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  Prologue




  




  “It’s a good thing these cameras have zoom lenses. You wouldn’t catch me that close to one of those hulking beasts,” Christy said to her companion. She crouched amidst the brilliant colored foliage, well shielded. The forest was thick with vegetation, though they were well into autumn. Her voice carried barely above a whisper. The first tiny tendril of her breath showed as she spoke. The air was cooler than a week ago.




  A man of fifty plus years was squatting next to her and he smiled, then chuckled in the fatherly way she found endearing. Christy wasn’t frightened of the massive animal they were observing, just voicing her opinion. Her long, light brown hair blew into her face and eyes and across her camera lens, coming loose from the ponytail. She batted at it, annoyed, tucking the strands behind an ear and repositioned her camera. A rapid succession of pictures was rifled off at lightning speed.




  “They are beautiful,” the man responded, his voice as hushed.




  The lumbering Kodiak stood to his full height and scratched long vicious claws at a tree, shredding the bark, marking its territory. The camera was again in action.




  “Yes, very beautiful and very deadly, Sam,” Christy replied.




  She lowered her camera and gazed at her boss; both were crouched on the balls of their feet. The Kodiak dropped down and rummaged through the forest floor, grunting softly. Sam shifted the branch he was holding back into place, giving the bear its privacy.




  “There are more deadly and frightening things out there that walk the earth, Chris. Yet, I agree with you. I’m beyond glad we are way over here,” her boss said with an air of teasing mystery.




  “Oh, Sam, you are always so melodramatic.”




  Her boss chuckled. “And you are way too innocent.”




  Christy was innocent in some ways, but she understood evil having witnessed the brutality of another firsthand. Her sheltered world had crashed in on her months ago, turning her into the frightened recluse she was. She hadn’t always been afraid of her own shadow. Out here in the middle of nowhere was perfect for her needs. Christy was afraid of men, except Sam; she was wary of people. Friends turned their backs on you when it was convenient to look the other way. Then again, maybe friends were an illusion in her old world.




  Christy and Sam backed away from the massive bear, their soft-soled running shoes making no sound on the muffled carpet of wet leaves on the dense forest floor. Christy placed her camera back into her backpack as they walked along a well-worn animal path. They weren’t far from the large cabin Sam rented, and soon enough were entering the front door, feeling the relief they always felt at returning safely. The area they were in was deep in the far north, hundreds of miles from the nearest civilization. Human population was almost nonexistent. The animals ruled here; it was their domain. It wasn’t uncommon to wake to a moose at their front door, chattering raccoons scurrying across the roof, or a curious bear that ventured forth to gaze into a window. The eerie, yet beautiful song of wolves was their entertainment when darkness settled.




  Christy dumped her backpack onto the rustic, solid maple kitchen table and headed for the ancient refrigerator. She removed a bottle of spring water, cracked the lid, and took a long, satisfying swallow. Sam reached around her for an ice cold beer.




  “Looking forward to heading home?” Sam asked.




  “I’m looking forward to being clean.”




  Their cabin possessed a small, serviceable shower; however, Christy had been warned against using soap, perfume, or deodorant while shooting. They didn’t want any of the wildlife attracted to them by curious odors. It would be too dangerous.




  “I’m dying to sink into a hot bubble bath and use shampoo and conditioner. My hair’s all full of static, and I’m tired of cotton mouth. I want to use real toothpaste again on my toothbrush. Baking soda and water leaves an awful aftertaste. And don’t get me started on deodorant.”




  “What is it with women and cleanliness?” Sam asked, and finished half of his beer in one swig.




  “Same as it is with men and beer,” Christy retorted, eyeing him intently. “We’ve just got to have it.”




  “All right, I give.” Sam relented, holding out his hands in supplication, smiling.




  Christy yawned. It had been a long week. If they were successful, this photo shoot would make a name for her. Her greatest joy was wildlife. Sam had been gracious enough to include her along this time. She knew there were experienced photographers he worked with; offhandedly, he casually mentioned he saw something in Christy that reminded him of himself. She was gifted in her profession. Though not exactly fearless, as she was very cautious, her shots were works of art. She brought life to her still pictures, as though capturing the animal’s spirit or their very soul in timelessness.




  “I guess we better get packed up. Howard should be landing to take us back soon, if he hasn’t already,” Sam said. He stretched widely while groaning.




  “I suppose,” Christy said, and emitted her own soft sigh.




  She glanced with longing around the spacious, though somewhat primitive old cabin. Even though the shoot was technically working, this felt like the first vacation she’d had in months. Photography was her passion, her life. Work was sitting at a desk, doing the laundry or dishes, not taking pictures of beautiful animals. Her gaze flashed toward Sam. She was already feeling a sense of nostalgia.




  “You’re good, Chris, one of my best. I know that now.” Sam placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You’ve proven yourself. We’ll be back, sweetheart, I promise.”




  Christy felt her heart light up with gratitude. She’d followed him around all week without hesitation, filled with intrigue as the days went by. She’d trudged after him through the engrossing woods, capturing pictures of bears, wolves, cougars and bobcats. The wildlife magazine contracting them would be more than impressed with their work, she felt certain.




  Christy’s face glowed with unveiled gratitude, sparkling at her from a near mirror when she chanced a glance. It was rare for her to smile and she missed the person she was gazing at as though her image was a lost friend. She headed off to her room to pack. There wasn’t much, just enough to fit into a duffel bag. It wasn’t as if they needed clothes for socializing. Christy hadn’t bothered with makeup, and most often, her long hair was held back by a single elastic in a serviceable ponytail. She peered out over the staircase and watched as Sam headed to the fridge and once more cracked open a bottle of beer, the last.




  * * * *




  “Looking forward to being back in the big city?” Sam asked Christy.




  They bounced along the rough terrain in their rented jeep, bursting occasionally through the wayward branches that stretched as though to keep them captive. The only indication of a road was a hint of wheel indentations within the ruts on either side of the vehicle. Christy hung on absently to the handle above her window and the armrest to steady herself.




  “No,” she replied, her word tense. There was nothing to go home to. She was an only child, both parents deceased. Not even an aunt or uncle to call her own.




  Sam sat quietly beside her, though he cast a sad, sorry glance toward her that spoke volumes. She was already feeling her loneliness. For one brief week she’d had him all to herself. She was by no means attracted to him, and Sam knew that. It was his companionship she coveted, nothing more. At fifty-four he was more of a father figure; he had been for the last six months. The first man she’d let close since Chad. Sam reached out and clasped her hand. She felt her cheeks flush when he laughed at her death grip on the armrest between them as the jeep jumped and rocked.




  “We’ll come back,” Sam again promised.




  Christy knew the snow would soon be falling. Their return wouldn’t occur until the following year, months away. She would be alone again. She would be forced to return to her lonely apartment, her solitary existence. After her parents’ deaths there was nothing keeping her in her hometown. Her failed relationship with her boyfriend lent urgency to the need to get away. Answering an ad for a photography studio, Christy sold everything and moved, hoping to start fresh. She hadn’t realized the damage her ex had caused, and she was afraid to make friends, afraid to repeat a disastrous relationship. Christy began to harden her heart against the impending loneliness. She gazed out the windshield to the road ahead, becoming lost in her thoughts.




  Christy’s emotions closed down, she could feel her eyes shuttering over to keep out rays of self-doubt, filter aloneness. She knew one of the reasons Sam had been hesitant to include her was because of her distant attitude. He commented she was a sweet, skilled young woman, but she couldn’t blame him for being reluctant. After all, who wanted to spend an entire week in seclusion with someone you felt was emotionally constipated and withdrawn?




  She knew Sam was surprised as her joy at being included caused animated responses. With his help, she began to crash free from her concrete shell with each picture she took and shared with him. With each sentence spoken, she showed her eagerness for acceptance, and she was so grateful to him for his patience and understanding. Her transformation from a world of emotionless zombies into a world of the emotion-filled living increased. A metamorphosis took place. Her conversations with him were witty and thoughtful, filled with intelligent insight. She was well versed, and though she knew he felt her to be young, at only twenty-three, she was able to articulate on his level. Hope, what she was experiencing was hope. It was eroding with each mile.




  The concrete was reconstructed. She had no desire to return to the real world, a world of cruelty and hurtful people. Her enigmatic shield was again in place as they approached the small landing strip that would take them to a larger airstrip in a private chartered plane which was now visible in the distance.




  Vacating their vehicle, Christy slung her duffel bag to her shoulder. The sky was blue, though a few clouds dotted the horizon; there was a crisp bite to the air. They approached their pilot, Howard, a small, eccentric, charming man in his early sixties. His plane was smallish though roomier inside. He loved to fly and called himself the limo of the airways, wanting to poke holes in the sky. Christy thought he liked the company while flying, this way he could kill two birds with one stone. Howard came forth and extended his hand to Sam.




  “Good trip?” Howard inquired.




  “You bet,” Sam responded, and with his normal boisterousness shook the man’s hand.




  “How about you, little lady? I see no dashing bear made off with you,” Howard said.




  Strands of fine hair blew into Christy’s eyes and she lifted a slender hand to brush her locks aside. The pilot was assessing her with a small smile; his look was appreciative, not predatory, and she wasn’t offended. She was only about five foot two. Maybe one hundred and five pounds fully clothed and soaking wet. She had thin sunset hair but lots of it which hung past her shoulders. She was often told her dark brown eyes complimented her lighter hair. Christy was used to a man’s open stare, it happened often enough, and had learned to differentiate long ago between lewd and admiring. Lewd she ignored, admiring she thought to be delightfully sweet.




  “I’ve got a slight change in flight plans; you know, a last minute thing. I apologize if it makes you uncomfortable, but it’s only a two-hour flight,” Howard mentioned as they walked toward his plane.




  “Oh, and what’s that?” Sam questioned as they boarded.




  Christy stopped dead in her tracks. On board was a police officer. Dressed in plain rumpled clothes, unshaven, his expression somewhat haggard, she could tell he was a cop, as his handgun was in plain sight, strapped to his large chest under his opened jacket. It wasn’t the weapon giving his occupation away. It was the dangerous, dark-haired, dark-eyed, powerful, angry-looking man in handcuffs beside him. A man whose gaze bore into Christy’s, keeping her more captive than he was.




  




  




  




  Chapter 1




  




  “Ma’am.” With a tip of his head the officer respectfully acknowledged her.




  Christy felt herself impaled by the dark-haired man’s intense stare. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. The only thing working was the pounding of her heart in her ears. Four men in a plane with her. It was too confining.




  I can’t, I can’t.




  “Come on Christy, everything will be fine,” Sam said, his tone coaxing.




  Sam took Christy’s arm and propelled her to the two back seats. She didn’t think she’d make it. Her hand touched the officer’s large shoulder and she drew back, feeling her skin sizzle. Christy collapsed into her seat, her throat constricting.




  Breathe, breathe.




  Sam buckled them both in. Christy had never mentioned Chad and the horrible abuse she suffered to anyone. Sam couldn’t know the terror she battled. If she tried to run from the plane, he would never bring her back next year. Christy made a point of looking out the window, at the floor, into her sweat-dampened hands. She knew the dark-haired man’s gaze was following her every move, burning her image behind his cold, calculating eyes.




  “Sam?” Christy finally mumbled, her gaze fleeing to his. She hated the fear of being trapped. There was nowhere to hide. The small, fine hairs on the back of her neck rose to stand tall with her apprehension. She would have liked nothing more than to crawl under her seat.




  “It’s all right, ma’am,” the officer was quick to say. “You’re in no danger.”




  The pilot gave a meaningful scowl at the officer. “Mr. Morrison is a regular and extremely well-paying customer and a good friend. If he even so much as mentions he doesn’t want your prisoner in the same plane as himself or young colleague, you’ll have to be get out.”




  “So, it’s your call, Sam,” Howard said. “But the next plane out won’t be for at least three days and I’m told a storm is brewing, so it could be longer before I can make my way back. You know the conditions of the cabin here. Outdated enough to be considered spooky.”




  “Sir, you have my word that neither you nor the young lady is in any danger. It’s imperative I get my prisoner to our destination. I can’t afford a delay,” the officer said.




  Christy could detect the slightest hint of urgency in the man’s tone, he seemed agitated. His jaw clenched and unclenched. She felt goose bumps rise on her skin. She wondered what this prisoner could have done that the officer was in such a hurry to get him detained. From the looks of the powerfully built dark-haired man and his unnerving glance, she was certain she didn’t want to know. A cold feeling of foreboding ran icy fingers up her spine. She again resisted the urge to run from the plane.




  “Just keep his eyes front,” Sam grumbled with obvious annoyance.




  The officer gave a quick jab to his prisoner. “Cool it, Lando.”




  After offering Christy a smug, lascivious smile that made her cringe with apprehension, the dark-haired man turned with exaggerated slowness to face front, then settled back.




  “All right, everyone, seatbelts on and sit back. Remember to keep your arms and legs inside the vehicle at all times,” Howard offered, though no one smiled at his lame attempt at a joke. “Whew, tough crowd.” He shook his head.




  Christy closed her eyes and gripped Sam’s arm. She hated takeoffs and landings. They seemed worse in smaller planes, though she knew Howard was a competent pilot. On their trip out he had been witty and kind. Their flight had been uneventful, if mildly turbulent.




  The engine revved and Christy felt the tingle on her ass through the seat. The somewhat uneven, grassy airstrip jolted them as the plane gained momentum; the numerous coniferous trees at the sidelines whisked by. With Howard’s practiced ease they were soon airborne. Christy gave a soft sigh once the aircraft evened out. When she opened her eyes the man—Lando, the officer had called him—was again staring at her. His dark eyes were the most intense she ever encountered. She noticed Sam’s dark glare as he locked his own angry gaze on the man, once again trying to divert his attention from Christy.




  “I said, cool it,” the officer snapped at his prisoner, and again gave him a good jab.




  Lando offered him a contemptuous look. “What the hell are they gonna do, open the door and ask me to leave?”




  “I got two parachutes,” Howard said with a wide grin.




  Christy watched as Lando narrowed his unnerving eyes, assessing the pilot. She could see his grudging respect for the scrappy little man. It was apparent Howard wouldn’t take any of the man’s nonsense. The feeling was a comfort. She could see Lando’s annoyance as he settled back, and she gave a sigh of relief when he closed his eyes, apparently deciding to drop the issue.




  * * * *




  Christy woke with her head on Sam’s shoulder. She sensed she hadn’t been asleep very long. After Lando decided to leave her alone, she’d thought her situation through. Sam would never hurt her; he wouldn’t allow anyone else to hurt her. There wasn’t a single time in her life a police officer hurt her, and Howard was a sweet man. With Lando settled she relaxed, then gave in to her well-deserved weariness. Now fully awake, she yawned, and then realized she felt a bit of discomfort.




  It had been a busy and exciting week. Neither she nor Sam really had time to stop for a decent meal and her tummy growled, embarrassingly loud. She looked up as Lando shifted in his seat to once again gaze at her. Christy felt the blush creep over her throat and face. Lando lifted an amused eye, determining where the sound originated from, and once more faced front.




  “Hungry?” Sam asked.




  “Starving,” she replied, her head nodding in enthusiastic confirmation. Sam laughed and she could just see his thoughts. Now who was being melodramatic?




  “Once we get to the airport, I know of a little restaurant where we can go. It’s like a bed and breakfast. Mrs. Jones makes the best spaghetti and meatballs you’ve ever tasted. She bakes her own garlic bread from scratch and heaps on gooey, melted mozzarella. That, coupled with her fine handpicked wines made from her vineyard. She grinds the fresh Parmesan onto your food right at the table, and her handmade Caesar salad has garlic-roasted, home-baked croutons, with warm, crisp-cooked, thick slices of maple bacon that just melt in your…”




  “Sam,” Christy whined. “You’re not helping.” She was mortified when her tummy once again rumbled out a loud, angry protest.




  Sam chuckled and offered a soft apology. “I’ll feed you when we land,” he modified.




  “Thanks,” Christy mumbled.




  “Sounds good though,” Christy heard Lando mutter.




  “Yeah,” the officer wistfully concurred. “Sorry, Lando, you and I have a date with a vending machine,” he said, abrupt, then added grouchily, “I’ll be happy to deliver you to the proper authorities. I want to go home to my beautiful fiancée, whom I haven’t seen in well over a month.”




  “I should charge you with cruel and unusual punishment,” Lando commented, with obvious annoyance. Christy could see his deep scowl of distaste as the men continued to bicker.




  “Although the vending machine will be a relief from soggy wieners, rock hard beans and burnt macaroni. Christ, does your fiancée realize what a horrible cook you are?”




  “Just be grateful you’re still alive,” the officer replied, his lips settled into a fine, grim line.




  Lando snorted at him and scoffed, “If my people found us, we both know who’d stand a better chance of survival.” The officer colored brightly.




  “So just what is it you did, son?” Howard asked.




  Christy had been wondering the same thing; their conversation was intriguing. Though the officer was fairly young, it was apparent he’d been chosen to stay with the prisoner because his own large stature almost matched the size of his charge. Even with Lando wearing handcuffs, she could sense he was dangerous as he flexed and un-flexed massive muscles. The only possible reason Howard would have agreed to take them on must be because he didn’t like the idea of leaving the young officer stranded at the secluded airstrip. It was just a small cabin, almost no amenities and an outhouse, with a somewhat bumpy field to take off on.




  Sam had mentioned this time of year the weather was unpredictable, volatile at times. She doubted Howard would want to chance flying back for them. From what Christy knew of Howard, as much as he liked to fly he prided himself with safety first.




  “I’m a hit man for the Mafia,” Lando replied, deadpan. He said this while his gaze locked on Christy.




  “Enough,” the officer bellowed.




  Christy felt the blood drain from her face. It was all too apparent the fearsome man wasn’t joking. Her eyes widened fearfully on the two men, who appeared on the verge of a verbal battle once more.




  “You jab at me again, you little prick, and I’ll send you out the window without a parachute,” Lando warned. The officer scowled darkly at him and Christy was amazed; it looked as though the officer stilled his hands from fear. Christy shuddered at the realization. What kind of brutality was this man capable of to frighten such a large, armed police officer?




  “Harmless, eh?” Howard commented casually to the officer. Christy was impressed as the small man, having witnessed the same scene, still remained undaunted.




  “We’ll be out of your hair soon enough,” the officer said. His gaze was drawn to his watch.




  “Not soon enough for me,” Christy muttered. She clamped her lips shut as Lando once again leveled an intense stare in her direction. Christy could feel the sensation of the hair on the back of her neck rising. The plane seemed to become more confined. She resisted the urge to bury her face in Sam’s chest.




  Instead, she lifted her chin and leveled a hard glare at the large arrogant man, hoping to stare him down.




  Lando narrowed his eyes, accepting the challenge, with obvious amusement. His almost black eyes bore into Christy’s until she was sorry for eliciting the confrontation. Lando’s gaze intensified until Christy’s defiant stare contorted with fearful concern. She hazarded a glance at the window, noting with trepidation she could fit through it a great deal easier than the officer.




  She lowered her gaze in defeat, sensing Lando’s satisfaction at her fear and his victory. She doubted she would make another comment like the last, if she ever spoke again throughout the rest of the flight. Christy was out of her league. This man looked brutal, and she was no match for him.




  Christy jumped as Sam reached over to take her hand. She almost snatched her hand away at the sudden contact; she then blushed with deep embarrassment at having her fear found out. It was apparent Sam had witnessed their battle of wills. She knew he admired her spirit, but she also sensed he guessed who would prove to be victorious. They were only half an hour into their flight. Christy couldn’t help but feel a sense of panic. She felt a deep certainty this would be the longest hour and a half of her life.




  “Why don’t you try going back to sleep?” Sam suggested in a gentle tone.




  Like that would ever happen.




  She would likely wake screaming in terror. She could never fall asleep this close to a confessed killer. She would rather be closer to the Kodiak. No, she decided, the very last thing she needed was a nap.




  * * * *




  Not much time passed before Christy noted the dark clouds creeping in on them from over the horizon, billowing and ominous. She could hear a distinct rumbling over the roar of the engine. It didn’t help that Howard kept fiddling with his push talk button on the left hand yoke.




  “Blasted piece of junk,” he finally muttered.




  “What’s wrong?” the officer inquired.




  “Mountains interfering with my reception. Happens sometimes. Nothing to worry about, it’ll come back, it gets a bit cranky.”




  “He’s right, Christy. I’ve flown this route enough to know it’s happened before; everything will be fine,” Sam said offering a soothing touch to her arm.




  Christy felt her face pale as the flight progressed. Her fear had been increasing as the wind seemed to pick up and the small plane rocked and dipped at the turbulence. Her hand clutched at the touch Sam offered.




  “Don’t worry, honey. If we crash I’ll take good care of you,” Lando said to her, though his tone and meaning were anything but protective. His intent was clear as he looked her body over in a lingering fashion, Christy shuddered, frightened further. The storm was no less menacing than Lando. She shifted to lay her head on Sam’s shoulder in concern.




  “Hey, buddy, why don’t you shut up?” Sam snapped at him, wrapping a snug arm around Christy.




  “Let’s all just calm down. I want everyone to tighten their seatbelts, just as a precaution,” Howard interfered, his tone calm.




  Howard was having trouble controlling the plane as it dipped and rose; obviously, he didn’t want a brawl breaking out. Howard keyed his mic and spoke into his headset.




  “Flight center, Balter, come in please.” No response. “Flight center, Balter, this is November 701. Do you read? Talk to me.”




  The radio seemed to come to life and they all heard a broken, “Come in November 701.” More static. “This is November 321.”




  “What’s with the clouds? 701,” Howard asked and he peered through the window as though searching.




  “Storm…” came a static, broken reply for all to hear.




  “Say again?”




  “Storm…” once more a broken reply as the radio became worse.




  “I’m changing my heading to my alternate route,” Howard replied.




  Again an unintelligible response, then static.




  The plane shifted toward a new direction. Yet, what Howard hadn’t heard was critical. It was the storm that was changing its heading and he was to in fact remain on course. His new coordinates would take them directly into a raging bitter wind of icy sleet and rain.




  




  Chapter 2




  




  Christy hung onto her seat for dear life. The plane dipped and swayed, jerking their bodies about as the wind howled with intensity. They were thrown about like a child’s plaything. The sky darkened to a pitch black, except for the occasional brilliant flashes of lightning, giving them brief, terrifying glimpses of their dismal surroundings. Christy looked to Sam, seeking comfort, but what she saw in his petrified gaze was less than encouraging. He was as terrified as she was, his hands turning white at his powerful grip on the seat.




  Howard struggled to keep the plane on course, a struggle he was fast losing. The sleet was battering the wings mercilessly, the ice clinging and building into heavy sheets.




  “What’s happening?” the officer called over the noise of the storm.




  “Pitot might be frozen. Airspeed is all over the place. And the vacuum pump is probably pooched. I can’t control our altitude. Without visual hues in the horizon, I can’t tell if we’re flat and level or banked into a turn.” The engine roared. “God damn it, we’re plummeting in a deep bank.” All watched as Howard mightily tried to control the aircraft, he keyed his mic again.




  “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. 121.5. This is November 701. We are going down. Repeat, we are going down. Mayday Mayday Mayday. Fifty miles north of…”




  Howard never finished his sentence. The plane suddenly shifted on a severe updraft, swooped abruptly, and nosedived. Howard slammed forcefully sideways against the window, cracking the glass with the intensity of the sound blow. He slumped, his bloodied head falling forward onto his chest, his eyes now gazing sightlessly.




  Christy screamed in terror as the plane plummeted to the earth. Its memento gaining, an ominous rushing sound surrounded them, washing over them like a flowing current of terror.




  She clutched at Sam’s arm in horror, pulling at him frantically, seeking even a small measure of comfort, wanting him closer. All rational thought eluded her. She had fled from her abusive relationship in terror and now this. She was certain they were all going to die…




  * * * *




  “Take these off,” Lando demanded of his handcuffs to the officer. He held out his arms, thrusting the cuffs in his face. The officer stayed immobile for a moment, but Lando remained persistent until finally eliciting a response. The officer struggled to release him, fumbling with the small key as though in a daze, while the plane bumped and weaved. Lando grabbed the key with his fingers and managed to release himself.




  “Help me,” Lando yelled over the storm, springing to his feet, but none moved to offer aid. He struggled with Howard’s seatbelt in an attempt to move him away from the controls. The space was tight with Lando’s large build. He pulled the slight man’s body awkwardly sideways while battling the resistance of the shifting plane.




  Lando grabbed the controls and, with incredible strength, yanked at the yoke, but was unable to pull the nose of the plane up. Frantically, a thought came to mind about the parachutes Howard claimed were aboard, but he dismissed the idea. They would undoubtedly crash before he could find one, get into it, and open a door. Realizing there was no hope, the crash inevitable and there was no alternative to the unavoidable occurrence, Lando jumped into his vacated seat and snapped his seatbelt on.




  “Put your heads down, we’re gonna crash,” he yelled back behind him. Christy continued to scream in terror and Sam remained unmoving. “Heads down, now,” Lando bellowed out once again, his gaze locking with Sam’s terrified eyes. Sam blinked at him uncomprehendingly for a brief moment. Lando was about to howl out another command, but Sam grabbed Christy by the neck last moment and pushed down hard. Lando watched as Christy fought with him, now consumed with her fear. The large man threw most of his body over her, protectively pinning her with his somewhat larger bulky frame.




  The last image to capture Lando’s attention was a brief silhouette of the top of a very high, massive tree. The dark startling green flashed, then disappeared within a sheet of misty, hazy snow. He was correct in his assumption their downward spiral was close to an end. He braced himself and wrapped his arms around his head; he squeezed his eyes closed. The first horrendous jolt sent him into unconsciousness, and Christy’s screams of terror faded in the blackness.




  The small plane’s right wing slammed into the top of an enormous coniferous tree, sending the craft spinning sideways as the wing was ripped off like the sickening loss of a limb. Another battering ram pummeled the left wing, splintering it, in the unavoidable collision. The remainder of the aircraft struck the ground with a heart-stopping jolt, flipped, struck, snapping the tail, then flipped once more to rest against an ancient tree trunk beyond. The behemoth, battered and damaged with old age, had suffered its last assault. With a painstaking slowness, as though loath to give up its final breath, the tree creaked, cracked, roots tore from the ground, its insides shattered, imploding, sending it to its final resting place…but it wouldn’t rest alone.




  Christy heard a horrendous crack from above her head; her body was jerked and pressed painfully double. Sam’s body weight increased; the pressure became unbearable, overwhelming, and then smothering. Christy gasped for air, struggling. Her screams turned to a strangled cry as she fought for her last breaths. The noise of the storm and her whimpers gradually faded in Christy’s ears as her breathing slowed to the point of being almost nonexistent. The black, evil cold that had surrounded her became soft, warm, white clouds with a gentle, enchanting breeze that encouraged a response with clear, sweet air; it stirred her.




  “Christy.” She heard a voice. It was faraway, dreamy in quality, and familiar.




  “Mom?” Christy called.




  “It’s all right, honey. Everything will be all right,” her mother soothed.




  Christy reached for her mother’s hand in an eager gesture, but her mother’s sweet features—shimmers on a pond—faded. The luminous, gentle light grew fainter and once more surrendered to the hideous, frightening darkness. The storm’s fearsome noises pounded out around her. Terror of the unknown enveloped her.




  “Mom?” Christy called again. But she was gone. “Mom. Mommm!” Christy screamed over and over until her breath escaped her. “Don’t leave me all alone again…don’t leave me,” she sobbed, her voice cracking.




  But she was all alone. Christy slipped into oblivion, giving up her fight, and allowed the darkness to take her this time.




  * * * *




  Christy woke in a daze. She could feel the icy rain beating down on her wet, frozen face. A cold, biting breeze ruffled her clothing, and she shuddered. “Mom?” Christy choked. Her throat was raw from screaming and she could barely make out her own pathetic cry. Her entire body throbbed in agony when she tried to move. No one answered. Realization dawned. She had been in a plane crash.




  “Sam?” she whimpered out instead; again, no response.




  She noted absently his body was no longer pinning her to her seat. She waved her hand in front of her through the pitch-black night, and connected with another human form.




  “Sam?” She sobbed with tremendous relief. She wasn’t all alone. When Sam failed to answer, she remained unconcerned. She had drifted in and out of consciousness. She felt around for her seatbelt and unclasped it. Shifting closer to Sam’s comforting body, Christy grabbed at a limp, heavy arm and placed it around her. She snuggled in closer to him, placing her head on his sodden shoulder, sheltering her face from the cold dampness of the whipping wind. She balled her fists under her chin with her arms pressed tight to her chest for warmth.




  “It’s okay, Sam. We landed. It’s okay now,” she croaked out. Then, pulling Sam’s jacket securely around them both, Christy once more succumbed to oblivion.




  When Christy again woke, the freezing rain and wind had stopped. Light was dotting the horizon through cracks in the trees, reflecting off the battered plane. She glanced around in confusion. She noted Sam, still unmoving, beside her.




  “Sam?” Her throat remained raw and painful. She shook him. Sam’s head fell forward at an odd, grotesque angle. Christy sat back, filling with apprehension. “Get up, Sam. Please,” she quietly pleaded, her eyes tearing misted her vision, her reasoning faltering to deny the obvious. Christy reached out a cold hand and ran the backs of her fingertips with tenderness down his roughened face after she righted his head back into a more normal position.




  “Never mind, Sam, you sleep for a while longer. We were very busy this week. You need your sleep.”




  Christy pulled his arm around her once more and again placed her head on his shoulder, squeezing her eyes closed at the sudden hurtful, knowing pain in her breast. Sam was gone, her only friend; the pain was unbearable, sleep was safer.




  * * * *




  A set of dark eyes had been watching the exchange. Lando knew Sam was dead, as were the others. Only he and Christy had survived. He’d felt her weakened pulse after pulling Sam’s large body off her. Sam had almost suffocated her, trying to shield her from impact, and Lando was surprised she awakened at all. Lando then spent a great deal of time rummaging through the plane, finding anything useful, mindful of his own aches and pains as he hadn’t escaped the crash unscathed. His head throbbed from the blow that rendered him senseless, but he refused to dwell on it. The emergency locator transmitter on the plane was gone; they were all alone. Tampering with the beacon was a risk Lando and the cop had to chance. No one would have a clue where they crashed.




  The first item he grabbed was the officer’s gun. He dumped Christy’s duffel bag out in search of anything that would aid in his survival. Now that Christy regained consciousness, he thoughtfully wondered what to do with her. If he left her alone, the elements would kill her…eventually. Perhaps it wouldn’t be a slow and agonizing death. In her state, he doubted it would take too long to succumb; her small body and hands shook, and she seemed to be hallucinating. He heard her pitiful cries for her mother, she thought the deceased man to be only resting; her mind must be gone from the shock. He knew he should put her out of her misery; it would be the only merciful solution. Yet, assassin though he was, Lando had never once killed a woman. He’d never even entertained the idea. He felt they were too defenseless; the very idea sickened him. Grimly, he was reminded that that particular idiosyncrasy was why he was in this precarious predicament now.




  Lando’s acute hearing pricked, and he noted the curious sound he was now hearing was her humming. Her body rocked back and forth like a small, frightened child, her eyes were opened wide as though unable to take in everything…or perhaps to see a place beyond her terror. A slight, painful groaning could be heard occasionally from the back of her throat. She probably wouldn’t even notice his approach. Sighing, he resolved to just get it over with.




  It was a damn shame; she was such a pretty little thing. Moving forward with grim determination, Lando hardened his heart. Not a difficult thing for him to do, really. He often wondered if it was even in there.




  Christy’s humming ceased on an abrupt note as she caught Lando’s movement from the corner of her eye. She glanced up as he approached her, his gaze locked with beautiful doe eyes. Lando stopped less than a foot away. He heard her whimper; her straining body cuddled up closer to Sam. Her tiny body pressing into the dead man. One by one her tears began to fall.




  “Please,” she begged, her breath ragged. “Don’t hurt me.”




  Her voice was sweet and broken. She blinked those doe eyes trying to clear them. He could tell she knew what he was intending. She could no doubt see it in his cold, soulless black eyes, his calculated approach, and the set of his emotionless expression. It was the expression he used for his marks; it was his mask, and his shield. He had seen the look in the mirror often enough; he was a scary bastard. He knew she could tell he was going to kill her, and she was completely defenseless against him. Damn. He’d been certain her mind was gone, he could see it wasn’t. With her sensing his intention, this would prove to be more difficult.




  “It won’t hurt, sweetheart,” Lando soothed.




  “Please don’t,” she begged again; her body cringed at the sound of his deep, guttural, voice. Her gaze looked imploringly into his; her eyes overflowed with frightened tears. She pulled on Sam’s cold body in an attempt to hide under him. Lando ran a cold hand over his face.




  Her pitiful whispering caused Lando a moment’s pause. Perhaps he should just wait until her time was closer. The cold would soon cloud her mind and she wouldn’t be so fearful of him; hopefully, she would slip into unconsciousness. He couldn’t possibly take her with him. He felt certain she was too far gone, her body incapacitated, and she would only slow him down. Though small, he didn’t like the idea of carrying her over miles of rough terrain for God knew how long; it could take weeks.




  She’s a tiny little sparrow—an innocent—she’s dead weight—you can’t help her…




  Her sobbing once more captured his attention. Never before did Lando remember arguing with himself over a hit. Lando noted the poor little thing was pulling pathetically on the dead man’s clothing, seeking his protection. His coat was large, and she had it wrapped almost around the both of them, trying to hide from him. An idea came to Lando. He crouched down before her violently shaking form.




  “All right, sweetheart. I won’t hurt you. I’ll trade you. Give me Sam’s jacket and I’ll leave you alone, I promise.”




  Cautiously, she peeked out from behind Sam’s coat up at him. Lando knew there was nothing she could do but comply; her wide doe eyes went to the officer’s gun tucked within the front of his belt. She nodded and with reluctance, began shifting away from Sam. She looked away as Lando removed Sam’s coat, placing her shaking hands over her eyes. Lando was relieved she’d stopped watching him, her gaze was haunting.




  Once Lando stripped the man of his jacket, he turned and left her alone. He felt positive without the added protection of the coat she would swiftly succumb. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to suffer much longer.




  * * * *




  Christy watched Lando’s retreating back. She was frozen, terrified. She was so tired and alone. The cold walls of the battered plane reminded her of a cell or a coffin. Everything was so quiet. Her breath shattered the air’s stillness. With Sam not wearing his jacket, it was no longer feasible to hide. He was dead. She would be too, soon. It would be easy to give in and go to sleep. Yet, if she were ready for death, why had she begged Lando to spare her life? Why had he left? What if he came back?




  Her confusion was too great to ponder, and on a deeper level she sensed her physical shock and confusion. Teeth chattering, she inched away from Sam’s cold body, too tired and too unwilling to dwell on her thoughts. Except one.




  “Thank you, my friend.” Her trembling fingers slid down Sam’s cold face. “Thank you for trying to help me get my life out of the terrible hell I landed in.”




  She turned to look for an escape route. With sudden determination, Christy approached Howard’s still form. He was the smallest of the men, and Lando hadn’t bothered with his jacket. Most of Howard’s body was slumped to the side, his seatbelt was off and his body was tossed part way through a window. Christy struggled to remove the torn jacket; she did her best to ignore the blood and the scrappy man’s sightless gaze. Though she wore her own coat, it was a ‘city’ coat, as Sam once laughingly referred to it. Howard’s was more suited to the extreme elements.




  Christy peeked out another shattered window. She needed to get away. She knew from looking at him that Lando was completely without mercy. He took from her the one thing keeping her sanity from slipping. She could no longer cuddle up to Sam’s protective body, which had shielded her from the harsh cold; she could no longer close her eyes and imagine him waking and comforting her. Reality was a cold slap in the face, but as she moved, her bones aching, her blood flowed with her thoughts.




  Stealthily, she exited the plane through a small, jagged hole near the lost wing, pushing her way through battered tree branches. Her body aching in protest and clutching the jacket around her, Christy ran, her hand cradled against a sharp pain in her ribs, stumbling toward a cluster of large, moss-covered rocks. Seeing a small opening at the bottom of the rocks, Christy crouched low, scooting inside, her mind only vaguely worrying about wild animal inhabitants.




  Thrusting the thought aside, she squirmed as far back as the small hole would allow, breathing heavily, flinching as tiny stones embedded into her hands, cutting into her pants at the knees; her ankles protesting as her sneaker-clad feet dug atop the ground, aiding her forward motion. Christy felt certain Lando would never be able to squeeze in to reach her. To her left, within hands’ reach she grabbed a fistful of a pine branch and dragged the branch next to her hoping it would offer a barrier. Shaking with fear and cold, Christy attempted to pull herself into the fetal position, managing somewhat in the tight enclosure. Her body strained from the exertion, and mentally and physically exhausted, she fell into a fitful sleep.




  * * * *




  After gathering all items he felt useful, Lando sat down to wait. He had taken a piece of metal that broke free from the plane and, using a hand-sized rock, he pounded it as best as he could into the shape of a crude, serviceable bowl. Hopefully he would come across water he could boil. He started a fire with the officer’s lighter. The man had been a nervous smoker. Unfortunately, Sam’s cell phone was broken on impact; it was on his belt when he was crushed. Christy appeared not to be in possession of one, which made him curious. A gorgeous little thing like her must have dozens of guys to string along. At least she might have. It was a moot point now.




  Lando shoved both flashlights he found into the duffel bag. He tossed Christy’s camera, though used the case to hold her sewing kit and a small first-aid kit. Not much was to be had. Both he and the officer left the city without even a change of clothes. Their escape was frantic. Thankfully a small amount of extra clothing had been at the tiny cabin they ended up in, although they left everything behind when they departed. Another mad dash.




  Some safe house.




  The officer was almost Lando’s size and he stripped him of his clothes. They hadn’t had much time to prepare for their hasty departure. The detectives wanted to get Lando as far away as fast as possible, and keep him safely away. Oh no, they couldn’t give up their only chance at finally nabbing his notorious boss. A powerhouse of a man who had eluded them for decades.




  Lando’s thoughts reflected back to the evening before. He hadn’t been in the least bit surprised when the cop informed him their cover had been compromised and their need to move immediately was imperative. Their flight from the safe house had been in the dead of night’s cover. Their escape so fast and furious they blew a front tire, damaged the radiator, and cracked the axle.




  They were lucky to come across Howard and the tiny airstrip after numerous anxious-filled hours of walking a somewhat overgrown road. Howard hadn’t brought them in originally, and the cop fast-peddled, telling lie after lie, to swing a ride from the reluctant man. Their own return flight had been grounded from home base by mysterious circumstances; an alternate route hurriedly mapped out. They thought themselves safe once aboard the plane. Lando shook his head at the irony of his situation.




  He gazed about for a brief moment, thinking at least there was an upside to this dilemma—his ex-boss couldn’t possibly find him when Lando had no inkling of where he was either.




  Lando looked over the meager items before him; he might be able to use the floss for traps for small game. Christy’s socks would prove useful as mittens if he were to slit small holes for his thumbs and baby fingers. Tylenol and a few mints, some hair elastics and a few razors, a flare gun. Checking his watch, Lando stood; feeling grim, he realized he was stalling. There wasn’t much light left in the day and he needed to get moving. He’d waited long enough. He couldn’t leave the poor, helpless little thing and he couldn’t take her with him.




  Christy.




  Her name popped unbidden into his head which surprised him. No names was his policy. He called the cop Mac, not caring if it was his name or not. Lando realized he was rattled, unusually uncommon. He surmised it was because she was female and unarmed and defenseless. It couldn’t be helped. Whether or not she pleaded with him, he wouldn’t leave her to die in such a torturously slow, brutal fashion. He would hold her to his chest while easing her fears and sharing his warmth. He would talk calmly and rationally, urging her to remember a warm, safe place, and once she calmed to the point of relaxation, he would physically end her misery. He couldn’t afford to put a bullet in her; he needed them for hunting.




  On stealthy feet, Lando entered the plane, stalker mode. He was hoping to catch her off guard if possible; he knew her cries would follow him to the grave. And now so will her name, damn. If he were a praying man, he would have prayed she had already given in. He felt sickened at what he was about to do; he’d been party to a few mercy killings. He only hoped if ever he were to be in the same situation, someone would show him a shred of humanity, not that he felt he deserved it.




  Lando stopped short when he realized the girl was gone. How she slipped by him undetected was a mystery; he was amazed she could even walk. Most likely it had been while he was banging on the metal. Apparently she wasn’t as injured or addled as he assumed. More than likely she had just wandered off in a dazed and confused, lost stupor.




  “Well, I guess assuming really does make an ass out of you and me,” Lando muttered.




  This was an inconvenience. His gaze shifted to his warm, beckoning fire. For a moment, he stood thinking. Why should he bother? She meant nothing to him. With irritation, he knew instinctively that not knowing what had befallen her would drive him nuts for the rest of his life. Damn curiosity being part of human nature. Now he would have to go look for her.




  Exiting the plane, Lando glanced around, searching the distance. She couldn’t have gone far. She was weak and exhausted. He was certain shock had set in. Her frame of mind was still up for question. He remembered she voiced being hungry on the plane—so was he. Spying small footprints on the opposite side of the plane, Lando followed them, certain he would come across her still form lying dead amidst the foliage. He hoped that was the case. He would then gently return her to Sam’s side and be off. His confusion intensified as he came to a cluster of rocks.




  Kneeling on sticks and dead leaves, Lando crouched down to peer into the small, cave-like hole. Just barely, he could make out her form pressed against the stone past a branch. He listened intently and could hear her quiet breathing. Lando slumped down. Damn. He was too big to crawl in after her. She was too far back to reach in and grab.




  He looked to the sky and checked his watch. Only a few hours of daylight remained. He didn’t want to leave her while she still breathed, but what else could he do? They had flown way off course, perhaps hundreds of miles farther north. No one would be looking for them out here. It might take days for the elements to kill her if she were semi-mobile. If a wild animal were to stumble on her, she would be ripped to shreds. It would indeed be a slow, agonizing death.




  “Please.”




  The whimpered, agonized plea reached his ears. Keenly, Lando listened.




  “Please don’t leave me,” the soft pleading voice called out. Her throat was raw and raspy, and he remembered her screams of terror aboard the plane.




  “Come out, sweetheart. I’ll sit with you,” Lando coaxed, softening his hard voice. He saw her tiny body jump as though he awoke her from her dreams—or nightmares. Her wild doe eyes focused on him and he sensed her overwhelming panic.




  “Please don’t hurt me.”




  Lando could see her pressing herself back as far as the cold stone of the cave would allow. She was whimpering.




  “Come out and let me end your suffering, sweetheart,” Lando said, filled with sympathy. His heart near ached for her. Lando had listened as a great many men begged him for mercy. He never remembered anyone getting under his skin as she was. It was almost unnerving.




  Christy was sobbing. Her breath came in ragged, choking gasps. “You…you prom…promised. You…you have…have the…the jacket.”




  Lando exhaled a loud breath. He had promised. With resolve, he rose to his feet. At least his curiosity had been satisfied, he knew where she was. He pulled a chocolate bar from his jacket; he knew it was a stupid thing to do. Hopefully she would be dead by morning, but he wouldn’t kill her. He dropped the food at the front of the cave. He knew he should save it. He could use it. She was struggling so hard for her last few hours he would offer her this small kindness.




  Lando made his way back to the fire. He would leave tomorrow, after she died. It didn’t seem feasible she would survive the cold night. At least tucked in the small crevice-like cave, he doubted a wild animal would get her.




  * * * *




  Christy awoke, her brain foggy. Her body heat within the tight proximity was enough to keep her from freezing to death, just barely. Her muscles screamed in agony when she moved painstakingly from her little safe haven, shoving the branch out ahead of her. Her head emerged to peek about the clear, bright morning. Her hand settled on the food Lando must have mistakenly dropped on the ground and she ripped the paper off, choking the sweet chocolate down her agonized throat, the whole while wondering if he would come back in search of it. She emerged with care from her hiding place, fearful he would grab her at any second.




  Christy approached the plane, her movements exaggerated from pain, her feet barely making any distinguishable sound as she took each step with care to avoid anything that might snap. Her gaze dancing fearfully around, she caught sight of her large tormentor. She ducked when she noted him standing as if listening to something. He wasn’t gazing in her direction and for a second she worried about bears. He began stomping out his fire. Hidden behind a huge tree, she watched as Lando slung her duffel bag to his broad shoulder. He glanced about again and Christy held her breath. After a moment, he moved off into the woods. She watched, heart in mouth, as he disappeared from her sight.




  With caution Christy crept from around the tree, the tendrils of dying smoke drew her. She stuck her hands into the hot, dead ashes, hardly noticing their warmth, she was so terribly cold. She whimpered as she glanced around, unable to help herself. She was again completely alone. Her frantic, darting gaze settled on the ground before her, resting on a small package.




  With hesitant excitement, Christy reached out her dirty, soot-covered hand and snapped up the small bag of opened peanuts lying on the ground. Lando had again been careless. Dumping the entire contents into her eager mouth, Christy rose. She knew instinctively there would be nothing left in the plane. Most assuredly, he’d found everything down to used gum or lint-covered mints left under the seats. She realized she couldn’t look again at Sam’s cold, lifeless body. He was the first person she’d allowed her defenses to drop with since her ex-boyfriend. They’d become close over this last week. She was painfully aware if her ex-boyfriend, Chad, were here he would be haranguing her on how useless she was and hitting her to add to her misery. Christy gazed at the crumpled plane. Only death was there.




  Her gaze darted with trepidation at the dense foliage surrounding her, engulfing her, taunting her with its devious malevolence. Where should she go? She couldn’t stay alone with three dead bodies that would soon decompose, drawing animals, deadly animals, to their scent—to her. What should she do? Which direction should she take? What if she wandered farther into nothingness? She was so alone, there was no one.




  There is someone.




  She was not completely alone; there was another living breathing soul, a distant oasis that could stay at arm’s length—if she were careful. Maybe Lando would know where to find civilization. After a brief moment of indecisive hesitation, she began walking after Lando. He wouldn’t think she would be foolish enough to trail him. Christy was desperate. Maybe he would again get careless and drop more food.




  * * * *




  Lando had been aware of Christy’s movements as she approached the plane. He unobtrusively watched as she dropped down to hide from him. He was amazed she still lived. He had seen the bruising on her hands, neck, and face. He suspected she sported broken bones from the painful way she favored areas of her body. Still, she persevered. He promised not to hurt her, but realized he made the promise under false pretenses. Besides, he was more than able to kill without causing someone pain. Perhaps he was just being cowardly.




  Grudgingly, he admitted that was, in fact, true. He didn’t want to take her life, and he was annoyed with her for placing him in this position. When he saw she survived the night, he almost felt like cheering. She was tougher than she looked; he had to give her credit. Still, he was faced with the dilemma of what to do with her.




  When the package of nuts fell to the ground, Lando almost picked them up, and then decided against it. Let her have them, a voice came loudly to mind. In his line of work, he was used to listening to gut feelings. Why not? Being somewhat of a skillful professional when it came to survival in human nature, he knew she would trail him. Frightening or not, he was the only other human out here. She didn’t have much choice.




  He would start out slow. It wouldn’t take long for her to fall from exhaustion. When she did, he could then end her suffering. Feeling resolved, Lando set out at a steady pace, making sure she was following him. He lagged occasionally when she fell too far behind, and made a grand show of coughing or yawning with exaggeration and rubbing at closed eyes when she almost stumbled on or into him by accident.




  They trudged on for hours through the dense foliage, but this time when Lando stopped to allow Christy time to catch up with him, she didn’t. He was unable to detect her lumbering, slow approach and soon realized she was no longer following him. Feeling her time was now imminent, Lando backtracked and came across her huddled form in a small clearing. She was weeping. Her body rocked with the intensity of her despair.




  “You were right.” He heard her ragged breath cry out hopelessly to the gentle current of wind, as though it would take a message to its destination. “I am useless. Wouldn’t you be laughing now if you could see me like this?”




  Angered, Lando almost approached her. She was anything but useless. Even powerful men he had known would have succumbed faster than she was. But he knew he could offer her no comfort while she had her wits about her, her fear of him was too great.




  Lando rubbed at his drawn face. It was early afternoon. There were at least three hours of traveling time. She would be following him no more this day, he was certain, unless he intervened.




  “Damn,” Lando bellowed.




  From the corner of his eye, he watched as Christy flew to her feet, stumbled, recovered, and, limping heavily, raced to hide behind a large tree.




  Lando came out into the small clearing; he made a grand show of looking at the ground as if in search of something important. “I must have dropped it around here somewhere…there you are.” Lando bent over and picked up an imaginary item. He then rose and made a grand show of stretching and yawning. “Damn, I’m so tired.”




  Lando settled down against a large rock. He made a point of removing a package containing two large, oatmeal raisin cookies. Thankfully Howard had been a packrat and had a variety of goodies sequestered away aboard his plane. Lando noisily ate one, then again yawned with exaggerated movements. He closed his eyes and was soon ‘snoring.’ The other cookie fell to the ground, seemingly unnoticed.




  * * * *




  From her hidden position, Christy gazed longingly at the food. Her tummy rumbled, yet without its prior intensity. Christy felt certain even that part of her anatomy was feeling her exhaustion. Gingerly, she lay back against the tree feeling grateful. She couldn’t have gone another inch without rest. Chad beat her once to the point she didn’t know if she could go on. She survived then, and escaped. Lando was far enough away for escape, and close enough for comfort. Positive she remained undetected, Christy closed her eyes and succumbed to her encompassing weariness.




  * * * *




  Lando approached Christy’s sleeping form with caution, his movements practiced and precise, honed after years of intense trailing and tracking. She lay curled in a tight ball; her small fisted hand was tucked under her chin.




  Lando studied her delicate features with intensity. She was badly bruised. Deep lavender circles were forming under tired eyes. He wished he could lift her shirt to check out her ribs. Perhaps she could be saved. Her determination was proving to be admirable. She really was tougher than she looked. Maybe if she could follow him long enough, he could propel her to safety. The dilemma of how to aid her would prove bothersome. Besides, Lando had never saved a life, just taken them. Hopefully that part of his past was just that—past.




  Lando rose to return to his previous position. Night would soon be falling; he would require a safer shelter. This neck of the woods was decidedly dangerous. He was uncertain as to what to do with the girl.




  Christy.




  “Fine damn it, Christy.”




  The rational part of him screamed to just end her suffering while she lay vulnerable out in the open; the other decidedly louder voice implored him to allow her to live. Lando was irritated. Since when had he developed a conscience?




  Coming to a conclusion, Lando removed one of Christy’s thick hoodies from the duffel bag. He thought at the time it might make a decent pillow. Now balling it under his head, he coughed. He wanted to get moving and he needed to wake her. When he stopped next it would be closer to dark and it would be getting colder. Though she was now in Howard’s serviceable jacket, it might not be enough; the temperature would dip substantially, and she might freeze to death. She’d need the hood to help maintain body heat.




  He noted with annoyance Christy hadn’t stirred. He coughed again, only louder. No response. Angrily, Lando launched into a coughing spasm that would have impressed a director if he were playing a dying scene. He noted with evil satisfaction Christy jumped to her feet, petrified. Lando resisted the urge to chuckle at her discomposure. Instead, he rose with exaggerated stretches and yawns, allowing the hoodie to fall behind him onto the ground. He grabbed up the duffel bag and, leaving the cookie and clothing behind, he once more trudged off at a slow pace.




  




  Chapter 3




  




  Christy gazed at the blazing fire with longing. After Lando set out, she discovered the cookie and her hoodie mistakenly left behind. She removed Howard’s and her coat, donned the clothing, and dressed again. She almost stepped on the cookie. Christy broke it in half; one half she tucked safely in her pocket, the other she savored, letting it melt on her tongue to lengthen the experience and aid her sore throat. She wondered at Lando’s carelessness. Perhaps he was feeling as exhausted as she was. He was coughing a lot. Perhaps pneumonia was setting in.




  Darkness descended to aid in her fear. It was as though every living creature came to life when she couldn’t see anything. Lando’s roaring fire beckoned in a taunting gesture from a few feet away. Christy had been forced to dive for cover as he occasionally wandered in her direction in his pursuit of firewood. The built up blaze of orange and red colors danced, acting as a teasing magnet. Christy would like nothing more than to cuddle up closer to it. She ventured as close as she dared, protected by the darkness, wincing as sticks snapped under her feet and old dry leaves crunched.




  Lando appeared unconcerned, and unaware, she absently wondered how acute his hearing was; she felt she was making a god-awful racket. But he lay back, his arms tucked under his head, his back resting against a huge rock, his sleepy eyes fixed on the crackling fire. Christy noted with some annoyance he was using one of her Angora sweaters as a pillow and a pair of her thick thermal socks as mittens. Irritated, she thought if she were just a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier she would give him what for. Then, on a soft sigh, she realized he would still be a great deal bigger than she was and most likely be able to kick her behind.




  Settling back, Christy closed her eyes. Even though she could only barely feel the warmth of the flames, the soft snapping and crackling sounds were comforting. She envisioned being back in her parents’ home. There was a wonderful marble fireplace her father would light on the few rare weekends he wasn’t working, a clear indication to Christy he would be remaining home with his family for the day. Her father had been a doctor, working his way up the corporate ladder to claim well-earned status on the board of directors. Her wonderful, loving mother had been a social butterfly. She loved to organize events and charity affairs.




  Christy had met Chad at one of her mother’s gala affairs. An aspiring young intern who revered her father, and someone her mother approved of. They planned on being married. When her parents were killed in a tragic car accident, Chad became domineering. He decided he should be the one to control all of their finances. Whenever Christy protested, Chad would become angry.




  The name calling started shortly thereafter; he slapped at her occasionally. The violence worsened to such a degree Christy had to remain home to conceal black eyes. She wore long shirts in summer to cover the bruises; she lied to her friends so often no one called her anymore. She spent hours crying from painful hurtful words of how useless she was until she came to believe Chad. She must be worthless if such a standup member of society thought her scum. Then finally one day, after she had voiced a quiet concern, Chad made a fist and before she knew what happened he hit her, hard, sending her reeling. She cowered in a corner, terrified of him, her arms splayed before her in a frightened, pleading gesture. Never before had she been punched.




  She never knew how much agony a man’s hands could inflict. The blow sent her tumbling head first into the wall and, horrified, she heard an awful snap as her arm came up to ease her descent, but she connected with tile. Her eyes saw stars. Her ribs cracked into a bar stool making it tumble near her ankles. She cried pitifully up at him in an agonized daze. Chad was supposed to love her; they were supposed to get married. Now she was broken.




  With a look of seething contempt, Chad had grabbed her hair and called her foul names until she could scream no more. He back handed her face until she tasted blood. She curled into a ball when he shoved her to the floor telling her this was her fault, everything was her fault. He stormed from the house. Christy caught her gaze reflected in the silver of the island in the kitchen. She had no clue who she was. Nobody stared back at her. Her parents had loved her. She thought she heard her mother’s voice in her ear telling her to get away. Christy deserved to be a somebody again. She realized, as her blood pooled near her feet, it was over; she would never spend the rest of her life being abused. Her self-respect was worth more than that. But the damage was done and Christy was still paying the price.




  Christy acquired a restraining order, had Chad arrested, broke their engagement, sold her parents’ home, and fled to the city, where she hid for months until the pull of photography was too hard to ignore. Finding a quiet job, she refused to allow anyone to get close enough to hurt her again. Chad basically paid his way to freedom and found another petite blonde to torment.




  Christy shifted into a more comfortable position, unable to sleep. Though she liked being outdoors, she didn’t like being terrified out of her mind. The darkness was engulfing. Although the starlight was brilliant, she couldn’t even make out her hand in front of her face. The cabin where she and Sam stayed was, for the most part, modernly convenient. At night when she felt fearful in the dead quiet, she just needed to listen for Sam’s soft snoring from across the hall.




  When Christy vacationed with her parents, it had always been to secluded five star resorts. Never once had she been camping. Her mother’s idea of roughing it was when the hotel room hadn’t come with a blow dryer. Christy wondered if her passion for wild animals was the result of her not being allowed to explore the great outdoors. Being her parents’ only child, and having no other family, they were both terribly strict and overprotective, to the point where even her friends had been hand-selected. As a result, none were ever close. Christy never once had the pleasure of a true best friend.




  When her parents died and Chad turned on her, she was all alone. She thought nothing could ever feel so frightening. Now she knew she had been mistaken. She remembered Sam’s teasing warning about other more horrible things that walked out in the world. He had been right. She was living it; out in the middle of nowhere, hurting and cold. Lost, alone, and starving. Worse was the fact she was only a few feet away from a merciless murderer, hoping beyond hope he knew where they were heading.




  Christy savored the other half of her cookie and closed her eyes. Though afraid, she gave in to her compelling exhaustion, pulled herself into a tight ball, and slept.




  * * * *




  Lando was aware the moment Christy fell asleep. She began weeping, and occasionally cried out for her mother. He knew she wouldn’t be foolish enough to make those noises while awake. He had ignored her creeping body as she moved closer to the fire. She ventured so near, he briefly wondered if she were about to climb into his lap. Her attempts at being silent were about as successful as a drunken goat in a china store, a big, clomping goat.




  After almost stumbling on her while looking numerous times for kindling, Lando had been tempted to shout at her. Was she really so naive as to think he couldn’t see her? Did she think him that stupid and unobservant? He could only cough so often; his throat was starting to protest. No wonder he never strove to save a life. He was ready to kill her out of annoyance.




  Feeling grouchy, Lando crossed his arms over his chest. What he should really do is pick her up and bring her over to the fire, her fear of him be damned. She would either get used to him or die of fright. The last thought is the one that stopped him. He had seen people expire from sheer fear. Knowing he was the cause on a few occasions made him grimace.




  Lando considered himself a real hard ass. He’d grown up alone, and as an adult he stayed alone. He preferred it that way; no one to nag him, no commitments. No one to hold anything threateningly over his head. Once again, his thoughts reflected back. Lando was a true professional. He took care of the filth even the cops wouldn’t go near. He took out the meanest of the mean. He made cold, evil men beg in terror. The women he slept with would stab him in the back if given a chance; they found him dangerous and exciting. The ones who were out for a cheap thrill got more than they bargained for with him. They usually fled, frightened for their lives. Christy’s terror-stricken face flashed before Lando’s eyes.




  He hardly said a word to her and she had been so afraid. Gentle, petite women like her usually never looked twice at him, unless they looked back to see if he was chasing them. Oh, he had been told often enough he was handsome, devilishly so; yet, there was something in his eyes, or perhaps lack thereof, they found disturbing.




  His profession radiated from his very core. His old boss had seen what he was the moment he laid eyes on him. But his boss had been in the business so long he could spot potential. The mafia family snapped up Lando quickly and he was well taken care of, his every whim catered to: desirable willing women, continuous money, fast expensive cars, and a high life filled with endless excitement and ultimate power, which he wielded with expertise. He, in turn, took care of his ‘family.’ Whenever one of his people lost someone close, Lando took care of the assassin. That he more than took care of them was well known even in the farthest of circles. His reputation was fierce, his hard-handed blows to powerful predators unparalleled.




  But this last job…Lando’s boss’s wife and daughter had been gunned down mercilessly; a pointless execution from an ambiguous man who challenged their family dynasty in a senseless power play. The pain of his boss’s loss consumed the man; revenge was the only logical thought. Any shred of decency he once possessed was destroyed.




  As Lando predicted, a hit was ordered and he was anxious for it, hungered for it. He respected his boss’s deeply devoted wife, and his daughter had been beautiful, a cheeky, well-loved cherub of nineteen, quick to offer a teasing smile at what she referred to as the face of granite. She was as close to a little sister as Lando allowed, and now she was gone.




  When the call came down, Lando sat speechless as he was ordered not to kill the assassin, but the man’s family. The wife, a woman of only twenty-two, a nine-year-old son from a previous marriage, and a three-week-old baby girl. Lando had been outraged. He stormed at his boss he didn’t do women; he knew it was one of the deals. That he was the best in the business was the reason he had been chosen gave him no peace of mind. They would be extremely difficult marks to be sure; they were undoubtedly well protected. Up until then, his boss always respected that one flaw in Lando’s armor; he killed the evil, not the innocent. Absolutely no one would make him slaughter a young, helpless boy. The baby girl…three weeks? Good God. What was her crime, except to be born into the wrong family?




  Sickened, Lando stood while his boss’s empty, soulless gaze looked at him threateningly. His boss, teeth gnashed, informed him perhaps it wasn’t the hit that was in question, but Lando’s loyalty.




  Lando walked out after that, but not before he did some threatening of his own. He perhaps unwisely informed his boss if anything happened to the woman and those children, he would answer for it. Ten days later, a deep rage settled over Lando as he stood over a grave containing the burned bodies of a twenty-two-year-old woman and her baby daughter. Thankfully the young boy had been away. Lando strode, fuelled by fury and disgust, for the police station and offered his ex-boss over on a silver platter. Hopefully, he could still save the boy. In return for turning over evidence, Lando would be placed in the witness protection program, and would never be heard from again. Lando highly doubted the last part. He knew the people he dealt with.




  The situation happened over a month ago. There were numerous contracts out on his life. Not that it bothered him. He had gotten to people who had been out for his blood first. Now it would be people he once called family. The closest he ever had.




  Lando knew his loyalty had never been in question. The minute his boss demanded the death of an innocent, defenseless woman and her young children, he knew it was his boss’s loyalty at fault; his ‘family’ life was an illusion.




  Lando once more focused his thoughts on Christy. Her crying quieted, her whimpers all but ceased. In her exhausted state, she unconsciously sought out the warmth of the fire, and her slight body emerged from the protection of the tree to venture closer out into the open. Taking care to be silent, Lando rose. With a great deal of tenderness, mindful of her bruising, he lifted her, placing her down beside the roaring flames. Removing the mitt on his hand he ran his palm across her cool brow, aware she was now sleeping the sleep of one completely exhausted. Lando resisted the urge to throw Sam’s coat over her slumbering form or cuddle up beside her. He settled back against the rock. All thoughts of causing her demise vanished. Perhaps he never really would have killed her in the first place. Or would he have? He felt thankful he wouldn’t have to find out.




  * * * *




  As Christy woke with a start, Lando watched. The action undoubtedly caused pain in her ribs as her slender hand grasped her side. She gazed with some confusion into the sky as dawn ascended. She cast a fearful gaze toward the dying fire. Her body had shifted toward the warmth unconsciously during the night, drawing her closer to Lando. He noted her concern as she could just make out his large form facing her; his eyes remained partially closed. Her mouth formed a huge O. Christy rose to a crawling position, turned hastily. Butt in the air, on hands and knees she scrambled as though the hounds of hell were about to rip her to shreds and hid behind the nearest tree.




  Lando resisted the urge to tell her she had a nice ass. He’d watched her as she slept during the night. The flames of the fire danced across her heart-shaped face. Even bruised and dirty she was beyond beautiful. The innocent face of a cherub, two nicely rounded bumps under her coats, breasts perfect for his touch. Rosy red full lips for ravishing. He groaned, shifted and rearranged his junk into a better position. He hadn’t been with a woman for a long while.




  Lando rubbed at his eyes, pulled his hands away and began another performance. His lashes fluttered and he yawned with exaggeration. Fingers scratched at his belly. Amusingly, he thought he should take up acting once this was over. He was certainly doing a fair amount of it. Lando reached into his pocket for the last chocolate bar. He could almost hear Christy’s mouth water from behind the tree.




  He took a healthy bite, groaning, his eyes closing to savor the flavor of delicious caramel and crunchy nuts, which tasted ten times better on an empty stomach, and wondered how he could leave Christy some. Simply announcing he was full wasn’t an option and would raise suspicion. Truth be told, he’d like to cram it down his throat and eat the whole damn thing alone. Yet, he had been providing her with sustenance, though meager amounts, up until now; he couldn’t demand she suddenly fend for herself. He doubted she would be capable anyway. In his line of work, he’d never come across anyone so defenseless and helpless.




  Lando could see Christy watching unobtrusively. She took the occasional glance around the tree to see what he was doing, if he was leaving. Her yearning, starved doe gaze made the decision for him, and a thought came to mind. Lando jerked forward and grabbed at his jaw.




  “Damn cavity,” he groaned, hoping to appear in obvious pain.




  With a tremendous amount of flourish, Lando sent less than half the chocolate bar flying in her direction, still in its wrapper. He pretended not to notice the eager hand that shot out and caught it once it hit the ground. As Lando packed up his belongings, he couldn’t help a small chuckle. Yep, he could just envision his Academy Award. Move over, Mathew McConaughey!




  * * * *




  Christy thought her legs were about to fall off. Her entire body protested with every agonizing step, her ribs burning, her tortured limbs aching, she moved with deliberate slowness.




  She was even too tired to jump anymore at the occasional scream of a cougar. Lando was moving at a relentless pace. She couldn’t see he would have any possible destination in mind. He couldn’t possibly know where they were. Everything looked the same to her—frightening, overgrown and uncivilized.




  They paused at a fast flowing stream. Though the water was frigid, Christy dunked her sweaty head into the current and shuddered. She scrubbed at her dirt-streaked hands. The water had turned so cold her head buzzed with pins and needles; she sneezed. She splashed water onto her face in an effort to clear her mind. Thirst overwhelmed her and she drank, shaking as the coldness inhabited her flesh, seeping into her bones. She was so hungry and tired. Lando moved off as if in search of something. Christy watched from behind a cluster of rocks. Lando returned and started a little fire. The fire established, he took out a small knife, once belonging to Howard, stuck in his boot.




  He sharpened a tiny stick less than the size of his baby finger on either end to a point. Lando turned over a few large rocks, digging deeper in the ground with a thick twig and, after finding a large worm, he wrapped it, impaling it around the sharpened stick. Using a fine shoelace that belonged to the cop, he tied it in the middle of the nicked stick, and rose. He stopped, as if thinking of something.




  “Well, my slimy little friend, you’re going to catch me some lunch,” Lando said, his deep voice louder with the surround sound water makes. He moved off at a steady gait.




  Christy waited until he was out of sight, then raced to the fire to warm herself. She sat as close as she dared without burning limbs or hands. She threaded her fingers through her wet hair in an effort to dry it. Christy had become used to Lando’s incessant need to talk to himself. It proved to be very handy. At the last stop, he complained about a missing package of two crackers and stomped about, looking for it to no avail. Christy discovered the package on a rock in plain view. She found his voice, deep and rough, to be comforting now instead of frightening. At least she was aware she wasn’t all alone, even if he was too dangerous to approach.




  She heard Lando’s familiar, hacking, loud cough. Christy scrambled for safety. Out of sight, she watched as Lando set up two forked sticks over the fire and draped a large fish, perhaps salmon, across the stick suspended between the two others. Her mouth watered with longing as the tantalizing scent of the cooking fish wafted to her nose. She was famished.




  For a brief moment, Christy considered showing herself. She thought if she approached Lando and begged him not to kill her he wouldn’t. Her heart saddened. He had no mercy, at least not for her. First he had wanted to kill her, even in her helpless state, then he left her for dead, uncaring and unfeeling, when all she needed was a shoulder to lean on. Men could be cruel.




  Maybe if she offered him herself, she thought frantically. She had seen his interest. No, she would just be raped before he killed her, and she would die starving and hurting and terrified.




  Christy watched as Lando gorged on the fish she wasn’t certain he bothered to fully cook. He noisily smacked his lips, sucked on his fingers, and proclaimed it to be the best thing he’d eaten in months. Perhaps his incessant chattering wasn’t so comforting anymore.




  Christy almost wept in her despair. Maybe she could catch her own fish. She wouldn’t be able to cook it, a fire would be too dangerous, and she had no matches. She enjoyed sushi. She realized she had no culinary skills; their family had hired a maid and butler. She was never required to learn anything domesticated. She’d spent her years trailing her mother at charity functions, learning about the importance of fund-raising for those in desperate, dire need, and how to socialize with precision.




  Feeling flustered, she tried to remember what Lando had done with the tiny stick, though she had no knife and grimaced at the thought of the slick, slimy worm. Maybe a sharp rock would suffice, and she was hungry enough to touch anything.




  While she was pondering her rapid thoughts, she noted Lando stomping out his fire, eager to get moving. He grabbed at his things and was again on the move. Christy jumped to her feet, panicking. She couldn’t lose him. Her head swam suddenly at her quick motion and she thumped to the ground, landing sharply on her bottom. Sobbing, Christy resisted the urge to cry out to him to wait for her. She again rose, only this time with careful movements; with hope she approached the bones of the fish Lando left on a rock in plain sight.




  Excitement filled her. There was still meat on the large fish, a lot. Perhaps Lando’s stomach had shrunken and he couldn’t eat it all. Christy stuffed the remainder down her throat, choking on a few small bones, not really caring why it was left. The fact he could have saved some for later never entered her mind, she had been so grateful. She ate while trailing after him.




  * * * *




  Lando heard Christy following him. She moved about as quietly as a pack of rowdy boys. She was lucky he meant her no ill will or he would have discovered her the first time she sneezed. He stayed near the stream, not wanting to give up a water and food supply. This would make taking care of both of them much easier. As he left, he noted with concern she had fallen. He was always in tune with her actions, wanting to make sure she stayed close to him. Christy was becoming tired sooner. Lando hoped with the fish and fresh water she would become rejuvenated. His pace was unhurried; he was looking for a place to spend the night. He wanted to fish again. His belly still rumbled from hunger. Hopefully, he could catch more.




  The day was cold. The sky turned overcast and Lando detected the sweet, metallic scent of snow in the air. He would need real shelter if the snow flew. So would she. It was with great relief he spotted a small cave surrounded by a large cluster of rocks. A snowflake landed on his brow, reminding him of how close winter actually was.




  Lando gathered sticks and twigs, larger pieces of dry wood. He piled them all at the back of the small cave. He made certain there was a large pile stacked beside the opening of the cave within arm’s reach. Once his fire was established, he began to build a frame constructed to fit over the opening of the cave, to contain warmth. He bound together workable-sized pieces of wood with rope from one of the parachutes. Howard hadn’t been joking. He could have constructed a tent, but felt it wouldn’t provide enough protection or warmth. Once done, he again set out to fish.




  * * * *




  Christy wasn’t sure what was happening. She watched Lando race around, gathering wood. She wondered at the type of door he placed over his cave. Mystified, she watched him dart from the cave without muttering a single word, and head for the stream. She wondered if the snow had him concerned. Only a few flakes were falling. It wasn’t as if a blizzard was blowing. Maybe his tummy, once having a taste of the fish, was coveting more. She knew hers was.




  Christy was too afraid to venture into the cave. She would be unable to leave undetected quickly enough when he returned. She longed to warm herself by the fire. She could feel its warmth beckoning by the opening. Teeth chattering, she was wishing she could sleep in there tonight. The eerie sound of the wolves howling wasn’t quite as enchanting when she felt so vulnerable and exposed. Christy backed away, knowing night would soon fall, and she would need her own type of shelter. But she would be unable to move too far from Lando.




  She would need to be aware of when he left. Her options were limited and this was the first night since the crash she wouldn’t be able to see him. She knew she wouldn’t have come this far without his careless and mistakenly-left offerings and the protection of the fires.




  How do you miss seeing a man who wanted you dead? Christy gave her head a shake. Her thoughts were irrational.




  * * * *




  Lando wanted to bellow in triumph. Not only had he caught three more fish, he stumbled onto a rabbit’s burrow. Thrusting a sharp stick down the hole, he speared it, and carried the now cleaned and gutted food back to the cave. Lando filled his crude bowl at the stream and filled a condom with water for later use if necessary. The condom he’d found in the officer’s wallet.




  Once he dumped his bounty inside, and after skewering the rabbit for roasting, he realized he had one more thing to do. The snow was beginning to fall with greater intensity; soon a blizzard would rage, there was no denying it. With grim, steely determination, he left the cave. It didn’t take him long to find her huddled form. As he predicted, Christy hadn’t ventured far. She was curled at the base of a large pine tree, hoping its large branches would offer some kind of protection from the snow and wind that picked up.




  The wind howled as snow swirled around his feet unwilling to settle the dance. Christy wouldn’t have been unable to hear his approach over the noise of the storm. Lando needed to make a quick catch; when terrified, people tended to move faster. He leaned down, his hand hit material; grabbing a fistful, he yanked her surprised body out from under the tree, giving her no chance to escape.




  * * * *




  Christy screamed with fright. She realized the snow was picking up, soon falling in heavy sheets until visibility was nonexistent. The temperature was dropping at an alarming rate. Shaking violently, she had pulled herself into a tight ball, sobbing as the air became unbearably frigid, each breath an assault to her freezing lungs. The fierce wind shook the limbs of the tree in its intensity, showering her with endless snow until she was fearful of becoming buried alive; she didn’t think she could possibly feel any more miserable. When her arm was captured in a painful grip and she was pulled out from under the tree, she howled with new fear. Lando had somehow found her, and he would kill her.




  “Let me go,” Christy screamed.




  How had he found her? Why did he want her dead so badly? She wouldn’t tell anyone he was still alive, if that’s what was driving him. Did he need to silence her, feeling it would be his only way of real freedom from the police?




  “Wait. Oh God, stop. Please don’t kill me, I won’t tell. I will say anything you want me to, I swear. I’ll tell the cops no one survived but me.” She continued to yell, and struggle. It was useless; he was so big, so powerful. His strong arms pinned her small ones. He clutched her legs in a death grip and she couldn’t kick out. She screamed for him to leave her be as he strode toward his shelter.




  Will he rape me? Beat me?




  “I’m sorry. Please don’t be angry, I didn’t follow you to give you away, I didn’t want to be all alone,” Christy cried out, petrified.




  Lando took her struggling form into the small cave, where he dumped her down and pulled the door across. She was trapped; there was no escape—like with Chad. Once released, she crawled past the blazing fire, scooting as far from him as possible. Christy continued to scream until her throat protested in agony. The pain had been subsiding, yet returned with a vengeance, until her voice trailed off to a pitiful, hiccupping whimper. Her hands became bloodied as she clawed at the sides of the cave. Fear consumed her until she swore she was in her kitchen cowering on the floor.




  She hit at the hard, cold stone in an effort to escape Chad—Lando. Oh God which one or are they both here? She could barely see through the tears cascading down her cheeks, flowing like a river at a frantic pace. Finally exhausted, in defeat she slumped to her knees with her hands held before her in a pleading gesture. She continued to sob. She had tried so hard to live.




  “Please don’t kill me, don’t…don’t beat me,” Christy pleaded, her pained voice no more than a hurtful rasp.




  Through her tears she saw him, Lando; he hadn’t moved. She remembered how agonizing the blow felt coming from Chad, a man who professed to love her. How could she ever hope to survive a blow coming from a larger, even more powerful man? Her aching body couldn’t withstand any more brutality. The cruelty of her experience washed over her, drowning her emotions. Her head bowed, she waited for the worst. The agony of her thoughts hurt her soul, she wasn’t worthless. Why couldn’t people see that?




  * * * *




  When Lando entered the cave, he practically threw her struggling form off to the side, sensing her deep terror and need to flee from him. He pulled the covering across the front of the cave, effectively sealing them in together. He then watched as Christy pitifully clawed at the far sides of the cave, trying to find a nonexistent exit. Lando sat near the opening, blocking her way, refusing to allow her escape. He had no choice. She would freeze to death if he didn’t intervene. He hoped if he sat quietly and unthreateningly, she wouldn’t clasp at her heart as a few others had done and expire from her fear of him. Let her come to you, the voice in his mind cautioned with reasoning.




  Lando watched as her small body slumped to her side, then pulled tightly into the fetal position, her tiny, shaking, bloody hands splayed before her as if to ward off an imminent, attack. She shook uncontrollably. Lando knew he was scary, but he was certain he caught the name Chad. It occurred to him why she didn’t have a cell phone, why she was in the middle of nowhere with a man twice her age. Christy was hiding. She was abused before, and from the looks of it, badly. She begged and pleaded with him, crying out from her terrible fear of present and past. She would do anything…anything. If only he would spare her life and cause her no more pain.




  “Do you beg my mercy?” Lando questioned loudly over her incoherent frantic words.




  “Yes…please,” she sobbed pitifully, stilling suddenly.




  Her long beautiful hair was in disarray, her face red, eyes swollen. Those doe eyes of hers drew him in. There was such pain and fear. He wondered why anyone would purposely hurt the most disarming, enchanting creature he’d ever seen. He hated to sound cruel but she needed to listen.




  “You will do as I say?” he again voiced loudly. Her head bobbed with a short nod. Lando began to feel a sense of relief. That she hadn’t succumbed to her terror was promising. Though she was frightened, she was listening to him. He knew he could coax her into doing as he said.




  “I will do as you say. I will listen,” she whimpered.




  “You will obey me without hesitation?” Lando demanded. If he commanded her to stay, yet she ran away in fear, she could be caught in another storm, or by a predator. He didn’t want to have to go looking for her. That would be an inconvenience and he would be very annoyed. He spent a great deal of time and effort keeping her alive.




  “I will obey you, I swear,” Christy cried out.




  Christy’s sobbing calmed, and he knew she was concentrating on his voice. He knew his had become a familiar voice over the last few days. Though he knew he terrified her, he had been the one to feed her with his left behind offerings. He had spoken to her, albeit offhand. He waited for her to catch up with him. Perhaps deep down, both knew Christy was following him all along.




  “I won’t kill you or hurt you, Christy.”




  Christy looked up at him through misted eyes; her chin quivered. “Promise?”




  She looked so hopeful, so doubtful.




  “I promise,” Lando said.




  Head bowed, cautious, Christy approached him. She crawled toward him in deference. Lando waited, breath held, to see what she would do. She reached and clasped at his jacket with a shaking hand. Her gaze lifted to his, then fled, lifted, and he knew she was fearful he would yell or strike at her or shove her away.




  When he did none of these things, Christy crept closer. She tentatively placed her head, her hair tossled, on his shoulder as he had seen her do with Sam when she was frightened. Lando didn’t push her away or hurt her. Christy grasped at him; she gave a soft hiccupping cry. Her small arms pulled him close; he could feel her warmth. Her chest pressed to his, and she uttered an almost inaudible plea. It was apparent she sought his compassion, a kindness.




  Never having offered another intimate kindness, Lando hesitated. Then, sensing her desperate need for reassurance, he placed his arms around her, enveloping her tiny form. She cowered against him. She again wept pitifully for him not to cause her any harm. She hid her face into her bent elbow.




  “Be still, sweetheart. I won’t hurt you,” Lando soothed. He rested his chin on the top of her head.




  “Please don’t leave me,” she begged. Her arms tightened around him. He remembered that was often a plea of hers while she slept. He wondered who abandoned her.




  “I won’t leave you. We aren’t going anywhere,” he informed her.




  The blizzard raged outside their small shelter. The temperature dipped well below freezing. The two within the small cave huddled as one, both fearful of different things. The night closed in with a vengeance. The fire burnt brightly, offering warmth filling the small area.




  As Lando held Christy’s shaking form, he realized he had won the most important conquest of his life. He had, in fact, succeeded in saving a life. After having taken so many, he couldn’t believe the ultimate, intimate euphoria in this one act. The all-powerful rush at having dominance over someone’s life intensified when that life was allowed to keep breathing by his own hand. Ceasing an existence became nothing…the absolute challenge of existence danced before him as auspicious as a rainbow after a violent storm.




  Lando decided since he spared her life, it now belonged to him. She belonged to him. She was, in fact, now his. Never before had such intensity engulfed him; it was intoxicating. Lando’s grip on her tightened possessively.




  “Lando?” she questioned on a soft, quiet plea.




  He liked the quietly voiced sound of his name on her delicate lips. Breathing in the exquisite scent of her hair, Lando held her grasped to his broad chest, though he gentled his touch, realizing she was distressed.




  Mine.




  The voice in his head screamed triumphantly. Damn. He wished he could turn that voice off.




  




  




  




  Chapter 4




  




  Christy watched as Lando pulled a Swiss army knife from his boot and cut into the crisp, cooking rabbit. Red and fatty juices dribbled lazily down its side to land, sizzling, dancing about on the hot coals beneath. Her mouth watered. She swallowed the building saliva, mesmerized, already devouring the meat. She licked her dry lips. Christy had never before eaten rabbit, yet could tell it was going to taste wonderful.




  Lando blew on the aromatic meat. The steam floated about his face, reddening his rugged cheeks. He placed a small amount into his mouth and chewed; she knew he wasn’t teasing, just testing it to make certain it was fully cooked. Christy watched him, knowing her gaze was wide, and hopeful. Lando cut a large chunk of its hind quarters and offered it to her, while she hung back against the side of the cave. His look was encouraging, as if he thought she might not accept it.




  Christy practically pounced on the meat, grasping it from him, and then scurried back again to the safety of the cave wall. She stuffed large amounts into her mouth, shoving in piece after piece, ripping into the chunk he gave her, filling her cheeks chipmunk-style, chewing noisily. She stopped only for a brief moment as her choking, agonized throat protested. She grimaced in pain, pausing for a moment, and then shuddered. Taking a smaller bite, she chewed with more caution.




  Lando was eating slower, watching her with intensity. He cast his dark-eyed glance to her fingers that were bloodied, yet not from the rabbit. She shifted self-consciously, trying to hide them. She remembered clawing at the stone in the back of the cave in an effort to escape from him while engulfed in absolute terror. Her fingernails were ripped and crusted over; her knuckles were swollen and bruised. She knew she must look a sight. Her hand lifted to tuck a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. She felt a smudge of rabbit grease down her cheek.




  After Christy ate what he had given her, she settled back further from the roaring fire. It wasn’t just her fear of him that caused her retreat. The flames were making her sweat. Though enjoying the warmth, she was now feeling lightheaded from the heat. Lando hadn’t taken his eyes off her. Every movement she made was critically studied and assessed and she was becoming more alarmed by the minute. She was fearful of giving up the safety of huddling protectively within Howard’s jacket. She felt it was an extra barrier. Lando was a huge man, much larger than Chad. If he were to be brutal, he’d hurt her.




  “Sit closer to the fire, Christy,” Lando encouraged.




  His voice was low, deep, rough and somewhat frightening but suited him. Her gaze shifted about the cave until, resigned, she crept forward. The sweat beaded her forehead. Lando had already removed his outer jacket. The small cave warmed nicely, even though the storm raged outside and the occasional draft of frigid air made its way through cracks in the doorframe.




  She was now feeling too warm. She could see by his confused stare he didn’t understand why she hadn’t made herself comfortable. Fear, safety, confusion, her thoughts wouldn’t settle on one emotion.




  “Take your coat off, Christy,” Lando suggested. “Aren’t you feeling a bit warm?”




  She nodded stiffly and, remembering her promise to obey him, she reluctantly removed Howard’s coat. She was hopeful Lando would honor his promise not to hurt her. She shifted the coat underneath her instead, to sit on it. Her head remained bowed so low it almost rested on her chest. She was incapable of controlling the small, pitiful, agitated noises she was emitting. Noises Chad would have slapped her for, and hungered for. The man was so confusing eliciting things from her he knew were provoking. Chad wanted a reason to beat her—until he didn’t need any at all.




  She was unable to control the movement of her fingers as they began to dance and entwine in frustration. She didn’t want to feel so frightened; she hated her fear. For almost a year, her worthlessness had been drilled into her head. The pain of Chad’s final blows replayed in her thoughts. He’d caused so much damage, Christy wondered if she would ever recover.




  “Christy?” Lando commanded. “Christy, look at me.”




  Hesitantly, she lifted her head; she knew her fearful gaze looked imploringly into his. Lando was studying her.




  “I’ll keep my promise and not kill you.”




  “You’re so big,” she whimpered back. “If you are too cruel, you’ll hurt me.”




  Understanding lit Lando’s eyes. “I’m a killer, Christy, not a rapist.”




  Christy pondered on that for a moment, wondering if his statement made her feel better or worse. She couldn’t help but wonder if he’d spared her life for another reason. Once again, the fire drew her attention; the heat seemed overwhelming. Taking a deep breath, Christy felt resigned. She took off her other jacket and unzipped her hoodie. If he wanted her, she wouldn’t be able to stop him. Perhaps he wouldn’t hurt her if she cooperated.




  Lando shifted toward her; she stiffened in apprehension at his approach. He wet a handkerchief in the bowl of water. He took one of her bloodied hands into his own and gently cleaned it. When finished, he cleaned the other. The warm wet cloth slid around each finger to her thumb. He wiped the spatters on her palms and wrists. His hands were twice as large as hers. Hands that held guns and knives and only God knew what else.




  His head remained bowed, intent on his task. Raven dark hair fell across his cheek. Christy had never encountered a man with such powerful shoulders; he would look out of place in a tuxedo. Chad looked fantastic in a tux and for a moment Christy was glad Lando looked nothing like her ex; everything about him was different. Her slight hand shook between his steady palms, but she didn’t pull away from him. When he finished, he moved away from her, lay on his back on his coat, tucked his arms beneath his head, interlocked his fingers and closed his eyes.




  Christy watched him for a moment, stunned. He hadn’t hurt her! Chad promised if she complied he wouldn’t hurt her, but he did every time. She was as trapped with Lando as she had been with Chad, but Lando kept his word. Lying down on her own coat, using one of her jackets as a pillow, Christy closed her weary eyes. She reasoned she was powerless against him; he could do as he wished with her. With her tummy full and her body finally warmed after being exposed to bitter cold for so long, Christy wearily gave in to sleep. Though frightened of Lando’s presence, she was grateful for it.




  Finally she wasn’t alone. Fear and pain followed aloneness. Fear and pain was what her life had become after her parents died. When Chad was with her she felt alone, trapped. She was trapped, but like Sam, Lando didn’t add to the sadness. It was an odd thought to ponder. Maybe the nightmares wouldn’t come. Maybe she wouldn’t need to call to her mother tonight as she huddled in the far corner of a kitchen bloodied and broken—or begging for her life.




  * * * *




  Lando listened as Christy’s breathing deepened. Once again, she curled into a fetal position with her fist tucked under her chin. It wasn’t long before her pitiful cries started, as they always did when the dreams came to haunt her. She begged not be left all alone. She called to her mother, her father, and then to Sam. Her frightened, mournful sobs of anguish had Lando taking action this time. He moved to her side and with care gathered her small body next to him. She woke instantly and cried out in fear. She struggled only moments, before stopping abruptly, and then she went limp. He loosened his grasp after she ceased struggling. She watched him, fear in her eyes, for him to make his next move.




  “Go back to sleep, sweetheart. I’m not going to hurt you. You aren’t alone anymore,” Lando told her.




  Lando lay holding her. He did nothing else. He could hear the moans and howls swirling just meager feet from where they lay. A heavy reminder death was just a breath beyond. Christy’s body shook with terrible tremors; she was too defenseless to stop an assault. He knew her realization of her vulnerability was the reason she’d stopped struggling. Her fear of being alone, abandoned, would have eaten at her soul. She would be grateful for any amount of kindness.




  After a few moments, Christy reached a tentative hand to clasp at his arm, which was draped across her chest; he made sure to keep any weight from her side. She pulled him to her, and he knew she needed the reassurance he offered. He pressed his body next to hers; she was warm and soft. He slowed his breathing, waiting for hers to keep time with his. In time, her tremors ceased. He could feel her heartbeat. She was taking comfort from him, and he lay still, waiting for her to relax. Once more, she slept.




  * * * *




  Christy woke to the scent of fish cooking. She looked up at Lando as he stripped the bark off a long twig with easy, precise strokes from a small, sharp knife. Once finished, he placed the twig in a beat up metal container holding the remains of meat and bones of the rabbit and water. Placing them on the burning ash part of the fire, he stirred the bones around in the pot for a moment.




  “Do you do dishes as well?” Christy asked, then felt the blush creep up her face, surprised at her lame attempt at a joke. It was beneath Chad to do anything.




  Lando offered her a calculating look. “I have to; I killed my hired help.”




  Christy didn’t think she appreciated his lame attempt either…or was he serious? Christy sat undecided. Lando smirked at her, then handed her a large piece of fish.




  Christy ate with care. Her throat was feeling better, yet she was fearful of more bones. The two sat in awkward silence, finishing their meal. The eerie groans of the wind whistled with intensity, rattling the cave barrier. The silence between them was becoming uncomfortable. Lando maintained his intense study of her that she found unnerving. She squirmed uncomfortably under his scrutiny. Christy concluded Lando no longer wanted her dead. She wondered if it was her company he coveted. If he wanted to force her to submit to him, he would have already; she was powerless to stop him. She remembered Chad pounced on her eagerly enough. Sometimes painfully, claiming he needed her and couldn’t wait for her to be ready.




  “Why did you want to kill me?” The silence between them had stretched until the intensity reached a climax. “I’m no threat to you.”




  Lando was studying her, she bowed her head and her hands shook from a nervous habit—compliments of Chad.




  “I felt at the time it would be best, under the circumstances.”




  Her head shot up and she glared at him. “I was hurting and alone, and you thought it best to kill me? Don’t you realize how terrified I am of you?”




  “I thought your mind was gone. Those bruises must hurt; they’re nothing short of hideous. I think, from the way you move, one or more of your ribs are broken. I didn’t think you’d make it. A wild animal could’ve got you; you might have frozen to death,” he countered, sounding defensive.




  “A mercy killing?” she spat out. Again she was confronted with a man who would assume what was best for her without even asking how she felt. “You’re all cruel. Assassin or doctor, it makes no difference.”




  “Is that who hurt you?” Lando asked. “Chad? You cried out for him not to hit you. Did he beat you, Christy?”




  Tears began to fall from her eyes, sliding down her cheeks. “He never once threatened to kill me,” she countered.




  Lando stirred the rabbit bones in the pot. He added the remainder of the fish, careful of the tiny bones.




  “Why do you kill people?” Christy asked, she dragged the back of her hand across her wet cheek trying for some semblance of control. She had been hid away for so long. Sam was the first person she had engaged in a conversation in months. She felt if she stopped talking she may never speak again.




  “Why do you take pictures of ferocious animals? Does it give you a rush? Does the fear excite you?” Lando countered almost fiercely.




  “How do you know what I do for a living?” Christy asked, unnerved.




  “Mac, the cop, asked before we boarded. He wanted to make sure you wouldn’t hurt me.”




  Christy’s eyes widened at that. Hurt him? Kodiaks would run in terror from him. “I’ve never hurt anyone in my whole life,” Christy declared, outraged.




  Lando snorted at her statement. “I’ve no doubt you’re completely harmless. You’re sweet, vulnerable, and innocent. Killing you would no doubt be like offing the Tooth Fairy.” He offered her a cheeky grin at the image that conjured.




  “You’re laughing at me. How dare you.”




  “I used to kill. I’ve killed so many men, I’ve lost count. Old men, young men, evil, dangerous men. Men who would make the boogeyman seem adorable and cuddly. Men you’d cower in terror from instead of me.” Lando’s voice had a dangerous edge to it.




  Christy could see his anger build as he became animated. He spoke with gestures, his nostrils flared and his eyebrows narrowed. He stood now. His tirade made Christy retreat back to the far side of the cave; she cowered from him fearfully in shock, ending their conversation. It was too much; he was too much. She waited for him to come after her and her heart pounded. She watched his hands waiting for them to curl into fists. She waited for the foul words bellowed in rage.




  Nothing happened—for a moment. Then real terror struck.




  * * * *




  Lando watched as Christy shrank back fearfully from his outburst, huddling against the back wall. Her chin quivered to the point her teeth clacked together. She stared at him wide-eyed, as if trapped in terror. He then realized she was.




  His life was foreign to her, to a point of being incomprehensible. He was hard and dangerous, corrupt. She wasn’t like the women who checked him out for a cheap thrill. She had been thrust unwillingly into this position. He started out to kill her, for whatever the reason. Under normal circumstances, she never would’ve ventured near him. He disgusted her. One more person in Lando’s life who would run as far away from him as possible if given the chance. He’d do it for her.




  Lando threw on his coat and, shoving his makeshift door aside, he ventured out into the blizzard that still raged.




  * * * *




  Christy watched, terrified, as Lando left. She pressed her hands to her face to stop the flow of tears. Everyone was always deserting her. Yes, she found him frightening, but the aloneness was far worse. He hadn’t killed her, beat her, or raped her. He fed her and soothed her nightmares. Why was he leaving her? She didn’t understand his world, she couldn’t help her fear when his voice rose in anger; it triggered too many hurtful memories.




  “Please, come back.”




  The stewing bones began to bubble over and Christy crept forward. She placed the pot off to the side. She waited for what seemed to be an eternity until her fear exhausted her. He wasn’t coming back. She was certain. She had angered him. He’d abandoned her. She would die all alone in this cave and there was no one left to care. Everyone whom she loved or knew was gone. Lando really was the only one she had. Now he was gone, she had chased him away.




  She lifted her hands to shield her eyes from confronting the aloneness before her. If she couldn’t see the nothingness inside the lonely cave, she could somehow bear it. Christy cried until sleep claimed her. There was no safety even in sleep. Nevertheless, she curled up on her jacket and drifted off into a fitful slumber.




  * * * *




  Lando entered the cave. He felt frozen. He’d wandered only a short distance away. It would’ve been foolish to venture further; the snow fell in heavy sheets like dancing death. Nature was a formidable assassin.




  Lando was annoyed with himself. He never had conversations with other women the way he did with Christy. No one cared what he did, unless it was them he was after, and those never lived long enough to chat with. He let her get under his skin. The result scared the shit out of her. Damn.




  Go slowly, the loud voice resounded in his head.




  “Oh, will you just shut up,” Lando snapped angrily to himself.




  Christy was sleeping on her jacket. He could see in her great fear of him leaving, she just had to nap. Muttering under his breath, Lando resisted the urge to shake her awake. While he had been out trying to control his temper, she took advantage of the silence.




  “No, please.”




  Lando heard Christy whimper. Again, as always, she dreamt. Lando sat on the coat he shrugged off. Well, let her suffer this time, the mean, more rational voice in his head challenged.




  “Damn straight,” Lando muttered.




  “Don’t go,” Christy cried.




  Lando wondered what this Chad had done to her. Why would she cry for him to stay when he had obviously hurt her? Lando knew there were women who liked rough relationships, though he doubted Christy was one of them. Her fear of him was less than exciting. She was almost dumbstruck with terror at their encounter.




  “Please come back, don’t leave me…Lando,” Christy sobbed. She thrashed about as if trying to get to him.




  Lando sat wide-eyed, mystified. She was begging for his return? His? Most people begged him to leave.




  Lando reflected, confused. He provided her with food, shelter, and companionship. Of course she would need his return. Without him she’d die. He knew she held certain fear of him. Most normal people did. Moving closer to her, Lando noted her tear-streaked, pale face. She hadn’t been napping, he realized, she cried herself to sleep. For whatever reason, food or companionship, she wanted him there.




  “Lando,” she cried.




  This time the louder, softer voice was again advising him. He moved to her. He reached a tentative hand and brushed her hair from her face. Christy woke. Her eyes fluttered as he gazed down on her, wondering what her reaction would be. She threw herself into his surprised embrace.




  “I’m sorry, Lando, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. I was just curious, please forgive me. Don’t go away again. I ask too many questions. I’m too demanding. You’ve taken care of me, and I have been so ungrateful.”




  Lando sensed on a certain level she was confusing him with someone else. Her speech held a practiced quality that derived from another’s harsh words. A defense mechanism, no doubt. Something in her placating tone gave him pause. Lando shifted to look at her frightened features. Her gaze was filled with hope, trepidation, and wariness.




  “You pissed me off,” Lando said in a menacing tone. He narrowed his gaze on her.




  Christy’s expression widened in fear, her bottom lip trembled. “I’m sorry,” she whimpered quickly, her tremors increasing.




  “Sorry isn’t enough,” Lando declared, and his grip on her tightened. He scowled. Lando sensed her sudden, overwhelming terror. No, she wasn’t after cheap thrills. She was reliving a painful memory.




  “I won’t do it again.” Her frantic gaze skipped to each side of the cave, as though seeking to escape him. Her body tried to evade him.




  “You need to be taught a lesson.” His hand wrapped around a generous amount of Christy’s hair, capturing her.




  “Oh no, don’t,” Christy begged, looking trapped. Her eyes clouded and her body shook with horrific, violent spasms. She clutched at him.




  “I won’t ask. You can have the money. Don’t beat me anymore, Chad.”




  Lando loosened his painful grip on her. Though she remained wrapped in his embrace, he loosened his grip and stroked her hair. He rubbed his hand up and down her back, trying to soothe her horrific trembling.




  “It’s all right, sweetheart, I would never hit you,” Lando promised.




  He was thinking maybe his past wasn’t finished; he was contemplating ordering a hit of his own. This disgusting, filthy creep, Chad, was in definite need of an attitude adjustment.




  * * * *




  Christy continued to sob; she tucked her face into the crook of her arm wanting to hide. When Chad hurt her, she’d had no one to talk to. There was no one, not even a girlfriend she could talk out her feelings with. As a result, she suppressed them. Only in her nightmares were her fears confronted. Chad promised he would love her forever. The pain of his betrayal ate at her. Instead, he fractured her jaw, broke her arm, two ribs and yanked a clump of hair from her head. She cowered from men for a long time after. The police personnel she spoke to had to be female. She didn’t know where to turn. The police recommended a therapist, but she was too embarrassed. She didn’t want to go to group sessions and hear about other people who suffered; it was too much pain. Too much betrayal.




  A raised voice was enough to send her scurrying for a corner. The lonely nights she faced confused and bewildered left her vulnerable. Sam had been kind to her. He never once lifted his voice with her, always remaining calm and rational, as if sensing her inner turmoil and distress. Christy hated being alone. In her heart she craved intimacy, a gentle loving embrace, a kind word, praise. Yet, she was too fearful to seek it out. Chad had taken everything away from her. She feared the very closeness she coveted.




  Christy heard the rough voice penetrate the cement wall she once again reconstructed. She didn’t want to listen. Lando made her remember her terrible fear, her heartbreaking loneliness, and the horrendous pain. He forced her to relive that horrible night in her mind. Worse, he made her share her embarrassment, her uselessness. He remained persistent, calling her from the depths of her despair.




  “Please…” She once more pleaded, only this time it stemmed from emotional needs. “No more.”




  “I’m not Chad. I swear you’re safe with me. I won’t hurt you. I’ve never hurt you. I could have killed you, but I didn’t. I’ve always sworn I will cause you no pain. We need each other now,” he reasoned.




  Christy looked up into his dark eyes. They didn’t appear as soulless as before. His earnest expression gazed back at her. She was unsure if she could allow him in. She wanted to. She needed to. They did need one another. Or perhaps it was just she who needed him. What if he left her again? What would she do?




  “If I make you angry, please tell me. Don’t leave me. I can’t take the aloneness anymore.”




  “I won’t leave you alone like that again, I promise.”




  To her relief, he continued to rock her in his arms, though she wondered at his confused, thoughtful expression.




  




  




  




  Chapter 5




  




  Christy hung her pair of clean socks, then underwear, over rope from the parachute after squeezing them dry over the bowl filled with warmed water. Lando had stuck two sticks into the ground, forcefully embedding them near the fire close enough to dry a few items without the risk of the flames touching them. In exchange, Christy offered to rinse out any items he wanted washed. Lando gazed at her, feeling odd.




  “You want to wash my underwear?” he questioned a bit embarrassedly. Lando always took care of his own personal needs and her request seemed somehow foreign.




  Christy giggled at his expression which further widened his eyes, he really must look surprised, he’d never seen her giggle.




  “I don’t mind, Lando. Really, it’s no big deal. You’re feeding me after all, and you did technically save my life.”




  Lando was thinking. If he hadn’t brought her in from the storm, she would have died of exposure. He was feeding her. After the blizzard ceased its relentless assault a few days prior, he caught and cooked more fish, and she eagerly ate. He gathered wood for their never-ending need for warmth, and he brought water to be boiled and consumed.




  Seeing her face alight with such a positive attitude toward him, he could see Christy seemed earnest and somewhat eager at wanting to return the favor. But, perhaps not his underwear—too personal.




  “Maybe you could just rinse out my shirt. It’s starting to smell like fish,” Lando offered, wanting to give her at least a small acknowledgment of her attempt.




  “Sure. By the way, I’m happy to hear you haven’t been coughing anymore,” Christy said, then went to dump the dirty water out of the bowl and retrieve more.




  Lando snorted. He was also grateful he didn’t have to cough anymore. Acting wasn’t for him after all. He’d been feeling the need for a stunt throat double.




  * * * *




  Lando watched Christy leave and resisted the urge to trail after her. He remembered that when he’d woken that morning, he was panic-stricken to find her missing. He had been furious with himself; he never missed anything. He should have been aware the moment she arose, the moment her breathing shifted; the absence of her presence should have alerted him. He raced frantically from the cave and, finding her footprints in the snow, he followed them, scanning the area as a stalker, a predator. She shouldn’t have left without informing him of her intention.




  She couldn’t possibly have been contemplating escape. Christy must know he’d find her. She had to know she would die without him. He wouldn’t hurt her. Lando should have explained this again while he held her in his arms last night, as he had every night since the night of the blizzard and she expressed need for his presence. He thought she was accustomed to him.




  Lando had crashed through the somewhat densely forested bush when her footprints suddenly vanished. In an upheaval, Lando stopped short and spun about as Christy bellowed out a horrified protest, rising quickly from behind the shielding foliage.




  “You don’t have to watch absolutely everything I do, do you?” Christy had grouched as she marched past him, still struggling with the zipper on her pants, looking mortified.




  Lando had followed her back to the cave feeling a bit sheepish. He’d then watched curiously as she rifled through her duffle bag.




  “What’re you looking for?” he’d finally asked after a moment as she looked thoroughly, to no avail.




  “Clean panties,” she’d said, sitting back on her heels.




  “I’m not a pervert, Christy. Why would I pack your underwear? What would be the use?”




  Christy had blushed crimson. “But my socks are here.” Then after a brief hesitation, she also mumbled he had packed her pads.




  “Mittens,” he replied shortly. Then, a bit embarrassed, he muttered back about pads being absorbent, and if he were to cut himself… “They are, after all, made to absorb blood. Doesn’t really matter from where. Or as added insulator to my boots; they’re thin enough to stick down the sides…”




  “Oh. That makes sense.”




  “You could always rinse out the panties you’re wearing.”




  “Yes, I guess I could take them off then go down to the stream,” she’d replied.




  Lando hadn’t liked the idea of her going to the stream. Her hands would get too cold. Frostbite could set in, or hypothermia. He’d noted she still moved stiffly, as if in pain. That morning he’d handed her two more Tylenol. Bending over in a crouched position wouldn’t benefit her ribs; he had cautiously checked them out as she slept and noticed the bruising.




  “I’ll bring you some water,” Lando had informed her instead. “I can set up a clothesline over the fire for you and fill the bowl with water. It’s empty now anyway since we finished the broth. That way you can heat the water and use it when it’s warmed.”




  “Why don’t I get the water from the stream while you set up the clothesline? Let me do something so you’re not doing everything,” Christy had suggested. “I don’t want you thinking I’m too much of a burden.”




  Lando didn’t think he liked that suggestion either. Though the snow had been melting, the rocks were ice-covered and slippery. If she fell in she could hurt herself, or drown, or be swept away in the fast-flowing current.




  So what. The mean voice in his head was at it again. Then you won’t be responsible for her anymore, you won’t need to share your food or protection anymore and she said it herself, she’s a burden.




  The louder, kinder voice reasoned in a gentle and coaxing tone, yet you’ll be all alone. You won’t have her warm, accepting body pressed up against you anymore.




  Lando didn’t like that thought one bit. She had given up struggling against him their first night together when he’d slept beside her. She now turned within his embrace, her warm chest pressed next to his, her heart-shaped face curled in the crook of his neck or shoulder, as though she liked the security he offered.




  He enjoyed the warmth she emitted, the way her hair haloed around her, its softness. She had stopped crying out from her aloneness, giving him a sense of triumph and arrogance because he felt he was responsible for helping her feel safe. He enjoyed pressing his large body against her small one; he liked the feel of her softness against his hardness. He wanted to continue to drink in the sight of her warm, doe brown eyes, eyes that didn’t seem as fearful of him anymore, and he would like to run his hands through her light brown and sunset-colored, flowing hair. He wanted to touch her naked flesh passionately, he wanted…




  Damn. Maybe I’m a pervert, after all. Giving his head a sound shake, Lando compromised.




  “I’ll come with you so I can find two good sticks,” he’d finally told her, rising.




  Christy agreed; however, she’d tossed a fast glance to the back of the cave that still held a great deal of wood. Lando watched her as she shrugged curiously at his apparent absentmindedness, and she followed him out.




  When Christy left a second time to fill the bowl, Lando couldn’t think up a single excuse to follow her. He didn’t like the anxious feeling engulfing him. He’d never worried over another human being in his entire life. He hadn’t liked the fact he was concerned. It made no sense. She was a grown woman and more than capable of taking care of herself. Wasn’t she? Yet, when the voice inside his head screamed the command, Go! Lando didn’t hesitate. He went racing from the cave without further thought.




  Lando was already running even before her screams of terror reached his ears. His heart pumped wildly in his chest. He was jumping logs and rocks, ducking branches in order to reach her.




  Approaching the stream, Lando could see Christy floundering in the fast-flowing icy water, though she hadn’t fallen in. No doubt she jumped in to escape the massive Kodiak trailing after her helplessly flailing body.




  “Hey, over here,” Lando yelled, waving his arms, hoping to gain the bear’s attention. The bear ignored him, intent on smaller, easier prey. His huge brown body moved unhurriedly into the freezing stream as though he sensed his victim was helpless to evade him.




  “Lando,” Christy screamed.




  The bear was only a few feet from her. The pounding water had no effect on the massively muscled creature. Christy couldn’t gain leverage as he watched her feet slip repeatedly out from under her. She went under and came up spluttering. Lando’s thoughts went into overdrive. The gun was in the cave. Lando put it in the duffel bag when he tuned into Christy’s fear of it—the sight of the weapon made her quiver. He pulled the flare gun from behind his belt. This, he was able to reason with her, was something useful to carry at all times. Christy offered up no argument.




  Taking aim he fired. The blast of red light ignited and flew. The huge bear howled an ominous roar in outrage as his back burst into brilliant flames. The Kodiak stopped to claw at his back, his body twisting and writhing in pain and confusion.




  Lando was on the move, realizing he’d enraged over fifteen hundred pounds of powerfully muscled, deadly animal. Lando leaped into the icy water, noting the harsh pull, and grabbed Christy as she battled a merciless current. Throwing her sodden form over his shoulder, Lando struggled up onto the ice-covered rocks, slipping and sliding, and raced for their shelter.




  Entering the cave, Lando placed Christy down on his coat. She clutched at him, sobbing uncontrollably, shaking with violent spasms from the cold and her fear. Lando held her pressed to his chest for only a brief moment before rifling through the duffel bag and retrieving the gun. He again exited the cave to Christy’s terrified screams. She was begging him not to go, not to leave her all alone. But he knew he had to kill the bear. Wounded it would be deadlier and unpredictable. It would undoubtedly hunt them if he didn’t stop it.




  * * * *




  Christy rocked back and forth. Her legs felt numb from the icy cold water, her mind was gripped in terror at what transpired. She screamed Lando’s name over and over when the bear appeared, even though it was useless. The stream was too far away, the flow of the running water too noisy. There would be no way he could hear her from inside the cave.




  Christy stumbled on the Kodiak, which was apparently intent on doing some fishing of his own. In desperation, she threw the bowl at him; it bounced off a massive shoulder. The Kodiak was the largest of the brown bears. She and Sam had studied them through intense research: their massive claws, thick neck, and unpredictability. She ran in a panic, slipping in her haste from one of the large rocks by the stream, losing her footing, and entering the water. The freezing water was a slap in the face; the bear would undoubtedly add injury to insult. She was overwhelmed when Lando appeared as if a dream; now, he was gone.




  The waiting was unbearable. If Lando never returned there was no doubt it would be the angry, injured bear that came looking for her. Its powerful body would rip her to shreds as it would have Lando’s. Her body remained paralyzed in fear. After a few agonizing moments, Christy sobbed as the blast of a gun sounded; Lando was confronting the Kodiak. What seemed like hours passed, the hard thumps of her heart beating, resounding in her ears. A few moments later Lando entered the cave, his exhaustion apparent. Christy flung herself into his arms, burying her face against his chest in overwhelming relief.




  “It’s all right, honey. It’s dead. He won’t be bothering us anymore,” Lando soothed. His heart was hammering inside his chest. He gripped her against his body.




  “Thank you, Lando, thank you for coming when I called. I don’t know how you heard me, but I’m so grateful.”




  Lando wondered at her words. How had he known she was in danger? It was an eerie feeling, being so in tune with someone else. How could he possibly have known she was in desperate need of his help? He hadn’t heard her cries for help before he was already running. Before the voice had sounded…




  He listened again for the voice in his head that had been compelling him to take care of her. Did it know something he didn’t? Yet nothing came to mind. What was he waiting for anyway? An ‘I told you so.’ But all Lando felt was relief and a feeling of pleasure. He saved Christy’s life. Maybe it was an inflated ego suggesting it was meant to be.




  Lando picked up Christy’s rhythm and they rocked together as one. He decided he would spend less time acknowledging the mean voice in his head and concentrate on the smarter, informed one that seemed to know what it was doing.




  * * * *




  “I’ve never eaten bear,” Christy commented, though she chewed with contentment on the large, moist, juicy piece Lando gave her.




  After Lando held her, both taking comfort from the sheer pleasure of being alive, he removed the knife from his boot and told her was going to retrieve some of the bear. He brought a large amount back in their crude bowl, which he’d recovered. Christy grimaced at the chunk of bloody flesh. The knife wasn’t sharp and Lando declared the mess his worst hack job. The meat looked like a mess for sure, but like the rabbit, it smelled heavenly while it was cooking. The aroma teased her senses.




  “Neither have I. I’m a city boy,” Lando commented. He stuffed himself as eagerly as she was.




  They ate in silence for some time. Darkness was falling and Lando pulled the wooden structure to the cave closed, sealing them in. Christy stripped at the back of the cave earlier to don her now cleaned and dried underclothing. She hadn’t offered a protest as Lando’s gaze never strayed from her nude form. She decided she was used to his intense gaze. He’d saved her life again; without hesitation, he fought off one of the most fearsome creatures that walked the earth…for her.




  A wide array of overwhelming emotions bombarded her senses. No one had ever done anything so incredibly dangerous for her in her entire life. Only her parents ever made her feel cherished and protected. The emotion was one she was happy to remember, not cringe from, and realized there was much more to what Lando gave her. She removed her pants earlier at the fire to dry them and didn’t balk when Lando did the same, needing to warm and dry them after their icy plunge into the ice cold stream. As he did with her, she assessed him boldly.




  His powerful legs were sculpted by a goddess. He was all man, and the thought made her want to blush but she didn’t. When he removed his bloodied shirt she noticed the scars through the black hairs, battle wounds from his profession. Christy knew what a bullet wound looked like. A knife scar ran from his shoulder to the middle of his chest. There were bruises from the crash as well, but he never complained.




  His dark eyes were captivating when he watched her watching him. Christy wondered if he was waiting for her to express fear, or contempt. He was beautiful. The rugged surroundings suited him, and she was wrong; he would look like James Bond in a suit.




  “Thank you for saving me.” She’d told him a dozen times already and thought Lando was becoming uncomfortable with the praise.




  This time instead of telling her it was nothing; Lando turned his intense gaze on her. “You are mine, Christy. You belong to me.”




  Christy felt a shiver of fear pass through her body. He was claiming her. His look was possessive. Christy realized for whatever reason this meant a great deal to him. Why, she couldn’t fathom. He could take any woman he wanted. What was the difference? They were out in the middle of nowhere; he could do as he wished. No, she realized. He could do as he wished with anyone anywhere; his surroundings weren’t commanding him.




  Christy realized again what he was—a killer. Yet, he saved her life, twice. Did he now reason her life was his? Was it? Christy grew pensive. She didn’t belong to him. She would never again feel she belonged to anyone; the hurt of betrayal was too much. The real question remained. Would she accept his closeness, his possessiveness?




  “I’m not yours. I do not belong to you,” Christy corrected him. “But I need…I want…” She faltered, afraid, remembering he looked twice as big without clothes.




  “What do you need, Christy, what do you want?”




  His heated gaze spoke volumes; he did feel she belonged to him.




  “I want you,” she admitted. Christy realized she needed more than his closeness. They were out here all alone together. They needed one another. She needed him. His presence engulfed her, overwhelmed her. She wasn’t rewarding him for saving her life. She was now demanding he supply her with what he had been providing all along: life, feeling, and acceptance.




  He hadn’t just saved her physical self; he gave her an opening to her emotional needs. Lando explored her depth of despair, and demanded resolution. It was Christy’s turn. She approached him, her intent clear. Though she shook as she contemplated her emotions, unsure of her actions, she needed a release.




  Lando looked at her with deep smoldering, interested eyes. She offered. She could tell he was going to accept her offer.




  




  




  




  Chapter 6




  




  Lando took her into his arms with as much tenderness as he possessed. He noted her slight body shook. For a moment he cupped her face and gazed into her eyes. She wasn’t doing this out of gratitude but he wanted to be certain. Her dark doe eyes were filled with indecision, and want. He smiled when he tugged a curl and she ducked her head. She was shy and sweet and too small for his large arms and too good for him, but he wanted her.




  Easing her over him he settled her into his lap. This wasn’t a woman to manhandle. He wondered if Chad raped her and claimed she wanted it. Lando knew men like that—briefly. He killed them. With deliberation he ran his hands over her small, shuddering form. She felt warm and soft against his rough, callused palms.




  Lando tugged on her outer angora sweater he’d returned to her the second day, removing it. He snuggled her head against his chest wanting to make certain she didn’t catch a chill. He was close enough to the frame door and he pushed it harder until a slight draft of cold air was nonexistent. She wore no bra. The cotton shirt beneath the sweater enhanced the soft curves of her breasts. Breasts full and round and high and firm that fit into his hands as he squeezed, kneading her tender flesh. The bud hardened when he ran his thumb over one. She was a woman who loved to be made love too, receptive, accepting.




  Christy whimpered as Lando explored her body. Her clothing, piece by piece, was stripped away, exposing every desirable inch of her to him. Each bruise was revealed with her delicate pink skin. He helped her shimmy from her pants and pulled her socks off one by one. There was something heart pounding having a naked woman in his lap on his jeans. She was sexy as hell and Lando wondered if she knew it.




  She will.




  He clasped her bare bottom in his hand lifting her to his lips. His arm was so huge wrapped around her back and shoulders. Her face tilted when he claimed her mouth, drinking in her sweet taste. Their tongues intertwined in a lazy fashion. There would be no ramming his tongue down her throat. Inside, her cheeks were velvet meant to be explored and savored, not devoured. It wasn’t enough for a man like him when he took what he wanted. His hand left her bottom to squeeze a breast. He turned them to cover her with his body.




  He hadn’t ripped her clothes off, but he did with his own needing some form of uncontrolled physical release. A few buttons flew in his haste. He was back over her in seconds trying to keep his cock from howling in need, trying to rein in his emotions. She was soon writhing, helpless and vulnerable beneath his large frame.




  Lando captured her lips, claiming them, gently at first, then more demanding as he explored deeper, tasting her. Christy shied back as his grip tightened.




  “Please,” she whimpered into his mouth, his teeth nipped her chin.




  His hand captured and squeezed her breast, engrossed in the way his fingers molded against her satiny skin. The pad of his thumb teased one taut nipple, until he rolled his thumb and finger round with careful expertise.




  “Easy, sweetheart, I won’t hurt you. You’re mine,” Lando rasped out, his breathing already ragged with passion. His exploration didn’t cease, but intensified.




  Lando never felt such overwhelming possessiveness battle with gentleness. Every part of her beauty enchanted him. Every emotion of his taking of her engulfed him. He sensed her fear of him. It caused a deep, momentary frustration. He didn’t want to hurt her. Knowing if he moved too fast he would scare her made him slow his actions, painfully so, as his cock throbbed. Most women he took were all over him, and he was all over them. There could be nothing frantic with Christy until she knew him better.




  He trailed his hands over her skittish body, caressing with the tips of his fingers, soothing, wanting only to calm her. No inch went unexplored, no crevice left untouched, un-tasted. He wanted to discover her entire being. His lips and tongue trailed their way leisurely; she was so sweet. His fingers slid down her silken, flat belly. He dipped lower, his palm spreading her thighs, searching for, then discovering her nub of desire. His thumb stroked back and forth while he spoke soothing, calming words, listening as her frightened, unsure whimpers changed to moans of desire. Her heat reached for him, drawing him to her whether she realized what she wanted or not. His own passion mounted.




  Sitting back, he ran the back side of his hands down her thighs to her calves. Doe eyes blinked with rapid succession when he lifted a foot and licked her instep. Warm water was in the bowl off to the side where they washed. Lando had refilled it before dinner. Taking the warm wet cloth he wiped her ankles and feet. The cloth slid between her toes making her giggle, easing her tense expression. Each foot, each toe was washed with care until Lando dropped the cloth and sucked each toe, rolling his tongue as he had the cloth.




  Between her legs called to him and he slid up her body. He was a big man—everywhere. She was so small, she needed to be ready. When his tongue licked her folds she shuddered, her breath flew from her lips. Her hand buried in his hair and she called to him. Deeper he explored with his tongue; this was a heat he could delve deeply in. She was tight and hot, her taste like nothing he ever before encountered. Her juices flowed when he sucked her nub. Lando inched up her body, no longer able to deny what he wanted.




  He kissed his way up her thighs, her hips, her belly, taking one last kiss from her lips. He was careful to keep his weight from punishing her aches and pains. Her readiness confirmed from a deeper-seeking, gently probing finger slipped inside her wetness. Her breath caught sharply in surprise as he added another finger, then another, preparing her for his pleasure and her own.




  With one hand cupping her behind, the other wrapped snuggly around her slight shoulders, he plunged within her. Her body was incredibly tight; it closed in around him, hugging him, clenching his thickness, and he felt a moment’s concern when she cried out in shock at his size and the depth at which he plunged, filling and stretching her. He guessed it had been a while since she was with a man.




  “Lando,” she gasped up at him, grasping his broad shoulders with small hands. He felt the individual pressure of each digit as she pushed at him as if trying to dislodge him.




  “Don’t be afraid, sweetheart, I’ll be very gentle,” Lando promised. His forehead rested against hers for the briefest of moments to reassure her he meant what he said.




  * * * *




  Lando pulled his thick hard cock from her and Christy braced herself as he plunged his engorged member inside of her once more. He was so big. His entire body was so powerful. Steel was under her hands, sheathed in satin. She could feel the restraint of his massive thighs, knowing he could have buried her in the ground if he chose.




  Christy’s hands clutched at his arms. Her fingers felt as though she were grasping at hardened metal pipes, so powerful, so hard, and rock-like. She swooned for a moment. How could she have wanted this? Why had she even asked? Oh God, what was she thinking, doing, with such a man? There had been no one since Chad. She shuddered as she accepted Lando again and again. His long strokes were rhythmical, from beginning to end, until her wanting body could be denied no longer.




  Christy tamed her fear as the feel of him was so much more than sex. Lando wasn’t the first man she had been with, but next to Chad, the most intense. Lando’s lovemaking was different than Chad’s. On occasion, Chad hurt her with his desire to possess her so quickly—it wasn’t making love those times. Times when he said she wanted him that way when she knew it was Chad who wanted it rough—frightening. Lando moved inside her, coaxing her response, wanting her response. She tuned to the feel of him. His thighs slipped over her, warming her. She felt as if her insides were aflame with his sheer strength.




  Large hands caressed, held, captured, released so much of her no inch went unexplored. Lando was powerful beauty. He was the rainbow that emerged during a storm: defying, untamed, a renegade built to possess.




  “Breathe, sweetheart. You’re all right, you’re fine. Feel me, feel how good this is,” he whispered, his voice panting.




  His tone was soft and encouraging, not harsh and dominating, he wasn’t using the vile ugly words that turned Chad on and he wasn’t using his size to intimidate. He moved with ease against her, his hard flesh plunging then retreating, until Christy began responding to him, wanting him to discover her.




  Shifting lower, Lando caught her lips with his, indulging in a carnal hunger. He tasted so good. Feeling ravenous, she responded with a release of her inhibitions. Her legs rose higher, now possessed; her feet trailed their way up his thighs to his powerful behind, needing a deeper penetration. She slid her calves up the long, hardened, manly length of him, to wrap their way around his muscular waist.




  Thinking ceased, as feeling intensified. Her whimpers turned to deep guttural groans of desire. Her fingers gripped his dark locks wanting to nip at his throat. Never before had she felt such heat. Molten lava washing through her veins would be a blessedly cooler release compared to the engulfing fire dancing throughout her entire being. She thrust herself up against him harder and harder until Lando began to thunder deeply between her thighs. Oh God, there. It had been so long since she’d had a release and never such as the one she experienced. He was there, moving in a place she never knew existed for her, a hunger never before satisfied.




  Christy cried out, gripping him harder. In her overwhelming surprise, she grasped at him as though he held her life in his arms, encouraging him to remain within her, not wanting this feeling to end as the tide of waves washed over her, leaving her vulnerable, tired and so fulfilled. She never felt such an engulfing pleasure as her body relaxed with a shudder beneath him.




  “Oh, Lando.” She craved him, not wanting this sensation to end.




  She tugged at his powerful body, yearning for his weight on her slight form. She was loath to release him. Lando remained buried within her. His ragged breathing slowed and he lowered more of his powerful form onto her. She wrapped her arms around his waist, hugging him.




  “I don’t want to crush you, sweetheart,” he said with concern.




  “No, stay. Don’t you see, nothing could ever harm me with you on me,” Christy implored, reveling in the safety she desperately desired.




  Lando chuckled. “I think you’re pretty damn right in that assumption; I doubt you could even be seen under me.”




  He lay pressed against her for a few moments longer, and then rolled to the side with a soft sigh. Christy cuddled up to his chest placing her head on his shoulder. She waited a bit apprehensively for a moment then relaxed when he didn’t shift her away from him. After being with Chad, he never allowed her this small intimacy, claiming exhaustion. Chad told her hurtfully he couldn’t sleep with her touching him.




  Christy sighed. Lando lifted her chin and looked down at her with concern.




  “What is it, Christy, are you sorry?”




  “No, I’m not sorry, just afraid.”




  “Of me?”




  “No. Well yes, but it’s not that,” Christy mused.




  “Then what?”




  “If we do make it out of here alive, what then?” she asked. She felt sudden hurt at his reluctant, somewhat annoyed look, and realized perhaps he felt it was a commitment question, when all she wanted was the truth.




  “I was a hired killer, Christy,” he finally answered. She listened intently, needing to understand right away all of the facts. “When we get back, I need to testify. If I’m still alive afterwards by some miracle, I end up in the Witness Protection Program. New life, new identity. No ties.”




  Christy stroked the hair on his chest. I will again be abandoned, she thought, but she was grateful in a way. He was telling her the truth and not playing games. And he was right. What kind of future would she have with a man like him? She knew nothing about him. He seemed reluctant to discuss his past with her. A man like Lando wouldn’t want her near; his life was too volatile. With sad realization, she rolled away from him. It would be best not to get too close. She wouldn’t be able to stand the loss of another, perhaps another betrayal.




  “Christy, don’t deny yourself a chance at a special relationship because of your fear. Doesn’t wanting me prove to you that you are, in fact, ready and willing to love again?” Lando asked. He rolled to secure her body to his.




  “I don’t want to be hurt again,” she whispered, though she clutched at his arm.




  “Every relationship has its failings,” Lando reasoned and returned her grip.




  “This one was doomed from the start,” she moaned.




  “I could see how thinking to kill you does have its drawbacks,” Lando said.




  “You said you used to kill,” she challenged.




  “I am what I am. And though I have no intention of hiring myself out ever again, I live for the moment.”




  “I’ve never just lived for the moment,” Christy said, her bottom teeth began to worry on her top lip from a nervous habit. The concept of here and now with no future seemed so unreal.




  “That’s all I’ve ever lived for,” Lando admitted. “With my lifestyle, I never knew if tomorrow would come for me. The women I’ve been with are taken with wild passion, wondering if I’ll hold one again. The food I consume is eaten with enjoyment. Everything I did or have done is as if I were living my last day because it very well might be. Never once have I planned on there being a tomorrow.”




  “Have you never wanted a wife or children, your own family?” She was curious.




  In her world of charity functions attended with her mother, that’s what everyone strived for. The women wanted a rich, successful husband. The men wanted to brag about their wives and how well their children were doing in school or their after school programs. They wanted not only prosperity, but a chance to show it off. What was the point in a gala affair without a beautiful woman on your arm? Or even better, Chad had said, would be to have a pregnant woman. Then everyone would know how virile he was. The idea of Chad being a father made her cringe. Would he have beaten his own children?




  “How could I have a wife, Christy? Do you understand what her life would be like? Can you even imagine what fears she would be exposed to? Never knowing if her husband was coming home, never knowing if someone would try and kill her, wanting revenge. Waiting for the police to show up at her door, or worse, barging through her door to pin her down, demanding my whereabouts,” Lando said.




  Christy thought about that for a moment. “You must be so lonely,” she said, sad for him. Lando’s eyes widened, apparently surprised at her compassionate words.




  “I’ve never needed anyone,” he replied, his tone gruff.




  “You must have needed someone. At least when you were little.”




  “I was abandoned as a baby. No one wanted me. The family who took me in did it for the money. I was never shown love, compassion, or kindness. I was on the street alone by the time I was ten. But by then, I was more than able to care for myself. I learned at a young age how to fend for myself. I got odd jobs. I did all right,” Lando said; his last words were abrupt.




  “That’s terrible, how awful for you,” Christy cried in outrage. No wonder he was so hard. She was surprised he was even capable of a merciful act. What a horrible childhood he must have suffered through.




  “It taught me to be responsible for myself, not to depend on anyone,” Lando snapped.




  “Children should never have to be responsible for themselves,” Christy began; she could tell the pity in her voice touched a nerve. “I can hear your anger and I understand where it stems from. I can feel sorry, and a deep sympathy for the helpless little boy, but you are a grown man and responsible for your own actions, no matter your childhood and upbringing.”




  “As are you,” he challenged. Christy winced at his hurtful intention. She cringed wondering what horrible name he was about to call her. She resisted the urge to cover her ears. Her body tensed. “You can’t let another control you with words or actions. Take a stand and stop being a doormat. Do some yelling of your own,” Lando demanded.




  “But I don’t want to make you angry; I don’t want you to hurt me,” Christy said.




  Lando turned her to gaze deeply into her eyes. “I have been angry. Have I hurt you?” he asked.




  “Chad said he wouldn’t hurt me.”




  “I’m not Chad. You may think I’ve got no honor because of my profession; it’s Chad who has no honor. He’s a bastard. He professed to love you, but look at what he did to you. He beat you. You cry out at night, you’re still so fearful of being beaten again. He took your self-respect and stomped on it. Your body wasn’t the only thing that shit beat, was it?” Lando demanded.




  “No,” she admitted her tone soft. Lando was right.




  “Damn him to hell for beating your emotions. Damn him to hell for taking away your want of love and affection. Not all men are cruel. I realize I haven’t helped with what you’re feeling. I didn’t want to kill you because I’m evil. Because of who and what you are, you could never understand my need to stop suffering in a fashion I’m familiar with, the only fashion I’m familiar with.” Lando pulled her to his chest; there wasn’t an inch between them.




  Christy held onto him, her emotions raging. No one had ever said to her the things Lando did. She hadn’t talked to anyone. But he was right, she didn’t understand his intentions. She would have sat with him, holding his hand until he died if it had been he who was injured. She never would have even entertained thoughts of causing his demise for any reason. And yet…and yet, on a deeper level she was beginning to understand some of who and what he was. He gave her a glimpse into his frightening world. A gift or a curse, it was what it was—him.




  “Why were you with that police officer? I mean, why will you be put in the Witness Protection Program if they know you kill people?” Christy asked. She didn’t understand why the authorities would let someone like him go free and help him do it.




  “A rift formed between some of my people,” Lando said. From the way he tensed and his tight-lipped response she could tell he was being cautious or evasive. She didn’t want him to cut her off or shut down.




  “I’m sorry. Am I asking too much?” she asked, seriously concerned she overstepped her bounds.




  He sighed and relaxed. “It wouldn’t be wise for you to know. When we reach civilization you might be hurt or worse if my people think you know anything or have gotten close to me. Too much information might put you in danger. I won’t be able to protect you from them if I’m in police custody.”




  “Would you protect me?”




  “You may not be able to stay with me, but right now, right here, you’re mine,” Lando informed her. He once more became possessive. “As long as you’re in my care, I’ll protect the hell out of you from anything, anyone. Sweetheart, you have no idea what happens in my world. I understand the people who are coming for me. You may not comprehend this, but I respect them. They’re in a class all their own. Only one who lives it would be able to understand it.”




  Christy gazed at him, digesting his words, his passion. She reached up a slender hand and ran it down his rough cheek. The stubble on his face had grown in to a point that made it still harsh.




  “Will you teach me to live for the moment?” Christy asked. She gazed into his eyes. She wanted him again, but she wondered if she would be able to overcome the hurt at another separation. Perhaps with his help…




  * * * *




  “I’ll teach you whatever you want to learn.”




  Once again, Lando sensed the invitation. With renewed passion, he captured her lips. With a deep hunger, his hands roamed her body, wanting to feel all of her at once. His mouth seized a dusty rose-colored nipple and he suckled, tugging with enthusiasm. His fingers delved with hunger into her heat, searching her warmth, claiming her as his.




  Christy whimpered under him and Lando looked into her skittish eyes. She seemed alarmed and fearful as he grew rougher. He wanted her in a different way this time, he wanted more of her and he would have more. She offered and he explained he lived for the moment. This time he wanted wild abandon.




  “Are you afraid?”




  “I want you. You seem to want to consume me,” she replied, and he sensed her panic. “No one has ever been as passionate as you.”




  “I am the big bad wolf. I want to consume you. I want to own every inch of you. I want you to forget any man you’ve ever been with. I want to possess you, every inch is mine. I will possess you,” Lando declared, his raging desire burned deep.




  “No cruelty?” she whispered.




  “I would never rape you. I would never hurt what’s mine. You will be mine.”




  Christy quivered at his intensity. She was warned and though it was brief, her gaze flickered with acceptance. He captured her lips, taking her breath away. His tongue explored her mouth, claiming, owning, while his hand settled onto a firm round breast, gripping it. Warm wet kisses over her throat led to her shoulders.




  “Lando?”




  His lips trailed down her hungry for her, burning a searing path, while Christy’s breath caught and held. His passion became more than consuming, it was overwhelming.




  “I’ve shown you enough mercy. You offered. I’m accepting your offer,” Lando told her, rising with intimidation over her helpless form.




  His body restrained as much of his power as possible while his body enveloped hers. He plunged his throbbing cock in her heat and she cried out. His cock was doing the taking, not one ounce of his flesh punished her bruised body. His size once again a shock by her expression, his exuberance overtook him while he could hear her attempts to breathe but managed only to gasp for air. He removed himself and plunged again. Christy clasped at his broad shoulders and he could feel her nails raking against his heated flesh. Good God, she felt so small beneath him. He wanted her to feel helpless. With one hand he caught her wrists, pulling them high over her head, while his other grasped onto a thigh, dragging her hips higher. His tanned huge fingers were ominous against the paleness of her satin skin.




  Sensations swarmed within him. He knew she wanted him yet she was afraid of him, of his lovemaking. He was intense, demanding. He wanted only for her to remember he lived for the moment. For him tomorrow might never come. He wanted her to realize tomorrow might not come for her either.




  “Feel Christy, just feel, don’t think.”




  He wasn’t purposely trying to frighten her, just make her aware. He wanted her to lose herself in wild abandon and enter into his world; he would keep her safe from harm if she trusted him.




  He could tell the moment he succeeded. Christy began to move beneath him, trying to keep up with his exhausting, frantic pace until they developed a rhythm. She met each of his demanding thrusts until he knew her mind filled with thoughts of him, only him.




  “Say my name, Christy,” he demanded, his words harsh and gritty.




  She cried out his name again and again, her body shaking with intense spasms. Lando wrapped his body around her in possessive want, claiming her as his, satisfying his needs as well as hers. His hand released her wrists and gripped a double handful of her hair, holding her in place as his huge body drove within her, needing release. He howled his victory and plunged one last time. Her scream of release filled his ears. His body heaved as he gasped in great breaths of air. As his heart calmed, he grinned with satisfaction. He had made her his. Christy lay motionless beneath him.




  “Christy?” Lando asked, feeling a moment of concern.




  His nose nuzzled at her bruised cheek. No response. She remained still, silent. He blew a soft breath in her ear, hoping to elicit a response. Lando lifted higher to gaze into her serene face. Engulfed in his wild passion, he had forgotten her bruised ribs as emotion took over. He forgot her fear of what transpired earlier in the day. He forgot how tiny and frail she was compared to him.




  “Christy?” he again questioned growing worried. His hand clasped her chin, shaking it with care.




  “Please, Lando. I know you have shown me enough mercy, but you wore me out. Let me sleep,” Christy implored on a quiet breath. Her body sated, she looked beyond exhausted. She rolled beneath him, tugging on his arm, enticing him to cuddle with her.




  Sighing with relief, Lando pulled her to his side. He would have to be gentler with her in the future or she might be too afraid to let him touch her again. That would be a shame; they would undoubtedly be out here for a while. She wasn’t like the women he was used to; he could have hurt her. Lando didn’t want to hurt or frighten her. He could also hear the voice inside his head voicing its anger at his roughness. Lando cringed, suddenly embarrassed.




  The big bad wolf? Please!




  




  




  




  Chapter 7




  




  Christy watched with apprehension as Lando slung her duffel bag to his shoulder. She wanted to stay in the first safe shelter she had really known since Chad, yet Lando insisted they must keep moving while the weather held. They couldn’t possibly survive in the wilderness throughout the winter in such a tiny cave with no provisions. This far north the snow would cover the cave, leaving them trapped and unable to forage for food. Christy understood his reasoning but was loath to give up the security and protection the small cave offered.




  “How do we even know if we’re headed in the right direction?” Christy mused.




  “Mac’s watch has a compass on it,” Lando explained. “Between that and the starlight, I’ve been able to stay on a basic route. It’s just a matter of locating the North Star and the Big Dipper.”




  “Very impressive for a city boy.”




  Lando tossed her a calculating look. “Some people can be very helpful while looking down the barrel of a silencer.” Christy’s eyes widened, feeling unnerved.




  Lando began walking, but she could hear his soft chuckle. She guessed he sensed her indecision. Christy looked longingly back at the warm cave, missing the safety it offered, then turned and followed Lando.




  They trudged on for hours at a steady pace, following the stream down river. Many of the large trees were coniferous, their branches bulky, which made seeing past the next tree or large pile of rocks difficult.




  Christy was fearful as they rounded each bend. She was apprehensive of running into another Kodiak. She climbed over one fairly large mound of dead leaves, moss, and small broken limbs, yanking at clothing the foliage determined to make its own. She scrambled after Lando, who moved with ease, his longer legs a definite boon, until Christy’s stumbling began to increase. To her credit, she never lagged or complained; she refused to. She was abused and battered but she wanted to take some of her emotions back, which proved hard. Each time she stumbled, she heard Chad’s hateful words about how useless she was and with determination she put one foot in front of the other and tuned him out. Over time, she reluctantly admitted she wasn’t useless, just injured. Christy was completely exhausted before long, afraid she’d soon be unable to continue.




  Lando stopped by the stream and dropped the duffel bag. Christy slumped on a large rock. After Lando had a quick fire going, he moved off to the stream to fish.




  “You stay where I can see you,” Lando warned sternly before he left.




  At one time, Christy would have been concerned at the fierce look he leveled on her. She came to the conclusion it was just his way. She supposed she should have been annoyed; after all, she wasn’t a child of three. Yet, she sensed his concern. It was dangerous out here. She couldn’t rebuff his want to protect her. It was a nice change from what she knew Chad would have done or said.




  Though Christy originally promised to obey Lando, it wasn’t the only reason she preferred to do as he commanded. Christy felt certain something was trailing after them in the brush. The hair on the back of her neck seemed to stay in a raised position. She followed closely after Lando on their trek, not letting his comforting, big form get more than a few feet away.




  The day warmed and the sun shone down through the trees, making sparkles alight on the water. An eagle soared overhead. The stream bubbled making her marvel it was talking, and a fish jumped. Christy sat complacently, warming her hands at the fire. Lando had removed his outer jacket, having become sweaty during their walk, and it lay a foot away from her. Picking it up, she studied it, noticing a small tear. It had been Sam’s jacket, and she remembered when Sam tore it on the branch of a tree while they were out taking pictures. She’d offered to fix it for him, but hadn’t gotten the chance.




  Eager to keep her hands occupied, Christy rifled through the duffel bag and came across her camera case. She fingered it lovingly for a brief moment, wondering if she would ever again take another picture. She allowed herself a brief moment of sadness before opening the case and removing her small sewing kit. She finished her last stitch when Lando returned.




  The fish he’d caught was gutted, and he proceeded to set it up over the fire. Christy looked at the fish, tummy rumbling. She quickly got over her squeamishness that sometimes Lando never bothered to scale it, while also leaving the head and tail attached.




  “Very nice,” Lando commented on her work as he once more donned his jacket.




  “Thank you. I had a very nice nanny who taught me to sew,” Christy commented, a touch primly. She remembered the sweet little puppets they made for a puppet show. Her mother had been proud of her painstaking work. Though on reflecting back, she realized the nanny had been more out of prestige than need. It was her father who insisted they have one. Her mother wanted to keep Christy close to her side.




  Lando snorted, and Christy was bumped from her fond memory; she scowled at the amused-condescending look on his face.




  “What is that supposed to mean?”




  “You’re a prissy little pampered, fluffy kitten aren’t you? Did she serve tea and crumpets to you and your mountain of dollies and cuddly stuffed animals?” Lando teased, his gaze alight with amusement.




  “So what if she did,” she said, bristling with annoyance. She could feel a slow blush creep over her face.




  Christy jumped, startled, as Lando suddenly roared with laughter. It was the first time she ever heard him laugh. She watched with wide-eyed amazement as he continued to howl, tears rolling down his eyes. His laughter faltered as his arms flailed and, losing his balance, he fell backwards off the log he’d been sitting on.




  “Well now, that was rather rude,” Christy said. She leaned back, shaking her head, watching him lay motionless for a moment, feet straight up, arms above his head resting on the forest floor.




  Lando struggled, making an awkward attempt to right himself, then sat up still laughing, swiping at his eyes.




  “I thought it was rather funny,” he said, mimicking her haughty tone.




  “Just because I had tea parties with a nanny isn’t something that should send you into hysterics,” Christy answered. Impishly, she crossed her arms over her chest.




  “You and I, sweetheart, are worlds apart,” Lando informed her. He was smiling with open amusement at her discomposure.




  “More like galaxies,” she rebuffed haughtily. Lando stopped smiling, his gaze began to narrow.




  “You think you’re better than me because you have money,” Lando said, his tone tight.




  “I don’t think I’m better, just different,” she replied, now wary.




  “Would you be surprised to learn I have money? In fact, I have a great deal of money,” Lando informed her.




  She could sense his anger was growing. Feeling apprehensive, though resigned, Christy muttered, “Blood money. You got rich off the suffering of others.”




  “Yes, I did. How many people do you think get rich off the suffering of others? A great many more do it legally. How many helpless people take their lives when everything is taken legally? How many innocents snap because of the pain another has caused them? Harassing phone calls people want to hide from, demanding money they don’t have or they wouldn’t be in the predicament they’re in. Vicious, mean people, who don’t know you. All they want is the almighty dollar, a fast buck. Legal fucking bullies. At least I have the guts to do it face to face. Not through litigation, and the people I have faced are anything but innocent or in need of a break, or a small amount of compassion.”




  “The man who taught you about the stars, did you kill him?”




  Lando checked on the fish, remaining quiet. Christy knew he was a killer. He’d never denied it. But she was struggling to understand why anyone would choose such a vicious profession, or did the profession choose him? She sensed his hesitation when he began to speak.




  “I can’t begin to describe to you about the people I know. Men who haven’t a shred of decency, an ounce of compassion or mercy. Cruel, evil men. Men with relentless, steely determination, who could move mountains if they so desired, instead would kill a helpless, frightened woman and her three-week-old baby girl,” Lando’s words trailed off, his mouth moved as though he tasted bitterness.




  “Is that what happened? Did you know them, were they close to you?” Christy asked, wide-eyed. She wondered at what kind of tragedy would make him cause the wrath of such soulless, brutal men on purpose.




  “I’d been ordered to kill them and a nine-year-old boy.”




  “Why would they think you would do such a thing? Have you, Lando? Have you murdered women and children?” Christy couldn’t stop her body from trembling, she felt the sting of tears. He was speaking of them in past tense. My God, a baby, a three-week-old baby? A sudden feeling of gripping terror possessed her and she resisted the urge to flee from him.




  Lando crouched, before her taking her hands in his; she recoiled from him, yanking her hands away to pull them to her chest. Christy loved the maternity ward, she would spend hours holding babies. Each tiny face flashed before her eyes, each tiny gaze grew lifeless. She wanted to vomit.




  “I’ve never in my life killed anyone who I felt was completely defenseless,” he informed her.




  “But you would have killed me.”




  Sighing, Lando sat back on the log. She avoided his gaze, as though to cast her sight on him would pollute her. He averted his own gaze while checking the fish. He removed it and set it aside to cool.




  “You were in pain. I hated seeing you suffer. When you followed me, I felt so much relief knowing I wouldn’t have to hurt you. You told me your father was a doctor. Did he never once see someone in such agonizing pain he wanted to end their suffering?”




  “He did. He helped them, he gave them medicine.” Christy raged at him, feeling furious anger. “Don’t you ever compare yourself to such a wonderful, caring man. Every day of his life he tried his hardest to ease people’s suffering. He took great pains to save them. He told me on numerous occasions life is a gift.”




  “What medicine could I give you except a few pain pills? We flew way off course. The elements would’ve caused you a slow, lingering death. What would you have done if you had been confronted by the Kodiak all alone? Can you imagine the suffering he would’ve caused you while he ripped into your body, feeding on you while you still lived? What kind of gift would that have been watching your bowels be chewed on? I wanted to offer you some mercy.”




  Christy refused the fish he handed her. Her hand went to her mouth at the image he created. She rocked angrily back and forth, not looking at him. When he stretched out a hand to her, she jerked from his touch, repulsed. She was uncertain she wanted him near her anymore. Lando put his food down. He packed up some of the articles he had, leaving her clothes, the camera case, and a flashlight behind. He rose to his feet, in a stiff movement as though pained. For a brief moment, she saw his hand hover in the air as though to touch her hair, then thought better.




  “I suggest you eat. Keep following the river downstream and hopefully you’ll run into someone eventually,” Lando said, then left.




  Christy watched as Lando moved from her sight. He had left her all alone. Yet, a voice reasoned, what did she expect? It seemed to her she was the only person on earth he had ever been kind to and she threw it in his face. But he is a killer, her mind screamed. But he didn’t kill you, another voice challenged. She hadn’t given him the benefit of the doubt. She should have listened. Maybe he was in this predicament because he wouldn’t kill.




  “Lando?” Christy called. “Wait, please come back.”




  Christy looked at the brush where he had walked off, her gaze searching. She began stuffing the items he left her into her backpack. She needed to catch up to him. Running, Christy crashed through the, bushes holding the fish in her hands.




  “Lando! Wait, please.”




  She could see him up ahead, slowing down. He still had yet to face her.




  “Please, don’t leave me all alone. I’m sorry I didn’t listen. I need to stop thinking the worst in men. I shouldn’t think the worst in you. Not after everything we’ve been through.”




  * * * *




  Hearing her frightened remorseful cry, Lando paused and took a deep breath. He should tell her to stay away. He was getting too close to her. Telling her things he’d never told another soul.




  Christy knew he was a killer. He never denied it. He should have known hearing of an actual killing would frighten her further. Lando hadn’t explained it. He felt so uncertain until once again a thought popped into his warring mind, making the decision for him.




  She needs to know exactly what she is dealing with, the voice was again advising. If she rejects you, are you still willing to care for her? Did you save her expecting a favor? Can there not be one time in your life you can give unconditionally; are you even capable of such a selfless act?




  Lando had watched sadly as her eyes filled with horrified disgust. For a moment, Lando thought she was about to become physically ill. She thought he murdered a baby. Each harsh word she spoke slammed him worse than any knife ever had, and then she shut him out, ignored him as though he didn’t exist. She really only wanted him for the protection he offered. His company. His head dropped to his chest.




  She was close enough he could hear her labored breathing as she raced to catch up. Of course she only wanted his protection, his company. Lando told her once they returned he would be gone from her life. The voice casually mentioned; what did you expect, her undying love? A commitment? Lando doesn’t make commitments; he only lives for the moment.




  “Lando?”




  Lando stood head bowed in thought, wondering if he should accept her back. They needed each other. Out here was no place to have to be alone. But she would ask more questions, she would want to hear more of his life. What if she glared at him again with revulsion; could he handle the pain of rejection over and over? They would eventually have to part. His rational thought made no sense. He made a hard decision, having no other choice, his face set in steely, determined resolve, and he turned to confront her.




  The entire scene played out before him in his mind in slow motion. Moving swiftly, he dropped the duffel bag to the ground as he meticulously pulled his gun from behind his belt in one fluid motion. Christy stopped dead in her tracks; her face reflected stunned surprise. The fish she was carrying dropped from her grasp, falling to the forest floor with a tiny bounce, ruffling a few crackling leaves.




  “Lando?” Christy whimpered, her plea was laced with terror.




  Lando knew his look had turned murderous.




  “Get down,” Lando bellowed.




  Christy turned abruptly and dropped to the ground, screaming in terror. Her arms flew up to protect her face. The mountain lion screamed and leaped into the air, intent on capturing his helpless prey. The gun blasted and Christy was knocked backwards as the huge cat landed soundly on her chest. She screamed repeatedly, batting her small arms, trying to dislodge it. Lando gave a violent yank, locking his hands in the skin on the cat’s neck and back, and pulled the furry predator’s limp body from her. Lando grabbed Christy’s arms, hauling her to her feet, crushing her in his embrace. Lifting her off the ground as he straightened with her in his grasp.




  “It’s all right, sweetheart, it’s dead,” Lando soothed.




  “I’m sorry. Please don’t leave me. You’re so frightening at times, I get so scared,” Christy admitted while clutching him closer. Lando was amazed. She was almost killed by a cougar and her first fears were of him leaving.




  “I know I’m frightening to you at times. You might always find me frightening. But I won’t ever hurt you. I swear it.”




  “Thank you for saving me…again.” Christy looked down at the dead cat.




  Lando chuckled, his heart that nearly pounded from his chest began to steady, and he locked her tightly to him, listening as her ragged, labored breathing began to steady. You are mine. The voice in his head sounded a bit too triumphant. He realized she was still not ready or willing to hear that. Also feeling a tad concerned, Lando hoped he wasn’t becoming schizophrenic.




  




  




  




  Chapter 8




  




  With Christy’s help, Lando was able to construct a shelter in front of a large rock, using the parachute as a tent. Soon enough a fire blazed within the tented structure, offering them warmth and a small measure of security against the frightening darkness that would envelope them as dusk descended. Lando boiled water, checking to make sure eight minutes had elapsed, and added to it a few of the mints Christy carried, melting them for flavor.




  Feeling pessimistic, Christy watched as Lando took a stick and turned a dead, headless snake roasting in ashes placed off to the side. He found it sunning itself on a rock, warming in the afternoon sun. Lando had pounced on it. He informed her once the skin split he would boil the meat. She grimaced at the thought; still, her tummy rumbled in hunger.




  Maybe it won’t be so bad.




  Christy sipped from a crude piece of driftwood Lando handed her. It contained the hot minted water. She watched as Lando refilled the metal bowl with water from a condom he dipped into the stream.




  “Lando?” Christy asked with caution, remembering how their last exchange ended when she questioned him, but she was just too curious; she needed to know.




  “I know you’re afraid to ask, Christy. I know you’re afraid not to ask. You’ll just have to accept me for who I am and what I was. You know I’ll never hurt you. I swear that on my life.”




  Christy thought about that for a moment. “Have you ever been camping?” she inquired, taking a different route. She wanted to understand him, not fear him




  Lando gazed at her with a raised eyebrow, obviously wondering at her change of tactics. “Not intentionally,” he replied.




  “Something you had to do?”




  “Definitely,” Lando responded, and then chuckled; Christy could tell he was recalling a memory.




  “Is that how you know about the Big Dipper, and direction, and…eating snakes?”




  “Yeah. The man I was after led me into a deep forested area, hoping I wouldn’t survive because of my inexperience; he was pretty surprised at my tenacity. I get that a lot.”




  “Why did he teach you?” She knew Lando had killed him. Why would anyone teach someone of survival if they were about to die? Especially by their hand? It didn’t make any sense.




  Taking a breath, Lando’s gaze at her intensified, his words were slow and thought out. “If you were going to die, if there were no other options available to you, would you rather die a painful, agonizing death, or would you want a merciful end?”




  Christy gulped with the images her mind offered. She knew it had been Lando who gave the man a choice. Sitting and discussing a hit with an assassin seemed surreal. She once more fought to control the sudden terror in her breast. She knew Lando was admitting he could cause someone great pain if he chose.




  “Would it help if I told you what he’d done?”




  “Was he a bad man?” Christy asked feeling younger than her years, battling an internal struggle. Her head bowed almost to her chest.




  “He was disgusting filth. Some men don’t feel like I do, that women and children are too helpless to be harmed. They enjoy their helplessness. They revel in it because they think it makes them strong when they’re really pathetic. Pedophiles are pieces of shit and need to be destroyed. I wanted to pound his brains into mush. When he offered to teach me a few things on survival, I offered him an act of mercy he’d never shown another.”




  “You’ve never hurt a woman or children?” Christy asked, feeling relief.




  “Never,” Lando said, his gaze narrowed with intensity. She believed him, though why that would offer her some comfort, she couldn’t really fathom.




  Christy watched as Lando cut the meat from the snake, adding it to the boiling water. His hands rubbed against his pants to clean them. When finished, he settled back to watch her as he always did. This time she cocked her head sideways at him filled with curiosity.




  “Why are you always watching me?” Christy asked, although she decided she no longer minded. She was used to him. His deep, dark eyes were comforting. They no longer appeared soulless to her. She knew he would always wait for an invitation, not demand one. She liked having that one power over him.




  “I like the way you move; I like the way you look. I’m used to studying people. It’s a habit. I need to know what people are thinking; I need to be able to anticipate their next move,” Lando replied.




  “Can you hear what I’m thinking?” Christy asked in a teasing way.




  “I can see what you’re thinking. You trust me when I say the man needed to die. You trust I won’t hurt you. Your doe eyes flicker in fear at some things I say, yet you know your life depends on me. Does the fact I’m dangerous arouse you?”




  “No,” Christy said honestly, her teasing tone abandoned. “I don’t want the dangerous side of you, that part I struggle to understand. Sitting and talking to you, it’s hard to believe that side exists, but I know you’re not lying. I want the gentle protectiveness you’ve shown me. Your possessive lovemaking was frightening at first. No one I’ve met comes close to you. Before Chad there were only innocent discoveries. Sometimes Chad laughed at my inexperience, making me feel inadequate. When you take me, I feel…I feel…”




  “What do you feel?” Lando demanded.




  “I shouldn’t want you,” Christy cried out. “My father saved lives. He would be so angry if he found out I needed you, wanted you. It’s not only desire I feel for you. I can’t help but compare you to Chad. Besides him and my father there is no other man I can compare you with.




  “My father was so loving and caring, he took care of me. He never hurt me; I always knew he loved me. Chad was going to be a doctor like my father. He would be saving lives. But he hurt me until I thought I was soulless and a shell of who I was. It took me months after the abuse ended to go out in public. You take lives and yet you’ve never hurt me. I feel so confused. Why does Chad feel more hurtful and hateful than you do? Why are you safer than he is? How can that be? I don’t understand.”




  Lando gathered her shaking body to his. “I don’t know why, sweetheart. You need me to survive. Perhaps that is all there is.”




  “No, it’s not just survival. If I was with Chad out here, I would be dead by now. I know that. He would’ve abandoned me. Declaring he would get help, only it would be his own life he would save. I would’ve been so hurt at another betrayal. I don’t just need physical acceptance or food. I need more than that to survive out here. Please don’t make me fall in love with you. I couldn’t take another loss. You’ve said we have no future. I understand. Really, I do. In spite of that, I can’t help feel there must be more. Please show me more, I need more.”




  The cooking snake forgotten, Lando captured Christy’s eager lips. He tugged her from her outer clothing. His large, calloused hands roamed over her willing body. Christy no longer shied away at his demanding need to consume her; she reveled in it. She wanted him as powerfully and possessively as he wanted her. She wanted his rock hard body against her, pressing to her flesh which seared at his touch. Her hands roamed his muscular chest and arms, tugging at his dark hairs.




  She pulled at him, wanting his entry, feeling her readiness, her body responding, needing to satisfy her needs. Her skin tingled in anticipation as each bare spot touched him. She wanted the protective covering he offered, a warm security blanket in the unending coldness. No one could hurt her while he was positioned over her slight frame, although it had become more than that. He had become more.




  She cried out at his entry, accepting him inside. She was amazed at his size, the powerful thrusts as he mounted her. His possessive grip captured her willing, writhing body to his. She looked up, gazing into the depths of his eyes. She could see her reflection. She was surprised at the need on her face; she blushed to her core, seeing also her own lust.




  Lando was grinning down at her. Her blush deepened at her exposure. She then thrust the thought off with a shrug. Her body tightened around him, and she closed her eyes, enjoying his movements, loving the sound of the growling moan deep in his throat. The guttural male, satisfied sounds he made as he thrust, encouraged her to release her own sounds of ecstasy. Her mind tuned only to him, all other thoughts were inconsequential. She released herself, her body her thoughts, into his eager, sensual care.




  * * * *




  Lando moved within her, grateful she hadn’t shied away from him because of their conversation. It will take time, the voice cautioned while she cried out her confusion. He was grateful they had time.




  He remembered his promise to himself and tried not to be so demanding. He strove to be cautious of her bruises. Christy writhed beneath him, becoming more demanding than he was. She begged him to possess her. She cried out her wanton, frantic desire. His resolve faltered. As always, her pleading struck a chord in him, and he gave in to what she wanted. Once more his hand tangled in her hair as he held her beneath him.




  Christy was screaming his name over and over, her hand locked in his hair, capturing him to her. Her body gave a violent shudder; she cried out one last time before she lay still. Lando thrust again deeply and found his own release. His hand untangled from her locks, he nuzzled her face from the crook of his neck. He ran a gentle finger across her bruised cheek.




  “Christy?”




  “I’m so hungry I could eat a snake,” she said, her tone barely above a whisper.




  “That’s good news. That’s all we’ve got,” Lando reminded her.




  * * * *




  The day dawned overcast and foggy. Though the snow had vanished, the cold wind whipped around them as autumn battled for its last breaths of power before succumbing to a greater foe. Lando and Christy rolled up the parachute they were using as a tent.




  Christy’s tummy rumbled. The snake she had eaten was indeed—interesting. Hopefully she would never have to partake of another. Lando hadn’t had any luck that morning fishing. He said he thought he detected the scent of snow in the air, and felt the parachute wouldn’t offer enough protection against brutal winter weather if it were to strike again. He didn’t want it collapsing on top of them from the weight of the elements. If they couldn’t find a cave or indentation they could build a lean-to against some rocks.




  They struck out at a steady pace. Lando’s only intentions were set on a stronger shelter and more food. Lando’s gun was within easy reach in case anything presented itself. Christy gazed amidst the foliage, wanting to be helpful. She followed Lando as close as possible. The thought of the cougar and Kodiak weighed heavily on her mind.




  Lando was wandering, his actions restless. The sky had been red when they woke. Not a good sign, he informed her, though she could’ve guessed by the look on his anxious face. Sounds of the day seemed intense. The vegetation had a more prominent scent.




  “What is it?” Christy asked with concern. She could see Lando’s agitation, the set of his tense shoulders.




  “I can feel something,” he answered barely above a whisper. “You can always feel the weather change deep in your bones, and I’m anxious to find a decent shelter.”




  When Christy stumbled moments later, he snapped at her. She recoiled from his harsh tone. He offered her no apology.




  “Lando?”




  “Damn it. If you keep making too much bloody noise we’ll never find anything to eat.”




  Christy clamped her lips shut. If he wanted silence, then silence is what he would have. She wouldn’t utter another word.




  * * * *




  They trudged on for another hour. Both were tired and agitated, their movements plodding. Lando heard a slight noise to his immediate right. Christy cried out in fright as Lando pulled his gun and fired. A painful squeal sounded as a large boar dropped to the ground, its hind legs kicking, his body flailing wildly in an effort to rise.




  Lando approached the boar with caution. He was furious with himself. The only time he ever needed another shot to finish a job was when he’d been younger and inexperienced. His first kill required three. The man he had been after thrashed in such pain, crying out pathetically, Lando felt almost sorry for him. He strived afterwards to make certain he only needed one shot. Unless they deserved more or more had been ordered.




  Wary of the boar’s tusks and large teeth at the side of its mouth, Lando pounced on it. Using his knife, he slit its throat, holding it while blood spurted, until it stilled. Lando grabbed the wild boar by its front and back legs. With a heave, he threw it over his shoulders and continued on with a backwards glance at Christy. Christy moved behind him, grabbing the extra bag he dropped when retrieving the boar.




  Lando continued on. Feeling the slight moisture from the sky beginning to fall, he began moving at a quicker rate. He could hear Christy’s labored breathing as she struggled to keep pace with him. He noted she offered no protest, nor did she make a single sound. He wondered if she was afraid he’d leave her if she were unable to keep up. The pace was too much for her, but exposed to a blizzard would be far worse.




  He saw a large cluster of rocks in the distance. Approaching them, he noted with relief there were huge logs surrounding the area. It would only take them a short time to stretch the parachute tent over the ready-made structure, offering them ample shelter. There were enough good-sized rocks to hold the parachute down to keep it from blowing away, or the strong winds from creeping inside the shelter.




  Lando dropped the pig to the ground as well as the duffel bag. He began to remove the parachute. With Christy’s help, their new shelter was secure as the wind picked up and the rain began to fall with greater intensity. Once a fire burned within the structure, Lando moved off to gut the boar without a backward glance in Christy’s direction.




  * * * *




  Christy watched the warped pot as it boiled water. She shuddered. The food would be welcome, yet she couldn’t help feel a sense of relief it wasn’t her lying motionless across Lando’s shoulders. The efficiency when he slit the animal’s throat, the power as he held it completely captive…. It was a god-awful sight, a disturbing sight. Lando seemed another man, a predator.




  Christy fought off confused tears, trying hard not to be emotional. Before the crash, she had been getting better at reining in her emotions but the feel of her sore body brought back too many thoughts. Lando had been abrupt with her all day. His pace was grueling to the point where she lagged and stumbled. She wasn’t trying to antagonize him on purpose. He yelled at her, not caring he frightened her.




  Stop being a doormat.




  The words resounded in her head. Lando had said that. He told her to yell. But he was such a commanding presence. How could she overcome her fear and defend herself when he could strike out at any moment? Old fears are talking. Lando never struck her. He never caused her any pain. Maybe he was different than Chad that way. Not all men are cruel, Lando said. Her father never once hurt her or her mother. Christy struggled with her thoughts. She knew deep down if Lando were to strike her it wouldn’t be the physical pain that would destroy her, but the emotional betrayal.




  Christy was still pondering her thoughts when Lando returned, carrying a great deal of meat. He placed most of it near the back of their shelter, where it would remain cold. A large chunk was placed in the boiling water. He explained in a brief way once cooked to remove parasites, he would make sure it was spitted and roasted. Christy sat, not offering him a word. Her thoughts were storming; he’d frightened her into being quiet and withdrawn. He never should have yelled at her for stumbling, making her feel so vulnerable.




  Lando was studying her. “Christy?”




  “You’re a bully,” Christy suddenly raged, surprising him and herself. “I fell from being tired and you yelled at me like I was actually doing something wrong. I didn’t do it on purpose.” Christy waited with trepidation for his anger to explode, but she couldn’t help herself. He had been unfair. Let him yell. Let him…hit her. Christy waited for his reaction. She tried not to cringe. She tried not to cower, though her body shook and her jaw quivered.




  Lando was watching her movements. She knew he could tell she was terrified at what he might do to her. She was taking a big chance at making him angry. She knew he could make her leave the shelter, or worse, beat her. They were at a critical juncture. If he were to hurt her, it would scar her for the rest of her life. Once more he had control over her life, over her emotions.




  “I’m sorry. You’re right, I shouldn’t have yelled at you. Stumbling wasn’t your fault; it was the pace I set out of worry. I shouldn’t have expected you to be able to keep up with me; it was ludicrous to think you could,” Lando said.




  “Really?”




  Her breath expelled in a whoosh; she hadn’t even been aware she was holding it. He wasn’t yelling. He wasn’t taking her hurtfully. He didn’t hit her. There was no anger. Christy shook with greater intensity, she was certain it was the look on her face that had Lando smiling.




  “I was apprehensive and concerned. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you,” Lando admitted.




  Christy cried out and launched herself into his arms. Lando captured her, his tension betraying his surprise.




  “You won’t hurt me. I didn’t think you would, and you didn’t.”




  Lando held her to his chest. Christy clutched his shoulders. She shook with horrific spasms. Her tears fell uninhibited.




  “He said he wouldn’t, but he did. You said you wouldn’t, and you didn’t. You say what you mean. You have always said what you mean. My father said what he meant. I can compare you with him. I can. Maybe it’s not what you do, but who you are and your actions that are important.”




  “Is that what’s important to you, comparing me with another?”




  “You’ve already said we are from different worlds. We think differently. I’ve only compared you to the most important men in my life, no, only one important man. You’re nothing like Chad. I can’t compare your profession with my dad’s. Yet, I can compare your actions. You are honorable, kind, and gentle. Thank you for not lying. Thank you for not hurting me.”




  Her relief was overwhelming, her confusion gone. All this time she hid away, holding onto the pain, thinking it would keep her safe. Putting her pain out in the open was a current taking her fears away.




  Another violent storm raged around them, shutting them in. The tarp flapped, but the solid rocks Lando positioned held. The fire flared, settled, flared. Wisps of freezing air slipped under cracks. Lando and Christy made a bed of coats over top sweet smelling pine branches. They held one another, seeking comfort and warmth. Their shelter, though primitive, held as the brutal, freezing rain pelted down. Lightning crashed and the sky rumbled ominously. They ate the meat Lando procured, but their want of each other stormed more intensely than anything thundering around them.




  Her hunger satisfied, Christy shivered when Lando stripped them both. The fire danced with a small breeze. Christy’s nipples hardened in the cold until Lando suckled first one then the other. She yelped when one of the pine branches nicked her naked thigh. Lando pulled her onto him. Her legs straddled him. He was hard and thick as she wiggled her hips onto his erection. The fire warmed her ass as she rode him. Lando was careful of her ribs as he clutched her waist. Before long their passion consumed them. Lando’s taking of her was as fearsome as the storm that raged.




  Christy clung to his body in desperation. The storm, though fierce, wasn’t warm and protective as Lando was. His body was more powerful than the intense crashing sounds. He was stronger than the fearsome, driving winds. Straining to hear his thoughts engulfed her more deeply than any loud crack from the sky. Once sated, they curled wrapped around each other’s bodies and slept.




  




  




  


  





  Chapter 9




  




  “Can we please rest, Lando? I’m so tired,” Christy asked. Without waiting for confirmation, she slumped to a large log. Her body trembled, feeling the exertion of the long day.




  After the storm had abated as morning set in, they’d struck out following the flowing stream. It was now mid-afternoon. They were both tired. Lando dropped his gear to the forest floor and rifled through the backpack. He pulled out two pieces of cooked boar meat. He handed one to Christy.
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