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Chapter One

‘ ‘ ou lying piece of shit!”

After grabbing the first thing I can get my

hands on, I send it flying across the room.

When the lit scented candle shatters into the wooden

headboard a pair of handcuffs are dangling off, I suck in its
citron blossom scent while screaming like a banshee.

I’m stunned.
Speechless.
Yet, oh so relieved.

If Isaac, my friend and boss, hadn’t suggested I start my
eight weeks of vacation a day early, I’d be none the wiser that
my fiancé is a two-bit cheat. I was apprehensive about taking
so much time off as it was, but in the year Cedric and I have
known each other, we’ve only spent the equivalent of seventy
hours in the same room. I wanted to know the man I was set to
marry in a couple of months. I didn’t want to be caught up in
the chaotic storm adventurous men like Cedric instigate
without any thoughts on the aftermath of their turbulent ways.

Thank God the twister ended before all my Amex points
were cashed in.



I don’t know why I expected better from Cedric. Our entire
relationship has been one dangerous twister after another. We
met at a surgical convention in Dallas. I thought he was a little
cocky, but I’d be a liar if I said 1 wasn’t flattered by his
attention. A month after the convention, he accepted a position
at Ravenshoe Private. Three months later, we were engaged.

It’s been a crazy year, but I never anticipated this, and
from the widening of Cedric’s eyes when it dawns on him who
threw the candle, he wasn’t either.

“Twinkie Pie.” He bats away the blonde whose waterfall
locks are barely concealing the adulterous event occurring
before my very eyes before he scuttles across the damp-with-
sweat bedding. “You were meant to meet me at the airport
tomorrow afternoon for our flight.”

“I left early. I thought it would be nice to wake up in the
same location as you on our first anniversary instead of in a
different state.” I wave my hand across the mountaintop views
stretched as far as the eye can see. “The view was worth seven
hours on the freeway, but the greeting could sure do with some
work!” With my annoyance as piqued as my voice, my last
three words come out as shouts. “We’re supposed to be getting
married in three months! We leave on a once-in-a-lifetime trip
tomorrow afternoon. Yet, here you are, fucking a whore on the

"’

sheets your mother gifted us at our engagement party

“Hey,” the blonde pipes up. I assume she’s going to defend
herself against the derogative name I called her but am proven
wrong when she stammers out, “I thought we were going to
see the lights of Paree together, Snookie Bear?”

Her pout enhances the plumpness of her lips from sucking
my fiancé dry, and they make me utterly ropeable. “Oh, go
ahead, sweetheart. Go see the lights of Paree with him.” 1



overemphasize her nasally voice while trying my darndest to
impersonate her bimbo attitude. “Just make sure you clean the
smegma from his cock before further oral activities.” She
swishes her tongue around her mouth when I murmur, “A
buildup of dick secretions causes all sorts of nasty issues if
you swallow too much of'it.”

When I turn on my heel, Cedric leaps out of bed. “Jae...”
His chase-down isn’t to beg for forgiveness. He wants to pinch
the last of my nerves. “If you no longer want to go on our little
getaway, perhaps I could take Rosha with me. She’s never

seen Paris—"

“Neither have I!” My half Australian, half Korean heritage
echoes in my ears when my shouted words bounce off the
thick wooden walls of the cabin. “That’s why we were going
to Paree.” I’ve never believed in physical violence, but before
I can remind myself of that, my knee pops into Cedric’s groin
in sync with my purse, whacking him up the side of the head.
“And I’d rather rot in hell than ever let you use my Amex
points.”

After a final sneer, I continue my exit.
In good judgment, Cedric lets me leave.

While galloping down the stairs of the cabin, I grumble my
annoyance about both his inability to grovel and for stupidly
discounting the numerous rumors the past six months about
him sleeping with interns at Ravenshoe Private.

Although this estate has been in his family’s vault of
properties for almost a decade, this is the first time I’ve
traveled here. With the holiday of a lifetime already maiming
my stingy heart, I suggested that Cedric collect his ski
equipment from the cabin instead of purchasing it new. I



thought it would save us a couple of dollars. In reality, it saved
me thousands.

Even annulments are expensive these days.

I’'m glad I am so frugal. If I hadn’t been, every milestone
I’ve achieved in the past ten years would have been null and
void. I would have been back to square one.

My luck wanes when I slide into the driver’s seat of my
convertible. Within a second of stabbing the start button, the
playlist I created for our trip commences blaring out of the
speakers. It’s brimming with heartfelt songs that tear my heart
out as effectively as my tires shred up the salt Cedric’s family
laid in preparation for his arrival.

Do they know he’s screwing a blonde-haired, blue-eyed
hipster with an exotic name like Rosha in the master suite of
their family cabin?

I bet they do.

Nothing gets past Cedric’s mother. She knew her beloved
son was planning to propose even before he asked her advice
on what type of ring someone like me would like.

In case you’re wondering, his swipe had nothing to do with
my heritage. It was solely based on my intelligence.

According to Cedric’s mother, I’'m not his type. He likes
busty girls with air for brains—Rosha on tap—something I’ll
never be even with me winning a handful of beauty contests
during my teens. My green, almond-shaped eyes paired with
my father’s tanned skin gives me a distinct look not many
mixed-race women have, and when added to the fact I'm a
stickler for believing you are what you eat, | have unblemished

skin that hides the fact I’'m rarely seen without a book in my
hand.



I don’t read romance novels like the nurses at Ravenshoe
Private. I love a good fiction book, but non-fiction medical
theses are more my jam. Summarizing a seemingly impossible
surgical procedure was one of the rare things Cedric and I had
in common. He loved a good hypothesis on the anomalies of

the human anatomy as much as me.

He just took his research one step further by conducting
his revisions on breathing specimens instead of cadavers.

As the scene I interrupted rolls through my head like a film
in a movie projector, I exit the windy driveway of the
Lancaster winter estate. The roads are extremely slippery but
isolated. It’s almost midnight, so a lack of traffic is
understandable, not to mention the fact that the Lancasters
own almost every property from the foot of the mountain to its
peak.

This region of Cataloochee is prime ski territory, and
although you can ski at one of the many resorts located within
the area, you won’t see the Lancasters sharing their splendor
any time soon.

They value exclusivity even more than morals.

My eyes snap from the road to the radio in my Audi S5
when the song Cedric proposed to booms from the speakers.
While endeavoring to switch the song to one about cheating
spouses getting what they deserve, the moonlight bouncing off
my engagement ring captures my attention. It’s a monstrosity
of a ring that I happily stored in my locker at the beginning of
every shift. It’s too large to wear with gloves, and since they’re
a part of my personal protective equipment, I used them as my
excuse not to wear a piece of jewelry that was meant to signify
that Cedric and I were off the market.

God, I’'m a fool.



How could I have not seen the signs sooner?

I’m not a first-year college student or a medical intern with
no prior experience. I’'m thirty-five years old, for crying out
loud. T should have spotted Cedric’s game plan from a mile
away.

I probably would have if I hadn’t been blinded by his
handsome face and unblemished grin. It also doesn’t help that
he was my first serious boyfriend. You don’t become the Chief
Medical Officer of a world-renowned hospital just shy of your
thirty-second birthday by scrolling dating app sites every
night. I worked my butt off the past sixteen years, and what do
I get for 1t? A cheating fiancé who wants to take his mistress
on the global adventure you planned together.

As Cedric’s final words ring in my ears on repeat, and
before I can yank off the ring that exposes all my flaws, I dig
my cell phone out of my medical bag. While darting my eyes
between my phone screen and the road, I log into the travel
app our itinerary is saved in, then click on the link to check-in
for our flight tomorrow.

I’m not going to Paris—I’d rather volunteer to do every
colonoscopy for the next calendar year than surround myself
with loved-up couples in one of the most romantic cities in the
world—but I am sure as hell going to make sure Cedric
doesn’t profit from my decade-long slog. I put in the hard
yards to splurge on a trip of a lifetime, so only I will benefit
from it.

My father’s favorite saying is that you’ll never hit a six
with another man’s bat, so if Cedric wants to take Rosha to see
the lights of Paree, he’ll need another batsman because his big
hitter was just bowled out.



With my focus more on making sure I punch in the correct
flight number than where I’'m going, I don’t spot the deer and
her fawn on the road until it’s too late to brake. I still do, but
since I’1l still collide into them at a speed that would kill them,
I yank on the steering wheel. A pop sounds from my back tire
a second before the car I bought after I was awarded the
position of surgeon at Ravenshoe Private Hospital, and I sail
over the picturesque landscape instead of around it.

There’s no avoiding the collision I must inevitably face, so
instead of bracing for impact, I send a silent prayer to God to
make the suffering of my parents more bearable before I close
my eyes and surrender to the peace engulfing me even faster
than panic.

As the words of “Surrender Me” by Rise Up filter through
my ears, the passenger side of my Audi impacts with the trunk
of a massive pine tree. The jerking movement it rockets
through my body forces my torso forward at a rate too fast for
my seat belt to harness. I'm flung into the steering wheel a
second before the collision twists my car around, so I travel
the remaining three hundred feet backward.

Not knowing what’s coming makes the impact of my ribs
against the steering wheel less noticeable, but nothing can take
away from the blinding pain that radiates through me when the
back half of my car is crumbled by a second tree trunk.

It shoves me so far forward, within seconds, I’m trapped
between the steering wheel, an airbag, and my seat. Then, not
long after that, I black out due to excessive pain.



Chapter Two

y the time I come to, blood is coating my throat, my

body is numb from the blistering cold temperatures

both inside and outside my mangled car, and I’'m
terrified the cause of death on my death certificate will be
cited as a mauling by a bear instead of a traffic accident.

I can’t move my neck. Not only am I fearful of spinal
damage, but I’m also terrified by the sound of snapping twigs
in the distance. It doesn’t take a genius to realize ’'m not alone
in this dense, dark forest, and the knowledge is terrifying.

The silent scream bubbling in my chest escapes my mouth
when a dusting of hairs skim my forearm. They’re thick and
untamed, similar to a bear’s fur prickling when it detects the
distinct aroma of blood I’m striving to ignore.

Blood is a part of my life, but that doesn’t mean I’m a fan
of either its scent or prognosis.

“Please don’t eat me. I'm too overcooked,” I mumble
through the wooziness, making my words drowsy and slow.
“You want a ripe, young victim to devour. Someone like
Rosha. I’'m not her.” Ask my fiance.

My last three words are only for me. I’'m too busy choking
through the bile racing up my throat to articulate them out
loud, but they’re also embarrassing to admit.



No one wants to acknowledge they’re someone’s second
choice.

“Please don’t eat me,” I repeat on a sob once I’ve cleared
away the gunk unwillingly vacating my stomach by angling
my head to the side.

I’ve made a mess of my shirt, but from the strands of
almost black hair stuck in the cracked windscreen, a little bit
of vomit on my favorite blouse is the least of my problems.

Although the pain the brief movement of my head zaps
down my spine has me frantic, some good comes from it. A
bear isn’t approaching me. It’s a man with big, calloused
hands, matted hair that hangs to his waist, and enough facial
hair I am confident I’m not the first person to mistake him for
a wild animal.

“Help,” 1T beg when he steps away from the wreckage
instead of racing toward it like most people do when they
stumble onto an accident.

Even when I’m not at work, I am forever on the clock. I’ve
delivered babies on the side of freeways, stuck my finger into
the gunshot wound of a victim to pinch an artery until first
responders could arrive, and I’ve handled more than my share
of traffic accidents.

Even if you don’t have a medical degree, you don’t leave
someone stranded when they’re in trouble. You’re meant to
help.

“Please,” I cry when he continues retreating. “I’m stuck. |
can’t get out.” My breathing turns even more irregular when
my last confession sets off alarm bells in my head. “I also
think I smell gas.”



My chin quivers in sync with the brutal shake my
confession causes my body. The last time I announced I could
smell gas, the car a young woman was trapped in exploded.
The blast was so brutal, it sent the man I was helping and me
flying through the air. I don’t know what injuries he endured
from the blast, but I was handed a condition that almost ended
my medical career before it had truly begun.

I don’t know what compelled me to take that road home
that night. There was a detour sign up on my way to the
hospital I was completing my final year of residency at, but it
was two blocks down from the road the accident was on. |
guess you could say I didn’t want to risk being detoured again,
but part of me believes it was instinct. If [ hadn’t arrived when
I did, who knows how long it would have been before help
arrived.

Not that my presence did much good anyway. With the
female driver deceased upon arrival, the next fifteen minutes
were a frantic blur. I remember carnage and mayhem, then a
massive blast that still rings in my ears to this very day.

The man I was helping before the explosion was nowhere
to be seen when I woke dazed and confused in a local
emergency room. I was left to slot the pieces of the puzzle
together by myself. With a knock to the head making things
extremely blurry, I had a lot of questions to answer without
any real knowledge of what the hell had happened.

I think the male passenger was transferred to the same
hospital as me, but I’ve never found any records about his
admission, and I’ve been searching for years. He’s the only
one who can fill in the gaps that have kept me awake even a
decade later.



“Please,” I cry out again, certain the heartache of being left
to die alone is on par with discovering your fiancé in a
compromising position with a woman a decade younger than
him. Rosha would have been lucky to be twenty-one. “I don’t
want to die alone.”

That isn’t anyone’s wish. It’s why I don’t let my patients
out of my sight when they’re transferred to palliative care.
Someone should be there, holding their hand. If that person
can only be me, so be it. I’'ll do it.

No one enters the world alone, so they shouldn’t leave it
that way either.

A salty blob dribbles down my cheek when, in the corner
of my eye, I spot the caveman-like brute reemerging from the
dense woodlands. His hands are no longer balled up at his
sides like they were when our eyes collided for the quickest
second in the blackness of the night. They’re clutching a large
chunk of wood that looks like a club a real-life caveman would
have wielded back in the day.

Although grateful for his return, I wish I had been more
specific when I voiced concerns about dying alone. I accepted
my fate shortly after my car sailed over the cliff edge, what I
am assuming is hours ago, but I don’t want to be knocked over
the head like an animal to be put out of my misery.

The wooziness making me feel sick doubles when my
savior raises the chunk of wood high into the air like he’s been
ordered to knife a victim in a B-grade horror movie by a
shoddy director. When he yanks it down with an absurd
amount of force, I say my final goodbye.

The air my whispered words free from my lungs is a waste
of breath. The club lands nowhere near my temple. It fills the
minute snippet of space between my legs and the steering



wheel. Its fit is so compelling, it is as if he specifically chose it
for the job.

My eyes lock with a pair of murky baby blues hiding a
world of secrets when the man grunts a word that resembles,
“B-back.” His voice is rough like it hasn’t been used in years
and was dragged over a ton of gravel before delivering his one
stuttered word. I’'m not even one hundred percent certain that
is what he said, but it’s what I run with when he pushes me
back to amplify his statement.

“I can’t,” I force out through the bile making its second
trek from my stomach to my throat. “I’m stuck.”

“Back!” he repeats, his tone and volume more forceful
since it’s delivered without a stutter or an ounce of
understanding this time around.

Ignoring the weak shake of my head, he flattens his
calloused hand against my chest, then pushes me away from
the steering wheel with all his might. The pain his shove
rockets through my body is intense, but not enough for me not
to comprehend what he’s trying to do. He doesn’t mean to hurt
me. He just needs space between the steering wheel and me so
he can wedge himself between us.

Tears burn my eyes when he endeavors to reverse the
effects of crumbled metal and glass with his bare hands. He
grunts a deafening roar before shoving the steering wheel with
everything he has.

I’d call him an idiot for attempting to replicate the jaws of
life if his plan wasn’t working. The more his body-quaking
grunts rumble through our almost conjoined bodies, the more
distance he places between us. He’s moving the equivalent of a
mountain to save me, and the knowledge makes me extremely
WO00Zy.



I’'m not solely lightheaded because of the lengths he will
go for a stranger or the elbow he wedged between my thighs to
stabilize himself. I’'m on the verge of passing out from the
amount of blood that pours from my ankle when the twisted
steel pinning it beneath the gas pedal pops free.

Some of the metal responsible for holding my seat in place
pierced through my ankle. I'm bleeding profusely and almost
certain to die before first responders arrive if he doesn’t
tourniquet my leg right now, but before I can instruct him on
what he needs to do, the blackness charging at me from all

sides wins.

I’m out cold before a single word leaves my mouth.



Chapter Three

runching sticks wake me for the second time this

evening. They’re breaking beneath me like I'm

jogging through dense woodlands without the fancy
orthopedic running shoes my feet forever don when I tackle
the grueling St. Thomas Street hill in Ravenshoe.

But I’m not running.
My feet aren’t even on the ground.

They’re dangling down the front of a person who smells
like woodchips and pinecones, and my ass is being clutched by
a hand that feels as rough as the one that pushed on my chest
before I blacked out.

After taking a moment to settle my stomach’s gurgles, I
take in the scenery more thoroughly. The crunch that drew me
from an unconscious state are sticks incapable of withstanding
the stomp of a man with extremely large feet. The stranger
who freed me from the wreckage is weaving us through trees
that are hundreds of years old. His speed gives no indication
he’s worried about the almost starless sky. His race through the
dense woodland is without worry that you’d swear he knows
the terrain out here better than the back of his hand.

We dart, weave, and bob until we reach a tree that
disappears into the thick clouds above our heads. A squeal rips



from my mouth when he slips us inside the massive tree’s
trunk before he pulls me flush with his body. Not even a
second later, an explosion to rival all explosions booms into
my ears. The blast i1s so powerful, it rattles the tree trunk as
effectively as my lungs batter my ribs. It’s a terrifying boom
that thrusts me back into the nightmare of my past, where I
nearly lost more than my livelihood.

My 1nability not to help someone in need saw me undergo
test after test after test to prove I could continue with my
surgical internship. Deaf doctors aren’t unheard of, but there’s
a massive bridge between hearing-impaired medical
practitioners and their more fortunate counterparts. It took
months to prove the hearing deficiency I faced in the days
following a traffic incident wouldn’t affect my surgical
expertise, and even then, I doubt the outcome would have been
as successful if multiple favors didn’t exchange hands.

Mercifully, none of the barters were of monetary value.
If they were, I’d be up to my ears in debt.

[ shake off memories of the past when the inferno
engulfing my car brightens the forest surrounding us. It sends
flames hurling toward the sky and gives me the quickest
glimpse of a pair of murky blue eyes hidden under a mess of
matted hair.

My savior’s face is barely visible through his thick beard,
unkempt mane, and dirt-stained cheeks, but not even the
wooziness bombarding me could have me mistaking him for a
hideously ugly beast. If my head could concentrate on
anything but the pain making me unbelievably nauseous, |
could determine there’s a handsome man hiding under his
rough and rugged exterior.



No one with a facial structure as defined as his could be
classified as ugly.

When the unnamed man feels my heated gaze floating over
his face, he growls a low, menacing groan, announcing his
disapproval of my gawk before he tosses me back onto his
shoulder and recommences his sprint.

“Hospital,” I murmur through the rapid churns of my
stomach when [ realize he’s moving us away from the
direction my car traveled when it ping-ponged down the range.
“I need to go to the hosp—"

A noose hanging off a branch of a tree steals my focus for
a moment, then not long after that, I’'m swamped by
unconsciousness for the second time.

WHEN | wakE, the flips of my stomach are felt by both my
throat and nose as I bring up the snacks I washed down with
an endless supply of cherry Pepsi. I had just come off a double
shift, so I needed more than an IV of caffeine to keep me
awake during my drive from Ravenshoe to Cedric’s family
cabin.

Mercifully, Pepsi tastes the same coming up as it does
going down.

[ can’t say the same thing for the corn candy I scarfed
down with it. They taste meaty and have the texture of
overcooked potatoes.

“Hospital,” I mumble after rolling away from the bucket
someone 1s holding under my chin. “I-I need to go t-to the
hospital.”



As memories of my accident mix with the horrifying
footage of Cedric getting his dick sucked by a girl at least ten
years his junior, I drift in and out of consciousness before I
eventually surrender to the blackness endeavoring to swallow
me whole.

[ STARTLE so MucH when something whizzes past my head
fast enough for my barely conscious state to take notice, the
sweat beading on my brows dribbles past my ears. The fever-
inspired blobs are absorbed by the spongy material the
unnamed man slammed his fist into to bring me to heel. His
hairy hands are mere inches from my face, only held back by
the bowl he presses against my lips.

He grunts in a low tone before he tilts the bowl so its
contents splash against my dry and cracked mouth. My vision
is too blurry to see what he’s trying to feed me, but since
nothing but the refreshing smell of water is filtering into my
nose, I part my lips and swallow down the liquid he slowly
trickles into my mouth.

A moan of a woman not on the verge of dying rattles in my
chest when blissfully cold water wets my lips, tongue, and
throat. It gives instant relief to my heated skin and makes the
gurgling churns of my stomach less obvious.

Once all the liquid in the wooden bowl has slid down my
throat, the man who freed me from the wreckage replaces the
dry flannel on my head with a soaked one.

Well, I think it’s flannel. It’s not scratchy like a towel, and
it feels more organic than manufactured, but it is the perfect
implement to keep my body temperature at a non-dangerous



level. Fevers alone are rarely life-threatening, but when
combined with an open wound, they can be fatal.

When the stranger lowers his hard-skinned hand from my
face, his fingers trek of my cheek gentler than the method he
used to wake me, I snatch it up like it’s my only lifeline.

I realize that is the case when he answers my question with
an abrupt shake of his head. “H-Hospital?” While darting my
eyes between the hand he retches away and his slit eyes, I ask,
“W-Why not?” Even after a stern talking to my head to get
with the program, one of my words still comes out with a
stutter.

“Sir?” I query, shocked by his ignorance.

He’s distracted by something, but still. Ignorance shouldn’t
be anyone’s strong point in a life-and-death situation.

“S-Sir...” I try again before the water I gobbled down
returns in the most violent manner.

I heave into the bowl the stranger holds under my chin on
repeat, reprieve only awarded when unconsciousness once
again takes hold.



Chapter Four

s a relatively painless groan vibrates in my chest, |

blink on repeat, confused as to why the candles that

were dancing in the stranger’s eyes earlier are
extinguished. There’s enough light peeking through a pair of
icy windows to get away with natural lighting, but I’m lost as
to why the candle wax is fully depleted. They were standing
tall only hours ago, but now the wax is melted around the
bottom of the wick.

After taking a minute to breathe out the queasiness making
me confused as to whether I’m in shock or hungry, I attempt to
gather my bearings. It doesn’t take me long to realize I’'m in a
log cabin. It’s ten times smaller than the ones the Lancasters
had built on the peak of the mountain, but its small size
doesn’t detract from the fact it’s well built.

The floor plan is smaller than the guest bedroom in my
apartment, but the space has been utilized well. It reminds me
of the tiny houses you see on all the lifestyle channels these
days. It’s compact but well thought out. Even with a blizzard
raging outside, a fireplace in the middle of the compact space
keeps things super cozy, and the kitchen is small yet versatile.
The only thing really letting it down is the amount of dust
coating every surface.



I choke on a clump of dust bunnies when I yank open the
bedside table to see if there are any identifiable contents
inside. The handful of knickknacks filling the newspaper-lined
drawer appears homemade, but there isn’t a single shred of
evidence as to who owns this cabin. It’s as bland as the
unvarnished furniture that hogs the floorspace.

Even to a novice camper, it’s obvious this cabin was
designed for a solo inhabitant. There’s one rocking chair
squashed next to the fireplace, one dining chair, and one bed—
the one I’ve awoken on.

As I swallow down the nerves bubbling in my throat as to
where my savior slept last night, I swing my head to the left.
My hand shoots up to clamp my mouth when my eyes lock in
on several deer heads mounted to the wall the bed is squashed
against. They’re dead, but like all spooky things, I swear the
buck in the middle follows my trek when I scoot up the bed to
place some much-needed distance between us.

The situation worsens halfway up the ‘bed.’” It isn’t what
you’d anticipate when hunting a furniture shop for a new
bedroom suite. The base is made from the same chunky wood
as the dining table and kitchen counter, and although the
mattress appears genuine, it isn’t often you’ll find one covered
with a patchwork quilt made from fur.

I freeze like a statue when reality dawns. I’m not admiring
the cashmere softness of a bear skin rug cabins around these
parts have on their polished oak floors. I'm resting on deer
skin—quite possibly the bodies of the deer heads mounted to
the wall.

Yuck!

A hiss whistles through my teeth when I attempt to
scamper off the bedding made from dead animals. When I peer



down at my feet, I learn the cause of my pain. My right foot is
as mangled as the remains of my car after cartwheeling down
an embankment. But unlike my car’s unsalvageable self, my
foot’s chances of survival are high. Numerous butterfly
stitches hold the mottled skin together, and although bruised
and swollen, there are no signs of gangrene.

The tissue surrounding the stitches is very much alive—
unlike my heart when a door on my right shoots open. It sinks
as low as my morals when the man who rescued me walks out
of a room | assume is a bathroom from the amount of steam
that follows his exit. His hair is wet and no longer weighed
down by knots, and if you exclude his thick beard that reaches
his collarbone, his face is clear of any mess.

Although ethics would usually have my assessment
stopping at the base of his neck, since we’re not in a hospital,
and I’m technically the patient, I drop my eyes to the lower
half of his body so fast, I add to the dizziness bombarding me.

With his teeny tiny towel giving him no coverage, I can
confidently declare his chest is as hairy as his face and that the
bumps in his midsection are as spit-inducing as the width of
his biceps.

He gives meaning as to why everyone is fascinated to
discover if Big Foot is real. There’s something oddly attractive
about a beast of a man with no grasp of reality.

I snap my eyes away when the stranger busts my watch.
He grunts at me like an animal. It isn’t a like-what-you-see
groan but the grumbly moan of a frustrated man.

Although mortified he caught my gawk, some good comes
from my embarrassment. My lowered head has my eyes
stumbling onto my antique medical bag. It was a gift from my
father when 1 was accepted into medical school. It’s been



passed down in his family for generations, and I am so
incredibly grateful the stranger removed it from the wreckage
before it exploded—even more so when I remember my work
cell phone is inside.

While acting ignorant to the pain making my stomach
swirl, I snatch up my bag, dig out my cell phone, then log in
via facial ID. Since there are only a handful of cuts and grazes
on my face, it logs me in first go.

After pushing aside my shock that a notification from my
iCloud-synced travel app announces that my plane to Paris
departed two days ago, I hit the first number on my recently
called list before squashing my phone to my ear.

The name at the top of my most called list doesn’t belong
to Cedric. It’s for my boss and almost decade-long friend,
Isaac Holt.

“Come on...” I groan through clenched teeth when a
prerecorded voicemail from my cell phone provider announces
there isn’t adequate service to connect my call.

I scoot up the bed until I’'m in a seated position, then hold
my phone high in the air, praying for a single bar.

I get nothing.

Not just because there’s no service this deep in the woods,
but also because the unnamed man storms across the room to
snatch my phone out of my hand.

“What are you doing? I need my phone. I require urgent
medical assistance,” I plead as he stomps to the other side of
the cabin like his towel isn’t dangerously close to slipping off
his wide hips.

My last comment is a lie. He patched me up so well, 1
doubt an intern at a local ER could do a better job. It just feels



wrong to be alone in a cabin with another man so soon after
breaking things off with my fiancé, not to mention most
people seek assistance during a crisis, not isolation.

Both shock and anger bombard me when the stranger
dumps my phone into a shallow wood-carved sink before he
switches on the faucet full pelt. The water pressure is basically
nonexistent, but there’s enough flow to ruin my phone.

I can’t understand a word grumbling from his mouth in a
series of long grunts and mumbles, but even a novice lipreader
could get the gist of what he’s on about.

Help isn’t arriving for me anytime soon.

My throat works through a hard swallow when the stranger
spins around to face me. His hair swishing against the curve in
his lower back isn’t the cause of my distraction. His rueful
glare at my cheeks is.

When it dawns on me what he’s staring at, I swipe at my
face like a mad woman. I didn’t realize tears were weeping
from my eyes until his cocked brow and furled lip pointed it
out. Only a handful of tears dampen my face, but he glares at
them like they haven’t stopped streaming from my eyes the
past three days.

Once I’'m confident I have matters under control, I say, “I
can’t stay here.” Certain my life is about to replicate a horror
flick, I caution, “People will be looking for me.”

He slams his fist down on the dining table, diverting my
attention to him before he abruptly shakes his head. His
nonverbal confirmation that I am to stay with him has me lost
for words. It’s clear he’s frustrated that I’m in his domain, but
he’s refusing to let me leave.

It truly doesn’t make any sense.



With my confusion rendering me silent, and the tension
palpable, the unnamed man sucks in three big breaths before
he stalks to an antique closet in the far corner of the space to
get dressed.

Although stupid of me to do with a bunged foot and
possible stage-three concussion, within a nanosecond of
realizing this could be my only chance to seek help, I use his
distance from the only door connecting me to the outside
world to my advantage.

As I hobble across the warped wood floor with too much
eagerness for my brain to register the pain rocketing up my
leg, I dart my eyes between the brute of a man getting dressed
and the large carved door. He acts oblivious to the thumps of
my feet, even with them being loud enough to overtake the
pounding of my pulse in my ears. The only reason he busts my
escape 1s because he spins around to face me once he finishes
getting dressed.

Unfortunately for him, it’s too late. My hand is curled
around the rusty doorknob. Freedom is within my grasp.

“Ugh!” he grunts before he races my way like a madman.

Eager to flee before he can catch me, I throw open the door
and bolt through the tight opening without watching where I’'m

going.
Big mistake.

Not only is the icy ground impossible to grip since it hasn’t
been salted like almost all flat surfaces in these parts the past
couple of months, but there also isn’t another cabin in sight.
We’re in the middle of the woods. Nothing but snow-topped
trees can be seen for miles.



Incapable of giving up even when the odds are stacked
against me, I start to bolt for an opening on my right. I don’t
even make it through the door. The bearded stranger doesn’t
end my campaign to flee. Something dumped by the door
does.

Its furry disposition stops me from skidding across the icy
verandah, but any attempts to seek help without risking a
mental evaluation is lost when I land face-first into a sticky
and ghastly smelling matter.

I learn the reason for the peculiar yet highly recognizable
goop covering my face and torso when I draw away from the
object I tripped over. Deer heads can’t get mounted to walls
without first removing said head.

Not only did I fall onto the remains of a deer, but I also
landed face-first into its headless carcass.



Chapter Five

hile screaming bloody murder into the blistering

cool air, I scramble back from the deer that

shouldn’t look familiar since they’re a dime a
dozen around these parts but somehow does.

The violent screeches ripping from my throat ramp up
when my endeavor to get away from one murderous scene
sees me stumbling into another. The stranger with the waist-
length hair and gruff exterior already seems the size of a giant
when I’m on my feet, so you can picture how ginormous he is
while towering over me.

“No!” I pelt into him with my fists when he plucks me off
the ground by a quick yank on my arm before he tosses me
onto his shoulder like I’'m a sack of potatoes. “You need to let
me go. People will be looking for me. Very. Important.
People.” My last three words are separated by the sudden
realization that there could be no one looking for me. I
checked into my flight, so as far as my family and friends are
concerned, I’'m in a remote village in Prague eating braised
beef dumplings. “You’ll be in big trouble if you don’t let me

'77

go this instant

My fight to get away from the stranger could have me
mistaking one of his grunts as laughter, but I swear he



chuckles while marching me back into the cabin like my legs
and arms aren’t violently clashing with sensitive regions of his
body. I drag my nails down his back, rip at the hair swishing in
front of my face and direct the kicks of my feet to the area of
his groin only just covered by a pair of dowdy sweatpants.

When my violence fails to slow him down, I toss out
threats that aren’t technically mine to issue. “This land is
owned by the Lancasters. They don’t take kindly to
trespassers.” My last word leaves my body with a grunt when
he walks us into the steam-filled room. I’m not just stunned by
his lack of concern about my beatdown, I’m shocked by the
faint memories creeping into my head.

I could swear on my grandmother’s grave that we’ve done
this before, but instead of me being tossed over the stranger’s
shoulder, he carried me in his arms like a groom would a bride
over the threshold.

My breathing staggers when my eyes scan of the bathroom
fills my head with more hazy memories. They match the
movements the stranger makes while removing the shirt I’'m
wearing as a dress, but back then, not a single protest spilled

from my mouth.

Since I’'m conscious this time around, the instant his hand
grabs the waistband of my panties, objections fire from my
mouth hard and fast. “Whoa, whoa, whoa.”

I didn’t say they were good objections.
My head is far too woozy for that.

Either deaf or ignorant, the stranger slips my panties off in
one fell swoop, distributes my weight to his left side, then
heads for a shower cubicle that looks as organically sourced as



the rest of the cabin. The ‘tiles’ lining the walls are shavings of
rock and shrubbery on a compact bed of dirt is the floor.

When he switches on a ‘faucet’ at the side of the cubicle, I
make myself one with the hairs stretched across his pecs. It’s
below freezing outside, and with no modern appliances in
sight, I anticipate the water to be as bitterly cold as the snowy
ground that almost killed me last night.

It 1sn’t, but since my focus is on another damning
revelation, I don’t take the time to appreciate how pleasant it
1s.

According to the date on my work phone, my accident
wasn’t last night. It was three nights ago, so the familiarity of
an often-understated task shouldn’t be surprising. Nurses bathe

their patients all the time. It’s a necessary part of their
recovery, and more times than not, the most healing.

You feel icky after an accident, so if a nurse washes away
some of the murkiness before waking you, more times than
not, the recovery time is significantly reduced.

It was for me when I was blasted across a swampy
woodland by a furious explosion. From the medical records |
read, I had mud from the roots of my hair to the tips of my
toes. It was lodged so far in my ears, preliminary results
indicated my hearing had been irreparably damaged by the
blast. Mercifully, after multiple ENT appointments and a
simple procedure, my hearing returned stronger than ever.

I stop reminiscing on what I thought would be the worst
couple of weeks of my life when a screen of red hinders my
vision. The mixing of the water from the rain-simulated
showerhead above me and the deer’s blood is a quick reminder
that I’'m not bathing in the natural spring a couple of miles
south of Ravenshoe. Nor is the goop on my face a mask. It is



the blood of a dead animal—the same species 1 almost died
trying to save.

With bile racing up my esophagus and my brain only
seeking solutions instead of explanations, I scrub at my cheeks
like a blood-red cleanser is part of my daily facial care regime
while acting oblivious to the fact I’'m being held under the
water by a man with no name.

Once I’'m confident every drop of the deer’s blood has
been removed from my face and neck, I shift my focus to my
collarbone and chest. I grope my breasts more eagerly than
Cedric ever did when something brushes my backside two
chest strokes later. It’s neither of the stranger’s hands. One is
curled around my knees, and the other is bracing my back.

After hiding my puckered nipples, I slowly raise my eyes
to the stranger’s face. I’ve studied the human anatomy for
years, and although my personal research on this particular
region of the male body could be counted on one hand, I’'m
confident I know the identity of the object jabbing me in the
backside.

The unease bombarding me from all sides should have my
eyes immediately locking with the stranger, but I drift them
over his matted beard, plump lips, and undeniably straight
nose before locking them with his baby blues that seem
familiar even with them being full of anger.

“I’m engaged,” I mumble when his eyes eventually float
from my now-covered breasts to my face. “Do you know what
that means? I belong to another man. I was visiting him before
my accident. His family owns this mounta—"

Oomph.



The air his needy gaze forced into my lungs rushes out in a
hurry when he pulls his hands out from underneath me. My
ego gets more bruised than my backside, thanks to the leaf
filtration system responsible for directing the shower’s water
into buckets wedged under a tiny opening carved out of the
logs that line the cabin.

After glaring at me like I’'m gum stuck under his school
desk, he pivots on his heels and races out of the bathroom.

Unfortunately, he doesn’t forget to latch the lock on his
way out.



Chapter Six

y eyes shoot to the bathroom door when it flies

open with a terrifying crack. I’'m not sure how

long I’ve been huddled in the corner of the
shower stall, but the water ran dry a while ago, and although
I’m somewhat delirious, I am reasonably sure hypothermia is
close to setting in.

The shower’s drainage system makes environmental sense,
but the amount of wood required to combat the blistering cold
conditions its drainage hole creates counterbalances its
effectiveness.

Even when surrounded by bushland, fireplaces are
hazardous to the ozone layer.

As are brooding men with no idea about privacy.

The still-unnamed stranger bursts into the bathroom
without a care in the world that he removed my only article of
modesty when he stormed out over an hour ago. He’s wearing
a rolled neck shirt, a thick winter jacket, a pair of jeans that
wouldn’t look any better on a wrangler, and boots that go to
his knees.

If he didn’t wrongly believe you can hold women hostage
against their will, I would have said he looks like a sexy,



rugged mountaineer, but since he is as delusional as I feel, I’1l
keep my thoughts to myself.

With a grunt, he plucks me from the floor. Then, just as
quickly as he removed my shirt an hour ago, he replaces it
with one that makes my nose tickle with the urge to sneeze.

“What the hell,” I pant out in either shock or deliriousness
when he falls to his knees two seconds later. His hairy face is a
mere inch from my bare sex, and my woozy head has me
mistaking his heated breaths as needy instead of angry.

I warn my head to get with the program when he stretches
the waistband of a pair of panties that look oddly similar to the
ones I packed for red week. He’s not dressing me so I can
attend a fancy gala as his plus one. He’s my captor, not my
savior.

My unspoken words taste bitter in my mouth. If he’s my
captor, why did he save me from a fiery inferno then keep me
alive for three days? If his endgame is to kill me, why prolong
the process with unnecessary steps?

Because there is a heap of weirdos in the world, Jae.

I’'m drawn from my highly accurate thoughts when the
bearded man jerks up his chin. We’re strangers, but the angling
of his shoulders has me confident he wants me to use them to
balance on while slipping my feet into the opening of my
panties.

Although I could never be accused of being submissive, I
fan my hand over the taut muscles in his shoulders before
stepping into the cotton material of my underwear. Cedric’s
betrayal doesn’t have me eager to mix things up. The black
object peeking out from the bottom of the stranger’s winter
coat 1s solely responsible for pulling me into line.



He has a gun.
A big one.

“I’ve got it,” I assure him when he commences guiding my
panties up my legs. Even with fear being my strongest
emotion, my body mistook the slither of his hands. My thighs
are shuddering like his head is wedged between them.

Once my underwear is covering my backside, and I’ve had
a stern talking with my head, we step through the process
again. Except this time, the stranger holds open a pair of
fleece-lined sweatpants for me. They’re miles too big, but
unlike the shirt, not as dusty.

While yanking the fluffy pants up my legs, a faint memory
trickles into my head, freezing my movements. “This isn’t the
first time we’ve done this, is it?” I wait for him to finish
guiding the polyester material to my waist before finalizing
my interrogation, ‘“You’ve dressed me previously, haven’t
you?” I more pinch his shoulder than balance on it when a
second memory steals the air from my lungs. “Except I wasn’t
standing. You were holding me against your chest.” My eyes
bulge when the memory playing in reverse reaches the reason
as to why I needed to get dressed. “We showered together.” 1
swallow in rapid succession. “We were naked...” As my eyes
fall to his, he tears his away, but it doesn’t stop my confession.
“Both of us.”

With his ignorance at an all-time high, I search his face for
answers. His expression is nonchalant, but I don’t need to read
his emotions to extract some truths out of him.

Today isn t the first time he’s seen me naked.

While the stranger guides a sock over my mangled foot, I
strive to unlock some more memories. There are not many,



and thankfully, they aren’t as nightmarish as the ones that still
keep me awake a decade later. The slow montages of our daily
shower routines remind me of Beauty and the Beast dancing in
the ballroom, except Beauty is on the brink of
unconsciousness, and the Beast is doing everything in his
power to keep her alive, but I must remain cautious.

Keeping me alive just to torture me seems like a stretch,
but I’ve witnessed many unscrupulous acts during my short
yet tumultuous thirty-five years. There could be more at play
here than I realize, so I need to keep my wits about me
because playing dead won’t work this time around since the
perpetrator knows how to keep me alive.

With the horrors of my past resurfacing too fast for me to
shut down, I ask, “Why are you doing this? What are your
plans with me?” When he continues to ignore me, I shout,
“Answer me! What do you want from me?”

A lot of people mistake the rock on my finger as meaning
I’m worth a lot of money. I can assure you I am not close to
wealthy. Yes, I make a decent income being the chief medical
officer of a world-renowned hospital, but have you seen how
much an average house in Ravenshoe costs? I live in an
apartment because I couldn’t afford an attached duplex, much
less a house. And even though the broker touted that it had
ocean views, you must break your neck to take them in.

If the stranger’s plan is to ransom my safety, he’s shit out
of luck. My parents could probably rustle up a couple of
thousand, but since their retirement in Hawaii is self-funded,
he may need to take that in cashless bonds.

My worries that this is a hostage situation double when the
stranger locks his murky eyes with my engagement ring.

“It’s probably fake. Cedric is cheap when he’s paying.”



Ignoring me, he glares at the hideous rock like he despises
it before he secures a duftle bag to his front, twists away from
me, squats down so low the muzzle of his gun scratches the
floorboards, then makes a gesture with his hand like he wants
me to copy him.

His frustrated grunt reverberates through my frozen form
when I don’t immediately jump to his command. He doesn’t
appear to appreciate ignorance, even with him showcasing it in
all its glory.

When his next grunt is burly enough to shift my focus
from the gun he’s doing a poor job of concealing to his face, |
pinch a pleat into my sweatpants before squatting like I need
to use the bathroom.

I do, but that’s something we’ll keep between us.

When the stranger takes in my crouched stance, his scoff
sends my pulse skyrocketing. It’s as gruff as his grunts but
with an edge of danger highlighting it. “Ughis!”

“I don’t understand what you want me to do,” I blurt out,
confident he can understand me even with him only speaking
one mumbled word to me.

Although I can’t one hundred percent testify that actually
occurred. It could have been a figment of my imagination. Not
many things are making sense right now, and my body’s odd
responses are by far the worst.

Instead of repelling away from the stranger when he curls
his hand around the back of my knee and yanks me forward, |
topple onto his back with a girlie squeal. Then, when he
abruptly stands, I clamp my legs around his thick waist. |
could excuse my blasé response on not wanting to add another



bruise to my backside, but I’'m not known for taking the easy
way out.

Honesty starts at home. If I can’t be truthful with myself,
who can I be with?

While we’re on the matter of honesty, although I'm
confused as to why the stranger wants me to ride on his back,
I’m also curious—even more so when our entrance into the
main part of the cabin sees him yanking a deer skin off the bed
and attaching it to my back as if it’s a cape.

Its thick hide protects me from the frigid winds blasting
the cabin from all sides when he walks us outside. The
snowstorm weather forecasters warned about during my
commute to Cataloochee is in full swing. It’s bitterly cold and
wet, and although the solemn conditions give reason as to why
the stranger won’t seek medical attention for me now, what
was his excuse the night of my accident? It was snowing then,
but nothing like it is now. He could have sought help back then
if he wanted to. The fact he didn’t makes me even wearier.

“Where are we going?” I ask several painstaking minutes
later, heartbroken by the silence surrounding us. Shouldn’t the
rotation of rescue helicopter blades be sounding above our
heads? Or at the very least, the buzz of snowmobiles.

If anyone 1s looking for me, they’re not close to my
location, and the knowledge is so distressing, another thirty or
so minutes pass before a second wind of hope forms within
me. “Are you taking me to the hospital? Or the local sheriff’s
office? Either will work. You don’t have to walk me in. You
can leave me out front. I won’t tell anyone what happened.”
My nose screws up. “Not that I think anything happened. I
just...”



I stop talking at the exact moment my stomach launches
into my throat. Another wooden structure is on the horizon,
but unlike the cabin we left over an hour ago, it doesn’t give
off a cozy, rustic vibe.

It looks like the set of a horror film. It’s low to the ground,
covered with both shrubbery and snow, and there are dead
animals hanging from a secondary structure on its left. A deer,
three rabbits, and a bird I don’t recognize are dangling from
the silver hooks every Texas Chainsaw Massacre inspired film
uses as props. They’re beheaded and their stomachs are cut
open. If that isn’t already concerning, there’s a giant silver
hook in the middle of the pack, empty and primed for its next
victim.

What if that victim is me?

Too scared to think rationally, and almost certain my blase
response an hour ago is coming back to bite me on the ass, |
beat into the stranger with everything I have before leveraging
my getaway by digging my good foot into his ribs and pushing
back with all my might.

Although my escape almost gets snagged by the sling
holding his shotgun to his body, I land on my ass with a thud.
Shock I'm not swallowed whole by the snow the stranger
hiked us through doesn’t get the chance to register. I’'m too
busy crawling through the sloshy track he left behind to let
something as measly as surprise slow me down.

I’ve barely scampered three feet away when the stranger
catches up with me. He doesn’t yank me up by my hair like
almost every gory mafia movie depicts. He bands his arm
around my waist before plucking me from the ground as if |
am weightless.



“No!” I scream, still hopeful someone will hear me even
with us tracking deeper into the woods. I wouldn’t say I have
an overly girlie voice, but when I want to be heard, I have no
issues bringing out the pitch that has my voice ringing in the
interns’ ears long after initiation.

All hope is lost when my cries for help echo back at me.
There’s no one close by.

Not a single sole.

I am alone and at the mercy of a madman.

“Please,” I beg, my one word more a sob than an actual
word. “I don’t want to die. I’ve barely lived.” My plea comes
out as honest because it is. I work. That’s all I do. That isn’t
living. It isn’t even coping, but it won’t stop me from begging
for mercy. “Please.”

When my pleas get me nowhere, I claw my nails into the
stranger’s leathery hands before throwing my head back.

The crack of my skull into his nose is brutal, but it has
nothing on his grunt. “Arrgghhh!” It isn’t close to friendly. It
roars through my chest as loudly as the stomps he does to race
us inside the wood-like structure.

In my haste to get away from him, I didn’t check the
direction I was crawling. Like an idiot with air for brains, I
was scrambling toward the murderous scene instead of the
freedom I’m sure is here somewhere if [ were given a chance
to look.

Although tired both emotionally and physically, I fight the
stranger all the way. I kick him, bite him, and scream so loud,
he has no choice but to clamp his hand over my mouth to
ensure he doesn’t suffer permanent hearing loss.



It’s at that exact moment my fight comes to an end.

I’'m petrified of being suffocated to death. It’s my biggest
fear. Every nightmare I’ve had the past decade involves me
being killed by some form of brain hypoxia.

Brain hypoxia is when the brain doesn’t get enough
oxygen. It can be from drowning, choking, suffocation, or
cardiac arrest, but my fear solely stems from oxygen
deprivation by breath manipulation.

Even if it could have spiced up our unindulgent sex life, I
wouldn’t let Cedric curl his hand around my throat. I was
paranoid he didn’t know me well enough not to take it too far,
and from his lack of remorse three nights ago, with good
reason.

I loathe my neck being touched, but even more than that, I
hate how paralyzing my fear is when it reaches full fruition.
The stranger could do anything to me right now, and I
wouldn’t be able to stop him. I’'m frozen with fear, and I have
no idea why.

It isn’t like anyone has tried to kill me before now.



Chapter Seven

hen creaking floorboards broadcast that I’'m no

longer alone, I roll over the best I can without

announcing my movements to the bearded
stranger. He didn’t hurt me last night when fear paralyzed me,
but he did take advantage of my frozen state to protect himself
from another attack.

I’m tied to a bed oddly similar to the one in the original
cabin, and to keep things in perspective, he used a length of
vine to restrain me instead of rope.

The subtleness of the vine is deceiving. It’s soft against my
skin instead of scratchy like the rope would have been, but
even rubbing it against the unvarnished slat of wood for over
an hour this morning didn’t loosen its grip on my wrist. It’s as
close to my skin now as the stranger was last night when he
mistook the shivers of my body as me being cold. He used his
body heat to warm me, and although his closeness should have
increased my panic, it eventually subdued it. Not enough for
me to contemplate sleeping, but it did give me time to process
things.

If the cabins are his stomping ground, and he lives in the
woods full-time, does he comprehend that women don’t fall
out of the sky in snow-white convertibles? Even as adults,



we’re conditioned to believe what we’re taught, so how
warped would someone’s mind be if his way of life was
starkly different from the norm?

I stop endeavoring to diagnose the stranger in a field I have
no right to practice in when something stabs me in the back
through the shirt he dressed me in last night. It’s long and
pointy like the stranger’s fingers, but without his scratchy
fingernails.

Although I want to continue pretending I’m asleep, the
stranger doesn’t give me that choice. He tugs on my shoulder
firm enough to make me become one with the ‘mattress’
before he shoves a banana into my hand.

It’s a little unripe, but the loud grumbles of my stomach
don’t care. I rip it open like it’s my favorite candy bar before
endeavoring to swallow it hole.

The smell barely registers with my senses before the
stranger grunts at me. “Ugggh!” He snatches the banana out of
my hand, rips an inch off the top, then hands me the measly
piece.

“That’s 1t? That’s all 1 get? A meager inch? I would have
gotten more from Cedric, and that’s saying something.” |
mumble my last sentence through the sliver of banana sliding
down my throat. It’s a little bitter since it’s not ripe, but with it
being my only source of food for god knows how long, I
gobble it down like two scoops of vanilla ice cream and a
generous helping of chocolate sauce will soon follow it.

Once the clump of fruit has slid into my stomach, I return
my eyes to the mostly untouched banana. If it was the dessert
Cedric was forever adamant we should share, it would have
been eaten by now. So not am I only shocked it’s still in one



piece, I'm also a little excited. “Can I please have some
more?”

The stranger’s eyes drop from my lips to the banana before
he rips me off another chunk.

“Thank you.”

I chew this piece instead of swallowing it whole, conscious
I won’t starve if I use my manners. My second chunk was
almost double the size of my first one, and it doesn’t take a
genius to realize praise goes a long way, even during a
situation you’d never anticipate.

Furthermore, the longer the stranger watches the subtle
movement of my lips, the more time I have to scope the
premises. I couldn’t see a damn thing last night. My paralysis
gives me tunnel vision as it is, but the blizzard made matters
worse. Shadows didn’t dance around the compact space until
the stranger lit the fireplace. Since that wasn’t until after I
stopped shaking like I was in an ice bath, the opportunity to
snoop never presented itself until now.

As suspected from the layout of the ‘bedroom,’ this cabin
is almost a direct replica of the one we left last night. Even the
rocking chair wedged next to the roaring fireplace is in the
same spot. There are just a handful of differences. No deer
heads are mounted to the wall, and there isn’t an ounce of dust
to be seen.

He also has a gun by the door instead of an animal carcass.

When I finish my second piece of banana—and my perusal
of his home—I lift and lock my eyes with the stranger’s. I
don’t have to use my manners this time around. He hands me a
third piece without a syllable slipping from my lips, the pleas
in my eyes loud enough for a deaf man to hear.



I almost shove the chunk into my mouth like a piggie, but
a flicker of silver on the kitchen counter steals my focus. A
knife isn’t the best defense against a gun, but I bet it would
have no issues slicing through a segment of vine, and the
thought pops a brilliant idea into my head.

The stranger takes a step back when I shoot my hand up to
cover my mouth at the same time my eyes pop out of my head.
After making a gesture like I’'m about to be sick, I gag like I
just found out Cedric and I are related by blood.

“Bucket. I n-need a bucket,” I stammer out through the gap
between my fingers. “Sick.”

One word and the stranger leaps to his feet, startling me
with his large size. After swinging his head to the left, he
drags it to the right. He’s not as prepared this time around, and
his need to improvise sees the chips falling in my favor for a
change.

As he races into the bathroom, I slip off the bed and hobble
to the kitchen. “No,” I breathe out in frustration when my
stretch for the knife comes up half an inch short. I reach with
all my might, but my fingertips only brace the butt. “Come
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on...

The vine curled around my wrists digs into my skin when I
give it one last shot. “Yes!” I almost shout when my efforts
pay off. I have the knife in my hand, but regretfully, I also
have the angry eyes of a stranger glaring at me. “Stay back!” I
warn when his eyes flick to the door where his gun is resting.
“If you move for it, I’ll cut you up into little pieces.”

He smirks at me. Not a dainty little I’d-like-to-see-you-try
smirk, but full-blown you’re- not-brave-enough-to-give-me-a-
papercut smirk.



L’ll show him.

After strengthening my stance, I say without the slightest
quiver to my words, “I just want to go home, back to my
fiancé. You can’t keep me from him—"

He charges for me before all my false statement leaves my
mouth and, just as quickly, I slice the knife across his chest. It
skips across the hairy skin firm enough to mark, but the paper-
thin cut barely slows him down.

With the bowl he fetched from the bathroom, he knocks
the knife out of my hand before pushing me back with the
same amount of aggression. I land on the bed with a thud, but I
don’t go down without a fight. I kick out my leg so harshly,
the bloody mess my headbutt caused his nose last night returns
stronger than ever.

Blood gushes from his nose at the same time a roar rips
from his mouth. It freezes me in an instant. However, not all
my stiffness is in fear. The rumbles of his deep voice cluster in
an area of my body much lower than my head, and it’s usually
responsible for every stupid decision I make. It was the reason
I was engaged to Cedric. He was handsome, and I thought
he’d be a knockout in bed.

I learned otherwise remarkably fast, but since real-life men
rarely stack up to their fictional counterparts, I tried not to
hold it against him. Besides, five minutes of heat is better than
the none I was getting the two years before we met.

After stepping out of the firing zone of my still wildly
flinging legs, the stranger drags his hand under his nose. Even
though I shouldn’t, I feel bad about the amount of blood that
smears onto his calloused hand, but any chance of acting
remorseful 1s lost when he snatches up the bundle of rope he
didn’t use last night.



He loops it around my uninjured ankle, then flips me over
so I’'m on my stomach. When he pulls my unrestrained hand
behind my back, my eyes pop out of my head. “You can’t hog-
tie me! ’'m not an animal.” He continues tying my hands and
feet together like a word didn’t spill from my lips, forcing me
to blurt out, “I need to use the bathroom.”

When he huffs at me, I snap out, “Huff all you like, but
when I ruin the bedding, and you can’t get it dry-cleaned since
we’re snowed in, you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.”

I should have kept my mouth shut. The lack of trust in the
stranger’s eyes exposes there’s no way he will let me use the
bathroom alone, so instead of unearthing a way to free myself
from a dangerous situation, I thrust myself headfirst into one.

“I don’t need to use the facilities. It’s fine...”

My reply is left dangling with the rope on the bedpost
when the unnamed man uses the knife to cut me free, tugs me
across the mattress by my good ankle, tosses me onto his
shoulder like I don’t weigh a thing, then stomps us outside.

I don’t whack into him for the third time. Not only am I
exhausted, but I’'m also shocked to learn where he’s taking me.
He is walking us down an icy patch of grass that looks like it
was recently shoveled. It leads to a rectangular box in the far
back corner of the cabin’s ‘house yard.’

“That isn’t what I think it is, is 1t?” I ask before plugging
my nose to protect it from the stench. “You can’t have an
outhouse. We’re not in Australia!”

The wooden box nestled between two massive trees looks
like the ‘toilets” my Uncle Kevin has dotted across his ten-
thousand-hectare ranch near Dubbo, Australia. There’s no
plumbed water on his cattle property, so the ranchers were



forced to get inventive. They built over half a dozen long drop
toilets on the drought-ravaged cattle station.

I thought Uncle Kevin was uber-rich when he spruiked
about having six toilets. I learned otherwise when we went for
a visit. His workers didn’t dig the holes deep enough. Even
months after returning to the States, I could still smell the stew
they ate the night we arrived.

When the bearded man pries open the door of his
rectangular box, I hold my breath. As predicted, his ‘toilet’ is a
hole in the ground with a makeshift toilet seat dangling above
it.

Thankfully, the smell is nowhere near as bad as 1 was
anticipating.

He must have dug a hole deep enough to invade China.

“You really need to stop doing that,” I grind out through
clenched teeth when a second after he lifts the toilet seat, his
hand slithers under my shirt to glide my panties to my knees.

Although I’'m busting to pee, I hold back the urge. The
stranger is crouched directly in front of me. He’s closer to my
private parts than Cedric has been in months.

When he shuffles even closer like he’s striving to
determine if the gurgling of my stomach is because I need a
bowel movement, I bite out, “Can you please turn around. |
can’t... pee...” yep, that was delivered as immaturely as
you’re thinking, ... with an audience.”

My mouth falls open when his huff sounds like a breathy
chuckle. It was nowhere near as deep as the one he did when I
dragged a knife across his chest. It is more breathy and
carefree, and it has me shocked. It’s proof he can understand
me even with him wishing he can’t.



The way he shifts his head to the right when I commence
talking is proof of this. “Anything that happened while I was
unconscious doesn’t count. I didn’t have a choice back then
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When he roars at me, I shit myself, but mercifully, pee is
the only thing that comes out.

With the smugness in his eyes way too obnoxious for a
man with a bloodstained beard and my bladder’s screams
finally answered, the stranger hands me a square patch of fur.

“What do you want me to do with that?”

His nostrils flare during his breathy grunt before he lowers
his eyes to my vagina.

“No. Nuh-uh. Not happening.” I thrust the patch of fur
back his way. “T’ll drip dry—" My words are replaced with a
squeal when he snatches up the fur, wipes me from front to
back like every little girl is taught, yanks my panties up my
thighs, then tosses me back onto his shoulder.

“You know they have this great thing called toilet paper.
You should look it up sometime.” Our return to the cabin is so
quick, I’'m dumped onto the bed before half his groan leaves
his mouth, then he attempts to restrain me like I’'m the
criminal half of our duo. “You don’t need to tiec me up. You
have a gun and a predicted thirty-five inches of snow in your
favor. What more do you need?”

I shouldn’t feel guilty when he thrusts his hand at his
busted nose. However, I do.

It won’t stop me from another attempt to flee, though.

After ramming my palm into the orifice he highlighted, I
sprint for the door.



[’m not planning to run through it.
I’m after his gun.

It doesn’t matter who you are in the world, no one wants to
come face to face with a weapon capable of slicing you in two.

I’ve barely sprinted three steps away from the bed when
the vine I didn’t realize the stranger fixed to my wrist is
yanked. I fly backward with a high-pitch squeal before I'm
reeled in like a prized catch in a fishing competition.

“You can’t keep me here!” I push out with a huff before
folding my arms under my chest. “My fiancé will be looking
for me, and when he finds me, you’ll—"

The stranger clamps his hand over my mouth, silencing
more than just my lies.



Chapter Fight

ith a grunt, I move away from the object the

stranger is jabbing into my back. I don’t care if

it is a churro dipped in Nutella, I’'m not playing
his games anymore. Being paralyzed by fear is nothing to joke
about. It’s a manic psychosis that could end my medical career
if it ever got out, yet he used it against me like the words 1
were speaking could be more detrimental to my health than
him.

We all know that’s a lie.
“No!” I snap out when he yanks on my shoulder.

He ignores my plea—as he has every grumbled comment
the past several hours—by forcefully rolling me over until I’'m
staring at the ceiling instead of the wall. I’'m still tied to the
bed, but the length of the vine was shortened so no matter how
hard I stretch, my hands won’t get close to any dangerous
instruments in the kitchen.

Some of my sass takes a step back when the stranger
places a bowl full of stew onto the bedside table then nudges
his head to it. It smells delicious, and my stomach hasn’t quit
growling the past three-plus hours, but I wasn’t lying when I
said I’'m no longer playing his games, so instead of eating the
meal he prepared, I give him the stink eye to rival all stink



eyes before rolling back over to face the only solid wall in the
cabin.

“Ugh!” he grunts, clearly unimpressed by my denial.
“Haw.” 1 feel his eyes on me for twenty long seconds before
he adds hands into the mix.

“No!” I slap his hands off me before scampering up the
bed as far as I can. “I don’t want your food. I want to go
home.”

His eyes that suddenly appear more remorseful than
dangerous, bounce between mine for two heart-thrashing
seconds before he shakes his head while banging his chest
with his fist. “Augh.”

When he twists away from me with balled-up fists, I think
1t’s the end of our confrontation.

I’m poorly mistaken.

In a quick twist, pull, and straddle maneuver, I’'m yanked
down the bed, my hips are cuddled by his thick thighs, and
then my hands are pinned above my head by one of his highly
nicked and scratched hands.

“What the hell are you doi—" With his free hand, he
silences me for the second time today. Except this time, fear
doesn’t shut me up. A chunk of meat does.

Even with it tasting delicious, I spit out the chunk of juicy
goodness he stuffed into my mouth before peering up at him
like I don’t fear him in the slightest.

He takes my barter and raises the stakes by straining a
second piece of meat through my teeth, then clamping my
mouth shut.



“Just because you put it into my mouth doesn’t mean I
have to chew it,” I gabble out between a clenched jaw and
closed lips.

I really need to consider my replies before responding to a
deranged man. The flare darting through his eyes announces
he took my warning as more of a challenge than a threat, not
to mention the quirking of his lips.

“What are you doing?” I ask for the second time when he
releases my mouth from his grip, my voice hitched with
unease. | thought he would shovel food into my mouth until I
had no choice but to swallow. Instead, he gobbles up the
chunky product before he crushes it between his teeth long
enough it couldn’t be anything more than mush.

When he arrows his head toward mine, his cheeks extra
plump thanks to the slosh in his mouth, my sluggish brain
finally clues on to what is happening.

After swallowing down the chunk of meat I stuffed behind
my back molars, I furiously shake my head. “You can’t feed
me like a baby bird. Do you have any idea how unhygienic
that 1s? You could have anything in your mouth...” My words
trail off when a faint memory trickles into my head. We’ve
done this before. Many times. It’s how he kept me alive for
three days. He fed me like a mother bird would her baby.

He spat in my mouth.

And for some inane reason, acknowledging that out loud
isn’t as distressing as it should be. I may have died if he didn’t
feed me, and although I wish he could have prepared my food
with a mortar and pestle instead of his teeth, it’s kind of hot
knowing how desperate he was to keep me alive.



“Okay, okay! I'll eat!” I scream when his mouth narrows
in so close to mine his beard tickles my chin and neck. It isn’t
as rough as believed. It reminds me of a cashmere sweater
that’s been worn too many times over the winter, so it isn’t as
soft as it once was. “I’ll eat,” I promise when he notches back
an inch and lowers his eyes to my lips. “See?”

After wrangling one of my hands free from his firm yet
painless grip, I fish out a chunk of the meat from the bowl
balancing on the flat space between my breasts I wish my
chest didn’t have when I’m lying flat on my back, then pop it
into my mouth.

‘CUh.D‘)

Confident his grunt is encouragement for me to eat another
piece, I dig out a second generous portion, then slide it
between my lips. It isn’t a hard decision to make considering
how juicy and delicious the meat is. It is so tender it melts like
butter in a sinfully hot mouth.

“Haw.”

And so the cycle continues until the bowl is empty, and my
stomach is so rounded, the stranger has to distribute most of
the weight of his large frame onto my pelvis to allow room for
my stomach’s growth.

I don’t know what cut of steak he used, but it was
extremely tender. So fresh, it’s as if he purchased it from the
butcher only minutes before cooking it.

I freeze when a disturbing notion enters my head.

There are no markets nearby. No cabins. We are
completely 1solated.

So where the hell did he get a fresh cut of steak from?



The sloshy contents in my stomach rush up my food pipe
when I recall the murderous hut at the side of the cabin. It’s
filled with animals—dead animals.

“What did 1 just eat?” My stomach doesn’t give the
stranger the chance to answer. It’s so eager to evacuate the
foreign matter puffing it out, it sits at the base of my throat

before I can announce to the stranger that I need to be sick.
“Sick.”

He huffs and arches a brow as if to say, I'm not falling for
that trick again.

Sadly, my squidgy stomach doesn’t wait for no man. It
heaves on repeat, and before its gurgling rolls can be
deciphered by the stranger as legitimate, it burst through the
cracks of the fingers endeavoring to hold it back.

“Ught,” the stranger groans when the splatters of vomit
project far enough to dot his chest. He unpins me from the
mattress by climbing off me before he uses the knife dumped
halfway between the kitchen and the ‘bedroom’ to cut through
the vine holding me hostage to the bed. “Hunn...” he adds,
distracting me from considering another escape attempt.

I would have given it another shot if I didn’t have chunks
of vomit down the front of my shirt. If I turned up at the local
sherift’s office looking like this, I’d most likely be put on a
twenty-four-hour mental hold. Since that could unearth my
fear paralysis, I let the stranger guide me into the bathroom
instead.

(13 UHN?”



I’m not sure when I learned how to speak caveman, but I
nod my head to the stranger’s question before stepping away
from the vanity sink holding almost as much of my stomach’s
contents as the bed. “You should warn a person before feeding
them a foreign product. I could have been vegan.”

The woes of my stomach seem nowhere near as bad when
the stranger huffs. It wasn’t a gruff, menacing puff of air. It
was hinged with laughter—Ilaughter that vanishes when he
takes in my stained shirt.

“It’s fine. It’s hardly noticeable.” I breathe heavily out of
my nose when he whips off my shirt in one fell swoop. I could
argue, but really, where would it get me? I’ve learned pretty
quickly I either do things his way, or he’ll force me to do it.

My logic is disregarded when his hand moves for the
waistband of my panties. They’re untouched. The vomit didn’t
get anywhere near them. So why the hell is he taking them
off?

I lose the chance to ask when the removal of his clothes
soon chases mine. He strips out of the sweatpants he’s wearing
sans underwear before he drags his shirt over his head in the
familiar back-of-the-neck gather and pull.

The memories that have trickled in my head the past
twenty-four-plus hours are proven accurate when my eyes rake
the stranger’s body. He is as big as a beast but without the
shrinkage you’d expect if he were a steroid junkie. His
muscles are as naturally sourced as the dark hairs spread
across his chest and the meal he just fed me.

Although his body is a work of art, it doesn’t change
anything.

He is my captor, not my savior.



“Enjoy your shower. I’ll wait for you out there.” I whine
like a child when my attempt to leave the bathroom with my
morals intact is thwarted by the unnamed man banding his arm
around my waist and drawing me back.

I try to act oblivious to the large chunk of fleshy muscle
brushing my backside, but try as [ may, my libido picks up on
it long before my astuteness shuts down the inanity. “This is
wrong. I’m a taken woman. You can’t force me to shower with
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you.

With ignorance his strong point, he walks us into the
shower stall, switches on the water, then holds me under the
spray to clear the chunks of vomit my shirt missed. What the
water can’t budge, his hands take care of. He glides them over
my breasts, down my arms, and around my stomach, only
stopping when the tip of his pinkie finger reaches the apex of
my sex.

“Why stop?” I push out with a half sob, half groan. After
peering up at him, I say, “You’ve already taken away all my
rights, so why act all high and mighty now?”

I’m angry, and rightfully so, but not all my anger is for the
unnamed man. I’'m mad at myself as well. My body should be
repelling from his touch. Just the thought of him touching me
should make me sick, but for some stupid reason, it doesn’t.

That has me as confused as [ am angry.

“Why are you doing this to me? What did I ever do to you
to deserve to be treated this way?” When he angles his head
and draws together his brows, signs I’'m getting through to
him, I ask, “Did I hurt you? Am I responsible for this...” 1
thrust my hand around his cabin before guiding it down his
body. When he shakes his head, I ask, “Then why are you
hurting me? Why won’t you just let me go?”



With the water left running and towels nonexistent, he
marches us back into the main half of the cabin. His flaccid
cock swings in his legs’ brisk movements when he places me
onto the solo dining room chair before he searches the
numerous drawers in the kitchen.

Since his back is to me, I could make a run for it. I don’t.
Not just because I’'m naked, but also because curiosity is
strangling my senses. He’s acting as if he has the answers to
all my questions in his cabin, but he’s only just remembered
that.

I sit a little straighter when he pivots around to face me
over a minute later. He’s clutching a worn-out piece of paper,
and his eyes are wide and bright.

Too curious for my own good, I attempt to hobble to his
half of the kitchen. A hiss of pain barely whistles between my
teeth when he ends my campaign by coming to me instead.
After forcefully placing me back into my seat, he hands the
newspaper cutout to me. Although he endeavors to keep his
eyes on my face when I drop mine to the article that is two
decades old, they occasionally lower to the gentle rise and fall
of my breasts. It isn’t my intuition telling me this but the
puckering of my nipples from his heated gaze.

I’d call him out on his wandering eyes if portions of the
story about a local Cataloochee woman didn’t require my
utmost devotion. Although her traffic accident was over
twenty years ago, some aspects of the article have my heart
pumping. She sailed over almost at the exact spot I did and
crashed into a tree as big as the one that ended my ping-pong
down the range. Her car also caught fire shortly after impact,
but she wasn’t pulled from the wreckage in time. She died in
the inferno.



“Who is this woman? Was she your mother?” When the
stranger shakes his head, I mumble out, “Wife?” He balks
before he once again shakes his head. “A family member?”
When he continues shaking his head, his aggression growing
with every denial, I blurt out, “I don’t understand what you’re
showing me. Yes, our stories are similar, but what does Rosie’s
accident have to do with me?”

He jabs his finger at the image of Rosie’s burned wreckage
with so much hostility, he almost stabs his finger through the
frail paper. “Ugh. Ugh.”

“I still don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me,” |
shout after taking in the picture with more diligence. “Rosie
died. I didn’t because you saved me, but that doesn’t
automatically make me yours. You can’t claim someone
because you saved their life. That isn’t how things work.”

I stop talking when he snatches the newspaper clipping out
of my hand. He crumbles it in his hand so firmly, I’'m worried
it will represent nothing but ash before he storms to the far
corner of the room.

I watch him when he commences getting dressed, torn
between copying him and fleeing from him. It’s clear he has
aggression issues but tell me one person with a communication
difficulty who doesn’t. They have a reason to be cranky. My
hearing was only affected for a couple of days, but the
frustration about not being able to communicate effectively
has never left me. It’s why I learned sign language and brail.

I had no clue how much I relied on speech to express
myself until I couldn’t hear the words of the people around
me. It created a massive barrier between medical staff and me
that I refused to hand to my patients once my hearing returned.



My ability to interreact with my patients no matter how
they communicate is what made me the doctor I am today. I
love helping people, but it’s even more special when I get to
go the extra mile for those already doing the hard yards, and
the reminder of that has me stepping into the panties the
stranger fans out at my feet instead of using his crouched
position to my advantage to stage another daring getaway.



Chapter Nine

ust like the night he walked us to the cabin deep in the

woods, the stranger carries me on his back for our

adventure outside this time around as well. We’ve

been trekking through the densely treed property for
almost an hour, and we’ve yet to stumble onto a single morsel
of life. We’re completely alone, and I’m torn as to how I
should reply.

Before moving to Florida, I spent the majority of my
schooling years between California and Australia. I didn’t
understand the complications that come from a snowstorm
until I got stuck in the middle of one. I thought snow days
were about marshmallows floating in hot chocolate and an
endless number of hours to read. I didn’t consider the
isolation, power outages, and the damage little snowflakes can
cause.

The ground doesn’t just get suffocated by it. It causes
accidents—bad ones—and proof of this stares me in the face
when the stranger carefully guides us down a terrain
significantly damaged by something plowing through it.

My stomach launches into my throat when he skims us
past a large pine tree. There’s a massive graze down one side.



The paint embedded into the gouge deep enough for me to lay
in it matches the color of my once beloved car.

This must be the tree that flipped my car around, forcing
me to finish my travels in reverse.

My heart that I’ve only just coerced back into my chest
cavity beats erratically when the twisted remains of the vehicle
I once thought displayed my importance to the world sneaks
into my peripheral vision. It is a twisted mess of metal and
glass and proves without a doubt that the envy of others will
never come close to feeling loved and protected.

It is as ugly as my heart became after witnessing Cedric’s
betrayal.

After taking a moment to reel my emotions in, I survey the
area. There are no flashing lights in the distance or the frantic
calls of volunteers searching the dense woodland for me. It’s
just the stranger who saved me and me, and for some insane
reason, the acknowledgment of that doesn’t scare me as much
as it once did.

I should be dead.
The charred remains of my car leave no doubt to this.

And the person I have to thank for that not being the case
is the man I’m accusing as being my captor.

God, I've never felt more stupid.

“Thank you,” I praise when the stranger peels me off his
back like a father would a child riding on their shoulders. My
voice is more sincere than the one I’ve utilized on him the past
thirty-plus hours.

After removing the deer skin he once again used as a
cloak, he fans it over an exposed stump, then plants my



backside on top of the snow-dampened fur. I peer up at him
when he snorts out two short, breathy grunts.

When our eyes lock, he grunts again, announcing that he
wants me to stay put. He has no reason to believe me, but the
sincerity in my eyes must get me over the line because when |
jerk up my chin, he pushes back the bangs I’'m endeavoring to
grow out, then stalks to my car.

I almost tell him to be careful—just because a flame has
been extinguished doesn’t mean it can’t be relit—but it dawns
on me that my worry is pointless when he lifts the back quarter
panel of my car as if it’s a toy.

I watch him in utter silence, stunned when the same beast-
like strength sees him pulling at a length of steel trapped
beneath the charred wreckage. His seemingly inhumane
strength already has me mesmerized, but the quickest glimpse
of a patch of mottled skin on his nape is far more distracting.

From a distance, it appears to be a birthmark, but the
gurgling of my stomach when he angles his head to ensure his
hair hides it has me worried it is something far more sinister.
Birthmarks are rarely textured like the skin on his nape. It has
multiple grooves and lesions associated with it, oddly similar
to skin burned by an intense flame.

I know the markings of a burn better than anyone, and I
didn’t specialize in dermatology during my studies. My
findings didn’t come until after my internship.

When the stranger strongarms a strip of steel out from
beneath the back tires of my ruined vehicle, I wretch my eyes
away from him like I wasn’t ogling him with a pair not
belonging to a medical professional.



“What is that?” My interrogation is more out of curiosity
than evidentiary purposes. I recognize the straight line of steel
Xs with nails poking out the top. I’m just lost as to why a set
of road spikes would be lodged under my car. “I veered to
miss a deer and her fawn.”

There’s no confidence in my declaration whatsoever. The
particulars of my accident are described as hazy at best, but
even someone with a Grade 3 concussion couldn’t deny this
evidence.

Needing answers, | hiss through the pain of placing weight
onto my bung foot before attempting to hobble toward the
wreckage. 1 don’t even get two steps away from the stump
when the stranger grunts, lifts me from the ground by my
underarms, then plants my backside back onto the deer hide.

After glaring at me long enough I can’t misunderstand his
desire for me to remain seated, he dumps the homemade
spikes onto the sloshy ground next to us, then digs the folded-
up news article out of the pocket of his winter jacket.

The white clouds of his breaths in the frigid air float
between us when he stabs his thumb at the image of Rosie’s
burned car.

Although the similarities of our accidents are even more
compelling now, I still don’t comprehend what he’s trying to
show me.

When I say that to him, air rattles in his lungs when he
thrusts his calloused hand to the wreckage almost hidden by
the unrelenting snow before he thrusts the newspaper article in
my face.

“I’m sure accidents occur like this all the time. Especially
out this way...” My last sentence is nowhere near as



convincing as I’'m hoping. If my crash was an accident, how
did spikes get under the chassis of my car? They’re clearly
homemade, and the only people who travel this road are
Cedric and his family. They own the entire estate.

Let me stop you before you get too far ahead of yourself.
The Lancasters are extremely family-oriented. They’d never
plot to take out one of their own.

My inner monologue trails off when a disturbing fact pops
into my head. The morning of my accident, I rang Cedric’s
father to get the physical address of his cabin. I knew of its
location, but I didn’t have an actual address I could punch into
the GPS, so he knew I was planning to surprise Cedric. He
knew I’d be traveling that road at some stage the night of my
accident.

The stranger’s eyes drop to my lips when I mumble, “But
why would he want me dead? I don’t have anything he wants.
I’m a surgeon. That’s all I am. A professional. A medic. A big
brain on two skinny legs, as he’s quoted many times the past
year. His family has never once treated me like a person. To
them, I’m... I’'m... I’'m...” my voice croaks when I choke out,

“... nothing.”

With my heart a twisted mess, and the snow coming down
so fast I can’t see six feet in front of me, the stranger plucks
me from the stump, then hooks me onto his back without a
single protest seeping from my lips.

I must be in shock. Not just from realizing how close to
death I came, but also from learning it may not have been an
accident.

That’s a bitter pill to swallow, and I’ll need more than
thirty seconds to process it.



Fortunately for me, neither the blizzard nor the stranger’s
once unwanted protectiveness will give me much choice but to
sit back and evaluate things.



Chapter Ten

ith snow creeping up all sides of the cabin, my

panic should be just as elevated, but for some

strange reason, I’'m more worried about Rosha
than myself.

Does she know she’s bunkering down with a man whose
family is as shady as the eerie shadows dancing in the woods?

I bet she wouldn’t be so eager to suck Cedric’s micro-dick
then.

When my shudders conceal the laughter I wasn’t
anticipating to rumble in my chest at any stage within the next
six months, my thumb that’s been sanding the wooden
windowsill picks up an unusual pattern in the grain.

I’ve been sitting by the only window in the cabin for the
past three-plus hours. A million thoughts have raced through
my head, but only one has remained, / should be dead.

By a deliberate act or from accidentally rolling over a set
of spikes not earmarked for me, I don’t know, but the more 1
try to unearth the truth, the more confused I become.

I own nothing of value, not even Cedric classed my time as
valuable, so I truly don’t believe the spikes were for me. But
since it took hours for me to reach that conclusion and several



feet of snow, I won’t be able to expand on my findings until
this blizzard blows over.

I’m trapped more now than I was when pinned behind the
steering wheel of my car, but once again, the thought doesn’t
terrify me as much as it should. I’ve lived my life a million
miles an hour the past ten-plus years. I didn’t want to be
accused of slacking off, so I worked relentlessly to prove
every promotion [’ve been granted was given purely on
performance instead of my friendship with the founder of
Ravenshoe Private Hospital. | commenced work before the sun
rose and didn’t finish until it had long rested, and although I
love my job, I would be a liar if I said my schedule wasn’t
exhausting.

I had no clue I was on the verge of burnout until I spent
three hours watching snow fall from a sky without an ounce of
guilt fettering my features. The stranger probably thinks I’'m
the laziest person on the planet. Although his presence is
forever felt, while I wallowed like a heartbroken idiot, he
chopped wood, stacked the fireplace, and removed the vomit
from the bedding.

It only took seven minutes and thirty-three seconds for him
to clean up the mess I made. I plan to get over Cedric’s
betrayal even quicker than that. You can’t be heartbroken
when the person you’re mourning didn’t own a single piece of
your heart, much less all of it.

Forever curious—and sick of commiserating over someone
not worthy of my time—I bob down to take in the detail in the
wood I’m sure is a knot.

Shock isn’t the only thing that takes hold when I realize
the indents are a set of initials. Excitement takes hold as well.



“JR...” I mumble to myself as my thumb traces the cursive
J at the front of the short two-letter carving.

With my mind more focused on the craftmanship of the
initials than how they were placed into the wood, the rough
edge grates the tender skin on my thumb. Expletives rip from
my throat when the collision awards me with a nasty splinter.

I stand to stomp out my frustration, forgetting that my foot
1s more damaged than my thumb. It buckles under my weight,
and the pressure of its fold pops the last couple of stitches
holding the torn skin together.

“It’s okay. I’'m fine. I just...” Before I can finish my reply,
the man who’s been eyeing me from afar the past several hours
scoops me into his arms and marches us into the kitchen.

After plonking my backside onto the thick chunk of wood
that makes up the dining table, he hands me the unripe banana
I refused to eat earlier before he searches for something in a
set of drawers next to the empty kitchen sink.

I should be endeavoring to remove the splinter from my
thumb, but my curiosity is too high to discount. My thoughts
were so focused on myself the past several hours, I missed
several indicators as to the stranger’s identity.

Although faint, JR is carved in the far-right corner of the
dining table, the leg of the rocking chair, and in the wave of
the wooden counter in the kitchen. His name is everywhere,
but just like Where's Wally, it didn’t stick out like a sore thumb
until I found the very first one.

Now I can’t miss it.
It’s everywhere I look.

The stranger stops cleaning the dust off a sewing needle
with his shirt when I murmur, “JR?” I wait for his eyes to lock



with mine before asking, “Are you JR?”

When his brows stitch, confused as to how I unearthed his
identity, I nudge my head to the faded engraving etched into
the kitchen counter. “It’s on the counter, the rocking chair, and
under the windowsill.” A second unexpected giggle bubbles in
my chest when I blabber out, “And now that the fog in my
head is clearing, I’'m reasonably sure it was engraved in the
vanity sink in the bathroom as well.” Since he doesn’t deny
my claim, I whisper, “That’s you, isn’t it? You’re JR?”

His expression is gruff, but no number of fine lines can
hide the truth in his eyes. “Is JR your nickname or your actual
name?” Niceties are a thing of the past when he breathes
heavily out of his nose before he snatches up my hand and
careens the needle toward my thumb. “Whoa. Hold up! You
can’t just jab a rusty needle into someone’s skin. You need to
sterilize it before mentally preparing the patient for the
operation they’re about to face.”

JR’s scoff is silent, but I’'m aware of its existence since the
hot breath it’s delivered with hits my exposed knees. I’'m back
to wearing a shirt as a dress since I slipped out of my damp-
from-the-snow clothes within a minute of JR stacking the fire.
He built up the flames so well clothes are more an option than
a necessity.

“Scoff all you like, JR...” his nostrils flare when I refer to
him by his name, “... but splinters hurt like a bitch, so until
you give me some form of pain relief, the shard of wood is
staying in my thumb.”

Blood doesn’t bother me, but I hate pain. I have no
tolerance for it whatsoever.

When JR slants his head before dropping his eyes to my
feet dangling over the edge of the table, I swallow the brick



that suddenly lodged itself in my throat. Even a novice medic
can tell the once-again gaping wound in my foot will need
more than half a dozen stitches to close it. The dissection of a
splinter will seem like child’s play compared to the help my
foot needs.

After taking a couple of moments to think up a better plan,
then surrendering to the idea that I’'m at JR’s mercy, I say,
“Pass me my medical bag. There could be something in there
that’ll take the edge of the pain.”

I haven’t practiced medicine on patients for almost two
years now, but with my private cell on Isaac’s speed dial list
and his wife and four children his number one priority, I have
a range of goodies in my bag—even a drug patent that’s set to
hit the market at the end of this year.

They’re calling the breakthrough medicine ‘Viagra for
Women.” Dryness and a wailing libido will be a thing of the
past within an hour of taking a little pink pill. Even if the guy
is a dud, you are guaranteed to come. Just hitting the speed
bump in the driveway of the Lancaster winter estate a little too
fast almost set me off. It’s the stuff of magic, and I was
hopeful it would re-spark the connection Cedric and I had
when we commenced dating.

It turns out all he needed was a newer model.

I stop internally whining about how much of a fool I am
when JR returns front and center. Instead of handing me my
medical bag he’s clasping for dear life, he thrusts a brown
bottle my way, then grunts like he’s serving me a three-course
meal.

“Thanks... but I'm more a gin and tonic type of girl,” I
gabber out when I recall how long it’s been since I’ve had
alcohol. My life is so hectic these days, I can’t remember the



last time I had a glass of bubbly. Before Cedric entered my
life, a glass of wine and a bubble bath was a once-a-week
necessity, but he hogged all the spare time I had, which wasn’t
much, but still, it could have been better spent.

JR shrugs as if to say, suit yourself, pulls out the dining
room chair he ruined by stealing half its padding, then plonks
his backside on it. After pulling out the cork in the bottle with
his teeth, he shoots it across the room with a spit-free pot shot,
then takes a generous chug of the dark liquid inside.

“Not a fan of blood?” I ask, confident that his scull was a

sign of a man needing a nip of liquid courage.

His eyes bounce between mine for two painfully long
seconds before he shakes his head. Our conversation is
extremely one-sided, but the fact he can understand me and is
replying soars my pulse to a never-before-reached level. And
don’t get me started on how I’m now seeing him as more my
savior instead of his captive, or we will be here all night.

“Is that why this 1s so thick?” I tug on his beard during the
‘this’ part of my comment like my hands aren’t as shaky as my
insides. I’'m not shaking in fear. It’s from remembering how he
freed me from the wreckage using nothing but his bare hands
and a chunk of wood. Even if his thoughts are a little warped,
that level of determination deserves recognition. “Are you
afraid of a little razor nick?”

Any confidence our interaction gained me flies out the
window when he digs the needle he fetched from the kitchen
drawer into my skin without warning.

“Ouch!” My squeal makes it seem as if I’'m three, but I
don’t care. I wasn’t lying when I said I hate pain. “That hurts!”



Before I can yank my hand out of his grasp to inspect it for
a gaping wound, JR tugs it back his way, then does the last
thing [ ever thought would be erotically stimulating, but
somehow is.

He spits on my hand.

The alcohol mixed with his saliva adds to the burn of my
sensitive skin, but I don’t have an excuse for the warm
slickness it coats my panties with. We don’t sterilize wounds
at my place of employment like that, but JR could be onto
something. Imagine how revolutionary it would be for
woman’s health if they were excited to seek medical assistance
instead of being scared. There’d be lines stretched for as far as
the eye could see—perhaps even across the globe if ruggedly
handsome men like JR were responsible for the sterilization of
their wounds.

Although that could also cause a lot of self-harming, so I
guess the right thing to do is for me to keep this medical
marvel to myself.

In the silence of numerous thigh presses, I watch JR suck
the excessive liquid off my no-longer-shuddering hand before
he inspects the microscopic nick in my thumb to make sure all
the splinter of wood is gone.

Once he’s certain it is, he releases me from his strong yet
painless grip, then snatches up my medical bag from where he
dumped it on the floor. He pushes aside a set of stethoscopes,
the birth control sample Isaac was adamant Isabelle will never
take, and the magic pink pill I was telling you about earlier
until he finds a suturing needle and a ream of medical thread.

“Oh no, you don’t need to stitch up my foot again. It’s just
a scratch. I’m sure it will hold out until after the blizzard.”



I whine like a child when he ignores my assurance by
jerking up his chin with a grunt, wordlessly suggesting for me
to scoot back.

I’m about to tell him to go to hell, but my words trap in the
back of my throat when he places my injured foot onto his
thigh. Our contrasting heights are extremely apparent, but the
difference in our builds is even more obvious when you take in
how tiny my foot looks on his thigh. He has those thick
chunky thighs men who do a lot of squats have. They’re the
size of tree trunks, and I’ve seen enough of them the past
thirty-plus hours to confidently declare that.

When JR glances at me over the needle and thread, his
expression abstruse, I twist my lips, acting unimpressed about
how faultlessly he threads the cotton through the needle’s eye.

It’s all for show. Just the seamless way he stitched me up
the first time around reveals he knows what he’s doing. I'm
just not known for praising people who confuse me as much as
they fascinate me.

JR’s appearance is extremely rough, but when you exclude
his grunting and remember how he kept me alive for three
days, he doesn’t seem nearly as daunting. He pulled me out of
a dangerous wreck, kept me alive during a medically
challenging concussion, and is so in touch with his femininity,
he knows when a woman needs space.

He only approached me once while I was sitting at the
window for the past three hours and that was to hand me the
banana.

The remembrance of his nurturing way does little to settle
the nerves fluttering in my stomach when he careens the
needle toward my foot, though.



“I really don’t think this is a good idea. 1 can’t tolerate
pain. I’'m a wimp.” This is proven without a doubt when he
rips the suturing needle through my unnumbed skin in the
middle of my wound. “Ouuccchhh!”

With his facial expression hidden by his scruffy beard and
angled head, JR nudges the bottle of alcohol to my half of the
table with his elbow before he returns his eyes to a wound in
need of over a dozen stitches.

“Can you at least wait until ’'m tipsy before you torture
me?” I plead before snatching up the bottle and downing two
generous mouthfuls. “Sweet lord.” I cough through the burn
stretching from the back of my throat to my stomach. “What
the hell is that? Unvented isopropyl? It tastes like pure
alcohol.”

It’s hard to see JR’s mouth through his thick beard, but I
swear his lips are itching to furl into a grin. His twinkling eyes
give away his smile even more than his mouth.

“You won’t be laughing when I hurl on your fur rug. As far
as I am aware, | haven’t eaten today, and we all know what
happens when a once-a-year socialite drinks on an empty
stomach.”

It dawns on me that JR has more personality than his outer
shell lets on when he tosses the banana I refused earlier into
my lap. After arching a brow as if to say, there s your solution,
he returns his focus to my foot he’s only just started to suture.

Although his next three stitches are nowhere near as
painful as the first two, I swallow numerous mouthfuls of the
mentholated spirit-inspired drink over the next twenty
minutes.



It hits my head faster than the bottle of bourbon I borrowed
from my parents’ liquor cabinet when I was sixteen and makes
my words slur when I stammer out, “Do you think Cedric ever
loved me? Or was it just about the sex?”

I balk more than JR.

Cedric and I didn’t have sex. He hung around long enough
for me to give in to his groveling, then the actual deed from
beginning to end lasted five minutes maximum. Cedric said
foreplay was not his forte.

Needing to wash down the bile his endless lies instigate
before 1 add to the mess in JR’s beard, I chug down another
generous helping of the murky dark liquid.

Regretfully, it increases the nonsense spilling from my
mouth instead of ending it. “I guess some people will say I'm
to blame for him straying.” I swallow an extra generous
mouthful of liquid courage to ease out my next confession. “If
I had kept him satisfied, he wouldn’t have looked elsewhere.
That’s what his mom will start her argument with.” I groan.
“Hell, my mom may even start with that. She’s all about
women keeping their men happy.” I lock my eyes with JR’s
that are darting between my ankle and my face. “Do you know
that I’'m the only member on my mother’s side over the age of
thirty who isn’t married?” 1 gasp like I just found out Cedric
and I are related by blood. “The horror.”

My focus shifts from seeking the slightest glimpse of JR’s
smile to the bottle in my hand when a weird clicking noise
gains my attention.

The liquor I’'m downing like water almost resurfaces when
I learn the reason for the noise. My engagement ring is
clinking against the neck of the half-empty bottle.



The memento that was meant to signify my importance in
Cedric’s life pains me more than JR undertaking a minor
surgical procedure on my foot without anesthetic, and my
drunken head is adamant it must be immediately dealt with.

“Here, hold this.” Alcohol sloshes onto the floor when my
attempt to thrust the bottle into JR’s chest is thwarted by my
woozy head seeing him twice. One is a mirage compliments to
my tipsy head, and the other is real, but I have no clue which
is which.

Perhaps I died in the wreckage, and they’re both a figment
of my imagination? It would make sense as to why the
widening of his eyes when I yank off my engagement ring
makes it seem as if I know him when I don’t. His eyes, when
not sheltered by his hair, are oh so familiar, yet still very
foreign.

Things become even murkier when not even unvented
alcohol can hinder my smarts. “Alcohol is great for killing
bacteria, but a good old rinse of soap and water is actually the
preferred method of wound care. Alcohol burns, which
increases the risk of scarring and slows the healing process.”
When JR yanks back the bottle he was about to pour over my
wound, then cocks a brow, I stammer out, “Rarely anything
you watch in movies or read in books is factual.” I nudge my
head to the bottle that should be emptier than it is with how
heavy my head feels. “I’d get more benefit drinking what’s left
in that bottle than dousing my wound with it.”

With a grunt like he instantly believes me, JR hands the
bottle back to me, then twists around to face the sink. Over the
rim of the homemade brew attached to my lips, I watch him
fill a wooden bowl with water before he drops a cloth into the
suds-free bowl.



After returning my foot to his thigh, he squeezes the square
of flannel in his hand before guiding the flow of water
dribbling out of it onto the wound he just stitched back
together.

It’s the simplest of tasks, yet so fascinating to watch. I’'m
usually the caregiver. I am rarely on the receiving end of the
treatment. Furthermore, for the man the size of a giant, 'm
shocked he knows how to be so gentle.

Once he has the wound washed with warm water, JR lifts
his eyes to mine. He grunts again, but instead of me having no
clue what he’s trying to say, I read the words he can’t speak
from his eyes.

“Yes,” I reply, faintly bobbing my head. “That’s good. You
did great.”

My praise shifts the tension between us. Instead of it being
crippled with unease, it is brimming with sexual friction.
Butterflies come alive in my stomach when JR’s focus shifts
from my foot to my knee. He uses the cotton swatch to clear
away the smears of mud that flicked up during our trek
through the woods.

Although his touch is as mellow as a snowflake falling on
my nose, it’s catastrophic to my insides. I’'m burning up
everywhere, and it has nothing to do with how close to the fire
we’re sitting.

JR’s fingers are so long, even with his hand cupping my
knee to ensure he doesn’t miss a smear of mud, his fingertips
skim the sensitive skin on the inside of my thigh. The
callouses on his fingers have me wondering what a beard as
thick as his would feel like while gracing the same area.
Would it feel prickly like a five o-clock shadow or as soft as a
cashmere scarf?



[ bet with the right angle, you could experience both
sensations at the same time, and the knowledge has my thighs
pressing together with so much urgency, JR’s eyes lift to mine
a mere second after I’ve removed the lust from my eyes.

He watches my throat work through two hard swallows
before he creeps his hand under my shirt with a suppleness a
man his size shouldn’t have.

More than alcohol hinders my senses when he brushes the
back of his hand down my panties. I shouldn’t be wet, but |
am. | can’t recall the last time someone looked at me the way
JR is peering at me now. I feel wanted—very much so—and
the desperateness it instigates is undeniable in my low tone
when I let my libido speak first for a change.

“Please touch me.”

His growl almost sets me off. It’s low, deep, and
dangerous. It exposes his restraint is wavering as much as
mine. With him having far less to lose than me, he responds to
the tension thickening the air in the most brilliant way.

He pulls my panties to the side, locks his eyes with mine,
then slowly inserts a finger inside me. The bolt of electricity
his simple touch darts through my body is embarrassing. I
nearly come undone with only one thrust, and the realization
has me reaching for the bottle of alcohol he dumped next to
my thigh to chug down a generous gulp.

When JR mistakes my wish for our exchange not to be
over before it begins as disgust, he yanks his finger out of my
vagina, pushes back in his chair with so much force it smacks
into the kitchen counter, transfers my sorry ass from the dining
room table to the bed, then hightails it to the bathroom.



“l didn’t... I wasn’t...” Come on, brain, think! “It isn’t

how it seems.”

When the brutal slam of the bathroom door gobbles up my
words, I sink into the ‘mattress’ before throwing an arm over
my blurry eyes. I’d follow him if I could trust my legs to keep
me upright. Since [ can’t, I swish my tongue around my
mouth, curse my stupidity to hell, then surrender to the alcohol
curdling my stomach as relentlessly as the pain in JR’s eyes
before he bolted away from me.



Chapter Eleven

hen the shudders wreaking havoc with my body

the past hour become too much to bear, I scoot

back, hopeful the winds whistling through the
cracks of the cabin’s floor aren’t as noticeable on JR’s half of
the bed.

With how things ended, I didn’t think I’d sleep a wink last
night, but the throat-burning concoction JR gave me while
suturing my foot knocked me out in under a minute. The drool
on my pillow exposes I slept like a baby, not to mention the
fact I’'m waking up before the sparrows without the thumping
head I was anticipating.

My pause of appreciation is cut short when my scurry
across the ‘mattress’ ends with me almost toppling onto the
floor with a squeal. JR’s half of the bed is empty, and the
knowledge has my neck cranking back so fast, I almost give
myself whiplash. I didn’t hear him leave the bathroom last
night, but I assumed he’d eventually succumb to the call of the
night.

A new type of disappointment fills me when I discover the
cause of me waking up in a cold bed for the second time the
past two days. JR isn’t chopping wood or cooking god knows



what on an ancient stove, he’s sleeping on the unvarnished
floorboards in front of the fireplace.

With his only source of warmth an almost extinguished
fire and a thin sheet-like blanket, he must be freezing. I
shivered most of the night, yet I was snuggled under three deer
skins, my back was cushioned by a fur-lined material I’'m
pretending is a woolen underlay, and I had enough alcohol
racing through my veins to keep half the continent warm.

Should I be disappointed or relieved to find him sleeping
on the floor? I'm not sure which way any of my pendulums
are swinging. I am glad he respects me enough not to push
past any boundaries I’'m not comfortable with, but I’'m also
wary his decision stems more around believing I rejected him
than upstanding morals.

I don’t know what I was thinking last night. Cedric is a
cheating dud, and I’d give anything to hurt him as much as he
hurt me, but JR doesn’t deserve to be the rebound guy. I don’t
even know if he knows what that is. Has he only been out of
the loop a couple of days like me? Or is this type of isolation
normal for him? From the delicacy of deer meat to the
homemade furniture, I’'m steering toward the latter.

The thought doesn’t bother me nearly as much as it did
only yesterday. The world we live in isn’t all that beautiful
anymore. People hurt people just because. There’s no rhyme or
reason to their madness, so I understand how this type of
existence could be inviting to some people.

Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think it’s for me, but perhaps
I’m not here to consider a new way of life. Maybe I’m here to
share my knowledge instead of extending on it.

With my head as confused as my heart, I drink in JR’s
features instead of plotting a daring escape. The blizzard



doesn’t give me much choice, but I don’t think even a handful
of options would change the verdict. His way of thinking isn’t
the norm, but no matter which way you look at it, he’s not
once physically hurt me. When I think back at our exchanges,
I was the one being the bully. I hit him, kicked him, and head-
butted him. And for what reason? Because he kept me alive in
an impossible situation before mistaking protectiveness as
ownership.

It makes me ashamed and has me seeking ways to make it
up to him.

The dwindling fire seems like a good place to start.

After flopping my legs off the bed, I stretch out for the
stick JR used to wade us through the snow yesterday afternoon
from the dining room table, then use it as a brace to stand. It’s
a little flimsy, but with the wound in my foot sealed, and the
swelling reduced from the cold water JR soaked it with, my
hobble to the door doesn’t take nearly as long as I was
anticipating.

When I curl my hand around the ancient doorknob, pride
swarms me from all sides. I wasn’t lying yesterday when I said
I have a low tolerance for pain. A papercut makes me teary-
eyed, so to fight through the pain jolting up my leg to help
someone makes me feel invincible.

The belief is pulled out from beneath me when I carefully
pry open the door so I don’t wake JR. Wind gusts into the
cabin so fast, the door and I are sent flying backward. I sail
through the air like a leaf on a hot summer’s day, my breezy
ride only ending when I crash into a solid surface. It’s hard,
hairy, and solely responsible for the budding of my nipples.

Even when my body should be focusing on anything but
my libido, it can intuit the difference between the fur of a dead



animal and a wild beast of a man in the buff—even more so
when JR’s body responds to my almost nakedness in the same
manner.

He’s hard, but regretfully, so are his facial features, which
forces me to blurt out, “I swear on my nanna’s grave that I
wasn’t trying to escape. I was gathering kindling for the fire.”

JR’s heart booms wildly against my chest when he drops
his eyes to mine. I’'m wide-eyed and open-mouthed, but not
even the sharp cut of my jaw from my angled head to peer
back at him can hide my puckered nipples from his rapacious
gaze. “If I weren’t, would I really try to flee in only a shirt?
It’s cold in here, let alone out there.” I nudge my head to the
snowy grounds outside, hopeful he’ll buy my act that my
puckered nipples are from the below-freezing temperatures.
“That’s why I was fetching firewood.”

It feels like minutes pass before his grunt adds to the
tension bristling between us, but it isn’t even seconds. When
he scoops me into his arms and marches me back to bed, I'm
terrified he doesn’t believe me.

My worries are unfounded when he sets me down nowhere
close to the restraints that circled my wrist my first twenty-
four hours here. After tossing a shirt over his bare chest and
tugging on a pair of sweatpants, he heads out the open
doorway that makes it seem as if the cabin is a refrigerator.

I grin like a love-sick idiot when his return sees numerous
wedges of dry wood being placed onto the dwindling fire.
When his eyes stray my way like he’s seeking my approval, 1
briefly nod while praising, “That’s great. Thank you.”

With it still dark and the icy conditions begging for more
coverage for my bare legs, I slip beneath three layers of deer
skin before hunkering down low. JR kicked the door closed



after a quick intermission outside, but it will take more than
chunks of lumber to combat the winds whipping up through
the cracks in the floorboards.

“Are you warm down there?” I ask JR through clattering
teeth several minutes later, confident the rug he’s resting on
isn’t protecting his body from the bitter temperatures. The
white breaths parting his lips assure me of this, not to mention
the goosebumps prickling almost every inch of his torso. Just
like Cedric, JR sleeps shirtless. “Because if you’re not, you
can share the bed with me.”

The fact he already isn’t shocks me. I assumed we had
shared the bed every night the past five nights. Cedric didn’t
care how upset I was. He’d never sleep on the floor. When his
mother insulted my Korean heritage last Fourth of July, I made
Cedric take me to a hotel.

With his parents living in a popular area of the country, the
hotel only had a room with one bed. Since Cedric didn’t stand
up for me, I told him he either drives back to his parents’
house or sleeps on the floor. When I came out of the bathroom
after taking a long shower with the hope it would calm me
down, he was in my bed, snuggled under the blankets, and he
wasn’t budging no matter what I said.

With him being far too big and wide for me to move, I
ended up sleeping on the couch. I was certain that was the
beginning of the end for us, but when he filled my office with
dozens of roses, I let another red flag slip by me.

It was stupid of me to do, but what girl doesn’t want to
believe they’re someone’s number one? He made his mother
apologize, and we moved on with our lives until he stuffed up
again without any concern that I told him his last mistake
would be his last.



My fiancé didn’t respect me enough to sleep on a plush
carpeted floor so my opinions were valued, yet a man I barely
know combatted a blizzard to explain himself in a way I could
understand.

As I said before, JR’s ideas of protectiveness are warped,
but I’'ll never admit they’re unwanted. It feels nice to be
wanted, so much so, I extend my olive branch so perversely,
he’ll have no choice but to accept it. “Please come up. You
must be freezing.”

Silence.

My offer is answered with nothing but silence, and it has
my stubbornness rearing its ugly head.

“Arrggh!” JR grunts in a rough tone when I toss off the
deerskin and bear weight on my foot again like I have the
strength to drag him to my half of the cabin.

“If you don’t want me to come to you, then come to me!
It’s your bed, so it isn’t like I’'m sharing it with you. You’re
sharing it with me.” I scoff like he’s being an idiot. “Besides,
we’ve showered together multiple times, you had your finger
in my vagina only hours ago, and you’ve seen me naked. How
much worse could things become in a bed?”

I swallow my sass when he tosses off the thin piece of
cotton keeping him warm, then stands to his feet in all his six
feet of glory. He didn’t just remove his shirt when he went
back to bed, his sweatpants went right along with it.

The tingles racing through my body double in strength
when my lack of retort sees him slowly crossing the room. His
flaccid cock swings like a pendulum on a grandfather clock,
and no matter how much my brain screams for me to roll over
and act disinterested, I watch every mesmerizing sway.



There’s no doubt JR is a rough and dangerous man, but
that doesn’t deter from his sexiness in the slightest. His body
is big, built, and beautiful, and the wildness of his untamed
features add to his appeal. He truly fascinates me, however,
not all my admiration hinders on his attractiveness. I’'m just as
interested to learn who he is and how he became the man he is.

Does he live out here full-time?
Was he raised here or left to fend off the wolves alone?
And does he find me as interesting as [ do him?

From the glimmer that darts t