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The wind howled like a wild animal through the towering pine trees of Mustang Mountain. Layla tightened her grip on the steering wheel as snow swirled across the narrow road ahead. This wasn’t how she imagined her escape—cold, lost, and one wrong turn away from disaster.

She muttered a curse under her breath as her tires skidded, forcing her to a full stop. The rental SUV was no match for this storm. Visibility was vanishing by the second. She fumbled for her phone. No signal. Of course.

She was completely alone. Or so she thought.

A sudden knock on the driver’s window made her scream.

She turned, eyes wide, to find a large figure outside. Drenched in flannel, thick beard dusted with snow, and eyes the color of slate. He motioned for her to roll the window down.

“Are you trying to freeze to death out here?” His voice was deep, gravelly, and definitely annoyed.

Layla hesitated. “I—I’m looking for Aspen Cabin. It’s supposed to be at the end of this road.”

He grunted. “That cabin’s been empty all season. You won’t make it through this storm. Come on. You’re staying at my place tonight.”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

He rolled his eyes. “Either come with me, or stay in the car and freeze. Your call, city girl.”

Layla had no idea who this man was. But the storm was getting worse by the minute—and something in his tone made her believe he wasn’t giving her a choice.

And so, without knowing his name, or where this night would lead, she followed the stranger into the blizzard.
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Reed Walker hadn’t had a guest in his cabin in over three years. And now here he was, stomping snow off his boots while a curvy, wide-eyed city girl hovered uncertainly just inside his front door.

He tossed another log into the fireplace, watching the flames leap and roar. “You can hang your coat over there,” he said, pointing to a rack beside the door.

Layla peeled off her snow-soaked coat and looked around. The cabin was rustic but warm. Thick beams lined the ceiling, and everything smelled faintly of cedar and smoke. A bearskin rug sprawled across the wooden floor, and books lined shelves in every corner.

“I appreciate this,” she said, brushing snow from her blonde curls. “Really. I didn’t mean to crash into your life like this.”

He grunted. “Storm’s not your fault. But you picked a hell of a time to play cabin tourist.”

Her brows lifted. “I’m not a tourist. I was planning to stay at Aspen Cabin for a few weeks. Regroup. Start over.”

Reed gave her a long, unreadable look. She had soft features, but her eyes were steady. Strong. Not the pampered type he assumed.

“Name’s Reed,” he said finally, extending a hand. “Reed Walker.”

“Layla Bennett.”

Their hands met, and for a moment the air between them shifted. A spark. Quick, electric. Reed pulled back first, muttering something about making tea.

Layla followed him into the kitchen, feeling the tension grow thick between them. He moved with silent confidence, every motion efficient, practiced. A man used to solitude.

She leaned against the counter, watching him pour hot water into two mugs. “So, do you always rescue women from snowstorms, or am I special?”

He smirked, the corner of his mouth twitching. “You’re special alright. You’re the first person I’ve spoken to in four days.”

Her laugh broke the awkward air like sunlight breaking through clouds. And just like that, Reed knew she was going to be trouble—the kind he hadn’t let himself want in a very long time.
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That night, as the storm howled outside and the fireplace crackled steadily, Reed offered Layla his guest room—a space that hadn’t seen use in years. It smelled faintly of old pine and clean cotton.

She closed the door behind her, heart racing. Something about Reed stirred a fire inside her she hadn’t felt in years—something both thrilling and terrifying.

Down the hall, Reed stood at the kitchen sink, staring out into the white abyss. He didn’t do guests. He didn’t do company. But Layla wasn’t just company. She was… different.

Suddenly, a crash echoed from the guest room.

He rushed over, heart thumping.

Layla stood near the bed, flushed and embarrassed, surrounded by a pile of books that had tumbled from a loose shelf. “I’m okay! Just clumsy,” she said quickly.

He exhaled in relief. “That shelf’s been a hazard for years. I should’ve fixed it.”

He knelt to gather the books. Their hands brushed. Both froze.

“You don’t talk much, do you?” she whispered.

“Not unless I have something worth saying,” he replied, eyes locked on hers.

A beat passed between them. Then another.

Slowly, she reached out and brushed a lock of hair from his brow. “You don’t have to say anything.”

Reed stood, towering over her. The storm roared against the windows, but inside, it was quiet. Intimate.

He should step back. Create distance. But instead, he leaned in.

Their lips met, tentative at first
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