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Chapter One

 


Dear Melody,

I would like to invite you to a special
meeting chaired by me which will take place tomorrow at 10 AM in
the Woodland Conference room. We will be discussing the details of
an exciting new project of which you will be a fundamental
part.

Thank you,

Santa

Melody’s gut twisted uncomfortably. She was
going to be sick at any moment. She’d lost count of how many times
she’d read the email since she’d received it last night. She didn’t
understand why she’d been called to attend. She’d never volunteered
to be part of any project, much less one in which Santa was the
lead. Besides, she hated meetings. Little did it matter she’d been
working with the same people for close to fifteen years. The damn
things made her claustrophobic. It all meant going into a room,
looking at other people and pretending you were interested in what
they had to say. Sometimes she was even forced to participate. She
shuddered. No. She preferred working at her cubicle, headphones on
and music blasting while designing. Any communication could be done
by email or messaging without face to face interaction.

She glanced at the clock on the screen. It
was almost time. Grabbing her notebook and two pencils, she stood
up on shaky legs. She had to go. You didn’t say no to a personal
invitation from Santa.

“Just get it done with,
Melody,” she murmured.

Resolute, she began marching toward the
conference room. Soon, her footsteps turned leaden on the moss
green carpet. The walls, decorated in matching striped wallpaper,
had an arrangement of photographs of the flora and fauna commonly
found in Cornwall. It was one of the few places in Santa’s realm
which she knew was not over the top Christmassy. She loved the
holiday and working in a place which revolved around its existence,
but the whole thing did grow tedious sometimes.

“Melody, wait
up.”

She froze, recognizing the cheerful voice.
Joy. The pixie was everything Melody wasn’t: petite, graceful, with
shimmering wings and pointy ears that showed through a flawless
haircut.

“Melody.”

There was the singsong voice again. Sighing,
Melody spun.

“Hi, Joy,” she said,
forcing her lips to quirk upwards in what she hoped didn’t look
like a grimace.

Joy smiled, and her blue eyes, tinged with
flecks of pink, filled with warmth.

“Melody, how are
you?”

“Good. You?”

“Great. I’m excited about
this secret meeting, aren’t you?”

“Excited about a secret
meeting organized by Santa himself? Not particularly.” Melody
rolled in her bottom lip. She’d been unable to quip the snarky
tone, and she immediately regretted it when Joy’s face fell. “But,
do you know what we’re going to be discussing?” she asked,
attempting to lighten the mood.

“Well.” Joy lowered her
voice. “Rumor has it, Santa has handpicked the best employees to
participate in a little creative competition.”

Melody’s heart skipped to her throat. If
there was one thing she hated more than meetings it was
competitions. She was perennially the last person to be chosen on
any team.

“What do you mean?” she
asked, curling her fingers tightly around her pencils.

Joy shrugged.

“No idea, but it should be
fun. I haven’t created anything from scratch in, like, a century.
Working in quality assurance, I hardly get the chance to be
creative. In any case, here we are. Let’s find out what Santa has
in store for us.” Joy winked at her and walked inside.

Melody hesitated. The doors were thrown open
and people gathered within, the hub of their voices creating a
frightening cacophony. She took in a deep breath.

“You can do this,” she
whispered.

Remember the article you read. Fake it ‘til
you make it. All you have to do is appear confident.

She stepped inside and hurried to a seat at
the back of the room. She opened her notebook to a blank page and
focused on placing her pencils side by side at the exact height.
Thoughts crisscrossed her mind like vehicles on the freeway.

Everyone is watching you.

You’re not dressed appropriately.

You’re too big.

You don’t have any wings.

Where’s your magic?

Frighteningly fast, they became a rush of
colors without sense. Her throat clogged up. Melody ground her
teeth together. Someone laughed, breaking the vicious cycle. Her
head snapped up, and a drop of sweat rolled between her breasts.
She blinked. No one was looking at her. Each of her colleagues was
absorbed in their own world. Allegro and Joel, the product manager
and app developer, chatted animatedly. Joy stood close by, speaking
with Eldar from the marketing department. Melody blushed. If they
weren’t a couple yet, they were well on their way, if the way Joy
was touching Eldar’s arm and he was grinning down at her were any
indication. Other people whom she didn’t know kept to
themselves.

Melody inhaled and exhaled softly. She
glanced at the clock on the wall. It was a beautiful piece, the
center a slice of cedar tree and from it, the artist had carved
intricate branches and delicate glass leaves. The hands marked nine
fifty-eight.

The click-clack of heels sounded at the
door. Edantaris, or Taris as she preferred to be called, marched in
with a stack of folders and a silver bowl. The always elegant Light
elf was dressed in a form-fitting red skirt, matching blazer, and a
white blouse patterned with mistletoe designs.

“Do you need any help,
Taris?” Joy asked.

“No, thanks.”

Swinging her long blonde ponytail, Taris
went around the table and placed everything at the far end. Felix,
head of logistics, trailed in behind her. The black suit he wore
contrasted starkly against the bluish tinge of his braided beard
and hair.

“Good morning, everyone,”
he called out loudly while rapping his knuckles on the wood. The
room quieted.

“Welcome, welcome. How is
everyone today?” He grinned, his eyes crinkling at the corners and
giving him a softer edge. “Taris, can you check to see if Santa is
here yet?”

Taris nodded and moved toward the door.

“Sorry.”

A deep, velvety voice apologized from the
other side. Goosebumps sprouted on Melody’s arms. That definitely
wasn’t Santa.

“Ah. Magnus. Come on in.”
Felix waved the stranger inside. “You’re just in time.”

Melody’s breath caught in her throat. Magnus
had to be at least six foot seven, and unlike some tall men she’d
met, he wasn’t lanky. Quite the opposite. His navy-blue suit did
little to hide the raw brawn beneath. Her gaze swept upwards. Her
blood turned to ice. He was looking at her with an intensity which
made her heart flutter erratically. Fingers quivering, her pencil
tumbled to the floor. She ducked to retrieve it.

Calm down. Calm down. What the hell is wrong
with you, Melody? It’s just a random guy. A really hot one. So?
He’s totally out of your league, so focus on the meeting.

She sat upright and almost dropped
everything again when Magnus came to stand directly behind her. She
swallowed drily. His presence loomed over her, alluring, almost
begging all her senses to turn around and stare. Desperate for a
distraction, she started to doodle.

“I’m sorry about the lack
of chairs,” Felix said. “But I promise the meeting will be short.
We decided to hold it here since it’d be easier to bring everyone
together.”

“Santa is coming,” Taris
announced.

Not even two seconds later, the boss
arrived. Dressed in a stylish grey suit, beard neatly trimmed and
glasses hanging from the tip of his nose, he walked in. Melody
shook her head. Even after all these years she still struggled to
put together the image of Santa the ruthless businessman and Santa
the affable elderly man who brought hope and joy to children all
over the world.

“Welcome, everyone. I will
be brief, as we have no time to waste. You’ve been assembled here
because you are the best in your field, be it marketing, graphic
design, or logistics. As some of you know, our latest Christmas
app, launched two years ago, was a success.”

Allegro cheered.

Santa gave him a pointed look.

“Two years ago.” He
frowned. “Last year, the download rate went down by almost fifty
percent. I have consulted with human experts, and they agree the
problem is not the app in itself but in our marketing. We need to
change this during the upcoming holidays, and that’s where you all
come in.” Santa spread his arms in an all-encompassing gesture.
“We’ve got the technology, but we need to market it better. Working
in pairs, you will have one week to come up with a way to attract
human children to our game.”

“One week?

“Humans should be doing
this.”

“We’re developers, not
marketers,” Allegro said. “That’s Eldar’s job. No
offense.”

“None taken,” the elf
replied.

“I agree with
him.”

A zinging current wiggled its way down her
spine at the rumbling voice behind her.

“A bit of collaborative
work between departments will help innovation and creativity
thrive. We’re mingling people who built and tested the app with
those who marketed it or even, as is your case, Magnus, who came up
with the original concept for the logistics department. The humans
are also working on this on their end.”

“What will we get out of
this?”

“Great question, Joel.
Besides a little healthy competition, which never hurt anyone, you
will get to work together with someone completely different. The
Christmas Realm is composed of many people with a variety of
backgrounds and teamwork is essential, as you all know. However,
there will also be a grand prize. The winning pair will receive a
two-week trip around Europe. All expenses paid.”

A low murmur of surprise swept through the
room. Even Melody was impressed. Santa usually had a tight fist
when it came to money and superfluous expenses.

“How will the partners be
assigned?” Joy asked.

“Santa will be drawing
names from this bowl,” Felix said, placing a chromed container
brimming with little slips of papers on the center of the
table.

“Any other questions?”
Santa said.

Silence stretched out like death’s ominous
hand. Melody’s mind burned with queries. What if you didn’t want to
be a part of this? What if your partner didn’t like you? What if
you failed?

“Great. Let’s do this!”
Santa began drawing names. One by one, people were put in
twos.

“Melody and—”

Her pulse rushed in her ears.

“Magnus.”

Magnus. She must have heard wrong. Surely,
she hadn’t been partnered with the only guy who made her so nervous
she wanted to either throw up or hide under a blanket. With
him.

A large, masculine hand appeared in her
peripheral vision, coming to rest on the tabletop next to her pad.
Her gaze traveled up, across a strong arm, a corded neck, a neatly
trimmed blond beard, sensuous lips, wide nose, and eyes so blue she
could easily swim in them.

“Guess we’re stuck
together.”

A shiver racked her body, spreading its
tentacles across her lower abdomen and landing with a resonant thud
on her clit, bringing her body alive with desire. Her cheeks
burned, and the knot in her stomach reappeared, tightening to the
point of leaving her breathless. How in Santa’s name was she
supposed to work with someone like Magnus?

 



Chapter Two

 


Magnus could hardly focus. A single name
flashed repeatedly on his mind, and the animal within him roared
ecstatically, making his chest ache with longing.

Melody.

He didn’t know her last name, her position
in the company, her age, or what she was. None of it mattered. He
was only aware of one thing, and it was enough. Melody was his
mate.

From the moment he’d stepped out of the
elevator his beast had made him aware of her presence. The
honey-like fragrance called to him, clawing at him from the inside
like a perpetual hunger he hadn’t even been aware of having. He’d
entered the room in a daze and zeroed in on her in seconds. She’d
sat at the back of the room, with brown locks tumbling across
generous breasts and a full figure that made his mouth water. When
her gaze found his, beautiful brown eyes widening and lips parting,
he’d had to remind himself to breathe and to keep his bear on a
tight leash. Eager to be closer to her, he’d barged his way across
the crowd to stand directly behind her. The scent of her arousal
tickled his nose as much as her fear. Magnus fisted his hands. Why
was she so afraid?

“That will be all,
everyone,” Santa said. “Good luck.”

People began filing out of the room in their
pairs. Some appeared excited about the project, others not so much.
Melody seemed to belong to the second group if he were to judge by
the rate at which she was collecting her stuff. His bear roared to
life, slamming hard against his ribcage and making him wince.

Mate. Now.

“Melody, a word with
you.”

She froze on the spot, and, hugging her
notebook to her chest like some kind of shield, she faced him.
Magnus clenched his jaw. His body sang, his bear’s content hum
vibrating across his skull. His mate. He wanted to sit down and
stare at her for hours. Take in every detail of her body, from the
pout of her mouth to the curve of her hips. Unfortunately, Melody
didn’t seem to be on the same page.

Magnus motioned for her to take a seat
again. She hesitated, her digits digging so hard into her
belongings, the knuckles were almost white.

“Please, it’ll just be a
minute,” he said.

“Okay,” she whispered,
sitting.

Her voice was soft and sweet, almost as if
she were afraid to speak in much more than a whisper.
Surreptitiously, Magnus sniffed the air. There were notes of pixie
on her, but also human blood. He frowned. If she were partially
human, it would explain why she was so quiet and shy, since pixies
tended to be on the other end of the scale and thrive around
people.

“So—” she said, turning
her notebook in her hands.

“I just wanted to chat
with you for a bit since we have to work together. You know, get to
know each other before we get down to work.”

“Oh. Um, well, I.” She
shook her head and then met his gaze. Silver brushstrokes sparkled
in her eyes, from the pupils to the irises and very lightly over
the whites. “I’m going to ask to be withdrawn from the project. I
don’t really think this is my thing.”

Magnus blinked.

“Excuse me?”

“Yes. I’m not very
competitive, and I’d really just be getting in your way. You’d be
much better off with someone else.”

She spoke so fast her words fused into each
other and her knee bounced nonstop. Nerves, he realized. She was
recoiling because she was uneasy. The question being: was it
because of him or because of the task they had ahead?

“Wait, wait. Let’s give it
a chance, Melody. You’re nervous. Heck, I’m a bit unsettled myself.
The way Santa and Felix have thrown this on us was
hardcore.”

“I suppose, but really,
you don’t want to work with me.” She scanned the room as if she
were looking for an escape route. He realized they were alone. She
must have come to the same conclusion because she jumped to her
feet.

“I should go. The sooner I
speak to Santa and you get a new partner, the better.”

He stood up and grabbed her arm.

“Wait, Melody.”

She gasped, and a rush of excitement crossed
from his fingertips to his dick
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