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“Sara, be careful,” Maud Adams called, twitching the long rope in her hands. 

“Mama, I’m fine,” a cheerful voice shot back from the darkness beneath the limbs of the tall evergreen. 

“Mama, let go of the rope, you’ll pull her down.” 

Sara could hear her sister’s voice echo up toward her. “Prissy, don’t distract her,” Maude chided. 

“Mama,” Aquila's voice was quiet and Sara could feel the rope tied to her waist shiver as her oldest sister took it from her mother’s hands. Mama always fussed too much. 

“Sara has climbed trees before, she will be fine.” Leave it to Quil to be rational. 

“I know, but this time she’s so far up.” 

Wrapping one leg around the tree’s base, Sara pulled the small handsaw from her belt and began drawing its sharp teeth back and forth along the rough bark of the fragrant evergreen. She loved the smell of pine, the feel of the tiny threads of sawdust as they sifted onto her hand. 

Snow that had settled onto the upper limbs of the tree shivered with every draw of the blade and sifted down onto her head, making her giggle. 

Sara Adams, the youngest daughter of Maude Adams, loved to climb trees and despite the unlady-like reputation it fostered, she continued to do it even at the age of seventeen. In recent years she had learned to keep this favorite pastime a secret, but she still indulged as often as she could in the deep woods behind her home. 

“I’m almost through,” she called, looking down the tall trunk at her family below. Her mother, silvery hair piled loosely on her head, turned worried eyes upward, wringing her hands with concern while Priscilla and Aquila’s bright eyes shown with merriment. 

“Let me tie it off and when I’m done, you give it a good tug.” Sara smiled, her eyes twinkling at the fun of cutting this particular tree top. It would be the perfect Christmas tree, its sloping branches thick with dark green needle and speckled with tiny cones. 

“There!” she called, securing the knot and trying to shimmy away. 

She felt the rope spring tight a second too soon, her grip on the thin trunk slipping as the trunk cracked like a rifle shot, tipped, and bounced off her shoulder. 

Sara felt herself falling and pushed away from the rough limbs and toppling treetop, sending her body into the open air. Her mother’s panicked scream was the last thing she heard as the icy wind whistled past her ears. 
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“Seraphina! Seraphina!” The frantic calls in her mother's voice broke through the ringing in her ears as Sara gasped for breath, opening her eyes. 

“Easy there now,” a warm baritone voice vibrated through her as her stomach clenched trying to aid her lungs in drawing air. “You got the wind knocked out of ya,” the man leaning over her continued, his warm hand coming to rest on her abdomen. 

Sara felt like she was dying, felt like all of the air in the world had been drawn away into space and this angel had come to take her home. 

A warm, sharp pressure on her middle caused a groan to jump from her throat, then blessed cold, biting air filled her lungs. 

“There ya go.” The man’s voice tickled her ears. “Just breathe.” She felt his arm slip beneath her knees, causing the rough fabric of her father’s trousers to bunch around her ankles as she gazed into soft brown eyes. 

Gently he lifted her legs, then laid them straight again, causing her lungs to draw more air even as her long, calico skirt pooled around her hips. 

Sara’s heart seemed to beat a little faster as a smile broke out across the stranger’s handsome face. “Do you think you can stand?” he whispered, his brown eyes never leaving hers. She nodded. 

With gentle hands, he helped her to her feet, a strong arm supporting her as her head spun. “Are you hurt?” 

“Seraphina Adams!” Her mother’s sharp words cut through the spell that the man’s eyes had cast. “How could you have worried me so?” Tears sparkled in her mother’s eyes and Sara turned to look at her. 

“I’m alright, Mama,” she answered, her voice sounding raspy. 

“Mrs. Adams,” the man said, drawing all eyes back to him. “She only had the wind knocked out of her. This fresh snow saved her from any real harm.” He stretched his hand wide to encompass the vast area of white. 

Sara watched as the young man tipped his gray Stetson back on his head of sandy hair and looked up at the decapitated pine. “That’s a far ways to fall, though,” he added, shaking his head. “You’re one lucky young woman.” 

Sara smiled, thinking that she truly was lucky, especially with this handsome man’s arm still wrapped securely around her waist. 

“If you don’t mind my asking, what were you doing cutting the top out of that particular tree anyway?” 

“That’s none of your business, Rafe Dixon,” Maude barked, taking Sara by the arm and dragging her away from the man’s warmth and strength. “It’s my tree and we’ll do whatever we want with it.” 

Rafe Dixon pushed his hat back again until it barely rested on the back of his head and scratched at his temple. He’d been out riding fence when he’d heard the older woman scream and flogged his pony to the rescue. As his cow horse had made the last leap over the drifted snow, he’d watched in awe as the pretty girl with the long, red curls had plopped with a humph into the snow. 

He’d not given a thought to where he was or who he was with, but had leapt from the saddle, kneeling next to the prostrate figure as she’d gasped for breath. 

“Ma’am,” his voice was hesitant. “I’m not so sure that is your tree,” he said, ducking his head at the sharp look the older woman gave him. 

“I think I know my own tree,” Mrs. Adam’s spat, her blue eyes flashing as she placed hands on hips and leaned toward him. 

“I’m just saying that it’s mighty close to our land,” he tried, his voice reasonable. 

Maude Adams raised an index finger, preparing to give the young man a piece of her mind. 

“It doesn’t matter now,” Quil spoke, placing a soothing hand on her mother’s arm. “All that matters is that Sara’s all right.” Her voice was beyond reasonable as she pulled her mother away. 

Sara rested a hand on Mr. Dixon’s arm. “Thank you for your help,” she said sweetly, her green eyes doing something funny to his head. 

“What kind of knight in shining armor would I be if I didn’t come to the rescue of the damsel in distress?” he smiled mischievously. 

“Are you sure
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