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        Betrayed. Tormented. Pushed to the limit and beyond, Tony seeks refuge from his troubles and tormenters in the Puzzle Store.

      

        

      
        This mysterious store holds nothing Tony expects. And everything he needs.

      

        

      
        Some doors open to ordinary places. Others transform your entire world. The Puzzle Store waits for those brave enough to discover which kind of door to walk through.

      

        

      
        The Puzzle Store.

        Transform your destiny.

        Before it's too late.
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      The low December sun reflected a blinding glare off the windshields of the cars heading west. Tony had his left hand raised to form a barrier and let him see the cars in front. He hoped it wouldn’t be like this all the way to Panama City.

      Ahead and to the right, a boat-sized Buick drifted from the right lane toward the left. He eased off the accelerator as the driver of the white Ford truck in front hit his horn. The Buick shimmied back to the inside lane, and a gnarly hand came out of the driver’s window, index finger extended.

      Tony shook his head and smiled.

      Only in Florida, where the two constants were rednecks and ornery seniors.

      He was just past the sprawling outlet mall on the north side of the highway when his phone rang; the tone cutting through the upbeat jingle bell music he played as background noise. Tony glanced at the caller id displayed on the digital panel before him, and the humor he felt vanished.

      For a moment, he considered rejecting the call, but it wouldn’t solve anything. He clicked the accept button on the steering wheel and felt his palms get clammy.

      “Give me a minute to get off the highway,” he said. “I doubt I want to be driving for this.”

      “Understood,” his lawyer said, the Boston accent strong even in that single word.

      Tony had just missed the turn into a diner parking lot, but he had time to signal and pull off the highway into what looked like an undeveloped lot. A pothole almost bounced his head into the roof, and he had to brake and drag the steering wheel left to avoid a row of parked cars and trucks.

      There was another row in front of that, and then a two-story concrete block building that had once been painted a rich blue. Now the paint was faded and streaked with brown rust strains from the guttering that barely seemed fixed to either wall or roof. A huge green fabric sign rippled across the middle of the wall, welcoming everyone to the Christmas Sale at the Puzzle Store with discounts, drinks, and snacks for all ages.

      Another time, Tony thought as he eased into an empty parking space before the wall at the left end of the store. He pushed the gear lever into Park and leaned back against the headrest.

      “Talk to me, JB.”

      There was a long silence that made Tony check the connection.

      “Sorry,” JB said eventually. “I was talking on mute. The banks don’t believe you can make consistent payments. They’re going to declare force majeure next week.”

      “I know cash flow’s tight, but we haven’t missed a payment.”

      “Doesn’t matter. There’s a clause where they can invoke adverse market conditions as a risk factor that goes beyond their safety parameters. I think they’re on thin ice legally, but by the time we get a court settlement, the damage will be done.”

      Tony bounced his head a couple of times off the back of the seat. “Did I sign that agreement?”

      “Marcus did. I doubt you’ve had time to go through everything he agreed to since the two of you parted ways.”

      Marcus, the friend and business partner who gave information to their biggest competitor.

      “I’ve barely scratched the surface,” Tony squeezed his eyes shut as a pair of nine-year-old’s shrieked past, followed by the deeper voice of their father attempting to bring them back under control. When the noise abated, he said. “Email the paperwork. I’ll see if there’s anything I can come up with.”

      “On the way,” JB promised. “And Jorge D’Souza is trying to reach you about the Brazilian opportunity.”

      “I’ll call him next week, if we still have a company,” Tony said, and hung up. His hands were really damp now. He wiped them on the front of his jeans, turned off the engine, and leaned over into the back seat. He snagged his laptop, and by the time he logged in, the email from JB was at the top of his inbox.

      Tony opened the attachment and started reading.

      The tap of knuckles on the passenger window made Tony jump. The laptop nearly dropped off his knees under the steering wheel. He grabbed the computer with one hand and used the other to open the window.

      Outside, a man hunched down, peering through the window, almost a silhouette in the fading light. The cars crowding the parking lot when he arrived were gone. He was the last in the lot.

      “I’m Mac,” the man said. “I’ve sat in parking lots doing what you’re doing. I have a coffee inside called Head Cleaner. If it was whiskey, it would be illegal,” Mac said with a smile. “You’re welcome to take a break and try a mug, but if you never sleep again, don’t blame me.”

      Tony returned the smile, folded the laptop closed, and placed it on the passenger seat. He had found no answers there, so maybe a change would help.

      “If I’m not keeping you from closing up, that’s an offer I’ll accept,” Tony said, getting out of the car. He stretched his arms above his head as the cool evening air washed over him.

      He followed Mac along the concrete walkway and into the store. There was a pile of boxes in front of a check-out counter, and Harry Connick crooned carols in the background. The scent of pine drifted across from Tony’s left, where beige love seats and low wooden coffee tables formed a sitting area.

      “Grab a seat,” Mac said, pointing to the left as he headed toward the back of the store.

      Tony turned and saw pine candles flickering on the tables. He inhaled slowly as he walked; the aroma calming him like it always did.

      Mac reappeared with two steaming mugs in one hand, balancing a small plate with cream and sugar in the other.

      “I should have told you black with nothing added,” Tony said, relieving his host of one mug and lowering himself onto a love seat, wincing as his shoulders cracked, seeing the flash of sympathy in Mac’s hazel eyes. “How did you get from parking lot reviews to running a puzzle store?”

      “Sold the company,” Mac said with a huge grin. “I’m guessing you’re not in that position.”

      Tony shook his head, took a sip of the still steaming coffee, and felt his eyes go wide as the rich vibrant caffeine flavor burst over his tongue and throat. “Whoa. I see what you mean about the coffee.”

      He took another sip. “I can’t sell the company. Not without putting nearly a thousand jobs at risk,” he paused, then realized he’d probably never see this man again, so maybe it was okay to use him as a listener.

      “We’re a private company in the oil service business, with operations in the Gulf of Mexico and Trinidad. We’re not in the same league as Schlumberger or Halliburton, but we were doing okay. The co-owner, who was my best friend, negotiated loan agreements we’re having challenges honoring. One of the banks is threatening to foreclose. If they do, it will have a domino effect and people beyond my own employees will suffer.” Tony ran a hand through his hair. “It’s bad enough any time, but two weeks before Christmas sucks.”

      “You seem to be taking it remarkably well.”

      Tony shrugged. “I’ve spent the past three months dousing fires and repairing relationships with customers and suppliers. This is just one more punch in the gut.”

      “Stay here as long as you want,” Mac said, pushing up from the love seat. “Or browse around. I’ve got some web orders to pack up. Shout if you want more coffee.”

      The love seat was comfortable, and despite the coffee, Tony felt Harry’s crooning sending him into a doze. He shook his head and stood. He had a hotel in Panama City when he had time to sleep. Now he needed ideas, or better yet, answers.

      Restlessly, he walked to the far side of the store. Beyond the counter, there was a children’s section with appropriately sized wooden furniture. Leading away from the children’s section, toward the back of the store, aisles of shoulder high shelving held hundreds of puzzles. Labels with six-inch-high letters showed the subject for each aisle.

      Tony started down the aisle labeled Christmas. He glanced at the classic paintings of the nativity. Botticelli, Leonardo, and Caravaggio. He wasn’t an art expert, but something about Caravaggio’s paintings always called to him. Today, they were too dark and brooding for him.

      Too close to his mood.

      Tony moved on, pausing at a jigsaw with bright primary colors and swathes of white on the box top. He placed the coffee mug on a shelf.

      Santa’s sleigh was half-buried in a snowbank, tilted at a crazy angle. Gaudily wrapped presents lay scattered across the snow. Elves scrambled around. Santa stood in the center of the picture, red hat skewed, hands on hips, and glaring at a semi-circle of embarrassed looking reindeer. Something caught Tony’s attention, and he leaned closer, looking at the animal on the far right.

      Did Rudolph have a bottle cradled by his hoof?

      The reindeer lifted its head, and his bleary blue eyes fixed on Tony.
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      Anger. Fury. Rage.

      The same emotions Tony had felt when he learned how Marcus betrayed him. Except the emotions weren’t his.

      They belonged to Santa, and Santa was mad. Very mad.

      Tony wasn’t sure how he was experiencing this. Probably hallucinating, he thought. It’s a result of the pressure over the past months. If I’ve collapsed, at least I didn’t spill the coffee.

      Directly in front of him, the sleigh had corkscrewed into a drift and collided with rocks hidden under the snow. The reindeer, including Rudolph, who was the only one Tony recognized, stood off to one side in a stand of pines, looking awkward and a little ashamed. A dozen elves sat or stood in their red pants and green tunics, all of them looking dazed and a little confused.

      A trail of pine branches, needles, and cones lay scattered across the snow, framing the gouges in the ground where the sleigh had come down.

      Santa walked the length of the left-hand gouge, his heavy black boots crumbling the edge. Every few steps, he made a slight detour to avoid the presents scattered across the snow. When he reached the rear of the sleigh, he stopped and turned.

      Despite his outward calm, the anger still boiled within Santa, and Tony sensed something else as well. Relief at having survived, and the last tendrils of the fear as Santa had fought to keep the sleigh under a semblance of control and stop it plunging
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