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Dear Reader,

Welcome to Juniper Falls.

There is something undeniably magical about a winter storm. It creates a hush over the world, forcing us to slow down, look inward, and, if we're lucky, find shelter with the people who matter most.


The Fireman's Promise was born out of my love for that specific kind of silence. I wanted to explore what happens when the life you curated falls apart, and you have to return to the roots you thought you'd outgrown.

Juniper Bell is a character near and dear to my heart. She is messy, she is resilient, and she is trying so hard to be the hero of her own story. But sometimes, even heroes need a safe place to land.

And then there is Grant McCoy.

If you know me, you know I have a weakness for the "Grumpy Protector." There is nothing quite as swoon-worthy as a man who grumbles about rules and regulations while simultaneously building a fortress around the woman he loves. Grant is the ultimate Brother's Best Friend stoic, loyal to a fault, and terrifyingly intense when it counts.

This story is about more than just a snowstorm or a rescue. It's about the difference between a house and a home. It's about tomato plants growing in a kitchen in the dead of winter, and the realization that "safe" doesn't have to mean "boring."

I hope you enjoy your stay in the Victorian on the ridge. I hope you laugh at the library fundraiser, get a little nervous when the ice hits the window, and fall in love with Grant and Juniper just as hard as I did.

Thank you for trusting me with your time. Now, turn the page. The storm is just getting started.

Warmly,

Maggie Ann Mae

February 2026





Chapter 1

Juniper


The plastic handle of my suitcase snaps. A sharp crack echoes like a bone breaking in the cold.

I stare down at the bag. It sits lopsided in a puddle of gray slush. Freezing rain slashes sideways. It coats my eyelashes in heavy, wet mascara.

"Mom?"

The voice is small. It cuts through the wind.


I spin around. I plaster my brightest smile on my face. It is the smile that says everything is fine. It is the smile that says we are on a grand adventure.


"I'm here, bud." I force the cheer into my tone. "Just fighting with the luggage. You know how it is."

Miles stands by the concrete pillar. He looks tiny in his puffy blue coat. His nose is bright red.

He shivers. It is a full-body tremor that rattles his teeth.

He is six years old. He shouldn't be standing in a freezing rainstorm. He should be in a warm car.

This was supposed to be the triumphant return. The "I made it" moment. I had planned to roll into town looking capable. Successful.

Instead, I'm stranded.

I'm freezing. And my son is shaking.

A gust of wind nearly knocks me over. It cuts right through my thin wool coat.

I grab Miles's hand. His skin feels like ice.

Panic flares in my chest. It isn't the fluttery kind. It's the heavy, suffocating kind.

"Okay," I say. "We're going back inside. Just for a minute."

Headlights sweep across us.

They are blinding white. Twin beams cut through the sleet. A massive black SUV rumbles toward the curb.

It isn't Caleb's rusted truck.

It is official. Clean. A light bar sits on the roof. It looks like a tank.

It slows to a crawl and stops right in front of us. The engine purrs with a low, powerful growl.

The passenger window rolls down. Heat spills out. It hits my face like a physical blow.

"Get in."

The voice is deep. It sounds like gravel and granite.

I freeze. I know that voice.

I squint against the glare.

Grant McCoy sits behind the wheel.

He hasn't changed. Square jaw. Dark stubble that always looks a day old. His eyes are shadowed. I know they are the color of steel.

He isn't looking at me. He is looking at the slush soaking my boots.

"Grant?" I ask. "Where's Caleb?"

"Grant," Miles whispers.

He recognizes him from photos.

Grant shifts into park. He doesn't smile. He doesn't offer a greeting. He just opens his door and steps out into the storm.

He unfolds from the vehicle. He is tall and broad-shouldered. He wears a dark canvas jacket that looks impervious to the weather.

The rain doesn't seem to bother him. He walks around the front of the SUV with purposeful strides.

"Caleb couldn't make it," Grant says. He reaches for my broken suitcase.

"What? Why?"

"Get the kid in the car, June. He's turning blue."

The command is sharp. It brooks no argument.

He hoists the heavy bag like it weighs nothing. His hand brushing mine as he takes the handle.

His skin is warm. Rough.

A jolt goes up my arm. It isn't static.

I yank my hand back.

"I can get it," I say. It's  a lie. I can't feel my fingers.

Grant ignores me. He grabs the second bag. He throws them into the back of the SUV with efficient, controlled movements.

"Get in," he repeats. He opens the rear door for Miles.

I don't have a choice. My pride is screaming. My son is shivering.

I usher Miles into the backseat.

"Buckle up, buddy," I say.

Grant is already in the driver's seat. I climb into the passenger side.

The interior smells of woodsmoke and pine soap. Underlying notes of old leather.

I slam the door.

The silence is sudden. Absolute.

The storm becomes a muted gray blur outside the tinted windows.

Wet luggage. A shivering child. My chaos against his order. His car is warm. Silent. Mine is a mess.

I slump against the leather seat. The tension in my spine collapses.

The warmth of the heater hits me. It doesn't feel good. It stings. My frozen skin prickles and burns as the blood rushes back.

Grant puts the car in gear. He checks the rearview mirror. His eyes meet mine for a split second.

They are unreadable.

"Seatbelt," he says.

I click it into place. My hands are shaking so hard I fumble the latch.

He watches me. He doesn't offer to help. He just waits until we hear the click.

Then he pulls away from the curb.


We drive in silence. The windshield wipers slap a steady rhythm. Thwack. Thwack.


I squeeze my hands between my knees. I try to stop the shaking.

"So." My teeth chatter. "Did you lose a bet? Is that why you're here?"

I try to laugh. It comes out as a ragged gasp.

Grant keeps his eyes on the road. His hands are at ten and two. Large hands. Capable.

"Caleb called me," he says. "Asked for a favor."

"I didn't know he called you. We could have taken a cab."

"In this weather?" Grant snorts. "No cabs are running. You would have been a statue by morning."

I look out the window. The town of Juniper Falls is passing by. The storefronts are dark. Ice coats the streetlamps.

It looks lonely.

"Is he at the house?" I ask. "Caleb?"

Grant doesn't answer immediately. He signals a turn. The indicator clicks loudly in the quiet cab.

"No."

"Where is he?"

"We'll talk about it when we get settled."

"Settled?" I turn to look at him. "Where are we going, Grant?"

He turns onto a street I know. But it isn't the way to my childhood home. It isn't the way to Caleb's apartment.

It is the road up the ridge, to the old Victorian house that overlooks the valley.

"My place," he says.

"What? Why?"

"Roads to the hollow are iced over. Power lines are down on Elm. You can't get to your folks' place tonight."

He says it like a report, just the facts. No emotion.

"I can't stay with you," I say. The panic flutters again. "We can get a motel."

"Motel's full. Highway shutdown pushed all the truckers into town."

He glances at me. His gaze is heavy.

"You're staying with me, June. Don't fight me on this."

My resistance drains away.

I look in the back. Miles is asleep. His head lolls against the window. His mouth is slightly open. The heat has knocked him out.

I can't drag him back out into the cold. I can't argue.

I am trapped.

Trapped with Grant McCoy. My brother's best friend. The man who has looked at me with nothing but annoyance since I was twelve.

The man who sees everything I try to hide.

"Thank you," I whisper. It tastes like ash.

He doesn't acknowledge it. He just drives.

His jaw is tight. A muscle feathers near his ear. He looks tense. Like he is transporting a bomb, not a single mom and her six-year-old.

We pull into a long driveway.

The house looms out of the mist. Dark slate blue. Wrap-around porch. Sturdy roof. It looks solid. Unshakable. Just like him.

He parks near the garage. He kills the engine.

The silence rushes back in.

"Wake the boy," he says. "I'll get the bags."

He is out the door before I can respond.

I take a breath. I check the visor mirror.

My mascara has run. My nose is red. My hair is a frizzy, damp disaster.

I wipe under my eyes. I pinch my cheeks.

Showtime, Juniper.

I wake Miles gently. He's tired and groggy. He stumbles as I lead him to the porch.

Grant is already there. He unlocks the front door. He pushes it open and holds it for us.

We step inside.

The house is immaculate.

That is the first thing I notice, the hardwood floors gleam. There is no clutter. No piles of mail. No stray shoes.

It is sparse. Orderly.

It feels like a museum. Or a barracks.

I feel instantly messy. My boots are dripping on his perfect floor. My coat is shedding water.

Grant brings the suitcases in. He sets them down on a rug by the door. He doesn't drop them. He places them.

He stands up and looks at us.

He fills the entryway. I feel my shoulders hunch. I try to make myself smaller in the suddenly narrow hallway.

"Shoes off," he says. "On the mat."

I bend down to help Miles. My hands are still shaking.

"Coat closet is to the right," Grant continues. "The guest room is up the stairs. Second door on the left. The bathroom is across the hall."

It's like he's reciting a manual.

"Kitchen is through there. Don't eat in the living room. Don't eat in the bedrooms."

He looks at Miles. His expression softens, just a fraction.

"There's a TV in the den. But keep the volume down after ten."

"We won't be any trouble," I say. I stand up. I hold my boots like a shield. "Really. We'll just stay out of your way until Caleb comes to get us."

Grant looks at me. He crosses his arms over his chest. His biceps strain against the canvas jacket.

He looks tired.

"That's the other thing," he says.

The air in the hallway grows heavy.

"What is it?" I ask. "Is Caleb okay?"

Grant lets out a slow breath. He runs a hand through his dark hair. It sticks up in tufts where his fingers pass.

"He's not coming, June."

"Tonight?"

"For a while."

My stomach drops. "What do you mean?"

Grant's eyes lock onto mine. They are serious. Dark.

"Caleb got issues going on at work," he says. His voice is low. "Serious issues, I guess. So, he can't come home for a bit."

I feel the blood drain from my face. "What kind of issues?"

"The kind where you don't ask questions," Grant says. "He's gone. And you being here doesn't help."

He looks at my suitcase. He looks at my son. Then he looks back at me.

"You aren't just a guest, Juniper. You're a liability."


Chapter 2

Grant


Ice pellets hit the north window like buckshot.

Click. Click. Click.

I stand in the center of my kitchen. I listen to the rhythm. It is aggressive. Disorderly.

Level 3 Emergency. That's what Dispatch called it. Roads are icing over at a rate of half an inch per hour. The power grid flickers overhead.

I check the stove. The blue flame of the gas burner is steady.

Tomato soup. Grilled cheese.

Efficient. Warm. The only things I have ingredients for.

My eyes snap to the floor near the mudroom threshold.

There is a puddle.

It is small. Maybe three inches wide. Melted sleet from their boots. It is gray against the slate tile. Dark grit from the road swirls at its center.

My eye twitches.

Dirt. Moisture. Intrusion.

I grab a paper towel. I wipe it up. I scrub the grout until the gray is gone. I throw the towel away.

The floorboards above me groan.

The ceiling catches my attention.

Dust motes dance in the recessed lighting.

They are walking around. The guest room is directly above the kitchen. I know exactly which board is creaking. It is the third one from the door. I meant to fix it last spring.

Now it sounds like a siren.

Creak. Thud. Shuffle.

My house is usually a tomb. I like it that way. Silence is predictable. Silence doesn't ask questions I can't answer.

Now there is a woman and a child upstairs.

Juniper Bell.

The name tastes like heartburn.

The stairs groan.

I stiffen. I don't turn around. I keep my eyes on the swirling red liquid in the pot. I focus on chemistry, heat, time, plus ingredients.

"Grant?"

Her voice is small. Too soft for the high ceilings of this room.

I turn.

Juniper frames herself in the doorway. She has changed out of her wet clothes. She wears a gray sweatshirt that swallows her hands. Her hair is damp. It sticks to her neck in messy curls.

She looks exhausted. Her eyes are red-rimmed. Her skin is pale.

She looks like a porcelain doll someone dropped on the pavement.

"Soup."

I point to the pot.

She blinks.

"Oh. You didn't have to."

"You need to eat. The boy needs to eat."

"Miles," she says. "His name is Miles."

"Right. Miles."

I turn back to the stove. I flip the sandwich in the cast-iron skillet, and the butter sizzles.

"Is he warm enough?"

"Yes," she says. "The room is... It's very nice, Grant. Thank you."

"It's a room."

"It's spotless."

She takes a tentative step into the kitchen. She stays on the rug.

"I was afraid to put my suitcase on the duvet."

I grunt.

"Fabric is washable."

I feel her eyes on my back. It makes the hair on my arms stand up. I am not used to being watched in my own home. This is my sanctuary. My fortress.

I plate the sandwich. I cut it diagonally. Precision matters.

"Sit."

She sits at the island. She pulls her sleeves down over her hands.

I slide the plate toward her. I set a bowl of soup beside it.

"For the boy. Miles. I'll bring it up."

"I can take it," she says.

She starts to rise.

"Sit," I repeat. "Eat."

She sinks back onto the stool. She picks up the spoon; her hand trembles. A drop of red soup splashes onto my white quartz counter.

My gaze locks on the red spot.

She follows my line of sight. She quickly wipes it with her thumb.

"Sorry," she whispers.

"Eat the protein. Adrenaline crash."

She takes a bite. She closes her eyes. A slight sound escapes her throat, a hum of relief.

The sound is intimate.

I grip the skillet handle. My knuckles turn white. That noise doesn't belong in my kitchen.

I look away. I focus on the second sandwich.

"It's good," she whispers.

"It's cheese and bread."

"It's warm. That's enough."

The wind howls outside. The lights dim for a second. Then they buzz back to full strength.

Juniper jumps. Her spoon clatters against the bowl.

"Generator?"

"Backup," I say. "Grid is struggling. If we lose the line, it switches over in ten seconds."

"You're prepared."

"I don't like surprises."

She looks at me. Her gaze is steady now. Searching.

"Is that why you live alone?"

I freeze. The spatula hovers over the pan.

"I live alone because it's quiet."

"It is quiet. A bit too quiet."

"I like it."

"Does Caleb come over often?"

My phone vibrates in my pocket.

It buzzes against my thigh. Once. Twice.

I set the spatula down. I turn off the burner. The hiss of the gas dies.

"Sometimes."

"He didn't answer my text," she says.

Her voice wavers. She wraps her hands around the warm bowl.

"I sent him a picture of Miles in the room. It didn't go through."

I reach into my pocket. I pull out the phone.

The screen lights up.


Caleb: I can't come back yet. Not until I get the money sorted.


I read the text.


Caleb: Tell her I'm on a job. Keep her there. Don't let her leave.


I look up at Juniper.

She is shivering slightly. She looks at me with wide, trusting eyes. She thinks I am her brother's best friend. She thinks I am safe.

I look back at the phone.

I delete the notification.

I slide the phone back into my pocket.

"Caleb's out."

She frowns. "Out?"

"Work. Emergency contract. Indefinite."

"He didn't call me."

"Towers are down. Ice."

"He would have called," she insists. "He knows I was scared. He knows I needed him."

"He sent a key," I lie. "He said to stay put."

She stares at her soup. She looks small. Defeated.

"He promised," she whispers.

A twist forms in my gut. A sharp, acidic pang. I am not a liar. I value accuracy. I value facts.

But I am lying now.

"He's fine, June."

The nickname slips out. Ancient history.

Her head snaps up.

"You haven't called me that since high school."

"Habit."

I push off the counter.

"I'll take this up to Miles."

I grab the tray with the second meal. I need to escape. The kitchen feels too small. The air is too thick with her scent. Rain and vanilla.

"Grant."

I stop at the doorway.

"Thank you. For saving us."

I don't turn around. I can't.

"Eat your soup."

I walk out.

The hallway is cooler. I breathe in the scent of lemon polish. It centers me.

I climb the stairs.

The third step creaks.

I pause at the guest room door. It is ajar.

I push it open with my foot.

I look inside.

My jaw tightens.

Disaster.

Her suitcase has exploded. Clothes are everywhere. A pile of wet socks sits directly on my hardwood floor. A toy truck is overturned near the radiator. A clear plastic bag of toiletries is spilling out onto the rug.

My eye twitches again.

Chaos. Pure chaos in my sterile space.

Miles sits on the bed. He is still wearing his puffy coat. He has his knees pulled up to his chest. He stares at the window.

The ice hammers the glass. It sounds like gravel being thrown by a machine.

He looks at me. His eyes are wide. Terrified.

"Is the window going to break?" he whispers.

I check the glass. It is double-paned. Argon-filled. Impact-resistant.

"No."

"It sounds like it's going to break."

I walk over. I set the tray on the bedside table. I move a stack of comic books to make room.

"It's reinforced. I installed it myself. Rated for Category 2 hurricane winds."

He looks at me.

"You built it?"

"Yes."

He looks back at the window.

"My dad says old houses are weak."

Irritation spikes. I don't know her ex. But I already dislike him.

"This house isn't weak. I replaced the framing. I reinforced the load-bearing walls."

He stares at me. He doesn't understand the terminology.

"It's strong. Nothing is getting in."

He nods slowly. He looks at the soup.

"Is that grilled cheese?"

"Yes."

"Did you cut the crusts off?"

I inspect the sandwich.

"No."

"Oh."

He looks disappointed.

"Crust is structural," I say. "It holds the cheese in."

He frowns. Then he picks up a half. He takes a tentative bite.

"It's good," he mumbles.

"Good."

The wet socks on the floor grab my attention again. The moisture will warp the wood if it sits too long.

"Eat. Then sleep."

"Where's my mom?"

"Downstairs. Eating."

"Is she crying?"

The question stops me.

"No. Why would she be crying?"

"She cries in the bathroom sometimes," he says. "She thinks I don't hear. But I do."

I focus on the boy. He is six. Maybe seven. He shouldn't have to monitor or worry about his mother's emotional state.

"She's not crying. She's eating soup."

He nods. He seems to accept this.

"Okay."

I turn to leave.

"Mr. Grant?"

I pause.

"Just Grant."

"Grant. Is Uncle Caleb coming tomorrow?"

I grip the doorframe. The wood digs into my palm.

"We'll see."

I step into the hall. I pull the door shut.

I stand there for a moment in the dark hallway. My heart beats a slow, heavy rhythm against my ribs.

Lying to the woman is one thing. Lying to the kid feels like a crime.

I go back downstairs.

The kitchen is empty.

The bowl is in the sink. Rinsed.

The plate is in the dishwasher.

She wiped the counter. The red spot is gone.

I blink.

It is... clean.

I walk into the living room.

Juniper is asleep on the couch.

She has curled up into a tight ball. She is still wearing the oversized sweatshirt. Her hands are tucked under her cheek.
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