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Chapter 1

 

 

She was so cold.

The rain had plastered her hair to her head and drenched her sweater and jeans. Rivulets of chill wetness streamed down her face and down her back where it entered the neckline of the sweater.

She hunched more tightly against the storm’s onslaught, her eyes nearly closed to keep the water from them. She had to focus on every step she took. The litter of needles from the surrounding conifers cushioned her feet, but concealed ankle-deep puddles she kept blundering into.

Incense cedars, Ponderosa pines, and Douglas firs loomed over her. She automatically cataloged them as Calocedrus decurrens, Pinus ponderosa and Preudotsuga menziesii. No doubt plenty of wildlife were in the surrounding trees and brush, but they all had the sense to hunker down under cover.

She stumbled and nearly went to her knees as the thick needles suddenly gave way to a gravel road. Thank God there was at least a shred of daylight left or she might have missed the narrow road. Night would be falling soon, it was nearly... She fumbled in her back pocket to check her phone. Gone. Where had she left it?

Her mind, seemingly frozen by the icy rain, couldn’t muster an answer. She had no idea where she was. How had she gotten here in the first place? Why she wandered this storm-wracked woods in a thin wool sweater and denim jeans, with now-ruined cross-trainers and ankle socks on her feet?

She looked right, where the road sloped downhill, then left where it climbed uphill. In the uphill direction, she could barely make out the sound of water over the pounding rain. A creek nearby, maybe.

Downhill seemed safer, more likely to take her back to a main road. But this narrow gravel track must lead somewhere. If she went uphill, she might find a house where she could shelter.

The cold dulling her brain, slowing her already confused thought processes, she looked right, then left. The storm miraculously let up for a moment, as if it took a slow breath before pounding its fury on her again. In that brief pause, she spotted a glimmer of light off in the distance. 

Uphill. To the left.

She turned and started up the gentle slope. The location of that distant light told her the degree of incline would have to increase as she drew nearer. With barely the energy to put one foot in front of the other, she wasn’t sure how she’d find the reserves for a steep climb.

The roar of moving water grew louder as she trudged up the road. The storm had regained its muscle, the rain so thick she nearly couldn’t breathe. When she reached the creek, she hesitated for a moment, awestruck by the speeding, foaming rush of water cutting across her path. 

The bridge that crossed the twisting streak of water seemed spindly and inconsequential in the face of its power. But as she neared it, she could see the steel girding either side, the stout metal railing.

From the ruts in the road leading to and away from the bridge, she knew that if the structure could handle a car, it could certainly hold her weight. Exhaustion slowing her, she stepped onto the thick timbers, one hand gripping the rail tightly. This evidence of human development comforted her, gave her an anchor. There were still people in the world. Someone would help her.

She shouldn’t have stopped half-way across. But light arcing across the hillside up ahead befuddled her. Her laboring brain seemed to tell her feet to stop, to work out the source of the light. Just as she looked back, spotted the glare of headlights appearing and disappearing through the trees below her, she felt the first wash of water over her feet. Before she could reason out why water lapped at her ankles, the creek surged. 

The knee-deep wave pulled her feet out from under her. In an instant, the flood had swept her under the railing and off the bridge.

* * * *

Darius Jones peered through his windshield at the ugly weather as his Suburban crept along the zigs and zags of his private road. He usually zipped along the five miles of wash-boarded gravel at a bone-jarring clip, the big four-wheel drive vehicle unfazed by the climb. But when visibility was near-zero in a deluge like this, or in a white-out like the ones that he’d no doubt face before December was over, he navigated his sometimes treacherous road more carefully.

When his headlights first brushed the bridge across Sierra Creek, he thought the rain must be playing tricks with his vision. It looked almost as if someone was on the bridge. 

But the creek crossed his sixty acres a good four miles from Interstate 80. That briefly glimpsed silhouette had to be an illusion. Who would walk those four miles in this downpour?

But as Darius drew nearer, a straightish stretch of the road kept his headlights focused on the bridge. He realized the person standing there was no fantasy. How in the hell had they gotten there? 

He discouraged hikers with a multitude of “private property” and “no trespassing” signs, not that the area surrounding his home was particularly amenable to tourists. Sometimes on balmy summer days he’d have to chase away the odd two-legged interloper, but it made no sense that someone would intrude during winter’s opening volley.

He supposed it could be a reporter, but not likely. Five years ago, they’d been after him like hungry vultures, all of them eager for an exclusive. But now he was old news. Other than the overblown documentary that one of the streamers had aired a year ago, the press ignored him these days.

He kept his gaze fixed on the woman. At least he’d guessed she was female, based on her slenderness. Goosing the accelerator, Darius increased his speed as much as he dared. As he neared the bridge, the woman swayed and he realized that whoever she was and however she’d gotten here, she was in trouble. Instinct told him he’d better get there damn fast.

Not fast enough. Just as he pulled up the last rise, the creek got her, a surge of water upending her. Even as Darius shoved the Suburban into park, he saw her go under. His heart squeezed in a hard, painful knot. 

He ran toward the bridge, but he knew his effort would be futile. She was dead. There was no way she could survive a ride down this raging creek.

Then he saw the arm hooked around the railing support, the woman struggling to keep her head back and above water. She seemed to squirm from side to side as the creek slammed into her. The water was the least of it. Deadfall in the fast-moving creek could break a bone.

He reached her just in time, as her arm grew lax, her head lolling forward in the water. Terrified he’d lose his grip on her, fighting the water’s pull as it thrust against his lower legs, he clamped his hands under her arms. 

Battling against the creek’s strength, he slid the woman’s body back through the railing. He didn’t breathe easy until he had her elevated above the water level, then slung over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry as he slogged back to his truck.

He set her limp body in the passenger seat, then shucked his heavy duster and spread it over her. A quick check of her carotid revealed a rapid, but steady pulse. Her breath curled across his hand when he held it in front of her face.

Slamming the door shut, he rounded the front of the Suburban, soaked to the skin. He cranked the heat up as far as it would go and inched forward. The creek had receded again, although it still spilled a few inches of water over the level of the bridge. Nothing the Suburban couldn’t handle. Water fanned off to either side as he crossed as quickly as he dared.

The engine roared as he climbed the last steep climb of his road, windshield wipers barely keeping up with the pounding rain. He’d never been more grateful to pull into the wide asphalt driveway of his log home. Motion sensors above the garage triggered exterior lights, their glow muted by the downpour. He pressed the remote for the garage, then pulled the Suburban inside.

Damn, she was pale, Darius realized as he got his first look at her in the glare of the overhead fluorescents. Her short hair lay slickly against her head. She had red marks across her left cheekbone and a cut above her brow. Likely caused by the fall from the bridge.

The supplies in the back of the Suburban, his reason for heading into town in such lousy weather, could wait. The woman was the more pressing concern. Darius carefully lifted her into his arms, the feel of her dead weight sending a chill of fear down his spine. Exactly how his wife had felt the night he’d found her.

Darius blanked that image from his mind, focusing instead on the feel of the woman’s breath against his throat where he’d nestled her head. This wasn’t Elizabeth he was carrying into his house. This wasn’t the past repeating itself.

He shouldered through the garage door into the dining room, then hurried past to the great room. The lamp he’d left on in the front window provided enough light to see. Easing the woman into the recliner, he threw sofa cushions onto the floor in front of the fireplace. Thank God for the fast starting pellet stove. It would be kicking out plenty of heat in no time.

He turned back to the woman. If he laid her down on the sofa cushions in those wet clothes it would just hold the chill against her skin. He’d have to undress her before he rolled her up in blankets. He doubted she’d like it much when she woke, but she wouldn’t die from embarrassment. Hypothermia was another matter.

He set aside his duster, then bent to her feet. She’d lost her shoes in the torrent of water, so he had only the ankle socks to remove. The gleam of metal around her left ankle caught his eye. He lifted the wet hem of her jeans to reveal a delicate bracelet, the name “Mia” worked in gold.

Leaving the anklet, Darius unbuttoned the jeans, struggling against the stiff, wet material to lower the zipper. The icy, goose-pimpled flesh at the woman’s waist urged him to move more quickly. Jeans off, he unpeeled the Christmassy red wool sweater from her upper body.

And he saw the other red marks, along her legs, several just below her ribcage. A nasty scratch, angry crimson but no longer bleeding, marred her left forearm. He checked the sweater, expecting a tear to match the wound, but the left sleeve was intact.

He levered her up, letting her body slump against his. More marks across her back, from shoulder to hip. Seeing them, an old horror clawed at his belly. Elizabeth, lying on the kitchen floor, her bloody body bruised like this woman’s.

Again, he shook the images off. A raging creek could carry branches, logs, even rocks. That was what pounded this woman’s body, cut her arm. Rocks and deadfall. Not fists.

Grabbing an afghan from the back of the sofa, he spread it on the cushions. He carefully gathered the woman—Mia?—in his arms and laid her on the afghan. The front of her dusty pink bra was torn, as if it had caught on something that nearly ripped it off. Maybe a sharp edge on the bridge had snagged it as she went over. He kept his eyes averted as best he could as he pulled away the bra and matching panties and set them on the hearth.

He brought the edges of the afghan over the woman, then hurried to the master bedroom for the thick comforter on his bed. Doubling it over, he tucked it around her.

As he stepped back, he shivered, even standing so near the blast of heat from the roaring fire. Now that the woman was safe, he needed to get out of his own damp clothes. Unbuttoning his Pendleton shirt as he went, Darius returned to his bedroom.

He considered a hot shower but didn’t want to leave the woman that long. He made do with a brisk toweling dry, then pulled on jeans and a wool sweater. The propane heat had cycled on as well, taking the chill edge off the house as he returned to the great room with a fresh towel.

He knelt beside the unconscious woman and felt her pulse again. It had slowed into a steady rhythm and her chest rose and fell evenly. 

A doctor ought to see her, but late on a Sunday evening, the ER in Marbleville was the only option for medical care. His remote home was fifteen miles east of Jones, and the hospital in Marbleville was another fifteen. The narrow roads to get there were tricky even in the best weather. They’d be downright treacherous in this storm.

For the moment, he’d just keep her dry and warm. If she didn’t improve over the next hour or so, then he’d transport her down the hill to Marbleville County Hospital, weather be damned.

His fingers probed along her skull, but his layman’s examination didn’t uncover any obvious bumps. He’d have to wait until she woke up to ask if her head hurt. Using the towel, he did what he could to dry her hair, then smoothed it as best he could. If she was anything like Elizabeth, she’d be mortified by the bad-hair-day look.

Except she was nothing like Elizabeth. His wife had been blond, her hair nearly to her waist, not a dark wedge cut like this woman’s. Elizabeth’s proportions were more generous, breasts full, hips and thighs softly rounded. She complained daily about the excess ten pounds she claimed she carried. But he loved running his hand along those silky curves, seeing her smile with delight when he kissed her.

He shut down the memories, wouldn’t let himself feel the pain that five years should have been enough to dull. Pulled himself back to the present and the woman lying beside his hearth.

She wasn’t so much conventionally beautiful as she was striking. High cheekbones, full lips, narrow, determined chin. Her eyes seemed to slant ever so slightly upward. Were they green, an exotic contrast to her dark hair? Or dark chocolate like those still damp strands clinging to her forehead?

But who was she? What brought her to his house in the middle of nowhere? He supposed it was possible she’d made a wrong turn onto his road. But then what happened to her car? If it skidded off the road, he would have seen signs of it on his way home. He supposed some of her injuries could have come from a car wreck.  

Her face still felt cool to the back of his hand, although not as icy as when he first brought her inside. Was the rest of her warming up? He reached under the covers, brushing inadvertently against the bottom curve of one small breast. Heat rose in his cheeks. He felt a bit like a pervert copping a feel, but he had to know her core temperature was rising.

His hand flattened across her ribcage and relief filled him as he absorbed a faint warmth against his palm. She took a deeper breath, and he felt her chest rise against his hand. Her body shifted, pushing at the covers. He glanced at her face and had only an instant to register that her gray eyes were open and fixed on him.

Then she screamed.

* * * *

She scrambled backwards, fighting the constricting blankets as the man who had been touching her rose to his feet. Her back slammed against something, a recliner. She huddled against it, then realized with horror that she was naked.

He turned his back to her. “Cover up. You have to stay warm.”

She dragged the thick comforter over her, pressing herself against the recliner. Her jeans and sweater were in a pile beside the chair, her bra and panties by the fire. Despite the blazing fire, she started shivering, teeth chattering.

The man turned toward her again but kept his distance. Still, he seemed to loom over her, far too tall, his shoulders far too broad. His black hair brushed those wide shoulders. The hand he’d had resting against her stomach was frighteningly large.

She clutched the comforter tightly. “What did you do to me?”

“Rescued you.” He shoved those powerful hands into the pockets of his jeans. “You fell into the creek.”

She pushed the heel of her hand into her forehead and felt the dampness of her hair. As she ran her fingers through the unruly mess, the smell of creek water teased her nostrils. “Yes. I remember now.” She shut down the instant replay her mind tried to offer. “Thank you.”

“Sorry about your clothes, but I had to get you warm.” He said it so matter-of-factly, as if he stripped unconscious women every day of the week.

Heat burned her cheeks. “Of course.”

He took a step toward her and she shrank back, fear coursing through her. But instead of drawing closer, he snagged a cushion from where she’d been lying by the fire and plopped it on the sofa.

He settled onto the cushion. “What the hell were you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?”

“I...” She scrubbed at her forehead again, shook her head. “That, I don’t remember. I was just...here. Pouring rain. Looking for help. I saw a light off in the distance.”

“That would have to be this place, since there’s no one else for miles around.” He stretched his arm along the back of the sofa. She could still feel the imprint of his hand against her skin. “I’m Darius Jones, by the way.”

He stared at her expectantly, waiting for her to offer her own name. But the only thing playing through her mind was an endless loop of her fall into the creek. She squeezed her eyes shut, willed the spiraling images to stop.

“I’m...” She lifted her gaze to him, struggled to pull an answer from her still labored brain. “I’m...”

“Who are you?” he asked, as if the question might produce better results.

Tears pricked her eyes, tightened her throat. She could scarcely whisper her response. “I can’t remember.”

 


Chapter 2

 

 

“I can’t remember who I am.” She trembled, not from the cold anymore, but from rising panic. “I can’t picture my own face. I don’t even know what color my hair is.”

She grabbed a handful, tried to pull it far enough forward to see. It was too short. She shook harder.

He was on his feet and at her side so quickly she didn’t have time to be startled. He sank to the floor beside her, arms around her. She leaned back against his hard chest.

“Calm down. Take a slow breath. I don’t want you going into shock.”

Too overwhelmed by her loss of identity, she had no reserves left to be frightened by Darius. Instead, his low voice rumbling in her ears soothed her, gave her strength. For the moment, she let herself relax against him.

 “I might have a name for you,” he said. “Check your left ankle.”

She poked her foot out from under the blanket. Raising her leg high enough to see, she made out “Mia” worked into the gold bracelet. “Is that my name?”

“Is it?” he asked.

She reached inside herself, groping through the emptiness for recognition. Her stomach lurched as her mind resisted. “It means nothing to me.”

“Can we just assume it is?”

Inwardly, she rebelled against taking the alien name. But she had to call herself something. “I’m Mia, then.”

He released her, shifting to face her, putting space between them. “Do you remember anything? Where you’re from? Your parents’ names? Brothers or sisters?”

She shook her head at each query. Her mind seemed wiped clean, as if she’d been born the moment she’d awakened beside the fire.

“Where were you born?” he asked. “What do you do for a living?”

The most elemental pieces of a person’s life, but she didn’t have even one answer for Darius. “I don’t know.”

“What about your husband’s name?”

“I’m not married.” That response came quickly, without thinking.

Darius’s gaze narrowed, then dropped to her left hand clutching the comforter. Nothing on her ring finger, but still he asked, “How can you be so sure when you don’t remember anything else?”

“I’m not sure of anything.” She breathed deeply, wincing at a tug of pain in her side. “That hurts.”

“You were pretty banged up by debris in the creek.”

He would know. He’d seen her naked. At this point he knew her body better than she did. “I want to get dressed.” She sounded like a querulous child.

“You just regained consciousness. I don’t want you getting up again.”

“I can’t just sit here with nothing on.”

“You’ve got the comforter to keep you warm.”

Yet even with the voluminous comforter she felt exposed and far too vulnerable. “I just want to put my clothes back on.”

“They’re soaking wet.”

She fought back tears. “Please,” she whispered.

The slightest softness crept into his eyes. “Give me a minute. I’ll put dry clothes in the bathroom for you.”

He helped her to her feet and settled her in the recliner. She sagged in the chair once he’d left, dropping her head in her hands. She’d feel much better after she’d showered and dressed. But then what would she do? Ask Darius Jones to take her someplace? If only she knew where that place might be.

 Mia looked around her. She’d never been inside a log home, seen how the interlocking timbers worked. The vaulted beamed ceilings should have made the great room seem cavernous. But the sofa, recliner, and side chair around the river rock fireplace of created a surprising coziness.

Darius emerged from a hallway off the entryway and started toward her. “Wait. Let me help you.”

She didn’t want his hands on her again. Not because she was afraid of him. She just didn’t like how weak she felt without her clothes.

She rose, clutching the thick covers tightly. She stumbled slightly with her first few steps as she fought for balance, but shook off his hand when he offered it. “I’m fine.”

Still, he walked alongside her. “Are you dizzy? If you are, you’re lying down again, now.”

“Not dizzy. Just tired.”

He blocked the doorway of the bathroom before she could enter. “Did you hit your head when you fell? I couldn’t feel a bump, but I’m no doctor.”

She thought of those hands on her scalp, fingers gently prodding. A prickling danced along her spine. “I don’t know.” She ran her fingertips through her hair, wincing at three separate sore spots. “Must have.”

“But you can’t remember?”

Was that suspicion in his tone? “You think I’m making this up?”

He stared down at her, topping her by nearly a foot. He could be average height as far as she knew, and she was just exceptionally short.

She had to know. “How tall are you?”

Not a flicker of reaction in his face at the odd question. “Six-foot-four.”

“How tall am I?”

He angled in close. Too close. Moved a measuring hand from the top of her head to an inch below his chin. “Maybe five-foot-six.”

“How old...” Her throat went dry. “How old do you think I am?” Why did it matter? She just felt compelled to fill in those crucial blanks.

“Late twenties?”

She nodded, taking that in. “What’s the date?”

She saw a flicker grief in his eyes as he answered. “December 14th.”

Relief washed over her. “I think I knew that. Only another week or so, then.”

She heard a trace of anger in his tone. “Until what?”

“Christmas. What else?”

He shook his head, edging out of the way of the door. “Go take your shower. Yell if you get into trouble.”

She moved inside, locking the door and leaning against it. Releasing the comforter and afghan to pool around her ankles, she stepped free and turned to face the wide mirror over the double sink.

God, she was skinny. Small breasts, hip bones sticking out, collarbone prominent. From her build, she seemed naturally thin, but her body seemed so spare, she wondered if she’d been sick. The red marks, on her stomach, her legs, just added to the generally unhealthy look of her. The two-inch-long scratch on her left arm was a lurid crimson against the too-pale skin.

Staring at her body allowed her to delay focusing on her face. She wanted desperately to recognize herself, was terrified she wouldn’t. Nothing in the lines of her slender body looked familiar. She had no choice but to lift her gaze higher.

A stranger looked back at her. Eyes a somber gray, hair dark brown, pasted to her skull where it wasn’t sticking out at crazy right angles. Bony cheeks, adding to that underfed look. Was she anorexic?

Tired of racking her brain for answers, she turned from the mirror. Bending over carefully, wary of making herself dizzy, she unclasped the ankle bracelet. She started to put it on top of the vanity, but it crossed her mind she might knock it into the sink and down the drain. Opening a drawer, she dropped it inside.

A second door in the bathroom led to the shower and toilet. She closed that door as well, glad to have an additional barrier of safety. That brought her up short for a moment, started her wondering why she thought she needed the extra protection.

Darius had left a stack of clothes on the top of the toilet tank. T-shirt, forest green sweatshirt, matching sweatpants, white socks. Beside them he’d placed a three-pack of woman’s panties with a price sticker still on it. A wife’s or girlfriend’s? She’d seen no sign of anyone here but him. 

She smiled when she saw the neatly folded bra under the panties. A D-cup. There was her proof he hadn’t taken a very good look at her. Her tiny breasts would never fill those roomy cups.

Cranking the shower spigot as hot as it would go, she sat on the edge of the tub and considered a bath instead of a shower. Lying down would be easier than standing under the spray. But she felt nauseous at the thought of being submerged in water.

Images suddenly flooded her. Her body pounded, twisted, and spun. A blow to her midsection, several to her legs. Deadfall in the water, he’d said. Yet even here, when she was perfectly safe, the fragmented memories filled her with fear.

She couldn’t remember anything else of herself, her life, even how tall she was, for God’s sake. Yet those brief moments in the water dominated her brain, as if nothing else had happened to her before or since.

With an effort, she shook off the dark images as she positioned herself under the shower spray. And prayed she’d somehow get her self and her life back.

* * * *

Darius brought in the last load of groceries from the truck and into the kitchen. Setting the two bags beside the others on the black granite countertop, he listened for the sound of the shower. It had taken her a few minutes to turn the water on, so it had only been running for maybe five. Even using hot water, he doubted she’d want to be wet for very long.

Unexpected images intruded in his mind. Mia’s body arched under the shower spray. Hands running along her skin as she washed herself. Him pulling back the shower curtain, stepping inside to press a kiss against her throat, to run gentle fingers along the curve of her small breasts.

He slammed a lid on his imagination as the shower shut off. What the hell was he thinking? 

When he’d undressed Mia, it had been awkward and embarrassing despite the necessity of it. With her unconscious, obviously in distress, he’d had no reaction to her nakedness. But with her awake, still unquestionably in distress but with some fight surfacing in her, he’d responded to her as he would any woman.

Just a normal reaction, he told himself as he efficiently stowed groceries and supplies in the kitchen, garage freezer and pantry. Except for the fact that his libido had been in hiding for months now. 

Maybe a consequence of too long living in isolation. Since he could run his engineering consulting business entirely at home, he seldom went into the “real world” for anything other than supplies.

It was just simpler to avoid the entanglements of personal relationships. After Elizabeth’s death and the disaster of Joanna Sanchez, he refused to let himself be vulnerable that way again.

Whatever the reason, his attraction for Mia was entirely inappropriate. She needed someone to keep her safe for the night, not lust after her body. 

Hopefully, the weather would clear up enough to drive her into town tomorrow. They’d locate her car on the way out and arrange for a tow truck driver. Likely as not her ID would be in the vehicle as well. That might be enough to jog her memory.

The two weeks worth of groceries put away, he laid out a box of linguini, jar of sauce, and a half a package of chicken thighs. As he filled a pot with water for the pasta, he listened for sounds from the bathroom.

The silence made him uneasy. Setting the pot on the stove and twisting on the gas, he crossed the great room to the hall. Ear pressed to the bathroom door, he strained to hear her moving inside.

Nothing. “Mia?” he called out. No answer. “Mia!” he shouted.

Still no response. Could she have stumbled getting out of the shower and hit her head? Or simply collapsed with exhaustion? Either way, she’d need his help.

He pounded on the door, yelling out, “Mia, I’m coming in!” When she didn’t protest, he tried the knob, then grabbed the key he kept above the door on the edge of the molding.

He let himself in, his first glance taking in his comforter in a mound on the floor and the closed door to the shower area. Maybe she hadn’t heard him yelling, knocking? Was she using the toilet?

He shouted her name again, then knocked. His heart pounding in the silence, he turned the knob. The door caught on something—her legs. Through the six-inch crack, he could see her, dressed in Elizabeth’s sweat suit, sitting on the closed toilet seat and leaning against the wall.

When he nudged her with the door, she shifted her legs out of the way, making way for him even in her sleep. Relief surged through him that she hadn’t lost consciousness again. But she still slumped against the dividing wall, eyes closed, breathing deeply.

He shook her shoulder, but she didn’t wake. She tried to turn away from him, her face scrunching like a petulant child’s. Obviously, she’d expended whatever energy her adrenaline had given her just showering and getting dressed. Although she likely needed to eat, for the moment it would be best to let her sleep.

As he lifted her carefully, he noticed the bra on the back of the toilet. He’d known Elizabeth hadn’t been anywhere near Mia’s size. Why had he given it to her? 

Because Mia without a bra gave him far too much to think about. Especially now with her pressed against his chest, warm and relaxed in his arms. His soap and shampoo smelled different on her, more floral, enigmatic.

Ignoring the intriguing fragrance, he carried Mia to the guest room and laid her on one side of the queen bed. Hurrying around the bed, he pulled back the covers, then transferred her carefully over. As he arranged the sheet and comforter over her, she barely stirred, just snuggled deeper into the pillow.

He forced himself to leave the room, returning to the kitchen to turn off the stove. Standing in the middle of the kitchen, he was at a loss as to what to do next. 

Ordinarily on a Sunday afternoon, he had his video call with William Franklin, an 8-year-old that Darius had been mentoring for the last six months. The boy was scary brilliant even at his young age and reminded Darius of himself as a kid.

But William’s mom had asked to reschedule the call since William would be in a Nativity play on Sunday. So he and William already spoke yesterday.

And he’d already called his former foster mom, Estelle Beckenstein, yesterday as well, during her dialysis treatment. With Estelle’s health so precarious, he called her as often as he could, but he knew sometimes even a phone call would tire her out.

He could just sit and read or watch a movie on one of the streamers. But the anniversary was looming. With all the pain and grief that went with that day, not even the best movie would be enough to keep his mind off the looming darkness.

Ten days out, he still had fair control of his emotions, but the memories had started chewing at his insides. He couldn’t give in to them until Mia was safely gone.

Darius grabbed his tablet from the great room. He was behind on his reading, had a dozen or more technical articles bookmarked for later. Later could be now, and he could read them next to Mia’s bed as well as anywhere else. 

It wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on her anyway until she woke again. She might need something, and he might not hear her call out if he was in the great room or his office.

Setting the tablet onto the nightstand, he scooted an armchair closer to the bed. She’d turned in her sleep so that she faced him, her lips parted slightly, her cheeks showing more color than when he’d first laid her beside the hearth.

He remembered watching Elizabeth sleep. In those early days, after he’d taught his last class at U.C. Berkeley, he’d work so late at the lab he leased in Oakland she’d be in bed when he got home. He was on strict orders to wake her and usually he did, as eager as her for time together. 

But sometimes he just sat on the edge of the bed in their cramped Berkeley apartment and listened to her breathe. He’d watch her chest rise and fall and guess at her dreams.

He’d thought they’d have decades together, not seven short years. If he’d known, he would have held her tighter, told her he loved her more often.

Mia let out a long sigh, drawing his attention to the pixie-haired stranger. Elizabeth had always seen symbology and significance in the most trivial events. She might have interpreted Mia’s sudden appearance in his life during these dark December days as a good omen rather than coincidence. It could even be a message from Elizabeth herself, dug from his subconscious. 

But five years after her death, there was only one message he would welcome. It was all a mistake, love. I’m still alive.

* * * *

Mia woke to the smell of something tantalizing cooking in the kitchen. Pushing aside the heavy covers, she puzzled over how she’d ended up in bed. She remembered dressing after her shower, sinking onto the lid of the toilet to rest for just a moment. Leaning against the wall and closing her eyes.

Darius had to have carried her in here. As she eased herself to the edge of the bed, every muscle screaming, she spotted the chair pulled up close. A tablet on the chair told her he’d been sitting here with her for some time.

She squinted at the digital clock on the nightstand. Nearly eight. She’d slept for three hours. If she’d dreamed, if her mind had given her clues to her identity during REM, she could recall nothing now.

Her body ached horribly as she rose, but her stomach and her nose pulled her from the room. She’d never felt so ravenous. No telling when she’d eaten last. Based on the leanness of her body, whatever she had eaten hadn’t been enough.

He stood at the stove, his back to her as she traced the delectable aroma to the kitchen. As she hesitated in the doorway, she watched him lift the sauté pan from the stove and with an expert flex of his wrist flip the slices of chicken in it. A large pot of water simmered on a back burner and a thick red sauce bubbled in another pan up front.

He flicked a glance in her direction. “How are you feeling?”

“Like a truck fell on me.” She inched into the kitchen, the tile floor cool even through the thick socks she wore. “That smells divine.”

“My take on chicken piccata.” He pointed to a cabinet near the sink. “There’s ibuprofen on the second shelf. Glasses in the cabinet next to the fridge.”

She shook out two of the painkillers, then got some water from the tap. As she swallowed the pills, Darius fanned a box of linguini into the boiling water. He stirred the pasta as it relaxed into the pot, then set aside the pasta spoon and faced her.

“You’ll have to spend the night,” he said. “If the weather cooperates, I’ll drive you down to the sheriff’s substation in Redemption Hill. Marbleville County sheriff can take it from there.”

Her stomach knotted and sudden panic prickled through her. She struggled to ignore it. “I appreciate you letting me stay.”

He stabbed at the pasta again with the black plastic spoon. “On our way out, we’ll look for your car.”

“What car?”

“You had to get here somehow. The creek is four miles from the highway. Did you walk all that way up my road?”
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