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Prologue

 


I’ve always been a big fan of the
Christmas season. As a child, I would stomp through the
snow-covered woods near our home to pick out the perfect tree with
my father. The two of us would then drag it home where my mother
and sister were waiting with warm eggnog, another holiday favorite.
Every year, I wrote a letter to Santa, believing in my heart that
he would read it with care.

As an adult, my love of the holiday
hasn’t diminished. I now live in a big city, so I’ve traded in the
fresh pine for a fake tree equipped with built-in twinkly lights.
Nowadays, I spike my eggnog, too. I still write that letter to
Santa, but I no longer mail it to the North Pole.

With all my gusto for the holidays,
nothing prepared me for the couple that stood expectantly outside
my apartment door. I’d just finished lugging my tree up from
storage when I heard the persistent knock. Dropping the awkward
box, I threw open the door with a cheery smile. “Hell…o…” I trailed
off in surprise.

In the hallway were a man and woman,
both no taller than four feet. They were dressed in attire that
would have fit right in with the Christmas setup at the mall. They
wore green and red elf costumes made of a fine looking velvet,
their outfits completed by little bells on the tips of their shoes
and hats.

“Cara Faulk?” the woman
inquired in a squeaky yet angelic voice. On my stunned nod, she
continued, “I’m Emma. This is Bernie.” When the man didn’t respond,
Emma elbowed him in the ribs, finally producing a cordial nod.
“We’re…” She glanced at Bernie before turning back to me with a
winning smile. “We’re here to congratulate you on your sweepstakes
winning! You’re in for a real treat. You’ve won an all-expense paid
vacation for the weeks leading up to Christmas.”

“I didn’t enter any
sweepstakes,” I said with confusion, looking between the
pair.

“Your co-workers entered
you,” Emma jumped in quickly. Bernie only nodded his head in silent
agreement as Emma added, “They will be so happy to hear you’ve
won.”

“Co-workers?” I asked in
astonishment. I pictured the two other employees of the small
office firm I worked for. Bertha was going through menopause and
hated everyone in sight. Markus was too wrapped up in his online
RPGs to notice anything other than dragons and orcs. The idea of
either of them giving me a thought was hard to imagine.

“Don’t ask so many
questions,” Emma said, her high voice sharp with reprimand. “You’re
about to embark on the greatest adventure of your life.” Taking my
hand, the little brunette stepped into my apartment. “Here. Let me
help you pack your bags. Your flight leaves in three hours. There’s
no time to lose.”

Dumbfounded, I let a complete stranger
lead me through my own apartment to pack for a vacation I was
positive I hadn’t been entered for.

 


 



Chapter One

 


It’s hard to feel sane when riding in
a private jet that looked like Christmas had just vomited inside of
it while at the same time listening to an elf tell you Santa was in
dire need of a seducing. “Let me get this straight,” I said slowly.
“My fabulous vacation is to the North Pole, where you want me to
seduce Santa Claus?”

“Not seduce,” Emma said
with horror. “Nothing so extreme. We just want you to marry Santa,
that’s all. There’s always supposed to be a Mrs. Claus, you see. A
single Santa brings down the Christmas spirit.”

I looked to Bernie for his
opinion.

The taciturn elf merely
shrugged.

Turning back to Emma, I slowly
repeated what she’d spent the last hour explaining to me. “What
you’re telling me is that Santa is real. You’re one of his elves.
He’s in desperate need of a wife, and you think I’d do a good job?”
As she nodded, I asked, “What happened to the last Mrs.
Claus?”

“That would be Sasha.
She’s the current Santa’s mother.”

“Mother?” I asked, arching
my brows in surprise.

Emma gave a huff of impatience. “Yes,
his mother,” she confirmed as if it was the simplest concept.
“Sasha and her husband Nick served as the Clauses for their sixty
year term. The job was then passed down to their son, Chris.” The
little elf wrung her hands together nervously as she continued,
“Chris has been serving as Santa for four years now and still
hasn’t chosen a Mrs. Claus. His parents are starting to get very
worried.”

I leaned forward to look out the
window as we approached a large structure with tiny buildings
dotting the landscape around it. It was already dusk, so the
Christmas lights that dominated the surrounding pine trees lit the
snow to give the place a magical look. “Aren’t I a little young to
be the bride of Santa Claus? You said his father served sixty
years. How old does that make Chris? Beautiful airport by the way,”
I added as an afterthought.

“The Claus family is
immortal,” Emma explained. “They will forever be young and vibrant.
And that is no airport. It’s the Claus family estate.”

I ogled the massive structure that by
all rights could have been an entire airport…with a roomy hotel.
“Cripes. They must be loaded.” I frowned as her young and vibrant
description sunk in. “I thought Santa was fat and
jolly.”

Bernie rolled his eyes, and I swear I
heard him grumble, “Humans.”

Emma chose not to answer. Instead, she
pressed her face against the jet’s window so she could admire the
scenery as we angled for landing. “He’s just going to love you. I
know it.”

“What if
I don’t like
him?” I asked gently,
reminding her it took two to fall in love and raise a stable of
reindeer.

Emma waved this off. “Everyone loves
Santa.”

* * *

Despite my reluctance to be the next
Mrs. Claus, I was wrapped up in the pure beauty of the North Pole.
The stars shone above in a way I never got to see in the city. The
snow seemed to twinkle like diamonds as it reflected the moonlight.
I think the silence might have been the best part. There were no
blaring car horns, no pollution. It was crisp and clean.

Emma dragged me forward, her hand
looking tiny in mine. “We’ll show you to your room first. Then
you’ll be expected to join Chris for dinner. Oh, he’s going to be
so delighted.”

As she pulled me toward a large,
ornately carved wooden door, I caught my reflection in its window.
My cheeks were rosy from the cold air, and snowflakes decorated my
dark tresses. My white snowsuit was the final piece that let me
know I was truly in a winter wonderland.

“I’m kind of nervous about
this whole dinner thing,” I admitted hesitantly. “This is like
blind dating for extremists. Last fall, I went to the pound looking
for a dog, but couldn’t find one that could convince me to commit.
If I can’t commit to a puppy, there’s no way I’m going to commit to
a Santa. It’s just not going to happen.”

As I walked further into the room, I
gave a squeal of surprised delight as I realized we were trekking
through a workshop. Elves sat at long tables, busily crafting toys
and painting make-up onto porcelain dolls. They all fell silent as
I passed, their eyes lifting from their work as they examined
me.

“Holy crap!” I squeaked.
“This is it! This is Santa’s workshop! It’s real!” I spun around,
taking in the merry atmosphere, the cups of steaming cocoa, the
mistletoe in the doorways. It was all real.

Emma was giggling at my awe when
suddenly she skidded to a halt, giving a gasp of surprise. “He’s
here!”

Bernie’s eyebrows shot up
expressively, yet he remained silent.

“Who’s here?” I spun to
face the direction Emma was looking just in time to see a man turn
to face me as well. My heart stopped in my chest, and it took every
ounce of self-control to keep from slipping to the floor because my
legs had turned to jelly.

Across the room stood the most drop
dead gorgeous man I’d ever seen in my life. After a quick perusal,
I started at his head and slowly worked my way down.

He had short blond hair, which he wore
in spiked points. Jade green eyes complimented a handsome face
whose light blond five o’clock shadow did nothing to hide dimples
that had my knees trembling.

He wore a black t-shirt so tight I
could see the outline of each abdomen muscle as he moved. A pair of
faded jeans and black high-tops rounded
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