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      May 1894

      

      The rain came down hard as the stagecoach made its way to the small coastal Oregon town. Several times, the driver thought he was going to get stuck on the muddy trail. Three of the four occupants within the stagecoach were anxious they wouldn’t make their destination by nightfall, but the fourth occupant, Lisa Foxhorn, didn’t care. Whether she reached the Pacific Ocean today or tomorrow, it didn’t matter. But then, nothing mattered when one had nothing to live for.

      “Will the rain never relent?” the twenty-year-old woman sitting next to her older brother asked as she held a handkerchief to her nose and mouth. “I swear it’s making my nausea worse.”

      Her brother put a reassuring hand on her knee. “Hang on, Corrine. The town has to be close now.”

      She gulped and clenched the bag holding the contents that she’d already thrown up. “It doesn’t help that the stagecoach isn’t steady.”

      He shushed her and patted her knee again. “Maybe it’ll help if you count the trees. That worked last time.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment then turned her gaze to the window where raindrops pelted the glass.

      Their mother, who sat next to Lisa, offered her daughter an encouraging smile as she worked on her knitting. “I’m sure Henry is right. We must be close now.”

      If the mother was so confident, why didn’t she put her knitting away? Instead of asking the question, Lisa turned her attention to the many trees lining their path. It wasn’t her business. She didn’t know these people. And besides, she had more than enough to occupy her mind. Too much, in fact. What she most needed was to forget.

      She would be able to forget soon enough. Then, at long last, she would have peace.

      The stagecoach stalled for several seconds while the driver cursed so loud that they could hear him. “I never should have taken this route on a rainy day,” he rambled as the stagecoach swayed.

      Corrine opened her bag and released what little remained in her stomach.

      Henry winced and rubbed her back. The mother offered her daughter an apologetic smile. Lisa just watched. She didn’t feel anything for Corrine. She should feel sympathy for her. The woman was suffering, but she couldn’t bring herself to offer any words of encouragement. Her own pain was too deep. It was all she could do to avoid falling apart right in front of them.

      “I think she needs fresh air,” the mother said.

      With a nod, Henry opened the window.

      Rain splattered into the stagecoach.

      “I hope you don’t mind, Lisa,” the mother added with a glance in her direction.

      Lisa shook her head. “No, I don’t mind.” Whether she was dry or wet or hot or cold, it made no difference. Those things didn’t change her circumstances.

      She rested her head against the back of the seat then closed her eyes. Life was a vapor. She was certain she’d heard a preacher far back in her past say that. Not that she had cared. All she wanted was to be done with the pain. Tears welled up behind her eyelids. She kept her eyes closed so the tears wouldn’t trickle down her cheeks. When would they finally get to town?

      “Do you feel better?” Lisa heard Henry ask his sister.

      “A little,” she replied, sounding weak. “Do you see any sign of the town through the trees?”

      A moment of silence passed before he said, “I think I see something.”

      Without thinking, Lisa opened her eyes. She hurried to brush away the tears before the others noticed. She followed Henry’s gaze and saw a belfry peeking out among the trees.

      “Yes, it’s a schoolhouse,” Henry told his sister. “We’ll be in town in ten or fifteen minutes.”

      A collective sigh of relief escaped the group, and it was then that Lisa realized that even she was anxious to get this trip over with. She straightened up in her seat and pulled her cloak tighter around her.

      “We can’t expect it to be easy out here,” the mother told her children. “I heard the territory out here can be hard. But,” she added after a moment, “we’ll make the best of it.”

      Henry was the first to agree. Corrine came in second then pulled the strings of the bag shut to block out the odor of her vomit.

      Lisa didn’t know what had brought these three to Oregon. They hadn’t told her, and she hadn’t asked. She’d just been glad they hadn’t pried into her business.

      They hadn’t been together that long. They’d left the train station in this stagecoach five hours ago. Lisa figured the three were visiting someone. They hadn’t brought much with them. Just a few pieces of luggage. But then, what did it matter? After today, she’d never see these people again.

      The rest of the ride seemed considerably better for the three. The mother and Henry started talking about how nice it would be to walk the beach in the summer. “I can’t wait to swim in the water,” Henry added at one point.

      Considering it was early May and cool, Lisa doubted they would be swimming. They were probably too far north for that. But who knew? Maybe July and August would get hot enough to allow them swimming weather. For their sakes, she hoped so. Henry and Corrine looked excited by the prospect of swimming. And swimming was fun on a hot, summer day. She had done it herself.

      Lisa quickly retreated to the recesses of her mind where she didn’t have to think about the past. She chose, instead, to focus on the drops of rain that landed on her hands. The cold water helped to numb her.

      Soon.

      Soon it would all be over.

      The stagecoach pulled up to a mercantile and came to an abrupt stop. Lisa bumped into the mother, and Henry had to stop Corrine from lurching forward.

      “Sorry,” Lisa mumbled as she pushed herself away from the older woman.

      “Don’t worry about it, dear,” the mother replied. “The whole trip has been rough. I wish we could have taken the train all the way here.”

      “At least it’s over,” Henry said and gave Corrine a comforting hug before he retrieved the bag from her. “I’ll dispose of this for you.”

      A flicker of envy came over Lisa. This family didn’t seem to be well off financially, but it was obvious they loved each other.

      The door opened, and the driver poked his head into the stagecoach. “I apologize for stopping the way I did. A dog ran out in the road, and I didn’t want to hit him.”

      “We’re fine,” Henry assured him then stepped out. He bent under the umbrella the driver was holding. “Corrine, why don’t you come out first?”

      Corrine extended her hand and let her brother help her out.

      Lisa waited for the mother to go next, but the mother gestured that she would go after her. Lisa accepted Henry’s hand and joined Corrine on the boardwalk. After thanking Henry for his assistance, Lisa pulled the hood of her cloak up to protect her hair and face from the rain. Then she turned to go into the store.

      “Don’t you want your baggage?” the mother called out.

      Lisa gripped the edge of her hood. She worried someone might try to stop her before she was able to get away from the stagecoach. She also worried someone might point out that she hadn’t brought any luggage with her. And that might stir up all kinds of questions. What kind of person traveled without taking at least one bag with them?

      She took a deep breath then faced Henry, Corrine, and their mother. Henry held the umbrella over them while the driver pulled back the tarp that had protected the luggage from getting wet during their trek out here. She had to come up with something. She couldn’t tell them the truth.

      Forcing a smile, she walked toward them. “I forgot. You’re right.” She directed her gaze to the driver. “Do you see a bag with my name on it?”

      The driver sorted through the baggage on top of the stagecoach for a few seconds. “There’s nothing here for Lisa Foxhorn.”

      The mother glared at him. “How could you be so careless as to leave her baggage back with the train?”

      “I didn’t do it,” the driver replied, not hiding his frustration. “The boy who manages the baggage is responsible for getting the right luggage to the right stagecoach.”

      “How old is this boy?” the woman demanded.

      “Fourteen.”

      The woman frowned. “A boy that old should know enough to put the right luggage on the right stagecoach.” She paused. “Isn’t there something you can do?”

      Lisa decided this had gone on long enough. There was no reason for this poor driver to be responsible for something he didn’t do. “I only brought a change of clothes. It was a small bag,” she lied. “I will get something when I reach my destination.”

      “Do you want us to escort you there?” Henry offered. “It’s not wise for a young woman to travel alone.”

      “No, I’m fine. My relative doesn’t live far from here. We’ll be heading out together on another day.”

      Before they could ask her any more questions, she hurried into the store. Then she hid behind a stack of barrels so they wouldn’t see her. She released her breath and lowered the hood of her cloak. She hadn’t expected the family to take an interest in her once they arrived in town. She knew they were only being kind, but she wished they would worry about themselves.

      With a glance around the store, she saw that about ten people were congregated inside. Since they were mostly talking, rather than looking for something to buy, she surmised the rain had brought them in. Their gazes kept going from her to the other occupants of the stagecoach. They were probably wondering what type of people had come all the way out here. She couldn’t blame them for being curious, but she wished they would stop stealing glances her way.

      To avoid eye contact with them, she pretended to be interested in the bags of staple items nearby. She had hoped Henry, Corrine, and their mother would leave immediately. Unfortunately, they stepped into the store.

      By now, Henry had disposed of the small bag. He was now juggling three traveling bags. Lisa went around a couple of women so her traveling companions wouldn’t notice her. The women glanced her way and smiled. She forced a greeting in return but took another look at Henry, Corrine, and their mother.

      “Welcome to Ocean City,” the man at the counter called out to them. “May I help you?”

      Henry approached him and set the bags down. “Good afternoon. I’m Henry Paxton. My mother, sister, and I are looking for a hotel. Do you have one in this town?”

      As the man answered him, Lisa glanced at the doorway. The driver was taking the stagecoach to the livery stable. The people in the store were paying attention to Henry and his family. Good. This was the perfect time to leave without anyone seeing her. She pulled the hood of her cloak over her head and slipped out of the store.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa reached the edge of a cliff. The rain was still coming down. It wasn’t as hard as it’d been when she left the store, but it was enough to soak through her cloak. Even her dress was wet. She supposed this should have bothered her, but it didn’t. In some strange way, it helped ease her pain. It gave her something to focus on. It was hard to tell the tears from the rain when both were running down her face.

      She wished she had never been able to feel anything. She wished she could shut the door on her sins and forget them. But no matter how far she traveled out West, her past pursued her. There was only one way to be free.

      She peered down the cliff. Portions of the large rock mass jutted out at odd angles. The ocean slammed into the side of the cliff beneath her. It wouldn’t be a clean fall. She would probably strike the side of the cliff on her way down to the ocean. That was bound to hurt.

      But would it hurt any more than the turmoil within her?

      She just had to do it. Jump. Close her eyes and jump. Soon, it would all be over. How long did it take to fall anyway? A few seconds? After everything she’d been through, a few seconds was nothing. It would be over before she realized what was happening. She gripped her cloak. She could do this. She could jump.

      She inched closer to the edge. A pebble fell from the top of the ledge. It bounced off a jutting rock and disappeared into the water. She took a deep breath. There. The pebble was gone. That had been quick enough. It would be the same for her.

      She looked forward. The gray sky spanned on in front of her until it met with the ocean. This was it. Her grip tightened on the cloak. She steadied her breathing.

      “Do it,” she told herself. “Get it over with.”

      She closed her eyes then lifted her foot. Her foot shook. She clenched her eyes shut and gritted her teeth. This could have been done already if she could just move.

      She tentatively pushed her foot out. Rain pelted against the boot. Everything was quiet, save the sound of the rain and the ocean. Wind swept over her face. Not a single strand of her drenched hair moved. The cloak squeezed around her as if trying to suffocate her. Now she was alone. She could let go of everything, and the world wouldn’t miss her.

      She could do this. She could end it all. Be done with it. Finally put the past to rest. She moved her foot out a little more. Her body wobbled.

      Then she quickly pulled her foot back under her cloak and stumbled back. Her eyes flew open. She couldn’t do it. Not now.

      Without thinking, she ran for the trees. More tears came. She was a coward. She didn’t deserve to live, but she was too timid to die. She reached the trees and collapsed to the ground. And that was when the tears fell in earnest.
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      The next morning, Ashley Carver left his cabin, which was tucked along the hill that bordered the small Oregon town. With the rain finally over, he could get the rest of the wood he had cut up the other day.

      “Sorry to drag you through all of this,” he told his horse as he led the steed on the muddy trail. “If I could carry the load myself, I’d let you stay in the barn.”

      The horse neighed in response. Ashley would like to think the horse was reassuring him that it didn’t mind being out here, but he suspected the horse was annoyed. The horse had been happily eating the hay in the warm, dry barn. Now it was forced out here.

      Ashley found the ribbon he had tied to one of the trees and rounded the corner that led to the stack of wood he had already cut. The wood was soaked. He shouldn’t be surprised, but he had hoped the trees would have protected it better. So much for his plan to stack the wood by the workshop. He was going to have to erect the canopy then stack the wood on a platform so it would dry. What a lot of extra work. He sighed. Standing here and moping about it wasn’t going to get things done.

      He secured the gloves on his hands and started moving the wet wood to the travois that was behind the horse. He was halfway done with the task when a Black-capped chickadee let out a high-pitched warning and flew close to his head.

      “Watch it!” he called out and brought his hand up to protect his face.

      The Black-capped chickadee landed about twelve feet away from him in one of the bitterbrushes that surrounded a tree. It grew quiet.

      Ashley heard a screech coming from above. Glancing up, he noted the hawk that was circling above them in the air. Ashley relaxed.

      He was used to birds getting close to him. All kinds of birds, and other animals, made their home in the forest. He wasn’t afraid of birds, but he would be very happy if none of them ever got that close to him again. Shaking off the jolt of adrenaline that pulsed through him, he turned back to the wood.

      The Black-capped chickadee sang a quieter tune. He arched an eyebrow at it. If he was a small bird, he wouldn’t sing anything until the hawk was gone.

      Ashley began to shake his head when he noticed something sticking out from between the bitterbrush and the tree. He had lived in this forest for five years, and he’d never seen anything like that before.

      He gave the horse a pat on the neck. “Stay here, Sam.”

      The horse neighed as if to ask him, “Where would I go?” The horse was smart. Ashley gave it food and shelter. The horse was a good one, but it didn’t want to worry about finding those things on its own.

      Ashley approached the beige object peeking out from behind the bitterbrush on the forest floor. At first, he thought it was some small animal, but it didn’t move. If there was one thing he had learned from being out here, it was that wild animals instinctively stayed away from humans. Eyebrows furrowed, he stepped around the bitterbrush.

      And jerked back in shock.

      A person was lying on the ground!

      The cloak covering the person from head to toe was wet. The person was on his, or her, side, and the edge of a black boot stuck out from under the end of the cloak. He hesitated for a moment. The person could very well be dead. But then, the person could be alive.

      He leaned over the person and nudged what he believed to be the person’s shoulder. “Pardon me. Do you need help?”

      What a ridiculous question. This person was stranded out in the middle of the forest, soaked in their clothes. Of course, this person needed help. If the person was still alive. The person didn’t offer a response.

      Taking a deep breath to brace himself for the worst, he grabbed the person’s shoulder, winced, and then rolled the person over so the person was facing him. The hood of the cloak fell from their face. The person was a young woman. Nineteen. Perhaps twenty. Her red, wet hair was plastered to the side of her face, and her skin was unusually pale. She was still alive, but she was unconscious. It was no wonder she hadn’t answered him.

      Never mind where she came from or what she was doing all the way out here. He had to get her to a dry, warm place.

      Without thinking, he scooped her up into his arms. She barely weighed anything. He wouldn’t be surprised if she was too thin for her clothes. Once he secured his hold on her, he returned to his horse.

      The horse neighed and shook its head as if to say it didn’t want to carry her.

      “I know she’s wet, but you have to do it,” he told the steed. “I can’t carry her all the way back to the cabin.”

      He shifted her in his arms until she was angled just right. Then he tossed her toward the saddle. He tried to be gentle, but he heard her land on her stomach with a loud thud. He grimaced. It was probably good she wasn’t awake. He adjusted her legs and arms so that she wasn’t going to fall off the saddle once they got moving.

      He wiped the sweat from his brow. That took more effort than he expected. Even so, between the two of them, he was much better off. He couldn’t be sure she was going to make it. Her skin was uncomfortably cool to the touch. He wasn’t a doctor, but that couldn’t be good.

      He glanced at the remaining pile of wood waiting for him to put on the travois. He would have to get to that later. Right now, he had to take this woman to his cabin. Thankfully, he had enough dry wood to keep the place warm.

      He tugged on the horse’s reins, and the horse obediently followed him down the path from which they came.
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        * * *

      

      Laughter from a childhood that seemed to have taken place in another lifetime filtered through Ashley’s dreams. Images flashed through his mind. Gene with his black boots. The bright sunny day. Snowballs. A sled. Then the laughter came again, and this time it was accompanied by a, “I bet I can hit you with this snowball even if you run away from me with that sled.”

      There was no smooth, continuous movement or sounds within the dream. They all came in bits and pieces. Ashley had trouble seeing the past clearly. It had to be broken up into fragments for him. But those fragments served a purpose. They kept the full effects of the past at a safe distance.

      Ashley woke up with a tear falling onto the rolled-up towel he had been using ever since he gave his pillow to the woman. He wiped his face with the sleeve of his nightshirt. Sometimes the hardest part of the night was when the dreams came. Dreams were uncontrollable. And even the good dreams could be difficult.

      He sat up on the pelt from a bear he usually used as a rug. In his bed, on the other side of the one-room cabin, was the woman he had brought here yesterday afternoon. He studied her in the soft glow of the firelight. She was still asleep.

      That was something at least. She hadn’t died. He had worried that when he woke up, she would be gone. He had done everything he could think of for her. He had removed all of her clothes, done his best to dry her hair, and had placed her in his bed with its thick blankets. Then he had warmed potatoes on the small cookstove before wrapping them up and placing them on her chest and stomach. Having lived out here, he had learned a thing or two about surviving in a wet and cold environment. The first winter he was here, he almost lost a toe.

      His gaze went to the window. It was still dark out, but he had dreamt. That meant some time had elapsed since he put his head down to sleep for the night. But how long had he slept? How long would it be until morning?

      He hated the night. At times, it went on for much too long. It was easier to be distracted during the day when there was plenty to do.

      Well, he supposed there was something he could do to help pass the time right now. He scrambled to his feet. Ignoring the twinge in his side, he made his way over to the woman. He lifted the top blanket then touched the potatoes that were resting on the bottom blanket. Though still warm, they had cooled to the point where he should get more potatoes ready.

      He went to the cookstove and slid a piece of wood into the firebox. It kept the stove going but didn’t make it too hot in the cabin. Setting a fire in the fireplace after he placed the woman in the bed might have been unnecessary, but he worried that if the cabin was too cool, then she might not recover. It was better for him to sweat than for her to die.

      He retrieved three more potatoes from the shelf and set them on the cast iron skillet to warm them up. Afterward, he went to the window and peered up through the trees until he got a glimpse of the sky. The stars were still shining brightly. There wasn’t a hint of sunlight anywhere. Day wouldn’t be coming anytime soon. He sighed in disappointment.

      But maybe this was good. It might be in the woman’s best interest if he was awake to put warmer potatoes on her. He wiped the sleep from his eyes then grabbed the pitcher of water. He poured himself some water and sipped it. He did have a pocket watch. He supposed he could look at it. Then he would know exactly how long it was until dawn would finally arrive.

      He quietly made his way to the mantle above the fireplace and retrieved the family heirloom. He opened it and saw that it was only 2:43. Now he felt worse than before. This night was never going to end. He put the pocket watch down. He doubted he would get back to sleep on this particular night.

      Usually, he would read on a night like this, but considering he had someone to watch over, he thought better of it. It wouldn’t do to get lost in a book on a night like this. The potatoes would take a little longer to get warm enough to help the woman, so he decided to go outside to check the condition of her clothes. They were still damp. He wasn’t surprised. The trees offered far too much shade for the sun to get through sufficiently. Her clothes had been soaked. They would take another day to dry.

      He paused and took a moment to contemplate what had brought her into the forest. Few people ventured past the city limits of Ocean City to come all the way up this hill. Not that he was at the top of the hill, but this area was pretty secluded. One had to want to escape everything in this world to venture up here.

      He wasn’t a doctor. He had no way of telling how serious her hypothermia was. All he knew was that people could die from that up here. It was to her benefit that she hadn’t come here in the winter. At least she had a chance.

      A howl in the distance reminded him that it was best if he didn’t linger outside too long. He hurried back to the cabin and secured the door. He found some clean rags and went to the cookstove. After he wrapped the potatoes in the rags, he carried them over to the woman. He removed the top blanket from her.

      He set the old potatoes aside then set the new ones on the bottom blanket, focusing on where her chest and abdomen were. He did not lift the bottom blanket. Yes, he had removed her clothes to get her to dry off, but he wished to preserve as much of her modesty as possible. He reached for her hands. Then he felt her legs and her feet. They were still cool to the touch.

      He recalled a doctor once telling him one could damage the extremities by trying to warm them too soon. He had to make sure the chest and abdomen were warm first. Then the blood would flow better to the hands and feet. He checked the color of her hands and feet. The skin didn’t look blue, brown or black. That was promising. He tucked her arms close to her sides then wrapped her legs in the blanket.

      He carried the old potatoes to the shelf and set them down. He would warm them on the cookstove when it was time to swap potatoes. For now, all he could do was wait.

      He hated waiting. If it was dawn, he could at least do something productive. All he could do at this point was sit. Forcing aside his frustration, he settled into the rocking chair and, since there was nothing else of interest in the cabin at the moment, he watched as the woman slept.
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      “Will the rain never relent?” Corrine moaned and held a handkerchief to her nose and mouth. “I swear it’s making my nausea worse.”

      Henry put a reassuring hand on her knee. “Hang on, Corrine. The town has to be close now.”

      Lisa opened her eyes, fully expecting to see the brother and sister in the stagecoach with her. But she didn’t see them. She didn’t even see a stagecoach. She wasn’t even sitting up. She was lying on her back. It felt like she was on a bed. Also, she couldn’t make out the sound of rain. After a moment, she realized there was no rain. But she did hear something. She focused on her surroundings.

      It was dim around her. She could barely make out where she was. Her gaze went to two different sources of light. One source was the fire in a fireplace. The second source came from two small windows. The sun was out, but it must be morning or evening because it wasn’t as bright as it would be if it was midday or afternoon.

      She frowned. Where was she? She didn’t remember coming to this one-room cabin. A sharp pain stabbed her temple. She winced and closed her eyes.

      The last thing she remembered, she was standing on the edge of a cliff, trying to muster up the courage to jump. To end it all.

      Then she got scared and ran for the trees. She couldn’t jump, and she had nowhere to go in this town. She hadn’t come here to live. She had come here to die. It was why she hadn’t packed anything to take with her. All she had was a little money in her cloak, and that was supposed to be enough to get her as far West as one could go. If you ever get a chance to see the Pacific Ocean, you should, someone had told her long ago. Or maybe it hadn’t been long ago. That part of her life seemed to be more of a nightmare than a reality. The less she remembered, the better.

      The sound of a door opening caught her attention. Her eyes flew open, and she turned her head in time to see a tall man with dark hair enter the cabin. He was holding a pail and was carrying a cloth bag over his shoulder. He shut the door. He started to look her way, so she hurried to close her eyes and pretended to be asleep.

      Who was he? How had he found her? Why had he brought her here? What was he planning to do with her?

      She had to take a deep breath to calm down. She had to get out of there. But how?

      She heard him place the pail down on a hard surface. Then he was rummaging through something. Clangs of pots and skillets came next. She peeked out of the corner of her eye and saw that his back was to her. She opened her eyes and watched as he set a skillet on the cookstove. He pulled the sack off his shoulder then reached into it. A moment later, he was cracking a couple of eggs into the skillet.

      She glanced at the door. He was closer to it than she was. She had no chance of escaping as long as he was in there. Her gaze caught sight of her cloak that was pinned up near the door. It had grass stains on it.

      That was right. After crying all the tears she had left, she’d ended up lying on the wet ground. The last thing she recalled, she closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.

      And then… And then…

      She brought her gaze back to the stranger. And then she woke up here.

      What did he want with her?

      He left the cookstove to retrieve a plate and a cup from a shelf on the nearby wall. She closed her eyes in case he turned and realized she was awake. He must not know she was awake. He had left her alone while she slept. As long as he thought she continued to sleep, he would keep leaving her alone. What she needed to do was wait until he left the cabin. Then she would get out of this bed, grab her cloak, and hightail it out of there.

      Pretending to sleep proved to be a difficult task. Every time she heard him move, her tension increased. Would he come over to her? Did he pick up on the fact that she was awake? If she opened her eyes, would she see him staring at her? She had to focus on staying still and taking deep, even breaths in order to keep up the pretense of sleeping.

      Finally, after what seemed like forever, she heard the door open and shut. She partly opened her eyes. The cabin was empty. She waited for a long moment to see if he would return. He didn’t.

      She had no way of telling how long he’d be gone, but she had to get out of there. She sat up in the bed. A couple of round and hard things rolled off of her chest and stomach. Surprised, she lifted the top blanket. It was thicker than the other one. She spotted three potatoes. Under the potatoes was a thinner blanket. And under that thin blanket was…

      She gasped and brought the thick blanket up to her neck. She was naked! Not only had this stranger brought her here, but he had undressed her.

      He hadn’t done anything else to her, had he?

      She swallowed. She hated to find out, but she had to know. She lifted the blankets and peered down at her body. Everything looked normal. She parted her legs and tentatively examined the tender flesh hidden by the dark patch of curls. There was no evidence that he had spilled his seed inside her. She breathed a sigh of relief. She thought she would remember if he had done something to her, but this additional proof was much appreciated.

      She had no idea what the potatoes were for. Right now, that didn’t matter. What mattered was that she got out of there.

      She scanned the room until she found her undergarments and dress. They were on a stool that was at the foot of her bed. She scrambled out of the bed. Her head spun as her feet hit the floor. She rested against the bed until the bout of dizziness went away.

      She released her breath then hurried to put on her clothes. Thankfully, her stockings and boots were under the stool, so she didn’t have to search for them. Once she had everything on, she slipped her cloak on. She thought about going straight to the door and bolting out of there but restrained herself enough to go to the window by the bed first. The cabin was tucked in the middle of a lot of trees. She had no way of knowing how far she was from the ocean. She also had no idea how far she was from town.

      Pushing aside her disappointment, she reminded herself that she had to get out of here. She had no way of knowing if she could trust the man who had removed her clothes and put her in his bed. It certainly didn’t seem like something an honorable man would do.

      When she was assured that the man wasn’t anywhere near the cabin, she went to the door. She’d get out of here and never look back. She wasn’t sure where she’d go. She’d figure that out later. Right now, she had to get to safety.

      She slipped out of the cabin and softly shut the door behind her. Making sure she was still alone, she ran into the forest.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Ashley returned home. He would have stayed out longer to chop more wood, but he had to check on the woman. His efforts over the past two days had yielded good results. She was much warmer. He didn’t have to change out the potatoes so much anymore. He suspected he might not even have to place more heated potatoes on her at this point.

      While checking on her that morning, he noted that her skin color was normal, and her body, even her feet and hands, were warm. He was happy he had been able to save her. When he first saw her, he worried about her chances of survival, and if she did survive, he worried she might end up with frostbite. It was a miracle that she turned out alright. And he was glad to know God still granted miracles.

      As soon as he opened the door of his cabin, he saw that the bed was empty. The blankets had been shoved aside. The potatoes had fallen to the floor. His gaze swept the small area. She wasn’t anywhere. Her things were missing. She couldn’t fit under the bed. He had too many things under there.

      He was surprised she’d had the energy to leave. Well, he bet she wouldn’t make it far. Not in her weakened condition. She was going to end up collapsing before she made it a mile. That meant it wouldn’t take too long to find her. After being here for five years, he knew this area like the back of his hand.

      He went over to the small table and poured water into a canteen. She needed water. He had pressed a wet cloth to her lips every so often while she’d been unconscious, but she had to be thirsty. He swung the canteen over his shoulder and headed out to look for her.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa tripped over a tree root. She barely avoided landing face first on the damp earth by throwing her hands out in front of her. Her fingers clawed into the dirt as the impact from the fall hit her full force. She grunted. The stupid cloak and dress were working against her. It was difficult to navigate a forest this way.

      She straightened up on her knees and brushed her loose red curls from her face. Too late did she realize that she’d gotten mud in her hair. With a grimace, she did her best to wipe her hands on some old leaves. When that didn’t work, she decided to wipe them on her cloak. Even that didn’t get all of the grime off of her hands. She gave up and placed her hands in her lap.

      All was quiet in the forest. Where was the ocean from here? She noted the gentle downward slope of the hill. That had to be the way to town. She didn’t know what she thought was waiting for her in that direction. She didn’t know anyone there. She didn’t know anyone anywhere around here. The people she did know back East had made it clear that she should never show her face there again. When she thought she was going to end her life, that hadn’t hurt. But now that she realized she was too scared to end her life, knowing she had nowhere to go filled her with a fear she’d never experienced before.

      The only place she had to go to around here was that cabin with that creepy man. Only bad things happened to women who were trapped alone with men in cabins stuck in the middle of nowhere.

      Maybe she should find the ocean instead of the town. Maybe this time, she could gather the courage to step off the cliff.

      She used her hands to push herself off the ground. She wiped as much mud from her hands as she could. A wave of dizziness hit her. She remained still and closed her eyes as she waited for the sensation to go away. After it did, she opened her eyes and took a deep breath.

      Going down the hill would take her to town. She glanced around her. Which way was the ocean?

      She heard a noise in the sky. She looked up and squinted against the sunlight that filtered through the trees. A couple of birds flew across the sky. They headed in the same direction. Were they birds that liked the beach? If so, they would lead her in that direction.

      What did she have to lose by following them? She lowered her head and proceeded to the path that was level in front of her. She made it fifteen minutes heading in this new direction when the world tilted about her. She tried to compensate for it, but no matter what she did, she couldn’t regain her balance. Her vision went black. Then she lost consciousness.
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      Lisa opened her eyes. At first, she thought it was completely dark, but then she realized there was a soft glow of light coming from nearby. Surely, someone who pitched a campfire would notice her. She tried to make sense of her surroundings, but a stabbing pain pulsed through her head. She winced and closed her eyes.

      “I recommend you have something to drink,” came someone’s voice.

      With a gasp, she sat up. She winced again and put her hand over her forehead in hopes it would stop the world from spinning around her. It didn’t. She had to lay back on the mattress. She let out a frustrated groan. She was back in a bed. She bet the man from the cabin had found her and brought her back. If only she wasn’t so weak. Then she could have succeeded in her attempt to escape.

      “You need water,” the man said. “I know how hard it is to drink warm water, so I made sure it’s cold.”

      She felt him sit next to her on the bed. Her eyes flew open, and she tried to get away from him, but she collapsed against him instead. Tears would have come to her eyes if she’d had any more to cry. Her life just kept getting worse. If she’d had the courage to step off that cliff, she wouldn’t be in this predicament right now.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” the man assured her. “I want to help.”

      He slipped his arm around her shoulders and lifted her up so that she was sitting. Once he had her securely against his side, he brushed her hair away from her face. She willed herself to shove him away, but she only managed to move her hand a few inches across her lap. The long journey out here—and all that had happened afterward—left her depleted of energy. She had no choice but to sip the water that he gave her. Her fingers brushed the fabric of her dress. Well, that was something, at least. She was still clothed.

      He brought a cup to her lips and tilted it so that she could drink the water. She hated to admit it, but the water tasted wonderful. She hadn’t realized she was so parched.

      “Don’t drink it so fast,” he warned and pulled the cup away from her. “You don’t want to vomit it back up.”

      He returned the cup to her lips, and she forced herself to drink slower. When she was satisfied, she took in her surroundings again. Like it or not, she was at the mercy of the man who’d trapped her here with him before. “What do you want with me?”

      “I only want to help you. I found you sleeping on the forest floor while I was out gathering wood. You were on the verge of death.”

      She’d been on the verge of death when he found her? She groaned in disappointment. She didn’t need to jump off the cliff? She could have just slept her misery away? “I wish you hadn’t brought me here.”
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