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To those who love unconditionally.

 

 

 

 

I believe in loving 

with your whole soul 

and destroying anything 

that wants to kill 

what you love.

‘Beth’. Yellowstone 

(TV, S03E10, Timecode: ≈14 min).
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PROLOGUE

“Take him away.”

The man’s words seemed to come through a thick wad of cotton. He thought he remembered the name, but when he tried to grope for it, it wouldn’t come.

“What you want done with him?” Another speaker, whose name he didn’t think he’d ever known. Not that it mattered. Everything was getting so fuzzy; his mind wandering all over the show, unable to focus on a single thought.

Maybe the injection…

Yes, that’s what it…

What had to be what?

Again thoughts fled like smoke in a breeze. 

“He doesn’t know. Get rid of him.” Again the voice he knew.

Maybe.

Maybe he never had known it.

Known what?

A surge of panic.

Dementia?

What…

“Keep him alive. If he’s found, I want it far way from here. Out of LAPD’s jurisdiction. Stick him in a body bag, but make sure he can breathe. Cuff him, but pad the wrists before you do. I want no marks an M.E. would pick up. Make it look like he went hiking. That’s his hobby, so it’ll make sense. 

“He’s got those Oregon maps in his pack. Take him there. Into the forest, and far enough away from the road. Drop him off a cliff or something. Fully dressed. Backpack and all. Doesn’t matter if he breaks his neck. As long as something tears him to pieces, has a nice meal and no fucking M.E. is going to figure out what really happened.”

He tried to keep focused on the conversation, but all he remembered by the time it was over was “no fucking M.E. is going to figure out what really happened”, and then that, too, just went poof!

All he knew, in the narrow window of the present that bracketed his current consciousness, was what he experienced—as they picked him up and dragged him out, and then he was in a bag of sorts, and they threw him into the trunk of a car and slammed it close.

Then there was nothing, because the darkness took hold of him and he sank into an abyss, from which he, in a terrifying moment of clarity, feared that he was never going to rise again. Life over and done with. 

A surge of regret. 

Life wasted. Nobody to mourn him. Nobody to care. Except maybe those who…

Who what?

And for what?

And then even those questions refused to form, as his very identity shattered and dispersed and he was nobody anymore. 

Nobody at all.

 

 



CHAPTER 1

He jerked back into awareness when the car swerved and he was thrown against a hard surface. 

It took a while for him to realize where he was, but then…

In the trunk of a car?

Why?

How did he get here?

Why was he in a body bag?

How did he know that it was a body bag?

And why were his hands cuffed?

Padded cuffs?

Who…

Panic!

His thoughts bumped against soft but unyielding walls, which he seemed unable to penetrate. 

And again and again and again, in a never-ending loop the question, the answer to which mattered most of all, bounced back and forth inside the confines of his mind prison.

What’s my name?

What’s my name?

What’s my name?

Stop it!

Just stop it. 

Think!

He forced his panicked breathing and the hammering pulse in his ears that drowned out even the noise of the car on the road, to slow down. 

I can do that!

Good.

Maybe better not to think yet, but focus on calming down.

What’s my…

Stop it!

Just stop it.

Facts.

He was alive.

He was in a body bag in the back of a car.

He was cuffed, but the constraints were padded.

Why?

Good damn question. The best answer he could come up with was that padding would leave no trace that he had been cuffed.

How did I know that?

No idea, but he did.

He also knew how to get out of cuffs, unless they were really, really tight. 

How did he know?

Who cares right now? 

But first…

It took less than a minute to dislocate his left hand’s thumb and slide out of the cuff. The fact that the cuffs had padding underneath helped a lot; made it ridiculously easy in fact.

Who had been stupid enough to think he couldn’t do that?

Why am I here?

That would be a good way to figure out a lot of things, including who had slapped the cuffs on him in such an incompetent way. Or maybe it wasn’t incompetent, but based on wrong assumptions. Maybe that he would not wake up from whatever stupor he had been in. At least not yet.

He twisted his left thumb back into position, biting his teeth together to stop himself from making a sound. He dreaded having to do it with his right hand, which would be more difficult, but…

How did he know that?

Never mind. It had to be done. He could use the cuffs as weapons.

How…

Forget it!

Later!

Performing the extraction procedure for his right hand proved excruciatingly painful, and when he was done he was breathing heavily.

He relaxed back into the bag—and for the first time noticed that he was freezing! 

A quick inspection revealed that he was dressed in a T-shirt, jeans and a pair of solid sneakers.

As usual.

As usual?

Was that a habit of his?

A hint as to his identity? His habits? His origins? Why he was in this predicament? Who was driving the car? Where they were going?

There was something in the back of his mind—like a fleeting shadow of a memory of a dream that vanished as soon as it had revealed its existence—that told him that he should know. But then it was gone and he was back in his prison of ignorance.

What did he know?

That he thought in English, which indicated that it was his ‘natural’ language. That he knew weird stuff like getting out of handcuffs. That he even knew that handcuffs could be used as weapons. Did it indicate that he was a criminal of sorts? Because who else would know that kind of shit?

Just give me my name!

It was so cold! 

He tried to control his shivers, but couldn’t.

Where were they? It had been ridiculously cold, even for this time of year. Extreme conditions, caused by global warming, screwing around with the weather everywhere, including here.

That he remembered.

But why?

And why didn’t he remember the weather forecast for the last few days? Anyway, how long had it been?

Long term memory!

Think!

Parents? Lovers? A wife? Kids? Friends?

Nothing rang a bell, though there was a dim notion, that he had some close male friends. 

Gay?

Uhh, no. Straight. Very. Even in the current freezing temperature the thought of a beautiful, scantily dressed woman definitely stirred all the right responses and made him feel warm and just good.

So, male friends, yes. 

Buddies? Comrades? Colleagues?

Lovers: definitely women; and he had a notion that he didn’t have a blonde vs. brunette preference either.

Anybody special?

He had a feeling that even though he couldn’t remember, there wasn’t. Maybe that’s why there was a niggling of regret.

Over what?

Who knew? 

A wasted life maybe?

But, no. That didn’t feel right.

The car swerved again, violently this time.

He braced himself with arms and legs.

Just in time.

The car bucked; must have hit something else but smooth road surface. 

Anticipating more uncontrolled movement—how do I know that?—he braced himself more firmly.

The car slid sideways, spun, rolled—over and over again—disorienting him. A bone-jarring crash. Another half-roll. The trunk cover twisted and groaned as the car dropped back onto its wheels.

A sliver of light and through it a sharp cold wind, accompanied by snow.

He unzipped the bodybag, rolled onto his back and sharply kicked the trunk cover. The kick felt like something he’d practiced many times. 

Another data point in recovering his memory.

Another kick. The trunk cover flew open, admitting an avalanche of driven snowflakes; the biggest he’d ever seen.

Or maybe not, but how could he know?

He climbed out of the trunk, exposed now to the full force of the wind and snow. He braced himself against the car, glanced into the open trunk and saw a backpack wedged in behind the inside seats.

He was about to reach in and pull it out, when from the corner of his eyes he saw a movement from the shattered driver’s window.

The airbag holding the driver was slowly deflating. A gun poked out of the window, leveled in his direction.

He didn’t know what he was doing, but an instant later, the gun was in his hand. The driver’s wrist hung broken and useless. The man’s shout of pain was swallowed by the wind and the snow.

He leveled the gun at the driver—then dropped it. 

Why?

Thoughts were overruled by instinct. He reached into the window and grabbed the driver’s head. His hands ached like hell, but he knew what to do. The driver’s right hand tried to fend him off, but it was no use. The sharp crack of the man’s neck was clearly audible even over the howling of the wind.

The man in the passenger seat started moving.

Shoot him!

Bad idea!

Why?

Who the fuck knew?

Bad idea. Period.

The passenger was still struggling to disentangle himself from the airbag. It looked like he might be reaching for a gun as well.

What to do?

He jerked on the rear driver’s side door. It opened easily. He dived onto the back seat, slid across to the passenger side. 

The passenger had finally managed to get his gun up, but the angle was awkward; and as he was still trying, a pair of arms wrapped themselves around his neck and jerked him against the headrest. He dropped the gun, groped for the strangling arms. A vicious sideways jerk, a sickening crack.

He let the man go.

Time to get away. 

Staying with the car would lead to the worst possible outcome. 

How did he know?

He just did. 

He heaved himself out of the back seat to face the blizzard, found the gun and picked it up; an instinctive action he didn’t care to analyze.

Fingerprints!

Where?

Trunk. Body Bag. Door handle. Seats.

A cold sharp gust bit into him.

No time!

He had to get away from here before he froze to death.

He looked around.

Where to go?

He dragged himself up the thirty or so yards of incline until he reached a snow-covered road. 

Which way to go? For he had to get away from here as far away and as quickly as possible. Never mind that he didn’t know the ‘why’ and ‘how’ and ‘who’. What he did know, what he had just experienced—and it looked like his short-term memory was working just fine now—was suggestive enough of trouble. 

The road was devoid of traffic. And no wonder. How could anyone be crazy enough to drive in this weather, even if they had been traveling with the wind and snow at their back. 

Still nuts! 

Unless they were in a real hurry. Or unless they really didn’t want to get caught with him locked up in the trunk.

He looked up and down the road.

Was that a road sign, barely visible in the distance? With the snow thick in the air and blowing into his face it was almost impossible to tell.

He grimaced and, crossing his arms over his chest, started to head toward the sign; holding his head low to keep the snow out of his eyes and trying to ignore the fact that he was getting progressively more chilled, despite the heat generated by the effort involved in moving.

 

Welcome to

McLeod’s Cove

 

McLeod’s Cove? 

Where was he? 

Never heard of the place. Judging by the trees flanking the road it might be northern California or maybe Oregon; but wherever it was, it would be small, though hopefully big enough to find someone with a phone so he could contact…

Whom? 

He didn’t have a clue who he was and even less whom he knew!

Maybe he should just start with being satisfied with a place to get out of the cold!

Battling the ever-progressing coldness and fatigue seeping into every cell of him, he continued on. 

How far could it be?

How long had it been that he set one foot in front of another; blindly, focusing on nothing but this and making sure he stuck to the road.

Left

Right.

Left.

Right.

…

There!

Houses?

His pace accelerated, even though his energy was just about depleted. Hypothermia was already upon him and if he didn’t get some warmth into him very quickly it would become irreversible and he would be done for.

How do I know this?

Well, he just did.

Left

Right.

Left.

Right.

…

There! A bright light. 

It looked like it was some writing, though he couldn’t have told what it said. The snow blinded him; everything was a blur. But it was his guiding star, as he struggled forward with the last of his strength.

He steadied himself against a wood-and-glass door; beat a fist against it just as the light went out.

He felt his legs giving way under him and weakly banged against the door again.

He thought he heard the sound of a bolt being withdrawn. The door opened and he stumbled forward.

His last conscious memory was an apparition with long blonde hair tied into a ponytail, the face of an angel, wearing striped men’s pajamas.

“Help me!” he managed to get out, before his legs refused to carry him any longer and the world blanked out.

 

 

 



CHAPTER 2

“Are you sure? There’s a blizzard on the way!”

“Sure we’re sure!” Liz said.

“Mom!” Fenella tugged on Dee’s pants. “You promised.”

“I know, but—”

“She’ll be fine,” Nick added. 

Dee knew he was right, but this was a big thing, and her motherly instincts were playing havoc with her reason. She had never let Fenella overnight with anyone. And this looked like it probably wasn’t going to be ‘overnight’, because if that blizzard closed in and delivered what the weather forecast had threatened, it might be several days before she saw her daughter again.

“Pleeeez!” Fenella said. “I want to see the woods. Liz said they are lovely with all the snow.”

Dee allowed herself a brief time-out into contemplating the irony of Fenella referring to something Liz said as an argument for letting her stay at Nick’s and Liz’s cabin, over twenty miles away from McLeod’s Cove, along a road that would soon become impassable. Once upon a time, about eight months ago, when Fenella had first met Liz and found out that she, instead of Dee, was going to be Nick’s wife and that Nick would not be Fenella’s new father, the girl wouldn’t have given Liz the time of day. 

If the truth were to be told, Dee hadn’t felt particularly well disposed toward Liz either, given that her appearance here had effectively taken Nick out of any equation that involved a Dee-Nick romance. And it wasn’t just that. Liz, too, apparently had considered Dee, as she confessed once they had become friends, too ‘prickly’ for her liking.

But then something strange had happened. Dee still hadn’t figured out what it was, and Liz had admitted that she also was somewhat surprised. But they hadn’t just become friends, but best friends. Getting to know each other, they had found out that they had something in common that made them connect. Even the fact that Liz had taken Nick from Dee had ceased to matter, mainly because after the initial disappointment she had realized that this was as it had to be. No matter how much Nick had connected with Fenella and become friendly with Dee, his heart had always been somewhere else. And Dee and everybody else who knew Nick had known it, even though Dee had done her best to live in denial about the truth. 

Which was probably the reason why she had held back from letting herself fall for him, no matter how tempting that might have been. Because deep down she had known that he wasn’t emotionally available and never would be.

Seeing him with Liz and her four-month-pregnant bump and the way these two sometimes seemed to know each others’ thoughts… 

Like now, when Liz added: “She’ll be safe. You know that. Right?”

“Can I go? Can I go? Can I—”

“Of course you can!” Dee broke into Fenella’s begging tirade, which could go on for a lot more ‘can-I-go’s, if only she let her. “But you do what Nick and Liz tell you! No running away from them in the woods. No—”

“She won’t,” Nick said to Dee. 

To Fenella. “You won’t. Right? Promise? Because otherwise we can’t take you.”

Fenella ran to him and wrapped her arms around his waist.

“Promise?” Nick repeated.

“Promise,” Fenella mumbled with her face pressed into his belly.

“You good?” Liz said to Dee.

Dee sighed. “First time ever.”

“She’s going to school,” Nick reminded her gently.

Dee grimaced. “I know. But she comes home every afternoon. And school isn’t almost twenty miles away. Plus right now there’s a blizzard from hell barreling down on us.”

Nick gently detached Fenella from him, came over and gave Dee a hug.

“We’ll take care of her like she’s our own,” he murmured. “You know that, don’t you?”

“Can we go?” Fenella said.

Nick let Dee go and turned to her impatient little powerhouse daughter. 

“Patience,” he said gently. “And maybe you want to give your mom a big hug before we take you away.”

Fenella scrunched up her face, as was her habit when she was either thinking hard or undecided about something. She was, Dee reminded herself, getting so big, but this particular habit had been with her for as long as Dee could remember. If they were living in a big city, she would probably be a very different person. Instead of getting excited about something as deceptively simple as seeing a pristine piece of forest covered in snow, she would probably be getting to the age where she’d pester Dee to take her to malls—possibly with some buddies, and mom tagging along at safe out-of-sight distance—or fret over social media bullshit. Instead she was happy to spend time with a couple of adults in a, fairly comfortable and very well-equipped, cabin situated on one of the last pieces of un-fucked-up and unlogged woodland around here.

It wouldn’t last, of course, but Dee had decided that she would take as much of it as she could. So she had done her best to keep Fenella balanced and appreciating things that most of her school buddies seemed to have forgotten. That made her daughter just a tad isolated. But she had a few friends, including a couple of girls from McLeod’s Cove her own age, and that quite possibly was far better than what happened to city kids.

Throwbacks?

Maybe.

But who said that being a throwback, like quite a few folks around here were, was a bad thing?

“Text me when you’re there,” Dee said to Liz, who nodded.

A few hugs later, from Fenella and the baby-bumped Liz alike, Fenella was driven off in Nick’s old Cherokee, waving at Dee briefly, before turning her attention to Liz and Nick. Fenella loved telling stories, some true and some entirely fictional, about just about everything, and she’d not stop all the way to the cabin. Or beyond. Probably not until she had been put to bed—which had now become possible, ever since Nick and Liz had the cabin extended with an extra room for the expected family addition.

From T&J’s General Store, Tia waved to Dee.

“Gonna close!” she shouted. “Anything you need before I do?”

“I’m good!” Dee waved back. “Looking forward to some serious downtime.”

“Be safe! Call me if you need something!” Tia hollered.

“You, too.”

Tia waved again and returned to the store, locked the leaves of the faux-western swinging door in place and the real door behind it. The light above the entrance went out. 

Dee grimaced. On one hand she was kind of glad that she could close the café without fear of likely patrons wanting to be served, do some much-needed cleaning up and then maybe just fall into bed and watch Netflix until she fell asleep. Which she could, because she knew beyond a doubt that Fenella would not only be safe, but looked after and spoilt rotten.

For the first time in literally years, she was all on her own. No Fenella to distract her. No friends to visit. No food to cook. Nothing to do really that couldn’t wait until after the blizzard was over and done with. Even the clean-up could wait. 

No pressure.

It was kind of weird.

A sudden blast of warm air from the West made her look back along the road. It was getting darker even as she watched. The sky looked positively evil. Some serious trouble was about to rain down on them.

Would Nick and Liz get Fenella safely to their cabin in time?

Dee forced herself not to run inside for her cellphone to check on progress. 

Trust Nick!

He knew what he was doing; and Liz, too, had adapted to life around McLeod’s Cove like she had never lived anywhere else. 

And they would text her when they got there. Except that if the cellphone network went AWOL—as it sometimes did around here during serious bad weather—Dee wouldn’t even know that the text had been sent!

Dee sighed and took another look up and down the road. No traffic. Everybody knew what was what and were preparing themselves for what was coming. 

Dee went around her house to close and lock in place the shutters she had had installed to protect the windows against the hailstorms that had as of recent become uncomfortably frequent. That done, she went inside and locked the door, engaged the deadbolt and looked around the tables in her café.

Everything had been cleaned by Rose before she had gone home, so that needed no attention. Dee went behind the counter and inspected the kitchen; decided that a bit of cleaning now would save more serious work later, when everything had congealed and hardened and would be much more work to clean.

There was a sound, like maybe a car was driving past, but that couldn’t be, because who would be stupid enough to even think of driving in this kind of weather? The wind had picked up, and the first gusts were driving thick flurries of snow through the street.

The sound faded. 

Well, maybe it had been a car. Maybe someone was dumb enough to think they could outrun this storm. Nick and Liz would only just get home in time to make themselves and Fenella warm and cozy.

As for those who had just driven through here, heading east… 

Idiots!

Surely, nobody would risk exposure to this kind of weather.

Correction! Liz had done it!

Months ago; when she thought Nick might have been killed in an accident and she panicked when couldn’t get hold of him to confirm he wasn’t. So she had driven all the way from Portland in a hailstorm that had even trucks stop at the roadside until it was over. 

Hadn’t stopped Liz! 

Oh, no! 

Driving a damn Mini!

The crazy things we do for love.

Not that Dee really knew anything about that. The only love she knew was between her and Fenella. What she once, when she was a seriously stupid late-teen, had thought might have been something like love, had been a mirage that turned into a nightmare. Jared, Fenella’s biological father, hadn’t just been unloveable, but a user and abuser, not just of Dee, but also of his child. But the Dee of then had been too stupid to see the obvious. It nearly had cost her and Fenella dearly and only by sheer luck had they gotten away and found a place of refuge among the folks of McLeod’s Cove. 

Well, among some of them. Like Tia and John, and Rube and his family. And the newcomers, Nick and Liz, who arrived here quite a long time after her—who now were her closest friends.

Still, it seemed like Dee-of-today hadn’t really wisened up a lot either—until Liz had appeared on the scene and done something batshit stupid-crazy to make love find its way to where it had been wanting to go for years between those two.

Would anybody ever do anything as crazy for her as Liz had done for Nick?

Not damn likely!

Not even Harry, the hunky and sometimes-available captain of McLeod’s fire station, who, with mutual consent, had acted as a safe relief valve for her sexual needs; usually when Fenella was at school and he wasn’t rostered on duty. He was sweet and had more energy than a fully charged proverbial Energizer Bunny for their occasional get-togethers; which rarely exceeded two hours—and which, to be truthful, more than once had left her strangely unfulfilled and wondering if maybe solo satisfaction wasn’t a preferable option for other reasons than just hygiene. 

After Harry leaving McLeod’s Cove a couple of months ago to make his life in the big city, she had used that alternative solution to sexual frustration release more frequently, even though she kept feeling vaguely uneasy about it. Besides, it wasn’t really that much fun, because though providing a purely physical relief, there was something missing; like even an image or a memory of someone likable and seriously turn-on she could focus on while doing it. In the end she decided that it was just about as unsatisfactory as screwing Harry.

Dee spent some time tidying up the place. By the time she was done, in the light from the Dee’s Café sign she had neglected to turn off, she noticed that almost a foot of snow had already built up against the entrance door with the three extra-thick tempered-glass panes. It was going to be a bitch trying to clear that away. Together with everything else, it looked like there wasn’t going to be any business for a few days to come.

Dee looked around the café and decided that she had done enough. Time to slip into her PJs, with the polyprop thermals underneath to keep her warm, and maybe the woolen dressing gown on top of everything if it got too cold. There was, she thought, no point wasting electricity trying to warm up the whole living space behind the café if it was just her needing it. Turning on the reverse cycle aircon unit in the lounge should be more than enough. 

She left the café, cast a brief glance at the framed certificate on the wall in the hallway leading to her and Fenella’s living area; a reminder of discarded plans to become a full-time paramedic when she still lived in Virginia Beach. She had managed to complete her certifications part-time, but then Jared’s very existence had forced her to migrate across the continent. 

She had the certificate validated here, since Oregon readily accepted National Registry of Emergency Medical Technicians certifications. A few formalities was all it took. But she had decided that the job would have taken too much out of her time with Fenella, who mattered far more than anything else in her life. So, the café it was—even though she had on several occasions been able to put her training to good use, and had even made sure that basic first aid equipment, including a defibrillator and a small oxygen tank, stood ready for use in the spare room. 

Maybe one day she would go back to it? When Fenella was old enough?

Maybe.

Maybe a lot of things. 

Except for the one thing that might just fill the hollow space in her soul.

Not going to happen. She was thirty, had a child who needed looking after, and so didn’t really fit anywhere into the dating market. Besides, it was below her dignity.

With a sigh Dee continued on, turned off all heating systems except for one in the lounge, brushed her teeth and went to the toilet, then took the thermals and the PJs into the lounge and closed the door. She had just managed to get into her polyprops and was about to step into her PJ pants when the lights went out. The compressor in the big fridge in the kitchen fell silent. The aircon unit fan spun down and died. 

And someone banged on the café door!

WTF?

Another thump.

“What do you want?” she shouted.

Not that whoever was there would hear her. But it wasn’t anyone she knew, because they would have used their cellphones.

Groping around in the darkness, she found her PJ pants and top and put them on as she headed for the door, with enough remaining light from the outside to guide her way.

Against the door leaned a dark form of what looked like a man. His posture was all wrong. He looked like he was slumped and very slowly collapsing.

She saw the silhouette of an arm moving.

Another, rather weak, thump.

Forgetting PJs and being barefooted and looking a mess, Dee undid the deadbolt and opened the door. He tumbled into her, almost knocking her down. She barely managed to regain her balance, caught him under the arms and dragged him out of the stacked-up snow and into the café. 

His face was only inches from hers. In the dim light she saw wide eyes staring at her.

“Help me!” he whispered hoarsely.

His eyes closed as he went limp, nearly dragging her down with him. Something clunked to the floor.

Dee dragged him into the café until he was clear of the door. She let him down to the floor and turned him onto his back; before hurrying to close the door against the biting wind and the snow flakes invading the interior.

Then she knelt beside him, her paramedic training taking over.

Her eyes fell on the object that had made the noise when it must have fallen out of his hand.

A gun!

Living around here, and with T&J’s next door and them having a little shooting range behind their General Store, she couldn’t help but having acquired a basic knowledge of handguns and their use. This was a Glock; which, quite disturbingly, had a short fat suppressor attached to the barrel.

Dee took an instinctive step back from the man, who lay there, his eyes closed, messy hair, short beard and ridiculously unsuitable-for-winter jeans and T-shirt covered with melting snow that was soaking him and might just do him serious harm.

Forgetting the gun, as well as the fact that she herself had also become wet in the process of dragging him inside, she went through the drill. Her eyes had dark-adapted by now, and she could see enough for a preliminary scan and manual check.

Breathing very shallow. Cold as ice, with hypothermia very likely unless something was done about that very quickly. Pulse slow and shallow but even. 

Her hands threaded into his hair for reasons she really couldn't fathom.

No bumps. No cuts. 

Face. 

Gently she turned his head this way and that and inspected it in what little light was available.

There was a small bruise above the left cheekbone, but no other obvious injuries. But he was terribly cold and probably already well into what might be irreversible hypothermia territory.

He needed to be warmed up a.s.a.p. and there was no electricity to run any of her heating systems.

Dee groaned inwardly when she realized what she had to do. So much for a quiet evening and Netflix on the couch. But then she reminded herself that the TV wasn’t going to be working anyway and neither might the internet. 

How to get him where he needed to be? 

She held two fingers against his throat again.

Pulse still good.

Dee retrieved the big Maglite she kept under the counter; pulled back one of his eyelids and briefly flicked the beam across his face.

Good response.

She turned off the light and patted his cheeks. 

“Wake up, whoever you are!”

Nothing.

She patted the cheeks with some more force.

“Hey, buddy! You wanna live? Well, get your shit together and wake the hell up!”

Nothing.

“Wake up!” 

This time, she slapped him, feeling the sting on her hand.

The response was immediate and scary. His right hand snapped up and clamped down on her wrist with a vice grip. The flashlight clattered to the floor.

His eyes opened as he jerked upright. His gaze focused on her, and he let go almost instantly.

“What—”

“You’re cold as ice. We need take those wet clothes off you and get you into a bed.”

“I’m all right,” he said, his voice weak. 

“No, you’re not,” she said crisply and rose. “So get your ass off the floor and do what you’re told. Try to keep your shit together and walk with me, because you’re too damn heavy for me to carry you.”

Now he looked completely confused.

“Come on! Here, let me help you.”

She finally managed to help him stand on wobbly legs, wrapped one of his arms around her shoulders and supported him as they headed through the dark hallway and into her living area, then through the lounge and into her bedroom.

The process was not without accidents; he seemed unable to walk straight and pulled her here and there, making them bump into furniture and the jamb of her bedroom door.

“Stop,” she finally ordered him when he was just a step away from the bed. “Stand still. Got to take your clothes off.”

“I—”

“Shut up and do as you’re told. I don’t have time for arguments. Hold your arms up.”

In the darkness she saw him comply. She jerked the soaked T-shirt over his head and off him and threw it to the floor. 

He was so cold; shaking with uncontrollable tremors.

Dee made quick work of his jeans, which presently ended up around his ankles.

“Wait! Don’t move!”

She ran into the bathroom, feeling her way to make sure she didn’t bang into anything in her hurry, retrieved four towels from the linen cupboard, and returned to the bedroom.

He was still standing there.

Same spot.

Not talking.

Jeans around his ankles.

Shaking like a leaf in a breeze.

“Just a tick.”

She pulled back the duvet and spread three of the towels over one side of the bed, then went back to him.

“You with me?”

He muttered something unintelligible, but remained standing, apparently without volition or drive to do anything at all.

“All right,” she said. “Have it your way.”

She fumbled to undo the laces of his sneakers and get them and the jeans off him, fearing that at any moment he might just topple over and pin her to the floor.

What was it with him? 

Nothing in her training had prepared her for this. Nor had anything prepared her having to decide whether to take off his briefs as well. 

Not ready for that!

The whole thing was becoming seriously surreal—in, as she suddenly noticed with a touch of an odd disturbance, a definite sexual way.

Get a hold of yourself!

The briefs would stay on. They were moist, but the towel would soak that up no problem. 

“Come on.”

She took his arm, noticing that the shakes were getting more frequent and violent. His breathing came in irregular spasms.

She maneuvered him to the bed, used one of the towels to hurriedly dry him off as much as she could. As she was doing that, she noticed—maybe not as distantly and clinically as she should have—that, while he wasn’t a stud like Harry, he was fit and definitely no slouch. 

She helped him lie down on top of the towels, then pulled sheet and duvet over him. 

His eyes were still open. That’s all she could see in the near darkness.

A seizure of some kind shook him.

No!

He needed warmth, and he wasn’t able to generate enough of it by himself anymore. His body was on the verge of going into such deep hypothermia that even warming him might just cause him to have that very dangerous response called a ‘rewarming collapse’. That, too, might kill him, because this wasn’t a hospital and short of the defibrillator she had no resurrection or resuscitation equipment here.

There was only one source of heat in the whole damn house. And she was it! Except that she, too, was getting rather cold and shivery. The PJs had gotten wet and when she took them off, she noticed that her polyprop underwear also was damp.

Dee rushed around to the other side of the bed, hesitated for a moment while considering the spasming body of the man the blizzard had delivered to her door. 

His eyes had closed again.

Dee hissed her frustration, then stripped off the polyprops and, wearing nothing but her panties, slid under the duvet.

He was cold! It was like she was lying beside an ice block!

You wanna save his life? Get on with it!

“Please don’t wake up,” she muttered. “Not until I’ve warmed you up and I can get out of here and pretend this never happened.”

He didn’t answer. Which was good, because if he had… 

She took a couple of deep breaths, slid closer to him and his icy body; felt herself shivering as well. 

Not close enough. He needed as much body heat as she could give.

Ahh, what the hell? 

She had already committed herself to saving him, and damn her prudishness. She pulled herself partly on top of him, torn between the dread of him waking up and a strange kind of…what?

How could it be warmth? His body was sucking the heat out of her and taking it into his. It was almost like she was sharing life.

Dee draped an arm across his chest and dragged herself further across him. 

Too heavy?

But, no, he was breathing just fine. Better than before actually. His chest rose and fell beneath her and she could feel his heartbeat, which was synching into a strange rhythm with her own. It was a weird sensation that calmed her at the same time as it unsettled her; mainly because, as the difference in body temperature between herself and him was slowly decreasing, so it…

No!

Yes!

Her first instinct was to want to slide off him. But then she stopped. She was his ticket back to life and hopefully health. She hadn’t asked for it, but the Fates had dumped it into her lap. And who was she to argue with the Fates? Or with indifferent cosmic randomness? It was equally pointless.

Maybe one way to deal with this was to hurry the warming process along, so that he was well out of danger before he woke up, and she could get herself out of this situation with her dignity intact. 

Meaning they needed more body contact. 

Meaning she needed to…

Biting back a curse, she slid herself further across him. The light tuft of curly hairs on his chest stroked against her breasts as she did. 

Stop it!

But despite the cold, her nipples apparently were determined to ignore her brain’s commands. Not only were they hard from having been chilled; but for some unfathomable reason they were sensitive as well, with his hairs stroking them doing things to her she really didn’t want to think about.

Her face tucked into the crook of his neck didn’t help either. She had to breathe, and with every breath she inhaled his scent; which didn’t do anything to mitigate her involuntary response when she moved one leg across him and brushed over his briefs and what they were covering. Not that she noticed any problematic response—and, yes, ‘problematic’ was the operative term here, and never mind that it almost certainly would have been completely involuntary—but her imagination suddenly had decided to send her self-control and reason into hibernation.

Geez, Dee! Get a grip!

Well, she had; hadn’t she? Now that she covered him completely, she definitely had a grip—on him. His now-even breathing and the carotid pulse she could feel with her face tucked into the crook of his neck, was slowly calming her down enough to come down from the adrenaline high she’d been on. 

Enough to relax a little and stop fretting over every damn thing; just enjoy lying there and inhaling the soothing scent of the stranger in her bed, whose life she was saving by being where she was. Almost naked, both of them—barring the token cloth fig leaves.

Enough to relax so much that when she adjusted her position a little and her breasts stroked over his chest hairs again, she actually dared to allow herself herself to just enjoy the sensation and the guiltily pleasant thrills the contact sent through her.

Enough, so that eventually his even breathing, her continuing inhalation of his soothing scent and the synched rhythm of their slowing even heartbeats sent her off into a very unexpected sleep.

 

 


OEBPS/images/The_Snowman_Who_Came_To_My_Door_eBook_COVER_2_0.jpeg





OEBPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





