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Driving across country from Fort Huachuca, Arizona, to Pinewood Valley, Virginia, Army Master Sergeant Kelsey Mathews was on day three of her road trip. She was headed home.

Everything she owned was boxed and stowed in her Ford Explorer’s backseat and cargo area. Other than the grayish weather and some drizzling rain, which thankfully wasn’t icy given mid-December’s just-above-freezing temperature, traffic was light. 

Using her vehicle’s audio system, Kelsey sent her sister a text message: “Janie, no one knows I’m moving home, right?”

A few minutes later Janie returned the text: “For the hundredth time, no, I promise you. You’re such a secretive squirrel! What time are you arriving again? The twins want to show you the Christmas tree decorations they’ve made—my dining room table is a gluey-glittery mess. Oh, Jeremy wants to know if you want steaks for dinner.”

Toasty warm with a fresh cup of coffee and listening to a new audio book, Kelsey calculated she had about five hours remaining before she arrived at her sister’s house.

After the audio system prompted her, Kelsey replied to her sister: “I’ll be there just before dinner. Tell Mallory and Noah I can’t wait and let Jeremy I like my steaks medium-rare with a large glass of red wine.”

“Haha. You got it.”

She was grateful to have a moderately close relationship with Janie, who was three years her junior. But that wasn’t always the case. At the age of eighteen, Kelsey abruptly left their sleepy Virginia mountain valley town to enlist in the United States Army. Perhaps a little drastic at the time, but it seemed to be the best approach to forget about Daniel Anderson.

With the exception of her father’s funeral eight years ago—which was attended by everyone since Buck Mathews was the mayor of Pinewood Valley—and then her mother’s a year later, Kelsey’s military deployments hadn’t allowed her to return home for twenty-five years.

But things were different. After spending two and a half decades working in the military counterintelligence field and stationed across the globe, Kelsey finally did it—she was retiring from the military. December 31st would be her last remaining day on active duty. It was a scary thought.

At forty-three years old, with a Defense Meritorious Service Medal and a top secret classified career she couldn’t discuss with the outside world, Kelsey was returning to the only thing she had left: a tenuous connection with her sister’s family.

Janie, Pinewood Valley’s renowned—and only—real estate agent, was married to the fire chief, Jeremy Langston, and together they were the parents of precocious ten-year-old twins, Mallory and Noah. Last Christmas, when Kelsey took a chance in reaching out to Janie to inform her about her intention to retire, Janie, surprisingly receptive, convinced her to buy and modernize a “charming” farmhouse on the outskirts of Pinewood Valley. 

Her sister reasoned that Kelsey would be close to family but still retain the privacy she desired.

“I’ll take care of everything,” Janie said over the phone at the time. “This isn’t the military, Kelsey. You get to live in a place of your own choosing for once. Trust me, I’m good at my job.”

Of course, Kelsey trusted her sister and she wholeheartedly welcomed the olive branch. And for the greater part of the year, everything about the purchase and restoration went according to plan. Except now, as the modernization was almost complete, there was a problem with the updated electrical wiring within the farmhouse. The inspector deemed it a fire hazard, which meant several weeks’ worth of work was trash. 

It didn’t bode well that this came to light the same day she turned in the key to her apartment outside Fort Huachuca and started driving east. A ball of unease settled in the pit of her stomach.

Not only could she not move into her home before Christmas, but the existing wiring would also need to get pulled and new wiring installed. Through a series of tense phone calls, Janie convinced her to let the contractor to fix it. “He fired the subcontractor and the owner, who happens to be a master electrician, will personally do the work himself. He needs two weeks, max. He’s willing to work through Christmas.”

Until the work was done, she reluctantly agreed to stay in Janie’s guest bedroom. As a career soldier, Kelsey valued tidiness, order, and getting a job done right the first time. She was used to the teamwork and camaraderie of the military while still carving out her own path of independence. While Kelsey adored her niece and nephew, she knew going from a single, quiet existence to a boisterous household might be a tough pill to swallow, even for her.

Which was why she planned to stop off at the farmhouse first to light a fire under this master electrician’s feet.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dan

[image: ]




Frankly, after Daniel Anderson read the inspector’s write up, he knew he was in for a hell of a job. Dan felt sick to his stomach after examining the alterations to the Eldridge Farmhouse. Not because the wiring was all wrong—he was right to fire the subcontractor. No, Dan’s stomach turned because Janie’s client gutted the interior and designed a New York City “open-concept” condo inside a hundred-year-old Virginia farmhouse.

Only a madman would design something so idiotic. 

Nestled within tall pine trees on a twenty-acre parcel of land, which was the last remaining part of the Eldridge farmland, the farmhouse’s vintage exterior conjured feelings of home, hearth, and warmth. Even in the cold December air, the sharp scent of pine tickled the scenes.

If it were up to him, he’d restore the farmhouse to its former glory; not turn it into a chrome and granite showroom. He wasn’t against technology or modern appliances, but it felt austere to him. He liked a little bit of messiness; of a home lived in.
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