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          THIS OVERSIZED ELF IS ON A MISSION TO SAVE CHRISTMAS.
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      The unthinkable has happened. Krampus has escaped his prison and is out for revenge. It’s up to Leif Blitzen, member of the Yule Squad, to locate the dangerous prisoner before anyone is harmed. His mission takes him from the North Pole to a small town with an interesting shop and an even more intriguing owner.

      Bella might be almost forty but that hasn’t diminished her love of the holidays. Filled with unique gifts and antiques from all over the world, her Christmas store keeps her spirit bright all year round. However, it doesn’t make her a sucker for the man with pointed ears who claims he’s Santa’s elf.

      Once Leif shows proof he truly does work for the man in red, Bella is ready and willing to do anything to help him against the coming evil, including offering herself as bait for a trap. What they don’t count on is Krampus coming early and taking her hostage.

      Now, Leif will do anything to rescue Bella—risk his own life, forsake Santa—because there’s only one thing this elf wants for Christmas.

      Love.
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            Prologue

          

          THE SOUTH POLE. T-MINUS TWELVE DAYS BEFORE CHRISTMAS.

        

      

    

    
      “Did you hear something?” Paisleigh asked Maurice, the other guard working the overnight shift with her.

      Maurice sucked on a candy cane, his booted feet on the desk, phone propped in his lap, watching something he must have downloaded since they didn’t get any cellular signal this deep inside the glacier. The nights were long without some form of entertainment. She preferred to read.

      “Probably just the bears going at it again.” Maurice waggled his brows, and she grimaced at the reminder of the pair of males outside the icy facility that kept trying to catch the attention of the lone female in the area.

      “I guess.” She chewed her lower lip and tried to sink back into her story, only to slap the book shut as the hairs on her nape lifted. A nagging unease forced her to her feet as she tried to discern the source of her discomfort.

      Scritch.

      Faint but unmistakable.

      This time Maurice heard it, too, and frowned as he set aside his phone. “Hunh. That’s weird.”

      “It almost sounds as if it came from inside the containment area.” She glanced at the heavily magicked bars over the deep shaft they guarded. An impenetrable prison for a heinous being. Not that Paisleigh had ever met or seen the prisoner. He’d been long locked away by the time she took her turn on guard rotation. Less guard and more a token presence to provide a warning system in the off chance the security holding one of the world’s most dangerous entities had a flaw.

      “Maybe it’s a rat?” A less-than-certain suggestion from Maurice, who ignored the fact they’d never seen signs of any. The South Pole wasn’t known for its rodent population.

      “Should we check?”

      Maurice thumped his feet to the ground. “Check how?”

      Rather than reply, Paisleigh stood on the edge of the ice-limned grate, peering down, seeing nothing but darkness. Was their prisoner even still alive? She assumed those in charge knew; after all, they randomly dropped sacks with food inside. But then again, they never descended to check either.

      “Not sure what you think you’ll see,” Maurice declared, joining her. “It’s not like the prisoner can climb. The pit walls are smooth ice.”

      “What if he’s managed to fashion himself some ice picks?”

      “How? Nothing sent down can be used as a toothpick, let alone something durable enough to dig into the hard surface.”

      “But what if he did find a way?”

      Her insistence caused Maurice to snort. “Let’s say he did manage to make it to the top. The grate’s not going anywhere. It’s locked. The key is being kept safe in the North Pole, not to mention there are layers of magic. See?” He knelt down and brought his hand close enough to cause the protective layer to glow.

      Groan.

      This time the noise didn’t come from the pit but overhead. They both craned to eye the icy ceiling. The glacier encasing the prison pit went a good hundred feet over them and was three times as wide. Only a single access tunnel allowed entry, and that only after being screened by the second set of guards outside. A set of six mages also rotated, checking on the wards, bringing supplies to the prisoner.

      “You can’t tell me that noise was normal,” Paisleigh exclaimed.

      “It is odd. Maybe we should check in with Helga and Bjorn.” The guards at the entrance to the tunnel.

      Paisleigh almost said, “Don’t leave me,” even as she couldn’t have said why the sudden intense fear.

      Maurice read her expression and did his best to reassure. “Don’t look so worried. Most likely it’s just climate change causing some cracking in the ice.”

      “What if it destabilizes the prison?” she squeaked.

      “It can’t. Not while the magic is intact.” Those who’d created the prison had accounted for all kinds of possibilities, including the glacier fracturing. “He ain’t getting out.”

      She sure hoped not, because the whole reason why he had been locked away for all time was because of the danger he posed.

      Creak.

      They both eyed the ceiling, which remained whole. Still…

      “Go. See what’s happening.” Paisleigh waved her hand at Maurice. “I’ll be fine.”

      “You don’t look fine. Tell you what. I’ll stay here, and you go talk to our pals by the entrance. Reassure yourself.”

      “Are you sure?” She nibbled her lower lip.

      “Totally sure. Ain’t nothing to be afraid of. You’ll see.”

      Maurice would know. He’d been working as a guard here for years compared to her three months. Yet, in all that time, not once had she heard any noises. Never had the hair on her nape lifted and given her a shiver. However, she’d heard the stories shared by the other guards. Rumors of those who’d gone missing. The voices some claimed they heard when no one was around.

      She eyed the grate in the floor, hugged herself as a shudder hit her hard, and said, “I’ll be quick.”  She’d head outside, see there was nothing to worry about, and return.

      “Bring back some hot cocoa, would you? With marshmallows,” Maurice yelled as she headed into the icy tunnel bored into the glacier.

      The chill of their location hit her as she left the warmth of the chamber heated with special stones that somehow didn’t melt the ice. She scurried quickly, the only sound the huff of her breath. The scuff of her boots. The jingle of a bell—

      Er, what?

      She halted and listened.

      Nothing. She glanced back and saw only the smooth, icy walls of the tunnel. Must have imagined it. She walked more slowly and heard it again.

      Jingle.

      Jangle.

      Definitely a bell. Impossible. Bells weren’t allowed in the pit chamber. Or anywhere else in the South Pole for that matter. Something about upsetting the magical shields of the prison.

      Hesitating, she glanced back and then forward. Which way should she go?

      The waft of cold air hinting of cinnamon from the direction of the pit decided her. Terrified, she ran full out, arms pumping, aiming for the hint of daylight at the end of the corridor.

      At first, she thought it was her rapid gait making her unsteady, only to realize the ground underfoot shook. She braced her hand on the wall and felt it vibrating, humming against her palm.

      Oh dear.

      Not good.

      Not good at all.

      But even more worrisome was the sudden zigzagging crack that appeared overhead. Paisleigh bolted, struggling to keep her balance as the very floor buckled and heaved as ice groaned and cracked.

      Impossible. The magic was supposed to prevent this from happening.

      The rumbling intensified, and she lost her balance, hitting the floor on her knees. But that wasn’t the worse of it. The sound of the ringing bell deepened.

      JINGLE.

      JANGLE.

      “HO.

      “HO.

      “HO.”

      As an impossible voice resonated, the tunnel came down on top of Paisleigh.

      She regained consciousness when the rescue crew dug her out of the icy rubble. Disoriented, she nonetheless gasped as she saw what remained of the glacier.

      Nothing but ice chunks scattered all over.

      But most terrifying of all was the realization of what had happened.

      “The Earth mother help us all.”

      Santa had escaped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          ANCHORAGE, ALASKA. PASSING THE TIME READING A DROPPED FLYER.

        

      

    

    
      Drink Up, Grinches! Half-price lap dances for every pitcher you buy.…

      An expensive pitcher of lager, Leif would wager, tossing the flyer as he waited in a dirty alley outside a strip club. The neon lights at the front didn’t penetrate the shadows as he waited for his target to emerge. He’d already peeked inside to confirm the tip and vetoed acting in public. The dim lighting and drunken patrons added too many unpredictable elements.

      The alley provided the perfect spot to watch. Those leaving the club via the front had to cross the mouth of it to grab a taxi, as there was no stopping in front. If his target chose the more discreet exit into the alley itself, then even better.

      As the witching hour neared, the club emptied, disgorging staggering drunks loudly speaking and gesturing to their companions. Silent patrons emerged, shoulders hunched as if not wanting to be noticed. It wasn’t just men. A third of the audience now comprised women. Then there were the employees, waitresses and dancers alike, bodies and spirits tired after hours of smiling and being “on” for their audience. They moved quickly passed, covered neck to toe against the cold, hands in pockets. He’d wager more than a few clutched keys or sharp objects for the over-eager patron who needed a reminder the fantasy inside the bar didn’t extend outside.

      The people leaving slowed to a trickle, and still Leif hadn’t seen his target. Had he been given the slip?

      A high-pitched giggle, adorably sweet, raised the hair on his neck and indicated the end of his wait.

      A long bare leg, finished in a stiletto heel, appeared first, the thighs barely covered by the sequined mini skirt, the fishnet stockings no protection against the cold. A short faux-fur jacket was the only semblance of warmth on the young woman passing by the alley. On her shoulder, an eight-inch cookie with a round head, two arms, two legs, iced with a bowtie and bright red buttons that matched its mouth.

      A gingerbread man who’d come to life and, if left unchecked, a nuisance to society, pulling pranks, peeping, corrupting other food. It was Leif’s job to apprehend him.

      The stripper stopped at the mouth of the alley. But on the orders of her passenger.

      Round black spots for eyes focused on Leif suddenly, spotting him amidst the shadows. The mouth twisted, and the brows shot down in an angry slant. “If it isn’t one the North Pole’s annoying soldiers.”

      Leif stepped into the middle of the alley, hands by his sides. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be, Ralph.” The target’s real name. Ralph The Five Thousandth, to be exact. Those that came before having had unfortunate accidents. Living cookies had a short shelf life, and the gingers tended to be especially spicey about it.

      “Why do you have to be such a narc, Leif? What’s the harm in me having a little fun?” The gingerbread man eyed the stripper holding him and cooed, “Tell him, honey, you want to lick my icing.”

      “Depends, are the ingredients vegan?” queried the woman.

      “Vegan!” huffed Ralph. “What is wrong with people these days? Trying to ruin a recipe that’s lasted millennia.” The cookie leapt from her shoulder, springing to the ground, and landing in a flourish with arms out swept.

      “I don’t put animals in my mouth.” The woman strutted off, and Ralph managed a rude gesture that took both his arms before turning his attention to Leif. “Thanks a lot for ruining my night.”

      “Not my fault you’re made with butter and eggs.” Leif pulled out some ribbon. “Shall we get this over with?”

      “What if I don’t want to go back to Santa’s Village? All everyone does is work, work, work.”

      Ironic coming from Ralph since he’d only ever played pranks. “You know the rules. Living cookies aren’t allowed outside of the village.” Because the non-magically inclined tended to get weird about their food talking back to them.

      “So unfair.” Ralph moped.

      “You do realize they didn’t send me after you until we got reports of you causing trouble.”

      “People these days can’t take a joke.”

      “You hid inside a coffee shop and screamed, ‘You’re murdering my cousin,’ every time someone ate a donut.”

      “I stand with my cake brothers.”

      “You can stand with them back at the village. Let’s go.”

      A single brow arched, and the mouth rounded in mirth as Ralph giggled. “Only if you catch me.” The cookie took off running.

      Despite having expected this, Leif sighed. Why did the gingers always force them to chase? Probably because some of them actually did manage to escape. But Ralph had forgotten something. Leif wasn’t just any soldier. Half elf from his father’s side, half reindeer shifter from his mother. And not your run-of-the-mill forest buck. As a descendent of Santa’s original sled team, Leif could fly.

      He launched himself into the air and ran, his legs moving as if he were on the ground, only he moved above it, able to see Ralph and the many turns he took. Eventually, the cookie ran out of sugar and slowed.

      Now was Leif’s chance. He landed with a soft thud in front of Ralph, who backpedaled too slowly.

      Leif grabbed hold of the squirmy cookie that yelled, “Let me go. I’m not going back.”

      “You need to stand and answer for your crimes.” Ralph didn’t just have a thing for strippers and making non-cryptids uncomfortable. In the short time since he came alive, he’d also smuggled drugs into the North Pole. The kind that had good people wandering into the ice fields outside their town shields, where they sometimes got eaten by a hungry polar or fell into a crevasse too deep to survive.

      “Come on, Leif. You know what they’ll do to me if you take me back,” Ralph whined. “I’m too young to be eaten.”

      “We both know you’re long past your best before-date.”

      “That’s just a general guideline. Look at me.” Ralph extended his arms. “I’ve been keeping up the icing.” Indeed, the piping appeared rather fresh, but Leif couldn’t ignore the chunks that had crumbled away. The patchwork of dough that didn’t quite match. The hint of moldy fuzz along its jaw.

      “It’s time, Ralph. Let—” Before he could finish that thought, his phone went off. The strident jingle indicated an emergency at home. Startling seeing as how it had never gone off before.

      During Leif’s moment of shock, his grip loosened, and Ralph slipped away, running while cackling, “You can’t catch me. I’m—”

      The rat pounced on the cookie and ripped off its head. While the rodent tore into the remains, Leif checked his phone, blinked, and then whistled in disbelief at the message sent by his dad.

      He escaped.

      There could only be one he. And this was bad. It should have also been impossible.

      Leif’s magic shifted him, clothes to fur, human face and pointed ears to a reindeer with an impressive rack. While he could fly in his two-legged shape, if he wanted to move fast, he needed four.

      With a galloping stride, he flung himself into the air, where it took only a moment to gather enough wind energy to give himself a burst of speed that had him back to the North Pole within a few hours. He landed on the runway just outside the perimeter of the village. Santa’s Village, to be exact. His home.

      As Leif cantered to a stop, he changed back to his other form, that of a male, late thirties, with dark hair long enough to cover his pointed ears for when he went out amongst the humans. Unlike others of his ilk, he didn’t appreciate strangers thinking they could touch them, always asking, “Are they real?”

      The eastern gate was open this time of day, guarded by elves armed with spears and, as an added precaution, a warlock as well. Old Merlo, his beard touching the ground, his pointed hat covered in stars, gave a nod as Leif passed. They didn’t have many elven defensive and combat magic users. Most of their talents usually resided on the creative side of things.

      Leif’s long stride took him to the bright red structure that, despite no longer being used as a stable, retained its original name of Jingle Bell Barn. When the sleigh teams were phased out, it turned into a command facility for the operation of the squads that protected Santa’s Village, because as the world grew so did the danger to everyone working and living in this hidden place.

      Inside the barn, the stalls had been turned into offices where elves observed flickering screens: videos, social media threads, texts. They monitored as much as they could to ensure the village remained secure. Too many naughty people in the past had made attempts to invade and even take over for them to be complacent. The greedy kept coming after the incredible Plum Pudding Toy Factory that could build any toy in existence and even create some. Then there was the more recent addition of the Eggnog Electronics Facility to accommodate those asking for smartphones, video games systems, and more.

      The evil someone could do if they managed to gain control of either… It couldn’t be allowed, and it was up to Leif—a member of the Yule Squad—along with Mistletoe Crew and Poinsettia Posse, to ensure that never happened.

      He waved to those who chirped hellos at him and made for the office of the Musher, the person who oversaw the squads. Also known as Lars Blitzen, his dad.

      “What in the candy corn happened?” Leif exclaimed as he walked right on in.

      Sitting at his desk, almost buried by its size, his father rubbed a hand over his weary face. “Leif, thank the Christmas Spirit you’re here. We have an emergency on our hands.”

      “So he truly did escape?” Leif queried.

      Dad nodded.

      “I thought there was no way that could happen.”

      The statement led to his father rolling his shoulders. “By all accounts, it shouldn’t have been possible. Even now we’re struggling to understand. One moment, everything was fine, and then, with barely a hint of warning, the whole place came down.”

      “How did he escape? That pit was over a mile deep. The walls sheer ice.”

      “We don’t think he climbed, as we didn’t find any signs of it. It would appear he flew out.”

      “Without magic?” His understanding was Krampus had his powers taken away to ensure he could never escape his prison.

      “We think he had help,” his father admitted.

      It took Leif a moment to recover from the shocking admission. “Who would do that?” Surely, no one in Santa’s Village. The elves, reindeer, and others all knew from a young age the story of how Krampus, an evil spirit, infected Santa Claus and almost destroyed Christmas.

      “I’m less worried about who and more concerned about where he has gone. We have to find him before he can do any harm.”

      “Shouldn’t be too hard to find. Just look for reports of a large-sized monster with big freaking horns.” Leif had seen the images of the monster Santa became.

      Dad’s lips turned down. “If he’s got help, then it might not be so simple.”

      That arched Leif’s brow. “What kind of idiot would join forces with Krampus?”

      “Keep in mind, the newer generation didn’t live through that time and has no idea of the horror we went through. They still believe in who he used to be, and rumor has it they want him set him free.”

      “Are they dumb?” Everyone knew Krampus was bad. A killer. The worst thing ever. “Haven’t they studied our history? Has no one explained that Krampus isn’t the original San—”

      His father practically dove over the desk to slap his hand over Leif’s mouth. “Shh. Don’t say his name.”

      He pulled his father’s hands from his lips and said deliberately, “Santa Claus.”

      “Leif!”

      “You’re being ridiculous. How does saying his name draw his attention?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t want to find out.”

      “Well, we don’t have a choice since Krampus or Santa Claus or whatever you want to call him is on the loose. I say, if he hears and wants to come at me, let him. It would make the task of capturing him easier. You hear that, Santa? Come and get me!” he yelled to the ceiling of the room.

      “Feel better?” his father asked dryly.

      “Yes, because you’re being crazy. He’s not listening. It’s only the song that claims he can hear us all the time. You yourself told me that’s not true.”

      “That aspect of the legend wasn’t true of him before. I’m not sure about the thing he’s become.”

      “Let’s assume for a moment he didn’t suddenly acquire extra powers. That would mean he can’t hear us unless he’s in the room or using a spell. More importantly, he has no idea about naughty or good either.”

      “And? I don’t see why that’s important.”

      “Because, if Krampus keeps to his usual style and goes after the naughty, then he is going to need The List.” The List being the Holy Grail for Christmas. Updated daily all year round and heavily guarded, only accessible to a few people.

      “Already thought of that. Candy Cane Central went on high alert the moment we got word of his escape. As an added precaution, Mistletoe Crew is guarding Allie Snowball.” The current curator of the naughty-and-nice book.

      “Now, don’t freak out, because I have to ask. I don’t suppose there a chance he’s returned to his jolly self?” Leif had never met the original Santa Claus, only heard the stories passed down by his dad, who’d served under the big man before his demise.

      No one quite knew what happened. How had Santa left himself open enough to be infected? Some believed the weakening of his powers began with the baby boomers. The explosion of families. So many gifts, the North Pole couldn’t keep up. It led to the creation of their first factory, as the elves pivoted to keep up with demand for the good children who’d earned a present.

      Along with the increased good came the bad. Record numbers of naughty kids entered The List. Some theorized it broke Santa’s spirit and led to him turning into the monster that became known as Krampus. Not that anyone knew at first that Santa was infected.

      Previously, when Krampus infected someone, he had only his host’s abilities to draw upon. Humans gave him flesh and a limit to his strength. But when Krampus slipped inside Santa—who chose to sacrifice himself rather than see someone else become host and start the cycle again—he found power. It was said the monster learned how to mimic the big man. His laugh. His smile. He even fooled Mrs. Claus for a while.

      It took years, and the death of many, before the elves finally pieced it together, that the person killing the bad children on their list was the jolly man himself. The elves and all those who worked in the village banded together to end Krampus’s reign of terror.

      Since they feared killing Santa’s body would unleash Krampus to find another body, they instead chose to strip the magic from Santa and put him in a prison he couldn’t escape. Forever locked away that no more children would die.

      Bereft at the loss of her husband, Mrs. Claus left not long after, never to be seen again.

      And the elves…

      Went on without Santa.

      The sled and reindeer were retired in favor of a drone system in conjunction with a portal that allowed them to literally deposit presents under the tree. No need to fly around the world at ludicrous speed. No more risking life or limb. Some people forgot to confine their pets for the night, and more than a few elves returned with bite marks and haunted expressions. The stories they told about some cats had even the adult elves hugging each other.

      Life went on without Santa and, until now, had run rather smoothly.

      “I’m afraid Krampus is still as dangerous as before,” his father said, replying to his last query. “Possibly even worse given the decades he spent alone.”

      “If you have The List covered, then what do you want me to do?” Because his father would never waste Leif’s talents on mundane guard duty, not when he was one of the few who could move among humans without undue notice. A taller than normal elf at almost five foot ten, Leif towered over most, even his father, a pure-blood elf who was an almost unheard of four foot eleven. Leif’s height mostly came from his mother’s side. His reindeer uncles, Sven and Mikhail, were both almost six feet.

      His father appeared grim as he announced, “You need to find Krampus before he ruins Christmas.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          IN A LITTLE TOWN, IN A CUTE SHOP, FLUFFING A SHIRT EMBLAZONED WITH A MUG WITH A SMILEY FACE: ‘I RUN ON COFFEE AND CHRISTMAS CHEER.’

        

      

    

    
      I might just wear that shirt tomorrow. Bella finished smoothing the bright red fabric of the sweater she’d just placed on the mannequin. It would draw the attention of people as they passed by the window. Once they came inside, they often left with more than just a shirt.

      Adding a clothing line with quirky holiday messages brought in a very nice revenue stream. Not to mention there was something kind of joyful about seeing return clients wearing their version of holiday cheer. The world could use more smiles and goodwill.

      For herself, Bella wore a lovely pastel-hued knitted sweater with interlinking snowflakes. Some called it hideous and laughed while asking where they could buy one. They wanted it because they thought it ugly, even as it was Bella’s favorite. Her mom made it.

      From a young age, Mom had bestowed in Bella a love of Christmas. Shown her how to be giving. Kept her spirit bright even when things tried to turn her smile upside down.

      In the days leading up to Christmas, they’d bake and decorate, sing and watch corny movies that made her sigh happily. Mom turned Christmas into the best time of the year. A mother who would be arriving in a few days to spend the holidays.

      It had been so long since she’d seen her. Three whole months! Although it helped they talked in person every day.

      When Mom started travelling the world after Bella left for college, she had worried they wouldn’t remain close. She should have known better. Mom remained in touch not only by phone but by helping Bella’s business thrive by locating and shipping back unique Christmas treasures. The latest box sat in the back; however, she’d sworn to herself she wouldn’t open it until she finished the new display in her front window, which took longer than it should have given her distraction. Blame the sports car she’d seen pulling to the curb across the street. It had bright red wheel rims, the body of it a deep emerald that caught her eye given the green reminded her of a fresh pine tree waiting for decoration.

      Speaking of waiting, that front window wouldn’t frost itself. She held up her can and shook, giving it her everything because she didn’t have a spare and her window would look terrible if she ran out partway.

      A man stepped out of the car and stood by it, glancing around, eyeing the shops nearby. They were mostly converted brownstones, the main floor holding a store or restaurant and the upstairs reserved for living quarters. He wore a long, dark coat, the kind worn by those guys in The Matrix. Very cool looking. Add in sunglasses and dark emerald boots and he was super interesting, hence why Bella paused the shaking of her can to stare. He didn’t look like the type to be interested in choosing his own freshly baked goods, yet he headed for the bakery across from her, which had recently combined the amazing cupcake side of the business with to-die-for bread on the other.

      Since she’d moved in a few months ago, she’d developed a love and hate relationship with the goodies, also known as her hips’ nemesis. Each mouthwatering indulgence meant at least an hour exercising with her Oculus, fighting off villains with her light saber as she role-played in an Empire far, far away. To those that might mock her chosen form of fitness? Her mantra clearly stated exercise should be fun, and slaying those aligned with the Dark Side sure as heck put a smile on her face.

      Just before the door to Oral Orgasm—the name they should have given the place of delicious treats instead of The Hexed Goodies—the man paused and glanced over his shoulder.

      Right at Bella.

      Being the friendly sort, she waved and smiled. He cocked his head as she pressed the button on her can.

      Pffft. It spat a few drops.

      Oh dear. Please don’t let it be a dud.

      She shook it hard and pressed again. This time not a thing emerged.

      She wiped the nozzle against the denim fabric of her pants and pushed down hard on the nozzle button. At first nothing, then the cap shot off and artificial snow exploded in a spatter.

      Luckily her glasses prevented it from getting in her eyes, but it didn’t taste good when she
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