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Dedication
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For the ones who can’t resist looking back,
even when they know the fire still burns.
This holiday, the snow will cover many sins—
but not the heart’s.
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Chapter One
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The first snow of December had always carried a strange kind of silence, thick and watchful, as though the world itself were holding its breath. Tonight, that silence pressed against the windows of the cabin, coating the glass in frost and shadow. Inside, the fire crackled too loud, every pop and hiss punctuating the ache of memory that refused to stay buried.
She shouldn’t have come back here.
Natalie’s hands trembled as she unwrapped the wool scarf from her throat, the air inside the cabin still cold despite the flames. Her breath fogged faintly as if the ghosts of her past were eager to announce themselves. The place hadn’t changed in five years. The same sagging leather couch draped in plaid blankets. The chipped wooden table scarred by cigarette burns. Even the faint trace of whiskey soaked into the floorboards, impossible to scrub out.
Every detail screamed of him.
She closed her eyes, but memory was merciless. The nights of heat and ruin. The way his laughter had broken open the quiet like glass against stone. The way she’d let herself burn, knowing the fire was toxic, knowing it would destroy her. And still, she’d begged for more.
Natalie swallowed hard. She had come back to this mountain town for the holidays, just like every year. Her family insisted, her mother still playing hostess in the old Victorian house down the hill. But she hadn’t expected to run into him at the market this morning. Not him. Not Ethan.
His name tasted like smoke and sin.
He had looked the same—tall, broad-shouldered, that storm-gray stare that saw too much and gave nothing in return. Time hadn’t dulled him; if anything, it had sharpened him into something more dangerous. She had tried to walk past him, clutching her basket of cinnamon sticks and wine like a shield. But his voice had caught her, low and rough, slicing straight through the marrow of her resolve.
“You’re back.”
Two words, and she was undone.
Now here she was, standing in the very cabin she had sworn never to step into again. The invitation had been a whisper against her ear, a dare she should have ignored. One drink. For old times’ sake. As if old times hadn’t nearly ruined her. As if old times weren’t laced with sin and hunger and the kind of love that devoured.
The fire flared, pulling her gaze to the hearth. She moved closer, rubbing her chilled fingers together, pretending she wasn’t aware of the other presence in the room. She felt him before she heard him.
“Still cold, isn’t it?”
The voice came from the doorway. Deep. Familiar. Sin-soaked.
Natalie stiffened but didn’t turn immediately. She let the moment stretch, let the tension coil tight around her ribs. When she finally faced him, the sight was a blow. Ethan leaned against the doorframe, dark sweater clinging to his body, his hair longer than before, curling at his collar. That same dangerous smile tugged at his mouth, the one that promised both salvation and ruin.
“I shouldn’t be here,” she said, her voice too soft, too honest.
“No,” he agreed, pushing off the frame and stepping closer. “But you are.”
The distance between them collapsed in quiet increments. Each step was a trespass, each breath heavy with history. Natalie’s heart hammered, a frantic drumbeat echoing the storm outside.
“You haven’t changed,” she whispered, though the words were a lie. He had changed—older now, sharper in the edges, a little more shadow carved into his face. But the pull, the magnetic hunger, was exactly the same.
Neither of them moved away.
Ethan’s gaze raked over her, not shy, not apologetic. As if five years hadn’t passed, as if the last time hadn’t ended in shattered glass and words that tasted like venom.
“I missed this,” he murmured.
Her throat tightened. “You missed destroying me?”
His smirk was slow, deliberate. “Maybe. Or maybe I missed the way you loved the destruction.”
The words hit like a hand around her wrist, dragging her backward into memories she’d tried to bury. The winter nights tangled in his sheets. The taste of blood and wine. The fights that left her crying into his chest, only to be pulled back into him again and again, like gravity refusing to let her escape.
Her body betrayed her, heat rising beneath her skin, her lips parting with a breath she didn’t mean to release.
“This was a mistake,” she said, forcing the words through the ache.
“Probably,” Ethan said, closing the last of the distance. His hand brushed the scarf still draped loosely in her grip, fingers grazing the wool. “But mistakes are what we’re best at, aren’t they?”
Natalie’s pulse thrashed. The cabin walls seemed to close in, every shadow leaning closer, every flicker of firelight urging her to fall. She wanted to hate him. She wanted to scream and run and slam the door shut behind her. But the truth was harsher: she wanted him. Still. Always.
Her breath caught as his fingers skimmed hers, slow and deliberate.
“Say the word, Nat,” he said, voice low, eyes locked on her mouth. “And I’ll let you go. Walk out that door, back into the snow, back to your perfect little life. Say it.”
The silence roared.
Natalie searched his face, hunting for cruelty, for mockery. Instead, she found only hunger, raw and unrepentant. The kind that had always undone her.
Her body swayed before her mind could catch it, the smallest betrayal. And Ethan’s eyes darkened, catching it, claiming it.
“You can’t resist me,” he said, almost gently, almost like an apology.
And maybe he was right.
The fire snapped, scattering sparks into the air, as if the cabin itself bore witness to the truth. Natalie’s heart ached with the weight of everything she had sworn she’d left behind. But here, in the thick silence of snow and memory, she knew this was only the beginning.
The season had always been about tradition. And this—this sin, this hunger, this impossible gravity—was the darkest tradition of all.
The silence between them stretched, a taut string ready to snap. The fire’s glow painted his face in flickering shades of amber and shadow, highlighting the sharp cut of his jaw, the faint scar at his temple she remembered tracing with trembling fingers years ago. That scar had a story—like everything about Ethan—but it was the kind of story that left blood on the snow and bruises in the heart.
Natalie turned away, pulling her hand free from his. The air rushed cold against her skin where his touch had lingered, a phantom burn that made her chest ache. She tried to focus on the ordinary things—the worn curtains, the crooked picture frame, the half-empty bottle on the counter—but all of it blurred behind the weight of his nearness.
“I’m not that girl anymore,” she said, her voice a blade she hoped would cut through the tension. “I’ve grown up. I don’t play with fire.”
Ethan chuckled, low and dangerous, and stepped past her toward the fire. He crouched, feeding another log into the flames. Sparks jumped upward, scattering like tiny meteors before dissolving into ash. “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said without looking at her. “You don’t just play with fire. You are fire. Always were. Always will be.”
Her throat tightened, memory clawing back: the way he used to say those words into her hair, after nights that left her body sore and her heart half-broken. He always saw her in ways no one else dared. Sometimes it felt like worship. Sometimes like a curse.
“Stop romanticizing destruction,” she said, sharper than intended.
Finally, he looked at her. That stare could strip her down to bone, and he knew it. “I’m not romanticizing. I’m remembering.”
Natalie folded her arms, hugging her own body like a shield. But even as she did, her pulse betrayed her, hammering against her ribs like it wanted out. “Memories don’t mean anything. People change.”
“Maybe,” Ethan said. He stood again, towering over her, the fire throwing shadows across his frame. “But not us. Not really. You know it, Nat. I can see it in your eyes right now.”
Her lips parted, ready to protest, but the words stalled. He was right—damn him. The proof was in the way she couldn’t stop looking at his mouth, in the way her body leaned infinitesimally toward his heat.
She forced herself back a step. “This isn’t fair.”
His smile was slow, almost cruel in its tenderness. “When were we ever fair?”
The question sank deep, dragging with it the weight of their history. Nights in this very cabin where they made promises that dissolved by
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