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  Arrival & Injury


Logan Pierce stared out the passenger window as the black SUV climbed the final stretch of winding mountain road. Fat flakes of snow drifted lazily across the glass, sticking in tiny clusters before the wipers swept them away. His knee bounced with restless energy. Twenty-one years old, fresh off his third semester of college, and this trip was supposed to be simple fun with his best friend. Ryan had been talking about the family cabin for months. What Logan had not counted on was how much space Vivian Langford would take up in his head the moment they all piled into the car together. 
She sat in the driver’s seat now, one gloved hand resting lightly on the wheel, the other tapping out a slow rhythm against her thigh. Long auburn hair spilled over the shoulders of her cream-colored sweater. Even in casual clothes she looked like she had stepped out of a magazine. Forty-three, elegant, and entirely off-limits. Logan forced his gaze back to the trees.
“You two are quiet,” Vivian said, her voice smooth with amusement. “I expected at least one argument about who gets the bigger bedroom by now.”
Ryan, sprawled in the back seat with his headphones half on, snorted. “Mom, I already called the loft. Logan can have the couch if he snores again.”
“I don’t snore,” Logan muttered, grateful for the distraction.
Vivian’s green eyes flicked to the rearview mirror and caught his for half a second. The corner of her mouth lifted. “We’ll see. I brought earplugs just in case.”
The easy banter settled the knot in Logan’s stomach. This was normal. This was Ryan’s mom making jokes, the same way she had since he started sleeping over at their house in high school. Nothing had changed. Except now he noticed the way her laugh curved around the words, low and warm. He told himself it was just the altitude.
The cabin appeared around the last bend like something out of a Christmas card. Two stories of dark timber and glass, wide decks wrapped around every side, smoke already curling from the stone chimney thanks to the caretaker who had come up earlier. Vivian parked in the cleared garage, killed the engine, and stretched her arms overhead with a satisfied sigh. The motion pulled her sweater tight across her chest. Logan looked away fast.
Inside smelled of pine, woodsmoke, and faint vanilla. Ryan immediately claimed the loft, thundering up the stairs with his duffel. Logan took the smaller guest room on the main floor, dropping his bag on the thick quilt. When he came back out, Vivian was in the open kitchen unpacking groceries. She had changed into soft black leggings and an oversized cream sweater that kept slipping off one shoulder. Every time she reached for a higher shelf the hem rode up, revealing a strip of smooth skin at her lower back.
Logan cleared his throat. “Need help?”
She glanced over her shoulder, hair falling across one eye. “Only if you can reach the top shelf without a step stool. Tall men have their uses.”
He stepped beside her, took the cans from her hands, and set them in place. Their arms brushed. She smelled like cold air and something expensive. For a moment neither of them moved. Then she smiled, polite and easy, and the moment broke.
“Thank you, Logan. Ryan would have just left everything on the counter and hoped for the best.”
“No problem, Mrs. Langford.”
Her eyebrow arched. “We’ve talked about this. Vivian. You’re not fourteen anymore.”
“Force of habit,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Vivian.”
The name felt dangerous in his mouth. She seemed to notice, but only gave him another of those small, knowing smiles before turning back to the bags.
They spent the next hour settling in. Ryan blasted music from the loft until Vivian threatened to hide his speakers. Logan helped carry firewood inside, stacking it neatly beside the massive stone hearth. Every time he passed Vivian he caught himself tracking the graceful way she moved, the elegant line of her neck when she tilted her head to laugh at one of Ryan’s dumb jokes. He told himself it was nothing. Just the new environment sharpening his senses.
By late morning the snow had eased enough for them to head to the slopes. The resort was only fifteen minutes down the valley. Ryan rented gear for all of them, talking nonstop about black diamonds and how he was going to smoke both of them on the first run. Vivian changed in the lodge bathroom and emerged in a tailored white ski jacket and tight navy pants that hugged every curve. Her auburn hair was pulled into a sleek ponytail that swung against her back. Logan’s mouth went dry.
On the chairlift he rode with Ryan, watching Vivian glide down the beginner slope below them like she had been born on skis. She carved smooth turns, hips shifting with practiced ease. The sight lodged somewhere low in his stomach and refused to leave.
“Dude, my mom’s actually kind of a beast,” Ryan said, oblivious. “She used to race in college. Don’t let her fool you with the whole ‘I’m just here for the hot chocolate’ act.”
Logan forced a laugh. “Noted.”
The day unfolded in bright, crisp bursts. They skied easier runs first, then worked their way higher. Vivian stayed close, offering quiet tips when Logan’s edges slipped. Each time she corrected his posture her gloved hand rested briefly on his shoulder or lower back. The contact burned through layers of fabric. He told himself it was instructor instinct. Nothing more.
But he kept catching her eyes on him too. Once when he straightened after a hard turn and found her watching him, green eyes thoughtful. She looked away quickly, adjusting her goggles. Another time at the lift line she stood beside him, close enough that their skis overlapped. The scent of her shampoo mixed with the cold. Logan’s pulse beat in his throat.
Ryan, as usual, pushed too hard. On their fourth run he decided to show off, launching off a small jump they had all agreed to avoid. The landing went wrong. His ski caught an edge. The crack that followed was sickeningly loud even from fifty yards away.
Logan was at his side first. Ryan lay on the snow gripping his left ankle, face white. “Fuck. I think I broke it.”
Vivian arrived seconds later, calm but pale beneath her goggles. She knelt, gloved fingers gentle on her son’s leg. “Don’t move it. Logan, flag down the ski patrol.”
What followed was a blur of efficiency. Patrol arrived on snowmobiles, assessed Ryan, loaded him onto a sled. Vivian rode down with him while Logan followed on his own skis, heart hammering. At the lodge the medic confirmed the break. Ryan needed an X-ray and a proper cast. The nearest clinic was in the small town at the base of the mountain, twenty minutes away.
“I’ll go with him,” Vivian said, already shrugging out of her jacket to climb into the ambulance that had just arrived. She looked at Logan, snow catching in her lashes. “The storm is coming in faster than they predicted. Take the SUV back to the cabin before the roads get bad. I’ll call when we know more.”
Logan nodded, throat tight. “Yeah. Of course. Tell Ryan I’ll bring his stuff down tomorrow if he needs it.”
She touched his arm, just for a moment. “Thank you. I won’t be long.”
But the snow had other plans. By the time Logan reached the cabin the flakes fell so thick he could barely see the porch lights. He parked in the garage, stamped snow from his boots, and checked his phone. One bar of service. A single text from Vivian: At clinic. Roads closed behind us. They’re saying whiteout conditions overnight. Stay put. We’ll figure it out in the morning.
Logan stared at the message until the screen went dark. Alone in a luxury cabin with his best friend’s mother. For at least one night. Maybe more. The realization settled over him like the snow outside, quiet and heavy.
He built a fire in the hearth, needing something to do with his hands. The flames caught quickly, filling the great room with warm light. He peeled off his damp base layers and changed into gray sweatpants and a long-sleeve thermal. Then he waited.
Headlights finally cut through the blizzard almost two hours later. Logan stepped onto the covered porch as Vivian climbed out of an SUV driven by a local who had apparently been willing to risk the last open road. She thanked the driver, waved him off, and turned toward the cabin carrying a small bag from the clinic pharmacy.
She looked exhausted and windswept, cheeks flushed from cold, hair escaping its ponytail in damp tendrils. Snow clung to the shoulders of her jacket. Logan’s chest did something complicated at the sight of her.
“They gave him pain meds and a boot,” she said without preamble, stepping inside. “The break is clean. He’ll be in a cast for six weeks. They’re keeping him overnight for observation because of the storm. The clinic only has a few beds, but the nurse is a friend of the family.”
Logan closed the door behind her, shutting out the howling wind. The cabin suddenly felt smaller. Intimate. “Is he okay?”
“Grumpy. Already complaining about missing the rest of the trip.” Vivian gave a tired smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She unzipped her jacket, revealing the tight thermal top beneath. The fabric clung to the swell of her breasts. Logan looked at the fire instead.
“They closed the main road after we got through,” she continued, hanging her jacket. “The cabin manager texted me. We’re snowed in at least until the plows can get up here. Could be three days. Could be a week.”
A week. Alone with her.
Logan swallowed. “Guess we’ll make the best of it. There’s plenty of food. Firewood. I started a fire already.”
She turned to face him fully. For the first time since the accident her gaze lingered, traveling from his face down to his chest and back up. Something flickered behind her green eyes. Awareness. Then she blinked and it was gone, replaced by polite gratitude.
“You’re a lifesaver, Logan. I’m going to change out of these damp clothes. Pour us some wine? There’s a bottle of cabernet on the counter. I think we both need it after today.”
He nodded, watching her disappear down the hall toward the master bedroom. The sway of her hips in those ski pants was impossible to ignore. When her door clicked shut he let out a long breath and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes.
This is Ryan’s mom, he reminded himself. You’ve known her half your life. She used to make you peanut butter sandwiches and drive you both to soccer practice. Do not be that guy.
But the cabin was quiet except for the crackle of the fire and the muted roar of wind against the windows. No Ryan. No buffers. Just the two of them and whatever this new tension was that had started on the mountain and followed them home like an uninvited guest.
He opened the wine, poured two generous glasses, and set them on the low table in front of the hearth. When Vivian returned she wore soft charcoal lounge pants and a thin white sweater that draped over her curves like it had been tailored for her. Her feet were bare, toenails painted a deep burgundy. She accepted the wine with a quiet thanks and sank onto the couch, tucking her legs beneath her.
“To surviving the first day,” she said, lifting her glass.
Logan clinked his against hers. “To not breaking anything else.”
She laughed softly. The sound curled around him, low and intimate in the firelit room. They drank in silence for a moment, watching the flames. Logan could feel her presence like a physical weight beside him. The way her fingers turned the stem of the glass. The faint rise and fall of her chest. The way the fire painted gold across her cheekbones.
“You were good out there today,” she said eventually. “On the skis. You’ve improved a lot since last winter.”
“Thanks. I practiced at the campus hill a few times. Nothing like this, though.” He took another sip. “You looked like you could’ve been teaching the class.”
Her smile turned wry. “Flattery will get you the comfiest blanket.” She reached for the thick throw on the back of the couch and tossed it over his lap. Her fingers brushed his thigh through the fabric. Neither of them commented on it.
The silence stretched again, comfortable on the surface, electric underneath. Logan’s mind kept circling back to the chairlift, to her hand on his back, to the way she had looked at him when he straightened after that last run. He wondered if she was thinking about any of it too.
Vivian shifted, drawing her knees closer. “It’s going to be strange without Ryan here. The cabin feels bigger when it’s empty.”
“We’ll keep busy,” Logan said





OEBPS/cover.jpeg







