
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Christmas at the

North Pole Compound,

A Holiday Crime Story

 


Christine Verstraete

 


[image: tmp_98ae035684857d89e3d5d0197d0cbe38_OQiEc4_html_m5e57a364.jpg]


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Christmas at the

North Pole Compound,

A Holiday Crime Story

 


Christine Verstraete

 


© 2010 CAP/C. Verstraete, cover, art and text

 


Smashwords Edition

 


All Rights Reserved. No part of this work may be used
or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission,
except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical
articles and reviews.

 


For information, contact the author at http://www.cverstraete.com.


 


Nightmares kept me tossing and turning most of the
night—dancing corned beef, talking snowmen, non-flying reindeer. I
shivered. It was awful; horrid stuff.

I didn't have time to bemoan my latest bout of
insomnia as the emergency bell clanged. Uh-oh. That meant big
trouble. I couldn't remember the last time that bell rang.

Before I continue, let me introduce myself. I'm
Finius Flaherty, Chief Elf Investigator. No, I don't bake cookies.
I leave that to the West coast cousins.

My branch of the family was hand-picked by the big
guy for his security team at the North Pole. Big responsibility,
though I'd prefer to sit on a beach in Florida.

Not that I don't enjoy my job. I do; but
unfortunately, our services have been needed more in recent years.
Christmas spirit doesn't prevent crime, you know. We've been
feeling that lack of spirit lately ourselves, too. Just ask
Rudolph. This is a real hazard as even the smallest drop in
Christmas cheer influences his ability to pull the sleigh. Can't
have it dragging now, can we?

Since I couldn't sleep, I got up, made a fresh cup of
sassafras tea, and took it to my office. With the wind kicking up
and the size of the snowflakes, I'd decided to stay overnight in my
workspace instead of trying to get home. Good decision. Looking out
the window, I saw it was still pretty blustery. At my age, it's
easier on nights like this to curl up on the pull-out sofa or
snooze in my chair by the fireplace rather than try to brave a
blizzard.

Sorry, I got sidetracked.

Anyway, I'd finally dozed off when that darn bell
jolted me awake. My faithful secretary, Eveline, rushed in from her
flat next door. Her shrieks were enough to shock me out of sleep on
their own.

"Finius, you awake? Hurry! It isn't a false alarm.
Something terrible's happened!"

"Okay, okay. I'm up. What happened?"

"Crime wave," she uttered, accompanied by several
tsk-tsks and a lot of hand-wringing. "I can't believe it!
Someone stole the Christmas gifts right off the loading deck!"

My eyebrows rose as I glanced at the calendar.
"December 22nd," I murmured. "Not much time. Give me the
details."

"Mrs. Claus called and said that as usual, all the
gifts were piled up, ready to be loaded in the back of the sleigh.
She went to give the reindeer another batch of carrots, they need
the extra fuel for the flight, she says. When she came back, the
guard told her what happened: the gate was wide open, the workers
were passed out, and the sled was empty. All the gifts were gone."
She dabbed the corner of her eyes. "Isn't that just awful?"

A grumble escaped at that news. "Arrgh, who
would steal from kids? How low is that?"

I rummaged under the mass of papers on my desk and
pulled out a map of Santa's compound. The massive stone and wood
complex was comprised of several sections, each with its own
purpose: production, quality assurance, packaging, and the final
stop, the loading dock.

Security is naturally tight. The compound's location
behind a constant cloud patch and our use of electronic blocking
equipment makes it near impossible for anyone to find us or pick up
our location with radar.

I knew that meant one thing, something that saddened
me: the crime had been committed by one of our own.

Slipping on my warmest coat and gloves, I went to
find the Chief of Security to get his take on things. Morgan's
booming voice greeted me as I walked into the loading dock's
cramped office.

"Finius, glad to see you. I sure could use your
expertise."

"Howdy, Morgan, tell me what you saw. Who was on
duty?"

The other elf looked grim. "Had my best men working,
Sean O'Toole and Amos O'Riley. A hundred years experience between
them. Nothing they haven't seen. Well, except this, of course."

"What'd they tell you?"

Morgan sighed and continued, tugging on his long
whiskers as he talked. "That's the darndest thing. They took their
break around 12:15. They were having coffee and Mrs. C's fresh
peppermint Kringle. They said the next thing they know, they woke
up on the ground next to an empty sleigh."

"Hmm, sounds like someone slipped something in their
coffee. Who found them?"

"The guard discovered them on his rounds," Morgan
said. "I already checked with Mrs. C. She was very upset and
insisted that no one is allowed in her kitchen."

"I believe that," Finius said. "The elves steal
cookies, so she likes to keep the kitchen door locked. Someone
must've tampered with their coffee after it was served. They didn't
taste anything different?"

The other elf shrugged. "They said it tasted fine.
You know Mrs. C has the peppermint stick coffee brewing
twenty-four/seven all December. Everything tastes like peppermint,
so who'd notice anything else?"

"Ahh, yes," Finius said. "Can't stand the stuff
myself. I'll stick to sassafras tea. Nothing else is missing? The
sleigh's all right?"

Morgan could only shrug. "Good as gold. Every piece
of equipment's been checked twice. All the reindeer are accounted
for, too. Only the gifts are gone; disappeared into thin air."

"It seems that way, doesn't it?" I stroked my chin,
scratched my own scraggly beard, and thought it over. "Clever, very
clever. I need to talk to your crew, if you don't mind. Maybe
there's something someone overlooked."

"Help yourself," Morgan said. "They'll be more than
glad to talk to you. They're pretty broken up about it. You can use
my office. I'll be working at the other end of the plant if you
need me."

"Thanks, Morgan."

I sat behind the giant walnut desk and squirmed
around, trying to relax in the hard leather seat. My irritation
grew. I missed the big cushy chair in my office. I needed to finish
this and go back to my own place where everything fit me to a
T.

The two elves strolled in, their faces glum. Their
files contained nothing but exemplary reports. Still, I thought
questioning them might turn up something new.

"Thanks for talking with me, guys. This won't take
long."

Amos gave me a sad, puppy dog look. I eyed his
stretched-out leggings and worn cap, the clothing about as worn-out
as him. I was tempted to ask if he'd bought a new work suit since
last Christmas, but decided to keep my mouth shut. Mr. C. would
mention it and be more diplomatic about it than I'd be.

He cleared his throat. "Eh, Finius, least we can do
is try to help you out. Nothin' like this has ever happened in all
my days of loading the sleigh. Never. We have to find these
hooligans. Can't let Mr. C or the kids down."

"You're right about that. Now, tell me what was going
on before you blacked out. What were you doing? Who was
around?"

The room quieted as the two elves gathered their
thoughts. Sean shuffled his big brown boots and squinted at me. He
shoved his shoulder-length hair back under his cap. So Victorian, I
muttered. Most of the elves preferred shorter hair these days.

He quit fidgeting, stepped forward, and cleared his
throat. "We started loading the sleigh like we always do," Sean
recalled, his voice soft. "Big packages, the toys and dolls first,
the sacks full of small gifts second. The miscellaneous non-tagged
gifts last. The more expensive things and the special
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