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      Merry Mistletoe stood in front of her ornate gilded mirror and fastened the last of her earrings in the curve of her pointed ears.  It was breaking the rules but she didn’t care a wit.  Each elf was allowed to wear one pair of earrings to work.  Today Merry had three in each small ear, a pair of pretty little red and white striped candy canes, bright silver snowflakes and tiny red bulbs dangling from her lobes. If the powers that be didn’t like it, they could kiss her heart shaped butt.

      Smoothing her red stockings and short red skirt appliqued with snowflakes into place she slipped her feet into a pair of heeled black pumps, something else that was frowned upon.  It didn’t do to pick up too many fashion traits from the humans, but at this point it was not a major concern.  Merry was not opposed to adding a few inches to her diminutive stature.

      Picking up a powder puff, she dusted her tight black shirt with a touch of glitter before brushing her long silvery hair.  Her make-up was perfect. She’d spent the last hundred years painting faces on dolls; it was expected of her. Violet eyes stared back at her as she studied her reflection.  Not bad, considering she was nearly two hundred years old she decided.  A spritz of Sugar Cookie perfume finished off her routine.  Then she breezed out of her suite ready to do battle and headed for her appointment with the new supervisor.

      So far the reviews were mixed on Mr. Bright.  He was relatively normal sized for a human, standing about 5’10”, which was a plus.  Elves tended to resent those incredibly tall mortals who towered over them.  Also, Mr. Bright was a fairly cool name.  She’d reserve judgement until she met him.

      Merry knew what he wanted to talk to her about; well actually there were probably several things, one being the sad-faced dolls she’d been producing over the last few weeks. Another topic that was sure to come up was her age.  She wasn’t old for an elf, barely mid-thirties in human years, but she was eligible to retire.  It was her option to leave the North Pole and spend her days on a tropical island or apply for a promotion, which would mean she was committed to working for The Clauses’ another hundred years.

      While Merry had never seriously considered retiring, the last few months had shaken her resolve.  A divorced elf was a rare breed; the subject of speculation and gossip for decades to come.  Merry wasn’t sure she could handle that without having a complete melt-down.  The North Pole was supposed to be a place of joy, peace, and plenty of holiday spirit.  She was unsure how much longer she could pull off the image of a happy little elf full of fun and mischief.

      Knocking on the door to Mr. Bright’s office she waited, inspecting her nails.

      

      Bartlett Bright glanced up at the security camera and sighed.  He’d been watching this elf closely for weeks and he couldn’t say he was impressed.  Mrs. Mistletoe was short with the other employees, both elves and humans.  Her work of late, while beyond reproach as far as her skills, did not meet the standards specified by his boss.  A lovely doll face was one thing, a doll with tear-filled eyes was not exactly the kind of present Santa wanted to deliver to a little girl.

      Bartlett also noticed Mrs. Mistletoe did not join in any of the typical seasonal festivities. As the holiday approached most elves gathered their Christmas spirit and became more animated, productive, and joyful.  Not Mrs. Mistletoe.  The beautiful little female withdrew deeper into her sorrows and according to the rampant gossip it was understandable, but not acceptable.  He would have to do something about her attitude.

      Rising from his desk he strode across the room and opened the door.

      “Mrs. Mistletoe,  I’m glad you could make the time to meet with me.”

      “It was hardly a request,” she replied as she sailed past him into the office.

      “True.”

      “And please don’t call me Mrs., it’s Ms. Mistletoe,” she said a bit sharply as she spun to face him when he closed the door.

      “I’m sorry.  I was given to understand you’d been married.”

      “I was.  At one time I was known as Mrs. Breadhouse, but I’ve returned to my maiden name after Bernard, my slug of a husband, left me for Ginger,” she said with a slightly bitter laugh followed by a snort. “Word is they have a bun in the oven, or perhaps I should say a cookie, but you might have missed some of that drama. Still, when he marries her she’ll be Mrs. Breadhouse, or Ginger Breadhouse to be specific.  If that isn’t ridiculously trite, I don’t know what is.”

      “I’m not one to listen to whispered innuendos,” he stated firmly, “and you shouldn’t either.”

      “Pardon me, but it’s hard to ignore.”

      “I’m sure it is, nevertheless, that’s not what I called you here to talk about today.  Please have a seat,” he said, indicating a chair in front of his desk that had two steps in front of it.

      Carefully Merry climbed the stairs and sat, crossing her legs, her foot popping up and down in obvious agitation.

      “Please go on, Mr. Bright,” she suggested briskly.  “I do have work to do.”

      “That’s precisely why I asked you to come in.  I’m wondering, actually everyone is wondering, why your dolls are painted so unhappily this year.  I’ve looked at your earlier work and they are quite lovely.  You’re a skilled artist, Ms. Mistletoe.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So what’s going on? You have to realize we can’t use those sad faced dolls.”

      “Why not?”

      “I think that should be obvious. Christmas is a happy time of year for children.  I doubt your work this year will inspire anything but sadness.”

      “Why shouldn’t children know that life is not all hearts and flowers?  Why can’t little girls be shown that tears and sadness are all part of growing up?” she demanded.

      “I’m sure most of them know that, Ms. Mistletoe.  Children don’t live in a bubble,” he pointed out calmly. “Our job, your job, is to give them some joy.  Some children are already well aware of the harsh realities of life.  Let’s not make it worse.”

      “I understand your point, but I don’t agree,” she stated firmly, narrowing her eyes.

      “You don’t have too.  All you have to do is follow my instructions and paint some smiling dolls,” he shot back.

      “And if I don’t want to?” she asked quietly.

      “Then you will be moved to another department, one where your negative attitude won’t reflect on what we do here.  We have a mission and I’m here to make sure we stick to it.”

      “I see.”

      “I’m glad that you do,” he replied, eyeing her sharply.  “That will be all, Ms. Mistletoe.  You may go, but I’ll be watching you.  I suggest you take my words to heart.”

      Merry clamped her lips together.  She’d been dismissed.  Quickly she slipped to the floor, her heels tapping out her anger as she made her way to the door.

      “And lose those shoes, Ms. Mistletoe.  You know they are not allowed and neither  are three pair of earrings.  They present a hazard.”

      Merry didn’t answer; she simply slipped through the door to his office and slammed it behind her a little harder than was necessary.  She’d made up her mind about her new supervisor.  Bartlett Bright was an opinionated jerk and she was going to take him down.

      

      Bartlett leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers beneath his chin.  She was pretty, that much of what he’d heard about her was true.  At nearly five feet she was tall for an elf but her curves were in all the right places.  And that hair was amazing.  It had a life of its own, long strands that caught the light every time she moved and he could not decide if it was silver or gold.  She was also a gifted artist, but her attitude left a lot to be desired.

      So some man, wait, elf, had done her wrong.  It happened. He’d been dumped more than once in his life and survived.  So would she. Letting it affect her work was a huge mistake, especially when what she did was so incredibly important.  He would not sit back and let her ruin Christmas or her future.

      A female elf could go places.  Santa was not only open to females moving up in the organization, he encouraged it.  Ms. Mistletoe had better come to her senses, or she’d find herself stuck wrapping packages.  He hoped it wouldn’t come to that.  No one with her talent should be shuffled off to stuffing red sacks.  He intended to see that didn’t happen to this angry little elf one way or another.

      

      Surprisingly, he found himself thinking about her as he went about his duties for the day.  She was not without appeal on several levels, and he couldn’t help wondering what she would look like with a smile on her pretty bow-shaped lips.  Her lipstick was frosty pink and for some odd reason he was positive those lips would taste like peppermint. Several times during the day he found himself daydreaming about just that, pulling her petite body close and taking an inordinate amount of time tasting her.  In the end, his fantasies regarding her annoyed the hell out of him. As a rule, elves were charming little imps, full of fun, impetuous and quite endearing.

      Most were submissive, he liked that. Having lived their lives in service and following orders, defiant female elves were rare, yet it did not take away from their appeal, at least not for him.  In fact, he enjoyed a challenge and that might be part of the problem.  He realized Ms. Mistletoe was going to be difficult.  He felt fairly confident he could handle anything she threw at him, fairly being the key word.  Never had he allowed a woman, elf or otherwise, to affect his work ethic, yet she seemed to be able to occupy his mind.  Finally he hopped on a tram and took a ride over to the doll factory.  It might be better to check up on her instead of letting her consume his thoughts.

      

      Merry surveyed the faceless dolls stacked up on her worktable.  To her they were like nameless children, waiting for a home.  It saddened her.  She preferred to work alone and in relative quiet but for some soft music playing on her headset.

      Most of her life she’d listened to Christmas songs, and there were literally thousands of playlists to choose from, but lately she preferred instrumentals. Her sorrow and sense of betrayal would have been evident to anyone who bothered to tap into her headset and listen.

      

      Bartlett did just that as he watched her from the catwalk around her studio, unobserved.  She was working on a ginger haired, full-figured doll suitable for an older girl, the kind that came with dozens of outfits for any occasion.

      Diligently Merry worked, clearly entranced in what she was doing.  At first Bartlett thought their little talk had made a difference.  Merry gave her full red lips, gently sloped eyebrows and he smiled from his perch.  Then with a few strokes of her brushes the doll became something other than lovely.  Her expression suddenly took on a sly and satisfied demeanor.  She added slight touches to her pretty wide eyes, narrowing them and giving the doll a calculating and somewhat devious appearance.

      Damn, she was talented, he thought shaking his head.  A true artist, she would have made millions painting portraits anywhere in the world but where she resided.

      Merry dressed the doll in a revealing outfit that would never have passed muster with the big boss, one that would have given Mrs. Claus fits, and set her aside.  Then she began working on the male counterpart. Typically, they came in a set.  A male and female, imaginary playmates guaranteed to inspire true love for some lucky young lady.  At some point, there would be a wedding and a happily ever after, if the family dog didn’t get one of them, or they didn’t lose their heads to a younger brother.  Eventually, they would end up in a box in the basement or attic, taken out now and again by their owner to reminisce about her childhood.

      Bartlett watched and knew with one hundred percent certainty these particular dolls would never make it out of the North Pole.  The male doll, while perfectly formed was being given an exceedingly stupid expression.  Clueless, his chin was weakened by her brush until Bartlett thought she should finish it by putting a ring through the doll’s nose and handing ginger hair a leash.

      “Hell,” he murmured, shaking his head and pinching the bridge of his nose.  Is that how she saw it all?  Was that truly the way it went down, the destruction of her marriage?  Was Bernard Breadhouse so stupid he couldn’t see what was right before his eyes?  Well, maybe Merry was right. Maybe Bernard was a moron and Ginger a sultry seductress he was too weak to resist.  If so, he wasn’t nearly good enough for Merry!

      The thought shocked him.  When had he become her defender?  While he’d admired her work, he only met her this morning.  Maybe he was as stupid as poor Bernard?  Bartlett felt her pain and shame at being pushed aside.  He wanted to go down there and pick her up in his arms, offering comfort and support.  At the same time he wanted to give her a shake and tell her to get over it.  The elf ex-husband wasn’t worth one of the silvery droplets that slipped down her cheeks as she finally set the doll aside and brushed her face free of glistening tears.

      Bartlett watched silently as she placed the dolls in a cupboard and locked the door.  Clearly they were not for others to see but something she had to get off her chest.  Merry picked up another doll and studied her for a few minutes.  She was Native American and squaring her shoulders she began to work.  Mesmerized, Bartlett watched as she painted the lovely face of the Indian maiden, giving her a smooth warm complexion, beauty, strength and some wisdom.  Her beautiful dark eyes reflected a bit of sadness, but also pride.  When Merry set her aside she was perfect.

      He watched Merry take off her apron and leave her studio, heading to the station set up for hot chocolate and cookies.  She filled a dainty cup and took a seat off by herself.  On impulse, he descended the stairs and joined her, taking a seat at her table with a mug of cocoa and a small plate of cookies.

      She eyed him warily and he smiled.

      “The Indian Maiden is lovely,” he stated smoothly.

      “You’ve been spying on me,” she accused heatedly.

      “Observing, it’s my job,” he qualified, ignoring her snort and eye roll.

      “How long were you watching?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.

      “Long enough.  Is that how you see them?”

      “See who?” she asked evasively.

      “Bernard and Ginger.”

      “I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about,” she insisted, looking away.

      “Oh come on, Ms. Mistletoe.  Don’t play dumb with me.  It’s beneath you.”

      “All right, yes, that’s how I see them,” she hissed.

      Bartlett watched as her tiny pink tongue came out to swipe at the chocolate on her upper lip. It was enticing.

      “So, she’s the husband stealer and poor stupid Bernard had nothing to do with it?” he asked with a slight smirk.  “She just captured him in her sexy, evil web?”

      “Something like that,” she admitted quietly.

      “Don’t you think that’s a little one-sided?” he inquired. “All the blame is on her and he gets off with a free pass for being weak?” With a short laugh he shook his head in disbelief when she nodded.

      “Bernard is easily led,” she explained coolly.

      “Led or bossed?” he countered.

      “Look, this isn’t the time or place for this conversation,” she snapped, rising quickly.

      “Then have dinner with me tonight,” he suggested, surprising even himself.

      “Why?”

      “I want to help you, Merry.  You’re too talented to be shuffled off to some obscure department.  I don’t want to do that.  I don’t want it to come to that.” Rising he stood and looked down at her as he waited for an answer.

      “Where do you want to meet?” she asked, defeated.

      “Come to my cabin.  We need privacy, without a lot of curious eyes watching.  There is enough gossip around here as it is.  People will talk because we had this little break together,” he said a bit disgustedly.

      “What time?” she whispered as she followed him to the entrance.

      “Seven, and don’t be late.  I like punctuality.”

      “And do you always get what you want, Mr. Bright?” she sassed.

      “Most of the time,” he replied with a laugh.  “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

      Merry rolled her eyes and spun away.  He certainly didn’t lack confidence.  Maybe if Bernard had had a bit more of that he wouldn’t have been such an easy target.  Now, with a child on the way, he was well and truly trapped.  Well, it served him right.  He’d made his sleigh bed, now he’d have to sleep in it.

    

  


OEBPS/images/merry-and-bright-high-res.jpg
Stevie MacFarla,ne

A CHRISTMAS FANTASY ROMANCE

. ' BOOKTWO .
= = » .
rr'm."' =t 2 0"(,

LOVE STORIES FROM THE NORTH POLE





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


