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Prologue






Claire Porter's breath frosted in the air as she stared at the imposing gates of Blackwood Manor, her nemesis's lair. The howling wind whipped snow against her face, but the storm outside was nothing compared to the tempest raging in her heart.

"I'd rather freeze to death than ask a Blackwood for help," she muttered, her numb fingers clutching a folder of damning environmental reports. Images of her father's face, lined with years of stress from fighting the Blackwood’s corporate greed, flashed through her mind. This feud had defined her entire life, shaping her career and her very identity.

But as the temperature plummeted and darkness encroached, Claire realized she faced a choice: swallow her pride or become an icicle in designer hiking boots. With a curse that would make her grandmother blush, she punched the intercom, feeling like a traitor to her family's cause.

A deep, arrogant voice crackled through the speaker. "Blackwood residence."

Claire's stomach dropped. She'd know that voice anywhere—Ethan Blackwood himself, billionaire CEO and bane of her existence. The man whose company she'd been investigating, whose family had been the Porters' archrivals for generations. The man who, despite everything, still starred in her most secret, forbidden dreams.

"Ethan," she said, teeth chattering. "It's Claire Porter. I need... help."

The silence that followed was deafening. Then, impossibly, the gates began to open.

Claire stepped forward, unaware she was walking into a storm far more dangerous than the one behind her—one that would challenge everything she thought she knew about family, loyalty, and her own heart. As she approached the mansion, she couldn't shake the feeling that this night would change her life forever, for better or for worse.










  
  
Unexpected Refuge




Claire Porter trudged through the knee-deep snow, cursing her stubborn determination. The wind howled around her, a furious beast intent on tearing her to shreds. She clutched her tablet to her chest, protecting the precious environmental data she'd collected. Who knew exposing corporate greed could be so... well, cold? 

"Brilliant idea, Claire," she muttered through chattering teeth. "Hike out to the Blackwood property line in the middle of winter. What could possibly go wrong?"

Everything, apparently. The sunny forecast had been a lie, and now she was caught in a blizzard that would make Santa think twice about leaving the North Pole.

As she crested a hill, a massive structure loomed out of the whiteness like a mountain made of money and questionable morals. Blackwood Manor. Claire's stomach churned, and not just from the protein bar she'd wolfed down earlier.

She had two choices: swallow her pride and ask for help, or become a very attractive ice sculpture. Pride was tasty, but hypothermia? Not so much.

With a groan that was part frustration, part surrender, Claire staggered towards the gates. They were probably electrified, knowing the Blackwoods. One touch and she'd be a Porter-kabob.

But desperate times called for desperate measures. She jabbed the intercom button, half expecting it to shock her on principle.

"Blackwood residence," a deep voice crackled through the speaker. A voice that sent an unwelcome shiver down Claire's spine—and not from the cold.

Ethan Blackwood. Billionaire CEO, environmental nemesis, and star of her most secret, shameful dreams. Not that she'd ever admit that last part, even under torture.

"Ethan," she said, trying to keep her teeth from chattering. "It's Claire Porter. I need... help." The words tasted like defeat and snow.

The silence that followed was so long, Claire wondered if she'd hallucinated the whole thing. But then, with a groan of metal that matched her earlier frustration, the gates began to open.

Well, well. Maybe the ice prince had a heart after all. A small one. Probably three sizes too small, like the Grinch.

Claire trudged up the driveway, each step feeling like a betrayal to her family name. The Porters and the Blackwoods had been at war since... well, since forever. Something about a land dispute, a broken engagement, and a prized pig. The details were fuzzy, but the hatred? Crystal clear.

The massive front door swung open as she approached, revealing Ethan Blackwood in all his infuriating glory. He filled the doorway like he filled a suit—perfectly, annoyingly well. His dark hair was artfully tousled, as if he'd just rolled out of bed looking like a GQ model. It was enough to make a girl wonder what that bed looked like. Not that Claire was wondering. Nope. Not at all.

"Well, well," Ethan drawled, one eyebrow arched in amusement. "A Porter at my doorstep. Should I check for flying pigs?"

Claire gritted her teeth. "Careful, Blackwood. I might just turn around and take my chances with the storm."

His eyes, , deep and dark like rich mahogany, swept over her shivering form. "As entertaining as that would be, I'd rather not have a Porter-cicle on my property. Bad for business, you understand."

He stepped aside, allowing her to enter. Claire hesitated for a moment, feeling like she was making a deal with the devil. But hey, at least the devil had central heating.

She stepped inside, and warmth enveloped her like a hug from a long-lost friend. A very rich, marble-floored friend.

"Geez, Blackwood," Claire said, looking around at the opulent foyer. "Compensating for something?"

Ethan's lips twitched, almost like he was fighting a smile. "Just embracing the fruits of my labor, Porter. Something you might not be familiar with."

"Oh please," Claire scoffed, rubbing her arms to get the circulation going. "Some of us work for a living, not just profit off daddy's empire."

"Says the woman trespassing on my property," Ethan countered, crossing his arms. The movement drew Claire's attention to his broad shoulders, and she quickly looked away. Nope. Not going there.

"I wasn't trespassing," she said, lifting her chin defiantly. "I was investigating."

Ethan's eyes narrowed. "Investigating what, exactly?"

Claire met his gaze, refusing to be intimidated. "Environmental violations. Ring any bells? Or do you need to check with your army of lawyers first?"

For a moment, something that looked almost like hurt flashed across Ethan's face. But it was gone so quickly, Claire thought she must have imagined it.

"Still fighting windmills, I see," he said, his voice deceptively soft. "Has it ever occurred to you that not everything is a grand conspiracy?"

"Has it ever occurred to you that some things are?" Claire shot back.

They glared at each other, the air between them crackling with a tension that wasn't entirely due to their family feud. It was Ethan who finally broke the stalemate.

"You're shivering," he said, his tone neutral. "There's a bathroom down the hall where you can change. I'll find you some dry clothes."

Claire blinked, thrown by the sudden shift. "I... thank you."

Ethan shrugged, the movement elegant even in its casualness. "Don't thank me yet. They might be three sizes too big and covered in dollar signs."

Despite herself, Claire laughed. "As long as they're dry, I don't care if they're made of monopoly money."

Something flickered in Ethan's eyes—surprise? Amusement?—before he turned away. "Bathroom's the second door on the left. Try not to snoop too much."

Claire rolled her eyes as she headed down the hall. "Please. I have standards."

"Could've fooled me," Ethan called after her, but there was no real bite to his words.

The bathroom was, unsurprisingly, larger than Claire's entire apartment. She peeled off her wet clothes, grateful for the plush towels that probably cost more than her monthly salary. As she dried off, she caught sight of herself in the mirror and winced. She looked like a drowned rat. A very cold, very annoyed drowned rat.

A soft knock at the door made her jump. "Clothes are outside," Ethan's voice came through the wood. "I'll be in the living room when you're done."

Claire waited until his footsteps faded before cracking open the door and snatching the pile of clothes. To her surprise, they weren't comically oversized or emblazoned with dollar signs. Instead, she found herself holding a soft sweater and a pair of yoga pants that looked suspiciously like women's clothing.

Huh. Apparently, the great Ethan Blackwood had overnight guests. The thought sent an unexpected pang through Claire's chest, which she promptly ignored. It was none of her business who Ethan entertained in his mansion.

Dressed in the borrowed clothes, which fit better than she cared to admit, Claire made her way to the living room. She found Ethan standing by a roaring fireplace, two steaming mugs on the coffee table in front of him.

"The prodigal Porter returns," he said, turning to face her. His eyes widened slightly as they took in her appearance, and Claire felt a flush creep up her neck.

"Thanks for the clothes," she said, tucking a damp strand of hair behind her ear. "They fit... well."

Ethan cleared his throat. "They're my sister's. She keeps a few things here for when she visits."

"Oh." Claire wasn't sure why that information made her feel... relieved? She pushed the thought aside. "That was thoughtful of you."

Ethan shrugged, that elegant casualness again. "Contrary to popular belief, I'm not actually the spawn of Satan."

"Jury's still out on that one," Claire quipped, but there was no real venom in her words. She moved closer to the fire, drawn by its warmth.

"Here," Ethan said, handing her one of the mugs. "It's hot chocolate. Unless you'd prefer something stronger?"

Claire raised an eyebrow. "Trying to get me drunk, Blackwood?"

"Please," Ethan scoffed. "If I wanted to take advantage of you, I'd use my charm and good looks."

Their eyes met over the rim of Claire's mug, and suddenly the room felt a lot warmer than it had a moment ago. Claire took a hasty sip of her hot chocolate, nearly burning her tongue in the process.

"So," Ethan said, leaning against the mantle with casual grace. "Want to tell me what you were really doing out there?"

Claire sighed. No point in lying now. "I received an anonymous tip about some questionable land development near the nature preserve. I was checking it out when the storm hit."

Ethan's brow furrowed. "And you didn't think to, oh I don't know, call the proper authorities?"

"Right," Claire said, rolling her eyes. "Because the Blackwoods don't have half the town in their pocket."

"You really think that little of me?" Ethan asked, and this time Claire was sure she saw hurt flash across his face.

She opened her mouth to retort, then closed it. Did she really think that little of him? Or was she just parroting the party line she'd been fed her whole life?

"I... I don't know," she admitted finally. "I guess I never stopped to ask."

Something shifted in Ethan's expression, a softening around the eyes that made him look suddenly vulnerable. He took a step towards her, closing the distance between them.

"Maybe it's time you did," he said softly.

Claire looked up at him, really looked at him, for what felt like the first time. His eyes weren't cold or calculating like she'd always imagined. They were warm, intelligent, with depths she'd never bothered to explore.

Without thinking, she reached out to take the mug from his hand. Their fingers brushed, and a jolt of electricity shot through her, making her gasp. Ethan's eyes widened, and Claire knew he'd felt it too.

For a moment, they stood frozen, the air between them charged with possibility. Then, as if remembering himself, Ethan stepped back.

"The storm's not letting up anytime soon," he said, his voice rougher than before. "Looks like you'll be stuck here for a while."

Claire nodded, not trusting herself to speak. What the hell had just happened? And more importantly, why did she suddenly wish it had lasted longer?

As Ethan turned to stoke the fire, Claire couldn't help but wonder: was she in more danger from the storm outside, or the one brewing in her own heart?









OEBPS/images/3381b461-f62a-4788-9b13-2bb49d58e04c.jpeg
WANT A FREE ROMANCE READ?

Download Addicted to The Unthinkable today and join my
Romance newsletter!

As a subscriber, you’ll be first to see new cover reveals,
get the chance to join my ARC team & read upcoming
books for free, plus receive goodies like bonus chapters

and special extras. &

Kiser Kt
[=] 25 ]
=

[=]





OEBPS/images/ce8b0882-04ea-4cd4-9ecd-b0f95e82770d.png
LJ%

ABBIX PUBLISHING

COMPANY






