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   All Fired Up
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   One broad main street and a handful of smaller ones, the whole connected by a weed-trimmed tangle of dirt alleyways… houses sprouting between the paths like tomato plants, some well-staked and tended, some abandoned and toppled into decay… a scattering of businesses dotted among them, clinging to their vines like last season’s forgotten fruit… a quaint white church with clock chimes you could hear all over town. And beyond that? The sun, the wind, and the ever-present dust. Just a tiny twinkle of humanity floating on a sea of rugged open range beneath a bottomless blue bowl of a sky.
 
   It was Star, Texas – a southwestern hamlet that knew exactly what it was and had no silly pretensions to be anything else – quiet, friendly, and blissfully free from the ravages of progress. Some people enjoyed its small size and slow rhythm.
 
   But Winslow Larkin wasn’t one of them.
 
   The chimes of the church tolled the dreary hour of four as Slo slammed the backdoor of his grandmother’s house and stomped out into the summer sunlight. To him, Star was a boil on the backside of nowhere, a hot, dry, dusty dead-end. With each visit the place seemed to have shrunk, gotten shabbier, dustier, more dismally dull. He’d been back less than a day this trip – had two weeks to go – and was already bored out of his gourd. It was like Chinese water torture, without the water. Tedium dripped onto his head with merciless mounting force.
 
   But this was the last time, he promised himself. When he left this time, the reason for his visits would be leaving with him – whether she liked it or not – and he’d never be choked by “stardust” again.
 
   Angling through the vegetable garden on his way to the back gate, he accidentally flattened a few of his grandmother’s prize tomatoes – an unforgivable sin, but at the moment he didn’t give a damn. Good. She wouldn’t need this shit where she was going. Let it rot. With a sudden flare up of the temper that had plagued his teen years, Slo deliberately trampled several more tomatoes, then some cucumbers and squash, a couple of cantaloupes—
 
   An ominous click sounded behind him.
 
   He’d been spotted.
 
   And the spotter would be boiling mad. But she wouldn’t yell. His grandmother rarely yelled – didn’t have to. Ina Lorene Dixon was the best shot in the county and owned an heirloom Winchester, affectionately dubbed Betsy.
 
   That click was the rifle being cocked.
 
   Ignoring the gate, Slo vaulted the fence and ran. He felt like an idiot over the escape, and the tantrum that prompted it, but that’s what Star did to him. Half a day in his hometown, and he was fifteen years old again and climbing the walls.
 
   “Ina Lorene almost got you that time, Winslow.”
 
   The call and its accompanying cackle came from the ruddy faced, tobacco chewing Earl Goodman three doors down.
 
   Slo winced at the “Winslow,” but skidded to a halt and retraced his steps to the old man’s yard, scraping some cantaloupe pulp off his boots in a weed patch en route. “Nah, she threatens, but she wouldn’t really shoot her only grandkid.”
 
   Earl grinned and spat, narrowly missing the black biker boots Slo had just finished cleaning. “Probably not, boy” – another name geared to annoy – “but she might fly a little birdshot past your tail. What y’all been fussin’ about this time?”
 
   As if it’s any of your business, you old coot.
 
   Then again, in this nosy community, it was. Privacy in Star was a contradiction in terms.
 
   “Same old argument. I want her to move to Houston where I can keep an eye on her. She’s too old to live by herself.”
 
   Earl winked. “And I bet she thinks you’re too young to.”
 
   Perceptive son of a gun, wasn’t he?
 
   “You got that right.” Slo had left at the age of eighteen to attend art college in Houston – and stayed. For ten years he’d lived in the city. He had a successful business established, earned good money, but his grandmother still considered it an adolescent pipedream, still expected him to settle down in Star.
 
   “Well, you can watch her here as easy as there, can’t you? Why don’t you just move home, Slo?”
 
   Why don’t I just whack myself in the head with a hammer?
 
   “My home is in Houston. My work is there.”
 
   “Heck, there’d be plenty of work for you here. A good mechanic never goes hungry.”
 
   God, would he ever be able to explain to these people that he was an artist, not a mechanic? All they understood was that he “worked on cars.” The concept of elaborate custom paint jobs for vehicles was as comprehensible to them as the Stock Market was to a band of chimpanzees.
 
   “Um, thanks for the idea, but everything has already been arranged. I’ve listed the house here with a realtor and found her a nice apartment in one of those assisted-living complexes. She’ll be happy as a Junebug once she’s there.”
 
   “Don’t you mean if you can get her there?”
 
   “Not this time. She’s going if I have to rope and hogtie her.”
 
   Earl chuckled. “Now that is something I’d dearly like to see. You be sure and give me a holler if it comes to that, won’t you? I still got the bulletproof vest from my sheriff days. Be happy to lend it to you.”
 
   “Thanks” – Slo smiled in spite of himself – “but it would probably be easier to just hide her Winchester after she goes to bed.”
 
   “Good luck on that. She sleeps with Ol’ Betsy.”
 
   She did?
 
   The smile fell into a frown. Was his grandmother feeling threatened? Why? The thought of her in any kind of danger made Slo’s gut clench.
 
   On the other hand, if she’d become nervous about living alone, it would be easier to move her out, right?
 
   The frown relaxed. “When did this start?”
 
   “Danged if I know.” Earl scratched the bald spot on top of his head. “A month maybe, not long.” He turned toward a plump figure in red slacks and floral print top, who’d just burst out of the house and was huffing forward at a jerky trot. “Faye might remember.”
 
   “Faye remembers everything,” the figure said. “But Faye ain’t speaking to you, old man, ’cause you don’t remember nothin’.”
 
   “I forgot our anniversary again,” Earl whispered to Slo. “Wishful thinkin’, I guess.”
 
   “I just came out ’cause I heard my honey,” Faye announced. “How you doin’, handsome? Saw you pull in this morning and been waitin’ for a visit all day. How long you gonna be home?”
 
   Before he could escape, Slo was crushed in a big bosomed, heavily floured hug. Faye had been baking, but he hoped it hadn’t been for him. Her eyesight was failing, and she kept mistaking the iodine bottle for the vanilla extract.
 
   “Jus…just till the end of the month,” he coughed out. “Sooner, if I can get the house packed up before then. I’m moving Gran to Houston.”
 
   Faye backed off and squinted long and hard at him. “So I hear. Ina Lorene just called and blistered my ear with the news. She’s madder’n a wet hen. And she wants you to eat all them vegetables you mashed, before they spoil.”
 
   “What? They’re already spoiled. Most of them weren’t even ripe to begin with.”
 
   “She says that’s your problem. You mash it, you eat it.” Faye shrugged, sending a puff of flour into the air. “You know how your grandma hates to waste food.”
 
   Yeah, he knew. Slo groaned. He also knew he’d be up all night with indigestion.
 
   “You sure you’re doin’ the right thing, honey?”
 
   Uh-oh. Faye was going serious on him. Slo hated it when she did that. The woman was a walking, talking Poor Richard’s Almanac, stuffed to the gills with quaint country sayings and outdated advice.
 
   “Real sure. She’ll love her new place once I get her settled in. The complex has all kinds of organized activities. There’ll be so much for her to do, it’ll give her a whole new lease on life,” he said to derail the feared lecture.
 
   But Faye was already stoked and ready to roll. “Your grandma don’t want a new life, honey. She’s happy with the life she’s got, and she has plenty to do right here.”
 
   Too much. Gardening, preserving, cooking, cleaning, house repairs… She insisted on doing it all herself – had more energy than a person her age had a right to – and refused to quit.
 
   “I appreciate your concern, ma’am, but Gran has worked hard her whole life. It’s time for her to relax and have some fun now.”
 
   “But that’s the point, ain’t it? Work is all she knows. It’s too late to shift her now. It’d be like tryin’ to transplant an old tree. Her roots are too deep. A move might kill her.”
 
   Slo’s teeth gritted, but he kept his voice level. “Gran’s not a tree, and I’m certainly not trying to kill her.” Quite the opposite. Slo had lost both parents when he was small. His mother’s mother had raised him, and she was eighty-seven now. She drove him crazy, but he loved her like crazy, too – couldn’t stand the thought of losing her. He wanted her to last for years, but couldn’t see that happening at her current pace. “She’s going run herself ragged here. I just want her to slow down a little.”
 
   Faye squinted at him a moment more, then sighed in surrender. “Well, I always did say you were as stubborn as Ina Lorene. If anyone can dig her outta Star, I guess you can.”
 
   “If she’s started taking her rifle to bed, I’d say she’s ready to leave. I don’t think I’ll have to dig too deep.”
 
   “Oh, she ain’t really scared, just bein’ cautious. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure,” Faye quoted. “Your grandma thinks somethin’ funny might be happening next door at the Jones house.”
 
   So what else was new?
 
   The Joneses were Yankee transplants from New Jersey. They had moved to Star after Slo had escaped it. Actually moved here. A deliberate choice on their part. And if that didn’t tell you something about them, nothing would. The whole family was nuts.
 
   “Something funny is always happening at the Jones’s,” he said.
 
   “This is…different.” Faye lowered her gaze.
 
   Slo felt a weird tingle down his spine. “How different?”
 
   “I…I don’t know exactly. Ina Lorene won’t say. But it’s just been the last few weeks or so – since that new girl moved in. Roxy Sinclair. She’s Lydia Jones’s niece.”
 
   Roxy?
 
   Slo felt another tingle – a warm one, deep in his abdomen. There was something about the name that tickled his fancy, fired his imagination. Maybe because it rhymed so smoothly with foxy. And if the girl belonged to the Joneses, the adjective might be very appropriate, too. All the Jones women were eye candy. It was the family’s one redeeming virtue.
 
   Foxy Roxy…
 
   Staying at the house next to his grandmother’s.
 
   Maybe the next two weeks wouldn’t be so boring after all.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Star…
 
   Such a perfect name, full of sparkle and hope. People often wished on stars, but in this case the star itself was the answer to a wish.
 
   Roxanne Sinclair’s mother had died when Roxanne was an infant, and the wealthy father who’d provided for her had been a supercilious, cold man who felt he’d sired a freak and treated her accordingly. He had given her the best care money could buy, but not in his house. For years Roxanne had wished for a real home. Now she had one. Here.
 
   She loved the town and the Jones family she’d recently joined. A big family that currently consisted of Roxanne’s Aunt Lydia and Lydia’s grown children: Jileana and her new husband Jack, the twins Sam and Delilah, and the triplets Muffy, Buffy, and Duffy (twins and triplets – imagine). The latter were musicians, a professional jazz trio, and Delilah was a professional dancer with her own troupe. They all spent a good deal of time on the road, touring, and were gone at present, but they used their mother’s home as a base camp. Jileana and Jack were away, too, on their honeymoon. Sam was an artist who lived in this building here on the main street of town, a few blocks from Lydia’s house, while Roxanne now lived with Lydia.
 
   The Joneses had always been her family, of course, her mother having been Lydia Jones’s sister, but Roxanne had never had any contact with them while her father lived. He hadn’t liked his wife’s relatives, apparently, and had cut all ties with them after her death. For sure he’d never spoken of them to Roxanne – never spoken to her much about anything. He hadn’t liked her either. Not that she could blame him. It must have been difficult for him having a daughter like her – must have been hell – even though Sam insisted her father had been wrong to think so.
 
   If only she could believe Sam on that.
 
   Her cousin was so clever about everything else. It was amazing what he’d done with some sawhorses and plywood, a few carefully angled planks, and a long swath of sky blue satin.
 
   Balanced on the balls of her feet on the platform, her back arched and braced against one of the satin covered planks, and her arms spread wide, Roxanne didn’t feel like she was flying. She felt like a crucifixion victim, every muscle tensed and aching from the strain of holding the pose. But when Sam’s painting was finished, she would look like she was soaring effortlessly above the clouds on wings of feathery flame. She would be a fire angel. That was art for you.
 
   The thought made her frown slightly. What was the difference between art and life anyway? She knew so little about either, but she suspected the distinction was more nebulous than many people presumed.
 
   “Roxy? Everything okay? We can call it quits for the day if you’re tired.”
 
   Damn, he’d caught the frown. She’d have to watch that.
 
   Glancing down at the tall blond poised behind his easel, she flashed him a smile. “I’m fine. Just thinking too hard, I guess.”
 
   “Ah, and I’ve warned you about that. No heavy thoughts in here, angel. They’ll pull you through the clouds, and you’ll crash.” Sam spoke sternly, but his expression was pure devilment.
 
   Roxanne loved it when his eyes sparkled like that. But then those blue eyes of his were always sparkling, weren’t they?
 
   “I want you to think only light, airy, frivolous things,” he instructed.
 
   Her smile soured. “I don’t know any light, airy things.”
 
   “Sure you do. You know feathers, don’t you? Haven’t you ever gotten a feather stuck up your nose?”
 
   Roxanne felt a giggle building, but bit it back. “No.”
 
   “No nose feathers, huh? Too bad.” His brow furrowed in thought. “What about marshmallows then? Ever dump out a big bag of fluffy marshmallows and walk around on them so they squish between your toes?”
 
   The giggle erupted. “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Sure is.” Sam grinned. “It’s also much better.” His gaze moved back and forth from her to the canvas – studying, comparing – then he squeezed a few new blobs of color onto his palette and plunged back into the business of creating a masterpiece.
 
   Terribly impressed, and proud of her own contribution to the artistic process, Roxanne scrutinized the expert way he worked. Not that she had ever seen an artist in action before Sam, but he certainly seemed to know what he was doing. Samson Jones was one talented guy whose paintings hung in collections the world over and sold for thousands of dollars.
 
   Roxanne had been raised in luxury, but ironically never had a dime of her own until her father’s investment firm crashed, leaving him destitute and dead of a heart attack from the shock. With no more funds to keep Roxanne where she had been living, the owners of the place had searched for a new place to dump her and located Cousin Sam, who’d been happy to claim her – who’d given her a life – and acted as though she were doing him a favor. He was paying her to model, for godssake, but still worried about the difficulty of the pose. Like she was supposed to care if her muscles cramped or went numb? Hell, she’d have cheerfully lain on nails or hung upside-down in a snake pit if he’d asked her. She owed him everything!
 
   “No, you don’t,” Sam said, never missing a beat with his brush. “You don’t owe anyone anything. This is what family is for. You never should have been in that place to begin with. If I’d had any idea what was going on, you’d have been out of there years ago.”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow at him. Precious few people knew that Sam and his twin were psychic, but Roxanne had sensed it right off the bat, and they had debated it a lot since then – had speculated the trait came from their mothers’ family. A very mixed bag, heredity.
 
   “Sammy, are you reading my mind?”
 
   “Didn’t have to. Your expression was an open book. As long as we’re on the subject though, let me offer a little advice. The trick with telepathy isn’t knowing how to read minds, but how not to, otherwise you’ll drown in brainwaves.”
 
   “I don’t have that problem. I’m not that telepathic. I just get little snatches of things here and there, but never much and never for long.”
 
   “So we’ve discussed,” Sam said carefully. “But you have other gifts.”
 
   Gift? It was a curse. But they’d discussed that, too, and talking about it didn’t help.
 
   Sam reached for a palette knife and rag to begin the work of scraping and wiping his palette, then cleaning his brushes.
 
   “Time to land, fire angel. The light’s shifted. I can’t paint anymore today. Need a hand getting down?”
 
   “No, thanks, I can manage.” Slowly, so as not to jar herself, Roxanne lowered her arms and relaxed her arched spine. She’d been holding the pose for twenty-minute stretches with ten-minute breaks in between, but after three hours of this regime felt stiffer than the plywood she stood on. Modeling was hard physical labor, harder than ditch digging, she mused. She’d never be able to look at a figure painting or sculpture again without wondering what the model had suffered while posing for it.
 
   Sinking to a sitting position, she rested a moment before climbing off the platform and reaching for her clothes, navy blue sweatpants and a drab gray T-shirt – loose fit and nice cool colors, the kind she always wore. The only kind she could wear. With tawny hair and a fair complexion, Roxanne might have looked better in something brighter, but bright warm colors were dangerous. Anything warm was dangerous. Her life was devoted to keeping cool, and baggy, plain garments seemed to help.
 
   Only not now. Having tied the drawstring of her sweatpants, she was pulling the T-shirt over her head when a hot flash hit. A red alert. She stiffened to attention, like a buck private caught goldbricking by the company commander. Sam stiffened, too. As fast as Roxanne had tried to block the heat, he had sensed it. It would have been impossible not to. The air of the studio had literally crackled for an instant, as though the electrical system had short-circuited.
 
   “Roxy? Are you all right?”
 
   No. She was trembling and suddenly sweating.
 
   “A…a man. I felt his thoughts,” she stammered. “He’s coming down the street to Jileana’s shop…coming here.”
 
   Sam leapt back in overblown horror, his expression aghast, his hands flying to his head. “A man? God, no! Not a man! Not here!”
 
   Roxanne glowered.
 
   Sam sobered. “Anyway, hon, you are the one who’s minding Jil’s shop while she and Jack are away, so don’t you think you’d better unlock the door? I know her regular customers usually call for appointments first, but there’s always room for new business. Never pass up the chance for a sale.”
 
   Before she could balk, he took hold of her shoulders and steered her toward the closed door in the partition that separated his studio from the antiquities dealership housed in the front of the building.
 
   “I…I don’t think he’s looking to do business,” she choked out, her heels skidding against the floor as Sam shoved her forward.
 
   “Then consider it an opportunity to make a new friend.”
 
   “I don’t think he’s looking for friendship exactly either.”
 
   Sam halted and turned her around to face him, his eyes beaming down on her like searchlights. “Not a customer and not a friend, huh? Then what does he want?”
 
   “Me,” she said weakly. “Only…only he’s never seen me before. All he knows is my name. He kept thinking” – she gulped – “Foxy Roxy, Foxy Roxy…”
 
   “A Foxy Roxy who is acting like Chicken Little,” Sam muttered. “Well, whatever you are, mystery woman, you have to learn how to handle these situations. You can’t spend the rest of your life hiding.”
 
   “I’m not worried about the rest of my life, just the next five minutes – you have too many combustibles in here!” With a frightened squeal, she pulled loose and fled to the opposite end of the studio.
 
   Sam heaved a small sigh and followed at a more sedate pace. “What now?”
 
   “He’s here!” She glanced in panic at the partition.
 
   “Well, we were expecting him.” Sam took hold of her shoulders once more.
 
   Roxanne’s breath hitched as a new flood of images swamped her. “He…he’s hoping for a beautiful blonde, like Delilah. Or…or a sassy redhead, like Muffy.”
 
   In the process of skidding her back across the floor, Sam couldn’t help chuckling. Whoever the guy was, he had good taste and was evidently familiar with the Jones family. But Delilah and Muffy were only two of Sam’s four sisters – the two tall ones.
 
   “What about Jil and Buffy?” he asked. “Do you see any diminutive damsels in his head?” He stopped shoving, to give her a moment to concentrate.
 
   “No,” Roxanne finally answered. “But there are a couple of leggy brunettes in there. They look kind of oriental.”
 
   “Really?” Sam’s interest perked up. He had a bit of a penchant for exotic brunettes himself – purely artistic, of course. Maybe he should sneak a mental peek… Nah. He focused his attention back on Roxanne.
 
   “Then it sounds to me like you are perfectly safe,” he informed her.
 
   “How do you figure that?” she ground out as he resumed the shove to the door.
 
   “Because you’re not his type. The guy apparently likes Earth Goddesses and Dragon Ladies, while you” – he paused for emphasis – “are a sparkling little Fire Fairy.”
 
   “Angel,” she corrected glumly.
 
   “That, too,” Sam said. “At any rate, you’ll be okay. And just to make sure, I will stay close by with a fire extinguisher.”
 
   “It better be a big extinguisher,” Roxanne grumbled. Sharp hot prickles stung her. A throbbing pressure filled her skull, like something hammering to be let out – no, wait, the hammering was someone asking to be let in. But that was worse.
 
   A lot worse, because now she was getting visions of the hammerer. Not the inside of his head, but the outside – along with everything it was attached to. And it was attached to quite a handful, all of it hard muscled and radiating raw sexual force. Tall, dark, painted-on jeans, black leather vest and biker boots. The image crashed over her, like a tidal wave, almost sweeping her off her feet.
 
   Sam peeked through a hole in the partition to see the tidal wave in the flesh. “Relax, it’s only Slo Larkin. Slo never stays in town for long. Star gives him hives – something in the water maybe.”
 
   He opened the inner door and nudged Roxanne into the shop.
 
   “You mean Winslow Larkin?” she whispered, struggling to process this news. “Mrs. Dixon’s grandson?” He knees almost buckled as the man’s gaze met hers through the plate glass of the shop’s street door. “That cute little boy she was showing me pictures of last week?”
 
   “Yeah, well, he’s grown up a bit since those pictures were taken,” Sam whispered back. “But don’t call him Winslow – he hates it. People only call him Winslow when they want to tick him off.” Leaving Roxanne, dizzy and dazed, by the long wooden counter at the rear of the shop, he strode to the street door, swung it open, and greeted their visitor with a blinding solar flare of a smile.
 
   “Hey, Winslow! Good to see you, man. How’s the paintin’ business?” Ignoring a dark-eyed dagger glare, he pulled the glare’s owner into the shop and slapped him on the back. “This guy’s the Michelangelo of the airbrush, turns cars into artwork,” he told Roxanne while slinging a friendly arm over Slo’s shoulders. “He’s got a great hand for portraiture, too, but doesn’t use it much.”
 
   “No time to. But thanks anyway for the vote of confidence.”
 
    
 
   Slo shrugged off Sam’s arm. After spending several impatient minutes on the sidewalk, waiting to be let into the shop, he was now wondering how fast he could get out. Foxy Roxy wasn’t so foxy after all. She looked more like a scared rabbit. A pretty little thing, he supposed – even if she did dress like a sack of groceries – but the emphasis there was on the “little.”
 
   Little as in young.
 
   Little as in innocent.
 
   Slo had never had much interest in the young and innocent even when he’d been young and innocent himself. He liked women who could hold their own with him, women who knew the ropes, who appreciated a good time and wouldn’t get all bent out of shape when the good time was over…
 
   “Have you met my cousin?” he heard Sam asking, and from the tone of the question realized this wasn’t the first time Sam had asked it. Slo also realized he’d been staring openly at Little Miss Innocent, who’d reacted to the appraisal as any self-respecting, wary virgin would – waxing wide-eyed, backing away and blushing hot pink.
 
   Wow, was that cute, or what?
 
   Slo’s breath snagged on the intake. He felt a suspicious warm flutter deep down inside – deep and low – very unexpected, but not exactly unwelcome. Maybe some wolfish devil had possessed him, the hungry spirit of a Don Juan or Casanova – or maybe it was just the surprisingly enticing sight of her standing there all sweet and quivery like a freshly steamed plum pudding waiting for the hard sauce – but he had an incorrigible urge to move closer and touch her. Young and innocent suddenly seemed kind of…well, interesting.
 
   “Um, no, I haven’t had that pleasure yet,” he answered Sam. With a provocative, predatory stride, he advanced on the quarry.
 
   “Slo Larkin, this is Roxanne Sinclair. Roxy, meet Slo,” Sam said with a merciless grin at them both.
 
   Slo never saw the grin. He was too busy giving one of his own to Roxanne – one of his best, the grin that curled toes, melted underwear, and flattened feminine resistance like a steamroller.
 
   “Always nice to see a new face in town. Especially a face as nice as yours.” He offered her his hand.
 
   She refused to take it.
 
   Undaunted, Slo took her hand instead.
 
   Then dropped it. Quickly.
 
   Whoa, she was trembling. And hot – you could fry eggs on her. Either the poor kid had a bad case of malaria, or he had carried his little tease a little too far. She wasn’t just nervous, she was terrified. Of him. Great, just great. Boy, was he ever proud of himself. This was why he didn’t mess with virgins.
 
   “Roxy’s minding the shop while Jil’s away. Did you hear Jil got married?… Yeah, and Evangeline Allen, too. That was something, wasn’t it?… Husband’s name is Harper Rourke…” Sam’s voice droned on and on, making small talk, filling the air of the shop – air that pulsed with undercurrents of electrical tension.
 
   Slo listened no closer than politeness required, answered the questions with as few words as possible. He was far more aware of the one who was not speaking – the blue-eyed baby doll who stood backed against the old-fashioned counter. Her gaze kept darting to his, then away, as though the mere sight of him scorched her. She was quivering and sizzling like a lit fuse.
 
   What a waste, all that energy squandered on stress.
 
   There was dynamite in that baby doll. Someone someday was going to have one hell of a hot time lighting it. Some lucky guy was going to get himself an armful of fiery delight.
 
   Too bad that guy couldn’t be him.
 
   Enough, Larkin! You’ve come, you’ve seen, you’ve conquered. Now quit playing Big Bad Wolf. Leave Little Red Riding Hood alone and go bother Grandma.
 
   “Well, um, I guess I’d better be gettin’ back to the house.” Slo turned toward the exit.
 
   Sam stopped him. “So soon? You just got here, man.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry. I wasn’t planning on staying. Gran’s got dinner waiting.” Smashed green tomatoes, with cantaloupe pulp for dessert – Slo could hardly wait. “I just thought I’d drop by for a minute to say hi and, um, meet your cousin.” He gave Roxanne an apologetic nod. “Newcomers are kind of an attraction in this town, in case you hadn’t noticed yet.”
 
   But then you’d be an attraction anywhere, wouldn’t you, baby?
 
   Slo knew he hadn’t spoken the thought aloud – but to see Roxanne, you might almost have guessed he had. Flushed and flustered, she turned her back on him, snatched up a rag, and began frantically dusting the counter, working her way down its length, wiping and polishing with a vengeance.
 
   Damn, but it was cute how easily she blushed. There was something irresistible about this kid, something naive and seductive in the same breath. Sweet heat. A dangerous temptation. He was starting to imagine other things he could do to make her blush. Sultry, steamy, intimate things…
 
   With effort, Slo shoved the lewd images out of his head. Roxanne had just reached the counter’s end, which sat opposite the door to the studio, and would probably be bolting through that open door any moment now. And he had better take himself and his evil mind out the other door before he disgraced himself. This little girl was getting to him – and she was too damn young. Too shy, too sensitive, too—
 
   He stiffened and stared as his gaze fell through the doorway behind her and landed on a large canvas propped against two easels in the center of the studio. An incredible painting of an incredible figure.
 
   Help me, Lord…
 
   She was gut-gripping glorious, that’s what she was!
 
   His pulse pounded, his stomach did a back flip, his jeans suddenly shrank. Out the corner of his eye, he saw Roxanne snap upright and drop her dust cloth, but he had more immediate concerns. Blood was morphing into molten lava. Something volcanic was about to erupt. Him. He could swear he smelled smoke. Mumbling a hasty, haphazard goodbye, he turned and beat a rocky retreat out the street door and down the sidewalk.
 
   A flurry of wild stamping sounded from the shop behind him, but he didn’t dare turn around to investigate. Maybe Sam had taken up flamenco dancing. Why not? It seemed like something Sam might do.
 
   -------
 
   Sam was dancing, in fact. But more along the lines of an energetic soft-shoe, or perhaps some Irish clogging. Sam was doing it to extinguish the genuine fire that erupted seconds before Slo made his escape. Roxanne’s dust cloth had burst into flames the instant it hit the floor.
 
   Singing “There’ll Be a Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight,” Sam crossed the shop, maneuvered Roxanne aside, and executed a neat shuffle-step as he stomped out the blaze in rhythm to the old tune.
 
   He flashed his shaky cousin an upbeat grin. “All things considered, I think that little meet-and-greet went pretty well. How about you?”
 
   “I think that man better stay far away from me,” she said on a ragged breath. “He’d better keep his distance or this whole town could go up in smoke!”
 
   Sam heaved a longsuffering sigh and put a comforting arm around her shoulders. “Roxy, that is the wrong attitude. Slo lives in Houston, and he likes it there. He hates Star and never sticks around for long, but while he’s here, he’s your neighbor. You need to view this as a learning experience, because you’re not going to be able to avoid him.”
 
   “Yes, I can. I’ll go out to the ranch until he’s gone. I’ll stay with Harper and Evangeline.”
 
   “I’m sure they’d love to have you, but it won’t solve anything. Slo always visits Evangeline when he’s home. She’s one of the few people in the area he actually enjoys talking to.”
 
   “Then I…I’ll…”
 
   “You will stay here and face this.” Sam gave her shoulders a squeeze. “There’s nothing wrong with you, hon. You’re an attractive, intelligent woman with a powerful ability. If you’ll stop being so frightened of that power, I think you can conquer it.”
 
   “I can’t.” Her voice came out like the scratch of sandpaper. “I’ve never been able to control it. I’m a human flamethrower! That’s why my father locked me away in a nuthouse – because I am too dangerous to be allowed loose.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Bong, bong, bong…
 
   Twelve times the church chimes struck, sounding hollow and reproachful, like a warning from heaven. But Slo ignored it.
 
   Was he spying?
 
   Nah, it couldn’t be spying if he just happened to be sitting in his grandmother’s recliner by the side window, and that window just happened to offer a panoramic view of the Jones’s place next door.
 
   His grandmother herself had long since turned in. She hadn’t kept chickens in years, but still went to bed with them, figuratively speaking – rose and set with the sun, along with the rest of the town. Chalk up another black mark against Star, another annoying conflict of interest. Slo Larkin was a night owl.
 
   So was Roxanne Sinclair apparently. Not too many people watered their garden at midnight – while soaking wet. Roxanne was wet because she was periodically turning the hose around and watering herself as well. Not that Slo was complaining. If she liked her clothes plastered against her like a second skin, who was he to argue? He just thought it was kind of curious is all. A definite attention grabber, but—
 
   Aw shit, it was friggin’ weird.
 
   Unless… Maybe she knew she had an audience – him – and was putting on a deliberate show? Maybe Miss Innocent wasn’t as innocent as he’d thought?
 
   Slo angled the recliner back a notch and closed his eyes. He’d have to consider this very carefully for a minute – without any visual distractions. Like the winner of the wet T-shirt contest across the way. That was distraction with a capital D. Or a double D perhaps? Could you describe a female by her bra size if she wasn’t wearing one?
 
   The recliner snapped upright with a jolt. This wasn’t working. He couldn’t make a clear decision just sitting here and thinking. Hell, he couldn’t think clearly anyway – hadn’t been able to think, period, since he’d left the shop. There was only one way to get to the bottom of this.
 
   Her bottom, Slo was seriously hoping as he stood up and headed for the door. It was an indecent, animalistic hope, and he knew it. Pure lust and nothing to be proud of. But nothing he could avoid either. Maybe it was this town that brought out the worst in him. He’d been a near juvenile delinquent when he’d lived here – a wild, angry kid on a motorcycle – Star’s bad boy, Slo Larkin. He’d carried the title “rebel without a cause” to new heights. Or lows, depending on your perspective.
 
   But whatever the reason, the Bad Boy had it big and bad now. He had it hot and heavy. He was burning alive. He had to know if the one who’d started the blaze felt its heat, too.
 
   He mapped out a game plan en route through the door. He’d make plenty of noise on his way over, give her plenty of warning. If she bolted at his approach – if she truly was just a flustered kid – he’d have to leave her alone. He wasn’t that bad. But if she didn’t…
 
   Well, that would imply Foxy Roxy didn’t really want to be left alone.
 
   -------
 
   All Roxanne had wanted was to sleep in the bathtub, to spend the night surrounded by nice, cool, uninflammable water. But the house had only one tub, and it had been commandeered for historical research.
 
   Kneeling by the tub with their sleeves rolled up, supposedly, and armed with an impressive array of bath toys (including a rubber ducky that went “squawk” when you squeezed it), Admiral Nelson and Admiral Byrd were studiously trying to recreate the sinking of the Spanish Armada. However, since neither gentleman had actually participated in that famous event, there was a good deal of bickering going on over the details. Aunt Lydia had taken a chair into the bathroom to watch them and referee the debate.
 
   It had to be Aunt Lydia, of course, because Lydia was the only one who could see and hear Admirals Nelson and Byrd in the first place. They were two of her ever-expanding entourage of invisible visitors.
 
   Dainty and agelessly lovely, Lydia Jones was an adorable woman, but certifiably crazy. Everyone knew this, but no one cared because she was always so sweet and cheerful, always the life of the party – as opposed to her guests, who were usually dead or those who’d never lived at all. In her younger years, Lydia had been a popular novelist and a devoted mother – raising seven children while writing dozens of romances – all of which may have helped push her over the edge. Now she lived in a fantasy world peopled by characters from the pages of history and classic literature. She was quite wacky, but also quite harmless.
 
   Which is more than anyone can say about me, Roxanne thought morbidly. The night’s naval battle had left her with no options save the downstairs’ shower stall, the kitchen sink, or the garden hose. And the latter allowed the most freedom of movement.
 
   Granted, the yard was a bit public, but at this late hour she figured it would be safe enough from prying eyes. There was rarely any traffic on the street after midnight; all the neighbors went to bed long before then. Mrs. Dixon definitely did, and since her grandson had been raised in Star, he was probably on the same schedule. A person’s internal biorhythm clock wouldn’t change just because they’d moved to the city, would it? It was like that old adage Faye Goodman had quoted the other day: “You can take the boy out of the country, but you can’t take the country out of the boy.”
 
   Not that there seemed to be anything “country” about Slo Larkin. Come to think of it, there wasn’t anything boyish about him either. Which was why Roxanne was standing in the yard, hosing herself down – because he was a dangerously attractive Man, and she couldn’t stop thinking about him. He aroused needs she had repressed for years. Normal needs for a normal woman – romance, love, someone to build a life with – but she wasn’t normal and couldn’t have a romantic relationship with anyone. Least of all him. She wanted a quiet life in a quiet town, and Slo didn’t. He was bad news any way you sliced him.
 
   She glanced at the small gray house next door. All quiet. All dark. If he wasn’t asleep, at least the uncanny connection between them had finally fizzled out. Short-circuited from overload? A fire that hot couldn’t burn forever.
 
   She hoped.
 
   Never before in her life had she sensed another’s mind so strongly. The lava flow of images had stopped with Slo’s flight from the shop, but started again as soon as Roxanne was home. All through dinner his thoughts had poured out of the house next door, like plumes of smoke, almost choking her. She’d guzzled ice water to keep cool – but still turned a platter of Swedish pancakes into flaming Crêpes Suzette.
 
   Aunt Lydia had been delighted. “How festive! Thank you, dear.” She’d applauded. “My niece is pyrokinetic,” she had proudly informed their dinner guests (Genghis Khan, Mary Queen of Scots, and Sherlock Holmes). “She inherits it from her great-grandmother, I suspect. I can remember that my mother’s mother was always a big hit at cookouts. We never had any trouble getting a good fire going if Grandmama was nearby.” Which had led into a lengthy and supposedly fascinating discussion about psychic abilities.
 
   But Roxanne hadn’t been able to follow it because she couldn’t see or hear most of the participants. She wouldn’t have been able to follow it regardless. She had been too deep in Slo’s mind by then, which was about all the fascination she could stand. How could she survive anymore?
 
   Why wouldn’t Sam just let her leave town for a while? Technically, she didn’t need Sam’s permission. Roxanne was past twenty-one and, for the first time, legally in control of her own life. But since the ranch was out of the question, she needed Sam’s money for a motel room elsewhere. And he wouldn’t give her any. Damn it.
 
   “You’re not going to be safe anywhere until you learn how to deal with this,” he had told her, sympathetic but firm. “What if the same problem crops up when you’re away and all by yourself? You’re better off coming to terms with it here and now where you have family and friends close by who can help.”
 
   Yeah, but family and friends could only help to a point. The bulk of the responsibility rested on her, and Roxanne had never tried to shoulder so much before – never had the opportunity, she realized. By denying the situation and keeping her cloistered, her father had denied her any chance to “come to terms,” to “learn how.”
 
   So maybe Sam was right. Maybe she could conquer the power if she actively faced it. But, good God, did her first experience facing it have to be with a walking case of explosives like Slo Larkin? That’s what she called a real Baptism-by-Fire.
 
   -------
 
   Why didn’t she look up and turn around, Slo wondered. She must hear him. He was stomping loud enough for an infantry parade. Any more noise and he’d wake his grandmother, who’d probably think it was burglars and grab Betsy. As if Star had a crime problem. It was the only place Slo knew where people never locked their doors. A Neighborhood Watch in this community meant exactly that – neighbors watching neighbors. Gossip was the town’s main sport. Which gave him a good opening line for this spontaneous bit of moonlight madness.
 
   Assuming Roxanne knew he was here, and was playing unaware as a deliberate tease, he could suggest they move somewhere more private, because in Star you never knew who might be peeping out a window. He didn’t have to mention that at this time of night probably the only Peeping Tom was him. With each step he grew more certain she knew it anyway, and wasn’t the least offended. Each step was becoming stiffer – ow – because certainty wasn’t the only thing growing. His jeans were getting tighter by the second.
 
   For added aggravation, the rumble of a pickup sounded from several blocks away. As it drew nearer, he heard the blare of its radio. An oldies station. The Doors, wouldn’t you know, doing their hot hit “Light My Fire.”
 
   “She already has,” Slo muttered, and speeded his pace. There was an unmistakable wheeze in that engine’s rumble. He knew who the truck belonged to. And the “who” usually meant trouble. If they were headed for this block, Roxanne was in for more fire than any sane female wanted.
 
   Damn, why didn’t she duck for cover? Was she deaf? Or—
 
   A sudden sick thought pulled him up short. Had this been her intent all along? It seemed a definite possibility since she had been in town a month, must know them, and had only just met him. But it was a bitter pill to swallow all the same – a noxious mix of disappointment, disbelief, and disgust.
 
   Shit.
 
   He did an about-face, heading back to his grandmother’s house.
 
   Brakes squealed.
 
   -------
 
   Roxanne’s head jerked up with a start.
 
   She’d never heard the truck’s approach – couldn’t hear much of anything. Couldn’t see much either. Without warning she was blinded by headlights. Doors flew open, like the shadowy spreading of batwings, and two figures half climbed, half fell out of the cab, bringing a reek of liquor and stale sweat with them.
 
   Roxanne barely saw their faces through the glare, but she didn’t have to. Her nose told her who they were. Randy and Andy Bullfinch, drunk as skunks and smelling worse. They weren’t really a bad sort, unless they had been drinking. But they were always drinking.
 
   Dropping the hose, she turned to flee. Too late. Calloused hands grabbed her from behind and dragged her backward to be groped and pawed and sandwiched between the brothers. Sharp fear knifed through her – panic – hot rage. A deadly burn began to build…
 
   “Dang! Poor little sugar’s all wet. She’s gonna catch cold like this.”
 
   “We better get them wet clothes off her fast.”
 
   “Don’t you worry none, sugar.”
 
   “Yeah, don’t you worry ’bout nothin’. We’ll warm you up good.”
 
   The words were just a dim buzzing in Roxanne’s ears. She scarcely heard her own scream. But she heard a sudden roar, feral and ferocious, heard it in her mind—
 
   Slo?
 
   He went for Randy first, yanking him back by his shirt collar, spinning him around, and knocking him flat with a sledgehammer fist to the face. Randy hit the ground, hard, blood trickling over his lips and chin from a broken nose. His brother made a dash for the truck, but didn’t make it far. Slo landed on him heels down, sending Andy sprawling with a flying kick to the kidneys, then giving him a heavy boot in the butt for good measure.
 
   Then he turned to her, his nostrils flared, his eyes black murder.
 
    
 
   “Roxy, what the hell’s going on? Are you nuts? Just what did you think you were doing?” She stood shivering and staring at him, like a frightened doe facing an angry wolf. Slo stalked forward and gripped her upper arms, resisting a powerful urge to shake her. “Answer me, damn it! What—”
 
   A narrow stretch of yellowed weeds alongside the curb abruptly burst into flames.
 
   Son of a bitch…
 
   With a strangled gasp, Roxanne twisted out of his grasp, snatched up the hose, and doused the blaze before it spread. Then she crumpled to her knees, looking like someone trying desperately not to be sick.
 
   Slo hovered over her, feeling suddenly queasy himself – feeling very weirded out. Grunting and groaning, the Bullfinch brothers climbed to their feet, stumbled into their pickup, and stripped their gears in a wheezing, careening getaway down the street. Lights began to flicker on in nearby homes. Great. The vultures were about to land.
 
   Grumbling numerous naughty words, Slo lifted Roxanne into his arms and carried her to the Jones’s large white house. Lydia met him at the side door, as gracious and unflappable as ever, all satin and lace and lilac perfume.
 
   “My, my, first the Spanish Armada, and now this,” she burbled. “It’s been unending drama tonight.”
 
   A real fruitcake, Slo thought, following her into the family room. Lydia was nutty and sweet in the same bite.
 
   She fluttered her hand at an old plaid davenport. “Just put her down there, dear. I’ll go get her hearing aid.”
 
   “Hearing aid?” Slo repeated the words as if they were some obscure foreign dialect. He was wondering if he needed a hearing aid himself.
 
   “Yes. She gave it to me before she went outside, so it wouldn’t get wet. She’s a very careful girl.” Lydia patted Roxanne’s damp head, patted Slo’s shoulder, flashed them both a radiant fairy queen smile, and billowed out of the room in a fragrant swirl of pink ruffles.
 
   Slo stared after her a long gut-wrenching moment, not knowing what to say or do – realizing there was nothing he could say then anyway, because there was no one to hear it except him. He hardly noticed how his arms were tightening around Roxanne, gathering her closer…tenderly, protectively…
 
   She squirmed and squawked as though scorched.
 
   “Put me down! I’m not a cripple, just a little deaf.”
 
   A little? Brows arched in question, Slo let her slip to her feet. She sank back against the wall by the door, sucking in a deep breath, like a drowning victim breaking through to air.
 
   “Okay, a lot deaf,” she amended, as if she had read his mind.
 
   But she couldn’t have, of course. More likely she’d read his expression. It still gave him goose bumps. Slo sank back against the wall, too – his knees felt a bit weak.
 
   Roxanne scooted away from him. “But it’s correctible with a hearing aid,” she added. “I wasn’t born this way. It happened when I was twelve. About the same time something else started. But they haven’t created an aid for that yet.”
 
   Meaning?
 
   “None of your business,” she said.
 
   God, she was doing it again. Now he had goose bumps on his goose bumps. Roxanne drew another deep breath. Slo got the distinct impression he was making her uncomfortable, and frankly the feeling was mutual.
 
   “Then why don’t you leave?” she mumbled.
 
   So he did.
 
   Forcing his legs into action, Slo removed himself from the Jones’s house and returned to his grandmother’s, a bothered and bewildered man. He’d played Sir Lancelot tonight, rescuing the distressed damsel from a couple of odiferous dragons, but his chivalry had just run out. He had no choice but to run after it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Eight o’clock, the church chimes announced, but most of the town was already up and moving. The breakfast crowd at the Star Café had rarely been happier, rarely had such juicy gossip to dine on. Chuckles and grins seasoned the conversation as they chewed over the previous night’s excitement.
 
   “Oil leak. That’s what did it.”
 
   “Yep, that truck of theirs leaks like a faucet. Must’ve spilled into the weeds, and one of them boys tossed a lit butt out the window. That’s how the fire started.”
 
   “Sure were some butts tossed last night. But Slo’s the one who did the tossin’.”
 
   “No foolin’. Y’all seen Randy? He looks like he got kicked in the face by a mule, and Andy don’t look much better.”
 
   “They’re not really gonna press charges, are they?”
 
   “Already have,” Deputy Martinez answered, slipping his cell phone back into its holder. “That was the sheriff. Mike and I got orders to arrest Slo right now.”
 
   First, however, Deputies Mike Thompson and Juan Martinez had to get past Ina Lorene Dixon and Betsy.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “C’mon, Miz Dixon, put that rifle down,” Mike pleaded. “You’re gonna get yourself in all kinds of trouble.”
 
   “And you’re gonna get yourself a new bellybutton hole if you don’t get outta my yard!”
 
   Mike and Juan exchanged glances. She was obstructing justice, threatening officers of the law. They really should do something. But this was a small, tight-knit community. Neither of them had the stomach to rush a tiny old lady they had known all their lives. Besides, she could drop them both in their tracks before they’d gone two steps.
 
   Awakened by the sound of their voices, Slo considered his options. He was safe enough in bed for the moment. There was no chance Mike or Juan would make it past his grandmother. Plus, he’d had a really rotten night – not much sleep, and all of it plagued by disturbing dreams. If he were smart, he’d roll over and try for a few nicer ones. Later on he could drive to the sheriff’s and straighten out this mess. Better yet, he could drive to the Bullfinches’ and straighten out Randy and Andy.
 
   “Y’all oughta be ashamed of yourselves!” his grandmother ranted. She sounded angrier than Slo had heard her in years. He might have to get up just to protect Mike and Juan’s egos – not to mention their rear ends.
 
   “Ain’t y’all got nothin’ better to do?” she spouted. “Ain’t y’all got no—”
 
   “Mornin’, Ina Lorene. Mornin’, boys. Anything I can help with here?”
 
   The familiar gravely tones of Earl Goodman.
 
   Slo relaxed. Earl had been the county sheriff when Slo and Mike and Juan were kids. The man now sold insurance but still carried a good bit of clout with the Sheriff’s department. If he asked the deputies to cool their jets for a while, they’d probably be happy to oblige. They both must be embarrassed as hell out there.
 
   “We got orders to arrest Slo,” Mike mumbled apologetically.
 
   “The Bullfinch brothers are charging him with assault and battery,” Juan explained.
 
   “You don’t say.” There was the pling of tobacco juice hitting metal. Earl knew better than to spit in Ina Lorene’s yard. He always brought a tin can along when he came visiting. “Them boys must be in worse trouble than I thought. I know the insurance on their pickup is about to be cancelled for nonpayment.”
 
   “They owe a bundle at my daddy’s gas-and-grocery, too,” Mike added.
 
   “And they still haven’t paid those speeding tickets,” Juan said. “Dios, they’re going to need at least three hundred dollars by the first to stay out of jail themselves.”
 
   Earl chuckled. “Well, then we know what this is all about, don’t we?”
 
   Yeah, blackmail, Slo thought. Every barrel had one or two dubious apples, and the Bullfinch brothers were Star’s. They knew his income was almost six figures a year. Nothing extravagant in today’s world – but Star wasn’t really in today’s world. By local standards, he was a friggin’ billionaire. All Randy and Andy wanted was a little piece of it. They were going to offer to drop charges if he’d shell out a few C-notes to them. The poor fools were always shooting themselves in the foot. He’d have given them the money if they’d simply come to him yesterday afternoon and asked. Now all Slo wanted to give them was another boot in the backside. The memory of them groping Roxanne made him see hot red. And the connected memory of how she had felt in his arms was spreading the heat southward…
 
   With a low groan, Slo hauled to a sitting position and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Who was he kidding? He’d been planning on groping the girl himself before the drunk squad showed up. Shit. Someone should kick his ass harder than he’d kicked Andy’s.
 
   “Ina Lorene, I take it Slo’s still in the house?” Earl asked.
 
   “Out like a light, and wastin’ half the day, as usual,” she grumbled. “You know that boy wouldn’t get up before ten if you lit a fire under him.”
 
   Wrong. The church chimes were striking the half-hour; it was only eight-thirty. But someone had lit a fire, and he was up all right. Grunting with the effort, Slo painfully pulled on his jeans.
 
   A metallic thwap sounded. Earl must have just discharged his entire tobacco plug. That meant he’d decided on a course of action. Slo hoped it was a good one.
 
   “I know what you boys should do then, and I don’t think the sheriff will fault you for it either,” the old man said. “Since Slo is safe put for now, why don’t y’all go next door and talk to Roxy Sinclair. You’re gonna have to take her statement about last night anyway. While you’re doing that, I’ll call the Bullfinch boys and offer them a deal on their insurance if they’ll drop charges. With a little luck we can get this all sorted out before Slo even wakes—”
 
   “Hello,” someone called – a new voice in Ina Lorene’s yard – and the conversation crashed around Slo’s ears.
 
   Lydia Jones?
 
   Something was very wrong. Lydia never left her own property. Never. She hardly ever even left her house.
 
   Slo finished dressing while he listened, an ominous chill crawling over his flesh.
 
   Lydia was asking if anyone had seen her niece. She had gone to wake her for breakfast and discovered Roxanne was gone. So was some of the family’s old camping gear, a pup tent and sleeping bag…
 
   “…and Jil’s backpack and hiking boots. It appears she’s decided to experience the wonders of nature for a few days, but I do wish she would have discussed it with me first. Roxy has never been camping before,” Lydia said. “Sammy had to go to Lubbock today, so I haven’t been able to tell him yet, but I imagine he’ll be rather perturbed when he finds out.”
 
   Sam wasn’t the only one. But with Sam gone, Slo doubted there was anyone else in town with both the ability and the inclination to find Roxanne fast. Except himself.
 
   He didn’t wait to hear anymore. The girl was alone, on foot, and inexperienced. Also hearing impaired. That was all he needed to know – that and the weather report his grandmother had given him yesterday. There was scarcely a cloud in the sky. The professional forecasters had predicted a dry week, but Ina Lorene said thunder was on the way, and she was never wrong about things like that.
 
   Summer thunderstorms in West Texas came with driving winds, torrential rain, and sometimes killer hail – and let’s not forget the magnificent lightning show – one of the wonders of nature. But not the kind you’d want to experience in a pup tent.
 
   The deputies might have let him go, but Slo couldn’t be sure of that. Deciding not to chance a dash for his car, he darted unseen out the backdoor and took off running, sticking to the weedy back alleys of Star. The car wouldn’t help anyway. For this search he needed a…
 
   Horse.
 
   Groan.
 
   Slo hadn’t been on a horse in years, hadn’t been much of a horseman even when he’d lived in this cowboy town. He wasn’t the cowboy type. Yet another reason why he and Star clashed. But there was no avoiding it now. Roxanne would be hiking into open range, which meant horsey ride for him.
 
   Yippie-ki-yay.
 
   Skidding into Thompson’s Grocery & Gas on the edge of town, he dropped a few coins into the old-fashioned payphone, had a hurried conversation, then waited.
 
   Several minutes later, a hell-on-wheels honey of a hog screeched to a stop in front of him.
 
   Wow—
 
   Slo’s jaw dropped. His heart did a fast fandango. He almost drooled. For a brief mad moment he was crazy in love.
 
   There sat a vintage Harley Davidson Indian – one of the originals from decades ago, but so masterfully maintained it looked almost new. Stupendous!
 
   Its rider, however, wasn’t what Slo had expected. The man pulled off his helmet and dismounted. He was older than the bike, but in equally good shape – gray haired, but still straight and tall and muscular – a roguish, rugged figure with a leathery tan and a devil of a grin. Slo had been expecting his high school science teacher, a smart, trim woman in her early seventies, the ever-attractive Evangeline. This guy wasn’t her.
 
   “Are you Winslow Larkin?”
 
   “Who wants to know? Nobody calls me Winslow unless they’re lookin’ for a fat lip. The name is Slo.”
 
   “Testy little booger, ain’t you?”
 
   “Not so little I can’t knock an old fart’s false teeth out.”
 
   “They’re real.” And a broad smile proved it. “I think you and I are gonna get along just fine, Slo.” He offered a rock crusher handshake. “I’m Harper Rourke. Evangeline sent me ahead to let you know the cavalry’s on the way. She’s got her nephew Cody loading the horse trailer. We figured it’d be best to start the search from town. Roxy can’t have got far.”
 
   The Harper Rourke? The man who had recently done the impossible by marrying Star’s longtime poster girl for Women’s Lib? This still wasn’t what Slo had expected. He could barely imagine Evangeline married at all, and then only to some academic type, like a college professor.
 
   “You’re Vangie’s new husband?”
 
   “I’m the luckiest man alive,” Harper said with an intensely satisfied sigh.
 
   For some reason that satisfaction bristled Slo’s backhairs. Maybe because he’d been feeling so unsatisfied himself lately.
 
   “You’re not good enough for her,” he drawled.
 
   “Ain’t that the truth.” Harper chuckled. “But don’t tell her that. It took me fifty years to corral that woman. I’m not about to lose her now.” He scanned their surroundings, a distant gaze in his dark eyes, like he was staring into the past, comparing it with the present, and trying to reconcile the two with the unforeseen future. “Town really hasn’t changed much,” he reflected. “I was raised around here, y’know. That’s how Evangeline and I met. We grew up together.”
 
   No, Slo hadn’t known, and didn’t care. He smelled the bittersweet fragrance of philosophy in the air – a scent he’d never much appreciated, and least of all when he was sizzling with impatience to begin with.
 
   “But I thought Star was too small for me, wasn’t sure I wanted to be tied to one place,” Harper rambled on. And on. “Then Evangeline and I had a falling out, and I decided maybe I didn’t want to be tied to one woman either. So I took off runnin’ – ran clear around the world chasing rainbows. It took me a long time and some hard falls to figure out I was just chasing my own tail.” He spoke as if he were merely discussing the weather or the price of feed. “Let that be a lesson to you, son. No matter how far or fast you go, you can never escape your own heart. It’ll always bring you full circle back home.”
 
   Home? Slo’s eyes narrowed. Had his grandmother enlisted the whole damn county to make him return? What had she been telling Evangeline, and what had Evangeline been telling her longwinded new spouse? Whatever. It wouldn’t work. It was none of this gray haired king-of-the-road’s business, and there were far more pressing concerns.
 
   “Thanks for the tip. I’ll try to remember it.” But not very hard. Slo glanced at the darkening horizon, then looked up the road, searching for some sight or sound of a pickup pulling a horse trailer. “Any idea how long it’ll take Cody to get here?”
 
   “Could be a while yet. The horses were in the big paddock. He’s gotta catch ’em before he can load ’em. But don’t worry, Roxy should be easy to find. Evangeline thinks she knows where the girl’s headed. The old gully between the ranch and town. She’s taken her there to hunt fossils and arrowheads. It’s a good spot for a campsite, and a place Roxy knows.”
 
   So did Slo, ironically. The gully was a refuge he had often used himself years ago. It lay a few miles away over rough terrain, a tedious trek by foot, and not much faster on horseback. He studied the horizon again, seeing storm clouds gathering, rolling in like billows of smoke. Ina Lorene’s thunder could be here even sooner than he’d thought.
 
   Damn. What had possessed Roxanne to run off? Slo was starting to fear he might never get the chance to ask her.
 
   To complicate matters, a high-pitched wail pierced the air. Huh. Juan and Mike must have discovered he’d eluded them, but how the hell had they eluded his grandmother? Their patrol car appeared at the end of the street, lights flashing and siren shrilling an alarm. Slo supposed he really couldn’t blame them. They got so little chance for action in this town. But the siren was a bit much.
 
   “Those guys must be having an especially boring week,” he said.
 
   “Friends of yours?” Harper asked.
 
   “Yeah.” Slo sighed. “I’m wanted for assault and battery. I rearranged Randy Bullfinch’s face for him last night. Did a little work on Andy, too, but farther south.”
 
   “I’m sure they both look a heap better. Anything would be an improvement.” Harper straddled his cycle and revved it to life. “Duck around back. I’ll meet you there in a minute.”
 
   Slo ducked.
 
   The patrol car braked.
 
   “Hey, Harp,” Mike called out the window, “you seen Slo?”
 
   “A slow what?” Harper replied.
 
   “Not a what, a who,” Juan said. “Slo Larkin. Have you seen him?”
 
   “Don’t think I’ve ever met him,” Harper lied. Smooth dude. “What does he look like?”
 
   Mike described the culprit.
 
   Juan added a few embellishments.
 
   “Oh, him.” Mr. Smooth lowered his voice to a conspiratorial stage whisper. “Yeah, I saw him hot footin’ it toward the café about five minutes ago.”
 
   “Damn,” Mike cursed. The patrol car did a screeching three-point turn and roared off in pursuit.
 
   Harper grabbed his helmet off the handlebars, tucked it under his arm, and zoomed around to the back of the building.
 
   “Very cool,” Slo complimented him. He hated to admit it, but he was beginning to admire Evangeline’s taste in husbands.
 
   Harper grinned. “It was a dirty job, but someone had to do it.” He handed the helmet to Slo. “Put this on.”
 
   “Why? We goin’ for a spin?”
 
   “Not we. You. No point waiting for the cavalry now. You’ll make better time on this anyway. Think you can handle her?”
 
   Slo stared at “her” in covetous admiration. “Are you kiddin’? I’ve seen Easy Rider at least a hundred times.”
 
   “That’ll have to do, I guess.”
 
   Chuckling, Harper climbed off, and Slo took his place.
 
   “Now this is what I call a mount,” he said as the big bike rumbled and vibrated beneath him. Hi-yo, Silver. If this couldn’t outrun the weather, nothing could.
 
   “Just don’t ride too easy,” Harper cautioned him. “Might be a storm on the way.”
 
   Slo cast him an incredulous look. “Really? I hadn’t noticed, but I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks.” He gunned the engine, braced himself, and shot out of town like a streak of black lightning.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Why was it humping and twisting? That couldn’t be right, could it?
 
   Stepping back from her labor, Roxanne took a moment to size up the situation. Hands on hips, she stood staring and studying and thinking. Granted, she didn’t have much experience with tents – hell, she didn’t have any experience – but she was pretty sure that tents, in general, weren’t supposed to look like a camel suffering a seizure.
 
   She tried a few things to straighten it out.
 
   They didn’t help.
 
   Now it looked like an old swayback horse with a couple of empty sacks flapping off its sides. Sighing, she returned to the work, lengthening this, shortening that, tightening some lines, repositioning a few stakes… Then she stepped back again and nodded with approval.
 
   It had finally left the animal kingdom and was starting to resemble some sort of shelter. What sort was another question. She cocked her head to the side, considering.
 
   A beach umbrella? That might be it. A large open umbrella blown over and lying askew. An old, tired umbrella. An umbrella that had come down in the world, that had seen far better days. A sad, sorry hobo of an umbrella with broken stays and lots of odd puckers and sags. Poor thing.
 
   But this was probably as good as it was going to get. She was obviously doing something wrong, but hadn’t the energy to figure out what. She’d had a sleepless night followed by a grueling hike. With the weight of exhaustion pressing down, she felt flatter than a fallen soufflé, too flat to begin what she’d come here for – even if exhaustion was supposed to be part of the process. That was how the Native Americans did it apparently, chanting and fasting their way into altered states of consciousness.
 
   To each his own. Roxanne decided she needed a nap first. Then she’d start the inner search for control.
 
   Crawling into the tent, such as it was, she unrolled the sleeping bag, stretched out on top of it, and was dead to the world almost as soon as her eyes closed. An earthquake couldn’t have woken her. So neither did the bass rumble of the Harley that braked to a halt several yards away.
 
   -------
 
   Slo cut the engine and dismounted. He pulled off his helmet, raked fingers through his hair, and stared.
 
   What was that thing? A tent, or a parachute having an identity crisis? It looked like she’d left half its struts at home and put the remaining ones in every which way but correctly. Lydia had said the girl had never been camping before. No shit. Roxanne would have been in serious trouble out here even without the approaching storm. Slo wanted to tan her backside for doing something so dangerously dumb. Out here camping was no leisure time activity. It was hardcore wilderness survival.
 
   He grabbed up a rock and tossed it toward the tent. A six-foot rattlesnake, which had been moving in the same direction, changed course and slithered off into the scrub. Slo watched until it was out of sight, then covered the distance from the bike to the tent in several long strides. The sooner he got this babe-in-the-woods back to town, the better.
 
   The possibility she might not want to go never entered his head. As far as he was concerned, she didn’t have that option, bad weather or good. After seeing the evidence of her incompetence, his temper was rising faster than the air pressure was dropping. He assumed she was in the tent. Where else? But God only knew what she was doing in there. Sleeping? Hiding? Playing Tiddly-Winks? Did she know he was here? Did he care one way or the other?
 
   No.
 
   Stooping down, he whipped back the tent flap and ducked inside – then fell forward, cursing, as his abrupt entrance collapsed the whole damn thing.
 
   Struts snapped.
 
   The tent dropped down like a net.
 
   Slo landed full-length on top of Roxanne, trapped in clingy folds of green nylon. She shrieked and shoved at him. He rolled onto his side, inadvertently pulling her with him and dragging the tent folds tighter. Roxanne tried to twist free, but her struggles only made matters worse.
 
   He groped and grappled.
 
   She floundered and fought.
 
   And the hysteria continued until they were wound up in the tent, like two caterpillars snug in the same cocoon…two animals caught in the same snare. Two hearts pounding together like one.
 
   Time slammed to a halt.
 
   Suddenly there was only harsh ragged breathing and the electric scorch of primal instincts. Nothing but darkness and heat and the feel of another’s body crushed close. Resistance melted, minds clouded with steam. Lips touched – a feather light graze, that’s all it took – and mouth was devouring mouth in a wildfire blaze of hot, hungry need.
 
   Slo fancied he could actually hear the crackle of burning brush around them, smell the smoke. For all he knew the gully had burst into flames. He was sure that he was about to. God help him, this wasn’t what he had intended at all. He should stop – now – before this fire flared out of control. He should—
 
   Roxanne moved against him and moaned, sounding sexy as sin to his ears. Her thigh pressed into his groin…
 
   Aw hell, he should kiss her some more.
 
   His mouth claimed hers again just as the storm broke, hitting hard and fast, like someone had unzipped the sky. Lightning cracked, thunder boomed, and winds wailed. Rain poured down in torrents, dousing desire’s flame, plastering the tent fabric against them.
 
   Someone up there had a very warped sense of humor, and their timing sucked.
 
   Shit.
 
   Straining and swearing like a man in a sodden straightjacket, which was pretty much the case, Slo wrestled a penknife out of his pocket, thumbed open the blade, stabbed upward and sliced. With a raspy ripping of nylon, the cocoon split open, and he hauled to his feet. Then froze, forgetting the storm, staring in disbelief. All around the tatters of the tent lay blackened earth and charred brush.
 
   Fire.
 
   A genuine blaze.
 
   It must have been started by lightning right before the clouds burst; that was all he could figure. If the rain hadn’t begun when it did, they would have burned for real. They’d be toast. A creepy chill slid down his spin.
 
   Roxanne crawled out of the shredded nylon, biting her lip as though fighting back sobs.
 
   Slo’s gut clenched with concern. “Are you hurt?” Without thinking how the gesture might appear, he reached for her.
 
   She waved him off. “I’m fine!”
 
   He didn’t believe her – “fine” was the last thing she looked – but he didn’t waste time arguing either. In one quick series of moves, he swung her up in his arms, strode through the storm, and deposited her on the back of the bike before she could holler “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
   Mind you, she hollered it anyway. Slo wasn’t sure why he kept rushing to her rescue. She never showed the least bit of gratitude.
 
   “What the hell did you think you were doing? Playing Daniel Boone?” He climbed on in front of her and revved the engine. “I’m taking you out of here. Now shut up.”
 
   “You don’t have to yell!” she yelled. “I’m only deaf when I’m not wearing my hearing aid.”
 
   “Good. Because you and I have some serious talking to do.”
 
   Vroom—
 
   -------
 
   It was the worst ride of Roxanne’s life. The worst part being that it lasted barely a minute. To her, “out of here” had meant a trip back to town. To Slo, it meant racing down the gully a short way, then up a rocky incline and braking to a sharp stop in a cave. A small cave, just large enough to keep two people and a motorcycle out of the elements. But only if the people were on very friendly terms.
 
   Gulp.
 
   She slid off the Harley onto shaky legs. “We can’t stay here.”
 
   “We can’t stay there either.” He slid off, too, and jerked a thumb at the weather raging outside the cave’s entrance. “Make yourself comfortable. We may be stuck here a while.”
 
   Like a jungle cat settling into its lair after a long night on the prowl, Slo leaned back against the wall opposite the entrance and sank down to sit cross-legged on the earthen floor, all in one lithe, wickedly sensual motion. Pure predator, Roxanne thought, lowering her gaze – but if she was his quarry, he was in for a very rude awakening.
 
   Moving as far away from him as possible in the cramped confines – not nearly far enough, a scant few feet – she stood in clinging wet clothes, hugging herself and studying him through her eyelashes. Why was he here anyway? Was it a coincidence he’d shown up when he did? Had he just been out joyriding, or had he deliberately been hunting her? She suspected the latter, but couldn’t be sure. His mind was closed to her at the moment. There were no sultry smoke signals filtering from his head into hers. Thank God. It was going to be difficult enough to ignore the rest of him until the storm blew past; if she had to deal with his thoughts, too, it would be impossible.
 
   As if to illustrate that point, a torrid rush of visions suddenly swamped her, flooding in then out again like a riptide. Old memories, but not hers. They seemed to come from the cave itself. She saw Slo – a younger Slo, seventeen or eighteen maybe – with a raven-haired beauty. No, wait, it was a blonde…no, a redhead… Oh hell, it appeared he’d had a gazillion girlfriends back in high school. And he’d brought them all to this cave.
 
   Terrific. Roxanne really needed to know that. She felt the dangerous red burn of a blush, tinged green at the edges with something that might almost be called jealousy – but she couldn’t imagine why. Even if she were normal and could pursue a normal relationship, she wouldn’t pursue it with someone like Slo. She shouldn’t care how he lived his life, provided he stayed out of hers.
 
   A claustrophobic bundle of nerves, she inched closer to the cave’s opening, trying to put more space between herself and him.
 
   Watching her, Slo breathed a rusty sigh. “Stop. Don’t make me have to haul you out of the storm again. You’re already soaked.” He shrugged off his vest and handed it to her. “Here, this is still pretty dry on the inside. Put it on before you freeze.”
 
   Roxanne stared at it in horror. For godssake, she wanted to be cold – colder than she was now. More warmth was the last thing she needed. “Thanks, but I’m fine. Really. That won’t help me any.”
 
   Too bad, Slo thought. A little extra covering on her sure would have helped him.
 
   “You can sit on it then.” Laying the vest leather side down beside him, he smoothed it out for her.
 
   Roxanne’s horror increased. Sitting on it – sitting next to him – would be worse than wearing the damn thing. “That’s okay. I like standing. I’m fine.”
 
   Slo heaved another sigh. Yeah, she kept saying that. Why didn’t he believe her? “Roxy, sit down before you fall down.”
 
   He reached forward, gripped her wrist and pulled. Roxanne locked her knees and leaned backward. The tug-of-war ended with a soft thud as a female fanny hit the vest.
 
   “Relax,” Slo ordered. “You are perfectly safe here. Safe from the storm” – the hand on her wrist drew her back when she tried to scramble away – “and safe from me. What happened in the tent was…a mistake. It won’t happen again, I promise. I’m not a child molester. I—”
 
   “Wait!” Roxanne jerked her hand free from his, removed a small object from her ear, blew on it, then replaced it. “Excuse me, but I was afraid my aid might have gotten some rain in it,” she explained, glaring. “I thought I heard you say something about child molesting. You think I’m a child?”
 
   The second the words were out she realized her mistake. Damn. Here he had actually been intending to leave her alone – exactly what she wanted him to do – and she had just shot the whole thing to hell. Because of an ill-timed flash of pride. Because, until she’d moved to Star, people had always treated her like a child – like an idiot – and she was damned sick of it.
 
   But it was too late to take back the words. Now Slo would rethink the matter. He was thinking right then, thinking fast. Roxanne still couldn’t read his thoughts, but she saw it on his face, could almost hear the wheels of his mind cranking. He was thinking about lovely Lydia Jones and her daughters, all of whom looked years younger than their ages. It was an inherited family trait, and Slo must have had enough contact with the Joneses to be aware of it. He would realize now that she, too, had inherited that youthful quality.
 
   “How old are you?” he asked, a sudden interested gleam in his eyes.
 
   Too interested.
 
   “Twenty-seven,” she confessed. Reluctantly. Bit by cautious bit, she started to scoot away.
 
   A muscular arm snaked around her waist, holding her in place.
 
   “Twenty-seven?” Slo sounded vastly relieved.
 
   Roxanne was glad someone was – but not very.
 
   “That’s only a year younger than me. I guess I should apologize for making it seem I was calling you a kid. Obviously” – the gleam in his eyes heated – “you’re not.”
 
   There was trouble in that gleam. Roxanne’s heart stuttered. The arm around her waist tightened, drawing her closer. There was trouble in that, too. The man was playing with fire. Literally. But if she warned him, he’d probably think she was insane.
 
   That could be a good thing.
 
   Hell, why not? The truth had gotten her into this mess. Maybe some more truth would get her out.
 
   She forced a laugh. “Forget it. I shouldn’t have gotten upset. I am a child in some respects.”
 
   “You don’t feel like a child,” Slo said. But just to make certain apparently, his hand began a roving exploration of her ribcage.
 
   This was not helpful.
 
   “What I meant,” she rasped out, “is that age is a relative thing. It’s not how long you’ve lived, but how much. And I haven’t. Lived much, I mean. I’ve spent most of my life in an institution.”
 
   The roving hand paused on her breast. Not the best place for him to have stopped, but at least she’d gained his attention.
 
   “An institute for the deaf?” he asked.
 
   A logical assumption probably, from his standpoint.
 
   “No. I’m not quite deaf enough to qualify for one of those.”
 
   Technically, she wasn’t deaf at all. Her hearing loss had occurred suddenly at the onset of puberty, and the doctors had never been able to determine a physical cause for it. They had dubbed the condition “hysterical deafness” precipitated by trauma. The trauma being that Roxanne had discovered a rogue force lurking within her; it was at the age of twelve that fires had first begun erupting around her. In her mind the two problems were inextricably and inexplicably linked. But she didn’t try to explain to Slo what she didn’t understand herself. All she knew was that one problem was correctible, and the other wasn’t.
 
   “With an aid I can hear almost normally,” she said, without saying how. The hearing aid was a psychological treatment more than a medical one, and based on the placebo principle. A mental crutch. The power of suggestion. Supposedly the aid allowed her to believe she could hear, so while she was wearing it, she could. Go figure.
 
   “I was in a mental institution.”
 
   “A what?” Slo jerked away. His gaze went wary.
 
   For some strange reason that bothered Roxanne, despite the fact it was pretty much the reaction she’d been hoping for.
 
   “You heard me. A mental institution. A lunatic asylum, a nuthouse, a funny farm. A lockup for crazy people.” She laid it on with a trowel to make sure he stayed wary. Better to be bothered than burned alive. If he tried to kiss her, the motorcycle’s gas tank might explode.
 
   “Mine was a pretty ritzy nuthouse though.” A gilded cage. Privately owned and operated, it catered to a rich clientele. Only the best for haughty Russell Sinclair – the perfect place to dump a distressing daughter and then forget about her, secure in the knowledge she’d be properly pampered as befitted the Sinclair name. “It was kind of like a five-star hotel with bars on the windows. My father committed me when I was twelve. Sam got me out last month.”
 
   There. That was over. And judging by his expression, Slo would now avoid her like the plague. She should be very pleased, very proud of how calmly she’d handled this.
 
   So why did she feel like crying?
 
    
 
   Slo swallowed down outrage. In the town where he’d been raised people didn’t lock away their kids. He wanted to ask Roxanne why her father had been such an asshole, but couldn’t think of any tactful way to phrase the question. He reached for her instead, because that was the other thing he wanted to do. Hold her. There was nothing sexual about it, no attempt at seduction. It was the bleak look in her eyes. She tugged at his heartstrings, turned him tender. His arms slipped around her, and he pulled her to his chest in an act of pure comfort.
 
   You might have thought he’d tried to strangle her. She screeched in alarm and grappled free.
 
   Good God, Roxanne thought, he couldn’t still be interested. Or was this some sort of weird perversion? Maybe he’d never made it with a lunatic before and wanted to see what it was like.
 
   “You are a very dangerous and sick man,” she said.
 
   Scrambling upright, she started to flee, evidently preferring the storm to him. Slo no longer wondered why she had been committed. It was obvious the woman was nuts. Mad and maddening. Nonstop trouble. He was half inclined to let her run off and be blown to Oz. But by this time, rescuing her had become a hard habit to break.
 
   He grabbed her arm and tugged.
 
   She lost her footing and fell.
 
   And somehow they ended up tangled together on the floor of the cave.
 
   Anyone for a game of Twister?
 
   It was the tussle in the tent all over again – horizontal dirty dancing full of bumps and grinds – except Slo enjoyed it even more this time, because without the constraining folds of nylon, he had much better maneuverability. When the dust cleared, Roxanne lay breathless beneath him, her eyes like blue smoke, her lips half parted in what seemed provocative invitation.
 
   Slo sure hated to disappoint those lips. “I don’t care if you are crazy. I have to kiss you – before you drive me crazy.”
 
   “No!” She shoved at his shoulders, straining to push him back. “You have to get away from me – quick – before we burn to death!”
 
   Amen.
 
   “Is that a threat or a promise?” He made another try for her lips.
 
   She twisted her head to the side. “It’s a fact, damn it. You’re about to go up in flames!”
 
   About to?
 
   “Roxy, I already am.”
 
   “Slo, I’m serious. When I get excited, I start fires!”
 
   He groaned. This was almost too good to be real. “Great. You can light mine, and I’ll light yours. We’ll torch each other.”
 
   “No! You don’t understand. I mean I’m a real live genuine blowtorch.”
 
   “You ain’t kiddin’.” This baby was hot.
 
   “I’m not kidding! Get off me! Now!”
 
   Only if he really, really had to. And it appeared he did.
 
   Sigh.
 
   Regretfully, Slo pulled back and eased Roxanne up to sit beside him. “Okay, I’m off. Now what exactly are we talking about here?”
 
   She drew a deep shuddering breath. “Psychically induced spontaneous combustion. Excitement triggers it – arousal, anger – any hot emotion. That’s why my father locked me away. Not because I’m crazy, but because I’m pyrokinetic.”
 
   Pyro what? He stared at her a tense moment, not sure what to say. The woman was a fire freak?
 
   “You’re, um, trying to tell me you have an uncontrollable urge to start fires? Roxy honey, that” – he cleared his throat – “that is sort of a mental problem, isn’t it?”
 
   “Oh, for godssake…” She gave him an exasperated look. “I didn’t say I’m a pyromaniac. I said pyrokinetic.”
 
   Slo frowned. “What’s the difference?”
 
   “Plenty. A pyromaniac deliberately sets fires for the thrill of it. And they have to do it the usual way – with matches, gasoline, stuff like that. Pyrokinesis is a psychic ability, like precognition or ESP. Like the way your grandmother predicts the weather.”
 
   “That’s just her lumbago. There’s nothing psychic about it.” But don’t tell Ina Lorene that. She believed in things like ESP. Slo didn’t. He was a firm believer in logic, had to be to have gotten where he was. He’d been forced to admit on occasion that some paranormal phenomena might be possible, but none of it was logical, and all of it unnerved him. He had little use for that shit, and less use for the flaky-cake airheads who did – barring his flaky grandmother, of course.
 
   And airheads who looked as luscious as Roxanne. He could think of a few uses for her. More than a few – a big juicy smorgasbord of uses from sweet and spicy appetizers to the meaty main course dripping with succulent sauce—
 
   Roxanne suddenly stiffened. “I also have flashes of telepathy,” she warned, “so you’d better be careful what you think around me.”
 
   Slo stiffened, too, but not in the good way. He was remembering a similar occurrence of the previous night when it had seemed almost as though Roxanne could see into his head. But she hadn’t then, and she wasn’t now. Impossible. She had read his expression, that was all, and merely thought she’d read his mind – just like she thought she could magically manifest fire. Her last name might be Sinclair, but she was a definite Jones.
 
   “All right,” he said soothingly, “you’re a mind reader and the inspiration for Stephen King’s Firestarter. Is there anything else I should know?”
 
   “You mean besides the fact that I don’t like being talked down to, don’t like being considered a lunatic, don’t appreciate being viewed as a sex object, and hate being treated like a helpless child? No, I suppose other than that, you know as much as your brain can hold.”
 
   Crunch.
 
   That was the sound of Slo’s teeth clenching.
 
   “Roxy, if you don’t want to be treated like a child, don’t act like one. What do you call running off the way you did? That wasn’t responsible adult behavior.”
 
   “I didn’t ‘run off.’ I left a note for Aunt Lydia in the broom closet.”
 
   “The broom closet? Who in their right mind puts messages in closets?”
 
   The glow of triumph on her face said she’d caught him on that one. “Does that mean you think I am in my right mind?”
 
   “No, I’m taking it as further proof that you’re not.  Why the hell did you leave a note in the broom closet?”
 
   “Because we took down the Christmas tree yesterday, of course.”
 
   “Of course,” Slo repeated, feeling a bit like a man who’d just run blindly into a brick wall. “I should have realized that. Whenever a Christmas tree comes down in summer, the logical place to put notes is a closet.”
 
   Roxanne glowered. “Stop trying to make it sound stupid. It is logical. Aunt Lydia used to keep a little artificial Christmas tree in the kitchen to help her stay cool while cooking – because Christmas makes her think of snow – and we’d been using the tree as a bulletin board. If one of us needed to leave a note for the other, that’s where we hung it. But the tree got broken while Aunt Lydia was playing Charades with Cardinal Richelieu and Cleopatra, so we had to take it down. That’s why I had to put my note in the broom closet. Because Aunt Lydia usually sweeps as soon as she gets up. She says it’s both a practical and symbolic way to sweep the night’s cobwebs out of her head – she used to be a writer, and she does love her metaphors. Anyway, I figured she’d be sure to see it in there. It normally would’ve been the first place she looked.”
 
   Damned if she wasn’t right, Slo thought in grudging admiration. It was wacky as hell, but it was logical.
 
   “Even if she missed the note somehow, she still should have realized what I was doing,” Roxanne added.
 
   Slo was almost afraid to ask why, but he was perversely hooked and, for better or worse, had to see this through to the end (if, indeed, there was an end to this story; he was beginning to wonder about that). “Why should she have known?”
 
   “Because she was there last night when I decided on a Vision Quest. Black Elk gave me the idea. I couldn’t see or hear him naturally, but Aunt Lydia told me what he said. She gets offended if anyone else asks her to explain what her people are saying and doing – she assumes everyone sees them the way she does – but I can get away with it because of my hearing loss. At any rate, Black Elk said I’ve been doing things ass backward. I’ve been trying to stop my fire when I should be looking for what creates it. He said I should think of control as a light switch. It flips both ways. If I can learn how to turn the fire on, deliberately, instead of it just happening, I’ll know how to turn it off. Black Elk has been dead for decades, but still seems to be very wise. I thought I should trust his advice.”
 
   “Black Elk?” God, this was like one of those old George Burns and Gracie Allen comedy routines.
 
   “Black Elk, the famous Native American shaman. He showed up last night right after you left,” Gracie said, frowning at George. “It’s a lucky thing, too, because Aunt Lydia had been expecting you to stay. She made cocoa and little sandwiches and everything. She was really disappointed when she came back to the family room and found you’d gone.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” What else could he say? That he had left because he’d gotten the distinct impression Roxanne had wanted him to go? As a matter of fact, Slo was getting the same impression now, saw the same wounded look he’d seen in her eyes then. Wounded and wanting, desperate and defiant. A look that said “Hold me and never let go” and “To hell with you” in the same breath. A look that clawed at his core and lacerated logic – that made him feel for a foolish instant he would walk through hell if it would win him the chance to hold her forever…
 
   Shit. He might be crazier than she was.
 
   Roxanne shrugged and the look vanished under a veil of lashes. Guarded reserve. Her shields were up.
 
   “It all worked out for the best, I suppose, because that’s when Black Elk showed up, and Aunt Lydia gave him the cocoa and sandwiches she’d fixed for you.”
 
   “I’m glad they didn’t go to waste,” Slo deadpanned. “So it was Black Elk who told you to run away?”
 
   “I didn’t run away. I said I was on a Vision Quest.”
 
   That’s right, she had.
 
   “Sorry, Gracie. I forgot.”
 
   “Gracie?”
 
   Now she was eyeing him as if he were the one missing his marbles. And she was probably right. He must have flipped. Slo couldn’t think why else he was beating this dead horse of a discussion, why he was so drawn to Roxanne in the first place. It wasn’t just a sexual attraction. Everything about her, every part, attracted him. Even the crazy parts. She fascinated him, mesmerized him, stirred dangerous sensations in dangerous places. Like his heart?
 
   He had a sudden unsettling image of himself as a moth being lured into a flame. Which made him wonder if Roxanne had also been right in telling him to keep away from her. He didn’t believe a word of that pyro-shit, but he still saw a real risk of being burned. This woman might be too hot to handle.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   The storm had been bad, but Ina Lorene had seen worse. She’d seen a lot in her long life, and expected to see a lot more before it was through. She wouldn’t be dying anytime soon, not her, not with a wedding on the way!
 
   The bride and groom might not know it yet, but Ina Lorene did. She always knew. Just like she’d known those Bullfinch boys would cause trouble for Roxanne if they got the chance. That’s why she’d been taking her rifle to bed recently, just to be ready in case she was needed next door. Randy and Andy were lucky Slo had caught them first. Slo only punched and stomped. Ina Lorene would’ve peppered their pants with buckshot, and smiled while she did it.
 
   She was smiling now as she sat in her recliner, sorting through her collection of yarns, looking for pretty pastel colors. It was never too early to begin knitting baby booties and caps. She anticipated a big bunch of great-grandkids. Ina Lorene was a happy camper.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   What had woken her? More importantly, where had she woken?
 
   Roxanne lay curled on her side, disoriented, blinking groggy eyes. She was in a small, shady enclosure surrounded by the smell of damp earth, a rhythmic throbbing…and Slo Larkin’s arms. The throbbing was his heartbeat.
 
   Ack. The tent. The tempest. The cave. She remembered it all in a rush. Everything except how and when she had fallen asleep with her head on Slo’s chest. Maybe she’d developed narcolepsy along with her other problems. Wouldn’t that be great? Not. Mortified, she scooted away.
 
   Feeling her move, Slo opened his eyes. He hadn’t been sleeping himself, just slouched back, sitting still, so he wouldn’t wake Roxanne. She must have been exhausted to have conked out so suddenly. One minute, they’d been playing George Burns and Gracie Allen – the next, she’d collapsed against him as if she’d fallen into a coma. Odd, but then everything about her was.
 
   That had been some time ago. A long “some.” Slo was now numb from the neck down and doubted he’d ever be able to move again. Grunting with the effort, he tried anyway, and miraculously made it to his feet, then endured several minutes of pins-and-needles torture while his circulation returned. Roxanne sat a few feet away, squinting up at the sky through the cave’s opening.
 
   “The storm is over.” She made it sound like an accusation. “Why are we still here?”
 
   This was the thanks he got for letting her sleep.
 
   “Good mornin’ to you, too,” Slo drawled. Obviously she hadn’t taken a really thorough look outside yet.
 
   “How long have we been here?” she persisted.
 
   Ten years, Slo almost answered. That’s what it felt like to him. But he checked his watch just to be certain. “An hour, maybe a little more.” He retrieved his vest from the cave’s floor, shook it out and put it on, waiting. Roxanne stood up, dusted herself off, gazed out of the cave again – and shrieked.
 
   “The gully’s flooded!”
 
   “It’s an old creek bed with a clay bottom. It’s always flooded after a heavy rain,” Slo said.
 
   He seemed so unconcerned, Roxanne wanted to smack him. A little below her swirled a murky river. It probably wasn’t very deep, but it still looked pretty nasty, and from what she could see, the muddy water was in no hurry to recede. They could be stuck here for days. Weeks. Years!
 
   “Slo, how are we supposed to get out of—”
 
   An ungodly cry came from somewhere above. The mating call of a bull moose? A water buffalo in heat? Someone being disemboweled?
 
   Roxanne winced. Her hearing aid seemed to be working too well. Ever since waking up, noises had been strangely increasing in volume, but this noise was the strangest yet. “What is that?”
 
   Slo gave her a small tight smile. The people who’d pointed him toward the gully knew where to find him, of course. They also would have called his grandmother and Lydia Jones to let them know the situation and alleviate any fears. That’s why he hadn’t worried about the flooding. With the storm now over, the cavalry had arrived.
 
   “Either there’s a hog calling contest on the ridge above us, or Cody Carston is still laboring under the delusion he can yodel.”
 
   “I heard that!” Cody hollered. “Slo? That you?”
 
   “No, it’s Little Bo Peep. I’m looking for my sheep. Have you seen them?”
 
   “Yep. They were delicious.” Cody smacked his lips. “Hey, stick your ugly face out, and I’ll toss you a rope. Harp said it’d be okay to leave the Harley here for now. No one can ride her through this mess. We’ll come back for her later.”
 
   Yeah, Slo had already figured that. The bike would be safe in the cave till the gully dried. He leaned out of the hidey-hole.
 
   Cody let fly with the rope.
 
   It hit Slo in the head.
 
   “Ow!”
 
   “Dang. Sorry ’bout that.”
 
   As a yodeler, the young rancher left a lot to be desired. As a tosser, his aim was impeccable.
 
   “He did that on purpose,” Slo grumbled to Roxanne.
 
   Cody’s chuckle rolled down from above. “I was just tryin’ to knock your brains back into place.”
 
   Slo flashed an evil grin upward. “I’m gonna knock yours out the minute I get up there.”
 
   “Yeah, I heard that before. Ain’t seen it happen yet though. Now shut your mouth and put that lasso around Roxy. I’ll pull her up first.”
 
   “Like hell.” With his hands on the rope and his feet braced against the rock face, Slo was already climbing. “I don’t hand over any woman to you, Casanova, unless she has an armed escort,” he panted out as he reached the level stretch of range above the gully.
 
   Roxanne heard a mocking guffaw from Cody.
 
   “Look who’s talkin’. I ain’t the one who’s been holed up with her in the Kissin’ Cave.”
 
   Kissing Cave? Roxanne blushed. Given the steamy flood of visions that had swamped her earlier, the name shouldn’t be a surprise, but somehow she had assumed this cave had been Slo’s secret love nest. Discovering it was a well-known make-out spot put a whole new slant on things. This was a small, gossipy community. All of Star would now be talking about her and Slo. Her reputation was ruined.
 
   Did she care?
 
   Damned if she knew.
 
   Having spent most of her life in an institution, Roxanne had never before had a reputation to worry about. For years the only people she’d had any contact with had been lunatics and the staff who cared for them. She could imagine this might have warped her perspective a bit regarding group dynamics and human nature in general – although she had to admit she hadn’t noticed much difference yet between the inmates of her asylum and most other people. The others perhaps drooled a little less, but that was about all.
 
   Whatever.
 
   “Roxy? You’re awful quiet down there, angel. Everything okay?” Cody called.
 
   “I’m fine!”
 
   “She says that a lot,” Slo commented. “I’ve learned not to take it too seriously.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Cody slanted him a suspicious glance. “You sure you’re all right?” he asked Roxanne. “You tell Cousin Cody now if this boy’s been botherin’ you. I’ll be happy to kick his butt for you.”
 
   “You and what military defense unit?” Slo said. He and Cody had grown up together, almost like brothers. And like brothers, they often barked at each other but rarely bit. In this instance, however, Slo was willing to rethink that policy. There was something in the way Cody spoke to Roxanne that sounded a little too friendly, too familiar. Exactly why this rankled him, Slo wasn’t sure, but it did. Besides, Roxanne belonged to the Jones family, not Cowboy Cody’s.
 
   “What’s with this cousin shit?” he demanded.
 
   “We’re related by marriage. Her new cousin-in-law Jack, Jileana Jones’s husband, is my new cousin, too, on account of my Aunt Vangie marryin’—” Cody paused, interrupting himself. “You in a rush?”
 
   “Yes.” Slo felt a headache coming on. It was tall and annoyingly handsome, and stood before him in faded denim, cowboy boots, and a white Stetson. Slo knew it wouldn’t shut up now regardless of what he said, but he’d answered yes anyway out of pure stubborn contrariness.
 
   “Good. ’Cause this is kind of a long story, and I don’t wanna tie you up none,” the headache said, and dived headfirst into it – telling how Evangeline and Harper got together after years apart, and how Jileana and Jack did the same thing at the same time – a tale of love lost and found, of family and forgiveness.
 
   It showed Slo a side of the Joneses he had never suspected. A bighearted, generous side. It made him wonder if maybe he’d underestimated the family. Which led to the thought that maybe he’d underestimated their crazy cousin as well. And himself. Meaning maybe he didn’t care how crazy she was. Like a kamikaze moth drawn to bright heat, maybe he’d crash and burn, but what a way to go…
 
   Maybe he was falling in love?
 
    
 
   Roxanne stood in the cave’s entrance, listening. This was a good story, almost like something you’d read in a book, but she’d heard it several times already, from several different sources, and didn’t really need to hear Cody’s version right now. She was tired, grubby and grumpy, and her Vision Quest had been a near disaster. She wanted to go home, take a long bath – a cool one – and sleep for a week or three.
 
   She wanted a lot else, too, but didn’t dare think of those dangerous desires – except for a perverse regret that she had ruined her reputation without even getting anything to show for it…
 
   Oh hell, this line of thought could only lead to trouble.
 
   She grabbed the rope—
 
   Cody’s eyes bugged when he saw her standing a few paces away from him.
 
   Slo’s brow furrowed. “How did you get up here?”
 
   He looked and sounded incredulous. It set Roxanne’s teeth on edge. In the first place, she was an agile female; the fancy asylum where she’d lived had sported a gymnasium and a swimming pool for physical therapy, and she had used both regularly. And second, it was only several yards from the cave to the range above. Why should Slo think she couldn’t manage the climb almost as easily as he had?
 
   Oh, right, she reminded herself, according to him she was a helpless idiot.
 
   She smiled. Sweetly. “I dematerialized down there and rematerialized up here. You can add that ability to the list of my others.”
 
   “Shoot, she just flew up on wings,” Cody said. “I always figured she was an angel, but now I’m sure.” Grinning like a devil himself, he ambled over to a couple of pinto geldings, quarter horses, tethered to a huge bushy sagebrush and unhitched their reins. “Y’all ready to head back?”
 
   Slo was more than ready, but wasn’t sure he’d be able to walk straight let alone make it into a saddle. The angel comment had called forth a vivid memory of the painting in Sam’s studio. Roxanne in all her glory soared before his mind’s eye on widespread wings of flame. And the original article stood not far away, dirt smudged and disheveled, but somehow looking more like an angel than the painting, her eyes bluer than the storm washed heavens above. Sunlight turned her tawny, tousled hair into a fiery halo.
 
   In that instant, Slo could almost believe she did have magical powers. She sure bewitched him.
 
   Suddenly green-eyed, he watched Cody give her a leg-up into the saddle. Cody was whistling “Home on the Range.” Roxanne smiled like a kid at a pony ride. She murmured something to Cody, who laughed and murmured something back, which made her smile again.
 
   Slo stalked toward them, wondering how well Casanova Carston would be able to whistle without his front teeth.
 
   Cody beamed him a big lazy grin. His gaze slanted from Slo to Roxanne, and he gave her a sly wink. “Winslow looks like someone put a burr under his saddle.”
 
   “Is that a simple observation, or a hint?” Slo grinned, too. Not nicely. “Maybe I should check beneath my saddle pad?”
 
   Cody looked cut to the quick. “Would I do something like that to you?”
 
   “Yes. And you have. More than once.”
 
   “He’s a real stick-in-the-mud, ain’t never been able to take a joke,” Cody said to Roxanne. “You’re safe. Aunt Vangie saddled these,” he told Slo. “You remember how to mount, cowboy, or do you need a leg-up?”
 
   “Not from you. The last time we tried that, I ended up on my head on the other side of the horse.”
 
   “Hey, can I help it if I don’t know my own strength?”
 
   “The only thing strong about you is your mouth. If it was connected to your brain, you’d be dangerous.” Slo eyed his frisky transport with trepidation – bracing himself like a swimmer about to dive into icy water – then drew a deep breath, grabbed the pinto’s mane, and sprang into the saddle, bypassing any use of the stirrup.
 
   “Not bad,” Cody complimented him. “I could make a rider out of you yet, if you’d ever stick around long enough to give me the chance.”
 
   Slo shot him a warning look. “Don’t start.” He glanced about the open scrubland, absently patting the pinto’s neck. A sudden suspicion prickled his backhairs. “Where’s your horse?”
 
   “Right here.” With a smug little smirk, Cody swung himself up behind Roxanne. “Roxy hasn’t learned how to ride yet, so we figured if she was gonna double with anyone, it better be me. I told her you got enough trouble keeping yourself in the saddle.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Wanna race?”
 
   “No.” Slo wanted to get back to town, get cleaned up, and get his arms around a fire angel. How, precisely, he was going to accomplish the latter, he didn’t know. Yet. But he was nothing if not determined.
 
   “Suit yourself.” Reining toward Star, Cody waited for Slo to do likewise, then took the lead as they nudged their mounts from a walk to a trot to an easy rolling canter.
 
   “Ready?” Cody called.
 
   “For what? I told you I’m not racing.”
 
   “I know. We’re just goin’ home!” Cody punctuated the holler with a sharp kick, and both horses broke into a gallop, his and Roxanne’s shooting forward – while Slo’s wheeled about in the opposite direction.
 
   Shit.
 
   The key word there had been “home,” Slo realized as rugged range whizzed past him. Joker Cody had given him a homing pinto. The horse was headed cross-country straight for the Carstons’ ranch.
 
   It’s not easy to turn a twelve-hundred-pound animal in one direction when it wants to go in the other. Slo didn’t even try. He just hung on and pondered whether he should kill Cody quickly, or drag it out as long and painfully as possible.
 
   -------
 
   Roxanne strained around for a puzzled glance at Slo’s fast disappearing figure. “Where is he going?”
 
   “Beats me,” Cody said, skillfully slowing his own double-burdened pinto down to a walk so as not to tire it. “Guess he decided on a little trail ride. Don’t worry, if he ain’t back by Christmas, we’ll send out a search party.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Bong… A single tone, the half-hour mark. “Eleven-thirty and all’s well,” the church chimes seemed to say.
 
   Ina Lorene hung up the phone. She’d taken a lunch break, then decided to call Lydia Jones and tell her the news. It was too good not to share, and Lydia was the obvious one to share it with, of course, seeing as how they’d soon be related by more than neighborliness.
 
   “I don’t think it’ll take ’em too long to wake up and smell the coffee,” Ina Lorene had said.
 
   Lydia had agreed. “I saw it in their eyes last night. Just like Romeo and Juliet! They fell in love at first sight, too, you know.”
 
   Actually, Ina Lorene didn’t. She’d left school early to help on her parents’ farm, and had only a vague notion who Romeo and Juliet were, but she was willing to accept Lydia’s word on that point.
 
   There remained only one question.
 
   “Do you suppose he’ll ask her to move to Houston?” Lydia had worried aloud. “That could ruin everything. She’ll want to stay here, I’m sure, but I doubt he will.”
 
   Hmm, now that’s where Lydia was wrong. Ina Lorene might never have read the classics, but she knew plenty about people in general, and one person in particular – knew him better than he knew himself. The boy wasn’t nearly so tough as he tried to pretend. He had a tender heart and a loyal nature, and was more country than he cared to admit. He just bored easy was all. But Ina Lorene had always known the right girl would fix that. A girl who could capture his imagination as well as his eye, who could spark his interest on all levels and keep him fired up.
 
   Ina Lorene wasn’t worried at all.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The horse’s name, Evangeline had informed Slo, was Homer – big surprise – although “Lightning” would have been equally apt. Homer had made it to the Carstons’ ranch in record time. Slo made it back to Star in Evangeline’s old Cadillac even faster, intent on heading someone off at the pass. With a little luck…
 
   Yep, there they were, just entering the main street of town. Slo scanned the area for oncoming traffic, but this being Star, there wasn’t any. So he tapped the accelerator and sped forward, then turned the wheel sharply and slammed on the brakes. The Caddy skidded to a sideways stop, barricading the route.
 
   “Well, hey there, Winslow. Fancy meetin’ you here.” Cody reined to a halt, a big sunny smile shining out from under the brim of his Stetson. He lounged back in the saddle, holding Roxanne in front of him with a brotherly arm around her waist.
 
   But not that brotherly.
 
   Baring fangs in a snarl of a grin, Slo climbed out of the car.
 
   Cody got the chance to demonstrate his expert horsemanship by preventing the pinto beneath him from shying at the sudden shriek of a siren.
 
   Deputies Mike Thompson and Juan Martinez had finally cornered their man. Their feathers severely ruffled from all the chasing around they must have been doing, they burst out of their vehicle, red faced and sweaty, and snapped cuffs on the culprit.
 
   “Hey, if there’s a reward for him, I get it,” Cody declared brightly. “I blocked his escape for you.”
 
   “Uncuff me for ten seconds, and I’ll block his mouth for you,” Slo said to Mike.
 
   Mike looked tempted, but Juan shook his head. “Sorry, Slo, I wish we didn’t have to do this, but Randy and Andy haven’t dropped charges.” Sounding awkward and embarrassed about it, he began reading Slo his rights.
 
   “Wait a minute!” Roxanne swung her leg over the horse’s neck and slipped off onto her feet. “Does this have anything to do with last night? What are the Bullfinches charging him with?” Like Joan of Arc confronting the British, she advanced on the deputies, driving them both a clumsy step backward.
 
   Slo’s heart warmed at the sight of her so puffed up with indignation on his behalf – well, okay, he warmed at the sight of her, period – but his stomach knotted at the thought she was making trouble for herself. Again. She seemed always to be getting herself into trouble. And he just couldn’t stop himself from trying to get her out.
 
   “Roxy, back off. They’re only doing their job.” Slo’s aggravation with the situation made him sound aggravated with her.
 
   Which made her aggravated with him. Roxanne narrowed her eyes. What was his problem? Male ego? He didn’t want help from a woman? Or maybe he just didn’t consider this woman capable of helping. Well, too bad. She could and she would.
 
   “Shut up and let me handle this,” she told him. This was Russell Sinclair’s daughter speaking. If there was one thing Roxanne had learned from her father it was how to crack the whip and give orders. Not that she liked to do it, or had ever had much chance to practice, but the ability was probably inbred. She wouldn’t have been a Sinclair if she couldn’t summon up a little imperiousness now and then in a pinch.
 
   Caught off guard by her tone, Slo shut up. Joan of Arc had become Catherine the Great – and who ever argued with her?
 
   Roxanne planted her hands on her hips and stared down her nose at Mike and Juan. “I asked you a question. What are the charges?”
 
   Answers were hastily mumbled.
 
   “I see,” she said – coldly – an amazing state for her, but she didn’t notice it. She was too busy thinking how stupid this whole thing was. “In that case, I want to press charges, too. Against Randy and Andy Bullfinch. For attempted rape! You contact them right now and tell them if they don’t drop their asinine charges immediately, I’m going to have them arrested. Got it?”
 
   Juan did. He pulled out his cell phone.
 
   The necessary calls were made.
 
   Several minutes later the Caddy sat parked by the curb, out of the way of traffic – not that there was any – and the patrol car rolled back down the street, without its intended passenger.
 
   Chuckling to himself, Cody followed it, heading for the open range again. He would have preferred to stay for the fireworks show. You could smell it coming – Slo and Roxanne stood on the sidewalk, glaring at each other, oblivious to all else. But Cody had spotted some stray cattle with his brand on them during the ride to Star. He needed to herd them back behind his fence line before they wandered too far. A rancher’s work was never done.
 
   “See y’all later,” he called. Nobody answered, but then Cody hadn’t expected anyone to.
 
   “What’s happening ‘later’?” Slo asked Roxanne. If he sounded suspicious it was only because he was. One couldn’t help noticing how comfortable Roxanne had acted with Cody – and not with himself. “Are you dating him?”
 
   “Of course not.” She appeared to find it a ridiculous question.
 
   Slo took heart. “Would you date me?”
 
   “Hell, no!” Her eyes widened in horror. “Do you want me to torch this town? I can’t date anyone.”
 
   “Because you think you start fires?” This was not a good turn of the conversation.
 
   It turned Roxanne away from him to stare down the street. “I know it. And so do you. You’ve seen the evidence. What do you think started that fire outside the tent?”
 
   “Lightning.” He gently gripped her shoulders and turned her back around to face him. “Lots of range fires start from strikes.”
 
   “Not that one.” She shrugged him off. “Don’t touch me. Ever. It’s dangerous.”
 
   It also made no sense.
 
   “I can’t, but Cody can? You were squashed together in the same saddle. That’s not touching?”
 
   “That’s friendship. Cody’s safe because he doesn’t” – she blushed – “make me feel excited.”
 
   “And I do?” He hoped. “Roxy, you make me feel the same way. Why is that such a bad thing?”
 
   “Because it’s like pouring gasoline on flames! How many times do I have to explain it? I have an evil curse, and I can’t control it. I’m a menace! Why won’t you believe me?”
 
   It didn’t matter what he believed. Roxanne believed her crazy claims, and it was killing her. Killing him. She looked ready to run, suddenly desperate and hurting, looked so hungry for a hug it took all Slo’s willpower to not oblige. He wanted to comfort her, calm her, not scare her and drive her away.
 
   He tried a new tact. Diplomacy.
 
   “Okay, I’m sorry. Lets say I do believe you.” Just for the sake of argument. “Is this, um, pyro thing the only reason you want me to stay clear?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So if that wasn’t a problem, you would date me?” If he could get her to at least consider that possibility, maybe they could make some progress from there.
 
   “No. I love my home and my family and I don’t want to leave them. So even if I could, I wouldn’t get involved with someone who won’t be around here long. Which you won’t” – she gave him a furtive glance, a strange blend of fear and hope – “will you?”
 
   “I might,” Slo said, shocking himself. He couldn’t really be thinking of staying in Star. Could he? There was nothing for him here. Except his grandmother (who wouldn’t be here if he dragged her with him to Houston). And a lot of people who had jumped to his aid today.
 
   That was the one thing about this dusty town Slo had hated the worst and loved the best. The people. They could drive you to distraction, but they were always right there to help when needed. Always. People like Earl Goodman…and Evangeline and her new husband…and Cody, pain in the ass though he was.
 
   And Roxanne.
 
   Especially Roxanne. She was here, and that alone seemed an excellent reason to stick around.
 
   “What if I moved back home? We could be neighbors. Would you date the boy next door?”
 
   Seriously, the more Slo thought about it, the better he liked the idea. He’d make less money here, but the cost of living was less, too, so the finances would even out. And with fewer fancy cars to paint, maybe he could even pick up an old dream – portrait painting. Hell, why not? Sam lived in Star, and he was fast becoming a world-renowned artist. If Samson Jones could do it, so could Slo Larkin. God knew there were some great portrait subjects in Star. One of them stood just a short pace away – the best of the best – but not wearing an expression Slo wanted to capture on canvas. She didn’t say anything he wanted to hear either.
 
   “I think that would be a very bad move,” Roxanne answered him in a voice throaty and thick with suppressed sobs. “You’re running risks you don’t understand, but since you refuse to believe me, there’s nothing left to say. I’m sorry, Slo, but I can’t listen to you anymore.”
 
   And she didn’t have to, unfortunately for him.
 
   With a shaking hand, she removed her hearing aid. “This conversation is over. We can’t see each other again, so don’t even try. I’m going home now, and I’m going to stay there until you’re far gone. If you’re smart, you’ll leave soon.”
 
   Stunned speechless, Slo watched her walk off, feeling like he’d been sucker punched in the gut, feeling the quiet of the town settle over him like a lead shroud, not another soul in sight, not a whisper of hope… Then the church chimes struck the hour of noon, breaking the silence almost as if they were breaking a curse.
 
   Roxanne stopped in mid-step and spun around.
 
   “I hear them! I hear the chimes!” She raced back, hitting Slo with a flying tackle hug. “I’m not wearing my aid, and I can hear! I’m fixed!”
 
   “I never thought you were broken,” he strained out, half suffocated by her stranglehold on his neck. Not that he was complaining.
 
   “No, you just thought I was crazy. And now you’ll never know I wasn’t.” She pushed back, her face ecstatic, all sunshine and smiles.
 
   Slo basked in her glow. He had no idea what was going on, but hoped like hell it would continue.
 
   “I went deaf about the same time I became pyrokinetic,” Roxanne explained. “I’ve always figured the two problems were connected, and if one disappeared the other would, too. But there’s only one way to be sure.”
 
   “Which is?” Slo had a warm fuzzy feeling about this.
 
   “You’ll have to kiss me.”
 
   Damn, life was tough sometimes.
 
   He gathered her close, ready to answer the call of duty however arduous it might be. “How hot am I allowed to make this?”
 
   “As hot as you can. This is a test. If no fires start, we’ll know I’m cured.”
 
   “If no fires start, I’ve lost my touch.”
 
   “Slo, shut up and kiss.”
 
   Yes, ma’am.
 
   She asked for it.
 
   He got it.
 
   Wham—
 
   Roller coasters, rockets, and rainbows for all!
 
   The second Slo’s mouth covered hers, fireworks lit up his sky. Roxanne pressed against him, hanging on tight, kissing him hard. Volcanoes erupted, the Earth moved, angels sang—
 
   No…someone was playing the “Hallelujah Chorus” from Handel’s “Messiah.” The music blared out of a building midway down the street.
 
   Breathless and flushed, Roxanne surface for air.
 
   “Sam must be home,” she panted out. “He told me yesterday he’d be going to Lubbock this morning to buy new speakers for his sound system. He must have just hooked them up.”
 
   “They sound good,” Slo drawled. But to him, Roxanne sounded even better.
 
   “Everything sounds good. And I didn’t burn anything!”
 
   That’s what she thought. Slo felt cheerfully charbroiled. Smiling and still smoldering, he pulled her back into the embrace. None of this made any sense, but then nothing had before, and he wasn’t so stuck on logic that he’d argue against craziness when it worked in his favor. If nothing else, you had to acknowledge her hearing had returned, which seemed pretty damned miraculous.
 
   “I just want to know how.” Roxanne rested her head on his shoulder, and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’m beginning to think there really was a lightning strike near the tent. I don’t mean that’s what started the fire – I know a pyrokinetic flare up when I feel one, and I sure felt one then. But I also felt an extra jolt – like an electric shock – which could have come from a close strike, I guess. That would explain why I passed out at the cave. It was a delayed reaction from an electrical overload to my ‘psychic circuits.’ Lightning knocked out my pyrokinetic power and me with it.”
 
   Amazing. She made it sound almost logical.
 
   “Either that, or you did,” she added, “because I felt the same electric jolt when we met. I think I knew right then you were either going to kill me or cure me.”
 
   She tilted back her head to give him a vixen’s grin. Foxy Roxy. “Anyway, it looks like I can date you now. Is that offer still open?”
 
   Slo couldn’t answer. He was suddenly too busy kissing her again. Which was an answer in and off itself. With an angel in his arms, Star, Texas felt like heaven.
 
   God, he was glad to be home!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   =========
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   As the Star Gazette reported things, it was a whirlwind courtship that blew straight into a wedding the whole town helped to plan. However, the impatient bride and groom foiled the big plan by eloping on a motorcycle borrowed from Mr. Harper Rourke, and then riding off into the sunset for a honeymoon under the stars.
 
   Roxanne wanted to experience the wonders of nature. Slo wanted to experience the wonders of Roxanne, and didn’t care how or where. In any case, the gully did hold rather romantic associations for them. He showed Roxanne the proper way to pitch a tent and how to zip two sleeping bags into one. Then he showed her what amorous people did on their wedding night. No storms broke, and nothing caught fire – except Mr. and Mrs. Larkin. Yes, the tent did collapse on top of them at the climactic moment. But the Star Gazette didn’t report that part.
 
    
 
   =========
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