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Chapter One: The Cabin
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The first thing Isla noticed was the cold.

It crept up her arms like a warning, prickling across her skin, turning her breath into fog. Her eyes snapped open, disoriented by the blinding white glow pouring through the high windows. Snow. Everywhere. Icy sunlight reflected off a fresh layer just beyond the glass.

She was lying on a Persian rug. Barefoot. Drenched in sweat. And blood.

Her hands were sticky. Her palms caked red. Trembling, she pushed herself upright. A sharp throb pulsed through her temple—blunt-force pain, pulsing in rhythm with her heartbeat.

She looked down.

The front of her white thermal shirt was stained dark. Not hers. She wasn’t bleeding.

She turned her hands over again and again, as if repetition would make the scene make sense.

No cuts. No pain. Just blood. Everywhere.

Her stomach rolled.

The room spun briefly. She pressed her hand to the floor to steady herself.

Slow down. Breathe.

One inhale. One exhale. Focus.

That’s what she told her patients in panic spirals. But her mind wasn’t listening. Something was wrong—no, everything was wrong.

Where was Nate?

Her head jerked up. The living room stretched out before her, picture-perfect. Rustic beams. Stone fireplace. Oversized leather sofa. Firewood neatly stacked in the basket.

But the front door?

Wide open. Snow drifted in silently across the hardwood like ash after a fire.

“Nate?” she called, her voice hoarse. Too quiet.

No answer.

She stood up, legs shaking, and padded toward the doorway. The cold sliced through her shirt like knives. Her bare feet left blood-streaked prints on the floor. No footprints in the snow outside. Just an untouched white sheet.

She turned in a slow circle.

Where the hell was she?

A memory tugged at her mind, fuzzy and fading fast. A road winding through mountains. Tall pines. Nate’s voice—angry. No. Laughing? She wasn’t sure anymore.

Her phone.

She scrambled toward the side table by the couch. No wallet. No bag.

But there it was—her phone. Facedown. Shaking, she picked it up.

Dead.

“Shit,” she whispered.

She glanced toward the hallway. Bedroom. Kitchen. Maybe power outlets. A charger.

She stumbled forward, searching for anything that felt familiar. Anything that might explain how she woke up in a blood-soaked shirt, alone in a winter cabin, with no memory of how she got there.



The bedroom was immaculate.

Bed made. Pillows fluffed. Nothing out of place except for the suitcase—her suitcase—half-zipped at the foot of the bed. She didn’t remember packing it.

She crouched beside it, digging through shirts and jeans and toiletries until she found the charger. Relief surged. At least that part made sense.

She plugged it in beside the bed. The phone vibrated weakly, screen flickering to life.

3% battery. No signal. No WiFi. No bars.

“Of course,” she muttered.

The screen unlocked with Face ID.

Her photos loaded slowly. She scrolled.

And stopped cold.

There it was.

A photo. Timestamped 2:17 a.m. this morning.

Her own face. Crying. Blood on her cheek. Behind her, barely visible in the dim light... was Nate.

Lying on the floor.

Unmoving.

His eyes open.

Her breath hitched.

No.

She tapped the photo, zooming in. The angle was low. Like she’d set the phone on a table and accidentally triggered the shutter.

She could just make out the shape of his head, the spatter of blood across the hardwood, the unnatural tilt of his neck.

She felt the scream before she heard it.

Raw and deep and animal.

She staggered backward, dropping the phone. It hit the floor with a soft thud. She pressed both hands to her mouth and tried not to vomit.

What have I done?



The memory was a fragment.

Rain. A fight. Hands on her wrists. Screaming. A sharp crack. Darkness.

She clutched her stomach.

No.

This wasn’t real. This wasn’t her life. She was a therapist. A healer. She helped women escape men like that. She didn’t... she couldn’t...

A knock.

Soft. Just once.

She froze.

It came again. Louder. Three slow raps on the front door.

She didn’t move. She couldn’t.
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