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Chapter One

Day Three

Thunder rumbled and echoed behind her. Kimberley halted on the trail and turned to look back. The sky was growing dark, clouds piling up. She took off her old cowboy hat and wiped her forearm across her brow. There…she saw a distant flash of lightning. She began counting off the seconds until the sound of thunder reached her. She quickly did the math.

Five, maybe six miles away. The storm looked as if it was heading towards her. She put her hat back on, tugging the brim down to shade her eyes. If the map she had was right, there was a shelter of some sort about three miles further down the trail. On flat ground she was sure she could beat the storm there, but this damned trail meandered like a demented snake. Off to her left was the long, green bulk of the mountain. Small spur ridges ran off of it, sloping down towards a lake miles away. The trail went up and down these, sometimes taking odd little detours. Between the spurs were occasional small, rocky streams. While the trail itself seemed to have been kept cleared, it was rough going at best, and she’d have to push herself to beat the rain. Shrugging her backpack into a more comfortable position, she set off again, downslope.

From his upslope vantage point about a quarter mile away he’d gotten a good look at her when she paused and turned around. He’d even had time get his field glasses out. He’d been trailing her since late yesterday, and this was the first chance he’d had to see her close up.

From the backpack and the bulky flannel shirt she wore he couldn’t tell how she was built topside, but those were very nice legs coming out of those tan walking shorts. He zeroed in on her face. It was a good face: High cheekbones, aristocratic little nose, full lower lip, upper lip a bit thin, nice big blue eyes. Those eyes were narrowed as she looked at something far off, a small crease appearing just over the bridge of her nose. He could see her lips moving slightly as she kept watching. The face matched the picture he had, except for one thing. In the photo, she’d had long, really long, honey-blonde hair. The hair was the same warm color, but it had been cut so short that now it was more like a curly cap for her head. What he found most interesting was that with her hair that short, now he could see her ears. They were pretty enough ears, to be sure, but they seemed to tilt back a bit more than usual, were a bit narrow, which made them seem longer than they were. They had no discernible earlobes and they came to rounded points at the tips. The whole effect made him think of drawings he’d seen of elves.

The roll of thunder reached him, and a moment later she’d turned back down the trail and disappeared down the slope. Trying to beat the storm, he guessed. There was a rickety old shelter a couple of miles further along. She must be trying for that. He took out his small radio. Time to contact Kurt.

As she trudged along, Kimberley kept hearing occasional growls of thunder…getting closer, it sounded. She was tempted to quicken her pace, but on this trail it would be risky. There were too many loose rocks, too many slopes. The approaching storm came as no surprise to her. The past three days had been hot, dry and dusty, and it was about time for the weather to change. The timing was inconvenient, though. She topped another of those innumerable spur ridges and started down the other side. 

She had the odd feeling that she was being watched. It had started yesterday. She hadn’t seen or heard anybody since, but the feeling wouldn’t go away. Well, these woods were thick enough to hide any number of people. Maybe it was just her isolation getting to her. Maybe…but she didn’t think so.

It was time for one of her regular five-minute rest halts, but that storm kept sounding closer and closer. She kept walking. She was almost halfway there, now.

He could hear the thunder too, getting nearer. He was traveling on an upper trail that wasn’t shown on her map. The going up here was a bit easier, except for the small branches that kept trying to slap his face. He pushed on. He could get to the old shack before she did, and be under cover before she arrived. Kurt was somewhere up ahead, on the same trail as she was. Lloyd was out of range of his radio, but Kurt was in touch with him and could relay messages. 

It was ominously dark by the time she reached the shelter. It was a weatherbeaten old two-room shack set at one side of a clearing. It leaned drunkenly to one side, the windows were long gone, and what she could see of the roof was unpromising. But there was a narrow porch on the lee side of the building. The roof extended over it, and looked sound enough. She shrugged off her backpack and leaned it against the grayed wooden wall, then sat down alongside it. The air had grown very still. Even the birds she’d been hearing for days were quiet. There was a faint grumbling of thunder from far off, and then a cool breath of air stirred the leaves. A moment later, the rain hit. It felt as if someone had emptied a lake overhead, a driving curtain of rain that blocked her view of anything more than a few feet away. Then lightning struck somewhere VERY close by, leaving her blinking and unable to see much anyway. When the afterimages faded, she looked up at the roof overhead. A few small drips here and there were getting through, but not over her or her gear. The old building shook and groaned as the wind hit it, but it stayed up. She relaxed a little, and wondered how long the storm would last. She still had some ground to cover today.

He lay flat in the thick brush at the edge of the clearing as the rain pounded on his waterproof poncho. He hoped it really was waterproof. It was a camouflage pattern, but right now that was unimportant. Visibility was almost nothing. Fat raindrops were splashing water and bits of loose dirt into his face. Nothing to do but wait it out. 

The downpour seemed to go on and on, but after a while he thought he could see some signs of it letting up. A little bit later, he could make out the outlines of the shack, some sixty or seventy feet away. He kept his eyes fixed on it. When he could finally see her, she was sitting on the porch, knees drawn up, back against the shack. She looked perfectly at ease, smoking a crooked little black cigar.

Kimberley took another slow drag, exhaled the acrid smoke out into the rain. It was definitely letting up now, but there was no way to tell how much longer it would go on. The front seemed to be moving pretty quickly though. 

Well, it would have to happen soon, she thought to herself. She had at best only two more days’ rations, and she was down to her last change of clean clothes. If she had to, she could wash stuff out in one of those damned little creeks she had to keep crossing, but food was another matter. If she ran out, she might forage a little something from these woods, but not enough. The cigar was down to a stub. She flicked it out into the rain, and stood up, stretching. The past days had been hot and sweaty, and there’d been no chance to do more than a quick wash-up from a stream. Right out there was a perfectly good shower, and she wasn’t going to let it go to waste. She fished the soap and a towel from her backpack and began to undress.

He watched, fascinated. The information he had on her only covered so much: Kimberley Anne Jacobsen, age 26, height five-four, degree in archaeology, blonde hair, surprisingly light blue eyes. But that, and the few pictures, only told you so much. He was getting more of an education now. Under the flannel shirt, she wore a snug green t-shirt. As she pulled it off over her head, he saw that under that she wore some sort of sports bra. It followed the t-shirt, and then she shucked off her shorts and panties. He must have missed her taking off her hiking shoes. She stretched once, slowly and luxuriously before stepping lightly off of the porch and into the rain. He heard her yelp as the chilly water hit her and grinned. He could have told her about that. She began soaping herself quickly.

He was reminded even more of elves. She was slenderly built: slim-hipped, with long, strong legs and cute little teats. He had categories for women’s mammaries: Titties, teats, breasts, boobs and “Lower Back Pain.” They corresponded roughly to A, B, C, D and E cups. She did a very thorough job of showering. Every so often, she’d give a tiny yelp as her bare feet stepped on something uncomfortable, and dance around a little. He wished he were close enough to see her better. She seemed to be a natural blonde, but he was interested in seeing the effect of the cool rain on those pink nipples. Well, time enough for such things later. Meantime, it was very hard to just lie here and watch her. He was tempted to jump up and rush her right now...but neither Kurt nor Lloyd would approve. This had to be done properly. He gave one silent sigh, and kept watching. She looked to be in great shape. Might even last out the whole thing..

Cold water was starting to seep in under his poncho. With her so close, though, he didn’t dare move. He thought about getting his hands on that lovely young body later, and grinned.

When she was shivering continuously, Kimberley decided she was clean enough. She hopped back up onto the porch and picked up the towel. It was a good thing she’d had her hair cut short for this…hike, she thought. If it were the old length, thick as it was it would take forever to dry. Besides, she rather liked the pixie-ish look this style gave her. In the right light, she looked nineteen again. She rubbed herself down vigorously with the towel, going over her bare skin until it glowed pink. That done, she hung the towel on a protruding nail and broke out her last clean clothes from her backpack. 

Watching her dress was nowhere near as interesting as watching her undress. He stayed still under cover and watched, though. Her new outfit looked much like her old one, except that the oversized flannel shirt was some shade of dark blue. Still barefoot, she sat down on the porch as she had before, and lit another one of those little cigars. Apparently she was going to wait out the rain. There was a cold puddle under him now, and he put it down to her account.

At long last the rain began to peter out. Sunshine began to poke through the last ragged dark clouds. Kimberley pulled on her socks and shoes. The towel was still damp. She folded it up and stowed it away anyway. She could spread it out for drying when she camped for the night. Shouldering her backpack, she set off along the trail again.

He gave her a ten-minute head start before following. By now his whole front was dripping wet, cold and very uncomfortable. Nothing he could do about that right now. He took out his radio to contact the others. He had an idea where she’d probably make camp for the night. Kurt and Lloyd could intercept her there, while he followed her in case she tried to double back, or stopped early. 

The ground was still a bit soggy, but drying out fast. Kimberley loved the smell of the woods after a rain, rich and earthy. She could hear birds again: Bluejays squabbling over something. The storm hadn’t lasted all that long, but she’d still have to make up for some lost time. There was a spot marked on her map that looked like an ideal campsite. There was a spring near it, and plenty of firewood available. She’d need the firewood. It would get chilly tonight, after the storm. It was already noticeably cooler. She loved the outdoors, the physical activity, pushing herself...she stopped abruptly. She had been pushing herself. Frowning, she took out the map she’d been given and looked at it. It was a pretty detailed relief map, showing the rugged country she’d been hiking. It also showed just the one trail, the one she’d been on since the start. On that trail, her ultimate destination, marked “Safety Zone”, was about seven days’ walk from her starting point. When she started out, they’d given her five days’ rations for the trek. Without thinking much about it, she’d been trying to squeeze a little bit more distance out of each day so that she could -just possibly- do it in six days.

She sat down on an old fallen tree trunk to think things over. Not all that long ago she was sure that it would have to happen soon. She’d also had the feeling she was being watched, though she didn’t have it at this particular moment. She looked at the spot she’d picked for her campsite tonight. It was obviously a good spot. And, if it was obvious to her, it would be just as obvious to anyone else with a similar map. She chewed on her lower lip for a moment. It was the perfect place for them…whoever they were…to intercept her. She shivered, not entirely unpleasantly. Well, that was kind of the point of her going out into the woods alone, wasn’t it? Still…why make it easy for them? She stood up and began to pace back and forth, every so often looking up the trail she’d been ready to follow. Now it smelled like a trap. She could still walk into it…but…somehow it wouldn’t be as much fun. Was fun the right word here? She shook her head as if to clear it. She wanted an adventure, dammit. 

So…what to do?  The first thing that came to her mind was to follow one of those ravines down towards the lake. Going downhill would be easier, and near the lake the ground looked to be more even. It would take more time to get to the “Safe Zone” that way even so. Food would run a bit short. She patted the survival knife she carried at her belt. Inside the hollow handle was some fishing line and a few hooks. She didn’t really need them, though. She could catch fish without them. Yes, the lake would be ideal. So, she’d have to go uphill. She looked up at the mountain and grinned. She’d hiked in much rougher places.

He was still uncomfortably soggy when he came to the spot where she’d stopped for a bit, then seemed to have walked back and forth for a while before setting out on the trail again. Her footprints were easily visible in the still-damp earth. He was a bit puzzled. There didn’t seem to be any reason for her to do that. Maybe she was trying to work out a cramp?

He shrugged. It wasn’t that important anyway. He set off along the trail again, grinning in anticipation of the night to come. It took him some time to realize he’d been had. He took out his radio and called Lloyd and Kurt.

“Yeah?” Kurt sounded tired and testy.

“Any sign of her yet?” he asked.

“Not yet.” Kurt replied. “Why?”

“Doesn’t she seem to be running a bit late?”

“Well, yeah…” Kurt agreed. “You have her in sight?”

“Nope.” He answered. “She went off the trail someplace back. I have to go find out where. Lloyd with you?’

“About a half-mile away now.”

“Okay. The two of you wait there until you hear from me. She might double back yet.”

As he clicked off the radio, he grinned to himself. It looked like the elf-girl wanted to make them work for her. That was fine by him. He always liked it when they did that. Nothing in the world beat hunting down human prey. Mentally, though, he was kicking himself for simply assuming she’d stick to the trail and not bothering to look for her tracks. Well, she’d fooled him that once. He retraced his steps, looking for her tracks. He had to go all the way back to the last ravine he’d crossed and recross it. Her tracks were there on that side, all right, but they didn’t come out on the other. She’d gone along the ravine, then, where it was too rocky for tracks. He looked uphill and down, trying to see some clue as to the direction she’d taken. No luck. Okay…which way would she go?

He wished he had a bit more information to go on than the little in her file. It didn’t tell him much about her. He sat down on a boulder that the stream in the ravine had half-excavated to do some thinking. He hadn’t been expecting her to do this. She had, though, which meant there was a bit more to her than he’d first allowed.  He almost regretted not grabbing her earlier as she pranced in the rain, but she was giving them a more interesting game to play.

Downhill? Well, maybe. The ground got a lot easier close to the lake, but the underbrush was a lot thicker there too. He looked up the ravine. It was rocky, very tough going, and the stream was starting to rise as the rain began draining down the mountain’s flanks. He clicked on the radio.

“Hey, Kurt…”

“Yeah?”

“Lloyd there yet?”

“He’s here.” Kurt replied. 

“Okay, look. I’m at a ravine. She went into it, but didn’t come out. She can only go up or downhill. One of you head down towards the lake, keep an eye out for her there. I’m going uphill.”

“You think she went up?” Kurt asked.

“Not sure.” He answered. “She might have gone a little ways just to throw us off. I think she’s going to try to beat us to the Safe Zone, whichever way she went. So one of you has to stay put, in case she tries to get back on the trail.”

“Okay…which one of us goes, which one stays?”

“I don’t care. Figure it out yourselves. I’ll call in if I pick up her trail.”

“Roger that.” Kurt acknowledged. “I like it when they run.”

He clicked off the radio and stored it away. That climb looked rugged. He hoped she didn’t break a leg or something before they caught up to her. He stood and began trudging up the ravine.

Kimberley noted how fast the water was rising, and decided it might be a good idea to get up out of this thing and just walk alongside it. She looked around for a way out, and spotted a smaller gully that fed into the ravine. That ought to do.

It was trickier going than she’d expected. The bed of the gully was mostly loose rocks that threatened to shift under her weight, and in the end it took maybe half an hour to climb out onto more level ground. She was breathing heavily when she was done, but at least now she was safe from being swept away by the water. It was rushing through the ravine now with a constant hissing roar. The soil must not be very deep to get so much runoff so quickly, she noted. She struck out upslope, keeping the ravine to her left. Trees and underbrush sometimes forced her away from it for a while, but she could always find it again just by going towards the noise. She grinned to herself. They’d have to work pretty hard to find her now. 

The water was getting too high and too fast, and he had to haul himself out of the ravine by some exposed tree roots and handy vines. Standing on the edge, he looked down at the water surging by and hoped she hadn’t gotten caught in it. He doubted she had, but if she’d gotten out on the other side it was going to be damned hard to spot her tracks from over here. Still, if she went up far enough, she’d strike the upper trail, and probably follow it for a while at least. Since it wasn’t shown on her map, she wouldn’t be sure just where it finally led to. Shrugging his backpack into a more comfortable position, he moved uphill. It would be getting dark soon. Maybe he’d be lucky enough to stumble across her camp before it got too dark. He’d settle for picking up her trail.

Kimberley was feeling rather pleased with herself. She’d hiked a long way today, much of it over rough ground. She felt a bit tired now, but the good kind of tired you get from pushing yourself physically. Still...it was getting darker, and soon it would be too dark to see things she might walk into or trip over. It was time to make camp for the night.

Some time ago, one of the taller trees had toppled over, the result of wind or age and death. The opening it left in the canopy above had given a number of small pines the chance to grow. They were pretty thickly clustered, and offered plenty of cover. She eased in between them, finding a spot just big enough for her to unroll her sleeping bag. This would be perfect.

She shucked off her backpack, wincing a little as various muscles announced they had cramps, and propped it up against one of the pines. In a few practiced minutes, she had the sleeping bag laid out. She sat down gratefully on it and began to unlace her hiking boots when she paused. What if they came across her during the night? She’d need the boots for running. But, somehow, the thought of sleeping in her rather muddy boots was distasteful. If nothing else, they’d get the inside of the sleeping bag dirty. She shrugged. If they could find her in this cover in the dark, being able to run probably wouldn’t help her much. She unlaced the boots and placed them carefully close to hand, so she could find them in the dark. Her socks she kept on. It felt like it was going to be a cold night, and she’d welcome any little extra insulation she could get. The last thing she did before climbing into the bag was retrieve her canteen and some food from her backpack. She wouldn’t risk a fire tonight.

He’d been searching the ground carefully as he moved uphill, looking for any sign that elf-girl had been this way. It slowed him down, but if he came across her trail he was sure he could catch up to her in time. Meantime, until he did find her trail speed meant nothing.

It was almost too dark to see when he came across what he’d been looking for. There in a patch of bare ground were three distinct bootprints, heading uphill. They looked fresh, they looked like hers, and in any case, who else would be out here now? He couldn’t tell how long ago they’d been made. Could be a few minutes, could be a few hours. But she was definitely heading upslope, and would probably find the upper trail some time tomorrow morning. He took out his radio. It only had enough range to reach whoever had stayed put on the trail, but that ought to be enough. Once he’d made his report he could think about where to sack out for the night. All he had for sleeping was a blanket roll, but that would be enough. When he was still in the Rangers, often he’d had to manage with a lot less.

Zippered snugly into her sleeping bag, Kimberley slept very soundly, untroubled by dreams.


Chapter Two

Day Four

Kimberley awoke at sunrise. She always did whenever she was camping, and she thought it was funny. Given a soft bed, she always overslept, and never felt as rested as she did after a night sleeping on hard ground. Before she got up, she listened carefully for sounds of anyone nearby. She heard nothing but birds and the wind whispering through the trees. 

She unzipped the sleeping bag and stood up, stretching and yawning hugely. The sky was clear and blue, the air clean and pine-scented. Now, she thought with a chuckle, if only there were a nice bathroom handy.

She was packed up and back on the trail within fifteen minutes. One thing about roughing it: You were never inclined to linger over the same things you would back in civilization. As she hiked, she munched on a trail bar. It was better than nothing, but she sorely missed her usual cup of hot coffee. She had a bag of instant coffee in her backpack, but she hadn’t dared to light a fire. She knew how far the smell of wood smoke could carry. Maybe this afternoon she could risk a small fire for a hot lunch. She’d have to have at least one hot meal today, and a fire at night could not only be smelled, but seen from some distance away.

It was kind of exciting, being hunted. She had a sharp appreciation of what would happen to her if and when they caught her, and that was exciting too…if a bit scary. She grinned to herself. It was the scary part of it that helped to keep her moving.  

He stood up, trying to work the kinks out of his neck. It looked like a nice clear day, and he ought to be able to pick up her trail without too much trouble. She’d surprised him so far, first in leaving the trail, and then in being able to cover so much ground. Somehow he’d never thought of an archaeologist as being an outdoor type. Oh, well. He used the radio once to contact Kurt, who’d stayed where they’d originally planned to intercept her, and found out that he’d relayed last night’s message to Lloyd, who was working his way back to that spot now. Once he arrived, Kurt could start uphill towards the upper trail. With any luck they could sandwich her today.

With any luck…he was sure she wouldn’t be easy to catch, luck or not. He shouldered his backpack and set off to pick up her trail. Starting with the footprints he’d found just before nightfall, he moved upslope, scanning the ground for any additional clues. Within twenty minutes he found where she’d camped last night, and it was a bit annoying to discover she’d been so close by. Elf-girl was elusive. He began trailing her again.

Her watch said it was time for a rest halt, and she was glad to take it. Her backpack was lighter than it had been when she started out all those days ago, but it was still a hefty weight to be carrying uphill. She sat on the trunk of a fallen tree and took a drink from her canteen. It was getting close to empty. She’d have to refill it soon, and the only source of water she knew of nearby was that ravine. The water was still running through it too swiftly for her to risk going down into it just to fill her canteen. Maybe further uphill, and later in the day, the runoff would have gone down enough for it to be safe. She huffed a bit from the effort it had taken to get here. The further up she went, the steeper the slope seemed to get. At some point she’d have to start heading west again, but that would mean striking out through the woods with no guidemarks, except for the few times she could see the mountain through the trees. She had a compass, but didn’t entirely trust it. Up in the mountains there were too many things that could make that little needle move off of true north. The last thing she wanted was to start wandering in circles while her pursuers closed in.

It really was a beautiful day. Yesterday’s storm had washed all the dust out of the air, and the cooler temperatures that had followed were a welcome relief from the heat of the previous days. She didn’t know how long that would last, but she was grateful for it now. 

Her five minutes were up. She walked a bit wearily uphill, guided by the sound of rushing water in the ravine to her left.

Normally, he’d be taking rest halts every so often, but he was trying to catch up with a young woman who was apparently in great physical shape, so he had to press on. The slope grew steeper the closer you got to the mountain itself, and he hoped it was slowing her down as much as it was him. At one point, he picked out a small, straight sapling and in a few minutes had made himself a walking stick, using his small axe. Maybe the help such a thing gave was mostly psychological, but he was glad to have it. He’d been able to pick up her tracks every so often, and soon realized that she was moving more or less parallel to the ravine. Was that on purpose? He rather thought so. She seemed to be at home in the woods, and keeping the ravine as a guide would keep her from getting lost. She ought to be getting very close to the upper trail now. If she took it, he could catch up with her more easily, he was sure…well, almost sure. He was developing a grudging admiration for elf-girl. When they finally captured her he was sure she’d still be a challenge. That was fine with him. He grinned wolfishly.

As he trudged uphill, he reflected that this was indeed an odd line of work for him to be in. He had a degree in civil engineering, courtesy of the G.I. bill, and could easily find work almost anywhere: Work that would keep him outdoors and active, which he liked. But what other job offered the unique challenge of hunting down women? Granted, they usually just walked right into the trap, knowing it was out there somewhere, but wanting to be trapped anyway. Trapped, held captive, used and abused. Every so often, though, one of them made you really work at it. Those were the memorable ones, the ones whose faces you could recall with perfect clarity even years later. The others...well, they tended to blur into indistinctness, faces and bodies almost interchangeable. 

Finding a trail up here was a surprise. Kimberley looked up and down it carefully from cover before she ventured out onto it. There was nobody in sight. She stepped off briskly, rejuvenated by the relatively easy going. It even went pretty much the way she wanted to go, too. After a few miles, though, her enthusiasm for it began to wane. This trail might not be on her map, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t on somebody else’s. And if it was, and they were following her, they’d know that sooner or later she’d come across it. Following it, however easy a path it offered, suddenly seemed like a stupid thing to do. She’d abandoned the first trail because it was too easy and felt like a trap. Now, here she was happily hiking along another trap. 

She kept walking as she thought. The trail was easy to follow, but visibility along it was never more than about fifty yards, because it dipped and wound along through the woods. What was the chance there was somebody ahead of her right now, waiting? About as good a chance, she thought, of there being somebody behind her, following. For no reason she could tell, the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Well, it was time for another rest halt anyway, or close enough to it. She moved carefully off of the trail and into the cover of some underbrush to rest and think things out. Taking out her map, she unfolded it carefully. She studied it for a few minutes, trying to identify where she was.

There…that was the ravine she’d moved up and then alongside yesterday and part of today. She couldn’t tell exactly where this trail she’d discovered was on her map, but she thought she could make a pretty good guess. If it kept running in the general direction it seemed to now, at some point it would cross another fairly big ravine some distance along.

She nibbled at her lower lip, frowning. That other ravine would serve to guide her downhill all right, and at some point it would intersect the original trail she’d been hiking on. But then what? Go back on the old trail?

Her stomach growled politely, reminding her that there was another factor to consider: Food. She was nearly out of it, and couldn’t really spend the next several days eluding her pursuers by moving off in unexpected directions. She hadn’t seen much she could eat in the woods: A few berries, one small mushroom she was sure of. Those might serve to stretch out her rations, but she was running out of rations to stretch.

Okay, she could catch fish from the lake, but that seemed to be the only likely source of food in the area. Mentally, she kicked herself for going uphill simply because it was the least obvious choice. It was the least obvious for a good reason. 

She looked up at the sky. Some time past noon, she thought. Still plenty of daylight left. She sighed. This was getting harder. While every move she could make opened up different choices, those choices were all limited. Okay, she’d have to get to the lake. The only way she could be sure of getting there was to follow the ravine down. When it stopped being a ravine, she could follow the stream that ran from it to the lake. Maybe, just maybe, if there was an unmarked trail here upslope of the one she’d started on, there might be another unmarked trail down by the lake. She sighed again and shook her head. About the only choice left now was which side of the ravine to travel on, assuming she could get there without being overtaken.

She’d seen no sign that anyone was after her, but she knew they were out there, looking for her, no doubt more than a little irritated that she was making this so difficult for them. There was a chance that someone would be waiting for her up ahead. There was an even better chance that someone was following her tracks, slowly closing in. She shivered at the thought. 

Well, she had to cover some ground while it was still daylight, and the trail, risky or not, would have to be used. When she got to the ravine, if the water had gone down enough she could move down it for a little ways and then climb out at some spot where it wouldn’t be easy to track her. She folded the map and stowed it away. Time to get moving. Maybe she could outdistance anyone following her. Before getting back on the trail, she moved along a rocky stretch of ground where she wouldn’t leave tracks, rejoining the trail some distance from where she’d left it. It wasn’t much of a trick, but it was all she could do just now.

It was well after noon when he came to the spot where she’d left the trail. He could think of a couple of reasons for doing that…but he didn’t see any sign that she’d gotten back on the trail. He frowned. That would be her first stupid move, just wandering into the woods. Well, if she had, she’d be easy enough to find a bit later, but he suspected she hadn’t. He continued on the trail for a while, looking for any sign of her. He found it, sooner than he’d expected. So, another little trick from the elf-girl. He shook his head, grinning. He was really looking forward to catching her. It should be very interesting. He set off in pursuit.

Kimberley kept mulling things over as she walked. She’d need food and water….both could be had by the lake. She wasn’t entirely sure she could get to the lake uncaught, but it was the only choice she seemed to have. Of less immediate importance, she was wearing her last change of clothes, and it was beginning to bother her just a little. Outdoor living had its disadvantages. If she could get across the next ravine on the trail, she’d head downhill alongside it. At some point, she ought to find a spot where she could do some washing. She was normally very fastidious, and wearing the same clothes day after day, however necessary, bothered her. 

Some adventures got pretty arduous, she thought. She was in good shape, but today she noticed that the trek was taking a toll on her. Well, she’d been cutting her rest halts short, trying to keep some distance between her and her still-unseen pursuit. She halted on the trail and looked back, shading her eyes. No sign of anybody. She was certain, though, that there was someone back there, following. Maybe even catching up. Turning away, she trudged on.

He had to stop for a while. She was setting one hell of a pace. While he felt that he was slowly gaining ground, it was going to be a while before he caught up with her. A lot depended on whether or not Kurt or Lloyd could somehow get in front of her, but until he was sure which way she’d be going for a while there was only a small chance of that.  They were both back by the original trail, waiting for word from him. He hoped to be able to tell them something soon, but elf-girl was elusive and unpredictable.

   Still, he told himself, she only had so much food. Sooner or later she’d run out, and start to weaken. The way she was going, though, it didn’t look like it would be any time soon.

   It was late afternoon when she reached the second ravine. The water had gone down since yesterday…or maybe this particular ravine just didn’t get that much in the first place. Standing on the rim, she looked down it. It looked difficult, but practicable, and it was unlikely anyone could track her through that jumble of rocks. She checked her gear to make sure everything was secure before starting down, stepping carefully. Some of the rocks were loose, and the wet ones were slippery. There was enough undergrowth growing in the ravine to give her some cover once she got far enough along it. As she picked her way, she kept an eye out for someplace she could climb up and out without leaving any traces.

He reached the spot where the upper trail crossed the next ravine. Her tracks showed that she’d gone down into it, but hadn’t come out the other side. He sat down on a convenient rock, shaking his head in rueful admiration.  It would be just about impossible to track her in all those rocks, which was probably why she did it. Elf-girl was tough.

Still, she couldn’t go very fast down there. She’d tried a trick earlier, where she’d left the trail only to get back on it later. She’d probably exit the ravine somewhere to travel on easier ground. The only question, then, was which side would she get out on? He hated having to make a guess, especially with this girl. Whichever way he went, he thought it likely he’d be wrong. Time to contact the others. He took out his radio, hoping the battery would last. If Kurt and Lloyd could take positions on the lower trail where it crossed the ravine, they had a chance to intercept her. If and when they did catch her, they’d have to be careful that she didn’t get away.

The ravine was treacherous. Besides all the loose or slippery rocks, the depth of the water varied widely. The old saw that still waters ran deep was true enough, though. If she could see the water flowing, it was probably shallow enough to ford. If she saw little or no movement, she had to go around. She wished she’d taken the time to make herself a walking stick. It would be very useful here.

She was skirting one particularly dark and deep-looking pool when the rock she’d stepped on suddenly shifted under her weight. She flailed wildly for balance, but it was no use. She toppled over backwards into the very pool she was trying to avoid, praying that it wasn’t too deep as she fell. With all the gear she was carrying, she’d never be able to swim.

The shock of the cold water made her yelp. She went under, felt herself hit bottom, and struggled to get her legs under her. Her feet touched the bottom and she bent her knees before pushing upwards as hard as she could, ready to gulp air as soon as she broke the surface. The weight and bulk of her backpack slowed her.

The pool turned out to be no more than chest-deep. She stood gasping for breath, more out of shock than anything else, looking around wildly before she realized she wasn’t going to drown after all. Getting out of the pool proved to be difficult. There were few handholds, and she was soon shivering uncontrollably from the cold, cold water. She finally struggled out, dripping wet and chilled through. She’d have to get up out of here, on to level ground, and build a fire as soon as she could. She wished for the hot, dry weather she’d had to endure earlier.

It wasn’t easy to get out of the ravine. She had to move a considerable distance downhill, shivering worse with every step, before she found an exit. After two tries, she found she couldn’t climb out still wearing her backpack. It was too bulky, and some of the contents had taken on water, making it heavier. She shucked it off, tying a rope to it. With the rope in her teeth, she clambered out, getting very muddy in the process. Finally out, she hauled the pack up, using the rope. Once she’d retrieved it, she leaned against a tree, breathing heavily. The exercise had about done her in for now, but she still had work to do. When she’d recovered a bit, she picked up her pack and carried it with her hands until she found a spot where she could make a fire. She cleared an area of the accumulated leaves, down to the bare earth, and used the drier leaves and some small twigs for kindling. She had some matches in a waterproof container on her belt. Once she had a small fire going, she carefully placed bigger fallen branches on it. As they were catching, she stripped off her sodden clothes. She had to remove her socks too, but put her boots back on. Uncomfortable as wet shoes might be, there were too many sharp or hard things that could hurt her bare feet. She collected more branches, feeding them to the growing fire before opening her pack to see what damage had been done.

It wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. Her clothes were all wet, of course, but her sleeping bag, made to repel water, was only damp on the outside. She zippered it open and spread it out to dry. Her scanty food supplies were a bit wet, but she’d be eating them very soon anyway. A light blanket she’d packed was thoroughly waterlogged, as was her towel. Still shivering, she wrung everything out that she could, hanging it over various tree limbs to dry. She took an aluminum camp pot, filled it with water from her canteen, and emptied some soggy soup mix into it, setting the pot on the fire. Some hot food would take a lot of the chill out of her, but until her clothes dried, all she could do was huddle by the fire, trying to keep warm.

He finally got out of the ravine once he was sure she wasn’t going to double back along it. It took some effort. The sides were steep and rocky, offering few handholds. Some exposed tree roots came in handy. He paused at the edge of the ravine to contact Kurt and Lloyd and tell them she was heading downhill along the ravine. They could cover both sides of it and intercept her while he followed up, driving her into the trap. She hadn’t really had much of a chance to begin with, he thought, but she surely did make them work for it. He started downhill, keeping the ravine to his left as a guide. The hunt ought to be over by tomorrow. While he was looking forward to her capture, he’d miss the chase she’d led them on.

With any hunt, though, it was never safe to assume anything was over until it was over. Elf-girl had surprised them…well, him…more than once, and she might have a trick or two left to use. As he went along, he kept looking for any sign of her tracks, or anything at all that might show she had gone this way.  By the time it was getting too dark to see much, he’d found absolutely nothing, and was beginning to think elf-girl had eluded him again. He felt suddenly very tired, and sat down for a rest. Where could she have gone now?

He took a candy bar out of his pack and munched on it glumly as he tried to figure out where she was. It was very possible she was on the other side of the ravine. It was also possible she’d doubled back. Either way, he was too tired and it was too dark for him to do anything about finding out. Not much point in contacting the others right now either. 

As he sat in the gathering dark, something tickled his nostrils, faintly. He turned his head, trying to detect the smell...wood smoke. He stood slowly and shed his pack, looking around. While it was getting dark, it was still too light to see a fire, unless it was close by. He’d have to wait. In the meantime…he moistened a finger and held it up. There was no wind, but there was a slight movement of air downhill. For a moment, he wondered how he could have possibly gone past her, then realized she had to be on the other side of the ravine. If she’d built a fire, she wasn’t going to be moving any time soon. He sat down to rest, waiting for more dark.

It was night now. Kimberley had donned some reasonably dry clothes earlier, and the hot soup had helped her shake the chill immensely. She was feeling much better now, but very, very tired. Maybe she wasn’t in as good a shape as she thought. She yawned, her jaw muscles creaking. This was a hell of a way to spend a vacation. 

The sleeping bag was dry now, and she stretched out on it. She looked up at her not-yet-dry clothes hanging from any available branches and smiled. Laundry day in the forest. The blanket should be usable soon, but her towel hadn’t seemed to be getting any less soggy with time. Well, maybe in the morning it would be okay. The small campfire crackled warmly, casting dancing shadows across the trees and the hanging clothes. It felt very cozy after her dunking in the creek, and she suddenly realized she was starting to doze. You just don’t go to sleep leaving a campfire unattended. It might wander off into the woods and cause all kinds of mischief. She sat up wearily and set about extinguishing it, dousing it with some water, poking it apart with a stick and throwing dirt on top of the embers. Finally satisfied that it was well and truly out, she laid back down on the opened sleeping bag with a sigh. After a long moment, she pulled the top flap over her and began zippering it together. She was so tired now that this simple task seemed to take forever, the zipper turning uncooperative in her fingers. Finally done, she started to take one last look around to see if she’d forgotten anything and fell asleep halfway through.

She was on the other side of the ravine, all right. He could just make out the dim glow of her campfire in the distance. It was so faint he actually saw it better out of the corner of his eye than he did when he was looking directly at it. He couldn’t tell how far away it was, but it had to be fairly close if he could see it through these woods. So close…a ten-minute walk, maybe? But the ravine kept him away from her as effectively as if it had been a castle moat. It was hard to get into, hard to cross, and very hard to get out of…in daylight. He wasn’t about to try it at night. There were too many ways to break an arm or a leg, or a neck. Well, nothing to do but wait for daylight then, once he’d relayed this information to the others. Some time tomorrow they ought to have elf-girl in their grasp. He heaved a sigh of relief, and then immediately thought of all the other ways she could go, eluding them again.

He was just too bone-tired to do any more hiking today. Sitting down with his back against a tree, he took out the radio and thumbed it on.

“Here.” It was Kurt’s voice, low and gravelly.

“Spotted our little wood nymph.” He said quietly. “Can’t get to her though.”

“She walked you into the ground?” Kurt asked with a chuckle.

“Just about. You try following her sometime. Look, I’m on the right bank of the ravine, she’s over on the left. Only reason I know that is she’s got a campfire going.”

“So go get her.”

“Not at night. Can’t see a damned thing down in there. I’m going to cross just before sunrise and try to follow her in.”

“Left bank, she’s on?”

“Yeah, for now, but she’s skunked us more than once. There’s a chance she’ll double back uphill.”

“She’s makin’ us work for it.” Kurt observed dryly. 

“I think she’s enjoying the chase, and she’s in better shape than I’d thought. If she does double back, I’m gonna need some help.”

“Hey, you’re the ex-commando.”

“Ex-Ranger, and that was some years back. I need one of you two to head uphill along the left bank before dawn, just in case.”

At the other end, Kurt groaned. “Shit.” He spat. “That’ll hafta be me then. Lloyd’s all tuckered out.”

“So it’s your turn in the chase.” He grinned. “If I find out she’s still going downhill, I’ll contact you as soon as I know. If you don’t hear from me, just keep going uphill ‘til you find my lifeless body lying on the ground. With my last ounce of strength, I’ll point the way she went.”

Kurt chuckled again. “You kinda like the chase too, don’t’cha?”

“It’ll be more enjoyable when I’m looking back on it.” He answered, which was true enough. “If I contact you, remember, she’ll be heading your way, so get under some cover, let her pass and fall in behind her. Lloyd ought to be rested enough by then to head her off until we can close in.”

“Roger that.” Kurt replied. “And then the real fun begins.”

“Don’t count your chickens, man.” He warned. “This little girl is tricky. Might have given you the slip a lot easier.”

Kurt snorted. “So it’s a good thing our lone commando was trailing her. I’m lookin’ forward to meeting this one.”

“Oh, man, same here.” He yawned. “Over and out.”

He pocketed the radio and heaved another sigh. He was getting a little old for this stuff, but it did have its own unique payoffs. He just hoped he’d be able to enjoy them. Before he went to sleep, he set his watch. It had a useful little alarm buzzer feature. It made no noise, but felt like a big bug rattling against his wrist, and it never failed to wake him right up. Sunrise would be around 6:30. At 5:30, he’d have enough light to see by, and the chase would begin again. Yeah, this one was memorable.


Chapter Three

Day 5

Kimberley awoke with a start. For a moment she wasn’t sure where she was or why she was there, and then it all came back to her and she groaned weakly. It was daylight now. Time to start moving. She felt very tired as she gathered up her dried clothes, picking out some to wear and packing the others away. She’d overslept, something she did rarely when camping, and there was no time for breakfast. She’d have to munch on something as she hiked. She donned the backpack, heaved a sigh. At least it seemed to have warmed up since yesterday. She looked around once to get her bearings, and began walking downhill, towards that lake.

He thought she was going to spot him for a moment as she looked around, and kept very still in the cover of some underbrush. She’d looked a bit worn as she broke camp, but very cute as she puttered around in nothing but her boots. He wondered why her clothes had been hanging from the trees. Obviously they’d been wet, but had she been washing them or had she taken a spill into the creek? Well, it didn’t really matter. He’d found her at last, and she was definitely headed back downhill. She was moving a bit slowly too. It was a relief to know she wasn’t some sort of supergirl after all.  He let her get a bit of a lead on him before breaking out the radio. They’d all be together before sundown.

She’d gotten a late start, but as much as she wanted to make up time, it just wasn’t possible. She’d pushed herself hard these past two days, and her body complained about it. Well, at least she was going downhill. The noise of water flowing down the ravine to her right was noticeably fainter than yesterday, but still enough to serve as a guide so long as the wind didn’t pick up. She walked along, trying to find a pace that didn’t tire her out. As she went, she kept looking at her watch. Her first rest halt couldn’t come too soon today.

He followed carefully. From her tracks, he could tell she wasn’t moving anywhere nearly as fast as she had been. While that was a relief to his very tired legs, he had to be careful not to overtake her. She shouldn’t see him before the trap was set and she was in it. If she did, there was no telling which way she’d go, and he just didn’t want to chase her for another few days…or even a few more hours than was necessary. She seemed to be keeping near the ravine, which would make Kurt’s and Lloyd’s jobs easier. There was a nice cleared area near the trail down there, and she’d probably move right through it. Kurt and Lloyd could be waiting in ambush in the surrounding woods. If she turned to run, he’d be right there to stop her.  He broke out the radio to pass on his information.

She was tempted to stretch out the rest halt…very tempted. What was that old joke about temptation? What good was it if you didn’t give into it once in a while? She got to her feet with a small groan. Maybe the exercise would loosen up her muscles, and it would be easier next time. She sighed once, and began to pick her way downhill. To give herself a little encouragement, she pictured herself taking a nice long swim in the lake once she got there.

The day seemed to drag on forever, and not just because he was tired. Elf-girl was moving pretty slowly too. He’d first thought that they’d reach the clearing sometime around three. Now it looked more like five, and if she kept fading as she seemed to be doing, it might be even later than that. He thought of Kurt and Lloyd waiting with growing impatience, and grinned to himself. Let ‘em wait.

A little after noon, Kimberley quit kidding herself, and shucked off her backpack before sitting down on a convenient rock. She’d have to take a longer break, cook some food, try to get her second wind. If somebody caught up to her while she was doing that, well they’d catch up to her. But she couldn’t go on like this for the rest of the day. She was too worn out, too beat. She needed rest, hot food, and maybe a little more rest before she tackled the trail again. Not that there was any kind of trail here. The last mile or so she’d had to pick her way between trees and around thick patches of underbrush. Still sitting, she looked around for a good spot for a fire. There seemed to be one not too far away, but she was in no particular hurry just now, even with her stomach starting to make polite little growls. She didn’t have much food left, and the only question was whether to try to stretch it out, or just eat as much of it as she could now.

She shook her head. If she ate that much, she’d be getting drowsy inside of an hour, and then what if she actually eluded her still-unseen pursuers for a few more long days? She’d get mighty tired of a steady diet of fish from the lake.

She tilted her head back, eyes closed, and gave a long, loud sigh. The noise startled something in the bushes nearby, which ran off with a prodigious amount of noise of its own, startling her and making her heart jump as she leaped to her feet. For a moment, she’d thought they’d finally caught up to her. Then, realizing she’d just scared some animal….a rabbit, maybe? She laughed ruefully and set about starting a fire.

The faint smell of wood smoke warned him first. He stopped almost in mid-stride and sniffed the air, trying to tell where it was coming from. Somewhere up ahead, he thought. He shed his pack carefully, so as to make no noise, and crept forward more slowly.

She was in a small clearing, poking at a fire she’d apparently just started. An aluminum camp pot sat on the ground next to her. So she was going to cook herself a hot lunch? Intent on the fire, she didn’t see him, and he faded back into the trees to a spot where he could watch her. She was humming some tune he couldn’t quite catch. As he watched, she stood, stretched and yawned hugely before setting the pot on the fire. That done, she laid down near it on her back, seeming to go completely limp, but with her curly head turned to keep an eye on the cooking.

She probably couldn’t see him at all from that position, but he kept under cover all the same. She did look a bit worn out, he thought, and that lying-down trick was supposed to rest you all over. For a moment, he considered rushing her as she was now, overpowering her, and dragging her bound down to Kurt and Lloyd. She probably wouldn’t go willingly, though, and he didn’t care to carry her weight along with his pack. No…as long as she was heading in the right direction, let her carry herself for a bit longer. He settled down to wait, and meantime get a little rest himself.

She was getting awfully tired of freeze-dried everything. Even out on a dig, they usually had fresh meat once in a while. This alleged stew might be filling, and it didn’t taste too bland, but she really would have liked a nice well-done steak, along with a baked potato and a salad…one with plenty of ranch dressing. So why was she out here now? Kimberley sat up and took a look at the stew. It was bubbling, and there were lumps here and there as the desiccated components took on water. She sighed. The idea had sounded thrilling, months earlier: To be hunted down by strange men in a forest, taken captive far away from any possible help. It so matched one of her darkest fantasies that she’d almost jumped at the chance, even putting up with the physical required beforehand. Now she was tired and hungry out here in that damned forest, with no sign of any attackers…just that feeling she was being watched, which she hadn’t had for a little while now. Well, she’d wanted an adventure, but she’d forgotten how strenuous they could be. Right now, the thought of being ravished by strange men just seemed annoying. She massaged the back of her neck with her hand. The backpack seemed to be putting a strain on her there, something new. As she ate the stew, she wondered if it was possible to just call this whole thing off? Call someone to come get her, and she could spend the rest of her vacation at that beautiful lodge she’d started her hike from. The food there was really good, she recalled, and the beds very comfortable. Hot showers too…or baths. A nice long soak in a hot tub would do wonders for her right now.

She chuckled dryly. She had no way of calling anybody out here, but if there were strange men out beating the bushes for her, maybe they did. But would they, if she asked? She didn’t know. Supposedly, lots of women had sampled this little trek to adventure, but this was her first time, and there was probably a lot she was unaware of yet. It couldn’t hurt to ask, though…could it?

He waited, letting her get a good head start on him before breaking out the radio to let the others know what was going on. Elf-girl was walking right into the trap, but she wasn’t going to get there in any hurry. The hot food had seemed to give her a bit more energy, but he didn’t know how long it would last. After he called in, he shouldered his backpack one more time and followed her. Soon, now…very soon.

Kimberley plodded on. As the afternoon waned, she noticed that the hot weather seemed to be returning. She sipped sparingly from her canteen. The ravine was off to her right, not visible at the moment. At her last rest halt she’d tried to figure out where she was on the map. The best she could estimate was that she should hit the old trail before dark. There weren’t any other landmarks she could go by. Once she got there, she could rest a bit before heading towards the lake. And then? She pushed the thought to the back of her mind where it could find company. There was a lot she just didn’t want to think about at the moment. It was enough just to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

Very close now. She was heading right for the clearing and would be there soon. The others knew what to do. He felt a tightness in his guts as he picked up his pace a bit to catch up to her. In a very short while, it wouldn’t matter if she saw him or not. About fifty yards from the clearing, and maybe thirty yards behind her, he shucked off the backpack. He’d be back for it later.

She was halfway across a sizeable clearing when two men burst out of the trees opposite her, yelling like maniacs. One was squatly and powerfully built, with big hands and a bald head, the other taller and leaner, but still muscular. Both wore some kind of camos, striped and mottled brown and green. They rushed towards her. She whirled to flee, and as she did another man came running out of the woods behind her. He was black, and he looked huge as he closed rapidly on her, his eyes fixed on hers. Without thinking, her hand went to the survival knife at her belt.

He saw her reach for the knife, and didn’t want to wait to see if she’d actually try to use it. People could get hurt that way. He covered the remaining distance with a couple of big strides, and hit her squarely in the pit of her stomach before she could draw the blade. She folded over abruptly with a loud, painful grunt, the backpack overbalancing her. He caught her around her waist before she could fall, and his hand went to her neck. Just the right pressure on the carotid arteries would put anyone out for a while with no noise or struggle. Her light blue eyes flew wide open, looking up into his in sudden fear as his hand gently squeezed her throat. Her eyelids fluttered once, then closed as she sagged limply against him. He lowered her carefully onto the ground as Kurt and Lloyd arrived, ready to help.

“So, this is her.” Kurt observed, nudging her leg with his boot.

“Uh-huh,” he acknowledged. The hunt part was over at last, and he felt relief mingled with a bit of regret. Elf-girl had been tough so far. Now to find out how tough she still could be. “Who’s got the rope?” he asked.

“Here y’go.” Kurt grinned, tossing him a coil of tan rope. It looked tough and coarse, but was actually only a bit rougher than clothesline, and much less likely to slip. 

“Okay.” He nodded. “Help me get her pack off, then get her shoes.”

“Strip ‘er down?” Kurt asked hopefully.

“Not right away.” He replied. “This little lady is gonna take a bit of taming.”

“Think so?” Kurt grinned.

“You didn’t see her go for her knife.” He chuckled. “Might have been reflex, but even so…’

He deftly unbuckled her belt, slipped it out of its loops, and took the knife. With Kurt’s help, he lifted her limp body and got the backpack off of her.

“So what do I do then?” Lloyd broke in.

“Hope your stuff is nearby, ‘cause we’re camping out here tonight.” He told him. “You might get a fire started.”

“Kinda early for that.” Lloyd observed, shading his eyes to look towards the Sun. While it was getting low, sunset was still some time away.

“We’re gonna burn her clothes.” He said.

“Cool.” Lloyd grinned.

“All of ‘em?” Kurt asked as he dragged her pack away. “So I should empty this out too?”

“Not yet.” He waved a hand. He turned elf-girl face-down in the grass and began tying her wrists…tightly. He wasn’t sure how long she’d be out, and wanted to be ready. “Get her shoes and socks off first.” He looked up at Lloyd. “Find us a branch to hang her from, would’ja?”

Lloyd’s grin was feral. “Sure.” He agreed, and went off to look.

Kurt tugged her shoes and socks off, and in a few minutes her ankles were as securely bound as her wrists.

“Now what, Ron?” Kurt asked. “You ain’t gonna hang her by her hands like that?”

“No way.” He agreed. “We hang her upside down for a while.”

“How long a while?”

“Long enough for me to cut what she’s wearing off with this.” He tapped the hilt of her knife. “I want her just a little bit worried.”

“Gotcha.” Kurt nodded. “So you cut her clothes off….”

“And you guys feed them to the fire.” He finished the thought. 

“And once she’s nekkid?”

“Let me think about it. C’mon, let’s get her strung up. Lloyd’s found a place.”

There was one tree with a fairly stout branch sticking out into the clearing about ten feet up. They threw a rope over it and secured one end to elf-girl’s bound ankles. “Think you two can pull her up?” he asked.

Kurt’s laugh was a short bark. “What’s she go? One-fifteen? One-ten?”

   “If that.” He nodded, looking at her as she lay on the ground and remembering a slim form capering in the rain. Her face looked very peaceful, long pale lashes almost touching her cheeks. If she was faking unconsciousness now, she was a great actress.

“Okay, then. Get her up and tie the rope off when I signal. Can’t leave her hanging upside down too long though.”

“Gotcha.” Kurt said. Lloyd nodded.

“Got an idea for later, too.” He looked up at Lloyd. “We still have those tent pegs?

“Yep.” Lloyd replied.

“Good. Set four of them in the ground so we can stake her out afterwards. Put them away from the campfire…enough for a little …privacy.”

His two companions grinned at that.

“Okay. Haul away.”

He stopped them when her head was about a foot off the ground. Once they’d secured the rope to a stout little sapling, he stuffed a wad of cloth into her mouth and secured it with a bit more rope. That done, he uncapped his canteen and splashed water into her face. “Wake up, girl.” He said, slapping softly at her cheeks for emphasis.

Kimberley sputtered, blinking. She was dazed, disoriented, and something seemed terribly wrong. Her stomach hurt as she tried to breathe in a big gulp of air, and she suddenly remembered.

He watched her twist and squirm on the rope, trying to get free. Good thing he’d gagged her, because the muffled sounds she was making didn’t sound at all happy or complimentary. Her short enforced nap seemed to have given her a whole new level of energy. She caught sight of him standing close by and her struggling stopped. Her eyes glared at him as she swung slowly back and forth at the end of the rope.

He smiled down at her, and her glare intensified. If looks could kill….He held up her knife so she could see it. “Were you really gonna stick me with this?” he asked, unsheathing it. He saw a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. Then the glare was back, and she growled something through the gag.

Still smiling, he squatted, bringing his face closer to hers, holding the knife up between them and turning it slowly. Her eyes moved from his to the blade and grew wider. If she could have, she would have pulled back, but she had to settle for arching her back to put a little distance between her nose and the shining metal.

He laughed at her reaction. His free hand stroked her cheek, and she shook her head…carefully, he noted…and snarled at him. He took hold of the collar of her flannel shirt and slipped the blade under it. The fear came back into her eyes, and she froze. Slowly, he began to slice through the cloth.

Kimberley looked around, anywhere but at the knife cutting away her clothes, anywhere but into the intent dark eyes of the big black man wielding the knife. She could see the other two men from earlier, both busy at their own tasks, each one glancing her way every so often, grinning hungrily. Were these her appointed captors, or just three strange guys who had ambushed her in the woods? She wasn’t sure. With that knife so close to her skin…and she knew how sharp it was…she couldn’t struggle. The gag packed her mouth full, pressing her tongue flat, preventing her from forming any words and making it a little difficult to breathe. Being upside down was making her lightheaded…or was that due to her shortness of breath? Ropes cut deeply into her wrists and ankles, hurting her. She could feel her fingers going numb.
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