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The wiper blades of my Honda CR-V swept across the glass in a frantic, jerky rhythm, struggling to clear the accumulating heavy wet snow. My grip on the steering wheel was tight enough to make my hands ache, my anxiety spiking with every fishtail of the rear tires. I shouldn't have been this nervous. I was twenty-four, a college graduate, and perfectly capable of driving up a mountain to open the family cabin for the winter reunion. Yet, the voice in the back of my head—the one that sounded suspiciously like my mother—kept whispering that I was out of my depth, that the "baby" of the family should have just ridden up with the others tomorrow.

I grit my teeth, downshifting as the tires spun uselessly on a slick patch before finally finding purchase on the gravel beneath. I was doing this. I was going to have the fire roaring and the dust sheets off before anyone else arrived, proving once and for all that I wasn't just the little girl they still saw in pigtails.

The road wound tighter, the pines pressing in like jagged teeth, until finally, the treeline broke, revealing the A-frame structure standing stoic against the gray sky. But the driveway wasn't empty. A massive, rusted-out Ford F-250 sat parked crookedly near the porch, its bed loaded with lumber and tarps. My heart did a strange, anxious flip. I recognized that truck. I recognized the dent in the rear bumper from when it had backed into a stump three years ago.

I parked beside the oversized pickup, my car looking insignificant next to it. Stepping out, the wind immediately assaulted me, biting through my wool coat with needle-sharp teeth. I grabbed my duffel bag, head ducked against the gale, and hurried up the stairs. The front door was unlocked. I pushed inside, desperate for warmth, but the air within the cabin was stale and frigid, smelling faintly of pine resin and something else—something muskier, sharper.

The sound of metal clanking against metal echoed from the kitchen. I dropped my bag, the thud swallowed by the heavy silence of the room, and crept toward the noise. The kitchen island obscured my view at first, but as I rounded the corner, I stopped dead. A pair of legs extended from beneath the open cabinet of the farmhouse sink. They were clad in dark, grease-stained work pants, the denim worn white at the knees, ending in heavy, steel-toed boots that looked substantial enough to kick through a wall.

"Hand me that wrench," a deep voice rumbled from the cavity of the cabinet. He spoke with the rough authority of a man expecting immediate obedience.

I froze, my breath catching in my throat. I knew that voice. It had been the soundtrack to half the barbecues of my childhood, usually rumbling in laughter with my father. I peered closer, seeing a heavy canvas tool roll spread out on the floor. Without thinking, I reached down and grabbed the pipe wrench, the metal cold and heavy in my palm, and slapped it into his waiting, calloused hand.

"Thanks," he grunted. There was a groan of metal, a string of muffled curses that would have made a sailor blush, and then the sound of water stopping its drip.

He slid out. The movement was fluid for a man of his size, a rolling of muscle and heavy limbs that took up an alarming amount of space in the cramped kitchen. Grant Miller. My father's best friend. He sat up, wiping his hands on a rag that looked dirtier than the floor, and that was when he saw me. He went still.

Grant was fifty-two, but he looked like he was hewn from rock that refused to erode. His hair was a chaotic mix of iron-gray and black, swept back from a forehead currently furrowed in deep annoyance. A thick, silver-shot beard covered his jaw, trimming down to a scowl that made my stomach do a traitorous little somersault. He wore a thermal henley that clung desperately to the thick slabs of muscle in his chest and shoulders, the fabric stained with oil and sawdust. The scent of him hit me then—an overwhelming wave of sawdust, Old Spice, and the raw, tangy scent of male sweat. It was heavy, intoxicating, and completely inappropriate for me to notice.

He blinked, his slate-gray eyes narrowing as they raked over me, from my snow-dusted boots to the beanie pulling at my hair. He didn't look happy. He looked like a bear whose hibernation had been interrupted.

"June?" He barked my name like an accusation, tossing the rag onto the counter with a wet thud. He pushed himself to his feet, unfolding until he towered over me, blocking out the light from the window. The kitchen suddenly felt microscopic. "What the hell are you doing up here?"

"I... I came to open the cabin," I stammered, hating the breathiness in my voice. I straightened my spine, trying to reclaim some height, though it was a futile effort against his six-foot-four frame. "For the party. Mom said the pipes might be frozen, so I wanted to get a head start."

Grant let out a scoff that sounded more like a growl, crossing his massive arms over his chest. The biceps bulged against the waffle-knit fabric, hard and imposing. "Your dad sent me up here to fix the leak and check the generator. He didn't say anything about sending a kid up a mountain in a blizzard."

"I'm not a kid, Grant," I snapped, the annoyance flaring hot in my chest to combat the chill. "I'm twenty-four. And I drove up here just fine."

"Just fine?" He took a step closer, crowding me against the island. I could feel the heat radiating off him, a boiler of irritation. He pointed a thick, scarred finger toward the window. "You drove a glorified go-kart up a pass that requires chains and four-wheel drive. You have any idea what the forecast is?"

"It's just some snow," I insisted, though my confidence was melting under his intense, heavy-lidded gaze. Being this close to him was dizzying. I could see the individual gray hairs in his beard, the rough texture of his skin, the way his pulse thrummed steadily in the hollow of his throat. He felt dangerous in a way he never had when I was a teenager—solid, volatile, and overwhelmingly masculine.

"Just some snow," he mimicked, his voice dropping an octave, vibrating in the floorboards beneath my feet. He shook his head, looking at me with a mixture of pity and frustration that made my cheeks burn. "You possess zero survival instincts, you know that? Your dad would have my hide if I let you stay here and freeze." He turned, grabbing his heavy Carhartt jacket from the back of a chair. "Grab your bag. You're following me back down. Now. Before the pass closes."

"I'm not leaving!" I protested, planting my feet. "I have work to do. I have a list!"

He swung around, the jacket dangling from one hand, his patience clearly snapped. "Forget the damn list, June! Look outside!"

Before I could retort, a low moan started outside, building rapidly into a shrieking whistle. The cabin shuddered. A violent gust of wind slammed into the side of the house with the force of a wrecking ball, shaking the timber frame and rattling the windowpanes in their sashes. The lights flickered once, twice, and then died, plunging the kitchen into the gray gloom of the storm.

The sudden absence of light dropped onto the room with suffocating swiftness. For a heartbeat, the only sound was the wind screaming against the eaves, a feral, high-pitched keening that made the heavy timbers of the cabin groan in protest. The darkness felt like a cold, hungry entity rushing in from the corners, swallowing the familiar shapes of the kitchen. I stood paralyzed, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs, the afterimage of Grant’s imposing silhouette burned into my retinas.

Then, a beam of harsh, white light sliced through the gloom, cutting a cone of visibility through the swirling dust motes. Grant had produced a heavy-duty tactical flashlight from somewhere on his person, the beam steady and unwavering in his large hand. He didn't curse. He didn't panic. He merely clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, a sound of mild irritation rather than fear, and directed the beam toward the open cabinet beneath the sink.

"Generator's out back," he rumbled, his voice calm and deep, anchoring me in the chaos. "But I'm not going out there until this gust dies down. Hold this."

He thrust the heavy metal cylinder toward me without waiting for agreement. I fumbled for it, my hands shaking not just from the rapidly dropping temperature, but from the adrenaline coursing through my veins. The flashlight was warm from his grip, the knurled metal biting into my palms. I directed the light where he pointed, illuminating the cavernous space beneath the sink where the pipes were exposed like guts.

"I need to finish tightening this coupling before the residual pressure floods the floor. Keep it steady, June."

He dove back into the work, dropping to his knees and sliding his upper body into the cramped space. I tried to be helpful, desperate to prove that I wasn't the useless little girl he remembered. I leaned over the counter, trying to angle the light perfectly onto the rusted pipe he was wrestling with. In the harsh glare, I saw the strain in his body. The muscles of his forearms corded like steel cables as he torqued the wrench, veins bulging beneath the tanned, scarred skin. I could hear the wet, heavy sound of his breathing, a rhythmic rasp that seemed intimately loud in the quiet kitchen. He smelled of labor—of raw exertion and the metallic tang of old plumbing—and the scent did things to my insides that I couldn't rationalize. It was a thick, heady musk that triggered some dormant, primal instinct, making me want to lean closer rather than recoil.

"Stop drifting," he grunted, not looking up. "Light on the joint. Not my shoulder."

My cheeks flushed hot in the dark. I hadn't realized I’d let the beam wander, tracing the broad expanse of his deltoid where the thermal shirt stretched tight. "Sorry," I whispered, shifting my weight to correct the angle.

I leaned further over the island, trying to get a better vantage point, but my boot found the slick puddle of water that had leaked earlier. Friction vanished. My foot shot out from under me, and I pitched forward with a gasp, the flashlight tumbling from my grip and clattering across the floor, sending the room into a strobe-light chaos of spinning shadows.

I braced for the impact of the hard tile, but it never came. Instead, I collided with something solid, warm, and unyielding. Grant had moved with a speed that belied his size, surging up from the floor to intercept my fall. His arm, thick as a tree branch, clamped around my waist, arresting my momentum with jarring finality. The air left my lungs in a whoosh as I was hauled against him, my chest colliding with the granite-hard wall of his torso.

For a second, time seemed to suspend itself. I was plastered against him, my hands instinctively clutching his shoulders for purchase, feeling the rock-hard density of the muscle beneath the waffle-knit fabric. He was immense. Up close, the size difference was overwhelming; I felt fragile, a delicate thing made of hollow bones and soft flesh, easily crushed against the sheer mass of him. The flashlight had stopped rolling, casting a long, distorted shadow of our entangled forms against the far wall.

Grant didn't let go immediately. His hand was a heavy, heated weight on my hip, his fingers digging in just enough to bruise, his thumb resting near the curve
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