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To PB—

There isn’t a season that passes when I don’t think of that fall day in high school and wonder what might have been if life had let us turn back the clock. We can’t rewrite time, but I carry the memory of your kindness, your smile, and the quiet “almost” we shared with gratitude and warmth that has never faded.

Introduction: An Angel for Christmas Past 

Snowfall Ridge was the sort of town the world forgot and then remembered every Christmas, as if winter itself cupped the little valley in its hands and breathed a warm glow into its windows. Lights twinkled early here. Laughter carried farther. And wishes—especially the quiet ones whispered into scarves while walking down Main Street—had a way of finding their mark.

Every December, visitors came searching for something they couldn’t quite name: a feeling, a memory, a warmth they thought they’d outgrown. But Snowfall Ridge kept a secret of its own, something only the oldest families knew, something spoken about in stories passed down between generations like heirlooms polished with care.

They said the town sat on the cusp of miracles.

Not the kind with trumpets or bright flashes. Not the kind that demanded belief. These were gentler. Subtle. Wrapped in lantern light, tucked into snowfall that drifted a little slower than it should, hidden in moments when hearts were soft but afraid.

And every few decades—or so the stories whispered—something extraordinary happened.

People were given a chance to see their lives with new eyes. An opportunity to mend what once was broken. A chance to find the courage they’d lost.

Some called it fate. Others called it Christmas magic. But the oldest story of all said that, when the time was right, an angel walked Snowfall Ridge disguised as a traveler. A simple man with kind eyes, a calm voice, and a way of appearing exactly where he was needed most.

This particular December, the town’s quiet miracle stirred again.

Hearthstone Inn, the treasured heart of Snowfall Ridge, was preparing to take its final bow. Time had worn it thin. The weather had bruised its beams. Developers circled like crows waiting to claim the land. Locals mourned it in small, private ways—avoiding looking too long at the loose shingles or the frost creeping along the windows.

But fate was already moving.

Snow was already falling.

And on the edge of town, a woman who once swore she’d never return was coming home.

She didn’t know that the inn she came to save would test every truth she believed about herself.

She didn’t know that the past she locked away would slip back into her hands with the tender weight of memory.

She didn’t know that someone she once loved still lived here with a heart shaped by the very moment she left.

And she certainly didn’t know that an angel was watching.

Waiting.

Preparing the paths only he could weave.

Because Snowfall Ridge—this gentle, glowing, snow-dusted valley—was about to give her a gift she wasn’t expecting.

A second chance.

One that wouldn’t reveal itself all at once.

One that would unfold slowly, like lantern light warming a darkened room. One that would blur the lines between yesterday and today until she couldn’t tell where her regrets ended and her hope began.

This is a love story that refused to disappear.

A story about healing the wounds we hide even from ourselves. A story about the quiet, powerful ways heaven reaches down when we least expect it.

But most of all, this is a Christmas story.

Not one of perfect people or polished lives, but of everyday hearts ready—deep down—to believe that miracles still choose ordinary places.

Welcome to Snowfall Ridge, where time bends gently, where angels walk softly, and where one woman’s return will change everything...

Including her heart.
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Chapter 1:  Snowfall Ridge Calls Her Home
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Emily Carter had forgotten how early winter arrived in Snowfall Ridge. The plane had landed behind schedule, and by the time she’d collected her single bag and stepped outside into the icy December wind, the tiny mountain town was already wrapped in its first full snowfall of the season. Big, soft flakes drifted lazily across the parking lot, illuminated by the golden glow of the streetlamps like delicate feathers shaken loose from the sky.

She paused at the curb, her breath forming a cloud in front of her, and took in the scene the way a person takes in the first line of a long-lost letter. Familiar. Quiet. A little painful.

“Welcome home,” she whispered, though she wasn’t sure the greeting was for the town or for herself.

Her rental car sat waiting with a thin layer of frost already coating the windshield. She brushed it off with the sleeve of her coat, fingers stinging from the cold, and climbed in. The heater groaned awake, blowing air that was decidedly not warm, and for a moment, Emily wondered if even the car was reluctant to return.

She couldn’t blame it. She’d sworn she would never come back—not after the night everything broke open like a cracked ornament. Not after the years she spent trying to forget what Snowfall Ridge had meant to her.

But Hearthstone Inn was dying, and when a place that had once felt like a second home called for help, Emily couldn’t bring herself to ignore it. Mrs. Whitfield, the town council secretary, had contacted her three times. Then the mayor. Then, there are three board members. Then, somehow, her childhood friend Marcie, who had left a voicemail that simply said: “Emily... It’s time.”

Hearthstone Inn had always been more than a building. To the town, it was history. To travelers, it was a charm. To Emily, it was a lifeline during the years when home no longer felt safe. She learned to draw in its creaking hallways, learned to dream beneath its twinkling Christmas garlands, learned to build, restore, and reimagine spaces because she had once needed a place that felt whole—even if she wasn’t.

So she signed the contract, boarded the flight, and told herself she was coming to the inn. Not the people. Not the memories. Certainly not him.

The drive into town was like traveling deeper into a snow globe. Evergreen trees bowed under winter’s white weight, and rooftops of quaint mountain cabins peeked through the snowfall like postcards. Christmas lights lined the winding road, dangling from streetlamps in loops of red and gold, casting warm halos across the snow.

She slowed at the familiar wooden sign:

Welcome to Snowfall Ridge –

Population 1,428

Where the Spirit of Christmas Lives All Year

Emily almost rolled her eyes. She remembered when the town voted to adopt the slogan. She also remembered voting against it. It felt a little too Hallmark, even for a place that practically breathed cinnamon and nostalgia. But as she drove under the sign, a surprising ache swelled in her chest—one part longing, one part grief, one part something softer and unnamed.

By the time she reached Main Street, the snowfall had thickened into a shimmering curtain. Children ran past her car, bundled in puffy jackets and swinging mitten-covered hands, laughing wildly as they chased one another through the drifts. A gentleman wearing a Santa hat waved from his shop window. Garland-wrapped lampposts cast a golden glow so warm it made her throat tighten.

Everything looked exactly as she remembered.

And nothing felt the same at all.

She passed the bakery where she once spent summer mornings earning money for college. The library where her mother taught children’s workshops. The old bridge where she carved her initials into the railing with a pocketknife. And just beyond that...

Her pulse stumbled.

The Tanner family’s Christmas tree lot.

White tents. Strings of glowing bulbs. Pines lined up like green soldiers waiting to be chosen. A tall man in a dark coat lifted a tree onto the roof of a car, laughing with the family beside him. Even from the distance of the road, his posture—steady, confident—was unmistakable.

Emily gripped the steering wheel and forced herself not to slow down.

Ten years had passed. Ten Christmases. Ten Decembers filled with everything except the courage to come back and face what she left behind. She couldn’t possibly recognize him from a moving car. And yet...

She didn’t let herself look again.

When she reached Hearthstone Inn, she pulled into the snow-dusted parking lot and shut off the engine. The inn stood solemn and quiet against the winter evening, a dark silhouette outlined by a few faint amber lights from the old porch lanterns. Once, the place shimmered with life—guests bundled in scarves, fireplaces crackling, music drifting from the dining room.

Now, it looked tired.

The wooden siding needed repair. Several shutters hung crooked. The front steps had sagged toward one side, like an old man leaning heavily on a cane. Emily stepped out of the car, and the snow crunched beneath her boots. She approached the front door and pressed her hand to the railing, running her fingers along grooves she remembered tracing as a teenager.

She wasn’t prepared for the warmth that flooded her at the touch. Not emotional warmth—literal warmth.

The railing was warm.

Not from the sun. Not from any visible heat source. Just... warm.

A chill rippled down her spine.

She looked left, then right, but the porch was empty. Snow lined the steps. Icicles clung to the eaves. Everything was still—except the faint glow of the lantern hanging near the door. It flickered once, twice, as if acknowledging her arrival.

The inn was welcoming her home.

“Okay,” she whispered, steadying her breath. “That’s not spooky at all.”

She pushed open the door. It groaned but didn’t resist.

Inside, the front lobby smelled exactly as she remembered—a blend of pine, citrus cleaner, and something floral she could never name. Dust coated the front desk, but wreaths still hung on the walls, their holly berries faded but intact. A few empty key hooks swung slightly, though there was no draft.

Emily stepped deeper inside, letting her fingers skim the carved wooden banister of the staircase. She felt warmth there, too. Familiar. Comforting. Like hands she once held.

The lights flickered on overhead, one by one.

No switch had been touched.

She froze.

“Hello?” she called. “Anyone here?”

Silence answered.

She scanned the hall again. Empty. Dusty. Still. But something—some energy—simmered beneath the quiet. A memory of laughter. A whisper of music. A feeling she hadn’t let herself feel in a decade.

Home.

Her throat thickened unexpectedly.

She turned toward the fireplace, where a lantern—an old brass one she remembered polishing as a teen—sat on the mantel. Its flame burned steadily, even though no one had lit it.

Her heartbeat stuttered.

“I’m definitely losing it,” she murmured.

The front door clicked shut behind her.

Emily spun around.

And there, standing just inside the door, brushing snow from his coat... was a man she recognized instantly.

Not Luke.

A stranger.

But something about him felt familiar, as though she’d seen his eyes somewhere she couldn’t place. Calm. Deep. Knowing.

He smiled gently.

“You made it,” he said, as if he’d been expecting her.

Emily blinked. “I... I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

“Not yet,” he said softly. “But you will.”

Something about his tone—reassuring, kind—sent a shiver through her.

“I’m Gabriel,” he added. “Just passing through. Thought I’d stop in and welcome you home.”

Emily frowned. “How’d you even get inside? I didn’t hear the door open.”

He tilted his head thoughtfully. “Doors have a way of opening when they should.”

Before she could reply, he stepped aside, nodding toward the lantern on the mantel.

“You’ll want to keep an eye on that,” he said. “It tends to glow a little brighter when it’s time.”

“When what’s time?” she asked.

But he was already moving toward the exit.

“For remembering.”

And then he stepped back into the snow, closing the door behind him, leaving Emily standing in the lobby with her pulse racing and her breath caught halfway in her chest.

She looked at the lantern.

Its flame pulsed once, as if in answer.

Emily swallowed hard.

“Snowfall Ridge,” she whispered. “What did I just walk into?”

Emily stood in the hush of the lobby for a long moment after the stranger left, listening to the gentle tick of the grandfather clock in the corner and the soft pop of the lantern’s flame. Her mind tried to place him—Gabriel, passing through, welcoming her home—but came up empty.

Snowfall Ridge was friendly, sure, but strangers didn’t usually wander into closed inns on snowy evenings like they owned the place.

“You’re tired,” she told herself, rubbing her temple. “Jet lag plus nostalgia equals weird.”

Her rolling suitcase waited just inside the door where she’d left it. She grabbed the handle and pulled it behind her, the wheels thumping softly over the worn, patterned rug as she walked toward the staircase. That first step creaked in precisely the same way it had when she was seventeen and sneaking down for hot chocolate after curfew. The sound tugged a small, reluctant smile to her lips.

Some things never changed.

On the second-floor landing, the inn’s long hallway stretched out beneath a row of dim wall sconces, their frosted glass shades casting gentle pools of light on the floral wallpaper. Dust floated in the air like lazy fireflies, and the faint smell of lavender drifted from somewhere she couldn’t pinpoint.

“Still using sachets, Mrs. Whitfield?” she whispered, thinking of the inn’s former manager and housekeeper, a woman with an iron spine and a soft heart.

Room 204 had always been her favorite—the one at the end of the hall with the little dormer window that looked down over Main Street. She found the brass key on the hook behind the front desk before coming upstairs, and now it slid into the lock with the kind of resistance that spoke of years of disuse.

The door stuck for a fraction of a second, then yielded with a gentle sigh.

Light from the hallway spilled into the room, revealing a space that was worn but tidy. A quilt lay folded on the end of the bed. The old oak dresser stood sentinel against the far wall. Lace curtains hung over the dormer window, their edges tinted slightly yellow with age but still delicate, still beautiful. Emily set her suitcase down and walked to the window, using the edge of her sleeve to rub a clear circle in the glass.

From here, she could see the heart of Snowfall Ridge.

Main Street wound gently down the hill, lined with shops whose rooftops were newly powdered in snow. Twinkle lights laced across the street from one lamppost to the next, shimmering softly as the wind coaxed them into motion. Down near the corner, the Tanner tree lot glowed bright under a web of bulbs strung between poles, people milling about like moving ornaments among the green.

She watched as the tall figure from earlier shook a light dusting of snow from a tree and helped a family fasten it to their car roof. Even at this distance, his easy smile and sure movements reached her like a memory.

Her hand tightened unconsciously on the curtain.

“Don’t start with this,” she muttered, stepping back from the window.

She’d worked too hard for her life in the city. She had a career now—a respected one. She restored old libraries, theatres, houses, and churches. She took the broken and made it strong again. It was safer to focus on crumbling plaster and rotting beams than on the places inside herself that still felt fragile.

She didn’t come back for him.

She came back for the inn.

Emily set her messenger bag on the bed and unzipped it, pulling out a leather notebook swollen with years of sketches. The cover had softened with use, edges darkened by the oils of her hands. She opened it near the middle, where blank pages waited patiently after the last project she’d completed—a century-old courthouse in a nearby town that had been transformed into a community arts center.

She flipped backward through sketches of staircases, arches, beams, tracing lines with her fingertip, remembering the satisfaction of seeing them come to life. Then, near the back, her breath caught.

Hearthstone Inn.

Long ago, on notebook pages that had been destined for something else, she’d drawn it from memory during a late-night bout of missing home. The front porch, the dormer windows, the curve of the roofline against the sky. Even the little lantern hanging near the front door, flame captured in a few quick strokes.

She sat on the edge of the bed, fingers resting on the lines she’d drawn years earlier. A knot of emotion rose in her chest.

“You’ve been haunting me for a long time, haven’t you?” she whispered to the inn.

A knock on the door jolted her.

She closed the notebook quickly, as if she’d been caught doing something she wasn’t supposed to do. “Come in,” she called.

The door opened, and a familiar face peeked around the frame—a head of dark curls, cheeks pink from the cold, eyes bright and curious.

“Emily Carter,” Marcie Ruiz said, grinning widely. “If I didn’t see you with my own eyes, I’d say Snowfall Ridge finally made you up as a local legend.”

Emily laughed, relief loosening her shoulders. She stood and crossed the room in three quick steps, pulling her old friend into a hug. Marcie’s coat smelled like peppermint and vanilla, and her embrace was precisely the same—tight, warm, as though no time had passed.

“You cut your hair,” Emily said when they pulled back, reaching to ruffle the curls.

“You grew yours,” Marcie replied, flicking the end of Emily’s ponytail. “Is this what ten years in the city does? It makes you fancy?”

“I restore old buildings, not runway shows.”

“A fancy restorer then.” Marcie’s gaze softened. “You look good, Em. Busy. Tired. But good.”

“You look exactly like you did in high school.”

“That’s the nicest lie anyone’s told me all week,” Marcie said, laughing. “Mind if I sit?”

Emily gestured to the edge of the bed, and they both sat, the mattress springs squeaking a little in protest.

“So,” Marcie said, eyes dancing. “You’re really here. For Christmas. In Snowfall Ridge. At Hearthstone Inn. Are pigs flying? Did the mountains reverse direction? Am I on a hidden camera show?”

“Pretty sure you’re not that special,” Emily said, but her smile wobbled a little at the edges. “I’m here for the inn. That’s all.”

“Sure,” Marcie said, drawing the word out in a way that meant she didn’t believe it for a second. “Well, the inn is grateful. We all are. When the last contractor walked away, and the developer started making offers, I thought we’d have to chain ourselves to the porch to keep them from bulldozing it.”

“Mrs. Whitfield mentioned structural issues and code violations. I’ll need to conduct a full assessment before I can make a recommendation. If it’s salvageable, I’ll draw up a restoration plan; if not...” She swallowed. “If not, I’ll be honest with the council.”

“I know you will.” Marcie studied her for a moment. “You always were the honest one.”

Emily looked down at her hands. She didn’t feel like the honest one. Not when there was still so much she’d never told a particular person on the other side of town.

Marcie bumped her shoulder gently. “Hey. Don’t go all serious on me yet. You just got here. We have important things to discuss, like where you plan to get your hot chocolate and how soon I can drag you to the Christmas Market without scaring you off.”

“Let me at least unpack a toothbrush before you start planning my social calendar.”

“Fine, fine. I’ll give you a few hours.” Marcie hesitated, then added carefully, “You know they’re all excited you’re here, right? The council and the business owners. Mayor Daniels has already told half the town that ‘our own Emily Carter, big-city restoration genius’ is coming to save Christmas.”

Emily groaned. “Please tell me you’re exaggerating.”

“Do I ever exaggerate?”

“Constantly.”

“Okay, but this time I’m only exaggerating a little.” Marcie leaned back on her hands. “Honestly, you might as well know—you’re kind of a hometown celebrity.”

“All I did was leave,” Emily said quietly.

Marcie’s smile faded into something more thoughtful. “You also made something of yourself. People here are proud of that. Even the ones who...” She trailed off.

“Who what?” Emily asked, though she already knew.

“Who misses you?” Marcie finished, choosing her words carefully.

The room grew thick with unspoken names and memories. Emily felt Luke’s name hover like a ghost between them, and instinctively she reached for the notebook on the bed, sliding it closer as if it could shield her from the topic.

“I saw the tree lot on my way in,” she said, the words coming out too fast. “Looks busy.”

Marcie’s gaze sharpened. “You drove past and didn’t stop?”

“I had a reservation with a dusty inn.”

“That lot’s his life now, you know.” Marcie’s voice softened. “The Tanner family business. He runs it pretty much on his own these days.”

Emily swallowed. “I figured.”

“You going to talk to him?”

“I’m here for the inn,” she repeated, more firmly.

Marcie studied her for a long moment, then let it go with a slight nod. “Well, if it makes you feel better, he doesn’t exactly chat about you either.”

Somehow, that did not make her feel better.

A gust of wind rattled the windowpanes, drawing their attention. Snow was falling harder now, swirling like confetti beyond the glass. The tree lot lights blurred into soft halos of color.

“Storm’s coming,” Marcie said. “They’re saying we might get a white-out by Christmas Eve. People are stocking up on cocoa and blankets like it’s the end of the world.”

“A true Snowfall Ridge Christmas,” Emily said, a touch of fondness sneaking into her tone.

“Exactly.” Marcie rose and wrapped her scarf more tightly around her neck. “All right, I promised my husband I’d pick up the kids from rehearsal, so I'd better go before the town choir director calls out my name in vain over the PA system.”

Her words tumbled out so casually that it took a second for Emily to process them. “Your husband?”

Marcie grinned. “Oh, right, you missed a few chapters. You’ll meet him later. He’s the patient saint who puts up with my baking experiments and my need to decorate every flat surface in tinsel. The kids, too. They’re loud, sticky, and obsessed with you already, because I told them you used to build dollhouse mansions out of shoeboxes.”

“It’s called scale modeling,” Emily said, laughing.

“Mm-hm. Dollhouse mansions.” Marcie stepped toward the door, then paused, touching the doorknob. “Hey, Em?”

“Yeah?”

“If you need anything—tools, volunteers, emotional support, someone to drag you away from your blueprints to go breathe actual outside air—just call me. I’m five minutes away, and I still owe you for that time you pretended my store-bought cookies were homemade at the school bake sale.”

Emily’s smile softened. “I remember. Pretty sure you burned the first batch.”

“I burned the second batch, too. That’s when you suggested I let the professionals handle it.”

“Best advice I ever gave you.”

Marcie’s expression turned gentle, her dark eyes warm. “I’m glad you’re back. Whether it’s for the inn or... anything else. I’m thrilled you’re here.”

“So am I,” Emily said before she could second-guess herself.

When Marcie left, closing the door behind her, the room felt quieter but not empty. Emily stood for a moment, listening to the muffled sounds of footsteps in the hall fading away, then exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

She turned back to the window, drawn once more to the glow of the town outside. The snow fell thicker now, muting the world in white. Down at the tree lot, the tall figure was still moving among the rows of pine, steady, purposeful. He lifted a hand to brush the snow from his hair, and for a heartbeat, Emily imagined he was looking up at the inn.

At her.

“Stop it,” she whispered, pressing her fingers to the glass. “He’s living his life. You’re living yours. That’s how it’s supposed to be.”

Still, as she stepped away from the window, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something in the air had shifted the moment she drove back into town. As if the snow itself carried a charge. As if the inn were listening. Waiting.

Her gaze drifted to the sketchbook on the bed, then back to the hallway. Restlessness tugged at her. She wouldn’t sleep yet, not with her mind spinning. And if she was being honest, she didn’t want to be alone with her thoughts just yet, not in this room filled with old echoes.

Maybe a walk through the inn would help. See what she was dealing with. Focus on beams and floorboards, not memories and almosts.

Emily grabbed her phone, turned on the flashlight, and stepped back into the hallway. The air felt cooler here, tinged with the faint scent of dust and pine. She followed the corridor toward the back stairs, her footsteps soft on the runner rug.

As she rounded the corner near the stairwell, her phone’s light landed on something unexpected.

The brass lantern she’d seen downstairs now sat on a small table at the end of the hall.

She froze.

There was no way. She’d left it on the fireplace mantel. She was sure of it. She didn’t hear anyone come upstairs. She hadn’t passed anyone in the hallway.

But there it was—lantern, flame steady, glass gleaming softly, as if it had always been there.

“Okay,” she whispered, her heart tripping over itself. “Nope. That’s not normal.”

The flame flickered once, then flared, casting a warm, golden ring of light that chased the shadows away. Within that circle, the wallpaper’s floral pattern seemed to sharpen, the wood grain of the floorboards deepening into rich lines. For a brief moment, Emily had the strange sensation that the hallway was both old and new at the same time—freshly painted and freshly faded.

She blinked hard.

When her eyes refocused, everything looked ordinary again.

Except for the feeling pricking up the back of her neck, the sense that she was no longer entirely alone.

“Gabriel,” she murmured, the stranger’s name tasting curious on her tongue. “What exactly did you mean by remembering?”

The lantern’s flame gave a delicate pop, as if in response.

Emily swallowed, then straightened her shoulders. “Fine. If you’re going to be weird,” she told the inn quietly, “I’m at least going to get some measurements while you’re at it.”

She grabbed the lantern by its handle. The metal felt warm against her fingers, a pleasant, steady warmth that sank into her skin. The flame didn’t so much as tremble when she lifted it, glowing brighter, casting a wider pool of light ahead of her as she started down the stairs toward the first floor.

She told herself she was focusing on the job. On the task. On load-bearing walls and structural reports.

But as she descended, lantern light leading the way, Emily couldn’t escape the feeling that she was following a path someone else had laid out for her long before she ever decided to come home.

And far beyond the inn, down on Main Street, under the softly falling snow, a man at the Christmas tree lot straightened, paused, and suddenly turned his head toward Hearthstone Inn, his chest tightening with a feeling he couldn’t quite name.

As if something that had been missing for a long time had just stepped back into place.

He didn’t know why.

Not yet.

But he would.

Soon.

Emily reached the bottom of the stairs slowly, the lantern casting warm circles of amber light across the worn hardwood floor. Shadows stretched along the walls in long, gentle shapes, and the faint ticking of the old grandfather clock grew louder, as though the inn were listening to her movements and breathing in rhythm with her.

The first floor felt different with the lantern in her hand. The light seemed to wake the space, sharpening the room's corners. Wreaths on the walls gleamed with a faint shimmer; garlands along the banister twinkled despite having no electricity running to them. Emily walked forward cautiously, her hand brushing along the carved wooden chair rail, fingertips tracing old memories with every step.

When she reached the sitting room, she paused.

It was exactly as she remembered it. Almost.

Two couches faced the fireplace, their cushions sagging but still covered in the same green-and-red fabric stitched with pinecones. A wooden coffee table sat between them, covered with a thin film of dust except for one spotless, circular patch—as though something had recently rested there.

Emily approached the table and set the lantern down on the untouched circle. The flame flickered, then steadied, as if settling into a place it knew well.

“Okay,” she whispered, rubbing her arms. “Either someone is messing with me, or this inn is trying to communicate.”

She turned slowly to take in the rest of the room.

A rocking chair rested near the window, angled just so, as if someone had been sitting there earlier. Emily stepped closer and touched the fabric seat. It felt warm. Not body-warm, but warm enough to make her pull her hand back in surprise.

Her heartbeat echoed in her ears.

She crouched beside the hearth, examining the bricks. The fireplace was cold, untouched for days, at least, maybe longer. Yet she smelled faint traces of smoke—soft, sweet, like cedar burned recently.

A whisper of air brushed her cheek, though no window was open.

Emily froze.

“Hello?” Her voice came out smaller than she intended. “If you’re... I don’t know... a squatter, or a contractor, or a really committed Christmas ghost... I’d appreciate a warning before you pop out from behind something.”

Silence.

She exhaled slowly, trying to calm the flutter in her stomach. It wasn’t fear exactly. More like... anticipation. As if something was about to happen—something important—and part of her already knew she wouldn’t be able to stop it even if she tried.

She turned to the mantel, where an old photograph in a brass frame leaned against the wall. Emily lifted the frame gently, brushing dust from its edges.

It was a picture of Hearthstone Inn taken decades ago: snow draped across the roof, warm light spilling from every window, townspeople bundled in scarves and smiling on the front steps. Her grandmother stood in the center of the group, arms wrapped around two children Emily didn’t recognize. The lantern appeared in the photo too, glowing brighter than anything else.

Emily’s breath caught.

She placed the frame back exactly where she found it, then picked up the lantern once more. Its flame burned perfectly steady, not flickering even when she turned toward the hallway.

She moved through the dining room next, the air colder here. Tables were still set, with chairs neatly tucked in, a thin layer of dust around their legs. Emily walked slowly, lantern held high. The shadows rippled like waves as she passed, revealing glimpses of memories long buried—crowded Christmas breakfasts, her father laughing with flour on his shirt, her mother humming near the window.

But one memory rose above the rest: a teenage Emily sitting at a corner table with a boy whose laugh she used to think sounded like sunlight.

Luke Tanner.

She stopped walking, gripping the lantern as though it were anchoring her to the present.

“No,” she whispered. “Not tonight.”

She turned away from the spot where they used to sit, but the memory clung to her like snow on a coat sleeve. His smile after the winter dance. The way he carved her initials into the railing of the old bridge. The night she left without saying what she really meant.

Her pulse quickened. She didn’t come back for him.

Except part of her wondered if she had.

She moved to the kitchen next, lantern glowing brighter, almost eager. The moment she crossed the threshold, a soft metallic clang echoed from somewhere deep inside the room. Emily startled, heart leaping.

“Okay,” she muttered. “If that’s a mouse, please be polite and stay wherever you are.”

She stepped carefully across the tile floor, peering into the rows of stainless-steel appliances. The temperature was warmer here, strangely so, as if someone had been cooking moments earlier. A faint smell of gingerbread drifted through the air—sweet, familiar, impossible.

She reached the center island and set the lantern down. Its glow illuminated a single object resting on the counter: a silver key.

Emily frowned.

The key was old—ancient—with delicate engravings along the bow. Emily picked it up, turning it over in her palm. The metal felt warm, despite the chilly room. She recognized it almost immediately.

It was the master key to the inn’s attic.

Her stomach dropped.

“How did you get here?” she whispered.

She hadn’t seen the attic key in years. Last she knew, Mrs. Whitfield kept it in a locked drawer upstairs. Yet here it was, left out like a message. An invitation.

The lantern flickered once, as though urging her onward.

Emily closed her fingers around the key, steadying herself. “Fine,” she said. “But if something jumps out at me, I’m suing a ghost.”

She made her way back toward the main hallway, boots echoing softly on the tile.

As she reached the base of the stairs, the front door suddenly shook as a gust of wind slammed into it from outside. Emily startled, gripping the railing with one hand. The lantern’s flame didn’t even quiver.

She stepped closer, peering through the frosted glass.

Snow fell in thick, swirling sheets, blurring the world beyond the porch. But for a brief moment—just long enough for her breath to snag—she saw a tall figure standing near the edge of the lot across the street.

Luke Tanner.

Even in the haze of snow and distance, she knew it was him.

He stood near the light of a streetlamp, his breath visible in the air, his gloved hands adjusting the scarf at his neck. He looked older—stronger—broader at the shoulders. But his posture was the same, steady and patient, the quiet stillness she always associated with him.

He turned his head slightly, as if sensing someone watching.

Emily stepped back from the window instinctively, heart pounding in her throat. She pressed her back against the wall and closed her eyes, willing herself to breathe.

She wasn’t ready.

Not yet.

The lantern on the island glowed brighter, its flame thinning into a long, delicate point before settling again. Emily looked at it, her pulse gradually slowing.

“You really aren’t going to let me ignore things, are you?” she asked softly.

The flame flared once.

She took that as a no.

Emily walked slowly back upstairs, lantern in one hand, attic key in her pocket. The second-floor hallway greeted her with a hush, the air thick with a silence that felt almost expectant. Lantern light glided over the floral wallpaper, shaping the shadows into gentle curves.

She approached the attic door at the very end of the hall—one she hadn’t opened since childhood. Dust framed the edges. The keyhole gleamed faintly in the lantern’s glow.

Her breath trembled.

“I’m probably going to regret this,” she whispered.

Her fingers tightened around the attic key. She leaned forward.

But before she could insert it into the lock—

A soft knock sounded behind her.

Emily spun around so quickly she nearly dropped the lantern. Her pulse thundered as she raised it slightly, the glow widening to reveal—

No one.

The hallway stretched empty in both directions. The carpet was undisturbed. The air was still.

“Hello?” Her voice broke on the second syllable. “Is someone there?”

Silence.

Then—

A single snowflake drifted down from the ceiling.

Emily blinked.

Another followed. Then another. Tiny, glittering flakes floated gently down the hallway, dissolving before they touched the floor.

Her breath froze in her chest.

“Okay,” she whispered shakily. “That’s... new.”

The attic door behind her creaked softly, as if a draft had nudged it from the inside.

Emily turned toward the door again, heartbeat thundering in her ears.

She didn’t know whether it was fear, curiosity, or destiny tugging at her.

Maybe it was all three.

Before the moment could stretch further, a soft whisper drifted through the hall—barely a breath, almost imagined.

“Remember.”

Emily’s skin prickled. She knew that voice.

Gabriel.

She swallowed hard and stepped back from the attic door.

Not tonight.

Not alone.

She clasped the lantern’s handle tightly, almost protectively, and turned away from the door, retreating toward her room. The attic could wait until morning. Until she understood what she was doing, what she was being shown, what the inn wanted.

When she reached her room and closed the door behind her, her hands were still trembling.

She set the lantern on the nightstand. The flame dimmed to a gentle glow, soft and soothing, as though it understood she needed calm.

Emily sank onto the edge of the bed, pressing a hand over her heart to slow its frantic beat.

“Snowfall Ridge,” she whispered into the quiet. “You’re not making this easy.”

Outside, the snowstorm thickened, swirling like a curtain across the mountain town. Lights flickered. The tree lot glowed. And somewhere beneath the storm, beneath the swirling flakes and memories, Luke Tanner paused in what he was doing and felt a strange warmth settle over him, a familiar echo of something lost but not forgotten.

Something was changing.

For both of them.

The storm deepened as night settled over Snowfall Ridge. Wind brushed against the dormer window like a whispered warning, and the inn groaned softly as flakes gathered along the roofline. Emily sat on the edge of the bed for several long minutes, letting the warmth of the lantern steady her nerves. The flame inside danced with a soft, rhythmic glow—not frantic, not flickering, but breathing, as if it were alive.

She traced the quilt's embroidery beneath her fingers, letting the familiar texture ground her. Everything felt heightened tonight—her senses, her memories, the pull of this place that had shaped her life more than she ever allowed herself to admit.

The attic door, the snowflakes falling indoors, the whispered “Remember”—none of it made sense.

And yet none of it surprised her.

Hearthstone Inn had always carried a strange, almost sacred energy. As a child, she used to tell her mother that the inn had a heartbeat. Her mother would smile, smooth her hair, and say, “Some places stay alive because of the love put into them.” Emily believed it then, and now, sitting in this familiar, fragile room, she wondered if she believed it still.

The lantern dimmed slightly, the flame shrinking until it was just a soft ember behind the glass.

“Thank you,” she murmured to it, the gratitude instinctive. “I needed that.”

She wasn’t sure if she expected it to answer her again, but the flame stilled into a quiet, steady glow, almost like a nod.

Emily stood and slipped off her coat, hanging it over the back of the chair. Her reflection in the mirror caught her off guard—hair tousled by the wind, cheeks flushed from the cold, eyes bright with something between fear and wonder.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she told herself.

She pulled her hair loose from its ponytail, letting it fall over her shoulders. “Or maybe you’ve just seen Snowfall Ridge the way it really is.”

She wasn’t tired yet. Exhausted, yes. But not tired enough to sleep. Her mind felt too full of memories, of questions, of the weight of returning to a place she’d run from at nineteen with a heart cracked in two.

She walked back to the window again, drawn to the world below like a magnet. The tree lot was still lit, the glow softening in the thickening snow. She could no longer make out individual people, just moving shapes, shadows threading between rows of evergreens. But for a moment, she imagined Luke’s silhouette among them, steady and strong, brushing snow from the branches as he always did, humming a tune under his breath the way he used to when he was thinking deeply.

A lump formed in her throat.

“Don’t do this,” she whispered. “Don’t start letting the past rewrite itself.”

But the truth hovered stubbornly in her chest: she never should have left the way she did. She had her reasons then—fear, confusion, a misunderstanding she believed was final. But tonight, with the inn whispering its secrets and time blurring at the edges, she felt the old ache rise again.

She touched the fogged windowpane with a fingertip, and a single tear welled unexpectedly. She blinked it away before it could fall.

“Enough,” she said firmly. “Focus. You came here for work.”

She turned from the window and grabbed her notebook. The attic key still sat on the nightstand beside the lantern, glimmering faintly in the warm light. Emily picked it up and weighed it in her palm. The engravings on it were tiny and ornate, curling like vines. She traced a line with her thumb.

Did she dare go back to the attic tonight?

Probably not. 

Definitely not.

But the key sent a buzz through her fingertips, as though urging her to keep it close.

Emily set it gently inside the notebook’s pocket and closed the cover.

She walked back to the doorway and peered into the hall. All was quiet. Normal. Dusty. Ordinary. She stepped out, letting the door click softly behind her.

The lantern’s light followed her, casting a warm glow as she walked halfway down the hall, intending only to check on the warped floorboards she had noticed earlier.

But the moment she reached the bend in the hallway, her breath stopped.

The air shimmered.

At first it was subtle—like warm asphalt on a summer day—but then the shimmer deepened, forming a soft veil of light. Emily blinked hard, thinking it was a trick of her imagination, of exhaustion, of poor lighting. But then—

Shadows appeared inside the glow.

Moving shapes.

People.

Voices. A burst of laughter.

Emily froze.

The hallway around her faded slightly, becoming hazy at the edges while the glowing veil intensified, growing brighter, warmer. Through it, she could see what looked like the very same hallway—same wallpaper, same sconces, same wooden chair rail—only newer. Cleaner. As though she were peeking through time itself.

Footsteps echoed.

A teenage girl ran laughing past, her hair swinging in a long braid. A boy chased after her, holding a sprig of mistletoe above his head.

Emily’s knees wobbled.

It was her and Luke.

Her younger self darted past the shimmer, cheeks flushed, eyes bright with the sweetness of being seventeen. The boy—young Luke, wild-haired and smiling—caught up to her, slipping the mistletoe above her head before she could escape. She laughed, swatting at him, then blushed when he leaned forward to kiss her cheek.

The hallway around Emily dimmed further. She clutched the lantern tighter.

“Stop,” she whispered. “Please stop.”

But memory didn’t listen.

Younger Emily leaned against the wall, tucking her hair behind her ear in a gesture she still remembered. Younger Luke leaned close, whispering something that made her laugh softly before taking her hand.

The shimmer grew brighter.

Emily felt her breath hitch in her throat.

She reached a trembling hand toward the glowing veil—just close enough that she could feel warmth radiating from the memory, like stepping too close to a fire.

Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the vision dissolved. The hallway returned to its dusty, quiet, dimly lit present. No laughter. No warmth. No shimmer.

Just Emily, standing alone, lantern trembling in her grip. She pressed her free hand to her stomach, grounding herself with a shaky breath.

“That’s enough for tonight,” she whispered. “Definitely enough.”

She turned back toward her room, but as she did, she caught a figure at the far end of the hallway.

A man.

Tall.

Still.

atching her.

Her pulse jumped—until the lantern’s light reached him.

Gabriel.

He leaned casually against the wall, arms folded, expression soft and knowing.

“You saw something,” he said gently.

Emily swallowed. “I... I don’t even know what I saw.”

“Memories,” Gabriel replied. “But memories don’t always stay in the past.”

She stared at him, her voice a whisper. “How did you get in here?”

He smiled, that mysterious, kind curve of his lips. “Doors open when they need to.”

“So you said.” Emily hesitated, fingers tightening on the lantern handle. “What do you want from me?”

“Not want,” he said softly. “Only to guide.”

The lantern’s flame flared once, as though seconding his words.

Emily’s chest tightened. “Why me?”

Gabriel took a slow step toward her, his coat moving gently with the motion. He didn’t come too close—just close enough that she could see the warmth in his eyes, a depth that made her heart whisper something she wasn’t ready to hear.

“Because you came home,” he answered. “And because there’s something here you left unfinished.”

Her breath stilled. Luke’s face flashed in her mind.

Gabriel noticed—but kindly looked away as if sparing her the weight of the thought.

“Rest for now,” he said. “The inn will speak again soon.”

And then, just as the lantern dimmed, the lights in the hallway flickered— once, twice— and Gabriel was gone!

Emily blinked. The hallway was empty. Silent. Only the lantern remained, glowing quietly in her hand.

She backed toward her room, heart pounding, then slipped inside and shut the door firmly behind her. She leaned against it, breath trembling out of her.

“Okay,” she whispered to the quiet room. “This is officially the strangest day of my life.”

She set the lantern down, crawled beneath the quilt, and let the warmth of it settle over her like a protective cocoon. Despite her racing thoughts, exhaustion finally found her, pulling her gently toward sleep.

But just before she drifted off, one last whisper brushed against her awareness.

A whisper that felt like a promise.

“Remember.”

Emily fell asleep with the lantern glowing softly beside her, its flame keeping watch as snow fell thick and silent outside, blanketing Snowfall Ridge in a fresh layer of possibility.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2:  The Inn That Time Forgot 


[image: ]




Morning light crept across the quilt in a soft, golden sweep, warming the room before Emily opened her eyes. She lay still for several seconds, trying to place where she was. The faint scent of lavender. The muted creak of old floorboards shifted as the inn settled. The subtle warmth at her side that shouldn’t be there.

The lantern.

Its flame still glowed inside the glass, low but steady, as though it had kept watch all night.

Emily exhaled slowly and sat up, brushing hair from her cheek. For a moment, sitting in the hush of Room 204 with the morning sun filtering through lace curtains, she could almost pretend nothing unusual had happened. No visions. No shimmer of memories in the hallway. No mysterious man who appeared and disappeared like a dream.

But the attic key on her nightstand said otherwise. And the lantern said a little louder.

She stood, stretching sore muscles, and crossed to the window. Snowfall Ridge glowed beneath a fresh layer of snow, rooftops bright and clean beneath the rising sun. The tree lot down the road was quiet now, but footprints from last night formed dark pathways through the drifts. A few bundled shoppers carried wreaths to their cars, their laughter carrying faintly up the hill.

Emily pressed a hand to the cold glass. She loved mornings like this—peaceful, crisp, wrapped in a sense of possibility. In some other life, maybe she would’ve woken every day to this view. Perhaps she would’ve—

“No,” she murmured. “We’re not going there.”

She pulled back from the window and dressed quickly in jeans, a cream-colored sweater, and her warmest boots. She tied her hair back, slipped the attic key into her pocket, and picked up the lantern. The moment her fingers touched the handle, the flame brightened.

“Of course you have opinions,” she muttered.

She carried it downstairs, stepping lightly so the old floorboards didn’t complain. When she reached the lobby, morning sun streamed across the hardwood floors in broad stripes. Dust motes swirled lazily in the air, glowing like tiny stars.

Emily set the lantern on the front desk, grabbed her notebook, and surveyed the room with fresh eyes. Now that the magic of last night had settled into memory, she could finally start doing the job she came here to do.

First: evaluate the structural integrity. Second: assess what could be saved. Third: determine what Snowfall Ridge was honestly asking of her.

She measured the floorboards, noting subtle warping from humidity. She examined the railing, tracing the grooves and hairline cracks. She tested the banister's stability and checked the fireplace bricks for shifting.

Everywhere she looked, she found signs of age—some natural, some neglectful, none impossible to fix. If she were being honest, Hearthstone Inn wasn’t beyond hope. It needed time, money, and serious repair work, but she’d handled far worse projects.

“You’re not giving up without a fight, are you?” she murmured to the inn.

The nearest wall sconce flickered, just once.

Emily froze, staring at it.

“Don’t do that,” she said softly. “Not before my morning coffee.”

She closed the notebook and headed toward the kitchen, where a battered coffee maker waited on the counter like an old, loyal friend. It sputtered to life with a cough, then filled the room with the heavenly scent of brewing coffee.

She wrapped her hands around the mug and stepped into the lobby again, savoring the warmth between her palms. The lantern’s flame reflected faintly in the window glass, giving the illusion of two flames standing guard.

She turned, ready to begin her tour of the second floor, when a light knock on the inn’s front door startled her.

Emily hurried across the lobby and opened it.

Standing on the porch, dusted in snow and wearing a navy coat with a scarf tucked neatly at the collar, was a man she hadn’t seen in fourteen years.

Luke Tanner.

Her breath caught so fast she forgot to exhale.

He stood exactly as she remembered—tall, steady, shoulders broad beneath his coat. His face was more defined now, jawline sharper, eyes deeper, shaded by something time had etched into them. His hair was slightly longer, dark waves brushing the collar of his jacket. Snowflakes dotted the edges.

He held his hat in one hand, turning it absently as though working up to something.

“Emily,” he said, his voice warm and familiar and cautious all at once.

The sound of her name in his voice sent a wave of memory crashing through her—late-night drives, whispered promises, heartbreak she never explained.

She finally found her breath. “Luke!”

For a moment, neither spoke. Snow fell softly around him, catching in the wool of his coat. His gaze traveled over her face, lingering as though relearning features he once knew by heart.

“I... heard you were back,” he said finally. “Marcie mentioned it last night. I was out late closing up the lot.”

Emily swallowed the sting of nerves. “Yeah. I got in yesterday evening.”

He nodded slowly, eyes softening. “I figured I should stop by. For the inn.”

“Right,” she said quickly. “For the inn.”

His lips twitched at the edge of a smile. “How’s it look inside? Any worse than we feared?”

Emily stepped back to let him in. “Depends on what you call ‘worse.’ It’s... old. But not hopeless.”

Luke stepped into the lobby, brushing snow from his shoulders. The moment he crossed the threshold, something shifted in the room—the lantern glowed warmer, the air seemed to deepen. Emily tried to ignore it. Things just kept getting weirder.

He turned in a slow circle, taking in the space. “I haven’t been in here since...” He stopped himself, clearing his throat. “Well. It’s been a long time.”

Emily nodded, offering no correction.

He walked toward the fireplace, fingertips brushing the mantel, the same way Emily had done last night. “Still smells like pine and old books.”

“Some things don’t change,” she said quietly.

His gaze flicked to hers, and a small smile softened his face. “Yeah. Some don’t.”

He didn’t mention the things that had changed.

Neither did she.

Luke looked around the room again. “I can help, if you want. Haul out debris. Fix some of the smaller things. Mrs. Whitfield wants the inn ready before Christmas Eve if you think it’s possible.”

Emily lifted her brows. “Before Christmas Eve? That’s... not exactly a reasonable deadline.”

He shrugged lightly. “No one said Snowfall Ridge was reasonable.”

The way he said it—dry humor, soft eyes—broke something open inside her chest.

She nodded slowly. “I’d like the help. If you have time.”

“For this place?” he said. “Always.”

A warmth that had nothing to do with the lantern seeped through Emily’s ribs. She looked away quickly, taking a sip of coffee that she wasn’t sure she tasted.

Luke glanced toward the stairs. “Want to show me what we’re up against?”

Her heartbeat stilled at the thought of him in the hallway where she’d seen the shimmer of memory last night.

“Maybe the first floor for now,” she said. “I haven’t checked the attic yet.”

“Probably full of raccoons,” Luke said.

“Don’t curse me like that.”

He chuckled, the sound stirring memories she’d buried so deeply she hadn’t expected them to rise at all.

As they walked together across the lobby, Emily felt something stir—soft, fragile, almost hopeful. Luke’s presence beside her felt familiar and yet entirely new, like a song she once loved but couldn’t hum anymore.

She reached for her notebook.

He reached instinctively to help steady it.

Their hands brushed.

Just briefly. Just enough.

Warmth shot up her arm like a spark.

Luke pulled back first, clearing his throat. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she said, voice too soft.

The lantern’s flame glowed brighter on the front desk.

Luke noticed. “Did you leave that on all night? Fire hazard much?”

Emily blinked. “I... actually didn’t light it. It was already burning when I got here.”

Luke gave her a curious look. “Huh. Guess this old inn wanted to welcome you back.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “You believe that?”

He shrugged, smiling faintly. “I grew up in Snowfall Ridge. I believe all kinds of things.”

Emily glanced at the lantern.

Luke glanced at her.

The storm outside thickened. The inn’s walls warmed around them. And somewhere out on the snowy road, unseen and silent, Gabriel paused, looked toward Hearthstone Inn, and smiled—just once—before continuing on his way.

Luke stood beside Emily in the lobby, taking in the worn charm of the inn with an expression that hovered somewhere between nostalgia and quiet concern. Sunlight caught the flecks of snow still melting in his hair, and Emily forced herself not to stare too long. It had been ten years—ten years of imagining he’d changed completely—yet so much about him was still exactly as she remembered.

He walked toward the staircase and paused, lightly tapping the bottom step with the toe of his boot. “These steps used to creak loud enough to wake the whole house. My brothers and I tried sneaking down once the night before Christmas—Dad caught us before we even made it past step three.”

Emily smiled despite herself. “Let me guess—he sent you back to bed?”

“With hot chocolate,” Luke admitted, turning toward her. “The man couldn’t discipline us without bribery.”

A soft laugh slipped out of her, warming the cold edges of the morning. Being near Luke felt both familiar and impossibly new. But she had a job to do, and memories—especially the ones that still hurt—couldn’t be allowed to lead her.

She flipped open her notebook. “I want to check the support beam near the kitchen first. It was bowing slightly last night.”

Luke followed her through the lobby. “Want me to grab a flashlight? The one in my truck actually works, unlike half the lights in this place.”

“Sure,” Emily said. “That’d help.”

He slipped outside, boots crunching on the snow-covered porch. As soon as the door closed behind him, the lantern on the front desk flickered.

Emily turned slowly.

The flame grew taller, brighter, glowing in a steady pulse—as though reacting to Luke’s absence... or his presence.

“Really?” she whispered. “Are you already invested in the two of us being in the same room?”

The flame popped, as if amused.

“I don’t need commentary,” she muttered.

Luke returned a moment later, brushing snow off his shoulders. “Got it,” he said, lifting the flashlight. “Should we start in the dining room?”

Emily nodded and led the way. When they reached the doorway, the air was colder than it had been earlier. Dust swirled in the light from the windows, and the chairs seemed to lean slightly, their legs uneven with age.

“Be careful near that back corner,” she said, pointing. “I think the floorboards are weak.”

He flashed her a teasing look. “I’ll try not to fall through the floor. Embarrassing way to go.”

“It would be,” she agreed. “I’d never let you forget it.”

His smile softened. “I missed that.”

Her breath caught. “Missed what?”

“You.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, your sense of humor. You always made everything... easier.”

Emily looked down quickly, pretending to take notes even though she hadn’t written a single word. The compliment hit deeper than she expected, stirring a warmth she didn’t want to examine too closely.

She knelt to inspect the baseboard, and Luke knelt beside her. The moment their shoulders brushed, her pulse leaped. He didn’t pull away—not immediately. He simply stayed there, flashlight angled so she could see the warped wood clearly.

“It’s not rotten,” she said, leaning closer. “Just shifted. Probably foundation settling.”

“Think we can fix it?” he asked.

“We,” she repeated lightly. “Do you plan on being here for the whole restoration?”

“Don’t see why not,” he said. “Unless you don’t want the help.”

Emily didn’t answer right away. She didn’t trust her voice. Finally, she said, “I want the help.”

Luke nodded, and his smile returned—small, genuine, quietly hopeful.

They stood and moved toward the far corner of the dining room. Emily carefully stepped across a board that sagged under her weight. “Yep,” she said. “This is going to need reinforcement. Maybe a new subfloor.”

Luke angled the flashlight toward the bowed support beam overhead. “How about that?”

Emily examined it closely, frowning. “It’s warped. The temperature change probably made it expand. But...”

“But what?”

She hesitated. “Last night, when I was here, that beam wasn’t bowed this badly.”

Luke raised a brow. “The storm got heavier overnight. Could be pressure.”

“Maybe,” she murmured.

But the way the lantern flickered in the other room—soft, rhythmic, almost warning—told her the inn was shifting in ways that had nothing to do with the weather.

As they finished inspecting the space, Luke turned to her. “So... what’s your plan for the day? Full assessment?”

“Pretty much,” she said. “I have to document everything. And then I need to...” Her hand drifted instinctively toward the attic key in her pocket.

“And then?” he asked gently.

She shook herself back to the moment. “Nothing. Just a lot of work to do.”
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