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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Where the Light Begins

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the

        glory of the Lord rises upon you.”

        Isaiah 60:1 (NIV)

      

      

      Snow curled over the mountain ridge in soft, wandering ribbons. The wind hummed like an old hymn, steady, familiar, and strangely comforting. Eve Harper tightened her grip on the steering wheel and whispered a prayer that rose as naturally as breathing. Under normal circumstances, she wasn’t afraid of winter roads. She was cautious enough to respect them, especially ones that hadn’t seen a salt truck all season. The road in question belonged to a town tucked so far into the mountains that cell service flickered like a half-hearted star.

      Still, she had chosen the assignment herself. A twelve-town tour capturing Christmas traditions across rural North Carolina, documenting the heartfelt holiday stories her publisher swore readers were craving.

      “Something warm, something honest,” her editor had said. “Something that reminds people of what matters.”

      Eve had nodded, smiling, even though something inside her had ached at the phrase. What matters. She used to know what that meant, before David and the phone call and the slow, numbing winter that had followed.

      This trip and this project were supposed to help her find her footing again. The first stop was Holly Ridge. Population small, faith deep, history layered. According to every local she’d emailed, their annual ridge-top star lighting was the heart of their Christmas season.

      “It’s more than a tradition,” one woman had written. “It’s hope.”

      Eve wanted—no, she needed to photograph that. Hope looked different through a lens; sometimes sharper, sometimes softer. Sometimes both.

      A sharp curve loomed out of the swirling snow. Eve gave the brakes a light tap, but the tires slid anyway, whispering across the iced-over asphalt. Her breath caught. The car drifted sideways, slow at first, then with a helpless skid that spun her toward a shallow ditch.

      “Please, please, please,” Eve whispered, but momentum answered for her.

      The car thudded into the drift and stopped at a crooked angle. Silence smothered the engine, her pulse, and the world outside the windows. Snow whirled in the headlights like shaken glitter.

      Eve sat back, heart pounding. The air was too still, too cold. She exhaled a shaky breath.

      “Well,” she murmured, “that was extremely not ideal.”

      She tried reversing, shifting between drive and reverse. The tires spun, digging deeper into the snowbank.

      Of course.

      She reached for her phone. No bars. Not even the hopeful flicker of one. She lifted it toward the windshield and tried again. Nothing.

      “Fantastic,” she said with a breathless laugh that wasn’t quite humor. “Just you, me, and a mountain, Lord. I’m listening if You’re talking.”

      Faint light cut through the snowfall behind her. Headlights. Big ones.

      Eve straightened. A truck slowed, engine rumbling, and pulled up behind her. Relief and nerves tumbled together. Her relief was louder, but her nerves were persistent. Strangers on lonely roads were supposed to be a bad idea, unless they were the reason the story continued.

      The driver stepped out, boots crackling in the compacted, icy snow. White dusted his dark jacket in seconds. His knit toboggan sat low on his brow, and his guarded expression looked carved rather than worn, quiet, steady, and carrying something he didn’t want people to inquire about.

      He approached her window and tapped.

      “You stuck?” The man’s voice was deep and controlled, with a mountain lilt softened by grief or time. She couldn’t tell which.

      Eve lowered the window a few inches. Frigid air swept in.

      “Seems that way. I’m Eve.”

      “Luke.” He gave a small nod.

      “Thank you for stopping.”

      “Didn’t have a choice.” He gestured toward the road. “You’re blocking the one lane that’s not iced over. Good thing no one ever comes out this way.”

      A startled laugh escaped her. He cracked an almost smile and crouched to inspect the front tire.

      “You’re not getting out of that without help,” he said, standing again. Snow collected in his day’s worth of scruff, but it looked good on him. Everything about him appeared capable and steady. He glanced toward her car, then toward the dense trees. “Tow truck won’t make it up this far tonight. Roads aren’t safe.”

      “Oh.” Her shoulders fell. “Is there a hotel I can walk to?”

      “In this storm?” He shook his head, as though amused she even asked. “Closest one’s down the mountain, and that road’s worse than this one. You won’t get far.”

      “So, I’m stuck. Stuck.”

      “Pretty much.” He looked at her again, really looked, and something eased in her chest, like being seen by someone who didn’t rush to fill silence with empty comfort. “I’ve got a cabin just up the ridge. Heat. Generator. Coffee. Much warmer than hiking to town.”

      “You’re offering me a place to stay?”

      “It’s freezing,” he said. “Can’t leave you out here.” No theatrics or flirtation. Just truth spoken as plainly as the snow falling around them.

      Eve nodded. “Let me grab my bag.”

      “Good.” He stepped back. “We’ll walk from here, so wear your boots. Snow’s deep on the trail.”

      She climbed out, breath puffing white, and pulled her camera bag from the backseat with practiced motion. Luke took her duffel in one hand as if it weighed nothing and started toward a narrow path disappearing into the trees.

      His stride was sure and deliberate. She followed, sinking deeper with each step. The forest seemed ancient and protective, muffling the wind as they walked beneath snow-heavy branches. After a few minutes, Eve realized he was walking a step ahead, carving a path for her.

      “Do you rescue stranded photographers often?” she asked.

      “First one this season.”

      “So, it’s seasonal work?”

      That earned her half a smile. “Storms come through here most winters. People don’t always check the forecast.”

      “I did,” she protested.

      “Wrong forecast,” he said.

      She bit back a grin. “Are you always this charming?”

      “No.”

      His honesty startled a laugh out of her, which drew a faint warmth in his eyes, a flicker of something more human than guarded.

      Lights glimmered ahead. A soft amber glow spilled from the porch of a log cabin tucked close against the slope. Smoke curled from the chimney, drifting upward in lazy spirals.

      Luke opened the door and stepped aside.

      Warmth enveloped her. Golden firelight flickered over a cozy living room, a small kitchen, and a workbench lined with wooden stars in various stages of creation. Some were raw, others sanded smooth, several carved with intricate patterns that caught light like lace woven from cedar.

      Eve drifted toward them, drawn by instinct.

      “You made these?” she whispered.

      Luke closed the door behind her. “Yeah.”

      “They’re incredible.”

      “Just something I used to do.” He shrugged.

      Used to. Past tense. The way he said it carried weight. Loss clung to those words like dust on old wood.

      Eve wanted to ask. She didn’t.

      Instead, she turned to the fire, letting the warmth thaw her hands. Snow tapped against the cabin windows like tiny fingers.

      “Let me get you something hot,” he said, already moving into the kitchen.

      “Luke?”

      He paused.

      “Thank you. For not leaving me out there.”

      He gave a simple nod, not brushing off her gratitude or magnifying it, but receiving it.

      He ladled thick, hearty, fragrant soup into two bowls.

      “Eat,” he said. “You’re chilled through.”

      She sat, letting the heat seep into her fingers as she lifted the spoon.

      It tasted of gentleness, like someone who cared enough to cook even when cooking wasn’t for company.

      Luke sat across from her, eating. The silence between them wasn’t awkward anymore. It was like a warm blanket, steady and present.

      Her phone buzzed. One bar flashed in the top corner before disappearing.

      A new email preview from her editor flickered long enough for her to read the first few words:

      Need your holiday feature. Tight turnaround.

      Eve swallowed. “Of course,” she murmured.

      “You okay?” Luke asked.

      “Deadline stuff.” She forced a smile. “Nothing major.”

      Something in her chest tightened. It wasn’t panic, but more the awareness that she’d stepped out of the life she understood and into something unnamed.

      Luke stood, clearing his bowl. “You can rest in the guest room. Sheets are clean. The door sticks a little on the left.”

      “Thank you,” she said again.

      He nodded once, then disappeared down the hallway.

      Eve remained by the fire. The flames blurred around the edges. Her eyes stung, not from smoke, but from the strange, unexpected feelings settling over her: safety and warmth with the faintest stirring of hope.

      Not the loud kind. The quiet, earned kind.

      She glanced at the wooden stars on the workbench. Something told her Luke hadn’t carved in a long time. Something told her that mattered.

      And something whispered that her arrival tonight wasn’t an accident.

      Eve followed the soft glow of a lamp into the guest room. The space was small but warm and comfortable. The pine walls matched the nightstand holding a Bible and a wooden star no bigger than her palm, and the quilt in blues and creams invited her to rest. Not a speck of dust was visible. Someone had tended this room recently, even if Luke had spoken as if he lived alone.

      She put her bags down and sat on the edge of the bed, loosening her boots. The floorboards creaked beneath her feet. Outside, the storm sighed against the windowpane, a reminder that the world beyond this cabin had teeth.

      Her phone beckoned, so she tapped the screen. Still no service. Her editor’s email preview lingered until the backlight faded. She should worry about that, should sense the familiar urgency clawing up her spine. Right then, though, wrapped in quiet and unexpected warmth, her anxiety pretended to retreat to a manageable corner.

      She lay back on the quilt. A knot tightened in her chest. Her fingers brushed the small star on the nightstand. Something about its simplicity tugged at her. Its eight clean points with edges sanded smooth carried no embellishment. It was timeworn yet cared for.

      A soft ache pressed behind her ribs. Christmas wasn’t supposed to hurt anymore. Hadn’t enough time passed already? People said grief softened after a while, but they never mentioned it softened the way ice softened in shade—slow, uneven, sometimes refreezing when least expected.

      David’s name whispered through her mind, uninvited but not unwelcome. She saw flashes: his laugh, the ring box in his jacket pocket, the way he’d talked about their first Christmas as husband and wife as if it were a promise waiting for them.

      She blinked hard, pushing the memory aside before it grew too sharp. Not tonight. She wasn’t ready to open that door in front of a kind stranger.

      A quiet knock tapped against the doorframe.

      “You decent?” Luke’s gentle voice came through the door.

      “Yes,” she said, sitting up and moving to the edge of the bed.

      He stepped inside just enough that she could see him silhouetted by the hallway light. He held a folded towel and an extra blanket.

      “In case you get cold,” he said, setting them on the dresser. “Wood heat is good, but this room catches drafts.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled. “You’ve been incredibly generous.”

      He looked like he wanted to shrug it off, but didn’t. “Storm stranded you on my road. I’m just doing what anyone ought to do.”

      “Maybe,” she said, “but not everyone would.”

      Something like grief meeting gratitude at an uncomfortable crossroads flickered across his face.

      He cleared his throat. “If you need anything, I’ll be in the workshop for a while. Hard to sleep when the wind sounds like it’s pulling siding off the walls.”

      She almost smiled. “It’s cozy. I kind of like it.”

      “You might be the only one.” He nodded toward the quilt and turned to go. “Rest. The car will still be stuck in the morning.”

      “Luke?”

      He paused.

      “I meant what I said earlier. Thank you. For helping me. For, I don’t know, letting me be here?”

      His jaw softened a fraction. “Goodnight, Eve.”

      “Goodnight.”

      He disappeared down the hallway, boots whispering over the wood floor.

      Eve exhaled, sinking back onto the quilt. She should sleep. The storm would ease by morning, according to her forecast, which Luke had zero faith in. And then she could sort everything out: her car, her assignment, her deadlines.

      But the truth she didn’t want to admit, not even to herself, was that part of her wasn’t ready to leave this mountain.

      Not yet.

      Not with that look she’d seen on Luke’s face, the quiet, weighted kind people carry when they’ve been holding grief alone for too long.

      She turned off the lamp. Darkness settled, soft and complete. The sound of the wind faded beneath the steady crackle of the fire in the other room.

      Sleep came easier than she expected.
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        * * *

      

      A loud clatter snapped her awake.

      Eve jerked upright, heart thudding. She listened, but silence greeted her. Had she been dreaming?

      Then another sound reached her. Not something falling, but something moving.

      She slipped out of bed and padded into the hallway, following the faint glow spilling from the workshop.

      Luke stood inside, back tense, hands braced on either side of the bench, head bowed, and shoulders rigid. Tools lay scattered, one having rolled off the edge and hit the floor.

      He hadn’t heard her.

      Eve stepped closer. “Luke?”

      His breath hitched, a tiny break, and he jerked upright. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “You didn’t. Not really.” She hesitated. “Are you okay?”

      He swallowed, gaze fixed on the half-finished star in front of him. “Didn’t think the noise carried back there.”

      “It did.”

      He let out a slow breath, not quite a sigh. “Some nights are easier than others.”

      Eve stepped beside him, careful not to crowd. “This star. You’ve been working on it for a while?”

      “A year.” He ran a thumb along the edge. “Or more. Pick it up. Put it down. Pick it up again. Can’t seem to finish it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it was supposed to be Claire’s,” he said, his voice low and filled with pain. “She was my wife.”

      Eve’s chest tightened.

      He continued, voice rawer than before. “She carved the last one the night before she died. The town hasn’t lit the ridge since. They say they’re waiting on me.” His jaw clenched. “I can’t give them what they want. Not with this.”

      Eve studied the star, a beautiful piece, even unfinished. “What do you want?”

      His breath shuddered. “I want…” His hands curled into fists on the table. “I want to not feel like I failed her every time I look at this wood.”

      Something warm and aching rose inside Eve. “Luke, grief isn’t failure.”

      “That’s what people say when it’s not theirs,” he whispered.

      Eve thought of her own loss and of how people had spoken truths that didn’t feel like truths until months later. She knew not to preach nor to rush the healing that she had no right to command.

      So she offered the only thing she could. Her presence.

      “You don’t have to finish it tonight,” she said. “Or tomorrow. Or even this year.”

      He closed his eyes for a second. “Town doesn’t see it that way.”

      “Maybe they don’t know what it costs you.”

      He flinched, like someone pressing a bruise too hard.

      “They shouldn’t have to,” he said.

      Eve’s voice softened. “Maybe they’re not asking you to replace her. Maybe they’re asking you to carry her work forward.”

      Luke’s throat bobbed. “Maybe.”

      She took a tiny step closer, feeling the tension ease between them just a hair. “You don’t have to decide anything tonight. Just breathe. Let the storm pass.”

      He stared hard at her, and something grateful flickered in his eyes before he glanced away.

      “You should get some sleep,” he murmured.

      “I will,” she promised. “Goodnight, Luke.”

      “Night.”

      She turned to go, but paused in the doorway. Luke stood bathed in firelight, hands resting on unfinished wood, the storm whispering against the window. A man tethered to loss, pulled by expectation, and carrying both too quietly.

      Eve felt an ache of recognition. The storm hadn’t stranded her by accident.

      She walked back toward the guest room. The weight of Luke’s grief walked with her, settling in her heart with unexpected tenderness.
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        * * *

      

      Morning slipped into the room like a polite guest. Pale light glowed through the frost along the windowpane, brushing soft gold across the quilt. Eve blinked awake, the warmth of the cabin settling around her in gentle layers—fire heat, cedar scent, the comfortable silence of a home built for solitude.

      She stretched, startled by how deeply she’d slept. No tossing or cold sweats. No dreams of the past chasing her awake. Just rest. Honest, unbroken rest.

      A rarity.

      She sat up, running a hand through her hair, and reached for her phone. Still no service, but the screen lit with the drafts she’d typed days ago. Photo notes, a half-written outline, and ideas for captions were waiting for her return to the world beyond this ridge.

      Her stomach tightened.

      Later, she told herself. Not now.

      The soft sound of metal scraping against wood filtered through the door. Someone moving. Tools shifting. Work beginning.

      Luke.

      She slipped on her boots and stepped into the hallway. The fire glowed in the hearth, low but alive. The air smelled of rich, dark, fresh coffee. Her heart lifted despite itself.

      Luke stood at the stove, pouring coffee into a mug. He wore a dark flannel shirt rolled to his forearms, and morning sunlight caught in the few strands of gray near his temple. He didn’t look surprised to see her, as though he’d sensed her footsteps before she made a sound.

      “Morning,” he said.

      “Morning.” Her voice came out softer than she had intended. “You’re up early.”

      “Storm broke before dawn.” He nodded toward the window. “Should be clearer by mid-morning. Tow truck might make it up here today.”

      “Oh, good.” The words felt heavier leaving her mouth than she had expected.

      Luke leaned against the counter, mug in hand. “Sleep okay?”

      She nodded. “Better than I have in a long time.”

      Quiet understanding flickered in his expression.

      Eve stepped toward the window. Snow blanketed everything in a smooth, untouched sheet, shimmering like powdered glass. The ridge rose behind the cabin, its wooded slope leading toward the place she’d only read about.

      “The ridge star is up there, isn’t it?” she asked.

      Luke’s shoulders tightened a fraction. “Yeah. Right above the tree line. The trail steepens after the first bend.”

      “I’d love to see it someday.” She turned toward him. “Not the broken one, I mean. The place where it shines. It must be beautiful.”

      “It was.” His voice dropped—less a statement, more a memory.

      He took a sip of coffee, then set the mug down as if deciding something.

      “I’ll walk you to your car,” he said. “See how bad it is.”

      Eve followed him outside. The cold nipped at her cheeks, but the sunlight softened the bite. Their boots crunched through fresh snow as they made their way back to where her rental sat half-buried in the drift.

      Luke crouched beside the front tire, brushing away snow. “Good news is you didn’t damage anything. Bad news is you’re still stuck until a tow gets here.”

      Eve exhaled. “Makes sense.”

      “You’ve got time,” he said, rising. “Town’s only a mile and a half down the road from here. If you want, I can drive you in while we wait.”

      She brightened. “I’d love that.”

      Luke hesitated, a slight pause as if he needed to weigh the cost of sharing space with someone new. Then he nodded.

      “Let me grab my keys.”
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        * * *

      

      Luke’s truck rumbled down the ridge, tires gripping the packed snow. Eve watched the landscape glide past the windows. Pine trees bowed under frost, sunlight filtering through branches in luminous shafts.

      “You grew up here?” she asked.

      “Born and raised,” he said. “My parents lived on this ridge. Dad built the cabin. Mom decorated every inch with Christmas stuff.” He huffed a quiet laugh. “She’d have hated how plain it is now.”

      “I think it’s peaceful,” Eve said. “Like a place where a person can breathe.”

      “Sometimes breathing’s the hard part.”

      Eve understood more than he knew.

      They reached town with its charming cluster of storefronts trimmed with garland, wreaths, and red bows. Holly Ridge was small, but it wore Christmas with grace and beauty. Eve’s photographer instincts prickled with excitement. Every corner was a potential shot.

      Luke parked outside a cafe with a sign reading Miss Lila’s Hearth & Home.

      “She’ll want to meet you,” he said. “And she’ll scold me if I don’t bring you inside.”

      A bell chimed as they stepped inside, releasing a wave of warmth and something that smelled like cinnamon, vanilla, and nostalgia itself. Miss Lila, with her silver hair in a bun and apron dusted with flour, looked up, her eyes bright.

      “Luke Brennan,” she said, planting her hands on her hips. “I knew you’d have company sooner or later.”

      Luke groaned.

      Miss Lila breezed over, smiling at Eve. “Sweetheart, I’m Lila. You’re Eve, yes? The photographer? The whole town’s been talking about your project.”

      Eve blinked. “They have?”

      “They talk about anything that moves,” Luke muttered.

      “Hush,” Miss Lila said, swatting his arm. “Sit, both of you. I’ll bring cinnamon rolls fresh out of the oven.”

      Luke leaned toward Eve as they settled into a booth. “Prepare yourself. She feeds people like she’s collecting souls.”

      Eve laughed a bright, surprised sound that lifted the air around them.

      Miss Lila returned with two plates piled with warm pastries. She looked at Luke, softening. “Haven’t seen that smile in a long time.”

      Luke stiffened. “Lila!”

      “I’m just observing,” she said, but her eyes held meaning.

      Shared history and unspoken concern filled the quiet beat that stretched between them. Eve sensed it, even if she didn’t understand the layers.

      She cleared her throat. “Miss Lila, can I ask something?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why is the ridge star so important to the town?”

      Miss Lila’s expression warmed further. “Because it’s our promise,” she said. “On Christmas Eve, that star shines so bright that folks say you can see it from three towns over. Reminds us that light always returns. Reminds us to care for each other. And reminds us of the ones we’ve loved and lost.”

      Luke’s jaw tightened.

      Miss Lila continued, “We haven’t lit it since Claire died. Everyone’s been waiting for this year. Waiting on Luke.” She touched his hand, eyes full of affection. “But healing takes time.”

      Luke pulled his hand back, subtly but not unkindly. “We should go.”

      Miss Lila nodded, not offended. “You know where to find me.”

      Outside, Eve walked beside him, letting silence fill the space until he broke it.

      “She means well. Just says more than she should.”

      “She cares,” Eve whispered.

      He huffed a dry laugh. “Cares loudly.”

      Eve studied his guarded posture and the way the mention of Claire pressed invisible weight on him. In the dim light last night, she’d sensed his grief. Here, under the open sky, she recognized its shape.

      Loss recognized loss.

      Luke nodded toward the general store across the street. “If you want to explore town while we wait, you can. I’ve got a thing to take care of.”

      She understood that was Luke’s way of saying he needed space.

      “Okay,” she said. “But thank you. For the ride. And for everything.”

      He dipped his head in acknowledgment, then walked off, steps sure but shoulders tight.

      Eve turned toward the storefronts. Holly Ridge felt like walking inside a snow globe. It was gentle, bright, and suspended in a kind of peace she hadn’t realized she’d been craving.

      But even in peace, she felt a tug in her chest.

      Luke Brennan had more depth than he let anyone see. That man was full of pain, but he had more than enough tenderness tucked behind his silence.

      And Eve had the uncomfortable sense that she wasn’t just here to photograph a tradition.

      She was here because something or someone was calling her to stay long enough to learn the story beneath the grief and help him find the light again.

      And maybe, just maybe, to find her own.
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