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  Chapter 1

  
  




By the time the cabin came into view, the sky had settled into that late-winter gray that wasn’t quite evening but already felt like it. Snowbanks hunched along the narrow road, pushed back by some determined plow, and the trees on either side were dusted and still, like they’d agreed to keep her secrets for a month.

The cabin sat at the end of a snow-packed road, tucked into the pines like it had grown there. June Whitaker eased her SUV into the shoveled rectangle of driveway turned off the engine and stared at it through the windshield, wood siding gone silver with age, a stone chimney, windows that caught the late afternoon light and threw it back in shades of amber.

Quiet.

God, it was so quiet.

She sat there for a breath, hands still on the steering wheel. No car horns. No notifications buzzing. No voices in the next cubicle discussing quarterly projections or asking if she had a minute, she always had a minute, always said yes, always made time because that’s what good managers did.

Except she’d stopped being good at it somewhere around November.

She’d started being excellent at performing it.

Different thing entirely.

June pulled the keys from the ignition and stepped out into air so cold it bit. Sharp and clean, the kind of cold that demanded attention. Pine and wood smoke drifted on the breeze, mixing with something else, earth, maybe, or snow itself, a mineral brightness that tasted like clarity. Somewhere in the distance, a bird called, low and solitary.

Her boots crunched through snow as she walked to the trunk. One large suitcase. A weekend bag. Her laptop case, because even a month away didn’t mean fully offline. She’d told her team she was unreachable except for emergencies, but she’d still packed the charger. Just in case.

Old habits.

The cabin’s front door was painted deep green, the brass handle cold enough to sting her palm. Unlocked, just like the rental listing promised. June pushed it open and stepped inside.

Warmth greeted her first, the kind that came from good insulation and a space designed to hold heat. The main room stretched before her: a river-stone fireplace dominating one wall, a leather sofa angled toward it, a kitchen tucked into the far corner with butcher-block counters and open shelving. Wood everywhere, floors, beams, walls, all of it golden in the low winter light streaming through the windows.

Cozy wasn’t a strong enough word.

This was a place designed to make you stop moving.

June set her bags by the door and walked to the fireplace. Logs stacked neatly in an iron holder. Kindling in a woven basket. Matches on the mantel beside a small brass dish. Someone had prepared this. Someone had thought ahead.

She ran her fingers along the mantel, smooth, dust-free, the wood warm under her touch.

Of course it was. She’d paid for a fully managed rental. Cleaning, maintenance, a caretaker who’d check in periodically to make sure everything worked. The listing had promised “unobtrusive service,” which sounded blessedly hands-off.

Her phone buzzed in her coat pocket.

June pulled it out: a text from her assistant. Hope you landed safely! Let me know if you need anything.

Landed. Like she’d flown somewhere foreign instead of driving four hours north into the mountains.

Maybe it was foreign. Maybe that was the point.

She typed back: All good. Thanks, Mara. Talk soon.

Then, after a beat, she turned the phone to Do Not Disturb.

Small victory.

June carried her bags to the bedroom, a simple space with an iron-frame bed covered in a white quilt, a nightstand holding a small lamp, a single window overlooking the trees. Through the glass, branches heavy with snow swayed slightly in the breeze. Beautiful and still, like a photograph.

The bathroom held a clawfoot tub that made her want to sink into hot water immediately, but she forced herself back to the main room instead.

Unpack first. Settle in. Make the space functional.

She worked methodically: suitcase opened on the sofa, clothes sorted by type, toiletries lined up in the bathroom with military precision. Laptop set up on the small desk near the window, charger plugged in, notebook placed at a perfect right angle. Coffee supplies arranged on the kitchen counter, beans in a glass jar, filters stacked, her travel mug washed and set to dry.

Everything in its place.

Everything managed.

June stepped back and surveyed the room.

It looked… controlled. Organized. Like she’d moved into a hotel and immediately made it more efficient.

Exactly what she always did.

She frowned.

This was supposed to be rest. A break. A month where she didn’t optimize, manage, or anticipate every possible need.

And yet here she was, mentally cataloging whether she had enough coffee for the week and wondering if she should make a grocery list now or wait until morning.

A knock at the door startled her.

June crossed the room and opened it.

A man stood on the porch, tall enough that she had to tilt her head back slightly to meet his eyes. Broad-shouldered beneath a heavy canvas coat, dark beard trimmed close, hair just long enough to curl slightly at the edges. Forty-something, maybe older. Watchful in a way that felt assessing but not invasive.

“June Whitaker?” His voice matched him, low, steady, the kind of baritone that made her think of late-night radio hosts and promises kept.

“Yes. Hi.” She stepped back instinctively, gesturing him inside. “You must be the caretaker.”

“Isaiah Bishop.” He stomped snow off his boots before entering, pulled off his gloves and tucked them into his coat pocket. Capable hands, she noticed, broad palms, long fingers, the kind of calluses that came from actual work. “Wanted to check in, make sure everything’s working.”

“Oh, it’s all perfect. Really. I just got here.” June waved toward the fireplace, the kitchen, anywhere that proved she didn’t need anything. “Everything looks great. Thank you.”

Isaiah’s gaze swept the room, not intrusive, just thorough. Taking inventory the way she had ten minutes ago, except he actually knew what he was looking for. His eyes paused briefly on her neatly organized belongings, then moved on without comment.

“Heat holding steady?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Water pressure okay?”

“I haven’t checked, but I’m sure-”

“Mind if I take a look?”

“Oh. Of course. Please.” June stepped aside, watched him walk to the kitchen sink and turn on the faucet. Water rushed out, strong and clear. He let it run for a few seconds, adjusted the temperature, nodded.

“Good,” he said, turning it off. “Sometimes the pipes get temperamental in winter. You notice any changes, weak flow, strange sounds, let me know.”

“I will.”

Isaiah moved to the fireplace and crouched to check the flue. His coat pulled across his shoulders as he reached up into the chimney, and June found herself noticing the way he moved, economical, practiced, no hesitation. He knew this space. Probably knew it better than she’d know it even after a month.

“Flue’s clear,” he said, straightening. “You’ll want a fire going tonight. Temperature’s dropping. Supposed to hit twenty degrees after sunset.”

“I can handle it.” The words came out too quickly. “I mean, I’m sure I can figure it out.”

His mouth curved, not quite a smile, but close. “I’m sure you can. But I’m here now.”

Something in his tone made her pause. Not condescending. Not doubtful. Just offering.

“Okay,” June said. “Thank you.”

Isaiah moved back to the fireplace with the same easy efficiency. He crouched again, and she watched as he crumpled newspaper, not random, but methodically, creating loose balls that would catch easily. Kindling came next, arranged in a careful structure over the paper, each piece angled to allow airflow.

“Biggest mistake people make,” he said, not looking up, “is suffocating it. Fire needs to breathe.”

June stepped closer. “Breathe?”

“Oxygen.” He positioned two logs on either side of the kindling structure, creating a space between them. “You stack things too tight, flame can’t get air. Dies before it gets going.”

That made sense. She filed the information away, airflow, space, don’t smother.

Isaiah struck a match and held it to the newspaper. Flame caught, spread through the crumpled balls, began climbing the kindling with a soft crackling sound. He waited, watching, then added a third log across the top once the kindling was fully engaged.

“Give it ten minutes,” he said, standing. “Then add another log. You’ve got plenty of wood stacked on the back porch if you need more. I brought up an extra cord last week.”

“Perfect. Thank you.”

“Also,” Isaiah walked to the far wall and opened a small panel June hadn’t noticed. “Breaker box is here. You lose power, check this first. Everything’s labeled.”

She peered over his shoulder. Neat rows of switches, each one marked in careful handwriting: Kitchen, Bedroom, Main Room, Exterior.

“Storms can knock things out,” Isaiah continued. “Happens maybe once or twice a winter. Usually comes back on its own, but if it doesn’t, flip the main breaker off and on. That’ll reset it.”

“Got it.”

He closed the panel and moved to the thermostat near the kitchen. “Heat’s set to sixty-five. You want it warmer, adjust here. Furnace is propane, tank’s full. Should last you the month easily.”

June nodded, trying to remember everything. Breaker box. Thermostat. Fire needs oxygen. She should probably write this down.

“Any questions?” Isaiah asked.

About a dozen, probably. Where was the nearest grocery store? What time did the sun set? How often did he check on cabins? Was he always this thorough?

“I think I’m good,” June said instead. “But I appreciate you checking.”

“Part of the job.” He pulled his gloves back on. “I’ll be by every few days. Make sure everything’s holding up. Storm’s coming in tomorrow night, heavy snow expected. You stocked up on food?”

“I brought supplies.”

“Good. Road gets plowed, but sometimes it takes a day or two. You get snowed in, you’ll be fine. Cabin’s built for it.”

Snowed in. The phrase should have made her nervous, trapped, isolated, far from help, but instead something in her chest loosened. Snowed in meant no one could reach her. No unexpected meetings. No “just checking in” emails that required immediate responses.

“I’ll manage,” June said. “And I’ll try not to bother you.”

His brows ticked together, just a little.

“It’s not a bother,” he said. “That’s the job.”

Isaiah paused in the doorway, looked back at her. His eyes were dark brown, steady, and for a breath she felt pinned by them, seen in a way that made her suddenly aware of how she was standing, how she’d arranged her expression into pleasant capability.

“You here to work or rest?” he asked.

The question landed harder than it should have.

“Rest,” June said.

“Good.” He nodded once. “Then rest.”

The door closed behind him with a soft click.

June stood in the center of the cabin, listening to his footsteps fade across the porch, the sound of a truck engine turning over and pulling away down the snowy road.

The fire crackled behind her. Warmth began to spread through the room, carrying the scent of burning wood, clean, sharp, and comforting.

She walked to the window and watched his truck disappear into the trees.

Isaiah Bishop.

Caretaker.

Competent as hell and somehow not annoying about it.

June turned back to the cabin, to her perfectly arranged belongings, her organized kitchen counter, her laptop waiting on the desk like a patient animal.

Rest.

Right.

She had a month to figure out what that even meant.


****


By seven o’clock, the sun had set and darkness pressed against the windows like a living thing. June stood in the kitchen, staring at the contents of her refrigerator, pre-made salads, a rotisserie chicken, cheese, bread, fruit. Sensible choices. Easy meals. Things that required minimal effort.

She pulled out the chicken and some bread, assembled a sandwich without much thought. Ate it standing at the counter, looking out at the black shapes of trees against a sky just beginning to show stars.

Still so quiet.

At home, there would be traffic sounds. Sirens in the distance. Her upstairs neighbor walking around, the rhythmic thump of footsteps overhead. White noise she’d learned to sleep through, to work through, to ignore completely.

Here, there was nothing.

Just the crackle of the fire and the soft hum of the refrigerator.

June finished her sandwich, washed the plate, dried it, put it away. Then stood in the middle of the kitchen with nothing left to clean and no idea what to do next.

Read. She could read.

She grabbed her e-reader from her bag and settled on the sofa, pulling a blanket over her legs. Opened the book she’d been meaning to start for three months, a thriller everyone at work had recommended.

Made it two pages before her mind wandered.

Fire needs to breathe.

Isaiah’s voice, low and certain. The way he’d crouched in front of the fireplace, hands moving with practiced ease. Building something that would last, that would give warmth, that required attention and care to do properly. Her heart beat a little faster than it should.

She told herself it was the altitude. The sudden quiet after months of noise.

But her body knew better.

Shaking her head she tucked away the attraction. 

When was the last time she’d done anything that required real attention?

Work required speed. Efficiency. Managing fifteen things at once and making it look effortless. She’d gotten so good at multitasking that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d focused on one thing completely.

June set down the e-reader.

The fire was burning lower now. She should add a log.

She got up and selected one from the iron holder, solid weight in her hands, rough bark scraping her palms. Placed it carefully on top of the existing logs the way Isaiah had shown her. Flames licked up around it, adjusting, finding new fuel.

Better.

She sat back on the sofa and watched the fire for a long moment. Mesmerizing, the way it moved. Never still. Always consuming, always transforming.

Her phone buzzed.

June picked it up: an email notification.

Subject: Quick question about the Henderson account

Her VP. Mark. Sending emails at seven on a Friday night because of course he was. Because that’s what they all did. Work didn’t have boundaries. It had suggestions, maybe. Recommendations. But never actual lines.

She opened the email.

June, 

Hope you’re settling in well! I know you’re off grid but wanted to loop you in on something that came up with Henderson. They’re asking about expanding the contract to include the new product line, and I wanted to get your read on pricing before we present options. No rush, but if you have a chance to look at the attached proposal this weekend, that would be great. Let me know your thoughts when you can.

Mark

No rush.

But also, this weekend.

Which meant Monday at the latest.

Which meant she needed to review a proposal, analyze pricing structures, consider competitive positioning, and draft recommendations, all while supposedly resting.

June stared at the email.

One month. She’d asked for one month off. Explained that she was burned out, running on empty, needed real rest. Her boss had agreed immediately, said she’d earned it, told her to completely disconnect.

And now, twelve hours into that month, here was Mark with a “quick question” that would take hours to answer properly.

She could ignore it.

Should ignore it.

Her thumb hovered over the delete button.

But what if Henderson pulled the contract because she wasn’t available? What if Mark made a decision without her input and it went wrong? What if her absence caused problems she’d have to fix when she got back?

What if, what if, what if.

June closed the email without responding.

Turned her phone face-down on the coffee table.

Looked back at the fire.

You here to work or rest?

Isaiah’s question, simple and direct.

Rest.

She’d said rest.

So rest.

June picked up her e-reader again. Made it another page before her mind drifted back to the email. Another two pages before she found herself reaching for her phone.

Stopped.

Set the e-reader aside instead.

This was the problem. This was exactly the problem. She couldn’t sit still. Couldn’t be present. Couldn’t just be without her brain immediately filling the space with tasks and worries and things that needed managing.

She’d become so good at anticipating needs that she’d forgotten how to recognize her own.

June pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders and watched the fire burn. Tried to let the warmth sink in. Tried to notice the way the flames moved, the soft crackling sounds, the play of light and shadow across the wooden walls.

Tried to stop thinking about Henderson and pricing proposals and whether Mark would be annoyed that she didn’t respond.

Outside, wind picked up. Snow began to fall, she could see it in the glow from the porch light, thick flakes drifting past the windows.

Tomorrow night, Isaiah had said. Storm coming in.

She wondered how often he checked on the cabins. How many properties he managed. Whether he lived nearby or drove from town each time. Whether he built fires in all of them or just the ones that needed it.

Whether he’d noticed the way she’d watched his hands.

June closed her eyes.

Okay, June, that was enough.

She was tired. Actually tired, not just running-on-empty tired. The kind of tired that came from four hours of driving and months’ worth of stress finally catching up.

She should go to bed.

Let tomorrow take care of itself.

Let Mark and Henderson and the entire company function without her for one night.

June banked the fire, turned off the lights, and went to the bedroom. Changed into pajamas, brushed her teeth, climbed under the heavy quilt. The mattress was firmer than her bed at home, the pillows a different shape. Strange and unfamiliar.

But warm.

And quiet.

So quiet she could hear her own breathing.

June closed her eyes and, eventually, slept.


****


Morning came gray and cold. 

June woke to pale light filtering through the bedroom window, and the sound of silence so complete it felt like pressure against her eardrums.

She lay still for a moment, staring at the ceiling beams, trying to remember the last time she’d woken up without immediately reaching for her phone.

Her hand twitched toward the nightstand.

No.

Rest. She was here to rest.

June forced herself out of bed and into the bathroom. The mirror showed what four hours of sleep and two months of operating on pure competence looked like: shadows under her eyes, tension in her jaw even at rest, hair that needed more than the messy bun she’d been defaulting to. Her brown skin still shined, but there were more lines around her eyes, around her mouth, one that formed between her brows due to stress.

She looked tired.

She was tired.

That’s why she was here.

The shower was hot and strong, and she stood under it longer than necessary, letting steam fill the small bathroom until the mirror fogged over completely. When she finally emerged, wrapped in a towel, she felt marginally more human. She changed into her grey lounger and put some socks on.

Coffee. She needed coffee.

The kitchen was cold, the fire had died overnight, but she ignored the fireplace for now and focused on making coffee. Beans ground in her hand grinder, water boiled in the kettle, poured over the grounds in her French press. Four minutes of steeping while she stared out the window at pine trees heavy with new snow.

Beautiful.

Objectively, undeniably beautiful.

And she was already thinking about her to-do list.

June poured coffee into her travel mug and forced herself to sit on the sofa instead of at the desk. Small rebellion. She could drink coffee without working. She could just… sit.

The fire was dead ash in the fireplace.

She should rebuild it.

Isaiah had made it look easy, paper, kindling, logs. Space for airflow. She could do that.

June set down her coffee and crouched in front of the fireplace. Newspaper first. She crumpled several sheets, laid them in the center of the grate. Kindling next. She selected thin pieces from the basket and arranged them over the paper in what she hoped was the right configuration, a loose structure, space for oxygen.

Close enough.

Two logs on either side.

Match struck, held to the paper.

Flame caught. Spread through the newspaper. Started to climb the kindling.

Then sputtered.

Died.

June frowned. Too much paper? Not enough kindling?

She cleared out the charred remains and tried again. Less paper this time, more kindling, arranged more carefully. Match held longer.

Same result. Smoke, but no sustained flame.

“Okay,” she muttered. “Fine.”

Third attempt. She studied the basket of kindling, selected the driest pieces, arranged them in a careful pyramid over a moderate amount of crumpled newspaper. Added the logs with more space between them this time.

Struck the match.

Flame caught the paper, spread quickly, climbed halfway up the kindling, 

And died again.

Smoke billowed out into the room. June coughed, waved it away from her face.

What was she doing wrong?

She pulled out her phone and typed: how to build a fire in a fireplace.

Three articles appeared. She skimmed the first one: Start with tinder (newspaper, dry leaves), add kindling in a teepee structure, ensure proper airflow, add larger logs once kindling is fully engaged.

Teepee structure.

That was the problem. She’d been laying the kindling flat.

June cleared out the fireplace again, fourth attempt now, and she was getting genuinely annoyed with herself. How hard could this be? People had been building fires for thousands of years. Literal children could do this.

She crumpled fresh newspaper, arranged kindling in a teepee shape over it, left space at the bottom for air to flow. Better. This looked more like what Isaiah had built.

Match struck.

Flame caught the paper. Spread. Climbed the kindling.

Started to take hold, 

Then the whole structure collapsed sideways, smothering itself in ash.

“Well, dammit.”

June sat back on her heels and stared at the mess of charred wood and smoking newspaper. Her hands were covered in ash. Her coffee had gone cold. And she couldn’t even build a simple fire without failing four times.

She grabbed the fire poker and started clearing everything out again, already planning the next iteration. Sturdier teepee structure, better base, maybe start with even less paper. 

A knock at the door.

No.

June froze.

No.

She was a competent adult. She didn’t need help with a fire.

The knock came again, firm but not impatient.

She set down the poker, brushed ash off her hands onto her grey loungers, and opened the door.

Isaiah stood on the porch, snow dusting his shoulders, same quiet presence as yesterday. His gaze took her in, lounger, ash-smudged hands, hair still damp from the shower, and something flickered in his expression. Amusement, maybe. Or sympathy.

“Morning,” he said.

“Hi.” June tried for casual, aware that she looked like exactly what she was: someone who’d been fighting with a fireplace for twenty minutes and losing. “What brings you by?”

“Wanted to check the heat before the storm hits tonight.” His gaze moved past her to the smoking fireplace and the scattered evidence of her failures. “Having trouble?”

Yes. Obviously. Painfully obviously.

“No. I mean, just figured I’d let it die out properly before starting a new one.” The lie sat uncomfortably in her mouth, ridiculous in the face of the smoking disaster behind her.

Isaiah’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes suggested he knew exactly what had happened. Knew, and wasn’t going to call her on it.

“Mind if I take a look?” he asked.

June stepped aside. “Sure.”

Isaiah entered, stomping snow from his boots, and walked directly to the fireplace. He crouched in front of it, studied the mess of ash and half-burned kindling, then glanced at her phone lying nearby with the fire-building article still open on the screen.

She waited for him to say something. To point out that she clearly had no idea what she was doing. To offer some version of well, it’s harder than it looks.

Instead, he simply started clearing out the fireplace, working efficiently and without comment.

“I can-” June started.

“I’ve got it,” Isaiah said, not looking up.

She stood there awkwardly, watching him work. His hands moved with the same practiced confidence as yesterday, scooping ash into the metal bucket, clearing the grate, checking the flue again.

“Problem isn’t the structure,” he said after a moment. “It’s the wood.”

“The wood?”

“Kindling’s damp. See?” He held up a piece. “Snow probably got into the basket. Damp wood won’t catch properly, doesn’t matter how you arrange it.”

Oh, of course.

She’d been so focused on technique that she hadn’t even considered the materials.

“There’s dry kindling in the mudroom,” Isaiah continued, standing. “I’ll grab it.”

He disappeared through a door June hadn’t fully explored yet, a small room off the kitchen that apparently held more supplies and returned with a wooden crate filled with kindling that looked noticeably drier than what she’d been using.

“Keep this inside,” he said, setting the crate near the fireplace. “Away from the door. Moisture gets in, you’ll have trouble.”

“Got it. Thank you.”

Isaiah crouched again and began building a fire with the dry kindling. June watched, determined to actually learn this time. He crumpled newspaper loosely, not too tight, allowing air to circulate. Positioned kindling in a careful structure, each piece angled to support the others while leaving space for oxygen. Added two logs on either side once the kindling was arranged.

“Key is patience,” he said, striking a match. “Let each stage catch before adding more. Rush it, and you smother it.”

The paper caught. Flames spread upward. The kindling began to crackle, and this time, finally, the fire took hold. Small at first, then growing as it found fuel and air in the right balance.

Isaiah added a third log across the top, waited to make sure it caught, then stood.

“There. Should be good for a few hours.”

“Thank you,” June said, meaning it. “Really. I was about to give up and just freeze.”

His mouth curved into that almost smile. “You’d have figured it out.”

“After setting off the smoke alarm, maybe.”

“Probably.”

A moment of silence. The fire crackled behind them. Snow fell outside the windows in thick, soft flakes.

“You want coffee?” June asked suddenly. “I just made some. Well, half an hour ago. It’s probably still warm.”

Isaiah glanced at the French press on the counter. “You sure?”

“You just saved me from hypothermia. It’s the least I can do.”

“Alright. Thanks.”

June moved to the kitchen, grateful for something to do with her hands. Poured coffee into two mugs, the only other one she had was from a work conference three years ago, but it would do. Held one out to Isaiah.

He took it, wrapped both hands around the ceramic. Large hands. She’d noticed that yesterday, but up close it was more obvious. Callused palms, strong fingers, a thin white scar across his left knuckles.

“Milk or sugar?” she asked.

“Black’s fine.”

Of course it was.

They stood in the kitchen, drinking coffee, the morning light gray and soft through the windows. June tried to think of something to say, something normal, something that didn’t sound like she was interviewing him or managing the silence.

“How many cabins do you manage?” she asked finally.

“Four in this area. Couple more about
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