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Chapter One

Many, many miles from civilization, in the depths of a vast forest, two voices could be heard faintly among the fir trees, accompanied by the steady rhythm of a horse’s trot. The frozen ground crunched underneath the rolling wheels of a covered wagon, and the voices became clearer as two figures emerged from a particularly thick cluster of trees, their breathe billowing out in front of them in the frosty morning air. A girl and a woman walked either side of a beautiful chestnut brown mare, which was pulling a wagon in their wake. Bundled up heavily in coats, scarves, and thick winter boots, the pair looked travel worn and weary. Their eyes were red rimmed and bloodshot, and each wore a look of deepest sorrow etched upon their faces. The girl, sniffled intermittently, and pulled a well used handkerchief from her sleeve to wipe her nose and eyes. 

The two, who were mother and daughter, were indeed immersed in a deep and terrible grief. For it was a family of three who had set out on a long and arduous voyage, the journey of a lifetime across the entire country, in search of a better life in the golden state of California. With a tremendous amount of resolve, Elena and her husband Stan had packed their few belongings and worldly treasures, along with their 12 year old daughter Beth, into the family wagon. 

When Elena had met her husband Stan, they were both barely out of childhood. Their families were close and the two had always had a bond. When they reached adolescence, their bond became stronger, and Elena was never more sure of anything than she was of Stan. They had married at 17, and had Beth not long after that. Although times were hard, they were blissfully happy. When the wagon trains started moving out to make the cross country journey, they held no desire to leave their lives in Missouri, like so many other were doing. All though she didn't like to admit it to other people, she thought her life was just perfect as it was. Everything had fallen into place so well. Stan ran a thriving business, and Elena was never happier than when being a mother to her beloved daughter. When Beth was around 5 years old, the couple decided it was time to have another child. Along came Emily, and a year after that came Noah. The family had blossomed to five, moved to a bigger house and motherhood was the best thing to ever happen to Elena. Life was too good to be true. Such is the way of things that for this family, it was too good to be true. After many of their townspeople had left their state to make the journey to the west, things began to go downhill. Less people were spending their money, which meant Stan’s profits were dropping steadily. A change in the weather affected the farming, and as crops became scarce, the price of food went up. Within a year, the business was losing money fast, and throwing the family into near poverty. 

“It’s bad El.” Stan told her one night when climbing into bed beside her. Of course she had known things weren't looking too good for a while, but to hear him say it was a blow, he had always tried to be positive about their situation, it was one of the many things she loved about him.

“How bad?” she whispered, scared for his reply. He took her in his arms and she rested her head on his shoulder, feeling comforted despite the news.

“I think...” he started, clearing his throat, “I think it’s time we followed the masses, El. I know we’ve been happy here for so long, but it's got to a point know where I don't know how we’ll make ends meet anymore. The business is failing so badly that it might be more wise to sell up and take the money to start over with. I hear there are some great opportunities in California.”

“Stan, it’s two thousand miles away! It will take us months, if not the best part of a year!”

He tipped up her chin so he could look her in the eye. Smiling sadly at her he said

“I know. And i’m not pretending that it will be easy. But I don’t see that we have much choice. At least just think about it?”. She kissed his nose, and nodded her agreement. Closing her eyes, her mind was filled with images the five of them sitting in a tiny wagon, battling wind and rain. After a long while, she fell into fitful slumber. 

The next few days, Elena’s thoughts were on the potential journey they would make, and how it would affect their lives. She was finding it impossible to settle on a decision and as soon as he convinced herself one way, the other would fight its battle. On a particularly cold day, whilst washing her family’s clothes, Elena heard a blood curdling scream, a sound that would haunt her for the rest of her life. She threw the clothes down into the water and ran at breakneck speed towards the sound, which she was sure had come from her eldest daughter. She crashed into the room to see Beth nursing the two young children, who were vomiting violently. Emily and Noah had contracted smallpox, and the disease ravaged them quicker than Elena could have expected. Their fevers ran high within hours of her first finding them, and two weeks later, the family prepared for the worst. Burying her two youngest children was something Elena could never have imagine. The pain and anguish that seeped into her heart was devastating. But she knew one thing, and made no delays in telling her husband.

“We have to leave” she told him one day, not long after her children’s funeral. He looked sharply at her, his face tired and worn from grief.

“I know” he replied. “I’ll make the preparations.” He knew if they stayed that the sadness would engulf them forever, their lives seemed utterly hopeless with everything that happened to them. So it was with laden with much sorrow that the depleted family left on the journey that promised so much. Their futures lay head, at the end of a trail two thousand miles long and fraught with the possibility of so much danger. 

Chapter Two

Without a backwards glance, they had set off on the six month journey to a brighter future. Although they had some idea of how perilous their path would be, the family endured an array of hardships not one month in to their traveling that could not have been foreseen. The first river they had come to was swollen from recent storms, and the undercurrents in the coursing water caused the wagon to sway violently. Many of their supplies had been thrown into the water and lost, meaning that food must be strictly rationed if it was to last the entire way.

Barely two weeks after crossing the river, Beth was bitten by a snake whilst collecting firewood. Luckily Peter was able to quickly extract the venom, and the wound recovered quickly. But easily the worst part of their journey had been when the family came down with Cholera. Some of the foods and become contaminated when the wagon was overcome with water, and the three of them quickly became sick. 

The ensuing days were bleak and hopeless, with the family losing body fluids quicker than they could replenish them. Elena was least affected, and tended to her daughter and husband with increasing fervor, desperate in the face of despair. Within the week, Beth had started to recover, but much to Elena’s horror, Peter continued to deteriorate at an alarming rate.

In his last days, they had known it was coming. Peters complexion waxy and sallow, he could no more retain heat than water, and his body had nothing left with which to fight for life. Elena cradled his head in her lap, Beth holding his hand in both her small ones, and he took one last, shallow breathe and left his body with a small shudder. Neither could say how the following days and weeks past, so enveloped were they in their absolute loss. Elena had dug a grave and they had conducted a makeshift funeral, before moving on as soon as they were both well enough. 

“Mama, I'm hungry!” Complained Beth. The two had been rationing food carefully since Stan’s passing, they had little experience with catching wildlife to roast on the fire so were prolonging the tinned goods and dried meats that survived the flooding of the wagon. Elena knew it would take a lot for Beth to complain, and even though she was starving herself, she reached into the the tin barrel and pulled out the very last dry biscuit. Beth looked reproachfully at her mother, wishing shed not said anything, but the selfishness of children still inhabited her young mind, and she eyed the biscuit greedily. Elena's skinny white hand trembled slightly, and at once Beth broke the biscuit in half and forced her mother to take it. Tears in her eyes, the woman accepted, and they chewed in silence on the stale biscuit, savoring what they knew would be emir only food for long hours to come. 

Another matter was plaguing Elena's thoughts, and though her child could see the worry etched into the plains of her mother's face, she didn't know all that was troubling her. Before the family had set off on their long journey west, Stan and Elena had talked long and plenty, deep into the night on many occasions, discussing the danger that lay ahead as they prepared for their trip. A myriad of problems had lain before them: sickness, extreme weather, but the thing that scared Elena the most, was bandits. Stan had heard rumors that highwaymen had taken to roaming the darkest parts of the trail, and accosting travellers, stealing their food, water and possessions, and in some worse cases, killing for them. With Stan gone, she felt so much more vulnerable, and agonized over how best to keep her daughter safe, and to keep them both alive.

Dusk was drawing near, and Elena knew they needed to stop and make camp for the night. They slept in the wagon, for it was a ready made shelter, but they would need to make a fire to eat and replenish their energy. The dark forest surrounding them was daunting, and she was keen to find somewhere even a little clearer, where the trees were less dense. Stan had been navigating their journey, and foolishly she had never let it cross her mind that someday she would have to take over this task. She knew they would emerge on to the great plain at some point, but when she could not tell. Musing over her many misgivings, she decided that perhaps they weren't going to come across a better place to camp. She halted the horse and asked Beth to start looking for firewood. Walking around to the back of the wagon, Elena wondered if she and her daughter would ever make it off if this trail alive. As she began to untie the canvas, a tremendous whinnying came, and before she could move, Elena was struck by an almighty force, which she barely registered, before everything went black. 

Chapter Three

The smell of earth filled Elena’s nostrils all at once as she regained consciousness. She could feel the pain coursing through her body immediately. Her cheek was laying flat against the hard ground, the sodden grass coating her face. Tentatively, she open her eyes a fraction, it was still dark, but a fire flickered gently someway way off, the burning glow at the edge of her vision. The sound of voices talking gently reached Elena’s ears and suddenly she felt alert and awake. Pushing herself up off the ground with surprising strength, she looked all around her through the dense black of the midnight forest, until her eyes found the fire and the two figures sat beside it. She cried out instinctively as the shape of her daughter materialized in front of her, and stumbling forward she grasped for Beth.

“Mama!” Cried Beth, turning around at the sound of her mother, “ Oh thank goodness you’re awake!” Beth leapt up and the pair dove into each other's arms. Elena broke the embrace to peer around at the other figure that sat beside the fire.

“She’s been checking on you every two minutes she was that worried” said the stranger, in a soft gravely tone. Elena looked dazedly from her daughter to the unknown man. They had not seen another soul for months, and now here was a stranger sat comfortably with Beth as though they’d always been friends.

“I can see you are mighty startled by my presence, so let me explain. Why don’t you sit down and young Beth can pour you a cup of sweet tea, I always find that's good for the nerves. Elena eyed him beadily, weighing her options for a moment, but he seemed friendly enough, and something about the gentle undulations in his voice put her at ease. She settled next to her daughter in front of the fire and watched as the man pulled a flask from his bag and passed it to the Beth, who set about warming the milky brown liquid in a pan on the flames.

“I came upon yourselves just a few hours ago, as the day was drawing to a close. I was coming into the path from the forest where I’d been hunting, the prey’s been mighty scare of late, hence the venturing so far from the trail.” AsI saw you both, I made out to make myself known to you, but as fate would have it, that exact same moment, your horse there took a scare, must have seen a snake or something in the grass. Anyways, she reared up and swung your wagon back, hitting you square on ma’am. I saw the whole thing, you took a mighty fine blow to the head, I wouldn’t be surprised if that keeps on hurting for days. When I saw your quandary, I ran on over to you to see if I could help out”

“It was really lucky he did Mama, for the horse was going wild and you were on the floor, I didn't know what to do!

“Well It seems we were very fortunate indeed to have crossed paths with you, Mr...?”

“Ernest, Joshua Ernest” he replied. 

Elena took a long look at Joshua over the fire. Under his long and prominent nose sat under a rather bushy moustache, streaked with white and gray. His thin lips were startlingly pink against the brown weather beaten tan of his skin. Dark blue eyes peered from under eyebrows that matched the moustache. He had shoulder length wavy brown hair beneath his battered black low rider hat. Elena felt that he looked alarming and yet kindly, and odd combination, but one that intrigued her. Nevertheless she felt she owed him her life, and probably Beth’s as well.

“Won’t you please eat with us tonight then Mr Ernest?” she enquired.

“It would be my pleasure” he agreed. 

The mother and daughter set about gathering provisions from their wagon, whilst Mr Ernest went to retrieve his horse, whom he had tied up a mile away before running to help Beth and Elena. As the two set up a pan on the fire to cook some corn, Beth turned to her mother, looking serious “ Mama, we have to be more careful. I was so scared today before Mr Ernest arrived. Anything could have happened. What if you had died? I would be all alone, and I would want to die too!?” She wiped away a tear with the back of her hand.

“I know”, admitted Elena, “I’m scared too. I’ve been terrified that something will happen to me that would leave you on your own. Since your father died its worried me every day.”

“I think we should travel with Mr. Ernest” ventured Beth, tentatively.

“Beth!” exclaimed her mother, “We don’t even know the man. He could be anyone!”

“But he saved us didn't he?” Beth retorted “He didn't have to do that. He must be good.”

Elena didn't reply. It had crossed her mind that this could be an option. She didn't want to admit they had no better alternative, it was risky to rely on a stranger. And that was assuming that he would even want to travel with them. He might well see them as a burden, certainly they would slow him down if he went at their pace. 

“Let me think about it.” Elena told her daughter. 

Some time later, Mr Ernest returned. He jumped of his horse, a dappled grey steed with big friendly eyes and laden with saddle bags. He unloaded the baggage and took his nag to graze with their own mare next to the stream beside which they had stopped. The two creatures gave each other approving whinnies and set about munching on the bracken that grew beside the water. The three travellers arranged themselves around the fire and sat down to eat the food that Elena and Beth had prepared, cornmeal and cured bacon with homemade bread.

“I’m sorry it’s not much Mr Ernest. We lost a lot of our supplies on a treacherous river crossing, and we’ve been heavily rationing ever since.” Elena explained.

“It’s wonderful, and certainly better than I’ve had in weeks.” he thanked her, “And please, do call me Joshua.”

“Well, Joshua, we owe you our lives, really, so it was the least we could do.” 

The fire crackled in the content silence, the thick barrier of trees keeping out all other noise. Once they had finished, and cleared away the dishes, Beth lay her head in her mother’s lap, eyelids drooping heavily, and fell asleep at once. Elena gently stroked her hair, and in that moment felt very grateful for Joshua’s presence that afternoon, for it had meant that her most precious daughter’s safety had been maintained. Realizing that it was impossible to continue alone and still be sure to keep Beth safe, Elena cleared her throat and looked up at the man opposite her. 

“Mr Ernest? Joshua?” she started “I realize this may sound rather forward, and please feel free to say, but I wonder if maybe Beth and I could continue our journey in your company?”

She hesitated and looked at his impassive face, before gushing on “I know it’s a lot to ask seeing as we only just met you, and surely it would have no benefit for you and all the benefit for us. But we could cook for you and take you in the wagon so as to be more comfortable?”

“Ma’am?” He interrupted her, “Elena? It would be my absolute pleasure. And in fact I was going to suggest that very same idea, for I couldn't leave you both here alone with a clear conscience. And besides, the benefit would be mine, for I’d have the wonderful company of two fine individuals. Not to mention the marvelous cooking!”

“Don’t get so used to the cooking” Elena joked, “This was a special occasion! It’s all downhill from here I’m afraid!”

“Then I’m sure the company will more than make up for it” he responded, his eyes twinkling, and she held his gaze before blushing and looking back to the fire.

“Thank you” she murmured softly, feeling as though a huge weight had lifted off her shoulders “Thank you so much.”

Chapter Four 

The following day dawned with a warmth that they had not felt in a long time. Surely the sun was becoming brighter and the frost lessening, but for Elena it was also the sense of safety, and of being protected that warmed her heart. For the first time since Stan had passed, she felt a glimmer of hope that thy might just realize their dream, and make it to the destination they had pined for so long. Elena relayed the news to Beth in the morning, who was ecstatic to learn of their new traveling companion, and moved with a renewed spring in her step as they prepared to move off from their camp. 

Joshua helped to clear everything away and hitch the brown mare to the wagon, tightening and securing all the necessary  parts. Then he mounted his own horse, with a nimble dexterity Elena noticed, and soon the three pioneers were once again on their way, slowly making pace along the enduring road ahead. 

Often, Joshua would ride ahead and check the way, before reporting back to advise on what lay ahead. He regaled them with storied of his journey so far, sometimes acting out parts for Beth’s amusement. Elena noticed the color return to Beth’s cheeks in the days that followed, and saw her child like qualities return. This was something that Elena was deeply grateful to Joshua for, for it was him who had lifted the burden from her child's shoulders, her child who for for so long had had to play at being an adult. She could see that Beth adored him, and was sure the affection was mutual, as he always tried to make her smile. She could admit that a smile graced her own face for the first time in so long, for he was amusing and kind and good hearted, and it lifted her spirits to be in the company of such qualities. 

Indeed the journey itself had become easier, both in the trail they trod, and the time they spent. Where before they had spent every day plagued with worry, their hours were filled with laughter and joking. Joshua fitted in so well that it was hard to believe they had only known each other for such a short time. 

After a week or so, they merged from the great forest, and out onto open plains, spotted here and there with grazing buffalo. 

“Are they dangerous?” whispered Beth as the three stood at the edge of the wood and gazed out onto the sweeping lands in front of them.

“Not at all. They’re vegetarians! That's why they live out here. It’s an all you can eat grass buffet for them” Joshua smiled down at Beth. 

“And those” he pointed to a great mountain range in the distance, tinged purple against the cornflower blue of the great expanse of sky “Those are the Rocky Mountains”.

Elena looked at Joshua and caught his eye. Smiling she said “That must mean we are halfway there?!”

“Indeed we are” he returned her smile and the two looked happily at each other for a moment, letting the reality of their achievement sink in. 

“I think this calls for a celebration, don't you?” she asked them both.

“What did you have in mind?” Joshua grinned at her.

“You’ll see! Let’s find somewhere to make camp.” And they set off out into the open, wagon wheeling along merrily behind them, Beth skipping along in front.

The heat from the sun beat down heavily on them, and now they were no longer protected by the canopy of trees, it wasn't long before they were worn out and thirsty.

“Here’s a good a place as any to stop” suggested Joshua as they reached a clump of sparse looking shrubs. They sat in the shade of the wagon and used a few blankets to make a canopy for the horses. 

“Lucky that we refilled all our water supply!” said Beth as she gulped down from a flask. Elena threw a sideways glance at Joshua, and knew that luck had nothing to do with it. Had it been just the two of them, they would never have known to refill at the last stream, and it was obvious to her now that he had anticipated this. Again she felt the warm gush of gratitude that she was becoming so used to for having Joshua as their travel companion. The feeling swept through her body, and as she glanced his way once more, it was accompanied by a sweeping sensation that made her blush. He had not noticed, for he was showing Beth how to store the water to keep it cool, a look of tenderness on his face that Elena had often seen there when the man and the child were interacting. 

That night, after Beth had gone to sleep, Elena and Joshua sat by the fire, as usual in comfortable silence. Elena reflected privately on their day, and felt compelled to tell him her thoughts.

“I’m so grateful for everything, Joshua” she started, “Beth adores you, you have such a way with her.”

“She’s a good kid” he replied gruffly.

“I hope you don’t mind me asking, but did you not want to have children? You’d make a wonderful father.”

Joshua looked sharply at her, and she thought she saw a flash of anger within his eyes.

“I’m sorry,... i shouldn’t have said anything” she faltered. The silence between them was more noticeable now than it had ever been, and for the first time since their meeting, she felt uneasy in his presence. After a few minutes of stoking the fire absentmindedly, Joshua put down the stick at looked Elena directly in the eye.

“I wanted kids.” he began, “I wanted a family. In fact I was well on my way to having one. Gosh I’d have probably been a father by now.” She noticed a bitterness in his tone that had never been there before, but curious she let him continue.

“I was married, Elena. For four years. We tried a long long time to have children, but my wife Esther miscarried twice. It seemed it wasn’t meant to be. And then about a year ago, she fell pregnant again. Of course we were apprehensive, but when she reached seven months we knew it was meant to be. We planned to leave Missouri as soon as the child was old enough to travel safely. Well we had all but hitched the horse to the wagon when she fell ill. It took her quick, quicker than I was able to help her anyway. And within three days it was over. I was alone.”

Elena looked at him, horrified. After all this time together she had never known what he had been through. His eyes were blazing with resentment, guilt and bitterness. His brow knitted together with the effort it took him to hold back tears, and Elena felt all of his pain for him, a tear rolled down her own cheek.

“Joshua, I’m so sorry.” and she moved closer to him, and wrapped her small chapped hand around his rough large one. He started, as though he had forgotten she was there. He seemed to pull himself out of his reverie, and continued in a slightly stronger voice.

“I had to leave them. I waited for three days after I buried her, and then I left. Alone.” He turned his face to hers, much closer now she had moved, she could see the fine lines of the crinkles by his eyes. Momentarily stunned, she was unable to look away, and they held each other’s gaze. In the short moments before she averted her eyes, a barrage of emotions ran through her mind, from sorrow, to pity, from gratitude, and then, somewhere else she had not expected. A twig within the fire cracked a loud pop and the moment was broken. Elena withdrew her hand from his and shifted awkwardly to face away from him. She expected him to say her name, to take her hand again, and shocked to hear him quickly get up from the fire and return to his tent. Confused and a little upset, Elena sat up well into the night to ponder her feelings.

Chapter Five

Their journey continued in much the same fashion as it had so far. The only small difference was that Elena noticed a change in Joshua, and not one for the better. Since he confided in her about his past, she seemed to clam up slightly. Although he was still very polite, and engaged them in conversation, Elena couldn't help but notice that he seemed distant. As for her own feelings, she was still questioning the emotions that had overcome her that very same night. It was hard to recognize a longing for another man, she had only ever known and loved Stan. But it was also difficult to ignore, for her heart was now twisted in a raging battle of longing and guilt. Every time she caught Joshua’s eye, he looked away in bitterness, but her stomach flipped and her heart skipped a beat, it was undeniable that she felt something for him more than companionship. However with these feelings she was unable to stop berating herself. She loved Stan, and in truth was really still mourning him. How was it even to possible to feel for another man, she asked herself angrily. 

If Beth noticed the tension, she kept her opinions to herself. Elena wondered how much of it she could notice, giving Beth credit for being wiser than her years. Yet she was glad her daughter had not broached the subject, she felt that admitting any of these feelings, or even falsely denying them, would make them more real than just within in her thoughts. The weather was becoming noticeably warmer now, which made their travels all together more pleasant. It was enjoyable to watch Beth splash around in the occasional creek, along with the two horses, as crickets chirped and fluffy clouds rolled lazily past the great mountain ranges that now rose up on either side of the trail. The only downside to the increasing heat was that it slowed them down, Beth in particular was finding it hard to walk at their usual pace in such a temperature. 

“You should take a nap in the back of the wagon young miss. Your horse can handle it for an hour or two, especially since the load is a little lighter these days.” Joshua said. Beth looked at her mother for approval.

“It’s a good idea Beth, you look fit to collapse, and we don’t want you become ill.” said Elena, noticing the heavy sweat on Beth’s brow.

“Alright, I will. But wake me after an hour OK?”

Elena and Joshua agreed, and helped her climb into the still moving wagon, pulling the canvas right across so as not to let in any sunlight.

The sun continued to beat down more and more heavily upon the travellers as they trod the dusty path. Joshua noticed that Elena was becoming fatigued. 

“Why don’t you hop up on her, she can take you for a while?” He motioned towards his dapple grey horse whom he was walking beside. 

“I’m fine” declined Elena, but barely were the words out of her mouth when she stumbled slightly, Joshua deftly reaching out to steady her.

“I’m sure your fine, but how about it anyway” he chided her, and softly placed his big strong hands around her tiny waist. As he lifted her up onto the saddle, her face came close to his for just a second, and her inside jolted. It was the first glimpse of intimacy she’d had in months, and the brief closeness of the their features stirred her emotions. Easily he swung her up on to the horses back, and there she sat, momentarily dizzy from her reaction to his touch. She looked down at him and was startled to see that he was looking back up at her with a surprised expression on his face. He quickly pulled his face back in to its usual passive self, and continued to walk ahead, leading the two horses on either side of him. Pondering the moment she concluded that he had felt it too, that there was a connection between them that by now was undeniable. After spending so long in such close proximity, it was bound to happen, she supposed. But what would happen next? Was it possible that their feelings for one another could ever come to the surface? Or was the burden of their journey and the baggage of their pasts too much of an obstacle?

Chapter Six

The weeks that followed were treacherous, and at least for a little while put all thoughts of romance out of Elena’s head. The trail was rocky as it took them through a mountain pass, and every step was a risk. The wagon was prone to getting stuck in deep ruts, and required all three of them, along with the strength of their two horses, to pull it out. At times the path was so narrow that walking single file was the only way they could venture, for hours at a time. During this time, all of the travellers became quieter than usual, the sense of danger and dread weighing down on them and preoccupying their thoughts. 

Several times during this trying stretch, Elena wondered if Joshua would consider just leaving them. They were slowing him down so much, and with just his horse he would be able to cover so much more distance per day than along with the mother and daughter and their wagon. But Joshua’s loyalty to them never faltered, he was there for them in every way they needed. For what felt like the hundredth time Elena mused over the state they would be in now if not for him. After what seemed like forever, the mountains began to flatten out and become less difficult. As they descended toward sea level, the air became pleasantly warm again, and it felt like the danger had passed. 

Making camp on their first night back to flat ground, Elena felt happier than she had in weeks. Once Beth had gone to sleep, she confessed to Joshua how much more hopeful she felt, now that they had left the mountains.

“Well I wasn't going to mention it,” he began, “Because I don’t like to give hope when a things not full done. But this is coming toward the end of our journey now. It’s really not long at all before we reach California. So that happiness your feeling? That’s a valid happiness!”

He smiled at her, and when she caught his gaze, he did not look away. He reached over and took her hand. His was rough and calloused, and she grazed her fingers over his palm.

“Joshua” she started, but before she could get another word out, he kissed her passionately, his lips softer than she expected. She kissed him back and they embraced in the warm glow of the fire. All the love and tension they felt was released between them and everything unsaid over the past months together was dissolved as they intertwined with each other. Elena pulled back to look Joshua in the eye, and saw a tear fall from his eye. She raised her eyebrows in surprise, but he quickly said “They’re happy tears, don’t you worry about that”

“I know exactly how you feel Joshua. Everything is so wonderful and sad at the same time. My heart is so broken, but you’ve
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