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      As Silas and his partner, Katie, are enjoying their first holiday season together, his unique empathic sense completely derails them at a Christmas festival. After he assists a costumed Santa who loses his balance, Silas is struck by a disturbing vision of the man ominously shadowing a young boy.

      

      Finding the sinister Santa in a crowd of men in red suits is impossible, though. Another vision sends them to a different holiday event, but locating the man they call “Mad Santa” this time of year or one particular boy in a sea of children—daunting. Still, with the boy’s safety at stake, they chase down clues in subsequent visions and their own wild speculations on a desperate hunt through Atlanta.

      

      Silas grapples with the increasing intensity of the visions—flashes of violence, a sense of both guilt and resolute determination, and a Christmas Eve deadline. And while they’re partners in anti-crime, Katie’s logical approach clashes with his fear-driven actions stemming from his traumatic past and previous failures. As the clock ticks down to the final night, they must trust in their soul partnership to find the boy they fear is a target of a revenge kidnapping…and save Christmas for everyone.

      

      This gripping tale blends suspense with a poignant exploration of love, fear, and the unexpected connections that define us.
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      Silas Koole watched the love of his life spin around to take in all the Stone Mountain Christmas glory: trees lit up, each in a different color, the old-fashioned buildings draped in thousands of lights, and Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer floating from speakers on a crisp, clear night.

      Katie Malloy took a deep breath, as though inhaling it into her lungs and every cell of her body. “I love you, and I love all of this! It fulfills every clichéd, wonderful thing about Christmas!”

      During the Polar Express train ride and the amazing drone light show, he’d honestly been paying more attention to Katie’s joy than the atmosphere. She’d posed with a lady in a tree costume and a group of people in their silliest Christmas sweaters. He’d even found himself agreeing to getting matching ugly sweaters for next year.

      While he grinned, she took in a convergence of people in Santa costumes flowing toward them. “What the heck? So many Santas!”

      They were all heading to one area in the village.

      Silas slung his arm over her shoulders and pulled her closer as they walked, wanting her just a little closer—at least as close as she could get in her puffy coat. “That’s gotta be confusing for a kid.”

      “Right? Or exciting. Can you really get too much of a fun thing?”

      Santas didn’t move Silas one bit. “I stopped believing in Santa after my mom died and my father couldn’t be bothered to stick a present under the tree from him. It devastated me that Santa hadn’t found us in our new residence out in the woods. He was supposed to be magical, knower of all. But I blamed my father, too. Bastard didn’t even put up a tree, said it was too painful. But I knew even then he was just apathetic and lazy, even if I didn’t have words for it.”

      “Did he give you a present at least?”

      Silas chuckled, though it was hardly funny as he remembered. “Yeah, he didn’t make me skin the rabbits he shot on our hunting outing for a whole week.” He felt Katie’s empathy as an energetic force, like a wave. Time to change focus. “How about you?”

      She smiled, though it was bittersweet. “My mama always made a big deal out of Christmas. She talked about faded memories of family holidays in Cuba, all the relatives gathered for a huge smoked pig roast. She tried to replicate that even for just the two of us. The family who took me in after she…died…” She took a quick breath and moved on. “They did Christmas up pretty good, with all the traditions. But I always felt like an outsider.”

      He squeezed her even closer, feeling all that grief and anger over her mother’s murder mixing in with the good memories. “Now we get to make our own Christmas memories.”

      They both came to a stop to take in the festive chaos in front of them: snow, in the form of bubbles, spurted from fountains, inciting kids to hop around trying to catch the shimmering flecks. One blond toddler slapped her hand over her eye and screamed, “Mommy, the snow bit my eye! It stings!” Mommy rushed over, while the nearby kids watched, concerned about this turn of events.

      “It’s just soap in your eye, sweetie,” she soothed, rubbing the girl’s eye with her thumb.

      The kids collectively resumed their jumping and giggling, apparently okay with the risk-versus-benefit ratio.

      Silas nodded toward a hot chocolate stand. “Let’s cheer to new traditions.”

      “Yes, let’s.”

      As they sought out the stand, they spotted a sign for the SANTA DASH. “Aha, that explains it,” he said.

      A few minutes later, they held their hot cups in both hands and watched the Santas, men and women, white and Black and Asian and Latino, converge for the first Santa event: the cider relay race.

      A woman was saying over the speakers, “The team who finishes with the most liquid in their cup wins!”

      The crowd of red-and-white fuzz-clothed people started forming teams of five in the center where a crazy obstacle course ensured the most spillage possible: steps and slides and even a ball pit between the starting and finishing lines.

      Katie leaned closer to him, pressing her cheek against his chest. “What would we tell our kid about all the Santas? That maybe they’re all his helpers ‘cause the big guy can’t be everywhere at once?”

      He couldn’t help it; his body stiffened at the thought. Even through their jackets, she must have sensed it because she leaned back and looked at him, eyes narrowed.

      “Geez, Silas, I’m talking theoretically.”

      “Our theoretical adopted kids, you mean?”

      “Adopted is fine, but I’d like to leave it open for having a biological one. Maybe they won’t inherit your ability.”

      “And maybe they would.”

      She rubbed his hand, sending so much love and, ugh, sympathy his way. “And we would deal with it. You didn’t have anyone who could explain how you can feel people’s feelings. Or teach you ways to shield yourself. Our kid would.”

      “True, but it’s still a lot to put on a kid. It’s like having a genetic disease with decent odds of being handed down to your progeny.”

      She came face-to-face with him, wrapping her arms around his waist. “That ability stopped a serial killer. And saved my life.”

      “It did, for which I’m forever grateful. And it kept us connected over miles and years…even if you didn’t know it.”

      “Right. So, you see, it’s not a curse but a blessing.”

      “One that I’d rather not bequeath to anyone.” He kissed her nose. “Let’s give birth to our story first and then we’ll see.” One last true crime book, the most personal he would ever write: Unforgivable. Together, they would share their experience with a serial killer who Silas called the Ghost. He would reveal to the world—or at least to everyone who read it—his empathic abilities. Then he was leaving behind his lucrative career—and the darkness it plunged him into—to write cozy mysteries with her.

      She rubbed her hands together. “And then plot out our series.”

      “Yep, by team Katie and Silas.”

      Officially authored by Katie and Silas Koole. That’s what he imagined on the cover. Because he wanted to propose. She was already planning to legally go back to her maiden name, and he wanted to do it before she went to all that trouble. Of course, that was if she wanted to take his name. Baby steps. He’d thought about doing it here, tonight, and even had the ring in the car—which he could go out to on some pretense. But he’d fallen back to his initial thought, which was to do it in a big way. So much had been taken from her, and he wanted to make up for it. Especially the getting married part. Admittedly, he was putting a lot of pressure on himself to find the absolute perfect way.

      “Three….two…one!” the announcer called out, and with the shot of an air gun, the Santas were off.

      Silas and Katie watched the mad scramble, laughing at the fumbles, spills, and extraordinary effort the Santas were making to win the title. No more heavy talk, he resolved. From now on, the holidays were going to be all light and love and joy.

      The Peachtree Santas won, each getting a candy cane trophy amid the cheers of the crowd. In the spirit of his earlier proclamation, Silas clapped and hooted, getting a surprised look from Katie. Yeah, he was normally a pretty understated guy.

      The Santas dispersed into the crowd, a red wave coming at them.

      “Next up,” the announcer said, “kids eleven through fourteen years of age, come on up!”

      The jostling of the coming Santas and going kids must have caused one Santa to trip. The guy started to pitch forward. A gloved hand was coming right at Katie’s half-full cup as the man spun his arms to right himself. Silas skirted around her and grabbed the man’s shoulders just as he tipped past the point of no return. Silas felt a slight jolt of adrenaline. The man jerked around at the unexpected contact, brown eyes wide, gloved fist coming up in what looked suspiciously like an incoming right hook.

      Silas released him, hands up. “Just helping.”

      The man—a guess, given his build, since Silas couldn’t see much of his face behind the cap, beard, and round glasses—visibly regained himself, both balance-wise and reaction-wise. “Um…thanks.” With a quick wave of his hand, he slipped into the flow of the kids heading toward the activity area. Turns out he hadn’t been one of the competing Santas, since he was going in the wrong direction.

      Katie stepped up beside Silas as they watched the man jostle his way through the crowd. “Hm, wonder what that was about? Looked like he was about to deck you.”

      “I know, right? Guess I took him by surprise, but when you’re falling, and someone grabs you, it’s not a big leap to think that, hey, maybe they’re helping you not to fall on your ass? His reaction was way over the top. Maybe he’s a bit tipsy.”

      “Well, it was nice of you to help him.”

      Silas lifted one shoulder. “I was mostly afraid he was going to knock that hot cocoa all over you.”

      She gave him a wry grin. “There you go, risking your life to save mine again.”

      He gave her a hands-up shrug. “It’s just what I do.”

      “I think your reward should be kettle corn. I’ve been smelling it since we got here, and I’m totally salivating.”

      “Oh, so it’s your reward really.”

      She looped her arm around his, guiding him to the right. “It’s your reward, but I’m just benefiting from it.”

      They wandered over to a popcorn booth and then settled onto a bench to eat. A quartet filled the air with Silent Night, but it was anything but silent. A group of people in front of the band sang along. All around, laughter, the squeals of kids chasing after a six-foot-tall reindeer, and the bark of a dog lent a perfect medley of ambient cheer. He watched Katie pop a few kernels into her mouth, savoring the taste as much as she was enjoying the festive atmosphere. He soaked up her beauty and contentment and marinated in his own joy, a rare feeling for either of them before they’d come here to Atlanta.

      The emcee’s voice overpowered all the other sounds: “Kids five through seven, please come on up!”

      Kids all around grabbed their parents’ hands—or ran off without them—into the crowd beyond. He couldn’t see the race area from there.

      Katie tapped his arm. “Should we go over? I bet the little kids will be fun to watch.”

      “Sure—”

      A dark wave crashed over his mind, stealing away his words. He saw the crowd—but through someone else’s eyes and slightly blurred. All sound was muffled, with an underlying hum. He knew this sensation…from when he was psychically tethered to a killer.

      Distantly he heard Katie saying, “Silas? Are you…”

      He was here. The person whose eyes he saw through pushed their way toward the race area. Silas felt dizzy as the person’s eyes frantically swept the crowd, looking for something.

      Was it a shooter? God, not here. Panic jolted him, but Silas stayed synced with the person so he could gather information. He couldn’t quite key in on the person’s emotions…no, wait. He felt a faint sense of desperation.

      Not good.

      A boy came into focus, flanked by his parents, and Silas felt a shift. They were faced away from him but remained in sight as they reached the race area. They must be the target. The boy ran to the group of kids assembling for the race. Then Silas realized that he was the focus. The viewer’s emotions heightened, and Silas’s heartbeat quickened.

      Bad. Really bad.

      But he couldn’t see enough of the kid’s face through the murky vision, only that he was of medium build, with medium brown shade of hair. Damn, nothing discernable. Something white obscured the top part of the vision. Fog? He’d never seen anything like that.

      A gunshot snapped Silas out of the vision. He screamed, “No!”

      Everything around him came into focus again, including puzzled faces looking down on him, and then Katie’s face, closer, full of concern. Why weren’t people running, screaming, and diving for cover? He gasped for air as she helped him launch up from where he now sat…on the grass? His popcorn covered the grass like tiny snowballs, and a Scottish terrier was making quick work of them as his owner focused on Silas.

      “You okay, man?”

      Silas took in the area. No sign of any disruptive force, other than his fall. He held up a reassuring hand, giving the guy a nod. “Thanks, I’m okay. I get these…seizures once in a while. No big deal.”

      Though some people had doubtful expressions, they started turning away.

      Katie gripped his hand. “You had a vision, didn’t you?”

      He nodded. “Was there a gunshot?”

      “The starting pistol.”

      The race, where the kid was. Silas grabbed her hand and plowed toward the crowd. “Someone’s stalking a boy. He’s in the race.”

      He pushed into the tight crowd assembled closer to the activity area.

      “Hey!”

      “Rude,” someone else muttered.

      “Could you see his face?” Katie asked, clinging to his arm to keep up.

      “Not clearly. Something white was obscuring…” He brushed by a man in a Santa costume. The cap. The fuzzy border of the cap! He stopped so fast that Katie slammed into him. “He’s in a Santa costume. The guy⁠—”

      “you helped,” she finished. “You touched him.”

      “Connected with him apparently.”

      He pulled her farther into a crowd of people reluctant to let someone butt in front of them.

      “We have a winner!” the emcee announced. “Good job!”

      Everyone in the vicinity cheered and clapped. Silas searched the kids’ faces, but they grabbed their trophies and quickly dispersed into the crowd. “I couldn’t really see much about the boy. He was pretty nondescript.”

      “Do you remember anything at all about the Santa?” Katie asked.

      Yes, they could find the Santa. “He’s a man.”

      She tipped her chin, looking up at him dolefully. “That is not particularly helpful.”

      “Sorry, that’s pretty much all I got. Did you notice anything distinctive about him?”

      She shook her head.

      They both scanned the now shifting crowd, and he looked for the familiar costume, for red anything, and red-and-white caps.

      “So many Santas,” they both said at the same time, this time with exasperation.

      “And Santa caps,” he added.

      “And red sweaters and coats,” she said.

      Still, he led the way through the area, looking for the most solid clue he had—the stalker. He looked at every Santa’s face, hoping to spot an expression of malicious intent. There were plenty of happy Santas and tired Santas and one cranky Santa complaining about the suit’s itchy collar, but not one who looked suspicious. And most of their faces were obscured by the cap and beard.

      After another hour of searching, as the festival wound down, Silas felt cranky, too. “Let’s go home.”

      He glanced upward. Whoever gave me this ability…ya know, it would be helpful to have more, well, help. Like radar leading me right to the person. Could we arrange that please?
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      Katie watched Silas write down everything he could remember on a piece of paper she’d labeled with Mad Santa as they sat at their kitchen table.

      It wasn’t a long list.

      “He had a solid build, like he worked out.” He jotted that down. “And that wild look in his eyes, like I was about to attack him.”

      He wrote down Reactive. Possibly capable of violence.

      “But that’s likely not what a child predator would be like,” she said. “At least I’ve never heard that connection. They tend to be charming and cowardly.”

      Silas rubbed his head, as though he could massage out more details. She put her hand over his arm. “Don’t beat yourself up for not figuring it out. It’s not like you were expecting this.”

      “Not at a freakin’ holiday festival.” Still, his agony wrought his features tight.

      “And nothing happened.”

      “Yet. But I could feel his…his determination to get close to that kid. He might have followed the family home.” He sprung to his feet. “He could be stalking their house right now.”

      Both dogs sprang to their feet, too, as though Silas and the two Goldens were tied together with a string.

      She pulled him back to the seat. “If this works like it has in the past, you’ll be there, psychically, when he’s moving in on the boy. Right? When he’s in a heightened state, you’ll connect to him.”

      He relaxed the slightest bit. “Yeah, you’re right. But next time, he could grab the kid, and I don’t have a clue who he is or where the kid lives. It’s agonizing, watching something happen when you can’t do anything about it.”

      She took a calming breath, hoping to inspire him to do the same—even though she knew well that frustration. “We’re going to do everything we can to figure this out. So, before we start our book, we will find this kid.”

      He shook his head, an ironic expression on his face. “Instead of getting out of the true crime business, I’m right back in it.”

      “This is obviously what we’re meant to be doing. I mean, what are the odds that you latch onto a guy who wants to grab a kid?” She looked skyward. “Seems like the Universe is telling you that this is what you’re supposed to be doing—using your gifts.”

      He dropped his head to the table with a groan. Just as she was about to rub his back, feeling his pain and frustration because of their special connection, he sat back up again.

      “I think you’re right about his reaction not seeming like a sexual predator. I definitely didn’t get any arousal from the guy. I did pick up feelings, though.”

      She could tell he was processing, remembering. “Like?”

      “He shut them down before they really formed. It reminded me of when I came back to town and saw you that first time. I felt so much, but I didn’t want to feel it, so I shut it down.”

      She wasn’t going to mention that it was still a struggle sometimes. He’d been so used to being ostracized as an oddball—the locals had called him Spooky Silas as a kid. Then he’d worried that his connection to the darkest of people would affect her…that he would somehow infect her because he thought it infected him. He’d tried to keep himself shut away. But he was getting better.

      “Was it innocent love? Like with us?”

      Silas shook his head. “I didn’t get love or affection; the emotions were darker.” He scribbled on the notepad.

      “Maybe he intends to kidnap the boy. For ransom.”

      “Or revenge.” He wrote those down. “Yeah, that could fit. It could involve drugs, gangs, or other criminal activities. They’d have no compunction about using a kid to hurt their enemy.”

      She arched her eyebrow. “Compunction?”

      He shrugged. “Writer.”

      She sometimes teased him about his five-dollar words, knowing he never used them to seem smart or superior.

      “You couldn’t see the parents at all?”

      “No. Two men, I think, but hard to tell with their coats on. I only saw them from behind and at a distance. I could tell that the kid was comfortable with them, so I’m guessing parents.”

      “I could call Gary and see if there were any reports of odd behavior at the festival, any arrests.”

      Silas winced. “I guess. Sorry, I’m still getting used to the fact that he’s your half-brother.”

      “He’s trying to make up for the terrible things he did…to both of us. And he’s still in therapy. He really wants to be your friend.”

      Silas looked at the latest gourmet basket that he’d sent, this time filled with nostalgic candies like wax bottles, Mary Janes, and Jelly Bellys. “I’ll get there. Just give me time.”

      She gave him a grateful smile—Gary really had been an ass to Silas—and scrolled through her contacts. Brother. Despite their past, the word sent a trill of excitement through her, after being without blood family for so long. She dialed and put it on speaker.

      “Hey, sis, what’s up?” he answered.

      She grinned, then got to business. “Did you hear about anything odd going down at the Stone Mountain Christmas festival tonight? Any threats or arrests?”

      “Nope, but I can check. Why?”

      She hesitated, looking at Silas. Although Gary had heard about his abilities because of the Ghost investigation, Silas was still reticent to talk about his gifts—especially with Gary. “Silas picked up on something. A man in a Santa suit with an intense interest in a boy.”

      “Sick.”

      “Not that kind of interest but still concerning.”

      “Care to share more?”

      “That’s really all we have, plus a lot of unhelpful speculation.”

      “Okay, I’ll take a look. Gotta run. Bye, sis.”

      Bye, brother sounded awkward, so she just said goodbye and hung up. “Let’s wait for the late evening news and see if they report anything on the festival.” She got up and went into the small living room, the dogs at her heels.

      “Good idea.” He followed her in, and they settled on the couch. Goldie jumped up on Katie’s side, while Bruce, named for Silas’s previous dog, The Boss, settled in next to him.

      As they waited through the headline stories, he stroked her fingers. “Thank you for never looking at me like I’m a freak.”

      “I’d never do that. It’s part of who you are.”

      “Which goes back to the kid thing…”

      “Let’s not talk about that. I’m twenty-eight. We have a little time to figure it out.” She looked around at the house. “At least we have the house and the dogs. That’s a great start.”

      He smiled in appreciation, then looked around the living room. “A real home for both of us.”

      Warm colors, earthy browns and deep yellows, and the sparkling tree in the corner of the living room that was way overdecorated—you could hardly see the tree for all the ornaments and tinsel and garland. Their first holiday together, and the first real one they could celebrate full-stop in many years…yeah, they’d overdone it and unapologetically so. Large ornaments hung throughout the house, and she’d bought a big Elmer the Christmas Moose painting for above the fireplace.

      Warm love bubbled up in her heart. “I hadn’t had a real home since that double-wide my mama and I lived in. I would have taken that over a mansion if I could have kept her.”

      He pulled her close. “Probably even a tent.”

      “Yeah, for sure.”

      “That’s why I wanted to buy you a big house in an upscale neighborhood. A mansion…ish.”

      She shook her head. “This place, even with the few boxes still left to unpack…it’s home. A little house in the ’burbs with a big fenced-in yard—perfect.” She rubbed Goldie’s head. “Right, sweetie?”

      Goldie sighed, settling her head on Katie’s thigh.

      “See, she agrees.”

      Silas glanced around. “I have to admit, I like this better than some big, airy place. It really is perfect.”

      “And now, we take you to the third annual Santa Dash at Stone Mountain Park from earlier tonight, which benefits the Big Brothers Big Sisters organization of Atlanta. Cheryl, how was it?”

      Silas and Katie swiveled toward the television, where an attractive woman stood in roughly the same place they’d been a couple of hours earlier.

      “You already know how important Stone Mountain’s Christmas is for getting into the holiday mood, festive, fun, delicious, and the perfect way to get into the holiday spirit if you aren’t already—and hopefully you are since we’re a week away. Tonight featured a race to raise funds to support the many important programs for kids in our area.”

      They covered the events, and Katie froze the screen a few times so they could study the crowd.

      “Look, I think that’s us!” she said, pointing to a couple in the background.

      Silas was too focused on looking for Mad Santa and the boy to respond apparently. He crouched in front of the large screen with narrowed eyes, then he’d wag his finger for her to move forward. “Stop,” he’d say a second later.

      They only showed the older kids’ cider race, and in the dark, even with all the colored lights, it was still hard to see anyone’s face clearly.

      Katie’s phone dinged with a text.

      Gary: One fight between teenagers, two arrests for drunk and disorderly, and one for peeing in public.

      Katie relayed Gary’s text to Silas.

      He flopped back onto the floor in front of the TV with a sigh. “I guess we wait for more.”

      She sighed, too. He really hated waiting. And she knew he’d blame himself if the news reported that a boy had been kidnapped in the next few days, even if there was no way he could have stopped it.
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        * * *

      

      Silas’s dreams plunged him into memories of horror movies he’d watched, like Christmas Evil and Silent Night, Deadly Night. That had been his father’s idea of holiday fun. The man hated Christmas, and it tickled him to watch movies about killer Santas and terrorized children. In the chaotic snippets of his dreams, Silas chased an evil Santa with a sack over his shoulder containing something wriggling and screaming.

      The boy, of course.

      Silas gratefully woke out of the dream and checked on Katie next to him, glad he hadn’t woken her. He carefully got out of bed and walked into the kitchen under the glow of the tree lights. Both dogs followed, probably thinking it was time for breakfast.

      “Way too early, guys.”

      He poured a glass of water and gulped it down, then gave each pooch a biscuit treat. An odd energy prickled through him. Was Mad Santa outside the boy’s home right now, casing the entry points?

      He’d felt this helplessness before, and it had nearly driven him crazy. He wandered to the window, pushing aside the curtain to look out to the moonlit back yard. The dogs sat in front of the door, eagerly awaiting its opening.

      Silas rolled his eyes. “Opportunists.” He refilled his glass and opened the door, and they scampered out.

      Silas followed, enjoying the biting chill on his bare chest. Maybe it would chase away the weird feelings.

      The moonlight gave the dogs a flat, two-dimensional look as they investigated the night sounds, sniffing at bushes, tails sweeping back and forth. Probably enjoying different smells than the ones they got during the day, while nocturnal critters hunkered down confused about this new kind of intrusion. Silas remained on the wood deck and reveled in the peace, hoping it would lull him back to sleep.

      A vision sent him down—heavy breathing, pounding heartbeat and shortness of breath. He distantly heard his glass hit the deck, followed by his body, and then a barrage of sounds he couldn’t identify. But these he knew were in his head.

      In Mad Santa’s head.

      What was he doing? Did he have the kid?

      Silas felt a jarring sensation. Running. Feet pounding on pavement. Heavy breathing. Next came a slideshow of images flashing so fast that he could barely register what he was seeing. Through the guy’s eyes, Silas ran up a sidewalk, turned a corner, and spotted a man walking away from him. He ran up behind the guy, who started to turn. Mad Santa grabbed him before he could fully turn around and sliced a knife across his throat. Blood spurted, the man dropped, and the killer ran off, a clean escape.

      Silas jerked back to his world. “What the hell?”

      The dogs were staring at him as he sat up and rubbed the back of his head where it had hit the deck.

      “I’m all right.” He pushed himself to his feet, feeling achy in several spots. He grabbed the glass, waved for them to follow him back inside the warm house. He locked the door then leaned against it, feeling weak.

      Mad Santa had killed one of the parents. He was right now committing heinous acts, and Silas couldn’t do a thing about it.

      Katie appeared in the hallway, rubbing her arms. “You okay?”

      “I saw stuff. I think he’s doing it right now.” He pushed away from the door and sank onto the couch, then turned on the television.

      She settled in next to him, comforting him by stroking his thigh. “What did you see? Was it…the boy?”

      “No, thank God. But Mad Santa…he’s not your average kidnapper. He’s a killer.”
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