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Sierra Lane had never heard silence like this.

Not the hushed kind of silence that came with a New York snowfall, or the moment just before a city cab hit the brakes. No, this was deeper—like the earth itself had stopped spinning just to listen.

Her boots crunched over a thin layer of frost as she stepped out of the Jeep. Tall pine trees towered above her, their tops disappearing into a sky so blue it made her breath catch. The cabin in front of her was simple—wooden, weathered, and utterly perfect.

“No service,” she muttered, glancing at her phone before tossing it into her coat pocket. “Of course.”

After all, that was the point. Her editor had called it a “forced sabbatical,” but Sierra knew the truth. She was burned out. One too many stories. One too many heartbreaks. And maybe, just maybe, that final public meltdown at the staff meeting hadn’t helped.

Now, here she was. Three weeks in a rented cabin in Montana, alone with her thoughts and a stack of books she probably wouldn’t read.

As she hauled her suitcase onto the porch, a creak behind her made her spin around.

A man stood at the edge of the trees.

Tall. Broad shoulders. Dressed in worn jeans, a flannel shirt, and a jacket that had clearly seen better days. His beard was thick, his hair just long enough to brush the collar of his coat. And his eyes—dark, unreadable—were fixed right on her.

Sierra’s breath caught. “Um… hi?”

He didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

She straightened her shoulders. “I’m Sierra. Just renting this cabin for a few weeks. You live around here?”

Still nothing. He studied her like she was something dangerous. Or annoying. Maybe both.

Then, finally, he spoke—his voice low and gravelly.

“You’ll want to stay inside after dark.”

Before she could respond, he turned and disappeared into the trees.

Sierra stared after him, heart racing.

Who the hell was that?

And why did his voice send chills down her spine?








  
  
  Chapter Two: The Man in the Woods

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Sierra couldn’t sleep.

She’d tossed and turned under the thick flannel sheets, her body exhausted but her mind stuck on one thing—or rather, one person.

The man.

He had appeared out of nowhere like some wild animal: silent, watchful, entirely in his element. And then he was gone. Just like that.

His warning echoed in her ears.


“You’ll want to stay inside after dark.”




Was it a threat? A neighborly tip? Or just a grumpy mountain man who didn’t like outsiders?

Either way, it worked. She’d bolted the door, pulled the curtains, and kept the fire stoked until the flames danced high in the stone hearth.

Now, with morning light seeping through the windows, Sierra wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and stepped outside with a mug of instant coffee.

The cold bit at her cheeks, but the view made up for it.

Mountains, endless and majestic, stretched across the horizon. Pine trees swayed gently in the breeze. A red fox darted across the clearing, disappearing into the forest beyond.

She felt… peaceful. It was strange. Beautiful. Terrifying.

The sound of crunching gravel startled her. She turned quickly.

There he was again.

Same flannel. Same unreadable face. Only this time, he carried a basket.

“I brought you some things,” he said flatly.

Sierra blinked. “You talk now.”

His mouth quirked—barely a smile, but it was something. He handed her the basket. Inside were eggs, a jar of honey, some kind of bread, and… was that deer meat?

“Uh… thanks. I didn’t order room service, but this is nice.”

He didn’t laugh. Just nodded once, like a soldier on duty.

“You’re not prepared. Nearest store’s thirty miles. Thought you’d need it.”

“You were right,” she admitted. “I brought two boxes of granola bars and wine. I figured that would carry me through.”

That almost-smile again.

She reached out her hand. “Let’s try this again. I’m Sierra.”

He hesitated before shaking her hand. His was rough, warm. Strong.

“Mason,” he said simply. “Mason Blackwood.”

Of course his name was Mason. It suited him—solid, no-nonsense, like the mountains themselves.

“Well, Mason Blackwood, thanks for the supplies and the… ominous warning last night.”

He tilted his head slightly. “It wasn’t ominous. Just true.”

“What’s out there after dark?” she asked, half-joking. “Wolves? Bears? Serial killers?”

He didn’t answer.

Instead, he glanced toward the forest, jaw tight. “All kinds of things.”

Then he turned and walked away, vanishing into the trees once more.

Sierra stood frozen, her hand still tingling from his touch.

Who was this man?

And why did her heart beat faster every time he looked at her?
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By the third day, Sierra had started to settle into a strange sort of rhythm.

She woke early, made terrible coffee, wrapped herself in the thickest sweater she owned, and sat on the porch steps watching the forest. No emails. No subway screeches. No deadlines. Just birdsong and wind in the trees.

It was… unnerving how much she liked it.

That afternoon, the temperature dropped sharply. Clouds rolled in fast, heavy and gray, swallowing the sun. The air smelled of snow and pine—fresh, sharp, like something ancient.

She was chopping vegetables when she heard it.

A sharp knock on the door.

Her heart jumped. She wasn’t expecting anyone. She hadn’t seen Mason in two days—not since the basket delivery and that cryptic exchange.

She opened the door.

He was there, wet from the snow that had started to fall in thick, heavy flakes.

“You need to come with me,” he said.

“What?”

“Storm’s coming. Not a little one. Wind’s gonna knock trees down, power lines. Your fireplace won’t be enough tonight.”

Sierra blinked at him. “You want me to… what? Stay with you?”

He hesitated. “If you want to be safe. Yes.”

She looked past him. The snow was already thick on the ground. The wind howled through the trees. Her cabin suddenly felt very small—and very alone.

Sierra grabbed her coat and followed him.

His cabin was only a five-minute walk through the woods, but it felt like a world away.

Bigger than hers, more lived-in. Heavy logs stacked by the door. Animal skulls and lanterns hung on the porch. Inside, it was surprisingly warm, lit by firelight and the scent of cedar.

“You live here alone?” she asked, stepping inside.

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

He handed her a towel, ignoring the question. “Dry off. Sit by the fire.”

She did, pulling her boots off and letting the warmth seep into her toes.

“You always rescue stranded city girls in snowstorms?” she teased.

He gave her that almost-smile again. “Only the loud ones.”

She laughed, and for a second, the tension between them softened.

They ate stew he’d made—thick, spicy, delicious. She tried not to moan at the taste, but Mason noticed anyway.

“Okay,” she said, leaning back. “I admit it. You’re handy with a pot. Who taught you to cook?”

His face darkened. “My wife. She… used to.”

Sierra’s breath caught. “Oh. I didn’t realize—”

“She’s gone,” he said simply. “A long time now.”

Silence settled between them again, heavier than before.

“I’m sorry,” Sierra said quietly.

He nodded once. “It was a fire. I used to be a firefighter.”

And suddenly, pieces of him clicked into place. The strength. The scars. The way he watched flames like he understood them too well.

“You lost her in the fire?”

He didn’t answer.

But she already knew.

They sat in silence as the wind howled outside, snow pelting the windows. And though Sierra had come to these mountains to escape, she realized that maybe—just maybe—she was starting to find something here.

Something real.

Something… warm.
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The wind raged outside, but inside Mason’s cabin, the world was quiet.

Sierra sat on a thick wool blanket in front of the fire, her legs tucked under her, a mug of hot tea cradled in her hands. Mason sat across from her in an old leather armchair, eyes half-closed, the flames casting flickering shadows across his face.

She studied him quietly.

There was something in the way he sat—so still, like the silence was part of him. Most men she knew filled every second with words, ego, noise. But Mason… he filled the room with presence.

He caught her staring.

“You always look that hard at people?”

Sierra flushed. “Only when they’re being mysterious.”

His lips quirked. “You think I’m mysterious?”

“I think you’ve said about fifty words since we met, and twenty of them were warnings.”

He leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on his knees. “City girl used to men who talk too much?”

“Maybe,” she said, smirking. “At least they don’t vanish into trees after handing me dead animal meat.”

“That was venison.”

She laughed. “Okay, woodsman. Point taken.”

A beat passed. Then Mason’s voice softened.

“You’re not what I expected.”

Sierra blinked. “What did you expect?”

He looked at her then, really looked. And when he spoke, it wasn’t teasing.

“Someone brittle. Loud. Needy. But you… you’re different. You listen. You see things.”

The compliment landed deeper than she wanted to admit. Her chest tightened.
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