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CHAPTER ONE: BLIZZARD-BORN
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Naomi Rivers hadn’t cried in five years, but the moment her engine sputtered and died in the middle of a snow-swept Alaskan road, her chest clenched in a way that made her want to break that streak.

She gripped the steering wheel tighter, pulse thudding like a war drum against her temple. Nothing but white in all directions—no road, no tire marks, no sign of anything resembling life. The wind howled like it had teeth, and the cold seeped into her bones no matter how high she cranked the heat. Except now, there was no more heat. No more anything. Just silence.

The car gave a final cough, a pitiful mechanical wheeze, and then died completely.

Dead.

Just like the life she’d left behind.

She slammed her fist into the wheel. The sound echoed uselessly in the car’s frozen shell. “No. No. No!”

Her phone had one bar—then none. No signal. No service. Just her and the storm, like some twisted punishment from the universe for daring to run.

She blew into her hands, tried rubbing them together, but the numbness crept faster than her efforts. It wasn’t just the temperature—it was the hopelessness of it. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She was supposed to be halfway across the country by now, starting over somewhere anonymous. Not stranded on a backroad with nothing but secrets in her rearview mirror.

A shape moved through the snow outside.

Naomi froze. Her breath hitched, fogging the inside of the glass. A silhouette—tall, broad, purposeful—emerged from the white haze like something conjured from a fever dream. He moved like he belonged in the storm, cutting through it like it bowed to him.

Then a knock. Hard. Three times on the driver’s side window.

She jumped, hands flying to the door lock, heart hammering.

The man’s voice cut through the snow, deep and firm. “Open the door. You’ll die in there.”

She stared at him, hands trembling. He didn’t look like a serial killer. But then again, did they ever?

“Open it,” he said again, louder this time. Less of a request, more of a command.

Every part of her screamed to stay inside. But staying meant freezing to death. And dying out here, anonymous and alone, was somehow worse than trusting a stranger with murder in his voice.

She cracked the door open.

Cold slammed into her. The man reached in without hesitation and grabbed her by the forearm, hauling her out like she was nothing more than luggage. He was huge. Muscled. Covered in a thick parka and snow-drenched jeans. His beard was dark, rimmed with frost, and his eyes were piercing blue. No warmth in them. No welcome.

“Come on.”

She stumbled after him, feet dragging through snow up to her calves. The wind tried to tear her coat off, each step heavier than the last. He said nothing, didn’t check to see if she was following. Just led with relentless precision.

Then, suddenly, a cabin appeared. Shadowy at first, then real—wood walls, a sloped roof, smoke coiling from a crooked chimney.

He threw open the door and stepped aside.

She hesitated.

He looked back, jaw clenched. “In.”

She obeyed.

The heat hit her like a slap. A fire roared in the stone hearth, casting flickers across the rustic space. Animal pelts hung on the walls, and the place smelled like woodsmoke and man. She stumbled forward, arms wrapped tight around herself, still shivering.

He slammed the door behind them, stomping snow off his boots. Then, without a word, he pulled off his coat, revealing a long-sleeve black thermal stretched across his massive frame. His muscles moved like coiled steel under the fabric, tattoos peeking from his collar and disappearing under sleeves.

“Strip,” he said.

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

“You’re soaked. Wet clothes kill faster than frostbite. Take them off. Now.”

“I—” Her voice cracked. “I’m not just getting undressed in front of a stranger.”

He walked toward her slowly. Not aggressive. Not gentle. Just inevitable.

“I dragged you out of that death trap. I’m not about to let you die on my floor because you’re stubborn. Get your coat off.”

She hesitated a beat too long.

He stepped in. His hands were rough and warm when he grabbed her zipper and yanked it down. She gasped, but he didn’t hesitate. Stripped her coat off, peeled her soaked gloves away, kicked her boots off with the heel of his boot. Every move efficient. Professional. Almost like he didn’t see her as a woman—just as a problem to solve.

“You want to keep your jeans? Fine. But when your legs go numb, I’m not helping you.”

She pulled off the damp denim herself.

He tossed her a blanket from a pile near the hearth. “Sit close to the fire. Don’t move.”

She sank onto the rug, curling into the warmth. The flames licked across the logs, illuminating her face and the outline of her form beneath the blanket. Her skin stung as it thawed, blood returning with a vengeance.

He disappeared into another room. When he returned, he had a tin mug in one hand and a bottle of whiskey in the other. He poured a finger of it into the mug, topped it with hot water from a pot near the fire, and handed it to her.

She took it with both hands. “Thanks.”

He sat across from her, legs spread, arms resting on his knees, watching her with unreadable eyes.

“Name?”

“Naomi,” she said. “You?”

“Cole.”

She sipped the whiskey. It burned going down. Warmed her gut like fire.

“You always drag women out of blizzards?” she asked.

“No. I avoid people.”

“Well. You’re doing a shitty job of it.”

Something flickered behind his eyes. Not amusement. Something darker. Like pain dressed up in memory.

“You should sleep. There’s a cot in the back room. You’ll be stuck here until the storm breaks. Might be a day. Might be five.”

“And then what?”

He didn’t answer.

“I mean—do you take me back to town? Or... what? You expect me to just disappear?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“If you make trouble.”

She stared at him, heart thudding. “I’m not looking for trouble.”

“That’s good. Because I’m not good at handling it gently.”

She tightened the blanket around her shoulders. He scared her—and yet he hadn’t done anything threatening. He’d saved her life. Given her warmth. Shelter.

But there was something in the way he looked at her. Like he was waiting. Testing. Trying to figure out where she broke.

“I’m not a criminal,” she whispered.

He didn’t blink. “Doesn’t matter. Everyone’s running from something.”

She didn’t answer. Just stared into the fire. It was true. She’d left everything behind—her family’s name, the scandal, the mess. She was supposed to vanish. Start over.

Instead, she was snowbound with a stranger who looked like he could kill a bear with his bare hands.

And still—somehow—he was the first man she’d felt safe with in months.

He rose, stretched, and walked toward the hallway. “First door on the left. Try to sleep.”

“Where are you going?”

“Nowhere. I live here.”

“You trust me?”

“No. But I trust myself more.”

She stood slowly, her legs still unsteady, the blanket trailing behind her. As she passed him in the narrow hallway, she caught his scent—smoke, pine, and something male and raw that made her insides twist.

He didn’t touch her. Didn’t look.

But she felt him.

The room was small. A single bed. A wool blanket. A lantern glowing faintly on the nightstand.

She closed the door and leaned against it.

She wasn’t safe. She knew that.

But danger had never looked this steady before.

It had a name now.

Cole.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE RULES OF FIRE
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Naomi woke to warmth. Real warmth. The kind that wrapped itself around her limbs and kissed the tips of her fingers and toes with lazy comfort. For one disoriented second, she forgot where she was. The bed beneath her was too firm, the blanket too scratchy, the air heavy with smoke and pine.

Then the silence reminded her.

Not city silence.

Wilderness silence.

A deep, predatory stillness that listened harder than it spoke.

She sat up, her body stiff, the thin blanket slipping from her shoulders. Her tank top clung to her skin, slightly damp where sweat had dried overnight. She looked around the room. Simple. Wooden walls. No mirror. No clock. Just a single chair in the corner and a battered dresser with a chipped drawer handle.

The door creaked when she opened it.

The cabin smelled of coffee and woodsmoke. Light filtered through small frostbitten windows. The fire was still going strong, and sitting in the same chair by the hearth, legs spread wide and gaze steady, was Cole.

He hadn’t changed.

Same black thermal shirt.

Same broad arms crossed over his chest.

Same eyes that looked at her like he already knew what she was going to do next.

“I didn’t hear you get up,” she said quietly.

“I didn’t sleep.”

She swallowed. “Do you ever?”

“When it’s safe.”

She crossed the room slowly, careful not to trip on the edge of a fur rug. Her body still ached, muscles unused to the cold and exertion. She stopped near the hearth, hands out toward the flames.

He handed her a mug. She took it without speaking, sipped. Coffee. Black. No sugar. No milk.

Just like him.

“Thanks,” she muttered.

He nodded once, then turned his attention back to the fire.

She studied him out of the corner of her eye. His profile was all cut edges and bruised silence. A jaw that looked like it had been broken before. A nose with a slight crook. He had scars, too. Faint ones around his wrist, his neck. Like his body kept secrets even when his mouth didn’t.

“You said we’d talk about rules.”

His gaze flicked to hers. “You remember that?”

“I remember everything.”

“Good.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “This cabin has two rules.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“One. You don’t open that front door without me. Not even to piss in the snow.”

She blinked. “Okay... and two?”

“You don’t lie to me.”

Her throat tightened. “About what?”

“Anything. Who you are. Why you ran. What you’re planning next.”

“I didn’t plan this.”

“Still applies.”

Naomi wrapped her hands tighter around the mug, let the heat bleed into her fingers.

“Okay,” she said. “No lying. I can do that.”

“You sure?”

“No. But I’ll try.”

He didn’t smile. He just stared at her, as if trying to decide if her honesty was worth believing.

“I’m not here to punish you, Naomi,” he said eventually. “But this place—it’s not a vacation. It’s not a fantasy. It’s survival. You screw around out here, you die.”

“And what about you?” she asked, stepping closer, voice soft. “Are you surviving? Or are you hiding?”

His jaw ticked. “Does it matter?”

“It does to me.”

He stood up, and she suddenly felt the full weight of him—his size, his presence, the heat in his eyes. He wasn’t just a man. He was a force. One that didn’t move unless he meant to.

“You think you can read me?” he asked.

“No.”

“Then don’t try. You’ll get hurt.”

“You already think I’m weak, don’t you?”

“I think you’re city soft,” he said. “But not weak. Not yet.”

Her breath caught. “You don’t know what I’ve been through.”

“Then tell me.”

She looked away. The silence stretched.

He stepped closer, his voice lower. “You said you left. Not got lost. That means something. You don’t drive this far into the ass-end of nowhere unless you’re trying to disappear.”

“I wasn’t disappearing,” she said, voice tight. “I was escaping.”

“From what?”

She clenched her jaw. “A mistake.”

“Name?”

“Personal.”

“I said no lying.”

“I didn’t lie. I just didn’t answer.”

His expression darkened. “That’s a technicality.”

“I’m good at those.”

He stepped even closer. The air changed. The tension thickened.

“You run from something like that,” he said, voice like gravel soaked in ice, “you better be sure it doesn’t come looking.”

She stared up at him. “You sound like you know from experience.”

“I do.”

They stood close now. Close enough she could see the flecks of silver in his beard. The scar slicing faintly through his left eyebrow. The hunger in his eyes—not for her body, not yet—but for control. Understanding. Maybe even trust.

And then he backed away, just enough.

“You want to stay warm? Do what I say. You want to stay alive? Don’t lie.”

She nodded once. “Got it.”

“Good. Get dressed. You’re helping me with wood.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Excuse me?”

“You want to earn your keep, princess? You stack logs like everyone else.”

“Is there a ‘everyone else’?”

“No. Just you and me. So don’t screw it up.”

She changed in the room he gave her. Layers. Thermal leggings, a thick flannel shirt, the same boots—mostly dry now. When she came out, Cole was already by the back door, holding a second coat and a pair of gloves.

“Put those on. Don’t argue.”

She did. The moment they stepped outside, the cold bit her face like a slap, but it wasn’t the same as last night. This time, she had armor. And a purpose.

Cole led her to a massive woodpile behind the cabin, each log stacked like it had been placed by military precision. She watched as he began splitting fresh ones, arms flexing with every swing of the axe.

She tried not to stare.

Tried.

But there was something hypnotic in the way he moved—raw, efficient, powerful. Like the cold didn’t touch him. Like the world hadn’t touched him in a long time.

She started stacking the logs. Clumsy at first. Then steadier. Each one grounding her in a way that felt strange. Satisfying.

When they were done, Cole didn’t praise her. He just grunted, wiped his hands, and walked back toward the cabin.

Later, as night pressed back in and the fire crackled once more, she sat near the hearth again, a bowl of stew in her lap. The silence wasn’t so sharp now.

“You were in the military, weren’t you?” she asked.

He didn’t look at her. “Something like that.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m nobody.”

“You don’t look like nobody.”

“And you don’t look like a girl who breaks easy.”

She felt that somewhere deep. Not just the words—but the way he said them. Like he’d been watching her, waiting for cracks. And hadn’t found any yet.

That night, when she lay down, she didn’t pull the blanket all the way up. She listened instead—for the sound of boots on wood, for the shifting of weight outside her door.

But nothing came.

And still, she didn’t sleep easy.

Because even if Cole Maddox hadn’t touched her yet, she felt it building between them. The tension. The inevitability. The fire that warmed her skin and dared to crawl inside.

It wasn’t safety she wanted anymore.

It was whatever danger he kept locked in his chest.

And she had a feeling he wasn’t going to keep it locked much longer.
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CHAPTER THREE: STRANGERS WITH SECRETS
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Naomi didn’t dream that night. Or if she did, she couldn’t remember a single image. What she did remember was waking up to the sound of a shovel scraping ice.

She sat up, blinking against the pale morning light leaking through the frost-ringed window. Her muscles ached in unfamiliar places—shoulders, lower back, thighs. It had been years since she’d lifted anything heavier than her laptop or walked farther than from her apartment door to her car.

But now, here she was. Waking up in some hardened loner’s off-grid cabin, body sore, skin warm, breath visible in the cold air between the wood walls.

She padded barefoot to the door, listening.

The shovel dragged again. Sharp metal on crusted snow. She hesitated, then turned the knob and stepped into the main room, still wrapped in a thick wool blanket.

Cole was outside.

Through the frosted window she could see him—his massive frame shirtless despite the morning chill, sweat steaming off his skin as he shoveled snow away from the generator. His jeans hung low on his hips, boots laced tight. He worked without pause, methodical, like it was just another muscle memory stitched into his routine.

She stared longer than she should’ve.

The line of his back, broad and scarred. The way his shoulders flexed with every movement. Tattoos coiled across his spine and down one rib, black ink etched deep into skin weathered by more than just cold.

She turned away fast, cheeks
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