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The throbbing in my head woke me before my eyes could open. Each pulse sent pain radiating from my temple down my neck, keeping time with my heartbeat. I lay still, trying to piece together where I was, the unfamiliar softness beneath me, the weight of heavy blankets, the scent of woodsmoke and pine. Nothing made sense. My eyelids felt impossibly heavy as I forced them open, revealing rough-hewn wooden beams stretching across an unfamiliar ceiling.

Panic seized my chest, but my limbs felt too leaden to respond. The room slowly came into focus: stone fireplace with embers still glowing, a worn leather chair beside it, simple wooden furniture, and windows revealing nothing but darkness and swirling snow. A cabin. I was in some kind of cabin, but how? Why?

I tried to sit up, but the movement sent fresh waves of pain through my skull. My hand instinctively reached for the source, finding a tender lump and what felt like a small bandage at my hairline. The touch triggered a flash, headlights reflecting off snow, the terrifying sensation of tires losing traction, then... nothing. A car accident? Was that it?

Looking down, I realized I wasn't wearing my own clothes. Instead of, of what? I couldn't even remember what I'd been wearing. Now I had on a faded flannel shirt several sizes too large, the sleeves rolled up multiple times to free my hands. No pants, just the shirt and what felt like thick wool socks. My bare legs peeked out from beneath a patchwork quilt. The intimacy of the situation struck me, raising goosebumps along my skin.

"You're awake."

The deep voice startled me. I hadn't heard anyone enter. Struggling to turn toward the sound, I found a man standing in the doorway, holding a steaming mug. He was massive, tall and broad-shouldered, filling the frame, with a dark blond beard and hair pulled back from his face. Despite his imposing size, his expression held nothing threatening. If anything, he looked relieved.

"How's your head?" he asked, approaching slowly, as if afraid I might bolt. Where would I even go? Beyond the windows was nothing but darkness and blizzard.

"It hurts," I managed, my voice sounding strange to my own ears. "Where am I? What happened?"

He set the mug on a small table beside the bed and kept his distance, perching on the edge of the chair instead. "My cabin. About fifteen miles outside of Pine Ridge. Found your car spun out in a ditch during the storm. You were unconscious." His words came out measured and deliberate. "I'm Jack, by the way."

"I'm..." I started, then froze. Nothing came. My name hovered just beyond reach, like a word on the tip of my tongue. The blank space where that fundamental piece of identity should be sent ice through my veins. "I don't, I can't remember."

Jack nodded, not seeming particularly surprised. "Doctor warned that might happen. Called him on the radio when I brought you in. Said concussions can mess with memory, especially with the trauma. Said to keep you warm, watch for symptoms, bring you in when the roads clear."

"Doctor?" I echoed.

"Doc Miller. Only doctor for thirty miles. Roads are impassable now, but he talked me through checking your pupils, cleaning the cut." He gestured to my forehead. "Said your wallet had ID. Ivy Larson."

Ivy. The name sounded right, settling into me like it belonged, though I couldn't recall anything else about myself. "Thank you for helping me," I said, unsure what else to offer.

"Couldn't leave you out there." He shrugged as if it were nothing, rescuing a stranger from certain death.

I attempted to sit up again, more carefully this time. The room spun briefly before settling. "My clothes..."

A flush crept up his neck, visible even through his beard. "They were soaked through. Had to get you dry or risk hypothermia. I, I didn't look. Just gave you my shirt and turned away." His discomfort seemed genuine. "Your clothes are drying by the fire. Bag too."

"Thank you," I said again, wrapping the quilt tighter around myself. Questions tumbled through my mind. "How long have I been here?"

"Since last night. Almost eighteen hours now."

My stomach clenched. "Has anyone been looking for me? Should I call someone?"

Jack shook his head. "Lines are down from the storm. Radio works for emergencies, but the storm's interfering with signals beyond the county. Could try again tomorrow."

I nodded, though panic fluttered in my chest. Who would be worried about me? Parents? A partner? Friends? I couldn't summon a single face or name.

"Here," Jack said, offering the mug he'd brought. "Chamomile with honey. Good for shock."

Our fingers brushed as I took it, his large hands dwarfing mine. The tea smelled sweet and earthy, steam curling between us. I took a careful sip, the warmth spreading through my chest.

"I should remember something," I whispered, more to myself than to him. "Anything. Where I was going. Where I came from." The harder I tried to grasp at memories, the more they scattered like mist.

"Doc said not to force it. Might make things worse." Jack's voice was surprisingly gentle for such a large man. "Memory usually comes back on its own."

"What if it doesn't?" The question hung in the air between us.

He considered this, his gaze steady. "Then we figure it out. One step at a time."

The simplicity of his answer was oddly comforting. There was no false reassurance, just practical certainty. I studied him more carefully, the creases at the corners of his eyes, the capable hands, the watchful way he held himself. Nothing about him triggered recognition, yet I didn't feel afraid. It made no sense. I should be terrified, injured, memory-less, in a stranger's remote cabin during a blizzard. Instead, I felt an inexplicable sense of safety.

"You need more rest," he said, standing. "Bathroom's through there if you need it. I'll be in the main room. Just call if you need anything."

As he turned to leave, I blurted out, "Are you always this kind to strangers?"

Jack paused in the doorway, his broad shoulders silhouetted against the warm light from the other room. "Don't get many strangers up here." Something unreadable crossed his face. "But no. Not usually."

After he left, I sank back against the pillows, clutching the warm mug between my palms. The pain in my head had dulled to a persistent ache, but the emptiness where my memories should be felt like a void expanding inside me. I closed my eyes, trying to conjure something, anything, from before waking in this cabin. Only fragments came: the smell of coffee, the sensation of typing on a keyboard, a laughing voice I couldn't place. Nothing substantial enough to build an identity around.

Yet despite everything, as I listened to the quiet sounds of Jack moving about in the other room and the wind howling outside, I couldn't ignore the strange sense of peace settling over me. As if some part of me recognized this place as a sanctuary, even if my conscious mind couldn't remember why I'd needed one in the first place.
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I watched her from the doorway, fingers wrapped around my own mug of tea going cold. Her dark curls spilled across my pillow, her breathing finally settled into the even rhythm of real sleep. Strange how a woman I'd known less than a day could look so right in my bed, like she belonged there. The thought ambushed me, unwelcome but persistent. I'd spent years perfecting my solitude, carving out this existence where I answered to no one, needed no one. Yet I'd broken every one of my own rules since finding her car half-buried in snow.

Twenty hours earlier, I'd been cursing the storm while driving back from town in my old truck. The snow had started falling faster than predicted, already several inches deep and coming down hard. I'd almost missed her car entirely, just a glint of red metal through the curtain of white. Something made me stop, reverse. Thank God I did.

The car had spun off the road and down a shallow embankment, its nose buried in snow. Inside, she was slumped against the deployed airbag, a thin line of blood trailing from her temple. My heart had seized at the sight. Up here, being stranded meant death, especially in this cold. I'd called her name, not knowing it then, of course, tapped her face gently, checked her pulse. Strong, thank God, but she was already dangerously cold.

I should have radioed for help first. That would have been the proper protocol. But one look at the sky told me no rescue would make it up the mountain tonight. The decision formed instantly: get her warm, get her safe.

Getting her out of the car had been awkward, her limbs loose with unconsciousness, her body smaller than I expected. I'd wrapped her in my coat and carried her to my truck, cranking the heat while I quickly grabbed her purse and one small bag from the backseat. The drive to my cabin had been tense, my eyes constantly flicking between the treacherous road and her pale face.

Once inside, pragmatism took over. Her clothes were soaked through, melted snow and sweat. I'd hesitated only briefly before doing what needed to be done. I removed her wet clothes efficiently, eyes averted as much as possible, focusing only on getting her dry and warm. I'd dressed her in my flannel shirt, the only thing clean and warm enough, then tucked her under every blanket I owned.

While she slept, I'd radioed Doc Miller, describing her injury and condition. He'd told me what to watch for, how to clean the wound, when to worry. "Keep her warm, keep her still, and bring her in when the roads clear," he'd said. "Might have memory issues with a hit like that, but don't panic if she does. Usually temporary."

I hadn't expected the strange protectiveness that had surged through me at his words. Memory issues. The idea of her waking confused and afraid had bothered me more than it should have.

I'd spent the night in the chair beside the bed, dozing fitfully, waking to check her breathing, her color, her pulse. By morning, her fever had broken, and she'd fallen into a deeper, healing sleep. Only then had I allowed myself to move to the couch, though I'd still checked on her hourly.

Now I moved away from the doorway, giving her the privacy she deserved. In the kitchen, I poured out my cold tea and started a fresh pot, then pulled ingredients for soup. The familiar routine of chopping vegetables helped settle my thoughts. This wasn't like me, bringing a stranger into my home, disrupting my carefully constructed peace. The last woman who'd been in this cabin was my sister, three months ago, and she'd only stayed a few hours.

I'd left town life behind for good reasons. The quiet suited me. People, with their expectations and judgments and endless talking, didn't. I'd built this life deliberately, my goats, my bees, my garden, my silence. I answered to no one and preferred it that way.

So why had I spent the night watching this woman breathe? Why had the sight of her small hands wrapped around the mug I'd given her made something tighten in my chest?

I was just being decent, I told myself. Anyone would have done the same. But I knew that wasn't entirely true. Most would have called for help and waited in their vehicles. Most wouldn't have brought a stranger home.

The soup
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