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Chapter 1 — Snowfall on the Cascade Crossing




The road into the Cascades narrowed the way important choices often did—quietly, without warning, until suddenly there was no room to turn around. Avery Ravenscroft welcomed that feeling. She leaned into it, hands steady on the steering wheel of the rental SUV as the gray ribbon of highway curved upward through fir and cedar. Snow lingered on the branches like a held breath, waiting for permission to fall.




Seattle was already an echo behind them.




It had been rain-soaked streets and reflected neon, coffee shops full of people who mastered the art of not looking at one another. Avery liked cities, but she never mistook them for places that kept secrets well. Cities leaked truth. Small towns preserved it—wrapped it up, labeled it tradition, and dared you to unwrap it.




Beside her, Cecil Oñativia sat with her knees drawn slightly inward, jacket zipped high, dark hair flowing freely down her back. She watched the mountains with the quiet intensity of someone who trusted terrain more than people.




“You ever notice,” Cess said, “how mountains make you feel like you’re being watched?”




Avery smiled. “That’s because you are. They’re patient that way.”




Cess huffed softly, then adjusted her grip on her purse. It wasn’t flashy—soft leather, carefully repaired at the corners—but it was hers. Avery had noticed that about her early on. Cess valued function, durability, and things with stories. She liked clothes and bags and pretty objects, but she wore them like armor, not decoration.




“Remind me again why we’re going to a Christmas village in the middle of winter,” Cess said.




“Because someone dressed as Santa Claus is running through it at night carrying a briefcase like he’s late for a smuggling deal,” Avery replied. “And because nobody there seems surprised enough by that.”




Cess turned to look at her. “You say that like it’s normal.”




“It’s not,” Avery said. “Which is why it matters.”




The first snowflakes appeared as they passed the sign for Stevens Pass—fat, lazy flakes that melted on the windshield before the wipers could fully clear them. Avery flicked on the headlights, the beam carving tunnels through gathering white. The mountains closed in, tall and dark and quietly judgmental.




Cess pulled her jacket tighter. “My mamá would hate this.”




“She’d love Leavenworth,” Avery countered. “It’s all lights and pastries and pretending to be somewhere else.”




“That’s what she’d hate,” Cess said. “Places that lie about who they are.”




Avery glanced at her, thoughtful. Cess had come from a tight-knit family, the kind that taught you early how to read a room, how to measure people before trusting them. She enjoyed shopping, sure—but not frivolously. She knew what it was to want things and wait for them. She fit into baggy shirts and tired jeans with the same ease she carried a well-chosen purse. She was cautious. Observant. And when Avery had asked her to come along—to really come along, not just help with one problem and disappear—Cess had hesitated just long enough to mean yes.




That mattered.




The road dipped, then rose again, snow thickening into a steady curtain. Pine scent seeped into the car through the vents. Avery felt the familiar hum beneath her ribs—the pull of a new mystery, the sense of something coiled and waiting.




Leavenworth appeared suddenly, the way illusions often did—one bend in the road and there it was, glowing against the dark. Half-timbered buildings trimmed in white lights. Garlands draped over balconies. Windows blazing with warmth. It looked less like a town and more like a promise someone had made and over-kept.




Cess stared openly now. “This doesn’t feel real.”




“No,” Avery agreed. “It feels intentional.”




They drove slowly through the main stretch, tires crunching softly over fresh snow. Santas were everywhere—on corners, outside shops, ringing bells, waving at passing cars. Children laughed. Couples posed for photos. Music drifted from hidden speakers, cheerful and relentless.




“And you’re telling me one of these Santas is sprinting through alleys with a briefcase,” Cess said.




“More than one witness,” Avery replied. “Different nights. Same description. Same urgency.”




They parked near the center of town and stepped out into the cold. The air bit sharply, clean and bright. Avery inhaled deeply. Underneath the sugar and spice was something metallic—cold iron and old stone.




The inn sat above a bakery, its windows fogged with warmth. Inside, everything was wood and brass and gentle smiles. Avery signed them in while Cess took in the details—exit points, stair placement, the way the clerk’s eyes lingered just a little too long.




Their room overlooked the square. Avery dropped her bag and went straight to the window. Outside, twilight deepened into full night, the lights growing brighter as the snow thickened.




Cess sat on her bed, unlacing boots. “This place feels like it wants to be safe.”




“That’s usually when it isn’t,” Avery said.




They ventured back out after a simple dinner—soup and bread, eaten quietly. The crowd had thinned, the tourists retreating indoors. Snow muted the town, transforming footsteps into whispers.




A Santa waved at them from across the street, his beard slightly crooked. Cess’s eyes narrowed. “He’s watching us.”




Avery nodded. “So are we.”




They turned down a side street, lights dimmer here, shadows longer. That’s when Cess stopped abruptly, hand catching Avery’s sleeve.




“There,” she whispered.




A figure in red burst from between two buildings, moving fast, clutching a dark briefcase tight against his side. No bells rang. No laughter followed. Just the sound of boots hitting snow too hard, too urgent.




Avery didn’t hesitate. “Stay close.”




They followed at a distance, careful not to slip. The Santa disappeared around a corner, then another. When they reached the alley, it was empty—but the evidence remained. Fresh footprints. A scuffed patch of snow where someone had stumbled.




Avery crouched, brushing away powder. The case had been heavy. Purposeful.




“He wasn’t performing,” Cess said quietly. “He was running.”




A light snapped off above them.




Avery straightened slowly, eyes lifting to the darkened window. Her pulse stayed calm. This was the moment—the first real thread tugged loose.




She glanced at Cess, who met her gaze without flinching.




Whatever this town was hiding, they would uncover it together.




And Avery knew, with the certainty that only came on roads like this, that this partnership—this careful, evolving trust—was going to carry them far beyond Leavenworth.




Snow fell heavier, erasing footprints even as new ones formed.


By morning, Leavenworth looked like it had been shaken from a snow globe and set gently back on a shelf.




Avery stood at the window with a mug of bitter coffee, watching early risers trace careful paths through fresh powder. The town gleamed—white rooftops, lights still glowing faintly in the dawn, garlands bowed under snow’s weight. It was almost offensively picturesque, like a promise too neatly wrapped.




Behind her, Cess stirred, the soft rustle of blankets followed by a muted yawn she tried—and failed—to suppress.




“You’ve been awake for a while,” Cess said, sitting up and running her fingers through her hair.




“Couple hours,” Avery admitted. “Couldn’t stop thinking about last night.”




“The Santa,” Cess said. It wasn’t a question.




Avery nodded. “And the way the footprints stopped so cleanly. Like he knew exactly where he was going.”




Cess swung her legs over the side of the bed and reached for her jeans. “Or like someone was waiting for him.”




They dressed quietly, the room filled with the hum of the heater and the distant sound of a delivery truck grinding its way through snow. When they stepped outside, the cold snapped awake, sharp and clarifying. The bakery below was already open, the smell of sugar and yeast floating up to meet them.




Avery gestured toward the alley from the night before. “Let’s start there.”




The snow had been disturbed, then smoothed again—tracks partially erased, the ground pretending nothing had happened. Avery crouched, brushing her glove along the surface.




“Someone cleaned this,” she said. “Not thoroughly, but deliberately.”




Cess knelt beside her, eyes sharp. “Why bother? Snow would’ve covered it anyway.”




“Because snow takes time,” Avery replied. “And someone didn’t want even a few hours of questions.”




They walked the perimeter slowly, letting the town wake around them. Shopkeepers swept steps. Santas arrived for shifts, their laughter a little too loud, a little too practiced. Cess watched faces, cataloging reactions the way she’d learned growing up—who avoided eye contact, who overdid it, who watched without meaning to.




“That one,” she murmured at last, nodding subtly toward a man locking up a souvenir shop. “He keeps glancing at the alley.”




Avery approached casually, hands in pockets. “Morning,” she said cheerfully. “Busy day ahead?”




The man startled, then smiled too fast. “Always is. Christmas never sleeps here.”




“Funny thing,” Avery said lightly. “Neither do Santas, apparently.”




The man’s smile stiffened. “What do you mean?”




“Oh, just a joke,” Avery said. “We saw one running last night. Thought he might be late for a shift.”




The man’s eyes flicked to Cess, then back to Avery. “You must be mistaken.”




“Maybe,” Avery said. “But if we aren’t?”




He swallowed. “You didn’t see anything.”




Avery held his gaze a beat longer, then nodded. “Have a good day.”




They walked on, silence stretching between them until Cess let out a breath. “That wasn’t nothing.”




“No,” Avery agreed. “That was fear.”




They ducked into a café, warmth enveloping them. Wood-paneled walls. Clinking mugs. A radio playing old carols. Avery ordered coffee; Cess eyed the pastry case with longing before choosing something modest.




“You could’ve asked more,” Cess said once they were seated.




“I could’ve,” Avery said. “But fear shuts people down. Better to let it ferment.”




Cess sipped her coffee, gaze distant. “My family used to live in a neighborhood where everyone knew everything, but nobody said it out loud. You learned to read what wasn’t spoken.”




Avery smiled softly. “You’re good at that.”




Cess shrugged. “You’re good at pushing.”




“Balance,” Avery said. “That’s how partners survive.”




The café door chimed, and a Santa entered—this one older, beard genuine, eyes tired. He ordered black coffee and stood apart from the cheer.




Cess watched him. “That one’s not pretending.”




Avery nodded. “Let’s talk to him.”




They approached gently, Avery leading with charm, Cess hanging back just enough to observe. “Rough morning?” Avery asked.




The Santa snorted. “Every morning’s rough if you’re wearing wool and lies.”




Avery smiled. “We saw someone running last night. Dressed like you.”




The man stiffened. “Then you should leave.”




Cess spoke up, voice low. “Why?”




“Because this town eats trouble,” he said. “And smiles while it does.”




Before Avery could press further, he drained his cup and left, bells jingling hollowly.




Cess stared after him. “That sounded like a warning.”




Avery’s phone buzzed. Unknown number. She answered.




“Stop asking questions,” a voice said, then hung up.




Avery met Cess’s gaze, adrenaline humming. “Looks like we’re on the right path.”




Outside, snow began to fall again, heavier now, relentless.




And somewhere in Leavenworth, a Santa tightened his grip on a briefcase—and ran.




By late afternoon, Leavenworth had leaned fully into its performance.




Lights blinked on early, casting golden halos against the falling snow. Carolers gathered near the square, their voices bright and practiced, harmonies floating just a little too perfectly through the cold air. The scent of roasted nuts and mulled wine drifted between buildings, wrapping the town in a warmth that felt carefully curated.




Avery watched it all from a bench near the gazebo, coffee cooling in her gloved hands. She’d learned long ago that towns like this didn’t hide their secrets in darkness—they hid them in plain sight, buried under tradition and repetition until no one questioned why things were the way they were.




Cess sat beside her, scrolling idly through her phone without really seeing it. Her attention was on the people moving past them: families bundled together, couples laughing, Santas rotating in and out of doorways like actors switching costumes backstage.




“You notice,” Cess said quietly, “how none of them look surprised?”




Avery nodded. “That’s what bothers me most.”




They rose together and walked, unhurried, letting the crowd carry them. Avery kept her posture loose, approachable. Cess stayed half a step behind, eyes darting, memory cataloging faces and patterns.




They passed a small clock shop near the edge of the square. The windows were dark, lights off, but the door was ajar.




Cess slowed. “That place wasn’t open earlier.”




Avery peered inside. The smell hit her first—oil and metal, old wood. Not festive. Not welcoming.




She pushed the door open fully.




Inside, the shop was narrow and deep, shelves crowded with clocks of every size. None of them ticked. The silence pressed heavy, broken only by the soft thud of snow sliding off the roof outside.




“Someone’s here,” Cess whispered.




Avery nodded. “I know.”




They stepped further in. At the back of the shop, a man in a red suit stood with his back to them, the Santa coat hanging open to reveal dark clothes beneath. A black briefcase sat on the counter in front of him.




He turned slowly.




Up close, the costume couldn’t hide his fear. His beard was fake, hastily applied. Sweat shone on his brow despite the cold.




“You shouldn’t be here,” he said.




“Funny,” Avery replied calmly. “We were told the same thing.”




His eyes flicked to the door. “You don’t understand. This isn’t about you.”




Cess stepped forward, voice gentle but firm. “Then explain it.”




The man laughed once, brittle. “You think I want to do this? You think I enjoy running around like a fool while everyone watches?”




Avery gestured to the briefcase. “What’s in it?”




“Insurance,” he said. “For people who don’t believe in fairy tales.”




Before Avery could respond, a sound echoed from outside—the crunch of boots, deliberate and heavy.




The Santa’s face drained of color. “They’re here.”




The back door burst open.




Three figures filled the doorway, coats dark, expressions harder. No costumes. No cheer.




“Hand it over,” one of them said.




Avery moved without thinking, grabbing Cess’s arm and pulling her sideways as the first man lunged. The briefcase skidded across the counter, hitting the floor with a dull thud.




The shop erupted into chaos—clocks crashing, glass shattering. Avery shoved one attacker back, adrenaline surging. She wasn’t the biggest person in the room, but she was fast and unafraid.




Cess darted low, snatching the briefcase and hugging it to her chest. Her heart hammered, instincts screaming, but she moved with sharp precision—ducking, weaving, avoiding hands that grasped too late.




“Avery!” she shouted.




“Run!” Avery yelled back.




They bolted through the front door into the snow, the crowd outside too distracted by carolers to notice at first. Avery slammed into one of the pursuers, sending him sprawling, then followed Cess into the maze of side streets.




They didn’t stop until their lungs burned and their legs trembled.




They ducked behind a closed shop, snow soaking their jeans, breath puffing white. For a moment, there was only the sound of their breathing and the distant echo of music.




Cess clutched the briefcase, eyes wide. “I didn’t open it.”




“Good,” Avery said. “Not yet.”




Sirens wailed faintly in the distance—too late, or perhaps never meant to arrive.




They returned to the inn under cover of darkness, slipping inside unnoticed. In their room, Avery locked the door, then the deadbolt.




Cess set the briefcase on the bed like it might explode.




“You okay?” Avery asked.




Cess nodded, then shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve never… I don’t usually do things like that.”




Avery smiled, tired but proud. “You did great.”




They opened the case together.




Inside were ledgers, flash drives, and envelopes thick with cash. Names. Dates. Transactions. Everything neatly organized.




Cess swallowed. “This isn’t small.”




“No,” Avery said quietly. “This is a system.”




She closed the case again, mind racing. “Whatever this is, it didn’t start here. And it won’t end here either.”




Cess looked at her, something new in her eyes—fear, yes, but also resolve. “Then we see it through.”




Avery met her gaze, the bond between them settling into something solid and enduring. She knew this wasn’t just a one-off partnership. This was the beginning of a shared road, one that would test them, change them, and—if they were lucky—keep them alive.




Outside, Leavenworth glittered and sang, oblivious.




And somewhere beneath the snow and lights, the town’s secrets waited to be fully uncovered.
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Chapter 2 — Seattle Goodbye, Bavarian Hello







Morning in Leavenworth arrived softly, as if the town itself were reluctant to disturb the illusion it worked so hard to maintain. Snow still fell, lighter now, drifting instead of demanding. Church bells rang on the hour, cheerful and reassuring, echoing off timbered façades and sugar-dusted rooftops.




Avery Ravenscroft didn’t trust gentle mornings.




She stood at the window again, same place as the day before, but everything felt altered. The briefcase sat on the small table behind her, silent and heavy with consequence. It had weight beyond its contents now—it had history, danger, momentum.




Cess lay awake on her bed, staring at the ceiling. She hadn’t slept much. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw hands reaching, boots pounding snow, the flash of fear on the Santa’s face when the back door had burst open.




“You think they know where we’re staying?” Cess asked.




Avery didn’t turn around. “Not yet. But they will if we give them time.”




Cess exhaled slowly. “So what’s the plan?”




Avery finally faced her, leaning against the window frame. “First, we figure out what we’re holding. Second, we decide how visible we want to be while doing it.”




“That sounds like two opposite things.”




Avery smiled. “Welcome to my process.”




They agreed to split the morning—Avery would walk the town, let herself be seen, press gently where pressure had already cracked. Cess would stay close but less obvious, reading ledgers, cross-checking names, following the paper trail quietly.




Cess hesitated. “You’re sure?”




Avery’s tone softened. “You don’t owe me bravery. You owe yourself honesty. Can you do this?”




Cess thought of her family—voices overlapping in small kitchens, the way they protected each other with proximity and silence. She thought of the moment she’d grabbed the briefcase without asking permission.




“Yes,” she said. “I can.”




Avery nodded once. Trust acknowledged, not dramatized.




They dressed deliberately. Avery chose a heavy coat and boots built for movement, her posture open, almost careless. Cess pulled on a baggy sweater and worn jeans, blending easily into the tourist backdrop, her favorite purse slung crossbody—close enough to defend if needed.




Before leaving, Avery paused, glancing at the briefcase. “If anything feels wrong—”




“I know,” Cess said. “I leave.”




“No,” Avery corrected gently. “You call me. Then we decide.”




That mattered too.




Outside, Leavenworth had fully reawakened. Music played from hidden speakers. Santas rotated through corners and doorways. Shop signs swung lightly in the breeze.




Avery walked with purpose, not urgency. She stopped for coffee, chatted with a shop owner about snowfall totals, laughed with a couple from Portland about how “authentic” the town felt. All the while, she watched.




Eyes tracked her. Not all of them. But enough.




She passed the clock shop. The door was locked now. The window boarded from the inside.




That was new.




Avery paused just long enough to notice a man across the street pretending very badly to admire nutcrackers.




Good.




She turned down a side street and let herself be followed.




Inside the inn room, Cess opened the briefcase carefully, as though it might bite. She laid the contents out methodically on the bed—ledgers first, then envelopes, then the flash drives.




The ledgers were meticulous. Dates spanning years. Codes that repeated just often enough to matter. Locations—some obvious, some disguised as holiday events, charity drives, festivals.




One phrase appeared again and again: Seasonal Exchange.




Cess frowned. “That’s not retail.”




She photographed pages with her phone, cross-referencing names online, careful to avoid public Wi-Fi. Patterns emerged quickly. Leavenworth wasn’t the hub—it was the costume. A place where traffic swelled predictably, where costumes blurred identities, where deliveries could disappear beneath tradition.




Her phone buzzed.




Unknown: You shouldn’t have taken it.




Cess stared at the message, pulse quickening. She didn’t reply. Instead, she powered the phone down completely and sat very still.




Across town, Avery ducked into a small square just as the man tailing her closed distance.




“You’re not very subtle,” Avery said without turning around.




“I’m not meant to be,” he replied. “I’m meant to be seen.”




Avery turned, eyes cool. “Then talk.”




He hesitated, then leaned closer. “You don’t understand the town. You don’t understand what happens to people who pull threads.”




Avery smiled faintly. “That’s funny. Threads are kind of my thing.”




His jaw tightened. “You leave. Today. Take your friend and go back to Seattle.”




“And the Santa?” Avery asked.




“That problem resolves itself.”




Avery stepped closer, voice low and dangerous. “Not anymore.”




She walked past him before he could stop her.




Back at the inn, Cess repacked the briefcase with care, her earlier fear settling into something sharper. She wasn’t reckless like Avery—but she was no longer unsure. Whatever this was, it reached beyond Leavenworth. And now it had reached them.




When Avery returned, snow clinging to her coat, Cess met her at the door.




“They know,” Cess said. “And this goes deeper than the town.”




Avery nodded, unsurprised. “Good. Then we’re not just chasing a Santa.”




She looked out the window at the glowing streets below. “We’re chasing a system.”




And somewhere beneath the lights and music, Leavenworth prepared to defend its lie.


By midday, Leavenworth felt tighter.




It was subtle—the way conversations lowered when Avery passed, the way shopkeepers smiled without warmth, the way Santas clustered more closely at street corners, bells ringing in overlapping rhythms that made it hard to tell where one ended and another began. The town hadn’t turned hostile. Not yet. But it had closed ranks.




Avery felt it in her shoulders, the instinctive awareness that came from years of walking into places that didn’t want her asking questions. She welcomed it. Pressure clarified things.




Cess felt it differently.




From the safety of the inn’s second-floor window, she watched patterns shift. Deliveries that arrived earlier than scheduled. A van parked too long near the square, engine idling. People who weren’t dressed for cold lingering without purpose. She took notes—not on paper, but in her head, the way she’d learned to do when she didn’t want anything tangible taken from her.




When Avery returned from another circuit of the town, stamping snow from her boots, Cess was ready.




“They’re using the festivals,” Cess said without preamble. “Not just Christmas. Oktoberfest, Winter Karneval, lantern nights. High traffic. Predictable chaos.”




Avery shrugged out of her coat. “Smuggling thrives on predictability.”




“It’s not just goods,” Cess continued. “Some of the ledger entries don’t make sense as money. The numbers repeat in patterns that look more like… headcounts.”




Avery’s expression sharpened. “People?”




Cess nodded. “Or identities. Or both.”




Silence settled between them, heavy and thoughtful.




“That Santa last night,” Avery said slowly. “He wasn’t a mastermind. He was a courier.”




“And a disposable one,” Cess added.




A knock came at the door.




Both women stilled.




Another knock—polite, measured.




Avery held up a finger to Cess, then approached the door quietly, peering through the peephole.




An older woman stood outside, bundled in a thick coat, her gray hair tucked neatly under a knit hat. She carried a box that smelled unmistakably of pastry.




Avery opened the door a crack. “Yes?”




“I’m Greta,” the woman said warmly. “I run the bakery downstairs. Thought you might like some strudel. On the house.”




Avery hesitated just long enough to read intent. There was none in the woman’s eyes—no calculation, no fear. Just curiosity and something else. Concern, maybe.




“That’s kind of you,” Avery said, opening the door fully.




Greta stepped inside, eyes flicking briefly to Cess, then to the room. “You’re not from here.”




“No,” Avery said lightly. “Is it that obvious?”




Greta smiled. “People who belong don’t look at the town like you do.”




Cess shifted. “How do we look?”




“Like you’re listening,” Greta said.




She set the box down and lowered her voice. “Be careful.”




Avery met her gaze. “Of what?”




Greta hesitated. “Of the men who think this town is theirs. They hide behind costumes and customs. They forget that some of us remember before.”




“Before what?” Cess asked.




“Before Leavenworth decided to be something it wasn’t,” Greta replied. “Some debts don’t disappear just because you dress them up.”




She straightened, the moment passed. “Eat the strudel while it’s warm.”




When she left, Cess exhaled. “So not everyone’s in on it.”




“No,” Avery said. “But enough are.”




They ate quietly, the sweetness grounding. Avery broke the silence. “I think it’s time we met law enforcement.”




Cess frowned. “Local?”




Avery shook her head. “Not yet. First we see how compromised they are.”




They headed toward the small police station near the edge of town. The building was neat, festive wreath on the door, a Santa hat perched on the front desk lamp inside.




The officer on duty greeted them with professional cheer that dimmed slightly when Avery mentioned the clock shop.




“Break-in,” he said. “Happens.”




“With three men and a briefcase?” Avery pressed.




He shrugged. “No report.”




“Funny,” Avery said. “Because I know a man who ran from there last night.”




The officer’s jaw tightened. “Ma’am, if you’re implying criminal activity—”




“I’m implying you already know,” Avery interrupted.




Silence stretched.




Finally, the officer leaned back. “This town runs on tourism. We don’t need panic.”




“And you don’t mind crime as long as it wears a costume?” Cess asked quietly.




His eyes flicked to her, irritation flashing. “I mind outsiders stirring trouble.”




Avery smiled thinly. “Then we’re done here.”




Outside, the air felt colder.




“That answers that,” Cess said.




“Yeah,” Avery replied. “We’re on our own.”




They didn’t return to the inn right away. Instead, Avery led them toward the edge of town where the Bavarian façades thinned, giving way to practical buildings and service roads. Fewer lights. Fewer people pretending.




A delivery bay behind a large lodge caught Avery’s eye. Trucks came and went, workers loading crates marked with innocuous logos—holiday décor, catering supplies, seasonal costumes.




Avery watched one crate being moved with particular care. Too careful.




She nudged Cess. “That one.”




Before Cess could respond, a voice behind them said, “Lost?”




They turned. A man stood there, mid-forties, well-dressed, no costume. He smiled easily.




“Just admiring the efficiency,” Avery said.




He chuckled. “We like things running smoothly here.”




“Who’s we?” Cess asked.




The man’s smile didn’t falter. “People who care about Leavenworth.”




Avery stepped closer, invading his space deliberately. “You’re not from here originally.”




He raised an eyebrow. “Neither are you.”




“True,” Avery said. “But I’m not hiding behind Santa suits.”




Something cold flickered in his eyes. “You should leave.”




“People keep saying that,” Avery replied. “It’s starting to feel unwelcoming.”




The man leaned in. “Last chance.”




Avery didn’t back away. “No.”




He straightened, smile returning. “Then enjoy your stay.”




As he walked off, Cess whispered, “He’s important.”




“He’s central,” Avery agreed.




That night, Leavenworth turned the lights up brighter than ever. A parade formed—Santas marching, lanterns glowing, music swelling. The perfect distraction.




Avery and Cess moved through it carefully, the briefcase concealed in a nondescript backpack now slung over Avery’s shoulder. They didn’t plan to hand it over—not yet—but they knew the town would try to take it.




And try it did.




Hands brushed too close. A Santas bumped Avery hard, muttering apologies. Another blocked their path just long enough to be noticed.




“They’re testing us,” Cess murmured.




“Let them,” Avery said. “We’ll choose where it breaks.”




They ducked into a side street, then another, moving with purpose now. Avery led them to an old rail platform at the edge of town, unused but still intact. Snow lay undisturbed.




“This place used to be how goods came in,” Avery said. “Before trucks.”




Cess nodded. “And how they can leave without being noticed.”




A sound echoed behind them—boots on wood.




They turned as the well-dressed man from earlier stepped into view, flanked by two others.




“You’ve caused enough disruption,” he said calmly. “Give me the case.”




Avery squared her shoulders. “No.”




The man sighed. “Then this gets unpleasant.”




Cess stepped forward, surprising them all. “You don’t own this town.”




The man laughed softly. “We own its silence.”




Avery felt the moment tighten, like a wire pulled too far.




Then sirens wailed—real ones this time, distant but approaching.




The man’s smile vanished. “What did you do?”




Avery smiled. “Invited the wrong kind of attention.”




She’d sent the ledger images to a federal tip line an hour earlier—anonymously, carefully, just enough to force oversight.




The man cursed under his breath and signaled his companions to retreat.




As they disappeared into the snow, Cess let out a shaky breath. “That was a risk.”




Avery nodded. “Always is.”




They stood there, snow falling thick and quiet, the town’s music muffled by distance.




“This isn’t over,” Cess said.




“No,” Avery agreed. “But it’s begun.”




And as the sirens drew closer, Avery knew something else had begun too—a partnership forged under pressure, one that would carry scars and strength forward into whatever came next.




The sirens never reached them.




They wailed closer—near enough that the sound bounced off the snowbanks and timbered buildings—but then, inexplicably, they slowed. One cut out. Then another. By the time Avery and Cess slipped back toward the inn using back streets and unlit paths, the night had swallowed the urgency whole.




Leavenworth exhaled.




Avery felt the shift immediately. Towns had moods the way people did, and this one had decided—at least for tonight—that nothing truly disruptive was going to be allowed to happen. Whatever call she’d triggered had been intercepted, redirected, smothered in procedure.




“Someone made a phone call,” Cess said quietly as they paused beneath the shadow of the bakery awning.




“Several,” Avery replied. “And none of them to friends.”




They climbed the narrow stairs to their room, boots damp, nerves tight. Avery locked the door and leaned her forehead against it for a moment, grounding herself. The familiar hum of risk still thrummed through her, but now it was threaded with something else—responsibility. She wasn’t alone anymore. Every decision echoed twice.




Cess set her bag down carefully, then the backpack containing the briefcase. She didn’t touch it right away. Instead, she walked to the window and pulled the curtain back just enough to peer down at the square.




The parade had dispersed. The lights still glowed, but the crowd had thinned. Santas lingered in clusters, too close together, their laughter lower now, more private.




“They’re waiting,” Cess said.




Avery nodded. “So are we.”




They sat on opposite beds, the briefcase between them like a third presence in the room. The heater clicked softly. Somewhere downstairs, Greta laughed with a customer, the sound warm and real.




Cess broke the silence. “If this were my family… this would be the part where everyone argues about whether to stay or go.”




“And what would you want to do?” Avery asked.




Cess didn’t hesitate. “Stay. But smarter.”




Avery smiled. “Good answer.”




They opened the briefcase again, this time slower, more deliberate. Avery spread the ledgers across the bed, while Cess plugged one of the flash drives into her laptop—offline, encrypted, carefully sandboxed.




What they saw confirmed their worst suspicions.




The system wasn’t just seasonal. It was migratory.




Leavenworth was one stop among many—towns that reinvented themselves as something quaint, festive, or historic. Places where costumes blurred faces and crowds created cover. Places that drew outsiders in droves and sent them home distracted, satisfied, none the wiser.




“They move the operation,” Cess murmured, scrolling through files. “Same pattern. Different town. Different holiday.”




“Santa today,” Avery said grimly. “Something else tomorrow.”




Names repeated across files—organizers, financiers, fixers. And then there were the gaps. Redacted lines. Codenames that appeared once and never again.




“Those are the ones who didn’t make it out,” Cess said quietly.




Avery felt a familiar anger rise, sharp and steady. “We need to get this out of here.”




Cess nodded. “Not all at once. If we dump everything, they’ll know exactly where it came from.”




“Which means they’ll hunt the source,” Avery finished. “Which is us.”




They worked late into the night, splitting the data into fragments, tagging patterns, creating redundancy. Avery drafted timelines by hand, her handwriting tight and efficient. Cess mapped connections, her mind finding symmetry and imbalance with instinctive precision.




At some point, Avery looked up and realized how naturally they’d fallen into rhythm—no wasted motion, no jockeying for control. Just trust, earned quickly and reinforced under pressure.




That, Avery knew, was rare.




Near dawn, Cess leaned back, rubbing her eyes. “There’s something else.”




Avery looked up. “What?”




“A location flagged for transfer,” Cess said. “Not here. Somewhere east.”




Avery’s pulse quickened. “How far?”




Cess zoomed in on the map. “Far enough that Leavenworth is just a footnote.”




Avery let out a slow breath. “So this doesn’t end when we leave town.”




Cess met her gaze. “Did you expect it to?”




No. She hadn’t.




Morning arrived gray and heavy, the snow slowing to a quiet drift. The town woke reluctantly, as if tired from pretending. Avery watched from the window as delivery trucks rolled in, Santas changed shifts, and shopkeepers swept snow that would only fall again.




Greta knocked mid-morning, softer this time.




“You should leave today,” she said once inside, her voice low. “The men who run things—they don’t like attention. Even the kind they can control.”




“We’re not done,” Avery said.




Greta studied her, then Cess. “You remind me of someone I used to know. She asked too many questions too.”




“What happened to her?” Cess asked.




Greta smiled sadly. “She left. That’s why she lived.”




Avery considered that. “We’re leaving,” she said at last. “Just not empty-handed.”




Greta nodded once, understanding more than Avery had said. “Then go carefully.”




They packed quickly, disguising the weight of what they carried beneath ordinary travel clutter. Avery paid in cash. Cess deleted local location data from her devices.




When they stepped outside, the town felt watchful but restrained—like a predator unwilling to strike in daylight.




They drove out of Leavenworth under low clouds, the Bavarian façades shrinking in the rearview mirror. Snow followed them to the edge of town, then stopped abruptly, as if the mountains themselves had drawn a line.




Cess stared out the window. “It really does just… let you go.”




“For now,” Avery said. “Towns like that don’t forget.”




The road opened ahead of them, wet and dark, winding east.




Cess broke the silence. “So what happens when this ends?”




Avery glanced at her, surprised by the question. “You mean this case?”




“No,” Cess said. “This—us.”




Avery smiled softly. “If you want off the road at some point, I won’t stop you.”




“And if I don’t?” Cess asked.




Avery’s smile widened. “Then we keep going.”




Cess leaned back, something like relief settling into her posture. “Good.”




The mountains rose again ahead of them, indifferent and eternal. Avery felt that familiar sensation—the threshold crossing, the road narrowing into something else.




Leavenworth was behind them.




The mystery was not.




And whatever came next—whatever towns, disguises, dangers waited down the road—Avery knew this partnership would endure it. Not because it was easy. But because it had already survived the moment when staying would have been safer.




The SUV disappeared into the gray, carrying secrets, resolve, and the quiet beginning of a legend that would grow with every mile.
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Chapter 3 — A Town That Pretends Too Hard







The road east unspooled like a confession no one wanted to finish.




Avery drove with both hands on the wheel, the Cascades fading behind them in layers of gray and white. The mountains didn’t vanish so much as loosen their grip, peaks flattening into forested hills, snow thinning into slush, then rain. The farther they went, the quieter Cess became—not withdrawn, exactly, but inward, sorting thoughts the way she sorted facts.




Avery didn’t rush her. Silence, when shared, was a kind of trust.




They stopped once at a gas station that smelled like diesel and burnt coffee. Avery topped off the tank while Cess stood near the window, watching the clerk joke with a trucker. Ordinary moments had a way of feeling surreal after danger—too clean, too unmarked.




Back on the road, Avery spoke first. “You did good back there.”




Cess glanced over. “You already said that.”




“I know,” Avery said. “This one’s different.”




Cess considered it, then nodded. Compliments weren’t currency in her world—they were investments. She accepted them carefully.




Leavenworth lingered with them anyway. Not as a place, but as a pattern. Avery replayed details in her mind: the rehearsed cheer, the selective blindness, the way the town had closed ranks with alarming efficiency. She’d seen it before in different forms—historic districts, resort towns, pilgrimage sites. Places that sold an identity so convincingly that no one questioned what had been erased to make room for it.




A town that pretends too hard always has something to hide.




They pulled off onto a scenic overlook not far from the Columbia River, the sky low and bruised. Avery killed the engine. The sudden quiet rang in her ears.




“This is as good a place as any,” she said.




Cess nodded and reached for the backpack, setting it between them on the hood of the car. Cold seeped through Avery’s coat as she leaned back, arms crossed, watching the river below carve its steady path.




Cess opened her laptop, careful, methodical. “I mapped the transfers,” she said. “Leavenworth was mid-tier. Not a start point, not an endpoint.”




“Which means the people running it there weren’t the top,” Avery said.




“Right. They were caretakers. Stewards of the lie.”




Avery snorted softly. “Every lie needs janitors.”




Cess almost smiled.




She pulled up a file—one Avery hadn’t seen yet. “This name keeps appearing near the top. Not often. But consistently.”




Avery leaned in, reading. “R. Calder.”




“No first name,” Cess said. “No fixed location. But whenever things get… messy, that name shows up shortly before or after.”




“Cleaner,” Avery said. “Or architect.”




“Or both.”




The wind kicked up, rattling dry grasses. Avery straightened. “Then we’re not just chasing smugglers. We’re chasing infrastructure.”




Cess closed the laptop slowly. “Which means this doesn’t end when we hand evidence over.”




Avery met her gaze. “No. It ends when the system collapses—or adapts.”




Cess absorbed that, then said quietly, “My family won’t like this.”




Avery didn’t deflect. “Mine wouldn’t either.”




They stood there a moment longer, letting the weight of the road ahead settle. Avery felt it as momentum—dangerous, addictive, alive. She knew herself well enough to admit that this life suited her. The question, now, was whether it would suit Cess long-term.




But that was a question for later roads.




They got back in the car and headed south, away from Leavenworth’s glittering lie and toward the next unknown. Rain began to fall in earnest, streaking the windshield, blurring the world into motion and gray.




They didn’t notice the car that merged two exits behind them.




Not at first.




It wasn’t until Avery changed lanes and the car mirrored her movement that she felt it—that subtle prickle at the base of her neck. She adjusted her speed. The car did the same.




Avery said nothing, but her posture shifted, alert without broadcasting it.




Cess noticed anyway. She always did. “We’re not alone.”




Avery nodded. “Been a few miles.”




“From Leavenworth?”




“Maybe,” Avery said. “Or maybe from somewhere before that.”




She took the next exit abruptly, pulling into a nearly empty rest stop. The car followed, smooth and unhurried.




Avery parked near the far edge, engine idling. Rain drummed against the roof.




The other car parked two spaces away.




Two men got out. No costumes. No pretenses.




“Well,” Avery murmured. “That didn’t take long.”




The men approached without urgency, hands visible, smiles faint. The taller one spoke first. “Ms. Ravenscroft.”




Avery stepped out, rain soaking her hair. “You’ve got the advantage,” she said. “I don’t know your names.”




“You don’t need to,” the man replied. “We just want to talk.”




Cess stayed in the car, watching through the rain-streaked window, memorizing faces, stances, the way weight shifted.




Avery crossed her arms. “Talk.”




“You took something that doesn’t belong to you,” the second man said. “We’re here to make that right.”




Avery tilted her head. “Funny thing about that. It doesn’t belong to you either.”




The taller man smiled thinly. “You’re out of your depth.”




Avery laughed once. “You’d be surprised how often people say that right before they lose.”




Rain splashed up from passing trucks, the sound loud and isolating. The men exchanged a glance.




“Return the case,” the first said. “Walk away. You’ll never hear from us again.”




Avery leaned closer, voice low. “You’re lying.”




The smile faded. “You’re making a mistake.”




“Story of my life,” Avery said.




Cess opened the car door then, stepping out into the rain. She didn’t stand behind Avery. She stood beside her.




The men’s eyes flicked to her, recalculating.




Cess spoke calmly. “You’re not here to negotiate. If you were, you wouldn’t have followed us so openly.”




The taller man studied her. “You’re new.”




“Yes,” Cess said. “But I learn fast.”




Silence stretched. Rain soaked through coats, turned breath into mist.




Finally, the man nodded once. “You’ll regret this.”




“Maybe,” Avery said. “But not today.”




The men returned to their car and drove off without another word.




Avery watched until they were gone, then exhaled. She turned to Cess, eyes bright with something between pride and concern. “You didn’t have to do that.”




Cess shrugged, rain dripping from her hair. “You’re not the only one who can stand her ground.”




They got back into the SUV, hearts still racing.




As Avery pulled onto the highway again, she felt the truth settle fully: Leavenworth hadn’t been a detour. It had been a signal flare. The road ahead was going to be watched, contested, dangerous.




And Cess wasn’t just along for the ride anymore.




She was in it.




The rain intensified, the highway stretching endlessly ahead, and Avery felt that familiar threshold again—the moment when a mystery stopped being a case and started being a life.


The men didn’t follow them again.




That fact bothered Avery more than if they had.




She drove south in silence, rain hammering the windshield hard enough to blur the world into streaks of gray and white. The SUV’s wipers beat a steady rhythm—metronomic, almost soothing—but her thoughts refused to fall in line. Threats delivered without escalation usually meant one of two things: the men believed time was on their side, or someone higher up had told them to stand down.




Neither option was comforting.




Cess sat with her legs drawn slightly inward, hands folded in her lap, gaze fixed on the road ahead. She replayed the encounter in her mind, examining it from every angle the way she always did—tone of voice, choice of words, the way the taller man had assessed her not as a threat, but as a variable.




Variables could be corrected.




“You thinking what I’m thinking?” Avery asked at last.




Cess nodded. “They weren’t sent to take the case.”




Avery glanced at her. “Exactly.”




“They were sent to see who we are,” Cess continued. “How we react. How far we’re willing to go.”




“And whether we’re alone,” Avery added.




Cess exhaled slowly. “Which means the next move won’t be polite.”




They crossed into a smaller town just after dusk—a place with a single main street, a diner with a flickering sign, and a motel that looked like it had survived on stubbornness alone. Avery pulled in without discussion.




“We don’t keep driving tired,” she said. “That’s how people make mistakes.”




Cess didn’t argue. She never did when Avery’s voice took that tone—firm, protective, final.




The motel clerk barely looked up as Avery paid in cash. No questions. No curiosity. Just the quiet exchange of a key and a room number written on a scrap of paper.




Inside, the room smelled faintly of bleach and old carpet. Not cozy. Not threatening. Neutral. Avery liked neutral.




She locked the door, then checked the window before turning to Cess. “We rotate watches tonight.”




Cess nodded immediately. “I’ll take first.”




Avery studied her for a moment. “You sure?”




“Yes,” Cess said. “I won’t sleep anyway.”




That honesty mattered.




They ate takeout on the bed, cartons balanced between them. Outside, rain softened to a drizzle. The world felt suspended—paused between moves.




Cess opened her laptop again, this time pulling up the encounter at the rest stop, mapping it against ledger entries. “The timing’s interesting,” she said. “The moment we left Leavenworth, Calder’s name stops appearing.”




Avery frowned. “Stops?”




“Like he handed something off,” Cess said. “Or stepped back to watch.”




Avery lay back, staring at the ceiling. “People like that don’t disappear. They reposition.”




Cess hesitated. “Avery… how many times have you done something like this?”




Avery turned her head. “Taken on something bigger than I planned?”




“Yes.”




Avery smiled faintly. “More than once. Enough to know when the ground’s shifting.”




“And enough to know when to walk away?” Cess asked.




Avery didn’t answer right away. That, too, was an answer.




Later, Avery slept—lightly, but deeply enough to dream. Roads. Towns. Faces that blurred together. Always moving forward, never quite arriving.




Cess didn’t sleep at all.




She sat in the chair by the window, wrapped in her jacket, watching the parking lot. Every passing car caught her attention. Every shadow sharpened her focus. She thought of her family again—of how safety had always been communal, earned through proximity and familiarity. This life was different. It demanded vigilance, adaptability, and a willingness to stand alone if needed.




But she wasn’t alone.




That thought steadied her.




At dawn, Avery woke to the sound of rain stopping.




They checked out early and were back on the road before the sun fully crested the horizon. The land flattened, the trees thinning, towns spaced farther apart. Avery felt the tension ease just slightly—not because danger had passed, but because it had changed shape.




By midmorning, they reached a larger town—still small by city standards, but busy enough to disappear into. Avery pulled into a grocery store parking lot and killed the engine.




“We need supplies,” she said. “And a new plan.”




Inside the store, they split up naturally. Avery gathered practical items—maps, batteries, food that didn’t spoil easily. Cess wandered the aisles more slowly, blending in, listening. She overheard fragments of conversation—holiday shipments delayed, festivals canceled in other towns, rumors of inspections that never quite materialized.




Patterns.




At the checkout, the cashier glanced at the stack of maps. “Traveling far?”




“Not sure yet,” Avery said.




The woman smiled. “That’s the best kind.”




Outside, Cess leaned against the car. “I think the next town is already in motion.”




Avery raised an eyebrow. “You get that from cereal?”




Cess smiled faintly. “From people. They’re talking about a winter festival two towns over. Big one. New this year.”




Avery’s stomach tightened. “New festivals are expensive.”




“And useful,” Cess added.




They stood there a moment, the wind cold but clean.




“So,” Avery said. “We follow the pattern.”




Cess nodded. “We stay ahead of it.”




Avery studied her—really studied her. The guardedness was still there, but it was threaded now with confidence. Purpose. She wasn’t just reacting anymore. She was anticipating.




“Cess,” Avery said quietly. “This road doesn’t loop back. Once you’re on it, things… change.”




Cess met her gaze steadily. “I already know.”




They drove on.




The town ahead didn’t have a name Avery recognized. It didn’t pretend to be Bavarian or festive or historic. It didn’t dress itself up at all.




And that, Avery suspected, made it far more dangerous.




As they crossed the town limits, a banner flapped overhead, newly hung.




WINTERLIGHTS FESTIVAL — COMING SOON




Avery felt that familiar hum rise again, sharper now.




“Here we go,” she murmured.




Cess adjusted her seat, eyes scanning, mind already working.




Behind them, far back on the road, a familiar car slowed just long enough to watch them pass.




The game hadn’t ended.




It had simply changed boards.




The Winterlights Festival was an odd sort of promise. From the moment Avery and Cess drove into town, it was clear the organizers wanted everything to feel magical, new, and perfect. Strings of lanterns hung between the buildings like glowing threads in the chill air. Snow cannons dusted the ground with artificial flurries even though the real winter had arrived a week early. Vendors had booths stacked with holiday décor, candies, and handcrafted ornaments—perfectly arranged, all of them deliberately bright, deliberately cheerful.




Avery parked on the outskirts and let Cess take in the scene first. She could see the instinctual calculation at work: foot traffic patterns, escape routes, crowds thick enough to hide anyone—or anything.




“This place is staged,” Cess said quietly, eyes narrowing. “Every lantern, every candy stand, every little archway—it’s all calculated.”




Avery smiled, lips tight. “Exactly. If you want to hide a system, you put it where people are distracted. You put it behind smiles, lights, and music. People won’t see what’s moving underneath.”




Cess glanced at her. “Like Leavenworth.”




“Exactly like Leavenworth,” Avery said, her tone sharp. She led them into the festival slowly, blending into the crowd of early arrivals—families, tourists, and local vendors. It was easy to get lost. So easy it almost felt… unreal.




The first stop was the central pavilion, a large tented area designed for nightly performances. Lights from lanterns reflected off the wet pavement, making the snow-dusted plaza shimmer like frost over glass. Avery scanned every detail: delivery paths for goods, where performers could enter and exit unnoticed, the location of electrical boxes, stairways, service doors. Every calculated movement might conceal someone—or something.




Cess trailed behind, her purse secured across her chest, notebook open. She scribbled mental notes about vendor schedules, the number of people with access badges, and which entrances appeared to be rarely monitored.




“They’ve thought of everything,” she whispered, but there was no awe in her voice. Only analysis.




Avery laughed softly. “Which makes my job easier. We just have to figure out where they didn’t.”




They moved on to the food court, where scents of roasted chestnuts and spiced cider mingled. Avery bought a cup of cider, then casually let her eyes wander over the nearby service entrances. She noticed three men in dark coats moving deliberately, avoiding direct contact with the crowd yet staying close to the main tent. Their movements were too synchronized to be casual.




“Targets,” Avery muttered. Cess crouched slightly, pretending to adjust her boots, and photographed the men with her phone.




“They’re not Santa,” Cess whispered. “Not yet. They’re probably facilitators.”




“Or scouts,” Avery said. “Either way, they work for someone.”




They continued through the festival, weaving in and out of alleys and side paths, noting security cameras and potential blind spots. As they did, Avery saw a flash of red—a Santa suit being carried rather than worn. The figure ducked into a vendor’s stall, briefcase slung carefully over the shoulder.




“There,” Avery hissed. “Follow that one.”




Cess moved without hesitation, instincts honed from months of observation taking over. She was no longer a hesitant observer—she was a partner in every sense. The Santa figure moved through the festival with ease, weaving between lantern-lit tents and distracted shoppers. Avery and Cess mirrored the path at a safe distance, blending seamlessly into the crowd.




Eventually, the figure ducked behind a row of portable stalls. Avery and Cess waited, hidden behind a stack of empty crates. The Santa crouched, adjusting the briefcase, and for a moment, the world seemed to hold its breath. Then footsteps echoed from the alley behind them—fast, deliberate, heavy boots in the snow.




“They’re onto him,” Cess muttered.




Avery didn’t respond immediately. She studied the scene, noting the gaps between people, the narrow alleyways, the points of concealment. Then she signaled to Cess: “Stay close. Watch exits.”




The Santa hurried forward, boots slipping slightly on icy patches, the briefcase gripped tight. Two men emerged from a side door, flanking him, moving in perfect coordination. It wasn’t a chase—it was controlled, rehearsed. They weren’t random assailants; they were part of the system.




Avery swallowed. “That’s our architecture in motion.”




Cess’s fingers hovered over her phone. “We document. We don’t intervene—not yet.”




Avery nodded. “Exactly.”




They followed the trio through a side alley to a storage yard behind the festival. Crates labeled with generic holiday logos were stacked high, hiding the movements of men and Santas from casual view. Avery crouched behind a low wall, counting entrances, noting who had keys, who had badges, and how the briefcase was transferred from one person to another without anyone outside noticing.




“This is bigger than Leavenworth,” Cess whispered.




Avery agreed. “Much bigger. And organized.”




The Santa handed the briefcase to a taller man in a plain coat, who opened a reinforced crate and slid the case inside. They sealed it, marking it with a code Avery recognized from the ledger Cess had been analyzing—an identical pattern to the Leavenworth entries.




“They’re on a route,” Avery said. “This is a transfer hub. Seasonal goods, people… messages. All moving under cover of celebrations.”




Cess nodded slowly, comprehension dawning. “It’s brilliant in its simplicity. Crowds, costumes, music—no one questions it.”




Avery grimaced. “That’s why they were able to operate in Leavenworth undetected for years.”




They stayed hidden until the transfer was complete, watching the taller man walk away, briefcase now gone. Avery and Cess retreated through a back alley, exiting onto the quieter street behind the festival, carefully avoiding security cameras.




“We have enough,” Avery said at last, voice low. “To map the operation, at least partially. To figure out Calder’s next move.”




Cess exhaled, exhausted. “And to stay alive while doing it.”




Avery smiled faintly. “That too.”




As they returned to the SUV, the festival continued—lanterns swaying, carols echoing, children laughing. From the outside, it was perfect. From their vantage point, every smile and light hid meticulous planning, surveillance, and movement.




“You see why these towns pretend so hard,” Avery said quietly. “No one notices the thread moving underneath until it’s too late.”




Cess shook her head, a mixture of awe and apprehension. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Not even Leavenworth could compare.”




Avery started the engine, snow turning to slush on the tires. “Then we keep moving. We follow the thread. We stay ahead.”




The road ahead twisted and turned, wet and slick, disappearing into the distance. Behind them, the Winterlights Festival glowed faintly through the mist—a perfect stage, a perfect illusion, hiding perfectly what moved beneath.




Cess sat back, a quiet determination settling over her. “I’m ready,” she said.




Avery glanced at her, eyes steady. “Good. Because once you start seeing the system, you can’t stop.”




They drove on into the gray dawn, the mountains on the horizon receding, the road endless. Ahead waited the next town, the next festival, the next carefully staged illusion hiding a much darker reality.




And Avery knew, as the SUV cut through rain-slicked asphalt, that this journey—this dangerous, exhausting, exhilarating road—was only beginning.
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Chapter 4 — The First Santa Sighting



The sky over the next town was low and leaden, pressing down on rooftops and streets with a weight that made even the fresh snow seem muted. Avery drove through the outskirts slowly, headlights cutting pale beams across sidewalks glinting with ice. Cess sat beside her, eyes flicking constantly from shopfronts to street corners, taking in the early morning quiet with the vigilance of someone who had learned quickly how deceptive calm could be.


“Something about this place feels staged,” Cess said softly, her voice almost swallowed by the hum of the SUV’s engine. “Not in the touristy way Leavenworth was… more like it’s waiting for us.”


Avery glanced at her, eyebrow raised. “You think it knows we’re coming?”


Cess shrugged, tugging her jacket closer. “Not literally. But people here… they act like they expect trouble. Like it’s normal.”


Avery smiled faintly, the kind of half-smile that carried both amusement and a sharpened edge. “Good. That means we’ll be able to see it.”


The streets were empty enough for them to move without drawing attention, but the buildings’ facades—painted shutters, colorful trim, false balconies—suggested that the town itself was playing a role. Each corner seemed meticulously curated, as if the designers had calculated the exact way shadows would fall in the morning light.


Avery parked near the town square and killed the engine. Steam rose from her coffee cup in uneven curls, the cold biting at her fingers through her gloves. Across the square, a lone figure trudged through the snow—tall, bulky, red coat flapping like a banner.


“There,” Avery muttered, pointing. “First sighting.”


Cess followed her gaze, heart thumping slightly faster than she wanted to admit. The Santa moved with purpose, head down, boots sinking into the snow. Not a jolly meander, not a wave for cameras. Something urgent drove each step, deliberate, measured.


“Definitely not here for selfies,” Cess whispered.


Avery nodded. “Courier. Or thief. Or both. Let’s see which.”


They slipped out of the SUV quietly, the snow muffling their movements as they followed the figure from a distance. The town square, though visually charming, was empty enough to allow observation without interference. Vendors’ stalls were still being set up, lanterns strung high, the occasional truck rolling deliveries across slick pavement.


The Santa paused at a stall, glancing around with a quick, tense scan. The red coat hung open, revealing dark clothes underneath. A black briefcase, clutched close, didn’t jingle—not even slightly.


Cess’s eyes narrowed. “He’s careful,” she said. “No noise, no attention. Someone taught him well.”


“Or he’s terrified,” Avery muttered. Her own heart ticked faster. Fear had a way of sharpening instinct, and instinct told her this was more than just a simple delivery.


The Santa ducked behind a row of wooden crates near the fountain, sliding the briefcase onto a pallet and checking over his shoulder before disappearing into the shadows of an alley. Avery signaled to Cess to follow, and they moved silently, blending into the edges of the square, letting the bright, staged festival lights mask their approach.


Cess’s mind raced as she observed the movements: patterns of security cameras, potential blind spots, and the spacing of shadows. “This is bigger than a town tradition,” she murmured. “This is systematic. They’re rehearsing it—over and over.”


“Exactly,” Avery agreed, crouching behind a snow-dusted bench as the Santa reappeared to check for pursuers. “And that means we need to be smarter than them, faster than them, and invisible at the same time.”


They ducked into the alley after the figure, their breaths shallow in the cold air. Snow crunched faintly beneath boots as Avery motioned for Cess to stop at a corner, eyes scanning. The alley was narrow, littered with discarded crates and wooden pallets, and it funneled toward a service entrance at the back of a bakery.


The Santa opened the briefcase just enough to pull out a small package wrapped in brown paper. Avery’s gaze caught the glint of a security tag or perhaps a code—something easily missed by anyone not paying attention.


Cess whispered, “That’s it, isn’t it? That’s what’s moving under the festivals.”


Avery nodded slowly. “All the fancy lights, all the music… it’s a cover. This is the real movement. This is what the ledger meant by ‘Seasonal Exchange.’ People, packages, information. Controlled chaos.”


For a moment, both women froze as a truck rattled down the street behind them, its headlights briefly exposing them. Avery pressed Cess back into the shadows, and the truck passed without incident.


“You’re steady,” Avery said quietly. “I like that. You’re… fast enough.”


Cess flushed, not with pride but with awareness of the danger. “I didn’t touch him,” she said. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I just watched.”


“That’s what makes you dangerous,” Avery replied, her tone more serious than teasing. “Not being reckless, but knowing when to act, when to observe. That’s why we’re still alive.”


They waited a few more moments as the Santa disappeared into the service entrance. Avery pulled out her notebook and began sketching the layout: alleyways, exits, crates, delivery trucks. Cess added annotations from memory, noting which crates were marked, which paths the figure had taken, and timing estimates.


“Who do you think he reports to?” Cess asked, her voice low, tense.


Avery’s jaw tightened. “Someone higher up. The Leavenworth system isn’t local. This is part of a network. Seasonal towns, festive distractions… it’s all the same structure, repeating.”


Cess exhaled slowly, trying to process the pattern. “So Santa’s not the problem. He’s just a piece.”


“Exactly,” Avery said. “And if we follow the pieces carefully, we find the whole system.”


They retreated from the alley back toward the main square, keeping to the edges, unnoticed amid the bustle of the festival’s setup. Avery let Cess take the lead at times, letting her observe, sketch, and catalog without pressure. She noted the way Cess’s posture had changed—less guarded, more focused, a growing confidence she hadn’t seen before Leavenworth.


Cess paused to photograph footprints in the snow near the service entrance, noting the depth and spacing. “They’re moving quickly,” she murmured. “Deliberate, light, careful. Not clumsy like Leavenworth.”


“That’s the skill level we’re up against now,” Avery said. “This isn’t amateurs. These people know what they’re doing.”


Cess looked up, eyes meeting Avery’s. “So do we.”


Avery allowed herself a small, approving nod. “And that’s why we keep going.”


They slipped back into the SUV as the morning crowd began arriving, festival lights flickering and snow falling softly. Avery started the engine, glancing at the streets where the first Santa had disappeared. The black briefcase was gone, the package transferred, and the illusion of normalcy returned.


Cess exhaled, still holding her notebook. “I don’t think the towns even notice what happens under their noses.”


“They don’t,” Avery said. “And that’s the problem.”


The SUV merged back onto the wet main road, carrying two women now fully aware that the first Santa sighting was not a singular incident—it was the opening of a much larger operation.


Somewhere in the town, beneath the lanterns and laughter, someone was watching too. Someone calculating. Someone aware that outsiders had noticed.


Avery felt the pulse of it through
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