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The snow fell in thick, silent sheets against the windshield, blurring the world into a white void. Owen Marsh gripped the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles turned pale. His hands were starting to go numb, but he couldn't tell if it was from the cold or the tension.

The GPS had been silent for the last twenty miles, as if even technology had given up on this deserted mountain road. The path had narrowed to a single lane, the snowbanks on either side squeezing the car like a vise. This road was too narrow even for sleds, let alone a car.

"Perfect," he muttered, his breath forming a small cloud on the fogged-up windshield. The heater was broken. Of course it was. He sighed, thinking about how everything had gone wrong since the beginning of this trip. The flight was delayed, the rental company didn't have the model he requested, and now this blizzard with a broken heater.

He cursed his assistant Emma inwardly. This "digital detox" nonsense was her idea. "A real holiday experience," she'd said. Owen didn't need a vacation.

He needed quarterly reports. He needed his corner office with a city view. He needed his Starbucks coffee, the strangers in the elevator, the familiar hum of his office. He needed his loneliness. But here he was. Nowhere.

The headlights finally caught a wooden sign half-buried in snow: Evergreen Ridge Retreat. It looked handmade, the letters covered with frost. Owen turned toward it, the car sliding left and right on the icy road.

Even with four-wheel drive, he felt like the vehicle might get stuck at any moment. Up ahead, a single light glowed warm and inviting, like a lighthouse. Instinctively, he drove toward it. He had no other choice.

When he parked, the engine cut off, replaced by a howling silence. There was no sound except the wind. For a moment, he just sat there, his hands still gripping the wheel. He didn't belong here, he thought. Not in this warmth, this peace, this nothingness. The city was his. Skyscrapers, traffic, crowds. This was a painting. A postcard. Not real.

Finally, he opened the door, and the cold hit his face like a knife. He grabbed his suitcase and headed for the wooden door. He pushed it open without knocking—it was unlocked anyway. Inside, by the massive fireplace, an old man sat reading a book. The crackle of the flames was so peaceful it almost made him forget the storm outside. The man looked up over his glasses and smiled.

"Welcome," he said softly. "We've been expecting you."

Owen frowned. Expecting him? He'd made the reservation last minute. No one could be expecting him. Before he could say anything, a woman's voice came from the kitchen: "Dad, dinner's ready. Has our guest arrived?" Her voice was warm. As warm as the fireplace.

And in that moment, Owen felt that by walking through this door, he had changed something irretrievably. The cold inside him was sharper than the snow outside, but for the first time, he felt it beginning to melt.

When Owen stepped inside, the warm air hit his face. The logs in the fireplace crackled, the smell of wood spreading through the room. His eyes took a moment to adjust—after the whiteness outside, the dim light felt like darkness.

"Come in, come in," the old man said, setting his book aside and standing up. "I'm Henry. I own this place."

Owen extended his hand. They shook. The man's palm was warm and calloused. "Owen Marsh. I have a reservation."

"I know, son. Last minute, but that's all right." Henry smiled, the wrinkles around his eyes deepening. "You're not the only one who doesn't want to be alone at Christmas."

Owen said nothing. He actually wanted to be alone. That was exactly the point. But he didn't feel the need to explain.

The voice from the kitchen finally found its owner. The door opened, and a woman walked out. Late twenties, brown hair falling to her shoulders, wearing a large apron. She carried a bowl, steam rising from it.

"Hello," the woman said, her eyes on Owen. "I'm Nora. Dinner's ready. Are you hungry?"

Owen realized he was hungry. He hadn't eaten all day. "Yes, thank you."

"Good. The dining room is that way." Nora gestured with her chin. "You can leave your bag in your room first. Number three, upstairs, on the right."

Owen nodded, dragging his suitcase toward the stairs. The steps creaked, the railing looked hand-carved. He went up, found room number three. When he opened the door, the space was small but tidy. A bed, a nightstand, a wardrobe. He looked out the window—only snow and trees. No city, no traffic, no lights. Nothing.

For a moment, he stood there, unsure what he was supposed to feel. Peace? Fear? Neither. Just emptiness.

When he came downstairs, Henry and Nora were waiting in the dining room. They sat at a long table, no other guests around. In the center sat a soup bowl, bread, butter.

"Am I the only guest?" Owen asked as he sat down.

"For now," Henry said. "There's Arthur, actually. He's our long-term guest. But he didn't come down for dinner. Old age, you know. Goes to bed early."

Nora ladled soup into his bowl. "Lentil soup. My mother's recipe. It'll warm you up."

Owen brought the spoon to his lips. It was hot, the consistency just right. The taste stirred a memory from childhood, but he couldn't place it.

"How is it?" Nora asked, curious.

"Good," Owen said. He didn't add anything else.

They didn't talk much during the meal. Nora asked occasional questions—where he was from, what he did. Owen gave short answers, no details. He said he lived in the city, worked in software.

When the meal ended, Henry stood up. "You must be tired. Go up to your room and rest. See you at breakfast."

Owen thanked him and headed for the stairs. As he climbed, he heard Nora's voice behind him: "Good night, Owen."

He turned. Nora stood in the kitchen doorway, dishes in her hands, a soft smile on her face.

"Good night," Owen said.

When he entered his room, he closed the door and leaned against it. He took a deep breath. Everything here was so quiet, so warm, so... intimate. It was something he wasn't used to.

He took out his phone and looked at the screen. No signal. He was completely cut off from the city. For the first time, he thought this might be a good thing.

When Owen opened his eyes, gray light filled the room. He parted the curtain—outside was still white. The snow had stopped, but the sky remained overcast. He checked his watch: past eight. He hadn't slept this late in years.

He got up, dressed, and headed downstairs. The smell of coffee drifted from the dining room. Henry sat at the table, newspaper in hand. He looked up and smiled.

"Morning, son. Sleep well?"

Owen nodded. "Yes, thanks."

"Nora's in the kitchen. She's making breakfast. Sit down, she'll bring it."

Owen sat at the table. Henry continued reading his paper, saying nothing. The silence wasn't uncomfortable, actually. Just a different kind of silence than he was used to.

Nora emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray. On it: eggs, toast, butter, jam, and a pot of coffee. She set everything in front of Owen.

"Good morning," she said cheerfully. "How do you like it? I made scrambled eggs—figured everyone likes that."

Owen thanked her. "Looks great."

Nora sat across from him, her own coffee cup in hand. Owen began eating. It really was good. The eggs were perfect, the bread fresh.

"Enjoying it?" Nora asked.

Owen nodded, mouth full. "Yes, very good."

"You haven't had home-cooked food in a while, have you?"

Owen paused, spoon mid-air. "How did you know?"

Nora shrugged. "Guests from the city all have the same look. Their faces change with the first bite. Like they're remembering something they'd forgotten a long time ago."

Owen said nothing. Kept eating. But Nora was right. He couldn't remember the last time he'd had breakfast like this. Usually it was coffee and a bagel at the office, or junk food.

"How's the coffee?" Nora asked.

"Good. A bit strong, though."

Nora laughed. "Sorry. My dad likes it that way. If you're not used to it, it can be strong. Want some milk?"

Owen nodded. Nora got up, returned from the kitchen with a small pitcher. She poured milk into his cup. Her movements were easy, like she'd known him for years.

"Thanks," Owen said.

"You're welcome." Nora sat back down. "So, what are your plans today? Want to take a walk? The snow's been cleared, the paths are open."

Owen thought. There was nothing to do, really. Back in the city, he'd have meetings, emails, reports. Here, nothing.

"I don't know," he said. "Maybe just rest."

Nora nodded. "Sure, whatever you want. But fresh air is good. No cooping up."

Owen frowned. "Cooping up?"

"Sorry, slipped out." Nora smiled. "My dad always says it. City guests shut themselves in their rooms the first day, won't come out. By day three, the walls start closing in. By day five, they're begging to go for walks."

Owen smiled despite himself. "Five days? I don't think I'll be here that long."

Nora raised an eyebrow. "How many days did you reserve?"

Owen hesitated. He didn't actually know. Emma had handled everything. "A week, I think."

"Then by day five, you'll be begging to go for walks." Nora's eyes sparkled. "I'll bet on it."

Owen said nothing. Kept eating. But inside, he thought maybe she was right. Maybe he really would stay a week. Maybe the walls would close in. Maybe...

"You're thinking," Nora said quietly.

Owen looked up. "What?"

"You're thinking. It's different here, isn't it? Here, you have to think. No place to run."

He looked into her eyes. Nora's gaze was calm, not judging. Just understanding, somehow.

"Maybe," Owen said.

Nora stood, taking her cup. "Let me know when you're done. I'll clear the dishes. And remember, our door's always open. If you want to talk, I'm in the kitchen."

Owen nodded. Nora headed for the kitchen. He watched her go, then looked back at his plate. He kept eating, but he wasn't tasting anymore.

He was thinking.

After breakfast, Owen went up to his room. He opened his suitcase, put his things away. He hadn't brought much—more than enough for a week. He looked out the window. Still snow. Almost ten o'clock. He didn't know what to do.

He picked up his phone. No signal. Tried to get online. Nothing. On the table, he found a small booklet—a brochure about the retreat. He started reading. Evergreen Ridge Retreat, founded thirty years ago by Henry and his wife. His wife had passed away five years ago. Now he ran it with his daughter Nora. Open year-round, but winter was the main season. Always full at Christmas.

Owen frowned. Full? But there was no one here. Just that old man Arthur, who hadn't even appeared. A knock at the door. Owen opened it. Nora stood there, holding a small basket.

"Am I disturbing you?" she asked.

"No, what's up?"

Nora held out the basket. "Fresh cookies. Cinnamon. A welcome gift for guests."

Owen took the basket. Five or six cookies inside, still warm. The smell of cinnamon reached him. "Thanks. You didn't have to."

"No trouble at all." Nora wiped her hands on her apron. "Actually, I wanted to ask you something."

Owen waited.

"What are you doing for dinner tonight?"

Owen didn't know what to say. "Dinner? I'll eat here, I guess."

"Of course, of course." Nora smiled. "I mean... we usually eat in the dining room. But I eat in the kitchen mostly. It's more comfortable. I was wondering if you'd like to join me there
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