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To those who helped me find
my own Destiny. Climbing the mountain is easy.

Finding it is the hard
part.

--Claire Collins


1.

I can’t die like
this.

The man reached across her
and flung open the truck door. With her last ounce of strength, she
opened her eyes and looked at him, trying to reach out and grab
him. The giant of a man shoved her through the door as her arms
flailed helplessly. Her numb body tumbled down the embankment from
the road. She couldn’t have stopped the momentum, no matter how
much she wanted to. Her body wouldn’t do as commanded and her mind
wanted to follow it into the dark, unfeeling place.

Pain shot through the fog
in her head as her leg cracked against something stuck precariously
from the snow.

I won’t die here. I won’t
die alone.

If determination alone
could have saved her, she would have risen from the snow and walked
down the mountain. Fate wasn’t on her side.

Determination gave way to
surrender as her head slammed into the landscape. Before her eyes
shut to protect any remnants of sanity, she saw the truck turn and
disappear down the road as barking from the hounds of hell erupted
around her.

With the temperature
dropping by the second, Andrew Greer slid as much as he walked,
risking broken bones with every step. The end of his scarf slipped
from around his neck, loosening enough to allow the demanding wind
access to his nose. He glanced back wistfully at the cabin. A
finger of smoke curling from the chimney beckoned to him, calling
him in that direction. Warmth. Security. Coffee.

Wrapping the coat tighter
around him, Andrew walked around the corner of the cabin. Across
the clearing, Shadow leisurely sniffed a frozen tree stump. It must
be nice to have a built-in fur coat. Although a pelt of fur ten
inches thick would not ward off the cold today.

He set his mind back on
getting the supplies from the shed as soon as possible before the
blizzard resumed its fury. He’d been snowed in for the last two
days.

Andrew cocked his head,
standing still, and listening. The vehicle passing on the roadway
sounded bigger than a snowmobile but it was hard to tell with the
sounds echoing from snow banks and carried on a howling
wind.

Assuming someone dared to
clear the road, a fresh batch of slick, wet snow and ice would soon
recover it, wasting the effort.

Piling the last of the
provisions in the cabin, he made one last trip around the edges of
the building looking for damage. Convinced the structure was sound,
he pulled the scarf down from his face, piercing the frigid air
with a long whistle. The sharp sound was an alert to Shadow that it
was time to go back to the cabin.

The stark trees mixed with
the full varieties of fir and rocks poked from the mounds of white.
The wind ruffled the dunes of snow. Dog tracks disappeared into the
forest, but nothing emerged from the trees at the familiar
call.

Keeping an eye on the edge
of the trees, he returned to the front of the little building,
calling the dog’s name. The wind stung more fiercely the farther he
went from the cabin.

Barking erupted from the
woods. 

“Here I am working and
he’s out chasing rabbits.”

An uneasy feeling slithered
through his stomach at the fierce barking. He reached into his
pocket, his hand circling the Smith & Wesson .38 he carried for
protection in the wild. His feeling of security renewed, he pulled
the scarf tightly around his head and delved into the woods in
search of the dog.

The dense trees along the
path blocked some of the wind but not all. Icicles shook loose from
the tops of the trees. They rained down on Andrew as he dragged one
foot and then the other out of the snow. Bracing against trees
helped him wade through the white quicksand. He progressed about
twenty feet before Shadow appeared on an elevated patch of ground
where the snow was not as deep.

Instead of lumbering up to
Andrew and begging forgiveness for wandering off in the middle of a
storm, the dog sat down and whined; much to Andrew’s
discontent.

“It’s about time, you
stubborn animal. C’mon Shadow, let’s go back inside.”

Shadow refused to budge and
whined again. He looked at Andrew, let his tongue lag to the side,
wagged his tail, but still refused to move. 

Logic failing, Andrew tried
again. “I put food in the cabin. How about a nice big bowl of warm
water?”

Shadow whined. Andrew
sighed, moving towards the dog.

“Shadow, I’m too old to be
chasing you through the snow.”

At thirty-three, Andrew was
far from old, but the dog didn’t need to know that. Andrew could
not believe he reduced himself to using a guilt trip on the dog. He
also couldn’t believe it didn’t work. 

For every step he took
closer, the dog grew more excited. When Andrew was within a few
feet of the dog, Shadow began to bark again and turn in
circles.

Frowning, Andrew looked at
the dog.

“Why are you being so
weird? You’ve seen animals in the woods before.”

Andrew followed the dog
through the snow, retracing the path the dog took to find his
master. Soon, they would reach the road.

Suddenly, the dog ran to a
large rock, urgently spinning in circles, sniffing and barking.
Curious, Andrew followed the crazy dog around the side of an
enormous rock jutting from the landscape.

Expecting to see an animal
carcass left by a larger predator, he began to pick apart the scene
in front of him, sorting out the vision in his mind between his
expectation and reality. His feet stopped moving.

A body lay crumpled against
the boulder. Tennis shoes, a pair of jeans, a leather jacket, and a
pale face. None of which belonged a few hundred yards from his
cabin. Andrew did not know this woman. He stood frozen in place,
disbelieving what he was seeing as the memory of another body in a
car flashed through his mind.

Morbid curiosity pulled his
attention to the body in the present, pushing away thoughts of the
body in the past. Feminine features and deathly white skin framed
by hair pulled into a ponytail. Long lashes graced high cheekbones
over the closed eyelids. A bright red slash trickled down from a
gash just below the hairline and flowed into a darker, drying patch
that was pooling near her ear.

He gripped a glove with his
teeth and yanked the leather from his fingers. He felt along her
frosty skin for a pulse, but the freezing temperatures quickly
absorbed the feeling from his hands.

He couldn’t find a
pulse.

With his heart thudding and
nausea rolling over him, he turned his face from the body. A furrow
marked the snow where the body had rolled down the embankment. The
hill sloped sharply up from the boulder to the road that led from
the lake, past his driveway, and down into the small town. The cold
and snow nipped at his nostrils and stung his eyes, reminding him
of the temperature.

There didn’t seem to be
much hope for the poor woman tossed carelessly against the rock;
however, there may be others still alive in a wrecked
car.

Regaining his ability to
move, Andrew climbed up the side of the hill to the road, slipping
on ice patches and steadying himself with his gloved hands.
Reaching the road, he glanced left and right. Nothing was there,
the vehicle he heard earlier long gone. Like the groove down the
hill, snow started to erase the tracks left in the deep, quickly
refreezing slush.

From the traces remaining,
a truck with snow chains covering the tires turned around on the
narrow road right at the juncture of the driveway to Andrew’s
property. His cabin sat far enough from the road and down the hill
that even in perfectly clear weather, passersby could not see it
from the top of the driveway. Deep snowdrifts still blocked the
road going up the mountain while the road heading downhill was
clear.

He stepped into the tread
pattern and his boot slipped. The road was turning into ice under
the snow from the exhaust of the truck that came up to his driveway
before turning around.

Insistent barking pulled
Andrew back to reality. The barks became loud whines as the dog
sniffed around the body and began licking the face.

“No! Shadow!”

Andrew scrambled down the
slope.

“What are you doing? Leave
her alone!”

Shadow ignored him and
continued licking and whining. The dog seemed to be running out of
patience with Andrew and his lack of interest in the
body.

Halfway down, Andrew’s foot
caught on a hidden tree root. He stumbled and slid the rest of the
way down on his backside. Reaching the bottom, he scrambled to his
feet, swallowing hard.

His boots found no
traction. One foot slipped just as Shadow moved, splaying Andrew
down flat on the ground. He found himself face to face with the
unknown woman.

Before he could jump up,
back away, or even breathe, there was a slight movement over the
woman’s face.

Andrew stopped moving. He
held his breath and waited.

There it was again. He
focused his eyes just above the slightly open lips.

“Oh my God.” Andrew let
out his own breath. “She’s alive.”


2.

Cursing quietly under his
breath, Andrew ran his hands through his hair. Rising to his feet,
he searched the frozen landscape, hoping a squad of paramedics and
policemen would materialize from the silent forest. No one
appeared. The snow even muffled the soft woofs and whines of the
dog. For the first time, Andrew hated the isolation of the cabin.
What he wouldn’t give to be in the middle of a city right
then.

“Okay Shadow, this is what
we’re gonna do.”

He bent to one knee,
staring into oversize chocolate brown eyes.

“We are going to take her
back to the cabin. After that…”

He couldn’t lie to the
dog.

“Well, I’ll think of
something.”

He slipped the loose scarf
from around his shoulders, wrapping it snugly around the neck and
head of the woman. Placing his cheek near her mouth, slight yet
warm mists slowly breathed against his skin. She held onto life,
but how much longer could she maintain that fragile
thread?

Carefully slipping one arm
under her head, the other under her knees, he lifted. With Shadow
trotting alongside, Andrew waded back through the snow, choosing a
route higher up than the one Shadow used to discover the body. The
snowdrifts along the ridge weren’t as deep as he maneuvered to the
front door of the cabin, making certain he didn’t slip or drop her
along the way.

He placed her on the bed in
the warmth of the cabin. Her skin was cold to the touch. Worried,
he bent down to stare at her lips, verifying the shallow wisps of
breath, proving she still lived. His warmed fingertips at her wrist
detected a faint pulse.

He paced, forgetting about
the cold and snow hiding the cabin in a deeper sea of white. At the
rate he kept running his hands through his hair in irritation, he
would soon be bald.

A rarely used ham radio hid
on a back corner of the kitchen counter. Andrew bought it at the
insistence of his family. He never used it before, but since his
cell phone couldn’t find a signal, he had no choice but to attempt
to use the contraption. He tried to get a clear line out, wondering
if the batteries were still good.

“Hello? Can anyone hear
me?”

Only static
responded.

“Hey, if anyone’s out
there, I’m stuck up here on Miller’s Mountain and I’ve got a
seriously injured woman that needs help. If you can hear me, call
paramedics and the police. I’m located at the third driveway to the
east on Millers Mountain Road.”

A little hope was better
than none. He glanced out the window as the skies grew increasingly
dark, the snow coming down so thick he couldn’t see past the panes
of glass.

Dragging his eyes from the
window, his attention traveled to the motionless form on the bed.
Her clothes thoroughly soaked, snow melting into the bed around
her.

“One crisis at a
time.”

Speaking aloud dispelled
the silence. He felt less alone. Gently, he picked her up again,
lying her on the thick rug in front of the fireplace. He hoped he
was not imagining that her body felt warmer. Closer to the fire,
she would warm faster. The flames had died down since he left,
surprising him that the fire had not gone out while he traipsed
through the woods. The battery-operated alarm clock on the
nightstand indicated that he had only been away for a little less
than 45 minutes. It seemed like hours.

The heat on his hands as he
removed his woolen scarf confirmed she was close enough to the
fireplace. He hated moving her so much; concerned he was doing more
harm than good. Shadow lay against her back, sharing body heat with
her.

“Well Shadow, unless
someone heard me on the radio, it’s up to us to take care of
her.”

The dog eyed him from his
post, his head resting on enormous paws.

“Okay, so I see you are
doing all you can within your doggy powers. I guess that means I
should do something.”

 Clean sheets and a
cup of coffee later, he decided the next task would be to find
suitable, dry clothes for her. The last thing she needed was
pneumonia on top of whatever other injuries she had.

A flannel shirt and a pair
of sweats from the closet would suffice at least until her clothes
dried. Retrieving the first aid kit from under the kitchen sink, he
returned to kneel next to the woman on the floor. Mottled purple
and blue marred the creamy skin of her face, merging under the red
streaks of blood. Other unseen injuries may be hidden under the
gash, blood, and dirt across the side of her forehead above her
right eye. Dirty snow and blood caked her skin, clothing, and
ponytail.

“Okay Shadow. We are going
to clean her up and make her comfortable. Can’t save her life just
so we can lose her to infection.”

Shadow softly
woofed.

Andrew rose from her side,
returning with a bowl of warm water, a clean washcloth, and a towel
which he hung over the fireplace. Doing his best to clean her face,
he judged the damage as he went.

“She’s kind of pretty
without that muck all over her isn’t she?”

Shadow snored
softly.

“Long day for you already?
That’s okay; you just lie there and sleep. I’ll take care of
her.” 

With great care, Andrew
tested for soft spots around the cut and lump on her head. His
fingers tangled in the matted mess of hair released from the
elastic band.

Supporting her head with
one hand, he washed and rinsed with the other. The smell of shampoo
mingling with the scents of the fire. Finally clean and tangle
free, his fingers scanned the shape of her skull as he rinsed out
the blood. Relief and confidence rolling through him to find her
skull hard and intact under his probing fingertips. Satisfied, he
released her limp arms from the leather jacket, hanging it on the
hook near the front door to dry. Tending to the woman, he disturbed
Shadow from his slumber.

“Shadow, don’t look. I
have to take off her wet clothes. Cover your eyes or turn your
back.”

The dog merely watched with
interest.

“Better yet, maybe you
should undress her and I’ll cover my eyes.”

Andrew recognized city
clothes when he saw them. Her dark green sweater, now soaked, clung
to her skin, revealing soft curves. Mud caked jeans belted at her
waist and casual walking shoes completed the ensemble. She was
dressed for a chilly evening out, not a wintry mountain
hike.

“Lady, I hope you’ll
forgive me for what I have to do.”

He paused. Subconsciously
she might hear him even if she could not respond.

“Actually, I hope you get
the chance to forgive me, hate me, be mad at me. Whatever you want.
But right now, I’d be happy if you would just open your
eyes.”

No flutter of the eyelids,
no change in the slight breathing.

“Okay honey, have it your
way. We’ll get through this together.”

Pulling the sweater off, he
tried not to think about what he was doing. His brain sending
signals through the rest of his body even as he tried to shut it
up, convincing his body this was just a normal everyday kind of
thing that Fate dropped near dead, half naked damsels in distress
into his lap every day. Shadow watched from where he sat in the
kitchen. His ears up, tongue lolling from a toothy grin.

“I hope you aren’t
laughing at me. I tried to get you to do this for me but you
wouldn’t.”

Shadow padded closer,
leaving little room for Andrew to tend to his patient.

Andrew softly hummed a
jingle from a commercial. Any distraction a good
one. 

Averting his eyes, he gave
Shadow a guilty look. On edge, he began to sing the lyrics he
hummed a moment before. Bringing down the heated towel, he
efficiently dried her exposed skin. He slid one arm into a sleeve,
lifting her gently, wrapping the flannel shirt behind her, and
sliding in the other arm. Quickly closing the ends around the
front, he started buttoning from the top down. His movements
mechanical, mindless as he decently covered her. The shirt almost
fit. She was about four inches shorter than Andrew’s own six-foot
frame, but where he had muscle, she had curves.

The gash on her head
continued to seep blood. Deciding against a needle and thread, he
opted to return to the first aid kit. Nothing in his background
prepared him to put stitches in a stuffed animal, much less to scar
an unconscious stranger. Cutting a bandage into strips, he closed
the wound as best he could. A trick he learned from living alone.
At his house, there wasn’t anyone to kiss his hurts when he slipped
with a screwdriver or dropped a floor jack on his toe. Coordination
was not one of his strong suits.

He studied his handiwork.
The closure of the wound was not perfect, but it would have to do
until he could get her to a doctor. He hoped she would live long
enough to complain about the shoddy workmanship on her
head.

“We’re almost done, honey.
You just lay back and relax.”

She didn’t move.

“That’s a good girl. The
top half is better, but now I have to take care of the
rest.”

 He was becoming a
pro at this savior thing. Thankfully, she didn’t regain
consciousness yet. Her reaction to a strange man stripping off her
clothes could be a very bad experience for both of them. The way
his luck was going lately, she would give him a gash upside his
head to match hers.

After removing the shoes,
unbuttoning, unzipping, and peeling the fabric from her, he eased
the jeans down past her thighs and over her knees.

Her right calf was swollen
and purple from the middle of her leg to her foot. His hands
ventured along her smooth flesh feeling for a broken bone. The skin
warmer to his touch than when he first brought her inside. He sang
a little louder now.

As he tenderly felt around
the swollen area of her leg, the woman let out a small cry of pain.
The unexpected noise jarred him. He quickly glanced up at her face
to see if she was coming around or if the pain from his touch broke
through her comatose state. Shadow, also alarmed, jumped to his
feet, emitting a sound of sympathy.

She made no other attempts
at moving. The wince of pain quickly crossing her face before
returning to a relaxed expression.

“Sorry, honey. I’ll be
more careful.”

Shadow wagged his tail
slightly, agreeing Andrew should take it easy on his
treasure. 

Without discomforting her
further, he eased her foot back onto the rug.

“Almost done now. Bear
with me. Oh, and by the way, now would not be a good time to wake
up. Okay, honey?”

He stuck his fingers under
the edge of her lacy panties and pulled them off. The singing in
the cabin rose to an elevated level. Shadow, watching the whole
scene, joined in. He barely emitted a hearty whine, not getting the
chance to start howling before Andrew stopped singing.

The man and the dog looked
at each other. A giggle tickling the back of Andrew’s throat at the
absurdity of a grown man who avoided looking at an undressed woman.
The giggle turned into a cough and deep clearing of his throat.
Giggling would seem less than manly in front of the dog. Shadow
gave him a knowing look, settling back down to watch over his
charge.

Andrew resumed his task by
slowly sliding the bruised ankle into the leg of the sweatpants,
quickly following the path with the other leg. The fabric easily
pulled up the length of her long legs, finally clothing her
completely. He bit back the shout of triumph, choosing instead to
grin at the dog. Shadow grinned right back.

Picking her limp body up,
he carried her to the clean dry bed and covered her with extra
thick blankets. Shadow gave him a snort of approval before jumping
on the bed and lying down next to his new friend.

Satisfied that his charge
would be comfortable, Andrew cleaned the cabin. Wet clothes hung on
a line over the fireplace to dry. All of the bandages and supplies
returned to their slots in the first aid kit. He emptied the bloody
water from the bowl and rinsed out the washcloth before he was
done.

Outside, the storm
continued to grow in intensity, the wind howling around the cabin.
Refreshing his cold coffee with hot steamy brew, Andrew stared at
the woman sleeping with Shadow protectively curled up around
her.

He refreshed Shadows water
bowl before frying a couple of eggs for himself.

The woman and the blizzard
provided too much excitement for one day, and all before
breakfast.


 


3.

Horrific images danced
through her head as she hung in the mixed-up world between awake
and asleep. Nightmarish glimpses of men in a car hitting and
threatening her. Men she knew but couldn’t seem to remember exactly
how she knew. Dreams of flying through the air, rolling dizzily,
cold, and near death, then suddenly stopping against something
hard.

Curling deeper into the
warm blankets, she was certain the nightmare would be a distant
forgotten memory before she really woke up. Bending her knee, she
twisted in an attempt to roll over without leaving the warm place
etched into the mattress. She barely moved when pain shot from her
ankle.

Gulping in air, her mouth
flew open, hands instinctively reaching down to feel her leg.
Whimpers of pain and awareness escaped as sleep dissolved. In their
place came hot blinding percussions dropping her back to the bed.
Her head swam and her stomach rolled as dizziness and nausea almost
overcame her. The ankle now competed with the throbbing from her
temple.

Slowly, she forced her
swollen eyelids open. It took a moment for them to adjust to the
low light.

The room was on
fire.

Panicking, she slammed her
eyes shut before cautiously reopening them. Not a house fire, a
contained fire. Even the dim light bothered her irritated eyes.
Blinking a few times, trying to clear her head, squinting anew as a
fireplace slowly came into focus.

Her head began to clear.
Her bedroom closet was gone. In its place stood a large stone
fireplace with a fire burning on an open grate. Where the bathroom
door should have been, a window framed the gray sky. Wanting to sit
up and look around, the aches across her body warned her not to
even try. The quilt under her tightening fingers was foreign, the
pillow cradling her head not nearly as soft as her own. A few more
blinks, a deep breath, and the room stopped swimming.

A crumpled pile of blankets
covered the floor between the bed and the fireplace. Windows
flanked either side of the stone chimney, and a soft glow shone
from them into the room. To the left of the fireplace, on the other
side of the window, stood a door. Between the window and the door,
jackets hung on large hooks reflecting the firelight. One of them
was hers. How strange that she couldn’t remember hanging her jacket
up there. For that matter, she also didn’t remember ever being here
before, getting in the bed, or falling asleep. At any moment, three
bears were going to come through the door and accuse her of eating
their porridge. The gingerbread police would come, discover a green
eyed Goldilocks trespassing in Baby Bears’ bed, arrest her and put
her before a jury of fairies and elves.

That’s
it, she thought, I’ve lost my mind. Gone over
the edge, flew over the cuckoo’s nest. Forget fairytales. Guys in
white coats are going to come through the door and have me fitted
for a straightjacket.

She still needed to roll
over to alleviate muscle stiffness. Despite the pains, she tried to
ease from her side and onto her back without using the aching leg.
Something large and soft behind her stopped the movement. Reaching
back over the blankets, her hand brushed against a lumpy form. Her
first thought was of Baby Bear from the fairytale. Paralyzed with
fear, she lay perfectly still, her heart beating too fast, too
heavy. Her head pounding with the increased blood flow.

The figure moved a little
closer and she could not restrain herself anymore. A brief scream
erupted, as she scrambled into the corner of the bed against the
wall, intense pain forcing her mind to the edge of
blackness.

Crouched, sitting on her
backside, she used her arms as leverage, kicking her good leg out
as hard as she could. A loud yelp and a large hairy beast leapt
from the bed. Fear and adrenaline took control of her body. The
room swayed. Fairytales and the boogeyman from under the bed
stalked her, but there was no place to hide. 

She needed to stay awake
and alert. That thing could come back. Losing control over reality,
her head slipped back down to the bed. The fireplace swam in and
out of darkness. She curled up as tight as possible, but no safety
existed. Her head refused to lift from the mattress. Gripped by a
need to fight back, she tried to speak. Something, anything. But
only whimpers escaped her lips as blackness came over her, quieting
the fears.

From the safe place on the
floor near the fireplace, Andrew looked at the now motionless form
of the woman on the bed. Everything happened so fast. There was no
time to react, much less calm her, or save poor Shadow from the
kick that launched him from the bed.

Scratching the fur around
the dog’s neck, Andrew felt for injuries. No lumps or cuts rose
along the nape. The animal was strong, his pride hurting more than
his neck. The dog would get over it and forgive her, but Andrew
doubted Shadow would be sleeping next to her in the bed anytime
soon.

“It’s alright boy. She
didn’t know any better. Ungrateful wench, isn’t she?”

Warily, Andrew crept closer
to the bed in case a foot came flying in his direction. Not taking
any chances, he prepared to duck or block as needed. Her body
curled up tightly into a ball with her back pressed against the
wall and headboard, her head along the outer edge of the mattress.
Reaching out, he stroked the side of her face to see if she would
respond. When no reaction came, he unfolded her body so she would
be able to lie comfortably.

Taking great care with the
injured leg, he placed her head on the pillow and situated her in
the middle of the bed. He tucked the blankets around her again,
preserving her body heat. The whimpering ceased and she visibly
relaxed enough to sleep calmly.

Throwing another log on to
keep the cabin warm, Andrew returned to the rug, his only cushion
from the hard floor. Shadow, deciding it was safer sleeping near
his master, curled into a ball next to the fireplace.

“Nice try, but we both
know you’re going to slip under the blankets with me as soon as you
think I’m asleep.”

Andrew chuckled as Shadow
opened one eye, yawned, and turned his face towards the
fire.

This woman was going to be
more trouble than she was worth. But at least he was not going to
be bored or lonely in his mountain retreat.

Blinking away sleep, she
tried to focus on the coats hanging by the front door. Her gaze
drifted over to the fireplace, coming to rest on the man sleeping
on the floor. The events of the night before were fuzzy. Everything
blurred together into a tangled mosaic of colors and sensations.
She studied the man intently as she concentrated on breathing
evenly and controlling her erratic heartbeat.

His face was relaxed with
sleep, lips slightly open, short dark hair, and smooth skin with a
scruff of more than one missed day of shaving. He was an attractive
man, but she didn’t know him. Although only bits and pieces of
memory lingered, she knew he was not one of the men who abducted
her, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t an accomplice.

Her eyes darted to the
door, trying to clear her mind. Spying the fireplace poker leaning
against the wall, a plan began to form. She would get to the tool,
then either hide it or use it immediately. The man on the floor
would take it away from her unless she did more than make idle
threats. Just moving her toes brought twinges of pain along her
leg. It would be difficult to defend herself and wield a weapon
against attackers when she couldn’t even straighten her leg without
pain, not to mention walk.

The mental exertion began
taking its toll on her throbbing head. Raising her hand, she rubbed
her forehead, her fingers finding bandages. Even her own gentle
touch in that sensitive area caused her to wince, sending spears of
hurt slicing through her head. Her eyes closed briefly with fatigue
and pain. Worried, she could not return to sleep and leave herself
defenseless.

She opened her eyes, once
again staring at her captor. He seemed innocent lying there asleep,
but looks were deceiving. She wanted to memorize his features in
case she lived through whatever happened to her.

The weak light from the
windows and the fireplace pierced her skull, but she hardly even
blinked while she scrutinized the man. She would not allow herself
to falter now. Her life depended on it!

He was awake before he
opened his eyes, the subconscious sensations of someone staring at
him while he slept slowly waking him from a fitful sleep. He
cautiously opened his eyes, expecting to see Shadow looking over
him, drooling and waiting for breakfast. Instead, steely feminine
eyes greeted him with a glare full of suspicion and hostility. It
was too dark to see what color they were. He caught himself,
wondering why he should care. Sensing the animosity sizzling within
them, he didn’t move, mesmerized by the emotions in those
depths.

Mistrust and fear were the
most obvious. She was afraid of him. He knew it without her saying
a word. She would hurt him if she could. He stared back at her,
trying hard not to appear as a threat of any kind, making no sudden
moves that might startle her.

The blankets around him
started to wiggle. The cool air of the cabin crept under them as
Shadow decided to wake up for the morning. He wriggled until his
cold wet nose and large brown eyes stuck out of the blanket near
Andrew’s head. The dog looked over at him with a sleepy, tongue
wagging; good morning grin before his jaws opened into a wide, lazy
yawn.

Andrew tipped his head back
to avoid the morning dog breath, but it was no use. The thick warm
stench from the dog’s mouth hit Andrew even as he held his breath
and turned his head. He tipped his head back farther, seeking
fresh, cool, untainted air.

As if suddenly remembering
his new best friend turned enemy, the dog looked towards the woman
in the bed, his large tail wagging under the blankets. He never
held a grudge for long. Throwing back the blankets, Andrew released
the animal to cease the fierce tail lashing.

Quickly crossing the space
between Andrew and the woman, Shadow leapt onto the bed. Other than
the quick movement to free the dog from the tangle of blankets,
Andrew didn’t move. Instead, he regarded the woman as her
expression transformed into amusement, then wonder, at the lovable
dog joining her on the bed. Shadow crawled on his stomach with his
head low. His doggy way of making peace with the person who had so
viciously kicked him.

Using the tip of his nose,
Shadow nudged the long, graceful fingers of the woman's hand
resting on top of the blankets. Andrew leaned up on one elbow and
watched as she patted the furry head while the traitorous dog
studied her with adoration. She seemed to have forgotten Andrew was
there. Maybe her fear abated, leaving it safe for him to get up.
Then again, maybe she was hoping the floor magically opened up,
swallowing him whole. 

A slight smile played at
her lips as she ran her hand over the thick coat of fur. Suddenly,
her awareness of Andrew renewed. Lifting her eyes to meet his, the
smile disappeared, cloaking her face in anger and fear once
again.

 “Who are you and
where am I?”

He calmly regarded her
before answering. The unsaid accusations in her voice were
apparent.

“My name is Andrew Greer
and you are on a mountain near Doves Cove, Colorado. I found you in
the snow yesterday and I brought you here so you wouldn’t freeze to
death.”

“I don’t believe
you.” 

Andrew sighed. He saved
her, cleaned her up, and gave her his clothes and bed. Now he was
stuck taking care of her for who knows how long, and she was
treating him like he was the one who hurt her! It just doesn’t pay
to save a damsel in distress these days.

He wasn’t concerned she
would jump out of the bed with a wildcat frenzy and attack him. Her
injuries would prevent her from trying. He pulled back the
blankets, slowly standing up before stretching out his sore
muscles, the joints in his body cracking after the long night on
the hard floor.

“Look lady,” he said
calmly. “I don’t care whether you believe me or not. I have no
reason to lie to you, and you can believe whatever you want. If you
want to leave, please feel free. This is my quiet haven and the
door is right over there.”

He motioned toward the
front door before flipping on the light in the kitchen.

She said nothing, regarding
him with only a glare. The soft light seemed to hurt her eyes,
causing a twinge and grimace, but her gaze didn’t waver from
Andrew.

“If I was going to harm
you, would I give you my bed while I slept on the
floor?”

A sweeping motion of his
hand indicated the crumpled blanket and pillow in front of the
fire.

 “Would someone who
intended to cause you harm have a dog like that?”

He pointed towards the
enamored Shadow who lazily lifted one eyelid to look at Andrew but
didn’t attempt to show allegiance to his master.

The woman’s eyes broke
contact with Andrew, looking down at the dog then quickly back at
the man. A bit of the ice in them melted as she looked away without
answering, her eyes coming to rest on the clothes hanging near the
fireplace. She immediately recognized the familiar
items.

Andrew watched her reaction
out of the corner of his eye as he headed into the kitchen to start
a pot of coffee. He almost chuckled aloud at the redness of her
cheeks as she realized he had changed her clothes.

 “Are you hungry?” he
asked without turning around, hoping the edge in his voice sounded
irritated instead of amused. 

Her only reply was a sharp
“No!” but he braced himself, expecting something to come hurtling
at his back from the bed. He picked up the frying pan. For a
fleeting moment, he wondered if another bump on the other side of
her head would do too much damage.

This woman had gone through
more emotions than a man who just caught his wife and his mistress
in bed together. Now she was mad at him again, only this time, at
least she had a reason to be mad. He sighed. She would just have to
deal with it. He couldn’t let her freeze to death or catch
pneumonia from remaining in wet clothes. He was starting to think
he should have just left her where he found her. Fate may have
saved this woman, but it cursed him!
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Refusing to take her eyes
off him and lower her defenses, she found her gaze traveling from
his eyes to his bare chest. She could not help herself. How did he
keep from freezing in the cabin? He wore only a pair of sweatpants.
No shirt covered his silky skin. Muscles corded around tight pecks
and smooth, wide shoulders, defining the shape of his chest.
Definitely strong enough to inflict bodily harm on an injured and
defenseless woman. The fireplace tools remained out of reach. If
she could stay alert and ready, she may have the opportunity to get
her hands on the poker.

She surveyed him again out
of the corner of her eye while he clanked pots and pans around in
the small kitchen. The aroma of coffee teased her nose, the
sensation quickly followed by the wonderful smells of breakfast.
Her stomach grumbled, warning she should not have been so quick to
refuse food. Despite the rumbling in her stomach and the pains in
her body, another, more urgent need grabbed her attention. She
looked around the cabin for anything that resembled a bathroom
door, hoping and praying the cabin didn’t rely on an
outhouse.

“Please don’t let that be
a closet,” she whispered, spotting the door in the corner. Gently
pushing the blankets back, nudging the dog out of the way in the
process, she placed her unhurt foot on the floor. If she kept her
balance, she could quietly hop on one foot all the way over there.
She could discreetly travel to the door and back without the man
noticing, and maybe even have a chance to grab the fireplace poker
on the way.

Making breakfast and
humming to himself, Andrew turned just in time to see the woman
trying to push back the blankets and stand up. She was halfway to
her feet when he moved to catch her.

“Hey! You probably have a
concussion. Good Lord, woman. Sit back down!”

She wobbled, her eyes
rolling back as she slumped towards the floor. Reaching her as her
legs gave out, he wrapped his arms around her, supporting her slack
weight. Gently, Andrew eased her back onto the bed, holding onto
her, ensuring she didn’t topple forwards off the edge.

She seemed confused and
lost, so he spoke gently.

“Honey, what are you
trying to do?”

Finally focusing on him,
she blinked a few times before casting her eyes down to study her
hands.

“I need to use the
bathroom.”

Her voice was almost a
whisper while she avoided looking at his face.

 A red blush spread
from her long graceful neck and across her face. She stared at her
hands intently wringing in her lap and could not see the smile that
crossed his face at her predicament.

“Why didn’t you ask for
help?”

Without waiting for an
answer, Andrew slid one arm under her knees, the other around her
back, slowly and easily lifting her from the bed. Nudging the door
open with his elbow, he lowered her feet to the floor, keeping his
arm around her waist for support. He didn’t let go completely until
she balanced on her good leg, showing no signs of
fainting.

“Don’t try walking on that
leg,” he pointed at her swollen ankle, “and don’t move too fast or
you’re going to faint again.”

She looked at him as if he
had horns and four eyes were growing out of his
forehead.

He refrained from smiling
at her.

“Do you want me to help
you with anything else?” He asked, mischievously.

She glared at
him.

“No, I think I can handle
this part myself.” 

“Are you sure? Because I
can help if you can’t do this alone.”

Unable to contain the
smile, he moved to lift the lid.

“No! I won’t faint again.
I don’t need your help! Get out!”

“Okay then,
honey.”

He moved towards the living
area.

“Just yell when you’re
done and I’ll come back in to help you. Unless you plan on evening
out your face by putting a nice bump on the other side to
match?”

He barely escaped before
the door slammed behind him. He barely heard her words through the
closed door.

“Unbelievable
jerk.”

It took her awhile to
figure out how to painlessly do what she needed to do. Sweatpants
that didn’t take a lot of effort to remove then put back on made a
big difference. She didn’t need him. She could crawl back if she
had to. Hopping wouldn’t work. Her head would bounce off her
shoulders if she tried. She couldn’t simply walk back with her
ankle unable to bear her weight. Crawling would make it difficult
to get back on the bed.

“Damn him. He knows I
can’t get around without his help.”

Resigned to her choices,
she opened the door. Andrew returned, easily scooping her up and
carrying her back to the bed. She crossed her arms in front of her
but could feel the warmth of his body through her flannel shirt.
She was angry with him, but angrier with herself for noticing he
put on a sweatshirt, and wishing he hadn’t. Sitting her down on the
edge of the bed, he walked to the kitchen, returning with a cup of
coffee and a plate of sausage and eggs. Sitting on the floor
directly in front of her, Andrew placed the coffee cup next to him
and began eating.

Her stomach loudly
protested at the delicious scent. Maybe she should play the
helpless victim or ply him with sweetness. He would have mercy on
her and offer her food. Who was she kidding? She would not be
acting as the helpless victim. It seemed to be a role she was
destined to play whether she wanted to or not.

“I want to thank you for
helping me.”

She imagined the huge lump
of pride she swallowed tasted like sausage. Andrew stopped moving
eggs into to his mouth, glancing at her, he took a sip of coffee,
then went back to eating.

“Not only for helping me a
few minutes ago, but also for bringing me here.”



He glanced up at her,
thoughtful as he chewed, but making no motion of sharing with
her.

She tried again.

“Maybe I was too hasty in
my refusal of food. I didn’t realize how hungry I am.”

She took her eyes from
Andrew to look at the dog. She had to look away before she actually
batted her eyelashes at him like a lovesick schoolgirl.

“That wasn’t so hard now
was it?” He flashed a wicked grin at her. “You only had to
ask.”

Putting his plate on the
floor next to his coffee, Andrew rose from the floor and went back
into the kitchen. Opening a small cabinet, he revealed a steaming
cup and a plate heaped with sausage and eggs. 

Pulling a chair from next
to the fireplace, Andrew sat down, tipping the chair back on two
legs so it leaned against the wall near the bathroom door. He
finished eating while she wolfed her breakfast down.

Although she could feel his
eyes on her, she avoided meeting his gaze. Unsure what he was
thinking or planning, she didn’t know if she should be afraid or
stick with her wounded bird act. Glancing at the fireplace poker
again, she wished she had a way to get her hands on it.

Finally, he broke the
uncomfortable silence.

“Well, you know who I am.
You mind telling me who you are so I don’t have to call you
‘honey’? And it might be nice to know how you got here so I can
tell the sheriff.”

A new fear gripped her. He
was going to tell the authorities she was there. Why hadn’t they
already come for her? What was he waiting for? She couldn’t trust
him. How would she be able to make this man understand how deep in
trouble she was?

“My name is Destiny
Rosen.”

She waited for his
reaction, surprised yet relieved when no flicker of recognition
passed his face.

“Three men kidnapped me
from my home in Las Vegas. They forced me into a car. The next
thing I know I woke up here.”

“They just broke into your
home and kidnapped you?”

His hands were waving, his
voice disbelieving. Her heart sank. She only nodded in reply to his
incredulous look.

“Why would anyone kidnap
you, bring you clear out to Colorado, then just dump you on a
mountain in the middle of a blizzard?”

She shrugged, refusing to
voluntarily offer any additional information.

The stubborn woman knew a
lot more than she was telling, but Andrew decided to wait for her
to give him the answers he sought. It would be nice to know what he
was dealing with. She looked up at him from under her lashes. He
thought there were tears on her cheeks reflecting in the glow from
the fireplace.

“What day is today?” She
asked abruptly, desperately attempting to change the
subject.

Looking down at his watch,
needing to remind himself, he informed her it was Tuesday, February
10th. Raising her head, her mouth opened then snapped shut
again.

She lost an entire week.
Several days of her life simply vanished. Gone. She frantically
tried to recall the days since she had been home.

“They took me from home on
the first of February, and I know it didn’t take ten days to get me
here.”

Shadow, sensing her
despair, leapt onto the bed where she sat, her good leg folded
under her, the other leg stretched out. Carefully avoiding her
injured limb, the dog managed to lay his head in her lap. She
absentmindedly scratched behind his ear, as large brown eyes
flicked back and forth from the woman to his master. Andrew leaned
forward, placing all four chair legs steadily on the ground, not
quite sure what to say. He couldn’t explain anything to her except
for discovering her the morning before, and that was no
help.

“His name is
Shadow.”

“What?” Startled from her
thoughts, Destiny looked back at Andrew.

“The dog,” he explained,
“his name is Shadow.”

She looked back down, just
then realizing he was there, a slight smile flitting across her
face.

“I like that. Shadow. I
think it suits him very well.”

Andrew was glad to see her
smile, temporarily ceasing her disturbing thoughts.

“Originally, his name was
Bear, but as a puppy, he would follow me everywhere. I couldn’t
even take a shower without him sitting outside the door and
whining. He was my own little shadow, and the name just kind of
stuck.”

Andrew couldn’t take his
eyes off her as she watched the dog. Shadow rolled around slightly,
exposing his soft underbelly, which she obligingly scratched.
Andrew hoped she would share another of her sweet smiles with him,
but she sat stiffly, lost in thought.

He urged her to lie back
down and get some sleep while he tended to chores yet to be done.
She gratefully agreed and Andrew called the dog. Shadow reluctantly
jumped down and stretched before looking back up at the woman with
longing. He hated to leave his warm spot, but he did as Andrew told
him.

The storm outside was once
again in full force, the cabin dark from the low clouds and the
weakening fire. Destiny snoozed on the bed while Andrew put another
log on just to make sure that the fire didn’t go out completely. It
was important to keep the heat level up. After cleaning up the
cabin and the breakfast dishes, he showered and shaved.

Running a towel over his
damp head, Andrew emerged from the bathroom, spotting Shadow curled
at Destiny’s side, snoring. Damn traitorous dog, turned by a pretty
face. Shaking his head, Andrew smiled at the picture of the
beautiful woman and the shaggy mutt sleeping peacefully
together.
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Hours later, Destiny woke
to the smell of food and the sounds of static and music. Her head
didn’t throb nearly as badly as the first time she woke up in the
little room. Propping her heavy head on her arm, she watched Andrew
dancing in the kitchen with his back to her. He swayed gracefully,
his feet turning so she could see him in profile as he sang into a
spoon. She closed her eyes to slits, but it was useless. The smile
on her lips betrayed her. Locking his eyes on her, he began to
perform in an exaggerated fashion for her
amusement. 

The small light in the
kitchen allowed her to study his features clearly for the first
time. He was very handsome, with short brown hair and smooth skin.
His golden brown eyes twinkled when he smiled captivatingly at her.
She could not help herself and smiled back, which seemed to make
him smile even more. Although he wore a thick pullover, she could
remember how finely sculpted his back and chest were from the last
time she had seen him standing in that same spot.

Averting her eyes, she
pretended to look for Shadow so Andrew would not see her blushing.
Despite her efforts, he noticed. Her attempts to hide her
appreciative glance made him smile even more. Her green eyes
twinkled, her smile lighting up the corner of the room where she
rested. A familiar stirring coursed through his chest and down to
his legs. He quickly pushed the thoughts away, adjusting the
channel to limit the static on the radio. If she realized the
effect she had on him, she would close herself off again. She was
beginning to trust him and he did not want to jeopardize that
trust.

The weather reports that
managed to break through the static on the radio stated there were
at least three more days of raging snow circling the area. The
weather must cooperate before he would be able to get Destiny to
the sheriff or a doctor. Until then, he did not want to engage in a
war with her or spend time defending himself.

The storm trapped them
together for the time being and he would have to make the best of
it. Keep his hands off her, keep her comfortable, and then get her
out of his cabin as soon as he could. In the meantime, if she did
not trust him, she might try to leave or hurt him if he was not
wary. On the other hand, it was probably a good thing for her she
was injured. Remembering her injuries instead of thinking of her as
a beautiful woman would make it easier to control his newfound
urges toward her, especially if she kept smiling at him the way she
did.

Turning
his thoughts from her, he returned to preparing their simple dinner
of grilled cheese and vegetable soup. Despite the rustic appeal of the
structure, he had no intentions of living without some minor
conveniences. The cabin was equipped with a small generator for
backup electricity, but if he wasn’t frugal, he would have to do
without the luxury of coffee and lighting other than
candlelight.

The cabin had no central
heat, but the plumbing worked very well, running from the well
behind the cabin, through a series of filters and insulated pipes
and into the house.

The snowstorm wiped out the
main electricity on the first night, and he had no idea how long it
would be until he could get down into the small town to refill the
propane tanks. Switching off the radio and the light, he placed the
food on the counter and faced Destiny. She lay on her side on the
bed with her head propped on her hand.

“I hope you’re hungry. I
need to find a level surface for you to eat on though.”

“I’m starving. It seems
like I haven’t eaten in weeks.” Another smile briefly crossed her
lips.

“But, before we eat, could
you help me again?” She glanced at the bathroom door.

This time, instead of
reacting stiffly as if he would throw her out the window, she
clasped her wrists around his neck. Her body was warm and soft. As
he carried her, the weight of her breasts pressed against his
chest, her nipples tightening against him through the flannel that
buttoned up all the way to her neck. He did not want to let go of
her even after he had taken the few short steps to the
bathroom.

She shivered as his body
heat left her while he helped her stand on her good foot. When she
finished, he returned, scooping her into his arms.

“I feel like a knight in
shining armor coming to rescue you from the plumbing
dragons.”

“Oh my fair and brave
knight.” She did her best to curtsy with only her head. “Thank you
for slaying the dreaded plumbing dragon with your mighty
plunger.”

 She batted her
eyelashes and gave him a coy look. Unable to contain himself, he
broke into laughter and she joined him.

“I am feeling much better.
Do you think we could both sit on the floor to eat?”

“I think that’s a great
idea. I’ll get you all set up.”

He sat her on the chair he
occupied earlier. Taking the pillows and blankets, he created a
cushion for her leg and back.

She laughed nervously,
admitting her fears.

 “And to think that
not too long ago, I thought about grabbing the fireplace poker to
protect myself from you.”

He pushed aside the thought
of being bludgeoned with a fireplace poker.

“You seemed pretty
frightened when you woke up. I guess I would have thought the same
thing if I were you.”

His calming eyes scanned
her face and she relaxed. They were on the same page now. A twinkle
came to his eye and he gave her a devilish grin.

“Did you reach over while
I wasn’t looking and grab the fireplace poker?”

“Of course not. I know now
you would just laugh at me for even trying.”

Andrew moved closer,
dramatically looking over and around her. Spotting the fireplace
tools, he bounded over and grabbed the set.

 “I think I will just
move these out of the way for my own piece of mind.”

 He set the rack and
tools near the front door before turning his attention back to
Destiny.

“What about my razor from
the bathroom? Are you planning on making me bleed to death from a
thousand tiny nicks or a severe case of razor burn?”

Reaching her, he placed his
hands on each ankle, mindful of the bruised one. His hands roamed
thoroughly up her legs, around her hips, and up her sides, frisking
her for hidden weapons.

The firm yet brisk touch
tickled, causing giggles to erupt from Destiny.

“Some knight you are!
Since when do knights frisk their princesses?”

“Okay, fair maiden, I
think you’re clean. Not even a paperclip to poke my eyes out with.
Are you ready to feast now, milady?”

He helped ease her to the
makeshift pad, placing her swollen ankle on a pillow to keep it
from bumping on the wood floor. Fluffing the pillow behind her, he
looked into her clear green eyes. Her head did not seem to be
aching as badly as it had been and she was not as dizzy either.
Those were good signs as far as he was concerned.

He served her soup and a
sandwich along with a warm mug of tea sweetened with milk and
sugar.

“So why do you live out
here in the middle of nowhere?” Destiny asked between spoonfuls of
the tasty stew.

“Actually, I live most of
the year in California. I built this place so I could get away from
the city to relax and fish during the summer and ski in the
winter.”

“Why did you pick this
place? I’m sure you could have found something a lot closer to
home.”

“I work as a property
developer. My company determined this part of the country is
growing in popularity. People would want to come here for vacations
or summer homes. We bought most of the mountain, developed the
small lake into a large activity center, built cabins and
campgrounds. I liked it so much that I took first pick of the
cabins and had it outfitted for my own needs.”

Destiny licked cheese from
her fingers and used the last bit of bread crust to soak up the
remaining soup in her bowl.

“So what did you have
done? I would have made it bigger with lots of windows or
something.”

Her eyes traveled over the
small area, imagining it larger.

“More windows mean more
areas for heat to leak in or out. Larger spaces are also more
costly to heat and keep cool. Besides, it’s just me. I never bring
anyone up here. This is my retreat. I usually only sleep and shower
here because Shadow and I spend the rest of our stay out communing
with nature.

“I had a cellar put in
under the kitchen area to keep most of my supplies indoors. I
installed top of the line thermal plumbing and electrical, extra
insulation. That kind of thing. I try to get up here at least once
during the winter months and I wouldn’t be able to survive here
without those little extras.”

Destiny nodded her
approval, seeing the small space with a new outlook.

After dinner, Destiny sat
on the floor playing solitaire, while Shadow watched intently.
Andrew washed the dinner dishes and then got out the first aid kit
so he could clean Destiny’s wounds.

Sitting next to her on the
floor, facing her with his thigh against hers, he gently removed
the bloody bandage covering the lump on her forehead.

 “Sorry, honey. Guess
I should have warned you this might sting a little.”

He replaced the cap on the
antiseptic before placing a clean bandage over the abrasion. She
sat before him, a fragile waif wrapped up in his thickest blanket,
feet propped on a pillow, bandage on her head. She seemed cold no
matter how many logs he put on the fire and how warm the cabin was
to him.

He never needed more than
three blankets before. She used two of them while he slept with
only one. An extra blanket would come in handy on top of the rug to
soften the hard floor.

While he tended her, she
watched him silently. Her face so close that he could detect the
clean soapy smell of her skin.

She had green eyes, the
same color as new grass on a warm spring day, fairly emitting an
inner light all their own. He concentrated on making sure the area
around the wound was clean and there were no signs of infection.
Brushing her bangs out of his way, marveling at how soft and fine
the hair was. It was thick and a soft brown color with red
highlights set off from the glow of the fireplace.

Satisfied that she would
survive the night, Andrew packed everything back into the first aid
box and rose to return it to the cabinet in the kitchen. As he
passed by Shadow, the dog turned his head and whined softly.
Returning from the kitchen, Andrew planned to open the door enough
for Shadow to squeeze through.

Upon releasing the lock, a
blast of cold wind rocketed into the cabin blowing out the fire.
Destiny gasped from the sudden cold and the shock of the darkness.
Shadow bounded out into the snow and Andrew quickly latched the
door after him. Long steps brought Andrew back to the fireplace and
he soon had the fire burning again. 

An urgent bark alerted
Andrew that Shadow returned to the door hastily. He was ready to
return to the warmth of the cabin.

“You’re gonna have to wait
a minute Shadow!”

Andrew wrapped the last
blanket around Destiny to protect her from the cold air.

She tucked herself up
tightly, burying her face in the blankets while she shivered.
Shadow impatiently scratched at the door. This time, Andrew was
prepared for the force of the wind. Easing the latch open, he used
his body to block as much of the cold wind as he could while Shadow
slipped between the doorframe and Andrew’s legs to get back into
the cabin. The door slammed shut behind him.

The dog stood in front of
the slowly growing fire and roughly shook his whole body to expel
some of the cold and wetness before happily trotting over to the
woman wrapped up in the blankets. Shadow plopped down on the excess
blankets that circled her, and then laid his head on his
paws.

Andrew tended to the fire,
trying to get some of the warmth back into the cabin while Destiny
sat behind him shivering, her teeth chattering.

With the dog back in the
cabin, and the fire sparking into flames, Andrew went into the
bathroom, turning the shower on to the hottest it would go. It was
a waste of precious propane to heat the water up to this level, but
she had to get warm. The shivering and teeth chattering were
probably making her head throb.

Back through the door, into
the main room of the cabin, Andrew bent down in front of
Destiny.

“I’m going to carry you
into the bathroom with the water running hot. The steam will warm
you while I get the fire going again.”

She nodded her head in
agreement since opening her mouth would cause her teeth to clack
together, leading to a tom-tom drum in her head. Andrew scooped her
up, carrying her into the small steamy room and depositing her on
the porcelain seat.

Closing the door to
maintain the heat, he returned to the fire that was just beginning
to flame up in the grate. It took several minutes to get the
temperature in the cabin warm enough. Once it was an acceptable
temperature inside, he opened the door to the bathroom to retrieve
Destiny and bring her back into the main room.

The steam from the hot
shower escaped out the door, temporarily blinding him with the
warm, moist blast. His eyes quickly adjusted however, and he could
clearly see the pile of clothes on the floor and the naked woman
standing in the shower directly in front of him. Eyes closed, she
rinsed the remaining shampoo out of her hair. She hadn’t yet
noticed him standing there.

His brain was telling him
to turn back around, close the door, and knock. Which he should
have done in the first place, but instead he found himself unable
to move. She was beautiful standing there before him, balanced on
one foot. Even though he had taken off her clothes to cleanse and
warm her, he hadn’t really put all of the pieces together to
imagine her fully naked as she was now.

Her long hair hung wet and
thick down her back. Her face turned up to let the water run down
her back and her neck was long and graceful. Her shoulders were
soft, creamy, curving nicely down to full breasts. Her arms were
raised over her head, her hands smoothing through her hair. The
angle perfectly displayed her to his eyes.

His legs turned to cement
although he tried to turn away. His neck wouldn’t work either. His
eyes locked on the sight before him. Her breasts were round and
firm with large rose-colored nipples. The thought of flicking them
with his tongue fleetingly ran through his mind before he could
stop the vision. The cement effect spread warmly up from his
legs.

With a mind of their own,
his gaze traveled down to her waist, over the well-shaped roundness
of her hips and down her incredibly long legs before he was finally
able to force his body to turn around and leave the
room.

Quietly closing the door,
Andrew walked directly across the cabin and straight out the front
door, again using his body to block the wind. He stood in the
frigid air only a few moments, just long enough to calm him, and to
rid the thoughts of touching her from his mind. The image of her
standing in the shower, her silky skin shimmering with thousands of
tiny beads of water kept running through his head.

The cold air did not help
much, but he felt composed enough to go back in and knock on the
door. The cabin was extremely warm compared to the cool air
outside. Part of that was due to the increased blood flow
throughout his whole body. He ran his hands through his hair in
exasperation, and gently knocked on the bathroom door.
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“Come in.”

The voice beckoned from the
other side of the door. He took a deep breath to steady himself
before opening it. She sat where he originally left her, fully
dressed again in the flannel and sweats, brushing her
hair.

 “I hope you don’t
mind me borrowing your brush.” Smiling, she ran the brush through
her long glossy hair. “And your shampoo and towel too. I couldn’t
resist not getting in the shower. It just looked so relaxing and
warm.”

Andrew swallowed the lump
in his throat and found his voice.

“You can use anything of
mine that you want to.”

He barely hid the tremors
in his voice, hoping she could not detect the effect she had on
him. He carried her stiffly back to the bed, not trusting himself
to hold her too close. The cabin warmed with the help of the fire
and the steam escaping from the bathroom although a chill remained
in the air. He removed her sweater from where it hung over the
fireplace and handed it to her. Taking the sweater, she dropped it
in her lap instead of putting it on. Andrew wanted her to wear it,
but was glad she didn’t.

Noticing the top two
buttons on the flannel shirt unbuttoned, Andrew couldn’t decide if
he was greatly relieved that her body was covered up or if he
needed her to button the shirt up to her neck. Despite the layer of
clothing, he could still see her naked before him by allowing his
mind to wander.

To distract his thoughts,
he sought out the deck of cards, sitting at opposite end of the bed
from Destiny to play rummy. The talk started out very casually. The
weather, the nuances of California and Nevada.

She was much more relaxed
in his presence but he hoped she would feel comfortable enough to
tell him who kidnapped her and left her for dead in the woods. He
could help her if he knew what happened. As a second thought, maybe
if he reminded himself of what happened to her, he would be able to
control his urges. Remembering her resistance to his earlier
questioning, he wasn’t sure how to bring the subject back up,
finally deciding the direct approach was best.

“I know you don’t want to
talk about this, but did you know the men who kidnapped
you?”

The abrupt change in the
conversation took her by surprise. She looked up from the Ace of
Diamonds and into Andrew’s golden eyes. He searched her face,
waiting for an answer. Her mind cleared enough in the last few
hours that she now remembered almost every detail of those events.
They could both be in danger. She realized she could not lie to him
now.

He might end up being her
only hope for survival. If he were involved with the kidnappers,
maybe he would take sympathy with her and help her escape. No
answers to the dilemma were printed on the cards in her hand.
Folding them into a pile, she placed the cards between them on the
bed.

“Yes,” She said quietly,
“I knew one of them, but I guess I better start at the
beginning.”

Taking a deep breath, she
prayed she could trust him.

“I used to be a barmaid in
Vegas at the Diamonds Casino. The owner of the casino was Marcus
DeMont. He noticed me and I guess he took a liking to
me.

“I was barely making ends
meet. Marcus would sit and have a drink every now then, and he
would talk to me. He was a very down to earth person, so I accepted
when he asked me out to dinner with him.”

She spoke slowly and
quietly, testing each word before she said it.

“I didn’t know anyone in
Vegas and he was always a gentleman. I worked for Marcus in the
finance department for almost six years.”

With Andrew’s complete
attention, she continued.

“Marcus’s son, Charles,
had access to the checking accounts. He was an awful man. Addicted
to drugs and alcohol. He was also Marcus’ only child. I found out
someone skimmed a lot of money out of the company. There were
strange charges to the company account for trips and cars and
houses.”

Andrew brought her a fresh
cup of hot tea while she talked.

“Well, I took everything I
found to Marcus one night. I went to his house because I didn’t
want anyone at work to know what was going on with Charles. Marcus
was a very proud man. Anyway, I wanted him to know what was going
on privately. I was in his home explaining what I found and how,
when someone came knocking on the door.

“While Marcus went to
answer it, I took the opportunity to use the restroom. I heard
shouting. I snuck down the hall and saw Charles wildly waving
papers around. He screamed about how he had a right to do whatever
he wanted with the money. Marcus just kept saying over and over,
‘How could you? All of it would have been yours
someday’.”

Destiny paused. Her throat
tightening, she took a sip of tea.

“Charles backhanded Marcus
across the face. Then he hit him with a fist and Marcus fell. I
think that’s when Charles realized what he did, because he suddenly
made a phone call. I didn’t stick around. I crept back down the
hall and went out the bathroom window. I was so upset and scared
that I kept dropping my keys. By the time I started the car, I saw
another car come around the corner and pull into Marcus’s driveway.
I sat there and watched as two of Charles’s cronies ran up the
steps and into the house.

“A few minutes later, they
came back out. One carried Marcus over his shoulder and Charles had
my briefcase. Then they all got in the car and left.”

She paused again to collect
herself, tears flowing down her cheeks. Reaching over, Andrew took
her hand in his to offer encouragement. His thumb gently stroking
the back of her hand.

“I didn’t know what to do.
I went to a pay phone and called the police. I gave them a
description of the car and told them what I saw, but I wouldn’t
tell them who I was. I was too afraid of Charles. Then I went home
and waited to hear from Marcus. I really thought everything would
be okay. On the news the next morning, they reported Marcus was
dead. They labeled it an accidental death from a fall down the
stairs.”

Her whole body shook as she
cried so hard it was difficult for her to speak. Andrew moved to
her side, wrapped his arms around her, trying to comfort her.
Putting her arms around his neck, she buried her face in his
shoulder while sobs wracked her body. Andrew couldn’t even imagine
the nightmare Destiny went through before she ended up sitting in
his cabin. She hadn’t even told him how she was abducted yet, but
he didn’t want to add any more pain to her already heavy heart by
making her relive anymore of it. He hugged her tightly as she
quietly cried for her murdered friend. Andrew had the feeling
Marcus DeMont was one of the few people who had ever shown any
kindness to Destiny.

Too soon, Destiny pulled
her face away from Andrew’s shoulder and dried her tears on her
shirttail.

“I’m sorry,” she said
quietly. “He was such a good man, and he died so
tragically.”

Andrew hushed her
apologies.

“Don’t be sorry Destiny.
You have every right to be upset after all you’ve been
through.”

She tried to force a smile,
but it was only for his benefit. Holding her tightly against him,
she wrapped her arms around him, returning the hug as if they had
been lifelong friends.

“Destiny, you need to
rest. We can get you to safety after the storms let up.”

Andrew moved slowly away
from her warm embrace. She nodded her head in agreement, wiping
away a few remaining tears.

After she settled in under
the warm covers, Andrew resumed his position on the floor. He soon
found the blanket and his sweater to be too confining and
uncomfortable, so he removed the sweater and pushed the quilt down
to his waist. Sleep eluded him as he thought about Destiny. Her
friend died at the hands of his own son, but she had not explained
how that led to her being left for dead on the mountain. Putting
his hands behind his head, the warmth of the fire heated his chest
while his thoughts tumbled.

He heard her quietly speak
his name as if she was afraid of waking him.

“Yes, Destiny?” he replied
just as quietly.

“Why don’t you sleep in
the bed?” The simple question startled Andrew. His eyebrows rose
slightly but he quickly guarded his surprise before he
answered.

“Well,” he said
cautiously, “I usually do, but it seems to be otherwise occupied at
the moment.”

Again she paused as if
thinking before she continued.

“You can’t be very
comfortable on the floor, and it isn’t fair you can’t sleep in your
own bed because I took it over.”

Andrew wasn’t sure what to
say. Was she actually suggesting they share the bed? He wanted to
lie to himself and disregard the situation as wishful thinking.
Images of her in the shower jumped to his mind and he knew lying
next to her in the bed would make it impossible for him to
sleep.

“The floor isn’t so bad,”
he answered. “Besides, I don’t want to hurt your leg or make you
uncomfortable.”

Perhaps his answer would
stop her line of questioning. He really didn’t want her to feel
guilty for sleeping in his bed.

“Andrew?” she said again,
just as quietly as the first time she spoke his name. “I don’t want
to be alone.”

The realization of what she
was saying smacked Andrew in the face with the force of a
prizefighter. She was scared and the memories wouldn’t fade.
Opening his eyes, he tipped his head to watch her on the bed. The
fire lit her eyes and he could see the terror in them. A wave of
shame washed over him for thinking of the sight of her in the
shower and using that as an excuse not to comfort her. He should
have heard the fear in her voice or at least realized what was
wrong with her after knowing the secrets she kept.
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Andrew rose from the floor,
grabbing the blanket, and climbing into the bed behind Destiny. He
pulled the blanket over both of them and settled himself under the
thick pile of cotton. Careful to keep a distance between them, he
tried to get comfortable in the small bed, but it was almost
impossible in the available space.

The cabin was only equipped
with a twin-size bed, which had always been enough for just him.
Destiny didn’t help matters any by sliding her body against his as
soon as he had found a position that limited the amount of body
contact. Her length pressed against him with her back against his
chest. Stifling a frustrated groan, Andrew pushed thoughts of her
out of his mind. He was there to comfort her, not to enjoy the
closeness of her body. Taking advantage of a frightened woman was
not in his nature.

Destiny pressed herself
closer to Andrew, leaving him nowhere to place his arms except for
across her waist, and under his head. She reached for his hand,
placed her palm against the back of his, and intertwined their
fingers. Then she brought his hand up to the middle of her chest
near her heart and held his hand there in hers.

She breathed a deep
contented sigh and soon she was breathing softly and evenly.
Although comfortable and secure being so close to him, he was
definitely having a difficult time with the same situation. Her
hair smelled wonderful and it was so soft and silky against his
arms and chest. He could smell his soap on her skin from the
shower, and it smelled a hell of a lot better on her than it did on
him.

Securely clasping his hand
in hers between her breasts, he could feel the weight of them
through her shirt. The worst part was her firm backside pressed so
tightly against him that he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to
control himself and she would wake up to a thickness pushing
against her. He tried once again to put a little distance between
their bodies, but she held onto his hand tighter and shivered
before wiggling back against him.

Finally, Andrew somehow
cleared his mind and drifted off to a light sleep. Not long after,
Destiny woke him by turning over in her sleep. Letting out a little
cry of pain as she moved her injured leg, the soft noise enough to
wake Andrew from his fitful sleep.

She rolled towards him,
snuggling her body against his, her face mere inches away. She
looked so peaceful and angelic in her sleep. She needed the release
from her torment. The urge to wake her and touch her all over was
almost more than Andrew could bear.

Closing his eyes again, he
tried to think of Old Lady Walters who used to live near him as a
kid. She had to have been the ugliest, scariest old lady ever.
However, every time he got a picture of her into his head, the
wrinkles and liver spots melted into the sleek supple form of
Destiny. To make matters worse, Destiny moved even closer to him.
He didn’t think it was possible, but somehow, she accomplished
it.

He opened his eyes slightly
to find her looking right at him once again. She was so beautiful
lying next to him in the waning firelight.

They stared at each other
in silence for what seemed an eternity before Destiny moved her
face even closer to his and gently kissed him on the lips without
breaking eye contact. The kiss was warm and moist as her lips
brushed against his. Her whole body pressing against the length of
him as her lips caressed his with a lover’s touch.

He could see through her
eyes straight into her soul, and the emotions and turmoil there
grabbed at his heart. She needed him to care for her, to help her
forget at least for a little while. He was more than willing to
oblige.

Hesitantly, he kissed her a
little deeper and a little harder, watching as her eyes closed in
submission. If she wanted to stop, he would give her every
opportunity. However, she showed no signs of stopping. Bringing his
hand from under his head, he slid it under her neck, around her
back, drawing her even closer to him. His other hand circled around
her waist, completely bringing her body to his. He held her close,
not asking for more, not expecting more.

His body wrapped around
hers felt right and warm. Safe. Nothing in the world could hurt her
as long as he was there protecting her. Her hands traveled over the
hardness of his well-defined chest then around to the muscles in
his sculpted back. Her lips tasted his, longer and more demanding
as she caressed his skin. Andrew’s hand eased under the back edge
of her shirt. His touch so gentle against the warm skin on her back
she wouldn’t have known it was there except for the electrical
surge that radiated from the spot where his fingers circled on her
spine.

Destiny could sense the
tentativeness in Andrew. She decided to help him along. Sitting up
in the bed as best she could, she reached down, grabbing the bottom
of her shirt and pulling it over her head. The cool air breathed
over her exposed skin, immediately hardening her nipples. She
quickly put her body back against the heat of his.

Wrapping his arms back
around her, he pulled her close, skin against skin under the
blankets. Tucking her face against his shoulder, he smelled clean
and rough at the same time. Her skin tingled over each inch that
touched his. She needed him more than she had ever needed anyone
before. A need both physical and mental. Her body hadn’t been
touched in so long that she forgot how good it felt.

Although she had
opportunities, indiscriminate sex had never interested her. The
emotional connections had to be in place to be involved physically,
and she was drawn to Andrew unlike any other man she had ever
known.

Her eyes locked on his as
she lightly touched the center of his chest. His skin was smooth,
soft and the muscles under her fingers hardened at her touch. Her
eyes unwavering, she resumed caressing his lips with
hers.

Each fluttery movement
caused Andrew’s breath to catch in his throat as she continued her
seduction. Placing his hands on Destiny’s hips, he pulled her
against him so she could feel what she was doing to him. Through
the butterfly kisses, he felt a smile cross her lips. Her hand
traced the line down the center of his chest towards his
navel.

Although she was initiating
much of the contact, Andrew was concerned that he would startle
her. Slowly brushing his lips along her mouth, around the edges,
across her delicate jaw line and down to her neck. Her fingers
continued to explore from his collarbone to his navel. Her
exploring was so slow and calculated that he thought he would
explode if she stopped now. Explosion was also probable if she
didn’t reach her destination soon.

Destiny tilted her head,
rolling over onto her back while Andrew kissed her softly down the
side of her neck. The fullness and shape of her breasts were
defined by the firelight. His fingertips tracing the side of her
body from her hip to encircle the base of her breast before running
his fingers over the pert nipple. His mouth found its way to the
neglected mate and he teased, flicking it with his
tongue.

Quiet sighs from Destiny
confirmed the pleasure he was giving her. Releasing the tortured
peaks only long enough to cover her body with his, Andrew resumed
his gentle assault. Destiny spread her knees and willingly allowed
him to position himself on her body. Her hands sliding around to
the small of his back, she pulled him against her. Her injured leg
rested across his hips, the other leg wrapped around his thigh,
securely holding him in place. His weight pressing her into the
mattress made it easy to discern how aroused he was through the
layers of cloth they still wore. Sliding her hands into the back of
the waist of his jeans, she unhooked her legs, releasing him. She
wanted to rip the denim from him and needed access to the buttons
in the front.

Andrew got the message,
easing himself from her, and quickly removing the rest of his
clothing. The soft flickering light bounced off wide shoulders,
taut thighs, and thick arms. His body was firm and muscular and she
ached to have him reclaim his place in the few moments that he was
away from her. After his jeans hit the floor, Andrew went about the
task of revealing all of Destiny to his eyes again.

Hooking his hands in the
waistband of the sweats, he slid them off in one swift move,
carefully from around her swollen ankle. She was even more
beautiful lying before him now than she had been in the shower. The
fire made her skin glow, light and shadows highlighting every
curve. Touching his lips to her ankle, Andrew journeyed up a
shapely calf, past her supple thighs, over her belly. Finally, he
found her lips, settling his body comfortably against
hers.

Destiny wrapped both legs
up and over his hips so her injured leg dangled in the air. Her
arms around his shoulders urged his body to place more weight on
her instead of his elbows.

Matching the caresses of
his tongue against hers, Andrew relinquished to her tugging him
down. He wasn’t quite sure if she was ready for what was about to
happen. Searching her face, he sought the answer. Through
desire-laden eyes, she looked up at him and licked her lips. The
wanting and pleading in her eyes was all the permission that he
needed.

Melting into her, joining
with her in a smooth, easy motion, Andrew took his time exploring
each inch of Destiny inside and out. Andrew could no longer contain
himself against the pressure, and with one long slow plunge, he
took both of them over the edge. Destiny’s whole body tightened and
clenched and she pulled him against her and held him.

Even after it was all over,
neither of them wanted to move. As the feeling began to return to
his legs, Andrew became aware of his body pressing against Destiny.
He carefully rolled to his side without letting go of her. They lay
face to face in the faded firelight. Destiny’s eyes closed and a
slight smile played across her lips.

Andrew intently gazed into
her face, trying to figure out why fate brought her to him. He
found himself easily falling in love with the complete stranger who
had mysteriously appeared in his life. He didn’t even know who she
really was.

What was going to happen to
her once the snow thawed and she would be able to leave? Would he
ever see her again? Did she feel the same things he was feeling, or
was he imagining too much? Embracing Destiny, his eyes barely
closed as welcomed sleep crept in. Instantly, he awoke when the
screaming started.

“Put out the fire! Please!
Put it out! Help them. Someone. Please! No!”

He held onto the writhing
form next to him.

“Destiny? Shh, honey.
What’s wrong? The fire is fine. Destiny. Wake up.”

Shaking her gently, Andrew
continued the gentle crooning. She came awake with a start, sitting
up still babbling about the fire. Andrew sat up with her, holding
her and stroking her hair. Although she quieted, she still looked
around, confused and searching.

“Andrew? But… The fire. I
saw the fire everywhere.”

“No honey, you were
dreaming. The fire is right where it should be.” Her fear spread
throughout him. The dream too real and vivid. She shook in his
arms.

“I haven’t had that dream
in years.”

She gave a sickening half
giggle, half sob that sounded to Andrew like hysteria setting
in.

“Destiny, it was only a
dream. You’re safe.” Neither of them believed his words.

“I am never safe, Andrew.”
Her voice cracking with rage and emotion, Destiny pushed him away.
“Somebody tried to kill me! And for your information, it wasn’t
just a dream. Fire terrifies me! My parents died in a house fire. I
was eight years old. I was just a little girl!”

Realizing Andrew was not
the cause of her anger and anguish, Destiny took deep breaths to
calm down. Relaxing enough to keep her voice from
cracking.

“It was late at night. A
nightmare woke me up. I was really scared, so I got out of bed to
go to my parents’ room so I could sleep with them.”

Andrew drew her back down
to the bed. Even wrapped in his arms, she remained
rigid. 

“The doorknob was hot and
I smelled smoke. I opened my window and climbed out onto the roof
then down the tree in my yard. I started screaming for my parents.
I thought they would come out of the house, but they never
did.”

Destiny’s voice rose a few
octaves as she relived the terror of that night. Stroking her hair,
Andrew kissed her forehead. The tension in her body eased
slightly.

“I screamed until I
coughed and couldn’t breathe. I tried running back to the house,
but someone grabbed me. I tried biting and screaming, but I didn’t
have any strength to fight back. Someone in a uniform put me in an
ambulance and drove me to a hospital. Smoke inhalation or
something, I didn’t pay attention to what they said. At the
hospital, I kept asking the nurses when my Mom and Dad were going
to get there. Later that night, I overheard two of them talking.
They must have thought I was asleep. The firemen found the bodies
of my parents in my room. They must have been searching for me
thinking I was still in there. They were both on the floor in my
bedroom. The smoke got to them before the fire did.”

Turning to face Andrew, she
relaxed a little more.

“I think they were trying
to get to my room through the fire while I was climbing out the
window. If I would have waited for them, we could have all gotten
out together.”

Pain crossed her face in
the dim light.

“I didn’t even cry. I was
just numb. The social workers sent me away to my Dad’s sister and
her husband. My parents never spoke about them and I never met
them, but they were the only relatives I had. When I was 14, my
aunt died of liver disease. I was almost happy to see her go. Most
of the time, she just yelled at me and made me do everything around
the house. I was her maid and her meal ticket.”

Destiny spoke angrily, her
voice dropping as she recounted her harsh treatment.

“About three months after
she died, my uncle decided it was his job to make a real woman out
of me. He pinned my arms with one of his and undid his belt and
zipper. When he bent over me, I turned my head and bit him on the
cheek as hard as I could. I could taste that bastard’s blood in my
mouth. I’m surprised it didn’t taste like Jack Daniels.

“He punched me in the face
then dragged me to the bedroom and threw me on the bed. He sat on
me, punching me. I just wanted to get away. He ripped the pajama
shorts I was wearing and tore my T-shirt off. I don’t remember
grabbing the gun from the nightstand drawer.”

Shaking her head in
confusion, her eyes closed, emotions rolled across her graceful
features. Her state of mind was fragile.

“I do remember someone
grabbing my hands and taking the gun away though. I was ready to
fight and I was confused, but I looked down on the floor. There he
was, lying in a pool of blood. There wasn’t much left to his face,
but you could see his cheek where I bit him. A policeman knelt next
to him and another one held the gun I took from the
drawer.

“The police said I shot
him point blank in the face with the first shot. But I didn’t stop
shooting. I emptied the gun into him. Even after the police busted
in, I was still sitting up in the bed, pulling the trigger even
though the gun was empty. The judge ruled it self-defense. I
bounced around between foster parents, but I never stayed anywhere
very long. Self-defense or not, I was still a murderer. No one
wanted me around, and I had a lot of emotional problems. None of
them could get close to me. I wouldn’t let them.

“When I was 18, I moved to
Vegas, got the job at the Diamonds Casino, and met Marcus. He
reminded me of my dad. He talked like my Dad and he laughed like
him. He actually cared about me. Worried about me. No one had done
that since my parents died. I just wanted to protect him, and he
died anyway.”

Helplessly, he could do
nothing but hold her closer.

“Honey, none of that was
your fault. You couldn’t have known your parents would go looking
for you, and your uncle deserved what he got. If he were still
alive, I would hunt him down and shoot him myself. And as far as
Marcus goes, his son killed him, not you.”

Destiny began shaking her
head before Andrew finished talking.

“Andrew, you don’t
understand. I should have shown him the financial figures at the
casino, where we have security that could have protected him. I
should have stayed in my bed or waited for my parents. I never
should have been at my Uncle’s.”

She let out a little
chuckle of half nervousness and half sadness.

“I shouldn’t even be here.
What if you’re the next one to die?”

“Neither one of us is
going to die. I promise.”

Andrew kissed her forehead
reassuringly and hugged her close, hoping he could keep that
promise.
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A strange sensation
flickered, awakening Destiny. Opening her eyes, she discovered
bright early morning golden rays of sunshine had been drilling
through her eyelids. The sun didn’t warm her. However it did hurt
her grainy eyes.

The cabin air was cool
since the neglected fire died down during the night. The rest of
her was very comfortable under the blankets with Andrew sleeping
next to her. Turning from the brightness invading the windows, she
snuggled against Andrew.

She thought she would feel
guilty for sleeping with a man she barely knew, but strangely, she
felt very content and happy. Even though he was still sleeping,
Andrew’s arms encircled her and drew her in closer to
him.

Andrew awoke to the cold
cabin and the sunlight streaming through the windows, dancing
across Destiny’s face and over her hair. She looked angelic
sleeping against him. He didn’t want to wake her, but her eyes
slowly opened on their own under his gaze. She smiled up at him and
he planted a soft kiss on her forehead. A shiver passed through
Destiny and Andrew chastised himself. The cold usually woke him
when the fire began to dwindle, but their body heat kept him warm
all night. His arms, still wrapped around her, pulled her
closer.

“Good Morning.” He
whispered, not wanting to disturb the mood. “I just want you to
know that you were right.”

Confused, Destiny looked up
at him. “About what?”

“The bed is much more
comfortable than the floor. I slept better last night than I did
for the two days I slept down there.”

“That might have something
to do with sleeping on a mattress instead of wood.”

Chuckling,
Andrew lifted his head to view the sunlight filling the
room. “Destiny, if the sun stays out for awhile, the snow might melt
enough to get snow plows through.”

Rolling over so her back
was against him, she dared to let the sunlight invade her eyes. It
felt like she’d been in the dark for a long time.

Andrew continued, “And if
the sun doesn’t stay out for long, it will melt the top layer of
snow only enough for it to quick freeze into thick ice. If that
happens we could be stuck here for quite awhile.”

Destiny thought a moment
before asking, “Would that be so bad?”

“No, we have enough
supplies to keep us going for a few weeks if we have to. If we
never leave the bed, we’ll conserve firewood.”

She pondered the thought
for a moment. Feeling bold in the safe nest of his arms, she
couldn’t resist teasing him.

“Yes, and if we shower
together, we can preserve water and propane.”

Andrew couldn’t see her
face, but he could hear the teasing in her voice. Refusing to think
of the implications, he took it one step farther.

 “Better yet, we
could use the sponge in the kitchen sink and take sponge baths with
cold water.”

“Well, why don’t we just
take off our clothes and roll around in the snow?” Destiny giggled.
“That way, we will save water, propane, and sponges!”

Andrew snuggled closer
against her, enjoying her warmth. “There’s a lake, we could hike
down there, cut a hole in the ice and bathe in there.”

Laughing aloud, Destiny
kept the game going.

“That’s not a bad idea, as
warm as I am lying here with you, we would probably thaw the lake.
Hey! Then we could lie out to get tans.”

“True,” Andrew stifled his
own laughter. ”But there’s a bad side to that idea.”

She glanced back over her
shoulder at his sudden serious tone. “What’s the bad
side?”

Pulling her closer against
his chest, Andrew replied. “We would have to get out of the warm
bed.”

Sighing, she settled into
the curve of his body. Her face beginning to warm as the suns heat
saturated the cabin. Despite the sense of ease after the
nightmares, the safety and security she currently enjoyed would be
fleeting. The comforts Andrew provided caused strange sensations
within Destiny. As if when she left, she would leave part of her
soul behind. Planning her getaway would be difficult now that she
was attached to him, but it also made her even more resolved to
leave. The longer she stayed, the more dangerous the situation
became.

The morning light dipped
behind clouds then peeked through the windows again, playing
shadows and highlights in Destiny’s hair. The silky strands twined
through his fingers, a few pieces slipping through to fall against
her shoulder. He could not imagine how he ever lived without her,
or if he could live without her in the future.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/6044
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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