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He lifted the limp body out of the trunk, wrapped the girl in a woolen blanket, and tossed her like a ragdoll over his shoulder. She was still warm, but if she was alive, she certainly wouldn't be for long. He had promised her that if she tried to run away, she would be punished. 

Why did they all insist on running? They knew that he always kept his promises. He was, after all, a man of his word. Pa had taught him the importance of that particular trait at a very early age.

Surrounded by blackened woods, he yanked a flashlight from his back pocket and closed the trunk, eliminating the only light that pierced the pitch of predawn darkness. With the click of a switch, a yellow beam broke the night and wavered across the hardened gravel. 

He glanced warily around once more. There were no signs of life on the stretch of dirt road that extended endlessly in either direction. He shifted his burden and turned toward the woods. As he climbed, the cold spring mist in the Blue Ridge Mountains settled over him. Perspiration soaked his clothes and the chill reached deep into his bones, bringing a shiver to the surface.  

He made his way up the overgrown trail, recalling how simple it had been to take her nearly two years before. It was at a bustling dog park in Atlanta. The racket of barking dogs, chattering women, and noisy children created sufficient chaos for him to remain unnoticed as he watched and waited. When the girl's mother, caught up in conversation with the other uptight suburban housewives, turned her back on her eight-year-old daughter, the girl was left ripe for the picking. She was easily misled. A story about him losing his puppy drew her away from the crowded playground without a second glance back at her mother. Cloaked in plainness, his polite and pleasant demeanor deceived the unsuspecting child. A thrill ran through him at the memory. It was easy.

“Not like this path,” he muttered, which was treacherous in the darkness. His feet slipped on the rocks, and he stumbled on the steep slope. He was miles from anywhere. Even the dirt road that led him here was narrow and rutted from spring rains and flooding.  Her body might not be found for months or years, if ever, he mused with grim satisfaction. He shifted his bundle again, securing his hold around the backs of her knees, her shoeless feet poking out from under the blanket.

He’d given her fair warning about attempting escape. Where the hell had she thought she was going anyway? He’d convinced her that her parents were dead—killed in an accident. Why else would no one come for her?  He told her that no one was looking for her, no one wanted her, and no one would come after her—except for him. He could manipulate a child into believing anything—even that he was a cop. His night watchman’s uniform and handcuffs instilled fear and mistrust of police into the mind of the girl that he had kept locked away in the tiny room of his secluded farmhouse.

A tremor of doubt ran along his skin in the cold rain. Her mind was strong. She’d resisted more than the others. Then he smiled, remembering the look of disappointment and fear in her eyes when he’d caught her. The image brought a flush of warmth back into his bones. A spike of adrenaline raced along his flesh. Driven by her fear, his need for power consumed him. She’d eventually believed everything he’d told her. Repetition was the key. But she was getting older and smarter. That look of fear was turning to one of defiance. If she had succeeded in escaping, it would have ruined everything.

Winded by the hike into the hills, he decided he had come far enough. He shone the flashlight around the clearing in the dense stand of pines and dropped the body into a small depression in the ground. A small groan escaped the girl’s lips. 

He stared down at the motionless form, the girl’s long black hair obscuring the lily-white face and sharp blue eyes that often held a mutinous rage—a look that screamed that there was a part of her that he could never have. He wiped the rain and sweat from his brow, and zipped his jacket up under his chin, surveying the small clearing to ensure he’d left no evidence of his presence. The ground was soft and thick with wet pine needles and decaying leaves. She wouldn’t last long in this weather. The elements or the animals would finish her off.

He took one last look at the bruised and battered body and grumbled. Kicking dirt and leaves over her, he turned his back on the small mound. He headed back down the mountain, already planning his next abduction and relishing the thought. It was May. The kids would be out of school in a few weeks and the parks would be teeming with fresh young faces. Shrugging off the image of wide blue eyes and long dark hair, he reminded himself that he didn’t need her. There were others.

His clothes were soaked through by the time he reached the road. He could always count on the rain up in Georgia's Northwest High Country. His trail would fade before morning light and the body of the girl he had taken would disappear from the world forever. 
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Catch Me If You Can

Eight Years Later

Icy water lapped at Brinn's legs. She sat on her heels, motionless in the shallow stream as the current tickled along her skin. She watched and waited. Trout moved slower at the edge of the creek. Some days, they hovered between her hands as if offering themselves up for her dinner. Today was not one of those days. She had been here all afternoon, and her stomach growled and cramped from hunger.

"Be patient," she chided herself as the current shifted and flowed around her calves, the icy water filling her boots. Her feet and hands had long since gone numb from the cold, and she was about to give up when she saw a fat trout shimmer in the afternoon sunlight only two feet away.

Her fingers drifted over the sandy bottom of the pool, a worm-like lure for the unsuspecting fish. She waited for it to take the bait. The trout settled along the bottom of the creek bed, nibbled gently on her fingertips, and then, with one swift movement, Brinn raked the fish up in her hands and tossed it onto the bank. She grinned with pride and satisfaction as the fish flopped helplessly on dry land.

"You will make a fine meal, Mr. Fish." 

She lifted the squirming trout by the tail and set it on a stone. She drew her knife, about to cut off its head and gut her catch, when a sound snapped her to attention. Brinn whirled around and tipped her nose into the air, catching a familiar scent. 

A twig cracked. Another second passed before she heard the metallic click from the edge of the trees. She dropped the fish and dove behind a stand of shrubs. Knife in hand, she crouched between the briars and watched as her dinner flopped wildly and then disappeared back into the stream with a plunk.  

More frustrated than frightened, she turned her attention back to the origin of the sound. She associated the click of metal on metal with hunters taking aim at their prey and waiting for the perfect moment to shoot. But this sounded different.

A young man stepped out from behind a tree. Attached to a strap around his neck was a large camera that he held to his eye as he drew nearer. Wearing khaki pants, hiking boots, and a collared shirt, he was clearly not a hunter, at least not the kind she was accustomed to evading. 

"Don't be afraid. I won't hurt you." The words eased from his mouth in a smooth bass tone that hummed in her ear. He stepped around the yellow and purple flowers that bloomed alongside the creek. Dropping his backpack onto the ground, he snapped another picture as he knelt down onto one knee. 

Brinn moved farther behind the shrubs, her knife at the ready, fist and jaw clenched tight. Her pulse raced, but she kept silent as she peered through the tangled branches that stung against her bare arms. 

The threat of the knife must have stopped the man in mid-motion. He remained on one knee with a faint smile of astonishment on his face. He looked harmless, but she knew better by now. She had survived in these mountains by trusting her instincts and recognizing danger when she saw it. Men were dangerous—although at least this one didn’t appear to have a weapon. She lowered her knife and stood as she extricated herself from the thickets and backed away another foot. She rubbed her skin where the scratches still burned. 

"That was amazing—what you did with the fish. I've never seen anyone catch a trout by hand.” He stood and lowered the camera from his eye and looked toward the stream where the fish had disappeared. “I’m sorry you lost your catch.” 

She glared at him. His sincerity did nothing to quell her nerves—or her hunger. She retreated another step as he moved forward, his hand extended. “My name is Justin. I’m a photographer for Real Life Magazine.”

Even his friendly voice couldn’t dispel her fear, although it was a soothing contrast to the harsh tones of others that she’d heard in the woods before. How had she not noticed his presence? A careless mistake—allowing him to come so close. He certainly had a stealthy foot if she’d missed his approach.

The pounding waves of blood that pulsed through her veins began to recede, but she wasn’t about to give him her hand. Her eyes narrowed as his smile grew wider and he lowered his hand to his camera. 

“Do you mind if I take a few more pictures?” he asked, without waiting for an answer.

Despite his persistence in clicking his camera at her, he didn’t appear to want to harm her. Something about his tone of voice, the warm light behind his eyes, and the way he stepped around the patch of wild orchids rather than stomping through them kept her from darting into the hills. 

Wariness held her guard in place, however. The few times she’d faced off with strangers had not been pleasant. He was younger than most of the men she’d seen up close, although she made it a point to keep a safe distance from the hunters, hikers, and rangers who occasionally made their way to this side of the mountain. Those who had gotten close were certain she was a feral child. She’d heard others say she was a ghost. Whatever they believed, it was clear by their expressions of hunger that they were not to be trusted. She’d learned to read lips, facial expressions, and body language. The man before her appeared curious, but not hungry.

She wanted to run, but her feet remained rooted to the ground. “Please don’t,” she said finally, putting a hand up protectively and turning her head to evade the long lens.  

Surprise and then disappointment flashed across his face. His eyes lowered to his feet as he hung the camera over one shoulder. “Whatever you say.” Eyes the color of chestnuts, and nearly as big, lifted to meet hers. 

Curiosity overshadowed her better judgment. She stood still, inspecting the man from head to toe, assessing the possible threat. He was a head taller and a full width bigger than she—certainly stronger—but she was fast, and she knew these hills rain or shine, night or day. To her own surprise, she wasn’t afraid. Instead, she observed him as an interested half smile lit his face and his long-lashed brown eyes took her in. 

The afternoon sun glittered on his hair, the brown waves looking as soft as down feathers from a wood duck. Her fingers tingled with an unexpected desire to touch the shiny edges where they curved over his ear. She clenched her fists and squeezed the hilt of her knife. 

“I am a private person and I don’t want you to have my picture.” She cast her eyes down at her boots. 

"Fair enough,” he said. “Will you tell me your name?"

His voice made her skin feel hot and then sent a chill down her spine, raising the hairs on her arms. “I...can’t.” 

It had been a long time since anyone had asked for her name. Fear edged its way up her spine like a slow current of electricity, hot and prickly. She backed toward the stream, her eyes locked with his.

"Don’t go. I just want to take your picture and ask you some questions. I won't hurt you, I promise." 

He slid the camera off his shoulder once more, but the threat of his promise had uprooted her feet and sent her darting toward the creek. Giving in to the powerful instinct to run, she fled down the trail, knife still in hand. 

He started after her. "Wait! Tell me who you are!"

Brinn reached the crossing and hopped effortlessly from stone to stone over the wide stream, well accustomed to the challenge. She leaped across the mossy rocks, avoiding the rushing waters that splashed and gurgled over the deeper sections. 

Once she reached the other side, she glanced over her shoulder. The man followed, but struggled to keep his footing as he moved cautiously over the slick rocks.

Long strides and a sure step gained her considerable ground, her feet light on the familiar path. As she approached the hill, she slowed her pace and looked back again. 

He’d made it to the other side of the stream and then had picked up speed, calling after her. "Don't run away. I just want to talk to you!"

But she had to get away. 

It wasn’t hard to stay ahead of him. With the large camera still in hand, and the unfamiliar and rugged trail, his progress was slowed. She climbed the hill, purposely taking the steeper trail that had fewer handholds. She waited when she reached the ridge and looked on from a distance. She wondered how far he would go to come after her. He struggled up the uneven, scrubby trail, his pants catching on briars. He cursed as branches sprung and hit him in the face. 

There had been others who had chased her, intent on capture, their wolfish looks drawing fear from deep inside her. They’d quickly given up, unable to keep her in sight for long. Hiding came as natural as breathing, and she was good at it—able to blend in to the landscape with ease, confident in her ability to outsmart the predators who hunted her.  With an odd mix of fear and excitement, Brinn let him close the distance. This man was persistent in his pursuit, but for reasons she couldn’t fathom, her usual urge to escape dissipated as he followed closer. 

When he stopped and looked up, their eyes met, and a playful grin took over his face. It was not a predator’s expression, but one of delight, as if he were truly happy to see her at the top of the hill. The sight of his smile, full-lipped and white-toothed, sent a prickle to the back of her neck. His dimpled smile was not like any other man’s. If she didn’t know better, she would think he was still a boy, but it made little difference to her. She tried to make sense of the feelings and thoughts that mingled and fluttered through her insides. Habits of old told her to keep running. She spun away and bolted farther up the mountain slope.

The spring rains had left the trail slippery. Mud caked the side of her boots and spattered her legs, adding to her natural camouflage. Brinn propelled herself upward. She navigated around treacherous moss-covered stones, pulling herself up the steep slope by tree branches, vines, and wood ferns, keeping a marked distance between her and the man who wanted her picture so desperately. 

She’d never seen a camera like his, but Mr. Hoffman, the owner of the General Store in town, had some on the shelf, and she was familiar with the concept of photography. After all, the books that she treasured were full of pictures taken by people like her young pursuer. Anyone who could capture the world in frozen moments and share its beauty with others couldn’t be all bad.

An urge to stop and confront the stranger welled inside her, warring with her instinct to run. She didn’t want him to have her picture. No one could know she was there. If she was found out, she had no doubt, she would die.

Before she had a chance to decide, Brinn heard a loud cry from behind her. Doubling back on the trail, she watched as the man tumbled down the hill—a blur of flailing arms and legs—and crashed with a thump against a tree. 

After a moment’s hesitation, she slipped and slid down the slope, her heart thundering with the fear that he might be dead. Though she had no reason to concern herself with the well-being of a stranger, she couldn't fight the desperate desire to help him. She’d led him up this trail knowing full well how dangerous it could be. She prayed he wasn’t hurt because of her. 

The spark of connection that she’d felt when their eyes had met touched a distant place deep inside. Flashes of the family she’d lost long ago surfaced with unexpected clarity, intensifying the panic that rose in her chest.

When she reached the bottom of the hill, she slowed her steps and approached him carefully. He might be playing possum in order to capture her. 

From a few feet away, she could see that wasn’t likely. Blood oozed from a nasty gash on his head, darkening his soft brown curls. His ankle was twisted awkwardly and already beginning to swell. Even if he was conscious, he wouldn’t be walking on his own, let alone running a chase. She sat down and considered her pursuer, watching his chest rise and fall, a sign, at least for now, that he was still alive. 

The light was fading as the sun settled below the tree line, casting dark shadows like pools of marsh water. The cool air chilled her warm flesh, and she knew she had to get back to the cabin for the night. Left behind by some early settler, it was well hidden and far from any main trail—a place no one would ever find her. A safe haven from weather and the prying eyes of strangers, the abandoned shack was her home. 

Bringing this man to the cabin was unthinkable, not to mention unmanageable, based on the width of his shoulders and his long-limbed frame. Brinn frowned. 

He was a stranger who meant nothing to her. Why had his smile and the sunshine warmth of his eyes sparked such a response of longing? The pain of loneliness tugged at her heart. She disregarded the familiar and constant ache, having convinced herself that it didn’t matter.

She knew she should just leave him there, but the thought of him in the woods at night, injured and alone, plucked at a distant memory. 

It was another night in May when the cool mist of the mountains had rained down on her and she had awakened—bruised, terrified, and alone, covered in dirt and leaves. Eight winters and springs had passed, but the feeling came back sudden and sharp. She knew she could not leave him there to die. 
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Chapter 2
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Prisoner or Patient?

When Justin regained consciousness, darkness surrounded him. Shadows of massive trees towered above, their canopy of branches against the cloud-covered night sky lending to the eeriness of the endless forest. The searing pain in his head and the throbbing ache deep in his bones discouraged even the smallest movement. 

He felt himself being dragged over bumps and rocks which drove shards of pain into his ankle with every shift of his body. He clutched the sides of the makeshift litter that he lay on as he heard the grunt and growl of a large animal close by—very close by. Then he registered a soft humming sound from somewhere behind him. 

Not sure which way was up or down, Justin lay still. He listened to the sounds of the black night and the haunting melody that filled the air, wondering how much time had passed and where the girl was taking him. Despite the darkness, he sensed her presence. Icy needles of rain stung his face, and the air was cold around him, his clothes soaked and clinging. He shivered, and pain shot through his head. 

For one brief moment, before even the shadows disappeared, he wondered if this was what it felt like to die.

∞∞∞

When the world appeared once more, the aches and pains in his body let him know that he was indeed alive. The mattress beneath him lumped at his hip, a spring poked into his ribs, and he was covered in musty blankets. The smell of smoke and the crackling of a fire drew his attention as he peered around the dimly lit space. His head throbbed with the effort. 

Soft firelight cast shadows around him. A blaze of lightning, followed by a crack of thunder, illuminated what appeared to be a one-room shack. A table and chairs were tucked into one corner, and a row of cabinets stood along the wall next to a sideboard with drawers. Hanging on wooden pegs were an ancient pair of snowshoes and a dark fur cloak. Stacks of books rose from floor to head height in every corner of the room as if the ramshackle cabin were a public library turned on its side. Across the room, a figure sat perched on an old sea trunk, bright eyes peering at him in the gloom, her knees drawn up under a worn woolen blanket.

"What happened? How did I get here?" Justin demanded, his dry throat catching painfully.

He moved to touch the spot on his head that felt like it was on fire and flinched, unable to reach his target. His hands were tied to the bedposts, tight leather straps allowing for only a few inches of movement in any direction. His foot was splinted and wrapped in a sheet that was secured to the iron posts and fashioned as a sling, elevating the throbbing limb. Panicked by his confinement, he struggled, only to fall back in agonizing pain. A bolt of hot lightning seared in a line straight from his head to his right ankle.

"What do you think you're doing? You can't tie me up like this! Who are you?" Fear and pain held him strung tight with anger. Nothing in his twenty-three years had prepared him for this.

The girl stiffened but didn't answer his questions. He took in a deep breath and released it slowly. I have to clear my mind, he reasoned against the haze that closed in on him again and threatened to pull him under. A few more deep breaths calmed his nerves and eased the dizzying nausea. If she wanted him dead, she would have left him out in the woods.

The fall...yes, that was it...he fell. Taking stock of his injuries, he grimaced. Worse still, under all the blankets, he was naked. "What have you done with my clothes?" he asked calmly, forcing the annoyance out of his tone.

After a moment's silence, a soft voice spoke from the shadows. "They were wet. You could freeze to death sleeping in wet clothes." 

Her voice was soft and sweet but the vacant tone and the odd accent left him hollow. Who was this girl and where had she come from?

"Why did you tie me up? I won't hurt you. I give you my word." When she didn’t respond and he could think of nothing more to plead his case, Justin remained silent. He stared up at the decaying rafters while he struggled to stay focused. It took all his effort to control the shock and bone-deep chill that had his limbs trembling painfully.

The small voice, sharp and angry, broke the darkness. "Like the men of our government gave their word to the native Indians? Or maybe it’s like the serpent’s promise to Eve in the garden.” Her tirade halted as she looked away. “I’m sorry...I...” 

“If you feel that way, why did you help me?” Justin interrupted, pain and frustration igniting his annoyance.

She stared at him for a long moment and then looked toward the fire again, her eyes distant. “If I can stop one heart from breaking, I shall not live in vain.”

Justin lifted his head slowly in surprise. He considered her with new interest. He recognized the familiar words. “If I can ease one life the aching, or cool the pain...”

The girl peered intently at him in the dim light. She added the next line, anticipation growing in her voice, “Or help one fainting robin unto his nest again...”

“I shall not live in vain.” Justin finished the poem, detecting a hint of amusement in the curve of her lips. 

“You know Miss Emily Dickinson.” Her face turned stony again. “I would not have imagined a man would read her writings.” After a moment she added, “But just because you recite poetry doesn’t mean I will untie you.”  

Whoever she was, she was not a simple mountain person. She spoke with a clear and distinctly educated vocabulary. Her use of words seemed almost too formal and her speech had an awkward accent. More than her tone, the cadence of her words bothered him. It was as if she had to force herself to form the words properly—as if she didn’t speak often.

Justin ignored the questions that formed the ongoing commentary in his mind and glared back at the ceiling “I get it. You don’t trust me. Given the circumstances, I wouldn’t either if I were you.” 

Persuading this girl to open up was not going to be easy. What could he say to reassure her? His eyes found hers across the room. “I know I haven’t given you reason yet to trust me, but I've not personally given you reason to distrust me either." 

She remained silent, apparently pondering the logic and truth of his statement, observing him with a curious glare. “Why did you come after me?” she asked after a moment.

“I wanted your picture for my magazine...” Justin hesitated and then smiled faintly into the shadows, "and because I thought you looked beautiful in the stream today.” He couldn’t see her response, but felt her become very still. A long minute of silence made the air thick. 

“Would you like some water?" she asked, her tone softening.

Gravel scratched his throat as he swallowed. “That would be good. Thank you.”

After a few minute’s hesitation, she rose slowly, filled a dented tin cup with water from a rain barrel—which was collecting steadily beneath a leak in the roof—and came to the bedside, warily helping him to drink. 

Every movement sent shocks of pain through his head, but the water felt cool and soothing on his throat. He studied her features, capturing the bright blue eyes that tilted up slightly at the edges and now peered suspiciously down at him beneath long, dark lashes. Her face was the shape of an upside-down teardrop, her chin delicate beneath high cheekbones. Her cheeks were touched with a rosy glow from the fire, and her plump lips pursed in concentration as she tried not to spill water down his neck. Failing that, she wiped the water from his chin with her hand and then froze in place, staring down at him with an expression of wide-eyed panic.

She jerked her hand back from his face as if recoiling from hot coals. Hastily rising from the edge of the bed, she resumed her place on the chest across the room, huddled in her blanket. Her response to him, unnerving as it was, gave Justin hope that she was not out to torture him. But her obvious fear of him didn’t bode well for persuading her to free him either. 

While the rain beat heavily on the roof, drips plopping sporadically onto the floor, he surveyed the stacks of books that he had noticed earlier. In the flickering light he could barely make out the titles, but the piles included everything from romance novels to classics to educational texts and how-to books. At least she was well-read. Attempting to outwit her was not a likely option given the keen expression of curiosity that lit her features. 

Behind all her wariness was a spark of intellect that intrigued him. How could he gain her trust? He’d always been a lousy liar, so deception was out of the question. Possibly his only hope for escape would be to charm the girl. He studied her in the candlelight. Judging from the glower on her face and her rigid posture, even charm held slim hope. 

“Can you please untie me?” He had to make the effort, but the silent scowl that met his plea was answer enough. 

Resigned to a long night ahead, he stretched as best he could, settling his swollen foot in its sling and letting out a groan that caused the girl to squirm. He’d have given anything for an ice pack and an aspirin just then, but didn’t bother asking, certain she wouldn’t have access to such amenities. 

A candle on the table lit the room in shadows. A few pots and pans and an unlit lantern hung above the hearth. An ancient ax leaned against a stack of wood, and a shelf with glass containers of dried herbs divided the small curtained windows. More herbs hung drying from the rafters, the stalks bound tightly in bunches. The leafy bouquets dangled upside down in a long row. Could this be all a person needed to survive? It was a far cry from his condo in Atlanta. An instant burst of gratitude flooded his chest at how lucky he was—his own family issues notwithstanding.

"My name is Justin Spencer. I don’t mean to frighten you, but I was here on assignment, so you should know that people will be looking for me if I don't show up tomorrow." 

Maybe if he appealed to her sense of privacy, she would let him be on his way. She glared at him and ignored the comment.  Wincing with the small effort it took to turn toward the girl, he realized he wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon. His gut tightened. Where were her people? She couldn't possibly live out here alone in the mountains. 

"By the way, how did you bring me here?” he asked. “Do you have family or friends that helped you?" 

A hint of a smile crossed her face in the firelight, softening her wary expression. "I have a friend, yes." Then the smile was gone, and she stared off into the flame blazing in the stone hearth. "I don’t have a family."

Justin wondered about the friend who had helped carry him to this cabin and whether this friend would be friendly or not when morning came. Not wanting to think too hard about the prospect, Justin continued his inquiry. "Do you live here alone, then?"

She eyed him, measuring her response before answering. "Sometimes.”

“How did you come to live so far into the mountains?” Justin asked, curiosity taking over. He watched her in the soft glow of candlelight and shadow. Her eyes shimmered like blue gems as she stared into the fire. A blank expression covered her face as if she were somewhere else. 

Finally returning to the moment, she set her eyes on his and let out a slow breath. She evaded the question and answered instead, "The forest is my home, this cabin shelters me from the wind and rain, and the streams, roots, and bushes provide food for me." 

She stopped to take another deep breath and added in an almost imperceptible whisper that gripped Justin's heart, "I’m safe here."
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Chapter 3
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In the Light of Day

The man finally drifted off after she stopped answering his onslaught of questions. She’d prepared a cup of willow bark tea mixed with chamomile and valerian that he drank without argument, despite complaining of the pungent odor and bitter taste. Uncertain of his motives and having no clear plan for the unusual houseguest who lay in her bed, she remained wary, answering in vague, clipped sentences until he yawned deeply and stopped talking. The powerful mix of herbs should keep him sleeping comfortably until morning. She’d worried about his head injury, but since his vision seemed fine and he was speaking coherently, she decided that sleep would be the best medicine. If his breathing became labored or shallow, she would wake him. She stoked the fire, added a few more logs, and then sat down on the old sea trunk listening to the rhythm of his breath.

Dozing, she awakened to the steady sound of his light snore, so unfamiliar and yet oddly comforting. To have another person sleeping so near tugged at a place deep in her soul—a place where warm arms held her gently and the sweet smell of home permeated the air. 

A mother who carried the scent of eucalyptus: a father who smelled of coffee and newspaper: sitting in a big kitchen eating cinnamon toast. The distant memories emerged in flashes, and a desperate desire for companionship hummed beneath the surface of her dreams. The thought of having someone to depend on both warmed and frightened her. 

The hollow ache of loneliness had lived inside her for as long as she could remember. She had accepted that a different life lay in a world beyond her reach. Why did his presence make her question her future? Thinking about the future only made her sad. Her very survival depended not on another person, but on living one day—one moment—at a time. She pushed the thoughts aside.  

The gray light of dawn seeped through the window and sent shadows across her prisoner's face, which now held an almost angelic expression. Brinn’s eyes wandered down the curved muscles of his neck and shoulders and up his outstretched arms. She watched the rise and fall of his wide chest. Then she followed the line of his lean, muscular body, aware of the sensations that crept along her skin. 

Inspecting his tanned arms—the fine hairs golden in the first rays of morning light—she wondered what it would feel like to touch them. Was the hair as soft as it looked? Were his muscles as firm and taut as they appeared? Her eyes drifted across his smooth chest. The contours of each defined curve of his torso made her flesh rise and tingle. It felt like it did when she stood under a cool waterfall on a hot summer day—a sensation that took her breath away. The pounding in her ears was not from the familiar torrent of cascading water, but from the blood that pumped furiously through her veins. 

Her eyes fell below his waist, and her heart nearly stopped. Her first instinct was fear. This gave way to curiosity as she noticed the large protruding shape under the blankets. 

Tentatively crossing the room, buck knife drawn, she silently observed Justin's slow, steady breathing. She tugged at his bonds, making sure they were secure. Brinn cautiously lifted the blankets and peered beneath them. She sucked in a breath, dropped the covers, and backed away. 

Her limbs began to shake, her stomach clenching in a tight fist. A suffocating darkness closed in around her. She gripped the sharp edge of her blade. A fat drop of blood hit the top of her foot. She inhaled sharply and willed the sting of pain to hold her steady. Images of the man who’d taken her as a child flashed behind her eyes. The pain he’d inflicted, the torment that his body had caused when he penetrated her, all the years she spent trying to forget, washed away in a single moment. How could she let this happen? Why had she brought this stranger here to her home? Her mind spun with a mix of emotions too many to name.

The memory of removing all of his clothes the night before returned in painful clarity.

When she’d gotten him settled on the small bed and applied the yarrow root to stop his head from bleeding, she’d noticed his skin was like ice. After she put on her own dry clothes, she’d sat frozen herself for several minutes debating the necessity of it, but the intensity of his shivers gave her no choice but to remove the man’s clothing if she wanted to keep him alive. 

The knife shook in her hand as she unbuttoned his shirt. Her heart thundered in her chest and the old familiar knot gripped her stomach. She forced her way past her shaking hands and focused instead on her breathing, conjuring images of the high meadow where she felt safe surrounded by the wall of tall pines and thick shrubbery. 

She put the knife down to maneuver his large and inert body to remove the wet shirt. She noticed he had a thin chain around his neck but decided to leave it. When her fingers touched the smooth line of his collar bone, they lingered for a moment. His beauty struck her like a stone, the traitorous sensations of warmth pooling in her belly and then turning to acid as fear took hold. Gritting her teeth to summon her courage, she moved on. 

She reached for the top button of his pants, and then jerked her hand back as if stung by a hornet. She sank to the floor and clasped her hands together, all vestiges of control gone. She rocked like she always did when the bad memories resurfaced, humming louder than the thoughts that clouded her mind and threatened to drag her into the darkness. She stopped and moved away from the bed numerous times, pacing and breathing her way back to the present moment and the task at hand. 

She hated to tie him up, memories of her own bondage flashing like fresh slashes on old wounds. But she had no choice. Her safety came first. Once his hands were securely tied and she was assured that he posed no immediate threat, she talked herself silently through the motions of removing the rest of the wet clothing, tended his wounds, and bound his swollen foot. She detached from her fear and panic as she’d learned to do as a child. 

Brinn faded to the place inside herself where nothing could reach her. She hummed her familiar tune—the one that blocked out the ugliness of a world beyond her control. She beat back the memories that crept to the surface like bony hands from a grave—bones that formed the monster that still lived in her mind. She wouldn’t let him have her. She wouldn’t let him take her ever again. 

Brought back to the moment with a start, Brinn gasped as blood oozed from the cut in her palm. The light of day sprawled across the floor, scattering the shadows that sought to swallow her. She dropped her weapon onto the table with a clatter.

Justin opened his eyes, tried to move, and then groaned, obviously aware of his injuries and his bondage. "What's going on? What's the matter?" 

A look of confusion and concern spread across his features when he noticed her frightened expression. Then his eyes focused on the blood dripping from her hand. “Are you all right?”

Brinn grabbed a tattered rag on the table and quickly stanched the flow of blood with firm pressure over the wound. Her eyes fixed on the bulge beneath the covers. Justin followed her gaze, his cheeks flushing.

He closed his eyes and dropped his head back. "Oh, God, I have to pee."

Brinn fumbled and found her words. "It didn't look like that last night when I took off your clothes,” she accused. “It looks like a giant toadstool." She eyed the bulge with suspicion, causing his face to redden deeper. Her arms folded across her middle, she asked, "Does it grow like that when you’re planning to hurt someone with it?"

Justin gaped at her, his jaw alternately dropping and closing—fishlike—as words failed him.
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