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      Doctor Elliot Noel strode from the room, snapping off the latex gloves as he went. He tossed them in the trash and took a minute in the hall to collect himself. Elliot squeezed the bridge of his nose. When he felt like he wasn’t about to lose it, he strode to the nurse’s station and set his iPad on the counter.

      Both of them looked up. Daniel, barely twenty-four and scruffy, had an almost unbeatable pick-up game, and Camille, forty-four with hair and make-up like she was ready for a night at a club, sat staring at him. Neither said anything. Elliot tapped on the iPad screen, adding his notes to the chart and saving the updates.

      “Margaret is cleaning up.”

      Daniel nodded.

      The nurse’s station had been decorated for Christmas, though evidently someone’s toddler had chosen the decor. There was even mistletoe hanging above his head. He caught Camille’s gaze. The corner of her mouth curled up, a promise for later if he was interested. He was not. If Elaine hadn’t thought he was worth sticking around for, why should any other woman want to?

      Daniel suppressed a grin and said, “Humbug?”

      Elliot shook his head. “It’s only the nineteenth of December. If you start using that word too early it negates its effects.”

      Daniel burst out laughing. Camille joined in, but Elliot wasn’t convinced she understood what was funny. At least she was a good nurse.

      “Let me guess,” Daniel went on, “Dad was always gone. Christmas was never fun. So, you basically ignore its existence every year even though it’s in your face.”

      Okay, so that wasn’t totally wrong. Just slightly. But it didn’t mean Elliot actually wanted to talk about it. “Ish.” He motioned to the computer in front of Camille. “So, who’s up next?”

      Theirs wasn’t a big city by any means, so it was hit-and-miss as to whether he’d be working or waiting for someone to walk in with an emergency.

      Elliot didn’t like the anonymity of a million people crammed together, but neither was this a small town. It was a comfortable suburb, and Tuesday nights in the emergency room weren’t exactly out of control. Elliot had done his residency in Indianapolis, so this was a nice change of pace.

      Camille clicked a mouse. “Santa’s got chest pains.”

      Santa had probably stood outside Walmart all day ringing that bell, and now he wanted a warm place to sleep and a hot meal. “If you’ll take care of twenty-four, I’ll see Santa.”

      Daniel got up. “You got it, hoss.”

      Elliot shook his head at Daniel’s antics, but his mind was still on the patient he’d just finished with, the one in twenty-four. She was someone’s mother—or would be when they came to claim her. There was already a nurse in there cleaning up, but Daniel would help things move more smoothly. Elliot didn’t need to dwell on who the woman was or the injustice of an untimely death. He couldn’t, or he would hesitate at the wrong moment. Empathy would swallow him whole if he let it.

      But not today.

      Elliot strode into the room, eyes on the iPad screen as he scanned the information the nurse had collected. “I’m Doctor Noel, I’ll be checking you out this fine Tuesday evening.” When he’d ascertained from Camille’s notes that this man wasn’t drunk, high, or otherwise impaired—and was in fact suffering from chest pain—he looked up.

      The old man’s eyes flickered above the full gray beard that wasn’t fake at all. Elliot opened his mouth but no words came out. The resemblance to Saint Nicholas was remarkable, but this was December. They got a Santa in the ER nearly every day during this season because there were so many of them in schools, stores, or at fairs. Most were two steps up from homeless, but none were as skilled as Elliot’s father at pulling off the jolly, bearded bringer of Christmas presents.

      A scratchy voice said, “It really is you.”

      Red suit, minus the hat which had been replaced by a knit cap. Grubby white gloves. Shined black boots. Blue eyes. The man removed his hat.

      Elliot took a step back. If the old man was here, then it was true.

      She was dead.

      Elliot swallowed around the lump in his throat. “Dad?” He sounded like a little boy, not a thirty-six-year-old doctor, for goodness sake. He cleared his throat. “Dad.”

      The Santa flashed a smile, gone almost as fast as it had come. “Yeah, Elliot. It’s me.”

      He wanted to drop the iPad and run as fast as he could through the front doors, into the slush and snow, and just keep going.

      The old man swallowed. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Fourteen years. That was how long they’d been gone. Fourteen long years of barely any communication, none of which had been from his father personally. Elliot tossed the iPad on the bed, beside his father’s feet. “So, you’re back. How was your life in the Mediterranean, Dad? You don’t look all that tanned for someone who’s been living it up in sunny Europe all this time.”

      The awkward realization on his father’s face didn’t satisfy Elliot the way it should have. It was all a lie, and his father was going to have to own up to it regardless of the way Elliot made him squirm. Regardless of what Elliot knew and didn’t know.

      “Your mother and I weren’t in Europe, El.”

      “Don’t call me that.” She’d called him that. His mother—Elaine. He wanted nothing to do with it now.

      The big man sighed, his Santa shoulders drooping.

      Elliot glanced away. “I know you weren’t in Europe living the high life.”

      It had been a long time, but once his father had been jolly. The life Elliot had shared with them before he went to college, and then medical school, had been a happy one. At least until Elliot was cut off to “make his own way.” Like a person could afford years of higher education without some kind of help. He’d made a decent dent in his student loans since he started working, but he knew his parents could have afforded it.

      But no. His father had decided that Elliot needed a lesson on financial independence, when the only thing he’d learned was how to resent his father’s willingness to help anyone in need. Except his own son.

      Elliot straightened his shoulders. He’d had to give bad news to a loved one plenty of times, so he knew what it felt like. Still, they needed to say this out loud so that his dad could leave again.

      Elliot sucked in a breath of air. “She’s gone? The cancer got her?”

      Santa blinked. “How did you—”

      “She wrote to me.”

      “What?” The old man looked almost…angry.

      “At least once a month, every month for the past fourteen years. Because she cared about keeping in touch with me.” All the bitterness in him now laced itself into his voice, like poison in a water supply. “Mom told me about her cancer. I assume, since her letters have stopped, that she passed.”

      “I told her I would find you and tell you what happened. Tell you that she loved you.”

      “I know my mother loved me. She said it in every letter, but even if she hadn’t, I still knew.” His stomach felt like it was on a spin cycle. He took a step back. “You needn’t have come. I was aware of what was happening. She even sent me copies of her chart. I could have surmised the outcome on my own.”

      “I had no idea.” Pain was written on the old man’s face.

      “I’m sorry you lost her.” After all, his dad had spent every day with his wife. Elliot couldn’t imagine how hard it was to live without her now. “But it’s time for you to leave.” He glanced at the door. Why hadn’t an armed guard been stationed outside? “You probably should get back to witness protection.”

      His father’s head jerked. “You knew?”

      “Mom told me in her letters. Someone named Grant advised her on what she could and couldn’t say. I don’t know what happened, or where they put you, apart from the USO address I sent the letters to. I assume they were forwarded on somehow, but that’s moot now. She’s gone, so I have no more reason to write.” Elliot opened the door. “If you’re in danger, you shouldn’t hang around here.”

      His father shook his head. “I’ve kept a low profile, and I’ve been checking in. The threat seemed manageable. Besides, I promised your mother I’d find you.”

      “And now you have. Goodbye, Dad.” Elliot braced himself. “Merry Christmas.”

      His father’s eyes flashed. He opened his mouth—

      Someone screamed. Camille?

      A thud.

      “Shut the door.” His father’s words were an angry whisper.

      “Why? Who are they?”

      “They must have found me.”
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      Elliot shut the door and winced. That had been loud, maybe too loud. There were men after his father in his clinic. There’d been altercations with patients and relatives before, but this was a first. “I’m guessing you should have asked for an armed guard.”

      “We have to get out of here.”

      “We do.” Elliot turned to his father, still barely able to believe the old man was here. There was so much he wanted to say to him, though a swift right hook would have been a whole lot faster. And equally as effective.

      Outside their door, the sound of footsteps on the tile floor drew closer.

      Elliot grabbed his dad’s elbow and rushed to the bathroom—a Jack-and-Jill washroom adjoining two exam rooms. They continued through, emerging in the empty one next door.

      “Good, Son.” He nodded toward the wall. “We’ll wait until they go in and then make a break for it down the hall.”

      Elliot cracked the door and looked out into the hallway. An armed gunman stood at the end of the hall. Long, black wool coat. Shaved hair. Dark stubble. But the gun didn’t look normal.

      Camille’s body was sprawled in the middle of the floor, blood puddling around her from a gash on her forehead—a dart sticking out of her back. Elliot had to get to her.

      “I found them.” The man’s voice was low and ruthless.

      Elliot peered around the door to see the man’s back.

      “Consider it done.” The man moved his coat aside to stick the tranquilizer gun in the back of his pants and then retrieved a different weapon. A real gun.

      The man spun and fired right at Elliot.

      Elliot didn’t move fast enough. His arm was thrown back as a slash of fire laced like a whip across the flesh of his shoulder. He stumbled backward. His dad kicked the door shut, and Elliot staggered to the floor.

      His dad grabbed a blanket from the bed and tossed it at him. “Put pressure on.”

      “You think I don’t know that? I have a medical degree.” His father grabbed a chair and wedged it under the door handle. It wouldn’t do much against bullets. Elliot stood and let the blanket fall to the floor. He shook the pillow out of its case and wrapped the thin cloth tight around his arm. The wound smarted but didn’t look deep. Elliot stuck his mouth under the tap in the tiny sink and washed the bile back down.

      He looked back at his father. “They know where we are. Don’t suppose you have a phone, do you?”

      His dad shifted but didn’t answer.

      “We need to call 9-1-1.” None of the rooms had phones. Not since one had been used to make international calls, and then the patient had refused to pay, on the grounds the charges weren’t explained to him upfront. Like the
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