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      Snow chased her all the way up the mountain. It wasn’t the pretty kind from holiday movies either, not at first.

      It was the heavy, wind-driven kind that made the wipers struggle and turned the narrow road into a smear of white and gray.

      Avera leaned forward in the driver’s seat, hands locked on the steering wheel, shoulders tight from four hours of tense driving.

      The GPS had lost signal a mile ago, and she was following faith and the faint tracks of someone who’d made it up before her.

      Every few turns, the tires slid enough to make her heart drop. The heater blew hard but couldn’t keep up with the draft sneaking in through the door seams.

      When the road finally curved toward a clearing, she saw it; the cabin. Except it wasn’t really a cabin. It was a lodge-sized dream of varnished cedar and glass, perched on the mountainside like something out of an expensive resort brochure.

      Soft yellow light spilled from the enormous windows, and smoke drifted in lazy curls from a stone chimney. The snow had softened around it, falling now in delicate flakes that glittered under the string of lights strung from porch to pine tree.

      She slowed to a crawl and parked beside a row of cars half-buried in snow. Her brother’s SUV, her aunt’s van, her cousin’s beat-up Jeep, all here, meaning there was no turning back.

      She killed the engine, and the silence pressed in, thick and absolute. The wind and the cold howled and chilled her.

      You can do this, she told herself, rubbing her hands over her face. It’s only one week. Family, food, and forced joy. You’ve survived worse.

      It had been her mother’s idea to rent the mountain lodge this year — “something different,” she’d said, after the usual debate about whose house could fit twenty people and all their kids.

      Everyone had chipped in. Avera, as usual, had covered more than her share, and as usual, no one would talk about it.

      She stepped out into the cold, boots sinking into the powder. The air bit her cheeks instantly, crisp, pine-scented, alive.

      She tilted her face up, watching her breath mingle with the snowflakes. The world up here felt far away from everything that had gone wrong that year - the breakup, the endless deadlines, the constant pretense that she had it all together.

      A shout carried over the wind. “Avera! Girl, finally!”

      She whirled around in time to see a blur of fuchsia and curls bounding down the porch steps.

      Her cousin was the kind of woman who could turn a grocery run into a performance with scarf flying, boots sparkling, laughter already halfway formed before she even reached you.

      “I was about to send out a search party!” LaTonya called, skidding the last few feet and wrapping her arms around her. “You look half-frozen!”

      “That’s because I am.” Avera tried to laugh, though her muscles were still wound tight. “Your directions were useless, by the way. I almost ended up back in town.”

      LaTonya grinned and said of herself, “My directions are more like a feeling, vibes, not a set of rules,” then quickly took a bag from Avera. “C’mon, let’s get you inside before you turn into a popsicle. We’ve got cocoa, heat, and drama already brewing.”

      “Drama? Already?”

      “When isn’t there drama?” LaTonya glanced back with a mischievous twinkle. “Aunt Delores is already policing sugar intake, and your mama’s threatening to confiscate everyone’s phones during dinner. Also, the thermostat war started early this year.”

      Avera huffed a laugh, her breath fogging the air. “So, a typical family Christmas then.”

      They trudged up the porch steps together. The cabin loomed above them, wrapped in garland and gold ribbon.

      A massive wreath hung on the double doors, red bow and all. It was beautiful, almost too beautiful. It was a place that made you feel you should smile more than you actually did.

      Inside, warmth hit her like a wave. The living room was a riot of color and sound, with the fire crackling, the scent of cinnamon and roasting meat curling through the air, the thrum of voices layered over the bass line of a holiday playlist.

      Laughter spilled from every corner. Someone’s child screamed with joy. The tree dominated the far end of the room, decked in metallic ornaments and real candy canes.

      Avera’s senses overloaded for a second, the way they always did when she stepped into her family’s orbit. There was too much noise, too much love, too much everything.

      “Look who finally made it!” her brother Terrence yelled as he emerged from the kitchen. He was holding a half-decorated cookie and wearing one of those matching pajama sets their mom had insisted everyone pack.

      He hugged her hard, then stepped back and grinned. “You survived the drive! I was starting to worry you’d bailed.”

      “Tempting, but no.” Avera forced a small smile. “You’re not that lucky.”

      Terrence laughed, oblivious. “Well, you’re just in time to meet our surprise guest. You remember Nick?”

      Avera frowned. “Nick?”

      “From my old job in Chicago. I’m sure I must have mentioned him before. His family’s overseas for Christmas, and I couldn’t let him spend it alone.”

      He turned, waving someone over, and that’s when she saw him.

      Nick stood near the far window, the firelight cutting shadows along the planes of his face. He was tall, taller than Terrence, with a broad-shouldered stillness that made him stand out even in a crowded room. His hair was dark and slightly mussed, his jaw dusted with stubble that looked like it had given up competing with a razor.

      It was his eyes, however, that caught her; a deep, unreadable blue-gray that shifted with the light, like a lake before a storm. They were steady, watchful, ones that saw more than a person wanted to reveal. When he looked her way, even briefly, she felt it like a brush of cold air , not unkind, just sharp, clarifying.

      A faint dimple creased his left cheek when he smirked at something her brother said, and the sight threw her off balance more than she cared to admit. There was something disarmingly human in that one crooked detail — a reminder that beneath the guarded posture and worn flannel, he wasn’t made of iron after all.

      She tried to look away, but her body didn’t quite listen. Maybe it was the contrast, the warmth of the fire flickering across his cool expression, the hush of snow behind him, or that for all her efforts not to care, she couldn’t help wondering what had built that kind of quiet around a man.

      His expression? Pure nope. He looked like a man who’d walked into a festival by accident and couldn’t find the exit.

      Their eyes met, and for a moment, the room faded into background blur; the clatter of dishes, the whoops of laughter, even LaTonya whispering ‘he’s fine, isn’t he?’ were all gone. All that remained was the assessing, cool glance that said he was sizing her up and wasn’t impressed yet.

      Terrence made the introductions. “Nick, this is my sister, Avera.”

      “Hi,” she said, her tone polite but clipped. She was trying hard, but failing at keeping calm.

      “Hey.” His voice was low, smooth, with a dry edge, like he hadn’t used it much lately. “You’re the one who got stuck in the storm?”

      “Apparently.”

      “You made it up in one piece. That’s impressive.”

      “It wasn’t easy.” She gave him a small nod, trying to decide if that was sarcasm or sincerity.

      He gave a half-smile, well, more of a curve than a grin. “Welcome to the circus.”

      That earned the faintest twitch of her lips. “Don’t worry. You’ll adjust.”

      “Doubt it.”

      Terrence clapped his hands. “Alright, you two are neighbors for the week, rooms at the end of the hall. Hope that’s okay.”

      “Fine,” Avera said without hesitation, and she felt like kicking herself.

      Nick raised a brow. “The life of the party, huh?”

      She met his gaze, unblinking. “Only when I’m unconscious.”

      Something flickered across his face, the briefest spark of amusement, before he turned and grabbed his duffel. The scent of cold air and cedar trailed behind him as he disappeared down the hallway.

      LaTonya leaned close. “He’s cute, though. Like grumpy lumberjack cute.”

      Avera shot her a look. “Don’t start.”

      “What? I’m just saying⁠—”

      “Don’t.”

      LaTonya smirked, surrendering with a raised hand. “Fine. I’ll give you twenty-four hours before you cave.”

      Avera rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t resist glancing down the hall again. The light caught the edge of Nick’s shoulders as he turned into his room, and something about the quiet way he carried himself snagged her curiosity. He looked like a man who didn’t need to fill silence because he’d made peace with it.

      She drew in a deep breath and squared her shoulders. One week, one family Christmas, and one unexpected stranger.

      She could survive this.

      Probably.
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      The mountain light made the world outside glitter and look dusted in sugar despite the grayness. Inside, though, the sweetness stopped short of Avera’s door.

      She’d barricaded herself in her room with her laptop, a mug of coffee, and the illusion of control.

      The house had been awake for hours, laughter drifting through the halls, kids chasing each other across the upstairs landing, music spilling from someone’s speaker, but she’d tuned it all out.

      Deadlines didn’t stop for Christmas. And if she was being honest, the quiet hum of work steadied her far more than small talk or the emotional minefield of holiday family bonding. The familiar rhythm of keystrokes, the soft tap-tap of her pen against her notebook: they were armor.

      Someone knocked on her door. The sound was light but impatient.

      “Avera?” It was LaTonya’s voice, syrupy and knowing. “You still in there, girl? We’re making breakfast, and you know Mama’s gonna have words if you miss another one of her ‘love-fueled pancakes.’”

      “I’ll be down soon,” Avera called, not moving.

      “Uh-huh. You said that an hour ago.” A pause. “You hiding from the new guy? He’s out there looking like a snowman in need of social skills.”

      “I’m working,” Avera said with firmness, though her fingers stilled on the keyboard.

      “Mmhmm.” LaTonya’s laughter trailed down the hall. “Fine, Miss Workaholic, but if he asks where you are, I’m telling him you’re in here writing love letters.”

      Avera groaned, pressing her palms to her eyes. “Family,” she muttered, as if it were both a curse and a blessing.

      When she finally pushed back from her laptop, the coffee had gone cold. The cursor blinked on an unfinished line of copy, something about “strategic vision and brand storytelling” - words that suddenly felt hollow compared to the muffled sound of joy below. She wasn’t ready to face them yet, least of all him, so she’d snuck down early for a cup of coffee like a thief.

      Nick.

      His name alone made her pulse quicken in a way she didn’t appreciate. It wasn’t attraction, she told herself. It was curiosity or annoyance. He’d barely said ten words the night before, but somehow every one of them had burrowed under her skin.

      She closed her laptop, took a deep breath, and tried not to overthink the fact that she was brushing her hair and checking her reflection before going downstairs.

      On the other side of the room, Nick had woken early, long before the family stirrings began. Old habits, construction-site hours and a body that didn’t understand vacations.

      He’d slipped outside while others slept, the breath of the forest colder and sharper than he remembered. The mountains here didn’t hum with traffic or sirens; they breathed. It unnerved and soothed him all at once.

      He’d found an axe behind the shed and started splitting firewood, partly to help
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