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			To friends, old and new...
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			Author’s Note

				November 26, 2016

			Dear reader,

			The third book in the Mermaid Adventures (M3) series is taking even longer to write than I’d hoped, and at best it’ll be summer 2017 before it is published. To tide us over with some mermaid love, how about a Mermaid Christmas story? With M3 delayed, I took a quick break from writing it to bring to you this short story.

			Because all my stories (to date) take about a week of my characters’ lives, a Christmas Story on that timeline would be after book 20 or so. That is unrealistic, and everyone would be lost if I attempted that. So, after book 4 (M4) is where I decided to place this story. This means that M4 will take place during the characters’ first semester of high school. I’ve had ideas while writing M3 on how M4 will go, and projecting those through the end of M4 is how I’ve come up with this story. Though I’ll not be using any of the plot elements from M4 (I haven’t even thought of them yet) here, I do know some things. For example, the characters enter high school and I know who some of those people in their lives will be. I’ve not introduced any more mermaid abilities than what is seen in book 3, which of course hasn’t been published as of this date yet. So, sorry for some spoilers contained within.

			There’s no preface. This short story is more for the fans of the Mermaid Adventures series who are anxiously awaiting book 3. 

			Anyway, I do hope you enjoy this.

			Thanks to “Editing-Queen of ServiceScape.com” for a quick edit and to “alerim of 99Designs.com” for the cover art.

			Merry Christmas,

			The Mermaids & C. L. Savage
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			Oval Office

			December 22nd

			Bitter ice crystals circled dark blue eyes that resembled the bottom of the ocean. White mist formed in the chilly air, blowing over cold hands. The lights flickered overhead. A pair of voices muffled by the whistling wind tickled the ears, the sentries changing posts. 

			The wind settled, the billowing snow cleared, revealing many dark figures crouching low against the wind, running forward with rifles borne on shoulders. Shock kept him from making a sound. In seconds their defenses overrun. More came after them. Nobody seemed to notice him. 

			Daring not to breathe as the first of many soldiers lurched past, darkness hiding their features. Only the wind-frozen snow breaking under boots spoke of their presence, then they were gone like ghosts. He held still. It was too late to shout an alarm. They were here and by, then he was alone. He thought to hear battle, instead stillness. Ice crystals carried on the wind swept around him and chilled him to the bone, but he dared not move. The baleful predawn moon stared down on the seemingly tranquil landscape, the snow broken in narrow trails. It was impossible to tell how many had passed.

			A cough, the crunching of snow, coat blown open, forgotten, attention arrested by the uncertain figure sitting horseback, at once familiar. They were close, though he couldn’t remember where they’d met before. Behind him sat others, officers he was certain. Why the mounts? Horses would be good for rugged terrain, but were rarely used in field exercises anymore. Most looked to the old friend, but nobody said anything. Behind them, crouched in the snow, were hundreds of figures. Blowing snow caused them to appear and disappear, hiding their numbers.

			Running figures coming up the beaten-down snow path caught their attention. The news they’d been waiting for was carried on the heels of the runners. Even the horses lifted their heads, expecting that they’d finally get moving.

			A warm hand slipped into his, drawing him out of the freezing moment. The trim figure of his wife leaned in, exchanging a kiss. “Come in,” she urged. The shock of reality broke the icicles in his heart. He dared not look around.

			“In a minute,” he promised, not even meeting her gaze, hoping beyond hope he could return to the dream that was no dream. Her hand withdrew and she was gone, blown snow returning him to the meeting in the freezing morning.

			“Sir!” 

			He spun, but it was only the runners. “She comes.” Up the trail ran three women, bountiful hair flowing, bare legs, arms exposed to the cold. He thought for a second that he’d lost the moment, thinking himself on spring break his first year of college. His friends around him. The woman that had challenged them to volleyball in the lead. He’d not thought about her since then. She hadn’t changed, nor did she see him standing in the snow. His office shoes offered no comfort in the cold, and yet she was barefoot, as were her companions. The weather not bothering them. They stopped before the familiar rider.

			At that moment, the morning birds began their chorus, as if on cue at her appearance. The horizon lit by an orange burn, but the sun’s warmth didn’t reach them here.

			“So we’re ready?” spoke the familiar, yet unfamiliar friend. The watcher tried placing him, knowing for certain he’d never heard the man before, yet they’d had so many conversations. How? he puzzled absently, watching the tableau unfold. 

			“You and your descendants will keep the pact?”

			“Yes,” his friend said. The friend thought he had the better of the bargain. The watcher felt like that was an important moment, yet he too couldn’t figure it out. Having spent his life in negotiations, spoken contracts were the most binding. Often having hidden, though sometimes pleasant outcomes. “We’ll keep your secret,” the friend said. Then he suddenly added, “Though I want to be able to call on you.”

			“Speak to water, and if we’re able – we’ll come.” It wasn’t quite the answer his friend wanted. The watcher knew that his friend gained in the exchange. Yet what it could mean escaped him, and he looked confused. The restless rustle of his men hidden behind him made him agree with a nod. “Ok then, come.” She and her girlfriends turned, jogging off over the packed snow.

			The riders followed, then columns of men and equipment poured after. He was watching an army on the march. God there were so many of them, and so ill-equipped. Most didn’t even have proper winter gear. The general in charge of them should be fired.

			Pristine wilderness broke on a wide river. Hordes of men followed the three women out of the trees. Yet when the women walked into the river, the watcher couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing. He thought the women pretty crazy to be running around in swimsuits in the middle of winter, but to see them swim into a freezing river was another thing. A massive fog rose from the river. The officers got off their mounts and whispered commands. Hidden by the fog, the women led the men, their mounts and artillery down into the river. His friend remained ashore until the last of them disappeared. No ripples disturbed the surface, but somewhere below, an army marched. The man watched the fog-shrouded river, thinking at any moment they’d return. They never did. 

			Turning, he shook off the cold, glad he didn’t have to face walking into a frigid river. Instead, he walked into a warm room and went quickly for the fireplace. Halfway across the room he stopped, arrested by the painting over the fireplace. It was the man on horseback. No wonder he looked familiar. He’d had numerous conversations with the friend, all in his mind, one-sided, imagining the first president’s words. Foremost in the painting was George Washington, the day he crossed the Delaware.

			Spinning on his heel, the man walk quickly to the shelves and pulled down a much worn leather-bound journal. Passed down from president to president, it was Washington’s personal notebook. Most of it contained Washington’s observations on cabinet members, how to read men and so on. Flipping it open he scanned the laminated pages until he came to an entry that had never made much sense before.

			Myrtle Sea Bridesmaids turn tides, time and again. Aide invaluable, deep sights. Never trusted the brides, yet they’ve never failed. They’ve only ever helped when I’ve called. But their purposes are their own. They’ve never declared themselves for the Republic, or against the Enemy. 

			The bargain struck, when I was most desperate. Our need was great, or I’d not have done it. And I thought I had the upper hand. Somehow Myrtle knew I’d be a father, though I never would father any. I’ve been called a father of this new nation. Sometimes I lie awake at night and wonder at what I have done. I do hope it was worth it.

			This entry was so different from Washington’s letters. This seemed to ramble. And below it was an artistic figure of a fish and woman combined, which to his eyes could only be a mermaid. Following it were a couple of instructions, though they were very smudged, as if water had poured over them many times, prior presidents having spilled on the pages. It’s just one of many reasons they were preserved now. But only the first line had made any kind of sense, yet with what he’d learned tonight, the second now did.

			
					Pour water into a basin, it helps to let the water still.

					Unintelligible handwriting… 

					Be alone, or they won’t answer.

			

			Above the rim of the book was a Steuben glass pitcher of water on a silver tray along with several similar glasses. Placing the journal on his desk, he returned to the tray and set the glasses aside and carried the tray to the desk. As he lifted the pitcher, he was interrupted by a knock, then his body man entered. “Sir, you’ve got a call waiting for you.”

			“Alright. Thanks Stanley.”
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			Tree Hunting

			“So you think the tree is going to fall in that direction?” Coach Arden said, pointing down the hill.

			“Coach, it would have, had you started cutting already. But the wind is picking up. Now, unless all the birds in sky land on this side, it’s going to go the other way. At least, unless you put a diagonal cut in this side. That might change things. What do you think Melanie?” Lucy asked.

			“Huh?” Melanie looked up from her phone. “Did you need me to move?”

			“No, never mind. Anyone else want to weigh in?” Lucy looked pointedly at Jill, who shook her head, then to Cleo.

			“I think Ri’Anne’s going to be upset that we cut another tree down.”

			“We’ve been through all that,” Lucy said. “The girl cries when the trees lose their leaves in the fall. Let alone a tree coming down for a perfectly good cause.”

			“I think we should consult her,” Cleo said, defending her friend. She looked around for support. Ri’Anne wasn’t there to save the tree.

			“We’re giving these to the homeless shelters,” Jill said. “Ri’Anne will get over it. Besides, I already smoothed the way with her. I promised I’d plant seedlings when spring comes to replace them. You can help, if it’ll make you feel better. I could use the help. Uncle, go ahead and cut. I don’t think it matters which way it falls. It’s only five feet tall or so.”

			“It helps to be precise,” Lucy said, but eventually she nodded to Coach Arden and pointed a finger along the slope. He moved from his position, revved up the motor on the chainsaw and bent to the task of falling that tree. 

			The tree fell exactly where Lucy pointed, just as she’d predicted. Too much brain power in that skinny frame, Melanie thought. Of all their friends, Lucy was the only one without a super secret, but she more than made up for it in smarts. Nor did she ever complain about it. She was always just enjoying their little expeditions whenever they occurred. Ri’Anne liked to include her the most often, even though Lucy didn’t have a conservation bone in her.

			“Who’s turn is it to carry it down to the truck?” Coach asked, shutting off the chainsaw.

			“Jill and I got the last one,” Cleo said.

			“And I got the one before that,” Melanie said. Mermaid extraordinaire and Christmas-Tree tugboat.

			“Without my help, Coach wouldn’t know which way to point the chainsaw.”

			“I’m sure I could figure it out on my own, Lucy,” Coach Arden chimed.

			Melanie could imagine the dark clouds over Lucy’s head as she turned to the fallen Christmas tree. Lucy tried picking up the tree, but she struggled. “Someone help me!” Coach looked to Melanie. Technically, it would be her turn next. With a sigh she moved to her friend. “There really should be benefits to being a tree-lugger,” she said.

			“There are,” Cleo said, putting a hip into Melanie’s, causing her to stumble sideways.
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