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CHAPTER ONE
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The road ended, and the world dropped into silence.

Grace Walker pulled the rental SUV to the edge of the clearing, her breath fogging the inside of the windshield, heart pounding in her ears like the second hand of a clock winding out of time. Her fingers trembled as she shifted into park, the cabin towering in front of her like some forgotten beast, all timber bones and frozen breath. It looked nothing like the brochure picture. There was no cozy welcome, no charming wreath, no promise of comfort. Just wind slicing through pine and a porch that leaned toward her like it might swallow her whole.

This was it.

The place she would disappear into.

Her hand hovered over the keys. She could turn around. No one would know. No one would care. But she was done running from ghosts only to find them catching up in motel mirrors. Her past had teeth. It bit every time she slowed down.

So she got out.

The cold punched through her thin coat instantly. She yanked her duffel from the back seat, boots crunching into the snow-iced gravel, and stared at the door. Her instructions had been brief. Remote location. Two-month position. One occupant. Don’t expect conversation.

She hadn’t. Not really.

But she hadn’t expected him.

The door opened before she reached the steps, and there he was.

Silas Thorn.

The man they hadn’t shown in any email. The reason no agency wanted to send staff up this mountain twice.

He was taller than she’d imagined, broader in the shoulders, bare forearms roped with tension, veins coiling beneath golden skin. His face was carved in quiet fury, beard shadowing a square jaw, eyes sharp and so pale they looked like cracked ice. A wolf, she thought. Or maybe a lion who’d forgotten how to sleep.

He stared at her without a word, leaning one hand against the frame as if the cabin itself might try to run.

“I’m Grace,” she said, voice thin in the wind. “From the agency.”

“I know who you are,” he said.

That voice. It wasn’t friendly. It wasn’t rough. It was low and controlled and dangerous, like a storm pretending to be still. He didn’t step aside.

“You weren’t supposed to be here yet.”

“The weather moved fast. They bumped my arrival.”

Silas looked past her at the stormclouds creeping over the ridge. Then back at her. A flicker of annoyance. Or caution. Or both.

“Great,” he muttered. Then opened the door fully. “You’re here now.”

She stepped inside, the heat of the fireplace shocking her after the knife-edge cold. The lodge smelled of woodsmoke and cedar, clean and masculine, but not warm. Nothing about the space felt lived in, even though every surface was scrubbed and spotless. It was like stepping into a memory too proud to fade.

He closed the door behind her with a dull finality.

“Put your things there,” he said, nodding to the entry bench.

Grace obeyed without question, trying not to glance at the way his eyes lingered—sharp, unreadable, impossible to ignore. His presence filled the room even when he didn’t move. Especially then.

“Kitchen’s through there. Bathroom’s upstairs, second on the right. Don’t open the back pantry, don’t go past the treeline, and don’t wake me unless the house is on fire.”

“Understood.”

He said nothing. Just studied her for one long moment. Like he was measuring how much damage she could do with a whisper.

Then turned and walked away.

She stood frozen in the entry until his footsteps disappeared into the other end of the lodge. Her breath came slow and shallow.

Welcome to your new beginning.

The bedroom upstairs was spare but warm. A queen bed, thick wool blankets, no mirror. Just her reflection in the window, soft and shaky as snow began to fall. She unpacked slowly, hands brushing the fabric of her past—a tattered sketchbook, a scarf her mother once wore, a small glass bottle she never opened but couldn’t throw away.

She didn’t sleep that night.

She could hear him pacing. Heavy steps. A door opening. Closing. The creak of a floorboard. And once, just once, a sound she couldn’t place—like a growl, or maybe a broken man remembering how to feel.

In the morning, she found him outside.

No coat. No gloves. Just a flannel shirt unbuttoned halfway down his chest, revealing muscle and scars and silence. He swung the axe with violent precision, like he was carving something out of himself with every strike. The wood split clean and fast. Over and over.

She watched from the porch, arms hugged tight around her chest, breath catching as he straightened and finally noticed her.

“You’re up early,” he said.

“Couldn’t sleep.”

He stared. “You get used to the silence.”

“Do you?”

Silas didn’t answer. Just went back to splitting wood.

Grace stepped off the porch. Slowly. Like she might startle him. Or herself.

“Can I help?”

The axe paused midair. His head turned.

“You ever held one of these before?”

“No.”

“Then no.”

“I learn fast.”

He looked at her, really looked at her, and she felt it down to her toes. The intensity. The weight. Like he could strip her down to the bones and still want more.

“I don’t need help,” he said.

“Maybe I do,” she said.

He exhaled slowly. Dropped the axe into the stump and stepped forward.

“You have no idea what I am, little girl.”

“I’m not a girl,” she said. “And you’re not a monster.”

That hit something. His jaw ticked. His gaze dropped to her mouth, then lower. Then he stepped closer.

“You smell like trouble.”

“I smell like cold,” she said, chin lifted.

His breath touched her lips. His heat radiated through every inch.

“Go inside, Grace.”

But she didn’t move.

So he did.

Turned and walked back toward the cabin, shoulders tense, fists clenched like he’d just stopped himself from doing something reckless.

That night, the storm came harder.

Windows rattled. Trees groaned. Ice coated the porch.

And she found herself in the kitchen at midnight, barefoot in a hoodie, staring at the snow through the dark glass when she felt him behind her.

“You shouldn’t wander at night,” he said.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

He stepped closer. No sound. Just presence.

“Night’s dangerous in these woods.”

“You mean the animals?”

He didn’t answer.

She turned. And they were too close.

She could smell the soap on his skin. The sweat beneath. Could see the line of his throat, the flicker of something in his eyes that wasn’t control.

“Why did you come up here?” she asked.

“To be alone.”

“Then why take a housekeeper?”

Silas reached out—slow, hesitant—and touched a lock of her hair. Just for a second.

“I forgot what it was like to have something warm in the house.”

Her breath hitched. “I can leave.”

His jaw locked. “Don’t.”

Then he was gone again. Into the dark. Leaving her shaking, not from the cold, but from the fire clawing up her spine.

She didn’t sleep.

And this time, neither did he.

She could feel it.

The storm wasn’t just outside.

It was him.

And it was coming for her.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The storm didn’t end with morning.

It deepened.

Snow buried the gravel path, the trees hunched low beneath their white burden, and the wind moaned like something wounded outside the thick log walls of the lodge. Grace stood at the window with a cup of black coffee she didn’t drink, watching the ridge disappear inch by inch. Her breath left faint fog on the glass. No sun. No sky. Just gray and silence and the faintest creak of old timber settling into winter.

Trapped.

Not metaphor anymore.

She was snowed in.

She turned from the window. The fire still burned low in the hearth, casting golden tongues of warmth across the floor. She’d restocked the logs herself—he didn’t offer. He hadn’t said a word since last night, but his presence lingered in every shadow.

He was avoiding her.

Or maybe waiting.

Either way, her skin was tight with tension, nerves humming, chest full of something that couldn’t find its name. Not fear. Not quite. Not even desire. Something older. Wilder.

She found him in the kitchen.

Barefoot. Shirtless again. Standing at the sink with his hands braced on the edge like he might break the porcelain just by breathing.

He didn’t look up when she entered.

“I made coffee,” she said quietly.

He didn’t move.

“You can have the first cup.”

Silas slowly turned his head. His eyes met hers like a weight pressing against her ribs.

“You think I want coffee?”

She wet her lips. “You look like you didn’t sleep.”

His jaw flexed. He turned the faucet off and dried his hands on a rag that looked too clean for this place. Every movement he made was controlled, economical, precise. Like a man who used to fight fires but now fought himself.

“I don’t sleep much.”

“You pace. I heard you.”

That pulled his attention back, sharp and direct. “You listen too close.”

“You breathe too loud.”

His eyes narrowed. Then—impossibly—something flickered. A crack in the ice. Amusement, maybe. Or warning.

“You talk to everyone like this?”

“No,” she said. “Just the ones who pretend they don’t want to talk back.”

He came toward her then, slowly, deliberately, until he was close enough she could feel the heat rolling off his chest. Her coffee cup trembled slightly in her hand. She didn’t step back.

“You think I’m pretending?” he asked, voice a low scrape of thunder.

“I think you’re hiding.”

“I’m protecting.”

“Who?”

He looked down at her. Not at her lips. Not her chest. Straight into her. And it felt like drowning.

“You,” he said.

And then he took the coffee from her hand and walked away again.

She didn’t follow. Not then.

But the tension coiled between them now like a storm beneath the floorboards. No eye contact at dinner. No conversation. But when she passed him a plate, his fingers brushed hers—and neither of them moved for half a breath.

It was unbearable.

And it was only day two.

The cabin shrank as the hours passed. The rooms grew warmer, closer, the fire hissed and popped like it had something to say, and the world outside disappeared beneath white silence. Grace cleaned the bathrooms, organized the pantry, scrubbed the kitchen floor—anything to stay occupied. To stay away from him.

But every time she bent over, she could feel his eyes.

She saw him once, standing in the hallway watching her dust the railing, arms crossed, lips parted just enough that his breath caught when she turned. He didn’t speak. Just lingered. Long enough to make her thighs press tight and her chest ache with heat.

That night, she couldn’t take it.

She found him in the main room, sitting by the fire with a half-finished bottle of whiskey beside his chair, shirt gone, jeans low on his hips, forearms resting on his thighs.

He didn’t look up when she entered.

But he didn’t tell her to leave.

Grace walked to the hearth and sat on the rug beside it, drawing her knees up beneath her hoodie. Her skin prickled from the warmth. Or from the awareness of his body just behind her, heavy and too quiet.

“Do you want me here?” she asked softly.

Silas didn’t move. “Doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me.”

He shifted. Just slightly. “You’re a job.”

“No. The job was to clean. Wash dishes. Keep things tidy. I’ve done that.”

His breath was louder now. Less steady.

“You’re more than that,” he said. “And that’s the problem.”

She turned to face him. “Then say what you want.”

His jaw flexed again. His eyes glittered with something close to pain.

“I want you gone.”

“Liar.”

He stood so fast the chair scraped wood. Her breath caught, heart kicking hard. But he didn’t touch her. Not yet.

“You don’t know what I am.”

“Then show me.”

He stared at her for a long moment. Like she was a cliff and he’d already jumped. Then he took two steps forward and dropped to his knees in front of her.

His hands were calloused, warm, shaking slightly as he reached up—slow, reverent—and touched her jaw.

“Say no,” he whispered.

She didn’t.

His mouth was on hers in the next second.

Not sweet.

Hungry.

Hot and wild and unpracticed, like a man who hadn’t touched another soul in years and didn’t trust himself now. He pulled her into him with both hands fisted in her hoodie, groaning low in his chest as their mouths collided again and again, clumsy and raw.

She gasped when he tugged her into his lap, legs spread over his thighs, hips pressed close.

“You’re too young for this,” he muttered against her mouth.

“Then stop.”

But he didn’t.

Her fingers tangled in his hair as he kissed down her neck, rough stubble scraping sensitive skin, tongue dragging hot trails that made her arch against him. He gripped her hips, held her still as he pressed his hardness between her legs, slow and deliberate, letting her feel the full weight of his restraint.

“This is wrong,” he groaned.

“No,” she whispered. “It’s inevitable.”

He kissed her again—slower now, deeper—and something inside him broke. She felt it. The soft quake of surrender. The moment the reclusive man cracked and let her in.

But he didn’t take it further.

Not yet.

He pulled back just enough to rest his forehead against hers, breath ragged.

“I’m going to ruin you.”

She smiled, lips swollen, heart wild.

“You already are.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Grace didn’t sleep.

Not because of the storm — though it wailed like something alive against the eaves — but because of him.

Silas’s touch still lingered, ghost-like, burned into her skin in places he hadn’t even touched. Her lips tingled where his mouth had been, and her heart hadn’t stopped galloping since she left the firelight and shut herself into the guest bedroom upstairs.

He hadn't followed.

He hadn’t said a word after the kiss. Just sat there by the hearth, eyes closed, hands clenched, chest rising and falling like he’d been the one set on fire.

It had shaken her.

Not because he kissed her.

But because it wasn’t enough.

Her body ached in places it shouldn’t — not with hunger, not just with need — but with something deeper. Craving. Recognition. Like her soul had smelled smoke and decided to walk straight into the blaze.

He was dangerous.

But she wanted him anyway.

Sometime after midnight, the storm softened. Wind calmed. Snow blanketed the world in thick silence again. And Grace lay staring at the dark ceiling, her breath shallow and the space between her thighs throbbing with memory.

She didn’t knock.

She padded down the hall barefoot, wrapped in her oversized hoodie, heart thudding with every step. She didn’t know what she expected—him asleep, him angry, him ignoring her entirely.

But when she pushed open his door, he was sitting on the edge of the bed.

Waiting.

Shirtless. Jaw




































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
HEART CLAIM

A Forbidden Age Gap Romance of Fire & Fate

(His Claim Series)





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
HEART CLAIM

AForbidden Age Gap Romance of Fire & Fate

(His Claim Series)





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





