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        Santa’s Destiny

      

      

      

      
        
        Des (don’t call her Destiny—she hates that name) is an elf with a problem. A jolly, red-suit wearing, gift-bearing, reindeer-loving problem.

      

      

      

      
        
        Turns out, someone has stolen Santa Claus’s magic. And it’s three days before Christmas. What’s an elf to do?

      

      

      

      
        
        Help him out, of course. That’s her specialty, after all.

      

      

      

      
        
        Except that creates a whole new problem: Des has to work closely with the Man in Red while keeping her presents under wraps, because there is definitely one thing she will not do.

      

      

      

      
        
        Ride in Santa’s sleigh tonight.
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      This whole saving Christmas gig was for the birds.

      To be fair, birds didn’t give a shit about Christmas. Just another day to them. Hell, if anything, they likely hated the holiday because humans forgot to fill their feeders in their excitement over discovering gifts wrapped in shiny paper and covered with colorful bows, placed under a dying spruce they’d propped in a pan of water in their living room.

      Then again, it was dumb of birds to rely on someone else for their sustenance.

      That wasn’t my game. I was entirely self-reliant. I didn’t even have a boss, preferring to work as a contractor because then I could control the assignments doled out to me.

      Well, usually. Because if I had full control, I sure as hell wouldn’t be clomping along a beach in the Florida Keys, wearing fur-lined boots and an ankle-length, black cape. For the record, even in December, Florida is too damn warm for fur-lined boots. And at the moment, this part of the state was enjoying a balmy 80 degrees, with the sun beating down as if it were trying to melt me.

      Good thing I was an elf instead of a witch, I supposed.

      I should have ditched the cape. Except the outfit I had on underneath would likely garner more attention than the damn cape, and I was keen to stay off the radar at the moment.

      Frankly, I was keen to do that pretty much always.

      I sure as hell didn’t want to pull the attention of the guy I was currently seeking.

      I stepped over oiled, shiny, nearly naked bodies laid out on colorful towels, some shaded with umbrellas, most not. I scanned those bodies, looking for one in particular.

      Male. Broad shoulders. Tapered waist. The perfect six-pack and those V-shaped muscles that caused a woman to do stupid, stupid things. Not this woman, but plenty of others.

      He had nice legs, too. Calves that were chunky with sharply defined muscle tone. Thick thighs, again all muscle. The only muscle of this guy’s I hadn’t seen was the one between those thighs, and let me go on record as stating I had less than zero interest in ever experiencing whatever joy that particular gift could bring to the world.

      Unfortunately, the view above the shoulders was also far from bad, making it easy for him to spread that joy whenever and wherever and into whomever he felt the urge to do so.

      Not surprisingly, women tended to be attracted to guys with dark skin and curly, just unruly enough black hair and the palest silver eyes ever experienced in any world.

      Well, except for me, of course. Because I actually took the time to dig deeper than the pretty exterior, and, as it turned out, Santa Claus was kind of a dick.

      Oh yeah, I’m talking about that supposedly fat and jolly guy who dropped presents down chimneys every year on December 25. And yeah, he didn’t look like that image you have in your head, either. That’s called magic. No idea why he chose to disguise himself as a fat, white guy with a penchant for wearing red, but then again, I didn’t understand much of anything about the man, really.

      Which was just fine by me. I didn’t need to understand him to do the job I was getting paid a hell of a lot of coin to do. And by a hell of a lot, I mean that I could retire after this assignment. Although I had no earthly idea what I’d do with myself if I did retire from the whole rescuing people gig, at least it wouldn’t be this.

      Rescuing people was not the most fun job in the world. Mostly because those who needed rescuing rarely believed they needed it. Which was where I came in. Generally, by the time I was hired, all other methods had been exhausted. I was a last-ditch effort.

      Actresses who went off the rails the moment a wrinkle showed up and they feared their careers were over. Politicians who made decisions that could endanger their constituents. Trust fund babies who had no clue how to function in the world and yet were handed checkbooks loaded with staggering amounts of money.

      Magical beings who let the magic go to their heads and caused trouble for themselves and more often than not, others.

      My job was to bring them back from the brink, ensure they got their heads on straight and quit fucking up so damn much.

      I had a 100 percent track record of closing whatever deal I was paid to close. Also, my services cost a damn near-obscene amount of coin. Hence, the last resort.

      Interestingly, for this particular job, I was actually the first choice instead of the last, but then again, Santa was kind of important to the rest of the world, so who wanted to dick around with possibly losing him?

      “Say it, baby. Say you want to lick my candy cane.”

      That voice. Smooth and deep and rich, like top shelf whiskey. Or velvety, melted chocolate. Who was I kidding? It was both. And it’d be seductive as hell if the words weren’t so incredibly cheesy.

      I glanced around, trying to determine which striped umbrella was hiding that voice. The answering giggle helped guide me, and I stomped through the sand toward a particularly large umbrella that had been pulled low to the ground.

      “I definitely want to lick your candy cane,” a high-pitched voice said, followed by another giggle.

      “It’s all yours, baby. Eat as much as you want. Make sure Santa comes to town.”

      Oh Christmas, I hoped she hadn’t yet unwrapped his candy cane.

      Grabbing the edge of the umbrella, I lifted it to eye level. The woman was blond, wore a bit of dental floss up her butt and nothing else, while the man’s, er, present, was still wrapped, thank Donner and Blitzen and every reindeer out there.

      “Hello, Santos.” No, a man with obvious South American heritage was not actually named Santa Claus. That’s defined as an alias.

      The woman rolled to the side, giving me a bird’s-eye view of a gigantic bulge pressing against Santos’s dark blue board shorts. She, at least, had the decency to cross her arms over her naked boobs. Santos, on the other hand, smiled wide and tucked his arms behind his head, like he was waiting for—what? Me to deck his balls?

      I’d deck his balls all right. With the steel toe of my boot.

      “Destiny,” he crooned, sounding happy to see me, which we both knew he wasn’t. He’d been dodging me for days. For a guy who was either too pretty for most people to resist or, when he disguised himself with his magic, was an icon recognizable in every corner of every continent, he’d been surprisingly difficult to track down.

      “Des,” I snapped back. I hated my name. To my clients, it implied our relationships were meant to be, while half the humans I met thought I was a stripper. I wasn’t anyone’s destiny, and humans didn’t pay enough for me to bother taking off my clothes.

      “Tinnee,” Santos singsonged, undoubtedly to get under my skin.

      It worked.

      “Get up. It’s time to go.”

      “I’m already up,” he replied while rolling his hips, which earned him a scowl from me and a giggle from his companion.

      I turned to the blond bimbo. Okay, to be fair, I had no idea if she was a bimbo. Santos had the ability to pull pretty much all women from rocket scientists to, er, candy cane lickers under his seductive spell. Truth be told, they all became candy cane lickers once he set his sights on them.

      “Listen, honey, he’s a one-and-done kind of guy. He’ll use you to get his rocks off”—Christmas euphemisms were Santos’s thing, not mine—“and walk away and never talk to you again. Is that what you really want?”

      She eyed the still-impressive bulge in his shorts. “If I get an orgasm out of it, I’m game.”

      Mentally, I slapped my palm against my forehand. In actuality, I ground my teeth. “You’ll be out of luck. Giving, at least in that respect, is not how he rolls.”

      “Hey—” Santos started.

      “How do you know?” Blondie interrupted.

      “Yeah, do tell,” Santos added. “Did I miss something along the way? Did I stuff your stocking and neglect to eat your milk and cookies? Maybe we need a do-over.” He eyed me like I’d seriously ever give him a first time let alone a do-over.

      “Never have I ever, and never will I ever,” I proclaimed. “I know of him. His reputation. We’ve run in the same circles for a long time.” A few centuries
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