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Dedication

For anyone who has ever loved someone through the quiet,

the storm,

and the distance in between.

This is for the ones who stay.
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Prologue: Before the Snow Fell
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Nate Callahan didn’t need much. A fire that stayed lit, a roof that held back the weight of Colorado winters, and silence thick enough to drown out the rest of the world.

Out here, the mountains were honest. Brutal, maybe, but honest. They didn’t pretend to care who you were or what you’d done. They just kept rising and falling like they always had, indifferent to the messes men made below. That suited Nate just fine. He’d had his fill of noise—of orders barked across radios, of mortars cracking sky, of desperate, dying voices in the back of his head that didn’t know when to stop echoing.

So, he carved out a life among the trees. Reclusive. Quiet. Predictable. Mornings spent splitting wood with his dog Ghost at his heels. Afternoons with steaming mugs of black coffee and whatever old paperback he hadn’t yet reread. Nights by the fire, where the silence wrapped around him like a second skin.

It wasn’t happiness, exactly. But it was peace.

Until she called.

Technically, it was his brother who called—Jason, the golden one, the smooth talker, the family man who hadn’t so much left the army as graduated from it. Jason ran a lodge in town now. Some glossy, curated place with heated floors and imported maple syrup on tap. They hadn’t talked in months, maybe longer. But that day, the voicemail had come in clipped and urgent:

"Nate. I know you hate this crap. But I’ve got a problem. A booking mix-up. One of our VIP influencers is stranded, and there’s no room left at the main lodge. She’s already halfway up the mountain. I need a favour. Just for a couple of nights. She’ll stay at your place. You won’t even have to talk to her if you don’t want to."

Nate had nearly deleted it. He should have deleted it. But something in his chest—a leftover shard of guilt, maybe—had made him say yes. Against every stubborn, solitary instinct in him, he’d agreed.

He regretted it the second she arrived.

She came in like a storm before the snow even started—boots too big for her, scarf trailing like a comet tail, cheeks flushed from the cold and eyes wide with the kind of wonder he hadn’t seen in years. She looked at his cabin like it was a cozy fairy tale instead of a retreat from the ruins of a life.

“I’m Mia,” she’d said, breathless, her suitcase thudding against the old wood floor. “This place is adorable. Oh my god, is that a dog? Hi, buddy! What’s his name? Wait, don’t tell me. He looks like a Ghost. Like, mysterious and noble and maybe kind of judgmental.”

Nate had just stared at her. Said nothing.

She grinned anyway.

She talked like it was a compulsion. Filled the silence like she was afraid of what might crawl out of it otherwise. She wandered his kitchen like it was a tourist attraction, complimented his firewood stack, asked if he had Wi-Fi (“Not that I need it, but... do you?”), and apologized mid-sentence for talking too much, then kept talking.

Nate retreated to the far side of the cabin. Lit the fire. Made two mugs of tea and left hers on the counter without a word. He didn’t speak unless necessary. She didn’t stop unless asleep.

And then the storm rolled in.

Thick, fast, and unforgiving, it swallowed the road behind her like it had never existed. The snow wasn’t gentle. It was the kind that crushed roofs and buried cars, that snapped power lines and silenced phones. Within hours, the world beyond the window was nothing but white.

They were trapped.

And suddenly, it wasn’t just about space anymore.

There was one cabin. One bedroom. One bed.

One woman who shone like a sparkler in a world he’d deliberately dimmed.

And one man who’d sworn he had nothing left to feel.

But the thing about storms was this: they didn’t just bury.

They revealed.

As the nights stretched longer and the walls between them began to splinter, Nate realized that the danger wasn’t just outside, in the howling winds and frozen drifts.

It was in the warmth.

In her eyes.

In everything she made him remember he used to be.

He didn’t know it yet, but this storm would change everything.

And neither of them would walk out the same.
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Chapter 1: Mia
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If the road didn’t kill her, the cold might.

Mia Monroe squinted through the windshield as fat; wet flakes slapped against the glass like tiny frozen fists. Her rental Jeep fishtailed slightly on the uphill curve, the tires groaning against the snow-packed road. A smarter woman would’ve turned around twenty minutes ago, back when her GPS lost signal and her phone went from “Searching” to “Good luck, sweetheart.”

But Mia was not that woman.

She was the kind of woman who said yes to strange emails offering last-minute luxury travel deals. The kind who packed four scarves for a three-day trip. The kind who posted cheery Instagram stories about rustic retreats without fully checking the fine print.

Which was how she ended up alone, driving into the Colorado mountains in a snowstorm, with a suspiciously vague confirmation email and one sentence echoing in her head:

“Due to overbooking at the main lodge, you’ll be hosted at our private partner cabin — peaceful, authentic, and incredibly cozy.”

Cozy. Sure.

Mia wasn’t sure what she expected—maybe plaid blankets and candles and a fridge stocked with local cheese. What she didn’t expect was a single wooden cabin at the edge of the forest, no visible neighbours, and a truck in the driveway that looked like it belonged to a lumberjack with a grudge.

She parked behind it, heart fluttering like the snowflakes falling outside.

“Okay, okay,” she muttered to herself, checking her lipstick in the rearview mirror. “You wanted authentic. This is authentic. It's... basically the Colorado version of hygge.”

She stepped out, immediately sinking ankle-deep into snow, suitcase wheels utterly useless. The cold slapped her in the face like it had a personal vendetta. Her phone, predictably, buzzed one last “No Service” before giving up entirely.

The cabin loomed ahead, light glowing from a single window.

She dragged her suitcase up the short path, breath fogging in front of her, and knocked.

No answer.

She knocked again. Louder this time. Her knuckles stung.

The door opened.

And there he was.

Tall. Broad. Wearing a faded thermal shirt and an expression that screamed not a people person. Dark hair, darker eyes, and a quiet stillness that made the world seem suddenly... quieter.

Mia blinked up at him. “Hi! I’m Mia Monroe, from Wild & Free Travel? Your brother Jason said I’d be—”

The man stepped aside without a word.

“Right. Okay. Cool.” She stepped in, suitcase thunking over the threshold, and took in the room: wood-burning fireplace, well-used kitchen, one couch, and one single—very noticeable—bed against the wall.

“You must be Nate,” she said brightly, brushing snow from her coat. “This place is... so charming. It’s got this whole rugged, backwoods earnest survivalist aesthetic going for it.”

Still no answer.

“I’m a travel blogger,” she offered, unnecessarily. “Kind of. I write, take photos, overuse hashtags. It’s a living.”

Silence.

He walked past her, set another log on the fire, then looked at her like he was debating whether or not she could be left outside to fend for herself. “There’s soup on the stove. Eat if you’re hungry.”

His voice was deep. Rough. Like someone who didn’t use it much. Mia raised an eyebrow.

“Well, thanks. That’s very... hospitable of you.”

He didn’t respond.

Instead, he crossed the room in three long strides, grabbed a blanket off the chair, tossed it onto the couch, and said flatly, “I’ll take the floor.”

Mia stared at the bed. Then at the couch. Then at him. “Is there... like, a second bedroom? A charming hidden loft? A trapdoor to Narnia?”

“No.”

She laughed. He didn’t.

“This is going to be fun,” she muttered under her breath, peeling off her coat.

Outside, the snow thickened, swirling like a slow dance around the edges of the glass.

Inside, two strangers stood a room apart—one silently hoping she’d stop talking, the other silently wondering what she’d gotten herself into.

What neither of them knew was that the snow wouldn’t stop.

Not tonight.

Not tomorrow.

And the fire crackling between them was only the beginning.

Mia hadn’t realized how hungry she was until the scent hit her—garlic, onion, something herby and vaguely nostalgic.

She wandered into the kitchen area, eyeing the pot on the stove. “So, this is soup,” she said aloud. “Smells like... competence. Which is frankly surprising, no offense.”

Behind her, Nate exhaled a sharp breath that might have been the beginning of a laugh—or a sigh. Hard to tell.

She ladled some into a mismatched bowl, found a spoon, and took a seat at the small wooden table. The first taste warmed her from the inside out. Thick, hearty, with chunks of potato and chicken and something like thyme. Her stomach made a frankly embarrassing sound of approval.

“Okay, I take it back,” she said. “You might be a wizard. This is excellent.”

He was standing by the fire again, arms crossed over his chest, staring into the flames like they owed him something.

“Do you live here full-time?” she asked, between bites.

“Yeah.”

“All alone?”

His eyes flicked toward her. “You ask a lot of questions.”

“I’m a travel writer,” she said with a sweet smile. “It’s my job to be nosy.”

“You said blogger before.”

“Same thing. Sort of. Blogger sounds flakier. Writer sounds like I have health insurance.”

His mouth twitched. Barely. But she caught it.

Encouraged, she leaned back in her chair. “So, Nate—what’s your story? You a mountain man by choice, or did you lose a bet?”

He didn’t answer right away. Just looked at her like she was a puzzle he hadn’t decided whether to bother solving.

Finally: “I like quiet.”

“Well, that’s... unfortunate,” she said, grinning. “Because I come with a soundtrack.”

“Yeah,” he muttered. “I figured.”

She raised her spoon in mock toast. “Here’s to opposites attracting.”

He didn’t toast back. Of course.

After she finished eating, she rinsed her bowl, dried it with a towel that might’ve been older than her, and turned toward him. He was still by the fire, still silent, but now she saw the tension in his shoulders. Not brooding exactly... more like holding something in.
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