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      Claudia lives a vagabond life, crisscrossing the country doing research for a reality show about American myths and legends.

      Christmas finds her in the Adirondack Mountains of upstate New York, at a small hotel allegedly haunted by the Lady in White, who leaves a candle burning for her husband, lost in the snow.

      The ghost might not be real, but Claudia’s attraction to the mysterious Reese, who once lived in the Victorian house, definitely is.

      Will he be what it takes for Claudia to change her wandering ways?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Leave a Candle Burning

          

        

      

    

    
      She was lost.

      Claudia stopped in the tree-lined lane, surrounded by the deep blue of twilight, a swirl of snowflakes, and an ever-growing drift of snow on the ground, and shook her head at her own stupidity.

      In truth, the lodge she was heading for (at least, she hoped she was heading in the right direction) wasn’t far from the train station. Walking normally wouldn’t have been a problem. She just hadn’t factored in the earlier sunset this far north and the fact that it might be snowing.

      Snowing, right before Christmas, in upstate New York? Not all that shocking.

      Thankfully, her job scouting for a TV show meant she knew how to pack light—at least she wasn’t dragging a suitcase behind her. She wore her bulky winter coat and boots, and everything else, including laptop, camera, and clothes, were in her backpack. She’d had to hike to sites before.

      Just not in the damn snow.

      The world held that silent quality that came only in the winter. The snow padded the ground, muffled the air. All she could hear was her own breathing, and the occasional, tiny snap of a twig as some small animal settled for the night.

      The birch trees’ pale bark glowed in the moonlight.

      Claudia felt like she stood in the middle of a snow globe.

      She thought she’d walked the two miles already, but nary a house was in sight, not even a glow of lights. She didn’t think the snow would have knocked out the power, so this was worrying. The GPS on her phone had been no help: the small dirt lanes didn’t register on the map. And then, of course, because she’d spent too much time on the train working, her battery had died. She couldn’t even call.

      She was just about to turn around and head back to the station when she caught motion out of the corner of her eye. She hadn’t heard anyone approach; her own gasp sounded loud against the sudden pounding of her heart.

      Not a someone…a something. A large white dog—a husky or a white German shepherd, it was hard to tell in the dark—stood a few feet away, tail waving languidly, tongue out, watching her.

      “Well, hello there, pup,” she said in a soothing tone, holding out her hand flat. “Where did you come from?”

      The dog barked, and jerked its head in a gesture that looked suspiciously like Come on, then. It took a few steps towards the trees, then looked back expectantly.

      Its message was clear: Follow me.

      Seriously?

      The dog came back a few steps and barked again, this time more impatiently, then turned and looked over its shoulder.

      The dog could be leading her to shelter, Claudia supposed. Or it could be leading her to someone or something in trouble. Or it could just be leading her…no, why would the dog be trying to lead her nowhere? Even if it wasn’t to the lodge, it would be somewhere with a phone or a car. Dogs didn’t lead people to scary shacks containing serial killers, after all.

      Claudia always trusted her instincts, and they’d never proven her wrong. She also had a lot of faith in dogs. Her choice was clear.

      She settled her pack more firmly on her shoulders and followed the dog into the woods.

      The trees weren’t closely spaced and there was no foliage beneath the snow to trip her up, although in a few open places the snow had piled up. The dog seemed to take delight in bounding off to leap through the drifts before running back to trot ahead of her.

      They hadn’t walked more than ten minutes when Claudia saw lights. As they drew closer, she breathed a sigh of relief, recognizing the stone-and-timber lodge from pictures. The dog had in fact led her directly to Heather Mountain Lodge.

      The three-story building toed the line between Victorian and mountain rustic. The roof was steeply pitched to keep too much snow from collecting, with two levels of dormers and multiple chimneys dotting the expanse.

      Warm lights glowed from multiple windows, bathing the snow in warm, welcoming gold, a gorgeous contrast to the midnight blue sky and gleaming snow. Fairy lights in the bare trees added to the cheer. Claudia felt warmer already.

      Home. In an odd way, that’s what it felt like, even though Claudia had never been here before. She’d grown up in the northeast, though, and the scene was familiar enough.

      Plus, her tiny apartment—the tradeoff for a nice place in LA was size—had never felt homey, and now she’d been told that due to budget cuts, she was expected to telecommute.

      She sighed, blowing out the melancholy. She’d worry about that after the holidays. Right now, she had a job to do.

      “Good job, pup!” she said. The dog barked one more time and trotted away, around the building. Probably a doggie door in the back, leading to a mud room or kitchen.

      She went up the flagstone steps to the enclosed porch that ran the length of the building and let herself in, stomping her feet on the entry rug to knock off the snow before continuing to the front door.

      Before she could ring the bell, she saw movement through the glass, and then the door opened.

      “You must be Claudia,” the very attractive man said. His eyes were the same deep blue as the winter twilight she’d just hiked through, and his welcoming smile sparkled in those eyes like snow under moonlight.

      Something tugged at her, deep in her core. It was like the sensation she’d felt when she’d seen the lodge. Home.

      But that made no sense—tall-dark-and-handsome shouldn’t evoke home. Instant lust, maybe (and there was that, too), but not home.

      “Must I?” she asked cheekily, stepping inside.

      “Mrs. Hawley said someone named Claudia was supposed to arrive tonight, and she’s been fretting that you’re late and your phone goes straight to voicemail,” he said, his voice low and pleasant. He closed the door. “So it’s a good assumption you’re Claudia.”

      “Excellent powers of deduction,” Claudia said, holding out her gloved hand.

      “Excellent powers of being Claudia,” he said, shaking her hand. “I’m Reese. D’you mind leaving your boots on the porch?”

      She saw the row of winter footwear lined up next to a rough-hewn bench. Dropping her pack next to her, she sat to unlace her hiking boots.

      She sensed, rather than saw, Reese lean comfortably against the doorjamb. A glance showed he’d tucked his hands in his pockets.

      “Do you work here?” she asked.

      “No. I was on my way back from the bathroom when I saw you on the porch. But I grew up nearby, so I’m familiar with the place.”

      She stood in her thick socks, and saw him grin. Thought she saw the flash of a dimple, even.

      “And I figured,” he went on, scooping up her pack for her, “here’s my chance to meet this intriguing latecomer before anyone else. Good thing I trusted my instincts. Come on in,” he added, stepping aside to let her enter. “Mrs. Hawley’s in the parlor with some of the other guests.”

      It was warm inside, enough to make her chilled cheeks hurt in a pleasant way—although she had to admit it wasn’t the only reason her cheeks were flushed. She shivered, adjusting to the change in temperature.

      She followed Reese through the foyer, unable to decide whether to look at the gorgeous architecture or him (also gorgeous). The foyer, although paneled with dark wood, was welcoming thanks to the warm light from antique Tiffany lamps and the faded oriental rug covering the center of the floor. A steep staircase dominated the right side, its likely hand-carved newel posts a testament to an art form mostly lost today. The wood—currently wrapped with a sweet-smelling pine garland—shone, polished by more than a century of hands caressing the railing as residents and then hotel guests made their way up- or downstairs.

      Claudia smiled, feeling the tension melt away. She already liked it here.

      She had a job to do, so she shouldn’t allow herself to be distracted by Reese, but unfortunately, she already was. Okay, maybe not full-on attracted to after their extremely brief conversation, but at least appreciative of.

      The snug way his jeans hugged him didn’t hurt, definitely. Nor did the in-need-of-a-trim black hair, striking blue eyes, and warm smile. Nor the comfortable way he led her through to the parlor. Not cocky, but simply confident, settled in his own skin.

      She wouldn’t have minded more time alone with him, but there were other people in the parlor, and that settled that.

      “Oh goodness,” said a tall, rangy older woman, “you must be Claudia.”

      “I must,” she agreed this time. “You’re Mrs. Hawley?”

      “That I am.” The woman’s white hair framed a face that showed a lifetime of smiles in the fine lines around her eyes and mouth. “Let me show you to your room, dearie, and then you can settle in and meet folks. Shall I make you a pot of tea? Or hot chocolate? Or…?”

      “Hot chocolate sounds lovely,” Claudia said. She leaned in conspiratorially. “Especially if it has a nip of crème de menthe in it.”

      Mrs. Hawley smiled. “Absolutely,” she said.
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      “This is perfect,” Claudia said when she saw her room. The turned-wood four-poster bed had a cream-colored, crocheted blanket at its foot and a lavender-scented sachet on the pillow, and the room’s uneven wooden floors creaked as she entered. Cozy and charming. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

      It took her even less than that—the lingering chill (although the room itself was toasty) drove her to drop her backpack and shuck her parka before plugging in her traitorous phone and heading downstairs to properly meet the rest of the guests.

      Back in the parlor, she was happy to settle in an antique sofa near the stone fireplace, where a fire crackled and spat heat and the scent of wood smoke. Happy especially because the free spot was next to Reese.

      “Mrs. Hawley’s off making your hot chocolate; we had an early supper so she could let the cook go for the night because of the snow,” Reese said. “Which doesn’t bode well for breakfast.”

      “We aren’t going to be snowed in for long, I hope?” asked a man wearing glasses and a Dr. Horrible T-shirt, who’d been introduced as Matt. He held hands with a pretty redhead—Holly—wearing multicolored striped socks and a matching crocheted hat.

      “The weather report said it should stop snowing overnight,” said a teenaged girl with a blond French braid, glancing up from her phone. Brittany, Claudia repeated to herself. Her parents, Tom and Sherry, had already gone upstairs, as had the final guest, Angela, a musician.

      “And once the plow comes through, we’ll be fine,” Reese added.

      Mrs. Hawley returned with Claudia’s hot chocolate, and now that this crop of guests was assembled, began her story.

      “The White Lady,” Mrs. Hawley said, settling herself into her chair and into her story. “We don’t know much about who she was when she was alive, but we know this: She was married, and her husband was away one night in late December. I’ve heard different stories—that he’d been out hunting that day, that he went out in the storm to help someone. As the snow came down harder, she knew it would be more difficult for her husband to find his way home. So she went from window to window, lighting candles to guide him to safety.”

      Mrs. Hawley paused to take a sip of her own hot chocolate before continuing.

      “Since then, each year, starting a day or two before Christmas and going until a day or two afterwards, after dusk falls she moves through the lower rooms of the house, lighting candles in the windows to bring her beloved home.”

      Holly shivered. “That’s a beautiful story.” She squeezed Matt’s hand. “So romantic.”

      Romantic, yes, but whether there was any truth to the story…well, that was Claudia’s job to figure out.

      “What style of clothing does she wear?” she asked. “A nightgown? A Victorian dress? Earlier period, later?”

      “Oh, well, I can’t say for sure,” Mrs. Hawley said, looking down at her hands. “I’m not an expert in these things.”

      “I understand,” Claudia said. “It’s just, if we can narrow down her clothing style, we can narrow down who she might be.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Reese said, turning toward her in interest. Claudia felt that flutter in her stomach again at hearing his mellow voice. “You’re from one of those reality shows—you’re a ghost hunter.”

      Claudia laughed, glad that he seemed to be taking her seriously. “Not hardly. I’m a location scout; I don’t get any air time at all. And America’s Legendary Ghosts isn’t a ghost-hunting show—we don’t run around with EMF detectors or try to debunk the stories. We focus on the truth behind the legend…we want to know whether the ghost story has some basis in history. We’re more of a history program than a reality show.”

      “So you’re here to decide whether The White Lady is real or not?” Holly asked.

      Claudia reluctantly turned her gaze away from Reese. “I’m here to discover whether there’s any historical basis for The White Lady,” she explained. Then, to Mrs. Hawley, she added, “I assume you’ve seen her?”

      “Indeed I have.” Mrs. Hawley sat up straight. “Every year.”

      “Please, tell me.”

      “We’ve had candles in the windows here in winter for as long as I can remember—and I’ve been here since I was a little girl. Even if no one sees her, people come down in the morning and find candles burning, or melted wax where the candles have burned down.”

      “And what happens if people try to interact with her?” Claudia asked.

      “They can’t,” Mrs. Hawley said. “She doesn’t respond to any attempts to communicate with her. If people come close, she disappears.”

      “Vanishes?” Claudia clarified.

      “Essentially.”

      “Did her husband make it home?” Matt asked.

      Mrs. Hawley looked sad. “We don’t know,” she said. “We just don’t know.”

      “I’m guessing he didn’t,” Claudia said. “If he had, she wouldn’t feel compelled to keep lighting the candles.”

      They all stared at her as if she’d just kicked their collective puppy. Clearly she’d harshed their mellow. What had they expected? Before she had a chance to speak, Brittany looked up from her phone and said, “Well, isn’t it obvious? It’s a ghost. It’s not supposed to be happy.”

      Although the others nodded in agreement, that effectively killed the conversation. After one or two more half-hearted questions, the group broke up, Mrs. Hawley retiring for an early night so she could handle breakfast.

      “You didn’t get any supper, did you?” Reese asked Claudia.

      She’d been so intent on learning about the ghost that she hadn’t realized until now that she was starving, and she appreciated him realizing she might not have eaten. She had a power bar in her luggage, but the hell with that. Any extra time she could spend with him was a bonus, and if he could point her towards food….

      “I had a snack on the train, but that was it,” she said.

      “Come with me.”

      She followed him to the kitchen—both because she didn’t know where it was and because it was an opportunity to ogle his butt again in those faded, snug jeans.

      The kitchen had been upgraded with professional appliances, but still held the sense of a homey Victorian kitchen, thanks to details such as herbs drying from a rack hanging from the ceiling, a fireplace with a bread oven along one wall, and an open wooden cabinet displaying blue-patterned china.

      “You said you used to live here?” Claudia asked. “Mrs. Hawley seems comfortable with you.”

      “I grew up in the area,” Reese said. He stripped off his sweater, and she caught a flash of taut abs dusted with dark hair as the T-shirt beneath rode up. Yummy. She fumbled herself onto a barstool, but he didn’t notice, being too busy opening cabinets and pulling out a plate and bread with a comfortable ease, as if he were well acquainted with the layout. “My mom worked for Mrs. Hawley for a few years, so I hung out here a lot. I’d like to say I was helping, but I’m pretty sure I was just underfoot.”

      “I grew up in Albany, actually,” Claudia said. “I’ve never been here, but I’ve been to Lake Placid a few times.”

      “Not too far away, then,” Reese said. “Welcome back.”

      So different from the men she’d met in California, she mused. It wasn’t that nobody was nice there, but she did work in Hollywood, after all. Everybody seemed to be angling for something—and seemed to be made of hard edges. Reese seemed confident, but in a comfortable way; like he was settled in his own skin.

      Maybe that was the familiarity and comfort that tugged at her.

      Claudia propped her elbows on the butcher block island. “So, have you seen The White Lady?”

      “As a matter of fact, I have.” He was leaning into the industrial refrigerator, so she couldn’t see his face, although his deep voice was casual and self-assured. He didn’t sound like he was lying. “I was walking by the parlor and I saw her in there. It scared the snot out of me, and I ran to find my mom.”

      He emerged from the fridge, balancing ham and cheese and condiments in his arms. Claudia held her breath until the food was safely deposited on the butcher block. She felt bad for not helping, but damn, she was tired.

      “We moved the year after that,” he went on. “Late summer. So I never had the chance to see her again.”

      “Is that why you’ve come back?”

      He turned away to find a knife, turned back. “No, not really. I…my folks are both gone, and my brother and sister were off doing their own thing, so I just wanted to come back and recapture the fond memories.” He handed her the knife and shoved the condiments across the island. “What about you? It must suck to work on Christmas.”

      She opened the jar of stone-ground mustard, spread some on the wheat bread. “Kinda. My family’s big, and we decided a few years ago to make Thanksgiving the big holiday—my folks are in Florida now, and we rotate between locations—and we’re on our own for Christmas.”

      More than kinda, she’d realized on the hike here, but she wanted to keep the conversation positive. No sense scaring a guy away by immediately admitting that you can’t hold down a relationship because your job requires you to travel so much. Her last boyfriend finally up and decided that didn’t work for him.

      Oddly, it had worked for her. Oh, he hadn’t been a bad guy—she thought she’d loved him, eaten an awful lot of Ben & Jerry’s after his departure—but the fact was, she loved to travel and loved the chance to be on her own. Absence did make the heart grow fonder, at least for her.

      Unfortunately, not many people shared that view, and constant travel made it hard to even get to know someone long enough to find out if they shared that view.

      Claudia added ham, Swiss, and tomato slices to her sandwich, and continued focusing on the positive. “Being free on Christmas gives me a little more leeway—you’d be surprised how many ghost legends revolve around the holidays.”

      “Maybe Dickens was on to something.”

      She laughed. “Maybe so. There certainly haven’t been any Thanksgiving ghosts for us.” She put some baby spinach on the sandwich, covered it with a second slice of bread, and pressed down with both hands to smoosh it down to a more comfortable height. “I’m just glad I’m here this year. It’s always depressing to be without snow on Christmas. Despite what the rest of Hollywood likes, I don’t want to be wearing shorts in December. It’s just wrong.”

      “I hear you,” Reese said. “One year I was in Australia for Christmas. The big heavy Christmas dinner makes no sense when it’s a bazillion degrees out.” He was already tidying away the sandwich fixings.

      “What took you there?” Claudia took a big bite of her sandwich, stifling a moan of pleasure. She hadn’t realized she was that hungry. Maybe it was the crème de menthe talking.

      “I’m a structural engineer, specializing in earthquake retrofits,” he said. “I was working on a government contract.”

      Now that she had a little food in her (that wasn’t sugar laced with alcohol), she was able to focus again. She found herself distracted by his hands, competently wiping down the butcher block.

      Thought about those hands on her body.

      She was tired, but she wasn’t that tired.

      “Does your job take you all over?” she asked, because dragging him down on the butcher block and having her way with him might be a tiny bit too forward.

      “Everywhere there are earthquakes, which is as all over as you can get,” he said.

      “And where do you live when you’re not wandering the globe?”

      “I’ve got an apartment in the city, but it’s mostly a place to store my stuff. I’m thinking about—”

      They heard a shout, and then Holly appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Come quick!” she said. “We’ve seen The White Lady!”

      Claudia dropped the second half of her sandwich and bolted for the foyer, Reese on her heels. When they arrived, the rest of the guests were there, in various stages of settling in: Angela was in a flowered flannel nightgown, with a matching robe belted firmly around her, while Tom’s wet hair suggested he’d been in the shower.

      “In the parlor, where we were earlier,” Holly said.

      Sure as shooting, the candles in the window had been lit, a smudge of wax on the windowsill indicating someone had bumped the candle after it had been burning.

      “Candles,” Claudia said. “Did anyone see The White Lady?”

      “I did,” Matt said, raising his hand. “I came back down to get my phone, and there she was. She vanished before I got into the room.”

      “Vanished how?” Claudia asked. She didn’t want to sound suspicious; hated ruining the other guests’ excitement. Even as she spoke, she felt the energy in the room drop.

      “Just…I don’t know, exactly.” Matt looked abashed. “I turned to call up the stairs to Holly, and when I turned back, the Lady was gone. But I know she didn’t go past me.”

      The parlor’s only other door led to the dining room, and the door between the dining room and the kitchen had been open—surely she and Reese would have heard someone in there?

      Claudia asked a few more questions, then decided not to investigate tonight. There would be time for that in the morning.

      Time to figure out if this was a legend worth pursuing…and if Reese was, as well.

      Nah. She’d already decided that he was. But exhaustion was crowding out interest, and she still had a job to do.

      Dammit.
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      Claudia shoved the drapes aside and smiled at the sun sparkling on the fresh, untouched snow.

      A good night’s sleep under cozy flannel sheets and a warm down comforter had gone a long way to improving her outlook on life. The snow had been hauntingly lovely last night, but she’d been lost and cold and hungry; today, she could simply appreciate its beauty. She wondered how the dog was doing, and made a mental note to ask Mrs. Hawley.

      The dining room had a big stone fireplace and large windows that looked out on the mountains. Quiet holiday music filled the background from unseen speakers.

      Even better, the dining room had Reese in it.

      And when she saw him, she had that same damn curious tug at her very core.

      She said good morning to him, as well as Brittany, her parents, and Angela, who were the only other ones there, then helped herself to food from the sideboard. She slid into the seat catty-corner from Reese, wanting to watch him without being obvious. But from the way he smiled at her, she suspected he’d notice, because he’d be watching her, too.

      His smile made her feel all melty, like an icicle in the sun. Damn, what was happening to her?

      “This is just lovely,” Sherry enthused. “I’ve always wanted to get away for Christmas. And I love the decorations.”

      “They’re beautiful,” Claudia agreed. “My apartment’s way to small for a tree, and I travel so much that decorating seems more like clutter-adding than something festive.”

      Reese asked, “Well, then, what’s your favorite part about Christmas?”

      “Ideally, I love the ritual of it all,” Claudia confessed. “Trimming the tree, wrapping the presents, sitting down for dinner with family…”

      “And snow,” Reese said with a wink that said he remembered their conversation from the night before. “Don’t forget about the snow.”

      “But you can have the rituals without snow,” Tom said.

      Claudia had almost forgotten there were other people at the table.

      “That’s true,” Reese said. “Claudia’s right: It’s about being with family and friends—rituals are about sharing the same joys with the people you love.”

      Everyone murmured assent, and then they all started discussing their rituals and childhood memories: tinsel versus garland, holly and mistletoe, favorite carols. And cookies. The cookie debate almost got a little heated.

      Claudia, who didn’t even like to bake, found herself wanting to make holiday cookies with Reese. Preferably with each of them wearing little more than an apron. He’d look adorable with flour on his nose. And wearing little more than an apron.

      After breakfast, Reese asked, “What’s your plan for today, ghost hunter?”

      “Legend hunter, please,” Claudia said, cradling her hands around her coffee mug. “I’m headed into town to meet with the county clerk to look at the lodge’s records, and hit the local library for their archives.”

      He offered to drive her, and she happily took him up on it. She could have walked, but it wouldn’t be a bad idea to make sure she knew the way first. Bonus: His truck had four-wheel drive and snow tires. The driveway had already been plowed, as had the lane, but it was still a bit slippery.

      Claudia laughed at herself. The truth was, she was thrilled to have the opportunity to spend more time with him.

      She hadn’t even been here a day, and yet she was feeling something shifting, deep, like thick ice on a river just before it breaks free.

      The drive reminded her to ask Mrs. Hawley about the dog. She hadn’t seen it around today, so maybe it didn’t live at the lodge, but at a nearby farm.

      At the county courthouse, she waded through land and tax records, making photocopies of what she needed. By the time she was done, it was lunchtime, and she met Reese, who’d been running errands, at a local restaurant.

      The proprietors had gone for a full-on log cabin feel, with exposed-log walls, a pot-bellied stove, deer heads on the wall, and a taxidermied black bear to greet her at the door.

      Reese had arrived before her, and was already at a table with a steaming cup of coffee, his olive parka slung over the back of his chair. A second cup of coffee sat at her place.

      “I remembered you had coffee this morning, but not what you put in it,” he said, pushing creamer and sugar in her direction.

      The gesture warmed her more than the heat inside the diner did.

      His dark hair was mussed, either from having his hood up earlier or because he’d run his fingers through it. Either way, it worked on him, and Claudia wondered if it was soft, and how it would feel to run her own fingers through it. Then draw his face towards hers…
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