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      Christmas used to be my favourite time of year. As you grow older, it loses some of its magic. It’s hard to maintain the eager anticipation of youth when you send your parents an Amazon Wishlist. Don’t get me wrong, I love Christmas; it’s still the Most Wonderful Time of the Year. However, when you’re sixteen, and the only plans you have for the winter break are mandatory reading and work, it takes away some of the sparkle and shine of Christmas.

      “Ingrid, can I leave an hour early today? I still have a few more presents to buy,” I pleaded with my manager.

      Mum and Dad were so proud when I told them I got a job at La Patisserie just outside London. We’d argued a lot about my first job. They thought it would give me independence and teach me how the world works. I thought that it would be yet another demand on my time, but I loved it once I started.

      The small, family-owned bakery had a total of six employees, including me. Claude, the baker, his wife Pauline, and their daughters Marion and Penelope. The latter was my age and great fun to work with. And there was Ingrid, the Polish manager they had hired to help promote and run the bakery. She ran a tight ship, but I was confident she would agree to my request. It was four p.m. on Christmas Eve, and the shop was empty not only of customers, but of wares to sell. They had completely wiped us out. Claude and his family were prepping for the next day, and I had finished tallying the sales and tidying up the small café area.

      Ingrid glanced over at Claude. The Frenchman smiled and winked at me. “Sure, go ahead, and Happy Christmas,” Ingrid said with a smile.

      I jumped with glee, clapping my hands excitedly. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” I beamed, flinging my arms around the manager in a tight hug. I could tell it was making her uncomfortable, so I stepped back and said, “Happy Christmas, Ingrid!”

      I pulled my apron off and ran to the back to hug Claude and his family. “Joyeux Noël!” I told them on my way to the staff room to grab my things.

      Wrapping my coat tightly around myself, I pulled on my grey wool hat, matching scarf, and gloves. It had to be -5 outside. Winter this year had been exceptionally bitter; I couldn’t remember it ever being quite so cold.

      I flung on my backpack and headed out before Claude caught up with me.

      “Attend,” he said, handing me a small white cardboard box wrapped in brown twine. A small white envelope was tucked inside. It was stamped with a gold snowflake, and my name was written in gold ink in the most beautiful calligraphy I had ever seen.

      “Happy Christmas,” he said with a thick accent. “Some Christmas goodies for you and your family and a Christmas bonus for all your hard work these last few months.”

      I thanked him and opened the envelope, curious to see what was inside. There was a hundred-pound note in it! “Oh my gosh, Claude. It’s too much! I promise I’ll come in early for my next shift,” I said, barely suppressing the tears that welled in my eyes. This man and his family had already done so much for me.

      “Ne t’inquiète pas, petite,” he replied, waiving away my objections.

      My French had significantly improved at the Patisserie, so I replied, “Merci beaucoup, Claude. Joyeux Noël,” as I blew a kiss and headed for the next train into London.

      Another thing that took some of the magic away from Christmas was trying to navigate the London Underground. London was busy enough any other time of the year, but it seemed even more chaotic at Christmas. Tourists from all over the world come to spend the holiday season here; the bright lights and the big city drew people like moths to a flame. Pushing past everyone, I headed up the stairs from the Underground towards my favourite place to shop in London: Oxford Street.

      London at Christmas was breathtaking. Every storefront, every tree was bathed in light. But the place that really made my heart sing was Oxford Street. I took in the display. A huge Christmas angel was suspended between the storefronts on either side of the street; its wings spread wide as if in flight. It always amazed me how they managed to make an angel out of lights look so lifelike. The cold air whipped at my face, but I couldn’t move; I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the Christmas angel. My skin was covered in goosebumps, and I shivered from delight as well as the cold. This was the true magic of Christmas.

      For just a moment, I swore the angel's wings actually moved, and a strange tingling sensation ran through my body. It felt like the air was charged with something I couldn't name but somehow recognized deep within. I dismissed it as excitement, but part of me wondered if there was something more to the feeling.
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      Tonight was the night. I was finally going to get my shot. A week before last Christmas, I travelled to the North Pole to participate in the reindeer games: three days of tryouts to test character, agility, magic control, and spirit.

      Being part of the team that pulled Santa’s sleigh on Christmas Eve was a true honour for my family. And yes, I'm talking about the real Santa, not some fake, storefront set-up.

      I first shifted into my reindeer form two years ago when I was fifteen, and ever since, I had dreamed of being a part of Santa’s team.

      My family hadn’t had a place on the team since my great, great, great grandfather. Santa had lost his trust in the Prancer family after my grandfather arrived late one Christmas Eve. He was supposed to lead the other reindeer, and he wasn’t just a little late either. He had overslept and arrived almost three hours late. Santa demoted him to the third spot and moved Jacob Rudolph to the front of the herd.

      Everyone knows the story of Rudolph, the famous, red-nosed reindeer. For generations, the Rudolph family rode his wave of fame until Sarah Blitzen won the reindeer games and was granted the lead of the herd.

      It was my family’s turn. Unfortunately, we have a bit of a reputation for being foul-tempered. When Jacob Rudolph was promoted above my grandfather, the winner of the reindeer games, he lost his temper and almost ruined Christmas. Santa’s a great guy, but it took him a long time to trust anyone from my family again.

      My parents had hoped I might be accepted to North Pole University, where many shifters trained in magical arts and holiday traditions. It was the most prestigious education a young shifter could receive, but I'd need to prove myself first. The first full moon after my fifteenth birthday, I turned. The very next day, I cracked open the reindeer shifter history books.

      I practised every full moon and did everything I possibly could to hone my skills. I wanted to be a part of the team so badly. I needed everyone to see that my family had honour and integrity. Despite our bad tempers, we were good people and great reindeer.

      Reindeer shifters worldwide make the trip to the North Pole every December for the reindeer games. Shifters who live in frigid climes tend to win because they are used to the frosty conditions. Hundreds take part, and each year, only nine are chosen. I was one of them this year. Not just one of them, I had been granted the lead position. I was so excited that I felt like I had eaten one hundred sugar pops and was on a permanent sugar high. I could already feel Santa’s magic running through my veins. Mum even said that I was walking a little taller; it truly was a dream come true. For all of us Prancers.

      The tradition was that the chosen shifters would take their family’s portal to the North Pole at eight o’clock on Christmas Eve. We would have dinner with Santa and go over the plans for the evening. We would discuss the route to take, the speeds, commands, and safety. And, at midnight when the moon was at its highest, we would shift to our reindeer forms, gear up, and fly.

      I wanted to show Santa that he had chosen the right reindeer for the job. His trust in me was something I treasured. I wouldn’t repeat the mistakes of the past, and I took my responsibility seriously.

      I needed an outfit for dinner that said, ‘Santa, I won’t disappoint you.’ It also had to say, ‘I’m a Rockstar,’ because that’s exactly how I felt.

      I usually hated shopping. I let my sister do it for me; she’s so much better at it. But tonight was different; I needed just the right ensemble to fit the occasion.

      I had spent the better part of three hours going from store to store, but nothing seemed to fit what I had in mind. I wanted something more in tune with Christmas, something festive and fun.

      This is hopeless, I thought to myself after leaving another store empty-handed.

      I watched as everyone hurried around the well-lit streets while Christmas carols boomed from the loudspeakers. It gave me chills, but the good kind. I enjoyed people watching, seeing everyday people go about their lives, unaware of all the magic surrounding them. I always wondered how different things would be if people didn’t lose their belief in magic as they grew up.

      It was one of the best things about being a shifter, seeing and feeling the magic in everything around me. I turned and headed up towards Oxford Street, hoping to find what I was looking for.

      I sighed as I admired the Christmas decorations – the snowflakes, the flashing Santas, and even the glittering reindeer,  which made me laugh. Each store looked like they were trying to outdo the store before on levels of Christmas spirit.

      The air was electric; it made me even more excited for midnight. I was so lost in the moment that I didn’t pay attention to where I was going. I walked straight into a girl. She had apparently decided that the middle of the street was the perfect place to stand and stare into space.

      “Sorry,” I said simply, grabbing her shoulders so we wouldn’t tumble to the ground. She barely registered what had happened, so I kept going. I felt a pull towards Jessie’s, a department store. I could feel the magic pulling me inside; my outfit called to me. I could feel it.
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      “Would you like that gift wrapped, miss?” asked the sales clerk whose name tag read Tom.

      “Yes, please,” I replied with a grin.

      I stood waiting and breathed a sigh of relief; I had finally bought the last of my Christmas gifts, my outfit for Christmas Day, and still had a little money to spare.

      “Jingle Bell Rock” played over the store speakers as I watched Tom fold the brown leather jacket I had bought for Dad and place it neatly in a large white box. I marvelled at how elegantly he folded the red wrapping paper decorated with snowflakes and finished it off with a white and silver glittering ribbon. It was impressive.

      I checked my phone and saw I had two messages. The first was from my Mum reminding me that dinner was at eight-thirty and to message her as soon as I was on the train home. The second text was from my BFF, Louise. She had sent pictures of the dress and shoes she bought for a New Year’s Eve party and was panicked because she couldn’t find a bag to match. Little did she know, I had the perfect bag for her as her gift.

      “Here you go, have a Happy Christmas,” Tom said, handing me the large bag containing all my gifts.

      “Thanks, you too!” I smiled back and headed downstairs. My shoulders ached from carrying the multiple bags. I looked out of the large windows on the second floor and noticed it had started to snow. I hated the cold, that feeling of not being able to move your fingers as the freezing temperatures froze your joints.

      I checked the time and saw that I still had about an hour before the store closed and about an hour and a half before I had to catch the last train to Kent.

      The idea of waiting in the cold London Underground held no appeal, so I headed to Jessie’s famous café next to the home department. As I approached the café, the smell of gingerbread, chocolate, and coffee filled the air. It wrapped around me like a blanket. I inhaled deeply, not wanting to miss any of the fragrances.

      The café was still busy; five people were ahead of me in line, but I didn’t mind. I needed time to decide on what I wanted. Glancing at the Christmas specials, mint chocolate mocha jumped out at me.

      “Yep, that’s what I’m having,” I said out loud rather cheerfully, forgetting I was standing in a busy café.

      The couple in front of me turned and gave me a look like I was a crazy person. I could feel my cheeks go red with embarrassment.

      “Sounds good. What was your choice again?” asked a smooth, friendly voice I didn’t recognise. Confused, I turned around and saw the cutest guy I had ever seen in my life. He looked like something out of the pages of a magazine: tall, with short dark hair, green eyes, and a chiselled jawline to rival George Clooney’s.

      “Wow,” I breathed.

      He chuckled and his face lit up like a Christmas tree. He was amazing! My stomach knotted in excitement, butterflies fluttering around, making me shift uneasily from foot to foot.

      “I’m in the mood to celebrate, and I hate to drink alone. Can I buy you a coffee?” he asked.

      How romantic, straight out of a romcom! Did I want a cute guy to buy me a coffee? DUH!

      “That would be brilliant,” I replied though I had meant not to sound quite so eager. He smiled and asked, “What are you having?”

      When I told him, he chuckled once more and replied, “Excellent choice. I think I will have the same.”

      I couldn’t believe a guy like him was talking to me. I’m not one to toot my own horn; I’m pretty enough. But the kind of girl that random guys flirt with? My friend Louise was such a girl. I’m short for my age, with cropped brown hair, a button nose, and eyes too big for my face. It gives me a slightly cartoonish look that most people would describe as cute.
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