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The forecast had promised bluebird skies and champagne powder, the kind of crisp winter perfection that made Aspen a billionaire’s playground. But Clara Moreau had learned long ago that the forecast, like people, often lied.

Her stilettos clicked against the polished concrete of the private terminal as she checked her phone for the fifth time in ten minutes. Her assistant had texted an hour ago: “Storm grounded your plane. No flights out today. Sorry!” Followed by an emoji Clara found particularly insulting—a sunshine face with sunglasses.

She exhaled through her nose and looked out at the bleak, greying sky beyond the tarmac. Snow was falling fast, thick flakes swirling like ash from a distant fire. Her jet sat useless behind a wall of glass, its sleek frame promising nothing but grounded luxury. No escape, no onward journey.

Clara’s coat, a tailored black wool number from a Paris designer who preferred not to dress Americans, clung to her as she stepped toward the terminal’s concierge desk. Behind her, the doors whooshed open and closed again, letting in a gust of cold air and the sound of boots crunching in fresh snow.

“Excuse me,” she said crisply to the man behind the desk. “I need a rental car. Something with four-wheel drive.”

He looked at her over half-moon glasses. “You’re heading out in this?”

“I don’t like being stranded.”

He blinked. “Ma’am, there’s a cyclone warning for the coastline. Major roads are closing up. If you’re thinking of heading east or south, I’d wait it out.”

“I wasn’t asking for your advice. Just the keys.”

A pause. He reached behind him and held up a set of keys. “Silver Tahoe. Tank’s full. Try not to die.”

Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Charming.”

It took her five hours to reach the coast — a drive that should’ve taken three. Snow gave way to slush, then rain. Angry, relentless rain that blurred the windshield and turned the winding coastal road into a slick ribbon of unpredictability. The last twenty minutes were nerve-shredding, her knuckles white on the wheel as the wind howled like a living thing around the SUV.

She passed a flickering sign for a town she didn’t recognize — Mira Cove — and saw a structure ahead, warm light spilling onto the soaked road.

The Driftwood Inn, said the sign in cursive blue neon, one letter missing.

She pulled in. Not because it looked appealing. Because it was there.

The lobby smelled of cedar and something faintly sweet — maybe vanilla pipe tobacco. It wasn’t luxury, but it wasn’t awful either. Wooden beams, an old upright piano in the corner, a chalkboard menu promising clam chowder and “warm pie.” A large golden retriever lay sprawled beside the fire, tail thumping lazily as she stepped in.

From behind the counter, a man stood.

And he wasn’t what she expected.

Not in the slightest.

He was tall, with sun-browned skin and the kind of build that hinted at old athleticism — broad shoulders, forearms dusted with faint freckles. A faded navy sweater clung to his torso, sleeves pushed up, revealing veins that twisted like river paths along his arms. His hair was too long to be neat but too short to be careless — just enough to run fingers through. And his eyes...

His eyes were storm-coloured. Grey with something darker underneath.

“Storm chaser or stranded traveller?” he asked.

Clara lifted a brow. “Does it matter?”

He chuckled. “Just making conversation. You're dripping on the floor.”

She glanced down at her boots, which left tiny puddles in their wake.

“Do you have a room?”

“Only if you like salt-stained windows and a view of the sea trying to eat the coastline.”

“I’ve stayed in worse.”

“I doubt that.” He paused, then offered a hand. “Aidan Wolfe. I own the place.”

She hesitated, then shook it. His grip was warm and calloused. Real.

“Clara.”

“Just Clara?”

“For now.”

Aidan grinned. “Mysterious. I like it.”

The room was small but warm. A single window faced the churning sea, and the wind pressed against the glass like a hand wanting in. She tossed her suitcase onto the bed, peeled off her coat, and sat on the edge, letting her spine curve, her head fall into her hands.

She’d escaped the city, sure. But not the weight.

Her name was still in headlines. Her face still frozen in judgment on magazine covers. Manhattan’s Ice Queen Lawyer Breaks Another Marriage. No one cared what happened behind closed doors. No one knew the bruises her client had hidden. Or how Clara had pushed that woman to leave before the next “accident” happened.

But justice wasn’t sexy. Scandal was.

She stripped out of her blouse, unfastened her slacks, and stood in her lingerie before the small radiator. The mirror on the far wall reflected her — bare-shouldered, pale, perfect posture. A woman who’d built walls and kept them standing.

Even when she’d wanted them to fall.

Later, in the inn’s cozy dining area, she sat with a glass of red wine, half-listening to the fire crackle. Only a few other guests, all locals, sat scattered at tables, hunched over steaming bowls. Aidan appeared from the kitchen, carrying a plate of what looked — and smelled — like roasted fish and lemon potatoes.

“Hungry?”

She arched a brow. “Is that on the menu?”

“Nope. Made too much. You look like someone who skipped lunch.”

“I didn’t come here to be psychoanalyzed.”

“Too bad,” he said, setting it down. “It’s on the house. Eat.”

She stared at the plate, then at him. “You always this... forceful?”

He leaned in slightly, voice low. “Only with people who look like they forgot how to take care of themselves.”

The silence hung for a beat too long.

Then she picked up a fork.

She woke to the sound of wind slamming against the window. Rain lashed the roof like thrown gravel, and somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once — sharp and urgent. Clara rose, pulled the heavy curtain back, and stared into the storm.

Darkness.

Raw, elemental violence.

But down below, a figure moved along the edge of the beach, coat flapping in the gale. Aidan.

Why the hell was he out there?

She grabbed her coat and boots without thinking, pulling them on with practiced speed. Down the stairs. Out the door.

The air slapped her hard, cold and soaked through. She shielded her face and followed the light of a swinging lantern toward the beach.

She found him near the rocks, crouched low, the retriever whimpering beside him. Something small and shivering was curled under a bench, ears pinned back.

A puppy.

“Found him on the road,” Aidan shouted over the wind. “Too scared to move.”

Without thinking, Clara dropped to her knees, hands reaching for the trembling animal.

“Hey,” she murmured. “It’s okay. You’re safe.”

The puppy whimpered but crawled into her arms.

They stood there, soaked, wind ripping at them, the sea crashing behind.

She looked up at Aidan.

And something passed between them. No words. Just heat.

Not from the storm.

From the pull.

Back inside, the puppy was bundled in an old towel by the fire. Clara sat close, fingers trailing absently through damp fur. Aidan handed her a dry sweatshirt, and for the first time in hours, she smiled.

“Thanks.”

“You’re good with him.”

She shrugged. “I like dogs. People are harder.”

He sat across from her, elbows on his knees. “Yeah. People have secrets. Dogs just want to be warm.”

She sipped her wine. “And fed.”

“And touched.”

Their eyes met. Held.

He didn’t look away.

Neither did she.

She stayed up long after the others went to bed. The storm still raged outside, but the fire had settled into embers, soft and glowing. She stood to leave, gathering the puppy in her arms.

“You’re welcome to sleep in the lounge if you want,” Aidan said from the doorway.

“Why would I?”

He leaned against the frame. “Because sometimes it’s easier to rest where things feel safe. And warm.”

She walked past him slowly, the puppy yawning in her arms.

But at the turn of the stairs, she stopped. Looked back.

“Are you always this perceptive?”

“No. Just with women who lie to themselves.”

Something uncoiled inside her. She didn’t like it. Didn’t hate it either.

“I’m not lying.”

He gave her a look that said he knew better.

And suddenly, she didn’t want to go upstairs.

She didn’t want distance.

But she did.

Because that line — the one between comfort and craving — it was already blurring. And she was dangerously close to stepping over.

Clara didn’t go back to sleep.

She tried. She’d laid the puppy down on the end of the bed, slipped under the crisp cotton sheets, and closed her eyes. But sleep wouldn’t come. Not with the storm. Not with the way her body still buzzed from the look Aidan had given her — the way his voice, low and grounded, had wrapped around her ribcage like rope and stayed there.

So, she threw on the oversized sweatshirt he’d given her — it smelled like pine and salt — and padded barefoot down the stairs, careful not to wake the few others tucked into rooms around the inn.

The fire was down to a low glow. The rain had softened, no longer violent but persistent, like a steady breath against the world.

And he was there.

Not in the shadows. But leaning back in the same chair by the hearth, a book open in his lap. He didn’t flinch when she approached.

“You again,” he murmured without looking up.

“You left your mark.” She tugged at the hem of the sweatshirt. “It’s criminally comfortable.”

He closed the book. “I know a good thing when I find it.”

His voice lingered in the air — not flirtation exactly. Something heavier. Something that pressed behind her knees and made her pulse jump.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she said.

“Storm keeping you up?”

She shook her head. “Something else.”

He looked at her now, eyes locking with hers in that slow, deliberate way that told her he saw too much. Far too much.

“What is it?” he asked, softer now.

Clara hesitated. Her instinct was always to deflect, deflect, deflect. But there was something disarming about the space between them. The silence of the inn. The storm. Him.

“Do you know what it’s like,” she said quietly, “to be good at something... and hate yourself for it?”

He didn’t answer. Just watched her.

“I’m a divorce lawyer,” she said. “One of the best. High net-worth, Manhattan elites. Men with power, women with broken bones hidden under Chanel scarves.”

She ran a hand through her hair. “I help them leave. I do it well. But people don’t cheer for women who burn it all down. They think we’re ice queens. Man-haters. Homewreckers.”

Aidan stood slowly and walked toward her. His presence filled the room before he even touched her — warm, silent, magnetic.

“Let me guess,” he said. “You help people leave. But no one ever taught you how to stay.”

Her throat tightened.

“Exactly.”

He was close now — a breath away. His fingers reached out and tucked a strand of damp hair behind her ear. It was such a small thing, and yet it felt intimate in a way sex never had. That should’ve scared her.

Instead, she leaned into it.

“You think you’ve got me all figured out?” she asked.

“I don’t need to.” His thumb traced lightly along her cheek. “I can feel the walls. I know what it means when someone builds them this high.”

Her heart thudded.

He wasn’t trying to charm her. He wasn’t playing games.

He was seeing her.

And for someone who’d made a career out of never being seen — who stayed buttoned up and controlled and cold — that felt more dangerous than undressing completely.

“I don’t know what I’m doing here,” she whispered.

“You don’t need to.”

And then — slowly, carefully — he dipped his head, brushing his lips against her temple. Not her mouth. Not yet. Just the edge of her hairline, where the skin was soft and forgotten.

It wrecked her.

She inhaled sharply, and when he pulled back, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to slap him or drag him closer.

“I should go upstairs,” she said, though her body leaned forward, not back.

“You should,” he said.

But neither of them moved.

Ten minutes later, she sat on the sailboat.

He’d led her there without a word, through the back path behind the inn, down to the small pier where his boat was moored. The wind had calmed just enough to make it bearable. The sky was charcoal, the sea black glass.

“Do you always bring stray women to your boat in the middle of the night?” she asked, arms crossed.

“Only the ones I want to know better.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Know in what way?”

“Every way.”

The words landed between them like a match tossed into dry kindling.

“I don’t do this,” she said. “Whatever this is.”

“I don’t either,” he said. “But here we are.”

She stepped forward. He didn’t move.

“I’m not the girl you save.”

“Good. I’m not trying to save you.”

Clara reached out, her fingers brushing the edge of his jaw. She felt the roughness of stubble, the heat of his skin. He let her touch him. Let her come closer.

And then — finally — their mouths met.

It wasn’t sweet.

It was slow, yes. But heavy. Curious. Like he wanted to learn her, taste every sharp edge. His hand slid to the base of her spine, fingers pressing gently as he deepened the kiss. She arched into him, startled by the heat building in her lower belly. Her entire body trembled — not from cold, but anticipation. Need.

When he pulled back, her lips were parted, breath shaky.
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