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Prologue
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The snow didn’t fall in Evergreen City; it glittered, shot through with the artificial gold and red light of a million festive bulbs. It was December 23rd, two days before the big show, and the city pulsed with the manic, last-minute energy of shoppers desperate to secure peace on earth, or at least a Nintendo Switch.

The man in the suit—costume, he corrected himself mentally—sighed, adjusting the heavy synthetic beard that chafed his chin. He was a professional. Forty years he’d worn the red velvet, starting in a small-town Kmart and working his way up to the pinnacle: the flagship Santa role at Holliday’s Emporium, a title earned through sheer endurance and a perfectly authentic, booming "Ho Ho Ho."

Tonight was the Annual Tree Lighting Ceremony, the biggest event of the retail year. He sat on his gilded throne, listening to a group of carolers butcher "Silent Night" on the ground floor. He hated caroling. He hated the smell of artificial pine scent pumped through the vents. He hated everything about the holiday industrial complex he was currently powering.

A young man, maybe twenty, an elf by the standards of the Emporium's aesthetic, scurried up the grand staircase. "Mr. Hemlock? You're needed down by the tree for the final count-down. They're ready to go live on Channel 4."

"Of course they are, dear boy," the old man boomed, forcing the famous grin. He stood up, his heavy boots making a soft thud on the marble. "Lead the way."

He navigated the maze of festive displays, the sound of the crowd growing louder, a wave of human noise that almost drowned out the small, sharp sound behind him.

He felt the prick, a localized, intense sting in his lower back, like a wasp had found its way in through the costume layers. He reached back, his fingers brushing against something cold and ceramic before it was yanked away.

He stumbled, the cheerful lights of the grand tree blurring into an abstract smear of color. The smell of roasted chestnuts was suddenly overwhelmed by the sharp, coppery tang of his own blood. He didn't have time to process it, much less call out his iconic greeting.

He collapsed at the base of the massive evergreen, tumbling into the soft, white cotton stuffing meant to mimic snow. His vision swam. He heard a muffled countdown—Three... Two...—and then the crowd’s roar as the lights flared to life.

In his final moments, looking up at the thousands of bright, beautiful bulbs, he saw the killer standing over him, obscured by the twinkling light and the swirling manufactured snow. A hand adjusted a small, vintage Christmas ornament hanging nearby, a perfect little red glass heart.

The crowd cheered, completely oblivious to the man in red bleeding out beneath the shimmering, artificial tree. The show had begun.
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Chapter 1: The Christmas Grinch (Izzy's Intro)
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Detective Sergeant Isabella Rossi hated December. The sentiment wasn't new, but it deepened with every jingle bell that aggressively announced its presence from a shop doorway. It wasn't the weather; she liked the crisp bite of the wind off the river. It was the relentless, forced cheer, a collective suspension of reality that required a mental energy she simply didn't possess.

She sat in her unmarked crown vic, parked illegally outside a Starbucks on 8 Mile Road. It was a strategic location, chosen for the efficiency of the drive-thru, not the quality of the coffee. She took a swig of the black liquid—no sugar, no cream, just bitterness—and grimaced as Mariah Carey’s voice warbled through the car radio, an auditory assault of synthetic sleigh bells.

Her partner, Detective Alex Morales, a man whose permanent disposition seemed to be 'cheerfully accepting,' was tapping away on his phone in the passenger seat. Alex was the sort of person who owned an ugly Christmas sweater and wore it without irony.

“City planning put out a notice,” Alex said, his thumb scrolling. “The tree lighting at Holliday’s Emporium is going to snarl traffic downtown until at least nine p.m. Might want to take the alley routes if we get a call in that quadrant.”

“If we get a call, we’ll fly,” Izzy grunted, finishing her coffee and tossing the paper cup into a growing pile in the back seat. “I don’t care if the entire city stops for a glorified lightbulb show. I care about a quiet shift and being home by ten.”

Alex chuckled, the sound bright and entirely too festive for Izzy’s liking. “Home to do what, Iz? Organize your grievances with the holiday season?”

Izzy shot him a look that could curdle milk. “Home to feed my cat and try to forget what happened two years ago.”

The playful atmosphere in the car evaporated instantly. Two years ago, on Christmas Eve, Izzy’s first partner, a mentor and the closest thing she had to family, had been killed during a botched hostage situation involving a disgruntled mall Santa. The memory wasn't just a ghost that haunted the squad room every December; it was a physical weight, wrapping its cold, familiar fingers around Izzy’s throat every time she heard a Christmas carol.

The heavy silence was broken by the sharp, electric squawk of the police radio.

“All units, Central District.” The dispatcher’s voice was crisp and professional, cutting through the background static of the city. “We have an unconfirmed 187 at Holliday’s Emporium, downtown location. Initial reports of a body found near the main Christmas tree. High volume of civilians on scene. Priority one call.”

Izzy didn't hesitate. The cynicism drained away, replaced by the cool, focused adrenaline of a professional. She threw the cruiser into reverse with a sharp squeal of tires that cut aggressively across the festive soundscape of 8 Mile Road. The quiet night was over.

“Looks like we’re flying, Alex,” she said, her voice turning cold and professional. “Looks like Christmas just landed on our doorstep.”

As they sped towards the glittering, bustling heart of Evergreen City, the blue and red lights of their siren slicing through the thick, snowy air, Izzy reached forward and turned the radio volume all the way down. She didn't need the backdrop of holiday cheer. The only sound she needed now was the lonely scream of the siren, guiding them straight into the bright, commercialized belly of the beast, where the first Santa was waiting for them.

The Emporium was the anchor of the city’s holiday spirit, a towering monument of brick and Beaux-Arts architecture that spent November and December draped in more illumination than the sun. Izzy navigated the side streets with practiced ease, the siren clearing a path through the gridlock of luxury sedans and minivans. The closer they got, the more chaotic the scene became—traffic wasn't just stalled; it was abandoned, people having simply left their cars in the middle of the street to see the lights.

"Civilians everywhere," Alex muttered, leaning forward, his earlier cheerfulness replaced by grim concentration. "This is going to be a mess to process."

"Focus on getting us there," Izzy commanded, pushing the car through a narrow alleyway behind a row of bistros, scattering garbage cans and earning shouts from back-of-house staff. "We need to secure the scene before half the town contaminates every surface."

The car burst out onto the main avenue a block from the store. The sheer scale of the building was impressive, even to Izzy. Red and white lights chased each other up the columns, and a giant animated snowflake spun high above the entrance. The street was packed with a crowd that felt less like celebratory onlookers and more like a riot waiting to happen. The police presence was already heavy, blue lights reflecting off the faces of shocked, excited onlookers holding phones high to capture the unfolding drama.

Izzy slammed the car to a halt near the front entrance, blocking a delivery truck. She killed the siren and the engine in one swift motion. The abrupt silence was deafening for a moment, before the noise of the crowd rushed in to fill the void. Izzy grabbed her badge and gun belt, securing it with practiced efficiency. She pulled her coat tight around her and exchanged a brief, determined look with Alex. "Let's go stop Christmas."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Priority One Call
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The silence that fell when Izzy killed the engine was temporary, instantly swallowed by the roar of the crowd. It was a cacophony of confusion, distress, and a strange, morbid excitement. The police tape was already up, a thin yellow line struggling to hold back a sea of red coats and green scarves.

Izzy and Alex flashed their shields, moving quickly through the mass of people. Uniformed officers were trying their best to manage the scene, their blue lights painting strobing patterns on the grand façade of Holliday's Emporium.

"Homicide, Detectives Rossi and Morales," Izzy snapped at a flustered patrol officer, pushing past the tape. "Where's the scene?"

"In-inside," the officer stammered, pointing toward the main entrance. "The Captain's waiting for you. It's... it's bad, ma'am. Right under the tree."

Inside the Emporium, the atmosphere shifted from outdoor chaos to indoor awe. The interior was magnificent, a vast, open space crowned by a multi-story atrium. A massive, real evergreen tree—at least fifty feet tall—dominated the center of the room, dripping with thousands of ornaments and lights. It smelled incredible, a potent mix of pine sap and the expensive perfume sold on the first floor.

But the awe lasted only a second for Izzy. The ground floor was a secured perimeter now. Shoppers who hadn't fled were being ushered upstairs to watch from the balconies, creating a three-tiered audience for a crime scene.

Izzy saw Captain Stevens, a stern woman with an expression of pure exhaustion, standing near the tree. She was talking to paramedics who were standing by, their gurney tragically unused.

"Rossi," Stevens greeted, her voice clipped. "Glad you're here. This is a mess. A very public, very media-heavy mess."

"Status?" Izzy asked, her eyes already scanning the floor around the base of the tree.

"Victim's down, confirmed 187," Stevens said. "Looks like a single puncture wound. Medics say he was gone before anyone even realized what was happening. Died in the 'snow'."

Izzy didn't need any more description. She approached the tree, ducking under the low-hanging branches near the base. The "snow" was white cotton stuffing, pristine in most places. But not where the victim lay.

He was a Santa. The iconic red suit, the black belt with the brass buckle, the heavy boots. He lay on his side, arranged almost naturally, as if sleeping off a long journey. But the unnatural stillness, the slackness of his features, told the true story. A deep red stain bloomed across the white cotton beneath his back, stark against the purity of the faux snow.

His face was exposed, the synthetic white beard slightly askew. He was old, with kind eyes that were now dull and lifeless, staring up at the lowest branch of the tree.

Alex let out a low whistle of breath beside her. "Well, Izzy," he muttered, the levity gone from his voice entirely. "You wanted a quiet night. Instead, we got a serial killer targeting Christmas icons."

Izzy ignored him, kneeling down, careful not to disturb the scene. This wasn't just a murder. This was theater. Whoever did this had arranged the body to be found, a macabre gift wrapped in holiday cheer. The show had begun, and she had the lead role.

The Emporium was the anchor of the city’s holiday spirit, a towering monument of brick and Beaux-Arts architecture that spent November and December draped in more illumination than the sun. Izzy navigated the side streets with practiced ease, the siren clearing a path through the gridlock of luxury sedans and minivans. The closer they got, the more chaotic the scene became—traffic wasn't just stalled; it was abandoned, people having simply left their cars in the middle of the street to see the lights.

"Civilians everywhere," Alex muttered, leaning forward, his earlier cheerfulness replaced by grim concentration. "This is going to be a mess to process."

"Focus on getting us there," Izzy commanded, pushing the car through a narrow alleyway behind a row of bistros, scattering garbage cans and earning shouts from back-of-house staff. "We need to secure the scene before half the town contaminates every surface."

The car burst out onto the main avenue a block from the store. The sheer scale of the building was impressive, even to Izzy. Red and white lights chased each other up the columns, and a giant animated snowflake spun high above the entrance. The street was packed with a crowd that felt less like celebratory onlookers and more like a riot waiting to happen. The police presence was already heavy, blue lights reflecting off the faces of shocked, excited onlookers holding phones high to capture the unfolding drama.
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Chapter 3: Beneath the Boughs

[image: ]


Izzy crouched near the Santa’s body, her focus narrowed to the square foot of crime scene beneath the lowest branches of the magnificent tree. The air was thick with the conflicting scents of pine, expensive perfume, and the faint, metallic tang of blood. The victim lay motionless, a grim centerpiece to the city's celebration.

"Victim ID is pending," Captain Stevens said, looming over Izzy's shoulder. "The store manager is having a breakdown in his office, but his assistant is tracking down the Santa's agency contract."

Izzy ignored the Captain, her eyes fixed on the small red glass heart ornament. It was nestled delicately into a branch a few feet from the body. It didn't seem to match the hundreds of other gold and silver ornaments on the tree. The placement was deliberate, an accent on a ghastly picture. She pointed it out to Alex with a nod of her head.

"Bag that carefully," she murmured. "Our killer has an eye for interior design."

Alex carefully moved in with a forensics kit, using a sterile swab to gently lift the ornament from its perch. "No prints," he predicted, his voice low. "Wiped clean, I guarantee it."

Izzy moved her flashlight beam over the Santa's heavy red velvet suit. The material was thick, designed for insulation and showmanship, which likely muffled the initial attack and the sound of the victim falling. The puncture wound was on the back, suggesting a quick, efficient strike from behind.

"Whoever did this knew exactly what they were doing," Izzy said, mostly to herself. "In a crowd this size, during the countdown? It’s tactical. They knew everyone would be looking up at the lights, not down at the base of the tree."

"So a pro?" Captain Stevens asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Or someone who planned this down to the second," Izzy replied, standing up to survey the three levels of spectators gawking from the balconies above. "The killer probably blended right back into the crowd once the lights came on and the cheering started."

A wave of CSI personnel started flooding the floor, marking off grid points, their white suits a sharp contrast to the overwhelming red and green decor. The place looked like a Christmas card that had been violently defaced.

Izzy pulled Alex aside as the forensics team took over the immediate area of the body. "I want to talk to the store manager. And the person who found the body. Then we need to identify the victim and find out who else in this city is dressing up as Santa tonight."

Alex nodded, flipping open his notebook. "It's a long list, Iz. We're going to be swimming in Santas."

"Then we'd better start swimming fast," Izzy said, her gaze hardening. This killer had just declared war on her city's most sacred commercial holiday. And Izzy, the Grinch of the Homicide department, was prepared to cancel Christmas permanently for one specific individual.

Izzy pulled Alex aside as the forensics team took over the immediate area of the body. "I want to talk to the store manager. And the person who found the body. Then we need to identify the victim and find out who else in this city is dressing up as Santa tonight."

Alex nodded, flipping open his notebook. "It's a long list, Iz. We're going to be swimming in Santas."

"Then we'd better start swimming fast," Izzy said, her gaze hardening. This killer had just declared war on her city's most sacred commercial holiday. And Izzy, the Grinch of the Homicide department, was prepared to cancel Christmas permanently for one specific individual.

As she turned to leave the crime scene, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in a large, polished glass bauble hanging from the tree. Behind her image, distorted by the curve of the ornament, the entire Emporium stretched out—a monument to holiday consumerism that had suddenly been stained by real-world violence. The image was a grim reminder that no matter how many lights they hung or carols they sang, the darkness always found a way in.
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Chapter 4: A Star is Dimmed (Crime Scene)
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The store manager, a man named Mr. Finch, looked like a panicked mouse in a tailored suit. He was holed up in his office on the third floor, a sterile, modern space far removed from the festive chaos of the ground level. He paced nervously as Izzy and Alex entered, his hands wringing themselves raw.

"This is a disaster," Finch repeated for the fourth time in thirty seconds. "The annual tree lighting is broadcast across the region! The public is already calling for a statement. Who was that man? Was it Old Man Hemlock? Please tell me it wasn't Old Man Hemlock."

"Calm down, Mr. Finch," Izzy said, taking a seat and crossing her legs. She wasn't big on empathy for management types. "We need information, not a review of your PR crisis. Who was the victim?"

Finch stopped pacing and looked at them, bewildered. "I... I don't know his name. He was a fill-in. Our primary, Mr. Hemlock, was running late. We hired him through a bookings agency. North Pole Nook Bookings, I think."

"A fill-in?" Alex piped up from the doorway, quickly scribbling in his notepad. "So this wasn't the main event Santa?"

"No, heavens no!" Finch exclaimed, visibly relieved that his star attraction hadn't been the one killed. "Mr. Hemlock is an institution. The man downstairs was just a temporary performer for the initial lighting ceremony while Hemlock finished his dinner engagement. He's probably downstairs now, totally unaware."

Izzy stood up. The implication hit her hard. The killer might have targeted the wrong man, or perhaps they targeted a specific type of man regardless of the name tag.

"We need the contract information for that agency, now," Izzy demanded, holding out a hand. "And I need a list of everyone scheduled to be Santa in this building tonight."

Finch fumbled with a file on his desk, his hands shaking, finally pulling out a paper contract. "Here, this is all we have. His contact information is on there."

Izzy snatched the paper. The victim's name was Leonard 'Lenny' Vance. Age 64. A local man. Not an 'institution' like Hemlock, but someone's father, someone's neighbor.

"We need to find this Hemlock guy and make sure he's okay," Alex said, looking at the door nervously.

"No," Izzy said, her mind racing, the cynicism temporarily replaced by pure investigative focus. "We need to secure this area and figure out why Mr. Vance was here and Mr. Hemlock wasn't. The killer was tactical, yes, but maybe they weren't detail-oriented enough. This could be a mistake."

She stared at the contract, a grim reminder of how interchangeable people could be in the eyes of the retail world—and perhaps, in the eyes of a killer who only saw the red suit.

"We need to secure this area and figure out why Mr. Vance was here and Mr. Hemlock wasn't," Izzy continued. "The killer was tactical, yes, but maybe they weren't detail-oriented enough. This could be a mistake."

She stared at the contract, a grim reminder of how interchangeable people could be in the eyes of the retail world—and perhaps, in the eyes of a killer who only saw the red suit. The name Leonard Vance didn't ring any bells for Finch, just a name on a hire sheet. It humanized the victim in a way the Captain and the crowd hadn't managed to do yet.

"Alex, go find Hemlock," Izzy ordered, handing the contract to her partner. "Make sure he's safe, get his statement, and bring him up here. Don't let anyone but a uniform guard him until you get to him." Alex nodded and disappeared through the doorway, his pace urgent.

Izzy turned back to the flustered manager. "Now, Mr. Finch, let's talk about the security cameras. Every single angle that points to the main tree, the entrance, the side entrances, and especially any loading docks or staff-only areas. I want the last two hours compiled and burned onto a drive."

Finch, seemingly relieved to have concrete tasks, nodded vigorously. "Right away, Detective. I'll have security pull everything immediately." He rushed to his intercom system, barking orders. Izzy watched him go, a small, red glass heart heavy on her mind. The killer had left that clue for a reason. Whether it was Vance or Hemlock who was meant to be the victim, one thing was clear: the killer was sending a very specific, very personal message this Christmas season.
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Chapter 5: The Cotton Snow
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The forensics team worked diligently below, their white hazmat suits stark beacons under the tree lights as they meticulously swept the area where Lenny Vance had died. Izzy rejoined Captain Stevens downstairs, who was coordinating the mass of officers and dealing with a frantic media liaison who kept trying to spin the murder as a "tragic, isolated incident."

"Isolated my ass," Izzy muttered, stepping over a CSI tech dusting a plush reindeer for prints. "Whoever did this walked right out of here without a scratch and likely without anyone noticing."

"We've established a missing person report for every Santa impersonator in the tri-county area as a precaution," Stevens said, rubbing her temples. "The Mayor is demanding answers by morning. He doesn't want the retail sector to take a hit right before Christmas."

"My priority is a killer, not Black Friday sales," Izzy shot back. She knelt again near the spot where Vance’s body had been. The cotton snow had been bagged as evidence, but the subtle impression where his body had rested remained.

She looked closely at the ground around the depression. The killer hadn't just arranged the body; they had arranged the scene. There were no signs of a struggle. No scattered cotton. It was too neat.

"Captain, look at this," Izzy said, pointing her penlight at a spot near the edge of the police tape. "No drag marks, no evidence of a fight. Vance was either taken completely by surprise or he knew his killer and was
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