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      Victoria Graham

      

      It was a rainy Tuesday morning.

      A perfect day to stay inside with a hot cup of coffee, a fire in the fireplace, and a good novel.

      Instead I stood at the window of my second-floor office in Woodard Hall watching the lightning storm outside. Rain slashed against the window in torrents from the windstorm. The wind whipped between my two-story building and the ten-story building on the other side of the parking lot that separated the two.

      The new ten-story engineering building was in stark contrast with this older building that housed the psychology department.

      It was a well-known phenomenon that universities always favor the hard sciences over what was considered the softer sciences like psychology, especially when money is involved. And a new ten-story building definitely involved money.

      The tunnel effect was one theory about why the wind didn’t just howl, but howled with a creepy ghostly noise.

      At times anyway.

      Like now.

      The row of little newly planted oak saplings on this side of the building shivered in the wind. Fifteen of them. Fifteen little transplanted saplings in fresh dirt lined along the sidewalk.

      There were older oaks that had survived the new construction on the other side of the building away from the parking lot.

      I missed the older oaks that had stood where the parking lot now was. They had stood tall and majestic, their heavy limbs dipping down toward the ground with their weight. Squirrels especially liked scampering among the branches.

      I’d watched the protests from my window, but unlike the idealist college students that marched in those protests, I knew that it was futile and progress would win.

      I consoled myself and the students who cared by assuring them that we could watch the new oak trees as they grew into their own.

      A rumble of thunder shook the glass in the old window. I backed away and sat in my office chair at my desk. I tapped a pencil against my laptop and picked up my cell phone. Checked the radar. Looked like the storm was just getting here.

      The power had gone out about ten minutes ago.

      It hadn’t taken long for the air to go stagnant. I could smell popcorn drifting across the hall from the graduate student lounge. And mixed with that was the scent of wet dog fur. One of the graduate students had a comfort dog that had quickly become the second-year grad student’s unofficial mascot.

      Leave it to psychology graduate students to adopt a comfort dog as a mascot. They’d even named him Sigmund after Sigmund Freud.

      I popped a peppermint in my mouth and leaned back, considering. My class was scheduled to start in fifteen minutes.

      The old classroom had nothing more than a hint of a window in the back. Without electricity it would be impossible to see anything.

      I could teach without PowerPoint. That wouldn’t be a problem. I actually cherished those days when I could go old-school and teach the old-fashioned way—technology free. We always had better classroom discussions on those days.

      But today it looked like class was going to be cancelled. Teaching without technology was one thing, but teaching in the dark was another thing entirely. It wasn’t that I needed my notes. I didn’t need them. I had my lectures memorized. I did, however, need my notes for the two new articles that I wanted to discuss.

      Either way, I couldn’t very well ask students to take notes in the dark.

      I jumped at another rumble of thunder.

      I’d wait a few minutes, then go across the hall and give the students the good news. Education was a most baffling phenomenon. It was the one thing people paid for that they actually tried to avoid.

      I’d been the same way in college, of course.

      And to be truthful, I wouldn’t mind going home myself.

      Unfortunately, faculty didn’t have that privilege. I had a meeting scheduled during lunch and I could use the unexpected time to prepare for it.

      My phone chirped with a text message. It was my graduate assistant asking about class today. I wrote her back and told her to stay home until the storm passed.

      Standing up, I slid my phone into my pants pocket. I normally wore either a black skirt or black slacks. Today it was pants. There had been no way I was wearing a skirt out in this weather. I wore a long blue tank top under a blue-jean jacket and my waterproof lace-up boots.

      Perfect rainy weather attire.

      Comfortable enough for dodging raindrops, but not too casual.

      I barely reached my door when the student with the comfort dog, a large black lab, at his side stood in front of me.

      “Dr. Graham,” he said. “Are we having class today?”

      “Hi John. Nope. You can head out if you want to. But you might want to let the storm pass first.”

      “Definitely. Thanks, Dr. Graham. Want me to tell the others?”

      “Sure. Go ahead. Just tell them I said to be safe out there.”

      John would be their hero for the day by bringing the announcement that class was canceled.

      He and his dog dashed across the hall. Minutes later fifteen happy graduate students scattered.

      Despite my warning, none of them would stay and wait for the storm to pass. It wasn’t in their nature.

      I walked down the dark hallway to the main office to see if there was any buzz about the university closing. The wind seemed to be getting worse by the minute.

      There was a closed sign on the office door and it was locked. I had a key, but I didn’t see any reason to use it. Instead, I walked back down the shadowed hall.

      Without the graduate students and their lively conversations, the hallway was quiet now.

      Too quiet.

      I’d been here at the office at night before and that was exactly what this felt like.

      Except for the wind.

      I went back to my office—the only door open on the long hallway—and shoved my computer into my leather book bag.

      The back of my neck started tingling and I had a sudden urge to get out of the building.

      It was the howling wind. Creepy. That’s what I told myself anyway.

      It didn’t help that everyone else had vacated the building, leaving it deserted.

      It would have been nice to have been in the loop regarding university closures.

      I checked my email.

      Due to the impending storm and power outage, the university will be closed for the remainder of the day.

      Great. Just great.

      I’d been sitting here in the dark when I could have been at home by now.

      My buddy, Dr. Benson McCoy, was out this week. And since the faculty operated on a modified buddy system, it was no surprise that I’d been left out of the loop.

      They’d say it was my fault for not checking my email.

      They would not be wrong.

      The crash that came next was no rumble of thunder. In fact, it shook the whole building. I grabbed hold of my desk and put an arm over my head to shelter myself from the debris that dusted over my head.

      The next thing I knew, there was a tree in the hallway where I’d just walked.

      A tree.

      It took me a minute to comprehend. Despite the recent tree cuttings for the new building and parking lot, there were still old trees on the other side of the building.

      The university, in fact, was known for its historical oak trees. And now one of those historic oak tress had just crashed into the building, landing in the hallway.

      My hands shaking, I closed my office door and used my cell phone to call 911.

      While I waited for someone to answer, I sat down in my office chair, twirled three hundred sixty degrees, then stood up again.

      As calmly as I possibly could, I explained that a tree had fallen into the building.

      The dispatcher assured me that someone would be on the way and I should stay put.

      The wind was howling in stereo now, both outside the window and on the other side of the door.

      Tiptoeing back to the door as though the wind could hear me, I slowly turned the door knob.

      With nothing holding it in place now, the wind slammed it back in my direction. I jumped back just in time to avoid being hit by it.

      Peeking out the now open door I could see that the tree was indeed across the middle of the hallway. Looking through the limbs, I could see one of the downstairs classrooms. What was left of the desks anyway.

      Two thoughts collided in my head.

      The first thought was that I needed to get out of here. Woodard Hall was an old building. There could be an electrical fire or a gas leak.

      The second thought that came on its heels was that there was no way I was going to get out of here.

      The hallway was a cavern. With a tree in it.

      With one hand on the door casing, I leaned out just enough to confirm that I wasn’t going anywhere.

      Putting all my weight against the door, I shoved it closed again and locked it. I don’t know what good that would do, but it made me feel better.

      I laughed at myself, gallows humor perhaps, for locking out the fallen tree and the wind.

      Taking my crossbody bag out of my bottom right desk drawer I draped it over my shoulders. I tucked my phone in the top and zipped it closed.

      I sat down again. Took a deep, ragged breath.

      My students had gotten out just in time. The classroom where they had been sitting was caved in now.

      I’d done everything I could for the moment.

      Help was on the way. They’d find a way to get me out of here.

      The seconds ticked past. Seconds that seemed like forever.

      As the storm raged overhead, I contemplated the death of yet another old oak tree.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      James Ashton

      

      I stood next to my pickup truck and watched my guys maneuver the firetruck into place.

      I’d been back less than two weeks and already the university was falling apart on my watch.

      One of the many large, stately oak trees had lost its balance and landed smack in the middle of Woodard Hall. There were tree limbs everywhere.

      And a huge hole in the roof with tree limbs protruding from several classrooms and office windows.

      It would be a long time before the building was fit for students and professors again. If ever.

      A rumble of thunder in the distance offered reassurance that the storm was headed east — away from here.

      I didn’t smell anything that might indicate fire or a gas leak, but it was an old building and precautions had to be taken.

      The only thing other than the distant thunder that I could hear was the firetruck’s siren.

      Water dripping off the brim of my cap, I glanced at my tablet, sealed in a waterproof cover, and clicked on the message for the third time.

      There was no mistaking the words on the screen.

      There was a woman trapped on the second floor of Woodard Hall.

      Woodard Hall with a tree in the middle of it.

      Dr. Victoria Graham.

      I knew her. I knew her well.

      We had been students together here at the university. In fact, if I remembered correctly, we’d had American History together right here in Woodard Hall.

      The new building behind me hadn’t been here then. There had been some parking on the road, but mostly it had been a little park area. Benches scattered here and there beneath the old oak trees.

      Now the trees were gone and what used to be a park was now a paved parking lot.

      Go figure. For a university that discouraged driving on campus, it was rather odd that the old trees had been replaced by parking.

      Dr. Victoria Graham.

      To me she would always be simply Tori.

      Tori and I had been attached at the hip for the last two years of our college undergraduate years.

      Then we had simply drifted apart. Tori had gone on to graduate school and I had gone to work for my family.

      That had been fifteen years ago. Getting together had gone from being inconvenient to being virtually impossible. She’d been in class or studying. Then she’d been in practicum. Then there was her year long internship in Salt Lake City. That had been the thing that drove the final wedge between us.

      I’d heard that she had gotten her psychology license a few years ago. Following a clear and direct path, she had achieved her goal. Still. She was young to be a doctor.

      And now she was trapped in her office.

      Anybody else and I would have let my men handle this while I stood back and supervised, making sure they didn’t miss anything important.

      But this was Tori they were talking about.

      If anyone was going to rescue her from this predicament, it was going to be me.

      I laid my tablet on the seat of my truck and strode over to the fireman holding a ladder, contemplating the best way to get Tori out of there.

      “Is Dr. Graham the only one in the building, Sir?” Leo asked, tightening his helmet beneath his chin.

      “That’s what they tell me.”

      “I’ll just go up and get her, Sir.”

      ‘No,” I said, putting out a hand to stop him. “I’m going up there.”

      “But, Sir,” Leo insisted. “That’s my job.”

      “I know. But I have my reasons.”

      Just then Dr. Graham — Tori — appeared at the window.

      She was too far away for me to really recognize her. I just had to take dispatch’s word for it.

      Leo cupped his hands. “Dr. Graham,” he yelled. “We’re going to get you down safely.”

      Then Leo proceed to haul the ladder over to prop it against the side of the building.

      I returned to my truck, reached inside the open window for the hardhat I kept on the backseat, then pulled on my gloves.

      “Move the ladder a bit to the right, Leo,” I said as I strode toward the building, securing the strap of the hard hat that replaced my cap.

      Leo did as he was asked.

      “Can I ask why, Sir?”

      “Doesn’t matter why,” I said, not feeling the need to explain myself as I double-checked the ladder’s stability.

      “Yes, Sir.” But I saw the frown cross his features as I took off up the ladder.

      “Don’t worry, Leo,” I called down. “I take full responsibility.”

      I laughed to myself at Leo’s words whispered under his breath.

      “Whatever good that does us.”

      Leo was right, of course. And later I would explain my reasoning to him. But not now. Right now I had a single-minded focus.

      It had been a long time since I had been on a ladder. I felt a little unstable for a second, but it was quickly replaced by that little burst of adrenalin.

      It had been entirely too long since I’d gotten out and gotten dirty.

      It was only now that I realized I had missed it.

      Or maybe my rapid heart rate was in anticipation of seeing Tori again.

      We’d had a good thing, the two of us.

      I kicked myself as I often did for not trying harder. It hadn’t been her fault she’d been so focused. It wasn’t like she had avoided me on purpose.

      I had never faulted her for being single-minded and I didn’t now.

      A few feet from the window, I looked up, expecting to see her, but she had stepped away from the window.

      Then just as I put a hand on the bottom of the window sill, she was back at the window, her hands on the ledge, looking out.

      I felt my right boot slip a little on the damp ladder.

      I adjusted my feet, but it was my heart that was slipping.

      She shifted her gaze just as I took another step up, putting myself in her line of vision.

      Confusion crossed her face, followed by a moment of recognition. Then disbelief. Then shock.

      Under other circumstances, the range of rapid emotions on her face might have been amusing.

      She took a step back. The disbelief and confusion were back, blended into a charming expression.

      I couldn’t fault her though. If I hadn’t been forewarned by seeing her name on the dispatch order, I would have had a similar reaction.

      Considering my current position, balanced on a slippery ladder, I felt fortunate to have the advantage I had.

      I grabbed the bottom of the window for stability and grinned at her.

      “Hello Tori.”

      She gasped at the sound of my voice.

      “James?”

      “At your service.”

      She blinked. Then put a hand over her eyes and muttered something under her breath about dying. That’s what it sounded like anyway.

      Not exactly the greeting I had expected.

      “It’s good to see you, too,” I said, climbing inside the window with a little less agility than I would have preferred, especially with Tori watching. It was a harsh reminder that I was no longer in the field for good reason. The younger guys were much better equipped for the physical demands of the job.

      Now that I was standing in front of her, she put her hands in her pockets and studied me.

      “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “Seems you and Leo are on the same wavelength.”

      Her brow creased in confusion. The same expression she’d worn when she got stuck on a math problem.

      “Leo.” I nodded toward the window. “My main fireman. I think he expects to have to come and rescue both of us.”

      She laughed a little at that.

      “You’re a fireman.”

      She didn’t know. Not her fault. I had not exactly kept in touch.

      She couldn’t have kept up with me if she had tried. She, on the other hand, had been easy to follow.

      “I was,” I said, grinning a little sheepishly. “I’m actually the volunteer commander now, but when they told me who was up here, I stepped in to personally get you out of here.”

      “Oh. Then thank you. I think.”

      I chose to ignore the last sentence.

      “There’s a tree in the hallway.”

      “How’d you know?” she asked with the subtle sarcasm I loved about her.

      “Lucky guess.” I stepped around her and peeked out the door. “That’s gonna be a mess to clean up. You all will have to use a different building.”

      “I know.” She nodded.

      “Anybody else up here?”

      “I don’t think so.” She bit her lip the way she always did when she was nervous.

      “How’d you manage to get left behind?”

      “I missed the memo.”

      I looked at her a moment. She had that same dry sense of humor I’d known and loved, but she seemed serious about missing the memo.

      Then I glanced at her hand. I couldn’t help myself.

      No ring.

      My own wedding band weighed heavy on my hand. When I spoke again, my voice was strained.

      “Let’s get you out of here.”

      “Yes. Let’s.” She nodded, moving toward the window.

      “Hold on,” I said. “We have to do this the safe way.”

      Her eyes widened as I removed a strap from my shoulder and stepped toward her.

      My own pulse quickened.
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      Victoria

      
      I couldn’t quite get my thoughts together.

      James Ashton, my college sweetheart was standing in front of me tying some kind of strap around my waist.

      He’d filled out some since I’d last seen him and he stood a full head taller than me. Muscular now. I understood muscular, but taller?

      I quickly did the math. It had been right at fifteen years since I’d seen him.

      And he smelled good. Like he was fresh from the shower. Not at all how I’d imagined a firefighter might smell — smoky and stale.

      He was close enough that I could smell his minty breath. It was good timing that I’d had that peppermint earlier.

      I shook my head at the direction my thoughts had gone. We weren’t in college anymore. He wasn’t going to kiss me.

      I didn’t fault myself for thinking about him that way. It was to be expected that seeing him would trigger my thoughts to take a familiar, yet dormant path.

      My gaze skittered to his lips. How many hours had we spent kissing? More than I could begin to count. I wondered what it would feel like to have those lips back on mine after all this time.

      Again. A familiar path.

      But instead of kissing me, he tightened the strap, pulling me closer to him.

      “Okay,” he said. “Now you can go down the ladder.”

      I had nearly forgotten that he was here to get me
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