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The helicopter's rotors hadn't even stopped spinning when Sloane Ashford knew she was going to hate every second of this exile.

"Two months, Sloane. That's all I'm asking." Her father's voice crackled through the headset, barely audible over the mechanical whine. "Clean up your image. Get off social media. Figure out what the hell you want to do with your life that doesn't involve gossip blogs and paparazzi."

Sloane pressed her manicured fingers against the window, watching the endless expanse of snow-covered mountains stretch below them like a frozen wasteland. "This is kidnapping, Dad. Actual kidnapping."

"This is consequence management." Richard Ashford's tone held that familiar edge of steel that had built their tech empire from nothing. "After the incident with the senator's son—"

"That wasn't my fault!" Sloane whipped around to face him, her perfectly straightened hair catching the cabin's LED lighting. "How was I supposed to know he was married? He said he was separated!"

"You posted a video of yourself doing body shots off his chest. On Instagram. With three million followers."

"It was artistic!"

The pilot's voice cut through their argument. "Landing in two minutes, folks. The weather's closing in fast—it's gonna be a hell of a storm tonight."

Sloane's stomach dropped as she looked down at what could generously be called a town. Fox Hollow consisted of maybe twenty buildings scattered along a main road that looked like it hadn't been paved since the Carter administration. Everything was buried under at least three feet of snow, and the sky hung low and gray with the promise of more.

"This is where you're leaving me?" she asked, her voice pitching higher. "This looks like the set of a horror movie!"

"It's rustic," her father said firmly. "Character building. The cabin I rented is fully stocked, and there's a caretaker who checks on the properties weekly."

The helicopter touched down with a jarring thud next to what appeared to be a general store with a hand-painted sign reading "Murphy's Everything." Sloane could see faces pressed against the window, gawking at the spectacle of a private aircraft landing in their frozen middle-of-nowhere.

"Dad, please." She grabbed his arm as he reached for his door handle. "I'll delete my Instagram. I'll go to therapy. I'll date boring men in finance who clip coupons. Just don't leave me here."

Richard Ashford's expression softened for just a moment—the same look he'd given her when she'd skinned her knee at seven, or when her first boyfriend had broken her heart at sixteen. Then it hardened again, and she knew she'd lost.

"You'll thank me for this someday," he said, pressing a set of keys into her palm. "The cabin's about fifteen minutes up Mountain View Road. GPS coordinates are programmed into your rental car." He gestured toward a black Range Rover parked near the general store. "Two months, Sloane. Use them wisely."

Twenty minutes later, after the most awkward goodbye in Ashford family history, Sloane found herself alone in the Range Rover with her three designer suitcases and a rapidly dying phone battery. The heating system hummed, but it couldn't touch the cold that seemed to seep through her bones as she stared at the GPS display.

*Mountain View Road: 12.8 miles.*

"Twelve miles," she muttered, adjusting the rearview mirror to check her lip gloss. "I can drive twelve miles. I've driven through Beverly Hills traffic. How hard can mountain roads be?"

The answer, she discovered forty minutes later, was: very hard.

The road had started... paved, which had given her false confidence. But after the first five miles, it deteriorated into something that could charitably be called gravel and more accurately be described as "nature's attempt to destroy luxury vehicles." Her GPS had lost signal ten minutes ago, and the snow had started falling with the kind of enthusiastic intensity that suggested the sky was making up for lost time.

"Come on, come on," she chanted, gripping the steering wheel as the SUV slipped and slid around another hairpin turn. Through the windshield, she could see nothing but white—white sky, white trees, white road that might not even be a road anymore. "This is fine. This is totally fine. People drive in snow all the time. It's just frozen water. What's the worst that could—"

The Range Rover hit a patch of ice and spun sideways like a carnival ride designed by sadists. Sloane screamed, yanked the wheel hard right, and felt the sickening sensation of the vehicle sliding off the road entirely. Time stretched like taffy as the SUV tumbled down an embankment, crashing through saplings and rocks before finally slamming into a cluster of pine trees with a sound like the world ending.

When the spinning stopped, Sloane found herself hanging upside down in her seatbelt, designer purse contents scattered across the ceiling like expensive confetti. Blood trickled from a cut on her forehead, and her left shoulder throbbed where the seatbelt had caught her.

"Okay," she said aloud, because somehow her own voice made the situation feel less like a guaranteed death sentence. "Okay, you're alive. That's good. That's step one."

She fumbled for her phone, which had landed somewhere near what used to be the floor. The screen was cracked but functional, displaying the most beautiful sight she'd ever seen: one bar of signal.

Her fingers shook as she dialed 911.

"911, what's your emergency?"

"Hi, yes, I've been in a car accident. I'm..." She looked around at the white wilderness surrounding her upside-down vehicle. "I'm somewhere on Mountain View Road? Maybe? My GPS died and I don't know where exactly—"

"Ma'am, I need you to stay calm. Are you injured?"

"I don't think so? I mean, I'm bleeding a little, but nothing feels broken." She tried to shift position and winced. "The car's upside down. There's snow everywhere. I think I'm stuck."

"Okay, we're going to get someone out to you. Can you tell me what kind of vehicle you're in and any landmarks you can see?"

Sloane craned her neck, trying to make sense of her surroundings. "It's a black Range Rover, and I'm... in a ditch? There are a lot of trees. Pine trees. Everything looks exactly the same!"

"Ma'am, I need you to stay in the vehicle if you can. Don't try to move around too much. We're dispatching emergency services now, but given the storm conditions, it might take some time—"

The line went dead.

"Hello?" Sloane shook the phone desperately. "Hello?"

The signal bars had disappeared entirely.

"Perfect," she said to the empty air. "This is just perfect. I'm going to die upside down in a snowbank wearing a Hermès coat that costs more than most people's cars."

She tried calling again. Nothing. The phone might as well have been a very expensive paperweight.

The cold was starting to seep in now, creeping through the broken windows and gaps in the twisted metal. Her breath came out in visible puffs, and she realized that the heating system had died along with everything else electronic in the SUV.

"Think, Sloane," she ordered herself. "You're not some helpless princess. You've got a business degree from Stanford. You've negotiated million-dollar sponsorship deals. You can figure out how to not die in a car wreck."

She managed to unbuckle her seatbelt and caught herself before tumbling onto the ceiling. Her Louboutin boots—chosen for style rather than practicality—slipped on the icy metal as she crawled toward the broken passenger window.

The gap was just big enough for her to squeeze through, though her coat caught on the jagged glass and tore with a sound that would have made her weep under normal circumstances. She tumbled out into the snow, which was deeper than she'd expected and immediately soaked through her designer jeans.

"Oh my god!" The cold was like a physical slap, stealing her breath and making her eyes water. She'd been cold before—air-conditioned penthouses, over-enthusiastic restaurant managers—but this was something else entirely. This was the kind of cold that had opinions about whether you lived or died.

She pulled out her phone again, holding it up like an offering to whatever gods controlled cellular towers. No signal. Not even a flicker.

"Okay, new plan," she announced to the falling snow. "Walk back to the road. Flag down a car. Cry prettily until someone helps. Easy."

But when she looked around, she couldn't see the road. The snow had covered her tire tracks, and everything looked the same—white trees stretching up toward a white sky, broken only by the dark scar her vehicle had carved through the landscape.

She picked a direction that felt like up and started walking.

The snow was nearly knee-deep, and her boots—designed for navigating red carpets, not snowdrifts—filled with ice within the first few steps. Her skinny jeans, dampened by her exit from the car, froze to her legs. The wind cut through her torn coat like it was a personal vendetta against
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