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      Christmas is the best time of the year…except when you accidentally hit Rudolph with your car.

      I’ve had a year. I’ve moved back home. Given my ex a second chance. (And failed.) And now I’m slowly caving like a wedding cake left out in the rain under my mother’s pressure to hurry up and marry. Someone. Anyone. Before all the good ones are gone.

      Small town living at its best, right?

      Well, one good man isn’t gone yet. Unfortunately, this hunky veterinarian has a county-wide fan group blowing up his phone with fake animal emergencies. Oh, and Haden’s also my ex-boyfriend’s older brother.

      Totally off limits.

      But when I run over Rudolph—totally not my fault as he was out playing reindeer games before his big night of guiding Santa’s sleigh through a huge Canadian blizzard—Haden is the only one I can think to call.

      But will he be able to see Rudolph’s nose, too? Or will he think I’m as crazy as the rabid women leading his fan group? And what will happen to us both when we interact (*cough, cough* and kinda interfere *cough, cough*) with the magical world just before its most important date of the year?

      A small town, age gap, ex-boyfriend’s brother, Christmas romance that is a romantic comedy, and also paranormal (ish), but don’t forget it’s also a sweet, closed door romance that’s also a light romantasy. Whew. Yeah. It’s got all the things. And it’s also set in Canada, eh? So grab your toque* and let’s read!

      * Toque (n: toock): A warm knitted cap in Canadian speak. You know…a toque so you don’t freeze your noggin.
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            Glossary of Canadian Stuff

          

        

      

    

    
      Here in Canada we are quirky. We measure distances in time, kilometres, and miles. Oh, and yards. Sometimes metres, too. And feet. And volume? Well, we have litres, millilitres, gallons, cups, pints, and on and on. It’s like we have our own little secret language up here and we’ve spent our long, cold winters dreaming up silly ways to confuse outsiders. And ourselves.

      So, in case you haven’t heard some of these terms, bud, I’ve set you up with a little glossary of words that are as Canadian as Canuck.

      Good luck, eh? And sorry for the confusion.

      ALSO NOTE: This book uses Canadian spelling which is basically British spelling. (Except when we veer off like a startled rabbit and use a different form of spelling. What can I say? Our little melting pot includes spelling.)

      Ready? Let’s hit it. Here’s your glossary:

      Toque: (rhymes with duke) a warm knitted hat to keep your noggin warm so you don’t freeze your ears off.

      Noggin: Your head.

      Mitts/Mittens: Not just for little kiddos. These typically keep your hands warmer than gloves, and have plenty of insulation which will hopefully keep your digits from freezing. Your fingers basically hang out in an insulated room together, and your thumb has its own ‘sleeve’ like in gloves.

      Parka: A thick winter coat for the coldest weather. Typically reaches down to mid-thigh or lower, and has a hood which is often trimmed with fake fur.

      Sorels: A formerly Canadian winter boot company (now owned by Columbia). These boots were originally made specifically for the frosty Canadian winters so you could ice fish or stand around as a liftie all day without freezing your toes off. I have a pair that are over 30 years old, and they’re still warm.

      Liftie: A person who ‘throws chairs’ at the ski hill. Or, in plain speak, a person who stands out in the cold, and runs the lifts that carry skiers up the mountain.

      Celsius: Temperature unit measurement. Quick reference: -25 Celsius is -13 Fahrenheit. 0 degrees is the freezing point in Celsius.

      Block heater/Oil pan heater: Canadians often plug in their gas-powered vehicles when it gets to about -20 Celsius or lower. Why? This little heater prevents the engine oil from getting so viscous that the engine can’t turn over (start).

      North Pole: Where Santa lives in Canada’s north. Sorry, Finns. We believe he’s Canadian. Then again, what does Joulupukki need the North Pole for? He’s a goat.

      Joulupukki: (My mom pronounced it yo-loo-pookey) A Finnish Christmas figure who happens to be a goat.

      Yukaflux: Chopped up fruit tossed into a bucket of alcohol such as rum or vodka.

      Fish and Wildlife: A department under the Alberta government that deals with the regulations and legislation regarding fish and wildlife species, and their management within the province. This includes a staff of enforcement officers and biologists who deal with fish and wildlife questions, issues and incidents.

      Alberta: A province in Canada that has two NHL teams, because we’re just that Canadian. (I’m not speaking for the minority separatists here, who think we’d rock it solo. They have maybe forgotten that we live on indigenous lands, and there are treaties protecting their land and those associated rights.) Alberta’s landscape ranges from the prairies to the beautiful rocky mountains.

      NHL: National Hockey League, which is actually international since it includes teams from both Canada and the states. Alberta is home to the Edmonton Oilers and the Calgary Flames.

      The States: The United States of America.

      Chinook: (pronounced shin-ook) A term attributed to the Chinook people. A warm wind that blows over the rocky mountains from the Pacific Ocean. Referred to as a “snow eater” by the Blackfoot people. The region around Calgary can go from -20C to +20C in a 24-hour period during a winter Chinook.

      Eagle Ridge: Fictional town.

      SRO/School Resource Officer: A member of the RCMP or local police service that works in schools. The idea is to prevent crime, act as a liaison, offer guidance, and promote safety, as well as foster community relationships.

      RCMP: Royal Canadian Mounted Police. Canada’s national police service which was formed in 1873.

      Oma: German for grandma.

      Eh?: (rhymes with hey) A truly Canadian expression we tack onto the end of sentences. Although, these days it sounds like more of a ‘hey’ than an ‘eh?’

      Eh is a signal we are done talking, and the other person may now speak without interrupting us. It can also be a casual way to confirm agreement, or to check if the other person is still following what we’re saying.

      Yeah, no.: Yeah, I hear you and my answer is no (just softened a bit so as not to hurt anyone’s feelings).

      Yeah, no. Of course.: Of course.

      Yeah, no. Maybe: Maybe.

      No, yeah: No, of course. You’re right. I agree.

      Twenty-sixer: A bottle of liquor that is roughly 26 ounces, and even though Canada now uses millilitres, we still call the 750mL bottle a “twenty-sixer” or a “2-6” or a “two-sixer” even though we no longer measure in ounces. Not to be confused with a two-four, which is a pack of 24 beer.

      Millimetres (mm) and Millilitres (mL): Units of measurement.

      25.4 mm = 1 inch.

      4000 mL is roughly 1 U.S. gallon.

      Appies: Appetizers

      Boxing Day: The day after Christmas. December 26th. This is a big day for store sales in Canada where you may find great deals on everything from clothing to electronics.

      U-ey: U-turn. When you turn your car 180 degrees to head in the opposite direction in which you’ve just come. You may also hear it referred to as: “pull a U-ey” or “whip a sh*tty.”

      Correction line: In Alberta, the prairies have roads which, for the most part, are set out in a grid pattern. (Some of the remaining main routes that were used a hundred to a hundred-and-fifty years ago, which linked the various forts between the bigger towns of Calgary and Edmonton, for example, still remain. These old cattle trails meander a bit, and you can see it in parts of the 2A, and the C&E Trail (Calgary and Edmonton Trail).)

      Anyway, since the earth is round, laying down a grid doesn’t totally world. It gets warped and wonky after a certain distance, hence the need to correct that grid to return it to its lovely square dimensions. That leads us to correction lines.

      In Alberta, the back country roads are set out with a road every two miles going north-south, and one every mile going east-west. To fix the round-earth-induced warped wonkiness, the north-south road are off-set to the west by a bit every few miles (leading to a T-intersection), and creating a “correction line.”

      Riding/Ridden shotgun: When you ride where the shotgun goes—in the passenger seat.

      Sorry?: Sorry, I didn’t catch that.

      Sorry: An apology.

      Sorry: Also, sometimes not an apology, and just something Canadians say such as, “Sorry, just gotta scoot past you.” Or, more popular, “Sorry,” when we bump into something inanimate. That is an apology, though. Just not a particularly necessary one.

      Stats Canada: Statistics Canada. A marvellous group of sociologists collecting census data, and more, on the Canadian population. (AKA someone I would be if I desired city life. Lucky for you, I chose the unstable career of an artist. Yay.)

      Christmas hamper: When for the less fortunate, it’s usually a box of foodstuffs, along with other items such as gifts for children and teenagers. Essentially ensuring that they, too, get a nice Christmas meal and some gifts.

      To boot: Example: He was a generous guy to boot. No, you’re not going to take the boots to him/kick him. This simply means ‘he was also a generous guy.’

    

  


  
    
      To you, my dear reader. May this book tickle your funny bone.

      

      Hugs, love, and endless maple syrup,

      XO,

      Jean
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      To add to the authentic Canadianness of this Canadian story, this (Canadian) author uses Canadian spellings. Enjoy!

      

      P.S. There is a glossary of Canadian terms a few pages before this—in case your ereader pops open to this page and skips over showing it to you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            ~ Tamara ~

          

        

      

    

    
      Was Travis Tritt single? And if so, how old was he? Because that man sure could croon some Christmas carols, and the rightness of his voice singing All I Want for Christmas Dear is You sent my mind spinning down romantic avenues as fat snowflakes flew past my windshield.

      It was the night before Christmas Eve in the Rocky Mountain foothills, and I loved a white Christmas—which it most definitely was. Although the winter storm was maybe a bit too thick for my liking as I drove home from a family dinner. Tonight, my mom, after giving up on trying to convince me to take another crack at dating my ex-boyfriend Kade, had come dangerously close to badgering me into accepting a date with my former high school English teacher. The man was only four and a half years my senior, but date Mr. Devilson? No way. His real name was Mr. Derekson, but none of us had called him that. I might be single, and I might not have someone to curl up with in front of the fireplace in my old farmhouse tonight, but I wasn’t desperate.

      Dejected about my options? Most definitely.

      But I left the desperation for my mother. Ever since I’d moved back home last summer to reunite with my ex-boyfriend, Kade, she’d renewed her mission to get me down the aisle before ‘all the good ones were taken.’ I think she might have hidden in her room to cry it out when our romantic reunion had only lasted a few weeks.

      Or it could have been the very public way it had combusted, and the delight in which the gossips had swarmed her in hopes of getting the straight goods under the guise of returning old casserole dishes or borrowed books. I was pretty sure my mom now had more of both than she’d ever loaned out.

      To rights, the final breakup fight between Kade and I had been rather epic. We’d covered everything under the sun, from who had changed the most in the years we’d been apart, to whether or not his recent ex-girlfriend’s botanicals (AKA herbs, supplements and vitamins) actually worked and were worth the high prices, to who’d scratched his new F-150.

      The answers: me, maybe, and me again.

      Yes, my time in the city had changed me. Everyone kept saying that, and yet my life didn’t feel that much different. Same small town, a job that was going nowhere, no horses of my own, and still single.

      Although, I did have a better sense of myself now, and was more willing to stand up for what I wanted. Hence the epic break-up fight.

      As for the scratched truck, Kade didn’t have any evidence, and my lips were sealed forever, due to the way he’d defended Jannifer’s botanical vitamins with a vigour that had raised my hackles to their fullest, prickliest heights. I’d died on that hill—one so mighty that if I ever even needed so much as a bottle of Vitamin C, I’d have to drive to the next town over and buy them in secret, or hear about it until the end of time.

      Back to the truck. There was only one witness to the paint scratching, and that was Kade’s super-smart, handsome, womanizing older brother, Haden. He’d been there when I’d backed the borrowed pickup and horse trailer past a fence post, and had accidentally screeched along some barbed wire.

      I was pretty sure Haden wouldn’t give me up to his sibling, though. He tended to avoid me and my endless curious questions about animals—he was a veterinarian. However, over the years, I’d caught him smirking with amusement whenever I’d finally make a dig or two back at Kade. It was likely nothing more than some sort of sibling rivalry, and the resulting joy at seeing his gregarious, do-no-wrong younger brother get a bit of pushback.

      It certainly didn’t stem from a fondness for me, a woman eight years his junior. And anyway, I was a bother to him, someone often in need of rescue. I was so clueless about being a bother that Kade had needed to pull me aside when I was seventeen and give me a heads up. I’d bothered Haden for years, assuming his patient kindness and depth of knowledge was an invitation to pummel him with questions.

      Really though, was it any surprise that I’d been led on? Haden had a whole fan group in Eagle Ridge, as well as the surrounding county. They ran a constant parade through his veterinarian clinic with what I suspected were fake emergencies. I was also fairly confident that he loved it, as I’d never once, in all our years of sharing the same town, seen him with the same woman more than a time or two.

      Yeah, he was that guy.

      On top of it all, he was a practical small-town vet, sure and reliable. And I was the gal with the ooey-gooey love for my little fur babies. He didn’t do ooey-gooey. How was he even brothers with Kade, who’d found my fur-baby tendencies adorable?

      I tightened my grip on the steering wheel and grumbled to myself. At least Haden would no longer have to suffer through seeing me at the Powell family dinners, vacations, or other family events. He’d always slip in just in time for Christmas Eve dinner, bordering on being late as he took the spot on my other side at his mom’s big table. I suspected he hid out somewhere until supper because of me.

      Come to think of it, Haden might reveal my truck-scratching secret to his brother. But, if he was the good businessman I believed him to be, it would be in his best interest not to. After all, I was the primary guardian of my landlord Carl’s ageing horse, and Haden would want to ensure those hefty vet bills got paid out to his clinic, and not his back-up veterinarian friend one town over, who generally dealt with his overflow emergencies.

      I slowed my car as another wash of flakes reduced my visibility, and I squinted out into the night, waiting for the snow burst to wane. When it did—and still feeling the sureness of the hard-packed, snow-covered gravel road beneath me—I sped up again.

      My life might not be perfect, and it might be lacking a husband and kids, but at least it was, for the most part, filled with things I was choosing for myself. That included everything from my wonderfully cheesy horse-themed Christmas sweatshirt to my rented farmhouse and barn, to the semi-adopted horse, Dolly, and my new job as a teacher’s educational assistant.

      Even my bestie Char could see I was happy to be back in the country again after my stint in the city with her…although, she worried I wasn’t finding enough adventure. Which I could understand. Some days I was lonely, and wondered what I was doing with my life. Was I wasting my best years? Would I ever find anyone out here?

      Days like that had me tempted to drop it all and move closer to the Spruce Meadows horse training facility in the slim hope of getting to work with horses. I was inexperienced, but maybe I could muck out barns or back up trailers. Or just muck out barns. I didn’t have a great track record with backing up a trailer.

      As for adventure, though? I didn’t want or need it in the way Char did. And after her run-in with the magical world last summer, I was fine right where I was, thank you very much. It turned out fairy godmothers were real, and Char, as a result, had landed herself in some hot water. Try owing a fairy godmother over one-hundred grand thanks to a backlog of granted wishes, and then face the ogre accountant while sorting out repayment. I shivered just thinking about it. Thank goodness I was past helping Char through all of that business, and my life was blessedly back to normal. No magic. No magical creatures. Just me living alone in the country.

      So alone.

      The only male in my bed was my rescued tomcat stealing the blanket in the night.

      Sighing, I wondered for the eight millionth time if coming back home had been a mistake. I’d never find a husband out here. That meant never starting a family. And with my current salary, never being able to afford a hobby farm on my own.

      A gust of wind obscured the dark road with another flush of falling snow, and I squinted, leaning forward in the driver’s seat again. It was only a bit after seven o’clock, but for those of us in the northern hemisphere, especially Canada, we were fully into the depth of shorter days.

      I rubbed my left eye and peered out at the endless snow tumbling from the sky, making it impossible to see. Sensing movement to my hood’s right, I snatched the bunch of mistletoe I’d rather optimistically hung from my rearview mirror and tossed it onto the passenger seat. Why I’d thought I’d be driving a single man around in my car this holiday season—or that we’d find ourselves ‘under the mistletoe’ so-to-speak—I have no idea. I blamed my mother and her constant campaign to get me married off. (Or worse, back together with Kade.)

      Maybe instead of moping about being alone, I needed to spend more time with my friends. I should ask the GAL PAL squad—my former roommates—to stay over for longer than our planned, one-night New Year’s celebration. They could stay an extra day, and we could bake, watch movies and give each other pedicures.

      I tapped the brakes as something reflected back at me from the ditch, my heart thumping. Was that an animal?

      No. Just a reflector on a buried line marker. Country roads were the worst at night. I thought anything that flashed in my headlights’ glare might be animal eyes.

      I couldn’t wait to get home, stretch out on my couch in front of the fireplace and Christmas tree, take off my bra and sip hot chocolate.

      My phone chirped with a text, and I wished again that I was home so I could read it.

      No, not a real wish.

      I didn’t need to follow my best friend Char into massive fairy godmother debt with some ill-thought-out wishes. Even several months later, I could still barely believe that fairy godmothers were real—and that they charged exorbitant amounts when they granted wishes. It made me very leery of using the W word—wish.

      As for reading texts while driving, I was simply envious of vehicles where a person’s phone and car stereo spoke to each other, and thus the driver.

      Anyway, it was likely only Samantha texting the group, which meant it could wait. She’d been fighting with her very lovely boyfriend Malachi for weeks, and seeing that they lived together, she needed a friend to calm her down every so often so she didn’t break up with him. Which lately, seemed to be a couple of times a day.

      But I knew someone else would talk her off the ledge in our group chat. It used to be called GAL PAL—Giggle and Laughter, Pouring our hearts and Listening. Now, it had been renamed to Save S&M. I didn’t like the new name—it made me think of sadomasochism, and not saving Samantha and Malachi. I couldn’t wait until her relationship was on solid ground again so I could change the name back.

      Ignoring my phone’s bings and boops, along with the phantom eyes in the ditch, I leaned back, relaxing my grip on the steering wheel. I was almost home.

      I stretched to twist the radio dial, cranking up Travis Tritt as he finished singing All I Want for Christmas Dear is You. Maybe one little wish to Estelle, the fairy godmother, wouldn’t hurt…

      How much would it cost to wish for love?

      When I glanced back at the road from the radio, it was like someone had emptied a bag of bounding reindeer in front of me.

      Wait. Reindeer? We weren’t that far north, despite what some tourists believed. We only had mule and white-tailed deer in the foothills. And the occasional moose or elk.

      My thoughts were quick as I jammed on the brakes. My convertible Sebring slid one way, then the other. I furiously corrected and braked, squealing as the herd jumped around on either side of my car. Antlers created finger-like shadows in my headlight’s beams. In front of me. Behind me. Surrounding the car were furry hooves and wide, dark, terrified eyes.

      There was a thud as a hoof hit the door on the passenger side. A white-and-brown belly blocked my view as a reindeer leapt over the hood. How many were there? It felt like they’d never stop jumping and landing.

      A small red light appeared before me. I made a hard left, spinning as I jammed the brakes, afraid I was about to rear end someone I couldn’t see due to the falling snow and flying deer.

      I could have sworn the deer were intermittently flying.

      But if they were, they wouldn’t be on the road, would they?

      There was another flicker of red as my car finished its spin. I was still moving forward. A deer jumped in the same direction I was heading, and my bumper made contact with a dull thump.

      Then the reindeer were gone. There was nothing but darkness and empty road as my car finally slid to a halt, sideways across the snowy country road, sending tunnels of light into the ditch’s grove of bare trees.

      It had only been a few seconds of twisting my way through the herd, but it had felt like minutes.

      I unclenched my hands from the steering wheel and flicked on my emergency flashers, grateful I hadn’t hit the steep, snow-filled ditch. I left the car running, as per my mom’s advice about collisions and the ignition kill switch that wouldn’t allow you to restart a vehicle post-accident. I hopped out to check the damage, ensuring my thick winter coat was zipped up to my chin.

      In the glow of Benjamin’s—my car’s—headlights, I could see my bumper had lost the quick battle. It hung crookedly, the blue plastic sporting a jagged hole bigger than a hoof, and there were bits of brown fur stuck around it.

      Oh, no.

      I scanned the dark road behind my car. Something red was flashing on the ground, almost in time with my car’s flashers. Had one of the deer kicked out a taillight? I walked toward it, my car highlighting the road with a rosy red glow every half second. My lost taillight was by a deer who was lying on its side. Weird that the light was still working.

      I approached slowly, and tears wet my eyes as guilt took over. The poor thing! The deer had its back to me, ribcage heaving. What if it was severely injured, and I had to call someone to put it down?

      Stupid Travis Tritt and the stupid radio. Why hadn’t I been watching the road?

      I pulled out my phone to use its flashlight to help me see better as I approached, talking softly so as not to startle the animal, like Haden had once taught me when I was a teen. The deer was smaller than I’d expected, and as I took it in, I ruled out the possibility that it might be a mule deer. It wasn’t a white tail, either. It seriously looked like a woodland caribou—AKA reindeer—like they kept at the Calgary Zoo. Had one gotten out and travelled all this way undetected?

      As I circled the beast, I located the blinking red light. It wasn’t a lost taillight. Not at all.

      The blinking red light was on the end of the reindeer’s nose.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The magical world was back. Back in my life, where it didn’t belong. Where I didn’t want it.

      With a shaky voice, I commanded my phone to call Char as I ran back to the warmth of my car. If anybody would know what to do, as well as not to immediately jump to the conclusion that I was crazy, it was my best friend since ninth grade. The day we’d met, she’d saved me from a very scary spider, nonchalantly scooping it into her hands—her bare hands—and saving me. We’d been best friends ever since.

      And right now, I needed her spider-scooping hands and level head.

      We’d dealt with some rather unreal things last summer, thanks to her fairy godmother, but nothing quite like this. There’d never been magic in Eagle Ridge. This small town had always been perfectly, safely boring.

      I bit my bottom lip and dropped into the driver’s seat as Char picked up, closing the door behind me to keep the heat inside the cab.

      “It’s piña colada time!” cooed my friend, obviously enjoying the open bar at the all-inclusive Mexican resort she and her boyfriend James had gone to for Christmas. His family had basically adopted Char, and his parents had overlapped their own trip so the four of them could spend a few days together over the holiday. She lowered her voice, suddenly serious. “I think she’s going to break up with him.”

      Samantha. She must be reading the GAL PAL texts.

      “Are you drunk?” I asked, my voice wavering.

      “Yes. And giving Samantha the best romantic advice ever, right James?”

      My phone binged with another text to the group chat. I skimmed Char’s message and sighed. That was not good advice for our commitment-phobic friend. Not even close.

      In the background, I heard a deep male voice say through the phone, “Merry Christmas, Tamara!”

      “Merry Christmas, James. And family.”

      “He can’t hear you, and his parents are still at supper. You’re not on speaker.”

      “Char, I need you. And I need you completely focused because I hit something with Benjamin!”

      Benjamin, my car, had bumped a lot of things in his time, but never any wildlife. Not even gophers, though everybody else in town hit them. Especially in the summer, when they swarmed the roads like little devils.

      But shh. Don’t tell that to my cute gopher buddy, Felipe. He’d moved into the top floor of the old boarding house the five of us gals had been renting in Calgary, and we’d promptly adopted him. When we’d all gone our separate ways last summer, I’d brought Felipe with me, figuring the country air would do him good. But apparently he was an indoor creature now, with absolutely no desire to go back outdoors. He was an odd little animal. He was even friends with my cat.

      Back to my current situation, and the deer sprawled on the road.

      There was a short pause on the other end of the line, then a giggle.

      “I’m serious, Char.”

      There must’ve been something in my tone because her amusement vanished, and she replied very soberly, “Start at the beginning.”

      “I hit Rudolph. He’s on the road.”

      “How do you know it’s him?” Char asked, the music in the background of the call fading. My guess was she was finding somewhere more private, so she could be the bestie I always counted on. Here for me. Always. Even though she was in Mexico toasting her ta-tas in the sun while I was in Canada, freezing mine.

      Then again, she could be slipping somewhere private because Estelle had made it clear we weren’t to discuss the magical world with non-believers. Which happened to be two of our close friends—Samantha and Gabby.

      Likely, James didn’t know about Estelle, or the magical world. And hitting Rudolph? That was right up there with discussing fairy godmothers.

      I found it funny that our interactions with fairy godmothers and ogres hadn’t been the thing to send Char to therapy. It had been her strong fear of love and stability. And her desire not to mess it all up once she’d finally managed to snag it. But look at her now. Happy, and in a healthy relationship. What I wouldn’t give for something like that.

      Well, I wouldn’t give money to Char’s fairy godmother Estelle to make it happen.

      “How do you know it’s him?” Char repeated.

      “His nose blinks red.”

      She swore under her breath. “It’s almost Christmas, Tam-Tam.”

      Her accusatory tone magnified my guilt. “I know.”

      “What was he doing on the road? It’s too early to be out! Christmas Eve isn’t until tomorrow. Are you sure it’s him?”

      “What other reindeer has a blinking red nose? And I know it’s almost Christmas. He should be…I don’t know. At the North Pole!” Not on the road. Not injured. “I didn’t make a wish! Why is the magical world revealing itself to me? Why—why—was he on the road? I hurt him!”

      I rubbed my forehead, trying to pull myself together. Boys and girls around the world were going to be devastated if Santa didn’t come tomorrow night. Christmas was a magical time, and I loved the spirit of the holiday. But that didn’t mean I wanted a one-on-one with it.

      “Tell me everything,” Char said calmly. “From the beginning.”

      “Fairy godmothers are real. So Rudolph has to be real, too, right?” I was blubbering now, talking fast, probably not making much sense, my car still angled across the road. “Except that it’s the night before Christmas Eve, and I just hit Rudolph, and he’s lying there with his nose blinking, and I don’t know what to do.”

      “You hit Rudolph with your car,” Char repeated back slowly. There was a gravity in her voice, and I had a feeling she’d been smacked by the cold, hard hand of sobriety. “Is he still alive?”

      “He was breathing and his nose was glowing.” My voice sounded small. I was not the independent, strong, capable, take-charge-of-anything-and-come-out-on-top woman I’d sometimes thought I was since moving home again. I’d had a good run of faking it with renting a farm, and taking care of my elderly landlord’s horse for him. But now that reality was hitting the fan—or my bumper—it turned out I wasn’t so bravely handling my life after all.

      “Is Santa there?” Char asked.

      The question was so ludicrous, I would’ve laughed twenty minutes ago, but now I found myself hopefully craning my neck, looking behind my car.

      Santa! Of course. He must be around. Right?

      Right?

      But he wouldn’t be doing his Christmas Eve deliveries for another full day, so why would he be here? Then again, why would Rudolph? And where had the rest of the reindeer gone? There’d been at least half a dozen of them, maybe more.

      I scanned the dark road, illuminated intermittently by my car’s flashers. The snow had let up a tiny bit, but the visibility was still crap.

      “I don’t see him,” I said. “I saw all of his reindeer, and now I don’t see any of them. Except Rudolph.”

      “Is there a sleigh?”

      “No, they were all on the loose.” The image of them bouncing around me like a dropped bag of marbles had my voice shaking again.

      There was a long silence. “Let me get in touch with someone,” Char said finally.

      “Not the funny farm!” I blurted out before remembering who I was dealing with. She was the one person I knew in this universe—other than our friend, Josie, who was a walking contradiction with her logic-loving mind and her passion for all things romantasy related—who would believe just how real this was.

      “Hey,” Char said gently, “you didn’t call them on me when I told you about Estelle. I’m not calling them on you.”

      Satisfied, I hung up the phone before realizing I didn’t actually have a solution and didn’t know who she was calling. It wasn’t like she had Santa’s phone number.

      Probably.

      Something—or someone—knocked on my window and I jumped, squealing, tossing my phone in the air. It clattered somewhere behind me as it fell.

      The person at the window was short, their rapping knuckles only reaching part way up the door. Was there a child outside? In this weather? What new madness was this? I quickly opened my door, careful not to whack them with it.

      The person stepped around the edge of my door and I squeaked, shoving myself against the console between my seat and the passenger side. I wanted to reach for the door and shut it, but the snarly-looking elf was now between the handle and my seat, a stubby finger pointed accusingly at me.

      “Who are you?” He had a gruff, masculine voice that didn’t fit his tininess.

      “Nnnhn. Nhn.” I was nearly hyperventilating. Elves were supposed to be cheery. Adorable, cute, and cuddly. This guy was none of the above.

      I mean, I was pretty sure he was an elf. He had the ears for it, and was wearing a green-and-red striped pointy hat, a green button-up shirt with a red vest that was embroidered with fat, white snowflakes, and the most unstylish squarish green pants shoved into fuzzy brown boots.

      I’d met some scary creatures last summer when Char had gone through the thing with Estelle, and I’d learned enough about the magical world to be terrified of all that I didn’t know. And you could fill a library or two with that.

      This guy might not even be an elf. He could be something evil. Add to that, I was a female on the road alone. In the dark.

      “Well?” he demanded.

      My mouth wasn’t working properly. I was not holding it together. I hadn’t really held it together last summer, either. Even with Char standing beside me, her shoulders pushed out wide, ready to protect me as we met her fairy godmother. She’d practically had to carry me when my legs went all weird and jellylike after meeting what I still believe was a real-life witch.

      Right now I was alone, and with no BFF backup. It was just me, and I wasn’t made for this.

      I wanted to close the car door, lock it, and ignore the elf’s existence. But if I tried to move past him, I’d have to get dangerously close, and he looked like a biter. I’d been meaning to get my tetanus booster shot and hadn’t. What would happen to you if you got bitten by an elf? It would be so much worse than a kindergartener, I was sure of it.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing here?” he demanded. He leaned alarmingly close, trapping me, his finger jabbing the air around me.

      “Let me out!” I snapped, lifting my foot like I planned to plant it in the elf’s chest. Really, I just needed to keep his snarly face away from anything biteable, such as my entire being.

      He stepped back, and I popped out onto the road, scooting away from him. The cold snow crunched underfoot, and I darted a glance over my still idling car and toward the hurt reindeer. Nose still blinking.

      “Who are you?” the elf asked.

      “Are you with Rudolph? Is he going to be okay?”

      The elf made a funny noise. “Rudolph? Who’s that?”

      “The—the—” I pointed toward the deer, then touched my nose with a mittened hand. “His nose. Isn’t that Rudolph?”

      The elf leaned back, eyes narrowed. Then he was on the attack again, pushing me back with every step, a finger jab aimed at my kneecaps. “How can you see him? Who are you?” Every word out of his mouth was cut off, as if he was out of patience and brimming with anger.

      Then again, I suppose this was the elf’s busiest time of year, so I should allow him a bit of room to be stressed out. Especially since I’d apparently taken out Santa’s lead reindeer the night before Christmas deliveries began.

      The heavy feeling in my stomach grew worse and my breath hitched unsteadily.

      “How can you see him?” the elf repeated.

      “I don’t know. I just can.” When I’d gone with Char and our three friends to meet Estelle at the offices of Your Fairy Godmother, only Char, Josie and myself had been able to see the magical appearing door. Theoretically, it was because we believed. Samantha and Gabby didn’t, so they hadn’t seen the door. They’d also stayed outside in an alternate reality when the rest of us had entered the building. Was something like that happening to me right now? I could see something that others might not?

      “How can I see you?” I asked.

      “My choice. Why did you hit Rudolph? Who sent you here?”

      “It was an accident.”

      “You’re trying to ruin Christmas,” the elf announced, a quiver of fear in his voice.

      “I’m not,” I said calmly. “Truly. I’m not. I’m a big fan of the holiday.”

      “You’re ruining it and trying to keep them apart.”

      “Who?”

      “You know who!”

      Beneath the elf’s toughness, I caught a hint of bluster. He was scared. And rightly so. A human had just mowed down Rudolph out of season. Not that there was likely a season for mowing down Santa’s herd.

      Now that I was standing and no longer cornered, I realized the elf was about the size of a kindergartener. Maybe even shorter, reducing his threat level, despite the appearance of a creature who’d enjoy biting someone.

      Time to get this little magical creature on my side.

      “Um, well, I’m going to check on Rudolph. Do you want to help me?” I reached into the cab and popped my trunk as the snowflakes started falling faster again. Poor Rudolph was still on the road, and was probably getting cold as the snow piled on top of him. If he was alive.

      No. Positive thoughts only. It was Christmas. Miracles happened. They had to happen.

      “How? By running him over again? Where did you learn how to drive?” the elf sniped at me. “Did you get your license from a crackerjack box?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes.” I slammed my car door and whirled on the elf, causing him to take a step back.

      That’s what I thought. Tough, but most of it was bluster.

      “I almost ate it. Good thing I didn’t.”

      Moving around to the trunk, I tried to tune out the elf’s constant stream of abuse, focusing instead on the things I could do to help Rudolph. I had a blanket and a First Aid kit which had been pushed onto me by my mom years ago as part of my car’s winter safety kit. She’d even found one in the tones she believed my future wedding theme colours would be—teal and black. Yes, she was stuck in the nineties. As well as on the dream that I’d soon marry, even though at the moment I felt terminally single.

      With shaking hands, I pulled out the kit, blanket, and a lantern I’d forgotten about, leaving the trunk open. The elf was starting to get under my skin, his unrelenting verbal assault reminding me a bit of Kade.

      Kade hadn’t been a bad boyfriend, or emotionally abusive by any extent, but he had a stubborn persistence, making it impossible for him to let something go. Such as my introverted side. He was the life of the party, whereas I leaned more toward enjoying a night in. He felt that if I just stepped outside of my comfort zone, I’d soon realize that I loved being social.

      Without a doubt, he didn’t understand why I wanted to live in the boring country all alone. And yeah. Occasionally, it was lonely. But I knew where to find people when I felt like socializing.

      I appreciated the way Kade had always encouraged me to get out more and to try new things back in high school. I’d needed that push, and he’d prompted me to step out of my comfort zone and to follow my heart a bit more. Although, in the end, Kade had exhausted me by wanting me to be more outgoing like he was, and to go out more, make more friends, join more clubs, and have more parties.

      I now understood that changing someone to be more like yourself wasn’t how a good relationship worked. Same with trying to be someone you weren’t.

      Despite the insights I’d earned by dating the man, it still didn’t mean that being hounded hadn’t become a hot button issue for me.

      “What is Santa going to do now that you’ve hit Rudy?” the elf continued. “Huh? Do you know how important Rudolph is? Do you? I bet you do!” The elf had stepped right up, practically toe to toe with me. Now that he was wound up again, his lack of a height disadvantage didn’t seem to impact his confidence one iota.

      I peered into the dark night, down the empty road at the blinking red nose, wondering if the elf would let me near the reindeer.

      Sure enough, whenever I tried to sidestep the elf to move toward Rudolph, he blocked me.

      “You’re going on the naughty list. Forever! You just ruined Christmas for every child in the world! We’re all trying to save Christmas, and here you are ruining it all!”

      “Look. Can you help or not?”

      He’d backed me toward the trunk again, and the idea of Christmas being in limbo, and us just standing here while he verbally assaulted me, was really starting to steam my muffins. It felt like the final weeks of my relationship with Kade when he’d go on and on about all the ways we were no longer a perfect couple. Probably because the last thing I wanted to be was his version of ‘perfect.’

      “I really love Christmas,” I said, thinking about how the holiday had pulled me out of a deep funk when I was thirteen, “and want to help Rudolph.” The idea of the holiday now being in limbo had me itching to make things right again.

      “I really love Christmas,” the elf mimicked. “Especially ruining it! Mrs. Claus is going to kick your⁠—”

      Without thinking, I shoved the elf. His butt and back hit the bumper, and he tumbled backward, his torso and arms landing over my trunk’s threshold as he gave a dramatic flail. I grabbed his legs, lifting them, finishing the job of dropping him inside, then slammed the trunk shut.

      I gasped and stepped back.

      Santa’s elf was yelling, his feet kicking from inside my car.

      “You’re a tootie-fruitie, no-good, rotten sugar plum!” he shouted, his voice muffled.

      I froze halfway to the trunk’s release button. On second thought, maybe he could keep himself occupied searching for the trunk’s emergency release, a glow-in-the-dark handle, while I checked on Rudolph.

      “You’re a frozen polar bear turd!” he screamed. “You smell like a reindeer fart! Mrs. Claus is going to freeze you into a giant ice sculpture and all the dogs will pee on it!”

      Not only was he short like a kindergartener, his insults were at their level, too.

      “You can stay in there until you learn how to be cooperative,” I said loudly, leaning over the trunk, hoping he could hear me over his banging. “And you had better not dent my car!”

      Turning on the lantern, I made my way back to Rudolph. As I waved the light, I caught the odd flicker like someone—or several someones—were watching me from the snowy ditches.

      “I mean no harm,” I called, feeling spooked. I’d just done two very bad things—hitting Rudolph and locking up an elf, and I tried not to think about what sort of consequences the magical world might lob my way.

      I crouched beside Rudolph, who blinked at me. He lifted his head, then slowly rested it on the road again.

      “I am so sorry. Are you okay?” I watched his black eyes for a long moment, then cautiously unfolded the blanket, shaking it out with gentle, slow moves so as not to scare the reindeer. “I’m going to put a blanket over you, okay?” I draped it over his snowy torso, an eye out for dark pools on the white snow around him. No obvious bleeding. That was good, right?

      As I tucked him in, I wondered if I was actually helping him, or just causing him stress. A strange human touching him and covering up his fur coat, which was meant for this weather.

      But you kept a person warm after an accident in case they went into shock, so surely it wouldn’t hurt a reindeer to do the same?

      I crouched in front of him again, not sure what else I could do for him. He wasn’t a massive animal, much shorter than I’d expected. Beautiful. And also in the middle of the dark, snowy road.

      “Are you going to be okay, Rudolph?” My eyes filled with tears. What had I done to this poor creature? “What can I do to help you?”

      Hearing crunching in the snow, I looked up to find myself surrounded by at least a half dozen reindeer, the reflective layer in their eyes making them glow an eerie, evil red. It was then that I realized my knowledge of the magical world was very, very limited.
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      Over the sound of the elf’s tantrum in my trunk, I put down my car’s soft roof, and helped an injured Rudolph into the back seat. My Sebring was a two-door, making it extra awkward, and I was pretty sure that in the light of day I’d find hoof scrapes down the side panels of the car from where Rudolph tried to climb in over the door.

      If Haden could see me now, helping a (technically) wild animal into my car so I could take it home to help heal it, his eyes would roll so far back in his head, he’d sprain an eyeball. But what else was I supposed to do? Leave Rudolph on the road and let Christmas, the most magical time of the year, come to ruin, decimating the hearts of billions of children just because I’d been distracted by a Travis Tritt song?

      I didn’t think so.

      And anyway, all of Rudolph’s pals seemed to feel this was a good idea. When I’d asked them if they had any magic to heal him, they’d just stared at me. But when I’d suggested I take him to my barn so he could rest somewhere safe, they’d begun directing me, pushing me around with their noses. It was terrifying, and also the coolest thing ever. Way better than Char’s fairy godmother, not to mention the cranky witch who worked as her receptionist.

      Although, the non-talking magical creature bit was making communication tricky.

      Rudolph’s ankle and foot, which had gone through my bumper, were scraped but not bleeding too terribly, and it was difficult to decipher how severe his injuries might be. He was definitely dazed and stumbling. He also smelled oddly of tequila. In fact, all the reindeer seemed to have distinctive boozy, fermented scents, which could be a side effect from bad feed. Yet, I doubted very much that Santa would take shortcuts with his animals and their food.

      The elf in my trunk had mentioned a party. But a reindeer party with alcohol? That felt too weird to be true—even for the magical world. Although, maybe the North Pole had Christmas parties just like a regular office did.

      But this close to Christmas Eve seemed excessively risky. And shouldn’t they be too busy to celebrate?

      Either way, with Christmas less than twenty-four hours away, Rudolph’s condition was not good.

      Earlier, after setting up the back seat for Rudolph and retrieving my phone from where I’d thrown it after being surprised by the elf, I’d counted off the reindeer names in my head. So far, I had only spotted eight of the nine animals from the songs and stories. They were all wearing red collars with a silver medallion with their names engraved on them, and it appeared as though Vixen was absent. I hoped the reindeer hadn’t met a fate worse than Rudolph’s.

      Once Rudolph was settled in the back of my car, the elf still banging and yelling at us from the trunk, I asked the other reindeer, again, for confirmation about what I should do.

      “You want me to take Rudolph to my barn so he’s safe? And then maybe call a veterinarian?” No nose nudges to help me out. What did I expect? One of them to break out a to-do list for me or start writing in the snow?

      The elf had seemed surprised that I could see the reindeer, and I wondered if it was possible because I believed in magical beings. Only three of us in the GAL PAL group could see Estelle, Char’s fairy godmother, and her offices. It had all been invisible to Samantha and Gabby, our nonbeliever friends. Would Haden, a serious, grown man, even be able to see Rudolph?

      Haden. I really didn’t want to call him for help. Yes, he was a skilled veterinarian. He was kind, calm, super knowledgeable, and animals trusted him. But what would I do if he answered my call, came, and then was unable to see Rudolph?

      The reindeer looked at each other, then back at me. They seemed to understand me, but so far had been only using their noses to nudge or prod me in the direction they wanted me to go. Maybe the magical veil between our worlds didn’t allow them to interact like Estelle or the elf could? Or maybe, because they were deer, they simply couldn’t talk.

      “So? To the barn? Yes?” I repeated, feeling nervous. I wished someone would take charge, and make me feel less like I was about to kidnap Santa’s most-famous reindeer. I hunched further into my parka, stamping my cold feet. The snow was already piling up in my convertible’s interior, and the drive home was going to be awful with the roof down. The sooner we got going, the better.

      Comet—the reindeer with the most white in his muzzle—stepped closer. I figured he must be second in command, and now in charge, since Rudolph was basically down for the count. I braced myself for another fuzzy nose nudge. At first I’d been delighted to be nuzzled by the beasts, but then one of them—Dasher—had nudged me a bit too hard, and I’d gone flying onto the snowy road, landing on my knees.

      “Okay, I’m taking that as a yes,” I told Comet, noting that he had some sort of small red sack attached to his collar. None of the others had a sack, and I wondered what was in it.

      “The barn will be fine while we decide what to do,” he replied in a deep, sage voice, and I jolted.

      “Comet!” another scolded, his voice soft. I craned my neck, reading his medallion. Prancer.

      I crossed my arms over my bulky winter coat, tucking my mittened hands in my armpits while I hunched down inside my parka and struggled not to react. The reindeer could speak—and in English. I didn’t know whether to faint or let out a sigh of relief.

      “Talking is more efficient,” Comet replied to Prancer.

      “No talking to humans,” Prancer said. It sounded as though he was quoting a list of rules.

      “Hugo did,” someone said.

      “He’s a traitor. A hypocritical, two-faced narc,” the one named Donner snapped. He had something green in his antlers, and I realized it was a lot of holly and mistletoe.

      “Wait,” I interrupted, scanning the name medallions. “Which one of you is Hugo?”

      “I am!” came a muffled voice from my trunk.

      “Oh. Nice to, uh…” I was going to say ‘nice to meet you’ to the elf, but I didn’t make a habit out of lying. I pulled my toque a bit further down on my head as a blast of icy snow hit me. We really needed to get off the road.

      “How does she see us?” one whispered to another, dark eyes watching me. “She saw his nose, but didn’t have to touch him first.”

      “The wall between worlds…?” Prancer said pointedly. There was a warning in his tone, and it sparked a collective inhale, followed by a rise in overlapping chatter I couldn’t follow.

      “Look,” Donner said loudly, and the side-chatter died immediately. He smelled like beer and corn chips. “She locked Hugo in the trunk.”

      I shifted nervously, and considered popping the trunk, aware these guys could easily paw and stamp me to death with their big furry hooves.

      “So, she can’t be all that bad,” he continued.

      Wait. Had I scored a few points by immobilizing the rude elf, even though I’d basically run down their leader?

      The group of dark reindeer eyes with their beautiful long lashes studied me.

      “So, to the barn, and then call a vet? Because I know a guy. He’s really good.” I felt like a stuck record. But the more I thought about our predicament, the more I wanted someone like Haden checking Rudolph over. I might not adore the man any longer, my childhood crush and infatuation long ago squelched, but I still admired his skill set and calming strength in emergencies.

      A riot of reindeer arguments for and against calling in a vet swirled around me like a sudden windstorm. My phone rang, and I stepped out of the circle of antlers to answer it.

      “Hello?”

      Char launched into conversation, sounding a bit breathless. “Estelle says Santa’s reindeer are real.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I figured that out, thanks. They also talk.”

      “Of course they do. Why wouldn’t they?”

      “I don’t know. They’re reindeer?”

      “Anyway, she’s going to call Santa. I hope it’s okay I gave her your number to pass along.”

      “Yeah, no. Of course.” I wiped my forehead with a mittened hand, relieved to know that this mess would soon be in someone else’s capable hands. “What do I do until he calls?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You didn’t ask?”

      “No.”

      “So what do I do?”

      “I don’t know. Make sure Rudolph doesn’t die, so you don’t ruin Christmas?”

      “Thanks,” I said dryly.

      “You could make a wish, and have Estelle fix it.”

      “Never.” I nearly ended the call on that note. There were some things I never wanted to experience. And being in debt to the magical world and having a drooling ogre eye me up like I was his next lunch… I shuddered just thinking about it. Even though Estelle said her ogre buddy was vegan, I wasn’t sure I believed it. Real-life vegans were known to make exceptions. What if eating a human was an ogre’s version of a cheat day?

      “I might still have some credit on my account at Your Fairy Godmother,” Char said, her voice rising like this was tantalizing information.

      “Nope. Not risking it.”

      “Why not?”

      Why not? Was she kidding me? She’d wished like a crazy person and ended up owing Estelle more than she earned in a year. And to top it all off, she’d only had ninety days to pay it all off. Had she somehow forgotten about that mess, and how we’d all come together to help bail her out?

      “Are you forgetting how awful it was? It was freaky and stressful.”

      “You can use as many of my credits as you want. And, anyway, it all turned out okay.”

      True. But I feared that if I decided to dabble in wishes, I might accidentally do it wrong and completely ruin Christmas.

      Having Estelle contact Santa on my behalf felt safest. What was the point of having a fairy godmother if she couldn’t help you out in a pinch?

      Char and I finished our call and, with a sigh, I turned back to the car. All eight reindeer were watching me, their giant antlers intimidating weapons in the illumination put off by my car’s flashing orange lights.

      “Um. All decided?” I asked tentatively.

      Comet said definitively, “Take Rudolph to your barn.”

      “You’re coming, too, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “We trust you, but not that much,” one said. I think it was Dancer.

      One of the more muscular reindeer stepped from the herd. His fur was glossy, and there were faded words painted on his rump that said Hitch me up. “Beat you there!”

      “You don’t know where we’re going,” I grumbled, climbing into my car. Or maybe he did. Who knew how Santa’s visits really worked. Maybe his reindeer had internal GPSs as well as a mapped-out list of every human’s home address.

      “Yeah, Dasher,” one of them chided, clearly delighted by the way I’d inadvertently put Dasher in his place.

      “Are you flying behind me? How fast should I drive? Can you see without Rudolph guiding you?” I asked, aiming the car’s heater vents at my face, and feeling certain I was going to freeze to death driving between here and home with my convertible’s top down.

      The reindeer began talking at once, with everyone having an answer, but Dasher’s was the loudest. They postured and pushed each other aside with their shoulders or antlers, trying to be heard, and to be the one in charge.

      Men. It didn’t matter the species. They were all the same.

      I put the car in gear and drove off without them.
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