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Chapter 1 




The last stretch of road to Midwinter, Montana, wound like a ribbon between trees heavy with snow. Lila Moore kept her hands at ten and two, breathing with the windshield wipers. Inhale on the swish. Exhale on the clack. 

She had not checked her phone in three hours. 

She hadn’t planned it that way.

The last thing she’d seen before turning the screen face down on the passenger seat was a subject line she recognized and didn’t open. Her name sat in it, spelled correctly, which somehow made it worse.

She told herself she’d read it later, when she had distance. When the world felt quieter than it had in weeks.

The road narrowed, snow pressing close on either side, and the GPS began to falter. Lila didn’t reach for the phone when the screen dimmed. She let it go dark.

Whatever waited for her there could wait a little longer.

The GPS on the dash of her rental SUV spun in circles before giving up and showing a gray field that might as well have been the moon. She didn’t reroute or try again. She let it fail. Being unreachable wasn’t an accident. It was the plan.

“You wanted remote,” she said to herself. “You got it.”

The forest opened to a wide view of water smoothed to slate. A line of mountains rose beyond it. Their tops rose into the sky like peaks of meringue. The snow had the kind of hush that made sound feel like intrusion. Even the engine seemed to quiet when she turned onto the gravel drive next to a wooden sign that read Ember Lodge in carved letters. Beneath the sign, a small metal lantern clinked in the passing breeze. The wind tugged sharper than it had a mile back, carrying the promise of weather closing in.

The lodge sat on a rise above the lake. A pitched snow-covered roof topped a long spine of dark logs and river stone. Two stories of paned windows reflected the pale morning, and smoke lifted from a wide chimney in a slow, steady line. The lodge looked like the kind of place artists drew on cards.

She parked before checking her phone. No signal. Not a flicker. Not even the hint of one bar.

“Perfect,” she whispered flatly.

Wanting space was one thing. Having it forced on her was another.

Cold bit her cheeks when she opened the door. The air smelled like pine. Snowflakes dusted the sleeves of her black coat and caught in her chestnut hair. She tilted her head back and let the flakes fall on her face. Without thinking, she opened her mouth and tasted the snow. Though the act was childish, she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. She felt free in a way she hadn’t in months.

The main reason she’d chosen this place was because it was new. It was a break from her usual routine. Cold slowed things down. Weather erased timelines.

Inside, she took a moment to absorb the lobby of the old structure. Warmth closed around her immediately. The space opened in two directions. To the left, a stone fireplace big enough to stand in. To the right, a wall of windows that looked toward the lake. Chairs in worn leather huddled near low tables. A worn navy and tan wool rug spread over pine floors. A copper kettle sat on a trivet near the hearth. She felt the place settle into her bones, as if a piece of herself had been waiting here, patient and quiet. Whatever she’d been carrying couldn’t quite get past the threshold.

The woman behind the desk stopped short when she saw Lila, her smile catching before it fully formed. She had silver hair pinned in a soft knot and eyes the color of strong tea. For a brief moment, something like surprise crossed her face. Then concern.

“Oh, you made it,” she said quickly. “You didn’t get my message, did you?”

The words landed harder than they should have.

A cold, irrational thought flashed through Lila’s mind before she could stop it: She knows.

The instinct to turn around, to mumble an apology and retreat back into the snow, rose fast and sharp.

Lila blinked. “Message?”

“We tried to call this morning,” the woman said.

Something tightened low in Lila’s chest. Recognition. Or the threat of it. The kind that came before bad news. “I haven’t had a signal since somewhere outside of Billings.”

A man appeared from the hallway behind the older woman, tall and a little stooped, with a scarf looped twice around his neck. “No matter. You’re here now. Walter Mercer,” he said easily. “Owner, bellhop, and teller of tall tales when the nights run long.”

The woman turned back to Lila, her expression gentler now, though the concern hadn’t quite left her eyes. “I’m Ruth Mercer. Welcome to Ember Lodge, dear.”

“Lila Moore,” she responded with a smile. Her name had never felt heavier. Like something she was still deciding whether to carry or set down.

Walter stepped closer, resting a hand on the edge of the desk. “The weather changed faster than expected,” he said, tone calm, reassuring. “Storm’s swinging low. They’ve been adjusting the forecast all morning. We were hoping to reach you before you got too far off the main path.”

Relief loosened something in her chest, slow and cautious. The concern wasn’t about her. Not yet.

A flicker of panic stirred behind Lila’s ribs, sharp and unwelcome. The timing still felt uncomfortably precise. “Should I not have come?”

“No,” Ruth said at once, a hand already lifting as if to steady the moment. “No, you’re fine. Truly. We’re more than prepared.” She smiled again, this time with intention. “However, your stay might run a little longer than you’d intended. It’s up to Old Man Winter, now.”

Walter nodded. “We’ve weathered worse. If the power goes, we have lanterns and a generator.”

Ruth reached for the smaller of Lila’s bags despite her protest. The foyer’s heat rolled out, carrying the scent of coffee and something baking. “Come in before you turn into a snowman.”

“So. The storm is going to get bad?” Lila tried to keep her voice light. Bad enough to make leaving impossible? she thought.

Walter set her suitcase beside the long wooden desk. “We’ll keep an eye on things. You’re safe here.”

Safe. The word landed, welcome and heavy all at once. She hadn’t realized how badly she wanted someone else to say it.

Ruth slid a leather-bound ledger across the counter. “We keep the old book for luck, even though everything goes into the computer after. Sign here, Lila Moore.”

A familiar pang followed the sound of her name. Online, it belonged to subscribers, clients, and affiliate links. Here, the letters looked simple on paper and a little shaky, as if she had not signed anything in a long time. 

Ruth watched her with kindness. “Coffee until noon. Then tea. Your room’s on the second floor in the north wing. There’s a lake view. If the storm likes us, you’ll see it march across the water.”

“And if it doesn’t,” Walter added, leaning an elbow on the counter, “you won’t miss a thing. It’s stubborn that way.”

A soft nudge against Lila’s leg made her look down. A gray cat with tufted ears and a white chin sat at her boot, assessing her like a small judge.

“That’s Juniper,” Ruth said. “She thinks she owns the place, and we pay rent in treats and ear scratches.”

Lila crouched and offered her fingers. Juniper sniffed once, then butted her head decisively into Lila’s palm. Lila stroked the soft fur behind her ears. “I’ll try not to offend,” she murmured. Though she wasn’t sure that was as easy as it should be.

Juniper hopped onto the counter and yawned, as if bored by the idea of effort.

The front door opened on a gust of colder air. A man stepped inside and closed it firmly behind him, then stamped snow from his boots on the mat. He wore a dark beanie pulled low and a work jacket brushed with white. There was something in his posture that suggested he had learned, over time, to take up less space than he had.

“Generator’s ready,” he said to Walter, voice even. “Fuel line’s clean. I’ll check the gutters before the temperature drops.”

“This is Evan Drake,” Walter said, “our resident miracle worker. Evan, this is Lila. She is visiting from warmer parts for a little quiet and grounding.”

Evan’s eyes were a cool brown, almost amber near the center. He nodded, not unfriendly, but measuring. Not dismissive, either. As if he were taking stock instead of passing judgment. “I thought guests were holding off on arrivals until this storm passes.” 

“I didn’t get the message,” Lila said, not quite defensively, though something in his tone made her feel examined, as if she were being weighed for risk rather than welcomed. She’d had enough of people assuming things about her.

“Unfortunately, you’ll find your cell phone signal is missing more than found in these parts,” Ruth offered with cheerful innocence.

Lila felt the smallest flare of panic behind her ribs, hot and shameful. 

A week. That was all she’d promised herself. A week to breathe, to regroup, to decide what she was going to do about the email she still hadn’t answered.

The lack of signal turned waiting into something sharper.

The promise had sounded brave when it was theoretical. Standing here, with no signal and a storm closing the valley, it felt hasty.

“We keep an old landline behind the desk in case of emergencies.”

Lila breathed. In. Out. The room smelled like coffee and cinnamon and wool that had been near smoke. 

Evan moved closer to the hearth. He crouched and opened the iron grate, then used a poker to shift a log. Flame flared and took, then relaxed. He shut the grate without a scrape and turned to Ruth. “They updated the forecast. Storm’s due by two now,” he said. “We’ll want the lanterns out and the extra quilts up from the laundry. I’ll bring in more wood for the fire.”

Lila watched without meaning to. The efficiency of the movement. The quiet confidence. Something in her chest eased.

She had definitely timed her arrival badly. Or exactly right. She turned to Ruth with wide eyes. “How much snow are we supposed to get?”

Ruth clucked softly. “Don’t you worry. We’ll be snug as can be. This kind of forecast is nothing new here. Walter and I will show you to your room.”

The stairs rose wide and worn, the banister polished smooth by decades of hands. At the landing, a framed photograph hung slightly askew. A line of people sat along the beach with their backs to the camera, shoulders close. A few brave swimmers cut through the glacial water, arms flashing white.

Lila paused.

People who knew one another caught in the same moment. Not posed. Together because they were.

Something tightened behind her sternum, sharp enough to make her look away. 

Ruth opened a door at the end of the hall. “We call this the Lake Room. It isn’t original, the poet in me regrets to say, but it’s accurate. The view is the point.”

The room was simple and deliberate. A bed with a carved headboard. A writing desk near the window. A wool blanket folded at the foot. Outside, the lake lay dark and patient beneath the mountains as snow ticked softly at the glass. A white mug waited on a coaster next to an individual sized coffee maker. A book rested on the nightstand, spine turned out. Essays on Living Slowly.

“It’s perfect,” Lila said. 

Walter set her suitcase on a wooden stand and pretended not to notice the frayed handle. “Heat works by way of old radiators. If they don’t warm up fast enough, give them a swift kick in the tuchus.”

Ruth smiled at the radiator. “Ignore him. If it rattles, I’ll come up with a wrench, and everything will be right again.” She hesitated, then added gently, “Will you be okay if we’re snowed in for a few days?”

The question slipped under Lila’s ribs before she could brace for it. She laughed, but the sound caught near the end. “I’ll manage.”

It was the same thing she’d told herself when she closed her laptop. When she decided to take a break. When she stopped reading after the first line of messages she couldn’t unsee.

Ruth seemed to accept the answer at face value. “Good. Supper’s at six. We don’t stand on ceremony, but we do appreciate showing up on time so the soup doesn’t get cold.”

When they left, the quiet leaned in close, pressing into the room.

Lila unpacked carefully, lining her shirts in the wardrobe, smoothing each fold. The small order soothed her. In her other life, she organized chaos for a living. Content folders. Posts scheduled weeks in advance. Words polished until they said nothing dangerous. Until they couldn’t be used against her.

Here, she placed a sweater on a shelf, and no one watched.

She set her notebook on the desk and opened it. The first page held a single sentence, written months ago in a hand she barely recognized. I want to hear my own thoughts again.

The urge to take her phone from her pocket and check for a signal pulled hard. Habit, not hope. She closed her eyes and breathed until it eased. There was no signal. Not here. Not with the weather sealing the valley closed.

Outside, the wind picked up, shaking the window. A chill rolled through her as the storm marched closer. Without the warmth of her winter coat, her long-sleeved cotton shirt wasn’t going to keep her warm.

Lila pulled on a cardigan and went back downstairs. She told herself it was for tea. Or to sit and work on one of the puzzles she’d spotted in the lobby. But the truth was the quiet of her room felt too heavy. Too much space for thoughts she wasn’t ready to unpack.

Ruth and Walter stood at the hearth with Evan, who held a coil of orange extension cord and a lantern dusted with ash. The weather radio murmured low and insistent.

“They say it’ll be here in an hour or so,” Walter said when he noticed Lila joining them. “Don’t worry. We’re ready.”

Ruth handed Lila a mug without asking what she wanted. Steam rose in a thin, steady curl. Cinnamon and black tea filled the space between them.

“Thank you,” Lila said, wrapping both hands around the warmth.

Ruth studied her for a moment, then said quietly, “Some people come to Midwinter because they’re running. Some people come because they want to stop running. Which one are you?”

Lila lifted the mug and breathed in the steam like courage. “I might be both.”

Ruth smiled, as if that were answer enough.

Across the room, Evan checked the lanterns one by one, methodical and precise. When he looked up, his gaze met Lila’s and held. Not prying. Not curious.

Aware.

Outside, snow lifted and fell in restless sheets. Night would come early.

The storm wasn’t just weather anymore. It was a boundary.

Lila tightened her grip on the mug and felt the weight of the quiet settle around her, heavier now. Roads would close. Messages would go unanswered. Whatever waited for her beyond this place would have to wait longer.








  
  
Chapter 2




The first real wind hit soon after dinner. It pressed against the windows and made the old beams groan. Evan stood in the foyer, one hand on the window frame, and watched the storm build until the world beyond the porch vanished into white. The lantern above the steps swung in the wind, its light flickering across the snow. 

He could feel it in the air, the shift before a blizzard that made the skin on his neck tighten and his jaw lock. He’d learned to read weather the way other men read faces. Most people talked about storms as interruptions. For him, they were company. Predictable. Honest.

Behind him, the lodge creaked in the familiar way it always did when the cold moved in—pipes ticking, wood expanding. Juniper jumped onto the counter and began to clean her paws with deliberate disdain, pausing only when the wind howled.

Walter snored softly in his armchair near the fire with a newspaper collapsed over his chest. Ruth had retired upstairs with a novel and a promise to assist if needed. That left Evan alone in the quiet glow of lamplight, making his usual rounds.

He picked up his worn leather tool pouch and crossed to the back hall, checking every lantern one last time. Snow beat steady against the windows now, and the temperature had dropped enough for frost to creep along the glass.

He liked this part, the steady rhythm of keeping things running. The rest of life might be complicated, but this was simple. Tighten the bolts, refill the oil, keep the heat steady. Make sure people were safe.

He paused when he reached the laundry room. Someone had already stacked the quilts in neat piles by color. Blue, cranberry, cream.

He smiled under his breath. Lila Moore. The guest who offered to help between sips of chicken broth.

He hadn’t expected her to follow through. Most people offered help to sound polite. She’d offered because she needed to feel useful. He recognized that instinct. He recognized the hunger under it, too, the quiet plea to be worth something when no one was clapping.

Pretty, too, though that wasn’t what caught him first. It was how she looked at the world—alert, cautious—like someone stepping off a moving train and bracing for the platform to shift. The look tugged at a memory he didn’t like touching.

A hospital hallway that smelled like bleach. A nurse saying his name like she hoped he wouldn’t answer.

He shut the thought down and kept moving.

He stepped into the back hall and opened the exterior door long enough to check the path to the generator was clear. Cold bit his knuckles before he shut it out again.

When he returned to the lobby, she was there, curled into one of the chairs near the fire with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders and a notebook balanced on her knees. The lamp beside her cast a soft halo over her hair.

He stopped in the doorway and waited a moment before speaking. He didn’t want to startle her. He didn’t want to break whatever fragile calm she’d managed to build. “Snow’s piling up now.”

She looked up, and the fire reflected in her eyes. For a split second, it was someone else looking back at him. He looked away before the image could settle.

“The wind’s really blowing,” she said, as if saying it aloud might contain it.

“You warm enough?”

She nodded. “Ruth’s quilts work miracles.” She closed her notebook partway. “Do you ever get used to how quiet it is here?”

“You stop noticing after a while.” He nudged a log back into place with the toe of his boot, needing the anchor.

“I’m not sure I want to stop noticing,” she said. “It feels peaceful.”

“Peaceful’s one word for it. Lonely’s another.”

She tilted her head. “You sound like you know both.”

“I do.” He should have stopped there. Instead, he added, “I lost someone. Not all at once. Slowly.”

Her sympathy came clean, without pity. “I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “Not your fault.” But her voice softened the room anyway, and it made something in his chest loosen before he could stop it. He shifted the log again, then straightened. “What about you? What brings you here in the middle of winter?”

“Burnout,” she said. “I write about places like this, but somewhere along the way I forgot how to enjoy them. Too many filters. Not enough truth.” She hesitated. “And I needed to get out of reach before I read the rest of what people are saying about me. People can be cruel when there’s a screen between them and the person they are criticizing.”

That landed harder than it should have.

“So you came here to remember how to breathe.”

She let out a breath that almost laughed. “That’s the plan.”

“You’ll survive,” he said. “The social media withdrawals don’t last forever.”

“That’s what Ruth said.”

“She’s usually right.”

The power flickered once. Both of them looked up.

“We’ll lose it at least once before morning,” he said. “Your room’s ready. Lantern by the bed. Fireplace stocked. Generator’s standing by.”

“Thank you.” She traced the edge of her notebook. “Do you ever want to leave this place?”

He shook his head. “I tried. Too much noise. Too many opinions that didn’t mean anything.”

“Like the internet.”

“Exactly.”

A log collapsed in the hearth, scattering sparks. He settled it without hesitation.

She watched his hands. “You’re good at that.”

“I’ve had practice.”

“I think I’d like to learn.”

He paused long enough to process her words. “Building fires?”

“Keeping them steady.”

“You start by paying attention.”

“To what?”

“Everything.” He shouldn’t have looked at her when he said it.

She smiled, softer now. “I’ll remember that.”

Outside, the wind rose, rattling the shutters. He tested the door latch once more. “You should get some sleep.”

“In a bit. I like it here.”

He stepped back before she could answer, already turning toward the hall.

The space between them returned too quickly.

“Right,” she said after a beat, the word careful. “Of course.”

By the time he realized what he’d done, she was already pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders, quiet restored like a door gently closed.

The lodge was warm.

Evan had never felt the space feel colder.

He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he crossed to the window and shifted the curtain edge, just enough to check the white-out. Then he stayed there a second longer than necessary, as if he were listening for something that wasn’t the storm.

When he turned back, he didn’t go to the tools. He stopped beside her chair, close enough that he could feel her heat without touching her.

“You’ll hear the lodge creaking as the temperature drops,” he said quietly, “so if you wake up and you’re not sure what you’re hearing, don’t worry. This old place is sturdy. But if you need anything, don’t hesitate to find me.”

The words should have felt practical. Instead, they felt personal. It wasn’t his place to reassure the guests. Ruth did that. But for some reason, Evan didn’t want this woman to have one more thing to worry about.

“If it gets cold, let me know,” he continued. “I’ll stoke the fire.”

“It’s not the cold I’m worried about,” she admitted.

He went still. “Then what is it?”

She hesitated, gaze dropping to the blanket edge where her fingers worried the fringe. “That I’ll finally be quiet long enough to hear myself.”

His throat worked once. “Yeah,” he said, voice lower. “That part can be rough. But sometimes it’s necessary.”

For a beat, neither of them spoke. The fire popped softly. Walter snored. The storm pressed its face to the glass.

“Goodnight, Evan.”

He hesitated. “Goodnight, Lila.” 

Upstairs, the wind followed him down the hall. When the power flickered again—longer this time—his stomach dropped.

One.

Two.

The lights came back.

He didn’t move right away.

Because now he wasn’t thinking about the storm.

He was thinking about what would happen if the safety he’d promised her failed. She hadn’t asked him to care about her troubles, but for some reason he did. And he wasn’t sure if he liked that or not.








  
  
Chapter 3




The storm hadn’t stopped. The sun rose on snow piled in deep drifts and every tree outside the window looked frosted. Lila stood at the window next to her bed, cup of coffee warming her hands, and watched slow, patient flakes fall. The wind had quieted for now, but she knew better than to assume it would stay that way. 

The quiet felt deeper after sleep. This wasn’t the kind of silence she could scroll away from. Somewhere in the lodge, floorboards creaked under a careful step. Someone whistled a low, tuneless song she guessed belonged to Walter.

Another step followed—heavier, slower. Evan, she thought without meaning to. The realization came with a strange sense of orientation, like knowing where north was without checking a compass.

She turned back to the room, half expecting to see a glowing notification light on her nightstand. Old habit. But the only thing that glowed was the lantern Ruth had left, its small flame flickering in its glass chimney.

Her laptop bag sat beside her suitcase near the door. She had meant to leave it closed to prove she could, but the longer she stared at it, the more her fingers itched. Checking her messages from clients wouldn’t hurt anyone. Just a peek.

She knelt and unzipped the bag. The familiar click of the latch made something inside her ease. The screen woke to the last saved image—a blank document titled Post Draft 314. Beneath it sat a notification banner she hadn’t opened yet. A subject line she recognized. A name she’d been avoiding.

She didn’t click it.

No internet. The signal bars hovered empty in the corner. When she clicked the Wi-Fi icon, it searched for a network. Nothing. She tried again, this time holding her breath as if that might help.

Nothing.

She shut the lid with a snap and muttered, “Okay, universe. I get it.”

A soft thump came from behind her. When she turned, she saw Juniper perched on the bed with the regal air of someone about to claim property. She had joined Lila in her room after breakfast and had claimed a spot on the dresser. Now, the cat’s golden eyes flicked to the laptop bag, then to Lila, then back to the bag.

“No,” Lila said. “Don’t even think about it.”

Juniper thought about it, and then sauntered across the blanket, tail high, and hopped down to the floor. Her paws made no sound, only purpose. In one smooth motion, she slid herself halfway into the open laptop bag.

“Hey!” Lila lunged, but Juniper was already curling inside the padded sleeve like she’d found a custom-built throne. A low purr rumbled through the fabric.

“That’s not yours,” Lila said, hands on her hips. “That’s for…well, it was for work.”

Juniper blinked lazily. 

“You’re mocking me, aren’t you?”

The cat yawned, then tucked her paws under her chest. She looked perfectly at home, eyes closing to half-mast.

Lila sighed and surrendered. “Fine. You win. The weather made the decision for me.”

A knock sounded at the door, three quick raps.

“One second!” She stepped over Juniper, who didn’t budge, and smoothed her hair before she could stop herself. The reflex annoyed her. She hadn’t done that for anyone in months.

When she opened the door, cold air spilled from the hallway, followed by Evan.

He stood there with snow melted on his jacket shoulders, his dark hair damp from the weather. She noticed, absurdly, that the cold clung to him while he didn’t seem bothered by it at all. The sight of him had the same grounding effect as the smell of coffee or the sound of firewood splitting.

He carried an armful of split logs against his chest, bark dusted with snow, his gloves darkened with melt.

“Brought up another load,” he said. “Figured we’d want it close.”

“Oh.” She followed his gaze to the hearth, where the wood bin was already fuller than it had been earlier. “That’s smart.”

He set the logs down carefully, stacking them with the same deliberate care he used for everything else. Then he nodded toward the bag at her feet. “You always travel with that much gear?”

She hesitated. “Occupational hazard. You never know when something will need to be documented.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Even in a blizzard?”

“Especially in a blizzard. People love storm photos.”

“You mean used to love storm photos,” he said dryly. “There’s no internet, remember?”

She crossed her arms. “I can still appreciate good light without posting it.”

His mouth twitched, almost a smile, not quite. He liked that she pushed back, he realized—and then immediately told himself that liking it was a bad idea.

“If you say so.” He set her suitcase near the wall. “We’ll probably lose power for a bit tonight if the lines ice. Might be smart to unpack whatever you need before that.”

She nodded. “Good to know. I’ll…” She trailed off when she realized Juniper had emerged from the laptop bag and was winding between Evan’s boots.

He looked down, then crouched automatically, one big hand extended. “There you are.”

The cat sniffed his fingers, then butted her head into his palm, purring loud enough to be heard over the hum of the heater.

Juniper flopped over and displayed her belly in full trust. Evan rubbed behind her ear, and Lila had the fleeting, mortifying thought that she wouldn’t mind trading places with the cat.

She pushed that thought aside fast enough to make herself blush.

“So,” he said, standing again. “You settling in?”

“I think so. My phone has no signal, my laptop’s been claimed, and the internet’s dead. I might have to open a book.”

“Sounds like success.”

“It sounds like withdrawal.” She gestured toward the bag. “Apparently, Juniper’s determined to keep me from getting too much work done.”

Evan’s laugh was quiet but genuine. It softened the sharpness in his eyes and made the corners crinkle. She wondered, abruptly, whether he always looked this contained—or if the lodge kept parts of him hidden, the way it was starting to do for her.

“Smart cat.”

Lila smiled despite herself. She wondered if he thought she was ridiculous. Or fragile. Or just another guest who’d leave once the novelty wore off.

“You’re enjoying this.”

“Watching you try to live without Wi-Fi? It’s a good show.”

She mock-glared at him. “You think I can’t handle it?” The question came out sharper than she meant.

He met her gaze head-on, a hint of amusement in his voice. “I think most people panic when they realize they can’t check their social media every ten minutes.”

“Well, some of us like to be informed before venturing into a blizzard.”

“You’re not venturing anywhere. Roads are closed.”

She frowned at him. “You enjoy being right, don’t you?”

“Only when it keeps people alive.”

Their eyes met, and for a heartbeat, the air between them felt different—warmer than the fire, sharper than the cold. Evan felt it too, and immediately stepped back, giving her space she hadn’t asked for but somehow needed.

Then he nodded toward her window. “If you need anything, knock on the door by the stairs. That’s my room. I’ll be checking on things every few hours.”

“I’ll try not to bother you,” she said.

“You won’t.” The certainty surprised him. He hesitated, then added, “Most folks find the first full day hard. The quiet gets loud before it settles down. Sometimes it makes people leave.”

She absorbed that, realizing he was speaking from experience, not advice. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

He started to leave, then paused when Juniper gave a loud, possessive meow from the laptop bag. “Guess she’s calling dibs.”

“Apparently so.”

“She’ll win,” he said. “She always does.”

After he was gone, the door clicking softly behind him, Lila sat on the edge of the bed. The room felt smaller without his presence—still warm, but quieter in a way that made her aware of herself again.

And of him. The space he took up without trying. The way he’d looked at her like she was more than a complication in the weather.

She watched the cat curled smugly inside her bag and the dark screen of her laptop resting beside it. The irony of being trapped in a snowstorm while trying to escape her own didn’t escape her.

Maybe the problem wasn’t the silence—but who she was starting to notice inside it.

Juniper stretched and purred louder, as if in approval.

“Fine,” Lila said softly. “You win again.”








  
  
Chapter 4




By midday, the wind sliced through the pines and sent a fine mist of snow scudding sideways across the lodge grounds. Evan bent against it, coat zipped to his chin, breath fogging in short bursts. He checked the fuel gauge on the generator—three-quarters full after running for a few hours early in the morning—and tapped the metal once, satisfied. 

He liked this kind of cold. It cleared the clutter from his mind, left room for thought. Everything was holding. For the moment.

He hadn’t come back to Ember Lodge because it felt like home; he came back because after losing someone precious, he needed a place where expectations were few and silence didn’t ask anything of him.









