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Chapter 1 — Home Again.
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I hit the town limits of Haven Glen just after sunrise. The road curved along the cliff, the sea low and gray on my right, the pines leaning in on my left. The sky looked washed out, as if it forgot how to hold color. It fit my mood.

Three years.
Three years since I last drove this road.
Three years since I left this place and the life I once had here.
I told myself I was ready. I told myself this would be a short visit. A few days. See my mom. Give her the gifts she kept hinting about on the phone. Smile for the neighbors. Sleep. Leave.

That plan had one rule: avoid Evan.

Simple. Clean. No risk of old pain. No risk of old sparks. No risk of talking about the day everything fell apart.

But as I passed the familiar wooden sign that read Welcome to Haven Glen, my chest tightened. The air here held the sharp scent of pine and sea salt. It pulled up memories I had boxed away with careful hands.

I kept driving.

The road dipped toward town. Houses stood with fresh coats of white paint and green roofs, the kind that made the place look calm and slow. Each porch had lights hung for Christmas, even though it was still early for full displays. Haven Glen liked to start the season before most towns. People said the lights chased the long nights away.

I slowed the car near the main street. The bakery’s windows glowed warm, and the scent of bread reached me even with the windows up. Kids in red school sweaters crossed the street, kicking at the light frost on the ground. A dog barked near the fire station. The sound echoed in a way that made my stomach twist. Evan had spent half his life in that building.

I pushed the thought away.

I didn’t come here to think about him.

I turned off toward my mom’s house at the far end of the village, where the pines grew tall enough to hide the roof. My hands felt tense on the steering wheel. I kept my gaze fixed ahead, even though every part of me wanted to scan the streets to see if he was there.

Three years wasn’t long. But it was long enough for people to move on.

I told myself he had.

Mom met me at the door with a hug that squeezed the air out of me. She still smelled like lavender soap and peppermint tea.

“You look thin,” she said.

“You always say that.”

“That’s because it’s always true.”

She stepped back and took a long look at me. Her eyes softened. “I’m glad you’re home, Ava.”

Home.
The word felt kind and sharp at the same time.
I carried my bag into the living room. The place looked the same. Soft gray couches. A knitted blanket over the backrest. A tiny wooden angel on the shelf. Evan carved that angel during our first Christmas as a married couple. Mom kept it on display even after the divorce. She said she liked the wings.

My eyes shifted away.

Mom didn’t bring him up. She had learned not to. Instead, she talked about her garden, her neighbor’s new puppy, and the way the town council kept arguing about the holiday parade. Normal things. Safe things.

I stayed for breakfast. I ate toast and tried to ignore the way my heart kept jumping at small sounds outside. Each car that passed made me tense, like I expected the door to open and a quiet, steady voice to say my name.

But the door stayed shut.

By midmorning, I said I needed to run into town to pick up a rental cabin key. I wanted space. I needed space. Mom didn’t argue. She only squeezed my hand with a warm smile and said, “Call me if you need anything.”

I stepped onto the porch. The air stung with cold. A thin layer of ice clung to the railings, and the sky had darkened since dawn. My phone buzzed with a weather alert. Snow was coming.

Great.
More reasons to keep my visit short.
I walked to my car, shoved my bag in the back, and slid behind the wheel. Before I started the engine, I pulled out my phone to check the update from the cabin company.

My screen froze for a second, then flashed a bright red banner:

TRANSPORT STRIKE — ALL SHUTTLES SUSPENDED
ROAD ACCESS LIMITED — DELAYS EXPECTED
I blinked. I read it again. My heart sank.

That wasn’t part of the plan.

I tried to call the cabin office, but the line rang twice and cut off. I tried again. Same result.

A cold thread of worry ran through my spine. If the cabins couldn’t get their staff up the mountain roads, they might shut down entirely for the day. Or longer.

A sense of pressure pushed up in my chest. I could already feel the plan slipping through my fingers. I needed that cabin. I needed a safe place where I wouldn’t run into—

My phone buzzed again.
Another alert.
ALL MOUNTAIN RENTALS CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE

I let my head fall back against the seat.

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

I sat there for a long moment. The cold pressed in through the windows. The car felt small, like it was shrinking around me. Part of me wanted to drive back to my mom’s house and stay in my old room. But that room held memories too, and most of them had Evan’s name on them.

I needed space.
But the strike had taken that choice from me.
I started the engine and drove toward town. At the main intersection, a crowd gathered near the bus depot. People stood in thick coats and scarves, shouting at a set of metal gates that hung closed. Papers flapped on the door with the words drivers on strike printed in bold black letters.

Workers stood nearby with signs and tired faces. Some reporters snapped photos. A group of kids sat on their bags, waiting for rides that wouldn’t come.

The whole place felt tense.
The kind of tension that builds before a storm.
I parked near the café and walked toward the depot office. The wind cut through my coat, sharp and cold. A gust carried the sound of raised voices. Someone kicked a crate. A man tried to calm a woman who was crying in frustration. They all needed to get somewhere. They all had plans.

Just like me.

I cupped my hands and breathed warm air into them as I waited my turn at the small window. A tired clerk shook his head before I even spoke.

“Cabins are closed. Roads up the ridge are blocked. No shuttles in or out.”

“How long?”

He shrugged. “Maybe a day. Maybe more. Depends how long the strike lasts.”

I felt the floor shift under me, even though I still stood on solid ground.

“I need a place to stay,” I said.

“So does everyone else.” He tapped a list on the counter. “Every room in town is gone. People booked out everything the second the news hit.”

I stared at the list, but my eyes didn’t focus.

“Try calling around,” he said. “But I’m telling you now, there’s nothing left.”

I stepped back from the window. A man brushed past me with a sharp sigh. A woman tugged her kid closer to her side. Everyone here looked tired, cold, and trapped.

I pulled out my phone and tried calling three different inns.
No answer.
Then two bed-and-breakfasts.
Both full.
A hotel in the next town.
Closed due to the storm warning.
My chest tightened again. The air felt thin.

This wasn’t supposed to happen.

I turned away from the depot and walked back toward my car. The wind pushed icy sheets of air across my face. My fingers felt stiff. I shoved them in my coat pockets and kept walking.

I needed to think.
I needed a plan B.
I needed—
“Ava?”

The name hit me like a drop in my stomach.

I stopped.
I turned.
And there he was.

Evan stood near the corner of the bakery, coat dusted with frost, hands tucked into his pockets. His dark hair was longer than when I last saw him. His jaw carried more scruff. His eyes—steady, warm, and far too familiar—held mine with a mix of surprise and something else I couldn’t name fast enough.

For a moment, the crowd noise faded. The wind stilled. The cold didn’t matter.

My throat felt tight.

“Hi,” I said. My voice sounded thin.

He stepped closer, slow and unsure, like he wasn’t sure if I would run.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. His tone wasn’t sharp. It was careful.

“I came to visit my mom.”

He nodded once. “You look tired.”

“You always said that when you didn’t know what else to say.”

A faint smile pulled at the corner of his mouth. The sight of it hit deeper than I wanted it to. I looked away.

He cleared his throat. “I heard the cabins shut down. You trying to find a place?”

“Trying,” I said.

“No luck?”

“None.”

He let out a breath that misted in the cold air. His eyes flicked toward the depot, then back to me. I knew that look. He was thinking. Measuring. Choosing.

“You can stay at my place,” he said.

My heart kicked against my ribs.

“No,” I said too fast.

He didn’t flinch. “It’s warm. You know the place. And it’s safer than driving out of town with the storm coming.”

“I’ll find something.”

“There isn’t anything.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to tell him I had options. But the truth hung between us, cold and sharp as the wind.

He watched me with that patient, steady gaze I knew too well. The same look he used to give me when I said I was fine but he knew better.

The crowd noise picked up again. Someone yelled at the depot worker. A bus door slammed. The wind grew stronger.

The first flakes of snow began to fall.

“I don’t want to make this hard,” Evan said. His voice was low. “I’m only offering a room. You can take it or leave it. But you don’t have to freeze while you figure things out.”

Snowflakes clung to his hair. His breath fogged in the air. His face looked older, like life had etched new lines across his features. But his eyes—those warm, steady eyes—hadn’t changed.

My pulse thudded in my ears.

Every part of me said this was a bad idea.
Every part of me said we were not ready for this.
Every part of me knew that staying under the same roof would stir up old wounds.
But the snow kept falling.
The strike blocked the roads.
The cabins were closed.
The inns were full.
And the cold was only getting worse.
I swallowed hard.

“Fine,” I said. “One night.”

He nodded once. “One night.”

He stepped back and motioned toward his truck.

I followed him through the snow, even as a knot tightened in my stomach. I told myself this was simple. This was practical. This was the only option left.

But deep down, under the cold and the fear and the years between us...
I felt something else too.
A spark.
A pull.
A hint of the storm that was coming.
I climbed into the truck and shut the door. Evan walked around to the driver’s side. The engine rumbled to life. Warm air blew through the vents, brushing my chilled skin.

As he pulled away







d2d_images/cover.jpg
LUKAS ENGELD RSEERE
o





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





