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Synopsis
Samantha Casey has been burned by love. She’s determined to remain single and keep a safe distance from any and all female temptations. Her plan is derailed when Jessica Walker strikes a barter deal with her that includes dinner together every night for a month. Jessica’s never been in love, but her sights are set on Sam. Night after night, in the face of Jessica’s beauty and hopefulness, Sam’s resolve weakens.
They live in a time long after peak oil. The climate has permanently shifted, and storms rise quickly and with vengeance. One such storm descends on Sam’s farm and Jessica has to spend the night, forcing them to face their feelings for each other.
After the storm, Jessica is on her way home when a man who’s been stalking her sets up an ambush. Can Sam find them in time to rescue Jessica and allow true love to rescue her?
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CHAPTER ONE
Samantha Casey climbed out of bed, slipped into worn cotton trousers, and pulled on a threadbare flannel shirt. At this early morning hour, the house was cold, quiet, and dark. She shivered and moved quickly to grab the sweater draped across a straight-backed chair. Her cold-numbed toes banged painfully against a corner of the nightstand.
“Damn it all to hell!” She danced on one leg, holding her throbbing digits in both hands. She dropped her foot, forced an arm through the old cardigan that had been the reason for her injury, and limped into the kitchen.
Not only was the house dark and cold, it was also empty. Very empty. She struck a match and held it to tinder inside the old wood stove. The flame caught and she tossed the match in and withdrew her hand. Sam leaned against the counter behind her and waited for the fire in the stove to catch.
While she waited for the fire to build, she pulled on wool socks.
The daily ritual of life on the farm offered small comfort to Sam. Structure brought order and some measure of meaning where she currently only felt futility. It had been six months since Helen left her. Was it six? She counted off the weeks in her head. It had been almost seven months since Helen had left, and she was no closer to understanding why. Well, that wasn’t completely true. Helen wouldn’t be the first person she’d known to fall prey to the myth that the cloud cities had open positions for hire and were recruiting. But it was a myth, like Bigfoot, like true love, because Sam had never known the residents of the cloud cities to give a damn about anyone on the ground. Except for Audrey. But that really had nothing to do with the ruling elite.
Sam had watched impotently as Helen had carried two bags out of the house and thrown them into the buckboard where Gary sat waiting on the bench seat. They’d brought Gary on to help with structural repairs to their barn, a task that Sam couldn’t handle alone. Helen was never any good with carpentry or tools so Gary had been a bothersome necessity.
Had she missed signs that Helen was unhappy? Probably. She’d wracked her memory to try to conjure up instances where she should have been paying attention, but for the life of her, Sam couldn’t see clearly when things had started to go wrong. They never fought. And while sex had become more irregular, there seemed to be affection between them. Gary was only on the place for a month when Helen announced she was leaving with him.
Sam had set the kettle on the stove and now it was whistling at her to pay attention. Dammit. She was angry and had nowhere to put her anger. She wanted to punch something. Or someone. She should have punched Gary while she had the chance.
She poured a cup of tea and limped out onto the rough boards of the porch in sock feet to greet the sunrise.
*
Spring had given way to summer, so by midday it would be warm, but at the moment it was chilly. Jessica Walker pulled her light cotton sweater more tightly around her shoulders.
Jessica stepped off the long plank porch of the central open market building that stood amidst a cluster of structures along the main road in the village. Theirs was a barter community, so Jessica had just finished trading some eggs for salt, sugar, and a small amount of coffee. Their family was luckier than some. They had plenty of eggs to share. They had a few cows producing milk and acres planted for harvest and canning, plenty of goods to barter for whatever else they might need.
For the past month, Jessica and her brother, Matthew, had been managing their family’s farm. Their uncle had suffered a stroke requiring that their parents travel to help with her aunt and uncle’s small ranch while her uncle recovered. If he recovered.
She was sorry for her aunt and uncle, but she realized during her parents’ absence that she was enjoying the autonomy of managing the house on her own. This further reinforced the feeling she’d been having that she wanted to have her own place. She was ready to fall in love and start her life. But with whom? Options were limited locally. Even more so now that Cole had settled into a relationship with Audrey. Jessica was happy for Cole, but at the same time she couldn’t help wondering about what might have been had things worked out differently.
Jessica was probably ten minutes into her walk back to her family’s farm when she sensed someone was following her. She looked over her shoulder.
John Saunders was a few strides behind her, gaining on her. She made an attempt to ignore him, but he caught up and matched her pace.
“Hi there, Jessica.”
“Hi, John.” He looked scruffy, with a few days of beard growth on his face. His clothes were mostly clean, albeit a bit rumpled. No matter what he looked like, his demeanor always made Jessica uncomfortable so she was in no mood to walk with him. Today, or ever.
“Mind if I walk you home?” He edged closer and she walked faster. He matched her change in speed.
“Thank you, but I’d prefer to walk alone.”
“Don’t be that way. I like you, Jessica. Why won’t you ever let me spend any time with you?”
“Listen, John, I just don’t like you in that way. I’m trying to be nice, but we’re just not right for each other, okay?”
John captured her arm so that she was forced to pull up to a stop and look at him. “Jessica, I’ve been really patient and still you won’t even give me a chance.”
“You’re hurting my arm.” Jessica tried to pull away from him, but he held firm. They were too far away from the village for anyone to hear her if she screamed. Surely it wouldn’t come to that, but John was making her uneasy. He seemed different today, more intense than usual. Why he had decided to make her the object of his attraction she had no idea. More than once, she’d rebuffed him and even her brother had told John to back off. Nothing seemed to be working. If he thought he could eventually wear her down due to lack of other options he was sorely mistaken. She would never be that desperate.
“I’m going to walk you home.”
“I said no, John. Let me go.”
“I think if you’d just give me a chance you’d see how good this could be.” John had a hand on each arm now and was pulling her close. He was a good bit larger than she was so it was impossible for her to fight him off if he really forced himself on her. He’d never been this vehement before. Jessica began to feel panic constrict her chest.



CHAPTER TWO
It was late morning by the time Sam got the wagon loaded and departed her small homestead. She was enjoying the slow rocking of the bench seat over the dirt road, cataloging her to-do list when, she rounded a bend in the road and noticed two figures up ahead. One of them looked like Jessica Walker, but who was the fellow? Something didn’t look right about the way the two of them were interacting. She snapped the reins and the wagon lurched as the horse broke into a trot. As she drew closer, she recognized the man as John Saunders. She didn’t like John. They’d had words more than once at the old mill when he’d been running the grist. She knew enough about him to know he thought women should only couple with men, and that was enough for her to know she didn’t care for his kind.
“Whoa.” Sam brought the wagon to a stop beside them.
Jessica pushed against John and he dropped his hands to his sides. He frowned at Sam, his eyes partially hidden beneath dark bushy eyebrows.
“Hello there.” Sam dropped the reins loosely against the front of the wagon.
“Hi, Sam.” Jessica took a quick step away from John, glancing back at him as she casually laid a hand on the buckboard and looked up. “Nice morning, isn’t it?” Her white-knuckled grip told a different story.
“It’s getting a little warm for walking. Can I offer you a ride somewhere?”
“Yes, thank you.” Jessica reached for Sam’s extended hand and climbed up onto the seat beside her.
Sam took a moment to appreciate the way Jessica looked in her fitted white shirt, her straight, light brown hair almost touching her shoulders swung from side to side as she climbed up into the wagon. She shifted close to Sam as she placed the basket she was carrying into her trouser-clad lap. Somehow, Jessica made simple cotton trousers look pretty.
John didn’t say anything as Sam glared at him and snapped the reins. He stood in the dust of the roadside, watching as a brisk trot quickly put distance between him and the wagon. Still, Jessica checked over her shoulder more than once. After a few moments Sam finally asked, “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine, thank you.”
“Was he bothering you?”
“Yes. I’m grateful that you came along when you did. He just wouldn’t leave and he wouldn’t take no for an answer.” Jessica set the basket on the floorboard at her feet and nervously rubbed her hands on her thighs. “Truthfully, he scared me a little.”
“Hey, it’s okay. You’re okay now.” Impulsively, Sam reached an arm around Jessica’s shoulders to reassure her. When Jessica smiled at her she quickly withdrew her arm.
Jessica noticed that Sam seemed suddenly self-conscious. Why was it that the people she didn’t want touching her couldn’t keep their hands to themselves and the people she wouldn’t mind touching her were too shy to do so?
They rode in silence for a few moments before Jessica noticed the piece of furniture nestled on blankets in the wagon behind them. It looked like a chest, made of some warm colored wood, with intricately carved patterns along the trim just under a hinged lid.
“Is that yours?” She realized right away that was a dumb question, because it was obviously in Sam’s wagon. “I mean, what is that?”
“That’s a hope chest I made for Hannah’s baby, Emma.”
“You made that?” Of course she did. Jessica had seen chairs and tables that Sam had brought to the village for barter. But she’d never seen anything with such delicate carvings.
“Yeah, I put a little extra into this piece because it’s for Hannah’s baby girl. Hopefully, it’ll have meaning for her as she grows up, no pun intended.”
Jessica thought about the notion of being hopeful, for a hope chest, and that inspiration gave her an idea.
“What would someone have to barter to get a piece like that?”
“Someone? Like who?”
“Someone like me.”
“Well now, I don’t know exactly.” Sam gave her a sideways glance, as if sizing her up. “What do you have to offer in trade?”
Jessica considered the question. “I can cook.”
“Really?”
“I could come over and cook for you every day until it was finished.” As soon as Jessica made the offer, she began to second-guess herself. What if it took a month to make a hope chest of this quality? If that was the case, then she’d just offered to spend every day for a month with Sam. At first, the idea stressed her out, but the more she rolled it over in her head the more she began to like the idea. Sam was a little bit older than she was, but she wore her age extremely well. Sam was easy on the eyes in that casual butch sort of way. Her hair was dark brown and shaggy, hanging just long enough to brush the top of her collar. Her warm brown eyes were framed with laugh lines; white in the creases no doubt from squinting into the sun while working outdoors. She was studying Sam’s strong, broad hands as they held the reins when Sam’s voice pulled her attention back to their conversation.
“Would you cook dinners? I think I can manage breakfast and lunch, but having some food cooked for dinner when I’m done with farming and the woodworking, well, that would definitely be worth the trade.”
“Really?” Jessica felt her heart skip a beat.
“Yeah, really.” They were just pulling up in front of Jessica’s house when Sam extended her hand. “We’ll shake on it, and you have yourself a deal.”
Jessica took Sam’s hand, and it seemed to her that they held on to each other longer than was required to seal the barter, but maybe she just imagined it. She dismounted from the high wagon seat and turned back to Sam. “Will I need to bring things with me? I mean, do you have things to cook and seasoning and pans?”
“I think I have everything you’ll need, but you let me know after the first day if that isn’t the case.”
“Shall we start tomorrow?”
“Sure.”
“Okay, Sam, I’ll see you tomorrow around four. I’ll come a little early to acquaint myself with your kitchen.”
“Sounds good.” Sam touched her hat, smiled, and snapped the reins so that she could continue on her way to Hannah’s place.
Jessica watched her recede down the road before she turned and practically skipped up the front steps and into the house.



CHAPTER THREE
It was around three thirty the following day when Sam began to seriously regret her decision to let Jessica come to her house and cook. What had she been thinking? She was looking around her sparse bachelorette décor, trying to imagine how the place would look to someone like Jessica. Surely her home was cozy and well appointed, as both Jessica and her mother seemed like the sort of women who knew how to decorate. Sam wasn’t sure why she thought that. Maybe it was just an assumption based on the way they dressed and carried themselves.
And why in God’s name had she thought it was a good idea to have such a young, pretty woman in her house every day fixing dinner? Hot meals and temptation. This had disaster written all over it. By three forty-five, she was in a spiraling panic when a knock sounded at the front door.
Sam pulled the door open to reveal Jessica, smiling, wearing a summer dress adorned with a cheerful floral print. Sam glanced down at her own worn cotton shirt and pants, dusty from a day in the field, and then returned her gaze to Jessica. She cleared her throat as she realized she’d been staring. “Hello.”
“Sorry, I know I’m a few minutes early. I wasn’t sure how long it would take me to walk over.”
Jessica looked past her and Sam jerked into action. “No, it’s fine. Come in, please.” Sam shoved her hands deep into her pockets. “You walked?”
“It’s only a couple of miles. It didn’t take that long.” Jessica stood in the center of the room looking around.
Sam followed her gaze around the sparse room. A beaten up leather sofa faced the fireplace, firewood was stacked neatly near the hearth, but Sam noticed that bark and wood chips were scattered all around in the vicinity of the stone fireplace. At least she’d thought to clear the kitchen table and set the chairs around it in an orderly fashion. As they stood there, she realized the curtains were drawn and pulled them open to allow more light into the room. Jessica probably thought she was living like a shut-in. Maybe she was. She blamed Helen and low self-esteem.
“Well, Jessica, just make yourself at home. I’m gonna go get started measuring and cutting pieces for your hope chest.” Sam paused in the doorway for a moment, her silhouette casting a long shadow across the room from the late afternoon sun coming through the entryway. “Just yell for me when I should come back to the house.”
Jessica nodded and Sam made her escape. She definitely didn’t want to be anywhere near the kitchen where Jessica would be in that dress that highlighted her girlish hips perfectly. That was a sight Sam did not need to see. No good could come of it.
*
Jessica watched from the kitchen window as Sam disappeared into a shed next to the barn that she assumed was Sam’s woodworking shop.
Well, that was awkward. Jessica had envisioned the first few minutes of her arrival going slightly better than that. She was puzzled by Sam’s quick retreat. Jessica set the basket she’d carried over on the kitchen table and turned slowly to take in details of Sam’s house. The main room was a large open space containing a sitting area near a large stone fireplace and then an eat-in kitchen.
Jessica walked to the mantel. There were a few books stacked on their sides: a Bible, a beaten up edition of Moby Dick and the collected works of W. B. Yeats. Interesting. At the other end of the mantle was a photograph of an older couple in a silver frame. Maybe Sam’s parents?
Jessica imagined herself sitting with Sam on the leather sofa, under a blanket, watching the fire at night. The room was rustic, but cozy. It felt like Sam. Jessica swept her hand across the back of the couch as she moved back to the kitchen to start supper. She would try not to get her hopes up about spending time with Sam. If today was indicative of the way Sam felt then she surely didn’t want to spend any more time with Jessica than she had to. The minute she’d arrived, Sam couldn’t get out of the house fast enough.
Oh well, it wasn’t like this was supposed to be a date. It was a barter arrangement for the hope chest. A business agreement. Jessica figured she’d better get busy keeping up her side of that agreement. She began to study the canned goods in the pantry. Shelves of glass jars revealed tomatoes, beans, corn, jam, and honey. She pulled a few things down and set them on the counter near the sink. Maybe she’d start simple and make a vegetable soup and a large pan of cornbread. Did she also have time to pull together a fruit pie for dessert? Maybe.
*
Sam pulled several long boards onto the workbench in the middle of the room. She’d decided to use a combination of cherry and walnut for the box’s frame, and then she’d line it with cedar. She preferred lumber that had some small blemishes and tight knots. The imperfections added character to the pieces and kept their connection to their origin in wildness. Cherry was a medium hard wood and best for adding decorative touches because it was easier to carve than walnut or even oak. It also had a nice warm color that would contrast nicely against the darker brown of the walnut.
Lost in her measuring and marking segments of the lumber for each feature of the chest, she was surprised when she realized Jessica was standing in the doorway watching her. How long had Jessica been watching her work? She felt heat rise to her cheeks. She straightened from her hunched position over the boards.
“Dinner is ready.” Jessica spoke softly to her from across the room. “Whenever you want to take a break.”
Sam nervously cleared her throat again. “Um, thanks. I guess I lost track of time. I’ll be right there.”
Jessica nodded and left Sam to tidy up her work.
After a few minutes, Sam stepped up onto the porch of the house and was greeted by the scent of a fresh baked fruit pie. Good Lord, it smelled good. She almost felt like a kid at Christmas. Had she been depriving herself to such an extent that smelling fresh baked goods made her almost giddy? Pathetic.
Once inside, Sam quickly washed up before returning to the kitchen. She stopped in her tracks at the sight of two places set at the table. Of course Jessica would stay and eat dinner. Why hadn’t she thought of that before? It made sense that she’d stay and eat too. Sam realized she’d be having dinner with Jessica Walker every day until the hope chest was finished. She’d have to expedite her construction schedule. Her self-imposed depression would never survive this much pleasant togetherness.
Sam realized that Jessica had been watching her as she processed all of that in her head, no doubt telegraphing much of it across her face.
“Is there something wrong?” asked Jessica.
“No, sorry.” Sam took a seat and Jessica took the seat across from her. “This all looks amazing. And it smells even better.”
Jessica smiled at the compliment. “Thank you. I hope you like it. And if there’s anything you don’t like just let me know. I’ll make adjustments tomorrow.”
Tomorrow. I’ll be eating across from her adorable cuteness again tomorrow. Sam coughed into her napkin. “Sorry.” Sam took a few bites of the soup. It tasted as good as it smelled.
As they ate without conversation, Sam conspired against Jessica’s air of friendliness. She wouldn’t allow herself to be swayed by it. Sam didn’t want to want anyone. She didn’t want to need anyone. Look where that had gotten her.
The sooner this barter could be fulfilled the better for both of them. She’d been around enough women to know things. And she was old enough to read the signs when a girl had a bit of a crush on her, and she could see it right now in Jessica’s eyes. She’d have to stay on her toes and shut this down before Jessica got her hopes up for something that was never going to be.



CHAPTER FOUR
Jessica walked to the central market early in the day hoping to find some cloth for a new dress. She wasn’t due at Sam’s for several hours so she’d ridden into the village with Matt. She’d brought honey and some of Matt’s dried tobacco for barter. She figured that would be more than enough for the material she needed. If she negotiated well she might get enough cloth for two dresses.
A half hour later, she was done trading and decided to browse through other items brought in by recent travelers that were new to the barter tables. Cotton cloth, enough for one dress and a blouse, was tucked into the basket she carried over her arm. She was turning a hand-thrown pitcher over in her hands when she heard an unwelcomed voice.
John Saunders was standing behind her looking over her shoulder. “That’s a nice piece you’ve got there.”
Jessica didn’t speak to him; she simply set the earthen pitcher on the table and took a step away from him toward the door.
“If you’re leaving I could walk you home.”
“No, thank you.” Jessica tried to sound firm, but polite. She had no desire to rile John up by making him mad. Thoughts of what might have happened before if Sam hadn’t come along were still fresh in her mind. And if that wasn’t unsettling enough, today he also gave off an air of unpredictability.
“So, I heard you’ve been out at Sam’s place. Cooking her meals?” John leaned against the heavy barter table, blocking her path. He picked up a small tool off the table and rolled it between his fingers. “You ought not put your efforts into that one. There’s no future in it for you.”
“What are you talking about?” She wasn’t sure what aggravated her more, that he was trying to tell her how to conduct her affairs or that he’d obviously been snooping around to find out what she was up to.
“Women should couple with men, that’s what I’m sayin’. Don’t you want to have babies? Don’t you want to have a family? I could give you those things, Jess.”
His words angered her on many levels, punctuated by the fact that he called her Jess, something only those closest to her were allowed to do. “It’s none of your business what I’m doing at Sam’s. But if you must know, it’s a barter agreement for something she’s building for me.”
“Well, that’s good to know, but you best watch yourself with that one. She’ll bed you if she can and then where will you be?”
“You and I have very different views on how women should conduct their lives and on what choices they should be allowed to make. Let’s just agree to disagree, okay?” She wanted to get away from him and outside the building where Matt was no doubt waiting with the wagon for her. As she moved to go around him he blocked her with his arm and leaned over, his face very close to hers.
“You’ll think about my offer? I’d work really hard to make you happy.”
The thought of being intimate with him, either physically or emotionally, caused Jessica’s stomach to lurch. She was about to respond to him when she heard Matt’s voice.
“Hey, Jessica, are you ready?” Matt stood in the open doorway of the market building. Backlit as he was, he presented an imposing figure, at least a head taller than John, who now moved his arm to allow her to pass.
“Nice talking with you.” He smiled and touched his hat as she slid past him and out the door.
Matt climbed up into the front seat of the wagon beside Jessica and turned the wagon slowly toward their family’s farm. Jessica was quiet on the seat next to him. She was sure her ears and cheeks were flushed. She was so angry, she was having a hard time calming down.
“Was he bothering you again?”
“Yes. God, I can’t stand him. His kind is so smug and self-righteous.” She knew John to be part of a particularly conservative religious sect that believed sexual relations should only happen between a man and a woman so that children would be the direct result. Their practices didn’t take into account that the earth’s population didn’t need to grow. The planet could no longer support the numbers that had existed in previous centuries. Humanity had been down that path before. The Earth’s population reached nine billion at its peak, right before famine, water shortages, and resistant viruses brought forth a die-off of humanity that had not been seen since Noah’s great flood.
“That’s it. I’m turning around and I’m gonna have a few choice words with him.” Matt’s voice was laced with fury.
Jessica reached for his arm to stop him. “No, Matt. Don’t. It’ll just make things worse. I’ve been really clear with him that I’m not interested.”
“I don’t think he’s taking your message to heart.”
“Maybe not yet, but he will. I don’t want you getting hurt. I don’t trust him.”
“Thanks for that vote of confidence, Sis, but I’d be more than happy to kick his narrow-minded ass in your honor.”
Jessica laughed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply that you couldn’t beat him in a fist fight. He’s just not worth the effort. It’ll pass.”
“Well, if it doesn’t, the offer stands.”
“Thanks.” Jessica leaned against his shoulder. She hoped that she was right.
*
Later in the afternoon, Jessica was busy in Sam’s kitchen, planning what she’d cook. She loved cooking the way some people loved to create art. To her, cooking was art—albeit functional art.
She chewed her lip as she studied the large pottery bowl on a high shelf in Sam’s pantry. Kneaded dough required a large container in which to rise, and this piece looked to be just the right size. But her five foot, four inches was coming nowhere close to reaching it.
She pulled a kitchen stool over and began to climb. Too far away. She should step down and move the stool closer, but maybe if she just stretched a little more—
The bang of the door splintered through the quiet house like a gunshot. She flinched and teetered backward, tipping the stool. She wheeled her arms around in desperate hopes of regaining her balance, but the stool toppled and she braced for the impact of the hardwood floor. Instead, outstretched arms encircled her and she landed with a flump right on top of Sam, followed by the unmistakable sound of Sam’s head hitting the floor a millisecond later.
“Oh, no! Sam, are you hurt?” Jessica flipped over so that she was straddling Sam’s waist as they lay in a heap on the floor. She brushed Sam’s hair off her forehead and checked her eyes to see that she hadn’t done serious damage to her skull. “Are you okay? How hard did you hit your head? I’m such an idiot.”
Sam moved her hand across the back of her head. The sound had been worse than the lick she’d taken on the floorboards. With Jessica sitting across her pelvis and caressing her face and hair, the thing she was most acutely aware of were the nerve receptors coming online that had been dormant for months. Every point of contact registered as an electric charge to her system. She was sure she probably had a stunned look on her face, but it had nothing to do with the shock of suffering a head injury. With Jessica moving on top of her, Sam’s mind—and other parts—were suddenly fully alert. Her five senses had just been amplified to twelve. She lay there in silent awe, unable to answer Jessica’s simple questions. She didn’t know whether she wanted to finish the hope chest in a day or ten years from now.
Jessica leaned closer; her voice held some urgency. “Sam, I’m so sorry. Please tell me you’re okay.” She was so close that Sam could smell the subtle lavender perfume on her skin.
“I’m fine. Really. My head’s pretty hard, and it barely touched the floor.”
She raised up on her elbows, only to realize their faces, their lips were mere inches apart. Jessica looked down at her hands resting on Sam’s chest, but she didn’t move them. Sam feared Jessica might just lean down and kiss her. And to Sam’s surprise, she did, on the cheek. The soft brush of her lips heated Sam’s face.
She shifted nervously between Jessica’s legs.
“Oh, I’m so sorry. I should let you get up.” Jessica scrambled to her feet.
“It’s okay. We’re both okay.” Sam stood up, too, dusting the seat of her pants.
“Only because you were quick on your feet. Thank you.”
“Well, let’s see about getting you a stepladder before you climb the shelves in the pantry again, okay?”
“Yeah, next time I’ll just ask for help. I was trying to be self-sufficient and not bother you.”
“You don’t bother me, Jessica.” But the truth was she did bother Sam, in all the best ways. She left the house shaking her head as she walked back toward her woodshop. She couldn’t even remember why she’d gone up to the house in the first place. She felt flushed and aroused. And for the first time in months, she felt alive.



CHAPTER FIVE
The paring knife whacked against the cutting board with each stroke as Jessica cut the carrots into small slivers and dropped them into the vegetable stew. She looked out the kitchen window over the sink to get a glimpse of Sam’s whereabouts, but she was nowhere in sight. Jessica was enjoying getting to know Sam, despite the challenging nature of their dinners together. She’d been able to glean small bits of detail about Sam’s last relationship and subsequent breakup with Helen. It was clear to Jessica that Sam was in some sort of self-esteem slump that she just couldn’t climb out of. What Sam didn’t know was how much Jessica relished a challenge. She was determined to snap Sam out of her malaise. And her attempts at lightening Sam’s mood did seem to be slowly working.
Jessica was a touchy sort of person. Not in the emotionally sensitive sort of way, but in the physical contact sort of way. At first, she’d been reluctant to be completely herself with Sam, but then she decided not to change, just because of Sam’s standoffishness. So she’d put her hand on Sam’s shoulder from time to time when she leaned over to retrieve a dish. Or she’d touch Sam’s arm casually as they talked. As days passed, Sam stopped flinching at each physical connection, and Jessica allowed her touches to linger sometimes a bit longer than necessary. The contact with Sam felt good.
She put the stew on to simmer. It would take more than an hour to season properly and for the carrots and potatoes to soften, so she decided to check Sam’s progress on the little carpentry project.
The afternoon sun was warm and low on the horizon. The doors and shutters of Sam’s woodworking shop stood open to the pleasant breeze, and Jessica could hear faint sounds coming from the interior as she stepped over the threshold.
Sam was bent over a board, rhythmically moving over the surface with a wood planer. Slivers of wood spilled out of the opening above the tool’s blade as it sliced down the length of the timber. Dark hair fell across her face as she removed the tool and ran her open palm over the smooth surface. Sam pushed her hair back off her forehead; the length of it seemed to annoy her. She looked up as Jessica stepped through the doorway.
“You can touch this if you want to.”
I’d rather touch you. Jessica held Sam’s gaze as she traced her fingers over the silky surface. “It feels soft, yet strong and solid as though it could weather anything.”
“This piece is cherry.”
Jessica looked down at the warmly colored wood grain. “It has a beautiful hue.” She realized she hadn’t specified any details about the type of wood she wanted the chest constructed from, but from the looks of things, Sam had made good choices.
Sam set aside the tool she’d been holding and leaned back against a nearby workbench set with other cut pieces of lumber in various sizes and shapes. Some had been joined at the corners and were held in place by long clamps, with handles at each end for tightening, clearly the beginnings of a partially formed hope chest. She puffed at her long bangs to once again get them off her face.
“You know, I could give you a haircut if you like.” Jessica often cut her brother’s hair so she felt she could offer this service with some confidence.
“Is it that obvious that it’s bothering me? I don’t usually keep it this long.”
“Well, I’m happy to do it. Dinner has to cook for a while so I could even do it now. But I don’t want to interrupt what you’re doing here.”
“I’d probably be able to work more efficiently if I could actually see what I was doing.” Sam grinned. Her joking tone surprised Jessica. She’d suspected that somewhere under all the practiced cynicism, Sam had a sense of humor, but she was only in the last day or so getting a glimpse of it.
“Come on. It’s a beautiful evening so we can do this on the porch.” Jessica motioned for Sam to follow her toward the house where she filled a pitcher with water, and found a bar of soap and a large towel from near the bath while Sam brought scissors, a comb, and pulled a chair out to the front porch.
“I’ll just wash your hair. That’ll make it easier to cut.” Jessica draped the towel around Sam’s shoulders and indicated that she should lean her head back. After she’d doused Sam’s hair, she began to work some soap through it with her fingers. Jessica was enjoying the physical connection, and unless she was misreading Sam’s facial expression, so was she.
“How short would you like it?”
“How short do you cut your brother’s hair?”
“Up over his ears. Pretty short on the sides and just a little longer on the top. I think that would look good on you.” Jessica was thinking that a shorter cut would highlight Sam’s strong jawline nicely. She began to comb her fingers through Sam’s freshly washed hair, trimming slowly so as not to make a mistake and take too much off all at once. She’d been wearing it quite shaggy so Jessica had to sort out where best to redirect the style of the cut.
Sam shut her eyes. She was relishing the feel of Jessica’s slender fingers in her hair. The warmth of Jessica’s touch settled into her chest. She could tell by Jessica’s slow pace that she was taking her time, and Sam was in no hurry for this to end. It had been a very long time since a woman had paid such attention to her or cared about how she looked. No doubt a haircut would make her feel better all around. She sure could use the confidence boost of having someone as lovely as Jessica take time to not only give her a haircut, but also wash her hair, such a luxury so long deprived of her.
After about a half hour, Jessica seemed satisfied with her work. She took the towel and brushed loose hair off Sam’s neck and passed her fingers through her hair one more time.
“I think I’m finished.” Jessica walked around to face Sam. “You should take a look inside at the mirror and see if you want me to do more.”
“I’m sure I’ll love it. Even without seeing what you did, it feels a heck of a lot better.” Sam stood and sheepishly brushed her hands through her shorn mop.
“I’ll bet dinner is ready too,” said Jessica.
Sam motioned for Jessica to lead the way into the house as she held the door open for her.



CHAPTER SIX
Jessica definitely found Sam attractive, but she worried that since she was younger than Sam by probably ten years, that Sam didn’t take her seriously for potential romantic involvement. Jessica didn’t have a plan yet for how to shift that dynamic between them, but she was working on it. As it turned out, fate and the weather were on her side, and midway through the second week presented her with an opening.
Jessica was just about to begin her walk to Sam’s place when Sam surprised her by showing up in front of her house.
“It looked like rain so I thought I’d see if you wanted a ride.” Sam looked over at Jessica as she stepped off the porch and then surveyed the darkening clouds.
“That was so thoughtful of you. Yes, I’d love a ride. Let me just tell Matt I’m leaving.” Jessica rounded the corner of the house to find her brother working on splitting firewood.
“So, you and Sam, huh?” Matt paused his work for a moment.
“Be quiet! She’ll hear you.” Jessica looked to where Sam sat at the front of the buckboard wagon. “She’s just giving me a ride because it looks like rain.”
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s not the only reason.” Smiling, he resumed his task.
“I’ll be back later.”
“Unless, you don’t make it back tonight.” Matt swung the axe at a wedge of wood he’d just placed on the chopping block.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jessica said as she walked away. She wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of rattling her.
Sam offered a polite hand up into the buckboard, and Jessica easily stepped up into the high seat. Sam’s hand was callused but not rough. It was broader than Jessica’s, but the nails were neatly trimmed and clean, unlike most who worked with dirt and machinery in their community. It was one of the many things she liked about Sam.
“I think we might just beat the rain if we’re lucky.” Sam snapped the reins and they were off to a brisk trot.
“Were you delivering some furniture?” Jessica had noticed empty packing blankets in the back of the wagon.
“Yeah, a chair that needed a repair to Jake and his wife. Actually, two chairs.”
Jessica smiled and nodded. Another small job that had taken priority over finishing the chest. She didn’t mind. It just meant they would be spending more time together. She could only hope this slight extension was intentional on Sam’s part.
*
The soft cadence of raindrops on the tin roof settled around them as they finished dinner.
“How is it that you don’t have a girlfriend, or maybe a boyfriend?” asked Sam.
Jessica was a little taken aback at the direct personal question. Not that she minded answering, but this might have been the first personal question Sam had asked her.
“I guess I just haven’t met the right woman. And that person would most likely be a woman, by the way.”
“I just find it hard to believe that someone hasn’t tried to court you before now.” Sam scooped the last bite of food off her plate and settled her elbows on the table.
“You mean besides John Saunders?”
“He doesn’t count, and if I see him bother you again he’ll wish he hadn’t.”
Jessica felt her heart rate increase at the voracity in Sam’s promise to defend her from John’s unwanted advances. “I was wondering—” Before Jessica could ask her question the screen door banged open loudly against the front of the house. Wind howled along the porch eaves, and the patter of rain had turned to drumming against the roof.
“I better go make sure everything is buttoned up for the night. It sounds like this storm might turn into a big one.” Sam pulled on a jacket and headed out the door as Jessica began clearing plates.
*
Sam turned up the collar of her heavy waxed cotton coat against the rain that was trying its best to sneak down her neck into her shirt. The wind gusted fiercely as she fastened the last storm shutter on the springhouse. There was a winter’s worth of canned goods stored in the small partially stone structure, set a few feet below ground level, and she couldn’t afford to lose any of it. Before she’d closed up the springhouse, she’d pulled the wagon inside the barn, made sure the horses and cow were settled in for the night, with fresh hay, and now she was headed back up to the house. The rain poured down in sheets, hitting her face like stinging pellets. It was too early to be dark, but the sky had turned an ominous deep purple green. She was glad for the wind, because if it stilled while the sky was that color, it was a sure sign a tornado was coming.
As she neared the house, she saw movement at the front of the barn, through the haze of the downpour. She distinctly remembered closing the barn door. The latch must have been loose. As she got closer, she realized Jessica was struggling against the wind to pull the large wooden door of the barn closed. The wind was winning, but Jessica’s determined persistence was adorable.
“What are you doing out here?” Sam yelled over the thunderous sound of heavy rain on the metal roof of the barn.
“I could see from the house that the door had blown open. Everything inside is getting wet and the animals are spooked.”
Sam stepped beside her, and the two of them heaved the weighty door closed. Sam shoved a sturdy timber through the crosspieces to secure it. She was at least a little dry under the heavy coat, but Jessica was soaked to the skin. Her thin cotton shirt clung to her chest and torso, revealing everything underneath. Sam pulled Jessica under one side of her coat, tucked an arm around her, and tugged her toward the house. With her jacket front open, by the time they reached the porch, Sam was also sopping wet. The night had been on the warm side earlier, but the rain had cooled everything and Jessica shivered as she stood dripping in the center of the kitchen.
“Come on, we need to get you out of those wet clothes.” Sam made a monumental effort not to notice Jessica’s nipples pressed against the clinging fabric, but it was hopeless. After all, she was only human, and her libido hadn’t completely atrophied, at least not yet. She retrieved a couple of towels from the hall closet. She wrapped one around Jessica’s shoulders and began drying Jessica’s hair with the other.
Jessica seemed content to simply stand and let Sam fuss over her for a few minutes before she turned to her.
“What about you? I think you’re as wet as I am.”
Sam paused and looked down. Her shirt was just as revealing as Jessica’s.
Jessica pulled the towel from around her shoulders and began brushing it across Sam’s hair and face. Sam cautiously dabbed at the moisture that beaded along Jessica’s neck and dripped down to trickle between the open collar of her shirt toward her breasts. For the first time, she really looked at Jessica. Yes, she was young and Sam probably wasn’t her type, but she was a beautiful woman and, in that instant, that’s all Sam could see. A beautiful woman, standing very close to her, with her hands now resting lightly on her chest.
Time stood still. Sam blinked slowly. Jessica’s warm hazel eyes found hers. And Sam had the overpowering desire to kiss her. Sam pressed her lips to Jessica’s. When Jessica didn’t attempt to pull away, Sam pressed harder against her, deepening their kiss. She enveloped Jessica tenderly in her arms like a delicate thing to be cherished. Jessica opened up to her searching tongue. Sam kissed her slowly, luxuriously. This was a kiss that had been lying in wait for days and days, and a simple brush of their lips would not satisfy it.
They withdrew and Sam trailed a few kisses down Jessica’s neck while she found her voice. She was breathless, her heart pounding in her chest like a sledgehammer. “I think you should stay tonight. The storm probably won’t let up for a while, and it’s too bad to be out in it.”
“Okay.”
Jessica slid her arms around Sam’s neck. She had no experience with sexual encounters, but she wanted this, wanted Sam. She just needed Sam to take the lead.
Sam was looking at her now with an intensity that made her insides liquefy. Sam’s hands slid down her arms and then, once again, their mouths met, open and searching. Jessica had never been kissed like this before, and she was feeling the fallout all the way to her toes.
Sam’s hand was at the small of her back; the other massaged her breast through her damp shirt. Then Sam’s hand was inside her shirt, slipping under her bra to bare skin. She wanted to touch Sam, too, and tugged the hem of Sam’s soaked shirt from her trousers. Sam’s skin was warm under her rain-chilled fingers, and the muscles of Sam’s firm stomach shuddered as she brushed over them.
That first contact of skin on skin seemed to ignite something inside Sam. She practically picked Jessica up and moved them to the bedroom. Sam began to shrug out of her wet clothing, while Jessica sat watching from the edge of the bed. Sam’s body was gorgeous. Her sculpted arms were darkly tanned from her elbow to her hands. Sam’s entire physique was a study in strength—broad across the chest, more slender at the waist but with well-defined abs, her breasts, softly rounded and pale, perfectly contrasted against the muscled angles of her shoulders. Jessica’s breath stilled in her throat as she watched Sam remove her trousers to reveal her muscled thighs. Sam held Jessica’s gaze as she slowly pushed her boxer shorts over her narrow hips and stepped out of them.
Jessica had been so enthralled watching Sam that she was still fully clothed. She’d only managed to loosen the top button of her clinging blouse. She’d been unable to do anything but stare at Sam, breathless with anticipation. Sam moved closer, brushing damp hair away from Jessica’s face. She placed her hand gently at the back of Jessica’s neck and pulled her up into a kiss.
Jessica rested her chilled fingertips lightly on Sam’s bare chest as Sam worked at the buttons of her blouse.
“I’m sorry. My hands are so cold.”
“It’s okay, sweet girl. We’ll get you warmed up.” Sam kissed her shoulder as she unfastened her bra and pulled the straps aside.
A tidal wave of unfamiliar sensations washed over Jessica as Sam helped her out of her remaining clothes and eased her back onto the bed. An ache was building deep in her core. She wanted Sam so badly. More than want. She had a craving she’d never experienced before.
Jessica was still wearing her panties when Sam settled on top of her. The touch of their bare breasts against each other sent an electric charge through Jessica’s entire nervous system, and she shivered underneath Sam in response.
Sam’s intensity, her hunger, dispelled any fear of shy moments or hesitation. She explored each of Jessica’s breasts with her mouth, then returned her lips to cover Jessica’s and set upon her breasts with strong, hot hands.
Sam insinuated her thigh between Jessica’s legs, urging them farther apart and then moving against the thin, damp fabric of her underwear. Something was building inside Jessica, beginning with a throbbing need to be touched way down deep. Jessica had never experienced an orgasm before except by her own hand. This felt different, bigger, out of her control. Before she could fully formulate what was gathering inside her belly or even understand what it meant, Sam was removing the last garment that separated them.
“Oh God, Jess. You feel so good.” Sam breathed the words close to her ear as Jessica felt Sam push inside her.
“Sam, oh—” She gasped at the sensation of Sam filling her in a place she’d never been touched before. Sam straddled Jessica’s thigh and groaned as she thrust, wet and hot against it. Jessica instinctively thrust her hips up to meet Sam’s strokes as she moved inside her and rode her thigh.
The orgasm washed over her in molten waves. She wasn’t sure, but she thought Sam climaxed with her because her body stiffened and then relaxed. But Sam still didn’t remove her fingers. She stayed on top of Jessica. Her body was larger than Jessica’s; her weight felt solid, warm, and protective.
Sam tenderly kissed her all along her jawline and neck while Jessica allowed her hands to drift over Sam’s lower back and her firm ass. Sam began moving slowly inside her again. Within moments, Jessica was in the throes of a second orgasm that seemed to last longer than the first. She buried her face in Sam’s neck, digging her nails into Sam’s shoulder as she climaxed.
So this was sex? This mysterious coupling that she’d been longing to experience. Her friend Margaret had berated her for waiting for so long to lose her virginity. But Jessica wasn’t like Margaret. She wanted to care for someone to be with them in this way, and it had just never happened before. She didn’t know whether to tell Sam that this was her first time. She hoped it wasn’t obvious. She wanted to be with Sam and be able to make Sam feel the way she’d just made Jessica feel.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Sam woke up at some point late in the darkest hours of the night. The press of naked flesh to hers had caused her to overheat. She climbed quietly out of bed to retrieve water from the kitchen. She primed the pump as silently as she could and stood at the window, watching a lightning flash illuminate the barn. To her relief, the rumble that followed the flash of light sounded muffled and distant. The rain was still coming down at a heavy clip, punctuated intermittently by a gust that drove the hefty drops against the wood siding like hailstones.
Fossil fuels peaked more than a hundred years ago. They’d taken industry and the power grid and anything else that needed oil-powered machinery down with them into a rusting heap. Even though humans had been forced to quit pumping carbon into the atmosphere, it was too late. The climate had shifted. These days, big storms were the norm, especially lightning storms. There was more electricity in the storms than on the ground, and the rich had risen above it all. Sam sipped her water and wondered if the cloud cities ever even thought to look down on the light show that flashed over the ground beneath them.
The storm clouds covered the moon, making the house darker than usual so Sam lit a candle and carried it back with her to the bedroom. The single, small flame cast a soft yellow glow like a firefly.
Sam climbed back into bed. She propped herself up on her elbow so that she could enjoy the view of Jessica sleeping. Her delicate features were relaxed and unguarded. Beautiful.
She pulled the sheet down to Jessica’s waist. Her pale perfect skin seemed to almost glow in the low light from the candle on the nightstand. Sam wasn’t sure how long she watched Jessica before she could stand it no longer. She felt like a sex-starved adolescent, unable to go back to sleep without having Jessica again. Sex had never felt quite like this before. Maybe Jessica’s innocent openness had rubbed off on her. She felt new… what was that feeling creeping up in her chest? Oh, yeah, happiness. She’d forgotten what that felt like.
She braced herself on her hands and knees and moved to hover over Jessica. She feathered kisses from Jessica’s forehead to her cheek, down her chest, to her milky stomach, and then lower. She spread her palm low on Jessica’s stomach and used her other hand to slip Jessica’s thigh over her shoulder so that she could use her tongue on that most sensitive spot. Jessica began to moan and move slowly against Sam’s mouth.
*
Jessica wasn’t sure if she was dreaming at first. She felt the most exquisite sensation between her legs and she was incredibly aroused. Her eyes fluttered open to see soft candlelight surrounding her and then she realized where Sam’s mouth was. No one had ever done to her the things Sam was doing, the things Sam had already done, and she loved them all. What she was doing now was particularly good. Jessica ran her fingers through Sam’s hair. It seemed now that Sam knew she was awake her technique became more fervent. Jessica couldn’t help but writhe beneath her relentless tongue, but Sam held fast, until Jessica climaxed with a cry and collapsed back on the bed.
Sam crawled back up to lie next to Jessica. She ran her hand up Jessica’s stomach and rested it under her chin. She turned Jessica to face her and kissed her deeply.
“What time is it?” whispered Jessica.
“It’s late. Go back to sleep.”
Jessica rolled over so that her back was against Sam’s chest. Sam pulled the covers over them and pulled Jessica firmly against her, then draped her arm around Jessica and allowed their fingers to entwine.
Sam placed tender kisses on her shoulder as she drifted back to sleep.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Sam woke with a start. Jessica. She felt the space next to her. The sheet was cool to the touch. She sat up on the edge of the bed and rubbed her eyes with her palms. She’d slept so soundly, and it was clearly morning, although the sky was still darkened with heavy rain. She never slept late.
She pulled on loose cotton pants that tied at the waist and walked toward the kitchen. Jessica stood looking out the window, a glass of water in her hand and a kettle on the stove. She’d evidently put on one of Sam’s shirts, which was too large for her slender frame and hung down to mid thigh.
Sam moved up silently behind her and slipped her hands beneath the shirttail to cup Jessica’s firm ass. She kissed Jessica’s hair.
“Good morning,” Jessica whispered. She reached back and put her hand at the back of Sam’s head, pulling her forward so that their cheeks brushed against each other.
Jessica leaned against Sam’s bare chest as Sam’s hands wandered to the soft curve of Jessica’s stomach. She let them rest there, afraid to let them drift upward or they’d be back in bed within a matter of minutes.
“I hope you don’t mind that I borrowed one of your shirts.” Jessica turned in Sam’s arms and lightly kissed her lips.
“It looks better on you.”
“I doubt it. This shirt actually looks really good on you.”
“Jessica Walker, are you trying to flirt with me?”
“Sam Casey, I’ve been flirting with you for two weeks and you just now noticed?”
“I noticed.” Sam kissed Jessica.
“Oh, so you were just going to ignore me?”
“Plainly, I was unable to ignore you for very long.”
Jessica wrapped her arms around Sam’s waist and leaned her cheek against Sam’s chest. Then she tentatively kissed Sam’s neck and brushed her lips over Sam’s collarbone.
“Careful, unless you want to go back to bed for a while.”
“Maybe we should. It’s still raining pretty hard. And besides, it’s still early.” Jessica reached over with a potholder and shifted the kettle off the stove before it whistled. “This will keep until we’re up for good.” This time, Jessica was the one who pulled Sam toward the bedroom.
They piled back under the covers, Jessica still in Sam’s shirt, but bare underneath and Sam still in pajama bottoms. Sam began to unbutton Jessica’s shirt so that she could slip her hand inside and caress her bare skin. Her fingers slid down the center of her back and came to rest at the small curve down low, just above her hips.
“Sam,” Jessica whispered.
“Yeah?”
“I want you to know that you’re the first person I’ve ever been with… like this.”
“What?” Sam stilled her fingers and pulled back a little so that she could see Jessica’s face. “What do you mean?”
“Last night was my first time.”
Sam’s stomach lurched at the news that until last night Jessica had been a virgin. She’d asked Jessica whether she was single, but she never would have guessed that someone as pretty as Jessica and at her age would have had no sexual experiences. Nausea swept over her. Had she been gentle last night? Had she even asked before she took Jessica? No, she was pretty sure that in her fevered state she’d just made love to Jessica without asking her anything. Feeling lightheaded, she sat up.
“What’s wrong?” Jessica sat up too and rubbed Sam’s back. “I didn’t mean to upset you by telling you this. I just wanted to be sure you knew how special this was to me. How special you are to me.”
“Oh God, Jess—”
“Sam, no, don’t be upset. Please don’t be upset.” Jessica moved in front of Sam so that Sam had to look at her.
The shirt hung open giving Sam a tantalizing view of Jessica’s firm body. Sam made herself look away. She knew tears were gathering along the edge of her lashes. She was ashamed of herself for taking advantage of someone younger and a virgin no less. Me and my damn sex drive.
“Sam, what are you thinking right now? Please tell me.” Jessica held Sam’s face in her hands. “After what we did together last night, surely you can talk to me.” She kissed a tear as it drifted down Sam’s cheek. “Please talk to me.”
Sam’s voice broke as she spoke. “I feel like I shouldn’t have forced myself on you. I should have asked you, or known somehow… I should have been easier with you.”
“Sam, you were amazing. Everything you did was better than I’d ever even imagined. I didn’t want you to stop last night. I have no regrets.” She brushed another tear away with her thumb. “I’m a grown woman. If I had wanted you to stop I would have told you. You didn’t force me to do anything, do you hear me?”
Sam slowly nodded. Some of the panic left her chest, and she exhaled a long, shuddering breath. Jess climbed into her lap, straddled her hips, and kissed her. Sam’s arousal spiked. Their kiss deepened.
“I love to feel your hands on me,” whispered Jessica.
“Really?”
Jess shifted closer. “Yes, really. You could touch me now if you wanted to.”
Sam ran her hands up Jessica’s back and then pulled her hips closer. She slipped her hand between them to caress Jessica, wet and exposed.
“I like to touch you right here,” whispered Sam.
Jess closed her eyes and began moving against Sam’s fingers until Sam slipped them inside and moved slowly in and out as they kissed. Within minutes, Sam felt Jessica constrict around her fingers as she came, and she pulled her close, holding her tight.
Sam knew she was in real trouble of losing herself completely in Jessica. Now that she’d had her she was going to be powerless against her desire to have her again and again. The connection she felt for Jessica seemed so much more than just a physical longing. She wanted Jessica and she wanted Jessica to want her. So much for her plan to derail Jessica’s little crush on her. So much for keeping Jessica at a safe distance. Now that she knew how it felt to be with Jessica, how was she going to stay away from her? Dammit. How had she let this happen?
But even as she formed the thought, she knew exactly how it happened. She pulled Jessica’s face to her shoulder, stroked her hair, and placed a kiss on the top of her head. All she could think of as she lay there listening to the steady fall of heavy rain on the roof was that Jessica smelled like the future. And if last night was a fortune-teller, the future suddenly had a soft, warm glow.



CHAPTER NINE
The summer storm gave way to days of sunshine. Just what Sam’s crops needed—water and lots of ultraviolet light. She stopped her work between the rows of corn to check the angle of the sun in the sky. It looked to be about two o’clock. She’d labored through lunch because she wanted some time to finish working on the hope chest. Dragging her feet on the project wasn’t necessary any longer, as she didn’t really need the excuse of the barter agreement to entice Jessica to be at her place. Their business arrangement was now anything but that. Jessica didn’t stay over every night, but she’d stayed over a few times since their first night together.
The voice nagging at the back of Sam’s brain didn’t trust that this thing with Jessica could last. She was young and untethered and beautiful. Jessica was only twenty-three; Sam was thirty-six and jaded. Surely, the last thing she would want was to settle down with someone like Sam.
Sam leaned against the long, slender handle of her hoe and looked back at the house. It needed a fresh coat of paint and some small repairs. The farm, the house, the animals—it was all more than she could keep up by herself. And now that she had such a pleasant distraction, she didn’t want to work all the time anyway.
Days were going by too fast and weeks even faster. She recalled a passage in the book of Job from her church-going days. Something about the days being swift. They flee, they slip by like reed boats on the river.
Job was a book in the Bible that she never understood as a child. But as an adult, ruminations on suffering held more resonance. Since Helen left, she’d experienced more than her share of darkness and gloom, and she’d found solace in the words from the prophet Job who seemed to have a deep understanding of heartache.
But things felt different today. They felt different yesterday. And the day before that. It had all started that first night when she caught Jessica in her arms, falling off the kitchen stool while trying to reach for that stupid bowl. Jessica was a breath of fresh air, the first vibrant green grass of spring, the smell of fresh baked bread, the transformative power of a first kiss. God, I’m old enough to know better. I sound like a hopeless romantic.
Sam smiled to herself and attacked her task with new vigor until hoof beats drew her attention to the road. A single rider slowed as he neared the house and waved in her direction. From where she stood in the field she couldn’t see his face, and as she walked closer she recognized him as a farmer she’d met once in a neighboring village.
“Hello,” she called out to him as she dusted her hands against her trousers. “Is there something I can do for you?”
“Sorry to pull you away from your work. I have a letter for you.” He swiveled in the saddle and reached into a saddlebag to retrieve the envelope.
There hadn’t been a government run mail service in more than a century, but people would still carry a letter or a note when asked. Which someone might ask a person to do if they knew they’d be passing by a particular village or settlement on their route to somewhere else.
“A letter?” Sam squinted up at the stout man who held out the correspondence in her direction. Who did she know that would send a letter? She took the envelope from him, and as soon as she saw the handwriting, she knew it was from Helen. Her name was written across the front of the ivory-colored envelope in refined cursive: Samantha Casey, North Georgia Territory.
Sam gave the man a questioning look.
“I was in Macon, seeing to some family business, and when this woman overheard me talking about where my farm was she asked if I’d bring this.” He shifted in his saddle. “She described your place and I realized I’d ridden by it before.”
“Thank you.” Sam’s stomach began to knot up just by holding the letter in her hand. She hadn’t even read it yet, and already her day was ruined. “Can I offer you a drink and a rest?”
“No. Thank you kindly, but I’m anxious to get home.” He removed his hat and wiped at his forehead with his sleeve. “I should be able to make it before dark.”
“All right then. Well, thank you for this.”
The man touched the brim of his hat and left Sam standing in the middle of the dirt road near the front of her house. She let out a long sigh. Should she open the letter now and likely ruin her day for sure or should she stuff it in a drawer until she was ready to deal with it?
Her mother’s voice sounded in her head. Better to rip the bandage off and get it over with. She moved to sit on the porch, and after a moment more of procrastination, tore open the envelope.
Dear Sam,
I know you’re surprised to hear from me, especially leaving the way I did. I can’t really blame you for being mad. I’m sure you’re still angry, and you have every right to be.
I made a mistake leaving. I would very much like to come home. I promise to try my best to make things right with you. I want to make this up to you.
After how upset you were the day I left I was afraid to just show up out of the blue. I’m staying in Macon with my cousin’s family, the Millers. Will you come visit me so that we can put things back together? I truly miss you, Sam.
Love,
Helen
Holy shit. Helen wanted to come back. Resentment settled in her chest like a heavy stone. Why now? Why after all this time? Well, what was she going to do now? Hadn’t it been her sole wish for the past seven months that Helen would come back to her? But the truth was, during the time she’d been spending with Jessica she’d stopped thinking about Helen altogether. Did that make her a terrible person? The fact that she would pine over a woman she claimed to care about and then the minute she was between another woman’s legs she forgot her completely?
Sam wrestled over what she should do.
She read the letter twice more. Considering its contents more critically, she realized that Helen didn’t actually apologize. She only said she’d made a mistake. Well, to hell with what Helen wanted. What did she want?
Sam mulled this over for several minutes trying to discern from her own mind what her true desire was. It finally came to her. She wanted them to either get back together for good or she wanted closure. Neither of those things was going to happen if she didn’t go to Macon and see Helen face-to-face. Sam felt a twinge of guilt just for considering it. Should she talk to Jessica about this? No. Why get Jess all upset over something that might just amount to old unfinished business with her ex?
The sun had continued to sink lower in the sky. When Sam finally folded the letter and put it in her pocket, she realized it had to be close to four in the afternoon. She’d been on the porch arguing with herself for more than an hour. She decided to put her tools away for the evening and work on the chest in her shop until Jessica arrived, which would likely be soon.
*
Jessica studied Sam from across the dinner table. She seemed pensive tonight, as if something were bothering her. They’d eaten most of the meal without talking. Not that Sam was a big talker, but she definitely talked more than this. She’d hardly said a word since Jessica had arrived. She’d stopped in at Sam’s workshop to give her a quick kiss before heading to the house, and even then Sam had seemed just the slightest bit distant.
“Is something wrong, Sam?”
“No, why?”
That answer seemed a bit too quick. “You’ve just been very quiet this evening. And you have this look on your face like something is bothering you.”
“I guess I have things on my mind. Like this trip I need to make.”
“What trip?”
“Oh, didn’t I mention it? I need to be gone for a couple of days over to Macon to see a man about some lumber.”
“You have to go that far to get lumber?”
“Not usually. This is special. He has some cypress boards from the swampland that I’d like to look over.”
“How do you know he has them?”
“A letter came today.” Sam shifted in her seat. “I told him to let me know the next time he had some of this particular kind of timber and so he did.”
Worry clouded Jessica’s mind. “It’s not safe to travel, especially alone.” And then a bit of inspiration struck her. “I could go with you.”
Sam felt her dinner rise up in her throat. Not being truthful with Jessica was dogging her conscience, but she was sure this was the best approach. As she turned down Jessica’s offer, she saw the hurt it left across her graceful features.
“Oh no, that’s not necessary, and besides, I’m not taking the wagon this trip. If I like what he has I’ll go back another time and then you can go with me. Okay?” Sam was sure the lie was written all over her face. And Jessica looked crestfallen.
“It’s just for two or three days at the most. You won’t even miss me. I’m sure you have things you need to do at home.” Sam was trying hard to convince Jessica that this trip was no big deal.
“Are you tired of me being here?”
“No. Jess, no, of course not.”
Jessica nodded, but she looked as if she were about to cry as she turned away from Sam and began the ritual of clearing the table. Sam’s first urge was to go to her, to comfort her and carry her off to bed, but maybe it was best if Jessica was a little hurt. Maybe a little hurt now would soften the bigger hurt later if Sam had to end things. Or at least a little hurt now gave Jessica a warning sign that not everything in life worked out the way you wanted it to. God, she was cynical. Now it was her job to teach Jess the unkindness of the world? How big of her. She looked down, studying the wood grain of the table’s surface. Jessica was better off without her. Sam was lost now. She was spiraling down the rabbit hole of cynicism, recriminations, disenchantment, and self-loathing.
Jessica caressed Sam’s hair. Regardless of what Sam said, something was definitely bothering her. It worried her that Sam thought she couldn’t talk to her about whatever was troubling her, but she made an effort to put her wounded feelings aside in hopes that she could comfort Sam.
Sam looked up at her as she continued to caress her hair. It almost seemed as if her touch was pulling Sam out of some dark place she’d just traveled to. Sam turned in her chair to face Jessica. She kneeled on the floor between Sam’s legs and laid her head in Sam’s lap. She felt Sam’s fingers lightly touch her hair.
“You’re so sweet, Jess.” Sam’s hand slid down her back. “I don’t deserve you.”
“Yes, you do, Sam. I wish I could help you see that you deserve every good thing in the world.” Jess rose up on her knees so that she was closer to eye level with Sam. She rubbed her thumb over the furrowed space between Sam’s eyebrows. “I’d like to make this worry right here go away too.”
Sam laughed softly. “How can anyone worry with you in their lap?”
Jessica felt some relief at seeing Sam smile. She leaned into her and they kissed for a long time.



CHAPTER TEN
The morning after Sam left, Jessica’s friend Margaret stopped by. Jessica realized when she saw Margaret in the doorway of her house that for the past few weeks she’d been solely focused on spending time with Sam. She’d been ignoring everyone else. Except for her brother, Matt, but he didn’t really care. He only wanted to see her in passing anyway. He had his own tasks and interests to pursue.
“Well, you are among the living after all.” Margaret lingered in the open door for a minute before stepping inside. She was wearing a light summer dress that hid very little detail of the curves beneath the thin fabric, as she was backlit by the open door.
“Hi, Margaret.”
“Hi, yourself.” Margaret came to stand beside her to see what she was busy with in the sink. “Peeling potatoes. I’d offer to help, but you know how I loathe domestic chores that aren’t my own.”
“I do know and I wasn’t going to ask for help. I think I can manage a few potatoes.” Jessica watched Margaret pick up an apple from the bowl nearby and plop herself into a chair at the table as she took a bite. “What have you been up to?”
“What have I been up to? No, we’re going to talk about what you’ve been up to first, as I’m fairly certain that’s a lot more interesting.” She smiled at Jessica like a satisfied feline reclined in the sun, right before she took another bite of apple.
“You mean Sam?”
“Yes, I mean Sam.”
“How did you know about that?”
“Jessica Walker! Who doesn’t know about that? Apparently, your love life is of general interest to almost everyone I’ve talked to. Probably because you’ve never had one before.” Margaret leaned back in her chair and propped her feet on the chair nearest to where she sat. “I swear, if I’d have known Sam Casey was out of her self-imposed celibacy I’d have been over to see her myself.”
“Don’t say that.”
“She has the most gorgeous, strong hands. That alone would be enough for me to keep her in the bedroom for days.”
“Margaret!”
“So, you do like her then?” It was clear from Margaret’s playful grin that she’d just been toying with Jessica to get her to spill more details.
“Yes, I really like her.” Jessica stopped what she was doing and studied Margaret intently. “I like her more than I ever imagined I would.”
“Well, now, that is news.” Margaret stood and came around the table to embrace her. “I’m happy for you, Jess. I’m happy that you finally let go of your virginity for a worthy cause.”
“Oh, Margaret. Is sex all you ever think about?” Although, even as Jessica asked the question she had to admit sex had been on her mind quite a bit lately too.
“It’s not all I think about, but I daresay it’s the majority of what I think about, and I’m guessing if Sam has her way it’ll be on your mind a lot more too.”
Truer words were never spoken.
*
It took a day and a half for Sam to get to Macon on horseback. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d camped in the open air. Despite her weariness, her guilt about being dishonest with Jessica and her trepidation about seeing Helen kept her from sleeping. Her back was stiff, and she shifted in the saddle in an attempt to find some relief.
She’d brought with her two small shaker boxes that she planned to barter for a room. These two had hearts carved in the front pieces and had handles made from antlers, tethered with leather through the curved edges of each box. She kept a few specialty items like these boxes on hand for when she needed something unique to trade. She’d been in Macon before, although not for a long time, so she hoped the boarding house was still in service.
Macon was the closest thing to a city that there was in the northern territory of Georgia. Situated as it was along the banks of the Ocmulgee River, it was a hub of commerce for parts north and south. People were busy in the central market area of downtown as she rode past. Women tugged children along by the arm, and men stood smoking and watching passersby. Wagons and horses were set askew all along the extensive front porch of the one-story brick structure. More red brick buildings, some as high as three stories, lined the main thoroughfare through town.
Places with this many people made Sam edgy. Living alone on her small farm for the past eight months had gotten her used to quiet, and the din that assaulted her now was a cacophony of random, indecipherable noise, punctuated every so often by kids yelling and running past where she sat on her horse. She walked the horse slowly down the rutted main road until she pulled him up in front of the boarding house and dismounted. She’d get a room for the night, freshen up, and then decide what to do about Helen. Should she go find Helen? Should she send word that Helen should meet her here? That would certainly give them the most privacy, but would that be such a good idea? Privacy would mean that they’d be alone together, in a room, with a bed. Since Sam wasn’t exactly sure how she’d feel when she saw Helen, there was no way to know whether a bed would be a welcomed accessory to their reunion or not.
It took another hour of vacillating before Sam decided to have an errand boy run a letter over to where Helen was staying with her cousin to let her know Sam was in town. Now all that was left to do was pace until Helen either showed up or sent a response. Nervousness wouldn’t allow Sam to sit still. She must have walked a mile, ten feet at a time, back and forth across the room she’d rented.
Sometime later, she heard a knock at the door that stopped her in her tracks. She was in the center of the room, mid pace. She pulled the door open to reveal Helen standing in the hallway. There were small hints of fatigue around Helen’s mouth and eyes, but otherwise she was as beautiful as ever. Her long dark hair swooped up in the back and collected into a loose knot, her full figure highlighted in a tailored dress. The dark burgundy cloth set off the lip color she’d chosen, and she clutched a small bag in front of her. It was more like a purse than a bag, so that at least meant she hadn’t shown up with plans to stay over.
“Hello, Sam.” Her voice was deeper than Sam remembered. Sultry even.
“Hi, Helen.” Sam motioned for Helen to come in. There was a small table with two chairs near the window, and she indicated that Helen should take a seat.
Instead of sitting down right away, Helen turned and pulled Sam into an unexpected embrace. Her soft curves pressed into Sam, flooding her senses with the familiar touch and smell of Helen. She closed her eyes and breathed Helen in for a moment before releasing her so that they could each take a seat.
“Were you surprised to get my letter?” Helen crossed her legs, revealing her shapely thigh. Sam was having a hard time not looking at her legs. They were one of Helen’s finest features, and she wielded them like a weapon.
“Yes and no.” Sam leaned back and tried unsuccessfully to seem nonchalant. “I half expected that you’d come back once you realized the whole cloud city thing was a pipe dream.”
“We made it as far as the gulf coast of Alabama, but as you predicted, it was only a rumor. There was no recruiting station, and I suspect there never has been.”
“I’m sorry, but I suppose it was better that you found out yourself. Those cloud cities are a closed system.” She rubbed her hands together nervously. “Where’s Gary?” Not that she cared, but she was a little curious.
“He decided to stay near the coast. I didn’t want to stay with him, so I came back with a group of wagons coming north with supplies.” Sam was relieved to know that Helen hadn’t been foolish enough to try to travel alone. The roadways weren’t safe for lone travelers, especially women, and even more unsafe for women that looked like Helen.
“You look good, Sam. I like your haircut.”
The mention of the haircut called Jessica into Sam’s mind, and she felt a surge of guilt. Sam shifted uncomfortably in the stiff chair. Now that Helen was here she wasn’t sure why she’d asked her to come. Despite their previous familiarity, there seemed between them a vast expanse, like an accidental encounter with a distant relative you’d known as a child, oddly familiar, yet unknown at the same time.
“Did you sleep with Gary while you were still at my farm?” Sam couldn’t stop herself from asking. She wanted to know when exactly Helen had thrown her over for Gary.
“Do you really want to know?”
“Yes.”
“No, I didn’t sleep with him while we were still at the farm. And just so you know, I only slept with him a couple of times while we traveled together. He and I… well, let’s just say we want different things. We didn’t really work well together.”
There was some satisfaction in knowing Gary hadn’t been a dreamboat in bed. That was at least something. But was that all she really came to Macon for? To compare notes about who was better in the sack like some immature teenager?
“What did I do wrong, Helen?” Sam studied her face for an answer. “Were you bored? Was that what it was?”
“I don’t know, Sam. I just… I just wanted something else.”
“Well, that’s annoyingly vague.”
“I was restless and you’re never restless. You could sit on your porch day in and day out and never care if you ever left to see another part of the world. I think I’m just not like you in that way. I thought I could be, but I’m not.”
“So then why did you ask if you could come back to the farm?”
“Truthfully, because I have nowhere else to go. I mean, I can stay here with family, but I don’t really want to. And we had a good thing, Sam.” Helen was being pretty frank about her motivations. Sam was a little surprised.
“Maybe I made a mistake coming to Macon.” Sam leaned forward with her elbows on the table.
“Why did you come?”
“I suppose I wanted to find out if we still had something between us. Or maybe I wanted some closure with you.” Sam studied her hands as she rubbed them together again. “For all the months that you’ve been gone I’ve had so many things I wanted to say to you, and now that you’re right here in front of me none of them seem worth saying.”
Helen put a hand on Sam’s forearm, which caused Sam to look up and meet her gaze. Helen’s brown eyes were darker than usual, highlighted by the window nearby. After a moment of silence, Helen moved to stand near Sam’s chair. Sam turned to face her, and Helen moved closer, standing between her knees.
“Let’s find out if there’s still something between us.” Helen began to unfasten the buttons at the front of her dress, allowing her bosom, barely contained by a black lace bra, to show more fully.
Sam found herself having a flashback of Jessica in almost the same position just a few nights prior. Sweet Jessica. Her innocence and openness like oxygen in Sam’s starved lungs.
“Helen…” Sam raised her hand and got to her feet. “Helen, don’t.”
Helen pulled back to regard Sam with surprise on her face. “You’ve been with someone else.” It was a statement rather than a question. “Who is she?”
How did she know? Was it that obvious?
“It’s not important who it is. But it matters enough to me that I don’t think I can do this without feeling like I’m lying to her and being dishonest with you.”
Helen left her dress partially unbuttoned and regarded Sam with her hands on her hips. Helen was a gorgeous woman, there was not debate about that. Should Sam turn down her advances, there was no doubt she’d have multiple suitors as soon as she broadcast that she was looking.
Even though Sam wasn’t going to let this go further, she knew that she’d had to come. She had to see Helen one more time. And miraculously, the anger she’d been carrying seemed to lessen. Sam knew in her heart that even if she was still attracted to Helen—and her body was sure sending signals that she was—she knew deep down that she’d never be able to truly trust Helen again. And trust was something Sam held in high regard. She considered it the bedrock for a relationship with any lasting power.
Being here in Macon with Helen, Sam knew that she was doing something that would challenge Jessica’s ability to trust her. She was going to have to make this right with Jessica. She needed to come clean with her and hope that by being honest Jessica would forgive her for not telling her the real reason she’d traveled to Macon.
Sam realized that Helen was still watching her, maybe waiting for some signal as to what might happen next. “I’m sorry, Helen. I think you should go.”
“Are you sure, Sam?” Helen closed the buttons again on her dress. “I won’t make this offer to you again.”
Something in the tone of Helen’s voice bothered Sam. She seemed to have that familiar, smug belief that she could get Sam to do whatever she wanted just by flashing a little leg and some cleavage. As if Sam was some trained dog who’d roll over for the chance to take Helen to bed. The memory of that dynamic in their relationship came roaring back to Sam with crystalline clarity.
Sam held the door open for Helen to leave. “Yeah, I’m sure.”
Helen stepped through the door and then hesitated for a moment. “You take care of yourself, Sam.”
“You too.”
Sam closed the door and then stomped around the room for several minutes. She was angry for letting Helen get to her like that, and she was even more angry that she’d wasted two days getting here just to figure out she never should’ve come in the first place. Typical. Dammit.
Her barter for the room had included a meal so she decided to head down to the dining room and get some food. Maybe a good meal would improve her mood. Then she’d get a good night’s sleep and head home first thing in the morning. And then spend the next week making this up to Jessica.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Jessica did the math in her head as she walked to Sam’s place. Sam said it would take two days to reach Macon. She figured a day or two there and then two days back. Based on her accounting of days, it would be at least another day before Sam returned. Their mutual friend, Marc, whose wife had recently had a baby, was tasked with checking on things at Sam’s place. He was to make sure the animals had feed, and if a storm blew up, he was to shut the barn and secure things around the house. Jessica had offered to look after things, she would even have stayed there overnight, but for some reason Sam hadn’t wanted Jessica to do that for her. If she was honest about it, that had hurt her feelings a little.
Marc had come by their farm early in the day to ask Matthew if he could step in and take care of Sam’s place because Hannah and baby Emma had both come down with something and so Marc was needed at home. Matt had agreed, but Jessica took the task off his hands. She missed Sam badly. If she couldn’t be with Sam then at least she could be in Sam’s space, and there would be comfort in that.
Once she arrived at Sam’s, she dropped her basket on the porch and began the outdoor chores first. She moved the cow out to the larger enclosed pen then filled the outside trough with fresh water from the pump near the barn. She took a few minutes to pet the tabby cat that had been following her around. He was cute, and the minute she stooped over to pet him he rolled over and stretched to give her access to his fluffy belly.
“Hey, sweet boy. I guess you need a tummy rub, huh?” She could feel the vibration of his purring through her fingertips as she buried them in his soft fur.
After an hour or so, she was back at the house. Hot, tired, and thirsty. She went straight to the washroom to freshen up. She filled the basin with water and then splashed it liberally on her face. As she reached for a towel, she dislodged a pair of Sam’s trousers that had also been tossed on the nearby chair. After she dried off, Jessica reached for the pants to fold them, but as she picked them up, something fell out of the pocket. It looked like a letter.
Jessica leaned down to retrieve the letter and then she draped the trousers back over the chair. Sam’s full name was across the front in what appeared to be very feminine, flowery handwriting. She hesitated, staring at the envelope in her hand that had already been opened and read, it appeared, multiple times. Or maybe it was rumpled from being carried around in Sam’s pocket. She knew she shouldn’t read it. She turned it over in her hand, and after debating internally over the ethics of reading someone else’s mail, she dislodged the note and unfolded it.
As she read the words that Helen had written asking Sam to come to Macon, her heart sank. She was overcome with nausea and dropped the letter to rush to the chamber pot where she promptly threw up her lunch. She dipped a washcloth in the cool water that remained in the basin she’d filled and covered her face with it. How could this be true? Sam had lied to her. And not just about a small thing. Sam had gone to Macon to see Helen.
Jessica’s hands trembled, and she thought she might be sick again. She splashed water on her face and tried to calm down. She had suspected she was falling in love with Sam, and her physical reaction to the thought of Sam in bed with another woman now made her sure of it. But they hadn’t said the words to each other yet. Was she the only one feeling this? Did she mean anything to Sam?
What should she do now? Wait for Sam to return? Go back to her place? But then she’d just have to come back in the morning because she’d told Matt she’d take care of things on Marc’s behalf. What an absolutely miserable situation. She was in Sam’s house, surrounded by everything that reminded her of being with Sam, only Sam was with some other woman in Macon. As the evening progressed, her mood spun even lower. She couldn’t keep from imagining the worst, in every detail, in living color. She’d met Helen once or twice. She knew how beautiful Helen was and surely how much more mature and experienced Helen must seem to Sam. If only Helen were unattractive, or a horrible person. About the worst she could say of Helen was that she was a bit brash and plainly fickle, as she was the one who’d left Sam and then asked to be taken back.
Jessica’s mood vacillated from misery to anger as the twilight hours dragged on. She couldn’t bring herself to sleep in the bed because it smelled like Sam. The night was warm so she’d pulled a blanket off the bed and settled into a swinging bench on the porch. But she knew that sleep would likely elude her. Every time she closed her eyes her imagination took the lead and sent her mood even lower. If this was what love felt like then maybe she’d have been better off never to be introduced to it, for surely there was no greater heartache than being thrown over for another.
*
Jessica was seated at the table trying to choke down some tea to sooth her throat, sore from crying all night. She’d remained at Sam’s and it was nearly noon, but she was determined to stay and hear the truth. She heard Sam’s boots on the porch and regretted not having bothered with her hair when she looked up to meet Sam’s eyes. It was no wonder that Sam would prefer Helen over her in this sad condition.
“Jessica?” Sam dropped her small overnight bag on the floor, her smile hesitant.
“Are you and Helen getting back together?”
Sam froze, then straightened her shoulders and held Jessica’s gaze. “No, Jess, we’re not.”
“But you went to see her in Macon. That’s why you went isn’t it?”
Sam was surprised and elated to see Jessica seated at the table when she opened the door. But now she knew something wasn’t right. Jessica seemed upset. Her eyes flicked to the envelope lying on the table next to the sugar dish, and she knew from the look on Jessica’s face that she’d read it. It didn’t really matter, because she was going to tell her about Helen anyway. She wanted to come clean. Sam didn’t want any secrets between them. But would Jessica believe that now?
“I’m assuming you read the letter, so you know why I went.” Even though Sam knew she was in the wrong for having lied to Jessica, it made her a little angry that Jessica had read the private correspondence.
“It fell out of your pocket. I know I shouldn’t have read it, but… I couldn’t stop myself.” Jessica sniffed and wiped a tear with her palm.
“I don’t know if you’ll understand this, but I needed to see her. I needed to know for sure that it was over and get some closure. If I’m ever going to be any good to you, then I needed to do that.” Sam moved closer to where Jessica was seated but didn’t touch her. “I should have told you the truth. I hated myself for lying about why I was going, but I didn’t want you to worry.”
“That’s all I’ve been doing is worrying.” Jess wrapped her arms across her chest and began pacing. “All I could think about was you in bed with her. After what we’ve been doing the past few weeks, the thought of it made me physically ill.”
“I didn’t sleep with her.”
“I’m so stupid and naïve. How could I be so naïve? Margaret has been right all along. I guarded my virginity like it was some sacred thing, and in the end the only person it was sacred to was me.” Jessica was crying and talking and not even looking at Sam as she stomped back and forth.
“Jess, I didn’t sleep with her.” Sam caught Jessica by the arms to stop her and stepped in front of her. “And it did mean something to me. I’m glad you’re here so I can tell you that now.”
Jessica looked up at her. “Oh, Sam, I don’t think you realize how I feel about you. And I don’t think you know how much your dishonesty hurt me.”
The pain in Jessica’s tear-filled eyes sliced into Sam. “I should have told you the truth. I’m sorry. I was confused and I did a stupid thing. But it’s over with Helen and me. You have nothing to worry about.”
Desperate to prove her sincerity, Sam tried to pull Jessica close to her, but she put her hands out, pushing against Sam’s chest. But Sam wasn’t giving up that easily. She’d let Helen go without a fight. Jessica was different. She was worth fighting to keep. She wrapped her arms around Jessica and tightened her hold, forcing their faces close. She held Jessica’s mouth against hers, placing her hand firmly at the back of Jessica’s head. Jessica broke free and pushed back against her.
“You don’t get to just do that now. I’m upset with you.” Jessica struggled against her embrace.
“Jess, I want you. I want you so badly. All I’ve been thinking about since I left was you. Every minute I’ve been away from here all I could think about was getting back to this place and holding you in my arms.” Sam placed rough kisses along Jessica’s slender neck as Jessica writhed to free herself.
“Damn, you, Sam! Just because you’re stronger doesn’t mean you can force me to do something I don’t want to do!”
Shocked at the anger in Jessica’s voice, Sam let her go so quickly that Jessica almost fell as she stumbled backward.
A knot was building in her throat at the hurt she saw on Jessica’s face. I’m such a fuck-up in relationships. I never get it right. It’s just as well that I screwed this up. Sam knew she wasn’t good enough for Jessica anyway. This whole thing had been destined to end badly from the start because once again she’d made bad choices. The wrong choices. Sam took a few steps backward. Her head was down; she couldn’t even look at Jessica. She was ashamed, unworthy.
Jessica stood staring at Sam, who looked crestfallen and defeated. Well, she was hurting too. At least now Sam knew a little of how she’d been feeling the past two days. Damn her. And she wanted to pull Jessica into her arms as if nothing had happened. As if nothing was wrong. Well, something was wrong. Sam had lied to her. Lied right to her face and then gone to Macon to be with another woman.
Still breathing hard from the effort she’d exerted to fend off Sam’s advances, she realized now all she wanted was to be in Sam’s arms again. To feel Sam’s desire wash over her.
“You swear you didn’t sleep with her?”
Sam looked up, her eyes dark with the guilt of her lie, but steady in their honesty. “I didn’t even let her kiss me.”
Hurt, anger, desire—they all came to the surface as Jessica surged across the space between them. She wrapped her arms tightly around Sam’s neck and kissed her with desperate intensity.
She felt Sam’s arms encircle her as she was half carried and half pulled to the bedroom. God, Sam felt so good. She knew she was crying again. She was still angry, but she did want Sam. She wanted her badly. Sam met that need with passion, yanking at Jessica’s blouse so hard buttons ricocheted off the wood siding of the bedroom walls. Then Sam’s mouth was on her chest, hot, wet, demanding.
She dug her nails into the back of Sam’s head, willing her not to stop. She kissed the top of Sam’s head as she continued her insistent attention to Jessica’s breasts. Then she felt Sam’s hand moving up inside her loose cotton skirt. Sam’s fingers were pressing into the damp cloth between her legs, caressing and bringing her so close to an orgasm. But at the last instant when she thought she’d tumble over the edge, Sam pulled the cloth barrier aside and entered her, thrusting so deep that it took Jessica’s breath away.
Sam’s mouth was now on hers again as she moved inside her. “Jess. Come for me, Jess. You’re all I can think about. You’re all I dream about.” She spoke to Jessica as she continued to move on top of her, fingers stroking in all the right places. “That’s it, that’s it, oh, Jess…”
Jessica cried out and desperately grasped at Sam’s shoulders as she tensed with the most exquisite orgasm she’d ever experienced. She tightened and pulsed around Sam’s fingers, and the sensation rippled outward through her body like a wave on the surface of the ocean.
Still dressed, Sam sat up and shucked out of her clothes. Then she helped Jessica slip out of her remaining clothing and climbed back onto the bed. She trailed kisses all around Jessica’s cheeks, down her neck, and across her chest along the curve of her stomach before returning to place a lingering kiss on her lips.
“Jess, I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t ever lie to me again.”
“I won’t.”
“Even if you think it will upset me.”
“I promise.”
“Sam, I’m serious.”
“I know you are, baby. I promise. I won’t ever lie to you again.”
The use of such an endearment as “baby” wasn’t lost on Jessica. She liked the sound of it. She loved the way it felt to be held and desired.
She pushed Sam’s shoulder to roll her over onto her back and began kissing her neck and then moved to her chest. She slid her hand down between Sam’s legs and began to caress her until Sam began to moan beneath her. Sam guided her hand so that she slipped her fingers inside, and Sam held her hand firmly in place as she moved underneath her. All the while, Jessica kissed Sam. She knew she would never be tired of kissing Sam. She smiled against Sam’s lips as she felt Sam climax beneath her.
*
Sam had drifted off to sleep at some point, but she woke when she felt Jessica stir next to her. Sam had fallen asleep on Jessica’s shoulder. Jessica pressed her lips to Sam’s forehead as Sam feigned sleep. She was enjoying the tender caresses that Jessica was bestowing on her. Jessica’s fingers delicately brushed through her hair and then trailed down her back.
“I love you, Sam,” whispered Jessica. She punctuated the statement with another kiss on Sam’s forehead.
Sam didn’t stir. She wanted to pretend she was asleep. She wanted to pretend she hadn’t heard the words, because if she had heard the words she would be responsible for them, and she wasn’t ready for that. Was she? Her heart thundered in her chest. Was this a fight or a flight response? She was pretty sure it was the latter.
Why wasn’t she ready? Jessica was everything she could wish for in a woman. Was it as simple as the fear of getting hurt again? Maybe. But she was afraid it might be something more sinister, some deep-seated flaw in her character that caused her to ruin perfectly good relationships. What was it Helen had said to her once? Oh, yeah, that she never acted as if anything truly touched her. What did that even mean? She’d been angry about Helen leaving. Plainly, she’d been “touched” by that. But had she ever really let Helen know that she cared for her deeply before that? She wasn’t sure.
Sam wracked her memory for signs of some deeper emotion she’d shared with Helen. Had she ever even told her she loved her? In all those seven years? She was fairly sure she hadn’t. They had just fallen into a relationship based on mutual need and support. They’d enjoyed each other’s company, in and out of bed, but mostly in bed. For whatever reason, that had obviously never been enough to convince Sam that she was in love with Helen. She cared about Helen, she’d been hurt by Helen, but not the way she now felt she could be hurt by Jessica.
Jessica inspired Sam to rise to a higher place, to be a better person. And now Jessica had said those three powerful words to her, even though she didn’t know Sam actually heard them. She’d still said them, and that was important. Knowing that Jessica loved her, well, that was now a responsibility she had to bear. She didn’t want to let Jessica down and she already had.
Sam listened as Jessica’s breathing became slow and steady. Her hands had stilled so that Sam knew she was asleep now. She shifted up on her elbow so that she could study Jessica’s serene face. She kissed her tenderly on the cheek. Sweet Jess, I don’t deserve whatever you think you feel for me.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Jessica sipped her tea and then resumed stitching the button on her shirt. They’d found all but one that she’d lost during the disrobing frenzy from the night before. She sat at the table, wearing one of Sam’s shirts while she reattached the buttons to hers.
“Sorry about that.” Sam smiled at her across the breakfast table.
“No, you’re not.”
“No, I’m not.” Sam rested her chin on her hand. “What are you up to today?”
“I have to go home for a little while and see about things, maybe pick up some fresh clothes, with buttons.” She paused and took another sip of her tea. “Then I thought I’d come back and make us dinner. We still have a barter arrangement that needs to be fulfilled.”
“I haven’t forgotten.”
“I’m starting to think you’re dragging this project out so that you can keep me here cooking forever.”
Sam grinned. “Don’t think the thought hasn’t crossed my mind, but there’s only so much lollygagging I can work into building a hope chest. I’m actually almost finished.” Sam stood and walked around the table to give Jessica an affectionate kiss. “Then I suppose I’ll have to start making you dinner.”
“Should I be afraid?”
“Maybe.” Sam reached for her hat and settled it low to shade her eyes from the bright morning sun she was about to step into. “I better head to the field and see how the crops are faring. I’ll see you later.”
“I’ll be back around four.”
Sam was almost out the door when she turned back. “Why don’t I come get you in the wagon? It’s too far for you to walk over and then come back a few hours later.”
“I’d like that, thanks.” Jessica figured Sam was still feeling bad about not being honest with her and was trying to find small ways to make it up to her. She didn’t mind the extra attention. Sam had been a little distracted this morning, but Jessica figured maybe she was just tired. They had stayed up quite late.
Jessica smiled as she reattached the last two buttons. If she’d only known how things were going to turn out she wouldn’t have gotten herself so worked up about Sam’s trip to Macon, but there was no way she could have known. And after reading the letter from Helen, well, her imagination and her insecurities just got the better of her.
After another twenty minutes, Jessica had pulled on her own shirt, gathered her things into her basket, and was headed out the door. She looked for Sam in the far pasture but didn’t see her. Oh well, she was just going to wave good-bye anyway. She’d better get home now so she could be back to start dinner by four.
As she turned up the road away from Sam’s farm, she was so happy she almost felt giddy. She kept catching herself smiling as she strolled in the warm summer air. Thick oak leaves stirred in the breeze, causing patches of sunlight to open up on the dirt roadway and then shape shift across the ground. Jessica looked up and was momentarily blinded as the shifting branches allowed a shaft of direct sunlight to settle on her face.
When she brought her eyes back to the ground, she saw spots and so she didn’t realize that John Saunders was standing only a few feet away from her, right in her path. The sight of him startled her so that she jumped involuntarily.
“Oh, my gosh. You surprised me.” She placed a hand on her chest over her thumping heart.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” John took a step closer and Jessica took a step back. “You seemed like you were in another world or something.”
“Just daydreaming I suppose. You know how that is.” Jessica’s vision was returning to normal. The sunspots had faded, and she now saw that John wasn’t alone. Another man stood several yards away near the edge of the woods, leaning on a tree. That’s probably why she hadn’t noticed him right away. He was partly in shadow and his dark clothing blended in with the tree a little. She had an odd feeling about the two of them. She unconsciously took another step backward away from John. How long had she been walking? How far was she from Sam’s house? Could she make it there if she started to run? She wasn’t sure.
John must have sensed her internal thoughts because he moved toward her and captured her arm. “Hey, where are you off to?”
“Let go of my arm, John.”
“I asked where you were headed.”
“It’s none of your business, but if you must know, I’m going home and Matthew is expecting me.”
“Is he now?”
She was trying to pull her arm away but he held firm. “John, you’re hurting my arm.”
“You know my cousin, Reed?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Reed, come over here.”
Reed sauntered toward them. He was taller than John by a few inches with more of a lean build. His clothes and his hair were a bit scruffy, like he camped in the open a lot. He did look vaguely familiar to Jessica, but she was certain she’d never actually spoken to him. Only when he was closer did she notice he had a glass jar in his hand and he looked as if he was dowsing a cloth with whatever liquid it contained. She began to try to pull away from John. She dropped the basket so she could use both hands, but before she could mount much of an escape, Reed was next to her placing the cloth over her mouth and nose. She struggled against them, but she couldn’t breathe, and when she finally did take a breath she found she was lightheaded and her muscles seemed to turn limply against her, refusing to move. Slowly, slowly, slowly, the light through the leaves overhead dimmed to darkness.
*
Sam spent most of the day catching up on chores around her place. She had a bit of energy left, so by three thirty she decided she’d spend some time finishing the hope chest for Jessica.
She’d covered the piece with a wool blanket, and as she pulled it away she was proud to see what she’d created. The warm cherry contrasted nicely against the deep brown of the walnut, and the carving along the top was almost finished. She’d lined the interior with cedar, and the lid was made of small strips of each of the different woods banded together.
The details of the carving had been the hardest to figure out. She’d begun by carving leaves along where the corners would join, but she also had the idea to maybe put words into the carving, which she didn’t normally do. She’d started carving the word “faith.” She thought she’d add “hope” for sure, but what should the last two words be? She wanted to have a word, blended into the leaf carvings on each of the four sides just under the lid. Oh well, she’d work on the other pieces a bit more and then decide. She knew the right words would present themselves to her eventually.
Sam was lost in her carving when she noticed that it had gotten a dark inside her woodshop. What time was it? She’d expected Jessica to be calling for her before now. She walked out to check the time. The sun was very low in the sky. It had to be way past four, more like five. Jessica was never late.
No, wait. She was supposed to go get Jessica. She’d been so busy all day that she’d completely forgotten that she told Jessica she’d come get her in the wagon. What an ass.
She quickly covered her work with the blanket and headed to the house to wash up a little before going to saddle the horse. She wouldn’t bother with the wagon since she was already late. Dammit all to hell. First, she’d upset Jessica with the trip to Macon and now she was late picking her up. She berated herself as she stomped into the kitchen and began to wash her arms and face briskly under the pump at the sink. She reached sideways for a kitchen towel, and as she pulled it toward her face, she knocked something off the counter. She heard it break against the floorboards.
She wiped her face and looked down at her feet to see that she’d broken the large bread bowl, the bowl that Jessica had been trying to reach that day in the pantry.
Seeing the earthen bowl in pieces at her feet gave her an uneasy feeling. She wasn’t one to look for omens, but this struck her as odd. She raked the shards into a small pile with her boot. This mess would have to wait because she was already late.
Sam bounded down the porch steps toward the barn. A few minutes later, she was mounted up and headed toward Jessica’s place at a fast clip.
It was only two miles to Jessica’s family’s farm so it didn’t take that long on horseback. Sam was mentally preparing an excuse for her tardiness when she pulled up in front of the house. She looped the reins over the porch railing just as Matt walked out on the porch drying his hands on a towel.
“Hi, Sam.”
“Hi, Matt.”
“What are you up to?” Matt stepped off the porch so that he was on the ground facing Sam.
“I told Jessica I’d pick her up so that she didn’t have to walk to the house for dinner.”
“Oh, well, she’s not here.”
“What do you mean, she’s not here?”
“I haven’t seen her since she went to your place two days ago. I thought she was with you.”
Sam’s heart rate spiked and her stomach knotted up. “Matt, don’t kid around with me.”
“I’m not kidding around. I haven’t seen her.”
“Oh shit.” Sam covered her face with her hands then dropped them to her hips. “She left my house at around nine this morning. She said she was heading straight home.”
“I’ve been here all day and I haven’t seen her.”
“Is there somewhere else she might have gone? To a friend’s house maybe?”
“Maybe to see Margaret, but not for the whole day. She’d have been back by now.”
“I don’t like the sound of that.” Sam was genuinely worried now. Where could Jessica be for the entire day? Matt seemed visibly concerned also.
“I don’t like the sound of that either.”
“I’m going to backtrack toward my house.” Sam gathered the reins and climbed back on her horse. “We only have another hour or so of good daylight.”
“I’ll get my horse. I’ll catch up to you.” He threw the towel on the porch and trotted toward the barn.
As Sam rode back toward her house, a bad feeling crept up from the pit of her stomach into her throat. On the way over she’d been riding at such a speed that she could have missed any signs of trouble. Now her pace was deliberately slow as she studied the ground for footprints or other clues as she worked her way back toward her farm.
After a few moments, Matt caught up to her and they rode abreast, checking everywhere for some hint about where Jess might have stepped off the roadway. They were only about a quarter mile from Sam’s when Matt spotted something in the shrubbery at the edge of the path. He dismounted to investigate. He dug into the thick bushes then froze. He pulled the object from the bush and held it aloft, his face stricken as he turned to Sam. He was holding Jessica’s basket. Sam took the hand basket from him. All Jessica’s things were still inside.
“Damn.” Sam thought she might be sick. She dropped the basket and turned away from Matt, bent over, bracing herself with her hands on her knees, willing her stomach to settle.
“We don’t know what this means.” Matt’s voice didn’t sound very convincing.
“I have one thought and it’s not a good one.” Sam straightened and wiped her hand across her forehead. “John Saunders.”
“He… he wouldn’t do anything to Jess would he?”
“You tell me. He’s been bothering her for weeks hasn’t he? How crazy do you think he is?”
Matt’s face gave her the answer. Crazy enough.
“I know where he lives,” said Matt. “Let’s ride over there and talk to him.”
“If he’s there I might be doing more than talking. If he’s touched one single hair on her head I’ll kill him.”
“If that’s the case, I’ll hold your hat while you do it, but let’s not jump to conclusions. Maybe she’s at Margaret’s. We should check there on our way.”
“Would she leave her things here on the side of the road if she was at Margaret’s?” Sam held the basket up as she raised the question.
“Probably not.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The first sensation Jessica registered was that her head ached. Her vision was cloudy. There was a weird taste in her mouth, and her head was more than aching as she tried to sit up; it was pounding. Her throat was dry. She noticed a glass of water on a small wooden table that was more like a crate beside where she lay, so she reached for it and took a few long swallows.
Blinking, she tried to get her brain to wake up. Why was she so groggy? Why didn’t she recognize this room? Her last waking memories came flooding back, and she was afraid.
She seemed to be in some small room. She was sitting up now on a narrow bed covered with rough wool blankets. There was one high, square window in the room that allowed her to see the sky and know that it was almost dark. She jumped when she heard the creak of the hinges as the door to the room opened and John stepped in.
Jessica slid back against the small headboard and pulled her knees up to her chest. She had no memory of how she’d come to be here, but obviously, John had brought her.
“I’m glad to see you’re up. You’ve been sleeping for a long time.”
“How long?” asked Jessica, trying to keep her voice neutral.
“All day.” John sat at the end of the bed. “You don’t need to be afraid of me, Jess. I’m not going to hurt you.” He must have been able to see how frightened she was, but she found no comfort in his words.
“John, where are we?”
“Someplace where no one is going to bother us. Someplace that’ll allow us to have time together to get to know each other.”
“I want to go home.”
“Now listen, you just got here. In another day or so you’ll start to see things my way and you’ll be grateful that I saved you from that path you were on.”
“What path?”
“Spending time with Samantha Casey.” He stood and looked down at her with his hands in his pockets. “Like I told you. Being with Sam holds no real future for you. I saved you from going down a dark path for sure.”
“If I promise to spend time with you will you take me home?”
“Not just yet.”
Jessica felt tears start to run down her cheeks even though she tried to hold them back.
“There’s nothing to cry over. I’ll get you some dinner, and tomorrow you’ll feel better. You’ll see.” He pulled the door closed behind him, and she heard a bolt slide into place.
She covered her mouth to silence herself as she began to sob. Surely someone would come find her. Sam was expecting her for dinner. When she wasn’t at home to be picked up then Sam would know something was wrong. Wouldn’t she? Matt would be there and the two of them would start looking for her. But how would they know where to look? She rolled onto her side into a ball and cried.
Jessica managed to get her emotions in check by the time she heard the bolt slide in the lock again. The door opened to reveal Reed bringing her a bowl of food. He set the bowl on the small wooden box beside the bed. He stood over her for a moment where she sat against the headboard. He gave her an up and down look that made her feel more uncomfortable, if that was even possible.
“What if I need to use the bathroom?” She was almost afraid to hear the answer, but she knew she had to ask and she’d forgotten to ask John earlier.
Reed didn’t respond; he only pointed to the corner where Jessica now noticed a large tin bucket. Her spirits sank further as Reed backed out of the room, locking the door behind him.
She’d already examined the window. It was too high and too small for her to climb out of, and now she wouldn’t even have the option to break free of them while on an errand to the privy. Surely Sam and Matt would have figured out she was missing by now and would be out looking for her. She hoped with all her might that they were. She tried not to let her mind wander to dark places imagining what awaited her the longer John held her captive.
*
Sam and Matt had stopped at Margaret’s, but she hadn’t seen Jessica for a couple of days. Since before she’d gone over to Sam’s.
Their next stop was John Saunders’s place. The sun had almost completely dropped below the horizon as they rode through the front gate, but there was still daylight enough to be able to see the sad condition of the house and surrounding grounds.
There was no grass, only dirt, and chickens scratching here and there in the twilight dust for scraps or seeds. The frame house looked as if it hadn’t seen paint in decades, the boards of its exterior as gray as a winter sky.
Sam heard the screen door open and slam shut before she’d even dismounted her horse.
“What d’ya want?” a gruff female voice called down to them from the high porch.
Matt spoke first. “We’re looking for John. Is he here?”
“He ain’t been here all day. Weren’t here yesterday neither.”
Sam stood at Matt’s shoulder, looking up at the weather-beaten older woman glaring down at them. John’s mother looked at Sam with distain.
“You best just be on your way. John ain’t here, and I don’t know where he got off to.”
Sam’s patience had long ago expired. She began to climb the porch steps at a deliberately slow pace. “I’m afraid that’s not gonna satisfy me. I’m gonna need a bit more information before I can be persuaded to get on that horse and leave.”
The woman took a step back toward the door as Sam approached her.
“You get off my property. And I mean now.”
Sam ignored the directive. “If you needed to find John, where would you look for him?”
“I don’t get your meanin’.”
“He must have places that he goes when he’s not here. I want to know where those places are and I mean now.” Sam was seething. She didn’t care who this woman was. If she was protecting John, then Sam would give her no amnesty. She didn’t care if she was old or frail. If she hindered their search for Jessica in even the smallest way then Sam would make her wish she hadn’t.
The woman’s eyes darted from Sam’s face to her hands clinched into tight fists at her sides. Then she stared across the poorly tended fields. “He might be up at his huntin’ cabin.”
“Is that the only place he might be?” Sam took a step closer, forcing the woman’s back against the wall.
“He could be with his cousin, Reed. His place is barely more than a shed. It’s up on Taylor Mountain.”
“I’m going to need more detail on both of these places, then we’ll leave you to your sad life. But I swear to God, if you aren’t truthful with us you’ll regret that you ever drew breath. Do you hear me?”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
They decided it would be best to check out each place separately. Sam would ride to Taylor Mountain, and Matt would head in the opposite direction to check John’s hunting cabin. This wasn’t an ideal scenario, but they hoped it would expedite finding Jessica. If she wasn’t in either place they would meet back at Sam’s house the next day.
Sam was alone with her own dark thoughts as she rode north toward Taylor Mountain. Sweet Jessica was out here somewhere, in all likelihood with a man that could do her serious harm. She was probably feeling very alone and afraid. Sam felt tears building, and she swiped at them with her shirtsleeve.
She did love Jessica. She was just kidding herself to think otherwise. She’d be the luckiest woman alive if she got her back in one piece and could hold her as long as Jessica would allow it. God, she was such a fool. Why hadn’t she told Jessica she loved her when she heard her whisper the words? Since when did she become such a goddamn emotional coward? Sam hated herself right now for everything she hadn’t said.
Her horse slowed as the incline of the trail became steeper. They had stopped by Matt’s place for provisions before setting out. That’d probably been a good idea, even though Sam hadn’t wanted to waste the time. But given the growing darkness and the steep trail, she would need to stop for the night and resume her trek in daylight. There was no moon, and it was so dark that she could easily ride into a tree branch and end up knocking herself right out of the saddle.
“Then I’d be no help to anyone, would I, Brownie?” She patted the horse’s neck before removing the saddle. He snorted his agreement.
*
It was fully dark when Jess heard the bolt slide and the door creak open. She jumped at the sound. She’d been trying to stay awake, but she must have dozed off. The light from the door leaked around John, casting a long shadow across the bed where she had again pulled her knees up to her chest.
“I thought you might want a candle in here.” John set a lit candle on the wooden crate near the bed and picked up the uneaten food. “You’ll need to eat something, you know? It won’t help anyone if you starve yourself.”
Jessica didn’t respond. She was sure her face was smudged and her eyes were red rimmed from crying because he offered to bring her a washbasin. He left the door ajar as he went to retrieve it so that she got a small glimpse of the rustic adjacent room. She could see Reed through the open door watching her. He was seated at a table, sipping something from a mason jar. After another moment, John returned with a basin and a dingy towel.
“You wash up now and then come sit with us a while.”
“I’d rather stay in here.”
“I’ll give you a few minutes to wash up. But don’t make me come get you.” He sounded annoyed with her.
Fine. She was annoyed too.
He pulled the door closed. She knelt in front of the basin to splash cold water on her face. She had to admit it felt good. After she’d freshened up, she didn’t know whether to step into the other room or call his bluff that he’d come get her. She decided that exiting the room on her own terms was better than being in this small space with John.
She stepped through the door into the main living space of the cabin. Rustic was an understatement. The room was little more than a shelter. Bare plank walls, with sometimes large gaps and open knot holes. The space contained minimal furnishings—a table, four oddly matched wooden chairs, a cot along one wall, and one outside door. There wasn’t really a kitchen to speak of, just an open fireplace with a few hanging cast iron pots and pans, and a makeshift sink under a pipe with a cutoff valve. The room’s two windows were shuttered but had no glass.
Once she’d crossed the threshold, Jessica was unsure of what to do next. Both men just stared at her. Finally, John spoke.
“Come sit.”
She moved tentatively across the room and took the vacant chair at the far end of the table. John poured something into the tin cup and slid it over in her direction. She lifted the cup to her lips, but the smell of alcohol kept her from sampling the clear liquid.
“You’re not a fan of moonshine?” John smiled and took a drink straight from the flask. “Probably just as well. One vice is enough, huh?”
By vice she assumed he meant Sam. “Yeah, I don’t really drink.”
“We only drink a little. For medicinal purposes, of course.” He and Reed shared a laugh.
Jessica was miserable and exhausted. If she wanted to start drinking this might be a good time to start, but she needed to keep her mind as sharp as possible. After whatever they’d drugged her with had finally worn off, she wasn’t in a hurry to do anything that would dull her senses again.
“When can I go home, John?”
“Not tonight. And maybe not for a while.” He took another sip of liquor and glared at her.
She was surprised that he’d shown some restraint and not tried to force himself on her already, but she didn’t expect that reprieve to last forever. Maybe he was delusional enough to think that if she stayed here with him he could convince her to feel something for him.
Jessica wasn’t sure of Reed’s role in all of this, but something about him made her trust him even less than she trusted John. As much as she disliked John, she prayed that he wouldn’t leave her alone with Reed. He had a real mean look in his eyes.
The three of them sat quietly. She watched the men drink as she casually studied the details of the room. There was an axe leaning against the wall near the rough stone fireplace. A scattering of kindling and firewood was stacked haphazardly near the hearth. There were a few shelves along one wall that held some canned beans and other vegetables. This place looked like a hunting cabin, or a hideout, not someplace you’d want to spend a lot of time indoors.
When she looked back from her mental wonderings, the men were unabashedly staring at her. She felt exposed and crossed her arms in front of her chest as if that could serve as a barrier against them.
“If you don’t mind, I’m going to go lie down.” Jessica began to stand up, but John stood up too and motioned for her to sit back down.
“I think we should talk a while.” John stood for a moment longer, waiting for her to sit back down, then took his seat again.
“What do you want to talk about?” She was almost afraid to ask, but she was trying to stay calm and play along as much as she could endure. She didn’t want to aggravate either one of them.
“I want to talk about us and our future. How many kids would you like to have?”
Jessica just stared at him, dumbfounded.
“I said, how many kids do you want?” He slammed his hand on the plank table. “Answer me.”
“I didn’t have a set number in mind.” She bluffed.
“That’s probably the right attitude. Children are a gift from the Creator. Better to let God decide how many children we’re to be blessed with.” He took another drink and then offered to pour some more for Reed who’d been silently watching the exchange so far. “Reed’s gonna get him a woman too, then we can have our own little community up here on the mountain. We can raise our kids the way we see fit, according to scripture. Right?” He looked over at Reed, who simply nodded in agreement while never taking his eyes off Jessica.
“Reed, do you have a girlfriend then?” It was a stretch to try to have a normal conversation, but she reasoned that any information she could glean from them would likely only serve to help her better understand her situation in the long run.
“He ain’t got one yet, but he’s workin’ on it.” John answered for Reed and Reed didn’t seem to mind.
So that was their plan. Drag women up here against their will. Have babies and then raise the kids like they were all part of some sort of religious cult. Maybe John was even further gone than she’d realized. She’d heard about ultra conservative religious groups having very specific views on procreation, but she’d never heard of them going as far as kidnapping women.
Maybe if she could just appear to be neutral about the whole thing, and go along with them, within reason, then she could buy some time for Sam and Matt to find her.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Darkness forced Sam to stop, but there was no way she could sleep. She couldn’t even relax. She’d stretched out on the bedroll she’d brought along, but all she could think about was Jessica. She pulled a strip of dried venison from her saddlebag and pulled away pieces of the hard, salty meat. With no fire in her camp, and no moon, the forest was inky black. From her position on the ground, when the leaves shifted in the breeze overhead, she got an occasional glimpse of stars in the night sky. But those small glowing flickers were the only light anywhere. She had decided not to build a fire so as not to give John even the slightest hint that she was nearby should he be up ahead on this trail.
Maybe Matt had already found Jessica and Sam was only on a wild goose chase. She hoped that was the case. The sooner one of them found her, the better. She couldn’t wait to have Jessica back safe and sound. Once she had her in her arms she’d never let her go again.
What was the last thing she’d said to Jessica? She couldn’t even remember. Was it something sincere or heartfelt? She was pretty certain the last thing she’d said to her was that she’d pick her up and then she’d forgotten all about that promise. Sam was angry with herself for not insisting Jessica stay at her place for the day, or at the very least she should have taken her home in the wagon. If she’d only done either of those things then Jessica would be next to her in bed right now. If. If. If. Maybe she was getting what she deserved for being so concerned all along about guarding her autonomy. But surely the universe wouldn’t cause Jessica to suffer because of her.
Sam pounded the lumpy ground under the blanket and rolled onto her side. She held out little hope that sleep would come. It was going to be a long night.
*
Jess sat with John and Reed as long as she could tolerate them. They’d sipped moonshine until she was surprised they could still sit upright. Luckily, they weren’t angry after consuming alcohol. They just seemed to get more cocky and full of themselves. Their rhetoric about their beliefs, and the certainty that God almighty endorsed those principles, was beginning to wear on her last nerve. It was no wonder that both of them were single. No woman in her right mind would get within ten feet of either of them. As she listened to their empty talk she almost forgot to be afraid of them. But they were a threat to her and she knew she shouldn’t underestimate them.
This was the last thought she had before sleep claimed her. She was hungry and exhausted and couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer. She drifted off to the sound of murmuring voices in the other room.
Sometime later in the night, Jessica dreamed she was in a boat swaying on the water. Jessica dreamed she was in the rowboat at the lake with Matthew. The boat was rocking now, and she worried that they were going to flip, but Matt held her tight. The stubble on his cheek scratched her face. But something wasn’t right. Matt felt different. He smelled different. Jess fought the veil of disorientation from deep sleep and tried to sit up, but there was a weight on top of her. She struggled against the heaviness that pressed down on top of her. Reed was in her room. She could smell the alcohol on his breath and his rough unshaven face on her neck and her cheek. She made a noise and tried to scream, but her throat was dry. He covered her mouth with his hand and continued to pin her beneath him, kissing her neck and pulling at the collar of her blouse to open it further.
Jessica began to struggle wildly underneath him. So much so that she kicked the wall beside the bed loudly and then managed to knock the candleholder and tin cup off the wooden stand next to the bed. The candleholder and cup banged against each other as they hit the floor. Between that and the banging of her foot against the wall, there must have been enough noise to rouse John. He staggered into the room as if he’d also just been sound asleep.
“What the hell? Get the fuck off of her!”
Reed was ignoring John. Jessica continued to fight against him.
“I said get off her. Now!” This time John didn’t wait for a response. He grabbed the back of Reed’s shirt and pulled him off and tossed him to the floor. Dim lantern light from the adjoining room leaked through the open door to barely illuminate the scene. Once Reed had been yanked away, Jessica scrambled to the corner of the bed and pulled the blanket up in front of her.
“Fuck you, John.” Reed was still on the floor, his speech slightly slurred. “If you’re not gonna sleep with her then I am. I helped you bring her up here anyway. She’s as much mine as she is yours.”
John kicked Reed hard with his boot. “That’s my future wife you’re disrespecting.” He kicked Reed again, which made Reed try to stand, at which point John used the bottom of his boot to shove him out the door. “If you’re gonna act like a dog then you can sleep outside like a dog. Get the fuck out!”
Jessica could hear more scuffling in the next room and then muffled shouts from outside the cabin. After a few moments, John returned. He brought a lantern with him and set it on the floor next to the bed. He regarded Jessica, still huddled in the corner, next to the wall.
“He’s gone for the night. He’s not going to hurt you.” He lingered for a moment, and Jessica thought he might be considering sitting on the bed, but then he didn’t. He turned and spoke to her as he pulled the door closed behind him. “Get some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning.”
She realized she was shaking and let out a shuddering breath. In this moment she almost felt gratitude to John for coming to her rescue.
This was terrible. She was like a caged rabbit. They were going to keep toying with her and taunting her until they finally cooked and ate her. At least that’s the way she was feeling. And she’d prefer to be dead than be bedded by either one of them. She wasn’t sure what John meant when he said they’d talk tomorrow, but she felt like her time was running out. If she was going to be here another day, she would have to eat in order to keep her strength up until someone could find her. She wanted to get back to Sam so badly. She tried to conjure up the smell of Sam now, the feel of Sam. She needed reminders to settle her frayed resolve and slow her pounding heartbeat.
She left the lantern lit as she settled back onto the blankets. She would not allow herself to be surprised in the dark again.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
As soon as daylight peeked over the ridge, Sam was up and packing her gear to head farther up the mountain. Surely she’d get to the hunting cabin John’s mother had told them about within another hour or two of riding. There was no road, but an animal trail through the underbrush looked to be well worn. That path must lead to the cabin. She quickly consumed a small pone of cornbread and chased it with water from the canteen. If she had to ride much more than a few hours, she hoped she’d come across a springhead so she could replenish her water supply, and she knew Brownie was thirsty too.
The morning passed slowly. After an hour of riding, she came upon an old concrete pylon that looked as if it had once been a base for some kind of communication antenna, probably an old cell phone tower. She knew they used to put them up on the ridges to improve signal strength. This installation had been stripped of anything and everything that could be salvaged, melted down, or repurposed. All that remained was the concrete footer. Cell phones. Apparently, people used to carry phones with them everywhere. Who wanted to talk that much to anyone? Usually not Sam, but at the moment, Sam would give anything to be able to talk to Jessica.
She was sure there probably had been some conveniences that came with having ample electricity and communications technology, but constant contact with anyone and everyone didn’t seem like one of them. She wouldn’t mind an electric light or two. Or refrigeration. Now that must have really been something.
Sam had been in the saddle probably for another hour when she spied a shelter of some kind up ahead.
She backtracked down the ridge a little way and tied her horse. If this was where John had Jessica, then she didn’t want to give herself away until she could assess the situation and figure out some sort of plan. She’d brought an axe and a hunting knife with her in the event that John needed any additional persuasion to release Jessica. She realized that at this point it was just an assumption that John had her, but it had to be him. What else could have happened and who else would be crazy enough or mean enough to take her?
She crept quietly closer to the ramshackle structure. The walls looked a bit haphazard, like the small building had just been thrown together with unfinished timber. It had a door, but the only window she could see was shuttered. She’d have to get closer.
*
“Come make some breakfast,” said John.
He stood in the doorway to Jessica’s room. He’d have woken her up if she’d ever actually gone to sleep, but after what had happened with Reed she wasn’t sure she ever relaxed enough to drift off. Jessica didn’t respond; she simply did as she was told. She followed John out into the other room. It was chilly, so she thought they might be at a slightly higher elevation. She hadn’t been outside to know for sure, but John had mentioned something the previous night about being on a mountain.
A fire had been lit in the small stone fireplace. It had been quite some time since she’d cooked over an open flame, but she could do it in a pinch. She was feeling hungry herself, and if she was the one doing the cooking then she’d feel safer about eating it.
John sat at the table and watched her examine the cooking pans that hung on the wall near the chimney.
“Where’s Reed?” Jessica wanted to know if she was cooking for two or three.
“He ain’t here.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. He and I had words last night so I guess he didn’t feel like sticking around.”
Jessica felt some tiny bit of relief hearing this news. She took a small dollop of lard in a wooden spoon and watched it melt in the cast iron skillet. There were a few eggs in a nest of straw inside a small wooden box on the shelf along with glass jars of canned goods. She took two of them and broke them against the skillet and then tossed the shells into an empty ash can nearby. She felt John’s eyes follow her every move. The small hairs on the back of her neck stood at high alert. She almost jumped out of her skin when she felt his hands on her shoulders. He had somehow managed to sneak up on her while she was busy at the cook fire. She stiffened under his touch. His mouth was close to her ear.
“I think after breakfast we should start getting to know each other better.” He allowed his hands to slide down her back and come to rest on her hips.
Jessica just stood there, frozen, until she felt him step away. She wasn’t about to say anything to him or acknowledge the physical contact. She gave herself a moment to gather her wits and calm her rapid heartbeat before she turned and emptied the contents from the skillet onto two earthen dishes. She’d scrambled eggs and nothing else.
John had put a pot of coffee on to boil before he’d gotten her up. She lifted that off the warming hook and poured a cup for each of them. John sort of leered up at her from his seated position. She could feel his energy like a physical presence in the room. His intention seemed evident. Jessica knew she was running out of time, and no one was there to rescue her from her fate.
They sat across from each other, eating in silence. John finished before she did and pushed his plate away from him and then downed the coffee she’d poured. He was seated with his back to the makeshift sink, so Jessica had to step behind him to wash the dishes and the pan. She cleared their plates, and as she reached around him, he slid his hand along her ass and down the back of her thigh. This wasn’t the first time during the last twenty-four hours that Jessica had been glad she’d put on trousers the morning she left Sam’s. Somehow, wearing the cotton slacks she felt slightly more protected than she’d have felt in a dress. Still, the fact that John thought he could touch her in any sort of intimate way caused something to snap inside her. She’d put up with his empty religious rhetoric the night before. She’d put up with being held against her will. She’d even made him breakfast. But she would not allow him to touch her.
Rage became a slow boil in her chest. She was angry. This was the anger that stood up against bullies and all that was wrong with the world. This was the righteous anger that defended the innocent from the corrupted. This was anger for any woman who had ever been forced into some role she didn’t choose or been forced to lay with a man she didn’t love. She knew her neck and her cheeks were probably getting redder by the second. As she moved to retrieve the cast iron skillet, she went through the motions as if she was going to scrape the pan out and wash it, but instead the instant she was in John’s blind spot behind him, she swung the heavy black skillet at the side of his head.
He tumbled sideways out of his chair cursing loudly. She thought she’d swung hard enough to knock him out, but he wasn’t unconscious. He was definitely hurting, but with a hand at the back of his head, he scuttled away from her and got to his feet. The table stood between them and they both shifted a little in each direction, but Jessica was determined to keep the square plank table between them.
She held the heavy pan in two hands like a bat, ready to take another swing at him if the opportunity presented itself. She could tell by the look on his face that he was pissed. He lunged but couldn’t reach her, so after a moment he shoved the table fully against her, knocking her off her feet and against the wall. In her attempt to catch herself, she grabbed at one of the shelves, knocking it askew, sending glass jars tumbling and shattering on the floor around her feet.
*
Sam had followed the tree line until she could get close enough to the cabin to move near the door, hopefully without being spotted. She slid along the rough plank wall, and as she got near the door, she could see that it was ajar. She heard a thump and what sounded like glass breaking. Damn, something was wrong. She was too late.
She took a deep breath to muster her courage and, with ax in one hand and knife in the other, she kicked the door open. She stopped stone still in her tracks. A black bear looked at her curiously as he sat amongst a torn corn meal sack and broken glass canning jars. He looked to be sampling some peaches right at the moment that she was about to burst through the door.
Very slowly, Sam backed up and slid sideways so that her back was against the wall again. Fuck. She waited for a moment to see if the bear would follow her, but he was thankfully much more interested in what he’d found inside the rustic dwelling. After another moment, Sam eased back away from the cabin and headed toward where she’d left Brownie munching grass along the trail. Damn, damn, damn. She was simultaneously relieved and frightened. She was relieved that the breaking glass had nothing to do with Jessica, but frightened because she’d felt sure she’d find Jessica and now… well, now what?
Sam strapped the ax to the saddlebag and leaned her forehead against the horse’s neck. Where is she? She was really starting to worry. More than worry, she was terrified that they wouldn’t find Jessica. Don’t think like that. Sam tried to give herself a pep talk as she climbed into the saddle and headed back down the trail. The plan had been to meet Matt back at her place if she didn’t find anything. That was all she could do now, and the ride would take a few hours. Hours where she’d have nothing to do but think and try not to let her mind wander to where her darkest fears lay waiting.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Jessica somehow managed to stay on her feet as John rushed around the table and tried to get his hands on her. But the table he’d used to shove her against the wall proved to be an equally frustrating obstacle for him as he scrambled to move past it and grab for her.
“You bitch.”
“Don’t touch me, John. I’m serious.” She was backing away from him, still holding the skillet in the ready position.
“I thought we could do this the easy way. The nice way. But I guess you like things rough.” He moved slowly around the table in her direction. “Well, I can do rough. I might even enjoy that more.”
“Try it and you’re going to wish you hadn’t.”
He lunged at her and she swung wildly, banging the knuckles of his left hand. “Fuck!” He took a step back and then lunged again. This time Jessica couldn’t get the heavy pan swinging in the opposite direction fast enough and he caught her by the arm, blocking the blow.
John backed her against the wall, twisting her arm so that she dropped the pan. She struggled frantically against him and he was finding it difficult to still her wild motion. Jessica stomped hard on the arch of his foot and he slapped her across the face. He hit her once, twice, three times. She was starting to feel dizzy and felt blood coming from her nose.
He grabbed Jessica by her upper arms and shoved her hard to the floor. She was crawling away from him, wiping at the blood under her nose. He grabbed her by the waist of her pants and pulled her back so that he was standing over her. He was breathing hard as he began to unfasten his belt. He seemed so cocky. So sure that he’d beaten her. His smug look of entitlement pissed her off. Adrenaline surged through her body as Jessica kicked him in the crotch as hard as she could.
John dropped to his knees, doubling over and moaning in pain. She scrambled away from him and grabbed the skillet. He was on his knees, but before he could pull himself fully upright, she swung at his head again. She pulled back again, poised to take another swing, but he wasn’t moving. He lay in a heap on the floor.
“Remind me never to piss you off.” Matt stood in the open door of the cabin.
“Matt!” Jessica dropped the iron pan and ran into her brother’s arms. As the anger that had sustained her ebbed, she began to sob against his chest.
“I’m here, I’ve got you. You’re safe now.” Matt wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head.
“I’m so glad to see you.” Jessica managed to get the words out even though she was still a bit choked up. After a few minutes, she calmed down and stepped out of his arms, wiping at her wet cheeks. “Is Sam with you?”
“We split up because we weren’t sure where John might have taken you. In fact, we weren’t completely sure John would actually do something like this, but this was our best hunch. She rode up Taylor Mountain because Reed, John’s cousin, has a place there.”
“Reed was here as recently as last night. I hope Sam doesn’t run into him. He has a mean streak.”
“We should get out of here before John comes to.” Matt looked over her shoulder to make sure John was still on the floor. “The plan was to meet back at Sam’s place so that’s where she’ll be since she didn’t find you first.”
Jess looked back into the house. “Do you think I killed him?”
“I doubt it, but I’ll check.”
After a moment, Matt came back outside where Jessica stood waiting with his horse. He shut the door and wedged a large stick through the handle and the door facing.
“He’s alive. And that should slow him down a little if he decides to follow us.” Matt handed Jessica his handkerchief that he’d dampened with water from his canteen. “You’ve got blood on your face still.”
“Thank you. I’m sure I look like a wreck.” She kept the cool damp cloth on her nose even after they’d both settled into the saddle and headed back down the trail toward Sam’s farm.
*
Sam was almost down the mountain to the spot where she’d camped the previous night. She was making good time and would likely be back at her place before sunset. She could have done this ride in one day if they hadn’t gotten such a late start the night before.
She was walking Brownie slowly over a particularly rocky portion of the trail when she caught the unmistakable sound of a rattlesnake. She couldn’t see it, but she heard it clear enough, and so did the horse. He was spooked. He started backing up but stepped off to the side of the trail, putting Sam at an extreme angle in the saddle. She saw the snake coiled on the path in front of them just as Brownie reared and stomped in the viper’s direction. The snake struck and missed, the horse rose up and stomped his feet again. The trail was steep at this point, and Sam was unbalanced enough that when he rose up the third time she tumbled backward. Unable to catch herself, she hit the ground with a bone-jarring thump. The impact slammed her head against a rock, and she could’ve sworn she saw stars the instant before everything went black.
*
Jessica insisted they stop by their home so that she could grab clean clothes and wash her face before riding on to Sam’s. By the time they got to Sam’s, it was mid-afternoon. The place was quiet. Walking through the house, it was clear that no one had been there for a while. She noticed the small shards of the broken bowl gathered into a small pile on the floor near the sink. Jess stepped back on the porch where her brother was tying up their horse.
“She’s not here.”
“That seems odd. She should have gotten back by now.”
“That worries me.” Jessica shielded her eyes as she checked the position of the sun in the sky. “Reed was really angry when he left. If he and Sam crossed paths they might have had words, or worse.”
“Why don’t I ride up the Taylor Mountain trail and look for her? It’s still early.”
“I’m coming with you.”
“Are you sure you’re up to it? I mean, you’ve got a nasty bruise on your cheek and—”
“There’s no way I’m staying here if there’s a chance Sam is in trouble.”
“I already know not to piss you off, so let’s go.”
Matt climbed up and then pulled Jessica up behind him after she filled their canteen and grabbed a couple of apples. She was hungry and thirsty, but her worry for Sam was overriding any other thoughts she might be having.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Sam became vaguely aware that she was lying on the ground. Looking sideways through the scruffy shrubs and rocks, she could see her horse standing twenty or so yards away picking at some greenery. She was lying on her side and tried to push herself up, but even an attempt to move her left arm caused her to curse loudly. Was it broken? Quite possibly. It hurt like hell, just like her head.
She rolled onto her back, pulled her injured arm across her chest, and then used her good arm to push into a sitting position. Her head swam, and she thought she might be sick. Tentatively, she touched fingers to the side of her head. Her fingers were red when she pulled them away.
Okay, just sit for a minute and gather your wits. Sam tried to reconstruct recent events that had brought her to this condition. She’d obviously taken a spill off the horse, broken her arm, and likely given herself a concussion. Some rescue.
Sam got into a kneeling position and then rested for a minute. She needed to stabilize her arm, which was sending searing pain through her shoulder and chest every time she shifted it. She took off her belt and looped that around her neck and then slipped her wrist through the loop. It wasn’t much of a sling, but it was better than nothing. As she got to her feet, she held her arm in place. Even the slightest movement of her arm doubled her over with nausea. She straightened and looked at Brownie. Could she manage to get back in the saddle? She hoped so.
She grabbed the front of the saddle, placed a foot into the stirrup, and took a deep breath before heaving herself up. The first attempt was a wash. She got dizzy mid-hoist and had to drop her leg back down to the ground. Her horse stood patiently while she rested her forehead against his side and took a few deep, stabilizing breaths. Okay, one more big move would maybe be all Sam had left in her. She gave it every last bit of strength she had and succeeded. She closed her eyes, willing her stomach to settle and for the world to stop spinning.
After a few moments to settle her spinning vision, Sam eased the horse back onto the path, and they headed slowly down the ridge.
It seemed like late afternoon by the position of the sun through the trees and the long shadows they were casting, but Sam’s brain was so fuzzy that she wasn’t sure. The horse was moving at such a slow pace that they weren’t covering much ground. At one point, she jerked and then realized she’d fallen asleep. Pull it together. Probably lack of sleep, food, and water was amplifying the effects of the head injury. That had to be what was happening. Her head felt huge and heavy, and every step the horse made felt as if her skull held a gallon of water and someone was banging it like a drum.
Had she been riding for an hour since the fall? Two hours? Maybe she should just stop and rest for a few minutes. There was plenty of daylight. Just a few minutes of rest, that’s what I need. Sam was so sleepy she could hardly keep her eyes open. I’ll just lie here for a minute. She’d forgotten where she was so that when she slipped to one side slightly as if she were going to lie down on some soft surface, she tumbled off the horse into the lush fern bed along the trail.
*
Jessica sat behind her brother as they climbed the trail toward Taylor Mountain. They’d cut off the main road more than an hour ago and still no sign of Sam. Although Matt had seen fresh tracks to indicate that at some point she’d headed north along the path, but there were no tracks heading south. He’d also surmised that there was only one set of fresh tracks so that likely meant Reed hadn’t come this way. That didn’t mean he wasn’t somewhere ahead of them, but Jessica was hopeful that he was nowhere around. She had a momentary mental flash of taking a swing at Reed with an iron skillet, and that thought made her smile. It seemed her cooking skills were expanding to include self-defense.
“Hey, I think I see something.” Matt’s voice pulled her back to the present, and she peered around his shoulder for a better view.
“That’s Sam’s horse.” Up the trail about thirty yards, Brownie was grazing along the bank next to the path with loose reins. “I don’t see Sam.”
They rode closer and dismounted. Matt checked Sam’s horse. He didn’t seem injured, and Sam’s gear was still strapped to the back. He shook the canteen. Empty. He looked over his shoulder at Jessica with a puzzled expression.
“She’s got to be close by.” Jessica began slowly walking back up the trail while Matt walked back the way they’d just traveled in case they missed something. After a few moments of searching, Jessica caught a glimpse of something buried in a fern bed. Relief flooded her system when she got close enough to see that it was Sam, but when she saw the blood on Sam’s face, her relief was replaced with panic.
“Matt! Over here! I found her.” Jessica leaned down next to Sam. Her left arm was bound to her chest with a leather belt. Her hand was cold, probably due to lack of circulation. Jessica brushed the side of Sam’s face with her hand. “Sam? Sam, can you hear me?”
Matt was at her side now, looking over her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know. She’s obviously hit her head and her arm is in a sling. Something happened.” She leaned close to Sam’s ear. “Sam? Wake up, Sam.” She touched her face again and clasped her uninjured hand, squeezing it hard. “Wake up, Sam!”
Sam’s eyes fluttered and she turned her head toward Jessica with a confused look on her face. “Where am I? Jess? Are you really here?”
“Oh, Sam, thank God.” Jessica kissed Sam’s cheek. “Yes, I’m really here. I came to rescue you.”
“That was supposed to be my job, so just keep this whole rescue thing to yourself, okay? Damn, I don’t feel so good.”
Jessica laughed as she turned to Matt. “I think she’s going to be okay if we can just get her home.”
It took a little while to get Sam on her feet. She was dehydrated, and it seemed her arm was definitely broken. Matt and Jessica decided that Matt would ride one horse and Jessica would ride Sam’s horse. Between the two of them they were able to assist Sam in getting back on her horse and then Jessica climbed up behind her. Matt rode close to them so that in case Sam started to lose her balance again he could help keep her from falling. Jessica wrapped her arms around Sam and held the reins in front of them.
“I’m so glad to see you, Sam,” whispered Jessica. “Everything’s going to be okay now.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Jessica offered Cole a glass of water as they stood in the kitchen together. Audrey was in the bedroom stitching up the back of Sam’s head, which neither of them wanted to watch.
Matt and Jessica had gotten Sam back to her place and in bed by seven o’clock. Since it was summertime, it wasn’t going to be fully dark until around nine so they’d decided they had time to fetch Audrey, the nearest healer, for Sam.
While Jessica had gotten Sam cleaned up and settled into bed, Matt had gone to get Jessica’s friends, Cole and Audrey. For the last half hour, Cole and Matt had busied themselves with untended chores around Sam’s farm, seeing to the animals and other things. And then Matt headed home while Cole waited for Audrey to examine Sam’s injuries. Audrey was a doctor who had only recently come to live on the ground from the cloud city of Easton. She and Cole were still very much in the honeymoon phase of their relationship so they were rarely apart.
Jessica was happy to see Cole. At one time, she’d carried quite a crush for the dark-haired lanky, Cole. But that had passed as Cole had settled with Audrey, and in the months since then, Jessica had grown to enjoy them as a couple. She was happy for Cole.
“Thank you.” Cole accepted the cup of water and drank it with gusto.
Jessica took the cup and refilled it for her. “I can’t thank you and Audrey enough for coming over on such short notice, and then tending the animals for Sam. That was really sweet of you.”
“I’m happy to help. I’ve always liked Sam, and you know I’d be here in a minute if you needed me, right?”
Jessica smiled. “I do know that. I feel the same about you.”
“As I recall, you’ve been there for me when I really needed a friend.”
“It’s good to have friends.”
“Yes, it is.”
They were quiet for a moment. “What do you think will happen to John?”
Cole’s face grew serious. “Well, first thing tomorrow I’ll talk to Aunt Vivian and she’ll present the case to the Council. For something like this, my guess would be that he’ll be cast out. No one will barter with him or give him shelter, at least no one under Council jurisdiction.”
“Would I be a terrible person if I said I was glad?”
“No.” Cole pulled Jessica into a friendly hug. “Not after what he tried to do. He tried to take by force something you didn’t offer.” Jessica leaned into Cole’s comforting embrace. “He needs to be alone, and friendless, until he learns what it really means to live in a civil community.”
A cloud of profanity issued forth from behind the partially open bedroom door, interrupting their conversation.
Cole’s eyes widened and she laughed. “Wow, she’s gifted.”
“In many ways.” Jessica knew she was probably blushing.
“Well, I hope that profanity was aimed at the injury and not at Audrey.”
*
Sam clenched her jaw to avoid another outburst while Audrey finished tightening the splints around her arm.
“There. I think this is all we need to do for today.” Audrey leaned back and took one more look at Sam’s arm. “Now remember that you need to keep this arm in a sling. Don’t attempt to lift anything or do any tasks that require hand strength.”
“For how long?”
“Well, it’s just a fracture, not a compound break, so my best professional guess is four to six weeks.”
“Six weeks! There’s no way—”
“Maybe as long as six weeks, but definitely not until I say you can use it. Understand?” Audrey stood and packed her supplies back into a small leather bag. “I’m going to go have this same conversation with Jessica so I suspect even if you pretend I didn’t tell you this, she’ll know that I said six weeks.”
“This sounds like a conspiracy of femmes to me.”
Audrey laughed. “That’s the first time I’ve heard that one, but probably not the last since I’ll see you in a couple of days.”
“Audrey?”
She paused before stepping out of the room. “Yes?”
“Thank you.”
Audrey’s hair swirled as she turned and gave Sam a big smile. “You’re welcome.”
Sam lay back on the pillows and sighed. Six weeks! She was going to go crazy in one week. How was she ever going to survive six weeks of restricted movement? She needed both arms to run a farm. First, she’d failed miserably to rescue Jessica. She hadn’t even gotten to take a swing at John, which irked her to no end. And now she was gonna be gimped up for six weeks. She was a certified mess.
Sam could hear them saying good-bye in the other room. After a few minutes, Jessica came to check on her.
“How are you feeling?”
“Okay.” Sam tried to adjust herself so that she was sitting a little higher on the pillows. Her scalp had needed a few stitches, and every time she moved too much her head throbbed. “Did Audrey give you the news?”
“Six weeks. She said I’m in charge of making sure you take it easy on that arm.”
“I’ll never make it six weeks. I’m already antsy and I’ve only been in bed for an hour.”
“I’m going to stay and help you, Sam. And Cole said she’d come by every day and help me with things around the farm.” Jessica sat on the edge of the bed and stroked Sam’s uninjured arm. “Your friends like to have the opportunity to feel needed, you know?”
“I suppose. I don’t even know Cole that well. I’d say she’s doing this mostly for you.” Sam gave Jessica her best sulking expression.
“She’s doing this for us. And besides, by the end of six weeks you and Cole will know each other a lot better.” Jessica shifted a little and gave Sam a serious look. “So, is it okay if I stay here… with you… for a while?” Jessica brushed her fingers across Sam’s forehead.
“I was actually thinking that I’d like it if you stayed forever.”
“Really? You were thinking that?” Jessica leaned back for a moment to regard Sam with a questioning look. “Maybe you hit your head harder than Audrey thought.”
“I’m serious, Jess.” Sam entwined her fingers with Jessica’s. “I realized how much I care about you when I thought I’d lost you. I was an idiot.”
“Sam Casey, are you saying you need me?”
“No.” Jessica raised her eyebrows in surprise at Sam’s denial. “I more than need you, Jess. I want you.”
Jessica leaned over and kissed her.
“And I love you, Jess. I should have said it before now, but, well… I do. I love you.”
“Oh, Sam. I love you too.” A tear slowly ran down Jessica’s cheek and Sam brushed it away with her thumb.
“Then you’ll stay?” asked Sam. “And not because you have to, but because you want to?”
“Yes, Sam, and I want to more than you can know.” She leaned in and gave Sam the longest, sweetest kiss.
They smiled at each other when Jessica finally sat back, then Sam adjusted herself on the pillows, her smile widening to a grin. “Now, tell me again how you took John Saunders out with a frying pan, because that story is just never gonna get old.”



EPILOGUE
The first color of fall had begun to appear on the hardwoods on the hills, and an October chill rode the nighttime breeze through the open kitchen window. But the cool air felt good. Sam always slept best when the weather was cool at night. The house grew darker as she moved through the rooms turning down the lantern in the kitchen and then moving with a candle to the bedroom.
Sam slipped out of her shirt and trousers. It had been eight weeks since the fall that had fractured her arm. Her arm was stiff, but she was getting her strength back. She draped her clothing over the decorative box that sat at the end of the bed. The hope chest was nestled against the footboard as if this was the spot it had been meant for all along. She ran her fingers across the smooth finish before she climbed into bed.
Sam was lying on her back, ruminating on the words she’d chosen to carve into each of the four decorative trim pieces under the lid: faith, hope, trust, and love.
As she thought about the power each of these words held, Jessica returned from washing up and began to undress. She placed her clothing across a chair on the other side of the room and then stood next to the bed looking down at Sam with a smile on her face.
The low warm glow from the candle on the bedside table reflected across Jessica’s silky smooth skin. Sam pulled the covers back as a signal for Jessica to climb in next to her. As Jessica snuggled against her shoulder, Sam let her hand drift down the curve of Jessica’s hip and then brought it back to rest at the small of her back. She shifted Jessica so that she was lying fully on top of her. Sam held Jessica’s slender face between her hands and kissed her tenderly.
“I love you, Jess.”
Jessica smiled, candlelight dancing in her eyes. Sam’s hands drifted luxuriously across Jessica’s ribs, coming to rest at her hips.
Sam smiled back at Jessica as she reached over and doused the candle. Faith, hope, trust, and love. And the greatest of these is love.
The end
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The Price of Honor by Radclyffe. Honor and duty are not always black and white—and when self-styled patriots take up arms against the government, the price of honor may be a life. (978-1-62639-359-2)
Mounting Evidence by Karis Walsh. Lieutenant Abigail Hargrove and her mounted police unit need to solve a murder and protect wetland biologist Kira Lovell during the Washington State Fair. (978-1-62639-343-1)
Threads of the Heart by Jeannie Levig. Maggie and Addison Rae-McInnis share a love and a life, but are the threads that bind them together strong enough to withstand Addison’s restlessness and the seductive Victoria Fontaine? (978-1-62639-410-0)
Sheltered Love by MJ Williamz. Boone Fairway and Grey Dawson—two women touched by abuse—overcome their pasts to find happiness in each other. (978-1-62639-362-2)
Asher’s Out by Elizabeth Wheeler. Asher Price’s candid photographs capture the truth, but when his success requires exposing an enemy, Asher discovers his only shot at happiness involves revealing secrets of his own. (978-1-62639-411-7)
Hardwired by C.P. Rowlands. Award-winning teacher Clary Stone, and Leefe Ellis, manager of the homeless shelter for small children, stand together in a part of Clary’s hometown that she never knew existed. (978-1-62639-351-6)
No Good Reason by Cari Hunter. A violent kidnapping in a Peak District village pushes Detective Sanne Jensen and lifelong friend Dr. Meg Fielding closer, just as it threatens to tear everything apart. (978-1-62639-352-3)
Romance by the Book by Jo Victor. If Cam didn’t keep disrupting her life, maybe Alex could uncover the secret of a century-old love story, and solve the greatest mystery of all—her own heart. (978-1-62639-353-0)
Death’s Doorway by Crin Claxton. Helping the dead can be deadly: Tony may be listening to the dead, but she needs to learn to listen to the living. (978-1-62639-354-7)
Searching for Celia by Elizabeth Ridley. As American spy novelist Dayle Salvesen investigates the mysterious disappearance of her ex-lover, Celia, in London, she begins questioning how well she knew Celia—and how well she knows herself. (978-1-62639-356-1)
The 45th Parallel by Lisa Girolami. Burying her mother isn’t the worst thing that can happen to Val Montague when she returns to the woodsy but peculiar town of Hemlock, Oregon. (978-1-62639-342-4)
A Royal Romance by Jenny Frame. In a country where class still divides, can love topple the last social taboo and allow Queen Georgina and Beatrice Elliot, a working class girl, their happy ever after? (978-1-62639-360-8)
Bouncing by Jaime Maddox. Basketball Coach Alex Dalton has been bouncing from woman to woman, because no one ever held her interest, until she meets her new assistant, Britain Dodge. (978-1-62639-344-8)
Same Time Next Week by Emily Smith. A chance encounter between Alex Harris and the beautiful Michelle Masters leads to a whirlwind friendship, and causes Alex to question everything she’s ever known—including her own marriage. (978-1-62639-345-5)
All Things Rise by Missouri Vaun. Cole rescues a striking pilot who crash-lands near her family’s farm, setting in motion a chain of events that will forever alter the course of her life. (978-1-62639-346-2)
Riding Passion by D. Jackson Leigh. Mount up for the ride through a sizzling anthology of chance encounters, buried desires, romantic surprises, and blazing passion. (978-1-62639-349-3)
Love’s Bounty by Yolanda Wallace. Lobster boat captain Jake Myers stopped living the day she cheated death, but meeting greenhorn Shy Silva stirs her back to life. (978-1-62639-334-9)
Just Three Words by Melissa Brayden. Sometimes the one you want is the one you least suspect. Accountant Samantha Ennis has her ordered life disrupted when heartbreaker Hunter Blair moves into her trendy Soho loft. (978-1-62639-335-6)
Lay Down the Law by Carsen Taite. Attorney Peyton Davis returns to her Texas roots to take on big oil and the Mexican Mafia, but will her investigation thwart her chance at true love? (978-1-62639-336-3)
Playing in Shadow by Lesley Davis. Survivor’s guilt threatens to keep Bryce trapped in her nightmare world unless Scarlet’s love can pull her out of the darkness back into the light. (978-1-62639-337-0)
Soul Selecta by Gill McKnight. Soul mates are hell to work with. (978-1-62639-338-7)
The Revelation of Beatrice Darby by Jean Copeland. Adolescence is complicated, but Beatrice Darby is about to discover how impossible it can seem to a lesbian coming of age in conservative 1950s New England. (978-1-62639-339-4)
Twice Lucky by Mardi Alexander. For firefighter Mackenzie James and Dr. Sarah Macarthur, there’s suddenly a whole lot more in life to understand, to consider, to risk…someone will need to fight for her life. (978-1-62639-325-7)
Shadow Hunt by L.L. Raand. With young to raise and her Pack under attack, Sylvan, Alpha of the wolf Weres, takes on her greatest challenge when she determines to uncover the faceless enemies known as the Shadow Lords. A Midnight Hunters novel. (978-1-62639-326-4)
Heart of the Game by Rachel Spangler. A baseball writer falls for a single mom, but can she ever love anything as much as she loves the game? (978-1-62639-327-1)
Getting Lost by Michelle Grubb. Twenty-eight days, thirteen European countries, a tour manager fighting attraction, and an accused murderer: Stella and Phoebe’s journey of a lifetime begins here. (978-1-62639-328-8)
Prayer of the Handmaiden by Merry Shannon. Celibate priestess Kadrian must defend the kingdom of Ithyria from a dangerous enemy and ultimately choose between her duty to the Goddess and the love of her childhood sweetheart, Erinda. (978-1-62639-329-5)
The Witch of Stalingrad by Justine Saracen. A Soviet “night witch” pilot and American journalist meet on the Eastern Front in WW II and struggle through carnage, conflicting politics, and the deadly Russian winter. (978-1-62639-330-1)
Pedal to the Metal by Jesse J. Thoma. When unreformed thief Dubs Williams is released from prison to help Max Winters bust a car theft ring, Max learns that to catch a thief, get in bed with one. (978-1-62639-239-7)
Dragon Horse War by D. Jackson Leigh. A priestess of peace and a fiery warrior must defeat a vicious uprising that entwines their destinies and ultimately their hearts. (978-1-62639-240-3)
For the Love of Cake by Erin Dutton. When everything is on the line, and one taste can break a heart, will pastry chefs Maya and Shannon take a chance on reality? (978-1-62639-241-0)
Betting on Love by Alyssa Linn Palmer. A quiet country-girl-at-heart and a live-life-to-the-fullest biker take a risk at offering each other their hearts. (978-1-62639-242-7)
The Deadening by Yvonne Heidt. The lines between good and evil, right and wrong, have always been blurry for Shade. When Raven’s actions force her to choose, which side will she come out on? (978-1-62639-243-4)
Ordinary Mayhem by Victoria A. Brownworth. Faye Blakemore has been taking photographs since she was ten, but those same photographs threaten to destroy everything she knows and everything she loves. (978-1-62639-315-8)
One Last Thing by Kim Baldwin & Xenia Alexiou. Blood is thicker than pride. The final book in the Elite Operative Series brings together foes, family, and friends to start a new order. (978-1-62639-230-4)
Songs Unfinished by Holly Stratimore. Two aspiring rock stars learn that falling in love while pursuing their dreams can be harmonious—if they can only keep their pasts from throwing them out of tune. (978-1-62639-231-1)
Beyond the Ridge by L.T. Marie. Will a contractor and a horse rancher overcome their family differences and find common ground to build a life together? (978-1-62639-232-8)
Swordfish by Andrea Bramhall. Four women battle the demons from their pasts. Will they learn to let go, or will happiness be forever beyond their grasp? (978-1-62639-233-5)
The Fiend Queen by Barbara Ann Wright. Princess Katya and her consort Starbride must turn evil against evil in order to banish Fiendish power from their kingdom, and only love will pull them back from the brink. (978-1-62639-234-2)
Up the Ante by PJ Trebelhorn. When Jordan Stryker and Ashley Noble meet again fifteen years after a short-lived affair, are either of them prepared to gamble on a chance at love? (978-1-62639-237-3)
Speakeasy by MJ Williamz. When mob leader Helen Byrne sets her sights on the girlfriend of Al Capone’s right-hand man, passion and tempers flare on the streets of Chicago. (978-1-62639-238-0)
Venus in Love by Tina Michele. Morgan Blake can’t afford any distractions and Ainsley Dencourt can’t afford to lose control—but the beauty of life and art usually lies in the unpredictable strokes of the artist’s brush. (978-1-62639-220-5)
Rules of Revenge by AJ Quinn. When a lethal operative on a collision course with her past agrees to help a CIA analyst on a critical assignment, the encounter proves explosive in ways neither woman anticipated. (978-1-62639-221-2)
The Romance Vote by Ali Vali. Chili Alexander is a sought-after campaign consultant who isn’t prepared when her boss’s daughter, Samantha Pellegrin, comes to work at the firm and shakes up Chili’s life from the first day. (978-1-62639-222-9)
Advance: Exodus Book One by Gun Brooke. Admiral Dael Caydoc’s mission to find a new homeworld for the Oconodian people is hazardous, but working with the infuriating Commander Aniwyn “Spinner” Seclan endangers her heart and soul. (978-1-62639-224-3)
UnCatholic Conduct by Stevie Mikayne. Jil Kidd goes undercover to investigate fraud at St. Marguerite’s Catholic School, but life gets complicated when her student is killed—and she begins to fall for her prime target. (978-1-62639-304-2)
Season’s Meetings by Amy Dunne. Catherine Birch reluctantly ventures on the festive road trip from hell with beautiful stranger Holly Daniels only to discover the road to true love has its own obstacles to maneuver. (978-1-62639-227-4)
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