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Flynn

It was mid-afternoon when I pulled up at the cabin, the cloud was low and dark, and snow was imminent. Looking at the sky I figured I had just enough time to unpack my jeep and chop some firewood before dark. 

As soon as I opened the car door Max had taken off into the surrounding bush, he needed this escape as much as I did. The last twelve months had been brutal on both of us. As I opened up the tailgate and reached in for my duffle bag I looked back towards Max, he didn’t usually venture far from my side, but this place was new to him. Having spent the last three years in Afghanistan, he was more used to the dry dusty desert than the Australian bush. Still, he was a smart dog, incredibly well trained and very astute, even though he was a little shell shocked from our last mission. 

I opened the shutters on all of the windows and when I opened the door of the cabin the smell of stale air hit me in the face. It wasn’t the worst smell I’d ever experienced, but it wasn’t the best either. There was something off too, like death. Now that was a smell I was used to. Down the short hallway was the only bedroom and it was my first stop. The cabin was cold, but I needed to open the windows anyway. Dropping my bag on the foot of the unmade bed I moved to the window, opening it wide to let in some fresh air. After moving around the cabin and opening all the windows I went back to the front door and called Max. With one sharp whistle he turned his head to look at me and came running. “Come here boy,” I squatted down so I was on my knees, level with his face as I held his head in my hands. “Come help me find this dead animal buddy, where is it?” As soon as I let him go, he ran into the cabin, his nose low to the floor, skimming over the dusty surface while he swept methodically from room to room. Technically, Max was trained to sniff out explosives and roadside bombs, but being a dog of many talents, he also knew where to find concealed bodies, dead or alive. In less than two minutes he’d found the cause of the smell. A dead possum, its body decaying as it lay where its life ended, curled up beside the small water heater under the kitchen sink. “Good work boy, good work,” I gave him a pat on the head as he sat in front of his find. I grabbed the stiff animal by the tail and tossed it out the kitchen window and into the snow. “Let’s finish unpacking the car boy,” I patted my leg and Max followed. 

It was quiet out here, the mountains around the cabin were heavily wooded with very little access. The cabin was secluded, set way back from the dirt road that ran across the front of the bush block. The entrance to the block was only just visible from the front of the cabin. The road led to a small town about a half hour drive from the bush retreat, and there were only two other houses along this road. The cabin was almost isolated, just the way I liked it, and it was just what I needed right now. A few months of peace and quiet, no phone, no neighbours, no television and no internet. No way for people to contact me to see how I’m doing. No way for people, namely my mother, to drop in because she was in the area even though she lives three hundred kilometres from me. No way for my sister to constantly invite me to come and stay with her and meet her friends. I’d take a few months out for myself, some time to come to terms with the events of the past year, the past three months in particular, and then I’d make a plan for the future. I knew I’d have to go back to Sydney at some point, hanging out here for the rest of my life wasn’t an option, as appealing as it was right now, I knew it was only a temporary escape. 

After unloading the cartons of groceries, which were the bare essentials, I moved the jeep to the shed behind the cabin. The amenities were basic, but compared to where Max and I had lived for the past three years they were five star. The cabin sat in a small clearing. The space around the front and back of the cabin had been cleared to make way for the small building. The shed out the back housed the generator, a small collection of tools and an old four-wheeler that had seen better days. I filled the generator with fuel then pulled the ripcord. Thankfully, it started up first go, next I grabbed the axe then closed up the shed. Next stop was the water tank. It was full of rainwater, and it fed into the small water heater under the kitchen sink as well as the one in the bathroom. Once the water was flowing, I headed back inside to turn on the two water heaters and the tap behind the toilet. It wasn’t the cleanest loo around, but it was better than the latrine I shared with dozens of other men. Home sweet home I smiled to myself. 

By the time I’d chopped enough firewood to get me through the night, cleaned the kitchen so I could at least cook dinner without the threat of food poisoning from animal remains, got the fire going and showered, it was almost seven. Max had polished off his dinner in a matter of seconds then settled on the rug in front of the fire. His limp had gotten progressively worse as the temperature dropped so I wasn’t going to fight him for his place on the warm rug. Not bothering with dinner for myself, I grabbed the bottle of whisky and settled on the couch. If I could drink enough before sleep came then hopefully I’d get some rest. Hopefully I’d sleep through the night, it’d make a nice change. 

I looked at Max who was now snuffling away, his head resting on his front paws, ears twitching as he dreamt. I hoped his dreams were peaceful ones. Dreams filled with him chasing a girl dog through a field of flowers or something like that, something nicer than dust, heat, bombs and death. I hoped it was something nicer than bullets screaming past your head or people screaming from fear or pain. 

I didn’t miss the incessant heat, the dust or the dryness. I didn’t miss the fine sand that gets into every crevice of your body and every part of your clothing. It gets into your food and your water canteen, and no matter how hard you try, you can’t get rid of it. It’s everywhere, it’s in the air you breathe, it gets into your mouth and grits on your teeth. The locals didn’t seem to care, they were used to it, they were born into it. After a while you don't even bother trying to get it out of your hair or your gear. You just get used to it too. 

The bottle was half gone now but I was still wide-awake. I put the cap back on then added a few more logs to the fire, enough to keep Max and I warm through the night. After stoking the fire, I went to the bedroom and grabbed a pillow and blanket from the cupboard. The bed was still unmade, and it could stay that way for now, I’d sleep on the couch tonight, it was warmer in the main room of the cabin anyway. The warmth of the fire hadn’t seeped through to the other rooms as yet. I settled back onto the couch and just for good measure I took another swig of the whisky, thinking it might just be the one that tips me over the edge into a dreamless sleep. 

I close my eyes and instantly my mind started playing the same memory reel it did every night. It started with my life before the army, life with my family, with Mum and Dad, my brother James and my sister Laura. We had a good life, nothing flash, but we always had a meal on the table and clothes on our backs. Fishing on the weekends with Dad, family camping trips to the mountains, Christmas spent with aunts, uncles, and cousins. It all changed when Dad died. James and I were only teenagers, Laura only just into double figures. It was a week after her tenth birthday. Mum took it hard, she tried to be strong, to keep it together for us kids but I heard her. At night, when the house was quiet and she thought we were all asleep, I’d hear her. She’d be in her room crying, sobbing for her lost husband, her soul mate. I remember feeling so useless, so inadequate at the sound of her sorrow. A few times I went into her room to comfort her, to let her know we’d be okay, but it didn’t help. She always said she felt like she’d lost half of herself. She said it was a loss so deep she thought she’d never be the same again. As a kid I never really got that, never understood what she meant, but now I do. I opened my eyes and shook my head not wanting to think about that day three months ago. 

I felt around in the dark until my hand landed on the neck of the bottle. The amber liquid twinkled in the light of the fire as I raised the bottle to my lips and took another mouthful. Instead of thinking about Marcus, I closed my eyes and thought about Louise. Those memories were just as painful but different. It had taken me a while to get over her, but I did. It was like a switch, one day as I lay in the sand dunes watching out for passing insurgents, I remember thinking that I didn’t need her. If she could send an email calling off our engagement and end our relationship while I was in the desert being shot at, then it obviously wasn’t love. I was better off alone. It wasn’t until I got back that I found out she had someone else, she’d been with him since the day I’d shipped out. In the beginning it hurt, it hurt big time, but I was over her now. The other guy was welcome to her, especially if she was that cold. I had Max and I had the whisky, I’d be fine. 

––––––––
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I WOKE TO A WET SLOBBERY lick on my face. God my head hurt. I pushed Max’s head away and gave him a pat. Between the throbbing in my head and my empty stomach, the smell of doggy breath was playing havoc with me, and I didn’t want to throw up, not here, not inside the cabin. The dead possum smell was just about gone, I didn’t want to replace it with the smell of vomit. Max went to the door then came back to my side. “Okay, okay,” I threw the blanket back and flung my legs over the edge of the couch, groaning with the pain. The muscle was tight and sore, well, the muscle that was left anyway. As I walked to the door to let Max out, I ran my hand down the back of my leg, skimming over the missing chunk of thigh. It was going to take a while to get used to the missing flesh, especially with the constant pain to remind me. “There you go,” he raced off to the bush as soon as the door was open.

The sun was shining bright and even though there were no clouds in the sky there was a good foot of overnight snow on the ground. Max was running around like crazy, probably trying to work out what the hell it was. I’d been his handler for the past three years and as far as I knew, he’d never seen snow, only sand and dirt. Running my hands through my hair I decided I needed a coffee. While I waited for the jug to boil, I pulled on some jeans, boots and a hoodie. The shower could wait until after I chopped some more firewood. I took the coffee and went to the porch to sit in the cold morning air. The old swing chair had seen better days, but it was still sturdy, it just needed to be sanded back and varnished. I need to make a list of jobs to do, things to keep me busy while I’m here. My head was throbbing and turning to the bottle through the day wasn’t something I wanted to get in the habit of. At the moment I used it to help me sleep, well, that’s what I kept telling myself. Maybe I needed to cut back on that as well. 

Max was barking at something as he ran through the bush, I looked up just in time to see the tail end of a rabbit scurry across the snow. I smiled to myself as I sipped the hot coffee, at least my dog was happy and carefree. I knew I was right to bring him here for a few months, he needed time to mend, just like I did. He chased that rabbit around for ages before coming back to sit at my feet. He looked pretty happy with himself, like he’d just got off the best ride at the fair. “I think we need some food boy,” he followed me inside and went straight to his rug by the fire. I’d bought fairly basic supplies. Bacon, eggs, milk, bread, cheese and chips. Staple diet for any bloke I reckon. Not to mention coffee and the few cases of beer and the whisky. Maybe I shouldn’t have bought so much of that, if it wasn’t here then I couldn’t drink it, I wouldn’t be tempted. But hey, it’s not like I needed to drive anywhere or be on the lookout for anything. Plus, it helped me sleep. As long as I kept telling myself it was all for the sleep, I wouldn’t feel so bad. 

After breakfast I went to chop some firewood. Swinging the axe for a few hours gave me plenty of time to think. Now I was out of the army because of a medical discharge, I needed to figure out what I wanted to do. I’d already turned down their offer of an admin job, opting to leave all together. There was no way I could sit behind a desk and push papers all day. I’d had two job offers from some of my platoon buddies. One of those is probably where I’ll end up. Mac and Joey had started up their own security agency. They specialised in personal security for celebs, the rich, and high-profile politicians. Some who wanted to travel into war torn countries and some who needed personal security at public events. Babysitting entertainers or rich people wasn’t really my thing, I didn’t really have the patience for the spoilt society types. They’d just branched out into recon and surveillance work, which was something I’d be interested in. Then there was Toby, he’d offered me a position training dogs. That would be pretty cool, and a hell of a lot less intense than recon and surveillance work, but it would mean giving up Max as the dogs you train live with you twenty four seven while they're in training. I wasn’t keen on that idea at all. 

By lunchtime I had a nice stack of firewood on the porch, tucked back against the cabin so it was out of the weather. It was enough to last a few weeks at least. Max settled in front of the fire while I fixed lunch, basic sandwiches of canned beef and sauce. Not gourmet but it satisfied the hunger I’d worked up chopping firewood. When I finished the dishes, I looked around the cabin. The couch really wasn’t that comfortable last night, I’d take the bed from now on. The whole cabin was warm now anyway. “Time for some housework Maxi,” the dog looked at me like I was nuts as I swept the floor. It was quiet, a little too quiet so I put on a CD and cranked up the stereo. The radio reception was intermittent at best, it depended on the weather if I got a good signal or not. After sweeping the floor I made the bed, took the blanket and pillow off the couch and shoved them back in the cupboard. In the interest of water conservation, I stripped down and showered while I gave the tub a scrub. By the end of it the tub was clean and so was I. 

Feeling satisfied with my domestic efforts, I made a coffee then put some more logs on the fire. One wall of the living room was covered in built in shelves that James had stocked with DVD’s, books and board games. A couple of photos on the shelf caught my eye. There were a few frames with some old family photos in them, some from as long as twenty years ago. It was the one at the end of the shelf that got me. I had no idea where James had gotten the photo. I picked up the frame to take a closer look. It was my platoon, all twelve of us. The lucky dozen as the other platoons used to call us. And we were lucky, until three months ago that was. I put the photo back and shook my head. I’m not going to go there now, I’m not thinking about that day now. The television in the corner of the room didn’t get any reception but it had a DVD player connected so I could watch movies at least. At a glance I’d say there were around a hundred movies on the shelf. It looked like a decent mix of action, comedy, thriller and drama. There was the odd chick flick in there as well, probably put there by Nicolle. Her and James had been married for almost three years now. They spent a lot of their spare time at this cabin, but now they’d moved to Brisbane and their first kid was just about due, they probably wouldn’t get up here as much. It was weird thinking of my big brother as a father. He’d be great at the job, I had no doubt about that, and truth be told, I guess I was a little bit envious of him. He’d found a woman who loved him more than life itself and he felt the same about her. He had it all, marriage, mortgage and now a kid on the way. Lucky bugger. 

I pulled the door closed behind me and called Max as I headed around the back of the cabin. I needed to stretch my leg and work the remaining muscle, a bit of a hike into the bush should do the trick. Being winter I didn’t have to worry about snakes, and the only real threats up here were wild pigs or foxes, and I wasn’t likely to see any of those on my walk so I didn’t bother taking the rifle. Today was all about taking a leisurely walk around the property. It was a good ten kilometre walk to the fence that bordered the property at the back and I couldn’t even see the side boundaries, the bush cover was too thick. Max ran ahead of me on the trail, it was a well worn track that was wide enough for the four wheeler to pass along. There was a narrow track to the property behind too, which gave us access from the back of the property. Maybe in the coming days I’d take the quad bike out and do a lap of the whole property, checking the fences for James, but for now I was happy to walk. 

Just like chopping firewood, walking gave me time to think. I was doing way too much of that lately. It wasn’t that I didn’t like my own company, I could go for weeks without seeing another person and be perfectly happy. I just didn’t like the fact I had so much time to think. I had plenty that I needed to process, there was no arguing about that, but too much thinking time wasn’t good. On my walk I made a mental list of the jobs I could do around the cabin and the land. Things that would keep me busy through the day. There was a small second room in the cabin, barely a storeroom really, but it would be big enough to set up my weights bench so I could work out. The army physio said I needed to work my left leg just as I used to do. Lots of leg presses, squats and as much running as I could handle. Maybe I’d map out a running track around the property. 

By the time Max and I had made it to the rear fence and back it was late afternoon, almost dusk. I checked the shed was locked up, brought in a stack of firewood, then shut Max and myself in the cabin for the night. It was the same as last night. Max inhaled his dinner in a matter of seconds, and I sat on the couch with the rest of the whisky, which set the pattern for our nights. 

––––––––
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ON THE FIRST MORNING of our third week in the remote cabin, I woke to a mountain of snow. A huge storm had blown in during the night and dumped a good three foot of the white powder. Max stood on the top step of the porch and looked at the snow then at me. “You’ll be right buddy, your balls might be frozen by the time you make it to the tree and back, but you’ll survive, we’ve been through worse haven’t we?” I reached down to pat his head, to reassure him I’d still be here when he got back. He looked up at me and gave a little whimper before stepping gingerly into the snow. He was a tall dog, Alsatians generally are, but his legs disappeared into the snow as it rubbed at the underside of his belly. It only took him a few metres to figure out how to walk in the deep flakes, and before too long he’d found his tree and relieved himself. As soon as he was back inside the cabin, he made a b-line for the rug and stretched his legs towards the fire as he rolled onto his back. He looked over at me as I laughed at him, legs spread wide as he tried to warm up his balls. “You’re a true man Maxi,” I gave his belly a rub with my sock covered foot then went to make breakfast. “Might need a trip into town today boy, we’re just about out of food,” he didn’t move from his spot in front of the fire. “How about I treat you to a nice steak for dinner, take away some of the pain you’re feeling right now,” I laughed again and got a soft bark in return. 

After breakfast and a shower, we set off for town. The jeep was four-wheel drive and sat pretty high up, so it had no trouble getting through the snow covered roads. The huge wide tyres with the deep tread meant I didn’t need snow chains either, which was a plus. Max sat up in the front seat watching the scenery go by as we drove along. It was slow going, with the road markers barely showing above the snow. I knew winter up here could be harsh, but this was the first time I’d seen snowfalls like this so early in the winter. Normally the heavier falls didn’t come for at least another month. Just on fifty minutes later, twenty more than usual, we made it into town. I only had three stops to make today, first was the stock and feed store to stock up on dog food. Second was the small supermarket where I left Max in the car with a promise of a steak for dinner if he didn’t disgrace himself while he waited. 

I grabbed two baskets and made my way up and down the aisles. I was getting a bit sick of tinned beef sandwiches and eggs. It was about time I branched out a bit and try to cook something a little more adventurous. In the meat section I picked up a few nice porterhouse steaks and some cuts of lamb. By the time I hit the herb and spice section the baskets were full. Dropping those at the counter I went back to grab some whisky and another case of beer. These probably should have been left on the shelf but, that wasn’t going to happen. Dreamless sleep had still been evasive, and I was tired. 

The woman on the checkout looked up at me and smiled. “How are you Flynn?” She kept ringing up my groceries as she spoke. 

“I’m good Mrs Cooper, how about you, are you keeping well?” I wasn’t really up for a chat, but I wasn’t about to be rude to her either. 

“As well as I can be,” she looked up and smiled at me again. “I have some mail for you, a parcel from your sister,” she finished bagging the groceries then went out the back to get the parcel. “Here you go love,” she handed the small box over. 

“Thanks,” I shoved the parcel under my arm and handed her enough cash to cover my bill. I stacked the parcel from Laura onto the case of beer then grabbed the whisky. “I’ll just put these in the car then I’ll come back for the rest,” before she could offer to help, I was out the door. Damn Laura, I should have known she’d send a care package. She just couldn’t leave me alone. 

“See you next time Flynn,” old Mrs Cooper gave me a wave from the doorway of her shop as I loaded the rest of my purchases into the car. My last stop was the service station to fill up the jeep and the two jerry cans. The generator could run for a month on a full jerry can of fuel. It had been going for three weeks already and the last thing I wanted was to run out of power. 

“Big storm coming again tonight,” Marty looked at me as I filled the cans with fuel. “Reckon you’ll be snowed in for a couple of weeks if it’s as big as they're sayin’ it will be,” he lifted his hand to wave to a passing ute. “Good idea stockin’ up on fuel, bein’ all the way out where you are, would be damn cold with no generator,” he laughed at his own statement. 

“Yep,” I looked at him as I placed the nozzle back into the bowser. “Here you go Marty,” I handed him the cash. “I’ll see you in a few weeks.” 

With the groceries, dog food and jerry cans loaded, I took the road out of town and headed back to the cabin. The DJ on the radio said a huge storm was predicted for tonight, another two to three foot of snow was expected. “Good thing we came into town for supplies hey boy?” I reached over and ruffled Max’s head. He looked at me like he understood what the announcer had said. He was thinking of his frozen balls, and he wasn’t happy. The trip home took just as long as the trip into town. Some of the snow had melted making the roads slick with ice. I hadn’t seen one other car since I’d left town, which was good. The road up the mountain to the cabin was narrow, barely wide enough for one car let alone two. 

“We made it buddy,” I scratched Max’s head when I pulled up in front of the cabin. “Come here,” I patted my lap and he jumped over. “I’ll carry you to the porch you big sook,” I laughed at him as he licked my face in thanks. “Don't be thinking I’m carrying you through the snow for your morning relief every day,” he licked my face once more as I put him on the porch. After two more trips I had the groceries and supply of alcohol in the cabin. “You stay here boy, I’ll be back in a minute. Stay,” I held up my hand to signal for him to stay put. He was still sitting in the exact same position when I came back from the shed. “Good boy,” I ruffled his ears again. “Come on, let’s go inside and get the fire going, it’s going to be a very cold night.” 

***
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Chapter 2
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Flynn

It might have been two days later than predicted but the storm finally hit. By mid afternoon, two days after I’d been into town, the snow was whirling around the mountain. It looked like a kid had gotten hold of a snow globe and had shaken the living hell out of it. Visibility was down to a few metres. I couldn’t even see the tree line that bordered the clearing where the cabin sat. Max whimpered when I let him out onto the porch to do his business. “Fine, go lift your leg at the end of the porch, but just this once. I don't want to place smelling of piss, we might be up in the mountains but we’re no rednecks buddy,” I pointed to the far end of the porch, and he took off for that corner. As soon as he was done, I latched the door and stoked up the fire. The generator was running well in the shed, I was pretty confident it wouldn’t seize up from the cold. It had kept going through worse than this in previous years. 

After a dinner of steak and potatoes I had a quick shower before settling on the couch with a book I’d started reading the day before. The later I read into the night, the later I started drinking, it was a new approach and so far, it had worked fine. Max was comfy in front of the fire, and I’d polished off just over half a bottle of whisky. I was just about to call it a night when Max stood and went to the door, his ears back and his head cocked to the side. There was someone out there. There were no lights on in the cabin, only the glow of the fire to light the room. I got to my feet, wobbled a bit, then regained my balance. “What is it boy?” I went to the side of the window, my back flush against the wall as I moved the curtains to the side a little. There was a full moon, but the cloud cover soaked up most of its light. Max was clawing at the door now, there was definitely someone out there. I moved to the other window so I had a better angle to look towards the road. Damn, they were distant, but they were there. Two headlights shining in the dark, they looked to be down on the road that ran past the gate. The snow was still falling heavily, and the car wasn’t moving, probably stuck in the snow. “Heel Max,” I clicked my fingers once and he came and sat at my feet. “Good boy,” I reached for his head and gave him a pat. “Bed,” I looked back out the window as Max headed for the rug in front of the fire, his ears still pricked as they did when he was on high alert. I was cursing myself for drinking so much. I could barely walk across the cabin, there was no way I’d make it down to the gate in this snowstorm. Hopefully, whoever was down there wouldn’t make it up to the cabin either. Then it hit me. It might be Laura. It’d be just like her to come up here to check on me. Damn that little sister of mine. Shit. I looked over at the table, the satellite phone she’d sent in the parcel was sitting there. I hadn’t turned it on yet, I was sure she’d be trying to call me, so I’d left it turned off. 

For the next three hours I stood by the window watching the headlights. They hadn’t moved and the snow hadn’t let up, but I’d sobered up a little. I pulled on my thick snow boots, jacket and beanie. “Stay Max,” I held up my hand, signalling him to stay. I had a feeling he’d turn back as soon as he got to the top step of the porch and the snow hit his balls. I loaded up the riffle, grabbed the torch and headed out. The wind whipped around my face making my nose drip and my ears sting. I kept blowing into my hands to warm my gloves before pressing them against my nose in a bid to warm it up. My cheeks were frozen to the point of stinging. I scanned the torch around as I trudged through the deep snow. I doubt there’d be any foxes out tonight, but you never know. As I got closer to the gate the cars headlights shone a path for me, making it a little easier to navigate. 

Shit. The driver’s door was open but there was no sign of a person. As soon as I stepped around the car, I could see her. She was crumpled in the snow, only half of her showing. Shit. Shit. Shit. She was laying on her back, her arms outstretched, and she was unconscious. There was no delicate way to do this. I needed to get her back to the cabin and fast. After checking the car for other occupants, I closed the door then lifted the woman up and over my shoulder, her head and arms flopped down over my back as I held her legs. Walking in the snow on my own was hard, but this was damn near impossible. I felt like I was back in Perth doing my special forces training and any moment now a bunch of army guys were going to jump out of the scrub and ambush me. 

Half an hour later I made it to the cabin. Max came over to check out the unconscious woman as soon as I stepped inside. “Good boy Maxi, well done,” I peeled my gloves and beanie off then checked her pulse. It was weak, but it was there. I needed to get her warmed up. Her fingers were blue, as were her lips. Her clothes would have to go, they were wet through from laying in the snow. This was my fault. If I hadn’t been drinking, I would have gone out there hours ago when I first saw the headlights. I left her on the couch and went to get some of my track pants, socks and a sweatshirt. 

I knelt beside her and brushed her dark hair back from her face. That’s when I noticed the bruises. The big lump on her forehead and the cut could have been caused by crashing into the gate post, but the other bruises, no way. This woman had been beaten. Jesus. As I started to peel off her wet clothes more bruises appeared. She was covered in them. Huge purple and blue marks all over her, her stomach and kidney area looked the worst. It was making me feel ill just looking at them. In the past I’d seen people tortured, but this, this was some beating. She was lucky to be alive. I left her underwear in place, there was no need to remove that. I grabbed the track pants and sweatshirt from in front of the fire and put the warm clothes on her. Once she was dressed, I put the socks on her feet then covered her hands with the other pair of socks I’d had warming by the fire. Max sat by her side while I got a blanket and covered her. I picked up her wet clothes and hung them on the back of the two dining chairs. After checking her pockets for ID, of which there was none, I went to make a coffee. After all the effort I put into trying to make myself sleep, now I needed to stay awake. 

I pulled a chair over to the couch and sat watching over the woman. Keeping her warm was my main priority now. I had a second pair of socks warming by the fire, and every half hour I peeled the socks off her hands and put the warm socks on. After three hours of this her fingers were regaining their colour. I dug through my duffel for my phone, it hadn’t been turned on in almost a month, not since the day I arrived here. I snapped a photo of the woman’s face then, feeling a little like a creep, I lifted the sweatshirt and took some photos of her stomach. After rolling her onto her side so I could get some photos of the bruising on her back I covered her again. She was running from someone, there was no doubt about that. It was the only reason she’d be out on a night like this, and it was the only way to explain the bruises. Someone beat this woman close to death. When she came to, I was going to find out who it was and go do the same to them before handing them over to the police. 

My head snapped up when a log moved in the fire, making a loud crackling sound. I rubbed my eyes and looked around. The fire was almost out, the room practically dark. Shit. I flung the blanket off my lap and went to put some more logs on the fire. I needed to keep the room warm. After checking her fingers and changing the socks on her hands I went and refilled my coffee. The whisky bottle was on the sink in the kitchen, and I eyed it off for the longest time before removing the cap and pouring the rest of it down the sink. This woman wouldn’t be in such bad shape if I hadn’t been drinking. I felt like such an ass for that. I wouldn’t let it happen again. Sitting back in my chair I took some time to study the woman in front of me. She looked young, about the same age as Laura, maybe twenty-four or twenty-five. She wasn’t petite by any means. She had some nice curves, and a good size butt. A bit bigger than what I usually went for, but she looked good. She looked perfectly proportioned really. Despite all the bruises and cuts she had a natural beauty. There didn’t appear to be any make-up on her face, and it didn’t look like she needed any. Not that I was a big fan of make up, I prefer to see the real person.

Her hair was a gorgeous chestnut colour, and her skin was nice and tan. She looked like someone who spent plenty of time outdoors. Judging by the way she fitted on the couch I’d say she was about five foot seven, maybe a little shorter, just the right height to cuddle up to. She was simply beautiful. I shook my head, jeez man, stop being such a perve, she’s knocked out cold, battered and bruised and here you are rating her. No not rating, assessing the situation. Yeah, right, that’s what you were doing jackass. She wouldn’t be half frozen if you’d been sober enough to go out sooner.  

Her hands and feet were warm, her body was coming back to the right temperature too. I’d patched up the cut on her forehead and rubbed some water on her lips, trying to entice her to wake up, but she didn’t. It was just after three in the morning when I dozed off again. The dreams came is spits and spurts tonight, probably because I was exhausted from being up most of the night, and the drink, that didn’t help me any. Not like it usually did. It was just after seven when I woke, and my new friend was still out cold. 

After letting Max out for his morning relief, I went into the bedroom and turned the sheets back on the bed. She’d be more comfortable in there. Her head slumped back when I put my arms under her shoulders and behind her knees to lift her. It was like lifting dead weights but despite her generous curves she was light, easy to lift and carry, and she felt good in my arms. Once she was in the bed, I tucked her arms in by her side and pulled the covers up to her chin. I brought a glass of water in and sat it by the bed, dipping my finger into the water and running it along her parched lips. If she was out much longer, I’d need to find a way to get some fluids into her or she’d dehydrate. I’d give her until tonight, then I’d figure something out. 

After I made breakfast for Max and I, we went back to her car looking for any indication of who she might be, where she was from and hopefully, an idea of where she was going. There was nothing, no purse, no handbag, no papers in the glove compartment, nothing. On the way back to the cabin I thought about our guest. She was running from someone and that someone was probably going to be looking for her. “Come on boy, we’ve got work to do,” I broke into a jog as I headed for the shed behind the cabin. I found a large rope in the shed and threw it in the jeep. “In you get boy,” Max jumped up into his usual seat and wagged his tail. 
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