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The Silhouette in the Snowfall


The first true blizzard of the season did not arrive with a roar, but with a deceptive, ghostly hush that blanketed Mistletoe Mountain in layers of shimmering white. Inside Highland’s Ski Lodge, the air smelled of beeswax, dried orange peel, and the faint, lingering ghost of woodsmoke from the Great Room’s hearth. Audrey Highland stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows, her breath fogging the glass as she watched the transformation of the Sierra Nevada landscape. The familiar jagged peaks were being smoothed over by the storm, turning the world into a monochromatic wilderness that felt both breathtaking and isolating.


To any other observer, the snow represented a playground, a pristine canvas for winter sports and holiday cheer. To Audrey, it felt like a beautiful cage. She pressed her palm against the cold pane, feeling the vibration of the wind as it whistled through the eaves of the century-old timber structure. This lodge was her inheritance and her anchor, a sprawling monument to her family’s history that she now managed with a mixture of fierce pride and quiet exhaustion. Every beam and every stone told a story of the Highlands who had come before her, and she felt the weight of those stories in every step she took across the polished floorboards.


The seasonal rush had not yet fully descended, leaving the hallways echoing with a stillness that made her own thoughts feel too loud. She needed to check the woodpile near the side entrance, a task her brother would have handled in years past. But her brother was gone to the coast, chasing a life that did not involve shoveling driveways or bracing for sub-zero temperatures, leaving Audrey to rely on the one man who had stayed behind. She tried not to think about the unfairness of it, or the way the silence of the lodge seemed to amplify the absence of the people who used to fill it with laughter.


* * *

A shape emerged from the white veil of the driveway. At first, it was merely a smudge of shadow against the blinding ivory of the storm, a silhouette that seemed to be carved from the very mountain itself. Audrey’s heart performed a slow, heavy thrum against her ribs, a physical reaction she could never quite suppress. She did not need to see the rugged lines of his coat or the way he moved with a deliberate, unhurried grace to know who it was. The way he carried himself, even in the teeth of a gale, was unmistakable.


Owen Mercer.


He was a man of few words and even fewer pretenses. As the owner of The Thirsty Pine, the local tavern that served as the town’s heartbeat, and a master of custom woodworks, Owen was as much a part of Mistletoe Mountain as the ancient cedars. He was also her brother’s best friend, a fact that had acted as an invisible, impenetrable barrier between them for over a decade. He was the protector, the silent guardian who always seemed to appear when the world grew cold, and yet he remained just out of reach.


Audrey moved toward the heavy oak door, pulling it open just as Owen reached the porch. A swirl of crystalline flakes swept into the foyer, biting at her ankles with a sharp, icy sting, but she hardly noticed the cold. Owen stood there, his broad shoulders dusted with snow, his dark hair peeking out from beneath a charcoal knit cap. His eyes, the color of moss and weathered stone, found hers immediately, and for a heartbeat, the wind seemed to die down.


“The wind is picking up,” Owen said, his voice a low resonance that seemed to vibrate in the small space between them. He did not wait for an invitation, stepping inside and kicking the snow from his heavy boots. “I noticed your perimeter lights were flickering when I drove past The Thirsty Pine. I thought I should check the generator before the drifts get too high.”


“I did not call you, Owen,” Audrey said, though her voice lacked any real edge. She crossed her arms, trying to ignore the way his presence seemed to shrink the vaulted ceiling of the lodge. He brought the scent of the outdoors with him—fresh air, pine resin, and the faint, sweet aroma of the sawdust from his workshop.


Owen pulled off his leather gloves, his large, calloused hands appearing steady and warm. “The tavern is fine. My father is holding down the bar, and the regulars are not going anywhere once they have a stout in their hands. Besides,” he added, his gaze dropping to the floor for a fleeting second before returning to hers with an intensity that made her skin prickle, “I promised I would look after the lodge. And you.”


* * *

That was the problem. The “looking after” had started as a childhood favor and morphed into a silent, agonizing guardianship. Every time Owen repaired a broken banister or delivered a fresh cord of cedar, Audrey felt the weight of everything they never said. There was a history between them, built on shared summers and whispered secrets in the woods, but it was a history that felt frozen in time, preserved in the ice of Mistletoe Mountain.


“I can handle a generator,” Audrey insisted, though they both knew the temperamental machine in the shed required a specific kind of physical persuasion that she struggled to provide. She hated the feeling of helplessness, the way the mountain seemed determined to remind her that she was alone in this fight.


Owen offered a ghost of a smile, one that did not quite reach his eyes but softened the hard line of his jaw. “I know you can, Audrey. You can handle everything. But you do not have to do it all while the wind is blowing forty miles per hour. Let me help.”


He walked past her toward the kitchen access that led to the utility sheds, his scent trailing after him. Audrey found herself following him, drawn by the gravity he always seemed to exert. As they navigated the dim hallway, the shadows of the lodge seemed to stretch toward them, as if the building itself were leaning in to listen to their conversation.


“How are the bookings?” Owen asked, his voice carrying over his shoulder. He moved with a familiarity that suggested he knew the layout of the lodge as well as he knew his own workshop.


“Full for the week of Christmas,” she replied, focusing on the back of his coat to avoid looking at the way his muscles moved beneath the heavy fabric. “Highland’s Ski Lodge is still the premier destination for people who want to pretend they live in a snow globe for forty-eight hours. I just hope the roof holds under this much weight.”


“I reinforced those beams three years ago,” Owen reminded her, his tone firm and reassuring. “That roof is not going anywhere. I used the best heartwood I had in the shop. It is built to withstand the weight of a thousand winters.”


They reached the mudroom, and Owen paused, turning to look at her. The space was cramped, forcing them into an intimacy that made Audrey’s pulse quicken. In the dim light, the lines of his face seemed deeper, etched by years of working outdoors and, perhaps, by the same unspoken longings that kept her awake at night. He looked at her with a clarity that she found both terrifying and intoxicating.


“You look tired, Audrey,” he said softly. It was not a critique; it was an observation delivered with a devastating amount of gentleness. It was the kind of comment that made her want to lean into him and let him carry the burden for just a moment.


“It is just the season,” she lied, leaning against the doorframe. “Transitions are always hard. Moving from the quiet of autumn into the chaos of December... it makes the world feel like it is shifting under my feet. I feel like I am constantly trying to catch my breath.”


Owen reached out, his hand hovering near her shoulder as if he intended to brush away a stray hair or offer a comforting touch, but he pulled back at the last moment. The hesitation was a physical ache between them. “The mountain does not shift,” he said, his voice dropping to a low murmur. “The snow just changes the shape of things for a while. Underneath it all, everything is still where it belongs. You just have to remember what is solid.”


* * *

He turned and stepped out into the howling white of the side yard, headed for the generator shed. Audrey watched him through the small window in the mudroom door. He moved with a quiet wilderness confidence, unafraid of the elements, a man who understood the language of the storm better than the language of the heart. She watched the way he braced himself against the wind, a solitary figure fighting against the whiteout conditions.


She stood there for a long time, watching the silhouette in the snowfall. She thought about the years they had spent in this dance—the best friend’s sister and the brother’s protector. They were roles they had been cast in so long ago that neither seemed to know how to audition for a new part. Mistletoe Mountain was a place of traditions, some beautiful and some suffocating, and she wondered if they were both just playing the roles expected of them.


Ten minutes later, the lights in the hallway flared to full brightness, and the low, rhythmic hum of the generator vibrated through the floorboards. Owen had succeeded, as he always did. When he returned to the mudroom, he was shivering slightly, his eyelashes spiked with frost. He looked raw and vital, a stark contrast to the polished elegance of the lodge’s interior.


“It is running,” he said, wiping his face with a handkerchief. “But you are low on fuel. I will bring a few cans up from The Thirsty Pine tomorrow morning before the roads are completely closed. Do not try to go out there yourself.”


“Thank you, Owen. Really.”


He paused, his hand on the door handle, looking as if he wanted to say something—something that might shatter the fragile peace they had maintained for so long. His throat worked as he swallowed, his gaze intense and searching, as if he were looking for a sign that he should stay. The silence stretched, filled only by the ticking of the grandfather clock in the distant lobby and the moan of the wind outside.


“Lock the door behind me,” he said finally, the moment breaking like thin ice. “The wind is only going to get worse tonight. Stay by the fire.”


“I will,” she whispered, watching him disappear once more into the gray-white haze. She did as he asked, turning the heavy deadbolt, but she stayed in the mudroom, her forehead pressed against the wood. The winter was only beginning, and for the first time, Audrey Highland realized she was afraid of the tempest brewing within her own heart—a storm of courage and transition that threatened to melt every defense she had ever built. The season of hiding was over; the season of the heart had begun.

