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      Nora didn't realize it, but this was going to be the best day of her life.

      I had it all planned out.  Pick her up after work, and zip off to the airport for a spontaneous getaway.  Paris - the city of lights.  Every girl's favorite destination.

      It was going to be awesome.

      Until she screwed it all up by getting kidnapped by rogue elves.

      Most folks think elves are something out of a myth, and guys like me have worked long and hard to keep it that way.  I'm Dustin Cofield, and I'm an Elfsterminator.
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      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.
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      My office is tucked in the back of the Wells Fargo branch at the corner of 8th and Main, in the suburban town of Lockwood.  The town could have been cut out and replanted just about anywhere in the American midwest; one of those cookie-cutter pre-designed 'burbs that looks nice—and actually is nice—but lacks any real personality to set it apart.

      And the Wells Fargo branch…well, not much to say about it.  It's a Wells Fargo branch.  Faux wood and cleanliness covering up the inherent iniquity and fraud that is the banking industry in an era of fiat currency and artificially low interest rates.  Only thing real about the place was my little eight foot by eight foot space.

      Because I didn't work for the bank.

      Oh, I had a cover.  Senior Financial Analyst, or somesuch.  But I didn't produce any real analysis and my supposed boss never asked for any.  Not sure how the arrangement worked between the Agency and the bank, but I'm certain I don't want to know.  I had no illusions I actually worked for the good guys.

      But we were doing good, and important, things.  Keeping humanity safe from the scourges of elfkind, and Christmas intact for the kids, is no joke.  And that's why I was still doing it after ten years.

      The fringe benefits were pretty nice, too.

      It had been a busy couple of months.  I'd been working with a State-wide task force that uncovered a major candy cane smuggling operation two towns over.  Had to go under cover for a little while, and almost wound up baked into the biggest sugar cookie ever.  But I came through with only a minor sugar rush, and we sent a dozen of the tricky little pointies away for a long, long time.

      I was aching for a vacation.  And some sugar-free foods.

      But first I had to finish the admin.

      The normies in the bank would have thought I was nuts if they could see me typing away at an old typewriter, using old-school carbon paper to make copies in triplicate of each page of my report.

      Point of fact, I felt stupid doing it that way sometimes as well, but that's how the Big Guy liked it.  No electronics for him, so no internet.  And nothing could come near him that had been generated electronically.  Supposedly the residual electromagnetic field around even something that had been created electronically would screw with his energy flux, and that could mess with his ability to produce the Lists and get his rounds done on the Big Day.

      Didn't make much sense to me, but that's how it was.

      Then again I think he might really have just liked screwing with the help.  Something about that guffaw of his, and the way his cheeks turned especially rosy when he laughed, always made me suspicious.

      But whatever.  He wanted it that way, he got it that way.  No skin off my back.

      It did make my office look antique, though.  Typewriter straight out of the 30s atop an equally old and beat-up desk.  Cork board up next to the door with mimeographed memos from HQ tacked on.  A black-and-white picture of me with the Big Guy himself at an awards gala up at the Pole on the wall opposite the cork board.  Little potted petunia or marigold or something that Nora had given me underneath the one narrow window I had, going a little brown in the leaf from neglect, since I hadn't watered it while I was out under cover.  Smell of old paper and carbon, and the stains on the desk to go with it.  And an old rotary phone next to my typewriter.

      I was just getting going typing my report's summary when the phone rang.

      I glanced at the counterweight-powered clock on the wall to my right and saw that it was almost 10 o'clock already.  I'd need to hurry or I'd miss lunch with Tim from accounting.  I'd been blowing him off for a while, but my quarterly audit was coming due and I couldn't dodge him for much longer.

      So I was feeling a bit grumpy and rushed when I picked up the phone.

      "Yeah?"

      Nora sounded like she knew she should be scared, but she couldn't bring herself to be.  "Dustin there's a bunch of weird little guys here who say - "

      She cut off with a yelp, then came the sound of something brushing across the receiver, followed by a muttered, "Stupid broad," in a high-pitched voice.  My hackles went up, and a shiver went down my spine.

      "You wanna see your little girlfriend again, you'll be at the Dunkin Donuts on Maple in twenty minutes."

      It was definitely an elf on the line now.  This wasn't good.  "What the hell is this?"

      "Just be there.  Or you'll be finding pieces of her in your stockings for the next ten years."

      The line clicked dead.
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      The scene in the Dunkin Donuts was not at all what I expected.

      You figure there'd be a few cops sitting around, doing their cliche'd coffee and donuts thing, some late morning commuters in a rush to wolf something down real quick, maybe some little kids with their moms.  The usual tatted-up millennial English or You-Name-It-studies grads with ear gauges that made you want to lose your stomach behind the registers, though why the owners would think those sorts of dufuses wouldn't drive business away I never could figure out.  The smells of baking and good cheer.

      That's not what it was at all.

      Two pointies were posted on either side of the door outside, wool caps pulled down to conceal their ears despite the mid-summer heat and arms crossed over their chests like they had every intention busting some heads in.

      If they hadn't barely come up to my waist, anyway.

      They scowled at me as I walked up, still dressed in the charcoal grey suit I'd worn to work for the sake of the normies in the bank.  The pointy on the right was chewing on something.  I hoped it was gum.  He looked me up and down and sniffed, scornfully.

      "Booth in the back.  Watch yourself."

      There was definite threat threat there, and despite how the high pitch of his voice inflected the words, I knew better than to dismiss it.

      I nodded and pushed the door open.

      The place was overrun with pointies.  Behind the counter, at the booths, just standing around.  Unlike their fellows outside, they weren't dressed for normie eyes; they wore their pointed shoes and long stocking caps, wool jackets and tight leggings, in greens and reds predominantly.  It jarred with the standard Dunkin Donuts branch decor.

      As did the smell they brought with them.  Rather than pleasant baking donut smell, the place reeked of peppermint.  The sheer weight of it almost made me choke as I stepped in.

      What happened to the normie staff and customers, I didn't know and feared to speculate about right that minute.  Every elfin eye in the place turned on me as I entered, and I could feel the hostility, the imminent violence, in their gaze.

      I swallowed, pushing down the fight or flight response as I scanned the place.

      There.  Back corner, just as the pointy outside had said.  The elf sitting there, back to the wall, was a tad taller than the others, and dressed in a three-piece navy blue suit with a white shirt and burgundy tie.  His hair was black, and slicked back into a ponytail, and he wore wire-rimmed glasses.  Sharp green eyes tracked me as I approached and slid into the booth across from him.

      He could have passed for a successful, if short, businessman, except for his ears, which pointed up almost as high as the top of his head.

      "Been a while, Cofield," he said, and I recognized his voice from the phone.

      I kept my poker face as best I could, but his greeting threw me.  Had we met before?

      Must not have kept it as well as I thought, because he let out a little snort.  "You don't remember me."

      I shrugged.  "What can I say, you all look the same."

      The little guy's cheeks flushed, and I could tell I'd gotten under his skin.  "You really should show more respect."

      "You people wanted respect, you shouldn't have stabbed the Big Guy in the back."

      "Easy for you to say.  You didn't have to work for him."

      "Yeah whatever.  Cry me a river."  I leaned forward and narrowed my eyes at him.  "Where's Nora and what did you do to her?"

      He traced out a little circle on the tabletop with his index finger.  "Nothing.  Yet.  Hoping you'll let me keep it that way, but that's up to you."

      I didn't respond.  After a few seconds of silence he made a little half-smile and sniffed.  "You've got something of mine.  I've got something of yours.  Simple trade."

      I leaned back against the back of the booth seat and frowned.  "What might that something be?"  I didn't like where this was going, not one bit.

      "Nothing major," he said with a little shrug.  "Little carved wooden box, stained black.  Two candy canes painted on the lid."

      I recognized it, a piece of evidence we'd collected in the Candy Cane Caper.  But it didn't make any sense that he'd go to these lengths to get it.  It was a simple box, like he said, and empty.  So why - ?

      He answered the question for me before I could ask it.  "Mom gave it to me," he said, a wisp of a smile crossing his lips.  "It's sentimental."

      Right.  Didn't matter, though.

      "You know I can't do that.  It's evidence in a case."  I narrowed my eyes again.  "And how did something of yours get found at the crime scene?"

      "I didn't have anything to do with that candy cane stuff, if that's what you're asking."  He sniffed.  "Amateurs."

      "Amateurs who had your really sentimental gift from mommy in their safe."

      "Because they stole it from me.  It's a long story.  But now that you've done us all the favor of getting rid of them, I'd like it back."

      He looked legitimately pleased that the perps from the Caper had gone the way of Capone.  Which meant…

      Which meant I would need to re-evaluate that whole case, see if I could find a link to him somewhere.  Some way the fallout could benefit him.  There must be an angle to it somewhere.

      And that angle was connected to the box.  Somehow.

      I nodded slowly.  "We were just going to auction it off after the case gets closed anyway.  Wasn't anything materially useful in it."

      He really did smile when I said that.  "So you'll do it?"

      "When?"

      He glanced aside toward a clock on the wall.  "Back here at 6 o'clock."

      "Make it 4.  I've got a plane to catch."

      I stood up and walked out.
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      Just because I can't use electronics to create correspondence to the Big Guy doesn't mean I can't use it at all.  I drive a Yukon that's tricked out with all the options, and some that are not factory standard.

      When I got in and started her up, I immediately put a call in to Colleen, at the Agency's evidence lab, around the beltway on the other side of the metro area.

      She picked
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