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DEDICATION

To my grandmother, MayDell.

Thank you for always being my silver bells in dark times. I love you dearly.

Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Epilogue

––––––––

[image: https://lh5.googleusercontent.com/g--QDDHeTTp0LzpezJGYDIkzxxKjcHPWxWUUK__Yyng51weL7MA7UcWBF6Easr-wSykGoV1v1ZmCZr42boAZa2mmZWD7CKE04tq0-p3I-JH64-3uVQvphPcwNP1O9x1dT8CqueBq]

[image: A close up of a tree

Description automatically generated]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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​December 1st

​“It’s that time again, Hoss,” Zayne said as he impatiently beckoned me from the doorway.

Elvira and I were discussing plans for the upcoming Naughty List applicants. I nodded at Zayne as I gently squeezed Elvira’s shoulder in comfort. This part of the year was always hard for her as we always went over the Naughty List together and she helped me develop a game plan.

I made my way down the hall to the grand elevator. I love how the wrought iron bells adorned the outside of the doors. The elevator dinged, signaling that it had arrived. Then the wrought iron doors opened first, followed by the elevator doors next as Zayne and I stepped inside.

Zayne and I anxiously waited as it rose the three floors to the conference room, where all the bosses met for their meetings. But this meeting was the most important meeting of the year. It is here that the bad children are officially signed onto the Naughty List and we’re down to the wire to save their Christmas Spirit before it is lost forever.

My job, as the head of the ‘Guardians of Christmas Spirit,’ is to save the children at risk before the loss of their Christmas Spirit is permanent. It is honestly the hardest job in the North Pole, only a small qualified group of elves can do this job and we have to go through rigorous training to do so.

Neither of us spoke as we mentally prepared ourselves to receive the Naughty List. 

The elevator dinged and opened into a small foyer area. Even though it was small, it was extravagant in its design, like everything around the North Pole. Pictures of both past and present Santa’s and their families hung on the cedar walls. The rectangle room held a sitting area with vintage velvet red cushions, wooden frames and legs. 

The receptionist’s cedar wood desk was U-shaped and to the left of the elevator, but straight ahead was our destination. The double doors were intricately carved with Santa in his sleigh and his reindeer flying through the sky, as joyful children below peeked out of windows. It was one of my favorite doors around the building.

Cherry, petite in frame, sat at her U-shaped reception desk outside the conference room doors, typing furiously away on the keyboard.

She looked over the top of her geeky black glasses at us, but her eyes lit up when she saw Zayne behind me.

“Good morning, boys!” she said, perkily.

“Good morning, Cherry; always a pleasure,” I nodded.

Zayne paused at her desk and took her hand, placing a small kiss across her knuckles, causing her to blush deeper than a crimson red ornament. 

“Beautiful morning for a beautiful lady,” Zayne winked.

“Well, thank... Thank you, Zayne,” They looked into each other’s eyes as I coughed to purposefully interrupt.

“Are they expecting us, Cherry?” I asked.

Cherry blushed even deeper, “Oh yes, they are. You may go in.”

I rolled my eyes as I yanked Zayne forward with me and he winked one more time at her. 

“Pull yourself together, lover boy,” I ordered.

“What can I say?” Zayne whispered and shrugged.

With a deep breath we steadied ourselves, opened the door, and walked right into the conference room. With purpose, I walked straight to Santa to receive our new orders: the Naughty List. One by one, each council member sealed the fate of the children on the list until finally Santa added the last. Stacks of casefiles of the children on the list would be delivered later to my office. 

The elves that were the bosses of each department around the North Pole sat at this table. I saw my dearest old friend, Grimm, the Christmas Coordinator. The conference room reminded me of the human’s story of the Knights of the Round Table.

I nodded at Santa as Zayne and I walked out of the room and back to the elevator. Like always, I briefly glanced at the names when I realized there was a casefile included with the list. When I opened the casefile, I started pacing inside the small space with my mouth dropped in shock. 

Zayne didn’t miss a beat. “Is that a casefile with the Naughty List?”

“Yes it is,” I said, slamming it shut.

“That’s odd. They never add a casefile in the mix. Who is it?” he asked.

I was in too much shock to really talk. In fact, I didn’t want to talk about it right now at all. Making my face like stone, I refused to look at Zayne as I said, “I will brief your team later. That’s all you need to know right now.”

Zayne was my best friend but he also respected the chain of command too. I knew he wouldn’t push too much right now.

As we arrived back onto my floor, I quickly made way to my office, leaving Zayne at the elevator.

Elvira tilted her head, confused by my hustle. I quickly looked at her and nodded to my office. “I do not want to be disturbed for any reason for the rest of the evening. Understood?”

“Yes Sir,” she replied as she rushed to shut the door behind me.
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Chapter 1
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CASE FILE: 01938452352100

ELSIE HAWLEY

December 14th

The night was cold with snow surrounding the village around the North Pole. Well, who am I kidding? It was always cold around here; it snowed all year round. 

I sat in my oversized chair as Elvira brought me some cocoa and cookies to snack on as I went over the casefile.

“Is that little Elsie on the Naughty List this year?” she gasped in shock.

“Yes. Yes, it is. Something is not right for her to be here,” I mused as I took a bite of my cookie.

For two weeks, I have kept myself locked away in my office around the clock studying this casefile by myself. I hated that I kept this a secret from Elvira but I thought I could spare her the grief and pain from seeing sweet Elsie’s fall to the Naughty List.

“Have you sent out the scout to see what the issue might be?” Elvira asked, concerned without missing a beat.

“I’m sending out my best team at 0600 hours to assess the situation. Once they figure out the issue then they’ll report back to me,” I said, watching Elvira wring her hands as her lips tightened into a firm line.

“Well I won’t keep you, just wanted to make sure you had all you needed before I turned in for the evening, Mr. Buckley,” she said with her hands politely held together, resting interlocked in front of her.

I reached for both of her hands and gently squeezed them. “Elvira, please for the millionth time, just call me Buck.” Her fair cheeks blushed rosy pink.

“Yes, Mr. Buckley.” She winked as she turned and walked out of my office, closing both doors firmly behind her.
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A knock at my door woke me at my desk, “Yes. Who is it?” I snapped.

“It’s just me,” Zayne said as he made his way into my office and plopped down in one of the oversized chairs. He threw his feet up on the coffee table, making himself comfortable. 

“Slept at your desk again, Hoss,” Zayne said, in more of a statement than a question.

“Nope,” I said running my hands through my disheveled hair. “Just resting my eyes.” 

Zayne gave me a disapproving look as I waved him off. I hated when he got on my case about being on a case.

“Do you have anything to report or are you just here to annoy me, Zayne?” I asked annoyed.

“My my, aren’t we in a mood today,” he smirked.

“Fine, you know how this time of year is, trying to save what kids I can from the Naughty List before they declare “Santa is not real!” to the world and are never allowed to be on any list again.

“Yes, the loss of Christmas Spirit is a tragedy, but it’s also a part of life too. You have to stop beating yourself up over it,” Zayne tried to reason with me. “What does the file say her crime was?” he said, deliberately changing the subject.

“You should see for yourself. Elsie isn’t the innocent little girl we used to know,” I grimaced as I handed over the file.

Looking at the new file, his eyebrows creased with disapproval. “What in the world had happened to change this girl in just a year?” he wondered out loud as he handed the file back to me.

I frowned as I looked up sadly from the casefile in my hands, “What hasn’t she done short of murder?” I said, exasperated as I threw the file down on the table and pictures fanned out around it.

Camera snapshots of sweet little Elsie stealing from the local department store, stealing money from the homeless on the street, fighting at school, and much worse. I studied the two pictures in her profile, one of Elsie last Christmas, a smiling, blonde-haired, bright-eyed girl with not a care in the world. Then my eyes wandered over to the newest photo. Her hair was cut shorter into a bob and dyed black. She was thinner, as if she had missed a few meals. Her eyes held a haunted look within them; ghosts of the past year held a certain fear inside them.

“Buck, you need to prepare yourself. She may be too far gone to bring back.”

I shook my head. “I’ve lost my fair share over the years, I’m not about to lose Elsie. I want you to take the team and put out every chance for her to do some good to get her out of this predicament.” I could feel my anger rising, anger at what I didn’t know just yet.

Zayne nodded and opened his mouth to argue as he got up to leave. “Yes sir, but...”

“But nothing, I need more surveillance, she needs another chance. I’ll see you and your team in one week. Now go,” I ordered as he left without another word.

Elvira slipped into the room carrying a tray of cookies, hot chocolate, and coffee as her and Zayne exchanged a weary look at one another.

Walking to the window, I rested my hands against the cold wooden frame and watched as the snow fell like rain. A blizzard was coming any moment, I thought, as the wind picked up and screamed its hushed cries. The reindeer ran around herding the elven children back inside. I smiled at their playful yelps and laughter. 

Elvira gasped as she set the tray down on the table and I turned around to see her saddened expression as she picked up the photos of little Elsie.

“Oh Elsie... What have you done?” she cried as her big doey eyes began to water. I reached out and hugged her to me. I hated to see Elvira cry.

I tucked her head under my chin and gave her a light squeeze to comfort her as I murmured, “Exactly, and why...” 
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