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​Chapter One
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The suit was familiar to people the world over, but why on earth would anyone wearing it be walking out of a house with a screaming child dangling from their arms? This was the only thing Martin Press could think about as he watched, too far away to stop the abduction, or what he strongly believed to be one, and just as he dialed the number for emergency services. The woman who picked up at dispatch was polite enough, but she was in easily as much disbelief as he was. While he was seeing it, as he described it to her, it sounded less and less believable. When he had finally gotten out all of the words he intended, he was told to stay where he was and he would be met by law enforcement within the next several minutes. He did as he was told and complied with the request. Twenty minutes later, a marked car, followed by an unmarked one, pulled up next to the curb where he was standing in stunned silence. 

The uniformed officers approached him and could barely contain the smirk they carried beneath the surface. He understood how they could feel that way given what the report must have said after he spoke to the woman at dispatch. The man was tall and gangly, and he got there first. He had yellowing teeth from the cigarettes that Martin could see outlined in his pocket. He stared at Martin, the streetlight causing his brown eyes to appear almost golden. The woman was short and thin, not pretty or ugly, just average. No man would complain about how she looked, but she was not the desired catch either. 

“Mr. Press?” asked the man, whose nametag read ‘Holt.” He smiled in a friendly way and retrieved a notebook from his rear pocket and a pen from the front of his shirt. 

“Yes,” said Martin quietly. “I am Martin Press. Thank you for coming.” 

“Yeah, no problem,” said Holt. “So, tell us what you think you saw this evening, if you don’t mind. I just wanna be sure that what we were told is legitimate.” 

“I know, it sounds ridiculous. I was driving up the driveway here and I saw a man in a red suit, no doubt meant to be a Santa suit, walking away from one of the houses quite a ways down the road. I couldn’t even tell you which house he came from. In his arms he had a squirming child, clearly not wanting to be where he or she was, and it struck me that it might not even belong to him. I caught the quickest glance of his face and it was covered in white hair. For lack of a better term, I watched Santa kidnap a child...I think.” 

“I am not gonna lie,” said the female cop named Klein. “It does sound a bit odd, but on Christmas Eve were you really that shocked to see a Santa Claus?” 

“Carrying a child out of a house? Yes. Overall? No,” said Press. 

It was at this time that the man from the unmarked car came up to them and shook Martin’s hand genially. He was short and a bit on the fatter side. He had dark hair, but his face suggested he was older than his thick mane of hair implied. He introduced himself as Detective Maas. 

“There was some joking and laughing when the call came in. We thought it was a prank of some kind, though Christmas is not exactly a time for pranks. When it was relayed to us that the call was sincere, we did our duty and came out here. Now, if you don’t mind, please tell me anything you remember about the man, the child, a vehicle, anything. Cliché as it is, every little detail can be more helpful than you know.” 

Martin recounted his tale to the detective who did not smirk, smile, grin, or emote. He just took the information and listened closely to every word. As he wrote, he realized that the man was becoming emotional, like perhaps he knew more than he was letting on, and that would have to be addressed sooner rather than later. When the man finished speaking, Maas put away his book and stared at him for a short time. 

“Mr. Press, you seem to be a little emotional. Care to tell me what else is going on here? I have been doing this for a long time, and I know when someone is not being fully honest. The reason isn’t as important as getting the full truth. Hiding anything could hamper this investigation as much as telling us everything can help with it.” 

“It’s just, you know, I have lived here my whole adult life. I know everyone on this street, and their kids. If that man was taking someone away that wasn’t his, then I am going to know them personally. I don’t know how to disconnect myself from it.” 

“I see. Well, clearly you live alone. I am guessing no kids or girlfriend either?” 

“No, I am alone as alone gets. Family doesn’t even live close by. I came out here to Rudolph from a small city in South Carolina.” 

“Ah, I see. Well, you have given us a lot of information, but now the hard part is over for you while it begins for us. If we have any other questions or need you for anything, we will contact you at the number you gave us. Thank you for your cooperation here tonight.” 

With that, Martin Press walked somberly into his house and shut the door behind him, turning on no lights and making as little noise as he could. He was afraid he was about to learn that someone he knew had lost a child tonight, and he had been right here, watching it happen, knowing he could do nothing, helplessly dialing numbers on his phone that he hoped would save whoever it was. He laid down on the ratty sofa and drifted off to sleep. His night was over, but his nightmare was only beginning. 

The officers and the detective stayed outside, discussing how to canvas a neighborhood at such an awful time of the morning. The sun was still several hours from coming up and knocking on doors would terrify everyone that heard it, and the last thing any of them wanted was for children to be frightened on the happiest day of the year for most of them. 

“Only thing I can suggest, as creepy as it is gonna seem,” said Maas. “Check yards, lawns, windows, streets, and look for anything out of place. If you see something, radio it in to the others before making any kind of move. We only go in on a house if we all agree it looks suspicious enough to warrant it. Any questions?” 

“No, sir” said Holt and Klein at the same time. 

They all headed off in the direction of their own starting point. Klein stayed closest to Press’s house, Holt went a little further, and Maas went as far as he could see in the darkness. He took what Press had said about the difficulty of making out certain things and assumed the distance, and it was making a lot of sense to him why Martin had not tried to do anything as he looked back at the man’s house and saw the challenge it presented getting there in a short amount of time. 

The search was fruitless near the Press house, so Klein moved away, further down the street. Her goal had been more to keep an eye on the man rather than find the house from which a child may have been abducted. She could hear and see nothing inside so she meandered closer to Holt who was also finding nothing of substance. They inadvertently met up and walked together to the next set of houses, Klein crossing the street to the even numbered one and Holt sticking with the odd. 

Maas knew the others would never find what they were looking for and he didn’t care. He liked them both, they were both good people and cops, but he was more experienced and was sure that he would see things they would miss if he came upon the right location. He arrived at a mid-sized one-story house that caught his attention. The first thing he saw was footprints in the road made by some kind of heavy boot or shoe. The impression was deep and he could make out tread lines in the marking. He snapped a picture with his phone and put it away. He followed the prints with his eyes, and was stunned to see that they led to a door and not a window. What made no sense was that they didn’t go into the door, but rather appeared to go up the siding on the front of the house. 

“Maas here, come in.” 

“What is it, Maas?” 

“I got something you need to see. 2919 Elm. Hurry.” 

It took less time than he imagined it would, but they were both there looking at him and not what he was trying to show them. When he explained, their eyes shifted to the new location and opened as wide as saucers. They could not trust what they were viewing, but it was as plain as day. There were footprints, definitely the same as the ones in the road, going up the side of the house. They even went as high as the roof.

“Tell me I am not seeing things,” said Klein. “This guy climbed the house?” 

“Seems that way,” said Maas. “Whoever it was went to the roof for who knows what reason, and if Press is right, left with a child.” 

“I guess we knock on the door and ask the parents what happened?” said Holt, questioningly. 

“My lord, no,” said Maas. “We need to find out what went on out here first to the best of our ability. I mean, the tracks literally stop here in front of this car. Like this person just flew away without a need for a car.” 

“Yeah, I noticed that too,” said Klein. “There are no recent tire tracks to suggest a vehicle was used at all.” 

“Any guesses?” asked Holt. “I mean, seriously, this is the weirdest call I have ever been on in my time as a cop. Santa Claus-suited man kidnaps a kid by climbing a house to the roof? Sounds like it’s coming from a storybook and not reality.” 

“Wish I could say that I agreed with ya, Holt,” said Maas. “Trouble is, that’s exactly what we are looking at here.” 

Klein had knelt to see something on the roadway. It was troubling her so she wanted to get a closer look. She stood with a stunned look on her face and both men recognized it immediately. 

“Fur,” said Klein. 

“Huh,” said Maas, not sure he heard or understood her. 

“In the road, there is fur. Like from a deer or something.” 

“What the,” said Holt before being cut off by Maas. 

“Now that is odd. I am quite a bit older than the two of you, but I don’t mind saying out loud at this point. It seems like the actual Santa Claus was at this house tonight. I stopped believing decades ago.” 

“Hey, I never believed. My family were religious nuts so they never let us buy into the myth,” said Holt. 

“I gave it up when I was ten,” said Klein. 

“Something is quite wrong here,” said Maas. “We are dealing with a case that I wish I could say was unique, or that I had never seen anything like.” 

“Wait,” said Klein. “You have seen a case like this before? Where Santa kidnapped someone’s child?” 

“It’s not that simple, Ruby. I will explain it all later, but right now we need to get the attention of the parents and kick this thing into gear. None of the others was ever the same after they were found.” He knew he said too much but he couldn’t take it back. The expressions on the faces of the other two told him all he needed to know. He should have tried harder to keep those words in his throat. They would never let this go now. 

Maas gently knocked on the door and was surprised at how quickly someone came to answer it. Dressed in a nightgown, a pretty young woman in her mid-twenties stood there with her hair looking like she had been sleeping with her finger in a light socket. She was not smiling and didn’t look the least bit friendly until she knew she was staring into the face of police officers.

“Hi, can I help you, officers?” she asked politely given the circumstances. 

“Uh, hi. Yes,” said Maas. “I have an odd question for you. Do you have children?” 

“Yes, officer, I do. Two little boys, age 5 and 8.” 

“Another odd question. Can you go see if they are both asleep in their rooms?” 

“What? That’s a bit creepy. Can I see some ID please?”

All three showed her they were indeed real cops and she complied with their request and went to the two rooms down the hall to check on her kids. The scream told them all they needed to hear. She ran back to them, ashen face and sweat where there was none before. 

“My eight year old is there, but his brother is gone.” 

“Just as I feared,” said Maas. “May we come inside?” 

“Of course,” said the woman. “I need to get my husband.” 

They waited for the two of them to return and then launched into why they were at their home so early on Christmas morning. Neither could believe what they were hearing but it was obviously true. When they mentioned Martin Press, both of them changed expressions in a bad way. 

“That crazy loner probably had something to do with it,” said the man. “Have you spoken to him?” 

“He is the reason we are here. He saw the man taking your child and called 9-1-1. He is innocent, I assure you.” 

“Why would someone take my child?” asked the woman. 

“That’s what we are going to find out. And I assure you, we will bring him back to you.” 

After talking and gathering all the information they could, the three left and promised to keep the family abreast of the happenings of the case. Maas was baffled beyond words. He and the others took pictures of all the unusual parts of the scene, though they would have to come back later to look in the boy’s room. Nothing was making sense at all. The constant prodding from the two uniformed officers forced Maas to talk about something he hoped he would never have to address again. 

+++

Too many years ago to count without difficulty, Christopher Maas was a young rookie beat cop who was learning the ropes of the job when Christmas rolled around and the dispatcher took a call that no one could believe was real. The caller had stated that she had seen a man breaking into a house while dressed in a red Santa suit, and she was pretty sure it was neither a resident of the home nor Santa Claus. When the alert went out to officers on the street, it came to Maas and his training officer, Bartlett. They responded to the call and found, not a break in, but rather a kidnapping that made no sense. 

Their investigation had revealed only that there were no prints outside despite the snowfall, and the child was missing even though the kidnapper had to pass the parents’ room twice to get him out and the door was left wide open while they slept. They claimed to never have heard a thing, and for some reason, that was easy to believe when they said it. It was strange that there were gifts found beneath the tree that the parents had not purchased or put there, and it only deepened the mystery. 

Outside in the front yard, investigators had found hair they figured belonged to a dog, but when it was tested, it had come from a reindeer, again deepening the entire mystery. Things got even stranger when in the vicinity of the deer tracks they had found what appeared to be tracks from the rails of a large sled. Everything they knew about the case made so little sense that it was like they were stuck in a cartoon working some bizarre Christmas mystery from the mind of a teenager. 

When nine more calls came in from across the city of similar kidnappings, things began to become even more muddled. Suddenly they were tracking a serial kidnapper with no information about him other than he drove a sled and used actual reindeer. As weird as it was, it was amazing that no one had reported seeing anything of the sort. It became a confusing mess, and before long, the whole investigation stalled. No kids were found, or ever seen for that matter, and it was not lost on anyone that all of the kids were the exact same age: 5 years old. 

It seemed too good to be true when ten years later, all of the children had been found...or rather they had walked into their family homes, even if the family had moved away, on the day before Christmas Eve. None of them spoke much, and they didn’t seem to recall anything from their time away. Police still were not sure if it was captivity or something else. Many of the kidnap victims began to show signs of severe aggression, attacking the police and even their parents. It was a consensus from the families that this was totally out of character. 

With ten cases basically solving themselves, the department closed them with the little information they had, and went about its business. It lasted all of one day before a new set of ten children aged five were kidnapped and a nightmare began all over again. Every detail was the same, down to the mysterious presents left in the house. With the same information, the case again went nowhere, and ten years later, the same thing occurred. The day before Christmas Eve, they all returned home, aggressive and unwilling to talk about their time away. Sure enough, the following night, ten more children went missing. A cycle was at work that no one could possibly explain. 

+++

Maas didn’t tell the other two that the previous night, ten missing children walked into their homes as if they had not been gone for a decade and showed those same aggressive tendencies. He wanted to doubt it was happening again, but all signs led him to believe exactly that. He had not asked about presents, so he would have to do that sooner rather than later. As far as everything else, it was similar enough, though not the same, to suggest they were dealing with the same kidnapper. 

“You think that’s what this is?” asked Klein. 

“I am not sure, but it certainly feels like it could be. There are some differences this time around, but everything feels close enough that it could be argued we are dealing with the same person.” 

“Wait a second,” said Holt. “All of the others were preceded by missing kids coming home a decade later. If this is the same person, then why are there no missing kids from ten years ago?”

“You’re smart and really good at your job, Holt. Years ago, after the second time, these cases were given a new classification, accessible only to those officers who were tasked with working them. I have been the lead on them for a long time, and last night I was informed that all ten returned home. The same behavior and desire to say as little as possible.”

“So, if there were kids who came home, then why didn’t you just expect this? Why not put every parent with a five year old on alert?” asked Holt. 

“How? Terrify every parent in town because of a hunch? There are hundreds of children in this town, and he takes ten of them. If every parent was on alert, then the kids would be frightened on what should be the happiest time of the year for them. We do what we have to and let it play out. This is only one. If it is the same person, then expect nine others to go missing throughout the night.” 

“You’re just willing to let ten kids go missing to keep from alarming kids who might not? That’s a bit selfish, sir.” 

“Selfish or not, it is the right thing to do.” 
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Martin Press awoke to the sounds of someone in his house at five in the morning. He knew because he lived alone and knew every sound his house made. He wasn’t sure what was making the noise, but he was positive it was coming from the kitchen area. He stayed on the sofa, hoping whoever it was would just go away, but the steps crept closer and before long, he saw a tall figure standing only feet from him. It took everything for him not to scream in terror. He slowly reached with his hands and covered his own mouth, providing an extra barrier between the sounds he wanted to make and the person he didn’t want to hear them. 

It didn’t matter as the man spun and stared directly into his face. His eyes were black and his face covered with white hair. He wore red from head to toe and he didn’t smile, not even a little. When he moved, his belly shook and his jowls wiggled. 

“Wh, wh, what do you want?” asked Martin. 

“Good little boys don’t tattle tale, Marty. Why did you have to tell on me? Almost ruined my whole night. I have a job to do, and you came awfully close to keeping me from doing it.” 

“Who are you and how do you know my name?”

“Seriously?” asked the man. “I have to explain this to you. I think it’s fairly obvious who I am and how I know you. Just because you don’t believe doesn’t make it untrue.” 

“Santa Claus?” asked Martin skeptically. 

“Bingo!” said Santa. 

“Why are you in my house?” 

Without a single other word, Santa took out a large hunting style knife colored to resemble, of all things, a candy cane, and planted it in his gut. He pressed and could hear the squishy sounds as it burrowed deep. Martin was gurgling, confused by what was happening. His eyes widened as Santa took the knife out and then slashed it one way across his throat and then the other, drawing sprays of red liquid that covered everything in sight. 

“All you had to do was be a good little boy,” said Santa to the dead body lying on the sofa. “When you tattle, there are consequences. You know that.” And with those final words, he vanished. 

+++

Maas and the two officers did not get a chance to go home and sleep or to be with their families on Christmas morning. They had been working the case nonstop since the call came in, and after arriving at the office with the evidence they had collected thanks to the CSU, they learned the worst news they could have, though it was little unexpected after Maas told his story. During the night, nine families, not including the one they had gone to see, had reported a five year old child missing. The ten year cycle was working the same way it always had. 
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