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			Ashley Mason had gotten exactly what she asked for and was at a complete loss of what to do about it. The scenery from her fire lookout tower was incredible; the Bitterroot Wilderness stretched away in every direction. Rocky Mountains soared and steep-walled valleys plunged, all of it thick with pine trees of the darkest greens she’d ever seen.

			Mount Sunflower—the highest point in her native Kansas at four thousand and thirty-nine feet, rising from the surrounding countryside by a whole nineteen feet—wasn’t much higher than the valley floors here.

			Her perch for the summer atop Medicine Point, which was the biggest mountain she’d ever been on, stood over two Kansases high with room to spare.

			And she would kill for a latte right now. But the nearest refrigerator was a gazillion miles away, so no milk. She wasn’t desperate enough to make one with non-dairy powdered creamer yet…but she was getting there.

			The sky here was amazing, and she tugged down on her Kansas City Royals baseball cap so that she didn’t have to see so much of it. The blue sky above went on almost as forever far as the green below and it was unnerving her.

			It was all that cowboy’s fault. There she’d been, happy as a pig in a poke to be out of Kansas. Paramus, New Jersey wasn’t exactly the center of the universe, but it was such a relief from the endless flat of Hepler—a town that only existed because some fool had run two roads together out there in the middle of corn-fed nowhere with no thought about the trouble that would be causing future generations like hers.

			She’d been aiming for the Big Apple, but found an authentic Western wear boot shop in Paramus, New Jersey just before crossing the Hudson River and never quite finished the journey. It was just as well, her visits to the Big Apple almost convinced her that Hepler, Kansas wasn’t so bad after all. But Ashley had dug in there just fine; not enough to plant roots, but just fine. She knew how to sell it with her Kansas accent, her track-and-field body, and her long blond hair. While there she’d accumulated a cheap apartment, an okay boyfriend, and a rattletrap Ford F150 that was now parked a three-hour hike down the mountain.

			She’d been the queen of boot sales. No customer who came into the shop—especially not the really handsome ones—had managed to escape her clutches without a new pair of boots. It didn’t matter how city they were; she could convince them that the only way to get a girl like her was with a fine pair of cowboy boots. Of course she never dated a customer, but she sure as shootin’ knew how to sell them, each and every one.

			Then that gorgeous cowboy had walked in, his Amarillo accent ringing so clearly of the great outdoors that he’d ruined Paramus for her in the first thirty seconds. Worse, he’d had a Brooklyn girlfriend with him and bought her a three thousand dollar pair of Lucchese hand-sewn boots. Ashley had always lusted after a pair of her own but even the employee discount didn’t put them in range. And she knew that if the cards were flipped, she wouldn’t want to end up with some hotshot city boy after all. She wanted…

			Well. That was the problem. She’d didn’t know, but she knew she wasn’t going to find it in Paramus any more than she had in Hepler. She’d wanted out and had grabbed onto the first thing that was the opposite of selling cowboy boots to city folk who would wear them to a bar one time and then stuff them back behind their Pradas, Jimmy Choos, and Fratellis.

			And she’d gotten her wish—some fairy godmother really had it in for her—nothing could be more opposite to Paramus than Medicine Point fire lookout. Five months. She’d signed up for five freaking months atop the Montana Wilderness.

			The first day she’d been gobsmacked by the wonder of it all. Days two through four had been setting up a routine and listening to her playlist—loud enough to drive out the silence…mostly.

			Now it was day five and she was ready to bungee jump off her tower to end it all. The “cab”—her home for the next five months—was no bigger than a corn crib. The fourteen-by-fourteen foot box stood on stork-long legs of massive logs, twenty feet above the peak of Medicine Point. The summit was a craggy field with a couple of small campsites nearby, and then dramatic vertical plunges in every direction except the knife-edge trail that led back toward her truck.

			Her nearest neighbor wasn’t much closer than the nearest latte. Cougar Peak, The Lonesome Bachelor, and Old Crag lookouts were perched atop neighboring mountains, which meant they were twenty to sixty miles away. She could barely make out the towers through her big binoculars, never mind any people.

			She stood on the narrow wrap-around catwalk, like a tiny summer veranda with a high porch rail. She leaned on it and looked down at the impossibly deep valley to the east. Any neighbor down there might as well be as far off as Paramus, except for her two days off every other week.

			And it wouldn’t do her any good even if she did come down off the mountain. The only towns within a hundred miles were no bigger than Hepler.­

			“Who knew that heaven would turn out to be such hell?” She asked the view. Gripping the catwalk rail until her knuckles went white, she screamed in frustration…and there was no one for miles around to hear her.
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			Brent Tucker nearly jumped out of his shoes at the scream that sounded just above his head. He’d thought he was all alone atop Medicine Point. Of course after the brutal hike up to the peak he hadn’t exactly been focusing well.

			He dumped his bundled-up hang glider—which had felt light enough five hours and three thousand feet ago—and looked upward. He’d walked right up beside the lookout tower to stare down off the rocky cliff edge at the jump he’d trudged so far to take.

			Now he tipped his head back to look up and saw someone standing on the cab’s perimeter walkway with their head down buried against their arms on the rail. All he could really see of them was a royal blue baseball hat with the letters KC on the front in white.

			“You okay?”

			With a squeak of surprise the person raised their head and looked down at him. Even the shading of the hat couldn’t hide the piercing blue eyes that inspected him in some alarm. Then her—definitely a her, a pretty enough her to tie his tongue in knots—long blond hair fell forward and hid her face.

			“Who are you?” She didn’t even try to wrestle the hair aside, so he guessed that she could see him even if he could no longer see her. He had traveled around the country enough to know that her accent wasn’t Texas or Oklahoma. It was Kansas…but it wasn’t. Somehow it sounded softer and smoother than any of them despite the flare of anger behind the question.

			“Brent,” as if that explained anything. “Tucker,” which explained even less. “Brent Tucker,” he tried again, but talking to pretty women had always flummoxed him.

			“Hi there, Brent.” The “Hi” came out in a delicious cross of “Ha” and “Hey” and invited him to say something.

			“Sorry to disturb you.” Sad, Brent. Real sad. “I’ll just set up and get out of your way. Shouldn’t take more than thirty minutes.”

			“Thirty minutes?” She said it with a squeak of surprise and checked her watch. “Darn it!” And she disappeared from the rail.

			He could hear her footfalls across the deck above him, but they stopped after a few moments, ending long before she could have reached the stairs down from her aerie. At a loss for what else to do, he began unbundling his hang glider. The faster he set up, the faster he’d be gone.

			Once he had it out of the bag, he began piecing together the metal tubes for the wing edges and then the struts for the control bar. He had the wing fabric stretched and was just attaching the harness when a voice sounded close behind him.

			“Sorry. I’m supposed to check for fire every half hour and I kinda forgot.”

			He spun to face her. Close up she had many amazing attributes. Tall enough to look him right in the eye, and a body in tight t-shirt and shorts proportioned to splendidly go with her height. Well-worn calf-high cowboy boots emphasized her long, muscular legs. Her blond hair was now back off her face, tucked through the rear hole in the ball cap. As pretty as she was, it was her eyes that commanded all attention. They were the same knockout blue as the Montana summer sky.

			“What’s that?” She moved to inspect his craft.

			“A hang glider. Where have you lived that you don’t know that?” Continuing as smooth as ever, Brent.

			“Places where a molehill is a mountain. This—” she waved a hand at the vista, “I’ve never seen a thing like all this before jus’ last week. Don’t know as I ever want to again.”

			“Are you kidding me? This is glorious. I could look at this every day. This is one of the most unspoiled expanses of the forty-eight states. Every time I look at this I feel infinitely small and infinitely lucky. How can you not just love this?” Now you’re going out of your way to insult someone you don’t even know. He should smack himself—would if he could figure out how to do it without looking even stupider.

			“I was already feelin’ kinda small, and can’t say as I’m much liking the help from the landscape.” She turned from him to squint out at the horizon. “It’s like it has secrets and no way does it plan on telling any of them, at least not to this girl.”

			“I’d think anyone would want to tell you their secrets.”

			Now she aimed that squint of inspection at him. He’d never flirted with a girl. He’d watched plenty of others do it, but his few attempts were always dismal failures. And now he was continuing his unblemished record of being an idiot around women.

			His brain functioned on a perfect inverse proportional curve; the more attractive the woman, the more of a stumblebum he became. He’d managed to get up to the middle ground okay, where he could date a woman who was nice and fun to be with. But this Amazonian blond fire lookout was in an entirely different category and he was knocked right back into hopeless science geek.

			To distract himself, he finished the inspection of his glider. Brent had planned to spend some time enjoying the view and he’d expected to spend a lot of time working up his nerve before jumping. He’d had plenty of lessons on smaller terrain, but this was to be his first major solo flight.

			Under the fire lookout’s watchful eye, he chose to simply strap in and get out before his congenital idiocy got the better of him. Someday he’d have to get over his awkwardness around attractive women, but this summer he had dedicated to mastering hang gliding. Maybe next summer he’d dedicate to learning how to speak to women…or studying to be a mime!

			Without looking back, he clipped in, tipped up the wing, and ran for the cliff edge. Just as he launched into space, she called after him.

			“My name is Ashley.”

			“Brent. Brent Tucker,” he shouted back, which he’d already told her. By the time he’d thought to say more, he’d nosedived off the edge, rapidly gaining enough speed to properly fly and she was long out of earshot. The nylon wing snapped brightly in the wind as it filled and took shape. The wind was loud without roaring.

			He had flown well away from Medicine Point before he thought to look back. He could still see the tall woman with the wind-blown flag of sunshine hair despite the distance.

			With a banked turn he lost sight of her.

			It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t be seeing her again. He’d climb some other peak for his next flight.

			Then it struck him with surprise, he was flying clean without all the nerves that had plagued his last two sleepless nights and the whole climb up the mountain. He banked again to follow the line of Warm Springs Creek ever so far below.

			Though he wouldn’t mind if he did see her again…maybe next time he’d pre-plan a few sentences so that he could at least pretend they were having an actual conversation.
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