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The fluorescent lights in the grocery store hummed like a swarm of bees trapped in glass, casting everything in a sickly yellow pallor that made even the vibrant produce look lifeless. Rebecca Taylor stood in the soup aisle at nine o'clock on a Tuesday night, her body angled toward the shelf in a practiced stance she'd perfected over the past eighteen months. Right shoulder forward. Head tilted left. Hat brim down.

The wide-brimmed felt hat, brown, nondescript, two sizes too big, had become as essential as breathing. It shadowed her face, creating a curtain between her ruined skin and the world's inevitable stares. She didn't need a mirror anymore to know what people saw when they looked at her. She'd memorized every nurse's carefully neutral expression, every well-meaning friend's initial flinch, every stranger's involuntary recoil.

Her basket held three cans of tomato soup, a loaf of bread, instant coffee, and a box of granola bars. Sustenance, not meals. Food required planning, cooking, caring about whether you tasted what you ate. These were things she could consume while staring at nothing, thinking of nothing, feeling as little as possible.

Two weeks in Silversage, Montana, and she'd learned the rhythm of avoiding people. The grocery store emptied out after eight. The post office closed at four. The diner stopped serving at seven. She'd mapped the town's quiet spaces like a cartographer of solitude, marking safe harbors where human interaction became optional rather than inevitable.

A shopping cart wheeled past the end of her aisle, its squeaking wheel announcing its approach long before it arrived. Rebecca shifted deeper into the shadows between the shelves, reaching for a can she didn't want, studying the nutrition label with intense focus. The cart passed. She exhaled.

The accident replayed in her mind without warning, the way it always did. No trigger necessary. One moment she'd be reaching for soup, and the next she'd be back in her car on that rain-slicked Seattle street, her phone lighting up with a call from the hospital. A patient crashing. She'd been chief resident in the ER—twenty-seven years old and convinced she could save everyone if she just worked hard enough, stayed sharp enough, cared deeply enough.

She'd reached for the phone. Just a glance. Just one second of divided attention.

The semi-truck's horn had blared too late. Metal shrieked. Glass exploded. The windshield shattered inward in a thousand glittering pieces, and she'd felt them hit her face like a swarm of crystalline wasps, each one finding skin, each one biting deep. She remembered the wetness, blood or rain, she couldn't tell, and the strange absence of pain in those first few seconds. Shock, probably. The body's mercy before the reckoning.

Then the pain came.

Three surgeries. Skin grafts. Nerve damage on the right side of her face that left her with a permanent asymmetry, a topography of scars that no amount of makeup could hide. The surgeons had been kind, optimistic even. "It could have been so much worse," they'd said. "You're lucky to be alive."

Lucky.

She'd been beautiful once. Not in a way she'd thought about much, beauty had simply been a fact of her existence, like having brown eyes or being right-handed. Men had looked at her. Women had envied her. Patients had trusted her on sight. And she'd taken it all for granted, the way you took for granted the ground being solid beneath your feet until the earth opened up and swallowed you whole.

Now she wore hats and high collars and kept her head down in grocery store aisles at nine PM.

Rebecca moved toward the checkout, counting the registers. Only two were open. She chose the one manned by a teenage boy with headphones around his neck, figuring he'd be too absorbed in whatever music leaked from the speakers to attempt conversation. But as she approached, an older woman—sixty-something, with silver hair and a cardigan despite the late summer warmth—stepped in front of her, her cart overflowing with enough groceries to feed a family.

The other register. Rebecca pivoted.

"Just these?" The cashier was younger than Rebecca had first thought, maybe early twenties, with a name tag that read "Josie" decorated with hand-drawn stars. Her smile was genuine, the kind that reached her eyes and crinkled the corners.

"Yes." Rebecca kept her gaze on the counter, tracking her items as Josie scanned them. Beep. Beep. Beep.

"You're new in town, right? I don't think I've seen you before."

"Yes."

Josie bagged the soup cans together, then the bread. Her hands moved efficiently, but she didn't rush. "Silversage is pretty quiet this time of year. Summer tourists are gone, ski season hasn't started. You picked a good time to settle in. Where are you staying?"

Rebecca's fingers tightened around the strap of her purse. The questions felt like spotlights, each one illuminating more of her than she wanted exposed. "A cabin."

"Oh, one of the rentals up near Whitetail Creek? Those are nice. Peaceful. My cousin used to—"

"How much?" Rebecca interrupted, her voice sharper than she intended.

Josie blinked, then glanced at the register screen. "Twenty-three forty-seven."

Rebecca handed over exact cash, counted out before she'd even entered the store, and took her single plastic bag. "Thank you."

"Have a good night! Come back soon!"

The automatic doors released her into the parking lot, and Rebecca gulped the cool night air like someone surfacing from deep water. Her hands trembled as she unlocked her car, a ten-year-old Honda Civic she'd bought for cash from a Craigslist ad, nondescript and forgettable. She threw the bag onto the passenger seat and gripped the steering wheel, waiting for her heartbeat to slow.

A simple transaction. Thirty seconds of conversation with a friendly cashier. And she'd nearly come apart.

This was why she'd left Seattle. Why she'd abandoned her half-finished residency, her apartment, her entire carefully constructed life. She couldn't bear the weight of people's kindness anymore, the way they tried so hard not to stare while staring anyway, the way their voices changed when they spoke to her—softer, gentler, as if her scars had made her fragile.

She had been a doctor. She had held beating hearts in her hands during surgery rotations. She had pronounced people dead and delivered impossible news to waiting families. She had been strong.

Now she couldn't handle a cashier asking where she lived.

Rebecca started the car and pulled out of the parking lot, pointing the Honda toward the county road that would take her back to her cabin. Silversage's main street was deserted, the shops dark except for the bar on the corner where golden light spilled from the windows and the muted thump of music leaked into the street. She drove past without slowing.

The town gave way to open land quickly, the road narrowing as it wound through fields gone brown with approaching autumn. Mountains rose in the distance, their peaks still holding patches of snow that gleamed silver under the three-quarter moon. The cabin she'd rented sat five miles outside town, tucked into the woods at the end of a rutted gravel drive. The landlord had advertised it as "rustic and secluded," which translated to "old and far from everything." Perfect.

The road stretched empty ahead of her, no other headlights in either direction. Montana dark was different from city dark—thicker, more complete. The kind of darkness that pressed against the windows and made the cone of her headlights seem like the only light left in the world.

A grinding noise erupted from beneath the hood.

Rebecca's stomach dropped. The sound was metal on metal, something essential tearing itself apart. She eased off the accelerator, but the grinding intensified, accompanied now by a shuddering that made the whole car vibrate. The dashboard lights flickered. The engine coughed, sputtered, died.

She guided the car to the shoulder using nothing but momentum, gravel crunching under the tires as she rolled to a stop. The headlights dimmed, then went dark. The dashboard went black. Even the dim interior light that usually stayed on for a few seconds after she turned off the engine failed to appear.

Complete electrical failure.

Rebecca sat in the sudden darkness, her breath loud in her ears. She tried the ignition. Click. Nothing. She tried again. Click. Click. Click.

Her phone. She grabbed her purse and dug for it, her fingers clumsy with rising panic. The screen lit up her face—one bar of service. No, wait. No bars. The signal icon showed an X.

Dead zone.

Of course. She was miles from town, surrounded by nothing but fields and forest. Who needed cell service when you lived this far from civilization? Who needed to call for help when help was an abstract concept measured in miles of empty road?

She sat there, weighing her options. Walk back to town? Five miles in the dark, wearing flats that would blister her feet within the first mile. Stay in the car and wait for morning? The temperature was already dropping; she could see her breath starting to fog the windows. Flag down a passing car?

As if summoned by the thought, headlights appeared in her rearview mirror.

Rebecca's heart kicked into a faster rhythm. The lights grew brighter, closer. A vehicle was slowing down. Pulling over behind her.

A truck. Large, high off the ground, with running lights across the top of the cab that marked it as something serious—a rancher's vehicle or a contractor's, something built for real work. The headlights were blinding in her mirrors, turning everything into silhouettes and glare.

A door opened. Boots hit gravel.

Rebecca's hand moved to the door lock, checking it. Locked. The windows were up. She was sealed inside her dead car in the middle of nowhere while a stranger approached, and every horror movie she'd ever watched, every news story about women found in ditches, every warning her mother had ever given her about accepting help from strange men flooded her mind.

Footsteps crunched closer. A knock on the window—knuckles rapping against glass.

"Ma'am? You having car trouble?"

The voice was male, deep, with a slight Western drawl that stretched the vowels. He stood just outside her window, his form backlit by his truck's headlights so she couldn't make out his features. Just a silhouette. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Wearing what looked like a cowboy hat.

Rebecca didn't move.

Another knock, gentler this time. "I saw you pull over. Looks like
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