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Eleven o'clock. The sun had fallen below the horizon hours ago, the land pitch black and silent. The only sound was the uneasy shift of Nicole's legs, the heavy snores of the man beside her. At some point he had rolled onto his side, taking the covers with him, but Nicole was unable to sleep anyway. She hadn't slept properly since she arrived at this blasted place.

Slowly, cautiously, she slipped out of bed. Floorboards creaked and she froze, sucking in a breath - but her husband continued to snore. Releasing her heavy breath, she tiptoed into the hall. She'd been planning this for weeks, months, and now was her chance. Creeping into the spare bedroom, Nicole retrieved fresh clothes from hidden deep under the bed and pulled them on. Then she pulled a chair up to the wardrobe, reaching up to grab the bag she had hidden up there when she first arrived here.

It wasn't much - just spare clothes, a bar of soap, and the money she had saved up over the long weeks. The one good thing about her husband, Edgar, was that the man never kept track of his money. A few missing coins here or there meant nothing to him. To think, she'd been excited to marry him at first - to travel hundreds of miles to be his mail order bride. 

How quickly things changed the second she met him officially.

Scowling, Nicole pulled on a coat and tiptoed downstairs. Every creak of the floorboards, each hushed breath, felt like it would be the sound that woke him. Once downstairs Nicole slipped some leftovers into her pack, only enough to do her a day if she was lucky. Then, as soundlessly as possible in the silent darkness, she darted outside.

Cold air hit her face, the breeze billowing her thick blonde hair. It bit into her hands and she wished for gloves, but there was no time to go back. Tugging the coat closer around narrow shoulders, Nicole headed off into the darkness. By now she knew the route off by heart, had memorised the path into town until she could do it blindfolded. Every trip into town, she had been secretly committing it to memory.

The path clicked under her boots, too loud, but she didn't dare walk any faster. It felt as if any wrong move could have her plan crumbling into pieces, as if any moment Edgar might appear to grab her by the wrist and throw her back inside. He'd never been violent, at least not physically, but it was only a matter of time-

Nicole was wrenched from her thoughts as a pale face popped into view. Skidding to a halt she reeled back, heart jumping into her throat. 

It was just the stable boy. Staying late with the horses again, no doubt. He turned his blue gaze to her, brows quirked in confusion, arms folded across his chest. He was barely nineteen yet acted like someone three times that, regarding her suspiciously. "It's late, what are you doing out?"

"None of your business," she snapped, turning a guilt eye to the house behind her. If Edgar woke up and realised she was missing... it didn't bear thinking about. "Look, just pretend you never saw me, okay? Go home and act like you were never here."

"Why?"

She shifted anxiously, running a hand through her thick locks. "Because I'm leaving, and you can't stop me. So don't even try."

The boy - who Nicole had spoken to maybe twice in the half-year she'd been here - simply huffed. It was impossible to know what he was thinking. "I could take you back to the house, wake up Mr. Clermont and tell him you were trying to run away."

"But you won't."

"Why wouldn't I?"

Not because of your overwhelming kindness, she thought bitterly. Aloud she replied, "because then you'll have to face him too. Doesn't matter that you caught me, he'll be mad and you'll be in the crossfire. You wouldn't want that would you?" A low blow, and guilt swam in her stomach - but, she reminded herself, she was on borrowed time.

The boy scowled, his youthful face transforming into somethin darker. He contemplated it for a long while, eyes flickering from Nicole to the house, then back again. Finally he sighed, shoulders slumping. "Fine, you can go. You'd better hope he doesn't wake until morning."

Her entire body sagged, relief seeping from every pore. "Thank you," she murmured in a strangled voice, "you have no idea-"

"Just get going, before I change my mind."

Oh. Right. Shouldering her back a little more firmly, ignoring the dull ache that settled into her back, she sent him a grateful little smile. With one last look toward the house, she darted down the path that led to the road.

Behind her, the stable boy called, "good luck! You deserve better than him anyway."

Nicole didn't dare look back, not even to offer a grateful smile. She sprinted down the road, passing the fields where the cows resided, only stopping once the burning in her lungs became too much. She had an hour to reach town, to hop on the train that would take her to California. After that, she'd be free.

The journey into town was slow, difficult work. The paths were bumpy and the hills left her gasping for air, but she continued on. By the time she reached town Nicole was breathing heavy, legs burning and head aching. Yet as the train station swam into view she was overtaken with relief, a smile spreading across her features as she let out a breathless laugh.

She almost couldn't believe it, like this was all a dream and she was about to wake up - but no, it was real. Nicole was safe.

——————————

Although Nicole couldn't stay in this sleepy little town for long, she enjoyed a proper night's rest for the first time in months. Then, counting up the money she had stolen from Edgar, she decided to pick up some essentials in town.

It was strange to walk about alone, able to do as she pleased without Edgar breathing down her neck. He had been reluctant to buy her anything, even things she needed, so he could spend the money on himself. He had watched her every move, pulled her away from the market if she got too curious or if she seemed too cosy with the stall owners.

Now, however, she could browse at her own pace. People chatted as they ducked and weaved through the stalls, children darted past, and Nicole hadn't felt so at peace in years. Since long before she ended up with Edgar.

As she leaned over to admire a stand laden with fresh bread, a shoulder connected with her own. Nicole stumbled back with a grunt, spinning to glare at whoever had knocked into her - only to come face to face with a tall, dark haired man. In that moment words failed her, and all she could do was blink stupidly up at him.

"Excuse me," he murmured, "just wanted past."

Before he could slink back into the crowd, Nicole latched a delicate hand over his wrist. "Wait," she insisted, brows furrowed, "why do you look so... familiar? I swear I've seen you before."

For a brief moment a look of worry crossed his handsome features - then he relaxed, a small huff leaving his lips. "You must be new in town - everyone knows Amy's baking is too overpriced and underbaked."

The woman in question scowled from behind her stall, arms folded across her plush stomach. "Oh, really? You don't look like a pastry expert to me."

"Come," the man offered, "I can show you where to find the good baking."

Nicole hesitated, eyes peering up at him. She wasn't afraid to admit that Edgar had somewhat ruined her faith in people - men especially - but he had this lovely grin on his face and a sparkle in his clear green eyes. So, with a sigh, she accepted. "Sure. I need to eat anyway."

They walked side by side, although the man had to slow down for Nicole's considerably shorter limbs. "So," she started, "what's your name?"

Bright eyes flickered down to her, uncertainty in his gaze. "Jake," he answered, "and you?"

"Nicole."

"Mind if I ask what you're doing here? It isn't exactly the kind of town that attracts visitors."

Ah. Had he really figured her out so easily? Biting down on her lip, Nicole shrugged. It was none of his business, yet she found herself answering anyway. "I'm hiding," she muttered, "or rather, running away."

"Hmm. Who is it? Horrible parents, unrequited love, cruel husband?"

Nicole didn't answer, ducking her head toward the ground. She kicked a stone in front of her, watching as it skidded off into the distance.

"Husband it is, then."

"How can you tell so much, when I haven't said a thing?"

There was something about his smile that seemed almost sad, but it passed by so quick she wasn't even sure it was real. "I travel, so I see all kinds of people. You aren't so hard to figure out."

They passed by the market in silence, squeezing past the bustling crows and cramped stalls. Nicole had assumed he'd take her to another bakery stand, but they kept going, past the town square and through a narrow street that opened up into a row of shops.

"This is the best cafe in town," Jake promised, "and you haven't lived until you've tried their strawberry tarts."

A bit early for sugar, Nicole admitted - but as they stepped inside the smell of fresh good hit her, and she was sold. It smelled wonderful, and she hadn't realised how hungry she was until they sat down and she saw the display shelves full of gorgeous cake.

Yet she didn't miss how Jake ducked his head as another customer walked by, or how he turned away from a table occupied by two old women.

"Something wrong?" she asked gently.

"Nothing," he replied - a little too fast for her liking. Yet he offered a beaming smile, ruffled his dark hair, and Nicole didn't have it in her to press the matter.

"So you travel," Nicole asked after they'd ordered. Two massive strawberry tarts and a pot of tea arrived at their table, and Nicole watched him as she poured. "Why? Is it a work arrangement, or..?"

He laughed, rich and warm in a way that made her stomach squirm. "No, nothing like that. You could say I'm running away from my own problems."

"Oh." She didn't know what to say to that, honestly. Biting down on her lip, she cast her gaze to the table. Her teacup was a delicate cream with little roses painted onto the outside, and it reminded her of home. "I'm sorry," she mumbled finally, lips curling into a frown, "where are you going next?"

"California. Probably. I don't really think ahead, I just go wherever I feel."

"California," she replied wistfully, "I want to go there too. I've.. I've never been, but I have cousins there. Ever thought about a travel partner?"

Jake laughed, bringing the teacup to his lips. Yet when he realised she was serious, his expression darkened. "You don't want to travel with me."

"Why not?"

"Because..." he must have come up blank, because for a moment he only frowned. Then he rolled his eyes, as if he couldn't believe himself, and said, "fine. But only to California. After that we part ways, all right?"

Nicole couldn't help but grin, ignoring the way he smirked over the rim of his cup. "Absolutely, of course!" she replied, more enthusiastic than she intended. Even so, she clasped her hands around her own cup and grinned.

Suddenly, things were looking a lot brighter.

——————————

Travelling with Jake was a strange experience, and that was putting it kindly. He was always on edge, peering into crowds and watching his back like he expected someone to pop out and attack. Sometimes he was content to wander the streets during the day, yet sometimes he insisted on staying locked away inside his room at the inns. 

Even after a week of this, Nicole was no closer to figuring him out.

They stood side by side as they waited for yet another train, and it seemed so natural to stand this close, almost touching. She swayed her arms gently back and forth as they waited, glancing around the station even though there wasn't much of interest. Just being here at all felt surreal, and in the back of her mind she still expected Edgar to appear at any time. 

What was he doing now, she wondered? Was her husband still looking for her, or had he given up? They never loved each other to begin with, it had all been for the sake of convenience. Nicole, to escape her home life - him, because surely no one would wilfully marry such a horrid man. 

"That's us," Jake murmured, tugging on her sleeve. Her eyes flickered up, meeting his for a brief moment before he pointed a finger toward the tracks.

Nicole heard the great grinding of the train before she saw it. It was enormous, so much bigger and more impressive than any train she had seen before. It whistled as it came to a stop, and Nicole had to dart out of the way as people poured out.

"It's a long ride," Jake said with a grin, "think you can manage six hours stuck with me?"

"I'm sure I'll find a way to survive," Nicole shot back with a grin of her own. Then they boarded together, side by side, and searched for their compartment. "Do you think we packed enough food?" she asked as they walked, "I mean, for the journey? I'm already hungry and it's barely lunch- oh, here's our compartment!"

No reply from Jake. By now she'd become used to his presence, his cheeky smiles and easy banter. Yet when she turned his expression darkened, and then he was grabbing her by the wrist and all but throwing her into the compartment. The door snapped shut behind him - but not before Nicole caught a glimpse of a sturdy man in police officer's clothing.

Collapsing onto the nearest seat, she glared up at him. "What was that for?" Her wrist hurt, a dull ache settling into the tender flesh. "If you wanted me to shush, you could have just asked."

"It's not that," Jake replied gently, "did I hurt you? I'm sorry."

Wrinkling her nose, Nicole huffed. "It wasn't me, was it? It was that officer."

Jake's brows shot up, panic flickering across his usually bright eyes. "I don't know what you're talking about."

Right. She didn't believe that for a moment. Pursing her lips, Nicole rubbed at the bruise forming across her wrist and said, "you panicked when you saw him. Why? What did you do?"

"Nothing."

"If I'm travelling with you, I have a right to know who I'm travelling with. I have a right to know if I'm safe or not."

He collapsed across from her, sinking into the plush seat with a sigh. He was keeping space between them on purpose now, something he had never done before. 

Something heavy settled in Nicole's gut as she leaned forward with pleading eyes. "Jake, come on. I need to know. Please?"

Jake didn't look at her, couldn't, it seemed. An unfamiliar scowl settled over his features, teeth biting into his lower lip. Nicole couldn't deny she'd thought about those lips a lot over the last week, but now wasn't the time. "Are you sure you want to know?" he murmured, barely a whisper, "you won't like it. Not one bit."

"I don't have to like it," she replied, "but I need you to be truthful."

Silence. It stretched on and on, broken only by the shrill of the whistle as the train jolted into motion. Nicole braced herself against the window, peering out to see the train pass by the police officer standing on the platform outside. Turning to Jake, she raised an expectant brow.

Biting down on his lip, Jake refused to meet her eyes. "I'm a wanted criminal," he muttered, so quiet she might have missed it if not for the fact she was holding her breath, "I've been on the run for almost a year now."

He was still talking, but the rest of his words faded into the background. A criminal? She'd been travelling with a known criminal for eight full days and hadn't known? Oh. It clicked then, horrible realisation settling into the pit of her stomach. The reason he'd looked so familiar - she'd seen his face on wanted posters all over her hometown.

"... but the arson part was a mistake, I promise."

Nicole flung herself to her feet, panic rising in her chest. "You just let me stay with you this whole time, never saying a word. Worse! This was your idea in the first place! God, how could I have been so stupid? I was better off alone, better of with that pig of a husband, even."

"Nicole, please-"

"You've stolen, robbed banks, killed people-"

"I told you, the arson wasn't my fault."

"And how am I supposed to believe that?"

His lips parted, but no words left him. Defeated, Jake sank back into his seat with a quiet sigh. Eyes cast to the floor, he stayed silent.

Strangely, there was a pang of sympathy deep in her chest as she fought back the urge to cry. Backing up, Nicole fumbled for the door before wrenching it open, stumbling into the cold, empty corridor beyond. The train sounded so much louder out here, but she forced the noise to the back of her mind and just allowed herself to breathe.

Across the hall a woman peeked out from their own room, brow raised. "Are you all right, love?"

"Fine, thank you," Nicole lied, "I just, uh, couldn't get the window open. Needed some air."

The woman eyed her for a long moment, as if made uneasy by Nicole's presence - but then she shrugged, disappearing back behind the door, and that was that.

Nicole let out a breath, whole body slouching. She'd never felt so terrible in her life; oddly sick despite having skipped breakfast, nausea churning away in her stomach. Arms folded tightly across her chest she glanced down the long, empty hallway - even if she wanted to run, there was nowhere to go. Not for another six hours, at least. Eyes pinched closed, Nicole forced herself to do the one thing she didn't want to - go back inside.

In the few minutes she'd been gone, Jake had turned into a mess. His gaze snapped up when he heard her enter, and his eyes were wide. Watery. Like he'd been wiping away tears. She couldn't imagine a tough-looking man like Jake crying, yet the evidence was right there in front of her. "Nicole?" he asked, like he couldn't believe it was really her.

"Jake," she replied cooly. Despite how her stomach turned, she managed to sit down with perfect calm, hands folded in her lap. "I Just have one question - did you ever plan on telling me?"

Squinting, Jake remained silent. It was the silence she hated most. It made her skin crawl, allowed for dark, nasty thoughts to creep into her mind-

"Honestly?" he mumbled, "no, I didn't. We'd only be together as long as California, anyway. A month or so, not long enough for you to need to know. Or so I assumed."

Nicole hated fidgeting, hated how restlessness made her feel itchy and uncomfortable - but she couldn't help it. Not with his big, sincere gaze fixed on hers, like he was silently seeking forgiveness. Forgiveness she wasn't willing to give. Not yet, anyway. But... despite knowing who he was, hadn't he always been kind? Always so friendly and open, willing to help her out without so much as a single question?

"I'm sorry I lied," he said with a frown, "but I didn't think it would matter. Besides, I had to keep myself safe, and to do that I have to remain anonymous-"

"I won't rat you out, if that's what you're thinking," Nicole snapped. She'd started wearing a hole into the bottom of her shawl, fingers tearing at the delicate lace. Well, it was no waste - Edgar had given her this shawl anyway. "I don't want to get myself any more involved, especially since... since calling attention to myself could be bad for me, too."

"How so?" Curiosity piqued, Jake seemed to momentarily forget his worry - but when Nicole shot him a glare he shrank back with a sheepish smile and turned his attention to the window. 

Fields and thick, dense trees flew past, but she was in no mood to appreciate nature right now. "If you must know," she replied - a little harsher than she intended, "I've got a husband back home, one I'd rather not have to see again."

His eyes widened, a soft oh leaving his full lips. He inched forward in the seat, hands clasped like she had some big secret he was waiting for her to tell. "The one you're running from? I have to ask... why? Is he really so bad?"

"Absolutely foul," Nicole replied, "He thinks that because he owns land he has a right to do as he pleases, and I've never once seen him smile." Tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear, Nicole huffed, "even his staff hate him. He fired a stable hand in the first month we were together, simply because he forgot to latch the fence. The field was empty at the time."

Jake winced. "Ouch."

"Just think, I had to live with him."

A smile curled at Jake's lips - wide and genuine, Nicole hadn't even realised how much she missed it until she saw it again. He was radiant, and she felt all of her anger drain away. Reaching out, she placed a hand over his clasped ones - he flinched but didn't move away, glance darting between her and their entwined fingers. 

"What are you-"

"I'm sorry I reacted so poorly," Nicole cut in with a frown, "but when I think about it, as much as I'd rather not, I know I need you. I'd be lost out here on my own, and everything is better with company. Your company. I'm afraid I... I've become rather attached to you over the week we've been together."

"I wouldn't blame you if you left," he admitted, features scrunching into something half way between a smile and a grimace, "once the train stops, we can go our separate ways."

"That's just the problem, Jake. I don't want to do that."

"Oh. Well, uh, good."

He looked so handsome when he was confused, so oddly endearing that she couldn't help but grin. Despite everything she now knew, it was difficult to think of the man sitting before her as some hardy criminal, someone to despise or fear. So, for now at least, she was willing to ignore that fact. Unless...

"Jake," she questioned, "the police might not have been looking for you this time, but can you guarantee I'll be safe with you?"

Flushing dark crimson, he averted his eyes. "No," he muttered in reply, "I can't. But in California no one knows me or my face. I... I was hoping to get more 'work' there before moving on but... maybe this time I could settle down. For a while."

Silently, Nicole gave his hand a squeeze. She couldn't place why the thought made her feel giddy, or why she smiled so widely when they locked eyes. Yet the idea that maybe, just maybe she could stay with Jake made her heart skip a beat.

——————————

Nicole was tired. Exhausted was a better term - they'd been on the road for weeks now, hopping from train to carriage to more trains. Sure, she knew California was a long way off and Jake couldn't rush for fear of rousing suspicion, but sometimes she wished they were there already.

Sometimes she also wished they could just stay in whatever new town they came across, regardless of where it was.

"Can't we stay the night, Jake? There's an inn in the town square and I haven't slept properly for ages." Dragging her feet along behind him, Nicole shot him a pleading look.

Although his expression softened, he declined. "If we miss the train tonight we'll miss the next one, and it'll add two days to our journey."

"For a proper rest, isn't it worth it?"

His lips curled into a scowl. They'd had this conversation a dozen times - and it always ended the same. With one of them storming off. The street was quiet, empty even, yet he still cast a nervous glance around before ushering her into a side alley to the left. "I'd love to get a proper night's sleep, I would. You're the one insisting we're travelling too slow."

"I know," she hissed. Didn't he understand that she was frustrated too? "But I'm exhausted. Just one extra night; that isn't much." They'd
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