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Chapter 1 - Harper
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The blizzard wasn't on my carefully crafted itinerary. Neither was watching twenty-seven guests with combined net worths in the billions scramble for their luxury SUVs like it was the last helicopter out of Saigon. I stood in the resort's grand entrance, my clipboard clutched to my chest like body armor, as the engagement party I'd spent four months planning dissolved into chaos around me. Snowflakes the size of quarters battered the windows, and my perfectly organized schedule items, champagne toast at 8, first dance at 9, fireworks at midnight, seemed to mock me from the page. Control was slipping through my fingers like fine sand, and I was failing spectacularly at pretending it didn't bother me.

"Ms. Blake, we're so sorry about this," the resort manager said, his voice strained with forced politeness. "The weather service only upgraded the warning an hour ago."

I nodded mechanically, checking off another box on my disaster bingo card. "Of course. Acts of God. Unavoidable." My client, the bride's father, had already left after pressing an obscene tip into my palm, either from gratitude for my efforts or pity for my failure. I hadn't decided which was worse.

"The main road will be closed within the hour," the manager continued, glancing at his watch. "Our staff is departing now. You should make arrangements immediately."

Right. Arrangements. I pulled out my phone, already mentally drafting apologetic emails to my Monday clients. The signal bars flickered pathetically before disappearing altogether.

"Perfect," I muttered, tapping furiously at the screen as if intimidation might resurrect the connection. "Absolutely perfect."

The manager cleared his throat. "Ms. Blake, I really must insist..."

"I understand," I cut him off, my customer service smile stretched thin across my face. "I'll call for a car. Do you have a landline I can use?"

Ten minutes and three unsuccessful calls later, I stood alone in the resort lobby. The staff had vanished like smoke, leaving behind only a maintenance worker who informed me that the last shuttle had departed twenty minutes ago.

"But someone can come get me, right?" I asked, hearing the edge of desperation in my voice. "A snowplow? A helicopter? One of those St. Bernard dogs with the little barrels?"

The maintenance worker, Trevor, according to his name tag, looked at me with the kind of pity reserved for children who still believe in Santa. "Not in this storm, ma'am. Not until tomorrow at the earliest."

"I can't stay here," I said, gesturing to the now-empty resort. "There's no staff."

"Well," Trevor hedged, "there is one option. The owner's lodge is just up the path. Mr. Maddox is there."

"Mr. Maddox? The resort owner?" I brightened. Owners were good. Owners had connections, resources, possibly even private helicopters. "Perfect. I'll just speak with him."

Trevor's expression suggested it was anything but perfect. "He's not exactly... social."

"I'm very persuasive," I assured him, already grabbing my overnight bag. "Which way?"

"Follow the lit path around back. Half a mile up. Can't miss it." He paused. "Maybe don't mention you're in real estate."

Before I could ask what that cryptic warning meant, Trevor was gone, leaving me alone with the howling wind and my rapidly dwindling options.

The walk to the owner's lodge nearly killed me. My designer boots, perfect for impressing wealthy clients, were comically inadequate against eight inches of fresh powder. The wind sliced through my wool coat like it was tissue paper, and snow plastered itself to my glasses until I was navigating more by faith than sight.

By the time I reached the lodge, my teeth were chattering so hard I worried about dental damage, and my fingers had gone from painful to worryingly numb. The lodge itself was nothing like I expected, not the ostentatious mansion of a typical resort magnate, but a sprawling log structure that seemed to grow organically from the mountainside. Warm light glowed from windows partially obscured by snow, and smoke curled from a stone chimney.

I stumbled up the steps and knocked, praying for a kindly caretaker or, at minimum, someone who wouldn't murder me and use my bones for ski poles.

The door swung open, and I found myself staring at a wall of man.

He filled the doorway completely, six-foot-four at minimum, shoulders broad enough to strain the seams of his flannel shirt, with a dark beard that couldn't quite hide the hard line of his jaw. His eyes, the color of forest shadows, took me in with a single sweep that felt like being X-rayed.

"Hi!" I said, too brightly, my voice higher than usual. "I'm Harper Blake? From the resort? Well, not from the resort, I mean, I was at the resort, organizing the Winters-Cho engagement party, which is now, obviously, not happening, because of the snow, which, wow, really came out of nowhere, right?"

The man, presumably Mr. Maddox, didn't blink. Didn't smile. Didn't nod encouragingly. Just stood there, massive and immovable as the mountain itself.

"Anyway," I continued, filling the silence like it was my job, "the staff had to leave, and there's no transportation available, and they said you might be able to help? Not that I want to impose, of course, but I'm sort of... stuck."

More silence. The snow was seeping through my boots now, my toes transmitting urgent distress signals.

"I could sleep in my car," I offered, "but I don't have a car here, so that's not really an option, and I promise I'm not an ax murderer or anything, though I realize that's exactly what an ax murderer would say..."

"Come in," he finally said, his voice deep and rough, like he didn't use it often. He stepped aside, the movement deliberate and controlled.

I scurried past him, relief washing over me as warmth enveloped my frozen limbs. The interior of the lodge was surprisingly cozy, all gleaming wood and natural stone, with a fire crackling in a massive hearth. Nothing like the sterile, Instagram-perfect venues I usually decorated. This place looked lived-in, authentic.

"Thank you," I said, setting down my bag. "I'm so sorry to intrude. The storm caught everyone by surprise."

"Not everyone," he replied, shutting the door against the howling wind. Up close, he was even more imposing, not just tall, but solid, like he'd been hewn from the same trees as his lodge.

"Right, well, meteorology isn't an exact science, is it?" I laughed nervously, the sound echoing too loudly in the quiet space. "I mean, they're right sometimes, but other times it's just..."

"Tea?" he interrupted, moving toward what I assumed was the kitchen.

"Oh! Yes, please. That would be amazing." I followed him, still babbling. "I'm Harper, by the way. Harper Blake. Event coordinator. Well, more than that, I run my own agency. Blake Events? Maybe you've heard of us? We did the senator's daughter's wedding last spring. The one with the ice sculpture controversy. Not that we caused the controversy. Actually, we resolved it."

Theo, I assumed that's who he was, unless this mountain man had kidnapped the real owner, moved around the kitchen with surprising grace for someone his size. He filled a kettle, his movements efficient and practiced.

"Theo," he said simply, answering the question I hadn't directly asked.

"Nice to meet you, Theo," I said, trying not to stare at the way his flannel stretched across his back. "Again, I'm really sorry about this. I don't suppose there's any way to get back to civilization tonight?"

He shook his head once. "Roads are closed. Phone lines too, probably."

My stomach dropped. "So I'm... stuck here? With you?" I winced. "Not that being stuck with you is bad! I just mean, "

"Guest room's upstairs," he said, cutting off my rambling. "First door on the left. Bathroom's across the hall."

I blinked. "You're letting me stay? Just like that?"

Something that might have been amusement flickered in his eyes. "Would prefer you didn't freeze to death on my property. Paperwork."

Was that... a joke? I couldn't tell. His expression remained impassive, but there was a slight softening around his eyes.

"Well, I appreciate it," I said, trying to match his economy of words and failing spectacularly. "I won't be any trouble. I can sleep on the couch if that's better. Or in a closet. Not that I think you have human-sized closets, but if you did, I'd be totally fine with, "

"Guest room's fine," he said, placing a mug of tea in front of me. "Sugar's there."

I nodded, wrapping my still-cold fingers around the warm ceramic. "Thank you."

We sat in silence as I sipped the tea. It was good, strong and fragrant. I kept opening my mouth to speak, then closing it again, acutely aware of how my chatter seemed to bounce off his stillness. I'd never met anyone who seemed so comfortable with silence.

After showing me to the guest room, a surprisingly cozy space with a patchwork quilt and a small woodstove, Theo retreated downstairs with a gruff "Bathroom's stocked. Yell if you need anything."

Alone at last, I sank onto the edge of the bed and released a shaky breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding. The quiet pressed in from all sides, broken only by the occasional crack of settling logs and the relentless howling of the wind outside. No traffic noises. No notification pings. No client calls.

I changed into the oversized t-shirt I'd packed as a nightgown, washed my face with cold water that smelled faintly of minerals, and slid between sheets that were unexpectedly soft. The unfamiliar quiet made every small sound seem magnified, the brush of flannel against skin, the whisper of my own breath.

"Just one night," I whispered to myself, curling onto my side. "Just get through one night, and tomorrow you'll be back to civilization."

But as sleep began to pull me under, a traitorous part of my mind wondered what it would be like to stay just a little bit longer in this strange, quiet place with its even stranger, quieter owner.
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Chapter 2 - Theo

[image: ]


The ax bit deep into the pine log, sending splinters flying into the frosty air. I yanked it free and swung again, my breath clouding around my face like smoke. The cold burned my lungs, but I welcomed it, physical discomfort was simpler than the thoughts crowding my head. Thoughts of the woman sleeping in my guest room, with her rapid-fire words and eyes that couldn't settle on one emotion. The blizzard had delivered Harper Blake to my doorstep like some cosmic joke, a walking reminder of everything I'd left behind: schedules, expectations, the constant pressure to perform.

Another swing. Another satisfying crack as wood surrendered to metal.

Five years ago, I'd been her, tethered to my phone, measuring success in zeros and acquisitions. Willow Creek Resort had been my crowning achievement: a luxury mountain retreat that had cost me three marriages and most of my sanity. The day I signed the final papers had been my last in a tailored suit. I'd walked away from the boardroom, grown my beard, and retreated to this lodge where the only demands came from nature itself.

Until now.

I gathered the split logs, feeling the rough bark catch on my calloused palms. Snow collected on my shoulders, melting at the heat of exertion. The mountain air tasted clean and sharp, so different from the recycled oxygen of skyscrapers and corporate jets. This place had saved me from myself, had carved away the hollow man I'd become until something real remained.

And now
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