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      Patty Peppermint sat at her station with her chin on her hand as she watched the busy elves hurrying to and fro. The Christmas season would soon be kicking into full swing, yet she hadn’t been able to find an ounce of Christmas spirit.

      This year was different. Never before had she dreaded the holidays and it concerned her deeply. She’d even gone to the clinic for the first time in over thirty years just to be sure she wasn’t suffering some previously unknown illness brought back from the states.

      “You’re in perfect health, Ms. Peppermint,” Dr. Pickles had proclaimed. “Yup, even at 230 years old, you’re as young and healthy as ever. Do you feel ill, my dear?”

      “Not ill exactly, just odd,” she explained with a shrug.

      Dr. Pickles raised his bushy eyebrows and his pointed ears quivered a bit. He looked at her with concern.

      “In what way? Perhaps if you could be more specific we could run some tests, but there’s nothing I can see.”

      “No, I’m sure that’s not necessary. I’m sorry to have bothered you. I guess I’m just in some sort of preseason funk,” she sighed.

      Dr. Pickles patted her small hand consolingly.

      “It happens,” he admitted with a sigh and shook his head. “I would suggest a vacation, but it’s unlikely your request would be approved so late in the year. Santa would need a good reason, and I honestly can’t think of one that would sway him. As you know, all hands need to be on sleigh, so to speak.”

      “I understand, and to tell you the truth, I don’t know where I would go even if I could. As a rule I’m very happy here at The North Pole.  I love my job at the workshop, and even being covered with glitter at the end of the day usually lifts my spirits,” she admitted. “As I said, I guess I’m just in a blue funk. I’m sure it will lift as soon as we get into full production.”

      “Yes, I agree. Too much idle time can be a problem for some elves, especially the ones who are on their own.  Tell me, is there a male elf in your life, someone you’re interested in?”

      “Christmas cookies! No, there’s no one, and I’m not sure I would want a mate.”

      Dr. Pickles chuckled.

      “That’s probably because you haven’t met the right one yet,” he assured her.  “One day some handsome elf will come along and sweep you right off your tiny little feet, my girl. You’re quite attractive, if you don’t mind my saying so, and that shade of pink in your hair is fetching. Why I bet by the end of the season you’ll be singing a different jingle,” he continued with a confident wink.

      “Don’t bet any snowballs on that one, Dr. Pickles,” she countered, picking up her small back pack and slinging it over her shoulder. “I may not be involved with anyone, but I sure see a lot, and I sometimes wonder if males are worth the aggravation, no insult intended.”

      “None taken, my dear. Come back and see me if you begin to feel any worse.”

      She left the infirmary with a wave and a cynical smile on her lips.  The good doctor could believe what he wanted to, but in her opinion, if she hadn’t met anyone that she wanted for keeps in over two hundred years, she wasn’t likely to.

      

      Back at her workstation she skimmed  her ‘To Do’ list.  Then after glancing around, she bent and pulled a bottle of peppermint schnapps from her bottom drawer and poured a shot into her empty coffee cup. She almost spilled it when Merry Mistletoe stuck her head around the corner, startling her.

      “Starting pretty early, aren’t we?” she teased as she slipped inside, blocking Patty from the view of others.

      “It’s never too early, or too late for this,” Patty replied lifting her mug.

      “Good, then pour me one,” Merry insisted, holding out her own mug.

      “What’s in this?” Patty asked, peering into it.

      “Hot cocoa, which makes it a perfect combination.”

      “Wish I’d thought of that,” Patty sighed as she tipped the bottle.  “You know you shouldn’t be drinking on the job.”

      Merry snorted and plopped on a stool facing her friend.

      “Neither should you.”

      “Yes, but I don’t have a dominant human mate dogging my every move.”

      “Do you really see him as that?” Merry asked in surprise.

      “I guess I do, but he’s so hot I can understand why you put up with it,” Patty replied leaning back in her chair.

      “You sound envious.”

      “Not really, well maybe just a little,” Patty sheepishly replied. “Oh don’t mind me. I’ve been feeling a little peculiar lately.”

      Leaning forward, Merry took a sip of her cocoa.

      “What’s wrong Patty? I have noticed a difference in you for the last few weeks. Is anything troubling you? Is there something I can help with? If Bartlett is riding your ass, just tell me and I’ll take care of it. I know he can be bossy and a bit hard to take at times.”

      “Oh, it’s not Bartlett. Of course everything you say is true, but I’m not afraid to tell him to kiss my elven ass if he gets too annoying. Honestly, Merry, I’m not sure what is wrong.

      “My station is right in the thick of activity here, and I see so much. I really don’t want to pay attention, but I can’t help myself. I guess I’m just a nosey sort of elf at heart.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “Well, I see how well suited you and Bartlett are, and I see Jimmy Jingle trailing after Candy Cane with stars in his eyes. Starla Twinkle is so crazy about Branch Evergreen she’s loopy and she’ll ask me the same question three times in one day. Even Mr. Tinsel gets on my nerves, and he’s a darling old elf. I swear, I think I’m the only one in the workshop who isn’t falling in love, in love, or falling out of it.”

      “Gee, Patty, I didn’t realize those things bothered you,” Merry offered sympathetically. “I guess I’ve always taken it for granted that elves are pretty free with their affections. I didn’t know you were looking for something more serious.”

      “I’m not really,” Patty sighed. “At least I don’t think I am.  I mean I’ve had plenty of relationships, and a lot of them were great, but it never bothered me when they ended. I guess I’m in a sexual slump.  It might be nice to have someone you can count on through the years.”

      “Do you want me to try and fix you up with someone? There are certainly plenty of good looking Elven males around.”

      “Heavens to sugar cookies, no!” Patty exclaimed.  “Of course, you do attract them like moths to sparkling lights with that gorgeous silver hair,” she considered, “but no.  I figure I’ll either meet someone or I won’t,” she said with a shrug.

      “Well, at least you haven’t ended up like Ginger Snap. She thought she met the love of her life and instead ended up with a reindeer turd. You want to watch out for elves like Bernard Breadhouse,” Merry snapped with a shudder.

      “I know how you feel about your ex-husband, and most of us agree. But honestly, even Ginger is happy! Her daughter, Cinnamon, is precious with those bright blue eyes and red hair, and I think Ginger counts herself lucky to have her, and extremely fortunate to be rid of Bernard.”

      “Now that I can understand, and having him demoted to the reindeer barn is a blessing for all of us. As long as there are no female elves around him, he should be harmless.”

      “That’s the truth.”

      “Well, I better be getting back to work before Bartlett comes looking for me. I don’t need him to smell schnapps on my breath.”

      “Good idea. I need to accomplish something too. By the way, I’ve seen some of your new dolls and they are wonderful,” Patty praised. “This year will be your crowning achievement.”

      “It’s easy to paint happy faces when you’re in love,” Merry admitted with a grin as she scooted out of Patty’s office.  She was gone before Patty whispered.

      “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

      Instantly she clamped a hand over her mouth, shocked that she’d spoken out loud.  What was the matter with her? When had she gotten so negative, so judgmental? She normally smiled and turned away with a giggle when she caught elves being a little too uninhibited with their antics. PDA’s had always been frowned upon, but now even she found it slightly offensive and annoying. Why did they have to flaunt their relationships in front of everyone? Didn’t they realize that some elves were lonely? Didn’t they know it was all fun and games until somebody got hurt?

      Well, she wasn’t going to be the one left with a broken heart, nor could she sugar coat the realization that currently she was somewhat disillusioned. It seemed to her that her spirit was broken, something not even Dr. Pickles could repair.

      From now on she was going to keep her feelings to herself.  She loved Merry, but she didn’t need her throwing one Elven male after another in her direction. Maybe that part of her life was over. Maybe she wasn’t meant to have a mate. If so, it was perfectly fine with her. After all, she’d been single for a great many years.

      

      For the rest of the day Patty worked diligently, but privately acknowledged that if she saw one more stolen kiss, one more ass grab, or heard one more shriek and giggle, she was likely to explode.  When the chimes signaled her shift was over, she tossed back another shot of schnapps and headed out of the workshop, ignoring her co-workers who asked what she was doing for the weekend, or if she wanted to go to The Caribou for drinks.

      With a shake of her head she trudged on, the snow crunching beneath her boots. Warm in her fur-lined jacket, she stuffed her mittened hands into her pockets. As she neared her home she noticed a group of friends waiting on the walkway to her chalet.

      ‘Not tonight’ she thought, quickly making the decision to turn down Starry Night Lane. This street was not well traveled. There were a few scattered cabins, but for the most part once you passed them the only other destination was the reindeer barns and pens. For a troubled elf seeking solitude, it seemed a good choice, although she wished she had a bunch of carrots in her back-pack.  While she was pretty much angry at the world in general, she loved visiting the reindeer.

      As luck would have it, her karma still holding, the first elf she ran into was Bernard Breadhouse.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the queen of glitter,” he sneered. “Tell me, does your clit twinkle as well as the rest of you, Ms. Peppermint?”

      “Tell me, Bernard, could you be any more offensive,” she shot back. “I wish I could say it’s good to see you, but that would be a complete fabrication. Although, you being covered with reindeer turds does make my day a little brighter. Do you get to clear away their dingle berries as well? That must be exciting for you.”

      “What are you doing down here anyway?” he demanded angrily. “This property is restricted.”

      “Restricted to what? Low life’s who target female elves too young to know better?” she asked with a snort. “If so, then you should fit right in!”

      At that moment Rudolph trotted out of the barn, coming straight to her, his nose glowing brightly. Sticking his neck over the railed fence he nuzzled Patty’s neck.

      “Hi there, fella!  You’re looking fine,” she crooned as she rubbed and patted his neck. “I bet you’re growing excited for the big night that’s coming.”

      Nodding his big head, he nudged her chest, almost knocking her off her feet.

      “That’s it boy.  Tell this pink bitch elf we don’t need her kind around here.”

      Rudolph turned to look at him, a strange glint in his eyes at the same time a deep voice spoke with quiet authority.

      “Breadhouse! You aren’t paid to stand around. Clean out Donner’s stall, it’s disgusting.  Then see that Blitzen gets cooled down; I just took him for a run. Don’t force me to write you up again.”

      Looking up, Patty saw a large figure walking toward them. She didn’t recognize him at all. He seemed too big to be an elf, yet she could see that his ears were slightly pointed. While Bernard scurried away with a scowl, the stranger continued to the fence, tossing his arm affectionately around Rudolph’s neck. The animal responded in friendship, nudging him firmly and snickering as the male fought to keep his footing.

      “Can I help you, Miss…”

      “Peppermint, Patty Peppermint, and I just came to see the reindeer,” she explained, taking in the structure of the male’s face and his dark eyes.  His hair was dark as well, a scruffy beard lined his chin, but it didn’t look unkempt. A single diamond earring pierced his earlobe, a custom that mainly existed in the lower region of the earth, far below the cold North Pole.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Miss Peppermint; it is miss, right?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      Suddenly he smiled, perfect white teeth flashing on his tanned face in the fading light.

      “I’m Wyatt Wonderland. Please call me Wyatt.”

      “Hello, Wyatt. Why haven’t I seen you in Christmas Village?”

      “I don’t often venture into the village. I prefer to keep to myself, and I’m used to being on my own. Folks can be nosey.”

      “I’ve been feeling much the same way lately,” she admitted quietly. “That’s why I decided to visit the reindeer today. They don’t ask questions or pry.”

      Rudolph nodded, blew steam from his nose into the cold air, and stomped his hoof as though in agreement. Both Patty and Wyatt laughed.

      “Would you like to come inside the barn? We don’t get many guests, but he seems to know you.”

      Patty nodded, and Wyatt went to the gate, unlatched it and swung it wide. Together they walked into the first barn. Instantly, she felt the warmth and sighed.

      “Are you from around here?”

      “Yes and no,” he replied, slowing his steps to match hers. “I’ve been here before. My mama was born here. Her parents are Willie and Celestial Wonderland, but they’re called Willy and Chilly by most folks,” he said with a grin.

      “I’ve heard others speak of them,” Patty stated excitedly. “It’s said that Celestial possesses powerful magic, more so than anyone in the North Pole, barring Santa”

      “That’s the tale,” he agreed, leading her towards a woodstove. “Coffee?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she replied with a smile. “So your mother is Elven, yet you weren’t raised here.”

      “No ma’am, I wasn’t. I was raised in Tennessee.”

      “Tennessee?” Patty gasped. “So are you a cowboy or something?”

      Wyatt sighed.

      “I guess you could say that. I’ve been working with cattle most of my life.”

      “And what brings you to the North Pole, Wyatt?”

      “My, you’re full of questions for a little bit of a thing? Odd for someone who was looking for solitude when she came here,” he noted with a bit of sarcasm and a shrug.

      “Sorry,” Patty replied with a blush. “I guess I’m naturally curious.”

      “I find most elves are.”

      “Please go on with your story and explain how a cowboy from Tennessee ended up at the top of the world. I’m fascinated.”

      “Don’t be,” he warned, handing her a mug. “It does not have a happy ending.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she replied, lifting sad eyes to his.

      Taking a sip of his coffee, he indicated a barrel chair for her to sit in.

      “My mama’s name is Crystalia.  Grandma always refers to her as a ‘hot star’. She said they are extraordinarily beautiful, but burn out quickly.”

      “Is that what happened to your mother?”

      “I reckon you could say that,” he admitted, glancing away.

      Patty waited patiently for him to continue, not sure he would. She could tell speaking about it caused him sorrow, and almost feel the heaviness in his heart. Finally, he faced her and spoke.

      “My mama fell in love with a human. My father was here as a guest. Santa was hoping he would stay to manage the wildlife, ensuring their survival. Rich men love to hunt, and even the North Pole isn’t safe from those seeking adventure. Brad Timberline was an expert in his field.”

      “But he didn’t stay?”

      “No, he fell madly in love with my mother, but he wouldn’t stay. He completed his research, filed his report with recommendations on how to preserve the environment, and made plans to return to the states.”

      “Your mother must have been heartbroken,” she offered in sympathy.

      Wyatt snorted and looked away once more.

      “She was that and much more,” he stated bitterly. “She was pregnant with me.”

      “Oh my! That was a dilemma. If he stays, he gives up his career and all he’s worked for. If she goes, she’ll age and give up her life as an elf, leaving all she knows behind. It must have been a hard choice.”

      “I like to believe it was,” he sighed, “but I can’t actually be sure. She did leave with him, but he never married her, which of course, makes me a bastard.”

      Both of them heard a snicker coming from a nearby stall and Patty bounded to her feet.

      “Bernard, you have no room to judge.  Right now your infant daughter bears the same fate,” she hissed, marching to the stall and throwing her coffee at the crouching figure of an elf she despised.

      “However, the entire village thinks she’s adorable and far better off without you. Cinnamon will have much love, and Ginger has the support of everyone who knows her story, so keep your comments to yourself before you’re banned from here entirely, you worthless bit of dung!”

      “Hell’s bells, you have quite a temper,” Wyatt chuckled. “Remind me not to make you angry.”

      “Oh he’s infuriating beyond belief,” she fumed. “Honestly, you’ve only been around him a short time. You can’t even imagine what he’s like after a couple hundred years.”

      “You may have a point,” he acknowledged.  “Well, Miss Patty Peppermint, I’d better get back to work.”

      “Wait,” she cried, reaching a hand out to grasp his muscular arm. “I have to hear more. I want to know the rest of the story.”

      “Why, it’s mainly boring,” he replied with a shrug.

      “Not to me, Wyatt,” she insisted. “Promise me you’ll tell me the rest.”

      “You’re welcome here anytime, Miss Peppermint,” he offered noncommittally.

      “Will you come into the village?” she pressed as he walked her to the gate. It appeared she was leaving; she didn’t have a choice.

      For a while he was silent.

      “Wyatt?”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Lil’ Bit.”

      “Why not?”

      “I…I have some issues I’m working on.”

      “What sort of issues? Maybe I can help,” she suggested hopefully.

      “I doubt it,” he answered, shaking his head.

      “Please Wyatt; come to dinner at my house tomorrow. We can talk freely there, without that scrooge sticking his pointy little nose in,” she said shooting a glare at the barn.

      “I’ll think about it,” he finally replied.

      “Send word if you change your mind. I live at 120 Carmel Corn Lane.”

      “All right.” He closed and locked the gate behind her. “You be careful going home, little lady. I hate to think about you walking all that way in the dark. Maybe I should hitch up a sleigh and see you home.” Taking off his Stetson he ran a hand through his hair, looking uncertain.

      “I’ll be fine,” she insisted, pulling her jacket closed. “I’ve been making this walk off and on for over two hundred years. Besides, the twinkling lights will come on any moment. I hope I see you tomorrow.”

      Turning, she started the trek back to Christmas Village marveling at her change of attitude. There was a little skip in her step. Suddenly life seemed interesting again. Imagine a man like Wyatt living quietly in the North Pole, and a real cowboy to boot.
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      Bernard huddled just out of sight. So, a little spark was beginning to glow between  Patty Peppermint and his boss. Personally, he’d never liked  peppermint. It burned his tongue, leaving a bitter taste in his mouth and he felt the same way about the little pink haired elf. She’d joined forces with his ex-wife and some of the others and went to Santa about him.

      Now, instead of moving up the ladder in the organization, he was reduced to mucking out stalls and grooming reindeer. Wonderland wouldn’t let him ride any of the reindeer. He said he couldn’t take the risk of an irresponsible elf injuring one of them, and Wyatt Wonderland wasn’t even a real elf, at least not a pure blood like yours truly. He should be the one in charge! He should be the one riding off into the sky on the cherished animals!

      He heard Patty ask his boss to come for dinner, and he hoped Wonderland would agree. With him away from the barns, it would be easy to sneak into the village, maybe get a glimpse of his daughter.  With any luck, he might even be able to get Ginger to talk to him, not that he knew what to say. She likely hated him now, and would toss him out on his pointed ears.

      The information about Wonderland’s parents was intriguing. So his grandmother had strong magic? That meant his mother was probably the same. She might be useful at some point, if she were still around. Surely she understood that these sort of things happened. Perhaps she would be willing to give him some charm to win Ginger back.

      He knew where they lived, Chilly and Willy, but he would need to find out what happened to Crystalia. Her own son was considered a bastard. That might inspire some sympathy if he played on the sad fact that his daughter was one as well. It was something to think about.

      Bernard scurried away when Wonderland returned to the barn and latched the doors. Whistling a Christmas jingle he went back to work, staying out of his boss’s way for the rest of the night.

      

      As Patty was returning home the lights came on. Hundreds of sparkling orbs illuminated the roadway and her mood brightened with them. Meeting Wyatt Wonderland had been a huge surprise. As far as she knew, no one from the village had even mentioned a new manager at the barns. That he happened to be tall and extremely handsome would not have gone unnoticed by the female elves, so he must be fairly new to the area.

      She wondered about his life before coming here. Did he have a girlfriend, someone special in his life?  Patty laughed out loud. Not four hours ago she was basically ready to swear off every type of male, now she was plotting. What would she make for dinner? What should she wear? Was he the sort of male who felt free to indulge in casual sexual relationships, no strings attached?

      There was no denying her increased heartbeat when he smiled at her.  She couldn’t pretend that his story hadn’t intrigued her. The urge to know more about this man/elf was irresistible and if he didn’t show up for dinner tomorrow night, she might just have to pack up their meal and go to him.
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