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Author’s Note
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In a world where truth is often negotiated, faith can feel like something you’re expected to soften, silence, or set aside for the comfort of others. But Ice Breaker is a reminder that faith is not meant to be diluted to fit in—it is meant to stand, illuminate, and endure.

As you journey through these pages, you’ll encounter characters who believe, characters who doubt, and characters who resist God altogether. That contrast is intentional. Not everyone you meet will share your faith, but their lack of belief should never be allowed to weaken yours. Scripture reminds us that “the righteous shall live by faith” (Romans 1:17), not by approval, popularity, or consensus.

Jesus calls His followers “the light of the world” (Matthew 5:14). Light doesn’t argue with darkness. It simply shows up and shines. In the same way, you are not called to force belief on others, but to live so authentically in God’s love, grace, and mercy that others cannot ignore its warmth. When your life reflects Him, people notice. And sometimes, that reflection becomes an invitation.

Let your faith be visible in how you love, how you forgive, how you pursue truth, and how you stand when it would be easier to blend in. “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works.”

(Matthew 5:16)
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— L. Ma’Shell
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I burst through the front door as if I had just won a gold medal for outrunning snowstorms. 

“Thank you, Lord, for getting me home before the snow decided to show off,” I announced. Sometimes you just have to let God know you appreciate the little things, like not sliding into a mailbox.

This Manchester, Vermont weather had been playing peekaboo with my nerves all week. No blizzards, no winter disasters. Just a light dusting that made me second-guess the weather and surrender my hair to frizz. So glad I took Tara’s advice to get locs. Not only are they low maintenance, but they also complement my face very well.

I kicked off my shoes and hung up my coat, letting the quiet settle around me. For the first time in a long while, nothing felt temporary. The house wrapped itself around me. Three bedrooms, two baths, a ranch that already knew my style. A front porch for slow mornings, a back patio for evenings that embraced daylight savings time, and a fire pit waiting for reminiscent and current stories. It didn’t just look like a dream home. It felt like one.

My office was the next room over, though calling it that didn’t quite fit. It was really a music room. A place for half-written lyrics, guitars leaning in corners, and songs that came easier when I was trying to sleep at night. Investigative journalism paid the bills but music was the truth. I made it a space for both.

The bedrooms sat side by side, simple and quiet, each with a queen-sized bed and a television so big it made the actors and actresses’ pores look like swimming pools. My bedroom had its own bathroom, a comfortable and convenient luxury. I stood there a moment longer than necessary, breathing it all in, realizing this wasn’t just a house, it was my ministerial safe haven.

I couldn’t wait to get home today. It’s Friday and my weeklong vacation starts right now. Tonight, I am definitely going to enjoy my cozy fortress. If the weather wanted to mess with me, it would have to get past my marshmallow hot chocolate, fuzzy socks, and the Hallmark Channel.    

My phone blared to life, blasting the guitar solo from “They Can’t Make Me Doubt Him” by L. Ma’Shell featuring D. Brown. If you haven’t heard it, do yourself a favor and look it up. That song has gotten me through many rough patches! Plus, it’s got more anointing than a worship leader with a fresh set of Hillsong chords and a fog machine. If you need breakthrough, just play that song and let the guitar solo usher you straight into your living room revival!

I glanced at the caller ID and saw my boss’s name. Clarence. Why was he calling? I’d just left that place! If he thought I was about to leave my cozy fortress and trek back to the office, he had another thing coming. Don’t get me wrong, I love my job, and Clarence is an amazing down-to-earth but no-nonsense publisher who runs a fair and tight ship in the office. 

He makes us all feel like family. He also has a way of talking you into doing anything he wanted without even trying. He made everything sound important—even the name of his magazine company, Clarentimes. Every time I see or hear the name I want to sing Huckleberry Hound’s theme song of “Oh My Darlin’ Clementine.” But I have priorities: shower, soup, hot chocolate, and Hallmark Channel, in that order. I decided to let my phone go to voicemail.  

Just as I started my journey to the bedroom, ready to transform into a blanket burrito, Mr. D. Brown’s guitar solo filled the house again. My publisher. Persistent as ever. I could turn off the ringer, but then I’d miss the guitar worship. Decisions, decisions. 

I reluctantly picked up. “Hel—” I started, but Clarence bulldozed right over me.

“Naomi, it’s Clarence.” His voice always sounded like black coffee—strong, bitter, and guaranteed to keep you awake. But ever since he stopped barking “Cummings” like I was a misfiled folder and finally honored my request to use my first name, the bitterness had softened. Turns out, black coffee isn’t so bad once you get used to it—especially when it’s no longer being poured down your throat. “You sitting down?” 

“Should I be?” I asked, already bracing myself for whatever drama was about to unfold.

“I’ve got a lead that screams front page. Luca Romano.”

I frowned. “The skater? The golden boy with the dimples and the endorsements?”

“Yeah, him. Gone. Missing from Stowe. Vanished before his comeback performance next week.”

“Gone how?” I asked, channeling my inner detective-slash-concerned citizen.

“Car’s still at his cabin. Phone dead. Sponsors panicking. Vermont police are quiet. I need someone who can handle small towns and their law enforcement.”

“Clarence, you do realize I’m on vacation for a week as of the end of the workday today, right?”

“If you take this story, I’ll give you an additional two weeks paid vacation and make you my Editor-in-Chief!”

Editor-in-Chief? Ha! No thanks. I was not about to take on a bigger side hustle position that would take me away from my real job! Whether I crack this case or not, he could keep his mind-sucking promotion.

“Stowe  is colder and snowier than here in Manchester! You know I hate driving in the snow!”

“I already have a car prepared to drive you there, drive you while you’re there, and drive you back here! Whaddaya say?”

“I say give it to Tara! She’s just as good as I am if not better!”

“She already left for her holiday vacation! Even if she were here, I’d still give it to you! You’re the best I’ve got! No one can crack a case or nail a story the way you can! It’s like you have a gift! Besides, it’s only a couple hours away! If you leave now, you’ll beat their storm!”

“Their storm?” I repeated, wondering if I should start charging extra for weather-related assignments.
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When I was still staking my claim to stay in for the night and accept his offer only if I could get the pay raise as an EIC instead of the job itself, Clarence finally admitted the storm wouldn’t hit Stowe until tomorrow evening. Only then did I agree to do the story. I smiled to myself even more excited that I could stay snuggled in my fortress of fuzzy socks and soup. Packing could wait; comfort could not. 

“One more thing,” Clarence barked out, “I hear through the wind that The Global Chronicles is sending one of their top journalists out there as well.”

“Do you know who they’re sending?”

“No, I don’t, but I have no doubt that you’ll not only nail the story, but you’ll be the one to crack the case and bring that skater home!”

The Global Chronicles is known for their robotic Dragnet-like reporters, conducting interviews the way a surgeon makes incisions; clean, careful, and exact. They showed no charm and no feeling. They just let silence do the talking because silence eventually reveals what words try to hide. I made a mental note to steer clear of whatever reporter or journalist of theirs was assigned this story.

After a shower that was basically a Grammy-worthy performance (I hit every high note known to mankind), I settled onto my couch, legs tucked up, ready to let the soup and Hallmark Channel work its magic. My alarm was set—yes, to Mr. D. Brown’s guitar solo. Don’t judge me! That instrumental is so fire, I’m convinced it could resurrect a wilted houseplant. I set it for just enough time to pack, get ready, and set the house for a week of solo living.

Just as I was about to drift off into a soup-induced nap, my heart decided I needed a cardio moment. 

“Bam bam bam bam!”

I shot up so fast, I nearly did a somersault off the couch and onto the floor. Apparently, I’d fallen asleep mid-Hallmark, which is a crime in some states. 

“Bam bam bam!”

“Nay! Open up! I know you’re home, you locked the screen door!”

I peeled myself off the floor, checked the time—ten o’clock at night—prime “why are you here?” hour, and shuffled to the door. Through the blinds, I saw Tara Bolden, my fellow journalist, best friend, and the only person who could turn a stakeout into a spa day.

“Girl, it’s cold out here! Are you gonna open the door or watch me freeze to death?” she hollered. I considered it for a second—she’d probably freeze on purpose for leverage. I opened the door and let her in.

“What are you doing here, Tara? Clarence said you left for your holiday vacation!”

“I did, but my flight was canceled. Clarence called and said I should tag along with you to Stowe!”

“Oh really?” How convenient. Tara is our top-notch professional techie investigative photojournalist. Clarence knew that I would hire one at a much higher price than Tara’s salary and charge it to his dime. 

“Do you know how much fun we’re going to have in that small town? I hope they have cute male residents! And the best part—we don’t have to drive ourselves! We’re riding in luxury, maxin’ and relaxin’!”

I stared at my crazy friend as she shimmied down the hall to go prepare herself for bed, secretly wishing I had her energy and her ability to make any moment a party. 

She returned, wearing a cozy cotton olive-green pajama pants set that looked way better on her than my identical purple one did on me. We’re both curvy girls, but her curves are like a designer dress—mine are more “limited edition.” Not that I’m complaining; my bottom half is basically my superpower.

“Let’s pop some popcorn and watch a movie! And not one of those sappy Hallmark smoochers. I’m talking real drama fo’ yo’ mama with a twist of Jesus to get people right!” Tara declared.  

“Girl, I don’t know any movies like that.”

“That’s because you can’t unlatch yourself from the Hallmark Channel! Give me that remote, I got this!” 

She flipped to the Paramount channel and found The Minded Series—three movies, three generations, and enough drama to make my popcorn nervous. The description alone was wild: conjoined twins, mind games, mistaken identity, and a church camp murder. I was hooked. If anyone could turn a movie night into a full-blown investigation, it was Tara. 

I made popcorn, grabbed sodas, and set up shop. Tonight, we were ready for Jesus, drama, and mystery—just the way we like it. 
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“I can’t believe we stayed up and watched all three movies,” I said staring at the credits of Absent Minded.

“Right? All of them characters were messed up in the head!”

“But God was acknowledged heavily, I really liked that part. That Sharice and David though, phew!”

“Yeah, they were really owning people!”

Tara grabbed her phone. “I’m looking up this L. Ma’Shell chick to see if she has any other books or movies in the making.” 

She held it up after a few swipes and clicks. “Says here she has the series coming out on audiobook, and a new book releasing soon! Lemme leave my reviews! She doing her thang for real!”

I pulled up my phone and did the same. When I looked up to let Tara know that we needed to get to bed so we could be ready on time before the car came, I noticed her staring at me with a huge grin on her face.

“I’m so proud of you Nay,” Tara said.

“What? For what?”

“You are doing such an amazing job taking care of yourself and how you’ve been so strong since Teddy... you know,” she said dipping her head in short sympathy. “My only concern is that you have not dated since then.”

“Well, I don’t see anything wrong with that. But thank you for your encouraging words and concern.”

“Nay, it’s been five years. Don’t you think it’s time to share your life with someone special again?”

“No, I’m good for real. Now let’s get to bed for the next few hours so we can be sharp for this new story we have to cover in that little cold town.”

“Girl, we can sleep in the car, you know that!”

“No, we can’t. We need to be able to keep watch of our surroundings as we’re entering the town, not once we’re there!”

“You know we’ll have this case solved in no time!”

I stood up from the couch, turned off the television, and motioned Tara towards the guest bedroom.

I thought I would be able to fall fast asleep, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the missing ice skater. I reached over and grabbed my phone from the nightstand and googled him.

The search results loaded quickly, each headline more intriguing than the last:

	“Luca Romano: The Golden Boy’s Vanishing Act”

	“From Olympic Glory to Shadows: Romano’s Mysterious Hiatus”

	“Rumors Swirl Around Romano’s Sudden Disappearance Before Stowe Gala”


I scrolled through articles, my curiosity sharpening with every click. Luca Romano wasn’t just a local celebrity—he was a national sensation, a skater whose artistry on ice had earned him gold medals and endorsement deals. But beneath the glittering surface, the stories grew darker.

One blog hinted at a rivalry gone wrong, suggesting that Romano’s comeback threatened the position of another top skater, and that tensions backstage had reached a boiling point. Another article described a series of cryptic social media posts from Romano in the weeks leading up to his disappearance—posts about “trust broken,” “shadows in the rink,” and “secrets colder than ice.”

A sports magazine speculated about Romano’s strained relationship with his coach, who had abruptly resigned just days before Luca’s disappearance. There were whispers of extortion, sabotage, and a mysterious injury that Romano had never explained. Some fans believed he was being stalked by an obsessed admirer; others thought he’d uncovered something about the town’s elite that made him a target.

The deeper I dug, the more the story twisted. Romano’s last public appearance had been at a charity event two weeks ago, where witnesses claimed he seemed distracted, nervous, and eager to leave. His car was still at his rental cabin, his phone dead, and his sponsors panicking. The Vermont police were silent, fueling speculation that someone powerful wanted the truth buried.

I set my phone down, heart pounding. This wasn’t just a missing persons case—it was a web of secrets, rivalries, and danger. And now, Tara and I were heading straight into the heart of it.

I whispered a prayer for wisdom and protection, knowing that in Stowe, even the snow couldn’t hide the blood beneath. Tomorrow, the investigation would begin. Tonight, the mystery had already found me.
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“Mmmm, you always know how to get me to do what you want.”

“And you always know how to take it.”

“Hold me tighter! I need to feel you while I’m away.”

“You got it, baby girl!”

“Yeah, just like that!”

“I think your girl is at the door, should I go?”

“No, she’ll be alright. Don’t stop now!”

“She’s not going away. She might burst in.”

“She knows—"

“Girl, what’s going on in there?”

“Go away! I’m busy!”

“Nay! Nay!”

Snuggling deeper into his chest I try to block out the distant female voice yelling my name. I know she sees me loving on my man, why is she in here bothering me? I don’t share my man with anyone! 

But the more I press my body into his, the louder she gets. Then I feel my body jerk like my head is about to pop off my shoulders.

“Nay! Wake up, girl!”

Hearing her voice closer this time and more frantic, my eyes pop open and look around for a few seconds. I’m in my bed wrapped around my body pillow with no clothes on! I jump up and grab the covers to hide myself from Tara who looks as mortified as I feel.

For a split second, the room was silent—then Tara doubled over, laughter spilling out in waves. Not a polite chuckle. Not a gentle laugh, but full-on, doubled over, can’t breathe laughter that shook her entire body. 

She grabbed the footboard like she needed it for balance, tears spilling from her eyes as she tried and failed to pull herself together.

“Oh my gosh, Nay,” she wheezed. “Please tell me you weren’t about to fight me over a pillow.”

My face felt like it was on fire. I clutched the blanket tighter around me, heart pounding, wishing—desperately—that the floor would open up and swallow me whole.

“Tara, I—” I started, then stopped. There was no sentence that could fix this. No explanation that didn’t make me sound unhinged. I glanced at the body pillow lying beside me, perfectly innocent and smug.

“It felt real,” I muttered.

“That’s because,” she said between gasps, finally straightening enough to point at the bed, “you were wrapped around him like your life depended on it. I knocked. I called your name. You told me to go away because you were ‘busy!’ Busy, Naomi,” She laughed again. “With your man!”

I groaned and covered my face with my hands. “Please stop.”

She climbed onto the edge of the bed next to me, laughter finally tapering off into soft chuckles. The teasing in her eyes eased, replaced by something gentler. Understanding. She nudged my shoulder lightly.

“I’m laughing because it’s funny,” she said. “Not because it’s wrong.”

I peeked at her through my fingers. “Really?”

She nodded and smiled, softer now. “Grief doesn’t exactly ask permission.”

Her words settled into my chest, warm and heavy at the same time. I swallowed hard.

“Sometimes it just sneaks up on me,” I admitted. “I’ll be fine all day. And then I fall asleep and—” I gestured helplessly. “I wake up and for a second, it feels like he was really here. Like I could still feel him. And then I remember.”

The room suddenly felt smaller. Quieter.

Tara slipped her arm around my shoulders and pulled me into a careful hug. I let myself lean into it, my breath finally slowing.

“You’re not losing it,” she said softly. “Your body remembers what love felt like. What safety felt like.”

My eyes burned. “I thought something was wrong with me.”

She shook her head. “No. Healing is just messy. Sometimes it looks like crying. Sometimes it looks like yelling at your friend in your sleep because she interrupted your dream with your husband.”

A small laugh escaped me before I could stop it. “I really told you to go away.”

“Very passionately,” she said, grinning.

We sat there like that for a moment, the embarrassment fading, replaced by something steadier and safer.

“Thank you,” I said quietly.

Tara squeezed me once more before standing. “Anytime. And for the record—” she paused at the door, mischief flickering back into her eyes, “if you’re going to keep having dreams like that, at least wear pajamas. I am not emotionally cut out for naked grief before sunrise.”

I laughed then—really laughed—as she walked out, leaving the room warmer than it had been when she came in.
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I watched Tara shove her duffel farther into the corner of the SUV Limo’s trunk like it personally offended her, then slam   the trunk shut with a solid, final thud, and wipe her hands on her jeans with a satisfied nod. 

Meanwhile, as the butt-crack-of-dawn’s brisk wind sucks the moisture from my lips, I’m still negotiating with the zipper on my overstuffed carry-on from trying to find my ChapStick, silently promising myself, for the thousandth time, that I’ll pack it lighter next time. 

“Got it?” Tara asks, watching me struggle.

“Define got,” I mutter, trying not to move my lips too much. I finally force the zipper closed.

We both climb into the back seat, leather warm against my jean-covered legs, and pull the doors shut just as the driver eases us away from the curb. The limo smells clean and understated, like pine and something faintly citrus. I immediately feel the heat hug my butt and the back of my thighs. 

“Ooh! Heated seats!” Tara exclaims while wiggling against the leather. I nod my head in agreement and check my purse again for my ChapStick. Found it.

“Okay, Clarence! I see you steppin’ up your game with this luxury limo,” Tara said.

The city thins out behind us, replaced by trees and open

road. A few minutes later, the highway sign appears ahead of us. I-89 NORTH — STOWE / WATERBURY. Tara taps her phone against her knee. 

“Okay,” she says, all business now. “Let’s go over it again. Missing ice skater. National-level talent. Disappeared a week before his encore performance. Because apparently

disappearing at a normal time would’ve been too considerate.”

“Luca Romano,” I say. “Last seen at a charity event. 

No confirmed sightings after.”

“Which makes zero sense,” Tara adds. “You don’t vanish days from making a grand entrance, you soak it in.”

“Or you melt down from the hype. But you don’t just evaporate,” I say.

The driver glances up briefly in the rearview mirror.

“Excuse the interruption,” he says, voice husky and comedic, “but I couldn’t help overhearing you talking about Luca.”

I glance at his badge hanging from the rearview mirror: Rodney Van Jones. His picture revealed a shiny brown face with a cheeky handsome smile that made his round eyes reveal smiles of their own. The way he talked, and his demeanor reminded me of Rochester, Jack Benny’s trusted friend and driver, only more masculine.

Tara smiles politely. “You know him?”

“Know of him,” he says with a soft laugh. “Everyone in Stowe does. Or did.” He shakes his head. “Best skater that town’s seen in decades.”

I lean forward slightly. “That good?”

“Better,” he says. “Kid had magic in his blades. Made the ice look alive. After every performance, he would settle a blade in the ice like a judge’s gavel and cause the ice to break at his blade. Some of the fans started referring to him as Luca ‘The Ice Breaker’ Romano.” 

He settled back into his seat, carefully looking between the road and the rearview mirror to talk to us.

“Tourists came just to watch him skate. Locals too. Whole town showed up every time.”

Tara arches a brow. “Sounds like a hometown hero.”

“Oh, absolutely,” the driver says. “People adored him.”

People, I note. Not everyone.

“He seemed to be under a lot of pressure,” I say carefully.

The driver exhales through his nose. “Yeah. Fame does that.”

“And Stowe’s small,” Tara adds. “Hard to breathe when everyone knows your name.”

“True,” he agreed. “But Luca handled it well. At least on the surface.”

On the surface. I feel the word land.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

He hesitates just a beat too long, eyes still on the road. “Ah, nothing official. Just talk. You know how small towns are.”

Tara and I exchange glances.

“Talk about what?” she presses.

The driver clears his throat. “Some folks said he wasn’t always welcome.”

My pulse ticks up.


“Not welcome?” I repeat.


He shrugs. “He was changing things. Bringing attention, money, and new people. Not everyone liked that.” He adjusts his grip on the wheel. “There were comments and side-eyed looks. Stuff like that.”

“Comments like what?” Tara asks.

He shakes his head. “Hard to say exactly. Just enough to make a person uncomfortable.” He pauses. “Rumor has it that someone told him he should watch his back. That he didn’t know who he was messing with.”

The car goes silent.

“Who said that?” I ask.

Rodney’s lips press into a thin line. “That’s the thing. Rumors don’t have a solid home.”

Tara’s voice is calm, but her eyes flick to mine. “So he was threatened.”

The driver sighs. “According to the rumor and all, you could say that.”

A threat with no name. No witness. No report.

The highway stretches ahead, mountains faint in the distance now, hazy, and blue like something half-remembered. The blanket of snow made it look like it should be on a postcard.

“Do you think that has something to do with him disappearing?” I ask.


The driver doesn’t answer right away.


“I think,” he finally says, “that Luca loved that ice too much to leave it behind willingly.”

I lean back in my seat, heart thudding slow and heavy.

Whatever happened to Luca Romano didn’t begin the night he vanished. It began the moment someone decided he didn’t belong. And now we’re driving straight into the middle of it.
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As we drive into the outskirts of Stowe, the snow piled higher along the roadside, each mile adding another layer of white to the landscape. The sun was now hidden behind the clouds making the early morning look like late evening.

“Looks like we got a roadside up ahead,” Rodney announced. Tara and I rise up to look through the front windshield and a car on the side of the road with a man kneeling beside the rear driver’s-side tire. Rodney slows down and veers to the side of the road behind the parked car.

“My father used to say, ‘God doesn’t always send angels with wings. Sometimes He sends a man with a jack and a spare.’”

That sounded like something my grandmother would’ve said, and I liked him a little more for it. Tara and I exchange glances and chuckle lightly. Rodney gets out of the car and introduces himself to the man. The man turns to face Rodney and shakes his outstretched hand.

Suddenly, Tara gasped so hard the air in her throat caught and made a strangling sound. “You have got to be kidding me!” 

“What is it? What’s wrong?” I ask.

“That’s Julian Cross!”

“Who’s he?”

“Nay, are you serious? He’s only The Global Chronicles’ best asset and the greatest journalist born to man! Next to you, of course,” she said quickly trying to backpedal her statement. I stare back out the window, watching him and Rodney’s interaction.

“Okay, so... Julian Cross doesn’t do vibes,” she tells me. “He doesn’t trust gut feelings, intuition, or that something feels off nonsense. If it can’t be verified, documented, or backed up with receipts, it doesn’t exist to him. He likes his truth solid. Brick-by-brick solid. So solid you can’t wiggle out of it once he stacks it high enough.”

She glances out the window, then back at me.

“He moves through a room like he’s working a federal case. I’m serious. Eyes always scanning. Clocking who won’t make eye contact, who talks too fast, who answers the wrong questions like they practiced it. Every conversation is an interview to him, whether you signed up for it or not.”

Tara shakes her head with a faint smirk.

“Laid-back is not in his vocabulary. He thinks relaxed people miss things—and he refuses to be one of them. He stays mentally strapped to the job at all times, like if he loosens his grip for even a second, the truth will slip away. He hates distractions. Says that’s where danger hides and clues die.”

She lowers her voice slightly, as if Julian might somehow hear us and gives me a dead serious look.

“Julian Cross isn’t chasing headlines, Naomi. He’s hunting accuracy. And once he decides a story matters,” She pauses. “He doesn’t let go until the truth is cornered and dragged into the light.”

“So he must be the one Clarence told me would be sent here from Global. Well, let’s just hope we can stay out of each other’s way. I would be perfectly fine with not seeing him at all while we’re there.”

“It’s too bad he’s such a stick in the mud,” Tara said while wrinkling her nose at his back.

“What do you mean?”

“’Cause he’s fine as hell! I would hit that and repent later!”

I leaned back to look her in the face and exclaimed, “Tara, you know Jesus can hear you, right?”

“Girl, the Lord knows I’m just talkin’ trash truth!” 

I shake my head at her and laugh. I almost asked Tara how she knew so much about this man, but then it hit me—her reputation for being outgoing precedes her. She’s not just a top-tier investigative photojournalist; she’s the kind of person who lights up every room she enters, effortlessly connecting with people wherever her work takes her. Whether she’s on

assignment or just out and about, Tara’s energy and charisma make her memorable to everyone she meets.

“Now that’s a very well-rounded young man,” Rodney says as he slides back behind the wheel. He waits behind Julian to make sure he pulls onto the road safely and that his tires turn with ease. “He’s a little too stiff and  straight backed though. Probably why he’s not married.”

“You asked him if he was married?” I ask.

“No, he wasn’t wearing a ring, nor did he have tan lines on his ring finger and all he did was ask me questions about my job, when did I start it, who did I work for. He seemed more interested in my life than his own.”

Tara looked at me with a ‘told you so’ smirk. We pulled onto the road and resumed our drive to Stowe.
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With just ten miles left before we reached Stowe, the snowstorm picked up, swirling thicker and faster with every mile. Rodney didn’t flinch—his hands steady on the wheel, his focus unwavering. He cruised through the growing drifts, guiding us all the way until we finally rolled into the parking lot of the Alcove Inn.

The place looked like it had been stitched into the mountain itself—warm yellow lights glowing behind frost-laced windows, smoke curling lazily from the chimney like the building was exhaling. I felt a flicker of relief just looking at it.

Rodney hopped out first, straightening his coat like this was a five-star hotel and not a snow-buried inn clinging to the side of Vermont. Tara and I followed, boots crunching against the ice as we dragged our bags inside.

The lobby smelled like pine cleaner and Christmas. The white walls trimmed in cherrywood beams and baseboards along with the furnishings and fixtures made it look remarkably stunning and down-home like. The woman at the front desk with a name plate labeled Mabel Jensen, tapped away at her keyboard, frowning slightly as she glanced at the screen. 

“Looks like you picked quite the day to arrive,” she said before looking up at us, “Storm’s booked us solid.”

Tara leaned forward. “We’ve got two rooms reserved under Cummings and Van Jones.”

The woman nodded. “Yep, and those are actually the last two rooms we have.”

The door opened behind us before I could shake the eerie  feeling rattling my spine. Cold air rushed in—and with it, a familiar presence that, in my opinion, wasn’t invited.

Julian Cross stepped inside like he owned the place.

Snow dusted his dark coat, his hair damp from the storm, his expression sharp and unreadable. He shook off the cold, eyes already scanning the room, the exits, us. Especially us. Of course.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I muttered under my breath.

Tara stiffened beside me. “Oh no,” she whispered. “No, no, 

no.”

Julian approached the desk with the same quiet confidence Tara had described earlier—no wasted movement, no 

hesitation.

“Julian Cross,” he said calmly. “I’m an investigative journalist with The Global Chronicles here to do a story on the missing ice skater, Luca Romano. I would like your finest room please.”

The woman looked at him and grimaced apologetically.

“Mabel Jensen,” she said, extending a hand to him with friendly aggressiveness. Julian doesn’t take it. “I was just telling these folks here that they reserved the last two rooms we have. We’re fully booked now due to the storm.”

Julian didn’t react—not outwardly. Just a slight tightening around his eyes. Before he could speak again, Rodney turned, recognizing him instantly.

“Hey, young man, I’d be happy to share my room with you if you’d like,” Rodney said. 

Julian’s gaze flicked to him. “Well, looks like you came to my rescue once again. What are the odds?” he replied with faint skepticism.

“Life’s funny like that,” Rodney replied. “Listen, you can bunk with me. I snore like a freight train, but I don’t bite.”

Tara shot me a look. I shot one right back. Julian 

considered the offer for exactly half a second before nodding.

“I guess that’ll work.”

I exhaled sharply, crossing my arms. Rodney felt like the biggest traitor to me. We got our keys and headed toward the stairs, Rodney chatting like he hadn’t just invited a walking human lie detector into our orbit. Julian followed with his bag slung over his shoulder, already falling into step like this had always been the plan.

Once we reached the hallway of our floor, I grabbed Tara’s sleeve and pulled her back, lowering my voice.

“Tara, I don’t know if I like this. If he’s working for Global, he may find a way to sabotage us or steal our leads!”

“Then we’ll just have to make sure we stay two steps ahead of him.”

“Well, then be prepared to get up before the sun because the first thing I want to do is go out to that cabin and look around.”

“Fine by me. But how do we do that without waking him up since he’s bunking with Rodney? He’s our driver, 

remember?”

“I’ll make a call tonight and arrange for a cab to be here at 5 a.m.! Moving forward, I’ll get
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