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      Fate has a funny way of walking into everyone’s lives.  For me, fate strode into the town’s pub wearing a dark cloak and a sexy smile.

      I wasn’t at the pub to down a few drinks and wallow in my sorrows, though if there was anywhere in my hometown to do that it would be there.  The ancient building was rumored to have been the first structure built in the region, and had been filled with more laughter, brawls, and bawdy behavior than all the university frat houses combined.  It was a place where everybody could go to learn the latest news around town and rest their weary feet before another doldrum day at work.

      I couldn’t do that.  The pub was where I worked.

      That night was like any other.  Well, other than it being Friday and the end of a month.  That meant the paycheck money flowed more freely and more people crowded the dimly lit, open-rafter room.  The heady walls of solid oak smelled of cigars long smoked and drinks long spilled as I swung around the tables with my hands full of beer mugs.

      “Hey, Diana!  When you gonna serve us?”

      I dodged a scooted out chair and almost spilled the contents of one hand over another patron.  “When I’m done with this dance, I’ll go join yours.”

      A young woman at one of the more crowded tables turned her nose up at me and scoffed.  “If that’s dancing then the sky is green.”

      That was Victoria Pierce, the richest brat in town.  Her usual entourage of yes-men surrounded her like moths to an expensive flame.  They were attracted not only to her money, but her raven-haired beauty and beautiful body, courtesy of strong genetics and a penchant for hiking in designer boots up the many hills and mountains that surrounded our tourist-focused town.

      The crowd at her table crowed with laughter and some pounded the top with their palms.  Their glasses danced their own dance and some of the mugs tipped over, spilling the contents into their laps.  Cries rang up from the table and laughter from the other patrons of the pub as the wet people leapt up and glared at their friends.

      “Stop wasting the drinks!” the bartender shouted.

      I couldn’t hide my smile as I swooped through the tables and delivered the mugs to some thirsty customers near the front door.  The man and woman had the look of wide-eyed tourists, and the whiff of a romance in more than the budding stage.  A map of the area lay on the table in front of them, haphazardly opened to the foothills of the nearby mountains.

      The man smiled at me as I set the beers down.  “Do you happen to know the area?”

      I wiped my hands on my apron and grinned at him.  “Born and raised.  What do you want to know?”

      He turned to his lovely companion and his smile softened.  “My fiancé was wanting to know the location of Lover’s Pool.”

      I tapped the map in front of them over the spot.  Even the topographic showed the obvious shape of a heart in the features.  “That’s not an easy hike.”

      The man wrapped his arm around his beloved and grinned.  “We like a challenge.”

      “Don’t bother asking her about the places,” a voice spoke up, and the woman from the table appeared in my view.  Her aim was the coke machine set against the wall near the front door, but she leaned her side against the box to face us and folded her arms over her chest.  A wicked smile played across her lips and her eyes danced with malice.  “She hasn’t been to any of them.”

      The visiting woman frowned at Victoria.  “Well, neither have we, but if anyone can show us the trail we’d appreciate it.”

      “Oh, I know all the trails because I’ve hiked them,” Victoria bragged as she looked over the map.  “Now let’s see here…”  She scanned the topographic features as though they were runes to be deciphered.  After a strenuously long time she wrinkled her nose and pushed the map back at them.  “Get another map.  This one doesn’t have any of the trails.”

      The man smiled at his lovely companion.  “We were hoping to go off-trail and get there by the path less traveled.”

      Victoria shrugged.  “Then I can’t help you.”  She left, having not retrieved a pop from the machine.  I suspected her saunter over here was a ruse to show off.

      I turned back to the couple and nodded at their map.  “I could show you an old glacier trail.  Not many people use it, though, so you won’t find any beaten path, but the forest service has marked some parts of it for experienced hikers to use.”

      The woman grinned.  “That sounds perfect for us.”

      I was at the end of explaining the route, an ancient one which followed the scarred edge left by a retreating glacier, when the door unexpectedly and quickly opened right beside me.  The portal bumped into my rear and knocked me a little off my balance.  I stumbled forward, but a strong arm caught me.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      The voice was deep, but melodious.  I turned around and my jaw hit the floor.  An incredibly handsome man stood behind me.  He was about a head taller than me, with short sandy hair and bright blue eyes.  His features were muscular, but there was a tenderness about the jaw line that showed he wasn’t as hard as a rock.  He wore a cloak over a black turtle-neck sweater and thick jeans, and hiking boots adorned his feet.

      “Are you alright?”

      I had to shake off my stupor but managed a smile.  “I-I’m fine.”

      He grinned and released me.  “I’m glad to hear that.  If you’ll excuse me.”

      For once in my long bar-hopping career I was disappointed when the customer strode up to the bar and took a seat on one of the stools.  More than one pair of eyes watched his movements, and Victoria had an obvious case of curiosity.

      The bartender strode over and nodded at him.  “What’ll ya have?”

      “A glass of red wine, or white, if you have that.”

      “Sure thing.  A glass of white.”

      Victoria slid out of her seat, but her boyfriend caught her hand.  I couldn’t overhear what he said, but his look was one of annoyance.  She glared back at him and shrugged off his hold before she strolled over to the handsome man.  A cat-like smile curled onto her lips as she took up the seat beside him.

      “I don’t remember seeing you before.”

      The stranger smiled at her.  “Because you haven’t.”

      “I think we can find our way.”  The woman’s voice shook me from my rude staring.  Her eyes glistened with mischief as she jerked her head toward the bar.  “I’m sure you have other things to do.”

      I winced.  “That obvious?”

      The man laughed.  “That every woman in here is looking at him?  Yeah.”

      His own companion nudged him in the elbows.  “I’m not, now hush.  And you-” She gave my hip a push in the direction of the bar.  “Go on before that shark eats him.”

      I snorted.  “I’m not really looking for a guy.”

      She gave me a wink.  “Then maybe a guy’s looking for you, now shoo before I order something.”

      I laughed and gave a lazy salute.  “Yes, ma’am.”

      I strolled over to the table that had earlier asked for attention, picking up a few empty mugs along the way.  The table was as close to the bar as any other, and I was able to keep one ear on the stranger while the other ear took the orders.

      “Come for the hiking?” the bartender, a large, friendly-faced man of fifty by the name of Bill, asked the stranger as he set the wine glass in front of him.

      The newcomer took hold of the glass and smiled.  “Something like that.  I’m a… an historian of sorts.”

      “Really?” Victoria cooed as she batted her eyelashes at him.  It was her signature ‘cute’ move.  “I love history!”

      He raised his eyebrows.  “Then you know about Dragon’s Hill?”

      She shrugged.  “Sure, who doesn’t?  It’s not much of a challenge to get up the path, but it’s a good start for some of the tourists.”

      The stranger cast a curious look at the bartender.  “I believe your town has a rather old tradition of running up Dragon’s Hill on a moonlit night.”

      Bill shrugged.  “Never heard of it.”

      I finished my ordering and scooted around the bar to fetch the drinks.  Most bartenders wouldn’t tolerate a waitress behind the wood, but Bill didn’t mind when there was an interesting conversation to be had.  “I think he’s talking about the hill climb, Bill.  The one that happens during a blood moon and ends at the rock shaped like a dragon.”

      The stranger nodded.  “Just that.”

      Bill’s eyes widened.  “That one?  I’m surprised somebody like you’d know about it.  Not many locals have even heard of it.”

      Victoria shrugged.  “Probably because it hasn’t been done in, like, forever.”

      “One hundred years.”

      The stranger and I had spoken at the same time.  I grinned and he smiled.  “You know your history, Miss-?”

      “Just Diana,” I assured him as I filled a few mugs.

      “And I’m Victoria,” the aforementioned woman spoke up as she scooted closer to the stranger.  Their arms touched, and she looked into his eyes with a promise of a bed and a long night.  “What’s yours?”

      “Luca.”

      Her hand flew to her mouth.  “Luca!  What a beautiful name!”

      Her boyfriend’s grumblings floated over to us as the entire pub listened in on our conversation.  “For a dog…”  A roar of laughter rose up from the crowd.

      Victoria shot him a look of death.  “Shut up, Doug!”

      The stranger himself chuckled.  “I suppose it is.  Would anyone be interested in resuming that tradition, at least this once?”

      “Why would anyone want to be running up there during a full moon?” someone spoke up.

      Luca turned to face the room and leaned his back against the bar.  “For the sheer joy of it, though I’ll wager none will succeed.”

      Doug pointed his thumb at himself.  “I’ve gone up there a bunch of times.  There’s nothing tough about that trail.”

      “There’s supposed to be, at least during the blood moon,” I spoke up as everyone listened.  “Nobody’s supposed to be able to reach the top unless they’re-”

      “-strong of heart and free from fear,” Luca finished for me with a mischievous gleam in his eyes.  He swept those eyes over the rapt audience.  “Who is willing to join me on that excursion tonight?”

      A few mumblings arose from the crowd, but nobody jumped up.  Victoria wrinkled her nose.  “That doesn’t sound very exciting.”

      Luca bowed his head and chuckled.  “Perhaps it isn’t, so I’ll make a wager.  The first person to reach the dragon statue receives this.”

      He reached into his cloak and drew out a sparkling golden crown.
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      This wasn’t some off-the-shelf-at-a-dollar-store crown.  It was the real, glistening deal.  The crown was more of a circlet with a thick band of gold holding the glittering jewels in their place at the front.  The half dozen gemstones, some white in color like diamonds and others of a deep green emerald, were arranged in an ovular shape that crested above the band.  The jewels sparkled in the dim light and the rich, pure gold flashed like a lighthouse beacon over the gawking faces of everyone present.

      Shouts rang up and everyone crowded around him.

      “Beautiful!”

      “Oh my god, I want that!”

      “Holy cow!”

      A question inevitably arose.  “Is it real?”

      The stranger smiled and inclined his head.  “It is.”

      The second-favorite question arose.  “How much is it worth?”

      “Priceless,” Luca revealed as he held it out to Victoria who had pushed her way to the head of the crowd.  “But don’t take my word for it.  Look for yourself.”

      Victoria took the crown in both hands, and everyone gathered eagerly around her.  Most gawked.  Some eyes shone with a green glint.  People pawed at the jewels, but they were all firmly wedged into their little cubby holes.

      Victoria turned the crown over in her hands and a mischievous light appeared in her eyes.  “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say this looks like a woman’s crown.”

      Luca nodded.  “That’s because it is.”

      One of the men wrinkled his nose.  “So, what are we supposed to do with it?”

      His girlfriend jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow.  “You could give it to me!”  Laughter erupted from the crowd.

      Luca opened his palm, and the crown was reluctantly returned to his hand.  He tucked the tiara back into his coat.  “What do you say to the event now?”

      One of the men leapt to his feet and raised his mug to Luca.  “I say happy trails!”

      A great roar of approval arose from all present and many mugs were lifted, and many mugs were spilled.  “Be careful with that stuff!” Bill shouted at his patrons.  “It ain’t easy to clean off these old wood floors!”

      Scarcely anyone paid attention to him as they all jabbered away, each boasting or bemoaning their chances at the priceless gift.

      Luca stood and raised his hands above his head.  The room quieted so he could speak.  “I’m glad to hear so many wish to participate.  I know this is a local tradition, but others may join if they wish.  We will meet at the base of the hill by eleven-thirty and set off at that time.”

      Victoria wrinkled her nose.  “Why that time?  It takes half that time to get up the hill.”

      A strange smile slipped onto Luca’s lips.  “You may find the going more difficult than you imagined.”

      Her boyfriend scoffed.  “Because of the dark?”

      Luca shrugged.  “Among other things, but I’ll leave everyone to decide if they want an adventure.”  He inclined his head in a most gallant way and strode from the room.

      He was gone but not forgotten as the pub lit up with conversation.  The majority of the people discussed the best speed to walk up the easy hill.  Others bragged about running the whole way to the Dragon’s Prize, the statue located on a flat plane at the top of the small hill.  I’d seen pictures of the spot.  It was beautiful, with a gorgeous view of the whole valley.

      “Diana!”  It was Bill calling to me.

      I shook myself out of my reverie and turned to him.  “Yeah?”

      He jerked his head over his shoulder in the direction of the large clock that hung on the wall.  The time read half-past ten.  “We’ll be closing early tonight.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as I looked over his chubby form.  “Are you going to try at the crown?”

      He snorted.  “Hell no.  I’m going to stand at the bottom and laugh my ass off at all the idiots who try to run up the thing.”  He looked out on all the customers and raised his voice to a bellow.  “We close at eleven, so get your drinks drunk and your asses out!”

      The crowd dutifully obeyed and in fifteen minutes there was only a few patrons remaining to finish their large mugs.  I was pleased to see the two visitors still seated at their table with a map open before them.

      I sauntered over to them and picked up their empty glasses.  “Will you be trying the Dragon Run tonight?”

      The wife nodded.  “We’ll give it our best shot.  What about you?”

      I smiled and shook my head.  “I’m out, but I’ll be there to root you on.”

      The man draped his arm over his wife’s shoulders and grinned at me.  “You should join us.  If Sarah here drops you can help me heft her up the rest of the way.”

      Sarah poked his stomach with her finger.  “And the same goes for you, Tom!”

      He patted his stomach and laughed.  “I do need to lose a few pounds.  Maybe this will help.  There’s certainly enough incentive.”

      Sarah returned her attention to me.  “But you will come with us, won’t you?”

      I winced.  “I’d really like to, but I-well, I really should get home.”

      Tom stood and clapped a hand on my shoulder.  “If you change your mind, you know where to find us.”

      Sarah reluctantly rose to her feet and gave me a hearty hug with a squeeze.  She drew us apart to arm’s length and smiled at me.  “It was nice meeting you, Diana, and thank you for being so kind to us.”

      I grinned and shrugged.  “No problem, and good luck on the climb.”

      They waved goodbye to me and left.  The clock ticked closer to the appointed hour and the rest of the crowd soon followed them out the door.  Eleven o’clock came, and Bill went, leaving me with a few unwashed dishes which were quickly finished.  I stepped out of the rear door that led into an alley and had the shadows to my back as I locked the door.

      “Care to walk with me?”

      I screamed and spun around to face the darkness on the opposite side of the alley.  Luca stepped out of them with a mischievous smile on his lips, but a hint of regret in his eyes.

      I clutched my chest and felt my heart pounding hard beneath my fingers.  A slight touch of pain shot through me, but I was too angry to show it on my face.  “Don’t do that!”

      He studied me with a look of curiosity.  It was adorable.  “You don’t appear to be in any hurry to go to the hill.”

      I shrugged.  “Hill-climbing isn’t really my kind of spectator sport.”

      There was a touch of disappointment at the corners of his lips.  “Then you didn’t intend to join the climbers?”

      I shook my head.  “No.  To be honest, I haven’t actually been up there, or up many of the hills around here.”

      He arched an eyebrow.  “Why not?  Do you not care of the scenery?”

      I smiled.  “It’s not that.  I love the sexy man-I mean, scenery.”  I inwardly cursed my unconscious blurting.

      A slight chuckle escaped his lips as he set one hand against the wall by my head.  “It sounds like you have some interesting scenery around here.”

      I pressed my back hard against the wall and sheepishly grinned at him.  “Y-yeah, I guess we do.  I-I hate to ask that, but shouldn’t you get prepping for the hike?  I mean, it’s not that tough a one, but it’s almost time and-”

      Luca leaned close to me, and his lips brushed against my cheek.  His hot breath sent thrilling shivers down my spine.  “I’m comfortable where I am.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat.  “I-I think you have the wrong girl.”

      His sultry voice tingled my neck as he moved up to my face.  His seductive eyes captured mine in their heated gaze.  “I don’t think so.”

      His lips brushed against mine.  My heart skipped a beat, and when it ticked again a stab of pain shot through my chest.  I clutched my chest over my heart and gritted my teeth against the touch of agony.  Luca was kind enough to back up as I focused on each breath, willing my heart to slow to a normal pace.

      Luca’s distraught voice hung over me.  “What’s wrong?”

      I managed to look up at him and smile.  “It’s nothing.  Just a little trouble with the old ticker.”

      His eyebrows crashed down.  “You have a bad heart.”

      There it was.  The question people always got around to asking.  I couldn’t blame them.  My stupid heart problem always flared up when I got nervous around inquisitive people.

      “Yeah,” I told him as I took a few deep breaths and dropped my hand to my side.  “It’s something I was born with.  That means I won’t be joining you guys for your race.”

      “Do it.”

      I blinked at his reply.  It was almost a command.  “Why?”

      He reached up and brushed a finger against my cheek as his eyes searched my face.  “Because I want you to win.”

      I couldn’t stop the blush, but I did try to hide it behind a snort.  “I think you’ve got the wrong girl if you expect that.  Victoria has a better chance of being crowned.”

      There was a strangely illuminating twinkle in his eyes.  “Would you do it as a favor to me?  There’s always the option of stopping if this-” He set his palm against my chest over my heart, “-complains, but I don’t think it will.”

      I lifted my eyes to him and frowned.  “What makes you so sure?”

      He grinned and drew back.  “Let’s just call it intuition.  If you will excuse me-” He bowed at the waist to me, “-I must go officiate the race.”

      Luca turned and strode down the alley, and in a few moments, he was gone.  Gone, but not forgotten.  I looked down at my shaking hand before I dropped it to my side and sighed.

      “Well, here goes nothing.”
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      “You’re here!”

      The exclamation came from Sarah at my coming up to them.  They stood at the back of the mass of people that crowded around the bottom of Dragon’s Hill.  Everyone from the bar and a few tag-alongs from the homes had gathered to try their luck at the chance of a fortune.  Victoria and her boyfriend stood at the front of the pack with a smirk on both their faces.

      Dragon’s Hill was a gently sloped ridge that climbed up some five hundred feet above the valley floor, though small compared to the towering mountains that lorded over its backside.  The dirt path leading up to the top was surrounded on both sides by a wide patch of grass, but beyond those strips stood a wilderness of stones big and small, and the creeping encroaches of the forest that covered the steeper parts of the slope.  The trees and the winding path blocked a view of the end, but I knew that near the top was a small plateau where the statue of the dragon stood among the creeping vines, waiting for visitors to admire its forlorn beauty.

      The crowd quieted as Luca stepped out from behind a large boulder that sat to one side of the bottom of the path.  He held up his hands and smiled at all present.  “I thank you all for coming to humor me.”

      A voice shouted from the group.  “Humor nothing, we want the crown!”  The crowd erupted in good humor.

      Luca smiled and inclined his head.  “Still, I thank you all the same.  Now I shall lay down the rules.”

      Victoria wrinkled her nose.  “What rules?”

      “Merely a few customs of the Dragon Run,” he assured her as his eyes seemed to twinkle with a strange green light.  “Anyone may make the attempt, but you cannot help another up the mountain.”

      Victoria’s boyfriend crossed his arms over his broad chest and snorted.  “As if anybody needs any help.”

      Luca acknowledged him with a slight incline of his head before he continued.  “As it is, that is a rule.  All participants must also remain on the trail.  You cannot take a shortcut to reach the top, otherwise you will be disqualified.”

      One of the women near me snorted and turned to their companion where she lowered her voice to a whisper.  “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

      Luca’s cool gaze settled on her among all others.  “I will know if you cheat.”  The woman’s eyes widened in shock before she averted them from his accusing scrutiny.  “Those are the rules.  Does anyone have any questions?”

      Victoria lifted her chin up.  “Where do I stop to pick up my prize?”

      “The finish line will be at Dragon’s Ascending.”

      A murmur of confusion arose from the crowd.  Luca only chuckled.  “The statue of the dragon in the old fountain.”

      “Oh!”

      “Right!”

      “I knew that!”

      Bill leaned close to Sarah and grinned up at her.  “If I drop by the wayside, you have my permission to leave me to die.”

      She poorly hid a smile as she slapped his arm.  “Don’t be silly, Bill.  I’ve already been given permission by the nice man to do that.”

      He started back and feigned a hurt expression.  “My dear!  How could you?”

      “One step at a time.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at their banter.  It made me regret that I didn’t have someone by my side to do the same.

      Luca raised his arms and the conversations that had sparked up at his rules died down.  “There is one last rule.  You have until the hour of midnight to reach the top.”

      Victoria snorted.  “Like we told you earlier, it only takes ten minutes to get up there.”

      A sly smile slipped onto Luca’s lips.  “Does it?  Then you won’t have any trouble reaching the Dragon Ascending.”  He stepped to one side and swept his arm up the path.  “Now begin!”

      The crowd turned into a stampede as they rushed up the path.  Luca had to scoot a little further off to avoid being trampled by the eager hikers with golden greed in their eyes.  Even the wonderful couple scampered ahead of me, though Sarah looked over her shoulder.  I gave her a wave and a smile as I set off on my slow pace.

      Luca stood at the bottom with his curious eyes watching the backsides of the stampede he’d created.  The last of them were nearly out of sight around the last bend, though to be fair that was only twenty yards from the start line.

      I strolled past Luca, but something in his eyes made me pause.  “Aren’t you coming?”

      His eyes turned to me and twinkled with mischief.  “I know of a shortcut.”  Those same gleeful eyes looked me over and their expression softened.  “Might I add that I’m very glad to see you here.”

      I snorted and nodded at the top of the hill.  “You’d better enjoy it because I don’t expect to be seen at very many places along this path.”

      There was something in his expression that I couldn’t quite read.  A secret, maybe?  Or maybe it was just foolish hope.  Mine more than his.  “That remains to be seen, but,” He took my fingers in his hand and pressed a light kiss to the top, “may you have wings to give you flight.”

      I blinked at him as he turned and vanished behind the rock.  “Wings?” I repeated to the quiet air.  I took a few steps up the path so I passed the boulder, and curiosity made me pause and look back.

      Luca had vanished.  There wasn’t a sign of him behind the rock.

      I shrugged and continued on my way.  I’d had all my life to pay attention to my heart.  For me every step up a hill was a strain waiting to turn into something else.  Sometimes I wondered if those speed bumps in the parking lots were meant as an obstacle course for me and not the cars.

      This night, however, was different.  Everything felt different.  My heart pattered away, but there was no stretch of the old sac, no strain of every valve.  I felt so good it was like being able to fly.

      “Like having wings…” I murmured as I recalled Luca’s strange prayer to me.

      Heck, I even picked up the pace and before I knew it, I’d rounded the first corner.  Rounded it and tripped over the first victim of the hill climb.  I let out a yelp and tumbled to the dirt trail.

      A wheezing voice came from behind me.  “I’m so sorry, Diana!”

      I turned around and found that it was Bill seated only halfway off the path.  His face was as red as a beet and his chest heaved up and down.  Sweat had soaked through his clothes, and the tell-tale stains covered the front of his shirt and were tucked away under his arms.

      He gave me a sheepish grin.  “I know I shouldn’t be sitting here, but I thought I was the last one up here, and-well-I can’t seem to go any farther.”

      I stretched out my arms to him.  “Did you want some help up?”

      He shook his head and waved his hand up the trail.  “No, you go on without me.  I’d look stupid in a crown, anyway.  Now go on.”  He gave one of my legs a light push.  “You’d look good in it.”

      I patted him on the shoulder and continued on my way.  There was only a short distance to the next bend in the serpentine path, and I almost tripped over another victim of exhaustion.  I caught myself this time, but my stumble made me crash into a different person than the one who had tripped me.

      I grabbed their shoulders to keep from falling and looked up.  My jaw hit the ground.  Two dozen people sat scattered about the sides of the trail.  Most looked sheepish, some angry, and a few were fuming.  All of them showed the same symptoms as Bill, though many were in much better shape, and many of them were locals.

      “What the hell is up with this trail?” one of them whined as she crossed her arms over her chest.  “I just did it the other day and had no problem.”

      Her friend nudged her with an elbow.  “Maybe it was that donut this morning.”

      The rest of the crowd burst into laughter, though more than one had a look of confusion on their faces.

      “Hey!” one of them shouted at me as they pointed up the trail.  “Get along with you!  You’re actually in the running, and we don’t want Victoria to win!”

      “Yeah!”

      “Get a move on, Diana!”

      I gave them a salute and passed through their number, feeling both more confident and more confused about what was going on.
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      Every corner of the winding trail brought with it a new set of exhausted hikers.  The greed and wind had been knocked out of them by the trail, but with every step I found myself walking faster until I was almost at a brisk jog.

      I reached another bend with a tall standing rock that I knew from maps was the three-quarter marker of the trail.  A pair of angry voices stabbed my ears, and I didn’t need to see their faces to know who they were.

      Victoria and Doug sat in the middle of the path with Victoria a little farther up the hill than her boyfriend.  He lay on his back sprawled on the dirt with his chest heaving and his angry eyes looking up at the starry sky.

      “I said get up and help me!” Victoria wheezed as she tried to stand, but her shaky legs dropped her back down to reality, and earth.  “What’s wrong with you?  We’re almost there!”

      He turned his head and glared at her.  “Yeah, and I’m almost dead.  This hill has me beat.”

      She picked up a clod of dirt and threw it at him.  He ducked and the dirt flew harmlessly past him.  “Don’t be such a quitter!”

      He armed himself with the same ammo and tossed it up and down in the air.  “You want to see a quitter?”  He threw the clod.  Victoria wasn’t as good a dodger with his better throw, and the clod hit her squarely in the chest.  “Now we’ll see you run down the hill to your washing machine because you can’t take a little dirt.”

      Victoria’s mouth fell open and her face turned beet-red.  “Y-you-you monster!”  She slammed her fists against the ground and kicked up her legs.  “You filthy son-of-a-bitch!  How could you do this to your own girlfriend?”

      He snorted.  “Why don’t you ask that Luca guy you were flirting with to come help you up?”

      Victoria was just building herself up for another tantrum when she noticed me standing on the sidelines.  Her eyes narrowed at me, and she armed herself with a couple of clods.  “What are you doing here?”

      Doug twisted around and his eyes widened as they fell on me.  “How’d you make it this far?”

      I shrugged.  “One foot in front of the other?”

      Victoria glared at me.  “You know that’s not what he’s asking.  There’s a bunch of other people behind us that are in better shape than your sorry ass, so how’d you make it up here?”  She paused and narrowed her eyes.  “Did you take a shortcut?  That’s against the rules.”

      “I didn’t cheat, and I still don’t expect to win,” I admitted as I strolled past them.

      I came a little too close to Victoria.  She lunged at my leg and managed to grab hold of my ankle.  I lost my balance and fell
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