.

She needed marriage and children and a future of growing old with one person. He needed no one but himself.

Ignoring the tears that were damp against her lashes, she climbed into the Jeep, started the engine and drove across the new bridge. Through the branches of the trees, she saw Brett and his horses climbing the steep terrain, and she wondered if she’d ever see him again.

“Forget him,” she told herself, and snapped on the radio. The strains of “White Christmas” boomed over the speakers, and tears continued to drizzle down her cheeks. Why she was so miserable she didn’t really understand, but as she drove into Cascade she felt as if she were on the road to her doom.



CHAPTER NINE

He couldn’t let her go. Not without a fight. Whether she knew it or not, she belonged with him. Here. In Cascade. By the time Brett had returned to the ranger station, he knew that he had to stop Libby, that he had to convince her to stay with him, that he wanted her to be his wife.

At the barn, he whisked the saddle and bridle off Slingshot, rubbed the gelding down quickly and tethered both animals before climbing into his Bronco and tearing down the hillside. Packed snow and ice made driving treacherous, but he didn’t care.

The phone in the truck rang, and he picked up the receiver, half expecting the caller to be Libby. Instead, he heard the dispatcher for the volunteer fire department.

“Fire broke out at the mill. All men on duty,” she commanded. Brett gritted his teeth. His showdown with Libby would have to wait. He glanced toward the horizon and noticed the cloud of black smoke billowing to the sky. “Son of a bitch,” he ground out as he stepped on the throttle and the Bronco’s wheels spun crazily.

* * *

Libby was driving out of town when she passed the church and parsonage where she grew up. Without understanding her reasons, she slowed the Jeep to a stop at the curb and let the engine idle as she watched nine or ten children playing in the snow. Bundled in scarfs, hats and mittens, they laughed and screamed as one group tried to build a snow family while another, more rambunctious group engaged in a serious snowball fight.

Her heart squeezed. How often had she, as a child, waited for school to be let out for the holidays so that she and the neighborhood kids could build snow forts? She watched as an older boy was chased by three younger girls who were hurling packed snow balls at him. He ducked behind a huge sign that announced the potluck dinner and pageant slated for Christmas Eve.

Tonight.

Should she stay?

No way.

But why not?

Because if you stay, Brett Matson will break your heart.

Maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe she should stay and take a chance on Brett. They could have a child…another baby. Her jaw tightened as she realized that she still had unfinished business with Brett. She’d come back to Cascade to face her past, and yet she hadn’t owned up to the fact that she loved Brett, that she wanted to marry him and bear his children. He might laugh in her face, or try to let her down gently, and if he did, well, then she’d have to realize that he wasn’t the man she thought he was. But there was a chance…a slim chance…that if he knew how she felt, he might tell her he loved her.

She sent up a silent prayer as she wheeled the Jeep back toward town. Her heart was beating as quickly as the wings of a frightened bird, and her hands were sweating on the wheel, but finally she was going to set her life back on the right track.

Gritting her teeth, she started planning her speech, but then she heard the first horrifying wail of a siren. She pulled the Jeep over by instinct, her heart thudding, and a fire truck and a rescue vehicle, lights flashing, roared past. More screaming sirens filled the air as police and fire trucks all headed out of town.

Her heart in her throat, Libby cranked the steering wheel one more time and followed the emergency vehicles. A cloud of smoke, black as obsidian, roiled toward the sky. With a sinking heart, she realized that the sawmill, where many of the townspeople worked, was in flames.

“Oh, God,” she whispered, tromping on the accelerator and beginning to pray.

* * *

The sawmill was bedlam. People, healthy and injured, were streaming out of the open gates, running away from the roaring flames that were shooting skyward.

Firemen were dragging heavy hoses and hooking them up to pumps to attack the blaze that was consuming one of the sheds. Heat, in crackling waves, scorched the air. The fire chief barked orders, people coughed and screamed, and those who were uninjured stared through the mesh of the fence to the work yard, where the fire burned out of control, melting snow and threatening other buildings.

“Hey, lady, where do you think you’re going?” the chief yelled as Libby tried to brush by.

“I can help. You’re going to have wounded, and I’m a nurse.”

“I don’t need anyone fouling up—”

“You need volunteers,” she countered, and he seemed to relent a bit.

“We’ve alerted the hospital in Bend. Ambulances are on their way.”

“Good. Then I can help sort out the most severe injuries.”

The chief didn’t argue any further, and he quickly introduced her to the paramedics. They worked side by side as people walked or were carried to them. Libby examined each person, determined the extent of the injuries and ranked them, worst to least. Smoke clogged the air, burning her eyes and throat, and huge jets of water streamed toward the blaze pumped through gigantic hoses.

“Must’ve been a ‘lectrical spark,” one of the wounded said. “In shed C, near the saw. I never seen nothin’ like it before.”

“Shh… Looks like they’re getting it under control,” she said, examining the man. And the flames, burdened by the water, did indeed seem to be dying.

Firemen ran throughout the yard, and she recognized Brett as one of the volunteers, but she didn’t have time to talk to him. While he tried to save buildings, she was busy saving lives. Many of the victims were only slightly injured—a few burns and cuts that would be painful but would heal. However, one man had been blinded, and another’s back was burned severely. They were loaded in the first ambulance.

The firemen had contained the blaze and the worst of the burn victims were on their way when she heard Brett shout. “Libby. Over here!” His face was streaked with soot, and his expression was grim. Beside him, on a stretcher, was a woman who was writhing in pain.

“Oh, my God,” she whispered when she recognized Sandy.

“She fell. Thinks she might be losing the baby.”

Libby felt her face drain of color as Sandy moaned low in her throat.

“Please, no… Please…no!”

Libby knelt beside her friend. “Hang in there. You’re going to be fine. So is the baby,” she said firmly, though at that point nothing was certain.

“But the baby—”

“Is tougher than you might think,” Libby said, forcing a smile, though her insides were frozen. She remembered all too vividly lying in the hospital bed, feeling a vast emptiness and the paralyzing fear that she’d miscarried. “Now, calm down. Show me where you hurt.”

“I ran out of the shed and twisted my ankle,” Sandy said, tears streaming from her eyes. “I landed on the concrete, right on my stomach, and I felt—Oh, God, I felt like I crushed the baby.”

“Okay, let’s take a look…” As discreetly as possible, Libby examined Sandy, saw the streaks of blood on her legs, and bit her lip.

“Is it—”

“I think you’re okay. You’re bleeding, but not much…” She looked for the fire chief. “Any free ambulances?”

“Just one.”

“Put her on it.”

“Oh, Libby…” Sandy cried.

“I’ll come with you,” Libby promised. “You just stay calm.”

Within seconds, they were on their way to Bend. Despite the wailing siren and the breakneck speed, the miles seem to go by at a snail’s pace. Libby held Sandy’s hand all the way, and they prayed together. “Brett was going to call Leo. He’ll meet us at the hospital.”

“I can’t lose this baby… I just can’t…” Sandy whispered, her face as white as the sheet tucked around her neck. The fingers tightening over Libby’s were nearly bone-crushing.

Finally the ambulance ground to a stop at the hospital, and Sandy was rushed into the emergency room. Leo and Brett arrived shortly thereafter, and Libby nearly collapsed in Brett’s arms. They held each other while Leo filled out the admission forms. Then, over cups of lukewarm coffee, they waited in a room clogged with the relatives and friends of the victims of the fire.

“If only we had a clinic or somethin’ in Cascade,” Leo said as he stubbed out his third cigarette. “Lord, what’s takin’ so long?”

“They’re busy,” Libby said.

“All the more reason we should have a clinic of our own.”

Brett caught Libby’s gaze, and her throat constricted.

Nearly an hour passed before a thin doctor with a worried expression caught Leo’s attention. “Mr. Van Pelt?”

Libby’s heart stuck in her throat as the doctor took Leo aside. She braced herself against the wall, her heart nearly stopping. Then she saw a huge smile cross Leo’s lips and tears fill his eyes. “Sandy and the baby are fine,” he said as he returned. “Aside from a sprained ankle, that is. Sandy will have to rest in bed, but the baby—my boy—is okay!” Eyes gleaming, he shook Libby’s hand. “Thanks,” he whispered.

“I didn’t do anything—”

“You did everything, Libby. You probably saved my son’s life. I’ll never forget it.” He took off down the hall after the doctor, and Libby felt a warmth spread through her insides.

“He’s right, you know,” Brett said as he tucked his hand around her elbow and guided her outside. Dusk was turning the sky a soft shade of lavender, and the first few stars were visible.

When they were alone, Brett wound his arms around her and kissed her sooty forehead. “I was coming after you when I got the call about the fire,” he said. “Watching you drive away, I knew that I couldn’t let you go. Not until I told you that I love you and I want you to marry me and live with me the rest of my life.”

Time seemed to stand still.

Tears burned behind Libby’s eyes, and she hardly dared breathe. Had she heard him correctly? “But I was coming back to you. I’d seen some kids in the churchyard and knew that I’d never be happy without you…without children of our own.”

“I need you, Libby,” he said, his eyes suspiciously bright. “And the town needs you. You could set up your own clinic.”

“And what about our children?”

“Didn’t Sandy say she was thinking of babysitting? Couldn’t she start a day-care center? I bet we could find a building in town big enough to house a preschool and a clinic.”

“You think so, do you?” she asked, smiling.

“I do if you’ll marry me.”

Blinking back tears, she grinned up at him. “I’ve been waiting for five years for you to ask.”

With a hoot, he swung her off her feet. “You think the preacher could squeeze in a Christmas wedding?”

“For tomorrow?”

“Or tonight.”

“Oh, Brett, I don’t know. He’s busy.”

“No harm in asking. Come on—”

“Now?” she asked, laughing, as he led her to his Bronco.

“No time like the present. We’ll go home and change, then show up at the pageant. I’ll corner the preacher and see what he can do for us.” Once they were inside the cab, he turned on the ignition and drove back to Cascade. They passed the church, where people were preparing for the night’s festivities, then stopped at the sawmill’s parking lot to grab Libby’s suitcase from her car. There were still fire fighters and millwrights cleaning up the mess, but Brett didn’t linger. He drove up the narrow road to his cabin at Pine Mountain.

He helped her from the cab and held her tight, as if he were afraid she might disappear. The night, Christmas Eve, seemed to close around them. A thousand stars glittered above the snow-crusted forest, and Brett’s warm body hugged hers as if his very life depended upon her. “I’m going to make sure that you’ll never walk away from me again,” he vowed.

“I won’t.”

His lips found hers in a kiss that promised to last a lifetime. Far in the distance, church bells chimed, their melodic peals resounding through the mountains.

It’s Christmas, Libby realized, and I’m home. I’m finally home. With Brett. Forever.

* * * * *
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CHAPTER ONE

Liam Donnelly was nobody’s favorite.

Though being a favorite in their household growing up would never have meant much, Liam was confident that as much as both of his parents disdained their younger son, Alex, they hated Liam more.

    And as much as his brothers loved him—or whatever you wanted to call their brand of affection—Liam knew he wasn’t the one they’d carry out if there was a house fire. That was fine too.

It wasn’t self-pity. It was just a fact.

But while he wasn’t anyone’s particular favorite, he knew he was at least one person’s least favorite.

Sabrina Leighton hated him with every ounce of her beautiful, petite being. Not that he blamed her. But, considering they were having a business meeting today, he did hope that she could keep some of the hatred bottled up.

Liam got out of his truck and put his cowboy hat on, surveying his surroundings. The winery spread was beautiful, with a large, picturesque house overlooking the grounds. The winery and the road leading up to it were carved into an Oregon mountainside. Trees and forest surrounded the facility on three sides, creating a secluded feeling. Like the winery was part of another world. In front of the first renovated barn was a sprawling lawn and a path that led down to the river. There was a seating area there and Liam knew that during the warmer months it was a nice place to hang out. Right now, it was too damned cold, and the damp air that blew up from the rushing water sent a chill straight through him.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and kept on walking. There were three rustic barns on the property that they used for weddings and dinners, and one that had been fully remodeled into a dining and tasting room.

He had seen the new additions online. He hadn’t actually been to Grassroots Winery in the past thirteen years. That was part of the deal. The deal that had been struck back when Jamison Leighton was still owner of the place.

Back when Liam had been nothing more than a good-for-nothing, low-class troublemaker with a couple of misdemeanors to his credit.

Times changed.

Liam might still be all those things at heart, but he was also a successful businessman. And Jamison Leighton no longer owned Grassroots.

Some things, however, hadn’t changed. The presence of Sabrina Leighton being one of them.

It had been thirteen years. But he couldn’t pretend he thought everything was all right and forgiven. Not considering the way she had reacted when she had seen him at Ace’s bar the past few months. Small towns.

Like everybody was at the same party and could only avoid each other for so long.

If it wasn’t at the bar, they would most certainly end up at a four-way stop at the same time, or in the same aisle at the grocery store.

But today’s meeting would not be accidental. Today’s meeting was planned. He wondered if something would get thrown at him. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time.

He walked across the gravel lot and into the dining room. It was empty, since the facility—a rustic barn with a wooden chandelier hanging in the center—had yet to open for the day. There was a bar with stools positioned at the front, and tables set up around the room. Back when he had worked here there had been one basic tasting room, and nowhere for anyone to sit. Most of the wine had been sent out to retail stores for sale, rather than making the winery itself some kind of destination.

He wondered when all of that had changed. He imagined it had something to do with Lindy, the new owner and ex-wife of Jamison Leighton’s son, Damien. As far as Liam knew, and he knew enough—considering he didn’t get involved with business ventures without figuring out what he was getting into—Damien had drafted the world’s dumbest prenuptial agreement. At least, it was dumb for a man who clearly had problems keeping his dick in his pants.

Though why Sabrina was still working at the winery when her sister-in-law had current ownership, and her brother had been deposed, and her parents were—from what he had read in public records—apoplectic about the loss of their family legacy, he didn’t know. But he assumed he would find out. At about the same time he found out whether or not something was going to get thrown at his head.

The door from the back opened, and he gritted his teeth. Because, no matter how prepared he felt philosophically to see Sabrina, he knew that there would be impact. There always was. A damned funny thing, that one woman could live in the back of his mind the way she had for so long. That no matter how many years or how many women he put between them, she still burned bright and hot in his memory.

That no matter that he had steeled himself to run into her—because he knew how small towns worked—the impact was like a brick to the side of his head every single time.

She appeared a moment after the door opened, looking severe. Overly so. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, and she was wearing a black sheath dress that went down past her knee, but conformed to curves that were more generous than they’d been thirteen years ago.

In a good way.

“Hello, Liam,” she said, her tone impersonal. Had she not used his first name, it might have been easy to pretend that she didn’t know who he was.

“Sabrina.”

“Lindy told me that you wanted to talk about a potential joint venture. And since that falls under my jurisdiction as manager of the tasting room, she thought we might want to work together.”

Now she was smiling.

The smile was so brittle it looked like it might crack her face.

“Yes, I’m familiar with the details. Particularly since this venture was my idea.” He let a small silence hang there for a beat before continuing. “I’m looking at an empty building on the end of Main Street. It would be more than just a tasting room. It would be a small café with some retail space.”

“How would it differ from Lane Donnelly’s store? She already offers specialty foods.”

“Well, we would focus on Grassroots wine and Laughing Irish cheese. Also, I would happily purchase products from Lane’s to give the menu a local focus. The café would be nothing big. Just a small lunch place with wine. Very limited selection. Very specialty. But I feel like in a tourist location, that’s what you want.”

“Great,” she said, her smile remaining completely immobile.

He took that moment to examine her more closely. The changes in her face over the years. She was more beautiful now than she had been at seventeen. Her slightly round, soft face had refined in the ensuing years, her cheekbones now more prominent, the angle of her chin sharper.

Her eyebrows looked different too. When she’d been a teenager they’d been thinner, rounder. Now they were a bit stronger, more angular.

“Great,” he returned. “I guess we can go down and have a look at the space sometime this week. Gage West is the owner of the property, and he hasn’t listed it yet. Handily, my sister-in-law is good friends with his wife. Both of my sisters-in-law, actually. So I got the inside track on that.”

Her expression turned bland. “How impressive.”

She sounded absolutely unimpressed. “It wasn’t intended to be impressive. Just useful.”

She sighed slowly. “Did you have a day of the week in mind to go view the property? Because I really am very busy.”

“Are you?”

“Yes,” she responded, that smile spreading over her face again. “This is a very demanding job, plus, I do have a life.”

She stopped short of saying exactly what that life entailed.

“Too busy to do this, which is part of your actual job?” he asked.

On the surface she looked calm, but he could sense a dark energy beneath that spoke of a need to savage him. “I had my schedule sorted out for the next couple of weeks. This is coming together more quickly than expected.”

“I’ll work something out with Gage and give Lindy a call, how about that?”

“You don’t have to call Lindy. I’ll give you my phone number. You can call or text me directly.”

She reached over to the counter and took a card from the rustic surface, extending her hand toward him. He reached out and took the card, their fingertips brushing as they made the handoff.

And he felt it. Straight down to his groin, where he had always felt things for her, even though it was impossible. Even though he was all wrong for her. And even though now they were doing a business deal together, and she looked like she would cheerfully chew through his flesh if given half the chance.

She might be smiling, but he didn’t trust that smile. He was still waiting. Waiting for her to shout recriminations at him now that they were alone. Every other time he had encountered her over the past four months it had been in public. Twice in Ace’s bar, and once walking down the street, where she had made a very quick sharp left to avoid walking past him.

It had not been subtle, and it had certainly not spoken of somebody who was over the past.

So his assumption had been that if the two of them were ever alone she was going to let them have it. But she didn’t. Instead, she gave him that card, and then began to look… Bored.

“Did you need anything else?” she asked.

“Not really. Though I have some spreadsheet information that you might want to look over. Ideas that I have for the layout, the menu. It is getting a little ahead of ourselves, in case we end up not liking the venue.”

“You’ve been to look at the venue already, haven’t you?” It was vaguely accusatory.

“I have been there, yes. But again, I believe in preparedness. I was hardly going to get very deep into this if I didn’t think it was viable. Personally, I’m interested in making sure that we have diverse interests. The economy doesn’t typically favor farms, Sabrina. And that is essentially what my brothers and I have. I expect an uphill fight to make that place successful.”

She tilted her head to the side. “Like you said, you do your research.”

Her friendliness was beginning to slip. And he waited. For something else. For something to get thrown at him. It didn’t happen.

“That I do. Take these,” he said, handing her the folder that he was holding onto. He made sure their fingers didn’t touch this time. “And we’ll talk next week.”

Then he turned and walked away from her, and he resisted the strong impulse to turn back and get one more glance at her. It wasn’t the first time he had resisted that.

He had a feeling it wouldn’t be the last.

* * *

As soon Liam walked out of the tasting room Sabrina let out a breath that had been killing her to keep in. A breath that contained about a thousand insults and recriminations. And more than a few very colorful swear word combinations. A breath that nearly burned her throat, because it was full of so many sharp and terrible things.

She lifted her hands to her face, and realized they were shaking. It had been thirteen years. Why did he still affect her like this? Maybe, just maybe, if she had ever found a man that made her feel even half of what Liam did it wouldn’t have such a hard time dealing with him. The feelings wouldn’t be so strong.

But she hadn’t. So that supposition was basically moot.

The worst part was the tattoos. He’d had about three when he’d been nineteen. Now, they covered both of his arms, and she had the strongest urge to make them as familiar to her as the original tattoos had been. To memorize each and every detail about them.

The tree was the one that really caught her attention. The Celtic knots, she knew, were likely a nod to his Irish heritage, but the tree—whose branches she could see stretching down from his shoulder—she was curious about what that meant.

“And you are spending too much time thinking about him,” she admonished herself.

She shouldn’t be thinking about him at all. She should just focus on congratulating herself for saying nothing stupid. At least she hadn’t cried and demanded answers for the night he had completely laid waste to her every feeling.

“How did it go?”

Sabrina turned and saw her sister-in-law Lindy come in. People would be forgiven for thinking that she and Lindy were actually biological sisters. In fact, they looked much more alike than Sabrina and her younger sister Beatrix did.

Like Sabrina, Lindy had long, straight blonde hair. Bea, on the other hand, had freckles all over her face and a wild riot of reddish brown curls that resisted taming almost as strongly as the youngest Leighton sibling herself did.

That was another thing Sabrina and Lindy had in common. They were predominantly tame. At least, they kept things as together as they possibly could on the surface.

“Fine.”

“You didn’t savage him with a cheese knife?”

“Lindy,” Sabrina said, “please. This is dry clean only.” She waved her hand up and down, indicating her dress.

“I don’t know what your whole issue is with him…”

Because no one spoke of it. Lindy had married Sabrina’s brother after the unpleasantness. It was no secret that Sabrina and her father were estranged—even if it was a brittle, quiet estrangement. But unless Damien had told Lindy the details—and Sabrina doubted he knew all of them—her sister-in-law wouldn’t know the whole story.

“I don’t have an issue with him,” Sabrina said. “I knew him thirteen years ago. That has nothing to do with now. It has nothing to do with this new venture for the winery. Which I am on board with one hundred percent.” It was true. She was.

“Well,” Lindy said. “That’s good to hear.”

She could tell that Lindy didn’t believe her. “It’s going to be fine. I’m looking forward to this.” That was also true. Mostly. She was looking forward to expanding Grassroots. Looking forward to helping build the winery, and making it into something that was truly theirs. So that her parents could no longer shout recriminations about Lindy stealing something from the Leighton family.

Eventually, they would make the winery so much more successful that most of it would be theirs.

And if her own issues with her parents were tangled up in all of this, then… That was just how it was.

“Looking forward to what?” Lindy’s brother Dane came into the room, a grin on his handsome face. A grin that had likely melted even the iciest of women into puddles. For her part, Sabrina was immune to him. He was like a brother to her.

He was only back at the winery to offer Lindy support during his off season. Sabrina could tell that he was more than a little bit antsy to get out of here about now. Shockingly, handing out small samples of cheese was not in his wheelhouse.

“The new tasting room venture,” Sabrina said, doing her best to make sure her words sounded light. It was starting to feel crowded in here. She needed a chance to have a post-Liam comedown. Which was impossible to do with Lindy and Dane looking at her so intently.

“Oh, right. That’s going well?”

“Well, it’s just getting started,” she said to Dane.

Those thoughts swirled around in her head, caused tension to mount in her chest, a hard little ball of anger and meanness that she couldn’t quite shake. Didn’t really want to.

“I guess that’s good news,” Dane said, rocking back on his heels.

“Great news,” Lindy said brightly. “It’s exactly what we need. More forward motion. More… More.”

“Until you have a swimming pool full of gold coins like Scrooge McDuck?” Dane asked.

Lindy narrowed her eyes. “This has nothing to do with money. It’s about making the winery successful. And okay, it has a little bit to do with money, because I do like food. And having a roof over my head.”

“And sticking it to your ex by living under the roof that used to be over his head?” Dane grinned.

The corner of Lindy’s mouth quirked upward, and Sabrina could clearly see the resemblance between Dane and her. “That’s not unpleasant.” She cleared her throat. “I really want this tasting room up and ready to go for the Christmas festivities this year.”

“That is…awfully quick, Lin,” Dane said.

“Sure,” Lindy said, waving a hand. “But it isn’t like we’re a startup. We’re just launching a new, extended showroom. And with the plans that Lydia West has for Christmas in Copper Ridge this year, we can’t afford to not be open. It’s going to be a whole Victorian Christmas celebration with carolers and chestnuts roasting on…well, probably not open fires because of safety. But we need to be there with hot mulled wine and cheeses and good will toward men!”

“Did you want to add world peace too?” Dane asked. “Because with all that you might as well.”

Dane wasn’t wrong. It was a very tall order. But they knew exactly what they wanted the showroom to feature, and they already had stock at the winery. They would just be moving some of it to town. So the timing might be tricky, but not impossible.

And suddenly Sabrina wanted it all to work, and work well. If for no other reason than to prove to Liam Donnelly that she was no longer the seventeen-year-old girl whose world he’d wrecked all those years ago.

In some ways, Sabrina envied the tangible ways in which Lindy had been able to exact revenge on Damien. Of course, her relationship with Liam wasn’t anything like a ten-year marriage ended by infidelity. She gritted her teeth. She did her best not to think about Liam. About the past. Because it hurt. Every damn time it hurt. It didn’t matter if it should or not.

But now that he was back in Copper Ridge, now that she sometimes just happened to run into him, it was worse. It was harder not to think about him. Him and the grand disaster that had happened after. The way it had ruined her relationship with her father. And that thorn in her heart constantly felt like it was being worked in deeper.

That first time she had run into Liam when he had come back…

She had walked into Ace’s bar, ready to have a drink with Lindy after a long day of work, and he had been there. She hadn’t even questioned whether or not it was him. He looked different, older, grooves bracketing the side of his mouth, faint lines around his eyes.

His chest was broader, thicker. And there had been tattoos covering the whole of his arms. But it was Liam. It was most definitely Liam, and before her brain had been able to process it, her body had gone into a full-scale episode.

Her heart had nearly lurched into her throat, her pulse racing, and then echoing between her thighs, an immediate reminder of how it had always been to be near him. A tragic confirmation that her memory had not blown those feelings out of proportion.

And with that attraction had come anger. Because how dare he? How dare he show up in Copper Ridge, after abandoning her the way he had? How dare he come to her town? He was supposed to stay away.

Mostly, she was angry that he had the nerve to come back even sexier than he’d been before.

The one good thing was that now she knew better. Thirteen years ago, she had trusted her heart. Fully. Completely.

And no matter how her body might react to him now, she had learned her lesson.

She would not be making that mistake again. Ever.
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