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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 of my navel. I could feel the heat radiating off him, seeping through my coat, thawing the chill that had settled in my marrow. His beard brushed the top of my forehead, coarse and scratching, and I could feel the rumble of a growl building in his chest before I heard it. My breath hitched, trapped in a throat that had suddenly gone dry. Being this close to him felt illicit, dangerous, like standing on the edge of a cliff and wondering what the fall would feel like. He wasn't just my dad's friend in this moment; he was a force of nature, vast and overpowering.

"Jesus, June," he muttered, the words vibrating directly into my ribcage. He shifted, his grip tightening for a fraction of a second—almost possessive—before he physically set me aside. He didn't just push me away; he lifted me and planted me firmly on my feet a safe distance from the wet floor, handling me with the casual, effortless strength one might use to move a piece of furniture. "You're a hazard to yourself. I told you to stay put."

"I slipped," I defended weakly, though my voice lacked any real fire. My legs felt unsteady, trembling from the proximity, from the sudden, stark realization of just how small I was compared to him. "It's wet."

"Yeah, I know it's wet. That's why I'm fixing it." He snatched the flashlight from the floor, the beam swinging wildly before locking onto my face. I squinted against the glare, feeling exposed. He looked me over, his gray eyes hard and unreadable, assessing me for damage or perhaps just assessing my general lack of competence. He let out a long, weary sigh through his nose, shaking his head. "You're shaking like a leaf. You're cold, you're tired, and you're in the way. Go sit on the couch. Don't touch anything. Don't try to 'help' anymore. Just sit."

He pointed the light toward the living room, dismissing me. I opened my mouth to argue, to tell him I wasn't a child to be ordered to a corner, but the words died on my tongue. The wind outside had changed pitch, deepening from a scream to a low, earth-shaking roar. The cabin didn't just rattle this time; it lurched. A sound like a gunshot—loud, sharp, and terrifyingly close—cracked through the air, followed instantly by a thunderous, tearing crash that shook the floorboards beneath my feet. The noise was deafening, the sound of massive timber splintering and slamming into the earth with the weight of a dying giant. The vibration traveled up my legs, rattling my teeth. Somewhere out on the road, near the entrance to the driveway, something massive had just fallen. The silence that followed was absolute, heavy with the knowledge that the way out was gone.

The reverberations of the crash lingered in the floorboards, vibrating up through the soles of my boots like a tremoring aftershock. For a moment, neither of us moved. The flashlight beam in Grant’s hand held steady on the darkness of the living room, illuminating the dust swirling in the stagnant air, but his head was cocked to the side, his body tense as a coiled spring. He was listening, analyzing the groans of the storm with a hunter's focus.

Then, without a word to me, he strode toward the front door. His heavy boots hammered against the hardwood, a purposeful cadence that seemed to dare the storm to challenge him. "Stay here," he ordered over his shoulder, his voice rougher than before. "And keep that coat zipped."

He yanked the heavy oak door open, and the blizzard roared its way inside instantly. A flurry of white flakes swirled around his massive frame before he stepped out into the maelstrom, pulling the door shut behind him with a definitive slam that rattled the hinges.

Left alone in the sudden silence, the cabin felt vast and menacing. The air grew still again, but the temperature was dropping with terrifying speed. I wrapped my arms around myself, drifting toward the window beside the door, rubbing a circle in the condensation with a trembling hand. Outside, the world had been erased. It was a churning wall of white violence, frantic and blinding. I strained to see my car, my little Honda that represented my independence, my escape route. I could barely make out the shape of it. It was already a shapeless mound, a snowdrift with mirrors, completely swallowed by the accumulation. The plow bank from earlier had been bad, but this was burial.

Panic fluttered in my throat, a frantic bird beating against a cage. I was trapped. I was twenty miles from the nearest town, with no cell service, no power, and a man who looked at me like I was a nuisance he couldn't wait to be rid of. Yet, as the wind buffeted the glass, threatening to shatter it, that same man was the only thing standing between me and the freezing void.

Minutes stretched like hours. I paced the length of the kitchen island, the darkness gathering in the corners of the room as the faint gray light of the storm began to fail. The afternoon was dying, surrendering to an early, suffocating night. The silence in the house became oppressive. It felt dead. I realized with a jolt that the low, subconscious hum of the refrigerator had ceased. The electric baseboards had stopped their ticking. The cabin was cooling rapidly, returning to the ambient temperature of the stone and timber it was built from.

Suddenly, the front door groaned and swung inward. A gust of frigid air swept through the room, carrying the scent of ozone and ice. Grant stepped inside, bringing the winter with him. He looked like a creature born of the tundra. Snow coated his shoulders and the hood of his Carhartt jacket in a thick, white crust. Ice crystals clung to the unruly silver of his beard and eyebrows, dripping as they met the slightly warmer air of the entryway. He kicked his boots against the frame, knocking off clumps of packed snow, before heaving the door shut and throwing the deadbolt. The click of the lock sounded frighteningly final. He turned, pulling off his leather gloves with his teeth, his eyes finding mine in the gloom. The flashlight, now clipped to his chest pocket, cast stark, upward shadows across his face, accentuating the harsh planes of his cheekbones and the grim set of his mouth.

"That was a hundred-year-old Ponderosa," he said, his voice flat and devoid of optimism. He peeled off his jacket, revealing the dark thermal underneath, damp across the chest from melted snow. "Came down right across the choke point of the drive. Took the power lines with it. That's what we heard."

"Can we... can we drive around it?" I asked, though looking at the grim line of his jaw, I already knew the answer.

He let out a short, dark laugh, devoid of humor. "June, that tree is four feet thick. And on either side of that driveway is a drainage ditch and dense forest. Unless you have a chainsaw the size of a surfboard and a skid steer in that purse of yours, nobody is going anywhere."

He ran a hand through his damp, salt-and-pepper hair, sweeping it back from his forehead. The motion caused the muscles in his upper arm to ripple, heavy and solid. "My truck can't crawl over that. Your car... well, your car is effectively an igloo until the thaw."

My stomach dropped. The reality of it settled over me like a heavy blanket. "So we're stuck?"

"We're stuck," he confirmed, walking past me into the kitchen. He moved with a heavy grace, opening drawers and cabinets with efficient, jerky movements. He was taking inventory. "Road crews won't even attempt the pass in this visibility. Even if the storm breaks tomorrow—which it won't—it'll be two days before they get a plow up here to clear the main road, let alone our driveway."

He slammed a drawer shut, the sound echoing in the darkening room. He turned to face me, leaning his hips against the counter, his massive arms crossed over his chest. In the failing light, he was barely more than a silhouette, a towering shadow of masculinity and capability.

"The generator line was severed by the tree," he continued, listing the catastrophes as if reading a grocery list. "So no backup power. The electric heat is dead. The water pump is electric, so once the pressure tank drains, we're dry."

He paused, his gaze weighing heavily on me. I felt small, useless, standing there in my fashionable wool coat and boots that were never meant for this kind of reality. I felt a desperate need for him to tell me it would be okay, for him to take that burden of survival off my shoulders. And looking at him—at the sheer, unyielding solidity of him—I knew he would. He wasn't happy about it, he was visibly annoyed, but he was capable.

He sighed, a long exhale that seemed to empty his lungs. The flashlight beam cut through the dark, catching the dust motes dancing between us. He stepped closer, invading my personal space again, and the heat rolling off him was the only warmth left in the world. He reached out, his rough, calloused hand brushing my shoulder, not gently, but with a firmness that grounded me. "We need to board up the drafty windows and get a fire going before the temp drops below zero inside. We'll be sleeping in the living room tonight; it's the only room the fireplace can heat."

He looked down at me, his slate-gray eyes soft for the first time, reflecting a flicker of resignation. "Stay close to me, June. It’s going to get cold."

The darkness in the living room pressed against my eyes with a density that felt almost liquid. Outside, the blizzard howled with renewed fury, a chaotic symphony of shrieking wind and rattling timber that made the silence inside the cabin feel heavy and expectant. Grant moved through the gloom with an innate familiarity, the beam of his flashlight cutting sharp, dusty avenues through the shadows as he gathered supplies. I huddled on the edge of the overstuffed leather sofa, knees drawn up to my chest, trying to preserve whatever body heat I had left. The temperature was plunging with terrifying speed; I could already see the ghost of my breath hanging in the air, a fragile mist that vanished as quickly as it formed.

Grant set the flashlight on the mantle, aiming it upward so the beam diffused against the vaulted ceiling, casting a spectral, ambient glow over the room. He knelt before the massive stone hearth, his movements efficient and stripped of any wasted energy. Beside him lay a pile of seasoned oak logs and a smaller stack of pine for kindling, retrieved from the bin on the porch before the door had been sealed for the night. I watched him, unable to look away, captivated by the raw, utilitarian grace of his labor. He picked up a hatchet that looked like a toy in his massive grip, balancing a piece of pine on the hearthstone. With a sharp, controlled flick of his wrist, the blade descended. Thwack. The wood split cleanly in two with a satisfying crack that echoed through the empty room. He didn't pause. Thwack. Thwack. He reduced the wood to splinters with a rhythmic, hypnotic precision, his focus absolute.

He reached for the antique kerosene lamps that sat on the mantle, the glass flutes dusty from months of neglect. I watched his hands—those massive, scarred implements of destruction and creation—working the delicate mechanisms. His fingers were thick, the knuckles swollen and rough like burls on an old tree, yet they moved with a dexterity that seemed impossible for their size. He struck a match on the rough stone of the fireplace, the flare of sulfur hissing into life. The sudden burst of yellow light illuminated his face from below, carving deep shadows into his eye sockets and highlighting the grim set of his mouth amidst the silver-shot beard. He looked primal in that flickering glow, like some ancient deity of fire and stone. He touched the flame to the wick, and the lamp bloomed with a warm, steady orange light. The smell of burning kerosene, sharp and oily, drifted toward me, mixing with the scent of pine resin and the ever-present musk of his sweat. It was a scent that shouldn't have been comforting, yet it anchored me, pulling me out of the spiraling panic of our entrapment and centering my world on him. He was the only solid thing in a universe that had dissolved into white chaos.

"Draft is open," he murmured, more to himself than to me. He began to construct the fire, arranging the kindling in a complex lattice inside the grate. He didn't just throw wood in; he built a structure, engineering the airflow for maximum heat. I found myself staring at his forearms as he worked. He had pushed the sleeves of his thermal henley up to his elbows, revealing tanned skin corded with thick, ropy veins and dusted with dark hair. A faded scar ran jaggedly from his wrist halfway to his elbow, a testament to some past accident I didn't know the story of. Watching the muscles bunch and release as he manipulated the heavy oak logs sent a strange, damp ache settling low in my stomach, a stark contrast to the chill prickling my skin. It was an involuntary reaction, a biological response to safety and strength. Here was a man who could tame the elements, who could conjure warmth from nothing, who could protect me from the howling void outside. My college degree, my cleverness, my carefully curated life—none of it mattered here. All that mattered was the width of his shoulders and the capability in those rough, grease-stained hands.

Grant struck another match, touching it to the balls of crumpled newspaper beneath the grate. The paper caught instantly, curling into black ash as orange tongues of flame licked upward, devouring the dry pine kindling. The fire began to roar, snapping and popping as the draft pulled the smoke up the chimney. The golden light spread, pushing back the shadows that had gathered in the corners of the room. He remained kneeling for a moment, feeding the fledgling blaze, his broad back to me. The firelight played across the heavy canvas of his work pants, delineating the powerful muscles of his thighs and glutes as he shifted his weight. He grabbed a heavy iron poker, adjusting a log that had settled, sending a shower of sparks swirling up into the blackened maw of the chimney. The sound of the fire grew to a steady, comforting rumble, competing with the wind outside. It was mesmerizing, primal, and incredibly intimate. We were enclosed in a small sphere of warmth and light, isolated from the rest of reality. For a fleeting second, I imagined what it would feel like to crawl across the rug and press myself against that broad back, to wrap my arms around his chest and steal his warmth directly from the source. The thought was so vivid, so shocking, that I flinched, burying my face in the collar of my coat.

He stood up then, unfolding his height until he loomed over the hearth, wiping his hands on his thighs. He turned to face the room, satisfied with his work. The fire roared behind him, casting his silhouette in a halo of flickering orange. He looked at the fire, then at the darkened hallway, and finally, his gaze landed on me. The intensity of it pinned me to the couch. In the dancing light, his slate-gray eyes were dark pools, unreadable and deep. He took a step toward me, moving out of the direct heat of the fire, and the drop in temperature was instant. The cabin around us was still frigid, the cold seeping from the walls, radiating from the floorboards. I couldn't stop the tremor that ran through me, my teeth clicking together softly despite my best efforts to clamp my jaw shut. I hugged my knees tighter, feeling small and fragile under his heavy stare. He paused, his brow furrowing as he watched me shudder, a realization dawning on his stern features.

Grant stopped directly in front of me, his boots heavy on the braided rug. The firelight cast his shadow long and imposing over the couch, eclipsing me entirely. He stared down, his brow furrowed deeper as another violent shiver raked through my frame, making my teeth chatter audibly. "You're shaking apart," he observed, his voice low and gravelly, lacking any gentle bedside manner. He reached out, his hand engulfing my upper arm. His grip was firm, almost bruising, and even through the layers of my wool coat, I could feel the searing heat of his palm. He squeezed, testing the fabric, and a scoff of disbelief rumbled in his chest. "Wool blend," he muttered, the words dripping with disdain. "Synthetic lining. Fashion over function. You might as well be wrapped in tissue paper for all the good this is doing you against sub-zero drafts."

He released me abruptly, turning away with a grunt of frustration that seemed directed at the entire fashion industry. "You need layers. Real layers. Not whatever that is."

He marched toward the pile of gear he’d dumped near the entryway, kneeling beside a battered, canvas duffel bag that looked like it had survived a war zone. I watched him rummage through it, his broad shoulders shifting under the thermal henley, the muscles bunching and stretching like living machinery. There was something intensely private about seeing his personal effects—tangled charging cables, a beat-up paperback, heavy wool socks rolled into balls. He dug deep, bypassing the clean clothes folded on top, and yanked out a garment from the bottom of the bag.

He stood up, shaking out the fabric. It was a flannel shirt, checkered in dark red and black, faded from years of washing but thick and heavy as a blanket. "Put this on," he commanded, tossing it toward me. It sailed through the air and landed in my lap with a surprising weight. The instant it hit me, the scent of him exploded into my senses—a concentrated punch of motor oil, sawdust, aged tobacco, and that dark, heavy male sweat that had already begun to fog my brain. It wasn't a dirty smell; it was the smell of hard labor and competence, raw and unpolished.

I hesitated, my fingers curling into the rough, pillowy fabric. "Over my coat?" I asked stupidly, my voice trembling.

"Under the coat. Or instead of it," he corrected, impatient. "That coat is trapping the cold against your skin. This flannel will hold the heat. Now strip. You’re turning blue."

The command hung in the air, stark and jarring. Strip. My heart gave a frantic, wet thud against my ribs. Logically, I knew he was talking about survival mechanics—thermal dynamics and insulation. But the word sounded different coming from his mouth, spoken in that deep, rumbling baritone. I stood up on shaky legs, my fingers fumbling with the oversized buttons of my coat. Grant didn't leave the room to give me privacy. He turned back to the fire, picking up the poker to adjust a log, but I saw his head tilt, his peripheral vision locked on me.

I pushed the coat off my shoulders, the heavy wool sliding down my arms and dropping to the floor. The cold air of the cabin hit me instantly, biting through my thin cashmere sweater like a thousand tiny needles. I gasped, hugging myself, my nipples hardening painfully against the delicate lace of my bra, clearly visible through the fine knit of my top.

I felt his gaze then. It was a physical sensation, heavy and hot, tracing the line of my throat, the curve of my breasts, the dip of my waist. I looked up and caught him watching me. He hadn't turned fully around, but his eyes were fixed on me, dark and intense, the flames reflecting in his irises like burning coals. For a heartbeat, the air between us crackled with something that had nothing to do with the temperature. He wasn't looking at me like his best friend's daughter. He was looking at me like a man who had been alone in the woods for a very long time. The look was hungry, appreciative, and terrifyingly adult. My breath hitched, trapping itself in my throat. I felt exposed, vulnerable, and unmistakably female in the presence of an overpowering male force. Then, as quickly as it had happened, he clenched his jaw, the muscles feathering in his cheek, and forced his attention back to the fire with a rigid jerk of his head.

My hands shaking, I shoved my arms into the flannel shirt. It was immense. It swallowed me whole, the sleeves hanging inches past my fingertips, the hem falling nearly to my knees like a dress. I buttoned it up with clumsy, numb fingers, pulling the fabric tight around me. As soon as I was enclosed within it, the warmth began to build. It retained his body heat, or maybe I was just imagining it, but wrapping myself in it felt like stepping into his arms. The fabric was rough against my neck, scratchy and lived-in, and everywhere it touched, it felt like a claim. I was wearing his clothes. I was wrapped in his scent. I inhaled deeply, burying my nose in the collar for a split second, overwhelmed by the heady aroma of pine and musk that permeated every thread. It was intoxicating. It made my knees weak in a way the cold never could. I sat back down on the couch, pulling my knees up into the tent of the shirt, feeling small and protected, essentially branded by his property.

Grant finished with the fire and stood, wiping his soot-stained hands on his thighs. He didn't look at me directly this time, seemingly focused on a task only he could see. He walked over to the kitchenette area, his boots thudding softly. I heard the clink of glass, the glug of liquid being poured. He returned a moment later, carrying a heavy ceramic mug. He loomed over me, extending the cup. Steam didn't rise from it, but the smell that wafted up was sharp and medicinal—cheap whiskey, neat.

"Drink," he ordered, the single syllable brooking no argument. He waited until I reached out, my hand disappearing inside the long sleeve of his shirt, my fingers barely poking out to grasp the handle. He watched me take it, his expression unreadable, masked by the thick silver-shot beard. "It thins the blood, warms the chest," he rumbled, his voice dropping to that vibration that I felt in the floorboards. "Don't sip it. It's not tea."

I lifted the mug to my lips, the ceramic rim cold against my mouth, and took a tentative sip. The whiskey hit my tongue like liquid fire, scorching a path down my throat and settling in my stomach with a heavy, radiating burn that instantly began to war with the chill in my bones. I coughed, a pathetic, rasping sound, my eyes watering as the fumes filled my sinuses. Grant didn’t laugh. He just watched me with that intense, unblinking stare, his elbows resting on his knees as he sat on the raised stone hearth across from me.

He had produced a bag of beef jerky and a container of mixed nuts from his duffel—our feast for the evening. He tore into a strip of dried meat with his teeth, the muscles in his jaw bunching rhythmically as he chewed. It was a raw, almost predatory sight, watching him eat. There were no napkins, no table manners, just a man refueling his body with efficient, brutal necessity. He extended the bag toward me, his thick fingers dusty with spice. I took a piece, my hand disappearing into the cavernous sleeve of his flannel shirt like a child playing dress-up, and gnawed on the tough, salty beef. We ate in a silence that felt heavier than the storm outside, the only sounds the crackle of the oak logs and the wind trying to dismantle the roof above us.

"So," he grunted, swallowing a mouthful of almonds. He wiped the salt from his lips with the back of his hand, the coarse hair on his wrist catching the firelight. "Your dad says you're working at some marketing firm in the city. Writing jingles?"

His voice was low, rumbling through the quiet room like distant thunder, laced with a skepticism that made my hackles rise. I sat up straighter, pulling his shirt tighter around my legs. "It's a digital ad agency, Grant. And I'm a junior copywriter. I write campaigns, not jingles."

I wanted him to be impressed, or at least acknowledge that I was an adult with a career, but he just hummed, a noncommittal sound that vibrated deep in his chest. He took a swig from his own flask, his throat working as he swallowed the amber liquid. "Sounds like a lot of sitting around indoors. No wonder you freeze the second the temp drops below sixty."

The criticism stung, but underneath it, I felt a strange thrill. He wasn't treating me like a delicate flower to be coddled; he was challenging me. I looked at him, really looked at him, illuminated by the dancing flames. The fire cast deep shadows into the hollows of his cheeks and eye sockets, turning his face into a mask of rugged, weary masculinity. He looked tired, the lines around his eyes etched deep by years of hard labor and sun, but that weariness only added to the allure. He was seasoned. Solid. He made the boys I dated back in the city—with their soft hands and carefully styled hair—seem like pale imitations of men.

I took another drink of the whiskey, larger this time. The burn was less shocking now, replaced by a growing, fuzzy warmth that spread through my limbs and pooled heavily between my legs. The way he looked at me... it was confusing. He was my father's best friend. I had grown up calling him "Uncle Grant," sitting on his shoulders at parades, watching him fix my first bicycle. But looking at him now, sprawled on the hearth with his legs spread wide, the heavy bulge of his thighs straining the denim, the word "Uncle" felt absurd. It felt like a lie. There was nothing familial about the way my pulse quickened when his gaze drifted over me. I found my eyes tracing the thick veins that ran along his forearms, wondering how rough his skin would feel against my bare stomach, how heavy those hands would be if they gripped my waist. The thought was intrusive, shocking in its clarity, and I shifted on the leather sofa, crossing my legs to alleviate the sudden, dull ache blooming in my center. It felt wrong, dirty even, but the taboo nature of it only poured gasoline on the spark. Here we were, trapped in a box of warmth while the world ended outside, stripped of civilization and rules. The social contract that said he was off-limits seemed to fray with every gust of wind that rattled the walls.

"What about you?" I asked, my voice dropping to a huskier register, emboldened by the alcohol. "Dad said you sold the shop. What are you doing with your time, besides rescuing damsels in distress?"

Grant snorted, a dry, cynical sound. He leaned back, resting his weight on one hand, the other toying with a loose thread on his knee. "I didn't sell it. I retired. There's a difference." He looked into the fire, his expression hardening. "I fish. I fix up my truck. I avoid people." He turned his gaze back to me, and the intensity of it pinned me to the cushions. "I enjoy the quiet. Usually."

The implication hung there, thick and tangible. I was the interruption. I was the noise. Yet, he didn't look like he wanted me to leave. His eyes traveled over me again, slower this time, lingering on the way his flannel shirt draped over my curves, the top button undone just enough to show the hollow of my throat. I felt a flush rise up my neck, hot and prickly. I knew what he was seeing. He was seeing the woman beneath the child he remembered. And god help me, I wanted him to see. I wanted him to look at me and forget whose daughter I was. I took another sip of whiskey, tilting the mug high to get the last drops, and over the rim, I caught him watching my mouth.

His gaze was fixed on my lips, dark and unreadable. He watched my throat convulse as I swallowed, his own jaw tightening in response. The air between us suddenly grew thin, charged with a static electricity that made the hair on my arms stand up. He wasn't blinking. He looked hungry, not for the jerky, but for something else entirely. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic rhythm that I was sure he could hear in the silence. I licked a stray drop of whiskey from my lower lip, and I saw his eyes track the movement, his pupils dilating until the grey was nearly swallowed by black. A heavy, molten sensation throbbed low in my belly, a physical response to the raw, unspoken desire radiating from him. It was a dangerous game. I was flirting with a predator, poking a sleeping bear just to see if it would bite. The silence stretched, filled with the crackle of the fire and the heavy sound of our breathing. I felt exposed, vulnerable, and incredibly wet, my body betraying me in the most humiliating and exhilarating way. I wanted him to cross that distance. I wanted him to pull me off this couch and show me exactly what all that size and strength was for. For a moment, I thought he might. He shifted his weight, his muscles tensing as if preparing to spring, his gaze locking onto mine with a ferocity that made my breath hitch in my throat.

Then, the moment shattered. Grant stood up abruptly, the movement sudden and violent, propelling his massive frame upright. The spell broke with the jarring sound of his boots hitting the floorboards. He turned away from me, grabbing the poker and stabbing at the fire with unnecessary force, sending a spray of angry sparks up the chimney. "Fire's dying," he growled, his voice rough, deeper than before, as if the words were being dragged out of him over sandpaper. He kept his back to me, his shoulders rigid, a wall of tension. "We need to figure out sleeping arrangements before this place turns into an icebox."

The hours bled into a frozen slurry of time, measured only by the rhythmic consumption of oak logs by the greedy flames. The fire was roaring, a valiant beast fighting a hopeless war against the invading chill, but the cabin was losing. The air grew thinner, sharper, developing a bite that gnawed through layers of wool and flannel until it settled deep in the marrow of my bones. I had curled myself into a tight ball on the corner of the leather sofa, my knees pressed so hard against my chest my ribs ached, but the shivering had returned with a vengeance. It wasn't just a tremble anymore; it was a violent, spasmodic seizing of my muscles that rattled my teeth together like dice in a cup. My fingers were numb, white as marble, and the earlier warmth from the whiskey had evaporated, leaving behind a headache and a gnawing, terrifying cold that made my thoughts sluggish.

Grant had been prowling the perimeter of the room like a caged animal, stuffing towels under the doorjambs and duct-taping plastic sheeting over the draftiest window panes. He moved with a restless energy, his breath pluming in white clouds before him even here, ten feet from the fire. He finally stopped, looking up at the vaulted ceiling where the heat was uselessly pooling, and then down at me. The look on his face was grim. He didn't say a word, just turned on his heel and stomped heavily toward the stairs, his flashlight cutting a swinging arc through the gloom. I heard his heavy boots thudding on the floorboards above, the squeak of door hinges, and then he was back, descending the stairs with a heavy, purposeful tread that vibrated the railing.

"Bedroom's a meat locker," he announced, his voice flat and devoid of any comforting inflection. He stood at the base of the stairs, rubbing a hand over his face, the sound of his rough palms against his beard loud in the quiet room. "Pipe burst in the guest bath. Ice on the inside of the master window. We can't sleep up there. We'd wake up with frostbite."

"I'll... I'll stay here," I managed to stutter, my jaw locking up mid-sentence. "On the... c-couch."

Grant crossed the room in three long strides, stopping directly in front of me. He loomed like a mountain, blocking the firelight, casting me into his shadow. He ripped the glove off his right hand and pressed the back of his fingers against my cheek. The contact was shocking—his skin was rough, calloused, but searingly hot compared to my icy flesh. He cursed low in his throat, a harsh sound that made me flinch. "You're already hypothermic, June. Your skin is clammy. You're shaking so hard the couch is vibrating."

He stepped back, looking around the room with a tactical, predatory assessment. His eyes landed on the sleeper sofa I was currently occupying. "Up," he commanded. It wasn't a suggestion. He reached down, grabbed my arm, and hauled me to my feet. I swayed, my legs numb and unresponsive, but he steadied me with a hand on my hip for a fleeting second before releasing me. "Stand by the fire. Don't move."

I obeyed, stumbling toward the hearth, holding my frozen hands out to the flames. Behind me, I heard the heavy, mechanical groan of the sofa bed being unfolded. The springs squealed in protest. Then came the sound of ripping velcro and heavy lifting. I turned to see Grant wrestling the mattress free from the metal frame. It was a thin, dense slab of memory foam, heavy and awkward, but he manhandled it with brutal efficiency, dragging it across the Persian rug until it lay directly in front of the hearth, bathed in the orange glow of the embers. He didn't stop there. He raided the linen closet in the hallway, returning with an armload of heavy quilts, down comforters, and wool blankets—every scrap of bedding the cabin possessed.

He began to construct a nest. He laid the thickest wool blanket on the floor, topped it with the mattress to insulate it from the cold drafts sweeping the floorboards, and then piled the rest of the bedding on top. He moved with a singular, driven focus, tucking corners and fluffing pillows with a strange, domestic competence that seemed at odds with his rugged appearance. When he was finished, he stood up, hands on his hips, breathing hard. The thermal henley was stretched tight across his chest, damp with sweat, outlining the heavy pectoral muscles beneath.

"Alright," he grumbled, gesturing to the makeshift bed. "Get in."

I stared at the mattress, then at him. The implication hung in the air, thick and suffocating. "Grant," I whispered, the name catching in my throat. "I can't... there's only one mattress."

He looked at me, his slate-gray eyes hard, stripping away any romantic notions I might have harbored. He was in survival mode, purely and simply. "Look at the thermometer, June. It's ten degrees inside. The fire helps, but as soon as you fall asleep, your heart rate drops, your body temp plummets. In this draft, alone, you won't make it through the night without serious risk." He took a step closer, invading my space, his voice dropping to a low, steel-edged rumble. "We share body heat, or you get sick. Maybe worse. This isn't a slumber party, and I'm not asking for your permission. I'm telling you how we survive the night."

My heart hammered a frantic rhythm against my ribs. I knew he was right—logically, scientifically, he was right. But the thought of lying next to him, sharing a bed with the man who had been the silent, brooding object of my teenage fantasies, sent a flush of heat through me that had nothing to do with the fire. "It's... inappropriate," I said weakly, clutching the lapels of his flannel shirt tighter around me.

"Dead is inappropriate," he countered bluntly. His jaw was set tight, a muscle feathering in his cheek, betraying a tension he refused to voice. "Don't make it weird, June. I'm twice your age and I've changed your diapers. Get under the damn covers."

He didn't wait for me to argue further. He sat down on the edge of the mattress and began unlacing his heavy work boots. The sound of the thick leather hitting the floor was final. He pulled off his socks, revealing large, scarred feet, and then stood to unbuckle his belt. My breath hitched as he loosened the leather, the metal buckle jingling softly. He didn't take off his pants—thank god—but simply loosened the waist for comfort. He peeled off his outer layer of thermal socks, leaving a thinner pair on, and then looked at me expectantly.

"Boots," he pointed. "Coat. Keep the flannel and your pants on. Layers are good, but we need some thermal transfer."

I fumbled with my laces, my hands shaking so badly I could barely work the knots. I toed off my boots and shed my wool coat, leaving me in my jeans, my cashmere sweater, and his oversized flannel shirt. I felt small and incredibly vulnerable standing there in my socks. Grant had already crawled onto the mattress, lifting the mountain of heavy quilts. He lay on his side, his back to the fire, facing the room, leaving the space between him and the hearth for me.

"Come on," he gruffed, impatience coloring his tone. "You're letting the heat out."

I crawled onto the mattress. The memory foam was firm beneath me, cold against my knees. I slid under the heavy weight of the blankets, the darkness of the "cave" he'd built enveloping me. I lay down on my side, facing the fire, my back to him. The heat from the hearth was intense on my face, but behind me, the air was frigid.

And then, he moved. Grant shifted, closing the distance between us. I felt the mattress depress under his weight, the sheer mass of him tilting gravity in his direction. He settled in close—not touching, not quite yet, but near enough that I could feel the radiant furnace of his body along the entire length of my spine. He was a wall of heat. The scent of him under the covers was overwhelming, a concentrated musk of sawdust, spice, and man. It made my head spin.

"Back to back," he muttered, his voice rumbling through the mattress, vibrating directly into my body. "Maximum contact surface for the spine and kidneys. That's where you lose the heat."

I scooted backward until my shoulder blades collided with the solid expanse of his back. It was like leaning against a heated rock face. We adjusted, shifting until we were pressed together from shoulders to hips. I could feel the heavy ridge of his spine, the hard muscles of his lower back, the solid curve of his glutes against mine. He was so solid, so unyielding. The heat began to seep through our clothes instantly, a glorious, thawing warmth that spread from the point of contact and flooded my freezing limbs.

"Better?" he asked, his voice low and rough, right behind my ear.

"Yes," I breathed, my voice barely audible over the crackle of the fire.

"Good. Now go to sleep."

He went still, his breathing settling into a deep, rhythmic pattern that suggested instant sleep, a soldier's trick. But I lay wide awake, every nerve ending in my body screamingly aware of the man pressed against me. The fire popped, casting dancing shadows on the wall, but all I could focus on was the terrifying, electric intimacy of his body against mine, and the sinking realization that I didn't want him to move away. I wanted him closer.

Despite the roaring hearth and the furnace-like radiating heat of Grant’s back pressed against my spine, the cold found me. It was a creeping, insidious thing, slithering along the floorboards like an invisible fog, bypassing the heavy quilts to gnaw at my exposed front. The fire, while valiant, was fighting a losing battle against the uninsulated reality of a hundred-year-old cabin in a blizzard. My shivering, which had subsided briefly, returned with a violent, racking intensity that made my joints ache. I lay curled in a tight fetal ball, my knees drawn up so high they pressed against my ribs, trying to preserve a core temperature that felt rapidly plummeting.

Half-asleep and driven by a desperate, lizard-brain instinct for survival, I began to move. I needed the heat source. I shifted backward, pressing my glutes harder against his, trying to fuse my freezing body with the solid, radiating mass of him. I wiggled, trying to eliminate even the sliver of air between our clothes, my shoulders hunching as I dug my shoulder blades into the broad expanse of his latissimus dorsi. I was effectively trying to burrow into him like a freezing animal seeking shelter against a slumbering bear.

Grant went rigid instantly. I felt the sudden tension seize his frame, his muscles turning to stone against my back. For a long, heart-stopping second, he didn't breathe. Then, a low rumble started deep in his chest, a vibration that traveled through his ribs and directly into my spine before I even heard the sound. It was a groan of pure, unadulterated frustration mixed with something darker, something that sounded like a warning.

"Dammit, June," he muttered into the darkness, his voice thick with sleep and grit.

Before I could apologize or pull away, the contact broke. The loss of his warmth was immediate and shocking, making me gasp, but it only lasted for a heartbeat. The mattress groaned under a shifting shift of weight as he rolled over. He didn't just turn; he surged. His left arm, heavy as a fallen bough, swung over my body, the weight of it hitting my waist with a solid, jarring impact that knocked the breath out of me. He hauled me backward with a strength that required zero effort, pulling me until my back collided flush with his chest.

I was suddenly engulfed. He wrapped himself around me, his body curling protectively—possessively—around my smaller frame. I was the little spoon to his enormous ladle. The difference in our sizes had never been more apparent, or more overwhelming. His thighs came up to cradle the back of my legs, his knees tucking into the bend of mine, cementing us together from hip to heel. His chest was a wide, solid wall of heat pressed against my back, flattening my breasts slightly as he pulled me tight against him. I could feel the slow, heavy thud of his heart beating against my shoulder blade, a steady rhythm that seemed to command my own racing pulse to sync with it. His beard, coarse and scratchy, brushed against the sensitive skin of my nape, sending a cascade of shivers down my spine that had absolutely nothing to do with the temperature.

"Stop squirming," he grumbled, his mouth pressed right against my ear. The hot puff of his breath sent a shockwave of sensation through me. "You're letting the draft in. Stay still."

I froze, obeying the command instantly. Being held by him was an assault on my senses. He smelled intensely of the day's labor—the woodsmoke from the fire, the metallic tang of the tools he'd handled, and that pervasive, musk-heavy scent of male sweat that seemed to bypass my logic centers and hit me straight in the groin. He was hard everywhere; his forearm clamped across my stomach felt like an iron bar, the bicep bulging against my ribs. His thighs were thick pillars of muscle under the denim, unyielding against the softness of my own legs. I felt small, fragile, and utterly consumed by his mass. But more than anything, I felt warm. The heat transfer was instantaneous and intense, pouring off him like a radiator, seeping through the layers of flannel and wool, thawing the ice in my veins.

My body, recognizing safety, began to relax against him. My legs, previously cramped from being curled up, involuntarily stretched out, seeking relief. As I extended them, my socks having ridden down in my sleep, my bare feet slid down the length of the mattress and found purchase. They collided directly with his calves.

Grant hissed, his entire body jerking as if he’d been electrocuted.

"Jesus Christ!" he roared, the sound vibrating through his chest and into my back. His grip on my waist tightened reflexively, fingers digging in hard enough to leave marks through the flannel. "Your feet are like blocks of ice, kid. Do you have any blood circulation at all?"

"I'm sorry," I squeaked, trying to pull my legs back, but he didn't let me go. His legs clamped down on mine, trapping my freezing feet between his burning hot calves, effectively sandwiching them in a vice of heat.

"Leave 'em," he growled, the anger in his voice receding into a rough, weary resignation. He adjusted his hold, pulling me even tighter against him if that was possible, burying his face in the crook of my neck. "We need to get your core temp up, or you're going to get sick. I didn't drag you off a mountain just to have you freeze to death in my living room."

We lay there in the firelit gloom, the silence heavy and charged. The warmth was working. The violent shivering had stopped, replaced by a heavy, languid feeling that spread through my limbs. But as the cold receded, a new problem emerged. The contact was too intimate. His arm was draped heavy across my stomach, his hand resting just above the waistband of my jeans, his thumb idly stroking the fabric of the flannel shirt he had lent me. I could feel the hard ridge of his erection pressing against my lower back, a distinct and undeniable pressure through the layers of our clothing. He had to know I could feel it. He had to know what this was doing to me. My nipples were aching, peaked and hard against the lace of my bra, rubbing sensitively against the inside of his rough shirt every time I took a breath. A damp, heavy heat pooled between my legs, throbbing in time with the heartbeat I could feel against my back.

Grant shifted again, letting out a frustrated sigh that fanned hot air over my neck. "You're still cold to the touch," he muttered, sounding annoyed by my body's refusal to comply with his thermodynamics. He moved his hand from my waist. I expected him to pull away, to put distance between us now that the shivering had stopped. Instead, I felt his fingers fumble with the hem of the flannel shirt.

My breath hitched in my throat, trapping itself in a strangled gasp. Before I could process what was happening, his hand slid underneath the fabric.

The contact was electric. His palm was enormous, rough as 80-grit sandpaper, covered in callouses from decades of working with wrenches and timber. And it was searingly hot. He laid his hand flat against the bare skin of my stomach, splaying his thick fingers wide to cover as much surface area as possible. The sensation of that rough, hot skin against my soft, cold belly was a shock that made my hips buck involuntarily.

"Easy," he murmured, his voice dropping an octave, becoming a dark, gravelly rumble that did terrible things to my insides. "Just friction. Generates heat faster."

He began to rub. It was a utilitarian motion at first—brisk, firm strokes up and down my midriff, his palm rasping against my skin, creating a tangible burn of warmth. But the intention seemed to blur with every pass. His hand was so large it spanned nearly my entire torso, his thumb grazing the underside of my breast, his pinky digging into the soft curve of my hip bone. The friction was maddeningly good. The contrast of his rough, work-hardened skin against my softness was an aphrodisiac I hadn't prepared for. I could feel the ridges of his fingerprints, the hard valleys of his palm lines, the sheer power contained in that hand. He could crush me, I realized. He could span my throat with one hand. And yet, he
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