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The rain turned slowly into snow. The change happened so gradually that Avery Ann Hamilton hardly noticed until the slushy drops had built up on the blades of her windshield wipers.

Great. Just great.

As if being in this backwoods part of Oklahoma wasn’t enough. First the rain . . . and now she had to deal with snow.

And slick roads.

And . . . heartbreak.

She should have stayed in Dallas, but no. Instead, she had wanted to surprise her fiancé by showing up in the Sooner State where he was scoping out land for on-location shoots. She would surprise him and tell him that he had won. She’d caved. He had begged her to elope to Vegas with him, but she had been holding out for the big wedding: long, white dress; horse-drawn carriage; and doves released at sunset.

But in the middle of a fundraiser she was attending with her father, it hit her: What was she waiting for? A year was a long time. She loved Jack, and he loved her. There was no reason to wait. If he wanted to get married in Vegas, then that’s what they would do. Now. Tonight. No carriage, no doves.

Without stopping to change clothes, she hopped on the last flight between Dallas and Tulsa, rented the first car she could get, and drove to neighboring Clover Ridge. The town boasted only four hotels, so she had no problem spotting her own Mercedes—loaned to Jack for this trip—sitting off to one side.

She parked next to it, stepped up to the unlocked motel room door, pulled it open, and saw . . .

Enough.

Enough to know that Jack had used her. Enough to know that he had never really loved her, and enough to know that he—like everyone else—had used her for her father’s money.

Poor, little rich girl.

Avery turned the heater up a notch and dashed back her tears. At least she had her car back. Not that it mattered. But Jack had taken so much from her; he wasn’t about to get that too. No sense feeling sorry for herself. What was done was done, and she was beginning to accept the hardest part of all: She would never find true love, someone who’d love her—not her father’s money.

She had thought Jack was that person. Dashing Jack with his Hollywood good looks and writer’s intelligence. He had swept into her life, made her laugh, told her she was beautiful—he’d done everything right.

Right down to conning her.

She could see it clearly now. She had been played by a master, an actor who wanted to make it big, who needed funding for his movie. A man who needed her father’s money but never really needed her.

She shouldn’t be crying, she told herself as the tears trickled down her face. She should be used to this kind of treatment by now.

A low-pitched whine came from the passenger seat. Avery glanced over. As if sensing her distress, Louie V., her sweet little Yorkie, cried out his own despair. Avery smiled through her tears and risked stroking the sweet little baby’s back before returning both hands to the wheel. She loved Louie. Probably more than a sane person should love her dog, but she didn’t care. He was one male she could always depend on.

The snow was falling harder now, harder than the tears she fought. All she wanted was to get back to Dallas and forget that this weekend—and Jack—had ever happened.

“Turn right,” the disembodied voice of her GPS system dryly intoned. “Last exit before road ends, point four miles.”

“Now you tell me.” Avery peered through her tears and the snow into total darkness. No streetlights, no billboard signs, just country and snow and black.

“I don’t see it. You see anything, Lou-Lou?”

Louie V. let out a yappy staccato of a bark.

“Turn right,” the computerized voice said again. “Road ends, point two miles.”

Road ends? How could the road just end? And where was her turn?

Orange and white barricades blocked what remained of the roadway. Avery spotted a poorly marked exit and veered right onto the alternate route.

“Going south, southeast. Two hundred and sixty-three miles to destination.”

She looked to be on some back country road, miles from anything save a few old farmhouses. That was the thing about a navigational system—a person had to trust it to get where they were going. And that’s all she could do at this point—trust it to get her there.

Swirling white flakes relentlessly spiraled toward the ground with a surprising single-mindedness, but maybe further south, the snow would ease up. She could hope.

For now all she wanted was to be home, in her bed, with the covers pulled over her head and the servants on red alert to steer clear. Maybe then she could start the healing and the accepting that she was going to go through life as an old maid. Oh sure, they called it “bachelorette” these days, but it was just a euphemism for “couldn’t find a man.”

How ironic. Every need fulfilled except for the one she really wanted—to be married and have babies. She wanted to go to school plays and well-baby appointments, to baseball games and driving lessons. And she wanted a husband who shared her dream, a man who would work side by side with her to build a family and a home.

But she would never have that. Her father’s money would always get in the way.

It didn’t matter. It was a hopelessly old-fashioned fantasy. June Cleaver meets Little House on the Prairie. But it was her fantasy. Her dream. And she would tuck it away, tell it to no one, and go about her life of being a “bachelorette.”

Avery turned up the wipers, leaned forward, and squinted through the window. The pavement had long ago given away to gravel. If she pulled off the road, who knew what she would pull onto? Or how long she could stay there without causing an accident herself.

“Next turn, sixteen-point-two miles.”

She jumped at the sound of the GPS voice, and pulled the wheel to the left. The car slid, hydroplaning in the mud and slush, then tottered to the edge of an incline. She didn’t have time to breathe before the car teetered, then rolled, flipping over and over and over again.

A strangled cry escaped her lips as she slammed against the driver’s door. Her seat belt stayed in place, while she lurched in the other direction, the arm rest and gear-shift lever jamming her side. She discovered a million other sharp angles in her car that she had never noticed before.

After an eternity, the car stopped. Surely bruises had begun to form. She was shaken and tired and heartbroken.

And her head hurt. Really, really bad.

She took a deep breath, but the pain had seeped into her very being. Louie whined and cautiously scrambled into her lap. The accident had thrown him, bag and all, to the floorboard, but he looked like he’d managed to come through his wild tumble without injury. He licked Avery’s fingers, and she gave him a half-hearted scratch behind his ears. Could have been worse. Much worse. She winced as she tried to retrieve his bag, the motion draining the last of her strength. She needed to get out and assess the damage, but right now she couldn’t keep her eyes open. She wanted to rest. Just for a minute or two.

She laid her head against the steering wheel, aware for only a brief moment that the action set her horn to blaring through the cold, snowy night.
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The Oklahoma sun spilled golden rays across the pasture. It was a beautiful day, the kind only found in the wild month of May. The sky was impossibly blue, the birds chirped from the tops of trees covered in new foliage. Across the pasture, the newborn lambs called out to their mothers in soft bleating sighs. Everything was perfect.

He surveyed the land and felt a satisfaction he had never felt before. Not a prideful feeling. No, that wasn’t proper. But a sense of peace and well-being that he hadn’t felt in some time. He stroked his beard and smiled. All was right with the world. He had it all: a beautiful family, a profitable farm, and a God who saw fit to bless them all. It seemed to take him half the day to count his blessings. Even for that he was grateful.

As quickly as those thoughts flitted in and out of his head, the sky turned to an angry gray. Storm rolling in—and Green Country storms were nothing to scoff at. He needed to get the animals to safety before the worst of it hit.

He looked around, that presence of peace escaping him. Where were Jamie and Miriam? He needed them. He needed them to go down to the lower pasture and make sure the lambs were sheltered. Make sure they weren’t too close to the raging stream.

He looked up and saw them, his wife and son, struggling with the trunk of a dead tree. What were they doing? Didn’t they know the tree was dead? The animals needed their help.

Then it hit him.

He’d been here before.

This was his chance. A second chance. He needed to stop them. Before it was too late. This time it wasn’t about saving the sheep but saving them . . . his family.

He ran across the pasture toward them, his words ripped from his throat by the swirling wind. Go back! Leave it alone! You’re too close to the edge! But he couldn’t run fast enough. He couldn’t scream over a whisper. His throat tightened, and he watched in horror, anguish washing over him as he saw them fall toward the rushing waters.

Gideon Fisher bolted upright. His body trembled. Sweat poured off him.

He’d had the dream again. How many times in the last eleven months had he had that dream? More than he could count. More than he wanted to count.

Even with his eyes open, he saw them still. Every night he dreamed he could save them. Every night he failed.

He pushed himself out of bed, wincing as his bare feet hit the chilly floor. The fire must have gone out.

A cold front had moved in, bringing with it a howling wind and swirling snow. It was unusual, but not unheard of, to have such a storm early in April. Even in Oklahoma. It would spell bad news for the farmers. The delicate shoots of hay and alfalfa would be burned by the cold. The tender peach trees just now budding and flowering in promise of fruit would be ruined. A snow this late in the year would mean no pecans, few apples, and even fewer strawberries.

Not that he had anything planted.

He shuffled into the kitchen and stoked the fire. The bright orange embers spat in feeble protest before they sparked back to life. Gideon threw another log on top of the pile of glowing ash, then cocked his head.

A far-off wail captured his attention. The constant drone reminded him of the tornado siren tests the city ran every Wednesday to make sure the equipment worked properly. But they never ran the tests in the dead of night. And it wasn’t Wednesday.

It sounded like . . . well, it sounded like a car horn.

He shook his head. His nearest Englisch neighbor was a two-mile walk through the pasture. They were good neighbors. They never gave him strange looks or tried to take his picture. And they never blew their car horn at this time of night.

Someone was in trouble. Gideon pulled on his coat and the rubber boots he used to wear when he fed the pigs, then he grabbed up the battery-operated lantern he kept on the porch for emergencies. No one made a racket like that in the middle of the night without there being something wrong.

As he stepped from under the shelter of the front porch, the snow swirled around him on fretful gusts. The wind was stronger now. The wet, fat flakes piled where they landed, built up by their weight and number. It was a doozy of a storm and not the best night to be in trouble.

He headed off toward the road. It would be quicker to cut across the pasture, but far more hazardous. His lantern only illuminated three yards directly ahead of him, so Gideon kept his head down and his feet pointed north until he reached the slated fence that lined his property. Turning east would take him to the Bradleys’ house, his Englisch neighbor, but something told him to turn west. Through the dancing swirls of snow, he could just make out a set of red lights about a quarter of a mile down the road, off to the side and in a field where nothing was planted.

Probably some irresponsible Englisch teenager with more money than sense. Most likely took the corner too fast for the weather and veered off the road. Or someone’s teenager in rumspringa . . .

It wasn’t right to make assumptions, to pass judgment, but sometimes it was so hard not to. All he had wanted when he moved out here was peace and quiet. He wanted to get away from family and friends and the soothing talk and the well-wishers. It wasn’t the Amish way, but he couldn’t do it anymore. He just couldn’t do it.

Gideon shook aside those thoughts as he drew nearer to the car. The clear light from the lantern flashed off of shiny silver paint—and even shinier chrome of a crumpled-up fender.

He was no expert on Englisch automobiles, but he could tell this one was very costly and very damaged. The windows were tinted black as pitch, and he couldn’t make out any of what was inside, just the constant bleat of the horn and the hiss of the engine.

With gloveless fingers he tapped on the window. “Hello?” he called, rapping a bit harder. “Hello?”

No answer.

Not wanting to waste another minute, Gideon grabbed the door handle and pulled. Stuck. He pulled again. The door let out a mournful groan, but creaked open about half an inch. Placing one foot against the front panel of the car, Gideon braced himself and pulled again. The door screeched and popped as it opened, the dome ceiling light illuminating the interior.

He wasn’t sure what he would find, but it surely wasn’t this wisp of a woman slumped over the steering wheel, her forehead pressed against the horn.

He exhaled, not realizing until that moment that he’d been holding his breath. He should move her, but . . . what if her neck was damaged? Or broken? What if she had internal bleeding and by moving her he caused it to be worse, or even fatal?

What if she froze to death while he stood in the snow and mulled over all the “what ifs”?

As gently as he could, he cupped her shoulders and pulled her away from the steering wheel. Then he eased her head back against the seat rest. Blessedly, the horn stopped, but was immediately replaced by the irritating yap, yap, yap of a tiny pooch.

The woman’s skin was as pale as buttermilk, and he thought for a moment she might already be dead. Then he noted the shallow rise and fall of her chest and the foggy tufts of her breath. Just under the feathery cut of her bangs, a nasty-looking bruise had started to form. A thin cut bisected her left eyebrow, and blood trickled down her cheek.

“Missus?” He knew she wouldn’t respond. She was alive, but unconscious. With a goose egg like the one she had, it was no wonder.

He hesitantly reached out a hand and pushed back her hair. It was as dark as a raven’s wing and twice as shiny. Soft as down—and thick with blood.

A low growl issued from the passenger’s seat. Gideon momentarily turned his attention from the woman to her dog—if one was feeling generous enough to actually call him that. The whelp couldn’t have weighed more than five pounds, but Gideon had the feeling that if pressed the dog would defend his mistress with sharp teeth and all the bite he could muster.

He extended a hand and let the tiny canine smell him. The silky-looking demi-beast whined, then licked Gideon to show his approval. Then he sat back on his haunches and cocked his silvery tan head to one side as if waiting for what to do next.

“That makes two of us,” Gideon muttered.

One thing was certain—he had to get the woman out of this weather before she froze to death. She wore only a scrap of a dress. A spangled little thing of green and silver that looked as if it had been made of dragonfly wings and stardust. In it she seemed like some sort of pixie princess, but it couldn’t be very warm. Her shoes weren’t much better—tiny straps of silver and sparkly stones—hardly enough to call shoes and certainly not made for walking through unexpected snowstorms. Not that she would be walking anywhere.

Gideon calculated the time it would take to get to the Bradleys’ with her carried over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold. The mental picture included her head lolling around as he struggled over the treacherous distance covered in snow. Then he considered the journey without her, and then back, and how long it would take to get her into town and . . .

The numbers were not promising.

He didn’t want to hurt her worse. And as much as he didn’t want her at his house, he couldn’t leave her here. If he had been a praying man, he would have asked God for guidance, to help him, to help her. But Gideon hadn’t prayed in a long, long time.

He set his lantern on the crumpled top of her car, then stripped off his coat and covered her with it. As gently as he could, he scooped her into his arms, and cradled her to him like a child. He was careful not to let her head fall too far forward or too far back as he reached once again for his light.

Her dog growled. Gideon sighed. He couldn’t leave him in the cold any more than he could the beast's mistress. His mutts could stand the weather, but he had a feeling this little dog was as pampered as they come.

“And what should I do with you?” he muttered as snow fell around him, landing on her eyelashes, and the pale, smooth curve of her cheek.

As if sensing it was time to go, the dog crawled into the gigantic brown handbag overturned in the passenger’s seat. Then he poked his head out as if to say, What’s taking you so long?

Still holding her, Gideon wedged himself into the driver’s seat, his feet planted on the snow-covered ground. He snaked one arm through the light-colored handles of the bag, took a deep breath, and stood, managing to keep both woman and dog safe in his grasp.

The walk back to his house seemed longer than any he had ever taken. Bitter cold nipped at his face and hands. The handbag containing the woman’s dog banged against his right leg. With every step he took, the lantern slapped against the other. The dead weight of the woman—even one as tiny as she—became a burden after the first hundred yards. Or maybe the burden was carrying her so gently. It was hard not to jostle her as he picked his way over the frozen ground. He was painfully aware of the steps he took, how jarring they were, how cold the wind blew, and how pale she was. With every step his boots, heavy with caked-up snow, were nearly sucked from his feet. By his constant whine, the dog seemed none too happy about the bouncy ride and relentless snow. But Gideon trudged on, the way lit only by the lantern dangling off his arm.

He could only hope she wasn’t hurt internally, and that by moving her he hadn’t sealed her death. He couldn’t stand another life on his conscience.

Slowly he made his way back up the road and down the unpaved driveway that led to his house. He’d left the oil lamp burning in the front room. Golden light shone through the window, beckoning him like a sailor to a lighthouse. Just a few more yards. His breath puffed out in bursts of cloudy vapor. The snow continued to fall, but it had lost its urgency and now the flakes, still as large and wet, drifted lazily toward the waiting ground.

Getting the door open was no easy feat, but no one locked up out here and with a little cautious shuffling, Gideon managed to get his injured pixie out of the storm.

The temperature inside the house was marginally better than outside. With no one to tend it, the fire had fizzled out once again, and though the coals still burned brilliant orange under their blanket of ash, they gave off very little heat.

He laid the woman gently on the couch. She moaned as he moved his arms from beneath her. He considered that a good sign. Maybe she wouldn’t be out much longer. Maybe she would wake up and tell him who she was and what she was doing driving around on a night like this.

He removed her shoes and placed them next to the big brown handbag he’d deposited on the floor, then he covered her with his coat.

The tiny pooch stuck his nose out and sniffed around. He looked longingly up at the sofa, seeming to measure the distance, and then thought better of it. He whined, and Gideon wondered if the dog had ever been allowed to jump before. The little thing leapt into the air and scrambled onto the woman’s belly, settling himself down on top of Gideon’s coat.

Gideon stirred the glowing coals, added a couple of logs to the grate, and in a few short minutes the fire roared once again. The wood glowed, the light casting golden orange shadows onto her face.

Pixie. The word sprang to mind once again. During his rumspringa he’d read a book about a faraway, made-up land filled with magical creatures—fairies, gnomes, and pixies. His houseguest seemed to be the embodiment of the latter. She had a heart-shaped face with a pointed little chin and dark eyebrows to match short, inky curls. She looked beautiful in an other-worldly kind of way—beautiful, privileged, and as pampered as her dog.

But if he remembered the story correctly, the pixies caused all the trouble and the eventual downfall of the fairy kingdom.

Gideon shook himself free of the spell that seemed to surround them. He shouldn’t be standing there, staring at her and thinking about long-ago books, he should be—it took him a minute to collect his thoughts—he should be cleaning her wound, gathering more blankets, and seeing if he could rouse her.

Think about it! He shook his head. If she didn’t wake up after the way you carried her, she ain’t gonna wake up anytime soon.

The terrible thought occurred to him that she might not wake up at all . . . ever.

He pushed it away, trying to remember what the doctor had told his brother Gabriel when his oldest boy had fallen out of an apple tree and conked his head.

Let them sleep but try to wake them up every hour or so. If they don’t respond, you have trouble.

Gideon peered out the window where the snow had piled upon the ledge. Ach, would he have trouble. Enough of it that he wasn’t about to borrow any. He’d just take it one step at a time.

He added another log to the fire, then made his way to the linen closet to get some quilts. She would be more comfortable in the bed, but the living room would be warmer. He scooped up the whining, growling whelp of a dog, retrieved his coat, then covered the woman with the quilts before depositing the dog back into his original position. He fetched a washrag to clean the nasty-looking gash on her forehead, wetting it in the washstand basin before warming it by the fire.

He tried to be gentle as he pushed back her hair once again and touched the rag to the gash, but his fingers felt big and clumsy against her skin. He dabbed at the dried blood and winced at the depth of the cut. It probably needed stitches, but the hospital was a long way away.

He dabbed it a few more times, and satisfied the bleeding had stopped, went to the kitchen and found the next best thing—a small tube of Super Glue. Returning to her side, he took a deep breath before applying the glue and pressing the sides of the wound together.

Her eyes fluttered open, big and unfocused. They settled on him, and in a split second, it occurred to him that they were the exact same color of the grape-flavored gumdrops Mr. Anderson kept over at the general store. It had to be a trick of the lighting. He couldn’t be sure because as quickly as they opened, they closed again.

Surely the plunge of his stomach was nothing more than relief that she had awakened at all.

“Are you all right?” he asked, hoping she hadn’t fallen back into unconsciousness.

“Head hurts,” she murmured.

Not a lot, but a start. Gideon smiled despite himself. “I bet it does.”

“What happened?”

“You had a wreck,” he said.

“My whole life is a wreck.” Her defeated tone tugged at his heart.

“An automobile wreck.”

“Where am I?”

“My house.”

“Oh,” she said. “You rescued me.”

“No—”

“Thank you . . .” She turned her face away and once again drifted into oblivion.

Gideon stood motionless in the fire’s flickering shadows, but he wouldn’t let himself think too much about what she had said. It wasn’t true. He hadn’t rescued her. Heroism wasn’t his strong suit. He didn’t have it in him.
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Gideon stayed up all through the night, stoking the fire and rousing his little pixie every hour. She didn’t seem to mind, even asking him his name, though he doubted in the morning she would be able to remember waking much less anything they had talked about.

She dozed while he kept watch, sitting up in the hard-backed rocking chair. At the first light of dawn, he allowed himself a nap. And this time, thankfully, he didn’t dream of Miriam and Jamie and the guilt that haunted him, but of a violet-eyed pixie and the little dog she carried around with her in a purse.
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Blinding white-blue sunlight hit Avery square in the face, but she refused to open her eyes. Her head hurt . . . bad. The light turned red behind her eyelids, making her head pound as the blood throbbed through her veins. She should’ve had those blackout shades installed no matter what her father—or rather her father’s decorator—said about the matter. This was ridiculous.

Unable to take the brutal light a minute longer, she tried to turn over, but every bone and muscle protested. Had she been hit by a bus? Then last night returned—Jack, the motel, the back roads of a small Oklahoma town, her car, and then . . .

Louie inched closer to her side, rose up, and licked her hand. Sweet Louie V., fine and whole despite the tumble he must have taken.

Avery winced as she stroked his silky fur. With much effort she forced her eyes open and took note of her surroundings. She was in a house. A very small house.

There didn’t seem to be much more to it than the space where she lay. The room led into an open kitchen with a large rectangular table and sturdy-looking chairs. The fireplace had a thick, wooden mantel, and an odd-looking stove squatted in one corner. There was something strange about the house, but she couldn’t figure out what. Maybe because there were no pictures on the walls or trinkets sitting about, just a china hutch full of dishes and a large box containing wood for the fire. Or maybe it was the lack of care. The furniture would have been beautiful if not covered with a thick layer of dust and neglect.

How did she get here? She squinted, straining to remember. Then it came back to her—the snow, losing control of her car, and then a warm fire and gentle hands washing her face. A man had awakened her several times during the night.

Avery turned her chin, and there he was, head resting at an odd angle, propped up in the rocking chair near her. His hair, dark like rich morning coffee, had just enough curl to make it interesting. It was cut close to his face, almost as if someone had plopped a bowl on his head and trimmed all that stuck out underneath. His skin held the first hint of a tan, a golden glow with just the slightest trace of pink high on his cheeks accented by the vague shadow of morning beard growth.

She had wispy memories of him waking her up in the night, asking if she knew the date, the year, the president’s name, and how many fingers he held up. As if sensing her gaze upon him, he opened his eyes. They were a smoky moss green, clouded and troubled. Once he realized she was awake, his expression changed, his eyes turning hooded and guarded. It happened so quickly she wondered if she had imagined that vulnerable expression at all.

“You’re awake.” His voice sounded rusty.

“So are you,” she said in return, but her crack at humor made her head pound anew. She reached up a hand to find a tender knot near her eyebrow.

“Does it hurt?”

“A little.” She attempted a smile. “A lot.”

“That’s a nasty bump. I don’t have anything but Tylenol. Or I can give you some of the tea Clara Beachy brews up when, well, it’s said to be good for pains.”

If she wasn’t mistaken, he blushed at his own words. And tea? What in the world did tea have to do with pain?

“I’ll get it for you.” He stood and Avery noticed his commanding size. He was tall and broad and yet his shirt hung on him as if it had been made for someone else. Thinking about it made her head throb, so she quit and lay back on the pillows, closing her eyes. She just wanted to rest. To lie here on this lumpy old sofa and just continue to lie there until she felt better. Or died. Whichever came first.

She listened to him putter around the kitchen. At her father’s house the kitchen was off-limits, off the main foyer and practically in a different county, so the sounds were foreign to her. A clunk here, a swoosh there, and then the whistle of the tea kettle. The splash of water, the clink of a spoon, and sure and steady footsteps across the wooden floor.

His body blocked the sun, casting her into shadows. “Here.” He held out a brown earthenware mug filled to the brim with steaming hot tea. “I added honey,” he said, “to cut the bitter, but I can still get you that Tylenol if you want.”

Gingerly, she pushed herself up to take the mug from him. “This is fine.” She blew across the top then took a tentative sip. It tasted like burnt grass and cloves.

Somehow she managed to drink all of the . . . tea. Mostly because he stood over her and made sure she downed every last drop.

She forced a smile and handed him the mug, then eased back against the pillows and pulled the covers to her chin. It wasn’t modesty, but heat she needed. Despite the warmth the tea had infused to her system, the tiny little house was cold, and her tiny little dress was, well, tiny.

The big man walked to the fireplace and stirred the ashes, adding more wood from the box. In no time, the orange blaze roared, warming Avery from all the way across the room.

She so desperately wanted to just lie there and forget the world, enjoy the warmth rolling off the flames, but she couldn’t. Not yet anyway.

“My car,” she asked after he turned around.

“Well,” he drawled as if choosing his words very carefully, “I’m no expert, but it looked pretty bad to me. Course, it was dark last night. And snowing.”

Avery wanted to nod, but she managed only a single dip of her head before the simple movement sent waves of dizziness crashing all around her.

“Steady now.” He moved to her side.

“Yes,” Avery murmured. She closed her eyes against the spinning, but that only seemed to make it worse, so she opened them again.

“Maybe in a day or two we can head out and take a look at the damage, but—”

“A day or two?” She dared not raise her voice much over a whisper.

“The snow will be gone this afternoon, maybe tomorrow. As soon as the ground dries up a little, we should be able to get over there.”

“Oh.”

“We’ll go on foot. It’ll be at least three or four days before I can get the buggy out. Molly and Kate do not like so much having mud on their feet.”

“Molly and Kate?”

“My horses.”

Then it clicked into place. The simple way he dressed, the lack of modern appliances, the beautiful handmade quilts that made up her bed. “You’re Amish?”

“Jah.” He nodded. “I am Plain.”

Tall and handsome, with slashing dimples and those haunting green eyes, the man was anything but plain. His answer charmed her, but she hid her smile not wanting him to think she was laughing at him.

Oh, the irony. Jack had come here to find the Amish, but instead he found . . . a new lover. She had come out here to find Jack and had instead found the Amish.

“I am thinking you should rest now,” he said.

“Yes.” She snuggled down under the beautiful handmade quilts, their colors exquisite, each stitch perfect, and she wondered about the woman who had made them. Maybe his mother or sister? Or wife.

She peeked at him again. Didn’t Amish men have beards?

“Thank you for saving me,” she said, her eyelids growing heavy despite the fact she had just woken up. Being cheated on and then knocked in the head could do that to a person. Or maybe there was something to that tea after all . . .

He stared at her blankly. “You already thanked me.”

Avery closed her eyes. “Mmm-hmm. Tell me your name again.”

“Gideon,” he replied. “Gideon Fisher.”

Biblical . . . suited him. “Avery,” she murmured in return. “Avery Ann Hamilton.”

Then she drifted off to sleep.
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When Avery woke again, it was late afternoon, and she was alone. Through the window, the blue bowl of a sky had turned a pale shade of lavender that would deepen to purple and eventually black. From somewhere outside came an unfamiliar whack, whack, whack that had both rhythm and unpredictability. It was a soothing sound.

The tea must have done the trick. Not only did her head feel significantly better, she felt significantly better.

Louie V. lay sprawled on a bed of scraps in front of the hearth looking all the more like the spoiled and catered-to canine that he was. The crackling fire cast flickering shadows over his black and tan fur, making Avery realize Gideon hadn’t been out of the room for long. The fire still licked at the logs in long, orange strokes, sending smoke up the chimney, but not the sweet scent of burning wood.

Surprisingly enough, Avery found the odor pleasing. Each of the six fireplaces in her father’s home had its own set of gas logs that flickered and put on a grand show, but never actually burned. This, she decided, was so much better.

She eased herself into a sitting position, a spring poking her in the backside. She shifted her weight and got another poke—this time from a different spring.

When she stood, her bare feet sank into the soft wool of the rug that lay in front of the couch. The air was warm but not enough so, and she shifted the quilt to drape across her shoulders. She was sore, but it wasn’t unbearable. Thankfully nothing was broken—not even her heart. She’d gotten away lucky.

At the creak of the couch, Louie lifted his head. When he caught sight of her, awake and standing, he wagged his little stump of a tail, then laid his head back down on his front paws. With a shuddering doggie sigh, he was asleep once again.

“Good to see you so worried about me,” Avery said.

“I was very worried.” The deep, masculine voice came from the doorway. Gideon stood there, a load of wood in his arms, black round-brimmed hat on his head.

Two things registered in her mind: The whacking she had heard earlier had been Gideon chopping wood, and she stood in his living room wearing practically nothing.

She wasn’t exactly indecent, but she did feel exposed standing there in a dress small enough to fit into a cereal bowl. The quilt hung over her shoulders but offered her no real modesty. She had worn dresses like this her entire adult life, but now all of a sudden, it felt less than appropriate.

Avery wrapped the ends of the quilt across her, folding her arms at her middle and covering herself as nonchalantly and as best she could. Gideon turned away, removing his hat to hang it on the peg just inside the door. Crossing the room, he placed the wood in the box close to the fireplace, not looking at her even when he had finished his task.

“You’re up.” He glanced around at everything but her—the floor, the ceiling, the fire, out the window.

“So are you,” Avery said, hoping her flippancy hid her embarrassment. What must he think of her, a man so devoted to God that he had none of the creature comforts the rest of the world enjoyed? No electricity, no car, no running water.

Surely he had running water. He’d made tea earlier, but she hadn’t looked to see where he’d gotten the water.

Avery let out a pent-up breath. She came from a world of the wealthy and privileged. Some of her friends drank from the time they got up in the afternoon till they dropped into bed in the wee hours of the morning. Some gambled, raced cars, jetted all over the world for the tiniest flight of fancy. But that had never really been her style. She had always wanted a home, a husband, and a yard full of kids. The few friends she had confessed this dream to had laughed and called her hokey. But standing there in Gideon’s house, she felt no different than the jet-set crowd that called her friend.

She pulled the edges of the quilt tighter around her, protection from her thoughts and not from the cold.

“Is there . . . I mean, where’s the bathroom?” She hoped there was one, and that it was inside the house. She knew the Amish held an aversion to electricity; she just didn’t know how they felt about indoor plumbing.

“Down the hall on the left.” He pointed the way.

Avery padded across the so-cold floor in the direction Gideon had indicated. Thankfully the bathroom wasn’t much different than a regular one, except it had a newer feel than the rest of the house. The walls weren’t marked up where things had been knocked against them over the years. The ceiling looked recently painted. There was a sink and a toilet and a deep claw-footed bathtub. There were—of course—no lights. But the window over the tub let in enough of the waning sunshine that Avery could finish her business without difficulty.

She washed her hands in the sink, the water as cold as melted icebergs, and studied her reflection in the mirror above the lavatory. If she hadn’t known it before, it was certainly evident now—the Amish were not a vain people. Or at least not Gideon Fisher. The mirror over the sink was actually a hand mirror held up with a nail through the hole at the end of its faded pink handle. Avery could make out only parts of her reflection, but that was probably a good thing. Her hair was in bad need of a washing, matted and squashed to one side where she had slept on it. Day-old mascara added dark smudges beneath her eyes. An angry-looking bruise added unwanted color to her forehead just over one eye and adjacent to a cut that looked as if it had been glued together. She shuddered as a vague memory of her Amish rescuer tending her wound in the night flitted across her mind’s eye. All in all, she looked a mess. No wonder he stared at her like she had crawled out from under a rock.

With a small sigh at her disastrous reflection, she turned and made her way back to the living area. Gideon stood right where she left him, staring into the fire as if it held all the answers.

“Are you hungry?” he asked as she approached, his gaze still riveted on the dancing flames.

Surprisingly she was. Or maybe not so surprisingly. She had eaten nothing but some rumaki and a handful of crab puffs in the last twenty-four hours.

As Avery warmed her hands in front of the fireplace, Gideon seemed to pull himself from his thoughts, and headed toward the kitchen. He opened a strange-looking upright box—some kind of refrigerator, maybe?—and started pulling out containers.

His motions were quick and capable as if he had been taking care of himself for quite a while. He pulled a large knife from one of the drawers and bread out of a wooden box, slicing it with efficient precision. In minutes, he had plates on the table, silverware crossways on top instead of next to them, glasses of milk poured and waiting, and platters of meat and bread sitting in the center.

“Come,” he said with a jerk of his hand.

The wooden planks of the floor were cold against her feet as she made her way to the table. She scooched sideways into the chair, keeping the quilt around her as best she could for both warmth and covering. As she slid into place, Gideon sat a big bowl of potato salad on the table.

Her mouth started watering as he took his place and started dishing out generous helpings of the food onto his own plate.

He nodded toward her. “Help yourself.” All the people she had met from Oklahoma sounded like a perfect cross between the country twang of western Arkansas and the elongated drawl of East Texas. He had the accent of his German ancestors.

Avery did as he bade, helping herself to the thick slabs of rye bread, stacking them together with slices of cold roast beef and a side of the potato salad.

She was surprised when Gideon picked up his fork without praying.

“Aren’t you going to say grace?” The words slipped from her mouth before she could stop them.

He paused for a split-second before dishing up the bite to his mouth and chewing thoughtfully. He took his time swallowing before he answered. “Plain people do not pray out loud at the supper table.” Then he scooped up another bite and shoveled it into his mouth. Though Avery hadn’t seen him bow his head and give even a silent thanks for their food, she had the feeling the subject was closed.

The food was delicious. Cold, but filling. And Avery felt better than she had in a long time. Warm and content, very close to happy. Only one thing put a damper on her mood.

“Gideon,” she started, sitting her fork down beside her empty plate and watching him finish off the last of his own meal. For such a big man, he didn’t eat much. “Do you have a phone? For emergencies, you know?” Her cell phone was still in her car, but it might just as well have been on another planet.

He wiped his mouth and stared at her for a second or two, but it seemed like an eternity. With that one innocent question, she felt like she had insulted his entire way of life.

“No.”

“I . . .” Why was she having such a hard time talking to him? Maybe it was the guarded look that had returned to his eyes. “My father might be worried about me and—”

“As he should be.”

Avery stopped. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Gideon leaned back in his chair, tilting his head to one side in a thoughtful pose. “Not many fathers let their daughters traipse around the countryside wearing next to nothing. Even Englischer ones.”

“I’m not . . .” She stopped herself. She was an Englischer, as he said. She was traipsing around the countryside, as he said. And she was wearing next to nothing—just as he said. Even worse, her make-do covering had slipped.

He looked at her bare shoulder, pointedly.

Avery jerked the quilt back into place. “I left Dallas in sort of a hurry.”

Gideon crossed his arms. “Not in so much of a hurry you couldn’t manage to bring your mutt along.”

“Louie V. is most certainly not a mutt. He’s pedigreed, bred from champions and—”

“Punier than a barn cat.”

Avery opened her mouth, then shut it, opened it once more and realized yet again she had no comeback to his observation—however true and hurtful. “He was very expensive,” she muttered, thankful he made no comment about the cost of her dog.

Instead he pushed himself back from the table. “I’m going out to the barn to check on Molly and Kate.” Before she could utter a word, he pulled on his mud-caked rubber boots and headed out the door.
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Gideon held the match to the bowl of his pipe and puffed on the end. Fragrant smoke billowed around him, mixing with the smell of wet earth, hay, and horseflesh. He took another puff, eased himself down on a hay bale, and rested his head against a brace post.

He didn’t need to tend to the animals. He had done that right before splitting the firewood. No, what he needed was a clear head. And the barn was as good a place as any for that. Still, he’d come out here and given them—Molly, Kate, and Honey, the one milk cow he’d kept—a fresh toss of hay and a few extra strokes with the brush. And now he would have a little smoke.

Maybe when he returned from the barn she’d’ve . . .

She’d’ve what? Disappeared?

Regardless of what he had thought the first time he’d seen her, she was not a pixie. She was not magical. And she’d be at the house when he returned.

All the more reason to keep to the barn.

He closed his eyes, but all he could see was the creamy white curve of her shoulder, so he opened them again. He’d had to get out of the house, take refuge lest he give into temptation and reach out a hand to see if her skin felt as smooth and soft as it looked. He hadn’t given her Englisch dress a second thought in the middle of a snowstorm when he was trying to get her to warmth and safety. But now that she was out of danger, it filled his mind. It had been a long time since he’d thought about touching a woman. A long, long time.

When he’d sold his farm and bought this one, he’d had one purpose in mind—to come out here and wait to die. That was all he deserved. Miriam and Jamie were dead, and it was his fault. Not God’s will as the People would like to believe, but the avoidable mistake of a man. A man who wanted his family back. Since he couldn’t have that, he was eager to join them.

He knew it was wrong to be prideful and since he couldn’t help it, he had always kept those thoughts to himself, but he
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