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The Miller family's annual Christmas party was, as always, a mandatory overnight affair at their family’s rustic lakeside cottage. It was a tradition that perfectly blended the charm of a lumberjack documentary with the subtle chaos of a zoo during feeding time. 

This year, Ashley predicted, would be no different.

Staring at the GPS as their car crawled down the forested road, Ashley looked at her husband. "You know," she mused, "your family parties always make me feel like I've wandered into the wrong wedding.” 

"Come on, they're not that bad," Mark said, defensively.

Ashley shrugged. “I never quite find my footing at these parties,” she admitted. “Last year, I spent almost an hour standing by myself while you were all reminiscing about the fishing trip I wasn't on."

She smoothed the skirt of her red high-low dress, the one she’d picked because it felt festive without trying too hard. The rich fabric flared around her legs in a soft sweep, tied at the waist with a neat bow. Her cream sweater made her look warm and approachable, and her half pinned up, half cascading blonde hair spilled over her shoulders to give her the kind of effortless holiday-card glow she never actually felt on the inside.

Mark glanced over from the driver's seat. "Really? I thought you were holding your own last year. I mean, Mom only corrected your stuffing technique once," he said, a fond smile in his voice. Then, his tone softened. "But you're right, they are a lot. It comes from a good place, though. They genuinely like you."

Ashley gave her a defeated smile, and Mark fell quiet for a moment, concentrating on the final turn onto the dirt road. As the tires found their grip, he reached over and gave her knee a firm, reassuring squeeze. "This year, I’m making it my job to make sure you feel included," he said, his voice softening with conviction.

It was a sweet promise. Unfortunately, its lifespan was roughly the same as a snowflake landing on a stovetop.

The second they stepped into the cottage, his mother handed him a plate of cookies “to circulate,” his sister’s husband dragged him toward the fridge to show him a new craft beer, and his dad cornered him in the living room to debate optimal grill temperatures as if national security depended on it.

From across the room, Ashley watched him laugh, gesture wildly, and make himself perfectly at home. And every time she caught his eye, he flashed her a bright smile followed by a confident one-second gesture that he never actually followed through on.

Ashley told herself she didn’t mind. It was his family, after all.

Still, the longer she stood there on her own, the more the noise around her felt like a bubble she wasn’t really a part of.

That was when she felt a presence beside her.

"Enjoying our family circus yet?"

Liam's voice was quieter than Mark's, but it carried a different kind of weight. Ashley turned to find her brother-in-law already watching her. 

Anyone could see that he and Mark were brothers. They shared the same tall, solid build, the same dark hair, and the same strong features that were clearly a family inheritance. They even had the same way of standing with one hip slightly cocked.

But that was the end of the similarity.

Mark was the kind of guy who made people relax. Liam was the kind who made people wonder if they’d done something wrong. Where Mark was the friendly-himbo edition, Liam was the model that came with a warning label.

And now, as Liam watched her, and the faint amusement in his expression made it clear he enjoyed catching her off-guard. A quiet thrill ran beneath Ashley’s skin, warm and unmistakable. 

It had become a pattern she both relied on and secretly craved, that just as she began to feel like a ghost at the edge of Mark’s world during these family gatherings, Liam would appear to refill her wine glass, ask her opinion on a book she was reading, or include her in a conversation.

“It has its entertaining moments,” Ashley replied with a light laugh. “Your family takes grilling very seriously.”

Liam’s gaze drifted from her eyes to her mouth, then slowly lowered. In the other room, Mark’s voice rose above the noise, debating charcoal versus gas with his father. “You can’t get that smokey flavor without real briquettes, Dad!” 

“They do,” Liam agreed, his voice low. “But I’ve always found other things more interesting.”

The way he said it made her toes curl in her socks. Mark’s words grew muffled, distant, as Liam’s focus remained entirely on her. Her pulse quickened in her throat, her breath caught somewhere between them.   

God. Why did he have to be like this? Why did her body have to react like that?

Suddenly, she was jolted forward as Bella, Mark’s sister, and her husband, lost in their own laughter, bumped into her from behind.

Liam’s hand shot out, his grip firm on her hip, steadying her. The contact was brief, his hold tightening for just a fraction of a second before he released her.

“You okay?” he asked.

It was a normal thing to do. Completely normal. Except her skin buzzed where he’d touched her.

Before she could form a word, Mark’s mother, Victoria, bustled into the kitchen, her voice cutting through the tension like a knife. “Liam, Ashley—perfect! I need you two to be dears. The extra folding chairs and the case of sparkling cider are in the basement. My knees are not what they used to be.”

The spell broken, Ashley nodded a little too vigorously and followed Liam toward the basement door, desperately trying to reassemble her cool-girl composure from the shattered pieces now littering the kitchen floor.

As he opened the door, releasing a wave of cool, damp air, she gestured for him to go first. "Age before beauty," she quipped, then immediately wanted to swallow her own tongue.

He just shot her a look over his shoulder, a single eyebrow raised. "After you," he countered smoothly. "I insist. In case of spiders."

"Wow, throwing me to the arachnids," she muttered, stepping past him onto the creaky top stair. "Real chivalrous. My hero."

A low chuckle echoed behind her in the narrow stairwell. "Just following the rules of horror movies. The person in front always gets it first."

"Comforting!" she called back, her voice echoing. "You're a real comfort, Liam."

They reached the bottom, the single bare bulb doing little to dispel the shadows. She looked at the towering, precarious shelves, then back at him.

“Cider should be over here,” Liam said, his voice echoing slightly in the quiet. He pointed to a high shelf near the back. “Chairs are probably behind that disaster zone.”

Ashley moved toward the shelf, standing on her toes, but the box was just out of reach.

“Let me,” Liam said, coming up directly behind her. He didn’t just reach around her; he caged her in, one hand braced on the shelf beside her head, his body a warm, solid presence at her back. She could feel the heat of him through her clothes, could hear his quiet breathing by her ear.

He slid the first box of cider out without any trouble. As he lowered it, instead of stepping back toward the open floor, he stayed right where he was, crowding her in. 

"Thanks," she murmured, her voice faint.

"Yeah, no problem," he said, his voice low. He didn't move. She was close enough to feel the warmth coming off his shirt, to see the faint stubble along his jaw. 

A moment later, the tension shattered by his mother's impatient voice. "You two need a map down there? Did you find the cider or not?"

Liam took a half-step back. "Got it!" he called up, his tone shifting back to normal. He handed her the box, his fingers brushing against hers for a moment longer than necessary.

"Right. Chairs," Ashley said, more to herself than him. She turned quickly, navigating the cluttered path to put some much-needed distance between them.

Back upstairs, the party noise felt overwhelming. Muttering an excuse about spiderwebs, she slipped into the bathroom. She didn't latch the door; it didn't even occur to her.

Bending over, she brushed at her legs, her heart still thumping from the basement. When she straightened up and looked into the mirror, her breath caught. Liam was walking past the open doorway.

His gaze was fixed on her, specifically on the curve of her backside, outlined clearly by her dress. For a long, charged second, his eyes traveled over her. Then, as if snapping back to reality, he continued down the hall without a word, his footsteps retreating.

Flustered, she rejoined the family just as Bella shouted over the noise, “Let’s get a photo outside! Everyone on the porch!”

The call to action stirred the whole mid-sized gathering as Ashley, Mark, Mark’s parents, Bella and her husband, Liam, and a handful of aunts and uncles all began shuffling toward the door. 

The cold night air hit Ashley’s skin as she stepped onto the wooden deck, and she shivered involuntarily. Mark stood beside her, slipping an arm around her waist as the group jostled for position. But it was the heat of a presence directly behind her that truly seeped into her bones. Ashley didn’t need to turn around to know it was Liam, his body a solid, warm shield against the chill, his proximity in the crowded space undoing her completely.

Even after everyone moved back inside, Ashley could still feel the ghost of Liam's warmth, something she tried to shake off as the night wore on. The laughter softened, the drinks dwindled, and the house’s lively chaos gradually dimmed into something gentler.

One by one, the family drifted down the labyrinthine hallways to their assigned rooms. Ashley, exhausted and fuzzy from champagne, felt the long day weighing on her. She found Mark near the stairs and murmured, “I’m just going to the bathroom.”

Mark squeezed her hand. “I’ll meet you upstairs, okay?”

In the bathroom, she studied her own expression in the mirror. The face looking back was tired, her features softened by drink and the late hour. She splashed cold water on her wrists, the shock doing little to clear the pleasant fog from her head.

Now, navigating the dimly lit corridor, she found the doors all looked the same in the weak light. She was sure theirs was the last one on the left—or was it the right? The guest room assignments had been a last-minute shuffle. Pushing open the door on the left, she found the room dark, the shape of a man already in the bed.

A wave of relief washed over her. Mark. He must have been just as tired.

The figure shifted at her entrance but said nothing.

“Long day,” she whispered into the darkness.

A low, non-committal grunt came from the bed. It sounded like Mark’s usual, tired murmur. It was enough.

She slipped out of her dress, letting it pool on the floor, and climbed into the bed in just her underwear and camisole. The sheets were cool, but the space next to the man was wonderfully warm. She nestled her back against his side, seeking the familiar comfort of her husband’s body after a long, emotionally charged day.

Under the covers, his hand found her waist. palm hot against the thin silk of her camisole. A shiver ran through her. All the built-up tension of the evening surfaced in a sudden, desperate craving for connection. She arched back into the touch, her own fingers starting to trace the man’s bare chest.

His breath stirred her hair as he leaned
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