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Chapter One
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Where Paths Cross

The country store sat where the road narrowed and the land decided whether it would climb or fall away.

It wasn’t much to look at—weathered boards, a hitch rail worn smooth by years of waiting horses, and a bell over the door that rang whether you wanted it to or not. But for folks living high on the surrounding mountains, it was the one place where paths crossed without invitation.

Eli Steele arrived just before noon.

He tied his horse at the far end of the rail, careful as always, and stepped onto the boardwalk with a folded list in his pocket. Flour, coffee, nails. Things his mother had asked for without looking up from her work.

Inside, the store smelled of grain sacks and oiled wood. Eli moved quietly, nodding once to the storekeeper, keeping his eyes down as he studied the shelves.

That was when the bell rang again.

Madison Flint stepped inside with the wind still clinging to her.

She had come down from the other mountain—the one people rarely mentioned by name. Her father had sent her for sugar and lamp oil, and she had ridden alone, as she often did. Madison was used to distance. Used to the way the land kept people apart.

She wasn’t used to this.

She paused just inside the door, adjusting her shawl, and that was when she saw him.

Eli looked up at the same moment.

It wasn’t dramatic. No breath caught. No sound broke the air.

It was quieter than that.

It was the feeling of recognition without memory—the sense that something long absent had finally arrived.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then Eli stepped aside without thinking, giving her room to pass. Madison nodded, her eyes lingering just a second too long.

“Thank you,” she said.

Her voice carried the mountain in it—open, steady, shaped by wind and distance.

“You’re welcome,” Eli replied, surprised at how his voice sounded to his own ears.

They moved through the store carefully after that, circling the same narrow aisles, aware of one another without meaning to be. Each time they passed, the space felt smaller. Each time they didn’t, something felt unfinished.

At the counter, their purchases landed side by side.

“Looks like we both forgot something,” the storekeeper said mildly, pushing a sack toward Eli and a tin toward Madison. “Happens when folks get distracted.”

Eli smiled, uncertain. Madison did too.

Outside, they stood awkwardly near the hitch rail, the mountains rising in opposite directions behind them.

“I’m Madison,” she said at last.

“Eli,” he replied.

They didn’t say where they were from.

They didn’t have to.

The wind moved between them, carrying the sound of distant pines and the promise of something neither could yet name.

When they rode away—each toward a different ridge, each toward a different mountain—the country store settled back into its stillness.
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