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Prologue


  1894


  Elizabeth stood at the edge of the river, hands at her sides to avoid fidgeting. Her toes had no such restraint. They curled in her boots, nearly as hard as the anxious knot in her stomach.


  There was no real way to tell him what she wanted—that she refused to go through with the marriage. There were plenty of reasons to continue with her predestined path, to simply go along with what her father said.


  In her mid-twenties, she was far too old to have the privilege of marrying for love. She wanted children; she could see their squishy cheeks every time she fell asleep. That was what made her say yes in the first place. But the biggest reason was, the wedding would create peace between the two families.


  It would be fine in the long run. She’d have her brood of children, a house of her own, a full life. Even so, she couldn’t stop thinking of that one time . . . that one time he’d gone too far. The one time his temper got the best of him.


  If Pa hurt Momma, would she have gone through with the marriage? The thought whirled through her head like a tornado.


  His footsteps echoed off the gangly trees as he approached.


  The answer never changed. Her mother would never have married someone who would injure her, or her family, so easily.


  And that was why Elizabeth stood there, waiting to have the most difficult conversation of her life.


  “Why’d you want to meet me out here?” He leaned against the tree and stuffed his hands into his pockets.


  She said a silent prayer, rocking back and forth as she did before turning to face him. “I don’t think I can do this anymore.”


  One eyebrow rose in confusion. “What are you talking about?”


  Though it was a warm spring morning, she rubbed her hands over her arms to hide the fact that they were shaking. “I don’t want to marry you anymore.” She expected him to argue, to tell her how he would behave better, how the wedding was far too close to call it off. Instead, pure, menacing fury took the place of his calm, blue eyes.


  “No.” His voice was firm, certain it would be the final word in any argument.


  “I’ve made up my mind. Listen to me, please. We just aren’t a good match. Just as you said before, I’m far too strong-willed. I’ll never make a good wife.” She silently prayed it would be enough, that he’d simply shrug and walk off.


  “I made a promise.” He looked like an angry dog, standing taller in order to appear as oppressive as he possibly could.


  “A promise?”


  “I made a promise to your pa. I swore I’d never let you go.” He closed the distance between them with a single step, looming above her.


  “That promise was to take care of me. To ensure nothing ever happened to me.” Her fingers squirmed, rubbing the fabric of her skirt between her fingers. “Sometimes that means to let me go.”


  He tsked and ran his finger along her jaw, pausing at her chin to guide her gaze to his. “You’re as good as mine. The land will be mine. I chose you, and that’s that.”


  She opened her mouth without thinking. “Our parents made the decision for us. This wasn’t our choice.”


  “How cute, you think you have a say in all this?” A sickening sort of grin snaked across his face. “I don’t plan on lettin’ you go that easily.” He leaned in for a kiss. As his lips tickled hers, her self-control cracked. With as much force as she could muster, she kneed him straight between the legs.


  He crumpled forward like a rag doll. “Why’d you do that?” he demanded, hands clutching at his prized jewels.


  “Perhaps it’s because I don’t want you kissing me.” She fought against the tremble in her voice and crossed her arms over her middle, mainly to hide her anxious fingers as they fiddled with the corset boning beneath. “I’m not going to marry you. I’ve made my decision.”


  He stayed quiet for a long while before he said another word. He spoke through his teeth. “You’ll learn. And you’ll learn right this moment.” Before she could say a word, the first blow landed directly below her collarbone. As her hands flew to the pained area, he grabbed her forearm and shook her.


  “Let me free. The bruises will show!” She pulled back, feeling his fingers sink even farther into her pale skin.


  “You think you’re gonna leave me, now, do you?” He laughed, low and menacing. “You will never leave me.”


  And he threw her to the ground. The breath she had been holding rushed through her teeth as she hit the dirt. Before she could consider getting up again, he was straddling her, hands pinning her arms above her head.


  “You. Will. Never. Leave. Me!” he shouted, shaking her so hard, her head hit the ground. Once. Twice. Again and again. Each time with the sole purpose to drive his point home.


  She gasped in pain but otherwise stayed silent. She would discuss the matter with her brother when she got home. He’d stop. As long as she remained a submissive, quiet girl, he was bound to stop.


  But he didn’t. Her vision blurred and her mind became fuzzy. Almost numb. She hardly noticed each blow to her face, her chest. The trees turned dark as her vision caved into an ever-narrowing tunnel, closing faster and faster with each passing moment.


  Fear gripped her for only a second. What about her father? Would he be okay without her? Her brother?


  But it all faded to an unfeeling sort of peace as she slipped away, the blood from her head flowing into the river below.


  
Chapter One


  “One large, iced, half-caf, soy macchiato?” I held the cold beverage out the drive-through window to the dull-looking man in the yellow sports car. He took his sweet time turning to face me, reminding me of some kind of evil sloth that took pleasure in watching the sleet fall from the roof onto my head.


  “Excuse me?” He raised one eyebrow.


  “You ordered a large, iced, half-caf, soy macchiato?” I kept my customer service voice in full swing, though I knew exactly what was coming. It was probably the biggest issue with my job. All the caffeine in the world wouldn’t make it easy to be nice to assholes.


  His eyebrow fell back to its rightful position, leaving a scowl on his face. “No,” he said curtly. “I had a large, iced, half-caf, soy macchiato with two pumps of caramel.” He spoke the words slowly, as though I had to be an idiot to have missed such a thing.


  I took a second to let my eyes close, then inhaled deeply. Patience . . . patience . . . “Oh, I’m sorry! I’ll fix it for you.” I backed into the heated building and set the cold drink beside the order screen.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Trisha muttered from her position in front of the espresso machine. “What was it? I’ll make it again.”


  I repeated the order, and she eyed the offending drink. “I could just add two pumps to that.”


  “Don’t, he’s watching,” I cautioned. Like a switch, the customer service demeanor turned back on with the ding in my headset. I could only imagine the customer leaning out her window, shouting through the torrential sleet. These people were certainly desperate for their afternoon pick-me-up. It was nice to know it wasn’t just me suffering each time I stuck my head through the window.


  The shift was long. The weather seemed to make everyone grumpier than normal. If I drank all the returned drinks, I could have bounced to the moon with all the caffeine.


  Mercifully, closing came at eleven. I had a long night of studying ahead of me, so I made my own concoction of hazelnut, mocha, and a whopping three shots of espresso to help me survive.


  “You doing anything tonight?” Trisha tiptoed on the counter, packing the sealed bags of coffee beans into their respective, high-up places.


  I interrupted a yawn with a gulp of coffee. “Yep. Booked up. My bed will be angry if I decide to stand him up.”


  “Your bed . . .” Trisha shook her head. “You’re a college student. Your bed shouldn’t have a persona until you have a good two kids.”


  I rolled my eyes and grabbed one of the boxes strewn across the floor. Stubbornly, I fought to flatten it into submission. I refused to search for the box knife. “I’m not a normal college student. You know that.”


  “We haven’t been out in so long! If you even think of telling me you have some assignment you haven’t finished, I’ll jump on down and tape your mouth shut.” As evidence, she held up the piece of tape she’d just yanked from a box.


  I smirked. “I technically do. I have a test at nine.”


  She groaned. “Ellie, come with me. You need something other than school and work in your life.”


  “Trisha . . .” I complained. “I really just want to study, then go to bed.”


  “You will. After we party. Come on.” She hopped down in one fluid movement. “I’ll drive. You don’t have to worry about a thing.”


  “You’re my ride anyway,” I muttered. “You can go. If you hadn’t noticed, the sky’s been throwing ice at us all day.”


  “Come on, don’t be a sheltered little—”


  I took a moment to calm myself before responding. “Thank you for the invite, but no.” In all honesty, even if I didn’t have a test in the morning, I wouldn’t have gone. The few times I had ever gone out with her, I ended up in the back corner of the bar with only my drink for company.


  “Fine,” Trisha grumbled. “Come on then. I’ve got the keys to lock up.”


  After securing the tiny coffee shop, we sprinted through the icy rain and piled into her 1980s Cadillac. As it roared to life, the sugar-sweet voice on the radio warned of the potential of ice on the roads by morning.


  One of the issues I had with Trisha’s car was the seat belts. The one on the driver’s side was the only one in working order. With the weather, that just made me extra nervous.


  I didn’t like that the sleet had turned to rain over the last hour, but at least I would be home soon.


  We drove north out of the main part of Woodward, Oklahoma, without an issue, heading in the direction of my garage apartment. At nearly midnight, the streets looked like they had come out of a ghost town.


  When the car slid past the stop sign, my anxiety took over. “Careful, don’t go so fast. If there’s that icy spot, I’m sure the bridges are already trashed.”


  “Chill, it hasn’t been raining very long yet,” Trisha said. “You’re giving the northerners a reason to laugh at us.”


  With each mile, I stiffened some more. She wasn’t known for her decision-making.


  As we geared up to cross the river, I sat a bit straighter to try to glimpse the water beneath. It had rained almost all week before the cold spell, sending all the creeks and rivers into full Oklahoma-style rapids. Of course, nothing could be seen. The barely budding trees were too thick, and the night too dark.


  A curse from Trisha was the first sign that something had gone wrong. The car slid to the left, then jerked the other way as she tried to correct the error. The rolling coffin wasn’t having it.


  She’s got this, I lied to myself, grabbing on to the door handle with a death grip.


  The car spun like slow-motion ballet, the sleet pelting the windows with an elegant, teasing force. It was like the droplets were laughing at my misfortune.


  The car hurtled toward the ditch on the right side of the road. I knew the trees were short by most standards, but they no longer looked that way as I braced for impact.


  Trisha yanked the wheel to the left.


  “Watch out!” I heard myself scream.


  The car smashed into the guard rail.


  Everything after that was a blur. I didn’t have time to marvel at the flying cell phone, or all the glass that followed it. Panic filled every inch of my body as we crashed toward the river, hitting who knows what on the way down.


  It was impossible to keep track of everything. Screams came from nearly every direction, echoing in and out of focus and drowning out even the rushing of the river.


  Something told me how I should know better than to get into a vehicle without a working seat belt, but another part was still confused as I hit the water—completely free of the car.


  I gasped as the cold seeped into my clothes. It was impossible to stand, no matter how many times I kicked my feet. The water dragged me down into its murky depths. All the muck from the week’s storms rushed about me in all directions. It was impossible to tell which way was up or down, which way was upstream and which downstream.


  My mouth opened to scream, and my mind tried to regain control. Nothing worked. I was swept on, pushed out of the water for a breath here, and a breath there, but it was never quite enough.


  Each time I got the smallest bit of oxygen, I was shoved right back down. My side slammed into a rock, my shoulder into a limb. Each object sent more precious air bubbling up to freedom.


  Suddenly my body took over. It gasped for breath. The firewater burned its path all the way down my windpipe and into my lungs. I smacked into another hard object, my body becoming as heavy as a rock. My lungs gasped for more air, and I sank faster, all the while being swept around in the swirling water.


  Then black.


  
Chapter Two


  There’s no telling how long I lay on the side of the river. I have no idea how I even got out of the water. But when I opened my eyes, they burned in the bright sunshine.


  I smelled vile. Like puke and pond scum combined.


  The realization of what happened was slow, creeping into my mind like a snail invasion. The car accident, the river, the ice, breathing the water in—


  I gasped and sat up. The coughing was relentless, ejecting water all over the tightly packed dirt. Where was Trish? Would they let me retake my test?


  Watered-down blood dripped from the tip of my nose, staining the ground. Alarmed, I smacked my hand against the offending wound on my forehead. The blood welled around my fingers at an alarming rate.


  Logic told me head wounds bled a lot, and I didn’t have reason to panic, but the blood running off my chin terrified me.


  I needed to find my way home. To someone. To a hospital. To find Trisha.


  Surely the first responders had already located her. If I had survived and traveled so far, maybe she did as well. But those screams had insisted otherwise.


  Forcing myself to my feet took much more effort with the dizziness. The throbbing of my head caught up with me the moment I stood upright. I glanced around desperately.


  Nothing.


  I was in the middle of absolute nowhere. Probably a farmer’s field. Or ranch. Or something. There were no fences, no cows, no buildings. Only trees that lined the river and rolling hills that continued on until they disappeared into the cloud-dotted sky.


  I dug into my pocket for my cell phone but found nothing. Not that it would have been likely to work after swirling around in the water, but it had certainly been expensive. Besides, there would have been that tiny chance that I could call an ambulance.


  I tugged at my sweater, hoping to make the hem into a bandage for my head, but nothing budged. How did they manage such things in the movies?


  Of course, I had traveled downstream. Ideally, I would only need to head back the way I’d come and hold pressure on my head.


  Easy.


  Hopefully Trisha hadn’t been swept away. But if she had, she was likely to be along the riverbank. At the very least, there was bound to be debris from the car.


  I silently prayed she had made it to safety and was hunting for me.


  But those screams . . .


  Panic swelled in my chest, threatening to take over. My breathing came faster by the second, causing my vision to go fuzzy.


  Breathe . . . breathe . . . I placed my hand on my chest to focus on its rise and fall. Hyperventilating wouldn’t help me.


  It took awhile, but when all that was left was the dull pain that radiated through my body and the killer headache, I began to walk. One step in front of another. It felt like I had just run a marathon completely untrained at some kind of record pace. With werewolves on my heels.


  Within a few minutes, ominous blood splotches appeared on my jeans. I refused to pull up my pant leg to check on the injuries. If I didn’t see what was going on, maybe I could ignore it until I found help. That was the hope anyway. Wounds always seemed to hurt worse once I saw them. These were no exception. It was as though my brain had some kind of radar, latching on to each of the bloody zones and awakening the throbbing pain.


  I wrapped my arms around my shivering self and continued on. A farmer’s field couldn’t go on forever. There had to be a fence hiding somewhere to follow toward a road. Something.


  The river meandered on its merry way, showing no trace of its earlier malice. It was much warmer than it had been too. Likely the upper fifties, low sixties. I wouldn’t freeze, though my body still shivered.


  I finally came across a road when the sun was high in the sky. An old, dusty path with two bare spots for wheels. I figured there was a fifty-fifty chance one way would lead to the farmer’s house, the other would go off to an abandoned shed.


  The wound in my head had slowed to a trickle, though each step threatened to reopen it. Hopefully it wasn’t as bad as I had originally feared.


  Time seemed to stretch out indefinitely. My footsteps got slower and slower. Until I saw buildings in the distance. It was as though someone injected caffeine into my body. Surprising even myself, I ran for them.


  It was a town. A very tiny one, but a town nonetheless. It didn’t even have a Sonic. Or power lines. Or even streetlights, for that matter.


  I didn’t completely realize how much was off until I stood next to the closest building, looking on to Main Street. It was the perfect replica of one of those ghost towns in a TV show, only with plenty of movement. The women bustled around in bulky, multilayered dresses. Some had on bonnets, some had heavily ornate hats to enhance their fancy look. The men wore long-sleeved shirts, high-waisted pants, and the classic cowboy hat, and most of them had suspenders or vests on.


  Bonnets? There was no possible way they were back in style.


  I moved into the street, blown away by the perfection of the horses and wagons, all the men hoisting hefty things and the women gossiping in the corners. Whoever put this together was a genius, and I felt bad for interrupting the production.


  But I needed help. A hospital, preferably.


  “Elizabeth!”


  The sound of my full first name piercing through the air hit me with both hope and apprehension. I whirled toward the voice coming from what looked like the general store. The tall man rushing my way had brown, tousled hair and was dressed just like the other men, only slightly dirtier. The biggest difference was the stressed-out look that reminded me of a parent who was about to navigate their toddler’s fifth tantrum of the day.


  I automatically backed up a few steps. I had never seen this man in my life.


  “Where have you been? Do you have any idea how long I’ve been looking for you? And what happened to you! And . . . what are you wearing? Why are you dressed like a boy?” He paused, eyes narrowing as he fought for the words. “Where'd you get those pants? They're way too small. You can hardly move. And is that a sweater?” His jaw went slack as he stared at my blood-streaked face. “You cut your bangs. Why would you do that? You look like some cheap—” He cut himself off, confusion contorting his expression in waves.


  A lady whispered into her husband’s ear, a scandalous expression taking over her pinched face.


  I glanced down at myself. A low-cut, oversize sweater, now torn to shreds and hardly blue anymore with all the blood from my forehead, then my equally as destroyed jeans. For this fantasy land, I could see the outfit being somewhat of an issue.


  He didn’t wait for a reply before he pulled off his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders.


  “What happened to your head? Where’s Rose?” He wrapped one arm around me and ushered me toward a beautiful black mare.


  Something twitched in the back of my head, reminding me that strangers were no good. Especially when you got into a car with them. Or horse, in this case. Apparently, the car accident wasn’t enough to teach me that lesson.


  His solid hold cautioned me against jerking away, but it still somehow felt protective. For the tiniest of moments, I somehow felt like I was completely safe.


  “Why is everyone dressed up?” I managed to ask.


  He shot me a quizzical look. Before I had a chance to react, he hauled me up onto the horse. Instantly, I leaped for the ground. I didn’t plan on being kidnapped. Especially not on horseback. My landing was horrible, giving him enough time to scoop me under his arm like a football.


  “Come on!” He let out a grumble and set me securely on the horse again. This time, he swung up behind me before I could try to escape. His arms stretched on either side of me, effectively caging me in. He moved with the same ease I had when getting into the seat of a car, as if he did it a million times a day.


  “You’d better come up with where you’ve been. Pa might as well shoot you.”


  “Pa?” I blurted. Every word he said felt like it hit some kind of brick wall before bouncing off into some confusing swarm of gnats. “I don’t think—” I cut myself off as the perfect set of gallows came into view, placed right next to the even more perfect jail.


  The confusing gnat swarm started to come together. It finally clicked how wrong the entire situation was. “Where the fuck am I?” I demanded. Unwisely.


  He yanked the horse to a stop and turned in such a slow fashion, I envisioned a vulture narrowing in on his prey. “Pardon me?” he asked, one eyebrow raised, pure shock written in his blue eyes.


  “You haven’t heard a girl curse before?” I snapped, the bravery coming out of some hidden part of me. I was sure he could tear me to shreds in an instant, and with the look in his eyes, I was wondering if he would. “I need answers. Once again, where am I?”


  He shook his head slowly. “Never heard a girl like you curse before. Any girl I’ve ever heard with that sort of language was wearing a damn sight less than even you right now.”


  I stared at him, shocked into silence. Did he just call me a whore?


  “And you’re wrong. I’m the one in need of the answers,” he added before I could gather myself.


  I crossed my arms around my middle as I tried to create a comeback. He turned back around, and with a kick and a sort of clicking noise, we started off. I grabbed the back of the saddle before I could fall.


  There was no way around it: I was going to miss my test.


  
Chapter Three


  A narrow, dirty road opened to the right almost as soon as we passed the last building. The man turned there, body stiff with worry. Or anger. It was hard to figure out which.


  “We need to get you fixed up,” he said.


  “I need a hospital. Take me back to town.” I turned in the saddle to peer back at the buildings in the distance.


  “The closest thing you can get to a hospital ’round here is Mr. Spencer.” His tone left no room for argument.


  I touched the clotted wound on my head. Whoever Mr. Spencer was, I doubted he had what I really needed.


  A two-story, wooden house came into view right as the town faded behind the hill. Painted white with a big front porch that spanned the entire front, it looked like one of those houses that would be preserved by the historical society.


  The man dismounted and reached up to help me down. I didn’t budge.


  “Take me to a hospital, please,” I said, lifting my chin and forcing myself to make eye contact.


  He leveled his gaze. “As I said, this is all we’ve got. Come on.” He scooped me up like a child, one arm wrapping behind my back and the other snaking under my knees.


  “Put me down!” I shouted, kicking at whatever part of him I could.


  “Hush, look, you’ve made it start bleeding again with all that strugglin’.”


  As if on cue, a droplet of blood fell from my chin and onto my chest.


  Letting out an irritated sigh, he walked me straight up the steps and to the door. He knocked with the toe of his boot.


  “I’m comin’, I’m comin’!” came the bright, feminine voice from some hidden corner inside the house. The moment she laid eyes on us, her face transformed from a pretty shade of pink to as white as a sheet.


  “Elliot! Elizabeth!” She let the door fall all the way open.


  My captor—Elliot, I assumed—hurried inside without a word, leading the way to a room on the right. The woman fluttered along behind.


  The inside of the house matched the historical perfection of outside. It was a place that needed to be taped off with big signs threatening death if anyone was to cross. However, everything was well worn and still in use. Even the Victorian-style settee in the parlor.


  The room Elliot brought me into matched the time period but not the decor. A black, padded bed stuck out from the wall next to a clear cabinet filled with tools and medications. A chair rested beside the door, but otherwise, the room was empty.


  Elliot ushered me to the ancient exam table with such care, I felt like I had gone back to being two years old.


  Before he could get out of reach, I grasped his shirtsleeve. “I need a hospital.”


  He smiled sympathetically. “This is the best we have. You know that.” He patted my shoulder.


  He pried my fingers from his clothing and sidestepped my attempts at grabbing him again. Before I could protest, he left the room, shoulders visibly relaxing as the stress melted away. He was perfectly okay with leaving me with this strange, middle-aged woman. I could only assume she was Mrs. Spencer.


  Before I could consider getting off the table, she rushed over and started her examination. Her eyes traveled every inch of me, focusing on every bloodstain and scrape. “Poor dear . . .” she cooed. “Let’s get this off you so we can get you cleaned up.”


  There wasn’t much else I could do other than let her try to help me. She pulled the sweater off with the care of a grandmother, but it still pulled at the dried blood and glass shards that hid underneath.


  I closed my eyes against the pain. If I didn’t fuss, maybe she would be more helpful.


  Her questions flew through my head faster than I could hear them. The only words I caught were the basic who, where, when, and why. But none of my answers had a chance to form on my lips.


  She let out a scandalized yet somehow dainty gasp as she got the shirt over my head. I subconsciously glanced down, hunting for the cause. I halfway expected to find a gash in my abdomen by the way she looked. I had plenty of scratches, but there was nothing too major.


  She focused on my foot, the cabinet, anything but my lacy bralette. It would have been the perfect reaction for a hidden camera TV show. “They’re not the most supportive things, are they?” I laughed awkwardly.


  She got over her shock quickly and started to clean the wounds with a wet rag. She pulled out whatever pieces of glass she could. Though she was careful, it took more effort than I expected not to whack her away. My body seemed to have a mind of its own, twitching in self-defense with each sharp pain.


  Her hands were cold, a relief to the hot, swollen skin around the glass and dirty cuts. She worked efficiently, talking about all kinds of things as if she weren’t mutilating my body for a cause. She told me about all kinds of people in the town and what they were up to, but I didn’t register any of it.


  Only when she was satisfied with my torso did she move on to my forehead. I fought to stay still as she pulled miniscule pieces of glass out of my hairline. She went mostly quiet as she worked on that one, only making scolding tsk noises when she found things she didn’t like.


  She cleaned that wound with agonizing slowness, drawing a few squeaks out of me with the poking and prodding. Eventually, she pressed the rag against my forehead and directed me to hold pressure. I obeyed.


  Not as much glass made it through my pants. Thank God for denim. Most of them were easy to clean and not very deep. Something had slashed through the upper part of the jeans, leaving a larger cut on my inner thigh. She took her time cleaning that one but bandaged it without much fuss.


  Satisfied, Mrs. Spencer pulled a well-worn, off-white slip sort of garment from the chair beside her and slipped it over my head, making sure not to bump the gash. A knock sounded on the door, making both of us jump.


  “Give us just a moment!” she called, supporting my upper body as we let the garment fall over my skin. I was grateful for her concern for modesty as she pulled the slip down to my knees.


  Satisfied, she turned toward the door. “Phillip, come on in!”


  A larger, husky man came in at her call. He had a dark brown beard and mustache, one that would certainly be the envy of many guys with the beard craze back home. The only thing was, like the house, he was definitely not dressed for the twenty-first century. He wore the same light-colored pants held up by suspenders and a shirt the color of dark moss. He covered it all with the white lab coat that hung on a peg by the door.


  My stomach caught in my throat as he rummaged through his medicine cabinet.


  “Miss Elizabeth,” he began, shaking his head slowly. “Getting yourself in trouble, I see?”


  Elliot slipped in behind him, moving like a ghost to stand by my head.


  “Ellie,” I muttered, mainly to myself. I should probably have asked how they knew my name, but I didn't have the energy. “And accidents happen.” My throat felt dry and scratchy after my prolonged silence.


  “Of course they do.” He turned back to face me with a leather-
bound roll of tools in his hands. “If they didn’t, I wouldn’t have a job.”


  In old historical films, it seemed like doctors loved to shove leeches on their patients. What if they were committed to their charade enough to conduct their medical care in an old-fashioned way? “Please don’t put leeches on me,” I pleaded, voice high-pitched. I couldn’t get the thought out of my head.


  Elliot laughed first, sending the happy sound circling around the room. I didn’t join in. None of this was funny.


  “No leeches,” Phillip promised. He motioned for me to lie down. I did, though my muscles shook in nervous protest. He placed the roll above my head and unrolled it, humming as he did so.


  I tried to crane my neck to see the contents, but I couldn’t see anything except for the worn leather.


  Elliot cleared his throat to get my attention. “Do you remember what happened?” he asked.


  “I was in an accident,” I said absently.


  “What about Rose? And Luke?” he prodded.


  I didn’t get a chance to come up with an answer. The doctor stood up straight, holding a long needle and thread.


  “Nope!” I sat up with all the umph I had and turned to swing my legs over the side.


  Elliot placed his hand on my shoulder and pushed me back down. He was careful not to apply too much force, but his grip was still strong.


  “I need to be in a hospital for this bullshit,” I snapped. My heart pounded in my ears and my breathing came fast. “I’m done playing your games. Take me to a hospital!” I pushed hard against him, but he didn’t move an inch.


  The doctor didn’t react to my words, but Elliot visibly flinched.


  “The nearest hospital is in Kansas. This is nothing Mr. Spencer can’t take care of on his own,” Elliot said with a forced calm.


  He held pressure on my shoulders as the man came for my forehead. Mrs. Spencer stood opposite him with a wet rag to dab at the wound as needed.


  “Let me go!” I shouted, kicking weakly at the doctor. “Let me the fuck go! Dammit! This is not sanitary!” The infection would set in rapidly, I just knew it.


  The door burst open, and a taller, older version of Elliot walked in. They looked so much alike, other than the gray hair and the long, gray mustache that took over the new man’s face.


  “Elizabeth,” the man said, rushing to my side. He looked me over with a brooding expression so much like one my father would have had; it sent a pang of sadness through my stomach.


  “I need to go,” I said, holding in the question of who he was. It didn’t matter.


  “She’s not cooperating,” Elliot tattled. I shot him a glare and yanked away, taking advantage of his distraction. He just moved his grip to my forearms and held tight. The new man wordlessly did the same to my legs.


  I cursed and screamed at them, but they ignored me. This ridiculous act needed to stop. I didn’t deserve to be thrown into this charade.


  Nothing about me was silent as the doctor prodded at my forehead. With every movement he made, I expected the needle to prick into my skin.


  “This is madness! Just let me go! Let me bleed to death!”


  When the needle finally began its horrifying job, I sucked in a sharp breath and whimpered. The pain stole the fight from my body and pushed me right into helpless submission. That wasn’t to say I stayed quiet. Every word I said was a curse of some kind, whether made-up or completely understandable. Each time my body tensed, the men holding me down tightened their grip.


  Thankfully, the doctor was fast. Either that, or the wound wasn’t as large as it felt. The moment he snipped the thread, everyone collectively let go and breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t blame them; even I had fully planned to launch up like an angry cougar as soon as I was released. Instead, my hand shot to my head to feel the result. It was a good two inches long, hiding right along my hairline. The doctor had done delicate, precise stitches. That was a good thing, right?


  Other than the infection risk, of course.


  “Were there any other places that need stitched?” Phillip directed his question toward his wife.


  I answered first. “No.”


  “Her left thigh had another large wound, but I believe bandages do the job nicely,” she said.


  With those magic words, I relaxed.


  “Now, drink lots of water, okay?” Phillip said sternly. “And rest. Lots of rest. As for your wounds, just keep them clean. I don’t want to perform an amputation on you.”


  Even though it was said with a teasing smile, I flinched at the word. I was going to get all kinds of infections from that needle. I needed a hospital.


  “Elizabeth,” the new man said, voice just like a cautioning parent, reminding me there were still other people in the room. “What happened to you?”


  Lips sealed, I didn’t say a word. I didn’t turn to face him, didn’t look up at anyone. I needed to get home. To a hospital. Anywhere else.


  Apparently giving up on me, they turned their attention to the doctor, giving their thanks and gathering instructions for my care. I tuned them completely out and stared straight at the wall.


  After a few minutes of chatting, Elliot scooped me into his arms. Whether it was the instinct that told me he meant no harm, or the fact that I was beyond exhausted, I rested my head against his warm chest. It felt comfortable, despite all the warning bells going off inside my brain.


  “Wait!” Mrs. Spencer said, rushing to Elliot’s side and nodding to me. “She can’t leave like that.”


  “We can’t take clothing from you,” the father figure said.


  “Nonsense.” The woman fluttered her hands at him and rushed to the hall closet. She came back within a few seconds with a long, blue coat. “I can spare this for a time, I think. And it will save her dignity. She can bring it back when she’s feeling up to coming into town again.”


  Elliot set me down and helped wrap me up in the too-large coat. Mrs. Spencer was large enough that it could probably wrap around my middle a good one and a half times with the hem dragging the ground.


  Once outside, my brain fogged over the rest of the way. I sat on the front of the horse this time, Elliot swinging up behind me and putting his arms on either side like a cage. They chatted with Mrs. Spencer for far too long. My eyes slipped closed against my will, only to snap open again in a panic. I had to stay aware of everything. I couldn’t fall asleep.


  We only took off when the sun threatened to sink below the horizon. The father kept his horse even with Elliot’s, and no one said a word.


  The landscape moved by ever so slowly. We weren’t far from the river. Every once in a while, I could hear its tinkling song as it meandered through the trees. We passed a few tiny sod houses. Many of them were so new, the ground around was still torn up. Each house was acres and acres away from the next.


  Children peered out of the doorway of one of them.


  “Ma!” The littlest one’s voice came as a startling screech. “They found her! Elizabeth! Come see!”


  There was some scolding inside after that, and before the child could take two steps out the front door, arms pulled him inside. I caught the words “be polite” but otherwise couldn’t understand what was said.


  In reality, the only thing that pierced through my exhaustion was the ever-present panic. My heart beat with a steady, decisive thud. With each step the horse took, the fear threatened to break through.


  Everything seemed less like a charade the farther we got from the river.


  By the time we reached a tiny, two-story house, the light had turned to that of an oil painting. Everything had a romantic, yellowed feel as the sun began to set. The house wasn’t nearly as spectacular as the doctor’s home. It sat at the bottom of a hill, dwarfed by a patch of trees off to the side.


  The house didn’t look like it had been constructed by anyone with experience. The first floor was a simple rectangle with a lean-to attached. A smaller rectangle had been plopped on top. Nothing looked like it would survive all that long.


  All the wood was freshly cut and placed together; it didn’t have the weathered appearance of a classic old cabin I’d seen while driving through the country. Extra panels and logs sat close by, stacked beside a startlingly small sod building. It didn’t look much bigger than a walk-in closet.


  Elliot dismounted in front of this earthen structure and handed the reins to his father before helping me down. He carried me inside easily.


  Inside was about as cozy as it could be. There was a staircase to the left with a door underneath it that led to whatever room the lean-to held. To the right there was a fireplace, woodstove, rocking chair, and a few benches around a table. Knickknacks hung all around, including a broom and a shotgun that rested in a cradle above the door. There were cabinets beside the stove but no sink. All the furniture was crammed together, making the space feel like a dollhouse.


  Elliot didn’t give me a chance to process the room. He carried me up the narrow stairs to a very claustrophobic hallway. The ceiling was so sloped, he had to stay on the side of the rooms. He opened the door to the second one and went in.


  It was equally as simple and cramped as the rest of the house. A dark wood vanity sat against the left wall, a chest beside it. A nightstand with an oil lamp and a rickety old metal bed sat next to a window. Everything was so . . . wooden. The walls were panels, the floors were panels, the ceilings were just as sloped as the hallway with the large beams holding the entire household.


  Elliot set me on the quilt-covered bed and lifted the glass cage around the oil lamp. With startling ease, he lit it and a warm glow cast across his face.


  I hadn’t seen anyone mess with one of those since my grandmother. She had one and lit it a few times at my insistence. But this man did it so easily, he had to do it every day.


  The movie set idea was becoming less and less of a possibility.


  “Are you going to tell me what happened?” Elliot asked, pulling me out of my thoughts. His voice was gruff with some hidden turmoil. He didn’t look up at me, just stared at the flame as it danced inside its cage.


  “You won’t believe it,” I said.


  “If we are to do anything to help you, we need to know.”


  I sighed and lay back, relieved that the mattress wasn’t too horribly uncomfortable. There was no user manual of what to do. Was I supposed to tell him the truth? Pretend I knew what was going on? Impulsively, I chose some kind of middle path. It was the only way I could see making it through without as many snags. “I don’t know who you are,” I finally admitted.


  He couldn’t hide his sharp inhale. It took him a long time to say anything, let alone breathe. The flame could have caused eye damage with how hard he stared at it. “Elliot. I’m your older brother, Elliot.” His voice turned in to that of a strangled man uttering his last words.


  My eyes snapped shut as unexpected emotion slammed into me. A brother. “My brother died a year ago,” I whispered, not sure if it was wise or not. He flinched but said nothing. “The other man—he’s your dad?”


  “Yes.” His voice cracked, forcing himself to pause. “Newton Hersley. Your father.” Each word took obvious effort. A crunch split the silence as he crushed the box of matches in his hand. “You need your rest,” he choked out. Without the slightest look back at me, he left and the door clicked behind him.


  The light danced across the wall, telling stories with the shadows that happened to pass. My head ached with more than the stress and injury. The confusion swarmed so violently, it made it hard to focus.


  Tears made trails along my cheeks before dropping onto the pillow. My brother . . . Travis. Though I’d done my best to move, to start a new life without him by my side, it had been nearly impossible. He’d been my roommate as we struggled through our college courses and worked full-time, menial jobs. He’d been my only confidant when our parents died in the fire.


  Until he’d chosen to end it all.


  It was a blessing I wasn’t the one who found his body. Or at least everyone else thought so. To me, it was more of a curse. If I had been there, I might have been able to stop it.


  Balling my hands into fists, I roughly rubbed them against my eyes, trying to avoid falling down the emotional rabbit hole.


  I didn’t have a brother.


  Travis Hersley was dead.


  It was all a big trick. It had to be a trick.


  But somehow, I knew it wasn’t.


  

  Chapter Four


  “Don’t you dare even think about doing something as idiotic as going after them!”


  Faint light flittered through the window, brightening the room just enough to show me I wasn’t home. I pinched my arm roughly and groaned. Reality.


  The shouting continued downstairs, shattering my disappointment. “You mean, don’t defend your daughter’s honor?” Elliot’s voice soared through the floorboards, full of venom.


  “We don’t even know if it was them!”


  “How could it be anyone else? Do you know of anyone who would have anything to gain from hurting her?”


  “We don’t know what happened, Elliot.” Newton’s voice held the unwavering no-nonsense edge but seemed more calm than before.


  “We know something happened. And I’m not just going to sit here and let them glory over stealing away—” Emotion cut Elliot off, leaving an awkward silence in the air.


  Forcing my body out of bed, I wrapped the quilt around my shoulders. The room spun slightly as I walked toward the door and down the rickety hallway, but I managed. As long as I kept an eye on my feet, my body stayed upright.


  “Elizabeth,” Newton said, as I appeared on the stairs. His gravelly voice reminded me of an old man pretending to be a radio host. “We should have done better at staying quiet. I apologize.”


  Tension hung heavy in the air as I looked between the two men. A lone tear sat on the very top of Elliot


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

    [image: ]

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
A NOVEL

HE CAN'T'GO BACK .\ .

talie Gri





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
  Contents


  
    		Prologue


    		Chapter One


    		Chapter Two


    		Chapter Three


    		Chapter Four


    		Chapter Five


    		Chapter Six


    		Chapter Seven


    		Chapter Eight


    		Chapter Nine


    		Chapter Ten


    		Chapter Eleven


    		Chapter Twelve


    		Chapter Thirteen


    		Chapter Fourteen


    		Chapter Fifteen


    		Chapter Sixteen


    		Chapter Seventeen


    		Chapter Eighteen


    		Chapter Nineteen


    		Chapter Twenty


    		Chapter Twenty-One


    		Chapter Twenty-Two


    		Chapter Twenty-Three


    		Chapter Twenty-Four


    		Chapter Twenty-Five


    		Chapter Twenty-Six


    		Chapter Twenty-Seven


    		Chapter Twenty-Eight


    		Chapter Twenty-Nine


    		Author Q&A


    		Acknowledgments


    		About the Author


  




		Landmarks


			
						Cover


    		Copyright page


    		Beginning


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/windyowlpress.jpg
WINDY
v owL
\4

PRESS





OEBPS/image/sectionbreak1.jpg





OEBPS/image/sectionbreak.jpg





OEBPS/image/title-page.jpg
Twigg
N lime

SHE CAN'T GO BACK ...

Natalie Griffin

SSSSS





