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To Elizabeth, or “Bee,” as I knew you.
I will forever miss hearing your voice and I will always wish I could give you that well-­deserved hug.

			You will always be my number one fan.
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			Chapter One
Job Announcement

			New songs will always daunt me. The notes on the page blur into one solid blob, making it impossible to differentiate an E and a G. The process of turning the tangled mess of fingers and keys into meaningful music is arduous. The challenge is both thrilling and comforting at the same time.

			It was on one of these days when they told me.

			“Petronella!” Mama shouted from the kitchen. “I don’t hear you! I told you, one more song. Get to it!”

			Stifling a grumble, I placed my fingers on the black and white keys and squinted my eyes to make sense of the individual notes. At least I had chosen a song with power behind it. Unlike certain pieces that just flowed back and forth like a lullaby, I could pound my feelings out onto the keys.

			But there wouldn’t be enough time to perfect the piece, and I didn’t need to sound like I was bent on destroying the beautiful instrument.

			It was one of the last items of any worth in the small house.

			The sale of our belongings was a slow process. First, the paintings my family had acquired over generations were sold. Soon after, the servants were let go, and the slaves sold to family, neighbors, and friends. When nothing else remained, my father sold the little trinkets on the various shelves, shattering the façade of financial security.

			I truly didn’t realize it was a farce. Not until the last porcelain bird of my great-­grandmother’s was in the hands of the snooty, upper-­class Mrs. Westers. She turned it over in her hands, lip pulled in a kind of scowl as she debated whether it was worth shelling over the money for such a trinket. Her eyes rolled over me, showing exactly what class she thought we belonged in.

			That was the moment I knew that my father’s gambling debts were common knowledge. We were officially as good as dirt.

			We never were upper class. But we could always live a comfortable life. Stress-­free as far as I could tell.

			Or at least it seemed like it. Until, that is, the gambling debts my father accumulated were labeled Past Due.

			All those delicate items that told of our financial security, our happiness, were gone.

			That piano was the last piece of my crumbling world.

			And I wouldn’t let it go without a fight.

			“Petronella!” Mama snapped. “Stop your lollygagging. Get through that song, then come help me in the kitchen.”

			I traced the keys, feeling the cold ivory against my fingertips. This was the only dance that could transport me from one place to another. With a resigned sigh, I let the sonata pull me away from my reality.

			They would be here soon.

			Every hoofbeat on the street drew me from my trance. Was that them? Had they finally arrived to take it from me?

			The runs on the third page swept me into their comforting embrace. I tilted forward and back, transformed by the ebb and flow of the eighth notes.

			The knock on the door wrenched me from my paradise in the most violent way. “No,” I whispered. I tucked my fingers under the lips of the keys, wishing I could pull them inside me for safekeeping.

			“Petronella, get the door. Hurry now,” Mama said. She sounded as if she were in a distant land.

			My breath caught in my throat, and I let my nails scrape against the base of the keys. “Is there not anything we can do?”

			Mama clucked her tongue, fixing me with a quick, disapproving stare. She brushed past me, skirts sashaying with every step she took. She smoothed her apron down and straightened her shoulders before pulling open the tall oak door.

			“Welcome, welcome,” she cooed, instantly transformed to a hostess. “Right this way, gentlemen.”

			Two suit-­clad men made their way into my increasingly bare home, eyes taking in every inch just as I would imagine they would in a brothel.

			“Is that it over there?” The taller one inclined his head in the direction of my precious piano.

			My hands slipped from the keys, playing the mournful sound of dissonance before they landed in my lap.

			“Yes, that is it.” Mama narrowed her eyes further at me, silently warning me not to make a scene. “Petronella, head to the kitchen. The potatoes need peeled for supper.”

			Every inch of my soul ached at the thought of leaving the bench for one final time. My place to hide, to feel truly safe . . . it would be gone. Forever. I didn’t want to move. I wanted to fight. I wanted to yell and scream at my father, demand that he come up with his own solution.

			The men took heavy, purposeful steps toward me.

			I imagined what would happen if I refused to move. I’d hold onto the piano with all my might as they tried to separate us.

			“Petronella.”

			My legs made of lead, I stood obediently and stepped away from my beloved instrument.

			Their hands were too rough against her beautiful wood. Their fingernails were dirty, their hair loose and unkempt. They could never love her the same way I had. In such an environment, she would be miserable—

			“Petronella, now.” Mama grabbed my arm with enough force to haul even the most devout nun from a reverie and pulled me into the kitchen doorway. “Stop your dawdling and get busy. You have no time to pine over such things.”

			Teeth grinding against the pleas that rested on the tip of my tongue, I nodded and stepped into the hot kitchen.

			The door swung shut behind me, a final blow to my emotions. Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. Before Mama could see, I wiped them on my sleeve.

			It wasn’t fair. No part of it was fair. But there wasn’t a thing I could do about it.

			Except for peel potatoes.

			Every thump from the sitting room made me flinch. Did they hurt her? Did they scratch that elegant finish I loved so much?

			At one point, the thump was occupied by her mournful cry, a low note chiming through the air.

			“Petronella, dear. It’s just a piano,” Mama said, tapping my hand with her pointer finger.

			I uncurled my fist, potato skins falling onto the countertop, grateful to be free once more.

			“Yes, Mama,” I whispered.

			The thumps and thrums from my piano faded into the hustle in the street. My shoulders sagged, and I breathed deeply, fighting to control myself. I couldn’t break. Not just yet.

			“Good morning!” My older sister Miriam pushed her way into the steamy room, a basket of scones over one arm.

			“Oh, good morning, dear!” Mama gave her a one-­armed hug and a kiss on the cheek. “How’s the little one?” Her hand fluttered over Miriam’s protruding bump as if it would ensure the little thing would come forth, begging for snuggles from his or her grandmother.

			Miriam made a face. “Wouldn’t let me sleep last night.”

			Mama tsked. “It doesn’t get much better as time goes on. Pretty soon and—”

			“I know, I know,” she muttered. “But I made scones. Woke Timothy a little early to make them, but I couldn’t stay idle.”

			Mutely, I took the basket and set it on the table. The smell of the heavenly pastries wafted to me, threatening to break through my sadness.

			“Hey.” Miriam nudged me with her elbow. “Cheer up, okay? You won’t find a good man pouting like that.”

			“She’s right.” Mama cut through a potato with such force that the resounding thump startled me.

			I sighed. “I’ll find a man when I’m ready. Right now, there aren’t any good ones.” I would likely have to say those very words a million more times before they finally listened to me.

			Mama shook her head back and forth, tutting to herself as she rapidly sliced the potatoes into tiny chunks. “The world doesn’t wait for you to be ready, Petronella. You already had one proposal, and you turned it down.”

			I held my breath to keep myself calm. It wouldn’t pay to speak my true feelings. Tom would control my every waking moment and then go off to do whatever he pleased. That was certainly not going to be who I married.

			We fell into the rhythm of our work, not one of us saying another word.
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			Papa sat with a grin plastered to his face, like a child bursting with untold secrets.

			I felt queasy watching him. He had done something. I just knew it. Something, anything to fix “our” situation.

			My younger brother, lovingly called “Little” Chris despite his towering height, nearly vibrated with the urge to reach across the table. “Pass the butter?”

			Mama stopped mid sentence. “Christopher, you couldn’t wait just a few seconds? You had to interrupt?”

			He set his jaw, his stubborn streak shining through. “You weren’t exactly giving me an opening.”

			Mama opened her mouth to rip into him, but Papa jumped in first.

			“Claire, everyone . . . I have some exciting news,” he said, pressing his chest against the tabletop, his eyes sparkling.

			Miriam’s shoulders slumped. My expression probably mirrored hers: dread.

			Mama sighed deeply. “Go on,” she prodded.

			Anxious energy radiated around the small table. We all knew what was coming—some sort of grand plan that would likely make things significantly worse.

			“I was at the bar today—”

			“Christopher!” Mama gasped. “You promised!”

			Papa shot her a reproachful look. “You can’t limit a man. Besides, I met someone who offered to help us out.”

			Little Chris’s groan was audible.

			“Really?” Mama did her best to sound encouraging, but the doubt was as plain in her voice as if she’d painted it on a sign.

			I eyed him, doing my best to keep my expression under control. Meeting someone while at a bar couldn’t be a good sign.

			“Yes! He owns a vineyard in Tennessee and is in need of help.”

			Were we moving to Tennessee so he could work? Miriam’s hand found mine, squeezing it. I didn’t have a clue why she seemed so concerned until he continued.

			“This is a big change for you, my baby bug.” His eyes found mine, that proud, loving smile lighting up every inch of his weathered face. “He agreed to take Nella on as a kitchen maid. Let her start her own life.”

			I choked on my potato.

			Little Chris pounded my back until I stopped my sputtering.

			“No!” I squawked, eyes wide as I frantically searched my parents’ faces. “We aren’t . . . I can’t be a maid.” I misheard him. There was no other explanation.

			Mama stared at him, mouth open in a little “O” of surprise. “Are you sure?” she whispered.

			“I know it’s hard, dear, but it’s time for her to do her part to help this family. She declined Tom’s proposal last year and shows no interest in entertaining any other suitor. Besides, she’s getting a little old to get many offers. In times like these, she can’t just be a spinster. This will help her.”

			I bristled. “Papa, no . . . please!” My fingernails cut little moon shapes into my palm. “I’m just fine here. Mama needs my help! Little Chris is working, right? If—”

			“Your father is right,” Mama declared. Lines of sadness stretched from the corners of her eyes. “You can’t stay home forever. You’re twenty-­four, Petronella.”

			I went mute with shock, staring at them all. No one offered a single shred of help. “But Tennessee? Papa!”

			“I’m sorry, Nella.” He truly didn’t look the least bit remorseful as he stared at me. “It’s already done. You leave in the morning.”

			“The morning!” I squeaked, standing abruptly. My temper boiled to the surface, let out by the panic. “No! You can’t just sell me like some slave to the highest bidder! You sold everyone else already. You got rid of Jed, the servants . . . and now me? Papa! Please!” I whirled on Mama. “Please! Don’t let him do this!”

			Her voice went an octave lower, the threat level rising. “Petronella, sit down. Now. What your father does, he does for the good of the family. That includes you.”

			I gripped the edge of the table, tears blurring my vision. “But Tennessee! I can’t leave here! Please! Papa! I’m your daughter! Do something!” I’m your baby . . .

			“If you’re going to behave like a child, you need to go up to your room,” Mama said in her “don’t you dare cross me” voice. I pushed the chair back with my thighs, not caring that it squeaked dramatically before crashing to the floor.

			“Petronella!” Papa scolded, launching to his feet, hands firmly on the edge of the table. “Go to your room. Now! And get to packing.”

			“Pack what’s left, you mean?” I snapped. “After you sold everything?”

			I hadn’t seen Mama get up from her place and make her way to my side. A few inches taller than me, she easily grabbed my ear and hauled me to the door. “Room. Now.” She released me at the doorway with a swift swat toward my rear.

			I sidestepped her advance and trudged my way up the steps, my humiliation growing.

			I should’ve behaved, listened, not squandered away my last dinner with my family.

			But on second thought, my father practically sold me off like some discarded slave. Did he really deserve anything from me?

		

	
		
			Chapter Two
The Train

			I didn’t say a single word to any of them.

			If they were going to let Papa sell me off like a common household item, they didn’t deserve my affection.

			My heart shattered in two on the train’s platform, but I did my best to hold my head up and stay strong.

			“Come on, Nella Bug, at least give him a hug. You never know what might happen,” Miriam said as she wrapped me in the biggest hug she could manage with her protruding belly.

			I sealed my lips in case my true feelings came pouring out. Papa didn’t seem to notice my stony mood. He gave me a one-­armed hug before he handed my trunk up to the stocky man waiting just inside the passenger car.

			“I love you, Baby Bug,” Papa started, reaching to trace my arm with his fingertips. I flinched away from his touch. “You deserve your own life, you just needed a little push. Change isn’t always something to run from.” His lips quirked in the hint of a smile, lost in the memories of my childhood.

			I ground my teeth as I fought to keep my mouth shut, my fingernails digging into the palm of my hand. Father or not, I would never forgive him. Never.

			“Are you ready to go, then?” my new owner asked, his wide smile barely hiding beneath his mustache. Did he not realize how much this decision truly cost?

			I took a deep breath, set my jaw, and stepped inside. Back and neck straight, eyes forward, I strode out of sight and headed for my assigned seat.

			Serves them right. But I had to admit, I didn’t fully believe that myself. My entire soul felt broken into a million pieces. I had cried all night long. I had skipped breakfast. Miriam even had to pack for me.

			I knew my broken family could see through my furious front, just as I could detect their brave façade. Especially from the train window. Every one of them looked on the verge of tears. Even Little Chris and Papa.

			Especially Papa.

			I was a daddy’s girl. He taught me to play the piano. He taught me to live, breathe, think piano. But then he turned on me.
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			Earnest Murray was my official captor.

			Well, in my mind at least.

			An older man, somewhere between my papa and grand-father’s age, with a little too much padding and in desperate need of someone to neaten his chaotic gray facial hair. He seemed harmless enough. A little excitable, but I doubted he’d do anything to hurt me. At least not purposely.

			This man owned an entire vineyard. And now me. I couldn’t fully let my guard down, and I knew it.

			For a stranger from the saloon, he didn’t look as dangerous as I had expected. That didn’t make me any less angry with my father. Every clack of the train on the tracks only fueled my fury.

			By the time the station disappeared into the morning fog, Mr. Murray had fallen headfirst into a happy monologue about his land, the success of the vineyard, and far too many details about the house. I only partially listened, letting my thoughts stew into what was bound to be a permanently angry mess.

			When he mentioned he wanted a drink, I only nodded and continued my study of the rapidly passing landscape. My eyes threatened to close, the lack of sleep from the night before finally catching up with me.

			Dwelling over him controlling my future in some despicable way wouldn’t change a thing. As foolhardy and unforgivable as Papa’s decision was, at least it didn’t seem like the burly man would hurt me. The most harm he could cause would be to talk until my ears bled.

			Or possibly get drunk on the other side of the train.

			He must’ve been gone a half hour. Though the absence of his constant chattering made time pass a lot slower. He only left for a drink. How long could that take?

			It certainly wasn’t my responsibility to locate him, but the unbidden thought of the man careening from the walkway to the track below caused me to stand with an unladylike sigh. He could’ve easily been torn to shreds. With a delicate clearing of my throat, I smoothed my skirts and began my mission.

			He was sure to be in the dining car with one too many glasses of wine. That was what strangers from saloons did, right?

			Crossing from one car to the next sent shivers down my spine. My fingers gripped the railings with all the strength I could muster. I would not be one of the unfortunate souls who perished in such a way. With a shaky breath, I made the little hop to the next platform. One down.

			The comforting smell of biscuits and gravy greeted me before I even opened the door to the dining car. He would be inside. I would just ensure he was okay, perhaps get some water, then go sit back in my own peaceful seat.

			The possibility of him not being there never entered my mind. The only people in the room, other than the man behind the counter, were a couple whispering in the corner. There was no sign of Mr. Murray.

			Perhaps they had a different car for the alcoholic beverages. I shoved down the worry and headed for the next crossing. If I hesitated too long, I’d lose my nerve.

			“Miss! Miss!” The waiter waved his arms wildly to get my attention. “Passengers aren’t allowed that way. There’s nothing to see, only storage.”

			I hesitated, brow wrinkling in confusion. Trains weren’t magic. He couldn’t have transferred himself from one side to the other without my at least seeing him. “I’ll just be a moment, I need to check for someone.” Was it even proper to be on the hunt for my employer? Wasn’t I supposed to simply let him live his own life and stick to my own duties?

			Before I could lose the nerve for yet another crossing, and before the waiter could decide to come after me, I escaped through the door and hopped the space to the next car.

			He hadn’t been wrong. The next car was storage. But that was where the normalcy ended.

			In the corner, a tall man stood above a heap, his chest heaving with the intense effort it took to remain calm. Parts of his long brown hair had broken free of the ties and stuck to the sweat on his face, his unbuttoned jacket only adding to the disheveled appearance. But my eyes wouldn’t leave the knife in his left hand. Ever so slowly, a thick droplet of blood balanced on the tip before falling onto the still body beneath it.

			My mouth worked before my brain. “You killed Mr. Murray.”

			The heavy-­set vineyard owner was that heap, his clothing absorbing his own blood—drop by drop. Or at least doing its best. No haggard breathing came from him, not even the smallest movement.

			I remained rooted to my spot, eyes glued to the young man. He stared right back at me, absolute horror ripping its way across his face.

			He took one solid step in my direction. My brain snapped back into working order. I turned on my heel and raced back the way I had come, both my breathing and the click of my heels loud in my ears. The coupler between the cars rattled under my feet, making my palms grow sweaty and my heartbeat reverberate in my throat. One wrong step, and a fall to my imminent death would end any chance of fleeing.

			I ran through the dining car, reaching the opposite door just as he came in—no sign of the knife, no hint of what had happened. His loose hair was casually pushed behind an ear. He didn’t look any worse than an irritated husband.

			“Miss? Miss?” the waiter called as I dashed from the dining car.

			Get help! Tell him. Scream! Something! But the panic threatened to choke me, eradicating the words before they had a chance to form.

			I only slowed when I reached the coupling, gripping the railing like a lifeline. His slow, measured steps sounded behind me, disappearing only as the door slammed shut between us. I knew one very specific thing: there was no need to run, because I had nowhere to go.

			That didn’t mean I wasn’t going to try.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three
The Mountain

			Rushing as fast as my skirts allowed, I retraced my way through the remaining cars, ignoring the raised eyebrows from the other passengers. I could only hope he gave up the chase long ago, choosing instead to settle down in his own seat. The thought of screaming never entered my mind. All I wanted to do was hide, let everything disappear, and let this memory become a mere dissonance in an ink-­stained sonata. I could catch a train back home when we reached the next station.

			As long as I went unnoticed.

			Like a child racing to base after a rowdy game of tag, I practically dove into my seat. I could hardly breathe from the panic that swelled in my chest. There really was nowhere to go. I couldn’t fit into my trunk, though I certainly considered the option. With a sinking finality, I slumped deeper into my seat and struggled to focus on controlling my shaking.

			He’d seen me, sure. But had he really seen enough to grasp what I looked like? Perhaps he was just looking to corner the running girl at the end of the train and wouldn’t notice the other passengers in their seats.

			I did my best to neaten my appearance and stay calm. If luck was on my side, he would simply walk past me and look for someone distressed. But he knew what I was wearing. How could he miss the girl with the wide, pink checkered skirt and matching ribbon in her bonnet?

			The wait was interminable. My back was to the door, so each time it opened, I flinched and had to fight the urge to turn around.

			When it finally happened, my eyes were shut as tightly as possible. All I heard were the heavy, purposeful footsteps and then the sound of someone sitting across from me.

			Some tiny part of my brain fought to convince me that it was someone else. The man from the kitchen checking on me, perhaps. Or maybe I had imagined his blood-­soaked body, and it was Mr. Murray coming back from his meal.

			The thudding of my heart didn’t lie. I forced one eye partially open, then shut it almost instantly. I hadn’t even seen his face yet, only how bone-­straight he sat.

			It didn’t matter how much I wished him away; he simply wasn’t going to disappear. With a deep, shaky breath, I forced my eyes open again.

			Lo and behold, there he sat. He had neatly buttoned his vest since I had seen him last, though there was no sign of the jacket. His eyes narrowed a smidgen as he studied me, one brow raised.

			My body trembled, despite my best attempts to keep steady and meet his gaze. The goal was to become some kind of woman that he could not hurt. My shivering form was certainly not that.

			My voice mimicked the shake. “You can’t hurt me here.” Saying it aloud was supposed to convince myself of it. The smirk that appeared on his lips did the complete opposite.

			“No.” There was no shrug to accompany it, no movement apart from the finger that traced the edge of the table.

			“I could scream.” I eyed him carefully, hoping for any kind of reaction.

			Worry shot across his face for a mere second before his smirk transformed into a half ­smile, his teeth just barely showing. He leaned forward as if to tell me a secret, then lowered his voice. “Do it.”

			I gritted my teeth. It was my only ticket out. I took a deep breath to prepare myself, but nothing happened. The would-­be scream sizzled out before it could even begin.

			“What are you waiting for? Do it.” His voice was a low purr that made my stomach swim.

			He was toying with me. Like a cat with a mouse. I knew it. But I couldn’t make a noise.

			A laugh rumbled from his chest, a sound that made the bile rise in my throat, effectively choking out any potential cry for help. He settled deeper into the seat and turned to watch the countryside pass outside the window.

			Time ticked on. I couldn’t jump off the train to freedom; I knew very well he wouldn’t let me get help. That perilous moment of walking from one car to the next would be the only opening he needed to slit my throat and let me fall.

			I had no escape route. But the silence was more than I could take.

			“What are you going to do to me?” To my dismay, he didn’t respond. He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye, but otherwise didn’t react.

			I wanted to vomit. Needed to vomit, rather. I couldn’t come up with an acceptable answer to what he wanted to do with me once we got off the train. The end result was always the same: death.

			I didn’t have to follow him. I could simply start my caterwauling and hope someone would figure out what was wrong. But all he had to do was claim I was some mentally unstable wife and that he was only trying to protect me.

			A cluster of staff paced the aisle, worry written plainly in their furrowed brows. “Found ’em in next ta the flour. Blood everywhere,” one said to the other.

			“Did the blood get into—” The second went silent, as he likely realized that every eye was trained on him.

			Like a flickering flame leaping from one timber to the next, every passenger went stiff and silent.

			The train slowed, the screeching brakes making the change in plans all the more obvious. We certainly weren’t anywhere close to our next scheduled stop. The train ride was supposed to last all day, and it couldn’t have been much past noon.

			I scanned my surroundings, as if they would provide the perfect opportunity to bolt. Questions from the other passengers reverberated around, concern not missing a single face.

			A booming voice came from the end of the car. “Attention, ladies and gentlemen, there has been a mishap that we needed to address. Everybody will leave the train for now. We will be back on our way shortly. We have stopped in the town of Chattanooga, so for those who would like to get off here, you may take your belongings. I have been informed that there is a stagecoach route that comes through here daily.” He didn’t wait for the questions that popped up from nearly every seat. He simply waltzed straight through to repeat his message to the next car.

			My companion stood and stretched, the movements slow and leisurely. He watched me out of the corner of his eye the entire time. I didn’t budge. We all had to get off the train, but I certainly wouldn’t be going with him. I would walk off with the crowd and disappear with them instead.

			He, of course, had other plans. Ignoring the luggage above our heads, he took my upper arm. His grip likely appeared tender to any onlookers but was certainly uncomfortable to me. He pulled with just enough force to bring me to my feet. My body obeyed him, listening only to the pain that came from his fingertips as they dug into my skin.

			“Come along, darling.” He led me to the exit, the other passengers crowding all around us. “We will just take the coach to the next town.” He had the perfect amount of scorn in his voice to sound like some pompous rich man.

			I tried to stop several times, but with the number of people pressing around us, and with how tightly he held onto my arm, there was no way to halt our progress.

			My new captor had it all planned out. There was a man at the door, helping the women step to the platform below and taking note of who would return when the train was in working order. As I opened my mouth to alert him to my predicament, my captor simply talked over me. He droned on about how improper it was to make people like us take the coach.

			He never let me go as I stumbled onto the platform. When the man called after us, my captor picked up his pace, forcing me to take two steps to his single stride.

			“Sir, you forgot your bags!”

			The crowd engulfed us as he pulled me forward. My heart raced as I searched for a savior. No one so much as glanced in our direction. They were all too preoccupied with their own travels.

			At the edge of the weathered station, he veered away from the main street, choosing a nearly silent one that rambled toward the mountain. I gripped a wooden hitching post with both hands. My efforts were pointless. He pulled on my arm a little harder, the splinters from the post embedding into my palms as my hands slipped free.

			I caught sight of a middle-­aged man watching us, brows raised in suspicion. Desperately, I reached for him. “Please sir, help—”

			“Mind your manners, woman!” my captor snapped. He stood still, holding me securely to his side. “I’m sorry, sir, you understand, it’s our responsibility to keep them in line when they get a little too promiscuous.” He glared at me.

			If he managed to get me into the woods, that would be it. He’d end my life to be free of a witness. I had to make this stranger understand! “Just let me go—”

			Satisfied, the man smirked, tipped his hat at us, and disappeared back into the crowd.

			There was no time wasted as my captor dragged me on, becoming one with the shadows behind the buildings. As we reached the edge of town and started the ascent into the forested area beyond, it finally occurred to me to scream.

			I opened my mouth wide but only managed a small squeak before his hand firmly clamped my mouth shut.

			“I don’t give chances,” he growled, his face so close to my own I could feel his breath. “I wouldn’t open that mouth of yours again. Got it?”

			My body trembled of its own accord, but I nodded.

			He released my jaw and resumed the trek through the forest. The slope of the mountain did nothing to dampen my nerves. The trees stretched for the sun, seeming to grow taller with each passing one. My stuttered footfalls rustled the undergrowth, scaring birds and alerting rabbits with every crunch of the leaves. His footsteps, on the other hand, were completely silent.

			I strained my ears, but all I could hear was the way my breathing grated against my parched throat, the melody of the breeze through the branches, and my own faltering steps.

			He pulled me along tirelessly, the bustle of the town fading into the distance.

			How far are we going to go before . . . The mere, unfinished thought froze my limbs, sending me spiraling to the ground of decomposing leaves. You will join them soon enough . . .

			The man grumbled something that almost sounded French and hauled me to my feet again.

			When he stopped moving, a sob shattered my body, sending me straight to my knees. The sudden release of my arm re-­awoke the bruising pain deep inside. My entire body curled toward its inevitable resting place, crumbling in my own misery.

			He would kill me. One swipe of his blade would be all it took. Would it hurt? Would it be quick? Would he have his way with me first? Or worse, would he satisfy his sadistic desires with the knife itself before the final blow?

			Each thought broke me further, evicting more sobs than my lungs could handle. I gasped for air and choked on my cries, over and over again.

			Without making so much as a sound, he knelt beside me. He rested one arm over my chest, pressing my back against his torso. Each movement was a soft caress, the sweetest of farewell songs. I could feel his steady heart beating against my back. His other hand snaked around, bringing the clean blade to rest against my neck.

			My crying stopped, self-­preservation taking over. My body refused to so much as breathe, for fear the movement would be the end of me.

			His voice took on a whole new tone. No longer was it harsh and reprimanding. Every ounce of the stress was gone, replaced only by sorrow. “I’m sorry. I must do this.”

			I pressed into his chest with all my strength, as if it would get me farther from the offending object. Why didn’t I scream while I could? Why didn’t I cause a scene?

			In the bushes beyond, something rustled. Everything stopped. He didn’t breathe. When there was a second sound, he got to his feet, releasing me. “Stay put,” he muttered before making his way to investigate.

			I practically vaulted up. Before I was fully standing, I was running. My feet tangled with my skirts and the leaves, but I moved on. The muted pink of my traveling dress wrapped around my right foot, refusing to release it. Time came to a standstill as I tipped forward, falling.

			The ground I landed on wasn’t nearly as flat as the area he’d chosen for my demise. The mountain scooped me into its grasp, yanking me down faster and faster with each passing moment. I grabbed for whatever I could see. A passing branch, a boulder, my legs, my arms. Anything. Like a doll, the mountain knocked me around until there was simply nothing under me. No leaves, no dirt, no trees. Just air.

			My scream echoed through the nothingness.

			As soon as I hit the ground, the pain disappeared into black.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four
The Family

			The pain returned before my eyes fully opened. Red, burning pain that radiated from my leg, all the way up my torso. It pulsed relentlessly, making my vision swim.

			The scene that met me was not that of the forest sky, the mossy ground, or anything closely related to heaven or hell.

			I’d envisioned their entrances would either be festooned with fluffy white clouds or roaring balls of fire.

			This place was roofed in wood. Nothing celestial about it.

			With an involuntary moan, I fought to sit. The room was hot and stuffy. There were a few dusty trunks shoved in one corner, crates in the other. The only light came from the tiny window, sending long shadows across the floor.

			I was in an attic.

			The debilitating pain overtook my entire body as I swung my feet over the edge of the small settee. The pain emanated from under my filthy skirts. I gritted my teeth and powered on. Perhaps, if I completely ignored it, the injuries wouldn’t become real. At least not yet.

			The moment I tried to stand showed exactly how wrong I was. I collapsed to the ground in a heap, the pain evolving to a new intensity. A cry escaped my lips, and my hands curled into fists as I prayed for the agony to subside. It was the kind of anguish that took over every tiny part of my body, crawling like fire ants to immobilize me.

			A thud from the center of the room startled the pain into a temporary, tolerable submission. I nearly stopped breathing.

			Footsteps thudded through my ears as the unwelcome visitors joined my attic prison. Slowly, as if they would transform into the angels I craved, I turned my head to watch them.

			Two people stood beside an open trapdoor. A broad man of medium height with a salt-­and-­pepper beard and matching hair stood beside a teen with nearly identical facial structures. I could only assume they were father and son. The father looked nothing short of furious; the boy stood aghast, his mouth hanging open.

			It took no time at all for their number to double with the addition of two men in their mid-­twenties. One of these men had ashy blond hair and a strong, angled jaw. I could see the muscles through his undershirt, only adding to his large stature.

			They didn’t scare me nearly as much as the fourth and final man who appeared through the trapdoor. I knew all I needed to know: I wasn’t in heaven.

			This was hell.

			My captor stood under the older man’s gaze, head bowed in submission. His shaggy, coffee-­brown hair fell forward, covering most of his face.

			Without warning, the father took complete control of the situation. In one fluid movement, he cleared the space between us, gripped the hair at the base of my neck, wrenched my head up, and pressed a knife to my neck.

			“No!” my original captor said, leaping past the youngest brother and frantically reaching for his father.

			The knife pressed tighter against the tender skin of my throat. “And why shouldn’t I?”

			He hesitated, eyes wide as he fought to come up with a reason. He looked so harmless next to his father and brothers. He had freckles spanning across his cheeks and nose, and his face had a softer, rounder appearance.

			“She needed my help,” he said.

			Despite the puppy dog illusion, the muscles were obvious on every inch of his body.

			His father set his jaw, his teeth bared in a near snarl. There was nothing soft about him. “She needed your help, eh? You were on that train for one thing and one thing only. You told us it was taken care of. Now, what is this?” With his nails digging into the skin at the base of my neck, he shook me. The pain shot through my body with every movement, causing me to cry out.

			“She’s my responsibility,” the puppy-­faced captor said, his head drooping again. “She didn’t deserve to go like that.”

			The older man made a noise somewhere between a laugh and a cough. “No one gets to choose.” He hauled me up with a mixture of my hair and shoulder before dropping me back on the settee. “You get to clean up your own mess.” He released me and took the single step to his son. He pressed the knife into his hand. “You have five minutes.”

			The father herded the other two men back down the ladder, giving us one more firm look before disappearing, shutting the trapdoor behind him.

			My young captor stood in the middle of the room, pale, still, hardly breathing. He looked so much younger than he had on the train—enough so, he resembled a newly chastened schoolboy.

			When he took a step forward, I whimpered and dragged myself as far back as I could. My leg sent desperate messages to the rest of my body with my every effort. He sat next to me, running his finger up and down the shiny steel of the knife.

			“I am sorry,” he said. His touch was gentle as he brushed away the hair that had stuck to the nervous sweat on my neck.

			“Please,” I whispered. My voice was a squeak, hardly audible even to myself. “Please, just let me go.”

			He gave me a sympathetic half smile. “I can’t do that. I’ve already let this draw out too long.”

			I met his blue gaze, fully aware I looked much like a terrified puppy myself. “I don’t even know what all of this is. I couldn’t turn you in even if I wanted to!” I knew begging was futile, but what else was I to do?

			Sadness flickered through those blue eyes before they went blank, completely emotionless. “I’m sorry.” He took a deep breath and readjusted the knife on my throat.

			“Please,” I whimpered. “Please don’t.”

			And, with a shout of frustration, he threw the knife at the far wall. My hands flew to my neck, checking for any wound that might not have registered yet. There was nothing.

			He stood—clearly tense—and went to grab the blade from where it had lodged itself into the wood panels. Without a look back at me, he flipped open the trapdoor with his foot and slid to the floor below.

			I stared after him in complete confusion. What on earth was going on? Apparently, I wasn’t in hell, and certainly not heaven. Instead, some sort of limbo between life and death.

			The arguments downstairs were instant, flowing through the cracks in the floor in muffled fury. It was hard to understand a single word, but one pleading sentence sliced through the air.

			“Please, Henry!” It was a female, her voice overcome with anguish.

			As I shifted to listen closer, the pain flared back to life. With a deep, shaking breath, I settled myself to face my injury. I sluggishly lifted my skirts, as if it would give the wound a chance to hide. The pain that throbbed every second assured me it wouldn’t be a simple scratch.

			Someone had removed the stocking from my right leg. How had I not noticed that before? As I scanned down the length of my leg, dried blood streaked in all directions, threatening to engulf the pale white. My stomach lurched as I saw it. A large gash spanned my calf, still oozing blood. As if that weren’t bad enough, something hard and white peeked out into the faint light.

			First, why did I not feel the full pain? Second, how would I manage any kind of escape attempt? There was no way I could walk.

			The bone under my knee had shattered in my fall and sat at a horrific angle, showing itself to the world in all its glory.

			With the severity of my situation sinking in, there wasn’t a way to keep the pain at bay anymore. I gripped the tattered quilt for support, fingers pulling so hard it was at risk of tearing. My breathing quickened and my heart slammed against my chest bone. Every other breath that escaped my lips sounded like it belonged to someone else.

			There was no possible way I would get out of this. I couldn’t even put up a good fight. It would be impossible to get downstairs. Getting out the window? Unthinkable.

			Every ounce of my soul prayed that I would pass out. If the blackness took over again, it would be all done. They would dispense of me without a fight, and I’d wake to my ultimate fate—heaven or hell.

			But my body didn’t cooperate.

			They left me in my attic of misery for so long that I ran out of tears and my panicked breaths slowed to a shaky, acceptable level. The pain faded to a kind of deadly threat, manageable only as long as I didn’t move. However, even a breath was too much movement.

			When the trapdoor fell open again, I turned to stone. Wrapping the blanket tightly around me, I awaited my fate.

			The first man up was the father. Second, my original captor. His eyes were trained on the floor, barely changed from the scolded child from a few moments ago. He held a large, black bag at his side. With slow determination, he lifted his head and made eye contact. My heart leapt in a confused spasm. Was the sparkle hiding in his eyes a promise? Or simply anger?

			His father was nothing short of furious. His veins protruded in angry explosions from his clenched fists. His jaw was locked so tightly I briefly wondered if he was in danger of breaking teeth.

			He was the hell, I decided.

			“You’ll be staying here,” Hell Man snapped. “You are Oliver’s responsibility, and his alone. You are not allowed to leave. Do you understand?”

			I stared at him, shock welling inside. So, they weren’t going to simply kill me?

			“Do you understand?” he repeated, his voice a growl.

			My voice was a croak. “Yes.”

			“Good.” He glared from me to Oliver, then disappeared downstairs again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five
Amputation

			As though he was stalking an injured animal, Oliver trudged toward me. Every step he made was slow and deliberate, his eyes fixed on my hidden injury. It throbbed in the most agonizing way, like it knew it had been discovered. I flinched away as he sat on the cushion beside me.

			He took his time, scrutinizing my face with his surprisingly compassionate eyes. “I have to fix your leg.”

			Somehow, I found my voice, hoarse and cracked though it was. “I would prefer a doctor.”

			He shook his head. “That’s not possible.”

			With a bang, the trapdoor slammed open and the youngest brother popped into view. He wasn’t too young, probably about fifteen. Even so, adulthood hadn’t quite caught up with him. Curly blond hair shot every which way, framing his bright blue eyes. His arms and legs mimicked the hair, too long for his body and not quite ready to be tamed. His body excreted energy—ready to run, ready to fight, ready for anything the world could throw at him.

			“I got it!” he shouted, holding a liquor bottle to the sky.

			Nerves crashed through my belly like a trapped fish. I wrapped my arms tightly around my middle in a useless attempt to calm it. Was there really anything about my situation that could get worse?

			Oliver hardly glanced at him. “Good. Bring it here. What about Bernard?”

			The boy hesitated, looking between us as if he were choosing who he could outrun. “Can’t Donnell help—”

			“No.” Oliver held out his hand and waggled his fingers expectantly. “Did Bernard say he would come?”

			The boy sighed deeply and dropped the trapdoor closed with his toe. Each movement was just about as slow as he could make it. “He’s coming. He’s gonna be mad, though.”

			Oliver rolled his eyes to the sky and shook his hand in the air, still waiting for the liquor. “I’m well aware of that.”

			“You sure we can’t take her—”

			“Yes, I’m sure,” Oliver snapped. “Now, give it.”

			The boy handed him the bottle but remained a few feet away, wringing his hands like a worried old woman. His pretty eyes darted everywhere, ready to run or fight at the first sign of movement.

			Oliver gestured at his younger brother. “This is Arthur. He’ll help.” He popped the cork on the poison liquid and pushed it my way.

			I didn’t touch the bottle. “Please, just take me home. They’ll take care of me there.”

			But what was there to go back home to? My father? The man who essentially sold me to a stranger? Would my family even take me back if I showed up on their doorstep? My injury certainly wouldn’t be something they could afford. Besides, how would I find out what town we were in? Let alone get to it . . .

			Oliver grumbled under his breath and pushed the bottle so it bumped my clammy hands. Like a parent on his last thread of patience, he eyed me down the bridge of his nose. “You have two choices. Either cooperate or . . .” He shrugged. “Don’t.”

			When I didn’t respond, he shoved it again, pressing it to my chest. Liquid sloshed ominously inside. “Drink that, please.”

			I took a whiff of the foul-­smelling stuff. It was likely to kill me on its own it smelled so strong. “I don’t drink.”

			“Remember the two choices? That’s not one of them.” He tapped the bottle, his nails making a strangely melodic clink.

			There wasn’t much of a choice. I knew very well that being stubborn wouldn’t help me in the long run. Besides, there were only so many times they could threaten my life before actually taking it.

			So, I took the bottle. I stared at the dark liquid sheltering inside, hoping it would give me a different answer. It didn’t. “How much do I have to drink?”

			“Just start drinking,” Oliver said simply.

			Hesitating for a few more moments didn’t bring any alternatives. What other option did I really have? I couldn’t walk, couldn’t escape, and would end up dying of my injuries without any help. They certainly weren’t going to take me to get the help I wanted.

			With a small yet angry huff, I brought the bottle to my lips and took a gulp. The abominable liquid burned the entire way down. I coughed and sputtered, fighting to keep it from coming straight back up and out my nose. I was not successful.

			Oliver placed a handkerchief in my hand and gestured to the mess on my face. “Try again. This time, swallow it.”

			I screwed my eyes shut and tried again, drinking until my lungs screamed for air. The resulting cough spurred on the pain yet again. I tried to focus on anything other than the all-­encompassing spasm, but it had the upper hand. The agonizing wave coursed through my bloodstream, forcing me to collapse into a twitching ball. My vision clouded, stars sprinkling across the threatening darkness. The lip of the bottle pressed against my collarbone, menacingly cold, pulling me back to the matter at hand.

			“More,” Oliver said when I finally went silent.

			Reluctantly, I swallowed again, eyes clenched as the sharp taste overtook my senses.

			My heart did a somersault when the trapdoor crashed open again. A third man poked his head into the room, his alert brown eyes framed by round-­rimmed glasses. The moment he spotted me, his shoulders slumped.

			“Dammit, Oliver!” he barked, climbing all the way up and slamming the door closed behind him. He dropped a worn leather bag onto the floor, the items inside clanking. “What kind of—you idiot!”

			Despite his outburst, the man strode to my side. His fingers were warm and steady where they pressed against my neck, vaguely under my ear. Unconsciously, I leaned against him, as if the pain would fade away, absorbed by his kind touch.

			“Told ya he’d be mad!” Arthur said.

			“This is Bernard,” Oliver muttered, though I didn’t need the clarification.

			I was only vaguely aware that I was releasing a thin whine, breaking only when I would gasp for breath. Already, my movements felt muted, slower, and somewhat like a distant waltz.

			Bernard’s featherlight touch traveled down the length of my arms, to my hips, then carefully down the length of my legs. I didn’t move from my folded position; I was completely immobile for fear of the pain. He lifted the hem of my skirt and let out the longest sigh I’d ever heard.

			“That’s gonna have to come off,” he announced.

			“Pardon?” I blurted. I might’ve been a dusty old box with how easily they ignored me.

			“Yeah!” Oliver snapped. “That’s why you’re here. You gonna help me?”

			Bernard dropped the skirts and stood, his movements measured and almost apathetic. “Firstly, I shouldn’t be here at all! Secondly—”

			“What’s gonna come off?” I demanded. Even to my own ears, my voice sounded like a squawk.

			“So you’re just gonna let her die here?” Oliver demanded.

			“No,” Bernard said firmly.

			Arthur nudged my shoulder with the liquor bottle. I yelped at the touch. Has he been here the whole time?

			“You might want more,” he whispered. He helped me sit, cradling me while I took another gulp. It didn’t seem as bad this time. The burn had faded to a smoke similar to a relaxing campfire—warm but comforting.

			The room began its own kind of dance, flowing back and forth. It should have been nauseating, but it somehow . . . wasn’t. It felt as though I was the one doing the swaying, and perhaps I was. The fear had trickled down into the back of my mind; there, but difficult to reach.

			Oliver crouched in front of me, eye to eye, one hand on each shoulder to steady me. “Before we begin, I have a question for you.” His face swirled before me. “What is your name?”

			Some deep part of me knew why he would ask such a thing. If I were to die, they would want to put something on my tombstone. That thought didn’t surface long enough for the worry to take hold, so I answered easily. “Nella.”

			He scooped me up like an injured child and, in one fluid movement, had me lying on the table. The pain sparked from the change in position, but like the anxiety, it remained hidden in the back of my mind.

			Oddly, I was more concerned about the table. Where had it come from? Had Arthur moved from my side to set it up? It was the only explanation. Perhaps it had been under one of the sheets in the corner of the room.

			The alcohol had complete control of my senses, numbing all worry, all feeling. I felt dizzy, giggly, groggy. Nothing made much sense.

			The men said a few things, commands here and there, but I don’t remember what they were, or even if I answered. Was I laughing? That was certainly possible.

			When they touched my foot, I didn’t scream. But no amount of alcohol could dull the painful reality. When Oliver placed one hand above my right knee and the other directly above my ankle, the liquor failed. He looked deep into my face, his brows furrowed in worry. Arthur rested his palms on my arms, ready for the impending battle.

			Tools clinked against the table as Bernard prepared the area. “When I begin, hold on with everything you’ve got. I’ll have to work fast.”

			For a brief moment, everything was clear: shining sharp objects beside me, my skirt hiked farther up on my injured leg than remotely acceptable, and a glaring injury I wanted to forget.

			Someone mentioned blood loss, and something snapped in my brain. Adrenaline washed over me, and I pushed to get up, to run away, to escape in any way I could. The men were stronger. So much stronger. Arthur’s grip wasn’t nearly as gentle anymore. My body hardly lifted from the table.

			My injury wasn’t a simple matter; I knew what was coming. A person couldn’t place a bone back under the skin and then back into its rightful position. Especially not in an attic.

			And definitely not without infection.

			“Bite onto this, sweetheart.” Bernard placed a rolled rag between my teeth. “Ready?” His voice sang through the room, unwavering.

			Everything moved in slow motion. Cold steel touched my leg—precise, threatening. And then a new pain erupted in my limb. Sharp, spreading, all-­encompassing. A result of spitting out my gag, my own bloodcurdling screams sliced through my ears. I tried to move, tried to fight them off, but the alcohol had done its job.

			There was no ounce of dignity in the way my body fought for survival. Bernard may’ve moved fast, but every second turned to an eternity.

			I caught a glimpse of his dark head bent over my lower half, blood splattered up to his elbows.

			Oliver held me steady, his teeth barred against his own demons.

			Mercifully, I didn’t see anything more before I slipped into sweet unconsciousness.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six
I Want It Back

			Red-­hot agony coursed through my veins before I even thought about opening my eyes.

			“Stop!” I heard myself scream. I threw myself to the side, my attempt to escape the unimaginable pain. It stalked me, its claws gripping my injured leg, sinking deeper with every breath I took.

			Oliver ran his hand over my sweat-­soaked forehead, cooing at me like a child. “Shh, shh . . . it’s all done. It’s all stitched up, and the bleeding stopped.”

			My breath caught against my ribs, and my eyes shot open.

			My leg.

			His blue eyes were a mere inch from my brown ones, the surrounding freckles only accentuating his worry.

			“What. Did. You. Do?” I demanded, my voice a growl. Though as menacing as I could make it, it didn’t hide the underlying sob. The world around me swayed; nothing stayed in focus for longer than a second. Nausea pricked at my gut, and stars danced along my vision.

			He winced and backed away, as though I were liable to spit venom. “I took care of it.” Like berries sprinkled across the ground, blood was splattered all across his tan shirt. My blood.

			I hazarded a glance at my feet. Or foot. True to my nightmares, there was only one bare foot at the end of the table. “Where is it?” I whispered. My heart took off at a full run, making my breath hitch. Blood-­soaked linen had been wrapped below the knee of my right leg, but there was nothing more.

			He had been reaching for the liquor bottle on the floor, but his hand froze in the air. “What?”

			“Where is it?” I repeated. Though my vision was far from clear, I let my eyes travel across the candlelit room. Arthur crouched at the end of the table, staring back at me. Not only was his shirt covered in blood, but it had also clotted in his hair. He held a wet rag in one hand, the water dripping from it a glistening red in the faint light.

			Murderers.

			These men were trained murderers.

			With a grunt, I pressed my forearm against the table and fought to sit up. “I’m leaving,” I announced. “I need my leg back.”

			A strange sound escaped Arthur’s lips, a strange mix between a snort and a laugh. The room paused its sashay to do one big bow, making everything in my vision blur into a cascade of dulled browns and grays as I tilted toward the floor.

			Like a cat, Oliver sprang from his own crouch and pushed me down. Though I wanted to protest, to fight against him, everything was too fuzzy, too . . . too red.

			“I want my leg back. Where is it?” Channeling my mother, I fixed him with what I hoped was a steady stare. His face wavered, fading from black, to white, to red.

			“I’m sorry, Nella,” Oliver whispered. “This is all my fault . . . but it’s gone.”

			“Gone?” I whispered. I turned my head away from him, squinting to take in the state of the room. On the floor was an oblong bundle, wrapped in an old patchwork quilt. The blood had seeped through one end of it, effectively ruining the muted greens and blues of the fabric.

			“Put it back?” My voice cracked. Part of my mind knew this nightmare was my reality, that my leg was long gone. Even so, nothing felt real. It had to all be a horrible dream. In only a few moments, I’d wake up, back in my own bed, safe and sound.

			“I can’t,” Oliver said. He pushed the hair from my sweaty forehead and tilted my head up. “Drink some of this, it’ll help.”

			I obeyed, swallowing the laudanum with ease. It started as a blossom of pain below my knee, though it rapidly grew to an explosion all its own. As if a red-­hot iron had been rammed through me, the agony threatened to clog my senses again.

			Mercifully, before my scream reached my ears, the red pressed in on all sides and pulled me back into unconsciousness.
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			The following days, or maybe weeks, were a complete blur. There was usually alcohol tinged with laudanum in my system, making my memories turn into a melancholy legato. Anything that stuck was filled with pain, tears, and the brief appearance of people.

			There was really no way to track how much time passed before I noticed I didn’t have that many daily visitors. Eventually, I spent more time awake than I wanted, leaving me to stare at the cobwebs on the ceiling.

			Bernard made the trip to check the wound daily, chatting to me about his family to keep me distracted. He lived on the outskirts of town with his wife and twin boys. The five-­year-­olds were constantly finding mischief, and the daily stories never failed to bring a smile to my face. I couldn’t help but let my mind wander back to when I was young, chasing my own siblings around the house.

			More often than not, Oliver joined him on these visits, a silent shadow at the edge of the settee. He brought me food that I refused to eat and spooned water into my mouth. He reminded me of a lost puppy, filled with guilt. Dark scabs marred the pink flesh of his lips. He spent the majority of his visits gnawing on them, making it worse by the day.

			At one point, Oliver brought me something to occupy my time. It was a worn copy of Moby-­Dick, the edges of some of the pages wavy and littered with sprinkles of water damage. I could only imagine how many times it had been read while out on the road, a distraction from the rain. Or perhaps a much-­needed diversion from the job at hand.

			“I always wanted to visit the ocean,” Oliver shared with me. “Maybe one day I can go.”

			Despite the stream of entertainment from the men, my favorite visitor was a woman—their mother.

			At first, I thought she was heavyset, but as the haze faded into a firm reality, I realized a baby was the cause of her thickening waistline.

			When I first met Rose, she spat fiery words at my semiconscious self and forced food into my body. She even helped me change into a clean chemise (because Lord knew I wouldn’t let the men help me with that) and cleaned the debris out of my hair. Her voice a steady pianissimo, she sang in French throughout the entire process, wrapping me in the comfortable blanket of her sweet voice.

			Her eyes were the icy blue of an untouched spring, matching Oliver’s intense gaze perfectly. Her hair rode the line somewhere between a blond and a light brown, the candlelight glistening from the waves that escaped from the bun at the base of her neck.

			There was something about her that stole my heart. Perhaps it was the way she seemed to adopt me as one of her own, or perhaps it was the way she took charge whenever the men were near—not a single one of her children would cross her. I was sure of it.

			For psychopathic captors, the majority of them did their best to care for me. The father never crossed my threshold again.

			The blank spot under my chemise haunted me, but I refused to look at it. Whenever Bernard changed the bandages, I clenched my eyes. If I didn’t acknowledge it, it wasn’t there. Even so, every part of me ached. My body refused to realize a portion of my leg didn’t exist anymore. Some part of me was still out there, calling for my toes to wiggle, my skin to feel touch.

			The day I finally tried to get up, to face my reality, I was spurred on by hunger.

			I watched the sun come up in the small window, the pink glow cascading through the dark attic, turning to yellow, then white. There hadn’t been the usual breakfast. The sun had still been high in the sky the last time I saw anyone.

			Patience wasn’t a talent of mine.

			Gripping the edge of the settee, I turned my body so my leg hovered over the floor. I stared at my foot for so long without blinking, my vision blurred. Biting my lower lip, I tugged the skirt up. Inch by agonizing inch, I exposed the creamy white skin of my left leg. Bile pooled at the back of my throat as the fabric slithered higher and higher.

			The bandage was right where it should’ve been, tightly wrapped below my knee. It was clean, showing no sign of what hid underneath.

			A shrill sound came from somewhere deep inside as I untucked the linen and let my trembling fingers unwind it. With each pass around my leg, the swelling throbbed its
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