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      Eight months pregnant and desperate to protect her unborn child, Emery Hartley finds the one man she never thought she’d see again—Nathan Noll, mysterious soldier, protector… and the baby’s father.

      

      But Emery doesn’t know Nathan’s biggest secret… he doesn’t just play an elf in December, he’s a real elf, a Christmas Knight. And the enemies of Christmas are determined to hurt both of them.

      

      Can Nathan convince Emery to believe not only in Christmas, but in magic… and in the power of love?

      

      This is a stand-alone Arcana Glen Holiday Novel, a heartwarming Christmas romance filled with a secret identity, a secret baby, and a love worth fighting for.
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      Emery Hartley instinctively placed a hand under her round belly for support when she heaved herself out of the car. Now that she had hit the third trimester of the pregnancy, driving had become a real pain. When she pushed the seat back far enough that it didn’t poke her belly, she felt too low to see over the dashboard. When she leaned forward, she felt squished.

      Walking wasn’t better. Especially not in the winter, on a driveway slick with ice.

      Could he have chosen a more remote place to live? Sheesh!

      It had taken her months—literally, eight months—to track him down to this remote cabin high in Arcana Glen, Colorado, a town in the Rocky Mountains no bigger than spit. The final leg of the trip had been on a road through federal lands that wasn’t even fully paved. It certainly had never seen a snow plow.

      It was beautiful, though. The snow glittered on the western hemlock and red cedar conifers. Mountain peaks faded in a silvery mist that deepened into the purple sky. The air smelled crisp and fresh, of fir and pine. Fresh powder crunched under her boots as she waddled step by careful step up the driveway.

      A log cabin sat at the edge of the woods in a little clearing, with a fantastic view of the slopes and the valley below. It was a modern A-frame building with a rustic design. Dark, almost black log walls sported large, triangular windows trimmed in white. The windows took up the entire front face. There was no door in front. The cabin stood on stilts and split-log steps hugged the side of the house leading to a wide porch. The only visible door opened onto the porch.

      It looked more like an expensive ski lodge than a private residence. How did he even have permission to live in a national park? Was that even legal? What if he were only squatting here? She tried to imagine why he would do that. Maybe he was part of an international criminal smuggling gang. Or maybe he was one of those weirdos who believed in Sasquatch and spent his life trying to capture one…

      Great. That showed how much she knew about him. Even though it wasn’t likely that he was a criminal or a nut, the fact she couldn’t be sure worried her. Driving out here all alone, in the middle of winter, to meet a man who was no better than a stranger…and who might be much worse…

      I’m an idiot, Emery berated herself.

      She put her foot on one step. She gripped the handrail with both gloved hands.

      Do it. Get it over with.

      She placed her other foot on the next step up. This was pure torture. Every rung felt like one step closer to doom. But, really…what if he was an ax-murderer? Sure, it was unlikely, but maybe it was only unlikely for normal people, who lived in large cities, or at least towns with a population over two thousand four hundred residents. For loners who lived in the middle of the woods, in the middle of the mountains, in the middle of the wilderness, it could be one of every three was an ax murderer.

      There she went again. Letting her imagination goad her into doing something stupid—like turning around and driving home without even knocking on the door. Considering how much work it had taken to track down this durn fellow, what a colossal waste of time and effort. Not to mention gas. She wondered if she should ask him for gas money.

      No, she reminded herself sternly. He’s a creep who used you and abandoned you. You’re only here because you, unlike him, are an honorable person and this is the honorable thing to do.

      Another step. And another…Only a thousand more to go…

      But after a mere seven steps—she counted each one—twice—she reached the porch. Were there only seven steps? Maybe she should go back and count over? No. Stop diddling.

      Emery stopped and stared. There, sitting right in plain sight on the porch, was the stump of a tree with an ax buried in it.

      Oh dear lord, he has an ax. He actually has an ax right here.

      Next to a pile of split logs, but still.

      She stood on the welcome mat, her knuckles poised to knock. And froze. Not from the cold. Fear had finally got the better of her.

      She never knocked; the door opened anyway. It swung inward, catching her by surprise; she almost lost her balance on the icy porch. A man stood in the crack of the doorway with his arms crossed.

      Emery stared at him. Her heart rate doubled. Was it possible to die of a heart attack at the age of twenty-six?

      Over the last several months she had told herself that there was no way he was as attractive as she remembered. After all, she had been pretty wasted when they met. Now she realized he wasn’t as devastatingly handsome as she remembered…he much more devastating.

      And that was weird, because she didn’t normally go for red hair in men. But somehow he made it work. His dark auburn locks with just the hint of a wave, including a little curl that adorably licked his forehead, combined with his excessively pale skin and brilliant emerald eyes just melted something inside her.

      The pointed ears were a little odd. She was pretty sure she would have remembered if he’d had pointed ears when they met. If he was a fan of Lord of the Rings or maybe Star Trek, she would have been thrilled, because she was a total sucker for epic fantasy and space opera.

      No, Emery decided, taking in the rest of his outfit. He must have been doing a Christmas gig. It was a little early… Still November… But didn’t the stores always start earlier every year preparing for Christmas? He was wearing an emerald green knit fisherman sweater and dark green jeans. Underneath, he had on a berry-red dress-shirt that peeked out of the sweater at his cuffs and his neck. He wasn’t wearing any shoes, and she could see his bright red socks. Nobody wore red and green together, not to mention wearomg fake ears, unless it was something related to Christmas.

      None of which was relevant to why she was here.

      Her mouth opened and closed a few times. She didn’t even know his name.

      He raised a copper-colored eyebrow. “Are you planning to come inside or just loiter on the porch all afternoon?”

      He stepped aside so she could enter. He closed the door behind her. She was now trapped inside the cabin of the gorgeous, elf-eared potential-ax murderer.

      From the inside, the cabin shone like a warm jewel. A fire crackled in a stone fireplace. A large black-and-silver framed mirror on the opposite wall threw back the fire’s reflection and bathed the blonde-wood and beige upholstered furniture in a dancing, ruddy glow. Woven blankets with zigzags and chevrons of red, green, chocolate and cream added color to the room. An island with three bar seats sectioned off a modern kitchenette. Above the kitchen, a ladder led up to a loft space that looked like a home office. Two doors in a hall past the kitchen probably led to bedrooms at the back of the cabin. The final side of the room was dominated by the single huge, two-story triangular window that overlooked the snowy forest and mountainside. From this side of the window, the gently drifting snow looked picturesque rather than intimidating.

      He indicated that she should have a seat on the beige couch. Emery smiled at him nervously. He didn’t smile back. He looked neither welcoming nor hostile. She couldn’t read his expression at all. He gave no indication that he recognized her; but he had invited her inside. That had to be a good sign, right?

      “What would you like to drink?” he asked.

      “Uh…a soda?”

      “I don’t have soda.”

      “Coffee?”

      “I don’t have coffee.”

      “Tea?”

      “I don’t have tea.”

      Emery snorted. “Whiskey?”

      His lips twitched. “No alcohol either. Sorry.”

      “Do you have water, at least?”

      “I have sparkling water, egg nog, or hot chocolate.”

      “Hot chocolate would be divine.” Plus, it might take him a while to prepare, which would allow Emery time to calm her nerves and prepare her speech.

      Unfortunately, he must have already had a batch of hot chocolate ready, because after grabbing two steaming mugs from the island counter, he immediately brought them to the living room. He placed both on the glass coffee table in front of Emery.

      Only to delay the inevitable, she lifted a mug and blew on the dark liquid. She wasn’t planning to drink, but it smelled so yummy, she took a sip. Dark, rich with a hint of peppermint…. The taste was so unexpectedly good, she emitted a soft groan of appreciation. She’d never had such delicious hot chocolate. It really did taste divine.

      He didn’t drink. Instead, he walked to the mirror opposite the fireplace. Emery had to twist around to see what he was up to. He closed a set of blinds and a curtain over the mirror, as if it were a window.

      Weird.

      He returned to sit in an armchair that matched the couch where she sat. He still didn’t drink his hot chocolate. Maybe he had poisoned it. Just in case, she should stop drinking immediately. Instead, she drained the mug to the last drop. Some things were worth the risk.

      He said nothing. He only regarded her quietly with those intense emerald eyes. With his outfit and his ears, the severe perfection his upswept cheekbones and masculine figure, he looked almost otherworldly. She still couldn’t read his face.

      She remembered the magnificent muscles of his chest and thighs when he had been naked in bed with her; she recalled the way his body had moved over hers, his deep careful thrusts and feathering kisses, making her feel claimed and protected at the same time. He hadn’t been her first, but she’d been with no one else since. A flush heated her cheeks.

      “My name is Emery,” she offered.

      “I know.”

      “You remember me?”

      He tilted his head. “We slept together. Did you think I would forget you?”

      At least he acknowledged that much. “We were both pretty drunk.”

      “Neither of us was drunk.”

      “Well, I was definitely drunk,” Emery said, now annoyed.

      “No, you weren’t.”

      So much for this going well. Emery felt her temper rise at his clumsy and obvious attempt to rewrite history.

      “I know how much I had to drink that night!”

      “As do I. But you weren’t drunk by the time we slept together. I would not have touched you if you had been.”

      Emery sucked in a ragged breath and exhaled again in a long sigh. “I’m not here to accuse you of date rape. I take responsibility for my part in… what happened. That’s not why I’m here.”

      “Why are you here?” he asked.

      Good lord, he was going to make her spell it out. As if he couldn’t guess just by looking at her. The bastard.

      She had practiced her speech a million different ways, none of which she could remember right now.

      “Why do you think, genius?” She patted her belly. “You’re the father.”
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      “You get to be Santa Claus,” laughed Nathan to Blake.

      Nathan Noll  to Blake Diamond had arrived at the mountain cabin and were unpacking their duffel bags, just like two ordinary human guys. The fact that they weren’t human at all, but an elf and a shifter from the North Pole Sanctuary in the mystic realm of Winterdom, was a well-guarded secret. As much as possible, they would refrain from using their magic or doing anything out of the ordinary experience of mundane mortals.

      “No, you get to be Santa Claus. At least you’re an elf,” protested Blake. “I’m just lowly polar bear shifter.”

      Though Nathan stood six foot two, he had to crank his head back and peer up another foot to see Blake, who was a massive bear of a man even in human form. “’Lowly’ is not how I would describe it. And you’ve already got white hair and a white beard.”

      “That’s just the influence of my fur. I look as young as a fresh spring. Besides, you’re a century older than me.”

      “Whatever. Look at this ginger mop.” Nathan ruffled his own hair. “No one is going to believe I’m old Saint Nick.”

      “But he was a ginger when he was younger.”

      “Sure—a thousand years ago. Mundanes can barely remember last week.”

      The cabin did not have a door in front, but there was a side door that they reached by climbing a few wooden steps. Nathan had the key from the previous owner, and unlocked the door. They walked in and examined the dusty interior. The cabin consisted of a great room and kitchen; a loft over the kitchen; and two bedrooms in the back, each with their own bathroom. It was mostly unfurnished, except for a few pieces draped with white sheets.

      Blake whistled. “Not bad. Not enough candy in the decor, but other than that not bad.”

      “If you start gnawing on the walls, people are definitely going to know you’re not from the mortal realm.”

      “I can’t help it if I really really like gingerbread.”

      Nathan pulled a sheet off the mustard yellow couch. The seat cushions were entirely missing and the cushions along the back were torn and moth eaten.

      “As much as I like the lived-in bachelor-pad look,” said Nathan, “maybe we should invest in new furniture.”

      “Well we’re going to be working in a mall, so that should be pretty easy. Do humans buy their furniture in malls like we do, or do they have some weird exotic place they get it?”

      “I’m not sure,” Nathan said. “I haven’t done a stint on earth for a couple decades. The thing with humans is that they are always switching it up.”

      Nathan pulled another sheet off of something on the wall. It turned out to be a mirror with a black and silver frame.

      A disembodied face appeared in the depths of the mirrors surface. The face belonged to a strange man. It was not a reflection of either Nathan or Blake, nor anyone else in the room.

      The Face boomed in a deep voice that echoed throughout the cabin:

      
        
        I’m made of glass, but you’re an ass!

        You have some nerve, but I must serve!

        Why come to me? What would you see?

      

      

      The Face then squinted and looked closer at the two of them. It looked puzzled.

      
        
        This is new.

        I don’t know you.

      

      

      Nathan and Blake exchanged identical looks of pursed mouths and lifted brows.

      “Who did you say owned this cabin before us?” Blake asked. “I thought it was a Christmas Elf, like you.”

      Nathan shook his head. “Not a Christmas Elf, just another Azir from Winterdom.”

      “An Azir!” Blake exclaimed. “Except for your kind, all the Azir are Dark Elves.”

      Nathan snorted. The majority of Winter Elves, or Azir, were bitter enemies of the North Pole. “As a matter of fact, yes, I believe he was a courier of the Court of Swords. But I didn’t tell him who I was. And I didn’t know he had a magic mirror. It’s weird that he would have left it here. He said he would collect all his important things before the sale became final. The way he said it, I had a feeling he meant something magical. He must have meant this mirror. So why is it still here?”

      
        
        My former master

        met disaster,

      

      

      the mirror offered up hopefully.

      The floating Face in the mirror dissolved into a scene of an indigo-haired elf getting into a bar fight. The fight ended with a large werewolf pulling a knife and slicing off the elf’s head. Then the scene disappeared and only the floating face remained in the foggy mirror.

      “We can’t keep it,” Nathan said. “The spirit of the mirror is a damned soul, caged inside the mirror with dark magic.”

      “How are we supposed to free the trapped soul?” Blake asked.

      “How would I know?”

      “You went to elf school. I ditched school to go romp around on the glaciers with the regular polar bears.”

      Nathan rolled his eyes. “They didn’t cover this situation in elf school.”

      Another few moments passed while both men tried to think of a solution. Blake spread his hands, indicating that he’d come up with nothing. Nathan had no ideas either.

      Finally, Nathan heaved a sigh and declared, “We will have to destroy it. It’s too dangerous a magical item to simply toss in a dumpster. And we’re certainly not going to take it back to the North Pole.”

      The Face in the mirror reacted fearfully to this suggestion.

      
        
        Please don’t destroy me!

        You can employ me!

      

      

      Nathan crossed his arms. “So you can spy on us and report back to your dark masters? No way.”

      “Or use your magical wiles to corrupt our pure hearts?” Blake wagged a beefy finger at the Face in the mirror. “We know how dark magic things like you work.”

      The Face looked miserable and desperate. The Face pleaded:

      
        
        My spell requires of me

        That I serve my owner loyally

        He has caught me⁠—

        who has bought me!

        I can’t defy you, deceive you, or betray you

        Until another buys me from you—or slays you.

      

      

      Nathan asked dryly, “Do you always have to rhyme?”

      
        
        Every single time,

      

      

      sighed the mirror.

      “Do you have a name?”

      
        
        I have no claim to fame,

      

      

      answered the mirror, looking even more dejected.

      Once upon a time, the spirit in the mirror must have been a person with a name, but it had obviously been stripped from him by the spell that trapped his soul in the silver. No doubt he had lost all memories of his earthly life as well. Nathan shook his head, disgusted at the vile deed. “I have no desire for a slave.”

      
        
        My soul you cannot save.

      

      

      said the mirror,

      
        
        Since the Dark Ones stole my face,

        I have been trapped in this silver place,

        You can’t my fate unwind,

        but if you keep me and be kind,

        I swear to serve you well.

        My alternative is hell.

      

      

      “You are not seriously thinking of keeping this thing,” demanded Blake.

      Nathan was the mission leader. The decision was his. He also technically owned the mortgage on the cabin, which meant the mirror was apparently his responsibility, legally and magically. The mirror had a point. Nathan did not want to own another sentient being, but if the only way to rid himself of the mirror was to sell it or kill it, how was Nathan going to get rid of it? He had spoken of destroying it, but in fact he knew that it was not that easy to destroy a magic mirror. The Dark Adepts of the Azir had long ago perfected the art of such objects, and they were masters of their craft.

      The Face feared it was losing the argument and tried to throw in one last convincing offer.

      
        
        If you curtain me, I won’t weep.

        I’ll shut my eyes and go to sleep.

      

      

      Interesting. If he could put the mirror to sleep, and therefore have real privacy, maybe he could live with it. Nathan pulled the sheet back over the mirror.

      “I will check back with the North Pole and see what the dangers are,” he promised Blake. “But I think the mirror is correct. Even if we found a way to destroy the physical object, that wouldn’t free the soul. The damned soul would simply be sent to the realm of Darkpyre. Even living as an enchanted mirror is probably better than that.”

      “You old softy,” laughed Blake. “I can’t believe you’re feeling sorry for the soul inthe damned mirror. You know he probably brought it on himself. Sold his soul in exchange for some gold bullion or a Senate seat when he was alive on earth.”

      “I know but….” Nathan tried to explain himself. “Nobody’s perfect. If we don’t have mercy on others when they are in need of it, how can we ask for mercy when we mess up ourselves?”

      “Pearls of wisdom,” said Blake sarcastically. “You are definitely playing Santa.”

      “Speaking of messing up,” said Nathan. “I’m sorry you got punished along with me.”

      Blake looked at him in surprise. “What are you talking about?”

      Nathan gestured to the dusty cabin. “You know. Getting sent here.”

      “You think getting sent to Mundania at Christmastime is a punishment? Every elf, shifter and seraph in the North Pole Sanctuary would love to trade places with us! We get to play the role of the big guy and connect children in danger to miracles that can save them. What could be better than that?”

      “I don’t know.” Nathan shrugged. “Doing the same thing anywhere but in Mundania, stuck with a bunch of humans? I wouldn’t mind going to Summerland. Now that would be a nice place to spend Christmas. White sand, turquoise sea, suntanned Wyzir girls...”

      Blake ran his hand through his white hair. He did look a lot like Santa, though his face was youthful and ruggedly handsome and his beard closely trimmed. Right now, he looked baffled. “I know you have had a beef with the humans ever since your dad…”

      Nathan shot him a warning look.

      Blake broke off. But then he returned to the topic like a bear to a fish. “Do you actually hate humans? All humans? Isn’t that a little harsh?” Blake gestured to the wall where the mirror was covered by the sheet. “You can have mercy on the spirit of an evil magical object, but you’re going to condemn an entire people because of what a single one of them did to your dad?”

      “I can’t help how I feel, Blake,” Nathan said through clenched teeth. Sometimes he hated being a Christmas Elf. If he were an unreformed Azir, a member of the Court of Swords, no one would chide him for hating his enemies. The King of Swords would command him to take revenge. Nathan didn’t want revenge, not exactly, but he didn’t want to lie about the depth of his anger either.

      Was it hatred? Maybe. Was it justified? His father had been seduced, betrayed, and tortured—almost murdered—because of a perfidious human woman. Maybe it was justified.

      “I know my… anger… is unworthy of a servant of the Light,” Nathan forced himself to say, more because it was expected than because he was ready to relent. “I assume that’s the reason I was sent here. To learn a lesson or whatever. Doesn’t that seem like Santa’s style? Which just makes me even angrier. Why shouldn’t I hate humans? They are pretty horrible. It’s not like I’m acting on it. I just wish everyone would leave me alone. Getting sent here to learn some stupid lesson just makes me hate humans even more.”

      There. He’d admitted it. He crossed his arms and clenched his jaw.

      Blake scratched his chin fuzz. “I don’t know what to say. Why did you accept the mission if you felt that strongly about it? You could’ve refused. You’re not trapped in a magic mirror. Nobody forced you to be here.”

      “I guess I felt like I had to prove myself. I don’t think I’m going to change how I feel about humans by being here. But I guess I do need to prove that I can do my job without letting my feelings interfere. It’s fair of my team to know they can rely on me in any situation, even if we have a mission on earth. That’s on me to show.”

      “Oh ho!” Blake pounced on that. “So this is about you proving something to Chris.”

      By Chris, Blake did not mean Kris Kringle or Santa Claus, but Chris Cane, their squad leader.

      “Maybe it is,” shrugged Nathan. He opened one of the suitcases and pulled out two costumes. One was berry red with furry white cuffs and a matching hat. The other was green with candy cane striped tights. The two elves stared at the costumes for a while.

      “So you really want to wear those tights?” Nathan asked Blake. A teasing smile played about his lips.

      Blake grunted. He grabbed the Santa suit and went into one of the rooms to change.
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      They ended up trading the “Santa” job and the “Elf” job. Part of being a Christmas Envoy meant swallowing your pride and wearing the silly outfits that humans expected of the Saint and his helper.

      Nathan thought he would hate it, but he discovered it was impossible to hate children, of any kind, from any realm. Their innocence won him over and he found himself enjoying the job.

      He decided that he had learned his lesson after all. As usual, Santa had been right. On the bright side, now that Nathan didn’t hate all humans anymore—just the adults—surely he would be allowed to return to the North Pole after the holiday season. Nathan would still rather return to border patrol duty with his squad than hearing children’s Christmas wishes. None of the wishes they’d heard had merited the intervention of a genuine Christmas miracle anyway.

      Generally, Christmas Elves on missions worked with a partner. There might be rare lone missions. However, there were times when the whole squadron had to come together.

      On December 10, a Red Alert bleeped on Nathan’s and Blake’s magic watches at the same time. Like firemen summoned by a siren, they geared up, grabbed their red sacks, waved their watches over the mouth of the sack and then jumped in. The innocent looking red velvet bags, all modeled on Santa’s classic “toy sack,” were actually interdimensional portals.

      Nathan and Blake emerged from the portals in a snowy field. It could have been a vista straight out of Winterdom, but Nathan could tell from the suppressed taste of magic that they were still in Mundania. Chris Cane, their sergeant was already there. He nodded at them.

      “We’re in North America,” Chris said, his voice pitched low. “Canada, to be exact. It’s a rescue mission. Shifter Hunters.”

      He said nothing else, nor did they need more. Shifter Hunters were humans who targeted Shifters, sometimes out of malice, sometimes out of greed. A network of them had become more aggressive lately.

      The knights’ sacks had fallen into the snow behind them. Nathan and Blake wordlessly wrapped them up and secured them onto their belts, then took up positions on each side of Chris. All around them, five other members of the squadron popped into the field, having also traveled by magic sacks. Kasper Alfsen and Asher Candlebright arrived first. Both were elves, although Asher was a Summer Elf, a Wyzir, rather than a Winter Elf, an Azir, like most of them. His face was permanently scarred from the venomous bite of a Lycan, giving him a fearsome appearance, although by nature he was a gentle Healer. Tom Snekkeren, a Gnome, and Kirsi Gliss, a Frost Fairy, arrived next. Tom looked no different from a Winter Elf, except he was a foot shorter and had a fuller beard. His hair and beard were white although he was a young Gnome. Kirsi was beautiful, with blue hair and hexagonal wings of crystal, like giant snowflakes. Finally, Dixon Paro, a Reindeer Shifter, arrived. A full squadron was supposed to have twelve members, but due to losses over the last decade, they had only eight.

      They knew their assigned tasks. Their leader, Chris issued quiet orders and they moved into position. It didn’t take the squad long to locate the band of human hunters who had cornered a shifter.

      The humans deliberately hurt the injured animal, forcing him to shift into a man. They cheered at their success and kicked their victim. Nathan felt hatred surge inside him. Just when he’d started to think less harshly of their kind, he was reminded why he hated them. Human scum.

      “Permission to use black ice, Captain,” pleaded Nathan.

      “Heck no,” snapped Chris. “They are human, and mundanes. They’re not a danger to us.”

      “They’re monsters,” spat Nathan. “The world would be better off without them.”

      Chris didn’t have time for this reindeer poop. He hissed at Nathan, and the other sniper, Tom Snekkeren, “Blue ice only. Mark. Aim. Fire!”

      The team of Christmas Knights moved quickly, shooting bullets of blue ice from their specialized guns. They secured the field and shot the humans again to make sure of their hits. Blue ice could not kill, or even physically harm a target. The effect was purely psychic.

      Innocent people actually found the experience pleasant (although not addictive); they would have a pleasant trip to Dreamland, where they would see beautiful places or cherished family members who had passed. However, the guilty would be forced to experience a ghostly echo of the suffering they had inflicted on others.

      These hunters were not nice men, and the blue ice sent them to their knees, screaming. They clutched their heads from the pain which washed through them.

      All Winter Elves, Azir, possessed Wind magic, but a few also had a talent for Mind magic, and Nathan was one of them. His psychic powers were extremely strong. He felt the pain that the humans did, but—and this was another strange feature shared by many Azir—their rich emotions hit him like a fine malt brandy, with a sting yet also a heady sweetness that made him reel as if tipsy. He stared at the humans, relishing their misery, the just punishment for the pain they had inflicted on others. He sliced deeper into their minds, not so far that they sensed him, but enough so that he could see ghostly images of what they were experiencing, a vivid illusion of themselves being hunted down and tormented. The more pain the humans felt, the more Nathan drank it in and savored the sweet taste of revenge.

      “Nathan!” Chris snapped.

      Nathan blinked. He met Chris’s gaze and flushed guiltily.

      Chris wasn’t as strong a psychic as Nathan, but he had enough of the skill—and its temptations—that he knew exactly what Nathan had been doing. Condemnation and pity warred in Chris’s eyes.

      Nothing was said, because the first priority was to help the victim. But Nathan knew that Chris would not drop it.

      Sure enough, as soon as they had taken care of the innocent victim of the attack, and regrouped in Santa’s Village in Arcana Glen, a small mountain town in Colorado, Chris asked to speak to Nathan alone.

      “Nathan, in the name of the Light, what were you doing?” Chris burst without preamble. “You know our Mind magic is only supposed to be used to decern Christmas Wishes, or to find out the pain that causes people to grinch-out. We aren’t supposed to guzzle their pain like vampires!”

      “I’m aware of that,” Nathan said stiffly. “I went to Christmas School for twenty years, just like you. You should know, since we were in the same class. And my grades were better.”

      Chris, however, didn’t allow Nathan’s snark to derail him.

      “I know the Big Guy has you on Santa-and-Elf duty,” Chris said. “And obviously, I’m not going to countermand that. But I don’t want you on any more Level Red missions. I don’t want you in hostile contact with humans or Dark Elves until I know you can maintain proper discipline.”

      Nathan glared at him, arms crossed, lips pressed in a thin line. “I’d rather do Red-level missions than play nurserymaid to a bunch of humans.”

      “That’s exactly why I can’t trust you,” countered Chris. “Frankly, I’m not even sure if you can handle being a stand-in for Santa. You’re supposed to use your empathy to help any humans with a deep need to get a Christmas Miracle. But instead, how do I know you won’t just take delight in their pain?”

      “I wouldn’t do that to an innocent,” Nathan retorted. “How can you think that of me? Do you really think I’m that far-gone?”

      “You tell me, Nathan,” Chris challenged. He lowered his voice and leaned closer. “The humans may think Christmas Elves are naturally jolly and nice, and never have to struggle against our inner shadows, but you and I know better, don’t we? If anything, those shadows may be stronger in us than the humans you despise so much! We can’t expect the Light to choose us unless we first choose the Light!”

      “Thank you, Elf Obvious,” Nathan said sarcastically. He didn’t want to admit that his biggest fear was that Chris was right. Lately, he had felt more shadows than light, and not even Christmas was able to change that. Maybe he was too far gone. Maybe he didn’t even deserve to be a Christmas Knight anymore.

    

  



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.


OEBPS/images/misque-press-logo-1-inch-600.jpg
Misque Press





OEBPS/images/arcana-glen-christmas-secret-baby-6x9x300.jpg
L
The Christmas
Elf’s Secret Baby

4 TARA MAYA  __ —

—_—

An Arcana Glen Paranormal Christmas Romance





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






