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        Chapter one


      


      

        

          Willow knocked on the heavy door for the third time and tried the doorbell once more. Then she waited, her ears straining for sounds of life within. 


          Only the birds in the surrounding trees answered her.


          She blew into her cold hands and rubbed them together as she glanced back at the fog-shrouded forest. There was nothing else, and nowhere else, to go.


          Her arms and face were scraped up from trekking through the damp forest, and her body was screaming. Especially her injured left foot.


          No one was home, and she didn’t know if the owner would return today, next week, or never. She wasn’t waiting outside to find out.


          Willow slid the cheap charm bracelet off her wrist. Concealed in the battered bronze charms was a bobby pin. She pulled it free as she stood back to assess the door’s lock, the way her grandpa had taught her.


          With a quick look around, she knelt on the porch on aching legs. She tried to imagine Gramps’ voice in her ear, coaching her while she straightened out the bobby pin.


          It’d been a long time since she’d picked a lock. It might be better to just find a rock, and –


          Willow gaped as the door handle turned easily in her hand, and the door drifted open. She scrambled to her feet.


          She’d thought it was an urban myth, but apparently there really were magical people who left their houses unlocked. Up here in the mountains, most of the dangers probably came from nature, anyway.


          “Hello?” Willow called cautiously as she stepped inside, just to be sure.


          Silence greeted her. She shut the door and stepped out of her muddy, ruined slippers, so she wouldn’t dirty the floor.


          It was a beautiful hardwood floor, warm beneath her cold toes as she walked further into the house with a slight limp. A big, oversized couch draped with a cozy blanket beckoned her in the living room just left of the door. The drapes were drawn wide around the windows, bathing the furniture in the dreary, mid-morning light.


          As the warmth of the house seeped into her, she felt her adrenaline crash. Her body’s needs immediately blared at her like a cranked-up stereo.


          Willow made a dash for the kitchen. She washed her hands and face in the sink, slurping up water in her cupped hands before she turned to the fridge and yanked it open.


          Sandwich bread. Deli meat. Mayonnaise. She dumped them on the kitchen table, pulled open drawers until she found a butter knife, then all but collapsed in a chair.


          Willow was halfway through her third, sloppily-made sandwich when she sat back and slowed down, waiting for her limbs to stop trembling with fatigue.


          The small book tucked into her waistband against her skin was no longer bearable. With a grimace, she pried it loose, gasping at how her ribs twinged. Hopefully, they weren’t broken.


          She smoothed the leather cover of the small journal. Recipes, the faded, gilt letters announced.


          Willow opened it and thumbed through a few handwritten pages. She lifted the journal to her nose to smell its comforting paper. Her mother’s scent had long ago faded, but it was all she had left of her.


          And now, all she had left of her own, rather sorry life.


          It was only because she kept the journal on the nightstand, where she could look at it as she fell asleep, that she’d been able to grab it before leaping out of the burning house.


          At the thought of the fire, she tensed and sucked in a sharp breath. Her smoke-abused lungs spasmed.


          Don’t think about it. Don’t think. Don’t.


          Willow forced her mind back to safer subjects. She’d broken into a stranger’s home and helped herself to their food. It wasn’t all she would do. She’d be damned if she left here without at least showering off the sweat, dirt, and acrid smell of smoke on her skin.


          The car that Willow had stolen had run out of gas overnight, but she’d managed to guide it onto the shoulder of the narrow, mountain road before it completely died.


          Then she’d curled up to get some sleep in the passenger seat, since there was no way she’d risk the mountain at night on foot. She was a city girl and no expert on wildlife, and didn’t want to meet whatever was making the sounds drifting from the trees.


          The rattling roar of a semi speeding by had Willow gasping awake after dawn. She’d stumbled out of the car in the pajamas she’d been wearing when she escaped the fire, and begun to walk.


          Her suede moccasin slippers had been equally unsuitable for a long walk down the highway, but there was no helping that. At least it had stopped raining, though a thick fog moved across the landscape.


          After a couple of miles, she’d come to a ridge that looked down on the sloping forest below. Scanning the foggy trees, she’d searched desperately for any sign of civilization, such as a town, or a gas station.


          Willow’s eyes had snagged on the one, lone roof peeking through the trees. The only roof.


          She managed to heave herself over the steel guard rail. Then she stumbled and slid down the wet undergrowth until she gained level ground, and headed in what she’d hoped was the right direction.


          It was a lot further than she’d imagined, and it’d taken her maybe another three hours of walking. She’d gasped in relief when the trees parted around the property.


          Willow cleaned up the mess of bread crumbs she’d made on the table’s surface. With the fresh food in the fridge and the lingering warmth, she knew the owner of the house would be back soon.


          She hoped to be gone by then, but it might be out of her control. Perhaps any conversation would go better if she did something for them in return, as payment.


          Her brief rest at the table had allowed her muscles to go cold. She winced as she rose to her feet. Everything hurt. She hobbled back to the fridge and put the sandwich supplies away, then inventoried the rest of the food.


          She had no money, but there was one skill she was reasonably certain might suffice.


          Willow lucked out to find a package of fresh stew meat wrapped in butcher’s paper in the bottom of the fridge. Venison stew cuts, the scrawled label informed her.


          Now that she wasn’t distracted from starving, she easily located a large pot, a spoon, then salt and pepper. Peering in the cabinets turned up a box of root vegetables, some still covered in dirt.


          According to a receipt still tucked inside the box, it was some kind of farm share delivery. Willow collected a couple onions, some carrots, and potatoes, then washed them in the sink.


          Cooking always soothed her, and she felt its warm peace settle into her body, relaxing her. She had her mother’s recipes, but she didn’t need to open the journal for this one.


          She’d helped her mom in the kitchen until she was fifteen, listening as her mother explained all of her secret tricks to create delicious meals. Her mother had instilled her with such a deep love of cooking that she’d decided she wanted to cook for a living.


          That was before a car crash had taken both her mother and Gramps from her, and she’d gone into foster care. But she’d clung to that dream, and her mother’s recipe journal, as she moved from foster home to foster home.


          One couple had even let her practice in their kitchen. She’d known she was finally getting the recipes right when she saw the looks on their faces change over time, as they’d sampled her attempts.


          People could fake complements, but it was a lot harder to conceal how food made you feel, be it good or bad.


          Yet, none of that had mattered when she’d awoken to the sound of someone trying to open her bedroom door in the middle of the night, a few months’ shy of her seventeenth birthday.


          Willow had climbed out of her bedroom window, that very night. It wasn’t the first time she’d found herself escaping from foster homes that were too good to be true.


          But it was the last time she was willing to trust a foster home again.


          She managed to coast through homeless shelters for several months, and even slept on the street a few times. Finally, at nineteen, a charity worker had helped her land a place in transitional housing, and find a part-time gig as a waitress.


          Willow hadn’t applied to be a waitress at the diner. She’d applied for the line cook position. The manager had taken one look at her and her journal of recipes before he shook his head, lighting a cigarette behind the diner.


          “Home cookin’ ain’t like restaurant cookin’,” he’d told her around his cigarette. “Hell, diner cookin’ ain’t like restaurant cookin’. I need someone who can turn out two stacks of pancakes, three burgers, and a steak in ten minutes, with fries to match. Someone with experience.”


          His eyes had traveled over her full chest and hips as he’d ashed his cigarette. “I got an opening in the front as a waitress, though.”


          That was how Willow had ended up waiting tables for a living in a diner, all while avoiding the handsy, leering customers.


          Or she had, until she’d worked the wrong shift, at the wrong time.


          Don’t think.


          Willow let her hands take over as her brain shut down. She dredged the stew meat in salt, pepper, and a touch of flour, then seared the meat in the pot with a little oil.


          She exhaled in contentment as she quickly diced up the onions, carrots, and potatoes, then added them to the sizzling meat and stirred it. After a bit more salt and pepper, she filled the pot halfway with water, and turned the stove’s flame to low.


          With that settled, she went to explore the rest of the house. There were two bedrooms, though one was empty and unused, with just a few boxes set in one corner.


          The other bedroom had a huge four-poster bed with massive carved bed posts, and a dresser to match. Pulling open the dresser drawers, she only found a man’s clothes.


          Willow pilfered a worn, old sweater and some flannel pants, then showered in the adjoining bathroom. She hissed as the water hit her injured foot, and looked down to see the trail of blood going down the drain.


          The jagged cut on top of her foot had previously crusted over, seeping blood into her moccasins during her walk, but the warm shower water had opened it up again.


          Searching the bathroom didn’t turn up a first aid kit. She grabbed one of the man’s large, cotton socks, wrapped it around her foot, and knotted it on the side.


          Willow had hoped to keep some of the stranger’s clothing when she eventually left, but after she shrugged into the sweater and pants, she realized they’d be just as conspicuous as her pajamas. The clothing swam on her, and the flannel pants were so big that she gave up and kicked out of them again.


          By the time she’d dumped her filthy pajamas into the washing machine, scrubbed her moccasins, and set them on the back porch to dry, the fatigue was starting to kick in. Hard.


          There was no way she’d be able to stay awake, while the stew finished. She noted in relief that the oven had a timed function. With a whimper as her ribs screamed, she shifted the heavy pot into the oven, and set it for a timed cook.


          She’d only meant to return to the bedroom to grab a pillow to crash on the couch, but the bed was too inviting. She barely managed to flop onto her belly atop the comforter before she passed out.
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