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Chapter 1



Hannah 



Hannah zipped up her windbreaker and grabbed her mittens in preparation to brave the wintry December morning. The coffee percolating in the kitchen, its fragrant steam filling the air, would be her reward for completing her three-mile circuit in the bone-chilling dampness that rolled up from the pavement at this early hour.

She paused on the heating vent in the floor, soaking in the warm air blowing upward like a geyser to steel herself to face the frigid temperatures. She was tempted to blow it off and crawl back into bed, but it was too late. She was already suited up to meet the cold December morning head-on. 

Maybe she’d take tomorrow off.

Hannah twisted the doorknob and pushed the door open, ready to spring off the front step. 

A gift-wrapped box the size of a file box for documents sat in the middle of the step, blocking her path. 

It was so beautifully wrapped in shiny green foil that she hoped there was a clue to its intended recipient. Maybe it was for Mrs. Becker next door. 

A voluptuous bow of red velvet ribbon covered the top of the box like a huge pompom chrysanthemum, its center flattened slightly with a cluster of glittery gold pine cones. The meticulous and stylish design of the packaging was the type found only on a gift from a high-end store. 

Why would someone leave such a beautifully wrapped and possibly expensive gift on a doorstep in the middle of the night?  And the wrong doorstep at that. 

She picked up the box gingerly, glad to find that it wasn’t heavy and nothing inside rattled like broken parts. She’d shove it into her apartment to deal with later when she returned from her run. A square of white cardstock fluttered from the box just as she was about to close the door. 

On the side facing up was her name written in a green shimmer ink, the letters luxurious in an ornate cursive font. The other side of the card was blank. 

Did she have a secret Santa who had personally delivered the gift in the pre-dawn hours? 

Not likely. She hadn’t dated anyone since breaking up with Ethan. They hadn’t actually broken up, the kind of breakup with harsh words, tears, and slamming doors. 

She had seen the announcement on social media that he had gotten engaged to his ex-girlfriend. Apparently, he had continued to slide into her DMs until their relationship blossomed again.  

It was confusing and unsettling to realize how little she knew about Ethan, especially after dating for three months. He never called her again after the announcement. 

She needed to do a better job vetting the men she dated.

The mystery gift would keep until she got back.

She jogged through the dark parking lot to the road where the early morning commuters sullied the crisp air with gasoline fumes and anxiety.

Her three-mile run always felt longer this time of year when the sun hovered timidly on the horizon, shivering a path into the sky. She slogged along the tidy, paved streets in the nearby housing development without fear of being sideswiped by a driver oblivious to her reflective vest, its neon orange stripes brilliant enough to blind them. 

This half hour of pumping up her heart rate was also her time for planning her life. Or, at the very least, considering her options.  

“You should open a jewelry business,” her neighbor, Mrs. Becker, said a few days ago when Hannah brought her a batch of her homemade gingerbread cookies. “Although a cookie business would also keep you rolling in dough.”  

The octogenarian laughed and toasted her with a gingerbread star before taking a hearty bite.  

Butcher, baker, candlestick maker. The world was her oyster if only she could make up her mind. 

The problem was that she wanted to do it all. She loved making cookies. She loved making jewelry. She loved writing poems.  

Did she have to choose just one? 

She’d have to figure it out soon before her nest egg dwindled to zero. She had been cut loose from her marketing job in a company-wide downsizing the Friday before Thanksgiving. 

That was certainly something to be thankful for!

She wasn’t worried. With the holiday season approaching, seasonal workers were in demand. Plenty of stores were hiring. She wasn’t picky about the job or the hours. Keeping her bank account topped up was her first and only priority. 

“These taste like the gingerbread I ate by the bagful from the Weihnachtsmarkt when I lived in Darmstadt,” Mrs. Becker said, reaching for a second cookie. “The Christmas Market was always so special.” 

Hannah was glad she could bring happy memories to the widow. 

“I’ve been thinking about going this year,” Mrs. Becker said, snatching another cookie. “I miss the smell of the wood fires, the stalls selling candies, and the Weihnachtspyramide. You know, the Christmas candle carousel.” 

Hannah nodded. On a business trip to Frankfurt a couple of years ago, a Christmas candle pyramid had caught her eye. While many of the holiday pyramids featured a Christmas tree decorated with ornaments and garland as the central figure, she had been entranced by a version that was very plain. 

The carved, wooden pine tree at the center was surrounded by snow and woodland creatures. It was small, and she had plenty of room for it in her travel bag. She didn’t buy it, not wanting to bring home another souvenir that was traveler speak for “clutter.”

She had a feeling that if she were meant to have it, the lovely woodland Christmas pyramid would find its way into her life.     

Back from her run, she showered and pulled on leggings, a purple tunic, and a long, black wool cardigan that could easily double as a robe. Grabbing a cup of coffee, she settled on the sofa, the gift box at her side. 

Someone had practiced their calligraphy! 

Fancy flourishes and swirls adorned the letters of her name in an ink that shimmered a forest green.   

Inside the box was a painting of the Darmstadt Weihnachtsmarkt, according to a small, hand-lettered sign in the lower corner of the painting. The painting depicted Christmas a century or two ago, with its wooden stalls and lanterns the only source of light.  

None of the shoppers wore puffy coats, logo caps, or stood staring at their cell phones.  

Visiting Darmstadt was on her bucket list. She wanted to experience firsthand the places, sounds, and tastes that Mrs. Becker had described, her eyes glowing with memories as she talked. 

The accompanying note, written in the same ink and ornate script as the package, said:

This Advent Calendar is the answer to your dreams.

While she didn’t have a clear vision of her future, Hannah was certain it was brighter than the cold, somber scene depicted in the painting. 

If there were numbered doors on the calendar, as was traditional, she couldn’t find them, no matter how thoroughly she scrutinized the scene. When she did locate the doors, what would she find behind them? Chocolates? A thimbleful of glühwein? A tiny ginger cookie?  

Part of the fun of an Advent Calendar was finding the numbered doors that were cleverly hidden in the design.

This calendar was a masters-level puzzle. The designers had outdone themselves! Even Sherlock Holmes himself could not have found them!

She glanced away for a moment, blinking to clear her eyes. When she returned her gaze to the calendar, door #1 presented itself as though by magic. 

The number was part of the handle on a front panel of a stall selling cookies. The cookies, gingerbread, she guessed, were neatly stacked in short towers. 

She expected to find a small, wrapped chocolate when she popped the door open.

Instead, the small compartment held a silver coin the size of a quarter with a letter crudely scratched on the surface. An “M”, or was it “W”? 

There was no imprint of a monarch. No number indicating the value of the coin. 

“Definitely not edible,” she said aloud, flipping the coin in her hand. “Maybe I can turn it into jewelry.”  

She slipped the coin into the pocket of her cardigan and stared at the calendar.

Where were the rest of the numbers? 

She turned the painting sideways, looking for squiggly lines that might be numbers cleverly hidden within a word, on the cloaks of the patrons in the market, or an item in the stalls.

There should be twenty-four of them. Twenty-five, if there was a bonus surprise for Christmas Day. 

Where were the rest of the numbers? Where were the perforated lines that indicated the edges of a door?

Hannah held the painting a few inches from her face, concentrating on one small detail at a time. 

The scent of freshly baked breads grew stronger. The candle flames in the painting flickered. The bustle of the marketplace echoed in her ears as voices grew louder. 

Her limbs felt frozen in place, and her eyes unable to blink as she felt an icy blast of wind.

People in heavy cloaks moved through the aisle between the two rows of booths, inspecting wooden bowls, purchasing a loaf of bread, and chatting in clusters as snowflakes tumbled from the gray sky. A thin, frosty coating of white covered the primitive awnings that jutted from a few of the stalls and dusted some of the wares displayed on open tables. 

The icy droplets stung her cheeks, sending a shiver through her. A dark uneasiness grew from deep within her as she sensed movement around her. 

Lacy white snowflakes dotted her black wool cardigan. A blanket of snow, packed down by heavy boots and brown with mud, covered the ground. Thick smoke from burning wood and tallow made her cough. 

People brushed past her wearing rough cloaks, heads wrapped in thick wool scarves, or covered with hoods. A few stared back in puzzlement and disbelief as she shivered in the chill dampness, snowflakes melting in her hair, stray tendrils wet and plastered to her cheek.

Hannah gasped for breath as she recognized the booths along either side of the aisle. 

The booth selling cookies, the one whose front panel had housed the first door of the Advent Calendar, was right there in front of her. Next to it was the booth selling wooden bowls, and next to that, a silversmith displaying finely wrought spoons and candlesticks.

The booths were exactly the same as the booths in the Advent calendar. And now, she was in that painting, too. 

She was standing in the Darmstadt Christmas Market as it was a couple of centuries ago. 

But it wasn’t a painting. Wet snowflakes clung to her cheeks as fear crawled up her spine like a viper as she looked around at a scene that was at once familiar yet unfamiliar. 








  
  
Chapter 2



Max 





Wet, lacy snowflakes stuck to the rough fabric curtain that shielded the silver bowls and utensils from the destructive whims of the weather. A fluffy, wet carpet covered the frozen dirt of the aisle between the rows of stalls at the Weihnachtsmarkt. A gust of wind pushed the candle flames horizontal.  

That was why he hated the Christmas market.

The biting cold. The wind whipping the candle flames. Snow covering his silver bowls, goblets, and spoons in addition to his coat, face, and hair.  

There was no escape, unless he returned to his studio. He shrugged vigorously in a vain attempt to shake off the cold. He needed a hearth with a blazing fire, but he could not indulge in that luxury until the market closed for the night. 

Max Bergmann warmed his hands over a candle in the rear of his silversmith stall while Felix, his apprentice, sold a candlestick to a young couple.

“A lovely gift for my husband’s mother,” the young woman said. 

He knew that Felix was bursting with pride at having sold one of his own creations. 

That success and sense of accomplishment were why he loved the Weihnachtsmarkt. 

He planned for it throughout the year. This market and the summer fairs gave him the opportunity to experiment with new styles and techniques, to branch out beyond the traditional designs imperative for goblets and bowls commissioned by a noble family of Darmstadt or the nearby cities. 

For the summer and Christmas markets, he could make whatever his heart desired, experimenting with household items in silver and other metals that were both functional and beautiful in their simplicity. 

He invited his best apprentices to sell their work at the fairs just as his mentor had encouraged him to do. The prospect of selling their work and keeping the profit was the best incentive to keep his assistants focused on honing their skills and exercising their creative muscle.

It was good practice for when they eventually owned their own studio.

He chose his best two apprentices to join him at the Christmas Market to give them experience in the retail end of their art. This year, Felix, his top candidate to manage the stall in the summer markets, and Gunther, who could see designs in raw metal that no one else could and bring them to life, would help him daily in the stall through the last day of the market.  

“Congratulations on the sale of your candlestick,” Max said when the couple moved on to the next stall. “I would not be surprised if they keep it for themselves.”  

“As long as it makes them happy,” Felix said.

Max knew that grin would not disappear from Felix’s face for a long time. He remembered his very first sale, a silver goblet with hammered silver leaves soldered to the base. The nobleman who bought it had fallen in love with his artful creation the moment he had laid eyes on it.  

The joy of that validation stayed with him after all these years, and his heart still beats faster when one of his pieces is chosen and lovingly carried home. 

“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Max said as he pulled on his cloak over his coat. “I sent Gunther to the studio to fetch another awning and a bundle of shawls to protect our work from snow gusting into the stall.” 

Max slid through the flap at the back of the stall, the heavy layers of oiled fabric covering the opening in the framework. The makeshift door, in reality, a heavy curtain, allowed him and his apprentices to come and go without interrupting the customers examining their art at the front of the stall. 

He walked briskly down the narrow alley between the backs of the stalls that formed two parallel rows of the market. Snow tumbled from the sky, turning the world white. Brushing it from his shoulders was simply an invitation for more snow to settle there.

Turning the corner, he weaved through the crowd that hovered at the vegetable and fruit stalls. Women in hooded cloaks picked up potatoes and squeezed them to ensure they were not soft and overripe, while others haggled over the price. 

Ahead was a huge copper pot on a blackened metal grate above a crackling fire. The wind carried the perfume of dark spices and live sparks that fizzled and died when they hit the melting snowflakes. 

Max reached under his cloak and untied the silver mug from his belt. The mug was the first piece he had created when his mentor, Klaus Siegmund, finally allowed his impatient and ambitious apprentice to make a functional item from start to finish.  

Herr Siegmund meticulously inspected the mug for any flaws. He filled it with water and left it on the workbench to test for leaks. 

Max could barely breathe, barely concentrate on the work in front of him for the entire two days it had taken to receive the final assessment of his first attempt at a finished product.

His mentor held up the cup.

“You will keep this cup always as a reminder of where you began and that you are capable of creating great art.”

He was honored by Herr Siegmund’s words and thrilled to keep the first of many, many pieces of functional art that he had created so far in his career.   

A few moments later, his silver mug held a steaming portion of glühwein, the heat transmitted by the metal warming his frozen fingers. Stepping away from the steady stream of noisy traffic, he found a quiet space between two stalls to enjoy the hot wine.

He closed his eyes as the first sip flamed down his throat to his stomach. 

The glühwein never disappointed! 

Imagining the golden summer sun beating down and heating him into a sweat did nothing to dispel the ice that ran in his veins. 

He stood in line for a refill. Before returning to his stall, he needed one of Frau Vogel’s spice cookies. The rich scent of the dark, crisp cookies had teased him all day from her stall, only two doors down from his silversmith booth. 

There was always a crowd of shoppers around Frau Vogel’s stall, but as he approached, he saw that no one was in her stall. Her customers stood a short distance away, forming a semicircle around a creature who stood frozen in place. 

Frau Vogel extended her hand, inviting the creature toward her as she spoke softly, as though to tame a wild beast. 

The creature, a female by the outline of her body, must be a foreigner. Her black knit coat was frightfully inappropriate for the Darmstadt winter. 

She wore heavy black stockings that outlined strong legs with pleasing curves. A delightful view, but where was the skirt to cover those legs? Had she run out into the streets without dressing herself? 

Snowflakes glistened in her hair that fell loose on her shoulders.  

He moved slowly to stand beside Frau Vogel for a better view of the creature.

Her eyes were wild with fear, shock, and confusion. She stood, arms wrapped around herself, her body shaking visibly.

He set his cup of glühwein next to a stack of cookies on the front table of Frau Vogel’s stall. Pulling off his cloak, he approached the creature, catching her eyes with his as he nodded toward the proffered cloak. Not wanting to frighten her further, he waited for her signal to accept it.  

Trembling fingers, the sickly blue of nearly frozen flesh, gestured stiffly with a claw-like motion. He knew the pain and distress of fighting the elements in winter, Mother Nature’s death for all living things. 

As he settled the cloak on her shoulders, she pulled it around herself like a shroud, squeezing her eyes shut, relishing the brief relief from the icy snow and chilling wind.  

When he handed her the mug of glühwein with the command to drink it, she held the silver mug in both hands, fingers splayed across the body of the mug. She sniffed at it suspiciously before taking a sip. 

He waved off the last of the crowd, who were enjoying this bit of drama. 

“She is a visitor from Paris,” he announced with authority, “and unprepared for a winter like ours.”  

The shoppers went back to the business of shopping, several of them crowding into Frau Vogel’s booth. The baker pushed through them to hand him a small bundle.

“I put these aside for you this morning. Now you can share them with the visitor from Paris,” she said, a twinkle in her eye. 

“I appreciate your kindness,” he said. 

He loosened the knot on the bundle, pulled out a spice cookie, and handed it to the poor, frozen creature.

“Are you hungry? These are very tasty.”  

Confusion ruled her face, white as the snow and shiny from melting flakes, as she seemed to measure his words. He held out the cookie. Slowly, she reached out and took it, clutching it to her chest.  

He detected an intelligence in her eyes, behind the fear that still had a tight grip on her. He was trying everything in his power to make her feel safe, or at least, chase the chill from her. 

She had yet to utter a word. Was she a mute? Or perhaps deaf?  

“What is your name?”  he asked.

She shuffled anxiously, the uneaten cookie still clutched to her chest, her other hand holding the mug half-full of glühwein.    

He pointed to the mug and mimed drinking.

“Another mug of wine will warm you up,” he said.

He could use a second one himself, especially since he gave up his cloak to this poor creature who still shivered before him. 

He pointed down the aisle and motioned for her to follow him.  

She took a few steps and fell in behind him. He glanced back, smiling at her reassuringly. 

Customers bunched up in front of a stall selling boots and other footwear, blocking his path and forcing him to skirt around them. Reaching the other side, he glanced over his shoulder. 

She was nowhere in sight. 

He pushed his way through the crowd and back to Frau Vogel’s stall and then to his booth and out to the edge of the market.  

She had disappeared, taking his special silver mug with her. 

#








  
  
Chapter 3



Hannah 





She had never been so cold or so confused. 

Had the plummeting temperatures frozen her brain, leaving her unable to escape the magnetism of the Advent Calendar that had pulled her here? 

She could be dreaming this. 

Her frozen toes and fingers said otherwise.   

She wasn’t sure where she was, but she knew one thing for sure. 

She needed to find shelter from this frigid weather before she lost digits and fell into a coma as her body temperature dropped precipitously from exposure.

Beneath the cloak, her wet clothing clung uncomfortably, and her body trembled in terror and dread. 

She didn’t know which direction would take her back home. She couldn’t ask anyone unless she could find someone who spoke English. 

She needed a safe, dry place where she could think without distraction, without worry of being kidnapped or attacked, so she could figure out how to get back home. 

Hannah jammed the cookie into a pocket of her sweater and the empty mug into the other. With fingers so numb they refused to work, she clumsily tugged the cloak closed to ward off gusts of wind so strong that they nearly lifted the cloak from her shoulders. 

The man had been very kind to give her his cloak. And to invite her for a cup of mulled wine. Was he simply being gracious, or did he have some other, perhaps more sinister, intention? 

His foreign words had been clipped and abrupt. His pantomime to get another mug of wine would have been funny under different circumstances. She could see concern in his face and hear it in the tone of his voice. 

The language that he and the baker woman spoke was German she assumed, since this must be Darmstadt. The language may be an older dialect of German and specific to its time period. She could manage to say “please” and “thank you”, but that was the extent of her vocabulary.

She hadn’t uttered a single word. 

Blame it on the shock of finding herself in the middle of a scene straight from her Advent Calendar and totally unprepared for the wintry and primitive conditions that she faced. 

There was no question that she didn’t belong here.

A spark at the back of her brain warned her that speaking, in addition to her clothing and everything else about her, might mark her as being so different that she might be perceived as dangerous. 

Any sympathy for this poor lost creature could turn quickly into fear and loathing. 

Did they burn witches at the stake during the Christmas season? 

That would be one way to get warm.

The stalls of the Christmas Market were well behind her, and she saw no sign of the man who had given her his cloak. She turned onto a street that she guessed was a city block, but unlike any she had ever walked before.  

The street, not macadam but paving stones, was slick with snow and too treacherous for her to continue at the near gallop that had carried her speedily from the market. The scent of fire hung in the damp air along with the stench of rotting food and human waste. 

Two horse-drawn carts, one carrying boxes of goods, the other transporting a family, a father, mother, and four children, passed by, the wheels throwing up dirt-filled slush that clung to her cloak. 

“His cloak,” she corrected herself. Without it, she would have succumbed to hypothermia by now. “Thank you for your kindness, sir,” she murmured, her finger tapping the silver mug in her pocket. 

The buildings along the block reminded her of Tudor houses in England. The stone base supported upper floors whose facade was half-timbered. On many of the houses, the timber trim was ornate with complicated, carved patterns.

She moved along the street with a group of people, keeping her head down and praying that no one caught sight of her high-top sneakers poking out below the hem of the cloak that dragged along the ground. 

Up ahead, she saw a church and watched a woman pull the door open and enter. 

If there was any mercy in this world, she could find a quiet pew where she could sit and warm up her body and her brain.

The high-ceilinged nave was warmed by the light of a hundred candles and the angelic voices of children who stood on the altar singing a hymn. The thick wet soles of her high tops slapped on the paver floor. The fifteen or twenty people who filled the pews nearest the altar remained focused on the children.

With most of the church empty, she had her choice of location. She moved toward the last pew in the back row against the far wall. The pews to either side of the center aisle were too exposed. Worshipers entering or leaving would surely notice her. 

When she reached the far wall, she tucked into the last row. Exhaling with relief, she willed the anxiety to leave with her breath. 

Fear remained in her heart, a tenacious lodger.  

Her trembling subsided. The sanctuary wasn’t warm, but it was a huge improvement compared to the frigid winter temperatures outside. At least she was protected from the wind and snow. 

Her fingers and toes prickled with feeling as blood began to circulate in them once again.   

The smoky smell of burning candles hypnotized her into drowsiness. Exhaustion proved too strong an adversary to fight any longer. Curling up on the hard wooden seat of the pew, she pulled the cloak around her and drifted off to sleep. 

When she woke up, she was acutely aware of the silence. The children and their beautiful music were gone.

How long had she slept?

She opened her eyes and cautiously rose to a sitting position. A woman, dressed in black, sat in the front pew alone, an arm’s length from the altar. Maybe other folks would filter in soon for an evening worship service. 

Hannah stood as quietly as she could so as not to draw attention to herself. Gathering the cloak around her, she pulled the hood over her head and headed out into the street. She needed to find a secluded nook where she could safely curl up and stay warm until morning. 

She didn’t know the city, didn’t know the language. 

And, worst of all, she had no cell phone and no money.








