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Аннотация
Betrayed, a Novel by Wodke Hawkinson Brook, a Denver socialite, seems to have a good life until she becomes the victim of a botched carjacking. In a matter of minutes, her life is forever altered. She is abducted, transported, and held for days by three brutal men in a remote mountain location. She escapes only to end up barefoot, nearly naked, and hopelessly lost in the Colorado wilderness at the beginning of a harsh winter. Lance, a man who has shunned society, lives like a recluse in a rustic cabin far removed from the modern world. He likes his solitary life. But his world is about to be turned upside down. Advisory: Contains sexual violence and strong language.
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Alone Looking at the Mountain
All the birds have flown up and gone;

A lonely cloud floats leisurely by.

We never tire of looking at each other -

Only the mountain and I.
-Li Po





Chapter 1
As they entered their six-car garage, Brook reached for the keys to the Cayenne Turbo S. With its 520 horsepower, it was capable of handling even the most extreme conditions and Clark always insisted Brook drive it in the winter. Now, however, Clark placed his hand over hers to stop her from taking the keys.
�Why don�t you drive the Ferrari? This might be the last day of the year you�ll be able to take it out.� He smiled and kissed her cheek as he grabbed the keys to his Spyker D8. He tossed his briefcase through the backward-opening rear door, slipped into the driver�s seat, and pressed the garage door opener. Blowing Brook a kiss, he exited into the late autumn morning.
Brook took the keys to the Spider, slid into the luxurious interior, entered the address of her destination into the GPS unit, and backed out of the garage. Moving into the street, she glided past million dollar mansions that sat on two to three acres of well-manicured land. She exited the gated community, nodding to Jerry in the guardhouse. Jerry waved and smiled. Brook saw him bend to record the time she left and what vehicle she was driving. Security at Pinion Plateau was state-of-the-art. No one entered or left without their presence being noted.
The brisk air held the threat of impending snow as Brook made her way through town. They�d had a couple of small snowfalls already, but for now the roads were clear and the Spider moved in and out of traffic like a red blip on a radar screen. Clark was right, the day was beautiful, and Brook basked in the bright morning sunlight that slanted through the windshield as she went about her errands.
She knew it wouldn�t be long before the first big snow hit and then driving would become a chore, if the town didn�t shut down completely. Forecasts were calling for a real whopper.
At the GPS unit's prompt, she signaled for a right turn and zipped down an unfamiliar byway. The Ferrari was as responsive as a lover under her hands.
Soon, Brook had left the city-major behind. She didn�t care for the looks of the area she was now entering. She tapped her manicured nails nervously on the steering wheel as she sat at a stoplight. A group of young men loitering on the corner noted her discomfort and watched with amused looks on their faces. She pulled away quickly as the light turned green.
She'd decided to get this chore out of the way before running her other errands, after which, she would grab some lunch at Maurice�s. Then, she could go home, tend to daily household chores, relax in the hot tub, and shower before Clark returned home from work. Maybe she would have Rachel whip up something special for dinner. She could use some intimacy. Clark had been working long hours lately and they�d had little time together. As she drove, she reflected on the lack of companionship she had recently been feeling in her marriage. She missed the closeness that had filled their lives before�well, before the tragedy that had changed everything. She shook her head, pushing away painful memories and focused instead on the reason for this particular errand.
That morning at breakfast, completely out of character, Clark had asked her to do him a favor. He wanted her to go to a bookstore on the south side of town. He said he had done some research and this was the only shop he could locate that carried a copy of a rare book his boss had mentioned. Clark wanted to surprise Harold with the book on his upcoming birthday. He had stressed several times that this was the only store in the state with a copy and he didn�t want to miss the opportunity to make the purchase. The book was being held under his name. She had watched him as he finished eating, took a final sip of coffee, and then began stuffing papers into his briefcase. He had seemed nervous, fidgety, but she couldn�t imagine why. Their usual morning conversation had been stilted and they had parted in the garage shortly after.
Brook assumed Clark hadn�t sent his assistant on this errand for fear Harold would hear about the book and the surprise would be ruined. Anxiety rose within her as she found herself amid abandoned stores intermingled with porn, tattoo, and head shops. Splashes of graffiti scarred the forsaken buildings. In a weed-choked lot, two groups of rough-looking youths sat atop parked cars and hollered lazy insults back and forth. Further ahead, posturing gang bangers strutted their colors, advertising their menace. A ragged homeless woman shuffled through the garbage-strewn streets.
Adding to Brook�s discomfort, her shiny red car was drawing unwanted attention from watchers with desire written on their faces. With each passing block, her surroundings became more sinister. Low---riders cruised up and down the street, and men with low-hanging pants stood in small groups volleying banter and invective between them. They all stared at her car, some blatantly, others from beneath downcast eyes.
Brook peeked at the GPS display and checked it against the paper on which Clark had scribbled the address of the bookstore. She appeared to be in the right location. She scanned the names on the buildings and found Bill�s Bawdy Book Barn stuck between Fanny�s Massage Parlor and The Dragon�s Den tattoo shop. As she stared aghast, the GPS informed her she had reached her destination. Brook frowned, muttering in disbelie f. This is the place? Oh, lord! To her right was a narrow parking lot, the cracked asphalt strewn with wind-blown debris. She pulled in and guided the car into an empty space.
She hesitated before stepping from the vehicle. Her eyes darted nervously from side to side and then to the rearview mirror. Why would Clark send her here? He couldn�t possibly have realized how bad this part of town was, or he surely would have taken care of this himself. Although Brook wasn�t easily intimidated, she also wasn�t usually exposed to this sort of living or the vibes of danger that radiated from the men on the street.
Brook gathered her courage and stepped from the car. She felt exposed and vulnerable. Holding her Bottega Veneta handbag close to her midriff, she walked briskly from the lot to the sidewalk. Turning the corner, she took perhaps half a dozen steps before she was accosted by a young man.
Shaggy brown hair hung in greasy strands around his face, and his clothes were torn and dirty. �Well, well, well. Whadda we got here?� He moved to block her way and Brook stopped, uncertain how to proceed. �Come to Bobby, baby,� the man said, rubbing his crotch suggestively. �Let me show you what a real man can do for you.�
Brook turned and hurried back to her car, her heels tapping a quick staccato on the pavement. Behind her, Bobby laughed derisively but made no move to follow. She pressed the keyless entry as she approached the car. She was intent on getting inside, locking the door, and getting away from this place. Anger flared within her, distracting her for a second or two. What had Clark been thinking? She didn�t belong here. He could send someone else or call and have the book delivered to the house, because she wouldn�t be picking it up for him. She chastised herself for not driving right past; never stopping.
As Brook slid into the car, she sensed a movement behind her and turned her head in time to see a fist rushing towards her face. She couldn�t even manage a small scream before the blow caught her on the side of the head. Brook fell, dazed, backwards into the car. Tears sprang to her eyes.
She heard a man�s gruff voice mumble, �Shit! People!�
He reached in and shoved her roughly across the console, gouging her back on the gearshift before unceremoniously pushing her legs across to clear the driver�s seat. �You say one fuckin� word and I�ll kill you,� he snarled. �Get down on the floor. Now, bitch!�
Brook dropped to the floorboard, shaking in fear and confusion as tears rolled unchecked down her cheeks. Bewildered, she watched the man slide a key into the ignition; not her key, she still had wits enough to realize she held that in her hand. She opened her mouth and took a deep breath, prepared to scream bloody murder. Before she could even squeak, a gun was pressed to her temple. �Don�t do it, lady.� Brook clamped her mouth shut, obeying her captor. �Put your head down and cover it with your hands.�
Brook complied, heart trip-hammering against her chest. What�s happening? What does he want? Where is he taking me? Oh god, I�ve got to get away! These thoughts and more raced through her head as the car moved into the street and away, the sound of the tires on the road keeping pace with her rapidly beating heart.
�Don�t hurt me, don�t hurt me, don�t hurt me,� Brook pleaded through her tears. As she huddled on the floor, her words became a chant she could barely hear over the ringing in her ears. They had only gone a short distance when she felt the car bump and then rise up a ramp into darkness. She peeked up through her hair and tried to see where they were. The driver got out and her hopes rose. Maybe he�s leaving. Maybe he�s going away. She was reaching furtively for the door handle, heart slamming against her chest, when the door was jerked open and a hand grabbed her by the hair and pulled.
�Out, now,� her assailant�s voice demanded.
Brook cried out as pain ripped along her scalp. Her hand flew to her head and the key she had been holding fell unnoticed from her fingers. She stumbled from the car to a dirty surface, bruising her knee through her custom-designed slacks. Brook climbed unsteadily to her feet and turned toward the sound of voices. She gently probed her scalp. Relief flowed through her when she found her fingers free of blood. Examining her surroundings, she realized she was in the trailer of a dark and musty semi-truck. The only light came from the open loading door, its feeble glow barely enough to illuminate the three men who stood gawking at her. Even in her terror, Brook tried to record their faces into her memory. She wanted to be able to give accurate descriptions to the police when she got out of this mess. She stared openly.
Arguing with her attacker was a tall, skinny man whose straight, medium-brown hair fell over one eye and most of the other. He had a mustache and small beard. Brook noted his bad teeth when he bared them in a snarl at the first man. �Damn it all to hell, Benny. What the hell is this?� He gestured towards Brook who regarded them with an expression of fear.
Ok, Benny! Benny�s the one who attacked me. Watch him. Remember him!
Benny glared at her from deep-set, dark eyes. He was of medium height and build. His face was long, tapering to a pointed chin with a scraggly thin beard. Sparse whiskers grew over his lip and down the sides of his face. His hair was over-the-collar length, neatly combed and swept across to one side, barely missing an eye. His clothing was more like that of a business man and totally inconsistent with his actions, she thought, as she noted his khakis, button-up shirt, tan sports jacket, and loafers. She filed her impressions away for future reference.
�She came back to the car too soon, Pete. Fuck! She wasn�t supposed to be there. It wasn�t part of the plan. And then there were too many people around. I couldn�t just dump her out in the parking lot without being seen.� Benny shrugged as he gave Brook the once-over. �Anyway, look at her. She�s kinda cute.�
�Kind of cute? Are you for real? Kind of cute, my ass!� Pete shook his head.
Pete! The guy with bad teeth is Pete. Brook made a mental note. Benny abducted me and Pete is his accomplice.
The third guy was a trucker through and through. Jeans, button-up shirt open over a wife-beater t-shirt, and tennis shoes. His belly hung over a large belt buckle shaped like Texas. Graying on top, he wore a crew cut and was clean-shaven. He spat to one side as he said, �I don�t give a flying fuck about none of this. Ya all need to get the hell out of my truck. I need to move this merchandise and don�t want no part of whatever trouble this little lady is gonna bring.� He pointed to Brook when he made this statement. Her heart squeezed painfully in her chest as all three looked her way.
Benny said, �Mind your own fucking business, asshole.� Oblivious to the flash of anger on the trucker�s face, he turned to the tall guy. �We�ll just have to take her with us, Pete. Come on, let�s move.�
�Man, Benny! Jase is gonna be pissed,� Pete proclaimed.
�Fuck Jase,� Benny spat angrily, but Brook detected a hint of concern behind his bravado.
As the two argued, Brook saw a chance to get away. She started backing towards the open loading door. Slow and easy, shaking badly, she put one foot at a time behind her and moved backwards, keeping an eye on the men the entire time. She reached the door, turned and ran awkwardly down the ramp, her heels slowing her. Behind her, she heard the trucker laugh and say, �Your little woman is leavin�.�
�Shit!� Pete yelled.
Brooklyn ran for her life down a deserted alley. She heard a thump as someone leapt to the ground behind her. She needed to lose the heels but knew she couldn�t take the time to stop and remove them. Keeping her eyes straight ahead and gasping for breath, she screamed, �Help! HELP!� She could see no one, and there was no response to her yells.
Brook didn�t make it far before she was tackled from behind and knocked off her feet. Her face hit the pavement and bounced back off, abrading her cheek as she scattered a pile of rubbish from an overturned trash can. The sleeves of her beautiful jacket were stained with rotted garbage, the odor stinging her nostrils. She cried out in pain and fear as the weight of her assailant held her down.
�You stupid bitch,� Benny, lying across her, growled. �Why do you want to be this way? You�re just making this whole thing harder than it has to be.�
Brook heard the screech of tires, and hoped against hope that it was someone coming to rescue her. She tried to raise her head to call for help again, but her call was cut off when Benny crawled off her and yanked her to her feet. An SUV skidded to a stop beside them, its deep green paint sparkling in the sunlight. The windows were so dark Brook couldn�t see the driver. Benny opened the rear door and flung her inside before he crawled in behind her. He shoved her head down into the seat.
��Go,� he growled to the driver.





Chapter 2
Lance stood back and admired the cabinet he had just installed. As he remembered the hours he had spent downing the tree, cutting the boards, sanding and finishing the surfaces, he felt a sense of pride, a feeling of accomplishment. There had been no need to hurry on this project. Time had ceased to have its usual meaning since he�d made his break from society. There were no time clocks to punch, no meetings to attend. Hours were unimportant anymore; now only seasons mattered.
The cabinet would be perfect for storing the small items he used in his jewelry and sculpture design. Plus, it blended well with the rough log wall of his cabin, coordinating with the workbench he had already built.
He remembered back to when he had first laid eyes on the place, an ancient graying dilapidated structure surrounded by acres upon acres of Colorado forest. Of course, he had been Sullivan Proctor then. But that was three years ago; today he was a different man. He had taken the first names of his paternal and maternal grandfathers and was now known as Lance Matthew.
He put his tools away and moved into the main room of the house.
In the corner, the potbelly stove radiated a comforting heat. The walls held kitchen tools and implements. From the ceiling various herbs, drying onions, and bunches of garlic hung ready for use. Overhead in the loft were stored extra clothing, animal pelts, and rag-woven blankets. Lance had learned to make something useful of almost anything.
Along one wall loomed a rather grand fireplace he had built after hauling load after load of stone in from the river. Today, there were logs laid ready for the fire he would light come nightfall. At times a simmering pot would hang over the flames, slow cooking a stew perhaps, or roasting a wild-caught rabbit or turkey. The skylight above, fashioned from a scrap of clear corrugated fiberglass he had salvaged and reinforced, allowed a soft light and a modicum of warmth from the sun as it filtered down through the surrounding branches. Hand-woven rugs softened the stone floor he had painstakingly laid during his first year in the place.
�Lance glanced out one of the cabin�s small windows, its snug shutters open to the daylight. Though the sun shone brightly, the telltale signs of rapidly approaching winter were obvious, like the frost that coated the branches and leaves each morning when he arose, and the sense of expectancy in the air. Lance felt in his bones this would be a long, cold winter.
He wanted to add a few more shelves to his cold storage room before the first big snow fell, and stock it with as much wild game and fish as he could catch. It was also time to cull the small wild goat herd and his motley collection of chickens and ducks.
It was challenging to keep meat from spoiling without electricity. In the first year of his self-imposed exile, scavenging animals had stolen his cache from its outside storage, and he discovered that meat tended to spoil if he kept it inside. But, he had learned a lot since then.
In his second year on the mountain, he built the cold storage room using plans he found in a book. An un-insulated closet filled with shelves kept his food cold during the winter months while eliminating the possibility of wild animals hauling it away. Once the weather took its final hard turn, his meat would stay frozen and protected within its thin but sturdy walls for the duration of the winter.
He needed the first freeze before fully stocking his larder, but it wasn�t too soon for jerky and pemmican. It wasn�t too soon to gather firewood, to store the root crops in the shallow stone cellar he had fashioned, or to make the final trips into town for supplies, animal feed, and to sell his latest batch of steampunk crafts. In fact, his days were now so filled with industry; he never experienced the boredom and restlessness that had occasionally plagued him in his old life. There was lots of work to do, but work he scheduled for himself, useful work, necessary work.
He thought with satisfaction of the upcoming winter he would spend sheltered in his home, working on small projects, while the snow swirled and piled up outside. Once winter settled in, getting out for any reason would be difficult. Lance was far off the beaten path, and he loved it. The civilized world, with its intrusions, grief, and memories fell away here in the mountains as if a distant bad dream. Trading modern conveniences for this peace of mind was a small price to pay.
Lance pulled on a jacket, slung his canvas bag over a shoulder, and left to check his trotlines, traps, and scattered garden plots. A pan of succulent fried fish and boiled turnips would make a good hearty lunch. Grabbing his bow, he carefully shut and secured the cabin door, admiring once again how cleverly the place blended in with the background. When he had added onto the small dwelling, he had erected the few extra rooms around standing trees rather than cut them down. In fact, his bedroom and workroom had trees growing right up through the ceilings and out the roof. Not only did this please him aesthetically, it also gave the structure added stability. His additions were built vertically, which helped camouflage his home, giving the illusion it was just part of the surrounding forest. His home was well hidden. Safe.
A bird called overhead as he strolled amid the pines and side-winded down the slopes through the brush. He was always careful to take different routes so as not to lay down clear cut paths or trails that might lead to his cabin. Lance valued his privacy.





Chapter 3
After shoving her into the backseat, Benny tossed a blanket over Brook�s head and snugged it down. She gasped for breath, the dirty material pressed against her nose and mouth making it hard to breathe. With great caution, Brook finally worked an arm up and pushed the cover away from her face. Inhaling the smell of new car, Brook was thankful to have a small pocket of air.
She tried to focus, tried to pay attention to the conversation, but she was so scared it was hard to concentrate. As she took stock of her situation, she remembered the cell phone inside her purse. Carefully, moving ever so slowly, she worked the purse into a position where she could slip out the phone. Somehow, she caused Benny to become suspicious. In an instant, he pulled the blanket away from her. Seeing the phone in her hand, he snatched it away.
�What the fuck do you think you�re doing?� he shouted. He shoved the phone back into her bag and tossed it into the front seat. �Give me your hand.�
�No!�
�Give it to me.� He grabbed her hand and bent it back at the wrist. Pain radiated up her arm and down into her hand. Benny stared into her eyes, still holding her fingers in his iron grip. His pupils dilated slightly, and he licked his lips. Her fear intensified.
�Don�t be doing shit like that.� His voice was deeper than before, excited. �You�ll piss me off.� Finally, he released her and threw the blanket back over her head.
Brook sobbed quietly, massaging her wrist. She could hear the muffled tones of the men speaking and strained to catch their indistinct words over the raucous music blasting from the speakers. She hoped to hear their plans for her, but the music was too loud. She had never heard these types of songs before, hate-filled rants against clashing guitars and booming drumbeats. It sounded as if the musicians were slaughtering their instruments. Over and over, the vocalist kept screaming, �Death jam! Death jam!� Brook�s head began to pound in time with her racing heartbeat.
Time passed. She had no idea how long they drove. After a while, the music was turned off and the two men fell silent. Her heart rate slowed a little and she tried to analyze her situation.
How did she get here? She had been going after a book for Clark. Where? To a horrid place. Why did he send her there? There was no conceivable reason, unless he wanted her in that spot, at that time. No! That was crazy. Why would Clark want someone to abduct her? It made no sense. He had nothing to gain from the deed, unless he wanted her dead. Cold terror spread through her and it took several minutes before she could refocus on her dilemma. No, she wouldn�t believe Clark was involved. He couldn�t be. But, Benny�d had a key. She remembered one her abductors saying it wasn�t in the plan for her to be there. What plan?
Thoughts tumbled through her head as the car continued to roll down the road. Eventually, Brook drifted into an uneasy sleep induced by nerves, glad to escape reality. She woke when a car door opened and cold air slid up her legs.
�Get the hell out.� A rough hand grabbed her ankle and pulled.
Brook yelped and kicked out.
�You clumsy bitch." Benny yanked and she landed with a grunt on the ground, jarring her tailbone. �Get your ass up.�
Brook clawed the blanket away from her head, and staggered to her feet. She rubbed her tailbone, wondering if it was broken. Blinking tears from her eyes, she asked, �Where are we?�
�You don�t ask questions,� said the cold voice of the driver, Pete. �We ask the questions. This ain�t a fucking interview. Now get your ass inside.�
He pushed her towards a bungalow style house that had seen better days. Its dark blue paint was peeling, the windows were covered in plastic, and the roof had been patched with shingles in several different colors. Tarpaper tacked to a section of the outside wall had come loose and flapped forlornly in the cold breeze. Brook looked for a house number but saw none. The yard was mainly fallen pine needles and dirt, ringed by thick woods. Several vehicles sat around, some on blocks. The driveway disappeared into trees; there was no sound of traffic and no sign of a road.
Brook stumbled to the house, eyes raking the surrounding forest, looking for a chance to get away, knowing what awaited her inside was not going to be good.
Pete shoved her through the doorway and Brook heard Benny chuckle from behind. She caught herself on the first thing at hand, another man. This one had a dark complexion, possibly Latino, or Cuban. His black hair hung straight to the center of his back. He wore a small mustache and beard. His shades were pushed back on the top of his head. Muscular arms and chest were showcased by his skin-tight black t-shirt. Tattoos ran down both arms and the up side of his neck.
�What the hell is this?� The man held her away from him and looked her up and down as if she were a piece of meat he was inspecting.
Brook tried to shake the man�s hand off but he only tightened his grip, bruising the soft flesh of her upper arm.
�She came with the car, Jase,� Benny boasted.
�With the car? What the fuck are you talking about, with the car? What car?�
�The Spider. She was in it and there were too many people around to dump her,� Benny explained.
�She was driving the Spider?� Jase�s voice was cold. �Well now, isn�t that fucking great? What do you propose we do with her?�
�I�m sure we can think of something.� Benny winked and raised his eyebrows.
�You better just leave the thinking to me, Benny,� Jase warned. �You�re not good at it.�
Pete laughed.
�Shut up, Pete,� Benny snapped.
�Both of you shut up. Give a man a minute or two to think,� Jase said.
As he spoke, Brook eased her arm loose and looked around for an escape. They were in a small living room. A stained couch was shoved against the wall and a couple of recliners leaned crazily to one side. A coffee table covered in beer cans, overflowing ashtrays, and magazines stood in front of the sofa. An end table with a shade-less lamp sat next to the chair. There was a stale stuffy air about the place, as if it had been shut up for a while. Through one door, Brook could see part of the kitchen, but it was dim. It was impossible to see if there was a back door. She scanned the other side of the living area.
A young twenty-something girl stood in the hallway door; lank brown hair hung to her waist, a small jewel glinted dully from the side of her nose, and her eyes were clouded with drugs or booze. She seemed indifferent to the drama unfolding before her.
Brook decided on a brave approach. Trembling inside, she stood straight, squared her shoulders, and moved towards the door. �I�m going,� she said, striving for a polite tone. �I won�t mention anything about any of you, but I have to get out of here. My husband will be looking for me.�
�What�d ya want us to do, Jase?� Pete asked as he moved to block the door.
�Shit, Pete! You done more than enough already. Both you and Benny.� Jase took three steps and grabbed Brook by the arm, pulling her to him, her back to his front. He smelled strongly of patchouli. She sucked in a lung full of the overpowering scent and struggled to free herself, but he held her tight. �You ain�t goin� nowhere, babe. I think we�ll keep you around as a toy for now.� He reached around and grabbed one of her breasts as he ground his pelvis roughly against her tender bottom.
Brook squirmed and cried out, her false bravado abandoning her . As she realized this was only exciting him more, she went limp. �Please don�t hurt me,� she sobbed. �My husband has money. He�ll pay you. Just don�t do anything to me.�
�Speaking of money, she had a purse. Hold on, I�ll get it.� Pete�s eager tone told Brook that he had a habit of trying to ingratiate himself to Jase. Jase was no doubt the alpha male in this little group. Pete stepped from the house and returned in a minute with her bag. He sat on the couch and began rifling through the contents. Seeing his hands in her purse made Brook seethe, but fear kept her anger at bay.
Pete pulled her wallet out and flipped it open. �Let�s see what we can see. Hey, our new friend�s name is Brooklyn!�
�What�s her last name? Bridge?� Benny said, chortling at his own wit. All but Jase and Brook joined in the merriment.
�That�s a good one,� Pete snickered. Jase rolled his eyes.
�Yeah, you�re a regular fuckin� comedian, Benny.� Jase wasn�t smiling.
�Brook. My name is Brook,� Brook blurted. Her full name was reserved for people she cared deeply for and she hated hearing it come from the mouths of these creeps.
�Whatever, chicky,� Jase laughed. �Your name don�t mean shit to me. I think you�ll just be �the bitch� from now on.�
�Well, well, well,� Pete drawled. �We got us some credit cards!� He continued his search. �And some cash.�
�Give them over, now,� Jase growled, still holding Brook in the tight vise of his arms. Pete reluctantly slipped the money and cards into Jase�s outstretched hand. Jase held Brook firmly with one arm as he tucked the loot into his rear pocket.
�What else does she got?� Jase asked.
�Just crap,� Pete said, still digging through Brook�s purse. �Address book, makeup, nail file, checkbook, cell phone.� He pulled out a panty liner and waved it around. �And a Kotex �� He snickered again.
�Just put it all back for now. I�ll go through it later,� Jase instructed. Pete stuffed the items back inside the bag and tossed it onto the cluttered end table. Brook, heart accelerating and sweat beading on her forehead, tried to squirm away from Jase, but he pulled her tighter against his body.
�Please,� she whimpered, voice wavering. �Let me go. I know my husband will pay to get me back.�
�Ummm,� Jase breathed into her neck as he continued to grind her from behind, pressing hard against her, his breath quickening. �We�ll see about that.� He brushed her hair away from her neck and his glance fell on her earrings. �Take off your jewelry,� he said, voice husky.
Brook gasped. �No! You can�t take them, they�re mine.�
�Lady,� Jase said, irritated. �I�ll take whatever I want. Before we�re through with you, we�ll have more than a couple pieces of your fucking jewelry.� He released her arms. �Now, take them off.�
Brook cried softly as she slipped off her earrings, necklace, and bracelet. They had been gifts from Beth, her only true friend, her best friend from childhood. She handed them to Jase. Rage burned through her and forced helpless tears from her eyes as he slipped them into his pocket.
Benny and Pete watched this exchange with obvious amusement. Brook glanced at them and shivered at the look of naked excitement in their eyes.
�Dude, look at the rock on her hand,� Benny said to Jase. �I bet that�s worth a fucking fortune.�
Jase took her left wrist in a tight grip and examined her hand. He whistled softly, impressed. �Damn! Bet you had to put out big time to get these.�
This brought laughter from the other two men.
�Take them off,� he demanded.
�No, no, no,� Brook moaned. �Not my wedding rings.� Knowing they would take them one way or another, she slid them off her finger. But, instead of handing them to Jase, she threw them angrily across the room. �You want them, you go get them.�
Jase�s response was swift and brutal.
�Bitch.� He spun her around and slapped her hard across the face. Her head snapped sharply to the side. �You have a death wish or something?� Quick as a rattler�s strike, he seized a handful of hair at the back of her head and frog-marched her over to the fallen rings. He shoved her head down low to the floor, giving her no choice but to bend at the waist. Brook swung her arms backward trying to loosen his grip, but he only pushed harder.
�Pick them up.�
Sobbing, she did as he said. Jase stuck his other hand in front of her face and she placed the rings in his palm. Yanking her up by the hair, he once more pulled her to him. Her face was scarlet, and her eyes stung with tears of pain and humiliation.
��You know what? You and me are gonna get to know each other real well. In fact, I�m gonna fuck your brains out. If I�m feeling generous, we might even pass you around. First though�� He moved her away reluctantly, and pocketed the rings. �I have to deal with these idiots and wait for the boss to call. But then,� he leaned over, putting his face close to hers, �we�ll have some fun.�
�What�s he mean, pass her around?� The scrawny girl in the doorway came out of her lethargy and frowned at the men. Her gaze shifted to Pete. �What the hell does he mean, Pete?�
�Stay out of this, Gina,� Jase warned. �It ain�t your concern.�
She flipped her long hair over one shoulder, and crossed her arms over her chest. �I just asked a question is all, Jase.�
�Yea? Well, mind your own fucking business,� Jase growled. Gina looked at Pete, but he lowered his eyes and said nothing in her defense.
Hiking his pants, Jase turned to Benny. �Put this rich bitch in Pete and Gina�s room and drive the bus up beside the window. We don�t want her leaving before the party even starts.�
��Jase,� Gina whined, twining a twist of hair around a finger like a little girl. �Can�t you put her in your room? Leave our room alone.�
�Gina, don�t fuck with me.�
�Come on, Gina. We can sleep on the couch. It pulls out, you know.� Pete's tone was placating.
The girl continued to glare at Jase, and even shoved Brook as Benny led her past. �You better keep your fucking hands off my boyfriend if you know what�s good for you,� she hissed.
Brook was stunned. �I don�t want your boyfriend; I don�t want any of this,� she gasped. Quietly, she continued, �Please help me get out of here. Please.�
Gina smirked, and leaned against the wall.
Brook resisted, but she soon found herself in a tiny bedroom that was filled with a dank, chill air. There was a mattress on the floor with sheets and blankets wadded up in the middle. Half-eaten bags of chips sat around, as did a few partial cups of liquid. �I need to use the restroom,� Brook said before Benny could close the door.
Outside, a vehicle growled to life; Brook assumed it was the bus Jase had mentioned. Benny glanced at the window and then across the hall. �Okay,� he said. �But I go in with you.�
�I�ll go in with her,� Gina said angrily and shoved past Benny to push Brook into the dinky bathroom.
In the bathroom, Brook quickly used the toilet and pulled her pants up. She turned to Gina and whispered, near panic, �Please help me. You�ve got to help me.�
Gina pushed her hair away from her face and peered into the mirror, ignoring Brook completely.
Brook tugged on the girl�s sleeve and pleaded, �Please! Get me out of here. Don�t you know what they�re going to do to me?�
Gina turned toward Brook, her eyes wide, and said, �Oh, my, god!�





Chapter 4
Lance lifted the kettle from the stove top and poured hot water into an enamel pan. Using the cabin�s hand pump, he added filtered river water to temper it. Next, he shook a little sand into the pots and scrubbed them. He then washed, dried, and put away his dishes. Carrying the pan outside, he dumped the dishwater onto his compost pile.
He used the rest of the hot water from the kettle to wash his face and hands, drying his long beard vigorously, before changing into clean clothes. Pulling his backpack from its hook, he loaded it with his latest steampunk jewelry, a wad of cash from the jar above the counter, and several bungee cords. Grabbing his jacket, he walked out the door, securing it behind him.
It was cold as he trudged down the steep terrain toward the road. Still, he enjoyed the hike. Breathing in the crisp air, he looked up at the swollen clouds gathering over Mt.Hazel, hiding her jagged peak in mists of gray. Probably just rain this time, he thought, but snow will soon follow.
Slightly over an hour later he came to the camouflaged lean-to in which he housed his ten-speed and a lightweight travois. He walked his bike the remaining distance to the road and hopped on.
Leaning over the handlebars and picking up speed, Lance felt the brisk wind freeze his face and enjoyed the steady rhythm of his heartbeat as it thumped reassuringly against his chest. He had never been in better physical shape.
Surprising a deer as it grazed along the side of the road, he braked gently and watched as it bounded into the trees. An expression of pleasure on his face, he turned his attention back to the road into town.
Kicking up a little gravel, he finally pulled into the parking lot of High Top Outpost on the edge of Haylieville and steered his bike around the side of the log building where he locked it to the rack. He checked his watch, hastened to the pay phone on the outside wall, and dialed a number from memory. After completing his call, he walked around to the front of the High Top, his boots thumping on the rustic wood of the porch. Stepping into the store, he looked around and spotted Denise behind the counter, bent over the screen of her laptop. He pulled his backpack off and set it on the polished wood countertop.
�Hey, Lance,� she called, getting up from the stool. She walked to the register and opened it. �I sold five of your necklaces and two of your sculptures. That steampunk stuff has really caught on.�
Lance nodded as he approached the counter. Denise smiled when she handed him the cash from the sales. He didn�t bother to count the money before stuffing it into the front zippered pocket of his backpack. Silently, he pulled out his newest creations and laid them on the gleaming surface for her inspection.
�Oh, these are beautiful,� she exclaimed. �You do such good work. Prices marked on them?�
�Yeah,� he answered gruffly. Denise took them back to the area with her laptop and began to enter them into her log. As she worked, she chatted with him although she knew it would be a relatively one-sided conversation. Lance wasn�t much of a talker.
�Emily just took a group out,� she said as she removed his stickers and tagged the items with Outpost labels. �She�ll be sorry she missed you.�
Denise and her sister, Emily, had transformed the shop into a thriving business. Both in their mid-thirties, the ladies shared a sharp sense for business and had turned their passions into profit. Emily gave guided horseback rides on the mountain trails while Denise ran the rest of the business, a shop for tourists who longed to spend their cash on authentic handmade RockyMountain crafts. The combination was oddly successful. Emily dealt with the stables and trails, and Denise handled the shop and the scheduling. They were mountain women, a little rough around the edges, but capable, honest and no-nonsense. They tolerated Lance�s quiet reclusive ways and allowed him to park his beat-up old pickup truck in their back lot in return for a modest monthly sum. They never questioned why he wanted to leave it there or asked him where he lived. Early on they realized he guarded his privacy like a vault, same as a lot of Colorado folks. He certainly wasn�t the only eccentric soul they encountered. Lance in turn did not pry into their affairs, valuing their privacy as they did his. Indeed, the man hardly spoke when he came in.
�Well, that ought to do it.� She opened a glass case with her key and hung the necklaces inside. �I think we�re due for another snowfall any day.�
�It�ll rain first,� Lance remarked.
Denise handed him a written receipt for his items, and he tucked it into his shirt pocket.
�You�ve got some great pieces, Lance. We get good comments on them.�
Lance nodded his thanks before walking to the cooler and extracting a bottle of water. When he reached into his pocket for some change, she waved him away. �It�s on the house,� she said. He drank half the bottle before he reached the door and stepped outside.
Digging his key from his pocket, Lance opened the truck door and tossed his backpack on the seat. Old Reliable he called her; she lived up to the name by starting right away. She might look like a junkyard reject, but she purred like a showroom gem thanks to the work he�d had done to her after he�d bought her for a song. An improperly-tagged, untitled, banged-up heap that people wouldn�t look at twice, Old Reliable had a better engine than most cars rolling around the state, though her appearance didn�t advertise the fact.
Lance, as always, drove carefully down Main Street and stopped at the lumberyard, which happened to also be the feed store in Haylieville. He bought several bags of chicken scratch, grains, and alfalfa bales for the goats, oil and wicks for his lanterns, and nails. His next stop was the grocery where he stocked up on bulk items, dried beans, pastas, flour, toilet paper, first-aid supplies, vitamins, bottled water, candles, batteries, canned goods, and so on. He grabbed several large boxes of powdered milk to take him through the winter. He smiled when he thought of Gilbert�s romantic relationship with the wild billy she had met up on the ridge. He suspected his other goat, Belinda, was enamored of the same wild buck. Combined with the does he had tamed from the roaming herd, Lance should have plenty of fresh milk come early spring.
Clean cool air streamed in the driver�s side window as he drove down into the rich valley nestled between the GarrisonRange on the northeastern side and the breathtaking WetMountains on the southwest. He glanced back in the direction of home. A gray haze hung low between Mt.Coley and Mt.Hazel. It nearly obscured their rocky summits and softened the emerald peaks that staggered in uneven lines on either side of the majestic twins. Turning his eyes back to the road, Lance continued at a leisurely pace.
He pulled into the hidden valley where he always bought his weedy hay. The farmer he dealt with was every bit as taciturn as Lance. With few words, he and Donnie struck their deal and loaded the bales into the back of Old Reliable. Donnie waved once, then stood with hands in his overall pockets and watched as Lance drove off.
Pulling into Haylieville once more, Lance thought about stopping at the small library. Much as he disdained society in general, he still had an appreciation for the internet and had spent considerable time hunched over one of the library�s two computers, researching everything from home canning to solar water heaters. His current interest was cheese-making, a process he was determined to learn. However, he decided against going to the library this day and headed back home. It would take at least three trips with the travois to haul his purchases up to the cabin, he reasoned, not to mention the time required to drive Old Reliable back to the High Top parking lot, fetch his bike, and ride home. And, the clouds were looming. In fact, rain was already falling in the high country above the tree line.





Chapter 5
Brook hung onto Gina�s response with naked hope on her face.
Gina rolled her eyes. �Can you believe this crap? I�m getting a damn zit.� She sighed with self-pity."You done yet? You need to get your ass on back across the hall; I got better things to do than hang out with you in the can.�
�Please, Gina.� Brook�s panic bubbled inside her like lava as her flicker of hope died. If only she could reason with the girl. �Please help me get away. I�m begging you. Don�t you understand I�m here against my will? I was taken!�
Gina squinted at her with an impatient expression. �Do I look like I give a shit? I don�t care crap about why you�re here except you�re interfering with my life. Taking my bedroom. And, I�m warning you, keep your hands off my old man.�
Brook shook her head in vehement denial. "No, no. You don't understand. I'm a married woman. A happily married woman. I don't want your boyfriend. I don't want to be here at all. Oh, god, why can't you see? How blind can you possibly be?"
"Blind?" Gina repeated. �You don't know me well enough to dis me, you snotty bitch. Now shut the fuck up and move your ass.�
Brook was propelled, none too gently, into the bedroom, and the door was slammed behind her. She ran to the window and peered frantically out. All that met her eyes was the side of an old, grungy, black school bus. Brook seized the lock on the window and, with a struggle, managed to turn it. She grasped the window and heaved upwards. It failed to budge. She tried again and again, straining with the exertion. It�s painted shut. Shit, shit, shit! Now what?
Swinging around, Brook searched the room for something she could use as a tool or weapon, but found nothing useful. There was, however, a closet in one wall. Brook yanked the door open and found shelves had been built on two of the interior walls, each holding a couple of small stacks of clothes. The floor had a mound of dirty laundry but nothing else. Brook looked up, hoping to see an attic entrance, but found only solid ceiling. There wasn�t even a clothes rod.
Turning back to the bedroom, she took a second look. In one corner of the room sat a wooden chair. She contemplated this. Can I throw this through the window? After careful consideration, she realized the futility of the idea. The bus was much too close to the house and its windows didn�t line up with the bedroom window. She hefted the chair. Can I attack them with this? Escape? She dismissed the idea, realizing she might hurt one of them, but not all. It would only make things worse for her if that happened. Things looked bleak. No way out. No weapons.
Brook gulped back her sobs, trying not to bring attention to herself. Fighting a dizzy spell, she took a couple of slow, even breaths to calm herself. A phone rang somewhere in the house. Brook moved quickly to the door and pulled it open a crack to listen.
�Woman? No, I don�t know nothing about no woman. We grabbed the car, just as planned. It was right where it was supposed to be.� There was a pause and then Jase protested some more. �No man, the guys came back alone. Hold on!� There was silence for a few minutes and then Jase spoke again. �I just asked them,� he lied. �They never saw a woman. The car was in the parking lot, just like it was supposed to be, and no one was around. She must have went off somewhere else.�
Realizing this might be her one chance, Brook darted down the short hallway and into the living room, screaming the whole way. �Don�t listen to him! I�m here! I�m here! Help me!�
Exasperated, Jase pressed the phone against his body to muffle her shouts. Reacting quickly, he punched her in the midriff as she propelled herself through the doorway, her momentum contributing to the force of the blow. Brook clutched her abdomen and collapsed to the floor, the wind knocked from her.
Without missing a beat, Jase continued his phone conversation. �Nah, it�s just a movie. I�ll turn the volume down.� Brook struggled to pull in a breath. Jase covered the phone with his hand and signaled Pete and Benny to get her out of the room while loudly commanding, "Turn that damn TV down. I'm trying to talk on the phone here.�
Benny and Pete half dragged Brook back into the bedroom and left her there. She leaned against the wall near the door to listen, fighting the cramps in her stomach. Jase�s voice sounded natural, as if nothing had happened.
A few seconds later, she heard him say, �We cool then? Okay man, we�ll be expecting payment as usual. Later!�
Jase ended the call and began to berate Pete and Benny again. �D�Macio is asking about that woman. This is just fucking great. How the hell could you let this happen, Benny? How did we end up in this situation?� He looked Benny up and down. �And what the hell happened to your clothes?�
�Ripped the damn pants when I tackled the bitch. She was trying to get away. Now I�m gonna have to spend good money to buy new dress duds. I hate these fucking clothes anyway. I don�t know why Pete can�t dress the part instead of me. He can do the snatch and grab and I can drive the get-away car,� he said, as if he fancied himself a bank robber.
�What the hell? You gotta be yanking my chain! The get-away car? Damn, Benny, you been watching too many movies. You sound like a fucking moron.�
�That�s harsh, dude,� Benny said in a cool tone. �It�s not my fault. Like I said, she was in the car when I went to get it. I couldn�t dump her �cause there were people in the lot.�
�Why didn�t you dump her later?�
�Shit man, she seen our faces. We had to bring her here. We figured you�d know what to do.�
Pete, who had been silent until now, asked, �What do we do, Jase?�
Jase�s answer sent cold fingers of fear down Brook�s spine. �Well, she won�t be leaving here alive, that�s for damn sure. So�let me think a minute." He paused. "I guess we might as well have some fun with her before we dump her ass. You know me; I never waste a good piece of meat.�
There were sounds of movement. Horrified, Brook realized they were coming for her. Jase�s next words confirmed it.
�Not so fast boys, I�m first.�
Brook shoved the door closed and pressed into it with all her might, but she might as well have saved her strength. It was pushed open effortlessly, and all three men entered the room. Jase reached for her.
�Welcome wagon�s here to greet you,� he drawled. �We wouldn�t want you to feel neglected, now would we?�





Chapter 6
On the road home, Lance drove a little faster than usual, until the pavement ended and road became rougher. Then he slowed a bit to accommodate the uneven surface and ruts. Although it was chilly, he had his window rolled down and one elbow resting on the door, breathing in the clean forest air. It was his tonic, his drug of choice, with its many invigorating and mysterious nuances.
Just after the switch, a flash of blue caught his eye in the trees. Glancing in his rearview mirror to make sure the road was clear, as it usually was; he stopped his truck on the narrow shoulder and got out. Hiking a short distance into the woods, he located the item he had spotted. It turned out to be a tarp tangled in some brush. Inspecting it for damage, Lance was pleased to find it was in nearly-new condition. He folded it up and carried it to his truck. Lucky find! Lance knew he could put it to use.
Crawling back inside the cab, he continued up the mountain. Overhead, clouds obscured the sky and cast the landscape below into gray shadow.





Chapter 7
Brook screamed and held her hands in front of her, palms out, pleading, �No, no, no, please don�t do this. All I want is to leave. Please let me go. I'll keep my mouth shut, I swear! Please!� Jase grabbed her jacket and tore it from her shoulders. Her blouse quickly followed, ripped open and torn away like tissue paper from a gift. She dropped to the floor, arms crossed over her bra-covered breasts. Filled with dread, she pulled her knees to her chest and curled into a ball.
�You need help?� Pete asked Jase, excitement lacing his voice.
�Hell, no,� Jase said as Brook huddled on the floor, staring up at him through her hair. He slid his shirt up over his head, revealing a chest nearly devoid of hair. An intricate tattoo of a bizarre creature with a snake�s body attached to a woman�s head ran up from his right nipple around the back of his neck, ending on his left shoulder. �I got this licked.�
He reached down and yanked Brook roughly up by one arm, bruising the soft skin. Seizing a handful of her hair, he pulled her face forward and mashed his lips against hers, forcing his tongue deep into her mouth. Brook gagged and pounded on his chest. Reaching upwards, she tried to pry his hand from her hair.
�From somewhere in the house came sounds of fury; things being thrown around, breaking glass, and thuds. Gina muttered expletives just loud enough to be heard.
Jase grinned at Pete, holding Brook easily with one hand. �It sounds like your old lady is having some fun, too. Hand me a blade.�
Brook�s eyes grew wide with terror, and she quickly lowered her hands to her side. �You don�t need to do that. Please.�
With a cold smile, Jase reached back and Pete laid a knife in his hand. Brook struggled to break free, but Jase tightened his grip on her hair and flipped the blade open. �Better hold still,� he sneered, �or I might slip.� Brook froze as he slid the cold metal beneath the front of her bra and sliced though the silky material. The knife did slip, leaving a thin red line below her breast. She cried out.
�Oops,� Jase said in a mocking tone. Then his mood darkened. �You ain�t hurt bad, bitch. I�ve had worse cuts shaving.� He closed the knife and tossed it back to Pete, who opened the blade and wiped it clean on his pants leg before returning it to his pocket. Brook followed the movement with her eyes, wishing she could get her hands on the knife. But she was defenseless.
Covering her breasts with her hands, she begged, �Stop! Please! Don�t do this.�
Jase released his grip on her hair and moved her hands out of the way. He grabbed her breasts and squeezed hard. �Ohh, yeah!� he said. �Ain�t these nice?�
�Damn right they are!� Pete boomed. He and Benny watched Jase�s moves, their eyes burning with a strange light. Jase lowered his head, and buried his face between her breasts while Benny whooped his appreciation in the background.
Nothing in Brook�s life had prepared her for what was happening. She felt the intrusion of his skin against hers, smelled the patchouli he wore, and felt revulsion crawling inside her like worms. She reacted without thinking of the consequences; she hit, slapped and pushed on his head. Shoving her hands roughly aside, Jase pressed her down onto the mattress, falling on top of her. �Give me back those tits,� he leered and lowered his mouth to her chest.
Lapping at the knife wound, Jase smacked and slurped. �Yummy! Nothing like fresh blood.� With a grin, he stuck out his tongue, revealing the slick red coating. He bugged his eyes at her and laughed satanically.
�Don�t scare her too bad, man. We don�t want her pissing herself,� Pete said with �a smile, his yellow teeth catching the weak light from the window. His voice trembled with excitement.
Brook rained blows on Jase�s head and shoulders �with her small fists. Jase ignored her and sucked roughly on her breasts, chewing at her nipples.
�You�re hurting me,� she moaned. �Please stop!� She tried to push him off, but it was like trying to move a concrete post. Desperate, she pinched the skin on his neck, pulled his hair, and squirmed in an attempt to slide from beneath him.
�Holy shit, she�s a fighter!� Benny exclaimed, obviously pleased. �My kinda woman. That�s right, sugar! Don�t make it too easy on him. Make him work for it, baby!�
Brook�s heaving body and flailing fists finally angered Jase. �Hold the fuck still.� He pulled back and threw a punch to her stomach. �How the hell am I supposed to fuck you when you�re flopping all over the place?�
Brook sucked for air, finally drew a breath, and groaned. Pulling up onto his knees, Jase reached for the waistband of her pants. Brook got a foot up and kicked, leaving a bloody gouge across his abdomen.
�Fuck! You stupid cunt.� Jase struck her in the face with his fist, and her senses reeled.
�Ah fuck, dude!� Pete protested. �Did you have to hit her so hard?�
Jase, breathing hard, stared down at Brook. �I barely tapped her.� He turned and yelled at Benny and Pete. �Make yourselves useful. Get those damn shoes off this bitch and one of you hold her arms, or I am gonna beat the shit outta her.�
Glad to participate, both men dropped eagerly to the mattress. Benny grabbed the shoes from her feet, running his hands over her legs. He rubbed the bottom of Brook�s foot against the hardness of his crotch, but quit when she regained some of her senses and kicked.
Pete wrestled Brook�s arms over her head and captured both of her hands in one of his. Leaning forward, he tweaked her bruised nipples with his free hand, pinching and pulling on them. Gasping, Brook tried to pull her arms free, but Pete merely tightened his hold.
Jase ripped off her pants, with Benny helping free her legs from the torn fabric. He flung them across the room and then made short work of her panties. Reaching for his fly, his dark eyes glinted with anticipation.
In the next room, the banging ceased. Apparently, Gina had reached the point her anger overcame her fear of Jase. She flung the bedroom door open and took in the scene in a glance. Her face flushed bright red. �Pete!� she cried. �What the hell are you doing? Get your hands off that bitch, you two-timing sack of shit!�
�Help me! Oh god, please help me!� Brook begged Gina.
��Get the hell outta here, bitch!� Jase growled at Gina. �Now!�
Pete looked more confused than guilty. �What�s the matter, Gina? You don�t need to worry, baby. I love you and only you; this is just a little bit of fun. Go wait in the other room for me, sweetie. This won�t take long.�
Gina stood with her fists clenched at her sides and glared at the group. Pete�s face turned hard. �Go on, I mean it, now. This ain�t your concern.�
�No, don�t go,� Brook screamed. �You have to help me; you have to get me out of here!� Gina refused to look at her, fixing her gaze instead on Pete.
�Fuck you, Pete! I hate you! I hate you all!� Gina slammed the door and stomped away. Pete turned his attention back to the fun at hand. He watched as Jase positioned himself to enter the woman.
�No,� Brook whimpered as Jase slammed into her, holding nothing back, almost as if he hated her. He tore her tender flesh, ripping her as he entered without lubrication. Brook screamed in agony, arching her back, attempting to throw this unwanted burden from her. But, Jase�s weight held her in place.
Benny ran his hands up and down, caressing Brook�s leg. �How�s it feel, dude? How�s it feel? Is it good?� Jase ignored him and looked down at Brook.
�You like my rod, don�t you, you rich bitch? It�s a hard rod, a big rod. A hot rod." Panting, he finally finished and collapsed on top of her. His face shone with perspiration and the patchouli scent grew stronger, overwhelming. Brook choked on the smell.
Jase didn�t lie there long before he was prodded by Benny. �Come on, man, it's my turn. Move your ass.�
��Have at it!� Jase smirked as he stood. Using a corner of the sheet, he wiped blood from his genitals and zipped up his pants. He then began to encourage Benny. �Crawl on up in there, dude. Drive it home! Stick it to her, man.�
Benny acted on Jase�s coaching with enthusiasm as Brook lay inert under the assault. �Clark,� she whispered. �Where are you, Clark? Help me. I need you.� But Benny didn't hear her; he gripped her shoulders and used them for leverage as he heaved on top of her. Turning her eyes to the corner of the room, she imagined she saw Clark standing there, with his hands in his pockets and a sad look on his face. Her heart lifted; she was convinced he truly was in the room. �Clark,� she moaned. �Thank god! Help me.� She blinked and the image evaporated, but not before all three men looked in the direction she had been staring, as if they also expected to see someone there.
�Bitch is losing it,� Jase laughed and then, �Do it, Benny. Do her!�
Evening was approaching and Jase flipped the light on so he could see Benny�s handiwork. Brook closed her eyes against the harsh glare. Tears leaked down the sides of her face into her hair.
�Yeah, that�s it, slam it in, ram it in,� Jase urged. �Fuck that rich bitch. Do it harder! Yeah! Ram it home, man. Oh, yeah, ram that rod home!� He rubbed his crotch as he watched.
�I am!� Benny groaned. �And she likes it. Don�t you, baby? She�s getting off. I swear she�s fucking getting off!�
�No! Oh, no, no,� Brook wailed.
Brook cried and pleaded until she was hoarse. She twisted and squirmed until Jase kicked her in the side. A sharp pain bloomed within her ribcage. Pete kept her hands corralled, and Jase moved to the end of the mattress to hold her feet apart. Finally, Benny, too, was done. She looked up at Benny�s face hanging over her. His eyes were rolled back, and his lips were tightened in a grimace of fulfillment. Sweat dripped from his brow and fell onto her cheek. She felt sick to her core. She couldn�t fight off these men; they were much too strong for her.
Brook caught her breath. She was torn, both mentally and physically, but she was still alive, whether she wanted to be or not. In a flash, Brook remembered how she had formed judgments when she would hear a report of rape on the evening news. She�d always wondered why women didn�t fight off their attackers. Now she realized how na�ve and pretentious her assumptions had been.
As Benny lay panting on top of her, Brook feared she might die. Her eye throbbed. There was a burning ache in her privates and blood ran from between her legs. Her stomach hurt with every movement and she worried she might have internal injuries. Brook almost wished her injuries would kill her; at least she�d be away from these men, these monsters. But another part of her wanted to live to see another day. Unreasonable as it was, she still hoped her captors would have a change of heart and release her. Or that she might find a way to escape. More tears filled her eyes.
�Way to go, Benny!� Jase congratulated him. �You rocked the bitch�s world.�
�I did, didn�t I?� Benny agreed, still breathing hard from his exertions. He propped himself on his elbows and looked down at Brook. �That was fucking awesome, babe.� Brook was revolted when he kissed her cheek before rolling off her, then stood and stretched his muscles in a leisurely fashion, as if showing off his physique. Finally, he pulled up his pants.
Pete inched his way between her feet and reached for the snap on his jeans. But before Pete could unzip his fly, Gina burst into the room once again. Her eyes were red from crying but she had pasted a shaky smile on her face.
�Petey,� she said in a throaty voice. �You don�t want to fuck her. Look at her, she�s all bloody. She's gross!� Gina pulled her top off and caressed her breasts playfully. �You want me, not her. Come on, baby.�
Pete looked down at Brook with distaste. Blood and fluids smeared the insides of her legs, her hair was tangled, and her eyes nearly swollen shut. Then he looked at Gina, his woman, and moved to her. She jumped up, wrapping her legs around his waist as he carried her toward the door.
�Where the fuck you going? You pussy-whipped, dickhead?� Jase jeered.
�Why the hell do I want sloppy thirds when I can have this?� Pete flipped his hair out of his eyes and flashed a yellow smile over his shoulder. He left with Gina, and Brook prayed that Benny and Jase would follow them from the room.
�Well, fuck him,� Jase grumbled, rolling Brook from the fetal position she had assumed and nudging her feet apart. �I�ll have another go.� He dropped his pants.
Brook back-pedaled across the mattress. Jase dropped to his knees, grabbed her by the ankles, and forced her legs apart. �She is pretty messy,� he conceded. �Well, there�s more than one way to fuck a bitch.� He flipped Brook onto her belly and crawled up between her legs.
Brook�s horror expanded into a living monster inside her chest. �Nooooo! Oh, God! Please don�t. Not that!� Brook was terrified of being taken this way.
��You�re gonna love this, bitch. I'm gonna get ya where the good lord split ya." She heard Jase spitting and felt something wet land on her skin. Then there was pain and she screamed long and shrill, shoving into the mattress, trying to get away from the unspeakable intrusion.
�Push back!� Jase shouted. �Work with me. It�ll go easier on both of us.� He wrapped an arm around her throat and held her firmly in place. Three of her nails broke off as she dug her fingers into the mattress. Hate filled her heart.
Jase grunted in satisfaction. �Tight,� he moaned. �God, she�s tight.� He began a slow pumping motion. It seemed to go on forever, much longer than the first time he�d used her. Brook cried weakly. Jase pushed her face into the mattress, cutting off her air. Eventually, he found his release again and rolled off her body.
Brook gasped, filling her lungs with ragged breaths. As her head cleared, a bitter loathing rose in her, and she yearned for a chance to kill the son-of-a-bitch. To rip his heart out.
Benny flipped her over onto her back again, grabbed her ruined shirt, and wiped at the mess between her legs before taking her one more time. Both men left the room together, laughing and slapping each other on the back for a job well done.
Brook�s intestines seized and she felt like she was going to explode. She crawled to the door and pounded on it.
�I need the bathroom!" she called, squeezing her buttocks together to keep from soiling herself. "Please! Oh, please hurry!" After several agonizing minutes, the door was flung open.
�Come on. Get your ass up!� Gina was in a black mood. She grabbed Brook�s arm in a rough grip and yanked her to her feet. �I�m not your fucking slave, you know.�
Brook stumbled into the bathroom. She had barely seated herself when the diarrhea started. Helpless to stop it, Brook endured the humiliation. Gina made retching noises and glared at her with disgust, finally backing up to wait in the hallway.
When Brook was finished, she cleaned up as well as she could with tissue. As she stood to flush the toilet, her legs shook and her backside burned. Through the tiny bathroom window, Brook could see nothing but darkness. In just a few hours, her world had disappeared and she had been plunged into a nightmare. She moved to the sink while Gina glared at her from the doorway. Turning on the tap, she lathered her hands with a sliver of grimy soap. Then, she splashed her face with cool water, and drank from her cupped and trembling hands.
She hardly recognized her own face in the mirror. Clark had always told her how pretty she was. He'd be shocked if he could see her now. She hungered to feel his comforting arms around her. To be cradled, protected. The longing turned into a soft sadness inside her as she realized he�d probably never hold her again.
�Gina hit the door with the palm of her hand, startling Brook. �Turn off the fucking water and move your ass. I ain�t got all day.�
��Can I have a cloth to clean up with?� Brook was shamed by the groveling note in her voice as she begged for the privilege of doing something she�d always taken for granted.
�Oh, for Christ's sake! No, you can't wash up. Damn, you're a pain in the ass. Get on back across the hall and leave me the hell alone.� Gina shoved Brook into the hall, but instead of obediently entering the bedroom, Brook turned and dashed toward the rear of the house, bouncing off the walls of the narrow passage until she came to an open door on the right. Behind her Gina bellowed in anger, but Brook didn�t slow. She raced for the window and thanked God when it opened on the first try. No screen hindered her way, and she slipped like an eel through the opening, dropped to the ground, and raced for nearby trees.
The backdoor of the house banged open and coarse laughter rang out, not the response Brook was expecting. There were a few mumbled commands, but she couldn't make out the words.
Dashing from tree to tree, Brook drew in ragged breaths, trying to look in all directions at once. From her left came Pete�s voice. �Little bunny, where you hopping off to?� His tone was mocking, completely unconcerned.
Then, to Brook's horror, a second voice came from the right. �BrooklynBridge is falling down, falling down, falling down. BrooklynBridge is falling down, and Benny�s gonna land on top of her.� His musical abilities left a lot to be desired, but his message was clear. They were toying with her. Brook stopped, holding her breath, and listened. Where are they? She couldn�t hear a thing except the pounding of her heart in her ears.
Then, Benny stepped from behind the tree she was using for shelter and wrapped his arms around her. �Gotcha!�
Brook freaked. She fought like a wild woman and if Pete hadn�t shown up to help, she would have caused severe damage to Benny. As it was, she left several claw marks on his arms and red marks on his face and neck. Pete simply enfolded her against his chest, trapping her arms at her sides. He lugged her back to the house where Jase sat on the rear steps smirking.
�Give the bitch back to Gina and tell her to do the job right this time or I�ll have to teach her how.� Jase instructed.
Red marks stood out against Gina�s ashen face. Livid, she hurried Brook back to the bedroom and shoved her inside. "I wish you were dead," she growled. "Just where the fuck did you think you were goin' anyway? We�re in the middle of bum-fuck nowhere! It�s your fucking fault Jase slapped me around. Pete�s such a pussy sometimes. I can�t believe he didn�t stand up for me. I fuckin' hate you!� Gina slammed Brook with her forearms, knocking her onto the mattress. Shivering, Brook grabbed the stained sheet and wrapped it around her nakedness, keeping her gaze glued to Gina all the while.
Gina's eyes roved the room and fell on the torn garments scattered about the floor. Swooping down, she grabbed them and stormed out, bellowing, �Are you guys out of your mind? Do you know how expensive these clothes are? I would have loved�.� Her voice trailed off as she moved away from the room.
Minutes later Brook heard the small ding of a microwave. The smell of food reached her, but did not stimulate her appetite. She listened to her captors through the thin walls as they talked around mouthfuls of what smelled to her like popcorn and pizza. No one offered her anything to drink or eat, which was fine with her. She didn�t think she would be able to keep anything down, even if someone shoved food in her mouth. But, the point was well taken that she would not be fed. Her life was to be forfeited. Once the initial rush of adrenaline drained away, Brook became aware of pain flaring in her feet. Her barefoot rush into the wilderness had left cuts and bruises on her soles. She rubbed them gently against the mattress. They were just more injuries to add to the list.
Darkness descended. Lightning flashed outside the window and thunder boomed, startling her. The lights in the room blinked off and then came back on. Brook pulled the blankets closer. Wiggling down between the mattress and the wall, she tried to become as small as possible. Following another loud crack of thunder, the lights went off and stayed off. Crazy patterns crawled around the room; dazzling brightness alternated with menacing shadows. Rain cascaded between the bus and the window. The storm sounded as if it were in the room with her, surrounding her, cursing her.
She wept. Her mind raced frantically away from thinking about what she had just endured. She pushed away even thoughts of Clark because the yearning for him hurt so much she could not bear it. Riding waves of pain, she let the tears flow until there were no more to tears to cry.
After a while the house grew quiet. Brook crept painfully to the door and pulled it open a crack, listening. Hearing nothing but the rain outside, she eased into the hallway and tiptoed towards the living room. Lightning illuminated the room for a long moment, and she could see Pete and Gina sleeping on the fold-out couch. Their bed filled the small room; she would have to go across it to reach the door.
Carefully, moving mere inches at a time, Brook stepped onto the mattress, swaying slightly to retain her balance. She had only taken two small steps when fingers wrapped around her ankle.
�Where the hell do you think you�re going?� Pete�s voice came from the dark.
Brook yelped, jerked her leg free, and fell across the bed and onto the floor. Jumping to her feet she yanked the front door open and darted outside, only to be grabbed around the waist by Pete. �Noooo!� she screamed into the pouring rain.
Pete dragged her back inside although she fought him with all her strength. Jase, awakened by the ruckus, appeared in the living room. Pete threw Brook into his arms. �Bitch almost got away.� Grabbing a flashlight from the table, he filled the room with wobbly light. He headed for the bathroom and returned, drying himself with a towel.
�I�ll be damned.� Jase held her tightly by the upper arms. �No way did I think she�d try again, especially not so soon." He hollered down the hallway. �Benny!�
A minute later, Benny appeared, hair sticking on end and eyes droopy with sleep. �What? What the fuck is going on?�
�The bitch tried to get away.�
�What�s that got to do with me?�
�You brought her here; she�s your responsibility. You�re gonna crash on the floor outside her room.�
�Fuck that. Fucking tie her up or something.� Benny turned away.
In a single move, Jase shoved Brook aside and grabbed Benny by the throat. �Don�t give me no shit. You do what I say or you�ll never do nothing. You understand?�
Benny choked. �Sure, Jase. I�ll do it. But how about I just sleep with her?�
�Damn straight you�ll do it, and no, you won�t sleep with her. You fucked up by bringing her here; you�ll sleep on the fucking floor. You�re on fucking guard duty, you stupid dick.�
Before Jase returned Brook to her prison, he stared intently at the cowering woman. �Let me give you a little advice. You don�t want to try running off again. You see, I got me a brand new chainsaw and I�ve been faunching at the bit to try it out. I bet it would slice through your legs like a fucking hot knife through butter. How far do you think you could run without any feet? You just keep that there in mind.� He looked at Benny and then at Brook. �Now don�t be causing Benny no trouble or I might have to cut something off of him too.�
He glared at Benny as he shoved Brook through the doorway. �Tomorrow, you put a fucking lock on this door. I don�t want to be woke up again.�
Jase moved down the hallway toward his own room.
Cursing, Benny tossed the couch cushions onto the floor outside the bedroom. He slammed the door closed, mumbling, �Should have dumped the bitch before. Should have shot her in the fucking head.� Before long, he began to snore.
Brook crept back onto the filthy mattress and burrowed under the edge. She pulled it up over her body, finding comfort in the weight, a sort of security she did not feel on top of the mattress. As the storm raged outside the window, she cried silent tears.
Her mind in a frenzy, she envisioned breaking the window with the chair, squeezing between the bus and the side of the house, and dropping to the ground. Running. But logic told her the plan wouldn�t work. There couldn�t be more than six inches of space. Even if she was able to make it out the window, she would more than likely become wedged, trapped. She wouldn't put it past these monsters to leave her there until she perished.
In another fantasy she imagined breaking the window, wrapping the broken shards of glass in a torn up piece of sheet for a handle, and stabbing her way to freedom, jabbing, slicing. Jase would be the first she would cut. She would watch his blood flow over her wrist and hand, relish the look of surprise on his face. But she soon recognized the lunacy of that plan as well. They would kill her for sure. Probably with the same piece of glass. Weighing heaviest on her mind was Jase's threat to use a chainsaw on her. Brook pulled her knees to her chest, held her feet in her hands, and imagined him cutting them off. There was no doubt in her mind he was cruel enough to do it.
Panic sent her into a quiet hysteria. After an indeterminate time, her crying eased and finally subsided. Her breathing slowed, and she fell into exhausted sleep. The storm raged on outside and then spent itself. Silence reigned.





Chapter 8
Lance pulled Old Reliable as far off the road and up into the trees as he could. After packing the travois, he covered the truck with camouflaged netting. Hefting the first load, he set out for home. Bruised purple clouds hung low over the mountains. Lance measured the sky with a knowing glance. All hell was about to break loose; he was certain of it. He hated to leave his truck here, but he doubted he would have time to finish unloading all his purchases, get Old Reliable to town, and ride his bike back before the rain hit. I should have left earlier, he thought, or not dawdled in the stores.
When he reached the cabin with the second load, Gilbert was waiting for him, her head cocked expectantly. He was glad to see her. It would make this chore much easier and faster. She approached Lance and reared up on her hind legs, placing her front legs on his shoulders. He felt the bite of her hooves through his jacket, and laughed as she nearly knocked him off balance. This was a �Gilbert hug� and Lance appreciated it, although it could be a bit overwhelming.
�Whoa, girl.� Lance released the travois and backed away, allowing her to drop to the ground. She began nudging his side, trying to nose into his pocket. With a gentle touch, he pushed her away.
�Now, you know better than that.� He patted the firm wedge of her neck, avoiding the sharp tips of her curved horns. He sometimes wished he had dehorned her when she was young, but he hadn�t wanted to leave her defenseless in the wild, and Gilbert did like to roam. She had an incurable case of wanderlust, but she always came home. His other goat, Belinda, did not rush to greet him. She never did.
�Work first, treats later.� He gave Gilbert a final pat before sliding off his heavy backpack and unloading the travois. Gilbert strolled around him as he worked, but Belinda hung back, peering at him with her odd yellow eyes. She had never warmed to Lance like Gilbert had. As a result, he hadn�t grown attached to her like he had to Gilbert. But she would produce for him, and in return he would take care of her.
He stacked the food items inside the cabin and grabbed the small harness from a peg near the door. Retracing his steps to the road, Gilbert following, Lance dragged the empty travois down for the last load. He threw back the netting and pulled the bales and feed from the back of the truck and loaded it onto the travois. Gilbert pried a mouthful of alfalfa from the bale, giving Lance a sneaky look as she did so.
�I saw that,� he told her with mock sternness. She gave her head a nonchalant toss, and stood still while he harnessed her to the loaded travois. He covered Old Reliable with the netting once again. It wasn�t a perfect camouflage, but she would be difficult to spot if a person wasn�t specifically looking for her. A light mist fell as Lance finished tying his purchases down; the pressure in the air swelled uneasily. He took a deep satisfied breath, drawing the tangy ozone smell into his lungs. Mountain thunderstorms always rocked his senses with their deep rolling booms, like massive explosions, so close it felt like he was standing in the heavens between warring clouds. The sense of anticipation worked on him like a drug as the earth prepared to be pounded, waiting impatiently for its thirst to be quenched. The scent of the trees and plants reached toward the coming rain as pheromones to a lover. For Lance, it was a full-body sensation when Mother Nature yanked up her stormy skirts and danced her brazen jig across the land. He could never get enough.
With a sound like a thousand wild horses thundering through a high pass, the storm arrived. Lance delighted in the rumbles, felt them reverberate in his bones, and thought of God. Gilbert seemed unimpressed with nature�s outburst, but she picked up her pace and they almost made it back to the cabin before the rain fell in sweeping sheets.
Lance unhitched Gilbert at the door of the shed. Pulling the candy bar from his pocket, he quickly peeled away the wrapper, and gave her the sweet treat. He could swear she smiled as she took it from his hand. Chewing, she ambled into the shed. Belinda was already inside and gave him a baleful glare as if to admonish him for being silly enough to stand out in the rain. Her bossy attitude made him grin, even as the icy water ran down his face and inside his jacket. He tugged the bales and feed into the other side of the shed and filled the goats� trough through the slot he had built into the structure for just that purpose. Before heading to his cabin, he tucked the travois inside the shed and shut the doors, protecting the feed on one side, and safely enclosing the goats on the other side. They could wander tomorrow, but tonight they would be sheltered and cozy.
On his way back to the cabin, he closed the door on the small poultry shed and secured it against predators. He heard the soft rustling of wings, and a hen scolded him for the disturbance with a few quiet clucks. The ducks were hopefully ensconced with the chickens, but it was too dark to tell.
His muscles ached pleasantly, the result of honest hard work. He was tired, and that�s the way he liked to end his days. Tired, too tired to think. Too tired to remember. Tomorrow he would take Old Reliable into town and retrieve his bike. For tonight, he wanted only dry clothes, a hot meal, a book to make him drowsy, and his soft warm bed.





Chapter 9
Morning arrived. Its weak light barely penetrated the grimy window glass, leaving the room dim and cold. Brook slowly became aware of the sounds of a waking household. Someone said they needed coffee. Someone else swore, telling them to make it themselves. Brook remembered where she was and cowered deeper under the mattress. A sour smell filled her nostrils, and with a shock of embarrassment, she realized it was coming from her own body.
She could hear kitchen noises; pots and pans were banging against each other and cabinet doors opened and shut. Obviously, breakfast was being taken. Brook's stomach growled its willingness to eat, but she suppressed the need. Food wasn�t what she needed right now. What she needed was to escape from this hell.
The door to the room crashed open and heavy footfalls crossed the threshold. "What the fuck!� Jase�s voice blared. �Where the hell did the bitch go?�
�What?� Benny asked, drawing nearer. "Hey, where did she go?�
�That�s what I asked you, dumbfuck!� Jase retorted.
Brook held her breath; maybe they wouldn�t find her. Maybe they would think she escaped and go looking for her; then, she could sneak away.
�Hold on,� Benny said. �What�s that lump by the wall?�
An instant later, Brook felt the mattress pulled from her. She remained still, huddled beneath the blanket. She kept her eyes squeezed shut, like a child hoping they wouldn�t see her if she couldn�t see them. But, of course, she wasn�t a child, and she knew full well they could see her.
�Jesus Christ,� Jase exclaimed. �I thought the bitch was gone.� He laughed. �I thought there for a minute I was gonna have to fuck you.� He punched Benny in the arm.
�What the fuck ever,� Benny grouched. �I�m gonna get something to eat.� He left the room.
Jase pulled the blankets from Brook and backed up a step. �Holy-hell! You look like shit warmed over.� He waved his hand in front of his nose. �And you stink! Gina,� he yelled over his shoulder.
After a minute, Gina, poked her head through the door, nibbling on a piece of buttered toast. �What the fuck do you want now?�
�Clean this bitch up,� Jase commanded.
�You clean her up,� Gina said and turned away.
�Pete!� Jase bellowed.
Pete entered the room and glanced at Brook. �Shit,� he commented. �She don�t look so good today. Look at her fuckin� eye!�
�Get your old lady to clean her up and tell her not to backtalk me no more,� Jase said in a tone that left no room for argument. �I�m sick of her balking at orders. Her ass shouldn�t be here anyway.�
Pete ducked out the door and Brook could hear a muffled conversation coming from the hallway. A few minutes later Gina returned, her face flushed with anger. With a scornful look, she turned her eyes to Brook. �Get your ass up and into the can.�
Brook crawled to the wooden chair in the corner and used it to get to her feet. She dragged the sheet up and attempted to cover herself as she moved to the door, but Jase yanked it away.
"What the fuck do you think you�re doing? You ain�t got nothing to hide. Shit! You don�t need to cover up. We already seen everything you have.� He laughed uproariously and walked away.
Gina wadded the remainder of her toast into a ball and hurled it at Jase�s retreating back, but missed. She followed Brook into the restroom and slammed the door behind them. �I ain�t cleaning your ass up; you can do it yourself. She sat on the side of the tub to wait.
Brook lowered herself onto the stool. As she urinated, pain flared between her legs, burning like acid. She finished and wiped herself, noting the blood on the tissue as she did so. Brook groaned and stood. �What do I use to clean myself?� she asked.
�God damn,� Gina grumbled as she got to her feet, opened a cabinet, and tossed Brook a tattered washcloth. �Hurry the fuck up.�
Brook turned to the shower, but Gina stopped her. �Uh unh.� She shook her head. �No shower. Just wash up.�
Brook wet the rag at the sink and wrung it out. She peered into the mirror as she wiped her face. Her eyes were swollen, one nearly closed completely, and her face puffy. Her lips were bruised. She drank from the faucet, gulping the liquid like it was a life-line. It hit her empty stomach and sloshed around uncomfortably. For a horrible moment, Brook thought she was going to vomit, but her stomach settled enough to keep the liquid down.
She re-wet the rag, liberally this time, and used the cloth to wipe her hair, combing through the tangled mess as best as she could with her fingers. She scrubbed under her arms, and then began to clean her breasts. The cut bled a little as she cleaned it, but it wasn�t deep.
Agony pulsed through her as she washed between her legs, but nothing compared to the pain between her buttocks. She tried to muffle her cries. She rinsed the rag multiple times but she still felt filthy; was filthy.
Once more, she tried to appeal to Gina. Turning to face the girl, she pleaded, �Please help me get out of here. I�ll get you money. All the money you want. You don�t even have to tell anyone I gave it to you. Please.�
Gina snorted. �You�re an ignorant bitch, aren�t you? Do you think I need your money? We have plenty of money. Plus, we got the cash from your purse, and your credit cards. I should be able to pick up some nice shit before anyone figures it out.�
�You have money?� Brook couldn�t hide her disbelief. �What about this house? You can�t have much money if you live here. But, I can buy you a house, a big beautiful house.�
�This ain�t my house, stupid; it's Jase's. We just hang out here when the guys have a bunch of jobs to do. Makes it easier to plan shit. We ain�t fuckin bums, you know. God damn it anyway, just get your ass back to the bedroom.� She opened the door and shoved Brook through.
Back in the room of her torment, Brook pulled the filthy sheet around her body and peered through the window again, trying to determine if she had missed anything, if she could get out by breaking the glass. Maybe the bus wasn�t as close to the window as she thought. Pressing close to the glass, Brook looked up and down and to both sides, but she'd been right; it was much too near to squeeze past. She wouldn�t be getting out this way.
Brook gasped aloud as the sudden memory of the clothes in the closet hit her full force. How could I have forgotten there were clothes? Throwing off the sheet, she darted to the closet and began snatching things at random. She came up with a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, both too small. She squeezed into them nonetheless and immediately felt more in control, though she knew the feeling was only an illusion.
Dressed, she determined to attempt another escape. It was worth a try, even if she failed. Maybe they were all in a different room or distracted by something. Putting her ear against the wall, she listened, but heard nothing. Maybe they were outside and she could slip away like a shadow. Although Benny had put a lock on the door, he had used a simple hook and eye and hadn�t done a good job of installing it. It was too large and Brook could open the door far enough to flip the lock open with her little finger. So, the door was no trouble. All she had at her disposal was stealth, and she planned to use it. She could slip right out of the house before anyone was the wiser.
�She moved cautiously to the door and was reaching for the handle when it opened, startling her. Jase walked in with his penis in his hand. �Say hello to Big Mack,� he announced. �He�s making a house call. Come to see how Missus Pussy is holding out.�
Brook backed up, but there was nowhere to go.
It took a moment for Jase to realize what he was seeing. He came to a dead stop. �Where the hell did you get those clothes?� he demanded, erection forgotten and swinging in front of him. He hollered over his shoulder, �Gina! Did you give the bitch any clothes?�
�No,� came a distant answer. In a moment, Gina�s sallow face appeared in the doorway. The instant her eyes fell on Brook, she flew into a rage. �Those are my fucking clothes! Get them off!� Rearing on Jase she screeched, �I told you not to put her in my room in the first place!�
Gina started toward Brook, but Jase put up an arm and blocked her. He kept his gaze on Brook.
�Didn�t you hear me say you don�t need no clothes around here?� The look on Jase�s face froze Brook to the spot. �You just fucked up big time. You�re gonna pay for this.�
He gave Gina a shove towards the door. �Get the fuck out, bitch! You�re starting to annoy the shit outta me.�
But Gina was furious. Shaking with rage, she growled, �Not until she takes my clothes off!�
�Oh, she�ll take them off, don�t worry none about that,� Jase said. �Now get the fuck, out of here.�
Gina, finally hearing the threat in Jase�s tone, left. She threw Brook a hateful look before slamming the door on her way out.
�Take them off,� Jase said, an odd gleam in his eye as he turned back to Brook. �Real slow. Sexy-like. Give me a little strip tease.�
�No!� Brook dropped to the floor, one arm held up in a protective posture.
�NO!� Jase bellowed. �NO?!
Brook quaked. �I don�t know how,� she said in a little girl�s voice.
�You have about one second to learn.� Jase�s voice was husky. He took himself in hand again and began a slow stroke. �And you better make it good. Real entertaining.�
Brook struggled to her feet. She swayed unsteadily back and forth, hoping if she moved, it would keep him from hurting her more. She began removing the clothing, slowly, sobbing as she did so. Her movements felt jerky and awkward.
��Good,� he said. �Keep going. Turn around and bend over. Now slide off those jeans; show me that butt. Do a good job, and maybe I'll go easy on you.�
Terrified and embarrassed, Brook did what he asked. When the clothes were removed and tossed aside, Brook stood before Jase, arms crossed over her body.
�I could surely use a blowjob,� Jase stated in the same tone he might say he could use some food or sleep.
Anger rose inside Brook, overriding her fear. �I�ll bite it off and spit it in your face,� she said, her voice bitter.
�Is that right? You�re still pretty mouthy for someone in your predicament. We�ll have to work on that.� Jase backhanded Brook and sent her reeling onto the mattress. He considered her threat and came to a decision. �Okay, no blowjob. I think I�ll have some more of that tight ass instead. But first a little more pussy.� He dropped to where Brook cowered, slipped between her legs, and took her with unnecessary force. Her scream echoed off the walls and down the hallway.
Jase spent what seemed to be an eternity, pounding away, oblivious to Brook�s misery. Brook soon fell quiet. Jase didn�t even seem to notice when she tuned him out; when, in fact, she tuned out everything.
Brook focused her attention on the tattered valance hanging over the window. Little brown cartoon monkeys danced across a faded green background, and Brook guessed this room, at some distant time, must have belonged to a little boy. She wondered where that child was today. Was he out there in the world somewhere right now, all grown up and happy in his life, going about his daily routine? Or did he die young, leaving his parents with an aching grief that would never end? The thought added an inexpressible sadness to the horror she was enduring. Then she thought, maybe the child grew up to be one of the animals who now tormented her. Maybe this room had actually belonged to Jase when he was a child.
The thought slammed her back to current time just as Jase withdrew and flipped her to her belly, taking her from behind once more. Brook squirmed, unable to move out from under Jase�s weight. Fortunately, in this position he didn�t last long, and with a hoarse cry, he released inside her. He stood, pulled his pants up, and without a word, left the room.
Afterward, Brook curled into a fetal position, holding her hands tight over her lower abdomen. At least she didn�t have to worry about getting pregnant. That dream was long past. But, some wounds never heal completely. She drifted back in time and cried fresh tears of sorrow for a past loss. Sorrow for herself. Sorrow for the brutality and bitterness of life.
�As she wept into the folds of the filthy sheet, she tried not to focus on the liquid running from her anus. She didn�t know if it was semen, feces, or worse, but was afraid to ask to use the restroom because each time she did, Gina was more hostile toward her. Brook would rather lay and suffer than face Gina's hateful attitude.
All too soon, Benny sauntered into the room. �My turn,� he whispered into her ear as he flipped Brook to her belly and crawled on top of her. �Are you glad to see me?�
�Why are you doing this to me?� Brook anguished, voice low, barely a whisper.
�Aw, baby doll,� Benny cooed. �I�m not doing it to you. I�m doing it with you.�
He laughed softly, and then grunted as he entered her. Brook lay perfectly still, trying to mitigate the pain, hoping Benny would find her less appealing and lose interest. She soon realized Benny didn�t care one way or the other. He was focused on his own interpretation of the episode.
�I like women,� he panted softly, as if confiding in her. �And they like me. But I�m picky. I don�t fuck just anybody. I�m what you might call selective.�
Brook felt each stroke of his organ like a knife stab.
�You�re lucky,� he continued. �A lot of women wish they could be doing what you�re doing right now. That�s because I�m different. I�m not like those other guys. I mean, to Jase you�re just something to be used. Kind of like a toilet, you know? When he wants to fire off a load and needs a place to put it, any woman will do. You�re just handy, that�s all. And Pete, well, he just pretty much goes along with Jase. He don�t do a lot of thinking for himself. But me, I�m deep. I analyze things, really study on them. I know how to appreciate a woman. I know what I�m doing between the sheets. You can tell that, right?�
Brook said nothing as he pumped away. He seemed to enjoy his own words as much as he enjoyed the act itself and didn�t seem to need a response from her. His breathing accelerated.
�I mean, come on. I hate to say it, but you�re starting to stink. But, I don�t let that bother me. Still, I come in here and make sweet love to you anyway. Sweet, sweet love.� He rotated his hips, grinding into her. His hands moved up and down her sides, squeezing here and clutching there. Brook felt his weight on her body, his perspiration sticky on her back.
�Tell me you like it,� he urged. Tormented not only by the rape, but also by this bizarre conversation, Brook moaned.
�That�s right, baby. That feels good, doesn�t it?� he encouraged, misinterpreting the sound. �Tell me you love me.�
�No,� Brook cried.
�Say it,� he pleaded, a little boy whine to his voice. �I want to hear it. Say you love me.�
Brook refused.
�Okay, fine. I was trying to make it nice for you.� His voice hardened. �If you want to be that way about it, then tell me to fuck you.�
�I can�t,� she wept.
He punctuated each word with a thrust. �Ask. Me. To. Fuck. You.� His hands circled her neck and began to tighten.
Brook shook her head, trying to suck in a breath.
�Say it or I�ll cut your fucking nipples off. I swear I will.�
Brook knew he meant it, but she couldn�t force the words from her mouth. He slid his hand beneath her and took a nipple between his thumb and fingers, twisted hard. Brook bit her tongue, refusing to cry out.
�Better say it,� Benny warned.
�Fuck me,� Brook whispered, pushing the vile words past her pain.
�Again.� He pinched harder.
�Fuck me.� Tears flowed from her eyes.
�That�s better.� Benny released his grip on her breast and wrapped his arm around her with exaggerated tenderness. �That�s my girl. Say it again. That�s good. Again, again! Holy shit, that�s good!� He finally satisfied himself, and withdrew.
Expecting him to leave, Brook was dismayed when he pulled her to his sweaty chest and flopped a skinny leg over her thighs. She tried to ease away from him.
�Hey, hey, hey,� he admonished in a sleepy voice. �Get back here. Let�s just snuggle up and take a little nap together. I might want more of that hot box of yours in a while.� And then, when Brook continued to avoid his touch, �You can pretend you didn't enjoy that, but I know better. You got off just like I did, so cool it. You don't want to go and ruin the moment or you�ll piss me off, and stop shaking the mattress. Just lay the fuck still now.�
Brook went limp in his arms. She tried to scoot away from him again when his breathing slowed and became even, but his arms tightened around her. She resigned herself to the revolting feel of his body next to hers, his moist skin against her skin, his rancid breath in her ear. Nausea rose in her throat and she thought she might vomit. Realizing how much that would anger him, she fought to control the urge and sent her mind away to a better place. She pulled up old childhood memories, memories of playing with friends, of swinging, of laughing. Swimming at the municipal pool, water sparkling aqua in the sunlight. So clear were these images, she could smell the chlorine and the coconut scent of suntan oil. She could hear the shouts of children and the Top 40 songs blasting over the loudspeaker. She could feel herself floating in the water, staring up at the blue, blue sky. Brook drifted in this state, until reality drug her back as Benny shifted in his sleep and began snoring into her shoulder.

�Completely subjugated now, Brook could only try not to antagonize the men. One thing she knew for sure, she wouldn�t try putting on clothes again. It had only resulted in more pain, more humiliation. They were right, she thought. What difference did it make if they saw her naked? That was the least of her worries at this point. She was weary, defeated.
By this time, Brook�s body was oozing blood and semen constantly, but it didn�t seem to dampen the lust of her captors. A few times, Brook heard the sound of water running in the bathroom, and she longed for a shower.
Benny and Jase �came to play� countless times throughout the morning and afternoon, sometimes together, sometimes separately. Pete was their audience at times, but had so far not participated, other than to help hold her down occasionally. Gina watched from the door once, snorting with derision, until Jase made her leave. He claimed she was breaking his concentration.
One time, when she and Jase were alone in the room, she gathered up her nerve. Hating the pitiful tone of her voice, Brook asked Jase if she could please take a shower.
"What the fuck for? Got a hot date or something?" he sneered.
"I want to clean up." Brook wouldn't meet his eyes.
He just laughed and shook his head. "You just don't get it, do you?" She didn't know what he meant, but he was starting to look angry again, so she decided not to push it.
Brook was allowed to use the restroom several times but not allowed to clean up again, although she wiped as much blood and fluids away with toilet paper as possible.
Just before dark Brook heard a commotion from the direction of the living room. It sounded like a party was going on and she feared it would not bode well for her. She tried to listen but the words were indistinct. As she strained to hear, a great whooping started, along with cat-whistles and clapping. Brook backed to the corner, cowering.
And then, the door opened and Pete filled the doorway, Gina clutching his arm. �Don�t, Pete. You don�t want her. Pete, stop!�
From behind them came Jase�s voice. �Leave him the fuck alone, Gina. He�s a big boy and knows what he wants, and right now he wants some of that blond pussy.�
Gina flew into a rage and fell on top of Brook, pummeling her with her fists. Brook curled up into a ball, trying to protect herself from the blows.
�You fuckin� slut! You�ve been throwing yourself at my man ever since you got here. You�ll screw anybody! You don�t care who it is.� Gina was nearly incoherent. �I�ll kill you, you dirty bitch!�
Jase found this entertaining and allowed it to continue for a few minutes. Then he turned to Pete. �Better get your skank outta here.�
�I don�t like it when you talk about Gina that way, Jase,� Pete said, but he still pulled Gina off Brook and held her tightly against his chest. She strained to get away from him, arms reaching toward Brook, feet kicking against Pete's ankles.
�I don�t give a shit whether you like it or not.� Jase glowered at Pete. �Get her under control. I mean it, man. You gotta stop being such a whipped little pussy.�
Pete looked from Jase down into Gina�s twisted face.
�Cut it out, Gina,� he said, his voice holding a threat. �You�re gonna push me too far one of these days. A man can only take so much.�
Gina abruptly sagged in his arms.
�Don�t do it, Pete,� she whined. Pete lowered her to the floor and she turned to grab his arm. �Please don�t do it. Don�t I fucking mean anything to you?�
Please listen to her, Brook thought.
�This has nothing to do with you,� Pete said, his eyes already gleaming with anticipation. Gina clutched at his shirtsleeves. He shook her off and slid his zipper down. Gina stormed from the room, cursing Pete, Brook, Jase and everyone else in the world. Pete glanced over his shoulder as she left and shrugged. Then he turned to Jase. �For your information, I�m not pussy-whipped,� he stated. �And I�ll prove it to you.�
Brook watched with wild eyes as Pete undressed. �Oh my god,� she moaned. �Please, no! Please, don�t touch me. Please!�
Pete was grotesquely endowed, the kind of man they talked about when they said �hung like a horse�. Brook had never even seen pictures of anyone this large. She crouched in the corner, crying and covering her body with the sheet as Pete dropped to his knees on the mattress in front of her. Alcohol and tobacco breath wafted from him in almost visible fumes. Obviously, the combination of booze and the other guys� jeers had finally convinced Pete to partake of their toy.
Pete stroked himself with both hands. �Lookee here,� he smiled, baring his bad teeth. �Lookee what I got for you. A big present for a little lady.� He seized Brook�s legs and pulled her out straight on the bed, straddling her chest. �Gimme them boobies.� He grabbed her breasts, pulled them roughly around his firmness, and began to pump into them. After a few minutes he moved higher and began rubbing his erection on her face. �Lick it,� he commanded, looking over his shoulder for Jase�s approval.
Brook clamped her mouth shut, refusing.
�Lick it or I�m gonna shove it in your mouth, and you won�t like that, I can guaran-fucking-tee that.� Pete shook with anticipation, a fleck of drool pooled in one corner of his mouth. He shook his head to flip the hair from his eyes so he could better see what was getting ready to happen.
Jase chuckled. �Hope she doesn�t bite it off,� he said with a grin. �We might have to pull those teeth. I�ve got some pliers in the kitchen.�
�Jase�s words sent an icy chill through Brook.
She knew both he and Pete meant what they said. She opened her mouth slightly, tasting Pete and gagging on the gamey scent and the sweatiness. Repulsed, she forced herself to stick out her tongue, and he rubbed the head of his penis on it. Pete shoved forward a little and groaned, smearing her spit all over her face. Finally, he pulled back, breathing hard. �Shit, I almost lost it there for a minute. Don�t want to squirt all over your fucking face. No sirree, I wanta stick it deep inside you. Hold on, let me get it under control.�
He rested with his organ on Brook�s face for a few moments. She strained forward and tried to lick him again, preferring to have him finish this way than to face the prospect of him raping her.
�Just look at that. The little lady likes Petie�s big dick and she wants more.� He laughed but backed up on the mattress, positioning himself between Brook�s legs. Brook lunged and jerked, attempting to get from beneath the man, and he grew annoyed.
�Hold the fuck still. Help a guy out,� Pete said. Jase and Benny grabbed Brook by the arms and held her down. Pete rubbed the head of his erection up and down her swollen labia, as if savoring the feel of her, growing larger if that were possible. In her tender condition, it felt like she was being swabbed with sandpaper. She whimpered, but he ignored her. Then he paused at her opening, pushing gently at first but with ever increasing pressure.
Brook clenched her muscles, but Pete forced himself past her resistance and began moving in and out like a piston rod. Her screams faded to whimpers. She could feel warm blood flowing, soaking the mattress under her hips. Benny and Jase let go of Brook and stood, cheering Pete on, encouraging him to drive it in harder.
�Pretty fucking good, ain�t it, Pete?� Jase said and Benny slapped him on the back.
�Now we�ll never get him off her,� Benny joked. �See what we started?�
�It�s about time,� Jase answered. �He�s been led around by the nose too long. Do him some good to get a little �strange�.�
Benny snickered, his eyes on the flexing muscles of Pete�s backside. He shook his head. �Damn, he�s really getting into it.�
While Pete pounded into her, a strange thing happened. Brook felt a rip in her awareness, and she floated upwards. Separated from her body on a peaceful cloud, she drifted. She found herself in a memory of Clark. They were on his boat in the middle of a sparkling lake. She stared drowsily at the clear blue sky overhead, rocked by gentle waves. The sun was warm on her skin, the towel soft against her back. She saw Clark smile at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners. Brook�s swollen mouth lifted in a weary smile. It wasn�t really a memory. It had never happened. Clark wouldn�t have a boat; he feared lake and ocean water, any water where he couldn�t see the bottom. It was more like a dream she could pretend was a memory. Whatever it was, it helped to escape the situation; to distance her from the humiliation. The pain.
With a last, mighty heave, Pete grunted his release, jerking her rudely back to reality, at the very moment the dream Clark said, �I gave them the key. You don�t mind, do you?� As Pete finished, the words Clark had spoken were lost to her, drowned in the horror and degradation.
Sometime during Pete�s performance, Jase and Benny had left the room. Now, Pete collapsed onto her, passing out. Even though Pete wasn�t that big of a man, he was much larger than Brook and she couldn�t breathe. He was crushing her. �Help,� she gasped. �Help!�
Just as she thought she might pass out from lack of oxygen, Jase returned and saw her dilemma. �Shit.� He shoved and Pete�s body rolled off the mattress and onto the floor. Pete mumbled a little, but didn�t wake up.
�Damn it. Don�t want you go dying on us yet. I got a real boner on for you.� Jase undid his jeans and exposed himself. He proved his statement by taking Brook again and again. Finally, after what felt like hours of torture, he was drained. He pulled himself off her, smacked her playfully on the thigh, and got up. �Bet you like all this, don�t you? You probably ain�t had this much attention since your honeymoon.� He smiled down at her as he zipped his pants. He was whistling an off-key tune as he left the room.
Within seconds, the door was flung open so hard it bounced off the wall. Gina stormed over to Pete, who was still passed out on the floor beside the mattress. She knelt next to him and shoved him hard. �Wake up, you son-of-a-bitch!�
Pete groaned but didn�t move.
�This is all your fault, you ugly bitch� she screamed at Brook. �You and your slutty ways. You�re nothing but a big gigantic pain in the ass. I�m sick of you banging every guy you can get your hands on, and I�m sick of your screaming and hollering. You act like you�re the star of a fucking porn film or something. I hate your fucking guts!�
She turned back to Pete and poked him in the side roughly, hard enough to get his attention. �Come on, Pete. Wake up. I don�t want you sleeping in here with this disgusting slut. It ain�t right and I won�t have it.�
Pete raised his head from the floor and turned his bleary eyes toward Gina.
�Hey, baby,� he said, his words slurred. �Whatcha doin?�
�Don�t �hey baby me�! Get your ass up!�
�Help me up, Gina baby. I�m so fucking wasted I can�t hardly move.�
Gina took his arm and tried to pull him to his feet. He fumbled around and finally managed to stand on rubbery legs.
�I can�t believe you. You cheated on me, you jerk!� Gina was crying as she led him from the room.
�No, I didn�t,� Pete said. �I was just messing around. You know how it is. Didn�t mean nothing. She's a toy, that's what Jase says. He says I should play with her, too. Gina! I got to do this or Jase�ll get pissed at me. You know how he is.�
The door slammed behind them as they left the room.
Brook buried her face in the filthy blanket and screamed her frustration. Why is this happening? How can they do this to me? How can Gina let them? As the adrenaline overload from her latest attack drained away, her aching body was overcome with exhaustion. She fell into a despairing sleep, drifting down on waves of confusion and self-pity.
Later, to her surprise, Brook woke feeling hungry. She had unknowingly entered basic survival mode. Her body was looking out for itself at this point. It demanded food and water with painful urgency, disregarding any polite notions about whether or not it was appropriate to have an appetite under the circumstances. She had managed to steal drinks from the filthy sink in the restroom, but she hadn�t eaten for two days. She crawled to one of the partial bags of chips, delicately peeled apart the opening, and peered inside. Nothing was crawling around and she gingerly took a chip and slipped it into her mouth. It was stale but edible. Brook crammed handfuls of chips into her mouth, crumbs dribbling unnoticed onto her bruised and swollen breasts. She moved to another bag and finished its contents too.
Now thirst joined her list of needs. She tried the door but found it locked. Approaching one of the cups that littered the room she peeked in. Scum floated on top of the old soda pop and she gagged at the idea of drinking any. Still, her thirst was strong. She tipped the cup and tried to scoop off the nasty coating before drinking. She downed the drink, thinking what is the worst that can happen? Finally, she curled up in the fetal position and waited. An old disco song kept repeating itself over and over in her mind until she could almost see the words written behind her eyelids. I will survive. I will survive.





Chapter 10
Golden sunlight spilled through the small loft window, mingling with the rays from the skylight and ground floor windows to bathe the cabin�s interior in a diffuse morning glow. Lance stood at the stove and added the potatoes he had grated for hash browns to the diced onions already sizzling in the skillet. Another pan stood ready for his eggs. Percolating coffee filled the room with a brisk and savory aroma.
After a hearty breakfast, he would ride into town, drop off Old Reliable, and fetch his bike. When he got back, he planned to get started setting up the new solar electric fence he had purchased in Denver the previous week. As always, he would take extra care to avoid detection by what he thought of as the �Wilderness Nazis�, county agents whose job entailed monitoring the actions of homesteaders via satellite images. He was too far off-road to worry about drive-bys, but he had overheard the locals grouse about the various agencies that enforced the state�s strict water laws and building codes. The last thing Lance wanted, or needed, was attention from someone with authority. Or anyone in general, for that matter; although, if one wanted to get technical, he had permission to use the place. Use, he reminded himself, not live in year round.
In the wee hours of the morning, sometime after the rain had passed, he had heard a blood-curdling scream off in the distance. Lance always worried about coyotes, but the chilling wail he had heard in the night was almost certainly a mountain lion in estrus, a sound that made the hair on his neck stand up. Gilbert and Belinda liked their freedom, but it was about to be curtailed. He didn�t want to risk losing his goats to the big cat. In fact, the lion was going to have to be killed to ensure their safety.
Lance had been up for several hours, letting the goats and chickens out, filling their water troughs, and checking the land around the cabin. He counted himself lucky the cabin was so close to a mountain stream, making installation of his hand pumps easier. After the gully-washer last night, the waterway was swollen and the fishing would be poor. But Lance enjoyed its erratic clamoring as it rushed along.
As he wandered around, �the ladies� followed him hoping for a handful of hen scratch. �Now, you go forage for yourselves,� he had admonished them. Lance had no trouble talking to his animals, preferring their companionship over human company any day. �You know the routine; I�ll feed you tonight. That�s what keeps you ladies coming back. It�s not my charming personality, that�s for sure.� He had chuckled as they continued in their hopeful pursuit. Eventually, they gave up and scattered into the trees, bobbing their heads and uttering their creaky-door sounds. The ducks forged their own path and �headed for the stream, as usual. Lance planned to butcher them at first snowfall rather than feed them through winter. He enjoyed a roast duck dinner several times a year.
Later, as Lance strolled down to Old Reliable, he took note of the chill in the air, a chill that told him winter was crouching right around the corner.





Chapter 11
Brook was used by Jase and Benny several times during the morning and afternoon of her third day in captivity. Pete, thankfully, only watched now and didn�t participate. She also noticed he didn't encourage Jase and Benny anymore. Brook figured he was simply deflated because he had gotten a talking down from Gina, and Brook was thankful for even that small relief. Defeated, she lay without fighting, knowing she couldn�t stop them, and also knowing they would hurt her more if she resisted. She was afraid of being beaten, and she was terrified Jase would make good on his threats and pull her teeth out or cut off her feet. Between the rapes, she sobbed quietly. She tried again to think why this should be happening to her. How had she ended up here? Had she simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time? Or was it something more sinister? She had asked herself these questions repeatedly since she had been taken, and still she had no answer. Though God seemed to have forsaken her, she still prayed.
As Jase abused her, Brook lay motionless, giving the man nothing to enjoy; although, he didn�t seem to care whether she moved or not. He didn�t even bother to taunt her anymore.
Once Jase had left the room, Brook let her thoughts wander. She recalled the morning Clark had asked her to pick up the book. Her mind wouldn�t let go of the fact he had sent her to a dangerous area. Maybe Clark didn�t know it was dangerous? But that seemed unlikely. Clark was quite familiar with the city, so�could he have deliberately put her in harm�s way? Brook could think of no conceivable reason Clark would want her hurt. She told herself the whole thing had to be a coincidence. Someone just saw her car, recognized its value, and took advantage of the opportunity to steal it. But then, why did they say the car was �right where it was supposed to be�? How did Benny come by the key he had used? And why was there a semi waiting if it was a spur of the moment theft, merely a crime of chance? She drifted into a confused sleep only to be awakened by the return of Jase, and his seeming insatiability. Brook wondered, vaguely, how he had gotten by before she�d entered the picture. Maybe he only enjoyed sex taken by force. Or maybe the more he had, the more he wanted.
When Jase was done, Pete pulled him aside.
�I feel a little weird about this lady,� Pete said quietly as they stood just outside the bedroom door. His manner was casual, but his uncertainty was obvious.
�What do you mean?� Jase scowled.
��Well, she looks pretty bad.� Pete stared at the floor.
�What�s it matter? She�s gonna die anyway,� Jase said, watching him carefully. Pete chewed on a thumbnail. "Come on, Pete, spit it out. What the hell's up your ass?"
�We�ve never killed anyone before.� Pete looked up, his eyes anguished. �I mean, it�s one thing having sex with her, but killing her is something else. I don�t know if I can do it. Can you?�
�We ain't got a choice. She can identify us. You don�t want to spend the rest of your life in prison, do you?�
�No.� Pete quailed. "I�d never make it in prison, man.� He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, his face had an almost hopeful expression. �Hey! Know what? Benny wants to keep her.�
�Keep her?� Jase laughed. �Yeah, well, Benny�s a packrat. He never gets rid of anything. Have you seen his fucking room?�
�What?� Pete looked confused.
�It�s a joke, Pete.� Jase shook his head.
�Oh, heh, heh.� Pete gave a half-hearted chuckle and then turned thoughtful. �So, are you gonna let him keep her? Then we won't have to kill her.�
�Fuck, no, he�s not keeping her! She�s not some puppy that followed him home. She�s a potential witness against us. We have to get rid of her, and Benny knows it. He�s just talking shit. Benny�s such a fucking freak, it just kills me. You understand we have to get rid of her, don�t you?�
��I guess. But, I just think maybe we shouldn�t be so rough on her. I mean, look at her. She�s awful banged up. You know, I was raised not to hit no women.� Pete shifted his feet.
Jase snorted. �Raised my ass! Your old man ran off and left you, and your mom was a fucking alcoholic. Talk about a family of losers.�
Pete�s face was stricken. �My grandma wasn�t a loser.�
�No,� Jase relented. �No, she wasn�t. Your grandma was cool.� He slapped Pete on the back. �I ain�t got no room to talk anyway. My family ain�t exactly the Huxtables. Sorry about that.�
�It�s okay.� Pete swallowed hard.
�You know what your problem is?� Jase�s expression turned lazy and arrogant. �You�re just too soft. You got to remember something, dude. That woman ain�t like us. She�s a different breed. Just look at her. All suntan and diamonds, fancy clothes and dinner parties, �shopping on the boulevard� and �lunching at the club�. She makes me sick. I bet she�s never worked a day in her fucking life. She ain�t never been hungry or scrounged around in the gutter to survive. She's nothing like you and me, dude.�
Jase's voice had taken on the edge of bitterness. �Then look at us. We�re finally doing good, ain�t we?�
Pete nodded.
�Damn right we are! But I remember the days when we didn�t have two nickels to rub together. You were just a snot-nosed kid whose old lady was so drunk she didn�t know where you were most of the time. Didn�t care. But I looked out for you. You and me, we came up through the ranks together. Now, that takes character. But this bitch? She�s hardly even human. She�s just an empty vessel, a trinket for some lame-dick rich bastard. She probably fucks the pool boy, and the gardener, and the tennis pro and anyone else she can get her hands on. But now she�s our little toy. She don�t even have feelings like us regular people do. She�s like a robot. Just a high maintenance whore. Know what I�m saying to you? Do you get it?�
�I guess so,� Pete murmured. �But she sure cries a lot.�
�Stop being such a pussy,� Jase snapped. �You know how that pisses me off. I swear; Gina�s really twisted you up, dude. She�s messed with your head. Look at it this way; we didn�t set out to take the woman on purpose. It just happened. We�re not fucking kidnappers. This is just her fate. She was a gift dropped right into our fucking laps, like finding a lucky penny or some shit. I�m taking advantage of it, and you should, too.�
Jase scratched his armpit and stared at Brook cowering on the mattress. His indolent air returned. His eyes were almost drowsy as he contemplated their victim.
�She kinda grows on you, don�t she?� he remarked. �Just like when you get a new video game and you think it�s probably not going to be that much fun, but before you know it, you can�t stop playing it. You try to quit, but something makes you keep going back to it. Oh, sure, you eventually lose interest but its sure fun while it lasts."
�Yeah,� Pete answered, obviously relieved. Brook was sickened by Jase's remarks and Pete's stupidity.
�But, I�m not bored with her yet,� Jase said as he unzipped his pants. �Are you?�
�No, I�m not bored.� Pete�s voice betrayed his excitement. He watched as Jase mounted Brook once more and then turned away. �Gina?� he called. �Where are you, baby? I have a big surprise for you.�
Jase panted in Brook's ear as he rode her. It seemed to take longer each time. Satisfied for the moment, he finally left Brook alone. A long silence followed as the household rested.
Late that afternoon, the door to the bedroom burst open and Jase stalked in followed by an insolent Gina. �I don�t care what the shit you think, Gina,� Jase declared. �You�ll clean the bitch up, get her dressed, and have her ready for us to get rid of when we get back from town.�
�Brook�s blood turned to ice in her veins. So this was it. The end was upon her.
Gina�s face held a look of pure hatred. �Why don�t you do it yourself? Or have Benny do it. I wanted to go into town with Pete. I�m sick of being cramped up here listening to you dicks fuck this bitch all day and night.�
�We could be fucking you,� Jase said menacingly. �Besides, you can�t go with us anyway. We got a new job and we�re going to town to grab a couple of beers and work out the plans, and you know we can�t let you hear the details of the jobs. We�ll be back by dark. In the meantime, wash her good. Give her a couple of those douche things. You know, clean out all traces of our cum from her twat so no DNA can be found. Oh, and you better squirt a couple up her ass too. Then put her into some of your clothes and wait for us. Can you do that, Gina?� Jase asked this last question in a tone that said do it or else.
��Whatever,� Gina muttered, and then acquiesced. �Yes. I can do it.�
Jase pushed past Gina and left the room.
�Ass-wipe! Does he think I�m so dirty I have a bunch of douches lying around?� Gina muttered as she went to the closet. A sound stopped her.
Softly, Brook began to sing.

The sun is slowly sinking
The day is almost gone

Her voice was becoming louder. Gina turned to stare at Brook with a look of disbelief. �What the fuck? What the hell are you doing?� But, Brook ignored her.

Still darkness falls around us
And we must journey on 
The darkest hour is just before dawn 
The narrow way leads home

Brook�s voice had grown strong and was surprisingly clear, considering all the screaming she had done. Her words pealed through the house.

Lay down your soul at Jesus' feet
The darkest hour is just before dawn

�She sang the song that was played at all the funerals within her family. The song that said goodbye to loved ones. She didn�t believe her body would ever be found and she wanted to go to her Maker with the blessed words.
�Shut the fuck up, you�re creeping me out.� Gina backed towards the closet.

Like a shepherd out on the mountain
A-watching the sheep down below

Jase burst through the door. �What the fuck�s going on? What the hell is that? Shut your fucking mouth, you bitch.�
Brook looked heavenward and continued to sing, taking no notice of �Jase.

He's coming back to claim us
Will you be ready to go

Jase backhanded her, cutting off the words. �I said, shut the fuck up.�
Brook placed a hand to her bleeding mouth and smiled a soft sad smile. What was there to lose? They were going to kill her anyway. Boldly, she began the chorus.

The darkest hour is just before dawn
The narrow way leads home
Lay down your soul 
At Jesus� feet
The darkest hour is just before dawn
The darkest hour is just before dawn

Jase stared in disbelief. �Fuck this shit, I�m outta here. Just have her ready when we get back, Gina. You�ve got your gun. If she tries anything, blow her fucking head off.�
Jase and Gina left the room as Brook finished her song. Soon, Brook heard the front door slam. She sat quietly, awaiting the end as silence fell over the house. She was determined to meet her death with dignity.
Time passed. Brook found herself listening intently. With a flicker of hope she began to throw off her lethargy. Maybe she could get away. It was just her against Gina now. Of course, Gina had a gun. Still, maybe Gina was asleep. Maybe all was not lost.
But, even as she thought this she heard footfalls in the hall. The door opened and Gina entered. She was in a real snit. �Get up, whore,� she commanded, her eyes shining with hatred. �Now!� she yelled when Brook failed to move. �You just couldn�t keep your hands off my boyfriend, could you?� Gina paced back and forth. �Just had to fuck every last dude here like some kind of nympho. I�m sick of you. You deserve everything you�re gonna get. I don�t feel sorry for you at all.� She nudged Brook with her foot a few times, and then kicked her in the side for good measure.
Brook groaned and climbed unsteadily to her feet. She wouldn�t be able to escape after all. Despair stole what little energy she had.
�That�s right, get your sorry ass up, you pathetic piece of shit.�
Gina pulled a joint from her shirt pocket and lit it, inhaling deeply several times, blowing the smoke in Brook�s face. Her angry tone mellowed. �Want a hit?� She offered Brook a drag, but Brook shook her head. �Suit yourself.� Gina stared dispassionately at Brook who stood with shoulders slumped and arms crossed in front of her body in an attempt to cover her nakedness.
�You got to take a shower so the guys can take you out and kill you,� Gina explained in a mild voice, as if she were saying the guys were going to take Brook to a movie. �But first, I have to get you some clothes.� She took a long toke from the joint, pinched the fire from the end, and stuck the roach back in her pocket. Turning her back on Brook, she opened the closet door and began poking around on the shelves.
Brook saw red. Just like that, her life was going to end. Just like that, they were going to clean her up and kill her. Inside, her soul cried out at the injustice of it all; her entire being rose up in a tidal wave of outrage. She lowered her head and charged Gina, taking the girl totally by surprise, bashing her into the rear of the closet, and tumbling her to the floor. Brook slammed the door closed, grabbed the wooden chair, and jammed it under the doorknob.
Almost immediately, Gina began pounding on the door and rattling the knob. The small space muffled her furious yells. Turning, Brook ran. She entered the living room, and slid to a stop. There on an end table sat her purse. Brook grabbed it, flung open the front door, and bolted outside. The cold air assaulted her senses but she didn�t slow, didn't even notice the pine needles and twigs that sliced at the soles of her bare feet. She ran to the first car she saw and slid into the driver�s seat. No keys. Sobbing, Brook tumbled out, falling to her knees. She regained her footing, slipped on wet leaves but remained upright, rushed to the only other car in the drive, and peered through the window. There, shining like a lighthouse beacon guiding lost sailors safely to shore was a key chain with the ignition key nestled in the slot. Jumping into the car, she twisted the key. The motor roared to life and Brook slammed the car into gear just as a shot rang out, issuing from within the house. Brook stomped on the gas pedal. As the car careened down the drive, she glanced in the rearview mirror. Gina burst out the front door, screaming for her to stop. She saw Gina raise her arm, and heard gunshots. Brook accelerated as Gina fired several times, showering the car with bark as the slugs missed the vehicle and slammed into nearby trees. The car roared down a driveway that was nothing but two bumpy ruts tunneling through close-growing trees and brush. Brook finally reached the end of the long drive, turned onto the road, and sped away from the house of torture. She realized she had been screaming, �yes, yes, yes� repeatedly and stopped herself. But she didn�t feel safe yet. There was another car and Gina might be following her already. Brook kept checking the road behind her, but no one appeared.
The day was turning dark already. Brook found the headlight controls but decided not to turn them on until she absolutely had to. Shivering from cold and terror, she flipped on the heater. Moments later, satisfying warmth began to flow over her naked body. At the first road she came to, Brook turned right. She used this strategy, turning first left, then right, and then left again until side roads disappeared and she could turn no more. The road was becoming narrower and steeper as it wound higher into the mountains. Ruts filled with water impeded her progress and she had to go slower than she wanted. But still, she was moving further away from her captors; or so she prayed. She had no idea where the men had gone or from which direction they would return; hopefully it would not be along this road.
Brook abruptly remembered the cell phone in her purse. She could get help now. She slowed, pulled the phone out, dialed 911, and held it to her ear. Nothing. Moving the phone from her ear, she fumbled and it slipped from her hand and fell to the seat. She swore in frustration. Snatching the phone up again, she discovered the screen was black and pressed the power button, but still nothing happened. The battery was dead. Brook threw the phone against the window and it bounced back and hit her in the shoulder. Cursing, she sped up.
After an hour, the darkness was complete and Brook drove with headlights beaming ahead. The road was muddy and slick from yesterday�s rain, and dotted with jutting stones. She hoped she would not tear something off the bottom of the car and find herself stranded. Trees loomed on either side before suddenly giving way to deep ravines; there were no guardrails in the wilderness. The initial rush of escaping was over, and her adrenaline drained away. Brook drove slower, growing sleepy, seeking shelter and someone to help her.
Blinking with drowsiness, Brook barely had time to react when a deer stepped into the road in front of her. Wrenching the steering wheel hard to the left, she inadvertently set the car into a spin, missing the deer by inches before the animal leapt from the road and disappeared. In a split second, Brook realized the car was going to go off the side of the road. Reacting instinctively, she threw open the door and jumped. She landed in the muddy road with a splat, uninjured. The car spiraled by inches from her before disappearing down the steep embankment. Brook scrambled to her feet and was taking a step back from the edge of the ravine when the ground gave way. She plummeted into darkness. Sliding and rolling down the scree slope, smashing small shrubs, and banging painfully into tree trunks, she finally came to a stop when her head made contact with a boulder. Blackness descended and Brook knew nothing.





Chapter 12
That night, as Lance settled into bed with a book, he reflected on his day. He had picked up a few more staples while in town dropping off Old Reliable and carted them home in his backpack. He now felt well stocked for winter, and it was a good feeling. He hadn�t completed the electric fence project, finding it more of a challenge than he had at first thought it would be with all the trees and brush in the way.
The area he finally chose would not provide much in the way of forage for Belinda and Gilbert, and he didn�t know about trying to fence in the wilder goats. That damned cougar! He was uneasy, but conceded he would have to reconsider his layout and finish the work tomorrow. Wherever he put the enclosure, it needed to be close enough to the cabin that he would hear if his livestock encountered danger. He wanted to be able to protect his animals.
For tonight, he was comfortably drowsy and all he wanted to do was relax. Lance read until he couldn�t keep his eyes open any longer. He rolled over onto his side and fell into a deep slumber as a cold thin breeze crept around the mountainside, probing for chinks in between the logs, unable to penetrate his cozy den.





Chapter 13
Brook slowly regained consciousness, blinking into darkness, feeling the cold slide its icy fingers over her nakedness as she tried to remember where she was. With amazing clarity, everything flooded back. The days of captivity and abuse, her escape, the deer stepping into the path of the car she had stolen, and her headlong tumble into the ravine. Enormous relief washed through her at the realization that she had escaped, that she was still alive. Then the gravity of the situation sobered her.
She had no idea where she was and not a clue what to do next. Physical discomfort demanded her attention, and she slowly took note of her injuries, running her hands gently over her body. Cuts and scrapes covered her from head to toe. Her eyes were puffy, and one opened only a mere slit. Pain radiated from just behind her left ear. Carefully probing the spot, she found a tender lump, the skin unbroken. She ticked off the injuries in her mind and added a few more. Bruised or cracked ribs. Sore mouth. Abdomen that felt like she had just finished a hundred sit-ups, and the unrelenting torment between her legs. And to top off everything, she now had to endure the cold.
In an effort to calm her violent shivering, she hugged herself. Her naked skin felt like ice. She stood on trembling legs, slipped a little, caught herself, and peered into the surrounding darkness. At first, she saw nothing, but then she detected a glimmer of light below her. A house? Her heart beat rapidly against her chest. Help? Please let it be help. She started to call out but stopped herself. What if they're around? The thought silenced her.
Slowly, ever so slowly, Brook made her way down, toward the light. Sharp stones tore at the soles of her feet, eliciting small whimpers of pain. She moved cautiously, testing every step before putting down her full weight, unable to avoid the jagged edges of rock. As she drew nearer, the insistent beeping of an open vehicle door disturbed the quiet, and she realized the light she saw was from the dome light of a car. The car she had taken. The car she had leapt from before it crashed into this ravine. Her heart fell.
With nowhere else to go, Brook continued easing her way down the slope. At least the car would offer shelter from the night.
Arriving at the vehicle, she found it cocked to one side, leaning towards the passenger side, front end braced precariously against a small tree. She crawled up and into the car, thankful to have a place out of the cold, out of the dark and unknown. Her weight caused the car to shift ominously, but it held its position. Brook sighed in disappointment. She had hoped the interior would still be warm, but the cold had already insinuated itself and there was no comfort.
Cowering on the seat she turned the key, hoping to run the heater. The starter clicked and the motor remained silent. Damn it! I�m so cold, so cold! She rubbed her arms briskly, attempting to generate some heat but the chill was too intense.
Aware the car could topple at any second, she kept her motions deliberate and slow as she scoured the interior for anything useful. The vehicle settled slightly, and Brook held her breath for a long moment before resuming her search. She found a man�s long-sleeved shirt and slipped it on, thankful for the cover even though it stank of sweat and grease. Huddling into it, she sought any semblance of warmth she could find. She was disappointed to find nothing further of use. No shoes, no food, nothing but the shirt. Not even matches she could use to start a fire. She did, however, find her purse. She held it close; at least she had something that belonged to her. Lying on the floor was the dead phone. Brook leaned down carefully, picked it up, and placed it back in her bag. It may not work, but it�s mine. 
Easing one of her painful and freezing feet into her lap, Brook examined the sole, horrified by the sight. Oh god! Oh god, my poor feet. How will I ever walk! Long moments passed as she fought the panic that threatened to overwhelm her.
I�ll stay with the car. If I�m careful not to move too much, it should be okay. Someone will see it come daylight and I�ll be safe. She sat very still for a couple of minutes. But what if it�s Jase and his men? Oh god, what should I do?
Eventually, Brook recognized the need to put distance between her and the vehicle. She crawled out and flinched when rocks again gouged her bare feet. I need something, something to put on my feet. Reaching into the car, she rummaged around under the seats and found nothing. She stood and stared into the interior. The seat covers. Maybe I can rip them up!
Climbing carefully back into the car, she dug in her bag and grabbed her tiny travel sewing kit. Removing the scissors, she plunged them into the seat and began cutting in earnest. Working frantically, she tuned out everything around her; she forgot where she was; she forgot the cold. Finally, she had enough material to cover one foot. But, it had taken a long time.
Pulling her foot up, she placed the strip against her sole and realized she had no way to hold it there. God, please help me! Please! Brook remained motionless, crying silent tears. Her thoughts cleared a little and she looked down at the shirt she was wearing. An idea came to her. She cut a couple of narrow strips from the shirt, pulled the upholstery over her foot and tied it on near her toes and around her ankle. It works!
She cut more strips from the shirt and then worked vigorously to obtain a second piece of upholstery. Halfway through, the tiny scissors broke with a snap. No, no, no! Brook sobbed in frustration, near defeat. But her will to survive was strong, and she remembered that she had a nail file in her purse. Fumbling through the bag with cold fingers, she found the file and began to saw at the fabric. It took even longer than the small scissors had, but she eventually had her second �shoe�. Batting stuck to her hand and she slapped it away before stopping abruptly. Batting! Stuffing! I can use this for cushioning. She quickly removed the first �shoe�, added batting, and then tied it on again, repeating the steps for her other foot. Brook was elated; at least one of her problems was solved. She was partly clothed and now had provided a couple of layers of insulation between her flesh and the cold ground. Thrusting a fist skyward in a gesture of triumph, she shouted, �Yes!� Immediately, she slapped her hand over her mouth, afraid her captors might be around to hear her.
The car rocked gently, and Brook froze until it settled once more. Staring out the windshield at the blackness, she wondered how she would find her way out of this predicament. The dome light flickered, drawing her attention to her vulnerability. She felt exposed and knew she couldn't afford the luxury of lingering. Her sense of self-preservation urged her to leave the car as soon as possible.
Climbing down from the vehicle, Brook winced as her feet touched the ground. Still, the �shoes� were a vast improvement over walking barefoot. She gritted her teeth against the pain, anxious to get moving. It was imperative that she find help. She looked in all directions, trying to pierce the darkness. The surrounding peaks were black jagged shadows against the charcoal gray of the night sky, the moon hidden behind clouds. The road should be up, but so was the danger that Jase would find her. Knowing how easy it would be to get lost in the forest, she felt she had no choice but to make her way down the slope. She would hide until daylight and then climb to the road. Even then, she would have to be wary. They might come looking for her. But at least she knew the road led somewhere. All she had to do was survive one more night and then she could find help. But, it was so cold.
Finally, with reservations, she abandoned the car. Senses on high alert, she took in her surroundings. It was impossible to see much in the thick darkness, and she concentrated on listening. Subtle rustlings filled the night with furtive sound. Her ears also detected trickling water nearby, and she turned in that direction. Taking small steps and testing the ground before her, she gingerly descended. Using sound to guide her, Brook eventually found the stream. Careful as she was, she still scraped her bare legs on unseen branches and brambles and stubbed her toes on half-buried rocks. Reaching the bank, she fell to her knees and drank deeply from the icy water until her stomach rebelled. Twisting to the side, she vomited. Head hung, she remained on her hands and knees until her stomach quieted. Cautioning herself to take it slowly, she drank again, pausing for a few minutes after each swallow for her stomach to settle. Eventually, her thirst was sated, but her hands burned from the cold water. She clasped her palms and stuck them between her legs, holding them there for a several minutes. When they had warmed slightly, she probed the darkness, trying to choose her next course of action, but she couldn't see well enough to make an educated decision. She finally determined to follow the small rivulet as it babbled along. She'd put distance between the crash site and herself. She'd hide. Then, in the morning, she'd decide whether it was safe to return to the site and make her way to the road.
Cloud cover broke away from the moon�s face, granting her a weak illumination. She still relied heavily on the sound of the stream to guide her steps. Praying for help, she wandered away from the road and deeper into the forest.
Time stretched; moments became surreal and dreamlike. The wind had died down, but the cold still nipped at her skin like an invisible wolf. Her legs felt heavy and Brook stumbled in weariness. She sat on a downed tree to retie one of her foot coverings, leaned forward, and almost fell on her face as dizziness overcame her. Cradling her head until the episode passed, she retied the strip around her foot. It broke in her hands and she sat holding the pieces, overwhelmed by misery. She just couldn�t bring herself to take one more step on her aching and swollen feet. To move one more inch with her sore and ravaged body.
Kneeling beside the fallen tree, she felt for a place that would provide some respite from the cold. Squeezing into a slight gap near the forest floor, she nestled under the tree and pulled leaves and twigs over her body. She left her wayward �shoe� flopping from her foot and curled up around her bag, holding it close to her chest as shivers racked her body. Her teeth chattered so hard against each other that they ached. She wondered how long a body could endure these temperatures with next to no clothing. Tomorrow, I will find help. Repeating these words over and over, Brook�s thoughts drifted away, and finally, she slept. Sometime during the night, clouds rolled over the moon, thrusting the landscape into blackness. A light snow began to fall.





Chapter 14
After a hurried breakfast, Lance stepped from his cabin into a frosty world of white and looked up at the sky. Metallic gray clouds hung like ghosts overhead, promising more snow. He made his way to the goat shed and released Gilbert and Belinda for their last day of freedom, at least for a while. He wondered if he should keep them penned today, but he pushed his doubts aside and got busy on his fence project.
The hours passed quickly and the snow began to fall again. He cursed the weather; he needed sunshine to activate his fence. His mood darkened and he vowed to go hunting later, if he could pick up the trail. Stupid lion in heat, he thought. She�ll attract males and before you know it, no animal in the area will be safe. Scolding himself for his procrastination on the fence project and well aware there was no way he�d complete the task today, he decided he had best put the goats in the shed early and gear up for a hunt. He couldn�t shake his uneasy feeling.





Chapter 15
Brook�s eyes opened to whiteness. The ground and trees appeared to have been sprinkled with powdered sugar. Any other time it would have been beautiful; now it was just cold and miserable. She pushed away her covering of leaves and sat up, riding out a violent spate of shivers. She had spent a miserable night fading in and out of terrifying dreams, hauled from sleep repeatedly by pain and cold. At one point, she had heard a loud snuffling close by and feared it was a bear, or worse. She had held very still, and whatever it was moved away. It was even harder to sleep after that.
Glancing down, she was shocked by the condition of her feet. They were swollen to nearly twice their normal size and the pain was intense. Already, ominous possibilities hung over her; frightening words like 'gangrene' and 'frostbite' echoed in her head. Removing her makeshift foot coverings, she noticed blood had soaked through in many places and the batting had stuck to the wounds. She gently pried away the padding, careful to save as much as possible, and inspected the soles of her feet. Covered in cuts, some superficial and some deep, they presented a chilling sight. Cradling her feet in her hands, she wept as she massaged them, trying to restore their circulation and prodding the cuts to remove debris. She worked on them until she couldn't take any more.
Using the nail file, she sawed another strip from the bottom of the shirt to replace the broken one. It seemed to take forever with her frozen fingers. She replaced the batting over her soles and tied her �shoes� securely back into place. Hands shaking, she was careful to return the file to her purse.
Brook rolled to her hands and knees and her muscles screamed in protest at the movements. She hurt from top to bottom, and her head still ached. Hanging her bag over her shoulder, she slowly stood and then cried out as her feet made contact with the ground. Sinking to the forest floor, she crawled to the stream and drank greedily.
At least she had made it through the night, she told herself. Now she could go back the way she came, locate the road, and find someone to help her. She would soon be home. She would feel Clark's arms around her again. The thought fortified her and she steeled herself against the pain as she again climbed to her feet. She took a few faltering steps, testing her endurance, and then a few more before pausing to rest.
Brook stood and trembled in one spot for a moment until pressure from her bladder demanded her attention. She squatted to urinate, wincing from the pain. Voices broke the silence of the forest and Brook stood quickly, urine running unnoticed down her bare legs.
Is that help? She had begun moving toward the voices when she recognized one of them. Jase. She dropped quickly to the ground and crouched behind a tree to listen, eyes darting in every direction. Panic seized her, turning her insides to mush. How did they find me?
�Get your asses down there and see if the bitch is inside,� Jase demanded. With dawning horror, Brook realized she hadn�t traveled far at all during the night. Shaking her head, she felt disoriented. It made no sense; she was sure she had walked for hours. But, apparently she had not. She was still very near the wrecked car. Too near!
"Hurry the fuck up," Jase bellowed from the road above. "If she's still alive, drag her ass up here."
Sounds of scrambling and exclamations of anger filled the air. Brook could visualize Pete and Benny following Jase�s orders. All too soon, she heard the car door being slowly opened. It groaned in protest.
�The car�s empty,� Benny shouted. �And it�s about ready to go the rest of the way down. Just a little tree holding it up. It's some weird shit in here, dude. The seats are all cut up.�
�Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck!� Jase ranted. �Gina, you fucking bitch! This is all your fault! I should kick your fucking ass for letting her get away!�
�I didn�t let her get away,� Gina yelled back. �The psycho bitch attacked me. I coulda been killed, for all you care!� She broke into exaggerated sobs.
"It's not too fucking late for that," Jase threatened. "It's still an option, far as I'm concerned."
�Leave her alone,� Pete hollered. �You shouldn�t have left her alone to do your dirty work for you.�
A pregnant silence met this statement. Brook imagined Jase pacing at the side of the road, fuming. �You want to come up here and repeat that, dude?�
Pete didn�t reply.
�That�s what I thought!�
After a few more minutes of silence, Jase spoke again. �Benny, wipe the car clean of prints. There�s no way we can pull it up. Oh, and get the plate off the back. Pete, look around and see if you can find the bitch.�
�If I get in that car, I could dislodge it,� Benny called up to Jase. �I�m telling you, man, it�s just barely hanging on.�
�Then I guess you better be careful,� Jase answered.
Oh, god! They're going to hunt me down! Brook prayed the car would plunge into the ravine taking Benny with it and hopefully Pete too. Whatever happened, she had to get away from here. She fled, clutching her purse, the pain in her feet forgotten as she ran. She couldn�t let them catch her again. Nothing mattered but to put distance between her and her abusers.
"What the hell was that?" Pete's voice carried through the crisp air. "Did you hear that, Benny?" Brook stopped in her tracks. She hadn't thought about the noise she was making.
"I didn't hear nothing. Not one mother-fucking thing.� Benny's answer was muffled. "I'm pissed off right now, don�t even talk to me. You want to make me knock this fucking car loose?"
"Alright, dude. I'm gonna check over that way," Pete announced. "I know I heard something."
Brook couldn't tell how close he was. Fear overriding caution, she took off again. The improvised shoes loosened in flight and flopped against her feet, nearly tripping her. They soon tore away one after the other, but Brook continued to run, heedless of the rocks and sticks that gouged her. Stumbling over a large limb, she fell face-first into a patch of cold, clammy leaves. The wind was knocked from her and she couldn�t utter a sound, which was lucky since Pete moved within sight of her. The limb blocked his view. Trying to restore her breath without making a sound, she peered from under the fallen branch at his jean-clad legs. Mentally she willed him to turn the other direction so he wouldn't spot her makeshift shoes lying in the snow.
Relief flooded her when Pete moved away, calling, �I don't know what I heard, but it wasn't that woman. She ain�t anywhere to be seen. She�s probably dead, and if she ain�t, she will be soon. No one can survive out here naked and barefoot for long.� He added under his breath, "The poor fucking woman."
�Well, get the hell up here and let�s vamoose. If we get out now the snow will cover all our tracks. Nobody will even know we were here.�
A female voice mumbled something intelligible, and Jase snapped, �I said to shut your fucking mouth, Gina. I've taken all the shit I'm gonna take from you. You are this close, bitch. This close!�
Brook drew in long, quiet breaths, gasping for air as quietly as possible. Benny slammed the car door and she hunched her shoulders, expecting the wrecked vehicle to come crashing down the slope. Nothing happened.
Pete had rejoined Benny and they were talking to each other in low tones, but Brook couldn't make out what they were saying. She waited several long minutes and then began crawling away from the voices. Her purse was a hindrance, but she refused to leave it behind. It was the only string attaching her to her old life and she desperately needed that connection. Once she felt certain she couldn't be seen, she stood and hobbled further into the woods.
A tortured scream rent the icy air, trailing away to nothing. Chills ran up and down Brook�s back as the haunting cry sounded again and then faded, echoing off the rock walls that towered above her. Did Jase just kill Gina? Brook didn�t wait around to find out. She ran like a track star, ignoring the consequences to her damaged feet.





Chapter 16
Lance dropped what he was doing and hurried to the house for his bow. The scream had raised the little hairs on the back of his neck. He rushed toward the sound, sliding on the slick ground, grabbing bush and shrub to help him down the slope. His heart was pounding and he feared what he might find. Gilbert and Belinda were nowhere to be seen, and his intuition was tripping like a live wire.
Watching the ground closely for signs, he spotted some scat and noted the prints as he hurried along. The light snow covering would make it easier for him to track the beast, but he worried he would be too late.
Lance hit a particularly slick spot, a leaf-covered slope wet with snow, and slid several yards before stopping himself by grabbing a low-hanging branch. His bow fell from his hand and tumbled to the bottom of the incline. Dangling from the limb, he tried to calm his breathing and use his head. It wouldn�t pay for him to get hurt. Carefully, he released his hold and made his way down, retrieving his bow from where it had fallen. Glancing around, he picked up the cat�s trail again and using a little more caution, he moved alongside the prints.
He saw no hoof-prints in the fresh snow, but that didn�t mean anything. The snowfall had been light but steady all morning and would have covered any signs left by the goats. He tried to remember if he had seen either goat since he�d released them that morning, but he couldn�t recall. He�d been too wrapped up in his fence project to really pay attention. However, the big cat�s tracks were fresh and he hoped she was just trolling for a mate, not for prey.
As he went deeper into the forest, his hand clenched the bow tighter. How he hoped he would come upon the great cat and bring her down! The trail led around a copse of aspen and through some underbrush, which he skirted. As he cleared the brush, his eyes found the sight he had been dreading. His heart raced as a flush crept up his neck and over his face.
Ah, damn it all to hell! He dashed into the clearing where Belinda�s bloody remains lay lifeless in the snow. He rushed to her side, dropping his bow to the snowy ground. Lifting her mangled body to his chest, he howled like a madman.





Chapter 17
Running full-bent through falling snow, Brook didn�t see the incline until she was on it. Unable to stop, she fell and rolled down the long brushy slope, tumbling to the bottom. She lay flat on her back, gasping, each breath causing a stab of pain in her chest. It took a moment for her to notice she was actually a bit warmer from the exertion, but her body stung with a hundred fresh scratches and scrapes.
�Oh lord! They killed her! They killed Gina. God help me!� Brook sobbed, staring heavenward through the denuded treetops, praying she wouldn�t be next. Flakes of snow drifted down onto her face as she waited for her heart to stop hammering. Gradually, her tears subsided and her pulse stabilized. It wasn't exactly grief she felt for Gina, more like pity. The girl was hateful, immature, and not very smart, but killing her seemed outrageous. She was one of them. How could they just kill one of their own? Brook closed her eyes tightly for a few seconds, but there was no time for rumination. I have to keep moving.
Sitting up, Brook released her grip on her purse and with difficulty undid the catch on one of the straps. She looped the bag around her neck, reattached the strap, and tucked it inside the shirt. Now her hands were free and she felt relieved. Keeping the bag safe had become a necessary burden; now it would be easier to manage.
She couldn't go back to the road, even if she could find her way. For all she knew, Jase might be patrolling the area, just waiting for her to be foolish enough to return to the wrecked car. How long would she have to be out here? How would she survive? Panic rose up and nearly choked her.
Taking slow, even breaths around the jagged pain in her side, she struggled to gain control over her emotions. Think for a minute! Just think! Her brain scrambled to collect everything she knew about survival in the wild, and it wasn't much. She had a niggling concern that eating snow was bad for a person, but becoming dehydrated would also be a problem; she would eat snow if she had to. Food was another matter. However, she reasoned, the worst part of her predicament was the cold. She had no idea how far she had traveled or how she could ever climb back up to where she was before she had fallen. The steep, brush-choked incline continued in both directions as far as she could see. Besides, it would be too risky to go back for her �shoes�. She would have to continue on bare feet.
�Tears ran down her cheeks at the thought of putting weight on her damaged feet, but she tried to stand anyway. Pain soared up her legs and she slumped back to the ground. A fresh, sharp sting issued from the back of one leg. She turned her leg and found a large gash emitting a steady flow of blood. She wiped her hand on her shirt and turned her eyes back to the slope. Unable to go up, unable to walk, she pulled herself along the ravine, tugging the shirt sleeves down over her hands to protect them.
She had lost the stream and was thirsty again, and the cold had reclaimed her. She took small mouthfuls of snow, but it did nothing to ease the parched feeling in her mouth and throat, and she had started to shiver again. It was another half-hour before she found a shallow rain puddle in the hollow of a large flat rock. She broke through the paper-thin crust of ice over the water, and drank deeply before moving on.
The woods grew denser, and the ground became riddled with knobby roots and half-buried stones. Her progress was slow and painful. After a while, she came to a game path, hard packed dirt with few rocks. Brook thanked God for giving her a way relatively clear of obstacles. She crawled onto the path, brushing stray branches and rocks from the ground as she went, making her way steadily onward, putting more and more distance between herself and the wrecked car. The shirt she wore was now wet and clung to her skin like a layer of frost.
Snow began to accumulate under the wide-spreading branches overhanging the trail. But, so far it was just a light covering, and for this she was grateful.
After a while, she tried to stand again, pulling herself upright with the help of a tree. Pain radiated up her legs, but her feet were numb from the cold and she found she could stumble along at a slow pace. It seemed she had been wandering for hours. Providing she hadn�t been going in circles, she calculated that she should be miles from the car by now. But she could see no help in sight and no foreseeable end to her misery. She had heard that freezing to death was a peaceful way to go. Brook couldn�t imagine how that could possibly be true as she stood quaking in the frigid air. She assumed she would eventually just lie down and close her eyes, and then it would all be over. She would just fall asleep and never wake up. Tears stung her eyes again. She didn�t want to die! Keep moving, said a small voice in her head. Keep moving.
Her feet grew heavy and her limbs ached with exhaustion. Brook realized she was probably traveling further away from any possibility of help, but she had no idea which way to turn. There was nothing but trees in all directions. Trees and more trees. And she was so tired. She focused on the mechanics of taking a step. First lift one foot. Then set it down. Then lift the other. Set it down. Moving very slowly now, she trudged on.
It began to feel as if she were sleepwalking. Shadows darted here and there in the trees at the periphery of her vision, but when she turned her head to look, she saw nothing. Faint music reached her ears, like a radio playing far off. A chorus sang in perfect harmony. Angels, Brook decided with a weary smile. She strained toward the sweet voices, but each time she concentrated on the sound, it faded. I'm dreaming, but I'm awake. With dull surprise, she became aware that she no longer felt the cold. Groggy as she was, she still knew it wasn't a good sign. I won't sleep. I won't sleep. Head hanging, Brook pushed herself forward, one difficult step after another.
She stumbled into a clearing at the same time she heard another nightmarish scream. Unlike the earlier screams, this one was deeper, sounding as if it were wrenched from the throat of a demented being. It jolted her from her daze. Jerking her head up and scanning the area ahead of her, Brook�s gaze fell upon a madman. He stood before her, holding the bloody remains of a body. Long straggly hair hung wild about a bearded face, and streaks of blood smeared his cheeks and clothes. He threw back his head and howled again, as if enraged or locked in the throes of some sick passion.
Shock slammed through Brook. Before she could stop herself, she cried out. The crazy man turned his head. Surprised eyes met hers, and she felt an icy fear slither down her spine. For a long moment, neither of them moved. Then her survival instincts kicked in, flooded her system with a healthy dose of adrenaline, and she turned to flee from the killer. Slipping on the snow-slick humus, she scrambled for purchase, found her footing, and ran face first into a tree. There was a sharp thwack as her forehead made contact with the wood. She slumped gracelessly to the forest floor and was still.





Chapter 18
What the hell? A woman? Out here? Lance released Belinda�s bloody form and edged over to where Brook lay. It was a woman! What�s a half-dressed woman doing this far out? How the hell did she get here? Lance gazed in consternation before his thoughts turned practical. By the looks of her, she was in sad shape even before she hit the tree. He shook his shaggy head in amazement. A woman. Clear out here. Her presence on his mountain, so far from any well-traveled road, was baffling.
He knelt next to Brook and rolled her onto her back. Her blonde hair was matted and dirty, and her face battered. One eye was swollen shut and weeping. She looked as if she had been beaten. A fresh knot was rising on her forehead. There was a bulge inside the front of her shirt that Lance found to be a purse. He quickly probed her arms and legs, and was relieved to find no evidence of broken bones, although she was surely banged up. There was nothing else for it; he�d have to take her with him no matter how unhappy it made him. And it definitely made him unhappy. He shed his heavy coat and wrapped it around her, picked her up, and heaved her over a shoulder before standing. It was a long hike back to his house.
Casting a sad glance back at Belinda�s bloody form, Lance stooped to grab his bow and trudged up the slope toward his cabin. The snow was falling in earnest now.
Questions were swirling through his mind as he carried the woman, jostling her as little as possible. He estimated she was at least one hundred thirty pounds, but she hefted easily in his arms, as if her bones were hollow reeds. Her arms flopped against his back with each step.
When he approached home, he saw Gilbert waiting by the door and nearly went weak with relief.
�Gilbert!� he shouted. �Thank god!� Gilbert trotted toward him and started to give a hug, then seemed to notice the burden her master carried.
�No, sweetie,� Lance said. �Not this time. No hug.� Gilbert nosed the woman�s leg and Lance turned sideways, placing himself between the woman and Gilbert�s inquiring nostrils.
�You need to go inside,� Lance said, walking toward the goat shed. Gilbert followed and Lance shut the door behind her after she entered. �I�ll be back in a little while to feed you.�
With Gilbert safely locked away, Lance took the lady into his cabin, dropped his bow on the table, and gently deposited her on the daybed. She stirred slightly and moaned. Her eyelids fluttered then stilled again. Lance�s heart rate picked up at the prospect of her awakening, but she sank back into unconsciousness.
The cabin still held a little warmth from earlier, but there was a chill in the air. Lance stoked the fire, then returned to the bed and looked down at his unexpected guest. He lifted her head and slid a pillow under it, then straightened her limbs and settled her in the center of the mattress. Taking his coat from around her, he tossed it onto a nearby chair.
He removed the purse from her neck and opened the bag. It contained no driver�s license, credit cards or cash. He did, however, find a library card and some other forms of ID. All identified her as Brooklyn Cheyenne Parrish from Denver, Colorado. She was quite a ways from home, he noted. Her cell phone was dead and there was little else of immediate interest. He set the purse aside.
Lance walked back to the bed and gazed down. What a mess. What a bloody damned mess. Feelings stirred within him, feelings he worked to suppress. The pitiful state of this lady tugged at his compassion. Not only that, but it had been a very long time since he had held a woman in his arms. Granted, she was a filthy human being who reeked of odors he would rather not contemplate. Granted, she was battered and bruised. Yet, she was a warm female body, pleasantly built, and he had her alone with him in his cabin. He sought after his annoyance and found it, once again comfortably angry about the problem she presented. This is trouble, nothing but trouble. Still, he would try to help her.
Proceeding with uncertainty, Lance pinched a fold of skin on her arm, checking for any sign of dehydration. Her flesh sprang back normally, did not cling to itself. He determined this was a positive sign. Lifting her hand, he saw evidence of a professional manicure, although the nails were now dirty and broken. He carefully placed it at her side as if it were fragile. Leaning over her, he unbuttoned her shirt, a dirty thing that might have once been a light blue but was now so soiled its original color could not be determined. Her skin, where it wasn�t smeared with grime, was golden bronze. While she would never be called skinny, her womanly shape was full rather than fat, a person who had been healthy not so long ago. Her breathing was erratic, as if she were trapped in a nightmare. He watched her ribcage expand and contract. Scratches and cuts covered her chest, and there was a softball-sized bruise just under her collarbone. Reaching out, Lance ran his fingers over the top of her bosom, down the sides of her breasts, and under the soft mounds, lifting first one and then the other.





Chapter 19
Brook woke slowly, one eye wide and frightened, the other swollen to a slit. She saw the shaggy man at the same time she felt his hands on her breasts. Her body went stiff for a moment, and then she panicked. Screeching like a deranged banshee, she slapped ineffectually at his arms.
�Noooo!� Scrambling backwards, Brook fell from the bed, and scuttled crab-like to a corner. �No!�
Lance was momentarily shocked motionless. After a slight hesitation, he tried to approach the woman. She swung her arms in an attempt to keep him away. One of her flailing hands popped him in the eye and he stepped back, exasperated. He put his fingers to his stinging eye, rubbing it gently. Lance stared at her. What was he going to do with this crazy woman? She now had her arms protectively over her head, huddled in the corner, trembling like a wounded animal.
Lance considered the situation. She needed help. How am I going to give it to her if she won�t let me touch her? He ducked into the bathroom and returned in a moment later with a pill and a cup of water. He knelt by the woman. �Take this pill.�
Brook glanced sidelong at him and then turned her face away. She shook her head. Covering her face with her arms, she scrunched back further into the corner. Lance sighed. This wasn�t going to be easy on either of them. He set the cup and the pill on the floor beside him, dropped to his knees, and moved closer to the woman. Reaching out slowly, he captured both her hands in one of his. �Lady, hold still! Just do what I say and everything will go smoother. Now, take this pill. It�ll make you feel better.�
The woman blanched, and began fighting. She kicked her legs and tried to bite. He wrestled with her, struggling to subdue her. She wore herself down and then paused to catch her breath, panting from her exertions. Lance's greater strength prevailed, and he pinched her nose shut. When she opened her mouth to gasp for air, Lance slipped the pill past her lips, grabbed the glass, and tilted the water in. He reached a massive hand under her jaw and held her mouth shut. The woman choked but Lance wouldn�t let her spit the pill back out. Reluctantly, she swallowed and began to fight once more.
Lance easily blocked each of her blows and finally maneuvered behind the woman. He wrapped himself around her torso, trapping her arms. Next, he pinned her legs under his. Holding her firmly but gently, he was careful not to hurt her worse than she already was. At last, he felt her begin to relax, and eventually her body went slack.
Whew! What a fighter. I hope the tranquilizer isn�t too strong. She probably weighs a hundred pounds less than I do. Well, too late to worry about that now. Right now I need to get her on the bed and check her out.
Moving the daybed from its usual corner, Lance placed it closer to the fireplace where it would be warmer and the light better, and then moved the woman to the mattress. She was a pathetic sight. He resumed his examination, once again feeling for broken ribs. There was a wound below her left breast, seeping fresh blood. It looked like a knife slice, a clean-edged wound, not too deep. He wondered again what had happened to this battered lady.
He ran his hands over her abdomen and she shifted in her sleep, and then lay still again. Until now, he had avoided looking at her naked crotch. But, as he moved lower in his examination, he observed that her thighs were caked with dried blood. He parted her legs and realization dawned on him. His throat tightened, and he swore softly. It took only a short leap of the imagination to picture his precious Ellen in this woman�s place. How could any man treat a woman this way? It made him sick.
He felt along her legs again, trying to be as thorough yet gentle as possible. A large gash on the back of her thigh drew his attention and he scrutinized the wound. Jagged edges and raw flesh met his eye. This, he determined, should really be stitched. He shook his head. He would try butterfly bandages first, reluctant to actually take needle and thread to the woman�s skin.
Taking note of her feet, he winced. They were swollen and felt hot to the touch. The soles were red and raw like ground meat, her open wounds packed with dirt and pine needles, evidence that she had traveled a long way with no shoes. No doubt she had been running from whoever had done this to her when she had stumbled across him.
He knew he had presented a wild sight at first glance with his straggly hair and bushy beard. She must have thought him a maniac when she saw him screaming over Belinda�s bloody carcass in the clearing! No wonder she was terrified. Later, he would do some work on his own appearance, but for now he needed to address her physical needs.
Moving to the kitchen area, Lance started water warming on the stove and dug out his first aid supplies. After gathering washcloths and towels and placing the items on a small table next to the bed, he poured hot water into a couple of basins. Before cleaning the woman, Lance needed to perform one more task. At its completion, he turned his total attention to finding out just how injured this woman was.
Lance started at her face and worked his way down, carefully washing her, cleaning her wounds, and treating them with peroxide and ointment. After clearing the gunk from her injured eye, he gathered a little snow from outside into a washcloth and laid it over the swelling.
He continued down her body, wiping and drying and medicating. He dumped and refilled his basin many times during the process. He was particularly attentive to the large injury on the back of her leg, closing it up as best he could and holding the ruptured skin together with butterfly strips before bandaging it with clean gauze.
It was lucky he had saved those tranquilizers from his old days of grief over Ellen�s death. This cleaning process would have been painful for the woman, and almost impossible to accomplish considering her panicked mental state. He only had two more of the pills left. He hoped he would not have to force any more on her. He felt a deep stab of guilt over the heavy-handed way he�d had to subdue her, this woman who had already been hurt by a man or men. They�d probably used her until they could get no more use from her and then dumped her down the side of the mountain, the bastards. He clenched his fists and thought briefly of what he would do if he ever met the monsters responsible for this.
Finally, Lance gently spread her legs and wiped the dried blood and fluids from her thighs and private parts. Her anus was swollen and ripped, scabbed over in places, oozing a clear liquid in others. He felt tears well up in his eyes as he imagined the pain and horror she had suffered.
This woman needed a doctor. Even as the thought entered his mind, he felt another part of him rebel. He didn�t want to get involved. There would be questions. He might even end up as a suspect! His whole way of life could be threatened. He hadn�t gone to all this trouble to withdraw from civilization only to have this woman dropped in his lap with the potential to take away everything he had worked for.
Not only that, the snow outside was piling up and it would be very difficult, if not impossible, to transport her. He knew it was wrong, felt it in his soul, but he was not going to take this lady into town. Not now, anyway. He hoped she wouldn�t die on him. Inside, he railed against the circumstances that had made this person his responsibility. He felt bad for her, really bad. But, she wasn�t his problem! Son of a bitch! he grumbled. Son of a fucking bitch!
He took a deep breath and returned to his ministrations. Her hair needed washing, but there was nothing he could do about that now. It would have to wait. After cleaning her as well as possible, with the exception of her feet, Lance once again performed his earlier task.
He then went to his closet and removed one of his shirts and a pair of sweat pants. With some difficulty, he managed to get the clothes on her but it was like working with a huge lifeless doll. As he buttoned the shirt, she opened her good eye again. She was very drowsy, but he could tell she was fighting the tranquilizer. Ignoring her, he moved down to her feet.
She tried to cower away, but her movements were uncoordinated. �Are you going to hurt me?� she whispered, her voice hoarse and gravelly.
�Probably,� he said, his expression unreadable.





Chapter 20
�But not intentionally,� he continued, his deep rumbling voice deceptively mild in her ear and incongruous with his rough appearance. �Your feet are in bad shape. I think they�re infected. It�s going to be uncomfortable for you when I clean them. �
He reached for her and she shrank away from his hand, but he merely cradled the back of her head. Gently he raised it and placed a mug to her lips. �Drink,� he said. �But take it slow.�
Turning her head back and forth, resisting the cup, Brook asked, �What�s in it?�
�Just water. Drink.�
Brook, thirst strong, decided to comply rather than anger him. She drank, and the cold water felt like a balm on her chapped lips. It was like tonic going down her throat, soothing and cooling her parched tissues, so raw from all the screaming and crying of the past few days. She was still thirsty when he set the cup aside. He turned to look at her before speaking.
�Why don�t you try to go back to sleep? I gave you a tranquilizer. Just give in to it and let it work. You�re safe here. I�m going to take care of you. We�ll have plenty of time to talk later. There�s nothing for you to worry about, and nothing you need to do. Just sleep now.� His voice was hypnotic, the deep even tones hard to resist. It lulled her against her will.
Still, she fought the medication. In her foggy mind, Brook first became aware that she was dressed and almost wept with gratitude. The man had covered her nakedness. She felt an unwanted tenderness toward the stranger. The second realization was that of warmth. She had been cold for so long. The next thought never made it to the surface as she succumbed once again to the powerful downward pull of the drug.
In her dreams she wandered through shadows of fear and uncertainty. Dreams in which images of Jase and his gang blurred and alternated insanely with Clark�s face, and with the vision of a crazed killer howling over a mangled body in the forest. She barely registered the touch of Lance�s hands on her sore feet, pulling debris from her wounds, cleaning them, and covering them with salve. She was blissfully distant from the physical pain, but trapped in nightmares of terror and confusion.
Lance put away his first aid supplies and cleaned up around the daybed. Only then did his thoughts return to Belinda.





Chapter 21
While the woman slept, Lance grabbed a tarp and his gear, and went back to the clearing. Belinda�s carcass was still there, cold and bloodless. Luckily, the lion had not punctured the gut when she had attacked. Belinda had appeared to be more savaged than she actually was. He burned with the urge to lay an ambush for the big cat. He quickly field-dressed the dead animal, leaving the organs behind, and hauled her back home. He hung the carcass in the shed to age. His mouth set firm as he thought again of the troubles that had beset him of late. His unsuccessful installation of the fence, the cougar, and now, the mysterious, injured woman in his cabin. But mostly, his thoughts were on the woman as his hands performed their routine tasks.
Entering the cabin again, he assured himself she was still sleeping, as peacefully as possible under the circumstances, and then moved to the bathroom to wash up. What a quirk of fate, he thought as he dried his hands and face.





Chapter 22
Brook tossed and turned for several hours. Lance went about his chores, coming in to check on her from time to time. Very late in the evening, Brook awoke, foggy but attentive. Pressure from her bladder had finally wormed its way through the layers of sedation. She became aware of a man moving about in the same room with her. Although she didn�t want to bring attention to herself, she just couldn�t wait. She called out, her voice raspy and barely audible. �Mister, I need to use the bathroom, now. I mean, NOW!� If she didn�t get to a toilet, she was going to wet the bed.
Lance turned from the stove where he was simmering some meat for a stew.
�You�re awake,� he said in a conversational tone. He was relieved to hear she needed the bathroom. He had been worried she might have sustained an injury to her urinary tract, something beyond his basic skill to detect, some internal damage or infection. This was a good sign, in his opinion.
She struggled to sit up. �Please, I need to go, NOW!�
He moved quickly to her bedside. �Better let me help you,� he said. �You probably shouldn�t put any weight on those feet just yet.�
Brook shied back but realized she needed his assistance. She let the man lift and carry her to a small room that held a strange-looking toilet, a table with a large bowl on it equipped with a hand pump, a mirrored cabinet, and several towels hanging from pegs. In the corner was an old claw-foot bathtub partially hidden behind a curtain.
The man stood her carefully in front of the commode, supporting her with one arm to ease the burden on her feet. With efficient movements, he quickly pulled the sweat pants down and lowered her to the toilet. It happened so fast, she was seated before the embarrassment could take hold.
�Please,� she said in a small voice, humiliated by her vulnerability. He looked down at her, his eyebrows raised in query. �Please don�t watch me.�
�I wouldn�t,� he said, surprised. �It never even occurred to me to do so. I�ll wait outside the door. If you need me, I�ll be close by. Just call. I�m just going to go add the vegetables to the stew.� He backed out of the room, closing the door behind him.
Brook worked to release her urine and had to concentrate in order to do so. She was still very sore and the flow, when it finally came, felt like battery acid pouring from her. She squirmed on the seat in an attempt to lessen the pain. After dabbing gently with tissue, she was relieved to see no blood on the paper. She felt somewhat clearer in her mind, but still lethargic and drugged. Her body was a mass of various aches and pains, but her feet seemed to be the worst. Worse even than her privates which throbbed with a dull unrelenting ache. Sharp pains, dull pains, deep pains, surface pains�she had them all.
She remained seated for a few moments. Where am I? She couldn�t remember how she got here, wherever �here� was. And this man, who was he? Why was he being so kind to her? He had obviously cleaned her up and dressed her wounds. She noticed the bandages and gauze wraps on her legs and feet. What did he want with her? She didn�t trust him, not one little bit, although the reason for this was vague and just outside her ability to grasp. She shook her head to clear it, but all she got for her effort was the resurgence of a headache that had been lurking in the background, just waiting for its chance to reemerge. Putting her hand to her head, she was horrified to discover her hair felt matted and filthy. What had happened to her?
She was so confused. With a shudder, she found she easily remembered Jase and his friends. And her captivity, the days of relentless abuse, and her escape as she dashed out the door to sweet freedom. She remembered the deer and the car spinning out of control. She also remembered jumping from the car and then falling down the slope. These incidents were crystal clear. After that, things became hazy. Sorting backwards through what recent memories she could dig up, she recalled running in the forest on painful feet. But how had she gotten here?
Her heart flipped suddenly. The memory of the man outside the door howling over a dead body came rushing back to her with chilling clarity. She had to leave this place! The man in the next room was a killer! Maybe he was even part of the gang that had kidnapped her. For all she knew, he could be their ringleader, the man they answered to. Either way, he was dangerous. She had seen with her own eyes the result of his violence. A sob caught in her throat as she thought of the poor victim, bloody and slashed apart by this vicious stranger. She could be next! Her long nightmarish ordeal was not over. Like a horror movie, it had merely changed locations and actors. She was still not safe.
Brook fought with the baggy sweat pants and managed to pull them up while sitting by lifting first one side of her rear and then the other. Her sore muscles reminded her of the strain she had endured. She tried to stand and was immediately punished with a blinding hurt that shot from the bottoms of her feet up through her thighs. She cried out.
�Hello? Are you alright?� the man called from the other side of the door.
�I�m okay,� she answered, biting her bottom lip. Her heart raced weakly, and she panted from fear and from the sheer effort required not to weep. She had no choice. She would have to play along until she found a chance to escape.
�I can�t figure out how to flush,� she said, trying for a diversion to buy time. She didn�t know what followed the incident in the forest after she saw him cradling the dead body. Try as she might, she could not recall what happened next. She simply woke up here in this man�s house.
�It�s a composting toilet.�
Silence.
�I�m coming in to get you,� he said. Hearing no protest, he opened the door. Brook stared at him like a frightened doe. �You don�t flush.� Showing her the bucket of peat moss, he explained how the composting toilet worked.
He picked her up and carried her back to the bed. Her arms were around his shoulders and she couldn�t help but to inhale his clean musky scent. She had been wrong about his hair, she thought. It was long and wild, but not dirty. The closeness made her uncomfortable and she looked away, but not before she noticed the shiner he was sporting. He must be a real rabble-rouser, or maybe his last victim fought back. The thought sent a chill up her neck.
�What happened to your eye?� she asked, trying for a casual tone.
�You,� he stated simply. �You socked me.�
�Me?� She wondered if he was angry with her. If so, he didn�t show it. She could hardly believe his words. �I�m sorry; I don�t remember doing that.�
�You were scared. Don�t worry about it. It�s no big deal.� Gently, he sat her on the bed and she pulled her arms away.
�Who are you?� Brook asked in a small voice.
�My name is Lance.�
�I thought your name was Gilbert,� she blurted. Now, where had that come from?
His laughter made her cringe. �No, no. Gilbert�s my goat. I�m Lance.�
�Oh. Well, I heard�something�I don�t know.� Her thoughts were muddled. Then feeling an odd need for courtesy, she continued, �Thank you, Lance. My name is��
�Brooklyn. I know,� he interrupted her. His smile was there and gone almost before she saw it. �Brooklyn from Denver. I took a peek inside your purse. I wasn�t snooping, by the way; I just wanted to find out who you are.�
�That�s okay,� she said, not sure she believed him and not really comfortable with him going through her purse. But what could she do about it? Nothing. Maybe he had been looking for the money and credit cards Jase had taken.
Her arms shook as she eased herself back against the mattress. She hated being so helpless. She hated even more the weariness that fell over her once her head hit the pillow for it left her vulnerable. �Can I have my purse back?� she asked timidly, raising her head. It became critical that she have the bag with her, a need that bordered on desperation.
��Of course,� he said. He retrieved the purse from a shelf and placed it into her hands. She clutched it to her chest like a baby. Lance pulled the blankets up over her, covering the purse also. She sighed her relief and relaxed a little.
�I want to go home,� she said as waves of drowsiness threatened to engulf her. �Please let me go.�
�I wish I could do that,� Lance said, pity softening his voice. �But we�ve got nearly a foot of snow outside and it�s still coming down. We won�t be going anywhere for a while.�
She glanced toward the windows for confirmation, but they were covered by heavy interior shutters. He was probably lying to her, trying to trick her. Confusion still fumbled around in her brain, skewing her perceptions.
�I just can�t think why I�m here,� she said sleepily. �How I got here.�
�It�s possible you have a concussion,� he replied. �It�s going to take some time to get your thoughts organized. That�s the way it is with a head injury. You�ve been badly hurt.�
�Did you hurt me?�
Shocked that she would think such a thing, the denial formed on his lips. But before he could answer her, she slipped away into slumber again. He tucked the blanket around her and pushed her dirty hair away from her forehead. He would need to wash that hair soon, he thought. For now, it was time to clean and dress her wounds again. He went to the stove to stir the stew, and then gathered his first-aid items.
Nursemaid Lance, he thought wryly. Poor woman. I feel so sorry for her. But, damn, I sure wish she wasn�t here. How am I going to get rid of her without drawing attention to myself?






Chapter 23
Brook inhaled the savory aroma of food simmering. She was warm and comfortable, her familiar aches and pains dulled to the point of disappearing. Looking down, she was surprised to see Lance at the end of the bed tying each of her legs to a sturdy wooden bedpost. The rope was scratchy and chafed against her skin. She tried to sit up but felt as if heavy weights were holding her down. She realized she was bound at the wrists, and a rope stretched across her chest pinning her to the bed. Panic struck her and she struggled against her restraints. Her body was unresponsive, her cries faraway and faint to her ears.
�What are you doing?� Her words were slurred; her mouth would not cooperate. She was drugged.
�Oh, just making sure you can�t move,� Lance said in a friendly voice. �Those feet are infected. They�re going to have to come off.� He reached down to the floor and held up an impossibly large hunting knife. It glinted from the glow of the lantern on the bedside table.
Lance ran a finger along the length of the blade, testing its sharpness. �Probably should use an ax, or a saw, but I don�t feel like going out to the shed, so I think we�ll just make do with this. It�ll take a little longer, but just bear with me. We�ll get through it.�
�Oh god!� she cried, her heart slamming painfully in her chest. Adrenaline surged through her in an electric wave. �Please don�t cut off my feet. Oh god, oh god! Please don�t!�
He wiped a rag across the bottom of one foot and it exploded in pain. Showing her the cloth, he said, �Look.�
It was covered with bright red blood and sickly yellow pus. She screamed again and he thrust the soiled rag roughly into her open mouth. Tossing her head from side to side, she gagged on the slimy mess.
�Oh, come on,� Lance cajoled. �It�s no big deal. You�d think I was going to cut off both your legs, for chrissake. It�s just your feet. Don�t be such a crybaby." He smacked his lips. �Hey, I've got a great idea! I�ll add them to the stew! I never waste a good piece of meat.�
He howled in glee, and shook his head, tossing his long hair around like a madman.
�I just love this part,� he cackled as he lifted the knife. �It�s what I do best.�





Chapter 24
Brook came awake with a scream, startling Lance who stood at the table, buttering a piece of bread.
�Brooklyn?� Lance moved towards her, still carrying the knife.
�NO!� Brook screamed hysterically. �NO! Don�t cut off my feet!�
Lance stopped several feet from the bed. �What? What are you talking about? I have no intentions of cutting off your feet.� He stared at her for a minute in confusion and then relaxed. �You must have been having a nightmare, probably triggered by the earlier episode when I treated your feet. You�re fine!�
Brook�s breathing slowed; she realized that her legs weren�t tied down and that the knife Lance was wielding was a butter knife still smeared with some of the yellow substance. �Oh my god! What a horrid dream. It was terrible. Terrible! I don�t even want to think about it.� The dream had been so real, she was shaking.
Brook struggled into a sitting position, moving her purse to her side. Lance went to the kitchen area and traded the knife for a cup of water. He placed it into her hands and she lifted it to her lips. I�m so thirsty! I�ve never been so thirsty in my life. She downed the contents in a few gulps.
�More please?� She held the cup out to him, her hand trembling slightly.
�In a minute.� He gazed at her and she involuntarily shrank back.
�You don�t have to be afraid of me,� he said in a quiet voice.
�I�m not,� she lied. A dizzy spell hit her. Holding very still, she waited for the feeling to pass. Lance kept staring at her, making her uncomfortable.
�I�d like you to take a pill for me,� he said. �It�s almost midnight and I need to get some sleep. I�d worry less about you if I knew you weren�t suffering. Now will you take this pill for me?�
What choice do I have? Brook thought bitterly. He could overpower her and force it on her whether she wanted it or not. Maybe it was poison and would kill her. Maybe she wanted to die anyway. Better to die of an overdose than slashed to bloody pieces like his last victim. Maybe he would kill her in her sleep and she wouldn�t have to feel the pain of dying. She spoke none of these thoughts, merely nodded.
He went to the kitchen area and came back with half a pill and more water for her to wash it down. The cup shook in her hand, but she drank it dry before handing it back to him. He took the mug then hesitated, standing over her. She tried to ignore him as she settled back into the soft mattress.
The next thing she knew, the man was back at her bedside, raising her head from the pillow. She didn�t remember falling to sleep, but she must have.
�Can you sit up?�
�Yes,� she said as he helped her into a sitting position. �Is it morning?�
�Very early in the morning,� he answered. �Not even light out yet.�
Brook felt a wave of self-pity at her situation, her pain, and her frailty. It was so strong it brought new tears to the surface. She tried to swallow past the lump in her throat.
�I want you to take some broth,� he told her. �It�ll help you get your strength back.� He sat on the edge of the mattress and reached to the bedside table for a mug.
�No!� she cried, not wanting him close and not wanting whatever he was offering. She remembered with horror the dream about her feet. Then, worried that she might anger him, she continued with what she felt was a logical argument, �I don�t know what�s in it.�
�Just broth,� he replied, his eyes sympathetic. �Regular old homemade chicken soup minus the noodles. Water, chicken, a few vegetables, and some seasonings. I�ll take a sip first so you�ll know it�s alright.�
He filled the spoon from the cup and tipped it over his upturned mouth. She felt herself salivate at the mere sight of the golden liquid.
�See?� he said. �It�s good.�
She nodded, and he began spooning broth into her mouth. The experience was almost an orgasm of taste to her tongue; she was hungrier than she knew. The rich warm broth with its salty flavor and appetizing smell was better than the finest meal she had ever eaten.
�I can try to feed myself, if you don�t mind,� she ventured tentatively.
�Okay, good.� He placed the mug in her hands. Her arms felt weak and sore, but the trembling had subsided. She took a few spoonfuls of the delicious concoction, then laid the spoon aside and drank the rest from the thick rounded edge of the heavy mug. And still, he sat there on the edge of the bed. She wished he would move.
Handing the cup back to him, she lay down again and pulled the covers up to her shoulders. Finally, he got up and carried the dishes into the kitchen area. She breathed a sigh of relief and rolled painfully to her side, facing the room. She didn�t want him sneaking up on her. Her eyelids grew heavy and she drifted off again, the warm cozy sound of a crackling fire mingling with her dreams.






Chapter 25
Unwilling to take any chances with this hunt, Lance opted for his rifle instead of his usual crossbow. He pulled on a coat and trooped out into the snow. As he made his way to the clearing he watched the snow-covered ground for tracks, but the flakes were coming down with ferocity now and would cover any traces of his prey. Thick snow hung heavy from drooping branches and a wet chill permeated the air. The sky was gray as lead.
Lance took up a position behind a fallen log with a clear view of the area where he�d left the organs from his goat. The organs themselves were buried under the snow. He hoped this wasn�t an exercise in futility, but something sparked inside him. Anticipation, a knowing of sorts that he couldn�t name. As he waited, he wondered about Brooklyn, hoped she wouldn�t wake up frightened to be alone. Oh, hell, who was he kidding? She�d probably be relieved to find him gone.
Thoughts of Ellen had been plaguing him since he had found the woman. Not at all because Brooklyn reminded him of Ellen. No, they couldn�t be more physically different from each other. It was just the nearness of a woman again. A woman who was not well. A woman in close proximity, relying on him, needing his care. Whether she wanted it or not was another matter.
He always tried to repress memories of Ellen. His grief had not been as intense since coming to the mountain. It had been muted, pushed far into the background. Now, with Brooklyn�s presence, the images kept flooding back over the dam of resistance he had so carefully built. Ellen�s dark eyes flashing at him over some joke. Ellen�s feet in sandals, with her crooked little toe and silly purple nail polish. Ellen tossing their nephews into the water at the lake, their squeals of joy breaking her face into a wide smile. And then again, Ellen, weak, frail, and unresponsive under white sheets.
Lance shoved aside these painful thoughts and focused on the clearing in front of him. Low and slinky, the cat made her wary approach, head turning side to side. He moved his eye to the sight and took a bead on her head.
The shot split the air with a loud crack and the cat dropped. Lance stood slowly and watched it for a few minutes. Normally he would skin the animal, but today he wanted to get back to his cabin. That desire combined with his disgust for the cat�s destruction of his goat prompted Lance to do something out of character. He left the dead cat for the scavengers.





Chapter 26
Brook tiptoed down the aisle, shelves of dusty books on either side of her. The rows were long, and telescoped off into the distance. She looked to her side and through a gap in the books realized she could see into the next aisle. She must be very quiet. Two men were talking, their movements furtive, their voices hushed. One of the men shifted and turned toward her. It was Clark! She started to call to him, but something silenced her, some impulse. It was important for her to remain unseen. The other man looked up at Clark and with a gasp, she recognized Benny. Clark handed something to Benny, something small. Benny held it up to the light before pocketing it. It was a key. She backed away, inadvertently knocking several books off the shelf. 
Both men turned to peer at her through the gap in the books.
�Brook, honey!� Clark said. �What are you doing here? I thought you were shopping.�
�That�s your wife?� Benny asked, an expression of exaggerated surprise on his face. �Then how come she�s not wearing a wedding ring?�
Brook turned to run, but her legs wouldn�t work. 
�My rings!� Brooke mumbled.
Lance looked over at her from his chair by the fireplace. He had been working on something small, metal. It gleamed a little in the firelight. Laying the object on the end table, Lance rose and approached the bed.
�What?� he asked.
�It was a dream,� she answered, her head clearing. How many hours had she slept? She felt disoriented.
�Want to tell me about it?�
�I can�t remember.� She frowned. �But it was important. I wish I could remember.�
�Just relax and maybe it will come back to you,� Lance suggested, standing awkwardly beside the bed. �I think you said something about a ring, if that helps.�
�My rings. My wedding rings are gone,� she stated sadly.
�I didn�t take them, Brooklyn,� Lance said.
�I know you didn�t. They did.�
�Who?� His eyebrows were raised.
�Jase. Those men. The ones who had me.� She rolled over, turning her back on him.
�I�m sorry, Brooklyn. Is there anything I can do?�
�I just want to sleep.� Her voice was muffled. Lance stood for a moment, shifting from one foot to the other, not knowing what to do. Her breathing became regular and he realized she had dozed off again. So, she�s married. Why did he feel disappointed? It didn�t matter. It couldn�t matter less. He returned to his work.
Several times throughout the day, he roused her enough that she could take water or broth. She never seemed fully awake during these times, and fell almost immediately back to sleep. Before Lance went to bed that night, he carried her to the bathroom. She woke up enough at that point to take care of business, swallow a couple of aspirin, and drink a little juice with some broth. It was the longest she was able to stay awake thus far.
�You hungry?� Lance�s voice brought her fully awake.
Brook sat up, her muscles aching only slightly this time. The shutters were partly open and daylight showed through the frosty windows. She must have slept through the night.
�Starved!� she stated emphatically. �But, first I need the restroom.� She checked for her purse and found it tucked under the blankets. Relieved, she swung her feet slowly over the side of the bed and tried to stand. Pain screamed up her legs and she fell back onto the mattress. �Owwwww!�
��Let me help.� Lance picked her up easily and left her in the restroom until she called. Then he sat her at a rough-hewn table. He moved to the stove and ladled up a small bowl of stew. After carrying it to the table, he took the chair across from her.
�This smells heavenly,� Brook said. �What is it?� We'll just act like this is normal. I'll pretend I'm not sitting at the table with a murderer, and he can pretend I didn't see him with the body of his victim. The experience was surreal.
��Rabbit stew,� he stated. Then remembering her reluctance about the broth, he added, �Just rabbit, carrots, potatoes, broth, salt, and pepper. Plain old rabbit stew.� He buttered a slice of bread and placed it on a small plate in front of her, then leaned back to watch her surreptitiously as she ate.
She took a small bite, testing it. �Mmm. It�s really good.� She took another bite, chewed, swallowed, and then dug in with real gusto. He was relieved to see her improving and liked watching her eat. He thought he would probably never again see anyone enjoy his cooking this much.
�What time is it?� she asked, and then realized she didn�t even know what day it was, much less the hour.
�Close to noon,� he answered. �Your third day here.�
Brook stared, aghast. �Three days? I�ve been here three days?�
�Actually more like two and a half, but yeah.� Lance smiled. �You�ve been sleeping a lot.�
She considered this for a few silent moments and then stored the information for later reflection. She returned to eating, seemingly unaware of him for a few minutes. After she swiped the last of her stew out of the bowl with her bread, she looked up at him. �Can I have some more?�
��I don�t think so,� Lance said simply. And then, when he saw her disappointed expression, �You probably should go slowly to begin with. Let that settle and then you can have more. I�ve given you some pretty strong tranquilizers, and with all you seem to have been through, I�m afraid your stomach might not be too willing to hold too much.�
Right on cue, Brook�s stomach protested, rumbling deep in her belly. �I guess you�re right,� she said. �Maybe I�ll lay back down and let things settle.�
Lance walked over and straightened the blankets before carrying her back to the bed. �Would you like some green tea with mint? It should help your stomach.�
�Yes, please,� Brook gave him a small smile and Lance saw the hint of a pretty woman behind the swollen and bruised face. He brought the tea and Brook sipped at it, savoring the hot sweet flavor. For the first time, she took some note of her surroundings. The small bed had been placed in front of a massive built-in fireplace. Crackling sounds, flickering light, and warmth came from its deep recess. A box of wood sat to one side and two chairs were positioned before it, turned toward its great stone face. Facing the other direction, Brook noticed a soft light radiating from somewhere above her head and looked up to see a snow covered skylight. Bringing her gaze down she saw shelves filled with books.
�I need to go out for a while,� Lance began, distracting her.
�You can go out?� Brook interrupted. �Does that mean you can take me to a town?�
�No,� Lance said slowly. �That�s impossible. Since yesterday another six inches of snow has fallen. I wouldn�t be going out at all if I didn�t have to.�
He cleared away the dishes and placed them in an enamel pan on the counter to wash later. He then put a lid on the heavy stew pot and placed it into his cold storage pantry.
�This is my homemade refrigerator,� he explained as he worked. �It uses the cold weather outside to keep my food from spoiling.�
She completely ignored this statement and returned to the subject of his leaving. �How long will you be gone?� Brook surprised herself by asking. She struggled with conflicting feelings. Oddly, a part of her wanted to cling to this man who happened to be the first person to show her any kindness in days. At the same time, a more powerful part of her shied away from him and wanted him gone. She reminded herself that even killers could be nice sometimes.
�Just a little while. First, let me help you to the restroom again,� Lance said, interrupting her thoughts.
�I don�t need to go,� Brook argued.
�Well, you�re going to go,� Lance stated firmly. �I�m not sure how long I�ll be out so you better take advantage of me while you can.� He smiled to show he was only partly joking. She wondered if he was hinting at something dark. Take advantage of him. She shivered. It seemed obvious now why he was being so kind to her. He was saving her for later.
After Brook had been returned to the bed, Lance stoked the stove and fireplace, put on his coat, and left the cabin.





Chapter 27
Brook waited a good twenty minutes before slipping out of bed. She moved ponderously towards the door, gaining speed even though it hurt to walk. I have to get out of here. I have to get help. She threw open the door and took six or seven steps off the small porch before the cold penetrated the soft clean socks, sending waves of pain through her damaged feet.
Snow! She had just plowed through a drift at least a foot-and-a-half deep. And so cold! Frigid air pierced the clothes in which the man had dressed her. She stared wildly around, noting a few small white-topped outbuildings huddling incongruously among the trees. Where was that man? What was his name? Lance? Could he see her? Was he watching her from behind a tree or building?
Brook fell to her knees and crawled back inside the cabin. She slammed the door and brushed the snow from her feet. Pulling off the wet socks, she threw them in the corner. Crying hysterically, she crawled to the bathroom and grabbed a towel. She dried her feet and brushed the snow away from her clothing. Oh my god! He�s right. I can�t leave. She was stuck here. And God help her, she had no idea what his intentions were.
After a while, Brook pulled herself to her sore feet and looked into the mirror. Lord! What a sight. Her face was bruised and cut, she had a knot on her forehead, one eye was swollen nearly shut, her lip was split, and her hair was a disaster. She opened the hand-carved wooden cabinet and found a bottle of shampoo and a comb. She filled the basin with water. Bending over the sink she laboriously managed to wash and rinse her hair in the icy water from the hand pump. It wasn�t completely clean but it was much better. She washed her face, working carefully over the scraped area, around the lump, and gingerly along the slit of her eye. She carefully dabbed her lip, trying not to open up the wound.
In a cupboard on the other wall, Brook found an unopened package of toothbrushes. She helped herself to one, spread some paste from the tube near the sink, and brushed her teeth thoroughly several times. The fresh mint flavor tasted so clean she almost wanted to swallow it. She put the toothbrush into the holder beside the one that was already there.
Exhausted, Brook took the comb back to the bed and sat heavily. She spent some time working through the tangles before falling back onto the pillow, clutching her purse like a child with a favorite stuffed animal, and succumbing to sleep once more.





Chapter 28
Lance was glad to find Brooklyn sleeping peacefully when he entered the cabin. She had one arm flung over her eyes and the other clutched her purse. He felt a small tug on his heart at the sight. It did not escape his attention that she had done something with her hair, which he took for a good sign.
He had gone out to take care of the animals. Gilbert had wanted out in the worst way, but Lance was unwilling to chance it, even though he had killed the cat. �Sorry, girl,� he had told her as she gave him one of her Gilbert hugs. �Just hang loose a little longer and things will get back to normal.� Then, he had ranged further from home, checking his traps before returning.
Brook stirred from her slumber and he turned to meet her gaze. She said nothing, but watched him from one good eye and one that was starting to open. She covered her purse with the blanket, tucked it around the edges, and then reached up and touched her hair self-consciously.
Shrugging out of his coat and hanging it on a peg, Lance noticed the socks in the corner. He picked them up and felt their wet condition. Shaking his head, he laid them on the hearth in front of the fire to dry out.
�Decided to go for a little stroll, did we?� he asked Brook while suppressing a grin.
Brook froze.
�I�m starting to get the idea you don�t enjoy my company.� He glanced over at Brook and his smile fell when she burst into unexpected tears.
�I have to get out of here,� she wailed. �And I can�t. I don�t know where I am and I don�t know what to do. I need to let everyone know I�m alive. I tried to leave, but I couldn�t. And you were gone so long! And I didn�t know where you went.� Now, why did I say that? She slapped her hands over her sore mouth and flinched.
In three long steps, Lance was at her side, wanting only to comfort her.
�Don�t touch me.� She inched back in the bed, still crying softly. He stepped back.
�I�m sorry,� he said as he walked over to the table, putting some distance between them. �I was only teasing about you not enjoying my company. It was a stupid thing to say. I didn�t mean anything by it.�
Brook grew calmer and her tears subsided.
In a steady voice, Lance explained, �I know it might seem like I�m keeping you here against your will. And, I know I�ve left you alone some. But, as you probably saw when you went outside, you can�t leave. And, I have chores to do, eggs to gather, animals to feed.� He paused, letting some of this sink in. �But mainly, I had to get the cougar that killed Belinda.�
�Belinda?�
�One of my goats. Do you remember when you saw me in the clearing that first day?� He waited while Brook sorted out the memory. �Well, I had just found her remains. That's one of reasons I had to be gone. I had to find that lion before it got Gilbert, or even the wild goats, as far as that goes.�
�It was a goat you were holding?� Brook asked, stunned. �A goat?�
�Right,� Lance replied. �Why? What did you think it was?�
�Oh, lord,� Brook pressed her hands to her cheeks and stared at Lance as relief washed over her. �I thought it was a person. I thought you had just killed someone. I've been so afraid of you!�
�A person?� Lance absorbed this information and thought back over their short time together. �Well, that explains a lot. I just figured you were scared because of, well, you know�all you�ve been through. I know you�ve been�� He paused to find an innocuous word, a word that wouldn�t, in itself, carry too harsh a blow. He finally settled on one. �Mistreated.�
�I don�t want to talk about that.� Brook�s throat tightened as tears threatened once more.
Maybe not now, he thought, but someday you will. When you�re ready.
�If you ever do, I�m a good listener,� he said. She ducked her head, looking down at her hands fidgeting nervously in her lap. Well, I really blew that, Lance scolded himself privately. He felt inept, having no idea how to handle a woman who had been brutalized. He was probably saying and doing all the wrong things.
�I feel dirty.� Brook finally mumbled.
�Dirty?� Lance was surprised at first, and then simply nodded. �That�s probably a normal reaction. I don�t know; I�ve never been through what you have, or for that matter, known anyone who has. But I know it must�ve been awful for you.�
��Please.� Brook looked up at him, eyes full of misery. �Can we change the subject?�
�Sure.� He took a deep breath, walked to the window, and opened the shutters wide, brightening the room. The pane was framed in delicate patterns of frost. Touching the cold glass with a finger, he stalled to allow her time to compose herself. He had questions, lots of them. He would like to know who hurt her and how she ended up on his mountain. But he wouldn't press her right now. He moved the conversation back to Belinda, a less volatile subject, or so he thought. Turning to face Brook, he put his hands in his pockets.
�Although I hated to do it, one of the things I had to take care of was to retrieve Belinda�s carcass. The meat will help increase my larder. With two of us here now, I�ll be hard pressed to have enough food for the winter. The meat I got from Belinda will really help.�
�Do you have to call her by name?� Brook shivered. �It makes me feel strange, like you plan on eating a friend or something. It's�.disturbing. I�m sorry, but I can�t help it.�
�Okay,� he said patiently, puzzled by her reaction. �But, she was livestock, you know.� Maybe I�ve been on my own for so long, I�ve forgotten how people relate. 
�I know. It�s hard to explain,� Brook murmured. �It just bothers me. It probably wouldn�t seem so bad if her name had been Goat 1, or Goat 2.� She smiled a feeble smile.
Lance contemplated Brook. �Well, thank god it wasn�t Goat 1,� he said, giving Brook a sly wink. "It would have broken my heart in a million pieces. Gilbert�s become so much of a pet, she�s almost family. Belinda, on the other hand, was crotchety and odd. I never did get attached to her. I�d be weeping like a small child if it had been Gilbert. I love that damn goat so much!�
�Gilbert is a girl?�
�Yes, she�s a doe,� Lance said with a smile. �But she looks so much like this guy I knew in high school, I had to name her after him. He had very unique teeth, large and white.�
Brook didn�t return the smile like Lance expected. He thought he must be losing his touch.
�So, you got the cougar?� Brook changed the subject.
�Yes. I didn�t know if she�d come back to her kill, since I left my scent all over the place. But, she did come back. And I got her. A lion in heat has the most haunting scream. It�ll make your hair stand on end.�
�Really? I didn�t know that. I think I may have heard that scream,� Brook said slowly. �While I was lost. But, I thought it was something else.�
�Like maybe a woman?� Lance asked with a good-natured smirk, thinking about how she had thought he was holding a woman.
�I thought they killed Gina,� Brook murmured.
�Gina? Is there someone else out there I should be looking for?� Lance�s demeanor turned serious and he started toward his coat.
�What? No, no! Gina was one of their girlfriends. I don�t want to talk about it.� After a small silence, she asked. �What did you do with her, the lion?�
�Are you sure you want to know?� Lance threw her a cautious look, thankful he didn�t need to traipse around through deep snow looking for another lost person.
�Yes, I do. I�m sorry for being so touchy about the goat.� Brook slipped her legs over the side of the bed and leaned forward. �Really, I won�t be bothered to hear a vicious predator was taken down. I hate predators. Hate them.�
�Okay. I shot her and left the carcass for scavengers. Normally, I�d try to save the coat, but I decided not to take the time.�
Brook stared at Lance as if seeing him for the first time, the look of fear momentarily gone from her face. �You have an interesting life.�
�Yes, I do.� Lance acknowledged, glad to see her looking less sorrowful. �And getting more interesting by the day.� He waggled his eyebrows at her and Brook gave a small smile in return. �Now, I bet you could use a visit to the bathroom and then we can rustle up some supper. I don�t know about you, but I�m so hungry I could eat a moose.�
�Please tell me you don�t have a pet moose named Lori Ann,� Brook laughed softly.
�Hmm, now that�s an idea. I�ll have to think on how to tame a moose.� He smiled, lifted her from the bed and carried her toward the bathroom. Noticing Brook wince from discomfort reminded him of his medication supply. �I should mention something probably; I only have one tranquilizer left. If you need it, I can maybe cut it in half. When it�s gone, that�s all there is. Then we�re down to just pain pills and aspirin. I saved some pain pills from the time I had a bad tooth. They�re a few years old, so I can�t vouch for their effectiveness. So, what will it be? Do you want the rest of the tranquilizer?�
�I don�t think I need another one right now,� Brook answered.
�Are you in a lot of pain?� His face was close to hers.
�I still hurt a lot,� she admitted, looking away. �But, I want to try and get by without the drugs."
�Okay,� he said. �But let me know anytime the pain gets to be too much for you. You can always take more aspirin, if you want something a little lighter.�
�Lance,� she said and then hesitated. They were just outside the bathroom door, her arms draped over his shoulders. Mingled with her discomfort at his nearness was a deep sense of gratitude. She struggled for words. He waited patiently for her to speak. �Thank you. For everything. I think you saved my life.�
�It�s okay.� He was humble, maybe even a little shy, as they entered the small bathroom. �Well, here you go,� he said. �Do you want to try and stand?�
�Yes. I can take it from here, I think.�
He lowered her carefully to her feet, watched her grimace as they made contact with the floor, and reached out to steady her. She waved him away and he stepped from the room, closing the door behind him.
�When she was returned to the bed, Lance tried to engage her in conversation as he worked in the kitchen. Her replies were unenthusiastic, and he soon gave up. During the meal, however, she laid her fork aside and cleared her throat, ready to speak.
"There are things I should tell you. I know that," she said, voice low. "I'm sure you want to know what happened. But, I just can't go into all that. Not yet."
"There's no hurry." Lance took another bite, chewed slowly. He followed that with a drink. "No hurry at all."
A look of relief passed over her bruised face and they finished eating in relative silence.
After supper, Lance walked to a high shelf in the corner, and turned on a radio. �I only listen once in a while. I don�t like to waste the batteries,� he explained. �Plus, reception up here is tricky. I can�t move the radio even a fraction of an inch from this very spot or I lose the station.� He left the volume low and soft acoustic sounds filled the room. Together with the cold winds whispering outside and the warm hiss and sputter of the fire inside, the little cabin assumed a safe, homey feel. �I like this folk station,� Lance continued. �They play a lot of songs that never make it into the mainstream. I enjoy hearing music I�ve never heard before.�
Brook drifted as the soft strums and sweet mountain voices soothed her hurts and sorrows. She leaned back against the pillows and let relaxation steal over her.
The meal, a savory casserole of some kind, had been served with flaky biscuits slathered in butter, and roasted sweet potatoes. Either Lance was the most talented cook in the known world, or her days of deprivation had sharpened her senses. Every meal he fed her was tastier than the last. With a full stomach, a warm soft bed, and the cozy sounds in the background, Brook felt almost contented in spite of her injuries and fears. When memories of the horrors tried to pop into her mind, she forcefully shut the door on them.
Lance sat in the rocker and worked at some small project, holding it now and again under the lantern for closer scrutiny. They did not talk, but there was no awkwardness. They listened companionably to the wind, the fire, and the music. Brook�s eyes grew heavy and she slept, unaware when Lance blew out the lanterns, shut off the radio, and turned in for the night.





Chapter 29
Early the next morning, Brook woke to the sound of Lance coming through the front door, his clothes lightly sprinkled with snow and his cheeks ruddy. He placed more firewood in the box before slipping out of his coat.
On the bedside table sat a tiny metal tree. Its branches caught the lantern light and twinkled appealingly. Brook stared, momentarily mesmerized. �What is this?�
Lance glanced over. �Well, good morning. I thought you might like something to look at while you recuperate.�
�Where did you get it?�
�I made it,� Lance said, turning away shyly.
�Made it?� Brook reached out and picked up the tree. The trunk was made of brass machine nuts, slightly offset from one another and getting smaller as they got higher, giving it a gnarly appearance. Twisted wire branches rose from the center, some spreading out wide and some closer to the trunk. Scattered along the branches were small watch parts, tiny gears and wheels adding interest to the wire. At the end of each branch was a tiny sprocket from which dangled fine filament gold chains. The base of the tree had twisted wire roots for support. The piece was meticulously assembled and a mere seven inches tall. Brook couldn�t see how all the parts were held together but she was thrilled with the outcome. �It�s a weeping willow.� She ran her hand under the strands of chain, letting them slide over her fingers in a soft cascade. �This is beautiful. How did you think to make something like this?�
�I didn�t think it up. Someone else did. It�s steampunk.�
�Steam what?�
�Steampunk.� Lance said. �It�s kind of a hard craft to explain but it�s extremely popular. You�ll have to look it up on the internet when you get back home. You�d be amazed what people are making. I actually make sculptures and jewelry to sell. I remembered this piece and brought it in for you. It�s yours. To keep, if you want it.�
�Want it? Oh my, yes I want it. I love it.� Tears trickled down her cheeks. I have two things I can call my own now. She made a quick check and found her purse was safe. Relieved, she sat up, and wiped away the tears before he could see them and mistake them for tears of sorrow.
Clearing her throat, she asked, �Could I have something to drink?�
He brought her a cup of cold water. She emptied it and handed it back to him. Setting the cup on the table he came back to her bedside.
�Let�s get you to the bathroom and then I�ll cook breakfast. Could you eat a little something?� He gave her a smile. She was still shaking off a night of bad dreams and found it difficult to respond. She nodded and raised her arms to him. As he lifted her, she groaned slightly and he looked at her with alarm.
�It�s just my feet again,� she told him. �They�re pretty sore this morning.�
He deposited her carefully in the bathroom. �I�ll get a pan of water ready and you can soak them while I�m cooking.�
Once the door closed, she collapsed onto the toilet, raised her feet from the floor, and caught her breath as pins and needles prickled her soles. After a moment, she put her feet back on the floor and stood to pull down her pants. When she was finished with the toilet and had washed her hands, and brushed her teeth and hair, she called for Lance.
He sat her at the table. �Take off your bandages and put your feet in the water.� He indicated the pan on the floor under the table. �It�s got Epsom Salts in it.
She stripped her feet bare and lowered her them into the warm water. She closed her eyes and sighed with pleasure at the sensation.
�Check that out,� he pointed toward the window. The shutters were wide open and gray daylight streamed in. Under the snowy branches of the big pines were three deer, graceful as dancers, muzzles searching the snow. �I tossed some feed out there earlier to draw them in.�
�Oh!� Brook felt emotion welling in her again. �They�re so pretty. Absolutely beautiful in the snow.�
�That they are,� Lance agreed.
�Are you going to kill them?� She didn�t know she was going to say it until the words were out.
�Kill them? No.� Lance looked surprised. �No, I have enough venison. I put out the feed to lure them in so we can watch them. I just wanted you to see them.�
�Oh, okay.� Brook gazed out the window. Suddenly, her expression changed to one of fright. �Look! That goat�s going after them!�
Lance looked up in time to see Gilbert lower her head into ramming position and dart toward the deer. They scattered with ease, tails bobbing, and disappeared into the surrounding forest. Gilbert stopped short and dug in her heels. She then nuzzled around in the snow for the feed they had left behind. Lance laughed. �That silly goat. That, by the way, is Gilbert. She�ll do anything to get free food. Plus, she doesn�t want any other animal invading her territory. Look at that goat-eating-grin, would you?�
�Goats grin?� Brook asked, and then laughed gleefully. �I guess they can, because that goat is definitely cheesing.�
�Well, she does have a tendency to gloat at times,� Lance replied. �She�s probably feeling pretty proud of herself right now.�
Brook looked up at Lance, the smile still on her face. He smiled back at her and let his hand slide with soft tenderness over her shoulder before going to the stove to prepare their meal.
After they ate, Lance treated Brook�s feet and then she settled into one of the easy chairs and observed as he heated water for laundry. She looked over at him from time to time, watched him soaping clothes by hand. After finally getting all the soap rinsed out and wringing them with a hand wringer he pulled a cord from a pulley high on the wall and stretched it across the room where he fastened it to an embedded hook. He then pinned the freshly washed garments and towels to it to air dry. She was making a lot of extra work for him, she realized. But she�d never heard him complain about it, not once.
Brook moved back to her bed and napped off and on while Lance went about his chores. He didn�t wake her for lunch, but brought her a tray when she stirred from slumber early in the afternoon. Thanking him, she nibbled at the sandwich and tried to hide her sadness. Wondering about her family and imagining how frantic they must be only made the situation worse. She also feared she may have lost forever the ability to feel true joy. Even though she wanted to bounce back from this terrible tragedy, she seemed to lack the control necessary to do so. There were moments when she would completely forget, insane as that seemed to her. It was as if her mind just blanked out for a space of time all the horror she had endured. Then recall would slam back into her with a strength that nearly took her breath away. And there were other times when her mind forced her to relive the details, tormented her with nightmarish images. Her thoughts would hang up on a particular incident and replay it as if doing so could grant her some understanding. It never did. She could not comprehend why she had been hurt like she had. The pain in her body combined with that in her heart and she finally gave into it all. She just wanted to be numb.
�Lance,� she said. �Could I please have a pill?�
�Sure,� he answered. �As I told you, I only have one tranquilizer left but I do have some pain pills or aspirin?�
�Pain pill, please.�
�Okay, but, how about just half, how much pain are you in?�
�Some, but not severe. Half will do, to start. I can always take more if I need it.�
He gave her half a pain pill and some water to wash it down.
While she waited for the pill to take effect, she ran her fingers back and forth on the chains of her small tree, almost as if she were strumming a harp. She watched them sparkle in the lamp light as they swayed from her touch. Her eyes grew heavy. Before long, she was pulled into a deep sleep. She was unaware when Lance knelt beside her and stroked her hair for several long minutes.
Realizing what he was doing, he scolded himself and went to his workroom to sketch plans for a new project.

Early that evening, Brook opened her eyes and felt measurably better. She called to Lance and he was at her side in an instant.
�Bathroom?� he guessed, and she nodded. Once there, she used the toilet, and washed up. She opened the door and tried to walk back to the bed.
�Oh,� she moaned. �I think I might need some help.�
Lance came to her aid and she leaned heavily against him as he half-carried her across the stone floor. He settled her back into bed, but she didn�t lie down. Arranging the blankets over her knees, she sat up, pillows behind her.
�Do you feel up to reading?� he asked her. �As you can see, I have quite a few books. And some of them are even interesting.�
She followed his gesture with her eyes to the bookshelves lining the wall.
�Sure, yes,� she replied. �That would be nice.�
�A lot of them are how-to manuals, which would probably bore you to tears. But, I do have some sci-fi, some classics, and even a novel or two.�
�Anything is fine. You pick,� she said, watching him peruse the shelves. She let her eyes rest on his broad back, dark blue flannel shirt tucked into his waistband, the tight fit of his jeans over muscular legs and buttocks. His thick black hair had an untamable look about it. She couldn�t help but notice that this man was in excellent physical condition. Her mind drifted and she found herself mentally cataloging the contrasts between Lance�s appearance and Clark�s.
Clark had slick good looks, groomed hair with touches of gray just starting at the temples. Though shorter and slighter built than Lance, Clark was no slouch. He swam, played tennis and racket ball, and jogged every morning. But his looks were calculated and deliberate, carefully crafted, from his manicured fingernails and gold watch, to his custom-tailored suits and glossy leather loafers. While she would never call him vain, he was definitely meticulous about his appearance. His body was flirting with a middle-aged paunch, even with the workouts, and while undetectable in his suits, it was obvious in his swim trunks. In silent defense of her husband, she reminded herself with an almost guilty nudge that he wasn�t as young as he used to be. Neither was she, for that matter.
But, unlike Clark, Lance radiated a quiet, natural vitality. This was a man with self-confidence. His ability to shake a fist at life and come out on the top showed in the workmanship of his cabin and its accoutrements. She believed this man would know what to do in a crisis, that a person could rely completely on his strength.
�Brook shook herself. What was she thinking? Clark would be able to handle an emergency just as well. She shouldn�t be thinking that this virtual stranger was better in any way than her own husband. It was disloyal. But even as she chastised herself, she conceded that Clark might not react in the best way during a crisis. Clark exuded power, power over finances and people and social situations. But she knew he was inclined to call for help when something unforeseen happened. When the water heater dumped its contents all over the basement, he called a plumber, never even got his feet wet; when a tree fell on the house during a storm he called the tree service and roofer, leaving the tree hanging partially in the living room until the repairs were made. Clark was a get-it-fixed-man while Lance seemed to be a fix-it-man. It appeared quite obvious that each of these men displayed different strengths, but she somehow perceived Lance�s internal fortitude was deeper than Clark�s. Again, she wondered why she was comparing Clark to this stranger. She threw off these thoughts as Lance walked toward her with a couple of books in his hands.
�Here are an Asimov and a Mark Twain,� he held out the books to her. �I�ve got some westerns, too, if you�d rather have one of those.� He had decided against horror novels and bypassed that particular shelf.
As he handed her the books and a tiny book light, she noticed the backs of his hands, so tanned, so strong. They looked rough but she knew from experience they could be gentle. What had gotten into her? It must be a combination of factors; the odd situation they were in, him caring for her, and the horrors she had survived that had left her drained and confused. No small part of it, she was sure, was simple gratitude. The man had saved her life.
�These are fine. Thank you,� she said, looking away from him.
�No problem,� he answered, and then went around the room lighting lanterns, closing shutters against the deepening chill. He stoked the huge stone fireplace and the room grew cozy. Lance glanced at Brook and found her turning one of the books over and over in her hands, a troubled look shadowing her face. �Is something wrong? I can get different books if you don�t like those.�
�What?� Brook looked up, eyes slightly glazed. �Oh, no, these are fine. It just reminded me of something.�

��Something you want to talk about?�
�I don�t know. It�s just�It�s just that Clark, my husband, sent me to pick up a book for him from a bookstore that day.� Brook stopped cold.
�That day?�
�The day all my troubles started,� Brook said in a small voice. �I just remembered when you handed me this book. I never even bought the book. Never even entered the bookstore. But, it all started with a book.� Her voice trailed off as she stared unseeing at the book in her hand.
�Brooklyn?�
She shook her head. �Just never mind.�
�You�re sure?�
Brook didn�t answer; she opened the book, turned to the first page, and pretended to read. Lance noticed, however, that she didn�t turn any pages for quite some time. He waited a few minutes and then brought her a jug of cold water and a cup, placed them on the bedside table, and turned to her.
�I think you can regulate your own water intake now,� he explained. �At first, I worried about you getting sick. Your stomach feels better now, doesn�t it?�
�Yes, much.� Brook kept her eyes on the book.
��Well, I�m going to go get cleaned up. Do you need anything else?�
She shook her head, felt tears behind her eyelids but couldn�t explain why. Have I been so beaten down that I�m going to cry every time someone shows me a kindness now? She ducked her head, hiding her weakness.
Lance went through a heavy curtain into a side room, reemerged with a neatly folded stack of clothes, and then disappeared into the bathroom. Taking stock of himself in the mirror, he grimaced. Long straggly black hair, streaked lighter in areas by his hours in the sun, framed a face nearly covered by a wild dark beard. It was no wonder she had been afraid of him when she first saw him.
I�ve got company, now, he told himself. It�s time for some major repairs. He pulled a pair of scissors from the built-in shelves on the opposite wall and turned back to the mirror. Grabbing generous hanks of his hair, he delivered a rough cut to begin with, dropping the long tresses into the waste can. When the bulk of it was tamed, he finessed it into a shorter cut that reached just below his collar. Free of the extra weight, his hair reverted to its former ways and lay in loose waves, curling softly over his shirt. Holding a hand mirror in front of him, he viewed the back of his head in the mirrored cabinet. Not a bad job of it, if I do say so myself. While far from professional quality, it would do just fine.
As he worked on his beard, it seemed as if he were cutting away the years, going back to an earlier version of himself. He could see traces of Sully Proctor emerging, at least physically. Deciding against shaving the beard, knowing the skin beneath it would be a pale patch compared to the sun-darkened skin of his forehead and cheeks, he settled instead for an aggressive trim. He noticed that the years of hard labor had taken the plumpness from his jaw, firming his face and lending more definition. He remembered the face he used to see in the mirror back when he was a soft city-dwelling office worker, a flatlander. He smiled and his reflection smiled back. It had been a long time since he gave any thought to his appearance.
He would have to do something about a shower for the lady. Brief cold showers were fine for him; he had gotten used to them over the years. In fact, he found them exhilarating. But, he was pretty sure his guest wouldn�t feel the same about them. She had probably had more than enough of being cold. He should have done something about a water heater long ago, instead of just thinking about it. No, a shower was out. But, she could have a bath.
He was now glad he had hauled that heavy tub up here and installed it. At the time, he had thought he would enjoy having it. But the reality was he had rarely used it, finding the chore of heating the water to fill it more of a hassle than he was usually willing to deal with. Eventually, the tub barely registered as he stepped in to shower. It just became part of the furniture, so to speak.
These things went through his mind as he hurried through his usual icy shower with military precision, lathering his body and hair before dowsing himself in water to rinse. Yes, his guest would appreciate a nice hot bath, he decided.
He toweled off quickly, applied deodorant, and dug around in back recesses of his shelves for a long-neglected bottle of aftershave. Feeling a little silly as he splashed some on, he was overcome by the nearly forgotten scent, the spicy aroma bringing a sharp memory of knotting his tie in front of the mirror in his old home. He shrugged out from underneath the recollection; let it roll off his shoulders. He needed to buy some different cologne, he told himself.





Chapter 30
Curiosity prompted Brook to lay the books aside and look around. The daybed she was on was handmade, but done by an accomplished wood crafter. Its four posts were sturdy, but carved into them were intricate and old-fashioned designs and scrolls. Running a finger over one, she found the wood to be smoothly sanded and lightly finished, intriguing to the touch. It had brass corner fittings and bracings that looked as if they had come from another century. The daybed�s current position was not its usual spot. Instinctively, she knew it normally stood in the corner under the window to the right of the fireplace. It�s where she would have put it and the spot was now curiously absent of furniture. Lance must have moved it closer to the fire so she would be warm. She felt a brief rush of tenderness toward him.
Opposite the fireplace was the door leading to the bathroom, flanked by the built-in book shelves. Between those and the corner was a small door which she knew to be the cold pantry. To the right of the pantry was another window and next to that squatted a modest-sized black cook stove. She wondered how Lance had managed to haul it up the mountain. Considering its ancient appearance, she thought perhaps it had already been in the cabin when he had come here. Yet it carried a dull reflection as if cleaned and polished regularly. Another small set of built-in shelves housed glass jars of pasta, beans and rice, and separated the stove from the sink cabinet with its old fashioned hand-pump. Above the sink were more wooden cupboards. Dangling from the rafters supporting the loft were various dried goods, such as onions and herbs. On a short expanse of wall to the side of the sink area hung an assortment of kitchen tools and implements, some of which she recognized, and others that were strange to her eyes. Then came a doorway curtained with a heavy quilt. She assumed it to be a large walk-in closet or storage room. She knew Lance had been sleeping there since her arrival and she felt bad for driving him from his own cozy bed. She felt a pang of guilt as she envisioned him sleeping on a pallet on the floor.
Angled across the corner next to the fireplace was a beautifully wrought wooden cabinet, its doors closed, its contents a secret to her. The fireplace itself was a work of art taking up the rest of the wall. It was topped with a thick, deep piece of raw wood, sanded and rubbed to a smooth finish, and glistening in the light. Made of what appeared to be river stones of assorted sizes, the fireplace was cleverly designed with small nooks and crannies from floor to ceiling, each displaying an odd, old-fashioned looking device. The objects appeared to be from another century with their small pipes, gears, and brass fittings. She could not determine their functions by looking at them, but found them intriguing. She wondered if these were more of the steampunk objects Lance had talked about.
The final wall held the windowless front door and the empty spot where she felt the daybed should be. In the left corner of the intersecting walls sat a small potbelly stove. Then her gaze was back to where it had started, for next to the little stove were the bookcases that flanked the bathroom door. The center of the room contained a table with bench seats on two sides and a couple of comfortable chairs on either end.
So different from her own home, or any she had ever been in, the cabin provided a feast for her eyes. The vertical logs, finished with a dark satin stain, shone in the lantern light, the caulking between them a dull brown. Shutters adorned the inside of the windows, each with wonderful scrollwork routed into the surfaces. It was really more of a cottage, she thought, with all its eccentric touches and attention to detail. But it was definitely masculine.
She looked down. The floor beneath her was constructed of stone similar to the fireplace, but with much larger pieces. They were meticulously fitted and made the floor appear even and smooth. It was softened by a large rug that could only be hand woven, and several smaller-sized rugs of the same design. Though the colors were vivid, they too were masculine in tone and appearance.
Brook felt a new admiration for Lance. She knew he had selected, and planned, and worked on every detail in the place. It reflected his personality. The cabin was him. Manifest in wood and stone and metal was a portrait of his qualities, his tastes, his ways. It was a strong sturdy place imbued with comfort and serenity, filled with warmth and safety. A sanctuary, a refuge. And for her, that�s exactly what it was, and even in some respects what Lance himself had come to represent to her. Although it was rough, with no finished walls, no plush carpeting, and no modern conveniences, Brook felt comfortable here. She could see herself living like this and that surprised her. She had never lived without electricity or plumbing before, and maybe she wouldn�t like it after a couple of months. She figured she�d find out since it looked like she�d be here throughout the entire winter.





Chapter 31
Brook glanced up at Lance when he walked out of the bathroom, looked down, then up again.
�Wow,� she said. �You look different!�
�Is that good or bad?� he asked.
Brook tilted her head, first one way, than the other, considering the answer carefully before replying. �It�s good. You don�t look evil anymore.� She tried for a smile, but didn�t quite pull it off.
Lance no longer looked so fierce and dangerous. His black eye had faded to normal and his newly trimmed beard gave his face definition. In fact, he looked neat and clean. Still rugged, but actually�handsome. She couldn�t quite reconcile this new image with the old one. Awkwardness stole over the moment and she busied herself by picking up the books and flipping through them again.
�Evil? I looked evil?� He contemplated the notion. �I guess maybe I did look rather wild, but evil? I don�t know about that.� There was a brief silence and when Brook didn�t respond, Lance cleared his throat. �Well, anyway. I had an idea while I was in there. How would you like to take a bath? I mean a real, sit-down-in-the-water kind of bath?�
Brook hesitated, frightened to get naked in close proximity of a man. Then, the reluctance passed as she considered the idea of being clean. �Oh, would I? That would be wonderful.�
�Okay, let me start warming up some water. It will take a while, but it�ll be well worth the wait.� Lance went to the kitchen area, took a couple of very large pots from an overhead shelf, and began filling them with water from the spout. He chatted as he stirred the embers in the cook stove and set the pots on its surface to heat.
�I found that old tub in a dilapidated house slated for destruction over near Cripple Creek. Got it for a song from the new owner of the property. I remember him talking about his plans for the new house he was going to build. It�s kind of ironic, really. He planned to build an exact duplicate of the very house that was being demolished, right down to the tiniest period details, but with all modern conveniences. Everything in the house would look old, he said, but it would work like brand new. He even found a modern radio and cd player that looked like an old Victrola. The guy was so excited about his project I thought he would wet himself. So, I asked him why he didn�t just use the original bathtub and he told me he didn�t want it. He had found a brand new one that looked vintage. Had built in whirlpool and such.
"Ohhh, boy, I remember the day I hauled that bathtub up here. Must have been 90 degrees in the shade. I was sweating like crazy, and the bugs just about ate me alive. Those old tubs are heavier than they look and I broke my first travois, which wasn�t really a very good one, dragging it up here. I didn�t have Gilbert to help me back then.�
At her confused look, he clarified. �Sometimes I harness Gilbert to the travois, and her strength combined with mine is enough to move some pretty heavy loads. I started her out really young, with light loads. She gets a candy bar when we're done. She likes that.�
Brook smiled as she pictured Lance and his goat working as a team.
�Hell, I was kind of a greenhorn back then. I fought that damn tub, making the job harder than it had to be, and wearing myself out in the process. Swearing and sweating and pushing and shoving, I got it up here finally. Anyway, long story, but because of that eccentric man, and my stubborn streak, you are going to have a nice hot bath tonight.�
In spite of her situation, her pain, her recent abuses and sorrows, Brook felt a giggle bubble to the surface. Lance raised and lowered his eyebrows melodramatically, and grinned at her, his teeth even and white against his dark beard.
He has a nice smile, she thought. Actually, a very nice smile now that I can see it.
Lance carried one pot into the bathroom and dumped it, brought it back, refilled it, and set it on the stove. He did the same with the other one. Then he grew serious. Looking over at Brook from the stove, he frowned slightly.
�We have some talking to do, now that you�re not so groggy. I thought maybe after your bath, we could visit while we�re having supper. How�s that sound?�
Brook�s heart began thumping in her chest and panic rose in her throat. Her face looked so stricken; Lance did a double-take.
�What�s wrong?� he asked her, his eyes full of concern.
�What are we going to talk about?� She looked positively alarmed.
�Nothing bad,� he assured her. �I just thought you might like to know where you are, and what the routine is around here. Maybe a little more about me, so you won�t be so scared all the time. Just things like that.�
Her heart rate slowed in increments. �Okay,� she said. She wasn�t even sure herself what had caused her overreaction. Part of it was surely the shame she would endure if forced to recount her captivity. But, that wasn't all. For some reason she had developed a fear of the future, she couldn�t stop being afraid of the next thing. Something in her warned the next thing, whatever it might be, could be very bad. Somehow she would have to deal with this odd phenomenon; a result, she was sure, of her captivity and maltreatment. She still couldn�t bring herself to even think the word rape.
�Lance carried various items to the bathroom, kept refilling the pots, and took some meat from cold storage.
�I thought we�d have steaks tonight,� he said conversationally. He didn�t mention they would be goat steaks, remembering her reaction to the news about Belinda.
Although Brook had retreated into herself again and gave only mumbled responses, he continued to talk to her as if their conversation were not one-sided.
�I�ll stick some potatoes in the fire and I�m guessing they�ll be done about the time you�re finished with your bath. I don�t know if you�ve ever eaten fire-roasted potatoes, but there�s nothing quite like them. I wish we could have a regular tossed salad, but I don�t have any lettuce. What I can do, though, is make a fruit salad. I can slice some apples and pears and open a can of mandarin oranges. You probably don�t know this, Brooklyn, but you are the first dinner guest I have ever entertained at this table.�
Gradually, she warmed to him again, and began engaging actively in the dialogue. They talked of nothing important; foods they liked or disliked, and memorable meals, and odd cuisine. Soon, the bathtub had enough warm water in it for a reasonably deep bath, and Lance carried her in. She allowed herself to relax, just a little, in his arms this time. The scent of his aftershave was pleasing to her senses. It was different from the expensive brands Clark used, but it was nice. Subtle, masculine, and clean.
�I put a little Epsom salts in the water to help soak out some of the soreness,� he told her as he stood her carefully on her aching feet.
She noticed he had thoughtfully lain out clean clothes for her, put shampoo and soap where it could be easily reached, and turned up the lanterns. Their flickering flames painted the modest room with a warm yellow glow. He had also put out a tube of ointment and a couple of clean washcloths.
�Thank you,� she said as he turned to go. He nodded and started to close the door behind him when she stopped him. �Do you happen to have a razor? I mean, if you don�t use an electric one, that is.�
Lance smiled, amused. �I did bring an electric razor up here with me, but I couldn�t find anywhere to plug it in.�
Brook blushed. �Oh, jeez! How stupid.�
�It�s okay,� Lance grinned. �You have no idea how many times I�ve thought about plugging in the radio to save the batteries. You have nothing to feel silly about. Hold on, I�ll get you a one.� He took a disposable razor from the shelf behind her, placed it beside the shampoo, and quickly left the room.
Brook used the toilet and removed her clothes, wincing as she did so. She stood on painful feet and, using baby steps, paused in front of the sink. Looking at her reflection in the mirrored cabinet, she evaluated her facial injuries. Her bruises were starting to fade, turning that lovely shade of greenish-yellow; and the swelling was going down. Her injured eye looked much improved, and her lip was healing. She thought she could detect a glimmer her old self under the battered image. There was no full length mirror in the room. Probably a good thing. Brook wasn�t sure she was ready to look at her body yet.
She pulled off her bandages and dropped them in the trash where they landed on top of Lance�s locks of shorn hair. Looking down at the blood-spotted gauze, she felt sadness threaten again like a storm cloud in her mind. The slight steam wafting in the room distracted her from her negative thoughts as the luxury of a bath beckoned. Hobbling over to the tub, she climbed in and sank into heavenly warmth. Her scrapes, cuts and bruises stung a little at first. She gasped aloud, but soon acclimated to the water.
Brook soaked, basking in the buoyant warmth. This particular bath might be the most luxurious-feeling, and most appreciated, bath she would ever take, even if she lived to be a hundred and twenty years old. Until now, she had not even known how blissful a bath could be. Oh, she might have thought she knew, but she didn�t. Not really.
In fact, a lot of things that were trivial to the old Brook were precious beyond value to the new one. And conversely, she suspected she might soon discover that a lot of what used to be important to her didn�t matter much anymore. This outcome wouldn�t surprise her in the least.
The water was becoming cool, and she decided to get on with bathing. She began with her hair, scrubbing gently around the bumps. She dipped into the water and rinsed, vowing to rinse again in the sink.
Picking up the washcloth, she started with her face, washed her neck and upper torso. She lifted one leg at a time, carefully, as pain made her aware of the rigors of the last few days, and washed. Finishing this, she picked up the razor and shaved her underarms. Next, she shaved her legs, moving cautiously around any cuts and scrapes she encountered, amazed by their large number. She was horrified by the ugly purple bruises covering so much of her body.
All of these aches and hurts, she decided, are badges of courage, not marks of dishonor. They are battle wounds, tokens of her survival. She determined she would not allow her captors another victory over her by succumbing to an undeserved shame. Even as she grappled with the concept on a purely cognitive level, her pep talk unfortunately did not reach into her subconscious. There, her spirit still dwelt in darkness, and she knew it. But, it was a start. It was a step forward on the road to healing her emotional wounds. She was smart enough to know it wouldn�t be easy, that the way would be obscured by unreasonable and unpredictable obstacles. She couldn�t begin to foresee them all; she was traveling without a map. But, she consoled herself the best she could and hugged her arms around her shoulders there in the water.
One thing she knew for certain, she would never be the same again. However she came out on the other side of this, she would be a new person. Maybe a better one, but maybe not.
Clark came to mind and the thought of her husband made her apprehensive for some reason. Some men couldn't handle it when their lovers, wives, or girlfriends were abused. They turned away, lost their feelings, or even blamed the woman. But Clark wasn�t like those men. Clark wouldn�t turn away from her over an act she had no power to prevent. At least she hoped he wouldn�t.
The water was now dirty and becoming quite cool. Even though she hadn�t washed to her satisfaction, Brook stood and sat on the edge of the tub. Swinging her legs out, she gradually put pressure on her feet and dried, careful of her many wounds. The towels weren�t soft like the ones at home as they had been line dried; no clothes dryer in this neck of the woods.
Pouring warm water from a pitcher into a basin, Brook dipped her washcloth, and began cleaning her private areas more completely. Pain raged through her and she cried out involuntarily.
Lance called from the other room, �Is everything okay? Do you need help?�
�I�m fine,� Brook lied, around the pain. �I just hit a tender spot.� Boy did I ever. And, I�m not done yet.
She finished washing, rinsing the cloth in the tub and then in clean water several times before she felt at least halfway decent, but not really clean. She didn�t know if she�d ever feel clean again. What she wanted at this point was a douche, but it wasn't likely Lance would happen to have one of those lying around. This was the best she could do in that regard.
She rinsed and towel dried her hair, breathing heavily from the exertion of the bath. After pulling a comb through the tangled mop several times, she saw a slight improvement in her appearance.
Brook sat on the lid of the commode and put on a soft blue flannel shirt. Next, she suppressed a smile at the huge pair of boxer shorts and the safety pin attached to the waistband. She slipped into a pair of gray sweats and tightened the drawstring, pulling the legs up over her knees so she could tend to her wounds. She found it difficult to care for the big cut on the back of her leg and the damage to the bottoms of her feet. After treating her accessible wounds she stopped, and rested.
She could hear Lance�s movements in the other room, pans being stirred, dishes clinking, and the tiny metal sounds of silverware being pulled from a drawer. These were homey familiar sounds in an unfamiliar environment, and she wondered about the man. He seemed so self-sufficient. Needing no one else, living out here in his rustic home, raising his animals, and hunting his own food. What would make a man live this way? Finally, she called out in a tiny voice, �Can you help me with the bandages?�
The noise in the kitchen stopped and a moment later Lance�s voice came from outside the door. �Did you call?�
�Yes,� Brook said, wishing she didn�t need to ask for help but having no choice. �Can you help me with my leg and feet?�
�Of course. Are you ready for me to come in now?� Lance asked. After receiving an affirmative, he opened the door and entered.
He moved past Brook and reached into the tub, pulling the plug, and releasing the water to flow into gray-water storage. Turning, he saw a look of humiliation on her face. �What?�
�I didn�t know if I could just pull the plug. Everything is so different here. I�m not a slob, really.�
�I never thought you were. I figured it was just as you said.� He smiled gently. �Now, let me at those wounds.� The room was filled with his presence, which made Brook uneasy, but she fought to overcome the feeling.
Lance treated and bandaged her leg and then turned his attention to her feet. �I�m going to have to spend some time on these pretty soon. There�s still debris in some of the cuts and we need to get it out so you don�t get infected. But, for right now I�ll just apply some drawing salve and bandage them.� He followed his words with the deed, pulled down her pant legs and rolled them up so she wouldn�t trip on them, then he slipped a clean pair of socks over the bandages. �There, all set. Are you ready to go out?�
�Not quite yet.� She smiled a soft smile and he gave her knee a friendly pat, washed his hands, and left the room.
Brook sat on the edge of the tub, wondering how long the bath had taken. Her ability to track time was severely compromised. As far as she could determine, it had been about an hour. Her thoughts tumbled; how long had she been a captive? She thought it had been less than a week. It amazed her that it could take less than a week to forever alter the person she was. But then, she supposed, sometimes it took only a moment. Sadness pressed down on her spirit and she sighed as she stood.
Looking into the mirror, she worked the strands of hair into some semblance of a style with her fingers. She leaned over the basin, brushed her teeth, rinsed and spit. Some lip balm would feel good, she thought, and remembered she�d had some in her purse at one time. She realized with a shock that she hadn�t brought her purse into the bathroom with her and became anxious.
She opened the door and limped a few steps. Lance dropped what he was doing, and came to her side. Wordlessly, he supported her with an arm as he led her to the table where a feast awaited her. She clung to his sleeve as she lowered herself onto the bench seat, glancing over to the bed to make sure her bag was still there. It was.





Chapter 32
Lance and Brook talked as they ate. He was surprised at how the words kept rolling out of him. Lance hadn�t enjoyed a good conversation with anyone for longer than he could remember. He told Brook about fixing up the cabin, about his adventures in homesteading and raising animals, the general location of the cabin, and how long he had been there. He found she was easy to talk to. For her part, she welcomed the distraction from her inner thoughts.
�With your skills, you could easily find a job,� she said encouragingly. �I�m sure there are lots of employers who would be happy to hire you. You don�t have to live like this.�
He stared at her for a moment, realizing she had misunderstood his life entirely.
�I�m not out here because I have no other choice.� He smiled at her. �I know I might look like some crazy hermit down on his luck, but I actually chose this life. I love it here.�
�I�m sorry.� Her cheeks flushed. �I didn�t mean any offense.�
�It�s okay; none taken.� He was quick to ease her embarrassment. �It�s not the kind of life everyone would want. But it works for me. It�s better for me out here. I wasn�t very happy before I came here.�
�Why is that?� she asked tentatively. �If you don�t mind me asking.�
�I was somebody else back then. It�s kind of a long story.�
"Well, I�m not going anywhere. I have plenty of time to listen.�
Lance�s expression turned thoughtful. �I had a wife,� he said finally. �And I lost her.�
He had been a different person then, with a different name. As Sullivan Proctor, he had worked as a CPA for Boyd Wilkins, a large accounting firm where he was just another face in the break room, just another suit and tie in a cubicle. He had assumed he was happy. Ellen was still alive and he was moving up the corporate ladder, taking classes to advance his degree. They�d had the requisite three-bedroom, two-bath home in the suburbs with a patio for cooking out and a privacy-fenced yard where their eventual children would hopefully scamper. Sully to his wife and friends, Sullivan had been just another ordinary man living an ordinary life. Although he did not involve himself in politics, clubs, or causes, he thought of himself as an educated liberal-minded guy. He woke looking forward to each day and encountered relatively few rough waters on the ocean of his life. Until Ellen got sick, that is.
It was a stroke that got her. Out of the blue. Not the kind of stroke where a blood clot develops and makes its evil way into the skull, but severe hemorrhagic stroke. She bled out into her brain. He had found her unconscious on the treadmill, dressed in her exercise clothes. Having no idea how long she had lain there, or even what was wrong with her, his shaking fingers dialed 911. The moments and days that followed were a blur in his mind.
The fear and sorrow of Ellen�s illness drained him. As days turned to weeks, he juggled hospital visits with his work schedule and dropped out of school altogether. His interest in work waned, and he did the bare minimum to get by, always anxious to return to Ellen�s side and watch for any little sign of recovery. He thought of Ellen�s parents as the walking wounded. In the first days, they had hung by Ellen�s bedside, their eyes red but hopeful. His own parents moved in and out of the room like shadows, taking care of things at the house, silently doing the practical chores, their quiet strength reinforcing him, holding him up.
The medical staff was excellent at first, very understanding and caring. But as time went on, their attitudes shifted. They began dropping hints about �quality of life� and �letting go�. At some point, even Ellen�s parents began to look at him with pity when he spoke optimistically about Ellen�s eventual recovery. They said they had come to understand their Ellen was gone, that it was time to let go. But what it amounted to, in his opinion, was that they had given up hope, and he resented them for it.
It was with supposed kindness, and in a roundabout way, suggested to Sullivan by well-intentioned others that he was selfish, clinging to a woman whose life was technically over, a shell of a body kept alive by artificial means. But Sullivan would not give up. It seemed he was the only one who saw small signs of a living Ellen submerged inside the husk, struggling to return to him. The doctors called it wishful thinking on his part, her small movements nothing but normal mindless responses, mere reflexes. Sullivan disagreed. He simply knew she was still in there, sleeping maybe, but nonetheless alive and vital. Even when presented with proof of her reduced brain activity, he never wavered because he simply couldn't accept the test results. He believed that Ellen, held down by the invisible force of coma, but still feeling and thinking down deep inside, was trying to fight her way back to him. He just knew it. She was his Sleeping Beauty. If only a kiss was all it took to awaken her.
One morning the doctor requested a meeting with Sullivan. He left work and rushed to the hospital, hoping to hear that Ellen had awakened, shown some signs of life, or about a new treatment option or medication. Instead, the doctor had asked him to consider allowing Ellen to die. He suggested removing the feeding tube and withholding fluids.
�My god!� Sullivan had railed. �You can�t be serious. That�s unthinkable! You want to starve her to death?� Unbidden, a memory of an argument in the lawyer�s office sprang into his mind, but he pushed it aside.
�Now, now,� the doctor had soothed. �She wouldn�t starve; technically she would dehydrate. This is not a painful way to go.� His bedside manner was the worst Sully had ever encountered.
�How the hell would you know?� Sullivan had challenged. �You haven�t experienced it. Yet you want to deny a helpless woman the water and food she needs to survive? What kind of ghoul are you?�
�I resent that.� The doctor had pulled himself up to his full height. �What I�m suggesting is standard practice in many of these cases. Ellen wouldn�t want to live this way. You need to accept that. We would give her morphine and she would feel no pain. She would just slide into death easily. It�s cruel to keep her alive in this condition.�
�You have no idea what Ellen would want. Besides, she�s going to recover,� Sullivan said, pacing the small conference room.
�Actually, I do know what Ellen wanted,� the doctor said, his voice cold. �Her family doctor and I recently conferred regarding this case, and Dr. Alfron produced an advanced directive signed by Ellen herself. Somehow this document slipped through the cracks in the beginning.� The doctor sighed. �Contrary to what you may believe, Ellen made her wishes very clear. Unfortunately we didn�t have this document when she was admitted to the hospital. Now we must do the right thing and honor her request.�
Sullivan felt a sinking sensation in his gut. Ellen had gone ahead, then, he thought. Without telling me. His heart pounded in his throat at the news, but he fought the good fight anyway.
��We don�t have to do any such thing. I don�t know what kind of sadist you are, but I don�t want you touching my wife again. I don�t trust you anymore. You�re fired!�
He started to storm from the room but whirled around. �In fact, I don�t trust the staff here either. I�m not immune to their little digs and jabs. I don�t think they have Ellen�s best interests at heart. And after what you just said, I know you certainly don�t. I�ll drag your ass to court, if I have to.�
�That�s fine with me,� the doctor said dispassionately. �But you must know that the courts will probably side against you since your wife had papers legally drawn up with her wishes.� He paused. �I was hoping you�d be reasonable, but apparently you lack the strength yet to let her go. Frankly, we can�t keep her here, occupying a bed that could be used for someone else. And, I�m not going to authorize any more therapy for her. It�s a waste of time and resources because she is never going to recover. I suggest you find a long-term care facility that is willing to take her. Oh, and a good lawyer.�
The doctor had turned to leave when Sullivan called him back in a soft voice. �Wait!� he said. �You don�t deserve the title of Doctor. You�re only thinking about the bed you can fill with another victim, another sucker.�
�You�re entitled to your opinion,� the doctor answered, his lips tight. �You�re overly emotional now. But, someday you�ll see that I�m just trying to do the right thing for my patient.�
�By killing her.�
�By allowing her to die with dignity.�
�Get out of here,� Sullivan whispered, anger and sorrow battling each other as the doctor left the room.
Sullivan called in to work and took the rest of the day off. He scrambled to find a facility that would take Ellen. He called the insurance company. He called Ellen�s family doctor and railed against her for her part in this. There was an unexplainable bad feeling inside him, a sick urgency. It slithered up his back, crept over his neck, and stood his hairs on end. He must get Ellen out of that hospital today!
The Loving Arms Facility agreed to take Ellen, but they could not admit her until the following afternoon. They, too, asked about an advanced directive. Sullivan lied to them. He didn�t know if he could pull it off, but he was damn sure going to try. Once he got her settled in the new facility he would hire an attorney to file some kind of action to protect her until the whole mess could be sorted out in a court of law. Resentment that any other person, a doctor, a lawyer, or even a judge, had a legal right to decide life or death for his wife, settled over Lance.
He rushed back to the hospital to advise them Ellen would be moved the next day. His information was met with cold civility. Gone was the warmth and sympathy in which he had previously basked. Word traveled fast, he guessed, courtesy of the offended doctor and staff.
Sullivan went up to Ellen�s room and took her hand in his. Guilt crawled around inside him, guilt over his decision to blatantly disregard her wishes. But she had made her decision thinking nothing would happen to her while she was still young, he rationalized. She wouldn�t feel the same had she known she would be stricken so soon. His way was the right way.
He stroked her hand gently, pulling her slender fingers straight as he massaged them. Speaking softly, he explained that she was being moved to a new facility. As usual, he told her about little things that had happened, leaving out the unpleasantness with the doctor.
�I love you, Ellen,� he said tenderly as he watched her eyes move slightly behind their lids. Kissing her on the forehead, he left to sign the paperwork for The Loving Arms.
The next morning, Ellen was gone. The phone call he had dreaded for so long finally came, even as he was feeling hopeful about the future.
�She expired during the night,� the doctor told him when he had rushed to the hospital.
�Expired? Of what?� he had yelled. �She was fine when I left her.�
�Mr. Proctor, your wife hasn�t been fine for a long time,� the doctor said patiently. �While I, and the staff, sympathize with your loss, you have to know her passing is no surprise. We�ve tried repeatedly to warn you of this ultimate outcome. But, you wouldn�t accept the truth. Of course, I have ordered an autopsy.�
Of course it wouldn�t be a surprise to someone who engineered the event, Sullivan thought suspiciously. As the tears rolled down his cheeks, he tore at himself with unspoken questions. How did it go down? A nurse with a hypodermic full of air? An orderly with a pillow over the face? An accidental overdose of one medication or another? Sullivan would never know and it didn�t matter anyway at this point. She was gone and nothing would bring her back.
Alone, after the funeral, numbness settled over him. All the tears had been cried; it seemed he had been crying for such a long time. Something inside him now shut down. He rejected all expressions of sympathy, all offers of companionship, even those from his two closest friends. Work and home, that was his life. Soon, people began giving him the space he was looking for and left him alone.
As he finished this part of his tale, he became aware of Brook�s hand on his.
�I�m so sorry,� she said.
Looking into her bruised face, he saw heartfelt sympathy. Something inside him melted, something that had been cold and hard for a very long time.
�It�s horrible, what happened to you. Heartbreaking.� She lightly patted the back of his hand. Then, she became self-conscious. Moving her hand away from his, she took a sip from her mug before continuing. �So, Ellen had different views on death than you did." Her warm response encouraged him to continue.
Lance nodded. He found himself in the memory of a disagreement he and Ellen had had. It was one of the worst arguments in the history of their marriage. It started in their lawyer�s office, continued on the sidewalk and in the car, and lingered after they had returned home. Sullivan had scheduled the appointment with the attorney to have wills drawn up, since they had reached the decision to start a family.
�Now that we have the wills drafted,� the attorney said, �we should discuss advanced directives. Living wills, powers of attorney, things along that line.�
�What exactly is a living will?� Ellen asked. The attorney explained that living wills are documents that express end-of-life preferences, decisions about accepting or rejecting procedures that will prolong life in the event of a serious illness or accident. Ellen shocked Sully by agreeing with the concept.
�I definitely want one,� Ellen stated. �I don�t want to be kept alive if I�m too sick to ever recover.�
�What do you mean?� Sullivan was bewildered. �Where there is life, there is always hope. You�d want them to pull the plug on you?�
�Well, you don�t have to put it that way.� Ellen�s eyes flashed with the beginnings of annoyance. �Why would I want to lay there and suffer if I�m not going to get well?�
�How would you know whether you�d get well or not?� Sullivan persisted. �That should be in the hands of God, not a decision for some doctor to make. A doctor should do everything humanly possible to save someone�s life! Everything!�
�It�s my decision.� Ellen was adamant. �If I�m ever that sick, then it�s already in God�s hands. Without interference from a doctor, I�d die anyway.�
Sully was equally stubborn. �A doctor is an extension of God�s hands.� His voice rose. �A doctor should use his God-given skills to save life, not take it away! This whole subject is morbid. It�s creepy.�
�If anything is creepy, it�s the idea of keeping a body alive when the brain is dead! A doctor�s job is to alleviate suffering, not prolong it,� Ellen shot back. �A doctor is not God and shouldn�t be playing God with people�s lives!�
The lawyer looked uncomfortable.
�Maybe the two of you should spend some time talking this over before we proceed,� he advised.
�I don�t need to talk it over,� Sullivan retorted. �Do you have some kind of document that�s the opposite of a living will? Something that says a hospital can�t withdraw life support?�
�We can draft something that expresses your desire to be maintained, not to have fluids and nutrition withdrawn,� the attorney answered. �It is no guarantee, but it does give medical personnel and your family a guide to your wishes, in the event you are no longer able to make these types of decisions for yourself.�
�Fine.� Sullivan�s tone was clipped, his lips tight against his teeth. �That�s what we want, then. Draft up a couple of those.�
�How dare you! You will not choose for me!� Ellen exploded. �You�re acting like an arrogant controlling bastard.�
�Ellen!� Sullivan�s face was contorted. �I love you. I�m not trying to control you, dammit. I just can�t face the idea of losing you.�
�I want a living will.� Ellen directed her comment at the attorney. �Give him whatever he wants, but I don�t want to be kept alive like some kind of monster in a horror movie strapped to a bunch of machines.�
�I�m out of here.� Sullivan snatched his jacket from the back of the chair. �You know what I want. Write mine up so nobody can kill me just because I might become inconvenient.�
�Inconvenient!� Ellen was outraged. Sullivan stormed out of the law office with Ellen on his heels. �You think I would make that kind of decision based on convenience?� She was shaking with fury.
�That�s what it sounds like to me!� Sullivan called over his shoulder as he flung the door open and stepped out into the crisp autumn sunshine. The receptionist watched them go, her eyes wide with interest.
�It would!� Ellen yelled, marching out behind him. �You don�t give me any credit at all. None! You�re selfish, Sullivan Proctor! Selfish and cruel.�
They reached the car, and Sullivan unlocked the doors, not bothering to hold Ellen�s door open for her as he usually did. His anger was deep and barely restrained.
�It�s cruel to want to keep you with me? It�s cruel for me to want to live? To want you to live?� He slid behind the wheel and inserted the key. Then he turned to her, his eyes hard. �I�ll tell you what�s cruel. Cruel is taking food and water and medical treatment away from a helpless sick person, someone too weak to fight back. Cruel is starving someone to death who can�t defend himself. I can�t believe you would do that! You�re not the person I thought you were, Ellen. I don�t think I can trust you to make decisions for me.�
�You don�t trust me?� Tears of rage shone in her eyes. �Well, I don�t trust your ass either! How could you insist on keeping my body alive, suffering, possibly for months or even years? Not able to talk, or hear, or move. It�d be a living hell! And you�d put me through that? Now, that�s cruelty! And it�s purely selfish. All because of what YOU want. Nothing about what I want. All to save you grief.�
�It wouldn�t save me any grief, Ellen. If anything happened to you, I�d be grieving more than you can imagine.� Sullivan�s voice held a note of anguish. He started the car, backed out, and pulled carefully into traffic. In a burst of renewed anger, he hit the brakes harder than necessary at the corner and then accelerated recklessly. That was one habit of Sully�s that Ellen disliked intensely, his tendency to express his anger or frustration behind the wheel.
�Slow down, Sully,� she cautioned. He threw her a look of irritation, but backed off the accelerator in deference to her request. It dawned on him they were each focused only on their individual concerns. Logic asserted itself and told him there were four issues here: What would happen to him if he got sick, what would happen to her if she got sick, and each person�s individual response to the situation. But to hell with logic; he decided to appeal to Ellen's emotions.
�Don�t you have any compassion?� He shot her a sideways look, brief but filled with a confused hurt.
�Don�t you?� she returned, equally wounded.
�Look, I love you, Ellen.� Sully took a deep breath. �I love you, goddammit! I�m not going to stop just because you become ill, get hurt in an accident, or get old and feeble.�
�I know that,� Ellen said, her voice still shaky. �But, it wouldn�t be fair to me. And it wouldn�t be fair to you either. I wouldn�t want to live that way! And, you shouldn�t want me to live that way. If you really love me, you�d respect my wishes.�
�Your wishes are wrong,� he stated flatly, and her anger flared again.
�You think you�re so perfect. You think you always have the right answer, and that your way is the only way. I get so tired of it sometimes.� She stared sightlessly out the passenger window, locked in her own thoughts and resentments.
�So, if you get sick, you�d just give up? Leave me? You wouldn�t even try to fight it? I mean so little to you?� He choked on the words. �How could you just leave me?�
Ellen's voice became gentle. "Honey, if I'm that sick, then I�m already gone. It wouldn�t be a choice.�
He slammed the palms of his hands on the steering wheel. �Bullshit! It is a fucking choice and you�re making it right now.�
She felt her anger suddenly dissipate. His agony was heartbreaking to witness. How could she make him understand?
�You�re right, Sully! It�s my choice. I have the right to make it just as much as you have the right to make your choice." She turned in the seat to look at him. "I would never want to leave you. I love you, too. You know that. Sully, you know that. But we�re talking about my body, my life!� She was surprised to see the glimmer of unshed tears in his eyes. They pulled into their driveway and got out. He waited for her on the sidewalk in spite of his anger, and they walked into the house together. As soon as the door closed behind them, the argument resumed.
�We�re talking about my life, too,� he pointed out, tossing his keys onto the hallway table and shrugging out of his jacket. �What would my life be if something happened to you?�
�You�d grieve. But then you�d go on. You�d eventually find someone else, and I�d want you to.�
�I feel like puking.� He sunk to the couch, his expression a mixture of frustration and pain. Ellen put her purse on the coffee table and sat next to him.
�It�s a tough subject,� she agreed. �But I�m glad it came up. We need to find some resolution to this.�
�I just can�t believe life means so little to you,� Sullivan said. �I can�t believe you would let go of it so easily. So, if something happened to me, you�d just give up? Pull the plug on me?�
�No,� she said carefully. �I�d respect your wishes.�
He groaned as her words skewered him. �Touch�, Ellen.�
�You�ve never had to make that kind of decision, have you?� Ellen asked, her voice gentle. She picked up his hand and held it tenderly. He was unresponsive, stiff.
�Neither have you,� he replied
�No, not personally. But I saw my mom go through it with Grandma Rhonda when she had her heart attack. It�s horrific. What a burden to put on somebody. It broke her heart to take Grandma off life support.� Ellen shivered.
�Well, she didn�t have to do it.�
�Yes, she did.� Ellen was firm. �Grandma wasn�t going to get better. It was her time to go, Sully. Keeping her alive was just postponing the inevitable.�
�Yeah, well, I have a story like that, too.� He turned to her, his eyes hard as flint. �You�ve met my cousin�s daughter, Lucinda. What you don't know is that Lucy was born prematurely, was very small, less than two pounds. At that time, they couldn�t do what they can today for preemies. The doctors gave my cousin a choice of turning off the respirator. Little Lucy had all kinds of things wrong with her, and she�d had a brain hemorrhage that day. The doctors predicted she would never recover. If she did, they said, she�d be little more than a vegetable. They told my cousin and his wife to think about letting her go. Well, they thought it over for about two seconds, and then they refused. And today she�s alive, twenty some years later. It didn�t happen overnight. It took a long time for her to heal. But, she�s alive and well today.�
�That�s different,� Ellen said. �She was a baby with her whole life in front of her, and she couldn�t make the decision for herself. I can understand why they made the choice they did. But, my grandma was old and debilitated.�
�I see,� he said coldly. �When you�re old, you�re not worth anything anymore.�
�God! You make me furious!� Ellen withdrew her hand and stood. She paced back and forth in front of the picture window.
�Look,� she said, trying to be reasonable. �Why are we doing this to ourselves? We probably won�t have to even worry about it for years. Years! We�re young and healthy. Nothing is going to happen to either of us for a long time.�
�Maybe, but you never know.� Sullivan felt a chill walk up his back on small icy feet. Later, he would think of it as a premonition.
As usual, they made up in bed with tender words and gentle touches. But Sullivan�s feelings for Ellen had been altered subtly. Although he loved her as much as ever, he felt that her particular set of experiences had warped her judgment. He still believed his way was the better way. When they went back to the attorney�s office later that month to execute their wills, end-of-life decisions were not discussed. No such documents were drawn up, not a living will for her, or its opposing counterpart for him. Sully didn�t know until Ellen�s illness that she had taken care of it secretly, at her doctor�s office. Her advanced directive was put in place, waiting in a file somewhere to confound and hurt him when the unthinkable happened.
Horrified, he realized his voice had become husky and his eyes moist as he had related the memory. But, Brooklyn passed no judgments on him, one way or another. She merely listened, which, of course, was exactly what he needed. He noted she had tears in her eyes also, feeling with him the long buried pain.
�So how did you come to be out here on the mountain?� she asked, moving the conversation away from the raw emotions.
�You know what, you look pretty tired. Why don�t we save that story for tomorrow?�
As he reached for her plate, she flinched. Their eyes met, and she relaxed.
�I�m still jumpy, I guess,� she explained weakly.
Lance set her plate back on the table and went around to her side, where he knelt on the floor and put his hand on the seat beside her. Brook cringed. He thought how small she looked when she was afraid.
�Brooklyn,� he said. �Let�s get one thing clear right now. I don�t mean you any harm. I will NEVER hurt you. Never.�
�I know,� she said, but even to her own ears her answer rang false.
Lance sighed. He figured it might take some time before she could accept his words as truth.





Chapter 33
Morning dawned. Snow fell. Brook lay on her belly, looking out a window and trying to ignore Lance as he worked on her feet.
�We used to get a lot of snow at home when I was a kid, but it seems to have slacked off these past years.� Even as she watched, the huge flakes drifting slowly to the ground became smaller and the snowfall denser.
�So, where did you grow up, Brooklyn?� Lance asked from the foot of the bed.
�Hmm,� Brook asked, deep in thought and then cried out, �Ouch!�
�Sorry, it can�t be helped; there are still a lot of little pieces of foreign matter buried in these cuts. They have to come out or they�ll become infected. Are you sure you don�t want a pain pill, or the last half of the tranquilizer?�
�I�m sure,� Brook gritted her teeth. �Anyway, where was I? Oh yeah. I grew up in Newton, Kansas, a small town, although it�s much larger now than it was back when I was a kid.�
�Never heard of it. What�s it close to?�
�Wichita is the nearest big city; you know it?�
�I�ve passed through before, but never stopped,� Lance said. �I do remember three things I liked about Kansas.�
�Only three?�
Lance laughed. �No, no. But there are three that stand out in my mind. First, I love the fields of sunflowers. They always seem to be smiling. Second, the sky is enormous; you just don�t see that much sky here in the mountains. And third, with all that flatness it is so easy to get where you�re going. The roads stretch out forever.�
Brook smiled and then grimaced as Lance dug a little deep, sending tendrils of pain up the back of her leg. She moaned into the pillow and then managed to say, �True, all that is so true. Even our hills are more like bumps on the ground than anything, at least by Colorado standards. And you�re right; it�s pretty much a straight shot from one point to another.�
Lance waited for Brook to continue and when she didn�t he prompted, �Do you come from a large family?�
Brook yanked her foot out of Lance�s hand. �Damn it! That hurt!� She took a couple of deep breaths. �Sorry�I know you�re trying to help me.�
Lance waited a moment and then drew her foot back into his lap. He washed the foot with a soft cloth, dried it gently and applied more drawing salve. After he had wrapped it in gauze he turned his attention to her other foot. �This one isn�t quite as bad.�
�Thank God for small miracles,� Brook mumbled. She took a moment to pick up the thread of their conversation.
�Okay, is my family big? Not really. I have one brother and one sister. Gregg is an attorney in Wichita, unmarried, a swinging single as he likes to put it. Alice is a stay-at-home mom. Her husband, Dean, is an engineer at Boeing, one of the major airplane manufacturers in Wichita, but they live in Goddard. Alice and Dean have twin daughters. Kayla and Kendra are the most adorable little six-year--old blond-haired book-ends you could ever hope to lay eyes on.� She trailed off and her eyes turned to the window.
�Oh god,� she moaned. �My family probably thinks I�m dead! They must be panic-stricken by now.�
�I�m sure they are.� Lance was sympathetic and patted her leg gently. �I�m sorry, Brooklyn. I wish there was something we could do.�
She cried softly for a minute, missing her folks and her siblings, imagining their agony. �I just can�t think about it; it hurts too much. I need to focus on the joy they�ll feel when they find out I�m okay.� She continued to stare out the glass, concentrating on the scene outside the window instead of her inner turmoil.
��The snow is so beautiful. It reminds me of my childhood. My mom didn�t work outside the home, although she did do some volunteer work. When it snowed like this she always bundled us up till we could hardly move. We�d go down to this big hill outside town with our sleds and spend hours sliding down and trudging back up. Dad joined us when he had time.� Brook paused in her story as Lance finished treating her second foot, and helped her sit up. He slipped socks onto her feet and carried her to the table where he placed a cup of coffee in front of her. Moving into the restroom, he returned with two aspirin and she immediately popped them into her mouth and swallowed. Then she continued.
��My dad�s a dentist; note the perfect teeth,� she tapped her front teeth with a jagged nail and then contemplated her fingertip. �Remind me to do something about these atrocities.� She waggled all ten fingers at him. �Anyway, dad wasn�t home much during the week and worked a lot of Saturdays, but whatever time he had off from work, he spent with the family.�
�How�d you get your name?� Lance asked. And then, when Brooklyn gave him a puzzled look, added, �I mean, Gregg and Alice seem ordinary, but Brooklyn Cheyenne is unusual.�
Brook laughed. �You�re right. I was their firstborn. Mom and Dad were still pretty young and I guess they were making a statement when they chose my name. Dad was originally from Brooklyn and Mom from Cheyenne. They met at the University of Kansas and married within a year. I came along eight months later. Mom still claims I was early but I think I was most likely the proverbial love-child. I don�t mind; anyway you look at it I was created from love. My mom and dad sure love each other.� Brook stopped and sighed a deep happy sigh as she thought about her parents. �Gregg and Alice are quite a bit younger than me and I guess by the time they came along my parents had lost their interest in distinctive names. Who knows what triggers someone to choose a certain name. I mean, look, you named a goat Gilbert, and it�s a girl.�
�That is true,� Lance agreed. �But I for one love your name. Brooklyn seems to roll off my tongue. It feels right. And beautiful.�
Brook blushed, let her hair cover her face, and choose to ignore his compliment. �Anyway, that�s about it for us. Both my mom and dad�s parents died when I was small; I don�t remember them at all. Well, except one little memory I have of my grandma, mom�s mom, smelling like grape jelly, and the softest kisses she�d brush across my cheeks.� She smiled a small secret smile at this remembrance.
�How�d you end up here?�
Lance saw the change cross over Brooklyn�s face even before she set her cup heavily on the table and demanded, �Why? What difference does it make? I�m here and that�s all there is to it. Stuck until spring.�
Softly, �I meant in Colorado. How did a Kansas girl end up here?� He spread his arms wide. �Not here.� He pointed down.
�Oh. Oh god, that was rude of me. I�m sorry.� Brook buried her face in her hands for a few minutes, then sat up, shoulders back and spine straight. �You may not believe this, but I used to be pretty. Real pretty.�
Lance was incredulous. �Used to be?�
�Yes, used to be. Anyway, that�s what everyone said: �Brooklyn you are beautiful, you should be a model. Brooklyn, you should be in the movies. Brooklyn, you need to go to Hollywood�. It was enough to turn anyone�s head. I�m afraid I was a little conceited. I soaked up their words and held them close to my heart. After graduation, I worked in an office complex in Wichita long enough to make the money to head for California. Then, I kissed my mom and dad goodbye and headed out to make it big, to become the next Isabeli Fontana or Kate Moss. Boy, was I ever na�ve.�
�What happened?�
�Reality happened! I went to L.A. and was turned down by all the agencies I applied to. �You�re too fat; you�re too skinny; you�re too short; you�re too tall; your features are too symmetrical! Blah, blah, blah. When I was down to the last of my savings, I got a job at a major investment firm as a pit-secretary. I was just another face in row after row of desks for two years and then moved up to the position of one of the vice-president�s secretary�s secretary. Unfortunately for her she became seriously ill and had to resign. Fortunately for me, I was offered her position.�
�Okay, now you�re in L.A., not Colorado,� Lance stated, raising one eyebrow in question.
�Right. After a few months I was asked to sit in on an important meeting between several branch offices. One of the gentlemen present was from Denver. He took a liking to me and flirted outrageously outside meetings, sent flowers, asked me out; you know, the whole routine. It was against policy to date within the company so he asked my boss if I could attend a business dinner meeting to take notes for him. Of course, since he was high up in the Colorado office, the request was granted. He began coming to L.A. more and more often, always lavishing gifts and praise on me. And then, one bright August morning, during a serious meeting, he stood, climbed on top the table, walked across and dropped to a knee in front of me while slipping a jeweler�s box from his suit pocket. Flipping it open he asked, �Brooklyn Cheyenne Johnston, will you marry me?��
�Needless to say, the whole room went dead quiet. I stared helplessly at the giant diamond shining at me from its bed of rich blue velvet and couldn�t utter a sound. The other men and women in the room started to find their voices and I heard several comments. �He walked across the damn table. He can�t marry her, she�s a simple secretary and plus, that�s fraternization�. Scores of voices weaved around me as I stared at the box. Finally, I raised my eyes to meet his and answered, �Yes! Yes, of course.� He jumped from the table, scooped me up in his arms, and carried me out of the room, saying over one shoulder, �you�ll need to find a new secretary, Brook resigns.��
Brook was grinning foolishly when she finished telling this story. �That�s how I ended up in Colorado. Oh god, we were so in love!�
�Were?�
�What? No, are. We are so in love. But sometimes I wonder if his proposal was an act of sorts, you know, to make himself look superior in front of others; not really to impress me, but to make himself impressive. But, anyway, that�s when I married Clark Edison Parrish, moved to Denver, and entered the life of the rich.� Here she frowned slightly. �Not that I ever really fit the mold, but Clark seemed happy to have me and I was happy to please him. Clark liked to show me off. God, I sound so vain, but those were his words, not mine. �Brook, wear that slinky black number I got you last month in Paris. I want to shine when I walk into the club tonight.� Or, �Brook, you look dazzling in the diamonds I got you.� Or, this was probably his most used line, �Brook, you outclass every other woman in the room. Everyone can see what a lucky man I am�.� Brook blushed, pausing as she thought. �Of course anyone would look good in the clothes and jewelry Clark draped me in. Still, it was always nice to hear.�
Like she needs wrappings to be pretty. Lance thought. Surely she knows how gorgeous she is.
�Now the club. That is one place I do not fit. The Club is posh. The first time Clark took me there I almost fainted from fright. The only thing that saved me was working for vice-presidents of a major firm for so long. You had to be able to take anything they could dish out; those men and women could be ruthless. Anyway, we entered a foyer bigger than my folks� living and dining room together. A crystal chandelier practically dripped ice. It sparkled like diamonds, softly illuminating the surroundings. The ballroom was magnificent. I can�t even begin to describe it, and to tell you the truth, I don�t want to.� Her expression turned sardonic. �Then there were the people. Snob city. There are actually women who walk with their noses in the air. I saw first-hand how ugly conceit and arrogance can be.�
Lance laughed and Brook said, �I�m not kidding. They tilt their heads back and look down their noses at others. I always get this treatment. They let me know right away that I'm nothing special. I�ve never been able to fit in, even though Clark has belonged since before he was a man. Clark was born with a silver spoon in his mouth. He just has no idea what life is like for regular people.�
Brook played with the handle of her coffee cup. �The wives of Clark�s associates are atrocious. I can only stand one of them; Lizzy Bendershen. She, like I, married into the fold. We are outsiders and it wouldn�t matter if we visited those ladies every day for thirty years, we will always be outsiders.� She leaned back in her chair and shrugged at Lance.
�But, anyway, I got off the subject. As I was saying, Clark gave me a wonderful home, beautiful clothes, and fantastic cars. And even though we aren't as close as we were in the beginning, life really hasn�t been too bad. At least not until he sent me for that book.� She stopped suddenly, a look of panic turning her face pale, and clapped a hand to her mouth.
�What? What�s the matter?� Lance took a step towards her but she held up a hand to stop him.
Quietly, so quietly he could just barely hear her, �Clark sent me to pick up a gift for his boss. It was at a bookstore, a seedy bookstore in a bad, bad part of town. I almost turned around but I didn�t. I parked and even went so far as to get out, leave the parking lot, and step onto the sidewalk. I was surrounded by porn and tattoo shops. Someone said something nasty and I turned and hurried back to the car. That�s when,� Brook whispered. �That�s when the man hit me, shoved a gun in my face, and stole my car. Oh my god! But he didn�t just steal the car�� She looked up into Lance�s eyes. �He stole me, too!�
Brook broke down and cried. She wouldn�t say another word and Lance didn�t try to make her. Gently, oh so gently, he approached the table and sat next to her. He placed a hand on her shoulder and she turned him, burying her face in his chest. They sat like this for a long time, Lance offering the only thing he could, a sympathetic shoulder and genuine concern.
When her tears were spent, Lance parted from her with a comforting pat on the shoulder. He didn�t make a big deal of the incident, carrying on a conversation about trivial matters while she collected herself. She appreciated his discretion. The episode had given her a tremendous feeling of release, a catharsis. Somehow, she felt no embarrassment at all for falling apart in front of this near stranger. It surprised her a little, but she put it down to the odd circumstances in which they found themselves. She wondered if he was getting weary of her yet. If so, he showed no sign of it.
Later that day, she read. In fact, she became absorbed by a book and thoroughly pulled into its world of science fiction. Time passed much more easily when her mind was occupied. Lance was in and out all day, working outside for a while, and then finding things to do inside. He made sure Brook had whatever she needed, be it a helping hand to the bathroom or something to eat or drink.
She soaked her feet again that evening and felt the steaming water pulling the soreness out. She was lucky they hadn�t gotten infected. No, she corrected herself, it wasn�t luck. It was thanks to Lance�s diligence and care. She would never let herself forget that.
They turned in early, Brook to her bed in front of the fireplace, and Lance to whatever lay behind the curtain. She felt a tug on her heart as they said goodnight, but she refused to cry again. She didn�t even know why she would be crying. It�s so crazy. My emotions are all over the place. She read until she grew sleepy.





Chapter 34
�So, you never did tell me how you ended up way out here,� Brook reminded Lance after a hearty breakfast of bacon, eggs, and pancakes. It was amazing what Lance was able to produce on the old wood cook stove.
Her night had seemed endless as she tossed and turned, waking from nightmares with Benny slamming his fist into her face, truckers laughing and calling her �little woman�, and Jase saying he had to get his pliers, that those teeth needed to come out. Now, she tried for nonchalance. Curled in a rocking chair near the front window she watched the snow as it continued its almost endless fall. She sipped coffee and waited.
Lance looked up. He�d been putting away the breakfast dishes. Now he stopped and moved to sit on a chair near Brook. �Kind of accidentally. It was actually through a client. In searching for an accounting error in his books, I exposed an embezzler in his ranks. After that, he always made a special effort to seek me out when he was in town.�
He thought back to the day he met with Dutch Norton. It was several months after Ellen had passed. Dutch was in town for a convention, and he invited Sullivan to lunch. Sullivan figured Dutch Norton was wealthier than any human deserved to be, but he was a stand-up guy and he enjoyed Dutch�s company. He accepted the invitation. During their meal, Dutch mentioned some land he owned in the mountains. He invited Sullivan to come out and do some backpacking, get away from it all. Sullivan surprised himself by accepting and put in for a week�s vacation.
It was during this backpacking expedition Sullivan had come across the cabin. Dutch had not gone hiking with him, sensing Sullivan needed some time alone. When he had returned to the main house that evening, muscles pleasantly tired and mind strangely clear of its usual sadness, Sullivan asked him about the old shack.
�This land has been in my family for generations. Undoubtedly that old cabin was built by one of my forebears, but I don�t know which one. I can�t believe it�s still standing. I never go up there anymore. It�s much too long a walk for someone my age. I�m not in that great of shape anymore,� Dutch had told Sullivan with a slight smile.
�It�s got an old wood burning stove in it, but not much else. The roof�s mostly caved in, but the walls are sturdy. Doesn�t look like anyone�s been inside it for years; except, that is, one very upset raccoon who just about gave me a heart attack,� Sullivan said.
Dutch chuckled, and stated the obvious, �You like that old place!�
�I do,� Sullivan said, thoughtfully. �It�s primitive, but it appeals to me on some level, even though I�ve always been a city boy.�
�Well, you just feel free to go on up there anytime you want,� Dutch offered. �I have no use for it. In fact, I�m getting ready to put the whole place into a trust. I�m moving out to California in a couple of months, but I�ll be damned if I�ll sell this land. I know for a fact that the government would love to get their hands on it, but I think they�ve got enough of our forests. My lawyer is working on a plan for me to keep it just like it is. I'm putting in a clause that the property can never be sold as long as there is a living heir and money in the trust. It�ll remain in the family for my kids and their kids and on down the line. None of them wants to live out here, but they�d be pretty unhappy if they couldn�t come to the old homestead from time to time and soak up the fresh air and the views. �
Sully glanced around. What met his eyes was a grand old home, colonial, at least seven bedrooms, sitting on a well-manicured five-acre plot, well back from the road and surrounded by forest. Dutch had told Sullivan that he owned a total of two hundred acres and Sully mentally smiled at the description of �the old homestead�.
�So, I�m keeping my house for the kids to use whenever they want a vacation. Hell, I�m not sure the kids even know the cabin's there. It�s so remote. Anyway, I trust you, Sullivan. I know you�ll take care of the place. So I give you carte blanche when it comes to that old place. Might do your spirit some good to spend some time up there. There�s something healing about these mountains.�
Sullivan was shocked by the offer. �You�d let me just use it, anytime?�
Dutch looked at Sullivan with kindly eyes. �I know what you�re going through, son. I lost my wife twenty years ago. You just go up there and spend time in that forest whenever life gets to be too much for you. You�ll be surprised how it helps what ails you. Feel free to fix �er up if you want; just don�t do any damage.� He chuckled.
�Thank you, sir. I might take you up on that.� Sullivan wasn�t serious, but he deeply appreciated Dutch�s kind offer. He stored the idea away in the back of his mind.
Never believing he had a conscious plan, not in the start anyway, Sully made the trip up the mountain. At first it was just one little project at the cabin. Then it became two, then three. He told himself he was just making it more comfortable for those times he needed to get away from the city. Before long, however, he was going up every weekend.
The trip wasn't easy at first. If there had ever been a road or trail to the cabin, it had long since been reclaimed by the forest. After a number of tries, he found a way less difficult than others, but still not passable by car or truck. He started working on the system he had now perfected of hauling supplies.
First priority was replacing the roof. This took him several weekends. He fixed the windows and attached shutters to the inside, allowing easy access in all weather. He repaired the walls and added a door. Next he concentrated on paving the dirt floor with stone. He cleaned up the old wood cook stove and hauled up a small potbelly stove for extra heat.
�More weeks passed with him taking a day off from the office here and there to allow even more time for his projects. When it finally occurred to him to live in the cabin full-time, he was as surprised at himself as anyone would have been. But he kept his idea secret, sharing it with no one.
As his story wound down, he noticed that Brooklyn was looking at him with frank interest in her eyes.
�But, what about your life back in the city? Did you just put it on hold in case you ever want to return?�
Lance studied his hands and wondered how to explain. He presumed no one would understand what he had done next. Hell, he hardly understood it himself.
�It�s hard to justify, I guess,� he told Brook, �but I was fed up with civilization and society. It just seemed like life had lost all meaning when I lost Ellen. The cabin became my sanctuary, the place where the ghosts from the past couldn't follow me. I had also taken to reading a lot of Louis L�Amour and Zane Grey, and I envied the independent lifestyle and freedom of the cowboy. I longed to get away from the squeeze of too many people, to become invisible. And I became aware like never before of how intrusive the government can be, groping through our private lives and personal decisions. Things were heading in the wrong direction, getting to the point where people were going to be so micromanaged they wouldn�t even be able to breathe without a politician�s blessing. I could envision the day I'd be told how much sugar I could put in my tea or taxed for taking a piss!�
He shook his head ruefully and went to the stove for another cup of coffee.
�More?� he asked her, pot in hand. She declined.
Sitting back down, Lance continued, �I guess the final straw was the trip to the computer store. That was the day I stopped hiding the truth from myself. It was the day I made the decision to really leave and started actively planning my move.�
Brook cocked an eyebrow, fascinated and wanting to know more. She had never heard anyone talk this way. His dark eyes flashed as he delved into his recollection.
�I realized at that point that I not only wanted out, I needed out. Out of society, out of my life, out of my world." He gazed into the past. "I had gone to buy a laptop. I don�t know if the clerk was just trying to impress me with what he could do, or if he wanted to sell me some kind of snooping program, but, Brooklyn, he just knew so much about me it made my blood run cold.� Lance�s mouth was set in a firm line.
�What do you mean?� she asked, brow furrowed. �What did he know?�
�Well, I was going to buy the thing on credit, so maybe he got all this from a credit report. I don�t know. But he knew where I lived and worked. That�s not so amazing. But then he told me he could tell the types of books I was interested in. He knew I had recently purchased some fishing equipment. He knew my mother�s maiden name. He even knew where I'd gone to high school and which restaurants were my favorites. And then�he gave his condolences on my recent loss. He knew about Ellen. It was chilling. I walked out of that store and never went back.�
�I know a lot of our lives are a matter of public record,� Brook said. �And I guess I knew that most information is available to people who know where to look. I just never thought about it before, but you�re right. It�s spooky.�
�It is. And if a store clerk could pull up that much info, you know the government has even greater access to our personal information,� Lance said. �I hated that. Not that I was doing anything wrong. It was just the idea of it. It seemed like the days are gone when a man could just set out for parts unknown and start a new life, like back in the old days. Maybe I was born in the wrong century or something, but it seemed at the time like freedom was becoming a rare commodity.�
�In a way, I guess it is.� Brook shivered involuntarily. �So, then what? What did you do next?�
�I sold my house.� Lance gave her a quick grin. �Ellen and I had made some improvements and I cleared quite a bit more than I owed. I moved in with my folks temporarily and gave notice at work; told them a lie about taking a job out of state. I discouraged all inquiries from well-meaning friends and co-workers.� He recalled how the lying had made him uncomfortable, but he was fiercely protective of his plan.
�Ellen had been right when she said I was selfish. My family doesn�t even know where I am. My parents tried so hard to understand when I told them I was leaving. My little brother, Dave, had just joined the service and now I was going, too. It was hard on my folks. But still, I left. I pursued my own path without regard for the feelings of others. So, I admit I am a self-centered man in many ways. I am hopelessly flawed.� He was teasing, but only partly.
�They must be frantic, Lance,� Brook said gently.
�No, no.� Lance rubbed a spot on the table with his finger. �They don't know exactly where I live, but I call them regularly and let them know I�m alright. Plus, I have a box in Haylieville. We write, and I send them pictures. My dad was amazed at the fireplace. I don�t think he really believes I built it. Anyway, they know I�m okay. But they can't accept or understand why I changed my name.�
�Why did you change your name? I don�t understand that either.�
�I was sick of people knowing so much about me. At least, that�s what I told myself at the time,� he answered. �I wanted a completely fresh start. And, I was grieving so hard, it was an effort just to breathe. I also was struggling with a bit of remorse for the way I had handled Ellen�s last days, you know, refusing to honor her wishes and all that. Which, by the way, I still don�t agree with. But, all that aside, I knew I had done things that she wouldn�t like in trying to keep her with me and refusing to accept her condition. I felt bad about it, but nothing I could do would change it. So, I decided to bury Sullivan Proctor, in a sense.� He looked upward as he pulled the old memories up in his mind.
�On the last day of work, a half-hearted going away party kept me at the office longer than I wanted. I was itching to get my most recent acquisitions out to the cabin. I had cashed in my retirement, and I collected a check for all my vacation and sick pay. I still needed to clean out my personal savings and checking accounts, and I knew when I did, I would be disappearing with a tidy sum. I had the money from selling the house and the insurance money from Ellen�s death. And I wasn�t finished yet. I still planned to max out my credit cards; and my faithful monthly payments on Ellen�s medical bills would mysteriously stop. It still rankled every time I wrote checks to the hospital and that arrogant ass of a doctor who had killed Ellen. I�m telling you, Brooklyn, I just smiled with satisfaction at the thought that those butchers had gotten the last penny they would ever receive from me. Let them just try and track me down!�
�So you ran up a bunch of debt on your cards before you left?� Brook asked, not even trying to hide her surprise and disappointment.
�No, in the end I couldn�t do it. All the further I got was thinking about doing it. I�m a victim of my upbringing, I guess. My conscience interfered and I ended up paying all my bills and closing out the accounts.� Lance laughed. �But for just a little while, I toyed with the idea. Made me feel reckless, like a rebel.�
Brook was strangely relieved to hear it. Why she should even care, she didn�t know. But, she didn�t like to think this man, this man she was becoming fond of, could be a thief, a common criminal.
She returned her attention to Lance�s words.
Lance told Brook about those days, his plan, and his subsequent actions. He explained how, with a touch of resentment, he had remembered the computer store clerk and all the details the man knew about his private life. He was determined he would leave no further trail for anyone to follow, not that anyone would. It was just the principle of the matter.
He began withdrawing money from his bank accounts, hauling the cash in his briefcase like a secret agent or drug dealer. When he got it home, he laid it out on the table and began dividing it up and wrapping it for burial up at the cabin. He would have plenty of cash to fall back on, should he ever need it.
Sullivan had purchased, with cash, a battered old pick-up truck. He spent some quality time with it in his dad�s garage. Although it still looked like a heap when he was done with it, the engine purred like a tiger and sported a set of new snow tires. He never did file the title with the state, nor did he insure the vehicle. He lifted a tag off a derelict car on a side-street, one that was last tagged five years before and designed stickers to look like the real thing. He would have to drive carefully from now on, and as little as possible.
He sold Ellen�s SUV shortly before he listed the house. He didn�t want to see it in the drive or the garage and go through that split-second of thinking she was home, before reality caught up with his brain and reminded him she would never be home again. His own old car was paid off, and he donated it to a local charity that provides transportation for veterans to and from doctor's appointments. He then spent the most enjoyable evening he�d had since before Ellen�s death.
Walking the streets as Sullivan Proctor for the last time, he visited several classless watering holes. In each one, he �accidentally� dropped one of his credit cards on the floor of the restroom. Then he sat at the bar nursing a beer, keeping a watchful eye on the men�s room door. It wasn�t concern for his credit card, but merely curiosity. He wondered if there were any Honest Abes left in the world that would trot up front and turn in the credit card. In each establishment, several men went into and out of the bathroom, but not one man brought his lost credit card to the bartender. Before leaving each tavern, Sullivan would revisit the toilet to make sure his card had been picked up. Without exception, it had. Even though he had closed the accounts he knew the unscrupulous could use the cards for the information that could be gleaned from them. He hoped someone would claim his identity, erasing his existence completely.
Why it made him feel so good to discard his identity, he could not say. But it did. It didn�t seem like a foolish action. It seemed more like small mischief, humorous even, to confound anyone who thought they had a handle on Sullivan Proctor. Each person who had taken one of his credit cards could knock themselves out trying to use them. If someone wanted to steal his identity, as far as he was concerned, they were welcome to it. He would be long gone.
He got rid of them all, nearly emptied his wallet. Library card, insurance cards, shopper�s discount cards, store credit cards, CPR certification, gym membership card, and even his driver�s license. He imagined all the new Sullivan Proctors running around the city in the days to come.
He was now Lance Matthew, an anonymous individual, who for all intents and purposes did not exist. He was now an entirely new man, one who lived in nobody�s data banks, unnumbered and uncounted. Just the way he wanted to be. He�d thought about actually buying a new identity but he would be right back where he had started, just as someone else. No, he had to be someone who never existed for his plan to work.
�I made a new identity and created the paperwork on a computer,� he told Brook. �Of course, the IDs I have now are all faked, but they look real enough. And no one knows. No one, that is, except my parents, my brother, and now, you.�
�Wow,� Brook exclaimed. �That�s crazy wild. What if you want to go back to your old life?�
�I can�t,� he said simply. �I fixed it so I can�t. I have no idea what kind of trouble Sullivan Proctor has gotten himself into since I�ve been gone. Sullivan Proctor could be a wanted criminal for all I know.�
�Wouldn�t your mom and dad know if someone was using your name illegally? Wouldn�t someone contact them? �
�Maybe,� Lance said. �But they haven�t so far. And my parents would be telling the truth when they say they don�t know where I am.�
Brook gazed at him for a long moment. She took in his dark tousled hair, tanned face, deep brown eyes with their occasional sparkle, his rugged but trim beard, his wide shoulders stretching the flannel shirt to its limit, his strong capable hands and muscular arms.
�You don�t look like a Sullivan Proctor,� she pronounced. �You look like your new name. It suits you.�
His eyes met hers. �Thanks,� he said softly.
�But, Lance,� she asked. �What if something happened to you up here? What if you got injured or sick? How would you get help?�
�Those are questions with no good answers. I guess, if something too terrible happened, I�d just be out of luck. But then, if I were in a bad car wreck I�d probably face the same fate. Or if I were mountain climbing and had a slip. Accidents happen everywhere; and more often then not, they happen in inconvenient places.� He ran a hand through his hair. �But, I take vitamins religiously. I�m very careful with my tools, more so than most people, I would guess. I know one slip could cause a fatal injury or infection. I haven�t seen a doctor in more than three years, or a dentist.� His eyes twinkled. �Your dad would most likely disapprove. But, anyway, I know I�ve been living dangerously in a way. But I�m so careful, Brooklyn. Even with little things like making sure I floss my teeth, and using generous amounts of peroxide and rubbing alcohol even when they are probably unnecessary. This caution extends to the very water I drink. I filter the river water I use, and melt snow in the winter, but never the first snowfall. And I even filter that!�
�I have an extensive supply of bandages and medication. I took everything from our medicine cabinet at home before I left. There are the pain pills and tranquilizers you�ve been taking. Plus I have some antibiotics. Expired yes, but hopefully still potent enough to be of some help. To top it off, I hit the drugstore and stocked up an everything I could think of.�
He looked thoughtful. �No, I just have to be diligent, extremely careful, think things through before carrying them out. Of course, I guess anything could do me in. A bad tooth, an accident with a tool, a rusty nail, or a fall. So far, I�ve been lucky.�
�Living like this; it�s so risky. You should at least have a cell phone,� Brook said. �At least that.�
�Well, I don�t want anyone to know where I am, or even who I am. And anyone I want to call I can call from a payphone, just like I do my parents. Besides, there aren't any towers up here, no service.�
�Bet you hated to see me out there in the woods,� Brook ventured.
�I did,� Lance admitted. �I�m not going to lie about it. I felt resentment. It�s that selfish part of me rearing its ugly head again. I thought you were going to be nothing but trouble and I feared what you would do to my life, without meaning to, of course.�
�You could have just left me there, walked away.�
�No, Brooklyn,� he said, meeting her eyes with his steady gaze. �I could never have done that, would never have. And now that I've gotten to know you�"





Chapter 35
The moment stretched out. Brook�s pulse picked up. Lance�s eyes held a tenderness she hadn�t noticed before. Clearing his throat, he got up, and the spell was broken.
�Let me finish these dishes. Then I�ve got to tend to the ladies,� he said, �and check on Gilbert.�
�What ladies?� Brook asked. "Are there other people out here? I thought you lived alone."
�Oops! Sorry about that,� he chuckled. �That�s what I call my chickens. I thought it was a tad more respectful than calling them �the girls�. But only a tad.�
Brook smiled at the thought. �You wouldn�t want to offend your chickens, that�s for sure. They might start hiding their eggs from you.�
Lance laughed. �No, I definitely don�t want to go on an egg hunt, not in this snow anyway.� He finished clearing the dishes, and then turned to Brook. �Now, let me help you into the bathroom and then get you settled before I take off. I have quite a few chores to take care of and I�ll be gone for a spell.�
When she was finished and seated back on the bed, he looked down at her.
�Bet you�re getting a little bored. Got cabin fever yet?� he asked kindly.
�No, not really,� she said. �I still get tired pretty fast. And I can always read." She gestured at the stack of books on the bed. "But, I was wondering if you had a needle and some thread. Oh, and maybe a nail file; I lost mine somewhere out there.� She gestured widely.
�Sure.� He went behind the curtain and returned with a manicure set and a well-appointed sewing kit. �What do you plan to sew?�
�Oh, you�ll see,� she answered, a mischievous gleam in her eye.
Later when he returned, he found her wearing a modified version of his clothes. They fit her quite well.
�I ruined your things,� she said, standing on still-painful feet to model her alterations. She had cut and sewn, taking up places here, trimming them away there. The seams were whip-stitched, the best she could do with the tools at hand.
�If that�s ruining them,� he said, his voice husky with some unnamed emotion, �maybe I should give you some more to wreck. Seriously, though, they look nice on you. In fact, I didn�t know those clothes could ever look so good.�
She blushed at the compliment. �Well, now that you mention it, I wouldn�t mind having at least one other set of clothes. You know, wash one and wear one.�
�I think that can be arranged.�
�He went quickly to the kitchen where he began pulling food from the cold pantry and busying himself with the old cook stove. She lowered herself back onto the bed, feeling strangely pleased with herself.
The rest of the day passed in quiet pursuits for Brook; reading, napping, thinking. Lance disappeared behind the curtain for long periods, coming out once in a while to check on her, and once to set some more clothes by her bedside. He noticed as he did so that her nails were now short and even, all the jagged edges tamed by the file.
Outside the windows, the snow fell, deepening its blanket over earth and tree, its soft cold embrace locking them away from the world.
That evening, after a supper of browned potatoes and carrots steeped in the juices of a succulent roast, Lance got up from the table and stood by the outside door. �Come here,� he said.
Brook stood tentatively. Lance waited patiently at the door, but made no move to help her. He wanted to see how well her feet were healing by watching her walk. She stepped gingerly, but did better than he'd expected. It�s time she has a pair of shoes. I�ll have to see what I can come up with. As she drew near, he opened the door.
Brook shivered as the cold wind raced through the cabin, slicing through the heat from the roaring cook stove. She pulled her shirt tighter around her body and moved to his side.
�Look.� He turned her to face the open doorway and gently tilted her head slightly. The snowfall was in a temporary lull and the clouds had parted, revealing a large black patch of sky. Distant heavenly lights shone and flickered with cold brilliance against the inky blackness. Brook inhaled sharply at the sight.
�It�s beautiful!� she exclaimed. �There are so many stars. They look almost as if I could reach out and touch them with my fingers.�
�I think it�s because we�re closer to them up here on the mountain,� Lance said, a faraway look in his eyes. �It�s my own little piece of heaven. Some nights, in good weather, I take a blanket out, lie on the ground, and just look up into the starry space. During meteor showers it looks like fireworks in the sky.�
Brook shifted her attention to his profile; his strong jaw line covered with a soft dark beard, the wisp of black hair that curled just slightly in front of his ear, the lashes too long for a man, his straight even brow over mercurial brown eyes that could shift from passion to tenderness in a second. Something rolled inside her, a warm spreading sensation.
He felt her gaze and turned to face her. When their eyes met, she thought she perceived a glimmer that told her he, too, felt the connection. He placed a hand on her shoulder and Brook wondered if he planned to kiss her, but he only guided her back into the house and closed the door.
She shivered, wondering if she would have let him kiss her if he had tried. She didn�t know. She was confused and needed to decipher her feelings.
�You�d better get back in bed and cover up. It�s cold.� His voice was throaty, revealing that she was not the only one affected by their closeness. He eased an arm around her waist and helped her across the floor. She leaned against him and breathed in the clean scent of his skin. Her feet ached, but not as much as her heart. Tears threatened, but the reason for it was beyond her understanding .
Once Brook was restored to bed, Lance arranged the blankets over her. He appeared reluctant to meet her eyes, distant, although his body radiated warmth like a fever. He seemed to be struggling with his emotions; she could feel it and it made her feel sad, somehow.
Lance went to the kitchen and busied himself with trivial tasks as Brook relaxed into the mattress. She wanted to examine that moment, that wordless exchange at the door. Delicious warmth stole over her at the mere thought, followed quickly by a surge of guilt, and then sudden panic. How could she possibly feel affection for a man after what those men, those devils, did to her? And, what about Clark? She loved Clark. Didn�t she? She needed to redefine her feelings for her husband, too. There was something there. Something just beyond reach, some niggling thought that she needed to remember. But it was slippery right now. Her thoughts moved to her attackers.
Brook fought against remembering those life-altering days. Three days, and her life was irrefutably changed forever. Squaring her shoulders, she shook the thoughts away. She would forget those horrible days. She'd even forget Clark for the time being; he seemed part of a different life, a past life. She would focus instead on the feelings that had passed between her and Lance. Warm feelings.
But, much as she wished to analyze and dissect these new feelings, her body had other ideas. Weariness, along with the warm bed, won, and she drifted into a sleep filled with vague but sensuous dreams. That night, anyway, memories of terror did not intrude on her rest.
Lance, however, lay awake a long time, staring into the darkness of his room, trying to remember Ellen�s face, and wrestling with guilt for he couldn't stop thinking of Brooklyn. He played the moment at the door over and over in his mind, and found himself resisting an urge to wake her from slumber, and take her in his arms. He had only known this woman for six short days, and under bizarre circumstances. He couldn�t understand the workings of his own mind. Finally, he punched his pillow a few times to fluff it, rolled over, and closed his eyes. Sleep was slow to come.





Chapter 36
Lance looked up and saw Brook�s face in the frost-framed window, her image indistinct. He found the sight strangely moving. As he turned to his chores, it was with disquieting sensations in the pit of his stomach and a kaleidoscope of images and remembered feelings: The sight of her tender bruised flesh that saddened him, the softness of her hand that he could still feel on his skin if he allowed himself the indulgence, unwanted tenderness that stole through him in her presence, the feathery feel of her arms draped over his shoulders when he lifted her, the brush of her hair against his beard, the quickening of his heart when she spoke, the deep blue color of her eyes. Just knowing someone waited for him a few short steps away. Not what he wanted. Not. Not. Not.
He gripped the shovel and set to work clearing a path to the sheds. Opening the small pen, he scraped a clearing for Gilbert before releasing her from her shelter. Overcome with goat joy, she braced herself against his shoulders for a Gilbert hug. Laughing, he wrapped her in his arms, and then tussled with her a few minutes. Finally, he pushed gently away from her to resume his chores. Ducking into the shed, he broke the ice on her water and added a fresh supply into her bucket before tossing more feed into her trough.
Gilbert lay in-waiting for him outside the door, looking suspiciously devious for an innocent goat. Brook watched this curious behavior with genuine interest. The goat acted like a mischievous dog!
When Lance emerged, Gilbert head-butted him and immediately bucked away sideways in a playful romp, challenging him to catch her. He gave in to her exuberance and tumbled in the snow after her, swimming through the drifts and chasing her with youth-like abandon.
Just a big grown-up boy and his goat, Brook thought from her vantage point at the window. She giggled at the spectacle, but Lance couldn�t hear her. He had, in fact, forgotten he had an audience, and unselfconsciously wrestled with Gilbert for a while before calling a halt to the play so he could attend to his �ladies�. His exertions had warmed him, and he loosened his coat before clearing the snow in front of the chicken house.
One of the hens, excited at the prospect of feed and freedom, flapped clumsily into a snowdrift, where she lodged like a fat bullet. Her distressed squawking carried even to the cabin, and Brook watched with amusement as Lance rescued the wayward fowl. Cradling the bird in the crook of his arm, he spoke to the outraged animal before placing her gently on the clean-swept ground where she joined the rest of the birds flocking at his heels. Brook wondered what he said to her. Did he dole out a stern lecture on poultry foolishness, or soothe wounded chicken pride with kind words? If she had to guess, she would say he chose words of comfort. The encounter brought a smile to Brook�s face. Lance soon disappeared around a corner, fowl following him like baby chicks after a mother hen. They wanted their morning grain and would tail him with singular perseverance until they received it.
Brook noted the outbuildings with a sense of admiration. Like small forts, they were constructed vertically of gray weathered wood, and surrounded by trees and shrubs. She realized they would pass undetected at first glance; they blended so well with the scenery. Summer, with its thicker foliage and greenery, would conspire to camouflage them even more. They seemed a part of the forest. Concealed. Safe.
�Brook moved from the window and sat in the easy chair before the fire, her feet sending tendrils of pain up her legs. The pure pleasure of watching Lance with his animals shifted without warning into melancholy. She ran her fingertips over the branches of her little willow, and her eyes blurred with tears as she watched the slender chains swing delicately back into place. She picked up a book from the table, but didn�t open it. Instead, she gazed ahead, thoughts trapped within �dark memories.
Outside, Lance filled his canvas shoulder bag with potatoes, turnips and carrots from his root cellar, and set it on the front porch. Next, he hauled several loads of firewood from the covered stack. Dividing the supply of wood, he put some in the outside storage near the cabin door and the rest beside the root crops. He gathered eggs, tossed some hay in for Gilbert to munch on, and some extra straw for warmth. Sweeping the snow from the tops of the sheds, he cleared the skylights so the animals could enjoy whatever meager warmth the sun would provide on this day. A quick glance up told him that might be minimal. The clouds were gathering strength again, threatening more snow.
Brook heard Lance stomping the snow off his shoes on the front porch, and dried her eyes before he entered. Sitting up straight in the chair, she flipped the book open so it would appear she had been reading. The fire was burning low and she was shocked at how much time had passed while she had sat in a fog. She determined to snap herself out of the gloom and make the best of her present situation.
As Lance came through the door, he caught sight of her and his face lit up. No sense making him miserable with her woes, she concluded, and lifted the corners of her mouth, returning his smile.
�Hey, you�re still awake.� he said. His cheeks were reddened from exposure and snow clung to his clothes and hair. A bulging cloth bag hung from his shoulder and he had a small pail of rich brown eggs in his other hand. He placed the eggs on the table, and carried his bag to the kitchen area where emptied it into a built-in bin. �Almost done.�
He brought in several armfuls of wood and restocked the box next to the fireplace.
�How are you feeling?� he asked, as he shrugged out of his coat and hung it on the peg.
�Fine,� she answered. He turned to look at her, something in her tone alerting him to her state of mind.
�I could use some hot cocoa,� he announced. �How about you?�
�Sounds good,� she answered, her eyes on the book as if engrossed.
�Good book?� Lance asked dryly.
�Um-hmm,� Brook said, continuing the ruse.
He went to the sink and washed his hands, drying them on a towel as he approached her. He slung the towel over his shoulder and took the book from her hands. Turning it right-side up, he handed it back to her without a word. She blushed. Looking into his eyes she saw only patient concern. Pulling the other chair closer, he sat facing her. She withered under his intense gaze and her eyes darted around the room. He reached out and turned her face towards his. She flinched under his touch, but made herself meet his eyes.
�Brooklyn,� he said, laying his hands in his lap. �Tell me. Just talk about it. I know it�s hard, but I honestly believe you�ll feel better once you get it off your chest.�
�Oh, really? Is that what you did when Ellen died? You talked to people? Got it off your chest?� She struck out at him verbally. Her cruelty was defensive, not really intended to hurt him. Yet she knew she had. She saw it in his surprised expression. She looked away.
�Yes and no,� he said carefully. �I grieved. I cried. I struggled with the pain, but I never completely finished the process. Instead I turned to my plan, the plan to move here, to become someone new. I think now I only extended my sorrow by refusing to face it. It�s still here inside me and it springs up when I least expect it.�
�I�m sorry.� She hung her head.
�Don�t be,� he responded, his voice kind and tolerant. He waited. She fidgeted with the book for a moment, and then took a deep breath.
�I fought them,� she finally said, her voice cracking. �I fought them so hard.�
�I know you did. I saw your wounds.�
�But they were so strong, and there were too many of them. Even if there had only been one, I still couldn�t have stopped it. Men are just physically stronger than women.� Her voice steadied, but tears ran unchecked down her face.
�That's true,� Lance agreed, keeping his voice calm in spite of the rage that stirred within his chest. He clenched his jaw. His fists opened and closed.
�They hurt me. They hurt me so badly!� The dam burst and Brook�s shoulders shook from the violence of her sobs. �Oh, god! How could they do those things to me? Those sick horrible bastards! They�ve all got mothers, and maybe sisters, too. One of them even had a girlfriend! She was there. With them. How could they treat a woman that way?
"Oh, my god. They wouldn�t let me cover myself. I had to walk naked in front of them while they stared at me, leering, drooling, and smirking. They kept me in a filthy room with just a mattress on the floor. Again and again, they came into that room. Every time I thought I would die from the pain! They were heartless, monstrous! They tore into me and ripped me apart, and then laughed about it. They passed me around like a bottle of cheap whiskey. I was nothing to them, nothing but a piece of meat.� Great sobs racked her body.
Although Lance had suspected this would come sooner or later, the force of her explosion shocked him into stillness for a few seconds. Then he pulled her into his arms and rocked her like a baby. She clutched handfuls of his shirt and pounded her fists against his chest in her anguish. Still, he held her, cradled her, and absorbed her misery. It lasted a long time. At one point she buried her face in his shoulder and simply screamed out her fury and torment. He felt tears of commiseration spring to his eyes, and he blinked them back.
�I hate them! I hate them! I wish they would all die!� she moaned. Rearing back, she looked into Lance�s face. �They were going to kill me. I heard them say it. How could they hurt me like that?�
�Because they�re just what you said, sick bastards. Sick defective human beings.�
Brook returned her face to his shoulder. �Sometimes I can�t get the smell of them out of my head. Or their faces. Or the sound of their voices. And it nauseates me. My skin crawls with the horror of it.� Brook wept quietly now. But, the outburst had a therapeutic effect, and she gradually grew calmer.
�I�ll help you,� Lance said, his cheeks moist with his own tears. �Brooklyn, when you need to, you can pile it on me. You can yell and cry and talk until it�s all drained out of you. It�s poison, you know. We just need to get it out of your head so it can�t make you sick and sad anymore.�
She pulled back from him just far enough to look into his eyes.
�Out of my head and into yours?� she asked bitterly, realizing the burden he was willing to accept. All those horrid images and feelings, the nightmarish memories, the painful and obscene acts. He would take them on?
�I can handle it, Brooklyn,� he said, even as he wondered privately if he really could. It made him crazy knowing how she had suffered. It made him want to kill.
She held his gaze, and he looked past the fading bruises and the tears into her soul. A slow but irresistible force passed between them, and she felt his lips come softly against hers. Ever so tenderly, he claimed her mouth and she melted into him. He felt the flutter of her heart and the sweet press of her body. Groaning, unable to stop, he deepened the kiss and she responded with a yielding sigh. Then, he felt her body stiffen and he went dead still. He quickly moved his lips from hers and said, �Brooklyn. I�m sorry. I shouldn�t have done that.�
Brook watched as a stricken look crossed his face. Even in her fear she realized he meant her no harm. She took a deep breath and moved slowly away from him. �No. No, I let you. Something deep inside me wanted to kiss you as much as it seemed you wanted to kiss me. I just can�t. You understand, don�t you?�
��Oh, Brooklyn, of course I understand. It�s okay,� he said, resisting the passion he had felt, knowing he had to shove it away, forget it. �I just lost myself there for a minute. I only wanted to comfort you. It�s just comfort. It�s a human need, you know. Sometimes people just need to hold each other.�
She fell into his voice, that voice she remembered from her fevered first days here, consoling her, soothing her back into forgetful sleep. She loved to listen to his voice, its deep resonance and the gentle lilts, the comforting words. A part of her wanted him to hold her, longed to just bury herself in the safety of his arms. At the same time, she wanted to push away from him, to keep him at arm�s length, not to trust anyone, especially a man. These conflicting desires flooded her senses, clouded her thinking. She shoved them aside. This man was gentle, he only wanted to help her; and God knew she needed help. Unable, no, unwilling, to give in to her misgivings, she leaned back into his embrace. She let him hold her, comfort her; and she perceived him as pure and good, the complete and utter opposite of the men who had abused her. The thought brought more tears to her eyes and she hiccupped a sob.
Lance stroked her hair softly. �It�s okay, Brooklyn. I�m here. It�s okay.�
Brook let all thoughts drift away as another flood of tears escaped the barriers she thought she had in place. Lance held her gently, making soft, almost cooing noises.
As Lance consoled Brook, he couldn�t help but wonder at the kiss he had shared with this woman. It was nice. No, not nice, better than nice. He wasn�t sure how he felt about it; she wasn�t his Ellen. Lance hadn�t kissed another woman since way before he and Ellen married. They had dated all through college. Ellen had been his true love. But this woman, she stirred thoughts that had been long buried, and he needed to bury them again. He wasn�t ready and Brook sure as hell wasn�t. Still, he held her in his arms in a long moment of closeness that was sweet and soft as summer rain.
After a time Lance became aware of the wind picking up, whistling around the corners of the cabin. Glancing at the window, he noted the darkening of the day as the next storm raced over the mountainside. He carried Brook to her bed and laid her on the mattress.
�I need to stoke the fire,� he said softly.
He stirred the embers, threw on some logs, and then returned to her. She reached for him, eyes pleading. �Would you hold me? Please? Just hold me.�
Crawling into the narrow bed, he pulled her close. She placed her head on his shoulder and her hand on his chest. He held her until she fell asleep. Soon, he drifted too, and they napped well into the early part of the evening.





Chapter 37
They woke still wrapped in each other's arms and parted almost reluctantly. Brook knew being in Lance�s arms should feel wrong, but it didn�t. She was a married woman. But after all she had endured, she decided she would not feel guilty about taking consolation where she could find it. Maybe it was an excuse, but she didn�t care. She had felt safe and protected next to Lance, and it answered a deep and wrenching need in her soul. Besides, it was innocent. It was as he said, just two people drawing comfort from each other. And although he hadn�t told her so, she got a strong feeling that he had found solace in their closeness as much as she had.
�It's a little late for the cocoa we planned; how about some supper instead?� Lance smiled as he stood and stretched.
�Sounds good,� she replied. �Can I help?�
�You could peel the potatoes. Let me get you over to the table.�
Brook held up a hand, palm out. �No, Lance. I need to try to walk. I have to stop babying my feet sometime.� She stood and made her way to the table while Lance stood by in case she needed him. It wasn�t an easy trek, and she secretly congratulated herself for the progress.
Once she was seated at the table, Lance brought her a bowl, knife, and four potatoes. He prepared the meat for cooking and fired up the stove. They talked while they worked.
�We used to have a big garden,� Brook reminisced.
�Back home in Denver?�
�God forbid! That would never go over where I live now.� Brook smiled. �We have a gardener, but he doesn�t really garden. He just takes care of the grounds. Mows, trims the hedges, waters, that type of work. I wanted a vegetable garden at the house but Clark was outraged and said, �That�s what farmers markets are for. That�s who you used to be; that�s not who you are now. Why don�t you join the garden committee at the club?�
"Yeah, right. I didn�t want to tell people what to plant and where. I wanted to do the work myself.� She sighed. �No, I was talking about my childhood. My family always had a big garden and we all pitched in to tend it.�
�Did you like it?� Lance asked.
�Yes, I did. I loved it, actually. From setting out the seeds and plants, right up until we harvested the fruits of our labor. Of course, weeding wasn�t much fun. That�s why Dad always used a thick layer of mulch. I take it you like gardening?�
�Yes,� Lance said as he rolled the meat in seasoned crumbs. �I have a few plots around the cabin. Nothing too big. I buy some of my produce from farmers markets. I plan on teaching myself how to can vegetables.�
Brook finished peeling and laid the knife aside. �I can�t quit thinking about my parents,� she said, staring off into space. �My mom especially. They must be frantic. I wish I could spare them this heartache.�
�I know you do,� Lance said. �I�ve been thinking of that, too, but didn�t want to bring it up again. I know your family is worried about you.� He seemed to mull something over before continuing.
�Brooklyn,� he said. �It wouldn�t be easy, but I could try to snowshoe out of here. If I made it I would be gone at least two days. But, I could call your family and tell them you�re safe. It's up to you. Say the word, and I�ll do my best to get in contact with your people.�
�No!� Brook�s reaction was strong and immediate. �Please don�t leave me here alone. I can�t stand the thought. Besides, if, God forbid, something happened to you, no one would know I�m here. I don�t even know where �here� is.�
�Okay, okay,� he soothed. �It was just a suggestion. I didn�t really think it was a good idea. But I�d try it. For you.�
�Oh, Lance. I appreciate that more than you can know. Please don�t let my sadness push you into making unwise decisions. They�re people of strong faith and they won�t give up hope.�
She wiped a tear away, and looked over at Lance, watched his hands as he transferred the meat to a roasting pan.
�Do you ever get lonely?� she asked softly. He seemed surprised by the question, and pondered it for a moment.
�No,� he said. �Not really. At least I don�t think so. How about you?�
�Well, I�m married,� Brook said.
�I know.�
She cocked her head slightly and then nodded.
�I guess marriage isn�t a sure antidote to loneliness,� she admitted. �In fact, the last year I have been lonely. Clark is a hard worker, away a lot of the time. We haven't been as close lately as we used to be.�
�How about friends?� Lance asked as he took the potatoes from her and rinsed them.
�No, not many. Not any, actually. Well, I do like Lizzy from the club, but we don�t do a lot together. And my best friend, Beth, lives back in Kansas. I�m really not close to any of the other women I know. But maybe loneliness has more to do with a person�s state of mind than whether they�re with anyone.�
�I think that�s true,� Lance said. He wondered if he would be lonely once Brook left. He could so easily get used to her presence. Not that it mattered. She�d be leaving come spring if not sooner, depending on the weather, and he�d be wise to remember that. He placed the potatoes in the pan with the meat.
�It�s not that I mind being alone,� Brook said. �I don�t want you to think I need someone around me twenty-four seven.�
�I didn�t think that,� Lance said. �But being around you twenty-four seven sounds like a pretty good gig to me.� She blushed from the compliment. He pretended not to notice as he opened a can of creamed soup and poured it over the meat and potatoes. Reaching above his head, he pulled an onion from a hanging bunch. Deftly, he peeled, sliced, and added it to the pan, before covering it with foil. Opening the oven with a folded towel, he slid the pan inside.
�We�ll be eating supper rather late tonight,� he remarked, changing the subject. �Hope we can stave off our appetites until its ready.�
�Oh, I�m sure I can wait,� Brook answered.
�I have a few things I need to do but I�ll be done by the time the food is ready to come out.�
��Do you mind if I heat some water?� Brook asked. �I�d like to take a sponge bath.�
�I want you to make yourself at home for as long as you�re here,� Lance answered, as he walked to the curtained doorway. �Feel free to help yourself to anything you need.� He smiled at her before he raised the curtain and stepped through.
Brook awkwardly brought a kettle of water to a boil and then found it was too large for her to lift. Using a ladle, she spooned water into a couple of smaller containers she could easily carry into the bathroom.
Kneeling over the tub and using a mixture of hot water from the pans and cold water from the pump to fill a pitcher, she washed and rinsed her hair. Next, she sat in the bottom of the tub and using a wash cloth, soaped herself, shaved her legs and under her arms and then rinsed from the pitcher.
Cleaning between her legs proved to be nearly painless and she mused over the resilience of the human body. Out of water now, she stood and dried. Glancing in the mirror she was pleased to find most her bruises gone. There was still one tender spot on her head but it was much improved. She finger-styled her hair and nodded approval at her reflection. She was clean and, in her opinion, she didn�t look too bad. Now if she could only quit feeling so dirty. If she could only heal her mind.
Brook tidied the bathroom. Once finished, she moved back to the stove and heated a smaller pan of water so she could soak her feet.
As Brook went about her ablutions, Lance worked in his shop. He concentrated on his project, applying his skills with the utmost care. This was a job he didn�t want to botch. Finally, he returned to the kitchen, surreptitiously slipping a cloth-wrapped bundle onto one of the nearby shelves.
Taking a peek into the oven and inhaling deeply he commented, �Smells ready.� He glanced at Brook. �Are you done soaking?�
Brook pulled her feet from the pan and Lance moved to pick it up. "Umm, you smell good," he said, inhaling deeply. "And your hair looks really nice." He lifted the pan, took it to the tub and dumped it, and washed his hands. Returning to the kitchen he pulled the meal from the oven as Brook dried her feet and slipped on clean socks.
�Hold on a second,� Lance said, arresting Brook�s moves. �I have something for you.� He took the bundle from the shelf and hid it behind his back before approaching Brook. With a flourish, he whipped off the wrapping and presented her with a pair of handmade shoes. Her hands trembled as she took them from him.
�Oh,� she whispered. �They�re gorgeous. Did you make these?�
�Yes, I did,� he said. �I figured there was no way you could tromp around in my clodhoppers, and socks just aren�t warm enough on this stone floor, so I thought I�d put together a pair of moccasins for you. They�re lined in rabbit fur, so they�re extra soft. They should be easy on your feet. You know, for when you�re ready to do some walking.�
Brook hugged them to her chest. They were rich camel-colored on the outside, the interiors plush and supple with thick fur. �When did you do this?� she asked, amazed anew at the skills this man possessed.
�Oh, I've been working on them here and there, mostly while you were sleeping.�
�You�re kidding! You amaze me. Thank you, Lance,� she said, her eyes moist.
�You�re welcome,� he said. �Here, let me help you. Let�s see if they fit.�
With extraordinary care, he eased one of her feet into a moccasin.
�I feel just like Cinderella,� Brook smiled.
�Well, these aren�t glass slippers,� Lance quipped.
�No, they�re better. Glass slippers wouldn�t be very practical up here in the mountains.�
Lance slid on the other shoe. They embraced her feet in cushioned warmth, a perfect fit. She took a few tentative steps across the stone floor, then walked slowly around the daybed. Her tender feet made their usual objections known, with darts of pain and soreness, but it was so much easier to walk with the shoes on.
�I love them,� she announced. �I just love them.� To have real shoes again was a luxury, something she had always taken for granted. To have shoes made especially for her by gentle caring hands was exquisite. She wasn�t sure which helped more, the shoes themselves or the fact that he cared enough to make them. Now she had three things. Brook was beginning to feel the pride of ownership once more, and all over a tiny tree, a pair of shoes, and her old beat up purse. While walking, she made a pass by the sink and washed her hands, readying for supper. She padded over to the table.
�Well, good then,� Lance said, reaching out a hand to steady her as she sat back down on the bench. �I�m glad.�
Brook wished she had something to give Lance. She determined that she would give him some kind of cash reward once she got out of this. He had been so kind to her and all she had done in return was twist his life around, cause him extra work and inconvenience. Remembering their previous conversations, she realized that cash meant nothing to this man. He had plenty of money, buried out here somewhere. Then Brook had an idea. She would surprise him with a meal one of these times when he went out. She could cook. Even though she hadn�t done much in the kitchen for years, there was a time when she could turn out a pretty good meal. With that decision made, Brook could hardly wait to try it. Lance would be so surprised when he came in from his chores to find a meal already prepared. She smiled.
Lance smiled back. He was happy, he realized. How strange. It�s odd to suddenly discover you�re happy right in the middle of a moment. Usually, you don�t recognize happiness until it�s over and you�re looking back on it.
The warm glow stayed with him throughout their meal.
Afterwards, he pushed their dishes aside and said, �I�ll clean up later. I thought you might like a tour of my humble abode, if you�re up to a little exploring. Think your feet can handle it?� He rose from the bench and came over to her side.
�Let�s give it try,� Brook said. Her natural curiosity was coming back, and she wanted to see what was behind the curtain. She stood and Lance offered her his arm.
�The first time I tried to tell you about my cold pantry, you couldn�t have been less interested. Maybe you could bear with me this time while I brag a little. I�m really quite impressed with myself for the way it turned out.�
�I guess I don�t remember the first time you tried to show it to me,� she said.
�That�s because you were busy planning your �great escape�.� Lance smiled down at her and she felt her heart do a small flip. They walked to the kitchen and he opened the pantry door. Icy air rolled over them as he explained the principle behind the design of the cold storage. �By keeping the walls really thin, it stays pretty damn cold in there. And it�s bigger than almost any refrigerator on the market, except for maybe industrial ones.� She admired the small room, honestly impressed with not only his handiwork, but also with the amount of food stored there. �It�s a good feeling having this thing full, I can tell you that,� he said. She understood his sentiments exactly. She too found comfort in the sight of its well-stocked shelves.
He closed the door and led her past the stove and sink area to the curtained doorway. �You haven�t seen my bedroom or workroom yet. I think you�ll find them interesting.�
�You have a bedroom?� Brook paused outside the curtain. �I thought I was sleeping in your bed.�
�I should be so lucky,� Lance murmured, only half-kidding. At the shocked look on Brook�s face, he quickly said, �I�m sorry. That was totally inappropriate. I shouldn�t have said it.�
Brook gathered her composure. Yes, she had been shocked. But not outraged, just taken by surprise. It had been a while since a man had openly flirted with her. Feeling reckless, she tossed her head and looked him in the eye.
�Why not?� she challenged. �Didn�t you mean it?�
Now, Lance was surprised. He stammered a bit before she let him off the hook with a grin. �I can tease, too,� she said. �Don�t worry so much, Lance. I can handle a little good-natured banter now and again.� He exhaled his relief. So, it was okay after all if he joked with her. Trouble was; he wasn�t entirely joking.
�Anyway, it�s good to know you have a bed. I pictured you sleeping on a pallet in a walk-in closet or something. I felt really guilty for taking your bed. And other times, I thought you had been sitting around in that closet in order to give me some privacy.�
Lance laughed lightly. �No need for guilt,� he said. �I have a very comfortable room and a big soft bed of my own with plenty of warm blankets. You�ll see; come on.�
He held the curtain back for her. She entered his bedroom, Lance right behind her.
�Wait right here,� he told her. She stared into the shadows until he turned up the lantern on the bedside table. He then reached up and pressed a button on the battery powered ceiling lamp and the shadows fled.
�Wow,� she said as her eyes took in the tree trunk stretching from floor to ceiling in the corner of the room. �I mean wow. What else is there to say?�
�I didn�t want to remove the tree, so I built around it.�
Lance�s bed sat under a shuttered window, the tree on one side and a small nightstand on the other. The mattress was covered in a beautiful quilt that featured the same strong colors as the rugs in the living area.
�That blanket is gorgeous!� Brook exclaimed.
�Thanks,� Lance said. �I got it from the same lady who sells my jewelry and sculptures. Handmade by a local craftswoman. She does fine work. I like to buy stuff from Denise whenever I can, and keep money in the local economy as much as possible. The Outpost is a great venue for Colorado artists, potters, and other crafters.�
�Sounds like a shop I would like,� Brook said, still looking around. A couple of books sat on the nightstand next to the lantern, and several pegs on the wall held some of Lance�s outerwear. He turned her gently, and she noticed a small open closet built into the wall behind her. One side had shelves that held folded clothes and bedding, and the other had a short clothes rod with more clothing hanging from it. Several pairs of shoes lined the floor of the small space.
Lance�s room was plain and unadorned except for a high shelf on one wall with more books, and a couple of guns mounted on racks under that. Even as austere as it was, she found it cozy and full of his presence.
�You built this room?� she gave him a look of admiration.
�I did. The cabin was originally just one room. I added on these extra rooms.�
�I have to say I�m impressed. It�s very nice, Lance.� She was so absorbed; she had almost forgotten her sore feet for a few minutes.
�Thanks, Brooklyn.� He couldn�t help but be a little proud as he showed her around. He offered her his arm again and she took it gratefully. There was enough room to walk around the bed, and not much more. On the other wall was another door. Lance escorted her through that doorway into a larger room. Again he had her wait by the door while he lit some lanterns. To her delight, this room also had a tree growing through it about midway along one wall. There were more shuttered windows here and the rough walls were stained a light color, making it much brighter than the rest of the cabin. Cabinets lined one wall and a generous sized worktable took up the center, its surface holding some sketches, a few tools, and a metal project in the making. A small square wood stove squatted in one corner radiating warmth, and a tall stool sat next to one side of the workbench.
�Tools and materials in those.� Lance gestured to the cabinets. �This is where I do most of my work, so I designed it to have more light. You�ll have to come see it in the daytime.�
�I will,� she promised. She turned to him. �I love your home, Lance. It�s really hard to find words, but it�s so unique. I�ve never seen anything like it. It�s a sanctuary, like a warm comforting cocoon. It envelopes me.�
Lance stared down at her, meeting her earnest upturned eyes, and let his gaze wander over her. He drank in the curve of her face, the blush on her cheeks, and the fullness of her lips. The urge to kiss her came over him and she leaned toward him as if she shared the feeling. Time lingered in the moment and his pulse picked up. Brook closed her eyes, and Lance almost gave in. He was so close to actually doing it, he could almost feel her lips on his. At the last second, he settled for putting an arm around her shoulders. She sighed, telling herself she had misread the moment. She leaned against him and he led her back to the living room, seated her on the rocking chair, and then returned to the back rooms to put out the lights.
Once in the privacy of his bedroom, he stood against the wall for a few minutes. He was suffused with the aftermath of the emotion he had just experienced. It felt good and bad at the same time, but more good than bad. He put his hand to his eyes and rubbed them, took a deep breath, and let it out. Calmer, he returned to the living area where he found Brook with a book in her hands.
Lance started some water heating, and then turned on the radio. �I�m going to wash up these dishes,� he told her.
�Not without my help,� she asserted.
�Oh, really!� he grinned at her. �Well, I�m not going to argue with someone who sounds that determined. How about you wash and I�ll dry?�
�It�s a deal,� she said as she laid her book aside and got up. Her feet complained a bit, but she ignored the discomfort and walked to the counter. They worked companionably, chatting while the music played in the background. Every so often they brushed against each other or their hands would touch, and the air around them was full and ripe with the promise of desire that they both tried to ignore.
Shortly after, they went to bed and each fell asleep in separate rooms with the warm new excitement of knowing the other was only a few steps away.





Chapter 38
�Do you have paper and a pen I can use?� Brook asked one evening.
Lance looked up from a sketch he was making. �Sure.� He left the room and returned in a minute with a lined pad and pencil. �Will these do?�
�Perfect.� Brook said. She immediately moved to the table, wincing from the soreness of her soles, in spite of the cushioning of her soft shoes. Sitting, she chewed the side of her finger for a minute and began to write. She worked diligently for a long while, turning from one page to another frequently.
Lance could hear her sniffling and realized she was trying hard not to cry. He unobtrusively listened, ready to go to her if she needed him, but he did not interrupt.
Brook finished working after an hour or so and held her head in her hands as her shoulders heaved.
�Brooklyn?�
�Not now, please.� Brook�s voice broke and she rose and went into the bathroom. When she returned she lay on her bed, closed her eyes. Lance soon noticed her breathing become even and he realized she was asleep.
He glanced at the notepad she'd left laying on the table. He thought about looking at it but decided he should wait until invited; unless, of course, she left it lying there too long. In that case, he might have to take a peek.
The notepad remained on the table for two days before Lance picked it up. Brook was in the bathroom, soaking in a tub of hot water. As Lance read, understanding flickered across his face. Realizing these pages contained the descriptions of the people who had hurt her, he grabbed a second pad and began sketching, using her imagery as a basis. Soon, he had four rough drawings. He left his pad next to hers and waited for her reaction. It came soon.
Brook exited the bath, relaxed and feeling more herself. She ambled to the table and noticed the second pad lying next to her notepad. She paused a minute and then picked them both up. She froze. Staring from the top page was Jase, at least a likeness of him she recognized. Brook dropped the pad and turned to look around the room. Lance was seated in a chair by a window, reading. �You did this?� Brook asked, pointing towards the table.
�The sketches? Yes.�
�Why? How?� Brook stumbled over the words.
�I decided since you left the pad unprotected for two days that it didn�t contain anything too important, so I looked. I was wrong. It was very important. I almost left the whole thing alone but then I thought that maybe drawings would help. You know, when you finally can go to the police.�
Brook stared, first at Lance, and then back at the pad with the drawings. She picked it up and leafed through the pages. �Can you change these some? They�re not quite right.�
�Absolutely.� Lance stood. �Now?�
�Yes. Now.� Brook sat on the bench and leaned on the table. Lance sat next to her.
�Which one first?�
Running a hand over her face, she said, �Gina. Let�s do the easy one first. See how it goes.�
�Okay.� Lance sat with the picture of Gina he had previously drawn. �What first?�
�Her face is a little rounder, here, and here,� she pointed out the areas and Lance erased and redrew the lines.
�Her eyes are slightly closer together and her mouth fuller.�
Working in this way they finally reached a point when Brook sat straight and took the pad from him. �Yes! This is her. This is Gina.�
A tear trickled down her cheek and her jaw clenched, but she remained seated. In a flat voice, she simply said, "Jase next.�
It took several hours, but in the end, Brook claimed the pictures were perfect. She retired to the bathroom and Lance heard her sobbing quietly. He didn�t interrupt, but sat looking at the drawings; memorizing their faces. If he ever saw these animals, he knew he would kill them. His face was hard as a rock as he studied the images.





Chapter 39
Brook sat in the easy chair in front of the fireplace, diligently working on turning another pair of Lance�s sweats into something she could wear without looking like she had on a bag. She smiled as faint sounds from outside reached her ears; she could imagine Lance and Gilbert doing their special dance, or maybe just frolicking in the snow. Lance really cared for his animals and held a special affection for Gilbert.
A tapping at the front window caused Brook to look up. Expecting to see Lance giving her goofy looks she wasn�t surprised to see his face. But then, her grin turned to horror as she realized that Lance�s head was being dangled in the window by his hair, his neck ending in bloody sinews. Another face popped into the frame beside Lance�s. Jase!
Brook jumped to her feet, a scream erupting from deep inside. Before she could take a single step, the front door flew open and Benny walked in. Brook turned to run, but the rear door, one she had never noticed before, banged open, and Pete stomped over the sill. Backed into a corner, Brook�s head turned rapidly from one to the other, looking for a chance to escape. No, no, no! This can�t be happening! They can�t have found me!
Jase strolled into the room, looking around in admiration. �Nice place you got here, Brooky baby. Don�t mind if we hang out a little, do you?� He tossed Lance�s head onto the floor where it tumbled before coming to rest, his eyes staring at her in accusation, as if to say, why did you let this happen to me? Why did you come here and cause this?
Brook pulled her gaze from the grisly sight and turned to face the three demons who had returned to haunt her, to destroy her, to demoralize her further.
�Close the fucking doors, you idiots,� Jase said with contempt. �We don�t want to freeze our balls off when we start playing with our toy.� He turned to Brook, throwing off his gloves as Pete closed the door. �You ready for some fun, bitch?�
�Hey man,� Pete said. �I get firsts.� He dropped his coat to the floor, pulled his gloves off with his crooked yellow teeth, and reached for his fly. �I ain�t had none since you kilt Gina. I ain�t used to goin' without.� He unzipped and stepped forward.
�What the fuck ever,� Benny snorted. �We ain�t using nothing after you stick that log in. You�ll stretch the bitch so far out of shape we won�t even be able to feel shit. Ain't that right, BrooklynBridge?�
�Benny�s right. Besides, I�m the boss here. I�ll go first.� Jase threw Brook to the floor. He grabbed her pants and yanked, pulling them down in one smooth pull.
Brook screamed for all she was worth, not caring there was no one for miles around.
Gentle hands touched Brook�s shoulders. �Brooklyn.�
Brook fought, slapping, clawing, slugging.
�Damn it, Brooklyn. It�s me! Lance!�
The scuffle continued for a few seconds before Lance�s words penetrated her terror. �A dream! A nightmare! You�re safe.�
Brook's mind cleared and she sagged with relief. �It was so real.�
Lance frowned. �It was probably the sketches. Seeing them had to bring it all back.�
�Oh my god! It was so real. I�m sure you�re right; it had to have been the drawings that brought on the nightmare. But I'm glad we did it. It was hard, but it had to be done.� Brook sank back onto the bed, her heart still pounding. �I�ve been having other dreams, too. Dreams of Clark with Jase or Benny. And I�ve been remembering things. Like Benny with that key to my car. He had a key, you know. And I just can�t understand it.�
�I don�t know, Brooklyn. It�s pretty odd, though.�
�I know it. It haunts me.� Brook felt a growing suspicion, but it was absurd. It made no sense, and she wondered if paranoia was one of the aftereffects of a traumatic experience.
Taking a deep breath, she tried to clear her head so she could relax. But, her mind whirled with unanswered questions and it was some time before it let go enough for her to drift off once more.
Lance sat with her until she fell back asleep.





Chapter 40
The snow continued to fall with only short respites between storms. As the days passed, Brook and Lance settled into a routine. He went out and did his chores in the morning while she puttered around inside, and then repeated the process in the evening. Sometimes he did a little ice fishing or snared small game for their larder. With the addition of the ducks and wild game, the cold pantry was well-stocked, putting to rest any fears Lance had about food supplies.
The attraction hummed between them like a plucked string and provided an undercurrent of tenderness and warmth in their interactions. More than once, Lance held her to his chest while she battled a bad memory or woke from a nightmare. But they carefully avoided taking things any further.
Between chores, Lance worked on his projects. Sometimes Brook came in to sit with him and they'd visit, talking about things they'd done, or might still do, during their lives. Or she'd write in her journal, simply enjoying his nearness as he applied his skills to his art. At his urging, Brook began detailing everything she could remember about her captors and the events that took place while she was held. She found the process disturbing at first, but came to appreciate the sense of release that followed each painful entry.
The days unfolded, pleasantly for the most part, and she and Lance grew closer with each passing hour.
The time came when Brook grew restless with her sedentary pursuits. She was feeling much better and her feet hardly pained her when she stood.
Now was the time for her to cook a meal. The time to show Lance she could be of some help, not just someone who needed to be taken care of. She waited until Lance was outside. He�d be gone for a while, doing chores.
Moving into the kitchen she took stock of the supplies. Lance had lain out a deer roast. She unwrapped the meat and verified it was thawed. Next she sorted through the jars of seasonings and selected salt, pepper, thyme, and a bit of basil. She broke open some garlic and crushed it with a press she found. She made a rub of these ingredients and worked them into the meat. Laying the roast in a medium-sized Dutch oven, she added water, placed the lid on top, and set the pan on the hot stovetop.
Next, she took several potatoes, carrots, and onions and chopped them, covering them in cold water until time to add them to the meat.
She considered making rolls but decided that her skill on a wood burning stove probably wasn't up to that task yet. Satisfied she had gone as far as she could for the time being, she moved to a chair and sat to read. She became engrossed in a novel by Richard Adams, Watership Down. She was immediately pulled into the story of a rabbit named Hazel, his friends, and their plight. Brook lost track of time.
The smell of succulent meat cooking brought Brook back to the present. She moved to the kitchen and found that almost all the water had evaporated in the roast. She added more water and determined it was time to add the vegetables. She did so and moved to the bed, lay down, and resumed reading...
�What the hell is going on?�
The question brought Brook to her feet. Smoke bellowed from the pan on the stove. Lance reached the pan in three steps, grabbed it up with a towel, and moved out the door. He set the pan in the snow on the porch and steam sizzled from the hot metal, rising in swirls into the cold air.
�Oh my god,� Brook gasped. �Oh no! I fell asleep.�
Lance, after determining the cabin was not on fire, looked from the pan to Brook and his face softened. �It�s okay.�
�No, no, it�s not. I wanted to do something special for you. You've taken such good care of me. And you gave me my beautiful tree, and these shoes.� She gestured to her feet. �And now I've made a mess of things. This isn't how it was supposed to turn out at all. Oh, god. I�ve ruined the meal. And wasted food.�
�Brooklyn, there�s plenty of food. Now just hold on. Let�s see what the damage is here.� He cautiously lifted the lid to the pan. Wafts of smoke rose, sending a pungent stink into the air. Lance waved the towel above the food and nodded. He stepped inside, opened the windows wide to air out the smoke, and returned to carry the pan back inside. Using a slotted spoon, he scooped the mushy vegetables out and took the pan to a thick wooden cutting board where he set it down.
�How about you peel some more carrots and potatoes?� He smiled at Brook who still had tears rolling down her cheeks.
She moved to perform the task while Lance washed up from his chores. By the time he returned from the bathroom the room had grown quite cold. Most the smoke was gone so he closed all but the front door and heaped wood on the fire. Soon the room began to warm and Lance put the veggies on to boil. �Okay, let�s see what we can do with this meat.�
Using a metal spatula and a long-handled fork, Lance pried the burnt meat from the pan. He took a sharp knife and began hacking off the edges. Soon he had a small piece of meat that looked like it might be palatable. �Can you hand me some apple cider and a couple apples?�
Brook passed him the items, and watched closely as he worked. Tears continued to roll down her cheeks. Lance chopped the apples small, adding some onions and soy sauce to the bowl. He sprinkled the mixture with brown sugar and added enough cider to make a paste. This paste he rubbed over all the meat and let it sit for a few minutes while he turned to Brook. He moved to her and reached out slowly, gathering her into his arms.
�I�m so sorry,� Brook sobbed.
�Listen. I�ve burned more meals than you can shake a stick at. Cooking on a wood burner is not easy. It takes time to learn the peculiarities of the beast.�
Brook didn�t answer and Lance tilted her face up, �Sweet Brooklyn. You didn�t do anything wrong. You just tried to help and I appreciate it.� He gave her a soft kiss on the forehead. �Now, how about watching a pro fix a broken meal?�
Brook placed surprised fingertips to the spot his lips had touched. Sweet Brooklyn? She felt as if she was walking on air as she moved to stand beside Lance and watched him make his repairs. Placing the meat in a clean pan, he poured in enough cider to cover the surface and then covered the pan with a lid. He sat the pan on the stove and said, �This will boil quickly. When it boils, I�ll take it off and let it steep for a while. Then we�ll see.� He smiled.
The meat, when it was served, was coated in a thin sweet-salty glaze and was surprisingly good. Only a trace of burnt taste remained. The meal ended up being a cheery affair. The smoke had cleared, the door was closed to newly falling snow, and the room had regained its ordinary pleasant feeling. Lance promised to let her supervise the next several meals and then to set her free in the kitchen once more.
Brook went to bed, knowing it was probably wrong, but still wishing to feel Lance�s lips on her again.





Chapter 41
Brook knew Lance had something on his mind. Several times during the day he had opened his mouth to speak and then firmly shut it again. Finally, she decided to take the initiative. �Is something wrong?�
�What? Why?� Lance stammered.
�I think you want to ask me something, or maybe tell me something. You�ve seemed at odds all day today. I�ve caught you starting to speak and then stopping. What�s wrong?�
Lance blushed deeply. �Well, I�ve noticed something and don�t quite know how to approach the subject.�
�Head on is usually best,� Brook said. She was extremely anxious, wondering what could cause this gentle man to be so concerned.
�Okay. You�ve been here almost two months and I�ve noticed you haven�t needed,� he paused and cleared his throat. �Women�s products,� he finally managed.
�Women�s products?� Brook was puzzled.
�Is it possible you�re pregnant? By�well, you know.�
�Oh! Oh, I see. No, I�m not pregnant. I can�t get pregnant, but I admit to being worried about STDs. So far I haven�t seen any signs, but I�ll be mighty happy to get to my doctor and have her give me a clean bill of health.�
�I�m sorry for prying but I thought maybe there was something we needed to be doing if you were with baby. Maybe upping your doses of vitamins. Something.�
He looked so abashed that Brook rushed to assure him it was okay that he asked. �Don�t worry about it, Lance. It�s actually nice that you were concerned. But, like I said, I can�t have children; I don�t have a uterus.�
Lance harrumphed into his hand. �You don�t have to explain.�
�No, but I think I will all the same.� She stared into the crackling fire in the fireplace, but it was obvious she didn�t see the flames. Slowly, she began to speak.
�When Clark and I decided it was time to have children, I went off the pill. I was one of the fortunate women who didn�t have to wait long before I found out I was pregnant. I was overjoyed, and Clark seemed pleased with the idea.� She paused, reflecting, her thoughts on that joyous time that ended in devastation.
Brook couldn�t wait for Clark to get home. That morning, she had seen her doctor and had been ecstatic to find out she was pregnant. She would sit to read only to jump up and pick up the telephone. Then she would decide she wanted to tell him face to face and would drop the phone back into the cradle. Minutes later she would start to text him on her cell phone but would again stop. Finally, to keep from going totally insane, she took a long bath and then a nap.
Clark came home to find Brook waiting for him inside the door from the garage. Surprised but pleased, he slipped an arm around her waist and said, �Hello beautiful. To what do I owe this honor?�
Bubbling over, Brook grinned from ear to ear and blurted out, �You�re going to be a daddy.�
Clark had frozen, totally surprised by the news. When he finally could speak he asked, �Already? Wow! That was quick.�
Disappointment flooded through Brook. She felt as if ice water were flowing through her veins. �I thought you�d be happy.�
Clark�s face changed. He smiled and pulled her close to him. �Oh, I am happy. You just caught me by surprise.� He held Brook at arm�s length and looked over her body. �You don�t look pregnant.�
Brook laughed as relief poured over her. �Well, I�m only about six weeks along. Just barely pregnant.� She lovingly caressed her tummy.
That night in bed, Clark laid his head on her stomach and gazed up into her eyes. �A baby! Wow.� He began to nuzzle around her belly button, working his way up to her mouth where he kissed her with rising passion. Suddenly he stopped. �Can we have sex?�
�What?� Brook asked. �Oh! Of course. We did last night, didn�t we?�
�It�s okay then?�
Brook showed him in no uncertain terms that it was definitely okay.
First thing the next morning, Brook called home. Her mom was excited she was going to be a grandmother again. �You�re not going to have twins too, are you?� she had asked with a giggle.
�Oh! I hope not.� Then she thought about her adorable nieces and said, �Well, maybe it wouldn�t be so bad. I almost hope I do have two babies. I have enough love for more than one.�
�That you do,� her mom agreed.
As the days passed, Clark lost some of his enthusiasm. He still feigned interest, but Brook could tell that his main concern was whether the baby would be a boy, someone to carry on his name. As for her, she didn�t care what the sex was; she wanted to run out immediately and start buying baby things: clothes, furniture, and toys. And, that's what she did, went shopping. There was no way she could wait twenty weeks until the first sonogram to start preparing for the next stage in her life.
Clark gave Brook carte blanche to decorate the nursery. Several attempts to include him in the decorating fell flat and revealed that he didn�t really care what she did to the room; anything would be okay. Brook convinced herself it was probably normal; men weren�t really into teddy bears and mobiles. She opted for a color scheme of green, yellow, and orange. Green for its association with nature, serenity, and growth. Yellow for its association with the sun. And orange because it implied happiness and expansiveness. Since yellow and orange can be too active a color to promote sleep, she decided to use these two colors as accents and in pale shades. The walls would be tea green with yellow curtains. Brook had found a bumper set in a soft orange and commissioned an afghan to be made from the same color to drape over the rocking chair she planned to buy. She picked out a whimsical border of nursery rhyme characters to go around top of the walls.
It had taken three weeks for the nursery to be finished. She had grabbed Clark�s hand and dragged him to the room to see the final result. Brook had stood in the center of the room with her hand on her expanding belly, visualizing the room with a crib, herself holding a cooing baby. Clark had shown moderate interest, but Brook was happy enough for both of them and didn�t concern herself with his less than enthusiastic participation.
At ten weeks, Brook had begun to spot blood. She was frantic when she arrived at the clinic but the doctor soothed her and scheduled an immediate sonogram. Everything looked normal and the doctor explained that some women experienced spotting for no apparent reason. She could find absolutely nothing that Brook should be worried over. Brook left feeling a little concerned but trusting her doctor. After a week or so, the bleeding stopped and Brook was once again overcome by the need to buy baby stuff.
Brook went on a shopping spree. She purchased a basinet which would remain beside her and Clark�s bed until the baby was old enough to sleep in a crib. For the baby's room, she chose a pretty white nursery set; crib, changing table, dresser, and rocking chair. Wandering the aisles of the specialty store, she found a cute, wind-up mobile in orange, yellow, and green. It represented the nursery rhyme �Hey Diddle Diddle� and went perfectly with the room�s border. She also couldn�t resist buying a few sleepers, booties, and blankets. After her twenty-week sonogram, when she found out the baby�s sex, she planned to buy the car seat, stroller, and other paraphernalia.
When the furniture had been delivered and set up, the room was perfect, with one exception; she still had to wait another twenty-two weeks for the baby. Anticipation kept her buoyed and exuberant. She took pictures of the room and sent them to her mom, sister, and brother. Several times a day, she strolled past the nursery just so she could peek inside. Life was wonderful.
And then, disaster struck. At nineteen weeks, Brook began to spot again. She reassured herself that it was normal, but by the end of the week, the spotting had become a flow. She rushed to the clinic and the doctor admitted her to the hospital for testing.
Blood tests were ordered and exams were performed. Brook went into labor in the early evening. Clark called her mom and dad and they began the trip to Denver. The fear was even harder to bear than the pain. She couldn�t lose this baby; she wouldn�t. She wanted it so badly! But her hopes were shattered. Before the night was through, Brook had a spontaneous abortion.
And then, when she thought life could be no crueler, she was dealt a losing hand. Her placenta wasn�t birthing and complications arose. Brook was rushed to surgery where it was discovered her placenta hadn�t detached from the uterine wall. The doctor had to perform an emergency hysterectomy to remove her uterus in order to stop the hemorrhaging. Brook was left with no baby in her arms now and no chance of a baby later. She sank into a deep depression.
As Brook reached this part of her story, she broke down crying. Lance gathered her into his arms and rocked her gently. It was quite a while before she regained her composure, and then she excused herself to go to the restroom. By the time she came out, Lance had a good start on lunch. He paused in his task, a look of concern on his face. "Brooklyn?"
She shrugged slightly and murmured, "Everything's fine, Lance, I'm just tired. I think I'll lie down for awhile. �Brook curled up on her bed and drifted into an uneasy sleep.
Lance left her resting and disappeared into his work room while the meal cooked. When he returned, he sat next to her on the side of the bed and brushed her hair from her face. Brook opened her eyes and smiled softly. He left his hand lingering on her cheek as he asked, �Hey! Ready to eat?�
Brook, sensing his worry, stated, �I�m okay, Lance, really. It still gets to me sometimes; probably more right now. I feel pretty vulnerable still.�
They spoke of trivial things during the meal. Lance told Brook how Gilbert was getting antsy about being cooped up all the time. She was overjoyed when he had turned her out of the pen that morning so he could muck it out. �That goat knows where every stump is, even when they�re covered by snow. She gallivanted around for a few minutes and then gave a mighty leap into the air, landing delicately with her four feet together on a high stump. Not bad for a pregnant nanny.�
�Gilbert�s pregnant?� Brook asked with a smile. �That sounds really funny to say, doesn�t it?�
�Yep. Not something you hear every day of the week, that�s for sure. Good old Gilbert. She�s quite the lusty gal. And sneaky, too. Even though she�s been penned up most of the time, she still managed a tryst with her boyfriend. I suppose it�s a good thing, though. She�s going to keep me in fresh milk come spring.� He laughed and his eyes shone with pride. Brook could see how much Gilbert meant to him and was glad it was the less-favored goat the cougar had killed.
Brook helped with the clean up. She liked being this close to Lance, their arms touching off and on, his warm smile when he looked down at her. When the dishes were done, she went to her purse and rummaged through the meager contents. She moved to sit at the table, holding a pink laminated card. She read from it silently and then held it to her chest as she picked up the story where she had left off earlier.
�After losing the baby I had no desire to continue with my life. The doctor had given me anti-depressants and sleeping pills, and I seriously considered taking them to end my pain, to join my baby. Knowing how hard it would be on my mom and dad was the only thing that stopped me going through with it.�
Lance moved to sit beside Brook, leaving a little space between them. He wanted to be near if she needed him but didn�t want crowd her.
�My mom stayed at our house for a couple of weeks. I tried to put on a positive face and eventually she left for home, but I could tell she was still worried. Clark babied me to begin with, but when I showed no signs of improvement, he began to get annoyed. He even told me I needed to �snap out of it�, like I could just blink and be through with my pain and sorrow.�
Lance stood and got Brook a glass of water. After a few sips, she continued. �I�d find myself standing outside the nursery, unable to open the door and enter. I�d just stand, staring at the knob until Clark would come and get me. Finally, I sought therapy.�
Brook recalled the long drawn-out sessions with her therapist, all the tears she had cried, the anger she had expressed. She was advised to keep a journal, to write down everything that was pleasurable about her pregnancy, and to keep these good thoughts near while pushing away the bad. She joined a support group but found the pain of the other women too much to bear; although, the few meetings she attended did open her eyes to the fact that she wasn�t alone and that some women actually held living babies only to have them ripped from their arms by death.
Brook�s baby had been a girl, so she had bought and embellished the front of a baby book in fancy lettering with the name her daughter would have had: Lacey Joelle Parrish. The pages inside held pictures of the nursery and the tiny outfits she had already bought. She wrote about the wonderful moments when she had found out she was pregnant and the first time the baby kicked, her awe at the miracle of life. How Clark would caress her tummy and feel for movement. How much she had enjoyed preparing the nursery for its new little occupant. Knowing the book wasn't supposed to hold sorrow, she skipped everything that came during and after losing the baby.
One day, while searching the internet for help in dealing with her loss, she found a poem written by Denise Hanstad, another unfortunate mother who had lost her baby at birth. Keeping a copy for herself, she added this poem to the book and decided it was complete. Packing a suitcase with the Lacey Joelle's book nestled between her clothes, Brook went home to visit her mom and dad. There, she went to a quiet little cemetery in the country, a spot she had often found comforting with its pastoral setting and the century-old stones that remembered people long forgotten. She leafed through the book one last time and then buried it in the soft ground below the outspread branches of a beautiful tree. Lacey Joelle now had an eternal home; somewhere Brook could visit if she wanted.
Brook paused in her story and held the pink card in front of her. Looking at it with unseeing eyes, she read from memory.

A tiny hand we'll never hold.
A child without a name.
Your coos and giggles
won't touch our ears,
but we loved you just the same.
The twinkle in your little eyes,
was not for us to see;
we longed to hold you in our arms,
but it never came to be.
God now holds your tiny hand,
He's given you a name;
your coos and giggles grace Heaven's ears,
but we'll miss you just the same.
The twinkle in your little eyes,
now lights the sky at night.
God holds you close in loving arms,
you're always in His sight.
A tiny hand we'll never hold,
we have no reason why;
but we'll always hold you in our hearts,
even though we said good-bye.

Lance felt a tug on his heart as Brook read the words. Not so long ago, he'd hoped to be a father. Fate had stepped in and stolen the dream from him, too. Brook's sorrow brought his to the surface. He wanted to hold her but she sat so still he was afraid to touch her. He waited.
�After the ritual with the book I felt better. It was like I had managed to find some closure. But then, I went home. There was the nursery door, still unopened, still haunting me. Clark made the decision that brought me some true peace. He sold our house and we moved.�
Her eyes held a faraway look. �You wouldn�t believe the difference between the two houses. Our first home was an old Victorian, not Clark�s choice but one he went along with to make me happy. I loved that house; it was so comfortable with the hardwood floors, area rugs, and old furniture. When we moved we entered the modern world; glass and chrome fills the house. The new house has never felt like mine; it�s Clark's through and through.� She smiled up into Lance�s eyes. �I feel more at home here in this cabin than I have ever felt there.�
Lance beamed. �It is nice here, isn�t it?�
�It is,� Brook agreed. �Comfortable, safe, and right in the middle of some of the most beautiful scenery on earth. Of course, I may be a bit prejudiced because I also associate this house with my rescue and the man who saved my life.�
Her eyes held such frank admiration that Lance had to look away. His heart started a slow but heavy thumping under her gaze and warmth stole over him. If he didn�t reign in these feelings she inspired, he might find himself acting upon them. He didn�t want to take the chance of scaring Brook away from him entirely and lose the friendship they had cultivated. Brook noticed Lance�s discomfort and changed the subject. �As much as I love the cabin, I have to admit I have cabin fever. Do you think I could go out with you when you do your chores?�
�That�d be great,� Lance said and then stared at Brook�s feet. �We�ll have to find something for you to wear besides the moccasins; they�d be soaked through in a few minutes.� He contemplated the situation and then said, �Come with me.�
Brook followed him to his bedroom where he picked up several pairs of boots, discarding one pair after another. Finally, he selected a pair and said, �These are snug on me. I know they�ll be way too large for you, but maybe with several pairs of socks you can use them.�
Brook ended up using four pairs of socks and the boots were still loose, but they would protect her feet from the snow. Now all she needed was a coat and gloves and she�d be ready to tackle the outside.
Lance bundled her up in extra clothing and one of his coats. His clothes were so big on her, it bordered on ludicrous. She looked like a child dressed in grownup clothing, and he couldn�t help but grin. Unaware of her comical appearance, Brook smiled back and Lance�s heart did a small flip. He led the way and they tromped outside.
As Lance went about his chores, Brook breathed in the crisp cold air and let her eyes wander over the snow-covered trees. The peaks in the distance were veiled in ragged gray clouds, and the land seemed to sleep under its blanket of white. She felt renewed.
�Hey!� Lance pointed toward the outer boundary. �The wild herd makes its appearance. Want to feed them?�
Brook looked at the small group of goats gathered nervously nearby.
�Sure,� she said.
�Okay, don�t make any quick moves. I�ll get you some hay and you can start tossing it to them. Once they get to know you, they�ll be a lot more trusting.� He ducked into the other side of the shed and came back with a wedge of tightly packed hay. She took it from him and began tearing small clumps from it and tossing them away from her. Timidly, first one goat and then another approached, grabbed a bite, and backed off. Watching her with their peculiar eyes, they chewed thoughtfully.
Gilbert walked boldly up to Brook and nabbed a healthy bite. She allowed Brook to pat her shoulder. Gilbert stood unafraid next to Brook and the other goats became less wary and approached her. She could hardly tear a piece away before it was snatched from her hand.
Things were going so well, Brook decided to pet one of the wild goats. The minute she did, however, it panicked and ran. The other goats followed, disappearing into the trees. Gilbert stood with a placid expression on her face and watched them go.
�I scared them off,� Brook said, disappointed.
�They�ll be back. Not to worry,� Lance told her and set about his chores. Brook walked around the area, looking at each small outbuilding and admiring the outside of the cabin. She brushed the snow off a stump and sat down to watch Lance work.
Lance was grappling with a loose section of fence when he felt a thud against his insulated hood.
�Oh, no,� he said, turning slowly. �You did not just throw a snowball at me.�
Brooklyn stared innocently into the distance, as if studying the sky. She seemed not to hear him. Lance shrugged and returned to his task. Perhaps some snow had broken away from the branches above him and fallen. A minute later, another wad of snow hit the back of his head. This time, when he turned, he caught Brook�s mischievous look and the fight was on.
Lance was surprised at the accuracy of her aim. She nailed him a number of times and ducked several of his return volleys.
�Years in Little League,� she called with a laugh, explaining her proficiency. She did a bob and weave before flinging another snowball his way.
He marched over to her, his hands full of snow. She tried to run, but with the ungainly boots hampering her efforts, she lost her footing in a deep drift. Lance easily caught up with her and dumped the snow over her head. He smirked. �Revenge is best served cold,� he said over her giggles. He held out a hand to help her up. With unexpected strength, she pulled instead and he tumbled into the drift with her. She rubbed handfuls of snow into his face, squealing with delight at his surprised expression.
Grabbing her hands, he gently held her arms down. Now he was lying partially on top of her, their faces close. They were winded from laughter and exertion as their gazes met and held.
Seconds before their lips joined, they sensed the impending kiss, the magnetism of their feelings for each other drawing them together at last. The world seemed to halt, all sounds ceased in that moment. Lance started to pull away, but Brook strained upward to continue the contact, and he gave in to the urgency. Tenderly, they clung to each other in the snow, their passion warming them. The kiss. It was soft, tender, achingly sweet, soul-rocking, sultry as a delta night, and breathless as the first hush of dawn. All at the same time. When they parted, Lance stared into Brook�s face, noting the flush on her cheeks, the softness in her eyes. He moaned and went in for a second time, and she responded under his lips.
�Sweet Brooklyn,� he murmured against her mouth and laid his cheek against hers. She placed her gloved hands on either side of his face and turned his lips back to hers. Had Gilbert not chosen that exact moment to nibble on Lance�s hood, they might have gone on kissing. But Gilbert was persistent and kept tugging. Lance tried to swat her away, but to no avail.
Brook giggled under him and he laughed.
�I think she�s jealous. She wants some attention,� he said as he pulled Brook to her feet.
�Well, I don�t blame her,� Brook said. �I needed a little attention myself.�
They brushed the snow off their clothes and headed for the cabin, Gilbert following closely. Lance escorted Brook to the door.
�Let me tend to her and I�ll be right in.� He kissed Brook tenderly before stepping away.
Brook had already changed into dry clothes and stoked the fire by the time Lance entered the cabin. He stood next to her near the flames, but the heat she felt was internal and it was coming from her feelings for him.
�I�m going to change,� he said, his voice soft with passion. He placed his hand on her shoulder in a light caress as he moved to the bedroom. After he had gone, she hugged herself and gave in to the feelings that flooded her, feelings she hadn�t been sure she could ever have again. A smile lifted the corners of her mouth.





Chapter 42
That night, Brook lay awake in her lonely bed, thinking about Lance and soul searching. Reaching a decision, she tiptoed to the blanket covering Lance�s bedroom doorway wearing only a shirt. Her pulse raced as she contemplated her next move. She hesitated a moment before pulling the curtain aside. Lance lay in bed, propped on his pillow, reading. He looked up as she entered and slowly laid the book on the nightstand, never taking his eyes from Brook.
��Mind if I join you?� Her tone was playful, yet provocative.
�I was hoping you would,� he admitted, pulling the covers aside so she could lie next to him. His heart thudded as he looked up at her. She slid out of her shirt as she entered his bed, feeling Lance�s eyes feast on her naked body.
He threw the blankets over them both, and pulled her close. Lance reveled in the feel of her; her warm silky skin, her soft curves. He ran his hands down her sides, over her hips. She positioned herself on top of him and lowered her mouth to his. Her lips parted and she sought his tongue with hers, tasting him lightly, as if savoring a new and delightful delicacy. His response was immediate, stunning in its intensity. He cupped her face tenderly and deepened their contact, consumed by need.
�Lance,� she whispered between kisses. �I want you. I want you so badly.�
�Oh, Brooklyn, I want you too.� Desire lent an almost painful tone to his voice, a tone that sent molten thrills drizzling inside her.
Slightly breathless, she raised off him and began to unbutton his shirt. He helped her while still keeping one arm around her waist. Urgency filled him and he slipped from beneath the covers and stood, yanking at buttons and zippers. Soon his clothes were on the floor beside the bed and he was back under the blankets beside her, his body radiating heat.
Brook began trailing kisses down his neck and chest. He buried his fingers in her hair. Her hands traveled over his thighs and abdomen. When her lips reached his navel, he thought he would explode. He groaned as she ran her hand, feather soft, over his erection.
Then she just stopped, held still as stone for a moment. It was as if ice water had been thrown in her face. Her yearning for Lance, the wild abandon she'd felt only seconds before, had been replaced with sudden, crippling fear. Her flesh crawled the tiniest bit.
�Brooklyn?�
"It feels wrong," she whispered. "I can't do this. They ruined me."
"No." Lance shook his head slightly, kept his voice low and soothing. "You're not ruined."
�But, what if I have a disease?� she cried. �What if they infected me with something?�
�Oh, honey, I don't think you do. And besides, I�m willing to take my chances.�
She rolled away and lay stiffly beside him, her change of heart filling the room with a dark feeling of disappointment and failure.
�I can�t,� she said flatly. �I�m sorry.� She pulled away and rolled over.
�Its okay, Brooklyn.� Lance�s voice was gentle as he fought back the heat of passion. He wanted to reach for her, but didn�t know if he should. She began to cry softly. He doubted the wisdom of his action, but nevertheless pulled her to his side, facing away from him. She didn�t resist. �Brooklyn, it�s alright. We don�t have to make love. It's enough just having you near me.�
She yielded and rolled over, burying her face in his shoulder. He wrapped her in his arms and held her.
�Lance, I ��
�Sshh,� he said, his deep voice comforting her. �It�s okay. We�ll just sleep. It�s okay, honey.� His body thrummed with unquenched desire, but he slowed his breathing and compelled himself to relax. The feel of her next to him was all he needed for the moment. The rest could wait.
She hugged him closer and her tears subsided. They didn�t speak; there was nothing to say that would change anything. He smoothed her hair back from her temple, and kept repeating the soothing touch until her body relaxed. Before long they drifted into sleep, listening to the wind against the sturdy walls of the cabin and the ticking of the old wind-up clock in the adjoining room.
Brook dreamed that night of stabbing Jase with a jagged piece of glass, and cutting her own hands to bloody ribbons in the process. If I could hurt them like I wish I could, it would hurt me too. Though her dream thoughts were hazy, that much was clear.





Chapter 43
The next morning, Lance woke to the warmth of Brook�s lips on his, the feel of her nude body pressed against him. Still sleepy, he responded as any healthy male would. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer. This time, she didn�t retreat. Together they sank into the heat and urgency of their coupling. Their hands and mouths eagerly sought out the peaks and valleys of their yearning bodies. Passion rose to a fever; ripe, succulent, heady. The moment before penetration, Brook hesitated. They paused on the precipice of surrender and Lance thought for a second she would retreat. But she didn�t. She only sighed before lowering herself onto him.
The sensation made him reel and he grasped her hips to hold her steady, savoring the feel of her flesh enclosing him. Brook gasped as he filled her, the pleasure traveling through her in waves. The clean spicy scent of his skin, the heat of his body, and the sensuous feel of his hands drove her senses past the threshold of her fears and doubts. They made love without haste, lingering over every touch, prolonging each sensuous move.
Afterward, Brook waited for her breathing to calm, lying against Lance�s heaving chest, and wondered how she was able to enjoy this remarkable experience in light of all she had been through. Then it came to her as an insight. The act of tenderness she and Lance had just culminated was not the same thing as the forced attacks she had endured at the hands of Jase and his gang. It would be like trying to compare a panicked escape from a prison camp to a peaceful stroll on the beach. They weren�t even in the same category. You might use the same muscles and limbs, but other than that, there was no common ground. Relief flooded her at the realization that her ordeal did not need to define the rest of her life. It didn�t need to determine who she was or what she chose to do. Not if she didn�t want it to. Elation swelled within her, buoying her spirit. She was practical enough to know there would be setbacks, times when the horror of those days would infect the present, but she would deal with them when they came. For now, she would take the joy she was allowed in this moment. She ran her hand over Lance�s broad chest, touching him with wonder, as if to make sure he was real.
Lance entertained no such notions as he rested beneath her. The brutality she had endured never crossed his mind in the afterglow of their intimacy. He didn�t want it to ever end, and he almost spoke his thoughts. Stay with me. Stay with me always. With an effort, he bit back his words, knowing they would only divide her heart. Even the idea of her eventual departure filled him with sadness, but he pushed it away. This wasn't the time, not in this tender moment.
I�ll just take one day at a time, appreciate each precious hour I�m given with her, he told himself. He knew all too well how quickly happiness can be stolen away and replaced by sorrow. In the blink of an eye, my friend, in the blink of an eye. There are never any guarantees in this life. He closed his eyes and stroked her hair. My sweet Brooklyn.
Later, in the privacy of the bathroom, Brook stared in the mirror, as if studying her reflection could give her the answers she sought. Confusion threatened to pull her apart. How could she be with Lance when she was married? What about Clark?
Crying softly, she went back and forth between guilt and desire, until she finally made a decision. There was absolutely nothing she could do about Clark at this time. She wasn�t sure what her feelings for him were anymore. But her feelings for Lance were abundantly clear and Lance was here.
For the present time, she�d live her life in the here and now. Brook dried her eyes, straightened her hair, and exited the room with a slightly lighter heart.





Chapter 44
At Brook�s request, Lance handed her a damp rag.
�I�d just like to help out around here a little more,� she explained as she approached the fireplace with its nooks and crannies to do some dusting.
�You don�t have to,� Lance said. �But you are certainly welcome to, if you want.�
She took down a small airplane sculpture and began wiping it. It was like no airplane she had ever seen. It had wooden wings, gears attached to the propeller, and smokestacks!
�I�m so intrigued by your work,� she told Lance. �These sculptures are just amazing. I can�t bring myself to believe an airplane like this could really fly!�
Lance smiled from the kitchen area where he was cleaning and oiling his tools. �No, it couldn�t,� he agreed. �It�s a fantastical thing. There was an old song called �Steam Powered Airplane� that inspired me on that particular project.�
Brook wiped the light layer of dust from the nook and replaced the piece. Then she removed from another space an old-fashioned wooden case with metal pieces protruding from slots. Upon inspection, these turned out to be USB memory sticks for a computer, but they looked as if they belonged in a past century. Each one was different and unique, yet shared a similar old-fashioned look. Decorated with miniature brass pipes, tiny gears, and miniscule gauges, they had a 19th century appearance which created a sense of dissonance. Modern technology that looked antique!
�I use those when I go to the library. Problem with not having a computer here at home is I can�t really access the data. Still, I�ve stored a lot of my research on those. It saves me time.�
�Research?� Brook carefully dusted the small gadgets and replaced them in their wooden case.
�Nothing horribly academic, I�m afraid.� Lance placed the tools in a wooden tote and turned to face her. �Just things I�m interested in or information I need to make things work around here.�
Brook admired the other items. A small model of a futuristically-shaped metal house perched on a stem that reminded her for some reason of a submarine, but a very old one. A toy robot made of metal and wood with a tiny compass for a face. Brook inspected several devices of unknown purpose that were made of brass fittings and gears and appeared as if they would work, if she could only figure out their functions. There was even an odd metal steampunk goat, its joints similar to that of the Tin Man from the Wizard of Oz. She found the entire collection delightful and handled them with care.
Lance ascended the ladder to the loft and returned with clean sheets and an extra pillow.
�I thought we�d put the daybed back under the window,� he said, watching Brook carefully. Her response would tell him if that morning�s lovemaking was just a fluke or if it signaled a new beginning for them.
�Good idea,� she said, throwing him a sultry look. �I don�t think I�ll be using it much anymore. Do you?�
�Not if I have my way.� Lance laid the items on the bed and took her in his arms. �Unless we just get so involved we can�t wait until we get into the other room. Then it might come in handy.�
Which is exactly what happened at that very moment.
That evening after supper, Lance and Brook were sitting in front of the fireplace reading. The gentle strains of Neil Young�s Harvest Moon came from the radio. Brook felt Lance�s eyes on her like a caress. He laid his book aside, stood in front of her, and extended his hand.
�Dance with me?�
She looked up into his expressive brown eyes and placed her hand in his. Oh! I wonder if I still know how; it�s been so long. He pulled her gently to her feet as she tossed her book onto the chair. Wrapped in each other�s arms, they began to move slowly back and forth.
Come a little bit closer
Hear what I have to say
Lance placed his mouth close to Brook�s ear and sang along in a low quiet voice. He had a beautiful voice, and she felt a thrill pass through her.
Just like children sleeping
We could dream this night away
He kissed her neck softly and she ran her hands over his broad muscular back. She became aware of her pulse as it accelerated.
�Brooklyn,� he murmured. �I�ve got a bit of a problem.� They swayed to the music, bodies pressed together.
�What is it?� she asked softly, burying her face in his shoulder, inhaling his clean spicy scent. Her heart swelled in her chest like a flower opening into bloom.
�I think I�m falling in love with you.�
His words caused a tender cascade of sensations inside her. Her breath caught in her throat. In the heat of the closeness they shared at that instant, she could have told him she felt the same. Or she could have promised him body and soul, and meant every word. Or she could have confessed that she wanted him with an intensity that defied explanation. But she said none of these things for he placed a gentle finger over her mouth, stopping her. Then, he took his finger away and replaced it with his lips.
Lance didn�t know what Brook might have said. He was afraid to know. So, he silenced her with a kiss. He only needed, at that moment, for her to know his heart. He didn�t need, just yet, to know hers.
Because I�m still in love with you
I want to see you dance again
Still kissing, they moved slowly across the floor. Outside the curtained doorway, Lance swept Brook into his arms. She held the curtain aside and they entered the bedroom.
Undressing slowly, each explored the other with tender touch and yearning gaze. Deep into the night, flesh joined to cherished flesh and they strained together in love�s most private dance.





Chapter 45
The next morning as Brook sat with Lance in his workroom, she laid her pencil on her pad and cleared her throat. He looked up from his project to find her staring at him.
�Something is really bothering me,� she said.
He waited.
�As I write, I keep remembering things. Jase and his gang mentioned my car being right where it was supposed to be.� Brook frowned. �What do you make of that?�
�I don�t know, Brooklyn. I guess it could mean a number of things. Maybe they had someone cruising around, looking for a good vehicle to take. Maybe the spotter saw your car and started following you, then called them with the location when you stopped. Or maybe someone knew you were going to that exact spot and tipped them off ahead of time.�
�Exactly,� she said, feeling as though she were venturing into fearful territory. �And as far as I know, the only person who knew where I was going�was Clark.�
Lance looked thoughtful but said nothing.
�But that�s impossible.� She chewed on the end of the pencil for a second. �Isn�t it?�
�I don�t know the man, Brooklyn.� Lance�s tone was steady, noncommittal. �You�d be in a better position to judge that.�
�Maybe the shock of what I went through has made my memory unreliable. But that�s what I thought I heard. When you combine that with the fact that Benny had a key��
�It isn�t logical. I mean, you and your husband have plenty of money. From your description of him, he doesn�t sound like a criminal.� Lance bent over his project once again as he talked. �Plus, I can�t believe he�d want anything bad to happen to you. He�d have to be insane.�
�You�re right; it�s ridiculous.� Brook shook her head and picked up the pencil once again.
�I never said it was ridiculous. I just said the man would have to be insane to put you at risk in any way.�
Brook doodled on her paper. �My perceptions could be a little off, I guess. I don�t even know why I�m thinking about this right now. When I first sat down, I was actually planning to try and write a poem.�
Lance looked up at her and wondered why she changed her mind about following this line of thought. He had wanted to explore the subject a little further, but if she didn�t feel the same, then he wouldn�t pursue it. He let the topic slide away. �A poem? About what?�
�This place.� She smiled at him. �The forest, the cabin, the snow�I don�t know. Just this wonderful place.�
�I admire people who can write poetry. I feel poetic sometimes, but could never get the feeling into words.�
�I don�t know if I can either,� she replied. �But I�m going to try.�
�While you�re doing that, I�m going to get another cup of coffee. Would you like some?� Lance stood.
�Sure, thanks,� she said, intent on the page in front of her. Lance stepped close to her on his way to the kitchen and grabbed her empty cup. He kissed the top of her head and lingered beside her, gazing over her shoulder at the curve of her cheek. She should just describe herself if she wants to create a beautiful poem.






Chapter 46
�How about some music while we eat?� Lance asked one evening as they prepared to sit down to supper. He turned on the radio. The reception was bad, but through a web of static they heard the familiar strains of Christmas music.
�It�s Christmastime already? I didn�t realize. I love Christmas songs, especially the older ones.� She strained to hear the music. �What is the date, anyway?�
�The date?� Lance looked surprised but then shook his head. �I don�t know what�s wrong with me. I should have realized you�d have no idea of the date. It�s December 18th. I keep a small calendar taped to the inside of the workshop door of the cabinet closest to my bedroom if you ever need it. I�m sorry Brook, I should have kept you informed, it�s just that time doesn�t mean that much to me, including the date.�
Brook smiled softly, �It�s okay, Lance. I never thought about the date until now. It�s fine.
Lance raised his shoulders in an apologetic shrug and turned back to the radio. He twiddled with the radio knob, but finessing the dial only made the sound worse, and admitting defeat, he shut it off. He turned to Brook with a hopeful look. �Looks like we�ll have Christmas together this year.� He hadn�t celebrated any holiday for a long time. He wondered how Brook would react to Christmas. She had been through so much and might not even want to celebrate the season. Plus, she�d be with him instead of her husband or family.
�We certainly will. And it will be a Christmas to remember.� Brook determined to make it a joyous occasion. "I'm so grateful to be alive, and safe, I feel like there's plenty to celebrate." Her enjoyment of the season would be like a thumb in the eye of her abductors, and a willful act of defiance to the bad feelings that lingered.
Lance was relieved. �I�ll find a tree tomorrow. But, we�ll have to make our own decorations,� he said. �There isn�t much time. Christmas is next week.�
�There�s plenty of time!� Brook was enthusiastic. �I bet there are all kinds of things around here we can use for ornaments.�
Lance suggested they have roast duck with all the trimmings. Brook, after rummaging through Lance�s supplies, volunteered to make pineapple upside-down cake, an old family recipe. Excited, they made their plans.
That evening, Lance excused himself and went to his workroom. Brook didn�t follow; she wanted the time alone to think of something she could make for him for Christmas. But what? She didn�t want to ask Lance if she could use things from the cabin, and she couldn�t exactly go shopping. She pondered her dilemma. She selected and discarded a number of ideas. Finally, inspiration struck. She dug in the kitchen for the scraps of fabric left over when she altered Lance�s clothes to fit her. He had tossed the remnants into the rag bag, but she rescued them and tucked them inside her purse. Then she took out her notepad.
Unknown to Brook, while she sought an idea for his present, Lance was working on a gift for her. That night after they made love, Brook found it difficult to fall asleep. Memories, good and bad, assailed her along with a niggling sense of guilt and confusion over Clark. Yet, she rested her head on Lance�s shoulder and delighted in the warmth of his body, his tender protective embrace. Surprised that she could hold so many simultaneous conflicting emotions, Brook seemed almost a stranger to herself in many ways. Although she had anticipated changes, negotiating her internal environment was sometimes like visiting a place she had never been before.
Thoughts of her and Lance�s plans for the holiday further disrupted her slumber. She had just given up and resigned herself to lying awake all night, when sleep sneaked up on her and pulled her down into its soft depths.
The next morning, after breakfast, Lance hurried through his chores, anxious to find just the right tree. He let Gilbert out, allowing her to accompany him on his search. Her belly was rounding out nicely and swung a bit from side to side as she trotted along.
Lance had to shake the snow from each tree before he could see its true form. Some of this snow landed on Gilbert, and she pranced away, shaking her head as she turned a reproachful eye upon him. In some places, the snow was so deep she nearly got stuck. Lance admonished her gently. "Stay with me, now."
Finally, after searching for over an hour, Lance spotted the perfect tree. Wielding his axe, he made short work of chopping it down. He bound the branches with a piece of twine and hauled it home. After returning Gilbert to her pen, he carried his find inside the cabin.
�Brook�s face lit up when she saw the tree. Lance cut the twine loose and the branches sprang back into shape, revealing a Douglas fir almost perfectly shaped, and nearly as tall as her.
�Let�s put it in front of the window,� Brook suggested. �I know there�s no one out there to see it, but I think that�s where it belongs.�
�We�ll see it,� Lance reminded her. �When we�re coming in from outside, we�ll see it in the window.�
�That�s right!� Brook smiled at him.
They decorated the tree with little odds and ends from Lance�s workroom, metal pieces that flashed and sparkled. Popcorn was strung and slender paper chains were fashioned. When they were finished, they stood back to admire their work and were pleased with the result.
�Next year we�ll add some battery-powered lights.� There was a pause. Lance felt his spontaneous joy slipping away when he remembered that Brook wouldn�t be here next year. He quickly moved past the sad thought and returned the bright smile to his face. Brook let the comment slide, not wishing to think about leaving either.
For the next few days, every time Lance went outside, Brook stayed in and worked on his gift. For his part, Lance spent more time than usual alone in his workroom, with an ear cocked toward the doorway so he could hide his project if he heard Brook coming.
Christmas Day arrived and they woke to more snow. It had fallen softly during the night adding a thick new layer over the slopes and trees. Before getting out of bed, Lance held Brook close and warm under the blankets, brushing the hair from her eyes with a tender touch.
�Merry Christmas, Brooklyn,� he whispered.
She snuggled in and answered, �Merry Christmas, Lance.�
There was excitement in the air, similar to that of holidays past, when Brook was a child. As an adult she still loved Christmas, but hadn�t felt that old enthusiasm for years. Now, it was back.
Lance cleared the new-fallen snow from the paths and completed his chores while Brook had a quick bath. He carried in the eggs and set them on the counter, then waited his turn in the bathroom. Brook started breakfast while he showered. She was getting better at working the old black stove.
After eating, they sat before the decorated tree. Lance was surprised to note a second gift sitting under the tree next to the one he had placed there last night before bed. He reached for his gift to Brook and placed it gently into her hands. Brook�s hands shook slightly as she removed the paper from around the gift. Inside she found a small wooden box. Lance had crafted the container to look old fashioned, with brass corners and delicate carvings. He watched anxiously as she opened the lid, relieved as a smile raised the corners of her full lips. Inside, she found a steampunk charm bracelet with dangling metal pieces that included tiny gears, wheels, hearts, and miniature antique keys.
�Oh, Lance! It�s absolutely lovely.� Her eyes sparkled. He reached over and helped her put on the bracelet. His touch lingered on her wrist. They shared a slow tender kiss. �Thank you so much. I�ll treasure it always. And the box, too! It�s so pretty, so unique. I just love it.�
�You�re welcome, Brooklyn. I�m glad you like them.�
�Open yours now!� Brook handed him a gift wrapped in brown paper from a grocery sack and tied with twine. She had fashioned a bow from the same cord creating a package with homespun appeal that was pleasing to the eye. He hadn�t really expected a gift, knowing she had no way to get him one. He untied the string and pulled the paper apart. Inside he found a small cloth-covered book made from scraps of a flannel shirt that he recognized as the one she had resized to fit her. It was bound with a thin suede strip looped through two holes and tied in a knot. In the middle was a small pocket with a little scroll sticking out. He unrolled the small piece of paper and found it said �to Lance from Brooklyn�.
�How did you do this?� he asked, turning the book over in his hands.
�Oh, it was really nothing,� Brook said, thinking of how she had taken the cardboard backing of her writing pad and covered it in fabric for the back and front. �But open it! Read the inside.� She looked down, suddenly shy.
The pages were sepia, and Lance recalled Brook asking for tea bags one day. He now understood that she had treated the paper to make it look old. Page one featured a simple ink drawing of his cabin in the snow. On page two, he found the first poem.

If there ever were a place to be
lost, reduced to a painful crawl
It would be here in the piney trees,
God guiding me through nature�s sprawl.
If there ever were a man to find me,
to rescue me from savage harm
it would be you, so strong and kind
to soothe my grief and mend my heart.
If there ever were a way to stay
where hurts are healed and tears are dried,
somehow to you I�d find my way
And stay forever by your side.

�I did the best I could, but they�re not very good. I�m anything but a poet,� Brook said.
�It�s beautiful,� Lance told her, his eyes warm. He wanted to ask her if she really meant the words, if she would really stay by his side. Then he read it again and focused on the line, if there ever were a way to stay and thought he had his answer. But he refused to be sad this day. He turned the page.
He found more poems; one about the comfort and warmth of the cabin, a humorous one about Gilbert�s impending motherhood, and an intense sonnet about their lovemaking that was so intimate it caused a slow wave of heat to wash over his body.
�Oh, Brooklyn,� he whispered, his eyes meeting hers. �You�re right, these aren�t good; they�re excellent. I would say you definitely have a way with words.� He moved closer to her. �You have taken my heart, you know. And your writing captures that feeling exactly. Thank you.� She smiled at his praise, her cheeks flushed.
He looked through the book again, stood, and offered her a hand up. He set the book in a place of prominence on the mantle before taking her in his arms.
�Brooklyn.� He spoke her name like a song. �I don�t know whether you want to hear this, but I�m going to say it anyway. I love you. I love you so much.�
She laid her head against his chest, lifted high by the words she had longed to hear. Her heart swelled with emotion, and she looked up into his eyes. �I love you, too, Lance.�
The kiss was long and intense, and led them to the passion that was always humming between them, just below the surface. They sank onto the daybed in the corner and surrendered to the heat of their ardor. Afterward, Lance cradled her in his arms and stroked her hair. They were drowsy and satisfied. Eventually, they rose to prepare their Christmas dinner, having decided to eat at noon and then snack on leftovers throughout the rest of the day.
Gathering the ingredients for her holiday cake, Brook was sharply aware of the grief her family would be struggling with at this time. She said a silent prayer for her loved ones. In spite of a pang of guilt, she also said one for Clark and hoped the Lord would listen to her under the circumstances.
Lance kindled the fire in the cook stove. He carried the thawed duck to the sink area and washed it thoroughly, rubbed salt into its cavity-and placed it in the center of a roasting pan. Collecting a couple of apples and an onion, he chopped them and mixed in some pecan halves and spices. He stuffed the duck with this mixture, and then smeared butter over the breast. Covering the pan loosely with foil, he slid it into the oven.
�He glanced over at Brook. She was mixing ingredients in a bowl at the table and seemed preoccupied.
�Missing your family?� he asked, perceiving her thoughts, as usual. Sometimes she was shocked at how well he could read her.
�I am,� she answered. �But it�s okay. I�ll be fine.� With a force of will, she pushed her worries to the back of her mind. She was not going to taint this day with sorrow. �I just need to keep reminding myself how relieved and happy they�re going to be when I come home,� she continued. �They�ll probably feel like I�ve returned from the grave. What about you, Lance? Do you miss your family?�
�Sure,� he answered. �In fact, I�m going to visit them as soon as I can. I�ve decided it�s time I stop being so selfish. If I want to hide from the world, that�s fine. But it won�t hurt me to go see my folks more often. I guess I feared it would be too painful to be around them, with their eyes full of sympathy and concern for me. I thought it would rip down my defenses, break my heart all over again. Somehow I�ve been able to shut off the emotions for a long time. Having you here has kind of changed that.�
�Is that bad?� Brook gave him an intent look.
�No, no, baby. It�s good. It�s opened up some areas I had been trying to ignore, but I feel more alive than I have in years. It�s a change. But it�s not a bad one.� He paused and reflected for a moment. �Are you aware this is the first Christmas I�ve celebrated in�wow, five years? And, this is one of the best I�ve ever spent, special, with gifts from the heart.�
Brook smiled as she played with her bracelet. �I know what you mean. Christmas has gotten so commercialized. It�s wonderful to have a small celebration. Your gift means more than the ones I usually receive. I�m glad I could bring the happiness of a holiday back to you.�
Lance smiled to himself. She had no idea how close she came to tons of gifts. He had wanted to give her all the steampunk items he had finished and make a few more besides. But, he had controlled himself and she seemed to be happy.
Brook, for her part, thought about Christmases past. She recalled holidays in Denver with piles and piles of brightly-wrapped expensive gifts under the massive tree. Clark would send a driver for her parents at the airport and then he�d escort them through their spectacular home, showing off in subtle ways. Clark and his flashy over-the-top gifts, professionally wrapped, and generous in size and cost. She and Clark toasting the season with their friends and family, their laughter and joy filling the rooms and bouncing off the tall ceilings. Of all the memories, none meant more to her than the simple Christmas she was sharing with Lance. No gift was more precious than the bracelet that now jingled softly against her wrist as she worked. Her priorities had changed, and she found herself humming as she stirred the batter.
Lance, too, thought of Christmases past. Ellen singing carols in a crazy off-key voice to be funny, and lighting what seemed like hundreds of candles. He would find them everywhere during the season and told her jokingly, on more than one occasion, that she was going to burn down their house someday. They always had a living tree, and hung it with candy canes and red bows. And they always adopted a family from the angel tree in the mall, which was a source of great delight. Ellen loved shopping for total strangers, trying to select gifts that would be most needed and appreciated. He had enjoyed it, too, but nothing like she had. She had a caring heart and a kind spirit. For once, Lance found he could think of Ellen and not feel that old familiar pain. He could think of her now with fond remembrance. The old grief had mellowed, lost its bite.
Before long, tantalizing aromas filled the cabin. Lance opened the shutters and a world of white lay in pristine beauty outside the windows. Brook stared at the view, hypnotized. It was a picture that belonged on a Christmas card, a picture that would stay in her memory long after this day had passed.
A delicious meal followed. The duck was succulent and flavorful and the mashed potatoes creamy and satisfying. Lance served the green beans with crisp shards of bacon and saut�ed onions. Homemade rolls came out perfect, golden and fluffy. And Brook�s cake was mouthwatering. Patting their stuffed bellies, Lance and Brook leaned back in their chairs and sipped mugs of after-dinner coffee laced with brandy, a treat he had been saving for just such a special occasion, although he had never pictured anything quite like this when he had stashed the bottle. His lips curved into a smile of satisfaction.
After cleaning up the table, Lance stoked the fire and they retired to the bedroom for a nap, which was preceded by a long leisurely session of tender lovemaking.
The rest of the afternoon and evening they spent relaxing, chatting, and reading by the fireside.





Chapter 47
Not every day was perfect. There were times when Brook couldn�t handle even the thought of physical intimacy, much less the act. At those times, Lance would hold her in a chaste embrace, or he�d leave her enough space to wrestle her demons before finding her way back to him. As with anyone and any life, there were joys and there were sorrows. There were ups and downs, but far more of the former than the latter.
One day, Brook seemed particularly agitated. Lance sat patiently with her, waiting. He knew she was building up to something. At last, she spoke.
�If not for you, I�d be dead,� Brook stated, holding his gaze.
�Not necessarily,� he answered slowly, wondering where this would lead. �It would depend on which direction you traveled. Had you gone one way, you might have eventually found my cabin. Had you gone the opposite direction, you could have ended up at the main house of the man who owns this land. But, it�s a really long, rugged hike. Or you might have just wandered in circles in the forest. Perhaps you would have come across cold-weather hikers or climbers had you gone far enough. It�s hard to say.�
�No.� She took his hand. �I was at the end of my strength. I�d have died if I hadn�t found you. You�ll never convince me otherwise.�
�Brooklyn, I don�t want to convince you otherwise. I don�t know why it happened or how. I only know I�m glad it did. I�m glad I was there in the right spot at the right time. I just wish you hadn�t suffered so much.�
�I�m still trying to sort this all out in my mind.� She struggled for words. �I hate what happened to me, hate it. It was horrifying and painful. I don�t know how I survived. But there is one thing that stands out above all the rest. And that one thing is very confusing.�
�What�s that, honey?� Lance stroked her hand.
�If it hadn�t happened, I would never have met you.� Tears spilled from her eyes and she swatted at them as if annoyed. �How can I balance the two? The worst thing that ever happened in my life made possible the best thing. Knowing you. And now I love you, and I�m not supposed to. I�m not supposed to feel this way. But I do. I can�t help it.�
�Sometimes there are things in life that just can�t be reconciled. They just are what they are. As far as loving me, I can�t help you with that, Brooklyn.� His eyes were intense. �I can�t be objective because I love you, too. And I want you. I want you like I�ve never wanted anything else. Right or wrong. I can�t help it either.�
�What are we going to do?� Her anguish was plain in her voice, her face inches from his. He took her into his arms and they clung to each other.
�I don�t know, Brooklyn,� he murmured. �I guess we�ll just take it a day at a time for now.�
Her mouth found his and their passion blazed again. Filled with emotion, they sank into the swirling heat and tenderness once more.





Chapter 48
After several false starts, winter�s reign ended, sending rivulets of water flowing down the mountain and filling the streams and rivers. Shoots of green peeked from behind rocks, and leaves unfurled on trees. The grass that dared to extend above the patches of remaining snow became more verdant daily. Life was refreshing itself after a wintry sleep.
Brook stood in front of the cabin, breathing deeply the warming air, relishing the end of the long, cold days. �I have to go home soon,� she spoke quietly.
Lance, standing behind her with his arms draped loosely around her waist, kissed the top of her head gently and whispered, �I know.�
�When do you think we can get off the mountain?�
�Soon. This week!� If the truth were to be told, they could have gotten off the mountain several times in the past two weeks. They had both delayed bringing up the subject.
Brook heard the sorrow in Lance�s voice. She turned, wrapped her arms around his waist, and laid her face against his chest, listening to his heart beat. �You know how much I care for you, don�t you?� She looked up into his face.
A tear glinted in the corner of one eye as he said, �Yes, I know. But you have your husband, and a life, to return to. I�ll be okay here after you go. I was fine before, wasn�t I?�
�Okay,� she said softly. �Well, let�s make the best of the last of our time together.� She took Lance by the hand and they returned to the cabin where they made soft, gentle love. �I love you,� Brook barely whispered into Lance�s shoulder.
�I love you, too, my sweet Brooklyn.�





Chapter 49
Over the next week, Brook watched the snow disappear around the cabin. She almost wished another storm would blow in and cover the mountain in a heavy cocoon of white, wrapping them in its silence, prolonging her departure. But the weather remained clear.
�You look worried,� Lance said one evening.
�Hmmm?� Brook pulled herself from her thoughts. �Oh, yes, I am. I�ve been thinking about going to the police. It�s been months since I was attacked. I�m going to walk in there and tell them these terrible things that happened to me and I�ll have no proof. All my injuries have healed. What if they don�t believe me?�
Lance remained silent for a minute and then surprised Brook when he stood and left the room. He returned in a moment holding a digital camera. Brook looked from the camera to Lance with a question in her eyes.
�I have something to show you. It's going to be hard for you to see.� He turned on the camera, flipped a switch, and handed it to Brook. �When I first brought you to the cabin I took these pictures. I wasn�t entirely sure why; maybe to protect myself, I don�t know. But, anyway, here�s your evidence.�
For the next few minutes, Brook paged through the pictures, her face turning paler with each one. �Oh my God,� she breathed quietly. �Oh my God!� She dropped the camera into her lap, covered her eyes with her hands, and cried.
Lance stood by, uncertain what to do. He longed to hold her but felt she needed space.
�Oh, Lance!� Brook looked at him with anguish. �They hurt me so badly. How did I even survive?� She stared at him for a minute, �I know how I survived. You saved me! And now, you have given me the evidence I need to hang those sons-of-bitches.� The shock of the images had left her shaken. �Could you please hold me?� Her voice was barely a whisper. �Just hold me.�
Lance pulled her into his arms and held her until she calmed.
The week passed quickly, far too quickly, for the two lovers. Lance finally spoke the words they had both dreaded. �We can make it to town, now. We�ll leave in the morning.�
That evening, Brook and Lance were rarely out of touching distance. They sat together, not speaking, each just enjoying the feel of the other�s presence. When they went to bed they made slow, leisurely love filled with lingering kisses, soft touches, and whispered words of affection. Their hands stroked, lingering over every contour, so their hands could remember when they could no longer do. They didn�t sleep until the wee hours of the morning, and then they woke in each other�s arms and made love one last time.
Brook had only a small bag which contained the camera, sketches, journal, moccasins, and purse. Carrying the tiny tree, she stepped through the cabin�s door without a backwards glance. How hard it was to say goodbye to the place that had become home!
Gilbert pranced and bucked in her pen, nimble in spite of her swollen belly. Lance would let her out when he returned, but now he grabbed a handful of hay and let Brook give her a bite and a pat. �You ever gonna have that baby? You look like you�re about to pop,� Brook chided the goat, then turned pensive. �I bet it�ll be too cute for words. I wish it would�ve happened while I was still here.� She sighed. Then she and Lance turned towards the path leading off the mountain.
The trip to the road was slow-going. The path was muddy and Brook was glad Lance had insisted she put on the many pairs of socks and his bulky boots. Her moccasins would have been ruined if she had worn them. As they moved down the mountain, Brook noticed there was still an abundance of snow under the trees where the sun couldn�t reach. Even some places on the path were still drifted over.
Finally, they reached the road. Lance looked at his bike, having forgotten that he would have to go get Old Reliable. He looked back at Brook, cleared his throat, and said, �Uh, oh!�
�What?�
�I�m going to have to leave you here while I ride to the trading post and get my truck. It�s about an hour�s ride one way. I�m sorry; I should have remembered and went for it yesterday.�
�It�s no problem, Lance. In fact, it�s fine. You ride down and I�ll start walking. The day is beautiful and I�ll be okay. No one comes way up here, do they?�
�Rarely.� Lance still looked unhappy. �Are you sure?�
�Positive.�
They lingered a few minutes, hugging. Then Lance kissed her once, mounted his bicycle, and pedaled down the road.
The air was brisk. Brook strolled slowly, picking up the pace occasionally to warm up before once again slowing. She looked into the forest, watching as birds flew from one tree to the other, and catching sight of a squirrel moving in its amusing way, running for a second, only to stop and sit on its haunches, searching the area with its black eyes, and then darting to another spot where it would repeat the process. She looked up at the robin�s egg blue sky that held not a single cloud. Smiling, she thought this was probably one of the most peaceful spots in the world right now.
It didn�t seem long before she heard a vehicle coming. Suddenly panicked, Brook looked around for a place to hide. What if it�s them? What if they find me again?
She darted towards the trees. Before she ducked inside the woods, a truck�s horn sounded and Lance called out, �Brook?�
Heart racing, Brook turned back to the road. This was Lance�s truck. She was still safe.
�Brooklyn? Are you okay?�
�Oh!� Brook clutched her chest for a second. �I was suddenly afraid that it was them. Coming to get me!�
Lance hugged her close. �I shouldn�t have left you alone.�
�No, it�s okay. I have to learn to manage my fear. It�s just that this is the first time I�ve been away from the cabin, away from safety. I just freaked out for a minute.� She smiled to show everything was fine.
Lance pointed out sights as they moved towards town. �See that tree?� Lance asked, pointing to a large pine at the side of the road. �Once, on the way down on my bike, I got to going too fast. Before I knew it, I had lost control. I ended up in the lower branches of that tree. I can still remember Denise�s face when I walked into the Trading Post. She took one look at the needles covering my clothes, the dirt streaked on my face, and the pine cone stuck in my hair, and started laughing. I thought she was going to roll on the floor before she got control of herself.� Lance laughed at the memory.
�Wasn�t she worried you were hurt?� Brook asked, frowning over the woman�s heartlessness.
�Oh, she saw me walking in. She could tell I wasn�t injured; well, maybe just my pride.�
They drove on, Lance showing her this and that, until finally they reached the outskirts of town.
Brook turned to face Lance, urgency written on her face. �I need to find a phone. I have to call my parents.�
Lance nodded and pulled into a convenience store with a phone booth outside. �Will this do? Or, do you want somewhere more private?�
�No, this is fine.� Brook started to step from the truck, but stopped. �Damn, I don�t have any money.�
�Don�t worry.� Lance entered the store and returned carrying three rolls of quarters. �They didn�t want to give these up, but I insisted.� Lance kissed Brook�s forehead and went to lean on the back of the truck, leaving her alone to make her call.
With shaking hands, Brook dialed. She fumbled over the familiar numbers, restarting twice before getting them right. Several rings passed before she heard the loving voice of her mother saying hello.
Brook choked up and couldn�t speak for a moment. �Hello?� her mother repeated with a questioning tone.
�Mama,� Brook managed.
A second�s silence met this word, and then, fearful she had misunderstood, �Brooklyn?�
�Yes, mama, it�s me!� Tears were streaming down Brook�s face, as the answering sobs of her mother filled the receiver.
Brook's mom called for her dad and then his excited voice sounded close by. �Where are you, baby?� her mom asked, her words tripping over each other. �Are you okay? Oh, God, we�ve been sick with worry. We were so afraid�� she broke off.
�I�m okay! Really. It�s a long story and I will tell you everything, soon. But not now, not on the phone. Just believe me when I say I�m alright. Now.�
They talked for a long while. Brook used over two rolls of quarters before she could bring herself to hang up, to let go of her mama and papa�s loving voices. She promised to call again soon. She had a hard time convincing them not to jump on a plane and come immediately. With reluctance, they finally agreed to wait, but not long.
Brook stood staring at the receiver after she disconnected the call. Finally, she hung it up and turned to Lance. She was trembling when she went to him. He gathered her into his arms and held her until she stopped shaking.
He looked her up and down. �You need clothes. You can�t very well return home wearing what you have on.�
Brook put on a look of dismay, purely faked. �I thought you liked the way I looked in these clothes.�
Lance, noticing the mischievous look, stated firmly, �It only makes me angry to see them. It means I have one less set of clothing.� He stopped, letting his gaze travel over her again, this time with a leer. �Actually, the clothes look better on you than they ever did on me; but I really like it better when you wear nothing.�
Brook blushed. �Let�s go shopping before we have to get a motel.�
They jumped back in Old Reliable and drove further into town. Brook�s eyes roved constantly, searching for the faces she hoped to never see again. Hunting for the monsters who had hurt her.
After going to a couple of stores, Brook took her purchases into the restroom of the caf� that doubled as the bus station. She exited wearing a mid-calf dress of soft suede with a matching jacket. She had donned a pair of panty hose but still wore the moccasins Lance had made for her. She had purchased blush, mascara, and lipstick and had spent some time with the cosmetics and her hair.
When Lance saw her he breathed a soft, �Whoooh!�
Brook took this as the compliment it was meant to be and smiled gratefully. One of her other purchases had been a valise to carry her few possessions. Now, she accepted the ticket from Lance�s outstretched hand. One way to Denver. She looked sadly at the piece of paper, positive it meant she would be separated from Lance forever. She noted the time of departure and put on a brave face. �I still have an hour before I leave. How about we take a walk?�
Lance presented his arm and they exited the building. They walked slowly along meandering paths until they came to a tiny park. Sitting on a bench outside the gazebo, they stared up at the surrounding mountains. �It is so beautiful here,� Brook whispered, leaning her head on Lance�s shoulder.
�It surely is,� Lance said, his eyes for her alone.
They spoke little, each simply enjoying the nearness of the other. They returned to the bus stop and all too soon her bus arrived. Brook gazed into Lance�s dark eyes for only a moment, the ache of leaving threatening to overwhelm her. She saw Lance struggling with the same torment. Quickly, she stood on tiptoe to kiss him goodbye. He met her halfway and they lingered briefly over the kiss. Neither spoke of their love, they had told each other many times the night before; the time had come to put these words aside. Brook boarded and looked straight ahead, blinking away tears as the bus pulled out.
Lance, for his part, stood and watched until the bus disappeared over a rise in the road. Only then did he return to his truck. He started it up and pointed it towards home. Although there was a lot to replenish after the winter, there would be no shopping today; he needed the comforts of his cabin now.
Riding on the bus with her meager possessions, Brook felt she could relate to the homeless; even though, in truth, she had a place to go, a home, a life. As the bus rolled down the road, moving further from one man she loved and closer to the other, Brook found herself in turmoil. How would she feel being with Clark again? Did she really still love him? She hadn�t really thought about the matter before her abduction. But since that time, she had realized that life with Clark had changed over the years.
After their engagement and during the first year of marriage, Clark had spent every dinner hour with her and every weekend. Then, over the next few years, he had begun to stay later at work, and their dinners together dropped to two or three times a week. And then, he began working most weekends. Also, in the early days of their marriage, they had talked. They talked about their childhoods and the time that had transpired between then and when they met. Thinking back, Brook realized these talks centered more on Clark�s life, than her own. But, even at that, conversation had dwindled away to merely perfunctory exchanges. Adequate, but unsatisfying.
Then she lost Lacey, the precious baby she had longed so to hold, to nurture through childhood and shape into a healthy, happy adult. When that dream was ripped away, along with the chance to ever have another baby, Brook had been crushed. But Clark hadn�t really been affected. Oh, he had been sad at the time, but he quickly forgot the whole incident and carried on as before. No! Not as before. Now that she really thought about it, Clark had withdrawn further from her after the loss, spending more time at work and far less with her. Possibly, she reflected, this was her fault. She hadn�t been the same afterwards either.
Clark hadn�t understood why Brook wanted a child so much. Several years after losing the baby, Brook had broached the subject of adoption. Clark had looked at her with incredulity. �I suppose we could,� he had said, flatly. �But it�s not like it would be ours.�
Brook had insisted that any baby they raised would be theirs completely.
Then, Clark had dropped the bombshell. �You do what you want, but it won�t be my child. It won�t have Parrish blood.�
From that point, Brook now realized, life had changed around their house. They made love, but not as frequently. The goodbye kisses that used to promise things to come had now become obligatory, little more than a duty. She now knew that while she had still loved Clark, she hadn�t really been in love with him for a long time.
Then there were the last five months. What would Clark�s reaction be to her sudden return home? Would he understand how she had suffered? Clark never had been strong on empathy. How would he respond when he heard about the rapes? Would he see her as dirty, damaged goods, unworthy of his attentions? And, more to the point, how could she hide the fact from Clark that she had been with Lance, had lain, willingly, with another man? Brook ran scenarios through her head as the bus traveled on.
As the trip neared an end, she fingered the beautiful bracelet that wrapped her wrist in a symbol of Lance�s love. She felt so alone right now.
Brook was astounded by the range of emotions that poured over her; sadness over leaving Lance, happiness to be returning home to her family, and confusion over her feelings for Clark. By the time she stepped off the bus in Denver, her mood was so low, she found it a struggle to even breathe. Climbing down from the bus, she straightened her posture and wove through the crowd of other travelers, seeking a telephone.
Just as she spotted a pay phone, she changed her mind. She couldn�t call Clark out of the blue; it wouldn�t be fair to him. And, she was very confused about his part in her abduction. She would go home and wait for him. Watch his reaction. Gauge it. Plus, it would give her another small space of time to put away her feelings for Lance and organize her thoughts. She was nervous at the prospect of facing her husband instead of looking forward to the reunion like she ought to be doing. Her heart wasn�t in it, but she resolved to see it through.
She stepped outside and was startled by the unexpected warmth of the day. It was still cold in Haylieville. She had forgotten the weather would be much different at this altitude. Brook removed her jacket and draped it over her arm. Moving briskly to the curb, she waved at a cab and got inside. She hesitated before giving her address.
�The nearest police station,� she said on impulse. The cabbie nodded and pulled into the traffic.





Chapter 50
Brook walked into the police station with no idea the kind of stir she was about to cause. Approaching the glass window, she asked to speak to a detective.
�Your name, please?� The officer�s voice was tinny though the speaker. He was bent over a sheet of paper.
�Brooklyn Parrish.�
At the sound of Brook�s name, the officer�s head shot up and he dropped his paper. Peering intently through the glass, he stared, unable to hide his surprise.
�Just a second,� he said, and picked up the phone.
In a flurry of activity, a side door opened and several people hurried toward Brook. A tall woman in a dark suit extended her hand as the others, some in uniform, stood back.
�I�m Detective Randi Conroy,� she said. �You�re Brooklyn Parrish?�
�Yes, I am.� Brook found the detective�s handshake comforting somehow, warmer than she expected. Strong, confident. Brook felt immediately at ease with her.
�Come with me, please, Mrs. Parrish.� She led Brook through the door into the inner sanctum, down a hallway, and into a conference room. The detective nodded at the other people who waited by the door. �Get Marco down here. Bring me the Parrish file. And shut the door.�
Once they were alone in the room, the detective simply stared at Brook for a long time.
�Well,� she said, her face impassive. �I guess the first question is where have you been?�
�It�s a long story, Detective,� Brook began.
�I bet it is. And I can�t wait to hear it,� Detective Conroy said. �You have no idea how happy it makes me when a missing person turns up alive and well. But, on the other hand, I'm going to need some answers. How about something to drink? Coke okay?� At Brook�s nod, she picked up the phone and asked someone to bring a couple of drinks.
�Okay, I�m all ears.� The door opened and a woman brought in two cans of soda and set them on the table, staring at Brook with unabashed curiosity. From under her arm, she pulled a file which she placed into Randi�s outstretched hand. Still ogling Brook, she backed out of the conference room and closed the door behind her.
Randi handed Brook a can of cola and took one herself. The phone on the table rang and Randi picked it up, listened for a moment, and then hung up.
�My partner, Marco, is on his way in. It�ll be a little while. You�re going to get tired of telling your story before it�s all said and done. But, this first time through, just give me the basics, okay?�
Brook pulled out her drawings and spread them on the table.
�These people abducted me and held me captive.�
As Brook told her tale, Randi picked up the sketches and looked them over. She raised her eyebrows when she reached the one of Gina but made no comment.
Brook wanted to protect Lance. When she reached his part of the story, she skirted around the identity of her rescuer. She would only say she was kept safe until the weather permitted her return. Randi looked skeptical but didn�t push the issue at this point.
�You know, your husband was frantic when you disappeared. He was convinced early on that you had met with foul play. I wasn�t so sure. At least not until this young woman,� Randi tapped the sketch of Gina, �showed up on an ATM camera trying to use your credit card.�
�She did? Did you catch her?� Brook exclaimed.
�No, but we�re still looking.� She paused a moment, gathering her thoughts. �Your husband had no idea where you�d gone so he wasn�t much help at all. In fact, he was so upset we thought we might have to hospitalize him.�
He didn�t know where I�d gone? Brook felt a cold knowledge settle on her. �What did he say exactly? I mean, when he contacted you?�
�He said you had probably gone shopping but he had no idea where. We didn�t even know where to start looking. I�m telling you, the man was a basket case.� Randi didn�t seem to notice Brook�s rigid posture or frozen expression. The phone rang, and Randi took the call. When she hung up, she turned her gaze to Brook once again.
�Now, I�m sorry to make you start all over, but we need to record this. Let me get things set up and bring Marco up to speed. I promise we�ll try not to keep you too long.� Randi left Brook alone in the room. Inside, Brook�s mind was flipping switches and making connections, veering from disbelief to rage and back to disbelief again. Finally, shock descended and held her in its numbing grasp.
Randi returned with a slender young detective in tow, his dark hair neatly parted and combed, and his tanned face wearing a serious expression.
�This is Marco,� Randi said. �My partner. Marco, meet Brook Parrish.� They shook hands and Brook saw compassion in his brown eyes. Marco removed his suit jacket and draped it over the back of the chair. As he sat, he loosened his tie.
Another officer entered with a video camera and set it up on a tripod while Marco explained the process to Brook.
�Mrs. Parrish, we want to videotape your statement for the record and get as much information from you as possible so we don�t have to drag you through this too many times. I know it�s difficult, but try to relax and just answer the questions as best you can.� Brook nodded.
Somehow she made it through the next few hours. As Randi walked her to the door she gave Brook a sympathetic smile. �I know you�ve been through a horrible ordeal, and I assure you I will do everything in my power to track these monsters down. What you need to do is go home and put to rest your family�s worries. Let them know you�re safe now. We�ll be in contact.� Randi turned back into the station with a purposeful step as Brook stepped outside.
�Brook carried photocopies of the sketches and her journal writings. The camera she left behind in the capable hands of the detectives. Now, she just wanted to get home. She needed to see Clark; she needed her suspicions allayed. Until she had answers, she wasn�t willing to tell the police that Clark had misled them. She could still give him the benefit of the doubt. She hoped in his panic he had simply forgotten he had sent her for the book. She hoped to find he had a good reason for misleading the authorities and effectively sabotaging the search. But she didn�t really believe it.
She settled into the back of the cab with a weary sigh. The long bus ride, the hours at the police station reliving the details of her abduction and captivity, and the suspicion churning in her mind had turned her nerves raw. And, she missed Lance. At the heart of it all, there was that yearning. It�s been a horrible day. And it�s not over yet. 
At the guard house, Brook rolled down her window and spoke quietly to a surprised Jerry. He agreed to protect her privacy and not to mention to anyone that she had returned. Brook knew she could trust him; she knew he wouldn�t jump on the phone and spread the news. When she reached home, she stepped from the taxi, weary and torn by conflict.
Brook reached the front door and keyed in their security code. She half expected it to be changed, but it wasn�t. She walked into her home for the first time in months. Breathing in the familiar smell, she was surprised to find it held no comfort. Nor did she find solace in the surroundings as she looked around her. Moving through the house, she touched one thing after another, feeling nothing for any of the items. This had always been Clark�s home, the place they had gone to get away from the memories of their lost baby, the place where they would supposedly heal their grief and reconnect to each other. Now, Brook suspected they had only put up fronts. Artificial bright facades to hide the emptiness. Sadness filled her as she waited for the encounter with her husband.
She thought about taking a shower and changing her clothes, but discarded the idea. If she put her arms to her nose, she could still discern, very faintly, the scent of Lance�s cologne. How tacky, she thought, to reunite with my husband while the scent of my lover still lingers on my skin. But, I don�t care.
She went to the kitchen and fixed a sandwich from some leftover ham in the refrigerator. Sitting at the kitchen table, she looked out the patio doors over the lawn as she ate. The last remnants of snow shrank against the fence where it was shady. She felt her eyes glaze with tears. This homecoming was not as she had imagined it would be.
The mechanical whine of the garage door opener warned her Clark was home. She took a final sip of her beverage and stood. Nervously, she waited for Clark to appear in the doorway, her heart pounding in anticipation of this long-awaited moment.
The door opened and then there was Clark. He stopped in his tracks when he saw her and his face paled. The briefcase fell from his hand and landed with a dull smack on the tile floor. He reached one hand to his cheek and his mouth dropped open.
�Brook? Oh my god! Brook?�





Chapter 51
Lance went directly back to the cabin after watching Brook disappear from his life. He parked in his usual spot, haphazardly covered his truck, and walked with determination up the mountain. He would get on with his life; he�d go back to the time before he had found Brook in the forest. It wouldn't be easy; in fact, it might even be impossible. Brooklyn Cheyenne had made an indelible mark on him. He would never forget her.
At home, Lance set about doing his chores. He let Gilbert out and mucked her pen. She seemed to sense his dark mood and didn�t frisk about as usual. Holding a tight lid on his feelings, Lance kept moving, handling one chore after another. He fed the chickens and the few ducks that remained, and chopped more wood, since the nights were still chilly. Not wishing to spend time inside, where everything reminded him of Brook, he found one project after another that required his attention outside. Finally, exhausted, he entered his home, made a light supper, and sat down to read, but found his thoughts wandering.





Chapter 52
In that odd first moment, Brook noticed how much Clark had aged. They stared at each other as if under a spell.
Then, Clark rushed to Brook and took her in his arms. He was weeping. Tears welled up in her eyes, but a part of her stayed distant. His touch, familiar as it was, seemed strange to her now. She let him hold her but gave nothing in return. He didn�t seem to notice her lack of enthusiasm.
�You�re alive! How? When? Oh god, Brook, where have you been? Where have you been all this time?� Clark pulled back from her, looked at her, and then pulled her close to him again. His shoulders heaved several times. Sniffling, he released her and walked to the counter for a paper towel. Mopping his eyes and wiping his nose, he stared at her in astonishment.
�I thought you were dead. I thought they�d killed you,� he blurted, then covered his eyes with his hands. �I mean, I thought someone��
�Who, Clark? Who did you think killed me?� Brook�s voice was harsh. Tears shone in her eyes.
Clark stammered for a moment. �I�m in shock. I don�t know what I�m saying. You took me by surprise. Give me a minute; let me get my bearings.�
�No! You slipped and said something you didn�t mean to. I want to know more about it. Who did you think killed me? Maybe Jase? Or Benny?� Her voice rose in volume. �Your buddies?�
Clark�s shoulders sagged. �Oh god.� He held his hands to his temples, as if his head might explode. The confession bubbled to the surface and burst out. �I�m so sorry, Brook. I got in way over my head. You weren�t supposed to be hurt! It was just the car. They were supposed to take the car while you were inside the bookstore.�
A great weight seemed to fall from his shoulders. "I'm glad it's out in the open. I've carried this burden all these months, and it's made me sick. Just sick, I tell you."
Brook shook her head, trying to absorb the shock. Although her subconscious had been preparing her for this moment, it still rocked her to her very core. Clarkwas the reason she had been hurt! She stared at him, her face twisted with horror and revulsion. He couldn�t bear up under her gaze, and slunk from the kitchen, Brook on his heels.
�Why, Clark? Why would you be involved with thieves? Criminals?�
Clark stopped and turned around. He stared at her in amazement. �Do you really think I can afford this life-style on my wages? Six cars? Swimming pool? Three thousand square feet of living space. The Club. Come on, Brook, you can�t possibly believe that I make that much money.�
�How would I know how much you make? You never shared those kinds of details with me. Besides, you come from a wealthy family. What about your parents� money?�
�What about it? That�s their money. Not mine. I may get some of it when they pass away, but they�re still young. They could spend it all by then. And more power to them if they do. It is theirs, after all.�
�What about your trust fund?�
�Trust fund?� Clark laughed ruefully. �My dad never believed in trust funds. He believes a man should make his own way in life. Jesus Christ, Brook.�
�Okay. But��
Clark cut her off. �You know, most of this is your fault. I don�t need all this pretentious shit to live. I buy it for you. If it weren�t for you, I wouldn�t need more money than what the firm pays.�
�For me! For me? How dare you. You can�t blame this on me. I�ve never needed any of this.� She waved her hands to encompass their surroundings. �And as for the Club; well, I�ve never felt welcome there and I never will. This is not my life, Clark, it�s yours!�
�You don�t have a clue, Brook.� Clark walked to the bar and poured a scotch and water.
�I don�t have a clue? Oh my god! I�m not the one breaking the law. I�m not the one who set up someone I supposedly loved to be taken by animals. To be abused for days. They raped me, Clark! Those filthy pigs raped me! They planned on killing me.� She sucked in a ragged breath, anger and heartache warring inside her. �I do have a clue. You don�t!� Brook�s voice broke and tears ran down her cheeks. �They hurt me so badly! Over and over again, Clark."
�Brook�� he reached out a hand, beseeching her. �It was never supposed to happen, sweetheart. Those bastards! I hate the thought of their hands on you.� He stopped as a frown passed over his face. �I suppose you fought them?�
�Yes, you son-of-a-bitch! I fought them. Did you think I�d just lie there and take it? Maybe enjoy it?� Brook felt as if she would vomit. �But what the hell does that have to do with anything? What if I hadn�t fought? What if I couldn�t? How can you even ask something like that?�
�I don�t know. It just popped into my mind. I didn�t mean anything by it. Of course, I don�t think you enjoyed it. That�s crazy, and you know it.� He paused. His expression was an odd melding of agony and bewilderment. �But, where have you been all this time? You don�t look injured to me. What am I supposed to think? Have you been with them this whole time? My god, Brook. Where were you?�
�With them? God! No, I wasn�t with them the whole time. I would have been dead a long time ago.� Brook was astounded. �I got away. Escaped. Got lost in the middle of a forest in the freezing cold. I thought I was going to die. Then, I was rescued by a man. A good, kind man. He took care of me, cleaned me up, and kept me safe. He lives way up on a mountainside in the forest. I couldn�t get off the mountain until the snow melted.�
�Well, whoever he is, I�d like to shake his hand. I�d like to thank him for helping you. I can hardly believe you're really here. But Brook, you need to take a minute to see my side of things. You have to realize this isn�t the way it was supposed to go down. I never wanted you to be hurt! The thought of it makes me�" Clark rubbed his hand over his face. �I swear, I almost lost my mind when you disappeared. It wasn�t as if I meant for you to be taken. I don't think you realize how hard this has been on me.� He paced back and forth a few times.
Brook started to speak, but Clark cut her off.
��You just don�t understand. Maybe my need for money isn�t your fault. But, lord, Brook. You can�t imagine the thrill of setting up these deals. The money that flows from those rich bastards overseas� It�s like a drug. I imagine it is similar to shooting heroin. The rush! But it was supposed to be my private indulgence, my secret. I never intended to drag you into it or involve you in any way. Don't you see? I�m sorry you got hurt. I truly am. I would never hurt you for a million dollars.�
�No, Clark.� Brook sighed. �Not for a million. You did it for a lot less.�
The anger had suddenly drained out of her, leaving her exhausted and miserable. The conversation illustrated how self-absorbed Clark was. Why hadn�t she seen it before? No questions from him about her condition, the location where she had spent the last several months, or even about her abductors. He still seemed to be focused on his own interests, only superficially engaged beyond that. She was stunned by his self-centered responses. �You know what? I'm done. No more. I�m leaving you, Clark. I don�t love you anymore. In fact, I despise you.�
�Brook, no!� Clark fell to his knees and reached towards Brook.
�Just�don't. Don't do this to me, or to yourself. It�s over. It was over before I even got home. I love another man.�
Clark�s face reddened and he climbed back to his feet. �Another man? Who the hell is he? The man on the mountain?� Seeing the answer in Brook�s eyes, he shouted, �No! I won�t allow it. I love you. You can�t leave me. You can�t love another man. You're mine; you belong to me.�
Brook shook her head and walked from the room; the sounds of his pleading followed her through the long hallway and up the staircase.
�It�s just gratitude you feel for him!� he called after her. �It�s not love! You love me, and you know it.�
Brook entered their bedroom and stared at the bed she had shared with Clark. There was no way she would ever sleep in that bed again. Going to the dresser, she pulled out some clothes and took them with her to the guest room. Locking the door behind her, she went into the attached bathroom and ran a hot bath. She heard Clark knock on the bedroom door several times, but she ignored him. She wept as she bathed, her misery spilling out in hot tears.
Later, in bed, she hugged the pillow to her and missed Lance. After the warmth and comfort of his cozy cabin, her own house felt like a mausoleum. She cried for her marriage that had turned out to be an empty union. She cried for the hurt she had endured. And she cried for the one man who knew how to take away her pain. Lonely as she had ever been, Brook finally drifted into a restless sleep.





Chapter 53
That first night, Lance thought the ache in his heart would get the best of him. He reached over and touched the empty space where Brooklyn had lain and felt tears behind his eyelids. He wondered how she was doing, pictured her walking the floors of her fancy home. Against his will, he envisioned her in the arms of her husband and punched the mattress with his fist.
I have to stop thinking about her! There�s nothing that can be done.
Long hours passed before he was able to sleep.





Chapter 54
The next morning, Clark followed Brook around as she took her suitcases from the closet and packed her things. The argument continued until she wanted to slap him.
�I know what I did was wrong,� Clark said. �But you did wrong, too. You�re not little Miss Perfect, you know.� His eyes shone with unshed tears. �You're breaking my heart, here! I'm trying to be reasonable but you're just determined to destroy our marriage. I just don't understand it. I don�t see why we can�t just forgive each other and go on like before."
"I'm not asking your forgiveness, Clark." Brook gripped her hands together until her knuckles whitened, fighting the urge to strike out.
"If I�m willing to forgive you, why can�t you forgive me? I�ve learned my lesson. My god, have I ever learned my lesson!�
�I doubt if I�ll ever be able to forgive you. But, if I do, it�ll be because I don�t want to carry the bitterness around in my heart any longer, and not because you deserve it. Face it Clark, our marriage is way beyond repair. It�s over.� Brook was shaking from barely contained rage and heartache. �I�m not sure even now you can grasp the horror I went through. Open your ears and listen to me. I was raped, Clark! Again and again. And I was beaten. I was almost killed! Then, after I managed to get away, I fell down a ravine and got lost in the forest. I only had a shirt on, no shoes, nothing. I went through hell! And all because of you! If it weren�t for pure luck and the kindness of Lance, I�d be dead right now.�
Clark slammed his hand onto the dresser. �Lance! You know, you keep bringing him up. All this time I was worrying my ass off about you, and you were up there in a cozy little love nest banging a complete stranger. What about that, Brook?�
�Shut up! You make it sound filthy and vulgar and cheap. I won�t stand for it! It wasn�t like that at all. The man saved my life, Clark. He not only kept me from dying, he gave me new reasons to be glad I�m alive. You could never understand it no matter what I say. There's no point in discussing it. I don't even want to talk about it with you. I�m through!� Brook�s face was flushed. She refused to allow Clark to reduce her love for Lance to a base animal act. He was trying to shame her and she resented it. �There is no way you can equate what you did with what I did anyway, hard as you might try, Clark. There�s just no way.�
She walked down the stairs, her suitcases banging against her legs. She dragged the bags into the garage, surveyed the remaining cars, and decided to take the Lexus. She opened the trunk, deposited her luggage, and pulled out of the garage. Driving away, she took one last look at the outside of the house. Clark�s forlorn figure leaned against the front entry, watching her.

��Goodbye,� she whispered before accelerating down the road.
Brook checked into a motel room, plugged her cell phone into its charger, and unpacked her clothes. While she waited on her phone to charge, she placed a call to her parents from the room phone and told them as gently as possible that she had left Clark. Once again her mother expressed a desire to hop on a plane, but Brook implored her to wait. She would visit soon, she promised.
Brook stared at her phone where it lay charging. After all these months, she knew she would find it loaded with desperate messages from her family. She wasn�t strong enough to hear those heartbreaking calls just yet. That would have to wait for another time.
Turning back to the room phone, she made an appointment with an attorney to file for divorce. Then she called Randi to let her know where she was staying. There was a note of sympathy in the detective�s voice. She could read between the lines and suspected that Brook�s marriage was on a downward slide.
��I tried to call your house but got no answer,� Randi said. �We have someone in custody and we�d like you to take a look at a lineup. Could you come in later this morning?�
Brook�s heart thudded.
�Which one?� Her throat squeezed nearly shut and she spoke with difficulty.
�Benny.� Randi listened through a long pause, and then continued. �Although his ID has him as Kevin Russell Benson.�
Brook swallowed hard. �I�ll be there.�
Later that morning, Brook entered the police station and was escorted into the inner sanctum by a young policewoman. A few people passed by them as they made their way down the hall. Brook clutched her purse nervously under her arm and touched the bracelet Lance had given her. She sought comfort and courage from the precious gift.
�BrooklynBridge!� a familiar voice exclaimed.
As recognition slammed through her, the blood drained from Brook�s face, and nausea rose in her throat.
Benny was being led in chains down the hall by a massive uniformed officer, a Hispanic man with arms the size of Benny�s thighs. Benny looked Brook up and down from a distance of no more than four feet and licked his lips suggestively.
�That�s him!� Brook screamed, ducking behind the policewoman beside her. �He�s one of them!�
Benny started toward her, but was yanked back by his escort and slammed against the wall. �You just need to back off, buddy. Just chill,� the officer warned Benny, holding him easily in place with one beefy hand.
�Hey, baby!� Benny smirked at Brook. �You missed me, didn�t you? I missed you. It sure is good to see you again.�
�Make him shut up!� Brook�s voice bordered on hysteria and she covered her ears with trembling hands. �Get him away from me!�
Randi poked her head out of a doorway. �What the hell�s going on?� she demanded. Looking both ways, she took in the situation. �Get him outta here! Now!� she yelled as she rushed to Brook�s side. Brook found herself supported between the detective and the female officer as they led her toward an office.
�Remember all the fun we had?� Benny called over his shoulder, doing the awkward inmate shuffle ahead of the enormous policeman. �Hey, dude, that hurts!� Benny complained. His voice faded as he was pushed around a corner.
�I�m so sorry, Brook. That should have never happened.� Randi patted her on the shoulder. She helped her into a chair just as Brook�s legs collapsed. Randi turned to the policewoman. �Bring a glass of water, please.�
�Brook,� Randi said, catching Brook�s eye. �I�m really sorry. There�s no excuse for what just happened. It was simply bad timing, lack of coordination, or something like that. But, heads will roll over this, I guarantee you.�
�Never mind,� Brook managed, a catch in her voice. The officer returned with the water. She whispered in Randi�s ear before handing the cup to Brook. Randi nodded at the officer and then gave Brook a look of concern.
�I�m okay, really. I just need a minute.� Brook drank deeply from the cup.
Randi waited for Brook to compose herself, then continued. �We arrested Mr. Benson on an attempted carjacking, so he�s toast. But, if you can handle it, we still need to do the lineup.�
Steely resolve asserted itself and Brook's face grew taut as long-buried anger overtook her fear. �I can handle it." Her voice trembled only slightly. �In fact, I want to pick him out of a lineup. Did you hear him? What he called me?�
�Yes. I did,� Randi said, shaking her head. �He just substantiated your story in front of three witnesses. Not the brightest bulb in the box, is he?�
Brook managed a small mirthless laugh.
�Do feel ready to make the identification now?�
Brook rose to her feet. �Lead the way.�
She made it through the identification process, trembling the whole time, grim but satisfied when it was over. When she left the police station, she took a deep breath of crisp spring air and squinted into the sunlit sky. She wished this was all over and done with. She just wanted to get on with her life, to put this all behind her.
Randi called her later to tell her Benny had given the others up rather than go down alone. They had issued warrants for Gina, Pete, and Jase, Randi advised her, and it was only a matter of time before they would be apprehended. �He also gave us the name of their contact, the guy who set up the jobs, a man by the name of Anton D�Macio. Have you ever heard this name before?�
�No, I don�t think so,� Brook replied. �It doesn�t sound familiar.�
�I didn�t think so, but it never hurts to ask. Anyway, D�Macio has already flown the coop." Randi's disappointment was obvious. �When we got to his apartment, it was cleaned out, and it looked like it was done in a hurry. We�re not sure how, but we believe he was tipped off. We�ve been trying to break this carjacking ring for several years. This was the first name we�d gotten and we were optimistic that we would finally make some headway in our case. We suspect D�Macio was the middleman and now he�s gone. Probably out of the country by now.
�We�re pretty sure the ringleader is someone of importance, but, again, we have no information as to who he might be. If we could have nabbed D�Macio, he might have rolled over. But, no dice. Oh, and a heads up to you: the press has wind of this now. They�ll be looking for you. With you in a motel, they�ll have a harder time tracking you. Eventually, they'll find you. But for now, just keep your head low and you should be okay.�
Brook thanked her and hung up. She then placed a call to Clark.
�Brook, thank god. I was hoping you�d have a change of heart, honey. Please tell me you�re calling to say we can start over.�
�You warned him.� Her voice was clipped.
�Who?� Clark asked, feigning innocence. �Warned who?�
�Don�t play stupid, Clark. It�s too late for that. You warned D�Macio.�
�Of course I did. He�s the only one who can link me to this whole thing.� He was using that ultra-reasonable tone that Brook despised. �I did it out of a sense of self-preservation.�
�Whatever. I didn�t call for that anyway,� Brook said wearily. �I just want to make sure you won�t fight the divorce.�
�Divorce? �
�Yes, divorce. I filed first thing this morning.�
�Whoa, now. You don�t intend to go through with that, do you? You'd better just take a little time to cool off; wait until you've had a chance to get your head straight. You need me, Brook. Even if you won�t admit it. For one thing, how will you support yourself?�
�How will you handle prison, Clark?� Her voice was firm. �Or would you like to work out a settlement?�
�You wouldn�t!� he gasped. �You�re my wife. I�ve told you how sorry I am. And I�ve told you, you were never, ever supposed to be hurt. You wouldn�t really send me to prison, would you?�
�It depends on how much grief you give me over this divorce. I just want it over with as soon as possible.�
�I guess there's nothing I can do about it. You've got me backed into a corner, over the proverbial barrel. You�ll probably take everything I�ve worked so hard for. All gone, just like that.� Clark didn�t try to hide his bitterness. �I never pegged you for a gold-digger; but I never figured you�d spread your legs for some stranger either. Hell, I guess it was more than just one, wasn't it? How many were there, Brook? Remind me again, exactly how many men did you do?"
Every word was a blow to Brook. Outrage, anger, and hurt rose in her like bile. She gripped the phone hard, trying to speak around the painful lump in her throat. "You bastard. I never realized until this moment how cruel you are."
"I'm cruel? You're the one who wants the divorce, not me."
"Clark, I can't think of anything I want more at this moment than to never be associated with you again." Brook gritted her teeth. "What do you say we steer clear of the personal assaults for now? Let's just deal with the practical side of things."
There was a pause, during which Brook could hear Clark breathing into the phone.�
�Fine. Well, practically speaking," he finally said with great sarcasm, �you still sound fairly hostile toward me �So, I'm guessing you'll bleed me dry; take every fucking thing I own.�
�I need only enough to get by on until I get a job. Trust me, I don�t want any of your things,� Brook said. �All I want is to be free of you. That�s it. If you want to keep your freedom; then give me mine. Otherwise, you will lose it all, everything.�
She ended the call without waiting for his response.





Chapter 55
Denise noticed the change in Lance�s posture, observed the sorrow in his expression. She shook her head before approaching the counter. She didn�t know what had happened to him, but Emily said she had seen him outside the convenience store with a pretty blond lady a few days earlier. Something must have gone wrong. She had no idea what, but his appearance spoke volumes. Denise was curious, but she would never violate his privacy with nosy questions.
�I sold another sculpture, Lance,� Denise said. He said nothing, simply accepted the cash. �Hey, how about a chocolate almond cookie? Betsy just brought �em in; they�re fresh. These things sell out in one day, you know; they�re so delicious.�
He shook his head.
�It�s on the house.�
�No thanks.� Lance tucked the money in his backpack and turned to leave. �You don�t have any of those prepaid cell phones, do you?�
�No, we don�t carry those. You might try at the hardware store.�
Denise watched him go, her warm brown eyes sympathetic. He looked like his heart was broken, she thought as she bit into one of Betsy�s cookies, barely tasting it as she watched his truck pull from the parking lot.
The clerk in the hardware store looked up from a magazine she had been reading and nodded at Lance as he entered. He saw what he was looking for on the end of the aisle close to the front of the store. Taking it off the display, he stared with unseeing eyes at the prepaid phone in his hand as his thoughts waged an internal debate.
I could call and tell her I have a phone, just in case she ever wants to contact me. Just in case things don�t work out for her in Denver. The clerk at the register glanced over at him and then returned to her magazine.
I could tell her I bought it because she told me I ought to have one. Just keep things light until I test the waters. But maybe she won�t want to hear from me. Maybe she�s trying to forget me. He wrestled with his impulses.
What if she�s happy to be home with her husband? What if my call just messes things up for her? Finally, he put the phone back on the rack and left the store empty-handed.





Chapter 56
The following week, Brook arrived for her second meeting with her lawyer. During the first appointment, she�d held back a lot, focused only on getting the divorce proceedings started. This time, however, she elicited a promise of confidentiality from him, and then laid out the ugly truth of her situation. She kept her eyes on him as she spoke, and watched the expression on his face shift from sympathy to disbelief, to shock, and finally acceptance. He picked up a pencil and began writing furiously on his pad, looking up at her from time to time and posing short questions to clarify some point or another.
After listening to Brook�s tale, the attorney sat mute for several long moments, staring down at his yellow legal pad. Brook had never seen Alan Brentwood speechless before. Finally, he laid his pencil aside and shook his head.
�This is incredible. Just incredible.� His expression was frank, open. �At first I couldn�t figure out why you�d want a divorce. I thought you would need your husband more than ever, especially now. But, this explains everything.�
�Yes. Yes, it does.� Brook pulled a tissue from her purse and dabbed at her eyes.
�I assume your husband will be employing Pendleton, Barkes & Clyde as usual?� Mr. Brentwood asked.
Brook nodded. �He always does.�
�I�ll contact Rupert Pendleton and sort out the details,� he said. �The Temporary Orders will guarantee you enough income to live comfortably until the divorce is final. Under the circumstances, I doubt your husband will object to anything you might ask for. Since the two of you seem to agree on the division of property and debts, there should be no problem. But I have to say, Brook, I believe you should go to the police with what you know and let him rot in jail.�
�Mr. Brentwood,� Brook said, then in a softer voice, �Alan. You said everything I told you would be confidential.�
�And it is.� The attorney sighed. �I�m just giving you my advice. You could come away from this with everything. And I do mean everything.�
�I don�t want everything, Alan. Clark simply got in over his head. He was like a kid on a roller coaster. Once he got on, he didn�t want to get off; he just kept going for the bigger thrill. I believe him when he says he didn�t mean for me to be hurt, but it doesn�t matter. I�m not vindictive; I�m just finished. He�s repulsive to me now. It seems strange I guess. But even though I can�t stand to be around him, I don�t really have any desire for revenge. I just want out with enough money to start fresh.�
�That�s unbelievably generous of you,� Alan remarked, leaning back in his chair. �I hope Clark appreciates it.�
�He doesn�t exactly appreciate it. But he is smart enough to realize what a break he�s getting. Truth is, I don�t even know if any of this could be pinned on him. I doubt there�s any real evidence linking him to the crimes. It would probably boil down to my word against his. He kept his distance from the actual thieves, using this D�Macio as a middleman. I suppose if D�Macio is ever found and brought in, then Clark would have something to worry about. In the meantime, I�m sure he doesn�t want the authorities crawling all over, sorting through his financial records and snooping into his activities. Who knows what they might find?� Brook sighed. �I don�t even really know the man anymore. He�s a stranger.�
�I remember when I first met you and Clark at the club,� Alan recalled. �You�ve always been viewed by everyone as the golden couple; a couple everyone else looked up to. Someone everyone wanted to be like. You always seemed so much in love that this whole thing has taken me by surprise.�
�You were right. I was in love with Clark, or at least with the man I thought he was. Not the man he really is,� Brook said bitterly. �The man I thought he was is either dead or never really existed. I don�t know which, and I don�t really care much at this point.�
�What about the gang who took you? What�s happening with them?� Alan asked.
�They�ve all been taken into custody, and they�re all turning on each other. The detective handling the case told me they�ll probably plead out. I might not even have to testify.�
�Good. You�ve been through enough already.� He cleared his throat. �I�m so sorry this happened to you, Brook. There�s really nothing a person can say to someone who�s suffered the way you have. I wish I had some words of wisdom to offer you, but I don�t. So, I�ll just say my heart goes out to you, and leave it at that.�
�Thank you, Alan. I�m dealing with it, and it gets a bit easier as time passes." Brook gathered her things to leave. �But, that�s neither here nor there. Is there anything else I need to do while I�m here?�
�No, that should do it for now.� Alan rose from his chair and walked her to the door. �I�ll be in touch.�
Outside, Brook leaned against the side of the building for a few minutes before walking to her car. It had been a mixed blessing opening up to Alan like she had. There was a catharsis, a release, but there was also sadness. And on top of it all, she missed Lance with an intensity that was like a physical malaise, creating a continuous ache throughout her entire body. She had never before experienced anything quite like it. The closest she had ever come to feeling this way was when she had lost baby Lacey Joelle, and her arms had hurt with the longing to cradle her child.
This physical manifestation of her emotions left her drained. She drove back to her hotel in almost a dreamlike state. She had thought talking to Alan would bury her in a swamp of horrific flashbacks from her captivity. Thankfully, it did not. Instead, she was flooded with memories of Lance. She wondered if he missed her as much as she missed him.
As she left her car with the valet, Brook forced her thoughts away from Lance and onto her upcoming trip to Kansas. In a few days, she would be flying into Wichita where her parents would meet her at the airport and drive her to their house in Newton. She looked forward to being in the safe and loving environment of her childhood home. The thought of hugging her parents filled her eyes with tears.
Brook spent the afternoon shopping for regular clothes, the kind of clothes she used to wear before she married Clark. Pretty, sensible, comfortable clothes. �Elegant� wasn�t even on her list as a possibility. She wondered what she would do with all the chic expensive outfits she had taken from her marital home. She no longer had any desire to wear them.





Chapter 57
�Let�s get you out of this pen for a while,� Lance said to Gilbert, who watched him with hopeful eyes from the other side of the fence. She bounded out, kicked her rear feet high in the air, and tried to romp with her owner. But Lance was preoccupied. Gilbert gave up and strolled toward the house, looking around as she went.
�She�s not here.�
The words meant nothing to the goat and she wandered around the cabin peering in the windows. Soon she was back at Lance�s side.
�I don�t know if you miss her,� he said as he patted the goat on the neck, �but I sure do. I feel like half of me has been ripped away. You�ll have to be patient with me, girl. It might take me awhile to get back my stride.�
Gilbert nuzzled his pocket, looking for a treat, but Lance never noticed as he stared up at the sky above Mt.Hazel.
�I can�t believe I let her go, Gilbert.� He closed his eyes for a long moment. �Just drove her to town and let her get on that damn bus. I didn�t even try to stop her. I must have been out of my mind.�
Lance looked down into Gilbert�s uncomprehending gaze.
�Why am I telling you? You�re a goat.�
Lance took a deep breath and turned to his chores with heaviness in his soul while Gilbert followed him hoping only for a treat.





Chapter 58
Brook spent two weeks with her parents. While in Kansas, she made a trip to the pleasant little cemetery and poured her heart out to Lacey Joelle. Perhaps it was only in her mind, but she felt a connection to the spirit of her daughter, a link that brought comfort now rather than grief. The wounds of her loss would never heal completely; they would never go away, but she could think now of her baby without plunging immediately into the depths of despair.
Being with her family brought comfort as well. She decided to spare them the details of Clark�s involvement in her abduction, citing detachment and changes of heart as the reasons her marriage failed. If she told them everything, her father and mother would most certainly go to the police. They wouldn't be able to understand that this way was the best way.
Brook knew what they did not: Clark�s guilt would eat at him; he was a shell of his former self now. She didn't know how long his humble attitude would last. Clark had a way of springing back.
Brook did, however, tell her parents about Lance. Not everything, of course. But enough that they suspected her true feelings for the man. Enough that her parents were grateful to him for saving their daughter�s life. Enough that they wanted to meet him and thank him in person. She discouraged this line of thinking, protecting his privacy.
While Brook was ensconced in the protective arms of her family, she used the days to sort out all that had happened to her, and to ruminate on her feelings for Lance. From this perspective, and distance, she could question their affair. Was it really love they felt for each other? Love she felt for him? Or was it an illusion, the result of unusual circumstances that created a feeling that simply wasn�t real? She and Lance hadn�t had the luxury of a traditional courtship. They were forced together by a bizarre set of events. She had been in desperate need of tenderness. And Lance? Well, he'd been alone for a while and he was, after all, a man. So, was their bond merely situational? Was she wrong about her feelings for him?
Lance�even thinking his name made her go soft inside. And what about him? Had he, by now, cleared his head of her and settled happily back into his solitary life? She missed him. Instead of getting better over time, she found herself yearning for him more than ever. She tortured herself with memories of their Christmas together, his smiling face over the dinner table, the scent of his skin, her cheek against the soft hair of his chest, the touch of his hands. Dancing with him. Making love with him.
When she bid her parents goodbye, Brook held them close in a long farewell embrace. As wonderful as it had felt to see them again, there was still an ache in her heart. She boarded the plane and settled into her seat with a sigh. There would be no one to meet her plane in Denver. In fact, she wondered to what, exactly, she was returning. Or for.
Back in the city, Brook wandered like a lost soul through her days. Out of necessity, the criminal case and her divorce action shared center stage for a while, each creating its own special turmoil. Painful meetings with the district attorney, the difficult decision not to go to trial, to accept their guilty pleas and be done with it. Dull phone calls from Clark, his words leaving her empty, disinterested.
She moved in a daze through obligatory shopping trips, the plush but featureless hotel room, a temporary home at best. Lunching with friends who were not really her friends, those women whose phony interest in her wellbeing barely disguised their sick curiosity about her captivity and divorce. Long nights alone in a bed too big for one person.
Brook was going back to the mountain. She knew it. She had no direction for her life in Denver, and wanted none. She wanted Lance. Two months had passed and her longing for him had only grown. She hoped he felt the same.





Chapter 59
The little book of poems rested in Lance�s hands. He had read it a hundred times, lingered over the precious words, traced the writing with his fingertips. If he didn�t stop, he�d wear the book out, and he didn�t want that. Forcing himself to put it aside, he got to his feet and closed the shutters against the night.
He was trying to move forward in life, digging deep for the strength he needed. But, he missed Brook's company when he was in his workroom, the sight of her head bent over her journal, her smile at the dinner table, and the conversations they�d had while working together in the kitchen. And he missed her warm body pressed against his in the dark of night, her sweet lips, her tender sighs, her soft words of love. He groaned in agony. My Brooklyn!
Every space in his home held a memory of her. There was no escape from the longing, which came especially strong at night. He wondered how long he would yearn for her. He thought perhaps forever.





Chapter 60
Brook�s excitement grew as the bus finally pulled into Haylieville. She stared out the windows and drank in the sights of the small town. Wheezing to a stop, the bus rocked slightly before the driver locked the brakes and called out the name of the stop. Brook clutched the handle of her bag in a tight grip.
She moved down the narrow stairs and carried her valise into the cafe that served as Haylieville�s bus station. She had determined that one way or another she would find a ride to the path that led to Lance�s cabin, even if it meant prevailing upon Denise or Emily at The Outpost. Or a complete stranger, for that matter. She'd walk if she had to. She didn�t care. She had to see him, had to know. Did he love her as much as she did him?
Just inside the door, she stopped. At the counter, his backpack on the floor leaning against his leg, stood Lance. The sight of his familiar stance caused a soft pang in her chest. He was not looking at her; he had his eyes on the man who was handing him a ticket.
�Lance,� Brook called softly. Lance froze, hand reaching for the bus pass. Slowly, he turned his gaze to her and hope lit his features.
�Brooklyn?� In three long steps, he crossed the distance between them, took her face tenderly in his hands, and searched her eyes. She dropped her bag to the floor as a sob worked its way up from the pit of her stomach.
�Lance.� She choked around the unexpected tears. He pulled her to him, lifting her feet from the floor, and buried his face in her neck. She melted into his arms.
�Brooklyn,� he murmured, his melodic voice a balm washing over her. �You�re here!�
They embraced, clinging to each other as if they had been reunited after years instead of mere months. Heads turned to watch them, but they didn�t notice. They had eyes only for each other. The rest of the world had ceased to exist for this space of time.
�I was just buying a ticket to Denver,� Lance said, his mouth warm against her ear. �I was coming to bring you home.� His voice caught in his throat. Brook turned her head and their lips met. In that moment, all doubt fled, all questions were answered. The world, which had felt out of kilter and wrong, suddenly righted itself.
They were mostly silent on the drive up the mountain, each struck by the wonder of being together again. Brook sat close to Lance, resting her hand lovingly on his leg as he drove. He kept his arm over her shoulders, holding her snug to his side.
Finally, he pulled Old Reliable through the trees and into her hiding place. He walked around and helped Brook down from the truck, holding her to him for a long moment. She sought his lips with her own and they melded as if designed to fit together perfectly. She could feel his heart pounding against her chest, and Brook thought she might actually swoon.
They could hardly keep their hands from each other as they trekked back to the cabin. The summer sun filtered down through the trees, dappling their path with moving shadows. Brook took a cleansing breath of the mountain air, flinging her arms wide, as if to embrace the entire mountainside. Lance's eyes twinkled as he gazed down at her. He encircled her waist and they shared a deep kiss under the boughs as a breeze rustled through the aspen trees. Brook let fall the bag she was carrying and gave herself over to the moment. The force of their passion nearly drove them to their knees on the forest floor as they clung to each other.
�Brooklyn, Brooklyn,� Lance murmured into her neck, running his lips over her skin. A soft moan escaped her lips as she melted under his touch. A wild mix of feelings coursed through her; joy, excitement, relief, love, and physical yearning.
Reluctantly, they parted and continued on their way. When the cabin came into view, Brook�s eyes filled with tears. Slowly, she placed her bag on the ground at her feet.
�Home,� she whispered, overcome with emotion. She had never seen a sweeter sight.
Lance shrugged off his pack. He lifted her into his arms, and carried her inside. So different from the first time. This time, she was strong and healthy. This time, she was there of her own free will. He lowered her to her feet just inside the doorway and she looked around, drinking in the welcoming comfort of her sanctuary. How she had missed it! And how she had missed Lance, her lover. He stepped out to retrieve their parcels as she wandered through the cabin. Lance returned to find her walking around, touching this and that as if to assure herself she was really here. She noted her book of poems on the mantle and put her hand to her lips.
�Oh, Lance,� she said as she turned. Then he was beside her, clutching her to his chest. Clasping each other, they collapsed on the daybed. The urgency of their lovemaking filled the room with soft groans and tender sighs. After their release, they did not part. Lance stayed inside her until the warm press of their flesh drove them to passion�s heights once again.
When the second storm of fiery ardor had passed, they held each other and talked; all the obstacles to a future together were gone.
�I missed you, Brooklyn. I missed you so much I thought at times my heart would simply stop beating and I would curl up and die.� They were lying on their sides, facing each other. He reached out and traced the side of her face with his fingertips.
�I felt the same way, Lance. It was so hard! At night especially. The hours would pass and I would lie there in agony; longing for you. If I had given in to the torment of it, I would have been here much sooner.� Her eyes were misty.
�Would that have really been so bad?� he asked her.
�No, not bad at all. But, I had things to take care of,� she replied. �You haven�t even asked me about my marriage.�
�That�s because I might not want to hear what you say. And maybe I don�t even care, just as long as you�re here with me now. You didn�t talk about it on the way here, so I thought maybe you didn�t want to tell me. You know, I�m sorry for your husband, but I love you. I love you with everything that�s in me and I�ll take you no matter what. Married or single. For the night, or for a lifetime. I hope it�s forever, but I won�t turn anything down. Whatever you�re willing to give me, Brooklyn.� His voice moved her as it had from the beginning. She smiled at him.
�I�m free, Lance. We�re free to be together. I�ll tell you all the details later. But not now, I don�t want to spoil this moment. It is enough for now, isn�t it?� She caressed his face, her heart swelling with love and tenderness.
�It�s enough for me.� Their mouths met in a long kiss.
Eventually, they roused and dressed. Brook accompanied him outside where the usual chores awaited.
�Gilbert�s a mama!� Brook exclaimed as they approached the pen. Gilbert�s head shot up at the sound of Brook�s voice and she did a couple of turns near the gate. When Lance freed her from the enclosure, she rushed toward Brook and nuzzled her hands. As she reared up on her hind legs for a hug, Lance stepped in.
�Whoa!� He took the hug instead. �Calm down, gal. We don�t want to knock Brooklyn off her feet!�
�You already did that.� Brook smiled at him and reached over to pat Gilbert�s side. The kid wandered out of the pen and stood near her mother, looking up at Brook with curious eyes.
�Oh, how cute!� Brook leaned down to pet the small goat, but it sidled away from her. �I guess she�ll have to get used to me.�
�Well, Gilbert�s glad you�re back,� Lance announced. �She looked for you, you know. At first.�
�She did?�
�So did I, Brooklyn. Even though I knew it was impossible, that I wouldn�t see you. That you weren�t here.� He ducked his head.
Brook squeezed his hand before turning away. She separated from the group and meandered around the homestead as Lance tended to the chores. The feeling of being home intensified with every step.
�How beautiful it is here,� she said. I never want to leave again.
Later that evening, after darkness had fallen and after their meal was finished, Brook sat in her old chair and Lance sat in his. They caught up on all that had happened during their time apart. The radio cooperated, and soft music played in the background. Night sounds drifted in on a sweet clean breeze through the open windows.
In bed that night they both felt right again, as if they had just returned safely from a long, dark, and dangerous journey.





Chapter 61
Brook returned to Denver twice; once to finalize her divorce and once for Jase�s sentencing. As for the dissolution of her marriage, Clark had agreed to all her requests and the papers were signed, requiring only the judge�s approval. She felt nothing during the divorce proceeding and was merely relieved when it was over.
Jase�s sentencing was another matter entirely. While she dreaded the thought of facing her tormenters again, she was determined to have her voice heard. Lance stood by her side as she read her statement to the court. It was a struggle for both of them. For Brook, it meant reliving the horrors she had endured. For Lance, it meant watching his beloved assaulted by unbearable memories and the painful opening of old wounds. It meant remembering how he found her, nearly naked and battered in the forest. And it meant resisting the urge to pummel to death the defendant, sitting smug and unrepentant next to his attorney. Lance kept a hard eye on Jase, but Jase refused to look at him.
Brook found the ordeal so disturbing that she declined to attend the hearings of the others. Instead, she elected to submit her comments to the court in writing. Although she didn�t attend the proceedings, her parents and siblings did, keeping a strong family presence before the court as a reminder of the victim and her suffering.





Chapter 62
Lance and Brooklyn were married in a small civil ceremony. The wedding took place inside the gazebo of the quaint little park where they said their goodbyes not that long ago. With only their families in attendance, the sad memories were replaced by ones to be cherished forever. Brook�s face was radiant and Lance couldn�t stop grinning. Both sets of parents were pleased to witness the happiness and obvious love shared by the couple.





Epilog
Shortly after the wedding as the couple settled into their new life together, a hiker wandered into the clearing in front of the dwelling. Lance warily opened the door at his knock. �Can I help you?� he asked.
�You wouldn�t by chance be Sullivan Proctor, would you?� the man asked.
�I would not,� Lance stated, firmly.
The man gave Lance a knowing look but didn�t question him further.
�Who would you be?� Lance asked, suspiciously.
�My name is Danny Norton. My dad owned all this land at one time.�
�At one time?� Lance felt a chill run up his back. �Who owns it now?�
�Well, my dad left his estate in trust to his children, but he also left instructions for us to allow one Sullivan Proctor unrestricted use of this cabin and the surrounding twenty acres. He took a liking to the man and he knew none of us wanted the old shack.� He stopped and looked around. �Although, it doesn�t look like much of a shack anymore.�
Lance stood, mouth open in surprise.
�May I ask who you are?�
�My name is Lance Matthew. I�m a close�friend of Sullivan�s. And you�re right; he has made a lot of improvements to the old place.�
The two stood in silence for a few minutes, gazing at the cabin. Finally, Danny turned and hefted a backpack from where he had set it on a stump. �Well, anyway, you might want to let Sullivan know about his legal right to use the land and cabin. Our lawyers are searching for him and hope to see him soon.� The man passed over a business card, tipped his ball cap in Lance�s direction, winked, and wandered on down the trail.
Lance dropped onto an old stump beside the door and laughed, his heart light and free for the first time in years.
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Enjoy this excerpt from Wodke Hawkinson�s
upcoming novel, Tangerine.
The moon�s jump terminal was much like a large airport, only on a grander scale. Hovering above the building was the enormous E-H Transporter. Sleek and ovoid, it gleamed with the sheen of an opal. Ava stood speechless before it, gaping like a tourist seeing the great pyramids for the first time. Nothing could have prepared her for the sight. Ships of all sizes were being uploaded into the E-H. The giant transporter reminded Ava of a hive with busy bees swarming around it. Closing her mouth, Ava moved into the terminal where, due to her employment with Alliance, she was spared the usual agony of pre-flight check-in. She and Pisk moved past long lines of travelers, and went directly to the boarding station.
If she thought the outside of the transporter to be impressive then she certainly found the inside to be the opposite. Barren hallways led to the center of the transporter. Here, voyagers would stand in waist-high aisles in the order they entered. Seats could be dropped from the partitions if needed, and were being used here and there as the passengers waited for the uploading to end.
Air conditioning was not supplied, deemed unnecessary for a flight lasting less than a second. However, it seemed the designers of the ship had not considered the loading time. Ava was standing behind a rather heavyset man who reeked of body odor. Unable to move backwards, or even turn to the side due to the press of people from every direction, Ava took shallow breaths as she covered her mouth with her hand and prayed they would soon get under way. Pisk buried his face in her neck.
In answer to her prayer, a recorded voice announced that they would now make the jump. A mere nano-second after this announcement, the same mechanical voice welcomed them to the primary moon of Tangerine in the 32nd sector. Amazing, Ava thought, never felt a thing. She had heard stories about earlier jumps when travelers felt as if they were being pushed through the floor. Modern jumps had thankfully advanced to the point where dimension shifts were unnoticeable.
Ava followed the odoriferous man from the ship, through many hallways, and portals, until she stepped out into a sight even more amazing than the transport station on Earth�s moon. A sprawling city, alien in nature, stretched before her like a scene from a movie, only this scene was real, and she was part of it. The buildings before her were not tall, rising no more than twenty stories; but what they lacked in height they made up for in mass. Some were as long as three football fields while others were no larger than a satellite banking facility. All were made of a material unfamiliar to Ava, and ranged in color from dirty white to deep bronze. Looking over the city from her vantage point on the docking station�s balcony, Ava noticed the city expanded from that point and radiated out like the spokes of a wheel, with the buildings getting smaller in the distance.
Wow,� Ava murmured under her breath.
Turning, she scanned the interior wall of the docking station. Iron ramparts ascended high above, and stretched far on either side. Multiple levels of docking ports dotted the wall, each opening onto a platform spanning the length of the wall and interspersed with glass-enclosed lifts within which Ava could see people zipping up and down.
A burst of light caught Ava�s attention and drew her eyes upward. A meteor shower was in progress. As the meteors hit the protective shields of the complex, they were repelled, emitting an array of spectacular colors and drawing ohhs and ahhs from observers.
As the stellar show ended, Ava continued gazing up, marveling over the unseen force that protected the living beings within its shelter. Invisible to the eye, the shield could deflect massive projectiles from the outside while maintaining an artificial environment within. These force fields had a strange quality; they allowed nothing to move them from the outside but were completely flexible from the inside. It has not been determined to what degree a shelter could flex, as the maximum had not yet been reached.
Ava noticed that vids in the area were offering information about the jump site and the surrounding city. She stepped near and jacked her headphones. Watching the vid she listened to the commentator. Pisk placed his ear next to hers so he could listen too. They learned how the station dealt with waste of all kinds, turning it into useful material, including fuel for ships and supplementation of the city�s power supply. Businesses offering a range of goods and services from the practical to the whimsical, including hotels, entertainment venues, and souvenir shops from multiple galaxies, stood ready to meet the needs of the interstellar traveler. Information kiosks were situated throughout the terminal.
Scanning ahead, Ava looked at the different views of Tangerine. One shot showed the planet from deep space. She thought it resembled a big dip of sherbet hung suspended in blackness, its huge moon a generous dollop of cream, and its second smaller moon a mere dot. Although uninhabited by �intelligent life,� the planet offered a variety of indigenous flora and fauna that would fascinate and intrigue any scientist.
Ava disconnected from the vid, and looked skyward again. Floating above the city, like an oversized balloon, was the planet Tangerine. Gazing at the glorious shades of orange, Ava felt strangely drawn to visit the planet now, but that wasn�t to be. While Tangerine was on her list of assignments, she wouldn�t visit it until later. Her first mission was in the galaxy, Alfea, four jumps from her present site. The first stage of those jumps was being announced now. She took one last longing look at the planet before she and Pisk entered the portal to the transporter to make their next jump.
Arriving on Xenorel�s moon, Ava took possession of her ship and was cleared for flight. Pisk settled into the co-pilot�s seat, his large eyes on Ava. Following the coordinates given her by flight command, Ava maneuvered away from the moon station. Moving past large barges and ships smaller than her own she gloried in the feel of being in control; of having no one to answer to directly, at least not here and now.
After exiting the main congestion, Ava found nothing but space in front of her.
�Look at that, Pisk,� Ava breathed in awe. �All that space just waiting for us.� She and her companion soaked up the view for a few minutes. Finally, Ava asked, �Ready?�
Pisk nodded in agreement.
Ava programmed the coordinates for their first stop, hit a button, and the ship entered hyper speed. Leaving Xenorel�s moon behind, she began her new career hurtling through a blaze of stars, with new experiences waiting to be found.





Enjoy this preview of Half-Bitten by PJ Hawkinson
Available now.
Prelude
�I�m bored,� a young woman, by appearance maybe eighteen years old, said for the hundredth time. �Why can�t we move, we�ve been here more than long enough.
A boy who appeared to be the same age as the girl agreed with vigor, �Come on Damien, it�s time to go somewhere new. These hills have lost their appeal,� he referred to the hills near the surrounding city of Edinburgh, in Ireland, where they lived in luxury in a smallish castle.
Damien looked at the two complainers, and then turned to the third member of his family, �What about you? Do you want to leave also?�
A boy, around the same age as the other two, or at least by appearances, glanced up from his studies of Divinci�s art with mild confusion. �Leave,� he said, �and go where?�
�Spin the globe Damien,� the girl suggested. �It�s my turn to close my eyes and stop it from spinning. This will be fun; I know I�ll stop it at a good place.�
�Sure,� the first boy said with sarcasm, �and if your finger lands in the middle of an ocean are we suppose to go there?�
�Ha, ha,� she laughed falsely. �Come on Damien, what do you say?�
Damien sighed and rose from his position at an exquisite grand piano. He had been playing a haunting tune when his oldest two children had rudely interrupted him. Now, he moved to a beautiful globe centered on an ornate mahogany stand. Reaching out a long finger, he gave the globe a nonchalant spin. The young girl closed her eyes, stuck out a finger, and stopped the globe from spinning.
�Where are we going?� asked the first boy.
She squinted at the globe, and then frowned, �Spin it again, Damien,� she demanded.
�Nope, that�s not the way it is done,� said the first boy. �Where are we going?� He moved forward and looked, �Oh lord,� he groaned. �She�s right, spin it again.�
The second boy came to look and said with a laugh, �You know the rules. As long as Damien spins the globe, where it stops is where we go. Peering at the globe, he said, �And it looks like we are off to the center of the United States of America. Better start packing.�
Damien frowned and then sighed hugely, �I�ll contact movers, and find us a place to live.� Turning, he was gone.
The center of the United States of America was the home of a young girl who was exactly the age she appeared. This girl was living her live in a decent way, going about in the ways of fifteen year old girls, but for the last year she has been teetering upon turning a corner of life; the wrong corner.
As she moves towards this corner, another family moves towards her; a family that could mean her salvation; or her death. Let�s meet her and find out�����.
CHAPTER 1
My name is Gertrude Penelope Purdy. I know, terrible hunh; I�m named after both my Grandmothers so I honestly can�t complain, at least not aloud.
I�m not much to look at; I�m 5�6� tall, 102 lbs, built on the slight to medium side. I�ve got pretty nice tits and my ass isn�t big, but, I wish my waist was smaller. My eyes are liquid green. I have heart-shaped lips and a slight crook to my nose.
My hair is plain old brown, wavy, and tends towards curly when the weather is d& I usually iron it when it gets that way. My voice is medium. I�m just your average plain-Jane, your ordinary, everyday girl. That is, right up to the time I am bitten by a vampire. However, that is yet to come.
As to my personality, well, I think it is lacking; I never seem to be able to be �cool� like the other kids no matter how hard I try. Consequentially, I tend to over try on everything to make others like me. I certainly don't care about girls much, but boy do I want the boys to like me.
When I was growing up, I always tried to act sexy around the friends of my brother Davy. Davy is six years older than I am and I'm sure I embarrassed him when he had friends over to our house. Whenever they came over, I would hang around, swing my hips, and poke out my non-existent tits. Not that any of them ever laughed at me; they just ignored me, which definitely did not help my low self-esteem problem.
I�m 15 now, and me and a lot of kids my age go to the races every weekend. Most kids are dropped off in groups by one of their folks about 7 pm, and then picked up by another about 11 pm when the races are over. Need I say that I don�t have a close friend to ride with to the races? I always ride with my next-door neighbors; I jump out as soon as we get to the track yelling that I will see them after the races. I don�t want the other kids to know that I have to catch a ride with adults instead of friends. Oh, and do I even need to mention none of us have ever watched a race?
All of us kids usually hang out near the concession stand with us girls flirting with the boys that hang around. I always have to resort to measures I am not at all proud of in order to be noticed above the rest of the girls. While they all flirt in a no-contact manner, I have to resort to full contact.
Take for instance the time Peter Remsky, a cute 19 year old, was the target of the flirting for a couple of months. Peter was eyeballing all the other girls and no matter how hard I tried, he never seemed to see me. I started dropping hints that I could offer more then the other girls: I would coyly suggest that I like to French kiss or suggest that it was kind of cold and maybe we could get warm by getting closer. Finally, my hints got his attention and we started to do a lot of hugging, and even managed some French kissing (it was new to me but I caught right on). However, the whole time he had his body smashed against mine, he was still looking at the other girls, and all the while, the other girls were calling me a slut under their breaths or, sometimes right out-loud. Hurt!
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