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Chapter 1

Perfect.
Kaity Brooks admired her spreadsheet. There was an even number of rows, no missing data, and all the numbers added up in a way that was going to make her company look good. Also, it was strictly black and white, with no fancy coloring or shading to distract the reader. This was a proper business, after all.
The numbers politely stayed within their little columns, which rose on her screen like the tall city buildings around her. Downtown Richmond wasn’t New York or Seattle, but it felt like the big leagues to Kaity, a project manager from nowhere who had found her way to a high-rise office. Blueblood Blueprints had seen record profits and even moved into a nicer building since she’d started overseeing the day-to-day operations, trimming spending here and there while finding ways to organize everything around her into a well-oiled machine.
“Mistletoe?” came a voice from around the corner.
Her boss, Chaz Devon, owner of Blueblood Blueprints, was leaning in, dangling a plant through the doorway.
“Get that out of my office, Chaz,” said Kaity.
“Listen to your boss.” He looked up at the doorway, like he was hoping for a place to put it. “I saw several handsome men in the lobby today. Who knows? Maybe they’ll get lost and wander up here.”
“I bet it’s dirty,” she said. “You’re getting dirt in my office, and you know I keep everything perfect in here.”
“It’s December tenth, and there's not a single decoration. Shame on you. Got any tape?”
“I am not giving you tape so you can put a plant in here. It’s a plant. Plants have bugs on them. And…I don’t know. Plant things. Go chase men yourself.”
“Can do. But you’re missing out. Wouldn’t it be fun to have a little tree to fill in that empty corner?”
“That’s my yoga corner. And you know what I think is fun? When my spending reports compile.” She pointed at her screen. “Look, I just made a new report that tracks our losses specifically on projects that are underbid.”
“Boring.”
“You didn’t think it was boring when my spreadsheets saved us ten thousand last year.”
She waited for him to respond.
His eyes became tired. They both knew this would only bring them right back to the same discussion they always had. Kaity wanted to be a partner, but Chaz would remind her that partners have to meet with clients, one on one, all the time, and Kaity was about as personable as a cactus. 
Chaz’s face softened. “You’re right,” he said. “And I do appreciate it. You know that. But it hurts me to see you living so…plainly.”
“I’ll tell you what I tell everyone who’s ever ridden in my car: if my driving bothers you, look away.”
“Your driving does bother me.” 
“We have a meeting in ten, right?” she asked.
“Yes, yes.” He sighed. “Fine. I’ll leave you to your spreadsheets. But I do appreciate you.”
“I know.”
Chaz left, shaking his head.
Kaity knew someone had to be the grownup at this company. Someone had to make sure the investments were paying off and projects were completed on time. And Kaity had been that someone for years.
In a city that couldn’t decide if it was too busy or too boring, Kaity’s office was her escape from an unpredictable world. She stood, smoothed her black skirt, and stretched, admiring the perfectly arranged bookshelf and the spotless ninth-floor window. Here, in this high-rise office, life made sense.

    
  The meeting was a joke.
Kaity was offended when she entered the conference room and saw scissors, construction paper, glue, and cotton balls spread across the tables.
“Did we…land a Christmas-themed client?” she asked.
“It’s for fun!” announced Dottie, who ran the office.
“Fun?” Kaity looked around.
Christmas sweaters were being worn, each with a different corny phrase. Almost everyone wore a pointy hat. Her co-workers sipped drinks out of swirly straws.
“What’s…going on?” Kaity asked.
“Welcome to the Christmas party!” Dottie clapped. “This was the only way we knew you’d come.”
The room laughed. Not as if they were a group of bullies—everyone got along at Blueblood—but in general agreement. This was quite the ruse. Even Chaz had kept his mouth shut, and he was the biggest blabbermouth of them all.
Kaity sat down in an empty seat and checked her watch.
Prizes were handed out. Everyone got one, something that highlighted their work over the last year. No one was surprised when Kaity was awarded “Most Organized.” Chaz handed it out with a wonderful roundup of her work, and everyone clapped. They didn’t mind if she was a stick in the mud when it made them money, so why did they care if she never bothered to celebrate holidays?
They all laughed when William was awarded the “Funniest Cubicle” award. And when Joy was given “Best Client Impressions.” There was some jealousy when Sam won “Best Shoes.” No one was jealous of Kaity’s award.
“Now, for the event you’ve been waiting for,” announced Dottie.
“Back to work?” asked Kaity, standing up.
Dottie’s face split with a smile. “Kaity, you goofball…oh. You’re serious.”
“Sit down,” chided Chaz.
Kaity frowned and returned to her seat.
“It’s time for the craft challenge,” said Dottie. “Everyone, grab a blindfold.”
“Scissors…and blindfolds?” asked Kaity. “Sounds dangerous.”
“Oh, relax.” Chaz picked up one of the childish scissors. “They’re safety scissors, Kaity.”
“Okay…” Kaity watched them gather the art supplies and did the same, not sure what she was going to do with paper, glue, and cotton.
Dottie stood at the front of the room, grinning from ear to ear. “This year, your craft challenge is to make Santa’s beard—blindfolded! Best beard wins a day off!”
Kaity didn’t want a day off. She wanted to go back to work. The party was already eating into her valuable time.
“Ready?” Dottie looked at Kaity’s part of the table. “Kaity, do you have enough glue?”
“I…I don’t know.” Kaity’s hands shook. She shoved them under the table. “How would I know?”
Dottie shrugged. 
Kaity looked down at the items. The paper. The craft supplies. It all made her feel uncomfortable. Memories erupted in her mind of failed craft projects in grade school. She specifically remembered the teacher’s expression when she’d turned in a paper horse with three legs.
“Ready?” said Dottie. “Set…go!”
Everyone excitedly donned their blindfolds and began feeling around the table. Two men chuckled as their hands touched while groping for scissors. Someone dropped a glue bottle on the floor, and then someone else stepped on it. Chaz, ever competitive, ignored the noise and focused on his work, cutting carefully into the thick paper.
With everyone blindfolded, Kaity made her escape, slipping out the door and sneaking away to her calm office.
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Chapter 2

The phone rang. 
She didn’t like that.
Unlike most of her co-workers, Kaity didn’t deal with external clients who might call at any time. If her phone rang, it was expected to ring. She always knew who would be on the other side. But right now Kaity couldn’t think of anyone who would be calling her. 
So she stared at the phone. It had to be an emergency. Or a wrong number. She waited.
After the fifth ring, she grabbed the receiver.
“Hello?” came a man’s older voice. “Hello? Am I being transferred again?”
“Who are you?” Kaity insisted. “I mean, Kaity Brooks. Blueblood operations analyst. How can I help you?”
“Kaity…who?”
She sighed. “Kaity Brooks is my name.” She put on her most patient voice. “Who am I speaking to?”
“Tull. Sebastian Tull.”
She nearly dropped the phone.
Sebastian Tull was a sixty-five-year-old man who ran Tull Riverboats, one of the few companies that still made wooden boats in the outdated, old riverboat style, for people who wanted to cruise up and down one of American’s rivers, playing poker and listening to the piano like an old carpet bagger. He owned factories in several towns, all run from his office in Lexington.
And they were big business.
Not only that…they were partner business.
Kaity adjusted the phone under her ear. “How did you end up calling me, Mister Tull?”
“I called for Wendy!”
That was his usual handler, but Wendy was off in the Maldives. Partners took vacations in places like that.
“She’s not in the office today,” said Kaity. “Maybe I can—”
“And then I was sent to the front desk. Must be an automated system. Horrible!”
“Yes, sir. I’m so sorry. It’s designed to get your call to—”
“And then it tried your boss. Chad? Shad?”
“Chaz. Was there—”
“And when he wasn’t there, it routed me to William. And then that woman with the dogs who always bark when I’m trying to talk to her.”
“Sara’s in the holiday party. So is William. I suppose you got routed to me when the automated system tried everyone else.”
“Hang on there. Did I call durin’ the holiday party? I owe you all an apology. That’s not nice of me.”
“I’m sure you wouldn’t have called if there weren’t a good—”
“Say…why aren’t you at the party? You got better things to do than talk to your friends and have a good time?”
This was exactly why Chaz kept her from talking directly to clients. Half of them were good ol’ boys who wanted to do business over a steak even though a simple email would be faster.
“Someone has to work around here,” said Kaity.
“Oh, for crying out loud! You’re one of those.”
Kaity bit her lip and calmed herself down before responding. This was an opportunity. A partner level opportunity.
“Sebastian,” she said calmly, “tell me what you need.”
“I need a lot! I need Wendy down here in Lexington before the rooster crows.”
“That would be…in the morning, right?”
“Dear goodness. Did your boss find you in the cradle last week? Ain’t you ever been around a farm?”
“Well, yes, but roosters crow at all hours, so I was trying to be sure you meant—”
“It’s a figure of speech! Don’t they teach you nothin’ at those fancy schools?”
Kaity didn’t know how to respond to that. “Sebastian…what exactly can we do for you? Wendy won’t be back for weeks. But you can call her—”
“Now what kind of person would I be if I interrupted her well-earned vacation? I turn off my phone when I go fishing and tell my employees not to bother me unless a factory’s burning down. There must be someone else I can work with.”
An idea popped into her mind. A bad one, but one that might lead to a better position at Blueblood Blueprints.
“Mister Tull…I can meet you in Lexington. I can leave now.”
“You…” There was doubt in his voice. A lot of it. “Do you even know what I need?”
“You haven’t told me.”
“Fair enough. But I always do business—”
“In person. I know. And I respect that.”
Of course, Kaity didn’t think a single second of the in-person time would be necessary. She was willing to bet every moment of their time could have been spent in a phone call to accomplish the same things, but this client, she knew, would never budge. If there was anything to discuss, it needed to be in person, and Sebastian was successful enough to make that demand.
“If you can get down here soon, then I suppose you’ll do,” he said, as if he didn’t have a choice. “I can call your boss later to explain everything since I’m probably throwing off your routine. I don’t mean to make life difficult on you.”
“Don’t worry about a thing,” said Kaity. “I’ll explain everything to Chaz. He won’t mind at all.”
“Sounds good.”
“Then I’ll be there this evening. The drive’s only a few hours.”
“Don’t hurt yourself. Tomorrow morning is fine.” He hung up.
This evening, Kaity promised herself. Which is well before the rooster crows. Partners are go-getters.
She was already grabbing her purse. She had an emergency bag of clothes and supplies for when she slept in the office to work late. It would do for a quick trip, a quick trip that would lead her to an even better office. 
Kaity paused for a moment at the door.
This was impulsive. Unplanned. Not like her at all. Sebastian might not be expecting her until morning, but he would have to be impressed when she made the drive right away and showed up for a meeting on the same day that he called. She could wrap up his problem over dinner and be back in her office the next morning with a story that would make Chaz see her as a viable partner.
Kaity walked quietly past the office party, where blindfolded co-workers were pouring glue in all the wrong places, and crept to the elevator. No one noticed when she walked by or when the elevator made a ding sound as the doors opened.
Halfway down, she remembered her electric car wasn’t going to have enough charge to get to Lexington. She would have to find a stop along the way. 
As she walked through the parking garage, she pulled up the directions on her phone and found a spot, halfway to Lexington, where the map promised an electric charger and a coffee shop where she could get a little work in.
The town was called Snowfall. Snowfall, Virgina.
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Chapter 3

Kaity drove until the sun went down, then called her boss. She did promise Sebastian Tull she would let Chaz know what she was doing, she just never mentioned when she would let him know.
“Chaz,” she said. “Are you there?”
“Just walking home.” His voice sounded thin through the speakers of her electric vehicle. “Where did you go?”
She waited a moment, gathering her courage, before answering. “I’m…headed to Lexington.”
“Why would you…oh, no.” 
Honking and yelling sounds in the background told her that Chaz had apparently stopped walking while crossing the street. She winced at the sound of someone calling him a terrible name. After several apologies, he returned to the call.
“If you’re on the way to see Sebastian Tull, I’m going to have to stop and pick up something stronger to drink.”
“It’s going to be fine. Wendy’s out, and someone has to handle her clients, right?”
“Yes. Someone who knows how to charm and finesse our biggest client. He’s our biggest client, Kaity. Did you know that?”
“I run the books. Of course I knew that.”
He was silent.
While he pondered, she noticed a billboard. Snowfall Virginia—five minutes away!
That was odd. Why have a billboard for a town that was just a dot on a map?
“Listen,” said Chaz, his voice lower and slower than usual. “Kaity, things aren’t good for his business right now. Sebastian will never tell you that, but he’s in a bad way, which means we’re in a bad way.”
“What’s wrong with him?”
“Wood’s expensive these days. His customers don’t like paying extra for his boats and his boat rides. He needs to cut every possible cost without being an HR monster that fires people at Christmas time.”
“I’m exactly what he needs!” Kaity would never understand why she wasn’t brought into these conversations immediately. This situation called for her precise expertise.
“I agree, Kaity, but…you don’t know Sebastian. He wants to look you in the eye and make sure you’re good people. He won’t trust you over the phone.”
“Everything is done remotely these days,” she complained. “Why is he so old-fashioned?”
“Don’t look down your nose at him. Sebastian can polish a mud pile into gold. He’s brilliant. Don’t let his folksy ways fool you. And he’s successful because he knows who to trust and who he can work with. It might seem like we’re bending over backward for him, but he’s worth it, and there’s nothing wrong with a few in-person meetings if it means keeping his business. We have bad clients, Kaity, and he’s not one of them. He and his wife and his whole family adore our company, and we just need a smiling face to meet with him and make sure it stays that way.”
Kaity looked in the rear-view mirror and put on a smile. It didn’t look natural. She tried again, moving the smile up to her eyes. That helped, but it still looked wrong.
“Kaity, are you practicing your smile?”
“No.”
“Yes, you were.”
Another billboard flew overhead. Snowfall Virginia—You’ve Almost Arrived! In the dim glow of the billboard lights, she could see that this one was decorated with whimsical drawings of fir trees and strings of colorful lights.
Indeed, the town was finally coming into view. It was small. Too small. And she had a lot of driving to do. She probably wouldn’t have much of an option for working while she waited for her electric car to charge. She might even have to wait in the station the whole time.
“Chaz, I’m driving into a place called…Snowfall. Heard of it?”
“No. Wait…there might be a Christmas….every….never been…”
His voice was cutting out. Kaity hated being so far from proper civilization.
“I’m going to have to charge my car. If I end up missing, tell the police I’m in Snowfall, Virginia. If they head this way, they can’t miss it.”
“That’s…home of…Fraser Firs…while you’re there…”
His voice faded in and out, but Kaity realized it wasn’t because of the reception. The lights on the dashboard flickered and the steering jolted.
Not now. Not now! 
She uselessly stepped on the pedals and slammed her fists on the steering wheel.
“Kaity?” Chaz’s voice was distorted now. “Are you—”
The phone cut out. This time, it was her signal. The phone was flashing a warning that she had left the part of the world where phone calls could happen. The headlights dimmed until they were useless.
The car slowed to a crawl. She slammed her foot down on the accelerator and the car lurched forward for a moment and then slowed down so much that it was barely moving. If she kept going at this rate, she’d be in the town of Snowfall by New Year.
Instinctively, she reached for her phone before remembering she was in a dead zone. Kaity bared her teeth at that little symbol in the corner of the phone that told her she wouldn’t be making any calls.
As the car crept along, her eyes adjusted to the dark, and she finally noticed she was rolling up to a parking lot on her right. She turned the wheel and waited for her stupid car to move, determined to at least get out of the road so she wouldn’t be crushed by the first eighteen-wheeler that rambled through.
The dashboard lights came on for a split second and the headlights flickered on. In front of her stood a man clad in black, impossible to see at night, waving his hands and yelling something. He was engulfed in darkness as soon as the headlights turned off.
“…Kaity?” came a voice from the phone.
“Chaz! Are you there?”
“…Kaity…lost you…”
“There’s someone outside my car! Chaz, can you call for help?”
In the moonlight, she could almost make out a tall man with broad shoulders towering over her vehicle. This was how people disappeared. She was going to be on one of those podcasts and people were going to search this parking lot for clues. Snarky pundits would question why she didn’t get her car fixed before a long trip.
“…can’t…signal loss…”
The lights on the dashboard flashed, and the car lurched forward again, barely moving faster than before. The headlights winked on just long enough for her to see the tall man falling down, his eyes wide with surprise.
“Chaz!”
“You…okay…”
“I think I hit someone!”
“With your electric car?”
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Chapter 4

Kaity opened the door and hurried out. No. No. No. No! She could still make a meeting with Sebastian tonight if she didn’t get held up in this kooky town.
The man was still on the ground, sprawled out across the edge of the road.
“Are you hurt?” She couldn’t see much. “I have good insurance.”
Just then, the headlights came back on. And stayed on.
Spread out on the ground was a tall, well-built man with dark hair and a pair of wire-framed glasses. He seemed to be very amused by the whole thing.
And a white collar was around his neck at the top of his dark outfit. A priest? She hit a priest in the middle of the night? That can’t be a good omen.
He hopped to his feet and dusted off his clothes. “Don’t flatter yourself. Your car barely moved. I just stepped on that rock and took a dive.”
Now that he was standing, Kaity had to look up to see his face. Did they have special tailors for priests with very wide shoulders?
He cleared his throat.
“Oh!” Kaity stopped staring. “I…didn’t hit you?”
“No. I mean, you weren’t even going one mile an hour. I probably wouldn’t have felt it if you had.”
“That’s good. I’m guessing it’s bad luck to hit a priest?”
“It’s probably bad luck to hit anyone.”
“So…you’re okay?” She bit her lip and jerked her head toward the car. “Because I need to get on the road.”
“Good luck with that.” He finished dusting himself off and took a look at her vehicle.
“Are you…mechanical?”
“A little. But not with these. It sure looked like you weren’t getting anywhere.”
“It needs a charge. It’s supposed to warn me when it’s low, but it never does. My phone said there was a place to charge here in town.”
He seemed skeptical. Then he looked down at the insignia on the front of the car. “I’ve heard of this. Wasn’t this brand recalled for that problem? You never took it in?”
“I’m busy!” She had explained this to a lot of people. “I don’t have time to visit a dealership and keep a company running!”
He held up his hands as if he were surrendering. “Well, I suppose I could push it into the parking lot while you steer. At least that will get you out of the road.”
“You can push this thing? By yourself?”
He shrugged. “It’s not much further to the parking lot. Then we can wake up Lee.”
“Lee?”
“Lee’s the mechanic. Asleep by now, but they won’t mind. After we get this out of the road I can take you there in my pickup.”
“Pickup?” Who called it that anymore? “I’m sure I can call someone.”
“You’re…going to have trouble getting a rideshare out here
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