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Chapter One: Checked In, Checked Out
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Holly Anders arrived at the Arctic Circle with a suitcase full of jumpers, a carefully curated emotional numbness, and one very specific plan.

Disappear.

Not dramatically. Not in a running away to Paris kind of way. Just... quietly. Into snow. Into pine scented air. Into a place where nobody knew her, or her breakup, or the way December had turned into a month long reminder of everything she had lost.

The North Pole Inn looked like something drawn by someone who believed in happy endings.

A small timber lodge tucked between snow laden pines, fairy lights threaded along the eaves like glowing stitches, smoke curling from a stone chimney. Reindeer stood patiently near a wooden fence, as if waiting for cues. Somewhere inside, the smell of spices drifted out into the cold, warm and comforting and unfairly festive.

Holly tightened her scarf and told herself not to cry over an inn.

“You can do this,” she muttered, hauling her suitcase across the crunching snow. “Three nights. Silence. Hot drinks. No surprises.”

The bell above the door jingled cheerfully when she stepped inside, and warmth rushed to meet her like an embrace she was not ready for.

The lobby was small but perfect. Soft lamps. Wooden beams. A crackling fire. A shelf of mismatched mugs. Somewhere a radio played a gentle instrumental carol that did not try too hard.

Behind the counter stood an elderly woman with silver hair braided neatly down her back, wearing a thick red cardigan and a smile that felt earned.

“You must be Holly,” she said. “Welcome. You made it just in time. Storm’s coming.”

Holly nodded, brushing snow from her coat. “That’s what I was hoping for.”

The woman chuckled. “Most people hope to avoid being snowed in.”

“Not me.”

The innkeeper slid a brass key across the counter. “You’re in Room Three. Firewood is already stacked. Glögi at six. Dinner at seven if the power holds.”

Holly hesitated, then asked the question she had been carrying since Helsinki. “I’m the only guest, right?”

The woman paused.

Just long enough.

“Well,” she said carefully, “almost.”

Holly’s stomach tightened. “Almost?”

The bell jingled again behind her.

Cold air rushed in. Boots hit the floor. A familiar voice said, low and surprised, “You have got to be kidding me.”

Holly closed her eyes.

She knew that voice.

She would recognise it in a crowd. In a dream. In the quiet moments right before sleep when her brain betrayed her with memories of laughter and late night talks and promises scribbled on the backs of receipts.

She turned slowly.

Gabe Solberg stood a few feet away, snow dusting his dark hair, scarf half undone, looking exactly the same and entirely different all at once.

Taller than she remembered. Or maybe she was just standing straighter now. His jacket was worn in that comfortable way she used to love. His eyes were the same impossible blue, sharp with disbelief.

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved.

Then he laughed. Once. Short and incredulous. “Of all the places in the world.”

Holly found her voice somewhere near her ribs. “I could say the same.”

The innkeeper cleared her throat gently. “You know each other.”

“No,” Holly said quickly.

“Yes,” Gabe said at the same time.

They looked at each other.

“No,” Holly repeated. “We used to.”

The woman smiled as if this were exactly the kind of thing that happened in December. “Well. Then this will be interesting.”

Holly turned back to the counter. “I was told I’d be alone.”

“You will be,” the innkeeper said. “Mostly. The inn is small. Rooms are private. Storm permitting.”

Gabe stepped closer, lowering his voice. “What are you doing here, Holly?”

She met his gaze, refusing to flinch. “Healing.”

He huffed. “Of course you are.”

“And you?” she shot back. “Chasing Christmas miracles?”

Something flickered across his face. Regret, maybe. Or exhaustion. “I’m working.”

“At the North Pole,” she said flatly.

He shrugged. “Client retreat. Remote. Quiet.”

She laughed before she could stop herself. “You hate quiet.”

“I learned to tolerate it.”

The radio crackled. The lights flickered once. Twice.

The innkeeper frowned. “Storm’s moving faster than forecast.”

As if summoned, the wind howled outside, rattling the windows. Snow lashed sideways. The fairy lights dimmed, then steadied.

Holly exhaled slowly. Of course. Of course this was happening.

“Dinner will be early,” the woman said. “And I suggest you both settle in. If the power goes, it may be some time before the road clears.”

Gabe glanced toward the window, then back at Holly. “Looks like fate has a sense of humour.”

“Fate can get in line,” she said. “I’m not in the mood.”

They stood there, two people who knew exactly how to hurt each other, surrounded by twinkling lights and the smell of cinnamon.

The innkeeper handed Gabe his key. “Room Four. Across the hall.”

Holly grabbed her own key and her suitcase. “Good. Plenty of space.”

She turned toward the stairs.

The lights went out.

The fire crackled louder in the sudden darkness. The radio died mid note. For a moment, there was only the storm and the glow of embers.

Then a candle flared to life behind the counter.

“Well,” the innkeeper said calmly. “That didn’t take long.”

Holly swallowed.

Gabe exhaled slowly. “Looks like we’re officially snowed in.”

She met his eyes in the candlelight, her heart doing something traitorous and loud.

“Don’t get comfortable,” she said. “This changes nothing.”

He looked at her for a long moment, softer now. “We’ll see.”

Outside, the snow kept falling.

And somewhere above them, the northern lights waited.
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Chapter Two: The Things We Pretend Not to Need
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Dinner happened by candlelight, which felt like a personal attack.

Holly sat at the small wooden table nearest the fire, hands wrapped around a mug of glögi she absolutely did not need refilled again, while the storm outside threw itself against the windows like it had a vendetta. The inn felt smaller in the dark. Cozier. Trapped in amber light and crackling heat and the smell of roasted vegetables and fresh bread.
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