
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Healed by the Mountain Hermit

        

        
        
          Falling for her Mountain Man, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Tori Dalton

        

        
          Published by Tori Romance Press, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      HEALED BY THE MOUNTAIN HERMIT

    

    
      First edition. February 21, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Tori Dalton.

    

    
    
      Written by Tori Dalton.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One Mara

[image: ]




The cabin stood before me, a small dark shape against the vast wilderness, exactly as lonely as I had hoped and feared. My rental car's engine ticked as it cooled in the late afternoon chill, the sound emphasizing the pressing silence of the forest. I pressed my fingertips against my eyes, feeling the grit of twenty hours awake, the heaviness that had settled into my bones weeks, no, months, ago, making even the thought of unloading my car seem monumental. But I had nowhere else to go now. No office waiting, no patients needing me, no colleagues depending on me. Just this cabin, these trees, and the hollow space where my purpose used to be.

I forced myself out of the car, the mountain air hitting my lungs with shocking clarity. My breath clouded in front of me as I fumbled with the keys the property manager had given me yesterday, was it only yesterday? Time had blurred since I'd signed the medical leave papers, since my department chair had looked at me with that mix of disappointment and clinical concern.

The first bag felt like it was filled with stones instead of clothes. I dragged it up the three wooden steps to the porch, my shoulders protesting, my lower back a dull throb of complaint. The second trip was for my groceries, arms trembling slightly as I carried them. By the third trip, books, laptop I promised myself I wouldn't use, toiletries, sweat had broken out across my forehead despite the chill, my heart pounding too hard for such simple exertion.

Inside, the cabin smelled of pine and dust and something faintly smoky. A simple open space: small kitchen with dated appliances to my right, a worn sofa and woodstove to my left, a doorway that presumably led to the bedroom at the back. Nothing fancy. Nothing like my meticulously decorated condo with its carefully selected art and ergonomic furniture. This place had been furnished by practicality and afterthought, a patchwork of wooden chairs that didn't match, shelves made of rough-hewn planks, curtains faded by years of sunlight.

I sank onto the sofa, giving in to the gravity that seemed determined to pull me downward. My fingertips tingled with that familiar numbness that came after too little sleep and too much stress. A heaviness pressed against my sternum, like someone had placed a weight there while I wasn't looking.

"Just breathe," I whispered to the empty room, hearing the clinical detachment in my voice, the same tone I'd used with countless patients. The irony wasn't lost on me.

The refrigerator hummed to life, startling me. Such a normal sound, yet it felt intrusive in the silence. I needed to unpack the groceries. Needed to make the bed. Needed to figure out the woodstove before night fell and the temperature dropped further. The list formed automatically in my mind, tasks organizing themselves into optimal order as they always did. But my body refused to comply, remaining fixed to the sofa as though magnetized.

Five minutes, I promised myself. Five minutes to sit, then I would move.

Outside the window, trees swayed slightly in a wind I couldn't feel inside the cabin. The forest stretched in every direction, unbroken except for the narrow dirt road I'd driven in on. No neighbors visible. No city lights would pollute the darkness later. The isolation I'd specifically requested now seemed both blanket and void, protective and terrifying in equal measure.

My five minutes passed. Then five more. The golden afternoon light shifted, shadows lengthening across the wooden floor. Eventually, necessity overcame inertia. I unpacked the groceries with mechanical movements, arranging items in the refrigerator with the same precision I once used to arrange surgical trays. Some habits couldn't be unlearned, even when your hands shook slightly and your vision occasionally blurred with fatigue.

I filled the kettle and set it on the stove, the simple action requiring more concentration than it should have. Gas burner. Matches in the drawer. The small tasks of survival. While waiting for the water to boil, I made the bed with sheets I'd brought from home, one familiar thing in this unfamiliar place. The pillowcase still smelled faintly of my laundry detergent, a scent that suddenly seemed to belong to another life entirely.

The kettle's whistle pierced the silence. I poured water over a tea bag, watching the color bloom and spread. Steam rose to my face, warm and damp. Such a small comfort. My throat tightened unexpectedly.

"You're fine," I told myself firmly. "This is what you need." The words sounded hollow, like I was trying to convince a reluctant patient of a necessary treatment.

I carried my tea to the small table by the window and sat watching the day fade. Six months of leave stretched before me, a prescribed rest that felt both like punishment and reprieve. Six months to recover from what my doctor had diplomatically called "extreme occupational stress and fatigue" but what I recognized as the complete collapse of the careful scaffolding I'd built my life upon.

The diagnosis still felt like failure. Sixteen years of education, thousands of hours of training, countless sleepless nights and missed holidays, all to end up here, alone in the woods, unable to even keep my thoughts focused enough to read a journal article. The guilt rose like bile in my throat. People were waiting for appointments I would never keep. Research was stalling without my oversight. Somewhere, my nameplate had probably already been removed from my office door.

But beneath the guilt lay something I was even more afraid to acknowledge: relief. Relief so profound it bordered on euphoria. Relief that made my eyes sting with tears I hadn't allowed myself to shed in the hospital corridor when my colleague had found me staring at a chart I'd read three times without comprehending.

The fading light made me aware of passing time. I needed to figure out the woodstove before full darkness. The property manager had explained it was the cabin's only heat source. Another task that should be simple but felt overwhelming. I thumbed through the printed instructions left on the counter, the words swimming before my tired eyes.

Kindling. Newspaper. Small logs first. Damper open, then partially closed. It seemed both basic and impossibly complex.

As I knelt before the cast iron stove, arranging sticks and paper with clumsy fingers, I questioned everything that had led me here. Was isolation really the answer? Would silence heal what noise had broken? Or had I just run away, a coward disguised as a patient following doctor's orders?

The match struck with a hiss. The paper caught, flames licking upward, illuminating my face in the growing darkness. For a moment, watching the fire take hold, I felt something like peace, a quiet space between one breath and the next where the constant internal noise dimmed slightly.

Maybe that was enough for now. Maybe that was why I'd come.
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