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For those who stay,

and those who find their way back.
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“There is a crack in everything.

That’s how the light gets in.”

— Leonard Cohen
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Ashes and Embers
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‘It was a dark and stormy night,’ I type for the fifth time tonight.  I’m not sure if I’m channeling my inner detective or the storm that’s raging outside, but that is not how I was going to start my next novel.  And I’m in the perfect place to write this.  A stone cabin in the middle of the woods, a creek bubbling through the yard, a huge fireplace crackling away.  Romance is in the air.  

The cabin sat a mile outside a town so small it didn’t have a stoplight — just a single yellow bulb that blinked like it couldn’t be bothered to turn red or green.

Main Street was three blocks of brick and peeling paint: a diner with the best pie in the county, a hardware store that sold more gossip than nails, and a tiny library that doubled as the post office. The last time I’d come in for stamps, Mrs. Holcomb at the front desk had asked if I was “still writing those stories.” She meant my novels. Everyone in town knew I was a writer, but they assumed my books were light romances with happy endings. Not... whatever it was I actually wrote.

If you bought a cup of coffee at Maggie’s Café, the owner remembered your order for the rest of your life — along with your business, your bad dates, and who you’d been seen with in the produce aisle at Miller’s General Store.

It was charming, in the way old postcards are charming: a little faded, a little nosy, and utterly incapable of keeping a secret. Which was fine — I liked my privacy. It’s why I booked the cabin in the first place.

Sitting alone in the one room log cabin, deep in the woods I turn my attention from my writing, focusing on the flames dancing in the fireplace.  I’m trying to keep my mind off of why I’m here alone, writing, instead of on the romantic weekend getaway that I’d planned.  If he doesn’t want to be here with me, he’s not worth the space in my thoughts.  I’m a strong, independent woman.  I can enjoy being here on my own.  Oh wow.  I even sound cheesy to myself today.  I need to stop reading so many self-help books.  

As I sip my wine, I imagine all of the ways that I can write him off through the pages of my next novel.  A novel he doesn’t even know I’m writing.  Hell, he doesn’t know I’ve written any novels.  He’s never made the connection between Q.R. Westin and Quinn West.  That should have told me something right there.  Well, that’s enough of that.  I’m better off this way.  Topping off my wine, I turn back to the pile of words that I’ve managed to get onto paper so far.  

Suddenly, I hear a noise outside that doesn’t sound like the storm.  Is that a motorbike?  Who’d be out on a bike in this weather?  Wait...  Who’d be out here in any weather?  I’m 20 minutes at the end of a dirt road to nowhere.  The noise stops, and the front door of the cabin creaks open.  I freeze, not sure what to do.  There’s an intruder in the cabin.  I can’t even call for help.  My phone’s in the bedroom.  Even if it wasn’t, there’s no service here.  I’m torn between fear and praying that it’s not Tom (aka ‘him’) deciding to join me.  Then, someone walks into the room.

“Carter?” I whispered.

The name felt strange in my mouth—half a question, half an accusation.

The storm rattled the cabin windows as he stepped inside, tall and rain-slick.  A ghost I’d never thought I’d see again.
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Ghosts in the Rain
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The storm outside roared louder, as if nature itself was reacting to the name I’d just whispered.

Carter Hayes.

My heart thudded in my chest, a mix of fear, disbelief, and something dangerously close to hope.

The door creaked open wider, revealing a silhouette soaked from the rain. Leather jacket. Tall frame. That unmistakable way he stood—like he owned the room without trying. My breath caught, my fingers tightening around the stem of my wine glass until it pressed into my skin.

“Quinn?” His voice was rough, deeper than I remembered, the low rumble sliding through me like heat against cold skin.

I stood, wine sloshing dangerously close to the rim. “What are you doing here?”

He stepped inside, dripping water onto the hardwood floor, eyes scanning the cabin like it was a memory come to life. The leather clung dark to his shoulders, rain-slick and molded to the shape I’d once known by heart.

“I wasn’t sure you’d be here,” he said, voice steady but edged with something unspoken. “I took a chance.”

“You took a chance?” I echoed, incredulous. “You show up in the middle of a storm, at a cabin no one knows about, after—what? Five years?”

“Four,” he corrected softly. “Ibiza was four years ago.”

I hated that he remembered. I hated that I remembered—the way the sun hit his skin, the taste of salt and wine on his lips, the way we’d danced like the world was ending. My body still knew those nights, tucked away like contraband in the dark.

“I didn’t come to stir things up,” he said, taking a cautious step forward. Even that small movement brought the scent of wet leather and rain-warmed skin into the space between us. “I just... I needed to see you.”

My mind flicked, unhelpfully, to the way this would play out in town—if anyone knew.

A motorcycle tearing down Main Street in the middle of a storm would be news. Mrs. Holcomb would lean over her pie at the diner and tell anyone who’d listen about the “stranger in black leather, dripping wet, probably trouble.” By lunch, Maggie at the café would be adding foam hearts to my latte “for your visitor.”

The thought made my stomach knot. Not because I cared what they thought—this was a town where everyone knew your business whether you told them or not—but because I wasn’t sure yet what I thought.

I backed up instinctively, bumping into the edge of the couch. “Why now?”

He hesitated, then reached inside his jacket. My gaze followed the motion, my mind betraying me with memories of the last time I’d watched him peel leather from his shoulders.

When his hand emerged, it wasn’t with something dangerous. It was worse—a worn paperback.

My heart stopped. The Storm Between Us, by Q.R. Westin.

“I read this,” he said. “Twice. I knew it was you.”

I stared at the book, stunned. “You read my work?”

“I’ve read everything you’ve published,” he said, his gaze locking on mine. “I’ve been following you for years, Quinn. I didn’t know how to reach out. Until I saw the dedication in your last book.”

To the one who taught me how to burn.

“You think that was about you?” I asked, my voice tighter than I meant.

“I know it was.” His tone wasn’t cocky—it was certain, like he could still feel the burn too.
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Sparks and Storms
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The fire hissed as a log shifted, sending a spray of embers upward. Carter stood just inside the doorway, still dripping onto the floor, clutching my book like it was some kind of lifeline.

I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly aware of the chill in the room—or maybe it was the chill between us. My pulse hadn’t slowed since he’d said my name.

“You read my books,” I said slowly, still trying to process it. “All this time?”

He nodded, stepping closer. Water clung to him in small rivulets, running down over the sharp lines of his jaw, disappearing into the collar of his shirt. “I wasn’t sure it was you at first. But the way you wrote... the way you described that weekend in The Storm Between Us—I knew. No one else could’ve written that.”

I swallowed hard. That book had been my most personal. I’d poured every ounce of longing, regret, and passion into it. And now the man who inspired it was standing in my cabin, looking at me like he could still taste the parts of me I’d left on the page.

“I didn’t write it for you,” I said, voice low.

“I know,” he said. “But it felt like you were talking to me anyway.”

I turned away, pretending to fuss with the fire. The heat from the flames kissed my skin, but it didn’t hold a candle to the awareness prickling up my spine. “You left, Carter. No note. No call. Just gone.”

“I had to,” he said. “It wasn’t about you. It was... complicated.”

I laughed bitterly. “It’s always complicated, isn’t it?”

He stepped closer, and I felt the warmth of him at my back, his presence wrapping around me before he even touched me. “I never stopped thinking about you, Quinn. I never stopped wanting to explain.”

I turned to face him, and for a moment, we just stared at each other. The storm outside was relentless, but inside, everything was still—except for the pounding of my heart and the slow, steady pull between us.

“You don’t get to just show up and expect me to fall back into your arms,” I said.

“I don’t expect anything,” he said softly. “But I’m here. And I’m not leaving until you tell me to.”

I hated how much I wanted him to stay. My fingers tightened around the glass in my hand, not because I needed the drink, but because I needed something to keep me grounded.

“Fine,” I said finally, stepping back to put space between us I didn’t really want. “You can dry off. There’s a towel in the bathroom. And don’t drip on my manuscript.”

He smiled, that crooked grin that used to undo me in half a second. “Yes, ma’am.”

He disappeared down the hall, and for a moment, the only sounds were the storm and the fire.

The bathroom door clicked shut, and the sound of running water filled the small cabin. I exhaled hard, setting my glass down on the mantle before my hands could shake the stem right off it.

Before I could overthink it, I snatched my phone from the coffee table and hit Lila’s number.

She picked up on the second ring. “You never call me at—”

“He’s here,” I blurted.

There was a pause, then a sharp inhale. “What do you mean he’s here? Who’s he?”

“Who do you think?” I hissed. “Carter. As in Carter Carter. As in standing in my living room, soaking wet, holding my book like he’s about to ask me to sign it.”

“Oh my God.” Her voice pitched higher, half panic, half fascination. “Okay, first—are you okay? Do you need me to call the police? Or an exorcist?”

I paced in front of the fire, lowering my voice even though the shower was still going. “No police. He’s... not threatening. Just—God, Lila—he read The Storm Between Us and knew it was about him.”

“You told me no one would ever figure it out!”

“I thought no one would!” I stopped pacing, pressing a hand to my forehead. “And now he’s in my bathroom. Drying off.”

“Oh, so we’re talking shirtless Carter in close proximity. Fantastic. I’ll get popcorn.”

“Not funny.”

“It’s a little funny,” she said, though I could hear the protective edge in her tone. “Do you want me to come up there? Because I will grab my keys and drive through a hurricane if I have to.”

I glanced toward the hallway, the steam beginning to curl out from under the door. “No. Just... stay on standby. If you don’t hear from me in an hour, assume I’ve either murdered him or—”

“Or what?”

“Or made a mistake,” I admitted.

Silence. Then, softly, “Quinn, be careful. You still have pieces of yourself healing.”

“I know.” My voice caught. “But he’s here, Lila. And I don’t know what that means yet.”

“Well, figure it out with your clothes on,” she said dryly. “Call me tomorrow. I want every detail.”

“Bye, Lila.”

“Stay alive, Quinn.”

I hung up just as the bathroom door creaked open.
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Dripping Shadows

[image: ]




I heard the faint creak of the bathroom door and the sound of bare footsteps on wood.

When I looked up, Carter was framed in the hallway, towel slung low around his neck, his hair still damp and curling at the ends. The leather jacket was gone. So was his shirt.

For a moment, I forgot how to breathe.

He’d pulled on one of my old hoodies—navy blue, soft with age—and it hung differently on him, stretched across his shoulders, the hem skimming the waistband of his jeans. The sleeves were shoved up to his forearms, revealing the tan skin I remembered tasting under a hotter sun. It was intimate in a way I hadn’t prepared for—like he’d already left fingerprints on my space just by wearing something that had once been mine.

“Thanks,” he said, running the towel through his hair one last time before tossing it over the back of a chair. “Your bathroom’s exactly how I remember it.”

I arched a brow. “You’ve never been to this cabin.”

He paused, then smiled faintly. “Then maybe I’m remembering you.”

The words landed low, deep.

I looked back to the fire, pretending I wasn’t rattled. “The couch is yours if you’re staying. There’s an extra blanket in the trunk by the wall.”

He didn’t go to the couch. Instead, he crossed the room with that same unhurried confidence, stopping close enough that the faint scent of my soap clung to him—warm skin and something unmistakably male beneath it. The air between us seemed to narrow, thickening.

“It’s still raining hard,” he said. “Feels like the kind of night for a fire and... a truce.”

I met his eyes, the flicker of flame catching there. “We’ve never been good at truces.”

His smile tilted, a dangerous softness creeping in. “Maybe we’ve never tried.”

The pause stretched, my pulse matching the storm’s rhythm outside. Every instinct told me to step back, but my body stayed rooted—drawn to the heat radiating off him.

Finally, I moved first, tossing another log onto the fire just so I could look away. “Fine. A truce. For tonight.”

His gaze lingered on me for a beat longer before he stepped back, voice dropping to something that brushed over my skin like a touch. “For tonight,” he agreed.

I settled back onto the couch, pulling the blanket over my lap. But even from across the room, I could feel him. The storm outside might have been the one rattling the windows, but it wasn’t the one making it hard to breathe.
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The Truth About Tom
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The fire had burned low, casting a soft amber glow across the cabin. Outside, the storm had quieted to a whisper, like the world was holding its breath. Carter sat across from me, his towel now draped over the back of the chair, his clothes drying slowly in the heat.

I poured myself another glass of wine, then hesitated before offering him one. He accepted with a quiet “thanks,” his fingers brushing mine as he took the glass—just long enough to send a quick, sharp pulse through me.

We sat in silence, sipping, watching the flames, but the air between us wasn’t calm. It was tight, humming, like something waiting to happen.

“You said you read all my books,” I said finally.

He nodded. “Every single one. I could see you in them. Even when you tried to hide.”

I gave a dry laugh. “I didn’t try very hard.”

“No,” he said. “You wrote like someone bleeding onto the page.”

The words lodged somewhere deep, raw. “Tom never read a single one.”

His brow furrowed. “Tom?”

“My ex,” I said. “The one who was supposed to be here this weekend.”

There were things I wasn’t telling him. But I could feel it—he had his own shadows. Everyone carries the unseen, the parts they don’t hand over easily.

Understanding flickered in his eyes. “He didn’t show?”

I shook my head. “He said he needed space. That he wasn’t ready for something serious. I booked this cabin thinking it would be a turning point. Instead, it was just another ending.”

Carter leaned forward, elbows on his knees, the movement pulling his hoodie taut across his chest, hinting at the solid frame beneath. “I’m sorry.”

I shrugged, trying to sound unaffected. “It’s fine. I should’ve seen it coming. He never asked about my writing. Never asked about my past. He liked the version of me that smiled and nodded and didn’t ask for too much.”

“That’s not you,” Carter said.

“No,” I agreed. “It’s not.”

He was quiet for a moment, then said, “You deserve someone who sees all of you. Who wants all of you.”

I looked at him, heart thudding in a way that had nothing to do with the wine. “And you think that’s you?”

“I don’t know,” he said honestly. His gaze dipped, briefly, to the bare skin above my collar. “But I want the chance to find out.”

The fire popped, sending a spark upward before it faded into nothing. I watched it go, wondering if maybe—just maybe—this storm had brought me exactly what I needed.

His eyes caught mine again, holding, lingering. And when he finally spoke, it was soft, but it carried a weight that curled warm in my stomach.

“Do you remember?”
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Do You Remember?
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My pulse kicked hard. “Remember what?”

His lips curved. “Ibiza.”

The storm outside had settled into a steady rhythm, a slow heartbeat against the cabin walls. Carter sat across from me, the towel loose around his shoulders, his damp hair curling slightly at the ends. The firelight carved warm shadows over his face, making him look at once familiar and foreign—like the man in front of me was an echo of the one I’d known.

“I still think about that weekend,” he said quietly.

I didn’t respond. I didn’t have to. My silence was its own confession.

“Ibiza was supposed to be a fling,” he continued, eyes locked on mine. “But it never felt like one.”

I closed my eyes, and the memory came rushing back—sunlight spilling over white sand, the scent of citrus and salt heavy in the warm air. Music pulsed from the beach bars, deep and hypnotic, a second heartbeat that followed us everywhere.

Carter had been reckless and magnetic, with a smile that made me forget every rule I’d set for myself.

We’d met at a weathered bar right on the sand, the kind with chipped paint, rattan chairs, and a bartender who barely glanced at you before pouring something cold and bright into your glass. I’d been nursing a celebration drink—my first book launch was an unmistakable success—when Carter walked in like he belonged everywhere. He caught my eye, smiled like we already had a secret, and ordered two drinks without asking what I wanted.

It was something with lime and rum, tart and sweet, and he slid it across the bar to me with a simple, “You look like you could use this.”

We ended up dancing barefoot on the beach until the stars spilled across the sky. I remember the press of warm sand under my feet, the salty breeze in my hair, and the way his hand at my waist felt like it had always been there—possessive, anchoring.

Later, on the walk back to my room, he stopped under a flickering streetlight. “I’m going to kiss you now,” he’d said—like it was a promise, not a question. And when he did, it was slow at first, a tease, before deepening into something that stole my breath and rewrote my boundaries.

By the time we tumbled into my room, the world outside had vanished. White sheets, tangled limbs, the ocean’s voice through the open balcony door—it all blurred into the memory of him. He moved like a man who knew exactly how to worship a body, unhurried, deliberate, making every kiss feel like a question and every touch an answer. I’d never felt so seen, so claimed, so... memorized.

It wasn’t just the physical. It was the way he’d pause to look at me, like he was committing every curve, every breath, every sound I made to memory. Like I was a revelation he was afraid to wake from.

“I remember the way you looked at me,” I said now, my voice barely above a whisper. “Like you saw something no one else did.”

“I did,” he said. “I still do.”

I opened my eyes. He was watching me—not with hunger exactly, but with something deeper. Something dangerous.

“You left without saying goodbye,” I said. “I woke up and you were gone.”

“I got a call,” he said. “Family emergency. I had to fly out. I left a note with the front desk, but I guess you never got it.”

I blinked, the words catching in my chest. “You left a note?”

He nodded. “I thought you’d hate me. I didn’t know how to reach you after that. I didn’t even know your real name.”

I stared at him, the pieces shifting in my mind. All these years, I’d believed he’d simply walked away. But maybe... maybe he hadn’t.

“I tried to forget you,” I said. “I wrote you out of my life. Literally.”

He smiled sadly. “You wrote me into your books.”

I looked away, heart pounding. “That was therapy.”

“Then let me be your closure,” he said. “Or your second chance.”

The fire crackled between us, warm and wild. And for the first time in years, I didn’t feel alone.
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The Air Between Us
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The images of Ibiza still clung to me—his hands on my hips under the white-gold moonlight, the salt on his lips, the sound of the ocean folding in on itself. I could still feel the phantom weight of his gaze, like he was seeing past my skin, down to the parts of me I didn’t let anyone else touch.

When I opened my eyes, Carter was still watching me. No—studying me. The same way he had in that cramped hotel bed years ago, like he was memorizing the details for a moment when he knew I wouldn’t be there.

The cabin was quiet except for the occasional gust of wind rattling the windows. The firelight made the shadows breathe across the walls. My pulse was loud in my ears, and every breath seemed to pull his scent closer—woodsmoke, rain, and the faint trace of my soap clinging to his skin.

“I don’t know what to do with this,” I admitted, my voice softer than I meant it to be.

His head tilted slightly. “With what?”

“With you. With... remembering.”

He didn’t move closer, but the space between us felt thinner, warmer. “You could stop fighting it.”

I laughed, but it was a weak, breathless sound. “You make it sound so simple.”

“Maybe it is.” His eyes flicked to my mouth for half a second—so quick I might have imagined it. Or maybe he wanted me to see. “Or maybe it’s complicated as hell. Either way, I’m not going anywhere tonight.”

That shouldn’t have comforted me. But it did.

The wind rose, a sharp whine against the cabin walls. The flames guttered in the hearth before flaring again. My body was tense, my mind pulling in two directions—one toward safety, the other toward danger that felt too much like desire.

Carter leaned back, stretching his legs out toward the fire, the movement pulling his hoodie against his chest in a way that made me remember what was under it. “Still thinking about throwing me out?”

“Every five minutes,” I said.

“And?”

“And...” I swallowed, hating the truth of it. “I keep talking myself out of it.”

His smile was slow, not smug. “That’s progress.”

The lights flickered once—twice—before steadying again. I glanced at them, unease curling in my stomach. This far out in the woods, a bad storm could cut power for hours.

“Storm’s getting worse,” he said, like he could read my thoughts. “We’ll ride it out.”

I looked at him, the words like we did in Ibiza forming in my mind but staying trapped behind my teeth. Because that was the problem. I wasn’t sure I could survive riding this out without losing something in the process.

Then, as if the sky wanted to prove me right, the wind screamed and the lights flickered again.

This time, they didn’t come back on.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Cabin Fever
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The wind howled outside, rattling the cabin windows like an angry warning. Branches scraped across the roof in a low, screeching rhythm that made the hairs on my arms rise. The fire burned in the hearth, steady but restless, its glow dancing shadows across the walls. Every crackle felt fragile—like the storm might blow straight through the walls and snuff it out.

I glanced at the clock—just past midnight—when the lights flickered once, twice... and died.

Darkness swallowed the room whole.

For a moment, the silence was absolute, except for the storm’s unrelenting roar and the steady hiss-pop of the fire. Then the heater sighed to a stop, leaving behind a hollow, creeping cold.

“Great,” I muttered into the dark, pushing up from the couch and feeling my way toward the drawer where I kept the candles. The cabin floor groaned under my steps. Carter’s silhouette moved with quiet precision—closer than I’d realized—his presence as tangible as the walls around us, outlined faintly by the firelight.

“Do you have a flashlight?” he asked, voice low, the dark making it sound closer, warmer.

“Somewhere,” I said, my fingers fumbling until they closed around cool glass. “But the candles are more romantic, don’t you think?”

A soft scrape, the strike of a match, and then light bloomed between us. The tiny flame chased the shadows back just enough to reveal his face—lit in gold, his eyes locked on mine. Behind him, the hearth glowed steady, a second pulse of light anchoring us against the storm. In that twin glow, he didn’t look like the man who’d left. He looked like the one who’d kissed me under a foreign sky.

“Is that what this is?” he asked.

I didn’t answer. My pulse was too loud in my ears.

The temperature began to fall without the hum of the heater, though the fire gave what warmth it could. I wrapped a blanket around my shoulders and handed another to him. He took it, but didn’t step back.

“You’re shivering,” he said.

“I’m fine.”

He moved closer, so close the candlelight and the firelight slid together over the line of his jaw and the edge of his mouth. “You don’t have to be.”

The blanket felt suddenly too thin. The air between us was charged—like the moment before lightning splits the sky. His scent—leather, rain, and something darker—wrapped around me.
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