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Prologue




Winter Solstice—345 AD




Cold and disoriented, Temmen awakened with a start. He felt something rough against the side of his face and the palms of his hands and wondered. Had he fallen asleep again on the forest ground and not realized? He had definitely started off in bed. That much he remembered. Lightning flashed suddenly, illuminating the inside of the hut. Temmen gulped nervously. In his sleep, he had risen off the bed, and now found himself pressed up against the thatched roof. If his parents found out he had levitated once more, they would surely tie him up at night, the way they used to when he was an infant.

Struggling to contain his panic, Temmen carefully pushed himself away from the thatched roof and willed himself back down to his cot. Except, he lingered a moment, floating in midair.

Thunder rumbled in the near distance, frightening the boy. He gasped and fell. The tiny cot he’d slept in since he was a baby and had long outgrown broke his fall, but his jaw snapped closed, and he bit the tip of his tongue. Temmen could taste blood. Outside, howling dogs helped mask the crash as well as his pained cry.

Behind him, his parents mumbled the unintelligible gibberish of dreams.

Temmen remained still and held his breath. He prayed they wouldn’t awaken. For the most part his parents were heavy sleepers, but they possessed an uncanny sensitivity to forces they considered odd or dark. He didn’t even turn around to look at them for fear they might already be awake. Then he heard a creaking that meant they had turned in their sleep. Seconds later they were snoring.

The twelve-year-old breathed a sigh of relief. He then rolled onto his side and managed to sit up without a sound. He looked up at the ceiling. It wasn’t a far drop from where he had hovered—five, maybe six feet. Temmen had jumped from much higher escaping the village bullies and their taunts. But falling from where he had just stopped, especially on his backside, was entirely different. It hurt like hell.

His entire body began to throb from the jolt of crashing onto his own bed. Gingerly, Temmen ran the tip of his swollen tongue over his teeth. Even if there was a wound on his tongue, at least all his teeth were still in place, which was more than he could say for his parents.

Temmen stood and rubbed his backside, at the nub of excess skin that grew there like some mockery of a tail. He extended his arms, moved them around, then walked in a circle to ensure nothing was broken. He should have been grateful. Instead, there was a heaviness in his heart.

It’s starting again.

If he was unable to hide the strange happenings from his already cold and distant parents—or the villagers—they would all turn against him.

Alone. That’s what I need to be. Alone, they can’t hurt me.

Temmen imagined what it might be like living out in the woods by himself like a savage or some wild animal. Would he survive the winter? He had never learned to hunt. Nor had he learned survival skills. What plant life could he eat? To make matters worse, he didn’t even know how to make fire! Not unless it involved an already lit torch pressed against another piece of wood. And yet, as frightening as it was to think he might not be able to fend for himself, it frightened him even more to imagine what people might do to him if he stayed. Even his parents.

Another flash of lightning illuminated the hovel. Temmen jumped as if he’d felt the stinging lash of a switch. Their meager possessions—a wooden table and chairs to his left, the creaky bed to his right where his parents slept, and Temmen’s crushed, splintered cot in front of a dying fire within the hearth—were bathed in a ghostly, silver-blue.

Thunder rumbled, and wolves bayed at the oncoming storm. Seconds later, the village dogs whimpered and whined. It felt like a warning.

The Wild Hunt! It must be!

Temmen knew the story of The Wild Hunt. It had been drilled into him at an early age. Every Winter Solstice, the primal, soul-ravaging members of the group flew around the world to herald the season. The collection of spirits, demons, wolves, and gods tore through the night sky to kill what needed to die, seeding the land for the spring to come. Along the way, they collected the lost, the mad, the misfits of primitive society. Their rabid, frenzied energy was infectious and chaotic, and so powerful it could raise the dead. It was rumored entire villages had been burned to the ground by The Wild Hunt. They rarely deviated from their path, and anything—or anyone—that stood before them was struck down.

Some believed The Wild Hunt might have forgotten their original purpose, and had become so accustomed to their blood lust and gluttonous destruction they now craved the slaughter. While others believed they had wrought the fury of The Wild Hunt and deserved to reap what they had sown. And then there were those who believed that, to look into the eyes of any member of The Wild Hunt, was to look into the vast depths of depravity, mayhem, and all that men considered monstrous.

No two stories had ever been the same, and each retelling, just before the Solstice, became more and more elaborate.

As a boy, Temmen had been terrified of coming face-to-face with the wicked and the mostly ghostly group. In fact, the very mention of The Wild Hunt poisoned his mind with the most horrible images, to the point where he would throw himself under the nearest hiding place. And there he would stay, until he fell asleep from fear, tears, and exhaustion. But now that he was a little older, there was a darkness in his soul that longed to either join them, or leave the world at their hand.

Temmen felt a shiver crawl along his spine at the thought of The Wild Hunt. His skin tingled with goose bumps, and the hair at the back of his neck stood on end. In the hearth behind him, the dying embers crackled, popped, and hissed, stoked back to life.

Temmen grew cold.

He had to get out before his parents or the villagers blamed him for what was about to happen. And yet he remained, paralyzed with fear.

From his right came a grumble, a snort, a creak. Then the loud passing of gas. Temmen dared glance at his father. The man lay on his back, eyes wide open, a stern look on his face. The boy held his breath. Had his father seen what had happened? When the man did not move, Temmen forced himself to exhale, berating himself for being so frightened he’d forgotten his father at times slept with his eyes open.

And they call me odd.

Outside, the wind began to shriek and howl. Lightning struck once more, quickly followed by thunder. Then came the unmistakable sound of tree limbs creaking and groaning.

Temmen stepped toward his parents’ bed.

Beside his father, Temmen’s mother whimpered and turned in her sleep. He tried to tell himself she was simply having a bad dream, that she was unaware he stood there looking at them. But over the years she’d turned away from him too many times for Temmen to take it as anything but rejection and a sign of her dislove.

A pang of longing filled Temmen suddenly.

Were other mothers so cold? Did other mothers deny a child love because it was different? Were other fathers as harsh as his own? Did they take pleasure in beating out of their children what they themselves did not understand?

Lightning flashed, and the skies rumbled at the same time. The room was lit yet again as something crackled and snapped with an ominous tone. In his mind, Temmen saw a tree limb falling. He’d heard enough of them to know.

Leave. Leave now. Flee!

Temmen stepped away from his parents’ bed and hurried for the door, but a hand clasped suddenly about his wrist. He moaned with dismay, yanked back to where he’d just been standing. He looked away for fear of what he might see in his father’s eyes.

“What have you done, boy?” the man demanded, but Temmen would not answer. “Look at me when I’m talking to you!”

Temmen slowly turned his head to face the man. In the glow from the fire, his father’s eyes glittered with hatred.

“Did you hear me? What did you do?”

There was another flash of lighting. Thunder followed. The sound reverberated in the boy’s chest.

“N-nothing. It wasn’t me. It’s The Wild Hunt. I swear it!” Temmen tugged against his father, still trying to escape, but the man’s grip tightened.

“I don’t believe you, devil imp,” his father snarled.

“But it’s true, Father! I swear it on Mother’s—”

Slap!

Temmen bit down hard on his already swollen tongue. His eyes watered, and he would have fallen on his ass again were it not for his father still holding on to him.

“Don’t you dare blaspheme you…you monstrosity!”

“What’s happening?” Temmen’s mother sat up and rubbed at her eyes. “It’s your son. He—”

“Oh, so now he’s my son, is he?” Temmen’s mother snapped. “What’s the little demon done this time?”

Lightning flashed and thunder clapped. The hut rattled beneath the awesome power of the storm now overhead. The hair at the back of Temmen’s neck bristled. Heart racing, he tried to pry his father’s fingers off him, thinking only of escape. Except, the man was far stronger than he looked. He might be small, unbelievably thin, and almost frail, but Temmen had seen his father lift, then toss heavy sacks as if they were filled with nothing more than feathers.

“Please…let me go!” Temmen pleaded, ashamed of the sudden tears streaming down his face.

Outside, a woman screamed.

His father released him, and the boy fell on his ass. Despite the pain and humiliation of falling a second time, he fixed his gaze on his father. The man reached for him, and Temmen scrambled. He heard a tumult as he rushed for the door, and knew his father had fallen, but the boy didn’t have time to look back now. The door suddenly burst open. A gust of frosty winter air whooshed inside and knocked him back.

Did I do that? he wondered, but the terrifying and exhilarating sight just outside pushed the thought from his mind. The hut across from theirs was ablaze. Dry since spring, it went up like kindling from the lack of rain. And yet, the villagers who lived there would no doubt blame it on him. They always did.

Temmen jumped to his feet.

“Grab him before he gets away!” his mother screamed. Temmen felt one of them grab at the back of his nightshirt and heard it rip as he raced on, except his father tackled him to the ground. Struggling to break free, Temmen tapped into his fear and anger. Something swelled from within and blasted through him. Suddenly, his father no longer lay on top of him. Temmen dared to glance over his shoulder. The man hovered in the air, just out of reach, a look of fright on his face. Temmen scrambled. When he’d gotten a foothold, he heard the wind knocked out of his father’s lungs as he fell.

Temmen wasn’t fast enough.

His father grabbed at his ankle. Temmen stumbled. He kicked back and continued kicking until his foot connected. His father let out a cry of pain and wailed. Temmen turned around, despite his initial reaction to flee. He couldn’t help the surge of satisfaction that made him want to laugh with glee.

So he forged on, blood racing, heart pounding, even as someone else picked up the cry.

“He’s getting away! Stop him!” Temmen stared straight ahead and—

Fwump!

He was suddenly several feet from where he’d previously stood. Stunned, he looked over his shoulder at where he had been standing a second ago. But he had no time to try to comprehend what had just happened. The growing mob of villagers, their anger building, was coming for him. Men. Women. Children. All of them advancing with knives, pitchforks, and torches, ugly with a hatred that seemed to pour out of their souls in a thick, black plume of smoke.

The dogs, most of them riddled with fleas and bald from scratching—not to mention skinny with hunger—picked up on the excitement and joined in the chase.

Temmen ran, but he wasn’t fast enough. The dogs yapped at his heels. If only he could repeat what he’d done earlier! But what had that been exactly? Maybe it was as his parents said. Maybe he was the devil’s imp. How else could he have moved so far, so quickly?

Devil’s imp or not, I need to do it again!

Temmen trained his gaze on a spot before him, a spot where he wanted to be. A spot that would get him farther ahead of the crowd. He imagined himself there, and just like that—

Fwump!

Temmen glanced over his shoulder, at where he’d been less than a second ago. He’d gone farther, but it still wasn’t far enough away. The dogs—eyes bright with excitement, tongues lolling, ears flapping—still approached.

“Wait!” Temmen stopped suddenly and held up his hand. The dogs skidded to a halt, some of them piling into the ones before them with a whimper. Temmen would have laughed under different circumstances.

“What have I ever done to you? I’ve not beaten you like the villagers have. I’ve not kicked you or thrown you into the face of danger. All I’ve ever done was touch you. Scratch you behind the ears. And while everyone else ate the meat you hunted, while you looked on in hunger, was I not the one who shared with you?”

The dogs glanced at one another.

Could it be? Temmen wondered. It wasn’t possible that he’d just spoken to the dogs and they’d understood, could it? And yet, thoughts popped into Temmen’s mind, so clear he would have sworn he was eavesdropping on a conversation already in progress.

“What were we doing?”

“Chasing boy!”

“No. Hunting. I like to hunt!”

Temmen heard a collective sniffing and panting in his mind. But it couldn’t be the dogs, could it? No. It had to be his own imagination. He tried to contain his confusion, but his mind was far too wild for him to understand any of what was happening. Plus, he couldn’t afford to remain where he was. He needed to keep moving. Already the villagers drew near, exciting the dogs with their own focused hatred.

Temmen ran.

A rock nicked him on the shoulder and sailed past. Another struck him in the back. Something hit the nub of his tail and caused great agony. Temmen grunted and tripped, tumbling to the ground. He felt the dirt beneath his nails, tasted the sweat on his upper lip as he dug into the cold, hard earth and somehow managed to somersault into a stand.

He kept running.

Panic set in, along with a primal fear that made him forget all he’d witnessed, all he’d done.

Something thick and heavy and vile struck him between the shoulder blades with a splat. A stench exploded, so bad Temmen knew it could only be dung. Something else hit the back of his head. Something clipped his right ear. Wet trickled down his neck, and Temmen knew he was bleeding.

And still he did not stop.

He kept running, hoping they would stop, praying they would leave him alone. There was a sharp, stabbing pain in his side, and his shins ached. His lungs felt as though he was inhaling fire, but Temmen knew he must keep moving or die. He could hear the villagers, like a herd of horses. The din grew louder, and the very ground shook from the stampede. But surely that couldn’t be the villagers, could it? That wasn’t just the rumble of thunder behind him, was it?

He pressed on, fighting the urge to look back.

A woman screamed. A man cried out. There were a handful of muffled groans. Then came a sound eerily like that of a lance in flight. Temmen heard a shrill cry and a thunk that sounded like someone getting pierced to a tree.

The wind at his back came faster now. Temmen could feel it on his neck like some live, wild animal. There was an odd and unpleasant sensation that made his spine tingle down to the very nub of excess flesh at his tailbone. It felt as though someone were about to poke him with something extremely sharp.

Temmen skidded to an abrupt stop. Instinct made him drop. He cried out as he landed painfully on his knees and clutched at his head. He cringed in anticipation as something hissed past and struck the ground nearby. Temmen glanced through squinted eyes, at the arrow still quivering less than three feet away. He went ice cold with the realization that he could be dead or dying if he hadn’t stopped and dropped. He flipped over onto his backside, legs splayed, arms behind him. His eyes grew wide, mouth agape, and he wet himself as the villagers were cast aside by an invisible force like so many leaves in a storm.

Then the dirt and clouds parted. The moon shone brightly and the stars glittered.

Temmen’s jaw dropped, his eyes wide, at the spectral group of huntsmen, horses, and hounds that appeared like a vision. More than a dozen they were, racing in mad pursuit across the skies and along the ground while some floated just above. As the hunt came closer, they seemed to be dragging behind them the clouds of heaven itself, in a mass so dense they might as well have been mountains.

In the lead was a thin tall man, the tallest Temmen had ever seen. An immense cold power radiated from the man like ripples in a pond. Dressed in flowing, luminescent robes of white and the palest of blues, he stood erect in a chariot of red and gold. Frightening, hairy beasts with horns on their heads pulled them, leading the charge. The man’s long, mostly black hair billowed behind him in the wind. Beside him stood a woman, naked and voluptuous, with flaming red hair and large breasts. She, too, seemed as fearless as he with reins in hand.

Hunter and huntress glared, their eyes glowing with an internal glacial fire. Behind them stood an incredibly handsome but fierce-looking young man, a warrior with golden hair. He clutched a bow in one hand and reached behind to his quiver with the other. He pulled the arrow into place as the tall man lashed violently at the galloping creatures pulling the sleigh.

Temmen knew he should move, step out of the path, and run and hide. At least until the awe-inspiring hunters had rushed past. Except, he was paralyzed, with something more than just fear. In his short life, all Temmen had ever known was the pain of rejection. Why not let the hunters trample and kill him? It wasn’t like he had much of anything to live for. His parents would be spared from the reminder of bringing a monster into the world. The villagers would no longer have to see him or run away for fear of what he might do next. And he would finally be free of sorrow. Free of pain. Free of fear.

He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and welcomed death.

“Child, are you certain this is how you want to leave this realm? Cowering on the ground like some pitiful creature, when you can one day seek vengeance? If you’re going to die by our hand, at least stand and gaze upon your approaching doom. Face your death like a man.”

Temmen’s eyes flew open. Had they just spoken to him?

“Yes, child. We did.”

Gathering his strength, Temmen stood, his breath frosting in the night air. He brushed off his rear and then his hands. As an afterthought, he yanked off what remained of his nightshirt. If he was going to die, he would leave the world the way he entered.

Temmen stepped boldly toward the center of the path, a tiny particle in all of time and place. He watched The Wild Hunt bear down on him, creatures snorting, nostrils flaring. Their bridles jingled menacingly, and their eyes glowed red, even as they foamed at the mouth. The ghosts, spirits, and otherworldly monsters grew frantic, tongues lolling, excited with the violent end.

At the last second, Temmen hid behind raised arms, as though he could possibly ward off the oncoming rush, and screamed.


Chapter One




Mid-November, Present Day—One Week Before Thanksgiving




Awakened from a deep slumber, Bucket, the youngest of five Elves, sat up in bed and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Had he actually heard his name called, or had he dreamt it? He remained perfectly still, listening not just with pointed ears but with every fiber of his being.

“Kris?” Bucket called out tentatively, using Mindspeak. He didn’t want to wake Kris if he was still asleep.

Outside, the wind hooted softly as flurries swirled, in no rush to fall. It was the first snow of the season, and already Bucket knew it wasn’t going to stick, let alone accumulate. Flying around the world through inclement weather had given Bucket a certain intuition when it came to the elements. And Kris was right. Winters had grown warmer. True, it wasn’t quite winter yet, according to the calendar, not for another month. Still, usually by November, several feet of snow had already accumulated at the North Pole. These late starts were becoming much more frequent. It was like Old Man Winter had decided to sleep in.

“Maybe I’m just imagining things,” Bucket muttered aloud. But no. He was certain he hadn’t imagined Kris calling for him. He’d know that voice anywhere. He’d been roused from much deeper sleeps before and with far less effort.

It’s all that surveillance I’ve been doing. Looking for Kris’s replacement has me unsure of my own mind now. I might not even find a replacement for him. And if I don’t, what then?

Bucket knew it was no good to doubt what he’d been doing almost the entire year while Kris regained his energy and power during the Healing Sleep. A sleep that’d lasted longer and longer with each passing year, a tiny voice added with a snideness that was frightening.

“Stop it!” Bucket whispered harshly into the silent room. “That’s a negative thought I will not allow.” Negative talk or thought—or anything that belittled the mind, debilitated the heart, and weakened the soul—had a way of manifesting in some physical form. It had no place in Elven minds and was to be strictly avoided.

Annoyed at the way his jumbled mind had been working as of late, Bucket sighed and attempted to focus, but the nagging sliver of worry that penetrated his mind, like a needle stabbing flesh while sewing, was far more difficult to banish than he cared to admit. Hopefully, his concerns would soon leave and would have had little, if any, time to settle into his psyche for any lasting consequence.

Closing his eyes, Bucket took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He forced himself to clear his mind of everything except his listening abilities, cast out over the Arctic like a fishing net so he might hear beyond their tiny home.

In the bedroom next to Bucket’s were his identical twin brothers, Firr and Balsam. He could hear them snoring softly in their stacked bunk beds, even as their stomachs growled with hunger. Then again, it seemed those two were always hungry and always eating. Bucket briefly wondered if the twins still dreamt of sugarplums, the way they claimed they used to when they were children. They’d never tired of describing how the sugarplums danced in their heads before taking a flying leap into their mouths.

Bucket felt their energy shift as the twins smiled in their sleep. Like every living creature, they gave off energy, and the current changed up or down depending on whether they smiled or frowned. Yet another thing to be avoided. Frowns had no purpose. They only served to create wrinkles, and nobody liked wrinkles. Least of all, Bucket.

He moved his hearing along, across the hall to where his sister slept. Carole yawned and stretched, then rolled over in her sleep, bones creaking. Bucket felt her discomfort. The cold dampness of the North Pole had caught up to Carole, and Bucket knew that lately, the thought of living somewhere warm and dry appealed to her. But for now, she remained where she was, happy as always, no matter what she did, because of her family. Still, if it weren’t for her ties, she might already be gone.

Bucket pushed his hearing on, farther down the hall. He listened to his mother’s shallow breathing. Tinsel’s physical vibration, which Bucket could sense, indicated she was on mental and emotional standby, awaiting the return of her husband, Kaine, and eldest son, Orn, after their disappearance nearly two hundred years ago.

Kaine had always been a hell-raiser with a thirst for mead, mischief, and busty Elven women. Orn, Bucket’s eldest brother, had been cut from the same cloth. Together, Kaine and Orn were part of the Yule Lads—thirteen Elves who had visited humans for more than a century—annoying the adults and scaring little children with their antics.

One night, they simply disappeared. They’d gone out one by one on the nights they were supposed to, and were never seen or heard from again. Not a single article of clothing had been found. Not even a plume or whisker. Upon further probing, some unsuspecting humans had confessed that six thirteen-year-old male children had also gone missing during that time. Children who, it turned out, had killed, then disemboweled members of their families.

Elven leaders feared the Yule Lads might have met the same fate, despite the general consensus it had been the Yule Lads themselves and not the children who had committed the crimes. After all, the missing had only been children. How could children be capable of such atrocities? Who else but the Yule Lads could commit such heinous crimes? Hadn’t Kaine himself beat human children and flung burning tobacco from his pipe at them, in the hopes they might catch fire?

Bucket’s mother refused to believe the stories, as did all who knew Kaine, Orn, and the rest of the Lads. Yes, they each possessed a sadistic streak of madness. Yes, they were mischievous, but none would have killed humans—let alone dismembered them—or kidnapped children. The case had never been solved, but it hadn’t been closed either. After almost two centuries, Tinsel still hoped her beloved and firstborn would come back one day. She believed this with a stubbornness that made her very soul crackle and hum with a vibration like that of the earth itself, a vibration that was like the promise of a new day.

Bucket stopped listening and opened his eyes. As soon as he did, he heard it again.

“Bucket…”

He could barely resist the grin that spread across his face. That voice—his voice—was like a soft caress, barely a whisper. It filled Bucket with a warmth that made him tingle with both love and wantonness.

“Come to me, Bucket. I need you.”

The room grew brighter as a soft, happy glow emanated from Bucket. It seemed to envelop his body as he climbed out of bed and quickly dressed in thick layers of multiple shades of green fleece.

“I’ll be there soon, my love.”

Bucket slipped quietly from his room and down the hallway. He padded down creaky steps, through the family room, and out the front door. He could have used one of the underground tunnels to stay out of the inclement weather, but it would have taken him longer to get to Kris.

Rushing across the dusty white expanse as fast as his little legs could take him, Bucket eventually reached Kris’s home—otherwise known as Santa’s castle—where Kris and all the Santa Clauses before him had lived since the very first Father Christmas. Moments later, his heart pounding with excitement, Bucket opened the front door and stepped inside. He quietly shut the door behind him and stood still. The house was silent except for Kris, who was supposed to be sleeping, still healing from the ravages of his grueling annual trek around the globe.

Nine months to recover, Bucket thought bitterly. It used to take him only days. But what did that matter now? Kris was awake and calling for him! The very thought of climbing into bed with his lover and sworn soul mate made Bucket shiver with desire. Yes, he should let the healing run its course. It would only be a few more days. But it had been nine months of abstinence.

Bucket squashed his guilt and, ramped up on hormones, raced up the sweeping staircase to the upper floor, to Kris’s bedroom. The door swung open of its own accord, and Bucket walked inside an enormous space, as big as his entire house.

To the right was a walk-in hearth where the embers of a low fire flickered, glowed, and twinkled merrily. To the left was an oversize, four-poster sleigh bed carved from dark cherrywood.

Hanging from the posts, a sheer fabric cocooned the bed like drapes. The fabric shimmered with the last of the golden healing light. No one knew with certainty the material’s true source. In fact, no one knew who made the cloth. But if legends were to be believed, the Goddess Frigga herself wove the first nearly invisible cloth with restorative powers to protect and maintain Santa Claus while in stasis, as it had Odin. Combined with Elven magic, the fabric slowed the aging process. It also kept Kris’s muscles from atrophying while allowing Elves to cleanse him.

Once the light diminished, the material would eventually fizzle into thin air, and Kris would emerge, as refreshed and powerful as he had ever been. Of course, there was always the chance he might emerge on his own, sooner than expected.

And there he was.

Bucket smiled, and his glowing grew brighter as he drank in the sight of the man who had unknowingly claimed his soul.

Black hair, sprinkled with white, framed a wise brown face in soft curls, longer and grayer than Bucket remembered him being when last Kris had finally relaxed enough to lie down and sleep. His beard, too, was wild and long, crop-dusted with streaks of milky white. Around coal-black eyes, new wrinkles had formed, despite the fabric’s regenerative powers.

And yet, despite Kris’s actual age of a hundred and seventy-seven—to those in earth realm he wouldn’t look a day past a robust forty-nine—the large muscled black man with skin the color of smooth dark chocolate gave an aura of quiet vitality that made Bucket quiver.

Lying on his side, on a pillow-top mattress that could be as soft or firm as he wanted, head propped on one enormous hand, Kris Kringle—the second-longest reigning Santa Claus in the history of Santa Clauses—grinned wantonly, his cock already twitching to life.

“What took you so long?” Kris teased. His low, husky voice resonated within Bucket, making him feel as though his insides would melt, even after more than one hundred years of spiritual and physical bonding. But Kris had always had that effect on Bucket. It had been so from the start.

“I-I came as quick as I could.” Bucket heard the quaver in his own voice.

“Come to Santa, baby.”

Bucket sighed. He swallowed hard. Yes, the man’s voice was a deep, hungry bear growl. And yes, it worked on him like an aphrodisiac. But it was the way Kris looked at Bucket, the way he patted a spot on the bed beside him, that all but made him swoon.




• • •




Kris watched Bucket strip, leaving a trail of garments as he approached. His eyes never wavered from Kris’s own, and minutes later Bucket stood at the side of the bed, breathing heavy, naked and hard and glowing ever brighter with desire.

Bucket was indeed a rarity. Unlike the majority of Elves Kris had known during his reign as Santa, Bucket’s proportions were near perfect. If anything, it was his ass that was bigger than it had a right to be, but Kris liked a big butt.

More cushion for the pushin’, Kris thought, relishing the sight of the round, delicious globes that made his cock throb.

Had Bucket been born anywhere but the North Pole, he’d have been ridiculed and insulted. At best, he would have been considered an oddity and maybe even fetishized. Kris had known many with a fetish for little people. But since Bucket was born at the North Pole—a similar but different realm to that of Earth—he had never, and would never know such heartache, or experience the cruelties of man. Here, given Bucket’s looks, build, inherent talents, and even compassion, he had been sought after by many in his youth and as he came of age.

“I still can’t believe that out of all the men you’ve been with, I am the lucky son-of-a-bitch you fell in love with.” Kris watched with an enormous swelling of pride, and amusement, as Bucket’s gaze roamed the length of his body, down to his toes and back again.

“And out of all those men, it’s you I would die for.”

Kris felt the Elf’s gaze and chuckled when Bucket’s eyes widened, stopped at Kris’s cock, engorged to maximum proportion. Bucket’s nostrils flared, and the tip of his tongue slithered across his lips as if with a mind of its own.

“You should be resting, Kris. You have…” There was a hint of reproach in Bucket’s voice, and yet Kris knew exactly what that hitch meant. “You’ve…a week before the regenerative power dies out. You really should take advantage of—”

“The only thing I want to take advantage of is you.” Kris waved a hand toward the hearth across the room. The fire roared hugely, bathing them in warmth and light. Then Kris leaned back, cradled his head, and crossed his legs at his ankle.

Bucket didn’t need to be told what to do. He climbed the stepstool built especially for him and crawled up against Kris. They kissed. Lightly at first, then deep. Bucket sighed, then moaned as he reached out with both hands and grasped Kris’s cock by the root.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this…massive.”

Kris chuckled. He thought to place a hand on Bucket’s head, but the Elf needed no encouragement. He moved on his own. Kris groaned and felt his eyes roll back into his head for a moment. He then watched as Bucket took the head of his cock in that tiny, eager mouth. Bucket’s lips barely contained the plum-sized glands, but Bucket would not be deterred. The sight fascinated Kris, as it always had. He remembered thinking the first time around, How can this Elf, perfectly formed yet short in stature, manage to take all of me? Then again, Bucket had apprenticed with the best trainers in the art of satisfaction. Of course, his name had been different then. But after their first time together, though Kris was not his first, Kris had rechristened him Bucket. And that had been his name forevermore.

“Remember when you took the first load I fed you? You fed from me with a frenzy.”

Bucket looked up from between Kris’s legs.

“How can I forget? You tasted of eggnog, and called me your personal cum bucket.”

“How you enjoyed guzzling down all that thick, creamy Santa jizz.” Kris caressed Bucket’s face. The Elf’s eyelids fluttered.

“Still do,” Bucket whispered.

“It’s what you were bred for. To be my little slut. My very own personal little cock whore.”

Bucket mewled at Kris’s dirty talk. His lips stretched taut even as he swirled his tongue round and round, teasing the angry, swollen head. Kris sighed, a hand at Bucket’s neck. He tried to pump more of his cock into Bucket’s mouth, but the Elf pulled away to bury his face beneath Kris’s low-hangers instead. He inhaled sharply.

“So musky…” Bucket said, using Mindspeak.

Kris felt Bucket’s tongue lap at his balls and sighed as he tried to take them in his mouth. Kris willed his testicles to a more manageable size.

“Try now!” Kris commanded with an all-consuming growl that made the windows rattle. Once Bucket’s lips were firmly wrapped around the full sac, Kris willed his balls back to their original size. Bucket moaned with an almost drunk euphoria, and Kris drank in the sight of his lover’s face, partially covered by the immense size of his throbbing cock. Bucket’s cheeks were stretched and rounded from the sheer size of Kris’s balls. They looked like a chipmunk as he tugged and sucked, lips wrapped tight to contain all of Kris. Eventually, unable to breathe, Bucket released Kris’s balls one at a time with a noisy slurp and a loud pop. Then, eyes glazed over, Bucket opened his mouth to take Kris’s cock.

“Don’t you dare make it smaller!” Bucket stopped all of a sudden. “I can take it.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Kris replied, then chuckled. He leaned back and sighed as Bucket lapped at the precum bubbling from the slit like a slowly oozing volcano. With one hand, Bucket tested the weight of Kris’s balls. With the other, he milked the length of the throbbing shaft. Bucket then closed his eyes and lost himself in the art of sucking cock. He expanded his throat muscles to further accommodate what Kris had to offer and performed nothing short of magic as nearly half of the veiny chocolate shaft gradually disappeared. His jaw nearly unhinged, Bucket’s throat bulged perversely. The sight, as well as the sensation, pushed Kris to the brink.

“I-I don’t know that I can hold back…much longer,” Kris gasped. Bucket opened his eyes, a look of wanton desire on his face. It was a look so intense Kris came on the spot.

“Ohhh, yesss. Feed me!” Bucket demanded.

And Kris did. He came with a rumbling grunt that filled the room and echoed through the house. It was the sound of demons let loose as spurt after spurt—months of accumulated seed—shot down Bucket’s throat. A yummy sound escaped Bucket, and his eyelids fluttered as he struggled to swallow every pearl, his throat milking Kris of every last drop. As he swallowed and lost himself in the exchange of souls that happened with climax, Bucket furiously humped Kris’s leg, like a dog. With a whimpering sigh, Bucket came. His eyes rolled back into his head, and his tiny body shuddered.

And still, Bucket did not stop sucking.

Kris endured the pleasure-pain of hypersensitivity as long as he could. Eventually, though, he pushed Bucket away with the heel of his hand. It seemed to take forever, and Kris once again marveled at all his Elven lover could take. His cock came away with an audible slurp from the viselike grip, and suction Bucket had created with his mouth and throat, and they both let out a satisfied sigh.

“You still taste like eggnog.” Bucket finally spoke aloud when their breathing had returned to normal. He then scrambled atop Kris and they kissed, savoring the unique flavor of Kris’s cum. As their passion grew, Kris rolled them both over, pinning Bucket beneath him.

“I should fuck you, you sweet little bitch.” Kris licked every inch of Bucket’s flesh. “Take you like the pig that you are. Make you howl like a wild, mad dog.” Bucket threw his legs up in the air, and Kris shot him a lopsided grin. “But, not now. I’m still quite woozy.”

Kris rolled onto his back and, within seconds, felt himself drifting back to sleep. Then he remembered.

“Have you found him yet?”

Bucket sighed before replying in kind. “Not yet my love. I’m sorry.”

Kris opened his eyes to find Bucket gazing at him. They stared at each other for a long, quiet moment…a moment that filled the space between them with their past, present, and unforeseeable future. Then, perhaps because his reply seemed so final—hopeless, even—Bucket spoke aloud.

“But I will find him, Kris. I promise.”

Even if it’s the last thing I ever do.

This last thought Kris sensed, more than heard. He knew it was an invasion of his lover’s privacy, but after so many years together, after everything they had been through—with more couplings and soul-merging orgasms to last the average human two lifetimes—there was not a single thought Bucket could ever keep from him. Not even the ones he made in the deepest, most intimate crevices of his soul, where he thought no one could, or would ever reach.

Later, as Kris drifted into a dreamless, uncomfortable sleep, he felt Bucket snuggle up against him. Even in his sleep Kris would have sworn he felt Bucket’s hot tears on his flesh.


Chapter Two




December, Present Day—One Week After Thanksgiving




Griffin Kloss stared out the window of his darkened studio apartment and sighed. A little over two years ago he’d been living in a two-bedroom, refurbished loft apartment downtown. He had a boyfriend then. A slender, brown-eyed beauty named Thomas, with a dark and brooding quality about him. Griffin had thought he’d been in love. He’d thought Thomas felt the same. Then Griffin got taken for the financial ride of his life. Love proved to be a difficult thing to nurture when your ex was a user and a prick.

The only thing that had held him aloft then, kept him from going back home to his mother, had been his job. But when that also went tits up, six months later, Griffin had had no choice. Penniless and defeated, hoping to lick his wounds, he had driven south to Fort Lauderdale, and shown up at his mother’s doorstep. Except, he’d come face-to-face with the demon ravaging his mother’s mind. A demon called dementia.

His problems paled by comparison.

That was also when Griffin had met…him.

“Jackson Frost.” The very sound of his name, the way it rolled off Griffin’s tongue, made him feel both sad and light.

They’d gotten into a fistfight at the Elbo Room with three drunk, homophobic biker types who were a cross between ZZ Top and Rob Zombie. When sirens began to wail, Griffin had run away with Jackson, only to end up in the beautiful stranger’s hotel, where they fucked their brains out.

Griffin allowed himself to remember the wicked, almost otherworldly deliciousness that was Jackson’s body. Oh what joy—what bliss!—to once again connect with another man in that way. After Thomas, Griffin hadn’t been sexual with anyone. Even masturbation held no appeal. But it was more than just sex. Something about Jackson had touched Griffin. He had enjoyed Jackson’s company, and their energies had meshed on a level Griffin had never felt before, least of all with Thomas. Even if a large portion of Griffin’s time with Jackson had been, for lack of a better word…odd.

It was Jackson who had somehow helped Griffin’s mother find herself again. Her mind intact, the future had looked bright then. Jackson had returned to Asheville with his friends, but he and Griffin both agreed to work through the distance. At least until they knew for sure Griffin’s mother would be okay on her own. That was when Griffin planned to move back to Greensboro, and Jackson would move closer to be with him. But one sweltering and disgustingly muggy, early September afternoon—a day with such oppressive humidity it wreaked havoc with Griffin’s lungs—and a week before he was to leave, Virginia slipped.

Griffin, honey? Will you please tell me again why you don’t have a girlfriend?

It was the one question Griffin dreaded above all others, the one she had latched on to from the moment he returned, asking it repeatedly. It was the one question that still burned because it had revealed to Griffin just how far the mental illness had rotted his mother’s brain.

She’d gone right back to making sense a moment later, but the effect had left the imprint of worry in Griffin’s heart. Was he doing the right thing in leaving?

Three days later, the morning Griffin was to pick up the moving van, he’d been awakened by a brusque knock at the door in the wee hours of morning. The police had found his mother miles from home in robe and slippers, lollipop handbag in tow.

The rest of that day, Griffin had watched his mother walk through her own home with a look of hopeless confusion. She’d reverted to being the frail old woman Griffin had found when he moved back home, and it broke his heart. Certain he’d go mad, Griffin canceled his move.

And now she’s gone.

And here he was, back in suburban Greensboro—his mother’s house sold, her things donated or thrown out—living over a garage in an apartment he rented from a retired Chicago couple. A part of him wondered why he had chosen to come back to a place that held as many bad memories as Fort Lauderdale, but a part of him also hoped he might somehow run into Jackson.

Imagine Dragons startled Griffin when the alarm on his cell phone, his one and only luxury, went off. Still standing at the window, he listened to the group’s haunted, mournful lament of a dream.

The words weren’t lost on Griffin.

With a sigh, he walked toward his phone, picked it up, and turned off the alarm. He noted the time: 5:49 p.m. The sun had long since dipped below the horizon.

Better get ready for work.

Griffin placed the phone back on the table and, on autopilot, shuffled to the bathroom until he remembered…he had the day off. He was briefly tempted to slip back into bed and simply go to sleep. Never wake up. And as soon as the thought popped into his head, Griffin scolded himself, embarrassed that he was ready to give it all up so easily. Too much to do, too much to fight for, he thought. He simply couldn’t waste his time lying in bed, wallowing, and wasting away, no matter how appealing the thought of slipping away to escape the pain.

Maybe I’ll go to the mall and walk around a bit. Who knows? Maybe I’ll find a cute elf to bang. Slip him the old peppermint stick.

Griffin chortled as he emptied his bladder. He brushed his teeth, then took a hot shower. Ten minutes later he stood at the sink with a towel around his waist, looking at the razor in his hand, surprised to see it. His mom had given him the razor as a present when he turned thirteen. It was a piece of art, really…heavy…ornate with silver scrollwork. Unlike modern-day plastic shaving tools, this was a razor with substance, an antique. The sort you twisted at the bottom for the twin guards to open. It had belonged, Virginia had said, to his father. The man who left and never came back. The man his mother had waited for.

“My father,” Griffin scoffed. “Fucking Santa Claus. Right.”

But when did you grab the razor? a small voice chimed from the back of his mind. Didn’t you pack it away? Wasn’t it in storage?

Griffin hadn’t shaved in close to a year, and it wasn’t like he was hunting for a new job anytime soon. Not that he was satisfied with being a bouncer at the Precocious Puss, but it was the only place willing to hire him despite the charges on his record.

“Santa Claus,” Griffin muttered, his mind on overtime, fluttering here and there.

Santa as a father had sounded wonderful and exhilarating when, as a child, his mother spoke of the man. Except, as Griffin grew older, it reeked of insanity, and it made him uncomfortable. In fact, one of the reasons why he had left home was so he wouldn’t have to hear the story again and again, every day, but his escape bit him in the ass.

Was that a sign? Griffin wondered. Thinking back on the repeated questions, the increasingly odd obsessive-compulsive behavior, it might have been the start. The story of good ole Saint Nick, as Griffin’s father, at the center of Virginia’s never-ending belief that he would one day return. A prison built by her mind—a pleasant one—but a prison nonetheless.

Then Jackson had come along and confirmed what Griffin’s mother had been saying all along. Griffin thought perhaps he might be the one losing his mind. Strangely, once he allowed the possibility that there was more to this realm than met the eye—more to his tiny universe than his limited knowledge or personal experience could handle—then anything was plausible, wasn’t it? Magic just might very well exist!

Except, it didn’t. Magic had failed him in the worst way, and his mother died all the same.

And it’s all my fault.

Griffin felt his own personal demons near. He’d managed to keep them at bay since moving back to Greensboro and starting work at the Puss. The job, shitty though it was, allowed him to survive and helped keep his mind occupied. When he was away from work, however, when he was alone…the smoky veil of depression tenaciously toyed with him. As it had done this past week. It had crept ever closer, ready to feed on his soul. He felt its presence, thick and cloying, like something that was very much alive that sucked every ounce of hope from his soul.

At that moment, Griffin recognized the struggle in his mind—the struggle between hope and despair. He tried, with almost Herculean effort, to wrench his mind away from the dark space that yawned before him. He tried to push the thought of his mother aside, but her memory was still too vivid, too fresh, even now. Almost a year to the day since she passed, and Griffin felt her absence as keenly as if she’d only just died. And he could see nothing else.
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