
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  



    
      A Flashy & Frosty Christmas

      Charity Anthology Benefiting Cancer Research Institute

    

    




      
        All Contributing Authors

        Tricia Andersen

        Nina Valdez

        Miranda Lynn

        Misty Harvey

        Tracy Broemmer

        Linda Greene

        Sophie Wootton

        Carol Gyzander

        Cindy Webb

        Shellie Brown

        Teel James Glenn

        Mai Jagyar

        Maria Vickers

        Timothy Lee

        Ellie Mack

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Published by L. McAtee Marketing, USA

        © 2018

      

      

      All rights reserved.

      Names, characters, and incidents depicted in this book are the product of the authors’ imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical, including but not limited to printing, file sharing, email, information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the authors, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover design: Shannon Nemecheck, Nemo Designs

      Formatting: Maria Vickers

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Introduction

        

      

      
        
          1. It Will Be A Happy Christmas by Tricia Andersen

        

        
          2. A Black Irish Christmas by Tricia Andersen

        

      

      
        About Tricia Andersen

      

      
        Other Books by Tricia Andersen:

      

      
        
          3. A Blue Christmas by Nina Valdez

        

        
          4. I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus by Nina Valdez

        

      

      
        About Nina Valdez

      

      
        
          5. Christmas At Home by Miranda Lynn

        

      

      
        About Miranda Lynn

      

      
        Other Books by Miranda Lynn

      

      
        
          6. Dust Covered Christmas by Misty Harvey

        

      

      
        About Misty Harvey

      

      
        
          7. 4 Carat Christmas by Ellie Mack

        

        
          8. Not Like Last Christmas by Ellie Mack

        

        
          9. All That Glitters by Ellie Mack

        

        
          10. Rudolph The Red by Ellie Mack

        

      

      
        About Ellie Mack

      

      
        Other Books by Ellie Mack:

      

      
        
          11. Mistletoe by Tracy Broemmer

        

      

      
        About Tracy Broemmer

      

      
        
          12. Kerian Christmas by Linda Greene

        

      

      
        About Linda Greene

      

      
        
          13. Baby, It’s Warm Inside by Sophie Wootton

        

      

      
        About Sophie Wootton

      

      
        
          14. Under The Mistletoe by Carol Gyzander

        

      

      
        About Carol Gyzander

      

      
        Other Books by Carol Gyzander

      

      
        
          15. Mall-Knapped by Cindy Webb

        

      

      
        About Cindy Webb

      

      
        
          16. Feliz Navidad by Shellie Brown

        

      

      
        About Shellie Brown

      

      
        
          17. The Reindeer Game by Teel James Glenn

        

      

      
        About Teel James Glenn

      

      
        Other Books By Teel James Glenn

      

      
        
          18. God With Us by Mai Jagyar

        

      

      
        About Mai Jagyar

      

      
        
          19. Turned Around by Maria Vickers

        

        
          20. Snowstorm Surprise by Maria Vickers

        

        
          21. Did You Know? by Maria Vickers

        

        
          22. Christmas Wish by Maria Vickers

        

      

      
        About Maria Vickers

      

      
        Other Books by Maria Vickers

      

      
        
          23. The Assassin’s Guild by Timothy Lee

        

      

      
        
          About Timothy Lee

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to thousands of men, women, and children who are dealing with or have dealt with the varied forms of cancer and the families who support them.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        OUR DEEPEST GRATITUDE

      

      

      

      Writing is a solitary act, but it wouldn’t be possible without a huge support system. All of the authors who have contributed to this project are part of my support system and I hope I am part of theirs. We help each other! Thank you to each author that collaborated on this project!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

          By Ellie Mack

        

      

    

    
      In November 2017, I had a genius idea! It had been a while since I had utilized flash fiction for getting back on track for my writing. After going through cancer treatment, it was difficult to focus on much of anything, much less writing.

      My lightbulb moment; I thought, what if I invited some of my friends to take part in a flash fiction-a-thon?

      This is the culmination of that idea. Several authors who have contributed their time and work for the cause of charity. All proceeds for this combined effort will go to the Cancer Research Institute.

      My theme was Christmas and holiday songs. Each of the authors selected a song as their prompt to write a one thousand word flash fiction short. The authors write in different genres including Christian, paranormal, romance, YA, steampunk, and others.

      Our hope is that you enjoy these stories as much as we enjoyed creating them, and hope this adds to your holiday joy! - Ellie

      .
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      The frozen snow crunched under Micah’s boots as he stormed across the camp towards his cabin. He watched as his youngest brother, Abraham, jogged toward his own home. Winter arrived long ago in Northern Minnesota, blanketing the forest surrounding the ancient summer camp they’d made their home in with thick white powder. Deep down, he wished the cold, cleansing snow would cover up the evil surrounding the Hallows as well.

      A simple trip for supplies to suffice all the Hallow mates for when the seven brothers changed into terrifying werewolves–as they did every full moon–turned into an unofficial investigation into the latest string of suspicious murders in Duluth. Seven of them could be easily associated with the club the vampires had taken control of–the very club that the brothers had frequented…before Rock and Cort, the leaders of the Bloodsuckers, bought into it and killed the owner.

      Based on the gore left at the first two murders, it was easy to tell that Rock and Cort must have done them. The other five were more human in nature.

      It was as Micah had feared. The vampires had turned the humans they’d brainwashed against each other. Life outside the forest was no longer safe. That didn’t sit well with the expectant father of triplets.

      He took the steps to the porch two at a time. Doing so was stupid, he knew that. With the snow and ice, he was certain to break his neck, but he wanted to be in his home with his arms wrapped tightly around his wife and mate, Eve. That was…if she wasn’t on her laptop. As the resident hacker of the Hallow family, it seemed as if she spent every waking moment in front of the computer trying to find an end to the war that was brewing. This wasn’t the way they wanted to raise their children.

      Micah stopped dead in his tracks as he stepped inside the cabin. Instead of finding the living room dark and empty, there was a fire blazing in the fireplace. Every lamp in the place was shining brightly. Strings of colored lights draped along the crease where the wall met the ceiling.

      The most beautiful sight of all was Eve dressed in a pair of flannel pajama pants and a T-shirt as she decorated the large fir tree now standing in the middle of the room. By the size of it, he hoped that one of his brothers had brought it in for her. There was no way she could handle a tree that size with the baby bump she now had.

      John Lennon’s voice crooned Happy Xmas from the Bluetooth speaker resting on the mantle. The song was ironic compared to the world he left behind.

      He gently closed the door behind him. “What’s all this?”

      Eve spun around to face him with a smile that turned his knees to jelly. “Joe was getting a Christmas tree for him and Sarah and asked if we wanted one too. With everything going on with the vamps, mermaids, and lord knows what other magical creatures out there gunning for us in order to get Momma’s amulet, Sarah wanted a little Christmas cheer. Caleb got one for him and Meg and baby Ruby. Sam and Henry wrangled a big, full one for them and Delilah. And Abe is in for a surprise because Kai has no idea how to decorate for Christmas. Momma showed us where all the spare decorations were stored. For it being just her, Poppa, and you boys before all of us mates showed up, that lady has a lot of decorations.”

      Micah chuckled. “So while Abe and I went for supplies, you all turned our camp into the North Pole?”

      Eve laughed. “Pretty much.” She suddenly frowned. “You were gone a long time. What happened?”

      Micah kicked off his boots then slipped his heavy winter coat from his body. He crossed the room and hugged her tightly. “Nothing we need to discuss now. Let’s just enjoy this. You, me, and our little ones having our first Christmas as a family.”

      Eve caught his lips with hers in a long, sweet kiss. As they broke it, she grinned at him. “I’m too short to put the star on top. Can you do the honors?”

      Micah kissed the tip of her nose tenderly. “How about we do it together?”

      “How do you propose we do that?”

      He let go long enough to reach into the old, dusty cardboard box and pull out the glittery gold star. He held one point and offered her another. She shook her head with a laugh as she took it. Eve lifted herself on her tiptoes as together they stretched the star toward the peak of the tree.

      Micah wrapped an arm tight around her to keep her steady, his hand splayed over her rounded belly. At least two of the three babes that were tucked safely in her womb kicked him in response. He sighed the happiest sigh he could as he secured the star on the top branch.

      Eve gazed into his eyes, her own blue ones brilliant. “Are you okay?”

      “I couldn’t be happier. This? This is perfect. I never want this to end.”

      “Me neither.”

      He caught sight of the mistletoe hanging overhead as their lips met again. Yes, the world they left behind was chaos. At some point, they would have to face it and find a way to end it.

      But now? Right now, it was just him and his mate. And it was the most perfect Christmas he could ever imagine.
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      The wind howled outside the little hovel. It had since they got there. Abbey hugged herself tightly as she crossed the living area towards the roaring fire. She made a wide berth around the tiny tree sitting on the long wood crate that served as a coffee table.

      Boris had literally dragged the poor conifer through the snow by its pointed top into the cabin. He shook it free of the wayward snowflakes, built a base for it, and perched it on the crate. He smiled at her many times in hopes he would encourage her to help him decorate it as he draped a string of lights on it then hung the red glass balls.

      It was sweet of him to try to make her feel at home. But this wasn’t Minnesota. It was Siberia. It wasn’t her home. It was a shack in the middle of nowhere. She wasn’t surrounded by her children and family. She was living with a handful of Russians and her husband, who was ordered by the CIA to kill her and retrieve the microchip holding the plans to the bioweapon Snowfall. The microchip had been surgically embedded in her head. And, the last they knew, it was still there.

      This was the last place they could hide from those trying to find her for the bounty on her head. She heard Sloan talking to the others. The price for Snowfall tripled. She felt her life ticking away. Soon it would be over.

      She turned as the heavy wood door that kept the occupants safe from the subzero temperatures creaked open. A large figure dressed in black shuffled in and slammed it shut behind him. He nudged the hood away from his head before pulling the thermal face-mask free.

      Abbey watched as Sloan peeled each layer of clothing free from his body and hung it up. He cocked a grin at her. “Room at that fire for two, Luv?”

      She shrugged as she took a step to the side. “Help yourself.”

      He crossed the cabin to the fireplace and tugged her into his arms. Despite the thick clothing he wore outside, his skin felt like ice.

      He kissed her softly. “Merry Christmas.”

      She huffed. “Christmas isn’t until tomorrow.”

      “Then Merry Christmas Eve.”

      “Does it matter?”

      Sloan frowned. “Why wouldn’t it?”

      “We’re not home with our children. They are terrified out of their minds having Christmas without their parents. We’re hiding from bounty hunters out to kill me. It’s just a matter of time before they find us.”

      “Enough of that talk,” Sloan chided. “Your Da and Ma are spoiling them senseless. Yes, they’re scared and they miss us, but they will be all right. And we are going to get Snowfall out of you. I swear to you, next Christmas we will be home with them.”

      “Sloan, it’s imposs—”

      His ice blue glare cut off her words. “Non-negotiable.”

      She couldn’t bite back the sigh that escaped her lips. “Where did you go?”

      His grin grew bigger. “I met with an associate in the village.”

      “The village is a hundred miles away.”

      “That’s what took so long, lass.”

      “What information did you get?”

      “This.” He let her go long enough to reach in his back pocket and pull out a long thin box. Abbey didn’t have to wonder where it came from. She recognized it instantly. He’d brought many of them home to her for holidays, birthdays, or just because, handing them over as he told her, he was crazy about her.

      “Sloan,” she murmured in protest.

      “I should make you wait until tomorrow. As you said, it’s not Christmas yet.”

      “You shouldn’t have. We are running for our lives.”

      “And that means we can’t celebrate?” He pulled out of her arms and set the box in her hands. “Open it.”

      She shot a glance at him then pried the lid of the box off. Inside, nestled deep in a bed of royal blue velvet, was a sapphire bracelet set in silver.

      Abbey gasped. “How did you get this? It’s beautiful.”

      “I’m not just a billionaire. I am one of the world’s greatest spies and mercenaries. I have my ways.”

      She felt her face grow hot. It wasn’t from the fire. “I didn’t get you anything.”

      “Yes, you did.” He pulled her close again. “You. You are my present. You’re here with me, alive and breathing.”

      He nuzzled his lips against the curve of her neck. He slid his hands under her thick sweater until his fingers were wrapped around her rib cage. She trembled at his touch. He growled to her. “I want to unwrap my present.”

      “Boris and the others will be back soon, and we share a room with them.”

      He nipped at her earlobe. “Boris and the fellas are spending Christmas Eve in the village at the tavern. They’ll be back with our Christmas dinner around noon tomorrow. So, may I, Luv?”

      Abbey couldn’t find her voice. All she could do was nod. Sloan parted her lips with a deep, sweet kiss. It may not be the Christmas she wanted, but it would be one she would never forget.
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      "Noel? Is that really your name? Oh my gosh! That’s so festive!"

      Yeah, yeah, yeah. My name is Christmassy. I know. I don’t want to be a Scrooge, and yet, it seems like beginning on December 1st, I start getting triggered like crazy.

      I smile at the cashier, but I’m sure it looked more like a grimace because she kind of turned red and whispered, “Sorry.”

      Red. I picked up my bag of every blue glittery ornament I could find. It was a bit of a splurge, however, cobalt blue is my favorite color, glitter just makes me happy, aaaannd I may or may not have had a bit of a breakdown last night. All of our red decorations stashed in my parents' attic that I had collected so carefully fifteen…fourteen...up to ten years ago, mysteriously got broken.

      I realized I was smiling sadly standing in the snow, freezing my butt off! I chuckled and threw my bag over into the passenger seat so I could scramble into my little Toyota pickup and get that heater cranking.

      Here’s the deal. I have been imagining the perfect man for me since I was two. Yes, two. Also, I am a touch love language, so not having a significant other has been literally excruciating throughout my life. So naturally, I have been looking forward to and saving little trinkets, etc. here and there for when I got married.

      When I finally got together with my ex eleven years ago, I could have sworn he was the one. He was literally ninety-eight percent perfect on paper. He didn’t have tattoos, and he wasn’t in the same industry as me. Those were the only things that were off. Or so I thought.

      Did I mention that I’m a model and actress? Plus-size model. I guess I have to specify.

      *Insert eye-roll here.* Most people still look me up and down like, “Yea, Okay...” But I know who I am.

      So anyway, I was like, Dang! Ninety-eight percent is probably the best I’m going to find, right?

      Our first date was on December third. My life literally went straight from heaven to hell in the hour that followed. We stayed together until December first three years later. Thank God though. I could finally breathe without being contradicted and sleep without bad things happening.

      I snapped out of my reverie only to realize I was idling in my driveway with no idea how I had gotten there. That wasn’t good. I mean, the store is less than a mile away, but geez!

      I have got to get my life together!

      I grabbed my bag and picked my way around the slippery bits of the walkway to my camper. One day it would be a legit tiny house, but for now, my little pink and white 1954 Arrow was home. I shivered as I climbed in the door. Thank God it was still cozy and warm with the last embers glowing in the mini wood chip stove I put in last summer. I tossed a few more pinecones in it and pushed them around a bit until they lit up nicely.

      Ooh! The teakettle was still nice and hot on top. Tonight my soul needed a good cup of hot cocoa. And a movie…something hopeful. You know how people say they are “hopeless romantics”? Well, despite all my baggage and trigger-happy anxiety issues, I prefer to call myself a hopeful romantic.

      There is this thing in the Bible where Paul is talking, and he calls himself a “Prisoner of Hope...” There could be no better description of me.

      I crank the carols up on the radio while I slather every bit of the less than 100 square feet of my home in twinkling lights and blue glittery things. When everything was finally swagged to my satisfaction, I opened my little kitchenette cabinet to grab the cocoa mix and a mug and...I was out.

      Y’all don’t understand. I know you are thinking, just have tea, or a nice decaf latte, Chai, or something because in the sliver that is my kitchenette, at least half my cabinet space is indeed taken up with every kind of drink mix. Hot drinks may or may not be my drug of choice. But no. I NEEDED that hot cocoa. On a night like tonight, with a cheesy movie and the lights twinkling off of every shimmery piece of Christmas cheer in my cozy little world, after a day like today, and a month like this month, I needed my chocolate!

      So, I was off to face that cashier again with my face burning this time. And as I was rounding the corner to the coffee/tea/hot chocolate aisle Blue Christmas came on the store radio and, “Ooof,” I ran straight into a slightly less than solid brick wall. I looked up into the biggest gray-blue eyes I have ever seen, set off by the dark blue dye job on his mess of curly hair. The wall steadied me, gently gripping my arms, and to my surprise, I found myself gripping his rugged ink enhanced forearms. I was sure all those blue snowflakes that they were talking about on the radio melted when he didn’t let go.

      It’s been a couple of years now, and he still hasn’t let go. Decembers have not been the same since that night.

      Did I mention that blue is my favorite color?
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      Dear Diary:

      

      December 2nd

      My mom tears up every time this new guy kisses her forehead. I mean, he’s not really new I guess. They have been married for three years now. She says we should be thankful for love when we find it ‘cause so many people just survive without it day in and day out their whole lives.

      I don’t really know what she’s talking about, and I kinda think they’re gross. He left for part of his tour today. Thank God!
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        * * *

      

      Dear Diary:

      December 12th

      My mom is making me take karate! She gets to do modeling and acting and dance and singing! She says she does it because she loves it, and God uses her to show people that they are beautiful just the way they are, and that they should be able to do whatever God calls them to do in life no matter their shape, size, color, or ability.

      What if I’m called to dance? Whatever that means. I guess I’ll never know because I have to take dumb karate.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Diary:

      December 13th

      I hate karate! I just want to take dance! I hate it but Mom says I have to learn how to defend myself. She says that God takes care of us, but she says sometimes God expects us to fight too. She said God saved us when I was a baby but she had to fight a monster to get away! That’s so crazy! I wish I could remember that!
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        * * *

      

      Dear Diary:

      December 18th

      I never had a dad before. Not really.

      I mean, my Paw-Paw is kinda my dad because we lived with him my whole life ‘til my mom married Justin. Ugh, he has really weird dreadlock hair! And tattoos all over, and I’m not allowed to listen to all of his music, but I wouldn’t want to anyway! What I have heard is HORRIBLE!

      I only like Vae Vae Valdez right now. And Justin is not even close. At least he’s gone kind of a lot on tour. Then me and mom usually go hang out with Paw-Paw and Ne-Ne and it’s all back how it’s supposed to be. But Mom looks so happy when he calls. She usually can’t answer the phone or has problems breathing when she does have to talk on the phone, but for some reason she gets really calm when she hears his voice.

      When he finally comes back, he always kisses her forehead and hugs her for a long time with his chin sitting on top of her head. Then he looks over at me and says, “Hey, sis. Did you take care of your mom for me while I was gone?” Um, duh!

      That’s what I’ve been doing all of my life.

      I have a big sister now though, so that’s kinda cool. She’s in college. She’s so awesome! When she comes home, she always takes me to the mall and drives me in her Richie car! She’s really nice. She never really had a mom, so I guess we are kinda the same.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Diary:

      December 20th

      Ellie (that’s my sister) came to stay with us tonight. She’s on break from college. I’m on break too! Hopefully, she will take me to the mall. I can’t wait to have Christmas with her, even if her dad has to be there too.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Diary:

      December 24th

      OMG! You are not going to believe what just happened! I set my alarm on my iPod to go off exactly at 3:37 A.M. because that’s when Santa was supposed to be here. We checked NORAD. I tried to see if his sleigh was out there, but Justin’s big dumb tour bus was blocking the view out my loft window. He wasn’t even supposed to get here until tomorrow!

      I heard someone in the living room so I thought maybe Santa was already inside. Me, mom, and Ellie made like five different kinds of cookies and put some of each out for him with chocolate almond milk. I hope he is ok with that because we don’t drink regular milk. Anyway, I peeked down the stairs and mom was whispering to Santa! I knew it was him ‘cause of the giant bag he had over his shoulder. And the hat of course. Then–and this is crazy because my mom freaks out when strangers even come to the door–but she kissed him!

      Just then, Ellie grabbed me and made me go back to bed. She said if I got caught, then Santa would have to take back all the presents. I told her what I saw, and she just rolled her eyes and told me to go back to sleep!

      How can I sleep with what just happened?

      I peaked back down a little later, and Mom and Dad . . . I mean Justin, were snuggling on the couch, and they built a fire so I guess Santa left already. He kissed her head, and she laid it on his shoulder. Whew!

      I guess she was just sleepy and kissed Santa by mistake.

      I got back into bed because all of the sneaking around and worrying, got me really tired. I’m not going to tell on Mom. I hate to say this, but I kind of want Justin to stay. He helps my mom, and she doesn’t have to be so strong all the time. Maybe he’s a really weird looking angel?
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        * * *

      

      Dear Diary:

      December 25th

      This morning I woke up to the smell of quiche and the pancake sausage corn dogs I like. Mom and Dad were working together in the kitchen when I peeked down. They were being gross again and hugging and making out. EW!

      I jumped on Ellie’s bed ‘til she got up, and we went down and tore into our presents. Ellie got mostly gift cards in her stocking, but my dad got me Vae Vae Valdez tickets! And since he’s a rock star, he can take me backstage to meet her! At least he gives really good presents.

      OMG . . . Maybe he is Santa!
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        * * *

      

      Dear Diary:

      December 26th

      I asked my dad if he was Santa, he said maybe. Ellie told him what I saw and I started crying. I was really worried that he was going to leave my mom. He picked me up and hugged me. He said it was okay, that I didn’t need to cry because he was never going to leave.
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        * * *

      

      Hey, Destiny’s Diary:

      I swear I only accidentally read this page because I came in to check on you and you had fallen asleep at your desk writing. I want you to know that I love you and your sister so much. I can’t confirm or deny the existence of Santa Claus, or whether or not I am him, but I can say that your mom’s hand on my heart is the only thing that has helped me sleep through the terror at night. When I prayed to God about a soul mate, she is the balm that He sent to heal my broken soul. I know you think we’re gross, but I pray that one day you and your sister have someone whose kiss will make you cry, and then that someone will kiss away all your tears.

      What I’m trying to say is, I would forgive her, even if she accidentally kissed Santa Claus.

      -Love, Dad
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      The off-key sound of four young cubs voices ringing together echoed through the house, each throwing their own spin on a classic Christmas song while their mothers warmed the kitchen with baking.

      “Why are we all such a misfit?

      I am not just a nitwit!

      I'm an adorable Fox…panther…lynx

      Why don't we fit in?”

      “That caterwauling has to stop,” Sterling grumbled.

      Rea headed Sterling off as he marched toward the living room. “Let them enjoy themselves. I remember growing up, and this time of year is the only happy times I remember. I know their life isn’t like mine was, but these classics bring a sense of joy and happiness. Let them be kids.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and silenced his response with a searing kiss.

      “Alright. For now, I’ll leave them. What are you two up to?”

      “We’re making Christmas cookies, want to help?” Reana grabbed a potholder and took out the cookie sheet from the oven, replacing it with another full of dough ready to bake.

      A cold breeze blasted them as the back door once again opened admitting more of the family. Jerome and Suzanne stomped their boots on the rug before removing them. Suzanne made the rounds hugging everyone. “Where are the cubs?”

      “In the living room watching Rudolph,” Casey replied, kissing Jerome’s cheek in greeting.

      “What is that horrible sound?” Mack cringed as he and Sterling came in the kitchen door.

      “The children are watching Christmas cartoons and singing with the songs,” Casey answered as she raised her cheek for a kiss.

      “They sound like they are dying.” Sterling grimaced.

      “Oh give them a break; they are enjoying the classic fun of Christmas shows. Frosty, The Grinch, and currently, Rudolph.” Reana laughed.

      “Oh for heaven’s sake, we need to introduce them to the real classics…like Die Hard. Now that’s a Christmas movie for the ages.” Mack laughed as he avoided the smack of Casey’s hand.

      The singing increased in the living room, the out of tune voices welcome.

      “Again? That’s the fourth time today!” Suzanne chuckled, moving into the living room. “Who has sugars for Meme?” Squeals answered her question.

      Jerome smiled as he followed his nose to the finished cookies cooling on the counter. Casey smacked his hand away as he grabbed for one. “They haven’t been iced yet, Da. You’ll have to wait.”

      “An Alpha never has to wait,” he harrumphed and grabbed for one again.

      “If that Alpha wants to eat at all, he will.” Casey smacked his hand again.

      Mack leaned against the counter enjoying the happiness that filled his heart. His mate, his cubs, his parents, and the rest of those he called family were all gathered for the holidays, enjoying some much-needed downtime. They had gathered at Sterling’s house this year, but Mack planned to have them all come down next year to experience Christmas on a different continent. For now, though, he would soak up all he could because he knew tomorrow could bring more troubles and dangers. Being shifters, as they were, there would always be fighting one enemy or another.

      “What’s running through that head of yours, son?” Jerome handed off a confiscated cookie.

      “Just trying to enjoy the day, Da. The quiet before the storm you could say.” Mack bit into the gooey chocolate chip cookie his father had handed him.

      “As you should. We can’t predict what tomorrow brings, we can only enjoy the joy we find today.”

      “Here here,” Sterling agreed, handing glasses of eggnog to everyone. “I agree with Jerome, let us enjoy the happiness we have today with each other and let it strengthen us for what may come in the future. Cheers and Merry Christmas, everyone.”

      Everyone clinked glasses as the cubs ran in hugging their parents and grandparents and stealing a cookie or two from the counter. Jerome and Suzanne gazed on as their son and their closest friend enjoyed the happiness the Fates had provided them and prayed that more of their pack would soon find theirs.
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      “What are you doing now, Mr. Holland?” Exasperation filled Ashley’s voice as she held groceries in her arm. Her ornery neighbor stood in her yard with the head of a decoration in his hand.

      “Rudolph,” Olivia called in horror as she stood there.

      Mr. Holland looked at the mangled reindeer in his hand. He scoffed and tossed it down next to the carcasses of other decorations. “I warned you. Stop putting up your stupid decorations.” With those words, he left.

      “Come on, Olivia. Let’s get you inside. I’ll make some hot cocoa while I put away groceries.” Ashley put her hand on Olivia’s head as she ushered her into the house.

      After getting Olivia settled down in front of the television, Ashley headed outside with large garbage bags. This wasn’t the first time that he’d torn up their decorations.

      Ashley bent down picking up remnants of destroyed Christmas decorations. “Grinchy neighbor,” she muttered under her breath as she shoved piece after piece into the garbage bag.

      “Mom, do we have chocolate chips?” Olivia called.

      “We might, why?” Ashley walked toward the house. She stepped inside with her daughter.

      “I want to make cookies.” Olivia bounced back into the kitchen.

      “Um…okay.” Ashley stripped out of her winter gear only to step into the kitchen that looked like its own version of a winter wonderland. Flour dusted everything.

      “I’m sorry. I made a mess.” Olivia apologized as she climbed back up onto the barstool.

      “It’s fine,” Ashley spoke. “Next time, though, wait for me to help.” She sighed as she moved to the fridge. In the door sat a partial bag of chocolate chips. She grabbed it and headed over to help her daughter mix them.

      “Thank you.” Olivia poured the chocolate into the dough. She then added a container of sprinkles.

      “Whoa.” Ashley laughed, stopping her from adding another. She wrapped her hand around Olivia’s to help her stir the sugar filled treats. “Can I ask why we are making these delicious cookies?” She asked helping her daughter roll them into balls and put them on the cookie sheet. Ashley picked up the cookie sheet to put into the stove.

      “For Mr. Holland,” Olivia chimed in with a grin.

      Ashley stumbled, nearly sending the uncooked cookies to the ground. “And why would we be making Mr. Holland cookies after what he has done for us?”

      “Because he’s sad. That is why he keeps ruining our Christmas stuff.”

      “You think?” Ashley let out a soft sigh as she tucked the cookies into the oven.

      “They always make me feel better.” Olivia beamed at her mother. “I’ll make a special card to go with it.”

      Once they finished, the pair of them tucked the warm cookies into a lined tin. Ashley helped her tape the card to the top, and they walked over to give Mr. Holland his special cookies. She let Olivia knock on the door first, but nobody answered. Ashley followed it up with a harder knock. Still no answer.

      Ashley tried the handle, but it didn’t budge. “Mr. Holland!” She called. She slammed her shoulder into it. Images of the old man fallen and unable to get up floated through her head or even worse him lying there dead.

      As she went to slam into the door another time, hoping to dislodge the door. It swung open, spilling her onto the floor. The wind escaped her lungs as she laid there.

      “What are you doing here?” Mr. Holland sneered.

      “Whoa.” Olivia burst into the house. The special tin still clasped in her hands.

      “Don’t touch anything,” Mr. Holland snapped over his shoulder “Do you always burst into peoples’ homes? Didn’t your parents teach you any better?”

      “We thought something had happened to you,” Ashley spoke as she stood.

      “You hoped something happened to me.” Mr. Holland left her, heading for Olivia.

      Ashley’s eyes were huge as she stared at a house filled with what looked like a winter escapade. There was cotton snow on the floor, twinkle lights along the ceiling, and a Christmas village set up. That was where she found her daughter, bent over the miniatures.

      “Don’t touch,” Mr. Holland snapped, moving for an old rocker tucked in among the dust-covered things.

      “It’s beautiful,” Olivia said.

      Mr. Holland harrumphed as he went back to watching the television that was on silent. “You two can leave now. I’m clearly still alive.”

      “Why do you keep tearing up all our stuff when your house looks like this?” Ashley asked.

      “That is my wife’s. She was the Christmas nut,” Mr. Holland stated.

      “This is incredible. Where is she?” Ashley looked around, expecting to see the old woman.

      “That is none of your business,” Mr. Holland snapped.

      “We baked you these special cookies. Maybe you can share them with her.” Olivia took the tin over to the old man.

      “Why?” Mr. Holland hesitated before taking the tin.

      “To bring you Christmas cheer.” Olivia smiled at him, unafraid of the brash man.

      Mr. Holland set the tin in his lap. He opened the card, reading it. Tears filled his eyes before he lifted the lid of the tin. He watched Olivia and ate a cookie, and then offered them one.

      “My wife has been gone for years, and my children no longer come around,” he explained.

      “We are your family now.” Olivia smiled as she sat on the footstool. “We will celebrate together. Right, Mommy?” She looked at her mother.

      Ashley smiled, meeting Mr. Holland’s eyes. “Right.”

      “I don’t need no family. Haven’t had one in years,” he grumbled taking another bite of the cookie.

      “Everyone needs family at Christmas.” Olivia smiled. “We don’t have family either. Just us.”

      “Why don’t you have family?” Mr. Holland watched the girl.

      “My dad died too. Last year.” Olivia’s face fell.

      Mr. Holland glanced between the girls. “Now we have each other. I suppose.”

      “We do.” Olivia’s face lit up.

      “Family is what you make it, and now we are each other’s,” Ashley agreed with a smile.
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      Simone added the final ornament to her tree, then stepped back to admire her work.

      It was perfect!

      Staging houses around the holidays was her favorite. Her business was booming, and she had a tidy account as well as investments. She was the most in-demand stager in the entire metropolitan area, and as such, she set her rates.

      She moved to the kitchen, adjusting the red and gold blown glass bowl on the counter that she had acquired for super cheap at an estate auction. Auctions and estate sales were a great place to get stuff! She had several high-end collectibles and unique pieces in the old warehouse that she’d bought.

      Walking through the newly remodeled home, no one would ever know what a trash heap it had been when Cort bought it. If it had been her, she would have had it razed.

      He was due any minute. She hoped that this was the night he would pop the question.

      Cort McClain was the top selling real estate agent in the region. The Homes Channel was considering him for a series to begin in the spring of the following year. One of the executives suggested a married man would be considered more trustworthy than a single man. Simone took the opportunity to drop the hint for a 4-carat ring and a promising, financially smart match.

      He wasn't her only client by any means. She had contracts with the top four real estate offices in the area, working with over forty agents. She had dated a few of the men over the past three years of building her business when Cort caught her eye. Simone paid close attention to who were the top agents in any given office and used that information to zero in on the best candidate for her future Mister. She had even considered a couple individual homeowners as candidates, but they didn't cut the muster.

      A movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. She turned, seeing Cort's Mercedes in the drive. Warm fuzzies and a huge smile spread.

      Wait! Was that?

      She watched out the window as Cort leaned across to the passenger side, locking lips with a buxom brunette. "What the hell?"

      "Hey, Simone! The place looks great as usual."

      He gave the area a cursory glance. "That rug looks great!"

      "Who's the brunette?" Simone asked as she pursed her lips and folded her arms.

      "Is that a Chihuly? Where did you get this one? Man, I would love to have this."

      He seemed anxious to leave and ignored her question. He'd seen the bowl before.

      "Who's the brunette, Cort?" She didn't budge.

      He laid the paperwork out on the counter to sign. "She's an executive from the Homes Channel. We are negotiating a contract for my show. Pretty much a done deal! Isn't that great?" He clicked his pen to sign.

      "And sleeping with that whore is part of the contract?" Her jaw was stern.

      "No. Her name is Adrian and she's one of the executives. Not the CEO, but pretty far up there.”

      "Huh.” Simone glanced out the window at Adrian making a duck face in the mirror admiring her ruby red lipstick. "So, I guess this means we're through?"

      "Yeah, sorry. I wanted to break it to you gently. Guess I failed at that."

      Simone wasn't exactly the romantic type, but she sure as hell deserved better than this.

      It took every ounce of self-control not to bash him over the head with the Chihuly bowl. She waited as he signed the forms and her check.

      She wished she had never agreed to give him the friends and family discount rate. Which was a Cort only rate because she thought this holiday held a 4-carat promise for her, but she was obviously wrong.

      As she held the check in her hand and read it, she saw that it should have another zero behind the three that were there.

      "Next week, I'll have that house on Spruce ready to show. Think you can fit me in to stage that one?"

      That was it. She couldn’t stand it as he babbled on about his career and Adrian. “You like the Chihuly?”

      “Yes. Maybe I’ll buy it from you after the open house. Or maybe, you can give it to me for a present?” He tried to make a smolder, and it just pissed her off.

      “Sure! Merry Fucking Christmas!” She raised the heavy bowl and bashed him in the head with it as she spoke.

      He crumpled like a rag-doll onto the floor in front of her and lay motionless. She kicked him a couple times for good measure before bending to feel his pulse. Yeah, he was still alive. She went through the house trashing everything she could. Flinging the tree to the floor, throwing the towels on the floor, turning the faucets on, and stripping the bed before dumping the vase of lilies. She overturned the furniture in the living room, which surprisingly, didn't seem to take a lot of effort

      When she had worked out her frustrations, she checked on him again before taking his pen and adding the zero to her check.

      “The 4-carat ring would have been less expensive.” Just for good measure, she emptied the trash bin over him. The liquidy residuals from carry-out Chinese splattered on his chest. She walked out to the woman in the car.

      "Hi! Cort is going to be a little longer. He found some issues that need to be tidied up and a small leak in the bathroom. He said for you to just sit tight, he'd be out in about thirty minutes. Merry Christmas.” She forced a smile. "Oh, and make sure he uses protection. He tested positive last month."

      She sped off flipping them the bird.
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      "My ride's here. Have a good one!" Tony tossed over his shoulder as he hoisted his duffle, heading out the door.

      "Yeah, you too! See ya next year." Clint had one more final before he could head home for the holidays. He had his bags packed, all he had to do was a few tidying things before checking out of the dorm. Now he needed to focus on this last final.

      Biomedical studies was his most difficult class. The final on toxicology and bacterial pathogens had him stressed to the max. His entire future hinged on this test! Getting an A he meant keeping his scholarship. He desperately needed an A in this class because he already knew he was getting two Bs.

      Well, not all of his plans hung in the balance. He held his head in his hands, elbows propped on the desk, staring at the book, looking right through it. He had to focus on this final, not Kayla.

      Last Christmas played in his head. He gave her an engagement ring, but she gave the ring back the day after Christmas, breaking up. It was all for the best, he kept reasoning with himself. He had another year to finish his Bachelor's, then years for his Master’s, then a Doctorate and internship, practicum.

      Nope! He didn't have time for a relationship, and she had done him a solid!

      He didn't take the rejection well and ended up crashing his dad's truck, landing his drunken ass in jail.

      He never wanted to be in that place again. It was part of why his future hinged on the scholarship, because his savings went to pay lawyer fees, replace his dad's truck, and medical bills.

      "Focus!" He took a swig of his Coke, nervously flipping the pen against the paper. His eyes blurred. It was as if his brain refused to absorb any more information.

      "Fine!" He closed his book, stuffed it into his backpack, and headed out at a brisk pace. “Seriously, I have to have this scholarship or else it will take me twenty years to get through medical school. Please help me retain the information and pass this class with an A."

      THUMP

      He shook his head, confused about what had just happened. In front of him was a girl in tears, bent down, picking up scattered papers. She was mumbling something through her tears.

      "Excuse me, what?"

      "I said, why don't you watch where you’re going?” She continued with the papers. A gust of wind picked up a few, spreading them further out.

      Clint took a few steps, chasing after them, snatching one out of midair.

      "I'm very sorry. Here, let me help you." He handed her the pages and helped her up. She came barely to his shoulders. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, looking like she did it in a hurry. There was a purple and teal streak in her light auburn hair. When she glanced up, her beautiful green eyes were sad, and it tugged on his heart.

      "Where are you headed?"

      "Science Hall."

      "Me too. Look, I'm really sorry about running into you. It's not like me. I can help you get your report back in order if you like."

      "It's fine. Really. I know it wasn't on purpose. Just . . . emotions, you know? Finals are . . ." her voice trailed off, her lip quivering.

      "I'm Clint. I'm not normally this clumsy. Finals are a bitch this year." He swiped a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "Could I buy you a cup of coffee after this final?"

      "You don't have to. I'm sure you're anxious to get home."

      Not really. He had no one to share his holidays with and wasn't looking forward to staying at his parent's home now that he was twenty-three. "It’s fine. Nobody is waiting for me. Let me make it up to you with a drink at least."

      She adjusted her notebooks. "Tell you what. I'll meet you at the student center in two hours. I have to turn in this paper, drop my books, and check out of the dorm. That okay?"

      "Yes. See you there."

      Clint opened the door to the Science Hall for her. She went to the stairs to the left, his class was down the main corridor.

      The final seemed ridiculously easy, which had him worried that he had totally screwed up. Now for the worst of it, the waiting. He headed back across campus to the library to turn in his own books before meeting her. He hadn't even asked her name.

      "Way to go, Clint. She probably won't show."

      He wandered over towards the University Center at a slow pace. His head down, he kicked a few rocks on the way as he mentally beat himself up over how stupid he had been.

      "Wow! Way to show some enthusiasm. You know, if it's that much of a chore, then just forget it." She sat at the end booth just inside the door, her arms crossed before she harrumphed and reached for her bag to leave.

      "No! I mean, yes, I'm enthused! Look, I thought you ditched me. Can we start over?"

      She eased back into the seat, crossing her arms and offered a shrug.

      He went to the counter and ordered two large hot chocolates. With a half grin, he sidled up to her. "Hi. My name’s Clint. I thought you might like some chocolate as a reward for last day of finals."

      She blushed accepting the cocoa.

      Delaney was an interesting girl. They talked for a long time. So long in fact that the coffee shop was closing, and it was dark outside.

      "OMG! I totally lost track of the time. I have to run. Call me over the holidays, maybe we can get together." After pushing a small piece of paper across the table, she stood.

      She grabbed her bag and dashed out the door, turning at the last minute with a huge grin. "Merry Christmas!"
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      Putting the car in park, I called my best friend Stacey. “Well, I’m here. I don’t see his car, but this is the place he told me to meet him. I’m so excited. Do you really think he’s going to do it?”

      “Yes! It’s so romantic! I’ve heard it’s the best restaurant in town. Can you take a picture of it when you get it?”

      I turned the ignition off and checked my makeup.

      “Okay.” We squealed together before I ended the call.

      Dmitri and I had dated for a year, tonight marking our one-year anniversary. It was turning out just like one of our conversations when he’d asked me about things I thought were romantic. The holiday lights twinkled, the snow lightly falling, and the crisp chill in the air contributed to the romance. He couldn’t have made it more perfect if he’d had a movie set. We had talked about a romantic dinner, then a sleigh ride together in the lightly falling snow as he proposed. I glanced down the street and sure enough a white horse with an elegantly decorated sleigh with a man in top hat and long tails stood ready.

      I blinked several times to keep from crying. It was absolutely perfect. I had fallen madly in love with Dmitri after four months. He was charming, kind, and had a great sense of humor. I took a long slow breath as I walked carefully to the door in the newly fallen snow. Blowing out a steady stream of air as I entered, I glanced around but didn’t see him. Tonight he would make it official.

      The maître de escorted me to a corner booth that had a single red rose in a vase. I had arrived before Dmitri. I sat nervously scanning the crowd. The waiter brought my wine while I waited. Ten minutes later he arrived with another woman’s hand in his.

      “Sonya, I’d like you to meet my fiancée, Claire.”

      I stood and nervously extended my hand. His fiancée? He scooted into the booth, staying close to Claire, their fingers laced together. I couldn’t help but stare. Was this his idea of a joke?

      Claire was a lovely girl. Physically the opposite of me in every respect: blonde hair, blue eyes, fair skin, and a rail thin body. I couldn’t help but compare her to my own dark hair, brown eyes, olive skin, and curvy figure.

      Dmitri bragged to me that he had taken my idea of a perfect romantic evening to propose–to Claire. They had just returned from their carriage ride, and he wanted her to meet his work associate who had given him the idea.

      I wondered if she knew that the conversation came after a passionate night of lovemaking. Could you even call it that? Apparently, it was just sex to him.

      As she beamed and he chatted on, my mind went back over the past year to the date. I looked for any signal that I had missed, but didn’t see one. I was reeling, wanting to scream. At one point, Claire had thrown out that they had been dating for six months.

      Claire excused herself to the restroom, and Dmitri patted my hand and said, “Don’t worry babe, you’re still my little bit on the side.”

      I was devastated.

      After a few seconds, I gathered my wits.

      “No. I am nobody’s bit on the side. Thank you for clarifying things for me. Also, thank you for remembering the date, however, it’s in poor taste to ask me to meet you on our anniversary only to find out you’re a two-timing snake. Does Claire have any idea that her ‘darling’,” I put extra emphasis on it the way she had, “proposed to her the way your ‘work associate’ ” using my fingers to quote the phrase, “suggested after fucking your brains out?”

      I waited just a couple seconds. “NO? I didn’t think so.”

      I gathered my purse and scooted out of the booth. I turned around to face him.

      “Congratulations. Thanks for clearing my schedule for me. I certainly hope it doesn’t take Claire as long to see you’re a snake.” I took two steps then turned. “Oh, and don’t bother showing up Monday. You’re fired.”

      I heard Claire asking him what I meant by what I had said as I walked out into the snowy night. I managed to get to the car before the tears fell, and they flowed while driving straight to my apartment.

      I didn’t see that one coming.
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      It had been a long trudge through the snow, but Rudolph was determined. It wasn’t enough that the other reindeer laughed him out of the games just because he was a little different with his red nose, even the coach had laughed at him.

      He’d show them. Ever since he was a fawn, his father had taught him to be afraid of the abominable. He remembered cowering behind a snowdrift as the great lumbering beast snarled in passing. Now, he didn’t have a choice. The abominable had taken Clarice before he could claim her for his mate.

      Do or die, he would rescue Clarice.

      Herbie, an elf, and Cornelius, a gold miner, joined him on his trek to find the doe of his dreams. They had traveled many hours of the long night when they reached the mountains where the abominable’s cave glowed in the distance.

      Cornelius volunteered to scout the cave in the hopes that it held treasures of gold. He was more than willing to take down the abominable in his pursuits.

      Herbie and Rudolph stayed at camp, looking over the rise of a rock outcrop as Cornelius made the trek across the valley and climbed the base of Mt. Dreadful to the cave. When he had reached the cave entrance, he motioned towards them that he was going to investigate.

      Slowly, he crept forward, ducking behind a rock, slipping behind a stalactite, until he was no longer in their sight.

      All they could do now was sit and wait. Herbie opened his bag, taking out his dental tools. “I can’t wait to get away from Christmastown. Do you think southerners will accept an elf?”

      “I don’t know,” Rudolph answered. “We are isolated. I plan to take Clarice beyond the forest and make our way down the coast to make a life in the great black forest. Maybe you could try the village there.”

      “That would be a good start.” He tossed the dental pliers in the air, catching the handle on its descent while it flipped closed before he tucked it back in his bag. “We can only try, right?”

      A great roar came from inside the cave. They turned to look. Cornelius, mauled and bleeding, crawled towards the edge of the rock to make his descent. A trail of blood remained on the snow-white floor of the cave as he dragged himself toward the rope. He nearly made it.

      Rudolph and Herbie’s faces fell, becoming ashen white with the red of the cold stark on their cheeks.

      “Now what?” Herbie swallowed hard.

      Rudolph’s mind raced with scenarios, all ending badly. He walked toward their camp, head down. He’d known from the beginning this was a do or die mission. “Herbie, I can’t ask you to risk your life for my doe. Head toward the coast. If Clarice and I aren’t there by the full moon, good luck, and I hope you find your dream.”

      “Nonsense. You’re the only friend I have. I’m sticking with you, no matter what.” He tucked his tool bag over his shoulder and climbed on Rudolph’s back. “Let’s go.”

      They raced across the valley, slowing only when he reached the outcrops on the ascent of the mountain. Rudolph’s hind feet found their footing easily on the rocky terrain. Positioning himself on the final leap upward to an outcrop on the upper right of the cave, he could see within to what was going on.

      There were at least twenty abominables in there along with several reindeer, elves, and wolves. Rudolph closed his eyes, tuning into the rumbles within the cave. His mother had taught him how to listen to the other creatures’ languages.

      After a few minutes, his eyes flew open with horror. “They are going to destroy Christmastown! When they bite their victims, they become abominable like them. Look at Dougal.”

      Herbie spotted the reindeer that Rudolph pointed out. His eyes were black as coal, like bottomless pits. His fur was dull and matted. Dried blood on his throat and signs of decay around his mouth and eyes.

      “He looks like walking death,” Herbie spoke in quiet horror.

      “Exactly. They all do.” Rudolph spied Clarice. His heart sank. They could walk away now knowing that his mission was futile, or he could make a last stand to save his folks and the rest of Christmas town that had shunned and laughed him out of the games.

      His mother’s kind-heartedness pierced his conscious, and he couldn’t walk away.

      “Are you still with me? I don’t know if we can beat them, but if I don’t at least try, I would hate myself forever.”

      “What have I got to lose? At least I know we are doing something good.”

      “Okay, friend. We will wait until they exit the cave and pick them off one by one from the rear, taking out as many as we can. Let’s hope this works. When we get to Clarice, I can’t do it.”

      Herbie held onto his scalpel in his right hand, his left hand clutching the base of Rudolph’s antlers. “These have grown to be a magnificent rack Rudy, shame Clarice wasn’t able to see you now.”

      Rudolph nodded his head in a sad agreement.

      The horde of abominables began to exit the cave, leaping down from the entrance, some helping their turned army. Once they were all on solid footing on the valley floor, Rudolph and Herbie began their attack. Rudolph skewered the rear abominable with his antlers, easily tossing the massive beast over his head. Amazingly, for their size, they were rather light. When its body hit the ground, it shattered into a thousand pieces. Rudolph stared at it in surprise, and it finally registered in his brain that his antlers were a formidable weapon against abominables. Why didn’t his father or the others ever know this?

      With renewed hope, Rudolph attacked with fervor. One after another, the abominables fell until there were only three remaining. They were near his home.

      His mother darted in front of one of the abominables to escape. As it grabbed his mom, Rudolph ran forward screaming, “NOOOOOOOO!” His mom fell from the grasp of the beast as it shattered.

      He lay beside her crumpled body as she struggled to take her last breaths. His hot tears fell on her, his heart shattering just as the abominable had.

      Behind him, Herbie fought off the abominables, slashing at them with his scalpel. He was able to bring them down, but not before one of them got his leg. He dragged himself towards Rudy, hoping his friend would kill him before he became part of the undead horror.

      Rudolph rose, sniffling away the last of his tears just as something grabbed his leg. Looking down, Cornelius, or what was left of him, was biting his leg.

      At least he had tried.

      The history books recorded that the tragic Christmas slaughter was conducted by one crazed reindeer, Rudolph the Red.
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      Nic Collins hung her head and huffed out another irritated sigh. She hated Christmas lights. And right about now, she hated her house and the gutter and the light clips and the ladder she stood on. She also hated the neighbor who had called out a greeting to her—oh yeah, he’d sounded a little amused and a lot smug—and then she swallowed down a prickly, niggling little jolt of hatred for Hailey Gerritsen. The very same Hailey Gerritsen that the rest of the world loved.

      Okay, maybe not the whole world, but pretty much everyone in Nic’s world. And maybe hatred was a bit strong, but also pretty darn close at the moment. After all, it was Hailey’s fault that Nic was all but hanging from her gutter, stringing up the damned icicle lights that were at least a few years out of style.

      “Nic?”

      Damn. And let’s not forget the part about Scott Walton standing at the foot of her ladder, holding it steady for her. She almost jumped, because that last wave of frustration with Hailey had trumped everything else, making her forget that Scott was here. To help her.

      She rolled her eyes and groaned quietly as she lifted her chin.

      “Hmm?” She didn’t trust herself to speak.

      “You okay up there?”

      Why was Scott here? Well, yeah, he was helping her put up her Christmas stuff. Nic got that much. Hailey had probably sent him over, but Nic had told him she was fine. She didn’t need help. He could go. He hadn’t, though. He hadn’t left, and he was helping, and he’d offered at least seven times now to do this part, to climb the ladder and hang the lights.

      “Yep.”

      “You sure you don’t want me—?”

      Eight.

      She dropped her head back to hang between her shoulder blades. Her hands hurt from the cold.

      “I’m fine, Scott,” she mumbled.

      “Can I make a suggestion?”

      Nic flexed her fingers as she turned slowly on the ladder and shot him a look that said I’m all ears. But she bit her tongue when she met his cobalt blue gaze. How could one guy be that cute and nice?

      Scott Walton was dreamy. Nic had noticed that three years ago when he’d been new on the crew and Hailey had introduced him to Nic and the rest of the gang. He was tall and a little lanky, but not in a bad way. His long legs weren’t awkward so much as lean and sexy—not that Nic had ever looked. Much. He had wide shoulders and a tapered chest, and Nic had noticed his butt. What female on the planet wouldn’t notice Scott Walton’s butt?

      Best of all? He was nice. No false advertising in his friendly smile. He was mild-mannered, handled himself professionally, but he was fun too. Plus, he always had time to help anyone out, which Nic supposed was why he had shown up here earlier.

      She nodded slowly. As the producer on set, Nic was used to doling out orders and taking charge. The crew had been together for five years, and Nic rarely had to flex her bossy muscles, but she could and did now and then.

      Not with Scott, though. Nope.

      “Sure.” She arched her eyebrows and waited for him to suggest she get down and let him finish the lights for her. She wouldn’t. She’d thank him and go back to wondering why the damn lights weren’t working, and he’d go back to watching her, either until they were finished or until one of them froze.

      Doubtful. It was just cold enough to be miserable, but certainly not freezing.

      “C’mere.” He reached for her hand.

      Well. This was new. She squeezed her hand into a fist again before backing herself down the ladder, stopping on the first rung so that she stood almost eye to eye with him.

      “What if…” He took her hand, even though she’d just moved down to look at him. “We…scrapped these lights and went to get new ones.”

      They’d worked together for three years. They were work friends. Period. She blinked at her fingers encircled in his big warm hand. Warm? How was his hand warm?

      “New ones?” She cleared her throat and looked up to find those blue eyes searching her face intently. He nodded, but rather than speak, he stepped toward her, into the bushes where she’d had to wedge the ladder. His eyes never left her face, so Nic was careful not to shift her gaze, though she wondered what he was doing. Why was he getting so close?

      “New lights,” he repeated. When he squeezed her fingers, she nodded.

      New lights. Of course. Why hadn’t she thought of that?

      But he didn’t step back, didn’t look away. Instead, he leaned further into her. Nic caught her breath when she felt him touch her cheek with his free hand. He stroked his thumb over her lower lip and dropped his gaze there when she gasped in surprise again.

      He was—what the—oh—he was going to kiss her. Yep. He had that look. That intense stare that guys in the movies get just before they kiss the girl. Before Nic could process that, before she could react, Scott brushed his lips—warm and soft—over hers.

      Okay, proof that she wasn’t frozen yet, because her heart fluttered in her chest and throat, and a wave of warmth unfurled through her belly and fingertips. Still, in his hand, they throbbed, and Nic curled them around his.

      He made another pass, this one just as slow and soft, his lips covering hers. It had been a damned long time since she’d done this, but she couldn’t recall the feeling of wild horses dancing on her chest before.

      Her lips remembered their part, though. Suddenly, Nic realized she was kissing him back. Really kissing him. The lazy stroke of his tongue over hers was delicious and wicked. Nic’s body felt warm now.

      All too soon, he pulled away from her, but he held her eyes with his gaze.

      “What—?” She cleared her throat, but the word still came out like a croak. “What was—?”

      His smile was sweet, and the thought of those lips on hers just moments ago, made her ache in places she’d thought were long dead. She flicked her gaze up to watch him as he reached to pluck something from her hair.

      “You had…” He shrugged, and Nic’s eyes were drawn to his lips again. “Mistletoe…in your hair…”

      “Mistletoe?” she whispered, and her heart did a belly flop. She’d fallen for a moment, believed in the magic of the season. In reality, Scott had only kissed her because he was supposed to because of the mistletoe.

      “Let’s get new lights and start again tomorrow.”
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      “Come on, Cayden, it’s time for bed.”

      “Dad,” the little boy whined, “Papa’s call.”

      Tristan sighed before walking into the living room. His lover hadn’t been gone for more than two weeks, and already their son was trying to avoid bedtime for the video chats. “Sorry, buddy. I don’t think he will call tonight. He only called a few days ago, and he can’t just call when he wants.”

      Cayden pouted, looking at the empty corner of the room and then to his father. He went over, lifting his arms to be picked up. “Miss Papa.”

      “I miss him too.” Tristan lifted the little boy and settled him on his hip. “What if you go to sleep now, and tomorrow we go pick up the Christmas tree?”

      Cayden nodded, burying his face into Tristan’s shoulder. He didn’t want to admit how tired he really was, but he knew that it would cause trouble to act up more. “A big one.”

      The brunet chuckled, heading towards the bathroom to give Cayden his bath and get him ready for bed. It was the same fight every year on whether or not it would be a big tree or not. This year would be no exception, and he would have to try explaining the house wasn’t big enough. “We’ll see,” he compromised in hopes of getting Tristan to sleep.

      By the end of bath time, story time, and “one more glass of water,” Tristan was finally able to start heading downstairs. A sound in the kitchen stopped him, and he went back to his bedroom, grabbing the baseball bat. It had been the compromise that he'd made with Kerian; they would keep a baseball bat there instead of the handgun in case they heard something odd. Slowly, he made he way downstairs with the bat at the ready, sneaking up behind the person.

      “Going to batting practice?” a short blonde asked, turning to smile at him.

      “You have got to knock that off, Alyson,” Tristan said, putting the bat down and breathing out. “I didn’t know you were coming over. I could have hurt you.”

      She waved him away, finishing the coffee pot set-up and starting the brewing process. Alyson went into the fridge, looking for what they would be able to snack on while talking. “As if you would really be able to do it. I know you too well, and that’s why he wouldn’t push the other issue.”

      Tristan ran his fingers through his hair. “I can’t help it, Aly. Bad memories come from those things, and his job doesn’t make it any easier for me.”

      “He’s a weapons expert. It’s not like you have someone who doesn’t know what to do with one,” she pointed out as she took a package of pre-made cookie dough from the fridge and started making them. “You knew this when you two got together.”

      He nodded silently, remembering all too well his reaction and the consequences of finding out what Kieran did for a living. “Yeah.”

      Alyson sighed knowing that look all too well. “It worked out. You have a beautiful little boy upstairs, and an amazing man who will be coming home to you as soon as he can.”

      “I know. I just didn’t expect this so close to Christmas.”

      “Get used to it because with him, you never know when he’ll be called in,” Alyson replied. “So, when are you going to start the Christmas decorating?”

      “I promised Cayden that I would take him tomorrow to get the tree.” He pushed his hair back from his eyes and leaned back into the wall behind him. “I would much rather wait until he comes home, but Cay needs a distraction from him being gone.”

      Alison nodded. “If you want company, let me know. Brad and I plan on going up to that farm again this year.”

      Just as she put the cookies in the oven, her mobile phone rang. As Alyson answered it, Tristan checked his phone and sighed. She hung up grabbing her coat. “Hate to do this to you, but I need to run. Savannah’s being a mommy’s girl again.”

      Tristan walked her to the door, laughing. “She’s barely six months old. I’m surprised you didn’t bring her with you.”

      Alyson hugged him tightly. “I shall never surrender our coffee nights to anyone!” She grinned. “Take it easy, and I’ll call you tomorrow morning.”

      After making sure that she was okay and driving down the street, Tristan went back into the kitchen and set his laptop up on the counter. He poured a cup of coffee and checked the cookies before settling down to look through his email. When one popped up from his lover, Tristan frowned and opened it.

      “Hey, Lover. I know we were supposed to chat tonight, but something came up. I’m sorry about this because I know how much you use those chats to make sure I’m okay. Let’s try tomorrow night, same time. God knows people in this place owe me a favor, and I can use their time slot. Love you.”

      Tristin opened the attachment, and the opening strings of I’ll be home for Christmas came through. He watched the video, biting his lip as photos taken throughout their relationship played. It has always been a thing for them to send the song to each other since the first time Kieran left to train troops. “I love you too,” he whispered to the computer.

      Two weeks after he got the email, Tristan sat back in his office. Cayden had agreed to spend the night at Alyson and Brad’s so he could try to get some work done. All he wanted at that moment, though, was to talk to Kiernan. “Damn you for not calling me,” he muttered.

      “Would it have made a difference?” the soft voice asked from the doorway.

      Tristan turned quickly, seeing his lover and moved toward him even quicker. He stopped short, seeing the arm in a sling and swallowed hard. “You…”

      “Small accident at the range. No big deal. I’ll be back to normal in four to six weeks,” he teased. “No Christmas this year?”

      Tristan stepped up, kissing him hard, his fingers threading into the sandy blond strands of his lover’s hair. “Waiting on you. We tried but it’s not the same.”

      “Let’s get our son and then start preparing.” Kieran grinned, linking their fingers. “By the way, I’m home for good this time. Merry Christmas.”

      Tristan smiled became brighter. “Merry Christmas.”
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      A harsh, frigid wind tore through the building, ripping at the curtains. Its sharp fingers scratching at the windows, whistling triumphant nothings as ice filled air danced a fine line between gifting a pain filled battering to the tired grey little building, and offering a gentle teasing caress to the once lordly seat. On the outside walls, every shade of grey and green and brown bore delicate facades, lovingly carved by a previous owner whose new bride had desired to demonstrate the beauty of their home inside and out. She had brought warm fires, gentle laughter, and the smell of gorse heather into the heart of every guest that had flung open her door, until quite suddenly, she had been left alone. Her eyes filled with an aching sadness and a distant joy of memories once past.

      “...I really can't stay…”

      The radio crackled softly as it shook between stations.

      “The weather outside is some of the worst we’ve seen in many years…"

      “... (But baby it’s cold outside) ...”

      “-Terms and conditions apply, please see our company information for more details—"

      The firelight danced over the mahogany figurines on the sitting room table and cast soft shadowy silhouettes onto the wall as she fiddled carefully with the knobs on the radio.

      “...My mother will start to worry…My father will be pacing the floor…”

      The male shadow reached out a hand to his lady, swaying in the firelight.

      “…I wish I knew how…,” the woman danced away but was drawn back gently murmuring, “…to break this spell…”

      “… (mind if I move in closer?) …” the man sang softly, brushing her cheek with his hand.

      Penny touched her own cheek lightly, a long-lost smile gracing her lips. “...My sister will be suspicious-” She had pestered her for months.

      “... (gosh your lips look delicious) …” His had been so easy to kiss.

      “...My brother will be there at the door…” Her father had glared from behind him.

      “... (It’s up to your knees out there!) ...” It had been freezing, the coldest they’d ever had, feet upon feet of snow, just like today.

      “…You’ve really been grand…” He had been. Such a gentleman too, he walked her all the way home.

      “… (I thrill when you touch my hand) …” Her hands tingled as she stretched her hands out in front of her, rubbing the tips of her numb fingers with her thumbs as if searching for a long-lost feeling.

      “How can you do this to me?” Penny’s eyes were closed, but her heart was burning.” ... (think of my lifelong sorrow) …”

      Clear liquid leaked from the corner of her eyes, the cold from the window freezing them into glistening ice crystals upon her face. She laid her hand gently upon the cool window, watching for a car that would never come. Her eyes rested both on the road and how her breath fogged the pane, as her fingers absentmindedly drew swirling circles upon the glass, her forehead resting against the heavy worn frame.

      Breath in, fade. Breath out, fog. Breath in, fade. Breath out, fog.

      Breath in—

      The fire had burned low, until a dim, red light was the only thing illuminating the room. The candles had long since been blown out by a gentle puff of air. The cat had quieted and had curled up by the worn slippers of her owner, offering a silent guardian and a quiet vigil as dusk turned to night, and then became dawn.

      “...Penny, baby, it’s warm inside…"
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        The best art, I think you’ll find,

        Comes from the deepest parts of our mind,

        Where feelings are locked

        And emotions are cold

        And every word we print is sold

        From our very soul to yours

        Locked safe behind silvery doors.

      

        

      
        As red as blood our feelings

        True, are given over just for you,

        A stormy masterpiece weaved with pain

        With laughter

        Hope and those who reign

        Kings over your precious traded heart

        Queens guiding from the very start

        Have nothing on a laureate true,

        Who-ever lights the way for you.
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      I stamped my feet in the snow and eyeballed the decorations all around me as I waited outside my little sister’s school. Some of them, I remembered from when I myself had been a third-grader here, ten years ago—the wreath over the door, the red and green lights wrapped around the entrance. Snowflakes, the kind you make by folding a piece of paper and cutting bits out of it and then covering it, and everything nearby, with glitter.

      But the longer I waited, the more new things I noticed.

      A Star of David made of blue lights was mounted on a post in the courtyard. Looking inside I saw a menorah on the front desk in the office. Nice, not just Christmas decorations anymore.

      A multi-colored green, yellow, and orange banner with a line of candles painted on it, hung in the hall. Ah, Kwanzaa. Cool.

      No Krampus to punish the bad children the night before Christmas—perhaps that was just as well. How about Festivus? No?

      Oh well. Being away at college had enlarged my world—enough to likely put me on the naughty list. At least it was good to see the old narrow view of things had expanded a bit back home.

      When did they get out? Three o’clock, right? One semester in college had totally thrown my memories of grade school schedules out the window. I could stay up as late as I wanted now, and frequently did. It was just weird being home for the holiday.

      I’d slept in late that morning after helping Mom vacuum the house from last night’s family party. She’d been a bit annoyed that we had to hold it the Sunday night before Christmas because that was the only time that Aunt Marge could make it.

      I’d told her I thought it had been fine, and I couldn’t believe Dad had still come in a Santa Claus costume. She’d actually giggled. What the hell?

      Finally, the bell rang, and I stepped back with all the parents and nannies who were picking up the kids after school as a stream of children came running out the door. No Mary. Where was she?

      I waited a few minutes and was about to go and look for her, when I saw her trudging slowly down the hall, holding hands with another little girl whose red eyes showed she had clearly been crying.

      “Hey! Mary, over here!” I waved my arm over my head because she wasn’t even looking around to try and find me.

      My little sister hugged the other girl, who wiped her eyes and trudged off down the street with her shoulders down beside her nanny.

      “Hey, bug. How was your day? What’s with your friend?” I hugged Mary and got little response in return.

      “Fine. She’s sad.”

      Dang. That didn’t sound like a kid right before Christmas. “Why is she sad?” The two of us started walking down the street toward our house.

      “She said her parents are getting divorced. Her mom was doing the S – E – X thing with somebody that wasn’t her daddy.”

      “You…you know about sex?” Holy crap, when did they start sex ed in school? I couldn’t remember.

      Mary sniffled. “Yeah, we just had a lesson on it in health class. You’re not supposed to do it except with your partner or spouse. Not with other people.”

      Ah, so that was what they were telling kids now. “Well, I’m sorry for your friend. How was your day?”

      We had reached the corner house with the big holiday display that I always loved to see, but Mary didn’t even stop and look. She didn’t answer.

      “Hey, bug, you seem awfully upset too. Is something else wrong?”

      After a silence, I could barely hear the next words from her. “I saw Mommy.”

      Okay…

      “You saw Mommy what?”

      “I saw Mommy kissing Santa Claus last night under the mistletoe. After he came to the party and gave out all the presents, Mommy kissed him and Daddy wasn’t there. And that means they’re going to have to get divorced.”

      Oh, crap crap crap. She still believed in Santa Claus—didn’t she know that was Dad dressed up? What the hell did they tell me when I’d asked if Santa was real? I took a deep breath and spun her around to face me.

      “Oh, bug, it’s time you learned the truth. You know the whole thing about Santa traveling all around the world in one night, giving toys to all the good kids? That doesn’t make sense, does it? I mean, even with magic, how could he do that, right?”

      She sniffed. “I’ve been wondering about that. Even with reindeer.”

      “Exactly. See, there’s more to it than you’ve been thinking. Somebody needs to fill you in on the real truth. Do you think you’re ready for it?”

      She wiped her nose with the back of her hand and nodded.

      “Santa can’t do it all himself. We all have to help—those of us who believe in Christmas, at least. You know how the family gave each other presents last night? It wasn’t Christmas yet. We were just helping out with the spirit of Christmas. The same thing happens on Christmas Eve. All the moms and dads—even the sisters—who believe, help Santa by putting the presents out under the tree. It’s like there’s a little bit of Santa in all of us.”

      She thought about it for a few minutes. “What does this have to do with them getting divorced?”

      “Well, sometimes parents get so excited to help Santa that they even dress up in a Santa suit. And when daddies do that, mommies want to kiss them.”

      She turned it over in her mind. I could see the light bulb forming over her head—then she burst out laughing and yelled, “Eeeew!” And ran down the street toward our house, shrieking with laughter the whole way.

      I figured I deserved a spot on the nice list after all.
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      Christmas was over. The January retail slow down had hit. When I cashed my drawer at J.C. Penney, I was in a hurry to get to my youth meeting. I was twenty, but my favorite people were there. I made the long trek to the employee parking lot to my Chrysler Calais. When I took off, I heard breaking glass. Apparently, someone had place bottles in front of my tires.

      Later, I would figure out that ugly green car that had gone speeding off had left them for me. That same car tracked me onto I-55.

      The driver hollered out the window, "Hey lady, you have a flat tire." He wove in and out of traffic relentlessly until I pulled over.

      I am embarrassed to tell you this next part, but I got out despite my better judgment. This guy was unintimidating, even pitiful. His university sweatshirt and pants were baggy. His high top shoe-laces were not tied. He was homely, and huge black circles indicated he wasn’t getting much sleep.

      I checked my own tire in the dark. Seemed fine to me. There were no cell phones. I didn’t have a flashlight. The shoulder of the highway was dark. I argued that I couldn’t see anything wrong.

       He checked the pressure with a gauge and insisted on checking my trunk for a spare. He gave me a little push. I pushed back. Heels and all.

      I said, "Hey,” and told him I was in a hurry, and I would just pray. I told him that God would take care of me. He always had, and He would do it again. He offered to pray with me.

      We did. I went to get into my car.

      He insisted on airing my tire up, but he had made me miss the ramp to the gas station. Annoyed and needing to get this over with, I caved. I got into his car.

      He put in a Wayne Watson cassette and played Watercolour Ponies.

      When he headed down to an apartment entrance, a bad feeling swept over me. I knew I was in deep trouble. I clenched my knees together. Why did I wear a bubble mini-dress today?

       I figured out quickly that he parked too close to the nearby car for even my tiny frame to open the long heavy door. I panicked. I got mad. I tried and tried.

      My inner voice cried out to God! I turned to the man.

      He had a gun pointed at me. I threw my head between my knees like some kind of ostrich, putting my hands over the back of my head. My imagination produced images of brain splatter all over the car window.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      My heart pounded in my ears.

      I reasoned with God, "I thought you had good plans for me. I thought I was going to do great things for you. I thought I would go into ministry. But if this is it, I know I am safe with you." I know I heard the God of the universe shake me out of my tailspin.

      A still small voice said, "Cindy, guys do not pull girls off of the side of the road just to kill them."

      I answered in my head, "NOOOOOOOOOO! Not this way! It is not ending like that."

      At that point, I stepped through the iconic eye-of-the-needle.

      I asked God, what to do.

      He said, "Ask him why is he doing this."

      So through my tears, I asked.

      That was all it took.

      He began to talk to me. He told me he was going to commit suicide. He even set the gun down.

      He poured out his heart about how terrible his life had been. Story after terrible story of how he had lost family members in tragic accidents. Although I didn’t realize it at the time, I was counseling him.

      I would listen and tell him about my God who cared. I talked to him about how God was love, and how I wouldn’t want to go to hell because love must not exist there. In my head, I was standing on scriptures I had heard at a recent meeting. I was thinking about how a little old lady had subdued a burglar with nothing more than saying scripture out loud.

      To him, I was just willing to let him talk to someone. I kept praying under my breath. Throughout the conversation, he kept scooching further over onto my side of the car. I told him that there were angels in the backseat. I told him we were not alone.

       I offered to pray with him. He let me.

      Then he came too close. I put my hand on his chest and commanded him to get back on his side of the car. To my surprise and relief, it worked. He took his gun and threw it out of the window and into the nearby weeds, and then he offered to let me go.

      I had to promise that he could come to see me at my work. He even gave me his full name and made me promise not to call the authorities. I knew I had to. I also knew that I had to get free. I agreed.

      He took me to the gas station and sped away. I asked the gas station attendant if I could use his phone to call the police.

      "Why, lady? Did your boyfriend just dump you off? Did you have a fight?"

      "No. I was kidnapped, and I used the power of Jesus' name to get away."

      "You know what, I believe you.” He walked me to the phone.

      For the next couple of hours, I sat with the crime unit. I still couldn’t tell you the make and model of the car. Mine was covered in fingerprint ink. I honestly could not relay a good description of his face. In the darkness, I just saw a weary, worn, desperate young man.

      I had won his trust. He had given me his full name. It was strangely close to that of an author I had followed as a child. I gave that to the police. I arrived home around 2:30 am. I reveled in my relationship with Jesus. When I got under the covers, I sought out scripture to relate my experience to and found this:

      
        
        Psalm 18 New King James says:

        1) I will love thee, O LORD, my strength.

        2)The LORD is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer; my God, my strength, in whom I will trust; my buckler, and the horn of my salvation, and my high tower,

        3)I will call upon the LORD, who is worthy to be praised: so shall I be saved from mine enemies.

        4)The sorrows of death encompassed me, and the floods of ungodly men made me afraid.

        5)The sorrows of hell compassed me about: the snares of death prevented me .

        6)In my distress I called upon the LORD, and cried unto my God: he heard my voice out of his temple, and my cry came before him, even into his ears.
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      CINDY WEBB has a desire to inspire and entertain while exhorting others through life experiences. As a wife, mother, and lay-minister, and this comes naturally.

      Her life has been full of endeavors such as selling everything to go to Rhema Bible Training Center, pursuing an acting career, teaching cutting edge Bible studies, partaking in dynamic evangelistic endeavors and even pioneering a church. Her greatest accomplishments are not in the things that she does, but in being obedient to do what her Heavenly Father has called her to do.
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      Angie was looking forward to her session today with Mary, but she was also a little nervous. Angie never asked the counselor to hypnotize her before, and she was only doing this because she and George were finally beginning to connect again. She wanted to do something special, but she was so shy that she couldn't think of any other way to come up with the courage to give him the gift she wanted to give him.

      So today at her therapy session, she was going to be hypnotized and have the hypnotic suggestion planted that would only activate on Christmas Eve and only when she heard a certain song…a certain Christmas Carol. George's favorite, Feliz Navidad, which she never heard anywhere else except in her home. When she heard it, she would begin a slow sensual striptease for him.

      That was where the misadventure began. The session went fine, and she had almost forgotten about the hypnotic suggestion until they were wrapping presents on Christmas Eve for their son and ran out of tape. George asked her to run to the store quickly and grab another roll so that they could finish wrapping presents before their son got up in the morning.

      Angie walked into the store, the type of big-box store, which was the only place still open on Christmas Eve after 8 p.m. She started to wander back toward where the tape would be, close to the school and craft supplies, and then it happened. Feliz Navidad came on over the intercom, and she completely forgot why she was there.

      Angie started to dance, slowly, sensually, taking off her top. And she was in the process of unzipping her skirt when security caught up with her. They took her to the back, which snapped her out of her trance since she could no longer hear the music in the security office. Looking around bewildered, she tried to cover herself when she realized she wasn't wearing a shirt.

      The security guard handed her her top and asked if she would please put it back on. He then asked if there was someone they could call to pick her up since she didn't seem well.

      They called her husband George, who arrived within ten minutes. She had to explain to him what had happened. At first, he was shocked, but when she told what she had been trying to do for him, he just laughed and kissed her before asking if she had gotten the tape. When she said she didn't think so, they walked back hand in hand to buy some before driving home together.

      They finished wrapping Michael's presents and put on Feliz Navidad so that she could give him his present. What Angie didn't realize, was that officially Christmas Eve had ended at midnight. It was 12:32 a.m. when they were finally able to turn on Feliz Navidad, but it didn't matter anymore, she had all the courage she needed.

      Angie gave him a slow sensual striptease, which led to the best Christmas gift either of them had ever had, and a closeness that would last for all of the coming year.
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      Shellie Brown is the proud mom to two very spoiled feline furbabies Lily and Bast, A jewelry artist who loves to play with wire and gemstones to create one of a kind wearable art, and a writer who dabbles in various types of fiction and erotica. She enjoys baking, is an avid gamer, and is active in the pagan community. Shellie loves spending time with those close to her and being active in her community.
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      Cities near the arctic circle are usually quiet places even as the holidays approach, full of folks who’ve elected to leave the hustle and bustle of ‘down south’ cities, or who work for Old Nick in one of the satellite shops that make toys for the ‘big day’, which is now only a week away. Most people, elves, and wildlife go about their business peacefully. When they don’t, I get called; I’m a cop.

      My name’s Khristmas, Joe Khristmas.

      I was working the Serious Crimes Division out of Moosejaw when we got the call; grandma deceased, possible crime.

      My partner was Kenny Krampus.

      We piled into the police sled and headed off to the northern-most suburb of the town to a little trailer park near the river.

      “Dead alright. Trampled,” Kenny hissed. His uniform cap slid off his head where he had jammed it between his horns as he leaned over to examine the corpse. He picked it up and repositioned it between them as he spoke. “Looks like reindeer tracks.”

      It was true. The hoof prints were marked in the mud in front of the trailer of Old Mother Gyzander, and over her body, then up the side of the trailer. Straight up.

      “Yup,” I said. “Flying reindeer looks like.”

      I interviewed the witness, a deliveryman named Jones from Jiavaro.com, that big online company.

      “I swear, it just jumped up and down on her, snorting and squawking,” Jones said. He was a thin guy in a brown uniform, with a little nervous tick in his left eye that made it seem like he was winking all the time.

      “You say you saw the whole attack?” I asked. Kenny was sniffing around the body, literally, his Krampus senses on high as he searched for clues.

      “Well, no, not really,” Jones said. “I was in my truck getting a package ready…we organize our routes, you know to make it easier to get all our deliveries in our area done on time, efficiently, you know?”

      “Uh, huh,” I said, taking notes as he spoke. “The facts, sir. Did you or did you not see the attack?”

      “Uh, yes, well,” he continued, “I had pulled over there to sort my route and was in the middle of it when I heard…I heard this swishing noise and a scream and then this thumping, and when I came out, that horrible antlered thing with the red nose was just finishing stomping on her. Then it ran up the side of the trailer with its bloody hooves…” His voice trailed off.

      I waited while the deliveryman dealt with his emotions. Civilians were like that, they didn’t see what we saw. Kenny caught my eye, and I watched as he ambled over to the delivery truck, doing his best to seem casual about it, though there was not much chance of a furred and horned creature like Kenny ever looking causal.

      At the truck, he paused and sniffed, peering into the open back, then waved me over.

      “Excuse me, sir,” I said to the sobbing man and stepped over to my partner.

      “Okay, Kenny,” I asked, “Do we put a call into the workshop to have Rudolph brought in?”

      Kenny waggled his shaggy head at me and pointed into the back of the truck. Among the chaos of boxes I saw what he was looking at, one of those grabber things used to get things down from high shelves. We exchanged a look, and I knew it was time to play good cop/Krampus cop with Mister Jones.

      “You say you saw the killer, Mr. Jones?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “A reindeer?” Kenny growled.

      “Yes.”

      “With antlers?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sure,” Jones said.

      “And you saw it trample granny?” Kenny drew himself up to his full height and let his fangs show in a half smile, half grimace.

      “No,” Jones said. “I said I heard it, and then I saw the damn thing skip up the side of the trailer and fly away.”

      “An antlered reindeer?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he practically yelled. “With a red nose, I told you.”

      “Where you from, Mister Jones?” I inquired, changing tack. “Down south?”

      “From New York,” the deliveryman answered. “I came up this last summer. What does that have to do with anything? That damn flying menace killed that woman.”

      “That clinches it,” I said to Kenny. “Cuff’em.”

      “What?” Jones looked from my hairy partner to me with shock in his eyes that quickly went to anger. When Kenny moved to pull out his cuffs, the deliveryman dodged and avoided the grab. Kenny spun to get him, but I’m the sprinter in the team, so I went through Kenny’s legs and hit Jones at knee height with my shoulder.

      He went down like the price of beaver pelts. Kenny was on him in a minute, and we got him wrapped for shipping.

      “You’re under arrest for the murder of Grandma Gyzander,” I said. “Anything you say can and will be used against you.”

      “How…” Jones stammered, “How did you…”

      “How did we figure you killed her?” Kenny said with a Krampus snort. “You really are a city boy.”

      “Simple,” I said as we walked Jones to the squad sled. “Kenny saw the grabber in your truck that you stuck a fake hoof on and used to club the woman to death and make the fake tracks.”

      “You’re just guessing,” Jones insisted. “You ain’t got nothin’…I saw that red-nosed freak.”

      “What was it,” I continued, “stress of competing with the big guy for gift delivery? Or the lack of sunlight up here…it drives lots of you southerners nuts.”

      “Yeah, why else make a southerner mistake?” Kenny said with disgust.

      “What do you mean?” Jones said.

      “Simple,” I said as I helped Jones into the car. “Male reindeer lose their antlers in early December, everyone snow bred knows that.”

      
        
        The End.
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      As the light outside fades into the night, I sit close to the fire, poking at the smoldering ashes, attempting to stoke it back to life. The smell of the pine trees that lined the driveway outside enters my nose, reminding me of the season once again. Christmas. A time of joy and family. My heart beat softly in my chest as I hear my grandparents telling the same old stories of times long past to my younger sibling. I smile at myself as I listen in secretly as they tell of when they were younger, peaking under the Christmas tree. Of painted toys and simpler times.

      I want to laugh as I recall all their ridiculous stories. My grandpa is the worst at exaggerating the details. But the one thing I always remembered from past Christmases, was at the end of all the stories, he would pull candy from the jar on the kitchen counter, handing one to each one of us, reminding us that what he just told us was just a piece of something much bigger, much sweeter. Then with a wink, he would send us away to open our presents. Oh, how right he was…is. That everything is a part of something much bigger.

      Pulling away from the fireplace and the story my grandpa is just about to finish, I look up and notice a small scripture that has been there ever since I could remember. It was in a simple frame on plain paper, unbeknownst to most people who past it. For some reason, it always caught my eye.

      Simple words, “Behold, a virgin shall be with child and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted is, God with us.” -Matthew 1:23

      Those words speak truer now than I ever thought they would.

      God with us…

      God with me.

      No matter how many times I have walked passed it, which must have been a thousand times, my eyes seem to always find it and read it. I felt as if it is now a tradition, at least for me.

      Stepping back once more, I take the room all in and breathe the evergreen one last time. Peace overwhelms me more than ever before. No matter what has happened or what will happen, I know that I will never be alone.

      Finally, I turn around, and my smile brightens as I find him standing there, waiting patiently for me to finish. His hand reaches out for me. Moving closer, I notice that his delicate smile reaches his eyes, reassuring me that things will be alright. Then all my worry, which I did not know I was holding deep down inside me, begins to dissipate. A weight lifts off my shoulders.

      “It is time to go home,” he says as I grasp his warm hand. “They will come shortly.” Gently leading me to the front door of the house, he winks at me as we stand there for just a moment. Instead of opening the door in front of us, he waves his hand, and we walk straight through it. A warm light engulfs both of us. No fear of what will come next lingers in my thoughts now. All I think about now is about the warm hand holding mine.

      Without looking back, I follow him until the light is so unbearable that I must close my eyes. As soon as I do, I feel the light change behind my eyelids. Curious, I reopen them, and I stand in front of a crowd. A very large crowd of people I know. People I love. They are in their best suits with the largest smiles, standing in front of me and Jesus.

      My Family.
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      Mai lives in a small town in Missouri. Currently single, but living with her sister, she works for a small printing company full time. However, she daydreams about having her own company. Dream big or go home, right?

      Some side jobs are being a sound technician at her church, mission work overseas, and volunteers for disaster relief. She may seem like she is busy all the time, but she does have some time on her hands. She wouldn’t get any writing done otherwise.

      Socializing is not her specialty, but she craves attention as any normal human being would. Nonetheless enjoys her solitude when she can acquire it. The outdoors and riding her bike inspire her imagination for the many stories in her head and she has a love for games (PS4 mostly) they help along that line when she may be stuck on what to do next. As small as this introductory is she loves to write yet dislikes talking about herself. Wish her luck and thank you so much for reading this and any work that she has done.
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      Christmas was once again upon Marcy, but she didn’t feel like celebrating. Normally, this time of year brought a smile to her face, made her giddy with excitement. Not this year. She’d been struggling for the past couple of months, unable to get out of her funk. Her friends had tried to help her…it hadn’t worked. Which was probably why she was currently sitting in a dark bar she’d never been in before, drinking alone when she was supposed to be at her parent’s house during her winter break from college.

      “Do you see that?” the bartender asked in awe, his voice rising above the buzz of the crowd filling the bar.

      Looking up, Marcy could see that he wasn’t necessarily talking to her as he stared at something over her shoulder. She twisted her head to peer behind her and found nothing. What exactly did he see that she didn’t? The only thing there was some guy standing on the small makeshift stage in one of the darkened corners of the room. Surely that couldn’t be it. This place had a stage, so they had to have live music in here regularly. Right?

      “What?” she finally questioned.

      “He’s back,” the big burly man behind the dark mahogany bar told her, his lips tugging upward into a smile.

      “Who’s back? The kid on stage?”

      The bartender’s kind brown eyes finally met hers. “Yeah, he’s been gone for a while. Never thought I’d see him again.”

      “Shouldn’t you be stopping him? Isn’t someone else going to perform tonight?” Marcy tucked a strand of her straight, mousy brown hair behind her ear. It wasn’t that she cared because she’d only come to drink her mood away, but to allow someone to just take over when you weren’t expecting them, seemed a little out of the ordinary.

      Smirking, he shook his head. “No.”

      Unable to stop her bad mood from spilling over, she huffed, “Why not?”

      “That stage is his. Always has been.”

      “I don’t understand,” she snapped.

      “You will.”

      Suddenly, music filled the room, and a hush fell over the crowd. The man didn’t have a microphone, but his voice could be heard clearly, enveloping everyone like a warm blanket.

      “Do you hear what I hear?” the bartender addressed her.

      Marcy did. The voice filled her with peace and–for the first time in months–hope. The baritone timbre of his voice was deep and melodic, soothing her with each note he sang.

      A cooling drop of liquid flowed down her cheek, and she realized then that her eyes stung with the rest of her unshed tears. What was it about this man? About his voice? He’d been able to touch her when no one else could.

      The song ended, and she turned to the bartender. “Who is he?”

      “Rex.”

      “As in T-Rex?”

      Laughing, the bartender shook his head. “Just Rex. He used to come in here and play when he was in high school, and then again in college. Then one day, he left without saying much. Some said he was offered a recording contract; and some say that he went backpacking to try and get his following, playing in various clubs and bars. A type of tour I guess you could call it.”

      “Wait a minute. You work here, and you don’t even know? He didn’t give you notice?”

      “Nah. We never had a formal agreement. He came and went, playing on nights when he had time.”

      “What if you had another act scheduled?” Marcy questioned, a little confused and shocked that this establishment would allow such unprofessional and immature behavior. To her, it didn’t matter if this guy had been a kid or not. High school was old enough to know better.

      “Another act?”

      Rolling her eyes, she pointed behind her toward the area the man stood, tuning his guitar. “An act scheduled for that stage.” Her eyes closed as the chords of another song filtered through the air.

      “That stage is all his. We’ve had other performers, but they didn’t come around until he left, and that stage hasn’t been used for the past two months.”

      Funny how the stage had been empty the same amount of time she’d felt empty herself.

      Her body hypnotically swayed to the music. She knew this song. It was one of her favorite Christmas Carols, Do You Hear What I Hear?, but his version connected to her very soul. Listening to him, anything else she’d wanted to ask…words were lost to her.

      Marcy stayed there, enraptured by the music, allowing it to fill her, renew her. And when he was done, he made his way to the bar. She could only stare at him, unable to drop her gaze.

      “This is a surprise,” the bartender declared when Rex approached and took the seat next to Marcy. Her body hummed with his nearness.

      “I was in town and decided to grace you with my presence,” Rex quipped, winking at the larger man.

      Up close, he wasn’t what she expected. On stage, he’d looked leaner, almost gangly, but next to her, she could see how his t-shirt pulled tight against his arms and chest, defining his muscles. His black hair was short on the sides and long on top, allowing his bangs to hide his eyes, but not the full, red lips that wrapped around the straw that came with the coke the bartender had passed to him.

      Stop it! She chastised herself silently. For two months she’d been in a mood and a few songs sung by a hot guy, snapped her out of it? It didn’t seem possible.

      “You sounded great,” she rushed, her words coming out a little louder than necessary. Marcy hadn’t actually been planning on saying anything, but her mouth had betrayed her.

      Turning to look at her, Rex smiled brightly. “Thank you. I’m Rex Basil.”

      She thrust her hand out, offering it to him to shake. “I’m Marcy Michaels.”

      A dimple appeared on his right cheek when he chuckled. “Sounds like a tongue twister.” But he took her hand and kissed the knuckles. “Nice to meet you, Marcy.”

      “You too.”

      “Have you been here before?”

      Shaking her head, she said, “No. This is my first time.”

      “New to the area?”

      “No. I’ve lived in Austin my whole life, but I was passing by and decided to stop for a drink.” Why was she flirting? She never acted like this. Instead, she was normally shy and kept to herself. Maybe that was her problem–loneliness.

      “I’m glad you did,” he whispered with a grin.

      Mirroring his smile, she had to agree. Maybe Christmas wouldn’t be so bad this year.
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      It was cold.

      Too cold.

      Tara shivered within her wool coat. In Chicago when the wind blew while the snow fell, it felt like Antarctica–not that she had been there. She hadn’t been expecting the snow until next month, it was only November for God’s sake, and already she wanted to burrow herself inside a warm cocoon and stay there until summer because not even spring would be warm enough right now.

      “Stupid freak snowstorm,” she grumbled as she moved along the sidewalk, trying to get home where she could crank up the heat. She’d wanted to go to Florida or somewhere tropical for the winter season, but two things held her back: the money and her pregnancy. Glancing down at her engorged stomach, she sighed. “Almost there.”

      The pregnancy hadn’t been planned, and as soon as her boyfriend found out about it, he’d disappeared never to be seen again. What happened to men who wanted a family, who weren’t afraid of commitment, and who worshipped the women they loved? Her two sisters had found that, so why couldn’t Tara? Instead, she found losers and men who wanted her until the words responsibility and commitment were tossed around.

      Sighing again, Tara leaned against the glass building she’d been walking by. She just needed a moment to rest. This pregnancy was taking a lot out of her both mentally and physically, and she wasn’t even sure how she was supposed to take care of a baby when it arrived, which could be any day now. She’d always been carefree, and probably the most irresponsible of her siblings–at least, that’s what her parents constantly told her. This didn’t exactly bode well for my unborn son, she thought as she rubbed her basketball stomach.

      “Are you all right, ma’am?”

      Tara raised her head and met the eyes of one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen. “Uh…um…what?” She couldn’t seem to recall his question. He grinned, and she sucked in a breath. His salt and pepper hair had been brushed back and styled perfectly, his piercing blue eyes were hiding behind a pair of black framed glasses, and the short beard he sported made him look sexier. But it was his smile that made her heart sputter.

      “Are you all right? You’ve been standing out here for about ten minutes, and it’s too cold to be…well, in your condition. I’m Max by the way,” he stated, sounding nervous and unsure of himself at the end. When he’d been leaving work for the evening, Max saw this woman leaning against the frigid glass of his building; and he watched her closely. Intrigued. She’d turned her head a few times, and he had to bite his lip to hold back the moan. She was gorgeous. However, when she didn’t move from her spot, something inside  him urged him to check on her. He hadn’t been expecting the large stomach though. No wonder she had to stop. “Should I call your husband?”

      “No husband,” she snapped and instantly felt guilty. It wasn’t like this guy knew anything about her private life.

      “Oh, sorry. Wife? Boyfriend? Girlfriend? You can tell me to shut up any time now.” He was rambling, and Max did not ramble, but the full red lips paired with the ivory skin and stormy gray eyes bewitched him. He’d be lying if he didn’t say her lack of husband made him happy. He only hoped he would still feel that way when she answered him again.

      “Nothing. I’ll just be on my way.” Tara tried to push past him, intent on getting home. Her back and feet were killing her, and she swore her body was completely frostbitten. Only, when she brushed his shoulder, she felt a jolt in her heart and then in her stomach. Doubling over, she screamed with pain. She’d been having back pains since last night, but she thought it had been the bowling ball she was carrying around.

      Without thinking, Max lifted her in his arms, deposited her in a taxi that had just pulled up to drop someone off, and got in, yelling, “Hospital, now!” He couldn’t leave her. No one should have to deal with this alone, but it was so much more than that, and he didn’t completely understand it.
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        * * *

      

      Looking down at the small baby she held in her arms, Tara cried tears of joy. “You are going to have the best life, Aiden,” she promised. Something about holding him made it real, brought things into perspective, and gave her the conviction to do everything she could for her son. She’d never understood that until Aiden had first been placed in her arms.

      A knock at the door pulled her focus away from her son. And when she searched for the reason behind her temporary distraction, she found the stranger, Max, peeking his head in. He’d stayed by her side and even coached her through the birth, but she wasn’t exactly sure why.

      “May I come in?” Max asked, a smile on his face. As soon as this beautiful woman–he’d been told her name was Tara–had given birth, he’d stepped out to give the doctors and nurses room to work, and to allow Tara time with her child…even if that had been the opposite of what his heart told him to do.

      “Sure,” Tara grinned. When Max settled in the seat next to the bed, she said, “Thank you for everything. You didn’t have to.” She’d had the nurse call her parents and sisters when she’d gotten to the hospital, but they hadn’t arrived yet. Her sisters were both in Virginia and wouldn’t be coming in until Christmas, and her parents had been on vacation in Florida–damn them.

      “You needed somebody.”

      “So, you just play hero to every pregnant woman you meet?” she teased, snickering.

      “I have to say, you’re the first, and I’m not sure I’m going to make a habit of it.” He smirked.

      “Would you like to hold him?” she asked, nodding toward her baby.

      Max felt nervous. He’d never held a baby before. Sure his brother had a kid, but they lived in California, and Max maybe saw them once or twice a year. “Um sure?”

      Giggling, Tara told him, “You’ll be fine.”

      Carefully, Max took the baby into his arms and never wanted to let go.
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        * * *

      

      One year later…

      

      “Are you sure you can’t go to New York to meet with the client?” Max’s secretary asked.

      “I’m sure. Aiden’s first birthday is tomorrow, and Tara said something about needing to get the house ready for the party,” Max replied, a smile lighting up his face, which happened whenever he thought about his wife and adopted son. It was funny how life had changed in such a short period of time.

      “Good!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I remember when you did nothing except run the company, working practically 24/7. It’s nice to see you happy.”

      “It’s nice to be happy.” Max’s grin grew.

      Two lonely souls had been searching for something…someone, and then a miracle happened. They found each other, filling them with light and warmth, pushing the loneliness away.
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      “Did you know that your son, Brandon, would someday run for office and quite possibly win?”

      Charlotte smiled, watching her son wave from a small stage set up in the middle of their small town. The reporter asking the questions had been trying for months to interview her, and until now, she’d put it off. “Yes, I knew that one day he would do what he could to change the world.”

      “How?”

      Moving her gaze from the stage to the reporter, Charlotte asked, “I’m sorry, but what was your name again?”

      “Chester Field,” he answered.

      She quirked an eyebrow and nodded, but didn’t say anything for the moment. Instead, her eyes followed her son as he moved back and forth across the stage for a couple of minutes before she finally said, “Because he’s always been that way.”

      It was easy to remember her child when he was a boy. So caring and thoughtful. Most mothers probably felt that way about their children, but Brandon was different. He’d cry whenever he would see homeless people on the street, even going as far as giving one man his favorite travel blanket when he was six. Charlotte and her husband, George, had been scared to death and pulled their son away as quickly as possible.

      Grinning, she shook her head at the memory. Brandon had always been able to look past the book cover and see what’s truly on the inside, never letting his fear or doubts rule him. And that was why when her son had announced he wanted to run for office to try and change things, she hadn’t been shocked at all. In fact, she and George had been betting on when it would happen. George won. She thought it would’ve happened sooner.

      “Care to elaborate?” Chester questioned. He’d been trying to get this interview for months, ever since Brandon Akrons had decided to run for state senate. Here was a nobody who no one had ever heard of, never held public office, and he’d jumped into a big race like state senate. The thing that blew everybody’s mind, Brandon was ahead in the polls and held a sizable lead.

      Today was going to decide the course of many people’s future. Who would win? The person who’d been in office for over a decade, or the surprise newbie that no one saw coming? Chester kind of hoped Brandon would.

      Charlotte bit her lip to stop herself from laughing. If only this reporter knew. “If you ask around, you’ll hear a lot about Brandon. He’s always done what he could, and he even volunteered on weekends when other kids wanted to play video games. He also played football, was on Student Council, and was Salutatorian of his high school class. In college, he majored in political science and still managed to keep up his weekend activities. You know that program where a group of volunteers will go around the neighborhood and help out the people who need it? Mowing grass, taking out the trash, walking dogs...?”

      “Yes, there really isn’t much they won’t do, and it happens in multiple neighborhoods. Why?”

      “Brandon organized it when he was eleven. At first, no one wanted to help him, so his father and I went out with him. We certainly weren’t going to allow an eleven-year-old to go from stranger’s house to stranger’s house alone. People started to talk about this kid, and soon others were volunteering. Now it happens in other neighborhoods.”

      “I’ve never heard—”

      “You wouldn’t, and you won’t. Most don’t know that he was the first, and he’s perfectly fine with that. It was about helping others who needed it, not starting a movement.”

      Chester was momentarily stunned and swallowed hard, trying to think of his next question. “What…ahem…What made him decide to run for office?” It was one question everyone wanted to know, yet not one reporter had gotten a real answer. Instead, they got the answer almost every politician gave, “I wanted to help my community and the people of my city.” Blah. Blah. Blah.

      Snickering, Charlotte said, “He wanted to help.”

      “That’s it?” Chester had believed there was more, but if that was all, then maybe Brandon was just like the others that were running in the rat race.

      “Sort of.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Charlotte narrowed her eyes, sizing up the man before her. “He got angry.”

      “I don’t understand.” This woman was talking in circles, and it was starting to annoy him.

      “He has two very good friends. They are both men and want to start a family. They recently got married. Some people want to take away simple freedoms everyone takes for granted, and Brandon didn’t like it. So he decided to run for office. Honestly, I’m a little surprised it didn’t happen sooner.”

      “Two friends?” Chester was starting to believe that this Brandon guy was almost too good to be true.

      “But he is true. What you see is what you get with him.”

      “Did I…?” His words tapered off with his embarrassment.

      “You did, but that’s all right.”

      “And what about his significant other?” Chester blurted trying to forget his blunder.

      “Why does it matter?”

      “He’s single and running for office. Most of the time, the people want to know about the person behind the man or woman.”

      “Brandon is single right now, and when he’s ready to settle down, he will.”

      Laughing, Chester told her, “You make him almost sound reverent and above it all.”

      Charlotte thought about that for a moment. “No, just a man who cares about his city, his people, and anyone who’s hurting.” She left him standing there with that and approached the stage, moving closer to her son, who she had no doubt would win today.

      Chester wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. It wasn’t like a mother would tell on her son, but the thing was, nobody had anything negative to say about Brandon, and that never happened. He’d hoped for some insight, but now he had more questions than answers. And as the man of the hour approached the mic to speak, Chester wondered what the future would bring.

      Seeing a man digging through the trash, Chester approached him and handed him a twenty-dollar bill. If Brandon could try to help others when he was younger, Chester could do it when he was thirty…and maybe, in the end, that was what mattered.
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      His heart beat a mile a minute, pulsing like an internal drum. Collin’s gaze darted back and forth, uncertain that he’d heard correctly. “What? Me? Are…are you sure?” Could it be true? Could he finally be getting what he’d been so desperately wishing for?
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        * * *

      

      The day before—Christmas Eve…

      

      Another year passed. Another year without parents or a family. Usually, the houses Collin ended up in for the holiday season, focused on their own kids, ignoring him. Either that or there were too many kids piled into a house and Christmas passed like any other day of the year.

      And yet…he never stopped believing or hoping there was something more out there for him, that one day, he would find that family who wanted to love and keep him. His Christmas wish.

      Seven years of getting shuffled from foster home to foster home. Seven years of wishing and finding nothing except disappointment. Collin wasn’t sure why he bothered anymore. And now that he was twelve, he’d been told plenty of times that he’d become too old to believe in nonsense like Christmas wishes and Santa Claus. Maybe the latter didn’t exist, but he still held out hope that the former did because if it didn’t, he had nothing to look forward to, nothing to get him through his dreary life.

      Collin was five when he lost his parents in a car accident on a cold and rainy December day. Christmas Eve. That should have been enough to make him stop believing, but he couldn’t. His mother had always told him that Christmas was magical, and it was the one day a year extraordinary things happened.

      So far, it hadn’t worked. When he was five and lost his parents, he wished so hard that they would come back to him, but they were lost to him forever. At six, he wished to stay with his aunt, his mom’s sister, but she gave him up and said she couldn’t keep him. She was young and single and didn’t want a child. At the beginning, even being so young, he’d known he wasn’t wanted by her, but at least she’d tried it for a year before giving up. At seven, he wished for a new family, but he didn’t get it…and hadn’t each year he’d made the wish since.

      Thinking back on his disappointments made him want to give up, made him want to stop believing in wishes, hope, and the Christmas magic he could remember his mother telling him about. She would weave story after story, recounting tales that had been passed down to her…and it was that memory and the warmth he felt when he remembered that kept him going.

      He wasn’t sure why no one wanted to keep him. He helped out with the chores, behaved well, and always made good grades in school, but everyone dumped him. He’d heard the whispered words from his social workers and previous foster parents of “too old” or “Collin’s not a baby,” and he understood even as it stripped away some of his hope.

      “Collin, dinner’s ready,” a feminine voice called out from the door of the room he was staying in. This family had taken him in three months ago, and while he still wished to stay, he was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “Coming,” he called out.

      The Birds were a stereotypical family with a kid of their own and another on the way. They’d opened up their home to foster kids for some reason. Collin wasn’t sure why, but this was also the first family that didn’t treat him any differently than their own child. Maybe that was why he still wanted to believe in the power of Christmas wishes. He didn’t hold out hope though because Bethany Bird was ready to pop, and once they had the new baby, they wouldn’t want him.

      Sitting down to dinner, Bethany was about to put a bowl of peas on the table when she groaned and dropped the bowl, the glass shattering and peas scattering.

      “Beth,” her husband, Lawrence shouted and rushed to her side.

      “It’s time,” she said through clenched teeth.

      Did it normally happen this quickly? Collin wasn’t sure. She’d been just fine a moment before. Did this mean his time with them had come to an end, his life ending once again on a Christmas Eve?

      “Collin, grab Molly and let’s go,” Lawrence instructed.

      Collin did as he was told and helped get their five-year-old ready for the trip to the hospital. After getting Molly into the car, he was about to go back into the house when Lawrence said, “Get in. We’ve got to go. We’ll have to call Grandma when we get there.”

      Fifteen hours later, Collin and Molly had been ushered into a hospital room where Bethany lay in a bed holding a small baby in her arms. Collin tried to stay away, tried to step back, but his foster parents wouldn’t allow it. “Come and see the baby. His name is Spencer,” Bethany spoke softly.

      Collin shoved his hands into his pockets and shuffled slowly to the bed. Peering down into the tiny pink face, he felt a protectiveness he’d never felt before, and a love he’d never thought to experience. There was something about this little baby.

      “Collin?” Lawrence called out to the older boy, a smile on his face.

      “What?” Collin glanced up, waiting for the blow he’d been expecting. He’d be leaving after the holidays, he was sure of it.

      “What do you think of your new brother?”

      Frowning, he snapped his head this way and that. He didn’t understand. “What?”

      “How would you feel about staying with us? About calling Molly and Spencer your sister and brother?”

      That stopped Collin. “What?” He had to have heard wrong.

      Bethany nodded. “We talked about it, and we want to adopt you, to keep you in our family…if you want.” She bit her lip and appeared worried.

      His heart beat a mile a minute, pulsing like an internal drum. Collin’s gaze darted back and forth, uncertain that he’d heard correctly. “What? Me? Are…are you sure?” Could it be true? Could he finally be getting what he so desperately wished for?

      “Never been more sure,” Lawrence declared and pulled both Collin and Molly in for a hug.

      Finally, his Christmas wish had come true. “You were right, Mom,” Collin whispered as he buried his face into Lawrence’s chest while tears fell down his face.
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      Back when they had been in training, they had laughed in Rude’s face and treated him like an outsider, the group teasing him and bullying at every chance. So his face was flushed and his nose was reddened by the winter cold, so what? He could think up a thousand things to criticize about them too. Being the newest member of the Assassins Guild meant they were giving him a hard time, but he had never expected they would take it to such lengths. They had even started calling him Rude the Red Nose, to the degree that they had painted that name across his door.

      Enough time passed, and here he was fully trained and working alone as intended. It had been years since he had seen anyone from his training days, and yet, it still ate away at him the way they had mentally tormented him. He wished now he had made a bigger deal out of it to their teacher and master, the man they only knew as San. Instead, he had always planned on getting them back somehow, in some way, down the line.

      He had never expected that opportunity would be offered to him on a plate by his former teacher. After receiving an invitation from his master, Rude found himself on a quiet estate in the hills of Italy. The place was lavishly decorated and clearly hundreds of years old, built from a type of old white marble. It was unusual to get an invitation to interact with anyone from the Assassins Guild once you had finished training, and yet, here he was. He was a little suspicious; he would keep his guard up.

      At the door, Rude was greeted by a maid of some description. He wasn’t certain how to act around her, so he just politely nodded when she asked his name. He was invited to wait in the hallway downstairs whilst she headed up to the second floor. She returned quickly, albeit not in a hurry, and explained that San wished for Rude to ‘welcome him with his presence’. Rude hated the officious nature of things such as this.

      He climbed the large open stairway, pulling himself up with the use of the handrail. The place was unnecessarily large and felt highly ostentatious. The architecture was beautiful, and the paintings hanging off the walls were excellent pieces of artistry; otherwise, it just didn’t feel like a home to him but rather like a museum. Reaching the top of the stairs, he walked into the only open double doorway into a bedroom that was subtly lit. It was decorated in a hundred shades of red, shades of which he knew he didn’t know the names of.

      On the bed, he saw the large body of a man, his beard growing halfway down his chest, and his hair growing into a fuzzy white mess. He approached the figure, and just from his eyes, Rude recognized the man he had known as San. He had been a dark haired and physically fit man, who was clean-shaven and handsome. Now he was old, withered, gray-haired and overweight, but the smile in his eyes seemed to warm up the room, and Rude couldn’t help but smile back.

      “Rude, you have come! It is so good to see you, yes!” he said warmly, pushing himself into a better-seated position on the bed.

      “It has been a long time, master. I never thought I would see you again.” Rude walked up to the head of the bed and sat.

      “Rude, I don’t have long left I’m afraid. Illness has gotten the better of me. Christmas will be quiet around here.”

      Rude nodded politely, giving his master a look of understanding. “Then may I ask why I am here?”

      San chuckled. “Always straight to the heart of the matter, and I won’t keep you in suspense. I am dying and the Guild… it won’t last without a leader, someone to keep things together after I am gone.”

      “You can’t be suggesting I take over?”

      San nodded his head. “Certainly, you are by far my best student, one who understands what the guild is about, and you are, by far, the best assassin. The others, they have all failed their duty at some point. We have been fortunate that it hasn’t destroyed us. Once I am gone, you are fit to rebuild, or do as you will with the Guild.”

      Rude sat silently and thought about it but for a moment, before deciding to take the offer, “I will do it.”

      San’s smile grew massively. “I didn’t doubt you would. Please, talk to my maid about the details, and we can talk in the morning more thoroughly.”

      Rude walked out onto the landing and stood at the top of the stairs, leaning against the balcony. He would become the greatest master the guild had ever seen, they would all come to love him. Except those who had teased him, the bullies of his youth, they would pay. He would capture each of them, naming them as he went, and watch them suffer at his hands before he killed them.

      Dasher, the one who could never sit still. Dancer, the one who could never stop singing and dancing. Prancer, the one who thought assassins jumped around like morons. Vixen, the one who always started arguments with her malicious intent. Comet, the one who jumped from the trees like a fool. Cupid, the one who thought he was a ladies’ man. Doner, the one who stunk like cow meat… no, Donner, just because it would get under his skin that it was spelled incorrectly. And Blitzen, the one who always blitzed straight into a situation without thinking.

      He would make them call out his name, make them shout it gleefully, begging for forgiveness, and then, one by one, he would assassinate them. They would call him Rude the Red Nose, the greatest assassin in history.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for your support. This project would not have happened without the authors and the readers. All proceeds will benefit Cancer Research Institute. We all hope that one day there will be a cure.

      Thank you to the readers, bloggers, authors, and our loved ones for supporting this project.
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