Hiking over rugged terrain while at the same time carrying somebody in your arms is not an easy feat. She wasn't necessarily a heavy person, but carry anything long enough and sooner or later it will seem as if it weighs a ton. Half way back to his cabin he had to take a break. He gently put her down and he sat down next to her, catching his breath. She stirred for a moment and he was hopeful she would wake up, but she never did. The exertion had one positive effect: his wet clothes had since dried up by the heat released by his body during the hike so far. He likely wouldn't catch a chill after all.

When he got some of his strength back he scooped her up in his strong arms again and resumed the hike back to cabin. He arrived at the bottom of the hill where a few hours ago he was enjoying the birds waking up. Now he looked at the same hill with dread as he stood panting from exertion. Where he was wet from the icy water before, he was now almost as soaked from heavy perspiration in spite of the chilly morning. Altogether he did not feel particularly comfortable and couldn't wait to slip into dry clothes and warm up by the fireplace. This was the last hill. His cabin was right on top of it, but it was a very steep hill and he was afraid he might not be able to make it up there carrying her in his arms like he was.

He banished those thoughts of doubt and started to climb the hill as best as he could without jostling her too much. His legs burned with the effort of the climb, his arms overburdened with the weight of her for so long. But he persevered with grim determination. He did not get this far just to collapse into unconsciousness a few hundred yards from his doorstep, though the irony of it did flash through his mind and he chuckled for a second as he got underway again.

He crested the hill, finally. His cabin was a few hundred yards in front of him but was too exhausted to continue just now. He put her down again and collapsed next to her, breathing hard and shallow. As he sat there catching his breath he became aware of the forest  around him again. The sound of all the birds calling and whistling made for a lovely choir, squirrels were busy jumping from tree to tree collecting food and he heard various other rodents crawl under the thick foliage in search for a place to sleep. One squirrel, startled at seeing him as it ran along the ground, stopped dead in its tracks and proceeded to chatter at Lance its displeasure at him being there. Time to get going again. Getting up and scooping her back up in his arms was too much for the squirrel to handle and it decided to run for its life, still yelling all the way at the injustice of it all.

The warm cabin would offer a much nicer place to catch his breath and rest again. Keeping that thought firmly in the foreground of his mind he set off at a brisk pace and ate the yards between where he rested and his cabin's entrance. Although it seemed like an eternity, in reality it only took a couple of minutes before he arrived at his doorstep and entered the cabin.

As he entered he was greeted by a warm air and pleasant smell of the still smoldering fireplace. He laid her down comfortably in his bed and covered her with a warm duvet, then went back to the living room and got the fire started again which instantly filled the room with a relaxing warmth. Weary beyond exhaustion he laid down on the floor next to the fireplace. The crackling of the fire was infinitely soothing to him and the warmth was lulling him into a sense of peace and security. It was not long before he drifted off into a peaceful sleep.

