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      “Miss? I’m sorry, but we’re closing soon. Can I get you anything else?”

      “Just the check, please.”

      “Sure thing.” The waitress, Claire, pulls a slip of paper from her apron and slides it onto the table with a smile. “I'll take this whenever you're ready.”

      I pull out my wallet and set some cash on the table, then glance around the small diner. Despite the cold outside, and the impending snowstorm that’s forcing this town to roll up its streets, warmth blooms within me. This is my home now. All these people sitting here, these families enjoying small town conversations, will be my neighbors.

      I've only been in Whiskey Pines for an hour, but I already love it here. I even love the name of this restaurant: Franny's Diner.

      Behind me, the door chimes as a customer walks in. My heart double-beats as I spin around. When I see it's just a mom and child leaving, I blow out a long exhale and silently chastise myself for being so paranoid.

      He can't find you here, Janna. You're too far from home.

      After waiting in line to pay for my dinner–it seems everyone is leaving at once—I ask Claire if she can tell me how far Young Buck County Road is.

      Her forehead wrinkles in confusion. “I've never heard of Young Buck County Road. You sure it’s in Whiskey Pines?”

      I reach into my purse and pull out the map I secretly printed before leaving home, aka my prison in Miami, tracing my finger along the street that runs by a creek. “Yes, ma’am. It’s right behind Fury’s Ridge.”

      The waitress looks at me as if I’ve gone mad. “Fury’s Ridge is way up the mountain, about seven or eight miles from here. But it's all private property. You sure you’ve got the street name right?”

      “I'm sure. I just bought a small tract of land there. I'm on my way up to meet the owner so he can convey the property to me.”

      She peers over the register, casting a nervous glance at my map before slowly shaking her head. “I didn't know Fury was selling his land, but weirder things have happened around here. Take Highway 63 all the way up and follow the signs. You may want to hustle. It's going to start snowing soon.”

      I thank her and leave, heading back to my car with an unsettled feeling gnawing at my gut. Fury isn't the name of the gentleman I'm meeting; it's Finnegan Steele. Maybe Fury is a nickname, so I tell myself I'm overreacting.

      Given everything I've been through the past few years—my father’s death, and Clayton bulldozing his way into my life to trap me in a loveless engagement I never wanted—it's only natural I would proceed with caution. This bad gut feeling stems from my experiences. It's been so long since I felt safe.

      Where I come from, you can never trust in the kindness of strangers.

      Dark, stormy snow clouds loom overhead, and the cold air bites me through my coat as I settle in my car: a used sedan I purchased on the way out of town. It nearly cleared out my savings, but I needed a way to escape my life of pure hell.

      After I twist the ignition, the car hums to life then rattles and shakes, threatening to die at any moment. It may not be the most reliable car I’ve ever owned, but at least both the radio and heat work. With the map taped to my dash, I pull away from Franny's Diner and onto the two-lane highway as soft country music filters through the speakers.

      For the first three or four miles, I bop my head and tap my thumbs on the wheel to the rhythm of the music. But as the highway narrows into a more secluded back road, butterflies of fear flutter inside me.

      Clayton’s voice echoes in my head, all his threats disguised as promises. My hands grip the steering wheel so tightly they turn white and start tremoring. And I quickly glance at the ring on my finger, wondering why I still wear it. At this point, the small, flickering diamond is more like a shackle than a symbol of love and commitment.

      I tap the brakes before rounding a curve and take a moment to tug the ring off my finger, dropping it into the dash compartment and reminding myself that I am free. This small parcel of land I found online is my ticket to starting over, to happiness and peace.

      But as the trees close in and shadowy clouds hang overhead, I can’t help but wonder … am I running blind? Is Clayton already hunting me down?

      Is my fate sealed?

      I shake off these frightening thoughts, reminding myself I have nothing to fear, that I'm moments away from reaching the land I own, when suddenly the radio crackles. And the soothing thrum of guitars, and wistful, twangy lyrics are replaced with an eerie static.

      I twist the knob, turning it off. I don't need the static to keep me company. I only need my thoughts: hopeful, positive thoughts and dreams.

      The mountainous road curves ahead, each twist pulling me farther from the man who insists he owns me. That's a good thing. A very good thing.

      Just then, I see the road sign for Fury’s Ridge, with an arrow pointing to the right. If I continue straight, I have no idea where I'll end up. The road to Fury’s Ridge is paved with gravel, and I decide it's my best bet for finding Young Buck County Road. Once I reach the top of this mountain, I can knock on someone's door and ask for directions. Heck, if I can survive Clayton Reese, I can certainly trust the strangers in this small town.

      Gravel crunches under my tires as I wind up the narrow road to my new property. After about a mile, I spot a mailbox half-swallowed in overgrown weeds, browner than the dirt from which it grows. Painted in faded white along the side are the numbers 119. That's the address I'm looking for, so this has to be it. Since the road ends ahead, I pull my car alongside the mailbox and twist the key to shut off the engine.

      The first snowflake falls, landing on my windshield and freezing in place. Is this a sign that I can withstand whatever conflict comes my way?

      I shift in my seat, twisting this way and that to see if I can spot a nearby home. But it seems completely abandoned up here. Tall pines and cedar trees are shrouded in a cold mist, a stark contrast to the skyscrapers and blacktop pavement of Miami. I pull out my phone to call Mr. Steele, but it quickly becomes clear I have no signal.

      Great.

      The silence is oppressive, only interrupted by the occasional creak of the engine as it cools and a sudden gust of wind. I wonder if I passed the home along the way and missed it while focusing intently on the road. I have two choices: I can either get out and walk around—surely there's a home close by if there's a mailbox—or I can drive back down the gravel street and take the other road.

      I'm already here, I ventured this far, so I may as well get out and explore. I pull the map off the dash and tuck it in my coat pocket along with the bill of sale, then slide a knitted cap over my head. When I step outside, the frigid air hits me with a bitter chill. It must be 20 degrees colder up here on the mountain.

      The wind swirls around me as I walk around the car. When I find a narrow path that veers off behind the mailbox, I decide to follow it. Mr. Steele must live around here somewhere. Each step takes me further into the woods as the snow comes down progressively harder. Mountains rise high around me, already dusted in white. After about 15 minutes, I reach a clearing, just beyond which sits a modest log cabin.

      Finally.

      I bundle my coat tighter and make my way forward, feeling a mix of apprehension and excitement. For some reason, I get the sense my dream might come crashing down, making everything I've planned over the last six weeks become suddenly moot. Then there’s the fear that Clayton will find me and force me to return home with him as his bride.

      I can't let that happen. He won’t find me. He can’t. I’m hundreds of miles away.

      I stop and take a deep breath, the cold air filling my lungs. And then I give myself a gentle reminder that I'm here, and everything will be okay.

      I wind my way around several trees and find the path to the front door, pausing to observe the dirt underneath my feet, deep with the pattern of monster-sized boot prints. It catches me off guard, and I kneel, holding my hand over the prints and noting they’re twice my size.

      “My gosh …”

      “Who's out there!?”

      A deep, angry voice carries across the bitter wind, and I gasp, jolting my head up to look at the man behind the growl. He stands in front of his cabin, larger than life, wearing a thick flannel shirt, heavy jeans, and dark snow boots. In his hand, he clutches an ax as big as his head.

      I slowly stand, wrapping my arms around my waist.

      “Hi, Mr. Steele, it's Janna Clark.”

      Confusion flickers in his dark eyes as he steps forward, resting the ax on his shoulder. “I don't know any Janna Clark. Who are you and why are you trespassing on my property?”

      I lick my lips and glance nervously around his cabin. “Are you Mr. Finnegan Steele?”

      “Depends on who’s asking,” he barks, “and what they want.”

      A nervous sweat breaks out along my brow. “Well, I'm asking. I purchased some land from you several days ago. That one-acre parcel behind this ridge, along Young Buck County Road. I—I came here from Miami. Does that ring a bell?”

      He closes the gap between us and runs a hand over his long beard, sizing me up with beautiful, angry brown eyes. I feel a little heat from his gaze, if I'm being honest. But I'm also about to flip out because he's acting like he doesn't know me.

      “No. It doesn't ring any bells. Whatever you're selling, I’m not buying. So do us both a favor and kindly leave my property.” Keeping the ax clutched in his grip, he crosses his arms over his chest, and I can't help but notice the sheer size of his muscles, even through the flannel. But I refuse to let some musclehead intimidate me into giving up land I rightfully own. I've already been scared off by one man; I won't let another do the same.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Steele. I'm not selling a thing; it's the other way around.” I keep my voice calm and steady as I pluck the bill of sale from my coat pocket. “I'm not sure what the confusion is, but I have proof right here that I am the official owner of the land right behind you. If you refuse to convey the deed to me, I'll be forced to take matters into my own hands.”

      I don't know why I'm talking all big and fancy and threatening. If Mr. Steele doesn't convey the deed, I wouldn't know what to do other than tuck my tail and run.

      Narrowing his eyes at me, Mr. Steele glances down at the paper in my grip. “Let me see that.”

      I thrust the bill of sale and map his way, sure that will end the confusion
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