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      It was a bad idea.

      I had a perfectly good cabin. A warm fire. A novel to read. I could go to bed early. Get some sleep.

      Stay out of trouble.

      But I had the mask. And I had the dress.

      And I had nothing to lose.

      Why not?

      I got up, dug my dress out of my luggage, and within thirty minutes I had transformed myself into what I imagined was a mysterious visitor to Alpine Falls.

      As a last minute touch, I added some red lipstick. Didn’t mysterious women always wear red lipstick?

      Maybe Mr. Andrews had been a little bit right. Maybe I was a little bit prone to flights of fancy or what he called going off into a daze.

      It didn’t hurt my work any.

      Being in a daze just meant I was thinking. Or in this case I was being creative.

      I put on my coat, grabbed my keys, and I was on my way to the ball.

      Just like Cinderella.
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          BAILEY WYATT

        

      

    

    
      Hundreds of twenty-foot tall sparkling metal Christmas trees spaced at regular intervals along Post Oak Boulevard pulsed in tandem to a modern synthesized rendition of one classic Christmas song after another.

      Back to back traffic, all red brake lights sitting at a standstill in the lanes all the way to the 610 Loop, blocking anyone trying to get in or out of the Galleria. Horns blowing. A group of motorcycle riders ignoring traffic rules weaving their way around the cars.

      Exhaust from the buses hung on the typical Houston December weather just cold enough to put a chill in the air, mixing with the scent of grilled fajitas from the café across the street.

      I gripped the cold iron railing of the rooftop balcony with one hand and held my long brunette hair out of my face with the other as I watched a flock of black birds held together by what looked like an invisible net landed gracefully on the almost empty concrete parking lot below.

      The flocks of birds didn’t photograph well, but I could paint them if I had a canvas and some paint. Of course I didn’t have any on me.

      Our offices normally closed at five o’clock, but not today. After today our offices would be closed for two weeks. There was a price to pay for being off work for two weeks. That price was working late getting as many loose ends tied up as possible.

      Tonight was not only the last night of work for two weeks, it was the night Mr. Andrews would finally announce who got the coveted long-awaited promotion to junior partner.

      The one that came down to a choice between me and Grayson Theodore Moore, III.

      I already knew who would be getting the promotion and it wasn’t going to be me.

      It wasn’t that I couldn’t do the job, as good or better than Grayson Theodore Moore, III. It was instead that the legal profession, at our company at least, was still an old boys club.

      And in old boys clubs, the man was always the one who got the promotion.

      There had yet to be a woman break through the glass ceiling here at the law firm where I had worked for five years.

      I had no false expectations.

      The alarm on my phone told me it was time to head downstairs to my meeting with Mr. Andrews.

      After the meeting, we were supposed to officially close the offices and start the Christmas party celebrations. It was convenient having the party on the office floor.

      Going inside, I walked down the half dozen stairs and pressed the elevator button.

      As I waited for the elevator that would take me down to the fifteenth floor, I had the distinct feeling that this would be the last time I would be up here.

      I shook it off.

      This year. It was the last time I would be up here this year.

      The elevator arrived and I made my way down to the office floor in a moment of quietness from the city sounds outside.

      On the fifteen floor, I stepped into a different kind of noise. Someone had turned the speakers up, playing pop music loud enough to force intimate conversations. They were starting the party early.

      Instead of going to my office, I walked down the hallway straight to Mr. Andrews’ office.

      “Good luck,” Kristie said with a smile as I passed by her desk.

      Kristie was my best friend at work, but I honestly didn’t know how she got any work done. Her desk looked like Christmas threw up all over it. On one corner of her desk was her own little real two foot Christmas tree wrapped in burlap and decorated with red and green twinkling lights.

      The tree smelled like a blue spruce forest, more fragrant than any candle store, even this time of year when all the stores smelled like spruce and cinnamon and vanilla and candied apples.

      With Christmas falling in the middle of next week, I still had time to do my Christmas shopping. So far I had nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have a lot of people to buy for.

      “Thanks, Kristie,” I said, trying to read past her smile, but if she knew anything, she wasn’t giving it away. “Is he ready for me?”

      “You can go on in.”

      The door was open, so I went inside Mr. Andrews’ corner office.

      Grayson Theodore Moore, III sat in one of the chairs across from Mr. Andrews’ big sparkling glass topped desk.

      Even though I shouldn’t have been surprised that Grayson was in my meeting, it still stung a little. Maybe more than a little.

      Unlike Kristie’s desk, there was no evidence of the holidays in Mr. Andrews’ office. Nothing. Not even so much as a single fragrant candle.

      How he managed to keep Kristie’s festive décor from spilling over into his office, I’d never know.

      “Come in,” Mr. Andrews said. “Have a seat.”

      The bad thing about it was that I actually liked Mr. Andrews. He reminded me of someone’s grandfather. Not mine. But someone’s.

      My grandfather would be outside, wearing a flannel shirt and jeans, chopping firewood right about now. Wearing a suit and tie was something he could do and would do when necessary, but never to work. Work was something to do be done outside in the fresh air.

      I couldn’t say the same thing about either Mr. Andrews or Grayson Moore. Grayson Theodore Moore, III was what people either called the most eligible bachelor or a pompous ass. I was inclined to lean toward the latter, but for five years, he had been my fiercest competition.

      If I was honest with myself, I had to admit that he was part of the reason I had pushed myself so much to achieve everything I had.

      With a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, I sat down in the empty chair next to Grayson.

      Even though I had little if no expectations about this promotion, it didn’t mean that it didn’t sting that Mr. Andrews didn’t even have the courtesy to grant me a meeting without Grayson.

      “First of all,” Mr. Andrews said as though they hadn’t just been discussing the Houston Astros, a mutual interest of theirs. “I want to thank both of you for all your hard work.”

      Grayson nodded. I simply waited for him to continue. As odd as it was, I knew Mr. Andrews well enough to know what was coming.

      Or so I thought.

      “Partly as a result of that hard work, our firm has a record number of new clients to start off the new year with.”

      I straightened in the chair as a glimmer of hope burst through me. Maybe we were both here for a good reason. Maybe he was promoting both us instead of just choosing one of us.

      Surely he had to admit that we were equally qualified.

      But he was still talking.

      “As a result, we’re going to have to let you go.”

      He was looking right at me as he said those words.

      I had picked a bad time to allow my attention to wander.

      “Let me go?” I asked. “Wait. I think I missed something.” I tried to smile. To keep my tone light.

      “I didn’t stutter,” he said. “Part of my decision was based on your propensity to daze off.”

      Daze off?

      I shook my head.

      “Emily,” Mr. Andrews said. “Your attention wanders. You know that.”

      “It does not.” Even if it didn’t, and I knew it did, it wouldn’t matter. The man had already drawn his conclusion.

      “You’re firing me?” I didn’t even bother keeping the incredulousness out of my voice. This was not the time or place for false bravado.

      He nodded once in affirmation.

      “But you just said we had a record number of new clients.”

      “That’s right. Grayson is going to hire his own team. I think it’s for the best.”

      “But…” I looked over at Grayson’s smirking expression and made a face of my own at him before turning back to Mr. Andrews. “I’ve worked here for five years.”

      “You’ll get your two weeks paid vacation and I’ll write you a good letter of recommendation. You’re good at what you do. I just don’t think this company is a good fit for you.”

      I clamped my mouth closed. And he couldn’t have told me this five years ago? Three years ago? Last year?

      Last week?

      He just had to tell me tonight. Just days before Christmas. On what was supposed to be a day of celebration.

      “You can come in tomorrow morning,” Mr. Andrews said. “I’ll let security know you’re coming in to get your personal items.”

      He had to be kidding. This was like some kind of cruel joke.

      I’d made my career here. I was supposed to be up for promotion. Not up to be fired.

      Not today.

      Not ever.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Do I look like I’m kidding?”

      No. No. He did not look like he was kidding.

      My world had just been turned upside down.

      “I don’t need to come in tomorrow,” I said, standing up. “I’ll take my things with me now.”

      Mr. Andrews leaned back in his chair. In that moment I didn’t like him anymore.

      “The Christmas party is mandatory,” he said with a bit of a drawl that set me on edge. I’d heard him use that tone with a client when he knew he was to hit them where it hurt.

      “Not for me it isn’t,” I said, pressing a hand down on the back of the chair. My voice didn’t sound like my own. Where this sudden bravado came from, I would never know.

      All I knew was that I needed to get out of this office.

      “You’ll be forfeiting your Christmas bonus,” Mr. Andrews drawled. I got the sense he was actually enjoying this moment.

      Had he been planning this all along? Leading me to believe that I was actually being considered for promotion when he knew all along that he was going to fire me?

      “That’s illegal and you know it,” I said. “But you’re mistaking me for someone who cares.”

      With that, I turned around and left his office.

      I walked past Kristie, not even looking at her.

      She’d known. She had to have known. And she hadn’t said a word.

      No one noticed me as I walked across the lobby toward the little office that had been my home away from home. Alcohol was already flowing and no one was paying any attention to what was going on in my world.

      Stopping by the supply closet to grab a cardboard box, I gave some serious thought to calling Evan. He could meet me at my apartment and he would offer me consolation.

      Evan was a good boyfriend. He was always there when I needed him. We’d been dating since last spring and even though he hadn’t shown any indication that our relationship was moving forward, I got the impression that we would move forward. Eventually. When it was time. There was no need to rush things.

      Back in my office, tossing things into the box, my phone charging stand, a couple of well-worn textbooks, highlighted and annotated, my warm wool sweater, my water bottle and day planner.

      I didn’t really keep a lot of personal items here. My little succulent in a cute cat planter that someone had given me last Christmas. Did it mean something that I didn’t remember who had given it to me?

      Didn’t matter, I put it in the box, too.

      I’d just go straight to Evan’s apartment. Surprise him.

      He would listen to me, commiserate with me, then distract me by putting on a movie.

      Things would be better when I had Evan on my side.
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          REED FLYNN

        

      

    

    
      White puffy clouds drifted across the clear blue sky like random paint strokes.

      A perfect day for flying.

      I cruised the little Phenom over Main Street. It would be decorated with red, blue, and green lights mixed with clear lights depending on the storefront.

      Whether colorful or clear, not a shop would be missed. I couldn’t hear the Christmas music from the air, but I’d walked the streets enough to know that even now on a Saturday morning before the shops opened, the music would be playing. I was pretty sure they played the music twenty-four seven. Whether by design or because there was no one assigned to turn it on and off, seemed irrelevant. It had become a standard feature for the month of December in the little town of Alpine Falls.

      Turning east, I headed for the runway. Even I couldn’t call it an airport.

      It was quite simply a runway with an air sock. That was it.

      We were lucky to have it. It had started out as just a helipad, but after I’d gotten my pilot’s license, my father had surprised me by putting in the little runway right next to the helipad he’d built for my older brother.

      The difference was my brother, a helicopter pilot, flew in and out of Alpine Falls at least once a week. I came in maybe once a month.

      My primary job was in Denver where I contracted for a company called Skye Travels based out of Houston.

      Owning my own airplane gave me a lot more freedom than most pilots were afforded.

      That freedom, however, ended when my family summoned me home. I would have been a cad of the worst kind to not come when my family needed me, especially when that family had not only built this runway for me, but had also bought me this airplane.

      I might be a lot of things, but I wasn’t a cad.

      I prided myself on being there for my family when they needed me.

      The lodge had been in the family since my great-great grandparents claimed the land and proceeded to grow their family of twelve children. After their children (nine daughters) left home, they had begun renting out the many rooms left vacant. That’s how Alpine Lodge had been born.

      Their son, my great grandfather had married and built the house that my family now lived in. Each generation had added or changed something, leaving their indelible mark on the property.

      My parents had done a lot, mostly on the lodge, but probably their biggest contribution was building the helipad and the runway. They’d also been instrumental in getting a train depot in town. The train was just another mode of transportation to get people here from Denver.

      Those things alone had changed the type of guests Alpine Lodge attracted.

      The change hadn’t happened overnight, but I’d seen changes even since I was a kid. The rich, not the uber rich who had lodges of their own, but the rich people of Denver had started spending Christmas at Alpine Lodge.

      There were guests who had started coming here when they had small children and now their children were spending Christmas at Alpine Lodge with children of their own.

      Two years ago, my mother and older sister had put together a Christmas Eve masquerade ball.

      Word of mouth had traveled like wildfire and this year the number of guests coming in for the masquerade ball had doubled from where it had started.

      I’d been called in not as a pilot, but as a son to help out.

      I wasn’t even sure what they were going to have me doing, but it didn’t matter. We were a family owned and run business with an emphasis on family.

      For all knew, my mother wanted me here to dance with old ladies.

      And if that was it, then that was what I would do and I wouldn’t complain.

      It was my family’s support that allowed me to have the career I wanted and I would be forever grateful.

      Just days until Christmas and there was only one thing missing.

      The clear twinkling lights outlined the house. Smoke drifted up from the chimneys and guests walked the trails around the lodge, some even hiking up into the mountains.

      The only thing missing was snow.

      The one thing we had no control over.

      Some people probably would have brought in fake snow, but we prided ourselves on being true to nature. It would snow when it was ready.

      I took the Phenom in for a smooth landing, did my post flight checklist, and secured the airplane.

      My brother’s helicopter wasn’t here. He’d most likely been sent into Denver to pick up a guest. Sometimes I wondered if he and I ever passed each other in the air.

      It was more than likely.

      He and I hadn’t talked as much as we should since he’d gotten married. That was natural, though, I supposed. I’d be the same way if I ever got married.

      Not that marriage was something I saw in my near future.

      I had never really gotten over my high school girlfriend. After graduating from the little high school in Alpine Falls, we’d eagerly headed off to our respective universities to get our respective degrees.

      Aviation for me. Law for her.

      Our intent. Our promise. Was to get back together.

      We’d been young and dumb and that vague intent had been the only plan we’d made.

      Somewhere along the way, we’d lost touch.

      I came home year after year and eventually I had stopped looking for her. She wasn’t coming home.

      Her parents even moved away. Florida maybe. Or was it Arizona? I didn’t even know. I’d heard both.

      I wouldn’t know how to get in touch with her even if I wanted to.

      I could only imagine how awkward that conversation would be after all these years.

      She was probably married with half a dozen kids by now.

      She’d been one of those girls who could have had both a career and a family and never bat an eye.

      Since I knew she wouldn’t be here, I threw on a coat and walked across the field toward the lodge.

      And I reminded myself that I was here to work.
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