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      An unexpected phone call from an old colleague prompts Dustin Cofield, Elfsterminator, to investigate a local business that may be a key player in the world-wide Elfin conspiracy against Christmas and the Big Guy at the Pole.

      

      Odin’s Peppermint is a short, fun contemporary fantasy adventure.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Enjoy the book!  After you’re done, please come to Michael’s website and sign up for his mailing list.  Guaranteed to be spam free, he uses it to announce new releases and special promotions for his fans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ODIN’S PEPPERMINT

          

        

      

    

    
      The elfin menace against the integrity and joy of Christmas goes on, behind the scenes and under the noses of the normies of the world.

      I’ve been working to head off that menace, to keep Christmas alive and joyful, for over a decade now.  I work out of an office in a Wells Fargo branch, pretending to be a financial analyst.  But I don’t work for the bank.  I work for an agency that no one has ever heard of, because it doesn’t exist.

      But still, every now and then the normie world and my world collide.  And when that happens, you never know what the result will be.

      I’m Dustin Cofield, and I’m an Elfsterminator
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        * * *

      

      When Crystal called me on the old rotary phone in my office, I was just finishing up my monthly report to Higher Headquarters.  And frankly I was thankful for the break; my fingers and wrists were starting to ache from the effort.

      Typing on an old 30s-era manual typewriter is not exactly easy, and even now after more than a decade working for the Agency and living with the lack of electronics that the Big Man required, I still wasn’t completely used to it.

      Or rather, I still hadn’t learned not to dislike it.

      So it was with near-relief that I turned away from the page, complete with carbon paper forms in triplicate, to pick up the call.

      “How’s it going, Cofield?” Crystal said as soon as I had the receiver to my ear.  I recognized her voice immediately, even though it had been a few months since we last worked together.

      “Crystal!  Good to hear from you.”

      She cut right to the chase.  “I’m in town on an op, and I could use some help.  Are you free?”

      I looked at the report, and did some typing math in my head.  It would take a couple hours to finish, proofread it, and get it packaged for the dispatches.  But after that I didn’t have anything major on my plate until the middle of next week.

      It had been a quiet month in Lockwood, the pleasantly nice but cookie-cutter suburban city I had been stationed in these last few years.  Not even a hint of illicit elfin activity, and as autumn rolled on toward Thanksgiving I had begun to think—hope, really—that I might get a free holiday season to just enjoy for the first time in…

      I struggled to think of the last time that had happened, to be honest.  And got a little depressed for a second.

      But only a second.  Sure I’d missed more Christmases than I’d like since joining up.  But I’d helped guarantee Christmas bliss for more people than I could count.  So it was worth it.

      “I can meet you in the morning.  That soon enough?”

      “Perfect.  You know that breakfast joint over on Elm Street?”

      McGillicutty’s it was called.  I knew it well.  Nora, my girlfriend, and I made a point of going to their Sunday brunches once a month or so.  They made great pastries, and did bottomless mimosas.

      Hard to beat.

      I nodded, though Crystal couldn’t see it.  “Nine o’clock?”

      She agreed, and hung up.
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        * * *

      

      McGillicutty’s didn’t look like much from the outside.  It sat in the corner of an L-shaped strip mall a quarter mile from the beltway that traversed the metropolitan areas Lockwood inhabited.  Like most strip malls everywhere, it was a single story, bland beige-brown with eaves overhanging the shopfronts and a modest-sized parking lot that was never more or less than half-filled with cars.

      But every time I crossed the threshold into McGillicutty’s, I was always struck by its simple class; it’s charm.

      It was set up like a modernized diner almost, with a long bar taking up most of the right-hand side wall and reddish-brown leather upholstered booths for six along the wall opposite the bar.  The space between was filled with tables for four, also with leather-upholstered chairs of the same color.  The bar stools were the same.

      The bar itself was topped by black granite, flaked with bits of gold and brown, and the area behind the bar was all stainless steel appliances and black shelves, holding more plates and cups than bottles of liquor…though it was not lacking in those.  And the section of the bar facing the entrance, catty-corner to the sitting area, was dominated by a glass display case that filled with donuts, pies, danishes, coffee cakes…everything a sweet tooth could want first thing in the morning.

      The place always smelled of freshly-baked bread and sweets overtop coffee, and smooth jazz played softly from speakers hidden in the corners of the room.

      It was instant welcoming relaxation every time.

      When I arrived that morning I did a quick scan of the room, ignoring the perky young brunette in a blue polo shirt with McGillicutty’s embroidered in white on the left breast who was holding court at the hostess’ station, a darkly-stained wooden lectern just in front of the door.

      The place was about a third full.  The usual late-breakfast crowd of moms who had just dropped kids off at school and were now gathering over coffee to gossip or do whatever groups of moms did, business types in suits who were wolfing down Danishes over coffee while reading the paper, and artsy folks typing away on laptops while their frothy something-chino drinks cooled next to them.

      And Crystal, alone in the rear-most booth.

      She had her blonde hair pulled back from her head into a pony tail, and she was dressed in a navy-blue business skirt and collared white shirt.  A fair match to the charcoal-grey banker’s suit with blue and white tie that I had on.

      She had the lean body of a dancer, because she was.  She used to be in a semi-professional ballet troupe, but the incident of 2013 hit her hard, and she joined the Agency soon after, looking for payback.

      From what I knew of her exploits, and from the cases we’d worked together, she had gotten it.  In spades.

      The hostess greeted me, and I smiled back at her and gestured toward Crystal, saying, “My party is here.”

      She nodded and I meandered on back to Crystal’s booth.

      Crystal saw me coming, of course, and the corners of her mouth twitched upward.  Her eyes flicked up and down, taking in my suit, and I thought I saw a bit of amusement there for a second.

      “Been a while,” she said as I slid into the booth opposite her.  “How’s Nora?”

      I smiled.  “Busy.  The work she did for the new Ford plant gave her a lot of exposure, and she’s had to beat clients away with a stick the last few months.”

      “I heard about your little adventure there.”  Crystal shook her head.  “Bold of the pointies, trying that.”

      My smile faded.  The elves had tried to set up their own hidden production facility inside the Ford plant.  To supplant the Big Guy’s up at the Pole, no doubt.  And they would have succeeded if Nora’s project management skills hadn’t led her to discover a discrepancy that I followed up on.

      A midnight raid put the kibosh on the pointies’ plans, but I cringed to think of what mischief they could have gotten up to if we hadn’t stopped their plant within a plant from coming online.

      After a second, I shrugged.  “All in a day’s work.  What do you have going on?”

      “An interesting little mystery,” she began, but paused when a young black-haired man in the same kind of polo shirt the hostess was wearing approached our table.  He was carrying a brown plastic tray on which sat two plates with cinnamon buns and a teapot with two mugs.

      “Here we go,” the waiter said and proceeded to set a plate before each of us.  Then he took a moment to pour a mug of black tea for us both and set the teapot down between us.

      Then he departed, leaving me to raise an eyebrow at Crystal.

      She grinned slyly at me.  “I hear the cinnamon buns here are to die for.”

      I nodded slowly.  She was correct, of course.  I’d never had better than the buns McGillicutty’s made.  Still…  “Maybe I want some bacon and eggs.”

      Crystal rolled her eyes.  “Then order it.  Seriously, Cofield.”  Her tone said I was being silly, and as she raised her bun to her mouth to take a bite I decided her tone was right.

      The bun went down real well.  It was still warm from the oven, and the icing had an almost peppermint undertone to it.

      Nora had several times asked me, jokingly, if the owners maybe also secretly moonlighted for the Big Guy, on account of that.

      I should be so lucky.  I’d been up to the Pole a few years ago for an awards gala, and to call the cuisine up there disappointing…

      “The pointies have been branching out financially,” Crystal said, interrupting my train of thought.

      I stopped mid-chew and raised an eyebrow at her.  Since they left the Pole in protest over working conditions, they’d been making their way in the world mostly the way anyone else would have.  Starting businesses, getting jobs, what have you.  It wasn’t like there was some grand elfin infrastructure or anything.

      But their ventures tended to ride the fuzzy line between legitimate and criminal, and they usually had each others’ backs.  And they all wanted payback against the Big Guy.

      So it wasn’t unusual to find that the elves had wormed their way into a new business of some sort or other.  And really I didn’t begrudge them that; nor did the Agency.  Except when it impacted the Big Guy’s operation or had the potential to.

      I swallowed the bit of bun I had been chewing and washed it down with a sip of tea.  “How so?”

      “I’ve been working on a sort of retail arbitrage operation a group of them have going out west.  Teddy Bears, matchbox cars…”  She made a vague wave of her hand.  “It’ll take too long to get into.  Point is, lots of cash changing hands.  But also electronic transactions.  Mostly what you’d expect from the sorts of things they were trading in.  But there were a few transfers that don’t make any sense.”

      “How do you mean?”

      Crystal shrugged.  “Mostly in where the money is going to.  Bank accounts that don’t appear to intersect with the pointies at all.  Not tied to any businesses they have a hand in, just to normies or legit businesses.”

      “Well not everything the pointies do is dirty,” I pointed out.  “Could just be legit purchases.”

      “Could be.”  She leaned in a bit.  “Or maybe not.  I need some help running the accounts down, figuring out what’s going on.”

      “Why me?”

      “You’ve got a degree in finance don’t you?  That’s why you have that cover?”

      “Yeah, but it’s been ages since I did anything with it.  Just cause my office is in a bank doesn’t mean—“  I stopped, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up as I felt a realization dawning, and just looked the next question at her.

      Crystal nodded, her expression grimly serious.  “Nailed it in one.  The accounts are all at Wells Fargo.”

      I blew out a breath and considered, then shook my head.  “I just have an office there as cover.  I don’t have access to their system, to go digging in their records, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “Ask the branch manager to look at subparagraph 6, section F of the contract they signed with the Agency.”

      I blinked.  I knew the bank was
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