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  Dedication


For anyone who has ever had their entire life mapped out only to find that fate has set up a detour and rerouted you on the road to your final destination. 
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  Chapter One


Sometimes you wish hard enough, long enough, desperately enough for something, that your wish comes true. Other times, no matter how hard you wish, no matter how much you long for it, it remains just out of reach, yet still on the horizon. And then, there are those times that what you wish for, what you need, and what your heart longingly breaks for, can never happen because what you desire no longer exists. 
These thoughts swirled through Lexi’s mind as she stood on her mountaintop in the brisk early morning air and looked out over the trees, across the nearby mountains and valleys, and reminisced about the highs and lows of her life, the good times and the bad. At twenty-nine she’d experienced her fair share of highs and, much to her dismay, more than her fair share of lows. 
She’d grown up in the heart of western Kentucky, a fun-loving country girl who’d tromped through the fields and woods that had surrounded her house with gleeful abandon, climbed trees like a monkey, and waded through the local creek barefoot. She’d gone to the bonfires and pep rallies in high school and then sat in the stands as a member of the marching band and cheered on the football team as they’d played their hearts out in hopes of a state championship.
Her daddy had taught her to shoot a rifle and how to change a tire; her momma had taught her how to cook, bake and sew. She’d loved to camp and fish, spending her summers on Kentucky Lake enjoying the outdoors, but she’d also loved to dress up, throw on some high heels and hang out at school dances while she drove the local boys crazy. 
She’d gone out with her friends on Friday and Saturday nights and come Sunday morning she’d parked her butt in a church pew to listen to the hellfire and brimstone sermons the pastor was famous for, whether she’d really wanted to or not. You were just as likely to have seen her riding in the back of a pickup truck as you would the snappy little convertible she’d talked her parents into buying for her sixteenth birthday.
All in all, her upbringing had made her a loveable, well-rounded person, and her positive personality and outlook on life had drawn people to her like flies to honey. 
When she’d realized that her vocal talent and passion for singing could lead to a music career, she’d done everything she could to make a name for herself. She’d sang at church, she’d sang with the garage band she’d thrown together, and when she’d been old enough, she’d sang on stage in all the local bars. 
Word had gotten out and by the time she was twenty-one she’d started traveling with a band performing country music throughout the mid-west; by twenty-three she’d moved to Nashville and signed a recording contract with a major record label.
She had taken to stardom like a fish to water and she’d navigated her way through the music scene with ease. Through it all, she’d had her best friend, Jackson, by her side. He had been her friend, her lover, and had fate not screwed her over, he would have been her happily ever after, husband and father to the children she had wanted for as long as she could remember. 
Fate, she thought, could be a cold and cruel bitch.
They’d met in middle school and their friendship had been instant and intense, and they’d shared an unbreakable bond. Then one night, after a school dance during their freshman year of high school, they’d sat on the front porch swing of her parents’ farmhouse, and he’d made his move.
The kiss had been tentative, soft, and sweet, a first for both. He’d sat back and looked at her, his eyes questioning if he’d gone too far, and she’d smiled at him in reassurance before leaning into him for another kiss, deeper, longer, and heart-stopping.
He’d asked her to be his girlfriend before he’d left that night, and without hesitation, she’d said yes. They’d dated from that point forward, never a hint of breaking up. They’d laughed and loved like they’d had all the time in the world. When they’d lost their innocence to each other at the tender age of seventeen, she’d known they were truly meant to be, fated, eternal love. 
As they’d claimed each other on a blanket at the water’s edge of the local swimming hole that night, crickets chirping, frogs croaking, the clear night sky full of stars close enough to reach out and touch, she’d seen their future. A beautiful wedding surrounded by their friends and family, a little house on a hill with a yard large enough to hold their three children and a dog or two. 
A wide front porch with a wooden rocker and a white bench swing swaying in the breeze as a cat curled up for a nap, ignoring the chaos of the running children and barking dogs. And when they were older, much older, there would be grandchildren and great-grandchildren on that porch rocking in her arms. 
Yes, she’d seen how it could have been. How it should have been.
He’d gone to college while she’d been forging her path in the music world. And when the music had eventually drawn her to Nashville, he’d gone with her. No questions asked, just full, unbending support, a lifeline as she’d navigated those murky waters in her rise to fame.
While their relationship hadn’t been perfect, it had been close. They’d argued - all couples argue at some point, she thought, but their arguments had been minor and easily resolved. 
They’d rented an apartment, their first place together, and while he’d worked days clerking at a small law firm, she’d worked nights, belting her songs at every bar and local artists' venues in the Nashville area. 
She’d spent her days in the recording studio putting together her debut album and when her first single had hit the airwaves, she’d become an overnight success, instant stardom. It hadn’t been long until talk of a tour had come about and Jackson had shared her excitement at the possibilities laid out before them, the potential for their future. 
The night before the first leg of the tour he’d surprised her with a candlelight dinner, had gotten on one knee and proposed while slipping a golden band with a sparkling pear-shaped diamond onto her finger. There were no words in her mind to describe just how perfect the moment had been, and she’d given him a resounding ‘yes’ in response.
She’d taken off the next morning with jittery nerves fluttering through her body, excited to be officially on tour, but apprehensive at the thought of being away from Jackson for the first time. But they’d made it through the tearful goodbye and the anxiety of separation, with long late-night phone calls filled with love and promises for their future. 
She’d finished the first leg of her tour on a high note. Venues had sold out; fans had cheered and sang along. There had been “meet & greets” where she’d signed autographs until her hand had cramped and posed for photo after photo, always happy to see the fans who were thrilled at the opportunity to meet her. She couldn’t have imagined life being any better at that point apart from the aching loneliness that had left her hollow and empty with the absence of the man she loved.
There had been a two-week break between the first and second half of the tour and when Jackson had met her at the airport, a dozen long-stemmed yellow roses in hand, she’d run to him and jumped in his arms, holding tightly and kissing him passionately while the world around them had faded away with their reunion. They’d rushed home, rushed to bed, and then slowed everything down as they’d loved, exploring each other’s bodies as if it were the first time all over again.
Two weeks had passed in a blur and then she’d been on the road again. Knowing that it would be a long time before they’d be together and remembering how they’d missed each other with the first separation, had led to another tearful goodbye, heart-wrenching once again. 
As her plane had taxied down the runway, she’d reminded herself that the sooner she left and took care of business, the sooner she’d return to Nashville and to Jackson and the life they were building. Then she would be able to have a nice break before returning to the studio, and with any luck, she’d then be able to concentrate her time on planning their wedding.
She’d just stepped off stage after the final concert of the tour when she’d received the phone call that had caused her world to shatter and come crashing down around her. There’d been a wreck.
A car had lost control and ended up careening off into the Cumberland River. Jackson, being the wonderful, caring man he had always been, had, without a thought for his own safety, jumped in the river to try to help. Both he and the driver had drowned when Jackson had gotten caught under debris while trying to save him.
Devastated and in disbelief, she’d decided to leave Nashville and much to everyone’s dismay, to leave the music world behind. She’d no longer felt the lyrics, the melodies and harmonies within. Her internal song had died when Jackson had died. She’d bought her way out of her music contract and returned to Kentucky, staying with her parents while she’d grieved, while she’d tried to sort out the scrambled pieces of her life. 
Nightmares had plagued her, visions of her future with Jackson that had been so clear and concise, perfect, were put together and ripped apart night after night. She’d woken screaming, crying uncontrollably, and her mother had rushed to her room time and again to hold her and offer comfort.
Gradually, the intensity of the pain had lessened, but it had still been there, and would always be there, she thought. She’d known that Jackson wouldn’t have wanted her to continue to mourn, but to pick herself up, dust herself off, and begin to live again. So, several months later she’d beun trying to figure out where she wanted to go and what she wanted to do. It was at that point that fate, that cruel, hateful bitch, had stepped in again. Her parents had gone out to dinner one night and had never returned. They’d died in a head-on collision with a drunk driver.
At that point she’d become numb, detached, and apathetic to the world she’d been thrust into. She’d been hollowed out and had become a shell of the person she had once been. The light within that had burned so brightly had been snuffed out, and she’d wanted nothing more than to hide from everyone and everything for the rest of her life.
Total devastation smothered her with a cloak of darkness. Everyone she’d ever loved had been taken from her. Alone, she'd had no idea where to turn nor what to do. Day after day, night after night, she'd sat and stared into space, dazed, confused, with no direction, no hope. Lost.
Then one day she’d found her escape. With the sale of her parent's estate and royalties from her album, she’d bought her property high in the mountains and built her house, built her haven, her refuge. Living on a mountaintop became her line of defense against the world – she could see everything coming at her from any direction she looked.
The mountains of West Virginia weren’t where she’d envisioned herself all those years ago, but it was home now, where she felt safe, secure, and where she intended to live out the remainder of her days. Peaceful solitude was her lifeline.
She had nothing but memories, little moments in time forever frozen in her mind, her heart, of the way things had been. But she held on to each and every mental snapshot as they kept her loved ones alive, kept her alive – perfectly etched images of a beautiful life shattered by tragedy. 
Shaking herself back to the present, she sniffed the cold mountain air and studied the darkening sky, shivering lightly in her thick winter coat as the wind picked up bringing bracing gusts out of the north. There will be snow before morning she thought and began a rundown of the list of things she needed to do before the storm hit. 
Living in the mountains had quickly taught her that you had to be attuned to the weather and the rapid changes that seemingly appeared out of nowhere. After almost five years, she felt she had gotten good at predicting changes, preparing, and adapting. She turned, and with one last look at the vast, seemingly endless beauty before her, hiked back down the mountain to start tackling the chores for what promised to be a very long day ahead.

He maneuvered the truck back and forth through yet another switchback. The narrow mountain road he’d been climbing for the past couple of hours had twisted and turned, rising up the steep terrain, a snake climbing a rocky hillside. The beauty of the skyline, distant mountains rising and falling on the horizon, thrilled, even as it brought him a sense of peace that he’d not felt in years. 
It seemed as if he’d been in the mountains for days rather than a few hours, and the twists and turns that had his foot moving from brake to gas and back to brake were invigorating and exhausting at the same time. He was enjoying the drive, but what had begun as a cool, breezy day had quickly turned blustery and bitterly cold. The higher he climbed, the more the gusts of wind rocked the truck.
The cloudy and overcast sky that had started the day had turned into a gray haze that promised a quick and heavy snowfall. The first flakes had drifted beautifully, enchanting him as they’d softly floated in a sprinkling of crystals and melted on the defrosted heat of the windshield. What had been light and fluffy was now coming down so hard and with such speed that the road visibility had become difficult. 
He found he was thankful for the four-wheel drive of his truck as the wheels safely dug ruts into the mushy snow as he climbed higher and higher. Seeing that the roads were steadily getting worse, he gradually slowed to a crawl but continued his journey up the mountain.
When the storm had picked up, he’d been fairly certain that he was getting close to the peak, and it had made more sense to him to continue over the mountaintop rather than turn around. But now as he squinted through the dizzying star-field of flakes, the quick swish of the wiper blades, he was second-guessing himself and his once infallible intuition.
He chuckled as he realized how badly he’d misjudged the trip. When at last he finally topped the mountain and started on the road down the other side, relief washed through him. And as he drove over the peak, he noticed the long, deep cut of a driveway that meandered up the mountain, weaving its way through the trees and brush up to a rustic-looking log cabin. 
The rich amber wood of the two-story A-frame blended so well with its surroundings, even in the bareness of winter, that it appeared as if it was a natural part of the landscape. The mountain crested gently, rising behind the cabin and lovingly framing it. Longing surged through him. 
That was what he wanted, exactly what he wanted. A place in the mountains, a place away from everyone and everything. A place to escape, a place for solitude, and at long last, a place to deal with all the hellish demons that constantly chased him in a race to possess his soul.
He’d been away too damn long and was more than ready to get back to his roots. 
He’d grown up in rural West Virginia, his family having lived there for several generations. He’d done all the normal things a country boy did as he’d grown up – played on a little league team, rode horses, and spent his nights chugging beer and chasing local girls in hopes to get laid as often as possible. He’d not really had any ambition to speak of, no more than getting a piece of ass or two, and when he’d entered his senior year of high school it had been with the unsettling knowledge that he had no idea what to do with his life.
With his diploma in hand, he’d walked across the graduation stage, pausing only long enough to look out on the sea of faces in the audience. It was in that moment that it had dawned on him that the best option for his future at that point in his life had been to join the military.
Shortly after graduation he’d walked into the Navy recruiter’s office and signed his name on the paperwork that gave him freedom and a path to follow at the same time it tied him down and gave him a foundation. He’d served his time and then some, re-enlisting and working his way up through the ranks before eventually joining up with a Special Forces unit. The things he’d seen and done, had been forced to do in the unit, would haunt him until his dying breath. 
For years he’d gone into foreign countries, invaded bunkers, and helped to take down corrupt and oppressive governments, and hate-filled and controlling factions. Everything he’d done had been an attempt to free the people being held back, held down, raped, tortured, and murdered on a daily basis. Eventually, it had become more than his conscience could carry. The horror of what he’d done, what he’d had to do, though it had been done in the name of freedom and justice, had begun to weigh on him with each new assignment. 
He’d needed out, needed peace, quiet, and something else, something more, something the military would not and could not ever give him. And though he wasn’t entirely certain what that something else was just yet, he was determined to find it, determined to grab on to whatever it was and never let go. He just hoped that whatever it ended up being would help him sort through the restlessness, through the unsettling feeling that he’d somehow made a wrong turn in life.
He’d flown in from California the day before and had crashed in his hotel room almost as soon as he’d walked in the door, the ink on his discharge papers and stamp on his passport still wet. He’d fallen face first on the queen-sized mattress and slept for fourteen hours straight, a testament to his exhaustion, mental and physical. 
He’d gotten up that morning, found a car dealership, and had taken the first step toward making his move back home, back to a life of normalcy, or, at least, to what he sincerely hoped and prayed would be a normal life. Yes, he’d signed his name on a dotted line and changed his life once again.  
The shiny red and chrome of his new 4 x 4 wasn’t quite so shiny after a day of driving through slushy mountain roads. Snow-encrusted dirt clung to the undercarriage and spattered in the wheel wells. A thick film covered his headlights, but even as filthy as his new toy was, it still gave him a little thrill to think he’d bought his first car in more years than he could count. There hadn’t been a need for one while he’d been in the military. It had been easy enough to get around the bases he’d been stationed at without one, and when he’d joined the Special Ops, there’d been no reason to bother. 
He’d never been in one place more than a few weeks at a time after that, going from one assignment to another in the blink of an eye. He’d had to be ready to move out at a moment’s notice, day or night, packing all his belongings in a duffel bag and hot-footing it to his next location. It was a life he was glad to be leaving behind. He only wished he knew for sure where the life ahead of him was determined to take him next.
He glanced out the side of the truck as he rounded the next curve, his mind wandering, and when he looked back, he was met with the startled onyx eyes of the largest buck he’d ever seen. 
One moment the road had been empty, the next his view out of the windshield had been entirely blocked by the deer, a massive head and body loaded with heavy, snow-encrusted antlers. He swerved to miss it and when he did, the truck skid uncontrollably and slammed into the side of the mountain. As the front corner of his bumper crumpled from the impact, the airbag deployed, hitting him in the face, snapping his head back with flashing, searing pain, and knocking him out.
The buck, unaware of the events he’d just set in motion with his sudden appearance, quickly and quietly leapt away.







  
  Chapter Two


Lexi was carrying her second load of firewood inside when she heard the boom from the crash. Her heart jumped at the unfamiliar sound, and she found herself looking around to determine from which direction it had come. Though she knew there’d been no change in the weather, she looked up at the sky, hopeful that she wouldn’t have to investigate and deal with the intrusion. Sighing as she saw no possible relief in sight, she grudgingly made the decision to go see what had happened. 
She stomped her boots, dislodging snow as she crossed the wide front porch of her home and hurried inside to add the load of wood she carried to the pile by the fireplace. She grabbed the keys to her Gator and rushed out to the shed. She quickly made her way down the drive and then not knowing for sure which direction to go, mentally flipped a coin and headed to the right. 
She didn’t have to go far before she saw the truck. The front end was smashed into the side of the mountain and angled head-first into a ditch while the back end sat with the left wheel in the air. Great, she thought, whoever it is will have to be pulled out.
She glanced at the sky again and shook her head. They were definitely going to need a wrecker, but there was no way it was happening anytime soon. It was getting dark and with the way the snow was coming down, the road would be impassable for a couple of days, at the very least.
She hurried over to the driver’s side and peered in. She decided luck was on her side when she realized there was only one person in the vehicle. Whoever he was, he was going to have to hunker down with her for a couple of days.  She rapped her knuckles on the window to try to get his attention, but the guy was out cold. She tried again and again, but he didn’t respond. 
She pulled on the door handle only to find the door locked. Damn it, she thought as she hurried back over to the gator and searched for something to help get her in the truck. She decided luck was on her side when she grabbed onto the hammer she'd left laying on the floorboard from where she’d been making a repair earlier that morning to the fence around her goat pen. 
She went back to the window and tried once again to get his attention, but he was still unresponsive. While she hated to break the glass, they needed to get back to the house soon. The storm had quickly become more intense and was well on its way to reaching whiteout conditions. It took her a couple of good swings, but she managed to break the side window and unlock and open the driver’s door.
She shook him a few times and when she got the first moan of response, she began talking to him. 
“Hey! I need you to wake up now.” She shook him again. “Come on, man. You’ve got to get awake enough to get over to the Gator. I can help you, but I sure as hell can’t carry you.”
Blaze blinked his eyes a few times and tried to focus. For some reason, he was seeing two of everything. Someone was talking to him, but he was having trouble figuring out where the voice was coming from. After a moment he slowly became aware of his surroundings, and as he looked to his left, he could have sworn he saw an angel. Well, damn, he thought, I’m dead. It was the only explanation he could come up with in his confusion.
In the back of his mind, he realized she was trying to help him, to get him out of the truck, and somehow his muscles began to cooperate even though his brain was having a hard time making sense of what was happening. Wincing against the pain and confusion, and struggling to make sense of what was happening, he slowly began walking. With her help he stumbled over to the small car she drove, and when he did, he had a quick fractured thought that it was an odd little car. 
He slid into the passenger seat, leaned his head against a railing, and began to shiver in the freezing cold. He heard the growl of the engine increase as they started moving, but he didn’t have another coherent thought until he felt her urging him out of the seat, up a set of stairs, and into golden light and blessed warmth.
Lexi helped him onto the couch and stood looking down at him as she tried to figure out just what to do with him. It had been quite a struggle to get his large frame into the Gator and from the Gator to her couch. He had a gash on his forehead, and if she’d understood his mumblings correctly, she was fairly certain he had a concussion. She only knew first aid basics, but felt she needed to help as best she could and set about making him as comfortable as possible. 
She took his shit-kicker boots off him and hefted his long legs up onto the armrest. His tall muscular body was more than her couch could handle and his feet dangled off the end. Realizing there wasn’t much she could do about that, Lexi grabbed a blanket and tucked it around him before going to retrieve some medical supplies to clean his head wound.
The savory aroma of vegetable soup permeated the air as Blaze slowly became aware of his surroundings. His head hurt like a son-of-a-bitch and his body felt like he’d been on a three-day bender, his muscles tender and achy. He slowly opened his eyes, blinked a few times, and tried to figure out exactly where he was, and how exactly he’d gotten there. A stone fireplace radiated welcome warmth from a blazing fire as well as a cozy glow that glistened off the homey walls of the room. 
He sat up quickly, too quickly, and had his head spinning. Wishing he could just remove the damn thing from his body, he groaned and held on with both hands hoping it would help the tilt-a-whirl he suddenly found himself on.
He sensed more than heard someone come up behind him and years of training kicked in jack-knifing his body off the couch and into a defensive position. When he saw startled and wary eyes looking him over, he slowly let down his guard.
“Who the hell are you and where the hell am I?”
“I’m Lexi Lane and you’re in my house. Do you want to tell me who you are?”
“Blaze. Michael Blaisure, but everybody calls me Blaze. What am I doing here?”
“Well, the best I can tell you decided to see how well your truck could handle being a wrecking ball. Do you remember playing bumper cars and smashing into the side of the mountain?”
“No. Wait.” His head pounded as flashes of the giant buck came hurtling through his memory. “Shit. Yeah. A deer, big fu-- ah, sucker, jumped out in front of me. I swerved and that’s about all I remember.”
“I heard the crash and went to investigate. I found you out cold. I guess the airbag did the damage to your head.” She pointed to the white bandage she’d carefully applied after she’d cleaned and tended to his wound. “Why don’t you sit down? Because I swear to you that if you faint, I’m leaving you where you fall. You’re too damn big for me to get you back on the couch.”
“I’m not going to faint.” At least he hoped like hell he wouldn’t. He sat back down and tried to take stock of his injuries, wincing at the throbbing pain. “My head is exploding.”
“I’m pretty sure you have a concussion. I’m going to get you some aspirin.”
“Bring the whole damn bottle, ok?”
She laughed softly. “How about some soup, too? You’ve been out of it for several hours now. It might be wise to put some food in you before we load you up with too many drugs.”
His stomach growled as he once again sniffed the air. “Yeah. That would be great. Thank you.”
She disappeared around the corner into what he assumed was the kitchen. And when she was out of sight, he leaned back on the couch, resting his head on the back cushion, and closed his eyes.
Fuck, fuck, fuck! He couldn’t believe he’d wrecked his new truck and his head felt like a damn bomb had gone off in it. He reached up and gingerly felt the bandage. He guessed
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