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Chapter One
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The ad appeared at 12:01 a.m. on December 1st and vanished again at 12:03.

Holly Harper only saw it because she’d been doom-scrolling campus job boards with one eye open, praying something, anything, would pay more than minimum wage plus tips. The post had no company name, just a single line in festive red script:

Holiday Temp Work – Remote Arctic Location Full room, board, and $30,000 for 24 days. Must be available immediately. Discretion required.

Below it, a single emerald-green button: APPLY.

She clicked before her brain caught up. A form popped up asking for height, weight, three measurements, a full-body photo in underwear, and blood type. Holly hesitated exactly four seconds (rent was due, her car was dead, and her student loans laughed at her from the kitchen table), then filled everything out, attached the least unflattering mirror selfie she had, and hit send.

The reply came in seven minutes:

Congratulations, Miss Harper. Flight leaves JFK tomorrow 22:40. Gate information attached. Pack nothing but a passport and a phone charger. All clothing will be provided.

She stared at the screen until it blurred. Thirty thousand dollars. One month. She could finish her degree debt-free. She typed back a single word.

Accepted.

Forty hours later she was blindfolded in the back of a windowless van, snow hissing against the tires, the heater blasting pine-scented air. Someone (a woman with a smoker’s rasp) had met her at a private hangar, taken her coat, and handed her a thick envelope of cash “for incidentals you won’t need.” Then the blindfold, the van, the hush of tires on ice.

When the blindfold came off, Holly stood in a cavernous wooden hall that smelled of gingerbread and engine grease. Vaulted beams disappeared into shadows; strings of fairy lights traced rafters like constellations. A massive Christmas tree (real, she could smell the sap) towered in the center, hung with ornaments the size of her head. Somewhere, sleigh bells rang in steady rhythm.

“Miss Harper. Right on time.”

The voice was bright, almost musical. A man no taller than her shoulder strode forward. Pointed ears poked through silver curls; his cheeks were round and red, but his eyes were sharp as chipped ice. He wore a tailored green velvet coat with actual golden jingle bells sewn along the hem.

“I’m Head Elf Jingle, human-resources division. You may call me Jingle.” He offered a gloved hand. His grip was surprisingly strong. “Welcome to the North Pole.”

Holly laughed: a short, nervous bark that echoed off the rafters. “Okay, seriously, who hired the theater majors?”

Jingle’s smile did not waver. “Follow me, please. Orientation begins immediately.”

He led her through corridors that shouldn’t have fit inside any building on Earth. One moment they walked past candy-cane columns and murals of flying reindeer; the next, steel doors hissed open onto gleaming assembly lines where teddy bears marched themselves into boxes. Elves (hundreds of them) worked in perfect silence, faces lit by the glow of holographic schematics. None looked older than thirty, none shorter than five feet, and every single one wore the same outfit she would soon would: a short emerald-green dress that ended high on the thigh, red-and-white striped stockings, and a collar of tiny golden bells.

Holly’s stomach flipped. Cosplay gig. Had to be. Rich weirdo with a Christmas fetish. Thirty grand was thirty grand.

Jingle stopped at a circular office paneled in dark wood. A fire crackled in a hearth carved to look like Santa’s open mouth. On the desk sat a single object: a thick contract bound in red leather, pages edged in gold.
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