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Haven Thorne and Willa Bennette were childhood
sweethearts who had it all—a partnership, a home, and a future
planned out ahead of them—until Willa’s life was threatened by a
silent killer and their relationship was torn apart. Heartbroken
and alone, both women struggled to live without each other for the
first time.

Years later, they both believe they’ve finally moved
on and settled into their new lives. But it doesn’t take long for
fate, chance, and Mother Nature to step in and mix things back up.
Can true love withstand both time and distance in order to bring
Haven and Willa back together, or are they now as different as the
sand and stars—too far apart to be together once more?
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Chapter One

Willa Bennette surveyed the freshly turned field that
was bordered by a mix of green cypress and pine trees. It was the
last thing to check off her to-do list before leaving on this trip.
She could smell the fresh soil as it began to warm under the
midmorning sun, and it was a scent Willa could never get enough of.
She stepped over the primitive border log that edged the field. It
was no more than a foot high, yet Willa managed to catch the toe of
her boot when she misjudged the height. She stumbled several steps
forward into the soft dirt as she recovered her balance, but not
without a zing of frustration.

As much as she tried to ignore it, or pretend it
wasn’t happening, there was no denying that Willa’s vision was
progressively getting worse, and it was now to the point that it
was affecting her depth perception. Eventually, the sight in her
right eye would blur, darken, and fade into complete darkness.
Willa closed her bad eye and peered out over the field wondering
how she was ever going to get used to the fact that one day she
would be partially blind. She crouched down and took a handful of
soil in her hand, then brought it to her face and closed both eyes.
Willa inhaled the earthy scent of the land. Her land. The smells
around her gave her a sense of peace and tranquility, and she could
feel the tension in her muscles fade away. Feelings she once
thought she’d never have again. Willa wondered if her other senses
would heighten as her vision faded away. She let the dirt filter
through her fingers and paused in the moment trying to slow the
passage of time. She took a deep, satisfying breath and let it out
slowly. It was times like this, when she was alone with nature,
that she had no desire to be anywhere else. She stood, clapped the
dust from her hands, and made her way back toward the house.

She had always dreamed of having her own farm. It was
one of several dreams that she gave up the moment Dr. Carter sat
her down and uttered the unexpected word, cancer. As soon as the
word was spoken, Willa had set a plan into motion that would ensure
those around her would be sheltered from the process and the
outcome, good or bad. While the diagnosis and its aftermath had
devastated Willa’s life in nearly every way, she had survived.

Willa never discussed the “C-word” with anyone, not
even her brother and business partner, Kyle. He had no idea the
effects that the chemotherapy and radiation had on her physically
or emotionally, and he most certainly didn’t know that she was
steadily going blind as a result of her treatment. Her treatment
had no visible effects on her. There were no scars, no hair loss,
and no uncontrollable nausea. All in all, the worst of it was the
surgery to implant the radioactive plaque directly onto her eyeball
over the tumor inside the eye. Then she spent five days in
quarantine in the hospital wearing leaded safety glasses. She had
no computer, no cell phone, and no visitors outside of the hospital
staff.

Willa didn’t want sympathy or sad looks. She didn’t
want anyone going out of their way or changing their life to help
her, and she refused to have anyone treat her differently because
of it. Yet, as much as she avoided discussing it with others, she
had a constant reminder she could never escape. Willa had done what
she needed to do each step of the way. She received the diagnosis,
began treatment, and got scanned every six weeks. But even now she
hadn’t truly processed everything that had happened over the last
three years of her life, at least not in the way everyone else
thought she should.

Until she began to lose her vision, she had been able
to compartmentalize the events surrounding her illness. She tried
to keep it separate from her life. If she didn’t, she was afraid
that she would be too scared to move on for fear of it returning or
spreading within her body. Willa couldn’t live like that. How could
anyone live with a constant fear of death looming over them every
moment of the day and night? It was bad enough she had such a
reminder every four months when she went to Miami for her routine
scans and the inescapable anxiety that accompanied them.

One of the ways Kyle thought she should deal with
things was to attend a group camp in the Colorado Rockies. He had
come to her a few months earlier with an acceptance letter from
Valiant Adventures for her to attend a cancer survivor camp. She
appreciated that he cared enough to submit an application on her
behalf, but she was also annoyed by his audacity at taking it upon
himself to sign her up for six days of misery in the mountains. How
could commiserating with a group of cancer patients in the middle
of nowhere be anyone’s idea of a good time? She had combated the
disease and won, that’s all that had mattered to her.

Kyle heaved the duffel into the back of the black
pickup. It landed with a booming thud. “What on earth do you have
in this thing, Will?”

“I don’t know, everything. The list of crap was damn
near two pages long.” Willa might have overcompensated and packed
an extra this or that just in case. Her entire body was awhirl with
anxiety and anticipation and not in a good way. She hadn’t slept at
all the night before thinking about the coming days. When Kyle had
come to her with this idea, she had no intention of actually going
on this trip. That was until she had some time to think about it
and go over the packet of materials they had included with her
acceptance letter. The brochures and pamphlets were filled with
images of smiling campers on horseback on a beautiful, historic
ranch surrounded by whitewater rivers and mountain lakes. There
wouldn’t be enough time to even think about cancer with all the
activities that were planned for the week. And that, Willa was more
than okay with. Even still, a part of her felt guilty leaving her
brother to tend to their farm on his own. “I don’t have to go,
Kyle. There are a ton of things we could be doing around here
instead of—”

Though she was still a bit hesitant with the idea of
spending a week with complete strangers, Willa was excited about
her trip. It had been years since Willa had taken any time to step
away from life. Truthfully, the last major adventure she’d been on
was to Wyoming and the Grand Tetons with her ex-girlfriend, Haven.
It had been their last trip as a couple and the most memorable time
in her life. Less than a month after they returned, her world
imploded, and Willa chose to make the most painful decision in her
life. She left Haven. Without reason or explanation, Willa walked
out on her, the life they had built, and the future they had
planned together. As soon as the doctor uttered the word cancer,
Willa vowed that she would not put Haven through the agony of
seeing her suffer, becoming her caregiver, or God forbid, watching
her die.

Her chest tightened and she tried to swallow around
the lump in her throat known as guilt and regret as she remembered
the painful months following her diagnosis and the devastating
heartbreak she inflicted not only on Haven, but on herself as well.
Her life had changed in such a short time. Willa still had days
where she wondered what would’ve happened had she not made the
decision she had. There was no use worrying about such things now.
It had been three years since all that, and she wouldn’t be where
she was had it not all gone down the way it had. The way she had
arranged it.

“Enough, Will. You’re going. For once, take some time
for yourself. You need it.”

Willa hopped into the rusty pickup, and the engine
sputtered to life. She was going to cancer camp. The best she could
hope for was a week of fun and adventure, trying new things, and
doing as little talking about her cancer as possible. Although she
knew that was almost as unlikely as Kyle making it a week without
cutting off a finger doing something stupid.

Willa looked back toward the farm as they bumped down
the gravel drive to the road and she felt her chest swell with
pride. She could still hardly believe that what she was looking at
was hers. Well, hers and Kyle’s. Three years earlier, every hope
and dream she had seemed lost, either snatched from her or tossed
away. But then came the day when she heard Dr. Carter tell her that
the treatment had worked. However, with the good news came the bad.
He warned her that due to its proximity to her retinal nerve it was
possible that she could lose some or even all of the sight in that
eye. He didn’t seem overly concerned until her first scan and
vision test. The tumor had maintained its size, but they were
already seeing a slight reduction in clarity of her vision. It
seemed that she would in fact lose sight in her left eye. She
didn’t feel the need to tell anyone, including Kyle. Willa never
talked about her treatment or prognosis with him, and he knew her
well enough never to ask.

With the tumor under control, Willa began to work
toward gathering the pieces of her life back together. She had
closed herself off from everyone, except for Kyle, and that was
only due to his unyielding commitment to always be around. Even if
she never told him, she was glad for his companionship. When Willa
had the idea to move forward with her dream of buying a piece of
land to start a farm, there was no question that she would want
Kyle to be her partner. Besides Haven, he was the only person she
could make it work with. She might not have been able to salvage
the wreckage of her previous life from the choices she had made,
and cancer might have taken everything else from her, but if she
could make this venture work she would ask for nothing more from
the time she had left on this earth.

As they got closer to the airport, Willa got more and
more reluctant about getting on the flight. With these memories
bombarding her, she started to feel uneasy about the trip. She
wasn’t afraid of flying as much as she was uncomfortable with the
unknown. Plus, she was leaving Kyle on his own to tend to her
responsibilities. She had grown used to having very few people
around her on a daily basis, and she wasn’t going to know a single
person on this trip. Willa felt her stomach churn and her breathing
quicken at the thought of having to talk about herself, about her
cancer in front of a bunch of strangers. Hell, she hardly knew the
person she had become over the last few years, and now she would
have to talk about herself? She had a sudden desire to jump out of
the moving truck and run in the opposite direction of the airport.
She rubbed her temples, trying to ease the headache that was now
threatening to take over her entire head. This was going to be a
long week.

* * *

Haven Thorne closed her eyes and steeled herself
before the reverend called her to the pulpit. It wasn’t the first
time that she’d been called before the congregation and guests to
express her deepest condolences for the loss of their friend.
“Thank you all for being here to celebrate the life of our dear
friend, Falsey Daniels. A beautiful soul whisked away from us by
the bane that is cancer. So many times I have been asked why I
choose to fight alongside these brave men and women as they battle
whatever comes at them. My answer is simple, because I am one of
them.” Haven finished her eulogy and dabbed the tears that clung to
her lashes.

In what seemed like a lifetime ago, Haven had been a
victim of cancer. She had been diagnosed when she was seventeen
after a rapidly growing mass was discovered on her thyroid. Within
months, what had started as a small lump had grown to the size of a
golf ball. As a self-conscious teen in her senior year of high
school, Haven had simply done what she could to hide the growth and
pretend it would just go away on its own. It hadn’t.

 


“Haven, what is that?” Willa asked.

Haven covered the large lump at the base of throat.
“It’s nothing. Just a knot.”

Willa grabbed Have’s hand and moved it out of the
way to expose the knot on her neck. “This isn’t nothing, Haven. Do
your parents know about this?” Willa’s face flushed white.

That was all it had taken before all hell broke
loose in her life. The next few weeks were a buzz with doctor
visits, waiting, biopsies, waiting, CT scan, bone scans, blood
tests, always followed by more waiting. She could still recall the
fear in everyone’s eyes when the results determined that it was in
fact cancer. She had cancer. How could this be happening? She was
only seventeen.

The whole time, Willa had never left her side. She
was there with her on the day of her surgery, holding her hand and
talking about everything they still had yet to do in their
lives.

“We could take a gap year and backpack across
Europe. Or we could move out to Colorado and work as ranch hands
for minimum wage.” Willa did whatever she could to keep Haven’s
mind on the future.

“You’ve been my rock through all of this.” She
knew that there wasn’t anyone else she wanted to spend her future
with. “I love you, Willa.” Somewhere in the middle of the worst
days of her life, she had fallen in love with her best friend. The
last thing she remembered before they took her to the operating
room were the soft, warm lips pressed against hers.

 


In the end, Haven had been lucky. The tumor was
centralized to her thyroid, and she was able to avoid both
chemotherapy and radiation. Of course, she was now forced to take
daily medications to compensate for hormones her body could no
longer produce. For years, it had become the only reminder of her
cancer battle, and in her mind, she got off far easier than so many
others.

Haven returned to her seat and sat next to Bianca
Nathan and let her own hand be held in Bianca’s lap. She wasn’t
always opposed to public displays of affection. Sometimes, Haven
felt that Bianca’s constant adorations and declarations were a bit
over the top, but she always knew when Haven needed a little
external support, whether it was a hand or a hug, or even a boost
of confidence when she was feeling low on self-esteem. Their
relationship was still quite new to Haven, both personally and
professionally. She was just getting used to the directions her
life was taking, but she was thankful to have someone like Bianca
supporting her as she explored this life she was making for
herself.

Her road out to Colorado was an interesting one. For
Haven, her cancer had always been just a blip on the radar. Save
for her anxiety disorder, it wasn’t an issue that came up often or
affected her in any significant way. As strange as it was, most of
the time she actually forgot that she’d had it unless some stranger
noticed the scar on her throat and asked her about it. Which,
awkwardly enough, was how she eventually found herself on a plane
to Colorado to attend Valiant Adventures. As fate would have it,
she met a fellow cancer survivor, Caitlyn, when she began dating
one of her friends back home. It was her experience with melanoma
that led her to Valiant as a means of meeting others dealing with
cancer and learning how to keep living in spite of it. While Haven
had thought she was doing a fine job of living beyond cancer, she
had no idea just how much it had truly affected the decisions she
made every day. Caitlyn helped her see that no cancer is easy, and
that Haven still found herself obsessing over every odd bump or
pain wondering if it might be the disease making its return to her
life.

Once she made the decision to attend the camp, she
learned so much in just six days with ten survivors on the rivers
of Colorado. It changed her life, but more than that, it gave her
life back. She could help others the way Caitlyn had helped her.
She found a family and they filled her with hope and purpose. Haven
was now dedicated to Valiant and helping other cancer patients find
their new normal and the strength to keep up the fight.
Unfortunately, there were times when that also included saying a
final good-bye to them when they were too weak to go on.

After the service, everyone flowed out of the church.
Haven and Bianca mixed and mingled briefly on the steps outside of
the church before saying good-bye and heading to the car. “I still
don’t understand how you do it,” Bianca said, holding the passenger
door open for Haven.

“Because it makes such a difference in their lives.
Before it’s too late.”

“But they always die. You make friends and then they
die.” Bianca closed the door and circled around to the driver’s
side.

Haven had answered this question before. Not just
from Bianca, but from just about everyone she’d ever talked to
about her dedication to the nonprofit camp she volunteered with.
She took a deep breath as Bianca slipped into the car. “They don’t
always die. And if they do lose the battle, I know that for a time
they lived. Truly lived, and I get to be a part of that. I get to
see them in their happiest moments, living in spite of the disease
that is trying its damndest to kill them.”

“It just seems like a lot of loss to purposely set
yourself up for, you know?”

“None of us are getting out of here alive, Bianca.
Valiant gives them a chance to experience life, even for a short
time. It gives them hope. It gave me hope.”

“And it brought you to me, and for that I am
thankful. You’re an amazing woman, Haven. I love you.” Haven smiled
as Bianca reached once again for her hand and rested them on the
console between them.

As they approached the next intersection, Haven
blurted out, “Wait, turn here!”

“What? You’re not coming home with me?” Bianca
asked.

“I can’t, hon. I’m leaving for camp in the morning,
and I haven’t gotten any of my stuff together yet,” Haven said.

“You do this every time.” Bianca laughed. “Are you
serious? I don’t know how you manage to get anything done
sometimes.”

“That’s what I have you for, remember? At least
that’s what you constantly tell me. You can always come stay with
me and leave in the morning when I do.”

“Do you have to go away to camp this time? I’d like
us to spend some actual time together.”

Haven sensed what was coming next. They were minutes
from her apartment, but she didn’t think they were going to get
there before Bianca would get to ask her question. No matter how
hard she pressed her foot into the floorboard, the car wouldn’t go
any faster.

“Why don’t you just move in with me? Then we don’t
have to spend half our time arranging our relationship around all
our commitments.” Bianca pulled into the parking spot but made no
move to exit the vehicle, which meant neither could Haven.

“Bianca, you know I’m not ready for that. We’ve only
known each other a short while and have dated barely half that
time. I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“It’s a fine idea if you think about it. We could
combine our professional and personal relationship into one perfect
package. And I wouldn’t have to keep asking you how your portraits
are coming along. I could see it for myself.”

Haven always felt that the moment she would make art
her career that it would no longer be fun for her. She didn’t like
to be told what to do, and she certainly did not like being hovered
over. Whether it was in her life, love, or career, she had always
found it difficult to meet any sort of deadline. The best way to
get her not to do something was to tell her she had to. And
that hadn’t changed just because she had moved to Colorado and
gotten involved with Bianca, her artist agent. She decided that she
wasn’t going to think about that right now.

“Oh, wow. Um. How about we go inside?” There was
nothing Haven wanted less than someone standing over her shoulder
watching her work. The idea almost made her never want to pick up a
brush ever again. Haven headed into the house.

“So, is that a yes?” Bianca asked, following Haven
inside and closing the door behind her.

Haven took a deep breath and strode toward Bianca.
She wrapped her arms around her shoulders. “Bianca, I like things
the way they are right now, and I can think of several different
things I’d much rather be doing than talking about this, again.”
Haven traced a finger along Bianca’s collarbone. Haven dipped her
head and ran her tongue along the taut muscle leading up to her
ear. Bianca purred.

“Now? We just got back from—ahhh.” Haven flicked open
a button and slid her hand into Bianca’s shirt. She cupped a full
breast in her palm and pinched a nipple roughly between her fingers
until it rose in response. Bianca sucked a quick breath through her
teeth.

“Everyone has sex after a funeral. Plus, I leave
tomorrow for an entire week. A whole week without sex is the worst
part about these trips.” Haven quickly worked the buttons of
Bianca’s shirt open. This was just one of the things she’d rather
do than discuss a question she had no intention of answering. She
slipped Bianca’s shirt down off her shoulders and dug her nails
into her soft and supple skin. Goose bumps rose over her own body
as Bianca groaned from the sting.

“Mm, somebody wants to play rough, I see,” Bianca
said.

Haven stepped back and feigned innocence before
Bianca lurched forward and took a handful of Haven’s long hair and
wrapped it around her wrist. Haven gasped at the jolt of
electricity and heat that flooded her body. Bianca controlled
Haven’s movements and pulled her close, tilting her head to the
side and exposing Haven’s neck.

“Take me,” Haven demanded as she offered herself to
Bianca. As Bianca leaned in to lick Haven’s delicate skin, Haven
ran her hand down to the zippered seam of Bianca’s tight pants. She
felt an unexpected yet familiar bulge and her heart raced with
anticipation. “You naughty girl.” To think that Bianca had packed
for a funeral with every intention of taking Haven whenever and
wherever she’d asked sent waves of need through her.

Bianca held all the control with one hand wrapped
tightly in Haven’s hair. She spun her around and bent her over the
back of the couch. She tossed up Haven’s skirt and squeezed her
ass. Haven moaned with desire. Bianca pushed her panties down and
ran her fingers through Haven’s wet folds.

Bianca released Haven’s hair and freed her silicone
cock from the boxer briefs. Once free, she slid inside Haven with a
commanding thrust. Bianca gripped Haven’s hips and pushed deep
inside her, claiming her, taking her. Haven opened herself up and
let Bianca take everything she wanted. Everything except for her
heart.

* * *

Haven pulled into the driveway and honked the horn.
As she waited, she connected her cell phone via Bluetooth so she
could access her music files on the drive. This was one of her
favorite parts of camp week, the drive up into the majestic Rocky
Mountains. To make it even better, her dear friend Wendy was coming
along for the ride. She had met Wendy just a year earlier when
Haven attended camp as a camper.

Haven looked up as Wendy lugged her duffel to the
SUV. Her modern black and blond hair was pulled up in a short,
simple ponytail. Haven hopped out and opened the back so Wendy
could toss her things in. “Hey there!”

“Hey, hey!” Wendy said before she grunted and tossed
her bag into the truck.

“Are we ready to go?”

“Giddyup!” Wendy said, tapping on the dashboard.

Haven still found herself in awe each time she headed
west on I-70. The earth dipped and then rose suddenly toward the
sky. It kept rising with each curve and turn along the way. The red
rock cliffs transformed into steel gray rock face covered with
evergreens and splashes of yellow from the early changing aspens.
Remnants of the Old West dotted the mountainsides with abandoned
gold mines, vacant tunnels, and dilapidated ore mining rails
jutting out and dropping off the hillside. The Colorado River
rushed alongside the highway, and Haven couldn’t wait to get back
on the water. The river roared between the colossal range and
surged over the boulders and obstacles in its way, and her heart
raced with it.


Chapter Two

Haven and Wendy met up with two other volunteers,
Caliente and Diego, on the patio of the main lodge. Haven was
excited about the week already. She’d met them when she was once a
camper at Valiant. They had each changed her life in the most
unique and unexpected way. Prior to her experience as a camper
Haven had never considered herself a cancer survivor in the grand
sense of the term. In her eyes, her personal experience with the
disease had been brief. In her mind, she had barely had time to
absorb her diagnosis before she was declared disease free.

Haven rubbed lightly at the scar on her throat. Her
heart skipped, a rush of adrenaline surged through her, and her
thighs tingled with pins and needles. She took several deep breaths
and fought back the sudden onslaught of panic. She could rappel
from a three-hundred-foot waterfall, kayak a Class IV rapid, or zip
line over a thousand-foot gorge, but when her thoughts centered
around her health, it sent her anxiety into full tilt. She always
became hyperaware of each and every pang and pain in her body.

It was when she attended the camp that she finally
confronted those repressed fears, irrational thoughts, and the
uncertainty about her future if the cancer ever returned. As much
as she told herself that she’d escaped the worst of the cancer,
ultimately, her mental and emotional battle was like that of so
many others regardless of severity or prognosis. It was worse every
twelve months when she went in for her routine scans. Fortunately,
this anxious episode was brief and she pulled herself back into
reality and the excitement of the day and the week ahead.

Besides Wendy, Diego was one of her best friends. His
heart was as big as he was, and a single hug from him wrapped Haven
in more love than she thought possible. During their first camp
together, he and Wendy became her people instantly. They were the
three musketeers and forged a bond that would last a lifetime. They
were the reason she packed up her life in Florida and moved
eighteen hundred miles across the country. Of course, a devastating
breakup had its own significant role in the decision as well.

Everything always came back around to Willa Bennette,
the woman who broke her heart into a million tiny shards. The woman
who stuck by her through her diagnosis, surgery, and recovery. The
woman she’d known nearly all her life, and the one who almost
killed her the day she walked out of her life without reason or
explanation. Haven almost didn’t make it to that first camp to meet
Diego, Wendy, and so many strangers who she now considered her
family, her tribe. It was in her darkest and scariest months
afterward, when Haven found it just about impossible to deal with
life, that she found Valiant. It was a cancer camp, but she found
more solace and hope for life in one week than she ever thought
possible. She owed them her life, in more ways than one.

As the black SUVs rounded the long driveway, Haven
grew even more excited. She couldn’t wait to meet the newest
members of the Valiant family and experience so many amazing
moments with another group of fighters and thrivers. Haven hoped
there was a mixture of young and old, men and women, as it made
things so much more interesting. The way such an environment could
bring together a thirty-five-year-old mother from Tennessee with a
seventy-six-year-old gay man from Boston and spark a connection
that would last a lifetime.

Haven stretched her back from side to side in
preparation for the hardest part of the guests’ arrival. The
luggage. She was thankful to have Diego and his mass of muscles to
help out with this part. Her belly grumbled as the trucks pulled up
to the lodge, and she wished she’d eaten the energy bar she knew
was still sitting on the counter between the kitchen and dining
room.

As soon as the vehicles came to a stop, the doors
popped open at once. And just like that, people and bags were
spilling out of every opening. It was a cool afternoon at 13,000
feet in the Colorado Rockies, so it was easy to tell who her fellow
thin-skinned Southerners were as they smiled and laughed between
gasps of surprise and the weird fishy mouth movements they made
trying to see their breath in the air. There were hugs and cheek
kisses all around as the volunteers greeted the guests as well as
the other volunteers just arriving. Everyone introduced
themselves.

The commotion was exhilarating, and Haven moved
amongst the crowd making her way toward the rear of the truck. She
stopped when a large black duffel came flying out of the backseat
and landed with a heavy thud on her feet. “Whoa, shit!” Haven
shouted at almost being knocked out by a sixty-pound sack chucked
at her.

“Sorry!” the voice shouted from inside the
vehicle.

She had expected a deep, male voice in response to
her, but what she heard was not deep, nor was it male, but it was
all too familiar. Her stomach leapt into her throat and her heart
slammed to a stop. She peered into the truck as a figure emerged.
Her head was tucked, and Haven couldn’t see her face. Her heart
started again but in triple time. The woman stepped out onto the
ground with a crunch of gravel beneath her worn brown Justin work
boots. Her jeans hung loose around the calf but worked up to a snug
fit around strong thighs. Haven’s gaze traced up from the boots up,
and her heart felt like it would burst from her chest. Her head
told her it couldn’t be, but everything else inside said her
otherwise. She could feel her ears burning, and the whooshing of
her blood deafened her. The T-shirt, front-tucked to show a
statement buckle that Haven had once purchased as a gift. Haven
watched the woman’s hand as it reached up to the bill of her ball
cap as she straightened it and then looked with dark brown eyes
straight into her own.

“What the fuck?” Haven said without any ability to do
otherwise. Her hands turned into ice, her blood ran cold in her
veins, and she struggled to keep her legs beneath her. Haven had no
idea where she was. For all she knew, she had just been hit by a
bus and was in the throes of death on her way to the hospital. “I…I
need…” Haven stumbled backward, pulling her feet from beneath the
heavy bag. She held up her hand and mumbled something about
nothing. She blinked in confusion, trying to make sense of what, or
rather who, she was seeing. She turned away and headed through the
crowd into the lodge. Someone had handed her a backpack and a bag
of cups and napkins as she passed, so she set them down on the
table as she made her way through the dining room in a daze.

She finally let her legs give out, and she fell into
a large blue denim chair. She sank down and prayed that it would
swallow her whole. Haven tried to convince herself that she was
seeing things. She’d heard many times about doppelgangers; it could
be that. There could be another woman on Earth who looked, dressed,
and smelled just like Willa. She knew it wasn’t a doppelganger, or
a long lost twin situation. She knew there was not another woman in
the world with eyes that could see into her soul. The world had one
Willa Bennette, and she was here.

Haven’s heart was beating double-time. She clenched
her fists, closed her eyes, and jammed the pads of her thumbs into
the sockets at the bridge of her nose. This can’t be happening.
This can’t be happening. Her entire body was ablaze. Not with
arousal or desire, but with a building fire of anger that she
hadn’t felt since the day Willa had given her some bullshit excuse
for why “the relationship was no longer working for her.” Haven had
replayed the moment in her head a thousand times, but suddenly with
the rushing of blood in her ears, and the beads of sweat forming on
her lip, she couldn’t recall the exact words Willa had used. The
last words she thought she’d ever hear her say, before today.

* * *

Willa could only stare in disbelief as she watched
Haven disappear into the lodge. The awe and wonder that she had
experienced driving up into the mountains was gone in an instant.
Her mind swirled with a thousand disconnected words, her ears
hummed with the buzz of muffled voices, and her body stood frozen
in place. How was it even possible? Willa couldn’t even begin to
fathom what the odds could be that she would come face-to-face with
Haven after three years, eighteen hundred miles, and thirteen
thousand feet.

Her hair was blonder, more of a bleach blond versus
her once natural golden color. It was a wild style sticking out in
various uncontrolled directions with a vibrant headband doing
nothing to hold the unruly strands in place. Willa couldn’t help
but notice how natural it looked on her, but also how
uncharacteristic it was for Haven. Add that to her capri length,
roughed-up boyfriend jeans, and what Willa could describe as a sort
of long, crocheted, hippie sweater vest. Anyone else might not have
recognized her. Hell, had it not been for her steel blue eyes and
the familiar way her lips puckered up as she silently mouthed her
name, Willa would’ve missed it, too.

A tap on her shoulder zapped Willa out of her haze.
She blinked and focused on Diego, who stood next to her motioning
to her bags.

“Hey there,” Diego said. “Is this all we have for
you?”

“Uh. Yeah. That’s it.” Willa stooped to pick up her
duffel, but he was faster.

He scooped her bag up and slung it over his shoulder
in one smooth motion. “Follow me,” he called to her, heading off
and away from the main lodge.

Willa glanced one more time toward the door where
Haven had disappeared before she jogged along after Diego. “We’ve
got you in cabin two with your bunkmate, Corey.”

Just then, Corey popped her head out the front door
of the cabin and smiled.

“Willa! Sweet.”

“Hey there. It looks like we’re roomies.” Willa was
pleasantly content with her roommate lottery. She and Corey had
actually met in the airport earlier that day as they sat and waited
for the other campers’ flights to arrive. She was eleven years
younger than Willa but mature beyond her twenty years. Cancer did
that to people, it seemed, but Corey had an undeniable love for
life, and it showed on her face with a constant toothy grin. Willa
expected such a perky attitude to grate on her nerves, but so far
so good.

Diego bid his farewell. They had just enough time to
freshen up and change for dinner. Willa heaved her duffel onto the
bottom bunk, and to her relief, the younger and smaller Corey had
opted for the top bed before Willa had to beg. The cabin was small
and old. The floors creaked with each step and sloped more than a
little to one side. She leaned down to take a look out the window,
and she could feel the draft from the outside. She had a feeling it
was going to get a bit cooler both inside and out as night moved
in.

Willa rummaged through her bag looking for something
to change into. She was kicking herself that she hadn’t brought a
single nice thing to wear
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