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      Andrea lives alone by choice. From her home in a solitary cabin in the Rocky Mountains above the small town of Arcana Glen, she publishes her wildlife photography anonymously.

      But her life is upended she finds an adorable baby polar bear… who turns into an adorable toddler.

      She has no idea who will start hunting her. One of the men claims to be a Christmas Knight. One of the men claims to be the baby’s father. She has no idea who to trust.

      Her life and the child’s is on the line.

      And so is her heart.

      

      This is a stand-alone Arcana Glen Holiday Novel, a heartwarming Christmas romance with shifters, good witches, and small town magic.
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        December 2, Tuesday

      

      

      Fresh snow blanketed the rugged peaks of the Rockies, turning the evergreens into cathedral spires shimmering with ice. The sky was a crystalline blue, sharp and cloudless, promising a bitterly cold but dazzling day. Frost hung in the air like powdered diamonds, catching the light with each breath of wind. The world seemed suspended in winter’s enchanted stillness, a place where magic felt possible.

      Andrea Shaw adjusted the settings on her Nikon F5 35mm film camera, her fingers moving with practiced precision despite the biting chill. The early morning light was perfect—low and golden, kissing the edges of the snowdrifts and making the frost-encrusted branches sparkle like enchanted relics. She crouched near the frozen edge of a winding creek, framing a shot where jagged ice met the mirrored water, the reflection of the snow-covered peaks sharp and surreal.

      She set her aperture wide to capture the dreamy softness of the forest in the background while keeping the frost-kissed branches in razor-sharp focus. It was the kind of shot she lived for—silent beauty, eternal and untouchable.

      The photos weren’t for sale. They never were. Her work stayed hidden in drawers and old portfolios gathering dust in the attic of her isolated cabin. But this year, she was doing something different. The town’s Secret Santa gift exchange was anonymous—safe. She could finally share something real, something that mattered, without risking the vulnerability of being seen. She’d frame this one, wrap it and leave it under the big Christmas Tree in the center of town. No one would know it was her work, and that anonymity made her brave.

      Andrea adjusted her worn leather camera strap, exhaling a breath that fogged the frigid air. She knelt carefully beside a snow-draped rock near a half-frozen stream. Thin ribbons of water still flowed beneath sheets of glassy ice, reflecting the rising sun in shimmering streaks of silver and gold. She traced the edge of the scene with her eyes, searching for balance in the natural composition.

      Carefully, she dialed her camera settings: aperture wide for a soft, dreamlike background, shutter speed slow enough to capture the smooth flow of water but fast enough to freeze the delicate dance of snowflakes still falling. The manual focus clicked quietly as she adjusted the lens. Almost perfect.

      She clicked the shutter.

      The world stilled again, and for a moment, Andrea let herself breathe. This—this fleeting magic—was what she lived for. Capturing beauty no one else seemed to notice. The quiet intimacy between nature and lens.

      Andrea lifted the camera again, framing the shot with practiced ease—but her breath hitched. Something in the woods…had shifted. Not the wind. Not an animal she could name. Just… a presence.

      She lowered the camera, scanning the tree line, heart thudding. The forest remained silent, still in its winter slumber. Maybe it was just her imagination. Maybe.

      She exhaled slowly and turned back toward the trail leading to her cabin. Behind her, frost-sharpened branches shivered, releasing a cascade of snow that sparkled like enchanted dust in the morning light.

      But no wind had stirred them.

      Turning back toward the winding trail home, she paused mid-step. Tracks.

      Small bear prints pressed into the snow just beyond the creek’s edge. They were sharp and fresh, each toe pad perfectly defined in the powder. Andrea crouched, studying them with growing confusion. The size suggested a cub—but it was too late in the season. Black bears should have been denned up by now, hibernating with their young. There shouldn’t be a cub wandering around alone.

      She bit her lower lip. Bears weren’t strangers in this part of the Rockies, but the thought of a lone cub in mid-December sent a chill through her. She wanted to follow, to catch the shot of a lifetime, but she hesitated. Any mama out with her cub at this time of year had to be starving, desperate… and therefore dangerous.

      Don’t follow them. Every part of her outdoor-trained mind screamed caution. A mother bear might be nearby, protective and unpredictable. But…what if there wasn’t? What if the cub was lost or injured? The responsible thing would be to notify the local ranger station.

      The tracks tugged at her like a thread she couldn’t ignore. She imagined the shot—the tiny dark cub against the sweeping, snowy wilderness. The contrast of fragility against vast, untamed nature. It would be haunting. Beautiful.

      Her fingers tightened on her camera. Just one photo, she promised herself. She would stay near the tree line, keep her distance, and be ready to turn back at the first sign of danger. If the bear seemed to be in peril or distress, she’d call it in to the sheriff.

      Snow crunched softly underfoot as she moved toward the tracks, following them deeper into the quiet, ancient stillness of the forest. The pines whispered overhead, heavy with snow. Frost clung to every branch like enchanted lace.

      The bear tracks continued, weaving between trees like an unspoken invitation. Ahead, the forest thickened into shadow—but just beyond, she glimpsed something… something white.

      Hm. Not a bear. There were no white bears in the Rockies. A fox, perhaps?

      Ahead, a ridge of jagged rocks jutted from the earth like the bones of the mountain itself. The tracks veered toward it, vanishing over its uneven, bare surface. She hesitated, her breath clouding in the frigid air. Scrambling over rocks in winter was risky—one slip, and she could break an ankle, miles from help. Just a quick look. The light spilling through the canopy was still breathtaking, and there might be a shot worth capturing.

      She carefully climbed over the uneven stone, her boots skidding slightly on frost-slicked patches. On the far side, the forest opened into a small hollow blanketed in snow, serene and untouched… except for a trail of tracks leading away from the rocks. But these weren’t bear prints…

      Andrea’s breath hitched.

      They were tiny, bare human footprints, small enough to belong to a toddler.

      Her pulse quickened as she crouched, fingertips grazing the delicate impressions. No shoes. No boots. Just the soft, unmistakable outline of a child’s feet, each toe pressed perfectly into the powder like a whispered question.

      Impossible.

      Adrenaline burned in her chest, and she straightened, scanning the woods with wide eyes. No one lived this far up the mountain except her—and the nearest ranger station was miles away. A child couldn’t survive alone in this cold. Not barefoot. Not now.

      The tracks continued deeper into the woods, weaving an erratic path through the snow.

      Her fingers tightened on her camera—a lifeline in a world that suddenly felt wrong. She wanted to turn back, call for help… but some instinct, ancient and unyielding, rooted her to the spot.

      She adjusted the camera’s settings with shaking hands—if only to steady herself—and snapped a shot of the tiny footprints leading into the endless white.

      Then, heart pounding, she followed them.

      They continued through the pristine snow, weaving around frost-covered bushes and between towering evergreens. A child. Out here. Alone.

      Her mind raced with explanations. Lost from a camping trip? A family cabin nearby? None of it made sense—there were no signs of other people, no other tracks, no cries for help. And the child’s bare feet… in weather this cold, exposure would set in within minutes.

      She crested a small rise, breath misting in the freezing air. What she saw made her gasp.

      There, in the heart of the snowy clearing, stood a little boy no older than three, his pale, chubby arms stretched toward the sky as if reaching for the falling snowflakes. His pale, bare skin glowed faintly in the weak winter light, unmarked by the cold. His platinum-blond curls gleamed like spun silver.

      He giggled as he twirled in slow, delighted circles, sending soft sprays of snow into the air. Barefoot. Naked. In the middle of the Rocky Mountains.

      Andrea’s breath caught in her throat. She dropped to her knees, hands trembling as she reached toward him.

      “Sweetheart,” she called, her voice shaking. “Are you lost?”

      The boy paused mid-spin and turned to face her, bright blue eyes sparkling with innocent curiosity—but without a trace of fear or discomfort. He didn’t even seem cold. His tiny pink toes wriggled happily in the snow, as if playing in summer grass.

      Andrea surged forward, peeling off her heavy parka. “Oh my goodness—come here!” she urged, wrapping the coat around his impossibly warm little body. His skin radiated heat, far warmer than it should have been. He stared up at her with calm, almost knowing eyes, as though she were the one who seemed out of place.

      “Where’s your family?” she asked breathlessly, looking around the silent forest. “Where are your parents?”

      The boy didn’t answer, just tilted his head. Then, with sudden delight, he reached out with pudgy fingers and touched her cheek. He pointed at the snow.

      “Snoo pweddi,” he gurgled with the clarity of someone just learning words.

      Andrea’s chest clenched painfully. He was so small. So alone. She hugged him close, feeling his warmth seep into her frozen fingers. This was impossible. He should be freezing—but he felt as if he’d been basking near a roaring fire.

      Suddenly, the wind shifted, cold and sharp, slicing through the stillness. For the first time, Andrea felt something she couldn’t explain—a strange, electric awareness prickling along her spine.

      She couldn’t shake the feeling Something was watching her.
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        * * *

      

      The toddler nestled against Andrea’s chest as she carried him through the snow-covered forest, wrapped tightly in her oversized parka. He rested his head on her shoulder, warm and content, his tiny fingers clutching a lock of her dark hair as though he’d known her forever. She could still feel the strange warmth radiating from his skin, defying the brutal winter cold, even as her own body was starting to shiver from the cold.

      He should be frozen stiff, she thought, her pulse still racing. He should be…

      She forced the thought away. He was safe now.

      Her isolated mountain cabin appeared through the trees, smoke curling from the stone chimney like a comforting beacon. Built sturdy from rough-hewn logs, it stood against the elements like a protective guardian. Andrea kicked the snow from her boots as she crossed the small front porch, fumbling with her keys before pushing the heavy wooden door open. Warmth and the scent of cedar and pine rushed to meet them.

      She set the boy gently on the thick woven rug near the hearth. The fire crackled and hissed, chasing away the chill, though the toddler seemed perfectly unaffected by the freezing trek. He blinked up at her with those wide, impossibly blue eyes, calm and curious, as if he were studying her.

      Andrea knelt, brushing snowflakes from his downy blond curls. “Hey, little guy… what’s your name?”

      The boy tilted his head.

      “Name?” she repeated, tickle-poking him in the belly.

      “Miki!” He giggled in a way that tugged at something deep in her chest.

      “You’re name is Miki? Miki what?”

      “Miki!” Big grin.

      Okay, he likely didn’t know his last name.

      Mentally, she rifled through possibilities: Was he lost from a camping group? A nearby cabin? A survivalist family off the grid? But there were no other tracks in the snow—only his. And the nearest inhabited property was over five miles away through harsh, unforgiving terrain. There was no way a child this small could have made it that far alone.

      Andrea gently touched his bare feet. Those pink toes were astonishingly warm. No frostbite, no cuts, not even a trace of redness from the snow. Impossible.

      She grabbed a soft throw blanket from the back of her worn leather couch and wrapped him in it, tucking him securely. He let out a happy, sleepy sigh, his tiny fist clutching the fabric as he settled deeper into its folds.

      “Okay… think, Andrea,” she muttered, pacing near the window, her mind whirling. “Call the rangers. Report a missing child. They’ll know what to do.”

      But even as she reached for the old rotary phone mounted by the wall, her fingers clenched into a fist instead. What if no one reported him missing? What if his own parents abandoned him…?

      The wind howled suddenly outside, sharp and wild, rattling the windows like something angry. Andrea went to the window. Outside, a fierce wind kicked whirligigs of snow at the cabin, as if it had a personal grudge against her. The strange feeling returned—the electric awareness she’d felt in the woods. As though the mountains themselves were watching, and the wind itself had a vendetta against her.

      Miki stirred but didn’t wake, his expression peaceful despite the wind’s eerie cry. Andrea forced herself to take a steadying breath, pushing the sensation away. You’re just spooked, she told herself. The wind’s just the wind.
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        December 2, Tuesday

      

      

      The soft crackle of the fire filled Andrea’s cozy cabin as she finished making two sandwiches at the worn wooden kitchen counter. Outside, snow drifted steadily past the frost-rimmed windows, blanketing the world in winter’s quiet magic. Inside, the air was warm and filled with the comforting scent of woodsmoke and toasted bread.

      She set a simple peanut butter and jelly sandwich on a small ceramic plate and carried it over to the toddler, who sat cross-legged on the thick rug by the hearth, still bundled in her soft throw blanket. His bright blue eyes lit up with delight as she handed him the plate.

      “Here you go, sweetheart,” she said gently. “Careful—it’s sticky.”

      He nodded solemnly, as though accepting a sacred responsibility, and sniffed the sandwich. Jelly smudged the tip of his nose. Startled, he squealed and blinked at the sandwich in surprise. Andrea couldn’t help but smile. It looked like more of the sandwich might end up on his cheeks than in his belly, but it was a start.

      She returned to the kitchen, making herself a turkey and Swiss sandwich on crusty homemade bread. As she wrapped the sandwich in a napkin, her gaze drifted to the old rotary phone mounted on the wall near the front door—a sturdy relic of the past, its black receiver worn smooth from years of use.

      Time to call the sheriff, she thought. Reporting a found child was the logical, responsible thing to do, even if every instinct in her protested. He belongs to someone.

      Still, her fingers hesitated just above the phone’s cool surface. She glanced back toward the boy, who ate contentedly by the fire, oblivious to her inner turmoil. There was something about him—something otherworldly, though she couldn’t explain why she felt that way.

      Before she could dial, the phone itself suddenly rang, sharp and loud in the stillness.

      Andrea gasped, hand flying to her chest. Her pulse thundered in her ears as she reached for the receiver with trembling fingers.

      “Hello?” she managed, breath hitching.

      “Andrea! It’s Mindy!” her best friend’s warm, familiar voice crackled through the line. Relief surged through her like a breaking wave.

      “Mindy,” Andrea exhaled, leaning heavily against the counter. “You scared me half to death.”

      “Sorry! Didn’t mean to spook you,” Mindy laughed. “I was just thinking about you! I’m at my blanket booth at the Santa’s Village and I can see Your Tree from here. It’s a huge hit! It’s going to need more ornaments soon because they are flying off the branches!”

      “What—really?” Andrea gasped. “It’s barely been a week!”

      Mindy had convinced Andrea to donate some tree ornaments to the Santa’s Village. The ornaments were technically for sale, but the manager of the Village, a kind woman named Clara Barq, had warned Andrea that the ornaments weren’t guaranteed to sell—she should be prepared to take back unsold inventory at the end of the month. But since there was no charge, only the obligation to decorate “her” tree in the park herself, Andrea had agreed to it. Unlike a booth or store in the Village, she could also remain anonymous. She made a few dozen ornaments by framing her photographs in 3D printed casings.

      “Giirrrl, they are popular and I thought—hey, you should totally bring some of your photos to sell! I know you didn’t rent a booth, but you could use mine—hang them along the sides and back, they would look fantastic⁠—”

      Andrea frowned. “You know I don’t⁠—”

      “Oh, don’t even start,” Mindy interrupted firmly. “Your pictures are amazing, and you need to stop hiding them away like some kind of forest witch.”

      “I like being a forest witch,” Andrea mumbled, glancing toward the boy again. Miki was quietly stacking his sandwich triangles into a neat little tower, utterly content.

      Mindy pressed on. “Come on, Andrea! I’ll share my booth with you. No rental fees, no pressure. You could even donate the money to the animal shelter if you don’t want to keep it.”

      Andrea hesitated. She could already picture the Santa’s Village with its warm, glowing lights, festive stalls, and the smell of pine and cinnamon wafting through the snowy air. It was everything she loved about winter—and everything she avoided. Too many people. Too many eyes.

      But maybe…maybe this year could be different.

      “I’ll… think about it,” she said, mostly to placate Mindy.

      “Good! You better.” Mindy’s grin was practically audible through the line. “See you soon!”

      The line clicked off, leaving the cabin eerily quiet again, save for the low pop of the fire. Andrea cradled the receiver for a moment, staring at the old rotary dial.

      Maybe selling her photos wouldn’t be so bad. After all, what harm could come from stepping out—just for a little while? A part of her wanted to share her love of the wilderness through her art. But a bigger part of her was too scared of exposing herself like a fool to scorn and ridicule.

      Behind her, the toddler giggled softly.

      Andrea set the old rotary phone back into its cradle, still hearing Mindy’s excited voice urging her to sell her photos at the Santa’s Village. Maybe it’s time, she thought, her eyes lingering on the frosted window, where snow continued to fall in lazy, sparkling spirals. Maybe I could be brave for once…

      A sudden stillness prickled the back of her neck.

      She turned back toward the living room, expecting to see Miki still playing by the fire… but the thick woven blanket lay crumpled on the rug. His small plate, the peanut butter and jelly sandwich perfectly intact, rested untouched where she’d left it.

      But her turkey sandwich was shredded—bread scattered, turkey missing except for a few chunks, as if some wild animal had dragged it away.

      Her pulse quickened. “Sweetheart?” she called, her voice tight. “Where are you?”

      The fire crackled softly in the hearth, its warm glow deepening the quiet shadows. No answer. No movement. Just the eerie stillness of the cabin wrapped in winter’s deep hush.

      Then—a noise.

      A soft scuffling from the kitchen.

      Heart pounding, Andrea crept toward the doorway, every instinct urging her to grab the old iron poker from the fireplace. But she didn’t. She couldn’t.

      Peeking cautiously around the corner, she froze.

      There—standing on its hind legs near the kitchen counter—was a white bear cub.
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        * * *

      

      Small and impossibly real, its thick, snowy fur gleamed under the dim light like freshly fallen snow. Its tiny ears twitched as it sniffed the torn remains of her sandwich with curious intensity.

      Andrea’s breath caught, mind spiraling. Polar bears don’t exist here. They can’t.

      Andrea’s breath came fast and shallow as she pressed her back against the kitchen doorway, staring at the white bear cub in the middle of her cozy cabin. It sniffed cautiously at the torn remains of her turkey sandwich, its small pink tongue flicking out to taste a shred of bread.

      How… how is this possible? she thought, heart pounding. Polar bears didn’t live in the Rockies—couldn’t live here. Yet there it was, impossibly fluffy and real, its fur as white as the fresh snow outside.

      Then her stomach twisted with a far more horrifying thought.

      The boy. Miki.

      Had the bear chased him? Hurt him? She remembered the small footprints she’d followed earlier—the tiny, bare human feet leading into the woods… and then the bear tracks.

      “Oh Light help me,” she whispered. “Where is he?”

      Her eyes darted frantically around the room. The blanket lay abandoned near the hearth, still warm from the fire, but there was no sign of the boy.

      The cub sneezed suddenly—a soft, high-pitched achoo!—startling her so badly she nearly yelped. It shook its head with an annoyed huff, then sat back on its haunches, blinking at her like she was the strange one in the room.

      She clapped a hand over her mouth, swallowing a hysterical laugh. It sneezed…

      But her panic surged again. The toddler might be hiding—or worse, hurt. She needed to call the sheriff now, even if the situation felt utterly insane. “Hello, I found a toddler and now there’s a polar bear cub in my kitchen” wasn’t going to sound remotely believable, but she didn’t have time to care.

      As she edged toward the old rotary phone, the cub grunted and shuffled forward—right toward her.

      Stay calm.

      “Okay… okay,” she whispered, holding her hands out slowly. “I’m not going to hurt you… just… stay there…”

      The cub cocked its head, apparently unimpressed with her attempt at reasoning. Before she could react, it scrambled onto the kitchen table with a surprisingly graceful hop, sending the empty plates clattering to the floor. Andrea gasped as it sniffed at the forgotten peanut butter and jelly sandwich still sitting on the counter.

      “No—stop!” she hissed.

      Ignoring her, the cub swiped the sandwich with one paw, sending it flying in an impressive arc—straight into her open flour jar on the opposite counter. A white cloud exploded through the room like a Christmas blizzard, leaving the cub wide-eyed and covered in flour.

      Andrea blinked, stunned.

      The cub sat back, thoroughly dusted in white, sneezed again—and let out what could only be described as a grumpy little growl.

      “Oh dear Light!” Andrea whispered, half laughing, half panicked.

      She snatched the fallen phone from its cradle, yanking the cord free, and started to dial the sheriff’s number—but before she could, the cub bounded off the table and landed with a whump! on the braided rug by the hearth, sending her heart into her throat.

      Is it playing?

      Before she could even process what was happening, the cub spotted the thick wool stocking hanging from the fireplace mantel—her one feeble attempt at holiday decorating. With a delighted huff, it leapt up, grabbed the stocking in its teeth, and gave it a determined tug.

      The stocking stretched… stretched… and then snapped free, sending the cub rolling backward in a tumble of white fur, red felt, and pure stubborn defiance.

      “What… what…” Andrea stammered, frozen in place.

      The cub untangled itself with an offended grumble, giving her a reproachful glare, as if she were to blame for the stocking incident.

      Andrea pressed her free hand to her forehead, overwhelmed by the impossible reality unraveling before her. A polar bear cub was wrecking her kitchen. The boy was missing. And she still had no idea what to do.

      She started to dial again… only to be startled by the sound of the cub’s tiny warbling growl.

      Slowly, cautiously… it trotted toward her, flour-dusted and determined, until it plopped down at her feet, sat back, and tilted its head with curious, intelligent eyes that pierced straight through her panic.

      Those icy-blue eyes. The same ones that had looked up at her so innocently by the hearth earlier. The truth swept into her like a winter wind.

      Miki.

      “No… it can’t be.”

      Andrea’s knees buckled as she pressed herself back against the kitchen counter, heart pounding like a wild drumbeat in her chest. The flour-dusted polar bear cub sat at her feet, its piercing icy-blue eyes fixed on her with unnerving intensity.

      Those eyes…

      They were the same clear, sweet blue that had stared up at her from the toddler’s face just minutes ago by the fire. The same soft, curious gaze—so human it stole the breath from her lungs.

      “No…” she whispered, shaking her head, trying to fight off the impossible. “You can’t be…”

      The cub tilted its head, its small, round ears twitching at her voice. For one frozen moment, the world seemed to hold
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