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      After climbing into the sleigh, Jasper Sugarplum checked the list on his tablet, then checked it twice, as per the Department of Naughty or Nice Affairs (DNNA) protocols. It was four-and-a-half weeks before Christmas and two days before Thanksgiving, and he’d flown from the North Pole to Wyoming to closely monitor some of the children assigned to him.

      He was honored to have one of the most essential positions working for Kris Kringle, or Santa Claus, as most people called him. Jasper’s job, along with other agents at DNNA, was to ensure every child around the world was assessed and in the proper category before Santa received the final Naughty & Nice list on Christmas Eve. While Jasper loved what he did, he looked forward to his two-week vacation, which started the moment Santa uttered his yearly spiel—On Dasher, on Dancer, on Prancer, on Vixen...

      Maybe, with a bit of luck, Jasper could find a date for the annual New Year’s Eve party at Father Time’s to welcome the new baby. The years always went out and came in with a bang, and he wanted to participate in the festivities with a hot guy by his side. The problem was he’d been so busy lately and hadn’t been on a date in months—something he wanted to rectify as soon as possible.

      Settling onto the well-padded, heated seat, Jasper used the tablet’s stylus to mark the appropriate boxes and make several notes about the last few kids he checked in on. “Hector, nice. Emily, nice. Becky, nice. Alberto, improved to nice. And Derek... better but still needs a little work.”

      The latter talked back to his mother earlier and almost earned a naughty mark, but then he apologized so Jasper would give him a second chance. The kid had a few more weeks to get his act together, and hopefully, he would.

      As he scanned the names on the ledger once more to make sure he hadn’t missed anyone, a strong wind blew through Jasper’s hair, and he tilted his head back and sniffed the air. The incoming pre-winter blizzard had cleared the Rockies earlier than expected, and another one was reportedly coming in right behind the first. The North Pole Weather Bureau had posted warnings over the past forty-eight hours, but Jasper thought he’d be done with his cases before the first storm hit. Now, it looked like it would be a bumpy ride until he and his reindeer got further north.

      After tucking his DNNA tablet into his canvas bag, he put it in the compartment under his seat for safekeeping. He then picked up the reins, letting Nip, the temporary reindeer assigned to him, know it was time to get moving. His regular sidekick, Digger, injured his hoof the other day during the weekly reindeer games that kept the teams in shape. The NP veterinarian put him on the injured reserve list for at least a week, so Jasper had to make do with the temp. He just wished Nip had more experience flying through bad weather—this was only the third time he’d seen any action since being approved for intercontinental flights a month ago. He and Jasper’s first two trips had gone off without a hitch, with clear skies and no rough air currents. Hopefully, they’d make it over the Canadian border before things got too bad tonight.

      As if Mother Nature heard his thoughts, snow began to fall, and not just light flurries, but thick, heavy flakes that swirled around the sleigh.

      Great. Just great.

      He pulled his wool hat down over his pointed ears and slid his hands into a pair of fleece-lined gloves. He retrieved a pair of goggles from a storage compartment under the seat and put them on. As soon as they hit cruising altitude, it would be negative fifty degrees Fahrenheit, but the wind chill would drop the number even further. However, that was par for the course this time of year, and Jasper was used to it.

      Bracing himself for liftoff, he tugged at the reins. “Ready to go, Nip?”

      When the antlered animal turned his head and nodded, Jasper gave him a thumbs-up. “Awesome. Let’s head home and then grab us some brandy and snickerdoodles.” That was his favorite post-flight treat, and he could almost taste the cinnamon sugar cookies and amber liquor waiting for him. “Onward, Nip!”

      The reindeer took off at a gallop, and within six seconds, its hooves no longer hit the ground. He became airborne with the sleigh trailing behind him, lifting just in time for both to clear some pine trees. They climbed higher and higher as the snow grew heavier. Less than five minutes later, they were in near whiteout conditions, but between the sleigh’s GPS and radar guidance system, Jasper didn’t expect to run into any problems.

      When they leveled off, he sighed in relief. Takeoffs and landings were the worst in harsh weather, and Jasper’s stomach always tended to drop during those times. As they cruised along, he kept his eyes on the radar. So far, Nip was doing well. Jasper would give him high marks on the Reindeer Evaluation Sheet, which he needed to fill out when they got home. While he only had to do that for Digger if there was a flight incident, for the probationary reindeer, it was a requirement.

      A quick check of the GPS told him they had just flown over the Wyoming/Montana border and were south of Bozeman and west of Custer Gallatin National Forest. On nights like this, he wished all the reindeer had Rudolph’s shiny red nose to break through the darkness and the warp-speed appearance of the snow.

      The wind picked up even more, and the sleigh rocked hard as they flew through a patch of turbulence. Jasper’s grip on the reins tightened. It was a doozy of a storm, and he silently cursed himself for staying out longer than he should have. Nip was having difficulty remaining steady as he battled the elements. While they could attempt to get above the blizzard, the lower oxygen levels wouldn’t allow them to stay there long.

      Jasper debated whether to climb higher, even just for a few minutes, to see if they could escape the worst part of the storm. But before he could come to a decision, Nip and the sleigh were hit hard by a gust of wind that tilted them both to the side. Jasper wasn’t ready for sudden motion and slid across the seat. He was about to grab onto the railing in front of him, but another pocket of uneven air rocked the sleigh, and suddenly, Jasper was airborne—by himself.

      At first, he panicked, as gravity caused him to plummet toward the earth at a high rate of speed. He spun, twirled, and flipped to the point he didn’t know which way was up. But then his training took over, and he felt for the cord at his hip. When his fingers found it, he yanked on it, and his safety parachute deployed, slowing his descent.

      With his heart pounding, Jasper knew he wasn’t out of the woods yet. The violent winds jerked him in one direction and then another. In the darkness, he had no idea what was below him or how long he had before landing. Holding onto the straps of the parachute, he tried to keep the canopy from twisting and becoming useless. Once he was no longer flying through the air, with the not-so-greatest of ease, he would activate his tracking beacon, letting the North Pole know he was in trouble and needed them to send out a rescue team. But first, he had to get his feet on solid ground.

      Myriad trees appeared below his feet a second before he started hitting them. Pine needle-covered branches swatted his limbs, torso, and face before he was jerked to a stop. Breathing heavily, he looked up to see the parachute was caught on the top of a spectacular Douglas fir, leaving him hanging high above the forest floor. A glance downward had his stomach roiling.

      Well, reindeer crap.

      He was about sixty feet in the air—too far to just let himself drop, and the parachute couldn’t free itself with his weight pulling it down.

      As he swayed amidst the storm, he eyed the tree he was in. While he was about ten feet from the top of the massive thing, the trunk and boughs appeared strong enough to support his weight for brief periods. He needed to get the parachute straps off to start the treacherous climb down to the ground. Thank goodness all this was part of his training—but never in the middle of a freaking blizzard, thank you very much.

      Taking advantage of his body’s pendulum motion, he rocked harder until he could wrap his legs around the tree trunk. Grabbing a limb, he pulled himself closer to the tree’s center. Once confident he had a good grip and the tree would hold him, Jasper found the multi-purpose tool attached to his belt and used the knife attachment to cut through the straps around his torso and over his shoulders. As soon as he was free, without his weight holding it down, the parachute ripped from the top of the tree and flew away.

      Taking a deep breath, Jasper let it out, then slowly began to work his way down the tree. His feet slipped occasionally, and several times, he was tempted to remove his gloves to get a better grip, but he knew their thickness protected his hands. With the heavy snow still coming down, it was difficult to see where the next branch was to put his feet on. At one point, about a third of the way down, his jacket caught on a sharp twig, and as he tried to maneuver himself free, he heard the fabric tear. Before he realized what was happening, his tracking beacon was ripped off his jacket and hurtled to the ground, disappearing into a pile of snow.

      Cookie cutters!

      Hopefully, the device hadn’t been damaged in the fall.

      Jasper eyed the distance he still had to go—twenty, maybe twenty-five feet. An estimated eight or nine inches of snow blanketed the forest bed—four of which fell the night before. It was still coming down like crazy, and from the forecast, they expected close to a foot and a half before the storm was over.

      As he looked for the next branch he could step on, another strong gust of wind blew through the trees, and the bough Jasper’s right foot balanced on snapped under his weight. There was no chance to catch himself before he plunged toward the earth, bouncing off the rest of the branches, each one more painful than the last. He landed on the ground with a resounding thud, and the breath was knocked from his lungs. Agony briefly coursed through his body before it faded as his mind went black.
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