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			“I don’t know why you decided to offer me this job, but I hope it means you believe that you and I can...get along.”

			“Get along?” he repeated.

			“Cricket,” she said, twisting her hands nervously, “I know that you know what I’m talking about. But I’ll say it anyway to avoid any possible chance of miscommunication. There’s been weirdness between us for a lot of years now. And I admit it’s my fault.”

			A tightness grabbed hold of his heart. Her fault? How could she possibly believe that? “Hazel—”

			“I’ve made things difficult at times. I know that. It took me forever to get over you, and there were times when I’d be angry and hurt because I thought you were lying to yourself, and to me, about only seeing me as Tag’s little sister.”

			He shifted toward her but then stopped because what purpose would that serve? Admitting his feelings now would only complicate this situation more. He couldn’t be with her. Not in the way he wanted.

		
	
		
			Dear Reader,

			Sometimes in life, against all odds, against all advice and against what we think is our own better judgment, love happens. True love. The kind that won’t listen to reason. It’s brilliant, and breathtaking, and perfect. But sometimes it’s also wildly inconvenient.

			Hazel James has been in love with her older brother’s best friend, Cricket Blackburn, for as long as she can remember. Cricket has been trying not to be in love with Hazel for far longer than he wants to admit. A long-ago kiss cemented feelings for them both, ruining romance for Hazel and torturing Cricket with the memory. What followed were years of coping—avoidance, excuses, rationalizing, a few misunderstandings and even some “list making” on Hazel’s part. But now, with an extra-special Christmas brewing in Rankins, these familiar and comforting “rules” no longer apply. It’s time for Hazel and Cricket to face the past—and their feelings.

			Like one of my favorite songs of all time declares, You can’t hurry love. And I believe that’s true. Hazel and Cricket prove that you definitely can’t stop it, either.

			Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoy The Secret Santa Project!

			Carol
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			To all my readers who have asked when Hazel would be getting her own story, here you go, and thank you. Thank you, also, to those of you who’ve suggested that Cricket get his own story, too. But most of all, thank you to Jean, who told me several times that “Hazel and Cricket need their own story.” You were so right.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			ON A GOOD DAY, texting was only slightly more tolerable than a visit to the dentist. So composing this particular message was more like a root canal without the Novocain. Cricket analyzed what he had so far.

			Hey, can you give me a call when you have a minute? I’d like to chat.

			No, that didn’t sound right. They weren’t besties meeting for lunch. Deleted chat. Added talk. Rearranged.

			Any chance you could give me a call? I’d like to talk to you about something important.

			Hmm. Talk might imply that he wanted to have a conversation. Like a heart-to-heart with sentences that included I feel or what I’m hearing you say is... Never a good thing, and definitely not the goal here. Especially with the way his last encounter with Hazel had gone. Even now, the memory of what had happened in Florida made his stomach churn with the hot acid of regret. That didn’t mean Cricket wanted to talk about it, though.

			For reasons known only to his deceased mother, Lynette, Cricket had been dubbed Jiminy Malcolm Blackburn at birth. According to his father, Frank, she’d barely lived long enough to fill in the name on his birth certificate. He also maintained that they’d previously agreed on David Malcolm, but she’d changed it at the last second, and who was he to argue with a woman who’d just suffered through untold agony giving birth to his child? If Frank’s tale could even be believed. Cricket’s older brother, Lee, had been too young to remember any of these details.

			Regardless, growing up with a famous cartoon insect as his namesake could have set the stage for a rough childhood. And likely would have if his surname hadn’t already ensured as much. Blackburn was a true badge of dishonor in the small town of Rankins, Alaska, where he’d grown up.

			Years of staying out of trouble had managed to fade the stigma somewhat, but with a criminal con man for a father and a thief for a brother, it was always there. Lurking like a shark beneath the surface, waiting for the next opportunity to strike. And frequently, a story about yet another scam or theft or arrest would arise and unleash the gossip monster all over again. Cricket often imagined he could feel the less charitable townsfolk watching, waiting, wondering how far the apple had truly fallen from the tree.

			A lifetime of weathering this fallout had made Cricket extremely cautious. He trusted very few people. It was a tricky balance trying to keep a low profile while fostering a positive reputation in a community this size. He’d learned at a very young age that words, once spoken, could never be taken back. Texting, in his opinion, was even worse than talking; phrases were misconstrued, statements spun. Every mistake or misstep indelibly recorded.

			Bringing him back to his current dilemma. Hazel. He’d phoned her twice now, and she hadn’t answered or returned his calls. That probably told him all he needed to know. Likely she was still upset with him, which was fair. Although this was business, he reminded himself as he deleted the entire message and started over.

			Call me. We need to talk.

			That sounded like the precursor to a breakup.

			He ground out a frustrated sigh. This was ridiculous. He shouldn’t be agonizing over a simple text to a woman he’d known her entire life. If it were any one of her three sisters, he wouldn’t even hesitate. The Jameses were like family to him. But that was the problem, wasn’t it? Hazel didn’t feel like family. And hadn’t for a very long time.

			Ten years since “the incident” that still filled him with regret and from which he knew he’d never completely recover. He’d tried to move on. Over the years, he’d dated plenty of women, hoping someone would take her place. One unsuccessful attempt had followed another until, ultimately, he’d accepted his fate.

			What had happened in Florida a few months ago only proved how little progress he’d made with Hazel. They’d argued. Yes, he’d started it, but he’d also apologized. Then, foolishly, he’d taken her in his arms, and before he knew it, a simple hug had turned...intense. He’d almost kissed her. Again. As if he needed the memory of another kiss, and the long-ago promise he’d broken, to keep him up at night. This time, at least, he’d resisted. Was he proud of how he’d walked away and left things? No. And undoubtedly, that was the source of her anger. Was she that upset, though? Enough not to return his calls?

			Finally, he settled on a simple Call me. I need to talk to you.

			With a final grumble, he hit Send, set the phone aside and turned his attention back to the computer monitor, where he didn’t see things getting better anytime soon. Not without help. Ideally, Hazel’s help.

			The familiar stomp, stomp, stomp of boots shedding snow sounded on the front mat outside the entrance of the newly appointed office of Our Alaska Tours. He looked up to see Tag James come through the door, here to fetch him for their outing to Glacier City. Today was the first donation pickup on behalf of Operation Happy Christmas, a charity Tag’s mom, Margaret, had started and in which Cricket had played an integral part.

			“Hey, buddy, you ready?” Tag asked.

			“Yep. Rebekah said we could pick up the load anytime after three.”

			“Sounds good.” Tag walked forward and leaned on the reception counter, behind which no one yet worked. Our Alaska Tours wasn’t officially open for business. They were slated to launch this spring, but unfortunately, they were behind schedule—the reason he needed to talk to Hazel.

			Tag was Hazel’s oldest brother, and his oldest friend. His first friend, his best friend since first grade. He’d been the one to give him the nickname Cricket because Tag went by a nickname, too, and thought being called Cricket would be “supercool.” Beyond that, though, Tag had never cared about any of Cricket’s names, first or last, or what they implied. His pedigree, his poverty, none of that mattered to Tag. Or to the rest of the James family, for that matter.

			That same often-hungry, without-prospects poverty might have prevented Cricket from participating in the everyday activities typical of a small-town Alaska childhood if it hadn’t been for Tag. His friend had handled this obstacle the same way he did almost everything in life: with generosity, discretion, casual efficiency—and extreme loyalty.

			When it came time for a game of basketball, snow-machine ride, hike, fishing trip or whatever the boys had set their sights on, and Cricket didn’t have proper-fitting sneakers or a warm-enough coat or the right gear, Tag would give him something from his own closet. Or borrow something from his cousin Bering, or one of his sisters, and loan that to him. And when Cricket had been skirting the edge of the foster system, it had been Tag’s parents who’d taken him in.

			Bering, who was also a close friend and Cricket’s business partner in the newly formed tour business, entered the office only seconds behind Tag.

			Crossing his arms over his massive chest, he nodded toward the monitor and asked, “What do you think of Hazel’s suggestions?”

			Cricket considered the two men standing before him and wondered, as he often did, where he’d be if it weren’t for the James family. No place good, that was for sure, if he were to base the probabilities on his own family’s history. Instead, with hard work and the encouragement of Tag and his parents, Margaret and Ben, he’d become an airplane pilot. And then a helicopter pilot and finally a business owner.

			Tag’s sister Hannah was his partner in JB Heli-Ski, a backcountry adventure ski company for which Cricket also piloted. After Tag, she was his closest friend. The rest of the year, Cricket flew clients into the backcountry for Bering’s other business, a guide and outfitter service, and for Tag’s air transport company, Copper Crossing, which flew just about anything anywhere it needed to go.

			This new partnership between him and Bering, while taking him in a different direction, felt like a natural evolution. The formation of Our Alaska Tours was also one more tie binding him to the James family. And one more reason to keep his distance from Hazel, the James woman who could unravel it all.

			Keeping a literal distance usually wasn’t too difficult. Her life as a travel writer and blogger meant that typically, thousands of miles separated them. Ironically, it was her expertise in that field now forcing this point of contact.

			And this latest bout of Hazel anxiety must, as always, remain his secret and was not the aim of Bering’s question, which he now addressed with a wryly delivered, “Ghost tours? I didn’t even know we had ghosts in Alaska.”

			Tag laughed.

			A smiling Bering said, “Emily says these tours are very popular everywhere right now.” Emily was Bering’s wife and director of Rankins’s tourism bureau. She’d been filling them in on popular tourist draws. “And you have to admit, it’s interesting. You guys know Kerry Cottons, right? He says Gold Bend’s history is spooky that way. Maybe we could tack on a day to the coastal tour—for the mining history, not the ghosts.” Kerry was a fellow pilot who lived near the historic old mining town a short boat ride away from Juneau.

			“We know him,” Cricket said. “Great guy. Honestly, Hazel’s entire proposal is full of interesting ideas.” Mostly. Some of them seemed a little out-there, but Bering had asked her for any and all suggestions, and she’d delivered.

			“I agree. What do you think about her recommendation to hire someone?”

			“Why don’t you just hire her?” Tag joked. “I’d love for my sister to quit wandering around the world all alone and come home for good.”

			“We’d all love that,” Bering concurred.

			Would we? Cricket silently pondered. He could barely handle being in the same room with her without giving himself away. How would he manage to live in the same town? Then again, Tag had a point, too; at least they’d know she was safe.

			He had to admit that Bering’s idea to seek her advice about their tours had been a good one. He could see now that they should have done it months ago. Technically, they’d planned to in Florida, but then there’d been the argument followed by a crisis involving her brother Seth, and the opportunity had been lost.

			Nevertheless, the clock was now ticking to get their tours finalized in advance of the travel season. Cricket felt responsible for the delay. Partly, anyway. There’d been plenty of other obstacles they could never have foreseen. All of them heightening his anxiety as money and time had been invested, commitments and promises made. He needed to fix this, get them back on track.

			Expression turning thoughtful, Bering asked Tag, “Do you think that’s possible? That she’d want a job?”

			“No.” Tag sighed. “It’ll never happen. Traveling is her life. I don’t think we’ll ever get her back here for good.”

			Cricket tried to decide if Tag’s declaration caused him more disappointment or relief. He said, “I texted her, asking if she had time to discuss some of this stuff.” Or, at least, that was what he planned to ask her when she called him back.

			“Great,” Bering said. “Maybe we can set up a video call.”

			Cricket agreed. Until then, they had a load of Christmas donations to fetch.

			Pushing to his feet, he looked at Tag and said, “Let’s hit the road.”

			

			“SO... NO FACEBOOK, Twitter, Snapchat, LinkedIn, Instagram, TikTok, Marco Polo, or any social media or photo-sharing platform out there that we may or may not have heard of.”

			Hazel James nodded along while her private guide, Kai Montauk, outlined the rules for touring Montauk Caves, the limestone caverns named for his grandfather.

			Piercing dark brown eyes snagged hers and held on tight as he added, “No photos whatsoever.” Like she was a naughty middle schooler trying to sneak her phone into class.

			“I understand,” she politely responded, while desperately wanting to joke, Principal Montauk, sir.

			“I’ll also reiterate that your Instagram story cannot include photos or video of the caves, or of me, or you, or Buster, or anything or anyone else that you see once we step through that gate.”

			Even with the borderline hostility, he was a nice-looking guy. Midtwenties, she estimated, with a chiseled jawline, strong chin and black shoulder-length hair tucked behind his ears. She suspected a set of dimples would slash his cheeks if she could ever bring him to a smile.

			He was pointing toward the trail, where a security fence stretched as far as she could see in both directions, an endless parade of shiny black metal spears protruding menacingly from the ground and intersecting at a tall gate. The way he’d drawn out the word video was enough for her to infer that some genius of the self-proclaimed variety had likely capitalized on the distinction between a still and moving picture by posting a “video” on their social media “story.”

			“Got it,” she stated a bit more firmly. “I won’t be taking or posting any photos or videos.”

			Kai’s squinty-eyed skepticism was a match to his dubious tone. “I thought my brother said you were a travel blogger.”

			Ah. Of course. This was the reason for his borderline hostility. Understandable. Franco had told her about how, several months ago, after seeing a post from a popular “social media influencer” about the “#secretcaves,” a group of teens had broken in. They’d carved their initials next to sacred Native hieroglyphs and destroyed some precious and irreplaceable stalactites and helictites.

			As if that weren’t bad enough, they’d rappelled down to the bottom of the largest shaft, where one of the kids had broken his ankle. Then they’d taken photos and posted them all over Instagram, accusing the Montauk family of “allowing” unsafe conditions, and #deadlycaves had trended. A lawsuit was filed. More graffiti and vandalism followed, prompting the family to close the property to the public and adopt these extreme security measures.

			Such desperate actions were becoming more common as travel increased across the globe. All it took were a few rude or destructive individuals to ruin it for everyone. The number of locations where you were no longer permitted to take photos or video was rapidly growing, too. Sites where it had never been allowed were cracking down. Even as a professional traveler who took great pains to advocate for “travel respect” and responsibility, Hazel understood and felt torn about her role in it all.

			“What else did Franco tell you about me?”

			“Not much,” he said. “I haven’t spoken to my brother in days. With the time difference and our busy schedules, we keep missing each other. He emailed, asking me to show you around, and here we are.”

			Not overly thrilled about it either, she couldn’t help but note. Suppressing a sigh, she conjured a smile. “I am a travel writer and blogger. But today, I am just Hazel, a friend of Franco’s and a fellow cave enthusiast, taking him up on an invitation to visit his family’s caves. No agenda. No assignment. A free day just for me. Believe it or not, I like to keep certain experiences to myself.” Lately, she’d been feeling that inclination more and more. Maybe she needed a break.

			A few months ago, an unfair and devastating social media attack had been unleashed on her brother Seth’s girlfriend, Victoria. They’d been in Florida competing for the same professional spokesperson job when Victoria had become the victim of a vicious smear campaign. The incident had nearly derailed Victoria’s career and her relationship with Seth.

			Hazel had played a small part in rectifying the injustice, but the episode had left her disheartened and disappointed and launched an unprecedented bout of soul-searching. Or it had contributed, anyway. The questioning, the disquiet, ran deeper than that.

			So much deeper.

			All the way down to the black hole of her life called Cricket Blackburn, with whom she’d had a different, more personal altercation with while in Florida. Even now, the memory made her face flush hotly with mortification. They’d been arguing, and then they weren’t. Apologies were exchanged and then a hug coalesced into a moment, and she was sure that he returned her attraction. But she was wrong, and the memory of what he’d said next and the vision of him walking away was almost physically painful.

			“So, you just want to look at our caves?”

			The question pulled her back into the moment. Where she belonged. Where she wanted to be. After all, that was what her life was all about—living in the moment. For the last ten years, she’d devoted herself to doing just that. Because when she lived in the moment, she did not waste time daydreaming about an impossible future or agonizing about the past. It was just that, lately, she’d been finding the execution of this philosophy more and more problematic. Was she having some sort of early-onset midlife crisis? An early-life crisis—was that a thing?

			“No,” she answered. “I want to experience your caves, to hear them, to smell them and, yes, to see them. You are welcome to hold on to my phone if that makes you more comfortable.” Digging into her daypack, she then removed her cell only to see two missed calls from... No, it couldn’t be. She squinted at the screen. Cricket. Before she could stop it, her insides erupted in this fluttery happy dance. The same sensation used to fill her with hope and anticipation and leave her reeling with dreamy-eyed fantasies. Now it made her feel foolish and immature. And maybe a little angry.

			Ugh. She needed to get over this. What she needed was to get over him, once and for all. If she could only figure out how to do that.

			There was a text, too, which gave her pause. Until she read, Call me. I need to talk to you.

			That’s it? “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she muttered, irritation pulsing through her. She knew he hated texting, but he could do better than that. How about a please or maybe even an I’m sorry? “Too little, too late,” she concluded.

			He’d made it perfectly clear that he didn’t want to discuss what had happened or make any effort to resolve anything, so why should she talk to him now? She looked back down at the phone and quickly counted. Eight words. That was what he could spare for her?

			Looking up, she noted Kai’s curious expression. His features had softened, dimples twitching as if toying with a smile.

			“You okay?” he asked. “Did you get some bad news?”

			“Yeah, no, I’m fine.”

			“If you need to make a call or send a text, I understand. The reception here is not great, but if you head back toward the parking area, you’ll probably have better luck.”

			“Nope. Do not need to do that.”

			Pausing for a moment, he shuffled his weight and then heaved out a sigh. “Sorry if I sounded like kind of a jerk before. I’m just frustrated. Ever since the vandalism and the lawsuit.”

			“Don’t sweat it.” Hazel added a sincere smile. “I understand. Franco told me what happened.”

			“Thanks,” he said simply, sincerely. They walked to the gate, where the trail led toward the stunning red rock canyon beyond. He lifted a little door to reveal a keypad and deftly tapped a sequence of buttons. The lock opened with a crisp click. He pushed the gate forward and waved her through.

			On the other side, she waited while he secured the gate behind them. Something occurred to her then. “Can I ask you a question?”

			“Sure.”

			“Who is Buster?”

			He turned to face her, and she felt validated as those dimples officially made their first appearance. They were every bit as cute as she’d anticipated.

			“You’ll see.”

			“You promise?”

			“You’re not going to take photos, are you?” he asked, but she could tell he was teasing.

			“No,” she joked. “Just some video.”

			He laughed. “In his email, Franco said you were cool and funny.”

			“Well, Franco would know—he is also cool and funny.”

			That induced another grin, and Hazel decided Kai might not be as unpleasant as she’d first feared.

			“He also said you were here in Utah working. Can I ask what brought you here, if not our caves?”

			“I...” She started to explain, to tell him about the resort story, but that was when she realized she still held her phone in her hand. Like a lightning bolt, another idea occurred to her, a freelance article she could also write. She loved it when that happened.

			“You know what? I am going to send one quick text...” She typed out a message for Iris and Seth, letting her triplet siblings know she’d be out of touch for a couple of days. She could easily work on both stories at the same time.

			She then made a show of powering the phone off and shoving it to the bottom of her pack. The very bottom. Ha. Take that, Cricket Blackburn! Now I won’t go all dreamy-eyed when I see that your stupid face has called. Maybe you’ll even get a taste of how I feel when you won’t talk to me.

			“My current assignment is about resorts.” Then she said the other story concept out loud, reinforcing the idea and liking it even more: “I’m also working on an article about how to enjoy traveling without being connected.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			CRICKET’S PHONE BEGAN vibrating while he was still in the parking lot. Hazel, he thought, scrambling to remove it from his pocket. Despite the current tension between them, he found himself looking forward to hearing her voice. Suddenly, he needed to know that she was okay. That they were okay.

			Not Hazel. Disappointed, he frowned at the unknown number.

			“Hello?” he answered anyway, because unfamiliar callers were a regular part of his life. His cell number was listed as a contact for JB Heli-Ski.

			“Mr. Blackburn?”

			“Yes, this is Cricket. How can I help you?”

			“I’m hoping I can help you. This is Ernie Harris from Otter Creek Correctional Facility.”

			“Oh, yes, hello. Thank you for returning my call.”

			“No problem. Your message said that you are having difficulty accessing an inmate’s commissary account?”

			“That’s correct. My brother, Lee Thomas Blackburn.” Cricket rattled off his ID number.

			“Okay, got it. Not sure what happened, but I’ll look into it and call you back.”

			“Great. I appreciate that. Thank you so much, Ernie. With that account frozen, you’ve probably got yourself an unhappy inmate, and for that, I apologize.”

			“Yeah, well,” Ernie quipped, “I can guarantee he ain’t the only one of those around here.”

			Cricket chuckled. “I imagine. I’ll be down to see him soon. Thanks, Ernie.”

			“No problem. You have a good day.”

			“You, too.” He ended the call.

			“How is Lee?” Tag asked him.

			“Same.” Cricket lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Something goofy with his account. Haven’t been able to put any money in there.”

			Tag nodded, and when Cricket didn’t elaborate, he let it go. One of the things he appreciated about his friend was how he didn’t pry. Not without a good reason anyway, and rarely about Cricket’s family, which consisted only of his wayward dad and brother.

			Frank, his father, was two years into a three-to-five-year sentence in Michigan for arson and insurance fraud. Lee was currently in the third month of a six-to-twelve-month stint for second-degree burglary. Frank was a career criminal, hard-core. Lee’s lawbreaking had never escalated to anywhere near the level of their father’s, and despite his occasional foray into lawlessness, his brother was a likable and charming guy.

			Cricket had spent a lot of years believing he could help Lee. Show him the light, steer him straight, whatever. He’d given up on that notion a long time ago. The only thing he could do was love his brother and hope that, eventually, his inherently good heart would win the internal battle that plagued him.

			Tag said, “I know Operation Happy Mom means we need to get these gifts back in a timely manner, and you wouldn’t want to disappoint her, but let’s stop in Glacier City and grab a burger at Grizzly Quake? I skipped breakfast.”

			Cricket wholeheartedly agreed. With their busy schedules, and the recent birth of Tag’s son, Abe, it had been a while since the friends had enjoyed an afternoon together. Tag had been the one to suggest they both make this first donation run as a creative way of catching up.

			The rest of Tag’s statement sank in. “Operation Happy Mom?” he repeated with a laugh.

			Even though he understood Tag’s gibe, Cricket and Margaret had spent a lot of time together lately. He’d been instrumental in helping her launch Operation Happy Christmas. The massive charity undertaking had been in the works for months and had taken countless hours of their time.

			With Margaret’s connections as a school principal and as an active member of the local Presbyterian church, she and her band of enthusiastic cohorts had identified people across southern Alaska in need of “holiday attention.” Her list was long and varied and included kids, families, adults, low-income seniors and veterans. Age didn’t matter. The only requirement was need. Everyone, Margaret believed, deserved a happy Christmas.

			Cricket had headed up logistics while Margaret rallied the communities and secured donations. A highly capable and committed team of volunteers was in place. Cricket had established a transport chain with Glacier City as the nearest collection point. He’d recruited Tag to help.

			Once inside the van, they buckled up. The vehicle was new to both of them, having been donated to the charity by a used-car dealership. He wished his brother, Lee, a skilled mechanic, wasn’t in jail so he could check out its condition for them.

			“I cannot wait to tell her you said that!” Cricket said gleefully.

			“Yeah, go ahead, rat me out,” Tag joked. “Like you need another reason to be her favorite.”

			

			“OH, CRIKEY!” HAZEL cried and tapped on her headlamp.

			“You okay?” Kai asked, shuffling around in the cramped space so the beam from his light illuminated her. They were in a narrow tunnel on their way to a large vertical cavern where they’d descend into yet another chamber.

			“Sorry,” she said. “My headlamp is on the fritz. I’ve been meaning to buy a new one. I’ve got an old spare at the bottom of my pack, but...” Reaching around to a side pocket, she removed a flashlight. “This should do for now, though, right?”

			“Yep. Not much farther.” Kai turned back around and headed forward. “We’ll regroup before we rappel down to the main cavern.” Then he picked up right where they’d left the conversation before Hazel’s equipment malfunction. “So, you’re telling me that you are getting paid to stay at a bunch of different resorts and try all these cool activities, and then write about your favorite ones?”

			Hazel had been explaining about the assignment that had officially brought her to Utah. “Yep, ‘10 Must-Try Resort Experiences,’” she answered. “The title pretty much says it all.”

			“What sorts of things have you done so far in the name of research?”

			“Let’s see... Highlights in the last week would have to be goat yoga, the hot-air-balloon ride with a champagne brunch, stargazing and a sculpting lesson that was a ton of fun. Tomorrow kicks off with a guided meditation session. Then I have a paddleboard excursion, kitten therapy in the afternoon and—”

			“Wait, did you say kitten therapy?”

			“I sure did.”

			“What is—”

			“No clue. But if it involves kittens, I’m in. Ask me tomorrow. But it will have to be after my archery session because, as you can see, I am tightly booked until then. Tomorrow night at Darcie Bluff Resort is the debut of their holiday tasting menu. Looking extra forward to that.”

			“Are you kidding me? You are doing the holiday tasting at Darcie Bluff? That is a dream of mine. There’s like a yearlong waiting list. How did you get a reservation?”

			“My editor, Rory, the owner of Travel Inside & Out, who I am writing the resort piece for, booked this vacation for himself and his wife a year ago. Then his wife got pregnant and is now due any day. Brilliant man that he is, he turned it into a story, and he asked me if I wanted to write it.”

			“I want to be a travel writer,” Kai said in a comical tone of exaggerated envy.

			Hazel laughed and replied, “It is a pretty awesome gig.”

			She meant those words. Totally and completely. Almost completely. Because it was also a ton of hard work. She didn’t mention that part, though, or the incredible number of hours she’d logged to reach this point. People rarely believed it. They assumed a career that involved traveling the world had to be the easiest, best job in the world. Just hop on a plane and jet about the globe. But professional travel was so much more than that; it was a way of life.

			And establishing herself had taken years. There was the expense of getting started, figuring out how to make money, the part-time jobs to supplement her income until she began to earn more than her travel expenses—with never a guarantee that she’d get there. Even with her English degree, there’d been a learning curve to writing short, catchy articles and blog posts with punchy, searchable titles. Not to mention mastering all the accompanying technology and business strategies associated with a successful blog. Effectively navigating social media was a whole other ball game.

			Living out of a suitcase could also be a challenge, as was not having a “home” of her own. She couldn’t justify the expense. So, at twenty-nine, she still had a room at her parents’ house.

			But the personal sacrifices were the most difficult. Romantic relationships were more trouble than they were worth. Friendships took special care. Family commitments were tricky. In ten years, she’d been home for Christmas dinner exactly one time. She couldn’t begin to count the number of holidays, birthdays, weddings, parties and special occasions she’d missed.

			While family and friends were celebrating her parents’ thirtieth anniversary, she’d been “returning” to San Juan Capistrano along with the swallows. She’d been running from bulls in Pamplona when her youngest niece was born. Loneliness could hit hard at unexpected moments.

			Nor did she mention the dangers. Like when she’d barely survived a tsunami in Indonesia only to discover her hotel, along with all of her belongings save the clothes on her back, had been swept away. And then there was South America.

			Not even her family knew about the time she’d nearly been kidnapped for ransom in Colombia. Unless Cricket had told someone—he’d sworn he wouldn’t—and she was reasonably certain she would have heard about it by now if he’d broken that promise. No way her brother Tag would stay quiet about that if he knew. If there was one thing Cricket could be counted on for, it was his restraint. Too much restraint, as far as she was concerned.

			So lost was she in her thoughts that the shift in the air almost startled her. Untold hours of caving experience told her the space would soon be opening before them.

			“Here we are,” Kai said a moment later. “I always like to stop here and take a minute just to appreciate the total lack of light.”

			Hazel clicked off her flashlight and felt herself smiling in the dark. Inky blackness crowded around her, causing her pulse to accelerate. In the course of normal everyday life, such complete and utter darkness was rare. Caves were one of the few places you could experience it. It was exhilarating and slightly spooky, and she loved the sensation. Like other people enjoyed scuba diving or rock climbing, spelunking was her thing.

			Surrendering to the dark, she focused on her remaining senses. The chilly, dank press of the air against her skin was such a contrast to the arid world outside. Breathing deeply, she thought she could smell water. Or maybe that was due to the distinctive drip, drip, drip echoing loudly around them. There was also a deep whooshing sound mixed with a higher-pitched fizz.

			“Cave acoustics are so fascinating,” she said softly. “What is that hissing sound?”

			“That is the Witch’s Pot. Down below us, a cold-water stream collides with a hot spring. Hold on...” She heard a click, and then overhead lights dimly illuminated the space. A sturdy-looking metal fence completely enclosed the opening to the shaft. Steam drifted up from below as if from a bubbling cauldron.

			“Witch’s Pot? How utterly cool!” She quickly located her spare headlamp, slipped it on and peered over the edge.

			“Just wait until we get below and you get the full effect. Ready?”

			“Ready.”

			After securing their harnesses, they rappelled the one-hundred-three-foot shaft until they landed on solid ground. A few seconds passed while Kai shuffled around and then hit another set of lights.

			“Wow...” Hazel breathed out the word while her gaze traveled around the spacious cavern.

			The pool, Witch’s Pot, was located to one side, where the ceiling sloped gradually down. Gurgling and bubbling, a roiling layer of steam crawled along on the top, where it drifted up in wispy strands.

			“Okay,” she said. “This is one of the coolest cave formations I’ve ever seen. I understand why Franco was so insistent that I visit.”

			Off to one side, a cluster of stalagmites and stalactites resembled a yawning mouth, complete with jagged, irregular teeth. “That must be Buster.”

			“That’s him.”

			“Why Buster?” she asked.

			“Grandpa thought it looked like a mouth full of busted teeth.”

			“It does,” she agreed. Then she looked up and promptly let out a gasp. Suspended above them, twisting and crisscrossing the space, were a mass of stalactites and helictites. Strands of varying thickness in shades of brown and gold and caramel. All woven loosely together like finely spun threads of glass. But to her, it looked like...

			“Candy!” she exclaimed loudly and then laughed. “Sorry, I get excited. But it looks like threads of caramel.”

			There was relief inside of her, too, and she welcomed the reaction, reminding her of what she most loved about traveling, why she did what she did. There was nothing like seeing something this spectacular for the very first time. She’d explored many of the very best caves the world over, and this was slated to make her list of all-time personal favorites.

			“That’s funny,” Kai said. “Emma thought the same thing.”

			“Emma?” she repeated, as curious about the person as she was about Kai’s wistful tone.

			“Oh, sorry, my ex. She always said it reminded her of making hard candy with her grandmother.”

			“Exactly!” Hazel said. “My first thought was this toffee my mom makes at Christmastime.” A sharp pang of longing struck her, and she suddenly yearned to be home for the holidays this year.

			Kai said, “So grateful the delinquents couldn’t reach high enough to do any damage in here. Or, more likely, the broken ankle put a damper on their fun before they could get to it.”

			“I am thankful for that, too,” she said and then gave him a moment in case he wanted to elaborate. When he didn’t, she said, “It’s wonderful how you’ve positioned the lights. It helps set the tone.”

			“That was my grandfather’s doing. Years ago, before he died. Franco and I were just kids, but we helped him. This place was his passion. Sacred to our family, our heritage. It would kill him if he were still alive to see what those kids did.”

			“No doubt.” An idea came to her then. “Thank you so much for taking the time to show me all of this.”

			“No problem.”

			“I’d like to repay you by—”

			“Nope. No way,” he interrupted. “Franco would never forgive me if I—”

			“Inviting you to Darcie Bluff for the holiday tasting menu with me tomorrow night.”

			“Dissed you after an invite like that,” he said, quickly changing course and making her laugh. “Yes, I believe that would be a perfectly acceptable means of payment.”

			

			“HMM.” MARGARET JAMES studied the tablet she held in her hand. Even if she weren’t already like a mom to him, Margaret would still be one of Cricket’s favorite people. He knew without a doubt that she was one of the planet’s finest humans.

			Tall and slender, she had dark blond hair and pretty, greenish-brown eyes that were warm and expressive. She was fit for her age from an active lifestyle that included a regular regimen of swimming, walking and strength training, so it was no surprise that she had the energy of a person half her age. She also possessed the sharp mind and exceptional memory you’d expect in a school principal and mother of six.

			“The inventory list is not matching up with what we have here. Let’s count again.”

			Cricket acquiesced, and then they exchanged numbers, which were the same. Looking down at the table again, she said, “We’re missing two boxes. One of toys and one of winter coats. Are you boys sure you didn’t miss anything?”

			“Pretty sure, Mom,” Tag said. “Rebekah even invited us inside for a few minutes to show us the storage area in case we ever need to load the van ourselves.”

			In this case, the storage area was a large, unused classroom in St. Steven’s Episcopal Church in Glacier City. Other donation drop points would bring their items to St. Steven’s to be stored until they could be picked up and brought to the Faraway Inn. Its largest conference room had been volunteered for use as the central hub. Once there, everything would be sorted again, wrapped and readied for final distribution a few days before Christmas.

			“Tag’s right,” Cricket said. “There was nothing else in there.”

			“Huh. Well, this is our first pick up. I suppose we can’t expect everything to go perfect from the get-go. I’ll call Rebekah.”

			“I almost forgot my good news,” Cricket said. “I got a good line on some Squixits out of Edmonton. Hoping to hear back tomorrow.”

			“Some whatty-whos?” Tag asked.

			“The Squixit,” Margaret informed him. “It’s the hot new toy this holiday season. Cricket has been trying to get his hands on some.”

			“Cricket needs to get a life,” Tag quipped.

			Margaret flashed him a playful scowl. “I’ll have you know that Cricket and I are up on all the holiday trends. Last week, he scored fifty of those fancy heated lap blankets. They’ll be gifted to some of our senior citizens. They’ve been sold out everywhere. Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do without him.”

			When she turned around to talk to another volunteer, Tag rolled his eyes, pointed at Cricket and mouthed the word favorite.

			“Okay,” Margaret said, facing them again. “That’s it for tonight. We’ve got dinner waiting for us at home. Dad made lasagna—two huge pans. Iris brought Caesar salad and garlic bread. See you guys at the house.”

			Cricket and Tag went back out to the parking lot, where Tag had left his pickup when he’d exchanged it earlier for the van. Cricket climbed inside and took a minute to check his phone. One call from an unknown number, no voice mail.

			Seven texts. Four from Hannah. Hannah lamenting the lack of snow in the weather forecast. Hannah asking when he could drop by the resort in the next day or so to talk strategy. Hannah, “so excited about our tickets”—what that meant he did not know. Her last one was a snowboarding joke, which made him smile even under the circumstances.

			There was a group message from Aidan to all their poker buddies, wondering about the next gathering’s time and place. And then an answer from Bering.

			The final message was from his friend Clark Mayfield, clueing him in on the ticket excitement Hannah referenced. As lead singer for the band Rushing Tide, he’d sent tickets for him, Hannah and her husband, Tate, to a Christmas benefit concert in Anchorage, where their band was performing later this month.

			Still nothing from Hazel.

			He pulled up her contact and tapped the call button.
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