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            WOODHAVEN

          

          ROUGH MEN. SOFT WOMEN. STRONG HEARTS.
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        Welcome to Woodhaven, a rugged mountain town where the men are as solid as the pines and just as stubborn. They live by hard work, quiet strength, and the belief that love isn’t in the cards for men like them.

        Until fate, and a few unexpected women, prove them wrong.

        From broody lumberjacks to reclusive craftsmen, every Woodhaven Mountain Man is about to meet the curvy, fiery heroine who will turn his world upside down. Snowstorms, small-town secrets, and steamy nights by the fire—these interconnected standalones have it all.

        Because in Woodhaven, the mountains always provide, especially when it comes to love.
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        She came to the mountains by mistake.

        He never thought she’d stay.

        When stormy roads and a wrong turn leave Clara Belle stranded in Woodhaven, she’s way out of her element. Designer heels, city attitude, and zero survival skills don’t exactly belong in the middle of nowhere. Especially not without internet access.

        Enter Greyson Cole.

        A hermit lumberjack with a craftsman’s hands and a heart he swears he doesn’t have anymore. After walking away from a billionaire lifestyle, he built a life of solitude in a remote mountain cabin where no one can disappoint him again.

        But when Clara stumbles into his woods—injured, stranded, and infuriatingly beautiful—his quiet world shatters.

        She’s fire to his ice. Glitter against his grit.

        And the longer the storm rages, the more Greyson remembers what it feels like to want.

        He doesn’t believe in second chances.

        She’s determined to prove him wrong.

        Broody hermit. Billionaire in hiding. A storm, a cabin, and a city girl who might just steal his heart.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: GREYSON

          

        

      

    

    
      The mountain doesn’t care what people think.

      That’s the first thing you learn when you trade penthouses and polished smiles for pine sap, wind bite, and a woodstove that pops like it’s laughing at you.

      Out here, opinions don’t echo. They die in the trees.

      Still, people talk.

      Some folks think I ran from the glitter and glamour because I’m a coward.

      Others swear I’m hiding something scandalous—some headline-worthy sin that would make the world clutch its pearls and demand my blood as payment for being born lucky.

      Let them.

      The truth is simpler and messier. It’s the kind of truth that doesn’t fit neatly into an article or a cocktail party whisper.

      I was born with money. Inherited a good amount from my parents and their parents. And I wasn’t dumb with it.

      No, sir.

      I turned that money into more money with a few smart investments and a financial team that’s frighteningly good at making numbers behave.

      But that’s neither here nor there.

      It’s like playing a video game against myself on a console I own. Like I’m just racking up points for my own amusement—only it doesn’t really amuse me anymore.

      The money. The way it cheapens relationships and buys things it shouldn’t be able to like opinions, votes, and loyalty.

      When you come from money, life is different.

      People are different.

      Family is different, too.

      In my world, families aren’t loud. They aren’t messy in that warm, human way. They’re curated. Managed. Polished until nothing real shows through the shine.

      I have no siblings. No cousins I grew up with. No aunts who pinched my cheeks or uncles who taught me how to throw a ball. No extended family to speak of—just a last name that opened doors and a house so big it echoed when I walked through it alone.

      My parents both died before I turned thirty.

      You’d think that would be the kind of thing that cracks you open. That turns you into a before-and-after story. But grief… grief requires connection. It requires the kind of closeness that leaves fingerprints.

      Now, I’m not a fucking monster.

      I showed up at both funerals.

      I accepted condolences that weren’t meant for me and sympathy that felt like it belonged to the idea of us, not the reality.

      But I didn’t cry at either one.

      That’s the part people would judge if they knew. The part they’d twist into something ugly.

      Cold. Unfeeling. Rich boy robot.

      Except it wasn’t that I felt nothing.

      I felt sad. I really did.

      After all, they were my parents. And there’s a sadness in that alone—grief for what you’re supposed to have, for what you never got.

      Regret for the version of them I kept hoping might show up one day, softened by time, finally ready to see me as more than an inconvenience.

      I mourned possibility.

      I mourned the fantasy of family.

      But I didn’t mourn them the way other people mourn. Because that’s not who they were.

      It’s not who we were.

      They had no time for me when they were alive.

      I wasn’t a child to them. I was a carefully scheduled item.

      A problem to be managed.

      A name stamped on tuition checks.

      A signature on holiday cards written by assistants with handwriting too perfect to be human.

      They outsourced my upbringing the way they outsourced everything else—efficiently, expensively, with the belief that money could cover the gaps where warmth should’ve been.

      Boarding schools.

      Tutors.

      Universities.

      And when I wasn’t being shuffled from one sterile institution to the next, I was being corrected. Polished. Sanded down.

      Punished for not fitting.

      Because I’m different.

      My brain doesn’t behave the way theirs did.

      ADHD, they called it in doctor’s offices with soothing voices and pamphlets.

      My parents called it a defect.

      An embarrassment.

      A thing to hide.

      So they hid me.

      They kept me away from dinners and meetings and any room where I might speak too fast or fidget too much or forget the script they wanted me to follow.

      They didn’t hit me or scream—nothing dramatic enough to make a good story.

      They were just quiet. Their disappointment was loud, though.

      But me? I got good at pretending.

      Good at swallowing every sharp thought, every too-big feeling, every urge to create something messy and alive.

      I got good at being acceptable.

      And somewhere along the way, acceptable started to feel fake.

      So instead, I embraced the distance that always existed between us.

      And when they died what broke wasn’t my heart.

      What broke was the last thread of obligation.

      The last reason to keep performing.

      God, that makes me sound like a shit, but it’s the truth.

      Yes, I inherited their money.

      Their empire. Their expectations—spoken and unspoken.

      But I chose me instead of that life.

      And I haven’t looked back since.
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      The first time I saw his work—the Lumberjack Artist—it stopped my scrolling thumb like it had a mind of its own.

      That doesn’t happen to me. Not anymore.

      In New York City, you learn to keep moving—eyes forward, heels faster, brain always three steps ahead.

      You learn how to take in beauty in bite-sized doses.

      Like it’s another thing on your calendar between a blowout and a meeting and pretending you’re fine.

      But this wasn’t just something pretty. Not just glitter and a TikTok filter.

      This was something else. Something felt.

      I saw the close-up video on my feed—grainy at first, then sharp, intimate.

      A craftsman’s hands holding a strip of leather while a blade kissed the surface, slow and sure.

      The lines he carved weren’t simply decorative. They were intentional.

      Like he wasn’t etching a design so much as releasing it from the material.

      A willow tree. Branches bending, graceful and stubborn at once.

      Beneath it, a horizon line that turned into a sunset—burnished gold, ember red—pressed into the leather like a memory.

      The caption was vague and irritating, the way viral trends always are.

      WHO IS HE???

      MYSTERY LUMBERJACK ARTIST ALERT

      FOUND IN MAINE??

      #MOUNTAINMAN #THELUMBERJACKARTIST #ARTTOK

      I watched it twice.

      Then three times.

      Then I clicked the profile—one of those accounts dedicated to collecting the work.

      Fan pages.

      Reposts.

      Slow-motion shots of ironwork with silhouettes of willow trees, pines, and mountain landscapes cut so clean they looked like shadows.

      Wooden boxes with sunsets burned into the grain.

      A belt buckle with a tree line etched into steel, the metal darkened like dusk.

      Boots. Belts. Coats. Purses. Bookcases. End tables. Doors.

      All of them obviously crafted by the same master. No rhyme or reason to the medium.

      Like the artist simply worked the materials as they beckoned him.

      Almost every piece bears the same signature motif.

      Nature at its quietest.

      Maybe at its wildest.

      Like he’s the sole witness to some quiet ache I couldn’t name.

      And the more I watched, the more I realized something that made my throat tighten.

      It felt like home.

      Which was ridiculous because I’m not the kind of woman who romanticizes trees and mountains and sunsets.

      I’m the kind of woman who knows which rooftop has the best martinis and which subway entrance to avoid after dark.

      I’m the kind of woman who owns more designer shoes than winter boots.

      I’m the kind of woman who gets engaged to a man who thinks rustic means exposed brick in a penthouse.

      And maybe that’s why this man’s mountain and his willow trees hit me so hard.

      Because while my life looks perfect from the outside, it isn’t.

      Not really.

      It hasn’t been. Not for a long time. If ever.

      It’s funny what finally breaks you.

      Not the big, cinematic stuff.

      Not a car crash, or a hospital call, or a dramatic betrayal in front of a crowd.

      For me, it was walking in on my fiancé fucking his secretary on the kitchen island he chose for our apartment.

      It’s the expensive kind folks like to use to frame reels of themselves cooking for dinner parties. Cold, obnoxious, made from gold-veined marble that cost more than my first apartment.

      I walked in unexpectedly—because who has to announce when they’re coming home in the middle of the day.

      And I see them.

      But I can’t believe it at first.

      Geoffrey loves that kitchen island. I mean he obsesses about it. Gets nuts if I don’t use a coaster.

      And his secretary’s bare ass is just on it.

      I’m standing there in my silk blouse, the one I bought because he liked it—because he liked the way it looked on me over the carefully chosen bra and tummy smoothing cami—and I’m holding my phone like it’s evidence.

      Because it is.

      And then he sees me.

      “Clara! What are you doing home?” he accuses—like I’m in the wrong.

      “I-I live here,” I mutter like a moron.

      Stephanie—his secretary, squeaks and slides off the island, smoothing out her dress while he tucks his half hard dick back in his pants—he’s wearing a condom. Thank God.

      Then he’s smiling the way he always smiles when he thinks he’s going to talk his way out of consequences.

      “Now, Clara, don’t get emotional,” he tells me, voice syrupy with practiced patience. “Things have been very hectic for me. So, let’s not do this right now.”

      I stare at him.

      At the apartment that’s more showroom than home.

      At the life I’ve been performing for.

      At the version of myself I keep editing, cropping, filtering.

      And something inside me—something quiet and tired and done—finally sits up.

      “This was a one-time thing, Clara. Stephanie was just helping me through some tension,” he explains. “We don’t need to get into it right now.”

      The look on Stephanie’s face says otherwise.

      “Actually, Geoffrey, I think we do,” I say.

      My voice comes out steady. It surprises both of us.

      “As a matter of fact, we’re absolutely doing this right now.”

      He rolls his eyes.

      He actually rolls his eyes like I’m a child throwing a tantrum.

      That’s the moment.

      Not the proof. Not the lies.

      Not the months of him making me feel like I’m too much and not enough at the same time.

      Not the fact that he was screwing his secretary in the middle of our kitchen just a moment ago.

      It’s the eye roll.

      The casual dismissal.

      Like my heart is an inconvenience.

      Like my life is an accessory he can toss into a drawer when he’s bored.

      I end it right there.

      “Clara, don’t be rash⁠—”

      “Rash? That’s really not a word I’d toss around carefully when you’ve apparently been fucking other people, Geoff. But at least I can get rid of that ugly fucking island now.”

      “What? You love that island!”

      “No, I don’t. And you know what else?” I ask, and I’m so shocked I am almost laughing. “I don’t think I love you, either. I’m not even that mad. Stephanie, good luck to you. Oh, and just so you know, he farts in his sleep,” I tell her, noting the way her nose scrunches up.

      I feel lighter.

      Emotional, sure.

      But also, I feel like I dodged a bullet.

      “I’ll have my people pack your things and ship them to Stephanie’s place by the end of the day. Goodbye, Geoffrey.”

      “Wait! My ring!” he yells.

      Now, I actually laugh. I turn to look at him, this man who is so far beneath me morally that I wonder how I ever let myself get tricked into agreeing to marry him, and I shake my head.

      “It’s my mother’s ring, you asshole. Security will be here in ten minutes. I suggest you be gone before then,” I tell him, simultaneously sending a text to the doorman.

      See, the thing is—Geoffrey has a good job and a lot of ambition, but the money? The real money?

      It’s mine.

      Or, well, it’s my parents' money.

      But I have quite the healthy trust fund, and since I’m thirty-five, I have total access to it.

      That’s probably why Geoffrey proposed to me on my birthday.

      The thing is, he doesn’t even look shaken until I start walking toward the door.

      Then his voice changes. He gets sharp. Mean in that controlled way that I loathe.

      You know, the way some men do when they realize they can’t charm their way into control anymore.

      “You’ll regret this,” he says, following me.

      I stop at the doorway and turn back.

      I expect to feel something—fear, grief, panic.

      Instead, I just feel light.

      Like I’ve been holding my breath for months and just now remembered how to inhale.

      “My only regret is wasting the time I did on you,” I say, and I walk out.

      I take my mother’s ring off in the elevator.

      By the time I hit the lobby, my fingers are shaking.

      “Miss Belle? Are you okay?” Arnold, the doorman, asks.

      He’s older, sweet. I’ve known him since I was a child.

      “I will be, Arnold. Will you give this to my mother? And have Geoffrey and his friend escorted out of the building if he doesn’t leave in the next five minutes. I already told Stanley,” I say, naming the security guard on duty.

      “Yes, Miss Belle.”

      I nod and thank him—impressed with my own ability to remain calm.

      But by the time I get into my car, the tears fall.

      When I pull out of the lot, I’m crying so hard I can’t see.

      Not because I miss him.

      Because I’m furious with myself.

      Because I let it happen.

      Because I let him shrink me.

      Because I don’t know what comes next and I hate not knowing.

      I drive out of the city—far, far out of it—and I stop at an all-night coffee shop outside a building my parents own in Hoboken, New Jersey.

      We keep a condo there, and it’s empty right now. My parents are in Sydney on vacation.

      So, I’m contemplating staying the night.

      My phone buzzes as I reach for my latte.

      It’s a text. From him. Geoffrey.

      He’s ranting. So, I block his number.

      I scroll through my social media.

      Which is how I find the mountains and the willow trees again.

      And that’s when a thought, unhinged and wild and totally unlike me, slides into place.

      What if I just… left?

      What if I pack-a-bag, get-in-the-car, drive-until-the-air-smells-like-pine way.

      What if I found the artist?

      Not because I’m a stalker.

      Not because I think I’m the heroine in some indie film.

      But because something about his work feels honest in a world that keeps feeding me polished lies.

      Because I need to hear something real from someone who isn’t trying to sell me a life.

      Because, God help me, I need someone to look me in the eye and tell me I’m not crazy for wanting more than marble countertops and empty promises.

      I drink the last of my coffee, head to the washroom, then I get in my car, and I leave all the bad stuff behind me.
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            GREYSON

          

        

      

    

    
      A long time ago, I walked away from the parts of my life that made me feel like I was disappearing.

      Because if I learned anything from my parents, it’s that you can have everything the world calls success and still feel completely alone.

      Funny how that works.

      You spend your whole childhood trying to be worth their attention, and then one day the phone rings and you realize you’ve been auditioning for ghosts.

      I should’ve been furious with them. Should’ve spent years in therapy dissecting every cold look and every absent holiday until the words lost their meaning.

      Maybe I was angry for a while.

      But anger never settles right in me. It doesn’t land cleanly.

      It slides off like water on stone—there, then gone—before I can shape it into something useful.

      What sticks instead is the quiet.

      The absence.

      The hollow sense of of course when the world does what it always does and proves me right.

      I hate being right all the time.

      It’s like a fucking curse.

      And the truth is, I’m done pretending my past was perfect.

      It wasn’t.

      Was the money to blame? Probably not.

      Money doesn’t make people cold. It just gives them better ways to hide it.

      The only good memories I have—the ones that stay sharp and bright—aren’t from ballrooms or boardrooms or the glossy photographs where I’m smiling like I’m supposed to.

      They’re from Woodhaven, Maine.

      From this mountain.

      Vacations with my grandfather.

      Cold air and salt, the scent of cedar and wet earth.

      The steady weight of his hand on my shoulder when he showed me how to hold a tool, how to let the grain guide me instead of forcing it, how to build something that lasts.

      He never talked down to me.

      Never treated my brain like a problem to be corrected.

      He just gave it something to do.

      Chop wood. Tend the fire. Observe the wildlife. Fish in the creek. Care for the land.

      And that’s why I came back here.

      To the cabin.

      The very cabin I live in now.

      It’s older than most of the people who used to pretend to be my friends.

      It creaks when the temperature drops and groans when the wind hits it just right, like it’s speaking its own language.

      The porch steps are uneven. The windows don’t seal perfectly. The whole place is stubborn in a way I respect.

      Out here, there’s no audience.

      No expectations.

      No one asking me to be smooth and charming and normal.

      Just me. My hands. And my real work.

      Because for all the money I was handed, all I ever really wanted—what I’ve always only wanted—was to create.

      Art. All kinds.

      Not consume.

      Not collect.

      Not pose beside expensive things like they’re trophies.

      Creation.

      That’s my drug.

      To take a raw material and turn it into something that means something.

      To leave a mark that isn’t bought, borrowed, or inherited.

      And that’s the real kicker, isn’t it?

      How would a rich schmuck like me ever know if my art spoke for itself or if my money paved the way?

      How would I know if people wanted what I made? Or if they wanted the story they assumed came with my name?

      So I took my name out of it.

      I started releasing my work in secret—quietly, carefully—wrapped in layers of paperwork and intermediaries and nondisclosure agreements so tight they could cut off circulation.

      No interviews. No public appearances. No face to attach to the work.

      Just a signature.

      Initials that look roughly like an EKG.

      GCM.

      Short for Greyson Cole’s Mountain.

      At first, it’s a test.

      A little experiment, because my brain loves a problem it can chew on.

      I make things and put them into the world with no pedigree, no backstory, no billionaire label attached.

      And the crazy part?

      People want them.

      Not because I’m me. They don’t know that part.

      But they still want them.

      It builds momentum.

      Then my neighbor—my closest thing to a friend—orders custom pieces for his woman. His Willow.

      Then, I see it.

      The willow tree.

      The way it bends without breaking—and fuck me, I am inspired.

      I’m in the middle of this willow tree phase and I don’t know if it will burn out or what, I just can’t stop drawing them, stamping them, painting, etching, carving—everything I do now, I do with willow trees in every season.

      And because my friend’s woman is a tiny, mouthy hurricane in a curvy little body with a heart of gold, she starts a social media page to show off what I made.

      I don’t ask her to do it.

      But I don’t ask her to stop, either.

      It seems harmless at first.

      A few likes. A few comments. A small ripple.

      Except ripples turn into waves when the internet gets hungry.

      Now I’m being stared at when I go into town for supplies.

      Now people linger too long in the hardware store aisle, trying to decide if my hands look like the hands in the videos.

      Now my agent calls with that careful excitement in her voice.

      Like she’s trying not to spook a wild animal.

      And my attorneys send emails with subject lines that make my stomach drop.

      My millions? Well, they tell me they’ve turned into billions.

      And not with my old money, but with my art.

      Deals with major retailers.

      Global distribution.

      Licensing requests.

      Collaborations I never asked for.

      Prints of what I create slapped onto everything these days—phone cases, throws, packaging, billboards, apparel—like the work is just another pattern to be consumed and tossed.

      I can’t stand that part.

      The commodifying. The noise.

      The way people get grabby with beauty.

      But I donate seventy percent of all proceeds to charities around the world, and that makes it hard to stay angry.

      If the work can fund clean water and shelters and scholarships and whatever else my team places in front of me, then fine.

      Let them print it on a million things.

      As long as I don’t have to stand in a suit under bright lights and pretend it’s fun.

      As long as I get to stay here.

      On my mountain.

      Alone.

      With my art.

      Because I love what I do. And the mediums I get to experiment with—wood, metal, resin, ink, stone, leather—well, that’s half the fun.

      My mind gets to sprint without anyone telling it to walk. I get to follow the thread of an idea until it turns into something I can hold in my hands.

      I get to breathe.

      I get to be.

      So I keep my world small on purpose.

      I keep my cabin quiet.

      I keep my name locked down—the world simply calls me the Lumberjack Artist after part of my flannel cuff made it into a photo.

      And I keep the roads to my cabin unmarked, the security cameras running, the phone on silent unless it’s an emergency.

      I hate fame.

      I just want to stay on my mountain alone with my work.

      Is that too much to ask?

      March is a menace in Woodhaven. Mud season is in full effect, and we’ve been pounded by thunderstorms for days.

      The wind answers by hurling another sheet of rain against the window, rattling the glass like knuckles.

      I’m at the workbench when I hear it—faint beneath the howl of the storm.

      Not the wind.

      Not the trees.

      Something else.

      A crunch.

      A scrape.

      A muffled thud.

      My hands go still.

      My attention snaps so hard it’s like a trap springing shut.

      Because no one comes up here.

      No one is supposed to.

      I grab my coat off the hook, shove my feet into boots, and take the flashlight by the door.

      The storm rages harder, like it’s trying to warn me back.

      But I’m already moving.

      Already crossing the threshold.

      Already stepping into the white.

      The cold slaps my face and steals my breath as I push through the side-falling rain, following the sound toward the bend where the path disappears under a mini mudslide.

      And then I see her.

      A figure half-staggering, half-limping up the road like she’s fighting the mountain itself.

      She’s bundled in a coat that looks expensive even thoroughly soaked.

      Dark hair plastered to her cheeks.

      Lips pink from cold.

      Eyes bright and wild and… too damn soft for this place.

      Holy fuck, she’s gorgeous.

      The kind of gorgeous that belongs under city lights, not under storm clouds.

      My beam sweeps lower and catches a flash of something so wrong it almost makes me laugh.

      A heel.

      Designer.

      Sinking into the mud like a bad joke.

      My jaw tightens.

      Because whatever she is—lost tourist, idiot daredevil, viral-hunting fan—she doesn’t belong on my mountain.

      And my mountain doesn’t forgive mistakes.

      Not anymore.

      “H-hello? Hello! Can you help?” she calls out, and her voice—fuck, it’s husky and quaking with something—cold or kismet? I’m not sure.

      She is soaked, and I can see her shiver despite her ridiculously expensive coat.

      “Oh, thank God, I thought I was gonna die out here,” she gasps.

      I clench my teeth as she starts towards me.

      “Can you talk?” she asks, smiling, welcoming, and so damn infuriating I want to growl at her.

      Doesn’t she know this is dangerous? That I might be dangerous?

      Seriously, the woman must have a death wish or something. And that makes me angry all over again.

      I frown, glaring at her.

      “Go back the way you came. This is private property.”
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            CLARA

          

        

      

    

    
      I still can’t believe I did it.

      I book nothing.

      I tell no one.

      I have my gym bag in my car, the dry cleaning I picked up earlier, and I’m wearing my new spring coat.

      Not to mention I have my laptop and my phone with me, too.

      Anything else I need, I’m sure I can buy on the way.

      From my research—okay, my internet stalking—of the Lumberjack Artist, I’ve narrowed down possible locations in Maine to a few remote mountain towns.

      After sending my info to a friend of my parents who happens to work for Sigma International Security, he further narrows down possible locations to one town. And then further still to one location sent via GPS coordinates.

      “Are you sure you want to go up there alone, Miss Belle?” Noel Kane asks, his voice clear and professional.

      “I’m sure, Mr. Kane. Thank you for your help, and please send the bill to me directly,” I reply.

      “Of course. Miss Belle. Happy to oblige,” he says, and I end the call.

      Excitement ripples through me, and I have to bite my lip to keep from squealing aloud.

      Next, I plug my destination into the Tesla like I’m planning a weekend getaway instead of an emotional breakdown road trip.

      Woodhaven, Maine.

      That’s where he is.

      The Lumberjack Artist.

      That’s where he finds his inspiration and creates his masterpieces. So, that’s where I’m going.

      To those wild mountains in Maine where anything seems possible.

      It’s a long drive, but I’ve done longer for less important reasons.

      The city fades behind me mile by mile, replaced by darker roads, fewer lights, trees that crowd close like they’re curious.

      For the first few hours, I feel excited. Almost like I’m on a mission.

      Like I’m sixteen again, doing something impulsive just because I can.

      Then the weather turns.

      It starts as a drizzle. Annoying. Manageable.

      Then the sky bruises purple-black, and the rain comes down in sheets.

      By then, I’m close.

      I’m in Woodhaven, and I find the mountain.

      I start to climb the roads.

      Lightning forks across the horizon, too close, too bright, and the thunder hits a beat later—deep and angry, like the world is warning me to turn around.

      My navigation recalculates.

      Then recalculates again.

      A road closure sign flashes by in the storm, half-hidden, and I’m already committed to a detour.

      My hands tighten on the steering wheel.

      “Okay,” I mutter to myself. “Okay. It’s fine. It’s just rain.”

      Except it isn’t.

      It’s mud.

      It’s darkness.

      It’s a mountain road that looks like it was carved into the side of the world by someone with a grudge.

      Trees loom. The phone signal disappears.

      The Tesla’s screen goes from helpful to smug as it tells me—calmly, politely—that charging options are limited.

      Of course they are.

      My battery percentage ticks down like a countdown timer in a horror movie.

      Twenty percent.

      Fifteen.

      Ten.

      “This is so stupid,” I whisper, but I keep going, because turning around feels like admitting defeat, and I’m not ready to do that today.

      Then the tires hit a slick patch of mud, and the car fishtails—just a little.

      Enough to send adrenaline screaming through my veins.

      I slam the brakes.

      The Tesla corrects, but the road doesn’t care.

      The rain pounds harder. The wind whips.

      Another crack of thunder shakes the whole world.

      And then—like the universe has decided it’s done humoring me—my car gives a soft, devastating chime.

      BATTERY CRITICAL.

      “No,” I breathe. “No, no, no⁠—”

      I press the accelerator.

      The car lurches forward… and then everything goes quiet.

      The screen dims.

      The power dies.

      The headlights wink out like someone blew out candles.

      I’m sitting in a dead car on a mud-soaked mountain road, surrounded by nothing but storm and trees and the sound of my own breathing.

      My heart pounds so hard it hurts.

      I stare at the dark windshield.

      At my reflection—mascara smudged, hair frizzing, face pale.

      Clara Belle, city girl extraordinaire, currently starring in her own bad decision.

      “Okay,” I say, voice shaking. “Okay. We can fix this. We can⁠—”

      I can’t.

      Because there’s no signal.

      No help.

      No chargers.

      And the rain is coming down like it wants to drown the world.

      I fumble for my phone anyway, like stubbornness is going to create bars out of thin air.

      Nothing.

      I grab my bag and my coat and open the door. The cold hits me so fast it steals my breath.

      I step out into mud that sucks at my shoes like it’s trying to eat me.

      My designer heels are absolutely ruined within two seconds.

      Lightning flashes again, illuminating the road ahead—curving, vanishing into trees.

      And behind me—nothing.

      Just darkness swallowing the direction I came from.

      Panic claws up my throat.

      I don’t like being stranded.

      I don’t like being helpless.

      I don’t like not knowing what to do next.

      But there’s a sharp, steady part of me that’s always survived the city, always found a way through chaos, and she chooses now to take the wheel.

      Move.

      Do something.

      So I start walking.

      I don’t know for how long—minutes feel like hours out here.

      My fingers go numb inside my pockets.

      My hair sticks to my face.

      My coat is not made for this kind of wet cold no matter how much it cost.

      I’m shivering, soaked, cursing, half-laughing at the absurdity of it, when I see a shape through the storm.

      A figure.

      Tall.

      Broad.

      Moving like he belongs out here.

      My breath catches.

      For one irrational second, I think I’ve hallucinated him—some mountain-man fantasy conjured by my desperate brain.

      Then lightning flashes, and I see him clearly.

      A man with a
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