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BLURB


I came to the mountains to escape the world. I never expected the world to find me.

After a career-ending panic attack at my architectural firm, I fled Chicago for the solitude of the Colorado mountains. My A-frame cabin was meant to be my sanctuary—a place where I could rebuild my life on my own terms, with clean lines and perfect silence.

Then the blizzard hit.

When two women crash their car near my property, I have no choice but to take them in. Ellie, a fearless photographer chasing the perfect shot, and Danielle, a novelist seeking inspiration, are everything I've been avoiding—chaotic, demanding, and impossibly intriguing.

As the storm traps us together for weeks, boundaries blur and unexpected connections form. What began as an unwelcome intrusion transforms into something none of us anticipated. But when the snow melts and roads clear, we face the ultimate design challenge: can what we built in isolation survive in the real world?

Harem Romance with unconventional relationships.
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The steering wheel vibrates beneath my grip as I navigate yet another hairpin turn. My SUV groans under the weight of everything I own that matters. Drafting table. Professional-grade desktop. Winter gear I haven’t used in years. Boxes of architectural journals I’ll probably never read again.

Snow begins to fall – not the gentle Chicago flurries I’m used to, but fat Colorado flakes that smack against the windshield with purpose. The wipers struggle to keep up, squeaking rhythmically across the glass. Perfect. Just what I need on top of everything else.

My phone buzzes from the passenger seat. Henderson’s name flashes on screen for the fourth time today. I let it go to voicemail again. Whatever architectural emergency they’re having at the firm isn’t my problem anymore. Not since I froze mid-presentation in front of our biggest potential client, sweat pouring down my back, vision narrowing to a pinpoint as the words tangled in my throat. Not since I walked out of that glass tower without looking back.

“You’re having a panic attack, Logan,” the company therapist had explained afterward, like I was too stupid to recognize what was happening to my own body. “It’s quite common in high-pressure environments.”

What she didn’t say: it’s quite common in failures.

I roll down the window, letting the frigid air slap some sense into me. The scent of pine hits immediately – sharp, clean, nothing like the concrete and cologne smell of downtown Chicago. My breath plumes in front of my face. This is what I need. Space. Silence. Control.

The GPS announces my arrival just as the road dips and reveals it – my escape hatch from the modern world. The A-frame cabin sits nestled among towering pines, its striking geometry cutting sharply against the snowy landscape. Even through the thickening snow, I can see the wall of windows facing the western mountain range. The realtor wasn’t bullshitting about the view.

I pull into the gravel driveway, killing the engine. For a moment, I just sit there, listening to the tick of the cooling engine and the soft patter of snowfall. No horns. No sirens. No Henderson breathing down my neck about deadlines I’ve already calculated to the minute.

Just silence.

The cabin key feels substantial in my hand – old-school metal, not some electronic key card. The door creaks open to reveal exactly what I’d hoped for: open-concept main floor, vaulted ceiling with exposed beams, stone fireplace dominating the far wall. It’s rustic without being primitive. The previous owner left the furniture – all solid wood and leather in deep browns and forest greens. Masculine. Uncluttered. Perfect.

I drop my duffel by the door and head straight to those windows. Even with snow swirling outside, the view is staggering. Jagged peaks thrust into low-hanging clouds, valleys dropping away into shadowed depths. It’s humbling in a way Chicago’s skyline never was – those buildings were just oversized Lego creations. This landscape existed long before humans and will remain long after we’re gone.

My phone vibrates again. This time it’s a weather alert, not Henderson. I swipe to read it: BLIZZARD WARNING. HISTORIC SPRING SNOWSTORM APPROACHING. TRAVEL NOT ADVISED.

Great timing, Logan. Fucking impeccable.

I should be concerned, but something like satisfaction settles in my chest instead. Let it snow. Let the whole damn world disappear under a blanket of white. That’s why I bought a place with a generator, stocked the pantry last week, and downloaded enough architectural software to keep me busy through nuclear winter.

A particularly strong gust rattles the windows, and I decide it’s time to get the rest of my stuff inside. The snow is coming down harder now, already accumulating on the SUV. I haul in the drafting table first – my most prized possession – setting it up near the western windows where the light will be best. My computer equipment comes next, followed by boxes of clothes and supplies.

By the time I’ve unloaded everything, my boots have tracked in melting snow, and the temperature has dropped noticeably. The weather alert wasn’t exaggerating. I can barely see the driveway now. The mountains have disappeared entirely behind a wall of white.

The fireplace is calling my name. I stack logs from the indoor pile, remembering my grandfather’s lessons about crosshatch patterns and proper airflow. The fire catches quickly, casting flickering light across hardwood floors. I sink into the leather sofa, feeling the tension in my shoulders begin to ease for the first time in months.

This is what I came for. No clients. No coworkers. No expectations except my own. Just me, these mountains, and the designs already taking shape in my head.

My phone buzzes one final time before I toss it onto the coffee table. Another alert, more urgent than the last: SEVERE BLIZZARD CONDITIONS EXPECTED TO LAST 72+ HOURS. REMAIN INDOORS. POWER OUTAGES LIKELY.

I smile at the crackling fire as the wind howls outside. Let the storm come. I finally have exactly what I wanted – complete and total isolation.

I have no idea how wrong I am.
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A pounding at the door startles me awake. I bolt upright on the couch, disoriented, a blueprint sliding off my chest to the floor. The fire has died to embers, and the cabin is freezing. Outside the windows: nothing but darkness and swirling snow. My watch reads 11:42 PM.

The pounding comes again, more desperate this time. Who the hell could be at my door in the middle of a blizzard? The nearest neighbor is five miles away, and the road has been impassable for days.

I grab the fireplace poker—just in case—and cross to the door. When I pull it open, the wind nearly tears it from my grasp, driving needles of snow against my face.

Two figures stand huddled on my porch, barely visible in the darkness, covered in snow. For a bizarre moment, I think I’m still dreaming.

“Thank God,” one of them gasps, voice distinctly female. “Please—we need help.”

I lower the poker and step back. “Get in.”

They stumble across the threshold, bringing a blast of arctic air and snow with them. I wrestle the door closed against the wind. When I turn, I can finally see them clearly in the dim glow of the dying fire—two women, shivering violently, their faces pale with cold.

The taller one has a professional-grade camera bag slung protectively across her chest. She’s athletically built, with a mess of red hair escaping a snow-crusted beanie. The second woman clutches a laptop case like it contains state secrets. She’s smaller, dark-haired, with black-rimmed glasses now fogged from the temperature change. They both look half-frozen and completely exhausted.

“The fireplace,” I say, pointing. “Go warm up while I get it going again.”

They stumble toward the hearth as I grab logs and kindling. Within a minute, I’ve coaxed the embers back to life. Flames begin licking at the new wood, and I turn to face my unexpected visitors.

“I’m Logan,” I say, keeping my distance. “Want to tell me what you’re doing on my mountain in the middle of a blizzard?”

The redhead extends a trembling hand. “I’m Ellie Camden. This is Danielle Winters.” Her voice is steadier now, with a slight Southern accent. “Our car slid off the road about half-a-mile back. We saw your lights through the trees.”

The other woman—Danielle—finally speaks. “We would have frozen to death if we hadn’t.” Her manner of speaking is straightforward, but her eyes are wide behind those glasses. She’s still clutching her laptop case.

“Are you hurt?” I ask, already calculating what this means for my solitude.

“Just cold and a little banged up,” Ellie answers, finally unslinging the camera bag from her shoulder. She sets it carefully on the floor. “The SUV rolled once before hitting a tree. We’re lucky we could walk away.”

I run my hand through my hair, trying to process. “What possessed you to be driving in this? Haven’t you seen the alerts? This storm is historic—they’re saying three feet in the high country, maybe more.”

The women exchange a glance that communicates volumes. Embarrassment. Frustration. Something else I can’t quite read.

“We were trying to reach Falcon Point,” Ellie admits, color returning to her cheeks. “I’m a photographer. The sunrise after a snowfall up there is... legendary. I’ve planned this shoot for months⁠—”

“When the storm warnings came, we tried to beat it up the mountain,” Danielle cuts in. “Stupid, I know. Believe me, we’ve had plenty of time to regret it while trudging through snow drifts.”

I walk to the kitchen, filling a kettle with water. “You could have died out there.”

“But we didn’t,” Ellie says, a hint of defensiveness creeping in. “Thanks to you.”

The weight of responsibility settles on my shoulders, unwelcome and heavy. I didn’t leave Chicago and buy this remote cabin to become someone’s savior. I came here to disappear.

“I need to call mountain rescue,” I say, reaching for my phone. “They can get you back to town once the main roads are cleared.”

“Good luck with that,” Danielle says, removing her glasses to wipe them. Without them, her face is softer, younger. “We already tried. No cell service, and I’m guessing your landline is as dead as the one at the ranger station we passed.”

Shit. She’s right. I’d forgotten that my service has been spotty since the storm intensified. I check my phone—no bars.

I place three mugs on the counter harder than necessary. “So you’re stuck here. With me. Until the roads clear.”

“I’m not thrilled about it either,” Ellie shoots back, finally shedding her snow-crusted jacket. Her thermal shirt underneath clings to curves that I immediately force myself not to notice. “But unless you’re planning to throw us back into the blizzard, we don’t have much choice.”

The kettle whistles, saving me from responding. I dump hot chocolate mix into the mugs and pour the water, trying to think this through. The storm is projected to last at least two more days. After that, it could be another week before the back roads are cleared enough for travel. That’s potentially nine days of sharing my sanctuary with two strangers.

I hand them each a mug. “Just so we’re clear—I moved here to get away from people. I’m not equipped for houseguests.”

“We’re not exactly on vacation,” Danielle says, warming her hands on the mug. “Trust me, crashing a stranger’s cabin wasn’t on my itinerary.” Despite her words, there’s a hint of humor in her voice. She takes a sip, then adds more quietly, “But thank you for not leaving us out there.”

The three of us stand in awkward silence, the only sounds the crackling fire and the howling wind outside. I take a good look at them, these women who have crashed into my carefully constructed isolation. Ellie, tall and confident despite the circumstances, her eyes taking in every detail of my cabin with a photographer’s precision. Danielle, more reserved but watchful, something in her expression suggesting she’s already composing this disaster into a story.

“The power might go out,” I finally say. “I have a generator, but we should conserve fuel. The bedrooms are upstairs. I’ve only set up one, but there are two others with bare mattresses. I’ll find you some blankets.”

As I speak, the cabin lights flicker once, twice, and then go out completely, leaving us illuminated only by firelight.

“Perfect timing,” Ellie mutters.

Danielle’s laugh is unexpected—a genuine sound in the sudden darkness. “At least we’re not in the car.”

I stand there in the firelight, looking at these two women who have utterly destroyed my hopes for complete isolation. One artistic and bold, the other observant and wry. Both undeniably attractive in completely different ways.

“I’ll get flashlights,” I say, turning away before they can see my expression.

This is going to be a very long storm.
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I wake to unfamiliar sounds—soft footsteps, hushed voices, the clink of kitchenware. For a moment, I stare at the rough-hewn ceiling beams, disoriented. Then reality crashes in. The snowstorm. The marooned travelers. My shattered isolation.

Seven a.m. Later than I usually rise, but I spent half the night on the couch, reluctant to sleep too soundly with strangers in my home. Rolling off the bed, I pull on jeans and a flannel shirt before heading downstairs to assess the damage.

The sight that greets me stops me mid-stride. Snow has piled halfway up the first-floor windows, turning the morning light into something otherworldly—a blue-white glow that fills the cabin. Outside exists only in theory now. We’re imprisoned in snow.

“Morning, mountain man,” Ellie says, spotting me from the kitchen. She’s wearing the same clothes as yesterday, her red hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. “Hope you don’t mind, but I scavenged some coffee.”

Danielle sits cross-legged on the couch, laptop open, fingers moving rapidly across the keys. She glances up briefly. “The snow’s still coming down. Eighteen inches since sunrise, by my estimate.”

How the hell does she know that? I move to the window, pressing my face close to see upward. The sky remains a threatening gray, fat flakes still falling in hypnotic patterns. This is bad. Really bad.

“Power’s still out,” I say, unnecessarily. The generator is humming outside, providing just enough electricity for essential systems.

“We noticed,” Ellie replies, pouring coffee into a mug and holding it out to me like a peace offering. “Thanks for the generator. Would’ve been a cold morning without it.”

I accept the coffee with a nod, maintaining distance. I’m not ready for morning chitchat with my uninvited guests. Instead, I pull out my satellite phone—the emergency backup I’d hoped never to need.

“You have a sat phone?” Danielle perks up, closing her laptop. “Can we call for help?”

“That’s the plan.” I dial mountain rescue, relieved when someone answers. My relief is short-lived.

The dispatcher’s voice crackles through the small speaker as I put it on speakerphone. “All units are tied up with emergencies. The pass is completely buried—avalanche risk is extreme. We’re looking at a minimum two-week timeline before we can reach the back roads, possibly longer.”

Two weeks. My stomach clenches.

“What if someone is injured?” I ask, watching the women’s faces fall as they realize the implications.

“Medical emergencies only, and even then, it would be by helicopter if the weather clears. Otherwise, you’re on your own until the roads open.”

I end the call and set the phone down. We stare at each other in silence.

“Two weeks?” Ellie finally says.

“At minimum,” Danielle adds, rubbing her temples. “Well, this is a plot twist I didn’t see coming.”

I take a long sip of coffee, burning my tongue. “I have enough food for one person for a month. With three of us, we’ll be fine for two weeks, but it’ll get tight at the end.”

“We can ration,” Ellie suggests, surprisingly practical. “And I packed enough protein bars to survive a minor apocalypse.”

Danielle reopens her laptop. “I should email my publisher. The deadline for my draft just became a lot more interesting.”

“You’re a writer?” I ask, despite myself.

“Novelist. This was supposed to be a research trip for my next book.” She smiles thinly. “Ironic how that worked out. Nothing builds character like a brush with death followed by forced cohabitation.”

I gulp more coffee, surveying my space with new eyes. The cabin suddenly feels much smaller. My drafting table by the west windows. Ellie’s camera equipment spread across the dining table—when did that happen? Danielle’s laptop, notebooks, and strange collection of index cards on the coffee table. My carefully arranged sanctuary, already colonized.

“I need to work,” I announce, moving toward my drafting table. “I have a project due, stranded or not.”

“So territorial,” Ellie observes, not unkindly. “Don’t worry, Logan. We’ll try to stay on our side of the playpen.”

I ignore the jab, focusing on setting up my workspace. The light from the snow-reflected windows is ideal for drafting—one of the reasons I chose this spot. I unroll blueprints, set out pencils, and boot up my laptop, creating a visual barrier between myself and my houseguests. The message is clear: I’m busy. Leave me alone.

For a while, it works. I lose myself in measurements and calculations, designing a sustainable mountain retreat for a client who values privacy as much as I do. The irony isn’t lost on me.

Three hours pass in relative silence. The scratch of my pencil, the click of Danielle’s keyboard, and the occasional sound of Ellie moving around the cabin photographing the storm through various windows. It’s almost bearable until⁠—

“Excuse me.” Ellie’s voice breaks my concentration. She’s standing too close, her shadow falling across my drafting table. “I need to set up here for about ten minutes. The light is perfect for capturing the ice formations on the north window.”

I look up, ready to refuse, but something in her expression stops me. There’s a focus there, an intensity I recognize—the same feeling I get when a design is coming together perfectly.

“Ten minutes,” I concede, moving aside.

She works efficiently, setting up a tripod and adjusting camera settings with practiced precision. Her movements are economical, almost graceful. Despite my annoyance, I find myself watching her hands—strong, capable, with short, practical nails. A photographer’s hands.

“You do this professionally?” I ask, immediately regretting the breach in my self-imposed silence.

“Eight years now,” she replies without looking away from her viewfinder. “Mostly nature and architecture. Publications, galleries, private commissions.” She adjusts something on the camera. “These shots might actually save the trip—’Imprisoned by Winter’ or something equally dramatic for the series title.”

“Optimistic of you.”

She glances at me, a half-smile playing on her lips. “Adaptation is survival, Logan. You might try it sometime.”

Before I can respond, a loud thump from the kitchen startles us both. Danielle stands amidst a pile of fallen cookware, looking apologetic.

“Sorry! I was just looking for a pot to heat water.” She bends to clean up the mess, inadvertently knocking over more items.

I pinch the bridge of my nose, counting to ten. My meticulously organized kitchen, now in chaos. “The pots are in the cabinet to the left of the stove,” I state with forced composure.

“Got it. Sorry again.” She pushes her glasses up with one finger. “I promise I’m more coordinated on paper than in physical space.”

The minutes stretch into early afternoon. I try to work but find myself increasingly distracted by their presence. Ellie’s camera shutter clicking at random intervals. Danielle mumbling to herself as she types. The scent of Ellie’s shampoo when she walks past—something citrusy and feminine that has no place in my cabin. The way Danielle chews on her pen cap while thinking, leaving small teeth marks I’ll notice later when searching for something to write with.

My sanctuary feels violated, overtaken by feminine energy and chaos. I was meticulous in planning every aspect of this retreat—the solitude, the rhythm of my days, the perfect balance of work and silence. Now there are bras draped over the shower curtain rod, unfamiliar toiletries cluttering the bathroom sink, and constant, maddening reminders that I am not alone.

As evening approaches, hunger drives us to the kitchen simultaneously. I pull out ingredients for a simple pasta dish while Ellie rummages through the refrigerator. Danielle leans against the counter, watching us both with that analytical gaze that makes me feel like I’m being dissected for character research.

“So what drove you up the mountain, Logan?” she asks suddenly. “Most people don’t seek out complete isolation without a reason.”

I focus on chopping an onion. “I like the quiet.”

“Nobody likes quiet this much without running from something else,” Ellie observes, closing the refrigerator.

“Says the woman who risked death for a photograph,” I counter.

Danielle’s laugh is unexpected. “He’s got you there, El.”

“Fair point,” Ellie concedes, hopping up to sit on the counter. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours. I’m chasing the shot that will finally get me the Sullivan Fellowship. Career-making opportunity. Your turn.”

I remain silent, sliding the onions into a pan. The sizzle fills the awkward pause.

“Fine, be mysterious,” Danielle says, stealing a piece of bell pepper from my cutting board. “But two weeks is a long time to maintain the brooding mountain man persona. You might find it exhausting.”

“I had a panic attack during the biggest presentation of my career,” I say abruptly, surprising myself as much as them. “In front of the client, my boss, and the entire executive team. Couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak. Just stood there sweating and gasping like a fish on land while a multi-million-dollar deal collapsed in real time.”

The kitchen goes silent except for the simmering sauce.

“That sounds awful,” Danielle says quietly.

I keep my eyes on the pan, stirring mechanically. “Afterward, I walked out. Didn’t even clean out my desk. Just left. Bought this place the next day, sight unseen.”

“Running away,” Ellie observes.

“Recalibrating,” I correct her, finally looking up. “What about you? What kind of person would risk their life chasing a photo in a blizzard?

The fire crackles in the silence that follows, shadows dancing across the walls as night falls outside. Finally, Ellie slides off the counter.

“My father was a famous landscape photographer. Edmund Camden?” She watches for recognition, nods when she sees it on my face. “I’ve spent my career being introduced as ‘Edmund’s daughter.’ The Sullivan is the one major fellowship he never won. If I get it⁠—”

“You’ll finally step out of his shadow,” Danielle finishes.

“Something like that.” Ellie shrugs, but I can see it’s anything but casual to her.

Danielle pushes her glasses up again—a nervous habit I’m starting to recognize. “I’m writing my third novel after my publisher rejected two proposals. It’s... not going well. This trip was supposed to break my creative block.”

I stir the sauce, absorbing this unexpected intimacy. Three strangers, each running toward or away from something, colliding in a snowbound cabin against all odds. There’s a certain symmetry to it that my architect’s mind appreciates, even as I resent the invasion of my solitude.

We eat by firelight. The generator shut down to conserve fuel. The conversation flows easier now that our confessions hang in the air between us. I learn that Ellie once photographed the building I designed in Seattle. Danielle reveals she studied architecture for two years before switching to creative writing. I admit that I sometimes sketch designs purely from imagination, structures that could never actually exist.

The evening softens the hard edges of our forced cohabitation. As we settle around the fire with the last of a bottle of whiskey I’d been saving, I feel the first reluctant splinter in my wall of isolation.

“To failed plans,” Ellie toasts, raising her glass. The firelight catches in her red hair, turning it to burning copper.

“And unexpected detours,” Danielle adds, her dark eyes reflecting golden flecks from the flames.

I hesitate, then raise my glass to meet theirs. “To recalibration.”

The crystal clinks, the sound bright in our snow-muffled world. Outside, the blizzard rages on, sealing us together in our temporary refuge. Two weeks suddenly feel both impossibly long and strangely insufficient.


[ 4 ]


"Son of a bitch!"

The curse echoes through the cabin, jolting me from deep concentration. I've been hunched over my drafting table for hours, losing myself in work to avoid thinking about the fact that we're entering day seven of confinement. One week trapped with two women who were strangers just days ago.

I look up to see water cascading from the kitchen ceiling, splashing across the countertops and pooling on the hardwood floor. Ellie stands in the middle of the deluge, her t-shirt soaked and clinging to her body, hair dripping.

"Pipe burst," she shouts, gesturing toward the expanding wet mark above. "Bathroom above the kitchen!"

I jump from my chair, taking the stairs two at a time. The upstairs bathroom is a disaster—water spraying from a cracked pipe in the ceiling, the vanity already an inch deep in standing water. The intense cold has frozen the water in the attic pipes, and something has given way.

"Turn off the main water valve," I yell down to whoever might hear me. "Under the stairs in the utility closet!"

I grab towels, shoving them against the worst of the spray, but it's like trying to stop a fire hose with tissue paper. The pipe groans ominously, ice melting inside from the cabin's heat and pushing against the crack.

Footsteps pound up the stairs, and Danielle appears in the doorway. "Water's off," she says, then freezes at the sight of the destruction. "Jesus."

"Get more towels," I order, struggling to contain my rising panic. This cabin was supposed to be my refuge, my perfect escape. Now it's literally falling apart around me.

Danielle disappears and returns with an armload of towels and my tool bag. Smart woman. I grab a wrench and begin working on the pipe, trying to relieve pressure before it bursts completely. Water soaks through my shirt, runs down my arms, drips into my eyes.

"Hold this," I thrust the wrench toward Danielle, who takes it without question. Our fingers brush, cold and slick with water.

Minutes later, with the immediate crisis contained, we stand surveying the damage. Water has seeped between floorboards, staining the kitchen ceiling below. My carefully renovated bathroom looks like it was hit by a tsunami. And the temperature in the cabin has dropped noticeably with the main water turned off and the generator running at minimum power to conserve fuel.

I slam my palm against the doorframe in frustration. "Fucking perfect."

"Hey," Ellie says from behind me, her voice uncharacteristically gentle. "We'll fix it."

"We?" I spin around, suddenly furious. "There is no 'we.' This is my cabin that you two crashed into. My problem to fix. My responsibility." The words spill out, hot and bitter. "I'd be handling a minor maintenance issue if I weren't cutting the generator usage to accommodate two extra people. I'd have noticed the temperature drop in the attic if I weren't distracted by—" I stop myself, but it's too late.

"By what?" Ellie challenges, taking a step toward me, water still dripping from her clothes. "By us? Go ahead and say it."

"Fine," I snap. "By you. By your cameras all over my workspace. By her—" I gesture at Danielle, "—mumbling to herself while she writes. By the fact that I haven't had a moment's peace since you showed up!"

The silence that follows is loud. Danielle's face goes carefully blank, her eyes dropping to the floor. Ellie just stares at me, something like disappointment in her expression.

"We didn't exactly plan to ruin your hermit fantasy," she says finally, her voice tight. "In case you've forgotten, we nearly died out there."

"I know that," I say, running a hand through my wet hair. "That's not⁠—"

"Not what?" Ellie pushes. "Not fair to blame us? Because that's exactly what you're doing."

"Stop," Danielle says quietly. When we both look at her, she's staring at the water pooling around our feet. "This isn't helping. We're all stressed, we're all trapped, and now we're standing in freezing water arguing while the problem gets worse."

She's right, damn it. I take a deep breath, trying to rein in my temper.

"I need to get into the attic to check the main line," I say, more calmly now. "We'll have to drain the system and repair that section before we can turn the water back on."

"I can help," Ellie offers, still bristling but practical. "My dad taught me basic plumbing when I was a kid. He believed in being self-sufficient in remote locations."

I want to refuse out of pure stubbornness, but the reality is that an extra pair of hands will make this go faster. "Fine. There's an access panel in the upstairs hall closet."

While Ellie and I wrestle with frozen pipes in the cramped, frigid attic space, Danielle tackles the water damage below. Through the gaps in the attic floor, I catch glimpses of her moving efficiently between the bathroom and kitchen, wringing out towels and positioning buckets under the worst leaks.

Working in close quarters with Ellie proves surprisingly effective. She anticipates what I need before I ask, holding the flashlight at perfect angles and handing me tools without prompting. Despite the limited space, we develop a rhythm, communicating in half sentences and nods.

"Pass me the⁠—"

"Here."

"Need to tighten the⁠—"

"Got it."

When her hand brushes mine in the darkness, it no longer feels like an intrusion. The accidental contact sends a different kind of tension through me—one I'm not ready to acknowledge.

Two hours later, we've patched the broken section of pipe and are slowly refilling the system, checking for leaks. The bathroom is still a disaster, but at least it's no longer actively flooding. I lean against the wall, exhausted, as Ellie wipes her hands on a semi-dry towel.

"Your dad taught you well," I concede.

A quick smile flashes across her face. "He believed a photographer should never be helpless in the field. Plumbing, basic electrical, even engine repair—it was all part of my education."

"Mine too," I say, surprising myself with the admission. "My grandfather was a contractor. Summers from age twelve on, I was his apprentice."

"So you're not just a pretty face with a drafting table," she teases, then sobers. "Look, about what you said earlier⁠—"

"I was an ass," I interrupt. "You're right. None of this is your fault."

She studies me for a moment, then nods, accepting the apology without making me grovel. I appreciate that.

Downstairs, we find Danielle kneeling on the kitchen counter, pressing a towel against the ceiling. She's managed to contain most of the water damage, arranging buckets and pots with strategic precision. She glances over her shoulder as we enter.

"Fixed?"

"For now," I confirm. "The pipe was frozen and burst when it started to thaw. We patched it, but the whole system needs an overhaul once spring comes."

Danielle climbs down from the counter, wincing as she straightens. "My kingdom for a hot shower and dry clothes."

We're all soaked and chilled to the bone. The temperature in the cabin has dropped significantly with the door to the attic open for so long. Outside, the endless snow continues to fall, visible through the windows as twilight approaches.

"Generator's getting low on fuel," I admit, checking the gauge. "We need to conserve as much as possible. No unnecessary power usage until I can dig out the backup tanks from the shed."

The implications hang in the air between us. No hot water. Minimal heat. Limited electricity for charging devices or running appliances. We've moved from inconvenience to genuine hardship.

"I'm getting flashbacks to camping with my dad in the Boundary Waters," Ellie says, wringing water from her hair. "January. Tent collapsed under snow at 2 a.m."

"At least we have walls," Danielle points out, though her smile is strained. She's shivering visibly, her wet clothes clearly inadequate in the dropping temperature.

Something in me shifts as I watch them trying to put a brave face on the situation. These women didn't ask for this disaster any more than I did. They're handling it with more grace than I've managed, despite being farther from home and comfort.

"There's a bottle of bourbon in the cabinet above the refrigerator," I say abruptly. "We should get out of these wet clothes, wrap up in whatever dry blankets we can find, and warm up from the inside out."

They exchange a look I can't quite interpret, then Ellie nods. "Best idea you've had all day, mountain man."

Thirty minutes later, we're gathered around the fireplace, which now serves as our primary heat source. I've added every log I can spare, building up a roaring blaze that pushes back the chill. We're each wrapped in blankets, our wet clothes hung on makeshift lines near the fire to dry. The bourbon has been poured into mismatched mugs—the nice glasses a casualty of our hasty cleanup.

"To functioning plumbing," Danielle toasts, raising her mug. "May we never take it for granted again."

We drink, the bourbon burning a warm path to my stomach. The fire pops and hisses, sending sparks up the chimney. Outside, the snow has finally stopped, leaving an eerie silence in its wake. The world is muffled, buried under feet of pristine white.

"I need to ask," Ellie says, breaking the comfortable silence. "What were you working on so intensely all morning? Before Niagara Falls erupted in the bathroom."

I hesitate, unaccustomed to sharing my work in progress. "A commission. Mountain retreat for a tech executive from San Francisco. He wants something that blends into the landscape but still has all the luxuries."

"Can I see it?" Danielle asks, leaning forward. The firelight catches on her glasses, momentarily obscuring her eyes. "I did study architecture before switching majors. I'm curious."

Something about the bourbon, the firelight, or perhaps the shared crisis makes me more amenable than usual. I retrieve the sketches from my drafting table, careful to keep them away from our still-damp hands.

They huddle over the drawings, heads close together, blankets slipping from shoulders to reveal the curves of Ellie's collarbone, the elegant line of Danielle's neck. I push away the observation, focusing instead on their reactions to my work.

"The cantilevered section is ambitious," Danielle says, pointing to where the structure juts out over a cliff face in my design. "Kind of reminiscent of Fallingwater, but more aggressive."

I'm surprised by her insight. "The client specifically referenced Wright. You know your architectural history."

"I might have switched to writing, but I never lost my appreciation for good design." She traces the line with one finger, careful not to touch the paper. "There's a narrative in how you've positioned the structure—a story about the relationship between built environment and nature."

Ellie studies the elevations with a photographer's eye. "I'd love to shoot this once it's built. The way you've captured light here—" she indicates the wall of windows on the southern exposure, "—it would be incredible at golden hour."

Their understanding and appreciation of my work ignites something in me—the spark of creative dialogue I didn't realize I'd been missing in my self-imposed isolation. Before I know it, we're deep in conversation about cantilevers and load-bearing walls, about how light moves through space and creates mood.

Danielle reveals that her protagonist is an architect, which is why she initially studied the field. Ellie describes a series she shot of abandoned Brutalist structures reclaimed by nature. I find myself sharing design philosophies I've never articulated to anyone, ideas about how spaces shape human experience.

The fire burns lower as the night deepens. Danielle curls up in her armchair, legs tucked beneath her, eyes bright with interest despite her exhaustion. Ellie stretches out on the rug, propped on one elbow, her blanket slipping occasionally to reveal a smooth shoulder, quickly covered again.

I'm in the middle of explaining a particularly complex structural challenge when I notice Danielle struggling to keep her eyes open. "We should get some sleep," I say, suddenly aware of how long we've been talking. "It's late, and we've got more repairs to tackle tomorrow."

They nod, gathering their blankets around them as they rise. The cabin has warmed considerably, but still holds a chill away from the fire.

"Thank you," Danielle says, pausing at the bottom of the stairs. "For sharing your work. It was... illuminating."

"Goodnight, mountain man," Ellie adds, a new warmth in her voice that wasn't there before. "Try not to stress about the pipes. We'll figure it out together."

Together. The word lingers in the air after they've gone upstairs. I remain by the fire, nursing the last of my bourbon, aware of a subtle shift in the cabin's atmosphere. The space feels different somehow—no longer invaded, but shared.

I stoke the embers, adding one more log to maintain heat through the night. Above me, I hear the soft sounds of movement, murmured voices, the creak of floorboards as my unexpected guests settle in.

Seven days down. At least seven more to go. The thought no longer fills me with dread.


[ 5 ]


Two weeks into our snowbound coexistence, and I’ve forgotten what silence sounds like. The cabin has developed its own rhythm—Danielle’s keyboard tapping like distant rainfall, Ellie’s camera shutter clicking at random intervals, the perpetual hum of conversation replacing the solitude I once craved.

I stand at my drafting table, morning light streaming through frosted windows, but I’m not working. Instead, I’m watching Ellie in the kitchen, moving with unexpected grace as she prepares coffee. She’s humming something under her breath, unaware of my attention. Her red hair is piled in a messy knot on top of her head, exposing the nape of her neck. I should look away but don’t.

“You’re staring,” Danielle’s voice, low beside me, makes me flinch. She’s appeared silently at my elbow, coffee mug in hand, amusement playing at the corner of her mouth.

“I was thinking about the roof load with all this snow,” I lie, returning my attention to the blueprints.

“Sure you were.” Her knowing tone irritates me, but there’s no malice in it. After the pipe incident, something changed between the three of us—borders relaxed, territories blurred. We still maintain our designated spaces: my drafting table by the west windows, Ellie’s makeshift studio in the sunroom, Danielle’s writing nest by the fireplace. But the hard lines have softened.

Danielle leans against my table, peering at my work. “You’ve changed the cantilever.”

“Reduced the projection by eight feet. Less dramatic but more practical in this terrain.”

“Smart.” She sips her coffee, studying the drawing with genuine interest. “My protagonist would approve. He’s pragmatic to a fault.”

“Unlike his creator?” I raise an eyebrow.

She laughs, the sound warming the space between us. “I once drove twelve hours straight to chase a story idea that turned out to be completely unusable. Pragmatism isn’t my strong suit.”

Ellie joins us, sliding a fresh mug of coffee into my hand. Her fingers brush mine—intentionally, I suspect. “What are we discussing so seriously at this ungodly hour?”

“Logan thinks I’m impractical,” Danielle says.

“You drove into a blizzard for a sunset photograph,” I remind them both.

“Sunrise,” Ellie corrects. “And it would have been worth it.” She peers over my shoulder at the blueprint. “The redesign looks good. Though I liked the drama of the original.”

“Drama doesn’t hold up in sixty mile-per-hour winds.” I take a sip of the coffee she’s brought me, stronger than I make it, with a hint of cinnamon she discovered in my spice rack. I’ve grown accustomed to the taste.

“Speaking of wind,” Ellie says, “we’ve got a break in the weather. First real sunshine in days. I’m going to attempt some exterior shots while the light’s good.”

I look out the window. She’s right—the sky has cleared to a piercing blue, the kind you only see at high altitude in winter. The snow blankets everything in pristine white, tree branches heavy and bent under its weight.

“Don’t go far,” I warn. “The snow’s at least four feet deep in drifts.”

She rolls her eyes. “Yes, dad. I’ve worked in Arctic conditions before. I know how to handle myself in snow.”

“The road’s still impassable,” I remind her. “If something happens⁠—”

“I’ll stay within shouting distance,” she promises, already gathering her gear. “Just need to capture this light before we lose it again.”

I watch her bundle up in layers—my spare thermal shirt over her own, a scarf wound repeatedly around her neck, the heavy parka she arrived in. Her face is flushed with anticipation, eyes bright. Professional excitement, I recognize. The same feeling I get when a design clicks into perfect alignment.

“Don’t mother-hen her,” Danielle advises after Ellie heads outside. “She’s been shooting in extreme conditions for years.”

“I’m not mother-henning,” I protest. “I’m being practical. If she gets hurt, we’re miles from help.”

Danielle gives me a look that says she sees right through me. “She gets under your skin, doesn’t she?”

I turn away, uncomfortable with her perception. “She’s reckless.”

“She’s passionate. There’s a difference.” Danielle returns to her writing spot, leaving me with that observation.

The cabin feels different with Ellie gone, quieter but somehow less peaceful. I try to focus on work, but my eyes keep drifting to the windows, tracking Ellie’s small figure as she moves through the snow, camera raised, chasing whatever vision she sees in the blindingly white landscape.

Danielle works steadily at her laptop, the soft click of keys the only sound besides the occasional crack from the fireplace. We’ve fallen into a comfortable silence, the kind I thought impossible with others present.

“You’re good for my writing,” she says suddenly, not looking up from her screen.

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve written more in the past two weeks than in the two months before.” She pauses, considering her words. “Something about this place—the isolation, the extremes. It’s feeding the story.”

“And the pipe burst? The power limitations? The forced proximity with strangers? That’s all helpful too?”

Her smile is unexpected—a flash of perfect teeth behind full lips. “Especially those things. Nothing builds character like adversity.”

“Glad my cabin crisis is providing literary inspiration,” I say dryly.

“You’re providing the inspiration, Logan.” She meets my eyes directly. “You and this life you’ve carved out up here. It’s... compelling.”

Something in her eyes makes me uneasy—like she’s reading parts of me I’d rather keep hidden. I return to my drafting, but her words linger, warming me in ways I don’t want to examine.

The day passes in productive quiet. I lose myself in calculations and adjustments to my design, barely noticing when Ellie returns hours later, cheeks raw from cold, eyes glowing with satisfaction.

“Got it,” she announces, stomping snow from her boots. “Absolutely perfect light on the eastern face. Wait until you see these.”

She downloads the images to her laptop, and despite my determination to maintain professional distance, I find myself standing behind her chair, watching as she scrolls through the day’s work. The photos are stunning, ice formations capturing light like prisms, snow curves resembling desert dunes, the stark lines of bare trees against white.

“These are good,” I admit, genuinely impressed. “Really good.”

“High praise from the critic,” she teases, but I catch the pleased flush spreading across her cheeks. “This one’s my favorite.”

The image fills her screen—my cabin viewed from downslope, morning light striking the windows so they blaze like fire against the snowy backdrop. She’s captured something essential about the structure, revealing its relationship to the landscape in a way I’ve never seen before.

“Could I have a copy of that one?” I ask before I can stop myself.

Her smile reaches her eyes. “Absolutely. It’s the least I can do for my reluctant host.”

That evening, we cook together—a necessity born from limited resources that has somehow evolved into a comfortable routine. Danielle chops vegetables with surprising precision for someone who claims to be clumsy. Ellie handles the stove, stirring a stew made from the last of our fresh provisions. I move between them, opening wine, setting the table, finding the rhythm of our temporary domestic arrangement.

The generator has been rationed to a few hours each day, so we dine by firelight and candles. The flickering light softens everything—the rough-hewn table, our tired faces, the dwindling supplies in open cabinets. Conversation flows easily now, the initial awkwardness long dissolved.

“Roads should be cleared soon,” I say, passing the bread. “Another week at most, according to the last update.”

A strange silence follows my statement. Ellie concentrates intently on her stew. Danielle adjusts her glasses, a nervous habit I’ve come to recognize.

“That’s good news,” Danielle finally says, but there’s something off in her tone.

“Very good,” Ellie agrees too quickly. “I have that gallery meeting in Denver to reschedule.”

“And I’m already behind on my writing schedule,” Danielle adds.

We eat in silence for a few minutes, the crackling fire the only sound. There’s an unacknowledged weight to the conversation now that the recognition that our forced cohabitation has an expiration date.

After dinner, Ellie announces she’s going to try for some night shots. “The stars are incredible tonight. No clouds, no moon yet.”

“It’s freezing out there,” I point out.

“Hence my multiple layers and thermos of whiskey-laced coffee.” She grins, already bundling up. “Don’t wait up, kids. These exposures take time.”

The door closes behind her, leaving Danielle and me alone in the fire-lit cabin. She curls into her usual spot on the sofa, laptop open but untouched.

“She never stops moving,” she observes. “Always chasing the next image.”

I pour another glass of wine and sit opposite her. “What about you? Always chasing the next story?”

“Stories chase me, I just write them down.” She takes off her glasses, rubbing the bridge of her nose. Without them, her face looks softer, younger. “I’m more observer than adventurer.”

“Says the woman who drove into a blizzard.”

“Touché.” She smiles, replacing her glasses. “Though that was more poor judgment than adventure-seeking.”

We talk easily as the fire burns lower. Danielle tells me about her struggle with the novel—a story about an architect designing a house for a woman with secrets. I share the challenges of my current project, the difficult terrain, the client’s impossible demands. At some point, she moves to sit beside me, showing me passages from her manuscript on her laptop, asking for technical insights about her protagonist’s work.

“This section doesn’t ring true,” I tell her, pointing to a paragraph about structural supports. “He wouldn’t approach it this way.”

“How would he do it?” she asks, so close I can smell her shampoo—something with vanilla and spice.

I explain the technicalities, surprised by her quick understanding, the incisive questions she asks. Before I know it, we’re deep in conversation about the intersection of narrative and architecture, about how buildings tell stories through their structure and space.

“That’s exactly what I’m trying to capture,” she says excitedly. “The way spaces hold meaning, how they shape the people inside them.”

Her enthusiasm is contagious, her intelligence obvious. I find myself engaged in a way I haven’t been since graduate school seminars, those late-night discussions about theory and form that once fired my imagination.

“You should have finished your architecture degree,” I tell her.

“And miss discovering I could create entire worlds with words?” She shakes her head. “No, I found my medium. But I never lost my fascination with yours.”

There’s something in her expression—a warmth, an invitation—that makes me suddenly aware of our proximity on the couch. The firelight plays across her features, catching golden highlights in her dark hair. Without thinking, I lean closer to her.

The door bangs open, making us both jump. Ellie stomps in, bringing a blast of cold air and excitement.

“The aurora!” she exclaims, not noticing our startled expressions. “Northern lights! Right now! Grab your coats!”

The moment broken, Danielle and I exchange a glance before following Ellie’s instructions. Minutes later, we’re standing on the deck, bundled against the cold, heads tilted back to witness the impossible—green and purple lights dancing across the night sky, rippling like cosmic curtains above the mountain peaks.

“I’ve never seen them this far south,” I murmur, genuinely awed.

“Solar flare activity,” Ellie explains, camera already on tripod. “Rare but not unheard of in this latitude during peak conditions.”

Danielle says nothing, her face upturned, lips parted in wonder. The aurora’s light reflects in her glasses, colors shifting across her features. Without thinking, I put an arm around her shoulders. She leans into me slightly, seeking warmth or something more—I’m not sure which.

On my other side, Ellie works her camera, but she’s grinning up at the sky between shots, pure joy radiating from her. When she shivers violently, I extend my other arm, and she slides under it without hesitation.

We stand there, the three of us, watching nature’s light show in silence. My arms wrap around two women who were strangers weeks ago, now something indefinable. Not quite friends, certainly not lovers, but connected in ways I couldn’t have anticipated.

The aurora ripples overhead, coloring the snow-covered world in supernatural tints. In this moment, I can’t remember why I thought isolation was what I needed. The warmth of human connection—these specific humans—feels more essential than the perfect silence I’d been pursuing.

“Worth getting snowed in for?” Ellie asks quietly.

“Worth it,” I agree, surprising myself with how much I mean it.

The lights dance overhead, weaving patterns as complex as the relationship developing beneath them. When Danielle’s hand finds mine in the darkness, I don’t pull away.
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“You’re not serious.” Ellie stares at me over her coffee mug, the morning sunlight illuminating her skeptical expression. “A hot spring? Within hiking distance? And you’re just mentioning this now?”

I shrug, hiding my amusement. “Never had a reason to hike out there before. It’s not exactly a tourist attraction.”

“Three weeks we’ve been trapped in this cabin,” she continues, incredulity mounting, “rationing hot water, and you’ve had a natural hot spring in your back pocket the entire time?”

Danielle looks up from her laptop, interest piqued. “How far is it?”

“About two miles southwest. Difficult terrain even without snow. With snowshoes, maybe a forty-minute trek.” I hadn’t planned on revealing this particular secret, but cabin fever is setting in for all of us. The novelty of our forced cohabitation is wearing thin, replaced by the grating reality of limited space and dwindling resources.

“Let me get this straight,” Ellie sets down her mug with deliberate care. “You own a cabin in the Colorado mountains, within hiking distance of a private hot spring, and you choose to spend your time indoors drafting blueprints?”

“It’s called work, Ellie. Some of us do it regularly.” But there’s no bite to my words. Our verbal sparring has become almost affectionate over the weeks—her challenging my self-imposed isolation, me questioning her constant pursuit of the next perfect image.

“We’re going,” she declares, standing up. “Today. Now.”

“The temperature’s barely above freezing,” I point out.

“Which will make the hot spring that much better.” She’s already moving, gathering supplies with the efficiency I’ve come to admire. “Danielle, you in?”

Danielle hesitates, glancing at her screen. “I should really finish this chapter...”

“The chapter will still be there tonight,” Ellie counters. “How often do you get to soak in a secret mountain hot spring?”

A slow smile spreads across Danielle’s face. “When you put it that way...” She closes her laptop. “I’m in.”

Just like that, my casual mention has become an expedition. I watch them prepare, Ellie with characteristic enthusiasm, Danielle with more measured excitement, and I wonder when exactly I lost control of my carefully ordered existence. Not that I mind, not anymore. Their presence has transformed the cabin from a fortress of solitude into something warmer, more vital.

An hour later, we’re tramping through the snow-covered forest, the women following in my tracks. I break trail with the practiced rhythm of someone who knows these woods. The snowshoes I keep for emergencies are strapped to my feet; the women wear my spare pair and a set borrowed from a storage chest, obviously left by previous owners.

“You realize we’re living a Jack London novel, right?” Danielle calls from behind me. “The frozen wilderness, the struggle for survival, the isolated cabin...”

“Minus the dying of exposure or dog-eating-dog scenarios, I hope,” Ellie adds.

The forest is silent except for our breathing and the soft crunch of snowshoes compressing powder. Sunlight filters through pine branches, creating dappled patterns on the pristine snow. After weeks of blizzard conditions, this bluebird day feels like a gift.

“So how’d you discover this spring?” Ellie asks, pulling alongside me where the trail widens. Her cheeks are flushed from exertion, her breath visible in the cold air.

“The realtor mentioned it when I bought the property. I hiked out once to verify it existed.”

“And you never came back? What kind of nature-hating monster are you?”

I laugh, surprising myself. “I didn’t buy this place for recreation. I needed somewhere to work without distractions.”

“And how’s that going for you?” The teasing lilt in her voice acknowledges our status as the ultimate distractions.

“Terribly,” I admit. “I’ve revised the same cantilever design eight times this week.”

“You’re welcome,” she says breezily, then stops abruptly, pointing ahead. “Is that steam?”

Through the trees, wisps of vapor rise into the cold air, illuminated by sunbeams into ghostly columns. The hot spring reveals itself before we fully reach it, a series of tiered pools descending a gentle slope, surrounded by snow-covered rocks. The contrast is otherworldly: steaming, crystal-clear water set against pristine white snow and dark evergreens.

“Holy shit,” Ellie breathes, already reaching for her ever-present camera.

Danielle stops beside me, momentarily speechless. “It’s like something from a fantasy novel.”

Pride swells in my chest, absurd though it is. I didn’t create this natural wonder, but I feel ownership of the moment, of their awestruck reactions. “The uppermost pool stays around 104 degrees. Gets cooler as the water descends.”

Ellie is already taking photos, capturing the steam rising into sunlight, the perfect reflection of pines on the still surface. Danielle moves forward cautiously, kneeling to test the water with one gloved hand.

“It’s really warm,” she confirms, sounding almost surprised, as if she’d half-expected this to be an elaborate prank.

“Local legend says the Ute considered this spot sacred,” I tell them, remembering what the realtor told me. “Used it for healing ceremonies.”

Ellie lowers her camera, turning to me with a mischievous glint in her eye. “Well, I don’t know about you two, but I consider soaking in this spring pretty sacred right about now.” Without waiting for a response, she begins shedding her outer jacket.

“You’re not serious,” I echo her earlier disbelief.

“Deadly serious. When am I going to get another chance to soak in a sacred hot spring in the middle of a snow-covered wilderness?” She kicks off her boots, then pauses, looking at us challengingly. “Unless you’re both too chicken?”

Danielle and I exchange glances. Her expression is equal parts hesitation and intrigue. “The air temperature is barely above twenty degrees,” she points out.

“Which is why we strip quickly and get in immediately,” Ellie says, now down to her thermal layer. “Come on, live a little.”

Something about her fearlessness breaks through my practical objections. Before I can overthink it, I’m removing my coat, then my boots. Danielle watches us both for a moment, shakes her head in disbelief, then begins to follow suit.

“We’re keeping underwear on,” I state firmly, not a question. Despite weeks of close quarters, we’ve maintained certain boundaries. This feels like crossing a line, an exciting but dangerous proposition.

“Obviously,” Ellie agrees, though something in her tone suggests she’s humoring me. “I’m not looking to add hypothermia to our adventure resumé.”

Down to underwear and thermal shirts, we stand shivering at the edge of the uppermost pool. Steam rises invitingly from the clear water, promising relief from the biting cold. Ellie goes first-of course she does-stepping in with a low whistle of appreciation.

“Oh my god,” she moans, sinking up to her shoulders. “This is... just get in here. Both of you. Now.”

I follow, the heat shocking against my cold skin. The temperature contrast is both painful and exquisite, muscles tensing then surrendering to the warmth. The pool is roughly circular, perhaps fifteen feet across, with a natural stone bench formation around the perimeter. I settle onto it, water reaching my chest.

Danielle enters last, more tentative, a small gasp escaping her as the hot water envelops her. She slides in beside me, our shoulders almost touching.

“This was worth the hike,” she admits, head tilting back to look at the sky visible through pine branches. Her glasses have fogged completely, rendering her momentarily blind.

“Here,” I say, reaching for them. “Let me.” She allows me to remove them, our fingers brushing. Without her glasses, her face looks different—younger, more vulnerable. I fold the glasses carefully and set them on a nearby rock.

“Better?” I ask.

“Blurrier,” she jokes, “but at least I can see something besides fog.”

Ellie has positioned herself opposite us, red hair piled messily atop her head to keep it dry, tendrils escaping to curl in the steam around her face. Her thermal shirt clings to her body beneath the water, leaving little to the imagination. She catches me looking and smirks, but says nothing.

For several minutes, we soak in silence, letting the hot mineral water work magic on trail-sore muscles and cabin-fevered minds. Snow continues to drape the surrounding landscape, intensifying the surreal quality of our situation. Steam rises around us like a protective veil, creating the illusion that we’re completely removed from the world.

“I’ve shot hot springs in Iceland, Japan, and New Zealand,” Ellie says eventually, breaking the peaceful silence. “But this... this is different.”

“Because it’s private,” I suggest. “No tourist infrastructure, no entry fees, no crowds.”

“No, it’s because of the company.” Her eyes are direct, challenging.

The statement hangs in the steamy air between us. Danielle shifts slightly beside me, her arm brushing mine beneath the water. The contact sends a jolt through me that has nothing to do with the temperature.

“I never thought I’d be grateful for almost dying in a blizzard,” Danielle says softly. “But if we hadn’t crashed near your cabin...”

“You’d be enjoying room service in a Denver hotel instead of rationing canned goods in a snowbound cabin?” I suggest, trying to lighten the suddenly charged atmosphere.

“I’d be meeting my deadline, sure,” she acknowledges. “But I wouldn’t have...” She hesitates, searching for words. “This experience is shaping my novel in ways I never anticipated. Both of you are influencing my work, my perspective.”

“Is that a polite way of saying we’re going to end up as characters in your book?” I ask.

Her laugh ripples across the water. “Maybe. Would that bother you?”

“Depends how you write me.”

“Grumpy, territorial architect with hidden depths and surprising wilderness skills,” Ellie supplies promptly. “Reluctantly heroic. Secretly soft-hearted beneath the brooding exterior.”

“Christ, I sound like a romance novel cliché,” I groan.

“If the brooding fits,” Ellie teases. She shifts position, moving through the water toward us with slow, deliberate strokes. The ripples she creates lap against my chest, a liquid prelude to her approach. She settles beside me, so I’m now between the two women on the stone bench. The pool suddenly feels much smaller.

“What about me?” she asks Danielle. “How would you write me?”

Danielle considers, her gaze thoughtful despite her compromised vision. “Fearless photographer with something to prove. Uses bravado to mask insecurity about living in her father’s shadow. Seeks beauty in extreme conditions as a way of understanding her own strength.”

Ellie’s expression flickers-surprise, then discomfort at being so accurately read. “Touché,” she says finally. “Maybe you should stick to writing architects.”

“And me?” Danielle asks, turning toward me. “How would you describe me, Logan?”

The question catches me off guard. I’m not good with words—that’s her domain. But looking at her now, water droplets glistening on her skin, dark hair curling in the steam, I find myself wanting to try.

“The observer who sees everything but herself,” I say slowly. “Writes other people’s stories because she’s afraid to claim her own. Brilliant, but doesn’t know it. Cautious until she isn’t.”

A flush that has nothing to do with the hot water spreads across her cheeks. “That’s... perceptive.”

“We’ve been living in each other’s pockets for weeks,” I remind her. “It’s hard not to notice things.”

“What else have you noticed, Logan?” Ellie asks, her voice pitched low. Her knee brushes against my thigh beneath the water-not accidentally, I’m certain.

The air between us thickens with more than steam. We’ve been dancing around this tension for days, maybe longer. The isolation, the forced proximity, the genuine connection that’s developed, it was perhaps inevitable.

“I’ve noticed we’re all avoiding talking about what happens when the roads clear,” I say instead, sidestepping her more provocative question.

That breaks the moment. Ellie leans back slightly, expression clouding. Danielle looks down at the water, suddenly fascinated by the patterns of sunlight beneath the surface.

“Way to kill the mood, mountain man,” Ellie mutters, but there’s no real annoyance in her tone.

“It’s a valid question,” Danielle says. “The forecast says the main road might be passable by the weekend.”

The reality of our temporary arrangement reasserts itself, the spell of the hot spring momentarily broken. We’ve created something unusual here, a connection forged in extremity, intensified by isolation. What happens when those conditions no longer exist?

“Let’s not think about it yet,” Ellie says suddenly, splashing water in my direction. “We’ve got this perfect moment, sun, steam and sacred waters. Why ruin it with pragmatism?”

She’s right, in her way. Whatever comes next, we have this moment. Impulsively, I reach beneath the water and find both their hands-Danielle’s smaller, artistic fingers on my right, Ellie’s stronger, capable grip on my left. I give a gentle squeeze, surprised when both squeeze back.

“To unexpected detours,” I say, echoing a toast we’d shared days ago by firelight.

“And sacred hot springs,” Ellie adds, her earlier playfulness returning. Before I can react, she releases my hand and lunges forward, diving completely under the water. She surfaces with a triumphant gasp, her thermal shirt now completely transparent and clinging to every curve.

“The full immersion experience,” she declares, pushing wet hair from her face. “Highly recommended.”

Danielle laughs, the sound echoing off the surrounding rocks. “You’re insane.”

“Sanity’s overrated,” Ellie counters, water streaming down her face. With deliberate provocation, she moves toward me, stopping inches away. “Your turn, mountain man.”

The challenge hangs between us, her green eyes locked on mine, droplets catching in her eyelashes. Without giving myself time to reconsider, I slide off the stone bench and submerge, the hot water closing over my head in a rush of silence. For a moment, I float in sensory isolation, everything muffled, blurred, and the world reduced to heat and pressure.

When I surface, Ellie is right there, her face inches from mine, her smile gorgeous. “Knew you had it in you.”

“You know nothing about me,” I counter, but there’s no edge to it.

“I know more than you think.” And before I can respond, she closes the distance between us, pressing her lips to mine in a kiss that tastes of mineral water and something uniquely her-wild and demanding and completely unapologetic.

I freeze for a half-second, awareness of Danielle still sitting on the bench flashing through my mind. But then Ellie’s hands are in my hair, and I’m responding despite myself, the kiss deepening as steam swirls around us.

When we break apart, I turn immediately to Danielle, expecting shock or hurt. Instead, she watches us with an expression I can’t quite decipher—interest mingled with something more complex.

“I’m sorry,” I begin, though I’m not sure what I’m apologizing for.

Danielle shakes her head, stopping me. “Don’t be.” She slides off the bench, moving toward us through the swirling water. Without her glasses, she navigates by touch, her hand finding my arm, then my face. “We’ve been circling this for days.”

“This?” I echo, pulse accelerating.

“This,” she confirms, and then she’s kissing me too, a different kiss, softer and more thoughtful than Ellie’s, but no less potent.

I’m caught between them, literally and figuratively- Ellie’s boldness, Danielle’s quiet intensity. When Danielle pulls back, she and Ellie exchange a look I can’t interpret, some wordless female communication that ends with Ellie’s smile and Danielle’s nod.

“Well,” Ellie says finally, breaking the charged silence. “This hot spring expedition just got a lot more interesting.”

A nervous laugh escapes me. “This is...”

“Complicated?” Danielle suggests.

“Unexpected,” I correct her.

“Is it though?” Ellie challenges. “Three adults, isolated for weeks, finding each other attractive? Seems pretty predictable to me.”

Put that way, it does sound obvious. The attraction has been building since the pipe burst, probably earlier, if I’m honest with myself. What surprises me is not the attraction itself but its direction-not choosing between them but responding to both, each in different ways.

“We should head back,” I say, reality reasserting itself as I notice the angle of the sun. “It’ll be dark soon, and the temperature drops fast up here.”

Ellie rolls her eyes at my practicality, but doesn’t argue. We exit the spring reluctantly, the cold air shocking against wet skin and soaked undergarments. Dressing quickly becomes an exercise in both haste and awkwardness, wet underwear clinging uncomfortably beneath layers of outdoor clothing.

The hike back is quieter, each of us processing what just happened. The kiss, kisses-hang between us, acknowledged but not discussed. The forest grows darker as we walk, long shadows stretching across the snow, temperature dropping noticeably as the sun sinks behind the mountains.

Danielle walks beside me, Ellie slightly ahead, blazing a trail with characteristic energy despite the emotional complexity we’ve introduced. Occasionally, Danielle’s gloved hand brushes mine, the contact deliberate even through layers of insulation.

“What happens now?” she asks quietly, her voice carried away from Ellie by the breeze.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “This isn’t exactly covered in the wilderness survival manual.”

Her laugh is soft, intimate. “I think we’re off the map entirely.”

Off the map. It’s an apt description for more than our romantic entanglement. I’ve been off the map since fleeing Chicago, taking myself out of the familiar grid of career expectations and social connections. But this-this is uncharted territory of another kind.

As the cabin comes into view through the trees, its windows glowing with the last of the day’s light, I’m struck by how differently I see it now. No longer a fortress against the world but a cocoon in which something unexpected has developed, something with three distinct points of connection, complex and potentially impossible, but undeniably alive.

Ellie reaches the cabin first, stamping snow from her boots on the porch. She turns back to watch us approach, her expression unreadable in the fading light. But as we draw closer, I see it, a smile and not her usual challenging grin, but something softer, almost vulnerable.

“Welcome home,” she says as we reach the steps, the double meaning clear in her tone.

Home. The word hits differently now, laden with implications I’m not ready to untangle. But as we cross the threshold together, the familiar warmth enveloping us, I know with sudden clarity that my definition of sanctuary has irrevocably changed.
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Another storm rolls in overnight, not as severe as the first but enough to trap us indoors again. I stand at the kitchen window, coffee in hand, watching snow pile against the glass. The weather report on the satellite radio brings unwelcome news-the road clearing has been delayed again, another week at minimum. We exchange looks across the cabin, silently acknowledging what this means: more days in limbo, more time to navigate whatever began at the hot spring yesterday.

“At least we have supplies now,” Ellie says, referring to the emergency drop a forestry helicopter made three days ago—basic provisions parachuted onto the clearing behind the cabin. “No more rationing coffee.”

“Small mercies,” I agree, refilling my mug.

The cabin feels different this morning—charged with unspoken potential, the air thick with awareness. We move around each other carefully, maintaining physical distance while hyperaware of every accidental brush, every lingering glance. The kisses at the hot spring hang between us, acknowledged but undiscussed.

By unspoken agreement, we retreat to our respective work spaces. I immerse myself in the cantilever problem that’s been plaguing me for days, forcing my attention onto load calculations and stress factors. From the corner of my eye, I see Danielle curled in her usual spot by the fire, notebook in hand rather than laptop. She’s writing longhand today, glasses perched on her nose, bottom lip caught between her teeth in concentration. The sight is distractingly familiar, almost domestic.

Ellie has converted the sunroom into a makeshift studio, using the natural light to review yesterday’s photographs. She moves with focused energy, arranging prints on improvised display boards, muttering to herself as she works. Her creative process is more physical than ours-standing, pacing, rearranging.

The hours pass in productive silence broken only by the crack of logs in the fireplace and the persistent howl of wind outside. This is how we’ve learned to coexist, three creative people sharing space without sacrificing individual focus. It shouldn’t work, but somehow it does.

“Logan?” Ellie’s voice breaks my concentration. She’s standing at the edge of my workspace, holding a large print. “I need your input on something.”

I set down my pencil, oddly grateful for the interruption. “What is it?”

“I’m combining architectural elements with natural landscapes—playing with the intersection of designed space and wilderness.” She holds out the print. “This is your cabin framed by snow-laden branches. What do you think about the composition?”

The photograph is striking—the sharp lines of the A-frame emerging from organic curves of snow and pine. She’s captured the cabin in early morning light, shadows stretching blue across white drifts, windows reflecting gold like watching eyes.

“It’s good,” I say, studying the technical aspects. “The contrast between structured and organic forms works. The light angle emphasizes the geometry.”

Her eyebrow raises. “That’s it? ‘It’s good’? I’m looking for actual artistic feedback, not architectural assessment.”

I look again, trying to see beyond my professional perspective. “It makes the cabin look like it’s emerging from the forest rather than being imposed on it. Like it belongs there but remains distinct. There’s tension in that relationship.”

Her expression softens. “That’s exactly what I was going for. The negotiation between human presence and wilderness.”

“You’ve managed to make my simple A-frame look almost poetic,” I add, handing back the print.

“The structure is poetic,” she says. “You just see it in terms of load-bearing walls and roof pitches.”

“That’s my job.”

“Your job is to create spaces that evoke feeling, not just stand up to gravity.” She moves closer, leaning against my drafting table. “When I photograph buildings, I’m looking for the emotion in the architecture, what the space is trying to say.”

“Buildings don’t have emotions, Ellie.”

“No, but their designers do.” Her eyes hold mine. “What were you feeling when you chose this location? When you decided on an A-frame instead of a conventional cabin?”

The question catches me off guard. I’ve never articulated the emotional aspects of my design choices, focusing instead on practical considerations and aesthetic principles.

“I wanted a clear sightline to the western peaks,” I say slowly. “The A-frame maximizes the view while shedding snow efficiently.”

“Bullshit,” she says cheerfully. “You wanted to feel simultaneously sheltered and exposed. Protected by these walls but constantly confronted by the immensity of the landscape. It’s a physical manifestation of your entire personality, Logan-contained but with deliberate points of vulnerability.”

Her insight is unsettlingly accurate. Before I can formulate a response, she continues.

“That’s why I’m asking for your input on these shots. I’m trying to capture what you were seeking when you chose this place, this design. I want to show what it feels like to live inside your vision.”

Something shifts between us as her words sink in, an acknowledgment that goes beyond physical attraction or forced proximity. She’s seeing me, really seeing me, through the structure I’ve created.

“I never thought of it that way,” I admit.

Her smile is knowing. “That’s why you have me. To show you what you already know but can’t articulate.”

The moment stretches between us, taut with possibility. She’s close enough that I can smell her shampoo, see the flecks of gold in her green eyes. Yesterday’s kiss resurfaces in my memory, the taste of her still vivid.

“Ellie, about yesterday—” I begin.

“Don’t overthink it,” she interrupts softly. “It happened. It was good. Maybe it happens again, maybe it doesn’t.”

Her casual attitude should reassure me, but something in it rings false, a performance of nonchalance covering something deeper.

“Is that what you want?” I press. “No-strings physical attraction because we happen to be stuck here together?”

Her expression flickers, mask slipping briefly. “What I want...” She pauses, choosing her words carefully. “What I want isn’t simple, Logan. And I’m not sure you’re ready to hear it.”

Before I can respond, Danielle calls from across the room. “Ellie, can you help me with something? I need a visual reference for a scene I’m writing.”

The interruption breaks whatever was building between us. Ellie steps back, the professional mask returning. “Think about what I said about the photographs. I value your perspective.”

She moves away, joining Danielle by the fireplace. I watch them together—heads bent over Danielle’s notebook, Ellie gesturing as she explains something, Danielle nodding with focused attention. They’ve developed an easy companionship that sometimes makes me feel like the outsider, despite this being my cabin, my territory.

I return to my blueprints, but concentration eludes me. Ellie’s observations about my design choices have unsettled me, exposing motivations I’ve never fully acknowledged. Is she right that the cabin reflects my personality? Have I been transparent in ways I never intended?

The day progresses in fits of productivity interrupted by heightened awareness. Every time Ellie crosses my sightline, I remember the pressure of her lips, the surprising softness of her mouth despite her hard edges. When Danielle laughs at something, the sound pulls me from equations and measurements to the memory of her kiss-more tentative than Ellie’s but no less affecting.

By late afternoon, the cabin feels claustrophobic despite its open design. The snow continues falling, trapping us not just physically but in this unresolved emotional territory. I need space to think, to process what’s happening between us.

“I’m going to check the generator,” I announce, grabbing my coat. “Make sure it’s fueled for the night.”

Outside, the cold air hits like a slap, clearing my head. The generator is fine-I checked it this morning-but the pretense gives me a few minutes alone. Snow crunches beneath my boots as I make a show of examining the fuel levels, brushing accumulation from the housing.

The world beyond the cabin has vanished into white. Even the towering pines are just vague shadows through the falling snow. The isolation that once felt like salvation now seems like a crucible, intensifying whatever is developing between the three of us beyond normal parameters.

When I return inside, stamping snow from my boots, Danielle is alone in the main room. Ellie’s jacket is missing from its hook by the door.

“Where’s Ellie?”

“Taking sunset shots from the upper deck,” Danielle says, setting aside her notebook. “She said the storm light was too good to miss.”

Of course she did. Nothing keeps Ellie from chasing the perfect image-not blizzards, not subzero temperatures, not complicated emotional entanglements.

Danielle watches me remove my coat, her gaze thoughtful behind her glasses. “She’s not as casual about yesterday as she pretends to be,” she says after a moment.

The observation startles me. “What do you mean?”

“Ellie approaches everything like it’s no big deal, especially things that matter deeply to her.” Danielle tucks her feet beneath her on the couch. “It’s a defense mechanism.”

“You seem to have her figured out.”

“Writers observe. It’s what we do.” She pats the space beside her. “Sit with me?”

I hesitate, then join her on the couch. The leather creaks beneath our combined weight, the cushions shifting so our thighs press together. Neither of us moves to create more space.

“Are we going to talk about it?” I ask, the question encompassing everything- the kisses, the tension, the uncharted territory we’ve entered.

“Do you want to?”

“I’m not good at this,” I admit. “Relationships. Feelings. I design structures, Danielle. Clean lines, precise measurements, predictable outcomes.”

“And people are messy,” she finishes for me. “Unpredictable. Structurally unsound.”

The description makes me smile despite myself. “Exactly.”

“That’s why you came up here, isn’t it? To eliminate variables. To create a controlled environment.” Her perception is unnerving. “And then we crashed into your life, the ultimate uncontrolled variables.”

“Something like that.”

She considers me thoughtfully. “What scares you more-that you’re attracted to both of us, or that you might have to choose?”

The question hits with surgical precision. I look away, focusing on the flames dancing in the fireplace. “I shouldn’t be attracted to either of you. This situation it’s not real life. It’s a pressure cooker. Forced proximity, shared danger, isolation. Classic conditions for manufactured intimacy.”

“Is that what you think this is? A trauma bond?”

“Isn’t it?”

She shifts beside me, turning to face me directly. Without her glasses-she’s removed them while we talk-her eyes are softer, more vulnerable. “Do you really believe that what’s happening between us is just circumstantial? That if we’d met at a coffee shop in Denver, there would be no connection?”

I try to imagine it. Bumping into Ellie and Danielle in normal life, in a world of deadlines and traffic and social obligations. Would I have noticed them? Would they have seen past my professional facade?

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “But it doesn’t matter. In a week or two, the roads will clear. You’ll both go back to your real lives. I’ll stay here. End of story.”

“That’s the architect in you speaking-logical, practical, drawing clean boundary lines.” Her hand finds mine on the couch cushion between us. “But people aren’t blueprints, Logan. Feelings don’t stay neatly within designated areas.”

Her fingers intertwine with mine, warm and sure. The simple contact sends awareness coursing through me-not just physical attraction but something deeper, a recognition of kindred spirit despite our different methods of creation.

“What do you want from this, Danielle?” I ask, echoing my earlier question to Ellie. “A vacation fling? Material for your novel? What?”

“I want to see where it goes,” she says simply. “No predetermined design, no structured outcome. Just...exploration.”

“With both of us? Me and Ellie?”

Her smile holds a hint of mischief I rarely see from her. “I told you, I was an architecture student once. I understand the appeal of exploring different structural possibilities.”

The implication hangs between us, impossible to misinterpret. She’s acknowledging not just her attraction to me, but the complex geometry of what’s developing among the three of us.

“This is...”

“Unconventional?” she supplies. “Complicated? Potentially disastrous?”

“All of the above.”

“Also exciting. Unexpected. Genuine.” Her free hand rises to my face, tracing my jawline with gentle fingers. “I didn’t anticipate this when our car slid off the road, Logan. But I’m not running from it either.”

The touch of her fingers grounds me in the moment, cutting through my circular thoughts. Danielle, usually so contained, is showing remarkable courage-naming what’s happening without guarantees or safety nets.

“I’m not good at improvising,” I tell her. “I need plans, structure.”

“I know,” she says, leaning closer. “It’s what makes this all the more significant. You’re stepping off your carefully drawn map.”

Her lips find mine, the kiss deeper than our first tentative exploration at the hot spring. There’s intent behind it now, certainty rather than question. My hand rises automatically to cradle her face, the softness of her skin a contrast to the strength in her kiss.

We break apart at the sound of the door opening, cold air rushing in as Ellie returns from her photography expedition. She pauses in the doorway, taking in our closeness on the couch, our slightly flushed faces. Something flickers across her expression-not jealousy exactly, but awareness.

“Don’t stop on my account,” she says, kicking off her snow-covered boots. Her tone aims for casual but doesn’t quite hit the mark. “I got some amazing sunset shots. The storm clouds broke just enough to let the light through. Apocalyptic beauty.”

She busies herself with her camera equipment, back partially turned to us. I feel Danielle’s questioning gaze, asking silently how to proceed. The moment balances on a knife’s edge-retreat to safer territory or acknowledge the new parameters of our relationship.

“Ellie,” I say, my voice steadier than I feel. “Come sit with us.”

She turns, studying us with that photographer’s eye that misses nothing. “Is that an invitation or a command, mountain man?”

“A request,” I clarify. “If you want to.”

Something shifts in her expression-the challenging mask giving way to genuine uncertainty. This is Ellie without her protective armor, the woman behind the fearless photographer persona.

“I should process these shots while the light is fresh in my mind,” she begins, but Danielle interrupts gently.

“The photos can wait an hour.” She pats the couch on her other side. “We were just discussing structural possibilities.”

Ellie’s eyebrow raises at the phrasing. “Architectural discussions? Sounds fascinating.”

“More like exploring unconventional designs,” Danielle continues, holding Ellie’s gaze with meaningful emphasis. “Structures that accommodate multiple support systems.”

Understanding dawns in Ellie’s eyes, followed by a flash of something like relief. She sets down her camera with deliberate care and crosses to join us, sitting close enough that the three of us form a connected line on the couch.

“I’ve always appreciated experimental architecture,” she says, playing along with the metaphor. “Traditional structures are so... limiting.”

“Exactly,” Danielle agrees. “Logan and I were discussing the benefits of flexibility in design.”

I watch this exchange with a mixture of amazement and arousal-these brilliant, beautiful women using carefully coded language to negotiate what comes next between us. They’re giving me an out if I want it, a chance to retreat to conventional boundaries.

“Traditional designs exist for a reason,” I say, testing the waters. “They’re proven, stable, socially accepted.”

“And often boring,” Ellie counters. “Safe, predictable, lacking innovation.”

“There’s something to be said for exploring beyond established parameters,” Danielle adds. “For creating new forms based on the specific needs and desires of the inhabitants.”

The fire crackles in the grate, the snow continues to fall outside the windows, and the three of us sit connected on my leather couch, discussing architecture as a proxy for what’s really happening. The absurdity of it almost makes me laugh-this careful dance of intellectualized desire.

“What if the experimental structure fails?” I ask, the real question beneath the metaphor clear to all of us.

Ellie’s hand finds my arm, her touch confident despite the vulnerability in her eyes. “What if it doesn’t? What if it turns out to be exactly what we all need, even if we didn’t know we were looking for it?”

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” Danielle says softly, her hand still linked with mine.

Outside, the storm intensifies, wind howling around the eaves of the cabin. Inside, the temperature rises as boundaries dissolve between separate spaces-my territory, their temporary shelter-becoming something shared, co-created.

Ellie leans forward, looking past Danielle to meet my eyes. “I’m tired of dancing around this, Logan. Yesterday at the hot spring wasn’t a mistake or a momentary lapse. It was inevitable-the logical conclusion to weeks of connection.”

“With both of you?” I clarify.

“Yes,” Danielle answers for them both. “We’ve talked about it, Ellie and I. In those hours, you disappear to check the generator or clear the roof.”

The revelation surprises me that they’ve discussed this, considered the possibilities while I’ve been caught in my own circular thoughts.

“And you’re both...okay with sharing?” The word feels crude, inadequate for what’s developing here.

“We’re not ‘sharing’ you,” Ellie corrects, a familiar edge returning to her voice. “This isn’t about dividing your attention between two women. It’s about three people connecting in ways that make sense for who we are and what we’ve experienced together.”

“It’s uncharted territory for all of us,” Danielle adds. “But we’re all mapmakers in our own way-you with your designs, Ellie with her visual compositions, me with my narratives. We’re creating something new.”

The metaphor resonates with unexpected clarity. We are all creators, each working with different tools but driven by the same impulse to shape meaning from raw material. This connection between us-whatever it is, whatever it might become-is another form of creation.

“No predetermined structure,” I echo Danielle’s earlier words, something loosening in my chest as I surrender to the uncertainty of this unplanned design.

“Exactly,” Ellie confirms. “Just exploration.”

The fire pops loudly, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney. Outside, the wind howls through snow-laden pines. Inside, three people sit connected on a leather couch, the boundaries between them blurring like watercolors on wet paper.

Danielle’s hand remains linked with mine. Ellie’s fingers trace patterns on my arm. The storm rages beyond our walls, but in this moment, we are sheltered in more ways than one-not just by the physical structure of the cabin but by whatever is building between us, this unnamed architecture of connection.

“So…where do we go from here?”

Ellie’s smile holds equal parts challenge and invitation. “I think you know exactly where this is going, mountain man.”

And I do. For once in my meticulously planned life, I do.

The moment hangs between us, a shared breath of anticipation. Danielle’s fingers tighten slightly around mine, a silent affirmation. Ellie’s eyes hold mine, then shift to Danielle’s, an unspoken conversation passing between them.

Ellie stands first, extending a hand to each of us. “Come on,” she says, her voice softer than I’ve ever heard it. “Let’s not overthink this.”

We rise together, forming a triangle in the fire-lit room. Outside, the storm wraps around the cabin like a cocoon, sealing us in our own world. Inside, the air feels charged, heavy with potential energy, waiting to be released.

“Are you sure?” I ask, the question directed to both of them.

Danielle removes her glasses, setting them carefully on the side table. Without them, her face appears more open, vulnerable. “I’m sure,” she says, her writer’s precision making the simple statement feel like a vow.

“I’ve been sure since the hot spring,” Ellie adds. “Maybe before.”

I take a deep breath, steadying myself against the current of desire. “My room is warmer,” I offer, the practical consideration so characteristic that Ellie laughs.

“Always the architect,” she murmurs, “considering ambient temperature.”

We move through the cabin, each step deliberate. This isn’t a headlong rush of passion but a conscious journey, each of us fully present in the choice we’re making. At the threshold of my bedroom, Danielle pauses, and I feel a momentary concern that she’s reconsidering. Instead, she turns to face us both.

“I want to remember this exactly as it happens,” she says. “The writer in me wants to capture every detail.”

“And the woman?” Ellie asks, reaching to tuck a strand of hair behind Danielle’s ear.

“The woman wants to stop analyzing and start feeling.”

The admission breaks something loose in all of us. I step forward, drawing Danielle into a kiss that’s deeper than before, more certain. Her hands come up to frame my face, her touch both gentle and insistent. I feel Ellie move behind me, her hands sliding around my waist, her cheek pressing between my shoulder blades. The three-point connection sends awareness cascading through me—the softness of Danielle’s lips, the pressure of Ellie’s body against my back.

We separate long enough to move fully into the room. Moonlight filters through the windows, casting silver paths across the bed. The fire I built earlier has burned down to embers, bathing everything in soft orange light. In this illumination, Ellie reaches for Danielle, tucking fingers beneath her chin to guide their mouths together. The sight of them—Ellie’s confidence meeting Danielle’s thoughtful intensity—sends heat pooling low in my body.

“Beautiful,” I murmur, the word escaping without conscious thought.

They turn to me, two pairs of eyes reflecting firelight. Ellie’s smile turns mischievous as she reaches for the hem of her sweater, pulling it over her head in one fluid motion. Beneath, she wears a simple black bra, practical rather than deliberately seductive, which somehow makes the moment more intimate—this isn’t a performance but a revelation.

“Your turn,” she challenges, and I realize she’s addressing Danielle, not me.

Danielle hesitates, her natural reserve asserting itself. I move to her, placing my hands gently on her shoulders.

“We can stop anytime,” I remind her. “This isn’t a race.”

“I know,” she says, leaning into my touch. “I want this. I’m just not as comfortable in my skin as Ellie.”

“You should be,” Ellie says, moving to join us. “You’re gorgeous.”

Together, we help Danielle out of her oversized sweater, our hands careful, attentive. She stands between us in her camisole, cheeks flushed with more than just the room’s warmth. When I bend to kiss her shoulder, she sighs, eyes fluttering closed.

“Logan,” Ellie prompts, tugging at my henley. “Structural equity demands you catch up.”

The architectural reference makes me smile against Danielle’s skin. I straighten, pulling my shirt over my head, suddenly aware of their gazes on my bare chest. I’m in good shape—mountain living demands it—but there’s vulnerability in exposure that no amount of physical confidence can eliminate.

“Satisfactory?” I ask, aiming for lightness.

“Very,” Danielle answers, her hand reaching out to trace the line of my collarbone.

“I’ve been wondering what you were hiding under all those flannel layers,” Ellie adds, her fingers joining Danielle’s in exploration.

We move to the bed, our remaining clothes discarded with increasing confidence. Each new revelation is met with appreciation—Ellie’s toned photographer’s body, Danielle’s softer curves, my own frame shaped by years of physical work. We take our time, learning each other through touch and taste, establishing a new language of connection.

“Is this okay?” I ask Danielle as my hand traces the curve of her waist.

“More than okay,” she breathes, guiding my touch lower.

“Here,” Ellie murmurs, showing me how Danielle responds best, her photographer’s eye for detail extending to this most intimate observation.

I watch in wonder as Ellie kisses her way down Danielle’s stomach, as Danielle’s hand tangles in Ellie’s hair.

I watch, mesmerized, as Ellie’s attention shifts to Danielle. Ellie’s tongue traces a slow, deliberate path down Danielle’s stomach and further between her thighs. Danielle arches her back, a soft moan escaping her lips. It’s a sound I’ve never heard from her before– unguarded, raw. Ellie’s head dips lower, her hair falling forward like a curtain as she kisses the soft skin at the apex of Danielle’s thighs.

Danielle’s moan deepens, her hips lifting to meet Ellie’s mouth. I watch, entranced, as Ellie’s hands grip Danielle’s thighs, her fingers pressing into soft flesh. The room is filled with the sounds of their connection, the wet slide of Ellie’s tongue, the hitch in Danielle’s breath.

Ellie’s shoulders tense, her body coiling with focused effort. She’s completely absorbed in this, completely dedicated to drawing out Danielle’s pleasure. It’s a side of her I haven’t seen before—not the challenging, fiercely independent photographer, but a woman intent on giving, on sharing intimacy.

Danielle’s hands fist the sheets, her knuckles white with tension. Her breath comes in short gasps, each one edged with a sound that’s almost a whimper. She’s close, teetering on the edge, her body trembling with anticipation.

“Ellie,” she breathes, the name a plea and a promise.

Ellie doesn’t pause, doesn’t falter. She redoubles her efforts, her head moving with a rhythm that’s relentless, insistent. I can see the moment it happens—Danielle’s body goes taut, her back arching off the bed, a cry ripping from her throat.

“Oh god, Ellie!”

Her orgasm shudders through her, waves of release that leave her shaking. Ellie rides it out with her, her mouth softening, her hands stroking gentle patterns on Danielle’s thighs. When Danielle finally stills, Ellie looks up, her eyes meeting mine over the curve of Danielle’s hip.

There’s a wildness in her gaze, a fierce satisfaction that sends a jolt straight to my core. She’s breathtaking like this, her lips glistening, her cheeks flushed with exertion and arousal. I reach for her, pulling her up, needing to taste the essence of Danielle on her lips.

Ellie straddles my lap, her body aligning with mine. She’s hot, so hot, her skin burning where it touches mine. She shivers, a full-body tremble that has nothing to do with the cold. I wrap my arms around her.

Ellie’s breath hitches as she lowers herself onto me, her body enveloping mine in a slow, torturous descent. Her eyes never leave mine, those fiery depths holding me captive, daring me to look away. I don’t. I can’t. The intensity of our connection is a tangible force, a live wire sparking between us.

Her hips begin to move, a rhythm as primal and relentless as the storm outside. Each roll, each undulation sends waves of sensation crashing through me. She’s not just riding me; she’s claiming me, branding me with every touch, every shift of her body.

“God, Logan,” she murmurs, her voice a husky rasp that sends shivers down my spine. Her fingers dig into my shoulders, using me as leverage to deepen her movements. I grip her hips, not to control, but to anchor myself in the storm of her.

Her heat, her scent, the taste of her still lingering on my lips—it’s overwhelming, intoxicating. I’m drowning in her, and I never want to come up for air. Each thrust brings us closer, each gasp and moan a testament to our shared desire.

Danielle watches us, her eyes heavy-lidded with spent pleasure, her body languid and sated. Yet, there’s a hunger in her gaze, a spark that hasn’t been fully extinguished. She reaches out, her hand tracing the line where Ellie and I are joined, her fingers brushing against us both.

The touch sends a jolt through Ellie, her body convulsing around mine. She throws her head back, a low, guttural sound escaping her lips. It’s raw, primal, and it rips away any last shred of control I had.

My hands tighten on her hips, my own body surging up to meet hers. Our rhythm becomes frenzied, desperate. The room fills with the sounds of our connection—harsh breaths, whispered curses, the slap of skin against skin.

Ellie leans forward, her forehead pressing against mine. Our breaths mingle, our gazes lock, and in that moment, it’s just us. Two people connected in the most intimate way possible, the rest of the world falling away.

“I’m so close…,” she gasps. I can feel her body tensing, coiling like a spring, ready to snap. I’m right there with her, teetering on the edge, ready to fall.

And then, with a final, desperate cry, she does. Her body clamps down on mine, her release triggering my own. Waves of pleasure crash over me, drowning me in sensation deep inside of her. I hold her tight, my body shaking with the force of our shared climax.

In the aftermath, we cling to each other, our bodies slick with sweat, our hearts pounding in sync. Ellie’s head rests on my shoulder, her breath hot against my neck. I can feel her heartbeat, the rapid flutter slowly steadying, matching my own.

I hold her tighter, my hands stroking gentle patterns on her back.

Danielle shifts beside us, her hand reaching out to touch us both. A soft smile plays on her lips, her eyes reflecting the firelight. “Beautiful,” she murmurs, the single word encapsulating everything.

And in that moment, it is. Beautiful, right, perfect.

“You’re amazing,” I murmur against her mouth.

She smiles, a quick flash of teeth. “I know.”

There’s no arrogance in it, just honest acknowledgment. She knows her power, knows the effect she has on both of us. Beside us, Danielle stirs, her hand reaching out to touch Ellie’s back.

“Come here,” she murmurs, her voice heavy with satiation.

Ellie turns to her, their mouths meeting in a slow, deep kiss. Watching them, I feel a sense of awe—at their connection, at the trust they’re placing in me, in each other.

Later—much later—we lie tangled together in my bed, sweat cooling on flushed skin. Danielle’s head rests on my chest, her breathing deep and even. Ellie props herself on one elbow beside us, her free hand tracing idle patterns across both our bodies. The fire has burned out completely, but we’ve generated enough warmth to keep the cold at bay.

“Well,” Ellie says finally, breaking the comfortable silence. “That was worth waiting for.”

Danielle makes a small sound of agreement against my skin. “I should be taking notes. For research purposes.”

“I think your memory will serve you just fine,” I tell her, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

“So much for your carefully structured life, mountain man,” Ellie observes, but there’s no mockery in her tone, only affection.

“Some designs evolve during construction,” I reply, earning a soft laugh from both women.

We fall silent again, listening to the storm outside. Tomorrow will bring questions, complications, necessary conversations about what happens next. But tonight, in this bed, we’ve created something new—a structure built for three, unconventional but surprisingly stable.

Danielle’s breathing deepens into sleep, her body heavy and trusting against mine. Ellie’s eyes meet mine. She leans down to press a gentle kiss to my lips, then settles against my other side, her arm draping across both Danielle and me.

The last thing I register before sleep claims me is the perfect weight of them both against me, and the strange certainty that this unplanned design might be the most successful I’ve ever created.
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I wake to unfamiliar warmth- not the ambient temperature, which remains cool despite the fire I banked last night, but the heat of bodies pressed against mine. Ellie sleeps curled against my chest, her red hair splayed across my arm, while Danielle nestles against my back, her breath warm between my shoulder blades. Morning light filters through the bedroom windows, casting everything in clear, unforgiving brightness.

Last night rushes back in vivid detail—the three of us moving from tentative exploration to something more primal, boundaries dissolving completely as clothing fell away. I remember Danielle’s surprised gasp when I lifted her onto the bed, Ellie’s smile as she watched before joining us, the moment when hesitation gave way to wholehearted surrender.

I ease out from between them carefully, trying not to wake either woman. They shift in my absence, gravitating toward each other in sleep. Standing beside the bed, I take in the sight-Danielle’s dark hair contrasting with Ellie’s copper, their limbs entangled beneath the rumpled sheets. My chest tightens with something more complex than desire.

This wasn’t just sex. That would be simpler to categorize, to contain within understood parameters. What happened between us transcended physical release—a connection formed through weeks of forced proximity culminating in genuine intimacy.

I pull on jeans and a sweater, needing space to think. Downstairs, the cabin is quiet except for the settling crackle of embers in the fireplace. I add fresh logs, then move to the kitchen to start coffee. Through the windows, I notice something different—brightness, clarity. The snow has stopped for the first time in days, revealing a transformed landscape of pristine white beneath a flawless blue sky.

The storm has broken.

I’m staring out at this revelation when the satellite phone rings, startling me from contemplation. The forestry service calling with news: road clearing has begun, making faster progress than expected with the improved weather. The main highway should be open within five days. Our access road, being lower priority, will follow shortly after perhaps a week total before we can leave.

Leave. The word hits differently now, laden with implications that didn’t exist yesterday.

I’m still holding the phone when footsteps sound on the stairs. Ellie appears first, wearing my flannel shirt and nothing else, hair tousled from sleep and other activities. Danielle follows in one of my t-shirts that falls to mid-thigh, glasses perched on her nose, looking simultaneously scholarly and thoroughly disheveled.

“Coffee?” Ellie asks, padding barefoot across the hardwood floor.

“Almost ready,” I respond, setting down the phone. “That was forestry service. The storm has broken. They’re clearing roads.”

The news lands heavily in the room. We’ve been living in suspended animation, our connection developing in isolation from external realities. The reminder that this isn’t our permanent state shifts something in the atmosphere.

“How long?” Danielle asks, her expression carefully neutral.

“About a week until we can get out. Main roads sooner.”

Ellie pours coffee for all of us, movements deliberate. “Well, that’s good news, right? Civilization, hot showers, food that doesn’t come from cans.”

“Right,” I agree, though my tone lacks conviction.

We carry our mugs to the main room’s windows, standing side by side to take in the transformed landscape. The mountains rise sharp and clear against the blue sky, snowfields glistening blindingly bright in the morning sun. Last night’s intimacy hasn’t vanished, but something has shifted, the knowledge that our bubble will soon burst introduces a new tension.

“I should check my messages,” Danielle says eventually. “The satellite connection should be stronger with the clear weather.”

“And I need to download yesterday’s shots,” Ellie adds. “See if any are worth submitting to the gallery in Denver.”

Just like that, the outside world begins to assert itself, professional obligations and responsibilities arising from hibernation. We move away from the windows, retreating to our respective work spaces, as if by unspoken agreement, creating distance to process what happened between us and what comes next.

I return to my drafting table, focusing on the cantilever problem I’ve been wrestling with for weeks. The solution comes suddenly, clarity emerging from what previously felt irresolvable—a structural approach that balances boldness with practicality. I sketch rapidly, energy flowing through pencil to paper as the design resolves itself.

Across the room, I hear Danielle’s surprised exclamation. “Oh!”

“What is it?” Ellie asks, looking up from her laptop.

“My publisher... they love the sample chapters I sent before the storm.” Danielle’s voice holds disbelief and pleasure in equal measure. “The ones I wrote here, about the architect and the house with secrets. They’re offering an advance for the full manuscript.”

“That’s fantastic!” Ellie crosses to hug her, genuine excitement in her face. “I knew those pages were special. You’ve been on fire since the pipe burst.”

“It’s this place,” Danielle says, glancing around the cabin. “Being here, with...” She doesn’t finish the sentence, but her eyes meet mine across the room.

Before I can respond, Ellie’s phone chimes-the first signal it’s gotten in weeks. She grabs it, scanning incoming messages with widening eyes.

“Holy shit,” she breathes. “The Sullivan Gallery saw my winter series, the preliminary shots I submitted before we got stranded. They want to feature them in next month’s exhibition. They’re specifically asking for more images from the ‘mountain isolation’ collection.”

The coincidence feels almost orchestrated-both women receiving professional validation for work created or conceived during our confinement, work directly influenced by this experience we’ve shared.

“That’s great,” I say, genuinely pleased for them both. “Looks like getting stranded was the best career move either of you could have made.”

“What about you?” Danielle asks. “Any professional revelations while we’ve been snowbound?”

I look down at my solved cantilever design. “Actually, yes. I think I’ve finally cracked this commission that’s been giving me fits for months. Something about the constraints of working here, the limited resources, having to think different, it forced a breakthrough.”

We regard each other across the cabin’s open space, three creators shaped by the same extraordinary circumstances. There’s pride in their accomplishments, happiness for each other’s success, but beneath that runs an undercurrent of unspoken questions. What happens to this connection when it’s no longer contained within these walls? Can what developed in isolation survive exposure to ordinary life?

“I need some air,” I announce, suddenly feeling confined despite the cabin’s open design. “I’m going to check the exterior for storm damage.”

Outside, the cold is shocking after the warmth of the cabin. Snow crunches beneath my boots as I circle the building, looking for damaged siding or ice dams that might cause problems. The sun blinds me, reflecting off pristine white surfaces in every direction. After weeks of cloud cover and constant snowfall, the clarity is almost painful.

I’m checking the north side gutters when Ellie joins me, now properly dressed in jeans and a heavy sweater, camera in hand, as always.

“Running away?” she asks bluntly, adjusting her lens.

“Assessing storm damage.”

“Bullshit. You’re freaking out about last night and what it means now that we know we’re getting out of here soon.” She captures my image before I can protest, the shutter clicking rapidly. “You’re not as unreadable as you think, Logan.”

I abandon the pretense of inspection, turning to face her directly. “What exactly are we doing here, Ellie? Last night was...” I struggle for the right words.

“Incredible? Unexpected? Complicated?” She lowers the camera, meeting my eyes directly. “All of the above?”

“Yes.”

“And now you’re wondering if it was just cabin fever. If once we’re back in civilization, whatever is happening between us-between all of us-will evaporate like morning fog.”

Her perception is uncanny, articulating exactly what’s been churning in my mind. “Wouldn’t you wonder the same thing?”

She considers this, breath forming white clouds between us. “Three weeks ago, I’d have said absolutely. This kind of situation is classic pressure-cooker romance—intense feelings magnified by isolation and shared hardship.”

“But now?”

“Now I think it’s more than that.” She steps closer, snow crunching beneath her boots. “What’s happening between us isn’t just circumstantial, Logan. It’s not just about being trapped together.”

“How can you be sure?”

Her smile holds surprising gentleness. “Because I know myself. I’ve had plenty of situational attractions and adventures. This feels different.”

“Different how?”

“I’m not running from it.” She reaches up to brush snow from my shoulder, the touch lingering. “I’m standing here having this conversation instead of pretending last night was just physical release. I’m thinking about what happens next instead of planning my exit strategy.”

Before I can respond, the cabin door opens again and Danielle emerges, bundled against the cold. She approaches slowly, taking in our serious expressions.

“Should I go back inside?” she asks, hesitating several feet away.

“No,” Ellie and I say simultaneously.

“We’re talking about what happens when the roads clear,” Ellie explains, making room for Danielle to join our small circle in the snow.

“Ah.” Danielle nods, understanding immediately. “The ‘was this real or just extreme circumstances’ conversation.”

“Something like that,” I confirm.

She considers this, glasses fogging slightly in the cold air. “I’ve been thinking about it, too. The timing’s not ideal—I have a publisher waiting for pages. You both have professional commitments.”

“And we all live in different places,” Ellie adds. “I’m based in Seattle when I’m not traveling for shoots. Logan’s committed to mountain hermitage. Where are you these days, Dani? Still Boulder?”

“Denver now,” she confirms. “But that’s the point, we’re talking logistics. If this were just an isolation fling, we wouldn’t bother with those questions.”

She’s right. The fact that we’re discussing practical obstacles rather than making polite excuses speaks volumes about the nature of what’s developing between us.

“So, what are you both saying?” I ask, needing clarity. “That we try to maintain... whatever this is... after we leave here?”

“I’m saying I don’t want to pretend last night didn’t matter,” Danielle says quietly. “That what’s developing between us isn’t worth exploring further.”

Ellie nods agreement. “I’m saying let’s not overthink it. We have another week here. Let’s use it to figure out what we want this to be when we’re not snowbound together.”

It’s a practical approach to an utterly impractical situation—three people connected through extraordinary circumstances trying to determine if that connection can exist in ordinary life.

“What about your careers?” I ask. “The gallery showing? The book contract? My commission?”

“What about them?” Ellie counters. “People manage long-distance relationships all the time. People with demanding careers find ways to make connections work.”

“People usually limit those connections to one other person,” I point out, naming the most obvious complication.

Danielle laughs softly. “We’re already so far outside conventional parameters, Logan. I think we can figure out our own rulebook.”

The sun emerges fully from behind passing clouds, illuminating the three of us standing in ankle-deep snow. The mountains rise behind us, witness to this improbable conversation. For a moment, I see us as if from outside-three creative souls forging something unexpected against a backdrop of wilderness and isolation.

“One week,” I say finally. “To see if this is real or just a mountain mirage.”

Ellie’s smile breaks like a sunrise. “Deal.”

Danielle’s hand finds mine, gloved fingers linking. “One week.”

I never expected to dread leaving my self-imposed exile, but as we turn back toward the cabin, I realize that’s exactly what I’m feeling-reluctance to return to the world where connections like this are impossible or forbidden. The thought of resuming my solitary existence, so appealing just weeks ago, now feels hollow.

Inside, the cabin welcomes us with lingering warmth. Sunlight pours through the windows I once valued primarily for their natural drafting light. Now I see them differently—as frames for the beauty outside, portals connecting interior comfort with external wildness. Like everything else in my carefully designed sanctuary, I’m seeing them through new eyes.

The satellite phone rings again just as we’ve removed our outdoor gear. This time it’s my client, somehow getting through now that the weather has cleared. I take the call in my workspace, listening as he raves about the preliminary sketches I sent before the storm.

“It’s exactly what I wanted, Logan,” he enthuses. “The perfect balance of modern and natural. How soon can you get me the final plans?”

I glance across the room to where Ellie and Danielle have returned to their work, each engrossed yet occasionally looking up to share a smile or comment with the other. “I’ve actually had a breakthrough on the design during the storm. I can send updated plans as soon as I have reliable internet.”

“Excellent! And I’ve been thinking-the county’s planning to develop that whole mountain corridor. There could be more commissions coming if this one turns out as good as these sketches promise.”

More commissions. More work in this region. The implication registers immediately- a professional reason to maintain my connection to Colorado beyond the cabin itself.

“I’d be interested in discussing those possibilities,” I tell him, a plan already forming in my mind.

After ending the call, I cross to where Ellie is editing photographs. Looking over her shoulder, I see she’s working on an image of the cabin interior-a shot taken yesterday morning, before everything changed between us. The composition captures my drafting table in the foreground, Danielle writing by the fire in the middle distance, with snow-covered mountains visible through the windows. It’s our world in microcosm, each in our creative space yet connected by shared environment.

“That’s good,” I say, resting a hand lightly on her shoulder. “Really good.”

“It’s the story of us,” she says simply. “Each doing our own thing but part of the same composition.”

Danielle joins us, drawn by our conversation. “My publisher wants me to send more pages as soon as I have internet access. They particularly like the architect character.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Ellie teases.

“I’ve made some changes to him,” Danielle admits, looking up at me. “He started as a reclusive misanthrope, but he’s evolving. Finding connections he didn’t know he needed.”

The parallel is obvious, but her tone holds no judgment-just observation of the transformation she’s witnessed.

“People can surprise themselves,” I acknowledge, “when circumstances force them outside their comfort zones.”

“Speaking of surprises,” Ellie says, turning to face us both. “I’ve been thinking about the hot spring. We should go back before we leave-a proper goodbye to our secret spot.”

The suggestion carries obvious subtext after what happened there, but also genuine sentiment-marking a place that catalyzed our connection.

“If the weather holds,” I agree. “It’s safer now that the storm has passed.”

“Tomorrow?” Danielle suggests. “While the snow is still pristine?”

“Tomorrow,” I confirm, something settling in my chest-not resolution exactly, but direction. One week to determine if what we’ve found here is sustainable beyond these extraordinary conditions. One week to decide what comes next.

That evening, we cook together again, but the meal feels different-celebratory rather than merely sustaining. Ellie unearths a bottle of good whiskey from her camera bag (“Emergency provisions,” she explains with a grin), and Danielle contributes the last of her chocolate stash. We toast our respective professional breakthroughs and the clearing weather.

I watch them across the candlelit table-Ellie animated as she describes her vision for the gallery show, Danielle quieter but radiating satisfaction about her book contract. When did these women transform from unwelcome intruders to essential parts of my mountain retreat? When did their creative energy become something I wanted to harness rather than avoid?

Later, as we stand before the fireplace finishing our drinks, Ellie sets down her glass with deliberate care. “So, whose bed are we using tonight? Because I’m not pretending last night didn’t happen or won’t happen again.”

Her directness shouldn’t surprise me anymore, but it still catches me off guard. Danielle blushes slightly but stands her ground, clearly in agreement with the sentiment if not the delivery.

“Mine’s the biggest,” I offer after a moment, the practical consideration masking deeper implications. My room, my space and the territory I’ve never shared now opened willingly.

“Works for me,” Ellie says, reaching for Danielle’s hand. “Coming?”

Danielle takes her offered hand, then extends her other toward me. “Coming?”

I look at them standing before me, Ellie bold and direct, Danielle quieter but equally certain, and I realize I’ve already made my choice. Whatever complications lie ahead, whatever obstacles exist beyond our snow-covered sanctuary, I’m moving toward this connection rather than away from it.

I take Danielle’s offered hand. “Yes.”

This time, there’s no hesitation, no awkward negotiation of boundaries. We ascend the stairs together, entering my bedroom not as strangers seeking shelter but as three people deliberately choosing connection. When clothing falls away and bodies press together, it’s with intention rather than impulse-the difference subtle but significant.

Later, lying tangled in sheets and each other, I listen to their breathing-Ellie’s slightly faster, Danielle’s deeper and realize I’m not plotting escape routes or exit strategies. For the first time in longer than I can remember, I’m fully present, anchored by their weight against me.

“What are you thinking about so intensely?” Danielle murmurs, noticing my wakefulness.

“Design solutions,” I answer honestly.

Ellie props herself up on one elbow, interest piqued. “At a time like this? Should we be offended?”

I smile in the darkness. “Not architectural designs. Life designs. Structural possibilities for after we leave here.”

“And?” Danielle prompts, her hand resting lightly on my chest.

“I think I need to expand my practice beyond Chicago. My client wants me to consider more projects in Colorado. Denver might need another architect.”

The implication hangs in the air between us-a possible future where distance doesn’t automatically end what’s begun here.

“Denver has excellent gallery connections,” Ellie muses, following my lead. “I could base regional operations there between international assignments.”

“And I can write anywhere,” Danielle adds softly. “My publisher doesn’t care where I live as long as I make deadlines.”

We’re building a hypothetical framework, testing its structural integrity through shared imagination. Nothing certain, nothing promised, but the outlines of possibility taking shape in the darkness.

“One step at a time,” I caution, the architect in me aware of how complex structures require careful planning.

“One step at a time,” they agree in near unison, the harmony of their voices settling something within me.

Outside, the night is clear for the first time in weeks, stars visible through my bedroom window. The storm that brought us together has finally broken.
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The shovel bites into packed snow with a satisfying crunch, my breath pluming in the frigid morning air as I clear a path to the woodshed. Six days since the storm broke, and the transformation is remarkable—brilliant sunshine, sapphire skies, temperatures still cold but without the bone-chilling extremity of blizzard conditions. My phone chirps in my pocket with the message I’ve been both expecting and dreading:

“Road cleared to mile marker 8. Should reach your access point by tomorrow afternoon.–Hansen, County Roads.”

Tomorrow. After nearly a month of isolation, civilization is less than twenty-four hours away. I pause, leaning on the shovel, absorbing the news. Part of me welcomes the return of basic conveniences—reliable power, fresh food, high-speed internet. Another part, one I barely recognized in myself before Ellie and Danielle crashed into my life, mourns the ending of our snowbound sanctuary.

I pocket the phone without replying and continue shoveling, working out my conflicted feelings through physical exertion. By the time I return to the cabin, arms burning pleasantly from the labor, I’ve reached something resembling acceptance. Twenty-four hours left in our mountain bubble. We’ll make them count.

Inside, the cabin hums with activity. Danielle sits cross-legged on the sofa, laptop open, fingers flying across the keyboard with renewed purpose. The deadline pressure of her publishing contract has kicked in now that connectivity is restored, turning her usual thoughtful pace into something more urgent. Across the room, Ellie sorts through hundreds of photographs spread across the dining table, selecting the strongest images for her gallery submission.

“Roads will be clear by tomorrow afternoon,” I announce, hanging my coat by the door.

They both look up, similar expressions flickering across their faces—the same conflicted response I felt by the woodshed. Excitement tempered by reluctance. Relief shadowed by loss.

“Civilization at last,” Ellie says with forced brightness. “I can finally wash my hair with something besides that pine-scented shampoo you keep in your shower.”

“And I can submit these chapters properly instead of through patchy satellite connection,” Danielle adds, though her enthusiasm seems equally measured.

We’re all performing normalcy, pretending this is an ordinary end to an extraordinary situation. The truth hovers unspoken between us: in the week since the storm broke, we’ve moved beyond physical exploration into something deeper—sharing not just our bodies but our creative processes, our professional anxieties, our personal histories.

I’ve told them about the panic attack that drove me from Chicago, details I’d shared with no one. Ellie revealed the complicated legacy of her famous father, how his shadow both drives and haunts her work. Danielle admitted to her fear that her writing carries emotional depth but lacks commercial appeal, that she might produce beautiful books no one reads.

Intimacies exchanged in darkness, vulnerable admissions whispered against skin. Not just sex, though there’s been plenty of that-inventive, generous, sometimes almost desperate in intensity. But it’s the other moments that have transformed whatever this is into something that feels increasingly essential—Danielle reading drafts of her novel aloud while we cook, Ellie showing us how to see light differently through half-closed eyes, the three of us talking long past midnight about creativity and purpose and legacy.

“We should do something special for our last night,” Ellie suggests now, setting aside her photographs. “Mark the occasion somehow.”

“The hot spring?” Danielle proposes, closing her laptop. “One final visit before we leave?”

The suggestion resonates immediately. Where better to conclude our time together than the place where boundaries first dissolved between us?

“Weather’s perfect for it,” I agree. “Clear skies, no wind. We could go at sunset, bring supplies for a proper picnic.”

The plan energizes us, providing structure for our final hours together. We move through the day with direction-Ellie and Danielle working intensely on their respective projects, me finalizing designs for my Colorado commission. Occasionally we orbit each other, touching briefly as we pass-Ellie’s hand skimming my shoulder, my fingers brushing Danielle’s as we reach for coffee, small physical reminders of connection amidst focused work.

As afternoon stretches toward evening, we prepare for our expedition. I pack my backpack with essentials: wine, cheese, bread saved from our last supply drop, blankets, and flashlights for the return journey. Danielle contributes the last of her chocolate stash, and Ellie surprises us with marshmallows she’d hidden in her camera bag “for emergencies.”

“This qualifies,” she insists when I raise an eyebrow at her priorities.

We set out as the sun begins its descent, the familiar trail now well-packed from previous trips. Walking three abreast where possible, we make our way through stands of pine and aspen, conversation flowing easily between concentrated silence. The world around us gleams with the particular clarity that follows major storms—every branch defined against the sky, shadows sharp-edged on pristine snow, the air so clean it almost hurts to breathe.

“I’ll miss this,” Danielle says, pausing to take in a vista where mountains stack to the horizon. Without her glasses, which steam up in the cold, her face looks softer, more openly wistful. “The sheer scale of everything. Makes my problems seem appropriately sized.”

“You could come back,” I say, the words out before I’ve fully considered them. “The cabin’s here. I’m here. At least part-time, if these Colorado commissions come through.”

She smiles, something complicated moving behind her eyes. “Maybe I will.”

Ellie, ahead of us on the path, looks back. “Are you two having profound moments without me? Because I called dibs on profundity at the hot spring.”

“Just discussing future visitation rights to the cabin,” I tell her.

“The cabin or its owner?” she asks with characteristic directness.

“Is there a difference?” Danielle counters, surprising me with her boldness.

Ellie laughs, the sound bright in the cold air. “Fair point. Logan and this place are pretty thoroughly intertwined. Package deal.”

There it is again-the casual acknowledgment of continuing connection beyond tomorrow’s departure. We’ve been circling this topic all week, making oblique references to future possibilities without firmly committing to plans. It feels both tenuous and inevitable, this thread stretching beyond our snowbound interlude.

The hot spring appears through the trees, steam rising in golden columns as the setting sun strikes the vapor. The sight still stops me in my tracks—nature’s perfect luxury hidden in the wilderness. I’m suddenly, fiercely glad I shared this place with them, that it’s become part of our shared history rather than just my private retreat.

We establish our picnic on a flat rock near the uppermost pool, spreading blankets against the cold surface. The contrast is exquisite—frigid air on our faces, steam rising around us, the hot spring bubbling invitingly just feet away.

“I propose a toast,” Ellie declares, accepting a cup of wine. “To blizzards, broken pipes, and the best wrong turn I’ve ever taken.”

“To unexpected detours,” Danielle adds, raising her cup.

I meet both their eyes, these women who crashed through my barricades. “To recalibration.”

We drink, the wine warming us from within as the day’s last light paints the snow in shades of pink and gold. There’s a ceremonial quality to this moment, a recognition that we’re marking both an ending and a beginning.

“I have something for each of you,” Ellie says suddenly, reaching into her jacket pocket. “A memento. So you don’t forget.”

“As if we could,” Danielle murmurs.

Ellie produces two small prints, each in a simple cardboard frame. “For you,” she says, handing one to Danielle. “From that morning, you were writing by the fire and didn’t know I was shooting.”

Danielle examines the image, her expression softening. “I look so...absorbed. At peace.”

“You were completely in your element,” Ellie confirms. “I’ve never seen someone so thoroughly engaged in their work.”

She turns to me, extending the second print. “And for you.”

The photograph shows me at my drafting table, morning light streaming through the windows, mountains visible beyond. But Ellie hasn’t just captured me working—she’s somehow managed to convey the connection between the lines I’m drawing and the landscape that inspired them. It’s me, yes, but it’s also my process, my relationship to this place.

“How did you...?” I begin, struggling to articulate what makes the image so powerful.

“I watched you,” she says simply. “For weeks. Saw how you translate what’s out there…” she gestures to the mountains, “—into what you create on paper.”

The gift strikes me as remarkably intimate—evidence that she sees me in ways I don’t see myself. I’m not used to being the observed rather than the observer, the subject rather than the creator. The sensation is both unsettling and deeply affecting.

“Thank you,” I manage, tucking the print carefully into my backpack.

“I wish I had something to give you both,” Danielle says, “but my medium is less immediately shareable.”

“You’ve been giving us chapters all along,” Ellie points out. “Reading aloud while we cook, testing passages on us.”

“That’s not the same as a tangible keepsake.”

I reach for her hand. “When the book’s published, we’ll have first edition copies. Signed by the author.”

“With a special acknowledgment,” she promises, squeezing my fingers. “To the blizzard that changed everything.”

The sun dips behind the western peaks, though the sky remains lit in spectacular fashion—layered bands of orange and pink giving way to deepening blue. Temperature drops immediately with the loss of direct sunlight, prompting Ellie to stand.

“Hot spring time,” she declares, already shrugging off her jacket. “Before we freeze solid.”

Unlike our first impulsive visit, we’ve come prepared with towels and dry clothes for afterward. Still, there’s something both ritualistic and slightly ridiculous about stripping down in the frigid air, hurrying to reach the steaming water before exposure becomes genuinely uncomfortable.

I’m last to enter, taking a moment to appreciate the sight before me—Ellie and Danielle already immersed to their shoulders, steam rising around them, faces tilted up to the emerging stars. They’ve changed me, these women. Broken through defenses I thought impenetrable, shown me alternatives to self-imposed isolation.

The water welcomes me with that same shock of heat against cold skin I remember from our first visit. I settle onto the stone bench beside Danielle, my arm automatically stretching along the rim behind her shoulders. Ellie moves through the water to join us, her characteristic restlessness momentarily subdued by the stone surroundings and the moment’s gravity.

For several minutes we soak in companionable silence, watching as stars emerge in the darkening sky. Out here, far from light pollution, the display is spectacular—constellations appearing with crystal clarity, the Milky Way a visibly twisting river of light.

“I’ve been thinking,” I say finally, breaking the silence. “About what happens after tomorrow.”

Both women turn to me, attention sharpening. We’ve circled this conversation all week without directly confronting it.

“And?” Ellie prompts when I don’t immediately continue.

“And I don’t want this to end when you leave.” The declaration feels both terrifying and necessary. “Whatever this is between us—I want to see where it goes. Beyond the cabin, beyond the storm.”

The words hang in the steamy air between us, my most direct acknowledgment yet of wanting continuation. Danielle’s hand finds mine beneath the water, a silent affirmation.

“I’ve been offered a major assignment in Japan,” Ellie says after a moment. “Three weeks documenting traditional architecture in remote regions. It starts next month.”

The news hits like a physical blow—not just the distance implied, but the timing. So soon.

“That’s...a significant opportunity,” I manage, trying to sound supportive rather than disappointed.

“It is,” she agrees. “But Denver’s a hub for international flights. If I based my operations there instead of Seattle, Japan would still be a direct route. And I’d have a compelling reason to return between assignments.”

It takes a moment for her meaning to register. “You’re considering relocating? Because of this?”

She meets my gaze directly, steam curling around her face. “Because of us. Because whatever we’ve started here feels worth pursuing, even if the logistics are complicated.”

“It would be complicated,” Danielle says thoughtfully. “Three people with demanding careers, living in different places—at least initially.”

“Initially?” I echo.

“I’ve been offered a visiting writer position at Colorado State for the fall semester,” she reveals. “I was considering it before the storm, but now...” She shrugs, the movement sending ripples across the water’s surface. “It would put me within reasonable driving distance of both Denver and your cabin.”

They’ve been thinking about this, making plans that account for continuing connection. The realization both relieves and startles me—while I’ve been cautiously considering possibilities, they’ve been actively creating them.

“So what exactly are we proposing here?” I ask, needing clarity. “Long-distance relationship until circumstances allow for proximity?”

“More like a hub-and-spoke model,” Ellie suggests, the architect in me appreciating her structural metaphor. “Denver as the common point, with flexibility for each of us to maintain our individual bases as needed. Your cabin as retreat space when we all can align schedules.”

“Unconventional,” I observe.

“We passed conventional about three exits back,” Danielle points out with a small smile. “Around the time we decided traditional relationship structures weren’t adequately meeting our particular situation.”

She’s right, of course. What’s developed between us has never followed standard blueprints. Why would its continuation be any different?

“It won’t be easy,” I feel compelled to note, the pragmatist in me unwilling to ignore practical challenges.

“Nothing worthwhile ever is,” Ellie counters, leaning forward to meet my eyes directly. “Look, Logan—we could talk ourselves out of this with a thousand practical objections. Distance, careers, social conventions, jealousy, miscommunication—all the usual relationship killers, multiplied by having three people involved instead of two.”

“You’re not selling this particularly well,” Danielle observes dryly.

“I’m being realistic,” Ellie insists. “But here’s the thing—I’ve never felt this kind of connection before. With either of you individually or with what we’ve created together. And I’m not willing to walk away from it just because it’s complicated.”

Her directness cuts through my remaining hesitation. She’s right—we could generate endless reasons why this can’t work. Or we could acknowledge that something rare has developed and commit to nurturing it despite obstacles.

“I’m in,” I say simply. “Whatever form it takes, however, we need to structure it. I want to continue this.”

Relief flashes across both their faces—they’ve been as uncertain of my commitment as I’ve been of theirs.

“Me too,” Danielle says quietly. “I think we’ve created something unique here. Something worth preserving.”

Ellie raises a handful of water, letting it flow between her fingers. “Then it’s settled. We figure it out as we go. Starting with who’s visiting whom first and when.”

Just like that, the theoretical becomes practical, the possible becomes planned. We discuss logistics while soaking—Ellie’s Japan trip, Danielle’s publishing deadlines, my Colorado commission schedule. We identify potential overlaps, commit to regular video calls when distance separates us, plan a weekend meetup in Denver once they’re both settled back in Colorado.

As the conversation shifts to specific dates and practical arrangements, something settles in my chest—not the resignation I’d been half-expecting with their departure, but anticipation. This isn’t an ending but a transition, not loss, but evolution.

The night deepens around us, temperature dropping further as stars wheel overhead. Eventually, practical considerations intrude—we need to return to the cabin before true darkness makes the trail treacherous, no matter how much we’d prefer to extend this moment.

Leaving the hot spring is a test of commitment to whatever we’ve agreed upon—the shock of cold air against wet skin a harsh reminder of discomforts to come. We dry off quickly, changing into the spare clothes we’ve brought, laughing at each other’s shivering urgency. The mountain doesn’t care about our revelations or promises; it demands respect regardless.

The hike back is necessarily more focused, flashlight beams cutting through darkness, conversation limited to navigational necessities. I lead, breaking trail through sections where new snow has drifted across our earlier footprints. Ellie follows, camera stowed safely in her backpack, occasionally calling out adjustments to my course. Danielle brings up the rear, her writer’s eye capturing details even in the darkness that the rest of us miss.

When the cabin appears through the trees, windows glowing with the security lights we left on, something catches in my throat—this structure I designed as a fortress against connection now represents its possibility. The isolation I sought has been transformed into selected solitude, a retreat that can be both private sanctuary and shared space depending on circumstance.

Inside, warmth envelops us immediately. We move with the practiced coordination of people who have learned each other’s patterns—Ellie stokes the fire while Danielle puts on water for tea, me checking the generator levels and satellite phone for messages. Domestic choreography developed over weeks of forced proximity, now performed with conscious appreciation for its impending pause.

Later, after showering and changing into dry clothes, we gather in the main room with our final pot of tea. The mood is reflective but not somber—we’ve made our decisions, committed to continue beyond this place and time. Now we allow ourselves the luxury of remembering how we arrived here.

“I still can’t believe you drove into a blizzard for a sunrise photograph,” I tell Ellie, shaking my head. “The level of professional obsession required for that kind of poor judgment is truly impressive.”

“Says the man who fled to a mountain cabin because of one panic attack,” she retorts without heat. “We all make questionable decisions when our work identities are threatened.”

“I prefer to think of it as responding decisively to changing conditions,” I counter.

Danielle laughs, the sound familiar and precious. “You’re both ridiculous. And I followed Ellie into that blizzard, so I have no grounds for superiority.”

“The best bad decision you ever made,” Ellie declares, raising her mug in toast.

“Second best,” Danielle corrects. “The first was deciding to stay that night at the hot spring when two perfectly rational choices—leaving or not kissing either of you—were available.”

We laugh together, the sound filling the cabin that has witnessed our transformation from reluctant cohabitants to whatever we are becoming. The fire crackles in counterpoint to our conversation, shadows dancing on log walls as we recount moments from our time together—the pipe burst that broke initial barriers, the generator rationing that forced cooperation, the first shared meal that wasn’t purely functional.

As night deepens, conversation gradually slows, replaced by the comfortable silence of people who no longer need constant verbal affirmation of connection. Danielle curls against my side on the couch, Ellie sprawls on the rug before the fire, all of us watching flames consume logs as darkness presses against the windows.

“We should sleep,” I say eventually, reluctant but practical. “Tomorrow will be busy with preparations for the road crew.”

Neither woman moves immediately, the suggestion hanging in the air like the final notes of a favorite song—acknowledged but resisted. Finally, Ellie rises from the floor, extending her hands to both of us.

“To bed, then,” she says quietly. “Last night in the mountain retreat.”

We ascend the stairs together, entering the bedroom that has become our shared space. Moonlight filters through windows, casting silver-blue light across the rumpled bed. Our coming together this final night has a different quality—less urgent exploration, more deliberate appreciation. We take our time, committing to memory the specific textures of each other: the small scar on Ellie’s shoulder from a teenage climbing accident, the curve where Danielle’s waist meets hip, the calluses on my palms from years of drafting and building.

Afterward, we lie tangled together, conversation drifting between practical plans for tomorrow and longer-term possibilities. Danielle falls asleep first, her breathing deepening as she nestles against my chest. Ellie and I continue talking softly over her sleeping form, refining details of our Denver meeting next month after her return from Japan.

“This will work,” she says, more statement than question. “It won’t be easy, but we’ll make it work.”

I study her face in the moonlight—all sharp angles and determined expression, even in repose. “Because you’ve decided it will?”

“Because it matters enough to all of us to put in the effort,” she corrects. “Not everything worth building comes with a pre-existing blueprint, Logan.”

She’s right, of course. My professional life revolves around detailed plans, carefully considered structural solutions, and anticipation of problems before they arise. But this connection between us three has developed organically, without schemas or guidelines. Perhaps that’s precisely why it feels so genuine—it wasn’t designed but discovered.

“Get some sleep,” I tell her, brushing copper hair from her forehead. “Tomorrow starts early.”

She smiles, eyes already closing. “Tomorrow starts the next phase. I prefer to think of it that way.”

Her breathing soon joins Danielle’s in steady rhythm, leaving me awake between them, mind still active despite physical exhaustion. Above us, moonlight casts mountain shadows across the ceiling, a reminder of the landscape that brought us together and will soon temporarily separate us.

I should feel anxiety about what comes next—the practical complications of maintaining this unconventional connection across distance and demanding careers. Instead, I feel something closer to anticipation. Not for their departure, which still carries shades of loss, but for the next convergence, already planned and promised.

When sleep finally comes, it brings dreams not of isolation but of intersection—architectural forms merging with natural landscapes, light captured in structures designed to reveal rather than contain. Even in unconsciousness, it seems, my mind is redesigning itself around the possibilities these women have introduced into my carefully ordered existence.

Morning arrives with brutal efficiency, sunlight streaming through windows I forgot to curtain. For a moment, I lie still, absorbing the warmth of bodies pressed against mine, the particular quality of breathing that occurs in deep sleep. Then reality asserts itself in the form of my watch alarm, softly chiming the hour—7 AM, four hours until the road crew is expected to reach our access point.

The day that follows unfolds with inevitable momentum—breakfast prepared and shared, belongings sorted and packed, vehicles inspected for travel readiness after weeks of disuse. We move through these tasks with focus and efficiency, practical concerns temporarily overriding emotional responses.

When the distant sound of heavy machinery reaches us around eleven, we pause our activities, exchanging glances that communicate more than words could. The snowplow’s approach marks the official end of our isolation, the reconnection with a world that operates by different rules than the ones we’ve established here.

I walk to the end of the driveway alone, meeting the county road crew with appropriate gratitude and casual conversation that reveals nothing of what their arrival signifies to us. Yes, we’ve been fine. Yes, supplies were adequate. No, no emergencies beyond a minor pipe issue. Standard disaster aftermath dialogue that conceals the transformation that occurred within these walls.

When I return to the cabin, Ellie and Danielle are standing on the porch, bags packed and waiting by their feet. Neither appears eager to leave despite the now-clear path to civilization.

“Road’s open all the way to the highway,” I inform them, stopping at the bottom of the steps. “Crew chief says conditions are good all the way to Denver. You could be back in the city by evening.”

They exchange glances, some silent communication passing between them.

“Or,” Danielle suggests, “we could stay one more night. Now that it’s a choice rather than a necessity.”

“Start our new arrangement, as we mean to go on,” Ellie adds. “By deciding to be here together, not because we’re trapped, but because we want to be.”

Relief and pleasure wash through me in equal measure. “I’d like that.”

Their bags remain by the door, but they don’t leave that day, or the next. When they do finally depart, three days later, it’s with firmly established plans for reconvening—dates on calendars, flight information exchanged, commitments made and confirmed.

I stand on the porch watching their SUV navigate the recently cleared driveway, morning sunlight glinting off windows and metal. There’s sadness, yes, but not the hollow emptiness I anticipated. The cabin doesn’t feel empty after they’ve gone—it feels expectant, paused rather than abandoned.

Inside, evidence of their presence remains despite packed bags and farewell embraces. Danielle’s notebook on the coffee table deliberately left with a note: “For next time.” Ellie’s photograph of the three of us by the fire, prominently displayed on the mantel. The subtle reorganization of my kitchen to accommodate multiple cooks, my drafting table now angled to allow for an observer without blocking light.

I move to the western windows—the ones that first drew me to this property—and gaze out at the mountain vista. The same peaks, the same valleys, the same pristine wilderness that has sheltered us through storm and revelation. But I see it differently now, this landscape I retreated to in search of isolation.

It’s no longer just an escape. It’s become a waypoint, a gathering place, a home in the fullest sense of the word. Not a fortress against connection but a foundation for it, designed not just by my architect’s hand but by the unexpected intersection of three creative souls in extraordinary circumstances.

“See you soon,” I murmur to the now-empty room, a promise rather than a farewell.

Outside, spring approaches in subtle shifts of light and temperature. Inside, I begin sketching plans for a studio addition—a space that might accommodate a photographer’s equipment, a writer’s desk, an architect’s continuing evolution. Not because I expect them to live here permanently, but because when they return—and they will return—I want them to find room made deliberately for their presence in my life.

The cabin, like its owner, is being remodeled from within—maintaining its structural integrity while opening to new possibilities. Strong, independent, but no longer isolated. A mountain retreat transformed by unexpected connection, designed for solitude but recalibrated for something far more complex and rewarding.

I return to my drafting table, compass in hand, and begin drawing the future—not just in lines and angles, but in the spaces deliberately left for others to fill.
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When an inheritance comes with unexpected benefits, four hearts discover that the strongest shelters are built by hand.

Marcus never expected much from his estranged Uncle Ray—certainly not a sprawling beach house on North Carolina's picturesque Outer Banks. A Seattle-based game developer accustomed to solitude, Marcus plans to sell the property and return to his orderly life. But faced with mounting costs, he reluctantly decides to take in housemates.

Enter Sophia, a high-powered attorney on forced sabbatical with secrets she's reluctant to share; Riley, a free-spirited marine biologist whose research specimens have an uncanny ability to escape; and Vanessa, a disciplined personal trainer launching her own brand with unwavering determination.

Three women. Three bedrooms. One unexpected complication: Marcus finds himself drawn to each of them for entirely different reasons.

When Hurricane Nina barrels toward their coastal refuge, the four strangers must trust each other with their lives. In the storm's aftermath, boundaries blur, feelings intensify, and Marcus faces an impossible choice—unless there's a way to choose them all.

A sweet contemporary romance about finding connection in life's unexpected detours, Coastal Arrangement explores what happens when conventional relationships no longer apply and the heart refuses to follow the rules of inheritance.
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