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Dedication

To all the lovers out there dreaming of their perfect someone.

May your hearts find their way.


1 — Recalculating

The snow started halfway through the last hour of the drive. Harper Lane watched it drift toward her on the windshield, lazy at first, then steadier, knitting itself into a white curtain that turned the highway into a tunnel. Her wipers thumped a tired rhythm, smearing road salt into pastel streaks. The GPS on the dash glowed in the growing dark, its digital voice cheerfully oblivious to the gnawing in her chest.

“Continue for forty-five kilometers,” it suggested.

“Continue where?” Harper muttered. “Into the void?”

Her coffee was lukewarm and sour. Her shoulders ached from hunching over a keyboard for the last… what, fifteen years? Twenty? New York felt like it was pressed into the muscles of her neck. Book tours, signings, panels, interviews. Photos of her smiling so hard her jaw hurt, while somewhere, deep inside, the part of her that used to love stories quietly curled up and slept.

She glanced at the passenger seat.

Her laptop bag sat there like a reproachful pet. Inside, waiting in the dim electric warmth of hard drive and RAM, was a Word file named Winter’s Reckoning – First Draft.

It contained exactly nine pages.

Eight of those were false starts. One was a grocery list.

Her phone chimed with a text from Mara. Harper didn’t need to look to know what it would say. She could hear her editor’s voice in her head: You’ve got this. This is just a little block. You need oxygen, that’s all. Go. Breathe. Write. Call me when you have five chapters. ❤

Mara meant well. Mara always meant well. And Mara had been the one to book this “emergency retreat” when Harper confessed over a rare, unguarded glass of wine that she hadn’t written more than a few usable pages in months.

“You need out,” Mara had said. “Out of the apartment, out of the overstimulation, out of the city. I’m sending you to a cottage. It’s quiet, it’s snowy, it has Wi-Fi and a fireplace and an aggressively charming town nearby. You’ll hate it for three days and then you’ll write like you used to.”

The GPS chimed again. “Turn right in eight hundred meters.”

A hand-painted sign loomed out of the snow ahead:

CEDAR HOLLOW – 2 MILES

YOU’RE ALMOST HOME

Home. That was generous.

Harper flicked on her turn signal anyway.

The exit lane curved away from the main highway and into a narrower road flanked by dark spruce and birch. Snow caught in the tree branches, softening every edge. Her breath fogged in the car, and she turned the heat up a notch, listening to the fan whine and the snow hiss under her tires.

She realized, abruptly, that she couldn’t hear any traffic behind her.

For the first time in longer than she could remember, she was the only car on the road.

The thought was both terrifying and oddly… lightening. As if the city’s constant chorus of engines and sirens had been a soundtrack she hadn’t known she was desperate to switch off.

The trees thinned, and Cedar Hollow appeared like someone had shaken the snow globe and set it gently on a mantel.

A main street lined with brick and clapboard storefronts. Wreaths on the lampposts, big old-fashioned ones with red velvet bows. A bakery with fogged-up windows and a painted sign that declared: HOLLOW BREADS & SWEETS. A hardware store, a florist, something with guitars in the window.

Strings of lights crisscrossed above the road, blurred halos in the snowfall. A banner sagged cheerfully under the weight of white, its letters just visible as she crept past:

CEDAR HOLLOW WINTERFEST & BOOK FAIR – DECEMBER 23

Harper’s stomach did an odd little lurch at the word book. She drove on.

The GPS guided her around a bend and up a side street of small houses, each one wearing its own variation of holiday cheer—icicle lights, glowing reindeer, a plastic snowman army standing guard on a lawn. At the end of the lane, past a row of tall pines, stood her destination: a two-story house with pale siding, a deep front porch, and a driveway that looked like it had been shoveled by someone who did not consider “evenness” a priority.

She parked with care and sat for a moment, hands still on the wheel.

Snow ticked softly on the roof. In the side mirror, the town’s lights were a warm blur. The dashboard clock read 4:38 p.m., but the sky had already slid into that blue-gray twilight that made everything look like the inside of a memory.

“Okay,” she told herself. “You can do this. It’s just… a house. A house with no noisy neighbors. No sirens. No delivery people ringing the buzzer six times for the wrong apartment. Just you and your laptop and some pretentious herbal tea you bought for this exact performance.”

She grabbed her coat, her laptop bag, and the overnight duffel that represented Mara’s stern instructions to “pack cozy, not presentable.” Her boots crunched into the shallow drift as she stepped out. The air hit her face—cold, clean, carrying the faint smell of woodsmoke from somewhere nearby.

Harper inhaled, deeper than she meant to.

The cold burned sweetly in her lungs. For a second, something inside her loosened.

She trudged up the path, key from the rental company clutched in her gloved hand, and wrestled the front door open. The house greeted her with darkness, the faint tick of old heating, and the smell of pine cleaner overlaying something older and homier—baked bread, maybe. Or time.

The interior was simple but charming: hardwood floors, a mishmash of furniture that somehow worked, a stone fireplace with a mantel begging for stockings. The kind of place that would have photographed well for a magazine spread titled City Weary? Try Rustic Minimalism.

She dumped her bags in the front hall, kicked off her boots, and padded through to the back of the house, drawn by a soft glow leaking around the edge of a pair of sliding glass doors.

She reached for the curtain and tugged it aside.

Her first clear look at the backyard knocked the breath out of her.

A wooden pergola framed the night sky, its beams dusted with snow. Round bulbs were strung in graceful lines overhead, casting pools of warm, honey-coloured light onto the patio below. Outdoor chairs and a long table stood under thick white drifts, their once-sharp edges rounded into gentle, snowy shapes. Beyond the pergola, a cluster of trees shimmered with blue fairy lights, turning the falling snowflakes into tiny comets.

The world beyond the glass door was quiet. Not the false quiet of noise-cancelling headphones, but a deep, padded stillness that seemed to soak into the bones of the place.

Harper leaned one hand against the doorframe.

“Okay, Mara,” she whispered. “You win. This is… ridiculous.”

She opened the door a crack. Cold air slipped in, along with the soft, almost inaudible sound of snow landing on snow. The lights outside hummed faintly. Somewhere to her right, a faint creaking sound suggested the presence of a fence, or maybe a tree swaying under its new white burden.

The house behind her was a shadowy reflection on the glass. Her face hovered there too, framed by the glow of her phone screen in one hand, hair coming loose from the messy knot she’d shoved it into that morning.

For the first time in months, she didn’t look… harried. Just tired. But there was something else there, too. An echo of the woman who had once stayed up all night because the story in her head was too bright and insistent to ignore.

Maybe it was the lights. Or the snow. Or the fact that for the first time since her first book, nobody in this town had any expectations of her yet.

She opened the door wider and stepped out onto the patio.

The cold wrapped around her ankles immediately, sneaking under the cuffs of her jeans. Snow squeaked under her socks. She laughed out loud, half at herself, half at the absurdity of stepping outside without shoes like some kind of deranged elf.

She turned in a slow circle under the pergola, head tipped back, watching the flakes drift down through the glowing bulbs. If she squinted, the world narrowed to light, snow, breath.

She could almost feel a story stirring somewhere in the back of her mind, not yet words, just—

Something rustled under the deck.

Harper froze.

The deck ran along the back of the house, a few feet off the ground, supported by wooden posts. The space underneath was dark, the kind of dark that swallowed the light instead of merely resisting it.

The rustling came again. Louder. Something bumped against a beam.

Harper’s brain supplied a rapid slideshow of possibilities: raccoon, skunk, bear, serial killer, the physical manifestation of her procrastination.
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