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For the quiet towns wrapped in winter’s hush,
and for anyone who’s ever found a spark where the cold runs deep.

Thanks for opening Beneath Frozen Pines.
This story is about coming home to more than just snow and familiar streets.

It’s about facing family, old friendships, and the unexpected ways two people’s paths can cross again.

I wanted to capture those quiet moments between the storm and the warmth, where hearts start to thaw even when the world stays frozen outside.
I hope you find a little comfort and maybe a bit of hope within these pages.
The first snowfall had settled, soft and steady, blanketing Briar Falls in white.

Emery stood on the edge of the college campus, the cold pressing in, knowing that winter break meant going home. But home wasn’t quite the same anymore.
Somewhere under those towering pines, Jonah was already back, carrying his own questions and doubts.
In small towns like Briar Falls, winter always held more than just cold—it held secrets waiting to be uncovered.

Last Day at College

Winter Break Surprise

Old Town, New Tensions

Heated Words by the Fire

Forced Truce

Family Secrets

The Annual Winter Festival

Crossed Wires

Snowed In Again

Quiet Moments

Family Pressure Mounts

The Truth Comes Out

A Step Too Far

Breaking the Ice

Spring Promises

To the small towns that shape us, the families that challenge us, and the quiet moments that bring us closer.

Thank you to everyone who helped bring this story to life—your support means the world.
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Last Day at College
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The last lecture of the semester buzzed with a restless energy—half anticipation for winter break, half the low hum of final exam nerves. Emery Blake sat near the back of the room, her hands tucked deep into the sleeves of her oversized sweater. Her eyes flicked up from the worn pages of her ethics textbook, landing on Jonah Hart across the aisle.

He was smirking again, the kind of smirk that said, I’m about to say something to annoy you, and I’m going to enjoy every second of it.

“Seriously,” Jonah said, loud enough for a few nearby students to catch it, “do you honestly think the trolley problem matters in real life? It’s just a thought experiment, Emery. Nobody’s going to stand on a bridge pushing strangers onto train tracks.”

Emery’s lips twitched in a half-smile, but her eyes narrowed. “Maybe not. But it’s about choice and consequences. You can’t just dismiss morality because it’s uncomfortable.”

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong,” Jonah said, leaning back, hands behind his head. “People do dismiss it all the time. They make choices based on what benefits them, and call it pragmatism.”

The professor cleared his throat, trying to keep control of the room. Emery bit back a retort and returned her focus to the lecture slides, but her mind lingered on Jonah’s words.

There was always this back-and-forth with Jonah in class—sharp debates that felt more like a game neither wanted to lose. She hated how she looked forward to it, even as she pretended it annoyed her.

As the professor wrapped up, the students started packing up, the classroom filling with the familiar sound of rustling notebooks and zipper pulls. Emery grabbed her bag, making a beeline for the door when Jonah stepped in front of her.

“You coming to the study group tonight?” he asked, that same mischievous grin curling his lips.

“Nope. Got a lot of packing to do before I head home,” she replied, sidestepping him.

Jonah caught up, matching her pace. “So, see you after the break? Or are we done pretending we don’t like arguing?”

Emery stopped, turning to face him fully. “We’re done. I have better things to do than waste time on a debate that goes nowhere.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You sure? I kind of thought you liked it.”

She hesitated but shook her head. “Nope. Maybe in class. But not outside it.”

Jonah smiled, a little softer this time. “Alright. Have a good break, Emery.”

“Yeah. You too.”

She slipped past him and out into the cold campus air, the wind biting at her cheeks. Snow had dusted the sidewalks overnight, and the trees along the path were frosted white—quiet and still under the winter sky.

Emery pulled her scarf tighter and took a deep breath. Winter break was supposed to be a fresh start, a chance to focus on what mattered—family, college applications, and keeping her life on track.

But somewhere in the back of her mind, Jonah’s teasing voice lingered, along with the weird tug of something she couldn’t quite name.

Emery’s walk back to her dorm was quiet except for the crunch of her boots on fresh snow. The campus, usually buzzing with life, felt hushed—like it was holding its breath, waiting for something. The winter air smelled sharp, mixed with pine from the evergreens lining the path.

She let her thoughts drift to home. Briar Falls wasn’t a big place—just a dot on the map surrounded by mountains and thick forests. It was the kind of town where everyone knew your name, your business, and usually what you had for breakfast. The perfect place to hide if you wanted, but also the kind of place that made it impossible to run from your past.

Her mom’s words echoed in her head, the ones she’d heard too many times this semester. “You need to think about the future, Emery. Not just this college bubble.” That future was tangled up with the family bakery, with the small house on Maple Street, and the expectations that came with both.

Emery hated feeling like she was being pulled in two directions—one foot stuck in the cozy, snow-covered streets of Briar Falls, the other wanting to break free and chase something bigger.

At the dorm, her roommate was already packed and bouncing between the door and window, trying to catch one last look at the winter sunset.

“You ready to vanish for a month?” her roommate, Lana, asked, dropping her jacket on the bed.

“More than ready,” Emery said, pulling out her suitcase. “Though, I’m not sure how ‘vanish’ really works when you’re going home.”

Lana laughed. “Tell me about it. I’m flying to Florida, and you’re freezing with your whole family breathing down your neck.”

Emery smiled despite herself. Lana was right. Winter in Briar Falls wasn’t exactly tropical, and family expectations didn’t take a break just because the calendar said so.

As she zipped her bag, her phone buzzed. A message from Jonah:
“Good luck surviving Briar Falls this break. You’ll need it.”
She rolled her eyes but typed back quickly:
“You wish. I’m tougher than this town.”
The reply came almost immediately:
“We’ll see. Maybe I’ll see you around.”
Emery’s heart skipped for a moment, and she shoved the phone into her pocket before Lana could see her smiling.

The next morning, the campus was blanketed in fresh snow, the world muffled and still beneath the thick white coat. Emery’s breath came out in soft clouds as she stepped outside, suitcase in hand, ready to leave the chaotic college life behind—at least for a little while.

Her mind replayed the last conversation with Jonah, the quick text exchange that somehow carried a weight neither of them wanted to admit.

She wasn’t sure if it was his challenge or something deeper that made her stomach flutter.

The bus ride home was long and quiet, the windows fogged with frost, giving the snowy mountains outside a dreamy haze. Every mile brought her closer to Briar Falls, the place she both loved and felt trapped in.

When the familiar sign appeared—Welcome to Briar Falls—a strange mix of relief and nervousness washed over her. The snow-dusted streets, the little shops with smoke curling from chimneys, the church bell ringing somewhere in the distance—it all felt like a scene from a postcard, but with the kind of stories only small towns hold.

Her mom was waiting on the porch when she pulled up, bundled in a thick coat and wool hat. Her smile was warm but tired, like she’d been counting the days.

“Emery,” her mom said, pulling her into a tight hug. “It’s good to have you home.”

Emery hugged back, breathing in the smell of pine and cinnamon from the kitchen window.

Inside, the house was cozy and cluttered with reminders of family—photos pinned to the fridge, flour dusting the counters, the faint hum of holiday music.

But the peace was fragile.

As Emery unpacked, her mom cleared her throat. “There’s something we need to talk about. Your father and I... we’ve been worried about your plans.”

Emery stiffened, setting down her suitcase. “Mom, we talked about this. I want to finish college, then figure out what comes next.”

Her mom’s eyes softened but held a firm edge. “I know, honey. But this town... our family... it needs you. The bakery isn’t going to run itself.”

Before Emery could respond, her phone buzzed again. Another message from Jonah:
“Looks like winter’s not the only thing freezing things between us.”
She stared at the screen, heart pounding. Winter break had only just begun—and already, the cold felt different. It wasn’t just the snow. It was everything waiting to unfold.
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Winter Break Surprise
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The bus pulled slowly into the tiny station in Briar Falls, its brakes hissing as it came to a stop. Emery sat close to the window, watching the familiar snow-covered landscape slide by in soft white waves. The mountains, majestic and silent, stood tall on the horizon, dusted with fresh powder that sparkled under the pale winter sun. It was everything she loved—and everything she sometimes wished she could leave behind.

She gathered her things slowly, the weight of her suitcase heavy in her hands. Around her, a few other passengers shuffled off, bundled in scarves and hats, their breath visible in the cold air. The station itself was a modest wooden building with frosted windows, and outside, a few town residents waited by parked cars, waving greetings and shouts as the bus emptied.

Emery scanned the crowd but didn’t spot anyone familiar right away. Her heart beat a little faster—not because she expected someone, but because Briar Falls, despite its small size, always seemed to hold surprises.

She pulled her coat tighter around her and stepped off the bus, her boots crunching on the packed snow. The cold air stung her cheeks, but it felt like coming home.

As she walked toward the little parking lot, a familiar voice cut through the quiet winter afternoon.

“Emery?”

She froze, the sound soft but unmistakable.

Turning slowly, she found Jonah standing a few feet away, hands stuffed into the pockets of his thick jacket, cheeks flushed pink from the cold. His dark hair was tousled, and his usual smirk was softened by something that looked like genuine surprise.

“Jonah,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady, but the words came out a little breathless.

He stepped closer, the crunch of snow under his boots breaking the silence. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

“Yeah,” Emery replied, swallowing hard. “I didn’t either.”

The awkwardness between them was thick enough to cut with a knife, like winter fog settling over the small town streets. Neither of them knew where to look—down at the snow, at the distant mountains, or at the other.

Jonah scratched the back of his neck, a nervous gesture she’d never seen before. “I just got back a few days ago. Didn’t know you’d be home already.”

Emery nodded, fiddling with the zipper on her coat. “My mom called and said she wanted me home for the holidays earlier than planned.”

Jonah’s eyes flicked to her hand. “That’s... cool.”

There was a pause. The sound of distant church bells rang softly through the cold air, and a flock of crows took flight from a nearby tree, their black wings cutting sharp lines against the pale sky.

“I guess... it’s weird seeing you here,” Jonah finally said, his voice low.

“Yeah,” Emery agreed. “We haven’t really talked since last semester.”

Jonah gave a small, almost shy laugh. “I guess not.”

The tension that had simmered all semester between them—the debates, the teasing, the unspoken things—felt heavier now that they stood face to face away from the safety of the classroom.

Emery searched his eyes for something—what, she wasn’t sure—but all she saw was the flicker of the boy she’d known for months, tangled up with a stranger she barely recognized.

The cold seemed to press in around them, and for a moment, neither Emery nor Jonah moved. The few cars in the lot were dusted with snow, their engines silent as the town settled into the quiet of early evening. Streetlamps flickered on, casting pools of yellow light that softened the sharp edges of the frost.

Jonah broke the silence first, stepping a little closer, though still keeping a careful distance. “So... how’s your mom? Is she still baking like crazy?”

Emery smiled, the memory brightening her. “Yeah, the bakery’s basically a second home for her. I swear, she wakes up at dawn just to make those cinnamon rolls.”

Jonah chuckled. “Sounds like she’s got you well trained.”

“I’m her sous chef, whether I like it or not,” Emery replied with a grin. “But I don’t mind it. There’s something about the smell of fresh bread and sugar that feels like safety.”

Jonah nodded thoughtfully. “I get that. My family’s been running the ski lodge up the mountain for years. Winter means work, sure, but it’s also the only time the
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