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      The windshield wipers fought a losing battle against the sleet, their rhythm matching Abi's pounding heart. She leaned forward in her seat, squinting through the gray blur ahead as her car climbed higher into the Smoky Mountains. Her hands trembled on the steering wheel despite her tight grip, the shaking coming from somewhere deeper than the cold.

      Six hours on the road, and every mile felt like putting another lock between her and what she'd left behind. Her right cheek throbbed where makeup concealed the worst of it. The bruise there was three days old now, yellowing at the edges but still tender when she pressed her fingers to it. She didn't need to look in the rearview mirror to know it was there.

      The road twisted sharply, and Abi braked harder than she meant to. Her seatbelt caught, pressing against her ribs where another mark hid beneath her sweater. She sucked in a breath through clenched teeth.

      "You're okay," she whispered to herself, the sound of her voice unfamiliar in the car's silence. "You're okay now."

      But the words felt hollow, a habit from years of self-comfort that had never really worked. The mountains loomed dark on either side of the road, their peaks lost in low-hanging clouds. She'd chosen this place because it was remote—a small town in the Smokies where people minded their business, especially in winter when tourists were scarce. A place where he wouldn't think to look.

      Her fingers tightened around the wheel as the car struggled up a steep incline. The engine complained, and Abi felt a flutter of panic in her chest.

      "Come on," she urged the car. "Just a little farther."

      She hadn't dared to stop for longer than necessary—gas station bathrooms, a drive-thru coffee that now sat cold and untouched in the cup holder. The urgency that had propelled her out the door in the middle of the night still pulsed in her veins, three days later. She'd driven south and then west, taking back roads when possible, paying cash for gas.

      The memory flashed unbidden—glass shattering, his voice rising to that terrible pitch, her grandmother's snow globe in pieces on the floor. That had been the moment, watching the miniature church and its peaceful snow scene destroyed beneath his boot. Something in her had broken free at the same time, a desperate clarity cutting through years of fear.

      She'd waited until he passed out, then grabbed her emergency bag—packed months ago during another moment of courage that had faded by morning—and slipped out with only what she could carry. Her car keys. Some clothes. The broken snow globe wrapped in a t-shirt.

      The heating in her old sedan was failing, blowing lukewarm air that did little against the December chill. Abi tugged her knit beanie lower over her ears with one hand, keeping the other firmly on the wheel. Her breath formed small clouds inside the car.

      A red light blinked on her dashboard, and her stomach dropped. The gas gauge hovered just above empty.

      "No, no, not now." Her voice cracked. She hadn't planned to stop again before reaching the cabin.

      The map lay unfolded on the passenger seat, edges worn from her constant checking. Her phone had died hours ago, the charger left behind in her haste. She'd marked the route with a highlighter, but in the fading afternoon light, the lines blurred together.

      She squinted at a road sign through the sleet: "Maple Hollow, 8 miles." Relief loosened the tightness in her chest. The cabin was just outside Maple Hollow, according to the rental listing. She was close.

      But eight miles on a mountain road with a near-empty tank felt like gambling with what little security she had left. What if she got stranded? What if someone stopped to "help" her? What if⁠—

      Abi forced herself to breathe. In through her nose, out through her mouth, the way the therapist she'd secretly visited twice had taught her.

      "One problem at a time," she murmured.

      The road dipped and curved, trees pressing close on either side. In summer, it might have been beautiful. Now, the bare branches reached like fingers over the road, dark against the slate-gray sky. The sleet turned to fat, wet snowflakes that melted on impact with her windshield.

      A small green sign appeared: "Maple Hollow Lookout." Beside it stood a wooden platform where tourists could admire the valley below. Abi slowed the car and pulled over, needing just a moment to gather herself before the final stretch.

      She killed the engine to save gas and sat in the sudden silence. Below, through gaps in the clouds, she could make out the scattered lights of a small town nestled in the valley. It looked peaceful from here, distant and safe.

      Her fingers brushed the edge of the map, then moved to the small bulge in her coat pocket—the pieces of the broken snow globe. She didn't know why she'd taken it. Maybe as evidence of what had happened. Maybe as a reminder of why she couldn't go back.

      The cold began to seep into the car, and Abi reluctantly turned the key again. The engine sputtered before catching, and the gas light glowed an angry red. Easing back onto the road, she drove with painful care, coaxing the car around each bend.

      "Please," she whispered, though she wasn't sure who she was asking. It had been years since she'd prayed to anything but luck.

      The road leveled out as it approached the outskirts of Maple Hollow. Small houses appeared, set back from the road, holiday lights glimmering despite the early hour. A sign welcomed visitors to "Maple Hollow, Est. 1832," its wooden frame dusted with fresh snow.

      Abi checked the map again. The cabin was off Pine Ridge Road, supposedly just past the town center. She drove slowly through what served as the main street—a handful of storefronts with Christmas decorations in their windows, a post office, a diner with a neon "OPEN" sign.

      Pine Ridge Road appeared on her right, marked by a simple street sign nearly hidden by evergreen branches. Abi turned, feeling both relief and a new kind of fear. She was almost there, almost at this place she'd chosen sight unseen, her refuge or her mistake.

      Her car chugged up the final hill, the engine protesting. The needle on the gas gauge dipped below the empty line just as a small wooden cabin came into view, its dark shape barely visible through the falling snow.

      "Thank you," she breathed as she pulled into the narrow driveway. The car gave one final shudder as she turned off the ignition.

      Abi sat motionless for a long moment, listening to the tick of the cooling engine and the soft pat of snowflakes on the roof. She had made it. Whatever came next, she had gotten this far.
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        * * *

      

      The snow crunched beneath Abi's boots as she stepped out of the car, her legs stiff and aching from hours of driving. Cold air bit at her exposed skin, making the bruise on her cheek throb with renewed intensity. She pulled her scarf higher, covering her mouth and nose, and stared at the cabin that would be her sanctuary—or so she hoped. It stood dark and silent against the twilight, smaller than it had appeared in the online photos, its windows reflecting nothing but the gray winter sky.

      Pine trees surrounded the small clearing, their branches heavy with snow. The cabin itself was simple—wooden siding weathered to a soft gray, a covered porch with a single rocking chair, smoke-stained stone chimney climbing one side. It wasn't much, but it was far from her old life, far from him. That was all that mattered.

      Wind whistled through the trees, sending a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold. The isolation that had seemed so appealing when she'd frantically searched for rentals now felt oppressive. No neighbors in sight. No passing cars. Just her and the mountains and the soft, steady fall of snow.

      Abi pulled the rental agreement from her coat pocket, hands trembling as she unfolded the paper. The lockbox code was there, four digits she'd memorized but checked again anyway: 5-2-9-8. She tugged her beanie lower and trudged through ankle-deep snow to the porch steps.

      Her duffel bag knocked against her hip as she climbed the three wooden steps, wincing at the ache in her side. The small black lockbox hung beside the door as promised. Abi brushed snow from its surface and entered the code with clumsy, gloved fingers.

      The box clicked open, revealing a single brass key. She grabbed it with a small sense of victory—the first thing that had gone right today.

      Turning to the door, Abi inserted the key into the lock. Or tried to. The key stopped halfway, meeting unyielding resistance.

      "Come on," she muttered, jiggling it gently.

      The key wouldn't budge further. She pulled it out, examined it in the fading light, and tried again. Still, it wouldn't go in all the way. Frowning, she leaned closer and peered at the lock.

      Ice. The keyhole was lined with ice, frozen solid in the bitter cold.

      "No, no, no." The words escaped in small, foggy puffs.

      Abi tried once more, using more force. The key scraped against the ice but couldn't penetrate it. She yanked it back, afraid it might break off in the lock. That was all she needed—to be locked out entirely, with no way in.

      She reached for her phone automatically, then remembered. It had died hours ago. She pulled it from her pocket anyway, pressing the power button repeatedly as if sheer desperation might resurrect it. The screen remained black.

      "Please," she whispered, her voice thin in the vast silence.

      Abi looked around at the darkening forest, suddenly aware of how exposed she felt. Night was falling fast. She had maybe thirty minutes of light left, and then what? Sleep in her car with an empty gas tank and no heat?

      She set her duffel on the porch and tried a new approach, cupping her hands around the lock and breathing on it, hoping her warm breath would melt the ice. After several attempts, her hands aching from the cold, she checked again. The ice remained, mockingly intact.

      Frantic now, she searched her pockets. A tissue. Lip balm. A handful of crumpled receipts from her journey. Nothing useful. Her emergency bag, thrown together in haste, contained clothes and toiletries, but nothing that could help with a frozen lock.

      She returned to her car, digging through the glove compartment and center console. An ice scraper. Fast-food napkins. An old air freshener. Her fingers closed around a book of matches from a roadside diner where she'd stopped yesterday. Maybe...

      Back at the door, Abi struck a match, her hand shaking so badly she nearly dropped it. She held the tiny flame close to the lock, careful not to burn herself. The match flickered, barely warming the metal before burning down to her fingertips. She hissed and dropped it, then lit another.

      Three matches later, she tried the key again. It went in a fraction deeper before stopping. Not enough.

      Tears of frustration burned behind her eyes. She was so close. The cabin—her haven—was right there, separated from her by nothing more than a frozen lock. The irony wasn't lost on her; she'd escaped one prison only to find herself locked out of her refuge.

      The last light was fading from the sky, the snow glowing with an eerie blue cast in the twilight. In the distance, something moved among the trees—probably just a deer, but her heart raced anyway. What else lived in these mountains? Bears? Wolves? Men who would notice a woman alone?

      Abi wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly aware of how quiet it was. No traffic noise. No neighbors. No sirens or car alarms or voices. Just the soft whisper of falling snow and the occasional creak of branches.

      She'd chosen isolation for safety, but she'd never felt more vulnerable than she did now, stranded on this dark porch with night closing in.

      Her legs felt weak, three days of tension and fear catching up to her all at once. She sank down onto the porch steps, her body curling in on itself. The cold seeped through her jeans, but she barely noticed. Exhaustion pulled at her like an undertow.

      What would she do if she couldn't get in? The nearest town was miles away. Her car was out of gas. Her phone was dead. No one knew she was here—that had been the point, hadn't it? To disappear where no one could find her.

      But now the thought brought no comfort, only a hollow dread. She could freeze out here, and no one would know.

      A sob caught in her throat. She swallowed it back, unwilling to give in to despair after coming so far. There had to be something else she could try. Maybe she could break a window? The thought of damaging her only shelter made her stomach clench, but if it came to that...

      The darkness deepened around her. Shadows stretched from the trees across the snow, reaching toward her like grasping fingers. The temperature was dropping with the sun. How cold would it get tonight? Cold enough to be dangerous?

      Abi forced herself to her feet. She wouldn't sit here feeling sorry for herself. She'd survived worse than a frozen lock. Much worse.

      She was searching the porch for something—anything—she might use to warm or force the lock when a beam of light cut through the darkness from the direction of the road. A flashlight, bobbing along the path to her cabin.

      Abi froze, her heart hammering against her ribs. Someone was coming. Her first instinct was to run, to hide. But where would she go? Into the dark woods? Back to her useless car?

      The light grew closer, illuminating a tall figure moving steadily through the snow. A man. Abi's throat went dry. She backed up against the door, her hand fumbling for something to use as a weapon. There was nothing but the useless key clutched in her palm.

      The flashlight beam swept up, briefly blinding her. She raised a hand to shield her eyes, bracing herself for whatever would come next.
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        * * *

      

      "Hello there." The voice that came from behind the flashlight was deep but quiet, like distant thunder without the threat of a storm. "Looks like you might need some help with that lock."

      Abi pressed herself harder against the door, key clutched between her knuckles—a pitiful weapon, but the only one she had. The man lowered his flashlight so it wasn't shining directly in her eyes, but the damage was done. Her night vision was ruined, leaving him a tall, indistinct shape in the darkness.

      "I'm fine," she said, forcing strength into her voice despite the tremor in her hands. "Just taking a break before trying again."

      He stepped closer, stopping at the base of the porch steps. Now she could see him better—broad-shouldered and solid, wearing a thick flannel jacket and a knit cap pulled low. In the spill of the flashlight, his breath formed clouds in the frigid air.

      "Those locks freeze up every winter," he said, making no move to come closer. "Might be a while before it thaws on its own."

      Abi swallowed hard. She was trapped between this stranger and a locked door, miles from anywhere, with no phone and no car. Her pulse thudded in her ears.

      "I'm Malachi Hale," he continued, his tone even and unhurried. "I live about a quarter mile that way." He gestured with his flashlight toward a path that disappeared into the trees. "I've got some lock de-icer in my truck if you'd like me to get it."

      Abi hesitated. He didn't look like a threat, standing there with several feet between them, but she'd learned the hard way that appearances meant nothing. The kindest smiles could hide the cruelest intentions.

      "I noticed your car when I was walking back from checking my property line," he explained, seemingly understanding her silence. "These cabins don't get many winter rentals."

      She studied him more carefully now. His face was partially shadowed by the cap, but she could make out a strong jaw covered with stubble and eyes that crinkled slightly at the corners. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, with an outdoor weathering to his skin.

      "I can just leave the de-icer with you," he offered when she still didn't speak. "Or I can go back to my place if you'd rather be alone. Just thought you might want to get inside before it gets any colder."

      The sincerity in his voice nudged against her defenses. It had been so long since someone had offered help without wanting something in return.

      "I'd appreciate the de-icer," she finally said. "If it's not too much trouble."

      He nodded, a simple acknowledgment. "It's in my truck. I'll be right back."

      True to his word, he turned and walked away, the beam of his flashlight bobbing through the darkness. Abi watched him go, uncertainty churning in her stomach. Was she being naive to accept his help? Or paranoid to doubt his intentions?

      Her frozen toes and fingers cast their vote for accepting help. The temperature was dropping rapidly now that night had fallen completely. She stamped her feet and blew into her cupped hands, watching the path where he had disappeared.

      A few minutes later, the flashlight beam reappeared. Malachi returned carrying a small canister and what looked like a thermos.

      "Got the de-icer," he said, climbing the first step, then pausing. "Mind if I come up?"

      The question surprised her—a small courtesy she wasn't used to. She nodded, stepping aside to give him space.

      "I brought some coffee too," he added, setting the thermos on the porch railing. "Figured you might be cold."

      He approached the door, movements deliberately slow and telegraphed, as if he sensed her unease. Up close, he smelled faintly of sawdust and pine, not alcohol or cologne. Somehow, that detail made her shoulders relax a fraction.

      "These old locks," he murmured, examining the frozen keyhole. "They do this every year." He shook the small canister of de-icer and applied it carefully to the lock.

      Abi watched his hands—large but dexterous, with calluses that spoke of manual work. A carpenter's hands, maybe, or a handyman's.

      "Give it a minute to work," he said, stepping back to a respectful distance. "Should melt the ice enough for the key."

      Silence fell between them, broken only by the soft whisper of snow falling on the porch roof. Abi wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly aware of how she must look—disheveled from the long drive, shadows under her eyes, the edge of a bruise visible despite her efforts to cover it.

      But if Malachi noticed, he gave no sign. His gaze remained politely averted, focused on the surrounding forest or the thermos he was unscrewing.

      "Coffee?" he offered, pouring a small amount into the thermos cup. "It's hot."

      Her cold-stiffened fingers reached for the cup before caution could override need. The warmth seeping through her gloves was immediate relief.

      "Thank you," she managed, taking a careful sip. It was strong and sweet, warming her from the inside.

      "Should be ready to try now," he said, nodding toward the lock after a few minutes had passed. He stepped aside, giving her space to approach the door.

      Abi set the coffee cup down and tried the key again. It slid in halfway, then stopped.

      "Almost there," Malachi encouraged. "Sometimes you need to—" He hesitated. "May I?"

      She nodded and stepped back. He took the key, applied a bit more de-icer, then worked the key gently back and forth, his movements patient and unhurried.

      "There's a knack to it," he explained quietly. "My dad taught me. You want to warm the metal a bit with your hand first, then..." There was a soft click as the lock finally yielded. "There we go."

      Relief washed over Abi in a wave so strong it nearly buckled her knees. The door swung open to reveal the dark interior of the cabin—her sanctuary at last.

      "Thank you," she said, meaning it deeply.

      Malachi nodded, handing the key back to her. "No problem at all." He gestured to her duffel bag. "Want help with that?"

      Part of her wanted to refuse, to guard her independence fiercely. But exhaustion weighed on her like a physical thing, and the bag suddenly seemed impossibly heavy.

      "If you don't mind," she conceded.

      He picked up her duffel as if it weighed nothing and carried it inside, setting it just inside the door without entering further himself. He seemed to understand her boundaries without her having to voice them.

      "There should be firewood stacked on the side porch," he said, stepping back outside. "And the furnace pilot light might need lighting. I can show you how if you'd like."

      Abi hesitated in the doorway, torn between wanting to close the door and secure herself inside, and recognizing that she might need more help than she wanted to admit.

      "I think I can manage," she said finally. "But thank you."

      Malachi accepted this with a nod. "I'm just down that trail if you need anything. First cabin with the green tin roof. Can't miss it." He paused, seeming to choose his words carefully. "These mountains can be hard on folks who aren't used to them. No shame in asking for help."

      There was something in his eyes—not pity, which she would have resented, but a simple, straightforward kindness that made her throat tight.

      "I'll remember that," she said softly.

      "Well, good night then," he said, retrieving his thermos and the de-icer. "Hope you get some rest." He turned to go, then added, "I didn't catch your name."

      She hesitated only briefly. "Abi. Abigail Langley."

      "Welcome to Maple Hollow, Abi," he said with a small, respectful nod. Then he was moving away, his flashlight beam cutting through the darkness as he headed back toward his own cabin.

      Abi watched until the light disappeared among the trees, then closed the door and turned the lock. For the first time in days, she was safe behind a locked door—one that she controlled.

      She leaned against it, letting out a long, shaky breath. The cabin was cold and dark, but it was shelter. And the stranger—Malachi—had been kind without being intrusive.

      It was more than she had dared to hope for when the day began.
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      The cabin door closed behind Malachi with a solid thunk that echoed in the empty space. Abi stood in the darkness, listening to his footsteps fade on the porch steps. Her hand found a light switch on the wall, and a single overhead bulb cast weak yellow light across the room. The cabin was spartan—a small kitchenette, a worn sofa facing a stone fireplace, and a doorway that presumably led to a bedroom. It was clean but impersonal, like a place that had forgotten its last occupant the moment they'd left.

      Cold seeped from the wooden floors through her boots. The listing had mentioned heating, but the cabin felt like a refrigerator. She spotted an old furnace in the corner and approached it warily. Its metal surface was ice-cold to the touch, and the pilot light instructions faded to near illegibility. Abi knelt and squinted at the knobs and valves, her fingers stiff and clumsy.

      "Come on," she muttered, attempting to follow the steps. "Light, please light."

      Three attempts later, the pilot light remained stubbornly dark. The smell of gas made her head swim. She turned the valve off and sat back on her heels, rubbing her temples.

      A soft knock at the door made her jump. Abi's heart raced as she rose to her feet, approaching the door cautiously.

      "Who is it?" she called, knowing the answer but needing the confirmation.

      "It's Malachi Hale," came the response. "I brought some firewood. Noticed there, in fact, wasn’t any out back. Didn’t want you to freeze to death.”

      Abi hesitated, torn between her instinct for self-sufficiency and the practical reality of a freezing cabin. Through the small window beside the door, she could see him standing on the porch, arms loaded with split logs, snow collecting on his shoulders. He wasn't pushing, just waiting.

      She turned the lock and opened the door a few inches. "The furnace won't light."

      "Yeah, that old thing." Malachi nodded as if this was expected. "Mind if I take a look? These logs won't do much good without the stove going."

      Abi stepped back, allowing him inside but maintaining distance. He entered with quiet efficiency, depositing the firewood beside the stone fireplace before turning his attention to the furnace.

      "These models can be tricky," he said, kneeling where she had been moments before. "The trick is to hold this knob in longer than you think necessary." His hands moved with practiced ease, adjusting valves and pressing buttons in a sequence that seemed intuitive to him.

      Abi watched from across the room, arms wrapped around herself. She should have been more unsettled by a stranger in her space, but there was something reassuring about his methodical movements, the way he focused entirely on the task without glancing at her belongings or asking probing questions.

      The furnace whooshed to life, the burner igniting with a soft blue flame. A small victory, but it loosened something tight in Abi's chest.

      "There we go," Malachi said with quiet satisfaction. "Give it about twenty minutes to start warming up." He moved to the fireplace, arranging kindling and smaller pieces of wood. "Mind if I get this going too? The furnace takes a while to heat the whole cabin."

      "Please," Abi said, then added, "Thank you."

      He worked silently, methodically building a fire that caught quickly and burned steady. The firelight cast his profile in warm relief—strong nose, level brows, a steadiness in his jaw. Not handsome in the conventional sense that her ex had been, but something more solid, more grounded.

      The thought made her look away.

      "So," Malachi said as he stood, brushing wood chips from his hands, "how long are you planning to stay?" The question was casual, practical rather than prying.

      "A while," Abi answered vaguely. "Through the holidays at least."

      He nodded, accepting her non-answer. "Winter can be tough up here for folks not used to it. Power goes out sometimes when storms hit hard." He gestured to a cabinet near the kitchen. "There should be emergency supplies in there—candles, matches. The owner keeps the basics stocked."

      "Good to know."

      The cabin was already feeling less frigid, the fire throwing heat into the small space. Abi remained standing, unwilling to settle in while he was there, but the exhaustion of the day pulled at her.

      Malachi seemed to notice. "I brought a few things from my place," he said, reaching into his coat pocket and pulling out a small flashlight. "Extra batteries, some trail mix, a couple water bottles. Oh, and this." He set a portable phone charger on the counter. "Figured your phone might need a boost."

      The simple thoughtfulness of the gesture caught Abi off guard. "I—thank you. That's very kind."

      "Just being neighborly." He shrugged, his gaze steady but not intrusive. "Do you have food for tonight?"

      Abi thought of her nearly empty car, the few snacks she'd grabbed at the last gas station. "I'll manage."

      "There's some soup in the cupboard, I think. Non-perishables." He pointed to the small kitchen area. "Might not be fancy, but it's something warm."

      A gust of wind rattled the windows, and snow pattered against the glass like tiny fingertips. The storm was picking up.

      "Will your car start tomorrow?" he asked. "I noticed it seemed to be running rough when you pulled in."

      "It's out of gas," she admitted reluctantly. "I'll need to get some in the morning."

      He nodded. "Town's about three miles. The general store sells gas cans. I can give you a lift in the morning if you need."

      Abi tensed slightly. Getting in a car with him felt like crossing a line she wasn't ready to cross. "I'll figure something out. Thank you."

      Malachi accepted her refusal without comment. He moved toward the door, having done what he came to do. "Well, you should be warm enough now. The fire will last a couple hours. I brought some more wood and put it on the side porch if you need it."

      Relief and something like guilt mingled in Abi's chest. She'd been brusque with him despite his kindness, keeping him at arm's length when he'd done nothing to deserve her suspicion.

      "I appreciate your help," she said, softening her tone slightly. "With everything."

      "Not a problem." He paused at the door, his hand on the knob. "If you need anything, I'm just down the path. Green roof, can't miss it."

      "You mentioned that." A small smile touched her lips despite herself.

      "So I did." His own smile was brief but genuine. "Well, good night then, Abi."

      "Good night, Malachi."

      "Mal," he corrected gently. "Most folks just call me Mal."

      "Mal," she repeated, the single syllable somehow easier to offer than his full name, a small concession to familiarity.

      Abi stood by the fireplace, the heat finally seeping into her bones as Mal gathered his things. The wind had picked up outside, snow tapping more insistently against the windows. She'd thanked him already, yet he lingered by the door, his expression thoughtful, as if weighing whether to say something more.

      The silence stretched between them, not entirely uncomfortable but charged with unspoken questions. Abi shifted her weight, suddenly aware of the bruise hidden beneath her makeup. Could he see it in this light? Was that why he hesitated to leave—some misplaced concern for the stranger who'd appeared on his mountain?

      "I should let you rest," he finally said, zipping his coat. "It's been a long day for you, I imagine."

      Abi nodded, relief and an unexpected twinge of something like disappointment mingling in her chest. "Yes. Thank you again."

      Mal reached for the doorknob, then paused, glancing at the windows where snow continued to accumulate. "Storm's picking up. They're saying we might get eight inches by morning."

      "Will the roads be passable?" The question slipped out before she could stop it—a display of dependence she hadn't meant to reveal.

      "County plows the main road pretty quick," he said. "But these side roads can take a while. I can check on you tomorrow if you'd like."

      She stiffened slightly. "I'll be fine."

      "Of course." He accepted her refusal without offense. "Just know the offer stands."

      Another gust rattled the windows, this one strong enough to make the cabin creak. Mal frowned slightly.

      "These old cabins are sturdy, but that's going to be quite a blow," he said. "Make sure you keep the fire fed tonight. If the power goes—" He reached into his pocket and placed something on the small table by the door. "That's my number. Signal can be spotty up here, but it usually goes through."

      The gesture was practical, not intrusive, yet Abi felt her walls rise slightly. She didn't want to be beholden, didn't want connections that could bind her to this place—or to him. But refusing seemed churlish after all his help.

      "Thank you," she said again, the words beginning to feel worn with repetition.

      Mal nodded, his hand returning to the doorknob. But instead of turning it, he hesitated once more, his gaze dropping briefly to the floor before returning to meet hers.

      "I know we've just met," he said carefully, "and you don't know me from Adam. But I wonder if you'd mind if I said a quick prayer before I go? For your safety in the storm."

      The request caught Abi completely off guard. Prayer was the last thing she'd expected from this quiet, practical man. Her first instinct was to refuse—prayer belonged to a part of her life she'd left behind, a faith that had failed her when she needed it most.

      But there was nothing demanding in his expression, no hint of judgment or pressure. Just a simple offer, made as naturally as he'd offered the firewood or the phone charger.

      "I—" she began, uncertain how to respond.

      "It's just something I do," he explained, his voice gentle. "No pressure either way."

      Something in his steady gaze made refusal feel harder than acceptance. "Alright," she said quietly.

      Mal didn't make a show of it—no clasped hands or closed eyes, just a slight bowing of his head as he spoke in the same even tone he'd used all evening.

      "Lord, I ask You to watch over Abi tonight. Keep her safe and warm in this cabin as the storm passes. Give her rest and peace in a new place. Thank You for guiding her here safely, and I pray You'll continue to protect her. Amen."

      The simple words hung in the air between them. Abi hadn't heard prayer spoken aloud in years—not since her grandmother had whispered blessings over her as a child. She'd expected to feel uncomfortable, perhaps even resentful. Instead, she felt an unexpected tightness in her throat.

      "Thank you," she said for what felt like the dozenth time, though this thank-you carried a different weight.

      Mal smiled slightly, the corners of his eyes crinkling. "Just seemed right," he said with a small shrug. "Sleep well, Abi. I hope the cabin feels like home soon enough."

      He opened the door, letting in a brief swirl of snow and cold air before pulling it shut behind him. Abi listened to his footsteps crunching across the porch, down the steps, and eventually fading into the muffled silence of the snowy night.

      She crossed to the door and turned the lock, testing it twice to reassure herself. Then she moved to the window, watching as Mal's flashlight beam bobbed through the darkness, tracing his path back to his own cabin. Only when the light disappeared completely among the trees did she step back.

      The fire crackled softly, casting dancing shadows across the walls. The furnace hummed. Outside, the wind continued its assault on the little cabin, but inside was warmth and silence.

      Abi wrapped her arms around herself, replaying Mal's prayer in her mind. There had been no preaching, no judgment—just a simple request for her safety and peace. When was the last time someone had prayed for her well-being? Had anyone ever?

      She moved to the sofa and sat down, suddenly aware of the bone-deep exhaustion that pulled at her limbs. The prayer had been unexpected, but strangely, it didn't feel like an intrusion. It had been offered like everything else Mal had given her tonight—the firewood, the soup, the phone charger. Just another form of practical care.

      Whether it would do any good was another question entirely. God had seemed very far away these past few years, if He was there at all. But as Abi stretched out on the sofa, too tired to make it to the bedroom, she found herself wondering what it might be like to believe so simply, so naturally, that prayer was as ordinary as kindling a fire or fixing a lock.

      To believe that someone was listening. That someone cared.

      She pulled the cabin's lone throw blanket over herself and watched the fire until her eyes grew heavy. Outside, the storm raged on, but in this moment, she was sheltered. It was enough for now.
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        * * *

      

      The cabin creaked and settled around Abi as she lay on the sofa, listening to the wind howl through the pines. Mal had been gone for twenty minutes, yet his presence lingered—in the crackling fire, in the faintly warmed rooms, in the echo of his quiet prayer. She pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders and stared at the rough-hewn ceiling beams. Sleep should have claimed her immediately after the exhaustion of the day, but her mind refused to quiet.

      She rose reluctantly from the sofa's warmth, knowing she should at least check the bedroom before surrendering to the night. Her duffel bag sat where Mal had placed it, still untouched since their arrival. Abi unzipped it and rummaged for her toiletries and a clean t-shirt to sleep in.

      The bathroom was small but clean, with a shower stall barely large enough to turn around in. The mirror above the sink revealed what Abi had been avoiding—her reflection. The makeup she'd hastily applied at the last gas station had worn thin, revealing the edge of the yellowing bruise on her cheekbone. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and her honey-blonde hair hung limp around her face.

      She didn't recognize herself anymore. The woman who had once arranged window displays with artistic flair, who had color-coded her closet and collected vintage brooches, seemed like a stranger now.

      Abi washed her face carefully, wincing as her fingers brushed the tender spot on her cheek. The cold water felt cleansing, washing away the road grime and the mask she'd worn. When she straightened, the bruise was fully visible—a fading yellow-green stain that told a story she didn't want to share.

      Back in the main room, she stoked the fire and added another log. The bedroom was still cold, and the sofa near the fireplace seemed a better option for the night. She retrieved her duffel and set it beside the couch, digging deeper to find her one true treasure.

      The snow globe lay wrapped in a t-shirt, its pieces carefully gathered. The base was intact, but the glass dome had shattered, and the tiny church inside had broken from its foundation. The glittery "snow" had spilled everywhere in her car during her escape. She'd swept up what she could find.

      Her grandmother had given it to her on her tenth birthday—a little white church with a red door, nestled in perpetual winter. "To remind you that God's house is always open," Nana had said, "even in the coldest storms."

      Abi set the broken pieces on the coffee table, a memorial to things that couldn't be fixed. Much like her faith.

      She hadn't set foot in a church since Nana's funeral six years ago. God had seemed distant then, unreachable through the fog of grief. And later, when she'd met Marcus and slowly lost herself in his controlling love, prayer had felt pointless. What kind of God let someone hurt you and call it love?

      Yet tonight, something about Mal's simple prayer had touched a place she thought long numb. There had been no performance to it, no holier-than-thou posturing. Just a man who seemed to genuinely believe someone was listening. That God cared about a stranger's safety in a snowstorm.

      Abi settled back on the sofa, drawing the blanket around her shoulders. The fire cast shifting patterns of light and shadow across the room. Outside, the storm battered the cabin with increasing fury, snow and sleet tapping against the windows like impatient fingers.

      "Lord, I ask You to watch over Abi tonight."

      Mal's words repeated in her mind. Such a simple request, spoken as naturally as commenting on the weather. As if God were a friend just out of sight, listening. As if prayer was as ordinary as breathing.

      When was the last time she had prayed? Really prayed, not the desperate bargaining she'd done on her worst nights with Marcus. Not the mechanical recitations from childhood Sunday school.

      The storm let out a particularly fierce howl, and a branch snapped somewhere in the forest. Abi flinched at the sound. The cabin suddenly felt very small, very fragile against the wilderness outside.

      She closed her eyes, feeling foolish even as the words rose to her lips. "God?"

      Her voice sounded small in the quiet room. She swallowed hard.

      "I don't know if You're listening," she whispered. "I haven't exactly been talking to You lately."

      The fire popped and hissed in response.

      "It's been years, actually," she continued, the confession spilling out now. "I'm not even sure why I'm talking to You now. Force of habit, maybe."

      A gust of wind rattled the windows, and Abi pulled the blanket tighter.

      "I don't know if You led me here or if I just ended up here because I had nowhere else to go." Her voice dropped even lower. "I don't know if You care about what happened, or why You didn't stop it."

      The words felt both foreign and familiar on her tongue, like a language half-forgotten but still stored somewhere in memory.

      "I haven't prayed in years," she admitted to the empty room. "And I don't know if You're listening."

      She fell silent, listening to the storm and the fire and her own heartbeat. No divine voice answered. No sudden peace descended. Just the same cabin, the same night, the same broken woman sitting alone in the firelight.

      Yet something had shifted, almost imperceptibly. The act of speaking aloud—of admitting her doubt—had loosened a knot she hadn't realized was there. Like removing a stone from a shoe you'd grown accustomed to walking with.

      Abi lay back on the sofa, suddenly exhausted beyond measure. The fire was burning low, but she lacked the energy to add another log. Her eyelids grew heavy as the warmth and exhaustion finally overcame her racing thoughts.

      "If You are listening," she murmured as sleep began to claim her, "I could use some help. But I'm not counting on it."

      Outside, the storm continued its assault on the little cabin. Snow piled against the windows, wind found every crack and crevice, and branches groaned beneath the weight of ice. But inside, Abi finally slept—a deep, dreamless sleep that came as suddenly as a light being switched off.

      Whether it was an answer to Mal's prayer, she couldn't have said. Whether God was listening or not, the question would wait for morning. For now, she slept, sheltered from the storm, if not from the memories that had driven her here.
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