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​Chapter One: Burnt Cinnamon
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The diner windows trembled every time the wind came off the river. Snow hissed against the glass in wet bursts, melting slowly beneath the neon NAVARRO’S sign that buzzed unevenly above the street. Inside, the smell of burnt cinnamon coffee sat thick in the air beside fryer grease and old radiator heat.

Amelia stood on a chair beneath the menu board trying to smack life back into a flickering fluorescent tube with the handle of a soup ladle.

“Dad,” she called over her shoulder, “if this thing explodes and kills me, I want it clearly stated that Navarro’s Diner finally achieved its dream of becoming a historic landmark.”

From the grill, Hector snorted. “You always were dramatic.”

“The light is sparking.”

“It’s festive.”

Another hard smack. The bulb flashed violently.

“Festive,” Amelia repeated flatly.

At one of the booths, Rosie sat cross-legged in a puffy purple coat, coloring directly onto a paper placemat while humming to herself. The crayons had somehow migrated into the jelly packets.

“I made the mustard lady green,” she announced proudly.

“Excellent,” Amelia said. “That’s realism.”

The front door banged open hard enough to rattle the pie case.

Cold air rolled through the diner.

And Wyatt Mercer stepped inside carrying a box fan under one arm.

Everything inside Amelia locked tight so quickly it almost hurt.

Seven years disappeared in a single breath.

Snow dusted the shoulders of his brown work jacket. His dark hair was damp from sleet, curling slightly at the edges the way it always had in winter. He looked broader than she remembered. Solid in the way old oak trees were solid. Like Mason Falls itself had settled into his bones instead of wearing him down.

He stopped when he saw her standing on the chair.

“Well,” he said after a beat. “Either you came home or the diner finally hired a very judgmental ghost.”

Hector grinned immediately. Traitor.

Amelia climbed down too fast, nearly twisting her ankle on the last rung. “You still charging people for insults, or is that community service now?”

“One free with every repair.”

His voice still did that low rough thing at the edges that used to make her feel warm before she had any business feeling warm.

Rosie looked up from the booth.

Wide brown eyes fixed on Wyatt instantly.

“You’re huge,” she informed him.

Silence.

Then Hector barked out a laugh loud enough to echo into the kitchen.

Wyatt blinked once before looking at Rosie. “That’s usually how introductions go around here.”

“You look like somebody who lifts tractors.”

“Only compact ones.”

Rosie considered this carefully.

Amelia forced herself to move. “Rosie, manners.”

“I had manners,” Rosie protested. “I didn’t say he looked grumpy.”

Wyatt’s mouth twitched.

And there it was. That stupid dangerous half-smile she remembered too clearly.

The diner suddenly felt too warm.

Too small.

Hector wiped his hands on a dish towel and pointed toward the box fan. “Tell her what you did.”

Wyatt lifted the fan slightly. “Freezer condenser burned out again. Got it running for now.”

Amelia frowned. “Dad, you called Wyatt?”

“Called three repair places,” Hector corrected. “Two are closed. One wanted six hundred dollars to walk through the door.”

“So naturally you guilted Wyatt into charity labor.”

Wyatt shrugged. “Mercer Auto’s slow in November.”

“That bad?”

“Depends.” His eyes met hers for the first time fully. “You buying pity or honesty?”

She hated that her pulse still reacted to him.

“Dealer’s choice.”

He set the fan on the counter. “Half the town’s holding repairs together with duct tape and prayer.”

“Prayer’s cheaper,” Hector muttered.

Rosie slid out of the booth and wandered directly toward Wyatt without an ounce of hesitation. Amelia’s stomach tightened immediately.

Children weren’t supposed to feel familiar with strangers this fast.

But Wyatt crouched automatically to Rosie’s height like he’d done it a thousand times before.

“You draw all over restaurant property often?” he asked.

“She started it,” Rosie said, pointing at the placemat woman.

“That seems legally sound.”

Amelia pressed two fingers against her temple.

Wyatt looked back at her. “She yours?”

The question landed softly. Casually.

Still, heat flooded Amelia’s chest so hard she almost lost her breath.

“Yes.”

A beat passed.

Then another.

Something unreadable flickered briefly across Wyatt’s face before he looked back at Rosie.

“What’s your name?”

“Rosie.”

“Well, Rosie, your artistic vision’s terrifying.”

“Thank you.”

Hector laughed again.

The front booth near the windows shifted as Earl Donnelly lowered his newspaper enough to stare openly at Amelia.

“Thought Detroit forgot about you,” he muttered.

There it was.

Mason Falls welcome committee.

Amelia crossed her arms. “Nice to see you too, Earl.”

Earl shrugged beneath his flannel coat. “Town gets curious when ghosts show up.”

Wyatt straightened slowly.

Not aggressive. Not confrontational.

Just enough to make the entire diner subtly recalibrate itself around him.

“She’s helping Hector,” he said evenly.

Earl grunted into his coffee.

Conversation over.

Amelia hated herself a little for feeling relieved.

The fluorescent light above the counter flickered again before dying completely with a pathetic pop.

Rosie gasped dramatically. “The diner died.”

“No,” Hector said. “Just the light.”

“How can you tell?”

“Because the pie still costs too much.”

“That’s fair.”

Wyatt huffed a laugh through his nose.

Amelia remembered suddenly what winter mornings used to sound like when they were twenty-six and broke and sharing coffee before dawn while he rebuilt carburetors in his father’s garage. That same quiet laugh. The same warmth buried under all the restraint.

Dangerous memory.

She turned away too quickly and grabbed the coffee pot.

“You want some?”

Wyatt looked toward the pot warily. “That the burnt stuff I smelled outside?”

“It’s artisan now,” Hector said. “Means we charge more.”

Amelia poured anyway.

The mug she handed Wyatt was chipped green ceramic. He stared at it for half a second before taking it.

“You still have these?”

“Couldn’t kill them if we tried.”

“Remember when Darren Pike dropped one through the jukebox?”

“Remember when you punched Darren Pike?”

“That was unrelated.”

“It absolutely was not.”

Rosie’s eyes widened instantly. “You punched somebody?”

Wyatt looked solemn. “Only once.”

“Did he deserve it?”

“Oh, definitely,” Hector said.

Amelia laughed before she could stop herself.

The sound startled her.

It startled Wyatt too.

For one strange suspended second, something old and warm flickered painfully alive between them.

Then the kitchen gave a loud metallic groan.

Everybody turned.

A second later came a sharp hiss.

Wyatt’s expression changed immediately. “That refrigerator been making that noise long?”

Hector tried for casual. Failed miserably. “Couple weeks.”

“A couple—” Amelia stared at him. “Dad.”

“What? It still refrigerates eventually.”

Wyatt was already moving toward the kitchen.

Amelia followed automatically.

The kitchen smelled like bleach, onions, and overheated wiring. One of the overhead vents rattled continuously like it might detach from the ceiling at any second.

Wyatt crouched beside the industrial refrigerator and listened.

“That compressor’s dying.”

“We know,” Hector said.

“You kept using it?”

“We enjoy danger.”

Wyatt shot him a look.

Then his eyes shifted briefly toward Amelia.

Old teamwork slid into place before she could stop it.

She grabbed the flashlight hanging near the prep sink without being asked and handed it over. Wyatt took it without looking, their fingers brushing for less than a second.

Electricity.

Stupid. Immediate. Physical.

Amelia stepped back too fast and hit the prep counter with her hip.

Wyatt noticed.

Of course he noticed.

His jaw tightened almost invisibly before he leaned toward the machine again.

“You got money set aside for replacement?”

Silence answered him.

The radiator pipes knocked overhead.

Out front, somebody laughed too loudly at Ruthie Bell’s newest gossip delivery.

Wyatt exhaled slowly through his nose. “Hell.”

Hector folded his arms. “Language. Child present.”

“She’s coloring mustard people.”

“Still a child.”

Rosie suddenly appeared in the kitchen doorway wearing an apron nearly down to her ankles.

“I’m helping,” she announced.

“Nobody asked you to help,” Amelia said automatically.

“That’s what makes it volunteering.”

Wyatt barked out a laugh before he could stop himself.

Rosie beamed like she’d won something.

Amelia watched Wyatt watching her daughter.

Too easy.

Too natural.

Fear curled low and cold inside her stomach.

Wyatt rose from the refrigerator slowly, wiping his hands on a rag. “Kitchen wiring’s rough too.”

“We know that,” Amelia said quietly.

“You could fail inspection if somebody pushes it.”

“We know that too.”

Their eyes met.

Neither one mentioned foreclosure. Or medical bills. Or how many businesses in Mason Falls already sat dark and empty along Main Street.

Outside the snow came down harder, swallowing the streetlights one by one.

Wyatt looked around the kitchen like he was mentally measuring every broken thing at once.

Then he sighed.

“I’ll come back tomorrow.”

Amelia blinked. “What?”

“Need to look at the wiring proper.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Probably don’t,” he agreed.

“But you will.”

His gaze held hers.

“Probably.”

Something in her chest pulled painfully tight.

Because there it was again—that terrible familiar instinct Wyatt had always carried to shoulder everybody else’s disasters like they weighed less than his own.

Hector cleared his throat loudly enough to qualify as deliberate interference.

“Good,” he announced. “Excellent. Community spirit.”

“You’re impossible,” Amelia muttered.

“Doctor said stress is bad for my heart.”

“You’re weaponizing your stroke.”

“Correct.”

Rosie wandered over to Wyatt and tugged lightly on his sleeve. “Do you fix everything in town?”

The question was innocent.

Simple.

But it landed in the room with strange weight.

Wyatt looked down at her, surprised.

Then his expression softened in a way Amelia physically felt.

“No,” he said quietly. “Just the things people still care about.”

Silence stretched.

Outside, tires hissed through slush along Main Street. Somewhere down the block a church bell rang six slow times into the storm-dark evening.

Rosie nodded seriously like she understood something important.

Then she pointed at him.

“You smile like me.”

Amelia’s entire body went cold.

Wyatt stilled.

The radiator knocked once overhead.

Hard.

And for the first time since walking back into Mason Falls, Amelia understood with terrifying clarity that the town was not the most dangerous thing waiting for her here.

It was him.
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