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The road to Snowbrook always felt longer in winter, like the mountains were testing me to see if I still belonged here. Maybe I didn’t. Maybe I was just stubborn enough to keep trying.

Ava was singing some made-up song in the back seat, off-key and adorable, swinging her boots like she’d had three cups of cocoa before we even left town. She kicked the back of my seat on every “boom” in her song. She called them “sound effects.” I called them a reason to replace the shocks on this truck.

“We’re almost there, bug,” I said.

She gasped like I’d announced we were entering Disneyland. “The cabin? The real cabin?” Her boots thumped again. “Do you think Uncle Mark put my loft bed up yet? He said I could help! Daddy, do you think it’ll snow again tonight?”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her the forecast said it wouldn’t just snow — it would dump. Hard.

“Yeah,” I said. “Probably.”

And because she was seven and blessedly unburdened by adult anxieties, she cheered as if she’d won the lottery.

I wished I still reacted to snow that way. All it meant to me lately was isolation. Closed roads. Too much time with my own thoughts. And now this renovation project my brother roped me into because he “needed help getting it done before spring rentals.”

Truth was, he didn’t need help. He needed company. He needed a distraction from the fact his wife was eight months pregnant and nesting aggressively enough to intimidate a bear. So when he said, “Come up for the week — bring Ava,” I said yes.

Because what else was I doing?

And honestly, Snowbrook was easier than sitting in my house alone, staring at the dents in the walls from where picture frames used to hang. The ones my ex-wife took with her when she left. “I need someone more exciting,” she’d said.

She meant me.

Ava squealed as the cabin came into view — still a little crooked, still too dark, still in need of everything my brother insisted he was too busy to do himself.

I pulled up beside his truck, expecting him to come out waving like always, but the doorway stayed empty.

Ava noticed too. “Where’s Uncle Mark?”

I shoved down the flicker of annoyance. “Probably inside. Let’s get our stuff.”

But before we even made it up the three steps to the porch, the front door swung open and Mark’s face appeared — flushed, frantic, wearing two different socks. Never a good sign.

“Luke,” he said, breathless, “I need a huge favor.”

My stomach tightened. “What happened?”

He ran a hand through his hair, the universal sign of a brother in distress. “Emily’s contractions are early. Really early. We’re heading to the hospital now. I tried to call you but reception up here—”

“It’s fine,” I said automatically. Because it was. Because it had to be. “Go. We’ll handle the cabin.”

He exhaled like I’d just saved his life. “Thank you. Ryan’s supposed to come today to help with demo. He’s driving up from Seattle to beat the storm.”

My heart stalled.

Not stopped — just stumbled.

Because he didn’t mean any Ryan.

He meant that Ryan.

Ryan Maddox.

My brother’s best friend.

The guy who used to come over after baseball practice smelling like cedar and sweat and teenage confidence.

The guy I used to follow around like a shadow, praying he didn’t notice how much I noticed him.

The guy I had spent a decade pretending I never thought about again.

“He’s coming today?” I asked, trying to sound normal.

Mark didn’t even look up from tying his boots. “Yeah. Should be here soon.”

“Cool,” I said, even though nothing in my body felt cool. My chest was warm and tight and unsettled in a way I hadn’t felt in years.

Ava tugged my sleeve. “Daddy, can we still make a fire?”

“Yeah, bug. We’ll make a fire.”

She grinned.

Mark jogged back to his truck, shouting something about calling us when the baby arrived. And just like that, I was alone on the porch with my daughter, a storm on the horizon, and the sudden knowledge that Ryan Maddox — the man who once made my fifteen-year-old heart do gymnastics — would be knocking on this very door tonight.

Perfect.

Exactly what a recently divorced single dad with unresolved childhood crush trauma needed.

“Daddy?” Ava asked. “Why do you look like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like you ate something spicy.”

I barked out a laugh. “Just thinking.”

She tilted her head. “Are you okay?”

I wasn’t. But she didn’t need that.

She needed a dad who was steady, not unraveling because a man from his past was suddenly part of his weekend.

“I’m good, bug.” I kissed the top of her hat. “Let’s go inside.”

We stepped into the cabin.

Warm air.

Wood walls.

The soft hush of a storm rolling in.

Somewhere out there, Ryan was driving up a mountain, racing the snow.

And I had no idea what I’d say when he got here.

But my heart — traitor that it was — had already started beating like it remembered him.

Like it never forgot.

***
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THE CABIN FELT BIGGER than I thought it would. It was warm — the woodstove tin he kitchen and the fireplace in the living room were doing their job.

Ava scrambled up the loft ladder to inspect her “room,” narrating her discoveries like an excited field reporter. I let her go. She deserved joy. And I... needed a minute to pull myself together.

Because Ryan Maddox was driving up this mountain.

And I had absolutely no business feeling anything about that.

I crouched beside the fireplace in the living room, pushing a fresh log into place. Sparks lifted, bright and brief. Outside, wind slapped hard against the cabin, rattling the glass. The storm was coming in fast — faster than predicted. If Ryan got delayed, he might not make it.

That shouldn’t have mattered.

It shouldn’t have made something warm flick in my ribs.

I was not into guys.

I’d told myself that for years.

I’d built a whole life around that certainty.

Whatever I felt for Ryan as a teenager — that stupid tightness in my chest, that weird magnet pull — it was just... adolescent nonsense. Hormones misfiring. A lonely kid latching onto the kindest person in reach. It didn’t mean anything.

I married a woman.

I built a home with her.

I loved her, or at least I thought I did until she said she needed “someone more exciting.”

I wasn’t confused.

I wasn’t secretly anything.

So what the hell was this?

Why was my pulse jumping every time the wind shifted outside?

Why was I listening for tires?

Why was there a knot in my stomach that felt suspiciously like anticipation?

“Daddy, look!” Ava shouted from the loft. “There’s a tiny door up here!”

“That’s the crawl space, bug — don’t open it.”

“Why not?”

“Because raccoons hold grudges.”

She cackled.

I smiled faintly, but my eyes drifted back to the window again. The snow thickened by the minute, swirling into whiteout bursts that slapped against the glass. I pressed my palm to the counter, grounding myself.

I wasn’t waiting for him.

I wasn’t nervous.

I wasn’t... anything.

I was just tired.

Stressed.

Divorced.

Vulnerable in stupid ways I didn’t have time for.

For God’s sake, the man was Mark’s best friend.

He’d always been completely, unquestionably into women.

And I’d always been—

The crunch of tires cut through my thoughts.

Ava peeked over the railing. “Is that Uncle Mark again?”

“No,” I said quietly. “It’s someone else.”

She gasped. “RYAN?”

“I don’t know,” I lied. Poorly.

Footsteps onto the porch. Heavy. Familiar in a way that made something deep inside me jolt.

Then came a single knock.

Soft.

Certain.

My breath caught.

Ridiculous.

I wiped my palms on my jeans like some lovesick teenager — which I absolutely was not — and opened the door.

Cold air rushed in.

And there he was.

Ryan Maddox.

Snow in his hair, cheeks flushed red from the wind, carrying the same quiet confidence he’d always had... except something in his expression flickered, like he didn’t know what emotion he was landing on.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” I echoed, even though my throat felt too tight.

We stared at each other a moment too long — long enough for every lie I’d told myself for the last ten years to shift uncomfortably inside me.

He stepped past me into the warmth, brushing close enough that I caught the clean, cold smell of him.

And my heart — damn traitor — reacted exactly the same way it had when I was fifteen:

Too fast.

Too warm.

Too hopeful.

I swallowed hard.

Not into guys.

Not into him.

Not anymore.

So why did it feel like the floor tilted when he smiled at me?

***

[image: ]


RYAN SET HIS DUFFEL down just inside the doorway, glancing around like he was translating old memories into new space. Ava was already dragging him toward the kitchen to show off her hot chocolate routine, her little boots clomping on the wood floors like she was auditioning for a winter musical.

He followed her easily, slipping right back into her orbit like he’d never left. I hated how good he was with kids. Or maybe I hated how much I liked it.

After cocoa was declared “the best ever,” I finally cleared my throat.

“Alright,” I said, motioning toward the hallway, “let’s get you settled. There’s, uh... a slight issue.”

Ryan lifted an eyebrow, amused. “Only one? In a Mark Sinclair renovation? I’ll take it.”

I snorted despite myself. “Fair point. But yeah—so, we’ve got the loft for Ava, obviously.” I glanced up at her; she waved from the railing like a jubilant gremlin. “Then there’s the main bedroom down here with a king bed. And the other room is... still under construction.”

“Under construction,” he repeated.

“By Mark,” I added grimly.

“Ah.” He nodded with full understanding.

I opened the door to the so-called “guest room.” Drywall half-hung, insulation exposed, a stack of flooring boxes in the middle like a sacrificial offering to the home-renovation gods.

Ryan took one look and burst out laughing. “Yeah, no. Sleeping in here would feel like being mugged by a Home Depot.”

“Basically,” I sighed.

He leaned against the doorframe, eyes bright with mischief. “Alright, then the king bed is mine.”

“Yours?” I repeated.

He grinned. “Unless you want the floor?”

“I was going to take the couch.”

He stared at the couch — sagging, faded, probably infused with decades of Mark’s farts — and gave me a horrified look. “Luke... that couch is two naps away from collapsing into dust.”

“It’s fine,” I lied.

“No, seriously, I’m just joking,” he said, laughing again, “I’ll take the couch.”

“No way. You drove through a blizzard.”

“Then we’ll flip a coin,” he offered.

“No need.”

He tilted his head. “Then what’s your solution?”

My throat tightened.

Because before I could think of a smooth, casual answer, he threw out his own:

“We can just share the king bed,” Ryan said with a shrug, totally relaxed about it. “Like a sleepover. Just like old times.”

My brain malfunctioned.

Completely.

Old times?

We never shared a bed in old times.

I would have combusted on the spot.

He must’ve read the shock on my face because he laughed again — that warm, easy sound that made something in my chest twist.

“Oh come on,” he said. “It’s a huge bed. We’re grown men. It’s not weird.”

Not weird.

Not weird.

Sure.

Absolutely.

Totally normal.

Two grown men, one king bed, snowstorm outside, childhood crush resurfacing inside my ribs—that wasn’t weird at all.

I swallowed hard, pretending my pulse wasn’t pounding in my ears.

“It’s fine if you don’t want to,” he added quickly. “I’m just saying—it’s not a big deal.”

“It’s not,” I said, trying to sound as casual as he did.

It absolutely was.

He smiled—soft, easy, familiar—and my stomach did that annoying flip again.

“Cool,” he said. “Then the king bed it is. Sleepover rules.”

“Sleepover rules?” Ava called from the loft.

Ryan grinned up at her. “Number one: no snoring competitions.”

She pointed at me. “Daddy snores so loud the neighbor dogs bark!”

Ryan laughed again, looking back at me with an expression I couldn’t decode. Warm. Fond. A little shy.

My chest tightened.

This was a bad idea.

A terrible idea.

A perfectly normal, harmless, completely manageable idea that my body was catastrophically overreacting to.

Not into guys.

Not into him.

Not anymore.

So why did my whole damn nervous system light up when he said “sleepover”?

***
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DINNER WAS NOTHING fancy—just soup heated on the stovetop and grilled cheese that Ava burned on one corner and declared “extra crispy.” But the storm outside had grown so loud, so insistent, that even the simple warmth of the kitchen felt intimate. Too intimate.

Ryan went out to check that the trucks were locked and to see how bad the storm was getting, and when he came back, he was almost soaked to the bone. Ryan shrugged out of his jacket and hung it on the peg by the door. Snow melted instantly into tiny droplets along his shoulders, and he shivered once, hard enough that it looked involuntary.

“Man,” he said, rubbing his arms, “that storm is no joke.”

Ava gasped as if this were breaking news. “Ryan, you need warm clothes!”
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