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  Chapter One 
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Lila


The snow wasn't supposed to start for another three hours. That's what my weather app had promised this morning, as I'd confidently set out for the science teachers' conference in Mountain Creek, dressed in my cute ankle boots and light jacket. Now, as my ancient Honda made a sound like a dying whale and shuddered to a stop on this narrow mountain pass, fat, wet flakes pelted my windshield with increasing intensity. I turned the key again, listening to the engine sputter pathetically before falling silent. 
"No, no, no," I muttered, thumping my forehead against the steering wheel. "Don't do this to me, Bertha. We had an agreement."
Bertha, my fifteen-year-old Honda Civic, had apparently decided our agreement meant nothing. The dashboard lights flickered once, twice, then died completely. I tried the key again. Nothing. Not even the courtesy of a dying gasp.
"Fantastic," I hissed, slapping the steering wheel. "Just… perfect timing."
I grabbed my phone from the cup holder, already knowing what I'd find. The battery icon flashed red at 2% before the screen went black. I'd been using GPS to navigate these twisting mountain roads, and apparently that had drained what little battery I'd had left. Another stellar decision by Lila Harding, high school science teacher extraordinaire, who should probably know better than to trust technology in remote areas.
Outside, the snow was falling faster, the wind whipping it into mini-cyclones across the road. I peered through the windshield, squinting at the gathering darkness. No cars had passed me in at least twenty minutes. I was alone on this narrow strip of asphalt that curled around the mountainside like a twisted ribbon.
I pulled my light jacket tighter around my shoulders, already feeling the car's interior cooling without the heater running. The temperature gauge on the dashboard had died with everything else, but I could see my breath forming little clouds in front of my face.
"Options, Lila. Think of your options." I talked to myself the same way I encouraged my chemistry students when they got stuck on a problem. "What would you tell your kids to do in this situation?"
Stay with the car, probably. That's what all the wilderness survival guides said. But my thin jacket and the rapidly dropping temperature made that option less appealing by the second. Plus, I had exactly one granola bar and half a bottle of water. Not exactly emergency provisions.
I could try walking back to the main highway, but that was at least five miles in the direction I'd come from. Or I could continue forward, hoping to find the turnoff to Mountain Creek, which should be… somewhere ahead. Maybe. If I hadn't missed it already in the increasingly heavy snowfall.
I rested my forehead against the cold window, trying to tamp down the flutter of panic in my chest. That's when I saw it, a faint, yellowish glow in the distance, just visible through the trees. A light. A house? A cabin?
Whatever it was, light meant people. People meant help.
I took a deep breath, grabbed my purse, and pushed open the car door. The wind immediately slapped me in the face, sending my curls whipping into my eyes. Snow pelted my cheeks like tiny needles.
"Okay. That's… brisk," I gasped, sliding out of the car.
My ankle boots, perfectly adequate for navigating school hallways, sank immediately into four inches of snow. Cold wetness seeped through the thin leather, soaking my socks. I slammed the car door and locked it, a laughable precaution given that there wasn't another human being for miles, but city habits die hard.
I oriented myself toward the distant light and started trudging. Each step was a small battle, my feet slipping on hidden ice beneath the fresh snow. The wind pushed against me as if personally offended by my presence, driving snow under my collar and into my eyes.
"Just a quick trip to the mountains," I muttered, mimicking my own cheerful voice from days earlier. "It'll be so refreshing! A nice break from city life!"
Fifteen minutes later, my toes were numb, my fingers were burning with cold, and I couldn't feel my nose. The light seemed both closer and farther away, playing tricks on my perception. The snow was falling so heavily now that I could only see about ten feet ahead. My curls were plastered to my head, wet with melted snow, and my thin jacket clung to me like a second skin, offering about as much warmth as tissue paper.
"I am n-never l-leaving the city again," I promised myself through chattering teeth. "Never. Not even for s-science."
I stumbled over something hidden beneath the snow, a rock or tree root, and fell to my knees. The snow immediately soaked through my jeans; the cold was so intense it burned. I pushed myself up, my hands now wet and stinging, and forced myself to keep moving.
The trees grew thicker here, offering some slight protection from the wind. I hugged myself, trying to conserve body heat, and focused on putting one foot in front of the other. My boots made sad squelching sounds with each step, completely waterlogged.
Then, suddenly, the trees thinned, and I found myself at the edge of a small clearing. In the center stood a cabin, larger than I'd expected, with smoke curling from a stone chimney. The yellow light I'd seen came from a lantern hanging beside the front door, swaying gently in the wind.
"Oh, thank God," I breathed, my relief so profound it made me dizzy.
I staggered across the clearing, my legs heavy with exhaustion. The cabin looked solid and well-maintained, with a wide porch that wrapped around the front. Three wooden steps led up to the porch, and I nearly cried when my foot touched the first one. I was so close.
The porch offered blessed respite from the falling snow. I stumbled to the door, heavy oak with iron hinges, and raised my fist to knock. The sound seemed feeble against the solid wood, swallowed by the howling wind.
"Hello?" I called, my voice cracking. "Is anyone home? I need help!"
I waited, straining to hear any movement inside. Nothing. I knocked again, harder this time.
"Please! My car broke down! I'm freezing out here!"
The wind gusted across the porch, driving a fresh wave of snow against my back. My vision swam, with little black dots dancing at the edges. I recognized the symptoms with the detached clarity of a science teacher. Hypothermia was setting in.
"Please…" I whispered, leaning against the door frame. My legs felt strange, disconnected from my body. I slid down until I was sitting, my back against the door. Just a minute, I told myself. I'll rest for just a minute, then try again.
My eyelids grew heavy. The swaying lantern light blurred and doubled. I heard a sound; the door opening behind me perhaps, but couldn't summon the energy to turn around. I felt myself tipping backward, falling.
Strong arms caught me. I gazed up, disoriented, at a man's face, mostly obscured by messy dark hair and what looked like… goggles? That couldn't be right. My brain was obviously malfunctioning from the cold.
"Help," I tried to say, but the word emerged as a mere breath. "Car… broke…"
The world tilted and spun. I felt myself being lifted, cradled against a warm chest. The sudden contrast between the bitter cold and this new warmth sent painful tingles through my extremities.
"…doing out here…” a deep voice muttered above me, the words fading in and out like a badly tuned radio.
I wanted to explain, to thank him, to ask who wore goggles inside their house, but darkness crept in from all sides, narrowing my vision to a pinpoint.
Then, nothing.








  
  Chapter Two 
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Elias


The copper wire refused to bend the way I needed. I muttered a curse under my breath, adjusting my magnification goggles until the delicate filaments of the atmospheric pressure sensor came into focus. Three months of work and the calibration still drifted after forty-eight hours. Unacceptable. 
I rotated the miniature screwdriver, making a final change by lantern light. The generator had been glitching again. Another problem for tomorrow. I was halfway through recalibrating the filament when a knock echoed through the cabin.
I froze.
No one knocked out here. No one even knew I was here.
That was the point.
I waited. Nothing.
Probably the wind.
I forced myself to focus, breathing slow and steady as I returned to the wires.
Another knock. Louder. Firmer. Human.
"Hello?" a voice called. A woman’s voice, muffled but unmistakable. “Is anyone home? I need help!”
My heart gave a hard thump.
Eight months, two weeks, four days without a visitor. A perfect record. Broken.
I set the tools down, movements precise and measured. Removed the goggles. Waited.
"Please! My car broke down! I'm freezing out here!"
Car trouble. That made sense. Random, not targeted. Logical.
Still, I didn’t move. Not right away.
The wind howled, rattling the windows. My last reading showed temperatures dropping fast, already fifteen degrees since sundown. Two inches of snow per hour.
"Please…" Her voice cracked, thinner now.
I cursed again, stood, and crossed to the door. Waited. Listened.
Nothing.
Then I flipped the locks and opened the door.
She collapsed into my arms.
Small. Soaked. Shivering. Skin pale, lips tinged blue. Unconscious.
“Dammit,” I muttered, catching her before she could hit the floor. “What are you doing out here?”
She didn’t answer. Her head lolled against my chest, cold curls clinging to my jacket. Her clothes were city-thin and soaked through, completely useless for mountain weather.
I kicked the door shut behind us and carried her to the couch near the stove.
Quick scan: female, late twenties, no visible injuries, but hypothermic. Breathing shallow. Pulse thready.
“You need warmth,” I told her, as much for myself as her. “Fast.”
I started with her boots. Wet. Frozen. Tossed them aside. Her jacket followed, soaked and useless. I left her jeans and shirt on; we needed boundaries, even now, but wrapped her in the thickest wool blanket I owned, tucking it tight around her feet.
She mumbled something I couldn’t make out and went quiet again. A good sign, maybe. Brain still trying to function.
I added more logs to the fire. Moved to the kitchen. Put on the kettle.
Tea. Honey. Slow warming. Hydration. Step by step.
While the water heated, I checked her again. Still breathing. Her cheeks looked rounder in the firelight. Lips parted slightly. A small scar sat above her left eyebrow. I tugged the blanket higher and gently patted it in place.
“You really picked the wrong mountain,” I murmured. “No one gets lost up here by accident.”
The kettle whistled. Loud. Jarring.
I silenced it, measured the leaves, steeped exactly three minutes. Added honey, more than I normally used.
When I brought the mug back, her eyes were open. Unfocused. Confused.
“Where…” Her voice was barely more than a whisper.
“You’re safe.” I set the mug on the table beside her. “You collapsed on my porch.”
She tried to sit up. Failed. Tried again.
Reluctantly, I moved to help, supporting her back while she adjusted the pillows behind her. Too close. I could smell her, something sweet and clean beneath the storm. Shampoo, maybe.
“Thank you,” she said, voice hoarse, hands gripping the blanket tighter. Her gaze met mine, warm brown with flecks of gold, too big for her face. “I thought I was going to freeze out there.”
“You were headed that way,” I said, stepping back. “Drink. It’ll help.”
Her hands shook. I steadied the mug, felt her fingers brush mine. Still cold.
“I’m Lila,” she offered, managing a shaky sip. “Lila Harding.”
“Elias,” I said, already backing toward the workbench.
“Just Elias?” she teased, eyes sharpening. “Like Madonna or Cher?”
I paused. “Elias Gray.”
She smiled, faint but real. “Well, Elias Gray, you saved my life.”
“Don’t mention it.”
“Do you have a phone I could use? Mine died, and I need to call for a tow.”
“No phone.”
Her brows lifted. “As in, it’s broken, or…?”
“No phone,” I said again. “By choice.”
She blinked, taking in the woodstove, the lantern
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