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Dana Prescott has retreated to her family’s cabin in the mountains of Nevada to prepare for an upcoming job interview—a job she desperately needs after being out of work for six months. The last thing she expects is to open the door to her high-school nemesis, Seth Marcenek, now a Search and Rescue volunteer sent to escort her back to town following a landslide in the area. But an accident on the hike back turns the tables, and soon it’s Dana that must rescue Seth.

Spending so much time in close quarters with Seth fills Dana with guilt, remembering the one time she didn’t do the right thing. Seth hasn’t forgotten, either—or forgiven her—and he wants an explanation. Complicating things even more is the very real chemistry crackling between the old physics rivals. And as it turns out, Seth is competing for the very same job, making them rivals once again.…

Chapter One



Dana Prescott jumped at the sound of the knock on the cabin door. The last thing she expected in the middle of nowhere was a visitor—or so she thought until she pushed aside the curtain to see who was there. Actually, the last thing she expected was for that visitor to be Seth Marcenek.

She opened the door so he could come in out of the rain and hoped she didn't look as guilty as she suddenly felt. Ten years had passed and she'd yet to come to grips with not doing the right thing. There'd only been one time in her life when she hadn't, and here was the walking, talking reminder of her lapse, staring at her with cold blue eyes.

"This is a surprise," she said, stepping back.

"I imagine," Seth replied with a touch of dark irony. He was taller. His face was more angular and his blond hair darker. If possible, he was even better looking than he'd been back when they'd butted heads in physics class on a daily basis.

"Just happen to be in the neighborhood?" Which was miles from anywhere. She'd come to her grandfather's mountain cabin to prepare for her job interview—and to escape her father's dissection of where she'd gone wrong career–wise when she'd gotten laid off from her last job. She knew exactly where she'd gone wrong. She'd trusted her supervisor.

Now she had a shot at a job that would save her in more ways than one—overseeing the renovation of the long–neglected schools in her hometown. She was going to get that job, and convince her father that she hadn't screwed up her engineering career forever. And, more than that, she'd pay her bills.

"No," Seth said. "I came to tell you there's a landslide blocking the road. The county crew won't be able to clear it until the rain stops."

Dana's heart lurched. She had to be in town tomorrow. Missing the interview was not an option.

"When your parents heard about the slide, they contacted the Search and Rescue volunteer corps, so I'm here to get you safely back to town."

He spoke in the faintly mocking tone that had driven her so crazy years ago. They'd never gotten along, she and Seth. In school, he'd been the charming troublemaker and she the overachiever. They'd had classes together, in which Dana had answered questions and taken part in discussions, while Seth had always managed to make the one off the cuff, yet on–target remark that either infuriated or delighted the teacher.

It wasn't until physics class their senior year that real trouble between them started. Seth was a natural at physics, while Dana had to hit the books hard to keep up with him. It didn't seem fair that he should do so effortlessly what she was working so hard at—especially when he didn't take school seriously. Oh, Seth was intelligent, but he wasted his intellect screwing around and that also annoyed Dana.

"So…what now?"

"If you want to get to that interview your parents are so worried about, then you'll have to hike out with me."

She could do that. It'd been a few years since she'd hiked, and heaven knew she didn't have the proper shoes, but she had to get back to town. And Seth was going to take her there.

…

She hadn't changed much. Same dark hair, only it was twisted into a knot at the back of her head instead of pulled back in a barrette. Same know–it–all expression, although it'd wavered when he'd told her about the landslide. The glasses were gone, so he could see her eyes. Even when she'd been driving him insane in physics, trying to prove she was smarter than him, he'd noticed her incredible green eyes. 

"I'll get my stuff together."

"How much stuff?"

"My laptop. My papers."

"Your laptop? It's wet out there."

"I'll wrap it in plastic."

"Whatever, and no hurry."

"Why?"

"The storms are coming in series. After this one passes, we should have an eight to ten hour window before the next." He glanced down at her shoes. Running shoes.

"Why can't we go now? I don't mind walking in the rain." 

He summoned a patient expression. It wasn't easy. "This is the most rain we've seen in two years. There've already been two landslides and a flash flood. We'll wait."

"So we're just going to hang out here?"

"See any other option?"

Unfortunately, Dana did not see another option. She was stuck here with Seth until the rain let up. She forced a tight smile, determined to keep things polite and distant—as if that was possible with Seth. She didn't like the way he was staring at her.

"Thanks for hiking in to get me."

"I was the only SAR guy available for a nonemergency." He shrugged out of his rain jacket. Puddles had formed on the floor where he'd stood. He hung it on the hooks next to the door.

"Nice place," he said. It was a nice place. Dana loved it. She was the only one in the family who loved it, who relished the solitude, the opportunity to sort out her thoughts without phones or television or any other distractions except for the occasional visit by local wildlife. 

"Thank you. My grandpa put a lot of time and TLC into the place."

"It shows." He walked to the window and looked out at the weather.

"How much longer until we can leave?"

"It's starting to let up. I'd say an hour, maybe." He looked back at her. "Do you have a backpack?"

She shook her head. "Suitcase." A corner of his mouth tightened disparagingly. "Hey," she said, the old Seth–inspired defensiveness coming to life. "I didn't know I'd be walking out."

He seemed satisfied at finally sparking a response, which made her all the more determined not to give another.

"I was about to eat lunch. Do you want something? Or will you be rehydrating a packet of survival food?"

He fought a smile. "What are you having?"

"Peanut butter and jelly."

"Sounds good—if you don't mind making two sandwiches."

"Not at all."

"It's been awhile," he commented as he followed her into the rustic kitchen. He leaned against the counter. "The last time I saw you, you were heading off to Europe for a graduation trip."

Her nerves were humming, but she focused on smearing peanut butter on bread. She was not doing a very good job of it now that he'd brought up the past so pointedly.

"And me…I was about to spend the summer on detention work crew for blowing up Principal Domingo's car."

"It was more of a fire as I remember it," Dana said without looking at him. "No explosion." Her cheeks were so damned hot, but she did her best to speak casually.

"Lot of fun, being on work crew in Nevada in the summer. And you can imagine how much my dad enjoyed seeing me in an orange jumpsuit."

John Marcenek had been sheriff at the time and, yes, it must have been embarrassing to have his son on work crew.

Dana stubbornly kept her back to him. He knows. He wouldn't be doing this if he didn't. The knife kept moving back and forth. For all she knew she was buttering the counter. She jerked when his hand came over hers, stopping the motion.

"Why didn't you tell the truth?"

"What?" Her eyes flashed up to his. He was so close.

"Why. Didn't. You. Tell. The. Truth?"

Dana swallowed hard. His eyes were like ice. 

"Why didn't you?" Her words came out on a whisper.

Chapter Two



Seth pulled his hand away and stepped back, as if he couldn't stand touching her any longer—which was fine with Dana, because every nerve in her body was on red alert.

"What proof did I have?" he asked. "An argument in physics class that no one else heard? Who was going to believe that Dana the Brain blew up a car?"

"It was a fire. It was an accident. And I didn't know you would spend the summer on work crew." Great excuse for not doing the right thing, but it was all she had.

"What the hell did you think they would do to me?" 

Dana made a frustrated gesture with the knife. Seth leaned back out of range and she forced herself to place the utensil on the counter. "I thought you would get off. As usual." It had been a reasonable assumption, since Seth always managed to slip out of trouble, due to his ridiculously charming personality. He was charming to everyone, except for her. "I mean…you weren't guilty. I didn't think mere circumstantial evidence—"

"Well, I didn't get off. Apparently mere circumstantial evidence is plenty when dealing with an enraged principal and a highly embarrassed father."

"I'm sorry." The words were pathetically inadequate.

Seth said nothing, so Dana had no idea if her apology was accepted, or if he was simply disgusted with her. Disgust seemed the most likely option. 

She wanted to explain the hows and whys, the paralyzing fear of disappointing her parents—valedictorians simply did not blow up cars—and the heavy burden of living life for a dead brother.

Oh yeah. That would make a difference. Bottom line…she'd screwed up and Seth had suffered.

"How about I make the sandwiches?" he finally said, nodding at the semi–mangled bread.

"No. I'll do it."

Seth studied Dana as she finished the sandwiches with quick, jerky movements, wondering what he would have done had positions been reversed. Easy. He would have come forward with the truth, rather than flying across the ocean before the situation was settled. He couldn't have lived with himself if someone else had been punished for something he'd done.

Dana was different.

She'd planned to be valedictorian before the rest of her classmates knew what the word meant, and obviously wasn't going to let a momentary lapse in judgment and a potato in a tailpipe stand in her way. She'd already been showered with scholarships, which she would have lost. He knew—he'd lost his.

Maybe she had believed he'd slip out of trouble, but that wasn't a strong enough reason to let bygones be bygones.

She turned and offered him a sandwich, neatly cut into triangles. "Perfect," he said. She got the jab and flushed slightly. Everything Dana did was perfect. Except for that honesty thing.

"I'll get my stuff together."

"Do you have any other shoes?"

"Flip–flops," she said on her way out of the kitchen. Cool. Dana was going to have wet feet by the time they got back to where he'd parked his truck on the other side of the landslide.

Well, wet or not, he'd get her back to town, to the interview and out of his life, because Dana Prescott was not getting that job. 

***

The rain stopped and they set out a half–hour later—a long, silent half–hour, during which Dana packed and avoided Seth. The hike was not difficult, since they were walking downhill on a muddy road. It was the company Dana could do without. There was no way to make up for what she'd done to Seth. No way to escape the guilt. And she had a sneaking suspicion from his uncharacteristically harsh expression that her apology had not been accepted. She didn't blame him.

Dana shifted the canvas bag carrying her plastic–wrapped laptop and a few items of clothing, and concentrated on Seth's back. He'd filled out since high school. He'd been lean and mean back then, but now he'd developed a rather impressive set of shoulders and had grown another two or three inches. Dana dropped her eyes and focused on the muck she was picking her way through rather than the guy she had no right to ogle. But her gaze flashed up again when Seth rounded a corner and then stopped short. A thick jumble of rocks and mud, at least ten yards across, blocked the road. It was still oozing mud along the sides. A rock bounced down the slope and landed on top of the slide.

"I take it that wasn't there when you came in," Dana said, coming to stand beside him.

"No." She had the feeling he wanted to add "duh" to the end.

"What now?"

"The only safe thing is to go up and around." The top of the slide was lost in the wispy fog on the mountainside above them. 

"Couldn't we just pick our way over it?"

He turned on her. "Look—you may think you know everything, but maybe, just maybe, there are a few things in this world that I know more about than you. Like what happens when you put a potato in a tailpipe."

Dana's chin jutted out slightly. "You said it would make the car backfire and lose power as Pete drove away. I said it wouldn't even start due to lack of compression."

"Well now we both know that if the car has faulty fuel lines, it catches fire." Seth gave her a dark look then started up the brush–covered mountain slope along the edge of the slide. "Stay there," he ordered as he disappeared into the fog.

"Great," Dana muttered. It was hell to argue when you were at a distinct disadvantage. It took a lot of the fun out of it.

How long was she going to have to stand there, in the mud, with her freezing feet, and wait?

Not long. Seth's shout startled her. And the silence that followed was worse. 

"Seth?" Her voice sounded thin in the foggy air.

She was answered with a string of faint curses. Okay. He was alive.

She cautiously started up the wet slope, grabbing bushes growing on the side of the hill above her for support. "Where are you?"

"Here." He sounded both angry and resigned. A second later she saw him, several yards above her on the hill, lying on his side and trying to free his leg from where it was trapped between two large rocks.

"This is why you never hike alone," he said through gritted teeth as she approached.

"Good tip. I'll remember that." She drew in a breath, knowing better than to ask what happened. It was obvious that he'd stepped on a rock that had shifted, slipped and jammed his leg between the other two granite slabs as he fell.

The question now was how to get him out. 

Chapter Three



Seth tried to remember the last time he'd been so pissed off and embarrassed. It had to be when he was on detention work crew ten years ago. Dana Prescott was a jinx. Pure and simple. Now, how the hell was he going to get out of this jam? He did not want to send Dana for help. 

She slowly circled him, sizing up the situation. Seth dropped his chin to the damp rain slicker covering his chest. "Ideas?" he asked, knowing full well she probably had several. He hoped none of them involved sawing off his leg or leaving him to die.

"I need to go get something for leverage. Be right back."

Seth made one last awkward and futile attempt to free his leg, and then he punched the rock in frustration, scraping his knuckles through his glove. Crap.

A few seconds later, Dana came back up the hill with a thick branch, scrambling with amazing agility for someone who probably didn't spend nearly as much time in the hills as he did. Her hair had come loose from the knot, and fell around her face in long, loose, damp curls. He closed his eyes.

Dana said nothing as she started prying stones out of the rock pile several feet below him.

"Don't bring the whole mountain down."

"I'm an engineer."

His eyes came open. "I thought you were an architect."

"Architectural engineer."

So how did that qualify her to assess rock stability? 

And how was this unexpected bit of news going to affect the outcome of the interview? Could it be that once again Ms. Perfect had the edge?

Seth gritted his teeth. His foot was jammed between the rocks at an odd angle and weird pains shot up his leg.

"If I can just get this one out…" Dana skidded down the hill as the rocks shifted en masse and Seth felt one of the slabs holding his leg give slightly. He was more concerned about his rescuer. He twisted his body to try and see where she'd landed.

"Hey, Engineer. Are you all right?"

"Yeah." She picked herself up and climbed back up to him. She once again assessed and then carefully pried one last rock loose. The granite slab shifted just enough to allow him to pull his leg free.

Dana helped him limp clear of the rocky area. He sank down onto the sodden ground, massaging his numb thigh. His ankle was already swelling over the top of his boot. He glanced up at Dana who regarded him coolly, dark curls sticking to the sides of her face.

"What now, Mr. Search and Rescue?"

Seth was torn. Dana could see it in his face. He clearly wanted to say, "I'm fine, we keep walking," but he wasn't fine. From the way he flinched every time he moved his ankle, she suspected it was either broken or sprained.

"I think we'd better go back to the cabin," he said.

A very un–Seth–like choice. Could it be he'd changed over the years? She held out a hand and helped him to his feet. Once he was up, he balanced on one leg. "Are you going to make me ask?" she inquired flatly.

Seth's mouth tightened until his lips were white. From pain or male ego, Dana had no idea. "My ankle isn't one–hundred percent."

She refrained from rolling her eyes. "What percent is it?"

"Thirty."

"Don't you mean ten?" She'd gotten used to the ways of men during engineering classes.

Seth snorted disdainfully before putting a hand on her shoulder and limping heavily as he regained balance. "Maybe fifteen," he admitted.

Dana took hold of the back of his coat, thinking she'd never in her life thought she'd be this close to the man. Even through the rain gear she could tell he was all muscle and, heaven help her, he smelled good.

What on earth was with her, noticing things like that about Seth Marcenek?

…

By the time they reached the cabin, Seth's forehead was beaded with perspiration. His freaking ankle was killing him. He just hoped they could get the boot off.

After Dana had helped him onto the sofa, Seth pulled up his pant leg and grimaced. So did Dana when she saw how his ankle puffed over the top of his boot. She knelt down, undid the laces and then eased the boot free. Seth sucked in a breath, squeezing his eyes shut. Damn, it hurt.

"I'll get some ice." She returned from the kitchen a few seconds later with a bag of ice and a bottle of ibuprofen. Then she disappeared into the bedroom. When she came out again, she was wearing a dry coat a couple sizes too big for her.

"Where are you going?" She'd insisted on hauling the canvas tote with the laptop while she'd helped him the two miles back to the cabin, so she had nothing to retrieve.

"To get help."

Seth stared at her. "Did you not notice what just happened to me?"

"You need medical attention, and I need to get to my interview." 

"Nothing "medical" can be done until the swelling goes down, and I think they'll probably postpone the interview."

Dana frowned fiercely, disbelievingly. "Why?"

Seth carefully peeled off his sock. "Because there are only two candidates."

"So?"

"I'm the other one."

For the second time that day Dana hoped her jaw didn't drop. "You?"

"Don't sound so astounded."

"But…"

"What?" He shot her a challenging look.

"How are you qualified?" She hadn't meant to sound so arrogant.

"Do you mean how did I manage to educate myself after losing all my scholarships because of a gross misdemeanor? I went into debt."

"What did you get your degree in?"

"Welding. And then I worked my way up through the ranks at the mine until I became a maintenance supervisor. The qualifications for the school district job are either a degree, or ten years of experience and a professional engineer license. I have the experience and the license." Seth propped his foot on the lodge pole coffee table and settled the bag of ice on it, wincing as he did so.

"Are you employed now?" Dana asked. He nodded without looking at her.

There were two main sources of employment in Wesley, Nevada—the school district and the mines. Seth was wise to switch if he was looking at longevity. She had no doubt she was more qualified—in the design part, anyway—but Seth had never left town. He was part of the good old boy network.

"Why do you want the position?" he asked her.

"I plan on specializing in renovation. It's not an easy field to break into. I, uh, need more practical hands–on experience." She also needed to pay her bills. She'd sent out over fifty resumes after being laid off, and she had not been picky. If the job involved engineering, she'd applied, and from those fifty plus resumes, she had garnered this one interview—quite possibly because she was a native, and Wesley was so isolated few people wanted to move there.

"What if you don't get the job?" he asked.

"I'll get it."

"But just for argument's sake…?"

"I'll apply for other positions," she snapped. Starbucks. McDonald's. She'd been without work for six months now. Her nest egg was gone. This job had been a godsend. Experience and financial salvation rolled into one. She needed this job. Seth already had one.

In fact, she'd bet dollars to donuts that he'd only applied because she had.

Well, bring it on. She was more than ready to show the committee who was the better candidate.

Chapter Four



Seth slept on the sofa in his thermal bottoms. He'd wanted to strip down, but it hurt too damned much pulling the tight cuffs over his ankle, which was throbbing and keeping him awake, so he'd left them on.

He stared at the dark ceiling, listening to the coyotes, and wondering if Dana was asleep. She hadn't said a word about the interview after learning that he was the other candidate. There wasn't much to say, really. He had every intention of landing the job, which would allow him to remain close to his father and brothers and still make a decent wage.

All he had to do was get to the interview. 

The road crew would rescue them. Eventually. The other SAR members knew he intended to wait out the storms before walking Dana out, so he figured they wouldn't look for him until after the rain stopped. They knew he could take care of himself. So had he—right up until he'd slipped. Man. What an eye–opener.

It was close to midnight when he gave in to the pain and reached over his head for the ibuprofen bottle on the end table, promptly knocking the ceramic lamp to the floor with a loud crash.

Great.
The bedroom light snapped on an instant later. Dana appeared in the doorway, wearing a long T–shirt that did little to hide her curves, her hair loose around her shoulders.

"Sorry," Seth muttered as he awkwardly tried to reach the lamp from the sofa.

"Hold still." Dana crossed the small room to pick up the lamp and set it on the end table.

"I was reaching for the ibuprofen."

"You scared the crap out of me."

"Sorry."

She pressed the ibuprofen bottle into his hand. "I'll get you some water."

Her face was pale. He really had scared her. She took a couple steps toward the kitchen, then stopped and knelt down to gingerly pick up a curved piece of frosted glass. The bulb had broken.

"Be careful," he said automatically.

"Thank you." Her voice was emotionless.

"Hey," Seth said after she'd collected several pieces.

When she looked at him, her eyes were level with his and he was struck as always by how beautiful they were. Green and dark–lashed. She put the glass pieces on the table.

"Were you asleep?" he asked.

"No. I was lying awake feeling guilty." He hadn't expected such a candid reply.

"Yeah?" 

Her mouth tightened as she nodded. "I spent a lot of nights like that after I got back from Europe."

"If you felt so guilty, then why didn't you do something about it?"

"I was afraid, all right?"

Dana Prescott. Afraid? He hadn't thought she was afraid of anything except for a grade lower than an A. "Of what? Being human?"

"In a way, yes."

He propped himself up on his elbow, and Dana's eyes strayed down to his chest as the blanket fell away.

"In what way?" he asked.

She focused on the floor then, pressing her lips together momentarily before saying, "My brother, Brock, was brilliant."

Okay…
"I see," Seth said slowly. He hadn't realized she had a brother. Or that her brother even figured into the story.

"He died of leukemia. The year before we moved to Wesley. He graduated high school, had all these scholarships. He, uh, never got a chance to use them. He died that summer. Then it became my job to do the things he never got the chance to do."

Seth was shocked. "Your parents told you that?"

She shook her head. "No. Not in words. But…I felt the need to make up for what they'd lost when Brock passed away."

"That wasn't your job. You had a loss, too."

"I know. He was four years older than me, but we were close. He's the reason I wanted to be an engineer." She pressed her lips together again. "After the car fire, I knew I should tell, but my dad was so happy that I was valedictorian. And it was the first time he'd been happy in so long." One corner of her mouth tightened. "I honestly thought you'd weasel out of trouble. As always. It wasn't until I got back that I found out what had happened to you."

"And you still didn't come forward."

"No." The word came out on a whisper. "I'm not proud of it, but it's what I did."

"For your dad."

"Yes."

Seth held her eyes for a minute, thinking how that brief explanation made so many things fall into place.

"I am sorry," she said softly.

"Yeah." This was the most vulnerable he'd ever seen Dana. It was obviously hard on her, so he did her a favor and changed the subject. "Well, I think we can agree that neither of us is sorry about Pete Domingo losing his car."

Dana gave an unladylike snort. "Considering how he got the car in the first place? No. The fire seemed like poetic justice."

"Harley certainly thought so," Seth agreed.

Harley was the school janitor, and had given Principal Domingo the title to his beloved classic Mustang as collateral for a personal loan to pay medical bills. Due to yet another medical emergency, Harley had fallen behind on the payments and Pete had taken possession of the car. He'd then refused to sell it back. There was a reason few people in Wesley liked Pete Domingo.

Dana studied him for a moment, making Seth wonder what was going on in her head. "I have a question," she finally said.

"Shoot."

"Did you apply for the school district position because I did? To get back at me?"

"No, but I did appreciate the irony." He adjusted the blanket as her eyes drifted back to his exposed skin. She was checking him out. He wondered if she was even aware of what she was doing.

When her eyes came back to his face, he said, "I bet you never thought we'd compete for the same job?"

"Never." 

Her quick, adamant reply made him smile, bringing back memories of high school. Even then, he'd sensed there was more to Dana than she allowed people to see. But, whenever he'd tried to scratch the surface, she'd gone all prickly on him. Like now.

"I didn't mean that quite like it sounded."

"I think you did."

She smiled, a real smile, and Seth felt his body stir in response. "No. I didn't."

He reached out to trace the tips of his fingers down the side of her face. Her lips parted slightly as her eyes held his.

"Come here, Dana," he said softly, threading his fingers through her hair, gently cupping the back of her head and drawing her mouth down closer to his. Her hand settled on his chest, her fingers splayed wide over his bare skin, as their lips met. Briefly. Before he could really kiss her, she drew in a sharp breath and pulled away.

"Why did you do that?" she asked.

"I was curious." He'd been curious about her for years—first as a teen, wondering what she was really like behind that know–it–all exterior, and then as an adult, wondering why she'd hung him out to dry.

"Satisfied?" 

One corner of Seth's mouth curved up as he reached out to gently touch his forefinger to her full lower lip. 

"Not even close."

Chapter Five



Seth limped into the kitchen the next morning as Dana was making coffee, looking better than any guy should after sleeping on a too–short sofa. She'd tried to give him the bed the night before, but he'd refused, saying he wanted to keep his ankle elevated on the sofa arm. 

She really wished he'd taken the bed.

Then he wouldn't have knocked the lamp onto the floor, and she wouldn't have made her late–night confession. He wouldn't have kissed her.

She still hadn't figured out what that was about. Curiosity, as he'd said? A power play? Or just plain lust? It had been lust on her part, and she was still feeling the tingle. Crazy.

"How's your ankle?" she asked, focusing on measuring the coffee grounds. The air practically snapped with electricity with him in the room. She felt it. Did he?

"About twice its normal size."

She glanced over at him then and saw the smile in his eyes, which beat the heck out of yesterday's ice, but was threatening in its own way. "I think I should go for help." I think I should get away from you.
"I think you should stay here."

"You just don't want to be rescued by an amateur." 

"I want you available in case I slip in the bathtub." His eyes crinkled at the corner. "Got an extra towel?"

"In the hall cupboard."

After Seth had bathed, they ate a not–so–hearty breakfast of cereal and coffee. Seth gestured at the top of the fridge.

"Is that a cribbage board?"

"Yes."

"Do you play?"

"I do, and I'm good."

After five games, she gave up. The man had incredible luck. She didn't. She gathered the cards and wrapped a rubber band around them. The rain had stopped early that morning and she was going to hike out, whether Seth liked it or not. What was he going to do? Chase her down?

"So, Dana," Seth said, leaning back in his chair. "Tell me about the potato."

Her stomach knotted in, but she owed him an explanation. "Well…it was a Winnemucca russet."

"So you went with a locally grown spud," he said, nodding his head with mock approval. "Excellent choice." 

"It was the perfect shape. I thought if I put it in the tailpipe, when Pete left early for lunch, as he always did—"

"While we watched out the window during the world's most boring physics class—"

"That I would prove to you exactly what happened when a tailpipe was blocked."

"Didn't work out as planned."

"Uh, no." She got to her feet and put the cribbage board and cards back on top of the fridge. "They cancelled class for the graduation photo shoot, remember? I was upset because I'd taken a huge risk and it wasn't going to pay off. Then I about died when Len Brown came running in and said that Mr. Domingo's car was on fire." 

She pushed both hands through her hair. It had been horrifying. The one time she'd stepped off the straight and narrow and she burned up a car.

Seth shook his head as Dana sat back down. "It took me a while to figure that it had to be you, because I didn't know what caused the fire until I got blamed for it. Someone had seen me hanging around Domingo's car that day."

"Were you?"

"No more than anyone else. It was the only parking lot at school."

"Did you try to tell anyone it was me?"

"My dad. He didn't believe me." Seth twisted his mouth sideways. "My own fault. I'd been caught in the occasional ass–saving lie before that, but you know what? I never lied to the old man again."

"Why was Mr. Domingo so convinced it was you?"

Seth shrugged. "I guess because I told him what I thought of a man who took advantage of a friend and hijacked a car from him. And I may have mentioned he didn't deserve to own such a car."

"You did?"

"Pete Domingo and I had many run–ins. By my senior year we were on a first–name basis. He really wanted to see me on that work crew."

"And I gave him the opportunity."

"Yeah, you did." One corner of his mouth quirked up. "And even though I was royally pissed, I was also impressed at how well you set me up to take the blame."

Great. She'd impressed him with her criminal abilities. She resisted the urge to reiterate that she hadn't purposely set him up. Instead she said, "So why did you kiss me last night? I obviously messed up your life."

"Do you have to analyze everything?"

"Yes." Anything to maintain the illusion of control when she felt so totally out of control.

He studied her in a way that made her nerves hum. "Well then, Dana Prescott, analyze this. I was attracted to you in high school. You might say I had a crush on you."

"Right."

"It's true."

Dana got to her feet, then wished she hadn't, since it felt awkward standing. "Because I was one of the few girls who didn't throw herself at you?"

"Partly," he said. "You didn't respond like everyone else. You seemed impervious to the dazzling Marcenek charm." His gaze traveled over her. "You didn't look like the other kids, either. You always dressed so nice."

She'd dressed to keep her parents happy. No teenage rebellion for her. They'd had enough to deal with.

"You stood out in the crowd—beautiful face, a smoking body and a superior, touch–me–not attitude that both attracted and put off more than one guy."

Dana exhaled heavily. "I'm sorry if I frightened you."

He smiled. "Oh, I wasn't frightened. I was challenged."

"Is that why you argued with me full time?" she asked in a clipped tone, wishing she hadn't opened this can of worms.

"Yeah. It was." She gave him an eloquently disbelieving look. "It's true. I was young and you weren't falling for the usual stuff. Besides…it worked."

"How so?" she asked suspiciously.

"During those arguments, you'd get so ticked off that you forgot your persona."

"What persona?"

"Perfect Dana Prescott."

She smirked at him. "I was perfect."

"How about now?"

"Now I'm out of work."

"Want to tell me about it?"

"No."

"I want to see you after we get back to Wesley."

Her eyes widened. "Are you nuts?" It took her a moment to realize that this was Seth. "I don't see it happening," she said stiffly.

"Why?"

I blew up a car and blamed you. "Because it doesn't make sense to see each other."

"But it could feel good."

"I don't do things because they feel good."

The humor died from his eyes. "More's the pity."

She took a quick step back, then turned and walked out of the kitchen. She came back a few seconds later wearing her coat.

He raised an eyebrow. "Where are you going?"

"I'm walking out. Just because you fell into a hole, doesn't mean I will." Dana zipped the coat with a quick vicious motion.

"Be careful."

Thank goodness he wasn't going to try to stop her. "Please remember who you're talking to."

He limped to the door with her. "Dana." 

When she turned toward him, he took her by her shoulders and kissed her—hard—scrambling her senses to the point that all she could do was blink at him when he pressed a set of keys into her hand.

"You might need these if you're going to drive back to town. I'm parked on the other side of the landslide." 

Chapter Six



Dana picked her way up the side of the mountain and around the top of the landslide that had been Seth's undoing. Two hours later she reached the original slide, which the county crew was clearing. She told the road boss what had happened and he grinned.

"So you rescued Seth, eh?"

"I guess I did." Rescued him. Kissed him. All in a day's work.

His smile widened. "I'll have some fun with that."

On the drive home, Dana called her father, who had one question: What about the interview? Dana told him it would be rescheduled, although she had no idea if that were true. 

She hung up, exhausted. She didn't want to endure another career–planning session—which was why she'd escaped to the cabin in the first place. Her father meant well, but couldn't grasp why she was out of work. Dana understood perfectly. The company had been overstaffed and had needed a scapegoat after going over budget. She was an easy target when older, savvier engineers needed to save their butts in a rotten economy. They'd thrown her to the wolves…and she'd done the same to Seth after she'd destroyed Pete's car.

Dana had a late–payment warning for her car loan waiting for her when she got home.

"We'll lend you the money," her father said after she'd called the bank and managed to defer payment for a month. She'd already negotiated an extension for her student loans.

"No. You won't." Her parents' business was struggling. Depleting their funds was not an option. Fortunately, the committee had agreed to reschedule the interviews pending Seth's return, so Dana hoped she'd be able to start paying back her loans soon enough.

Oddly, she spent more time thinking about Seth than she did about the loans. He'd had every reason to hate her and he didn't—not unless he kissed his enemies. 

He'd said he wanted to see her again. Well…she wanted to see him, too. It made no sense, really, but he was the closest thing she had to a friend in town. And for once in her life she seemed unable to squelch that part of her that wanted to toe up to the figurative edge and see what was on the other side.

Dana returned Seth's truck as soon as he returned to town and got the keys to her Jeep, which he'd driven back from the cabin.

"How was the hike?" he asked.

"Long." Too much time to think.
He leaned against the door frame to his house. "Thanks for rescheduling the interview."

"No problem." Dana met his blue eyes. "I'm touring the Barlow Ridge School tomorrow. They have some problems with—"

"The roof and the basement."

"Do you have solutions in mind?"

"I do."

"Me, too."

His mouth curved in that way she'd always found so fascinating. "Want to share?" he asked.

"Maybe. Do you want to go with me?"

"Why?" 

"So that we're on even footing at the interview, of course."

He grinned. "You want to pick my brain."

That wasn't all she wanted to do, but she thought she'd best keep that to herself.

"I'll return the favor." But when she met his eyes, she knew that he was aware that it was more than that…she had a curiosity of her own. About him. 

…

Seth drove to the historic rural school. He enjoyed having Dana with him, even though he knew how temporary this situation was. 

There'd been more layoffs at the mine while he'd been gone. His job was edging closer to extinction, and he needed to land the school district position if he was going to stay in the area. According to his brother, Garrett, he had to stay in the area. It took more than one man to look after their stubborn father.

The teachers at the school were happy to point out the building problems they dealt with on a daily basis. There was much to be done in the way of renovation and maintenance. When they finished the tour, he and Dana sat on the playfield swings, neither in a hurry to go home. He was surprised at the camaraderie between them. Apparently, all that fighting years ago had provided a stable base upon which to build a friendship.

Or more.

"When I went into engineering, I thought I'd be secure," Dana said musingly. "Now I have the bank breathing down my neck."

"So if this doesn't work out…"

"I'll be heading to a place with more employment opportunities—of any variety. One of my ex–roommates has a job lead."

"Tell me about your old job," he said as they walked back to the truck. His ankle was better, but he still moved slowly.

Dana shrugged. "Not much to tell. I did calculations."

"That's it?"

"I got laid off." 

He imagined that had been an eye–opener for her. "Do you like calculations?"

"Not really. That's the attraction of this job. There's history involved and—" she smiled slightly "—non–calculating aspects."

"If you hadn't become an engineer, what would you have been?" 

"A lawyer," she answered without hesitation. "I love to argue."

"I noticed. And you'll also go to great lengths to prove your point."

She smiled at his touché. "I wanted to go to Yale, of course."

"Of course. So…why the change in direction?"

She frowned. "Engineering was a better fit." 

…

It was illogical to keep seeing Seth, but Dana ignored the voice of sanity—or at least muffled it while she was with him. They toured the elementary school that needed an extensive addition the next afternoon, and then she went to dinner with him that evening—if one could consider take–out in the park dinner.

He'd made her shudder describing a cliff rescue in which he'd belayed down a sheer rock face to an injured hiker, and she'd made him shudder with a story of a six–inch binder filled with calculations. The incident reminded her of how different they were—he lived life on the edge, while she preferred a carefully planned existence—but she couldn't deny the attraction between them. He was maddeningly sure of himself, and Dana had no idea why that made him so irresistible, but it did.

Two days before the interview, her father mentioned that she was seeing a lot of the competition.

"It's not hurting anything," Dana said, wishing he'd realize she was almost thirty.

"It's your life," he replied, giving Dana the oddest feeling that it wasn't.

Okay…maybe she was indulging herself—for the first time ever—using Seth to get through the stress of not having a means of support, of watching her precious career flounder.

He was a distraction.

Was that fair to him?
The next day they took their final unofficial school tour. It was an unusually silent affair.

"What's going on?" Seth finally asked after he'd walked her to her door.

"Maybe I'm facing reality, Seth."

"How so?"

"The past few days have been fun but—"

"You don't do things because they feel good?"

"We have nothing in common," she corrected.

He stepped closer, trapping her against her own front door, the hardness of his body making her want nothing more than to devour him. "Other than turning each other on and competing for the same job?"

"Exactly," she said huskily.

"I did time for you on work crew. How can you say we have nothing in common?"

"I—"

He interrupted her with a kiss, and the fire ignited deep inside. He continued to kiss her, her back pressed up against the door, his hands on either side of her head. He nuzzled her ear and then whispered, "Come home with me."

"That's crazy."

"Crazy is what I do."

"It's not what I do."

He took a step back. "Somebody put a potato in that tailpipe."

He wasn't strengthening his case. The one time she'd gotten into trouble, Seth had been involved. Was she going to let that happen again?

She didn't have a chance to find out. Seth's cell phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and frowned. 

"Yeah. Dad." He listened for a moment, his frown deepening, and then said, "Be right there. Do not try to drive yourself…damn it, just stay put!"

Chapter Seven



Seth raced to his dad's place, where he found the old man sitting at the kitchen table, fighting for breath.

"What the hell? Did you go off your meds again?"

John shook his head, and for once Seth believed him. His father had been fighting blood–pressure–related health problems for years, but after a scare six months ago he had started taking the condition seriously.

Seth took his father's vitals, more than a little disturbed when the old man didn't try to fight him off, then called the doctor and his brother. "I'm taking him to the ER. Meet me there."

Garrett arrived shortly after Seth escorted John into the ER.

"Did he go off his meds?" Garrett asked.

"Not this time."

"Then what?" Garrett took a few paces. "I called Nate." Their brother in Seattle. "I told him not to hop on a plane just yet. And I met Dana in the parking lot. I told her there was nothing she could do here, and that you'd get in contact with her. Tomorrow."

Seth shot his notoriously over–protective brother a sharp look. "Is that all you told her?"

Garrett scowled at him as the nurse came in with the paperwork. It wasn't until ten minutes later that Seth realized he hadn't gotten an answer. 

…

"You're home late," Dana's father commented when she walked past his home–office door. He had no idea how late she'd almost been.

"Seth's father had to go to the hospital."

"I'm sorry to hear that," he answered automatically, looking up from the papers he was studying. "Your mother and I were talking earlier and we hope you're not getting too serious about this guy."

"Why?"

"He doesn't have a formal education to speak of. The committee is only interviewing him as a courtesy."

"I hear he's good at what he does."

"So are you. He can apply for the job once you leave."

"Yeah," Dana said stonily before going to her room. If he was still around. She'd learned a few things from Garrett when she'd run into him in the hospital parking lot. She'd been under the impression that Seth was securely employed, and that applying for this job had been a whim. No. He was due to be laid off in a few months. According to Garrett, this job was his chance to stay in the community, where he wanted to be. Where she didn't want to be.

So here she was—in a position to screw him over again. But she needed this job, too.

What now?

She was going to see Seth and hammer out a few things. As she left the house, the demon logic whispered that she was making a mistake. Well, if she was making a mistake, it was going to be one she remembered for the rest of her life…kind of like Pete's car. 

…

An hour after John had arrived at the ER, the brothers learned that it wasn't lack of medication that had caused the problem—it was too much. John had taken a cold medicine that wasn't compatible with his blood–pressure medication. John refused to stay in the hospital a moment longer than he had to, so Garrett drove him home and Seth returned to his house. The last thing Seth expected was to find Dana waiting on his porch.

"How's your dad?"

"He needs a keeper," Seth said gruffly as he climbed the porch steps.

"How are you?" 

"Better. Now." He stopped a few inches away from her, but didn't touch her, much as he wanted to. 

"Why didn't you tell me you were going to be laid off?"

"Something miraculous might happen."

Dana cupped his face in her hands and kissed his lips, gently at first, then with more heat as his arms wrapped around her, lifting her off her feet.

"Stay here with me?" he asked softly.

"This one time." 

She emphasized the word one, but Seth decided to explore the logic behind that later. He would have carried her into the house had his ankle been one–hundred percent. It wasn't, so he took her hand and led her inside. He locked the door and once again pulled her close, trapping her hands against his chest as he kissed her, trying to convey without words just how glad he was to be with her.

She pulled her hands free and started unbuttoning his shirt. Soon there was a trail of clothing leading to the bedroom he wished he'd tidied up that morning. Fortunately, she didn't seem particularly interested in the décor. She was focused on him.

Neither of them spoke as they kissed, caressed, explored. Dana's body was as perfect as he'd always imagined, but more than that, she responded in a way that made it almost impossible for him to hold on to his control.

Dana could let go, in a way that surprised both of them. And damn but he loved being along for the ride.

Later, when they were lying in the tangled sheets, which, truthfully, had been tangled before they'd started making love, Seth said, "Can you spend the night or would it shock your parents?"

She shook her head and he could see that his lovely Dana had been hit by a wallop of post–coital sanity.

"Does this have to be a once–only deal?" He thought now that she'd seen how good they were together, she would change her mind.

She moved to put some space between them. "This was…spectacular. But?" She propped herself up on her elbow. "Would it go anywhere even if we continued to sleep with each other?"

"Maybe."

"How?"

He frowned. "By you and me developing a relationship?" He didn't like the way she drew back even more, as if protecting herself.

"We're too different, Seth. I mean, honestly. We are."

"How so?"

She frowned at him. "You live life hanging off the edge of the cliff."

"I rescue people. Is that so bad?"

"It is for a person who needs stability."

"I'm not unstable, Dana. I think you know that." And he wasn't going to let her sidestep the issue, which was exactly what she was doing right now.

"I need to get home," she said. She got out of bed and reached for her jeans.

"Why'd you come here tonight?"

"Your dad had that attack, and then I found out that you were close to losing your job."

"You came here because you felt sorry for me? Funny, but I wasn't getting a big sympathy vibe from you a while ago."

She stopped dressing and stood beside the bed in her jeans and bra, her shirt in one hand. "Okay, I came because I wanted to make love to you…but now I realize…I know you won't understand, but I have this plan. I need my plan. For this past week, I've abandoned it and without it, I feel…lost."

"Lost."

"Not anchored. As if…" She gestured helplessly.

As if she hadn't expected to enjoy making love to him so much. As if it threatened her.
"When did you stop having your lawyer dream?"

Her eyes met his. "That was just a kid thing."

"When?"

"It doesn't matter."

"It matters to me." She drew in a breath, but before she could speak he said, "Dana, abandon the plan. Be yourself. Find your own dream."

"I am myself," she said so fiercely he wondered who she was trying to convince. 

"No. You're living someone else's life for them because they can't."

Her face went pale, but she didn't say another word. Less than a minute later the front door slammed shut and Seth sank back onto the bed.

Chapter Eight



Dana was at the top of her game during the interview and could sense that the committee—which included Pete Domingo—was impressed with her responses. She should have felt great as she drove home to wait the two hours until the regular board meeting, when the decision would be announced.

She did not feel great.

She hated competing against Seth, hated needing this job. And she wasn't looking forward to facing him after storming out of his bedroom because he'd had the gall to tell her the truth.

Dana let herself into the house, glad that her parents were at work so she had some time alone, to get a much–needed grip.

She went into her father's home office, where Brock smiled at her from the graduation photo on the desk. Perfect Brock, who wasn't able to make mistakes. Well, she was making enough for both of them lately.

Seth was correct in that she shouldn't be living Brock's life for him, but that didn't mean she didn't need a plan.

Plan, plan, plan…
She drew a blank, until an errant thought occurred to her—did plans have to be risk–free, with a dependable safety net? Could she have an iffy plan? Such as, what if she temporarily abandoned engineering? What if she tried law school? Even for a year? She could defer her loans by going back to school. She could sell her car and live like a student for a while. She could make her own plan, not her brother's or her father's. And who knows? Maybe engineering really was her calling. But she needed to know for sure.

She closed her eyes.

The idea was taking hold. Sprouting. Like a voracious weed, in fact.

Was it too late to turn things around? Follow an iffy plan and be a bit more like Seth, who certainly seemed happier than she was?

Dana did not see Seth until they took their seats in the front row of the school–board meeting room. The rest of the chairs filled behind them. Dana knew her father would be there, ready to celebrate easy victory.

"How'd it go?" she finally asked Seth, who'd yet to speak to her. She was concerned about Pete Domingo. He obviously wouldn't favor Seth.

"Good." He didn't look at her.

After the board members took their seat, Seth rose and walked up to the podium microphone. He cleared his throat. "Before you officially start, I just want to say that I'm withdrawing my name."

Dana jumped to her feet. "No you're not."

He glanced over his shoulder at her, his expression steely. "Yes, I am." 

Dana walked up to the microphone and tilted it in her direction, her eyes fixed on Seth. "I would like to make a confession." Seth clapped his hand over the mike.

"Are you nuts?" he whispered.

"Totally." Dana drew in a deep breath, faced the board and announced, without benefit of amplification, "I put the potato in Mr. Domingo's tailpipe ten years ago. I made his car catch fire."

"What?" Pete Domingo jumped to his feet as quickly as a man of his bulk could. "You!" 

"Me. I let Seth take the blame. I let him spend the summer on detention work crew while I toured Europe." It sounded just as awful as she'd intended. She just hoped her father didn't have a heart attack behind her, but the truth was the truth.

"Why are you doing this?" Seth demanded, his hand still over the mike.

"You know why."

His expression shuttered. "You want to get away from me this badly?" His hand fell back to his side.

"No, you fool." Dana's voice boomed through the room. She reached out and hit the microphone on/off switch. "I want you to have this job."

"So you can leave town."

"So you can stay here. Near your dad." She looked up at the ceiling. "Maybe we could discuss this elsewhere."

"Good idea," he said grimly. He put a hand under her elbow and then paused to address the board. "We have some stuff to work out."

The chairman made a sweeping gesture. "Go. By all means." They'd barely taken two steps when the chairman said dryly, "Mr. Marcenek? Ms. Prescott? You will inform us of your decision?"

"You bet," Seth said on their way out of the room.

Dana had barely shut the boardroom door behind her when Seth demanded, "What in the hell are you thinking?"

"Me? What about you?"

"I'm thinking that if you got the job, I'd have some time to convince you to alter your carved–in–stone plan."

"And I'm thinking that I need to rescue myself from an overly planned, unsatisfying life."

Seth's eyebrows rose. "Come again?"

She took a few slow steps towards him, her gaze locked on his. "I might need your help."

He studied her for a moment, as if ascertaining whether or not she was the real Dana. "How?"

"Take this job so I can try law school." She settled her hands on his shoulders. "Help me loosen up. Talk me down when I start freezing up. Be there for me and I'll be there for you."

He smiled that wonderful crooked smile of his. "I give great moral support."

"I know." Dana went up on her toes to gently kiss his lips and then Seth leaned his forehead against hers.

"So what now? Do you think they'll have either of us?"

Dana laughed, feeling freer than she'd felt in years. "Maybe we should go see."

Six months later:
Dana tried to check her watch, but it wasn't on her wrist—part of her weekend freedom plan. She studied Monday through Friday, but at 5 p.m. Friday afternoon, the watch went into the drawer next to her bed and soon thereafter, Seth would knock on the door. He worked nine hours a day at the school district Monday through Thursday so that he could work half a day on Friday and drive to Vegas, where they would spend the weekend simply being together.

It had been an adjustment for Dana in the beginning. No watch. No schedule. But she was getting the hang of it, and she really wished Seth would get here. Now.

When he finally did show up, Dana hauled him inside her tiny apartment, kissing him passionately. It wasn't easy being apart four days a week, but they made up for it on the weekends.

"Whoa…" he said, pulling back with a laugh. "Your mom sent cookies. Don't want to crush them."

Her parents hadn't embraced her new life plan immediately, but they'd come around. Seth had talked to them, even though she'd asked him not to. And her Dad had finally come to see that Dana wasn't Brock. His dreams weren't hers, even though she'd pretended they were. In fact, for the longest time, she'd believed they were.

It had taken her over ten years to admit the truth, so she didn't blame her parents for needing some time to adjust.

"What did they send?"

Seth opened the paper bag and she looked down into it, then back up at him. "Wait a minute. This is your favorite cookie. Not mine."

Seth shrugged and set the bag aside with a crooked smile. "What can I say?"

"Say that you love me."

He pulled her into his arms and held her against him before whispering in her ear, "I love you."

The End
