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    For my family, who look with affection on my love of Christmas as a funny quirk-and not the illness it really is!

      

    


Prologue

“DO YOU THINK THIS WILL work?”

“Of course it will work.  Santa can do anything!”

Connor Aaeltin wrote another painstakingly careful line of the letter he was composing to Santa after sending his best friend, Fletcher, a confident look.  Fletcher shrugged before leaning down to read over his friend’s shoulder.

“What are you going to do if Santa just makes it so your Dad visits you at night on Christmas like he has in the past?  My mom says Santa can’t force someone else to do something, even if it’s someone’s Christmas wish.  They have to want it too.”

Connor paused, lips twisting in thought while a frown darkened green eyes so like his mother’s.  “But my Dad does want to come home-he hasn’t been able to because of some project he has to finish.  He told me so himself.  That’s why I’m asking Santa to help my Dad finish the project and then come home permanently.”

“What if your Dad’s working in the Night Realm?  I don’t know if Santa can go there” Fletcher pointed out and Connor shot him a quelling look.

“Santa can go anywhere.”

Having finished the wording to his satisfaction, he signed the letter and then read it over one last time before giving a decisive nod.  Stretching up, he pulled a small wooden box off of the shelf above his desk and took out a clear crystal with a pointed tip.  Holding it over the letter, he focused his energy like his mother had taught him and a moment later the crystal began to glow.  He moved it slowly over the paper, lips moving silently as he carefully laid out where he wanted the message to go and to whom.

The crystal flared brightly and a stream of tiny iridescent stars swirled over the paper.  A moment later the crystal’s light faded away and Connor heaved a sigh when he saw the words on the paper were gone.

“It has to work.  This is my only Christmas wish and Santa has to grant it!” he insisted firmly, putting all his hope and faith into the statement while beside him, Fletcher nodded in solidarity.  “My Dad’s going to come home for Christmas.  Home for good.”
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“THIS PLACE IS GREAT-I can’t believe we’ve never been here before.  How did you find it?”

Gemma Aaeltin leaned over the pool table, her hands steady on a cue stick as she glanced back over her shoulder at her best friend and head researcher, Chloe.

Leaning up against one of the wooden chairs set round their table, Chloe swept the crowded tavern with an interested gaze as her husband Sam casually rested his arm around her waist in an unconscious statement of possessiveness.

NightShade was a tavern located in the center of Mystic Harbor’s old town and had comfortably watched the city of Ravenna change around it for centuries without once feeling the desire to do so itself.

Opened ages ago by the man who still ran it-Nightshade Galletaux-a man who could smile charmingly at you one minute and gut you with his black-handled dagger the next. It was a popular gathering spot for anyone wanting to either sit in a quiet booth while enjoying the live entertainment on the tiny corner stage or try their hand at the casual pocket billiard tables.

Built of dark, highly polished wood and brass, large mullioned windows looked out on the cobbled streets of the city, letting in a filtered light that made the place seem cozy and secluded.  Booths hugged the walls while round tables were scattered through the open spaces, interspersed with pocket billiard tables.  A long bar lined with soft, brown leather upholstered stools snaked its way across the entire tavern and ended at the far left corner where a small stage was set up, waiting for the live local musical talent that entertained nightly.

“My family comes here a lot.  It’s off the beaten track so you have to know it’s here to find it” she replied with a little shrug, watching as two Blackstar Guardians sauntered in through the front door and headed for one of the booths in the back.

“It’s amazing.  We should do an episode here.  I bet there are a ton of untold stories” Chloe suggested, her green eyes lighting eagerly as possibilities ran through her head.

Gemma silently agreed even as she shook her head regretfully.  “They probably do, but we’d never get the owner to agree to it.  He likes to keep a low profile” she said with a shrug before turning and taking her shot with quick accuracy.  

“Not even for the free publicity?” Chloe persisted and Gemma swept the crowded tavern with a glance before raising an amused eyebrow at her friend.

“He does pretty well on his own” she responded and Chloe’s lips twisted in acknowledgment before letting it go with a last disappointed look at the man gliding a tall, foaming glass across the polished bar.

“We’re supposed to be off duty Chloe, remember?”  Tara Rawlins spoke up with gentle chiding, pushing an errant strand of nut-brown hair behind one ear as she leaned down to take her shot.

Petite and elfin, Tara was one of the show’s production assistants.  Sweet and usually content to stay behind the scenes, she was also militantly organized and a bundle of energy, a valuable asset in the often hectic world of entertainment.

“You’re never off duty.  You only take breaks” Chloe tossed back archly with eyes that twinkled.

“Exactly.  Breaks cost money-and they keep you out of the public’s eye.  We don’t want anyone forgetting about the show.”

Gemma resisted rolling her eyes at the arrogant tone of Richard Manton, one of the show’s hosts.  Young, handsome, and extremely wealthy, he’d grown up as the heir apparent to his director father and actress mother and enjoyed the freedom and perks that life gave him.  As a rule, he came across as a decent guy, but he did have an annoying tendency toward the arrogant and self-important.

“I hardly think a night off will make people forget an educational history show geared toward kids.  It gets shown in schools and local broadcasts-we don’t really have to worry about ratings” Sam put in drily and the others laughed, making a muscle twitch in Richard’s cheek.

“I’m just saying Chloe’s right to keep an eye out.  You never knew where the next great episode might come from” he persisted.

The Archive: Myths and Legends was Gemma’s baby.  She’d created the show showcasing the ancient and modern myths and legends in the east targeted toward students and, since it first aired five years before, it had only grown in popularity both on local channels and in schools.  She worked hard to make it fun as well as informative and there had been nothing but positive responses from parents and educators.

Richard had joined the show earlier that year and had proven to be surprisingly intense about it. Even on evenings like this one when they’d all gone out to relax and de-compress after a long work week, he was always peppering them to focus on work-related issues instead of just enjoying the outing.

He’d also let her know that he was interested in more than just a professional relationship, despite the fact she’d informed him she was married. He’d just replied that he’d be patient-and persistent-while waiting since no one had ever seen her husband.  Since he kept things just on the edge of friendship, she just let most of his flirtatious comments slide off her, but lately, he’d been more intent and pointed, making her uncomfortably aware that soon she’d have to say something firmer to deter him.

“Oh, come on guys!  We have a successful show with a large following and great ratings,” Tara interjected firmly, “I for one, think we should just appreciate all our hard work by relaxing and having fun this evening” she added, bending to take another shot at the table.

“Tara’s right,” Gemma agreed, “Let’s play.”

Everyone agreed and, before too long, they were laughing and teasing each other over poor shots at the table. They’d just finished one game and were just about to start another when Tara gave a tiny whistle next to her.

“Oh.  My.  Goodness,” she breathed, straightening up as her eyes brightened admiringly, “he’s gorgeous-and heading right over here!” she added with a jerk of her eyes.

Gemma glanced at her with a smile before following her friend's gaze to see which man had caught Tara’s attention this time.

She froze when she caught sight of the tawny-haired man striding toward them with a feline grace and power that drew the attention of everyone he passed.  He stared right at her with the golden-green gaze of a predator as he wound through the tables without once taking his focus off of her.

She stopped breathing as everything around her faded to nothingness, her vision tunneling to nothing but him.  The noise of the tavern disappeared and her stomach clenched as he stopped on the other side of the pool table, directly across from her.

Reaching over with deliberate casualness, he picked up the stick Sam had set down and quirked an eyebrow at her.

“Mind if I play?”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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“NO.”

“Yes.”

Tara and Richard answered at the same time and then scowled at each other while Gemma continued to stare at the man waiting for her answer with one brow quirked upwards.

She swallowed hard and searched for her voice even as her mind spun in shock.

What was he doing here?

A hint of amusement touched his eyes and a smile tilted one side of his mouth as he took her silence as assent and bent to shoot into the formation of balls, sending them careening across the table.

“Hey!  This is a private game!” Richard interjected irritably even as Chloe looked between Gemma and the stranger with a speculative expression.

“That’s all right.  You can have a turn after we finish our game” the stranger answered with blithe assurance, ignoring Richard’s indignant sputter as he leaned against his stick and nodded toward the table.  “Your shot.”

Her hand tightened on her stick at the open challenge in his eyes and she raised her chin in response before moving along the table away from him and bending down to set up her shot.

“No tricks now.  Regular play” he interjected with mocking amusement just as she was about to shoot, subtly reminding her not to use magic.  Still bent over, she slanted a repressive glance upward before focusing back on the table.

“I always assume its regular play.  I think you’re the one who needs to be reminded” she answered tartly, flicking her stick out and sending a green ball spinning smoothly into a pocket.

He watched it go with open amusement before a calculating look entered his eyes as he watched her send another ball into a pocket.

“What shall we play for?” he asked casually and she looked up, studying him with a hint of suspicion before turning to look over the table.

“Why do we have to play for anything?”

“Now where’s the fun in that?” he drawled before bending to flick the cue, sending two balls straight into a corner pocket.  He straightened up and slanted a wicked smile her way.  “How about we make it interesting?  If I win...” he trailed off and Gemma’s grip tightened on the smooth wood of her stick as the effects of that smile shot through her with frightening intensity.  

One flash of a smile that made his golden-green eyes glow and she could feel herself melting-and he knew it too, from the glint in his eyes.  It had been ten years since she’d looked into that gaze and it still had the same effect on her.

Forcibly reminding herself to keep the situation under control, she deliberately straightened up and raised an eyebrow.

“If you win?” she prodded and one side of his mouth lifted as though he could read her thoughts.

“If I win, I get a kiss” he announced, eliciting sounds of surprise and disbelief from those listening to the exchange with varying degrees of fascination.  Gemma held his gaze while ignoring her friends, wondering what his game was and why he’d appeared out of the blue to seek her out now.

“A kiss” she echoed and a lazy smile slipped across his face.

“Just a kiss.”

She tore her gaze away from his and moved around the table to get into a better position to shoot.  Narrowing her eyes as considered the best way to hit two balls across the table, she valiantly tried to ignore the flash of memory his words elicited, of his lips trailing across her neck while slowly melting into his embrace.

“I don’t give away kisses for a game.  And, it wouldn’t matter anyway since I don’t intend to lose” she tossed back, shooting with deliberate calm and watching with satisfaction as the two balls spun into the pocket.

“Gemma!” Tara hissed into her ear, “are you insane?  He’s gorgeous!  Let the man win a kiss!”

Flicking her a frown and a slight shake of her head, she shifted away and leaned over the corner of the table.  She made two more quick flicks of the stick and balls spun around in a flurry before disappearing down the pockets with a low thunk.

Leaning one elbow against the table, he suddenly reached out and tugged at the gold chain that hung down inside her shirt.  She froze, her gaze flying up to his as he pulled out an antique gold medallion and studied the intricate design twisting around its surface with a sudden seriousness.

“You still wear the medallion” he commented quietly and her breath caught, her mouth suddenly dry.  She kept the medallion hidden beneath her clothes for a reason and knew he’d find the truth in her wearing it.  

“I have several.  This one’s nothing special” she lied and he rubbed his thumb against its surface as he studied her, his eyes suddenly shuttered and dark.

“It’s warm from your touch.  I like where you keep it, Gemma, against your heart,” he said quietly before dropping the medallion and straightening up as he glanced at the table, “it looks like you won.  I’ll have to try again for that kiss another time” he added, before pressing the billiard stick into a glowering Richard’s hands and striding away.

Gemma stood frozen, watching him walk away.

“Gemma? Are you okay?” Chloe’s voice was concerned as she gently tried to extricate the stick from Gemma’s tight grip.

“What?” she answered vaguely, blinking at the faces looking back at her with varying degrees of concern from the three of them and annoyance from Richard.  “I have to go” she announced suddenly, thrusting the stick at Chloe before grabbing her jacket from the back of her chair and swinging it on as she headed toward the door.

“Gem!”

Chloe caught her before she could exit, her hand on the door.

“Is that him?” she asked quietly, glancing at the others to make sure they weren’t in hearing distance.  Gemma opened her mouth to answer before giving a reluctant nod.

“Yes.  That was my husband,” she answered reluctantly before giving a sharp shake of her head, “I’ll call you later” she promised just before the heavy oak door swung shut behind her, cutting her off from the noise of the tavern and leaving her on the busy, cobbled street.

Taking a deep breath, she plunged into the crowd and weaved her way through the narrow streets to where she’d parked her car in the newer section of Mystic Harbor.  

Most of the stores and restaurants were open almost twenty-four hours to service all races-including the nocturnal ones who did most of their living underneath the silvery light of the moon-and making it a constant hub of activity day or night.

Normally she enjoyed the ebb and flow of people who moved through the unique area where all races mingled companionably, creating a vibrant and colorful community.  On her way to the tavern earlier, she’d wandered the cobbled streets, stopping to peer into windows decorated for the holidays and watching as shoppers picked up everything from the latest toy to crystals imbued with specific energies.

But now the warmth of the seasonal decorations seemed to disappear and the crowds of people became obstacles when all she wanted to do was run.

She ducked through the labyrinth of streets with mindless familiarity until she finally emerged into the larger boulevards of the newer sections.  A few more streets over and she found her car waiting where she’d left it.  Unlocking the door with a hand that shook, she slid in and held her finger up to the ignition.  Her hand hovered above it before dropping down without starting the engine and rubbed both hands tiredly over her face.

Ten years.

He hadn’t spoken directly to her in ten years-hadn’t even shown his face to her- and now, without any warning at all, he sauntered back in, flirting and hinting cryptically before walking out the door without a backward glance.
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