
  
  
      
        
          Sweet Judgement

          
		      

          Arla Jones

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Arla Jones 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact the author (wmagentabooks at gmail)
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
  
[Edition Number] edition [Year of Publication]






  
  
      
        
          

          
		      
          

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
    	
       
        1. Characters/Survivors  
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        2. The Rules of Balance
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        3. Prologue
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        4. The First Offering
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        5. The First Signal
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        6. Signs in the Snow
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        7. Patterns of Judgment
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        8. The First Confrontation
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        9. Where Are They Hiding?
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        10. Inventory of Sins
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        11. Close to the Edge
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        12. Delivery on Oak Street
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        13. Crimson Distribution
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        14. Showdown Preparations
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        15. The Ledger’s Hunger
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        16.  The High Ground
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        17.  Valentine’s Day
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        18. Valentine’s Balance
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        19. Coming Next…
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Also By The Author      
      
      
    

  
      

    
  


  
  1
Characters/Survivors  
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 Naughty or Nice  – Book 1 of the Series


Brenda Alvarez

Role in Jingly’s: Receptionist in Jingly’s
Age: 42
Status: Survivor / Reluctant Witness
Archetype: The One Who Notices Too Late


Sally Kim

Role in Jingly’s: Executive Assistant
Age: 31
Status: Survivor / Emotional Anchor
Archetype: The One Who Tried to Be Good






  
  2
The Rules of Balance
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The rules are written as Brenda learned them after Jingly’s office incident and wrote them down.  

Rule One: Judgement Is Activated by Delay
Anti-Santa does not strike at the moment of wrongdoing.It waits.
Hesitation is its trigger. The longer the delay, the heavier the judgment.
Those who act—even imperfectly—are marked differently than those who wait.

Rule Two: Christmas Is Not the Source—It Is the Deadline
Balance does not belong to December. December is grace.
Judgment begins after the season ends—when excuses harden and guilt cools.
January is not mercy. January is reckoning.

Rule Three: Silence Counts as a Choice
To watch and do nothing is still to choose.
Balance does not care if you were afraid. Fear is understood. Inaction is not forgiven.
If you saw the wrong and turned away, your name remains on the list.

Rule Four: Survival Is Provisional
Living through an event does not mean you are cleared.
Survivors are marked with icing (during the Christmas time)  but not spared.
The mark fades only if Anti-Santa is satisfied and balance is restored. If the mark remains, judgment can return without warning.

Rule Five: Sacrifice Changes the Ledger
When someone acts at great cost—to protect, to warn, to intervene—Balance records it.
The price may be shifted. The sentence may be delayed.
 Sacrifice never erases the debt. It only decides who pays.

Rule Six: Anti-Santa Requires Witnesses
Judgment must be seen, heard, or remembered.
If no one witnesses it, Anti-Santa will repeat itself—louder, closer, crueler—until it is acknowledged.
Forgetting is not permitted.

Rule Seven: The Form Fits the Setting
Anti-Santa wears masks appropriate to the place:
	Offices breed soldiers

	Towns breed traditions and indifference

	Homes breed secrets



The judgement can arrive in different shapes. 
The rule does not.

Rule Eight: Confession Without Action Is Meaningless
Regret is noted. 
Apologies are recorded.
Anti-Santa weighs what you did when it mattered, not what you felt afterward.
Words without action increase the debt.

Rule Nine: Balance Does Not Kill Everyone
Judgement is not extermination.
It's selective. 
Those left behind are meant to live with knowledge—and the burden of what they failed to stop.

Rule Ten: The Season Always Returns
Anti-Santa never ends a cycle cleanly.
If judgment feels unfinished, it is.
If the town feels quieter than it should, it is listening.
The Carol will return. The verse will change.
The cost will rise.


      [image: image-placeholder]This document is incomplete. 
Updates occur after each season.
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Prologue
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Hollyhocks


The road into Hollyhocks was white and silent, the kind of silence that pressed in on the ears and promised secrets. Sally Kim watched the town’s battered sign drift past the passenger window: 
HOLLYHOCKS: POP. 2,311
The paint was chipped, the wreath limp and brown, as if Christmas itself had given up and crawled away weeks ago. Snowbanks lined the road like pale coffins. Nothing bad had ever happened here—or so it wanted you to believe.
Brenda Alvarez slowed the car, tires crunching over ice, and turned onto a street lined with houses that all looked the same. Cookie-cutter, the way a child draws them: neat, white trim, porch lights glowing just enough to say welcome, but not enough to keep out the dark.
Sally Kim’s stomach twisted. “Was this a good idea? Even if we move to another town, does it stop it—the Anti-Santa?”
“Let’s hope so,” Brenda muttered, pulling into the driveway of a duplex that looked like all the others. Two doors. Two mailboxes. One building split down the middle like a wishbone.
“Separate roofs,” Brenda said. “Separate walls. Close enough to check in. Far enough to breathe.”
That had been the deal.
After Jingly’s and the fire—and all those nights when sleep only came with the lights on, TV flickering like a heartbeat—neither of them wanted to be alone, but neither could stand being watched. Money was tight. A duplex in a town where nobody knew them was the best they could do. Far from Jingly’s main office, far from you-know-who. Or so they hoped.
Hollyhocks was coastal, New England, and on the surface, peaceful. No one here knew about the fire. No one called them survivors. They were just two more strangers moving in, and the town pretended not to notice.
Sally stepped out into the cold, breath fogging in the air. The quiet was too deep, like a blanket pressed over a mouth. No music, just the crunch of snow under her boots and, somewhere, the sad creak of a wind chime. Brenda unlocked her side of the duplex and paused, hand on the knob. “This is temporary,” she said. Not a promise. Not a lie.
They slipped inside through their separate doors, shutting the world out with a single, final click of the locks. The sound echoed faintly through the wall they shared, a reminder that even walls could only do so much. They didn’t know what awaited them here. And maybe, that was the only certainty.
Outside, Hollyhocks slept—or pretended to. Nothing had ended, nothing was settled, and nothing could be predicted.
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The First Offering
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January


When the first body turned up beneath the town’s Christmas tree, nobody wanted to say the word. Not out loud, not in Hollyhocks, where the snow always looked clean, and the secrets were supposed to stay buried under it. 
The tree stood in the center of the square, its lights still flickering even though January was nearly spent. Tradition said it stayed up until the thaw. Tradition didn’t say what to do about a dead woman arranged at its roots, hands folded neat as prayer.
Old Mr. Fenton found her at dawn, his mutt sniffing curiously at two boots poking from beneath the sagging garland. At first, he thought she’d simply passed out—too much holiday cheer, too little sense. But the stillness was wrong.
The blood on the concrete planter wasn’t random; it traced a tidy arc, almost careful in its placement. Her scarf had been smoothed flat over her chest, too precise, as though someone had paused long enough to make it look just so.
By the time the police arrived, the story had already settled into place: a slip, a fall, the cruel cold. A tragedy, certainly, but nothing to lose sleep over. She’d always been a little scattered, a volunteer, a baker—good enough to be loved, inconsequential enough to be overlooked. And that was the ledger’s way.
Brenda stood at the edge of the gathering crowd, hands deep in her coat pockets, watching how the officers kept their eyes anywhere but the body. Relief passed from neighbor to neighbor like a flask: thank God it wasn’t them. Thank God there was a reason.
Sally stood beside her, silent, eyes wide and searching.
“People don’t just die like that,” Sally whispered, voice muffled by her scarf.
“No,” Brenda said, and her words made little clouds in the air. “That body was placed.”
Someone had tucked the woman’s hands in her pockets. Someone had brushed away the snow from her face—kindness, or theater.
A man behind them muttered, “At least she didn’t suffer.”
Brenda flinched. That’s the kind of thing Anti-Santa loved—relief disguised as compassion, a town grateful for its own denial. The memory of the office pressed against her ribs, cold as the wind.
The police zipped the body in a bag. The crowd scattered. Coffee and routine called, and the square was empty before the sun had cleared the rooftops.
Sally and Brenda walked home, not speaking. The snow began to fall again, this time heavier. The tree’s lights flickered, and the shadows they cast weren’t quite right.
“Is this real?” Sally asked, voice small.
Brenda hesitated, then said, “I don’t know.” But she did. Something was wrong.
A crunch behind them—just the snow settling, but it made them jump. The garlands overhead twisted in the wind like claws. The shiny ornaments reflected faces that didn’t look like their own.
“It’s January,” Sally said. “It shouldn’t feel like this.”
The wind shifted, carrying the burnt-sugar smell of something too sweet, too old. Brenda’s phone buzzed in her pocket, but she didn’t look. She didn’t want to. Not yet.
“Do you feel that?” Sally asked.
Brenda nodded, fingers tingling with the memory of a mark that had never quite faded. “It’s not the body,” she said. “It’s the pause.”
Snow weighed the branches of the tree until one ornament slipped free and shattered on the sidewalk. No one stirred, no one bent to pick it up.Brenda’s stomach tightened. This wasn’t chaos or cruelty the way she remembered. This was judgment in waiting—silent, patient. The ledger didn’t need blades; it fed on stillness.Brenda knew then—Anti-Santa hadn’t come with knives or fire. He’d arrived silently, making notes in his ledger. 
And somewhere in the hush, something was listening.
Anti-Santa had already begun his reckoning.

      [image: image-placeholder]By evening, the town's website page was already full of reassurances.
Tragic, but freak accidents happen.Let’s not jump to conclusions.No need to scare people.
Brenda read the comments on her phone and felt the familiar pressure build behind her eyes. She kept thinking: Anti-Santa doesn’t forgive or forget. Anti-Santa waits and wants balance.

      [image: image-placeholder]That night, Sally stared out the kitchen window toward the square. The tree lights glimmered faintly through the snow.“She wasn’t punished for anything she did, was she?” Sally whispered.Brenda shook her head. “Not exactly. This time, it’s different.”Sally frowned. “Different how?”Brenda thought of the office, of the quiet, of the moments when people froze instead of choosing. “This time,” she said slowly, “it’s about what people don’t do. Their refusal. Their hesitation. Just standing still is enough to feed the ledger.”
Sally’s voice dropped. “Then what was it for?”
Brenda thought of the office. Of the silence. Of the moments when everyone knew something was wrong and chose stillness instead. “It’s not about action this time,” she said. “I believe this time it’s about refusal or not acting.”
Sally rubbed her wrist without looking. The faint letters that had once glowed, showing the icing text: PROVISIONALLY BALANCED, were gone now, the skin smooth and ordinary. Still, the memory of them sent a shiver down her spine.  
“Do you think he’s watching?” Sally whispered. “Did we do something wrong when we didn’t act when we saw the woman dead?”
“I don’t know. I hope not.” Brenda furrowed her brows. She said so, but in her heart, she feared they should have acted and said something back there. 
Outside, the lights on the Christmas tree flickered once, twice before steadying. Someone was listening.
Somewhere in Hollyhocks, someone realized they should have acted but chose not to.

      [image: image-placeholder]The snow didn’t stop; it turned into a full-blown storm without warning. What had been soft and decorative earlier now fell heavier, thicker, the
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