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Frost & Forest Fires is a cozy sapphic romance intended for mature readers. It contains themes of emotional healing, relationship conflict, and scenes of consensual intimacy.
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Chapter 1: The Gathering Storm
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The frost on the window of the Whispering Pines Lodge lobby formed in jagged, sharp patterns, mimicking the state of Grace Harrison’s nerves.

Grace stood behind the massive, hand-carved pine front desk, her pen tapping a rhythmic, impatient beat against a checklist of inspection requirements. The lodge was a beautiful, historic structure of interlocking spruce logs and river stones, but its electrical panels, boiler, and emergency exits belonged to another century. She had spent the last two years keeping the place open after her father, Mayor Harrison, had handed her the keys. She refused to let it fail, and she refused to ask him for a single cent.

"If the weekend guests all show up," she murmured to herself, squinting at the screen of her laptop, "we can pay for the emergency-exit inspection before the county comes back."

"Not if the sky has anything to say about it."

The voice was warm, slightly raspy, and accompanied by the sudden blast of freezing air as the heavy front door swung open. Grace looked up, her expression immediately dropping into her default glare.

Skylar Woods stood in the entryway, stomping her heavy leather boots on the welcome mat to clear the fresh snow. She wore her green park ranger uniform, though it was half-covered by a thick, red flannel jacket and a tool belt slung low on her hips. She pulled off her green beanie, shaking out a wild mass of dark brown curls, her green eyes bright and alert as they locked onto Grace.

"Ranger Woods," Grace said, her voice dripping with formal distance. She crossed her arms, leaning against the counter. "To what do I owe the pleasure? Did a pinecone fall out of place on the trail?"

Skylar smirked, a slow, dimpled grin spreading across her face as she walked toward the desk, leaving a trail of wet boot-prints on the polished oak floor. Clover would have screamed, but Grace just clenched her jaw.

"Actually, Miss Harrison, I’m here to save your life. Or at least your reputation," Skylar said, leaning against the front desk. The scent of fresh pine resin, cold wind, and damp wood drifted off her. "The Cascade district just issued a historic blizzard warning. We have a massive arctic front moving in from the north. The pass is going to be blocked by midnight, and the winds are projected to reach sixty miles an hour. You need to cancel your bookings and close the lodge. Now."

Grace let out a cold, sharp laugh. "Close the lodge? On the first weekend of the winter festival? Absolutely not. I have ten guests arriving in the next three hours, and their credit card details are already authorized."

"And those cards won't do them any good when they're trapped in ten feet of snow with no power, Grace," Skylar said, her playful tone vanishing, replaced by the steady authority of a search-and-rescue ranger. "The roads are already turning to sheet ice. Driving up the mountain road right now is a hazard."

"Our plow is fully functional, Ranger Woods," Grace countered, stepping out from behind the desk to stand directly in front of Skylar. Grace was slightly shorter, but she stood tall, her French braid neat, her eyes sharp. "And my guests are fully informed of the mountain conditions. I have run this lodge through cold snaps before. I don't need an overzealous babysitter in green shorts telling me how to manage my business."

Skylar chuckled, her green eyes scanning Grace's tense posture. "First of all, they're trousers, not shorts. It's winter. Second, I'm not babysitting your business. I'm trying to prevent my team from having to drag your frozen guests out of a ditch at three in the morning because you wanted to collect a few room deposits."

"It is not 'a few room deposits,' it is the operating budget for the next quarter!" Grace snapped, her cheeks flushing with a mixture of cold and frustration. "You rangers have your salaries paid by the state. You don't have to worry about property taxes or dry rot. Some of us actually have to work for a living."

"I do work, Grace," Skylar said, her voice dropping, turning quiet and steady. "I spend my days making sure people who think they can outsmart nature don't die. You’re smart, Harrison. But you're stubborn. You treat human safety like an audit report."

"And you treat everything like an outdoor camp!" Grace fired back. "You think you can just wander in here, drop mud on my clean floor, and tell me to shut down my life's work because of a little wind?"

"It’s not a little wind," Skylar said, taking a step closer. She was close enough that Grace could see the tiny gold flecks in her green eyes and the dust of snow still clinging to her eyelashes. "It’s a blizzard. The kind that turns people into ice sculptures. But fine. Keep the doors open. Balance your spreadsheet. But don't say I didn't warn you."

"I won't," Grace said, her chin lifted defiantly.

"Good," Skylar said, pulling her beanie back over her curls. She backed toward the door, her eyes never leaving Grace's. "I'll be back tonight to check on you anyway. Because I know you won't listen, and I'd hate for this pretty lodge to go to waste."

"I can assure you, Ranger Woods, we will be perfectly warm and perfectly safe without your supervision," Grace said, her tone freezing.

"We'll see, New York," Skylar grinned, using the nickname she had heard Clover use. She pushed the heavy door open, stepping back out into the howling wind, the door slamming shut behind her.

Grace stood in the middle of the lobby, her chest heaving with annoyance. "Insufferable," she muttered.

She walked back to her desk, but as she looked at her laptop screen, she couldn't help but notice the dark, heavy clouds rolling over the mountain peaks through the window. The wind was already beginning to whistle through the pine needles, a low, warning howl.

The first guest arrived before the next gust of wind could rattle the windows.

Mrs. Gable hurried through the front door with a stack of reservation cards pressed to her chest. She was Grace's night manager, unofficial therapist, and most persistent critic, all wrapped in a quilted red coat. "The Thompsons are at the lower road," she announced. "Their luggage is in the shuttle, their children are asleep, and the driver says the pass may close within the hour."

Grace glanced at the wall clock. "They are early."

"They are frightened," Mrs. Gable corrected. "There is a difference."

Grace hated that the distinction landed. She crossed the lobby to the large windows. The valley had disappeared behind a veil of snow, and the first flakes were skittering across the glass like thrown sand. On the porch, the old brass lantern swung on its chain.

"Tell the kitchen to keep the soup warm," Grace said. "And ask Miller to bring the shuttle up before the road gets worse."

Mrs. Gable smiled. "That sounds almost like closing the lodge."

"It is contingency planning."

"Of course it is."

For the next hour, Grace moved through the building with a clipboard and a flashlight. She checked every room, counted blankets, tested the emergency radios, and asked the kitchen staff to label the food that could be served without electricity. The lodge had survived winters before, but survival had always depended on luck disguised as tradition. The old boiler groaned behind the walls. Two emergency lamps flickered when she tested them. The north corridor smelled faintly of damp wood.

Grace wrote each problem down.

She also wrote down the names of the guests who had arrived: the Thompsons with their two daughters, a retired couple from Portland, a young photographer named Lena, and a pair of brothers who had booked the smallest room because they wanted to see the winter festival fireworks. Their excitement made Grace's chest tighten. She had promised them a mountain holiday, not a lesson in emergency management.

When the shuttle finally appeared through the snow, Grace and Mrs. Gable opened the front doors together. The wind shoved into the lobby, scattering brochures across the floor. A little girl in a yellow hat clung to her mother's hand.

"Welcome to Whispering Pines Lodge," Grace said, bending to the child's height. "We are going to get you warm."

The girl looked past her at the fire. "Is the storm going to break the windows?"

"No," Grace said, with more certainty than she felt. "These walls have stood for a hundred winters."

The old logs creaked above them.

Mrs. Gable gave Grace a sideways look but guided the family toward the fireplace. Grace took the luggage herself, carrying two small suitcases up the stairs while the wind pressed against the building. On the second-floor landing, a ceiling lamp blinked twice and went dark.

Grace stopped beneath it.

The problem joined the list in her mind
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