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Chapter 1 --- The Fire

The last thing I heard from the outside world was the wind, a roaring beast slamming itself against the lodge. Then, nothing.

Silence, thick and absolute, swallowed everything. The steady hum of the refrigerator died. The digital clock on the microwave went dark. The only light left was the angry, orange flicker of the fire Cole had built in the massive stone fireplace and the two guttering candles on the mantel. The storm had finally won.

I stood in the middle of the great room, clutching my phone, its screen a futile rectangle of light showing “No Service.” My heart hammered against my ribs. I was stranded. In a remote mountain ski lodge. With a man I’d met four hours ago.

“Generator’s out,” Cole’s voice cut through the quiet gloom. He wasn’t panicked. He sounded resigned. A man stating a fact. He moved past me, a large, shadowy shape in the firelight, his boots thudding softly on the hardwood. “Fuel line must have iced. Won’t be able to get to it until this lets up.”

“Until what lets up?” My voice came out higher than I intended. “The apocalypse?”

He paused by the fireplace, tossing another log onto the flames. Sparks danced upward. “The blizzard. It’ll blow itself out in a day or two.” He straightened, turning those grey eyes on me. In the firelight, they looked like chips of polished stone. “You’re safe here. The lodge is built for this.”

Safe. The word felt slippery. I was safe from the storm, yes. But safe from the slow, coiled tension that had been winding tighter in my gut since I’d first seen him hefting my suitcase from my rental car with infuriating ease? That was a different question.

“Right,” I said, trying to inject some of my usual wry detachment. “Safe. With no power, no phone, and a bottle of whisky as our only lifeline.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. It was the first one I’d seen, and it transformed his face from ruggedly severe to something that made my pulse skip. “Not the only one.” He nodded toward the hearth. “We’ve got fire. And the pantry’s stocked. And the whisky.” He walked to the sideboard where he’d left the bottle of single malt and two heavy crystal tumblers. “Might as well use it for its intended purpose.”

He poured two fingers into each glass, the liquid catching the firelight and glowing like amber. He handed one to me. Our fingers brushed. A simple, mundane contact, but it sent a jolt straight through me, warm and startling. I took a quick sip to cover it, the whisky burning a welcome path down my throat.

“So,” I said, moving to one of the oversized leather armchairs angled toward the fire. I curled my legs beneath me, seeking warmth. “Ex-military lodge caretaker. Is there a manual for this? Chapter on entertaining stranded travel writers?”

He took the other chair, his big frame settling into it with a quiet grace. He didn’t sprawl; he occupied the space, completely at ease. “No manual. Standard procedure is wait out the storm. Conserve resources. Maintain morale.”

“Morale,” I repeated, sipping more whisky. The warmth was spreading from my stomach outward. “And how’s morale looking, soldier?”

His gaze held mine over the rim of his glass. “It’s holding.”

The silence stretched, but it wasn’t empty. It was filled with the crackle of the fire, the distant moan of the wind, and the unspoken charge that had been there since I’d awkwardly introduced myself on the front steps, snow already whiting out the world behind me. He’d been chopping wood, shirt damp with sweat despite the cold, muscles in his back and arms corded with the effort. I’d literally stumbled over my words.

Now, we were here. Alone. The world reduced to this circle of firelight.

“Why a travel writer?” he asked after a while. His voice was low, a rumble that vibrated in the quiet room.

“Why a caretaker?” I countered.

He gave a slight shrug. “After the service, I needed quiet. Space. This place… it makes sense to me. Fix what’s broken. Keep things running. The mountain doesn’t talk back.”

“And people do?”

“Often,” he said, and that almost-smile returned. “And often, they shouldn’t.”

I laughed, a real one, surprising myself. “Fair. I write because I like seeing how other people live. I like the motion of it. The going. This…” I gestured around the dark, firelit room. “This is the opposite of motion.”

“Sometimes,” he said, his eyes reflecting the flames, “you have to be still to really see something.”

The way he said it, the way he looked at me, felt like he wasn’t talking about the lodge anymore. A flush crept up my neck. I took another drink, the whisky now smooth and warm on my tongue.

We talked. Or rather, I talked, and he listened with an intensity that made the air feel thinner. I told him about my assignment—a piece on off-grid winter retreats—and my spectacularly bad timing. He told me about maintaining the lodge, about the previous summer’s wildfires, about the silence of the mountain at dawn. His words were economical, precise. He was a man who used language like a tool, only as much as was needed.

The fire began to die down. The cold, a living presence just beyond our circle of light, started to edge in. I shivered, pulling my cardigan tighter.

“You’re cold,” he stated.

“A bit,” I admitted.

“I’ll build it up.” He rose, a powerful silhouette against the firelight. He stacked logs carefully, expertly, and soon the flames were leaping again, casting wild, dancing shadows on the vaulted ceiling. Heat washed over me in a wave.

He didn’t return to his chair. Instead, he sat on the thick bear rug in front of the hearth, his back against the stone. He glanced up at me. “Warmer here.”

My mouth went dry. This was a line. A threshold. Staying in my chair was safe. Sane. Crossing the room to sit on a rug with him in the middle of the night, in the dark, was not.

I crossed the room.

I lowered myself onto the rug, leaving a careful foot of space between us. The heat from the fire was intense, immediate, seeping into my bones. I could feel the solid warmth of him beside me, a gravitational pull.

“Thank you,” I said softly. “For this. For not… freaking out.”

“Nothing to freak out about,” he said, his voice quiet. He was looking into the fire, his profile stark and handsome. “Storm’s just weather. You’re just a person.”

“Just a person,” I echoed, a little ache in the words. I’d been “just a person” for a long time. Independent, self-sufficient, a collection of bylines and carefully curated experiences. But here, stripped of all that, I felt like more. Or maybe less. Something raw and real.

I felt his gaze shift to me. I turned my head, and our eyes locked. The air between us crackled, hotter than the fire. The space I’d left felt like a canyon, and then like nothing at all.

He reached out, slowly, giving me every chance to pull away. His fingers, rough and warm, brushed a strand of auburn hair from my cheek, tucking it behind my ear. The touch was so tender it stole my breath.

“Nora,” he said, just my name, but it sounded like a whole sentence.

That was all it took. The last of my guardedness, the wall I’d kept so carefully fortified, crumbled. I leaned into his touch, turning my face into his palm.

He let out a breath, a soft, ragged sound. Then his hand was cradling my jaw, his thumb stroking my cheekbone. “Tell me to stop,” he murmured, his voice a low thrum that vibrated through me.

I couldn’t. I didn’t want to. My body answered for me, hips shifting forward, seeking. I shook my head, the movement slight against his hand.

He closed the distance.

His kiss wasn’t tentative. It was sure, confident, a claiming. His lips were firm and warm, and he tasted of whisky and woodsmoke and pure, male heat. A sound escaped me, a whimper of pure need, and I kissed him back, my hands coming up to grip his shoulders. The hard muscle under his flannel shirt was a shock, a delicious contrast to the softness of his mouth.

The kiss deepened, turning hungry. His tongue swept into my mouth, and I met it with my own, the slide hot and slick and perfect. One of his arms wrapped around my back, pulling me flush against him, erasing the last of the space between us. I was sprawled across his lap, cradled against his chest, and I’d never felt so small, so utterly enveloped. And I loved it.

He broke the kiss, both of us breathing heavily. His forehead rested against mine, his eyes shut. “Fuck,” he whispered, more to himself than to me.

“Cole,” I breathed, my fingers digging into his shoulders.

His eyes opened, the grey dark with desire. “You feel that?” he asked, his voice rough. “This… this is happening. You and me. Here. Now.”

I nodded, beyond words. He was giving me a choice, even now. This gruff, quiet man was checking in. It undid me completely.

“Yes,” I managed. “It’s happening.”

He kissed me again, harder this time, one hand tangling in my hair, the other splayed on the small of my back, holding me to him. I could feel the hard ridge of his erection pressing against my thigh, even through our clothes. The evidence of his desire, so blatant, so physical, sent a fresh surge of wet heat between my legs.

I rocked against him, a slow, deliberate grind, and he groaned into my mouth, his hips bucking up to meet me. The friction was exquisite, maddening through the layers of denim and flannel.

“Need to touch you,” he growled against my lips. His hand slid from my back, down over the curve of my hip, and around to the button of my jeans. He paused, a question in his touch.

“Please,” I gasped. It was all the permission he needed.

He made quick work of the button and zipper, his fingers surprisingly deft. He pushed the material down over my hips, helping me shimmy out of them until I was left in just my sweater and my plain cotton panties. The firelight played over my bare legs, and the cool air of the room kissed my skin, a sharp contrast to the furnace-heat of his hands.

He looked his fill, his gaze a physical caress. “So fucking beautiful,” he murmured, his voice awed.

Then his hand was there, palming me through the damp cotton. I cried out, my head falling back. He rubbed the heel of his hand against my clit, the pressure perfect, and I arched into his touch, desperate for more.

“Cole… please…”

He hooked his fingers in the waistband of my panties and drew them down. I lifted my hips to help him, and then I was bare from the waist down, exposed to the firelight and his hungry gaze. He shifted us, laying me back gently onto the soft fur of the rug. He loomed over me, a magnificent, shadowed giant, his eyes devouring me.

He lowered his head and kissed the inside of my thigh, his stubble a delicious scratch against my sensitive skin. I trembled. He kissed higher, and higher, until his breath was hot against my core.

“I need to taste you,” he said, the words a dark promise.

And then his mouth was on me.

His tongue dragged a long, slow stripe through my slick folds and I jerked hard against the rug. Too much. Not enough. The wet heat of his mouth, the rasp of stubble scraping tender skin, the blunt pressure of his tongue flattening over my clit. He sealed his lips around it and sucked, then flicked the swollen bud with quick, precise strokes of his tongue tip. A raw sound tore out of me. My fingers twisted in his dark hair, holding him exactly where I needed him. Heat coiled low in my belly, winding tighter with every pull of his mouth.

He slid one finger into me, then two, curling them up and stroking that spot inside that made my thighs shake. I panted, hips rolling, a string of curses and broken pleas spilling out. The fire popped and hissed beside us. Woodsmoke and the sharp, musky scent of sex filled the air. His mouth worked me, relentless, his fingers thrusting in a steady rhythm that matched the pull of his lips.

“I’m… I’m going to—” The words fractured.

He doubled down, tongue lashing my clit in hard, fast circles, fingers pumping deep. The orgasm slammed into me without warning. My back bowed off the rug, a silent scream locked behind my teeth as pleasure tore through me in thick, rolling waves. My legs trembled. My cunt clenched around his fingers, pulsing hard.

He eased the pressure, licking me through it with slow, gentle strokes while I shook and gasped. When the last aftershock faded and I went limp, he lifted his head. His mouth shone wet in the firelight. He looked carved from the same stone as the mountains outside—shoulders broad, jaw tight, eyes dark with focus.

I barely had time to draw breath before he stood and stripped his shirt off in one motion. Firelight carved shadows across the hard lines of his chest, the cut of his abs, the dark trail of hair that disappeared below his belt. My mouth went dry. He yanked his belt open, shoved jeans and briefs down, and kicked them away.

His cock stood thick and flushed, the head already slick. He dropped to his knees between my spread thighs, the heavy weight of him settling over me. One hand braced beside my head. The other reached down, guiding the broad head of his cock to my entrance. He rubbed it through my swollen folds, coating himself in my wetness, then paused. His eyes locked on mine.

“Eyes on me,” he said, voice rough as gravel.

I opened my eyes. Storm-grey. Unblinking.

“This is mine,” he growled. “You’re mine tonight.”

He pushed inside.

The thick head stretched me open, slow and deliberate, forcing my body to take every inch. A deep, aching fullness followed, so intense my breath caught. I dug my nails into his biceps, feeling the muscle flex under my grip. He sank deeper, inch by inch, until his hips met mine and he was buried to the hilt. He held there, shaking with the effort of staying still, letting me adjust around the heavy throb of him.

“Okay?” he gritted out.

“More than okay.” My voice came out hoarse. “Move. Please, Cole. Move.”

He pulled back until only the head remained inside me, then drove forward again, setting a deep, punishing rhythm. Each thrust dragged over that spot inside that made white sparks burst behind my eyelids. The wet sound of his cock sliding in and out of me filled the room, mixed with the slap of skin and our ragged breathing. The fire crackled steadily.

He braced his weight on one forearm, the other hand gripping my hip hard enough to bruise, holding me in place while he fucked me. His pace sharpened, harder, faster. I wrapped my legs around his waist and pulled him deeper, meeting every thrust. The coil in my belly wound tight again, sharper this time, building fast.

“Come for me, Nora,” he growled, rhythm breaking. “Come on my cock.”

The words hit like a match. The second orgasm ripped through me, hotter and tighter than the first, a blinding rush that started deep in my core and flooded outward. My cunt clamped down around him, pulsing in hard, rhythmic squeezes. I cried out his name, the world narrowing to the feel of him driving through my clenching heat.

He slammed into me one final time with a raw shout, body locking tight as he came. I felt the hot, thick pulses of his release flooding deep inside me, each one sending another small tremor through my limbs. He stayed buried there, breathing hard against my neck, until the last shudder passed.

Then he lowered his weight onto me, chest to chest, the solid press of him anchoring me to the rug. Our hearts hammered against each other. The only sounds were the fire and our slowing breaths.

After a long moment he rolled to his side, taking me with him, tucking me against his sweat-slicked chest. He dragged the edge of the bear rug over us both. His hand moved in slow, steady strokes down my back.

We lay in the firelight, wrapped in fur and each other, while the storm raged outside. The world had narrowed to this: the smell of smoke and sex, the damp heat of his skin against mine, the steady thud of his heart under my ear.

He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Morale,” he said, voice a low, satisfied rumble, “is significantly improved.”

A weak laugh slipped out of me. I tipped my head back to look at him. In the flickering light the hard lines of his face had softened. He looked almost peaceful.

“Standard procedure?” I asked, tracing a fingertip over the muscle of his chest.

“Modified procedure,” he corrected. A real smile touched his mouth. He tightened his arm around me. “Get some sleep, Nora.”

I nestled closer, the warmth of him and the fire sinking into my bones. For the first time since the lights went out, I didn’t feel stranded. I felt found.

Sleep pulled at me, heavy and sated. Just before it took me, his lips brushed my temple again and I heard him whisper, so quiet I might have imagined it, “Mine.”


Chapter 2 — Whiteout

The smell of coffee and woodsmoke woke me.

For a long, disoriented moment, I didn’t know where I was. The light was a soft, pearly grey, filtering through a wall of windows. I was wrapped in something thick and soft, nestled on a firm surface. And I was warm. Deeply, completely warm.

Then I moved, and a hundred new sensations bloomed. A pleasant soreness between my legs. The tender memory of stubble on my inner thighs. The ghost of large hands on my hips. I blinked, the events of last night flooding back—the whisky, the fire, the bear rug, the way Cole had looked at me like I was the only thing worth seeing in a world gone white.

Cole.

He wasn’t beside me. I was alone on the rug, a thick wool blanket tucked carefully around me. The fire was banked but glowing, a steady heat source. I sat up, the blanket pooling around my waist, and saw him.

He stood at the large kitchen island, his back to me, pouring coffee into two mugs. He was already dressed in faded jeans and a dark grey thermal shirt that clung to the powerful lines of his back and shoulders. Morning light softened the edges of him, but there was no mistaking the solidity of his form. My stomach did a slow, warm flip.

He turned, catching me watching him. His grey eyes met mine, and for a heartbeat, there was a searching stillness. Then his mouth, that firm, expressive mouth, curved into a small, private smile.

“Morning,” he said, his voice a low, sleep-roughened rasp that went straight to my core.

“Morning.” My own voice was a croak. I cleared my throat, pulling the blanket higher.

He walked over, holding out a mug. “Black. That’s how you took it yesterday.”

“Thanks.” I took the mug, our fingers brushing. A simple touch, but it sent a shockwave through my system. He didn’t move away. He stood there, looking down at me, his gaze traveling over my sleep-mussed hair, my face, the blanket I held against my chest.

“Sleep okay?” he asked.

“Like the dead.” I took a sip. The coffee was strong and perfect. “You?”

He gave a slight shrug, his eyes never leaving mine. “Better than usual.”

The subtext hummed in the air between us. Because of you.

He finally moved, walking back to the kitchen. “Storm’s still going. Radio says it’ll be another twenty-four hours at least before the plows can even think about this road.”

I absorbed that. Another day. Another night. Trapped here. With him. The thought should have sparked panic, a claustrophobic itch to escape. Instead, a slow, secret thrill uncurled in my belly.

“Guess my assignment is officially on hold,” I said, aiming for wry and landing somewhere closer to unsteady.

“Guess so.” He leaned against the counter, watching me. “Hungry? I can make eggs. Bacon’s in the freezer.”

“I can help.”

“Stay. Drink your coffee.” It wasn’t a suggestion. It was a quiet directive, and the part of me that usually bristled at being told what to do just… melted. He was taking care of me. The realization was as unsettling as it was delicious.

I sat there, sipping my coffee, wrapped in a blanket and the lingering haze of the most intense sex of my life, and watched Cole Hargrove make breakfast. He moved with an economical grace, cracking eggs one-handed, slicing bread with a sharp knife, his movements sure and unhurried. The domesticity of it was surreal. Last night, those hands had been on my skin, in my hair, pinning me down. This morning, they were making me toast.

We ate at the island, side by side on stools. The silence wasn’t awkward. It was charged, but comfortably so, filled with the sounds of cutlery on plates and the relentless wind outside.

“So,” he said eventually, pushing his empty plate away. “Travel writer.”

“Yeah.” I wiped my mouth. “I was supposed to be doing a piece on off-the-grid mountain retreats. This was stop number one.”

A corner of his mouth twitched. “You got more ‘off-the-grid’ than you bargained for.”

“You could say that.” I studied his profile. “How long have you been the caretaker here?”

“Three years. After I mustered out.” He didn’t elaborate on what he’d mustered out from, but the military bearing was stamped into him. It was in his posture, his gaze, the controlled way he held himself. “Needed quiet. Space.”

“And you get that here.”

“Usually.” His gaze slid to me, full of meaning. “Not this week.”

My cheeks heated. I took our plates to the sink. “Can I at least do the dishes?”

He nodded, coming up behind me. He didn’t touch me, but I could feel his heat, his presence, a solid wall at my back. “Hot water’s tank-fed. Should be enough for a shower, if you want one.”

The thought of standing naked under a stream of hot water was suddenly the most tempting thing in the world. “God, yes.”

“Bathroom’s down the hall. I’ll find you some clothes.” He paused. “Yours are… probably not salvageable.”

I remembered the rough urgency with which he’d peeled my jeans and sweater from me last night. A fresh wave of heat pulsed low in my abdomen. “Okay.”

He fetched me a thick, white towel and a folded stack of clothing: a soft, navy blue henley that smelled like him—pine and soap and clean male—and a pair of grey sweatpants with a drawstring. I took them, our hands touching again, that same electric current jumping between us.

“Thank you,” I said, meaning it for more than the clothes.

He just held my gaze for a long moment, then gave a single, slow nod.

The shower was a revelation. The water pressure was astonishing for a mountain lodge, and the hot water poured over me, sluicing away the last remnants of sleep and the dried, intimate evidence of the night before. I washed carefully between my legs, the touch a reminder that made me shiver. I used his soap, his shampoo, letting his scent envelop me. When I stepped out, steaming and pink, I felt new.

His clothes drowned me. The henley fell to mid-thigh, the sleeves covering my hands. I rolled them up. The sweatpants I had to tie tightly, the excess fabric bunching around my ankles. I looked like a kid playing dress-up. But the material was soft and warm, and being wrapped in his things felt oddly, intensely possessive.

When I emerged, my hair in a damp towel turban, he was by the front windows, staring out at the blinding white.

“It’s a proper whiteout,” he said without turning. “Can’t see ten feet past the porch.”

I joined him, looking at the world erased. It was beautiful and terrifying. “You’re not worried? About supplies? The generator?”

“Generator’s good for another week on the fuel we have. Pantry’s stocked. Woodpile’s under cover. We’re fine.” He finally looked at me, and his eyes did a slow, appreciative sweep from my head to my bare feet. A dark, hungry look flashed in his grey eyes, there and gone. “You look better in my clothes than I do.”

The compliment, delivered in that gravelly, matter-of-fact tone, went straight to my head. “They’re a little big.”

“I like it.” He reached out, his fingers catching the oversized cuff of the henley sleeve and toying with it. “Makes you look like you’ve been thoroughly…” He searched for the word, his eyes locked on mine. “…acquired.”

The word, so blunt, so primal, stole my breath. My pulse hammered in my throat. “Acquired?”

He stepped closer, his body crowding me back against the cold window pane. The heat of him was a brand. “You know what I mean, Nora.” His voice dropped. “You were mine last night. On the rug. Under me. Coming on my cock.”

The explicit language, in the stark light of day, was a shock to my system. My pussy clenched, empty and suddenly aching. I could only stare at him, my lips parted.

He leaned in, his mouth hovering a breath from mine. “You have a problem with that?”

Did I? My independent, professional self should have been screaming. Instead, she was arching toward him, a silent plea. “No,” I whispered. “No problem.”

He closed the distance, his kiss not the explosive, desperate thing of last night, but a slow, deep, claiming exploration. He tasted of coffee and Cole. His hands came up to frame my face, his thumbs stroking my cheeks. When he pulled back, we were both breathing harder.

“Good,” he murmured, his forehead resting against mine. “Now, I’ve got to check the generator intake, clear some snow from the vents. You should… stay inside. Stay warm.”

He was putting distance between us, re-establishing control. Over himself, over the situation. I understood it, even as I ached for him to toss that control aside again.

“Okay,” I breathed.

He pressed one last, hard kiss to my lips, then turned and pulled on a massive parka and boots. He grabbed a snow shovel from a closet and vanished out the front door into the swirling maelstrom.

The day stretched, quiet and strangely intimate. I explored the main living area with a new perspective. The towering bookshelves held a mix of classic literature and survival manuals. The furniture was solid, built to last. I found a dog-eared copy of For Whom the Bell Tolls on the side table next to a worn leather armchair—his chair, I instinctively knew.

I busied myself tidying the great room, folding the blanket and bear rug, my face flushing as I shook out the thick fur and remembered exactly what had happened there. I washed our breakfast dishes. The domesticity felt like a continuation of something, a thread picked up from the morning.

When he came back in an hour later, he was a sculpture in frost, his dark hair and lashes dusted with ice, his cheeks ruddy from the cold. He stomped the snow off his boots, shrugged out of the parka, and hung it up with precise movements.

“All good?” I asked from the kitchen island, where I’d been pretending to read a book.

“All good.” He came toward me, shedding the cold like a cloak. He stopped in front of me, his eyes scanning my face. “You’ve been bored.”

“A little,” I admitted.

“Come here.” He didn’t wait, simply took my hand and led me to the large, sheepskin rug in front of the fireplace. He sat, his back against the base of a leather sofa, and pulled me down to sit between his legs, my back to his chest. “Better?”

It was. Immensely. I leaned into him, the solid wall of his chest, the firm bands of his arms coming around to hold me loosely. We sat like that, watching the fire crackle, listening to the wind.

His chin rested on top of my head. “Tell me something about you,” he said, his voice a vibration against my back. “Something a travel writer wouldn’t put in an article.”

I thought for a moment. “I’m scared of deep water,” I said. “Like, ocean-deep. I love to look at it, but the idea of being out there, with all that dark beneath me… it gives me nightmares.”

His arms tightened a fraction. “Noted. No deep-sea adventures.”

I smiled. “Your turn.”

He was quiet for so long I thought he wouldn’t answer. Then, he said, “I hate the sound of helicopters.”

Two words carried so much weight: mustered out. I didn’t press. Instead, I reached up and laid my hand over his where it rested on my stomach. He turned his palm and laced his fingers through mine.

The afternoon stretched slow and quiet. He taught me cribbage at the scarred kitchen table, pegs clicking into the board as he walked me through the rules. I told him stories about travel assignments gone wrong—missed flights, lost luggage, a client who’d locked himself out of his hotel room wearing nothing but a towel. We made soup for lunch, shoulders brushing in the narrow kitchen, steam curling up between us while we moved around each other with an ease that felt both brand new and bone-deep familiar. Words came easy, but the silences held weight too, thick with glances that lingered too long and the occasional brush of fingers that left heat behind.

As dusk began to stain the white world outside a deep blue, the charge in the air shifted again, thickening. We were standing by the sink, drying the few lunch dishes. He was behind me, reaching around to put a bowl on a high shelf. His body caged me in.

I went still. So did he. The only sound was the soft shush of the towel in my hands.

His breath stirred the hair at my temple. Slowly, he took the towel from my limp fingers and tossed it on the counter. His hands settled on my hips, turning me to face him. His expression was dark, intent.

“I’ve been thinking about it all day,” he said, his voice rough.

“About what?”

“This.” One hand came up, his fingers tracing the line of my jaw, down my neck, to the first button of the borrowed henley. “You, in my clothes. Knowing what’s underneath.” He popped the first button open. Then the second. “Knowing what you taste like.” His knuckles brushed the swell of my breast. “Knowing what you sound like when you come.”

My knees softened. I braced my hands against his chest. “Cole…”

“I need to see you,” he stated, his gaze burning into mine. “In the light. All of you.” He undid another button. “I need to be inside you again. Slow this time. So slow it drives us both crazy.”

Heat licked up my spine at every word. I nodded, a quick, desperate jerk of my head.

He didn’t need more permission than that. He took my hand and led me, not to the bear rug, but to his bedroom.

It was spartan. A large, low platform bed made of dark wood, covered in a navy duvet. A simple dresser. A single lamp on a nightstand. The walls were bare except for a window that looked out onto the pines. It was utterly, completely him.

He stopped at the foot of the bed and faced me. The fading twilight painted the room in shades of charcoal and silver, outlining his strong features.

“Take them off,” he said, his voice low. “The clothes. For me.”

My hands trembled as I reached for the hem of the henley. I pulled it up and over my head, dropping it to the floor. Cold air tightened my nipples into hard peaks, but his gaze was hotter than any fire. I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of the sweatpants and pushed them down, stepping out of them. I stood before him, completely naked, exposed in the dim light.

He let out a slow, controlled breath. “Jesus,” he whispered, the word reverent. His eyes traveled over me, a deliberate, worshipful inventory that left me feeling both stripped bare and strangely powerful. “You are so fucking beautiful, Nora.”

He closed the distance then, but didn’t touch me. He just stood there, letting his heat radiate over my skin. “My turn,” he murmured. He pulled his thermal shirt off in one fluid motion, revealing the sculpted planes of his chest and abdomen I’d explored in the dark. Then his jeans and boxer briefs followed, kicked aside.

His cock sprang free, already thick and hard, curving proudly against his lower belly. My mouth went dry.

“Touch me,” he commanded softly.

I reached out, my fingers wrapping around his length. He was hot and smooth as silk over steel in my hand. I stroked him once, twice, and he groaned, his head falling back.

“That’s enough,” he growled, catching my wrist. “Or this won’t be slow.”

He guided me backward until my calves hit the bed. “Lie down.”

I obeyed, sinking into the soft duvet. He followed me down, covering my body with his, bracing his weight on his forearms. He kissed me then, a deep, soul-searching kiss that poured everything from the long, charged day into it. When he finally broke away, we were both panting.

“I want to taste you again,” he said against my lips. “All day, I’ve been thinking about the way you taste.”

He shifted down the bed, his big hands spreading my thighs. He settled between them, and the first hot, flat stroke of his tongue up my slit made me cry out, my back arching off the bed.

“Cole!”

“So sweet,” he muttered against me, his breath a searing brand. “So fucking perfect.”

He feasted on me. There was no other word for it. Last night had been frantic, desperate. This was deliberate, an act of savoring. He licked and sucked and probed, his tongue circling my clit with maddening precision before diving deep into my pussy. He held my hips down when I bucked, his grip firm, unyielding. The room filled with the wet, obscene sounds of his mouth on me, my own ragged moans, the creak of the bed.

The coil of pleasure wound tighter and tighter, a bright, unbearable tension. I fisted my hands in his dark hair, not pushing him away, but holding on as the world dissolved into sensation.

“I’m… I’m going to…” I choked out.

He growled, the vibration against my clit sending me hurtling over the edge. My climax shattered through me, a silent scream tearing from my throat as my body convulsed under his relentless mouth. He rode it out with me, drinking every pulse and shudder until I was a boneless, trembling wreck, collapsing back onto the bed.

Before I could even come down, he was moving up my body, his weight a welcome pressure. His cock, slick with my arousal, nudged against my entrance.

“Open your eyes. Stay with me,” he ordered, his voice guttural.

I forced my eyes open, meeting his stormy grey gaze. They were blazing with need, with possession.

“This is mine,” he said, not moving, just holding himself there, poised at my threshold. “You understand? This sweet, tight pussy is mine.”

The raw ownership in his words, instead of offending me, ignited a fresh, even deeper fire. “Yes,” I breathed. “Yours.”

He pushed in.

It was an excruciatingly slow invasion. An inch, then a retreat. Another inch, deeper this time. He filled me with a relentless, gradual pressure that stole the air from my lungs. I could feel every ridge, every vein of him. My inner walls, still fluttering from my orgasm, stretched to accommodate him, a delicious, burning fullness.

“Fuck,” he gritted out, his forehead dropping to mine. “You’re so tight. Even now.”

He bottomed out, and we both lay still, joined completely, panting into the space between our mouths. The intimacy of it was staggering. I could see every fleck of silver in his eyes, feel the rapid beat of his heart against my breasts.

Then he began to move.

It was a slow, deep, rolling rhythm, a tide pushing in and pulling out. There was no frantic pace, just a devastating, focused drive. Each withdrawal was a sweet agony, each thrust a perfect homecoming. He kept his eyes locked on mine, the connection unbreakable. This wasn’t just fucking. This was something else. Something that reached past my skin and bones and gripped my soul.

The friction built, a low, steady burn that replaced the sharp frenzy of the night before. I wrapped my legs around his waist, my heels digging into the hard muscles of his ass, urging him deeper. He groaned, his control fraying.

“You feel that?” he rasped, his pace incrementally increasing. “You feel how deep I am?”

“Yes,” I whimpered, my nails scoring his back.

“You’re gonna come again. For me. On my cock.”

It wasn’t a question. It was a decree. And my body obeyed. The pressure gathered again, a slow-motion avalanche starting in my core and radiating outward. He felt it, saw it in my eyes. He drove into me harder, faster, his rhythm breaking into something more primal.

“That’s it, baby,” he urged, his breath hot on my face. “Let go. Give it to me.”

My second orgasm didn’t crash over me; it rose like a flood, warm and all-encompassing. A low, broken cry tore from my throat as I clenched around him, my vision whiting out. The pleasure was endless, a deep, throbbing wave that seemed to go on and on.

He followed me over, his own release wrenched from him with a harsh, guttural shout, hips driving hard against mine one last time before he stilled completely, buried impossibly deep, pulsing inside me, his whole body shuddering with the force of it. Then his arms gave out, and he came down slow, folding himself around me instead of onto me, his heart slamming against my back like it had somewhere further to go. We lay there, fused together, sweaty and spent, and for a long moment neither of us moved, like moving would break whatever this had just become.

The world slowly came back—the sigh of the wind, the groan of the house, the smell of us, sex and skin and him.

After a long while, he softened and slipped out of me. He rolled to his side, taking me with him, tucking me against his chest just as he had the night before. His hand stroked my back, his lips pressed to my damp hair.

No one spoke. The silence was whole, complete.

In the darkening room, wrapped in his arms, the storm raging impotently outside, I knew a terrifying, exhilarating truth.

The blizzard had stranded me here. But it was Cole Hargrove I was truly trapped by. And I didn’t want to be rescued.


Chapter 3 — The Only Sound

The storm broke in the night.

I woke to a silence so profound it felt like a new sense. No wind screamed through the eaves. No snow battered the windows. Cole was still asleep, his body a solid wall of heat behind me, one heavy arm slung possessively over my waist. In the grey pre-dawn light filtering through the frosted glass, I could see the room clearly for the first time. It was a mess of tangled blankets and the clothes we’d shed in the dark, strewn across the bedroom floor.

The memory of last night—the firelight on his skin, the raw, open sounds he made, the way he’d looked at me afterward—flooded through me with a vivid, physical shock. I’d thought the first time by the fire was intense. This had been something else entirely. A claiming. An unveiling.

Carefully, I eased out from under his arm. The floorboards were icy under my bare feet. I found my sweater and pulled it on, then crept to the window. The world outside was a pristine, silent cathedral of white.

Snowdrifts sculpted by the wind reached halfway up the first-floor windows. My rental SUV was a vague, white-capped lump. The pine trees wore thick, heavy sleeves of snow. The sky was a pale, cloudless lavender, promising a clear, bitter day.

We were still snowed in. Completely.

A strange, giddy relief bubbled up in my chest. I wasn’t ready for this to end. The thought was equal parts thrilling and terrifying.

“See a path out?”

His sleep-roughened voice came from behind me. I turned. Cole was propped up on an elbow, the blanket pooled around his waist. The grey morning light etched the planes of his chest and the dark trail of hair that disappeared beneath the covers. His eyes were watchful, soft.

“No,” I said, my voice still husky from sleep and other things. “It’s a total whiteout. But the snow’s stopped.”

He nodded, not getting up. “Plows won’t get up this road for days. Maybe a week.” He said it like a fact, not a complaint. “Generator’s got maybe two days of fuel left if we’re careful. The woodpile’s good.”

A week. Trapped here with him.My stomach turned over in a slow, liquid warmth. “So. We ration.”

“We ration,” he agreed. Then his gaze dropped, taking in my bare legs under the oversized sweater. “Come back to bed. It’s cold.”

It was an invitation, not a command. The difference was subtle, but I felt it. Last night had shifted something between us. The friction was still there, the electric charge, but it was layered now with a deeper, quieter understanding.

I went to him. The mattress dipped under my weight as I crawled back in.

He lifted the blankets, and I slid into the pocket of warmth he’d created. His skin was furnace-hot. He immediately wrapped himself around me, tucking my back against his front, his nose in my hair.

“Sleep okay?” he murmured.

“Like the dead.” I paused. “You?”

“Best sleep I’ve had in years.”

We lay like that for a long time, listening to the absolute quiet. My mind, usually a frantic bird trapped in a cage of deadlines and itineraries, was still. Present. I felt the steady rise and fall of his chest against my back, the scratch of his stubble against my temple.

“I should check the perimeter,” he said eventually, but made no move to do so. His hand, which had been splayed on my stomach, slid lower, his fingers tracing idle patterns on the inside of my thigh through my panties.

A shiver that had nothing to do with the cold raced through me. “The perimeter can wait.”

A low chuckle vibrated through his chest. “Yes, ma’am.”

His touch grew bolder, his fingertips slipping beneath the lace edge of my underwear. I was already wet for him, the evidence of last night and the fresh, aching need of this morning. He made a satisfied sound against my hair as his fingers found my clit, already swollen and sensitive.

“Jesus, Nora,” he breathed. “You’re already so ready.”

“You’re not?” I challenged, reaching back blindly. My hand found the hard, thick line of his cock straining against his boxer briefs. He hissed through his teeth, bucking into my touch.

He rolled me onto my back then, coming over me in a smooth, powerful motion. The morning light caught the silver in his grey eyes, the dark stubble shadowing his jaw. He looked wild and beautiful and entirely mine. He kissed me, slow and deep, his tongue exploring my mouth with a lazy ownership that set my blood on fire.

When he broke the kiss, he just looked down at me, his gaze tracing my face. “I want to taste you.”

The blunt, raw words sent a jolt straight to my core. He didn’t wait for an answer. He kissed his way down my body—my throat, the valley between my breasts, my stomach—pushing my sweater up as he went. He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and drew them down my legs, his eyes never leaving mine.

The cool air kissed my skin, followed immediately by the scorching heat of his breath. He settled between my thighs, his big hands spreading me open. He looked his fill, and the intensity of his focus was almost as potent as a touch.

“Perfect,” he muttered, more to himself than to me.

Then he lowered his mouth and licked a slow, firm stripe from my entrance to my clit.

I cried out, my back arching off the bed. The sensation was shocking in its intimacy, more vulnerable than anything we’d done last night. He didn’t just fuck me with his mouth; he savored me. He explored. He lapped at my folds, circled my clit with the blunt tip of his tongue, dipped inside me to taste. His stubble scratched the sensitive skin of my inner thighs, a delicious friction.

“Cole,” I gasped, my hands fisting in the sheets.

He hummed against me, the vibration shooting straight up my spine. He settled into a rhythm, relentless and expert, using the flat of his tongue, then the point, alternating pressure until my hips were rocking helplessly against his face. He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a spot that made me see stars. He worked me with his mouth and his hand in a devastating tandem, his eyes closed in concentration, like this was the only thing in the world that mattered.

The orgasm built not as a wave, but as a pressure cooker, tightening and tightening until I thought I’d break. My thighs trembled around his head. I was making sounds I didn’t recognize, high and desperate.

“I can’t—” I choked out.

He pulled his mouth away, his chin glistening. “You can.” His voice was a dark, rough command. “Come for me. Let me taste it.”

He sealed his mouth over my clit again and sucked, hard, while his fingers pressed deep inside me.

I shattered.

It was a silent, breathless explosion for a second before the sound broke free—a raw, sobbing scream of his name. Pleasure tore through me, violent and sweet, shaking me to the marrow. He didn’t let up, gentling his mouth but not stopping, drawing every last pulse and tremor from me until I was a boneless, trembling wreck, pushing weakly at his shoulders.

He finally lifted his head, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, a look of primal satisfaction on his face. He crawled back up my body, his boxers tented obscenely. He kissed me, and I could taste myself on his lips, salty and musky and uniquely mine. The intimacy of it was staggering.

“My turn,” I whispered against his mouth.

I pushed at his shoulders until he rolled onto his back. I straddled his hips, my sweater rucked up around my waist. I yanked his boxers down, freeing his cock. It stood thick and flushed against his stomach, a bead of moisture already glistening at the tip. I leaned down and took him into my mouth.

He groaned, a ragged, broken sound, his hands coming up to fist in my hair. “Fuck, Nora.”

I loved the power of it, the weight of him on my tongue, the way his whole body went rigid. I explored him as he had explored me, learning what made him gasp, what made his hips jerk. I used my hand at the base, my mouth on the head, swirling my tongue. I tasted the pre-come, salty and clean. His thighs were like steel under me, trembling with restraint.

“Enough,” he gritted out, pulling me up by my hair. His eyes were black with need. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

He flipped me onto my back again, his movements urgent but not rough. He shoved his boxers the rest of the way off and positioned himself between my legs, the blunt head of his cock pressing against my soaked entrance.

“Look at me,” he ordered.

I did. Our eyes locked as he pushed inside, a slow, inexorable invasion that stole the air from my lungs. I was so wet, so open from my orgasm, he slid in to the hilt in one smooth, deep stroke. We both groaned in unison.

He held himself there, buried deep, his forearms bracketing my head.

“Every time,” he said, his voice strained. “Every time I think I know how good this feels, you prove me wrong.”

Then he began to move.

It was different from last night. Last night had been fire and frenzy.

This was a deep, rolling tide. He set a pace that was punishingly slow, dragging almost all the way out before surging back in, filling me completely. Each stroke brushed that magical spot inside me, building a fresh, coiling tension. The room filled with the sound of our skin sliding together, our ragged breaths, the soft creak of the bed.

“Touch yourself,” he rasped, his eyes dropping to where we were joined.

I obeyed, my fingers finding my clit, already swollen and hyper-sensitive. The dual stimulation was overwhelming. My head fell back, a moan tearing from my throat.

“That’s it,” he encouraged, his pace quickening slightly. “Show me how you come. Let me see it.”

His words, filthy and tender all at once, pushed me higher. I circled my clit, matching the rhythm of his thrusts. The pressure built again, a bright, tight coil in my belly.

“Cole, I’m gonna—”

“Come with me,” he demanded, his control fraying. His thrusts became harder, faster, his hips slapping against mine. “I want to feel you clamp down on me when you let go.”

It was the command in his voice that did it. Everything inside me wound tight and let go at once. My orgasm ripped through me, a blinding, convulsing wave that made my vision dim at the edges. I cried out, my body arching violently off the bed, clamping around his cock in rhythmic pulses.

With a guttural shout, he followed me over the edge, hips stuttering hard against mine before he locked deep and went still, every muscle in his back rigid under my hands. I felt the hot, liquid pulse of his release inside me, the shudder that racked his powerful frame. He came down over me slowly, chest to chest, his weight settling like something solid I could finally lean into, his face buried in the crook of my neck.

We lay like that, gasping, slick with sweat, utterly spent. The only sound was our breathing gradually slowing, syncing up. Eventually he eased out of me, softened and spent, but he didn’t roll away. He just shifted his weight to one side, keeping me pinned beneath him, and kissed my shoulder.

“We should get up,” he murmured into my skin, not moving a muscle.

“We really should,” I agreed, my eyes already closing.

We didn’t.



When we finally dragged ourselves from bed, the sun hung high and bright, its glare bouncing off the snow in sharp white flashes that stabbed at my eyes. We moved around each other in the small kitchen with a new, easy familiarity, our bodies brushing in the narrow space like we’d done it a hundred times before. He stoked the fire, coaxing the embers back to life with a few dry logs. I made coffee on the gas camp stove, using the last of the fresh grounds, the rich, bitter scent filling the room as it bubbled. We ate oatmeal sweetened with the last spoonful of brown sugar, sitting cross-legged on the bearskin rug in front of the hearth, the fur soft and warm beneath us.

“We need to inventory,” he said, scraping his bowl clean with the edge of his spoon. “And I need to check the generator, see how much fuel we’ve really got.”

The real world, with its practical concerns, was seeping back in. It felt oddly domestic, this quiet morning routine after everything that had happened in the dark.

“I’ll help,” I said.

He looked at me, a slow smile spreading across his face. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

We spent the afternoon on a systematic tour of the lodge. The pantry was better stocked than I’d feared: cans of beans, tomatoes, tuna, sacks of rice and lentils, a few withered potatoes and onions that still smelled faintly of earth. The freezer in the generator-powered shed outside held venison, vacuum-sealed and rock-solid, the packages stacked like bricks. Cole estimated we had food for ten days, if we were careful.

The generator fuel was the real issue. He showed me the two large red cans. “One’s half-full. This one’s maybe a quarter. Running the fridge freezer and the pump for water for a few hours a day… we’ve got maybe three, four days. Then it’s melted snow and canned goods cold from the pantry.”

“No more hot showers?” I asked, trying to sound light, though the thought of cold water against my skin made me shiver.

He smirked. “We can get creative about staying warm.”

We hauled in more firewood from the covered porch, stacking it neatly by the hearth. The physical labor was good, grounding, the weight of the logs solid in my arms, the smell of pine sap sharp on my fingers. We worked in comfortable silence, our shoulders brushing, his hand on the small of my back to guide me past him. The air between us hummed with a constant, low-grade current. Every look, every accidental touch, was charged, electric.

As the afternoon light began to fade, casting long blue shadows across the snow, we found ourselves back in the great room. Cole lit the oil lamps as I built up the fire, the flames licking at the fresh wood with soft cracks and pops. The lodge was warm, golden, a cocoon against the vast white silence outside.

He opened a bottle of red wine he’d produced from a crate under the stairs—“Emergency supplies,” he’d said with a wink—and poured two glasses. We sat on the rug, our backs against the sofa, watching the flames dance.

“Tell me something,” I said after a while, sipping the wine. It was rich and spicy, warming my insides, the taste lingering on my tongue. “Something you haven’t told anyone else.”

His silence stretched on until I was sure he wouldn’t reply. He stared into the fire, his profile sharp and thoughtful, the light carving deep shadows along his jaw.

“I bought this place,” he said finally, his voice low. “The lodge. Three years ago. After I got out.”

“Out of the army?”

He nodded. “Did two tours. Saw… enough. Came back and everything felt too loud. Too close. Grocery stores nearly put me on the floor—too many people, too much noise, nowhere to put my back to a wall. My sister, she lives in Denver, she found this listing. A money pit in the middle of nowhere, roof half caved in, previous owner had walked away from it. Everyone told her it was a terrible investment. I flew out to see it anyway, and the first night I stood on that porch in the dark and didn’t flinch at a single sound, I knew. This was it. A place where the quiet could get inside you.” He glanced at me. “Or drive you crazy.”

“It’s not driving me crazy,” I said softly.

He looked at me then, his grey eyes reflecting the firelight. “What about you? The truth. Why were you really up here, in a blizzard, chasing some fluff piece about a ski lodge?”

I took a deep breath. The lie I’d prepared—the magazine assignment—felt flimsy now, insulting. “I was running,” I admitted. “My last assignment… it was a couples’ retreat in Bali. ‘Reignite the Spark.’ I had to interview all these happy, shiny people while my own life was…” I shrugged, swirling the wine in my glass. “My boyfriend—ex-boyfriend—and I had broken up six months before. A slow, sad fizzle. No spark left to reignite. And I looked around at all that forced happiness and I just… panicked. I took the first assignment that got me as far away from beaches and love as possible. A historical piece on a remote Colorado ski lodge. I thought the solitude would be… clarifying.”

“And is it?” he asked.

I met his gaze. “It’s something.”

He leaned over and kissed me, a soft, lingering press of his lips against mine. “It’s something,” he agreed.

Later, we cooked together. He seared venison steaks in a cast-iron skillet on the grate over the fire while I attempted to make gravy from a can of cream of mushroom soup and pan drippings. It was a clumsy, collaborative process, bumping into each other in the small kitchen nook, tasting from the same spoon, the rich meaty aroma rising between us. The meal we produced was simple, hearty, and tasted better than any five-star dinner I’d ever reviewed.

We ate at the small wooden table, the oil lamp between us casting a warm pool of light. We talked about inconsequential things—the books on the shelves (mostly dog-eared thrillers and wilderness survival manuals), the best way to sharpen a knife, the absurdity of reality TV. We didn’t talk about what happened when the roads cleared. We didn’t talk about tomorrow. We existed in the amber of right now.

After dinner, we washed the few dishes in a basin of water heated on the stove, our hands brushing in the soapy water, the warmth of it seeping into my skin. The domesticity of it was more intimate, in a way, than the sex. This was the illusion of a shared life, and my heart ached with a dangerous, hopeful sweetness.

We retreated to the rug by the fire with the last of the wine. He sat with his back against the sofa, and I settled between his legs, leaning back against his chest. His arms came around me, his chin resting on top of my head. We watched the flames in silence.

His hand drifted under my sweater, his palm warm and rough against my stomach. He didn’t move to undress me, just held me there, his thumb stroking my skin in slow circles.

“I could stay like this,” he murmured into my hair. “Just like this.”

I closed my eyes, letting the feeling wash over me—the heat of the fire on my face, the solid strength of him at my back, the utter quiet of the snow-bound world. For a writer, I was suddenly bereft of words. There were no sentences to capture this. No metaphors. It just was.

His other hand came up to my chin, tilting my face back so he could kiss me. It was a deep, slow, soul-searching kiss that tasted of wine and woodsmoke and him. When he pulled away, his eyes were dark, his breathing slightly uneven.

“I want you again,” he said simply.

He stood, pulling me up with him, then steered me, not toward the bedroom, but to the large, worn armchair by the fire. He dropped into it and pulled me down to straddle his lap. The position was profoundly intimate, face-to-face, our bodies aligned. He helped me shuck my leggings and panties, then unbuttoned his own jeans, freeing his already-hard cock.

I sank down onto him, a slow, deliberate descent that made us both gasp as his thick length stretched me open, filling me completely, achingly deep. I braced my hands on his shoulders, rolling my hips experimentally, feeling every inch of him inside me. His hands gripped my waist, guiding me, setting a languid, deep rhythm that dragged against my inner walls with each slow thrust.

We made love like that for a long time, with the fire crackling beside us, our movements slow and sinuous. There was no frantic race to the finish, just a prolonged, tender joining. He watched my face, drinking in every sigh, every flutter of my eyelids. I traced the lines of his face, the scar on his brow, committing him to memory in the flickering light.

When my climax finally came, it was a slow, sweet unspooling, a warm rush that left me trembling, my forehead resting against his. He followed moments later, his release a quiet, intense pulse inside me, his arms tightening around me like a vow.

We stayed like that, fused together, until the fire burned down to embers and the cold began to creep back into the edges of the room. He carried me to bed, wrapped me in the blankets and himself, and held me as I drifted toward sleep.

In the hazy space just before unconsciousness, I felt his lips against my ear.

“Stay,” he whispered, a raw plea in the dark.

And I knew he wasn’t just talking about tonight.


Chapter 4 — The Quiet Hours

The word hung in the air between us, a fragile, shimmering thing.

Stay. It wasn’t a request for the next hour, or until the plows came.

It was a key offered for a lock I hadn’t yet admitted was on my door.

I didn’t answer him that night. Sleep claimed me, a deep, untroubled well, with his breath warm against my neck and his heart a steady drum against my back.

I woke to another still, silent morning.

The wind that had battered the lodge for two days straight was still gone, the world outside locked in the same deep, cottony hush that had settled when the storm finally blew itself out. Sunlight, brilliant and almost shocking, streamed through the tall windows of the great room, glancing off a sea of unbroken white that stretched to the tree line.

Another clear day, the sky scoured to a hard, bright blue. The power was still out, but the gas fireplace hissed steadily, and the weak winter sun provided enough light to see by.

Cole was already up. I found him in the kitchen, shirtless, stirring something in a pot on the gas camping stove. The muscles of his back and shoulders shifted under his skin as he worked, a landscape of capable strength. He’d opened a window a crack, and the crisp, clean scent of snow and pine flooded the room, mixing with the smell of coffee and oatmeal.

“Morning,” I said, my voice rough with sleep.

He turned, and the sight of him—sleep-tousled hair, that morning stubble darkening his jaw, grey eyes soft—hit me square in the chest.

This was domestic. This was real. More real, somehow, than the firelit passion of the night before.

“Morning,” he said, his voice a low rasp. He didn’t smile, but his eyes did that thing, that warm crinkling at the corners that was better than a smile. “Coffee’s almost ready. Roads are still buried. Radio says at least two more days before the county can get a plow up this far.”

Two more days. A bubble of something perilously close to joy expanded in my ribcage. I fought it down, the old guardrails slamming into place.

It’s circumstance. Forced proximity. A fling.

“Guess my editor’s going to love that,” I said, pulling one of his flannel shirts from the back of a chair and wrapping it around myself.

It smelled like him—woodsmoke and soap and something uniquely Cole.

He poured coffee into a heavy mug and handed it to me. Our fingers brushed. “You hungry?”

I nodded, and he served us both bowls of steel-cut oats with dried berries and a drizzle of honey. We ate at the kitchen island, the silence between us easy, companionable. It was different from the charged quiet of the previous days. This was the quiet of shared space, of two people who had seen each other naked in more ways than one.

“What’s the plan for today?” I asked, chasing the last bit of honey with my spoon.

Cole looked out at the blinding white. “Check the generator fuel. Shovel a path to the woodshed. Maybe see if we can’t find a board game that doesn’t have half its pieces missing.” He glanced back at me. “You?”

“I should try to write,” I said, the lie tasting bland. My laptop was dead, my notes scattered. I had no desire to craft pithy prose about boutique alpine experiences. Not when the raw, authentic one was sitting across from me, a tiny fleck of oatmeal stuck in his stubble. I reached over without thinking and brushed it away.

He caught my wrist, held it for a moment, his thumb stroking my pulse point. The air thickened, the domestic bubble shimmering with a sudden, potent heat. Last night was a fresh memory in both our bodies.

He released me, his voice dropping. “Writing can wait.”

After breakfast, we dressed for the cold. He lent me a pair of his insulated overalls that I had to roll at the ankles and wrists, and a parka that swallowed me whole. Stepping outside was like stepping into a new, silent planet. The snow came up to my thighs. Every sound—our breathing, the crunch of our boots—was muffled and immense.

He worked with a brutal, efficient grace, clearing a narrow trench to the outbuilding that housed the generator and the wood supply. I tried to help, but my shoveling was pathetic in comparison. After ten minutes, I was panting, my cheeks burning with cold and effort.

“Here,” he said, taking the shovel from me. “Just watch. Keep me company.”

So I did. I leaned against the lodge’s rough-hewn wall and watched the powerful play of his back and arms as he worked, the cloud of his breath in the air, the way he’d occasionally stop and look up at the achingly blue sky. There was a deep satisfaction in his labor, a man in his element. It was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

When the path was clear, he stacked an armful of split logs against his chest. “Coming in?”

“In a minute,” I said. I wanted a moment alone in the pristine quiet.

He nodded and trudged back inside.

I wandered a few feet off the path, the snow sucking at my boots. The world was so still I could hear the faint whump of snow sliding from a branch somewhere deep in the woods. This was the kind of scene I was supposed to be cataloging: the diamond-dust glitter of sun on snow, the stark beauty of isolation. But my writer’s brain was quiet. For once, I wasn’t observing. I was just being.

A sound broke the silence—a low, rhythmic thwack. I followed it around the side of the lodge to a small, cleared area. Cole had swapped the shovel for a splitting maul. He’d taken off his parka, wearing only a thermal long-sleeve that was darkened with sweat across his back and under his arms. He set a log on the stump, raised the maul overhead in one fluid motion, and brought it down. The wood split with a crisp, satisfying crack, the two halves falling cleanly away.

He was a symphony of controlled power. Each swing was precise, economical, born of practice and strength. I watched, mesmerized, as the cord of wood beside him grew. My blood, which had cooled in the sharp air, began to heat again, pooling low in my belly. This wasn’t the romantic firelight of last night. This was daylight, sweat, and raw masculinity. It was just as potent.

He sensed me. He didn’t startle, just finished his swing and planted the maul head in the stump before turning, chest rising and falling with deep breaths. “See something you like?” he asked, a ghost of a smirk on his lips.

“I’m appreciating the local craftsmanship,” I said, my voice coming out steadier than I felt.

He walked toward me, kicking through the snow. Up close, I could see the sweat beading on his temple, smell the clean, sharp scent of his exertion. He stopped a foot away. “Yeah? What’s the review so far?”

“Hands-on. Intensive. Very… thorough.”

He reached out and wiped a melting snowflake from my cheek with his thumb. His hands were bare, reddened from the cold, calloused. The touch sent a jolt straight through me. “Thorough,” he repeated, the word a low rumble. “I like that.”

He leaned in, and for a heart-stopping moment, I thought he’d kiss me there in the blinding sun. But he just brushed his lips against my frost-chilled forehead. “Go inside. You’re shivering. I’ll be in when this is done.”

The dismissal was gentle, but it was a dismissal. He was working; I was in the way. The shift, from watching object of desire to practical nuisance, was a splash of cold water. My guardrails rattled back up.

See? This isn’t a fantasy. It’s real life. He has work.

I went inside, shed the bulky outer layers, and tried to busy myself. I straightened the blankets on the bed by the fire. I wiped down the counters. I found a deck of cards and laid out a solitary game I didn’t know how to play. My mind kept circling back to the word. Stay.

He came in twenty minutes later, bringing a gust of cold air and the smell of split pine. He stacked the wood neatly by the fireplace, then stood before the fire, stripping off his damp thermal shirt.

My breath caught. In the full daylight, I could see every detail the firelight had hinted at. The broad sweep of his shoulders, the defined planes of his chest and abdomen, the trail of dark hair that disappeared into the waistband of his snow-dampened jeans. A few old, silvery scars—a long one along his ribs, a smaller one on his bicep—mapped a history he hadn’t shared.

He caught me staring and held my gaze as he unbuttoned his jeans, shoved them and his long underwear down, and stepped out of them. He stood naked before the fire, utterly unselfconscious, letting the heat bake the chill from his skin.

My mouth went dry. This was an invitation. A statement.

“Cole,” I breathed.

“Come here, Nora.”

It wasn’t a command, but it wasn’t a question either. It was a simple, undeniable truth. I was going to go to him.

I stood, letting the flannel shirt I’d been wearing fall open. I wasn’t wearing anything underneath. I saw his eyes darken, his cock, already half-hard, stirring and thickening against his thigh.

I walked to him. The fire-warmed air kissed my skin. He didn’t move, just let me come to him, let me look my fill. When I was within reach, his hands came up to cradle my face. His palms were rough, warm.

“Last night,” he said, his voice gravel-rough. “That was about need.

About breaking the ice.”

“And this?” I asked, my lips brushing against his.

“This is about seeing you. All of you. In the light.”

He kissed me then, a deep, consuming kiss that tasted of coffee and cold air and him. His hands slid down my neck, over my shoulders, pushing the flannel shirt off my arms until it pooled on the floor. He broke the kiss only to look at me, his grey eyes traveling slowly, worshipfully, over my curves, my flushed skin, the auburn hair curling between my legs.

“Jesus, you’re beautiful,” he murmured, his thumbs stroking my hips.

He guided me down onto the thick fur rug before the fireplace. The heat from the flames washed over my side. He followed me down, covering my body with his, but not pressing his full weight on me. He supported himself on his elbows, framing my face.

And then he began to learn me.

His mouth was everywhere. Not just on my lips, but tracing the shell of my ear, nuzzling the sensitive spot beneath my jaw, dragging a hot, open-mouthed trail down my throat to the valley between my breasts. He took one nipple into his mouth, suckling gently, then with more pressure, until I was arching off the rug with a gasp. His hand cupped my other breast, his thumb flicking over the taut peak in a counterpoint rhythm.

This was different from the hungry, desperate coupling of the night before. This was luxurious. Deliberate. He mapped my reactions like a cartographer, finding the places that made me gasp (the inside of my wrist), the ones that made me moan (the soft skin of my inner thigh), the ones that made me writhe (his tongue, hot and flat, laving my clit through my dampening curls).

He kissed his way down my stomach, his stubble a delicious abrasion against my skin. He hooked his hands under my knees, pushing my legs apart, opening me to the firelight and his gaze. I felt exposed, utterly vulnerable, and more turned on than I’d ever been.

“Cole,” I whimpered, a plea.

“I’ve got you,” he said, his voice a vibration against my thigh. Then his mouth was on me.

He ate me like a man who knew exactly what he wanted and had no intention of waiting. His tongue drove between my folds and found my clit in one sure stroke, circling hard, the pressure steady and unyielding. One hand slid beneath my ass and lifted me higher to his mouth; the other gripped my inner thigh, fingers digging in hard enough to mark. I cried out, hips jerking, fingers twisting tight in his hair. The rug burned against my back. Firelight flickered across the ceiling. The wet, filthy sounds of his mouth on me filled the room.

The orgasm hit without warning. My back bowed off the rug, a raw scream ripping from my throat as my cunt clenched and pulsed. He stayed with me, tongue easing but never stopping, licking through every shudder until my thighs fell open and I lay shaking beneath him.

He rose over me before the tremors had even faded. His cock, thick and rigid, the head slick, nudged against my soaked entrance. He paused there, eyes locked on mine, storm-grey and burning.

“Look at me,” he said.

I did. The hunger in his face made my breath catch.

He pushed inside.

The stretch was slow, deliberate, every inch of him forcing my cunt open around his cock. I locked my legs around his waist and pulled him deeper. He moved in a deep, rolling rhythm, hips grinding against mine, less frantic than before, more claiming. Our eyes stayed locked. He brushed the hair from my forehead, kissed my eyelids, the bridge of my nose, then my mouth.

“You feel that?” he ground out, pace quickening. “How fucking good we fit?”

I could only nod, breath coming in sharp gasps. The pressure built again, low and thick, different from the sharp edge his mouth had given me. This one spread through my belly, my chest, fed by the way he watched me as his cock dragged against every sensitive inch inside me.

“Come for me again, Nora,” he whispered, voice rough. “Let me feel you.”

The words pushed me over. My second climax rolled through me in long, squeezing waves, my cunt gripping him tight, milking him. He groaned deep in his chest, head thrown back, and drove into me harder, thrusts turning erratic as he came, flooding me with heat.

He dropped onto me, full weight pinning me to the rug, face buried in my neck. Our skin slid, slick with sweat. The fire crackled. Our breathing slowly evened.

A long time later he shifted, gathering me against him as he turned onto his side, keeping us joined. He dragged a blanket over us. We lay facing each other, legs tangled, his cock still inside me.

He traced the line of my eyebrow with one finger. “I meant it, you know,” he said quietly. “Last night. Stay.”

The feeling in my chest swelled again, too big, too dangerous. “Cole… I live in New York. My life is there. This is…” I gestured toward the snow-covered windows. “This is a beautiful interruption.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” he said, gaze steady. “I’m not asking you to move into a ski lodge. I’m asking you to not run when the snow melts.”

“I’m not running,” I said, the words thin.

“Aren’t you?” He shifted, finally slipping free, and the sudden emptiness made me ache. He propped his head on his hand. “You’re already writing the exit interview in your head. ‘Had a lovely time with the rugged mountain man, now back to my regularly scheduled programming.’”

Heat flared behind my ribs. “You don’t know anything about my life. Or what I want.”

“I know you tremble when I bite that spot on your shoulder,” he said, voice dropping lower. “I know you go quiet right before you come, like you’re holding the whole world out. I know you pretend to be tougher than you are.” He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “And I know you want this. You want me. As much as I want you. That’s not nothing, Nora.”

Tears stung. I hated how easily he saw through me.

“It’s only been a few days,” I whispered.

“Time’s got nothing to do with it.” He leaned in and kissed me, slow and deep, tasting of salt and something I didn’t want to name. “Just think about it. That’s all I’m asking.”

He pulled back, and for a moment something moved behind his eyes—not the calm, controlled thing he wore like armor, but something rawer, closer to fear. He looked, just then, like a man who had built himself a small, quiet, defensible life precisely so he’d never again have to want something he could lose. Then it was gone, tucked back behind the grey, and he was just Cole again, steady and sure. But I’d seen it. Asking me to stay cost him something too. He was only better at hiding the price than I was.

We spent the rest of the day in careful peace. The conversation had shifted something, cracked open a door neither of us was ready to walk through yet. We heated canned soup, made sandwiches, found a battered old property-trading board game in a tin box—dog-eared paper money, little plastic hotels, a lid held on with a rubber band—and played by candlelight. He bankrupted me twice over, snapping up every square on his side of the board, and laughed when I threw the dice at him.

Underneath the easy quiet, the question remained. Stay.

That night, in the bed by the fire, he took me again. This time it was slower, heavier, almost silent. He turned me onto my side and moved in behind me, chest pressed to my back, one strong arm banded across my ribs, the other hand gripping my hip. His cock slid into me from behind in one long, steady thrust. He stayed deep, rocking into me, holding me tight enough that every beat of his heart thumped against my spine.

“So perfect,” he breathed against my shoulder. “Mine.” His teeth grazed the skin there. “Don’t go.”

I came with his name breaking on a sob, cunt pulsing around him. He followed, groaning low, his release pumping hot and deep inside me, his arms locking tighter as if he could keep me there by force alone.

After, we lay slick and spent. He spoke into the dark.

“Tell me something real,” he said. “Not the travel writer version. Something true.”

I stayed quiet so long the fire popped and settled. I searched for a piece of myself I could hand over without losing everything.

“I’m scared of heights,” I finally said. “Ironic, for someone who writes about mountain resorts. I stand on those viewing platforms and my palms sweat. I hate it.”

He chuckled, the sound warm against my back. “That’s a good one.”

“Your turn.”

He was quiet for a moment. “The scar on my ribs,” he said, voice losing its softness. “I got it in Kandahar. Not from combat. A car accident, on leave. Stupid, ordinary thing. It almost killed me. And all I could think, lying in that hospital bed, was how fucking pointless it would have been to die that way. After everything.” He paused. “That’s why I came here. To do something that felt… pointful. Even if it’s just keeping a fire lit.”

The words settled between us, heavier than anything we’d done with our bodies. My throat tightened.

I turned in his arms until we faced each other. In the dying firelight his face was all sharp planes and shadow. I kissed him, slow, lingering, tasting the truth he’d given me.

“Thank you,” I whispered against his mouth.

He didn’t ask what for. He just held me closer.

I fell asleep with the scent of him in my lungs and the knowledge that the storm outside had passed, but the one he’d started inside me was only beginning. The roads would be cleared in a day or two. And I had no idea what I would do when they were.


Chapter 5 — Cold Feet

The morning dawned brittle and bright, a world washed clean and silent. I woke to find the other side of the bed empty, the sheets cool where Cole’s body should have been. The fire was crackling, freshly fed, logs shifting and popping in the grate. The absence felt louder than the quiet.

I padded to the window, my bare feet cold on the wooden floor. The world was a sheet of blinding white, sculpted into soft dunes and sharp crests by the vanished wind. The sun glared off the snow, sharp enough to make my eyes water. The storm was over. The plows would come today, or tomorrow at the latest. The thought settled like a cold stone in my stomach.

I found him in the kitchen, his back to me, shoulders taut as he poured coffee into two mugs. The scent of it, rich and bitter, filled the room. He’d pulled on a fresh grey Henley and jeans, but his hair was damp from a shower, dark tendrils curling against his neck.

“Morning,” I said, my voice still sleep-rough.

He turned, and the smile he gave me didn’t reach his eyes. It was polite, distant. The man who had whispered his secrets into my hair in the dark was gone, replaced by the careful, capable caretaker. “Morning. Coffee’s ready.”

“Thanks.” I took the proffered mug, our fingers brushing. No spark. He’d withdrawn it.

“I was just out checking the generator,” he said, leaning against the counter, his gaze fixed on the snowscape outside the window. “The county plows usually hit the main access road by midday after a storm like this. Once they clear that, the private contractor for the lodge can get up the driveway. Could be today. Could be tomorrow.”

He stated it like a weather report. Clinical. Final.

I wrapped my hands around the warm ceramic. “So that’s it, then?”

He finally looked at me, his grey eyes guarded. “That’s the situation.”

The chasm between ‘situation’ and ‘us’ felt vast and icy. Last night’s intimacy—the shared fears, the whispered thanks, the way he’d held me as if I were something precious—felt like a dream I’d invented.

“Right.” I took a sip of coffee. It scalded my tongue. “Well. I should probably start packing my things. And I need to check my email, see if my editor has been trying to reach me.”

He nodded, his jaw tight. “Satellite link is still spotty, but you can try my laptop in the office.”

The office. A room I hadn’t entered. A part of his life I wasn’t part of. The division was clear, and it was of my own making. I’d taken everything he’d offered—his body, his warmth, his stories—and given him nothing but my fear in return. I hadn’t told him what last night’s confession truly meant: that I was terrified of this, of him, of the freefall feeling in my chest that had nothing to do with mountain heights.

“Okay,” I said, and the word was terribly small.

I ate breakfast in silence, watching him move through the great room with efficient, purposeful motions. He brought in more firewood, the logs thudding against the iron rack. He checked the weather on a handheld radio, static crackling between reports. He existed in the same space as me, but we were orbiting different suns.

Finally, I retreated to the small, pine-paneled office off the main living area. His laptop was old but functional. The satellite connection flickered in and out, but it was enough. My inbox loaded with a punishing slew of emails. The subject lines were a blur of demands: “Status on lodge piece?” “Follow-up on Aspen feature?” “Deadline for spring travel guide APPROACHING.”

And then, one that made my breath catch: “Offer: Freelance Series on Patagonian Eco-Lodges. 6 weeks. Travel ASAP.”

It was from a glossy magazine I’d been courting for years. The assignment was a career breakthrough. It was also on the other side of the world. And it would start in ten days.

My heart slammed against my ribs. This was everything I worked for. The reason I traveled alone, stayed unanchored, kept my heart in a locked box. This validation. This proof that I didn’t need a home; the world was my home.

I clicked open the email, my fingers cold on the trackpad. The details swam before my eyes: a generous fee, all expenses paid, a dedicated photographer. My ticket out.

Out of this lodge. Out of this snow-globe world. Away from Cole.

I heard his footsteps in the hall and quickly minimized the window, a flush of guilt heating my neck. He appeared in the doorway, filling it with his presence.

“Any luck?” he asked.

“Spotty,” I said, too brightly. “But I got some things. My editor is… eager.”

He leaned against the doorjamb, crossing his arms. His expression was unreadable. “I’ll bet. The world’s waiting for Nora Bennett to come back to it.”

There was no malice in his tone, just a flat statement of fact. It cut deeper than anger would have.

“Cole…” I began, but I didn’t know how to finish. I’m sorry. I’m scared. There’s an offer for Patagonia.

“Don’t,” he said softly, pushing off the frame. He walked into the room, and for a wild moment I thought he would kiss me, that this was the moment the wall would break. But he stopped a few feet away, his hands shoved in his pockets. “You don’t have to say anything. This was what it was. A snowstorm. A forced proximity. It was…” He searched for the word, and his failure to find a pretty one felt like the only honest thing he’d said all morning. “It was good. Now the storm’s over.”

The dismissal was so clean, so final, it ignited a spark of anger in my chest. It was easier than the grief.

“Is that all it was to you?” The words came out sharper than I intended.

His eyes flickered, a hint of the storm I knew was in him. “What do you want me to say, Nora? You’ve been counting the minutes until you can leave since you got here. You think I didn’t see it? That first night by the fire, you were already planning your escape article in your head.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?” He took a step closer, and the air in the small room crackled. “You asked for my truth last night. Here’s another one. I’m not a pit stop. I’m not a ‘rugged stranger’ vignette for your fucking travel blog. This place… it’s my life. It’s quiet, and it’s simple, and it’s pointful. And you… you’re a whirlwind. You blow in, you turn everything upside down with your smiles and your sharp mind and the way you feel in my arms, and then you blow out. Leaving nothing but quiet behind. A quieter quiet than before.”

He was breathing heavily, his confession hanging between us. He’d laid himself bare, again, and this time it was an accusation.

I stood up, the chair scraping loudly. “You think I’m just playing? You think this,” I gestured between us, “was just something to pass the time?”

“I don’t know what to think,” he said, his voice dropping to a graveled whisper. “Because you won’t tell me. You take everything I give you, and you give me nothing back but clever words and guarded kisses.”

The truth of it was a physical blow. I was a vault. And he was trying to crack me open with a sledgehammer of his own honesty, and all I could do was shield the lock.

Tears pricked my eyes, hot and shaming. “You want a truth? Fine. I got an email. A major assignment. Patagonia. Six weeks. It leaves in ten days.”

The silence that followed was absolute. I watched the information settle into him, watched his shoulders stiffen, his face go carefully, terribly blank.

“Congratulations,” he said, the word utterly devoid of warmth. “That’s what you wanted, right?”

“It’s a huge opportunity,” I said defensively.

“I’m sure it is.” He turned and walked out of the office.

I stood there, trembling, the victory of the job offer ashes in my mouth. I heard the front door open and close, a soft but definitive sound.

He was outside. I was inside. The divide was now physical, and I had built it.

I gave him an hour. I paced the great room, my mind a riot of conflicting impulses. Run after him. Start packing. Cry. I did none of those things. I just stared at the fire, feeling the warmth of the life I’d been living for the past few days bleed away, replaced by the familiar, chilly solitude of my real one.

When the door opened again, letting in a gust of cold air and Cole, I was still standing there.

He stomped the snow off his boots, his cheeks ruddy from the cold. He didn’t look at me as he hung his coat.

“Cole,” I said, my voice barely a whisper.

He stilled, his back to me.

“I’m scared,” I said. The three words cost me more than any article ever had.

He turned slowly. “Of what?”

“Of this.” I waved a hand, encompassing the room, him, me. “Of what happens when the snow melts. You’re right. I’m a whirlwind. I don’t know how to be still. I don’t know how to want something that doesn’t have a departure date stamped on it.” The admission poured out, raw and unpolished. “And wanting you… it feels like standing on the edge of that viewing platform. My palms are sweating. And I hate it. And I can’t look away.”

He was across the room in three long strides. He didn’t kiss me. He gripped my arms, his hands firm, his gaze burning into mine. “So look,” he commanded, his voice low and fierce. “Look at it. Look at me. What do you see?”

I saw the stark honesty in his grey eyes. The patience that had worn thin but not out. The strength that could hold me down and the tenderness that could hold me together. I saw the man who kept the fire lit.

“I see you,” I breathed. “And it terrifies me.”

“Good,” he growled, and then his mouth was on mine.

This wasn’t like the other kisses—the exploratory, the tender, the passionate. This was a claiming. It was hard and desperate, a clash of teeth and tongue, a release of all the frustration and fear that had built the wall between us. I kissed him back with equal ferocity, my hands fisting in his Henley, pulling him closer until not a sliver of daylight could fit between us.

He broke the kiss, his breath ragged against my lips. “You’re not leaving this room until you decide,” he said, his voice a dark promise. “Until you tell me what you want. Not what your editor wants. Not what your career needs. What you want. Right now.”

His hands went to the hem of my sweater—his sweater, the soft, worn one I’d stolen from his dresser days ago and never returned. In one swift move, he pulled it over my head and tossed it aside. The cold air of the room pebbled my skin, but the heat in his eyes was a brand.

“Tell me,” he demanded, his thumbs stroking over my ribs, just above the waistband of my leggings.

My mind, usually so full of words, was blank. There was only feeling. The aching need between my legs. The tight pull of my nipples in the cool air. The possessive fire in his gaze.

“I want you,” I said, the words simple and true. “I want this.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “This what?”

“You. Inside me.” The vulgarity, the directness, sent a shock through my own system. “I want to feel you. I want you to make me forget there’s a world outside that door.”

A low sound rumbled from his throat, half triumph, half raw hunger. He caught the waistband of my leggings and panties in both hands and shoved them down my hips in one rough motion. I stepped out of them, kicking the fabric aside, and stood naked before him, skin prickling under his gaze.

His eyes moved over me like a hand. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he muttered, almost to himself. Then his palms were on me, broad and hot, cupping my breasts, thumbs dragging slow circles around my nipples until they tightened and I gasped. He bent and took one into his mouth, sucking hard, tongue flicking fast and wet.

I cried out, fingers twisting in his hair, holding him there. Heat shot straight between my legs. He switched to the other breast, sucking just as deep while his hand slid down my stomach, through the curls at my mound, and found my pussy. One thick finger dragged through my folds, already slick, and pressed against my clit in a slow, deliberate circle.

He groaned against my skin. “So wet. For me?”

“Yes,” I gasped. “Only for you.”

His finger worked me in steady circles, pressure building, my knees giving. His other arm locked around my waist, iron-hard, keeping me upright while he rubbed me with that same relentless rhythm.

“Cole, please…”

“Please what?” He lifted his head, mouth wet, eyes dark. His finger never stopped moving.

“I need you. Now.”

He straightened, leaving me empty and shaking. In one motion he yanked his Henley over his head, revealing the wide plane of his chest, the dark line of hair running down his stomach. His hands dropped to his belt.

“Turn around,” he said, voice low and rough. “Brace yourself on the back of the couch.”

The command slid through me like warm liquor. I turned, palms flat on the worn leather, the fire warming my right side. Behind me came the rustle of denim shoved down, one rough hand splayed hot against the small of my back, holding me steady. Then the blunt, hot head of his cock, bare and blood-warm, pressed against my slick entrance from behind.

He leaned over me, chest flush to my back, mouth at my ear. “Last chance to run, Nora.”

I pushed back, taking the first thick inch inside. My answer. A broken gasp tore out of me at the stretch, the sudden fullness.

He swore, low and reverent, and drove the rest of the way in with one long, deep thrust.

I cried out, the sound lost in the room. He filled me completely, hips locked tight to my ass, letting me feel every inch, holding there without moving, as deep as he could go, both of us breathing hard while the rightness of it settled in our bones.

“Mine,” he growled against my ear, the same word he’d whispered that first night. This was no dream.

Then he began to move.

Slow at first. Deep. Each thrust grinding his pelvis against my clit, the angle dragging over that spot inside me that made my vision spark. I gripped the couch harder.

“Oh god, Cole…”

“Tell me,” he demanded, pace picking up, fingers digging into my hips. “Tell me who you belong to right now.”

“You,” I moaned, the truth of it loosening something in my chest. “I belong to you.”

That broke the last thread of his control. His thrusts turned harder, faster, driving me forward into the couch with every stroke. The wet slap of skin, my own slick sounds, his rough grunts, the crackle of the fire—all of it filled the room. One hand slid around my hip, fingers finding my clit again, rubbing in tight circles that matched the snap of his hips.

The coil inside me wound tighter, pulled from days of wanting and minutes of this. Pleasure built low in my belly, hot and insistent.

“Cole, I’m going to—” My voice cracked.

“Come,” he ordered, voice ragged. “Come on my cock. Let me feel it.”

The permission hit like a spark to dry tinder. The orgasm slammed through me, sharp and blinding. My cunt clamped down around him, pulsing hard, and I cried out, body bowing as the waves kept coming.

He followed with a guttural shout, hips jerking, cock throbbing as he emptied inside me. His forehead dropped to my shoulder, one arm banded tight across my waist, holding me while the aftershocks rolled through us both.

Slowly he withdrew. He turned me in his arms and I sagged against his chest, boneless. He didn’t speak. Just held me, one hand stroking my damp hair, his heartbeat steady under my ear.

The fire popped. Outside the window the snow lay white and endless. Nothing had changed. And everything had.

When my breathing steadied, he tipped my chin up. His eyes had softened, the storm in them gone quiet.

“The offer in Patagonia,” he said, voice low. “Is it what you want?”

I looked at him—the man who had just taken me apart and put me back together in the space of minutes. The man who asked for the truth and gave his own without hesitation. The man whose quiet life I’d crashed into without warning.

I thought of the viewing platforms, the sweaty palms, the dizzying drop. Then I thought of this: his face, the fire, the snow beyond the glass, the deep, settled quiet in my chest.

“No,” I whispered. The word felt like release. “It’s not.”

A slow, real smile touched his mouth, the first I’d seen all day. It landed like sunlight through clouds.

“Then what do you want, Nora Bennett?”

I drew a breath, the scent of him, of us, of woodsmoke filling my lungs. “I want to stay. However long you’ll have me. A few more days. A week. However long it takes for me to figure out how to do this without running.”

He searched my face, looking for the lie, and found none. He nodded once. “Okay.”

He lifted me like I weighed nothing and carried me to the thick fur rug in front of the fire. He laid me down, then stretched out beside me, pulling a blanket over us both. His body curved around mine, my back to his front, his arm heavy and warm across my waist.

We lay there watching the flames, the silence between us easy now, alive.

The plows would come. The world would press in. But for now, in this quiet room, with the smell of sex and pine and woodsmoke in the air and his breath steady against my neck, I had made my choice.

And for the first time, the edge didn’t feel so terrifying. Because I wasn’t standing on it alone.


Chapter 6 — The Thaw

Three days later, the sound of the plow was a distant, mechanical dragon clearing its throat on the main road.

I stood at the kitchen window, a mug of coffee cooling in my hands.

Outside, the world was a study in brilliant white and sharp, clean blue.

The sky was the color of a robin’s egg, cloudless. The sun glared off the snow, making the deep drifts that had been our prison look almost welcoming. The world had opened up again.

Cole came up behind me, his warmth a solid presence at my back. He rested his chin on the top of my head, his arms sliding around my waist.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t have to. The rumble of the plow grew louder, then faded as it passed the turn-off to the lodge, continuing down the mountain.

“They’ll be up this driveway by noon,” he said, his voice a low vibration against my spine.

“I know.”

I’d called my editor, Elena, two days ago when the satellite phone finally found a signal. I’d told her I was safe, that the piece on the lodge was coming together, that it was… deeper than I’d expected.

She’d been relieved, then professionally thrilled. “Lean into the isolation angle, Nora. The romance of being snowed in. Readers eat that up.”

If only she knew.

I’d also called the rental company in town. My little SUV was dug out and waiting for me, a new set of tires installed. The world was ready for me to rejoin it.

I turned in Cole’s arms, setting my mug on the counter. I looked up at him, at the grey eyes that had gone from guarded to familiar to essential. The stubble on his jaw was a shade darker this morning. I reached up and traced it.

“What happens at noon?” I asked, though I feared the answer.

His hands settled on my hips, holding me there. “The plow clears the drive. The world gets access. You get the option to leave.”

“And you?”

“I stay. This is my job. My home.” He said it simply, without accusation. It was just truth.

The option to leave. It was what I’d wanted a week ago, desperately.

Now the thought of walking out that door, getting in my car, and driving down the mountain to a generic hotel room felt like tearing a limb from my body.

“I don’t want the option,” I whispered.

His gaze searched mine. “You have to want it, Nora. It has to be a real choice. Otherwise, it’s just another kind of being trapped.”

“I’m not trapped.” I fisted my hands in the soft flannel of his shirt.

“I’m anchored.”

A slow breath escaped him. He leaned down and kissed me, a soft, lingering press of lips that tasted of coffee and certainty. “Then we have until noon.”

He didn’t mean until the plow arrived. He meant until the decision was upon us, until reality demanded an answer. We had these last few hours in our bubble, in the quiet lodge that had been our entire universe.

The morning passed in a strange, suspended silence. We didn’t talk about the future. We didn’t make plans. We existed in a series of pointed, precious presents. We made breakfast together, our movements a choreographed dance around the small kitchen. We washed the dishes, his shoulder brushing mine at the sink. We went outside into the shocking cold, the air so crisp it hurt to breathe, and we shoveled the front steps, not because we needed to, but because it was something to do together. The physical labor was a relief, a way to work out the nervous energy thrumming under my skin.

Back inside, cheeks stinging, we peeled off layers by the fire. He built it up again, the flames hungry and bright. We sat on the fur rug, our backs against the sofa, and watched it burn.

My mind was a riot of conflicting impulses. The part of me that was Nora Bennett, professional nomad, whispered of deadlines, of the next assignment, of the safety of constant motion. The other part, the part that had been born or awakened here in this room, screamed at the thought of walking away from this man, from this feeling of profound, settled rightness.

I felt his eyes on me. I turned my head. He was just looking, his expression unreadable.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“That I want you,” he said, his voice rough. “Right now. Before the world comes back. One last time in the quiet.”

It wasn’t a demand. It was an offering. A communion. A way to seal everything we’d been these last days into our bodies, into our memory.

My throat tightened. I nodded, unable to speak.

He moved then, with that fluid, purposeful grace. He didn’t carry me to the bed. He laid me back on the fur rug, the firelight painting his face in gold and shadow. He knelt over me, caging me with his arms, and just looked down at me for a long moment.

“I’m going to memorize you,” he said, his voice a low thrum. “Like this.

Here.”

Then his mouth was on mine, and any last coherent thought shattered.

This kiss wasn’t like the others—the exploratory ones, the hungry ones, the tender ones. This was claiming and surrendering all at once.

It was deep and slow and devastating. I opened for him, my tongue meeting his, tasting the faint hint of coffee and the unique, essential flavor of him. My hands came up to grip his shoulders, feeling the solid muscle under his shirt.

He broke the kiss to trail his mouth along my jaw, down the column of my throat. His hands went to the hem of my sweater, and he pulled it up and over my head in one smooth motion. The cool air raised goosebumps on my skin, but his gaze was hotter than any fire. He looked at my breasts, encased in a simple lace bra, with a reverence that made my heart ache.

“So beautiful,” he murmured, his thumb stroking over the lace covering my nipple. It peaked instantly, straining against the fabric.

He unhooked the bra with a practiced flick, tossing it aside. He took my breast in his hand, his touch firm and possessive, before lowering his head and drawing my nipple into his mouth. I cried out, my back arching off the rug. The heat of his mouth, the rough scrape of his tongue, sent a bolt of pure need straight to my core. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, until I was writhing beneath him, my fingers tangled in his dark hair.

“Cole, please…”

He shifted lower, his hands making quick work of my jeans and underwear, peeling them down my legs and off. I lay naked before him, the firelight dancing over my skin. He sat back on his heels, his eyes traveling the length of my body with a heat that was almost tangible.

“Spread your legs for me, Nora.”

The command, delivered in that gravelly tone, made my pussy clench with empty need. I obeyed, letting my knees fall open, exposing myself to him and the firelight. His gaze dropped between my legs, and a low groan rumbled in his chest.

“Fuck. Look at you. Already wet for me.”

He leaned down, but not to enter me. He settled between my thighs, his hands sliding under my ass to tilt me up to his mouth. He didn’t tease.

He pressed an open-mouthed kiss directly to my pussy, his tongue swiping a broad, flat stripe through my folds.

I gasped, my hips jerking. “Oh, god…”

He held me firm, his grip unyielding. “I’ve got you. Let me taste you.

One last time in the quiet.”

His words, combined with the first intimate touch of his tongue, undid me. This wasn’t just sex. This was a farewell ritual, a branding. He feasted on me with a focused, relentless intensity. His tongue circled my clit, then dipped inside me, fucking me with slow, deep thrusts before returning to that aching nub. He licked and sucked, his stubble providing a delicious, rough contrast to the softness of his mouth. He found a rhythm that had me panting, my heels digging into the rug, my hands fisted in the fur.

The pleasure built, a tight, coiling spring in my lower belly. The sounds he made, low growls of approval as he tasted me, were the most erotic thing I’d ever heard. The visual of his dark head between my thighs, his broad shoulders holding me open, was burned into my mind.

“Cole, I’m gonna… I can’t…”

He redoubled his efforts, sucking my clit into his mouth and flicking his tongue over it rapidly. The coil snapped. My orgasm ripped through me, a silent, shocking wave that turned my vision white. I convulsed against his mouth, a broken cry tearing from my throat as he drank every pulse, every shudder, until I was limp and trembling.

He kissed his way up my body, his lips and chin damp. He reached for his own clothes, shucking his flannel and t-shirt, pushing his jeans and boxer briefs down. His cock sprang free, thick and fully erect, the head flushed a deep red and already slick, his eyes never leaving mine.

When he settled over me again, he paused, the tip of his cock nudging at my slick entrance. He framed my face with his hands, his thumbs stroking my cheeks.

“Look at me,” he commanded softly.

I opened my eyes, meeting his stormy gaze.

“This isn’t an ending,” he said, his voice raw with emotion. “Unless you want it to be.”

Tears pricked my eyes. I shook my head, unable to form words.

He pressed forward, sliding into me in one slow, inexorable thrust, bare and blood-hot, nothing between us but skin. I was still sensitive from my climax, and the fullness was almost too much, a perfect, stretching ache. He sank in to the last inch and held there, letting me feel every inch of him, our bodies joined completely.

A tear escaped, tracing a hot path down my temple into my hair. He caught it with his lips, kissing the spot.

Then he began to move.

He set a deep, relentless pace, each withdrawal a sweet torment, each thrust a homecoming. He didn’t rush. He made love to me with a thorough, devastating patience that spoke of a man who had all the time in the world, even when we didn’t. The fire crackled beside us. Our skin grew slick with sweat. The only sounds were our ragged breaths, the soft slap of skin on skin, and the occasional, punched-out moan that escaped me.

He shifted angle slightly, and on the next thrust, he hit a spot that made me see stars. I cried out, my nails digging into the hard muscles of his back.

“Right there,” I gasped. “Oh, god, right there.”

He hammered that spot, over and over, his own control beginning to fray.

His breaths came in harsh grunts against my neck. His pace increased, becoming more urgent, more possessive.

“You feel like heaven,” he gritted out. “Tight and hot and mine. Tell me you’re mine, Nora.”

“I’m yours,” I sobbed, the truth of it crystal clear in the heart of the pleasure. “I’m yours, Cole.”

It was the permission he needed. His rhythm broke, becoming erratic, powerful. He drove into me, once, twice, three more times, and then with a ragged shout, he went rigid, spilling deep inside me in hot, pulsing waves, nothing held back, nothing between us. My second orgasm crashed over me, less sharp than the first but wider, deeper, a flood of warmth and light that pulled him under with me.

He came down over me slowly, his forehead dropping to mine, his weight settling like a promise he meant to keep. We lay there, tangled and spent, as our heartbeats slowly calmed from a gallop to a steady, synchronized rhythm.

After a long while he softened and slipped free, then rolled to the side, taking me with him, keeping me close. He tucked a blanket over us. We lay facing each other, noses almost touching. He brushed the damp hair from my forehead.

The distant sound of machinery echoed again, closer this time.

The plow was on our driveway.

Reality, with its diesel roar and its practical demands, was minutes away.

I saw the question in his eyes. The same fear that was a cold stone in my stomach.

I opened my mouth. The words that came out weren’t the careful, guarded ones I’d built my life around. They were the truest ones I’d ever spoken.

“I’m not leaving you.”

His eyes closed. A shudder went through him. When he opened them again, the grey was clear, certain. “Your life is out there. Your job. Your assignments.”

“I’m a travel writer,” I said, a shaky smile touching my lips. “I write about places. About experiences.” I reached out, tracing the line of his jaw. “This is the best place I’ve ever been. This is the only experience I ever want to write about again.”

“Nora…”

“I’ll freelance. I can work from anywhere with a satellite connection, as we’ve proven. I’ll come with you on your supply runs to town. I’ll bother you while you’re fixing the generator.” My voice broke. “I’ll stay. If you’ll have me. Not for a few more days. For… for as long as you want me.”

The roar of the plow was right outside now, the beam of its lights flashing through the windows. It grated past, pushing a mountain of snow to the side of the wide driveway. It paused at the turning circle, its yellow light rotating.

Then, with a final rumble, it moved on, back down the mountain. Its job was done. The path was clear.

The silence it left behind was different. It wasn’t the oppressive silence of the blizzard. It was an open silence. A road waiting to be traveled, or ignored.

Cole cupped my face. “I want you for as long as you’ll let me. A day. A week. A lifetime. You’re it for me, Nora. You crashed in here and you rewired my whole world.”

He kissed me, soft and sweet.

“So, what’s the plan, Travel Writer?”

I looked past him, out the window at the cleared drive, at the brilliant, open world beyond. Then I looked back at him, at the home I’d found in his eyes.

“The plan,” I said, “is to help you restock the pantry. And then I’m going to call my editor and tell her the piece is done, and that I’ve decided to extend my research trip. Indefinitely.”

“Indefinitely,” he repeated, the word a promise on his lips.

“And then,” I said, shifting closer, feeling the hard lines of his body against mine, “I believe we have a lot of quiet to make up for. Now that the world is back, I think we should ignore it. Just for today.”

A real, full, breathtaking smile broke across his face. It was the sun after a long winter.

“Just for today,” he agreed, his hand sliding down my spine to cup my backside, pulling me flush against the evidence of his agreement. “And tomorrow. And the day after that.”

The fire crackled. The world outside was open, waiting.

But here, on a fur rug in a remote ski lodge, wrapped around the man who had become my center, my anchor, my heart, I was exactly where I was meant to be. I wasn’t stranded. I wasn’t trapped.

I was home.
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