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      Noah Baker stood at the rental car counter in Missoula Regional Airport, his jaw clenched so tight it ached, and tried very hard not to lose his temper with the woman behind the computer screen.

      He refused to let her ruin this trip. He absolutely refused.

      For the first time in five years, five long, complicated years, he was going to spend Christmas with his father. His father and the new wife Noah had never met. After everything they'd been through with his mother, after all the chaos and dysfunction and barely controlled madness that had defined his childhood, his father finally seemed happy.

      Noah wanted to be there. Needed to be there. Needed to see with his own eyes that his father had found some measure of peace.

      "I specifically rented a four-wheel drive vehicle in case of bad weather," Noah said, keeping his voice level through sheer force of will. "I understand Montana winters. That's why I made arrangements ahead of time."

      The rental agent, Stacy, according to her name tag, looked at him with the patient expression of someone who'd had this conversation twenty times already today. "Sir, I understand your frustration. Your vehicle is ready and waiting. But what I'm trying to tell you is that you cannot leave Missoula. The highway between here and Whitefish is closed. Not just inadvisable, closed. As in gates down and locked."

      She slid a piece of paper across the counter with a hotel name and phone number written on it. "I strongly suggest you call this hotel right now and book a room before they sell out completely."

      Noah stared at her, trying to process the words. Closed? How could they close an entire highway before a storm even started? And hotel rooms selling out, that happened for concerts or conventions, not snowstorms.

      "What do you mean, sell out?" Even to his own ears, his voice sounded incredulous.

      Stacy's expression shifted from patient to concerned. "Sir, the biggest storm of the decade is expected to hit in the next few hours. Right now, there are still a few hotel rooms available in Missoula. In about an hour, this city is going to be flooded with stranded travelers, and there won't be anything left." She paused. "You can take your vehicle if you want, but you won't get out of town. The highway patrol isn't letting anyone through."

      She was talking to him, a doctor, someone with an M.D. after his name, someone who'd survived medical school and residency, like he was an idiot who couldn't understand basic cause and effect.

      And maybe he was being an idiot. Maybe growing up in Houston, where winter meant putting on a light jacket, had left him completely unprepared for the reality of Montana in December.

      This was supposed to be his first Christmas with his father since the old man had remarried. The first Christmas that felt like it might actually be pleasant instead of a minefield of his mother's unpredictable moods. He'd been looking forward to it for months.

      "Noah."

      He turned to find Hannah already on her phone, stepping away from the counter to make a call. Of course, she was. While he stood there arguing with reality, his best friend was already solving the problem.

      This was why they worked so well together. Noah got caught up in the details, in what should be happening versus what was actually happening. Hannah just rolled with whatever came at them and found solutions.

      He watched her talk on the phone, watched her blonde hair catch the fluorescent lights, watched the way she gestured with one hand while holding her phone with the other, watched her laugh at something the person on the other end said.

      Six years. They'd been friends for six years. Partners. Study buddies in medical school, support systems during residency, and now colleagues at one of Houston's busiest emergency rooms. And in all that time, he'd never crossed the line from friendship to something more.

      Even though he'd wanted to. God, how he'd wanted to.

      "Yes, ma'am," Hannah was saying into her phone. "We just landed at the airport, and the rental agency is telling us we need to find a hotel room immediately. Do you have anything available?"

      She paused, listening, and then she started laughing, that bright, genuine laugh that always made something in Noah's chest feel lighter.

      "All right, we'll take it. Let me give you a credit card number to hold the reservation." She rattled off numbers from memory. "Perfect. We'll be there as soon as we leave the airport. Thank you so much."

      She ended the call and turned back to him, triumphant. "Done. Got us a room."

      "Thank you," Noah said to Stacy, who looked relieved that at least one of them was being reasonable.

      Hannah grabbed his arm and steered him away from the counter. Behind them, Noah could see a long line of increasingly anxious travelers waiting to rent vehicles, all of them probably about to get the same news he'd just received.

      Maybe he should be grateful they had a Jeep and, apparently, a hotel room. Maybe fighting reality wasn't the best use of his energy.

      "When we get the vehicle, I want you to check the local news websites," Noah said as they walked toward the exit. "Verify that the roads are actually closed. I still can't believe they'd shut down a major highway before the storm even hits."

      Hannah stopped walking and turned to face him, one eyebrow raised in that expression he knew meant she thought he was being ridiculous. "Noah. You've never lived anywhere that gets real snowstorms. In Wyoming, where I grew up, remember?—they have actual gates that lock across the roads. Not suggestions. Not warnings. Physical barriers. Because people like you, intelligent, educated, stubborn people, would absolutely try to drive through blizzards and then need to be rescued."

      "I wouldn't⁠—"

      "You would," she said flatly. "You're doing it right now. You're literally planning to double-check the news reports because you don't believe what multiple people have told you."

      Noah opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again. She was right. Of course she was right.

      "I just wanted to get to Whitefish," he said quietly. "I wanted to see my dad. Meet his new wife. It's been so long since we've spent real time together. Since before Mom—" He couldn't finish that sentence either.

      Hannah's expression softened. She reached out and squeezed his arm. "I know. And we will get there. Just maybe not today."

      They found their rental Jeep in the lot and loaded their suitcases. The sky above them was grey and heavy, the kind of grey that promised snow and lots of it. The temperature had dropped significantly since they'd landed thirty minutes ago.

      Noah was grateful Hannah had agreed to come with him on this trip. She didn't have family to visit for Christmas, her parents had retired to Arizona and were on a cruise, and when he'd mentioned his plans, she'd offered to tag along for moral support.

      "Meeting the new stepmother seems like it might be stressful," she'd said. "You might need backup."

      She'd been joking, but she wasn't wrong. His father's happiness was wonderful, but it also meant Noah had to navigate a new family dynamic, had to figure out where he fit in this new configuration. Having Hannah there would make it easier. She made everything easier.

      As they climbed into the Jeep, Hannah already had her phone out, pulling up the Montana Department of Transportation website. "Yep. All highways between Missoula and Whitefish: closed due to severe weather and blowing snow. The storm is already hitting the northern part of the state." She looked up at him. "We're officially stuck. But hey, at least I got us a room."

      "How many rooms?" Noah asked, starting the engine.

      "One." Hannah didn't look up from her phone. "That was all they had left. I had to give them a credit card number immediately to hold it, or it would've been gone before we got there."

      One room.

      They'd been friends for six years and had never shared a room. Never even come close. There had been an unspoken boundary between them, a line neither of them had crossed because crossing it would change everything.

      And Noah had spent six years very carefully not changing anything.

      He'd watched his parents destroy each other. Both doctors. Both brilliant. Both so consumed by their work and their egos and their need to be right that they'd created a home that felt more like a war zone than a family.

      His mother especially. She'd been what the psychiatrists had eventually called "psychotic with narcissistic features." However, that clinical diagnosis didn't begin to capture what it was like to grow up in the crossfire of her mood swings and delusions.

      Noah had learned early that relationships between doctors were dangerous. That working together and sleeping together created a toxic mixture of competition and resentment. That loving someone you also had to professionally respect was a recipe for disaster.

      So he'd kept things with Hannah firmly in the friend zone. Even when he wanted more. Even when he caught himself staring at her across the ER, admiring the way she handled patients, the way she made split-second decisions that saved lives. Even when he went out with other women and found himself comparing them all to Hannah and finding them lacking.

      He drove through the small mountain town, following the GPS directions to the hotel Hannah had booked. The snowflakes were starting to fall now, just a few at first, then more, then suddenly so many that it was like someone had torn open a pillow and dumped the contents from the sky.

      "I think snow-mageddon has arrived," Noah said, watching the flakes swirl in his headlights.

      "And you wanted to drive to Whitefish in this," Hannah said, shaking her head. "Yeah, that would've gone well."

      "Point taken."

      They pulled up under the hotel awning just as the storm kicked into high gear. Through the windshield, Noah could barely see the building in front of them.

      "Let me get the suitcases," Hannah said, already climbing out. "You park the car."

      But when they walked into the lobby, the frazzled clerk behind the desk looked at them with an expression somewhere between relief and panic.

      "You must be Dr. Reeves," she said to Hannah. "Thank God you're here. The manager wanted to give your room away to someone else, and I told him it was already reserved. But we're completely full now. The only room we have available is the honeymoon suite. Is that... is that okay?"

      Noah felt his stomach drop. The honeymoon suite. Of course it was.

      "You don't have anything else?" he asked, hearing the edge in his voice. "Two rooms? Two beds?"

      "Sir, you're lucky to still have this room," the clerk said. "We've been sold out for the past hour. People are sleeping in the lobby."

      Hannah laughed, that same easy laugh that meant she found the whole situation amusing instead of catastrophic. "We'll take it. And all the perks that come with it."

      The clerk smiled with visible relief and quickly made key cards. "Wonderful. Tonight we'll bring up chocolate-covered strawberries and champagne. It's all included in the honeymoon package."

      Perfect. Exactly what they didn't need.

      They took the elevator to the third floor, neither of them speaking. Noah could feel tension radiating off his own body, could feel his carefully maintained boundaries starting to crack.

      He opened the door to the suite and stopped dead.

      It was exactly what he'd feared. A king-sized bed with rose petals scattered across the comforter. Dim lighting designed for romance. A heart-shaped jacuzzi tub visible through an open bathroom door. Mirrors on the ceiling. Champagne already chilling in an ice bucket.

      A love playground.

      "What the hell," Noah breathed. "We can't stay here."

      Hannah walked past him into the room, setting down her suitcase and looking around with undisguised amusement. She touched the rose petals on the bed, then walked over to examine the jacuzzi.

      "Why not?" she said, turning to grin at him. "I think this looks like fun. Besides, what choice do we have? Sleep in the lobby?"

      Noah stared at her, trying to read her expression. Was she serious? Was this actually not bothering her at all?

      "Go move the car from under the awning," Hannah said, already unzipping her suitcase. "I'll unpack while you're gone. Get us settled."

      He fled.

      It took him ten minutes to find a parking spot in the increasingly packed lot, and by the time he jogged back to the hotel, the storm had turned into a complete whiteout. He could barely see five feet in front of him. Snow was already piling up in drifts against the building.

      They weren't going anywhere. Not tonight. Probably not tomorrow either.

      Noah stood in the hallway outside the honeymoon suite for a long moment, trying to calm his racing heart, trying to convince himself that this was fine. They were adults. They were professionals. They could share a room for one night without it meaning anything.

      He unlocked the door and stepped inside.

      And froze.

      Hannah was in the jacuzzi. Naked, or at least, he had to assume she was naked beneath the thick layer of bubbles that covered her from neck to toes. Her blonde hair was piled on top of her head, a few strands escaping to curl against her neck. Her head was tilted back against the edge of the tub, her eyes closed, her skin flushed from the heat.

      She looked like every fantasy he'd spent six years trying not to have.

      "Oh good, you're back," Hannah said, opening her eyes and smiling at him. "Come on in. The water is perfect. And look—" She gestured to the side of the tub where two champagne flutes sat next to a plate of chocolate-covered strawberries. "They already delivered the perks."

      Noah swallowed hard. His mouth had gone completely dry. "Hannah⁠—"

      "Noah." She sat up slightly, and he quickly averted his eyes, afraid of what he might see. "We're stuck here. In a snowstorm. In a honeymoon suite. We might as well enjoy it, right?"

      "We're friends," he said, the words coming out hoarse. "Colleagues."

      "I know." Her voice was soft now, serious. "But maybe we could be more than that. If you wanted to be."

      His heart was pounding so hard he could hear it in his ears. "If I get in that tub with you⁠—"

      "Then everything changes," Hannah finished. "I know. But Noah, maybe it's time for things to change. Maybe we've been holding back for long enough."

      He stared at her, at the invitation in her eyes, at six years of carefully maintained boundaries hovering on the edge of collapse.

      And for the first time in his adult life, Noah stopped overthinking and just felt.

      "Okay," he said.
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      Hannah Young had loved Noah Baker for four years, and she was done waiting.

      She'd tried patience. She'd tried subtlety. She'd tried being the perfect friend, the ideal colleague, the woman who understood him better than anyone else in the world. And what had it gotten her? More of the same careful distance, more of those moments when his eyes would linger on her face just a second too long before he'd look away, more of that almost-unbearable tension that neither of them ever acknowledged.

      Well, tonight that changed. One way or another.

      She watched him standing in the doorway of the honeymoon suite, staring at her in the jacuzzi like a man who'd just realized he'd walked into the wrong room. Except it wasn't the wrong room. It was exactly the right room, with exactly the right setup, and if he couldn't see that, then she'd been wasting four years of her life.

      The thought made something twist painfully in her chest.

      "What are you doing?" His voice came out rough, uncertain in a way that Noah's voice almost never was.

      Hannah forced herself to smile, to keep her tone light and casual even though her heart was hammering against her ribs. "Soaking in the tub. There's room for two, if you're interested."

      She could see him processing this, could practically watch the gears turning in that brilliant, analytical mind of his. He was probably already running through a dozen scenarios, weighing outcomes, calculating risks. That was Noah's problem, he thought too much. He let his fear of becoming his parents override everything else, even his own happiness.

      Even them.

      "Hannah, we can't—" he started.

      "Can't what?" She sat up slightly, making sure to keep the bubbles positioned strategically. She wasn't trying to seduce him with nudity, not yet, anyway. She was trying to show him that taking this step didn't have to be terrifying. That they could handle this like they handled everything else: together. "Can't you enjoy a perfectly good jacuzzi tub? Can't drink the champagne that came with the room? Can't spend one evening relaxing instead of overthinking everything?"

      He ran a hand through his dark hair, making it stand up in the way it always did when he was stressed. "You know what I mean."

      "Actually, I don't." That was a lie. She knew exactly what he meant. But she was tired of pretending that the elephant in the room didn't exist. Tired of dancing around the truth that had been obvious to everyone except, apparently, Noah himself. "Why don't you spell it out for me?"

      Noah opened his mouth, then closed it again. He looked away from her, his jaw working like he was grinding his teeth. Through the window behind him, snow was falling so heavily that the parking lot below had disappeared into white static.

      They were trapped here. Together. And Hannah had never been more grateful for a Montana blizzard in her life.

      "Are you cold?" she asked, gentling her voice. This wasn't supposed to feel like an interrogation. "You look like you're freezing."

      "It's really coming down out there," he said, still not meeting her eyes. "If it starts lightning, you should get out of the water."

      Hannah nearly laughed. Leave it to Noah to worry about winter thunderstorms while she was sitting here naked, offering him everything he claimed he didn't want. "The hot water will warm you up," she said. "I poured you a glass of champagne."

      She watched him hesitate, watched the war playing out across his face. Part of him wanted to run, she could see it in the way he was angled toward the door, in the tension in his shoulders. But part of him wanted to stay. Wanted her. She'd seen that look in his eyes before, in unguarded moments when he thought she wasn't paying attention.

      He turned his back to her and started removing his coat.

      Hannah let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. Step one: accomplished. Now came the hard part.

      She studied him while he undressed, noting the familiar lines of his shoulders, the way his hands moved with the careful precision he brought to everything. In the ER, those hands saved lives. She'd watched him suture wounds that would have taken other doctors twice as long, watched him perform procedures with a confidence that came from thousands of hours of practice.

      But right now, those same hands were shaking slightly as he unlaced his boots.

      "Hannah, are you certain we should do this?"

      The uncertainty in his voice made her want to climb out of this ridiculous heart-shaped tub and shake him. Of course, she was certain. She'd been certain for years. She was so certain that she'd packed condoms in her suitcase before leaving Houston, just in case. She was so certain that when the hotel clerk had mentioned the honeymoon suite, she'd felt a surge of triumph instead of awkwardness.

      This weekend was make-or-break time. Either Noah finally opened his eyes and saw what was right in front of him, or Hannah was done waiting. She'd already looked into positions at other hospitals, Oklahoma City, where her extended family lived. Tulsa. Even Denver. Places far enough from Houston that she wouldn't have to watch Noah date other women, wouldn't have to pretend it didn't hurt every time he came back from a failed dinner date and complained that the woman "just didn't get it."

      She got it. She'd always gotten it. He was just too scared to let her prove it.

      "Get in the tub, Noah," she said, keeping her voice firm. "We're going to soak, drink champagne, and relax. That's all."

      That was not all, but he didn't need to know that yet.

      He sat on the bed to remove his boots and socks, moving with exaggerated care. Hannah suppressed a smile. She'd seen Noah naked before, it was impossible to avoid in the chaos of the hospital locker room, where privacy was a luxury no one could afford. She'd caught glimpses of his body during hurried scrub changes: the muscles in his back, his flat stomach, the thin trail of dark hair that disappeared below his waistband.

      Once, she'd even seen his cock, just for a second before she'd jerked her gaze away, her face burning.

      She wasn't looking away tonight.

      Noah stood and unbuttoned his jeans, then glanced back at her. "Close your eyes."

      Hannah wanted to laugh. They were both doctors. They'd both seen more naked bodies than most people saw in a lifetime. But fine. If it made him feel better, she'd play along.

      She closed her eyes and heard the rustle of fabric, the soft splash as he stepped into the tub. The water level rose as he settled into the opposite side of the heart shape, and when Hannah opened her eyes again, he was staring up at the mirrored ceiling with an expression somewhere between amusement and horror.

      "This has got to be a safety hazard," he said. "Can you imagine trying to get out of this thing in the dark? Someone's going to slip and crack their head open. I wonder how many ER visits this hotel is responsible for annually."

      There he was, Dr. Noah Baker, always thinking three steps ahead, always cataloging potential disasters. Hannah took a sip of her champagne and let the bubbles fizz on her tongue. She didn't usually drink much; alcohol and medicine were a dangerous combination, and she'd seen too many brilliant careers derailed by addiction. But tonight, she needed the liquid courage.

      Tonight, she needed to be brave enough for both of them.

      "We'll leave a light on," she said. "Problem solved."

      The bathroom fell quiet except for the low hum of the jacuzzi jets and the distant howl of wind outside. They were on the top floor, insulated from whatever chaos was unfolding in the hotel below. Hannah had glimpsed the lobby on their way up, it had been packed with stranded travelers, families with crying children, elderly couples looking exhausted and worried.

      She and Noah were lucky. They had this room, this moment, this chance.

      All she had to do was make him see it.

      "You know, this is actually nice," Noah said after a moment. His voice had relaxed slightly, some of the tension bleeding out of it. "The hot water feels good after being out in that cold."

      "The champagne isn't bad either," Hannah agreed. "Remember graduation night? We split a bottle of champagne and you kept insisting we should do it 'properly' with the fancy flutes and the toasts."

      "I remember Match Day better," Noah said, and there was a smile in his voice now. "When we found out we'd both matched to the same hospital for residency. That was, God, that was such a relief. I don't think I could have gotten through those years without you."

      The words hung in the air between them, weighted with meaning that Noah probably didn't even realize he was giving them. That was the thing about him, he could be so emotionally intelligent with patients, so perceptive about what they needed, but completely blind to his own feelings.

      Or maybe not blind. Maybe just determined to ignore them.

      Hannah picked up her champagne glass and held it up. "Let's do a toast."

      Noah raised his glass to meet hers. In the dim lighting of the bathroom, with steam rising around them and snow falling outside, it felt almost dreamlike. Unreal. Like they'd stepped outside their normal lives into some alternate version of reality where taking risks was allowed.

      "To having the best Christmas ever with your father and stepmother," Hannah said. Then, before she could lose her nerve: "And to love."

      They clinked glasses. Noah took a sip, then lowered his glass with a slight frown. "Why love?"

      Here it was. The opening she'd been waiting for. Hannah took a breath and dove in.

      "Because we both need it. We're almost thirty, Noah. We're successful doctors with good careers and nice apartments and everything we're supposed to want. But we're missing something. At least, I am." She paused, watching his face. "I've been thinking about the future lately. If I want kids, I need to start making decisions soon. And that means finding someone to build a life with."

      Noah nodded slowly. "It's not easy, though. I've tried dating. Hell, I've tried really hard. But no one—" He stopped, seeming to reconsider his words. "They're either not intellectually compatible, or we just don't connect. I tried explaining a case to someone last month, this guy came in with internal bleeding, and we had to do emergency surgery right there in the ER, and she just stared at me with this glazed look. Like I was speaking a foreign language."

      Hannah couldn't help it; she laughed. "That's because you were speaking a foreign language to her. Most people don't want to hear about emergency surgeries over dinner."

      "But it's what I do," Noah protested. "It's a huge part of my life. How am I supposed to be with someone who doesn't understand that?"

      "You're not," Hannah said quietly. "That's the point. You need someone who gets it. Someone who's lived it. Someone who speaks the same language you do."

      She let the words settle, let him work through the logic. This was how Noah processed information, methodically, carefully, building his understanding piece by piece until suddenly the whole picture became clear.

      "That's why we work so well as friends," he said after a moment. "We have medicine in common. We can talk about our cases, compare notes. You understand the pressure, the responsibility. You know what it's like to hold someone's life in your hands and know that one wrong decision could end it."

      "I do know," Hannah said. "And that's exactly my point."

      She watched comprehension flicker across his face, then watched him push it away. Not yet. He wasn't ready yet.

      "If you get married," Noah said slowly, "would your husband understand our connection? Our friendship?"

      Hannah nearly threw her champagne glass at him.

      Was he serious? Was he actually sitting here, naked in a heart-shaped jacuzzi tub with her, asking about her hypothetical husband? Was he really that oblivious?

      Or was he testing her? Trying to figure out if she felt the same way he did?

      "That's an interesting question," she said, keeping her voice level through sheer force of will. "Let me ask you the same thing. What if I called you at three in the morning to consult on a case? Would your wife think we were having an affair?"

      Noah went very still. His eyes locked on hers, and for the first time all evening, she saw real understanding there. Real awareness of what was happening between them.

      Good. It was about damn time.

      Hannah reached for the plate of chocolate-covered strawberries the hotel had provided and selected one. She bit into it slowly, savoring the sweetness, the way the chocolate melted on her tongue. When she looked up, Noah was watching her with an intensity that made heat bloom in her stomach that had nothing to do with the hot water.

      "Close your eyes," she said softly.

      "Why?"

      "Because I'm asking you to. Trust me."

      After a long moment, Noah closed his eyes. Hannah picked up another strawberry and leaned forward, closing the distance between them. She traced the chocolate-covered fruit across his lips, watching his mouth part slightly, watching his throat work as he swallowed.

      "That tastes good," he murmured.

      Then Hannah kissed him.

      His lips were soft and tasted like chocolate and champagne. She licked the strawberry juice from his chin, felt him inhale sharply, felt the exact moment when his control finally, finally broke.

      "Hannah," he gasped, pulling back just enough to speak. "We're friends."

      She was done being friends. She was done waiting. She was done pretending that this wasn't what they both wanted.

      Hannah moved through the water until she was straddling him, until her wet skin was pressed against his, until there was no mistaking the hard length of his erection against her thigh.

      "It's time we were more than friends," she said, looking directly into his eyes. "It's time for you to stop being scared. It's time for you to let yourself have what you want."

      For one terrible second, she thought he might push her away. Thought he might retreat into that safe distance he always maintained.

      Then his arms came up around her, pulling her against him with a groan that sounded like surrender and triumph all at once.

      "God, Hannah," he breathed against her mouth. "Do you have any idea how long⁠—"

      She kissed him again, harder this time, pouring four years of frustration and longing into it. "I know," she whispered. "I know exactly how long. And we're not waiting anymore."

      His hands slid up her back, into her wet hair, and when he kissed her back, it was with all the passion he'd been holding back for years.

      Finally. Finally.

      Outside, the storm raged on. But inside this ridiculous honeymoon suite, with its heart-shaped tub and mirrored ceiling and scattered rose petals, Hannah Young was exactly where she wanted to be.

      And she wasn't letting go.
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