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Some places you visit. Others you remember. But there are rare towns—nestled in mountain valleys where the air tastes like pine and possibility—that refuse to let you go. 
Summit Creek is one of those places. Population 3,200, elevation 8,500 feet, and home to the kind of people who bring casseroles when you’re struggling and show up without asking when you need help. The kind of town where everyone knows your business, but they love you anyway. Where the mountains watch over you like patient guardians, and the creek that gives the town its name runs clear and cold, constant through every season.
I’ve never actually been to Summit Creek—it exists only in these pages. But I know it like I know my own hometown. I know the creak of the Hartley Lodge floorboards, the exact temperature of coffee at Summit Perk, the way snow looks falling on Main Street at Christmas. I know it because Summit Creek isn’t just a setting.
It’s where broken hearts come to heal. Where second chances grow like wildflowers. Where love stories unfold against a backdrop of community, mountains, and the persistent belief that home is always worth fighting for.
Welcome to Summit Creek. 
I think you’ll want to stay.
— Quinn






  
  Chapter one

Emma Hartley's apartment looked like a West Elm catalog had a baby with a Container Store: clean lines, neutral tones, absolutely zero personality. Which was exactly how she liked it. No memories could ambush you in a space this aggressively beige. 
She stood at her glass dining table (which doubled as a desk, tripled as a crafting station for precisely zero crafts), arranging printed slides for tomorrow's presentation. The Silverton Resort pitch. Three months of work distilled into forty-seven PowerPoint slides that would either secure her promotion to Senior Event Manager or confirm Catherine's suspicion that Emma was "competent but lacking vision."
Competent but lacking vision. The words still stung two weeks later.
Her phone buzzed against the table's surface. The contact photo that filled the screen, Maggie Hartley grinning beside a ridiculous six-foot wooden bear at the lodge entrance, made Emma's chest tighten. She'd been dodging her mother's calls for three days. Guilt pricked at her, sharp and familiar.
The phone continued its insistent vibration. Emma picked up slide seventeen, the one about maximizing revenue through strategic upselling, and held it to the light, checking for smudges.
The buzzing stopped.
Relief and shame competed for dominance in her stomach. She set down the slide and reached for her pendant, the jade circle her father had given her on her sixteenth birthday. Cool and smooth between her thumb and forefinger. Her fingers found it automatically these days, a tell she couldn't quite break.
The phone rang again immediately.
Tian a. Emma exhaled and swiped to answer. "Hey, Mom."
"Emma." Her mother's voice cracked around her name. "Emma, it's your father."
The world tilted sideways. Emma gripped the edge of the table. "What happened?"
"Heart attack. This afternoon. He was---" Maggie's breath hitched. "He was up on the roof. Trying to fix the leak in the honeymoon suite. Mrs. Patterson from the general store found him when she came by to drop off groceries."
Roof. Of course he was on the roof. Tom Hartley had spent thirty years convincing himself he could fix anything with duct tape, determination, and complete disregard for his own safety. Emma pressed her palm flat against the table's cold surface.
"Is he---" She couldn't finish the question.
"He's alive. They airlifted him to St. Anthony's in Denver. He's in surgery now." Maggie's voice steadied slightly, falling into the practical tone she used during lodge emergencies. "Dr. Morrison said it was a major blockage. Widow-maker, they called it."
Emma's legs decided sitting was a better option. She sank into the dining chair, slides forgotten. "When did this happen? Why didn't you call me sooner?"
"Four hours ago. I've been..." A pause. "I've been trying to hold it together long enough to tell you without falling apart."
The admission landed like a punch. Maggie Hartley didn't fall apart. She handled guests with food poisoning at two in the morning, power outages during wedding receptions, and that time a black bear decided the dumpster area was his personal buffet. She was unshakeable.
"What do you need?" Emma asked. The question came automatically, the same one she'd asked a thousand times during her childhood when lodge crises erupted like clockwork. What do you need? How can I help? What's the plan?
"I need you to come home."
The words hung between them, heavy with everything they didn't say. Home. Emma hadn't called Summit Creek home in ten years. Not since she'd left for college with a scholarship, a plan, and a promise to herself that she'd never end up trapped in that lodge, watching her dreams get buried under leaky roofs and demanding guests.
"I have a presentation tomorrow morning," Emma said. "It's the Silverton pitch. I've been working on this for months."
Silence stretched across the line. Not accusatory. Worse---understanding.
"Of course," Maggie said quietly. "I shouldn't have--- You have your career. Your life. I just thought..."
You just thought I'd drop everything and come running. The uncharitable thought made Emma's throat tighten. She pinched the bridge of her nose, exhaling slowly.
"How bad is it? Realistically."
"The doctor won't say much until after surgery. But Emma..." Maggie's voice dropped. "The lodge. I can't run it alone. Not with your father in the hospital. Maybe not even after, depending on how recovery goes. We're fully booked through New Year's. The holiday season is---"
"Your busiest time. I know." Emma stood, pacing to the window. Her reflection stared back at her: sleek black hair pulled into a bun so tight it gave her a headache, tailored button-down that cost more than her monthly food budget, the exhausted eyes of someone who'd been running from something for a decade and finally got caught.
Outside, Denver glittered in the dusk. Fifteen floors below, people moved through their lives, oblivious and free. The mountains loomed in the distance, purple shadows against the darkening sky.
Those same mountains cradled Summit Creek. Three hours away. A lifetime away.
"I'll be there tonight," Emma heard herself say. "I'm leaving now."
"What about your presentation?"
"I'll figure it out." She was already moving, grabbing her laptop bag, mentally cataloging what she'd need. "Text me when Dad's out of surgery. And Mom? Don't try to handle anything at the lodge until I get there. Lock the office and put the closed sign up if you have to."
"Emma---"
"I mean it. You need to be at the hospital, not dealing with guests asking why there's no hot water in room seven." Emma softened her voice. "I've got this. I'll handle the lodge."
The lie tasted bitter. She had no idea how to handle a failing mountain resort. But Maggie didn't need to know that right now.
After they hung up, Emma stood in her perfect, personality-free apartment and let herself have exactly thirty seconds of panic. Her fingers found the jade pendant again, worry-smooth under her thumb.
I'll handle the lodge.
The same words she'd said at seventeen, standing in her father's hospital room after his first heart attack. The minor one. The warning shot they'd all ignored because Tom Hartley didn't believe in warnings, only in fixing whatever was broken and pushing through until it killed him.
Apparently, that philosophy was finally collecting its due.
Emma shook herself and grabbed her phone, pulling up Catherine's contact. The call went straight to voicemail, of course. Catherine believed in work-life boundaries the way evangelical preachers believed in hell. After hours meant after hours.
"Catherine, it's Emma." She kept her voice steady, professional. "Family emergency. My father had a heart attack and I need to head to Summit Creek tonight. I know the Silverton presentation is tomorrow, but I can present remotely if needed, or brief Marcus to cover the pitch. Everything's ready. I'll have my laptop and can be available by phone or video. I'm sorry for the short notice."
She hung up before the apology could turn into begging.
Her bedroom closet presented the next challenge. What did one pack for an indefinite return to the town you'd spent a decade pretending didn't exist? Emma yanked clothes off hangers with mechanical efficiency. Practical layers. Her warmest coat. Boots suitable for snow and broken lodge steps. Nothing dry-clean only because Summit Creek's nearest dry cleaner was forty-five minutes away and had permanently smelled like mothballs since 1987.
The suitcase gaped open on her bed, waiting to swallow evidence of her carefully constructed Denver life. Emma dumped in jeans, sweaters, thermal leggings. Toiletries. Laptop and charger. The emergency folder of printed client materials she kept for presentations.
Her hands moved on autopilot, brain still catching up to the decision her mouth had made.
I'll be there tonight.
The memory surfaced before she could stop it: Tom's voice at her high school graduation. The man who'd taught her to ski, who'd made terrible dad jokes, who'd believed she could do anything she set her mind to.
"You're going to do amazing things, Emma," he'd said, standing outside the gymnasium in his good shirt, eyes bright. "Promise me you won't get stuck here. Promise me you'll chase something bigger."
She'd promised.
And she'd kept that promise by not coming home. By letting phone calls go to voicemail. By sending cards instead of visits, excuses instead of explanations.
By pretending that if she built a different life, she could erase the old one.
Emma zipped the suitcase closed with more force than necessary. The sound echoed in the quiet apartment, sharp and final, like a door slamming on everything she'd built here.
Her phone buzzed. Catherine's name flashed across the screen.
Emma's stomach dropped. She answered on the second ring. "Catherine, I'm so sorry---"
"Marcus will cover the presentation." Catherine's voice was crisp, businesslike. "He's been shadowing the project anyway. This will be good experience for him."
Marcus. Who'd been with the company for six months. Who still couldn't remember client names and color-coded his calendar like a kindergartener.
"I can present remotely," Emma said quickly. "I'll have my laptop. The WiFi at the lodge is spotty, but I can find somewhere with better connection---"
"Emma." Catherine's tone softened slightly. "Is your father alright?"
The question cracked something in Emma's chest. She sat on the edge of her bed, suitcase handle still gripped in one hand. "He's in surgery. Major heart attack."
"Then you need to be with your family, not on a video call pitching resort packages." A pause. "How long will you be gone?"
How long? Emma had no idea. Until Tom recovered? Until the lodge stopped hemorrhaging money? Until she fixed everything that had been slowly breaking for ten years while she pretended not to notice?
"A week," she said. "Maybe two. I'll have my laptop if anything urgent comes up."
"Take the time you need. And Emma?" Catherine's voice took on that edge it got when she was about to say something she considered profound. "Family is important. Don't forget that while you're building your career."
Emma ended the call and stared at her reflection in the mirror above her dresser. The woman looking back wore exhaustion like a second skin.
Don't forget family. Rich advice from a woman who'd missed her own daughter's wedding to close a deal.
But Emma wasn't in a position to judge. She'd missed her father's last five birthdays.
She grabbed the suitcase and headed for the door, pausing only to unplug her presentation materials from the printer. Out of habit, she straightened the slides into a perfect stack and slid them into her laptop bag.
Competent but lacking vision.
Maybe Catherine was right. A person with real vision would've seen this coming. Would've gone home more than once a year. Would've answered her mother's calls instead of letting them go to voicemail while she perfected revenue optimization strategies.
Emma locked her apartment door and headed for the parking garage, each step like walking toward a cliff's edge.

      [image: ]The drive to Summit Creek took three hours. Three hours to travel from her sterile Denver high-rise to the mountain town that held every memory she'd spent a decade trying to outrun. 
Emma merged onto I-70 West as the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple that reminded her too much of Summit Creek sunsets. She cranked up the air conditioning (her Accord's heater was stuck on defrost, another thing she'd been meaning to fix) and tried to focus on the road.
The highway climbed into the mountains, Denver's glittering sprawl giving way to darkness punctuated by small towns clinging to the slopes. Familiar landmarks appeared. The turnoff to Georgetown. The tunnel through the mountain. The exit for Loveland Pass.
Each mile stripped away another layer of her carefully constructed distance.
You can do this, she told herself. Two weeks. Fix what's broken. Get them stable. Leave.
The same plan she'd had at seventeen. And twenty-one. And every other time the lodge had threatened to implode and drag her parents down with it.
Her phone rang through the car's speakers. Maggie's name flashed on the dashboard screen.
Emma hit answer. "How is he?"
"Out of surgery." Maggie's voice was thick with exhaustion. "They did an angioplasty. Inserted two stents. Dr. Morrison says if Mrs. Patterson hadn't found him when she did..." She trailed off.
Emma didn't need her to finish. The widow-maker didn't earn its name by being forgiving.
"But he's going to be okay?" Emma asked.
"They're moving him to ICU for observation. Recovery will be long. At least six weeks before he can do any physical labor. Maybe longer." A shaky breath. "The doctor was very clear about stress levels. He needs rest. Complete rest."
Complete rest. Tom Hartley didn't know the meaning of the phrase. The man had once insisted on clearing snow from the lodge walkways three days after having his appendix removed.
"We'll figure it out," Emma said, pulling off the highway at the Summit Creek exit. The road narrowed, twisting through thick stands of pine and aspen. "I'm almost there."
The town appeared around a curve in the road like a postcard from memory: a scatter of warm lights against the dark mountainside. Main Street stretched through the center, lined with the same shops and restaurants Emma had known her entire childhood. Morrison's General Store. The Summit Cafe. The community center with its faded paint and the mural of elk that someone always threatened to repaint but never did.
Nothing changed in Summit Creek. That was the problem.
Emma drove through town, muscle memory guiding her along streets she could've navigated blindfolded. Past the hardware store where she'd helped her father load lumber every summer. Past the ice cream shop where she'd worked her first job at fifteen. Past the turnoff to the high school where she'd been valedictorian, voted most likely to escape, and had meant every word of her graduation speech about chasing bigger dreams.
The road climbed higher, winding through stands of aspen and pine. Snow dusted the branches, caught in her headlights like suspended stars. The air changed, thinner, crisper, carrying the scent of pine and wood smoke that no Denver apartment could replicate.
Her chest tightened.
The Hartley Lodge sign appeared in her headlights, weathered wood letters barely legible. Someone, probably her father, had tried to touch up the paint, resulting in streaks of fresh brown that made it look worse than before. The wooden bear statue stood sentry beside the sign, its carved grin as enthusiastic as ever despite missing an ear and looking generally mangier than Emma remembered.
She turned up the long driveway, gravel crunching under her tires. Pine trees crowded close on either side, their branches forming a tunnel that opened suddenly onto the main clearing.
The lodge rose before her like a tired giant.
Emma killed the engine and sat in the sudden silence, taking in the damage a decade of deferred maintenance had inflicted.
The main building sprawled across the clearing: two stories of log construction that had been beautiful once. Magnificent, even. Her father had built most of it himself, spending five years turning a drafty cabin into a destination resort that hosted weddings, family reunions, and couples seeking mountain romance.
Now it sagged.
Not dramatically. Nothing was falling down or actively collapsing. But the whole structure listed slightly to the left, like a person favoring an injured leg. Several shutters hung crooked. The wraparound porch that once held rocking chairs and hanging planters now sported gaps in the railing and boards that looked questionable at best. The roof, the one her father had been repairing when his heart gave out, showed patches of different-colored shingles where emergency fixes had been applied over the years.
Paint peeled from the window frames. One of the decorative wagon wheels that flanked the entrance had lost half its spokes. The landscape lighting her mother had installed with such pride now cast dramatic shadows on the building's flaws instead of highlighting its rustic charm.
Emma's throat tightened. Tian a.
This was so much worse than she'd imagined.
The front door opened, spilling warm light across the porch. Maggie stepped out, wrapped in the same blue cardigan she'd owned for fifteen years. Even from the car, Emma could see how much weight her mother had lost. How the gray in her black hair had spread. How her shoulders curved inward like she was trying to make herself smaller.
Emma grabbed her purse and pushed open the car door. Cold mountain air hit her face, sharp enough to sting. The altitude pressed against her chest, thinner air, harder to breathe. She'd forgotten that about Summit Creek. How everything required more effort. More oxygen. More everything.
"Emma." Maggie's voice broke on her name. She rushed down the porch steps (carefully avoiding the third one that had rotted through) and crossed the gravel in quick steps.
Then Emma was wrapped in her mother's arms, breathing in the familiar scent of the lavender soap Maggie had used for as long as Emma could remember. Her mother trembled, or maybe Emma was the one shaking. Hard to tell when guilt and relief tangled into a knot too complicated to name.
"You came," Maggie whispered against Emma's hair. "You actually came."
The words landed like an accusation. Emma pulled back, forcing a smile. "Of course I came. Did you think I wouldn't?"
Maggie's expression said exactly that. But she just shook her head, swiping at her eyes. "Come inside. You must be exhausted. I made up your old room."
My old room. Emma's stomach dropped. She'd successfully avoided sleeping in that space for ten years. The room held too many memories, too many versions of herself she'd rather forget. The girl who'd loved this place. The teenager who'd resented every minute. The seventeen-year-old who'd made plans to leave and never look back.
But she followed her mother up the porch steps, testing each board before putting her full weight down. Inside, the lodge smelled like it always had: pine logs and furniture polish and the faint lingering scent of whatever Maggie had cooked for dinner. The great room opened before them, cathedral ceiling soaring overhead, the massive stone fireplace dominating the far wall. Guest wings branched off to either side, leading to the twelve rooms that had once stayed booked solid from Thanksgiving through Easter.
Emma counted three lights on in the guest wing hallways. Three occupied rooms out of twelve. During peak holiday season.
Duibuqi, she thought, though she wasn't sure who she was apologizing to. Her father? Her mother? The lodge itself?
"How many guests do we have?" Emma asked, setting her purse on the check-in desk.
"Five rooms booked. The Pattersons in the honeymoon suite, celebrating their anniversary. A couple from Texas in room four. A family with two kids in rooms seven and eight." Maggie moved behind the desk, her hands fluttering over papers in that nervous gesture Emma recognized from childhood. "Everyone's been very understanding about the situation. I explained your father was ill, that service might be limited."
"What about the bookings through New Year's?"
Maggie's silence answered the question.
Emma pulled out the guest book, the physical ledger her parents still insisted on keeping despite Emma's repeated suggestions to modernize. The pages told a grim story. Scattered reservations where there should've been solid blocks. Cancellations noted in red ink. A note in her father's handwriting: Called about deposit refund---told them no refunds per policy.
"We need to talk about the lodge's finances," Emma said carefully.
"Tomorrow." Maggie's voice was firm. "Tonight, you should rest. We'll visit your father in the morning, and then we can tackle everything else."
Emma wanted to argue. Wanted to pull out her laptop and start running numbers, assessing damage, building a recovery plan. But her mother's face was drawn with exhaustion, and Emma's own body ached from the drive and the emotional whiplash of the last six hours.
"Okay," she said. "Tomorrow."
Maggie smiled, wan but genuine. "Your room is ready. I put fresh sheets on the bed. There's soup on the stove if you're hungry."
Emma's stomach growled at the mention of food, but she shook her head. "I'll just go up. Long day."
She climbed the stairs to the second floor, each step creaking under her feet. The family quarters occupied this space: her parents' room, her old bedroom, the office where her father kept the business records in what he optimistically called "organized chaos."
Emma paused outside her old door, hand on the knob. Just a room, she told herself. Just walls and furniture and memories that can't actually hurt you.
She pushed the door open.
The room waited, preserved like a shrine to a girl who didn't exist anymore. Twin bed with the quilt her grandmother had made. Desk where she'd written her valedictorian speech. Bookshelf stuffed with romance novels and travel guides. Posters of places she'd wanted to visit: Paris, Tokyo, New York, anywhere but here.
The walls were covered in them. Maps and magazine cutouts and photographs of cityscapes. A collage of escape routes.
Emma set her suitcase by the bed and sat down, the mattress dipping under her weight with a familiar squeak. Through the window, Summit Creek spread below, a constellation of lights against the mountain darkness. Somewhere down there, the hospital held her father. Somewhere beyond the mountains, her Denver apartment sat empty, her presentation materials stacked neatly on the dining table, her perfect beige life waiting for her to return.
Her phone buzzed. A text from Marcus: Got the Silverton materials. Ready for tomorrow. Good luck with your dad.
Emma stared at the message. Marcus was presenting her work. Catherine had replaced her without hesitation. Three months of effort, and she'd been benched in six hours.
Competent but lacking vision.
She set the phone facedown on the nightstand and changed into sleep clothes, moving through the routine mechanically. Brush teeth. Wash face. Plug in phone. Pull back the covers.
Lie in bed staring at the ceiling while her brain replayed the day in painful detail.
Somewhere in the lodge, pipes groaned. A radiator hissed. The building settled around her with the creaks and sighs of something too old, too tired, held together by duct tape and determination.
Emma closed her eyes and tried to sleep.
Tomorrow, she'd visit her father in the hospital. Tomorrow, she'd start untangling the lodge's problems. Tomorrow, she'd figure out how to save a place she'd spent ten years trying to forget existed.
But tonight, she let herself admit the truth that had been clawing at her chest since Maggie's phone call.
She'd run from Summit Creek. She'd built a life in Denver, climbed the corporate ladder, proven she was more than a lodge owner's daughter.
But the mountain town had never let her go. It had just been waiting for the right moment to call her home.
And Emma had come running.
Her fingers found the jade pendant one more time before sleep finally claimed her.
I'm sorry, Dad, I'm sorry I didn't come home sooner.
In the morning, she'd make it right. She'd fix the lodge. She'd keep her promise.
She just had no idea how.

      [image: ]The hospital room smelled like antiseptic and fear. 
Emma stood in the doorway of the ICU, watching her father sleep. Tom Hartley looked smaller than she remembered, diminished by tubes and monitors and the white hospital gown that swallowed his frame. His chest rose and fell with mechanical precision. Numbers blinked on screens beside the bed, tracking heartbeat and oxygen and other vitals Emma couldn't name.
Gray stubble shadowed his jaw. Gray streaked his dark hair. When had he gotten so old?
Since you stopped coming home, whispered the guilty voice in her head.
Maggie sat in the chair beside the bed, holding Tom's hand. She'd been there all night, the nurse had said. Refused to leave even to eat or rest.
"Mom." Emma stepped into the room, keeping her voice low. "You should go home. Get some sleep."
"I'm fine." Maggie didn't look up. Her thumb traced circles on the back of Tom's hand, a gesture so intimate it made Emma's throat ache.
"When did he wake up?"
"Around five. He asked about the lodge." A bitter laugh. "First thing he said. 'Did you lock the office?' Not 'am I dying,' not 'what happened.' Just worried about the lodge."
Emma pulled up a second chair and sat. Up close, the damage was more visible: the paleness of her father's skin, the way his hospital gown hung loose over a frame that used to be solid muscle. He'd always been strong. Unbreakable. The man who'd carried her on his shoulders during Summit Creek's Fourth of July parade, who'd taught her to ski when she was four, who'd built an entire lodge with his own hands.
Now he looked fragile.
"The doctor said recovery will take months," Maggie continued, voice barely above a whisper. "No physical labor. No stress. He'll need cardiac rehab, medication, lifestyle changes." She finally looked at Emma, and the exhaustion in her eyes was devastating. "The lodge is killing him. Has been for years. I just didn't want to admit it."
Emma's chest tightened. "It's not the lodge. It's---"
"It's the lodge," Maggie said firmly. "The constant repairs. The money stress. Trying to compete with the resort chains that can offer amenities we can't afford. Your father refuses to admit when we're in over our heads. He just keeps fixing and patching and pretending everything's fine." Her voice broke. "And I let him. I enabled it because I didn't want to face the alternative."
"What alternative?"
Maggie met her eyes. "Selling."
The word hung between them like a grenade with the pin pulled.
"You can't sell the lodge," Emma said automatically. "Dad built that place. It's his whole life."
"And it's going to kill him if we don't make changes." Maggie straightened, squaring her shoulders in that way she did when she'd made a decision. "I've been talking to a real estate agent. Preliminary conversations. She thinks we could get a decent price, especially with the holiday bookings and the location."
Emma's brain scrambled to process this. Selling the lodge. The idea was inconceivable. The lodge was Summit Creek for her family. Three generations of Hartleys had run it. Her grandfather had built the original cabin. Her father had expanded it into a business. Emma had grown up in its halls, learning to walk on its wide-plank floors, spending summers helping with guests and hating every minute while simultaneously loving it more than she'd admit.
"Does Dad know you're considering this?"
"We've discussed it." Maggie's voice was measured. "Before the heart attack. He's resistant, obviously. But Emma, we're barely breaking even. The roof needs replacing. Thirty thousand dollars, minimum. The septic system is due for an overhaul. The kitchen equipment is from 1995. Half the rooms need complete renovation to compete with modern standards." She ticked off problems on her fingers. "We can't keep up. And I can't watch your father work himself into the grave trying."
Tom stirred in the bed, mumbling something unintelligible. Both women froze, watching him. But he just shifted slightly and settled back into sleep.
"I need to see the books," Emma said. "All of them. Financial statements, bookings, maintenance records, everything."
"Emma---"
"I'm not letting you sell the lodge without at least trying to save it." Emma heard the steel in her own voice, surprised by the conviction. "Give me two weeks. Let me assess the situation properly. If it's truly unsalvageable, then we'll talk about next steps. But I need to see the actual numbers before we make any decisions."
Maggie studied her daughter for a long moment. "You have your career in Denver. Your presentation. You can't just abandon your life to fix ours."
Competent but lacking vision. Catherine's words echoed in Emma's mind. Maybe this was the vision she'd been missing: the ability to see what mattered beyond quarterly reports and client satisfaction metrics.
"Marcus is covering the presentation," Emma said. "Catherine gave me time off. Two weeks, at least. Maybe more if I need it."
"And if two weeks isn't enough?"
Emma didn't have an answer. She looked at her father, the man who'd built an empire from logs and determination, who'd believed she could do anything, who'd made her promise to chase bigger dreams than a small-town lodge.
Promise me you won't get stuck here.
But maybe being here wasn't being stuck. Maybe it was paying forward the years her parents had invested in her. The college fund they'd scraped together from lodge profits. The unconditional support when she'd chosen Denver over Summit Creek. The love they'd offered even as she drifted further away.
"I'll figure it out," Emma said. It was becoming her mantra. I'll figure it out. I'll handle this. I'll fix what's broken.
The same words she'd said at seventeen. Maybe this time she'd actually manage to keep the promise.
Tom's eyes fluttered open. He blinked slowly, gaze unfocused, before settling on Maggie. "Hey, Mags."
"Hey yourself." Maggie leaned forward, squeezing his hand. "How are you feeling?"
"Like I got hit by a truck." His voice was rough, strained. Then his gaze shifted, landing on Emma. Recognition sparked, followed by surprise. "Emma?"
"Hi, Dad." Emma moved closer, her throat tight. "You gave us quite a scare."
"What are you doing here? Don't you have work?"
Of course. Even from a hospital bed, her father's first thought was whether she'd sacrificed her career. Emma forced a smile. "Work can wait. You're more important."
Tom's expression said he didn't quite believe that, but he was too tired to argue. "The lodge---"
"Is fine," Maggie interrupted firmly. "Emma's going to help me manage things while you recover. All you need to worry about is getting better."
"Bookings," Tom insisted weakly. "The Johnson wedding. And the heating system in the west wing is---"
"Tom." Maggie's voice was gentle but unyielding. "Stop. Please."
He looked between his wife and daughter, and something in his expression crumbled. "I'm sorry," he whispered. "I tried to keep it together. I thought I could fix it all before---" He stopped, closing his eyes. "I'm so sorry."
Emma's eyes burned. She reached for her father's other hand, the calluses she remembered softened with age. "There's nothing to apologize for. You built something amazing. You provided for us. That's more than enough."
"I wanted to leave you something," Tom said, not opening his eyes. "The lodge. A legacy. But it's just... it's just broken dreams and leaky roofs."
"It's home," Emma said, and was shocked to realize she meant it. "We'll fix it. I promise."
Tom's eyes opened, meeting hers with an intensity that belied his exhaustion. "Don't make promises you can't keep, Emma. I taught you better than that."
The words hit harder than he probably intended. Emma swallowed the guilt and squeezed his hand. "Then I'll make a different promise. I'll do everything I can. That's all any of us can do."
A weak smile. "That's my girl."
A nurse entered, checking monitors and adjusting IV lines. "Sorry, folks. He needs his rest. You can come back during afternoon visiting hours."
Emma and Maggie stood, both reluctant to leave. But Tom was already drifting off again, the brief conversation having exhausted what little energy he'd possessed.
In the hallway, Maggie sagged against the wall. "He looks so..."
"Tired," Emma finished. "But alive. That's what matters."
They walked to the elevator in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. The hospital bustled around them: nurses with charts, doctors conferring, families clutching visitor badges and prayer. Life and death playing out in fluorescent-lit corridors.
Emma's phone buzzed. A text from Catherine: Marcus nailed the presentation. Silverton loved it. Signing contracts this afternoon.
Emma stared at the message, trying to feel something. Pride? Relief? Instead, there was just numbness. Marcus had presented her work, earned her promotion, while she stood in a hospital worrying about septic systems and roof repairs.
Competent but lacking vision.
Maybe Catherine was right. Maybe Emma's vision had been too narrow all along, so focused on climbing the corporate ladder that she'd missed the view from where she was standing.
"Earth to Emma." Maggie waved a hand in front of her face. "Where'd you go?"
"Sorry." Emma pocketed her phone. "Just thinking about everything we need to do."
They stepped into the elevator. Maggie pressed the button for the main floor. "We should stop by the lodge. I can show you the financial records. And..." She hesitated. "There's something else you should know."
Emma's stomach dropped at her mother's tone. "What?"
"Cole Brennan stopped by yesterday. Before your father's heart attack." Maggie watched the floor numbers descend. "He's doing construction work around town now. Renovations, repairs, that kind of thing. Your father had called him about quotes for some of the lodge projects."
Cole Brennan.
The name hit Emma like a physical blow. She gripped the elevator railing, her knees suddenly unsteady.
"Cole's in town?" The question came out steadier than she felt.
"He moved back about two years ago. Runs the mountain rescue team. Does construction on the side." Maggie's voice was too casual. "I thought you should know. Before you run into him."
The elevator doors opened. Emma stepped out on autopilot, her brain spinning. Cole Brennan. Mountain rescue. Construction work. Two years ago.
All this time she'd been avoiding Summit Creek, Cole had been here. Living the life they'd once talked about late at night on the ridge behind the lodge, making plans they'd never keep, promises they'd broken the minute Emma packed for college.
"Does he know I'm back?" Emma asked.
"Small town," Maggie said simply. "I'd guess everyone knows by now. Mrs. Patterson saw your car at the lodge last night. By breakfast time, the whole town will know Tom's in the hospital and Emma's home."
Home. There was that word again.
They walked to the parking lot, morning sunlight sharp against the snow-dusted mountains. Emma's Accord sat next to Maggie's ancient Subaru, both cars looking equally tired in the hospital's visitor lot.
"About Cole," Maggie said carefully. "He left messages about meeting to discuss the quotes. I wasn't sure if you'd want me to call him back or---"
"I'll handle it," Emma interrupted. "The lodge repairs are my responsibility now."
Maggie studied her daughter. "Are you sure? I could ask him to work with me instead."
"I'm sure." Emma unlocked her car, needing the metal barrier between herself and this conversation. "We're adults. It's been ten years. We can have a professional conversation about roof repairs and septic systems."
The lie felt as substantial as tissue paper, but Maggie just nodded. "If you're certain."
Emma slid into her car, closing the door on any further discussion. Through the windshield, her mother waved and headed to her own vehicle.
Cole Brennan.
Emma gripped the steering wheel, staring at the mountains without really seeing them.
She'd left him behind with everything else: a summer romance that burned too bright, promises made by teenagers who didn't know anything about forever, a goodbye that still hurt even after a decade of deliberate forgetting.
And now he was the contractor her parents had hired to fix the lodge.
Because of course he was. Because Summit Creek never let anything stay buried. It just waited patiently for the right moment to dig up every truth you'd tried to leave behind.
Emma started the car and pulled out of the parking lot, following her mother's Subaru down the mountain road toward Summit Creek. Toward the lodge. Toward Cole.
Toward everything she'd spent ten years running from.
Her fingers found the jade pendant, worry-smooth and cold.
I can do this, she told herself. Two weeks. Fix the lodge. Avoid complicated conversations. Get back to Denver before anything gets messy.
But as Summit Creek appeared below, nestled in its mountain valley like a postcard she'd tried to throw away, Emma couldn't shake the feeling that she'd just made the same mistake she'd made at seventeen.
She'd promised to fix something that might be too broken to save.
And this time, there was no escape route back to Denver that didn't involve facing everything she'd left behind.
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