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      BEAU

      The phone in my hand must be made really fucking damn well because as tightly as I’m clenching my fingers around it, any shoddy piece of shit would have already crumbled under the strain. My grip is hard enough that my fingers actually hurt, but it doesn’t stop me from channeling my anger and frustration through them and into the plastic. “I pay you enough to buy a small country so that I don’t have to deal with this shit, Nate.”

      After working for me for almost two decades, by now, he should understand this isn’t something he should be bothering me with, especially not today with this massive storm barreling down on the mountain like an out-of-control freight train.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but I just don’t know if I can handle it myself this time. The board is getting…restless. We’re coming up on the tenth anniversary, and I’m afraid you’ll have a mutiny on your hands if you don’t take care of this personally.”

      I groan and scrub my free hand over my face. Several months’ worth of growth scrapes against my calloused palm.

      Shit. When was the last time I even shaved?

      My ability to not give one single fuck about my appearance is just one of the many reasons why what Nate’s asking for is off the table. If I were to make an appearance at the annual meeting, I would have to look the part. And there’s no way in hell I’m willing to clean myself up and don a ten-thousand-dollar suit just to impress a bunch of assholes who I pay to run my company.

      One of the perks of being the boss is getting to do whatever the fuck I want, whenever the fuck I want. It’s something Nate seems incapable of comprehending at this moment.

      “I don’t give a fuck, Nate. Handle it, or I’ll find someone else who can.”

      It shouldn’t be that hard, really. The board has managed to do just fine without my physical presence for a long fucking time. All they have to do is sign off on the plans and budget for the new year, and then, it will be back to business as usual. The fact that they’re giving Nate a hard time about it is only a reflection of the current climate.

      They’re nervous about the potential new legislation and how it might impact their bottom line. Things have been doing so well over the last ten years that they’ve become accustomed to the way things are. And now, everyone wants more for doing less. They think the billions flowing into the coffers—and ultimately, their pockets—should come without lifting a damn finger and somehow think my strolling into a meeting to show my face is going to prevent the government from interfering with our way of business.

      Lazy fuckers!

      I’ve done enough heavy lifting in my lifetime to know that sometimes a little hard work and sweat, coupled with patience and a few appropriately timed phone calls to the right people, garner even greater results, and that’s all that’s needed now. Their meltdown is for nothing. Everything will be handled as it always has been under my watch—and without me there.

      A few calls, a few promises, a few concessions—that’s all it will take to ensure any new laws that pass won’t put us out of business. Whether the environmental groups like it or not, they need what we supply. The business will grow exponentially in the future, as long as we stay the course set out long before I took the helm. All while I stay here, thousands of miles from the bullshit, ass-kissing, and pomp of the boardroom.

      I pay lots of people to make sure things run smoothly without my having to leave this place, and I don’t plan on changing that anytime soon—something Nate is more than aware of. The fact that he’s even bothered to call to raise the issue shows just how dicey things have gotten, but I also have confidence he can work it out.

      Nate clears his throat nervously. “I’ll see what I can do, boss. Maybe if I talk to Mr. Black and Mr. Dietrich privately, I can sway them and shift the tide on the board.”

      “I don’t care how you fucking do it, just get it done. You know I’m not coming down there. Not now. Not ever.” I end the call and slam down the phone with a little more force than I intended.

      The tumbler of bourbon on my desk rattles, and I release a deep sigh and pick it up to down what’s left in one gulp. Spicy, soothing warmth slides down my throat and ignites my gut. But it doesn’t quell the annoyance shifting through my body at having to deal with this on top of the coming storm.

      I glance out the window at the lightly falling snow—quiet, picturesque, almost calming. To anyone not familiar with the way the weather works in the Okanogan Range, it might not even be cause for alarm, but I’ve been here long enough to know it’s a harbinger for something much bigger literally on the horizon.

      I’m going to need another one of these to help keep me warm before I head out there. It’s going to be a real bitch of a storm, and there isn’t much time before she fully hits.

      It could be days or weeks before I can get out of here for any sort of supplies, and there sure as shit isn’t anyone coming up here to bring me anything—I designed it that way.

      Perfect beauty in perfect isolation.

      But that means I need to make sure everything is battened down and I have an extra-large stock of firewood before it’s too brutal outside to do it. The roaring fire in the massive stone fireplace at the center of the living room is the only thing keeping this place warm right now. If I don’t keep it burning, it’s going to get really uncomfortable, really fast. And a storm like this could mean going through my usual stockpile faster than normal.

      I shove my chair back from my desk and make my way to the small bar in the corner with my empty tumbler, my focus on the innocuous-looking flakes outside.

      For some reason, it always seems so peaceful right before the shit hits the fan. It’s true for Mother Nature and in life. A lesson I wish I never had to learn and could easily forget.

      My hand shakes as I grab the decanter and pour myself another double.

      Shit.

      The call got me all worked up—something I avoid like the plague. Now, my chest tightens, and old wounds flare back to life, phantom pain coursing through my body.

      Blood.

      Screams.

      Wide, terrified eyes.

      Begging for help.

      I squeeze my eyes closed, toss back the drink, and grit my teeth against the burn.

      No time for distractions like painful memories or problems that can handle themselves.

      Chopping down a tree will serve a dual purpose today—stress relief and necessity. Nothing like hacking something to bits to help you forget about the trials and tribulations in the “real” world. The ones I left behind and had hoped would be completely gone from my life by now.

      But I’m not that lucky.

      I learned that a long fucking time ago, in the worst way possible.

      There are a lot of people who believe I am lucky, that I was lucky. But they’re wrong. Things that come easy aren’t real or aren’t worth having, and there’s no such thing as luck. You make your own luck, or at least, I have ever since that very hard lesson turned me into who I am today.

      And I don’t plan on repeating any mistakes of my past.

      As long as I can stay locked away here in my own little world, that just might be a possibility.

      I wander from my office into the living room, past the blazing fire I need to keep going. It beckons to me, and all I want to do is drop into the plush leather chair in front of it, prop up my feet, and enjoy another drink and a cigar while the storm rages around me. But the stack of wood already piled along the side of the house certainly won’t be enough if Mother Nature intends to dump what the weatherman predicted.

      After one more longing look at the warm spot by the fire, I pull on my boots, grab my parka from the hook beside the front door, and step out into the freezing bite of the approaching storm. Snowflakes whip around me in the growing wind, nipping at the exposed skin on my face and hands. I tug up my hood to block as much of it as I can, pull my thick, leather work gloves from my pockets and cover my hands, then pick up the ax leaning against the cabin near the door.

      Hello, my old friend…

      The familiar weight in my hand serves as a soothing balm, helping ease some of the tension in my body caused by Nate’s call. Getting worked up isn’t good for me. It makes me do questionable things I can’t take back. It’s one reason living here alone is safer…for everyone.

      But just knowing I’m going to be working out some of my aggression on a poor, unsuspecting fir across the clearing in the next couple of minutes is enough to almost erase the memories threatening to overtake my mind and bring me down a road I left in the rearview over a decade ago. I’m never going back there, never returning to that life or the person I was.

      Time to destroy something.
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        * * *

      

      BROOKE

      Goddamn you, Mother Nature!

      She’s such a heartless bitch. This storm wasn’t supposed to hit until tomorrow, which would have given me plenty of time to get settled into the cabin and cozy before all hell broke loose, but the flakes falling faster and thicker suggest either the weatherman sucks at his job or Mother Nature decided to fuck with me—again. Like it wasn’t bad enough that my first plan to head out of the country was kiboshed due to bad weather at Sea-Tac.

      She’s definitely fucking with me, making me pay the price for some unknown snub—probably because I use plastic straws and Styrofoam.

      Okay, I get it! I’ll repent!

      Anything to stop this damn storm right now. Because the weather isn’t the only looming problem.

      Old Blue doesn’t seem to want to cooperate, either.

      That tiny, asshole check engine light has been on for over an hour, but out here, it’s not like there’s anywhere I can stop to have it looked at. My only hope is to get to Colleen’s cabin before it completely shits the bed. Then I can settle in and get warm while I wait for the storm to blow over. It’s not like I’m going to need it for a while, anyway. And when I finally do, I can call for someone to come tow it to a garage.

      “Please, Old Blue, don’t die on me now.” I reach out and rub the dashboard of the old Jeep. She’s been on her last leg for so long, it’s a wonder she even made it up this damn mountain as far as she has.

      It probably would have been wise to avoid steep, slippery inclines and snow accumulation in an old beater like this, but it wasn’t like I had much choice. The cabin is my only option right now. And it won’t be so bad…

      Sitting by a fire with not another soul for hundreds of miles…a stack of books beside me. The beauty of nature my only companion. It sounds like absolute Heaven. And I can’t even imagine what beautiful photos I’ll be able to take on the mountain, especially after this snowfall. I am so ready for it.

      If I ever get there…

      The drive north from Seattle has been long—and that isn’t exactly a bad thing, given the circumstances—but it feels like I’ve been on this road forever, and everything looks the same out here. Right now—white. Everything is just fucking white.

      Old Blue’s lack of GPS and the shitty phone coverage means I’ve resorted to the paper map on the passenger seat, and it’s been well over a decade since I’ve used one of those.

      Crap. I hope I didn’t miss the turn-off. I’d be fucked.

      The engine coughs and sputters like it’s taking its final breath.

      “Oh, no, you don’t.”

      Another sputter.

      Another cough.

      “No! No! No! Not now!” I smack the dashboard—like that is actually going to do anything to keep this piece of shit alive. But petting it nicely didn’t seem to get me anywhere. Sometimes, you need to be a little aggressive to make things happen—at least, that’s what I’ve heard. I usually leave that to someone else while I hang back and wait for everything to calm down. Avoiding confrontation is more my style, but Old Blue is asking for it today.

      And one more cough sounds my doom.

      Old Blue dies with my hands still clutching the old, cracked wheel.

      “Fuck!”

      I stop dead in the middle of the narrow, unplowed road and drop my forehead against the steering wheel. The horn blares, and I jerk my head up.

      Shit. Scared the fuck out of myself.

      A hard gust of wind rattles through Old Blue, and without the heat blasting from the vents, the frigid air from outside seeps in to reach me, then straight through my completely inappropriate-for-the-weather jacket and jeans.

      Fuck, it’s cold out there.

      If I open the door, I’ll freeze to death. There wasn’t any time to stop and stock up on outdoor gear. I had to leave. Plus, I thought I’d be at the cabin long before the storm hit, and Colleen assured me the roads weren’t bad as long as it wasn’t snowing.

      As long as it wasn’t snowing…

      That train has definitely left the station, and it may have taken my chance of survival with it.

      My only hope is to get someone out here to pick me up.

      I need to call for help—STAT.

      I shove the useless map onto the floorboard, fumble through my bag for my phone, and yank it out. My heart sinks as the freezing air in the car sends a shiver through me.

      No. No. No. No.

      No signal.

      Of course, there isn’t any signal.

      One more thing to fuck me over. I’m so far up this Godforsaken mountain, I bet there isn’t even electricity or running water. This is well and truly the middle of nowhere—the area Mom and Dad always joked was only for recluses and terrorists to hole up when they didn’t want to be found.

      It sounded ideal at the time Colleen offered her family’s place. But now…I’m rethinking that decision, along with just about every other one I’ve made in the last three years that led to this in the first place.

      No car. No heat. No phone.

      No fucking hope.

      I press my face against the window to try to scan my surroundings for any signs of life, but the swirling snow outside makes it practically a white-out.

      SHIT!

      Getting out of this Jeep is the last thing I want to do, but I’ll die inside this frozen, old, blue metal coffin if I don’t find help.

      I tug on my thin gloves, pull my hood up over my head, shove open my door, and step out into the snow in my UGGs. At least I have something warm on my feet, but the lack of a heavy winter jacket or some sort of long underwear or snow pants makes my body want to cave in on itself in the chilly air.

      Survival mode, Brooke.

      Keeping my head on straight and staying focused is essential right now. This is life or death shit—it has been since the moment I pulled out of my driveway.

      I turn and scan the horizon on the opposite side of the road. Nothing but white snow and tall, green trees as far as my eyes can see.

      FUCK!

      Go back or go forward—those are my options.

      But I know what’s behind me. A whole lot of nothing for a very long time. There was some sort of signage for a logging company, but that was hours ago. Nothing since. Not a single sign of life. For all I know, the same lies ahead on this barely discernable road. If it weren’t for the break in the trees in front of me, I wouldn’t even be sure there was more road.

      I glance that way and stop, a tiny rush of warm hope filling my blood. A thin wisp of gray smoke trickles up from the trees in the distance—barely visible through the maelstrom of snow, but it’s there.

      Where there’s smoke, there’s fire—or whatever the saying is. Someone has to be there. But I have no idea where there is or how far I’ll have to walk to reach it.

      Old Blue or the unknown?

      It’s not much of a choice, really. I may not know much about the wilderness since I’ve spent my entire life in the city, but I do know that sitting in a dead vehicle in a snowstorm when you know there’s nothing around and no hope of rescue is a death sentence.

      The only place to go is onward. I reach into Old Blue, grab my bag, slam my door shut, lock it, and start trekking toward the tendrils of smoke. Leaving behind the rest of my stuff, including all my food and supplies for the cabin, sucks, but there’s no way I can carry any of it anyway. The bottle of water and protein bars in my bag will have to sustain me until I can reach that smoke…and hopefully help.

      The wind doesn’t seem to appreciate my decision, though. It batters me from the side, threatening to bowl me right over into the high snow all around me.

      How the hell did Old Blue even make it this far up the road?

      Looking around now, I don’t think she would have gotten much farther since I don’t have chains on the tires and the snow is piling up at a rapid pace.

      Yeah, you planned this real fucking well, Brooke. Great work.

      I trudge through the snow, keeping my face angled down against the sharp sting of each flake hitting my skin. The closer I move toward the smoke, the more the forest closes in around me. Wherever that fire is, it’s nowhere near the road. I’ll have to go through the trees if I’m going to find it.

      Just fucking brilliant.

      But at least the trees might block some of this wind. My fingers are already freezing, and despite the warmth my boots have provided so far, I don’t think they’re tall enough to keep the snow from coming in over the top and down onto my ankles.

      The muscles in my legs burn with each difficult step I take—my UGGs sticking in the deepening snow. It’s yet another reminder of how out of shape I am. When I can finally go back to civilization, the first thing I’m going to do is join a gym.

      If I ever get back, that is.

      I reach the point where the trees thicken into a dense clump and pause to take one last look back at Old Blue before I take another step.

      So long, old girl. I hope I see you soon.

      Turning my back on her might be signing my death warrant, but so would staying. There isn’t any good choice here. So…I walk.

      And walk.

      And walk.

      More like stumble.

      My legs keep getting heavier.

      My breaths shorter and harder.

      Weaving my way through towering trees that offer very little by way of protection from the snow and wind like I had hoped.

      Fingers go numb.

      Then toes.

      I can’t even feel my face anymore.

      And inside the trees, I’ve lost all sense of direction and can’t even see the smoke anymore. I could be walking in circles, for all I know.

      Oh, God…I’m going to die out here. Frozen and alone.

      I would let the tears burning my eyes go if they wouldn’t just freeze on my face and make it even colder. Humans were not designed to live and survive in this kind of weather. The fact that there is any sign of life out here at all is a goddamn miracle. Yet, it feels like I’ve been walking in circles for hours, with no indication I’m even heading toward the only hint at another person alive up here.

      Thunk.

      The noise hits my ears and stills my feet.

      What was that?

      Thunk.

      I stand stock-still and listen to determine the sound’s direction, but the blood rushing in my ears makes it almost impossible to decipher.

      Thunk.

      Thunk.

      Up ahead. It’s coming from straight in front of me. I force myself to move forward toward the noise. Thick and heavy, it echoes around the trees over the sound of them creaking in the wind.

      Thunk.

      Thunk.

      Thunk.

      What is that?

      It doesn’t matter. Something is making that sound. If it’s a wild animal, so be it. Getting eaten alive out here might be a better way to go than freezing to death.

      Thunk. Thunk.

      The sound grows louder as I advance, and I shove past a few more trees and step out into a small clearing.

      A tall, broad-shouldered person in a dark parka stands with their back to me.

      Oh, my God! A person!

      The joy coursing through my system dies slowly as the person turns to face me. Hard, dark, wild eyes meet mine. My heart stalls in my chest and dread wraps around my spine. The man raises a large ax, glistening with blood.

      Freezing and being gorged by a wild animal apparently aren’t the only ways to die out here.

      I’m going to be hacked to bits by this psycho ax murderer.
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      BEAU

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

      Where the hell did she come from?

      Even while I was hacking away at this tree and then the squirrel that scurried by, I could hear her approach. The footsteps behind me were not from someone who had any idea how to remain inconspicuous, so I was prepared to face anyone who might have appeared. But when she burst from the tree line and I turned to face her, I definitely hadn’t expected the tiny blonde with wide, green eyes. Or that she would collapse into the snow around her the moment her gaze met mine.

      Well, shit.

      I toss my ax at the base of the log pile I’ve made and rush over to her. The snow doesn’t make it easy, but when I get there, I roll her onto her back so I can make sure she’s breathing. Her chest rising and falling sends relief flooding my system.

      Until I see what she’s wearing.

      What the hell?

      Medium-weight jacket. Jeans. Boots for fashion, not function. Thin gloves. Nothing covering her ears or head except the flimsy hood. She’s insane to come out here dressed like this on a good day, let alone during a storm like this.

      She’s literally freezing…and now unconscious.

      Goddammit.

      This is the last thing I need when I’m trying to prepare to hunker down for the impending blizzard. I glance back through the trees in the direction from which she came.

      How the hell did she get out here, anyway?

      The road—if one can even call it that—is two miles southeast of here, and some pretty heavy woods and terrain separate it from where we are now. It would be a wicked hike for someone prepared, let alone someone dressed like this in this weather.

      Sleeping Beauty must have some serious survival instinct and drive to make it this far. And, as annoyed as I am about the intrusion, I’m not going to let the girl die on my watch. There has been too much unnecessary death already. Too much loss. She’s not going out like this. Not if there’s any possible thing I can do to save her.

      I slide my arms under her small frame and easily lift her from the snow. Her dead weight settles against my chest, and a gust of wind batters us with a blast of icy flakes.

      Memories come with it…swirling in my head the way the snow does around us.

      Another body in my arms.

      A hopeless struggle to survive.

      The look of death staring back at me.

      Clenching my jaw, I shake away the visions and concentrate on the moment. I need to get her warmed up and settled in at the cabin and get back out here for the firewood before it’s too bad out here for me to come to get it. While I’m used to the unpleasant weather here, it doesn’t mean I want to get stuck outside during shit like this.

      And while all I may want is to disappear out here and pretend the rest of the world doesn’t exist, it seems fate has other plans. There’s no one else to help her.

      The very real weight of the situation rests heavily on my shoulders, and I glance down at the limp body in my arms.

      Christ.

      It’s been so long since I’ve seen a woman, I almost forgot how beautiful they are. Soft, pale skin, perfect bow lips, thick, dark lashes spread across her wind-reddened, high cheekbones. It almost makes me miss being part of the world.

      Almost.

      But the slightly blue tint to her lips and a big shake of my head bring me back to reality.

      Get out of your fucking head and get moving, asshole.

      The snow isn’t going to let up anytime soon, and it will only get worse the longer I stand here staring at this poor woman like a fucking idiot. That’s what happens when someone lives alone for as long as I have—I get lost in my own head too long with no way out.

      I set out through the growing drifts toward the cabin, fighting the brutal wind and biting snow with each step. By the time it comes into view on the other side of the clearing, it’s practically a white-out. There’s no way she would have survived or been able to find the cabin if she hadn’t stumbled upon me.

      It may already be too late.

      All I can do now is try to warm her up and hope the sheriff can get up the mountain to bring her to the clinic in town for real treatment before we’re completely snowed in.

      Juggling her dead weight in my arms, I pull open the door and beeline toward the fireplace, ignoring the snow falling from my boots and clothes to land on the pine floors I laid, sanded, and finished with my own hands.

      The heat of the fire flickering in the fireplace hits me—a welcome relief from the blustering wind outside—but it only accentuates how cold the girl in my arms really is. And her soaked clothes aren’t doing her any favors in that regard. If I keep them on her, she’ll go hypothermic, if she isn’t already.

      I lower her to the rug in front of the fire, and a tiny groan slips from her still-blue lips—the first glimpse of life to come from her since she collapsed outside. It’s a good sign—at least she’s breathing, and she might be regaining consciousness, but it definitely doesn’t mean she’s out of the woods yet. Not by a longshot.

      Life is fleeting and fragile, and I’m not about to let her die in my house while I sit by idly and watch. Her body begins to shake, massive shivers rolling through her limbs.

      Shit.

      I tug off my gloves and pull the large, heavy bag strapped to her body over her head to set it aside. My hands hover over the zipper to her jacket.

      Fuck. She’s passed out, and I’m undressing her…

      My chest tightens, and I fist my hands to stop them from shaking. Everything Mom and Dad ever taught me about being a gentleman, about how to treat a woman, screams from somewhere deep in the recesses of my mind. Undressing one while unconscious is certainly not at the top of that list.

      This is different, Beau. An emergency.

      Despite my head knowing that, my body doesn’t seem to want to cooperate. My hands don’t want to move for the zipper. They vibrate violently in the space between my body and hers. I shake them and clench them together again, trying to regain control of my limbs.

      If anyone in that boardroom saw me like this—melting down over something so simple—they definitely wouldn’t be comfortable with me still at the head of the company. If they knew what a fucking mess I am, the coup Nate is worried about would be a sure thing.

      Nerves be damned. I don’t have a choice.

      Wet clothing means a cold body. It’s as simple as that. These clothes have to come off.

      I just hope she understands that when she finally wakes up.

      Despite her dead weight, I manage to wrangle off the jacket and wet boots. At least the long-sleeve T-shirt stretched across her chest appears dry, but then my eyes drift down to her soaked jeans. They need to be removed.

      Christ, who would have thought the first time I undress a woman in a decade would be like this?

      “I’m sorry, darling.”

      My whispered words go unanswered. Other than soft, short puffs of breath slipping from between her lips, she’s still unresponsive. I undo the button at her waistband, lower the zipper, then struggle with her legs while I work her jeans off them.

      I avert my gaze from her underwear as I remove the wet clothes and toss them into a pile next to the fireplace. It’s only the first step, though. Her body temp is dangerously low, her exposed skin cool to the touch and alarmingly pale. I grab the heavy blanket from the chair I usually sit in every night and wrap her in it, positioning her as close to the warmth of the flames as I can.

      I need to call the sheriff.

      There’s no way to tell if I got her inside and warm in time. She may need serious medical treatment, something I definitely can’t do on top of a damn mountain. I clamber to my feet, rush to my office, and grab my phone where I left it on the desk.

      Fuck.

      No service.

      The storm must’ve knocked out the only tower that sometimes reaches here. It’s one of the many reasons this place is perfect—in any other circumstances. I never really gave much consideration to what would happen if I truly had an emergency alone on the mountain and was anywhere away from the house. Maybe because I never cared much about what happened to me, but this girl’s life is on the line. So, the only thing I can do is try to get the sheriff on the radio.

      Always have a backup and be prepared.

      It’s one of the lessons Dad made sure I understood growing up, one that has always served me well. I just never thought I’d have to use it in a situation like this.

      I grab the emergency radio, check that it’s set to the proper channel, and press the talk button. “Sheriff’s Department, this is Beau.”

      Static crackles back at me for a moment. “Okanogan County Sheriff’s Department. We read you.”

      “I’m on the mountain and just found a woman wandering in the woods on my land. She passed out, and I brought her to my place. She might be hypothermic, and the storm has already hit us up here.”

      A momentary silence lingers. Normally, I embrace the quiet here, but all I want now is to hear the dispatcher telling me they’re sending someone.

      The line crackles again; the voice that comes through this time isn’t the female dispatcher. “Beau, it’s Sheriff Roberts. Unfortunately, until this storm passes, we can’t get up there. The roads are already blocked down here, and even if we could get a chopper from Brewster, there’s no way they can fly in this. They’re saying the storm may be a couple of days. And you know getting to your place isn’t exactly easy even in good weather. You’re just gonna have to take care of her up there.”

      Shit.

      Crackle. “Beau? Can you handle it?”

      He knows I can. I’ve handled much worse in my life, and I’ve managed to keep myself alive alone on this mountain for over a damn decade—with blood, sweat, and tears.

      I swallow thickly and tighten my hand around the radio to get my reply out through gritted teeth. “Yes.”

      Crackle. “Do you have an ID on her?”

      “She’s unconscious right now. I didn’t dig through her stuff. I’ll talk to her when she’s awake and let you know.”

      Crackle. “If the storm lets up, we’ll get up there as quickly as we can.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I return the radio to its charging station and make my way back into the living room. She hasn’t moved from her position in front of the fire, but even from across the room, I can still see her shivering.

      She’s still cold.

      Swallowing back the unease, I make my way over to the fire and lower myself onto the rug behind her. My damn hands shake again as I reach out, gather her into my arms, and bring her as close against my body as possible.

      If I don’t get her warm, she may never wake up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      BROOKE

      Dark, heavy warmth surrounds me. Like drowning in pitch-black water, only it’s not freezing like it should be. It’s comforting. Safe. Somewhere I want to stay. Floating endlessly in the never-ending abyss of darkness. Cocooned in its heat and secure hold. It’s such a welcome change from what the world has been—icy and terrifying. A deep, bone-chilling cold that seemed to envelop everything and numb my mind. Somehow, it’s gone. Whisked away to be replaced by this…

      Brief flashes of sensation work their way through the blackness.

      Strong arms…

      Something rough brushing against my skin…

      The scent of pine, snow, and the crisp winter air…

      A hint of cigar smoke…

      Warmth fluttering against my neck…

      Then it’s gone again and I’m sucked back down into the darkness.

      I surface again to a soft feather pillow pressed to the side of my face and that woodsy scent invading my every breath.

      Wait…

      Something isn’t right.

      The typical smell of greasy breakfast food being cooked at the diner next to my apartment is missing for the first time in years. And it’s too quiet. The usual boisterous sounds of the busy street three stories below have been replaced by howling winds and something creaking outside.

      I roll onto my back and spread out…on a bed that’s way too large. On my queen, my arms and legs can reach the sides, but this one has far more room.

      Shit. Where the hell am I?

      I jerk up on the mattress, and the heavy down comforter and stack of blankets covering me fall into a pile on my legs tucked under them.

      My bare legs.

      Where the fuck are my pants?

      My focus immediately darts around the unfamiliar room. Thick logs make up the walls, ceiling, and floors and were used to build the massive bed I now lie in that is definitely not mine.

      How did I get here…wherever here is?

      I squeeze my eyes closed and try to clear the fog enveloping my brain.

      Driving…

      Flashes of bright white…

      Loud, strange noises…

      Old Blue sputtering out and dying…

      Smoke in the distance…

      Hiking through the damn snow and the endless trees…

      Cold.

      So much cold.

      And then…

      The memory doesn’t surface immediately, this strange fuzziness covering it and wrapping around me, trying to prevent me from seeing what’s right there. I fist my hands into the comforter and try to focus.

      Hard, dark eyes.

      Oh, my God!

      The psycho woodsman with the bloody ax!

      A gasp slips from my lips, and I clamp a hand over my mouth in case he’s around and can hear me. He could be anywhere. Everything after stepping into that clearing is an absolute blank—pitch black. Not even glimpses of what happened between then and this moment come. And now, I’m half-naked in a bed.

      What the hell did he do to me?

      I drag the comforter back up around me like it’s some sort of protective shield that will keep any harm from coming to me. If only that were true. If only it were that simple. Things would be a lot different now. But I can’t spend time relishing the soft comfort of the bedding or dreaming of what might have been in some alternate world where things don’t try to hurt me. Instead, I focus my attention on the closed door.

      There’s only one entrance to the room. Only one way he can come and go from here. He could come through it at any moment. My heart thunders against my ribcage, my breathing short and jerky.

      Don’t panic. Stay calm.

      If I panic, I might give him an advantage and miss my chance to escape from this psycho who has already done only God knows what to me while I’ve been unconscious.

      Here I thought I was heading somewhere safe, that Colleen’s cabin would be a refuge and time for me to think and regroup.

      How damn wrong that was.

      But I’m not going to let whoever this monster is do whatever he wants to me. I’m not going down without a fight. Scanning the room for any weapon, my eyes land on a white and blue vase on a small table near the door.

      Dainty and delicate, it looks completely out of place in this log cabin in the rugged wilderness. And it’s my only real option since the rest of the room is rather sparsely decorated in dark browns and reds, with only a nightstand, a dresser, a chair, and the small table where the vase sits—and the head of some sort of bear mounted above the door.

      Definitely the sleeping quarters of a gruff, classless man who rapes and murders young women who stumble upon him as he’s slicing up victims in the woods.

      I toss off the covers and step onto the chilly wood floors with shaky, unsteady legs. The cool air hitting the bare skin on my lower half feels like I’m being battered by an arctic blast, after being wrapped up under so many layers of blankets. It sends a full-body shiver through me, followed closely by a bone-deep ache. Whatever happened before I got here, it took a toll on me physically. Every muscle burns, and it feels as though all energy has been zapped from my body by some cataclysmic force designed to render me unable to fight back.

      Maybe he gave me something that’s messing with my system.

      My legs wobble, and I brace my hand on the nightstand. An injection or a pill could make my brain foggy like this and inhibit my memory. The man must be a true monster to drug a helpless woman and keep her captive in his cabin.

      I need to get out of here.

      But there’s no way I can do that half-dressed.

      Where are my pants?

      A thump sounds just outside the door, and I freeze where I stand, half-naked beside the bed. I can’t remember a time I’ve felt more exposed and vulnerable, except maybe that time at the community pool when I was seven and Allan Beasley made fun of my two-piece suit.

      But I was a mere girl then, shy, embarrassed, and unable to defend myself against childish attacks. I stood there, shaking, tears streaming down my face until Marisol finally grabbed me and dragged me to the bathroom to find some privacy while I tried to get control of myself. That was the last time I ever wore a two-piece suit, and that pool still makes my chest tighten and tears burn in my eyes every time I drive past it.

      That was a long time ago, though. Now, I’m stronger, despite my body trying to rebel against movement. My self-preservation instinct has grown along with my ability to stand my ground. I’m ready to go on the offensive to keep that lunatic from hacking me to pieces when he’s done with me.

      I haven’t made it through so much and gotten this far to give up now and resign myself to whatever fate he has planned for me.

      Heavy footsteps move closer to the door, and I release my grip on the nightstand and lunge for the vase. My hands curl around it, and I raise it above my head and press my back against the wooden wall, holding my breath while waiting for the door to open.

      One second.

      Two.

      Three.

      Blood thunders in my ears, a steady thrum that almost drowns out the steps of the man with the ax. Familiar feelings of dread crawl up my throat. The doorknob turns slowly. I tighten my grip on the vase, its weight heavy in my hands despite its dainty appearance.

      Hopefully heavy enough to do some serious damage when I smash it on the fucker’s head.

      The door creaks open slowly. Only a sliver of flickering light slips in, then his hand and forearm…

      Finally, the moment his head breaks the plane of the jamb, I bring the vase arching down against the side of his temple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      BEAU

      Something hard slams against my head from the left, shattering across the floor and sending a sharp pain slicing through my temple, followed by a quick, hot gush of blood down my cheek.

      “Fuck!” I jerk my arm up to press my hand against the wound and whirl toward my attacker—the woman who was practically comatose in my bed only an hour ago when I last checked on her.

      She’s very much awake now.

      Those wide, green eyes, clear from whatever fog lingered from her ordeal, and are now filled with fear and determination. She tries to dart around me and out the door, but I lash out and grab her wrist with my free hand, pulling her back toward me.

      I take a quick glance at the broken remains of the vase spread across the floor at my feet. Flashes of memories assault my brain, threatening to bring me back to a past I have no desire to revisit.

      The flowers she kept in it.

      Always fresh.

      Always beautiful.

      Their scent permeating the house.

      My hand tightens around the girl’s wrist, and she yelps and tries to pull away.

      Get the fuck back in the box where I keep you, dammit.

      If I let myself go down that rabbit hole now, there’s no way I’ll be clear-headed enough to deal with the imminent issue—who is now thrashing against my hold.

      I jerk her a little harder than I should to try to stop her from fighting me. “Why the fuck did you do that?”

      Her resistance stops for a second, and now that we’re so close that I can feel her body heat radiating between us, the little flecks of gold in her eyes shimmer with defiance. “So I could get away.”
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