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      The dark knight saved me on the worst day of my life…

      Paisley

      I never intended to make it out of the field that Chase finds me in. Ready to end it all, a man on horseback rides in and saves me.

      I’m broken, betrayed, and out of options.

      When a fall storm washes out the bridge to town, we find ourselves snowed in and stuck in Chase’s remote cabin. It’s a forced proximity arrangement neither of us planned, but both desperately need.

      As days turn to weeks and then to months, his calm steadies my emotions. But winter is long and the cabin is small. Secrets both of us thought were buried come to the surface, and force us to face the lives we’ve left behind.

      He saved my life. I might save his right back.
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      Late October

      Rain slides against the windshield as a crack of thunder reverberates along the empty field, bouncing off the mountains bordering the property. In the distance, there's a fence row, and I imagine the people who own this land are proud. It seems to be well taken care of, and I hate that I'm going to make an undoubtedly bad memory for the owner. Or whoever finds me.

      I fumble with the phone in my hand, fingers trembling as I try to unlock it. Does this really matter? Is it worth it to stop and try to notify someone? Maybe they'll try and stop me. That's not what I want.

      "Your family and friends will want to know," I whisper to myself, my bottom lip trembling.

      Closing my eyes, I inhale deeply, filling my lungs with air. My chest has been tight since the first moment I made this decision, but this is my destiny. I don't want to hurt any longer. In my free hand, I hold the cross necklace my grandmother gave me for my fifteenth birthday, praying that I feel peace. But it isn't coming. Calming my racing heart, I attempt to make the call again, this time connecting.

      "Blackwood Falls 911, what's your emergency?"

      "Can..." I start, but the words won't come. "Can you..."

      "Ma'am, what's your emergency? Are you hurt?" The voice is clipped with urgency and professionalism.

      I try again. "Can you trace this call?" The words are barely a whisper, hopefully she can hear me.

      "Do you mean, can I track where you are?"

      "Yes." I bite my bottom lip, trying to hold back the sob that's threatening to break free from my chest. "Can you alert my family where I am? I'm planning on killing myself, and I want them to be able to have my body."

      There it is, the pity sigh. The one I've heard every single time I've tried to talk to people about how I feel. No one takes me seriously. "Honey, you don't want to do this. Let me see where you are."

      That's where she's wrong. I do. There is nothing left for me in this world. The life I thought I knew has been flipped on it's head. Nothing is recognizable to me anymore. "I'm in a pasture in Blackwood Falls." I lick my dry lips. "Out State Route 15. Please let my family know."

      "What's your name?" She asks, acting as if she really wants to connect with me.

      It's not like I don't know what she's doing. "My name won't change any of this."

      "It will," she continues. "Paisley? Is that your name? That's what's coming back to your phone."

      Tears stream down my face. "All I want to know is if you can make sure someone finds me so that my family can have my body." That all sounds so awful, like I don't care about anyone, including myself. The fact is, I care too much, which is why this is happening. My heart can't take it any longer; caring for so many who don't care about me. "Can you please do that?"

      "I'm not able to trace you yet, please stay on the line, honey."

      She's stalling, I know it, but I don't have the guts to call her on it. Instead, I glance at the rain hitting the windshield. Looking down at the gun in the passenger seat, I roll my lips together. Will I feel it when I pull the trigger, or will I go easily? "I have my location services turned on."

      "Can you give me that phone number? Just to make sure I have it?"

      I recite my phone number. The same one I've had since I got my first cell at twelve.

      "I'm showing you're near Blackwood State Park?"

      "Yeah." I swallow hard. "That's where I am."

      "Let me say something to you, please listen to me?"

      Her voice reminds me of the grandmother I miss so much, of the mom I thought wanted the best for me, but ruined my life. I'm holding onto it as if it's a life jacket in the tumultuous sea of my emotions.

      There's the tears again. "O....Okay..."

      "I have your location, and if it's what you want, I'll have police come out to recover you, but listen to me first. What you're attempting to do is a permanent solution to a temporary problem. I will sit here and talk to you all day, if that's what you need."

      Sobbing, I put the phone down on my thigh, trying to get my breath back. No one has offered to do that for me in the past three months I've been struggling. The people in my life who should've noticed? They haven't.

      Reaching over the console, I'm about to circle my fingers around the gun when someone opens my driver's side door, and drags me out into the rain.

      "Don't touch that gun." The voice is gruff and hoarse, the hand circling my wrist is rough and calloused.

      Looking up, there's a tall man, rain pouring off the brim of his cowboy hat. Over his chest, there's a bulletproof vest with LIVESTOCK AGENT in yellow letters across the front. At his side, a radio chirps. He pulls it to his mouth. "I've got her. She's on my ranch. I'll let you know if I need help." When he's done, he looks at me. "Stay here, and don't move. I don't want to handcuff you."

      At this point, I didn't plan on still being in this world, so I'm completely thrown off as he goes over to the passenger side, and gets the gun. Quickly, he clears the chamber and then looks over at me. "Am I in trouble?"

      "No, but what you are going to do, is come with me." He walks back over to where I am. "Nah," he shakes his head when he notices me looking at my car. "You're gonna be stuck if you try to drive it out of here, and I don't trust you to go somewhere else and try this again." He nods over to where there's a horse standing, waiting patiently. "Hope you ride, cause that's how we're gonna get out of here."

      I don't.

      Squeezing the cross necklace hard, I close my eyes and take a breath. This one doesn't hurt. Not nearly as bad as the three thousand before it.
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      My eyes are on her as she sits in the rain. Probably should've offered her a jacket, but more than anything, I want to secure this gun and make sure she can't make any sudden moves. There's a lot on my fucking conscience, and I don't want this added.

      Her eyes track my movements as we head toward the horse. "I'm gonna keep you safe," I promise her.

      She doesn't say anything, but I get on, and then reach down to help her up. When she's pressed against my back and her arms go around my waist, I turn my head behind me. "Hang on, we gotta get out of this weather."

      Her arms tighten, and when I'm certain she has a good hold on me, I squeeze my legs, and the horse under me runs faster. It's hard to see as the rain comes down sideways in front of us. The sun is close to setting, and if we're out here when it's dark, it's going to be dangerous and cold quick. There's a part of me that wants to talk to her, ask why she was planning on ending it today. There's another part of me that wants to be done with all of this, not get involved.

      Getting involved got me in deep shit before.

      Bending down low, we fly through the rain and across the flat land now that we're out of the mountains. In the distance, the house is like a beacon in the darkness of the night. The lights I left on when I went to find her are calling to us. The smoke from the fireplace curls up against the sky.

      When we get there, I bring the horse to a stop, and let her off at the back door.

      "Go on inside. I'll be in there as soon as I take care of the horse."

      "You trust me?" She asks over the sound of the rain beating down all around us.

      No. "Yeah, I have your gun, and there's nothing you can use in there, so don't even think about it."

      Her eyes are dark and sad as she nods.

      "Go on and get warm."

      I rush through taking care of Blackjack, and then hurry inside. I don't expect to find her asleep on the couch, but that's where she is when I enter. For the first time since I was called out to the pasture, I relax.

      My clothes are soaked through, and my nerve are shot. Looking back at her, I see she's still asleep, her chest rising and falling with her breathing. Hurrying to my bedroom, I peel off the bulletproof vest, and then go about taking my clothes off. They make a loud thud as I throw them in the corner of my bathroom.

      Grabbing a towel, I dry off as much as I can before putting on a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt. I'd like to wake the woman up, but she needs sleep, and I need a few minutes to get hold of my emotions. There are a lot of things I've done as a police officer and now a livestock agent, but this? It's touched me in a way that nothing else has.

      When I'm in better control, I head back to the living room. She's still asleep, so I step over to the window, and pull back the curtains. It's coming down harder out there now, not looking at all like it's going to let up any time soon.

      The fire is getting lower than I like, and out here electricity is iffy when the weather is bad. I carefully, and as quietly as possible put another log on the dying embers, and stoke it. The woman is still asleep,so I slip into the kitchen, and turn on the old radio.

      Even in the information age of technology where everyone is connected, it's the most reliable way to get news. Although the entire world seems to be on a twenty-four hour news cycle, that's not how it is out here. Especially when the weather is this awful. There's no streaming, no cell phone, and no cable. The only thing that's ever been able to be counted on, is this radio. When it comes to life, I tune it into my favorite station, and listen intently.

      Blackwood county remains under a severe storm warning and a flash flood warning. Many bridges over near Blackwood Falls State Park have had water come over them, and we're hearing reports of them being washed out. If you must be out in this tonight, please use extreme caution. Turn around, don't drown.

      "Does that mean we're stuck?" Her voice is softer than I'd imagined it would be. Rougher, with the remaining edges of sleep around it.

      Sighing, I glance back at her. "Don't know, but more than likely."

      "I took a bridge over the river, and it was already pretty high."

      "Yeah, this year has been extremely wet, starting in the spring. If the bridge is washed out, we'll be stuck for a while. I can get around the back way on horses, but it's not quick in the least." My eyes run along her face, making note of the dark circles under her eyes.

      "Do you have anyone who'll be looking for you? If that bridge is washed out, we're gonna be here for a while. Can I get a message to somebody for you?"

      She pulls a plump bottom lip between her teeth. "Yeah, a few people. If I give you their numbers, can you make sure they know?"

      "I can," I clear my throat. Leveling her with a gaze. "Do I need to worry about you trying to hurt yourself again? We're going to be here together for a while, and I need to know what I'm dealing with."

      Her tongue comes out, licking her lip, and causing it to glisten in the low light. "I'm not fixed, if that's what you're asking, but no, I don't feel the need to end it all. Coming that close? It made me realize I don't want to do something I can't take back."

      I grunt my approval. "Good."

      The weather radio buzzes again.

      A strong cold front moves in tonight, which could bring measurable snow. Stay tuned to local news for updates.

      Fuck my life. This gets better and better with every single second.
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      "Will we be okay out here?" I question the man who saved my life. What I'm hearing from the news report is starting to make me nervous. At the same time, there's a part of me that likes the sound of being somewhere other than where I've been for the last year.

      "Yeah." He nods. "I'm used to this. There's a good six months out of the year it's possible I can't get to town. It's one of the reasons I'm the Livestock Agent for this part of the county. None of them know this area like I do. If you need to get back to town, we can do it. It's just gonna be difficult and your car will have to stay until the bridge is fixed."

      The seriousness of the situation we find ourselves in sits heavy on my chest. Almost as heavy as the situation I found myself in a few hours ago. Nodding, I inhale deeply. "Do we have to worry about running out of food or anything of that nature?"

      "No." He shakes his head. "You don't have to be concerned about that. I'm used to it, and I make sure there's enough here for at least three people for the winter. Will we have to conserve at some point? Maybe. But I'm a firm believer in not borrowing trouble. We'll figure it out when we get there."

      The quiet calm he has calms me too, and I realize we haven't officially been introduced. "Do you know my name?"

      He jerks his head to the side. "No, I don't. All I know is dispatch called me and asked me to intervene."

      Swallowing roughly, I stick my hand out in between us. "I'm Paisley."

      He takes it, and I can't help but notice the callouses on his palms, and the edges of his fingers. They're indicative of how hard he seems to work. "Chase. It's nice to meet you."

      "Thank you," I whisper. "For saving me."

      Pushing his hand through his hair, he clears his throat. "I did what anyone in my position would've done."

      "No." I shake my head. "No you didn't. I asked for help. Maybe not in the actual words, but for over a year I've asked people to see me. Really see me. To notice what I've been going through. No one did, Chase. But you? Someone who'd never met me before - stepped in and stopped me."

      Judging by the firm set of his body, he's embarrassed and uncomfortable that I've praised him. He gives a shake of his head. "I'm no hero, Paisley, but I'm glad I could help you."

      The silence stretches between the two of us to the point where I start to become uncomfortable.

      "Are you getting hungry?" He questions, folding his arms over his chest. "I can make us some dinner."

      I'm not used to anyone asking what I want, or not expecting me to do the work. "I can help you, I'm not an invalid. I know it may seem as if I don't have a good head on my shoulders, but I do."

      "Never said that."

      "Right, I'm projecting. Do you need help, Chase?"

      He raises his eyebrows, looking at me as if he isn't sure how I'm going to react. "You don't have to help me. I'm used to taking care of myself. But if you don't want to be by yourself, you can stay in here and keep me company. I can't promise I'm the best person to talk to, but you won't be alone."

      It's as if he can see into my head. Hear the thoughts that are rolling around inside. "Okay, I promise not to get in your way."

      "You're not going to get in my way."

      Swallowing hard, I lean against the counter. "No, you're wrong. I do. It's what I do. All the time."

      His dark eyes meet mine. "If someone's telling you that you get in the way, then they're assholes."

      A small grin plays at the corner of my lips. "You're right. They are assholes. Take a seat over there." He points to the kitchen table. "Is there anything you don't like to eat?"

      "I'm not a huge fan of mushrooms or cabbage. Anything else, I can stomach if need be."

      "What about pizza?"

      "Frozen?"

      "No, I make most everything by hand out here. It's easier that way. My grandmother taught me how to make a sourdough starter, and I use it in almost everything," he admits, ducking his chin into his chest.

      "You make sourdough?" I grin over.

      It amazes me that I'm grinning after how this day started. The truth is I never thought I'd have these moments. Beyond anything, I was prepared to end it all in that field. Looking up at the clock, I think about what it would mean if I didn't see those numbers. And it's all because of this man and the dispatcher on the phone.

      "I do." He smiles over his shoulder at me. "What I normally do is a sourdough pizza in the oven, on cast iron. Is that good for you? I've got some homemade pizza sauce a neighbor made earlier this year, that I've been going through. I've got cheese, and pepperoni's." My eyes track his movements as he goes over to the fridge. "Ton of vegetables in here I need to use up. I normally eat one pizza on my own. When I make two, I don't want you to think I'm assuming you eat as much as I do."

      It's cute, the way he's stumbling over his words. It's exactly what I need after the day I've had. "Whatever you make, I'll eat. Thank you for worrying about me."

      "No problem."

      And then that silence comes back, but at least this time it's not as uncomfortable as it was before.
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      We're quiet as we sit in the front of the fire an hour later, our food digesting.

      "When will we know if we're stuck here?" She asks softly. "You said something about the bridge probably washing out? Will we find out for sure, or will we need to go check it out?"

      I've got a toothpick in my mouth, and I roll it around thoughtfully. "Should know tomorrow morning. Emergency management will be out at first light, and since I live out this way, they usually check it first."

      "And to make sure I understand, if the bridge is out, we're stuck here until spring?" She raises her eyebrows.

      "I know it sounds crazy, but the first snow'll be coming probably in the next couple of hours. The water will have to recede, and by then, the snow will continue to fall. It'll be too dangerous. If you want me to get you out of here, I can. It's not going to be easy, and your car will have to stay..." I watch her, trying to gauge where she is with all of this. "So you tell me what you want, Paisley. I'm okay either way."

      Her voice is rough and ragged as she speaks. "Do you have someone who needs to be here with you? Like a girlfriend, wife, maybe a boyfriend who's going to show up and accusing me of causing issues?"

      A chuckle works its way out of my chest. "No, there's no one that'll be coming out here to check on me. Maybe my best friend, but that's about it. I'm single as fuck. Have been for longer than I care to admit. Having said that, you won't have to be concerned with me making a move. I've never been the type of man to force myself on someone who wasn't interested. You're safe here, Paisley." I take a drink of my coffee. "If you want to stay here, you're safe. In fact, I might like the damn company. Gets awful lonely."

      She tilts her head to the side, looking at me as if she really sees me. Her green eyes turn hazel in the light of the fire, and I can't help but wonder what she's thinking when she looks at me this way. "Okay, I think I need this...need a break. It's not like I'm running from my problems..."

      "Who gives a fuck if you are?" I growl, taking another drink of my coffee. Normally it'd be a bourbon, but I need to keep my wits about me tonight, and I'm not sure if alcohol will be the best thing to bring out after her day. "Are you living your life for fuckers who didn't even know what you were doing this afternoon? I can't believe nobody was lookin' for you."

      Her eyes are wet in the dim light, and she clears her throat loudly. "It's complicated, Chase."

      "Life is fuckin' complicated, but if I knew someone I care about was on the edge like that, I'd be there." Those words are the truest ones I've ever spoken. "So either they didn't know, or they didn't care."

      Reaching up with her knuckle, she swipes the moisture away. "They knew."

      "Then they didn't give a shit, and you don't owe them anything. What do you want to do, Paisley?"

      She stretches her legs out in front of her. I'm not sure she's going to say anything, after I've waited for a few minutes, but then her voice breaks through the dim noise of the cracking logs and the buzzing of the fridge. "I want to live, to learn to love myself, and to do it without the pressure of what others think I should be doing, or who I should be."

      My feet are propped up on an ottoman, I jerk them down to the ground, the noise reverberating in the room. "So you're saying you want to stay?"

      The nod she gives me isn't as full of confidence as I would like, but she's had a hard day. "Yes, I'd like to stay."

      "Okay, so first things first. You should know what that means. We're pretty isolated out here, as you can tell since you drove. If you need something from town, we can get it, but it will take up to two weeks. If at any time you want to go home, I can make that happen, but it will take time, depending on what's happening with the weather. If you're hurt out here? I know first aid, but I'm not a doctor. This isn't going to be some sort of vacation." I stop for a second, letting the words sink in. "You'll need to help me work. It's not like a full working ranch, but I have animals to take care of, and there are situations where I'll be called out as a law enforcement officer."

      She nods, a faraway look in her eyes as she stares at the flames licking the logs.

      "If you don't want to do this, that's fine, too. I just need to know what you want to do." I might be asking too much of her right now, and I realize that too late. "Shit Paisley, you don't have to make the decision now either. If you wanna sleep on it, you can."

      "Where will I sleep?" She asks quickly.

      "There are two bedrooms. The second one is small, and if you'd prefer mine, you can have it. To me, it's a place to lay my head at night."

      "What about clothes? I only have what I'm wearing." She lifts a shoulder. "Not like I planned on coming back after what I was planning on doing."

      This is the part I hate, people asking questions about the life I live. The one I choose to lead out here. There are eventually questions, and I'm never prepared to answer them. "I have a wardrobe that looks like it'll fit you. It's in the second bedroom. Feel free
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