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Lightning streaked across the sky over the Missouri Ozarks. Thunder rumbled and dissolved into the swaying evergreens overhead while a gust of wind dashed chilled raindrops against Caralyn Masters’ cheeks. 

A storm, she thought grimly. Just what I need. 

Frowning, Cara stopped and shifted the heavy backpack on her shoulders. The temperature had dropped at least twenty degrees in the last hour, and the available light faded steadily as the afternoon sun set behind thickening clouds. On her way up the trail the day before, she had seen a sign for a shelter. Now, on her way back down, she had forgotten exactly how far along it was. 

She sighed. I’m out of practice. 

Two years ago, she would have automatically placed the location of the shelter in her mind just in case the weather turned. But yesterday she had done nothing but drink in the scenery. Her six-hour trek up the mountainside had been warm and dry. Vistas of dark green peaks thrusting toward robin’s-egg-blue skies had thrilled her at every bend of the path. An exceptional September day. The perfect way to unwind after a day of endless questions and orientation sessions — worth every minute if the Doncaster Foundation awarded her a grant. 

Now she hiked down the trail in cold drizzle, picking her way over troublesome stones, kicking others out of the way. She threw a shuddering glance at the two-hundred-foot cliff dropping away to her right. One misstep and she’d break her neck on the slippery path before she found a place to sit out the storm. 

Another flash of lightning brightened the somber sky and lit a wooden trail sign. The shelter lay just a quarter mile to the left. Finally! Cara quickened her steps down the marked path and soon arrived at a wooden structure imitating an open box tipped on its side. Its back, cuddled against a hill, was lined with crude bunk beds. With relief she noted a high, chain-link fence stretched across the opening to ensure safety from animals, and a stone fireplace set in a side wall promised cozy warmth. She manipulated the slip latch on the gate and stepped through the fence. Standing inside on the dry concrete floor, she swung the twenty-pound pack from her shoulders with a groan. 

As she stretched her arms overhead to relieve the tightness in her back, the drizzle changed to rain. Softly at first, the drops brushed against the corrugated metal roof like a whisk on a snare drum. Suddenly, the skies opened. Water pelting the shelter thrummed like an orchestra of timpani. 

She glanced up. Nothing like a little water hitting metal to remind her that sometimes one had to take the bad with the good. 

Within minutes Cara organized her provisions. From her pack, she retrieved a camper’s stove. After setting some water to boil, she touched a match to the kindling already in the fireplace and added a log from the pile in the corner. Slipping her jacket off, she watched as the blaze leaped against the dark stone. She remembered spending nights like this under nothing more than a tarp on open ground, huddled in an oversized sleeping bag. She would crawl in with her sister, Ellen, and they would share ghost stories and tales of gallant knights and beautiful princesses. 

A pang of grief tugged at her. 

The water on the stove bubbled and gurgled, pulling her from her memories. Cara poured the hot water over a tea bag set in an aluminum mug, concentrating on the action, keeping the images of the past at bay. 

As she sipped hot tea minutes later, her thoughts wandered. The grayness of the clouds reminded her of the walls in her sister’s hospital room. She didn’t want to remember those last weeks. Ellen’s still form on the bed. The sorrowful faces of doctors who had run out of options. Hearing the hospital chaplain’s words about God’s plan, all the while knowing she might have prevented the collision and her sister’s death, if only she had driven that night. If only— 

Metal links jangled behind her. Cara whirled to face the fence, yelping as hot tea burned her fingers. In the murky light, she could make out a shadowy figure outside the shelter, fumbling with the gate latch. 

A rush of fear chilled her. 

After stepping inside, the man shoved the latch back in place and hesitated on the threshold. 

“Terrific fire you’ve got here. You don’t mind if I share, do you?” His voice, deep and resonant, carried easily over the steady roar of the rain. 

She wanted to say, “Yes, I mind. Go find your own fire.” But she couldn’t. Trail courtesy demanded that anyone caught out in weather like this be given sanctuary. Even a man who could easily overpower her. 

She collected herself enough to say, “N-no.” 

Still he hovered at the gate, watchful, clearly unsure of his welcome. 

She coughed. “I mean, no problem. Come on in.” 

He brushed past her toward the heat, his hands outstretched. “Thanks.” 

Keeping an eye on her unexpected visitor, she edged toward the bunk post where her open pack lay. Inside was her Swiss army knife. Trail courtesy was one thing. Common sense was another. She was alone with a broad-shouldered stranger. 

“Where did you hike from?” she asked, keeping her voice casual. 

“The trailhead on Route 76.” 

The same place she had entered yesterday. Cara’s fingers fumbled inside the pack until she pulled the knife out. As she slid it into her pocket, she studied her visitor. The flickering light silhouetted a man just a few inches taller than she. Something about the way he held himself seemed vaguely familiar. 

“I can’t remember the last time I’ve felt this cold,” he continued, his back still toward her. He gathered the bottom of his cable-knit sweater in his hands and twisted. Water streamed to the floor. “Or been this wet.” 

He shifted just enough to talk to her but not enough to deprive his hands of warmth. “The whole time I’m climbing down the hill, I’m wondering, In this wilderness, what are my chances of an ark?” 

Her eyebrows rose. “Ark?” 

He grinned. “Noah? The Flood?” 

She found herself smiling back. “Right. Sorry, no ark.” 

He shrugged and studied the shelter as if judging its merits. “But we do have a fire. And a roof.” He cringed as the downpour intensified. “And sound effects. What more could we ask?” 

“Can’t think of a thing.” She was amazed he was taking the situation so well. Most guys she knew would be complaining furiously. 

He faced her. “I do appreciate this.” 

She nodded, and in a sweeping glance, Cara assessed his hiking boots, jeans, and waist pack. Mud caked everything, and water dripped from his soaked sleeves. Cara moved her gaze up past the sweater, trying to adjust to the presence of this well-muscled, personable, drenched — she froze. 

Gorgeous. 

A familiar gorgeous. The gorgeous guy she had noticed in the halls at the Silver Pines Resort. He had usually been with a woman. But his face had intrigued her. Even now, with his relaxed expression, she noted how his square jaw reflected an underlying strength of character. His hair — brown as she remembered seeing it in the fluorescent light — was beginning to wave naturally as it dried. In the waning light of the shelter, she could not see the exact color of his eyes, but they held an honest regard that she found attractive. 

He should be a model for outdoor gear, Cara thought. He could sell me anything. 

“You’re with the Doncaster trip, aren’t you?” Cara asked. 

After a moment’s hesitation, he said, “Yes,” and shifted a bit closer to the fire. 

Cara forced her brain to work. He must be one of the other Doncaster Foundation applicants. Okay, she still didn’t know him, but at least she had some assurance he was not a crazed killer. If her own experience in the application review process was any indication, Doncaster accepted only upstanding citizens to receive its grants. 

Relieved, Cara gave him a smile and offered her hand. “So am I. I’m Caralyn.” 

Her fellow applicant produced a winning grin of his own. “Well, what do you know? I didn’t think anyone else had ventured away from the resort. I’m Jason.” 

His hand surrounded hers with firm warmth. Rational thought fled. She wanted to hold on. Hold on to the solid steadiness his grip promised. His questioning gaze told her that he, too, was experiencing something unusual. Connection. Attraction shimmered between them. 

He released her to push dripping, dark hair off his forehead. Cara fought the urge to help him. What was wrong with her? 

“So how did your interviews go?” she asked hurriedly, trying to fill in the awkward silence. 

“Fine. They went just fine.” He seemed to answer too quickly. Maybe all was not fine. Cara decided it might be a good idea to avoid discussing Doncaster, since they were in competition. Before Cara could find another subject, her companion began to shiver in uncontrollable bursts. He crossed his arms tightly. “If the troops at Valley Forge with General Washington felt this cold,” he said through chattering teeth, “I know why they crossed the Delaware River to take Trenton on Christmas. They probably would have done anything to get to a fire and shelter.” 

Noah. Washington. Who else will he bring up in conversation tonight? Her instincts took over. The man was freezing. “You should get out of those clothes.” 

Jason’s eyes widened and he shook again. “Excuse me?” 

“The clothes.” She took a step toward him, thinking to help with the bulky fabric. “I think you should take them off. Rain and cold add up to lost body heat. You’re a prime candidate for hypothermia.” 

“Oh. Good thinking,” he said slowly. “But — uh, my luggage seems to be missing.” 

“No problem. I can fix that.” 

Cara rummaged through her pack and fished out one pullover hoody, a nylon zippered rain jacket, sweatpants, and a pair of woolen socks. For hiking she bought her clothes in comfortable large sizes, so she guessed these would fit him. She also found her hooded, all-weather blanket and handed everything to him. 

“Here, put these on. Then wrap yourself in the blanket and sit close to the fire.” To ease the wariness she still sensed in him, she added brightly, “And don’t worry, I don’t take advantage of strange men.” 

“How about normal ones?” His lopsided grin caused Cara a tingle of enjoyment. 

“Not when they’re freezing.” 

He shivered again and moved to the corner farthest from the fireplace. 

Turning her back, Cara took a deep breath. His smile sure packed a wallop. She’d do well to remember he was a stranger. Good-looking. Funny. But a complete stranger. She pulled a length of lightweight rope from her pack and strung a line from a nail in one wall to the corner post of the bunk beds, keeping her back toward him. If they were to spend some time together, she had better learn a little more about him. 

“So what’s the deal with General Washington? He’s not the most common subject for name-dropping.” 

“I got my undergraduate degree in American history...” His words were muffled, almost lost behind cloth, then became clear. “And I never lost the fascination.” 

“American history, hmm?” She tied the last knot in the rope. “Let me see how much I remember. 1776, the Revolutionary War. 1861, the Civil War.” Behind her, wet cloth slapped on the concrete. She ignored it. “1929, the Wall Street crash. 1966, the Topeka Tornado—” 

“The Topeka Tornado?” Jason broke in. “I think I missed something. This was a major event in the history of the United States?” 

“It was for the people in Topeka. The dome of the state capital was damaged. Sections of town were flattened—” 

He gave a laughing protest. “Okay, I believe you. Starting now, I’m adding the Topeka Tornado to my list of major twentieth century events.” 

Grinning, Cara retrieved Jason’s garments and gently squeezed the cloth outside the slightly opened gate, letting the water drip in the area protected by the overhanging roof. From the corner, she heard more rustling cloth. 

“Kansas Jayhawks?” he said. “Are you from the University of Kansas?” 

Cara glanced his way to find him staring at the plump bird emblazoned on the black sweatshirt he now wore. The overlarge yellow beak, blue feathers, and ridiculous grin marched across the material in wild abandon. 

“Yes, actually. I work there.” She moved to hang the clothes carefully on the line. 

“I’ve always thought,” Jason said, “that the Jayhawk was created by a student who indulged in alcohol to excess. I guess you could say he’s cute... in an obnoxious sort of way.” 

Cara faced him. “Did you go to KU?” 

He shook his head. “No, but I’ve got a friend who teaches there.” He reached for her rain jacket. “What do you do at the university?” 

“I’m a reference librarian at the main library.” 

“Ah, the noble calling of librarian.” At her skeptical glance, he chuckled. “No, I’m serious. A great librarian saved my hide a couple of times when I was working on my history degree. I have a lot of respect for what you do.” 

Cara glowed inside and her lips curved up. “Thanks. People don’t always appreciate our work. The old-lady-with-the-bun image gets in the way.” 

“Although you’re a lady,” he teased, “you’re definitely not old, and I don’t see a bun. I think we can safely put the cliché to rest.” 

Cara blushed. His voice was light, but she could feel his eyes on her. 

He was feeling less like a stranger by the minute. 

Jason pulled on the jacket, held the tab of the zipper a moment, and then dropped it to leave the jacket open. “So. Are you originally from Kansas?” 

“No, Pennsylvania. But I’ve come to love it here in the Land of Oz,” she answered then waited for the inevitable teasing. She prompted, “Well?” “Oh no,” he said with a grin. “I will not say a word about Dorothy or Toto. I tried an Oz joke on Nate once — my friend at KU — and it almost ended the friendship.” 

Laughing lightly, she changed the subject. “So, I’ve taught you about the Topeka Tornado. Tell me about where you’re from.” 

Jason stuffed his hands in his pockets and regarded the ceiling beams. “Well, let’s see,” he said slowly. “I grew up in Washington D.C. Natural disasters are more likely to come in the form of political upheaval with a little violent crime thrown in. If you believe the news.” 

“And you don’t?” Cara moved outside the fence to scoop more water from the rain barrel. 

He sat near the fire, his back against one of the bunk posts. “I didn’t see much crime personally. Washington is a city of action, of change. A city can’t replace an entire section of its population every four years without stress. There’s always tension in the air. An underlying message, like Gotta hurry, we don’t have much time.” 

As Jason spoke, Cara added water to the pot on the stove, then sank down on the bottom bunk facing him. It was easier to hear him now. The rain had subsided, a gentle patter replaced the deafening roof thunder. 

His voice and manner captivated her. He talked about riding the crowded and efficient D.C. subway to see the national monuments. Walking through the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum to gaze at vintage aircraft hanging overhead. Theaters where dignitaries and royalty were as likely to show up as college professors. Ethnic restaurants tucked away on tree-lined streets. Traffic circles invented specifically to confuse tourists. He brought everything alive with vivid descriptions. A born storyteller. 

He had wrapped the blanket completely around himself and was leaning back on the post, the flickering light playing over his handsome face. She let out a slow, even breath. 

She had come up to the mountain for solitude and some quiet time, but she was glad Jason happened along. She enjoyed his company... and found herself hoping she could see him again after tonight. 

That thought brought her up short. She had just met the man. They were in competition for grant money. Seeing him again would be impossible. 

“I was fortunate,” he was saying. “I saw a lot of Washington’s good side.” 

“So, how do you like the Midwest?” she asked. 

“It’s... different.” 

“Spoken like a true Easterner.” Cara laughed and shook her head. “Let me guess. Slower, more rural, we’re fascinated by weather and agriculture. In Lawrence, things are a little more cosmopolitan because of the university, but it still took me six months to adjust. Once I got over the shock? I don’t think I could live anywhere else.” She noticed his indulgent smile and his slight shiver. “Hey, you’re still cold. Let me get you something warm to drink.” 

She got up and dropped a teabag into the saucepan heating on the stove, all the while conscious of him observing her. After squeezing a foil packet of honey into the tea, she held the pan out to him by the handle. 

“Sorry, I had only one cup with me. Earl Grey with honey,” she said. “It’s not fancy, but it is hot. I hope it’s not too strong.” 

He glanced up, and Cara studied his face. Exposure to the elements had taken its toll. His pasty color worried her, but his hair was drying, and once he got the hot drink down, he’d be warm inside. Just like his friendly expression now warmed her. 

“It’ll be wonderful,” he said. “I feel cold all the way to my bones.” He took the pan by the handle, his fingers curling over hers as he sought a good hold. A burst of distant lightning outside the shelter mirrored the sensation springing up Cara’s arm. Her first reaction was to jerk away. Gentle pressure from his hand stopped her and probably saved him from getting burned. He placed a second hand on the handle to steady the pot, all the while searching her face as if looking for an answer only she held. She slowly, carefully disentangled her hand. 

Where was this feeling coming from? She’d met good-­‐looking men before. Even dated a few. Yet she had never known this... anticipation, this certainty that something bigger, more exciting, could be hers — with him. The unfamiliar feeling scared her and drew her in. 

Thankfully Jason interrupted her reverie. “Mm, hot,” he muttered after he sipped from the pot. “This is great.” He paused. “You know, the smell of the fire reminds me of Boy Scout camp. S’mores with oozing marshmallows, songs around the campfire...” 

“I thought Boy Scouts were always prepared,” Cara teased, grateful for the return to light conversation. 

To her surprise, he laughed in agreement. “This Boy Scout wouldn’t earn any badges for this little stunt. It was plain stupid to hike up here without checking the weather or grabbing my jacket. I won’t make that mistake again.” 

His honesty touched a responsive chord in her. “Glad to hear it.” 

They both fell silent. Instead of metallic roof patter, Cara could now hear dripping from the firs and pines and a soft stirring of the wind through the trees. The fire snapped in front of her. 

Jason began softly humming a slow tune. Cara immediately recognized an African folk song she had learned at summer camp. As she sat on the edge of the lower bunk, she joined in, her alto blending easily with his tenor. On the next verse, Jason added the words. 

“Kumbaya, my Lord. Kumbaya.” Together they hummed and sang, each remembering verses the other didn’t. They ended on a soft note. 

“Do you know what the words mean?” Cara asked. 

“Come by here, my Lord was what a camp counselor told me.” 

A prayer. From his reverent manner, she knew Jason had sung the song as a prayer. She wondered if he thought he would get an answer. 

Cara sank down beside him, thinking to change the atmosphere. She drew her jacket close and started singing “Row, Row, Row Your Boat.” 

After a few false starts to find an acceptable key, they were singing the round with gusto. The last refrain echoed into the night. They laughed loud and long. Cara couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so comfortable and energized. 

Between gasps, she said, “If there are other hikers within twenty miles of us, they’re probably cursing their luck to be serenaded by two makeshift opera stars.” 

“You have a great voice, but our duet had a certain—” He paused to look out into the night sky. “Is the moon out tonight? I’d hate to be mistaken for a wolf.” 

Cara checked her watch with an exaggerated gesture, and a smile lightened her voice. “By my calculations, the moon was up an hour ago.” 

“Too late. Wonder what the penalty is for impersonating wildlife?” 

“Going through more interviews for Doncaster.” 

“Right,” he said and chuckled. 

An unassuming guy who liked to sing and had a great sense of humor. A kindred spirit. After losing her sister, she had wondered if she would ever meet someone with whom she would feel this close, this connected. A hushed peace settled within Cara. She threw another log on the fire, completely at ease with the company and her surroundings. “So, what line of charity are you in?” Jason said. 

His unexpected question caught her by surprise. Even though she had joked about Doncaster just now, she didn’t want to talk about it. Especially when things were going so well between them. She decided to give him only the bare bones description. 

“I’ve established a research fund specifically for closed-head injury. To help doctors treating victims of head trauma. And to support prevention efforts.” 

“Sounds like a good idea. And what have you done so far?” Jason asked the question with the manner of a serious businessman. 

Proud of her work, Cara answered more freely. “We’re in our third year. We’ve been able to fund a few small research projects in Wichita and Topeka, but I’m hoping to expand. I’ve retained the services of an attorney and a financial planner to map out a strategy for the next few years. We have non-profit status, and we’re setting up interest-earning trust funds. And, of course, I applied to Doncaster about four months ago.” 

Jason nodded in acknowledgment. “If you made it this far through the process, you’ve done your homework.” 

“Yes, I have.” Approaching charity as a business, she was learning, swayed contributors as much as pointing out the benefits to the recipients. “What about you? What kind of charity are you working on?” 

He cleared his throat. “I... uh, I haven’t actually applied to Doncaster.” 

“Oh?” she said in confusion. 

“I’m from the home office in Washington D.C.” He faced her and spoke lightly. “In fact, I’m Jason Montague, Doncaster’s Chairman of the Board.” 
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Jason watched Caralyn stand abruptly, her eyes wide with shock. 

Lord, forgive me, I should have told her earlier. 

He had every confidence in Divine forgiveness. But Caralyn’s might be harder to gain. Her expression remained a picture of dismay, and her words tumbled out in embarrassment and anger. 

“Why didn’t you say something?” 

He stood to meet her gaze straight on and spoke evenly. “I thought I might die of exposure out here. We were both busy making sure that wouldn’t happen. You didn’t seem to want to talk about Doncaster and...” He hesitated a moment but decided to follow his instincts. “Frankly, I was enjoying myself.” 

“At my expense,” she countered, her expression hurt. 

“No. No,” he repeated firmly. “I was enjoying your company and grateful I didn’t have to be The Chairman for a while. I know I should have said something.” 

The anger in her face faded. Their gazes locked. In her eyes he saw wariness build and disappointment. 

“This changes everything,” she said and cleared her throat. 

“I know.” His answer settled into the quiet. He would not admit, even to himself, that he had wished the inevitable would not happen. 

With her back to him, Caralyn stared out into the darkness beyond the shelter. Seconds passed. 

A chance encounter in the Ozarks was not the way he would have chosen to meet a grant applicant, but he could not be sorry for what had brought him here. He waited, letting the pattering rain and distant thunder open him to God’s presence.

Help me here, Lord. What can I do to make the situation more comfortable for her? 

Finally, she faced him, her arms crossed, her expression friendly, but distant. “Well, Mr. Montague, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

He had become The Chairman again. The man who held the wallet and the authority to help people — or dash their hopes. He had expected the loss of connection with her. It shouldn’t bother him so much. But it did. 

“A little late to be going formal on me, isn’t it?” he asked, trying a smile to loosen the tension. “I prefer Jason.” When she didn’t respond, he struggled to stay calm. “Is your last name Masters?” 

“Yes,” she said at last. 

“I remember the application.” He hoped she would regain her composure if he filled in the silence. “I haven’t read it in detail yet. I usually do that right before the final interview. And no, you have not ruined your chances by anything you’ve said or done,” he finished gently. 

Caralyn let out a long breath. “So,” she said after another pause, “can I sing the praises of my project, or would that be tacky and incredibly rude?” 

She had guts. He’d love to give her the chance to tell him more. But he had to think of the other applicants, of the effect on Doncaster’s reputation if proper procedures were not followed, even under these unusual circumstances. 

“This is... a little uncomfortable. The rules for the decision process are pretty strict, and I don’t want to stretch them any more than they already are. I think it would be best for both of us if we try to pretend there isn’t this grant thing between us.” He held up a hand as she started to protest. “I realize it won’t be easy, but it will be the fairest way to proceed for everyone. Anyway, I don’t like to talk business when I’m in the middle of a rescue.” 

A smile tugged at her lips. “Okay. I suppose I can manage to treat you like any wayward hiker.” She moved past him to sit on the lower bunk. 

Jason’s worry lifted. At least the shock had faded from her face. 

Her next question reassured him even more. “You’re looking a lot better. How are you feeling?” 

“Much better. Thanks.” Jason settled on the floor, pulling the blanket around him, and stared into the fire. The tang of burning fir mixed with the sweet scent of rain-swept air. The dripping trees and darkness surrounded the shelter with cave-like isolation. Caralyn shifted on the bunk. Usually, nature worked like a sedative on Jason’s nerves, but unsettled emotion clung to the air like the night mist. 

After a moment, Caralyn asked, “What’s the bracelet for?” 

At her casual words, his heart jumped. Could things get any more complicated? Keeping his expression guarded, he jangled the silver medical alert bracelet on his wrist to give himself precious seconds to think. He had totally forgotten about the bracelet and what it represented. In the present circumstances, her question made perfect sense. Medical assistance was not just around the corner. 

Well, then, he thought. The truth or the lie? 

He didn’t want to scare her, and there was more than enough friction between them. Trusting others with such personal and disconcerting information was not always the best choice. Take Jill, whom he had briefly considered marrying what seemed like a lifetime ago. Her abrupt departure still stung. No, there was no reason to tell Caralyn. 

“Penicillin allergy,” he said. 

“I had a friend in college who was allergic to penicillin. She said it made the doctors crazy when she was little.” 

Guilt tugged at him. For the second time tonight, he was being less than honest. Lord, forgive the lie. I know You understand. I trust You’ll let me know when to reveal the truth. 

He focused on Caralyn again. With her head tilted up, the firelight transformed her throat to a soft white column. Jason found himself imagining her skin, smooth and warm, under his touch. To stop any betraying movement, he laced his hands tightly together as she continued. 

“Of course, she was allergic to almost everything. Grass, some foods, dust. It was a constant battle.” 

Determined to banish the image of her skin from his mind and keep her from pushing the subject further, Jason said, “All I worry about is penicillin.” 

Silence stretched out between them. Jason tried again to hear God’s guidance in the sounds of nature. But God seemed to be letting him work out the current problem on his own. He sighed inwardly then struggled for a topic to get a light conversation going. 

“Did you hike out here alone?” 

“Yes. Why do you ask?” 

“I’ve always wanted to hike into the wilderness by myself.” 

“And so you did. Today.” 

He couldn’t help but laugh. “And look where it got me. Guess I need to learn a little more than I picked up in Boy Scouts.” 

“Actually, it’s safe enough if you use common sense and get some experience hiking with other people before tackling a solo trip.” 

“So, what’s the common sense?” Jason said, thankful for another topic to pass the time. 

She wrapped her hands around a metal mug and faced him in the flickering light. “I signed in at the ranger station, so someone will know when I planned to return. I’ve got extra food in case I’m delayed.” She threw him a mischievous glance. “And I treat every rock and stick as if it’s out to grab me.” 

“Not to mention soggy strangers.” 

She smirked and gave him a regal nod. 

“That’s certainly common sense,” he continued. “And the experience?” 

She paused a second. “I used to hike with my sister.” 

The flatness of her tone alerted him to something just under the surface. The statement hovered in the air. 

Carefully, Jason ventured, “You don’t hike together anymore?” 

“No,” Caralyn whispered. She stood abruptly and walked to the fence, but not before he caught an unusual brightness in her eyes. 

Every instinct told him to comfort her. She was a person in obvious pain. But even now, he could not forget his position, her application. Oh, Lord, help me find the right way to help. 

He rose and allowed himself a light touch on her shoulder. At his touch, she swung around to meet his face, now just inches from hers. 

“You okay?” He asked the question softly, trying to convey concern with his voice when what he wanted in the worst way was to wrap his arms around her and absorb her pain. 

She flinched away from his gaze and brushed the tears from her eyes. “I’m fine.” 

“Want to talk about it?” 

She drew a steadying breath. “My sister... died. A little less than three years ago. In a car accident. This is the first hike I’ve taken... in a long time.” 

Her revelation shook Jason. He had a sister. And he knew how devastated he’d be if he lost her. Caralyn’s brief retelling of her traumatic loss only underlined what she had left out. 

“What a special way to remember your sister,” he said softly. When she raised her face to him, gratefulness shone in her eyes as well as sorrow. 

He couldn’t help himself. He needed to touch her, reassure her. Let her know he understood. Taking her hands in his, he rubbed them gently. “I’d guess your charity work is for your sister, isn’t it?” 

With a curt nod, Caralyn lowered her face, her chin trembling with her effort to hold back the tears. He waited, giving her time. 

When she finally lifted her face to him, her eyes shone, but she seemed in control. As he submerged into the liquid warmth of her gaze, the world around him faded. Had he thought he was in the middle of a rescue? Capture was nearer the truth. He was caught in the spell of her strength mixed with vulnerability, and a deeper need banked behind both. The air heated around him as he caught a whiff of herbal shampoo mingled with wood smoke clinging to her hair. 

With his gaze locked on hers, Jason brushed his fingers against her cheek. A light flared in her eyes. He leaned forward without thought, wanting, needing— 

What am I doing? 

Jason cleared his throat and stepped back, pulling his hand from hers. He gave himself a quick, stern reality check. The intimacy he felt was probably nothing more than the product of the situation. Her emotions. His tiredness and concern. There wasn’t any reason to believe she shared the feeling of rightness hovering within him ever since he had opened the gate of the shelter. And he certainly didn’t want to explore the possibility further. The Doncaster Foundation had never been accused of impropriety when awarding grants. And never would be while he drew breath. Caralyn eyed him with some wariness. Maybe he should leave. She needed space. He needed space. Reaching for the clothes on the line, he said, “I should head back.” 

“No,” she said sharply then took a breath. “The first rule of hiking is Don’t take unnecessary risks. Fog is starting to roll in. Even with my flashlight, you’re bound to fall. You’re safer here.” 

He hesitated. Safer physically, maybe, but his peace of mind was all but gone. “I guess you’re right,” he said at last. 

She had not moved from her place by the fence. After a few moments, he heard her whisper, “Thanks for understanding.” 

Jason waited a fraction of a second longer, studying her profile. Feeling disappointment at the distance between them. Knowing it was best for them both. Then he bundled into the blanket near the hearth, taking care to pull his feet close to dispel the cold of the concrete floor. He would just sit here like a good boy, and maybe they could make it through the evening without him touching her again. Because he still wanted to. 

A few moments later, Jason watched as Caralyn set more water on the stove and pulled dry macaroni and cheese, a






































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Bad things happen...
then love steps in.

AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR & GOLDEN QUILL'FINALIST

- STFGEORGE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





