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Chapter 1
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Danica 

Brad is asleep, finally.  I must move quickly before he wakes up.  Today is Saturday, so he’s drunk, as usual.  He’s the meanest when he’s drunk.  

I glance at myself in the bathroom mirror as I shove a few necessities into a bag, doing my utmost to be silent.  The bruises are fresh, and I know they’ll be ugly tomorrow.  There’s no point in trying to cover them.  Where I’m going, no one will see me.  

I put on my coat and check the pocket for the car keys.  I pick up my purse and suitcase and look into the vast entranceway.  This house has been my home for four years, yet I have no happy memories of this place.  It’s nothing more than a cage.  

The cold air bites my face as I open the front door—my breath wreaths around my head as I run to my car.  As I sit at the wheel, I stare up at the house.  There’s no movement in any of the windows on the second floor.  So far, so good.  The engine needs a few minutes to warm up, for it is bitterly cold tonight.  Finally, as the temperature gauge edges slightly over the C, I put the car into gear and back out of the driveway.  Soon, I’m driving down the street where I’ve lived for the past four years without a glance at the rear-view mirror.  I’ve planned this for months, but I regret that acting has taken me so long.  

Heading west, I don’t need the GPS. I know the route well, having driven it many times.  

The diner where I finally stop for lunch is nearly empty, and that suits me just fine.  I keep my head down as I eat a BLT with tea.  I don’t want to attract attention; I can’t take that risk.  Anonymity is my goal now and in the future.  After leaving the diner, I top up my gas tank at the nearby gas station.  I pick up a Diet Coke for the road and use cash to pay.  Cash is untraceable, you see.  

A few hours later, I pull into the long driveway that leads to my new home.  The cabin’s driveway is about 100 yards down an unmarked road, which is easy to miss unless you know it’s there.  Luckily, I’ve been here before—many times.  The cabin belonged to my Nonno, my mother’s father, who left it to me in his will.  My husband knows nothing of this place, so it’s the perfect place to disappear.

My Nonno was a craftsman of great skill.  His touch is everywhere in this beautiful cabin.  A wrought iron staircase connects two levels.  The master bedroom is on the main floor, with two smaller bedrooms upstairs and two in the basement.  No doubt there is work to do to clean up the place. There is a fine layer of dust over the surfaces that haven’t been covered with drop clothes.  I set to work, lighting a fire in the massive stone fireplace that will warm the place in no time.  I’ll need groceries, I reflect as I poke the firewood to coax it to life.   Soon the fire is roaring, and I pull off my coat and watch the flames dancing in the hearth, the sound and smell of crackling wood soothing.  Being here recalls all the special times I’d spent with my beloved Nonno.  I miss him still. 

Jesse 

Stopping now isn’t smart, but if I don’t, I will bleed out.  A bullet wound in the shoulder doesn’t just go away.  I’ve done my best to slow the bleeding, but I feel the blood seeping through the makeshift bandage.  I'll be in trouble if I don’t get it stitched soon.  

The sun is just rising as I ride through a heavily forested area.  It’s beautiful, but more importantly, it’s remote.  I slow down as I notice a road leading into the forest, leading north.  I turn onto the road, not knowing where it goes but knowing I’m running out of time.  The road is long, and I think I made a mistake.  But then I see another one branching off, and I take it, hoping against hope that there’s a house somewhere in these woods.  It isn’t long before I see one, a log cabin in the middle of nowhere.  It’s perfect.  

I park my bike beside the car that’s sitting outside and sit for a minute, gathering my strength.  I’ve lost a lot of blood, and I’m lightheaded.  The cabin seems miles away as I get off my bike with a grimace.  Pulling my gun out of my jacket, I head to the door.  Whoever’s inside is helping me, whether they want to or not.  

The front door is locked, I discover with a frown.  I consider breaking the glass and forcing my way in, but I don’t have the strength. Instead, I knock.  My head starts to spin as I wait for someone to appear. Finally, the curtain moves away from the window, and I come face to face with a woman.  A stunning woman.  She’s startled.  “I need help. Please, let me in,” I appeal. 

She shakes her head, so I bring my gun up and point it at the glass.  “Let me in,” I say, my tone less cordial.  Her dark brown eyes widen, and she hesitates, but only momentarily.  The door opens, and I lower my gun, staggering into the doorway.  She steps back as I collapse onto the floor. 
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Chapter 2
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Danica 

I stare at the huge, unconscious man lying in my doorway.  He’s bleeding, and the left shoulder of his leather jacket is covered in blood.  Frozen with indecision, I stare at his inert form for a moment and then at the gun that has fallen to the floor.  He groans, and I gasp in surprise.  

“You need to get up! I can’t carry you.  Can you stand?” 

He regards me, pain filling his green eyes.  “Help me,” he whispers.  I frown and get on my knees beside him.  He puts his unhurt arm around my shoulders, nearly taking me to the floor.  The man is enormous, and I’m not sure I have the strength to help him.  But I have to.  If he dies in my home, the police will come, then the media...I can’t take that chance.  

“Easy now,” I grunt as I slowly help him stand up.  He’s easily a foot taller than me, and I struggle under his bulk as I steer him to the nearest chair.  Once he’s sitting, I step back to study him.  As a nurse, I know what to do.  But I don’t know how much blood he’s lost.  I’ll need to act fast if he has a chance. 

“I need to take this off,” I inform him.  “Help me.”

He winces as I help him off with his jacket and sits back in the chair. It has a logo on the back – Kings of Havoc.  He has a leather vest and a long-sleeved tee shirt underneath, and the left shoulder is soaked with blood.  “You’ve been shot,” I remark as I assess the damage. 

“No shit,” he grits out.  

“I need to see if the bullet is still there.  I’ll be right back.”

I'm sure this man is a gang member and biker, but I must help him.  He needs to leave as soon as possible.  I need to help him to make that happen - there’s no choice.  I look through the kitchen drawers, looking for tools that I will need.  When I get to him, my patient seems to have lost consciousness, and I take a minute to examine him.  His shoulder-length hair is blond, and his face has several days of beard growth.  I decide that he’s scruffy but handsome.  

“Finished?” he asks, opening one eye.

“Excuse me?”

“Finished staring at me?” 

“I’m not staring at you,” I reply. “I need to cut the shirt off your shoulder to examine the wound.”

“Not the cut,” he says and removes the leather vest.  “Help me.”

I help him remove the vest, the cut, as he calls it.  “Okay,” he sighs.  “Go ahead, doc.”  

I cut the shirt from his shoulder.  He winces as I pull the fabric away from his shoulder.  “I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay,” he grunts.  “Do what you gotta do.”

There’s so much blood that I can’t see the wound.  Stopping the bleeding is imperative, so I run to the small bathroom and grab all the towels I can find.  “I’m going to clean this up,” I assure him.  

He nods, keeping his eyes closed as I clean the wound and cut his shirt off.  I get a better look at the damage and see that there’s an exit wound in his back.  “There’s no bullet.  It went clear through.”

“Great. Will I live?”

“That remains to be seen,” I say as I apply pressure to the wound with towels to slow the bleeding.  “You need stitches.”  

He opens his eyes and gazes up at me, and nods.  

“Hold this against the wound,” I tell him.  “I need to find something to stitch you with.”

He does as he’s told, and I search for my grandfather’s tackle box.  Cotton thread would degrade and could cause infection, so I can’t use that.  Fishing line is the only option, or dental floss if I can’t find any.  Luckily, I found the tackle box under the stairs, where Nonno always left it.  And luckily for Jesse, there’s a new, unopened spool of fishing line. 

Jesse 

“Here, drink this,” she says, holding out a bottle of scotch.  “This will hurt, and I don’t have any way of freezing your shoulder.”

I accept the bottle with a hand that shakes and take a swig. 

She’s watching me, and I look up at her.  “Don’t worry about hurting me.  I’m tough.”

“I guess we’ll see how tough.  Ready?” 

I take another swig of whisky.  “Do it,” I grit out, bracing myself.  She starts stitching, and she wasn’t kidding.  Fuck me, it hurts. I screw my eyes closed as I grab the arm of the chair with my good hand.  

“Motherfucker,” I grunt as she stitches.  I take another big swig as warmth starts inside of me.  It doesn’t do much to numb the pain, but I don’t tell her.  She’s doing her best, and I guess I should be grateful. 

“Almost done,” she tells me.  I turn to watch her as she works, checking out her features now that she’s up close.  She has large brown eyes - bedroom eyes - and long, dark lashes.  Her hair is red, and she has it pulled into a messy bun.  Her skin is perfect, and I’d bet it’s soft like velvet, but there are bruises on her face and neck.  What the fuck?  She glances at me, and I avert my eyes, not wanting her to know I am checking her out.

“I need to dress it now,” she tells me.  “Are you okay?” 

I nod, the whiskey making me pretty mellow.  Fuck me; she even smells good.  Vanilla, I think. 

“I’ll be right back,” she tells me.  

I close my eyes and try to relax despite the throbbing in my shoulder. 

As she’s dressing my wounds, I return my attention to her face.  “What’s your name?” 

She looks at me briefly.  “Danica.”

“Danica,” I say.  

“What’s yours?” 

“Thor,” I reply as I close my eyes.  

“Excuse me?” 

“Sorry, that’s my road name.  Jesse’s my real name.  Jesse Anderson.”

“How did you get shot, Jesse?” she asks. 

I don’t tell her; she doesn’t need to know my business.  “Someone aimed a gun at me and fired,” I smirk. 

“Hilarious. You’re all set.” 

I open my eyes and look down at the bandage.  She’s done an excellent job.  “Thanks, Danica.”

“Can you stand?” she asks.  “You need to lie down for a while.  There’s a bedroom on this floor.”

“I think I can manage,” I say, standing.  It’s harder than I thought.  My legs feel like lead, and the room is slowly spinning.  It’s either from blood loss or the booze.  

“Let me help you,” she says, wrapping an arm around my waist.  

“Why are you being so nice to me?” I murmur.  

“I want you gone,” she tells me.  “The sooner you heal, the sooner you’re gone.”

“Gotcha,” I say, letting her steer me towards the bedroom.  Little does she know I have no intention of leaving. 
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Chapter 3
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Danica 

Jesse has been sleeping for hours.  I need to visit the general store for provisions, for the fridge is empty.  Checking on my patient again before venturing out, I see he’s out like a light.  

The general store is only a short drive away. I withdrew several thousand dollars in cash as part of my escape plan. When he realizes it's gone, he won’t know where I am.  

A bell rings as I push open the wooden door.  It’s a pleasant sound.  A middle-aged woman smiles at me as I enter the store.  “Good morning,” she chirps.  “Cold one out there, eh?” 

“Sure is,” I respond.  

“Snow’s coming today,” she informs me.  “Big storm.”

“Oh really?” I ask, dismayed to hear it.  “Glad I’m stocking up.”

She chuckles. 

Grabbing a buggy, I start my shopping.  I buy many things in bulk, knowing I will be snowed in soon.

The snow has started coming down when I return to the cabin.  

It takes three trips to bring all my purchased provisions inside.  It’s quiet inside, and I assume Jesse is still asleep.  I peek into the room to check on him to find an empty bed.  “Jesse?”  

He emerges from the ensuite, his hair all messy from sleep.  His heavily muscled torso is covered in tattoos.  “Where’d you go?” 

“General store.  Are you hungry?” 

He nods.  “Starved.”

“How is your shoulder?” 

“I’ve had worse,” he tells me.  

“Well, you shouldn’t be up and about just yet,” I scold him.  “You lost a lot of blood; you need to rest.”

“I needed to piss,” he replies, sitting on the bed.  

“Of course,” I say, embarrassed.  “I’ll leave the door open; give me a shout if you need anything.”

“Okay, doc.”

After putting the groceries away, I make lunch.  I’m an excellent cook; I’ve had to be.  Brad demanded nothing less.  How many times did I fantasise about poisoning his food?  There are too many to count.

After cooking, I bring a bowl of pasta to the bedroom.  

“That smells amazing,” Jesse says as he takes the bowl from me.  “Thanks, Danica.”

“You’re welcome,” I reply, setting a glass of water on the nightstand before leaving him with his meal. 

The snow is unrelenting.  By nightfall, windows on the main floor are partially obscured by snowdrifts.  I add another log to the fire before checking on Jesse.  He’s been quiet, no doubt sleeping.  It will take him days to recover his strength.  Ordinarily, he’d be given a transfusion to replenish his lost blood.  

I walk into the room where he’s asleep and frown when I see his face.  He’s flushed.  Rushing to the bed, I put my hand to his face – he’s burning up.  Running into the ensuite, I soak a facecloth in cold water and then return to Jesse’s side.  I place the cold cloth on his forehead and then take his pulse.  It’s racing.  “Jesse, look at me,” I implore him. 

He opens his eyes sluggishly.  They’re glassy, and I know he’s in trouble.  “You need to take something to bring this fever down,” I tell him.  He doesn’t answer and closes his eyes again.  I run to the kitchen and rummage through the unpacked bag on the counter.  Dumping it on the counter, I push away the other items until I find what I need.  Grabbing the bottle of Advil, I run back to the bedroom.  I judge his weight to be at least 220, so I shake out three gel caps into my hand.  “Jesse, can you sit up?”

He opens his eyes, just a slit, and tries to sit up.  I support him with an arm around his broad back, alarmed by how hot his skin is.  “This will help,” I assure him.  He pops the pills in his mouth, and I hold the glass of water to his lips to help him drink.  Once he’s swallowed the pills, I help him back down to the bed.  “I’ll be right back,” I tell him.  I grab all the towels I can find and run them under the cold water in the sink. After wringing them out, I return to Jesse, replace the one on his face, and run another over his arms and chest.  I debate if I should strip him down to his underwear and decide it’s for the best.  Unbuckling his belt, I unfasten his jeans and tug at them, pulling them over his hips.  He doesn’t move or notice what I’m doing as I pull the jeans off and toss them to the floor.  His legs are long and muscular, just like the rest of his body.  I run cool towels along his legs, bathing his heated skin with cold to bring down his fever.  Fever can be fatal if left untreated.  The last thing I need is for this man to die under my roof.  I’m determined not to let that happen. 

Jesse 

I wake up in a dark room, disoriented and cold for a minute or two.  Feeling like I’ve been hit by a truck, I groan as I try to move.  Turning my head, I notice Danica sleeping in a chair beside my bed.  Why, I have no idea.  I notice that I’m stripped down to my boxers and towels all over my body.  What the fuck...

“You’re awake,” she murmurs, sitting in the chair and turning on the small table lamp.  “How do you feel?” 

“Been better.”

She moves over to me and puts her hands on my face.  “The fever’s gone,” she says.  She pulls the towels from my body and the quilt into my hands.  I pull it up over my body.

“Why am I almost naked?” I ask. 

She blushes.  “You were burning with fever.  I had to cool your body down.” 

I’m amazed she’d go to such lengths to help me after I forced myself into her life at gunpoint.  “Thanks.” 

She smiles.  “You’re welcome.” She stands up, takes the glass to the bathroom, and returns in a minute.  “Drink,” she says, handing me the glass.  

I take the glass from her hands and drink the whole thing as she watches me.  

“You need more Advil,” she says.  “Then you need to sleep.”

Sounds good to me. 
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Chapter 4
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Danica 

I didn’t realise how tired I was. Stumbling out of bed, I head for the bathroom with a yawn. After a quick shower, I get dressed and go downstairs.  It’s quiet, so I assume Jesse is still asleep.  But then I hear yelling from his room, and I freeze.  What’s going on? Is there someone there with him? But the front door is still locked, and the deadbolt is still in place.  The alarm system hasn’t been tripped.  So, who is he yelling at?  

Walking to the bedroom, I slowly open the door, fearing what I might find.  Jesse is still in bed but thrashing around, shouting obscenities at unseen enemies.  He’s having a nightmare.  I go to him at once and sit on the edge of the bed.  The way he’s thrashing, he could rip his stitches open.  Putting a hand on his uninjured shoulder, I shake him.  “Jesse, wake up,” I say.  He doesn’t wake up, so I repeat my plea, louder this time.  His eyes snap open, and my wrist is trapped in his vice-like grip.  He’s staring up at me, his green eyes bright with fury.  “You’re hurting me!” I cry, trying to pull free.  And then he snaps out of it and drops my wrist.  

“Danica, I’m sorry,” he says, sitting up with a wince.  “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 

I frown as I rub my wrist.  “You didn’t know what you were doing,” I mumble. 

He looks at me, his eyes discerning.  “I did hurt you,” he realises.  “Fuck, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I say, standing up.  “What were you dreaming about? Do you remember?”

“I don’t remember.  Some fucked up shit.  Sorry I was yelling.”

I observe him, quite sure that he’s lying.  But I don’t say so.  I know better than to provoke a man who’s twice my size.  “How are you feeling?” I ask. 

“A bit better, thanks,” he says. 

“Hungry?” 

“Like a bear,” he smiles.

“I’ll make breakfast.  There are some clothes in the bathroom for you.”

I leave him to get dressed.  I may have my secrets, but I’m not alone. 

Jesse 

Figuring I need to keep my stitches dry, I decide on a bath instead of a shower.  The tub is massive – big enough for two easily.  I smirk as I wonder what Danica would say if I invited her to join me.  She doesn’t seem like the type to screw a stranger, however.  Shame; she’s gorgeous.  Those eyes of hers...I could get lost in them.

The clothes she left for me are new – I guess she picked them up at the store.  I pull on the Duck Dynasty tee shirt, which is a little small, and a pair of grey sweatpants.  It’s not my usual style, but I don’t care.  The clothes are clean and don’t have any bullet holes.  They’ll do. 

I find Danica in the kitchen, where she’s cooking up something that smells fantastic.  

“Can I help?” I ask her. 

She jumps at the sound of my voice and turns to me. “You could set the table,” she says.  

“You got it.”  She’s jumpy, this woman, and I have to wonder why.  No doubt it’s connected to the bruises, to the fact that she’s living out here in the middle of nowhere by herself.  

I find plates and forks and set the table while she finishes the meal.  My stomach growls as she sets a platter of eggs and bacon on the table.  There’s also toast and fresh coffee.  

“This looks great,” I tell her as we sit together.  “Thanks.”

She gives me a small smile.  “I’m glad you’re feeling better.  You had me worried last night.”

I nod as I dig into my breakfast.  “How did you know?”  

She glances up at me.  “What do you mean?” 
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