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      Gregarious Holly and her mischievous ghost elf set out to match-make the town’s newest single addition for the holidays. But when they force Drex’s secret as a former spy to light, looming danger closes in on them. Can Holly and Drex save Christmas and each other?
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      Drex sat down on the park bench. “African swallow or European swallow?”

      “Doesn’t matter. A swallow cannot carry a coconut.” The man beside him on the bench pushed his glasses up on his nose as he shifted his weight in the chair. Ludvik’s English was good for never having lived outside the Czech Republic.

      “I divided information. Some on phone and some on USB,” Ludvik said.

      Drex withdrew his phone and laid it on his thigh. The man did the same.

      As the data transferred, Ludvik dabbed a handkerchief to his forehead, despite the cool air around them. “When do I get immunity?”

      “The information needs to be verified, and then the US government will be in touch.”

      “You’re not the US government?” Ludvik’s voice raised an octave in surprise.

      “I’m just the middleman.” Drex kept his gaze scanning his surroundings—Letná Park was beautiful despite the bare trees of November. A pale blue sky held wisps of white clouds. A breeze dropped the wind chill to around forty degrees. Birds flocked near picnic tables in search of bits of crumbs on the ground. As nervous as the informant was, he didn’t seem to notice his beautiful surroundings.

      “I also have instructions about getting my family to safety.” Ludvik withdrew a manilla envelope.

      Drex glanced down at the data transfer between phones. Seventy-five percent complete. “I don’t handle that part.”

      “Please.” He pushed the envelope toward him.

      Drex’s role was information transfer. If this informant was brokering a deal for immunity for himself or his family, then the CIA needed that information—not him. He wondered if the informant would hold back on the rest of the information if his terms weren’t met.

      “My job—” Drex started to say gently, but a shot rang out, and the informant’s head snapped back.

      Sniper.

      Instinct kicked in, and Drex dove over the back of the bench. He sprinted for cover as pedestrians in the park screamed. His heart thudded, waiting for the second shot intended for him. It didn’t come. Whether that was due to obstructing trees or an unwillingness to accidentally hit a civilian, he didn’t know.

      The shot had probably originated from the Hanavský Pavilion, since the iconic structure gave a panoramic view of the park from the peak. Drex didn’t have time to investigate.

      Even as he ran and his mind calculated an escape route, he wondered who the shooter could be. Was it someone from the informant’s government, the US government, or a third party? And who had discovered their clandestine meeting? The only people who’d known were the two of them and the agency where Drex worked.

      Two blocks from the shooting, he caught up with a crowd of tourists walking outside Kouzlo Museum. He slowed to join them—blending in for a few minutes and controlling his breathing so as not to draw attention to himself. He scanned his surroundings for anyone after him as he tugged a baseball cap out of his pocket and pulled it on.

      Two men were on the hunt, necks snapping different directions as they searched. Humpty and Dumpty wore black cargo pants, black leather jackets, and intense, scowling expressions. Drex didn’t know them or who they worked for, but they were certainly trouble.

      When the crowd moved to enter the museum, Drex cut across Valdstejnska Road and through a forecourt on the way to the metro station.

      As he continued underground, he pulled out his phone and speed dialed a number. “Chester. Code Brown,” he said.

      “Oh, no! You about to be rolled up? Are you okay?” the woman asked.

      Code Brown was their alert that they’d been played—literally when crap hit the fan. Some type of double-cross was happening, and they needed to cut and run. Rolled up was spy code for discovered and captured. Hopefully he wouldn’t be, but he’d never been so close to being ensnared before today. He felt like death itself was breathing down his neck.

      “I’m working my exit strategy. I’m okay, but this is serious.”

      “Zielinski?” Chester asked.

      Sandra Chester, a feisty black woman in her sixties, had been Drex’s assistant since he’d joined Zielinski’s team. All of the team worked remotely, so he’d only seen her the few times Zielinski had wanted video conference calls, but they talked several times a week amidst the planning and execution of missions.

      “Could be.” Drex worked to slow his breathing as he rummaged through tickets—he’d pre-purchased one for the bus, one for the tram, and one for the subway. “Only the three of us knew where the drop would be.”

      He preferred to cultivate prospective informants himself and build the relationship before acquiring whatever secrets they had, but Drex had stepped into this delivery cold, never having met Ludvik before today. High-risk information exchanges like this were better done not in person, but apparently this defector wouldn’t hear of it. Based on the bullet through his head, he hadn’t made a wise decision.

      “You’ve got your arrangements?” Drex asked his handler after scanning his card and entering the boarding platform.

      Despite never meeting face-to-face, he’d bonded with her over the last seven years. Forming attachments in his line of work created an occupational hazard, but he trusted Chester with his life. She’d helped him out of many tough spots and had an uncanny ability to forewarn of danger.

      “California will be lovely this time of year,” she said.

      She wasn’t moving to California, and he would never know her exact relocation spot. He hoped it would be somewhere tropical. Jamaica perhaps. She deserved it.

      “You have any guidance for me?” he asked.

      “The spirits are telling me you should pick B.”

      He’d never known what to make of Chester’s claim to interact with spirits, but he thought of her gift as intuition rather than something other-worldly. And he wholeheartedly trusted Chester’s intuition; it had saved him from more than one tight spot.

      Option B.

      He had five different identities ready for five different cities as contingency plans should something run afoul. While Chester had helped him set up the identities, she didn’t know which letter corresponded to which location. In this way, she could never be forced to surrender information about his new life.

      Hopefully, she would arrive safely at the tropical paradise destination he envisioned for her and never have to contend with the fallout from this debacle.

      “Thank you for everything.” He needed to wrap up the conversation before he lost his cell signal as he stepped onto the train.

      “Easy now,” Chester said in a sweet, soothing tone. “This doesn’t mean goodbye forever. Just for a bit.”

      “Oh, yeah? Your demons tell you that?” he teased.

      She gave him a cluck of disapproval. “Spirits. Not demons.”

      “Stay safe.” He looked down at the envelope in his hand from the defector. Ludvik’s dying request.

      “You enjoy your next adventure.” She disconnected the call.

      Next adventure? All he planned to do was lay low and keep his head down. He had no way of knowing if the sniper was from his team, the Czech government, or the CIA. All of these groups would now be after him—either because they wanted the information he now had or because they thought Drex was the traitor.
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        * * *

      

      Holly pulled her office door shut and locked it. She adjusted the hanging green and red wreath. Delightfully warm with Christmas spirit, she barely noticed the biting cold wind. After adjusting her hat and scarf, she practically skipped down the sidewalk.

      Tonight was the night. Tonight, Figgy would appear, and for the next twelve days, the two of them would spread Christmas cheer.

      She walked the few blocks home, grateful the sidewalk had been cleared. Her exterior Christmas lights blinked white, green, and red. She’d decorated her front door to look like a slender, gift-wrapped present. Too bad the inside of her house wasn’t as picturesque as the outside—or at least the outside night view, since daylight revealed peeling paint and tattered shingles.

      After unlocking the door, she let herself inside and dropped her keys and purse in the foyer. To the left, her Christmas tree twinkled in the unfinished living room. To her right, the kitchen smelled of paint sealant. At least she had heat.

      She’d purchased the older home as a foreclosure. The foundation was in good condition, but everything else was outdated—from the dark wood paneling in the living room to the bland kitchen cabinets to the faded wallpaper in the bathrooms.

      Nothing a little TLC couldn’t fix—except that the projects seemed never-ending. When she wasn’t busy buying and selling homes for her clients, she poured blood, sweat, and tears into her own. Yes, all three of those ingredients from her body had gone into this house.

      She hung up her coat in the closet and walked toward the living room fireplace. Could she get the flue working in time to enjoy a fire this Christmas?

      Lifting the peppermint scented candle from the mantle, she inhaled the fragrance. She would forever be instantly filled with happiness and fond memories at the smell of peppermint. After setting it back down, she used the lighter beside it to set the wick to flame.

      December 12th.

      She would let the candle burn tonight—and tomorrow, Figgy McJingles would arrive.
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        * * *

      

      Victor Zielinski bit off the end of his cigar and spit it into the trash can. After lighting it, he leaned back in his chair and puffed.

      He didn’t like loose ends, and Drex Alister was a loose end. The operation was supposed to flow smoothly—once the Czech made the exchange, he died then Drex died. His men had been instructed to then remove all sensitive information from the informant and the spy. Instead, Drex ran, and they’d been forced to chase him, hoping to apprehend him as a traitor.

      He’d escaped—with the envelope.

      “Victor? Are you still there?”

      “I’m here,” he grumbled.

      “What are you going to do about Alister?” Donna repeated. As the Associate Deputy Director for Intelligence, she was only a few positions below the Deputy Director of the US Central Intelligence Agency.

      Zielinski took a long, slow drag on his cigar and blew out smoke. “He’s out of my organization.” What more did they want? He was a burned spy who would go into hiding—already had by all accounts. “You saw the video. They made the exchange, and then Alister had his sniper take out the defector.” Zielinski had paid one of his own to record the encounter. He’d watched the video first in case it needed doctoring, but it hadn’t. Events were clear: the exchange took place as the Czech—Ludvik—passed off the manilla envelope, and then he was shot.

      “They didn’t make the exchange,” Donna said.

      “What?” Zielinski sat up straighter.

      “I’m not sure what was in the manila envelope, but Ludvik still had possession of the jump drive when Czech authorities found him. We were able to confiscate it from police evidence.”

      Zielinski’s mind raced with how to spin this. “Drex must have thought the information was in the envelope and gave the kill signal. What was in the envelope?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “Are you going after Drex Alister?” he asked.

      “We need answers.”

      He cursed silently. That was a “yes.” And if they captured Drex, could Zielinski’s involvement in the hit come to light? Drex couldn’t possibly have any proof, but the cunning ex-spy could try to find evidence in the time it took the CIA to close in on him. And he probably had Sandra Chester on his side. His savvy handler had disappeared at the same time Drex was burned—a tell-tale sign of where her true loyalty resided.

      “There is another conundrum,” Donna said.

      He grimaced and reached for his drawer. Antacid or bourbon? They were side by side in his desk. Based on the familiar burning in his gut, he reached for the antacid.

      “What’s the conundrum?” he asked casually, keeping his voice even.

      “Alister helped Ludvik’s family out of the country.”

      “To where?”

      “We don’t know. They’ve vanished as well. What traitor takes the time and risk to move his informant’s family?”

      “It was probably his best way out of the country. You and the Czech government are hunting one man, and he escapes by posing as the husband and father to the family sneaking out with him.”

      “Perhaps.”

      He hadn’t convinced Donna because his argument was thin. Drex would be faster and more mobile without someone’s family to look after. Why had he done that? Guilty conscience that he’d somehow been responsible for Ludvik’s death?

      “Be careful,” Zielinski warned. “Drex Alister is the deadliest contract spy I’ve ever trained,” he lied. He hadn’t trained him, and he had no idea if Drex was deadly.

      His operatives possessed a range of cultivated skills, but they were in the business of information exchange, not murder or assassination. If someone died by their hand, it would more than likely be self-defense. As far as Zielinski knew, Drex had never killed anyone.

      The CIA didn’t need to know that.

      “We’ll proceed with caution,” Donna assured him.

      So will I, Zielinski thought.

      He took a swig of bourbon to chase down the chalky taste of the antacid. He suspected that if Drex discovered the CIA was after him, he would want to clear his name rather than go to ground like a well-behaved dog. He couldn’t risk Drex digging up Zielinski’s buried bones of evidence and the money trail proving he’d been paid to eliminate Ludvik.
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      Holly woke at five am and tossed her covers aside. After standing and stretching, she adjusted her Christmas tree print cotton pajamas. Today would be glorious.

      “Figgy?”

      When she didn’t receive a reply, she dressed quickly, pulling on blue jeans and a long-sleeve shirt with a sequined candy cane on the front. She bounded down the stairs, careful to avoid the loose board, fourth from the bottom, and not grab the insecure railing. The stairs were one of many items on her house repair to do list.

      “Figgy?” She went to the kitchen but didn’t see him there.

      In the living room, near the tree, she spotted him scrutinizing her decorative efforts. He was about four-feet tall but hovered a foot off the ground. He had a full head of wavy brown hair, punctuated on either side by plastic, pointy elf ears. His outfit was classic commercial elf apparel—green vest over a red shirt with flared collar, red leggings, green pointed shoes, and green and red striped hat with a golden bell on the end. The most startling part of his appearance was the way his whole body shimmered with semi-transparency.

      “Merry Christmas,” she said.

      He turned around at her words and smiled at her. “There burning on the mantle / you remembered to light the candle.” His face was young—maybe eight or ten years old—with rosy cheeks. Despite his appearance, he acted much older.

      “Of course.” She returned the smile. “’Tis the season.” She’d bought the magical peppermint candle at an estate auction three years ago. The instructions pasted to the bottom advised lighting the candle December twelfth and letting it burn past midnight.

      On a whim, she’d done so and woke to find the ghost in her house. He’d been dressed to look like an elf then as well. She’d initially panicked, blew out the candle, and ran outside of her apartment of the time. When she’d returned home, he was still there. She’d visited the local family doctor—Charles Akers—and had him run tests under the auspices she was experiencing concerning headaches. Blood work and brain imaging had been unrevealing—no brain tumor, no electrolyte abnormalities, no hormonal imbalances. After accumulating those medical bills, she’d underwent sessions with Candy—now Candy Akers—the town councilor. Stress relief sessions hadn’t made the elf disappear.

      Despondent, Holly had returned to her apartment and addressed the ghost directly.

      “Why are you here?”

      “To bring Christmas cheer!”

      “What are you?”

      He’d looked down at his attire and back up at her. Gesturing to his outfit, he’d said, “You need more of a clue?”

      “You look like an elf, but you also look like a ghost.”

      He beamed. “I am both. To spread joy / I am your host.”

      “Do you always rhyme?”

      “Would you prefer I mime?” He extended his arms and flattened his palms before moving them up and down as if against an invisible wall.

      Holly had laughed. Whatever this creature was, he clearly posed no threat to her. After that, they’d exchanged introductions, and he explained he would be visible only to her—whomsoever lighteth the candle / shall take command of my handle—until December twenty-fifth. She was allowed his services for that duration to embark on any activity that would spread joy and cheer.

      “What delights await?” Figgy’s words brought her back to the present and her work-in-progress home. “New couples to create?”

      “I have a few ideas.” She gave a mischievous grin.

      “What of your fate?”

      “Me? I’m happiest when I’m bringing people together.”

      Last year, they had paired the Akers together through careful planning. Figgy had a knack for knowing when and where people would be around town. His uncanny ability paired with Holly’s intuition about what people liked and who they may be compatible with made them a dynamite duo in connecting future couples.

      Figgy said, “But your blonde hair glows in the sunlight / And your blue eyes are ocean bright.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Flattery? What’s gotten into you?”

      “You could find your man / We only need to plan.” He blinked big, brown eyes at her.

      Holly frowned. Her Christmas elf had never been this persistent about her own love life. She’d trusted a man once; she wasn’t ready to do so again.

      Playing matchmaking for others was satisfying enough, and she had the added insight of Figgy’s supernatural abilities to know the couples they paired would be safe together—such knowledge hadn’t been available to her during her own relationship.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Drex let himself into his new house. He’d never been a homeowner, but if he was going to blend in to small town USA, he needed a cozy four-bedroom house like this. The walls were bare, but the essential furniture was present—kitchen table, living room sofa, bed and dresser in the master, refrigerator, washer/dryer, and treadmill.

      He set his briefcase and house keys on the kitchen table beside a gift basket of chocolate, nuts, and fruit.

      He read the note:

      Congratulations on your new home! Thanks for using Holly Realtors.

      Yours Truly, Holly Sanders

      Drex scowled. His first order of business would be to get her to drop the key she had in his mailbox. He couldn’t have a realtor coming and going as she pleased.

      His mobile phone rang. “Hello, Chester.” The incoming number was unregistered, but she was the only person who knew his new phone number.

      “How’s your new home?”

      He shook his head in disbelief. Of course, she knew he’d arrived today. “Nice. I managed to do ninety percent of the search and purchase remotely.” Fortunately, he’d never had to meet this Holly Sanders face-to-face. She was entirely too enthusiastic about her job and asked too many questions.

      He’d found the house online and made an offer electronically. Instead of immediately accepting the offer as the representing realtor, Holly Sanders had requested a phone call to discuss the purchase. She’d been more interested in making sure the house was the right fit rather than making fast money.

      “Do you have kids?” she’d asked.

      “Is that relevant?”

      “Of course it is.” Her voice was a fountain of cheer. “You want to be in the right public-school district.”

      “No kids.”

      “What about physical activity?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “There’s a gym near the house you picked out, but I know a subdivision closer to biking and trails and another near a golf course.”

      He frowned. “No golf. The house I picked will be fine.”

      “Where will you be working? Let’s make sure the traffic patterns are favorable for your commute.”

      “Blitzen is a small town. I’m not worried about traffic patterns. I want this house.” How was he to get her to stop probing? Perhaps the prospect of more money. “And I’d like to pay your company to add basic furniture and appliances.”

      “Do you want to send me some color schemes and designs you might like?”

      “No.” The thought of looking at color palettes had had him rubbing his temple. “Just keep it functional. No frills.”

      “No frills. Got it. Will you be needing lawn equipment, too?”

      Lawn. He would be a homeowner and a lawn owner. The image of himself pushing a mower seemed serenely domestic. After a hot day of yardwork, he could relax on the porch with a cold beer. But lawn mowing days wouldn’t arrive until the spring, and he would first have to survive until then.

      “No lawn equipment,” he’d answered Holly. “But I would like a treadmill.”

      Drex spotted the treadmill in one of the spare bedrooms as he pulled his attention back to the conversation with Chester.

      “How is your new place?” he asked her.

      “Sunny and warm.”

      He snorted. That probably meant she’d moved to Alaska.

      “Did you give yourself an equally ridiculous alias?” He’d been stupefied after the incident in Letná Park when he pulled out his new passport and driver’s license only to discover his name was Chris Holiday.

      “You like it?”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t just pull out all the stops and make my last name Kringle. Did you know I’d be embarking this identity in December?” He wasn’t going to also tell her the name of the town he now lived in was the same as one of Santa’s reindeer. Chris Holiday moved to a town named Blitzen in December and had purchased his house from a woman named Holly.

      Ridiculous.

      “Could be a spirit told me.” Her tone was filled with amusement.

      “Could be you’re mocking me.”

      “I would never,” Chester said, her voice dripping with honey.

      “Look, Chester.” He sat in his recliner and leaned back. “I’m grateful for all of your help—going all the way back to when we started together. I hate that our friendship burned you.”

      “You’re good people, Drex. I knew that from the first case I assisted you on.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “You were neck deep in the new Irish Republican Army trying to turn Finnegan. He wasn’t budging, even as you learned about the bombs placed around Waterloo and Heathrow. You had a choice to make—out your cover and stop the immediate threat or let a few civilians die from the bombs but stop thousands of deaths later by staying under cover and learning all the players and their hideouts. You managed to do stop the bombs and turn Finnegan.”

      Drex’s mouth went dry and his head spun. “How did you know about the bombs?” He’d written in his report that Finnegan had stopped the bombs, hoping to grease the wheels for better treatment of him by the British government as they learned his secrets. Only he and Finnegan knew Drex had sequentially deactivated the bombs after he’d restrained Finnegan. It had taken giving Finnegan an ultimatum to turn him—go willingly and cooperate, or the government would likely force the information from him. Drex’s cover ended with that, but he’d accomplished his mission.

      “I’ve told you before—the spirits speak to me. Anyway, after that mission, my loyalty lay with you. I knew you’d always find a way to do the right thing and not sacrifice others for personal gain. Now,” she continued, “why don’t you take your new town and your new name as a sign that you need to enjoy the month? Soak in the season in whatever city you landed in and immerse in the Christmas spirit.”

      “Christmas is for suckers,” he grumbled, only half joking. Besides, he had work to do in order to figure out how to clear his name. Although he had a new home and new identity, he wasn’t under the misconception he was safe. It was only a matter of time before either Zielinski or the CIA caught up to him.

      Chester let out a harrumph. “Hogwash. Just because you never had a family to show you the meaning of Christmas doesn’t mean it’s without significance. Keep an open mind—and an open heart—and you might be surprised what’s possible.”

      “I don’t have time for distractions. But if it means that much to you, I wish you a Merry Christmas.”

      “It’s a start.”
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        * * *

      

      When Holly walked into the kitchen to make breakfast, Figgy followed.

      She filled her blender with ice and added almond milk and powdered kale-protein mix. “I was thinking about a few of our bachelorettes. There’s Hope, the interior decorator, Linda, the dentist, and Regina, at the bakery. As for our bachelors, we have Rick the lawyer and Chance—he runs the town’s meals-on-wheels company.”

      Figgy cocked his head to one side. “Someone’s new this holiday / someone’s come from far away.”

      Holly blended her breakfast as she considered the elf’s rhyme. Someone new from far away?

      “Oh!” She poured the green mixture into a tall glass. “I sold a house last month to someone new. Chris Holiday. He was not very personable over the phone—especially for someone with that name. I’ve no idea what he looks like or if a relationship with one of these women is possible. He’s Regina’s age though—mid-thirties—so there’s potential. She runs the bakery with her mom, Janet.” Tapping a finger on her chin, she considered the match. She didn’t have enough information about Mr. Holiday.

      After a long drink of her shake, she said. “I need to meet him. I need to size him up and see if he’s worthy. She’s super sweet, which might melt his icy first impression. I can drop by as his realtor and welcome him to the town.”

      “Go to the bistro at ten / you’ll meet your mystery man again.”

      “Again?” she headed back upstairs to her bedroom, shake in hand as she calculated the time she could take to exercise and work a bit on the house before going to the bistro. “I haven’t actually met him yet—we’ve only talked over the phone.”

      Mystery man was right. And she would learn more about him and see if she and Figgy could work their match-making magic.
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      Drex drove to the grocery store and found a parking spot near the cart repository. Last night, he’d snacked out of the basket his realtor had left for him as he reviewed everything he knew about Ludvik’s case, but now he needed real sustenance.

      After grabbing a cart, he headed inside and worked his way aisle by aisle since he wasn’t familiar with the layout. He loaded his cart with cleaning supplies, laundry detergent, brooms, and a mop. As he scanned the shelves, he thought of how he’d have to take into consideration things like air filter sizes and light bulb wattage.

      He tried to gauge how he felt about domestication. He could certainly manage it for a few months and may even enjoy it. He’d already decided that if he survived long enough to clear his reputation, he wouldn’t go back into the spy business. The lies and deception were tolerable—until it cost a man his life. And the prospect that the guilty party might have originated from Drex’s organization only further soured his taste for the business.

      But could he follow his dreams?

      He added canned soups to his cart as he pulled out a worn postcard from his pocket. He’d bought it at a convenience store in San Francisco, but the “where” wasn’t important. The “what” mattered.

      The photo was a picturesque bookstore front, though a little large. Through the window display, he could see crumpled shelves of colorful books under soft golden light. He tucked the picture back in his pocket. He’d imagined something similar, except in small town America with large window storefronts under colorful eaves.

      “They’re not ripe yet.”

      Drex’s attention snapped back to the present where he stood in the produce section, avocado in hand. He assessed the man before him who’d spoken—early sixties, barrel chested, white hair, and a slight curve of his lips that offered the possibility of friendliness, unless it was a ruse to lull someone into a false sense of security. No gun and no place to conceal one in his jeans and flannel shirt. Threat level was to-be-determined.

      The white-bearded man picked up an avocado. “They’ll need a few more days. You’ll know they’re ripe when they’re a darker color and a bit softer.”

      Drex filled a bag with three of them. “Thanks for the advice.”

      The man wasn’t wearing a name tag or store apron, so why was he dishing out advice about perishables?

      “Are you visiting for the holidays or settling in?” He reached up and stroked his white beard.

      Drex’s mind honed tighter at the way this man had scrutinized his cart, his appearance, and the absence of a wedding ring. He’d assessed Drex the way Drex assessed everyone. He was probing for Drex’s intentions.

      Then, he realized he knew this face. Drex had done his research online about the small town, and this man was the town sheriff—his appearance looked different, owing to the long beard he currently sported, whereas his online photo was smooth skin on his square jaw.

      Drex weighed his options in a millisecond. He was seen with a cart of cleaning supplies no visiting tourist would be purchasing. His usual reply if a stranger interacted with him was to keep the interaction punctual and move along—safer for everyone because someone watching might mistake the bystander as a person of significance to Drex. Plus, he rarely stayed in a city for more than a few days unless he was building rapport with an informant to acquire secrets, so there weren’t repercussions for being unfriendly to strangers. In this town though, he needed to blend in, which would require him to be congenial—especially to law enforcement.

      “Settling in,” Drex replied, plastering a friendly smile on his face.

      “Tough time of year to move,” the man added. “Starting new during the most social season of the year?”

      “Yeah,” he gave a light chuckle. “I’ll have some adjusting to do.”

      A brunette walked past, pushing her cart and waving. “Hi, Sheriff Carpenter.”

      Drex’s jaw clamped as he tried to maintain the smile—his suspicion confirmed. The first person he met in his new life was the town sheriff? Unbelievable.

      The sheriff extended a hand. “Joe Carpenter.”

      “Chris Holiday.” He shook the meaty hand, but noted the grip wasn’t unfriendly.

      “Ah, you took the new house off Pine Street.”

      “That’s the one.” He beamed to cover his dismay at the town sheriff knowing exactly where he lived.

      “Welcome to Blitzen.”

      “Thank you.” Drex picked up a head of lettuce.

      “If you’re looking to meet some townsfolk, there is a Christmas dance on the 20th and a big food drive with the parade on December 21st.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff. I’ll keep those in mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Holly drove downtown and parked on Main Street near the bistro.

      “Isn’t it gorgeous?” she asked Figgy, who hovered in the passenger seat beside her. Now that he was here, she had someone with whom to enjoy the decorations.

      “A lovely display of Christmas cheer / A harbinger of  fortune this coming year.”

      Snow topped the eaves and lined the sidewalks. Each street lantern bore a giant, shimmering golden snowflake. During the day, the tinsel sparkled, and at night, the lights glowed. Green wreaths with vibrant red poinsettias and berries adorned storefront doors near windows framed in Christmas lights.

      Holly zipped up her winter coat, pulled on her gloves, and tugged her hat over her head. “Are you coming or staying?”

      “I’ll watch you from afar / I’ll stay here in the car. If you need me, say the word / I’ll fly to you like a bird.”

      Based on their past encounters, she knew Figgy often kept his distance when she entered crowds. Since she was the only person who could see and hear him and she didn’t want to be the strange woman talking to herself, she was content to update him on events later. Somehow though, he was also able to watch her without her seeing him.

      She hopped out of the car and walked to the bistro where she held the door open for Mrs. Whitaker.

      “Holly, how are you?”

      “I’m great. Are you planning Christmas with Patrick and Penelope?”

      “Oh, yes. A big get together since Manny is the first grandchild in the family.”

      Patrick and Penelope were a couple Holly and Figgy had paired two years ago. She worked at the bank, and he was a veterinarian. Together, they had three dogs and child number one.

      “How about you, Holly?”

      Although she suspected Mrs. Whitaker was asking about family, she opted to skirt the question. “I’ll be at the Christmas dance. Hope to see you there.”

      As the women exchanged Merry Christmas’s, they went different directions inside the bistro.

      Warm air engulfed Holly as she walked toward the counter. She wasn’t hungry, so she ordered tea and took a seat. Glancing around the shop, she saw mostly townspeople she knew—the retired Jones brothers who spent their afternoon playing chess at the rec center, the town counselor, Candy Ackers, and Sheriff Joe Carpenter who was growing his beard out again to play Santa at the parade. Others were tourists not fulfilling the demographic of the man she sought to have a ‘chance’ encounter with—Chris Holiday.

      She realized her poor planning as she scanned the room a second time—she didn’t know what this mystery man looked like, and Figgy wasn’t close by to point him out.

      She pulled out her phone and elected to do a search.

      Ugh. There were too many Chris Holidays, and although she knew he was a consultant, she didn’t know his company’s name. She might have to summon Figgy to point him out to her.

      All thoughts of the newcomer vanished when Holly caught sight of the profile of a handsome man at the check-out counter. He had brown hair and dark brown eyes. His oval face held a strong jaw with trim facial hair and a straight nose.

      “Drex?” she said tentatively, but the slight tensing of his shoulders told her that her instincts were spot on. She stood and gave a friendly smile. “Drex Alister?”

      He hesitated, as if debating if he would acknowledge her. When he lifted his head in her direction, she smiled.

      He greeted her smile with a tentative quirk of his lips—not unfriendly but carrying a hint of irritation to suggest she’d interrupted or intruded, perhaps his lunch break. He was dressed in jeans, a grey sweater, and a faux fur-lined black coat.

      “Do I know you?” he asked.

      She walked closer, suddenly embarrassed by her outburst. Of course, he wouldn’t remember her. She had been a freshman crushing on a senior who barely knew she existed.

      

      Drex stared at the vibrant blonde woman approaching him. Blue jeans hugged slender legs, and a candy cane T-shirt gave her a festive look.

      She gave a more tentative smile as she turned her paper cup in her hands. “Not really. We went to the same high school.”

      High school? Of all things—first the sheriff and now someone from high school identified him in remote Maryland?

      “James Madison High?” She looked like she really wanted him to remember her, but he didn’t.

      High school had been three different schools and three different foster homes. He didn’t remember much of anyone from his nine months of senior year in Brooklyn.

      He did, however, recognize this woman from the pictures he’d seen of her realtor business. He glanced around the room, noting that the two of them were drawing the attention of patrons.

      She waved a hand. “You don’t remember, it’s okay. Never mind. I’m sorry I bothered you.” A flush creeping up from her neck threatened to reach and merge with a pair of reddening cheeks.

      He’d rather see her beaming smile on that lovely face framed in blonde curls than the way she retreated into a shell of insecurity.

      “Not a bother at all,” he said. “High school was a long time ago. Maybe you can jog my memory.”

      When her smile returned in full force, the bistro became suddenly warm and cramped.

      “Do you want to walk and talk?” He gestured toward the door.

      “I always prefer walking to sitting,” she replied in a chipper voice. She set down her drink long enough to zip her coat and put on her gloves and hat.

      Drex found himself smiling; apparently, hers was contagious. He opened the door and was grateful for the blast of cold air that struck him. Surely, he’d been warm because she’d identified him and not because she was an attractive woman close to his age. He had no time for a relationship, and certainly no intention of endangering someone by proximity.

      “James Madison High. You came in new and no one knew you,” she said.

      Story of my life, he thought.

      She continued, “You didn’t have a of Brooklyn accent. You kind of had this aloof vibe like you were too cool for school.”

      Drex laughed, startling Holly.

      “I don’t know about cool. I mostly wanted to keep my head down and graduate.”

      They walked side by side down the sidewalk lined with storefronts.

      “How did you end up in this town?” Drex asked.

      “Fresh start three years ago. I visited this place once with my family, and the beauty of it stuck with me.”

      A fresh start? He could relate to that, but he wondered what had been important for Holly to leave behind? He shook off the thought. No attachments. He might not be here long enough to form anything meaningful.

      “Blizten is a magnificent little town,” he agreed. Main Street was picture perfect. Despite his many drops and exchanges in big cities and the blissful anonymity a metropolis offered, small shops in a central cozy town captured his affection.

      “How did you end up here?” she asked.

      “Fresh start.”

      “What do you do?” she asked.

      “Consulting. And you are in real estate.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Your poster is on the billboard on the drive into town. Holly Sanders.”

      “Ah, right.”

      He would have to also come clean about his alter ego. In a small town like this, she was bound to run into people who referred to him as Chris Holiday—such as Sheriff Carpenter. If he didn’t get in front of the lie, it would only arouse suspicion.

      “As the superstar town relator, perhaps you can give me the tour,” he suggested. Who better than to give him the inside scoop on everything he needed to know?

      That thousand-watt smile of hers sent a zing through him which he instantly squelched.

      No attachments.
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