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      Loretta Hayes stood in the kitchen of The Maple Hollow Bed & Breakfast, her hands pressed flat against the worn countertop her grandmother had polished every Sunday for thirty years. The morning light filtered through the frost-edged windows, casting long shadows across the floor. December in the Smoky Mountains meant bone-deep cold that seeped through the old walls, but this year, the chill seemed to have settled inside her too.

      She tucked a loose strand of brown hair behind her ear, tightening the messy bun that threatened to unravel like her composure. Her hazel eyes, once bright with the joy her grandmother said was "the Lord's light shining through," now looked dull in the reflection of the stainless steel mixer. She straightened the knit cardigan that hung loosely over her flannel shirt and took a deep breath.

      The kitchen felt wrong. Too quiet. Too empty. Every Christmas morning for as long as she could remember, Loretta had awakened to the smell of cinnamon rolls baking and the sound of her grandmother humming hymns. Now there was only the tick of the old wall clock and the occasional creak of the house settling into winter.

      "You can do this," she whispered to herself, voice sounding foreign in the silence. "It's just bread and eggs. Not rocket science."

      But it wasn't just bread and eggs. It was her grandmother's legacy, this place that had welcomed travelers to the Smoky Mountains for decades. The Maple Hollow had been known for homemade comfort and warm Christian hospitality—both of which felt beyond Loretta's reach this morning.

      She moved to the refrigerator, pulling out eggs and milk, her movements mechanical. The recipe cards were arranged in her grandmother's neat handwriting, each one dog-eared and splattered with evidence of years of use. Loretta ran her finger over the familiar script on the French toast card.

      "Add a pinch of nutmeg, Loretta. The Lord's in the details."

      She could almost hear her grandmother's voice, could almost see her standing there in her apron with the embroidered Bible verse across the front. Psalm 34:8—"Taste and see that the Lord is good."

      Loretta swallowed hard against the lump forming in her throat. Last Christmas, her grandmother had been weak but determined, directing Loretta from a chair pulled up to the counter. By New Year's, she was in the hospital. By Valentine's Day, she was gone.

      The eggs slipped from Loretta's hand, cracking against the floor. Yellow yolk spread across the worn wood planks, and something inside her cracked too.

      "Really?" She looked upward, addressing the ceiling beams but meaning Someone much higher. "Is this how it's going to be? I can't even make breakfast without—" She stopped, pressing her lips together as she knelt with a dishcloth.

      There was no answer. There never was anymore. The prayers that had once flowed easily from her lips had dried up months ago, replaced by a heavy silence and the constant, exhausting work of keeping this place running alone.

      She finished cleaning the mess and washed her hands, trying to focus on the day's tasks. She had three rooms booked—an elderly couple from Knoxville who had been coming for years, a young family with two small children who needed extra towels, and a single guest arriving sometime today. The reservation book lay open on the counter, her grandmother's familiar handwriting giving way to Loretta's more angular script in April.

      Six eggs into the bowl. Milk. Vanilla. Whisk. Her body remembered the rhythms even when her heart wasn't in it.

      The inn needed fresh towels folded. The walkway needed to be salted again after last night's frost. The Christmas tree in the sitting room needed its lights plugged in. The firewood needed to be brought in. The bills needed to be paid somehow, even though bookings were down this year.

      The weight of it all pressed down on Loretta's shoulders as she whisked the egg mixture with more force than necessary. She'd quit her job in Nashville to move back and help her grandmother run this place three years ago, and now she was trapped here, bound by obligation and a mountain of memories.

      Outside the window, snow began to fall in lazy spirals, adding to the six inches already coating the mountain landscape. The view was breathtaking—pine trees dusted white, the distant peaks of the Smoky Mountains rising blue-gray against the pale sky. It had always been her favorite sight. Now it just reminded her how isolated she was.

      She turned from the window and caught sight of the old Bible on the shelf, gathering dust since the funeral. Her grandmother had read from it every morning at this very counter, but Loretta couldn't bring herself to open it. What comfort could it offer now?

      "Where were You?" she whispered, the question she'd been asking for months. "She believed in You her whole life, and where were You when she needed You?"

      The bread soaked in the egg mixture, and Loretta moved automatically to the stove, lighting the burner beneath the cast-iron skillet her grandmother had seasoned and re-seasoned over decades. The familiar ritual steadied her hands if not her heart.

      She glanced at the old stone hearth in the adjoining sitting room. It sat cold and dark, unlit since her grandmother's passing. Somehow, Loretta hadn't been able to bring herself to light it. The hearth had been her grandmother's domain—the place where she'd told Bible stories to children and served hot cider to guests while talking about God's faithfulness. It seemed wrong somehow to light it now, when Loretta's own faith had grown so cold.

      The clock chimed seven. Guests would be coming down for breakfast soon, expecting the warmth and welcome The Maple Hollow was known for. Loretta squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. She could do this. She would do this. For her grandmother's sake, if nothing else.

      She reached for her apron—not her grandmother's with the Bible verse, but a plain one she'd bought in town—and tied it around her waist. Then she smoothed her expression into something resembling pleasantness, the practiced mask of hospitality she'd perfected over the past months.

      The French toast sizzled in the pan, filling the kitchen with the scent of cinnamon and vanilla. Outside, the snow fell harder, Christmas in the Smokies doing its best to be picture-perfect despite her grief.

      "Just get through December," she told herself, flipping the bread in the pan. "Just get through Christmas."

      But as she worked, the cold hearth in the next room caught her eye again. Empty and dark, like the space inside her where faith used to burn.
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        * * *

      

      Loretta straightened the last fork on the breakfast table just as the old grandfather clock in the hallway chimed eight. On cue, she heard the familiar creak of the third step on the staircase. The Martins always came down precisely at eight. For twelve years, according to her grandmother's guest book, they had spent the week before Christmas at The Maple Hollow, and Mr. Martin's arthritic knee hadn't changed their punctuality. Loretta smoothed her apron and arranged her features into what she hoped was a welcoming smile.

      "Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Martin," she called, her voice carrying a warmth she didn't feel. "Coffee's fresh, and the French toast is just about ready."

      Mrs. Martin appeared first, her silver hair neatly pinned, wearing a Christmas sweater with embroidered cardinals. Behind her, Mr. Martin navigated the last steps with a cane, his wire-rimmed glasses catching the morning light.

      "Smells just like your grandmother's kitchen," Mrs. Martin said, her wrinkled face crinkling further with her smile. "She always made the best French toast this side of the Smokies."

      The comment landed like a stone in Loretta's chest, but her smile didn't falter. "I use her recipe card," she said, gesturing to the kitchen. "Though I suspect she had some secret she never wrote down."

      "The secret was love, dear," Mrs. Martin said, patting Loretta's arm as she passed. "And prayer. Eleanor prayed over every meal she made."

      Loretta turned quickly toward the kitchen, using the French toast as an excuse. "Let me get these before they burn."

      In the safety of the kitchen, she took a steadying breath. The Martins meant well. They'd known her grandmother—Eleanor Hayes—since before Loretta was born. They didn't know how each mention of her grandmother's faith felt like salt in an open wound.

      By the time she emerged with a platter of golden-brown French toast, Loretta had her expression under control again. This was the dance she'd perfected over the last nine months—deflect, smile, serve, retreat when necessary. The hospitality business required a performance, and she'd become a better actress than she ever intended.

      "The snow's really coming down now," Mr. Martin commented, nodding toward the window where fat flakes swirled past. "Forecast says we might get another foot by tomorrow."

      "The roads should be clear," Loretta assured them, pouring coffee. "The county's good about plowing the main routes."

      "We're not worried," Mrs. Martin said, squeezing her husband's hand. "If we get snowed in, there's no place we'd rather be stuck. This inn has always felt like⁠—"

      The thundering of small feet on the stairs interrupted whatever nostalgic sentiment Mrs. Martin had been about to offer, and Loretta felt a rush of gratitude for the distraction.

      "Mom! Dad! Look how much snow!" A boy of about seven burst into the dining room, followed by a younger girl and their harried-looking parents. The Carsons, according to Loretta's guest book. First-timers.

      "Tyler, indoor voice," Mrs. Carson reminded, offering an apologetic smile to the room. "I'm sorry, he's a little excited about the snow."

      "No apologies needed," Loretta said, her professional voice slipping seamlessly into place. "The Maple Hollow is meant for families. There are sleds in the storage shed if you'd like to use them later."

      Tyler's eyes grew wide. "Really? Can we, Mom? Please?"

      As the family settled at a table by the window, Loretta moved efficiently between them and the Martins, pouring juice, offering syrup, answering questions about local attractions that might still be open despite the weather. The practiced rhythm of serving breakfast steadied her.

      "Your grandmother always said this place was meant to be full of joy," Mrs. Martin commented as Loretta refilled her coffee. "She'd be happy to hear children laughing here again."

      Loretta's hand trembled slightly, coffee sloshing dangerously close to the cup's rim. "Yes, she loved having children here," she managed, her throat tight.

      Mrs. Martin reached out, her papery hand covering Loretta's for a brief moment. "She'd be proud of you, keeping this place going. It couldn't have been easy, this first year without her."

      The simple kindness—the acknowledgment of her struggle—nearly broke through Loretta's careful composure. She could feel her eyes burning, but years of customer service came to her rescue.

      "More French toast, Mr. Martin?" she asked, pulling her hand away gently. "There's plenty more."

      When breakfast was in full swing, with the Carsons' children chattering and the Martins reminiscing, Loretta retreated to the registration desk to check her bookings. The last guest was scheduled to arrive sometime today—a single traveler named Silas Grant. No specific arrival time noted. Her grandmother had taken the reservation, one of the last she'd managed before getting too sick.

      The phone rang, startling Loretta from her thoughts.

      "The Maple Hollow Bed and Breakfast, this is Loretta speaking," she answered automatically.

      "Hello, this is Silas Grant," a deep, warm voice responded. "I have a reservation starting today. I wanted to let you know I'll be arriving around noon, if that's all right. The snow's slowing me down a bit."

      "That's perfectly fine, Mr. Grant. Your room will be ready." Loretta jotted down the time on the reservation book. "Drive safely. The last stretch of mountain road can be tricky in the snow."

      "I appreciate the concern," he said, and something in his gentle tone made Loretta pause. "I'm looking forward to the peace of your inn. I've heard good things."

      After she hung up, Loretta stared at the name in the book. Her grandmother's handwriting. Silas Grant. Reserved for two weeks—the longest stay of any current guest. A retreat, her grandmother had noted in the margins. Looking for quiet and rest.

      The clatter of dishes from the dining room pulled her attention back to the present. She still needed to clear breakfast, prepare Mr. Grant's room, and shovel the walkway before noon. No time for memories or wondering about new arrivals.

      When she returned to the dining room, Mrs. Carson was helping her daughter cut the last piece of French toast while her husband and son peered out the window at the thickening snow.

      "Miss Hayes," Mr. Carson turned to her, "is there a good sledding hill nearby? Somewhere safe for the kids?"

      Loretta nodded, slipping back into her role. "Just behind the inn, there's a perfect slope. Gentle enough for little ones but still exciting. My grandmother used to—" she caught herself, swallowed, continued "—the spot is visible from the back porch, so you can watch while staying warm if you prefer."

      Mrs. Martin watched her with knowing eyes that saw too much. Loretta busied herself collecting empty plates, avoiding the older woman's gaze.

      "Would you like help with the dishes, dear?" Mrs. Martin offered.

      "No, thank you. This is what you're paying for, after all," Loretta replied with a light laugh that sounded hollow to her own ears. "Please, enjoy your morning. The sitting room fire is…well, I'll light it shortly if you'd like to read there."

      She gathered the remaining dishes and retreated to the kitchen, setting them in the sink with a clatter that matched the tumult in her chest. Through the window, she could see the snow falling harder now, blanketing the mountains in pristine white. Christmas card perfect. Her grandmother would have called it God's reminder of renewal—"Though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be white as snow."

      Loretta turned from the window and began rinsing dishes with methodical precision. She had a new guest arriving at noon. The walkway needed shoveling. The hearth remained cold, and she wasn't sure she had the strength to light it—either the physical fire or the faith it represented.
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        * * *

      

      Loretta swept the last of the snow from the front steps, her breath clouding in the December air. The walkway was clear, at least for now, though the sky promised more snow before evening. She'd changed the linens in Room 3—the one with the best view of the mountains—and set out fresh towels folded the way her grandmother had taught her. Everything was ready for Mr. Grant's arrival, assuming he could navigate the increasingly treacherous mountain roads.

      She leaned on the shovel for a moment, allowing herself a rare break to take in the landscape. The Smokies stretched out before her, ancient and serene under their fresh coat of white. In summer, those mountains lived up to their name, with mist rising from the valleys like smoke from hidden fires. Now they stood stark against the winter sky, proud and unyielding. Loretta had always found comfort in their permanence.

      The distant sound of an engine broke the silence. Loretta squinted down the winding driveway, catching sight of a dark blue pickup truck carefully making its way toward the inn. Mr. Grant, right on time despite the weather. She straightened her posture and tucked loose strands of hair back into her bun, suddenly conscious of how disheveled she must look after shoveling snow.

      The truck came to a stop in the small parking area, and Loretta watched as a tall man emerged. He moved with a deliberate kind of grace, his boots finding purchase in the snow without hesitation. He reached back into the truck for a worn leather duffel and what looked like an artist's portfolio before turning toward the inn.

      When he looked up and noticed her standing there, his face broke into a smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. Even from a distance, Loretta could see the weathering of experience on his features—not old, but lived-in. His dark hair was touched with silver at the temples, and his beard was neatly trimmed.

      "Hello there," he called, his voice carrying clearly through the crisp air. "You must be Loretta Hayes."

      She nodded, setting the shovel aside. "Mr. Grant, I presume? You made good time despite the snow."

      He approached with unhurried steps, his smile remaining steady. "Please, call me Silas. And I've driven these mountain roads in worse. The Lord provided a clear enough path."

      The casual reference to divine intervention made Loretta's smile falter slightly, but she recovered quickly. "Well, I'm glad you arrived safely. Let me help you with your bags."

      "I've got them, thank you." As he reached the steps, Loretta could see his eyes clearly for the first time—a blue-gray that reminded her of the mountains in early morning light. They were kind eyes, but there was something else there too—a depth that suggested he had known both joy and profound sorrow.

      His fingers brushed hers as he extended his hand in greeting, and she felt a jolt that had nothing to do with the cold. Static from the dry winter air, she told herself.

      "It's a pleasure to meet you," Silas said, his grip firm but gentle. "Your grandmother spoke so highly of this place when I called. She said it was a thin place."

      Loretta tilted her head. "A thin place?"

      "It's an old Celtic Christian idea," he explained, looking past her to the mountains. "Places where heaven and earth seem closer together—where you can feel God's presence more clearly." He returned his gaze to her face. "I can see what she meant."

      Loretta felt a flutter of discomfort. She'd had enough God-talk from the Martins this morning. "Well, we do have one of the best views in Tennessee," she said lightly, turning toward the door. "Let's get you out of the cold."

      As they stepped inside, Silas stamped the snow from his boots and looked around the entryway with appreciative eyes. The Maple Hollow's interior was all warm wood and careful craftsmanship, with a wide staircase leading to the second floor and doorways opening to the sitting room and dining room.

      "Your grandmother built a beautiful home here," he said quietly.

      "It was her life's work," Loretta replied, moving toward the check-in desk. "She opened it the year I was born."

      Silas set down his bags and followed her. "And now it's in your hands. That's quite a legacy."

      Something in his tone—not pity, but a genuine understanding—made Loretta look up sharply. His eyes held no judgment, only a steady compassion that threatened to crack her careful composure.

      "Yes, well," she said, reaching for the guest register, "we do our best to maintain her standards. Now, you're in Room 3, up the stairs and to your right. It has a private bathroom and the best view in the house."

      Silas didn't immediately take the pen she offered, instead studying her face with quiet attention. "I imagine this is your first Christmas without her."

      The simple acknowledgment of her loss, stated so directly, caught Loretta off guard. Most guests either didn't know or pretended not to notice her grandmother's absence. She felt her throat tighten.

      "Yes," she managed, her professional mask slipping momentarily. "Yes, it is."

      He nodded, his expression gentle. "I'm familiar with that particular road. It's not an easy one to walk."

      Before she could respond, he reached for the pen, his fingers brushing hers again. This time, the contact seemed intentional, a brief touch of comfort.

      "I've been praying for this trip for some time," he said as he signed the register. "I needed a quiet place to pray, to paint, to listen. When I spoke with your grandmother back in the spring, something told me this was where I needed to be."

      Loretta wasn't sure how to respond to such openness. Most guests discussed the weather, asked about local attractions, complained about their drive. They didn't speak of prayer or divine guidance within minutes of arrival.

      "Well, The Maple Hollow is certainly quiet," she said finally. "Especially this time of year. We only have two other rooms occupied at the moment."

      Silas smiled, a warmth in his expression that seemed to reach beyond mere politeness. "Sometimes God speaks most clearly in the quiet places."

      Loretta busied herself with the key to Room 3, avoiding his gaze. "Breakfast is served from seven to nine. The dining room is through there, and the sitting room is just beyond. Feel free to make yourself at home."

      As she handed him the key, Silas's eyes drifted past her to the cold hearth in the sitting room. Something in his expression shifted—a subtle recognition, as if he'd confirmed something he suspected.

      "Thank you, Loretta," he said, gathering his bags. "I have a feeling this is exactly where I'm meant to be right now."

      As he followed her up the stairs, Loretta found herself unusually aware of his presence behind her. There was something steady about Silas Grant, something rooted that she couldn't quite define. It had been a long time since she'd met anyone who seemed so at ease in their own skin—or in their faith.

      She showed him to his room, explained about the extra blankets in the chest and the best spot for cell reception by the window, all the while conscious of his attentive gaze that seemed to see more than she wanted to reveal.

      "If you need anything at all, just let me know," she said, hand on the doorknob, ready to retreat.

      "Actually," Silas said, setting down his duffel, "there is one thing."

      Loretta paused. "Yes?"

      "Would you mind if I lit the fire in the sitting room later? There's something about a hearth in winter that speaks to the soul."

      The question was innocent enough, but Loretta felt a strange resistance. That hearth had been her grandmother's domain, the heart of the inn's hospitality.

      "Of course," she said finally. "That's what it's there for. Matches are on the mantel."

      As she closed his door and headed back downstairs, Loretta couldn't shake the feeling that Silas Grant's arrival was somehow significant—that his presence in her grandmother's inn, asking to light her grandmother's hearth, might stir embers she'd been trying very hard to let die.
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      Loretta descended the stairs, her hand trailing along the polished banister. Something about Silas Grant unsettled her. Not in a threatening way, but in the way a sudden shaft of sunlight might disturb someone who had grown accustomed to shadows. His easy references to prayer and God's guidance should have annoyed her—normally, they would have. Instead, she found herself wondering about the story behind those steady eyes and that quiet confidence.

      Most guests who mentioned faith did so in passing pleasantries or in response to the small cross her grandmother had hung in the entryway. But Silas spoke of God as if He were a close companion walking beside him on the mountain roads. The ease of it felt almost intrusive, like stumbling upon someone in intimate conversation.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Loretta paused, listening to the faint sounds of Silas moving about in Room 3. The floorboards above creaked in a familiar pattern—twelve steps across to the window, a pause (probably taking in the view of snow-covered mountains), then movement toward the bathroom. She knew every sound this old house made, could practically track a guest's movements by the symphony of creaks and sighs from the timber frame.

      But Silas moved differently than most guests. Deliberately. Unhurried. As if he were fully present in each step rather than rushing from one moment to the next.

      Loretta shook her head, irritated with herself for paying such close attention. She had work to do—linens to wash, lunch to prepare for the guests, the monthly accounts to review. The inn wouldn't run itself, and her curiosity about a stranger's calm demeanor was hardly a priority.

      In the laundry room off the kitchen, she loaded the washing machine with sheets, her movements brisk and efficient. The familiar task allowed her mind to wander back to their brief interaction. There had been something in his eyes when he mentioned being familiar with grief—a depth of understanding that couldn't be faked. Whoever Silas Grant was, he had known loss. Perhaps that explained his faith. Some people turned to God in suffering.

      Loretta had done the opposite.

      The sound of footsteps on the stairs pulled her from her thoughts. She closed the washing machine and walked back into the main hallway just as Silas reached the bottom step. He'd changed from his travel clothes into a simple denim shirt and jeans, his silver-touched hair slightly damp as if he'd just washed his face. He carried a leather-bound book that she assumed was a journal.

      "Settling in all right?" she asked, slipping back into her innkeeper voice.

      His smile was genuine, crinkling the corners of those observant eyes. "Perfectly, thank you. The view from that window is worth every mile of the drive." He gestured toward the sitting room. "I thought I might explore a bit, if that's all right. Your grandmother mentioned a small library when we spoke."

      "Of course. The books are in the sitting room, on the shelves beside the hearth." She found herself following him into the room, watching as he approached the bookshelves with interest. "My grandmother collected them over the years. Mostly classics, some local history, and quite a few devotionals, I'm afraid."

      Silas ran his fingers along the spines, nodding appreciatively. "A good book is like a good friend. These shelves tell me a lot about your grandmother."

      "She loved to read to guests on winter evenings," Loretta said, the memory surfacing unbidden. "Especially children. She had different voices for all the characters."

      He turned to look at her, and something in his expression made her realize she'd shared more than she intended. His eyes held no pity, though—only a warm understanding that somehow made it easier to continue.

      "This was her favorite spot," Loretta added, gesturing to the rocking chair nearest the cold hearth. "She said she could feel the presence of God most clearly here, with the mountains framed in that window and the fire warming her feet."

      "A thin place," Silas said softly, echoing his earlier comment.

      Loretta nodded, surprised at herself for sharing these details with a stranger. Something about his attentive stillness invited confidence.

      "You miss her very much," he said. It wasn't a question.

      "Yes." Loretta crossed her arms, suddenly feeling exposed. "She raised me after my parents divorced. She was…everything."

      Silas nodded, his gaze steady but not intrusive. "Grief is the price we pay for love. The deeper the love, the heavier the grief."

      The simple truth of it made Loretta's throat tighten. She looked away, focusing on straightening a stack of coasters on the side table.

      "I've been where you are," he said quietly. "Not the same path, but similar terrain."

      Before she could respond—or decide if she wanted to—the sound of excited children's voices broke the moment. The Carson family appeared in the doorway, bundled in winter clothes, cheeks red from the cold.

      "Miss Hayes," Mrs. Carson said, "the sledding hill was perfect! The children had a wonderful time."

      Loretta turned toward them with relief, grateful for the interruption. "I'm so glad. Would you like some hot chocolate to warm up? I was just about to make some."

      As she led the family toward the kitchen, Loretta glanced back to find Silas watching her with those perceptive eyes. He'd selected a book from the shelf—one of her grandmother's favorites, she noticed—and had settled into a chair near the window, not her grandmother's rocker. The gesture seemed intentional, as if he understood some boundaries shouldn't be crossed.

      Later, as she stirred chocolate on the stove for the Carson children, Loretta found herself wondering again about Silas Grant. There was something in his manner that spoke of hard-won peace—the kind that comes after weathering storms, not avoiding them. It made her both wary and curious. Most people who spoke easily of faith seemed to do so from lives of relative comfort. But Silas...

      Silas spoke of God as someone discovered in darkness.

      The realization unsettled her further. It was easier to dismiss faith as a luxury for those who hadn't suffered. Harder to ignore it in someone whose eyes held echoes of pain similar to her own.

      She poured hot chocolate into mugs, adding extra marshmallows for the children. Whatever Silas's story was, it wasn't her concern. He was just another guest passing through. She had an inn to run and her own grief to manage. The last thing she needed was to be intrigued by a stranger with steady eyes and a worn Bible.

      And yet, as she carried the tray of hot chocolate to the excited children, she found her gaze drifting toward the sitting room again, drawn by curiosity she couldn't quite suppress.
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        * * *

      

      Loretta wiped chocolate from Tyler Carson's chin with a napkin, smiling at his enthusiastic description of their sledding adventure. The family's joy was infectious, momentarily distracting her from thoughts of the quiet man in the sitting room. Mrs. Carson thanked her for the hot chocolate, promising to keep a closer eye on the children as they explored the inn's game cupboard. Loretta nodded and gathered the empty mugs, glad for the simple tasks that structured her days.

      She carried the tray back to the kitchen, rinsed the mugs, and checked the time. Nearly noon—she should update the weather advisories for the guests and perhaps start planning something simple for lunch. The inn didn't officially serve lunch, but with the snow intensifying, she doubted anyone would venture out to the nearby town for food.

      As she made her way back to the front desk, Loretta stopped short. Silas stood at the counter, his attention fixed on something she'd almost forgotten was there—her grandmother's Bible. It lay where it had for months, pushed to one corner of the check-in desk, a thin layer of dust marking its neglect. Her grandmother had read from it every morning, welcoming guests with a verse about hospitality or comfort. Since the funeral, Loretta hadn't been able to bring herself to move it, but neither could she open it.

      Something tightened in her chest as she watched Silas gently trace the embossed cross on its worn cover, leaving a clean path through the dust with his fingertip.

      "That was my grandmother's," she said, moving forward with more haste than she intended.

      Silas looked up, no judgment in his eyes, only a quiet interest. "I thought it might be. It has that well-loved quality."

      Loretta set the empty tray on the counter, positioning herself between him and the Bible with subtle deliberateness. "Is there something I can help you with, Mr. Grant? More towels, perhaps? Information about dinner options?"

      His eyes met hers, steady and kind. "Silas, please. And no, I was just admiring the craftsmanship of this old desk. The dovetail joints speak to real care in the making." He gestured to the corner where the Bible lay. "That's a beautiful edition. King James, by the binding?"

      "Yes," Loretta answered, her voice stiffer than she intended. "She preferred the language. Said it had poetry that newer translations lack."

      "She was right about that," Silas agreed, making no move to touch the Bible again. "Though I carry an NIV for clarity, there's nothing like the King James for Psalms and Proverbs."

      Loretta's fingers itched to move the Bible, to tuck it away somewhere private, but doing so now would only draw more attention to her discomfort. Instead, she turned to the computer, pulling up the weather report with focused attention.

      "It looks like the snow will continue through tomorrow," she said, changing the subject. "The main roads should remain passable, but some of the hiking trails might be inaccessible."

      Silas accepted the shift in conversation gracefully. "That's all right. Sometimes limitations guide us to exactly where we need to be." He glanced toward the window, where fat flakes drifted past. "There's a sermon in every snowfall, if you look closely enough."

      "A sermon?" Loretta couldn't help asking, despite her intention to keep the conversation impersonal.

      His smile warmed his eyes. "Each flake unique but part of something greater. Covering everything equally. Transforming the landscape without discrimination." He shrugged lightly. "I find God speaks in nature more clearly than many pulpits."

      The ease with which he referenced faith made Loretta both uncomfortable and envious. Once, she too had seen God's hand in everything—from mountain sunrises to the perfect timing of a guest's arrival. Now those connections felt severed, leaving only cold coincidence behind.

      "My grandmother would have agreed with you," she said finally. "She found meaning in everything—even burnt toast."

      Silas chuckled, the sound genuine and warm. "The best faith often resides in kitchens and gardens rather than cathedrals, doesn't it?"

      Before Loretta could respond, Mr. Martin appeared at the bottom of the stairs, calling her name.

      "Miss Hayes, I hate to bother you, but the radiator in our room is making an awful clatter."

      Grateful for the interruption, Loretta straightened. "I'll take a look right away, Mr. Martin. It probably just needs bleeding—these old systems get air in the lines sometimes."

      As she moved from behind the desk, her elbow brushed the Bible, shifting it slightly. A pressed flower—a dried mountain laurel blossom—slipped from between its pages and drifted to the floor. Silas bent to retrieve it before she could.

      "Mountain laurel," he said, holding the delicate, preserved bloom with careful fingers. "Beautiful, but they know how to survive harsh conditions."

      He offered it to her, and Loretta took it, suddenly remembering the day her grandmother had placed it in the Bible. They'd been hiking, and her grandmother had stopped to admire a laurel in unlikely bloom on a rocky outcrop.

      "Some things insist on beauty, even in difficult places," her grandmother had said, carefully pressing the blossom between the Bible pages. "Like faith in hard seasons."

      The memory was so vivid it stole Loretta's breath for a moment. She closed her fingers gently around the dried flower.

      "Thank you," she managed, not quite meeting Silas's eyes.

      "Of course," he said softly, then stepped back, creating space she hadn't realized she needed. "I should let you see to that radiator. Maybe later you could point me toward a good trail for tomorrow, if the weather improves?"

      Loretta nodded, grateful for his perceptiveness. "There's a map in the sitting room. The blue trail is usually the most accessible in winter."

      As she turned to follow Mr. Martin upstairs, she heard Silas's voice, pitched low enough that she might have been meant to miss it: "Thank you, Lord, for mountain laurel that blooms in rocky places."

      The words followed her up the stairs, settling somewhere between irritation and a longing she didn't want to examine. Who was this man who spoke to God as naturally as breathing? And why did his genuine faith stir such conflicting emotions in her?

      She tucked the dried flower into her pocket, focusing instead on the practical problem of Mr. Martin's radiator. Pipes and valves were solid, understandable things that could be fixed with the right tools. Not like faith—fragile as dried flowers, impossible to repair once broken.
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        * * *

      

      Loretta descended the stairs, wiping her hands on a small towel. The radiator in the Martins' room had indeed needed bleeding—a simple fix, though her knuckles had taken a beating from the old valve. She tucked the towel into her back pocket, mentally adding "check all radiators" to her endless maintenance list. Her grandmother had always said old houses were like elderly relatives—full of character and wisdom, but requiring constant attention to their aches and pains.

      The sound of a log shifting in the fireplace caught her attention as she reached the bottom step. Loretta paused, her breath catching slightly. The hearth in the sitting room—cold since her grandmother's passing—now glowed with a carefully built fire. Silas sat in a nearby armchair, her grandmother's worn book of Smoky Mountain trails open on his lap. He looked up at her footsteps, his expression warming.

      "Hope you don't mind," he said, nodding toward the fire. "There's nothing quite like a hearth on a snowy day."

      Loretta stood transfixed for a moment. The fire transformed the room, casting dancing shadows across the wooden floors and filling the space with the familiar scent of oak and hickory. For an instant, she could almost imagine her grandmother sitting in her rocker, Bible open on her lap.

      "No, it's…it's fine," she managed, moving into the room. "It's what it's there for."

      Silas closed the trail guide, marking his place with his finger. "The radiator issue resolved?"

      "Just air in the lines," she said, grateful for the practical topic. "These old systems need regular maintenance, especially when the temperature drops suddenly."

      He nodded, his gaze thoughtful. "Like most worthwhile things—houses, relationships, faith. They all need tending."

      There it was again, that casual reference to spiritual matters. Loretta moved to the window, looking out at the thickening snow rather than responding directly.

      "It's really coming down now," she observed. "You might be snowed in for your first day here."

      "I don't mind," Silas said. "Sometimes stillness is exactly what we need." He set the book aside and joined her at the window, keeping a respectful distance. "It's beautiful, isn't it? The way snow transforms everything?"

      "My grandmother loved snow days," Loretta found herself saying. "She'd bake extra bread and read aloud in the evenings. Sometimes she'd even cancel her own plans just to enjoy the quiet."

      "What kind of plans?"

      "Church, mostly. She was there every time the doors opened—Sunday morning, Sunday night, Wednesday prayer meeting." The words flowed more easily than she expected. "Though she'd say God understood when the weather made the mountain roads too dangerous."

      Silas nodded, his expression one of simple interest rather than judgment. "And you? Do you attend anywhere locally?"

      The question, though gently asked, felt like a stone dropping into still water. Loretta turned back to the window, watching snowflakes gather on the sill.

      "I'm usually busy here," she said, the evasion transparent even to her own ears. "Sunday mornings are check-out times."

      She could feel Silas's gaze on her profile but couldn't bring herself to meet his eyes. The silence stretched between them, not uncomfortable exactly, but weighted with unspoken thoughts.

      "Faith can be a difficult traveling companion when we're grieving," he said finally, his voice quiet enough that she could pretend not to hear if she chose.

      Something in his tone—understanding rather than accusation—loosened a knot in her chest. "It's not just grief," she found herself admitting. "It's…where was He? She believed her whole life, never wavered, and when she needed Him most..." Loretta stopped abruptly, surprised at her own candor with this virtual stranger.

      Silas didn't immediately respond. When she finally glanced his way, his expression held none of the platitudes or discomfort she expected. Instead, his eyes reflected a depth of understanding that suggested he'd asked similar questions himself.

      "I've walked that path," he said simply. "After my wife died, I couldn't reconcile the God I thought I knew with the one who allowed such suffering." He turned to look out the window again, his profile outlined against the snowy landscape. "I discovered that God doesn't always give us answers, but He always gives us Himself—even when we're too angry to recognize His presence."

      The quiet conviction in his voice stirred something in Loretta—not agreement, exactly, but a recognition of authenticity. Silas Grant wasn't offering cheap comfort or rehearsed theology. He was sharing something lived, something weathered.

      "Your grandmother's faith—it seemed to sustain her through her illness?" he asked, the question gentle but direct.

      Loretta swallowed hard, memories surfacing. "Yes. Even at the end, when the pain was worst, she'd quote Scripture. Tell me not to worry, that she was going home." Her voice caught slightly. "I wanted to believe her, but all I could see was that I was losing her."

      Silas nodded, his eyes softening. "Grief has a way of clouding our vision. It doesn't mean the light isn't still there."

      Before Loretta could respond, the sound of small feet running down the hallway broke the moment. Tyler Carson skidded to a stop in the doorway, his younger sister close behind.

      "Miss Hayes! Mom wants to know if you have any more hot chocolate. And can we make snowmen later?" His words tumbled out in breathless excitement.

      Loretta straightened, pulling her professional demeanor around her like a familiar coat. "Of course I do. And snowmen sound like a perfect afternoon activity."

      As she turned to follow the children to the kitchen, she caught Silas watching her with those perceptive eyes. He didn't push or press, but simply nodded with a small smile that acknowledged both her evasion and her pain.

      "I'm heading out for a short walk before the snow gets too deep," he said. "Those mountains are calling, even in winter."

      "Be careful," she cautioned automatically. "The path gets slippery past the big pine."

      "I will," he promised. "And Loretta?" He waited until she met his gaze. "Thank you for your honesty. It's worth more than polite pretense any day."

      As she watched him gather his coat and gloves from the hook by the door, Loretta felt strangely exposed yet somehow not judged. Their conversation had veered into territory she normally avoided, especially with guests, yet Silas's response had contained none of the awkwardness or preachy comfort she'd come to expect when her lack of faith became apparent.

      Instead, he'd offered something far more disarming—understanding. And that, somehow, was harder to dismiss than any sermon could have been.
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      The soft beeping of Loretta's alarm pulled her from a dreamless sleep at five thirty. Outside her window, the world remained dark, though the snow reflected what little light existed, giving the landscape an ethereal glow. She allowed herself exactly one minute to lie beneath the warm quilt, gathering strength for the day ahead, before swinging her feet to the cold floor. Breakfast service began at seven, which meant dough needed to be rising by six if her grandmother's famous cinnamon rolls were to grace the table this morning.

      In the kitchen, Loretta moved with practiced efficiency, her body remembering the rhythm of breakfast preparation even as her mind remained foggy with sleep. She measured flour, proofed yeast, and kneaded dough with mechanical precision. The routine was comforting—one of the few things that remained unchanged since her grandmother's passing. Food was straightforward. It required attention and care, but followed reliable rules. Unlike faith. Unlike grief.

      She pushed the thought away, focusing instead on slicing fresh fruit for a compote. Through the kitchen window, dawn slowly illuminated the mountains, painting their snow-covered slopes in shades of pink and gold. Her grandmother would have called it a "glory morning" and whispered a prayer of thanks. Loretta simply noted that the clear sky meant the roads might be passable by afternoon.

      By six forty-five, the kitchen filled with the mingled aromas of baking bread, frying bacon, and brewing coffee. Loretta had just pulled the golden cinnamon rolls from the oven when she heard the first creak of the stairs. The Martins, right on schedule. She wiped her hands on her apron and moved to the coffee pot, filling a carafe to take to the dining room.

      "Good morning, dear," Mrs. Martin said, appearing in the doorway. "It smells like heaven in here."

      "Fresh cinnamon rolls," Loretta replied with a practiced smile. "Coffee's ready in the dining room, and breakfast will be out shortly."

      She barely had time to set out cream and sugar before the Carson family arrived, the children's excited voices filling the previously quiet space. Tyler immediately asked for hot chocolate instead of orange juice, while his sister wanted to know if she could have extra icing on her cinnamon roll. Their parents apologized for the commotion, but Loretta assured them that children were welcome—all while mentally calculating how to adjust her serving schedule to accommodate the special requests.

      "Miss Hayes, could I trouble you for some extra towels today?" Mr. Martin asked as she poured his coffee. "We're hoping to use the hot tub on the back deck if the weather holds."

      "Of course," she answered, adding it to her mental list as Mrs. Carson called from across the room.

      "Is there any chance of gluten-free options? I should have mentioned it yesterday, but with all the excitement of arriving..."

      Loretta's smile remained fixed in place. "I have some gluten-free pancake mix. It will take about ten minutes to prepare."

      "That would be wonderful, thank you."

      The kitchen timer buzzed insistently, reminding Loretta that the bacon needed turning. She excused herself and hurried back to the kitchen, where the scent of burning pork greeted her. She rescued the bacon, though several pieces were beyond salvation, and quickly started a fresh batch. The fruit compote was beginning to stick to the bottom of the pan, and the coffee carafe in the dining room would need refilling soon.

      For one breathless moment, Loretta felt overwhelmed. Her grandmother had made this look effortless—cooking, serving, and genuinely connecting with guests all at once. Now Loretta found herself just trying to keep up, the meaningful interactions replaced by functional efficiency.

      "Need a hand?"

      She turned to find Silas standing in the kitchen doorway, already dressed for the day in a comfortable flannel shirt and jeans. His expression was one of simple offering, not judgment at her obvious struggle.

      "I'm fine," she said automatically, turning back to the stove to flip the new bacon. "Just a busy morning."

      "I can see that," he said, his voice calm amid the chaos of sizzling pans and timer alerts. "I make a decent cup of coffee, and I've been told my table-waiting skills are passable."

      Loretta hesitated. Accepting help felt like admitting failure, yet the dining room needed attention while she finished cooking. Pride warred with practicality.

      "The coffee carafe probably needs refilling," she conceded finally. "And the Carsons' daughter wanted extra icing for her cinnamon roll."

      Silas nodded, his eyes crinkling with a smile. "Coffee and icing. I can handle that."

      To her surprise, he moved through the kitchen with ease, locating the coffee without asking and finding the small bowl of extra icing she'd set aside. There was nothing presumptuous in his help—he didn't take over or suggest improvements, just quietly filled the gaps where needed.

      While she prepared the gluten-free pancakes, Silas refilled coffee cups and chatted with the guests. Through the pass-through window, Loretta could see him kneeling to speak with the Carson children at eye level, his manner both respectful and warm. Tyler laughed at something Silas said, and even little Emma, normally shy with strangers, smiled up at him.

      When he returned to the kitchen, Silas moved to the sink and began washing the mixing bowls she'd used earlier.

      "You don't have to do that," Loretta protested, sliding the pancakes onto a warmed plate.

      "I know," he replied simply. "But it helps you, and my mother raised me to leave a kitchen cleaner than I found it."

      There was something disarming about his straightforward assistance. No hidden agenda, no awkward flirtation, just practical help offered and given.

      As the breakfast rush reached its peak, Loretta found herself working alongside Silas with surprising ease. He anticipated needs before she voiced them, appearing with a fresh coffee pot just as she realized it was needed, or clearing plates while she served fresh portions. They developed an unspoken rhythm, moving around each other in the kitchen like dancers who somehow knew the steps without rehearsal.

      "You've done this before," she observed during a brief lull, as he arranged fresh fruit on a serving platter.

      "I worked my way through college as a short-order cook," he admitted with a smile. "And my wife and I used to host church retreats at our home. I learned that hospitality works best as a team effort."

      The mention of his late wife was casual but held weight. Loretta noticed he wore no ring, but the impression of one remained on his finger—a pale band of skin that told its own story.

      "Your grandmother built a beautiful tradition here," Silas commented as they worked. "Breaking bread together is sacred in its own way. In many cultures, it's the highest form of hospitality—sharing not just food, but life."

      The observation struck Loretta as something her grandmother might have said. She had always treated meal preparation as a form of ministry, praying over the food as she cooked it, believing that love was an essential ingredient in every dish.

      "She used to say grace over the batter," Loretta found herself sharing, her hands busy with plating. "Not just the finished meal, but each step of preparation. I used to think it was superstition, but the guests always commented on how special her cooking was."

      Silas nodded, his expression thoughtful. "Prayer has a way of changing our approach to tasks. When we see work as service, it transforms both the work and the worker."

      Their conversation paused as they served the last of the breakfast items. The dining room hummed with contented conversation, the Martins discussing their plans to relax at the inn while the Carsons debated which snow activities to try next. The atmosphere was exactly what her grandmother had always created—a sense of home away from home, of belonging even among strangers.

      As they worked together clearing plates, Silas handed Loretta a mug of coffee he'd poured for her—prepared exactly as she liked it, though she couldn't remember telling him her preference.

      "Thank you," she said, meaning more than just the coffee. "For the help. I'm usually more organized."

      "We all need a helping hand sometimes," he replied with that same unassuming warmth. "That's how we're designed, I think—not to walk alone, but to share burdens."

      The simple statement carried echoes of scripture her grandmother would have quoted. Loretta sipped her coffee, finding unexpected comfort in both the warm liquid and Silas's steady presence beside her.
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen fell quiet after the last guest departed from breakfast. Loretta wiped down the counter with steady, circular motions, the familiar task giving her hands something to do while her mind processed the morning. Silas stood at the sink, rinsing the final plates before loading them into the dishwasher. They had fallen into an unexpectedly comfortable rhythm, working together as if they'd done so for years rather than hours.

      "I think that's the last of it," Silas said, closing the dishwasher and turning to face her. "The Carsons are building a snowman, and the Martins are reading by the fire. You might actually have a moment to breathe."

      Loretta nodded, suddenly aware of the silence between them—not uncomfortable, but full of unasked questions. She reached for the coffee pot. "More coffee? It seems like the least I can offer after drafting you into kitchen duty."

      He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. "I'd like that. Though you didn't draft me—I volunteered."

      She poured them each a fresh cup, and on impulse, gestured toward the small breakfast nook in the corner of the kitchen—a cozy space with a window overlooking the back garden and the mountains beyond. Her grandmother had called it her "thinking spot," where she'd plan menus and pray over guest requests.

      "You seem to know your way around mountain kitchens," Loretta observed as they settled at the small table. "Have you spent much time in the Smokies?"

      Silas cradled his mug between both hands, his gaze drifting to the snow-covered peaks visible through the window. "I grew up about an hour north of here, in a little town called Oakridge. My father was a forester with the National Park Service, so these mountains were my playground and my classroom."

      "That explains your confident hiking plans despite the snow," she said with a small smile. "Most of our winter guests underestimate these trails."

      "The mountains demand respect," Silas agreed. "Beautiful but unforgiving if you come unprepared." He took a sip of coffee. "After college, my work took me away—first to Nashville, then farther. But the Smokies always felt like home. There's something about these old mountains that settles the soul."

      Loretta nodded, understanding exactly what he meant. Despite her occasional frustration with the isolation, she had never been able to imagine living anywhere else. The mountains were in her blood, as her grandmother used to say.

      "What brought you back?" she asked, curiosity winning over her usual reserve with guests.

      "A need for quiet," he answered simply. "My life's work has become…noisy. I lead spiritual retreats through the Appalachian range, helping people reconnect with God in the wilderness." His eyes met hers, open and unguarded. "But sometimes those who help others find peace need to seek it for themselves."

      "So you came here to find peace?" The question came out softer than she intended.

      "I came here to pray and to paint," he said. "Both require a quiet heart and a place where heaven feels close to earth."

      "You're an artist?" This revelation surprised her, though she wasn't sure why. Perhaps because his hands looked more accustomed to practical work than creative expression.

      A gentle smile crossed his face. "Not professionally. It's more of a spiritual practice for me—a way to see God's creation more clearly and respond to it. I find that when I paint the mountains, I notice details I would otherwise miss. The light on water. The specific shade of winter berries. The way fog moves between the ridges."

      "My grandmother used to say that God speaks in details," Loretta found herself sharing. "That we miss Him when we only look at the big picture."

      Silas nodded, his expression warming. "Your grandmother sounds like a wise woman. The prophets found God not in earthquakes or fire, but in whispers. Sometimes we have to get very quiet to hear those whispers."

      The conversation shifted to the particular beauty of the Smokies in winter—how the absence of leaves revealed structures usually hidden, the way animal tracks told stories in the snow, the particular quality of light at this elevation. Silas spoke of these things with both the precision of someone who had studied nature and the reverence of one who saw something sacred in it.

      "What do you paint?" Loretta asked, genuinely curious now.

      "Whatever draws my eye and stirs my heart," he replied. "Sometimes landscapes, sometimes smaller moments—a bird on a branch, light through icicles. I'm particularly drawn to water in all its forms." He chuckled softly. "My counseling clients tell me my office looks like a shrine to mountain streams."

      "Counseling?" Another layer revealed.

      He nodded. "I'm trained as a Christian counselor. After my wife passed, I found myself drawn to helping others through grief and spiritual crisis. The retreats grew from that work."

      The mention of grief created a momentary bridge between them—an unspoken understanding of territory they both had navigated.

      "Is that why you're here?" Loretta asked, her voice carefully neutral. "Working through something?"

      Silas considered her question with the thoughtfulness she was coming to recognize as characteristic of him. "In a way. The anniversary of my wife's passing is coming up. Ten years now. I find I need space to both remember and move forward." He gazed out at the mountains. "Each year I try to mark it differently—to honor her memory while continuing to live. This year, I felt called to solitude and creativity."

      There was no bitterness in his voice, no raw edge of recent pain, but rather a gentle remembrance. Loretta found herself wondering what it would be like to reach that place with her own grief—to be able to speak of her grandmother with such peaceful acceptance.
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