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      He was looking for an A.W.O.L. elf, not a date with the kitten foster-mom who was one of his suspects.

      Somebody messed up and let a prototype escape from North Pole Unlimited’s top secret Toys and Research Division. Now P.I. Decker Harkness has the contract to track it down. He’s not exactly sure what E.L.V.I.S does, but he’s hot on the trail.

      Joy McCall has her hands full of foster animals and pet treats at Kitten Caboodle, but she’s not too busy to notice strange goings-on at the pet shelter where she works.

      When their paths cross during a triple kitten-napping, Decker and Joy will have to work together to close their cases. Will everyone make it home to celebrate a merry Christmas together? Only Santa knows.

      

      Join Elle Rush’s newsletter to keep up with her latest releases and other news.
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      Mid-October

      North Pole Unlimited Headquarters,

      December, Manitoba, Canada (25 kilometres southeast of Winnipeg)

      

      Nick Klassen, soon-to-be the new vice-president of Human Resources at North Pole Unlimited, knocked on the C.E.O.’s door with his free hand. “Hi, Gran. Jilly said you wanted to see me?”

      The woman behind the massive oak desk was an impressive seventy-five. Her steel grey hair didn’t dare escape from the bun on the back of her head, but her face was all smiles. “Nick, come in. Pull up a chair and let’s chat,” the company president said.

      The meeting request had come out of nowhere, and Nick wasn’t certain of the reason. He was preparing to take over for the retiring VP, and had a lot left to learn. He wouldn’t be surprised if she were checking on him to ensure the handover was going well.

      “How’s my favourite grandson’s love life?”

      Boss or not, he wasn’t answering that. He decided to misdirect. “I’m your favourite?”

      “For the purpose of this meeting you are. Are you seeing anybody these days?”

      He choked on his coffee. “Not at the moment. My hands are too full taking over the reins from George to have a social life.” North Pole Unlimited had thousands of employees around the world. With their strict employment contracts, Nick would be responsible for each and every one. He didn’t need any distractions while he learned to keep track of everybody in all the different divisions in all the different countries where the company operated.

      “You know a balanced life is important for all NPU employees. There’s a lovely young woman in—”

      “No, Gran!” He was not being set up by his grandmother.

      “Fine, fine.” She waved her hand at him, and Nick saw a faint tremor. He was glad she’d be stepping down in the new year. Adelaide Klassen always said she loved her work, but she deserved a retirement while she was healthy enough to enjoy it. “Let’s get down to business then.”

      “Yes, let’s.” Before she pulled out her phone to show him a picture of the lovely young woman, since Nick knew she’d have one.

      She picked away at her keyboard and displayed her email on the large screen which hung over the fireplace mantle in the corner of her office. “Dr. Farnsworth is still looking for a new assistant. She wants someone before Christmas. How is that coming?”

      “We have a bunch of promising applicants we’re working through,” Nick replied.

      “Work quickly. Also, I want you to check with Andrea personally. She might already have somebody in mind.”

      Which meant she did. Nick worked the same way. “Speaking of somebody in mind, I wanted to talk to you about a potential new security chief.” He pointed at an unopened email on the screen. “The one marked Decker Harkness.”

      His grandmother opened it and clicked on the attachment. A photo of a stern, brush-cut man in his late thirties popped up. “He looks like a cop,” she said.

      “He was with the Ottawa Police Service for fifteen years before he left with a work-related injury. Now he’s a private detective in the area. We’ve used him before. He’s competent, quick and discreet.”

      She clicked on the next photo, showing a younger, equally serious Decker in his police uniform. “Does he ever smile?”

      “Not that I’ve noticed.” Decker was good at his job, but they hadn’t had much social interaction. Nick had hired him to do background checks on potential employees, hunt down owners of properties that NPU and their affiliates wanted to acquire, and investigate claims made against the company. Every report he’d received had exceeded expectations.

      Decker Harkness was exactly the type of security professional North Pole Unlimited needed. He had practical experience in the field, and had done a supervisory stint in the Computer Forensics unit while he was recovering from his injury. In addition to NPU’s physical security concerns, the attacks on the company’s servers were increasing again with the announcement of this year’s new computer game which was coming out for the holidays. The little hacker punks couldn’t access their air-gapped systems for the cheat codes, but they didn’t know that. It was a problem Nick couldn’t afford to ignore. They needed Decker, or someone else, to oversee it all. With the current security chief following George out the door, NPU had to hire somebody sooner rather than later.

      He shook his head as he thought of something else.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I just realized we are going to be having a huge turnover on the board over the next couple years.” Some replacements were already lined up, but finding the others would all fall to him.

      “Then I suggest you start filling them as soon as possible. Does Mr. Harkness know what we do here?”

      “Not exactly. He’s been receiving standard freelance assignments from us.”

      His grandmother clucked through closed teeth. “That’s not good, Nick.” She closed her email and clicked a file on her desktop marked “Top Secret”.

      Nick recognized the project specs which appeared on the screen. “What about it?” The prototype was still in its testing phase in the Research and Development department. It was going to be huge once it got to market, but at the moment, there were a few…bugs.

      “Tinka—Dr. Kovac—was running some trials out of the lab.”

      “And?” he asked. Because there had to be an “and” with a set-up that good.

      “And it might have gotten away from her.”

      “Might have?”

      “She’s still searching the area. There’s a slim chance it made it onto a truck. With a shipment headed to Ottawa,” his grandmother continued.

      He looked around for the nearest flat surface to bang his head against. Malfunctioning proprietary technology on the loose? That was a disaster waiting to happen. Nick eyed her desk. It looked sturdy enough to knock him out of his misery.

      “We’ll give her a couple days to find it. Think of it this way,” she said with another smile. “If she can’t, it will be an excellent test. If Mr. Harkness can solve our little problem, you know he’ll be perfect for the job.”
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      Late October

      Ottawa, Ontario

      

      A year after hanging out his shingle as a private investigator, his dream of being a private detective was dying a painful death. Decker Harkness needed an income-generating, career-making case if he wanted to keep the doors open, and he needed it yesterday. Strip-mall office rent was all he could afford, but he wouldn’t even be able to manage that if things didn’t pick up soon.

      He didn’t mind doing corporate security checks. They could be boring, but he was good at online investigations. Second best were the fraud cases his insurance-agent friends occasionally tossed his way. He was tired of the divorce and custody cases which paid most of his bills. They were beginning to permanently tarnish his view of humanity.

      Which was why the email from North Pole Unlimited came at the perfect time. Decker had done a handful of jobs for NPU in the last year—employment checks on locals, tracking down owners of property they wanted to buy—but the message he received the day before hinted at a much bigger case. Proprietary technological information and potential corporate espionage were mentioned and set his heart racing. Decker had waited months for this kind of opportunity.

      He pulled out one of his surviving suit jackets from his Ottawa Police Service days, and pressed his shirt and tie. He took a moment to check his fresh buzz cut in the mirror, and was pleased with how it hid the half-dozen silver
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