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Chapter One

She looked at the scene around her. She saw that she had run off the road. She fitfully struggled with the seat belt before it begrudgingly let her go. She could faintly smell the tinge of gas in the air. The car was leaking gasoline, and all she could think about was forcing the door open. Once she could feel fresh air on her face, she ran as fast as her legs would take her. Before she was clear, a sickeningly loud roar came from behind her. Before she could stop herself, the blast hurled her forward to the edge of an embankment. She found herself tumbling fast down the structure, and then there was darkness. 

“Where am I?” the woman awoke with a splitting headache. She tried to recall what had happened, but she could remember nothing before waking in the wreckage. She could not even remember her name. Aside from a few scratches, bruises, and a bump on her head, she stood and looked around at her surroundings. There was nothing as far as her eyes could see. She slowly made her way back up the hillside, and she could see what was left of the wrecked car. Looking in every direction, she could see nothing, not even a stretch of road. She seemed to be in a field. Aside from the sound of what sounded like crows in the distance, there was a deathly silence. She settled her resolve and decided to walk into something... anything came into view.

After what seemed like hours, she found herself passing through a clearing, and her heart leapt when she saw a small house in the distance. Her steps started to quicken. As she drew closer, she could see a dog resting on the porch. She could see clearly that the house was actually a log cabin. While surveying the area with her eyes, the dog began to bark, and she stopped walking. Frozen by the fear that the animal might attack, she started to back away. The door of the cabin flung open, and a man, a rather tall man, stepped out. Even from this distance, she could see that she was stocky in build. What was he doing here out in the middle of nowhere? “Hey there!” he waved at her, but she seemed to lack the strength to life her hand. Before she knew, she seemed to be plunging towards the ground. There was nothing she could do to stop the fall. She’d hit her head again, and it hurt like nothing she could remember. Then she was out like a light.

Jack rushed over to the woman. She seemed unsteady on her feet when he called out to her. She had been swaying in the wind with a listless look in her eyes. He’d run to her, but he hadn’t been fast enough. She had hit the ground hard. It had been nearly two days, and she still had not stirred. She had a fever for a few hours, but with his careful attention and keeping a cool washcloth on her forehead, he was sure that she would wake up soon. He looked down at Rocky, and he still had that worried look in his eyes. The poor dog hadn’t left the woman’s side since Jake had brought her inside.

Taking in her appearance, it was clear to Jack that the woman had been through something, maybe even an accident. The day before, he had searched for wreckage but had found nothing. How far had she walked? He had given her water for two days, but she needed to wake up so she could eat something. He took another long look at her. Even in her current state, he had to admit that the woman was beautiful. She had brown skin, full lips, a slender nose, and almond-shaped eyes. Jack felt a stirring deep within, and he had to beat it back. There was no time to be lusting after this woman. It had been years since he’d felt anything after losing Emma and Teresa. Just the thought of them caused his eyes to burn and his heart to ache. He stood to walk outside, but he heard the woman murmur something softly and shift on the bed. Her eyes seemed to tremble before those slowly fluttered open. Jack felt his heart stop. Her eyes were a blazing shade of warm honey. She was beautiful, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“Where am I?” she asked while trying to lift her head from the pillow, but it was no use. Too much pain, and it felt like she was underwater, and her own voice sounded strange. “You’re safe.” She tried to focus her eyes on the man sitting beside her, but it was nearly impossible. “I’m Jack. What’s your name?” the man asked, but she could only shake her head a bit. “You don’t remember?” he probed. She nodded her head in agreement. He gave her a pitting look that morphed into a small smile. “I think you were in an accident or something. I can’t be too sure. You passed out in the front yard. You’ve been out for nearly two full days.” She could only look at the man as he spoke. His words seemed like he was standing a few feet away rather than right at her side. “Since you don’t remember your name. Let’s pick something to call you until you remember.” At his suggestion, she nodded and found her voice. “Jack, thank you for helping me.” As her vision began to clear, the man seemed to have fallen into a trance, and then her eyes drifted shut again.

“How long has she been in this state?” “Jake looked at the old doctor and took a breath before explaining. After he was done, Dr. Robertson, who was now retired and doing what he called living the good life, explained, “She got banged up pretty bad, and I am certain that she has a concussion. You need to pick up a few things from town to help her come around. Other than that, you may have to take her to the hospital.” Jack looked down at the woman resting peacefully and smiled. The nearest hospital was almost two hundred miles away. He had to nurse her back to health or end up taking her to the hospital and leaving her there. He couldn’t stomach the latter because something in him ached at the thought of leaving her alone, helpless. He wanted to protect her and keep her close. “I’ll head out now,” Jack said to the old doctor before getting into his car. He put the old satellite phone back into his bag. Thank God he’d kept it just in case. After losing his family, he couldn’t handle living in a world full of modern technology. Those were the things that had been designed to protect people, not trap them and prevent their escape. If only he had been there. He wrestled with regrets daily, but somehow, having this woman to care for eased the longing and ache in his heart.

After three days of care provided by Jack, Liv, the name that she and Jack had agreed on, was feeling much better and could even walk around a bit. She sat in the front yard in a rocking chair, watching Jack as he chopped wood. His actions were strange to her because it wasn’t cold, and there was no need to chop so much wood. Feeling her eyes on him, Jack stopped and wiped at the sweat on his brow, “Winters come sooner here. We have got about three more weeks of warm weather, then it’ll get cold fast. I need to stock up the wood reserve. I use the wood to cook and to warm the cabin.” Liv could only nod her head in understanding. She looked over at the dog lounging beside her and rubbed over his head. He looked at her and lay his head atop her feet. His tail was wagging, and then he suddenly stood and jumped onto her lap. Liv was a bit startled but relaxed. “If he’s too heavy, have him hop off,” Jack said before turning to return to chopping the wood. “No, he’s fine. It's comforting to have him here. I actually feel quite relaxed just being here with the two of you,” she smiled as she looked around at all the beauty that surrounded them. She looked at Jack, who had stopped chopping, and his eyes held hers for a moment, then he turned away.

“Do you remember anything?” Jack asked when they had gone inside and were now sitting across the table from each other. She shook her head and continued to eat the beef stew that he’d prepared and which she’d helped a bit. He could only smile at her because he didn’t know if it was her memory loss or if she simply lacked talent in the kitchen. He decided that he would definitely be doing all the cooking for the foreseeable future. He took in the sight of her. She was dressed in one of his shirts and a pair of his old sweats. Her hair has gone curly after the bath she’d taken earlier, and her face no longer looked drained or tired. She was vibrant and beautiful and a little clueless. This tugged at his heart, and he realized too late that he was getting used to having her around. But that was dangerous because a woman like her would not stay in the middle of nowhere with a man like him, who was broken and dealing with his own demons. He was almost certain that she would leave when her memories returned. This thought pierced his heart in ways that he wasn’t ready to examine.

During the three weeks that Liv had been Jack’s unofficial roommate, she had not regained any of her memories. She and Jack had even gone to the sheriff’s department for help. There wasn’t much that they could do. A search online for missing people in the area was a maze of missing jigsaw pieces that did not quite match Liv. They resigned themselves to waiting until something conclusive came to light. Liv stared out the cabin window and watched as the last of the leaves blew off the trees surrounding the cabin. It was cold now. Jack had been right. The temperature had dropped so quickly, and Jack had said that it would likely snow in the next few days. It would be nice to spend the holidays in a place like this. Liv found herself pushing aside her worries over her memories and the family that she may or may not have waiting for her. At this moment, there was nothing she could do but simply enjoy her time with Jack, Rocky, and this beautiful little cabin.

“Are you cold?” Liv turned to see Jack watching her. His eyes were warm and gray, and his face was matured with time, but he was quite handsome. Lately, she had found herself thinking about him a lot. He was a mystery to her. She could tell that his life had not been easy, and though he had not said it, there were shadows of pain and loss sometimes etched across his features. “No, it feels good... nice and cozy.” Liv smiled at him. “Rocky and I will be heading out for a while today. I laid a few traps and want to check them.” He explained while bundling himself up. “You’re going hunting?” Liv walked over to him and started fussing with the buttons of his coat before she could stop herself. Jack looked down at her, and she felt his eyes on her. She looked up to see something like desire in his eyes. His gray eyes had gone stormy, and she was about to reach for him, but he cleared his throat. Liv stepped back. She hadn’t known what had come over her. Suddenly, the air between them had become charged, and between them, things felt quite domestic. She thought about her memories, how had it been so natural to act in such a way? Maybe she had a partner, a husband, and children waiting for her. Jack must have read her thoughts as he stepped away. Over his shoulder, he said, “When the fire starts to die down, throw another log on like I taught you.” Liv nodded her head, but she felt cold all over as he and Rocky bounded out of the cabin like she was something they both were trying to escape.  

Jack’s heart was thudding. What had happened back there? He stood for
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