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      Saying “no” is not always an option. I often find myself agreeing to things I’d rather not do for the sake of another person’s feelings, to keep a relationship alive—you name the guilt trip.

      When this opportunity presented itself, though, I’d “no” all the nos I’d bottled up from other times I wasn’t able to say them, and unleash them without hesitation. And this was one of those times.

      “No,” I said with rhapsodic freedom.

      “Seriously, you never come,” Ingrid said from her side of the desk. “It’s Christmas Eve.”

      “Which is exactly why I’m declining,” I told her. “Christmas Eve is a time for gathering and celebrating, and my favorite way to celebrate is doing it alone.”

      This concept was hard for extroverts like Ingrid to understand. She loved to mingle and chatter and rub elbows in scenarios where I found myself checking the time to see how soon I could politely excuse myself. Then again, I was sure even she could appreciate the splendid wonder of an evening with zero expectations aside from those I had in mind for myself.

      I had a space all my own. That space was normally filled with demands, which were often interrupted by emails or phone calls that were packed with complaints or problems I needed to deal with. But tonight it was all mine, and I intended to keep it that way.

      Even if that space was my office.

      Another concept Ingrid didn’t understand. She gave me a look, one that questioned the healthiness of my mental state. “You want to be alone? Is everything okay? What about your family, I thought your sister lived close?”

      My sister, Mia, lived in Magnolia Glen, which was about an hour away from Spokane. I shot a glance at my phone. Mia had sent out a little reminder text about coming to her Christmas Eve party tonight, but I hadn’t responded yet.

      “She gets it,” I lied. “I’m okay, really. It’s just a personal preference.”

      Ingrid’s mouth twisted. “Well, you know where we are if you change your mind.” She adjusted her purse over her shoulder and gave a smile I could tell she didn’t mean. I knew she didn’t understand. Christmas Eve was hard for some people, but I wasn’t about to go into the reasons—plural—it was choking for me.

      I walked Ingrid to my office door and faced the typical, day-end bustle, though there was a bit more energy coursing through the ninth floor tonight than usual. Jenny, the receptionist, was blasting Kelly Clarkson from her phone, dancing in front of her computer as she shut it down. A couple of the guys jettisoned bulbs from the tree Kendall had put up near the reception desk, playing catch with the possibly breakable decorations in time to the music.

      “You’d better put that back before Kendall sees,” Jenny said, pushing in her chair.

      “I already saw,” Kendall called from within her office.

      The guys laughed and tossed the baubles up in the air. “Christmas is almost over anyway,” one said.

      “I’d like them in one piece,” Kendall said, exiting her office and turning to approach my open door. She wore a smart, navy-blue suit with a cream blouse, and her black hair was pulled tight to give her mature but lovely features their best chance of being seen.

      “Hey, Pepper,” she said, her smile slipping. I backed up to make room for her to enter, and she gestured to the paperwork scattered across my desk and the bag stuffed with my blanket and slippers—telltale signs I was planning on working late. “Doesn’t look like you’re heading out.”

      I squirmed just a little. Kendall was the best manager a girl could ask for. She kept order in our department and settled disputes and misunderstandings with class. She was circumspect but kind, kept the standard high while somehow maintaining rapport with everyone here. I scratched a spot behind my ear. “Yeah, I’m not packing up just yet. Thought I’d get a head start on this new branding line.”

      “Pepper,” she said in her chastising, boss tone.

      I inhaled. So much for hoping she’d leave well enough alone. Well enough was never enough for Kendall. “Yes?”

      “It’s Christmas Eve,” she said.

      And there it was. Time to deflect. I sat at my desk, placed a hand on the mouse and stared at the screen. “So it is.”

      Kendall gestured to the others out in the main area. Jenny returned the bulbs to the tree and followed Oliver and his compadre out. Ingrid wasn’t far behind, shutting off the lights and shouting, “Merry Christmas,” to the others. She received a chorus in return, and then the door closed, and Kendall and I were left in the office.

      “You aren’t going to the company party tonight?”

      “Nope.” My lips popped on the P. Everyone else who’d asked had gotten the same response. Well, not the P pop. But a negative answer.

      Kendall folded her arms. She rested her hip on the side of my desk. “You didn’t go last year either, did you?”

      I hadn’t. Last year, I’d taken a vacation to Hawaii and enjoyed every minute of the trip and the excuse to say no to things like this and the invitation my sister kept insisting on presenting to me every time we talked instead of accepting that I didn’t want to come.

      “Is it a job requirement?”

      “No,” she said in a conciliatory kind of way, tilting her head to one side, “but it’s good to take a break.”

      “I will,” I assured her with a smile. Once Christmas was over, that break and I were going to hit it up and snuggle. Kick back. We would do all the break kind of things people usually did on breaks.

      But I had to drown myself out tonight. I couldn’t mingle and pretend I was happy about the holiday like everyone else was. My emotions were a clear glass windowpane. I was easier to read than a Dick and Jane book. This inability to hide my feelings gave me no desire to answer people’s questions about why the holiday was so difficult for me; questions which inevitably came after people saw my inability to act.

      That left solitude as my only option. Blissful, peaceful, impersonal solitude where I was the only company I kept. I already knew all my own dirty secrets. I already knew all the reasons why I hated Christmas and wanted to pretend it didn’t exist, so there was no need for the awkward, often pain-inducing conversations that either turned me into a sulking waterpot or a terrible liar.

      “Come on,” Kendall said. “It’d be great to see you there. You sure you won’t join us?”

      I decided to meet her face-on, eye to eye, so she could read the sincerity in my gaze. Kendall’s tightly pulled-back hair suddenly made her seem more rigid. Intimidating, even. If I hadn’t worked with her for so long, I might have given in. But along with the stern, concerned expression she dished out, I also noticed the tiredness lining her almond-shaped eyes. Her expression appeared almost concerned. Hopeful.

      I’d learned, however, that just because Kendall was my superior, I wasn’t obligated to her in any way other than carrying out important, necessary tasks during business hours like relaying messages to my creative team about a design we were working on or news that came from the company CEO.

      “I really appreciate the offer,” I told her sincerely. “But I’ve got some great ideas for this rebrand. I’ve been budgeting for the new project and would really like to see this through before I step away from it for a few days.”

      All true. We were helping a new client prepare to launch a new branding line once the holidays were over. Since I was the creative director for our team, the budget and assignment of the overall design was up to me to oversee. As a graduate in graphic design, I had artistic vision in spades, but something about this project was holding me up. Christmas or no, I wouldn’t be able to sleep, let alone concentrate on anything else, until I got it figured out.

      Kendall gave me an uneasy glance as though she didn’t want to agree but had no further arguments. “Okay, if you’re sure. Just—don’t work too late. You know you’re getting holiday pay. Might as well take advantage of it.”

      I plastered on a smile. “I won’t.”

      She strolled out, shutting out the last of the lights so the only glimmer came from the Christmas tree, which she’d left on for whatever reason. It was just as well. I needed some light to see my way to the breakroom, which I did the instant I was alone.

      I searched the cupboard and selected one of the mugs Jenny kept stocked for us, filled it with water, heated it in the microwave, and added my favorite cocoa mix—chocolate with a glimmer of mint—stirring the concoction and delighting in the steam visibly rising from the liquid’s surface as I made my way back to my office. I closed the door behind me. Locked it. And inhaled the most soothing breath I’d taken all day.

      “It’s just you and me,” I said to my computer, settling into my chair. I retrieved the lap blanket I’d brought from my bag. Next, I kicked off my shoes and dipped my feet into the moose slippers I’d brought. They were cute little plush creatures with the softest curling mahogany fabric, their antlers made of cranberry plaid fabric. The warmth encompassed my feet. I was just ready to crank up the most regular, un-holiday music I could from my saved playlist when my phone rang. One glance at the screen made me groan, and all the tension I’d exhaled returned to tighten my shoulder blades.

      Mia’s picture filled the screen, big toothy smile and all. She’d been smiley all our lives; my sister even smiled when she was angry, a fact she detested. I considered ignoring her, but she knew I was technically off work now. She’d keep calling until I answered.

      Might as well get my next rejection over with. “Hey, sis.”

      “Pepper!” she said, as though my name were an exclamation worthy of amazement. “You answered.”

      “I’m at work. What’s up?” I sank into my chair, feeling it recline slightly, and spun to face the window behind me. Darkness had fallen fast, as it did every winter evening. I should probably close the blinds.

      “Work?” Her voice fell. “What are you working tonight for?”

      “You know why.” Unlike with Ingrid and Kendall, I tended to be completely transparent with my sister, or she’d read right through me and nag me about it until she figured it out anyway. Best to cut right to the chase.

      “Oh, Pep. It’s been hard on all of us, but it happened four years ago. Don’t you think it’s time to move on and let yourself be happy again?”

      “Easy for you to say,” I told her. She had a husband and children to keep her occupied. I’d given up on that notion a long time ago. “I’d like to get a jump start on this project. I’ve concepted with the copywriter. I’d like for my ideas to be ready to be pitched to Kendall asap. Once it’s approved, we can pass it on to the design team.”

      “All I heard was: blah-blah; excuse numbers one through three; I hate Christmas.”

      “Ha ha.” Her response wrestled a smile out of me. “What can I say? I’m a Scrooge.”

      “Only because you choose to be. Come on. Forget the past and come home. I said I was sorry. I still am. And the girls are dying to see you.”

      A little twinge of regret hit my heart. I wasn’t sure if Mia had planned the age gap between her girls this way because she was eight years older than I was, but Mia’s two girls were ten years apart and growing up fast. I hadn’t seen either of them since Hope’s basketball game in October of the year before. “I’d love to see them too. Any other time but now.” I’d had a hold on my no, and I intended on sticking to it.

      “They’re getting big,” she said in a singsong, teasing voice. “Hope is almost taller than me and completely gorgeous. Josh is sure he’s going to have to start sleeping on the porch with a shotgun to keep the boys who keep texting her away. And Ruby doesn’t even remember who you are.”

      That stung. I couldn’t think of her youngest daughter’s age. Was Ruby four now? When was the last time I’d seen her? Much as I wanted to see the girls, I couldn’t go back to Magnolia Glen, at least not at this time of year. Once the holiday passed, seeing my parents’ house that Mia and her husband had bought after Mom and Dad had passed away would be easier.

      “Sorry, Mia,” I said. “I have to get this done.”

      “Suit yourself,” she said with a little disappointed sigh. “You’ll be missed.”

      “Miss you too,” I said, not realizing how true the words were until they left my mouth. Before she could feed off the admission, I said goodbye and ended the call. I stared at the lifeless papers strewn across my desk. My feet were cooking inside my slippers, so I slid them off, resting my palms on the edge of my desk, staring at things but not seeing any of them. I did miss my sister. I missed her so much, it made my chest ache.

      “That’s why I need to focus,” I told myself, typing and clicking in a few color changes on the logo scheme I was testing out. “Focus and forget.” Someday, it would get easier. Someday the ache inside that came around every Christmas—or even every time I thought of my sister—would dull, and I wouldn’t have to act like a jack-o-lantern, smiling on the outside while all my insides were scooped out.

      I navigated through the program to insert a different design when something cold brushed along the nape of my neck and sent a shiver down the backs of my arms. My fingers froze, hovering over the keyboard. My back stiffened. I peered over my shoulder to find the nothing I expected to be there.

      Superstition, I told myself. All the more reason to delve into this.

      My fingers interacted with the keys once more, clicking away. The eerie sensation returned. This time, it swept all the way down my spine. What sounded like an alarm clanged from my phone, making me jump in my seat and let out a little squeak.

      My adrenaline spiked, racing into flight mode. Sudden fears injected into my bloodstream, making it sprint all the faster. “Just my alarm,” I said, reaching into my bag and silencing it, wondering why the tone had gone off in the first place. I stole a furtive glance behind me, almost expecting to find the presence I’d sensed there, but I saw nothing. Heart in an urgent rhythm, I shut off every other alarm for good measure, even my daily wake time. I wouldn’t be needing that gong tomorrow morning.

      The resulting adrenaline continued to feed into my veins, making me tremble and giving me the desire to pack it in and head home. But home was no better; at least here, I could distract myself with this rebrand.

      This is ridiculous, I told myself. I hadn’t been scared to be alone since I was a kid.

      I shook my hair back, steadied my shoulders, and returned my attention to the screen. In a split second, the same ringing alarm resonated from my bag, vibrating it with startling urgency.

      “What the heck?” I squealed, pushing my chair back and diving for the phone. I just silenced the stupid thing. What was going on? This time, I shut the phone off completely, knocked it into my bag, and kicked the entire heap into the farthest corner beneath my desk. But by that point, I couldn’t erase the unnerving feelings crawling under my skin.

      I slammed my back into the chair, its wheels rolling backward just enough, and chanced a few glances around the office. As far as I could tell, I was the only one in here. What was my problem?

      “It’s nothing,” I breathed. I was a wuss when it came to supernatural kind of things, but I’d never experienced anything like this. The last time I’d felt this jittery had been after chancing a tour through a spook alley with Mia and her friends in junior high school. I’d been a sucker, jumping at every unexpected turn. The spooks hadn’t stopped, either—I’d still been skittish even after we’d returned home, a fact Mia had teased me for relentlessly.

      I was determined to be stronger than whatever was going on. Resolute to overcome it, I cranked my music higher when a third bell tone clamored from my turned-off phone.

      “Ugh, I need a hammer,” I said in frustration. I’d take it out to the concrete and beat the thing to pieces. I pushed away from my desk and dove for the phone, when a sultry male voice interrupted my mad digging for the device that wouldn’t die.

      “Sorry about that,” the voice said. “I’m new to this.”

      I froze. I was most definitely not alone. Fear seized my chest, but I couldn’t help but look in the direction the voice had come from. And my heart pummeled my chest, threatening to burst right through my sternum.

      A man stood in my office. He was the exhilarating kind of good-looking, the kind that a single glance would do me in if I looked too long. His ice blue eyes pierced like sunlight on snow; his idyllic features and a strong jaw, masked by the smallest amount of stubble were enough to steal all the moisture from my mouth and make it pool in my palms and under my bra instead. And his blond hair had the perfect tousle, like fingers I wished were mine had recently run their way through it.

      He wore jeans and a nondescript white t-shirt, and he tucked two fingers into his pocket and gestured to my bag. “Didn’t mean for that to happen. Must have gone off when I came in.”

      My admiration gave way to panic as it should have done from the start. “Get out,” I shrieked. “Now—or I’ll call the police.”

      Hot guys were the worst kind of criminals, hoodwinking their victims with their charm and giving off the impression they were angelic just because their exterior was pretty and off-balancing. I wouldn’t be hoodwinked or off-balanced. Unbalanced. However you say it.

      I wasn’t going to sit here and be mugged, molested, or worse. I scrambled for a weapon of some kind, smashing into the side button of my phone with ferocity and kicking myself for shutting the dumb thing off in the first place. Wake up. Wake up, you useless square of metal!

      This was getting me nowhere. In a frenzy, I reached for the closest object I could use as a weapon. The new USB hub I’d purchased but hadn’t yet put to use fit perfectly in my palm. It’d have to do. As I brandished the four-port hub in his direction, its short cord drooped limply toward my potential attacker like a warrior who’d given up the fight.

      A smile twitched on the man’s lips.

      Chagrined, I flung the port aside and tried again, my panic rising. Lip gloss was out. A pencil could do some damage if I needed it to. Where was my pepper spray?

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said as if reading my mind.

      True enough, he hadn’t so much as reached for me during my failed attempts to arm myself. I ditched the pencil and reached for the phone’s in-office line, backing my seat into the computer side of my desk and eyeing the man warily. As I lifted the receiver to my ear I expected the hot intruder to reach for it. To slam a finger against the little flappy part and block my call.

      Fingers trembling, I hastily punched out 911. The man remained in the same place he’d stood before, impressively sculpted arms over his chest, lips coiled in amusement. Yet, no one answered. There was no dial tone. Had he cut the phone lines?

      I shot a fearful glance to my office door. “Who are you? And how did you get in here? I locked the door.”

      “About that.” He ran a nervous hand through that mop of golden hair, showcasing an impressive shape to his bicep. “Paranormal transmutative forces tend to interfere with the electromagnetic pulse in the air, and it looks like that energy had an effect not only on your phone but on this one too.”

      Receiver still in hand, I blinked at him. Para-transmu-wha?

      “Does that mean—are you saying you used mystical transmutative force to get through my locked door?”

      “Something like that.”

      I returned the receiver to its place, mulling over his words. Paranormal. Was he a ghost of some kind? I’d always thought ghosts were transparent, but he looked as solid as if he’d turned the knob in order to enter my office. And believe me, he was solid. Every inch of him kept snagging my eyes away from his face where my attention should stay.

      If he was a ghost, though…Was I imagining all of this? I stared at my hot cocoa. Lifted the mug to my nose and inhaled. I’d used a mug from the breakroom. I’d rinsed it out before using it, but maybe someone had lined it with something as a joke. Was I high on a substance I wasn’t aware had been tipped into the mug before I’d selected it?

      That might explain why I’d thought defending myself with a USB hub was a plausible idea.

      “I swear I only drank cocoa tonight.” I took another tentative sip. The delicious, perfect-temperature blend of rich, creamy cocoa, like I’d melted a legit mint-chocolate bar tantalized my tongue. “Tastes just like it did before. That doesn’t mean someone didn’t spike it somehow, though.”

      How could I know for sure? The least I could do was go home—assuming I could handle the drive. Sleep it off. Wait until the effects faded and then look into it after the holidays were over. “It was probably Oliver. He’s the kind of jokester who’d lace my cocoa with LSD or some other hallucinogen.”

      The fantasy lifted his hand. “I’m not a hallucination.”

      “Oh?” I folded my arms. Swiveled my chair to face him. “Okay, then. Let’s pretend I believe that. Who are you?”

      His lips took on a delectable smirk. He tilted his head to one side, permitted a twinkle to enter his eye, and proclaimed, “You can call me Christmas Past. And I’m here to show you yours.”
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      I was a fan of Dickens’ iconic A Christmas Carol just as much as the next person, but no amount of insistence could convince me the ghosts who’d appeared to Scrooge in that story existed at all, let alone were still floating around on Christmas Eves to pester people over a hundred years later.

      Nice-looking or not, I couldn’t even. I choked back a laugh. Slapped my knees. Looked to my newly revived phone screen. This had to be Mia’s doing. Had she somehow snuck a handsome man into my office as some kind of lure to get me to come to her house?

      Likely scenarios played through my mind. Perhaps she told him to hide away in a closet somewhere and wait for the rest of the team to head out. Except, that would mean he’d risk being locked in. Oh, and my office had no closet.

      “Come on, be serious. Christmas Past?”

      “It’s true,” he said.

      “You have a name?”

      “Everything has a name.”

      “Then what’s yours?”

      “I think my reasons for appearing in your office in the dead of Christmas Eve night are a little more important than my true identity.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Dead of the night was pushing it. It was maybe seven thirty. Even so. “Okay, then, Christmas Past. Let’s pretend this is really happening. What are your reasons for appearing in my office in the soon-to-be dead of Christmas Eve?”

      “You only get one shot at this life. I’m here to make sure you don’t waste yours.”

      That was unexpectedly sentimental. Too much for my current cynical state of mind.

      “It’s my life,” I argued. “Let me waste it as I see fit.” Besides, what did he care what I did? What did anyone care? “My sister hired you, didn’t she?”

      “No one hired me. I’ve never met your sister. You may not believe how I got through your door, but I can show you. People who care about you a lot pulled some serious strings to get me here.”

      I knew it. Mia was behind this. I had to say, it was almost enough to get me to go to her house if that meant finding out what was going on. But a phone call would suffice. Nice try, Mia.

      “I see,” I said. “You’re claiming someone sent you to what—haunt me? What are you? Some kind of ghost?” That would explain the whole paranormal transmutation comment he’d made, as well as how he’d been able to get through my door without opening it.

      It didn’t, however, explain how Mia would have arranged this, so it completely ruined my suspicion.

      “You’d have to be dead to be a ghost,” he said. “Let’s just say I’m an angel.”

      I released a mirthless scoff. “Those are just as fake as ghosts.”

      Instead of bantering with me, his eyes went sad. “Angels are real.” His tone sounded almost defensive.

      “I thought you said you weren’t dead. Aren’t people we’ve loved and lost our angels?” Not that he fit either category.

      “Living people can be angels too. Don’t tell me you’ve never had someone step in and help you right when you needed it most.”

      He was being way too serious for me, but his seriousness made me rethink my levity. The longer he stood there, the more he spoke, the more I realized this was no laughing matter. He really thought he was here to save me? Save me from what?

      His comment replayed in my mind. I did believe in angels, but my belief wasn’t something I generally spoke of in earnest acknowledgment the way he did. Not in the conversations I typically had with people. It was almost like he was trying to portray something of significance in a short amount of time.

      My lack of argument must have clued him in to my agreement.

      “Like I said. Angel. No one hired me. This isn’t a job, and it’s not a joke. I meant what I said.”

      “In that case, you’re not real,” I argued. “I’m sleeping. I was sitting at my desk and fell asleep, and I’ll wake up from all of this and think I got high.”

      He took a step toward me. His arms stretched across his chest, and the motion made his biceps bulge that much more. My thought ping-ponged in all directions, making it impossible for me to look anywhere but at him and take in every fine line of his build. It was brazen—and probably inappropriate—but my thoughts focused on the shape of him, all the while elevating my body temperature a notch a second before veering back.

      “Touch me,” he said.

      My body went from a low simmer to a broil. “Excuse me?”

      He opened his arms to me. “You want to know if I’m real? I’m right here. That’s all the answer you need to believe in something, apparently, so hit me up.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to move. My blood sped through my veins, and I was suddenly extremely aware of the blaze in his icy eyes, the shape of his shoulders and just how attractively touchable he was.

      “No?” he said silkily before taking a few steps toward me.

      My heart hitched up into my throat but didn’t stop its rapid, outrageous beating. I felt my pulse all the way in my fingertips as he offered a hand. Chastising myself to get a grip—I’d been around other attractive guys before, bloodstream, come on—I lifted my chin, did my best to pretend his proximity had no effect on me whatsoever, and slid my hand into his.

      I fully expected to go right through him. To have him vanish in a puff of smoke and then jolt awake from where I’d been sitting at my desk. But my hand met his and slid over his palm. His warm, long fingers closed around it, and he shook once, holding my hand while his gaze hooked to mine.

      “See?” he said on a low lilt. “Real.”

      Real and an angel. How could he be both?

      I jerked my hand free and turned, skimming my fingers into my hairline and coercing my thoughts to make sense. I staggered back a few steps, colliding with my bag slouched on the floor beside my desk.

      An attractive man masquerading as my Christmas angel had appeared in my office. Why? “What—what are you doing here then?”

      “They sent me because they knew you would listen. Here I am.”

      “That still doesn’t answer my question. Why?”

      “Because I gave them my word.”

      Let’s forget that I didn’t know who “they” were. Hopefully, we’d cover that in a minute. “Not good enough. Why you?”

      This stalled him. His eyes turned shrewd. The cogs worked. And then after seeming to war with himself, he said, “Because I have a wrong I need to right, and this is my best chance.”

      Somehow, his answers only left me with more questions. This handsome intruder was out to harmonize himself with his troubled past? My skepticism gradually diminished as a soft feeling warmed my heart. I couldn’t explain the change or how I knew, but sincerity burnished in this man’s eyes, and I began to consider the fact that he might be telling the truth. The word “no” didn’t even cross my mind. All the “yesses” if it meant getting some answers to my questions.

      “You mean helping me—if that’s what you’re doing, which is still dubious—is your chance to fix your own life too?”

      “I’m doing this all wrong,” he said, stuffing his hands into jean pockets. The casual, uncomfortable gesture wasn’t the way I expected an angel to act, which only made him that much more interesting. Who was he? Really? “I should tell you before you make the decision whether to come with me or not.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Remember when I said I’m Christmas Past? I’m more like Christmas Everything.”

      I quirked a single brow. “I’m not calling you Christmas Everything.”

      A shrug. “In any case, if you agree, tonight, I’ll be taking you to visit scenes from your past, present, and future.” Scrooge indeed. Visiting my past meant returning home to Magnolia Glen, a feat I’d sworn off like a bad habit. Yet I couldn’t manage the “no” this time. At least, not right away.

      “You want me to go with you just like that. Me with you, an angel stranger, on a journey of self-discovery, on Christmas Eve?” Not only did this seem like a really bad idea, but it could make a great opening to a horror movie, something I was so not into.

      He didn’t act shifty or uncomfortable. He acted ardent, like the hero of said scary movie, offering an unwavering hand to the frightened heroine. I was not frightened, for the record. Just cautious and doubtful.

      “Pepper, I know you have absolutely no reason to, but I’m asking you to trust me. Can you do that?”

      “Can I?” I asked. He knew my name. How did he know my name?

      “If I were going to hurt you, I’ve had plenty of chances. I assure you, my intentions are honorable.”

      That settled it. This was a dream—it had to be. The men I knew didn’t act this courteous or talk like that.

      “And you’re giving me the choice to come?”

      His forehead furrowed. “Why does that surprise you?”

      I glanced to a spot on the carpet. “Scrooge didn’t get a choice.”

      Christmas Past shifted. I couldn’t tell the reason for his discomfort. My stubborn nature rearing its head? My comparing this situation to a fictional one?

      “You don’t have to come,” he said. “You can go on as you are, but if you don’t make a few changes, you risk an unhappy future.”

      The past was one thing. I supposed I could handle visiting my bygone days, even if it did mean returning to my roots. But giving me a preview of my days to come…

      He knew my name. Did that mean he’d seen my future and was speaking from what he knew? My palms began to sweat. Did I want to know what days ahead held for me?

      Part of me wanted to pull out all the stops. Demand that he tell me everything. I didn’t necessarily need to see it, but if he could sugarcoat things a little—give me a basic gist of necessary changes…wasn’t that enough to help me avoid whatever horrible prospect I was supposedly barreling toward?

      “Okay then. What do I need to do?” I tried hard not to look at his mouth; really, I did. But he was so right there in front of me, charging the air with his nearness, and in a moment of weakness, my gaze slipped to the delectable pout.

      “You agree to come with me wherever I want to take you. One night only.”

      “I meant the condensed version. Can’t you just tell me whatever it is?”

      He shook his head, and I expelled a breath. Past and present I could handle. But future? Did I want to know? Could anything I did really change whatever was to come? Then again, road trips fared better if you mapped your route out beforehand, and this could be of some benefit. Besides, what he had to show me couldn’t be that bad, could it?

      “You’re sure I’m not dreaming?” I joked. Honestly, what daydreaming woman in her right mind would say no to an offer like that from someone who looked like him?

      His lips quirked
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