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      Christmastime brings nothing but pain to Clara. She puts on a show for her coworkers, but every holiday, she struggles with crushing depression. This year, when she starts hearing Christmas Toys speak to her, she fears she’s finally lost it. She’s about to destroy the toys when a handsome stranger breaks into her home.

      Through the chimney.

      This is no jolly old saint. He’s over six feet of brawn and charm and dressed like a soldier. But not only does he claim to be a genuine Christmas Elf, he insists that Clara is one too—and that only she has the special magic needed to help Lost Toys find their Special Child before Christmas.

      He offers to help her, but can Clara overcome her distrust enough to trust in Christmas magic—and true love?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Winter Elf & the White Wolf

          

          GET A FREE PARANORMAL CHRISTMAS ROMANCE

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: The Winter Elf and the White Wolf]
          
        

      

      Nessie Noll is a Christmas Elf, who has always lived in the safety of Candy Cane Village in the North Pole Sanctuary. But when her father can’t accept a mission into the human world, she goes in his place.

      There’s just one wee, itsy-bitsy problem. She’s never pulled off a Christmas Miracle before. And with a terrible war raging in the magic realms and a handsome White Wolf Shifter hunting her, she’s going to need a miracle just to survive, never mind figure out how to deliver a Merry Christmas to the small mountain town of Arcana Glen.
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        December 10

        South Bend, Indiana

      

      

      “Thank you so much for coming!” Clara beamed at the departing couple, Simon and his wife Beatrice.

      “Thank you for throwing such a wonderful party!” gushed Beatrice. “So much better than the boring office party they held last year.”

      “Yes, thank you for volunteering your home and playing hostess for us,” joked Clara’s boss, Gabe Benson, also on his way out. He winked at Clara. “Saved me the trouble.”

      Gabe’s plump, glittering wife, Wanda, touched Clara on her arm. “You truly have a gift for making others feel at home, my dear.”

      Clara felt ambivalent at the remark. It was ironic. She could make others feel at home, but she always felt like a stranger, even in her own house.

      One by one, her coworkers and colleagues and their spouses who had attended Clara‘s Christmas party shook her hand or gave her an impersonal hug and said their farewells. As long as the room had been filled with chattering voices and tinkling champagne glasses, the tippity-tap of lady’s high heels on the hardwood floors, conversation and laughter, Clara had felt vibrant and alive. Almost cheery. But as the guests departed, her spirits drained from a bubbly high to swirl around a gutter low.

      Desperate to fend off the crushing depression she could feel approaching her like a storm, she threw a glance at her handsome boyfriend. He turned in time to catch her eye, but he waited until she said goodbye to the final guests before he came to her side.

      Dr Rex Umorysen was considered handsome, though his face was a bit too narrow, his nose and chin rather too pointed. His good looks were just the first of a long list of his qualifications. He was also a renowned surgeon at the city hospital. He prided himself on his expensive cars and clothes. Tonight he wore an expensive silk bespoke suit. His dark hair was brushed to the side with just enough roguish wave to make him look like a sexy pirate. His eyes were silver-grey, like ice. But the hint of ruthlessness in them only turned her on.

      She knew that they made a pretty picture together. He was a successful surgeon; she was a successful accountant. He had jet black hair; she had fiery red hair. They moved in the same circles and favored the same issues. She suspected that he planned to ask her to marry him, but she was not sure how she would answer. There was no reason to decline, except that she wasn’t sure she wanted to be married at all. Sooner or later she would have to decide between her career or his, and if she were married, she worried he’s expect her to put his first. And that was something she was determined not to do. She didn’t want children, so really, a boyfriend was just for fun. Why bother with a ring?

      Sometimes he told her he felt the same way, but if she looked at another man, he became possessive and jealous. Maybe that meant he really loved her, but it also made her a little leery of any more permanent attachment. She had always been independent, and she had no intention of giving that up.

      But that didn’t mean that she couldn’t have any fun, right? She leaned toward him and whispered in his ear, “Are you staying tonight?”

      “Sorry, babe, I can’t,” he murmured back. “I was paged just ten minutes ago. I’ve got to go in.”

      Clara suppressed a wave of disappointment. She pasted on a bright smile. The good thing about no permanent attachment was that if she was disappointed, it didn’t matter as much.

      “I heard what the boss’s wife said to you,” Rex said. “What a bitch. I hate people who are fake like that, don’t you? Pretending that she liked your party, while she was secretly pitying you.”

      Stunned, Clara revisited the compliment that had been given her. Had it actually been sarcastic, insincere?

      “You didn’t tell her about your mom, did you?” he asked. “Damn, the only thing worse than fake Christmas pity is fake Christmas pity for an orphan. Am I right?”

      “Of course I didn’t tell her⁠—”

      “That’s what I love about you and me,” he said. “We see through that ‘love and brotherhood’ crap.” He squeaked the words in a contemptuous baby-voice. Such concepts were for children and rubes, not sophisticates. “Humans are no better than animals, fighting for food, mates, territory. Dress it up in tinsel if you want! We know what’s really going at a party like this is showing off who has the biggest... candy cane.”

      He chuckled. She laughed dutifully at his inuendo. He often told her that his wit was his greatest weapon. What mattered to her was that he deigned to include her in the group too clever to be fooled by Christmas. Maybe he took jabs at everyone else, but it was them against the world.

      He grabbed her by the jaw and planted a kiss on her lips. “I’ll catch you later, I promise.”

      He was the last to leave the house. Now she was all alone. Although the lights were still on, she felt the darkness rush in and swallow her.
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        * * *

      

      Alone, Clara walked slowly back from the atrium into her large empty house. She lived in a nice neighborhood in South Bend, Indiana. The house was less than ten years old. The entire lower floor was decked out for the Christmas party she had hosted for the law firm where she worked. A 12-foot plastic tree stood in the double story Great Room. The sunken living room with a snow white wraparound couch was festooned with tasteful icicle lights and silver foil ribbon. Just a hint of red brought life to the silver and white decorations, in the form of mistletoe berries.

      All of the decorations were expensive and trendy. The only homemade touch were three old-fashioned toys sitting together over the mantle. One was an antique ballerina ceramic doll, a toy she had owned since childhood. The other two were also old. Used toys, but not hers: a classic teddy bear and a model jet airplane. They were framed by a wreath of silver leaves, red berries, and white lights.

      She enjoyed throwing the Christmas party for her colleagues, but the decorations in her house hid a lie. By Christmas day, they would all be gone. In fact, she decided, she would start packing up everything tonight. She planned to return all the decorations to the store where she had purchased them by tomorrow afternoon. The lights, the foil ribbons, the berries, and even the presents piled high under the Christmas tree, would all go back.

      She always insinuated to her colleagues that she decorated her house so profusely because she had a large extended family hiding somewhere in other states that would fly in to visit her over Christmas. When her firm asked her to work over the holidays, she always seemed disappointment that she would not get to spend time with “the family.“ But the truth was, her only family were her grandparents, who detested celebrating Christmas. She never flew out to visit them, nor did they come to see her. It was a sad time of year for all of them. Clara and her grandparents had found over the years that the best way to avoid pain was to avoid each other.

      Clara started at the plug, where the chain of lights started. Methodically, she wrapped up the lights back onto the plastic rack on which they had arrived. She might not get a full refund for the return, but that hardly mattered. As long as she could get it out of the house. That was her system: buy new decorations early in the year, return them for a refund before next year, repeat the next year. It was better to buy new, updated decorations each year than store old stuff. Since she always returned everything more than ten days before the holiday, the cost didn’t set her back too much, even if the stores paid her back in store credit.

      As she cleaned up the lights, she glanced several times over at the doll and the other two toys. What would she do with them?

      She couldn’t return those because they were already secondhand. The doll had been the only gift she had inherited from her mother. Once, a family friend had bought her a unique Nutcracker, dressed as a clean-shaven handsome soldier in white and silver. Because he was the only “boy” doll tall enough for the old-fashioned ballerina, Clara had played with them together, pretending he was the Nutcracker Prince who came to life and fought the Rat King.

      Her grandparents had thrown away the Nutcracker a long time ago. Clara had refused to let them throw away her ballerina, however.

      The other two toys were acquisitions she’d purchased at a craft fair just a few days ago. She wasn’t sure what possessed her to buy them. She’d had an impulse to put the ballerina doll over the fireplace, but the toy had looked lonely by itself. As if she missed the Nutcracker Soldier Prince…

      Clara refused to buy another Nutcracker, but she had the idea that a cluster of three toys would look better. She’d been attracted to the teddy bear because it was so cute; a classic stuffy with a face that was at once winsome and pensive. As for the model jet, it wasn’t what Clara would have picked, but the same vendor who sold her the bear had insisted on including the toy.

      “It’s a Transmorpher—a robot hero in disguise,” the woman had told her, pressing the jet into her hands with a mysterious smile. Clara knew the toy brand only from the movie, which she had seen with Rex. His pick. She hadn’t much cared for the action flick, but she wasn’t the target audience. “I just have a feeling you are the one this little toy has been waiting for.”

      “Oh, but I don’t have any children,” Clara had protested. Nor am I likely to ever have any.

      “But you will help Jet find the right child, I am sure of it,” the woman said, winking, as if sharing an inside joke. She called it, “Jet,” as if that were the toy’s name. Artists could be so odd.

      Clara supposed she could put all three toys up for auction on an internet site, but that could potentially take a long time. That defeated her goal of ridding herself of any reminders of Christmas as soon as possible—definitely before the holiday itself descended like a lead balloon on her life.

      Strand by strand, she rolled up the lights and packed them away into their boxes. The glittering light in the house became dimmer and dimmer. The foil ribbons and holly followed. The cool whites of her living room faded to gray as the Christmas lights turned off bit by bit, bulb by bulb.

      But that was nothing to the gray pall that was settling over her spirit. She felt submerged in gray, trapped behind a dark glass... that terrible sense of separateness from the world that was always the worst in December. It was as if she were only allowed to observe the world around her, but could not fully participate in it. Some switch inside her turned off, darker than the lights she had unplugged.

      She had cleared most of the decorations out of the living room. She tidied up the leftover glasses and plates to have room for the rising stack of boxes of folded decorations.

      It was only December 10. She had to survive 15 more days.

      She would have to leave the tree up, she realized. It was so prominent in the window, that it could be clearly seen from the street. If anyone from the firm drove by her house between now and December 25, they might wonder why she took down the tree. It would look odd. The neighbors might wonder about it too, if she were suddenly to take down all the Christmas lights in the yard she had spent the weekend putting up.  So to keep up appearances, the outside lights must stay as well.

      The boxes under the tree were wrapped in silver and red velvet, perfectly matching the rest of the decor. But the shiny silver boxes were like Clara herself. Beautiful on the outside… empty inside. They were only pretend gifts. There was nothing in the boxes, because she had no one in her life to give presents to.

      Even her boyfriend, Rex, would not give her a present, nor expect one from her. They had agreed on that early in their relationship. No holidays. No birthdays. No presents. No expectations. No binding contracts.

      Rex did not even know when her birthday was. It was, unfortunately, the same day as Christmas.

      The same day her mother had killed herself.
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        * * *

      

      And there it was.

      The memory she had fought to avoid. The memory hunted her down and strangled her. She sat heavily on the white couch, struggling to breath.

      A surprising number of people killed themselves on Christmas. And no wonder, Clara thought, her thoughts growing more and more bitter as dark clouds swirled around her. It was more like a torture device than a holiday. Who had invented it? Who told people that at the very time of the year when darkness swallowed the sun, when mortal flesh instinctively inclined toward sadness, you had to pretend to everyone you knew that you were happier than ever? Who would demand such a terrible lie year after year?

      Her grandparents blamed Clara’s birth for her mother’s death. “If she hadn’t gotten pregnant by that man…”

      “That man” was the man who had abandoned her pregnant mother. He was also to blame in her grandparents’ eyes. But it was the baby he left behind that was too much of a burden for the young single woman who had been Clara’s mother. Clara had been born at home at three in the morning. The midwife left at eight am. At five o’clock that same day, Clara’s mother had left her baby alone in a basinet, traveled to a public park, and driven a knife up under her sternum, through her own heart. The police found her looking picturesque even in death: she’d worn a white tulle Nutcracker ballerina costume, Queen of the Snowflakes, and lay, almost posed, in a frozen pool of her own blood, red on the white snow.

      Clara didn’t blame her mother. Or she tried not to. It wasn’t her mother’s fault that she hated her daughter so much she would rather kill herself then stay in the same world with her. Apparently, Clara was just on unlovable child. Growing up, Clara had always felt desperate to please others, knowing that if she revealed her true self, she’d have no friends...

      “I’m your friend, Clara.” The voice was soft and feminine, sweet and childlike.

      Clara jumped to her feet, whirling around to see who had spoken. There was no one else in the room. No one else in the house.

      Unwillingly, Clara dragged her eyes to the doll on the mantle place. Had the ballerina moved? Her head had been turned away, toward the teddy bear, so Clara wouldn’t have to look at the doll face. Now the face stared straight out.

      Right at Clara.

      Did the doll...?

      No!

      I’m going batty. I’ve cracked.

      “I am your friend.” The little doll pursed her rosy ceramic lips. Her face had suddenly become expressive, her blue eyes, moist with emotion. “At least, I want to be. If you’ll let me.”

      That did it. Clara marched over to the fireplace and gabbed the doll.

      “Why the hell have I held onto you for so long? You’re a toy and I’m a grown woman. And the only person you remind me of is someone I need to forget. I should have gotten rid of you a long time ago!”

      Clara carried the doll to the kitchen and tossed it into the trash.

      Just as she turned to wash her hands, a little voice seemed to sob, “Please, Clara!”

      Clara clenched her fists over her face. Control yourself, she warned herself sternly. It’s just the wine combined with depression.

      Nonetheless, to be on the safe side, she decided to destroy the doll.
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        December 10

      

      

      A growl rumbled at the back of Chris’s throat. The bestial sound was more like the noise you would expect from a werewolf then from a Jolly Christmas Elf. But Chris was not your usual Toy Maker or Cookie Baker Elf.

      He was a Christmas Knight, Special Ops.

      And he was watching a group of human bullies torture an animal, something that aroused a primordial fury inside him.

      The animal in question was a Moose Shifter, not a Reindeer Shifter. Chris had to wonder why he and his team had been summoned by the Christmas Magic. He was glad, though. Reindeer Shifter or Moose Shifter didn’t matter to him. A living being was being hurt. But there had to be a reason the Christmas Elf team had been summoned to the mundane sphere. It wasn’t their job to police humans on Earth, but to protect Christmas.

      “Hey, Rudolph, shift for us!” commanded one of the humans

      “Let’s make him fly,” said another hunter.

      Okay, maybe that explained it. These idiot humans couldn’t tell a moose from a reindeer. The morons thought they were attacking a Christmas citizen, so the Magic had summoned his team to protect the innocent victim of this misapprehension.

      The moose had been shot in one leg, not killed. And that had been deliberate. The men were torturing the moose. They wore usual snow-camo hunting gear, but also certain tokens that indicated they weren’t ordinary hunters. One wore a rabbit foot around his neck. Another wore silver gauntlets on his wrists.  A third had a band around his upper arm decorated with wolf teeth. All of them wore white badges embroidered with a silver wolf’s head and the motto: We Hunt The Night.

      Shifter Hunters. Chris Cane had encountered them before. These humans usually went after Wolves or Bears, but they had increasingly been targeting Christmas Shifters, such as Polar Bears and Reindeer.

      These men weren’t on the naughty list. They were on the downright nasty, sick and vile list. One of them was kicking the moose in the snout, laughing uproariously. The other one stomped on the animal’s back leg. Chris winced, hearing the bones crack. The moose bleated in agony. Its whole body writhed with pain.

      The response of the men?

      More maniacal laughter.

      “Break the other legs too!” the man kicking the head urged his companion. Another man lifted a hacksaw in the air. “Then I’ll start cutting the antlers. Do you really think it will change into a human?”

      “You don’t really believe that stuff about Reindeer Shifters, did you?” sneered a third.

      “Don’t kill it before you start cutting,” said the second guy. “I want to see if the thing can feel it when you cut off its antlers. Do they bleed? Let’s find out.”

      Let’s not, Chris thought to himself. Out loud, but very softly he murmured to his squad, “Jingle One, take the left. Jingle Two, take the right.”

      Only an elf or other arcane would have heard the faintest sound of pine trees stirring as the elves of his team aimed their guns at the humans.

      Chris heard a matching growl from the elf hidden in the woods beside him a few meters away. The same rage, even less contained, reminded Chris that they all needed to keep a reign on their emotions… And their magic. Their magic was meant to be used for good. But the roots of it were still rooted in the icy powers of winter Wind, and without iron control, could easily be used for revenge rather than protection.

      “Permission to use black ice, Captain,” pleaded Nathan.

      “Heck no,” snapped Chris. “They are human, and mundanes. They’re not a danger to us.”

      “They’re monsters,” spat Nathan. “The world would be better off without them.”

      Chris didn’t have time for this reindeer poop. He hissed at Nathan, and the other sniper, Tom Snekkeren, “Blue ice only. Mark. Aim. Fire!”

      The elves took their shots, and the human hunters tumbled into the snow. The magic blue ice had knocked them unconscious, doing them no harm except for the dreams they would experience during their enchanted sleep. A good person would only experience beautiful dreams under the influence of blue ice: sugar plums and chocolate kisses, or castles of silver and gold, or race cars and speed boats—whatever their fancy. But those on the nasty list would have nightmares, experiencing everything they had done to the sentient Moose Shifter from the point of view of the one they had been hurting.

      “Move in to secure the field,” Chris commanded. “Be careful. There may be other players we haven’t identified yet.”

      Now two teams of the squad converged on the targets. Chris and Nathan were on the right flank. Dixon and Tom approached from the left flank. Kasper Alfsen and Asher Candlebright were positioned further back, both as a reserve team and to crew the ballista. Above, Kirsi Gliss, a Frost Fairy, flew in circles, monitoring the action. She had six wings fit together like a glass snowflake and rotated like the blades of a helicopter.

      All of them were hyper-aware of their surroundings. Chris, Nathan, and Kasper were Winter Elves, with the superior hearing, agility and Elemental Wind magic of their kind. Dixon was a Reindeer Shifter. Although not as magically powerful as the elves, he was also equipped with superhuman hearing and speed. Tom Snekkerren was a gnome.

      In addition to their natural abilities, all members of the squad were equipped with magical weapons and armor, and very well trained to use them. The North Pole was a small sanctuary floating in the larger magical realm of Winterdom, a dimension of shattered Shards of land that hurtled through an eternal Storm of Swords. While the North Pole was a beautiful and safe place, the same could not be said for the rest of Winterdom. Most Winter Elves were Dark Elves, serving the Court of Swords. Two thousand years ago, some Winter Elves had chosen to become Light Elves, foreswear the dark, and created the North Pole sanctuary where all were welcome if they agreed to live in peace.

      Many Light Elves refused to fight at all. However, as much as Chris respected their choice to be pacifists, he and his team made a different choice. They took up arms, but only in defense. They defended the North Pole from the constant attacks by the Dark Winter Elves, and also defended North Pole citizens who were attacked in other realms.

      His team weren’t in Winterdom now. They were in the human world, in the human country called Canada. But the reindeer had been lured here somehow...It wasn’t a native Canadian deer. And perhaps the humans had been tipped off about its presence.

      Light sparkled in the clearing. Where the moose had lain, suffering, a big man in bloody flannel and jeans now lay, his body just as brutalized. The humans whooped. Two were shocked, the third gleeful and triumphant. They had proven their victim was a real Shifter.

      “Now,” Chris signaled.

      The Christmas Knights all fired their guns. Tiny pellets of enchanted Blue Ice hit the hunters, whose faces took on a stare of stupefaction. Then they fell to their knees, clutching their heads, screaming in pain. Innocent people could not be harmed by Blue Ice; they would have pleasant dreams of sugar plum princesses dancing in their heads. However, the guilty would be forced to experience a ghostly echo of the suffering they had inflicted on others. Only genuine remorse could free them from the illusion. Some men learned compassion from it, while others only doubled down on their evil.

      “Secure the targets and the package,” Chris commanded. One team disarmed the humans. The youngest human, barely out of his teens, already lay panting in the snow, his ordeal over; he had done nothing truly evil before participating in this hunt. His eyes were wide with anguish, and he didn’t resist as Dixon stripped him of his magic tokens and mundane weapons.

      “Looks like this is how they could see magic,” Dixon said, holding up a silver ring that he’d pried from the young man’s hand.

      The other two men were still weeping and wailing. They would have already relived their assault on the Moose Shifter, so whatever they were reliving now had happened earlier in their lives. Apparently, they hadn’t been very nice.

      Chris noticed that Nathan stared intently at the suffering men. Almost as if he were getting drunk on their pain...

      A shiver of concern ran down Chris’s spine. The line between justice and revenge could be razor thin, especially for Winter Elves. Though Christmas Elves might have aligned themselves with the Light, they were Azir by birth. They had the same innate talents as other Winter Elves—which included the ability to sense and amplify emotions. That could be used to channel dark emotions into something positive, but it could also be used to Flay, Slice or Devour... to wallow in the pain of others, as if it were a narcotic. And no Christmas Elves were more exposed to temptation than those who had to deal with the determined enemies of Christmas.

      “Nathan!” Chris snapped.

      Nathan blinked. He met Chris’s gaze and flushed guiltily.

      I can’t keep taking him into the field like this, Chris realized. One day he’ll cross a line that I can’t overlook. But for now, they had to finish this job.

      The other team used Wind magic to levitate the Moose Shifter, now in his human form, back to their rendezvous point. They left the humans to recover on their own.
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        * * *

      

      At their RZ, or Rendezvous Zone, Asher Candlebright, their Healer, examined the man. Light poured from Asher’s hands. The grievous wounds sealed back up, even faster than prodigious Shifter healing.

      “Thank you,” the Shifter said, startled. “You must be Wyzir.” But then the Moose Shifter looked uncertainly at Chris Cane and the Elves. He knew they had used Wind magic on him, which meant they had to be from Winterdom. “But you guys are Azir! Why would you help me?”

      Dark Elves didn’t have the greatest reputation amongst other arcanes.

      “Hey, don’t worry, mate,” said Asher in his chipper Aussie accent. He didn’t just have Fire magic, he possessed the natural charisma of the Wyzir, the Elves of Summer. “We’re all friends here.”

      Asher couldn’t just come out and say, We’re Christmas Elves. That was against the rules. He poured more Healing warmth into the Moose, and the man fell asleep.

      Kirsi Gliss fluttered down beside them. “Sarge, I don’t think the human hunters found this shifter by accident. I found this.” She held up a handful of snow. To a mundane, it would have looked like ordinary powder, but Chris could see that it glittered with black diamonds. Grimly, Kirsi lowered her voice. “I think the Dark Adept was here, along with one or two of his rats.”

      The Dark Adept was also Azir. The Dark Elf had studied black magic. He was one of the most powerful servants of King Krampus, the self-appointed scourge of Christmas. The Dark Adept’s full name was Ebzendril Bhauilfuhl. Despite his immense powers over Elemental Wind and Dark Magic, he preferred to work through puppets and underlings whenever he could. Chris had crossed his plots may times, yet only seen the Dark Adept once, from a distance. His magic signature was unmistakable, however.

      Chris nodded. It made sense that the hunters had to have had arcane help. They had probably had no idea who really gave them the tip. Bhauilfuhl’s style was to prod others to do his dirty work, while he flew free of any danger. In addition to humans, Ebzendril Bhauilfuhl had a team of Rat Shifter minions.

      She glanced down at the Moose. “I’ve located his family. He’s been missing for three days. They’re worried sick about him, especially his fiancé. They were planning a Christmas Eve Wedding. She was worried he’d gotten cold hooves.”

      “Aha,” said Chris. “So the Magic had more than one reason to summon us here. We don’t want to spoil a Christmas Romance! Kasper? Cloak us, and we’ll deliver the groom to his beloved in plenty of time for the wedding. Prepare your portals.”

      Although Chris and Nathan could also perform the spell, Kasper was the best at creating Specter Glamours, a highly specialized form of Wind. He rendered them all invisible. One by one, each man in his squad opened the large sacks that they each had as part of their standard equipment. One by one, they jumped into the sack and disappeared. The magical bags folded space-time up around them and disappeared into a puff of sparkles as well. In that way, the squad returned the Moose Shifter to his home and his bride-to-be.
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        * * *

      

      As long as the squad was in the Mundane Sphere, Chris suggested they drop in to visit Nathan Noll’s sister, Nessica Noll. She had married a Wolf Shifter from Colorado and settled with him permanently in a small town in the Rocky Mountains called Arcana Glen. As the name hinted, many arcanes lived in the town, unbeknownst to the humans among them.

      They arrived in the touristy Santa’s Village that Nessica was setting up near the town. The Christmas Knights magically changed their white camouflage to their dress uniforms, which were bright red and green with silver and gold tassels and buttons. They didn’t even have to disguise their ears or strange coloring when they strolled into the crowd of human families enjoying the tourist trap. There were candy shops, candle shops, and toy shops. Since humans thought Christmas Elves were knee-high derpy little things, that’s what the humans saw building toys in “Santa’s Workshop”: small, big-eared furry things that walked upright, wore green and red tunics, and chittered incomprehensibly or sang chipmunk-pitched carols as they worked. Sneevits. The adorable Sneevits looked like the cutest imaginable combination of a kitten, bunny, and otter. The humans thought they were animatronics. Even other arcanes imagined the Sneevits were just glamours, illusions. Only those from the North Pole realized these were real Christmas Elves, in their Sneevit form. Christmas Elves had interbred with Shifters over so many generations that they had developed their own alters, completely unique in all the Seven Spheres.

      Of course, Nessica knew of the squad’s arrival. The spontaneous jingle of all the bells in the Village proclaimed their coming. She squealed and ran to hug her brother.

      Logan Bark, her husband, strolled out more slowly. He was a Wolf Shifter.

      “Hey, Chris,” Logan said laconically.

      “Happy Holidays, Logan,” Chris grinned. “I hope you’re surviving living and breathing Christmas from November 1 to January 6. It’s not driving you crazy?”

      “It’s awful,” Logan deadpanned. “Not as bad as that mawkish sugar bomb you call the North Pole, but saccharine enough. What a wolf does for his mate!” He put his arm around Nessica and squeezed.

      Chris widened his grin, but Nessica’s brother, Nathan, cringed. “And you say we’re too saccharine?”

      “Our team just completed a Search-and-Rescue,” Chris said. “We could use a day of R & R, if we have your permission.”

      “You know I’d like to hire your whole team,” said Logan.

      Chris cut a glance at the Sneevits putting on a show of singing, rolling, and scurrying around comically as they “built” toys. “We’re more on the security side of Christmas than the entertainment side.”

      “That’s exactly what this Village need,” said Logan. “It’s a prime target for malicious magic. Even more than the rest of Arcana Glen. Think it over. It was the Big Guy’s own idea to plant a Christmas Village here, not mine!”

      “We’ll think about it,” said Chris. “For now, we’re just here to relax.”

      “Yeah, Logan, stop pestering them,” said Nessica. “Let me show you guys⁠—"

      “And we need someone to be our Santa,” Logan added. “Otherwise Nessie will make me do it, and that won’t work. I grew up being terrified of Krampus. I don’t know how to be jolly.”

      Chris nodded. Logan was a Lycan, a White Wolf Shifter, from the Dark side of Winterdom. He only found out Santa Klaus was real after he’d met a genuine Christmas Elf, Nessie Noll.

      “C’mon,” Logan wheedled. “Even if you won’t relocate your whole team here—though you should—at least lend me two guys for the season. How about Blake? He’s fat with white hair, he’d make a good Santa.”

      “Huh? Me?” Blake said indignantly. “I’m not fat! I’m big boned!”

      The Polar Bear Shifter didn’t have an ounce of fat on him; but he was a huge man, even in human form, all muscle. And he did have white hair.

      Nathan sniggered at Blake. “Ha, imagine having to deal listen to human spawn whining all day long.” He stuck his finger in his mouth as if he were retching.

      Chris narrowed his eyes. “You know what, Logan? Nessie? I think you two do need more help. I’ll give you Blake and... let’s see... you, Nathan.”

      “What?” Nathan cried. “Me?”

      “Yeah, you,” said Chris. “You need to get over your grudge, and I think spending a season or two remembering what Christmas is all about would be perfect.”

      “I’d rather shoot humans than listen to them blather about their wishes,” grumbled Nathan.

      “Exactly why you need a new assignment,” Chris said. He spoke lightly, as if it were a good prank to make Nathan stay back from more dangerous missions, but Chris remembered the look on Nathan’s face as he Devoured the pain of the human hunters.

      Nathan would have argued more, and Logan and Nessie would have shared more effusive thanks, but an alarm interrupted them. A  device on Chris’s left wrist, designed to look like an ordinary wrist watch, began to beep and flash a red light.

      “We have another mission,” he said. “Another Search & Rescue.”

      “Back in Canada?” asked Tom.

      “No, further south, in the States.” Chris frowned at his squad. “The mission is coded Low Danger. I want the rest of you to take your day off. I’m going to take this mission alone.”

      Dixon had that stubborn look that a Reindeer Shifter wore when you suggested he go on a flight for exercise, but he wanted to eat oats and watch TV.  “Sarge, that’s against protocol, especially because you know how the Dark Elves get antsy in December. It’s obvious they are hyperactive and actively seeking to capture Christmas Elves for their Solstice rituals. You can’t just go waltzing alone by yourself into a potential ambush.”

      “Objection noted,” Chris said dryly. “I’m going anyway. And the rest of you are going to relax.”

      They all started to speak at once, but Chris held up a hand in a stop motion. “End of argument.”

      Chris acknowledged the blinking light on his wrist watch, accepting the mission. Then he opened his own red sack, hopped in, and pulled the bag after him, magically traveling through spacetime to South Bend, Indiana, which was where the Magic chose to send him next.

      He had no idea what the mission would be; the Magic couldn’t tell him. It sensed someone was in danger, and that for some reason Christmas Magic was the only protection that could help them.

      He only hoped Dixon was wrong and he wasn’t jumping head first into an ambush.
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