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			Chapter 1

			Unsettled

			Emily adjusted the plush, knit scarf around her neck. Its woolen threads provided a reassuring barrier against the brisk winter air. She crossed the tranquil street of Lake Serenity—a picturesque village nestled on the edge of an idyllic, frozen lake—and glanced at the sun. A vibrant sphere in the midday sky, its radiant light was barely tempered by the formation of distant storm clouds. The prospect of impending snowfall only added to the charm of this rustic haven. With excitement, she pushed open the door to Marigold’s Bakery.

			As Emily stepped through the entrance, the bakery welcomed her with an enchanting symphony of sensory delights. The aroma of fresh bread, subtly sweet and yeasty, mingled with the rich, decadent scent of chocolate. Hints of tangy, spicy gingerbread and the warm, sweet notes of frosted sugar cookies filled the air, conjuring images of Christmas merriment. Laughter and chatter infused the room, blending harmoniously with the light clinking of china and the soft rustling of paper as pastries were carefully wrapped for their journey home.

			“Em!” echoed Gabriel’s voice, its familiar, jovial cadence wrapped in warmth and mirth. Gabriel stood behind the counter, clad in a baker’s apron lightly dusted with flour. The white apron contrasted sharply with his deep forest-green sweater. A smudge of chocolate added a touch of charming disarray to his otherwise immaculate attire.

			Emily returned the gesture with an enthusiastic wave, her smile growing wider at the sight of her dear friend. The chattering crowd in the bakery blurred as she began to weave her way toward him. Each step brought her closer to the friendly sanctuary that was Gabriel.

			Just as she was about to reach him, a man barreled into her path. His frail, gaunt frame swam in an oversized, weather-beaten overcoat that had seen better days.

			“I’m sorry,” Emily said instinctively, her voice laced with mild surprise. She stepped back, allowing him space at the counter.

			The man seemed oblivious to her, ignoring her apology as he planted himself firmly at the counter. Emily watched as Gabriel transitioned seamlessly from friendly banter to professional courtesy, taking the man’s order with his usual sunny demeanor, seemingly unperturbed by the lack of decorum.

			A comforting voice interrupted her thoughts. “Are you all right?” The deep baritone belonged to Roger, a cherished neighbor. Emily turned to him, the sight of his well-worn overalls and sturdy boots providing a semblance of normalcy in the bakery’s flurry. His cheeks were ruddy from the cold, beneath his faded corduroy cap.

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” Emily reassured him, her voice carrying a note of gratitude for Roger’s concern.

			Roger, still looking unconvinced, lowered his voice and leaned in closer. “Do you want me to say something to Ol’ Joe?” he asked, his eyes drifting toward the counter. “Looks like he’s had a few too many.”

			Emily couldn’t help but smile at Roger’s protective stance. Despite his rough, farm-hardened exterior, he had a heart as soft as freshly baked bread.

			“No, it’s okay,” Emily gently protested, shaking her head. She kept her voice low to avoid drawing attention to their conversation. “He’s already being waited on. I don’t want to make a scene.”

			Roger seemed to contemplate her words for a moment, his bushy brows furrowing in concern. “You know,” he started, his voice dropping to a soft murmur. “You should really start sticking up for yourself.”

			As he said this, Emily was absentmindedly fiddling with the fringe of her scarf, her fingers threading through the woolen strands in a rhythmic pattern. “I know,” she admitted, her gaze drifting away from Roger and onto the array of pastries displayed in the glass case. “But sometimes it’s just not worth it.”

			Recognizing Emily’s discomfort, Roger quickly changed the subject. “I’ve always liked coming in here, especially around Christmas,” he mused, his eyes scanning the assortment of sweet treats. “The missus always sent me here to get Christstollen. You know, the German Christmas fruit bread? She said Marigold’s made it the best. Now that she’s passed, I still come here, just for the stollen. It sort of keeps her close, you know?”

			Emily’s smile warmed. Roger, despite his rugged exterior, always had a way of grounding her with his earnest, heartfelt sentiments. He lived half a mile down the winding country road, making him her closest neighbor. “I, on the other hand, have no idea what I’m getting. Basically, whatever looks good or Gabe suggests is what I go with.”

			“Nothin’ wrong with that,” Roger replied, his hearty chuckle filling the air. His laughter seemed to echo the jingle of the bell on the bakery door—a merry symphony of Christmas cheer.

			“Em, you’re up,” Gabriel called, offering her a friendly grin. His dark hair was slightly tousled as though he’d run his fingers through it one too many times. “What can I get you?”

			Emily delighted in the sight of the bakery in all its Yuletide splendor. Golden light reflected off the polished wooden counter, adorned with an array of freshly baked goods. Glossy, glazed pastries sat next to trays of elaborately iced Christmas cookies arranged in perfect rows—their sugary decorations sparkling like tiny snowflakes.

			“I might need a little help, Gabe,” Emily said, her gaze scanning the vast assortment of treats. “What do you suggest?”

			Gabriel tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Well,” he began, his tone laced with friendly amusement, “the gingerbread men are a big hit with the kids, and the cranberry scones have been flying off the shelves. But I know you like a bit of adventure. How about trying the stollen? It’s a traditional German bread filled with dried fruit and coated in powdered sugar. It’s really something special.”

			Emily’s heart skipped a beat at the attentive way Gabriel seemed to know her preferences. “I’ll take everything you just suggested. Just make sure I’m not taking the last stollen because Roger wants one, too.”

			“You got it,” Gabriel replied, his smile broadening as he moved to fulfill her order. “And don’t worry about the stollen; there’s plenty. And besides, if we run out, we can always make more.”

			While Gabriel carefully nestled the bakery goods into rustic brown paper bags, tied with twine in charming bows, Emily’s gaze wandered to a grand Christmas tree standing majestically in the corner behind the counter. It twinkled enchantingly with delicate white lights and traditional handmade ornaments. Red and green garlands, dotted with tiny silver bells, draped gracefully over the counter and around the picture windows. The comforting whirr of the oven and the low hum of the sturdy refrigerator created a warm, homely symphony, punctuated by the friendly, easy banter of the bakery staff.

			Gabriel placed the bags of carefully packaged goods on the counter, their festive bow ties bobbing lightly. “Are you ready for the blizzard heading our way? It’s supposed to hit tonight.”

			“Blizzard? Did they upgrade the forecast?” Emily said as she slid her bank card through the reader mounted at the edge of the counter.

			“They did,” Gabriel confirmed, printing the receipt and handing it to Emily. “They’re saying we might get a couple feet of snow and lots of wind. And we should expect power outages.”

			Emily accepted her receipt, folding it neatly and placing it into her wallet. “Well, at least we’ll have bread to eat,” she quipped, lifting the brown paper bags into her arms—the comforting aroma of fresh-baked goods filling her senses. “And quite the assortment, at that.”

			“You can call me if you need anything,” Gabriel offered, his earnest gaze holding Emily’s a moment longer than necessary. He took a notepad and pen from under the counter and began writing. He handed her the white piece of paper. “That’s my phone number if you need anything. Anything at all. I just hope my snowmobile starts. I haven’t had it running yet this season.”

			“Thanks, Gabriel. I appreciate that,” Emily said, her voice softer than she’d intended. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear as she cast her eyes downward.

			Emily turned and looked up to see Roger giving her a knowing wink. She responded with a shy smile, feeling a blush creep up her cheeks. Yes, Gabriel would have been a good catch, she thought to herself as she clutched her paper bags closer to her chest. But that was a story for another time, a different life perhaps. For now, she had more immediate concerns, like the looming blizzard and ensuring she was adequately prepared for the storm.

			Emily pulled open the bakery door, the bell affixed to it ringing merrily as a gust of winter air billowed in behind her. Outside, she found herself amidst Lake Serenity’s vibrant, festive bustle. Lampposts strung with twinkling fairy lights and holly wreaths overlooked the lively street. Excited chatter filled the air as shoppers hustled past each other, arms laden with bags and boxes. Parents navigated the crowded sidewalks, guiding rosy-cheeked children bundled up in mittens and scarves.

			She lifted her gaze to the horizon once again, where the sky was steadily being encroached upon by ominous storm clouds. The approaching blizzard was all too visible, its dark bulk looming large and threatening on the horizon.

			Stepping off the curb, Emily was about to cross the street when a car horn blared, startling her. Before she could react, a firm grip caught her arm, pulling her back onto the sidewalk. The sudden movement caused her to lose her grip on the packages she held, sending them tumbling onto the pavement.

			“Are you all right?” Roger’s voice sliced through the car’s dissipating exhaust fumes as he stooped to gather her scattered packages.

			Emily managed a sheepish smile as she adjusted her glasses. “Thanks for saving me, Roger,” she said, accepting the rescued items from him. “I didn’t notice the car. I guess it’s time to see the eye doctor again.”

			Roger chuckled softly, standing tall again. “There’s a lot of distractions with Christmas just a couple days away,” he said, offering her a sympathetic nod. “Just be careful. I’d hate to lose my favorite neighbor.”

			***

			Emily pulled up to the mansion. It was a breathtaking property, an ideal mix of rustic charm and modern sophistication. Holly boughs and vibrant red ribbon decorated the door, and a festive snowman wreath welcomed her. Yet, despite the seasonal spirit, a wave of sadness washed over her. Maybe it was the stubborn shadows of past decisions, or the ripples of what could have been, but the past was unchangeable. It simply existed.

			She parked in the two-car garage and crossed the threshold. Baxter, a Staffordshire terrier, rushed up to greet her, his tail wagging vigorously. His sleek, black coat shone under the warm indoor lights as he capered around, his eyes glittering with unwavering devotion. Emily made her way through the mudroom, across the foyer, and into the kitchen, setting the packages on the gleaming granite countertop. She then stooped to meet Baxter at eye level. His eager, affectionate gaze met hers as she tousled the soft hair on his head. “Hey Baxter, how are you, boy?”

			After satisfying his need for attention, Baxter sauntered off toward his water bowl. It was in this moment of tranquility that Nicholas, Emily’s fiancé, entered the kitchen. He strolled up to the counter and began rifling through the bakery items Emily had bought with a predator’s intensity.

			Nicholas pulled out the stollen, his face crinkling in distaste as he eyed the pastry, heavy with candied fruit. “What is this? Some kind of fruit cake?” He shoved it back into the paper bag, the crinkling sound resonating in the otherwise quiet kitchen. “You know I despise this candied fruit shit.”

			Emily paused, her heart sinking. “I’m sorry,” she said, glancing at the distressed stollen. She began unfolding a clean tea towel, busying her hands to temper the sudden rush of nerves. “I just thought it would be a nice change. Roger was getting some for—”

			“I don’t give a damn what that country bumpkin gets or doesn’t get,” Nicholas interjected harshly, his words slicing through the air. “You’re supposed to be getting things I want, not what some old farmer wants.”

			“It won’t happen again,” Emily promised, still focusing on her task of laying out the tea towel. She placed the remaining pastries onto it, avoiding his gaze. “And Roger isn’t a country bumpkin.”

			“I can’t believe you’re defending that nosy old fool,” Nicholas spat, his voice ringing out against the kitchen walls. The room held its breath for a moment, the tense silence only broken by Baxter’s quiet lapping at his water bowl.

			Emily knew it was pointless to argue with Nicholas. He had a way of always framing himself as the victor in any disagreement. Eager to shift the focus from their tension-filled exchange, she seized on the weather update. “There’s a storm moving in, it’s been upgraded to a blizzard.”

			“I’m aware of that.” Nicholas retorted, not missing a beat. He walked over to the stainless-steel refrigerator, opening the door with an air of casual disregard. He grabbed a bottle of beer, popped off the cap, and took a long swig. “You’d better pick up stuff outside before it’s buried in snow and won’t be found until spring.”

			“I’ll do that,” Emily replied, her voice steady despite the tumult of emotions within. She began to sort out the pastries. The stollen she carefully wrapped in the tea towel, aware it would stay fresh for a day or two at room temperature. As for the more delicate pastries and cookies, she found an airtight container in one of the cupboards, lining it with parchment paper before arranging them inside. Her movements were methodical, almost meditative—a coping mechanism she’d developed over the years. She closed the lid gently, ensuring it was secure before placing the container in the fridge for the following day, Christmas Eve.

			Emily cast a fond glance at Baxter, who was comfortably curled up on his doggy bed nestled between the kitchen and dining room; his preferred spot to stay close to Emily while she busied herself. “Ready to go outside, Baxter?”

			At the sound of his name, Baxter’s ears perked up, and he sprang from his nap, bounding toward the kitchen door. Emily slipped into an old, weather-beaten work coat and a snug stocking cap before stepping outside. The once bright sun was now obscured by the vanguard of menacing storm clouds. While the ground still remained bare of snow, it was evident that the weather would soon take a drastic turn. Spotting a frisbee—Baxter’s favorite fetch toy—she sent it sailing through the crisp air for him to chase. Baxter had a knack for catching the frisbee, but convincing him to return it was a different story. A plastic baggie filled with treats remained unused in her coat pocket, a testament to Baxter’s often playful stubbornness.

			“Bring it here,” Emily implored, her outstretched hand beckoning Baxter closer.

			True to form, Baxter walked back leisurely, releasing the frisbee a few feet away from her.

			Determined, Emily pulled a treat from her pocket, waving it slightly. “Bring it here, boy.”

			As expected, Baxter trotted over to claim his reward, leaving the frisbee abandoned on the frost-touched grass.

			“I’m doing something wrong,” Emily sighed, her words disappearing in soft clouds of breath in the chilly air. Her gaze landed on the patio. Shaking her head, she decided to start moving the items to the shed, prepping them for their winter sleep.

			After collecting the remaining items from the yard, including potted plants surrendering to the cold and ceramic gnomes now sporting frosted hats, Emily walked toward the edge of the lake. The dock, once a bustling platform teeming with summer activities, had been dismantled by Nicholas weeks ago. What remained was an unbroken expanse of ice that spread out from the shoreline, as smooth and inviting as a skater’s rink.

			Emily carefully stepped onto the slick surface. Peering down, she could discern the outlines of the gravelly lake bed beneath the translucent layer.

			Baxter, always her loyal companion, crept cautiously alongside her. As clouds began their performance, pirouetting gray dancers spit out the first flakes of the impending storm.

			“Let’s get back inside,” Emily suggested, her gaze lingering on the rapidly darkening sky. The once calm atmosphere had subtly shifted into something far more threatening. The vibrant sun had been swallowed whole by thick, menacing clouds, their billowing forms blotting out the light and transforming day into a dusky twilight. A biting gust of wind swept across the frozen lake, propelling snowflakes into a frenzied dance.

			Emily turned away from the bleak scene. Her anxious eyes returned to Baxter, whose ears had flattened against his head. As she led him back toward the warmth of their home, the icy flakes of the storm swirled in the biting wind like tiny, white specters. The storm was indeed upon them, and they had no choice but to brace themselves for whatever fierce challenges it brought with its icy, wind-driven clutches.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Lost

			Her eyelids slowly opened, the merciless blizzard assaulting her exposed face with snowflakes as sharp as needles. Squinting against the icy onslaught, she perceived nothing but a chasm of swirling darkness, a frigid void consuming her surroundings. The wind’s haunting howl was a monster in the night, tugging at her clothing and chilling her to the core.

			In response to a sudden surge of pain, she tried to raise herself, only to be beaten down by a violent wave of dizziness. A hand involuntarily shot to her throbbing head, her fingers cautiously tracing the pulsating pain. Disorientation clouded her vision, a dense fog that left her defenseless and bewildered.

			As the piercing cold permeated her skin, threatening to overpower her with its numbing hold, she mustered the remnants of her strength to sit up once more. Snow enveloped her figure, a deceptive white cloak bearing a grim promise of a frigid demise. She felt alienated, a lost spirit entrapped in a relentless winter nightmare.

			Through strained vision, she identified a beacon amidst the turmoil—a house in the distance, casting a warm, inviting glow that cut through the dense snowfall. It was her guiding lighthouse in the storm, the only trace of civilization in the abandoned landscape. Gathering her remaining strength, she pushed herself onto her feet, swaying as the gusty wind threatened to knock her down.

			Braving the disorienting blizzard, she trudged through the drifts of snow, the wind at her back seemed to guide her toward the safety of the distant lights. Each step was a colossal struggle, a confrontation against the hostile elements. However, the alluring brightness of the house, with its promise of warmth and security, spurred her forward against the monstrous storm.

			Every step she took was an exertion of pure determination. The icy grip of the storm had numbed her toes and fingers, her limbs unfeeling within her snow-filled boots and gloves. The storm’s relentless attack blotted out everything except the blinding snow and the steadfast beacon of light. Her world was reduced to a constant fight for survival; her vision blurred as if her eyes were resisting, refusing to adjust under the strain of her disorientation.

			Upon reaching the house’s entrance, she raised her hands and hammered on the side door, her knocks lost in the blaring music coming from inside. Her mind swarmed with questions—Where was she? Whose house was this?

			Receiving no response, her gaze fell on a small button beside the door. A vague memory stirred within her confused mind, directing her to press it. She jabbed at it persistently until the din of music abruptly ceased, and the door slowly swung open.

			The woman who answered was adorned in delicate lingerie, her expression transitioning to shock as she registered the snow-covered figure on her doorstep.

			Emily’s teeth chattered uncontrollably, her body shaking from the cold. Summoning her remaining strength, she managed two desperate words, “Help me.”

			The woman was silent for a moment, merely looking at Emily, before finally saying, “Come inside.”

			Emily tried to move her stiffened body, but her muscles seemed to have forgotten how to respond.

			“Nicholas!” the woman cried out over Emily’s hunched figure. “You need to come here!”

			Soon, a man appeared, rounding the corner clad in only boxer shorts, a puzzled look on his face. “What the hell?” he muttered, halting abruptly at the sight of Emily.

			“She just showed up at the door,” the woman explained, her voice wavering slightly.

			“Close the door,” Nicholas ordered, advancing toward Emily.

			Drawing upon the last of her strength, Emily tried to pull the heavy door shut behind her, but her fingers wouldn’t tighten their grip. The door stayed open, her diminishing strength no match for its weight.

			“Move,” Nicholas ordered, pushing past her to slam the door shut. “Why are you here, Emily?” His voice was harsh.

			“Emily? Is my name Emily?” she mumbled, her voice barely audible within the warm confines of the house.

			“Of course your name is Emily,” Nicholas retorted, stepping away from her as if her disorientation might be infectious.

			“You don’t know your name?” The woman regarded her with wide eyes.

			Emily could only reply with a shake of her head.

			“My name is Regina and this is Nicholas, my husband,” Regina explained, uncertainty clouding her eyes as she glanced at Nicholas. “You’re Emily, our maid. You don’t remember any of that?”

			“No, I don’t,” Emily admitted. “Why am I here? Where did I come from?” she asked out loud. Her voice was strained and quiet, unable to articulate the confusion enveloping her mind.

			“You were going to be visiting your family over the holiday. Were you in a car accident? The roads are treacherous, you know,” Regina conjectured, peering out the window at the blizzard beyond.

			The dizziness escalated, and Emily wavered on her feet, her hand reaching out to clutch the edge of the kitchen counter for stability. “May I sit down? I don’t . . . I don’t feel well,” she mumbled, her vision starting to blur around the edges.

			“Take a seat at the dining table,” Regina instructed, motioning to the polished wooden table nearby, her gaze never leaving Emily. Neither she nor Nicholas offered help as Emily awkwardly staggered to one of the high-backed chairs.

			“Get out of those wet clothes, and I’ll put them in your room,” Regina continued, watching as Emily struggled to remove her stiff gloves. Her fingers were numb from the cold, turning a simple task into a daunting challenge.

			“And put those damn boots on the mat,” Nicholas grumbled, his scowl intensifying as he watched Emily struggle.

			Regina removed Emily’s boots, yanking them off with such force that Emily had to bite her lip to suppress a cry of pain.

			Once her gloves and coat were off, Emily inspected her hands. Her fingers felt as if they were aflame. The intense heat radiating in her fingers was a stark contrast to the numbing cold of her body. “My fingers . . . they’re burning.”

			Regina roughly grasped one of Emily’s hands, scrutinizing it dismissively. “You’re fine. You just need some rest.”

			Emily scanned the room, her eyes settling on a closed door. “Where?”

			Regina glanced at Nicholas, who seemed to be reveling in the spectacle before him. “This is getting tedious,” Regina muttered, rolling her eyes slightly.

			“I’m sorry,” Emily whispered.

			With a sigh, Regina collected Emily’s wet coat and gloves. “Follow me,” she commanded, not bothering to check if Emily obeyed.

			Using the table for balance, Emily carefully rose to her feet. She shot a quick glance at Nicholas, whose lips were twisted into a disconcerting smirk. A shiver ran down her spine—why was he staring at her like that?

			“Your room’s over here, next to the laundry room,” Regina informed her in a tone that was anything but welcoming.

			As Emily followed Regina, she couldn’t help but be in awe of the house’s grandeur. It was spacious, pristine, each room suggesting lavishness and wealth. Was she responsible for keeping this place in order? She struggled to comprehend why her memory was a blank canvas, why she could recall nothing.

			A dog suddenly bounded up to Emily, its claws clicking against the hardwood floor. It walked beside her expectantly, its dark eyes pleading for her attention. Instinctively, she bent down to stroke its soft head before continuing down the hallway.

			Once inside the room, she watched as Regina carelessly tossed her coat and gloves onto a small, sparsely furnished bed. The room was decidedly austere, its scant furnishings and bare walls exuding an air of neglect.

			“This is your room,” Regina announced dismissively, breezing past Emily on her way to the door. “We expect breakfast at nine.”

			Emily sank onto the edge of the bed, a wave of dizziness washing over her. “I . . . I don’t feel well,” she whispered. “Do you have an aspirin or something for my headache?”

			“You should not have returned,” Regina stated icily. “But now that you’re here, I expect you to resume all your typical tasks. Particularly since tomorrow is Christmas Eve and we’re hosting a dinner guest.”

			Regina’s receding figure left Emily in a state of confusion. Shivering from the unyielding cold, she slipped under the covers. A single overhead light cast a stark illumination over the room, enabling her to scrutinize her surroundings more meticulously.

			The room was in chaos. A variety of makeup products littered a wooden vanity, their diverse hues stark against the room’s severity. Through the open closet door, she noticed gaudy clothing and high-heeled shoes haphazardly strewn about. A slinky dress of a daring cut and bold color clung to the door hinge; it glimmered mockingly under the harsh light. She eyed it warily, a sense of unease gnawing at her. She didn’t feel any association with such attire—it didn’t feel like her style at all.

			Once Regina was gone, the dog entered the room and approached her. Emily petted its head again and noticed its tags dangling around its neck. She reached down and saw a tag in the shape of a dog bone inscribed with the name BAXTER. “Your name is Baxter?”

			Baxter licked her hand and then lay down on the floor next to the bed.

			Emily wanted to turn off the room’s light but felt too sick to stand. Instead, she drew the blanket over her head and fell asleep.

			***

			Emily awoke to a gentle nudging. Baxter was insistent, prodding her arm with his cold, wet nose. As soon as her eyelids opened, Baxter bolted toward the bedroom door.

			“Do you need to go outside, Baxter?” Emily asked groggily, still disoriented from sleep.

			In response, the dog danced happily around the room, his actions appearing to affirm her question.

			Slowly, Emily shoved the covers aside and sat up. Her head throbbed with a dull ache, but it was a relief compared to the intense pain from the day before. She was still in her jeans and faded sweatshirt from the previous day. Wincing slightly as she stood, she followed Baxter to the kitchen door.

			Her attempt to open the exterior screen door was thwarted by a thick snowdrift pressed against it overnight. She peered outside at the dawn’s pale colors. The blizzard had ceased, leaving a landscape swaddled in untouched white snow.

			“We’ll have to use the front door, Baxter,” Emily decided, checking the time on her wristwatch. It displayed eight in the morning, giving her an hour before she was expected to serve breakfast.

			Emily was taken aback by the state of the house. The kitchen counter was heaped with dirty dishes, stained coffee mugs, and remnants of the previous night’s meal. Upon entering the dining room, she was greeted by a table strewn with leftover food and half-drained wine glasses. The disorderly state of the house seemed foreign to her. As she moved toward the foyer, Baxter raced ahead, his tail wagging energetically as he waited by the front door.

			Emily was about to open the door when her gaze fell upon a security panel mounted on the wall beside it. She paused, scrutinizing the device. Its status light blinked, signaling it was disarmed. She exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding; triggering the alarm would have certainly awakened the entire household. She then opened the door, revealing a covered porch barely affected by the snowdrifts. Baxter sprinted out into the morning light.

			With Baxter outside, Emily’s attention shifted to the living room. Here, the flickering glow from an unattended television cast an eerie light over the opulent surroundings. The room’s grandeur was staggering: high ceilings, large windows covered by heavy drapes, and furniture that oozed luxury.

			A towering Christmas tree stood in one corner. Each branch bore a starry array of twinkling lights that highlighted
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