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Chapter 1 — Whiteout

The world ended in a wall of white.

One second I was squinting at the GPS, the little blue line insisting I was still, technically, on the county road to the ski resort where I was supposed to be interviewing some reclusive billionaire about his “alpine meditation retreat.” The next second, the windshield was full of a swirling, howling mass that erased the pines, the sky, the very concept of a road. My rental car, a sad little hatchback with balding tires, shuddered as a gust slammed into its side hard enough to rock it on its springs.

“Oh, come on,” I muttered, leaning forward until my nose almost touched the glass. The wipers, on their fastest setting, were useless. They just smeared the blizzard back and forth.

I’d heard the warnings on the radio an hour ago — a winter storm advisory upgrading itself, mid-sentence, to a blizzard warning. But I was Sloane Merrick, travel journalist, twenty-nine years old and on a deadline. I’d chased stories through monsoons in Bangkok and sandstorms in Morocco. A little mountain snow wasn’t going to stop me.

Famous last thoughts.

I crept forward at maybe five miles an hour, the tires crunching ominously over something that no longer felt like plowed asphalt. The road — or what I hoped was still the road — tilted upward. Steeper than the map had promised. My knuckles ached on the steering wheel. The heater, which had been chugging out lukewarm air since the rental lot, chose that moment to give one final wheezing sigh and die.

Cold began to seep in immediately, patient and invasive, the way water finds a crack. I fumbled for my phone. No service. Not one bar. Just a cheerful “No Signal” in the corner of the screen, a tiny digital middle finger.

“Okay. Okay, don’t panic.” I said it out loud, and the storm swallowed the words whole. “You just… stop. You wait it out. This will pass.”

As if on cue, the engine sputtered. A horrible, choking sound, like the car was trying to apologize. Then silence. The dashboard lights flickered and went dark, and the silence that followed wasn’t silence at all — it was the wind, screaming past the windows, rocking the little hatchback on its suspension like it meant to tip it.

I was stranded. In a blizzard. On a mountain. In a dead car.

Panic, it turned out, didn’t ask for permission. It clawed up my throat, cold and sharp as the air leaking through the door seals. I took inventory the way the survival articles I’d written told me to, and the inventory was a joke. Skinny jeans. Ankle boots with soles slick as glass. A cashmere sweater under a wool coat that had been expensive precisely because it was thin. A suitcase in the trunk full of equally useless outfits, and a pair of leather gloves already soaked through.

I tried the engine again. Nothing. Not even a click.

The temperature inside the car was plummeting; my breath hung in front of my face in little gray ghosts. I knew the facts. I’d typed them myself, in warm coffee shops, for listicles about backcountry safety. Hypothermia. Frostbite. People found in their cars in April, still buckled in.

A violent shiver racked my body. Not from cold alone. From the sudden, animal understanding that the byline on those articles could become the name in one.

I had to get out. I thought I’d seen a glow through the trees a while back — a light, or a hallucination shaped like hope. Either way, sitting here was a slow-motion surrender.

Pushing the door open against the wind was a fistfight. The gale ripped it out of my hand, and a torrent of snow and razor-edged air blasted inside. I scrambled out, and my boots sank instantly into snow past my knees. The wind stole my breath before I could curse at it. The world was a gray-white void; the car was already growing a pelt of snow, softening into a shape the mountain intended to keep.

I hauled my suitcase from the trunk on principle, dragged it ten feet, and gave up — legs burning, lungs raw with cold. I abandoned it and clutched what mattered: purse, laptop bag. My teeth chattered so hard my jaw ached.

Which way? Up? Down? The road had ceased to exist. I stumbled forward along the path of least resistance, which was just slightly shallower snow. The wind howled in my ears, relentless, maddening, personal. Within minutes my face was numb and my fingers had locked into claws around the straps of my bags. The cold was a live thing with teeth, biting through coat, sweater, skin.

This was stupid. This was so profoundly stupid. I was going to die out here because I wanted a byline in Venture Traveler.

Then I fell. My foot caught on something buried — a root, a rock, the mountain’s ankle — and I went down hard. The impact knocked the last warm air out of my lungs. Snow packed into my mouth, my collar, the cuffs of my sleeves. I lay there a second too long, and the second stretched, and somewhere inside it the will to get up began leaking away with the last of my body heat. It would be so easy to just close my eyes.

A sound cut through the wind. A deep, rhythmic crunch-crunch-crunch. Not the wind. Footsteps. Heavy. Purposeful. Coming toward me.

I lifted my head, blinking ice from my lashes. A shape materialized out of the white, massive and dark, and resolved into a man. A giant of a man. He wore a thick parka with the hood up, and beneath it I could make out a black beard crusted with ice. He carried an axe loosely in one hand — not like a threat, like a tool he’d been in the middle of using when the mountain interrupted him.

He stopped a few feet away and looked down at me. His eyes were the exact color of the storm-gray sky, and they moved with unhurried efficiency: me, the dark lump of my abandoned suitcase, the ghost-mound of my car.

“Lost,” he said. It wasn’t a question. His voice was a low rumble, stones grinding somewhere under the earth, and it carried over the wind without effort.

I tried to answer. My chattering teeth turned it into Morse code. I managed a nod.

He stared a moment longer, expression unreadable under the beard and hood. I watched the calculation move behind his eyes — the burden I represented, the trouble I’d cost him. For one heart-stopping second I was sure he’d turn and walk back into the white and leave me to become a spring headline.

Instead he shifted the axe to his other hand, closed the distance in two strides, and bent down. “Can’t stay here,” he said, closer now, the words a vibration I felt in my frozen bones. “My place is up the ridge.”

Before I could protest — before I could even decide whether I wanted to — his free arm hooked under my knees, the other braced my back, and he lifted me like I weighed nothing at all. My purse and laptop bag tumbled into the snow. He didn’t so much as glance at them.

“Wait — my stuff—”

“Alive is better than stuff,” he grunted, and started walking, carrying me against his chest.

The shock of it — the sudden human contact, the sheer solidity of him — was almost as jarring as the cold. He smelled of pine pitch, woodsmoke, and clean cold sweat. His parka was rough against my cheek. He moved through snow that had nearly killed me at a steady, ground-eating pace, as if I were a bag of flour he’d been asked to bring in before supper. I was too cold and too terrified to be embarrassed. I fisted my frozen hands in the front of his coat and held on.

He didn’t speak again. There was only the wind, the crunch of his boots, my ragged breathing. I turned my face into his chest to escape the stinging ice, and under all those layers his heart kept a slow, unbothered rhythm against my ear. Steady as a clock, while he carried a grown woman uphill through a blizzard. I remember thinking, half-delirious: who is this man?

It felt like an hour. It was probably less than ten minutes before the dark shape of a cabin condensed out of the blur — low and solid, built from logs as big around as barrels, with a steep roof carrying its snow like a white pelt. Smoke curled from a stone chimney. It was, in that moment, the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in fourteen countries.

He shouldered open a heavy wooden door, carried me inside, and kicked it shut behind us with a boot heel.

The contrast was blinding. Warmth. Light. Quiet, except for the crackle of a fire. The storm’s howl dropped away to a muffled, sulking hum — a monster locked outside.

He set me on my feet near a huge stone fireplace. My legs buckled immediately, and I grabbed the back of a worn leather armchair to stay upright, dignity long since abandoned somewhere around the first snowbank.

He shrugged off his parka and hung it on a peg by the door. Underneath he wore a red-and-black flannel over a thermal, and heavy canvas work pants. He was somehow bigger without the coat. Broad shoulders, arms that strained the flannel, a chest like the door he’d just kicked shut. The beard was full and dark, framing a stern, unsmiling mouth, and those storm-gray eyes did another slow inventory — of me, this time, dripping meltwater onto his wide-plank floor and shaking like the last leaf of October. He looked mid-thirties, but weathered, as if he’d been carved from the ridge itself and sanded smooth by the wind.

“You’re soaked,” he stated. “You’ll die of hypothermia six feet from the fire if you stay in those clothes.”

He crossed to a big cedar trunk by the sofa and pulled out a thick gray wool blanket, a pair of men’s sweatpants, and a heavy flannel shirt. He tossed them over. They landed in a soft heap at my feet.

“Change. By the fire. I’ll get water on.”

He didn’t wait for an answer — just turned and walked through the archway into the kitchen corner. I heard the clank of a kettle, the squeak and gush of a hand pump.

Alone, I stared down at the clothes while my brain thawed just enough to manufacture mortification. Change. Here. In a stranger’s living room. I looked around: one open room — the living area and fireplace, a small kitchen, a loft overhead reached by a log ladder, and a single door that I guessed was the bathroom. Nowhere private. Also nowhere warmer than exactly where I stood.

Another shiver tore through me, hard enough to hurt. My wet jeans clung like a second, colder skin. He was right, and being right was apparently his whole personality.

My fingers were too numb for the buttons of my coat; I fought each one like a small war. I peeled the sodden cashmere over my head, and the fire’s heat hit my bare skin as a pain that was also the best thing I’d ever felt. I kicked off the ruined boots, the soaked socks. Then, with my back to the kitchen archway and my heart drumming, I unbuttoned my jeans and shoved them down, underwear and all, stepping out of the cold puddle they made on the floorboards.

The air on my bare skin made me gasp. I dragged on the huge sweatpants, cinched the drawstring double, and buttoned myself into the flannel shirt. It smelled like him — pine and woodsmoke, but warmer, closer, a version of the scent that lived against skin. Something low in my belly noticed that fact and filed it away before my frozen brain could object. I wrapped the blanket around my shoulders and sank onto the thick bearskin rug in front of the hearth, holding my trembling hands out to the flames.

He came back with two steaming mugs and handed me one. “Tea. Nothing fancy.”

“Thank you,” I said. My voice came out in pieces. The heat of the mug soaked into my palms like a transfusion. I took a sip — strong, bitter, perfect.

He lowered himself into the leather armchair across from me, cradling his own mug in one huge hand. He studied me over the rim, unhurried. “Name’s Bear. Bear Hollis.”

Of course it was. “Sloane. Sloane Merrick.” Another sip; feeling returned to my limbs in a rush of hot needles. “Thank you. For coming out there. I don’t know what I would have—” I stopped, because I did know, and we both knew, and saying it out loud felt like inviting it back in.

He gave a slight nod — acknowledging it, not waving it away. “Road’s washed out half a mile down. Sign’s gone, too. You were on the old logging track. Dead-ends at a cliff. That’s not the resort road.”

A cliff. My stomach dropped through the floorboards. I’d been driving toward a cliff, checking my lipstick in the visor mirror at the last gas station.

“How did you find me?”

“Heard your engine die. Sound carries strange before a storm settles. Saw your lights for about a minute after that.” He took a long drink. “Lucky.”

Lucky. One word for it. I looked at him — really looked, the way I’d look at a subject. Intimidatingly large. Closed-off, gruff, an economy of words that bordered on famine. But his cabin was scrupulously neat. The furniture was handmade and solid enough to outlive us both. Books lined a long shelf beside the fireplace — spines cracked, actually read. This wasn’t the lair of a hermit unraveling. It was the home of a man who had chosen the quiet on purpose and then built it, log by log.

“You live here alone?” I asked, and immediately wished I hadn’t. Journalist reflex; it came out like an accusation.

“Yes.” Simple. Final. No loneliness offered up for inspection.

“I’m a journalist. I was heading to the Silver Peak resort. An interview.”

His expression darkened, one degree, like a cloud crossing. “The developer.”

“You know him?”

“Know of him.” He set his mug down on the side table. “His crews are why the roads are a mess. Why the sign’s down.” His gaze came back to me, level and direct. “You work for people like that?”

The question had edges. A test. “I report on them. It’s not always flattering.”

He chewed on that, jaw working under the beard. He didn’t look convinced. He didn’t look hostile, either. He looked like a man reserving judgment the way other people reserve hotel rooms — well in advance, with a strict cancellation policy.

Silence settled between us, upholstered by the pop of the fire and the wind’s frustrated moaning at the eaves. The warmth was making me heavy. The adrenaline had burned off and left ash behind.

“You can have the loft,” he said at last, nodding toward the ladder. “Bed’s up there. I’ll take the sofa.”

“I can’t kick you out of your bed.”

“You’re not kicking. I’m offering.” His tone closed the subject like a door. “Storm’s set in for the night. Maybe days.”

Days. Trapped here. With this enormous, silent man and his axe and his tidy bookshelf. The thought should have terrified me — I’d written those articles too. But wrapped in his blanket, buttoned into his shirt, with his fire working its way into my bones, the only thing I could summon was relief so deep it felt structural. And underneath the relief, something else. A low, quiet hum of awareness. Of his size. His nearness. The way the firelight moved on the strong line of his throat when he tipped his head back to drain the mug.

He stood, and his shadow covered half the room. “You should sleep. Shock’s still wearing off.”

He was right again. Genuinely infuriating trait. I got up, hugging the blanket. “Thank you, Bear. For everything.”

He just nodded and turned to bank the fire. “Ladder’s sturdy. Watch your step.”

I climbed to the loft. It was a snug, low-ceilinged space holding a large mattress on a simple wooden frame, layered in wool blankets, with a small window full of swirling darkness. Austere and comfortable, like everything he owned. Like him, probably, whispered a part of my brain I chose to ignore.

I slid under the blankets still wearing his flannel, and his scent closed over me. Below, I listened to him move through his nightly rituals — the scrape of the fire iron, the click of a lamp, the long creak of the sofa accepting a body two sizes too big for it.

I was snowed in with a stranger. My career-making interview was gone. My editor was either planning my funeral or my firing, possibly both. My life was down the mountain, in the noise and the rush and the perpetual chase.

But here, in the warm dark, with the storm raging safely on the other side of the logs and the solid, breathing presence of the man below, I felt something I hadn’t felt in years. Safe. And as sleep pulled me under, the last thing I registered wasn’t fear, or frustration, or the long fingers of the cold finally letting go.

It was a pull. Deep, magnetic, entirely unreasonable — a tide drawing toward the quiet man by the fire. A pull that felt exactly as dangerous, and exactly as inevitable, as the storm.


Chapter 2 — One Cabin, One Bed

I woke to a world gone white and silent.

For a disorienting moment I didn’t know where I was. The scent of woodsmoke and pine and something uniquely masculine — Bear — filled my lungs. I was wrapped in wool, wearing a man’s flannel shirt, and I was warm. Deeply, profoundly warm, in a way no radiator had ever managed.

Then I remembered. The skid, the dead engine, the bearded giant who’d hauled me out of a snowbank like a stray lamb. The cabin. The storm.

I pushed up on my elbows. The loft swam in soft gray light from the little window. Sometime in the night I’d kicked off the borrowed sweatpants — they’d twisted around my knees like a trap — and now I was bare-legged under his flannel, which suddenly felt like an enormous amount of information for eight in the morning. I crawled to the edge of the loft and looked down.

The main room was empty, the fire banked to pulsing embers. The sofa where Bear had slept was made up with military neatness, blanket folded in crisp thirds. A pang of entirely irrational disappointment landed under my ribs. He was gone.

Then the door opened on a blast of frigid air, and Bear came in with it — a silhouette against the blinding white, snow dusted across his shoulders and in the dark scruff of his beard. He stamped his boots on the mat, shrugged out of the parka, and set something down with a thump.

My suitcase. Snow-crusted, half-frozen, and unmistakably mine. He set my purse and laptop bag on the table beside it, gently, like they might still be fragile from the cold.

“You went back out there,” I said from the loft edge, stupidly.

He looked up, found me, and something too brief to be called a smile crossed his face. “Storm eased before dawn. Figured your gear was worth digging for. Your laptop might’ve survived. Boots didn’t. Morning.”

His voice was a low rumble, softer than yesterday. It did things to my stomach that I decided not to examine.

“Morning,” I managed, sleep-rough. I grabbed the sweatpants, wrestled them back on under the blankets, and asked, “What’s it like out there?”

He crouched at the fireplace, feeding in splits of wood, coaxing the embers up with an ease that looked like conversation between old friends. “Two more feet overnight. Drifts to four. Your car’s a lump under a drift — dead battery at best. Cold like this kills them outright.”

I swallowed. “And the road?”

“Gone.” He said it the way you’d report the weather, which I supposed he was. “County won’t plow this spur for days, if they bother before spring. Radio says another band coming through tonight.”

Days. Maybe more. Stuck here, with him. The panic arrived on schedule — a fluttering in my chest, my editor, my deadline, my life — but it was strangely quiet, muffled under a thicker, warmer feeling. Suspension. The sense of being lifted out of time entirely, the world reduced to one warm room and the man kneeling at the hearth of it.

“So I’m snowed in.”

“You’re snowed in.” He stood, brushing his hands on his jeans. He wore a fresh thermal, dark gray, stretched across his chest in a way that should have required a permit. “Coffee?”

“God, yes.”

I climbed down the ladder, hyperaware of my bare feet on the rungs, of the way his shirt slid against my skin, of him not watching me in a manner so deliberate it counted as watching. I planted myself by the fire while he ground beans by hand at the counter, the burr and rhythm of it oddly comforting.

“There’s a bathroom,” he said without looking up. “Through that door. Solar tank held its heat. Water should be warm.”

The luxury of it almost made me groan out loud. “You’re a hotel with an axe.”

“One star,” he said. “Maybe two.” Deadpan, not even a pause in the grinding. So he was capable of jokes. Filed that away, too.

The bathroom was small and spotless, with a shower stall and a copper tub that looked hand-restored, gleaming dully like a museum piece someone actually used. My reflection in the metal-framed mirror was feral — hair a dark tangle, cheeks wind-burned, a woman in a man’s shirt who looked like the wilderness had claimed her and she hadn’t minded. I splashed water on my face and told her to behave.

When I came out, two mugs of black coffee steamed on the rough-hewn table. Bear stood at the window, watching the monochrome world.

“I don’t have any of that city creamer stuff,” he said.

“Black is perfect.” It was, too — strong and rich, the kind of coffee that made you understand what the other stuff had been imitating. I sank into a wooden chair. “This is amazing.”

He gave a slight shrug and took the chair across from me. The table was small; our knees nearly touched beneath it, and the almost of it hummed. The silence stretched, but it wasn’t last night’s wary silence. It was furnished now — fire crackle, wind sighing at the eaves, two people drinking coffee at close range and pretending that was all that was happening.

“I should call someone,” I said, with no enthusiasm whatsoever. “My editor. Before she reports me dead in a ditch.”

“Sat phone’s on the shelf. Battery’s low — storm’s been eating the solar. Keep it short.”

I fetched the bulky phone. It took three attempts to get a connection, and when Mara’s voicemail picked up instead of Mara, my relief was frankly shameful. “Hey, Mara. It’s Sloane. My car died in the blizzard up near Pine Ridge — I never made it to Silver Peak, so the interview’s blown. Tell his people the mountain won. I’m safe — a local pulled me out of a snowdrift before it buried me. Off-grid mountain man, cabin, woodstove, the whole bit. Roads are impassable, I’ll be unreachable until the plows come through. Don’t send a search party. I mean it. I know you.”

I ended the call and set the phone back on its shelf. A weight lifted that I hadn’t known I was carrying. It was done. I was officially, blamelessly, gloriously off the grid.

Bear watched me over his mug. “Chasing a story?”

“Trying to. Sit-down with the developer building that ‘alpine meditation retreat’ at Silver Peak. A billionaire selling silence at eight hundred dollars a night.” I laughed, short and brittle. “I drove into a blizzard to interview a professional recluse. Found the real thing instead.”

His lips twitched. Not a smile. Adjacent to one. “Lucky you.”

“Lucky me,” I echoed, and I genuinely could not tell either of us whether I was being sarcastic.

The day unfolded in a strange, slow rhythm I had no name for. Bear moved through his tasks — hauling wood from the covered stack on the porch, checking gauges on the battery bank, tending a pot of soup that seemed to exist in permanent gentle production on the stove. I trailed him, feeling like an ornament, until I demanded a job.

“You can peel,” he said, and handed me a paring knife and a bowl of potatoes, and that was how I ended up doing the most domestic thing I’d done in a decade at a hand-built table in a stranger’s cabin, in his shirt, weirdly happy.

We didn’t talk much. The conversation happened in other currencies — glances, the brush of fingers when he took the bowl, the way he refilled my coffee without asking and got it right. The tension from last night hadn’t gone anywhere. It had just changed state, melted into the domesticity, a live wire sheathed in wool.

My suitcase thawed by the fire. My own clothes emerged — dry, impractical, faintly absurd in this room, like costumes from a play that had closed. I changed into leggings and a thermal, and when I caught him looking this time, he didn’t bother pretending otherwise. Neither did I.

After lunch, the gray light began to die early, the way it does in the mountains, like the day simply gives up. The wind rose with the dark, keening around the eaves.

“Storm’s back,” Bear said at the window. “Going to be a long night.”

A shiver went through me that had nothing to do with temperature. One cabin. One fire. One bed upstairs, one sofa down, and a number of possible arrangements that my brain had been calculating since roughly dawn.

He must have run the same math. He turned from the window, gaze landing on me where I sat curled in the armchair with one of his books — a field guide to alpine flora, of all things — open and unread on my lap. “Loft’s warmer. Bed’s big enough for two.”

The statement was so blunt, so aggressively practical, that it stole the air out of me. He wasn’t flirting. He was reporting facts about heat distribution.

“I can’t kick you out of your bed,” I said, my voice landing half an octave high.

“You’re not kicking. I’m offering to share.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the mantel, firelight carving him out of the dark. “Cold snap’s coming in behind this band. Sofa’s in the door draft. Heat rises. We’ll both be warmer up there.”

It made sense. It was logical. It was also the most terrifyingly intimate proposition I’d received in twenty-nine years.

My heart slammed against my ribs. “Just sleep?”

His eyes held mine, dark and steady in the firelight. “Just sleep, Sloane.”

I believed him. And I didn’t. The promise and the threat were the same sentence. “Okay.”

Night fell completely, a consuming blackness pricked only by snow flinging itself at the windows. The cabin became the entire world, a warm wooden cocoon with two people in it trying very hard to be casual. We ate the potato soup, thick with herbs, in a silence so charged I could taste it over the thyme.

I took the bathroom first. When I came out, the ladder was creaking under his weight.

I followed slowly. The loft was warmer, just as promised, lit by a single battery lantern turned low. Bear lay on the far side of the wide mattress, under the blankets, his back to me. He’d taken off his thermal. The lantern threw soft gold over the landscape of his bare back — the heavy slopes of muscle, the valley of his spine, the dark lines of a tattoo, abstract and geometric, riding his shoulder blade. My mouth went dry as a page.

I slipped under the blankets on my side, leaving a careful foot of neutral territory between us, and turned off the lantern. Darkness, total, except the faint orange breath of the fire rising through the loft opening.

I lay on my back, eyes open. I could hear his breathing, slow and even. I could feel the heat coming off his body like a banked stove. His scent was in the pillow, the blankets, the air — soap and woodsmoke and warm male skin, everywhere.

Minutes passed. An hour, maybe. I wasn’t sleeping. On the evidence of his breathing, which had stopped being quite so slow, neither was he.

The wind screamed over the roof.

“You’re thinking too loud,” his voice came out of the dark, rough as a wool blanket.

I let out a breath that shook on the way. “I’m a city girl. This is a lot of quiet to fill.”

He shifted; the mattress dipped as he rolled onto his back. Two inches of the neutral zone vanished. “What are you thinking about?”

Everything. Nothing. The tattoo. The heat of him crossing the space between us like weather. The fact that I hadn’t been touched — really touched — in over a year, and that my body had apparently been keeping the tally. “That I don’t know anything about you.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Why you live out here. All alone.”

The silence this time had weight. I’d decided he wasn’t going to answer when he did.

“The world down there’s full of noise. Full of taking. People talking to hear themselves. Out here things are simple. You build, you chop, you keep yourself alive. The quiet isn’t empty.” A pause. “It’s full of truth.”

It was the most words I’d heard him spend at once, and they landed in a deep, unfurnished room in me that I usually kept locked. “Don’t you get lonely?”

I felt his gaze find me in the dark. “I was. Until yesterday.”

The air left my lungs and declined to come back. The foot of mattress between us stopped being space and became suction.

I don’t know who moved first. Maybe the mountain tilted. One moment there was cold sheet between us; the next, my hand brushed his forearm where it lay on the blanket, and his skin was fever-hot, smooth over muscle like river stone.

He went very still. The whole cabin seemed to.

Then his hand found mine and his fingers laced through, calloused and certain, and the contact went through me like current finding ground. A bolt of pure, undiluted want shot straight to my core, and I heard my own soft gasp betray me.

“Sloane.” My name was a groan in his chest.

“Bear.” It was a question and its own answer.

He turned to me and I turned to him, and in the fire-glow I could just make out the outline of his face, the wet gleam of his eyes. His free hand rose and brushed a strand of hair from my cheek with a tenderness that was frankly devastating from a man who split logs for a living.

“This is a bad idea,” he whispered, thumb stroking my jaw.

“The worst,” I agreed, and closed the last of the distance, and kissed him.

It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t exploratory. It was a conflagration — two days of careful restraint going up all at once. His mouth was firm, demanding, and I met him with equal hunger. He groaned against my lips and his tongue swept in, tasting, claiming, while his hands came up to frame my face like something worth saving from a fire.

I reached for him, palms sliding over the astonishing heat of his bare shoulders, down the hard topography of his back. Solid muscle, smooth skin, a low sound in his chest when my nails tested it. I pulled him closer, needing weight, needing proof.

He broke the kiss, breath ragged against my mouth. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.” It came out as a plea. “God, yes, Bear.”

That was all the permission he needed. He shifted over me, his weight a delicious anchoring pressure, and kissed me again while his hands went traveling — one down my side and over my hip, gripping me through the leggings; the other cupping my breast through the thermal, thumb dragging across my nipple until it peaked hard and aching. I arched into him, a moan tearing loose from somewhere I didn’t recognize.

He made a sound like a growl and yanked the thermal over my head. Cold air, one shock; the heat of his stare, a bigger one. He looked at me, bare in the dim glow, with a reverence that emptied my lungs. Then he lowered his head and took one tight nipple into his mouth.

Sensation whited out thought. The wet heat of his mouth, the scrape of his beard, a suction that seemed wired straight to my clit. I cried out, fingers tangling in his thick hair, holding him there. He worked one breast and then the other, unhurried, thorough, until I was writhing under him, hips lifting on their own, begging in a language older than words.

His mouth left my breasts and burned a line down my stomach. He hooked his fingers in the waistband of my leggings and panties and peeled them off in one long pull. Cold air kissed my wetness and I shuddered.

He settled between my legs, big hands spreading my thighs wide. I was completely exposed — to him, to the dark, to the storm shrieking two feet of log away. I should have felt shy. I felt like an altar.

“So beautiful,” he murmured, voice thick as smoke. Then he lowered his head and put his mouth on me.

The first pass of his tongue over my clit jerked me off the mattress with a broken cry. He didn’t relent. He feasted — tongue circling, flicking, then driving deep into my pussy while his hands pinned my bucking hips to the bed. The beard rasped my inner thighs; the sounds he made were obscene and grateful at once, and every one of them tightened the winch in my belly. The orgasm built with terrifying speed, a wave standing up taller and taller before it falls.

“Bear — I’m going to—”

He growled against my flesh, and the vibration was the shove that sent me over. The climax crashed through me in long, punishing waves, my back bowing off the mattress, his name breaking apart in my mouth as I sobbed it.

Before the last tremor faded he was moving up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat, still in his jeans, the massive hard length of him straining denim against my thigh.

I fumbled for his buckle, graceless with need. “Need you. Now.”

He helped, shoving jeans and boxers down just far enough to free himself. He was huge — thick, long, the broad head already glistening — and my mouth went dry all over again. He leaned off the bed, dragged his jeans closer, and pulled a small foil packet from the pocket. Prepared. Hoping. That little square of foil, the evidence of him lying down here wanting me, sent its own jolt through my blood.

He sheathed himself without ever taking his eyes off me, then settled between my thighs, the blunt head of his cock nudging my soaked entrance.

He paused, arms trembling with the cost of the pause. “Look at me.”

I opened my eyes and met his gaze, black and burning in the dark.

“I’m not going to be gentle,” he warned, voice scraped raw.

“Don’t you dare be gentle.”

He drove into me in one deep, relentless stroke.

I cried out — relief and stretch and overwhelming fullness in a single sound. He filled me completely, split me open around him, and then held there, buried, forehead pressed to mine, letting my body render its verdict, his breath shaking against my lips like he was the one coming apart.

Then he began to move.

He’d told the truth. There was nothing gentle in it. He set a fierce, pounding rhythm that shook the bedframe and drove the air from my lungs in shocked, grateful bursts. Every thrust was a promise, a demand, a claiming. I wrapped my legs around his hips and met him stroke for stroke, nails scoring his back, the loft filling with sounds that would have scandalized the woman I’d been two days ago — skin on skin, ragged breath, my broken moans, his low guttural grunts.

“You feel — fuck — you feel like heaven,” he gritted out, pace climbing.

I was climbing with it, the coil in my core winding tighter and brighter than before, every drag of his cock over that sweet hidden spot ratcheting it another turn. Above me his face was fierce concentration and firelight, the most erotic thing I had ever seen in my traveled, jaded, suddenly irrelevant life.

“Bear, I’m close—”

“Then come,” he commanded, dark and low. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

His hand slid between our sweat-slick bodies, his thumb found my clit, and pressed — and the world detonated.

The second orgasm made the first one look polite. It tore through me like the storm outside, primal and shattering, ripping a scream from my throat as I clenched around him in pulsing waves. He rode me through it and then the sound of him broke — a roar from the bottom of his chest, logs shaking, as he slammed deep and pulsed inside me, his release long and hot and endless, until he collapsed onto me, his full weight a crushing bliss I would have happily died under.

For a long time there was only our breathing, decelerating in tandem, and the wind’s blunted howl. He softened inside me and still didn’t move away; when he finally shifted, it was to his side, taking me with him, keeping us joined as long as physics allowed. He tucked my head under his chin and wrapped his arms around me so tightly I could barely breathe.

Breathing was overrated.

He pressed a kiss into my hair. A long, shuddering sigh moved through his big frame — a sound like a door unlocking after years.

We didn’t speak. There were no words rated for it. The storm inside had finally broken, and what it left behind was a terrifying, exhilarating calm. A knowing.

This wasn’t just sex. This was a point of no return, and I had sailed past it at full speed, flags up.

As sleep took me, wrapped in Bear’s arms with his heart drumming slow against my cheek, the last conscious thought I had was a simple, undeniable truth: the world down the mountain didn’t just feel far away.

It felt like a rumor. And I was done reporting on it.


Chapter 3 — The Storm Inside

I woke to the scent of woodsmoke and man. The fire still muttered in the hearth below, but the light in the cabin had softened to a deep gray-blue, and the blizzard’s roar had worn itself down to a low, persistent moan — a constant reminder that the world had sealed us in and lost the key.

Bear’s arm lay heavy and warm across my ribs. His breathing came deep and even against the back of my neck. We were still tangled together, skin on skin, the blankets rucked around our legs, and the aftermath of what we’d done thrummed in my veins like a struck string that hadn’t finished sounding.

I shifted, barely, and felt him surface.

His hand slid from my ribs to my stomach and flattened there, possessive and warm. “You’re awake,” he said, sleep gravel in every syllable, the rumble of it passing straight through my back into my chest.

“So are you.”

“Mmm.” He nuzzled the nape of my neck, beard tickling. “Wasn’t sure I’d slept. Wasn’t sure any of that was real.”

I turned in his arms to face him. In the dim light his face was planes and shadow, his eyes dark water, watching me. “It felt real,” I whispered.

One corner of his mouth climbed. “Yeah. It did.”

He kissed me — different from last night’s desperate, consuming kisses. Slow. Exploratory. A rediscovery conducted at leisure, his lips soft, his tongue tracing the seam of mine with a lazy heat that coiled low in my belly. My body, thoroughly sated hours ago, woke up greedy anyway. My nipples drew tight against the coarse hair of his chest. Between my legs, the ache renewed its subscription.

When he pulled back, his eyes had gone serious. “Sloane.”

“Bear.”

“Look at me. Really look at me.”

I did. I saw the intensity. The caution. The raw, unguarded hunger. And underneath all three, the question.

“I want you again,” he said, blunt as a hand tool. “I want to take my time. I want to taste every inch of you. I want to hear you come apart on my tongue before I fuck you slow, then hard, then slow again, until neither of us can think.” A beat. “Is that something you want?”

His directness was a lightning strike to the nervous system. My pussy clenched around nothing, outraged at the emptiness. “Yes,” I said, the word riding out on an exhale. “God, yes. That’s exactly what I want.”

“One more thing.” His hand made a slow circuit of my hip, but his eyes stayed on mine, steady. “Last night I had a condom. That was the only one — I don’t exactly stock for company. So you should know that before this goes anywhere.”

The consideration in it — this huge, blunt man doing the responsible arithmetic out loud — undid me a little. “I’m on the pill,” I said. “Have been for years. And I’m clean. Tested after my last relationship ended, and there’s been… nobody. In over a year.”

“Clean too. Longer than a year.” His jaw worked once. “So if you want to stop at hands and mouths, we stop there, and I’ll die happy. But if you’ll have me bare—” the words dropped half an octave, “—I want nothing between us. Not one thing.”

“Nothing between us,” I breathed. “Yes.”

Something primal flashed through his eyes, satisfaction and hunger shaking hands. “Good.” He kissed me again, harder, sealing it, then threw back the blanket. Cold air swept my sensitized skin, pebbling every inch of it, drawing my nipples to tight, aching points. He didn’t hurry. He’d promised not to. He moved down my body charting territory he now apparently owned, hands and mouth surveying at a landowner’s pace.

He kissed the hollow of my throat. The slope of my breast. Then his mouth closed over my nipple and I arched off the mattress with a sharp cry as he sucked, tongue flicking the peak, teeth grazing just enough to wire shock straight down my spine to my core. He gave one breast his full attention, then the other, deaf to my squirming, until my fingers were knotted in his hair and my voice had abandoned full words.

“Bear… please…”

“I said I was taking my time.” The words hummed against my stomach, his breath a hot promise. He kissed down my midline, and his big hands spread my thighs as he settled between them. Firelight from below moved over the muscles of his shoulders, gilding him in gold and shadow. He looked up the length of my body, held my eyes, and lowered his head.

The first touch was a soft, slow lick, from my opening all the way up to my clit. I jolted, gasping. He did it again, firmer, his tongue broad and hot and unhurried. Then he narrowed to my clit — circling, sealing his lips around it, sucking with a gentleness that was somehow filthier than force.

“Oh, fuck,” I whimpered, head tipping back into the pillow. He explored me with focused, unhurried devotion, licking, sucking, the stubble of his beard rasping my inner thighs, and then he slid two thick fingers inside me and curled them, and found the spot that made my vision spark white at the edges.

“There,” I panted. “Right there.”

He hummed his agreement against my clit, and the vibration nearly ended me on the spot. He worked me with mouth and fingers in a rhythm that was both relentless and exactly measured, tension coiling tighter, brighter, a small sun accreting in my pelvis. My hips rose and rolled against his face of their own accord, shameless, seeking.

“I’m close,” I warned, strangled.

He didn’t let up. He pressed me higher — fingers pumping, tongue a wicked flickering point — and the orgasm arrived not as a crash but as a tide, a deep rolling wave of liquid heat that broke and kept breaking, my inner walls fluttering around his fingers, my cries muffled against my own forearm until he reached up and pulled my arm away, because apparently he wanted the sound. He drank me through it, gentling by degrees as the pulses slowed.

Before I’d finished trembling he was moving up my body, his weight settling over me like the answer to a question I’d been asking all my adult life. His cock — hard, heavy, bare, leaking — dragged against my soaked entrance, and we both hissed.

“Eyes on me,” he rasped.

I forced my heavy lids open. His gaze had gone storm-dark.

“This is mine,” he growled. Not a question. A land claim. “You are mine. Right here, right now. Say it.”

It should have scared me. It lit me up like a struck match instead. “Yes,” I breathed. “Yours.”

He sank into me by slow, inexorable degrees — skin on skin, nothing between us, so much sensation my eyes rolled — and we groaned together, one raw chord of possession and surrender. He was everywhere, stretching me, filling me past what I’d believed was full, and the heat of him bare inside me was a whole new language.

He began to move: a deep, rocking rhythm, his pelvis grinding my clit on every stroke. The friction was exquisite; the fullness rewired me. I locked my ankles behind his waist and pulled him deeper, nails writing my opinion down his back.

“Harder,” I begged.

He obeyed. His thrusts turned powerful, driving the air out of me in rhythmic bursts, the bedframe knocking its soft applause against the log wall. He shifted, changed the angle, and the next stroke hit something so deep and sensitive that I screamed.

“There,” he grunted, and gave me that same spot again, again, again, merciless as weather. “Come on, Sloane. Once more. Give it to me.”

The command, the relentless drive, the sheer physical fact of him — it was too much, and then it was everything. My second climax detonated sharper and brighter than the first, a supernova behind my sternum, my pussy clamping down on him in rhythmic waves as wordless, animal sounds left me.

It took him with me. He buried himself to the root and came with a sound like the mountain shifting, his cock pulsing hot and deep, flooding me, his whole huge body shuddering over mine. He collapsed onto me and I took his full weight gladly, an anchor against the spinning.

We lay fused for a long time, sweat cooling, breath syncing, the wind and the fire the only commentary.

Eventually he softened and slipped from me. He rolled to his side and gathered me back against his chest, one hand splayed over my lower belly with a possessiveness I could feel through the skin. He kissed my shoulder.

“Okay?” Rough. Genuinely asking.

I nodded, throat raw. Okay was a word from before. I was remade.

We must have dozed, because when I opened my eyes the fire had burned lower and the cabin had gone darker. Bear was gone from the bed. A spike of wholly irrational panic hit before I found him — shirtless at the hearth below, stoking the flames back up, the muscles of his back working in copper light. He fed in another log, then turned, and his eyes came up to the loft and found mine in the dimness like they’d never had to search.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

He climbed back up but didn’t get under the covers. He sat on the edge of the mattress, facing me. “Hungry?”

Now that he mentioned it, I was hollow. “Starving.”

“Good.” He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, and the tenderness of it from a hand that size made my chest hurt. “I’ll make us something. But first—” a breath, “—we should talk.”

The sated haze evaporated. Talk. We didn’t talk. We bickered, we fucked, we sat in silences that did the talking. Talking sounded dangerous.

“About what?” I pulled the blanket up to my chin like armor.

“About this.” He gestured between us. “About what happens when the storm stops.”

I looked toward the little window. Snow still fell, but softer now, the wind losing conviction. The world was still out there, patient as a creditor. Mara. Deadlines. An apartment with a leaky faucet and a view of a wall. It all felt like a story I’d read about a woman I’d been meaning to stop being.

“The roads will be impassable for days,” I said, aiming for practical. “Maybe a week. You said so yourself.”

“Yeah. And then they’ll plow. And you’ll be able to leave.”

There was a question buried in it that I didn’t know how to hold. I sat up, blanket to my chest. “Is that what you want? For me to leave?”

His gaze didn’t waver, fire-lit and level. “No.” Simple. Final. “But you have a life. A job. People who’ll wonder.”

“I have my phone. No signal, and the battery’s dead anyway.”

“They’ll send someone. When the storm clears and you don’t check in.”

He was right. Mara was a mother hen with a Rolodex; she’d have the state police on the logging spur by Thursday. The thought made my stomach knot. “What are you saying?”

He dragged a hand through his hair — from him, practically a soliloquy of frustration. “I’m saying this isn’t a game for me, Sloane. I don’t do this. I don’t bring people here. I don’t—” his jaw tightened, “—feel this. I left the world for a reason. It’s messy. It takes. People leave.”

The raw edge in his voice cracked something open in me. “You think I’m going to leave.”

“Everyone does,” he said quietly, and the quietness was worse than shouting.

I reached out and found his hand where it rested on his knee. Warm. Scarred at two knuckles. “I’m not everyone.”

He turned his hand over and laced our fingers, grip almost painful. He studied our joined hands like a blueprint, then my face. “What do you want?” A challenge. A plea. Both.

I didn’t have a tidy answer. I wanted this — the fire, the quiet, the crushing weight of him. I wanted the safety of his arms and the wildness that lived just under his restraint. And I wanted my career, my byline, my independence, the life I’d built with my own stubborn hands. Oil and water, shaken hard, pretending to be one liquid.

“I don’t know,” I admitted, and the truth tasted like pennies. “Right now I want to not think about it. I want to be here, with you, while we can. Is that so wrong?”

He studied me a long moment, then raised my hand and pressed a kiss to my knuckles, beard soft against my skin. “No,” he said, gruff. “It’s not wrong.” He stood, drawing me up with him; the blanket fell and he pulled me against his bare chest, arms closing around me like a structure built to code. His heartbeat kept its steady time against my cheek. “We have time,” he murmured into my hair. “Let’s just have this.”

We stood there wrapped in each other while the fire mapped our shadows on the log wall, and the future stayed where it belonged — outside, in the snow, with everything else that couldn’t reach us yet.

Eventually he let go. “Food,” he said, and it was almost funny, the way the practical tone snapped back on like a switch. He pulled on sweatpants and a t-shirt and tossed me a flannel of his, soft and worn and endless. It hung to my knees. It smelled like every good decision I’d made in the last two days.

He moved around the kitchen with quiet efficiency — venison stew warming on the woodstove, thick slices off a homemade loaf. I watched this big, gruff man make a meal for me in his solitary kingdom, and my heart executed a maneuver I chose not to name.

We ate at the small table, knees touching underneath. The stew was simple and rich and I’d had tasting menus in three capitals that couldn’t touch it. We didn’t talk much, but the silence had changed species — full now, warm-blooded, humming with everything that had happened and everything still circling overhead.

Afterward he washed and I dried, hip to hip at the deep sink, and the domesticity of it shocked me more than anything we’d done in bed. When the last bowl was racked, he took my hand and led me back up to the loft.

“Sleep,” he said, folding me into his heat, his chest a furnace at my back. “Just sleep.”

And I did — deep and dreamless, safer than I could remember ever feeling, in the arms of a man I’d known for two days and recognized from somewhere much older than that.

I woke later to a changed weather system in the bed. Bear was awake behind me, his body taut, his hand resting on my hip with the fingers spread — and I could feel him, thick and insistent, pressed against the curve of my ass.

My body answered before my brain finished booting: a flush of heat rolling south. I shifted back against him. An invitation, in the oldest dialect there is.

He exhaled a low groan, hand sliding from my hip to my stomach, gathering me tighter. His lips found the sensitive hollow behind my ear. “You’re awake,” he whispered, sleep-thick and dark.

“Mmm. So are you.” I arched, dragging myself against his erection, feeling it jump.

“Sloane.” A warning with no enforcement behind it — his hand was already slipping under the hem of the flannel, fingers gliding through the damp curls between my legs, finding me soaked. The sound he made then was pure male satisfaction, low and smug. “Always ready for me.”

“Only for you,” I breathed, and was horrified to discover I meant it completely.

He found my clit and circled it with a feather-light tease that pulled a whimper out of me. “Tell me what you want,” he murmured at my ear, teeth grazing the lobe.

“I want you inside me. Any way you want me.”

He moved like the decision had been made hours ago. He rolled me onto my stomach — sudden, dominant, a thrill cracking through me like ice underfoot — and pulled my hips up until I knelt, face in the pillow, his flannel shoved up my spine, bare to the waist and utterly his.

The first touch was his mouth: a long, hot stripe licked from my clit all the way back. I cried out into the pillow. Then his hands were spreading me open, thumbs tracing my folds, dipping in to gather slickness, and behind me I heard his breathing turn ragged.

Then the blunt, hot, bare head of his cock was at my entrance. He held there, not pushing, one hand kneading my hip. Teasing. Making me say it.

“Bear,” I begged, shoving back against him.

With a growl that I felt through the mattress, he slammed home to the hilt. The angle was deeper this way, ruinous, stars scattering behind my eyes. He set a relentless, pounding rhythm — one hand clamped on my hip, the other braced beside my head, cage and shelter at once. Each drive shoved me up the bed; each impact rang through me like a bell.

“God, you feel good,” he ground out, driving harder. “So tight. Taking me so deep.”

I was past language, reduced to gasps and wrecked moans and the wet, obscene percussion of us. I worked a hand under myself and found my clit, rubbing frantic circles in time with him.

“That’s it,” he rasped, breath sawing. “Come around me. Let me feel that pussy squeeze me.”

His voice, his cock, my own fingers — the circuit closed. The orgasm ripped through me, convulsive, his name screamed into the pillow as my body seized around him like a fist.

It dragged him over the edge. He slammed deep twice more and buried himself with a roar the storm outside would have respected, spilling into me in hot, heavy pulses, his big frame bowed over my back, trembling.

We collapsed together in a heap of damp limbs. He rolled, pulled me across his chest, arranged me like something he intended to keep, his heart hammering under my ear at a pace that took whole minutes to stand down.

Neither of us spoke. There was nothing to add. The storm outside had faded to a whisper; the fire had burned down to breathing embers. And between us, something had annealed — heated past lust and forced proximity into an alloy with no melting point I could find. A connection that felt as old and load-bearing as the mountains under the snow.

As sleep pulled me down, wrapped in his scent and his strength, I understood that he was right. The roads would clear. The world would come knocking with its invoices. But for these few stolen days, in this one warm room under a fathom of snow, he was mine and I was his.

And God help the plow that came for us.


Chapter 4 — Snowbound

The world narrowed to four log walls, the crackle of the fire, and Bear.

Time went elastic, measured not in hours but in the languid stretches between kisses, in slow meals cooked shoulder to shoulder, in silences that had stopped being empty and started being understanding. The storm had finally spent itself, leaving behind a crystalline world muffled under two fresh feet of snow, but the isolation held absolute. We were sealed in a glass jar, and inside it everything fermented — turning sweeter, and stronger, by the day.

He woke me that first quiet morning with his mouth between my legs.

No preamble, no tentative diplomacy. I surfaced from sleep into the rasp of his beard against my inner thighs, his tongue already moving over my pussy with a possessive thoroughness that emptied my lungs. I gasped, hands flying to his hair, back bowing off the mattress — and he simply pinned my hips and kept devouring me, unhurried, like a man who’d woken hungry and knew exactly where breakfast was. The orgasm came swift and shocking, lightning in the gray dawn, and he didn’t lift his head until I’d stopped shaking and started begging him to stop, and then — only then — he crawled up my body, mouth slick with me, and kissed me deep.

“Morning,” he rumbled against my lips, his erection a hot insistence against my hip.

I was too wrecked to speak, so my body answered. I hooked a leg over his waist and guided him home. He slid inside bare, unhurried and deliberate, seating himself completely, and the pace he chose was nothing like the night’s — slower, deeper, almost devotional. He watched my face the entire time, big hands cradling my head, and the eye contact was so intimate it felt like a dare neither of us would drop first. When I came it was with a soft, cracked-open cry that he leaned down and swallowed; his own release followed in a long shudder, a groan moving through his chest into mine like weather crossing a valley.

Afterward, tangled in sheets and each other, he traced the line of my jaw with one calloused finger. “You’re real,” he said, as if confirming it against some private ledger.

“So are you.”

That became the theme of the day. We kept finding new ways to prove it.

He taught me to split logs out back, his massive hands bracketing mine on the axe handle, his chest a wall against my spine. The physics lesson was suspect and the pedagogy was worse — every swing an excuse for his mouth at my ear, his hips correcting my stance. I was sweating inside my borrowed layers when he finally spun me around, kissed me — cold air and pine and intent — and backed me into the stacked woodpile. He had my jeans undone before I stopped laughing, and then I stopped laughing for a much better reason: the frigid air on bare skin, his fingers finding me already wet, and him driving into me with a rough, desperate urgency while our breath plumed white and mingled in the razor-bright sunlight. It was fast and greedy and I bit his shoulder through his coat when I came, and his answering growl scattered crows from the pines.

Later, by the fire, he sat in the leather armchair and pulled me into his lap. I read one of his dog-eared novels; he pretended to whittle. But his free hand had wandered under my sweater, his thumb making lazy orbits of my nipple until it stood hard against the worn cotton and the book had read the same paragraph to me four times. I shifted, deliberately, against the ridge hardening under my thigh.

“You’re insatiable,” I murmured, tilting my head to offer him my throat.

“You’re here,” he said, as if that were the entire mechanism, cause and effect complete. He set the whittling aside, turned my face to his, and kissed me until the room tilted. Then he stood with me in his arms — no visible effort, which did unfair things to me every single time — and laid me out on the bearskin rug in front of the hearth. He took his time there. He peeled off my clothes like each layer had cost him a month of waiting, worshipped every inch he uncovered with hands and mouth until I was arching and pleading, and when he finally slid inside me it was with a slow, torturous roll of his hips that had me clawing at his back for mercy he didn’t grant. The firelight moved over his skin, over the fierce concentration in his face, and I shattered with his name breaking in my mouth, the flames at my side nothing next to the ones he’d banked in me.

It wasn’t all sex. It was all charged, though — a current humming under everything, even the chores.

We cooked. He was exacting about it in a way I found hilarious and then found moving: a stew built patiently from root vegetables and venison out of the cold locker, seasoned by taste and memory. I attempted pancakes on his cast-iron griddle and produced objects. He ate three of them anyway, straight-faced, and caught a drip of batter from the bowl with his finger and fed it to me, and the domestic obscenity of that gesture kept me warm for an hour. We washed dishes hip to hip at the deep sink, his soapy fingers tangling with mine under the water like teenagers holding hands in the dark.

We talked. Or rather — he talked, more than he had, which is to say at all. In the fire-lit dark, with my head on his chest, he told me about leaving the city. He gave it to me plainly: the noise, the pressure, the feeling of being a replaceable part in a machine that would not notice. Land bought, a cabin raised with his own two hands over two years of days that became seasons that became a life.

But he told it like a man reading the public version of a classified file. There was a floor under that story — I could hear his voice step around it, feel the joists of something heavier beneath. I was a journalist; I knew a redacted paragraph when I slept on one. I didn’t push. Some doors you wait to be shown.

“It’s not for everyone,” he said into my hair.

“It’s for you.”

He was quiet long enough that I felt the answer instead of hearing it. “It is.”

I told him about my life — the frantic circuitry of travel journalism, friendships conducted by group chat, a string of relationships with men who’d been more interested in my byline than in the woman dragging it through airports. Spoken aloud in that solid, warm room, it all sounded like a radio playing in another apartment.

“Why were you up here?” he asked. “Before the storm.”

The assignment felt like an artifact from a previous civilization. “The Silver Peak interview. Your favorite developer, selling manufactured silence to people who won’t turn their phones off to get the real thing.” I felt him huff, not quite a laugh. “But I’d pitched a follow-up of my own. A piece on actual off-grid living. People who chose the quiet for real. I was going to research it after.”

He chuckled then, rich and low under my ear. “Got a firsthand source now.”

“The best,” I agreed, and burrowed closer, and did not think about what a journalist does with sources, and what it costs.

The next day the sun came up blinding on the snow. Bear announced we were checking his trapline — a half-day loop. He bundled me like freight: thermal, wool sweater, his spare coat that swallowed me whole, and a pair of snowshoes he laced onto my boots with careful, efficient hands, kneeling in the snow in front of me like some flannel penitent.

The world out there was a cathedral with no roof. Sunlight fractured through ice-loaded pines and threw diamonds across the unbroken white. The only sounds were our snowshoes and our breath. He walked ahead, breaking trail, powerful and certain against all that emptiness, and I understood — watching him move through it — that this wasn’t wilderness to him. It was home ground. It had a floor plan.

He showed me the trapline — humane sets, quick-kill, subsistence not sport. He checked each one with a practiced economy, reset one, cleared another, and there was a quiet respect in how he handled all of it, land and animal both, a deep fluency in the mountain’s grammar. I watched this big, careful man move through his domain and felt a pang so sharp it doubled as a diagnosis. This was his life. This quiet, this purpose, this fluency. And I was a visitor. A splash of borrowed color, scheduled to melt.

On the ridge above the valley he stopped, and the melancholy must have been showing on my face, because he turned me to him with both gloved hands on my shoulders. Far below, the cabin sat like a brown button on a white quilt.

“What’s in that head of yours?”

“This,” I said, gesturing at the impossible sweep of it. “You. It’s a lot.”

“It doesn’t have to be anything it isn’t,” he said — but his eyes said the rest. He felt it too. The calendar under the snow. The clock inside the thaw.

I rose up on my ridiculous snowshoes and kissed him. It started cold-lipped and desperate, a clash of teeth, and caught fire on the second breath. He growled into my mouth and banded his arms around me, holding me hard enough that I could feel the fear and the wanting knotted together in him, one tangled rope, same as mine.

We barely made it back to the cabin.

The door had scarcely shut on the cold before he had me against it. We stripped each other in a frenzy of zippers and frozen buckles, shedding layers into a heap until there was only skin and the fire’s heat licking at it. He lifted me; my back hit the rough-hewn wood; my legs locked around his waist. He took himself in hand and lined up against me, the head of his cock a brand at my entrance.

“Look at me,” he commanded, gravel and need.

I opened my eyes into the storm of his.

“This is real,” he said — and thrust up into me.

I cried out at the fullness, the cold-then-heat of it. He fucked me against the door with a raw, driving intensity, every stroke hammering the point home. “This. Is. Real.” The door rattled its agreement in the frame. I clung to his shoulders, nails biting, my cries dissolving into his name into pure sound. My climax built fast, coiling up from the base of my spine, and he felt it coming — shifted his angle, ground in deep — and the head of his cock dragged over the spot that erased language altogether.

“Bear, I’m—”

“Come,” he snarled.

I shattered. The orgasm wracked through me in violent, shuddering pulses, and he drove through every one of them and then broke himself, pumping into me with a hoarse shout, forehead dropped to my shoulder, his big body juddering with the force of it.

We slid down the door together and landed in the puddle of our own clothes, steaming faintly, laughing in that stunned, breathless way you laugh when language hasn’t come back yet.

That night, after a mostly silent dinner, the mood changed key. The coziness took on an edge — a sweet, slow-burning desperation, the taste of sand moving through an hourglass. He drew a bath in the deep copper tub he’d salvaged and rebuilt himself, and he lit candles instead of the harsh overhead bulb, and if you’d told me a week earlier that a man with an axe would be the most romantic thing ever to happen to me, I’d have written a very sarcastic caption about it.

When the tub steamed, fragrant with some pine oil he added without comment, he turned to me. “Get in.”

I shed my clothes while he watched, and I made him watch, and his eyes went darker with every dropped item, though his hands stayed patient at his sides. I sank into the hot water with a groan of pure animal gratitude. Then he undressed — and my mouth went dry all over again. In candlelight he looked mythological: corded muscle and shadow, the geometric tattoo riding his shoulder, his cock already heavy and thickening against his thigh.

He stepped in behind me, water surging, and drew me back against his chest. For a long while he just held me there — his chin on my crown, his heartbeat a slow drum against my spine, steam rising around us like the room itself exhaling.

Then his hands went to work. He soaped my breasts with maddening patience, thumbs circling my nipples until they ached. He washed my stomach, my arms, my throat — possessive and reverent at once, an inventory and a blessing. Then he eased my knees apart and his hand slid down through slick curls, and his fingers found my clit, and I moaned and let my head fall back onto his shoulder.

“So soft here,” he murmured at my ear, circling with perfect, infuriating pressure. “So wet for me. The water can’t hide it.”

He played me slowly — one finger inside, then two, crooking to stroke the deep spot while the heel of his hand rocked my clit. Water lapped the copper rim in rhythm. The candles guttered and steadied. The world reduced itself to the tub, his hands, the coiling pressure between my legs. He kissed my neck, my shoulder, set his teeth gently where they met, and I started to shake.

“Come in my hand,” he whispered, gravel-soft. “Let me feel it.”

I did — crying out over the water, my inner muscles fluttering hard around his fingers while his other arm clamped me to his chest, an iron bar wrapped in tenderness, keeping me anchored to the world.

When the last tremor passed he turned me in the water and looked at me, and his expression was fierce and completely unguarded, and no one had ever looked at me like that in my life. He rose — water cascading off him like something being unveiled — pulled me up, stepped us both out. He wrapped me in a thick towel and dried me with a care that put an ache in my throat, scrubbed himself twice, carelessly, and then took my hand and led me up the ladder to the loft.

He laid me down and covered me, skin to skin. No haste left in him now. He kissed me breathless, unhurried; he kissed down my throat, the valley of my breasts, my navel, until he knelt between my thighs — and this time he didn’t lower his mouth. He held my gaze as he lined himself up, the broad head of him parting me, waiting at the brink.

“I need to be inside you,” he said. Not a request. A confession.

“Yes,” I breathed.

He pushed in by inches, devastating, deliberate, until he was seated so deep I felt him at the base of my heart. He paused there, arms trembling. “Sloane,” he groaned — just my name, but conjugated like a prayer.

Then he moved. A deep, rhythmic rocking, a claiming so complete I felt it recalibrate every cell it passed through. He braced on his forearms, face inches over mine, and we didn’t look away — not through the slow build, not when his breath started tearing, not when the sweat gilded his brow in candle-gold. I wrapped my legs high around his waist and took him deeper, met every stroke, and the friction wound me tighter and tighter around the heat he’d built.

“Mine,” he gritted out, control fraying strand by strand. “Say it.”

“Yours,” I gasped, and in that moment it was signed in every fiber I owned. “Yours, Bear.”

The word snapped his restraint clean. His thrusts turned wild — pounding, hips slapping mine, the good obscene music of it filling the loft — and the tension at my core wound past bearing and broke.

“Bear — I’m coming—”

He drove me through it and followed, a raw, guttural sound wrenched out of him as he buried deep and poured himself into me while my body milked him through every pulse. He collapsed, full weight, pressing me into the mattress, and I held all of it — the sweat, the mass, the shaking — like the privilege it was.

A long time later he rolled to his side, taking me with him. The candles below had drowned in their own wax. The fire was down to embers.

He was quiet so long I thought sleep had taken him. Then his voice moved through the dark, soft and stripped.

“County plow’ll come through tomorrow. Day after at the latest.”

The words dropped into my stomach like stones down a well — a long fall, then cold.

I didn’t answer. I pressed my face into the hard plane of his chest, breathed him in, and held on tighter. His arms closed around me like he could keep the world out by main strength, the way he did everything else.

But we both lay awake in the dark, listening to the future idle its engine at the bottom of the mountain.


Chapter 5 — When the Roads Clear

The plow came the next afternoon.

I heard the deep diesel grumble of it long before I saw the orange blade shoving a mountain of gray snow past the mouth of Bear’s driveway. I was at the kitchen window, nursing a cup of tea I didn’t want. Bear was outside splitting wood, the steady thwack of his axe keeping time against the mechanical growl advancing up the road like a slow verdict.

My stomach clenched. I set the mug down too hard and the tea jumped the rim.

Last night’s words still hung in the cabin like frost on the inside of glass. We hadn’t mentioned the plow again, and we had thought about nothing else. Our lovemaking in the dark had been desperate, nearly angry, as if we could weld ourselves into one thing that no road crew could separate. It hadn’t worked. Morning had come up brittle and careful, both of us handling the day like it was made of thin ice.

The axe stopped. Through the glass I watched Bear straighten, set the head against the stump, and drag a sleeve across his brow. He looked at the road a long moment, profile grim as a carving. Then he came toward the cabin, boots punching through the crust.

The door opened on cold air and pine and sweat. He stomped the snow off. “Road’s clear down to the county line,” he said, voice flat as a plank. “I put my spare battery in your car this morning and got it running. It’ll get you down.”

Your car. And he’d fixed it. He’d hiked down at dawn, while I slept, and revived the machine whose whole purpose was to take me away from him — because it needed doing, because that was who he was. The kindness and the cruelty of it were the same gesture, and it hollowed me out.

“Oh,” I said. Pathetic, single syllable. “That’s… good.”

He looked at me, gray eyes unreadable. “You should call your editor. Let her know you’re alive.”

Practical. Sensible. A knife between the third and fourth rib. “Right. Yeah.”

He moved past me to the sink and pumped water over his hands, and the muscles I’d traced with my tongue at two in the morning worked under his flannel like nothing had happened, like an invisible wall of ice hadn’t just slid down the middle of the room.

I took the sat phone off its shelf, its battery fat with three days of sun on the panels. It connected on the second try.

Mara answered on the first ring, which meant she’d been sitting on her phone for days. “Sloane? Tell me this is Sloane.”

“It’s me. I’m fine. Roads just opened.”

“Thank God. Okay. Two things, and I’m saying them fast because sat minutes cost more than my rent.” Papers shuffled at supersonic speed, two hundred miles and one entire universe away. “One: the Silver Peak profile isn’t dead. His people were weirdly charmed that you almost died getting there — the recluse angle, who knows. He’ll give you ninety minutes tomorrow morning, on your way down. File by Friday and we’re golden.”

“Tomorrow,” I heard myself say. The word tasted like a door swinging.

“Two — and Sloane, listen, because this is the good one. The snowed-in thing. A week off-grid with some mountain man in a blizzard? That’s not a sidebar, that’s a feature. First person. Immersive. Raw and real. I want it next issue.”

My eyes found Bear’s back at the sink. He’d gone very still over the basin, hands dripping. The pump handle creaked once and stopped.

Raw and real. He was the rawest, realest thing I had ever touched, and my editor had just priced him by the word.

“Yeah,” said my mouth, journalist autopilot, wheels down before the brain confirms the runway. “I can do that.”

“That’s my girl. Call me from the resort.” She was gone.

The silence after I set the phone down had texture. Weight. Bear turned from the sink, slow, and dried his hands on the towel like the towel had wronged him.

“So. You’re leaving tomorrow.”

It wasn’t a question. “I have to. My job—”

“I know.” He crossed his arms over his chest, a defensive fortification I recognized because I’d spent five days learning what it looked like when it came down. “And the off-grid piece. That’s what I am, right? Your material.”

The accusation stung precisely because a version of it had just left my own mouth. “It’s not like that.”

“Isn’t it?” A short, bitter laugh, terrible from a man who laughed so rarely. “You get a cozy story. A few hot nights with the local hermit. A byline. And I get to watch your taillights go down my mountain.”

Anger flared up through the ache, hot and welcome, easier. “You don’t get to be the wounded party here, Bear. You’ve been building this wall since the first plow rumor. You never talk about why you’re really up here — you hand me the press release and step around the rest like I can’t hear the floor creak. Don’t you dare act like my leaving is a betrayal of something you never even showed me.”

His eyes flashed — and then, instead of shutting, something in him tore open.

“You want to know why I’m here?” He stepped closer, voice dropping low and dangerous. “Fine. I was an architect. Seattle. I had the life. The fiancée. The condo. The debt. I was building a shopping mall — a shopping mall — and I was at a client dinner arguing about the grade of marble for a food court when my mom called. My brother was dead. Car accident. Stupid. Pointless. Twenty-two minutes, they figure, between the crash and the ambulance, and I spent them comparing marble.”

The pain coming off him was a physical pressure in the room. I didn’t move. You don’t interrupt a confession you demanded.

“I went home for the funeral. Watched everyone perform continuity. Watched my fiancée check her phone during the eulogy. I went back to Seattle, looked at my blueprints, looked at my life, and there was nothing in either one that mattered. Nothing real. So I walked. Job, debt, woman, all of it. Bought this land with what little was left and built this cabin with my hands, and I chose the quiet, and I have been alone ever since, because alone is clean. Alone doesn’t hurt like this.”

“Like what?” I whispered.

“Like having the one real thing I’ve found in eleven years walk out the goddamn door because she has a deadline!” It came out a roar, raw, ragged at the edges — the sound of a man who’d stacked his grief like cordwood for a decade and just watched the pile come down.

Tears burned my eyes. “You think I want to go? You think that apartment, that job — you think any of it feels real after this? After you? You’re the most real thing I’ve ever known!”

“Then stay.” Quiet. Cracked down the middle.

“Just — stay? What does that even mean, Bear? I have a lease. A career. Loose ends with my name on them.”

“And I don’t have anything?” he shot back. “This is my life. These woods, this quiet. Protecting it — protecting myself — that’s the one job I’ve never quit. Letting you in was a risk. A beautiful, terrifying risk. And now I get to watch you choose the world that broke me.”

I crossed the room and put my hands flat on his chest, and under my palms his heart was hammering like something trying to get out. “I’m not choosing that world. I’m choosing you. But I have to go down and do the leaving right. Quit clean. Close it out. You of all people know the difference between walking away and running away — you built a whole life on it.”

“And then what?” His voice dropped to almost nothing. His eyes searched mine, and there it was — the vulnerability he guarded like a wound. “You come back? You trade your city for my silence?”

“Yes,” I said, and the truth of it stood up in me, sudden and total and calm. “If you’ll have me.”

A war played out behind his eyes — fear and hope and a decade of self-preservation going down under something bigger. He cupped my face in both rough hands, thumbs sweeping the tears off my cheekbones. “Sloane.” My name came out of him like a prayer and a curse in one breath.

Then his mouth was on mine — none of last night’s fury in it, only a profound, aching tenderness that dismantled me joint by joint. A question, an answer, a goodbye, a promise, all in one kiss. I gave it back with everything unsaid poured in.

When we broke apart, we were both unsteady. The air between us had changed — no longer a battlefield. Something more like a chapel.

“One more night,” he said, thick. “Before you go. One more night to show you what you’re coming back to.”

He took my hand and led me up the ladder to the loft. The afternoon light through the small window was soft and gray, snow-light, the kind that makes everything look like memory. He undressed me slowly, reverently, unwrapping rather than stripping, and every brush of his fingers left a heat mark. When I stood bare he stepped back and shed his own clothes, gaze never leaving mine.

He was magnificent — hard planes and coiled strength and firewood shoulders, his cock heavy and rising against his thigh. He looked at me like I was the answer to a question he’d stopped letting himself ask.

“Lie down,” he murmured.

The quilt was cool under my back. He didn’t follow. He knelt at the foot of the mattress and slid his hands up the outside of my legs, pressed a kiss to the inside of one knee, then higher, beard soft-scratching a slow line up my thigh while my breath went to pieces.

He hooked his hands under my thighs and opened me to him, wide, unhurried. Utterly exposed. Utterly kept. “So beautiful,” he growled against me. “This sweet, wet pussy. Mine to remember. Mine to come home to.”

Then his mouth was on me, and it was worship — long, slow passes of his tongue through my folds, savoring, memorizing; deliberate circles on my clit; a soft suction that drew pleasure up from some new depth. No greed in it. Devotion. He built me coil by coil, patient as winter, sliding two fingers into me and curling them in that slow come-here rhythm while his tongue kept its litany, and the orgasm gathered like weather on a far ridge, unhurried and enormous.

“Bear,” I whimpered, fists in the quilt.

He hummed against my clit and I arched off the bed. He never sped up. That was the wicked genius of it — he just kept on, steady, inevitable, until the wave finally crested on its own great schedule and rolled me under, a deep, unfolding release that had me crying his name to the roof beams, trembling in long slow pulses around his fingers while he gentled me down.

He crawled up my body and kissed me, my own taste on his mouth, dark and intimate.

“I need to be inside you,” he said against my lips. “Need to feel you once more before—”

Before. I caught the word and kissed it away. “Yes. Please.”

He settled between my thighs, bare, and eased into me achingly slow, and the fit of it pulled the same low sound from us both — that perfect, painful rightness that five days had built and one drive down a mountain was threatening.

He didn’t move. He held there, buried deep, forehead to mine, our breath one climate. This close, his eyes were every shade of gray the storm had been.

“I’m coming back,” I whispered. A vow, witnessed by whatever gods run the snow.

He shut his eyes; a muscle ticked in his jaw. Then he began to move.

There’s no other honest word for what it was: lovemaking. Deep, measured strokes, each one a sentence in the language we’d invented in five days and were now speaking fluently — his gaze locked to mine, my legs wrapped high around his waist, my heels pulling him deeper, both of us translating everything we couldn’t carry in words. Tears slid from the corners of my eyes and he kissed them off without breaking rhythm.

“I love you,” I gasped. The words got out before any part of me thought to stop them — too big, too soon, too true. “I love you, Bear Hollis. I’m not leaving for good. I’m leaving to come home.”

He went completely still above me, buried inside me, his whole huge frame gone taut. His eyes searched mine — shock, then something dawning and profound, an expression like sun breaking into a whiteout. “Sloane…”

Then he dropped his head into the curve of my neck, and I felt the wet heat of a tear where his face pressed my skin, and he began to move again — urgent now, possessive, a man staking everything.

“Mine,” he chanted against my throat, low and wrecked. “Mine. Come home to me. Come home.”

His hand worked between us, thumb finding my clit, and the pressure of it with the deep roll of his hips was the end of me. I shattered around him, the orgasm tearing through in waves that whited out the room, my body clenching him like it could hold him against all the world’s plows and deadlines.

He broke with a groan that splintered in the middle, driving deep one final time, emptying himself into me in long, racking pulses. Then his weight came down, full and welcome, his face buried in my hair, both of us shaking.

We lay a long time in the gray failing light, hearts slowing into one tempo. He didn’t let go. Even asleep, later, he didn’t let go.

“I’ll be here,” he said at some point into the dark, steady as bedrock. “When you’re done. Right here.”



The morning came up clear and brutally bright, sun glaring off a world of white so pristine it looked like a dare. The magic was leaching out of everything; in its place, that sharp practical light that gets things over with.

We dug out the last of my car together in silence — a shared penance, breath steaming — and I drove it up to the cabin. The little hatchback sat running in his yard, revived by his hands, loyal to neither of us. It looked absurd there. A paper cup in a cathedral.

He walked me to the driver’s door. I turned, throat closing.

“Drive slow,” he said, palm coming up to hold my cheek. “Road’s plowed, not sanded. Ice under everything.”

I nodded, wordless, and rose up and kissed him — long, unhurried, memorizing. He kissed me back the same way. A seal pressed into wax.

I got in. Rolled down the window because I couldn’t help it. He leaned down, forearms on the sill, gray eyes level with mine.

“One week,” he said. “If you’re not back in one week, I’m coming down to find you.”

A smile broke through everything. “Is that a threat?”

“It’s a promise,” he said, and the granite certainty in it steadied my hands on the wheel.

I eased down the long driveway. In the mirror he stood exactly where I’d left him, a big solitary figure against the cabin and the pines, watching me all the way out of sight — and the ache in my chest was terrible, and underneath it, for the first time since the plow, there was no dread at all.

Purpose has a temperature. It rode down the mountain with me, warm as a stone from the hearth.

I had an interview to survive. A life to dismantle, neatly, signature by signature.

And then I had a mountain to come home to.


Chapter 6 — Coming Home

One week.

The words became a mantra, a clock ticking under everything I did in the loud, gray world below.

I kept my word to Mara first. Ninety minutes at Silver Peak with the billionaire on my way down the mountain — still in Bear’s flannel, my hair a war zone, smelling faintly of woodsmoke. The developer received me in a glass-walled great room with a fireplace that lit by remote control, and talked about silence as an amenity, and I typed his quotes while a snowcat groomed the artificial quiet outside the window. He never once looked at the mountain. I wrote the profile in two long nights at my kitchen table and filed it Friday at 4:58 p.m., and it was fair, and it was sharp, and the whole time I wrote it I could feel the difference between a man who buys quiet and a man who builds it.

Then I drove to the office, because the second conversation needed to happen in person.

Mara took one look at me across her desk and leaned back in her chair. “You look… rustic. And terrified. The profile was great, by the way. So why does this feel like a resignation?”

“It’s not. It’s about the off-grid piece.” I took a breath. “I’m not writing it.”

She blinked. “Excuse me? Sloane, that story is a gift. Stranded reporter, blizzard, mountain recluse—”

“His name is Bear,” I said, “and he’s not material.”

The silence went on a beat too long. Mara studied me with those shrewd editor’s eyes that had caught every buried lede I’d ever tried to slip past her. “You lived it. You know it cold. Raw and real, remember?”

“That’s exactly why I can’t sell it.” I met her gaze and made myself say the whole truth. “I’m too close. I’m not the journalist on that mountain, Mara. I’m the story’s ending. And he spent eleven years building a life the world can’t reach — I’m not going to be the one who hands out the map.”

“What happened up there, Sloane?”

A smile got loose before I could stop it. “I found something better than a story.”

She sighed — exasperation and a grudging, professional respect having it out in one exhale. “Fine. The piece dies. But you’re on thin ice for torching a feature, and you owe me a killer pitch next quarter. From wherever you land.”

“Deal.”

That was the easy part.

The hard part was dismantling a life. It was surreal, moving through the familiar rooms of my apartment like a museum docent for an exhibit that had closed — City Woman, 2019–2026, mixed media. I donated half my wardrobe, the impractical heels, the dry-clean-only silks. I boxed the books worth their weight and released the rest. I gave notice on the lease, listed the furniture, returned the poor heroic rental hatchback whose survival story was wasted on the counter clerk.

Every night, I called him.

The connection off the sat phone was tinny, with a delay that made us talk over each other and then both stop, laughing. His voice came down out of the dark mountains and landed in my sternum, a low grounding rumble no city noise could touch.

“How’s the den of iniquity?” he’d ask, and I could hear the almost-smile.

“Loud. Smells like exhaust. How’s the mountain?”

“Quiet. Too quiet.” A pause, the length of a man deciding to say a thing. “It got full for a while. Now I notice.”

We talked about nothing and everything. A pine had come down on the south fence line; the fox was back at the woodpile. I told him about the surreal economics of selling a nine-hundred-dollar coffee maker to a man who arrived on an electric scooter. The calls were a rope bridge between my two worlds, and every night I crossed a little further to his side.

On the fifth day I drove to my parents’ house for the conversation I’d been rehearsing against the shower wall. My mother poured tea at the granite island. My father regarded me with the calm analytical expression that had made me confess everything at nine and nothing at nineteen.

“I’m moving,” I said. “Permanently. To the mountains.”

My mother’s hand stopped mid-pour. “The mountains. Where exactly? An apartment in Denver?”

“A cabin. Off-grid. With Bear.”

The silence had furniture in it. Then my father cleared his throat. “The man who sheltered you. During the storm.”

“Yes.”

“Sloane,” my mother began, deploying her reasonable voice, the one made of velvet-wrapped rebar, “you’ve been through a traumatic event. Sweetheart, there’s a name for this — a bonding response, a kind of Stockholm—”

“It’s not that,” I said, gentle and immovable. “I love him. And I love the life we can build. This isn’t a trauma response, Mom. It’s a clarity response. For the first time in years I know exactly what I want, and none of it is here.”

My father leaned forward. “And your career? You’ve worked so hard.”

“I’ll still write. Freelance. But I’m done chasing the next deadline to the next airport. I want to write about things that matter, from a place that’s real.” I put a hand over each of theirs on the cold granite. “I need you to trust me. This is my choice. This is my happy ending, even if it doesn’t look like the brochure.”

It took hours. There were tears, mostly my mother’s, and questions, mostly my father’s, and by the end the resistance had softened into bewildered love, which is what family resistance is usually made of anyway. They wanted me happy. My happy had simply moved to a higher elevation.

On the morning of the seventh day I loaded the last boxes into a rented SUV. Sunrise did its harsh orange-and-gray work on the skyline, and I looked up at my building one final time and felt nothing pull back. Just the clean, weightless feeling of walking off a stage after your part is done.

The drive up was a study in shedding worlds. Concrete gave way to suburbs, suburbs to farmland, farmland to foothills that began, at last, to rise in earnest. The air through the vents turned cool and resinous. My heart kept time faster with every mile marker, and when the tires finally bit into the long gravel road to his land, a laugh came up out of me from nowhere — pure, unreasonable, entirely at home.

He was waiting on the porch.

Not leaning on the post with mountain-man cool, either. Standing at the top of the steps, hands flexing at his sides, his whole big frame strung tight with a week of waiting — and when my wheels stopped, he was down those steps in three strides.

I flung the door open and launched. He caught me out of the air, arms closing so tight my breath left in a rush, my feet swinging clear of the ground. I buried my face in the warm column of his neck. Pine. Fresh-cut wood. Him.

“You’re here,” he muttered into my hair, rough as a gravel road.

“I’m here. I’m home.”

He set me down but his hands stayed, framing my face, his gray eyes moving over me like a man checking a load-bearing wall after a quake. “For good?”

“For good. For always.”

The kiss that followed wasn’t about heat, though heat came with it. It was a signature. A vow pressed mouth to mouth. When we finally parted he rested his forehead on mine and let out a breath eleven years long.

“The cabin’s going to feel small with all your city stuff,” he said, warm and dry.

“I didn’t bring much. Just me.”

“That fills it,” he said, and my heart broke open like a seed.

He helped me unload with his usual maddening efficiency, stacking boxes in a corner of the main room, and the whole time the cabin performed its quiet magic trick: exactly the same, and utterly transformed. Not shelter anymore. Home. The fire cracked and threw dancing light on the walls that were now, somehow, our walls.

When the last box was in, he shut the door, and the click of the latch changed the pressure in the room. The playfulness burned off like morning fog. What was left was a week of absence, a decision the size of a life, and six and a half feet of mountain man looking at me like the storm had finally handed him something it couldn’t take back.

“Sloane.” Low. Rumbling. My name as an entire paragraph.

I knew that tone. It was the one that came right before the world narrowed to the space between our skins.

I walked to him and stopped inside his gravity. “Bear.”

His hands rose — not to grab, but to unzip my jacket, slow and deliberate, and push it off my shoulders. It fell. His knuckles skimmed down the front of my shirt, found the hem, drew it up over my head. Cool air, pebbled skin, and his gaze on me like a hand.

“I missed the feel of you,” he said, thick. His palms mapped up my sides, over my ribs, thumbs tracing the undersides of my breasts through lace. “The taste of you. A week is too damn long.”

“Then stop wasting it,” I whispered.

He captured my mouth — hungry, possessive, a reclaiming with teeth in it — and I moaned into him and went for his belt. We stripped each other graceless and laughing and starving, his flannel and jeans and my everything landing wherever physics decided, until he stood in only his boxer briefs, his cock a hard, straining line beneath the fabric. I hooked my fingers in the waistband and drew them down, and he sprang free, thick and flushed, glistening already at the tip. I wrapped my hand around him — silk over stone, a pulse against my palm — and watched this enormous, contained man shudder like a struck bell.

“Bed,” he growled. It was somehow also a question. Consent, from him, was never a formality; it was a courtship, every single time.

“Bed,” I agreed.

He steered me up the ladder ahead of him, one broad hand riding my hip the whole climb. The loft was warm with risen heat, the quilt still rumpled from his restless week. He turned me at the top and made quick work of my jeans, peeling them and my panties down, kneeling to guide each of my feet free like a man performing a rite. And then he stayed down there, on his knees, and looked up the length of me, beard grazing the inside of my thigh.

“This,” he said, breath hot against me. “Missed this most of all.”

Then his mouth was on me, and my knees quit on the spot; he took my weight with one arm banded behind my hips and feasted like a starving man home from a war. Broad, flat strokes of his tongue; my clit rolled and sucked with unbearable precision; two thick fingers curling into me until the week’s ache detonated all at once — fast, sharp, shuddering, my cry ringing off the log walls while he held me upright through every wave of it.

Before the tremors faded he rose, lifted me, and laid me out on the bed. He came down over me, chest hair rasping my oversensitive breasts, and kissed me slow, my own taste on his tongue, dark and intimate as a secret.

“I need to be inside you,” he breathed. “Now.”

“Yes. Come home too.”

He pushed in slow and didn’t stop until there was no more of him to take, bare and hot, and the fit of him after a week apart pulled a groan out of both of us in the same key. He stilled there, buried, forehead to mine, eyes shut like a man overwhelmed at his own front door.

“You feel like the whole week ending,” I whispered, arching up.

That broke his stillness. He moved — long, deep, purposeful strokes, each one a claim, a welcome, an unpacking. The headboard tapped its steady witness against the log wall. The world with its skylines and lease agreements dissolved entirely; what remained was skin on skin, the ragged duet of our breathing, the creak of a hand-built bed doing honest work, and the overwhelming, consuming rightness of him.

He shifted his angle and found the deep place that undid me. “There,” I begged. “Right there.”

He obeyed, focused, ruthless, and slid a hand between us to circle my clit in tight time, and the second climax came up under me like a wave under a swimmer — sudden lift, no argument. His name left me in pieces.

“Eyes,” he rasped. “Stay with me.”

I dragged my eyes open and gave him what he wanted: my face, unguarded, while I came apart around him. Watching me finish was what finished him — he drove deep with a raw, broken shout and spent himself in me, scalding hot, the final physical seal on everything we’d promised across two hundred miles of phone delay.

He collapsed and gathered me against his side in the same motion, my back to his hammering heart. We lay slick and spent while the light through the little window went from gold to rose to ash.

Finally he propped himself on an elbow and looked down at me, tracing my jaw with one calloused finger. “No going back now,” he said softly.

“I never wanted to.”

He kissed my shoulder. “What do you need? From this place. From me. Tell me.”

I considered it, my fingertip following the geometric lines of the tattoo over his shoulder, the one I’d been mapping since the second night. “A writing desk by that window downstairs,” I said. “The one that looks over the clearing. I need to learn to split wood without supervision commentary. I need a garden in the spring.” I flattened my palm over his heart. “And I need you exactly as you are. No renovations.”

A slow, real smile opened across his face — the one that turned the gruff mountain man into the man only I got. “That I can do.”

We dozed, tangled, until the fading light said evening. He went down to stoke the fire; I pulled on one of his henleys, which fit me like a tent fits a pole, and followed.

He was at the stove starting dinner. I wrapped my arms around him from behind and pressed my cheek between his shoulder blades, feeling the deep hum of contentment move through him like a current through bedrock.

“I have an idea,” I said.

“Hmm?”

“Let’s not go to bed tonight.”

He glanced back over his shoulder. “Oh?”

“Let’s stay by the fire. All night. First night of the rest of it — I don’t want to sleep through any more of it than I have to.”

He turned in my arms, and his expression did the softening thing that I planned to spend years provoking. “We can do that.”

We ate stew and thick bread on the bearskin rug in front of the fire. We left the dishes to their fate. He climbed to the loft and handed the whole mattress down through the opening like it weighed nothing, and we piled it with every blanket and pillow the cabin owned — a nest in the glow of the flames, ridiculous and perfect.

We talked, voices low. I told him about Mara, about killing the story with his name in it, and something in his face shifted that never fully shifted back — the last sentry coming down off the wall. He told me his plans for a small greenhouse off the south side. Maybe a dog, he said, like a man admitting to a long-held dream. We mapped a future in whispers while the fire threw our shadows, merged, against the wall.

Later, we made love again in the nest — slow, lazy, deep, none of the earlier frantic edge. He moved in me like we had decades, because we did now, and when the peak came it rolled through both of us together, quiet and shattering, and left us fused and breathless in the firelight.

After, he pulled the blankets over us. My head found the notch of his chest that had apparently been carved for it. Through the window, the sky was dusted with more stars than the city had ever admitted existed.

“It’s different now,” I murmured, eyelids going down for the last time that night.

“What is?”

“The quiet. It used to sound like something missing. Now it just sounds like peace.”

His arm tightened around me. “It’s not quiet,” he said, the words a low rumble under my ear. “Listen.”

I listened. Past the fire’s crackle: wind sighing through the pines. An owl, far off, asking its one question. The slow, strong drum of his heart under my cheek.

“You’re right,” I whispered. “It’s full of music.”

I fell asleep to it — the fire, the mountain, the man — with no deadline anywhere in the world that could reach me, and the vast, beautiful quiet that wasn’t quiet at all playing on.

It was the beginning of everything.


Chapter 7 — The Thaw

Three weeks into my new life, the mountain began to let go of winter.

It happened in sounds before sights. The creek came back first — a rushing under the ice like the land clearing its throat. Then the long percussion of meltwater off the eaves, the soft whump of snow slabs surrendering off the pines, the mud announcing itself under every boot step. Bear called it breakup season. I called it the world thawing, and he looked at me like a man who’d been thinking the same thing about something else entirely.

I woke most mornings the same way: coffee smell, woodsmoke, and the heavy warm band of his arm across my waist, his breath stirring the hair at the nape of my neck. In my old apartment, mornings had been a barrage — alarms, notifications, sirens, the upstairs neighbor’s spin bike. Here the only urgency was the slow creep of dawn across the plank floor, and a man who reached for me before he was fully conscious, like his body kept its own inventory and I was on it.

“You’re awake,” he rumbled that particular morning, his hand flexing against my stomach.

“How do you always know?”

“Your breathing changes.” He nuzzled the back of my neck, beard scratching deliciously. “Regretting your life choices yet?”

I turned in his arms. In the gray light his face was soft with sleep, eyes half-lidded, and I still lost a breath sometimes at the sheer scale of him in this bed that was now my bed too. “Which one? Moving in with a man named after an apex predator, or letting him teach me to use a drawknife?”

“Either.”

“Ask me after coffee.”

He kissed me, slow and deep, tasting of sleep and shared warmth — a kiss with no destination, which I’d learned were his favorite kind, the way everything he built was for its own sake and built to last.

My desk had gone in under the window ten days earlier.

He’d been sneaking off to the workshop for a week by then, and lying about it with the skill of a man who’d never once needed to lie — “sharpening things,” he’d said, and, memorably, “inventory.” Then one evening I came in from filling the wood rack and the whole cabin smelled of fresh finish, and there it was under the south window: a desk. Cherry, hand-planed, the grain running like poured water toward the view of the clearing, every joint so clean it looked grown rather than built. He’d even made the little details argue with each other beautifully — a drawer that glided on wooden runners, a shallow gallery rail to keep my pens from rolling, the top pitched a half-degree toward the light because he’d watched me hunch at the kitchen table day after day and drawn conclusions.

“It’s nothing fancy,” he said from the doorway, arms crossed, absolutely rigid with feigned indifference. “You needed somewhere to work.”

I ran my hand along the edge. He’d broken every corner soft so I’d never catch a sleeve. Somewhere in a city two hundred miles south, a man had once given me a keychain for my birthday after eight months of dating.

“You built me a desk,” I managed.

“I had the cherry.”

“Bear. You built me a desk.”

“You’re leaking,” he observed, alarmed, and crossed the room in two strides, and held my face in his sawdust-smelling hands while I cried like an idiot onto his flannel. He was unbearably pleased with himself for the rest of the night and pretended he wasn’t, which remains one of my favorite performances by a leading man in anything.

From that desk I’d already sold two pieces. A short essay on breakup season for a regional quarterly, and a profile of the county’s last full-time plow driver — a seventy-year-old woman named Dot with forty-one winters on the spur roads, who’d plowed the road that let me leave and the one that brought me home, and refused to be called a hero to my face. Writing had never felt like this. No airports, no angles. Just the mountain, the people who’d chosen it, and the time to get their sentences right.

Which is when the old world called to make me an offer.

I was at the desk that afternoon, Bear out in the workshop, when the sat phone I now kept charged for work buzzed against the windowsill.

“Sloane. Don’t hang up. I have news.” Mara, at full editorial velocity. “The Silver Peak profile got picked up everywhere. The publisher noticed. There’s a features slot open, and I fought for you — Patagonia, six weeks, the new overland route. Full staff rate plus expenses, cover treatment, your name in letters visible from space. It’s the assignment you spent six years auditioning for.”

Six years. She wasn’t wrong. There was a version of me — recent, well-documented, still wearing her lanyard somewhere in a donated blazer — who would have been packing before the call ended.

I watched through the window as Bear crossed the yard with a load of cherry offcuts, moving through the mud and glare with that unhurried certainty, and I waited to feel the pull.

It didn’t come. What came instead was a kind of tenderness for the woman who’d wanted it so badly, the way you feel about a photo of yourself at nineteen.

“Mara. It’s a beautiful offer. The answer’s no.”

A silence with a headline in it. “Just like that? Sloane, this is the one you begged me for.”

“I know. I remember her.” I turned back to the desk, to the plow-driver draft with Dot’s voice all over it. “But I’m five weeks into building something I don’t want to leave for six weeks. Give it to Priya — she’s ready, and she’ll kill it.”

“You’re really staying up there.” Not hostile. Recalibrating.

“I’m really staying. And Mara — the pitch I owe you? It’s coming. It’s better than Patagonia.”

She sighed her flinty, fond sigh. “It had better be. Go marry your mountain, weirdo.” Click.

I was still smiling at the phone when I realized the porch had creaked minutes ago and never creaked again.

Bear stood in the doorway with the offcuts still in his arms, and his face had gone somewhere I hadn’t seen since the day the first plow came. Careful. Braced. Eleven years of practice at watching things leave, all of it suddenly back on duty.

“How much did you hear?” I asked quietly.

“Patagonia. Six weeks. Cover.” He set the wood down by the stove, precise, controlled, the way he got when he was anything but. “The one you auditioned six years for.”

“Bear—”

“You should take it.” His voice was flat and even, and it was the worst sound I’d ever heard him make, because I knew it now for what it was: a man walking to the noose with good posture. “You don’t put a wild thing in a cabin and congratulate yourself when it stops pacing. I’m not going to be the thing that made your life smaller. If you need to go, go. I’ll be—”

“Here when I’m done. I know. You told me.” I stood up from the desk. “Did you hear the part where I said no?”

His jaw worked. “I heard a woman turn down her dream with the door open and me in the next room. People do that math quiet, Sloane, and then one March they wake up owing interest, and they look at the man they gave it up for, and—” He stopped. His hands, hanging empty, closed on nothing. “Everyone leaves. I told you that the first week. I’ve just never once wanted so badly to be wrong.”

The raw nerve of him, this man who could carry me up a mountain and couldn’t carry this — it broke my heart and made it bigger in the same beat. I crossed the room and took his face in both hands, made those gray eyes land on mine and stay.

“Listen to me, because I’m only going to explain the math once,” I said. “I didn’t give up Patagonia for you. I turned it down because the woman who wanted it doesn’t exist anymore. She wanted to matter, and she thought distance was how you did it — the next flight, the next byline, the next proof. I stopped needing proof the night a stranger carried me out of a whiteout and gave me his bed and slept on a couch a size too small, and never once made me feel like a debt.” His breath went ragged under my palms. “You didn’t make my life smaller, Bear Hollis. You’re the first thing that ever made it the right size. You don’t break my peace. You are my peace.”

Something behind his eyes gave way — not gradually, not politely, but all at once, ice going off the river. He dropped his forehead to mine and let out a breath that shook on the way down. His hands finally landed, one at my waist, one spread between my shoulder blades, pulling me into the whole warm wall of him.

“Say it again,” he said hoarsely. “The last part.”

“You are my peace.”

He kissed me — feral and grateful and claiming — and lifted me clean off my feet, my legs going around his waist by reflex, the drawknife lesson officially canceled. He broke off just far enough to speak against my mouth, breathing hard.

“Is this a yes?”

“It’s a hell yes.”

He carried me up the ladder — one-armed, which should not have been possible or legal — and laid me on our bed in the loft, gray light pooling on the quilt. His eyes were dark, his voice darker. “I need to hear you say it. All of it. Not for the storm. Not for the week. For good.”

I understood. Consent wasn’t just for the first time; for a man built like a fortress with the gates finally open, it was for every time, and this time most of all. I reached for the buttons of his flannel, my fingers slow and sure.

“I choose you, Bear Hollis. I choose this mountain. I choose this life — the mud season and the sat phone and the splinters and you. I’m not staying because a storm caught me.” I pushed the flannel off his shoulders. “I’m staying because this is where my life is. Nothing down there is calling me. Let them keep Patagonia. I’ve got the whole world in one room.”

A shudder ran the length of him. He finished undressing us both with a focus that made my pulse trip, and then he was over me, braced on his forearms, his cock hard and hot against my belly, his eyes storm-colored and blazing.

“You’re sure.” Not a question. A demand for finality, one last chance to run offered by a man praying I wouldn’t take it.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.” I took him in hand, hot and heavy and already slick at the tip, and stroked until his lashes fluttered and his breath went to gravel. “I want you. I want this. Now. Always.”

That was the last of his patience. He kissed me like a celebration, like a victory lap, hands everywhere, relearning and reclaiming, and worked his way down my throat to my breasts and took one aching nipple in his mouth until I arched clean off the bed. Then lower — beard scratching down my sternum, my belly — and he hooked his hands under my thighs and opened me and put his mouth on me like a man at a feast held in his honor.

He’d learned my body the way he learned everything, thoroughly and for keeps. His tongue found the rhythm that unstitched me, two fingers curling to the spot that whited out my vision, and he drove me up the slope so fast I couldn’t even warn him — the climax ripped through me sudden and violent, my fingers locked in his hair, my cry tearing raw through the loft while he worked me through every last shudder.

Before I’d finished trembling he rose over me, and I felt the broad head of him at my entrance, and we both went still for one thick, humming heartbeat.

“Eyes open,” he rasped. “I want to watch you take what’s yours.”

He slid home, slow and sure, and the fit of us — the one that never stopped feeling like a miracle — wrung a groan from us both. He held there, seated deep, forehead to mine.

“This is yours,” he said, rolling his hips once, making me feel every inch of the claim. “This home. This bed. Me. All of it. Signed over. No takebacks.”

“And you have me,” I whispered, rising to meet him. “All of me. Longhand. Witnessed.”

He laughed — actually laughed, low and broken and joyful, buried inside me — and then he began to move, and the laughter melted into something older. Deep, rolling strokes, less friction than conversation, his gaze locked on mine, my legs cinched high around his waist, the wet rhythmic music of us filling the loft along with the drip and rush of a mountain unlocking outside. I could feel my second climax building the slow way, coiling from the spine outward, and I worked a hand between us and circled my clit in time with him, and his eyes dropped to watch and went molten.

“That’s it,” he growled, pace deepening. “Take it. Come around me, Sloane. Claim what’s yours.”

The coil snapped. Pleasure erupted through me in a long golden cascade, my body clamping down on him in waves — and it dragged him after me, his rhythm shattering into short, desperate drives before he buried himself with a harsh groan and let go inside me, a hot rush that seemed to have no bottom, his whole frame shuddering like a felled tree hitting earth.

He collapsed and rolled, keeping us joined, arranging me over his chest with my ear on his still-hammering heart. Outside, the meltwater ran and ran, the whole mountain letting go of everything it had held frozen since November.

“So,” he said at last, rough with satisfaction, one hand tracing lazy lines up my spine. “Priya gets Patagonia.”

“Priya gets Patagonia. I get the greenhouse, the drawknife, and the apex predator.”

His chest rumbled under me. “Fair trade?”

I lifted my head and looked at him — sweat-damp, loose-limbed, walls down to the foundation and the foundation warm — and thought about six years of auditioning to matter, and how mattering had turned out to be a room with a fire in it and a man who built desks in secret.

“Robbery,” I said. “In my favor.”

He was quiet a moment, his hand stilling warm between my shoulder blades. “I would’ve let you go,” he said. “I want you to know that. It would’ve taken the best part of me down with it, but I’d have driven you to the airport myself and waved.”

“I know you would. That’s half of why I’m staying.” I folded my arms on his chest and set my chin on them, looking up the length of him. “The man who tried to keep me would’ve lost me by June. The man who fixed my car so I could leave him — that one I’m keeping.”

“Worst rescue I ever ran,” he said gravely. “Woman won’t clear out. Argues with my grain direction. Eats my venison.”

“Tragic story.”

“Telling it at your funeral,” he agreed, and pulled me up his body and kissed me, and outside the meltwater kept running downhill toward the world we’d both, in our own ways, resigned from.

We were still tangled at dusk when the sat phone buzzed again — a text this time, from Gus down the valley, a man of legendary verbal economy whom I’d met twice and understood completely. Bear held the phone up so we could both read it.

Sadie’s pups are weaned. Six of them, eight weeks, all trouble. You want one you come pick it before the good ones go. That means this week. — G

I looked at Bear. Bear looked at me. The greenhouse was staked out by the south wall, the garden plot was thawing under its last gray crust of snow, and now this.

“Well,” he said gravely, “you did say you needed the whole catalog. Desk, garden, splinters.”

“Dog,” I finished. “Everything a growing homestead needs.”

“They’ll be half wild, Gus’s pups. Sadie runs the ridgeline all summer.” He said it like a warning. He was already typing back with one thumb, which undercut the warning considerably.

“Half wild works,” I said. “Look what the mountain did with the last stray it sent up here.”

His thumb paused. “Which one of us is the stray in that sentence?”

“I’ve decided it’s both.”

His arm tightened around me, and through the little window the first stars came out over the dripping pines, and the thaw ran on in the dark — the sound of everything frozen coming back to life, which was, if you asked me, the only story on this mountain worth filing.

I planned to take my time writing it. I had years.


Chapter 8 — Staying On The Mountain

Morning light, sharp and gold now instead of pale, cut across the floorboards and over Bear’s sleeping face.

I lay on my side watching him, a luxury I still hadn’t rationed. In sleep the stern lines of his brow let go. His beard was a dark tangle on the pillow, lips parted, one arm thrown over his head and the other draped heavy across my waist — possessive even in dreams, and correct about it.

Two months since the blizzard. Six weeks since the boxes. The snow held out only in the deep shade now, gray and pitted, losing its last arguments with the sun. The garden was in — actual seeds, in actual thawed earth, in rows Bear had squared off with string because apparently even vegetables got joinery standards. My plow-driver profile had run the week before, and Dot had left a voicemail on the sat phone consisting of one sentence — You made me sound taller — which I intended to have engraved somewhere.

And at the foot of the bed, in a crate he’d sworn the dog would sleep in for one night at most, a gangly shepherd-mix pup named Drift was snoring with his paws in the air. We’d named him for where we found each other, Bear said. Then he’d pretended he hadn’t said it.

Bear’s eyes opened. No groggy middle passage — just asleep, then aware, the way the mountain went from night to morning. His gaze found mine, and a slow smile surfaced, that private, sleepy one that belonged to me alone.

“Morning,” he rumbled.

“Morning.” I shifted closer and pressed my lips to the warm hollow of his throat. “It’s a beautiful day.”

He hummed, his hand flattening on the small of my back, gathering me in. “It is now.”

I could feel him against my thigh, hard and unhurried about it, morning-eager. Heat coiled low and sweet in my belly. We’d made love last night, slow, half-asleep; my body was pleasantly worn in the way I’d stopped pretending not to love. It wanted more anyway. It always wanted more. Living with the man had done nothing to dull the appetite; proximity, it turned out, was a rumor started by people who’d never had this.

“I was thinking,” I murmured, tracing the line of his collarbone, “about my apprenticeship.”

“Oh yeah?” His fingers slid into my hair, tilting my face up.

“Mmm. Carpentry. I’ve mastered sanding. I let you explain grain direction to me twice without divorce proceedings. I think I’ve earned the next lesson.”

He kissed me, deep and lazy, tasting of sleep and of us. “First lesson,” he said against my mouth, “is knowing your tools.”

“You’ve used that line before.”

“It’s a good line.”

I laughed, and he swallowed the laugh, and then his hands were moving with intent — sliding under the worn cotton of his t-shirt that I slept in, palms broad and rough, calluses dragging deliciously up my ribs to cup my breasts. My nipples went tight against his hands, and the laugh in my throat turned into something lower.

He sat up and stripped the shirt off me in one motion, and the cool air pebbled my skin while his gaze went dark and proprietary. He took his time looking. He always took his time looking, like I was a board he was about to true, and God help me, it worked every time. Then he bent and closed his mouth over one nipple, and I arched off the mattress with a gasp that startled the dog.

Drift resettled with a put-upon groan. Bear did not pause. His tongue was hot and unhurried, his hand kneading my other breast, thumb circling until I was squirming against him, hips already rolling, already wet.

He moved down my body, beard scoring a warm path over my ribs, my stomach. He hooked my panties and drew them off, and settled between my thighs with his hands spreading me open — and then just breathed there, deliberate, letting the anticipation do half his work for him.

“Bear.”

“Patience is a carpenter’s virtue.”

“I will fire you as my instructor—”

His tongue took the rest of the sentence: one flat, firm stroke from my entrance to my clit, and my back bowed and my hands found his hair. He worked me the way he worked wood — with total attention, no wasted motion, a craftsman’s memory for every grain of me. He licked and sucked and slid his tongue inside, then returned to my clit in tight, focused circles while the pressure wound higher and higher, terrifying and perfect.

“Please,” I gasped. “I need—”

He knew. He rose over me, his own clothes gone somewhere in a blur, cock heavy and flushed and hard against my hip, and I pushed at his shoulders before he could settle.

“Wait. My turn to drive.”

Surprise crossed his face, then pure heat. He went to his back like a felled cedar and I straddled him, leaning down to kiss him slow, letting him taste me on my own mouth. His groan came up through both of us; his hands closed on my ass hard enough to leave prints.

I curled my fingers around him, feeling him jump and thicken at the touch, and lined him up, poised above him with our eyes locked. Even now, this was our ritual, worn smooth as a river stone and just as permanent.

“Yes?” I whispered.

“Fuck yes,” he gritted.

I sank down onto him inch by inch, taking him bare and deep, and the sound that tore out of his chest was worth every second of the last two months of my life. Seated full, I paused, trembling, adjusting around the sheer scale of him — a stretch that never fully stopped being astonishing.

“Sloane.” His hands came up to frame my face, rough thumbs at my cheekbones, storm-gray eyes wide open. “Look at you.”

I began to move. Slow rolls of my hips first, grinding, learning the angle; then longer, braver strokes, hands braced on the granite slab of his chest. The morning light poured over us, gold on his skin, and the angle dragged him over the exact spot inside me that scattered sparks up my spine every time. I leaned back, palms on his thighs, and took him deeper, and watched his restraint crack in real time — breath sawing, abdomen clenching, hands flexing at my waist with the effort of not seizing the wheel.

“Harder,” he urged, strangled. “Ride me harder, sweetheart.”

I gave him what he asked for, driving down onto him, chasing the gathering storm in my core, and when his thumb found my clit and pressed, the storm broke. The climax shattered through me, violent and blinding — I cried his name to the roof, my body clamping down on him in pulsing waves, and then the world revolved and my back hit the mattress. He’d rolled us without ever leaving me, and there was nothing measured left in him. He drove into me, primal, every stroke a claim.

“Mine,” he grunted against my forehead. “Stayed. Mine.”

“Yours,” I chanted, ankles locked at his spine. “Always. Yours.”

His rhythm went ragged, frantic, magnificent — and with a guttural roar he slammed deep and held, pulsing hot inside me, his whole big body shuddering through it before he came down onto his forearms, breath scorching my ear, heart pounding against my breastbone like a second climax.

We lay welded together while the light climbed the wall. Eventually he softened and slipped from me, and gathered me into his side, and pulled the quilt over us both.

“So,” he rasped into my temple. “The apprentice is motivated.”

I swatted his chest with the strength of overcooked pasta. “Shut up.”

He chuckled, and I felt it in my own ribs, and from the foot of the bed Drift sighed the sigh of a dog who already understood exactly what kind of household he’d been adopted into.



The day demanded things, the way days here did — good demands, demands you could hold. After a shared shower that involved more kissing than washing, we ate a late breakfast and went out into the ringing air. Meltwater ran silver in the creek. The garden rows lay dark and expectant. Drift conducted a full audit of the yard’s smells and found them acceptable.

We spent the morning in the workshop, which had become my favorite building on earth. It smelled of sawdust and linseed oil and him, and it held forty years of tools — some his, some his grandfather’s, all of them sharp and clean and hung in an order I was slowly earning the right to understand. He was teaching me the drawknife for real now, my hands inside his hands on the handles, a length of green cedar peeling off in long sweet ribbons.

“You’re not terrible,” he observed, watching me take a pass on my own.

“That’s the most romantic thing you’ve ever said in this building.”

“It isn’t,” he said, and went quiet in the particular way that meant something, and I let it be, because I’d learned that too.

In the afternoon I worked at my desk — the cherry one, under the window, where the pitch I owed Mara was becoming something real: a series, a year on this mountain, the people who kept its roads and raised its dogs and buried its winters. Not him. Never him; he was mine and not for sale. But the world he’d chosen — that had a story in it worth telling right, and I was finally the one standing where it could be seen.

Bear split wood outside while I wrote. The rhythm of his axe kept time under my sentences like a metronome. Drift slept on my feet, twitching through puppy dreams. At some point Bear brought me coffee without a word and read the open page over my shoulder, and put his mouth to the top of my head, and went back out, and I sat there for a full minute unable to type through the enormous, quiet luck of it.

That night, after venison stew, we settled on the bearskin rug before the fire — my back against the sofa, his head near my knee, Drift a warm comma by the hearthstones. Bear had his whittling out, the small mystery he’d been guarding for two weeks, turning it from me in that maddening way whenever I fished for a look.

I was reading the bird field guide, my new evening vice — I’d gotten competitive about the dawn chorus. The fire ticked. The pines breathed outside. And a slow, particular heat had been building in me all evening, watching his hands work the knife, deft and sure and patient — hands I now knew every capability of, which was precisely the problem.

I closed the book. I turned. I knelt between his legs, and his knife went still.

He looked down at me, a question raising one dark brow. I answered it by reaching for the button of his jeans. His breath hitched; he set the knife and the whittling carefully aside — always carefully, even then — and leaned back on his hands.

I freed him, already thickening, hot in my palm, and took him into my mouth.

The sound he made was low and wrecked and it went straight through me. I loved this — the weight of him on my tongue, the taste, the way the most contained man I’d ever known came apart by degrees under my mouth. I swirled and took him deeper, hollowed my cheeks, found the slow rhythm that made his thighs tremble, one hand working the base of him, the other braced on the hard slab of his stomach to feel it clench.

His fingers slid into my hair — never forcing, just holding on, like a man in weather. “Sloane. God.”

I hummed around him and his hips jerked. I set the pace deliberate and deep, and let it climb, feeling his composure come apart plank by plank until his breath was ragged above me.

“I’m not going to last,” he warned, strangled.

I didn’t want him to. I redoubled — faster, deeper — and he came undone with a hoarse shout that echoed off the logs, pulsing hot against my tongue while I took everything he gave and held him through it, until he was spent and shaking and gently pulled me up into his lap.

He kissed me deep, tasting himself, one big hand splayed across my back. His eyes were dazed and dark. “Your turn,” he murmured against my jaw. “All night if I feel like it.”

“Big talk,” I whispered.

He laid me back on the fur in the firelight and set about making his case. He stripped me slowly, reverently, and kissed his way down my body with the patience of a man who owned the clock — throat, breasts, the curve of my belly — until I was flushed and open and pleading. Then he settled over me, his weight the anchor I’d stopped being able to sleep without, and pressed inside me, deep and slow, until we both felt it in our teeth.

“Eyes,” he said softly. “Stay here with me.”

I stayed. His face above mine was carved out of firelight and shadow, and he moved in me with long, soul-deep strokes, unhurried, total — less lovemaking than testimony. I watched everything cross those gray eyes: the awe, the possession, the disbelief of a man who’d buried the want of this so deep he’d forgotten where, and the finding of it again, nightly, right here.

My climax rose like a sunrise, not a storm — spreading gold through my limbs before it gathered to a brilliant point and broke, rolling through me in long waves while I gasped his name against his mouth. He followed me down slow, rhythm faltering, and came with his forehead pressed to mine and a low, broken groan, spilling into me while his whole frame shook.

He didn’t move away after. He rolled us into the blankets, gathered me against him, legs entwined, noses close. Drift snored his tiny engine snore. The fire ticked lower.

“Bear?” I whispered.

“Hmm?”

“I love you.” I’d said it first on the worst best day of my life, with a plow idling down the mountain. I’d said it in the city into a sat-phone delay, and at his door with a rented SUV, and I’d learned to say it without needing the echo, because this man said it in desks and dogs and split cordwood, fluently, daily.

But tonight he went still. Then he reached back, groping one-armed along the sofa’s edge, and pressed something into my hand.

The whittling. Finished. A small bird in cherry wood, wings half-open — a mountain bluebird, caught at the exact moment of choosing: landing or leaving, you couldn’t say. Except he’d carved the feet already curled to the branch. Landed. Staying. The wood was smooth as water from the shape of his hands.

“Been trying to say it since the storm,” he said. His voice was gravel and firelight. “The words kept jamming. So I built it. But you should have both.” He cupped my face, thumb rough on my cheekbone, gray eyes wide open and completely undefended. “I love you, Sloane. So damn much. Been in love with you since you fell in my snow and argued with me about your suitcase, half-frozen. Eleven years I thought alone was the same as safe. Then the mountain mailed me a journalist.”

I was crying and laughing at the same time, the bird warm in my fist like a live thing. “Worst delivery route in the county.”

“Best thing the storm ever did,” he said, and kissed me — a kiss that was a vow, a seal, a homecoming — and pulled me in against his heart.

Later, in the loft, in the wide bed under the little window, I lay listening while sleep came up the ladder for us both. His breathing, slow and even. The pup dreaming by the banked fire below. The creek running loud with snowmelt, the pines combing the wind, an owl posting its one question into the dark — the immense, musical quiet of the mountain, which had never once been quiet, which had been playing this whole time for anyone who stopped to hear it.

The storm had brought me here. The thaw had let me choose it. And I had chosen — with my whole heart, past all my old deadlines, for good.

The bluebird sat on the windowsill where I could see it first thing every morning, wings open, feet curled tight to the branch.

Landed. Staying. Home.

To my mountain man. To my home.

THE END
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