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Prologue
1696, Carolina Territory 
 
Tessa Rigsdale stood close enough to the bonfire that heat licked through her skirts and raised a fine sheen on her skin. Sparks leapt and split above the blaze, snapping like fat tossed into flame. The smell of pitch and green wood hung thick in the air, clinging to wool and hair and breath. She drew it in and held it, palms pressed together at her waist while her fingers worried the seam of her bodice.
The whole township had gathered. Faces she'd known all her life ringed the fire, ruddy with warmth and drink, mouths already curved toward laughter. Children darted in and out of legs, chased by shouted warnings. Someone struck a fiddle string to test its tuning, the sound thin and bright as a blade. 
The corners of Tessa's mouth kept lifting. She caught her lower lip between her teeth and glanced down before anyone noticed.
Tonight.
Jacob would ask her tonight.
Across the fire, Jacob Alexander stood with his shoulders set and his feet planted wide, as if the earth itself had asked him to stay. He wore his good coat, brushed and mended, the one she’d stitched last winter when his mother had sent it to her for repair. 
He hadn't spoken to her yet.
He lifted his tricorn, scratched at his crown, then turned the hat in his hands and worked the brim.
Tessa's smile deepened. How many evenings had she watched him do the same thing beside the creek while the frogs sang and the water slipped over stone? Whenever something mattered enough to trouble him, that poor hat suffered for it.
And now he was worrying the brim of his best hat.
Her smile pressed against her lips, held there by will alone. She would not ruin his moment by stepping forward too soon.
Whispers moved through the crowd, brushing past her ears.
“Why had Jacob called them out?” 
“On Christmas Day, no less.”
“Must be important, calling everyone out today.”
Tessa lowered her eyes before anyone caught her smile.
Her father's gaze found her from the edge of the crowd, sharp and measuring. Tessa looked away before he could read anything in her face.
He had never liked the way people leaned toward Jacob and his family without being asked.
He liked the way Tessa leaned even less.
Jacob’s eyes scanned past her again. The smile he gave the crowd leapt straight to her chest and caught her breath. The fire and noise and press of bodies fell away, leaving only the space between them. She rose onto her toes, drawn toward him.
She imagined how it would go. He would clear his throat. He would say her name. It would sound different in front of everyone, fuller, truer. He would take her hand, his palm warm and dry, thumb rough from work. He would keep it brief.
Then there would be hands to shake and cheeks to kiss and laughter to endure, and later, when the night thinned, they would walk home together and speak of practical things. A winter wedding, perhaps. There was no reason to wait. He had a cabin ready, set just far enough from his family’s house to be its own place. She pictured the cellar shelves there, the salted fish and orderly rows of jars. She had thought of the way the door would sound when it closed behind them.
Her cheeks warmed at the thought of being alone with him, without eyes on them, without the need to be careful.
Jacob lifted his head. The fiddle fell silent. Someone laughed and then stopped. The fire popped, loud as a shot.
Tessa stepped forward.
The fire guttered low, sparks bending strangely in the wind.
Something brushed her side, hard enough to turn her. A sleeve, a shoulder. The crowd shifted, and Martha Nelson swept past her, skirts flaring, hair bright as flax in the firelight.
Martha moved within the circle of Jacob’s arms. She tipped her face up to him, and Jacob's gaze held hers. Neither spoke.
A woman near Tessa drew in a quick breath. “Are they— Is he going to— Oh.”
Another gave a soft sigh, and murmurs rippled through the crowd.
Jacob kept Martha at his side and cleared his throat.
“Thank all of you for coming out on Christmas Day. I would not have called you from your families without good reason.”
Martha slipped her arm behind his back, and Jacob’s mouth curved.
“Martha Nelson has consented to be my wife.”
Clapping. Cheers. Someone shouted Jacob’s name. Hands pounded his back. Lips pressed Martha’s cheeks. Martha’s hands rested easily at Jacob’s waist, familiar as if they had always known where to go.
Tessa stood where she was, her knees loose beneath her skirts. Her mouth was open, and Tessa closed it.
The fire's heat no longer reached her. Cold crept beneath her clothes and settled between her shoulders.
Jacob turned toward the people crowding around him, his face flushed.
He hadn't looked at her. Not once.
Martha Nelson. Of course it was Martha Nelson. The daughter of a family whose cupboards had never been bare, whose dresses came new from England. The kind of woman who had never needed to count what she gave to be sure it would be enough.
She bent her head. The cheers pressed in on her from all sides. Bodies bumped her as people surged forward, each contact a small, careless blow. A man grinned at her as he passed, his eyes sliding over her as if she were part of the scenery. Her jaw locked. She tasted iron.
Tears came and she didn’t wipe them away. Her hands curled into fists so tight her nails bit skin. 
Had she imagined all of it?
She turned and pushed through the crowd, shoulders striking and being struck. Cheers followed her into the trees, growing fainter as the firelight fell behind her.
The path home cut through brush and briar. She ran without slowing, breath tearing in and out of her chest. Thorns caught her skirts and ripped free, raking her arms and neck. The moon rode high and full above the trees, pale as bone.
An elm marked the edge of the Rigsdale land. She grabbed its rough bark and swung around it, not looking back until she had passed it.
No one followed.
Why would they?
Tonight belonged to Jacob and Martha.
Let them have it.
Her feet hit the porch boards and she took them two at a time, flinging the door wide and slamming it shut behind her. The table stood as she'd left it, plates stacked, cups clean.
Tessa braced both hands against its edge and dragged in a breath.
What was she supposed to do now?
Her fingers tightened around the edge of the table. Tomorrow would come. She would wake in this same house, walk the same road, pass the same people, and Jacob would belong to Martha.
No. She shook her head.
Tessa shoved away from the table and paced once across the room, then back. This was not how tonight was supposed to end. Jacob was supposed to—
She stopped.
Her gaze went to the bed.
She struck flint to wick and set the lamp down. Light pooled low and yellow. She dropped to her knees at the foot of the bed and dragged the old trunk out. She flung it open, throwing aside cloth and trinket and keepsake until her hands closed around worn leather.
Her mother's book.
The cover was worn soft by use, the edges darkened with age. She pressed her palm to it and felt the answering thrum under her skin, faint but unmistakable.
Tessa lifted her face and closed her eyes. Jacob's arms closed around Martha again behind her lids.
Her fingers tightened over the book.
Her smile stretched and held.
She would not be set aside and made small. 
Jacob Alexander had chosen Martha. In front of everyone.
Tessa's fingers tightened around the book. Let him have his choice. Let him build the life he'd chosen. But what he had begun tonight would not end with him.
Every man with Jacob Alexander blood would remember what was begun here. The line would carry it, generation after generation, and know what was done to Tessa Rigsdale.
Outside, the fire cracked and the town roared its approval. Beneath Tessa's palm, the book began to thrum.

Chapter 1
Present Day
Highland Mountain, North Carolina
 
Cold air hit Maggie McKenna full in the face.
“Oh, come on.”
She snapped the vent beside the steering wheel closed, but the windshield was already clouding over. Maggie tugged her scarf loose, catching a glimpse of the clock on the dash as she pulled it free. She looked back through the windshield at the snow.
“I thought you weren’t supposed to start until this afternoon.”
She leaned forward and wiped the wool over the glass. A clear streak opened, then another, bringing Jay’s parking lot back into view a piece at a time.
A woman hurried toward an SUV with two grocery bags hugged against her chest. She slipped once and caught herself without losing either one.
Near the next row, a man struggled to push a cart through the whitening pavement while two children walked beside him with their faces tipped toward the sky, mouths open. They bumped into each other, and the girl gave the boy a shove without lowering her head.
Maggie smiled. That was the thing about the first real snow. Everyone forgot they'd spent half of last winter complaining about it.
She wiped another patch clear.
Warm air brushed her fingers, and Maggie turned her hand toward it. Finally. She opened the vent and held both hands in front of it.
The grocery bag on the passenger seat caught her eye. The chocolate bar she'd told herself was for after dinner sat at the top of her last-minute, storm essentials.
Maggie looked at it.
Then at the windshield.
Then back at the chocolate.
A snack before dinner wouldn't hurt her appetite. She pulled the candy free, peeled back the wrapper, snapped off a piece, and popped it into her mouth. Both hands went straight back in front of the vent.
Warmth worked into her fingers while the chocolate softened on her tongue. Maggie broke off another piece.
At the edge of the windshield, snow curled upward beneath one of the parking lot lights. The next square of chocolate stopped halfway to her mouth.
More flakes joined the first, circling beneath the light. They climbed together, tightening into a small spiral that turned in place.
Maggie leaned closer to the windshield.
The wind pushed snow across the rest of the lot, but the spiral kept turning.
“What the…”
A gust swept between the buildings, scattering it.
Maggie waited.
Nothing gathered again.
She ate the chocolate still pinched between her fingers and watched the light another moment. Snow fell through it, straight down now.
Wind. Had to be.
Maggie broke off one last square of chocolate, her eyes still on the parking lot light as she ate it. Snow continued falling through the glow.
Warm air filled the Jeep. Maggie folded the wrapper over the rest and tucked it into the cup holder as she put the Jeep in gear.
The tires crunched over the fresh layer of snow as she backed out of the space and headed for the road, Jay's parking lot falling away behind her. The wipers cleared another sweep of the windshield, and the lights of town disappeared around the first curve.
The road curved along the mountain before beginning its descent. Houses appeared between the trees, porch lights glowing through the falling snow, then slipped from sight as the road bent again.
Maggie eased off the gas. She'd driven this stretch in worse weather, but downhill and fresh snow deserved respect. Home was less than a mile away. Dry socks, dinner, and nowhere else she needed to be.
The Jeep rounded another curve.
Movement flickered through the sweep of the wipers.
Maggie leaned forward, squinting into the snow. Headlights caught trees, the pale edge of the road, but nothing that could have moved.
“Great. Now I'm seeing things.”
She reached for the chocolate in the cup holder, then thought better of it and put both hands back on the wheel.
“Maggie!”
She slammed her foot on the brake.
A dark shape flashed past the passenger-side window.
Maggie yanked the wheel left as something struck the Jeep with a solid thump.
The back tires broke loose.
“No, no—”
The Jeep swung sideways.
Don’t overcorrect. Let it settle.
Her father's voice came back to her as Maggie fought the instinct to wrench the wheel the other way. She eased her grip, and the Jeep slid another few feet before the tires caught.
The Jeep jerked to a stop. 
Maggie’s foot stayed jammed against the brake.
Headlights lit the trees beyond her window.
Her pulse hammered in her throat. Maggie peeled one hand from the steering wheel, then the other. Her fingers curled back toward her palms.
Buttered biscuits. What had she hit?
She drew in a breath and let it out slowly. Then another.
She needed to get out.
Maggie eased her foot from the brake.
The Jeep crept forward.
“Oh no.”
She stomped the pedal down and shoved the gearshift into Park.
She opened the door and stepped onto the road, snow crunching beneath her boots as she rounded the front of the Jeep.
Snow stung her face as she crossed through the headlights. She reached the passenger side and crouched.
Nothing was near the Jeep.
She walked back several yards, peering into the ditch and between the trees. Nothing but fresh snow.
But she'd felt a thump.
She turned back toward the passenger side-door and ran her palm over the panel.
Smooth metal. Not even a scratch in the paint.
She'd hit something. She knew she had.
A branch cracked somewhere in the trees, and Maggie spun toward the sound.
Nothing moved between the trunks.
“Okay. That's enough.”
She hurried back to the Jeep and climbed inside.
Maggie put it in gear and eased the Jeep straight onto the road. Thirty miles an hour felt reckless now. She kept it under twenty.
Every dark break between the trees pulled at her attention. Twice she caught herself leaning toward the windshield, searching the road farther ahead than the headlights could reach.
Her driveway finally came through the snow.
“Thank goodness.”
She turned in and followed the curve through the trees. The porch light glowed ahead, warm against the dark, and Maggie let out a breath.
She parked beside the house, gathered the groceries against her chest, and made a run for the porch, shutting the door behind her.

Chapter 2
 
Adam rode Euclid along the shoulder of the road, the reins loose in his hands as they followed the curve around the mountain. Snow swept through the trees and across the pavement ahead, thickening beneath the scattered streetlights before disappearing again into the dark.
Euclid's pace was easy beneath him, and Adam settled deeper into the saddle. He had always liked this part of the mountain. The road followed the land instead of fighting it, winding between the trees with little concern for anyone in a hurry.
He was in no hurry tonight. Riding Euclid had a way of clearing out whatever had followed him into the saddle.
Sometimes they ran the open pastures until there was nothing in Adam's head but the rhythm beneath him. Other times, they followed one of the streams and let the afternoon pass without caring where it took them.
Adam gave Euclid his head at the bottom of the rise.
The horse needed no further invitation.
He surged beneath him, and Adam leaned into the run as they took the hill, the empty road unrolling ahead beneath the scattered streetlights. For those few minutes, there was little room for anything but Euclid's stride and the reins in Adam's hands.
At the crest, Adam eased him back to a walk and rubbed a hand along his neck. “Still showing off.”
Euclid tossed his head.
Adam grinned. “I thought so.”
They followed the curve at an easy pace, the barn coming into view through the trees. From this angle, Adam could see the board pulling loose along the south wall.
And the hinge on the smaller stall door had sagged enough to irritate him every time he looked at it. He could take care of both after Christmas.
Euclid carried him around the next bend, and Adam shifted the reins loosely through his fingers.
Christmas wasn't far off now. He looked forward to the noise of it this year—the crowded rooms, too many conversations going at once, and a table with more food than anyone had any business putting on it.
Someone had brought a cake last Christmas that he'd gone back for twice. With any luck, whoever made it would bring it again.
A dull ache started behind his right eye and dug deeper. Adam drew Euclid to a stop and pressed his thumb above his eyebrow.
“Dash it.”
Euclid shifted beneath him, edging them farther into the road. His ears came forward at the sound of an engine beyond the curve, and Adam lowered his hand as white light spilled between the trees.
Lightning split the sky beyond the ridge, followed by a crack of thunder and the snap of pine somewhere in the woods. Euclid sidestepped beneath him, and Adam settled a hand against his neck.
“Easy.”
Maggie's Jeep rounded the bend.
She was close enough now that he could see her behind the windshield.
And she was looking toward him.
Adam lifted his arm into the light and turned it over. His skin showed pale against his coat, the faint scar across his forearm as clear as if Christmas had already come.
Her gaze stayed on him. 
The Jeep kept coming.
She didn't slow.
“Maggie!”
Euclid shied toward the road. Adam hauled the reins, wrenching him sideways in the saddle, the passenger side of the Jeep brushing past them.
Brake lights flared. The back of the Jeep swung across the road, tires sliding toward the ditch.
Adam pulled Euclid around and started after her. The Jeep caught before it reached the shoulder, stopping crooked across the road.
Maggie didn't move behind the wheel, and Adam tightened his grip on the reins. 
Euclid shifted beneath him, his hooves scraping across the frozen gravel. Adam steadied himself in the saddle. The Jeep had only brushed past them, but he had felt it.
Maggie's door opened. She stepped out and searched the road and shoulder.
“Hello. Is anyone there?”
Her gaze passed over Adam and moved into the trees. 
He sat very still as she searched the darkness beyond him.
She had been looking straight at him before the Jeep—
Now her attention swept the same stretch of road without stopping on him.
Maggie moved around the Jeep and ran a gloved hand over the passenger door. Adam looked down at his own side as she leaned closer and checked the door again.
She straightened to search the road and the trees beyond it, her gaze passing over him once more.
A branch cracked somewhere in the woods.
Maggie jumped, then hurried around the Jeep and climbed inside.
The Jeep pulled away a moment later, its taillights following the curve until the trees swallowed them.
Adam remained on the road after she disappeared.
He turned Euclid toward home. The ache behind his eye had eased, but Adam flexed his fingers around the reins, unable to shake the sensation of something solid passing against him.
Euclid carried him the last mile at an easy pace. Snow covered the road ahead, untouched except for the tracks Maggie's tires had left behind, and Adam followed them through the curves.
Her Jeep came into view beneath the porch light as they reached the drive. She'd made it home safely.
Adam continued toward the barn.
He'd known every board of it once. Which doors swelled in wet weather, where the roof leaked, which stall Euclid preferred and which one he'd kick half the night if Adam had the nerve to put him there. Repairs had changed it over the years, but enough remained that Adam still thought of it as his.
The house too, though that was harder.
Maggie lived there now.
Inside the barn, Adam stripped Euclid's tack and hung the bridle on its peg. The leather struck the wall harder than he intended.
“Dash it.”
Euclid nudged his shoulder.
The barn had belonged to Adam long before it belonged to Maggie. So had the house, though little remained of the one he'd known. Owners had come and gone over the years, changing walls, replacing boards, adding rooms. Adam had stayed.
Maggie had no idea she shared the property with a dead man.
Most of the year, there was no reason she should.
Christmas had been giving him seven weeks among the living for longer than he cared to count. Seven weeks to eat too much, work until his muscles ached, sit at a crowded table and have someone answer when he spoke. Seven weeks when the world could touch him and he could touch it back.
Then Valentine's Day came, and it took everything away again.
Ten months waiting for seven weeks.
Adam ran a hand along Euclid's neck. He'd learned a long time ago that hating it changed nothing.
The ache behind his eye sharpened, and he pressed his thumb against it.
The Jeep had brushed him tonight.
He had felt it.
And Maggie—
For one impossible moment before the Jeep reached them, she'd looked straight at him.
Adam turned toward the open barn door. The house stood beyond the trees, light glowing from one of the windows.
Christmas was still days away.

Chapter 3
 
The scent of pizza and pepperoni still hung in the kitchen as Maggie carried her plate toward the sink. The glittery tree in the corner of the living room caught her attention, stopping her halfway across the kitchen.
She had hauled dusty boxes from the basement to recreate the trees her parents had decorated. In her mind, she could still see them smiling as they passed strands of colorful lights around the Fraser fir. Her father would complain that her mother had put too many red bulbs on one side, and every year she'd threaten to let him decorate it himself.
Maggie smiled.
The refrigerator hummed behind her. Somewhere in the living room, the heat clicked on. Everything was in place. She sighed and tossed her pizza crust onto her plate.
A loud thud sounded outside, and she spun toward the window. Snow swept past the window, blurring the yard beyond. 
She pressed closer to the glass. Something had moved near the barn. 
Her pulse jumped. The shape moved again, quick enough that she lost it against the dark siding. 
Maggie stayed at the window, searching for it.
The dark shape wasn’t large enough to be a bear, but it moved with alarming agility. She scanned the area. No neighbor would be out in this storm—the closest house was over half a mile away.
For a moment the shape straightened, tall and unmistakably human against the snow.
Maggie stepped closer to the window.
A man.
She grabbed her coat from the peg by the door and shoved her arms into the sleeves, pulling the collar tight around her neck. Her bare fists stuffed into the pockets, she rushed across the porch. The wind whipped her hair into her face, biting at her ears and cheeks.
Snow had already covered the path she'd shoveled that morning. It pushed over the tops of her shoes as she crossed the yard, melting cold against her socks, and she tucked her chin deeper into her collar.
Another sound came from the direction of the barn, and Maggie stopped.
There it was again. A scrape this time, faint beneath the wind.
The barn loomed ahead through the snow. Halfway across the yard, Maggie spotted a broken branch near the edge of the drive and grabbed it without slowing. Probably useless, but better than walking into the barn empty-handed.
The barn door stood partly open.
Maggie could have sworn she'd closed it.
Wind slipped through the gap and stirred something inside with a dry rustle.
She tightened her grip on the branch.
“Hello? Is anyone there?” Her voice echoed faintly through the night.
She stepped inside the barn, her breath clouding in front of her.
Moonlight spilled through the open doorway, catching the old tools along the wall and the edges of the stalls.
The familiar smell of old hay and wood surrounded her, with something warmer underneath it.
Horse.
Maggie frowned and breathed in again. She'd never kept a horse here, and she couldn't remember the previous owners having one either.
The smell was gone.
Nothing moved.
“My name is Maggie. I own this property. Did your car get stuck? I can call a tow truck if you need one.”
Silence hung in the air.
“Are you injured? Do you need an ambulance?” Her voice wavered. Still nothing responded.
A sudden shuffle from the corner made her freeze. The sound was too loud to be a mouse. Something—or someone—was here. 
“Who’s there?” Her voice pitched higher. She tightened both hands around the branch and stepped closer. Her pulse hammered against her throat.
Nothing appeared. She circled, raising the branch in a ready swing. Then…
“Quiet.”
The voice was deep, masculine, impossible to locate.
Maggie stopped breathing.
She knew she'd heard it.
Not outside. Not carried in with the wind.
Here.
“Where are you?”
Movement gathered near the far stall.
Not shadow. Taller than shadow.
A man—
Tall. Dark hair. A pale flash of his face.
Her breath caught.
Then the darkness shifted and swallowed him whole again.
Maggie spun, searching the barn.
“I know you’re here.” Maggie tightened her grip on the branch. “Step out where I can see you.”
Nothing happened.
“I called the police. They’ll be here any minute.”
Her palms were slick against the bark.
Cool air curled around her ankles.
Maggie waited, listening.
Nothing.
“Fine.”
She pulled her phone from her coat pocket and switched on the flashlight. The beam swept across the nearest stall, climbed the rough boards of the back wall, then caught the handles of tools hanging beside the tack room.
Keeping the branch raised, she moved deeper into the barn. One stall stood empty, then another. At the far end, she stopped.
This was where she'd seen him.
Maggie aimed the light inside. Old hay covered the floor. Bare boards. Nowhere for a man to hide.
“Where did you go?”
 
****
 
Adam stood beside Euclid as Maggie's light swept through the barn.
The beam passed over them without slowing.
Euclid shifted closer, and Adam laid a hand against his neck.
“Easy.”
Maggie stepped into the stall, holding the broken branch in one hand and her phone in the other. Her gaze moved over the very spot where Adam stood.
Nothing. Not even the slightest flicker of recognition.
Adam watched her back out of the stall.
Three nights ago, that wouldn't have surprised him.
Euclid stretched his nose toward her as she passed, and Adam caught the bridle before he could follow.
“Don't.”
Euclid nudged Adam’s hand and tried again.
Maggie crossed the barn slowly, her flashlight moving over the walls and stalls as she went. At the door, she stopped and looked back.
Adam went still.
Her light passed over him once more, but her expression gave him nothing. Whatever she had seen earlier—if she'd seen him at all—was gone now.
She stepped outside and started across the yard.
Euclid remained fixed on the doorway.
“I don't know,” Adam murmured.
He released the bridle and ran a hand along the horse's neck.
She had heard him. That much he knew.
And she shouldn't have.
Adam dragged the rake through the hay, spreading it toward the back of the stall. The loose board along the south wall caught his attention again.
A few more days and he could fix it properly.
Adam rested both hands on the rake and looked toward the house, where light still burned behind the kitchen window. Three hundred years, and not one person had turned at the sound of his voice before Christmas.
“She heard me.”
Euclid nudged his shoulder, and Adam ran a hand down the horse's neck. “Come on, boy.”
He returned to the stall, but Maggie's voice followed him.
Step out where I can see you.
Adam's mouth twitched.
“She sure is a bossy little thing.”

Chapter 4
 
Maggie elbowed the shop door open with a box of cupcake liners tucked beneath her arm. Warm air met her, thick with butter, sugar, and yeast, while the dark, roasted bite of coffee cut through the sweetness. The door swung shut behind her as Nora’s voice carried from behind the counter.
“Yes, of course you can,” Nora said into her phone. “A triple-decker cupcake isn’t complicated. You just layer the batter. It won’t blend.”
Maggie carried the box toward the supply shelf, blinking against the dull grit behind her eyes. After last night, even an argument about cupcakes sounded soothing.
Nora had one hip braced against the display case, her red hair pulled back from her face as she listened to whoever was on the other end. Her eyes narrowed slightly, but the corner of her mouth had already begun to lift.
Maggie knew that smile. Someone was about to lose an argument.
“I’ll tell you what,” she said smoothly. “Find me a local bakery with better cupcakes, and I’ll sell theirs in my shop for a year.”
Maggie set the box on the supply shelf and lifted an eyebrow.
There was a hint of silence before Nora’s smile widened.
“Yes,” she said. “That’s what I thought.”
The call stretched on another minute while Nora paced behind the counter, one hand slicing through the air as she talked. At one point, she jabbed a finger toward the display case as though the woman on the phone could see the cupcakes lined up inside.
“Wonderful. We’ll handle the wedding cake,” she said at last. “Assuming your daughter enjoys the best cupcake she’s ever tasted.”
Nora ended the call and set her phone on the counter, looking entirely too pleased with herself.
Maggie stared at her. “You know, one of these days somebody’s going to take you up on that.”
“And when they do, we’ll finally know who makes the second-best cupcakes in town.” Nora reached for the filters beside the espresso machine. “I hope you finished the birthday order plans. Mrs. Cochran is coming Friday for wedding shower samples.”
Maggie looked over. “Mrs. Cochran herself? What about the bride?”
“Apparently, the bride doesn’t get a vote.” Nora measured coffee into the filter. “Mrs. Cochran is coming Friday to choose the samples.”
Maggie laughed. “Of course she is. That woman’s never met a decision she didn’t think belonged to her.”
She moved to the coffee station and poured herself a cup, wrapping both hands around the mug as heat seeped into her palms. Steam curled against her face.
“This is a small order,” Nora said, glancing over. Her tone softened. “We’ve handled bigger.”
“We’ve handled louder,” Maggie said, adding half and half.
The milk folded slowly into the dark coffee.
“And we make the best cupcakes in town.”
Maggie stirred, listening to the quiet clink of spoon against ceramic.
“You’re right,” she said. “We can handle it.”
Nora didn’t answer.
Maggie looked up and found her watching. She knew that look; Nora had been her mother’s best friend since grade school and had been looking out for Maggie all her life.
“You look awful,” Nora said.
Maggie gave a dry huff. “Good morning to you, too.”
“You didn’t sleep.” Nora dragged a towel across the counter, gathering a scatter of sugar into her palm.
Maggie kept her eyes on the coffee. “No.”
A timer shrilled from the kitchen. Nora silenced it and started the grinder, saying something as the machine roared to life.
“What did you say?” Maggie called.
The grinder wound down.
“I asked why.”
Maggie shifted her grip on the mug, letting the heat press into her palms. For a moment, she watched a curl of steam disappear into the warm bakery air.
“Someone was on my property last night.”
The milk pitcher slipped from Nora’s hand and clattered against the stainless-steel counter.
She spun around. “While you were home?”
Maggie gave a quick shake of her head and set her mug down. Coffee rippled against the sides.
“No one came inside.” She rubbed her thumb along the handle. “It was out by the barn.”
Nora came around the counter, wiping her hands absently on a dish towel.
“Who was it?”
“I don’t know. I thought I saw someone, but when I looked…” Maggie shook her head. “There was no one there.”
Nora stopped short, her brow knitting. “There weren’t any footprints?”
The image rose instantly in Maggie’s mind: the yard stretched smooth and white beneath the moonlight, the snow untouched except for her own prints.
She hesitated.
“No.”
Nora folded her arms. “Then why would you think—”
“I heard something.”
The timer started up again, and Nora stared toward the kitchen. “Honest to—”
Despite herself, Maggie smiled as Nora disappeared through the doorway. A pan scraped against metal, followed by the solid thump of an oven door.
“What did you hear?” Nora called from the oven.
“A horse.”
The kitchen went quiet.
A moment later Nora appeared in the doorway, dish towel in hand. “A horse?”
Maggie nodded.
“But you don’t own a horse.”
“I realize that.”
Nora let out a breath through her nose and tipped her head back toward the ceiling, already reaching for reason. “Old house. Old barn. Wind. Mice. Squirrels staging a coordinated uprising.”
Maggie tried not to smile. “Nora. It was a horse.”
Nora studied her for a moment, then set the towel on the counter. “You said you thought you saw someone.”
Maggie stared into her coffee, watching the surface tremble faintly with the movement of her hand.
“A man.”
Nora caught Maggie’s arm. “A man?”
Heat crept into Maggie’s face. “I didn’t think you’d take that part seriously.”
“I absolutely take that seriously. I thought it might have been a couple of kids playing around. A grown man on your property in the middle of the night? You could’ve been hurt.”
Maggie looked down at the seam running along the side of her mug and traced it with her thumb. “I’m fine.”
“For now.”
Nora’s hand tightened around her arm for half a second before she let go. She stepped back, folding the dish towel between her hands with quick, restless motions.
“If anything like that happens again, you lock the doors and call someone. You do not grab your phone and go wandering out to the barn.”
A tired laugh slipped out before Maggie could stop it. She leaned across the counter and kissed Nora’s cheek. “I promise.”
Nora’s mouth softened, but the worry stayed in her eyes. “You’re trying to distract me.”
“Is it working?”
“No, and I’m holding you to your promise.”
Maggie reached for her coffee. “Worth a shot.”
A car door slammed outside.
Nora glanced toward the front window. “Showtime.”
She flipped the OPEN sign and reached for the lock, but her hand stopped there.
“I believe you.”
Maggie looked at her.
Nora held her gaze for another second, then unlocked the door as the first customer came up the walk. Cold air swept inside with the scent of snow, and the bell gave its familiar chime.
Within minutes, the bakery had found its morning rhythm—the hiss of the espresso machine, the rustle of paper bags, voices carrying across the counter.
Maggie wrapped both hands around her cooling mug and looked toward the frosted front window.
I believe you.
Her fingers tightened around the ceramic.
So did she.

Chapter 5
 
Maggie turned her Jeep onto the driveway, the tires crunching over frozen gravel as the house came into view through the blowing snow.
The porch light had clicked on automatically, casting a weak yellow glow across the front steps. Beyond it, the barn stood dark against the whitening dusk, its roofline half-swallowed by the trees.
She shifted into park and cut the engine.
Silence settled all at once.
For a moment, she stayed where she was, both hands wrapped around the steering wheel, staring through the windshield as the heater ticked and cooled around her.
The house could wait.
Inside were bills stacked on the kitchen counter, laundry still sitting in the dryer, and whatever leftovers she could scrape together for dinner.
Normal things. Manageable things.
Instead, her gaze drifted back to the barn.
Snow blew through the pines, catching briefly in her headlights before disappearing into the dark. The whole mountainside seemed to exhale around her, slow and cold.
Nora’s voice echoed in her head.
If anything like that happens again, you call someone. You do not grab your phone and go wandering out to the barn.
Maggie huffed out a breath that fogged the windshield.
She wasn’t investigating. She was checking. There was a difference.
A quick look. Nothing more.
She grabbed her keys, shoved open the door, and stepped into the cold.
The air bit instantly at her cheeks. Snow squeaked beneath her boots as she crossed the yard, the sound unnaturally loud in the stillness.
Her breath curled white in front of her.
She paused halfway there and looked down.
The fresh layer of snow lay smooth and untouched except for the trail she was making now.
No other tracks. No hoof prints. No sign that anything—or anyone—had crossed the property since she’d left for work.
A small pulse of relief loosened her shoulders.
See?
Nothing.
Just an overworked imagination and too little sleep.
Still, she kept walking.
By the time she reached the barn doors, cold had seeped through the toes of her boots. She closed one gloved hand around the stiff metal latch. The other door had sagged on its hinges again, opening that narrow gap she'd been meaning to repair for months.
For a moment, she just stood there, listening.
Nothing.
No shifting hay. No restless hoof scraping wood. No breath.
Only the hush of falling snow and the distant creak of tree branches moving against one another.
Maggie drew in a slow breath that stung her lungs. Then she lifted the latch and pulled the door open.
The old hinges groaned. She aimed the flashlight into the dark barn.
It smelled of dry hay, dust, aged timber, and the faint mineral dampness of stone. Exactly as it always had.
The beam from her phone flashlight cut a pale swath across the packed dirt floor. It caught the edge of empty stalls, scattered straw, old tools hanging in neat rows exactly where she’d left them.
Nothing moved.
She stepped farther inside, and the barn door drifted behind her with a low scrape that sent her pulse kicking. Maggie turned toward it just as a boot scuffed through the straw to her left.
She swung the light toward the sound.
The beam landed on a man standing motionless in the shadows.
Her breath caught.
He was tall and broad-shouldered, dark hair brushing his collar, but it was the way he stared at her that tightened Maggie’s grip on her phone. His eyes widened, then narrowed as he studied her, his lips parting as though he meant to speak.
Maggie shifted toward the open barn door, keeping the flashlight trained on him. “Who are you?”
He took a step toward her, and Maggie tightened her grip on the phone. His gaze dropped to it, then returned to her face. He stopped.
For a moment, neither of them spoke. He continued to study her, his expression unreadable.
“You can see me?”
Maggie blinked. “Of course I can.”
He turned away sharply and paced once across the stall, boots grinding softly through loose straw.
“No,” he muttered, more to himself than to her. “It’s impossible. Not yet.”
The words sent a chill skittering across her skin.
Maggie backed toward the door, keeping the flashlight on him as she glanced around the barn. The rake leaned against the far wall, well beyond her reach. A shovel stood beside the nearest stall, but she'd have to turn her back on
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