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      When I put this collection together, I thought about the dark, cold nights and the hectic, busy days ahead. Some days filled with angst and turmoil, some filled with hard decisions, and others filled with the mundane rush as the holidays approached.

      Underneath the fun and joy were long nights and loneliness for some, so I wanted to create a volume of stories to read by the fire or wrapped in a blanket. Stories to enjoy over a hot chocolate or some mulled apple cider with holiday tunes drowning out the noise of the day. I wanted these stories to be a refuge from the lonely winter darkness that sometimes seems inescapable.

      Some of the stories are mysteries. Some are romances. But all of them have heart.

      So, sit back and take a break from the world and let your worries drift away like snowflakes.  Dream a little dream. Solve a mystery. Fall in love as you immerse yourself in ten holiday stories for a cold winter’s night.

      

      Lisa Silverthorne

      Las Vegas, Nevada

      November 15, 2024
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      On the eve of Christmas, seventeen-year-old Aisling Murphy, dressed in her brothers’ clothes again, only had one thing on her mind: dancing with Finn O’Shea at the St. Stephens Wren céili.

      Lanterns lit the small village of Ceann Mhara as the sun set over the bay, December winds sharp as Aisling hurried toward home. Wagons creaked past, the nicker of horses sharp as she walked away from the docks along the dirt road through the village. Ahead, a dozen or so thatched roof cottages made of wood and stone dotted the crossroads, the village forming an X beside the rocky Ireland coast. She lived on the other side of Ceann Mhara, the only daughter of a fisherman.

      Scent of laurel and sea spray hung in the air, the village square draped in laurel garlands and holly wreaths, red berries bright against the flicker of lanterns. Tonight, even the darkness twinkled with magic on the eve of Christmas and St. Stephens Day the following day. Or Wren Day as she and others called it.

      Aisling hurried through the deepening twilight, Callum’s old leather boots loose despite three pairs of socks. She needed to get home before the dark. Not even the eve of Christmas kept all the dark things away from a quiet night. Dark magics. Besides, she had to help her mother prepare the Christmas pudding. With four sons and a daughter, keeping food on the table was difficult.

      She and her brothers fished on her Da’s boat. Tonight, it was her turn to handle the mooring using the sailor’s knots Da taught her. She smiled. If only she could tie one of those knots around Finn O’Shea’s hand and hers.

      She looked down at the faded brown pants she wore, belonging to her brother Niall. She’d tied them around her waist with a length of rope and a sailor’s knot. She also wore littlest brother, Callum’s old boots, blue striped shirt, and suspenders underneath her black wool coat.

      Even her wavy copper locks were wound into a spiral and tied up with a leather cord beneath one of Da’s old hats. She had her mother’s big, bright green eyes. As bright as shamrocks, according to her Da. They were the first thing anyone noticed about her.

      Finn O’Shea probably never even knew she existed when she dressed like her brothers. Which was most of the time. She’d spoken to him several times on the docks and stood with her Da as he and Finn chatted about buying fish. She’d always tried to stand so straight and tall, but to Finn, she was just one more Murphy boy to joke and laugh with.

      But he would know her as a young woman at the céili when she wore the ice-blue, lace dress that she and her mother made just for Wren Day. It took them all year to gather materials and make it. This Wren Day, Finn O’Shea would finally know that she was a young woman and not Ronan Murphy’s fifth son.

      Ahead, Aisling saw her friend, Roisin Byrne and a young woman she didn’t know. Both carried baskets on their arms, long skirts and wool coats fluttering in the wind coming off the sea. She cringed. Dressed like ladies, not boys.

      “Aisling!” Roisin called, waving her over.

      Aisling tucked a long, wavy strand of coppery hair behind her ear and hurried over, brown pants swishing as she ran.

      She hugged Roisin. The other young woman was already frowning at her.

      “Excited for the Wren Day céili?” Roisin asked, brown eyes bright.

      Roisin’s brown hair was tied back from her heart-shaped face, a smattering of freckles dotting her aquiline nose. The other young woman had an oval face, wood-brown hair and deep blue eyes. She had sharp features, a bored look in her narrowed blue eyes. Or was it condescension?

      “I can’t wait!” Aisling cried, letting go of Roisin.

      “And hoping Finn O’Shea lays his cap on your doorstep,” Roisin teased with a grin.

      If a man left his winter cap inside a woman’s cottage door during the Wren Day mummers’ procession, then he invited her to be his partner at the St. Stephens céili. At the dance, she could either return the cap to him as a no or place it on his head as a yes. Or just leave it on the stoop.

      “Finn O’Shea as a wrenboy?” the other woman said, rolling her eyes. “That’s beneath him. He could have any woman in this village. He doesn’t need to leave his cap on any woman’s doorstep.” She looked Aisling up and down. “Or a boy’s.”

      Roisin frowned, flipping a wisp of brown hair out of her face as she turned toward the young woman. “Aisling’s not a boy! Besides, how do you know so much about Finn, Nessa Walsh?”

      “By magic!” Nessa laughed, holding her sharp chin high as she looked down at them. “Think about it, Roisin. His Da owns the only dry goods store in the village and he has a lot of coin. That makes his son the most popular catch here. Besides, Finn’s a man now. He doesn’t need such foolishness to find a wife.”

      Now that Finn was eighteen, did he think Wren Day was only for boys and lonely men? He’d always taken part in the hunt and capture of the wren on Christmas. Would he dress up as a mummer with the rest of the wrenboys and parade the captured wren on top of a pole through the village? Singing and telling stories in exchange for treats and small gifts.

      More than anything, Aisling wanted her favorite wrenboy, Finn O’Shea to leave his cap on her doorstep on Wren Day. His curly, coal black hair and sea-blue eyes had captivated her since the first time she’d seen him at the docks loading crates into a wagon for his Da’s shop. She’d been dressed like her brothers, long coppery hair tied up under a cap, carrying a load of fish from Da’s tiny fishing boat.

      “My Da has already spoken to Mr. O’Shea about an arrangement,” said Nessa, head held high toward the grey sky. Like she owned the village—and Finn O’Shea.

      “An arrangement?” Roisin snapped and then waved her away. “With you?”

      Nessa nodded. “If there’s any cap left during Wren Day, it will be on my doorstep.” She chuckled and looked down her nose at Aisling. “Certainly not with the likes of a boy.”

      Aisling glared at her, stepping forward. Nessa was well-proportioned and delicate in a way that proper ladies always looked. Aisling was tall and lanky like her brothers, but she’d begun to fill out her blouses and skirts. She didn’t care though. Nessa only wanted Finn because of his Da’s shop, not because he was kind and beautiful. And compassionate.

      “Finn likes everyone,” said Aisling, crossing her arms. “And he needs someone as gentle and good-natured as he is, helping people and animals or whoever needs him. When Finn O’Shea marries, it will be because his heart is set afire with a love that he can’t get out of it. Not for land or some dowry.”

      Finn always stopped his wagon to help anyone in trouble and gave older people rides into the village. Once, she watched him pick up an injured bird along the road. He nursed it back to health in a cage he’d built, keeping it outside his Da’s shop, and then released it at the crossroads.

      She’d followed him that afternoon, watching from a distance as he carried the wooden cage on his wagon and then opened it. The small grey and white bird flitted off into the trees, its wing healed. Most of the time she’d run into him, she’d been dressed in her brother’s clothes.

      Nessa tossed her head back and laughed. “So naïve. Fine. Believe what you like, Aisling, but fairytales are for children. St. Nicholas is more likely to fill your stocking with gifts than Finn O’Shea is to leave his cap on your doorstep.”

      She sighed. Probably thought she was just another one of Ronan Murphy’s boys. Once, she’d smiled at him in the shop when she’d been dressed in a blouse and skirt. Her mother had sent her to buy wheat for grinding into flour. Her wild coppery curls had been tamed by a leather cord at her nape.

      No, Finn O’Shea probably didn’t even know she existed.

      Twilight darkened and all through the village, frosty windows lit with candles, smoke rising from hearths like fairy mist in the chilly night air. The scent of wood smoke hung above the woody, sweet scent of laurel in the salt-tanged air.

      She had to get home.

      “It’s getting late,” said Roisin, glancing toward the dark woods ahead. “I need to get home. Happy Christmas. Aisling, I’ll see you at the céili.”

      Aisling smiled. “Happy Christmas. See you at the céili.”

      “Happy Christmas,” said Nessa, disappearing down a narrow footpath that wound along the village edge and the woods.

      Roisin ambled away from the dark woods, leaving Aisling alone to pass by them on her way home. Her breath began to fog the dusk as she started along the dirt road toward the distant curls of smoke from the cottage hearth. Where her mother waited for her to help make Christmas pudding and sip mulled wine.

      A mist hung through the tall trees on her left, twitter of birds sharp as she walked toward the coils of smoke in the night sky, stars appearing. Tomorrow, the wrenboys—and maybe Finn—would hunt and capture a wren for Wren Day. She wished they wouldn’t actually capture a wren. The poor bird was usually killed or died afterward.

      Wind rose. Tree branches crackled and popped. Twigs crunched.

      Aisling turned to her left. Staring into the dark, murky forest beyond the road.

      Nothing moved. Nothing stirred as the wind moaned across the treetops.

      She turned away, hurrying along the road as it sloped up toward the hillside and then dipped into a valley. On the next hill stood her family cottage. She held her breath, boots crunching the crisp grass as she hurried up it. As soon as she crested this hill, she could see the thatched roof, the candle burning in the window for Christmas, and smoke from the hearth fire.

      Someone grabbed her from behind and pulled her into the dark woods. Slamming her to the ground. Callum’s boots slid off her feet and fell to the forest floor.

      She tried to shout, but she couldn’t pull in a breath. Mist writhed around her, the wind shrieking like a banshee as she looked up.

      Into the cold blue eyes of Nessa Walsh. Her dark brown hair blew free of its cord, tumbling around her shoulders, her eyes so wild. She looked like a sorceress, hands in the air and a sneer on her lips.

      “Thought you’d interfere with my plans, didn’t you?”

      Aisling shook her head, struggling to find her voice, but only a squeak came out. What was she talking about? Aisling barely knew her. Nessa Walsh and her family had only been in the village a few months and today was the first time she’d actually spoken to her.

      “Yes, little girl, Finn O’Shea will be mine and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      “You’re daft!” she cried in a raspy voice, the words barely audible in the fierce wind.

      “I can’t have the likes of you interfering.” Nessa’s soprano laugh rolled through the fog and echoed across the forest. “So, enjoy Wren Day, my dear, Aisling. As a wren.”

      Nessa’s hands began to glow with eerie green light, tree roots wrapping around Aisling’s arms and legs.

      “Stop!” she shouted.

      The sound was swallowed up by the thunderclap that erupted through the trees as the green light engulfed her.

      Aisling’s body began to shrink and change as her voice became shrill. In an instant, she changed into a bird. Oh, no! A wren.

      Nessa’s laughter echoed through the dark forest as Aisling lifted her arms, finding they were tiny bird wings, her legs tiny bird feet. She screamed, but all that came out was a sharp tic-tic-tic trill. Wren song!

      The horrible young woman leaned down toward her. “Try to get Finn O’Shea to notice you now! Getting him to fall in love with you is the only way to break this spell. Have a wonderful Wren Day, Aisling!”

      Aisling moved her wings, fluttering until the brown feathers caught the wind and held it like sails. Lifting her up from the ground. She soared through the treetops, terrified. Wrens were the tiniest of birds. Prey for eagles, kites, and kestrels.

      Nessa Walsh was a sorceress. Changing her into a wren on the eve of Wren Day was beyond cruel. She said something about getting Finn to fall in love with her to break the spell. But how? She was a bird!

      Aisling flew across the valley toward the cottage on the hill, one candle burning in the window. Where she was supposed to be tonight. With her parents and brothers. Eating Christmas pudding and sipping mulled wine. Shooting across the valley, she landed on the wooden flowerbox where a handful of small birds huddled for warmth. They trilled and churred, looking like the brown, grey-banded wrens so plentiful.

      Peering through the window, she watched her four brothers carouse on the floor together while Da sat in his chair by the hearth, pipe in his mouth. A wreath of holly and berries hung on the stone hearth that was bright with fire and warmth. Their shadows danced through the cottage, their laughter echoing through the eaves.

      To the right of the window, her mother’s shadow shifted near the meal fire, a bowl and wooden spoon in hand, mixing the Christmas pudding. She kept glancing toward the door and out the window.

      Waiting for Aisling to walk through the door.

      Aisling pressed her beak against the cold window pane. The eve of Christmas and she would spend it cold and alone in the dark night. With no way to change herself back to human form.

      Taking to the air, Aisling flew away from the cottage. Back toward the dark woods. Maybe Nessa had left behind some sort of clue about the magic she’d used? Or a trail she could follow back to the sorceress’ house. She had to try.

      She flew into the night, the world lit by moonlight and stars as the chilly wind blew off the sea, and landed back in the woods. Finding Callum’s boots lying on the forest floor. They stood in the center of a bright green circle sparkling with strange residue—like a fairy circle. Left by Nessa’s magic. No one would find these boots for days. And if they did, they’d assume she’d been dragged off by highwaymen or grey wolves.

      Lifting into the air again, Aisling rushed over the treetops and followed the two roads that crisscrossed each other, the village Ceann Mhara resting between them. She flew over the dozen or so wood and stone cottages, scanning for Nessa, but only lantern light pooled in the darkness from the square and the wooden poles dotting the small village.

      She soared past the night watchman. The men in the village took turns watching for fires and other dangers. Tonight,  Liam Casey, a stout, grey-haired man with a blade at his side and a torch in his hand walked the roads around the village. She circled around him until she caught sight of a woman with wood-brown hair entering a small cottage at the end of the road. She beat her wings, zipping along the road until she landed on the chimney of the stone cottage’s thatched roof. The smell of charcoal and hot stew wafted into the night, making her hungry.

      Curls of smoke and heat wafted from the chimney. She’d have to wait until the fire burned low before she could fly down the chimney.

      Aisling darted around the cottage to the window that faced the road. Peering in the window, she watched Nessa hang her wool coat on a wooden peg by the door. To the right of the door, a fire roared, logs stacked high.

      The rest of the cottage was dark. Until two candles lit a table against the wall. On the other side of the room was a bench and another table. Off to the side was a small meal fire and wooden cabinets with bowls and jars inside them. She couldn’t see into the room with the closed door beyond the hearth.

      Again, Aisling took to the air, flying across to the dry good store. Where Finn and his Da lived above it. She flew up to the candle in the window above the dark store. Peering into the window, she saw Finn and his Da seated at a wooden table near a roaring hearth. Laurel garland stretched across the hearth, a holly wreath in the center. Bright red berries dotted the wreath.

      Her heart raced when she saw Finn, curly black hair tousled, those kind, sea-blue eyes bright as he talked and laughed with his Da. He wore grey trousers and a blue shirt. On wooden pegs by the door hung two grey wool coats and two wool flat caps, one of them Finn’s blue cap. The one she always saw him wearing. The one she had hoped he’d leave on her doorstep.

      She wanted to cry. Now, she’d never stand in front of him as a woman at the dance. Not even as a person—now that Nessa had changed her into a wren.

      Two wrens landed beside her on the window ledge, their telltale tic-tic-churr calls shrill in the quiet night.

      To her surprise, Finn’s head jerked toward the window. A smile curved across his face and he rushed over to the window. Opening it, he set out a small tin with breadcrumbs in it.

      “Hello, little wrens,” he said his voice warm like apple cider, laugh lines curving across his cheeks from those big sea-blue eyes that made her feel lightheaded.

      She tried to speak, but all that came out was a chirp. He turned his gaze to her, still smiling and held out his hand. She hopped onto his palm.

      Please hear me, Finn! She shouted in her head, but all that came out were tic-tic sounds.

      “You’re such a pretty little wren,” he said in a soft voice. “Feathers so bright. Like a shiny farthing. Haven’t seen a wren with such coppery feathers before. And what’s this?” He gasped. “Green eyes? The greenest eyes I’ve ever seen.”

      She tried to shout at him. Wrens don’t have green eyes! Please help me! But only a trill came out.

      With the gentle touch of his index finger, he stroked the top of her head and she wanted to melt into his touch.

      “You’d best be far from here tomorrow when the hunt for a wren begins.”

      He was so kind and gentle. Aisling couldn’t help herself. She leaned her head against his hand and settled against his fingers. He felt so warm and safe. She wished he could hear her voice. She wished that she’d gotten a chance to speak to him as a lady and not wearing her brothers’ clothes.

      His smile curved into a grin and he cradled her in his hand, holding out bread crumbs for her. She was starving and ate the crumbs.

      “Finn, stop feeding those birds and close that window. You’re letting in the chill.”

      “Ignore him,” Finn whispered. “He’s just grumpy tonight after old man Walsh kept him at the store past closing. Trying to handfast his daughter to me again. Da keeps telling the man no, but it never gets through.”

      Aisling wanted to laugh. Nessa would never get Finn to marry her, not even if she put him in a cage. She chirped at him, a long, shrill churr that made his grin widen.

      “Da has this funny notion about me finding my own wife. A love like he and me mother had. God rest her soul.”

      Finn glanced over his shoulder and then turned back to the open window. He held out more bread crumbs to her and she took them in her beak.

      “Between you and me, little one,” he said in a whisper, leaning close. “I think the lass is a sorceress. Always tryin’ to put a spell on me. That’s why I always wear this.”

      He slid his hand inside his shirt and pulled out a leather cord with a tiny round mirror on it. It was about two inches in diameter, about the size of a large coin.

      “Sends any enchantments right back at her,” he said with a chuckle. “And I hope they turn her into a frog.”

      “Finn Cormac O’Shea! Close the window. Now!”

      He let the leather cord fall against his shirt and stroked her head one last time.  Dropping more bread crumbs onto the window ledge, he closed the window.

      Aisling felt cold and lonely as he walked away from the window. She ate the bread crumbs and settled between the other wrens as the food made her sleepy. There wasn’t much she could do tonight about her situation. Tomorrow, when it was light, she’d try to fly down Nessa’s chimney and see if she could find something to break this spell. More than anything, she wanted to see Finn at the céili dance, wearing her ice-blue dress.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At first light, the chirping of birds startled her awake. She was still a wren. She’d hoped that maybe when she woke up, the spell would have worn off.

      The commotion in the road below caught her attention. She flew off and settled on the window ledge of the O’Shea Dry Goods shop as Liam Casey, the night watchman shook something at a group of villagers, his voice sharp and loud.

      “’Twas was fairies, I tell ya!” Liam Casey shouted, his brow furrowed, grey wool flatcap askew on his head, grey hair damp with sweat. His black wool coat bunched at his shoulders as he shook something brown in the air again.

      “Calm down, Liam,” said Nevin O’Shea, Finn’s da who stood with four other men from the village. “What are you talking about?”

      Finn’s da was tall and black-haired, his face long and lean, lines around his mouth and creasing his forehead, grey eyes fearful as he watched Liam through a pair of wire glasses. His grey wool coat hugged his lean body, suspenders loose.

      “I’ve just come from the Murphy’s,” he said, his words thick in the cold air. “They say that Aisling never came home last night. Found these in the woods this morning. The ground sparkled green with fairy dust around them.”

      “An old pair of boots?” Nevin O’Shea raised an eyebrow. “Could have been dropped by anyone, Liam. Look how worn they are.”

      “Ronan said that Aisling wore these on the docks yesterday, lads,” said Liam, holding the old boots in the air. “Roisin Byrne saw her wearin’ them last night in the square at twilight. The lass is missin’! We’ve got to find her before the cold takes her. Ronan and the boys will meet us at the woods.”

      Aisling watched the men rush off, the hew and cry rising through the small village. She flew to each window, looking for Finn, but the store and the room above it were empty.

      Her heart sank. He was probably out with the wrenboys, hunting a wren.

      Spreading her wings, Aisling flew down from the window and landed on the flowerbox of the stone cottage beside the O’Shea shop.

      The net fell over her, immobilizing her!

      Aisling shrieked as loud as she could, but all that came out were tic-tic sounds as two dirty-faced freckled boys wrapped her in netting. Both had brown hair and dark eyes.

      “Got one!” the boy shouted, holding her wrapped tightly in netting. “I got the wren!” he shouted, running down the road toward the tall, sprawling wooden livery at the edge of the village. “I got the wren!”

      Mr. Kelly, the liveryman hurried out of the open stable doors and took the bundle from the boys’ hands.

      “Good work, lads!” he shouted, carrying her into the dark livery stable.

      Four stalls on either side of the dark stable, dirt floor scattered with hay and smelling like dung and wet horses. On a wooden stool in the first stall was a square wooden cage. Mr. Kelly opened the cage door and shoved her inside.
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        * * *

      

      Aisling lost track of time inside the cage until night fell and the stable doors closed. Outside, she heard the thump of boots, rumble of voices as torches flickered past. Still searching for her, she assumed. On Christmas, people stayed home with their families. They didn’t walk the roads at night with torches. Her family must be worried sick about her and she couldn’t tell them where she was—she couldn’t even speak.

      And now, she’d been captured by wrenboys. Tomorrow, the mummers would tie her to a pole and parade her around the village, singing songs and telling stories. The captured wren never survived the experience. She’d always hated that part of Wren Day. Especially now that Nessa had turned her into a wren.

      She laid her head against the netting inside the wooden cage, wanting to cry. She would never live to be eighteen—or to even dance once with Finn O’Shea.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, she awoke to a large hand dragging her and the netting out of the wooden cage. She lifted her head.

      Mr. Kelly. Handing the bundle to an older boy with a tall wooden pole with a branch nailed across the top, shaped like a Y. The boy put her on the branch and wrapped the netting around the pole, tying it closed with a leather cord.

      Aisling threw herself against the netting, pecked at it with her beak, but she couldn’t tear through it.

      The older boy, another one she didn’t know, carried the pole out of the livery stable and into the street. Where a herd of wrenboys stood, wearing wreaths of holly around their heads. It was St. Stephens Day. Or Wren Day as she and others called it. And she was the sacrificial wren this year—thanks to Nessa Walsh’s sorcery.

      Then her heart dropped.

      At the head of the group stood Finn O’Shea. Dressed in black pants, grey wool coat, and a white shirt. He wore his blue wool flatcap over that tangle of coal black curls, sea-blue eyes bright against the grey sky.

      His eyes turned sad when he saw her netted and tied to the top of the pole. Helpless. She chittered at him.

      Help me, Finn! Please! Free me—please!

      Anger sparked in Finn’s eyes and he snatched the pole out of the other boy’s hands.

      “Give me that,” he said with a snarl. “You’ll hurt her. Have you ever seen a wren with green eyes and coppery feathers like that? She’s the most beautiful wren I’ve ever seen.”

      “It’s just a bird,” the other young man said, glaring at Finn.

      To Aisling’s surprise, the other young man backed down, allowing Finn to carry the pole.

      As the procession began to sing and chant, a drum echoed through the quiet village. They approached the first cottage, the smallest stone cottage in the village that stood across from the Walsh cottage. Where Nessa no doubt slept, preparing for the céili dance that evening. Knowing that Aisling wouldn’t be there.
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        * * *

      

      It seemed like forever as the procession walked through the village singing and telling stories. Finn kept the Wren Day pole against his chest, shielding it with his body. With the procession’s every step, he walked slower and slower, drifting deeper into the crowd of wrenboys dancing and singing until he was at the back of the procession.

      Finally, he stopped in the middle of the road and reached up to Aisling trapped in the netting. He stroked her feathers and she nestled against his hand, laying her head on his fingers.

      With watery eyes, he reached his hand into his coat pocket and slid out a knife.

      She let out a chirp of fear. Was he going to end her life? To spare her anymore suffering?

      “This is wrong,” he said as the procession moved farther up the road. “You’re the most beautiful bird I’ve ever seen. Sparkling copper feathers like a shiny farthing. And I’ve never seen a green-eyed wren before.”

      With a quick swipe of the knife, he cut the leather cord. And the netting.

      Freeing her!

      She flew out of the net and landed on the chest of his wool coat.

      “Fly away, little bird,” he said in a hushed voice. “Quickly, before they see that I’ve released you.”

      Somehow, she had to get him to understand that she’d been ensorcelled.

      Then she remembered the tiny mirror he wore!

      She pressed her beak past the collar of his shirt and grabbed hold of the leather cord, sliding it outside his shirt. The tiny mirror caught the light and reflected it back as she pecked at it.

      His mouth fell open. But he wasn’t looking at her anymore. He was staring at the mirror.

      She swiveled her head toward it, looking into the mirror.

      Seeing her human reflection in its reflection. Long coppery curls and big, bright green eyes.

      “Aisling Murphy?” he cried, cupping her in his hands.

      She trilled birdsong at him. He saw her! He knew who she was!

      “Nessa heard me talking about you,” he said, anger burning in his eyes. “She cast a spell on you. Hoping you’d be caught and killed for Wren Day.”

      Talking about her? She cocked her head at him.

      “Yes, you,” he said with a smile and tenderly stroked her feathers. “She must have overheard me telling Da that I was going to make a special trip to your doorstep today.”

      Aisling’s heart swelled. To her doorstep? But he’d only seen her in his Da’s store once. Every time she’d ever spoken to him, she’d been dressed as one of the Murphy boys.”

      She cocked her head again. Staring.

      “Don’t tell Ronan Murphy this,” he said in a half-whisper, “but one of his boys is the loveliest lass I’ve ever laid eyes on. And not even her brother’s pants and her Da’s hat can hide that fact from me. I fell in love with her the first time she handed me the catch of the day. It was never about the fish. Just her. I’d have bought every fish she sold just to touch her hand.”

      The world sparkled and then went dark as Aisling began to fall.

      Grinning, Finn O’Shea caught her in his arms. She wore her brother, Callum’s blue striped shirt, Niall’s brown trousers, and suspenders underneath her black wool coat. No boots.

      “Aisling Murphy!” Finn cried. “The most beautiful wren I’ve ever seen.” His grin faded, a serious expression in the depths of those sea-blue eyes. “You might have been killed today—and I’d have never gotten to do this.”

      Aisling studied his face a moment. “Do what?”

      “This,” he said.

      He leaned down and kissed her lips. His kiss burned through her, setting her heart alight. She pressed an urgent kiss against his mouth and slid her arms around his neck.

      Then he set her on her feet and with a smirk, he dropped his wool cap at his feet.

      “I don’t want to wait until I get all the way out to your Da’s cottage,” he said.

      Grinning, she picked up his cap from the road and stood on her toes to place it back on that tangle of black curls. She cupped his face in her hands.

      “Yes, I’ll dance with you at céili, Finn O’Shea. Tonight and for as long as you’ll let me.”

      “What’re you doing for the next sixty years or so?” Finn asked, pulling her into his arms and kissing her.

      “Dancing only with you, Finn O’Shea,” she whispered and kissed him back.
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      Reindeer weather blanketed central Washington State, a huge winter storm dumping over two feet of snow. Finn Oswalt, in full winter assault gear and shovel in hand, cursed under his breath and worked furiously to clear snow from the barn door. Celestia was with calf, soon to give birth any day. Her sharp brays echoed in the snowy silence, chilling him.

      He shoveled faster.

      So strange to birth a reindeer calf in December, far outside of breeding season. But Celestia was special, the heart of the small herd—and family favorite. A Christmas calf might bring the ranch some much needed visitors (and business).

      Would Sonnet have loved her, too? He’d never know. He could never bring himself to tell his college girlfriend about the family business. Sonnet grew up in New York City and looked like she’d stepped off Fifth Avenue—never a ranch. Still, she was the kindest and gentlest person he’d ever loved. He’d stretched the truth a little about his finance job out west, but planned to tell her everything when he proposed that night after his graduation. But her texts stopped him cold, ending it, setting him free as she put it.

      He didn’t want to be free. He wanted his Sonnet back. But his place was at this ranch and she was a talented artist with big city dreams. He couldn’t imagine her living out here —three hours from Seattle. And he couldn’t stand her resenting him for taking away her dreams as an artist.

      It broke his heart to let her go.

      Shovel scraped against hard, frozen ground, each load of wet snow heavy as he heaved it off toward the dark woods that framed the house and red barn. A nearly full moon lit his path. Guess naming a reindeer ranch Snowfall was just daring Mother Nature to take her best shot. Like this hundred year snow storm right before Christmas.

      But the herd was in their element now. They loved snow almost as much as he did. The air felt so crisp, the snow’s clean scent calming even though his footprints were filling in with snow and moonlight behind him. Had to be almost twenty inches on the ground—and it was still snowing. Hard. He kept up his frenetic pace, clearing a path to swing open the big barn door. Everything had such a translucent glossy sheen to it like some sort of magic spell.

      “Finn!” shouted his older brother Gabe, shovel in hand, wearing a barn coat, work gloves, and orange sock cap. “I’ll check the pen gates, you get to Celestia.”

      Gabe hated snow. Christmas. And his little brother, in that order. In his mind, he was in charge of the ranch. They’d come to blows more than once.

      Finn sighed. “What the hell do you think I’m doing? Shuffle boarding?” He threw another heavy shovel full of snow off to his right.

      Finn was twelve years younger than Gabe, a taller, stockier, and dark-haired version of Dad. Finn got his mom’s lighter hair and leaner build. They looked nothing alike. Gabe stayed at the ranch instead of going to college, resenting Finn when he chose to go. Instead, Gabe worked beside his folks, taking the reindeer herd all over the Pacific Northwest to festivals, photoshoots, and theme parks. And turning the ranch into a winter wonderland of lights, music, and decorations every Christmas.

      Christmas meant everything to this ranch. It let kids (and kids at heart) meet Santa’s reindeer in person. Dad used to say you could see the place all the way in Spokane. Now that their parents were both gone, Finn and Gabe struggled to keep up the traditions (and work together without a fight). Gabe just needed to get it through his thick, arrogant skull that the ranch belonged to both of them.

      “The new ranch hand works ten times faster and you were born here!” Gabe shouted. “Get it done, Finn! Or do I have to do everything around here!”

      His voice carried through the stillness, above the herd’s blustering grunts and snorts from the pen beside the barn. Their shadows were lean and long in the moonlight. Against new fallen snow.

      Finn gritted his teeth and gripped the shovel, wanting to smack Gabe in the head with it, but knocking his brother senseless a couple days before Christmas would double Finn’s workload (and guarantee coal in his stocking).

      Finally, Finn cut through the torrent of whirling snow and tossed the shovel against the snowy woodpile beside the barn. He lifted the latch and fought to pull open the creaky barn door, wind and snow swirling inside with him. He flicked on the lights, Celestia’s braying echoing. Same drafty old red barn he’d played in as a kid, climbing dusty rafters from the loft and mucking out the stalls, four on each side. Bare lightbulbs swayed in the rafters, shifting thick pools of yellow light in his wake. The cold air smelled sharp with dung and dry hay as he approached Celestia’s birthing stall at the back of the barn.

      Celestia’s desperate braying sent a chill through him.

      She was standing up, grunting and pawing at two broken boards on the barn’s back wall where snow and cold rushed into the barn, drifts eddying into the corners.

      Finn rushed toward the reindeer doe, boots crunching across wet snow and hay, his breath fogging the air. When he reached the stall, Celestia’s braying intensified, the sound high-pitched and urgent. With her thick body, fur a pale winter grey, she pressed against the back wall and kicked her split hooves against it. Trying desperately to get through the calf-sized hole in those broken boards.

      His heart sank. The calf had come early. Evidence of its birth was all over the hay. And now, her calf, two maybe three hours old, had wandered out of
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