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Snow fell in slow, dreamy spirals across the mountains, softening the sharp lines of the world, quieting the pines, and turning the long winter road into something that looked borrowed from a storybook. From the back seat of the black SUV, Reese Reed watched it all through half-fogged glass, her breath making small clouds on the window each time she exhaled.

Reese sat in the back of the SUV with her knees angled toward the door, one hand braced on the seat as the tires hummed over the road, her reflection faint in the half-fogged glass; sky and window layered over her face like she didn’t quite belong in either. Her blonde hair had been twisted into a messy bun that had given up hours ago, strands loose at her temples and nape, and her blue eyes looked worn thin in the dim light, not just tired but used up by adrenaline and stubbornness. 

Stress lived in the small details, the tight set of her mouth, the fine lines that deepened when she blinked. The way her shoulders curled forward as if bracing for impact and as the image wavered with every bump, she studied it like a stranger in passing, searching for the girl she used to be and coming up empty.

She pressed her fingertips to the cold surface, tracing little arcs in the condensation. The roadside pines blurred past like ghostly silhouettes; the drifts beside the asphalt deepened with every mile they traveled toward Silver Pines. It was barely late afternoon, but the winter sky was already melting into violet.

“Still looks like a snow globe,” her driver muttered, squinting through the windshield and pulling Reese’s thoughts back. “Pretty, but hell to drive.”

“Yeah,” Reese murmured softly, not taking her eyes off the snowy landscape. “Always has.”

Her voice held a hint of tenderness she hadn’t expected. She cleared her throat and sat back, pulling her coat tighter around her shoulders.

The deeper they drove into Silver Pines’ outskirts, the more the world shrank. The highway narrowed into an old, two-lane road she knew by heart - though it felt almost foreign now, like returning to a childhood bedroom only to find you’d outgrown the furniture.

A weathered wooden sign came into view, its paint slightly chipped but still cheerful under the dusting of snowflakes:

SILVER PINES - POP. 4,312 

HOME OF THE CHRISTMAS TREE FESTIVAL

Her stomach clenched.

Home.

That word still knew how to hit her in the ribs.

Silver Pines had always been a town that leaned too hard into its Christmas identity. Lights up before December first. Carolers practicing from mid-November. Wooden ornaments hand-painted by the third graders hung across Main Street like tiny snow-kissed soldiers.

To a kid, the whole town had felt like a year-round fairytale.

To a teenager desperate for something big enough to hold her voice and restless heart, it had felt like a cage.

The SUV rolled past the familiar corner store; its windows lined with bright peppermint sticks and homemade chocolate turtles. Past the diner with the faulty neon sign. Past the gazebo where carolers rehearsed whether the temperature was mild or aggressively below freezing.

Past the life she’d left behind.

Headlights swept the back window and for a split second Reese’s body locked up—muscles going tight like a fist. Nashville flashed behind her eyes: the same white glare in her mirror, too close, too constant, a car that didn’t pass, didn’t turn off, just... stayed.

She forced her hands to unclench in her lap, one finger at a time. It’s fine. It’s Mom. It’s the farm. It’s not him.
Her breathing didn’t believe her.

The snow thickened, blurring the world until only warm halos of Christmas lights shone through. Reese felt something uncomfortably nostalgic twist inside her.

“You said you haven’t been back in... how long?” her driver asked.

Reese blinked out of her thoughts. “Three years.”

“Bet your family’s excited.”

“Yeah.” Her voice softened, strained. “They are.”

And she was excited too, in a way that scared her more than she wanted to admit.

The SUV made a final right turn onto the winding farm road. The tires crunched heavily through the new snow as the Reed Family Tree Farm came into view.

Her breath hitched.

The farmhouse glowed like a lantern in the dusk. Gold lights draped across the porch. Wreaths in every window. Smoke rising from the stone chimney. The shape of the barn looming behind it. The tool shed sitting squat and unassuming near the fence line, unchanged since before she left.

For a moment, she wasn’t a charting country singer or a performer on late-night shows. She was just a daughter coming home.

The SUV slowed to a stop. Her mother, May Reed, practically burst out of the farmhouse the second she spotted the SUV, before the driver could even put it in park. 

“Reese!”

She didn’t so much walk as bound, quick steps down the porch, arms already lifting as if she could pull Reese into a hug from halfway across the yard.

She was bubbly in a way that felt instinctive, effortless. The kind of warmth that didn’t need permission but arrived, bright and certain, and made the air around her feel kinder. Beautiful, too, but not in a polished, distant way. In a lived-in way. Soft lines, welcoming curves to her smile, a face that made you want to tell her the truth without even meaning to.

Her silver hair was cut into a neat, precise bob that swung perfectly with each step, every strand exactly where it meant to be; like May could be chaos in motion and still somehow remain put-together. Her blue eyes; Reese’s eyes, really, when you looked close enough; caught the light as she came closer, clear and familiar, full of a joy that landed right in Reese’s chest.

And when May called her name, it wasn’t just a greeting.

It was a whole welcome home.

Reese barely had time to step out before she was swept into May’s arms.

“Oh, my baby girl! My Reese!” May cupped her face, pressing a kiss on her forehead. “Let me look at you!”

Reese laughed, breathless. “Mom, I was here three years ago, not thirty.”

“Three years is thirty in mother years,” May insisted, brushing away a nonexistent smudge from Reese’s cheek. “You look thin.”

“I’m fine.”

“You look pale.”

“It’s winter, Mom.”

“You look tired.”

“What else is new?” Reese chuckled.

May pulled her back into another fierce hug. Her embrace smelled like cinnamon, pine sap, and warm bread, a scent Reese had spent years secretly chasing in cheap candle aisles across the country without ever quite finding the right one.

“I’ve missed you,” May whispered into her hair.

Reese swallowed hard. “I missed you too.”

May stepped back, sniffling. “Bring your things in. I made your favorite stew. And cornbread. And fudge.”

“You made fudge?”

“Two kinds,” May said proudly. “Dark chocolate and peppermint.”

Reese grinned. “You know how to welcome a girl home.”

“Don’t think flattery will get you out of decorating the tree with me,” May teased as they walked toward the house. “It won’t.”

The farmhouse greeted them the way old places do, with sound.

The moment May pushed the door open, the hinges gave a familiar little protest and the floorboards answered with a soft creak, like the house was clearing its throat before speaking. The air inside was warmer than the winter outside, carrying the layered scent of lived-in comfort; brewed tea, clean laundry, a hint of woodsmoke that seemed baked into the beams.

It was old, yes. Weathered at the edges. But it wasn’t tired. It felt kept, held together by care and routine and the steady kind of love that shows up in small, constant ways. A throw blanket folded over the arm of a chair. A pair of boots lined neatly by the door. 

And everywhere Reese looked, there she was.

Photos covered the walls in mismatched frames; some polished and new, others faded at the corners, like they’d been moved from house to house and refused to be left behind. Reese at high school graduation, cap crooked, smile too big for her face. Reese on stage at the Silver Pines festival, guitar in hand, eyes closed mid-song like she was holding the whole crowd in her palms. Reese at her first record deal signing, hair longer then, cheeks flushed, May standing beside her with a hand on her shoulder and pride written across every line of her face.

There were older pictures too; softened with age, the color washed slightly warm. May and James; Reese’s father; in them, younger, sunlit, caught in candid moments that told a whole life in a glance. James’s arm slung around May’s waist. May laughing, head thrown back. The two of them standing in front of this very house, shoulders pressed together, looking like the future was something you could count on.

Those frames hit different. They weren’t staged, not really. They were proof. A life before the tragedy, before the ache that must have shifted everything without asking.

Reese’s chest tightened as she took it all in. The farmhouse didn’t try to hide what it had held. It displayed it openly, like memory wasn’t something to be tucked away. Like grief had been folded carefully into the same drawers as joy.

Love was everywhere; woven into the fabric of the curtains, into the worn path of the floorboards, into the way every photo had been placed at eye level, as if the house itself wanted Reese to know one thing for certain “You mattered here. You always have.”

Inside, warmth wrapped around Reese immediately. The farmhouse was bright and cozy with garlands hung around doorframes, strings of warm golden lights woven along the banisters, stockings lined across the mantle.

Her own stocking, faded and embroidered with gold thread, still hung in the middle: REESE.

She froze for half a second. May noticed.

“I kept it up every year,” she said softly.

Reese looked away, throat tight. “Thanks.”

They carried her bags upstairs to her old bedroom, mostly unchanged. Posters from teenage years still taped crookedly to the walls. A bookshelf full of childhood novels. Her window overlooking the backyard and the shed.

The same shed she’d spent half her adolescence in with a cheap guitar and endless dreams.

“You settle in,” May said, fluffing the pillows unnecessarily. “Come down whenever you’re ready.”

Reese shut the bedroom door with her heel and stood there, hand still on the knob, listening.

The farmhouse had a quiet that wasn’t empty; more like it was full of old routines. Wood settling. Pipes ticking. The faint scrape of a branch against the window, as if the outside world wanted in but didn’t know the rules. She set her bag down and let her shoulders fall.

She walked to the window and stared out at the yard; fence line, bare trees, fields rolling out into a winter sky. It was beautiful in an almost-too-honest way. No city noise. No neighbors stacked on top of each other. No excuse not to feel whatever she was trying not to feel.

Reese exhaled, long and slow.

“Okay,” she whispered to the room. “Just... breathe.”

Behind her, the door creaked. Not the handle. Not a polite knock.

The door simply... shifted, pushed inward with steady insistence, like whatever was on the other side had never once asked permission in its life.

Reese turned.

An orange cat appeared in the widening gap; fluffy, broad through the chest, tail held high like a banner. He paused in the doorway as if he’d stepped onto a stage, then fixed Reese with a stare so dry it almost had a British accent.

Reese blinked. “Oh.”

The cat didn’t move. He just looked her up and down, bag on the floor, shoes still on, hair pulled into a messy knot, the general aura of woman who has just made a questionable life decision and seemed to reach a conclusion.

Then he walked in.

Slow. Deliberate. Like the bedroom belonged to him and she was simply... a new piece of furniture he hadn’t approved yet.

He padded across the floor, hopped onto the bed with a soft thump, turned in one circle, then sprawled right in the middle of the quilt as if placing his body there was an administrative requirement.

Reese stared at him. “Right. So you’re... the welcoming committee.”

The cat’s ears flicked once. He yawned, showing a flash of sharp little teeth, then rested his chin on his paws. Fully relaxed. Fully unbothered.

Reese took a cautious step closer and leaned in, voice dropping like she didn’t want anyone else to hear. “Okay. Cool. So you’re the boss.”

The orange tyrant didn’t dispute it.

Reese held out her hand, palm up, letting him decide. She’d grown up around animals enough to understand the hierarchy, humans liked to pretend they were in charge. Animals knew better.

For a long second, the cat stared at her fingers like they’d personally offended him.

Reese waited, perfectly still.

Finally, he stretched, one elegant, lazy extension then drifted forward and bumped his forehead against her knuckles in a brief, almost reluctant headbutt.

Fine, the gesture said. You may touch me. For now.

Reese’s mouth twitched. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

She scratched behind his ear, gentle. His purr kicked in instantly, deep and resonant, like an engine deciding it liked the fuel. But even while he purred, his eyes stayed half-lidded and watchful, as if he was enjoying it and resenting himself for enjoying it at the same time.

Her gaze caught on his collar then, worn leather, softened with age, the metal tag dulled from being knocked against bowls and doorframes and probably the occasional act of menace.

Reese hooked a finger under it carefully. “Let me guess... ‘Lord of the Farm’? ‘His Royal Floofness’?”

The cat tolerated this indignity for exactly three seconds.

She turned the little tag until it caught the light. The engraving was simple, slightly scratched at the edges.

PUDDING

Reese paused.

Then her face did something treacherous and softened, just a little, like the name had reached straight past her defenses and patted her on the head.

“Pudding,” she repeated, because she had to hear it out loud to believe it was real.

The cat’s tail flicked once, smug. As if to say, Yes. And?

Reese let out a quiet laugh. “That is... spectacular. Who named you that?”

Pudding blinked at her slowly, unimpressed by the question, and lowered his head again as though the matter was settled.

Reese’s chest tightened in that stupid, unexpected way comfort always seemed to arrive, quietly, without asking, right when she was pretending she didn’t need it.

“Yeah,” she murmured, more to herself than him. “I know.”

The cat shifted, pressing his side into her hand like a claim; then, just as quickly, he pulled back and sat up, tail flicking once, as if reminding her that affection was a privilege, not a right.

Reese snorted softly. “On your terms. Got it.”

The cat stared at her again. Reese looked down at his orange fur, at the solid warmth of him on the bed in the middle of a room that didn’t feel like hers yet, and something in her eased, just a fraction.

“Listen,” she said quietly. “If I start talking to you like you’re a therapist, you can’t judge me.”

The cat blinked.

Reese nodded, accepting that as a legally binding agreement.

She sat on the edge of the bed. He waited exactly three seconds, just long enough to maintain the illusion of independence, then stood, walked over, and sat beside her hip with exaggerated casualness.

As if he hadn’t chosen her. As if he wasn’t already settling in for whatever she was carrying. Reese’s fingers found his fur again. The purr returned, steady and sure.

She whispered to herself, “It’s good to be home.”

But the words didn’t sit neatly. 

Too much had changed. 

And too much had stayed the same.

––––––––
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Later, downstairs, Reese settled onto a stool at the kitchen island watching her Mom move around the kitchen proudly.

“So, I met Pudding.” Reese announced.

“Before you say it,” she said, voice light, “yes. He thinks he owns the place.”

Reese’s mouth tugged. “I gathered.”

May’s smile widened, softening into something fond as she led her further in. “He just... arrived. One day. On the doorstep. Like a Victorian orphan but with significantly more attitude.”

Reese snorted. “That tracks.”

“I opened the door and there he was; this fluffy orange blob sitting right on the mat as if he’d booked the room.” May glanced toward the kitchen, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Didn’t even meow. Just looked up at me like, Finally. Took you long enough.”

Reese laughed, properly this time. “So what did you do?”

“What could I do?” May lifted her hands. “He was cold, and it was raining, and he looked like he’d lost a fight with a hedge.” Her eyes softened. “So I brought him in, gave him a bit of chicken, and thought, right, we’ll find his owner. Put up notices. Asked around.”

“And?”

“And he slept on my sofa that night like he’d lived here his whole life.” May’s tone turned wry. “The next morning he was on the windowsill, sunning himself, and when I tried to usher him outside he acted like I’d insulted his bloodline.”

Reese’s gaze flicked down the hall again, a smile lingering. “So he adopted you.”

May’s expression warmed, the humor still there but gentler now. “He did. And honestly...” She paused, fingers brushing the edge of the kitchen doorway like she was steadying herself. “After everything, after you leaving, this house got very quiet.”

Reese felt that land in her chest.

May continued, shrugging as if she hadn’t just admitted something tender. “So having him here... it helped. Someone to talk to. Someone who was here.” Her eyes glinted with a self-aware laugh. “Even if he only listens when it suits him.”

Reese swallowed, throat tight. “He seems... particular.”

“Oh, extremely.” May’s smile returned, full and fond. “But he’s company. He keeps me from rattling around in my own head too much.”

She looked at Reese then; really looked, like she could read the exhaustion she wasn’t naming and reached out to squeeze her arm. “And,” May added softly, “he’s good at knowing when someone needs a bit of... something. Warmth. A distraction. A purr in the right place.”

Reese’s eyes stung unexpectedly. She blinked it back and forced a breath. 

May turned and shifted the conversation; chatting about Silver Pines news and the neighborhood gossip as she stirred stew on the stove.

“Henry Walker nearly burned his store down last spring,” she said. “Cat knocked over a candle onto the dried moss.”

“Is he okay?”

“Fine. Shop smells funny now but he swears it’s ‘earthy.’”

Reese snorted, stealing a piece of cornbread. “Still alone?”

“Yes, but you know Henry. He’s too sweet for his own good. Someone will notice eventually.”

Reese nodded and sipped cider, the warm spices loosening some knot inside her. “Anyone else I’d remember?”

May hesitated for a beat too long.

Reese frowned. “What?”

“Well...” May said, stirring more vigorously, “Evie Carter is still around.”

Reese blinked. The name tugged something inside her memory.

Evie Carter.

Quiet. Intense.

Evie had always been both, but not in a way that made her small, her quiet didn’t disappear into a room, it changed the room. People lowered their voices around her without knowing why, like the air adjusted itself. At school she ran track like she was built for speed, all clean power and focus, jaw set, eyes fixed ahead. At lunch she’d sit with her back to the wall, shoulders loose but watchful, and somehow her teammates always drifted toward her anyway. Evie didn’t reach for people. People reached for her.

Reese couldn’t pinpoint when Evie became a constant, only the feeling of it; being seen by someone who didn’t fuss or pry, who simply noticed. The kind of loyalty that showed up quietly and stayed. And maybe that was the problem, even now: Evie held everything together so effortlessly, it was easy to forget she might need someone to hold her too.

“I haven’t thought about her in years,” Reese murmured.

“I imagine she’s thought about you more recently than that,” May said, too casually to be accidental.

Reese raised a brow. “Meaning?”

“Oh nothing.” May waved her off. “She is part of the fire department and....”

“Evie Carter is a firefighter?”

May turned, eyes shining a little too brightly. “Mmm-hmm.”

Reese stared into her mug. Something unfamiliar fluttered through her chest. 

Reese’s mind, traitor that it was, slid straight to Evie in uniform.

Turnout gear hanging heavy on a body that was all lean strength and sure lines, reflective bands flashing when she moved. Sleeves shoved up just enough to bare forearms corded with muscle, hands competent and steady, the kind that looked built for gripping, hauling, saving and doing it like it cost her nothing. Reese pictured the way Evie would roll her shoulders as she shrugged the jacket on, the quiet flex of her back beneath the fabric, the calm intensity in her eyes like she belonged in heat and smoke.

Warmth licked up Reese’s spine, quick and unfair. Her pulse stumbled, her face went hot, and she had to look away, fast like the room might catch her thinking it.

After dinner, when May went upstairs to bed, Reese wandered the house searching for something she hadn’t felt in a long time; quiet. 

Real quiet.

Her phone buzzed with notifications, a reminder about a possible tour, another message from her manager, a social media alert flashing her name and face in the corner of her screen.

She flipped the phone facedown. She didn’t want that world tonight. She wanted frost on windows and the creak of old floorboards and the distant hoot of an owl. She wanted a melody to unravel in her chest again.

She wanted... stillness.

So, she grabbed her portable recording kit, slipped on boots, and trudged outside toward the shed. The cold hit her like a cleansing slap. She inhaled deeply, letting icy air fill her lungs. She trudged through snow up to her ankles and pushed open the shed door.

The inside smelled of old wood and dust, but in a comfortable, familiar way. She flicked on a small lamp. The yellow bulb glowed weakly, making the shadows shiver.

She pulled her stool into the center, unpacked her guitar, and set up her microphones. Plugged in the small portable heater to keep her fingers from stiffening. And another heater angled toward the wall. Like she’d done a thousand times before. Always careful. Always fine.

She sat.

Closed her eyes.

And played. Soft. Searching.

Letting her fingers move without thinking. Her voice rose, fragile in the quiet space.

She stopped, frustrated, still not finding the words or the melody that eased the heaviness in her chest.

“OK. Let’s try something more upbeat” she said out loud to herself.

She shifted on the stool and started strumming chords.

“I left my heart in a bar off Broadway, traded it for a dream and a guitar .......

Said I’d find forever somewhere under neon lights.”

She didn’t notice the faint spark behind her.

Nor the tiny curl of smoke beginning to sneak up the wall.

She kept playing. 

And the flames kept growing.

The first sign that something was wrong was not the smell, or the sound, but the light.

A flicker, subtle at first, like the lamp struggling to hold onto its last breath, rippled across the edge of Reese’s vision. She frowned mid-chord, her fingers faltering on the strings.

She turned her head.

The far corner of the shed glowed with an orange pulse.

“...no,” Reese whispered.

The pulse grew into a flame, small but fast, catching on the brittle wooden wall like it had been waiting decades for the chance.

“Oh God. No, no, no......”

She scrambled off her stool, nearly kicking it over. Her boot skidded on a loose cable as she lunged toward the outlet where both heaters were plugged in. She yanked the first plug free, sparks snapped angrily.

The fire leapt higher.

She grabbed the second cord with shaking hands. Pulled. 

Another burst of sparks shot upward, feeding the already hungry flames.

“This isn’t happening,” she whispered, panic rising like a tide. “This isn’t happening.”

But it was. The fire answered by climbing faster and the shed, her sanctuary, started to burn.
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Heat pressed against her face. 

Smoke began to curl upward, dark and oily, filling her lungs on the next inhale. Her eyes watered instantly. 

Her instinct screamed; Get out!

But her brain still tried to fix it. 

She threw a half-full water bottle - useless. The fire surged in answer.

It licked up a pine beam like it had been waiting. Caught on an old burlap sack hanging from a nail. Turned the air into something alive and hungry. 

“NO!”

Her chest pounded. Fear and disbelief tangled into something primal.

“Mom!” she screamed, stumbling backward toward the door. “MOM!”

She tore out into the yard, boots skidding on half-frozen ground. Behind her, flames were already crawling through the shed’s roof beams, orange light pulsing through the cracks like a heartbeat. Snow fell harder now, thick white curtains smothering the sky as if winter itself was trying, too late, to put it out.

“Mom!” Reese shouted again, voice cracking. “MAY—!”

The farmhouse door flew open.

May burst out in slippers and an apron, hair wild, face gone paper-pale. For half a second she just stared, taking in the shed, the smoke, the way the fire had already claimed more than it should have.

“Reese—what happened?.”

“The shed,” Reese gasped, the words tumbling out too fast. “There’s a fire. I didn’t.... I didn’t know it would. Mom, I didn’t know...”

May didn’t waste time on blame. Not a second.

Her hand was already in her apron pocket. Phone. Fingers shaking just once before they steadied with purpose. May turned slightly away from Reese, like she needed to be the calm one even if her whole body was terrified.

“Emergency services,” the operator answered, and May’s voice snapped into clarity.

“Hello, yes, we have a fire. A shed fire on our property....” She looked around, eyes darting like she was grabbing the world by the details. “At the farmhouse on....” She rattled off the address, sharp and precise, then swallowed. “It’s spreading fast. There’s smoke, flames through the roof beams. Please send the fire department.”

Reese stood frozen in the yard, hands clenched so tight her nails cut into her palms. She could feel the heat from here now, taste the smoke at the back of her throat. The shed crackled and groaned, the sound of wood surrendering.

May kept talking. Answering questions on the line.

Reese’s eyes flicked to the farmhouse; too close. The roofline. The windows. The thin space between safety and everything going up.

May ended the call and grabbed Reese’s arm, her grip firm enough to anchor. “Back. Reese, back from it.”

“I’m sorry,” Reese whispered, the words spilling out before she could stop them. “I didn’t mean. I didn’t.....”

“I know.” May’s voice broke on the last word, but she didn’t let go. “I know. But we need to keep you safe, okay? We need distance.”

Reese nodded, though she barely felt her own body. The shed popped loudly, something inside collapsing and she flinched as if the sound hit her skin.

And then, finally, through the thick fall of snow, the first wail of sirens cut the air.

Faint at first.

Then louder.

Closing in.

Smoke poured from the seams between the boards of the shed.

Her shed, her safe place, her music, her childhood.

Everything inside, her microphones, guitar cables, notebooks, lyrics were burning. She felt something inside her crack.

And then the fire engine roared into the driveway, lights blazing against the snow-heavy night. The truck skidded slightly before coming to a controlled stop. The back doors swung open with practiced speed. Three firefighters jumped out, two men and a woman.

Her.

Evie Carter.

Her helmet glinted under the fire engine lights.

Reese’s knees nearly buckled with relief.

The turnout gear should have disguised her, the helmet, the soot-smudged jacket, the authority in her stance, but the moment Reese heard her voice, something inside her shifted.

Evie didn’t hesitate for a second as she surveyed the blaze.

“Everyone stay back!” Evie shouted, voice slicing through wind and panic. “The structure’s unstable!”

Boots crunched through snow. Someone yanked the rear door open and the hose bed erupted into motion, thick yellow line uncoiling across the yard, coupling clacking as it was snapped together. Voices cut clean through the chaos, short and sharp.

“Water supply—set!”

“Line charged!”

“Watch your footing—ice!”

Evie didn’t run straight for the flames.

She stopped. One beat, two, eyes scanning the shed. Roofline, smoke color, where it was breathing from, what it was leaning toward. Then her gaze cut to the wall where the power ran in.

“May!” Evie’s voice carried, calm as a hand on your shoulder. “Where’s the breaker? Main shutoff, now.”

May startled like she’d been snapped awake. “Kitchen, by the pantry.”

“Go. Kill the power.” Evie pointed, decisive. “Don’t touch anything metal near the shed. Just the breaker.”

Reese’s stomach dropped. Power. Of course. Old wiring. Space heater. Whatever stupid, avoidable thing she’d missed.

Evie turned to her crew. “Assume it’s live until confirmed off. We’re not putting water on that.”

One of the firefighters was already pulling an extinguisher free, white cylinder, black horn.

“CO₂ coming up!”

Reese couldn’t look away.

Evie approached with the Halligan tool in one hand and the CO₂ extinguisher slung by its handle in the other, her body moving with efficient grace, like danger wasn’t danger to her.

Smoke rolled out of the shed’s eaves in thick, oily curls. The orange pulse inside lit the cracks like a warning.

Evie crouched near the door, staying low. “Crack it, quick look.”

A firefighter pried the door just enough for a sliver of black to spill out. The heat punched through.

Evie slid the horn in, aimed, and squeezed.

A violent white blast roared into the shed; cold and furious, swallowing flame where it could reach, choking it down. The fire didn’t die, not fully. But it flinched. Shrunk back. Bought them seconds.

Reese’s lungs stung with smoke and cold and shame. Her hands were shaking, and she didn’t know if it was the winter or the fact that Evie was so close to the thing Reese had started.

May sprinted back into the yard, breathless. “It’s off! The power, I shut it off!”

Evie didn’t hesitate.

“Confirmed off,” she repeated, more for her team than May. “Alright. Now we go to water. Fog pattern: keep it wide, don’t drive it.”

The hose line came alive again, pressure building with a deep, muscular thrum.

Evie nodded once. “Hit it.”

A fog stream bloomed across the doorway; fine spray, controlled, cooling the superheated air before it could flash back at them. Steam exploded outward in a hiss that sounded like the shed was screaming.

Reese lifted an arm to shield her face. The heat still rolled over the yard, but now it fought a losing battle, hot against cold, flame against discipline.

Evie moved in with the line, not disappearing recklessly but sliding into the doorway with her team behind her, shoulder to shoulder, a living wall between the fire and the rest of the world.

And then Reese’s brain handed her a memory like a punch.

Propane.

A bottle. Blue. Half full. May kept it in there for the little camping stove, for the old heater they used when the power went out. Reese had seen it tonight when she’d been hunting for a pen, tucked near the back wall, beside the stack of timber.

Her mouth went dry so fast it hurt.

“Wait!” Reese lurched forward, words tearing out of her. “EVIE!”

May’s fingers clamped around her wrist. “Honey, don’t...!”

“There’s a propane bottle,” Reese choked, voice cracking with panic. “In the shed, there’s......! Evie, there’s propane!”

Evie had already stepped inside.

Reese’s heart slammed against her ribs. The world narrowed to the doorway and the smoke.

She tried to wrench free. “Let me.... I have to tell them!”

A firefighter at the perimeter snapped his head around at her shout, eyes sharp beneath his helmet.

“Ma’am, what did you say?”

“Propane!” Reese yelled, raw with fear. “There’s a propane bottle inside, back wall!”

The firefighter’s posture changed instantly, alert, urgent. He shouted it toward the doorway like a code.

“PROPANE HAZARD! BACK WALL! HEAR THAT?”

Inside, a voice answered—muffled but clear. Evie’s.

“Copy!”

Reese’s knees threatened to fold.

For a moment, nothing moved but the snow and the smoke. Then the hose pulse shifted—water redirected, angled up, then down. Cooling the roof beams, chasing the fire along the rafters where it wanted to run.

Minutes stretched—too long. Then movement.

A silhouette appeared in the doorway. Two firefighters backed out together, one cradling something against their chest like it mattered more than pride. A metal cylinder, rimed with frost and soot.

The propane bottle.

They set it down in the snow a safe distance away, and steam rose off it in ugly little breaths.

Reese’s breath broke out of her in a sob she didn’t mean to make.

May pulled her closer, arms tight around her shoulders. “It’s okay,” May whispered. “It’s okay. They’ve got it.”

Inside, shadows shifted through thick smoke. The hose pitch changed again, steady, controlled, putting out what remained, cooling the wood until the shed could stop trying to burn.

Then Evie emerged.

Muscles straining beneath her gear as she hauled a smoking wooden beam out into the snow. She tossed it aside, the beam landing with a wet thud as it hissed and steamed.

“Overhaul,” she barked over her shoulder. “Pull it apart. Find the hotspots. No surprises.”

She coughed once into the crook of her elbow, then wiped soot from her cheek with the back of her glove. Her eyes lifted, just briefly, finding Reese through the snowfall like she’d known exactly where she’d be.

Reese watched Evie move with practiced ease, calm and steady amid the chaos of flashing lights and drifting smoke. She looked older. Stronger. Like someone who had learned how to stand her ground in a world that didn’t always make space for softness.

And just like that, Reese was seventeen again, cold metal bleachers, band practice done, pretending she wasn’t watching Evie laugh near the field. Pretending her chest didn’t ache when Evie passed close enough to leave soap-and-lavender in the air. She’d told herself it was admiration. Friendship. Anything but what it was.

She’d left anyway. Evie had stayed.

Watching Evie now, commanding, focused, impossibly real, Reese felt the old ache resurface, sharp and unmistakable. The longing she’d packed away with her hometown accent and her high school notebooks. The feeling she’d never quite managed to outrun, no matter how far she’d gone.

Evie’s helmet came off and her eyes found Reese—then froze, like the past had reached out and grabbed her by the throat. Her jaw tightened. Whatever she felt, she locked it down fast.

She marched toward her, boots crunching on snow, steam rising from her coat.

“Was that your equipment?” Evie demanded, jerking her head toward the wreckage.

Reese swallowed. “Yes.”

“Both space heaters?”

“Yes.”

“And the amps?”

“Yes.”

Evie’s eyes narrowed. “You plugged all that into old barn wiring?”

Reese’s stomach plunged. “I didn’t realize. I just needed a warm place to play.”

Evie exhaled sharply in disbelief. “With that amount of gear? In this weather? Are you trying to burn the entire property down?”

“I didn’t mean...”

“No,” Evie cut in, firm and fierce. “You didn’t think. There’s a difference.”

The words sliced right into her. Reese flinched, throat tight.

Evie stepped back, shaking her head. “Intent doesn’t stop fire, Reese.”

Hearing her name on Evie’s tongue did something strange and heavy to her stomach. “You could’ve been hurt,” Evie added quietly.

The softness in her voice lasted less than a second. Then she snapped back into command.

“Structure is clear!” Evie called out to her team. “Monitor for flare-ups!”

Reese watched, frozen, as Evie adjusted her gear and moved with calm, practiced efficiency. She wasn’t just competent, she was extraordinary.

Brave. Grounded. Everything Reese hadn’t been tonight.

Evie gave her team final instructions before turning back toward the engine. She paused only once more to look at Reese.

Not angry. Not soot-streaked. But something else entirely.

Concern? Recognition? A question unspoken?

Reese couldn’t tell.

Evie broke eye contact first.

Moments later, she climbed back into the truck, slammed the door shut, and disappeared into the night as the fire engine rumbled away.
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The silence afterward felt enormous. Snow whispered down, gentling the charred ruins of the shed. May wrapped an arm around Reese, drawing her close.

“Oh honey,” she murmured. “Come inside. You’re shaking.”

“I....” Reese swallowed hard. “I ruined everything.”

May cupped her cheek. “It’s just wood and wires. They can be replaced.”

But Reese’s eyes drifted to the smoldering remains. Her favorite microphone melted. Her lyric notebooks, ash. The wooden stool she’d carved her initials into at sixteen, blackened beyond recognition.

Her music, the place she’d come to breathe, gone.

And over everything, Evie’s fierce voice echoed “You didn’t think”.

Reese closed her eyes against the sting. She had run from this town because she wanted a bigger life. But tonight, staring at the burned wreckage, she wondered if she had run so far that she no longer knew how to protect anything.

Even herself anymore.
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Chapter Three
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Back inside the farmhouse, May fussed over her, made tea, wrapped a blanket around her shoulders, pressed a warm hand to her cheek. But nothing warmed the cold coil in Reese’s chest.

Evie’s face kept flashing in her mind; the smoke smudged on her cheek, the fire reflecting in her eyes, the sharpness in her tone, the flicker of something softer beneath it.

––––––––
[image: ]


Reese lay awake long after May went to bed.

Her window framed the faint glow of the dying embers in the yard.

Pudding jumped onto her lap like a judgmental weighted blanket and Reese let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. His purr rumbled against her ribs—steady, indifferent, real.

Reese pressed her fingers into his fur and counted the beats like a metronome. One. Two. Three. The room came back in pieces: wood, warmth, lavender, her Mom’s snoring down the hall.

Not Nashville. Not anymore.

Reese did not sleep. She tried.

She lay beneath the quilt her mother had sewn years ago, stared at the ceiling until the knots in the old pine beams became constellations in her mind, pulled the blankets over her head, kicked them off again, flipped the pillow, adjusted, readjusted. 

But every time her eyes drifted shut, she saw flames.

Orange climbing the shed walls. Smoke curling like fingers.

And Evie.

Evie striding through firelight with shoulders squared and jaw set, emerging like someone forged inside the blaze.

Reese exhaled hard and sat up.

The house was silent except for the old heater knocking in the corner and the wind moving through the snow-laden trees outside. She pushed the blanket aside and slipped out of bed, bare feet landing on the cool wooden floor. 

Her skin prickled, not with cold, but with restlessness.

She padded to the window. Moonlight glinted on the scorched skeleton of the shed. Smoke lingered in thin strands, curling into the dark sky like ghosts reluctant to leave.

She wrapped her arms around herself.

Her shed, her sanctuary, was gone. Not intentionally. Not out of recklessness. But out of the kind of thoughtlessness that came from forgetting how different this place was from the world she’d lived in for the last decade.

Tour buses had generators. Hotels had modern wiring. Studios had safety protocols and insurance forms and people hired specifically to make sure nothing ever caught fire without permission.

But Silver Pines?

Silver Pines depended on common sense.

Something she’d apparently misplaced somewhere between Nashville and Los Angeles.

She pressed her forehead to the cold windowpane.

Why did Evie’s voice bother me so much? Why did it matter that she was the one to save the shed? Why did she look at me like she remembered me and wished she didn’t?

Reese closed her eyes and memory slid in with the ease of something that had been waiting.

Senior year.

Gym class, when the winter winds sliced through the gaps around the windows and everyone pretended to stretch just to avoid running laps.

Everyone except Evie.

Evie always ran. Even when no one else did. Even when it was snowing sideways and the gym teacher waved her off with an exasperated “For the love of God, Carter, stop before you bruise my liability insurance.”

Evie never stopped.

Reese used to watch her sometimes. Quietly. From the bleachers. Pretending she wasn’t looking.

Evie ran with purpose, like running was the only thing that made sense in her bones.

Reese remembered her ponytail swinging like a metronome. Her breath steady, controlled. Her eyes focused on a point the rest of the world couldn’t see.

Only this time, Evie wasn’t running from something.

She was running into something, something burning, dangerous, collapsing around her.

Reese shivered despite the room’s warmth.

And somewhere between fear, shame, and exhaustion, another truth flickered in the back of her chest: Evie Carter had always burned brighter than the rest of this town.

Her phone vibrated against her thigh and Reese’s stomach dropped so fast it felt like gravity changed. She didn’t look, couldn’t. The reflex was older than logic.

It buzzed again, sharp and insistent. Heat flushed up her neck as her fingers went stiff around the edges of it. For a beat she couldn’t make herself turn it over.

Then the screen lit against her palm.

MARCO (MANAGER)

Reese blinked, once, hard. Relief hit first, hot and shaky, followed immediately by something else: annoyance at herself for still reacting like that. For still living with that reflex.

She swallowed, forced her voice into something steady, and answered. “Hey.”

Marco didn’t bother with preamble. “Reese. Where are you?”

Reese closed her eyes. Outside the window, snow drifted lazily through the trees, the quiet of Silver Pines settling around her like a held breath. “I told you,” she said. “I needed time.”

“You needed focus,” he shot back. “You walked out in the middle of a recording session Reese! Do you know how that looks?”

She leaned against the windowsill, gripping the edge hard enough to feel it bite into her palm. “I didn’t walk out. I stepped away.”

“That’s the same thing in this business.”

Reese laughed softly, without humor. “That’s the problem.”

There was a pause on the line, then a sigh, the kind meant to sound patient but carried an edge of irritation. “You’re at a critical point in your career,” he continued. “The label needs new material. Real material. Not half-finished lyrics and vague ideas about ‘finding yourself.’ You can’t disappear every time it gets hard.”

Reese’s chest tightened. “It wasn’t just hard,” she said quietly.

“Then what was it?”

She hesitated, gaze drifting to the frost-laced window. “I didn’t feel safe.”

Silence.

Then, “Reese......”

“No,” she interrupted, sharper now. “I mean it. There was this guy. He kept showing up. Backstage. Outside hotels. He knew where I was staying even when I hadn’t told anyone.”

“That happens,” Marco said quickly. “Fans get......”

“He wasn’t a fan,” Reese snapped. “He didn’t want music. He wanted me. And every time I told someone, I got told not to make a big deal out of it.”

Another pause.

“You should’ve let security handle it.”

“I did,” Reese said. “And he kept coming back.”

Her voice softened, cracked just slightly. “I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t write. Every time I picked up my guitar, all I could think about was whether he’d be waiting outside again.”

Marco exhaled slowly. “You’re letting fear derail you.”

Reese swallowed. “I’m listening to it.”

“Fear doesn’t write hits,” he said. “Discipline does.”

Reese shook her head, even though he couldn’t see it. “I don’t need a hit right now,” she said. “I need space. I need to breathe. I need to remember why I ever loved music in the first place.”

“And hiding in some nowhere town is going to fix that?”

Reese’s gaze flicked to the snow-covered trees, the quiet road, the place she’d run to without a plan, only instinct. “It already has,” she said softly.

The line went quiet again.

Finally, he spoke, voice tight. “You can’t stay gone forever.”

“I’m not saying forever,” Reese replied. “I’m saying right now.”

She hung up before he could answer.

Across town, Evie Carter stood alone in the fire station locker room, peeling off her soot-streaked gear one heavy layer at a time.

The metal bench behind her creaked as she sat. Her gloves hit the floor with a dull thud. The helmet followed. Her shoulders slumped forward, elbows braced on her knees, breath still uneven from the adrenaline.

She dragged a hand across her face, smearing soot but not clearing it.

Her chest still hurt, not from smoke inhalation, not from exhaustion, but from the jolt of seeing her again.

Reese Reed.

Back in high school, Reese’s voice had been softer. Lighter. As if she hadn’t yet realized it could fill an arena. Hearing it now, raw, panicked, terrified, had punched something deep inside Evie she wasn’t prepared for.

“Get over it,” she muttered under her breath. “It’s just the job.”

But she didn’t believe herself.
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Back at the farmhouse, Reese returned to bed and tried once more to sleep. She pressed her face into the pillow, inhaled the faint scent of laundry detergent and cinnamon, and exhaled slowly.

Her heartbeat, however, refused to calm. Her shed was gone. Her equipment was ruined.

Her dignity was in ashes and Evie Carter’s voice kept replaying in her skull: “You could’ve been hurt.”

Her eyes shimmered. Not because of the shed. Not because of the lost equipment. But because someone had said those words with such raw sincerity that they landed like a weight she didn’t know how to carry.
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The thought of the past unnerved Reese. She ran a hand through her hair, fingers catching in a snarl.

“I’ll fix it,” she whispered into the dark. “I’ll fix the shed. I’ll make it right.”

But even as she spoke, something else stirred beneath her resolve. A quiet, dangerous curiosity about the woman who had walked into fire without hesitation.

Who are you now, Evie Carter?

And why can’t I stop thinking about you?

The house creaked softly as wind pressed against the eaves. Reese closed her eyes. But sleep did not come.
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Chapter Four
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The next morning, sunlight filtered pale and thin through the frosted window. Snow sparkled across the fields like scattered diamonds, and from downstairs the smell of sizzling butter and maple syrup drifted up the stairs.

Reese was already awake, sitting cross-legged on her bed, staring at the blackened shape of the shed outside.

“I need to face it,” she whispered.

She pulled on jeans, a sweater, and boots still dusted with last night’s snow, then stepped into the cold. Her breath fogged the air as she crossed the yard.

The shed looked worse in daylight. Charred wood. Melted plastic. Ash staining the snow like a bruise. Her throat tightened as she took one step, then another, until she stood at the doorway, staring into the hollow space where her past songs had lived.

Her eyes stung.

She crouched and reached for a piece of burned wood. It crumbled under her fingers.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

A soft crunch of footsteps behind her made her stiffen.

“Reese?”

She turned. May approached, bundled in her warmest coat, cheeks pink from the cold.

“Don’t touch anything that’s still hot,” May warned gently.

Reese brushed ash from her fingers and stood. “I’m going to rebuild it.”

May’s expression softened. “I know.”

“It’ll take time.”

“You have time,” May said quietly. “You didn’t come here for a few cozy meals and a sleigh ride. You came to breathe again.”

Reese’s mouth tightened. “I didn’t mean for last night to happen.”

“I know you didn’t.”

“I’m... embarrassed.”

May shook her head. “Being embarrassed means you care. That’s a good sign.”

Reese looked away. “Evie was furious.”

“She was scared.”

“Of what? Me burning down the county?”

“No,” May said softly. “Of losing someone.”

Reese stared at her.

May hesitated, then sighed. “Evie has known too much fire, sweetheart. Her mother... years ago.” Her voice softened. “It stays with a person.”

Reese’s chest ached. “I didn’t know.”

“Not your fault.” May squeezed her arm. “Still... it explains a lot.”

Reese turned back to the shed, taking a slow breath. And for reasons she didn’t fully understand yet, she whispered, “Evie Carter... you’re trouble.”

The annoying part was that her heart wasn’t entirely sure it minded.

“Come in when you’re ready,” May said, already turning toward the farmhouse. “I’ll make cocoa.”

May was waiting in the kitchen with two mugs of hot cocoa steaming on the counter.

“Drink,” she instructed the moment Reese stepped through the door.

Reese obeyed, wrapping her hands around the warm ceramic. The heat seeped into her palms, grounding her. She took a sip. Rich, creamy, not too sweet. Her mother always made cocoa like she was trying to fix something bigger than the moment.

“How bad is it?” May asked softly.

Reese sank into a chair. “It’s gone, Mom. All of it.”

May nodded slowly. “And you?”

Reese looked down at her mug. “Partially gone too.”

May reached across the table and tapped her knuckles lightly. “You’ll rebuild.”

“Will I?” Reese murmured. “I haven’t built anything in years.”

“You built a life.”

Reese let out a humorless breath. “Did I? Or did I just run until I couldn’t tell the difference between success and exhaustion?”

May studied her carefully. “You’ve been burning the candle at both ends.”

Reese huffed a short laugh. “Seems fitting one of them caught fire.”

May didn’t smile this time. She leaned in and rubbed Reese’s shoulder. “You didn’t come home because a tour fell through. You came home because you needed something you weren’t getting out there.”

Reese swallowed. “Which is?”

“Rest,” May said simply. “Honesty. Space to remember who you are.”

Reese opened her mouth to argue, but the words never formed. Because deep down, she knew her mother was right. May straightened, brushing off her apron. “Eat something. I’m making French toast.”

Reese frowned. “Mom, you made stew, cornbread and fudge last night.”

“And?”

“That’s... a lot of food for two people.”

“Well, what else am I supposed to do with all this worry?” May asked, turning back toward the stove.

Reese smiled despite herself. “You’re something else.”

“Mm-hmm.” May flipped a slice in the pan. “And don’t think I didn’t notice how you reacted when I mentioned Evie last night and this morning.”

Reese stiffened. “Mom.”

“I’m just saying.” May raised her eyebrows. “She’s a good girl.”

“She yelled at me.”

“With cause.”

Reese opened her mouth, then shut it again.

“Oh hush,” May said, pleased. “Eat.”

Reese huffed, but did as she was told. The French toast was warm, buttery, soaked in vanilla and cinnamon. It tasted like a childhood she wasn’t sure she wanted to remember but also didn’t want to lose.

She had just taken her first real bite when a knock echoed on the front door.

Reese froze.

Her eyes went to the nearest exit without thinking, her hand curling around her phone like it could become a weapon. In Nashville, knocks hadn’t always meant visitors. Sometimes they’d meant proof that the distance she’d built hadn’t mattered.

May blinked. “Who’s calling this early?” She wiped her hands on her apron and headed for the entryway. She was already moving toward the door, calm and unbothered, and Reese hated the shame that followed the fear, like being startled made her guilty.

Reese stayed planted at the kitchen table, pulse suddenly doing something reckless. Hope flared, irrational, humiliating and she immediately scolded herself for it.

The door creaked open. Cold air swept in.

And then she heard it.

Evie’s voice. Low, controlled, unmistakable.

“Morning, Mrs. Reed.”

Reese’s fork clattered onto her plate.

May’s tone warmed instantly. “Evie, honey, you didn’t have to come all the way out here!”

Evie cleared her throat. “It’s protocol. After any residential fire, we check for hotspots the next morning. I just need to inspect the site.”

“Come in,” May insisted. “You’ll freeze.”

Evie hesitated. “I shouldn’t....”

“Nonsense. I have hot cocoa on the stove and I’m making French toast.”

A beat. Then a reluctant exhale. “Just for a moment.”

Footsteps crossed hardwood. Reese’s stomach flipped as May returned with someone behind her.

“Look who stopped in,” May said brightly.

Reese stood too fast. “Oh. Hi.”

Evie paused in the kitchen doorway.

Her hair was long and dark, pulled back loosely with a few strands escaping to frame her face, the kind of effortless mess that somehow looked intentional on her. It was still damp from a quick station shower. 

Reese felt her breath snag the second she took her in. Not because Evie was trying, she never tried. 

It was the opposite. Evie’s beauty was natural, unshowy, the kind that crept up on you and then stayed. Like the quiet moment after laughter. Like the first inhale of clean air.

Reese swallowed, suddenly too aware of her own heartbeat, and hoped that her face didn’t give her away. 

Evie’s fire gear was gone, replaced with a thick navy sweater, dark jeans, and boots dusted with fresh snow.  

Her eyes met Reese’s.

It was like stepping into the same moment as last night, only without smoke and flames between them. Just air. Just breath. Just the friction of memory and something unspoken.

Evie nodded, stiff. “Reese.”

Reese tried to smile. It came out crooked. “Evie. Thanks for... everything last night.”

Evie’s jaw flexed, like she was deciding whether to soften or harden. She chose neither. “Just doing my job,” she said, but the words didn’t sound as simple as they were supposed to.

May gestured at the table. “Sit, both of you! I’ll pour cocoa and dish up.”

Evie lifted a hand. “Really, I shouldn’t.”

“Oh hush,” May said, already grabbing another mug.

Evie exhaled through her nose, not quite a sigh, not quite defeat and stepped inside fully, tucking her gloves into her pocket. She took the seat across from Reese, posture straight, hands clasped on the table.

Reese couldn’t stop looking at her.

Last night Evie had been fierce in firelight. Today she was something more grounded. More real.

More dangerous in an entirely different way.

Evie cleared her throat. “The water can freeze overnight. That hides hotspots. I just need to check the structure.”

Reese nodded. “Right. Whatever you need.”

Evie hesitated, then said quietly, “I didn’t mean to be harsh last night.”

Reese blinked. “You weren’t wrong.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

Reese swallowed, surprised by the vulnerability threaded through Evie’s voice. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t realize the wiring was old. I just wanted a warm place to play.”

Evie studied her for a long moment. Then, like the words slipped out before she could stop them, “You scared me.”

Reese’s heart lurched.

Evie’s eyes widened slightly, like she hadn’t meant to say it aloud. She looked away, focusing hard on the mug May set in front of her.

“Be careful,” Evie added, voice lower. “Please.”

Their eyes met again, and the kitchen seemed to narrow around the two of them.

Reese’s pulse quickened. “I will.”

May set her own mug down, satisfied. “Well. That’s settled.”

Evie took a sip of cocoa. Steam curled around her face, softening her expression for half a second.

Then she stood abruptly.

“I should inspect the shed now.”

Reese rose too fast. “I’ll come with you.”

Evie paused, just a beat and something flickered in her eyes. Not annoyance. Not reluctance.

Something like I don’t trust you not to get hurt or maybe I don’t trust myself around you.

She nodded once. “All right.”

Outside, the world was quiet under the weight of snow. Their breaths fogged in front of them as they crossed the yard: Reese with her hands shoved deep into her pockets, Evie with her stride steady and sure.

Evie stopped at the threshold of the shed and scanned it like she was reading a story no one else could see. Reese watched her work: professional, patient, careful. The gentleness she used to move charred pieces.

Evie crouched and touched a beam lightly with the back of her glove. “Still warm,” she said. “Not dangerous. But keep an eye on it.”

Reese nodded. “I will.”

Evie straightened, brushing snow off her knees. Then she said something Reese didn’t expect at all. “You always kept that stool in the middle.”

Reese blinked. 

She was close enough now for Reese to see her eyes. 

God—her eyes.

The green of them, vivid as a memory Reese had tried to pack away for years. Bright, sparkling, the kind that caught the light and kept it, like there was something living in them and made Reese’s pulse kick up the moment she gazed into them. She knew how hard it had always been to look away once Evie met her stare, like her body knew before her mind did that this was dangerous territory.

And then the softer details followed, as they always did when Reese let herself remember: the faint dusting of freckles across the bridge of Evie’s nose, so subtle you’d miss them unless you were close... unless you were looking on purpose.

“You... remember that?”

Evie didn’t look at her. “Everyone remembers the music kid.”

“I wasn’t that special,” Reese muttered.

“You were loud,” Evie corrected.

Reese let out a soft laugh. “Fair.”

Evie’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile, but close enough to make Reese’s stomach flip.  

“I have to go,” Evie said, and her gaze flicked toward the house. 

Reese’s chest warmed. “Okay.”

Evie held her gaze a heartbeat too long, then broke away first and walked back through the snow, shoulders squared.

Reese watched until she disappeared from view, only then did she whisper into the cold air, “Oh... I am in trouble.”
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Later that day snow crunched beneath Reese’s boots as she made her way down the long driveway toward town. The air was crisp and cold enough to sting her cheeks pink, but the walk felt good. Necessary. Her mind needed rhythm. Her legs needed movement after the night of tossing and turning.

A soft breeze tugged at the loose wisps of hair that had escaped her braid, carrying with it the familiar scents of winter, pine sap, woodsmoke, frost.

Silver Pines hadn’t changed much but Reese had.

The contrast made her feel both nostalgic and slightly displaced, like she was trying to slide back into a life she’d outgrown, only to find it still fit, but differently.

She passed a few houses along the way, their chimneys puffing smoke into the pale morning sky. Dogs barked behind fences. A pair of kids bundled in mismatched winter gear towed a sled behind them, laughing as they ran.

When they spotted her, they stopped and gasped.

“That’s Reese Reed!” one whispered loudly to the other.

Reese smiled and waved.

The kids waved back with open delight, then darted behind a snowbank as if fame were contagious. Small-town reactions were different than city ones. More honest. Less filtered.

Reese kept walking.
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The town square appeared around the bend, charming as ever. Silver Pines’ shops circled a gazebo at the center, its railings wrapped in white lights and garland. A towering Christmas tree stood nearby, already decorated even though it wasn’t December yet.

This town loved its holidays. Passionately. Aggressively.

Reese took it all in, with a mixture of exasperation and affection.

She pulled the shed-rebuild list from her pocket as she approached Walker’s Hardware & Lumber, the bell above the door chiming as she stepped inside. Warmth enveloped her instantly. The scent of cedar and sawdust filled the shop. Hanging tools gleamed from the walls. Racks of screws and bolts lined the aisles in well-worn rows.

Behind the counter stood Henry Walker, late fifties, balding, with round glasses perched too close to the tip of his nose. His shirt was covered in sawdust, and there was a streak of paint on his cheek in the shape of an accidental exclamation point.

He glanced up from inventory paperwork and froze. His eyebrows shot so high they nearly disappeared into his hairline.

“Well butter my biscuits and call me a lumberjack,” he exclaimed. “If it isn’t little Reese Reed come home for the holidays!”

Reese laughed. “Hi, Henry.”

“You’re taller!” he declared.

“I’m thirty.”

“Still counts!” He hurried around the counter to wrap her in a warm, slightly dusty hug.

Reese endured it with affection. “Good to see you too.”

Henry stepped back, looking her over. “Heard you set your shed on fire.”

Reese groaned. “News travels fast.”

“Like wildfire!” he said, then winced. “Sorry, bad choice of words.”

“You think?”

He cleared his throat. “In all seriousness, I’m glad you’re okay. Fires are no joke.” His tone softened. “We’ve had enough tragedy in this town.”

Reese nodded, her mind drifting to Evie, to the story May had hinted at, to the weight she’d seen in Evie’s eyes.

Henry clapped his hands together. “Now, what can I get for you? Tools? Timber? Do you need a new shed entirely? Because I happen to know a guy who, oh wait, that guy is me.”

Reese brandished her notebook. “Lumber first. And wiring. And maybe insulation. And some advice.”

Henry’s eyes lit. “Advice I can do. What kind?”

“How to build something better than the last thing I burned down.”

He grinned broadly. “Ah. Ambition! Love to hear it. You want strong beams. Real sturdy. We’ve got maple and pine in the back. Also spruce, if you’re feeling traditional.”

“I trust your recommendations.”

Henry blinked. “Well now, don’t go saying things like that or I’ll get emotional.”

Reese followed him down an aisle as he rambled on about wood durability, weight support, and weather resistance. She nodded along, jotting notes, only half absorbing the information. Her mind kept drifting to Evie’s offer to help with wiring.

Her hands shook slightly at the thought.

“You scared me.” Evie’s voice replayed in her mind. Warm. Serious. Soft.

The fact that Evie had come back this morning meant something. At least to Reese. She didn’t know what it meant to Evie. If anything. But she wanted to.

After twenty minutes of lumber talk, Henry handed her a clipboard full of sketched measurements, a list of materials, and a paper cup of hot apple cider he’d insisted she drink “for morale.”

“You’ve got the heart for building,” Henry said, earnest as a sermon. “You just need someone to show you where to swing the hammer.”

Reese smiled faintly. “I can handle the basics. I need to get help with the wiring.”

Henry’s eyebrows did a little climb. “Mm.” He took the cider from her hand for half a second like he was confiscating evidence, then gave it back. “Well. That’s one part of the job sorted.”

Reese narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” Henry said, dropping his voice like the lumber aisles had ears, “that if you want this shed rebuilt right, you should ask Evie Carter to help you.”

Reese nearly choked on her cider. “Ask her?”

Henry nodded like this was the most obvious thing in the world. “Ask. One little word. Two syllables. Terrifying, apparently.”

Reese coughed, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Henry, she’s a firefighter. She’s busy.”

“She’s busy,” he agreed easily. “And she’s also the kind of person who fixes what needs fixing. Especially when it’s right in front of her. Especially when someone finally stops pretending they can do everything alone.”

Reese’s grip tightened around the cup. “She doesn’t—”

“—care?” Henry finished for her, unimpressed. He snorted. “Reese, I sell screws for a living and even I can see that girl’s got a soft spot the size of a barn for you.”

Reese’s face went hot. “Henry.”

“What?” He lifted his hands. “I’m not saying propose marriage. I’m saying: you look her in the eye and you say, ‘Can you help me make sure I don’t accidentally turn my childhood into a bonfire again?’ Boom. Done.”

Reese stared at him, torn between mortified and... something dangerously hopeful. “She was pretty clear last night.”

“Yeah,” Henry said, but his tone softened. “I am sure she was scared. Scared people get sharp.”

Reese swallowed. “You really think she’d say yes?”

Henry’s mouth twitched like he was trying not to smile too hard. “I think she’d say something like, ‘It’s not safe, and you’re an idiot,’ and then she’d show up anyway with a tool belt and that look like she’s saving you from yourself.”

Reese huffed, but it came out more like a laugh.

Henry leaned closer, tapping the clipboard with one thick finger. “You’ve got the plan. You’ve got the budget. All you’re missing is the person who actually knows what they’re doing.”

Reese shot him a look. “Excuse you.”

He grinned. “You heard me.”

Reese took a breath, then another, like she was bracing for impact. “So you’re saying... I just need to ask.”

Henry pointed at her like she’d finally solved a riddle. “That’s all I’m saying.”

Reese muttered, “That sounds awful.”

“It’s character-building,” Henry said cheerfully. Then, with a wink, he turned back toward the counter. “Now go on. Before I start charging you extra for emotional support.”

Outside, snow had picked up again, light and sparkly, like glitter falling from the sky. Reese adjusted the straps of her backpack and began the walk toward the café. She needed something warm. Something grounding.

She stepped into Pinecone Café, grateful for the blast of heat and the smell of roasting coffee beans. 

Maggie, the owner, stood behind the counter decorating cookies with meticulous swirls of frosting. Her eyes widened when she saw Reese.

“Good heavens, Reese Reed,” Maggie exclaimed. “You’re home!”

Reese smiled. “Hi, Maggie.”

“Your mother called last night,” Maggie said, shaking her head. “Said you nearly burned your eyebrows off.”

“Oh my God,” Reese muttered, mortified. “She did not.”

“Oh, she absolutely did.” Maggie handed her a hot coffee. “On the house. For trauma.”

Reese cupped the warm mug gratefully. “Thanks.”

“Evie was in here earlier too,” Maggie added casually.

Reese’s pulse skipped. “Evie Carter?”

“Mm-hmm. Got coffee for her shift. She didn’t say much but she looked... thoughtful.”

Reese’s brows knitted. “Thoughtful how?”

Maggie bit her lip. “Evie’s one of
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