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Synopsis

Sometimes a sacrifice is the purest form of love.

And Morgan isn’t without challenges of her own. When
a man with a grudge comes to claim his revenge, she learns that,
sometimes, there is no clear line between right and wrong. And
sometimes redemption is about being willing to take a stand.
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Chapter One

Rhea blinked rapidly and squinted against the sun,
her eyes unaccustomed to the brightness. She peered out the window
of the van and marveled at the people walking freely along the
streets. The world had changed in the last fifteen years and left
her behind. Her time in prison hadn’t been void of technological
and social advancements, but her exposure was limited. Most of
these people barely noticed each other, instead focusing their
attention on electronic devices they carried in their hands, or
they talked into their cell phones. Maybe that would make it easier
not to be noticed.

Rhea stepped out of the transport van at the bus
station and pulled her backpack across her left shoulder. She
tugged at the strap with her right hand so that her arm crossed her
chest and held a little of the warmth inside her plain blue
prison-issue sweatshirt. She had a long walk ahead of her, and she
needed to get moving if she was going to reach her mother’s house
before dark.

She stopped and studied the square red-brick building
where her fate had been settled fifteen years earlier. A bronze
plaque still stood outside the Rhea County courthouse boasting of
the building’s legacy as the location of the legendary Scopes
Trial. As a child she’d marveled that her small Tennessee town had
such a profound history, but she never imagined that one day she
too would be on trial in this very place. She looked upon it now as
the place where her town and her family had betrayed her.

Rhea took a step back and bumped into two women
walking past her on the sidewalk.

“Excuse me. I’m very sorry.”

“Oh, that’s all right, dear,” the first woman said
automatically.

Rhea glanced at the two women, recognizing their
faces instantly. They’d been part of her mother’s church group when
she was a girl. The woman who had spoken to her was Clara Spencer,
the church organist. She hadn’t changed much in the time Rhea had
been away. She was still short and plump, although her hair had
changed from black to gray. The second woman was Mary Parson, a
harsh woman with beady black eyes and a sharp tongue. She was also
the sheriff’s wife. Rhea dropped her head as soon as she caught
Mrs. Parson scrutinizing her.

“Do we know you?” Mrs. Parson asked.

“No. I’m just passing through town. Excuse me again,
ladies.”

She hadn’t expected anyone to recognize her. She
barely resembled the young girl with long hair and plump, rosy
cheeks she’d been the last time they saw her. Rhea gripped her
backpack and hurried away, hoping they wouldn’t figure it out.

“I swear that girl reminds me of someone, but for the
life of me I can’t remember who,” Mrs. Parson said as she walked
away.

Rhea groaned. The last thing she needed was for the
town gossip line to reach her mother before she did.

The crunch of gravel under Rhea’s feet reverberated
up her spine with each step. The place that had once been her home
stood in the distance like a ghost, haunting her with memories of
lust, lies, deceit, and betrayal. She stopped at the front of the
ornate porch and squared her shoulders to defend herself against
the cold gray eyes of her mother, who stood at the top of the steps
with her arms crossed like a shield of impenetrable armor. Lines
creased the once flawless face, and small round glasses created a
false barrier between Rhea and the woman looking back at her.

“Hello, Momma.”

“Rhea.”

Rhea swallowed against the lump of fear and anger
growing in her throat. She’d known this would be hard, but she
hadn’t expected to feel so vulnerable. She’d agreed to return home
temporarily until she had work and other accommodations, to avoid
going to a halfway house. Now that she was here, she was beginning
to question if that had been such a good idea.

“I wrote to tell you I was getting out.”

“I read it. Your parole officer called here too. I
told her this is no place for you. This is a small town and no one
has forgotten what you did. No one wants you here.”

Rhea gritted her teeth against the venom in her
mother’s voice. No, she didn’t expect anyone to forget what had
happened, and she understood that no one here cared why she’d done
what she’d done. In a small town like this, these things just
didn’t happen…until they did.

“What about you, Momma?” Rhea already knew the answer
but had to ask. In the fifteen years she had been away, she hadn’t
seen or heard from her mother or her younger sister.

“You can stay in the barn for a few days to go
through your old things. I had Tommy put them in the storage room.
You can take your old Jeep too, Molly didn’t want it.”

A fresh pain stabbed through Rhea when her mother
mentioned her sister. Molly hadn’t understood what she’d done and
hated her for it. She had never believed Rhea was protecting her
and, believing their mother’s lies instead, she’d turned her back
on Rhea.

Rhea nodded. She understood how hard it had been for
her sister. It was easier for everyone to believe Rhea was the evil
one than to face the truth of what her father had done.

“Thank you for allowing me to take the Jeep and stay
here. I have a place arranged, so I shouldn’t be in your way for
too long.”

“The sooner the better. It’s hard enough around here
without you stirring things up all over town. I don’t want anyone
thinking I brought you back in after what you did.”

Tears stung Rhea’s eyes. “I had to do it. I couldn’t
let him hurt her, Momma.” Rhea was surprised she had spoken the
words out loud, but she wouldn’t make excuses or apologize for what
she’d done.

“He was your father,” her mother snapped. “He was a
good man. You had no right to destroy his legacy and our family
name. Those were private matters.”

Rhea turned away from her mother for the first time,
the words striking her like a slap to the face. She felt sick. This
only confirmed that her mother had known what her father had done
to her. She’d known and done nothing to stop him. Her father’s
position in the community and the family name were more important
than her own daughters.

“Why didn’t you do anything? Why didn’t you stop him?
Why didn’t you protect us?”

“He was your father.”

Rhea blew out a breath. There was no use trying,
there was no way to get through to her mother. Image and prestige
were more important than truth.

“And you are our mother,” Rhea said with a bite to
the words. “It was a mistake for me to come here. I’ll be in the
barn.” Rhea slid her hands into the pockets of her jeans as she
walked and pinched the skin of her thighs to stop the urge to
scream at her mother. She thought the years had dulled the pain of
her mother’s betrayal, but the wound was just as raw now as the day
her mother had testified against her in court. She couldn’t believe
she’d even tried to reason with her mother. Uncertainty plagued
her, and after being free for only a day she didn’t know how she
was going to make it on the outside. She had been gone too long.
Prison was all she knew outside of this little town that was her
namesake. Her mother was right about one thing: there was no way
she could stay here. Anything would be better than being here.

*

Morgan looked up from the calf she was feeding to
find her sister J.J. leaning against the gate. It was an ominous
sign.

“Whatever it is, I’m not buying,” Morgan said
playfully. As usual her sister was up to something. She only showed
up without calling when she wanted something.

J.J. smiled. “Is that any way to talk to your big
sister?”

Morgan laughed. “Considering the sister, I’d say it’s
a definite yes.”

“You wound me,” J.J. said as she placed her hand
across her chest and faked a pained expression.

The calf finished its breakfast and Morgan shooed it
away with a playful pat.

“Tell me you’re not going to try to talk me into some
scheme of yours, and I’ll take it back.”

J.J. ignored the stab and changed the subject. “New
calf?”

Morgan nodded. “I’m supplementing his feeding because
the mother isn’t producing enough milk.”

“Any other new additions to the farm?” J.J.
asked.

Morgan stood. “We both know you aren’t interested in
the animals or the farm, J.J., so why don’t you just tell me why
you’re here. What are you up to?”

J.J. sighed. “You should hear me out on this one,
Morgan. I could really use your help.”

Morgan straightened. This must be serious. It wasn’t
like J.J. to ask for favors. “Are the kids okay?”

J.J. swiped her hand through the air as if brushing
off a gnat. “The kids are great. Don’t worry, it’s nothing like
that.”

Morgan studied her sister’s face and tried to measure
the seriousness in the set of her jaw and the worry lines at the
corners of her eyes. She had a feeling she wasn’t going to like
this.

“Okay, I’ll listen, but no promises beyond that.”

“Fair. Let’s go for a walk and I’ll tell you a
story.”

Morgan sighed as J.J. turned and walked out, leaving
the gate open behind her. This had to be bad. J.J. wanted something
and was stalling. Morgan dusted off her hands and followed J.J. and
soon fell into step beside her. She walked in silence, knowing that
if she waited J.J. out, she would eventually tell her what had her
in a twist.

“You know you work too hard around here. You need
some help,” J.J. said in a casual tone.

Morgan wasn’t buying her sister’s sudden concern for
her farm and figured this would eventually lead to the point of
J.J.’s visit.

“Do you still have the small engine shop?”

Morgan nodded. “I have a few pieces I’m working on
but nothing too overwhelming.”

“But as summer comes on you’ll have more work,
right?”

Morgan stopped walking and looked at her sister.
“Where’s this going, J.J.?”

J.J. sighed. “I know someone who really needs a job
and a place to stay. I was hoping you would hire her to help out
around here.”

“I don’t need any help. I’m doing fine on my
own.”

“Yeah, and that’s why the fence by the goat house is
broken, the barn has three inches of dirt on the hall walk, and
your gallery looks like it’s been abandoned.”

Morgan frowned. She didn’t want to argue with J.J.,
but she didn’t want some stranger barging in on her life either.
“Maybe that’s the way I like it.”

“Come on, Morgan, won’t you at least give this girl a
try? She’s really hard up and this would be perfect for her. You
need help even if you don’t want to admit it.”

“Who’s the girl?”

J.J. looked away and Morgan knew she wasn’t going to
like the answer.

“Well, I shouldn’t really call her a girl. She’s
thirty-two years old and just needs a break. Hell, I’d hire her if
I could. Maybe you could just let her work on a trial basis until
you make up your mind. If things don’t work out then we’ll think of
something else. Come on, Morgan, you could use the help. She could
stay in Grandpa’s old cabin and you would hardly even know she’s
here.”

Morgan laughed. “That cabin isn’t fit to live in
right now, especially in winter. Anybody would be miserable living
there. Besides, I gave up charity work, remember?”

“She won’t be here for a few weeks. I’ll help you get
the place ready, and she can do most of the work herself. This is a
win for you.”

Morgan raised an eyebrow and scrutinized her sister.
“You’re going to help? What aren’t you telling me, J.J.? Who’s this
girl? How do you know her?”

J.J. grimaced. “Promise me you’ll try?” she
pleaded.

Morgan blew out a breath. She always had trouble
saying no to her sister. “Okay, I’ll give her a job and she can
stay in the cabin. Now, what’s the story?”

J.J. looked worried and wouldn’t look Morgan in the
eye. That was a bad sign and Morgan figured she was about to regret
her agreement.

“She’s one of my parolees.”

Morgan gasped, but before she could protest, J.J.
launched into her argument again. “Wait. You’ll just have to meet
her. She has a very troubled past and this is her one shot at a
real life. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important, and I believe in
her.”

Morgan’s stomach twisted as if she was going to be
sick. “You want one of your parolees to live here…with me? Have you
lost your mind? You know I don’t tolerate that kind of life. If you
haven’t noticed, I’m not in the business of saving people. I’m not
fit for the job, or don’t you remember the last time—”

“She’s not like that.” J.J. cut her off before she
could finish. “She was just a child when she got into trouble. The
only way she’s going to make it is if someone gives her a
chance.”

“Yeah, what did she do?”

J.J. looked away again.

Morgan laughed. “Oh, this ought to be rich. What? Did
she kill somebody or something?”

J.J. looked up in surprise.

Morgan took a step back, shocked at the truth. “No
way.” Morgan couldn’t believe J.J. would seriously suggest she
bring a convicted murderer to live on her farm. “Seriously, you
actually want me to hire and live with a murderer? Wasn’t what
happened with Ashley bad enough? What do you think I can do?”

Morgan paced back and forth in front of her studio.
Nothing could have prepared her for this. “What are you thinking?”
she grumbled and sat down on the steps.

J.J. held her hands out toward Morgan with her palms
up. “It isn’t as easy as that. She was a child and someone hurt
her. Everything I know about this case tells me she was backed into
a corner and did the only thing she thought could save her. Before
this happened, she was an honor student in her high school, class
president, hell, she was even the freaking homecoming queen.
Nothing in her history suggested she would hurt anybody.”

“But she did,” Morgan snapped. “There’s always
another way. I don’t want that kind of violence around me.”

J.J. sat down and put an arm around Morgan’s neck.
“Please, Morgan, do this for me. Trust me on this one. It’s the
right thing to do.”

Morgan groaned and wrapped an arm around her sister.
“I don’t like it.”

“I know.”

J.J. tightened her grip. Morgan gave in but couldn’t
shake the feeling she was making a huge mistake. But J.J. was her
sister and her weakness. If this was important to her, Morgan
didn’t really have a choice. She would try.

“When will she be here?”

J.J. bounced up and down, still holding on to Morgan
with all her strength. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. She’ll be
here the first week of February.”

Morgan leaned back and pinned her sister with her
eyes. “You’ve got a lot of work to get done then if that cabin is
going to be ready.”

J.J. smiled. “Deal.”

*

Rhea lay awake in her makeshift bed in the hayloft,
listening to the sounds of the night. It was too quiet and too
dark. She imagined she could hear the voices of women murmuring,
some angry, some crying, some whispering lost prayers to a God she
no longer believed in. But the voices were silent on this, her
first night of freedom. She sighed at the irony. She would never be
free from the betrayal of her father or the judgment of a world who
continued to punish women and children for the crimes of their
abusers. Her mother was proof enough that her life was condemned.
She had to find a way out of this place. Prison was better than
this new hell.

Rhea rose with the first glow of morning light and
sat in the loft looking out over the fields. The winter morning
glowed with orange light as the sun slowly climbed the mountain and
peeked its head above the ridge, seeming to set the trees
ablaze.

Rhea watched her breath freeze into a puff of white
against the chill, crisp air. She drew her legs up and rested her
chin on her knees. This was the first sunrise she had witnessed in
almost sixteen years and it was more breathtaking than she
remembered. For the first time since she was seventeen years old
she was hopeful. The sunrise was her reminder that she could begin
again. She was renewed and her determination solidified. She
promised herself she would build a new life. She would never again
be a victim. She swore that every day she would make her own fate
and never again let anyone close enough to hurt her.

She lifted her face and let the sun kiss her cheeks.
Her skin tingled from the touch of warmth against her cool skin.
The sound of movement below got her attention and she stood and
dusted herself off. She still wore the prison-issue sweatshirt she
had been given and decided the first thing she wanted to do was go
through her old clothes. Surely she had an old coat, some T-shirts,
maybe some old jeans she could still wear if they hadn’t rotted
away or been eaten by insects or rodents. She looked down at her
sneakers and wiggled her toes. At least her boots would still fit.
She had lost the softness of youth and replaced the supple curves
of a girl with the hard, thin lines of a woman who never got enough
to eat and spent her free time burning off pent-up energy with what
exercise she could in her cell.

The barn was still dark, but Rhea didn’t turn on the
lights right away. She stood still and took in the smell of old hay
and dust. Horses murmured in their stalls, sensing her presence.
She envisioned the long corridor lined with stalls as she’d last
seen it. The memory of the feel of the railing sliding beneath her
palm made her hand itch. These were once comforts. She wanted to
pretend for a moment that her life had been a terrible dream, but
those were childish wishes and she was far beyond fairy tales.

She flipped on the light and blinked as her eyes
adjusted to the sudden brightness. She studied the long hallway
that was just as she’d remembered. It was as if time itself had
stopped the day she left. Everything stood frozen in her memory as
if she was holding her breath and she only needed to exhale and her
life would begin again. She blew out her breath. Let’s do
this.

Three hours later Rhea heard a familiar voice
murmuring in the distance and realized Tommy had come in to tend
the horses. A moment later he was standing in the doorway, a sly
grin on his face.

“Well, I’ll be. All that time away and you’re still
the prettiest girl in town.”

Rhea smiled. “Hi, Tommy.”

Tommy nodded toward the box of things Rhea had been
sifting through. “Ms. Daniels had me bring those things out here a
while after you were sent away. I figured you’d be back someday, so
I took care of a few things for you.”

“Thanks.” Rhea pointed to a box of dresses she’d put
aside along with trophies, ribbons, her scholarship letter, and her
high school yearbook. “I don’t think I’ll need these anymore.”

Those things hadn’t been real to her anyway. Her life
had been an act, always pretending to be someone she wasn’t, always
working to hide her secret life. There was no more hiding for
her.

Tommy pointed to a small box on a shelf. “The keys to
the Jeep are in there. Ms. Daniels said you’d be taking it with
you. I used it for small errands for the farm just to keep it
running, and the tags and all are good too.”

Rhea remembered the day her parents had brought the
Jeep home for her sixteenth birthday. She had felt like she was
walking on air because transportation was her ticket out, the first
door opened to freedom. Even now a small thrill ran through her.
That was one dream that would finally come true. She opened the box
and slipped the keys into her pocket. She began to pack the few
belongings she could use into a contractor bag she’d found in the
tack room. It was fitting that her life had been condensed into one
trash bag. She found her old seed coat and coveralls and her boots.
The jeans were questionable but would have to do.

“I appreciate all you’ve done for me. Most people
around here wouldn’t care.”

Tommy shrugged. “I suppose everyone has their own way
of dealing with things. I knew you back then. You worked hard to
please everybody. I believed you back then and I believe you
now.”

Tears stung her eyes. Tommy was the only one who did
believe her. “Thank you. That means a lot to me, Tommy.”

He nodded. “Well, I’ve got work to do. There’s coffee
in the office. Give me a yell if you need anything.”

“Hey, Tommy?” Rhea called.

“Yeah,” he said, sticking his head back around the
corner.

“How’s Molly?”

Tommy sighed. “Things were tough on her. She was real
restless there for a while and gave your momma a hard way to go.
She got herself into a little trouble here and there but nothing
too serious. She wasn’t into the books and school stuff the way you
always were. But by the time she hit high school she had a plan and
fast-tracked her way into the air force. She seems to be doing real
good. But she doesn’t come around but maybe every couple of
years.”

“Does she hate me?”

“Aw, now, that’s hard to say. At first she was real
hurt and mad. But as she grew up, I think she started to figure
things out for herself. I’m not sure how she ever worked it out.
She used to ask me questions about you and your daddy, but I didn’t
know much. I think she eventually just wanted to get away from it
all.”

Rhea took a deep breath and thought about everything
Tommy had said. “The air force, huh?”

Tommy smiled. “Yep.”

Rhea smiled, and a moment later, Tommy was gone.

She looked around at the mess surrounding her and
decided it was a good time for a break. She dusted herself off and
headed for the coffee. She smiled. Hmm. The air force, how about
that.

By early afternoon Rhea had cleared through all her
things and managed to salvage a few essentials. She had expected
her boots to be rotten, but Tommy had kept them oiled and they
looked better than the last time she’d worn them. She had a few
pairs of jeans and some old shirts she used to wear when working
around the farm. Her coveralls and coat were still in good shape,
but she could have done without the smell of mothballs. Thanks to
the crappy prison food and the exercise routine she’d stuck to so
she didn’t lose her mind, she was a bit smaller than she used to
be.

Now the next order of business was food, and she
still had to check in with her parole officer. Both would require
contact with her mother. Rhea swallowed. She wasn’t ready for the
next round with her mother, but she couldn’t put it off much
longer. The sooner she took care of this business, the sooner she
could leave.

Every step closer to the house filled her with dread.
She climbed the steps to the porch and knocked on the door. She
jumped back when her mother answered with a .410 shotgun in her
hands pointed at Rhea’s chest.

“Jesus, Momma, what are you doing with that
thing?”

“Get back. You aren’t stepping one foot inside this
house,” her mother barked.

“Okay. I wasn’t going to come in. I just need to use
the phone. I have to check in with my parole officer.”

“I’ll bring the phone out. You can wait in the
yard.”

Rhea dropped her head and backed off the porch. She
didn’t expect her mother to welcome her home, but the hostility was
a bit much. Her stomach growled and was beginning to hurt. It was
going on twenty-four hours since she had eaten and her body was
protesting. Prison food wasn’t something she craved, but her body
was used to eating at the same time every day and wasn’t happy she
had already missed three meals. But after the reception she just
got from her mother, there was no way she was asking for food.

Her mother stepped out onto the porch with the phone
and a tray of bologna sandwiches and a pitcher of iced tea. Rhea’s
head was spinning from the contradictions in her mother. One minute
she was ready to shoot her and the next she was bringing her
lunch.

“What’s all this?”

Her mother squared her shoulders and brushed a strand
of loose hair from her face. “No one will ever say I let anyone
under my roof go hungry.”

Rhea noticed her mother had cooked the bologna until
it was black, the way she had liked it as a child. One small
victory, she guessed, or an olive branch perhaps. Rhea would never
understand her mother, but for the moment she was thankful for her
twisted hospitality.

“Thank you.”

For just a moment the hard look in her mother’s eyes
softened. Her mother shifted on her feet and twisted her fingers
together. “Just leave the phone on the tray when you’re done. I’ll
get it later.”

Rhea nodded and watched her mother retreat back into
the house. She tried to imagine what her mother’s life had been
like. What could have made her accept the deplorable? Rhea sighed.
She had loved her father too. That had been the one thing he used
against her to keep the secret. Had he managed to garner the same
hold on her mother?


Chapter Two

Rhea shivered. She didn’t remember it ever getting
quite this cold in January. It had been raining all day and sleet
was beginning to fall in heavy pellets that were quickly coating
the trees and everything else in its path. She was nervous about
setting out on her own in this weather, but the thought of spending
one more night in the cold barn was enough to inspire her
courage.

Tommy picked up the small box she’d put aside and set
it in the front seat of the Jeep. “You sure you want to head out in
this weather?”

Rhea looked out into the freezing rain. “I don’t
think I have much choice.”

Tommy scuffed his boot on the ground. “Yeah. I guess
I can’t blame you. It’s gotta get mighty cold up in that loft at
night.”

“Yeah. That’s a big part of it.” She paused, then
confessed, “I think everyone will rest a little easier once I’m
gone.”

Tommy held up one finger, motioning for her to wait.
“Before you go I have something for you.”

Rhea watched as the old farmhand rustled down the
hall and disappeared into the office. She was shocked at how old
he’d gotten. She could remember him teaching her how to spit when
she was five and showing her how to bridle a horse when she was
eight. He had been the one to teach her how to bait a fishhook.
Rhea warmed at the memories, thankful to have something good to
take away with her.

Tommy came back carrying a large box. He slid the box
into the back of the Jeep and gave it a pat before shutting the
door.

“What’s that?” Rhea asked.

Tommy shrugged. “I picked up some things I thought
you might need until you can get on your feet. It’s not much, but I
reckon you won’t starve.” He pulled a knit cap and a new pair of
gloves out of his pocket and handed them to her. “And you could use
something on that bare noggin of yours too.”

Rhea cleared her throat and fought back the tears
that stung her eyes. “Thanks, Tommy. You didn’t have to do all
that.”

He shrugged. “I know.” He put a heavy hand on her
shoulder. “I’m sorry I didn’t know what your daddy was up to back
then. I’m just sorry.”

Rhea swallowed and nodded. “That means a lot.”

He handed her a crumpled-up piece of paper. “That’s
my number if you ever need anything.”

Rhea couldn’t take any more and threw her arms around
Tommy and hugged him. His heavy hand came down on her back in an
awkward pat.

“Take care of yourself, kid, and don’t let them get
the best of you.”

As she rolled out, Rhea stopped the Jeep in front of
the house and peered through the freezing rain at the dim light
that glowed through the windows of her mother’s house. A figure
passed in front of the window, and she could make out the image of
her mother as she parted the drapes and looked outside.

Rhea held her breath, hoping for some hint of
compassion from her mother. The curtain closed and the shadow of
her mother faded. A moment later the porch light went out. Rhea
choked back the sadness and disappointment. It was time to stop
wishing for her mother’s love. Love didn’t exist. People just used
others for what they wanted and disguised it as something else.
Love wasn’t real.

The heavy clouds obscured what little light was left
in the day. She needed to get moving if she was going to make her
destination before dark. She put the Jeep in gear and turned to the
open road. Night would fall fast in this weather and she still
wasn’t used to driving. Uncertainty and fear stabbed through her
and she stopped at the end of the drive. If she stayed, she
wouldn’t have to brave the weather or the night. But if she didn’t
leave, she would spend another night of bitter cold, haunting
memories, and paralyzing self-doubt.

Rhea pulled onto the road. No fear was worse than
that pain. She would face death itself not to spend another night
here. She had at least a two-hour drive in this weather, but as
soon as the view of her mother’s house faded, the tight grip around
her heart eased and for the first time in days she drew in a deep
breath. She was relieved when she passed the sign signaling her
departure from Rhea County. Some of the darkness slipped away only
to be replaced by a new doubt.

All she had were some directions and an address her
parole officer had given her. She had a job and a place to live.
That was more than she had hoped for and she was eager to get
started. She wasn’t sure why her parole officer was helping her
out, but she would take what she could get.

It was fully dark out now and the rain and sleet
hammered against the windshield like rocks falling from the sky. It
was as if Mother Nature herself was conspiring against her. The
roads were twisted and narrow and the painted lines were barely
visible in most sections of road.

It had been forever since she’d even seen a road sign
and she wasn’t sure she was on the right road. Rhea took the next
right onto a deserted dirt track that was covered with patches of
ice and pools of water. The rain had turned to heavy snow and sleet
and the road was covered, making it hard to see the washed-out
areas and deep gullies.

Rhea turned a corner, and before she could react, a
tree fell across the road in front of her. The best she could do to
avoid it was to jerk the wheel to the left. An instant later the
Jeep slid off the road and came to rest against the bank of the
mountain. The horn blared and no matter what she did she couldn’t
make it stop. Her seat belt was jammed and she couldn’t get out.
Rhea slammed her palm against the steering wheel in frustration.
Great, what else could happen?

She peered out the windshield and squinted through
the snow. She was certain she could see light from a house just
ahead. If she could just get out she might be able to get some
help.

A minute later she saw a dark figure running toward
her. Fear shot through Rhea and she became more frantic in her
attempt to free herself. She couldn’t defend herself and she
couldn’t run.

The passenger door opened and a woman with loose dark
hair that clung to her face in wet waves poked her head inside.
Relief instantly flooded Rhea, but her guard was still up. Just
because it was a woman, didn’t mean she was safe.

“Hey, you okay?” the woman asked.

Rhea looked at her and tried to keep the panic out of
her voice. “I’m stuck.”

The woman climbed halfway inside the Jeep and studied
the problem. She put her hand on the seat belt and tried the
release. The woman’s hand brushed against Rhea’s hip and she
flinched and
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