
  
    [image: Deck the Halls]
  


  
    
      Deck the Halls

      A BROTHER’S BEST FRIEND NOVELLA

      
        UNEXPECTED LOVE

        BOOK FOUR

      

    

    
      
        VIOLET HAZE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Deck the Halls: A Brother’s Best Friend Novella

        ©2024 by Violet Haze

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. Except as permitted under U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this book may be reproduced in any form, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review or article, without written permission from the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        This book was written entirely by a human & not artificial intelligence (A.I.), & this book may not be used to train artificial intelligence (A.I.).

      

        

      
        Cover from Designs by Dana

        Stoked Publishing House

        eBook Edition

        April 2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Roman, my brother's best friend, pretty much vanished into thin air right after my brother died. After believing him gone for good, he pops back up, working closely with my best friend, of all people. And suddenly, he's all about giving "us" a try, as if stepping out of a time machine and expecting no hard feelings.

      

        

      
        Living in a small town means running into him more often than I check my mail. And despite my best efforts to keep him at arm's length, I try hard and fail to ignore some feelings I never wanted to admit to before.

      

        

      
        Now, with Christmas right around the corner and the town getting all cozy and cheerful, I'm stuck wondering what's more likely to happen: finding myself under the sheets with Roman or finally getting the closure I need to move on.

      

        

      
        Is it possible to start anew with someone who left without saying goodbye, or is it best to keep the past where it belongs, wrapped up and placed under the tree as a memory?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          DAPHNE

        

      

    

    
      “Are you okay, Daph?”

      My best friend Cheri stands in the doorway, waiting for my response, while I stare into the full-length mirror, admiring my figure in the crimson silk sheathe dress she gifted me for the party.

      “I’m good.”

      Smiling, she steps forward and reaches down, adjusting something on the back of my dress before straightening with a laugh. “Now you are. Gorgeous.”

      “Thanks again.” I slide my hands down the front, smoothing the dress though that isn’t necessary. “I’ve never had a dress this nice.”

      “Well, you know me. Always said I would spoil my friends and family if I could. Now you’ve got a dress you can wear to every party.”

      I laugh at that, because we both know I don’t go to many parties at all—only for her, because she is like the sister I never had and the lone exception.

      Now that she’s become partner at her law firm, spoiling me seems to have become her goal. I do pretty well on my own, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings by never accepting.

      This time, however, it doesn’t bother me so much because this dress is the type of money I wouldn’t ever splurge on a piece of clothing. She also promised me it came along with another “surprise” later this evening.

      And speaking of…

      “So. Are you gonna tell me who the man is that you’ve invited to the party?”

      She laughs and shakes her head, not surprised I’ve figured out her plan. “Not a chance. You’ll see.”

      “Oh, you’re terrible. You know I just ended things with someone; I’m not ready to date someone new.”

      “Yeah, I’d hardly call what you had a thing.” She rolls her eyes, taking me back to our childhood days when she thought whatever I said was dumb and didn’t bother to hide her feelings. “He wasn’t worthy of you and I’m glad it’s over.”

      “Oh, and you think the man you’ve invited is worthy?”

      “Absolutely. Although you might not agree at first.” She laughs and turns away toward the door. “See you there?”

      “Yep.”

      As she walks out of the room, still laughing, I can’t ignore my intuition about what I might be walking into this evening. Cheri has always disliked my choice in partners, telling me I tend to play it safe and not take any risks. She wastes no time in pointing out when someone is less than her idea of acceptable and, unsurprisingly, she hasn’t been wrong about any of them.

      She’s right to say my latest boyfriend wasn’t worthy of me and hasn’t ever been. Yet we managed to make it a few years, which is longer than any of my other relationships lasted.

      And that’s mostly because of two things—my desire to avoid having to start all over again in dating, and the fact that he is drama free. He was unexciting, but reliable. Respectful, even if there was no real attraction between us. The sex was uninspiring and almost… mechanical. We would do what worked without variation, but really, our sex life had gone from occasionally at the beginning to almost never by the end.

      Of course we simply called it “taking a break” but I don’t think those are an actual thing. Although I have no desire to start dating again, only to find the choices unbearable, it had been my idea to end things. He didn’t fight or argue, he simply said he loved me and to call him when I wanted to get together again.

      No questions, no concerns, merely acceptance of what I said I wanted. And he said “when” like there was a chance I might want to spend a very boring life with him… which I’ve considered after endless hours of swiping on apps with no connections.

      In reality, I can’t imagine spending the rest of my life with him. That's why I’m standing here tonight wearing this dress and wondering what man Cheri thinks is the right one for me.

      She has never set me up before and the fact she is now…? Well, I can’t wait to see what kind of man she thinks is the one for me.

      And on that note, I slip on my pumps, give myself one more glance over in the mirror, then head out to the party to find out what will come next.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.”

      I stop at the doorway to the office party, wanting to roll my eyes at the abundance of holiday decorations but not giving into the urge. With one week until Christmas, it’s to be expected.

      Spotting Cheri across the room drinking from a red solo cup, I glance around trying to see who else is there, smoothing the front of my dress nervously.

      I’ve never enjoyed being the odd one out at parties. I wasn’t talkative or cheerful enough to gain anyone’s attention. Always the wallflower, watching from the sidelines, making up stories about people in my head if I didn’t know much about them.

      Nothing mean, though. Not my style. I like to imagine people having the lives we all are brought up believing we will have—careers, families, and plenty of money for vacations, with variations on the smaller details.

      And any thoughts that might’ve started as I look around the room are interrupted by Cheri arriving in front of me, her face lit up with happiness as she leans in toward my ear.

      “About time you got here! How did I get here before you?”

      With a sigh, I roll my eyes and respond over the noise of the room by slighting raising my voice. “Traffic. It started snowing!”

      “What? No way!” She glances toward the windows across the room and laughs. “Oh, my god! I’ve been so distracted, didn’t notice.”

      “Yeah, well, you’ll notice on the way home, if they don’t get the streets cleaned up.”

      “Oh, this is perfect.” She grabs my hand in hers and starts leading me across the room, remaining close by my side so I can hear what she says. “I know you hate the snow but soon you’ll have someone to keep you warm.”

      “Cheri—”

      She stops, moving to stand in front of me, and holds both my hands in hers. “Give him a chance, okay? He’s liked you for a long time and asked me to help because he was worried you wouldn’t hear him out if I didn’t ask you to.”

      “What? Who…?”

      I don’t get to finish my question. She gives me a bright smile and whispers, “Have fun!” before moving to the side to give me a clear view.

      My mouth drops open. I glance at him, back at her, before shaking my head and glaring. “No fucking way.”

      There’s Roman, all six-feet-two of him, looking the same as before he left with his slight shaggy brown hair, and staring at me with his dark brown eyes.

      The man isn’t an ex-boyfriend. Hell, he isn’t quite an ex-friend either. He was my brother’s best friend our entire childhood, until the moment my brother passed away five years ago, and then he disappeared without a word to anyone.

      Yep.

      Roman always said our family was like his second home, and yet he didn’t bother to say goodbye before leaving town. Just left without a word. The clash between what he did and Cheri’s words about how he’s always liked me has me standing here staring at him, dumbfounded.

      He doesn’t appear sorry enough to me, standing there in a relaxed pose. His hands are inside his dress pants pockets and he smiles at me like it hasn’t been half a decade since he disappeared.

      So I do the only rational thing a woman can do in my position since violence is never the answer: I say nothing and decide to give him the same consideration he gave me all those years ago. Whirling away from him, I scowl at my best friend for thinking I would ever want to talk to the man again let alone date him, and stride back toward the elevator as if the devil were at my heels.
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