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      “I know, Papa. I know! I’ll have those numbers to you ASAP. I just have a couple more places to scope out and then I’ll be home.”

      She heard the sound of her father hacking on the other end of the phone. He sounded worse than he did yesterday when she spoke to him. And with less than three weeks left until Christmas Eve, she worried for his health.

      “Did you get to the doctor yet?” she demanded before he hung up.

      “Not yet. I have an appointment with him on Thursday. In the meantime, your mother is keeping me doused with her dreadful-tasting tea concoction.”

      Nicolette laughed. “I know what you mean. That stuff tastes like sludge, but it did wonders for me when I had a bad cold. Just take care of yourself, okay?”

      “I will, I will. Report back to me when you get home, Nika.”

      “Love you, Papa.”

      “Love you, too. ‘Bye.”

      Pocketing her cell phone in her coat pocket, she glanced up at the dark gray sky. At the same time, a snowflake landed on the tip of her nose, making her giggle. It wasn’t Christmas without snow, in her opinion. That, and the festive decorations and lights seemed to make her heart happy.

      She glanced down the street at the people coming and going, their arms loaded with bags of gifts, their heads bowed to the weather. A woman rushed by, holding a paper cup in her gloved hands. Nicolette caught the faint smell of peppermint as she passed. It left her with a craving for one of the seasonal treats.

      “First things first,” she promised herself, and hurried up the block to reach her destination before the weather got any worse. It was bad enough as it was, but it was predicted to start sleeting around seven that evening, making the roads and sidewalks more treacherous than they already were.

      Finally arriving at Shelsby’s Toy Emporium, she walked into the store and went directly to the doll department. Taking out her tablet from her satchel, she pulled up her spreadsheet and began to enter the numbers.

      “Sweet Sams, two. Fun and Furrys, umm, eight. Not doing so good, Furry guys. Bark-a-lots, two. Mollie Dollies…” She checked the shelf where the toy should be, but the display was bare. She placed a zero on the spreadsheet and continued her counting. When she was done there, she went over to where the toy trucks were located.

      It took her a little over twenty minutes to hunt down all the items on her list, but once she was finished, she knew she still wasn’t done. Glancing around, she tried to spot a clerk or someone who worked there who could answer her questions. The familiar sound of shuffling and moving, the kind she’d often heard whenever stock was being refilled, was coming from the next aisle over, so she made her way around a cart loaded with cardboard boxes that blocked her way.

      Standing on the other side of a wall of board games was a tall, young man. For a moment she stood there and stared at the guy, who was oblivious to the fact that he was being watched. It took her a second to realize what she was seeing as he methodically placed more inventory against the wall.

      A dark aura seemed to envelope him. The nearly invisible mass was filled with despair and loss. At the sight of it roiling around the young man, her heart went out to him. This wasn’t a temporary sadness. Either the man had recently suffered a great loss and was still suffering, or he was in the midst of some personal crisis. Whatever it was, he was fighting it, trying to keep his mind on the job instead of what threatened to overwhelm him. By the looks of it, he wasn’t succeeding.

      He hung his head for a moment, then slowly came down the stepladder. Turning to reach for another box, he suddenly halted when he spotted her there.

      “May I help you?”

      He had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. Ocean blue. Nicolette remembered to smile.

      “Hi! I just had a question. I thought you could help.”

      “I’ll try. What is it you want to know?”

      “It’s about the Mollie Dollies. Do⁠—”

      He raised a hand to interrupt. “Sorry. We’re completely out, and I have no idea when we’ll get any more in. Much less if we’ll get some in before Christmas.”

      “Must be a best seller, huh?”

      “I can’t even get it out of the shipping crates fast enough,” he admitted with a small smile. “If we got five hundred of those things in, we’d sell every one of them within the hour. Hottest item we’ve ever had in a long time. But, to be honest with you, I don’t see what the attraction is. It looks like a plain old doll to me.”

      Nicolette chuckled. “To be equally honest, neither do I, but, hey, to each his own. Thanks for your help.”

      “Is there anything else you need?” Funny, but he seemed reluctant for her to leave.

      She gave a shake of her head. “No. That was it.” She was hit with inspiration. “Oh, yes! I almost forgot! What is your second best seller this season?”

      “That’s easy. It’s either the BMOC, or the Orphaned Angels series.”

      Frowning slightly, she checked her spreadsheet. “BMOC? Is that the Big Monster on Campus?”

      “Yeah, that’s it. We’re out of those, too.”

      “Thanks.” She gave a loud sigh. “Guess my niece and nephew will just have to make do with what I can find. Appreciate the help, Mr…”

      “Terry.”

      She glanced at his name badge with the single word on it. “Mr. Terry?”

      A somewhat bigger smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “Just Terry will do.”

      She returned his with one of her own. “Thanks, Terry. Merry Christmas.”

      The smile instantly vanished from his face. “Thanks. You, too.”

      She quickly left the store, pausing once she got around the corner. For those few brief minutes while they talked, the dark aura around him had brighten, almost dissipating. It wasn’t until she wished him a Merry Christmas that it returned, appearing almost darker than it had before.

      Terry was battling some serious depression. Its claws were sunk deep into his psyche, into his soul. If he didn’t find some intervention soon… She shook her head. It hurt too much to think any further.

      “There has to be something I can do,” she murmured. “There has to be some way I can help.”

      “Help who?” a familiar voice piped up from behind her.

      Nicolette almost jumped. “Oh, geez, Treesha! You almost scared the jingles out of me!”

      The tiny woman laughed. “Well, someone had to bring you out of that melancholy you were sinking into!” The little woman’s expression grew serious. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”

      Nicolette pointed behind her. “Inside Shelsby’s is a guy named Terry. I’ve never encountered someone so despondent before in my life.”

      “Hey, it’s to be expected. Lots of people get the doldrums this time of year. You know, when people think of loved ones who won’t be around to celebrate the holiday with them anymore.”

      “No,” Nicolette argued. “This wasn’t that kind of sadness. It was deeper and darker than that. He was literally encased in an aura of gloom. Tree, I’m worried for him.”

      The woman laid a hand on Nicolette’s arm. “I know you mean well, Nika, but there’s nothing you can do for him. You know that. We’re not miracle workers.”

      “We’re supposed to bring joy this time of year,” Nicolette retorted.

      “You’re right. That’s part of our job. But we can’t afford to get emotionally involved with every lost puppy that crosses our path.” Treesha narrowed her eyes at her friend. “Oh, my heavens. Please tell me you aren’t planning on doing something stupid.”

      Nicolette brushed off the woman’s trepidation. “Nah. I’m not planning on doing anything. Don’t worry.”

      But Treesha didn’t appear to believe her. “Niii-kaa, I know that look on your face. You’re conjuring something up your sleeve, and you can’t be doing that! Not now! Not at this time of year, so close to Christmas!”

      Again, Nicolette tried to reassure her. “I’m not! Honest! Look, are you done with your count?”

      “Yeah. That’s why I came looking for you. Are you finished?”

      “I just have O’Hanrahan’s left. What say we swoop in, get the count real quick, then stop by Rosher’s for some peppermint ice cream before heading home?”

      Treesha backhanded the woman’s arm. “Now you’re talking! Sure!”

      Grinning at her friend, Nicolette took her hand. And together they vanished from sight.
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      Nicolette stared in shock at the sight of her father propped up in bed. His face was unusually pale and glistened with perspiration. The hair on his head lay slicked down from sweat, and his nose was a bright, unhealthy red.

      She’d heard him coughing the moment she entered the house, and knew he wasn’t doing any better. Learning he was bedridden only amped up her worries. Looking at him now verified her worst fears.

      “Papa?”

      He glanced up to watch her enter the bedroom. Her mother stood over him, waiting for him to finish drinking the tea she’d fixed. Seeing their daughter, the older woman gave her a weary smile.

      “Everything go okay?” her mother inquired.

      “Yes.” Pulling her tablet from her satchel, she held it out to her father. He took it from her, laying it in his lap. “Looks like the Mollie Dollie is our number one request this year, followed closely by the Big Monster on Campus.”

      “I’ll let Saytown know we need to increase production of those two items,” her father noted in a hoarse voice. “Don’t want to disappoint the children on Christmas morning.” Finishing the tea, he handed it to his wife.

      “You need to rest,” the woman remarked, taking the cup from him.

      The man gave a nod. “I will. Promise. I just need to see these last sets of numbers first, and forward them to Saytown.”

      Nicolette noticed a look pass between the couple. Her mother rarely interfered in Papa’s business. But when it came to the family’s health and well-being, she was a bear. Before Nicolette could comment about it, her father gave her mother a loving smile.

      “All right. You win.” He turned to Nicolette. “Sit down, Nika. There’s something important we need to talk to you about.”

      More fear flashed through her. Parking herself on the edge of the mattress, she grabbed her father’s arm. “Papa?”

      He gave a watery chuckle. “No, no. It’s not about my health. Well, in a way it is, but it’s nothing to be alarmed about.” He opened his mouth to say more, when he was overcome with a surge of coughing. For the first time, Nicolette began to worry that he might have pneumonia, or worse. Her mother must have sensed what she was thinking and gave her daughter a pat on the shoulder.

      “Dr. Von Nuyk was nice enough to come here, so your father wouldn’t have to make the trip himself.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” she directly asked her father. “You’re not dying…are you?” She almost had to force the ugly words out of her mouth. Surprisingly, the man tried to laugh it off, initiating another bout of coughing. After a while, he managed to catch his breath.

      “No. I have a case of severe bronchitis.”

      “Walking pneumonia,” his wife corrected.

      The man grimaced. “Okay. Walking pneumonia. I’ve been ordered to remain bedridden for the next couple of weeks, to give the antibiotics a chance to work.”

      “Dr. Von Nuyk is sending some of his staff up here to set him up with an IV pump,” her mother interjected.

      “But you’re going to be okay, right? You’re going to get better, right?” Nicolette insisted.

      Her father took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Yes, Nika. I’m just going through a rocky patch, but I’m going to be all right. I’ll get over this, but not in time for Christmas. That’s what I need to talk with you about.”

      She had a sneaking suspicion she knew what he was about say, but held her tongue.

      “Nika, I need you to help me deliver the Christmas presents this year.”

      “What do you mean, help? You won’t be well enough to take that trip so soon.”

      He patted her hand. “Let me rephrase that. I need you to take my place this year.”

      “Me?” Although she’d half-expected to hear him ask her to lend a hand with the deliveries, she’d never believed he’d want her to take control of the entire delivery. “Me? Alone? By myself?”

      Her father nodded, deadly serious. “You can do it, Nika. You’ve gone with me before in the past.”

      “But I was just a passenger back then. What about Noel? Why can’t he do it? He’s done it solo before, a few years ago when you threw out your back and was too stove up to deliver the presents by yourself.”

      “Your brother isn’t able to lend a hand right now. Besides, it’s time you also assumed the mantle. That way, one of you can step into my boots if I need you to.”

      “But…I…” Her mind raced. She would have to be the one to take over the time-honored tradition of delivering all the presents on Christmas Eve this year?

      Memories of past Christmases flashed through her mind. They were among her most cherished remembrances. Back when she’d been younger, he’d taken her with him to show her what it was like. She’d spent the majority of the ride huddled under warm blankets as they soared through the skies. Transfixed by the sleigh’s rollercoaster ups and downs at dizzying speeds. Awed by the lights and decorations which festooned the cities and towns. And, more than anything, overwhelmingly proud of her father for all the work he did to bring joy to children and believers all over the world.

      Another pat on the hand jerked her back to the present. Her father wiped his nose on a handkerchief as he gazed lovingly at her. “I’ve been thinking about throttling back for some years now, but I kept putting it off. Your mother’s convinced me that it’s time I finally handed over the reins.”

      “But…me?”

      Her mother moved closer to the bed. “You won’t be alone, sweetheart. We’d never do that to you. Bayroot and Murch will be holding down the fort here while you’re away, just like they always do for your father. Noel promised to handle interference, so you won’t have to contend with that.”

      “If it’ll make you feel any better, why not take someone along with you?” her father suggested.

      “I wish I could take you,” Nicolette admitted. Sighing loudly, she conceded. “All right. You’re right. I’ve known for quite some time that Noel and I would eventually take over. I know you’ve been talking about retiring for some years now. It’s time I learned the ropes.”

      Her father raised his arms for a hug, which she gladly returned. He always had the warmest, most loving hugs. She noticed he was careful not to breathe on her. The last thing they both needed was for her to come down with something.

      “You’re going to need to make a trial run before Christmas Eve,” her father continued. “We’ll pretend it’s a dress rehearsal, complete with everything. That way, hopefully, if you have any difficulties or questions, we can get those taken care of before the actual night.”

      “When do you want me to go?”

      “Tonight.”

      Nicolette froze and blinked at him in disbelief. “Tonight?”

      Her father heaved a heavy sigh. It was immediately followed by watery coughing. “It’s two weeks before Christmas. I want this done as soon as possible. That way, if any extensive or emergency repairs or corrections need to be made, we have plenty of time to get those fixed.”

      “What about Noel? You said he’d work interference. He’s not here, is he?”

      “He’s still in Boca Raton,” her mother answered.

      “Vishnay will be your backup tonight,” her father replied.

      Some of Nicolette’s anxiety eased a bit. Vishnay had done backup for her father more times than she could count. “Okay. Dress rehearsal, huh?”

      “Just like it’ll be on Christmas Eve,” her father promised.

      “Does that mean I’ll get to wear the suit, too?” She grinned and waggled her eyebrows. “How about a beard, while we’re at it?”

      Both of her parents laughed. “Sinarchy is working on something more suitable for you,” he informed her, taking the opportunity to throw a pun at her. “In the meantime, Bayroot is waiting for you in the mapping room, where he’s laying out your flight plan.”

      Her mother waved her hands at her in a shooing motion. “Go now and get ready. I’ll have a basket packed for you before you leave. Don’t want our baby girl to starve to death while she’s taking care of the family business.”

      Groaning dramatically, Nicolette rolled her eyes. “Mama, I’m two hundred and twenty-five years old. I haven’t been a baby in ages!”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’ll always be our baby,” the older woman jovially argued.

      Getting to her feet, Nicolette leaned over and placed a kiss on top of her father’s head, then gave one to her mother’s cheek. With one final look, and a thumbs-up from her old man, she left for the mapping room to prepare herself for the night to come.
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      It was almost closing time before Terry managed to get the last of the stock out on the floor. By then, most of the other employees had already claimed their weekly paychecks and left for the day.

      After breaking down the cardboard boxes and leaving them in the stockroom to be bound, he walked through the empty store, toward the office where he found Mr. Mackelhem working on his computer. The man glanced up when Terry appeared in the doorway.

      “There you are. I was just about to come looking for you.” Reaching into a desk drawer, he extracted an envelope and held it out.

      Terry took it with a word of thanks, then hesitated. “Listen, Mr. Mackelhem, I know I’m not scheduled to come back in until Monday, but is there any way you can give me an extra hour or two on Saturday or Sunday? Anything would help.” Terry mentally winced at having to beg for work. He knew it shouldn’t bother him after all this time, but his pride still took a hit whenever he was forced to ask for more work.

      His boss cleared his throat. “I’m going to be up-front with you, Mr. Janssen. I had a feeling you might hit me up for more hours, and I had the perfect excuse to turn you down. Namely, the fact that you’ve hit your forty-hour max and I’d have to pay you overtime. But I just got confirmation of a shipment of twenty more Mollie Dollies, due to arrive first thing in the morning. I’d planned on having Randy help unload and stock them, but considering what kind of response we might have when the public hears about it…” He paused for a moment. “Since you asked first, it’s yours. Be here at seven sharp.”

      Terry managed a smile. “Thanks a lot, Mr. Mackelhem.”

      “By the way, how’s your sister doing?”

      “Same as usual. No change.”

      “Still undergoing dialysis?”

      “Three times a week, rain or shine.”

      Mackelhem grimaced. “Such a damn shame. And she’s how old? Twenty-five?”

      “Twenty-one. She just turned twenty-one last week, in fact.”

      “So young. And there’s been no word from the hospital about a possible donor?”

      Terry shook his head. “No, sir. Not yet.”

      The older man groaned softly and got to his feet. “Well, keep me informed as to how she’s doing.”

      “I will, Mr. Mackelhem. And thanks again for the extra hours tomorrow.”

      The guy nodded, getting up from behind his desk and accompanying him to the front door, where he let him out before closing the store for the night.

      Terry walked to the end of the block where the bus stop was located. The moment he rounded the corner of the building, the cold winter blast hit him. Drawing his jacket tighter around him did little to stave off the freezing wind. The sidewalk beneath his feet was slippery and covered in spots with ice crystals. He also detected the possibility of more snow when he sniffed the frigid air.

      It was well after dark and he was hungry, not having eaten anything since lunch that day, and that being only a bologna sandwich. He briefly debated whether or not to try and get something with the six dollars he had left in his pocket, but quickly shot it down. He might need that money at some crucial time later on. In the meantime, he could wait until he got back to the apartment and eat another bologna sandwich.

      His hand touched the paycheck still in its envelope that he’d tucked inside his pants pocket. It was too late to cash it. The banks were closed. Tomorrow, before coming back to work, he’d take it by and deposit it via the ATM.

      Seven a.m. Yeah, it was early, but at least it was another couple of hours’ pay. Maybe more, if the crowd Mackelhem anticipated once it was announced they’d gotten in more of the elusive toys actually showed up.

      Mollie Dollies. Who could have predicted those things would have become such a hot commodity?

      “It’s about the Mollie Dollies.”

      The sight of that young woman standing there and smiling up at him…

      He realized with a start that he was smiling. To himself. Because that woman with an almost angelic glow about her had appeared from out of nowhere to smile at him. Well, actually, she’d needed to ask him a question, but the question seemed almost irrelevant at that point. At the time, all he could do was stare at her and that beautiful smile that somehow managed to pierce the gloom around him. A smile that gave him a glimpse of hope, although he couldn’t understand why or how.

      Damn. Why didn’t I ask for her name? She’d asked for his. He wouldn’t have been too out of place to ask for hers in return.

      The bus pulled up. Terry climbed aboard and swiped his Metro card before taking a seat. The vehicle’s interior was warm. Regardless, he kept his coat tightly wrapped around him. His hands and feet were freezing.

      He continued to dwell on the one shiny bright spot of the day as the bus slowly made its way toward his destination. Even though she’d made the comment about her niece and nephew not getting what they wanted for Christmas, he got the impression that could have been a fib. A little white lie to throw him off. She’d been carrying a computer tablet with her. He’d never seen someone using one whenever they were shopping. Maybe she worked for some toy company, or maybe a firm that did research on trending norms. Or something related to sales.

      He mentally brushed away that thought. It didn’t matter anyway why she had the tablet. What did matter was the fact that she had approached him. And because she had, his mind had been diverted away from thoughts of his sister. The strange woman’s smile had stayed with him for the rest of the day, and the remaining hours seemed to fly by.

      The bus pulled up to his stop. Getting off, he walked the half block to his apartment building. Pedro, the nighttime security guard, waved at him in greeting as Terry went past and entered the elevator. Reaching his floor, he made his way down the hallway to his door and let himself in.

      Closing the door behind him, he leaned against it and stared into the semi-darkness. The place felt too empty without Perri, like a cold and barren wasteland. Even during her worst days, she always managed to find a smile to give him.

      A smile.

      His thoughts went back to the woman in the toy store. What he wouldn’t give to be able to invite her for a cup of coffee and some innocuous small talk, hoping to see her smile once more. Anything to delay his return to this apartment that never had and never would feel like home.

      “Speaking of cold…” He found the thermostat in the hallway and cranked it up to sixty-five degrees. He couldn’t afford the electric bill if he made it any higher. At least it was a damn sight better than the thirty degrees outside. And there was no rain or sleet to contend with. Taking off his jacket, he shook it out and hung it over the back of one of the dinette chairs to dry.

      A flashing light coming from the small bar that divided the kitchen from the living area caught his attention. Someone had left a message on the answering machine. Going over to it, he discovered there was one message. Hoping it was from Perri, he hit the play button.

      “Hey, big bro! Just checking in before I check out for the night. Hope your day went well. Mine was okay. Nothing major to report. Take care, and call me back when you get the chance. I love you! ‘Bye.”

      He checked the time. She’d left it at nine forty-nine p.m. Nearly an hour ago.

      He debated whether to call her back anyway, but common sense told him she’d be out of it by now. Whatever they gave her to help her sleep knocked her out cold.

      “Miss you, too, lil’ sis. Sleep tight. I’ll call you tomorrow during my break. I promise,” he murmured to the phone.

      His stomach tightened again. Going back to the kitchen, he opened the fridge and pulled out the carton of bologna, to discover it was his last slice. He needed to get to the store sometime soon.

      Making himself a simple, dry sandwich, he scarfed it down and retired to the bedroom to get ready for bed. He was too damn tired to do anything but go to sleep. And, still, he managed to dream about a woman with a soul-healing smile, and wished he might cross paths with her again one day.
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      “You’re doing great, Nika!” Vishnay praised her.

      “Thanks!” Nicolette reached up to adjust her earpiece. “I can’t believe how clearly I can hear you.”

      “Christmas magic.” Vishnay laughed.

      “You mean you hacked into someone’s satellite,” she teased.

      “No, I mean Christmas magic. How’s the team doing?”

      She glanced over the heads of the reindeer pulling the sleigh. The animals seemed to understand that this was a trial run, and not the real thing. Regardless, the fact that this wasn’t Christmas Eve hadn’t dampened their enthusiasm. The animals were happy to be stretching their flying muscles.

      “I don’t know why you need me to do this,” she halfway teased. “These guys already know where to go. I’m just sitting here and enjoying the ride.”

      “They’ll get you where you need to go and home before daybreak. But you’re needed to do the actual hauling.”

      Nicolette glanced behind her at the sight of the massive red bag that took up the rest of the large sleigh. She remembered how she, her brother, and her parents would climb into the vehicle during those rare moments when Mama managed to drag Papa away from the office, and they’d just go riding around in it, sans the bag. Maybe picnic on a nearby ice floe.

      Tonight, the bag was empty, but it was in the sleigh. On Christmas Eve, every present would come forward at the appropriate time, to where all she needed to do was reach behind her and grab it, then take it inside and place it underneath the tree, or in the stocking, or wherever she felt it would best be noticeable come the morning.

      The team of reindeer aimed downward, toward another city. They skimmed over the tops of tall apartment buildings, shielded by the darkness and invisible to human eyes. She peered over the side of the sleigh at the tiny twinkling lights that flashed blue and red and gold. Those were the believers. The children and a few rare adults who still believed in Santa Claus. They were the ones who’d receive a package that year.

      But it was the dim lights and the burned out ones that made her heart ache. Those were the people who’d lost that sweet innocence. Who no longer believed. Seeing the unlit apartments and homes reminded her of the time she’d first noticed them, years ago. It was when her father had first taken her with him, and she’d realized he was not delivering any gifts to those locations.

      “Papa, why aren’t we stopping there?”

      She never forgot the sadness that crossed his ruddy face. “I wish I could, Nika. But when people no longer believe, I have no idea what to get them. And if I don’t know what will make them happy so that they believe again…” His voice had trailed off, but his answer had given her an idea.

      “What if you just give them something? Anything? Maybe seeing an unexpected present will make them believers again.”

      He’d given her that side-eye she knew well. It was that of a patient parent letting his child know that, unlike her, he had years of wisdom and knowledge on his side. And not to question his judgment.

      The team turned to the southwest, tilting the sleigh at a steep angle. Enough to where she could glance down at the streets below. Somewhere Christmas carols were playing. The city was festooned with decorations, and parts of it were ablaze with flashing signs and lights. One sign scrolling across one building’s façade caught her eye. The greatest joy is giving joy to others. Around its borders animated hearts and bells danced. Yes, this was what Christmas should always be about. Giving to others in order to bring them joy. To bring them out of their unhappiness, if only for a moment.

      At a nearby corner, a city bus paused. A single figure exited it and strode down the sidewalk. Something about the tilt of the blond head made her look twice. When she recognized him, she gasped.

      The team straightened and continued westward. Rather than let them remain on their current course, she pulled on the reins and guided them into another turn, making a loop so she could hopefully spot Terry again. They bucked and shook their harnesses in agitation, but they obeyed. However, by the time they made the circle, he’d disappeared inside an apartment building. Memorizing the location, she gave the reindeer back their leads, and they continued on.

      It was several hours later when they finished their run. Several elves were waiting for her return when she landed back home. Handing the animals over to them, Nicolette glanced at the clock and noticed it was nowhere near dawn. But, of course, she hadn’t delivered any gifts that night. Come Christmas Eve, it would be a different story.

      She hurried to her father’s bedroom, where he was waiting for her. Bayroot was also there, advising and keeping the older man up to date on her locations.

      Going over to where her father held out his arms to hug her, she was careful not to get too close to his face. He was still sweating, and his face remained pale, but he appeared to be in good spirits.

      “Well? How did it go?”

      “Without a hitch.”

      “We noticed you did a couple of extra turns there. Any particular reason why?” Bayroot inquired.

      Oh, shoot. She should have known they would have been alerted to any changes she made to the flight plan. “Nope. No real reason why. Other than I wanted to check to see how responsive the team was to my commands.” Well, it was partly the truth. Fortunately, her father didn’t pursue the issue.

      “Are you pretty confident you’ll be able to handle things come Christmas Eve?”

      She started to answer, when he was hit with a spout of coughing. Patting him on the arm, she waited until it was over. “Yes, Papa. I’m very confident.” Her reassurance appeared to lift that last cloud of doubt. One less worry line creased his forehead.

      “Don’t forget, Nika. You won’t be getting back this soon that night,” Bayroot reminded her. “You’ll be lucky to finish up as dawn is breaking.”

      “I know. I’ll do my best,” she promised. Getting to her feet, she dropped a kiss on top of his head. “I call tonight a success. The reindeer are getting fed and bedded down, and it’s time I did the same. Goodnight, Papa. Goodnight, Bayroot.”

      “Goodnight, Nika,” the two chorused together.

      “Pleasant dreams,” her father added.

      She casually left the bedroom, but once she was out in the hallway, she vanished, reappearing moments later on the street outside the apartment building Terry had gone into. For several minutes, she remained standing there as light snow covered the city, but after a while she realized she wouldn’t be able to tell which apartment was his. There were too many people crowded inside those twelve stories to know where he lived.

      She had no idea what his circumstances were. She didn’t know if he was married, or engaged, or divorced. If he lived alone, with his family, or with roommates. But what she did know was that his pain and depression was real. And if there was any way in the world she could bring him maybe one iota of happiness during this holiday season, she was going to try.

      She recalled that sign she’d flown over. The greatest joy is giving joy to others. That was so true. One way or another, she would find something to bring a lasting smile to that man’s lips. But for that to happen, first she had to find out where exactly he lived.

      Squaring her shoulders, Nicolette marched across the street and let herself into the building’s lobby.
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      A security guard glanced up from his paperback when she entered the building. “Good evening,” he greeted her. “Can I help you?”

      Nicolette stopped in her tracks. It suddenly became clear to her that she had no idea what to do, or what to say. She knew Terry’s first name, but not his last. Neither could she explain to the man why she was there. Flustered, she tried another tactic. “Uhh, hi. I was hoping you might be able to give me directions to Forty-Sixth Street?”

      The man took in her ruffled appearance, then pointed to his right. “Go to the end of the block, then turn right. But in this weather, you might want to take a taxi. Want me to call one for you?”

      “Oh, no thanks. Sorry to bother you.”

      The man gave a nod and waited for her to leave before going back to his paperback. Flashing him a smile, she left, making sure she was completely out of his sight before stopping. Street traffic remained heavy, but pedestrian traffic was almost nonexistent where she stood. Making sure no one was observing her, she made herself invisible and returned to the building lobby.

      The guard was never aware of her being there. Nor did he detect her presence when she peered around him to get a good look at the display in front of him. It seemed to be some kind of old-timey communications setup. A grid of symmetrically placed holes dotted the board. A
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