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      Three weeks until Christmas…

      Back in the spring, when Ginger Malone asked charming inventor Frank Cardinal on a date, she struck out hard. Now, at their last business meeting of the year, something has changed, but Ginger won't ask Frank if he's flirting with her in case she's misreading the signs again.

      Two hearts afraid to take a chance… Caught flat-footed and tongue-tied when the gorgeous North Pole Unlimited representative asked him out, Frank panicked, and Ginger retreated. Now he's trying to get back to a place where he could have another shot with her, but he might be too late.

      One elf-size matchmaker… Grown-ups are so dense! Since her dad hasn't got around to asking Ginger on a date, nine-year-old Michelle is forced to take action with a little help from her friends. Will her risky plan work?

      Only Santa knows.

      

      Join Elle Rush’s newsletter to keep up with her latest releases and other news.
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      Second week of December

      North Pole Unlimited Headquarters

      December, Manitoba, Canada (25 kilometres southeast of Winnipeg)

      

      “As the last item on today’s agenda, Jilly would like a word,” Nick Klassen announced to the boardroom full of department heads and other assorted North Pole Unlimited staff. With less than a month until Christmas, they were meeting twice weekly to ensure the company kept on schedule. The good news was everything was winding to a close for their busiest month of the year; the bad news was there was still time for things to go wrong.

      Jilly’s presentation would give everyone the boost they needed to make it through to the end of the year.

      His executive assistant picked up a small, festive bag and began circling the table. “I have a much-desired reward for one individual in attendance today. This person has set the gold standard for the rest of you to follow. For the past eleven months, they have submitted their department’s timesheets on time, kept me abreast of changes to vacation schedules, and even handled two transfers out of province and an early maternity leave—all in the same pay period. Their hard work has made my life easier, which, as you all know, should be the goal of everyone here.” The room burst into laughter. “I would like to present this small, but highly sought-after gift, to Ginger Malone!”

      The redhead at the end of the table stood and took a bow, then carefully set the foil bag in front of her. She gently poked it with the tip of her pencil.

      “It’s not going to bite. In fact, it’s the opposite,” Jilly said.

      Ginger looked up at her and poked it again. “Are you sure? Chapter five of the North Pole Unlimited Handbook specifically says beware of Jillys bearing gifts.”

      Nick snorted. He tried to turn it into a cough but knew he’d failed when his assistant glared at him. He’d pay for that later, but it didn’t mean the comment wasn’t deserved. Jilly did have a well-deserved reputation.

      “If you don’t want it…” Jilly threatened.

      Ginger snatched at the gift bag before Jilly could take it back. “I’m opening it!” She removed the tuft of tissue paper and pulled out a tiny food container. She peeled back the lid and gave an excited squeak. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “Yes. That, my friend, is a Totally Iced chocolate meringue. You’ve earned it.”

      Ginger closed her eyes and raised the cookie to her mouth. “This tastes even better than you said it would,” she mumbled, brushing crumbs from her lips.

      “I can’t believe she got a cookie, and I didn’t. I’m your boss,” Nick whispered to Jilly.

      “Your paperwork was late.”

      The meeting broke up on that laugh. Ginger gathered her notes and stopped beside Nick and Jilly. “Thanks for the treat. I’m glad I got it before I head out tomorrow.”

      “Kenora, right?” Although Nick had hundreds of direct employees in his office, and North Pole Unlimited had nearly as many contractors, he’d made a point of learning the files of all of them. “Why do you have to see Frank Cardinal two weeks before Christmas?”

      “His latest prototype is ready. I’ve been getting progress reports on it for months. I can’t wait to see the finished product. I’m bringing back a copy for our manufacturing plant for next year’s catalogue.”

      Indie-Genius Games were consistently among the company’s best sellers. Every year their newest offering made the Hottest Toys of the Season list. “Santa hasn’t delivered this season’s game yet. How can Frank have a new one designed already?” Nick asked.

      Ginger shrugged. “Maybe he was inspired. All I know is that the longer lead-time we have for his games, the more we seem to sell, so I’m off to get a twelve-month head start on next Christmas,” Ginger said.

      When it came to picking popular children’s games, Ginger Malone had an unmatched success rate. Nick didn’t know why she felt the need to pick up the prototype herself when she could send a courier, but he wasn’t going to argue with her. “Will you be staying in Kenora overnight?”

      The red curls that escaped her braid bounced when she shook her head. “No, it’ll be an in and out trip.”

      “You’ll be taking a company vehicle. Right?” Nick made sure it didn’t sound like a question. Kenora was a three-hour drive from December, just across the Ontario-Manitoba border. He wanted to be certain Ginger was in a vehicle that could handle the winter roads, especially since making a round trip meant she’d be starting and ending her day in the dark.

      She grinned. “Jilly booked me one of the new SUVs with all the gadgets, including heated seats. My personal car is ten years old. The newest thing in it is a CD player. I may have too much fun to stop driving. If I hit Thunder Bay, I’ll turn back,” she said with a laugh.

      “I wouldn’t know about gadgets.” Nick drove a refurbished 1940s pickup that he’d inherited from his grandfather. He was thankful it had a heater and a radio, but he wouldn’t trade it for the world. It had also introduced him to his fiancée, Eve, after one of its many breakdowns.

      “I’ve heard about Clementine. Don’t you think it’s time she retired? Come join us in the new millennium. It’s only twenty-one years old.”

      “Never! That old girl is going to last forever.”

      Ginger licked the last of the chocolate crumbs from her fingers. “Your loss. Thanks for the treat, Jilly. I’ll have my December paperwork to you as soon as it’s done. Now I have incentive to be on time next year, too, if that’s the prize.” She gathered her notes and the gift bag and waved on her way out of the room.

      “Remember your phone!” Nick yelled at her back. When she didn’t respond, Nick sighed. “She’s not going to remember. If we need her, we’ll have to call Frank.”

      Jilly sidled up to her boss. “He won’t mind. Frank and Michelle will be happy for the company. I was worried about him for the first couple years after his wife passed away, but he and his daughter seem to be doing much better now.”

      Her seemingly innocent words made Nick’s blood run cold. Jilly had a tendency to see matchmaking opportunities everywhere. The fact they often worked out was completely beside the point. “Do I need to worry about you planning something with between Frank and Ginger?”

      She grasped her chest, like his accusation had hurt her heart. “Me? Absolutely not. I have absolutely no intention of interfering with the two of them.”

      Nick almost believed her.
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      Second Friday of December, 11:00 a.m.

      Kenora, Ontario

      

      The new SUV had a built-in GPS system which led Ginger from her house in December, Manitoba, down the TransCanada Highway, through Whiteshell Provincial Park, across the Ontario border, and into the wilds of the land surrounding the sprawling Lake of the Woods. It was a gorgeous drive any time of year, but she especially liked it in the winter when the snow glinted like diamonds on the spruce trees lining the road, highlighting their blue-green needles. Ginger was glad she was making the drive on a sunny day so she could fully appreciate the scenery. She wouldn’t be able to avoid driving in the dark on the way home, since it was so close to the winter solstice, but if she got all her business done in a couple hours, she’d have daylight for part of the return trip.

      Ginger loved visiting the Cardinals. Of all the game and toy suppliers she dealt with, Frank was the only one she visited personally. She could lie and say it was because he was the only one close to her, but that wasn’t true. Or he was the only one her age, since they were both in their early thirties, but that wasn’t it either. She just liked him best.

      Her initial visits had been all business, and it had been nice to put a handsome face to the name on the contracts. It hadn’t taken long for
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