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      My lungs burn like I've swallowed fire. The rain lashes my face in cold, stinging sheets, each drop another tiny needle of ice against my skin. I've been walking—stumbling, really—for what feels like hours, but the trees never thin, the storm never breaks, and all I've earned for my trouble is mud-soaked jeans and a rising panic that feels like hands around my throat.

      Another crack of lightning splits the sky, illuminating the forest in a stark, blue-white flash. For one heartbeat, I see everything—the skeletal fingers of branches clawing at the clouds, the slick carpet of dead leaves beneath my feet, the endless maze of trees stretching in every direction. Then darkness swallows it all again, and I'm left more blind than before.

      "Keep moving," I whisper, my voice thin and useless against the howl of the wind. "Just keep moving, Lila."

      I shouldn't be here. I should be back in my cramped apartment, curled up with a book and a cup of tea, not lost in some godforsaken wilderness during the storm of the century. All because I thought a weekend hiking trip would "clear my head." What a joke. Twenty-three years of city living didn't prepare me for this.

      My foot catches on an exposed root, and I go down hard, my palms scraping against rocks and soggy earth. The impact knocks what little breath I have from my lungs. For a moment, I just lie there, rain pummeling my back, mud seeping through my clothes. Maybe this is it. Maybe I should just stay down.

      No. Not like this.

      I push myself up, ignoring the fresh sting in my hands and the ache in my knees. My backpack feels heavier with each step, waterlogged and dragging me down. I should have left it behind an hour ago, but some stubborn part of me refuses to surrender even this small piece of security.

      The wind shifts, driving the rain sideways into my face. I turn away, using my arm as a shield, but it does little good. My hair plasters against my cheeks and neck, a tangled mess that drips icy rivers down my spine. I'm shivering so hard now that my teeth chatter, each breath a visible cloud that's torn away instantly by the gale.

      "Please," I whisper, though I'm not sure who I'm talking to. God? The universe? The indifferent trees? "Please, I don't want to die out here."

      Time blurs. One foot in front of the other. Breathe in, breathe out. My thoughts fray at the edges, coherence slipping away with my body heat. I try to remember what I know about hypothermia. Confusion is a symptom, isn't it? And so is the strange, distant feeling washing over me, like I'm watching myself from above.

      The rain and wind have become almost familiar now, white noise filling my head. Maybe that's why I almost miss it—a different kind of darkness ahead, a gap in the endless pattern of trees. I blink water from my eyes, squinting. Is my mind playing tricks?

      No. There's something there.

      I change direction, moving toward this new mystery. The trees thin slightly, and I realize I'm approaching the edge of a clearing. My heart beats faster, hope a dangerous, fragile thing in my chest.

      When I see it, I almost sob with relief. A cabin. Small but solid, nestled against the trees on the far side of the clearing. And there—a warm glow of light from a window.

      "Thank you," I gasp, a prayer to whatever force guided me here.

      The clearing offers no shelter from the storm. If anything, the rain falls harder here, with no canopy to break its force. But I barely feel it now. My focus narrows to that rectangle of golden light, a beacon pulling me forward.

      My legs are numb, each step uncertain. The ground beneath me has turned to a slick mire that tries to claim my boots. Twice I nearly fall, catching myself at the last moment. The cabin seems both impossibly close and endlessly far, growing larger in my vision but never quite reachable.

      Until suddenly, I'm there. Standing before a wooden porch, three steps leading up to a door. The light I saw comes from a lantern hanging beside it, swinging wildly in the wind. The glass is smudged, but the flame inside burns steady, impossibly bright against the storm's darkness.

      I drag myself up the steps, each one a mountain to climb. The porch offers a moment's reprieve from the rain, though the wind still whips around me, stealing what little warmth I might have generated from the effort of walking.

      My fist feels like a block of ice as I raise it to knock. The sound is pathetically weak, lost in a fresh rumble of thunder. I try again, putting every ounce of remaining strength into it. This time, the hollow thud echoes, audible even through the storm's rage.

      Please be home. Please be home. Please.

      I sway on my feet, darkness creeping in at the edges of my vision. I'm going to pass out. Not now! Not when I'm so close!

      The door swings open with a suddenness that makes me flinch, spilling warm light and the scent of woodsmoke into the night. I blink, my eyes struggling to adjust after so long in darkness.

      A massive silhouette fills the doorway—a man, taller and broader than seems possible. He's backlit by firelight, his features lost in shadow, but I feel the weight of his gaze on me.

      "Help," I try to say, but my lips have gone numb, and the word comes out slurred. "Please."

      I take one shaky step forward, reaching out blindly. As I do, he shifts, and for the first time, I see his eyes. Blue—a startling, impossible blue, like the heart of a flame. But it's not their color that catches my fading consciousness.

      It's the way they look at me.

      Not with surprise or concern or wariness.

      With hunger. Raw, undisguised hunger that seems to reach out and touch my skin.

      The darkness rushes in, my legs finally giving way beneath me. As I fall, a single thought flickers in my mind, strange and clear amid the fog of exhaustion:

      Those wild blue eyes didn't look dangerous...they looked safe.

      Then there's nothing but the sensation of strong arms catching me and pulling me into warmth before the world goes black.
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      I'm not a man who startles easy. Living alone in these mountains for five years has beaten that out of me. But the weak knock at my door during the worst storm in recent memory—that gets my attention. No one comes here. No one knows I exist. That's how I like it. How I need it to be. But something pulls me to the door anyway, some instinct I can't name that has my hand turning the knob before I've even decided to move.

      The storm roars in, wind and rain slapping against my face like a challenge. But it's not the weather that freezes me in place.

      It's her.

      A small, drenched creature with wide eyes that find mine for just a heartbeat before they roll back. She sways forward, mouth forming a word I can't hear over the thunder. And then she's falling.

      My body moves on pure instinct. I catch her against my chest, one arm behind her knees, the other supporting her back. She weighs nothing—a bundle of wet clothes and soft curves that fits against me like she was carved from my own rib.

      "Hey," I say, my voice rough from disuse. "Hey, stay with me."

      But she's already gone, head lolling against my shoulder, face pale as the moon. Her skin is ice against mine, lips tinged a dangerous blue. Hypothermia. She needs warmth. Now.

      I kick the door shut behind me and carry her to the fireplace where logs crack and spit, throwing dancing shadows across the cabin walls. My home is simple—one large room with a woodstove, a small kitchen area, a bed in the corner, and a bathroom behind the only interior door. It's not much, but it's warm. It's safe. And right now, that's what she needs.

      I lay her on the bearskin rug in front of the fire, the thick fur cushioning her from the hard wooden floor. Up close, I can see the blue-black shadows beneath her eyes, the way her cheeks have hollowed slightly from cold and exhaustion. Her clothes are plastered to her body, revealing curves that make my throat go dry. I look away, focusing on the practical.

      Her clothes have to come off. The wet fabric is leeching what little heat she has left. It's not a question of propriety—it's life or death. Still, my hands hesitate at the zipper of her jacket.

      "This isn't like that," I tell myself, voice harsh in the quiet cabin. "Get a fucking grip, Beau."

      I've lived alone so long I've forgotten how to be around people. Especially women. Especially beautiful women who fall into my arms like something from a dream I stopped allowing myself to have.

      Her jacket comes off first, then the soaked sweater beneath it. My hands work methodically, clinically, even as my brain registers details I have no business noticing. The soft swell of her breasts against a pale pink bra. The gentle curve of her waist. The birthmark just below her collarbone shaped like a teardrop.

      I grab a blanket from my bed, draping it over her upper body before moving to her hiking boots. They're good quality but no match for the storm she was caught in. Her socks are drenched, feet pale and cold when I peel the wet wool away. I rub them between my palms, trying to stimulate circulation, watching her face for any sign of discomfort.

      Nothing. She's out cold.

      Her jeans are the hardest part. They cling to her legs like a second skin, and I have to peel them inch by inch down the soft curves of her thighs, over her knees, past the delicate bones of her ankles. I keep the blanket positioned over her as best I can, preserving what privacy I can give her.

      When she's stripped down to her underwear, I wrap her completely in the blanket, creating a cocoon of wool and warmth. Then I grab more blankets from the storage chest, layering them over her. Still not enough. Her skin remains ghostly pale, lips still holding that blue tinge at the edges.

      I've read about this. Body heat is most effective. The thought makes my mouth go dry, but I push aside any hesitation. Again, this is survival, not desire.

      But that's a lie, isn't it? Because when I lift her blanket-wrapped body and sit with my back against the couch, tucking her against my chest between my legs, the feeling that courses through me isn't simply practical relief.

      It's right. Like a key sliding into a lock I didn't know existed.

      Her head rests against my shoulder, face turned toward my neck. Each shallow breath whispers against my skin. I adjust the blankets, making sure the heat from the fire reaches her, and study her face without the scramble of emergency to distract me.

      She's young—mid-twenties maybe. Her hair is a deep chestnut, curling damply around a heart-shaped face. Long lashes cast shadows on cheeks scattered with freckles. Her lips are full, the bottom one slightly plumper than the top, creating a permanent hint of a pout. She looks like something from another world—a world of color and life and people. Not my world of silence and solitude.

      What the hell is she doing out here? Miles from any trail, in the middle of a storm? Running from something? Or running to something?

      I've been out here five years. Five years of building this place with my hands. Five years of hunting my own food, chopping my own wood, answering to no one. Five years of silence broken only by the wind through pine needles and the occasional visit from wildlife.

      Five years of being nobody. Of not existing. Of safety in anonymity.

      And now this. Her. Soft and vulnerable and completely dependent on me. The weight of responsibility should feel suffocating. It should make me want to take her to the nearest town as soon as the storm breaks. Instead, I find myself cataloguing the things I'll need to keep her comfortable. Food. Clothes. More firewood to keep the cabin warm.

      Something inside me shifts. No, not shifts—breaks. Like ice cracking on a frozen lake, a splitting sound so loud I'm surprised she doesn't wake. It's physical, this change. A before and after I can feel in my bones.

      I don't understand it. I don't question it. I just know, with absolute clarity, that the woman in my arms is supposed to be here. That the storm didn't bring her to my door by accident. That the mountains didn't deliver her to me just to take her away again.

      She's mine.

      The thought should shock me. It doesn't. It settles into my chest with the certainty of something I've always known but just now remembered.

      Her eyelids flutter, and I hold my breath, but she doesn't wake. Instead, she turns her face further into my neck, seeking warmth. Her lips brush against my throat, and the simple contact burns hotter than the fire crackling beside us.

      "You're safe," I murmur into her hair, not caring that she can't hear me. "I've got you now."

      My arms tighten around her, protective. Possessive. Five minutes ago, she was a stranger. Now she's everything. The contradiction should terrify me, but instead, it fills me with a fierce, primal satisfaction.

      Hours pass. The storm rages on, battering the cabin with wind and rain, but inside, it's warm and still. Her color gradually improves, pale blue giving way to pink. Her breathing deepens, becomes more regular. At some point, I should move her to the bed, tuck her in, and take the couch.

      I don't. I can't bring myself to let go.

      Instead, I watch the fire and hold her close and make plans. The storage cellar is well-stocked—I'd hunted well this season, preserved enough to last through winter. There's a trunk of clothes that might fit her with some adjustment. The generator has enough fuel. The water catchment system is full.

      We'll be comfortable here. Together.

      I don't know her name. I don't know her story. But I know she belongs here now, in this cabin. With me.

      "And now that I've found you," I whisper against her temple, lips brushing skin that's finally, blessedly warm, "I'm never letting you go."

      Outside, the storm begins to ease, the violent squall softening to a steady rain. But the storm inside me—the one that started the moment she fell into my arms—that one's just beginning.
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