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      In memory of Lulu, the sassiest redhead ever.
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      North of North Pole, AK

      

      Sandy Claus rolled over and slid her hand across cool, empty sheets. She bolted up. Her husband never rose earlier than she did. He was a night owl—one of the main reasons she’d recruited him to be The Claus all those years ago.

      “Treats Twinkletoes?” she called out to her head elf.

      The cute little blond sashayed in with her candy cane tights in a twist, wiping her mouth. “Hey, Sandy. You’re awake…”

      “Where is he?”

      “Um?” Treats glanced back at the door she’d come through, then at the window, up to the ceiling. “Uh…not here?”

      “You’re being obtuse on purpose. Where is he?”

      Treats straightened one leg of her leggings. “Gone.”

      Not again. Sandy slipped out from beneath the thick quilted covers and dropped to the floor from the huge, carved wooden sleigh bed. Treats was far too quiet.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Alabastra dropped him at the Anchorage airport early this morning. She came back crying.”

      Sandy wrapped herself in her down robe and slid her bare feet into a pair of red fuzzy slippers. The urge to break down warred with the desire to murder him. “Is she okay? If he hurt her, I’ll —”

      “No, nothing like that.” Treats slipped a candy cane from its wrapper and popped it between her lips, twisting her tongue around it. “He told her he’d take her with him, but when they got to the airport, he only had one ticket.”

      “Why the hell would he be flying somewhere, especially on the day after Thanksgiving? It’s one of the busiest and most expensive days to fly. I swear, that man has no sense of budgeting. We could have had the reindeer fly him. After Christmas.”

      “Only if he was coming back…” Her voice, normally as harsh as rough cut pine, softened to ash.

      The hair on the back of Sandy’s neck rose. “What did you say?”

      “Sandy, he’s not coming back. He ditched us.”

      “It’s less than a month until Christmas Eve. He can’t ditch us.” Her blood turned to ice. Why had she struggled so much in her role as Mrs. Claus? “He’s The Claus.”

      Treats sucked on her peppermint stick, eyes wide.

      Rick had really left. That prick. “Do you know where he went this time?”

      “Florida.”

      “Could he be any more cliche? Mama told me he was a bad choice. I mean, look at the toys he’s pushed us to make. Complete plastic garbage. I should let him stay there.” But who would pilot the sleigh on Christmas Eve? The magic required The Claus.

      “You can’t!” her head elf sputtered. “You have to bring him back.”

      Sandy’s only other option was to call her mother and drag her parents back there to save her ass. She cringed at the thought of having that conversation. Her father was happily retired. Her mother was perfection. Sandy…wasn’t.

      I told you so, in her mother’s pious voice, rang through her head, and the threat of failure stabbed her in the gut. Sandy rubbed her forehead and sighed. “Fine, hook up the sleigh. But I’m replacing him before next year.”

      “You got it. Whatever you say. Just bring him back, or Christmas is going to be a disaster.”
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      “I’m not getting in that sleigh. Ever. Again.” Rick Claus reclined on the plastic lounger. Sunlight glinted off the hot concrete and the small hotel pool, illuminating his pasty white skin. He reminded Sandy of a beluga whale, while his companions were more like strips of dried leather.

      Sandy narrowed her eyes at the skinny women in barely there bikinis. The bottle-blond shifted her sunglasses as if she could erase the sight of an enraged wife.

      “Rick, I’m not going to talk about your job obligations in front of your playthings. You know you have to come back with me.”

      “Taffi and Candi aren’t playthings. They’re paid things.” He laughed at his own joke and picked up a mirror, shoving one end of a rolled hundred-dollar bill in his nostril, closing the other with his thumb. Rick sniffed up a white line of powder and grinned up at Sandy.

      “You are such a jackass. My mother was right.” And her mother would remind her of the fact when Sandy informed her there was no Claus. She pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “Of course, she was.” Rick guffawed. “Women run everything up there, and they’re all always right. Especially your mother. But I’m done. It was all fun and games for the first thirty years, but frankly, I’m tired of the cold. I’m tired of living by your rules—or should I say, your mother’s rules. And I’m tired of spending all year working my ass off just to race around the world, delivering crap to a bunch of selfish little brats.”

      Sandy blinked at his blistering tirade. He’d always been a bit flighty, a little too flirty with the elves, but she’d had no idea he was so bitter. She could argue with him and waste more time, but it was no use. He was a Lost Claus.

      There was a tiny chance she could fix everything without calling her mom. If she moved quickly, there would be time to recruit and train a new Claus—barely. Saving Christmas for the children of the world was much more important than arguing with her future ex-husband. His hookers and blow could have him. She’d find someone better. Immediately. But first, she needed a lawyer and a no-fault divorce because she’d been dumb enough to make it a legal marriage as well as a magical one.

      “I’ll be back with paperwork for you to sign.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re back.” Treats met the sleigh and started freeing the reindeer from their harnesses. “Where’s Rick?”

      “Gone.” Despite the terrible situation, Sandy didn’t miss him at all.

      “But the kids…Christmas…He has to.” Treats stomped her foot, making the tiny bell on the toe jingle.

      “He can’t. I divorced him.” That statement should’ve hurt.

      “You what! You can’t. You didn’t.”

      A smile lifted Sandy’s lips. Rick had seemed surprised as well. Wait until he figured out the divorce meant no magic and no money.

      “I did.”

      Treats threw up her hands. “Now what?”

      “I’m going to change my clothes.” Snow had started to fall. “I’ll need a ride to Anchorage.”

      “Anchorage? Fairbanks is closer.” Treats scowled at her.

      “Fairbanks is where I found Rick.”

      “I’ll harness the B team.” Treats spun on her heel and grabbed a lead rope in each hand before stomping off to the stables. “No Rudolpha.”

      “Didn’t expect her,” Sandy called over her shoulder, racing toward her room. She needed something sexy. Something Taffi or Candi would wear but classier, or maybe lower cut. She was desperate, after all. Twenty-something days to Christmas eve and they had no Claus.

      The F Street Pub in Anchorage was a cute little dive, all wood panels and tin ceiling. As usual, it was filled with local off-duty pilots perched on stools. A lumberjack of a man scraped a couple of slices of cheddar from the wheel of cheese on the corner of the bar under a sign that said: “Do not eat.”

      A few women dotted the scene, but no real competition. Supermodels and sugar babies didn’t come to Alaska to find men, and definitely not in November. Granted, there were a lot of men in the state, but as the saying went, “the odds are good, but the goods are odd.”

      That local bar crowd was special—pilots who flew in and around Alaska in the winter. They were some of the most talented, fearless bastards ever to grace a cockpit. And Sandy only needed one. She trusted the magic would guide her to her next Claus.

      Sandy tugged off her mittens and her hat, tucking them into the deep pockets of her full-length red coat. She ran her fingers through her mussed red hair and then unzipped the thick outer layer. It slipped from her shoulders, showing off the tight red sweater with the deep V-neck. Her boobs looked spectacular edged in white faux fur, if she did say so herself.

      After hanging her coat on an open hook, she considered the possibilities.

      Didn’t matter.

      There was one free stool at the bar.

      She hopped up, brushing against the man to her left. Flashing her best seductive smile, she purred, “What’s your name, handsome?”

      Several drinks and over twenty strikeouts later, Sandy was starting to regret letting Rick, “the ‘P’ is silent,” go so easily. She’d talked to pilots of all sorts. UPS and FedEx corporate guys. Emergency air and supply bush guys. None of them were Claus material. Either they were married or had kids, or were more interested in hooking up with one of the other male pilots. The bar was nearly empty, and she was stone-cold sober because alcohol didn’t work on her. But Sandy was still at rock bottom. She shifted from the seat and sauntered to the restroom. Might as well freshen up for the
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