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  Chapter One


You would think I'd be excited to have a month off of work, but not this year. Unlocking the door to my office, I look over the pre-vacation to do list. It's all of three things. Make sure the cleaning staff did a last minute run through of the building. Go over the shared schedule with Evie so everything is on track when my boss gets back in January. And leave the building by noon. My boss is serious about us taking time off at Christmas. 
While tossing my keys in the bowl on the corner of my desk, I move the mouse, bringing my monitor to life. Pulling up the schedule, I glance over it and see nothing has changed. I hadn't expected it to. Evie and I are a well-oiled machine when it comes to managing our boss's life. First item checked off the list.
I wonder if there's any way I can drag out going through the building to check up on the cleaning staff. I'm not ready to go home to an empty house – outside of my cat, Mercury, that is. By thirty-two, I thought I would have found love. I don't need the whole white picket fence and kids ideal that so many people seek. It'd be nice to have someone to come home to, though.
Sighing, I shove the unnecessary checklist in my pocket, and set out to inspect the common areas. I know I will find everything in order. Our cleaning service is one of the best, but it doesn't hurt to check. One year someone from the old cleaning service forgot to take out a bag from the breakroom trashcan. It took months to get the smell out. We haven't had an incident since we hired the new company, but our boss insists we do a run through just be sure before the offices close for the holidays.
My check is done within an hour since the building isn't that big. Going back to my office, I pick up some holiday cards and goodies from co-workers, and put them in a bag to take home. Glancing around the room one last time to make sure I haven't forgotten anything, my eyes fall on a ratty looking stocking hanging from the coat tree. I swear that wasn't there before I left on my rounds. Walking over, I carefully pull the stocking off of the peg. The thing looks like it's held together by sheer luck. Noticing a note pinned to it, I open the folded paper.
Charity, A magic stocking just for you. If you put your wish in, it will come true.
There's no signature on the paper, or any other indication of who may have left it. I wonder if anyone else got one of these?
It's been ages since I felt a sense of holiday wonder, probably since the year my parents died, but something about this dilapidated stocking peaks my curiosity. Going back to my desk, stocking in hand, I pull a sticky note from the pad and grab a pen from the holder. Laying the stocking gingerly on the desk, I write my wish.
I want to find my true love by Christmas.
Let's see Santa grant that wish. True love and happily-ever-afters are for books and movies.  Folding the sticky note, I carefully tuck it inside the stocking, then hang the tattered material back where I found it.
With nothing left to keep me here, I gather my keys and things, then head out to my car. As I'm putting everything in the plastic bin in my trunk to keep it from being tossed all over while I'm driving, I notice the clouds are promising a winter storm. Hopefully, I make it home before it hits.






  
  Chapter Two


Sighing, I push my chair back from the desk in my den, and turn it to look out the window. Splatters of rain and sleet make it difficult to see clearly, but from the look of things, it won't be letting up anytime soon. Three days of this wintery mixture haven't helped my mood at all. I thought the weather might set the atmosphere for a good writing session, but no such luck. 
Mercury stands up and stretches, then saunters over, jumping into my lap. Absentmindedly, I stroke her soft, silvery fur, letting my mind wander a few minutes before deciding to give up on writing for the day and try to get some reading in. But before settling in to read, I need to acquire some hot chocolate and cookies. Maybe that'll get me more into the holiday spirit. Setting Mercury on the floor, I turn back to my desk, make sure my file saved and backed up to the cloud, then put my computer to sleep. Mercury follows me to the kitchen, meowing the entire way.
"I'll get you a treat, my queen. Relax, would you?" Pulling down a container of cat treats, I take out a couple and set them on the mat next to her food and water bowls.
After washing my hands, I open the pantry to get some cookies and discover there's only four left in the tin. Looks like I'm baking cookies. It'll give me something to do, if nothing else. Turning on some holiday music, I gather all the ingredients I need for classic sugar cookie dough. While I'm mixing, shaping, and baking, I think about how nice it would be to have someone else to share these types of moments with.
When the timer goes off, I'm no closer to being in the holiday spirit than when I started, but I do have some delicious cookies to comfort me. On to the hot chocolate.
Fresh cookies and liquid chocolate excellence in hand, I go to the living room and set everything on the coffee table so I can get a fire going for some atmosphere. Once the fire is burning nicely, I turn back to my setup to make sure I have everything I need before I sit down.
Cookies? Check. Hot chocolate? Check. Phone on the end table where I left it before I started writing? Check. Blanket on the back of the couch? Check. Fire going? Check. EReader on the end table by my phone? Check.
Getting myself situated on the couch, I grab my eReader and scroll through book options. Why is it always so difficult to choose a book? Not finding anything I'm interested in, I turn off the eReader and pick up my phone. Maybe going through one of my social media book groups will give me a good recommendation.
After typing in my passcode, the screen lights up and I see a new email notification. I'm off work for the month, so it's not likely to be work related. I don't know many people outside of the office, so it's probably spam that slipped through the filter. Still, I click on the notification and nearly drop my phone after I read the introduction.
You're invited to spend a week at a private ocean-side estate. Everything you need will be provided outside of your clothing and any personal items you may wish to bring.
The email goes on to give more details about the location and provides a number to call if I have questions. Of course, I have questions. Is this a scam? It has to be, right? People don't just give away all-inclusive trips to private estates. I don't recognize the name on the signature of the email either, so it's not someone I know – unless one of my co-workers is playing a prank on me.
Dismissing the email, I close out of it and go to the social media group I got on my phone for in the first place. I scroll through book recommendations, not absorbing them. That blasted email keeps tugging at the back of my mind. What if it's legit?
Don't be foolish, Charity.
But my brain won't be silenced by logic. There's only one thing to do – call the number and start asking questions.






  
  Chapter Three


Disconnecting the call, I stare into the flickering flames of the fireplace. Who in the world would gift me an expensive vacation like this? I can't believe it, but it's not a joke or a scam. I've got a free vacation. Maybe a change of scenery is what I need. I'm not in the holiday spirit enough to enjoy the cold weather. Perhaps the mild weather in the south at this time of year will suit me better. 
After looking up the weather for the location of the beach house, I open a note on my phone and start making a list of things I need to pack. I'll be traveling light, but it'll be a two and a half day drive, so I want to be comfortable. The one thing I'm not sure about is how Mercury will do in the car. But I'm not about to leave her at a boarding place. She would hate me for life.
Looking out the window, I hope there's a break in the weather by the day after tomorrow when I'm supposed to leave. I am definitely not going to miss this wintery crap. Bring on the sun!

      [image: image-placeholder]"I know. I know. You're tired of being in the car," I say to Mercury as she yowls while I pull up the driveway to the house we'll be staying in for the next week. She did surprisingly well up until the last couple of hours. I can't say I don't understand. I'm stiff as hell from the drive and ready to be done with it. Parking the car, I get out and raise my arms over my head, joints popping.
Once I've had a good, long stretch, I take in the scenery. The beach is practically right outside the back door. The landscaping is immaculate with several kinds of tropical plants and colorful flowers. It's about the furthest thing from feeling like Christmas as you can get, outside of a desert. And I'm totally okay with it.
Opening up the passenger door, I pull out Mercury's cat carrier and walk up to the front door of the house. Typing in the code, I pull the key out of the box when it opens, then unlock the door. As I step inside, I freeze from sensory overload. The place looks like a beach-going Santa threw up in it – beach themed lights, ornaments, and two decorated palm trees. I'm damn sure the trees are fake. At least I hope they are. I have no business taking care of any type of plant. No way I want to be held responsible for murdering a tree.
Shaking my head, I close the door and go in search of a bedroom to let Mercury loose in while I haul in my luggage, praying the decorations are concentrated in the living room. When I locate the main bedroom, I'm glad to see that the beach Santa didn't make it this far into the house. Seeing the curtains drawn, I set the carrier down and open them. There's a double door leading straight out onto a private patio with a spectacular view of the ocean.
Mercury's yowl lets me know in no uncertain terms that she's reached the end of her patience.
"Alright. I hear you." Walking back across the room, I shut the door. "Let's get you out of your cell." When I open the car carrier, Mercury darts out and runs straight to a pool of sunlight where she proceeds to flip onto her back and flop about.
With the cat occupied, I slip out of the room, making sure the door is secure, and head back out to the car to get my suitcase and other odds and ends. As I'm hauling everything inside, my stomach growls like an angry lion. Several days of fast food on-the-go means I'm ready for a good meal with real food. Stowing my luggage in the bedroom, I pick Mercury up and take her with me to the kitchen. At the doorway, I let her go before setting her food and water bowls on a mat, filling them while she cautiously sniffs around the room. Eventually, she makes her way to the food and starts eating. Satisfied that she's going to settle in fine, I begin my hunt for human food.
The pantry is fully stocked, as is the refrigerator. There are so many options to choose from, I almost don't know where to begin. Finally, I settle on a chicken
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