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  Storm Warning

  
  




The autumn wind whipped crisp leaves across the gravel driveway as Olivia pulled up to her grandmother’s cabin. Orange and red maples lined the winding path, their branches swaying against the deepening twilight sky. She switched off the engine, and silence settled around her like a heavy blanket.

Five months had passed since the reading of Gram’s will. Five months of avoiding this place, of making excuses about work and commitments. But the key burned in her pocket now, demanding attention.

The new teaching position at Frederick Douglass Elementary had provided the perfect buffer. Between setting up her fourth-grade classroom, attending new teacher orientations, and diving into lesson plans, she’d barely had time to think about the loss that brought her back to Mason’s Crossing.

Three years away pursuing her master’s degree had changed her perspective on the small town. The streets seemed narrower, the buildings more weathered. But her students’ eager faces made it worthwhile— their excitement when she shared stories about local history reminded her of sitting at Gram’s feet, soaking up tales of the past.

Olivia pressed her forehead against the steering wheel. The truth was, throwing herself into work wasn’t just about avoiding the cabin. Every corner of Mason’s Crossing held memories of Gram— the library where she’d worked, the museum she’d helped establish, even the ice cream shop where they’d shared sundaes after Sunday services. Being back meant facing all of it, acknowledging that those moments were now just memories.

One hundred and one years had blessed Mason’s Crossing with Martha James’s wisdom and strength, yet Olivia’s chest ached with the fresh emptiness of her grandmother’s absence.

Dark clouds gathered overhead as Olivia stepped out of her car. The wind picked up, tugging at her jacket and sending dead leaves skittering across the wraparound porch. The old wooden steps creaked under her feet as she climbed toward the front door, playing a familiar melody she remembered from childhood visits. A cardinal darted past, a flash of scarlet against seasoned logs. Her grandmother’s rocking chairs sat empty, their weathered wood a testament to countless summer evenings spent listening to stories of the Underground Railroad and the families who’d found sanctuary here. The chairs swayed in the strengthening gusts, a low moan rising from their runners.

A fat raindrop splashed against her cheek. Then another. The rain rolled in faster now, the temperature dropping as the wind drove sheets of rain across the property. The ancient oaks surrounding the cabin groaned, their branches scraping against each other like old bones. Behind her, thunder rumbled across the darkening sky.

The storm was here.

Olivia fumbled with the key, her fingers stiff from the cold. The brass lock stuck for a moment before turning with a grinding sound that seemed too loud in the growing storm. One turn, then another. She pushed open the heavy wooden door, inhaling the musty scent of closed-up spaces and memories. Her hand found the light switch, but nothing happened.

“Perfect.” Her voice echoed in the empty space.

She pulled out her phone’s flashlight, sweeping the beam across the living room. Dust motes and cobwebs danced in the light. The floor-to-ceiling bookshelves stood like sentinels along the walls, Gram’s beloved historical volumes still arranged by era and subject.

A sharp gust rattled the windows. Something thumped upstairs—probably a shutter coming loose. Olivia aimed her light toward the staircase, the wooden steps disappearing into darkness.

Her heels clicked against the hardwood as she moved deeper into the house. The beam caught the edge of Gram’s favorite armchair, its worn fabric still holding the indent where she’d spent countless hours reading and telling stories.

The entrance to the kitchen loomed before her, a dark void swallowing the light. As Olivia crossed the threshold, her light revealed scattered papers across the floor. A drawer hung open, its contents spilling onto the counter. She froze. The back door stood ajar, cool air seeping through the gap. She hadn’t left it that way. She hadn’t been here at all.

Olivia backed away from the kitchen doorway, her phone clutched tight. She grabbed a heavy brass candlestick from the hall table and dialed 911, but no signal reached through the cabin’s thick walls.

The floorboards upstairs creaked again. She spun around, scanning the shadows with her light. Empty rooms stared back at her through open doorways. A quick check of the windows showed they were all locked. Nothing else appeared disturbed in the living room—just the kitchen showed signs of intrusion. Her grandmother’s antique secretary desk remained closed, its roll-top secure. The family photos still lined the mantle, collecting dust.

She edged toward the front door, planning her escape. A gust of wind sent branches scraping against the windows, making her jump. The sound of paper fluttering drew her attention back to the kitchen. Despite her better judgment, Olivia crept closer to examine the scattered documents. Her light revealed pages from her grandmother’s journal, torn and crumpled. Some bore her distinctive flowing script, while others contained what looked like coded sequences of numbers and letters. How odd.

“What were you hiding, Gram?”

She gathered the papers quickly, stuffing them into her jacket pockets. The drawer they’d come from was labeled “Garden Plans” in Martha’s neat handwriting. But these weren’t about plants—they were something else entirely.

The wind picked up outside, whistling through the gap in the back door. Olivia pushed it firmly shut, throwing the deadbolt. She swept her light across the kitchen one last time, noting the displaced items and the rifled drawers.

This wasn’t a random break-in. Someone had been searching for something specific.

The crunch of tires on gravel cut through the howling wind. Olivia pressed against the wall beside the kitchen window, peering through rain-streaked glass. Headlights swept across the yard as a dark sedan reversed down her driveway at high speed, fishtailing on the wet gravel.

Her fingers dug into the windowsill as she strained to make out details—make, model, anything. But the storm and darkness revealed only twin red taillights disappearing into the trees.

The car’s engine faded into the distance, leaving only the drumming of rain against the roof. Olivia released her grip on the candlestick. Her hand shook as she pulled out her phone again, stepping toward the living room where the signal might be stronger.

One bar flickered on her screen. She punched in 911, pacing near the front windows while watching the driveway. The call connected with a burst of static.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“Someone broke into my grandmother’s cabin on Old Mill Road. It used to belong to Martha James. They just drove away, but the kitchen’s been ransacked.”

“Are you in a safe location now, ma’am?”

“Yes, I’m alone in the house. They must have left through the back door when they heard me come in.” Olivia described the car and its direction of travel.

“An officer is en route. Please stay on the line until they arrive.”

Lightning flashed outside, illuminating the empty driveway. In that brief moment of clarity, she spotted something white flutter near the bottom porch step. Another page from Gram’s papers must have blown outside during the break-in.

Olivia kept the phone pressed to her ear while she scanned the shadows beyond the porch. The dispatcher’s voice crackled through sporadic static. She needed to retrieve that paper before the rain destroyed it completely.

“I see something I need to check near the front steps. I’ll stay in sight of the house.”

“Ma’am, please remain inside until officers arrive.”

Thunder rolled overhead as Olivia eased open the door. Wind whipped her braids against her face. She crouched in the doorway, stretching toward the fluttering white shape. Her fingers brushed sodden paper. She snatched it up, retreating inside as another lightning flash lit the yard. The page was one of Gram’s journal entries, the ink beginning to run. Olivia smoothed it carefully against the entryway table.

Familiar flowing script covered the page, but something was different. Between Gram’s normal writing were strange symbols and numbers scattered throughout the text—not her grandmother’s usual neat documentation of daily events.

The sound of tires on wet gravel made her spine stiffen. Headlights swept across the front windows. Olivia pressed herself flat against the wall, heart pounding.

“Officers should be arriving now,” the dispatcher said. “Can you confirm it’s a patrol vehicle?”

Olivia peered around the curtain. A forest service truck pulled up, its light bar dark. A tall figure stepped out into the rain.

“It’s not the police—it’s a park ranger.” She recognized the uniform, though she couldn’t make out the ranger’s face in the darkness.

“Stay inside, ma’am. I’m notifying the officers.”

Heavy boots climbed the porch steps. A sharp knock echoed through the house.

“Forest Service. There’s been a report about a possible break-in.”

The voice struck her like a punch to the gut. Three years had passed, but she would know those deep, quiet tones anywhere.

Cameron.

Olivia’s fingers trembled on the doorknob. Through the peephole, Cameron’s broad shoulders filled the frame, rain dripping from his ranger hat. She closed her eyes for a moment, steadying herself.

The door opened with a creak. There he stood—tall, solid, looking exactly as he had three years ago. His dark skin glistened with rain in the dim light. Their eyes met, and the air between them grew thick with unspoken words.

“Hello.” His professional tone cut deeper than anger would have. “I received a call about suspicious activity.”

She gripped the doorframe, anchoring herself. She needed his help—needed his expertise with the cabin and authority as a ranger. But seeing him unleashed a flood of memories: picnics by the river, stolen kisses behind the museum, plans for a future that dissolved without warning or explanation.

“Someone broke in through the back door.” Her voice came out steadier than she felt. “They were going through Gram’s papers in the kitchen.”

Cameron stepped past her into the foyer, bringing the scent of rain and pine needles. His flashlight beam swept across the floor, professional and detached. The same way he’d walked away from her—clinical, precise, leaving no room for questions or closure.

“Have you touched anything in the kitchen?”

“No. Well, just some papers that were scattered. I didn’t want them to get ruined.” She pulled the damp pages from her pocket. “They’re her notes.”

He nodded, maintaining that careful distance between them. “I’ll need to document everything. The police are on their way, but this cabin falls under historical site protection. I’ll coordinate with them on the investigation.”

Olivia crossed her arms, fighting the urge to reach out, to demand answers about more than just this break-in. But his rigid posture and carefully neutral expression built a wall between them as solid as the cabin’s stone foundation.

“I should check the perimeter while we wait,” he said, already turning toward the kitchen.

The professional distance in his tone stung. “Someone was here when I arrived,” she said, turning to face him. “They drove off, but the back door was forced open.”

Cameron moved past her, flashlight beam sweeping methodically across the porch boards. The rain had settled into a steady drizzle, beading on his uniform jacket.

“Did you go upstairs?”

“No. I waited for…” The word “you” died on her lips. “For the authorities.”

He paused at the back door, examining the splintered frame. His flashlight illuminated fresh marks in the wood.

“Smart decision.” He drew his weapon. “Stay here while I clear the house.”

“This is my home now. I’m coming with you.”

Cameron turned, meeting her eyes for the first time. Something flickered across his expression—concern, maybe regret. “Olivia.”

The sound of her name on his lips brought back memories of whispered conversations and shared laughter. Olivia straightened her spine, refusing to let those memories weaken her resolve.

She crossed her arms, the damp diary sheets rustling in her palms.

The flashlight beam caught Cameron’s face, and Olivia’s breath hitched. Three years hadn’t dimmed his striking features—the strong line of his jaw, those deep brown eyes that seemed to look straight through her. His uniform shirt clung to his chest where the rain had soaked through, reminding her of summer afternoons by the lake, of stolen kisses and tender touches. Olivia forced those memories aside, though her pulse quickened traitorously at the thought.

He’d grown his hair out slightly; the close-cropped style she remembered now showed hints of natural waves. A shadow of stubble darkened his jaw, giving him a rugged edge that made her fingers itch to touch his face.

His lips pressed into a tight line as he studied the damaged door frame, and Olivia found herself remembering how those same lips had once ignited goosebumps across her skin. She pushed the thought away but couldn’t ignore how his presence filled the small entry hall, bringing with it a magnetic pull she thought she’d left behind in Mason’s Crossing.

Even now, with the tension radiating from his stance, the sight of his nimble fingers checking the door’s damage sent an unwanted shiver down her spine. No matter how attractive he still was, no matter how her body responded to his nearness, she couldn’t forget how he’d walked away without a word of explanation.

“I know you’re tempted to advise me on what to do, Cameron, but you lost that privilege when you walked out.” Her voice stayed steady despite the ache blooming in her chest.

Cameron lowered his flashlight, shadows deepening across his features. “This comes under our jurisdiction. And seeing that I’m the only specialist in the area that can handle this, you’re stuck with me for a while…” He paused, dark eyes searching her face. “I’m sorry.”

The words hit her like ice water. Olivia uncrossed her arms, fingers curling into fists at her sides. “You’re sorry? About what exactly?”

“Liv, let’s not—” His voice softened, questioning eyes meeting hers in the dim light. “We’ve got enough on our hands right now.”

The crackle of his radio cut through the tension. “Ranger Ellis, it’s Ron. What’s your status?”

Cameron held her gaze as he raised the radio to his lips. “Still at the James cabin. Break-in confirmed. I’ll need extended time here to process the scene and secure the property.” His eyes never left hers, asking silent permission.

Olivia’s throat tightened. Having him here was both exactly what she needed and everything she’d been trying to avoid. His expertise with the historic property, his knowledge of the area—she couldn’t have asked for anyone better qualified to help. But the familiar way he filled the space, how naturally he fell back into using her nickname… Her carefully constructed defenses were already starting to crack.

Three years of questions, of wondering why he’d disappeared without a word. Three years. She wanted answers, closure, anything to make sense of their ending. Instead, here he stood, professional and distant, acting like they were merely ranger and property owner instead of two people who’d once planned a future together.

“I know the layout. The house has hidden spaces you won’t find without me.” She kept her voice steady, professional.

Cameron holstered his weapon with a sigh. “Stay behind me. Point out anything that seems disturbed.”

They stepped into the kitchen. Lightning flashed through the windows, casting stark shadows across the floor. The beam of Cameron’s flashlight revealed open drawers and scattered papers.

“Is this how you found it?” he asked.

“Yes. Gram kept her research there.” Olivia moved closer, noting the strategic way the drawers had been searched.

The kitchen lights flickered, then hummed to life. Olivia blinked against the sudden brightness as shadows retreated to the corners. The old brass fixtures cast a warm glow across the scattered papers and displaced contents of the desk drawers.

Cameron lowered his flashlight, scanning the kitchen. “They knew what they were looking for.” He crouched to examine a stack of papers near the base cabinet. “These weren’t just knocked over—someone sorted through them.”

Olivia moved to the butler’s pantry, where Gram had kept her collection of local history books. The volumes stood undisturbed on their shelves, spines aligned with military precision. But the small desk beneath them showed signs of searching—its drawers pulled out, contents rifled through.

“The study next?” she asked, noting how Cameron’s shoulders tensed at her voice. He nodded, following as she led the way down the hall.

The table lamp cast a gentle light across Gram’s antique desk. Unlike the kitchen chaos, this room appeared untouched. The leather chair sat perfectly aligned with the desk’s edge. Files remained neatly labeled in their brass holders. Even the fountain pen lay precisely parallel to the leather blotter.

“Too perfect,” Cameron murmured, echoing her thoughts. He ran a finger along the desk’s surface. “No dust. Someone wiped this clean.”

Olivia’s skin prickled. Gram had been meticulous about her papers, but even she’d allowed a fine layer of dust to gather between cleaning days. The sterile perfection of the desk felt wrong—like a stage set rather than a lived-in space.

She opened the top drawer, finding Gram’s favorite notepads and pencils arranged with unnatural precision. “They cleaned up after themselves here. Why make a mess in the kitchen but carefully reset everything in this room?”

“Because they found what they were looking for.” Cameron’s deep voice carried a note of certainty that made her turn. He stood studying the room with narrowed eyes. “The kitchen was frustration. This…” He gestured to the pristine desk. “This was success.”

Cameron’s shoulders tensed as they moved through the house. Even after these years, she could read his body language—the slight tilt of his head as he listened, the careful placement of each step. His presence moving through the space like a shadow, somehow both comforting and painful.

“That’s where she kept her most important papers,” Olivia said.

He glanced back at her, dark eyes holding hers for a moment. “I remember. Your grandmother used to let me help organize her files when I was training with my grandfather.”

The shared memory hung between them. Olivia’s lips tightened. She needed to ask him why he’d left, why he’d cut off all contact. But now wasn’t the time. The violated sanctuary of her grandmother’s home had to come first. “We should check upstairs too,” she said instead.

Olivia followed Cameron up the creaking stairs, each step stirring memories of childhood visits. The beam of his flashlight played across faded wallpaper and old photographs. In her grandmother’s bedroom, the cedar chest at the foot of the bed stood open, its contents strewn across the floor. Olivia knelt beside a pile of papers and fabrics.

“The quilt.” Her fingers brushed the empty space where it should have been. “Martha’s Freedom Quilt—Gram’s most prized possession. It’s gone.”

She looked through the remaining items. Several leather-bound journals were missing too, along with a small wooden box that had always stayed locked.

“These weren’t just random items.” Olivia stood, scanning the room. “Gram kept historical records, documentation about the Underground Railroad routes through this area. She spent years collecting oral histories from local families.”

Cameron examined the chest’s lock. “No damage. They had a key?”

“Or knew how to pick it.” Olivia opened her grandmother’s closet. The false back panel hung askew, revealing an empty cavity. “The safe is open too. She never told anyone about that hiding spot except…”

She bit back the words. Except me. And you, when we were together.

“What else is missing?” Cameron asked.

Olivia checked the safe’s interior. “Her research files about artifact preservation. Maps of the old trail systems.” She pressed her palm against the cool metal. “There were photographs too—documentation of historical items she was protecting.”

“Protecting from what?”

“She never said exactly. Just that certain pieces of history needed to stay hidden until the right time.” Olivia closed the safe. “Someone knew what they were looking for.”

The rain intensified outside, drumming against the roof. Cameron’s flashlight beam caught spider silk swirling in the air, like fragments of the past disturbed and scattered.

Olivia moved to the window, watching sheets of rain cascade down the glass. The storm had intensified, turning the woods beyond into a dark wall. She wrapped her arms around herself, the old house’s chill seeping through her clothing.

“The timing’s wrong,” she said. “Gram passed months ago. Why wait until now to break in?”

Cameron’s boots scuffed against the wooden floor as he examined the room’s perimeter. “Maybe they needed the house to be empty.”

“But that’s just it—the lawyer only filed the deed transfer yesterday. How would anyone know I wasn’t already living here?” She turned from the window. “And those research materials, the quilt—they’re valuable to historians but not worth much money. This feels…” She paused, remembering her grandmother’s warnings about being careful whom she trusted.

“Personal?” Cameron suggested.

“Targeted.” Olivia crossed to the dresser where framed photos sat undisturbed. Her fingers traced one showing her grandmother standing proudly in front of the cabin decades ago. “Gram was protective of her research. She said some stories weren’t ready to be told yet. So she hid them away all around this place.”

Lightning flashed, throwing harsh shadows across the room. In that brief illumination, Olivia noticed something odd about the floorboards near the chest. She knelt down, running her hand over the wood grain.

“What is it?” Cameron said.

“This section—it’s different.” Her fingers found a slight groove. “I think there’s another hidden compartment.”

She pressed along the edges until she heard a soft click. A small panel popped up, revealing a shallow space beneath. Inside lay a single envelope, yellowed with age, addressed simply: “For when they come looking.”

Olivia’s fingers shook as she lifted the envelope. The paper felt delicate, like dried leaves ready to crumble. Her grandmother’s elegant script flowed across the front—she’d recognize that handwriting anywhere.

“When they come looking…” she whispered. Not if. When. Her grandmother had known someone would search the house.

The envelope’s seal broke with a soft tear. Inside, she found a single sheet of paper covered in her grandmother’s distinctive writing. As she unfolded it, a small key dropped into her palm.

The first line made her pause: “My dearest Olivia, if you’re reading this, then they’ve finally made their move.”

A chill ran through her that had nothing to do with the storm. She glanced up at Cameron, who stood quietly watching, giving her space to process the discovery.

The letter continued: “There are things I couldn’t tell you while I was alive. The items they took are only the beginning. You’ll find my real records in the place where the spring meets stone. Your grandfather’s journal holds the first key. Trust no one who comes asking questions—especially about the artifacts. I’m sorry to place this burden on you, but you’re the only one who can protect what needs protecting now.”

Olivia read the words twice more, her mind spinning. The spring meets stone—she knew that spot. As children, they’d played near the natural spring that bubbled up through rocks at the property’s edge. But her grandfather’s journal? She’d never seen it.

The paper trembled in her grip. All those times her grandmother had spoken in riddles about family history, about preservation and protection—they hadn’t been the ramblings of an elderly woman after all.

“What does it say?” Cameron asked softly.

Olivia hesitated. Her grandmother’s warning echoed in her mind: Trust no one. But this was Cameron—the man who’d taught her every trail in these woods, whose own grandfather had worked alongside him.

She looked up at him, torn between decades of trust and her grandmother’s final warning.

Olivia drew a steadying breath, the paper cool against her fingertips. After years of silence between them, sharing her grandmother’s secrets felt like stepping onto thin ice. And yet…

“She left instructions about—” The words dried up in her throat. Through the bedroom window, a beam of light cut across the back garden. A flashlight, bobbing between the trees.

She grabbed Cameron’s arm, pulling him away from the window. His muscles tensed beneath her grip, and she released him quickly, stepping back.

“Someone’s out there.” She folded the letter, tucking it into her pocket alongside the key.

Cameron moved to the window, keeping to the edge of the frame. The light had vanished, but branches swayed near the tree line where someone had passed.

“Could be the local police arriving,” he said.

“They’d come up the front drive.” Olivia pressed her palm against the hidden compartment in the floor, closing it with a soft click. “That person’s trying not to be seen.”

Rain pelted the glass, distorting their view of the darkness beyond. But she’d grown up exploring these woods—she knew the difference between shadows and something more sinister. The light appeared again, closer now, weaving between the old oak trees toward the spring.

The spring meets stone. Her grandmother’s words echoed in her mind as she watched the unknown figure moving steadily in that direction.

“We need to—” Olivia’s phone buzzed against her hip, cutting off her words.

She pulled it from her pocket, the screen’s glow cutting through the dim room.

Regina: On my way. GPS says 20 mins. Hope you’re ready for some serious cataloging!

The text brought back their conversation from last week. She had reached out to Dr. Regina Washington at the Liberty Heritage Museum, knowing her grandmother’s collection needed proper documentation. Regina had been more than her professor during grad school—she’d become a trusted mentor who shared Martha’s passion for preserving African American history.

“Dr. Washington’s coming to help with all this,” Olivia told Cameron, gesturing at the scattered papers and artifacts. “She’s the only person I trust to authenticate these historical items, especially ones related to the Underground Railroad.”

The museum curator had worked with her grandmother several times over the years, documenting finds and helping establish their provenance. But Martha had always been selective about what she shared, even with Regina.

She typed back: Be careful on these wet roads. Door’s unlocked.

Olivia checked the battery level of her phone and slipped it into her pocket. Through the rain-streaked window, movement caught her eye again—a dark sedan parked along the road, its headlights off. A figure stood beside it, the storm doing little to mask his tall frame.

“Ezra Thompson,” she said. Cameron joined her at the window. The art dealer’s expensive suit looked out of place against the rural backdrop. He stared directly at the cabin, making no attempt to hide his presence.

“You know him?” Cameron stepped closer to the glass.

“He came to the school last month. Said he was interested in local history, wanted to know about Gram’s research.” The memory of that conversation prickled at her skin. Ezra had asked pointed questions about her grandmother’s collection, particularly anything related to the Underground Railroad.

Thunder cracked overhead. Ezra remained motionless, rain plastering his silver hair to his head. His stillness unnerved her—like a predator sizing up its territory.

“How long did you say that car was here before I arrived?” Cameron asked.

“Ten, fifteen minutes maybe.” Olivia watched Ezra open his car door. “He acted so interested in my fourth-grade local history unit. But something felt off about him.”

Ezra slid into his car but didn’t start the engine. The sedan sat dark and silent, water streaming down its windows.

“Had he visited you at school before your grandmother passed?”

“No.” Olivia stepped back from the window. “But he knew her. Said they’d had several conversations about artifacts she’d documented.”

The sedan’s engine hummed to life. Its headlights cut through the rain as it pulled away, tires spraying gravel.

Olivia pulled away from the window, her mind racing through her conversations with Ezra. His questions about her grandmother’s research had seemed innocent enough at the time—just another history buff interested in local lore. But now…

“What exactly did he ask about?” Cameron’s voice pulled her back to the present.

“The Underground Railroad routes mainly. He said he was putting together an exhibit.” She walked to her grandmother’s desk and opened the top drawer. “But he kept steering the conversation toward physical artifacts—documents, letters, maps.”

The drawer held one of her grandmother’s daily planners, its leather cover worn smooth from years of use. Olivia flipped through the pages, scanning the neat handwriting. “Here—three recent meetings with Ezra.” She pointed to the entries. “The last one was just two weeks before she died.”

Cameron leaned in to study the planner. His shoulder brushed hers, and Olivia forced herself to focus on the task at hand rather than the familiar warmth of him standing so close.

“Look at this.” She turned to an earlier page where her grandmother had written ‘ET - NO’ in bold letters and underlined it twice. “Something changed her mind about him.”

“Did she ever mention what they discussed?”

“No.” Olivia closed the planner. “But she was different after their meetings—distracted, worried. I asked her about it once. She just said some things were better left in the past.”

The wind rattled the windows, drawing Olivia deeper into her jacket. Her grandmother had always been careful with their family history, protective of the stories and artifacts passed down through generations. What had Ezra wanted? And what had made her grandmother so adamant about refusing him?

The echo of tires on gravel announced Regina’s arrival. Olivia met her on the wraparound porch, where the museum curator emerged from her car with an umbrella and leather satchel.

“I came as soon as I could.” Regina’s usual composed demeanor faltered as she took in the disturbed entrance. “Oh, my word.”

Inside, Regina’s bright hazel eyes widened at the scattered papers and displaced furniture. She set her satchel down and pulled on white cotton gloves.

“Your grandmother maintained meticulous records.” Regina knelt beside a stack of papers. “We need to document everything that’s been disturbed.”

“That’s not possible right now.” Cameron stepped into the room. “This is an active investigation site.”

Regina’s spine stiffened. “These are delicate historical documents. They need proper preservation.”

“And they’re potential evidence.” Cameron’s tone remained professional but firm. “Nothing can leave the premises until we complete our initial investigation.”

“Do you understand the significance of what’s here?” Regina stood, squaring her shoulders. “Martha James documented Underground Railroad sites that aren’t in any official records.”

“I’m well aware of Mrs. James’s work.” Cameron crossed his arms. “Which is exactly why we need to treat this as a crime scene first.”

Olivia watched the tension build between them. Regina had been her grandmother’s close friend and collaborator for years. But Cameron was right— they needed to understand what happened here.

“Regina.” Olivia touched her arm gently. “Maybe you could help us catalog what’s missing instead? You know the collection better than anyone.”

Regina pressed her lips together, clearly unhappy. After a long moment, she nodded. “Very well. I’ll return when you’ve completed your investigation.” She gathered her satchel. “But please, be careful with these materials. They’re irreplaceable.”

“I’ll call you as soon as we’re done,” Olivia assured her. “Thank you for coming.”

Regina paused at the door. “Your grandmother protected these records for a reason, Olivia. Remember that.”

After Regina’s departure, silence settled over the cabin. Olivia watched Cameron examine the doorframe, his movements precise and methodical. The sight of him working stirred up more memories of sweet moments—his patient explanations of local flora during their hikes, the way his eyes lit up describing the park’s history to her students before things ended between them.

She’d forgotten how his presence could fill a room without overwhelming it. Even now, facing a break-in and scattered historical documents, his quiet competence steadied her racing thoughts.

Cameron glanced up, catching her gaze. “You okay?”

“Yes.” Olivia smoothed her hands over her jeans. “Thank you for handling that with Regina. She means well, but—”

“She was about to compromise evidence.” He straightened, rolling his shoulders. “We need to document everything exactly as we found it.”

The practical reminder pulled Olivia back to the task. She retrieved her grandmother’s inventory notebook from the desk drawer and opened it to a fresh page. “Where should we start?”

“Kitchen first. Work our way through systematically.” Cameron pulled out his phone to photograph the scene. “Note anything that seems out of place or missing.”

Olivia followed him into the kitchen, focusing on the familiar routine of documentation rather than the unsettling violation of her grandmother’s space. The work would ground her, just as Cameron’s steady presence already had.

Olivia pulled a journal from the desk drawer, its worn leather cover smooth beneath her fingers. The small book had been a constant companion during their weekly Sunday dinners, her grandmother jotting down notes between bites of pot roast and family stories.

“I need to go through her things properly,” she said. “There might be more clues about what Ezra wanted.”

Cameron nodded. “I’ll file the break-in report and increase patrols in the area.” He pulled out his phone and checked the screen. “Storm’s supposed to clear by morning. Want me to come back tomorrow? Help you catalog what’s missing?”

The offer hung between them. Three years ago, she would have welcomed his help without hesitation. Now the thought of spending hours alone with him made her chest tight. But her grandmother’s secrets needed protecting, and Cameron was still the most qualified person to help.

“That would be good. Thank you.” She walked him to the door, keeping a professional distance. “I should head home too. Start fresh in the morning.”

“Text me when you get there.” At her raised eyebrow, he added, “Standard procedure after a break-in.”

Cameron reached into his uniform pocket, opened a small case, and pulled out a crisp white business card. “Here’s my direct line. Call if anything seems off.”

Olivia stared at the card, her throat tight. His old number was still saved in her phone—she’d never been able to delete it, even after all her calls went straight to voicemail. The digits were burned into her memory from those first weeks after he disappeared when she’d dial at 3 AM hoping he’d finally answer.

“I still have your—” The words slipped out before she could stop them. Heat crept up her neck. “Thank you,” she said instead, taking the card. The paper was thick, official—State Natural Resources, Cameron Ellis, Senior Ranger. So different from the scrap of notebook paper he’d scribbled his number on back in high school.

She tucked it into her pocket, hyper-aware of his presence on her grandmother’s porch. The same porch where they’d spent summer evenings planning their future. Now they stood like strangers, exchanging business cards and police reports.

Olivia watched as he walked to his ranger truck, his uniform dark with rain. The storm had settled into a steady rhythm, and the woods beyond the cabin had grown darker. She gathered her things, making sure to take her grandmother’s planner and journal.

As she locked up, her phone buzzed—a text from the school principal about tomorrow’s staff meeting. Regular life felt strange after the events of the evening, like putting on clothes that didn’t quite fit anymore. But maybe that’s what her grandmother had done all those years—balanced ordinary days with extraordinary secrets.

Olivia got in her car and started the engine. Tomorrow she would begin piecing together what her grandmother had been protecting. For now, she needed distance from this place and its mysteries.

She backed down the muddy driveway, leaving the dark cabin behind, then turned onto the main road, wipers fighting against another sudden downpour. Her headlights caught fallen branches scattered across the asphalt. She steered around them, tires sliding on wet leaves.

The road curved ahead where it crossed Mason’s Creek. Through the rain, she spotted flashing lights—red and blue strobing through the darkness. A police cruiser blocked the bridge, its light bar casting wild shadows across the asphalt. She pulled up behind it. A deputy approached her window, rain dripping from his hat brim.

“Road’s closed, ma’am. Creek’s overflowed. Have to turn back.”

Olivia gripped the steering wheel. “What about River Road?”

“Washout took out part of the shoulder. Too dangerous until Public Works can check it in the morning.”

She backed up, intending to try the north route, but her tires spun in the mud as she turned around. The car slid sideways, then settled with a sickening tilt. When she pressed the gas, the wheels just churned deeper.

Perfect. Just perfect.

She dug out her phone. The screen showed one bar of service. She could call a tow truck, but in this weather it would take hours. Her finger hovered over Cameron’s number. He was probably still nearby…

The deputy’s flashlight beam cut through her window. “Need some help?”

“I’m stuck. And apparently trapped here for the night.” She sighed. “I’ll call the ranger station.”

“You need Ranger Ellis? Just passed him heading back to check the creek levels. Want me to radio him?”

Olivia closed her eyes. Of course, Cameron would still be out here, doing his job. And of course, he was her best option for help right now.

“Yes, please. Thank you.”

The deputy retreated to his cruiser. Olivia leaned her head against the steering wheel. Three years of carefully avoiding conversations about Cameron, and now this storm had managed to trap her here. With him. All night.

Her grandmother would have called it providence. Olivia called it meteorological manipulation of her carefully constructed boundaries.

The deputy returned. “Ranger Ellis is on his way. Says to sit tight.”
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Through the rain-streaked windshield, Olivia spotted the ranger truck’s headlights cutting through the darkness. The familiar green vehicle pulled up behind her car, its heavy wheels gripping the slick roadside where her passenger car had failed.

Water dripped steadily from the oak branches overhead, creating silver sheets in the combined glow of their headlights. The deputy’s cruiser still blocked the bridge ahead, its emergency lights painting the wet road in alternating red and blue stripes.

Cameron stepped out of his truck, rain pelting his head and shoulders as he assessed her situation. Olivia watched him through the side mirror, noting how he moved with the same measured confidence she remembered—checking the angle of her car, testing the ground’s stability with his boot.

He approached her window. Olivia lowered it halfway, keeping the rain out. “The deputy said the north route is clear,” she said. “I just need to get back on solid ground.”

“Put it in neutral. I’ve got a tow strap.”

Simple, direct instructions. No mention of their history or the awkwardness of the situation. This was ranger-mode Cameron, focused on solving the immediate problem. It made things easier, having this professional buffer between them. And yet, she wanted to tear through it with her teeth.

Olivia shifted to neutral and waited while he hooked up the strap. The rain drummed against her roof, mixing with the idle of both engines. Through her open window, she caught the scent of wet earth and decomposing leaves—the deep forest smell that always intensified during storms.

The rain misted against her face as she watched Cameron secure the tow strap to her front bumper. His movements were precise, each motion purposeful as he tested the connection with a firm tug. The wet fabric of his ranger uniform clung to his broad shoulders, dark patches spreading across his back.

“When I signal, shift to low gear,” Cameron said, his deep voice carrying over the patter of rain. “Easy on the gas—let the truck do most of the work.”

Olivia gripped the steering wheel, her fingers sliding against the leather. The memory of teaching her students about simple machines last semester floated through her mind. Here was a real-world physics lesson playing out—though she doubted her fourth graders would appreciate the sensual tension crackling beneath the surface.

She forced her attention back to Cameron as he returned to his truck. Water streamed down her windshield, distorting his figure into abstract shapes. The ranger truck’s engine rumbled to life, and the tow strap pulled taut between their vehicles.

Cameron’s hand appeared through his driver’s window, holding up one finger. Olivia’s foot hovered over the gas pedal as she waited for his signal, her breath shallow in her chest. Three years apart, and here she was, literally being pulled back into his orbit.

The finger dropped. Olivia shifted into low gear and pressed down gently on the accelerator. Following his earlier instructions, she gently pressed the gas as he pulled forward. Her car rocked, then smoothly slid back onto stable ground. The whole process took less than five minutes.

He unhooked the strap and returned to her window. “Follow me. I’ll lead you to the north route.”

Olivia nodded, not trusting herself to say more. Having him this close brought back too many images of other storms, other nights. But those memories belonged to a different time, before he’d walked away. She followed Cameron’s truck back up the winding road to the cabin, her headlights barely cutting through the sheets of rain. The familiar shape of her grandmother’s home emerged from the darkness, windows black against the stormy sky.

She parked behind Cameron’s truck and made a dash for the covered porch, rain pelting her body as she ran. Cameron unlocked the door with his spare key—standard ranger access for emergencies, he’d explained years ago.

The cabin felt different in complete darkness. Olivia fumbled for the light switch, illuminating the living room where they’d investigated the break-in just hours before. Books still lay scattered across the floor, drawers hanging open from their search.

“Power might not hold,” Cameron said, shrugging off his rain-soaked jacket. “I’ll check the generator and grab some firewood from the shed.”

“I’ll find flashlights and candles.” Olivia moved toward the kitchen, grateful for a task to focus on. The cabinet under the sink still held her grandmother’s emergency supplies—batteries, matches, first aid kit arranged with characteristic precision.

Thunder cracked overhead, and the lights flickered once before steadying. Through the window, she watched Cameron’s shadowy figure hurry between raindrops to the shed. The storm had trapped them here together, in this house where their past lingered in every shadow.

She gathered candles onto the coffee table just as Cameron returned, arms full of split logs.

Olivia set the last candle on the coffee table and watched Cameron kneel at the fireplace. His movements were methodical as he sorted through the logs, setting aside the driest pieces. The rich scent of oak and maple filled the air as he arranged smaller pieces for kindling.

She remembered how particular he was about building fires—a skill learned through years of ranger work. His large hands moved with surprising gentleness as he created a careful structure of twigs and bark at the base.

Cameron reached up to check the flue, muscles flexing beneath his shirt as he tested the damper. “When’s the last time someone had this chimney cleaned?”

“Gram had it serviced every fall.” Olivia wrapped her arms around herself, fighting a shiver. “The receipt’s probably in her files somewhere.”

He nodded, satisfied, and pulled a metal lighter from his pocket. The kindling caught quickly, flames licking up through the careful architecture of wood. Cameron added a larger log, adjusting it with the poker until it settled perfectly in place. Warmth began to seep across the room. The pine logs snapped and settled in the stone fireplace, pushing back the evening chill. Olivia rubbed her arms, stealing a glance at Cameron as he studied the flames, his expression unreadable in the flickering light.

Cameron remained crouched by the hearth, feeding small pieces of wood into the growing flames. The firelight caught the silver threads scattered through his dark hair—threads that hadn’t been there three years ago.

As he built up the fire, Olivia dried off with one of her grandmother’s old quilts. The flames caught quickly, pushing back the chill that had settled into the room.

“Looks like we’re here for the duration,” Cameron said, straightening up from the fireplace. “Creek’s still rising, and dispatch says there are trees down on all the alternate routes.”

Olivia pulled the quilt tighter around her shoulders and glanced at the window. The rain pelted against the glass in sheets, transforming the forest beyond into a dark blur. No point fighting against nature—they’d be stuck here until the storm passed.

The overhead lights pulsed, growing weaker with each flicker. She grabbed one of the battery-powered lanterns from the kitchen counter. Better to keep busy than dwell on being trapped here with Cameron. The beam cut through the shadows as she moved toward her grandmother’s desk in the corner. Stacks of papers and leather-bound journals covered the surface, each pile arranged with Martha’s precise organization.

The old wooden chair creaked as Olivia sat down. She traced her fingers along the desk’s scarred surface, remembering hours spent watching her grandmother work here. Martha had always been writing something—letters, journal entries, research notes. The desk drawer stuck slightly as she pulled it open, releasing the sharp scent of old paper and ink.

Behind her, Cameron added another log to the fire. The pop and crackle of burning wood filled the silence between them. Olivia focused on the contents of the drawer—bundles of letters tied with faded ribbon, folders stuffed with newspaper clippings, and what looked like hand-drawn maps on aging paper.

She lifted out the first bundle of letters, carefully untying the ribbon. The paper felt delicate beneath her fingers, edges softened by time. Her grandmother’s distinctive handwriting flowed across the pages in neat lines of blue ink.

The lantern cast a warm circle of light around her as she began to read, grateful for the distraction from Cameron’s quiet presence across the room. Whatever secrets these papers held, they were better company than awkward silence.

Olivia adjusted the lantern’s beam across the scattered papers and books as she photographed each item with her phone. She knelt beside a stack of her grandmother’s journals, documenting their positions before moving them. Cameron stood at the desk, making notes on his official ranger pad.

Olivia traced her finger along the edge of one journal, the memory rising unbidden. She and Cameron had sprawled across this same desk doing calculus homework junior year, their shoulders glued together as they puzzled through derivatives. The moment crystallized in her mind—Cameron explaining a complex equation, his voice steady and patient. But what had caught her attention was how he’d drawn tiny mountains in the margins of his notebook, each peak perfectly proportioned. That blend of precision and artistry had made her pause, made her see past the quiet boy who sat behind her in class. It was the first time she’d noticed how his hands moved when he spoke, strong and graceful, and how his eyes lit up when he solved a problem.

The lantern flickered, pulling her back to the present. The light dimmed, then died completely, leaving only the fire’s glow across the room. Olivia pulled out her phone, switching on its flashlight. She angled the flashlight over her grandmother’s papers, its harsh light catching countless specks of dust that drifted and sparkled above the desk.

The phone’s light cast stark shadows across the scattered documents, so different from the lantern’s warm glow. She adjusted its angle, trying to minimize the glare on the papers’ aged surface. Through the window behind the desk, lightning split the sky, briefly overwhelming her phone’s beam with its brilliant flash.

The wind howled outside, rattling the windows. Olivia wrapped her arms around herself, hyper-aware of Cameron’s presence as he moved through the cabin. Three years of silence stretched between them like a chasm.

“You left without saying goodbye
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