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“Wren! Come on,” Noah huffed, tapping his foot impatiently on the creaky wooden floor of her tiny cottage. He watched as she haphazardly stuffed clothes into a suitcase, her movements unhurried despite their time crunch. They had been planning this ski trip for months, yet she still wasn't ready.

He threw his hands up in exasperation, then shook his head with a smile. “I should’ve known she wouldn’t be ready,” he muttered under his breath, the frustration evident in his voice. Nothing had changed since they were kids; Wren was still the type of person who did things last minute, even if she’d known about it months in advance. It was his fault for not lying to her and telling her to be ready an hour earlier.

Noah had grown up next door to Wren’s family, and they had been inseparable all through school. Even in college, when they both went off to different universities, their friendship had somehow survived. It wasn't always easy—long-distance friendships rarely are—but they made it work through late-night calls, spontaneous visits, and shared playlists that bridged the miles between them, even helping each other through heartaches along the way. It was a friendship through the ages.

Their friendship was forged in the fires of countless childhood adventures. From the days when they were five, playing hide-and-seek in their backyards, to summers spent exploring the nearby woods and getting into harmless trouble—like the time they "borrowed" a neighbor's canoe without asking and ended up stranded in the middle of the lake. Those shared experiences built an unbreakable bond.

Despite their busy schedules, they maintained certain traditions that kept them connected. Every year, they had a movie marathon on the anniversary of their first sleepover, complete with popcorn and soda. They'd even managed to keep the tradition alive during college, syncing up their movie nights over video calls.

Their conversations were peppered with inside jokes that only they understood. References to that canoe incident, playful teasing about Wren's perpetual tardiness, and quoting obscure lines from their favorite childhood movies were all part of their unique language. To anyone else, their banter might have seemed cryptic, but to Noah and Wren, it was a testament to their shared history.

Noah’s meticulous planning balanced Wren's spontaneity. He was the one who made sure they didn't miss deadlines or appointments, while she reminded him to loosen up and enjoy the ride. They were like yin and yang, each complementing and completing the other. Though opposites, they fit perfectly together, as if the universe itself had designed them to be a harmonious pair.

Throughout the years, they had been each other’s rock. When Noah's parents went through a tough divorce, Wren was there, offering a listening ear and a shoulder to cry on. And when Wren struggled with self-doubt about her career choices, Noah was the one who reminded her of her worth and potential. They had faced countless challenges together, each one only serving to deepen their bond.

Now, as they prepared for their long-awaited ski trip, the latest in a series of adventures, and to celebrate their winter birthdays, which they both loved, Noah couldn’t help but reflect on how lucky he was to have Wren in his life. The ski trip was a new chapter in their ongoing story, another shared experience that would add to their collection of cherished memories.

Noah smiled as he recalled  how years ago, a similar scene played out in Wren's bedroom. The sun was shining brightly outside, promising a perfect day for the beach, but inside, chaos reigned. Noah stood by her door, watching as Wren threw swimsuits, sunscreen, and towels into a bag with her usual lack of urgency.

“Wren, we’re going to miss the best waves!” Noah had said, his voice carrying the same mix of frustration and fondness. He had leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, a smirk playing on his lips. “You know how long it takes to get to the beach, right?”

Wren had looked up from her packing, an innocent smile on her face. “I know, I know. I’m almost done. You know me, I never hurry.”

Noah had shaken his head, unable to hide his amusement. “Yeah, I know. But one of these days, we’re going to miss out on something amazing because you weren’t ready.”

She had laughed, finally zipping up her beach bag. “Well, it’s a good thing you love me for my quirks.”

He had sighed, the tension melting away as he smiled back. “Yeah, I guess I do.”

Back in the present Wren paused her packing and glanced over at Noah with an apologetic smile. "I'm almost done, I promise. You know how I am," she said, shrugging. Her casual demeanor only seemed to annoy him further.

Noah sighed deeply and leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms. "You always say that. And yet, somehow, you're never on time," he retorted. He couldn't help but smile despite his frustration—Wren's quirky nature was part of what he loved about her.

As Wren zipped up her suitcase, she shot him a playful look. "Well, maybe you should just accept that I'm always going to be a bit late. Besides, it's not like the slopes are going anywhere."

Noah chuckled and shook his head. "Fair point. But seriously, we're going to miss the good powder if we don't get a move on."

Wren grabbed her coat and hat, finally ready to go. She walked over to Noah and gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. "Don't worry, we'll make it. And hey, at least you won't have to deal with my crazy packing habits again for a while."

Noah laughed, the tension easing from his shoulders. "You’ve got a point there. Let's just hope the slopes are as forgiving as I am."

Wren grinned and shook her head. "But nothing could be as forgiving as you, Noah."

As they stepped out of the cottage and into the crisp winter air, they were both laughing together. Despite the chaos, Noah couldn't help but feel a sense of nostalgia. He wouldn’t have wanted to be embarking on this adventure with anyone else.
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Three hours later, Wren and Noah arrived at the top of the mountain where the cabin sat overlooking the valley down below. The winding road had led them up the mountainside, with snow glistening in the warm glow of the late afternoon sun. As they ascended, they couldn't help but marvel at the breathtaking landscape, the majestic peaks standing tall and serene. Surprisingly, there wasn't much snow for it being the top of a mountain, but what was there shimmered like a dusting of powdered sugar.

As Wren and Noah stepped out of the Jeep, the winter winds swirled around them, sending an icy chill through their bodies. "Brr," Wren chattered through clenched teeth as she hugged herself tightly. "I really hope this isn’t a preview of how cold it’s going to be when we’re skiing."

Yeah, but Wren, this is a whole new level of cold. Just think of it as an adventure. Besides, we've never skied this mountain before, so it should be fun!"

She shook her head in disbelief. "Adventure? Who the hell are you, Noah? You're the last person who should be talking about adventure... Mr. 'I Have to Plan It All Out.'"

Noah rolled his eyes, a smirk playing on his lips. "Oh, come on, Wren. Just because I like to be prepared doesn't mean I don't know how to have fun. Who do you think organized all those crazy ski trips, anyway?"

Wren shook her head and smirked at him. This was their way—banter born out of love.

"Well, we can stay out here and freeze or get inside where it's warm. Your call," Noah muttered, rubbing his hands together vigorously to regain feeling.

Wren hesitated for a moment, glancing at the snow-covered surroundings before nodding. "Alright, let's go in."

Noah and Wren rushed into the cabin, the door slamming shut behind them with a satisfying thud. The sudden warmth enveloped them like a comforting blanket, a stark contrast to the biting cold outside. Noah exhaled deeply, his breath still visible in the warm air. "Finally," he muttered, rubbing his hands together vigorously to regain feeling.

Wren stood for a moment, taking in the cozy interior. Her cheeks flushed from the cold, she let out a soft sigh of relief. "Thank goodness," she said, her voice barely above a whisper, as she wrapped her arms around herself, savoring the warmth. The unlit fireplace on the far side of the room beckoned them, its emptiness a silent invitation to start a fire. Noah moved quickly, gathering wood and kindling from the nearby stack. As he struck a match and the flames began to dance, the crackling fire soon promised comfort and safety from the unforgiving cold outside.

Noah crouched by the fireplace, extending his hands toward the growing flames. The heat seeped into his fingers, chasing away the lingering chill. He let out a contented sigh, feeling the life return to his cold-numbed hands. Wren watched him for a moment, a small smile playing on her lips. She thought he looked adorable by the fire. With the fire blazing, they finally had a moment to take in their surroundings.

The cabin, though rustic, exuded an inviting warmth and was surprisingly well-stocked. It even featured solar power—a modern touch that ensured they would have electricity despite being high up on the mountain in harsh elements. Noah wandered over to the kitchen area and opened the cabinets, revealing shelves lined with canned goods and essentials.

"Looks like we're set for a while," he remarked, a hint of surprise in his voice.

Wren's eyes wandered as she absorbed the cozy atmosphere. She noticed a door at the back of the cabin and curiosity sparked within her.

Curious, she pushed it open and was greeted by the sight of a small but thriving greenhouse. The room was warm and humid, a stark contrast to the icy world outside. Rows of vegetables and herbs grew in neatly organized plots, their vibrant greens a reassuring sign of sustenance. "Noah, look at this," she called out, her eyes wide with amazement. "We've got fresh produce!"

Noah joined her, equally impressed by the sight. "Who the hell owns this place? This thing is stocked like a prepper would be for Armageddon!" he exclaimed with a grin. "This place just keeps getting better."  She shook her head and laughed.

Continuing their exploration, they discovered another door leading to a root cellar below the cabin. Descending the creaky wooden stairs, they found bins filled with potatoes, carrots, and other root vegetables, all carefully stored for the winter months. Noah picked up a potato and held it up, chuckling. "We're not going to go hungry."

Wren laughed, feeling a sense of relief wash over her. "It's like this place was made for us," she said, a note of wonder in her voice.

Noah smiled as he met Wren's gaze. "Did you know the cabin’s name is Winter’s Hold?"

Wren’s smile mirrored his. "Winter’s Hold... It’s certainly unique and feels so fitting for us. I can’t wait for what’s ahead."

Little did they know, Winter’s Hold referred not only to the cabin itself but to the way winter on the mountaintop tended to trap its visitors inside once the snow began to fall, holding them captive within its icy grasp. The mountainside was notorious for sudden snowstorms that would blanket the area in thick, impassable layers, leaving unsuspecting visitors stranded until the thaw. It was a sign of things to come.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter 3



[image: ]




Inside, the fire crackled warmly, casting a soft, flickering glow that danced across the cabin's wooden interior. The heat radiated from the hearth, pushing back the chill from the blustery winds that howled just outside. The scent of burning pine filled the air. Firewood was stacked neatly against the wall of the fireplace, dry and ready to feed the hungry flames. Outside, a larger supply lay tucked away in a sturdy shed, safe from the capricious mountain weather. 

The cabin, aptly named Winter's Hold, stood as a fortress against the elements. Though the storm had yet to arrive, the air was thick with the promise of its imminent fury. The wind’s whispers carried the message of a coming blizzard, a reminder that in this remote haven, one must always be prepared for nature's wrath. As the day drew to a close, the cozy interior of Winter’s Hold offered a sanctuary of warmth and comfort, a steadfast refuge in the face of the approaching tempest.

Wren shuddered as the wind howled outside against the windows. A chill ran down her spine.

Inside, Noah and Wren sat cuddled by the fire, sipping hot cocoa and reflecting upon their journey here. The warm, sweet beverage was a welcome comfort after the arduous trek up the mountain. Their eyes met briefly, sharing a silent understanding of the challenges they had faced and the serenity they had now found in Winter’s Hold. Outside, the wind continued to howl, but within the cabin's sturdy walls, they felt safe and secure. The crackling fire, the cozy ambiance, and the promise of a fierce storm on the horizon made their moments together even more precious. As the flames danced in the hearth, their thoughts turned to the adventures that lay ahead, knowing that, for now, they had found their refuge.

Wren sighed contented. “I’m so glad we made it here, Noah. It looks like it is going to storm.”

Noah nodded his head in agreement. “I know it does. To be honest, I don’t know how bad the weather will get, but I am glad that you are here with me,” he said as he put his arm around Wren as she laid her head on his shoulder.
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