
  
    [image: THE CHRISTMAS CONCLAVE]
  

  
    
      THE CHRISTMAS CONCLAVE

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        BY HODGO HODGESON

      

    

    
      ZERO CHARISMA BOOKS

    

  

  
    
      Copyright © 2022 Hodgo Hodgeson

      ZERO CHARISMA BOOKS

      Cover design © Dominik Nawrocki 2022

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      The moral right of the author and illustrator has been asserted.

      This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organisations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real.

      ISBN 978-0-6456131-1-7

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the ZERO club!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sign up for the no-spam newsletter and get an exclusive E-BOOK COMPANION to THE CHRISTMAS CONCLAVE , and lots more upcoming exclusive content, all for free!

        Members are always first to hear about HODGO’S new books and publications.

      

        

      
        Details can be found at the end of  THE CHRISTMAS CONCLAVE

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The Arctic Ocean

      May 12th, 1926

      Sixteen-year-old Spencer Sullivan looked out at the icy vista in silent wonder. Just a fraction of an inch of glass separated him from the paralyzingly cold air outside.

      The airship Norge, of which Spencer was the least important crew member, was sailing over some of the most inhospitable terrain on Earth. Its flight across the endless ice fields of the Arctic had been smooth for the first thousand miles. Her hydrogen filled bulk soaring through the air carrying her precious cargo of explorers as they sought to become the first men to pass over the North Pole.

      There had been several serious attempts at reaching the Pole in recent decades. Commander Peary had claimed the prize back in 1909 only a year after his fierce rival Frederick Cook had claimed the same. Both of their claims were discredited when the data they collected to calculate their location was found to be incomplete. War intervened, and it wasn’t until the 1920s that further attempts were made. Richard Byrd had made a recent attempt by air and now this expedition–launched by South Pole explorer Roald Amundsen and American Lincoln Ellsworth, was seeking the same.

      The plan was simple–fly an airship across the pole from Oslo, Norway to Nome, Alaska and ensure detailed charts would be kept to make sure no one could dispute that they had indeed passed over the pole.

      Spencer’s job, for which he had been selected by his Uncle Lincoln (not a real uncle but a close friend of the family), was as map boy. His responsibility was to keep the vast array of maps being used to plot the journey in a systematic order. The maps were in an open position on the long table in the centre of the bridge being pored over by the senior members of the expedition.

      Spencer had very little to do.

      Except gaze out at the endless white and write his observations in a notebook his teacher had astutely asked him to take along since he was “missing so much school for this opportunity.”

      The Norge was a vast craft, dwarfing any contemporary airship with a width of twenty-three metres and a length of over one hundred. Its crew of sixteen men and one boy (and one dog) were expecting a dull journey (for a history making expedition) with nothing but the vast whiteness of sea ice for hundreds of miles. 

      Spencer had been dozing, not really asleep but not fully awake, next to the window when he heard one of the crew exclaim that they were nearing the pole. The wind, which had been breezy but containable, now picked up speed and Spencer could hear the ship’s engines straining against the onslaught. The Norge slowed from a cruising speed above sixty miles an hour to a scant thirty as the headwinds pushed hard against the ship.  

      This was a discouraging change for a crew who were already dealing with fatigue and sleeplessness. It was after midnight now, but still bright daylight, as was normal in the summer in this part of the world. This meant the crew were losing track of what time of day it was.

      Which made them feel uneasy.

      The plan was to drop flags on the ice when they reached the geographic North Pole. Since the ice shelf was constantly moving, the explorers knew the flags would not stay where they were for long. 

      It would be enough to have done so. To have proven without a doubt that man had flown across the top of the world. 

      However best laid a plan may be, a person can never account for all variables. 

      Such as the sudden appearance of a mountain where one should not, by any stretch of modern geographical understanding, be.

      The stronger winds funnelled around the summit were the first clue.

      The second was a jolt as the airship sailed into unstable air currents.

      The third and decisive clue was the mountain itself, covered in snow with black rock showing through on only the sheerest sides. 

      Helmsman Oscar Wisting cried out in both surprise and wonder.

      “Hold on gentlemen, I need to make a sharp turn!” 

      He threw the wheel to port and the giant vessel turned hard to avoid the looming mountain bearing down on it. Unlike a similar incident at sea fourteen years earlier, this ship cleared the obstacle in time.

      All the crew and passengers rushed to the windows with mouths agape at the spectacle unfolding below them.

      Spencer, snapped out of his daydream by the sharp turn, strained for a view of the unexpected obstacle.

      The mountain protruded majestically out of the ice, its steep sides ending at an enormous crater, which suggested a chaotic and destructive past. 

      The mountain which should not exist wasn’t the only thing that had grabbed their attention.

      Because there was also the completely impossible, yet entirely real, town at the base of the mountain.

      Snow covered houses. Streets. Even some larger buildings in the centre of town, including a church.

      From up here, they looked like toys. 

      But they were real. And by the looks of it, hundreds, if not thousands, of people might live there. 

      But how?

      There was nothing around here for a thousand miles but ice shelves, the Arctic Sea and the occasional polar bear.

      How could anyone survive here?

       

      The ship’s photographer was sent for. He rushed to grab his bulky equipment from the storage space.

      The windows were crowded now, with crew members marvelling at the site beneath them. Team leader, Roald Amundsen, the veteran polar explorer, was standing at the wheel, facing back towards the rest of the group.

      He wasn’t smiling.

      Nor was he looking out the window.

      Instead, he stepped towards the photographer, who was setting up his equipment and held up his hands.

      “No.” he said in his strong Norwegian accent, “there will be no photographs.”

      “But Sir there’s…”

      He shook his head, “no photographs. Not now. Not ever.”

      The energy in the room shifted, from a fascination with what was out of the window to curiosity about what was happening in their midst.

      And what truths had been kept from them.

      “What is that place?” said Ellsworth, looking at his co-expedition leader with fresh eyes.  

      Amundsen looked to his expedition partner. Their eyes met.

      “What place?” he said, “the hallucination you mean? The mirage of the ice, trick of the sun.”

      A few of the crew protested. But Amundsen had not finished speaking.

      “I have arranged the funding for this expedition. I am paying all your wages and you will do me the courtesy of listening carefully.” 

      He sat down in a chair.

      “You have seen nothing below us but ice–understand?”

      He paused.

      “Regardless of what you think you saw–and men are always entitled to their personal opinion–you saw nothing but ice. We passed over the pole rather uneventfully…” he pulled out his pocket watch and checked it, “five minutes ago. When we did so, we dropped the flags of our respective nations to mark the spot. It even caused a heated discussion up here…” he turned to Umberto Nobile, the ship’s designer and pilot, “… because the Italian flag you bought along is larger than the Norwegian and American flags we are carrying.”

      The men looked at each other.

      “Nothing of what you think you saw will be written about. You will not speak about it. It will not make its way into any newspaper articles, magazine articles or even private diary entries.”

      He looked around. 

      “And you will NOT tell your families.”

      Spencer felt a definite chill in the room.

      “Do you understand?”

      There was a reluctant murmur of agreement. 

      As the men returned to their posts, their shoulders slumped, Spencer noticed Ellison step over and stand next to Amundsen to have a quiet conversation.

      “You’ve been keeping secrets, old friend.”

      Amundsen sighed.

      “Not by choice,” he replied. “I was given secret orders before we boarded. I couldn’t make head or tail of them until ten minutes ago. But now I understand.”

      He pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket and showed it to Ellison, whose face showed no emotion as he read.

      Ellison finished and turned to Amundsen.

      “By whose authority?”

      Amundsen betrayed no emotion.

      “The highest authority,” he said.

      Ellison looked at his partner for a moment, then nodded.

      “I’ll make sure your orders are followed.”

      “Thank you,” said Amundsen, “and happy birthday.”

      Then Ellison turned and walked away.

      Spencer, sitting at the window this whole time, had been sketching. Through his skilled hands, a black mountain emerged from the page with the roughest impressions of the town below. Then, aware of the change of tone in the room, Spencer snapped his book shut and tucked it away inside his jacket.

      The rest of the voyage continued without fuss but with less joy.

      Never-the-less, the voyage was a resounding success. They had proof now that they had found the North Pole and Amundson, Nobile and Ellsworth all received the proper adulation from their respective peoples for the achievement. 

      Their smiling faces in the newspaper betraying nothing of what they had found.

      Spencer, meanwhile, never completed his account of the journey and never handed his notebook to his teacher. Instead, he tucked it away at the back of the bookshelf in his room, the pencilled label ‘Norge expedition–May 1926’ the only clue to the contents.

      Spencer would grow up and become a teacher, retiring in the early 1960s after a long career and enjoying his last years with his children and grandchildren until he died in 1984.

      Like the rest of the crew, he never spoke of what happened that day in 1926.
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      Santa Klaus, The North Pole

       

      Not so many years ago.

       

      October

       

      The mood in the great man’s bedroom was sombre but respectful. The curtains were shut against the soft summer light, not that it would matter much–his eyes were closed now and would not re-open.

      For most of those in attendance, this was their first death vigil. His life had been so long and well lived that an entire generation of his faithful subjects had known no one else sitting in the chair.

      That was soon to change.

      His long life was drawing to a close and there were certain rituals and traditions which must be adhered to.

      Now it was a time of reflection, and of love, for they loved him. Not just in the abstract sense, like so many of his predecessors, but all who knew him. Especially in his twilight years, as disease and old age were ravaging his once powerful body, yet he still insisted on carrying out all the tasks his role required.

      It was early evening when he breathed his last. The soft snow fell outside and with no official announcement, the word spread among the population of that remotest of towns. The old man was gone.

      For the first time in over fifty years, a successor would be chosen.

      And so, in the time-honoured way, word went out.

      There would be a conclave. A funeral would be held, and they would make a new selection.

      The logistics of this operation were huge. For the first time, candidates would come from every continent in the world, excluding Antarctica. Travel would need to be arranged and the whole thing would have to operate with the discretion required of such an event, but also at speed.

      The world may run on bandwidth, Wi-Fi, and social media clicks, but some traditions remain ironclad. They printed the invitations on prepared parchment and sent them via a discreet courier service.

      Now all they could do was wait for the candidates to arrive. One of whom would pick up the mantle and lead them onward.

      Meanwhile, the snow fell.
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      New South Wales, Australia.

      November

       

      Ben was in his room playing Fortnite when the invitation arrived. Of course, it didn’t matter to him. It was addressed to his Pop who had stayed with them last summer while his house was being rebuilt and had never bothered changing his mailing address back. 

      The game was so engrossing that Ben didn’t hear the doorbell ring, he never saw the courier standing on the porch holding the envelope and he never saw his Mum wondering what would come for her father-in-law in such a fancy piece of packaging.

      The envelope was gold embossed; the address was written (with proper ink) in a fancy old-fashioned script and it was sealed with wax. Actual wax.

      All of which Ben knew nothing about because he was still upstairs in his room playing Fortnite against his mate, Alex. With headphones on and involved in the game, there was a lot that could have happened around him and Ben wouldn’t have noticed. At twelve years old, he wasn’t as obsessive as some of his mates, but he when he could play, he ended up fully immersed.

      And today being Friday, he was allowed to play after school. Every other weekday afternoon, the answer was no. He had chores to do and homework. On Friday, things were a bit more relaxed, so he got a couple of hours of gaming before being called for dinner.

      Which is what he thought his mum must be saying when she opened the door and stood there speaking.

      “Hang on,” he said to Alex over the mic, “Mum needs something.”

      Then he took off the headset.

      “Sorry Mum, I couldn’t hear?”

      “I was saying,” said Mum, “some mail came for your pop. Any chance you could jump on your bike and take it over to him?”

      Ben glanced out the window. It was still light enough.

      “Sure,” he said, getting to his feet, “can I play a little after dinner?”

      His Mum thought for a moment.

      “After dinner AND your shower and only for an hour.”

      “Thanks Mum.”

      He didn’t mind that arrangement. It was a good deal.

      Mum handed Ben the envelope. He turned it over in his hands for a moment and wondered whether Pop had friends in the Royal family. Was there perhaps a Royal Wedding coming up that they had invited him to?

      “Mum?”

      “Yeah honey?”

      “Is Pop friends with the Queen or something?”

      His Mum smiled, “looks that way, doesn’t it? I guess you’ll have to ask him.”

      Ben headed downstairs and out into the yard to get his bike out of the shed, stopping to put on some thongs on the way.

      It was too chilly for thongs. Despite being November, it hadn’t really warmed up into summer weather yet. The evenings were cool. But Ben was also lazy, and he didn’t want to be bothered putting on shoes and socks.

      He wheeled the bike past the kitchen window.

      “See you in a bit!” he called through the window. Mum was busy preparing dinner.

      “Don’t dawdle,” she said. “You need to get back while it’s still light.”

      “Yup!” Ben responded. He tucked the envelope into the back waistband of his footy shorts and hopped on his bike.

      “Helmet!!” his mum called through the window.

      Ben took it off his handlebars and put it on his head… until he was out of sight of the house. Then he put it back on the handlebars.

      The bike helmet made him sweat too much.

       

      Pop’s house was only a couple of kilometres away. He lived there on his own now, and Ben enjoyed spending time there. Pop was old school. He had worked for the fire department for years until he retired and now he volunteered his time at the Salvo’s store in town, fixing things up people donated. He also worked part time at a fruit and veg shop and every December he was Santa at the local shopping centre. His wife, Ben’s grandma, had died a decade earlier in a nasty car accident which also claimed Ben’s father. It wasn’t a subject that was discussed very often, and Ben was too young to remember either of them, so he didn’t bring it up.

      But it meant he was quite close to Pop. Every year he and Pop would go on a big fishing trip, just the two of them, either camping by a river or camping by the ocean and renting a boat to do some deep-sea fishing.

      Pop came to all his footy games and, as Ben had become more aware as he grew older, he had tried to do a lot of the things that Ben’s dad should have been alive to do.

      Five minutes after leaving, Ben pulled into Pop’s driveway. He was in the shed working on his car.

      “Hey Ben, what’s up? I didn’t think I’d see you until tomorrow.”

      “Got some mail for you, Pop.”

      Pop grinned and wiped his hands on a rag sitting on the workbench.

      “Tell your mum sorry, I’ve been meaning to update that.”

      Ben knew he wouldn’t. Pop had told him once that mail was nothing but junk and bills, and he was glad to be rid of it.

      Ben pulled the now crumpled envelope from his waistband and held it out for Pop. Pop’s face turned serious.

      “Come inside Ben, I’ll need to clean up.”

      He followed Pop into the house, which, considering Pop was ‘batching it’, was tidy, all things considered. (Ben didn’t know a lady from Salvo’s came around and cleaned once a week for him. She also cooked some re-heatable meals and left them in the freezer. Ben’s mum thought she must have been sweet on him. Ben knew none of this).

      “Give me a minute.”

      Pop disappeared into the bathroom for a minute and cleaned most of the grease off his hands. He emerged, wiping his hands on a towel, and picked up the envelope from where he had left it laying on the counter.

      “Well, let’s look at this then.”

      “Whose it from?” said Ben, curious now at Pop’s abrupt change in mood.

      “Very old friends,” Pop replied. He got a knife from the kitchen drawer and used it to unseal the envelope without damaging too much of the wax. There was a single piece of parchment inside. It looked fancy.

      Pop read for a moment.

      “I suppose it had to happen, eventually.”

      Then he re-sealed the envelope.

      And he looked at Ben.

      “Ben, do you have school holidays coming up?”

      Ben nodded. “Yeah, in a few weeks.”

      “Would you be interested in starting a little early, with your mum’s permission, and taking a trip with me?”

      Ben liked the idea very much.

      “A fishing trip?”

      “Not… exactly.”
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      Ben’s mum took a little persuading.

      The first issue, of course, was school. It may have been only a few weeks out from the holidays, but that was still weeks of education that Ben would miss out on. Ben tried to explain to his mum that the last week or so of school is a bit of a write-off anyway because no one is doing much other than fun activities, watching movies, and getting ready for the end of term.

      That didn’t go over so well as Ben’s mum glared at him and said, “I hope you’re actually still learning and not wasting time like that.”

      She spoke in such a quiet, menacing voice that Ben couldn’t help but answer in the affirmative, even if it was a lie.

      But Pop turned out to be persuasive too, explaining that Ben was more likely to learn while travelling than he was “wasting” time in a classroom and it would more like a two and a half weeks because they wouldn’t leave until Wednesday at the earliest–oh and does the boy have a passport?

      That last part took both Ben and his mum by surprise. They hadn’t realised the trip would be overseas.

      Fortunately, Ben had a passport from their trip to Fiji a couple of years ago.

      Then Pop asked Ben to step outside for a moment while he “talked it through” with Mum.

      After which, to his surprise, Mum said yes.

      More surprising because Pop didn’t tell her precisely where they were going. Only that it would be a return to the ‘old country’ to ‘catch up with some family’ and ‘complete some important business.’

      She trusted her father-in-law.

      And so, on Wednesday morning, rather than getting ready for school, Ben was standing downstairs in the living room, his packed bag on the floor next to him, giddy with excitement while Mum fussed about.

      “Now Pop has assured me he’ll be taking care of everything you need,” she said, “but if there’s any situation where you need funds urgently, I have put some money on a traveller bank card for you. It’s converted into euros now, but if you go somewhere with a different currency, then just send me a message and I can organise to have it changed.”

      She handed him the card, along with his passport and some other paperwork.

      “Thanks Mum,” said Ben.

      She stood in front of him for a moment, holding his shoulders and looking at him.

      “When did you ever get so big?”

      He didn’t respond.

      She kissed him on the cheek.

      “I love you very much. Please call me every day. I don’t care what time.”

      Ben nodded, “I will Mum. Love you too.”

      He hugged her and then picked up his bag and carried it out to the car where Pop was waiting.

      “I’ll bring him back safely,” said Pop.

      Mum nodded, her eyes already welling up with tears.

       

      A short while later, they were on the road. Pop had elected to drive to the airport and then leave his car in long-term storage while they were away.

      “Pop?” Ben asked. “we’re on the road now. Can you tell me where we are going?”

      “To the airport,” Pop replied.

      Ben smiled, “smart -fulla. That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know,” replied Pop, “but it’s complicated… I could give you the name of our destination, but it wouldn’t mean anything to you. It’s not on any maps.”

      Ben stared at Pop for a moment.

      “So how small is it?”

      “It’s not that it’s small,” said Pop, “its… private. But I want you to come with me because it’s time you learned about your family heritage.”

      Ben nodded and stared out the car window for a moment.

      Then he turned back to Pop.

      “Did my dad…” Ben hesitated, “did Dad ever…”

      Pop cut him off gently, “no. Your Dad never made this trip. We would have. I just thought we would have more time.”

      Ben nodded, and they were silent for a while.

       

      At the airport, Pop organised the boarding passes and Ben helped him check in their luggage. The flight was going to be a long one, split into two parts. The first one would take them from Sydney to Singapore and the second part from Singapore to Frankfurt in Germany. From there, Pop said, there were a couple more connecting flights they would use. They would travel for close to thirty-six hours.

      It was epic.

      It was also the first time Ben had ever been on a plane this large. The line of people waiting to board seemed to stretch out forever. By the time they boarded and found their seats, Ben couldn’t believe that this many people could fit into an aircraft.

      Their seats were a window seat and a middle seat. Pop graciously gave Ben the window. He said he was planning to sleep and read for a lot during the flight.

      Ben was soon exploring the inflight entertainment system with its staggering collection of movies, TV series, music, games etc… to keep him occupied during the flight.

      A lot of the movies were titles that his mum hadn’t let him watch yet. But there was no such restriction on the aircraft, and Pop (perhaps not realising that movies came with an age rating) simply told him to watch whatever he wanted.

      Which Ben was keen to do.

      The take-off was awesome. Somehow the massive skyscraper sized aircraft went from lumbering slowly along the taxiways, to hurtling down the runway and then, improbably, it was air-born.

      The view entranced Ben as the ground dropped away and the whole of Sydney Harbour spread out before him. Too soon, they passed through the cloud layer, and it restricted the view to the puffy white cloud tops which continued to drop away below the aircraft as the plane accelerated upwards.

      He wondered what it would be like to be riding outside, feeling the wind in his hair.

      Inevitably, the hours spent on a long-haul flight pass with a monotonous repetitiveness. Watch a movie, enjoy a meal, consume copious amounts of drinks and repeat. The only variation was when Ben’s bladder told him that perhaps four complimentary cokes were too much, and he had to squeeze past Pop and the man sitting in the aisle seat to get to the toilet.

      Ben concentrated on his aim because there was a line-up waiting outside and he would be embarrassed if he left any spillage. He was also a little fascinated and equally daunted by the vacuum style flush. His mind conjuring up scary scenarios about still being seated when the vacuum switched on!

      Not a nice thought.

      It was nine hours later when they landed in Singapore. Or three and a half movies. As they deplaned, Ben noticed he was getting a headache. Pop suggested that wasn’t a surprise since he had drunken nothing but coke since they boarded the plane, and it was now past midnight Australian time.

      The layover in Singapore lasted for two hours and by the time it ended, Ben was keen to get back on the plane. Most of the shops in the transit area were either shut or fancy high-priced boutiques that Ben had zero interest in.

      It surprised Ben to find out the second leg on their flight was on a different aircraft.

      Ben and Pop were again fortunate to get near a window.

      This time, as soon as the plane took off, Ben pushed his seat back, spread out the complimentary blanket, and shut his eyes.

      It had been a long and exciting day.
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      Frankfurt Airport wasn’t much different from Singapore or Sydney. Only more German. The next flight was on Scandinavian Airlines to a small town called Hammerfest in the very Northern reaches of Norway. Rather than one long fight, this one would be a series of shorter hops. Each flight would be on a smaller plane. The last flight would be on a small commuter plane called a Dash 8. And when they got off, they would be in a different world of endless twilight and bone chilling cold.

      Ben was feeling the effects of travelling. He was tired and irritable and wanted nothing more than to get into a nice comfortable bed and sleep properly for a few hours (sleeping on a plane was a delightful novelty but it got old quickly)

      When their last flight touched down at Hammerfest Airport, Ben noticed that the sky was darkening. He assumed it must be night time and they would find a place to sleep as soon as they landed.

      He was wrong.

      “Where are we sleeping?” he said to Pop as they collected their luggage. Already Ben was regretting the short socks he had assured Mum would be “fine” back home in Australia when she tried to insist on him taking something warmer.

      “We’re not–not yet, anyway. We’ve got a way to go and besides, it’s morning.”

      “Morning?” said Ben. It certainly didn’t seem like it.

      “This part of the world,” said Pop, “the sun rises later and sets sooner. You’ll get used to it.”

      “Umm… ok” said Ben grumpily, annoyed that his plans to get some shuteye appeared to be off. “This is where your family comes from?”

      “Not… exactly,” said Pop. “Come on, we’ve got a taxi waiting. I rang ahead.”

      Ben could feel a headache coming on. His body seemed heavy and lethargic, and he felt quite grubby after traveling for the best part of two days. One thing he really wanted to do was change clothes. It wasn’t a nice thought that he had been wearing the same undies for almost forty-eight hours.

      But that would have to wait because Pop was already standing by the open boot of the only taxi outside this lonely airport.

      Ben asked how long the taxi ride would be.

      “Only a short one this time,” said Pop. “I promise.”

      Five minutes later, the taxi pulled up down by the harbour. Everything was gloomy in this perpetual twilight and Ben couldn’t see much that streetlights did not illuminate.

      Pop said a few short words to the taxi driver after they unloaded their luggage, and then he drove off.

      “So, what now?” said Ben.

      Pop pointed, to Ben’s disbelief, at a plane parked on the water a little way down the pier. Its wheels swapped out for large skis. The plane was small, with a propeller on each wing and a passenger cabin that could hold ten people.

      As they walked down the pier, a warmly dressed pilot jumped out and tied the plane securely.

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” said Ben.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun,” replied Pop. “it’s the last leg of the journey.”

      Begrudgingly (not that he had much of a choice), Ben picked up his bag and followed Pop down the pier towards the waiting aircraft. The pilot greeted Pop warmly, and they exchanged words in a language that Ben couldn’t understand. Then Pop turned and beckoned Ben forward.

      “Ben,” he said, putting his arm around his grandson, “this is Sven. He’s going to be our pilot.”

      Ben dutifully shook hands. Sven was a cheerful-looking man, with a big beard.

      “Nice to meet you, Ben,” he said in strongly accented English. “You’ve come a long way, ya?”

      Ben nodded. “a very long way. I don’t suppose you have a bed on the plane?”

      Sven laughed. “No such luck, I’m afraid. But because the two of you are my only passengers, once we’re airborne, stretch out across the seats.”

      It wasn’t a terrible option.

      This time Ben and Pop helped Sven load their luggage into the last row of the passenger cabin. Then they climbed in. Pop took the seat next to the pilot and Ben sat in the row behind where, he noted, he should easily be able to stretch out.

      The take-off was… remarkable. The plane sped across the water like a jet ski before launching into the air with a whoosh. Once they were airborne, there really wasn’t much to see. The lights of Hammerfest rapidly dropped away as the plane flew into the endless night.

      “How long is the flight?” Ben asked Pop. Sven answered for him. It would be about three to four hours depending on the weather.

      And with no on-board entertainment system, Ben soon found the soft drone of the propellers and the vibration of the aircraft was enough to lull him into catching up on some of the sleep he had missed.

      Hours later.

      It was the change in sound made by the plane preparing to land that woke Ben up. At first, he was groggy and unsure where he was. Then his recollections came flooding back, and he sat up, looking out of the window. There was nothing but darkness below, but ahead he could see the lights of a town.

      As they got closer, he could make out a kind of landing strip lit up with yellow lights. Pop looked back and noticed that Ben was awake.

      “Strap yourself in,” he said. “We’re going to land.”

      “Where?” said Ben.

      There was no answer. Whether the question was lost in the noisy interior of the cabin or just ignored, he didn’t know.

      Slowly, the pretty lights came up to meet them and, with the mildest thump, they contacted the ground. It seemed this plane could multi-task, landing on both water and land. Or ice–as the lights revealed.

      At last, the plane pulled up in front of a large tin shed, festooned with a banner that said Welcome Santa. Ben found that rather odd, since it was still a while until Christmas.

      Pop turned back to him.

      “Gloves on, beanie on, jacket on. We’re only going to be outside for a minute, but it’s cold enough to shrink your nuts.”

      Ben grinned, then nodded and complied. He enjoyed Pop’s colourful way of describing things.

      It did look cold outside. He could feel the chill radiating off the windows of the plane. When both of them were fully decked out in warm gear, Sven opened the door.

      “Go straight inside,” he said with a smile. “I’ll bring your bags.”

      “Thanks,” said Pop, as the blast of cold air filled the plane. He was right, it was colder than Ben had ever experienced in his life. Once he had been visiting a mate whose parents owned a butcher’s shop and they had been mucking around with the walk-in freezer–daring each other to stay in there as long as they could. But that walk-in freezer felt tropical compared to this. The blast of cold air seemed to rip straight through Ben’s clothes, through his skin and into his very bones. His teeth started chattering and he could feel his fingers and toes going numb.

      Wearing joggers was NOT a good idea.

      Ben jumped from the plane onto the hard packed snow, hearing it crunch under his feet. He struggled to believe that two days ago he had been in sunny, warm Australia. Now here he was in this dark and chilly place on the other side of the world.

      Pop had covered his face with a scarf. He turned and beckoned Ben towards to a door in the tin shed. Ben followed Pop across the snow, wondering how long it would take to die out here, and felt the surge of warm air when Pop opened the door.

      Ben followed him through.

      Inside, the shed was a lot warmer, but at that moment, Ben wasn’t thinking about the temperature. Instead, he was looking around the room, astonished.

      Pop had removed the scarf from his face and taken off his beanie. He was smiling at Ben.

      “Ben,” he said, “it’s time you and I had a talk.”
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      “I haven’t been entirely honest with you.”

      “Uh huh,” said Ben, a little uneasy and confused about what he was looking at.

      “Well, you know how I volunteer as a Santa every year?”

      Ben tore his eyes away from the elaborate Christmas display which dominated the interior of the airport terminal.

      “Did you come all this way to be a volunteer Santa?”

      Pop laughed and shook his head. “No. But there’s a reason I do it.”

      “The goodness of your own heart? That’s what Mum always says.”

      “Well, yes.” Pop hesitated a moment, “but there’s another reason. And that’s why we’re here.”

      “So, this is some sort of convention?” asked Ben, bewildered, “Are we at the North Pole or something?”

      Pop laughed again and didn’t answer the question.

      “You’re right. I do volunteer as Santa because it’s something I can do to help my community. And I enjoy it. But that’s not the entire reason. Which is why I bought you along. Do you know what an ambassador is?”

      This conversation kept switching gears. It was hard to keep up.

      “Wait…” said Ben, creasing his eyes, “… hang on. You’re telling me you’re an ambassador?”

      “In a manner of speaking–yes,” replied Pop.

      “Of Australia?” said Ben, still confused.

      Pop smiled again.

      “No Ben. To Australia. From here.”

      Ben looked at Pop, expecting to see him burst into laughter any second. As though this was some big practical joke.

      But his expression remained the same.

      “What is this place?” said Ben.

      “Well, you guessed right,” said Pop, “this is the North Pole.”

      “The what?!?” said Ben, reeling with shock. He hadn’t been serious. They had been learning about the North Pole at school last year. How it was a floating block of ice. Not like this place.

      He had assumed they had flown to Northern Norway. Or Greenland or something.

      “The North Pole,” repeated his Pop, “that’s why it’s so cold.”

      “Well, hang on,” said Ben, “so… I… but… so this is the actual North Pole. Like, where a compass points?”

      “Well, not precisely. Hasn’t your science teacher ever explained how magnetic north and true north are slightly separate?”

      “Umm… no.” said Ben, still staggered. It was entirely possible that his teacher had mentioned that. Ben wasn’t always the most attentive student. “Uh… so this village, town, whatever you call it. This is the North Pole?”

      “No, not by name. This is Santa Klaus.”

      Ben stood there with his mouth hanging open for a moment. Now he was sure Pop was going to grin and say, ‘just joking’. But looking around at all the Christmas trees, tinsel, stockings, candy cane poles and hundreds of other festive decorations up around the inside of this building.

      All of which looked like it had been up for years.

      It made an odd sort of sense.

      “Wait…” he said, “this is Santa Claus’s Village? Like a tourist thing?”

      His Pop shook his head, “no, definitely not a tourist thing. Remember how I told you this place isn’t on any maps? This is where I come from. Where my ancestors were born. And yours too. And it isn’t Santa Claus’s village. It’s Santa Klaus. That’s the name. Santa Klaus. It means Saint Klaus. With a K. That’s the name of this place.”

      “Right” said Ben, eventually.

      Sven emerged through the door carrying their luggage and dumping it on the concourse in front of them. The blast of cold air, even as the door opened briefly, seemed to back up the story Pop was telling. That they were at the North Pole.

      “Look,” said Pop, “I know you have a lot of questions and I’ll be happy to answer them for you, but how about we finish this journey first? There’s a place close by where we’ll be staying.”

      Ben nodded slowly, “so like… an igloo or something?”

      “Goodness no,” laughed Pop, “a house. My old family home, with insulation and central heating. An igloo…. Funny boy.”

      At the other end of the airport terminal (which wasn’t an enormous building. About half the size of a school hall), a snow tractor had pulled into a waiting zone. It was quite clever; the road looped into the building with fast closing sliding doors at the entrance and exit. Ben and Pop could climb into the toasty warm snow tractor without having to step outside. The driver introduced himself as Walter and soon they emerged through the doors into the endless Arctic night.

      Santa Klaus was far bigger than it had appeared in the air. The airport terminal itself seemed to be slightly elevated, and Ben could see the lights of the town unfold in front of them. 

      Soon they pulled into a street with beautiful old stone buildings, lit up like (Christmas trees) and with steeply sloping roofs. Halfway up the street, they turned into a driveway and it impressed Ben to see the garage door slide up, so the snow tractor was able to fully enter the building.

      They thanked Walter for the ride and then Pop produced an old-fashioned brass key from his pocket that Ben was sure he had never seen before (the key, not the pocket).

      The house was dark when they entered and smelled closed up and musty. There was some sort of heating system running, however, as it was comfortably warm even though there was no sign of a fireplace or a gas heater.

      “Central heating,” said Pop, anticipating what Ben was wondering as he took off his coat and hung it up. “No point having fireplaces here. There are no trees.”

      This was turning out to be an unusual trip. 

      “Come on, I’ll show you your room,” said Pop, as he went around the ground floor, turning on the lights. Ben was pleased to see a cheerful looking old-fashioned farmhouse style kitchen with wooden bench tops and a fairly new looking oven. There didn’t appear to be a fridge. Through the other side of the kitchen was a dining room with a large wooden table down the middle and at least ten chairs set up waiting. The lounge room was next door with two big, long couches and an inviting-looking fur rug. There was even a TV mounted on the wall, which somehow surprised Ben.

      He wondered what channels they got here.

      Following Pop upstairs, he was first shown the bathroom with a big old copper bathtub in the centre of the room, and a hand basin on one side. The toilet was next door in a separate room.

      At the end of the passage was his bedroom. The massive wooden framed bed dominated one side of the room and a thick rug covered the floor between the bed and a large wooden wardrobe and chest of drawers. There was a lamp set up on the bedside table. An array of blankets covered the bed, along with four pillows. It looked to Ben like about the most comfortable bed he had ever seen.

      “It’s been a long day and a long trip,” said Pop. “What do you reckon we call it a night? My bedroom is next door.”

      Ben had a lot of questions, but he suddenly realised just how tired he was. And the questions would still be there in the morning. There was no rush.

      “Let the water run a spell in the bathroom when you brush your teeth,” said Pop. “It comes out icy cold at first. Gets to a better temperature after a bit.”

      “Thanks Pop,” said Ben, “is there somewhere I can charge my phone?”

      “Should be a power socket under the bed,” replied Pop. “The family had them put in forty-odd years ago.”

      “So, no one lives here now?” said Ben.

      “Not for a long time,” Pop nodded, “just us occasional visitors.”

      “It’s a beautiful house.”

      “That it is.” Said Pop, “good night, Ben.”

      “Good night, Pop.” Said Ben, “thanks for bringing me along.”

      Pop nodded and left the room, closing the door behind him.

      The first thing Ben did was to unpack his bag, leaving assorted clothes, bathroom supplies, and the rest strewn across the floor while he looked for his charger. Once he found it, he crawled under the bed and plugged it into the power socket at the back. It would annoy Ben to leave his phone plugged in down here overnight, but then there didn’t seem to be much reception. He would have to ask Pop for the Wi-Fi password in the morning.

      Ben pulled out his Star Wars pyjama pants, which looked out-of-place in this old-fashioned bedroom. Like a 21st century intrusion into a room from a different time. He quickly put them on.

      Ben pulled the blankets back on the giant bed, turned off the light, and climbed in.

      It wasn’t as comfortable as he had hoped it would be.

      It was even more comfortable.

      Sinking into the impossibly soft mattress, under the warmth of the soothingly heavy blankets, Ben felt his eyelids get heavy. There were so many more things he needed to know, but they would have to wait.

      And so, thinking of this fascinating place in which they had landed, he drifted off.
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      Ben felt very warm and cozy when he woke up.

      If he wasn’t busting to pee, he would have been quite content to stay in bed.

      It had been an extremely nice night’s sleep. It still seemed to be dark outside, which would take some getting used to, but Ben could hear Pop moving around in the kitchen. Even better, he could smell the aroma of breakfast being cooked.

      Ben pulled on a shirt and walked downstairs, still in his pyjama pants. He was right. Pop was busy cooking away in the kitchen with what looked like pancakes piling up on a plate next to the stove and bacon cooking in a pan.

      “Morning, boofhead,” he said without turning his head. “How did you sleep?”

      “Brilliantly,” said Ben truthfully as he slipped into a seat at the breakfast bar, “that bed is so comfortable. Do you reckon we can get it shipped home?”

      Pop laughed, “I’m not sure your mum would appreciate the shipping fees.”

      He turned around and handed Ben a plate stacked with pancakes topped with maple syrup and bacon.

      “Hope you’re hungry. The fridge was well stocked, and I may have gone a little overboard.”

      Ben WAS hungry, and it looked great. He had a question, though.

      “Fridge?”

      Pop pointed to a door at the side of the kitchen.

      “More of an ice pantry.”

      “Ahh, I get it,” said Ben, “so the outside temperature does the job.”

      “Precisely,” said Pop. “A fridge salesman would go broke up here.”

      He handed Ben a big steaming mug of hot chocolate.

      “Old family recipe. Hope you like it.”

      It smelled warm and delicious. Ben was slightly in food heaven.

      “Pop,” he said between mouthfuls, “the entire house is so much warmer than outside. Is it gas?”

      “Sort of,” said Pop, sitting down at the breakfast counter opposite Ben with his own plate, “it’s what we call geothermal heat. Did you learn about that at school?”

      Ben shook his head.

      “Well, in simplest terms–it’s heat from within the Earth.”

      “Like lava?” said Ben.

      “Not exactly,” said Pop with a smile, “but not completely wrong. There are places on the Earth where geothermal heat releases close to the surface. Some of them are volcanos, some of them are hot springs and mud pools and in some of them the heat is used to generate energy.”

      “Is that like that town in New Zealand?” said Ben. “Rotorua? The one with the mud pools? Remember, we went there a few years back, and it stunk like rotten eggs.”

      “That’s right,” said Pop, “same thing. Only here the heat is harnessed to warm all the houses so people can live here. And to generate electricity.”

      “But aren’t we sitting on ice?” said Ben. “My teacher told me the Arctic is all ice floating on the sea.”

      “Your teacher is a smart lady,” said Pop, “but she’s slightly misguided, through no fault of her own. It’s true that the Arctic is a vast ice sheet–except in one place.”

      “Here?” said Ben.

      Pop nodded. “We’re sitting on a tiny island in the middle of the Arctic ice field.”

      “So, my science books are wrong?”

      “Well, it’s complicated.” Pop shook his head. “This place isn’t well known. And the people who live here would prefer to keep it that way. “

      “It’s a secret?” said Ben. “Like Area fifty-one or something?”

      “More like a place that has been forgotten.”

      Ben nodded, even though it made little sense. It seemed like such a nice little town. He wasn’t sure what the big deal was with people knowing about it.

      “So, there’s a volcano under us?”

      “No.” said Pop. “we’re sitting over a vent which produces heat and energy at consistent levels. The engineers who harnessed it are long dead and were far smarter than you or I.” he smiled, “or at least smarter than me. Volcanos are different. When they erupt, that’s a sudden release of energy which has been blocked for years, sometimes centuries. Here the energy and the heat are continuously being released, so no risk of anything catastrophic.”

      Ben nodded again and looked at the diminishing pile of bacon and pancakes on his plate.

      “So,” he said, “why the secrecy? And why have we come here?”

      “Two good questions,” replied Pop, “and I’ll answer both. But first I need you to promise me something. “

      He put his fork down and looked at Ben with a serious expression on his face.

      “Promise me you’ll keep an open mind.”

      “Of course.” Ben said.

      “And promise me,” continued Pop, “that you’ll take seriously what you learn about this place. Because this isn’t just my heritage. It’s yours too. That’s why I bought you along. To teach you.”

      Ben nodded, “I promise Pop. So, what’s the big secret?”

      Just then, a knock at the door interrupted them.

      “Hold that thought,” said Pop, and he got up from the breakfast counter.

      Ben could feel the blast of cold from the door being opened. Pop returned to the lounge room with a visitor. Ben couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman because of the heavy winter coat, balaclava, goggles, and heavy snow pants with boots.

      Then they removed their balaclava and goggles, and Ben realised it was a woman.

      “Ben,” said Pop, “I’d like you to meet a very old friend of mine. This is the Judge.”

       “Nice to meet you,” said Ben, suddenly feeling very self-conscious in his pyjama bottoms (with images of Luke Skywalker and x-wings all over them).

      “Why don’t you go upstairs and get dressed,” said Pop. “There are some clothes in the old wardrobe in your room which should fit you. Dress warm.”

      Ben nodded, scooted off the stool and headed upstairs. He threw off his pyjama pants and changed into his nicest pair of trackies and pulled on a hoodie. He opened the wardrobe next and found a good selection of coats. They all seemed vastly too big, but then maybe that was the point. He selected a fur lined puffy blue winter jacket and a pair of large, what he assumed, were snow pants. Then he checked the drawers of the dressing table and found a few pairs of thick warm socks. He was just trying to decide which ones to wear when Pop called out from downstairs.

      “Ben… when you’re dressed, come downstairs. I’ve got an idea.”

      Ben felt a little ridiculous in all this get up–the puffer jacket made him look like that kid from Willy Wonka who swelled up like a blueberry.

      But it would be warm.

      By the time he got downstairs, Pop had cleared the breakfast things away and was pouring a coffee for his guest.

      “Ben, I know you’re probably all messed up time zone wise, but I think it would help you acclimatise if you got outside and had a look around.”

      Ben looked slightly incredulous.

      “In that?” he said, pointing to the snow outside the window. “It’s like fifty below out there.”

      “Twenty below,” replied the Judge in an accent that Ben couldn’t quite place.

      “Unfortunately, The Judge and I have some business to discuss.” Said Pop. Ben noted the way he started the sentence with ‘unfortunately.’

      “And it will probably take some time. Rather than you sitting around, bored, I thought you might like to look around.”

      “You’ll be warm enough, sweetie,” said the Judge in a friendly voice, “now that you’ve got the right clothes on.”

      “Are you sure?” said Ben, warming up to the idea that this wasn’t a suggestion, more like an instruction.

      “It’s perfectly safe,” said Pop, “probably the safest streets in the world.”

      “But how do I…”

      “You’ll see the Palace as soon as you step outside,” said the Judge, “it’s in the centre of town on a small hill and it overlooks everything. Head up there and then you’ll be able to find your way around well enough.”

      “It’ll be more interesting than listening to the two of us old farts reminiscing.” Pop said with a slightly forced smile, “Besides… some of those questions you’ve been wanting to ask me… you may find the answers out there.”

      Once he got outside, Ben noticed that there was a snow mobile parked near the front door. He assumed that was how the Judge had gotten there. His explorations, however, would be on foot.
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      There was no doubt about it. This was a peculiar place.

      Ben felt like he was walking through a European Capital. Or inside a Disney movie. He didn’t have to walk far (along cobblestone roads which seemed miraculously clear of snow despite it being everywhere else) before finding himself in the centre of town.

      At least he assumed it was the centre.

      Towering above him was a palace made of shimmering white marble. It was big enough that the Queen could live here. And combined with the white snow carpeting the ground, the shimmering marble had quite the effect.

      Evidently, someone lived here, but Ben still didn’t know who.

      To the right was a church. No, not just a church, more like a cathedral. Towering spires and all. Like nothing he had ever seen back home.

      Between the two was a square in which Ben was now standing and gaping in awe.

      He had taken the balaclava and the goggles off to get a better look, but he could feel the cold wind stinging against his face.

      Then he heard a voice.

      “Not bad, hey.”

      Ben turned, startled. There was a girl with flaming red hair standing next to him. She was bundled up in an old-fashioned coat and wearing a red scarf. She seemed to be about his age.

      “Uh yeah,” said Ben, a little awkwardly. Talking to girls wasn’t his forte.

      “Do you know this palace is over four hundred years old? It’s older than Buckingham Palace in London. Or the Winter Palace in St Petersburg.”

      “Oh really? That’s interesting.” Said Ben, kind of wishing she would shut up.

      “Built in 1604.” She continued, “although obviously the place has been modernised since then. What with electricity and everything.”

      “Righto.” Said Ben. He felt a little bewildered.

      “Of course, it’s only right that he should have such a nice place to live.”

      Huh?

      Ben turned to the girl, who was still staring up at the columns decorating the outside of the Palace.

      “Who?”

      The girl turned and looked at him.

      “Him, of course. Who else?”

      Ben’s blank look of incomprehension must have communicated his lack of understanding well.

      “You do know who lives here?”

      Ben shook his head.

      The girl grinned, “what’s your name?”

      “Ben.”

      “Where are you from, Ben?”

      “Umm… Australia?”

      “Are you not sure about that?”

      “No, I am… Australia. I’m from Australia. We arrived… yesterday. I think?”

      The girl grinned and didn’t volunteer her name. Instead, she walked away.

      “Hey,” said Ben, “whose house is this?”

      “Geez, you’re funny Ben from Australia.” Replied the girl. “I’m sure you can work it out.”

      Ben turned and jogged to catch up. Now she was just being annoying, and he felt embarrassed.

      “No, tell me.” He said.

      “You’re at the North Pole, dumb dumb.”

      Ben nodded.

      “Who lives at the North Pole, Ben?”

      An answer came into Ben’s mind straight away, but it was too stupid to say it out loud. He didn’t want to embarrass himself.

      “Well?” she said, hands on her hips.

      “I dunno.” Said Ben with a shrug.

      “Yes, you do,” she replied. “I can see it on your pretty face.”

      Ben tried not to show how he was feeling on his face.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it? We’re at the North Pole. You must already know the name of this place. So, who lives here?”

      “The… Grinch?” said Ben hesitantly and half sarcastically.

      The girl burst into laughter.

      “That’s a good one.” She said, “but the Grinch is make believe. Good book though.”

      She stopped laughing.

      “Who lives here, Ben? C’mon… you can say it.”

      “You say it.” Said Ben.

      She smiled, “no, you need to say it. I need to see if you believe.”

      But that was the problem. He didn’t believe it. It sounded ridiculous to his ears.

      But she was waiting.

      “F... Father Christmas?” he said with some uncertainty.

      She grinned.

      “There–I knew you’d get it. Of course, Father Christmas lives here. Do you want to see his sleigh?”

       

      Father Christmas?

      She wasn’t serious?

      Surely, she was playing a trick, making fun of him, and trying to get Ben to believe something impossible?

      But a lot of things about this trip were unlikely when you thought about it.

      A town at the North Pole, kept secret from the rest of the world, called Santa Klaus. Pop being cagey and elusive whenever Ben asked a direct question about this trip (he still didn’t know why they were here)

      But Father Christmas? That was impossible. Simply impossible. Ben had known from when he was eight years old that Father Christmas was a myth; that it was his mum who wrapped and left the presents under the Christmas tree. Even the ones she signed Santa’s name to. That Christmas he had noticed that even though Mum took extra effort to use different wrapping paper for the present signed ‘Santa’, the label sticker was still the same as the other presents.

      That had settled it for him.

      Discussions among his schoolmates had furthered his firm conviction that the whole concept of Father Christmas was impossible. There were six billion people in the world. It wouldn’t be possible for one man and a set of reindeer to deliver presents to everyone on Christmas Eve. It wasn’t something any human being could be capable of.

      And yet…

      He doubted his convictions.

      For which Ben felt silly. And then he decided that this rude girl was playing a mean joke on him, intended to embarrass him.

      Wasn’t she?

      Ben followed her across the square. He had a thousand questions to ask. But she seemed to ignore him.

      Then he looked up.

      Ben gasped.

      Above them was a gigantic Christmas tree, towering at least one hundred metres into the sky, and covered with heavy duty strings of lights and other festive decorations. The lights, of course, were switched off.

      How had he not noticed that when he walked into the square?

      “The lights are off?” he said in a sort of non-questioning but questioning way.

      “Of course,” she gave as much of a withering look as she could through goggles. “It’s not Christmas yet, is it?”

      And now he felt stupid again.

      “Then why are you showing me?”

      “I dunno,” she replied.

      They walked along the side of the square, an enormous stone wall always to their left. Presently, they got to a corner where the wall widened and linked up with a tower. There was a small door at the base, and, to Ben’s surprise, the girl produced a key from inside her coat and opened it.

      “Come in,” she said, stepping through the door.

      “Are you… are you sure it’s okay?”

      She gave Ben a withering ‘are you serious?’ look.

      “I can get in ANYWHERE I want.”

      Ben followed her. He was curious. The door closed behind them, and Ben followed her through the semi-darkness.

      This is stupid, he thought to himself. I’m following a girl, whose name I don’t even know, through a door which leads God knows where…

      But he didn’t turn around. His curiosity kept him moving.

      They got to the end of a corridor, and the girl turned to face Ben.

      “You think I’m lying about all this?”

      “I think…” stammered Ben, “I think I don’t know what to think. But I mean all this it’s impossible. It’s just a story. Every kid knows that. It’s make believe. It can’t be real.”

      “Hmmm,” she responded, “proof you need? Proof you shall have.”

      She took his hand. It felt nice, even through both their gloves.

      “Follow me, sceptic.”

      He followed her down a stone staircase and out through an interior door.

      Again, with the keys.

      The door opened and Ben followed her into the dimly lit interior.

      Until, with a flick of a switch, the room was bathed in bright light and Ben gasped.

      Then he took off his goggles and gasped again at the sheer audacity of what he was seeing.

      It was a craft like he had never seen before.

      It was big; it was beautiful; it was red.

      It was a sleigh.

      Plush leather seating at the front. A large space at the back for presents. And an intricate system of harnesses at the front for nine reindeer. Plus, controls sort of like an old-fashioned aircraft.

      Ben shivered, but not because of the cold.

      His doubt was cracking.

      If this was a joke, it was an insanely well put together one.

      “So… so this is what Santa… I mean Father Christmas… this is what he uses to fly around the world every Christmas Eve?” said Ben, just slightly believing.

      “No.” replied the girl, bringing him crashing back to Earth for a moment. “It’s how we deliver pizza around here.”

      She stared at Ben for a moment, and it took him a second, a real second, to realise that she was making fun of him.

      Ben crinkled his eyes, ignoring the insult, “so how does it work?”

      “Can’t tell you.” She shook her head, “it’s top secret.”

      “But you know?”

      She only smiled.

      “So uh… Sa… Father Christmas, he still uses reindeer?” Ben asked.

      She nodded. “Very special reindeer.”

      “They’d want to be,” said Ben. He gestured towards the gleaming vehicle. “This thing looks brand new.”

      “It is,” replied the girl, “gotta keep up with modern technology, you know.”

      “So how many sleighs have there been?” asked Ben. It was a lame question, but his mind was still reeling. And he imagined a garage full of old versions of the sleigh. Like a classic car collection.

      She sighed, “typical boy, always obsessed with the vehicle and missing the bigger picture. Look, these days they update the sleigh every twenty-ish years. In the old days, they kept them for longer. They used one sleigh for hundreds of years.”

      “Cool,” said Ben, “can I see that one?”

      She shook her head, “it’s missing.”

      “How is it missing?” Asked Ben, “Did it crash?”

      “No silly, of course not,” replied the girl, “Lost. Missing. There was a terrible year. They hid it away and the people who hid it told no one where.”

      “Why?” said Ben.

      She shrugged.

      “Wow,” said Ben, “that sucks.”

      She shrugged again. “it was a long time ago. We built new sleighs. Times change. People move on. This one has Wi-Fi.”

      “Cool,” was all Ben could think of to say. He was still thinking about the missing sleigh.

      “Seen enough?” She said, “or do you want to see more?”

      “More?” replied Ben.

      A few minutes later, they had climbed to the top of a tower. This one provided a different and quite unexpected view. She pointed out a very large series of modern looking buildings out past the edge of town.

      “Toy factory,” she said.

      “Oh, now I know that’s not true,” said Ben. “They can’t possibly make enough toys for every kid in the world.”

      “Not exactly,” admitted the girl. “it’s a very large factory. We make a lot of stuff here. You can tell because it’s stamped with our logo.”

      “Logo?” said Ben.

      “Yeah–there’s a chain of factories all part of the Christmas Homemade Industries November Association. A lot of the stuff you get for Christmas will have it stamped. They use the abbreviation for the logo.”

      She left Ben to work it out. When he did, his eyes opened wide.

      It was impossible.

      “But yes, you are partly right.” She continued, “we source some presents from wholesalers and we just distribute. We have a decent import business running here.”

      “Like iPhones and that?” replied Ben.

      She shook her head, “no, we make those here.”

      “But they’re made in…” Ben paused, “Oh….”

      “Are they?” said the girl with a look that made Ben rethink his understanding.

      “So, what kind of stuff do you have to source from other places?”

      “Depends,” she replied. “Stuff that’s under copyright mainly. Books, DVDs, video games, all that kind of stuff. Unless we own the copyright.”

      Ben nodded. It kind of made sense. One question bugged him, though, one thing that makes little sense.

      “So…” he said, “you all make and distribute presents to every kid in the world on Christmas Eve… But that must cost so much money. This isn’t such a big town. How can you afford to give everyone a present?”

      She grinned. “A few excellent investments at the right time and place, including some companies we buy stuff from, plus we own some valuable patents.”

      “What’s a patent?” said Ben, feeling dumb.

      “It means you own a certain idea. Like a design or a way of manufacturing some kind of product. So anytime anyone makes and sells that product, they must pay us.”

      “Wow…” said Ben, “that’s pretty good. So would I know any products?”

      She nodded. “we’ve been doing this a long time. Hundreds of years.”

      “So, like what?” he persisted.

      “Bicycles” she said.

      “What brand?” he replied.

      “No,” she said, “not the brand. The original design. For all bicycles.”

      Ben let out a little whistle, thinking about how many bikes there were in the world.

      “Wow.”

      She nodded. “Plus, dolls, the internet and the postage stamp.”

      “What? All postage stamps?”

      She smiled at Ben’s look of astonishment, “I told you–we’ve been doing this a long time.”
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      Sipping hot chocolate in the kitchen with Pop a few hours later, Ben mulled over everything. In an opposite trajectory to most kids, he had just learned there was such a person as Father Christmas, and that he did indeed deliver presents to children around the world on Christmas Eve.

      And that all these common place items like bikes and postage stamps were invented up here, despite the fake “origin stories” you might find if you looked it up online (the girl described it as “deliberate misinformation” and seemed to have a particularly low opinion of “online encyclopedias” and how easy it was to fill them with fake information.)

      But how does it work? How is it possible for one person, even with a flying sleigh, to deliver presents to cities tens of thousands of kilometres apart in one night?

      Maths wasn’t his forte, but even Ben could see that a twelve hour or twenty-four-hour period was too limited a time for that to be possible.

      Pop was eyeing him up.

      “So, you had a good look around?” he said, taking a sip of his hot chocolate.

      “Yeah.” Said Ben, then he paused. It was hard to shape the questions that he wanted to ask.

      “Pop.”

      “Yeah?”

      “This place…”

      “Yes, Ben.”

      “Is it…?”

      “Yes, Ben.”

      “For real?”

      Pop nodded.

      Ben sat back in his chair.

      “You’re wondering how?” said Pop, breaking the silence.

      Ben nodded. “Can you tell me anything?”

      Pop shook his head. “I’m sorry to let you down, but I don’t know either.”

      “Don’t you wonder?”

      “My whole life,” said Pop, “but I’ve learned to accept it. Sometimes there are things which we’re just not capable of understanding.”

      “Not like this, though.”

      Pop thought for a moment.

      Then he spoke.

      “Ben, did you know that if you travel into deep space and then return to Earth, that time will have moved slower for you than it would on Earth?”

      Ben shook his head.

      “Well, it’s true. It’s one of Einstein’s most famous theories and it has something to do with the effect of gravity on time or something. I don’t understand it myself. But my point is, it is an example of a fact which is both true and impossible to understand. So we just have to accept that it is true. Even though we don’t understand how.”

      Ben nodded. “You’re saying this is the same thing?”

      “I’m saying that things are what they are and no matter how hard we try, we can’t make sense of it. We know Father Christmas can deliver presents around the world every Christmas because that’s what he does, every Christmas. Therefore, it must be true.”

      Ben thought for a moment, then nodded.

      “Okay.” He said, “I’ll let it rest. But can I ask one more question?”

      “Sure,” said Pop. “I just can’t promise I’ll be able to answer it.”

      “Pop,” said Ben, “Why are we here?”

      Pop traced his finger around the top of his hot chocolate mug for a moment.

      Then he answered.

      “We’re here because Father Christmas died.”

      Ben pushed back from the table in shock.

      “What??”

      “He was very old. It was his time,” said Pop, reaching out his hand to Ben, “and it’s not the first time it has happened?”

      “It’s not?”

      Pop shook his head.

      “He’s not the first Father Christmas and he won’t be the last. That’s why we’re here. To help select a new Father Christmas.”

      It was the second time Ben had felt physically stunned in the last two minutes.

      But at least now he understood.

      “So,” he said, gathering his wits, “this is like an election? You’re voting for a new Santa… Father Christmas.”

      “Not exactly,” replied Pop. “There is some voting involved, but it’s not precisely an election. Do you remember a few years back when the Pope died, and all the Cardinals met in the Vatican to select a new one?”

      “Yeah, I saw that in a movie,” replied Ben. “Ewan McGregor jumped out of a helicopter with a parachute.”

      “Yes, well… this is roughly the same idea. Whenever Father Christmas dies, all the representatives from around the world return here to hold a vote and select a new one from within our ranks.”

      “You’re one of the representatives?”

      “One of hundreds, yes.”

      “How did you…”

      “I was born to it.” Pop replied, “just like my father was. And his father. My family has been coming back here for a long time.”

      Ben opened his eyes wide. “Could they elect you as Santa?”

      Pop smiled and shook his head. “I’m not important enough, and besides, I’m too old. But I will get to vote. And one day, when you’re older, you’ll come back here with your son or grandson and vote on his successor too.”

      Ben thought for a moment.

      “I kind of hope you get elected.”

      “Why?” said Pop. “I’d have to move up here permanently, you know?”

      “Wouldn’t be so bad,” replied Ben. “We could all move up. Does Mum know?”

      Pop shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.”

      Ben was silent for a moment.

      “But if you got elected, you could find out how it all works.”

      Pop laughed and tousled the top of Ben’s head.

      “That’s very true, very true.”

      The next question on the tip of Ben’s tongue was the how question. Not how did Father Christmas get around to all the children on Christmas Eve (although he had a feeling that the question would drive him mad for a while yet), but how they selected a new Father Christmas? Like, what was the process?

      It sounded cool and mysterious.

      But then his phone rang.

      In all the excitement of arriving here and what he had learned, Ben had forgotten all about his mobile phone. He had put it on to charge in his room last night, but hadn’t checked it since. And now it was ringing.

      He looked at Pop for a moment, frozen in indecision.

      “You’d better get that.”

      Ben raced to his room and managed to pick up the call just before it cut to message bank. It was Mum.

      “Ben! How are you, darling? How was the trip?”

      He walked back out to the lounge and mouthed ‘it’s Mum’.

      “Talk to her,” Pop said in a soft voice.

      “Hi Mum,” he replied, “yeah, it’s fantastic here. Pop has been showing me around. The trip was wonderful, but it was so long. I was so glad to get into an actual bed at the end and…”

      “Hold on, hold on, you’re talking a mile a minute,” said Mum, “slow down a bit. Now start again–when did you arrive?”

      “Last night,” said Ben.

      “So, what’s that in our time?”

      “Umm… I’m not sure,” said Ben. “What time is it there?”

      “It’s early morning. Six am.”

      “Oh wow, it’s…” Ben thought for a moment, then he looked over at Pop and mouthed ‘what’s the time?’

      “Check your phone.” He replied.

      ‘Oh yeah, I forgot,’ he mouthed back, then looked at the face of his phone.

      “It’s one o’clock in the afternoon here.”

      “So, about seventeen hours, time difference?”

      “Umm… yeah, I spose?”

      “Well now, you’ve arrived, tell me everything!” said Mum.

      Ben felt a tinge of anxiety. Everything Pop had told him this morning, and that he had been shown, it seemed like Mum didn’t know about it. And there must be a reason. He wasn’t sure how much he should say, if anything at all?

      Ben looked perplexed for a moment, then looked at Pop again, who was getting good at reading the situation.

      Pop grabbed an envelope off the counter and a pen from the bowl at the side table. Then he wrote ‘tell her whatever you’re comfortable with’ on the envelope, followed by, ‘it’s your choice.’

      Ben smiled and nodded thanks.

      “It’s been heaps good Mum. Would you believe it’s snowing here? Well, not right now, but there’s snow everywhere, and it’s absolutely freezing cold outside…”

      “So, you’ve been outside in the freezing cold?” Mum had that worried tone; Ben could tell even ten thousand miles away.

      “We saw the whole town. It’s amazing to see where Pop comes from. I feel like I’m really learning something about his side of the family.”

      He looked at Pop and smiled.

      “And about our family history, too. I’m really glad I came Mum. Thanks heaps for letting me.”

      The conversation went on for another ten or fifteen minutes, but Ben avoided certain topics. He didn’t know whether Mum could tell he was being evasive. She was pretty good at that stuff, but she seemed cheerful and happy to engage with him in the conversation. Not that he had kept everything secret. It was more like that he would make up his mind about what to tell her and how to tell her later–maybe even when they were back home.

      Besides, there was so much he still had to learn and experience about this place.

      When the call ended, Pop had washed up their cups and was drying his hands on a tea towel.

      “Ben, I must attend an important ceremony this afternoon. It’s a funeral. You’re welcome to come, but if you’d rather not, that’s fine too. I just need to be there.”

      Ben thought for a moment.

      “Is it His funeral?”

      Pop nodded.

      “I’ll go,” said Ben.

      Pop smiled. “Head upstairs. There are some formal clothes in the drawers in my room. I’m sure something will fit you.” 

      A couple of hours later, Ben had dressed in a dark suit with a blue shirt and red tie. He had discarded his big snow jacket at the door of the chapel where they were now sitting. Red and green candles blazed tastefully all around them and the Church was packed with mourners.

      A funeral for Father Christmas. This was different.
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      The funeral was strange. And the wake afterwards was surreal. Ben excused himself early and found a spot by himself just to sit and absorb everything he had seen.

      It felt like he was living inside a movie, but everyone was taking it completely seriously.

      They had decorated the inside of the Chapel with tinsel.

      At a funeral.

      Ben had never quite seen anything like it. And that wasn’t the half of it. The coffin was red. Not a respectable mahogany, deep crimson or even a light shade.

      No.

      It was bright and vibrant red. Like a fire engine.

      And Christmas ornaments hung around the sides.

      When they arrived at the Chapel, everyone dressed formally as you would expect at a funeral. And then they were all handed a Santa hat to wear. Or sparkly reindeer ears.

      And everyone wore them.

      Row after row of solemn, serious faced people, dressed up in their best funeral clothes with sparkling Santa hats and reindeer ears.

      Ben would have laughed, but he knew it was highly inappropriate, so he kept his thoughts to himself.

      The sermon itself was fascinating. Ben learned Father Christmas had been elected to the post over fifty years ago. He had succeeded a Santa who died only a few months into his term. He had modernised the role, and he had bought a lot of technological changes to the job.

      Ben assumed that meant the whiz-bang new sleigh he had seen. He didn’t know what the other technological changes would be.

      Who Father Christmas was before he was elected? Ben did not know. There was no discussion of any part of his life other than his years of service in the white beard.

      Not even his real name.

      He was simply referred to as the Great man, or the Wise Father, or just Father.

      As if everyone here had been his children.

      Ben wondered whether he had children himself and whether they were here at the funeral. He couldn’t see any mourners who stood out as being more important than the rest.

      Then there was the singing.

      Funeral music can vary. Some people ask to be laid to rest to the tune of their favourite song.

      But this was the first time Ben had ever heard of someone being carried down the aisle of the chapel on the day of their funeral to THAT tune…

      He shook his head.

      So strange.

      The wake itself was an equal mixture of bizarrely festive and ordinarily funereal. Candy canes and cookies were in plentiful supply, along with reindeer cookies and copious amounts of nog. The background music was unmistakably Christmas themed, yet many of the mourners were genuinely grief stricken. Ben didn’t really know where or how to fit in since he did not know the man who died, or rather, he did, but only by reputation.

      So, he snuck off to an out of the way corridor in the giant palace and munched on a handful of cookies, waiting for Pop to be ready to leave (which didn’t look like happening soon).

      It did not even surprise Ben when his sojourn alone ended with unexpected company.

      Her again.

      “Funerals are pretty boring,” she said as she slid down onto the floor next to Ben.

      “I wouldn’t know,” replied Ben. “I haven’t been to many.”

      “Full of people pretending to be sad, but all the while scheming to figure out how they can take advantage of the situation.” She continued, either oblivious or ignoring what Ben had said.

      “Are you talking about the selection process?” Ben asked, turning to her.

      She nodded, “now that the funeral is over, this whole place is going to gear up for the conclave.”

      “The what?”

      “The conclave. It’s what they call it when all the candidates go into seclusion and vote on their successor.”

      “Conclave,” said Ben, turning the word over in his mind, “it makes it sound so important.”

      “Well, it is pretty important,” she retorted.

      Ben shrugged, “what’s the point? Most everyone out there in the world doesn’t even believe Father Christmas exists, and no one knows anything about this place.”

      “You don’t think that’s exactly how it’s supposed to be?”

      Ben thought for a moment.

      “What’s the point, then? If no one knows who’s delivering the presents?”

      She shrugged. “In most families, one parent assumes the other parent bought them. Mum thinks it was Dad and vice versa. The kids don’t care who bought them, so long as they get presents.”

      “Precisely,” replied Ben. “So what’s the point of doing it if no one even knows it’s happening?”

      “Because it’s the way,” she replied. “It’s been the way for centuries. Christmas is supposed to be a little bit magic.”

      “The way.” he said, “sounds like the Mandalorian.”

      “What’s that?” she replied.

      “Its…” Ben started saying, then stopped. What was the point?

      Ben pondered what she had said for a moment. It kind of made sense.

      “Think about it,” she continued, “what would happen if the entire world found out the truth? That an old man is flying around on a sleigh, breaking into people’s homes on Christmas Eve and leaving gifts for their children?”

      “He’d get arrested,” said Ben, “or shot.”

      “Precisely,” she responded, “but this way, when you’re a kid, it’s still magical. And that magical feeling from when you’re a kid, it stays with you as an adult. Just a tiny amount. Even though your logical mind tells you, it can’t be true because it’s impossible. There is a small part of you which still believes.”

      “And that’s a good thing?” replied Ben.

      She shrugged again. “I suppose a little magic is like believing in miracles. It’s the belief that can get people through tough times. That there’s a little magic in the world.”

      Ben paused for a moment.

      “Is there?”

      “What?”

      “A little magic in the world?”

      “Depends,” she replied, “on what you choose to believe.”

      “So, if I don’t believe in flying reindeer and magic sleighs?”

      “Your loss.”

      She went to stand up.

      “Wait,” said Ben, “Can I ask you some more questions?”

      “Sure,” she replied, “but I’m going to get some more food. So ask me in a minute.”

      That day, Ben found her a little less rude and insufferable than their first meeting. She still had an obnoxious habit of treating him like he was miles younger than her (which he clearly wasn’t) but at least she took the time to explain things in a way that he understood.

      And now he at least knew what was going to happen with the Conclave and how long he and his Pop might be here for (not that he was in a hurry to go home).

      The tradition was that the Conclave took place over as many successive days as needed to select a new Father Christmas. The ceremony itself was held in a majestic building near the palace called the Hall of St. Nick. It was several hundred years old and was full of traditional Christmas artistry and tradition from years gone by. The selection was done by a secret ballot. Only the eldest male members of each family could vote, and each selector was technically eligible for being voted into the position themselves. If they met certain requirements.

      The first was that they were willing to live here in Santa Klaus permanently. This wasn’t a part-time job, despite the lion’s share of the workload being carried out over the Christmas period.

      The second was that they were above the age of forty and below the age of seventy-five. It seemed strange to Ben that a seventy-year-old could be elected to the position, but apparently that was normal and indeed the most recent Father Christmas had been over ninety years old when he died, having worked most recently last Christmas.

      The third condition was that they had to swear an oath to uphold the Christmas traditions and to carry out the ‘Acts of Generosity’ (which was the fancy name for gift delivery) according to the rules established hundreds of years earlier.

      The voting process itself was the fourth condition.

      No candidate could be duly elected without receiving a full two-thirds of the vote plus one in a secret ballot. Once voted into the position, then they would be asked whether they would accept. If they did, then the position is theirs for life. No one had ever retired from the role, no matter how old or infirm they had become.

      Once a candidate has been elected, then the bells of St. Nicholas’s would be rung to the tune of, appropriately enough, ‘Joy to the world’. The winning candidate would then be presented to the people of Santa Klaus from the windows of the Palace.

      That was it.

      No other coronation ceremony required. The paperwork legally changing the selected candidate’s name to Father Christmas aka Santa Claus is completed and they start their new role immediately.

      Ben found it fascinating.
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      The next morning, after another comfortable and warm night’s sleep, Ben and Pop were eating breakfast together.

      It was very cosy with a light snowfall outside and toasty warm in the house. Ben found it fascinating that it was just normal here to shed many layers upon entering any building. Each house had a coat rack near the front door for the depositing of all manner of jackets, scarves, balaclavas, and snow boots.

      It was also satisfying to know that they built these houses on solid ground. It had surprised Ben to learn that the arctic ice shelf, which he had assumed was a big solid thing was, an average of only one to two metres thick. Simple chunks of ice floating on a vast, cold ocean.

      This oasis of land and geothermal heat was amazing. As was the idea that it had remained hidden from so much of the world.

      Which, after spending a few days here, Ben was starting to see, was a good thing. Throngs of tourists tramping through this place would just ruin the charms.

      The girl had explained the broad details, but now Ben was asking Pop about how the next few days would go.

      “So, when does it start?”

      “This afternoon,” replied Pop, “I’m expected there by one. There’s a sort of orientation if it is your first Conclave.”

      Ben was a little amused by that thought. “So it’s like starting high school?”

      Pop smiled. “Sort of. I appreciate someone showing me the ropes. I had homework to read before we came here. But it’s different to be here.”

      “So last time you weren’t…?”

      Pop shook his head. “My father represented the family. I accompanied him, like you have with me. I was only a little older than you.”

      Ben thought about that for a moment. He was imagining Pop decades ago, learning about this place like he was right now.

      “So, what was it like for you?”

      “Awe inspiring,” said Pop, “and it gave me a sense of… purpose? If that makes sense. Like I had a place in the world.”

      Ben nodded; he recognised that feeling in himself.

      “So this afternoon, and then what?”

      “We go into Conclave until the voting is over.”

      “Do you sleep there?”

      Pop shook his head. “No, I’ll be home by dinnertime each day. But I can’t discuss it with anyone. Including you. Sorry Ben.”

      Ben shrugged. “All good.”

      “When you went last time, how long did it last?”

      “Four days,” replied Pop. “My father told me it was one of the quicker conclaves. Hopefully, this is the same.”

      Ben nodded. “I wouldn’t mind,” he said. “I like it here.”

      “You’re free to explore,” said Pop, “but be back here by dinner time each night.”

      “Really?” said Ben. “On my own?”

      Pop nodded. “it’s different here. Just don’t get run over by a snowmobile.”

      Ben grinned.

      “I’ll try.”

      And so it was that two hours later Ben was out and about exploring again. This time, he wasn’t completely clueless about what this place was. Which gave him time to have a real good look around. One thing he particularly enjoyed was how old it was.

      Back in Australia, it was unusual to have a house older than a hundred years in any town. In parts of Sydney, there were still some buildings from the colonial era. But very few of them even crossed the two-hundred-year mark.

      Here it seemed like a two-hundred-year-old building would be the new place. Most houses were centuries older. Sturdy stone buildings, tar roofs, made from materials built to last in these harsh conditions.

      Ben liked the sense of stability and the sense of history.

      It made him feel connected, too.

      But that feeling was rudely interrupted as he walked carefully down one of the narrow roads and heard an unexpected noise coming from above.

      Ben looked up and saw a large black aircraft, military, he guessed, drop from the white clouds and head to the airfield at the edge of town.

      The airfield wasn’t too far away.

      So, Ben figured he may as well have a look. It seemed to be some sort of transport aircraft.

      He wondered who it was transporting.

      Maybe it was an enormous Christmas present?

      It was certainly larger, louder, and more of a statement than the ten-seater plane he and Pop had arrived on.

      Worth checking out.

      It took Ben about ten minutes to walk to the airfield. Airfield was a loose term. It was a runway with two large metal hangers next to it.

      When Ben arrived, he could see the plane parked next to the hangar. The ramp at the back had been lowered and someone had parked a vehicle behind the plane. The vehicle looked to be a modified Humvee, built for riding in the snow. Like the ones you saw in movies about the war in Iraq.

      Only this one was completely white except for the tires.

      There was no fence around the airfield, so Ben trotted down between the two hangers to get a closer look. The plane seemed so out of place here.

      It surprised Ben to see that there were figures standing outside the plane, near the Humvee. Ben wondered why they hadn’t gone into the warmth of the terminal. But they looked well dressed for the conditions, with expensive winter gear, gloves, and boots.

      One figure wasn’t even wearing a balaclava or a beanie. And he was bald.

      With reflective Tom Cruise style glasses.

      Ben could hear them talking, their voices carrying across the ice-covered tarmac to where Ben had concealed himself.

      “Everything is prepared?”

      “As per your instructions.”

      “Our representatives know their role?”

      “They have been well briefed. And well compensated. Trust the process.”

      The bald man seemed in charge. “I’ve read up on the history of these conclaves. Trusting the process seems to be a naïve attitude to take.”

      “The safeguards are in place, sir. And triple redundancies.”

      “Those are meaningless platitudes until I see results.”

      “You will Sir.”

      “I’d better. You’ve no idea how much I’ve invested in this plan of yours.”

      At that point, another man exited the hangar and was escorted towards them. Ben drew a sharp breath.

      It was Pop.

      What was he doing here?

      The voices were getting louder.

      “We’ve reviewed the offer. I’ve been authorised to tell you we’re not interested.”

      Ben had never heard Pop use that tone before.

      It was kind of cool.

      The bald man with glasses turned to face the other way. Ben couldn’t hear what he was saying. But his gestures and body language were easy enough to read. He wasn’t happy.

      Pop nodded, an impatient look on his face.

      “Regardless of all that, our answer is conclusive.” Replied Pop. “Some things are more important than money.”

      He stamped his feet and rubbed his hands together. “Why we had to have this meeting outside, I have no idea. If you’re trying to make a statement, then the meaning escapes me. Does the offer to drive me back to St. Nick’s still stand? Or will you expect me to make my own way?”

      The bald man paused for a second. Then he nodded towards another man.

      A Humvee pulled up next to where the men were standing. They held the back door open, and Pop climbed in. Then the bald man got into the front seat and the Humvee drove out of the airfield, leaving Ben wondering what he had just witnessed.

      Who was Pop talking to?

      What was he saying no to?

      And could Ben snag a ride in the Humvee later?

      Ben headed home. There was a note on the counter from Pop.

      ‘Ben, gone for my Year Seven Orientation Day. I’ll be home at dinnertime. Stay safe and wish me luck! Pop.’

      About half a mile away, St. Nicholas’s Chapel was almost empty. The throngs of mourners who had attended the funeral yesterday, filling every space in this grand old Gothic Church. Now they had all gone, many of them next door to St Nicholas Hall to begin the sacred Conclave.

      Within the walls of this Chapel, a unique history had unfolded and in the catacombs were buried some of the most important men in history. Although not St. Nicholas himself, the namesake of the Chapel. His remains were elsewhere in Europe, held as relics by various Churches who did not know this place existed.

      The clergy of St Nicholas’s were small in number and their caretaking of the Chapel (and by extension–the Hall next door) was supplemented by professional cleaning staff and various other maintenance workers whose main duty was ensuring these venerable old buildings remained useful and in good shape.

      It was a member of the cleaning staff who was methodically sweeping between the rows of pews, picking up the odd crumpled programme, broken decorations, or a loose piece of tinsel.

      It seemed odd to her, considering the outside temperature, that a jacket had been left behind, tucked into the corner of the pew nearest one of the large stone pillars that supported the immense and richly decorated roof.

      The cleaner, her name was Ronny, picked up the jacket and noticed that it was oddly heavy. There was something large tucked into the inside pocket, wrapped in paper with writing on the outside that she never got to see.

      At precisely 9:23 am, the timer attached to the blasting cap inside the package reached zero. This triggered a small detonation of the blasting cap, which was enough to trigger the explosive power of the two pounds of C-4 packed around it. The chemical reaction inside the package was instantaneous, certainly too fast for poor Ronny to have any conscious thought at the end of her life other than, ‘oh I wonder what that is…’

      Because in that split second, the C-4 decomposed to release a range of gases, which expanded at a rate of roughly eight thousand metres a second. In a split second, the shockwave wreaked havoc on the thousand-year-old structure. Blasting through walls like they were paper and ripping a massive hole in the floor through which this area of the Chapel collapsed down into the catacombs. 

      The heavy stone roof was lifted about six metres into the air by the power of the blast and crashed back down.

      The heavy pieces of stone which seconds earlier had been part of the wall nearest the blast were propelled outward from the side of the chapel, twenty or thirty feet. Some of them crashing through the windows and walls of the adjacent St. Nicholas’s Hall.

      All this was over in about two seconds.

      And during that time, the Chapel had gone from a venerated and ancient house of worship to a teetering half destroyed building with smoke and dust rising. An enormous pile of collapsed masonry dominated much of the previous floor space.

      In addition to poor Ronny, who was killed instantly, there were four other casualties of the blast.

      Plus, there were extensive injuries next door at St Nicholas’s Hall, where there were several broken arms and legs, a handful of nasty concussions, and a lot of cuts and bruises to deal with.

      In short, it was a mess.

      In the moments before the explosion, they had been going through a discussion about the voting process and it was being explained that “any ballots where the nominated person’s name was spelt incorrectly would be treated as invalid so please check the list provided to each voter and ensure you take care with spelling.”

      The explosion next door, of course, made such details seem unimportant.

      There would be no voting today. The Conclave broke up, and they hurriedly summoned medical staff from the Santa Klaus hospital to treat the wounded.

      It was a disaster.

      Nothing like this had ever happened during Conclave.

      Nothing like this had ever happened during Santa Klaus’s long hidden history. 

      Ben heard the explosion from inside the house with a loud clap. A split second later, the shockwave rattled the windows, and Ben rushed to the door to see what could have happened.

      The smoke rising in the direction of the town square told Ben all he needed to know.

      That was where Pop went.

      Gripped with fear, Ben hurriedly pulled on his snow gear and ran towards the site of the explosion.
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      The dust had barely settled before the rescue work began.

      The loud bang was heard all over the town. As a result, within minutes there were firefighters, doctors, and paramedics rushing to the scene. Some among the gathered selectors at St Nicholas’s Hall had taken charge and started trying to rescue those trapped or injured. Ben’s Pop, with his background in the fire department, was at the centre.

      He was luckily uninjured himself (a spray of shattered glass has hit his back when the stained-glass windows broke but he had turned his back to the bang as soon as he heard it) and even before the dust settled, he appraised the situation and set about organising those who were still on their feet.

      “You two, run and get a fire extinguisher. The rest of you, we need to look for survivors.”

      Moving among the rubble and injuries, Pop looked calm and controlled, his years of experience coming in very handy. A lot of the selectors were standing around looking dazed, so he marshalled them into gear. The first job was identifying the injured and/or trapped. Then it was a matter of basic first aid and making those injured comfortable until medical help arrived. The fire extinguishers were a precaution. Pop was sure the explosion had been a concussive force, unlikely to trigger fires or leave behind burning debris.

      Once he set everyone to work inside the Hall, Pop stepped through the broken wall and looked at the heavier damage done to the chapel itself. St. Nicholas’s Hall was constructed in the shape of a cross and one whole side had collapsed, with much of the rest of the roof teetering in a dangerous position.

      It was at this point that the first rescue workers and paramedics arrived and took control of the situation. Pop directed them to where the injured were being triaged under his direction.

      Santa Klaus had an unusual system of government. It was an absolute monarchy, but with the Monarch elected from among select candidates made up of blood relatives and descendants of the original inhabitants of the town.

      The police force or a variation of such a thing was also under the direction of the monarch. They weren’t called police officers, though. Rather, they were called Community Patrol officers or more often by their nickname–The Klaus Watch.

      The senior officer of the Klaus Watch (total workforce–sixteen officers) who approached Pop at the bomb site looked shaken and grey. Nothing in his twenty-five years’ service had prepared him for what he was facing now.

      “What’s the damage look like?”

      Pop’s natural confidence and calm bearing during this crisis seemed to suggest authority.

      “I’ve got scores of injuries in the hall. Number of casualties in the Chapel is unknown, but it seems unlikely that anyone survived the explosion from a close vicinity.”

      The Klaus Watch officer just nodded.

      “Do you have a coroner or medical examiner here?”

      “Not as an official designation. There’s a doctor at the hospital who usually serves in that capacity.”

      “Well,” said Pop, “all the doctors are going to be busy for a while. I’d suggest your officers document the explosion site but move nothing for the moment.”

      At this thought, the officer looked stricken.

      “I’m sorry,” continued Pop. “It’s confronting, I know. This will not be easy, but we…”

      “Pop!!!”

      Pop turned and saw his grandson, an anguished look on his face, running toward him.

      Ben’s heart was thudding hard when he turned the corner and saw Pop standing there, resolute, unharmed, amidst all this damage. The whole time he had been running here, Ben had been trying to suppress the most horrible thoughts about Pop being maimed or, even worse, dead.

      The flood of relief he felt when he rounded that corner was palpable. Ben felt an enormous burden lift from his heart. Behind him, scores of rescue workers (mostly volunteers) were now arriving at the site and lifting rubble out of the way to free any injured pinned under the piles of heavy stone and masonry.

      “Pop!!” said Ben again. “I thought you were… you were…”

      Pop grabbed Ben and hugged him tight. Tears had sprung to his eyes and were flowing from Ben’s.

      “I’m alright,” he said. “I’m really alright.”

      “Thank God.” Said Ben. “I was so worried!”

      His Pop nodded. “Me too.”

      They held each other for a few moments longer. Ben enjoying the sensation of being close to Pop and knowing that his world was still on its axis–no matter what else happened.

      “Pop…” Ben’s voice croaked, “what happened?”

      “I don’t know,” said Pop softly. “I just don’t know.”

      Ben closed his eyes. He wanted to stay in this moment forever.

      Slowing his breathing down, Ben heard a noise and opened his eyes to see three big troop carrier vehicles modified as ambulances, with white and red crosses painted on them, pulling up. Two of them had already flung open their doors and had their stretchers out so they could collect the most badly wounded.

      The third one had kept its doors shut. Which Ben found odd.

      They parked the ambulances on the other side of the square. They were a good one hundred and fifty feet of rubble and chaos away from Ben and Pop.

      The door to the third ambulance opened, and Ben noticed a paramedic get out. But he didn’t go towards the wounded. Instead, he continued to walk away from the scene as if nothing unusual had happened today.

      Like he was going to buy a coffee or something.

      Ben observed all this and would reflect upon how it hadn’t occurred to him that something was badly wrong, though it seemed so obvious later.

      His last part of this memory was the driver pulling a car key out of his pocket to lock it remotely.

      The driver was a considerable distance away now, but Ben could recall seeing him. Just as he could recall closing his eyes.

      That choice, closing his eyes at that moment, likely saved Ben’s eyesight.

      He felt the heat first, searing his skin.

      Then the clap, like a thunderbolt landing next to him, and the powerful shock wave at the same time.

      The blast wave threw Ben and Pop twenty feet through the air. Pop hit the edge of one of the stone buttresses decorating the outside of St. Nicholas’s Hall. His collar bone cracked in two by the impact, and his shoulder dislocated.

      He was also knocked out cold when his head struck the stone a millisecond later. Had his shoulder not absorbed some of the force, the blow to his head would have killed him outright.

      Ben lay face down on the ground about seven or eight feet past where Pop had landed. The grass of the small garden between St Nicholas’s Chapel and the Hall absorbed a lot of the impact. It left Ben with a long graze along his torso from the landing. His back was also on fire.

      Or specifically, his jacket.

      Which, moments after landing, he realised, and so he rolled painfully onto his back to smother it.

      From this position, looking straight up, he could see an enormous black oily smoke cloud snaking into the sky.

      What the hell had just happened?

      To step away from Ben and wind back in time by a few minutes.

      This had just happened.

      As the sound of the first explosion ricocheted across Santa Klaus, the emergency services leapt into action. Everyone’s attention turned to what had happened in the town’s heart as a dust cloud rose above the partially destroyed Chapel.

      No one was paying attention to the airport.

      Where a plane had lowered its loading ramp mere seconds after the explosion.

      No one noticed that.

      No one noticed that a land cruiser painted up like an ambulance had driven out of the back of the plane, down the loading ramp and onto the airport tarmac.

      No one had seen the ‘ambulance’ leave the airport and head towards the centre of town.

      Plenty of people had seen the ambulance race through the streets of Santa Klaus towards the site of the explosion. But that was hardly remarkable.

      No one could have guessed that barrels of fertilizer filled the back of the land cruiser, where there was no medical equipment at all.

      And no one could have imagined that mounted carefully in the middle of the barrels was a C-4 charge, very similar to the one which had just exploded at the church. 

      The ‘ambulance’ drove into the centre of town. Two other ambulances were arriving on site and in the heat of the moment, it didn’t occur to anyone that Santa Klaus only had two ambulances.

       

      Not three.

       

      From that point, it was absurdly easy.

      The driver primed the fuse. Then he got out, closed, and locked his door, and walked away.

      Just as Ben had seen.

      When the driver got to a safe distance, with some buildings between himself and the ambulance, he pressed the button on his key fob, which had been modified for this purpose.

       

      And the C-4, which had been carefully shaped to allow the fertilizer to release its explosive power, detonated.

      Within microseconds, the shock wave from this explosion turned the ammonium-nitrate in the fertilizer into an explosive gas, which amplified the resulting explosion tenfold.

      The shock wave from the resulting blast erupted in all directions, shredding the side of the land cruiser, and then hitting the walls of the St Nicholas’s Hall and what remained of the Chapel with equal force.

      The walls of St Nicholas’s Hall nearest the blast had stood for over eight hundred years, but the explosion would pulverise them in one eighth of a second. The blast ripped through the hall, tearing down the wall on the other side and causing the roof of the venerable old building to collapse along three quarters of its length.

      It hit the Chapel with equal force and this time the high altar was demolished along with every stained-glass window in the place. The only part of the Chapel left standing was the entrance arch and a small section of the roof. The rest came raining down as a lethal shower of stone and bricks.

      The explosion also blasted downwards, but this time hitting solid rock and causing the shock wave to ricochet upwards and lift the chassis of the land cruiser (which is all that remained of the bombing vehicle) thirty feet into the air and land on the collapsed remains of St Nicholas’s Hall.

      The two ambulances which had so recently arrived to help treat wounded were both picked up by the explosion and flung outwards. One landing against the inside wall of what remained of the Hall and the other winding up sitting on its roof in a garden about a hundred feet away. 

      And Ben and Pop had been among the many in the square, flung violently through the air by the explosive force.

      Pop was still alive, but unconscious. He had been flung through the air and collided with a stone buttress. Ben was thrown by the blast too but mercifully had landed on grass and, while winded and bruised, was spared worse injuries.

      But for a small town of only four thousand people, this was nothing less than catastrophic.

      Scores of people had been killed or injured.

      Catastrophic.

      Of the Conclave, there was simply no question.

      Some of the candidates were dead. This would present enormous problems back in their hometowns and countries, their presence here for the Conclave being a secret.

      That would require some creative explanation.

      The rest were all among the injured.

      For the first time in hundreds of years, they would postpone the Conclave. Of that, there was no doubt. Not that there was anyone left unscathed to make that decision.

      For the moment, the focus had shifted to helping those who still could be helped. And treating those who could be treated.

      And then finding out exactly who had inflicted such horrible damage on the unsuspecting people of Santa Klaus.

      It was inconceivable.

      Terrorism here at the North Pole.

      Yet the smoking remains of two of their most sacred places testified to the brutal truth.

      Ben, partially deaf and his head throbbing, pushed himself painfully up to a sitting position and looked around, dazed. The scene before him was disorientating and unbelievable.

      The stunning snowscape and beautiful buildings he had visited only a day before lay in ruins. He reached out and felt his arms and then his legs. Everything seemed to be intact.

      He tried standing. It was painful, but possible.

      Then he saw Pop, forgot his own discomfort, and hobbled over.

      Pop was breathing. That was something. But his face was pale, and he had a nasty gash on his forehead carrying upwards above his hairline. Blood flowed freely from the wound. And his eyes were closed.

      “Pop,” Ben said with a husky voice.

      “He’s unconscious,” said the girl’s voice at his elbow, “but I think he’s alive.”

      Ben didn’t even turn around to check on his new friend.

      “He needs a doctor.” Said Ben, with an edge of panic in his voice.

      “I would think,” she said reasonably, “that might be a problem.”

      Ben tore his eyes away from Pop and took in the chaotic sight all around them.

      It was horrifying.

      Ben looked back at Pop. He pulled off his beanie and pressed against the wound on his forehead to stop the blood. Whatever happened next, it looked like they would have to do it themselves.
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      By the time Ben got Pop to the community’s only hospital, the place was bedlam. With no functioning ambulances, victims were being bought in by whatever means were available. They carried some on the backs of trucks and in cars, and they carried one fellow in on a stretcher towed behind a snowmobile.

      Doctor Malenkov and his staff were being run off their feet. The hospital wasn’t large enough to accommodate all the people who were being bought in. The school next door had opened up its hall and that large space was being used by nurses to triage the wounded.

      Pop was lying on a camp bed in the school hall. He had a green sticker on his jacket. Though concussed, and with possible broken bones, he wasn’t in immediate danger.

      Ben had wrangled a ride for him on the back seat of one of many vehicles, which showed up after the second explosion to help. He rode with Pop and helped carry him into the nurses’ station at the school.

      The nurse who admitted them was sympathetic but firm.

      “Just stay with him, keep him hydrated and if he is in pain, come see me and I’ll arrange some relief. That’s all I can do. I have other more pressing patients to deal with.”

      Ben’s panic had subsided. It was clear from looking around that the nurse was right. There were plenty of people far worse off than Pop.

      Gradually, Pop regained consciousness and became more lucid.

      His first complete sentence was, “I have a splitting headache.”

      Ben secured some pain tablets, which Pop took with a paper cup of cold water.

      He could see Pop was trying to be stoic, but he was in some serious pain.

      The rescue operation at the centre of town had swung into high gear. Hundreds of townsfolk had arrived to do their bit, whether digging through rubble, helping transport the wounded, or just offering hot food or drink to those on the front line.

      At the Christmas Palace, a white Humvee pulled to a stop and a small group of men got out and entered the building.

      The Civil Servants at the Palace, who were used to taking orders, found themselves in the position of being asked to make decisions for themselves. Even during this period between Father Christmases (usually called the Interregnum), they would take orders from the most senior selectors running the Conclave.

      But someone had literally blown the Conclave to pieces.

      Many of the eligible selectors were dead.

      The rest of them were either injured or trying to make sense of what had happened.

      Decisions needed to be made fast. The group of senior Civil Servants hosted a very unusual meeting.

      The three men from the Humvee sat around a large wooden table in a Christmas decorated conference room. The man in the middle wore sunglasses and was completely bald. His immaculately tailored suit looked expensive. Like ‘the cost of a medium-sized car’ expensive. He exuded the confidence of someone who has known their own importance for a long time.

      Opposite them were four civil servants who worked at the palace. Their job was to run Santa Klaus and ensure all Christmas operations ran smoothly. Right now, the four of them looked stunned. Although wearing suits, their clothing was slightly in disarray, a reflection of the chaos which had unfolded outside just hours earlier.

      “An unspeakable tragedy,” the man in sunglasses said, “and an appalling loss of life. Please, if there’s anything we can do to help - I can imagine it creates a delicate problem for you.”

      Steven was the senior civil servant. Fate had given him the responsibility he neither sought nor wanted.

      “That would be an understatement, Mr. Pearson,” he replied. “I don’t know… I’m not sure that we recover from this. Certainly not in the next couple of months.”

      Eddie Pearson pushed the sunglasses down a little and nodded. “Calling for international help would be… problematic?”

      Pearson was the founder and CEO of the Congo Corporation. He was also one of the richest men in the world, although he worked hard to keep himself out of the public eye. He preferred it that way.

      “The position of the Administration has not changed, regardless of how extreme the circumstances are. We simply cannot allow our existence to be revealed to the world.”

      “I quite understand,” said Eddie. “Perhaps I can help.”

      “How so?” Direct and to the point.

      “My organisation is vast. Our business entails both an enormous retail structure and sizable transport operations.”

      No comment from Steven.

      “I can discreetly arrange for substantial financial and logistical assistance. Along with whatever medical personal and recovery expertise you require.”

      “Without raising questions?”

      “We have a very large operation, spread over a lot of different countries. I can arrange for the people and materials we need to be transported here from a range of locations. No manifest large enough to raise questions.”

      “Very well,” replied Steven, “but if I can be blunt, what’s in it for you? Pure altruism?”

      Eddie smiled thinly.

      “Call it a gesture of corporate friendship, between two of the world’s largest consumer suppliers.”

      “I see.”

      “Perhaps when all this is over, the good faith discussions which we came here for might be permitted to take place. In an atmosphere of open-mindedness.”

      “Very well,” replied Steven, “but any suggestion of coercion… well, you understand this place is built on certain traditions. Certain traditions which are non-negotiable as far as the Administration is concerned.”

      “Of course,” said Eddie, nodding without smiling. “That goes without saying.”

      “Then we would appreciate your help, Mr. Pearson. And we appreciate the gesture of friendship that comes with it.”

      Eddie stood up and held out his hand. Steven shook it.

      The meeting had only been a few minutes long.

      But they had made a decision which would see life in Santa Klaus change irrevocably.

       

      We’re not in the position to decline his offer, thought Steven as he watched the white Humvee drive away. The town has been wounded. We need help. No matter what his true motivation might be.
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      Ben was still at Pop’s bedside in the school hall. There were hundreds of people there now, spread across the floor space, each camp bed its own little bubble of human misery.

      After the painkiller, Pop had slipped back to sleep. Ben wasn’t sure whether that was a good idea, but at least he wasn’t in pain. The nurses were flying back and forth, dealing with more badly injured people, and he had seen no sign of a doctor since they arrived.

      A vibration in his pocket startled him, and Ben realised with a shock that his phone was ringing.

      He looked around the hall at the unbelievable scene before him and answered.

      “Hey Mum.”

      “Hi Ben! It’s so good to hear your voice.”

      “You too, Mum. How’s things at home?”

      Ben tried to keep his tone light and breezy.

      “Oh, you know, same stuff, different day. The dog misses you. I’ll bet your PlayStation does, too. How is Pop?”

      “He’s… good,” replied Ben, lying through his teeth. “He’s out at the shops at the moment getting something for dinner.”

      “Oh, that’s a shame. I’ll have to catch him later. How about you? Having fun in the winter wonderland?”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty cool,” said Ben, hoping none of the wounded near him cried out in pain, requiring him to offer Mum an explanation.

      “So, what have you been up to?”

      “Oh… just looking around. You know, learning family stuff. A bit of history.”

      He saw a nurse approaching a patient a few beds away. She had a tray full of clean dressings, and Ben guessed she was about to clean a wound.

      “Listen, Mum, can I call you back later? I’m just in the middle of a tricky… uh… family thing. I’d love to talk longer, but I can’t right now.”

      He listened.

      “Love you too, Mum, bye.”

      As Ben hung up, he didn’t have a clear idea why he had lied to his mum. He just knew he was struggling to make sense of everything, and he didn’t have the strength to explain it to his mum. Not yet.

      “So…” said Pop in a husky, pain-ridden voice, “keeping secrets about this place runs in the family, I see.”
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      The first thing that concerned Pop was whether Ben was safe. Which seemed absurd to Ben, since he knew he was one of the lucky ones.

      There was an ugly red bruise and graze running from just above his left hip across to his right shoulder.

      That was where he had struck the lawn and slid along, his jacket, jumper and shirt all pushing up around his shoulders as he did so.

      Later he would discover big ugly bruising around his knees too, from the same moment of impact.

      And the path of the bruising suggested he had slid backwards face down.

      But none of that mattered to him.

      He was far more concerned about the jagged cut on Pop’s head and the obvious pain he was in.

      “I’m fine, Pop. Just a little bruised.”

      “Bruised? Show me.”

      Ben obliged and lifted his shirt. The damaged skin was fiery red, with darker blue and black shades around the edges.

      “That looks awful, Ben. I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Pop. I’ve done worse on my scooter.”

      Pop nodded and winced as he did so.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “My head, honestly, my head, is feeling a little better than before. Not throbbing so much. But I don’t think I can lift this arm…” Pop’s face contorted in pain as he tried.

      “Then don’t try,” said Ben, pushing gently down on his arm. “I’ll get someone.”

      “I’m sure they’re flat out busy with…”

      “Pop. Just rest up. I’ll get someone.”

      Ben said it with such finality that Pop stopped speaking and just felt proud of his grandson.

      Ben got up and looked around for anyone who looked likely to help. He found a younger nurse on the other side of the hall. She was filling in some paperwork on a clipboard.

      “Please,” he said, “can you spare a moment to check on my pop? I think his arm is broken.”

      The nurse looked back where Ben was pointing.

      “Okay.” she said, “I’ll be there in a few moments.”

      A few moments later, she was assessing Pop’s arm. Pop tried to be stoic throughout, but it was hurting.

      “An x-ray would tell us for sure,” she said, “but I think you’ve fractured your collar bone. Your arm itself is fine. Although it looks as if it may have been dislocated.”

      “What?” said Ben with alarm.

      “I think you might be right,” replied Pop. “I’ve done it once before. Years ago.”

      The nurse nodded.

      “It seems to have gone back into the socket on its own. I’ll see if I can find a sling to get the weight off that broken collarbone.”

      “Thanks,” said Ben, “that would be outstanding.”

      “No trouble,” she replied. “My name is Sylvia.”

      “Thanks Sylvia,” replied Pop. 

      Sylvia returned with the sling a few minutes later and Pop could then sit up without his arm causing him tremendous discomfort.

      And it was him, for once, who was peppering Ben with questions.

      “Ben - what happened? My memory is… hazy. Can you help me fill in some blanks?”

      “Sure Pop,” said Ben, wondering if the part he couldn’t remember included meeting the men in the white Humvee at the airport.

      “I guess the first question… what happened?”

      Ben looked at Pop.

      “Honestly,” Ben said, “I don’t know. One second, I was standing next to you, next thing we were flying.”

      “I don’t remember that,” said Pop.

      “Probably a good thing,” replied Ben. “You landed pretty hard.”

      Pop nodded, “yup, that’s how it feels. What did I land on?”

      “Part of the hall, I think.” Said Ben, “A stone wall.”

      “The Hall,” said Pop, “was it…”

      Ben shook his head.

      “I think maybe some of it is still standing,” replied Ben. “it looked bad.”

      Neither one spoke for a moment.

      “Pop,” said Ben, “what’s going on here?”

      “I wish I knew,” said Pop, “none of this… no one expected any of this.”

      “Is this a terrorist attack?”

      “I don’t know,” replied Pop, “Maybe.”

      “Why would someone attack this place? And why were there two explosions?”

      “I just don’t know,” replied Pop. He looked around the school hall full of injured people. “I just don’t know.”

      They talked for several more minutes. Ben relayed everything he had seen, the damage to the Chapel, the Hall, the ambulances thrown through the air. Pop listened to his grandson the whole time. His face was ashen.

      And all the while, Ben kept biting back the words he wanted to say.

      “Why were you there at the airport, Pop? Who were those men, and why were you with them?”

      Amid all this, he didn’t want to know. For now, he was happy to have Pop alive and well.

      So, he left it. 

      It was several hours later when the help that Eddie had promised started to arrive. The Santa Klaus airfield saw traffic like it had never experienced. A succession of large black transport aircraft arrived and began offloading people and supplies. The people included doctors, nurses, frontline workers, and security officers.

      Quietly, and with the full permission of the local government (or what remained of it), they turned the peaceful town of Santa Klaus into a crime scene. The black clad security officers took up positions all around the town, their presence becoming a ubiquitous reminder that the day’s events had transformed things.

      But Eddie was true to his word. The influx of professionals from around the world was done with great secrecy. Most of the people in the convoy weren’t told their destination, just paid handsomely to show up and to do their jobs without asking too many questions.

      The rest of the world remained oblivious to both the existence of the town (and its true purpose) and the devastating attack which had taken place there.

      The only person in the world who noticed that something was amiss was a Royal Canadian Air Force Lieutenant named Orville Thurlow, who was manning the radar station at a remote military base near the Arctic circle. 

      Thurlow was mid-way through an eight-hour shift when he noticed the succession of unidentified aircraft flying up towards the pole. He could track them by radar, but the signal would become patchy and faint and then disappear. It was a concerning problem, especially since it occurred repeatedly. But the planes weren’t flying in his direction and didn’t seem to pose a direct threat. More like a perplexing problem.

      So, he made a note of the approximate location and the time of each signal.

      The next morning, he raised it with his commanding officer before he went off duty.

      His commanding officer listened politely and then, almost before Thurlow had finished speaking, interrupted to say that phantom radar signatures sometimes appear in that area because of the magnetic pole and certain atmospheric conditions and that he should ignore them.

      It sounded rehearsed.

      Thurlow, having served in this role for over eighteen months, knew that explanation was about as likely as the Easter Bunny being real, but he followed orders and officially “forgot” about it.

      The transport planes themselves (mainly modified C130 Hercules aircraft, ex-military and privately owned by a shell corporation which was part of Eddie’s corporate empire) had been directed to fly as low as possible once over the arctic ice which was why their radar signatures kept dropping in and out.

      They landed, unloaded their cargo, and took off again, some of them returning the next day with further supplies and men.

      If the pilots had questions about what was happening here at the Pole. They were smart enough to keep them to themselves.

      And paid well enough to do so.
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      Ben took Pop home the same night.

      Sylvia, the friendly Nurse had supplied them with a box of painkillers and a more durable sling. Now that crates full of medical supplies were arriving via the airport, there was plenty to hand out. She helped arrange transport for Ben and Pop and just before ten PM; they were back at the house.

      And exhausted.

      Ben helped Pop change into his pyjamas and then cooked dinner for them both. The house had been stocked with food prior to their arrival. It was part of the hospitality provided to Conclave attendees and their families. Ben found a packet of sausages in the fridge and some sort of instant rice dish which he could put together without too much trouble. Neither of them had eaten since this morning.

      It had been a long day.

      “What’s the plan now?” said Ben, over dinner.

      “Sleep,” replied Pop, “as much as possible. I want at least twelve hours of shuteye.”

      Ben nodded. He felt the same way.

      After dinner, he helped Pop make up his bed, with pillows propped up to lessen the pressure on his injured shoulder. Ben also insisted Pop take some painkillers, despite his initial stubborn refusal. Fluffing the pillows and fussing around made Pop smile. Ben reminded him so much of his mother.

      And Ben felt good to be useful amid all this chaos.

      Pop was asleep within minutes of his head softly sinking into the pillow despite the broken collarbone.

      Ben couldn’t remember a time when he had felt so exhausted. He grabbed his pyjamas and went into the bathroom. The clothes he had been wearing were dirty, stained, and smelled of smoke. Even the wonderful puffer jacket was torn and covered in dirt.

      After undressing, Ben surveyed his own body in the mirror.

      The graze and bruising of his hard landing on the grass covered his torso like an angry red and blue sash.

      It stung once he got under the shower. But it didn’t matter to Ben. His hair was full of dust and dirt, and he rinsed it twice before washing it in some weird brand of shampoo.

      Mostly he just stood under the water, letting it wash down his body, attempting to cleanse away the horrors of the day.

      It was hard to get his head around the idea that he had been the victim of a terrorist attack. That a bomb had blown people apart just a few metres from where he was standing.

      Ben felt guilty that he had been in such danger, yet his mother knew nothing about it. But he also couldn’t bring himself to tell her. Not tonight, anyway. There were too many questions she would ask that he didn’t have the energy to answer. Or that he didn’t know the answers to.

      He also knew that if he told Mum, she would demand he get on a plane and come home.

      And he wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.

      Tonight, he would sleep, and tomorrow perhaps he could start making sense of all this.
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      Overnight, a new social order was being put into place in Santa Klaus. Gone were the simpler times of a friendly community. Black clad security officers wearing sleek winter uniforms, tinted sunglasses and earpieces stood silently in authority.

      They were on street corners and outside important buildings. They were in shops and patrolling near homes. They were an anonymous army in black kevlar.

      All in the name of safety.

      It was a new reality. An ugly reality that would confront the residents of this quiet little town once they awoke the next morning.

      But people would tolerate them because what they promised was security.

      Ben awoke the next morning after a very restful night of sleep. As soon as he tried to move, he knew it would not be a pain-free day. His bruises were multi-coloured now and tender to the touch. Which meant that every movement had to be undertaken slowly and with care.

      After using the toilet, Ben returned to his room and carefully unbuttoned his pyjama top. Lifting his arms above his head was painful, but all the shirts he had packed were T-shirts, so it was necessary.

      After dressing carefully, Ben headed downstairs. It was quiet. Pop was still asleep, or at least still in his room.

      Ben sat on the couch in the lounge room and turned on the TV. It seemed to be some sort of morning show, most of it was in Swedish except for the music performance. A kid about Ben’s age with long blond hair was singing a song about relationship dramas that he seemed far too young for. Ben didn’t watch for long. Instead, he went to the kitchen and made himself some breakfast. They hadn’t stocked the fridge or pantry with vegemite but otherwise, there was an excellent selection. He made himself some toast (there was cereal as well, but he wasn’t fully convinced that the milk in the fridge came from a cow, so he took a pass) and smothered it with jam.

       Ben sat down at the table and, with no distractions, had time to give some thought to the situation.

      The conclave, which was his and Pop’s reason to be here, was in ruins.

      So, the first question he needed to find the answer to was: would it restart?

      If not, there was no reason for them to stay.

      Except that both of them returning home with visible injuries would raise questions.

      The second question was: who had attacked them and why?

      Ben had an ugly feeling that he knew the answer to the first question.

      It sure seemed a co-incidence. Those men at the airport had arrived and a few hours later, the first bomb went off.

      But then that thought lead to the next ugly question, the one that made Ben feel most uncomfortable.

      Why was Pop meeting with those men?

      What were they asking of him?

      And did Pop saying ‘no’ cause the bombing?

      Every time he focused on that question, he felt a churning feeling in his gut, sort of like he wanted to vomit but heavier.

      It caused him physical distress.

      “You look deep in thought.”

      Ben looked up. Pop was standing at the bottom of the stairs, still in his pyjamas, hair in disarray and looking older than Ben ever remembered seeing him.

      “Pop, do you need help? What can I do?”

      Pop came slowly over to the table where Ben was sitting.

      “Well, if it’s not too much to ask–some toast like you’ve just made would be great. And then you can level with me and tell me what’s on your mind.”

      “I don’t…” began Ben.

      “Benjamin,” said Pop, using Ben’s rarely used full first name, “Don’t even try. I know when something’s bothering you. So, spill.”

      Ben took a deep breath.

      “Okay Pop.”

      He put on the toast and sat down.
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      Ben wasn’t sure why he told Pop everything. Maybe he could see things clearly after a good night’s sleep. Maybe he was sick of carrying the anxiety and burden himself.

      Maybe he just felt brave.

      Either way: he retold the complete story. From overhearing the conversation at the airport to seeing Pop talking to those men.

      Plus, his suspicions.

      Pop listened to everything without interrupting. The toast popped up while they were talking, and neither paid any attention to it. It would go cold.

      Ben finished speaking and looked up at Pop.

      Pop sighed.

      “You’ve been worried about me, haven’t you?”

      Ben nodded.

      “Ben, it was me you saw at the airport. But it isn’t what you think.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Conclave was delayed. One of the older members had some medical issues. We had a two-hour reprieve before we went back inside. One of the Senior members asked me to meet with those men you saw…”

      “Why you?” said Ben.

      “They had confidence in me. I can be pragmatic and blunt. And I can smell bulldust a mile off, pardon my language. And they were right.”

      Ben screwed up his face. “What do you mean?”

      “I met with the men. Do you know who they are?”

      Ben shook his head.

      “You know a company called Congo?”

      “Of course,” replied Ben. Everyone had heard of them; they were the world’s largest online store.

      “Well, the men I met with, they’re from that company. One of them is the CEO.”

      “Gawd…” said Ben. “He must be rich.”

      “I’d say so,” replied Pop. “that’s who they asked me to meet with. The CEO had a proposal for a merger between Congo and the business we do here. A corporate partnership.”

      “They wanted to take over Christmas?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      “Wow,” said Ben, “I hope you told them no.”

      “I declined the offer in the strongest possible terms, which is exactly why I was sent there.”

      “So, when I saw you…?”

      “They were leaving to drive me back to St. Nicks. My job was to report the details of the offer to the Conclave, but I was authorised to tell them no from the outset.”

      “Good,” said Ben. “I’m glad.”

      He was. And relieved. Very.

      Neither of them said anything for a moment.

      “So, do you think they could be behind the attack?” said Ben.

      “I’m not sure,” replied Pop, “but the timing is… suspicious. The thought has certainly crossed my mind.”

      “Yikes,” said Ben.

      He looked at Pop.

      “Maybe we ought to leave?”

      “I’ve thought about that too,” replied Pop, “but I’d rather stay and see what happens. If this was part of some plan, then I want to be here to protect this place from any further damage.”

      Ben nodded. It made sense.

      “Are we safe here, Pop?”

      Pop nodded. “I would say so. I’m a Conclave member.”

      He looked at Ben with concern.

      “But if you want to go,” he said, “we’ll leave.”

      Ben thought about it for a moment. He felt like Pop was probably right. There was no logical reason that they would be in danger.

      Besides, he felt like they needed to be there.

      “No, it’s fine,” he said. “I think we should stay.”

      Pop nodded.

      Making Pop breakfast and helping him get dressed with his broken collar bone took much of the rest of the morning. Following that, Ben was grateful just to chill out at the house. The problems of the outside world would certainly wait a day. They both needed time to recover from the trauma of yesterday’s events and prepare for whatever was next.

      It was mid-afternoon when Ben stuck his head through the door of Pop’s bedroom, his grandfather laying on the bed propped up by pillows and reading a book.

      “Hey Pop, I’m gonna cook dinner for both of us tonight.”

      Pop peered over his glasses at Ben.

      “Shall I call the fire brigade now, or when you start cooking?”

      Ben grinned.

      “You’ll see. I’m a superb chef. I’ve been taking classes.”

      “Oh really? They teach you the fine art of cuisine at school, do they?”

      “Well… not exactly,” replied Ben, “but I’ve watched a lot of MasterChef. So I think I’ve got the gist of it.”

      Pop smiled. “Sounds fantastic. What’s on the menu?”

      “What do you feel like?”

      Pop contemplated for a moment.

      “You know what?” he said. “I’d love a good old-fashioned home-made meat pie.”

      “A meat pie?” said Ben, a little doubtful.

      “Yes.” Replied Pop. “That would be perfect. Any chance you could whip that up?”

      “It depends,” replied Ben, “whether by ‘whip up’ you mean ‘buy from a supermarket’?”

      Pop laughed.

      “That would be fine.”

      “Wait… do they have supermarkets here?”

      “Of course,” replied Pop. “This place is still civilised. It’s not like we’re stuck at the North Pole.”

      He let the words sit there for a minute before Ben let out a groan.

      “Oh, Pop.”

      They both laughed.

      “There’s a map in the folder on the bench and some money in my wallet. Just make sure you stay out of trouble out there.”

      “Me?” said Ben, pretending to be offended. “Of course, I will.”

       

      Pop was true to his word. There was a map which laid out all the major attractions and services of Santa Klaus. That would have been useful two days ago!

      Ben was relieved to see that the supermarket was only a couple of streets away. He didn’t really fancy trekking all over town.

      “I’ll be back in a while, Pop,” Ben called out from downstairs while putting on his cold weather gear and his scarf.

      “Don’t get eaten by polar bears,” came the response down the stairs.

      Ben snorted. As if.

      Wait. Are there Polar Bears here?

      The streetlights were on when Ben left the house, so it was easy for him to find his way. The streets were quiet. He wasn’t sure whether that was a normal thing or due to what had happened.

      The supermarket differed from what Ben had expected. No enormous glass windows at the front, instead it was inside an old-style brick building with only a sign out the front reading ‘Summers–Federal Foods’ showing its purpose.

      Once inside, Ben found it was a regular supermarket, just on the smallish side. Aisles of food (although with brand names and foreign-sounding names he couldn’t decipher) filled the store with the registers at the front and even a handful of shopping carts at the entrance. And like every other building in this town, the supermarket was toasty warm inside. 

      Ben headed for the fridge aisle (which he considered pointless) and was soon perusing the different varieties of pies on offer. There was only a limited range, no four n’twenty, nothing familiar from back home, but he selected a deep-dish meat pie that looked like it would feed both him and Pop.

      He also threw a couple of cans of soft drink into the basket and a packet of chewing gum (although it would probably freeze solid on the way home) and headed for the checkout.

      The supermarket was quiet, with Ben getting served quickly.

      After collecting the correct change (not that he could tell if it wasn’t), Ben bagged up his purchases and pulled his scarf back tight around his neck. On his way towards the door, he spied a rack of magazines and was amused to see a selection of the same type of gossipy headlines here that you see back home in Australia.

      It seemed so incongruous to be reading gossip about members of the Royal Family and Hollywood celebrities here at the North Pole, just down the road from where Father Christmas lives.

      Ben was still chuckling to himself about that when he stepped through the automatic doors and out into the street.

      The two men, wearing full black snow suits with goggles and masks, stepped towards him from either side of the door as it slid shut.

      They grabbed Ben around the shoulders.

      Before he could react, a third man approached from behind and produced a short syringe from his pocket, which he used to inject something into Ben’s neck.

      For Ben, it was like a black curtain fell instantly.

      He wasn’t aware of collapsing into the arms of his attackers. Nor was he aware of being bundled into the back of a black Humvee parked in the street.

       

      Back at the house, Pop waited.
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      They bundled Ben into a vehicle, which took off from the front of the supermarket and headed towards the centre of town. Ben was unconscious on the backseat. His shopping bag was sitting in the snow outside the supermarket, where it had dropped.

      As the Humvee took off, the bag tipped over and the cans of drink that Ben had purchased just moments before rolled softly into the snow.

      The Humvee swept through streets, past people trying to clear away the debris from the twin bomb blasts.

      It drove up the hill and into the underground car park built under the most imposing building in the city, the Christmas Palace.

      The Humvee parked near an elevator entrance.

      As soon as it stopped, the elevator door opened, and two men walked out wheeling a stretcher (like those found in the backs of ambulances). They lifted Ben’s inert body onto the waiting stretcher.

      Then they tightened the straps around his torso as they rolled him into the elevator.

      The elevator (which was built as a freight elevator to bring food and supplies to the palace kitchen) ascended before it opened to an empty hallway.

      The staff who normally work in the palace had been stood-down the previous day.

      They wheeled the stretcher up the hallway and around the corner.

      It stopped in front of a small room which, under normal circumstances, was used as a secure storage area. The door locked from the outside and the room was insulated (and soundproof).

      They had pushed aside boxes stored in the room to make room for a camp bed with a couple of blankets on it.

      That was it.

      The men who had taken Ben unstrapped him and lifted him onto the camp bed.

      Then they wheeled the stretcher out, and the door was shut and locked from the outside.

      Ben still slept; the drugs injected into his twelve-year-old body were enough to keep him unconscious for several hours yet.
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      Until Ben had been gone for twenty minutes, Pop wasn’t worried at all. After thirty minutes, he still believed it was most likely that his grandson had gotten delayed.

      He tried calling Ben, and the call went unanswered.

      With difficulty, Pop put on his warm clothes and left the house, searching for his grandson. His shoulder throbbed as he walked down the same street Ben had traversed only an hour earlier. He reached the supermarket but didn’t see the shopping bag sitting outside in the snow.

      Instead, he went in and after clarifying that his grandson wasn’t there; he questioned the check-out operator who said she could remember serving a boy about Ben’s age and size, but she wasn’t sure when he had left. 

      Then Pop left the shop. He glanced down, and this time noticed the shopping bag with its half-strewn contents.

      He bent down painfully and opened the bag to reveal a frozen meat pie.

      Then he knew. 

      Pop straightened up, and his phone rang.

      He fumbled retrieving it from his pocket and did not even glance at who it was before he answered, so hopeful was he that it was Ben.

      “Ben!” he exclaimed.

      “No.” replied the voice on the other end. “I’m sorry. Were you expecting a call?”

      “No,” replied Pop, “it’s just…” he paused, “what do you need?”

      He was in a hurry to get off the phone and find his grandson.

      “You need to come in for a meeting.”

      “I can’t I have family business to attend to.”

      “No, isn’t really an option. They want us to restart the Conclave. You need to come in. Now.”

      Pop was about to launch into a tirade about how unimportant all that was when something clicked in his mind.

      He looked at the discarded shopping bag again.

      “Where and when?” he said with clipped tones.

      “The Christmas Palace. The conference room. An hour from now.”

      “Right. See you there.”

      He hung up the phone and looked at it for a moment.

      It seemed impossible, but…

      The odds of him getting this phone call at the same time Ben went missing seemed too far-fetched to be a co-incidence.

      He would go to the meeting and find out what they wanted. This whole thing was making him feel uneasy. And he desperately wanted to find Ben, but there was not much he could do. The police had their hands full.

      And he had a gut feeling that going to the Christmas Palace might provide more answers than not. 

      He thought for a moment, then turned and walked back into the shop.

      “Excuse me,” he said in a polite voice. “Could I speak to a manager?”

      It was a very cordial conversation. Pop had two aims: to alert someone that his grandson was missing (it horrified the store manager, of course) and to ask whether there was a security camera outside the front of the shop. He wasn’t sure whether Santa Klaus had become so security conscious that it would require such modern necessities. But he hoped so.

      And when the manager returned, it fulfilled his hope. There was a camera. Not for security, but because people slipped and fell on the icy footpath.

      Pop asked whether he could watch the footage.
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      It was a few hours before Ben stirred. His first dim awareness was terrific thirst and a pounding headache. 

      His eyelids felt like they had lead weights attached.

      And he did not know where he was.

      Gradually his eyes opened, and an odd sight confronted him. Stacks of boxes.

      Ben struggled to make sense of it. His mind was muddled and cloudy.

      As if there was something being hidden from him.

      He realized he was in a room. And that he had never seen this room before.

      He certainly wasn’t at Pop’s place.

      It hurt so much to move his head that for a while all he could was lay there and try to muster the strength to sit up.

      When he finally did so, pain ripped through his head like hearing a Nickelback song at full volume. He had to squeeze his eyes shut and hold his head in his hands while waiting for it to subside.

      When it finally settled enough for him to re-open his eyes, he saw a bottle of water at the foot of the bed.

      He reached for the bottle, opened it, and drank the whole contents. It was like a shot of adrenalin. It even seemed to turn the headache down to a five or a six from the ten and a half it had started as.

      The water also helped to clear the fog from his brain.

      Ben felt fully awake.

      And realised he really didn’t know where he was or how he got here?

      The last thing he could remember was… it took him a second to think… the last thing was the shop. He bought a pie and some cans of drink and…

      He reached into his pocket and felt around.

      Gum.

      It was in there.

      Which meant he hadn’t been dreaming.

      So, he was at the shop and then….?

      This made little sense.

      A few minutes later, Ben felt strong enough to get up and walk across the room, to the door. It was a big, strong wooden door, but there didn’t appear to be a handle on this side.

      So, he pushed against it.

      Nothing.

      He pushed harder, really shoving with his legs.

      Still nothing.

      He shouted (which hurt his head, but he did it anyway) with no response. His voice sounded oddly flat. Like it wasn’t travelling anywhere.

      So where-ever he was, he wasn’t leaving anytime soon.

      Ben sat back down on the bed and thought hard. What was the last thing he could remember?

      He paid for the food, packed it in a bag, walked out of the store and…

      Something…

      Something in the corner of his mind…

      Hands. Hands grabbing him.

      Then a stinging sensation on the back of his neck, like a mozzie bite.

      Then… 

      That was it.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. There was nothing there.

      This just didn’t add up. He was at the store. He walked out of the store. Someone grabbed him, something stung him and…

      Then here.

      Somewhere in the gap between those two places was the answer.
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      As Pop was being driven to the Christmas Palace, he kept reviewing the surveillance video in his mind.

      It was quite clear. Ben walks into the store. Seven minutes later, he exits the store and two men standing on either side of the door grab him. A third man steps up behind and does something which causes Ben to go limp, drop the shopping bag, and collapse to the ground.

      They then carried him out of frame (because of the angle of the camera). There were fresh tire treads in the snow, and it didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to deduce that Ben was carried into a vehicle and driven away.

      Confronted by the knowledge that someone had kidnapped his grandson. And that those who kidnapped him were likely to be represented at this meeting. Pop was unusually calm.

      During his long career as a firefighter, he had learned how to manage his stress and powerful emotions and to remain calm in dangerous situations.

      Inside, he was boiling with rage.

      But on the outside, he appeared quite calm and reasonable.

      There were two things he wanted from this meeting. First, confirmation that the same men who were likely responsible for the bombing were the ones who kidnapped his grandson. And second, what he needed to do to get Ben back.

      Because at the moment he couldn’t give a damn about tradition or the Conclave or anything other than the life and safety of his grandson.

      He tucked the USB, which the supermarket manager had given him with the surveillance video footage on it, into his pocket.

      Upon arrival, they ushered Pop upstairs to a meeting room. It was an ornate conference room, more used for festive dinners than for delicate negotiations.

      As he entered, he observed who was already there.

      Standing around the table were the Father’s Private Secretary Steven (the man who had rung him), plus two of his deputies. Also present were four other Conclave members, two of whom he had met earlier but only passing acquaintances. The three gentlemen from the Congo company were also present. As was a figure he didn’t recognise, wearing some sort of black combat gear. And an exhausted looking civilian covered in dust and dirt from the bomb site.

      They had placed folders on all the seats with the Congo logo embossed with gold on the front cover.

      Pop thought it was garish and over-the-top.

      “Gentlemen, please, let’s all introduce ourselves,” said the bald man from Congo. He was taking charge of the meeting.

      After the introductions had gone around the table, they discussed the real purpose of this gathering.

      Whether to resume the Conclave.

      There were sound arguments on both sides. In the negative were the obvious ones. The town was still picking up the pieces from a devastating attack and a lot of the Conclave members were dead or injured.

      But there were persuasive arguments about why they should resume as soon as possible, all centred around the idea of ‘not letting terrorists win’ and ‘restoring normalcy and purpose.’

      Plus, the obvious one.

      Christmas was only six weeks away.

      Pop stayed quiet through most of the discussions, being careful not to tip his hand. It was clear that someone had kidnapped Ben to serve as some sort of leverage. It was unclear, however, what kind of leverage that would be.

      And he was reluctant to voice his opinion without understanding what it was they wanted from him.

      It must be something important. Important enough to kidnap his grandson.

       

      The sweetener was the offer on the table. Congo Corporation would underwrite the cost of re-establishing the Conclave (including the relocation costs) and would provide security and support for however long was needed. They would also provide logistical support as needed across the Christmas period.

      Congo wanted to merge with Santa Klaus and help run Christmas. Not just for this year. But on a permanent basis.

      A permanent merger between one of the world’s largest corporations and the sacred traditions of Christmas.

      In the short term, it was a tempting idea. Especially the knowledge that whatever financial burden the bombing put on the town would be taken care of. But in practical terms, letting a corporation help run the most sacred of holidays made more than a few people at the table uneasy.

      Pop included. 

      But the concern was that without outside help, there might not be a Christmas this year. 

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

       

      Three floors below, through a soundproof wall, and oblivious to Pop’s presence in the building–Ben was calling out because he needed to pee.

      Badly.

      He had had an enormous glass of juice for lunch about several hours ago, and he could feel the pressure in his bladder.

      And there was nothing in this room which could serve the purpose short of him peeing all over the floor.

      Which he didn’t want to do because he was intended to sleep here.

      So instead, Ben was banging furiously on the door and calling out. His language was getting less and less polite as he continued to be ignored.

      “Hey!” he shouted. “Unless you want me pissing everywhere, I need to go to the toilet!”

      Still no response.

      “Hey, are you out there or what?”

      Nothing.

      The next sentence was quite unprintable, but imagine language that would have gotten Ben grounded by his mother for a month.

      But it must have done the job because Ben heard the door being unbolted from the outside.

      So, not completely soundproof…

      By now, he was hopping from side to side. The pressure was that bad.

      The black clad goon who opened the door said nothing, instead he took Ben by the arm and led him down the hallway to a small bathroom marked for males. Ben found it quite awkward that the goon marched in with him and stood at the back while Ben relieved himself at one of the wall mounted receptacles. At first, he had worried he would be too shy to pee while someone was watching, but the pressure to do so was greater than the embarrassment, so he managed to go.

      He felt enormously better afterwards.

      Soon he was back in his room with the door locked behind him, but he had learned something from the process.

      Clearly, where he was being held was big enough to need toilets for large numbers of people. No one has a bathroom with four urinals along the wall in their own home.

      Somewhere that either had a lot of visitors or a lot of staff.

      Second, it was somewhere that his kidnappers weren’t afraid of him being seen. Which meant either the people who live/work there were in cahoots with his kidnappers or the people who live/work in the building weren’t around.

      It was a wild guess, but Ben could think of one place that would normally require a large staff but wouldn’t be operating as normal at the moment.

      Because the person who runs the place had recently died.

      He could remember from the first day seeing that big ornate building in the Square. It was called the Christmas Castle or Christmas Palace or something. And it was where Father Christmas lived.

      And under the current circumstances, it would have lots of empty rooms where you could hide a kid that you didn’t want people to know about.

      And if so…

      Ben turned to the boxes, which were neatly stacked up against the opposite wall of the room.

      Might they offer a further clue?

      Or perhaps a way for him to get help?

      Might as well have a look.

      Ben pulled a box from the top of the pile and pulled it open.

       

      Back upstairs, the meeting was ending. Pop was still unsure what part he was supposed to play in this. The meeting ended with an agreement to draw up a plan for a proposed resumption of the Conclave, including logistics and operational requirements. They also decided they would ask all surviving Conclave members to vote on the plan to merge with Congo once the negotiations ironed out the details.

      Which all seemed reasonable enough.

      Pop had little doubt that the vote would be a resounding no.

      So far, it didn’t seem worth the leverage they had applied.

      Especially since Pop had contributed little to the discussion.

      Only when the meeting was over, and the participants were huddled in small groups, did things become clear. Pop was putting on his coat and scarf and readying to leave (and resume his search for his kidnapped grandson) when Steven motioned him over.

      “Would you mind staying a moment?” said Steven. “Mr Pearson would like a private word.”

      Pop looked at the corporate executive, who was smiling thinly and offering his hand.

      This ought to be good.
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      The threat came like an iron fist in a velvet glove.

      The words were friendly; the tone was respectful and the surroundings (the ornate conference room in the Christmas palace) were opulent and luxurious.

      But the intention was simple.

      “Family is so important, don’t you agree?”

      Pop nodded. An icy feeling in his gut.

      “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to protect my family.”

      Pop looked at him. What kind of man wears sunglasses inside?

      Not being able to see Mr Pearson’s eyes was disquieting. But then, perhaps, that was the point.

      “If you have something to say, Mr. Pearson, please say it. I’m not interested in small talk. It has been a long day.”

      “Very well.” Said Mr Pearson, the fake-friendly tone gone from his voice. “Congo is a family business. Our Congo family would very much appreciate your support in ensuring the proposal is accepted by the majority of the Conclave members. You are an influential man, and I’m sure we are aligned in terms of our goals.”

      Then he turned and walked away without another word.

      Leaving Pop shaking.

      The threat, the implication, was clear.

      He had been wrong, so wrong.

      This was not a safe place.

      And he very much longed to be on a plane home right now, with Ben safely beside him.

      But that wasn’t the reality. Ben was missing and without saying so precisely, Pearson had made it obvious that Ben’s safety was in their hands. And that was the leverage they needed to make Pop do what they wanted him to do.

      For now, the instructions were simple.

      Once the conclave had resumed, Pop’s job was to make sure the assembled Selectors voted YES on the merger plan.

      Ben’s safety mattered far more than the Conclave itself, or even who was elected.

      So, Pop would co-operate.

      Like he had any other choice.

      Pop made a series of phone calls. First to the Conclave members whom he knew. And then to the ones whose contact details he had been given. He was polite, and he was persuasive. It helped that his courage and steadfast leadership after the first bombing was remembered. People respected him, they listened to him. They let themselves be convinced by his words, not knowing the duress that Pop was speaking under.  

      Ben had been gone for several hours now. He didn’t know what conditions his grandson was being kept in or whether he was hurt or in further physical danger. So, his plan was to work the phones quickly and efficiently to move this situation along and secure Ben’s release.

      As much as he hated the thug tactics being used against him.

      But in the current situation, who could he ask for help? Congo had black clad security officers stationed everywhere around the town.

      Santa Klaus was occupied territory.
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      Ben, meanwhile, was up to his neck in toy stuffed reindeer.

      Literally.

      Each box he opened revealed the same contents. Little soft toy reindeer, each about fifteen centimetres long with about forty in every box.

      Although there were now over a hundred scattered on the floor.

      Four boxes in, Ben had got the impression that reindeer was all there was. He started picking up the boxes and checking their weight before opening them.

      So far, to his reckoning, there were at least twenty-six boxes of toy reindeer. Which was frustrating. Because they were cute for sure. But to enable him to escape from this locked room, they were… not the most useful things.

      He had thought about setting fire to all the boxes so that someone might have to come and put the fire out, providing him an opportunity to escape in the confusion. But there were two obvious flaws in that idea.

      First, he didn’t have any matches.

      Second, there’s no guarantee that anyone would come to put the fire out and instead Ben could perish, choking to death on the smoke from a thousand burning toy reindeer.

      Which would be ironic.

      But not the outcome he was looking for.

      What he was hoping for was… something he could use. Like a crowbar. Or a cricket bat. Or a hammer to smash a hole in the wall (there were no windows in this room).

      But he just had a lot of reindeer.

      Ben shoved several reindeer out of the way and sat back down on the camp bed. He was annoyed. He had allowed himself to hope the boxes would contain something that would help. That somehow, he, a twelve-year-old boy from Australia, could outwit whoever had put him in here and escape.

      It was ridiculous.

      This wasn’t one of those Home Alone movies.

      Instead, he was at their mercy. He even had to holler to be allowed to use the toilet.

      It was humiliating.

      No food, no water unless they provided it.

      He didn’t like feeling so vulnerable.

      He didn’t like being such a victim!

      Tears sprang to his eyes.

      Ben wished he was with Pop.

      He wished the kidnappers hadn’t taken his phone.

      He wished he was in Australia.

      He wished he’d never heard of Santa Bloody Klaus!

      Then the door opened.

      Ben was astonished. He hadn’t even heard it being unlocked.

      One of those black clad goons stood there, holding a sandwich on a plate and a bottle of water. He looked at Ben and then at the reindeer strewn everywhere.

      Then back at Ben.

      “They… uh… tried to escape.” said Ben.

      The goon didn’t say a word. He put the sandwich and bottle of water down on the floor and stepped back through the door, locking it behind him.

      At least there was food.

      Ben fell on the sandwich like he hadn’t eaten in a month. It barely touched the sides. He drank half the water and conserved the rest. It felt like it must be night time and he guessed he was going to be spending the night in this room.

      So, he saved himself some water.

      And readied himself for a long night.

      With no one to talk to except the reindeer.

       

      Ben wasn’t the only one spending the night in the Palace. Eddie Pearson and his colleagues had moved their base of operations there as well. Since there was no one to tell them not to.

      There were a lot of rooms to choose from. Out of deference to tradition, the flat traditionally assigned to Father Christmas was left empty, but there were plenty of guest suites on the top floor.

      It was in one of those suites that a late-night discussion about upcoming plans was taking place.

      In private.

      Three floors below, Ben was oblivious to this conversation. The lights had gone off in his room as they were on a timer, and he was trying to make himself comfortable on the camp bed and catch some sleep.
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      Ben’s sleep was unsettled. It wasn’t just the thin mattress on the camp bed or the temperature (he had to keep his jacket on to go to sleep, which made it more uncomfortable) but the uncertainty of the situation.

      No sooner would he fall asleep than his eyes would snap open again. He’d be wide awake and disorientated.

      It did not make for a restful night.

      And even when he stayed asleep, he was plagued by strange and unsettling dreams, which would linger after he woke.

      In one dream, he wandered around the long hallways of the palace, searching for Pop. But every door he opened just revealed another long hallway. It seemed like there was no beginning and no end to his search. Adding to the growing unease was the sense that he was being watched. His feeling of panic rising, he started running down the hallways until, out of breath, he got to an enormous door with a wheel on it, like you would find on a submarine.

       He spun the wheel and found himself in a vast room. There was a cord hanging near the door, and Ben pulled on it to reveal a sleigh hanging from the ceiling. But there was something wrong with it.

      It was hanging awkwardly.

      When Ben walked closer, he noticed something dripping from the side of the sleigh.

      It was blood.

      That’s when Ben woke up drenched in sweat.

      He lay there a while, trying to shake off the lingering images. It was a long time before he could close his eyes and drift off again.

      The second dream was in the same place, only this time Ben was running down the hallways being chased by something he couldn’t see. He kept trying door handles to find somewhere to hide, but they were all locked. And as he ran, the lights behind him blinked out; a curtain of darkness closing in on him.

      He rounded a corner and found himself in the house he and Pop had been staying in. Pop was sitting at the table, and Ben rushed over to beg for his help. But Pop didn’t seem to hear him. He turned his head slowly towards Ben and Ben felt a chill through his soul.

      His eyes were gone. Replaced by empty black sockets that seemed to reach back forever. But that wasn’t the moment that took Ben out of the dream.

      It was the next moment when Pop reached out, and his hands were claws.

       

      That’s when he woke up. This time shivering with cold.

      Ben reached for his jacket and covered himself with it.

      It took a few minutes for the shivering to stop.

       

      The third dream followed soon after.

      This time, Ben wasn’t sure he was dreaming. Because he was at home, his actual home back in Australia. It was a beautiful sunny day, and he was in the backyard playing with his dog. He kept on throwing his dog’s favourite toy, a small green rubber bone, and his dog would happily gallop across the long grass of the backyard (need to mow that) and retrieve it. Then Ben heard his mother calling for him.

      He ran to the back door, opened the screen, and stepped into the cool comfort of the house.

      Only it wasn’t his house.

      And it wasn’t just cool. It was freezing cold.

      Ben had stepped into an igloo with walls and a roof made of stacked ice. Only he was still wearing his Australian summer backyard outfit. A singlet, a pair of footy shorts and thongs.

      And he could feel himself freezing.

      Ben spun around and found the doorway had vanished. The igloo was just walls. There was no entrance tunnel.

      Yet it was still light inside.

      But before he could start panicking about being stuck in an igloo (or try to get himself out), he noticed he was slowly sinking. There was water rising around his ankles.

      But the water was warm…

       

      That was when he woke up the third time.

      And he found the warm, wet part wasn’t a dream.

      He had wet himself.

       

      Ben flushed a deep red. He hadn’t wet the bed in… it would have to be years.

      Four years precisely.

      He could remember it well. He had been eight years old, and he had been invited to stay at his cousin’s place for the June long weekend. His cousins (Mum’s sister’s kids) lived on a property about an hour away and Ben loved going there because they had all the cool stuff like dirt bikes, paddock bashers, horses and a river running through the property complete with a rope swing. In short, it was a kid’s paradise.

      And by the time Ben was eight, he was just old enough to go stay there on his own.

      He had been sleeping in his cousin’s room on the floor on a blow-up mattress. It was a simple setup. A blow-up mattress fitted sheet and doona over the top. The house was well heated, so Ben was plenty warm.

      He had woken up early on Sunday morning with wet pyjamas and it mortified him. Wetting his bed had been an on and off problem throughout his childhood. But it had been months.

      Maybe that extra can of drink before bed had been a bad idea.

      He didn’t want his sleeping cousin (who Ben idolised) to know. So, Ben with his eight-year-old wisdom had gotten up, taken off his wet pyjamas and had a quick early morning bath (which was smart) and then tried to wash the pyjamas, sheet, and doona in the bath too (which was not so smart). Because now he had two waterlogged pieces of bedding and a set of soaked pyjama pants, which he dragged downstairs through the house and out the back door to hang on the line.

      Leaving a trail, no, more like a river of water in the bathroom, the upstairs hallway, down the stairs, across the kitchen and out the door.

      So much for being discreet.

      And maybe that wouldn’t have been so bad except that his cousin woke up soon after and walked to the bathroom to use the toilet still in that half asleep fugue state and promptly slipped ass overhead backwards and thumped his head on the floor. His cousin started crying loud enough to wake the dead and soon the entire house was awake and wondering if the pipes in the bathroom had sprung a leak.

      Until the badly pegged sheets and doona on the clothesline made it clear what had happened.

      Needless to say, Ben didn’t get invited back to his cousins for a while.

      A long while.

      But at least in that situation, he had the means to clean himself and to change his clothes.

      At present, in the dark, in a room, with no clothes to change into, no water to wash himself and no one to help, Ben was frustrated and angry.

      The wet bed was just the icing on the cake after a crappy night’s sleep. Dreams that tormented him and, of course, the whole awful situation.

      Ben got up and tried to clean himself up as best he could. He draped his wet clothes over some boxes and wrapped a blanket around himself, wondering what the time was and how long until morning would come.

      He also decided not to stay in this room any longer.

      No matter what it took, he would get out today.
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      The Conclave was a male only affair. Always had been. Tradition upheld that Father Christmas was a man and as such, no woman could participate in the selection process (since all the eligible voters were also eligible candidates).

      But that didn’t mean there weren’t women in Santa Klaus who were deeply engaged in the community and highly respected.

      One such person was known simply as the Judge.

      Pop had known her for decades.

      And in his anguish about the kidnapping of his grandson and being blackmailed into carrying out the instructions of the Congo corporation–he knew she was the one person he could turn to for help.

      Early the next morning, after a troubled night’s sleep (his broken collarbone was very painful, and he felt guilty sleeping in a comfy bed) Pop paid her a visit.

      Her house was over on the other side of town, and Pop was wary about being seen when he knocked on her door.

      The Judge opened the door and greeted him warmly. She gave him a deep and comforting hug.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, “I know it’s early.”

      “Nonsense,” she replied. “There’s no need for apologies. Come on in.”

      The Judge shut the door behind him and ushered Pop through to her magnificently furnished house. It was considerably bigger than his (as befitted her role) and the elegant design of the sitting room gave the place a sense of class and style.

      “Please sit,” she said, “you’re hurt?”

      He nodded. “Broken collarbone. But I was lucky really.”

      She nodded. There was no need to explain.

      “Tea?”

      “Please.”

      Pop sat waiting on the sofa, looking around at the stylish décor. Presently, the judge re-entered the sitting room holding a silver tea set on a tray.

      She sat it down on a small table and busied herself a moment organising the drinks.

      Then at last they were both sitting down.

      “Tell me what you need.”

      Pop nodded. “I didn’t know who else to turn to.” To his surprise, he found himself tearing up.

      “It’s my grandson.”

      “Go on.”

      Pop explained the entire sequence of events. It would never have occurred to him not to trust the judge. Her role, her life’s work, meant that her sense of right and wrong was impeccable.

      He knew that.

      She didn’t interrupt, letting him unfold the story in his own way and not speaking until he was finished.

      Then she took a long sip of tea and spoke.

      “I have had my suspicions too.”

      Pop nodded. “They’re ruthless about getting their own way.”

      “You suspect,” said the Judge without a hint of emotion in her face, “that they may be responsible for the bombing too?”

      Pop nodded. It was a suspicion that bothered him because it meant Ben was in even more danger (if they’re willing to blow up the Conclave, they won’t hesitate to kill a twelve-year-old boy).

      “It has crossed my mind.”

      “Mine too,” replied the Judge, “even before your visit. This is… troubling.”

      Pop looked at her in surprise.

      “You’re not the only person having pressure applied to them.” she continued.

      Pop opened his eyes wide in surprise. That hadn’t occurred to him.

      “Who else?”

      “Perhaps it’s better if I don’t say.” She replied, “But these Congo people… they’ve done their research about who holds influence around here.”

      “I don’t know what to think about that.” Pop said.

      “Me neither,” replied the Judge, “but as far as I know, yours is the only case of outright kidnapping. Which means they saw your influence to be important. Perhaps more important than you realise.”

      Pop looked perplexed.

      “Why me?” he said. “I’m just an old geezer from Australia.”

      “Don’t under-sell yourself,” replied the Judge, “your quick response following the first bombing was noticed. More than a few people were relieved that the worst you suffered was a broken shoulder.”

      “Collarbone” corrected Pop.

      “Quite. You have been a dark horse candidate for a few years now. Solid background. Respects the traditions.”

      “Me?” said Pop with surprise. He had no idea that he might have been a serious contender for the Fatherhood.

      “Don’t be thinking your origin in Australia disqualifies you. In many eyes, it enhances you–since you’re well outside the usual European and North American power-blocs.”

      “Do they mean to have me elected and then control me?” replied Pop.

      “I’m not sure it will be that simple,” replied the Judge, brushing her greying hair away from her face. “It’s clear that Congo seeks to have an influence over the election. And no doubt intends for the successful candidate to be in their pocket.”

      “In their pocket, how?” said Pop.

      “My gut feeling is that, regardless of the details of the merger, or the outcome of the vote, the intention is for Congo to take over the entire operation and run it as a silent arm of their business.”

      “Santa Klaus, run for profit?” said Pop, suddenly appalled.

      The judge nodded. “Stranger things have happened throughout our history. You must know the story about the year of the three Fathers?”

      Pop nodded. He had learned that story when he was a little older than Ben. The events had taken place centuries earlier, in a time when the delivery of presents was a strictly European affair. Father Christmas had died suddenly and soon after the Conclave rumours emerged that agents of the winning candidate had poisoned him. The whole affair had paralysed Santa Klaus and a general strike in the factory lead to the newly elected Father Christmas being forced from office and a new conclave called with stricter rules in place to prevent corruption.

      It serves as an example of why the traditions are important because Father Christmas serves a greater good than his own greed.

      But if what they were suggesting was true, then the events of this year would make the year of the three Fathers pale in comparison.

      “Most importantly,” said the Judge, “we need to figure out how to get your grandson back.”

      Pop nodded. “That’s why I came to you. I don’t know where to start, but I need help.”

      The Judge nodded. “at the moment, it is to their advantage to keep him safe and healthy because they need you to be compliant. I suggest we use that.”

      “How?” asked Pop.

      “Well, if this was a regular kidnapping, then the family would demand proof of life.”

      “I wish I’d thought of that.” Said Pop.

       “My suggestion,” said the Judge, “is that you ask for some proof that he is alive and being well cared for. A photo. No matter how they respond, it will tell us something.”

      Pop nodded, feeling slightly more hopeful.

      “There’s a big difference between knowing where he is being held and being able to get him out of there,” he said.

      The Judge smiled.

      “It may not be as hard as you think. You have plenty of friends in this community.”

      She stood up. “For now, I suggest you do whatever they asked you to do and then request a meeting. Show them how compliant you are.”

      Pop stood up and shook her hand.

      “Thank you,” he said. “You’ve no idea how much it means to me to be able to unload on you.”

      She smiled warmly.

      Pop left the Judge’s house that morning feeling a good deal more cheerful than when he arrived. He at least had something to work towards.
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      Two days passed for Ben with monotonous regularity.

      Twice a day the same unspeaking, unsmiling guard would unlock the door, enter the room, deliver a plate of sandwiches and a bottle of water and escort Ben to the toilet.

      The same routine.

      At first, Ben had tried making conversation.

      “So, is this your first kidnapping?”

      No response.

      “Seen any polar bears?”

      Still nothing.

      “Does guarding me pay well? I’m looking for a part-time job.”

      And… no response.

      Then he decided he could at least give himself some entertainment during those brief periods of interaction. He started by doing different dances when he walked back and forth to the toilet (not that he was very good. In his mind Ben was the boy from Billy Elliot, in reality, not so much), with no indication of being noticed.

      So, he decided to turn-up the smart-alek a little more.

      The guard would stand just inside the door of the bathroom to monitor Ben. When he was standing at the urinal, Ben would say,

      “Stop checking out my butt.”

      And

      “I pissed on the floor; I think it’s your job to clean up.”

      Or when he was sitting in the stall, he would pretend to encourage the guard to come in.

      “Oi mate… you might need a gas mask. That was toxic!”

      And

      “Sorry… I think I missed the bowl.”

       

      It kept him amused and gave him something to plan during his long hours of solitude.

      But there was more serious business going on, too.

      Ben was keeping a close eye on what the guards’ routine was.

      Evidently, Ben was considered a low-risk captive because there was only ever one guard who attended him. Which is why he was so co-operative. He wanted to give the impression that the guard could relax around him.

      All the while watching closely to see what opportunities presented themselves.

       

      And by the end of the first day, he was pretty sure he had spotted one.

      The routine would always start with the sound of the door being unlocked from the outside, followed by the guard stepping through with the tray of food and water, which he would deposit by the door. Then he would turn his back to Ben and step through the door, expecting Ben to follow him.

      Which Ben always did.

      But which also meant that for a moment the door was wide open, and the guard wasn’t looking.

      It was only a few seconds–five at the most. But Ben wondered if he could use that time.

      Because there was one asset he had that the guard was unaware of.

      In his pocket was a packet of gum.

      Half the packet Ben had eaten before he realised it might have some value.

      A chewed-up piece of gum would fit nicely into the socket where a bolt slides in to lock the door.

      And perhaps, just perhaps, it would be enough to ensure the door didn’t lock properly.

       

      Ben waited another whole day to try out his plan.

      He had decided that his best chance of escape had to be at night, late at night, after the lights had gone off.

      It seemed reasonable to assume that fewer people would be around.

      For another day, he would succumb to the usual routine. And try to act normal.

      It was a calculated risk. But it seemed a good one.

      In the morning when the door was opened, he felt a hot stab of panic because there were two guards there. One of them, the usual one, carried out the routine. For a moment Ben thought his plan had been discovered - which was ridiculous because the plan only existed in his head!

      Then the second guard spoke.

      “Stand still and look at the camera.”

      An American accent.

      He produced a phone and took a quick photo of Ben.

      Then he turned and left, and the routine carried on as normal.

      Ben wondered what the photo was for. Perhaps it was to be passed among the rest of the guards to ensure he was easily identifiable, should he try to escape? But that seemed unlikely. After all, how many kidnapped twelve-year-olds could there be in this place?

      He mulled it over all day.

      And decided to wait and see what happened when dinner was dropped off. If it was back to the one guard routine, then he would go ahead with the plan. If it was two guards, he would abort the mission.

      That night, right on schedule, Ben heard the door being unlocked. He had been chewing about three pieces of gum for the last hour. The flavour was long gone, and it tasted bitter in his mouth. But he kept it there because as soon as he took it out, the gum would start to harden and be less malleable.

      The door opened.

      It was one guard. Carrying a tray and a bottle of water as usual.

      The guard placed the tray on the ground and the bottle of water next to it.

      Then he turned…

      Ben acted quickly.

      He took the gum out of his mouth and, almost with the same motion, stuffed it into the lock socket. It wasn’t visible from the outside, but a closer look would reveal it. He hoped the guard wouldn’t check.

      The trip to the toilet was as normal. This time Ben just walked, but he asked questions as he went.

      “Any chance of a TV? Or some decent Wi-Fi? I have a Netflix account already. You guys wouldn’t have to pay.”

      And

      “Are you losing weight? It looks like you’re losing weight. You look good.”

      In the bathroom, he found it harder to pee because he was nervous. But he forced it out. Everything had to seem normal.

      He finished and washed his hands.

      Walking side by side with the guard, Ben made his way down the hallway between the bathroom and his room.

      “Any chance of some Maccas for breakfast? Something a little different, maybe? What about KFC? I know chicken for breakfast seems weird, but then so does sandwiches all day every day…”

      No response, as normal.

      They reached the room. Ben stepped inside and turned around immediately.

      “Hey–any chance of a teddy bear? I’ve tried cuddling the little reindeer, but it’s not the same thing. Just a small teddy…”

      CLUNK

      The door was closed in his face.

      He heard the door being locked.

      It sounded different. Definitely sounded different.

      Muffled somehow.

       

      Ben prayed his plan had worked.

      But he had to wait. He didn’t want to risk trying until much later.

       

      There were several unknowns here.

      He didn’t know whether the gum had stopped the door from locking properly.

      He didn’t know whether there was a guard stationed outside the door.

      He didn’t know whether there was a guard in the hallway.

       

      There were so many ways this could go wrong.

      But he figured it was still worth a shot. After all, what did he have to lose?

       

      Ben consumed the sandwich (ham and tomato) and sipped the water. If he got out of the room, there would be a lot of risks he would need to take. He did not know the layout of this place other than the location of the bathroom, so that’s where he focused his plan. With luck, the alarm wouldn’t be raised until morning, which would give him some time to think, to scope things out.

      But everything depended on successfully getting through that door with no one finding out.

      Everything. 

      It seemed like several hours had passed before the light went out. He knew he needed to wait longer, but it was frustrating. There was no way to tell the time. He tried counting the seconds and minutes in his head, but he couldn’t keep track and got stressed.

      Eventually, his anxiety built to a point where he felt like he just had to do it.

      So, holding his breath, Ben stepped over to the door and pushed on it.

      Nothing.

      He pushed harder.

      Still nothing.

      Tears of frustration sprang to his eyes and Ben collapsed to a sitting position, leaning against the door.

      It hadn’t worked.

      All his work, his planning, for nothing.

      He thumped his head backwards against the door and closed his eyes.

       

      Then he heard a distinct click.

       

      And the door gave way, sending him tumbling backwards.

      It was open!
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      Around the same time that Ben was planning his brilliant bubble gum escape, Pop was attending the first session of the re-started Conclave.

      But his mind was elsewhere.

      He had asked for and received proof of life this morning. He had made the request to one of the Congo Corp officials who accepted it without comment, and within half an hour, Pop received the photo in his email inbox.

      It had both warmed his heart and brought tears to his eyes to see Ben again. His grandson looked surprised. He was standing in the doorway of a room somewhere. The flash of the phone lit up Ben but made the surroundings look dark, and it was hard to make out anything behind him.

      He studied the photo for a while. Trying to read his grandson’s state of mind from that split second moment in time.

      Ben looked okay. He didn’t have bags under his eyes like he hadn’t been sleeping, and he looked healthy and well fed enough. Or at least as much as Pop could tell from Ben’s face.

      There were no visible bruises, which relieved Pop. His driving fear was that his grandson was being mistreated, and that he was powerless to prevent it.

      Pop decided that he would request a photo every morning as his condition for continuing to co-operate.

      Even though he knew in his heart he didn’t have a strong negotiating position.

      He had told the Judge he would bring her the photo as soon as he got it, but many hours would have to pass before that was possible, as the Conclave had resumed.

      They had shifted the location of the Conclave to the Christmas Palace. There was a large ballroom/dining room on the second floor, which would be more than adequate. It was big enough to accommodate the fifty or so selectors who would attend (some wheeled here straight from their hospital beds) in reasonable comfort.

      Pop was under no illusion that the Conclave would be as secure or confidential as it should be. The Congo Corp security men were everywhere around the palace (for their “protection” and “security”) and he knew there were listening devices and perhaps cameras installed in the ballroom.

      But they had made it clear that the task needed to be completed before he could get his grandson back.

      And that was what he was focused on–getting his grandson back. No matter at what cost.

      The Conclave began with a prayer service and a minute of silence for all those who had died in the twin bomb blasts. There was a curious atmosphere in the room for this part. A mixture of genuine grief and sorrow for the enormous unspeakable tragedy of only a few days earlier and an undercurrent that the story wasn’t finished yet.

      Or maybe that was just Pop’s perception. 

      The judge had told him he wasn’t the only one being coerced into playing their role in the Conclave. As he looked around the room at the faces of the other men who had gathered here with such hope and optimism only a week ago, he wondered which of them like him were here under some sort of threat.

      At half-past two, the voting began.

      The age-old ceremony was picking up from where had stopped so abruptly three days previously, the day that a loud bang like a cannon blast had hurled glass and masonry through the windows of the thousand-year-old building and brought proceedings to a screaming halt.

      They had decided unanimously to dispense with the half completed first ballot from the earlier votes as almost half the voters and some of the likely candidates were now dead or badly wounded.

      So, this Conclave started fresh.

      The voting followed precise procedures which hadn’t changed in centuries.

      Each selector had a list in front of him of all eligible candidates, which meant everyone in the voting body. Rather than printing out a new list, the organisers had simply drawn a black mark across the names of those who were no longer at the Conclave.

      It was a heavy reminder, as if they needed reminding, of how much they had lost.

      Pages of black lines.

      Next to the list of candidates was a pile of ballot papers.

      Each one with the words ‘I nominate for the Fatherhood’ and an empty line for them to fill in the name of their chosen candidate.

      Pop had thought hard about this part.

      The Candidate he had intended to vote for had died in the blast.

      Looking around the room, he couldn’t see anyone who was an obvious standout.

      In the end, he settled on a gentle old Santa from Iceland named Jon. Pop knew little about him, but he was patient and kind, taking his time to greet all his fellow selectors as they entered the Conclave.

      And with his white beard–he certainly looked the part.

      After voting, each selector folded the ballot paper length ways and held it up in their right hand to signify they have voted.

      In Pop’s case, he had asked for and received permission to use his left hand. As his right arm was enclosed in a sling and he couldn’t raise it above his head. He wasn’t the only one needing those sorts of special provisions. One gentleman from Canada had his grandson in attendance as a writer since the blast had broken both of his arms. The kid was holding the ballot paper above his head like he had been told to.

      Pop wished Ben was here.

      The eldest Selector serves as Conclave Convener, and his role was to collect and then count the votes. This was the point where he walked from table to table holding a red cloth bag open in front of him while each selector swore an oath that their vote was “true and honest” before dropping their ballot paper into the bag.

      Once all the votes were collected, they emptied the bag on the main table in the centre of the room, in full view of all selectors. A committee of three tabulators then stepped forward from their tables and took turns counting the votes. The tabulators had been chosen geographically. One representative from Europe, one from North America, and one from the rest of the world.

      Each tabulator counted the votes separately.

      If all three did not come up with the same number, then the votes would have to be recounted. If they were still didn’t match, then all votes were discarded, and they declared the ballot void.

      Fortunately, the first count was accurate.

      So, they could move onto recording the results.

      Each selector had a blank piece of paper under his ballots to keep track of the vote count if he wanted.

      Some took avail of the opportunity. Others simply closed their eyes and listened.

      Pop wrote them down. He was curious about who would receive votes in the first ballot.

      But as they read out the votes, it surprised him to hear his own name.

      More than once.

      Once all votes were counted, the result was officially recorded as eighteen votes for an American candidate named Fitzgerald, sixteen votes for a French candidate named Benoît, and eleven votes for Pop.

      The remaining thirteen votes were scattered among single candidates.

       

      The rules were that a candidate had to receive two-thirds of the vote PLUS one in order to be declared the winner.

      With fifty-eight eligible voters (just over HALF the number who had made the trip to Santa Klaus), that meant a candidate had to receive forty votes to win.

      So far, no one was close.

      But Pop was a little unsettled to see his name sitting there in third place.

      Eleven selectors obviously saw him as a decent candidate. That was unexpected. 

      The first vote was declared to have been concluded without a winner. Which meant they proceeded immediately to the second vote. 

      This time, Pop thought more carefully about whom to vote for. Clearly, Fitzgerald and Benoît were the leading contenders. From his limited interactions with them, both appeared to be decent men who would do the job well. Benoît had greeted him warmly on the first day of the original Conclave, and his French accented English had charmed Pop, plus he had a jovial sense of humour. Fitzgerald, likewise, was a strong contender who took the traditions and responsibilities of the job seriously.

      In the end, Pop voted for Fitzgerald. After everything that had happened, it seemed like a responsible and focused Father Christmas was needed more than a jovial and charming one.

      But the results weren’t as Pop expected.

       

      Fitzgerald–sixteen votes.

      Benoît–seventeen votes.

      And twenty-five votes for himself.

       

      Pop was now the leader in the vote count.

      As soon as they read out the results, Pop could feel the tone of the room change. People turned their attention to him and treated him with more deference. 

      Twenty-five votes.

      That was shocking.

      Fifteen more votes and he would be…

      He shook his head. The Conclave wasn’t even meant to be his focus. He was being forced to take part against his will (or was he?) and they had kidnapped his grandson.

      And yet….?
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      The door clicked open, and Ben fell backwards with a gasp.

      Immediately, he spun around and jumped to his feet.

      Ben didn’t hesitate. He didn’t know whether the door was alarmed or whether there were security cameras around, and he didn’t wait to find out.

      Instead, he just ran as quietly as he could.

      Down the hallway–fifteen steps.

      Around the corner.

      Along the next hallways–twenty-two steps.

      And there was the bathroom.

      He pushed open the door, and the lights sprung on automatically by some sort of sensor. Ben froze momentarily and then stepped through the door.

      He wasn’t interested in the bathroom itself. It was the vent in the roof which occupied his attention. He had noticed it the previous day when he had been sitting in the stall. The vent in the roof made sense. There were no windows on this level. There must be a way to pump fresh air into the room. And it looked quite large.

      Certainly large enough to crawl through.

      Ben could remember watching the first Jurassic Park movie with his mum years ago. There was a scene in that where the kids had to crawl through air-vents to escape from the dinosaurs. He could remember it because the girl in the movie fell through a vent and had a dinosaur snapping at her toes.

      Hopefully, there weren’t any dinosaurs in this place.

      Although, considering everything he had learned in the past week, anything seemed possible now.

      Ben was skinny and small for his age: two things that normally disadvantaged him (especially for playing lunchtime footy at school), but in this case, it was handy.

      The only issue was how to get himself up to the vent.

      The best answer seemed to be the partition between the toilet stalls. They were close to the roof.

      Ben was also hoping at this point that the vent wouldn’t be screwed shut or something stupid like that.

      If it was…

      Ben wasn’t sure how he would solve that.

      He wasn’t carrying a screwdriver.

       

      But from below, he couldn’t see any obvious screw holes. So it was worth trying his luck as long as he did it quietly.

      Climbing up wasn’t too hard. First put the seat down on the toilet, then he climbed up on it, put one foot on the cistern, and used it to boost himself up to the top of the partition. From there, he used his upper body strength to pull himself up.

      It was no more difficult than climbing the trees at the back of the footy oval at home.

      Now he carefully crawled along the partition (this presented a strange view of the bathroom) as far as he could.

      The partition ended just a few feet away from the part of the ceiling containing the vent.

      The vent itself was within reach if he leaned out with one hand and with the other held onto the thin partition wall.

      He reached out; his fingers grazed the vent.

      He shifted a little further out, kind of pushing his centre of gravity out over the edge so that his hand was taking all his weight.

      And he gripped as tightly as he could to the partition Ben didn’t fancy, dropping and smashing his head onto those tiles below.

      He reached out again, and this time grasped the louvres of the vent. Which moved immediately as soon as he touched them.

      His first piece of luck: the vent hatch wasn’t attached; it was just sitting in the slot.

      Ben pushed the hatch upward and slid it across the inside of the vent.

      Now he could see the entrance more clearly.

      It wasn’t as big as he had hoped, but it should suffice.

      The trick would be hoisting himself in there. Because Ben would have to swing out with his legs dangling in mid-air and his total weight (admittedly only forty kilos) on his arms. Then heave himself upwards using only his arm strength.

      Time to put his puny muscles to the test.

      Ben let go of the partition and felt his body starting to over balance as he reached out and grabbed the inside of the vent with one hand and then more securely with the other.

      Okay. Now he was committed.

      Ben was dangling in mid-air. Both hands holding onto the edge of the ventilation duct and the rest of his body and legs just swinging below.

      He waited a moment to summon his strength.

      Then, feeling the strain already building in his upper arms and shoulders, he pulled himself upwards and…

      Fell back.

      Managing to just keep holding on.

      Pull-ups weren’t something he had much experience doing. Now he wished he had joined the boys who used to show off their muscles by doing pull-ups on the jungle gym at school.

      He cursed himself and tried again.

      This time, he was able to pull his shoulders level with the duct opening and could see inside. In a quick motion, he pushed his elbows against the side of the vent and heaved himself upwards, his muscles protesting for a moment until he could get his hips through the opening and sit down in the actual vent. Quickly, Ben pulled his legs through. Being very careful not to drop it, he replaced the vent hatch cover.

      And Ben just sat there for a moment, taking deep breaths, and feeling the pain in his arms and shoulders subside.

      The lights went out–the sensors in the bathroom having detected no movement for a while.

      The inside of the vent was plunged into darkness, but Ben knew he would just have to trust and hope that there was nothing to fear and keep moving.

      Because now he had escaped his room, going back just wasn’t an option.

      Ben began moving along the vent on his knees. He could not stand, but he could crawl with his head just lightly touching the roof. He moved carefully at first, listening to the sounds the metal walls of the vent made as he progressed, not wanting to draw attention to himself.

      In his limited experience, air-vents tend to lead either to some sort of motorised air conditioning system or the outside.

      He was banking on the latter.

      He couldn’t hear a motor which suggested that whatever system was attached, it wasn’t operating right now.

      He could remember what Pop had told him about the geothermal heating that all the buildings used here. This vent, the metal being cold to the touch, obviously wasn’t part of that system. Which he was glad about.

      He didn’t want to be broiled alive.

      Earlier this year Ben’s teacher had told this cool but nasty story about an ancient form of a punishment calling the bellowing bull where a hollow metal bull was built and then the poor victim would be placed inside and locked in while a fire was built underneath which would cook the person inside. They claimed that an intricate system of tubes was installed so that the sound of the poor victim crying out in pain would emerge from the mouth, sounding like the bellowing of a bull. Hence the name.

      Ben wasn’t sure that he wanted to be thinking about that particular story right now, but he was glad the metal in the vent was cold to the touch.

      After crawling in the dark for several minutes, Ben’s eyes began to adjust, and he could see a little of what was around him. Just ahead there was some sort of junction where vents branched off to the left, to the right, and straight upward.

      Ben hesitated.

      Judging by the lack of windows in his room and in the bathroom, it seemed likely that the floor he had been on was underground.

      Which meant his best chance for escape came from heading upwards.

      But it also seemed more likely that his captors would be somewhere in that direction, too.

      Besides which, he didn’t know how far the vent would travel upwards and whether he could even climb it.

      Crawling closer to investigate, he noticed another unpleasant feature.

      The vent going vertical was smaller than the horizontal vents.

      Judging by the size, he could fit into it and move his way upwards by pushing his back against the wall of the vent and using his feet and legs to wriggle his way up.

      It would be possible, but cramped.

      And if the vent got any smaller…

      Ben felt sick.

      If it turned out to be a dead end, then Ben would have to lower himself back down somehow without falling and without making too much noise.

      It was a tough choice to make.

      One thing was apparent, he would need to discard some of his outer clothing, otherwise he would end up stuck.

      He took off his dirty, stained puffer jacket and shivered.

      With only a thin hoodie and a t-shirt on, Ben felt a lot more exposed. The metal was freezing.

      But Ben had a gut feeling this was the only way he was going to get out. So, he took a deep breath and wriggled his way into the space.

      Geez, it was tight!

      By leaning back against one side of it and folding his knees up in front of him, he could push himself upward.

      Slowly.

      Even if it felt like he was climbing up a…

      Ben started chuckling to himself.

      Now at least he knew what it was like to be Father Christmas.
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      Following the second vote, they halted the Conclave for the night. It was after nine pm and Pop was ready to go home and put his feet up for a while.

      But he had a stop to make.

      The Judge welcomed him warmly, and this time, Pop was surprised to see a man he didn’t know sitting at the kitchen table.

      “This is my friend Paul,” the Judge said. “I consult with him on technological matters.”

      Pop greeted Paul with a firm handshake and the two of them sat down while the Judge busied herself in the kitchen and returned moments later with piping hot cups of hot chocolate.

      It was smooth and delicious.

      “I hear you’ve had a productive day?” said the Judge to Pop. For a moment he thought she must somehow know the result of the first two votes, but then he realised she was asking about the photo.

      “Yes,” said Pop. “I did as you suggested and got an email back this morning.”

      He passed his phone over to the Judge who then showed it to Paul.

      It was Paul who spoke first.

      “The photo looks genuine. Do you mind emailing it to me?” he picked up a tablet. “I should be able to enhance that a bit.”

      “Sure.” Said Pop and took a few moments to do so. A few seconds later, the photo popped up on Paul’s iPad and it fascinated Pop to see how deftly Paul could manipulate the image and bring out features that hid in the original.

      With the help of Paul’s editing software, the background of the photo was clearer.

      And Pop immediately recognised the style of the door frame behind Ben and the wallpaper design.

      He hesitated a moment, then he saw the Judge recognised it too.

      “Is that…” he said, screwing up his eyes.

      The Judge nodded. “it’s the Christmas Palace.”

      Pop recoiled in shock. He had been in the same building all day and didn’t know it.

      It was a troubling thought.

      “… the ceiling is the giveaway,” Paul said in response to something the Judge had said.

      “Mmm, that would certainly explain a lot.”

      “Sorry,” said Pop. “I’m a little lost.”

      “I was just saying,” said Paul, turning to face him, “the ceiling is flat. Most of the rooms in the Christmas Palace have ornate high ceilings. Or at least the rooms made available to the public.”

      “The other ones do too.” Said the Judge quietly.

      “So, you’re thinking it’s not the Christmas Palace?” said Pop.

      Paul shook his head.

      “No, the wallpaper design is unique. If we had a clearer picture, you would see it is cream coloured with pictures of Santa’s sleigh and reindeer spread along it. It was custom made for the palace over sixty years ago. What I’m saying is that the room we’re looking at is most likely part of the servant’s quarters.”

      “But how would that work?” replied Pop. “They couldn’t hold Ben there without the servants noticing?”

      The Judge smiled thinly. “that’s the clever part. The servants are on paid leave during the Conclave: currently the palace isn’t staffed.”

      Until I get voted in, thought Pop to himself.

      “My guess is that he is downstairs at the basement level.”

      “That’s where they’re holding him?”

      “That’s where this photo was taken,” replied Paul. “That’s all I can say for sure.”

      “Right,” said Pop, “I think I need to go back to the Palace.”

      “Perhaps you should go home and get some sleep,” said the Judge.

      Pop shook his head.

      “I can’t. Not knowing that Ben…”

      He left the word hanging, his meaning clear.
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      Two miles away, Ben was halfway up a ventilation shaft, which had proved far higher than he expected. Yet he persevered because the further he shuffled upwards, the more it seemed like going back would be a stupid idea.

      It was a weird reality.

      Ben’s entire existence now was these four silver walls in the darkness and the space below and above him.

      He was wedged in tight enough that falling wasn’t a genuine concern. Even if he pulled in his elbows and straightened his legs, he was more likely to drop in increments, bumping against the sides of the shaft, rather than free-falling.

      He stubbornly pushed on upwards, knowing that he had long since passed the point where the vent should have opened out in another horizontal direction.

      His legs at this point were cramping badly in their permanent knees bent state. And his back was aching. But he preferred to hold on to the thought that freedom and fresh air were above and ahead of him. Because this shaft couldn’t keep going upwards forever.

      It was a few minutes before eleven pm (local time) when Ben, focusing hard on not thinking of gruesome stories about people dying while being stuck in tight places, felt his head bump against something solid.

      He reached upward and felt a sense of hope. It was the end of the shaft. And it felt cold, really cold, which suggested it was connected to the outside of the building.

      Ben pushed upwards. No build-up of anticipation here - it shifted immediately. The hatch cover he was pushing on slid sideways across the top of the box shaped ventilation shaft on the roof of the Christmas Palace.

      And then it clattered over onto the snow-covered roof with a muffled impact.

      And Ben knew two things: it was bloody cold out here.

      And he was free!

      Using his arms as leverage, Ben hoisted himself out of the shaft and stood (his legs aching and tingling with pins and needles) on the roof of the Christmas Palace.

      Stars twinkled above.

      Cold snow covered the roof.

      And Ben’s breath condensed into a cloud of vapour as soon as it left his mouth.
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      Pop made his way back to the Palace. It was now late at night and the streets were softly lit by both streetlights and starlight from above. It was a quiet night compared to the chaos in his mind.

      The thought that Ben had been in the Palace the whole time burned at him.

      He couldn’t go home now. He had to find out. Even if it meant risking his own safety.

      He had to know.

      The palace itself was an imposing four-storey structure. The marble exterior settled nicely into the snowy landscape and the ornate carvings, stone pillars and gold gilt work all gave the impression of certainty and permanence.

      Two things Santa Klaus was in short supply of right now.

      But Pop’s primary focus was getting back inside, which shouldn’t be too much of an issue, he was a Conclave member after all, and then getting down to the lower levels to look around.

      The heavy wooden door wasn’t manned on the outside, but Pop was certain someone would be just on the other side, standing guard.

      He knocked on the door. 

      It was opened immediately (proving his assertion correct) by one of these black clothed security thugs.

      “I left my glasses in the ballroom after the Conclave. Would it be alright if I go up to have a look? I won’t be long.”

      The man opened the door wider without comment, which Pop took as an invitation to step through.

      He stepped into the dimly lit entrance hallway and the door closed behind him with the satisfying thud which masked the sound of a hatch cover landing on the snowy roof four storeys above.

      He headed upstairs towards the ballroom and noticed, to his relief, that they did not accompany him.

      Because the ballroom wasn’t his actual destination.

      Instead, he walked down the length of the ballroom (noticing the ballot forms neatly stacked waiting for tomorrow’s vote) and out the smaller door at the end which led to a staircase used by the serving staff to bring food up from the kitchen on the lower floors.

      Which is exactly what he was expecting to find.

      Carefully closing the door behind him, Pop headed downstairs to the servant’s section of the palace, where, hopefully, he would find his grandson.

      His grandson, who at that point, was standing up on the roof, almost directly above where Pop had just walked.

      Not that he knew.
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      After his long climb through the ventilation shaft, Ben thought he was pretty cool. In fact, he was getting very cold.

      More like freezing.

      Every second.

      Because the air temperature on the roof of the Christmas Palace was approximately minus eleven degrees Celsius.

      Which, for a boy from Australia, was bloody cold. And which, for a boy from Australia who had left his padded jacket about twenty metres below in a ventilation shaft and was wearing only a thin hoodie and a T-shirt–was colder than he would ever want to experience.

      His teeth chattered uncontrollably.

      His nose started running, and it froze the snot to his upper lip.

      The hairs on his head were rapidly turning white with frost.

      His arms and legs were covered with goose pimples, even under his clothes.

      The blood was rushing from his extremities to the core of his body to keep it warm.

      In short, this was turning into a dangerous situation.

      He needed to get off that roof.

      Ben stepped over to the edge, looking for a way down.

      He hadn’t considered this. He had assumed (wrongly) that when he emerged, it would be somewhere closer to the ground.

      Instead, he was on an open roof. The only thing disturbing the featureless landscape of the top of the building being the air conditioning duct from which he had just emerged.

      The thing was that unlike in action movies where the hero winds up stuck on the roof, there didn’t seem to be a handy window-washing platform or a ladder conveniently leaning up the side of the building.

      And he didn’t much like the idea of doing some fancy parkour flips and such to get down to the ground.

      There was nothing, just the small stone wall only a foot high which lined the edge and then an eye watering drop to the ground below that Ben was sure (him not being Jackie Chan or Tom Cruise) would hurt greatly if not permanently maim him.

      (Possibly maim wasn’t the exact word Ben was thinking.)

      Which left him in a precarious situation.

      No way off the roof.

      And no safe way back inside either (trying to descend the vent would likely be difficult if not impossible and besides which, Ben would inevitably get caught.)

      He checked the entire roof one more time. Maybe there was a coil of rope laying there under the snow that he had missed?

      It helped him pass the time instead of contemplating the genuine prospect of how it would feel to freeze to death.

      Which magnified his considerable surprise when he heard a familiar voice yelling at him through the frosty night air.

      “Oi–loser!”

      Ben looked up. He couldn’t see anyone. But that voice was...

      “Over here, idiot.”

      He rushed to the edge of the roof and looked down in astonishment. That girl was standing there, on the ground below, wearing a big puffy jacket and holding a blanket, of all things. It was a long way down, and just peering over the edge made Ben feel dizzy.

      “What are you doing here?” Ben shouted down with a considerable sense of surprise.

      “Getting your skinny backside off this roof.” She yelled back, “come on, I haven’t got all night!”

      During the entire time he was held captive, Ben hadn’t thought of her at all. But here she was!

      Encouraging him to jump? Ben looked out across the nearby rooftops. You could see the whole town from here. Under different circumstances, it would be an awesome view.

      “I can’t!” he called down. “I’ll break my leg.”

      “It’ll hurt,” called the girl. “It might even sting a little, but you’ll be okay. See this snowdrift in front of me? It’s at least ten feet deep. Easily deep enough to catch you.”

      Ben looked at where she was pointing. The snow seemed to be higher. It was hard to tell from this angle. It still seemed a LONG way down.

      “Are you sure?” he said plaintively.

      “Do you think I came out here in the middle of the night to prank you?” She yelled back, “come on, it’s cold!”

      “Y… you’re telling me!” Ben said.

      He stepped to the edge.

      His heart rose to his throat and his stomach churned. A very LONG way down.

      He looked back.

      Not like he had much of a choice…

      He sighed, which turned into a coughing fit in the freezing cold air.

      Then Ben swore to himself and jumped.

      It was a LONG way down.

      Ben could remember going to a swimming hole with his cousins once a couple of years ago. His older cousin had dared him to climb to the upper branches of this tree that was overlooking the water. He had done so and regretted it because his legs turned to quivering jelly as soon as he got up there. Of course, he couldn’t lose face, so he had crawled out along the branch, trying hard not to look down (and mostly failing) and when his cousin told him he had gone far enough, he hesitated a second and then jumped.

      Well, more like let go and fell.

      Ben had a distinct memory of thinking ‘this was a BAD idea’ on the way down before hitting the water hard and then going deep underneath, and then finally, when the momentum of the fall slowed, swimming back to the surface.

      But that moment of falling and having the time to think ‘this was a BAD idea’ always stuck with him. That he was falling long enough to have that whole thought on the way down.

      That had seemed like the longest fall of his life.

      Until now.

      Because he recalled that entire memory as he fell towards the snow drift.

      But this time, instead of a splash, he just shot straight through the snow and came to an abrupt stop when his feet hit the ground beneath.

      Then, coughing and spluttering, he fought his way out of the snowbank.

      But he was alive.

      And somehow uninjured.

      Even if his knees were aching now.

      The girl stepped towards him and handed over the blanket.

      “Come on,” she said, “let’s get you home.”
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      The hallways in the basement level of the Palace were dark with only red security lighting providing any illumination. Pop was searching hard, knowing that Ben could be in any of these rooms.

      The problem was that so far; he wasn’t.

      All Pop had found so far was a series of empty rooms used for storage, with furniture stacked in some boxes stacked in others and none with evidence of recent human occupation.

      The basement level rooms were off either side of a U-shaped hallway with a bathroom at either end. Most of the doors were ajar, so Pop could see into the rooms.

      There was no one down here–either prisoners or guards.

      But he wasn’t giving up because there was still the other side of the U to explore.

      Several minutes later, Pop had checked thoroughly. With no success. Which was frustrating. He had known it likely wouldn’t be a straightforward process to find his grandson, but he was hoping for something.

      To return to the staircase he had come down would involve significant back tracking. There was another staircase ahead, but he wasn’t sure where it would emerge.

      Pop decided to try his luck.

      Ascending the stairs slowly, he froze when he heard voices descending from above him. He hurried back down the stairs and ducked inside the first room which he saw.

      It was a bathroom.

      The light was a motion sensor, and it switched on as soon as he entered.

      He quietly pushed the door shut, hid in the stall, and hoped the light would switch off before the voices came past the door.

       

      It was an agonising thirty seconds. 

      Finally, the light switched off, and Pop breathed a sigh of relief. But he still couldn’t move. He stood there in the stall, trying not to breathe loudly and listening for the sound of anyone nearby.

      After a few minutes of hearing nothing, he decided to risk it. He couldn’t stay in there all night.

      Cautiously, he came out of the stall and crossed the floor of the bathroom. The light flickered on again, and Pop quickly opened the door and stepped back into the hallway.

      The bathroom light was visible, even when the door was closed.

      Nothing he could do about it now.

      He set off back towards the staircase he had originally come down. That would be the much better option.

      All was quiet up at this end, so Pop knew he could head upstairs safely. The staircase was two flights before a small landing, and then another flight up to the back entrance of the ballroom.

      Waiting on the landing were four of the private security thugs.

      Pop, with one arm in a sling, had no chance of evading them.

      They grabbed him roughly, without a word.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

       

      Even though they were on foot, the journey home didn’t take too long. Ben kept the blanket wrapped tightly around himself and kept moving through the snow-covered streets until they reached their destination. The girl had little to say–other than the occasional encouraging/sarcastic comment to Ben.

      “Geez, you’re slow.”

      “My Nan could walk faster than you.”

      “Now I know why Australians never win running medals at the Olympics.”

      Ben just smiled and kept going. It was good to hear her voice, regardless.

      He had a thousand questions about everything that had happened while they had him locked up. But what he wanted more was to see Pop.

      Finally, they arrived at his house.

      She turned to him.

      “Okay, sunshine, I gotta leave you here. It’s late, and I don’t want to be caught out after curfew.”

      At that point, it occurred to Ben that they had seen no security officers on the street.

      “Thanks,” said Ben. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

      “Sure,” she replied. “Seems likely.”

      She smiled.

      “Rest up, Ben. You’ve earned a good sleep.”

      Then she turned and left.

      Ben turned to go into the house.

      Then he stopped and turned in the direction she had gone.

      “Wait… how did you know where to find me?”

      The question hadn’t occurred to him until that moment.

      She must have been really concerned about making it home before curfew, cos she was nowhere to be seen.

      His words fell in silence.

      Ben knocked loudly on the door.

      Then waited, with rising hope, for Pop to come downstairs and open the door.

      Seconds passed.

      Then a minute.

      The house was silent. The door remained unopened.

      Ben felt a wave of disappointment wash over him.

      Where was Pop?

      Then he remembered that the morning he had gone exploring, all those days ago, Pop had told him he hid a spare key behind the closed window shutter nearest the door.

      Ben felt around behind the shutter. It was there!

      He pulled out the key and opened the door, stepping into the warm house.

      “Pop?”

      No answer.

      “Pop!” again, louder.

      Still no response.

      Ben locked the door behind him, took off his boots, and headed upstairs. Pop’s bedroom was empty. So was the rest of the house.

      He really wasn’t there.

      Ben almost felt like crying.

      Surely Pop would be here waiting for him?

      He sighed.

      It was late, and he hoped Pop would come home soon.

      In the meantime, the one thing Ben had been longing for was a hot bath.

      He headed upstairs, switched on the heat lamps in the bathroom and turned on the taps. Soon the bath was filling with piping hot water and Ben rapidly discarded his clothes. Checking his reflection in the mirror, Ben noticed he looked thin. His ribs were visible around his chest. He was pale too, especially his hands and feet. The bruising in a sash pattern across his torso was fading now. The vibrant colours of purple and yellow had dulled to closer to skin colour.

      His eyes, though, were red rimmed and sitting in deep, sunken circles.

      It was alarming to see himself like this. Like he almost didn’t recognise himself.

      Ben shivered, half because of the cold.

      And got into the bath.

      The water was so hot that it stung. That felt good. It was full enough now that he could ease right under, so he turned off the taps. The warmth was seeping into his hands and feet as his chilled body slowly defrosted.

      It felt good.

      He washed himself thoroughly, as if trying to scrub away the last two days.

      And then he lay back, with his head against the end of the bath, and closed his eyes just for a moment.
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      Ben opened his eyes with a start. The water was only lukewarm now.

      He must have fallen asleep.

      Ben eased his aching body out of the bath and pulled out the plug. Listening to the water gushing down the drain, he wrapped himself in the largest, warmest looking towel in the bathroom.

      He wondered how long he had been asleep.

      And had Pop arrived home?

      He opened the door, wincing a little as the colder air of the hallway rushed past him into the bathroom.

      “Pop?” in a slightly hoarse voice. Still no response.

      It was strange.

      Ben wondered what he should do and then realised he just needed sleep. The adrenalin of the escape and journey home had worn off. He had no energy left.

      Ben went into his bedroom, finished drying himself and put on his pyjamas.

      He turned off the light and hopped into bed, leaving his bedroom door slightly ajar in case Pop did arrive home and noticed him sleeping in there.

      Because seconds after hitting the pillow, Ben was sound asleep.
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      An intense conversation was underway at the Christmas Palace.

      The topic was the tired looking old man who had been caught sneaking around the Palace last night. Or specifically–what to do about him?

      It was a tricky business.

      Because he was a member of the Conclave. A very popular and influential member of the Conclave.

      So, for now, he needed to be alive and unharmed.

      For now.

      “We can’t just let him go.”

      “We might have to.”

      “The boy has escaped. As soon as the old man finds out, our leverage is gone. And once he’s installed in the big chair, he’ll have no reason to support the merger.”

      “Then we’ll need to re-incentivise him. For now.”

      “For now?”

      “He’s leading in the votes for the moment, but that could easily change. The Conclave is fickle. Suppose a rumour spread that he had something to do with the bombing.”

      “There’s no evidence we could use to link it to him.”

      “Isn’t there?”

      “What of the woman?”

      “The Judge? We can’t do anything about her.”

      “She knows too much.”

      “We’ll deal with her later.”

      “So, we let him go?”

      “We do, but with surveillance.”

      “He was supposed to be under surveillance already.”

      “That has been fixed.”

      “Good.”

      “Send a security unit to the house, too.”

       

      It was early in the morning when a despondent and frustrated Pop was given his coat and told to go home. Searching the Palace had turned out to be a bust. And he was due back at the Conclave in a few hours.

      So, he went to visit the Judge again. 

      “You look terrible.”

      “Thanks,” Pop said, taking off his coat carefully and accepting the hot cup of coffee offered with kindness.

      “I take it you didn’t find what you were looking for?”

      He shook his head, “no sign. I searched the entire lower section. I was so sure…”

      The Judge put her hand on his good shoulder, “you must be wrecked.”

      Pop nodded. “I didn’t get any sleep. They caught me and made me sit in an uncomfortable chair all night.”

      “They caught you??” she stopped mid pour.

      “Yes,” he replied, “I was stupid.”

      “Did they ask you anything?”

      He shook his head, “No. They took me to a room, sat me in a chair and left me sitting there.”

      “So, no questions at all?”

      “Not a one.”

      The Judge pondered for a moment.

      “They must have known why you were there.”

      “Well, they let me go.”

      “There would be reasons for that. Probably to do with the Conclave session today. Too much attention if the leading candidate doesn’t show up.”

      Pop looked at her. “I thought the voting was confidential.”

      “It is,” the Judge replied, “to a certain degree.”

      She smiled.

      “What happens next?”

      “I don’t know, to be honest. It seems to me that they intend to influence the outcome of the Conclave. But I don’t know how.”

      “So I go back to the Conclave?”

      She nodded. “I’m sorry. I wish I had a better suggestion. You must be hurting.

      Pop nodded.

      “I’ll head home, make a strong coffee, have a shower, and try to make myself look presentable before the next session starts.”

      “Sounds like a reasonable course of action.”

      “I hope I don’t fall asleep in the middle of the vote.”

      “You wouldn’t be the first.”

      She smiled.
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      At the same moment, Ben was sound asleep.

      If he had dreams that night, they were buried too deep in his consciousness for him to remember. His ordeal at the Palace had taken both a physical and mental toll.

      Which is why he didn’t hear the loud knocking on the door.

      And as he slowly awoke, at first, he couldn’t work out what the noise was, thinking it was some annoying bird knocking on his bedroom window back home in Australia.

      Then he remembered where he was.

      Ben jumped out of bed before he was even fully awake.

      He threw on a dressing gown and headed downstairs, the knocking becoming louder and more insistent as he went.

      He flung open the door to discover the girl standing on his doorstep, mid knock.

      “Are you mad?” she said. “Why are you still here? You need to get out of here.”

      “I… uh… wha… what time is it?”

      “Time you woke up to the reality of your situation, Aussie boy. The men you escaped from will come looking for you!”

      “Oh.” was all Ben could manage. Because it hadn’t even occurred to him. Which, in retrospect, seemed dumb. Because what she said was obvious.

      “But where can I…?”

      “Look, you’re wasting precious time standing there gawking. Get dressed and then come back down. I have a plan.”

      Ben turned and stumbled up the stairs, not bothering to close to the door.

      “Quick!” came the shout of impatience after him.

      Ben looked at his soiled and well-worn clothes on the floor of his bedroom for a moment and disregarded them. He would need some fresh threads. He dove into his suitcase and pulled out whatever was still clean.

      Then he headed into the bathroom to change.

      Within a minute or two, he had dressed and was pulling on his socks.

      His other pair of trackies had a small tear in the groin, but the ugly lining was still intact, so Ben wasn’t concerned. He threw on his Year Six shirt and his Northwest Jumper. Then he grabbed his jacket and headed downstairs.

      “Where are we going?” He asked while putting on his boots.

      “There’s stuff I left off the tour. Stuff that no one gets to see unless they’ve got special access.”

      She grinned.

      “Stuff those morons at the Palace have no idea about.”

      Ben’s eyes opened wide. That sounded promising.

      He closed the door behind him, immediately regretting not having the time to put on his thermals, and they headed off down the street.

       

      Two minutes later, a black Humvee pulled up in front of the house. The security team got out and broke through the locked door. After a couple of minutes, the squad re-emerged. The leader was on the radio.

      “Tell the boss the house is empty. Looks like the kid has been and gone.”

      There was a pause while he listened to the response.

      “Yes sir. Yes. We will.”

      With one last look up and down the street, they piled back into the black Humvee and headed up the hill.

       

      It was a good twenty minutes later when a weary looking Pop finally limped into the street. His eyes were bloodshot. He had decided to take some of those painkillers Ben had organised for him.

      He used his key to open the door, not noticing that it wasn’t locked properly. He was disappointed to find the house cold and empty.

      He missed his grandson.

      Pop headed upstairs and slowly and methodically picked out the Conclave outfit he would need to wear, which he laid out on the bed.

      Then he went into the hallway, taking a moment to look at Ben’s room with the bed still unmade from three days earlier. It looked to Pop like it had been left in that dishevelled state only moments before.

      With an ache in his heart, Pop walked into the bathroom, turned on the taps in the shower, and then noticed two things almost at once.

      First, the bathmat was damp.

      Second, there was a pair of Star Wars pyjama pants laying on the bathroom floor.
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      It was still early morning twilight as they crossed town, avoiding the Square and instead arrived at an industrial section Ben had never been to before.

      “What kinds of buildings are those?” he asked.

      “Factories.” she replied. “Now you’re in the heart of things.”

      Large, whitewashed buildings that appeared to have been built more recently than the Palace, the Church and the Hall dominated the landscape. If Ben knew his architectural history, he would have suggested mid to late 19th century. But since he didn’t, he could only describe them as ‘bricky’ and ‘lacking all those fancy bits the other ones had.’

      “It’s so quiet.” Said Ben as they walked between two massive buildings. They saw no traffic and no people.

      “It’s all underground,” replied the girl.

      But the factories weren’t their final destination.

      They came to a halt in front of a small and rather shabby looking shop. It looked the same age as the factory buildings around it, but much smaller and in worse condition.

      But Ben had learned that looks can be deceiving.

      So, he waited patiently while the girl fiddled with the lock until she found the right key.

      “Here,” she said, “you do it. My fingers are cold.”

      Ben stepped up and, with some effort, could get the key to turn in the lock.

      The inside of the shop was… exactly as Ben expected.

      Dingy, dark, and covered in dust.

      Boxes were piled around the inside of the shop. Ben wondered whether those boxes would contain stuffed reindeer, too.

      But as a hiding place, it seemed rather smart. Not at all the place anyone would come looking for him. Especially since until a few minutes ago he didn’t even know this place existed.

      He pulled a stool out from behind the disused counter, dusted it off, and sat down.

      At which point, the girl looked at him rather pointedly.

      “What. Are you doing?”

      “Making myself comfortable,” replied Ben. “I’m guessing I’ll be staying here a while?”

      She shook her head slowly.

      “Every time I think you’re getting a little bit smart…”

      She sighed.

      “Come on, dumbass.”

      Then she hit the button on the disused cash register and the drawer popped open. She reached under the draw and found what she was looking for.

      Because the wall at the back of the shop slid open.

      And Ben was genuinely dumfounded.

      It was like staring into the secret entrance to the bat cave.

      The dingy appearance of the shop was in stark contrast to the modern-looking staircase which descended from behind the wall.

      “C’mon then.” She said slightly teasingly.

      Ben followed her through the doors and down the staircase into a room that looked like something from The Avengers. Sleek looking computer equipment lined the walls, large LCD screens and control panels whose function Ben couldn’t even guess at.

      The door slid shut behind them as they descended the stairs.

      The low-key lighting switched on automatically as they progressed, revealing more and more of this subterranean world.

      “What… why… how…” Ben stumbled over his words.

      She grinned.

      “Welcome to the heart of things.”

      “But… what is this place?” said Ben, looking around in astonishment.

      “You wanted to know where the magic happens?”

      “The magic?” said Ben, more than a little confused.

      “Fat man in a sleigh, delivering presents all over the world in one night… remember?”

      Ben nodded.

      “This is how.”

      “But… I don’t understand.”

      “Of course not,” she replied.

      She sat down in one of the comfy chairs.

      “This is the control centre. Every Christmas this place is lit up like…”, she grinned, “a Christmas tree. They run the entire operation from here.”

      “This looks like Stark Tower!” said Ben.

      “Okay,” she said with a grin, “let’s see if your Hollywood movies can beat this.”

      She waved her hand over the glass table in front of them and a touch screen holographic display appeared.

      “Now don’t get all panicky and stress out.” She said, looking at Ben.

      Then all at once the floor, which Ben hadn’t really paid a lot of attention to, turned opaque and then, extraordinarily, turned completely transparent, as if he and his chair were floating in mid-air.

      Above what looked to be a barn!

      Ben’s mouth dropped open. If it was possible to overdose on astonishment, then he would be in an ambulance right now. He was watching the animals strolling casually around in the space directly below him. Some of them were eating from a trough, others were sitting contentedly on their haunches, and a couple of them looked directly at him.

      And, of course, he recognised them at once.

      Reindeer.

      Not the cuddly, soft-toy version.

      The real, spikey, living right below kind.

      And there seemed to be considerably more than the nine that Ben remembered from the song.

      They were certainly bigger and more muscular than he expected. But they were definitely reindeer. He had seen them on a zoo visit once when he was younger. Although these were slightly different somehow.

      And none of them appeared to have a glowing red nose.

      “Can they see us?” Ben said.

      She shook her head. “One way glass. They can only see their own reflection.”

      “Oh,” he said, “it looks like they’re looking at me.”

      “Yeah, they do that. Kinda creepy, isn’t it?”

      Ben nodded.

      “So, these are THE reindeer?”

      She nodded.

      “Dasher, Dancer, Prancer, umm Blitzen, Randolph…”

      She burst out laughing. “This isn’t a kid’s song, Ben. Those names are made-up. And there’s no Rudolph either–I know you were looking for a red nose.”

      Ben grinned. She wasn’t wrong.

      He turned to her.

      “So, how does it work?”

      “You know practically no one knows this stuff. Only the people who HAVE to know and even they are sworn to secrecy.”

      Ben kept his eyes on her.

      “But you know.”

      She nodded. “I do.”

      “Well, you’ve taken me this far. I’m sure all of this is top secret.”

      “The toppest of the secretest,” she replied.

      “So go on then. You may as well tell me everything?”

      “Are you trustworthy, Ben? Do you deserve to know?”

      He kept quiet. He could see from the slight smile at the corner of her lips that she was going to tell him.

      She looked at Ben for a moment. Then a moment longer.

      Then… “you reckon I’m gonna tell you, don’t you?”

      Ben met her stare.

      “Yeah.”

      Her face broke into a grin again. “Nah. I’ve got a better idea. I’m gonna show you.”

      She pressed another virtual button on the virtual control panel and part of the wall near the end of the room slid open, revealing a staircase.

      A few minutes later, they were standing in the underground animal enclosure. It was colder than the room above, with the temperature set to suit the animals rather than the humans who supervise them.

      “So, they live their whole lives underground?” said Ben.

      “Nah, not their whole lives,” she said. “it’s complicated. These here–they’ve been specially trained for years to do their job.”

      “To tow a sleigh flying through the air?” Ben asked in an unintended tone of disbelief.

      “Flying?” said the girl. “Nah–they do so much more than that.”

      And she told him.
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      Northern Sweden, 9th Century AD.

      A small village is under construction in the middle of a vast forest. The builders are a rugged-looking group of people with pale skin and blond hair. They work hard, hewing their new homes from the surrounding wilderness. In the middle of the village, they build a house of worship–which will become the centre of their daily life.

      They are Germanic people from far South. As a Christian sect, they have been moving constantly over the last few years, trying to stay ahead of the Viking Raiders, who pillage and plunder all the coastal lands of Europe. All this group wants to do is live quietly and worship God without fear of midnight raids and their women and children being murdered or sold into slavery.

      This area is remote, far from the nearest human settlement, and they are hopeful it will provide the isolation and safety they desire.

      The name they give the Church is unintelligible to modern ears, but in our tongue, it translates as the name of the Patron Saint they venerate the most.

      St Nicholas.

      The values of charity, of gift giving and of selfless humility that they admire in St Nicholas are the values which they want to venerate within their own community. For them, the Holiest Day of the year is December 6th–St Nicholas’s Day. They celebrated it with pious worship, gift giving, and feasting.

      What they didn’t know was that this isolated valley had some unique attributes. Future geologists would identify it as the location of several exceedingly rare metals and speculate that some sort of large meteorite must have landed here millions of years ago, carving out the natural bowl shape of the valley and depositing the trove of rare metals in the Earth.

      Whether the unusual features of the wildlife in that area were because of those rare metals or whether the meteorite strike so many millennia ago had a more direct connection to the unique flora and fauna of the area was the question that could never really be answered.

      For the residents of the village, this uniqueness would be demonstrated spectacularly on St Nicholas’s Day in the middle of their first winter in the valley.

      For the villagers, eating their noon-day feast in a communal atmosphere, seeing reindeer wasn’t that unusual a sight. They were occasionally spotted in the area and some consideration had been taken of whether they could be domesticated to any large degree.

      But that feast day…

      Oskar Edmundson was mid-way through his second cup of ale when he first saw it. Or at least when he thought he first saw it. For a moment, he thought the ale must have been stronger than he realised.

      But then he saw the second one and knew he wasn’t imagining things.

      “Look!” he said, leaping to his feet.

      His father, sitting opposite, bade him to sit back down less he upset the well-laden table.

      Oskar ignored him and instead pointed to the edge of the clearing.

      Oskar’s father turned in that direction and gasped.

      Reindeer cruising along the treetops as if they were galloping over solid ground.

      Not just one.

      Not even two or three.

      It was an entire herd.

      Heading in the village’s direction.

      By now, the attention of the entire village had turned to the improbable scene emerging from… no… above the forest.

      As the first of the reindeer reached the clearing, it swooped down and landed on the grass in front of the half-built Chapel.

      There it stood contentedly, eating grass, while the rest of the herd landed around it.  

      The villagers were too astonished to do anything but stare. The reindeer were quite content. They knew nothing of humans and did not view them as a threat.

      Finally, it was one child who broke the trance. Her name is lost to history, but her actions have been preserved in stories passed down from generation to generation. Taking a carrot from the bowl of food in the centre of the table, she got down from her seat, strolled over to the reindeer and offered the closest one of them the carrot–which it gratefully accepted.

      Then she gave it a pat on the head while it contentedly munched. 

      And so began the unusual relationship between the villagers (who named their settlement St. Nicholas) and the incredible flying reindeer.

      Over time, the reindeer became co-operative and within a few months, the young girl could climb onto the back of one of them and take her first tentative flight.

      The villagers decided, right from the start, that the reindeer were a miracle of God and that they were not to be harmed. With the village completely isolated, keeping their presence secret was unavoidable. Over time, that became tradition, too. The reindeer herd would come and go as they pleased, but always seemed to return to that meadow beside the Church.

      A few decades passed in tranquil cohabitation before the village priest came up with an audacious idea. He felt driven to spread Christianity to the pagans who lived in this part of the world, and he felt the reindeer were God’s vessel for doing so.

      And St Nicholas’s Day, the 6th of December, was a perfect time to put that into practice.

      All the villagers helped him with the plan. It was quite easy. They would make small gifts with notes attached to the children of the villages on the other side of the forest. The notes would simply say ‘From St Nicholas’ so that the children would know the kindness and generosity came from this Christian village. Thus, the reputation of St. Nicholas would spread far and wide.

      And the method?

      The Priest and the villagers would sneak into the village late at night on the night before December 6th and drop off the presents before flying off again on their miracle reindeer.

      It was a crazy plan. And yet it worked.

      And gradually the fame of St Nicholas, the village that gives gifts and expects nothing in return, spread wider through Scandinavia. And legends sprang up.

      That St. Nicholas himself was reborn and living in that remote, isolated village.

      That he flies around on the night before his feast day on a sleigh towed by magical reindeer.

      That the presents themselves are a reward for children who are good to their parents.

      (They gave presents to every child. But as the years passed, parents cottoned on to how to use the miracle of St Nicholas to their own advantage and so the myth of the naughty and nice list was invented).

      Over the next several years, the tradition became bigger, and the Priest worried they wouldn’t have time to deliver the presents to all the villages in the surrounding area who now expected it.

      But when it came to that night, there always seemed to be enough time. No matter how far they flew, how many houses they had to sneak into, how many villages they went to, they were always back before the night had ended. 

      The village grew and prospered in their isolated valley. Their geographical distance helping to maintain the secret of the miracle reindeer and their devotion to this ritual every December. But time brings change and centuries after its establishment, St Nicholas found itself under threat from the expansion of the Catholic Church into their area.

      Not that the Catholics were enemies.

      Far from it, they were fellow Christians. But the residents of St Nicholas had developed practices and traditions now that the mother Church might not be open-minded about if they were to find out.

      Flying on miracle reindeer being one of them.

      There was also a justifiable fear that the Catholic authorities would seize the reindeer themselves.

      A desire to move, to isolate themselves once more, grew among the residents of St. Nicholas. They didn’t want to end the good work they had been doing, instead; they wanted to be left alone to keep showing God’s love through their own private miracle.

      Thus, over several months, reconnaissance flights were undertaken. The purpose was to find a place so remote that they could never be disturbed again.

      Many sites in Russia were considered and then rejected. The march of progress was already evident in that part of the world. Northern and Western Scotland and Ireland, respectively, were also considered and rejected for the same reasons.

      For a moment, the island that would become modern day Iceland seemed the perfect solution. Until evidence of a Viking settlement was spotted. Then it was quickly rejected.

      They even travelled as far west as North America, finding areas of vast wilderness to the North, which were considered and then rejected because they were too far from Europe. And Europe was still their parish, where their good works would be done.

      The answer came when two intrepid villagers were returning from an exhausting flight to Greenland (which certainly had potential). Strong winds pushed them further North than they expected and to their surprise they found a remote island, embedded in the ice at the top of the world.

      It was perfect.

      And so, in the summer of 1120 AD, the village of St. Nicholas moved North. The enormous undertaking being done by air with the reindeer, not only carrying people and their property, but all the tools and equipment they would need to build their new homes.

      The name of the villager who found the island was Klaus. So they named the new village in his honour.

      Santa Klaus.

      It took over a hundred years of hard work and endurance for the villagers to build their new home. This time not from wood in the heart of an ancient forest, but from stone in the heart of a sea of ice.

      But they did it.

      And despite the hardships and sacrifices they were making. They never forgot their sacred mission. Every year on December 6th they would set out with sleighs full of presents and fly south to continue their miracle.

      Eventually, the tales of flying reindeer and St. Nicholas in a sleigh spread through the rest of Northern Europe and eventually to the New World. All the while, the forest grew over and around the abandoned village of St. Nicholas until it disappeared completely from history. The reindeer, too, disappeared from this part of the world. The entire herd was content to relocate to the far north.

      And every December 6th and then eventually December 25th as the legend incorporated the New Testament celebration of the Birth of Christ, the people of Santa Klaus led by their Holy Father would go forth into the world delivering presents to hundreds, then thousands and then millions of children.

      But always it was done in one night.

      This was called the second miracle. Modern day physicists would call it a time distortion. But whatever it was, no matter how many trips it takes, how far the reindeer must fly and how many houses there are to visit–it’s always done in one night.

      And no one, truthfully, knows how.

      They only know that it works, and for the people of Santa Klaus, it is their sacred mission.
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      The third vote in the Conclave had a different outcome than the first two. Pop knew, without even hearing the vote count, that his name had been smeared. It wasn’t hard to work out–whispered conversations among the other selectors in the vast ballroom, groups falling silent as he got near.

      The rumour was simple. That he and his grandson were complicit in the bombing.

      The Conclave was much like a High School. It doesn’t take much to start a rumour, and once they start, they’re almost impossible to stop.

      This time, the vote was as muddled as ever. With no clear candidate to unite behind, the Conclave broke into factions, each competing with the other.

      It looked as though a result would be a long time coming.

      But Pop didn’t care much.

      Because he knew his grandson had somehow escaped.

      Where Ben precisely was right now, Pop wasn’t sure. But all that mattered was that he was free. Free enough to leave his pyjamas crumpled on the floor of the bathroom and to not hang up the bathmat to dry. 

      Pop’s first reaction upon seeing the pyjamas had been joy. He spun around (as much as he was able) and checked the entire house again, calling Ben’s name. His joy was tempered when it became apparent his grandson was not there.

      But he had been. The floor was still wet, the towel still damp and the pyjamas… well, they weren’t there yesterday.

      Pop tried to decide what his next step would be.

      That he had to attend the Conclave was obvious. He needed more information about their plan.

      But more importantly, he ached to find his grandson. Now he knew Ben was free somewhere in Santa Klaus. It gave him a great sense of liberty. He could start making his own decisions again and not be burdened with the agony of what they might do to Ben.

      In retrospect, that they would discredit him in front of the Conclave was obvious. It was a smart move. He must be getting close to the truth of what their purpose was here. Because it wasn’t the smooth and fair election of a new Father Christmas.

      Pop assumed discrediting him would be enough.

      He was wrong.

      The gut punch came at the end of the first vote. The Senior Selector called him aside as the Conclave broke for a small meal.

      “We have a delicate matter to discuss.”

      “What kind of matter?”

      “The Conclave, as you can see, is awash with rumour and suspicion.”

      “Completely unsubstantiated rumour and suspicion, I assure you,” replied Pop, a little testily.

      “Never-the-less, it is a delicate moment, as I’m sure you would agree. And delicate moments perhaps require a little finesse to ensure a positive outcome for all concerned.”

      “Speak plainly,” said Pop. “I’ve run out of patience for all the bulldust.”

      “Very well,” replied the Senior Selector with a stern expression on his face. “We have taken a vote. You will take a leave of absence from the Conclave.”

      Pop’s brows furrowed. “I will not.”

      “This is not a question. We have taken a vote. We can do so again when the Conclave resumes, but I assure you the result will be the same.”

      “Do I get no opportunity to deny these rumours? Is my guilt assumed without so much as a conversation?”

      “Please,” said the Selector, “it’s not about guilt or innocence. It is about what is good for the Conclave. Surely you can see you have no path to win.”

      Pop bristled, as if that were his only reason to stay.

      “I’m here to serve my community.”

      “Then serve it by leaving. These foul matters have polluted our deliberations. This cannot continue.”

      Pop could see they had made their minds up. He was being kicked out.

      Over rumours.

      He tried to think of something memorable to say in response. The pithy comeback that would resonate.

      He had nothing.

      “I see,” he said, “very well then. Since you…” he paused, the next words hanging in the air. In the end, he left them there.

      “Good day.”

      He turned and left, the doors to the ballroom swiftly closing behind him.

      This was an unexpected turn.

       

      At that moment, as if to demonstrate that very metaphor, Pop found his uninjured arm being grabbed by a security thug, and he was turned around. Then escorted down a hallway to a small office with a bank of screens on the end.

      He recognised the man sitting watching the screens. He was one of the Congo representatives that Pop had met days earlier.

      “Am I to be given access to the spyware through which you have been viewing the secret workings of the Conclave.”

      The man smiled.

      “Not at all. We have no cameras in the ballroom. That would be a huge violation.”

      “Then what is all this for?” replied Pop. “Checking the weather?”

      “No,” replied the man, “checking on your grandson. He has been quite busy since his unexpected… departure… from our guest accommodations.” 

      He pointed towards one screen and Pop looked closer. It showed Ben running down a snowy lane in some part of Santa Klaus that he didn’t recognise. Then he disappeared into a shop.

      Pop looked from the screen and back to the man twice before he spoke.

      “So, you’ve got him cornered in some shop?”

      The man shook his head. “Quite the opposite. This surveillance video is from an hour ago. Our men have checked the interior of the shop. There is no sign of your grandson.”

      Pop’s brows furrowed again.

      “So where is he?”

      The man smiled thinly.

      “Either your grandson is able to vanish into thin air, or he knows secrets about this place that he has no right to know.”

      “And,” said Pop, “what do you want me to do about it?”

      “Nothing at all.” Replied the man. “I merely wanted to show you the footage before I release it for the entire community. I’m sure it will flabbergast them when they see, as we did, your grandson breaking into the top-secret heart of this city. And planting a bomb.”

      Pop saw red. He didn’t see that coming.

      “That’s a load of rubbish, and you know it!” he spat. “Ben wouldn’t even know how to put together a bomb!”

      “Oh, we know that,” replied the man. “no one is suggesting that Ben put together the bomb. Expert investigators who have been working tirelessly since the bomb blast have concluded that the boy could not have constructed the bomb. He was merely delivering it on behalf of his grandfather, who has forty years of experience with explosives during his long career with the New South Wales Fire Service.”

      He paused a moment to let the full import of his words sink in.

      Then, to his horror, Pop was shown another video. This time it showed Ben arriving at the church for the funeral days before. It cut to a close-up (with his face obscured) of him removing a package from his jacket and leaving it at the end of a pew when the funeral was over.

      “Quite good, don’t you think?” said the man. “it’s wonderful the way technology can assist in the recreation of such a badly damaged security video.”

      “But you… you…” was all Pop could get out. He had gone pale now.

      The man turned back to face him.

      “Find your grandson in the next twelve hours and leave here. And never come back. Or I will release this footage. Renounce your rights to this place. I don’t know what you think you know about us, but know this, we are serious men here on serious business. And if you stand in our way...”

       He smiled. But there was nothing jolly about that smile.
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      Pop had spent forty years working for the New South Wales Fire Service before he retired. During that time, he had gone from being a raw recruit to an experienced officer, shifting into leadership roles later in his career. In that role, he had occasion to work closely with various local and State level politicians. As with any public service, there was always an innate tension between those whose job it was to seek higher levels of funding and those (the politicians) who controlled the public purse strings.

      But never in his professional career (or personal life) had he ever been spoken to like the slimy individuals from the Congo company had done.

      He had been in many dangerous situations, and he knew how to stay calm and handle himself properly. But not this time.

      This time, he was seething.

      The threat was naked and real.

      Get out and never come back or get slandered by being framed for and accused of a horrendous crime that clearly those repulsive men had been responsible for.

      It was at that moment that Pop decided he would find Ben.

      But they wouldn’t leave. At least not yet. Not until he had revealed these Congo criminals for who they really were.

      The time for being passive was over.
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      Ben had returned upstairs after spending some time with the reindeer. It was amazing seeing those remarkable animals up close. A chiming sound alerted him to the fact that someone else had entered the shop. The screens in the control room sprang to life, and he could see some high-quality CCTV footage of the room above.

      It didn’t take him long to recognise the figure in the black and white footage.

      “Pop!” he said aloud.  

      Ben looked around for a switch to slide open the wall at the back of the shop. The control panel below the screen was frustratingly vague, but then, when he looked over at the sliding doors at the bottom of the staircase, he saw a big red button.

      Ben ran over and pushed it.

      And watched on the screen as the back wall of the shop slid open to reveal the staircase. Pop seemed to stand there a moment before stepping through.

      A minute earlier…

      Pop knew that somewhere in this shop was the answer to the mystery. In his heart, he was guessing that Ben had stumbled into something he shouldn’t know. But if it was keeping him safe and keeping him away from those awful people, then Pop was grateful. He also knew he was being watched and recorded on security footage, so he needed to act like he was collecting his grandson and leaving.

      He also knew that wherever Ben was, there were no cameras.

      It startled him when the back wall of the shop slid open to reveal a staircase.

      Pop hesitated a moment, wondering if it was some sort of trap. Then he reasoned that Ben had gone down these stairs. So, trap or not, he would too.

      The staircase was modern and sleek looking, very different from the rest of the shop. It comprised three flights. Then another door he could dimly see at the bottom.

      Pop started down the staircase gingerly–being careful not to jolt his injured shoulder.

       

       

      Ben waited at the bottom for his grandfather to emerge.

      The doors at the bottom of the staircase slid open and tears sprang into Ben’s eyes.

      He ran over and enveloped Pop in the biggest hug of his life.

      Pop returned the hug. Tears flowed freely for both.

      “My boy, my boy,” said Pop, caressing Ben’s hair. “I’m so sorry. We should have left when you suggested it.”

      Ben drew back with a tearful grin on his face.

      “No way, Pop–I have to show you something!”

      He pointed Pop towards the chair.

      When they were seated, the questions came pouring out.

      How did you know where to find me?

      Why did they kidnap me?

      Did you know I escaped?

      What have you been doing for the last two days?

      Why didn’t you find me earlier?

      What do you they want with us?

      How is your shoulder?

      I’m hungry.

      (Okay, the last one wasn’t a question, more of a statement. But it was true. Ben hadn’t eaten since he escaped. He was starving.)

      Pop tried his best to answer everything. Ben was astonished to learn that the Conclave had resumed and gasped when Pop told him how close he had come to being elected. He got angry when Pop told him about the threats those Congo people (Ben used a different word than people, a word we will not print here) had made and even more angry when he heard about how they were trying to frame Ben and Pop for the bombing.

      When he finished, it was Pop’s turn to ask the questions.

      It astounded Pop to learn that Ben had been shimmying up the inside of a ventilation duct while he was searching for him in the lower level of the Christmas Palace. He was also glad to hear that Ben hadn’t been hurt, and that they fed him and gave him somewhere to sleep (Ben left out the wetting the bed part) He was even more astounded when he learned Ben had jumped from the top of the Palace into a pile of snow–and survived.

      That part was quite concerning.

      Pop was a bit confused when Ben told him that a girl had been with him the whole time.

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know her name.” said Ben, hesitating slightly. “But she gave me a tour of the city. She helped me get down from the roof. And she bought me here.”

      Pop looked around.

      “Where is she now?”

      Ben was about to respond when he looked around and realised that he didn’t know.

      She had gone. He wasn’t sure when.

      He hadn’t noticed.

      “It sounds like she’s been a good friend to you.” Said Pop, “and clearly, she has helped you out. I did not know this place even existed. I’m not sure that anyone knows about it.”

      “She did.” Replied Ben. “She said it was top secret.”

      He got up.

      “Pop. I need to show you something.”

      He started towards the door at the back of the room, then he stopped and turned around.

      “Pop, didn’t you say there was security footage of me arriving here?”

      Pop nodded.

      “Well, she would be on that footage. She walked in with me. She was the one who opened the door.”

      Pop shook his head.

      “There was no one with you in the video, Ben. You came in alone, pressed a button, and disappeared into the wall.”

      Ben was perplexed. Nothing Pop was saying made sense.

      But where had she gone?

      “Look!” said Pop, interrupting Ben’s confusing thoughts.

      Ben looked up at the video monitor and saw a group of those security thugs entering the shop and looking around.

      “They looking for us?”

      “I’d bet on it,” said Pop.

      “Do you reckon they know how to get down here?”

      “I’m not sure,” replied Pop, “but they’ll work it out. These are smart people.”

      He looked around.

      “What were you going to show me?”

      Ben remembered what he had been about to do.

      “Come with me.” He said, “and Pop–keep an open mind.”

      He hit a button on the control panel, and the back wall of the control room slid open.
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      They had never given the craggy volcanic peak overlooking Santa Klaus a name. For the locals, it was simply ‘the mountain’ or ‘the peak’. And no mapmaker in the outside world knew of its existence. Its steep sides and sheer cliffs deterred people from the town from attempting the climb.

      Deep in the heart of the extinct volcano was the most secret part of the whole secret operation. In the early days of the settlement, almost millennia ago, the true nature of the reindeer and their abilities were well-known to everyone, especially those of the early generation, who could remember the long and arduous move to the North Pole. But gradually over the centuries, knowledge of the mechanics of the ‘Annual Christmas Miracle’ became restricted to fewer and fewer people. At first, it wasn’t by design; it was simply that everyone in the town had their own role to play, and most of those roles didn’t require intricate knowledge of the workings at the heart of their little settlement. But over time, that informal privacy had become tradition and then direct policy.

      By the twentieth century, when the sheer volume of deliveries to be completed every Christmas meant that outsourcing manufacturing of toys and presents to companies around the world was necessary, the wisdom of the traditions became apparent.

      Most people in Santa Klaus didn’t need to know how the Christmas miracle happened. It was enough for them to know that it did.

       

      Which is why it was extraordinary that Ben and Pop, two people who were virtual strangers to Santa Klaus, found themselves late that afternoon up inside the crater in the most secret facility in all of Santa Klaus.

      (Such a well-kept secret that the men from the Congo Corporation who had used military level security to take control of the whole town not only didn’t know what this facility contained but didn’t even know it existed).

       So how did Ben and Pop they end up there?

      Well, it was the reindeer’s fault.

      See, when Ben had taken Pop downstairs to hide from the security thugs who were looking for them, the reindeer had reacted strangely.

      They came up to Ben and Pop and started nuzzling them, like a puppy does when it wants to show affection, pushing their noses into Ben’s hands and crowding around. It was quite cute.

      Then the ceiling above them slid shut, the staircase folding into it, which was totally unexpected. That didn’t happen before.

      Almost immediately, a door slid open at the end of the barn, which the reindeer all headed through, nudging and pushing Ben and Pop to go with them.  

      So they went. And found themselves in a long tunnel, with a high ceiling and a bright light in the distance.

      But the reindeer were no longer just milling around and being friendly. Now they were running down the tunnel and leaping into the air, through which they soared towards the light.

      Ben looked at Pop with a stunned expression.

      He had never thought… not in a million years would he have believed…

      The reindeer were flying!

      Pop’s face broke into a broad grin.

      “Isn’t it amazing?” he whispered.

      Two reindeer remained in the tunnel, crouched down on their haunches, and looked at Ben and Pop with an expression of anticipation.

      “I think,” said Ben, “they want us to climb on?”

      “I think so too,” said Pop, nodding.

      Ben approached the nearest reindeer and took hold of its antlers to hoist himself on. It really was impressive how large these animals were, more like a small horse than any deer. He could feel the animals’ muscles tense up beneath his legs as he pulled himself on and sat astride.

      He looked over at Pop, who had carefully climbed onboard the other reindeer.

      “Your shoulder?” Ben said.

      “Should be okay,” said Pop, “so long as it’s a gentle ride. I can hold on with one hand.”

      He adjusted himself a bit to find his balance and then, as if the reindeer had been simply waiting for the signal, both animals stood up, catching Ben and Pop by surprise.

      They galloped down the tunnel, with the two passengers clinging tightly on.

      And with a whoosh they were through the bright light (which turned out to be a disguised cellar door in the walled off courtyard of a building on the edge of town).

      And they were airborne.

       

      The look on Pop’s face was priceless.

      The rushing air was bitterly cold as they soared into the sky. Ben wondered how high they would fly and whether he would need oxygen masks, but he need not have worried, for the journey was short.

      They soared away from town and headed towards the mountain.

      For a few terrifying seconds, Ben thought they were going to crash until he saw the other reindeer ahead of them flying into a narrow gap halfway up. As they flew through the fissure in the rock, Ben felt like he was in an x-wing diving through the Death Star trenches on Star Wars.

      All too soon, their journey ended. The reindeer descended and then gently landed in a natural amphitheatre deep in the heart of the rock.

      Ben dismounted, his legs shaking.

      In a couple of weeks of amazing experiences, that one would probably top them all.

      Now they were…

      Ben turned to Pop.

      “Pop… where are we?”

      Pop looked back at him with a bewildered yet fascinated expression on his face.

      “Ben, I don’t have the foggiest idea.”

      They were inside the mountain, surrounded by solid rock with a limited view of the sky above. The amphitheatre itself seemed eons old, but far too smooth to be natural. The rocks around and below them were black, some of them almost shiny.

      And the reindeer were rapidly disappearing through into a gap at the edge of the platform where it met the rock wall.

      Ben looked at Pop, who shrugged.

      They both walked over, and it became apparent that the gap, while cleverly disguised, was quite large enough for a man to step through.

      So they entered.

      The passageway was long and winding, but the floor was smooth and covered with sand, making it easy to grip. They had neither a sense of ascending nor descending, but it could have been either. It was impossible to tell.

      Finally, the passageway emerged into a chamber that was older than any other part of the city, except perhaps the wounded chapel itself.

      The chamber was completely round, with sheer rock walls rising towards a circular opening which seemed impossibly far above. The floor was made of pieces of stone, roughly hewn and worn smooth by centuries of footsteps.

      Or hoof steps.

      But it was neither the towering height nor the stone floor which held Ben and Pop’s attention.

      It was the object sitting in the centre of the stone circle. Wooden with metal tread on the runners. It looked to comfortably seat two, with a set of leather reins laying across the front and space in the back for a sack full of… presents.

      This time, it was Pop who asked the question.

      “Do you think this could be…”

      Ben nodded. “I think it is.”

      “My God.” said Pop, stepping closer, “it’s the original sleigh.”

      “The original?” said Ben.

      Pop nodded. “From back when everything first started.”

      “So, this must be over a thousand years old?”

      Pop looked at Ben, processing that his grandson seemed to have acquired knowledge.

      He nodded again. “And yet it looks as though it could take off today.”

      Ben looked from Pop to the sleigh and then back again. And then he noticed the reindeer.

      They were standing around. All of them looking at Ben and Pop.

      Only when one of them picked up a harness in its mouth and looked expectantly towards Ben did he realise what they were asking.

      “Pop,” he said. “I think that’s the plan.”
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      The reindeer were well trained. And these were no ordinary reindeer. That was obvious.

      Because they were making it clear that they wanted to be harnessed to the sleigh. Which Ben could achieve without too much difficulty.

      The harnesses were like the one Ben used to walk his oversized Great Dane Cross at home. Only when Ben was putting the harness on his dog, the dog wouldn’t bend its head compliantly the way the reindeer were.

      Ben turned to Pop when he finished.

      “Is this really going to happen?”

      It was a good question. A thoughtful question. And it required a measured response which Pop, standing next to a sleigh in the middle of a volcano at the North Pole, took time to think about.

      “I think,” he said, “That’s up to us. What’s your gut feeling?”

      Ben shrugged. “I dunno.”

      “Ben.” said Pop.

      “No, honestly,” said Ben. “I don’t know. This whole thing seems crazy.”

      Pop nodded.

      Then he broke into a grin.

      “You know, I almost became Father Christmas yesterday.”

      Ben looked at him for a moment, then laughed. Pop laughed in return. It felt good to laugh.

      “This is crazy, isn’t it?” said Ben.

      “It is,” replied Pop.

      He looked at Ben. His grandson had grown up a lot in the past few days. It would be his decision.

      “I can’t think of a good reason not to.” said Ben finally.

      “Okay,” replied Pop. “Then hop in.”

      As if sensing they had reached a decision, the lead reindeer began pawing impatiently at the ground with its front leg. Ben climbed into the sleigh and took a hold of the reins while Pop climbed in beside him. He handed the reins to Pop.

      Pop shook his head.

      “No Ben. This is your ride.”

      He gave the reins back.

      Ben took them in his hands and held them gingerly.

      He looked at Pop and saw nothing but an expression of confidence in his grandson. Then he looked at the reindeer, the nine of them harnessed in front of him.

      And he looked down at the reins in his hands.

      And he smiled.

      And took a deep breath.

      “Reindeer away!” he yelled and flicked the reins.

      The sleigh surged forward. The runners on the sleigh clattering across the stonework as the reindeer built up speed, pulling the sleigh to the outside of the stone circle where they turned and began speeding up.

      Then, with a surprising smoothness, Ben felt the ground drop away, and they were airborne. 

      Faster and faster, the sleigh built up speed as the reindeer, running on nothing but air, sped them higher within the circular cavern. The rock walls became nothing more than a blur. All Ben could do was hold on to the reins.

      And suddenly they burst into open air, and the mountain dropped below them with surprising speed!

      The cold North Pole air rushed at them as they climbed, but both Ben and Pop had enormous smiles on their faces.

      It was an indescribable feeling, soaring skyward on a sled being pulled by magic reindeer.

      From Pop’s passenger side, the view was tremendous. The whole of Santa Klaus spread out beneath them. He could see the Palace on the hill next to the blackened ruins of the Church and Hall. Surrounding the centre of the city was the wall and the streets full of houses and shops, and the paraphernalia of everyday life radiated out from the centre of the city like the spokes of a wheel.

      Even the airport on the edge of town was visible, sitting perched on the magnificent ice shelf which surround the town for thousands of miles in every direction.

      It was inspiring.

      Looking down as they flew, Pop got a sense of where everything was. He could see the street where their family home stood, the shop where Ben had been abducted, and the majestic townhouse belonging to the Judge…

      He turned to Ben.

      “Can we make a stop?”

      Ben looked at him. “Uh… I’m not sure I know how. Why?”

       “I need to see an old friend.” Said Pop, he patted his pocket. “To tell her everything. If there’s one person who can stop them, it might be her.”

      “Where does she live?”

      “See that house near the town wall, just to the left? See how it’s taller than the rest. That’s the one.”

      “Won’t they be watching the streets? We can’t just land in front of her house.”

      Pop smiled. “Who said anything about landing in the street?”

      Ben saw what he was hinting at.

      “On the roof? But how?”

      The reindeer were leading them in a slow circle around the city now, high enough not to be visible from the ground, but in a holding pattern, as if awaiting instruction from air traffic control.

      Pop nodded to the reindeer. “I’m fairly sure they know how.”

      Ben saw what he meant. Of course.

      “But how do we…”

      He didn’t get to finish his sentence because the reindeer pulled to the right and started descending in tight circles.

      Right towards the Judge’s house.

      Ben and Pop exchanged glances.

      These were NO ORDINARY reindeer. 

       

      Ben found as they descended that with a short tug on the reins, he could get the reindeer to change direction. If he pulled back hard, they would slow down. If he flicked the reins, they would speed up.

      But these were such intuitive animals they hardly needed directing. Ben only had to make a couple of slight adjustments as they descended to keep them heading the right direction. As they got nearer the houses, the reindeer slowed down naturally, and soon they were only a few hundred feet above the rooftops.

      Ben knew they must be visible from the streets below. Anyone looking up would see the remarkable sight.

      But there weren’t crowds of people on the street.

      It was strange.

      They approached the Judge’s house and Ben pulled hard on the reins to alert the reindeer to their impending stop. The reindeer instinctively knew where and how to land (probably helps they’ve had years of practice) and as unbelievable as it seemed, a minute later they made a soft landing on the roof of the townhouse, barely disturbing the snow collected there.

      Ben turned to Pop.

      “Okay,” he said, “now what? I don’t see a doorway.”

      Pop looked around. His grandson was right. It was a perplexing problem.

      Then a thought occurred to him.

      “Ben,” he said, “think Christmas.”

      He pointed.

      Ben followed his gaze, and then abruptly looked back at Pop.

      “Pop, no.”

      “It’s the only way.”

      “Pop… no.” But he seemed less reluctant. The idea tickled him.

      The chimney was a large brick one, and there didn’t seem to be any smoke.

      Ben sighed.

      “Why me?”

      “I can’t,” replied Pop. “Not with my shoulder. Besides, you’re skinnier than me.”

      “So what do I do?” said Ben. “just pop out of the chimney and say hello?”

      “I think,” said Pop, “you tell her there’s an old friend waiting to talk to her on the roof.”

      “Suppose she calls those thugs in?”

      “She won’t,” replied Pop.

      Ben sighed again.

      “Fine,” he said, “but this is gonna wreck my clothes. I worked hard for this Northwest jumper. You gotta buy me new ones when we get home.”

      “I’ll loan you my credit card,” replied Pop. “go nuts.”

      Ben hopped down from the sleigh and walked over to the chimney. He peered over the rim. There were a series of brick ledges all the way down, as if made to assist a chimney sweep.

      It would do.
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      The Judge was sitting in her lounge completing some tiresome paperwork when a strange scraping sound emerged from the chimney above the fireplace.

      She was less shocked than curious.

      It was a sound she was familiar with.

      Her dearly departed brother had sometimes visited this way, using his unique position and mode of transport to appear uninvited in her lounge room, covered in soot, and always with a big smile on his face.

      It was why she had the roof reinforced when the house was renovated a lifetime ago.

      But it wasn’t her brother who emerged from the chimney covered in soot. It was a child. And from the moment he spoke, she immediately knew which child he was.

      An Australian accent was not too common around here.

      “Are you the Judge?” Said Ben, emerging from his three-storey descent, none the worse for wear. He was quite proud of how easily he had managed the climb, the inside of the chimney being far less of a tight squeeze than the ventilation shaft.

      “I am. Can I assume your grandfather found you?”

      Ben nodded. She was certainly switched on.

      “Where is he?”

      Ben pointed upwards.

      “On the roof. He would have come down himself, but he’s still got a bung shoulder.”

      “Of course,” replied the Judge, “well I think I should go up and meet him. Do you want to come with me and get up to the roof in a more civilised way or would you rather return the way you came?”

      Ben looked at her with a grin. There was a glint in his eye.

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll go back the same way.”

      “Naturally.”

      By the time Ben made it to the top of the chimney, the Judge was already on the roof, wrapped up warmly against the cold.

      She and Pop were already deep in discussion.

      “They said that to you?”

      “Yes. It’s clear I’ve pissed off the wrong people. They’re gunning for me now. Gave me twelve hours to get out of town.”

      “My… this is all very dramatic. It feels like the plot of a Western.”

      “It’s certainly been an interesting turn of events,” replied Pop wryly, “and now I have Ben back. I’m sorely tempted to take their advice and just go. But I can’t just…”

      “Let them win?” the Judge offered.

      “Precisely,” replied Pop. “There must be a way to stop them from taking over.”

      The Judge sighed.

      “My brother knew this was coming. He would tell me about it, how this American company was buying up all the shipping routes and distribution channels–making it harder for us to operate. He said he suspected they were deliberately trying to squeeze us out, but he never had solid proof.”

      “Well, there’s proof enough now,” said Pop. “But for what purpose? Why would they try to destroy everything we built here? What good does it do?”

      The Judge shook her head.

      “My brother was wrong about that. I told him so. They’re not out to shut us down. They’re out to take us over. Make us part of their monopoly.”

      “Well, that’s clear now.” Said Pop, “they intend to privatise Christmas. Run it for profit. They’ve made their intentions plain in that respect.”

      “Pop,” said Ben, speaking up for the first time in this conversation, “that will not happen. We must stop it.”

      Pop turned to Ben.

      “I’m not risking your safety, Ben.”

      “We can’t just let them take over Christmas, Pop. We just can’t. I just learned about this place… you can’t let them win. This place must be preserved. Christmas needs to stay the same as it is!”

      Ben had tears in his eyes.

      The Judge looked at Ben, then back at Pop.

      “He certainly is your grandson.”

      Pop nodded. “Headstrong.”

      “It runs in your family. Looking at this,” she indicated the reindeer and the sleigh, sitting idly on her roof, “you’ve certainly inherited something from your grandfather, too.”

      Ben looked at the sleigh, then back at Pop.

      “What does she mean, Pop?”

      The Judge looked at Pop.

      “You haven’t told him.”

      Pop shook his head. “I meant to after the Conclave. But then…”

      The Judge nodded.

      “I think he ought to know now.”

      “Know what?” said Ben, a little confused.

      “Ben,” said Pop, crouching in front of his grandson, “did you ever wonder why we had such a grand house sitting here empty?”

      Ben looked at the Judge and then at Pop. “You told me it was a family home. For us to use when we came here.”

      “Yes,” replied Pop. “That’s true. My grandfather bought the house in the 1940s as a place for the family to stay.”

      “Did he live there?” said Ben.

      Pop shook his head. “No Ben. Grandad had a bigger place.”

      Ben looked confused. He didn’t understand what Pop was getting at.

      Then Pop pointed across the rooftops to the Christmas Palace, glistening in the winter sunlight.

      Ben’s mouth dropped open.

      “You mean your pop was…?”

      Pop nodded. “For twenty-seven years.”

      Ben was floored by that news. Literally, he sat down on the roof.

      His great-great-grandfather was Father Christmas!

      “You can see,” said the Judge, “why Mr Pearson and his company consider your pop such a threat. He’s not just another Conclave member.” She paused. “And neither are you.”

      Well, that was a piece of news that Ben hadn’t been expecting. He was descended from ‘Santa Royalty’ or something. His whole life he had never known. It was mind-blowing. Something he wished he could tell his mates but knew he couldn’t.

      It made him think, though. What would the world think if they knew what Mr Pearson and his company were trying to do here? A forcible takeover of Christmas. The privatisation of Santa Claus. Santa’s workshop run for profit.

      It was just so obscene.

      If only people knew they just wouldn’t stand for it…

      “Pop,” said Ben after a moment’s thought. “I have an idea.”

      The Judge and Pop both looked at Ben.

      “It might sound radical. But hear me out. At least tell me why I’m wrong.”

      “We’re listening,” replied Pop.

      “Well,” said Ben, “ever since the bombing, things have gone from bad to worse, right? This Congo company is going to take over here and…” he paused a moment, “they did the bombing, didn’t they? They must have. It’s too much of a co-incidence otherwise.”

      “Yes,” replied the Judge, “I can’t prove it. But the circumstantial evidence is clear. They’ve got the most to gain from it.”

      “Then we can’t let them win!” said Ben. “They murdered people!!”

      Pop put his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I know Ben. But what can we do? They have already framed me for it. If I say anything, they’ll just call me a liar and have me arrested or… worse.”

      “But what if the entire world knew?!” said Ben. “What if the entire world found out Congo are trying to take over Christmas?”

      He looked plaintively at Pop, tears prickling at the corners of his eyes. “Surely the world wouldn’t stand for it? Someone would stop them!”

      “Is that your idea?” said the Judge quietly. “Tell the whole world?”

      “To find some proof and THEN tell the world,” replied Ben, “people will be outraged! People who could stop this thing from happening and save this… save us!”

      “Ben,” said Pop, putting his hand on his grandson’s shoulder, “we can’t tell the world. This whole place, a thousand years of history, it all depends on one thing. No-one must know about it. That’s how it works. That’s how it always has worked.”

      “Or what?” said Ben. “What could happen that would be worse than this?”

      “Ben…” said Pop again and then the Judge touched his arm.

      She looked at Pop, her eyes alight.

      “Your grandson may be right,” she said. “It may be the only way.”

      Pop looked at her. “If we go public, then we lose everything.”

      “We’ve already lost everything,” she replied. “We can’t beat them. We need help.”

      “We need the world to know, Pop,” said Ben. “Please!”

      Pop looked at the two of them like they were crazy. The idea was preposterous; it was impossible. It was against every instinct he had and yet… the rational part of his mind couldn’t see any other way.

      His shoulders slumped.

      “How would it work?” he said quietly.

      “Well,” said the Judge, pointing towards the sleigh, “I think to begin with you and your grandson having a way to attract some attention.”

      Ben grinned.
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      Flying a reindeer driven sleigh had proven to be easier than Ben expected. The reindeer drove the sleigh themselves. The driver merely showed a direction and away they go.

      But this journey would be further, much further.

      The Judge arranged to load up the sleigh with all the supplies Ben and Pop would need for a long journey (along with some water and food for the reindeer). This included blankets and an array of warm clothes.

      She also insisted that Ben use the bathroom at her place to clean himself up (and that he use more conventional means to re-enter the house) before they left.

      Ben didn’t understand why, but the Judge mumbled some comment about being presentable and left it at that.

       

      Finally, a few hours after landing, Ben and Pop were tucked back into the sleigh, ready to take off. The Judge had given them a lot of supplies and some helpful flying tips that her brother had passed on before his death.

      It was late in the evening when they launched; the reindeer effortlessly pulling the laden sleigh up skyward, and soon they were above the lower cloud layer and soaring South.

      Conversation on the sleigh was minimal because both Ben and Pop were wrapped up well against the cold, with thick scarves, a balaclava each, a beanie, earmuffs, and goggles to protect their eyes from the icy winds.

      Leaving Santa Klaus by air wasn’t unusual, but leaving by this method was something Ben could never have imagined.

      But the entire trip had been full of moments like that.

      The reindeer flew at an altitude with less air resistance but still enough breathable atmosphere to survive. Their flying technique was strange and didn’t seem to make sense when compared to birds, the long galloping strides through the air seeming to propel them by a force unknown.

      Through this method, they built up speed and soon the sleigh was hurtling through the Arctic sky at over two hundred kilometres an hour. Their destination was many hours away, so Ben tried to relax as best he could in his cocoon of warmth. He did feel drowsy, but he resisted the urge to go to sleep, not trusting that the sleigh wouldn’t spin upside and dump him out into the sky.

      There weren’t exactly seatbelts on this thing.

      Pop must have sensed this, because he reached across and patted Ben on the arm.

      “If you want to sleep,” he said in a muffled voice, “you can. I’ll keep an eye on things.”

      That was all the permission Ben needed. He curled up in the corner of his seat, closed his eyes, and surrendered to the odd situation.

       

      It was several hours later when Ben awoke, both refreshed and needing to pee.

      He nudged his grandfather.

      “I gotta take a piss.”

      His Pop shook his head. “Just go over the side.”

      Ben looked appalled for a moment at the thought and then reconsidered. They were flying over the vast blue ocean now. It wasn’t like anyone would notice.

      He stood at the edge, holding onto the sleigh with one hand while controlling his aim with the other. The front of the sleigh deflected most of the wind, but it was still going more sideways than down. He imagined a surprised sea gull thousands of feet below suddenly getting wet and he started giggling.

      Peeing off the edge of Santa’s sleigh.

      What a world.

       

      “Where are we?” Ben said, sitting back down.

      “I think it’s called the Greenland Sea,” replied Pop through his layers. “We left the ice behind about an hour ago.”

      Ben nodded. “How long was I asleep?”

      “A while,” replied Pop. “You must have been tired.”

      “What about you?” said Ben. “Do you want me to take over while you have some shuteye?”

      Pop shook his head. “I’m alright for now. But I am hungry. You reckon you can find some food for us back there?”

      A search through their supplies produced some tasty-looking snacks, which Ben and Pop dove into with relish. Soon they were finished, and Ben found himself looking over the side at the tiny whitecaps and the occasional fishing boat.

      “What do you think the men on those boats would say,” he asked Pop, “if they looked up and saw us flying over?”

      “From this distance, we are probably looking like an aircraft,” Pop replied.

      “Yeah, but if they could see us,” repeated Ben, “they’d be pretty bloody shocked.”

      Pop turned to Ben.

      “You seem to have adjusted to it well.”

      Ben thought for a moment. Pop was right. This total experience had been full of surprises beyond his imagination. But he had learned something about himself. He was capable of having an open mind. A very open mind.

      “You’ve taken everything in your stride,” said Pop, as if reading Ben’s mind, “more easily than I did at your age.”

      “Really?” said Ben. “you’ve never told me about that.”

       “I was roughly your age when I first came here.” Said Pop, “But it was different because it was my grandfather who had died.”

      “You didn’t know your grandfather?” said Ben.

      “He lived far away. Further than I thought, as it turned out. We only ever saw him on big family occasions, weddings, funerals.”

      “Not Christmas?” said Ben.

      “No, never Christmas.” said Pop.

      “Wow.” Said Ben, “that sucks. Your Pop is Santa, and you don’t even get to see him at Christmas.”

      Pop looked straight ahead. “He and I weren’t close. Not like you and me.”

      He let the statement sit there for a moment.

      “Obviously,” replied Ben.

      “When my mother told me my grandfather had died, I have to say I wasn’t particularly interested in travelling away for the funeral. See, I didn’t really know him. But Mum insisted I go with Dad to the funeral.”

      “And you came north?” asked Ben.

      “Very far north,” Pop agreed. “It took longer in those days, too. I think we were travelling for weeks before we got here.”

      “Did your dad tell you anything about what to expect?”

      Pop shook his head. “Not a word. I was completely unprepared.”

      “Sounds familiar,” said Ben with a smile.

      “I wanted you to be surprised.” Said Pop.

      “I was,” replied Ben. “I bet your dad wanted you to be surprised, too.”

      Pop nodded thoughtfully. “probably. In any case I got here, it was summer then and the sun never set–which I’ll tell you is pretty bloody hard to get used to.”

      Ben thought about the scant hours of daylight they had been experiencing. He couldn’t imagine what endless sunlight would be like. Hard to sleep, he imagined.

      “The Conclave was long and, from my point of view, boring. And like you, I learned about this place while I was here.”

      “You didn’t believe it?” said Ben.

      “Oh, I believed it,” replied Pop, “but I didn’t like it. I didn’t enjoy finding out that my grandfather was such an important person, and no one had ever told me. And I never got the chance to know him before he was dead.”

      “I bet that messed you up.” said Ben quietly.

      “It messed me up,” said Pop. “I felt angry more than anything. And what was worse was the damn secrecy. I couldn’t tell Mum.”

      “She didn’t know?”

      “She married into the family. It’s one of the rules. Spouses are never told.”

      “Oh,” said Ben, feeling thoughtful for a moment. He had kind of assumed he could tell Mum about all this when he got home. He missed her.

      “That sounds like a stupid rule.”

      Pop was silent for a moment.

      “Yes.” He said, “yes, it is.”

      He smiled at Ben.

      “I got angry with Dad, and Mum didn’t know why. I was a surly teenager and some of the stuff I said to my parents back then…” he paused a moment, “I was lucky that they lived long enough for me to grow up and apologise. Being a teenager is tough. But being the parent of a teenager is tougher.”

      He looked at Ben,

      “Take care of your mum.”

      Ben wasn’t entirely sure what he meant, but he nodded. “I will.”

      “Anyway, I was angry about it for a long time. Then I had to let go. When my dad was an old man, we came back here. I learned a lot more that time.”

      Pop turned and faced the front, watching something in the distance.

      “I’m glad you’re with me this time. I love you a lot, you know. And I’m sorry for keeping all this secret from you. From you and your dad.”

      “I love you too.” Said Ben. He thought for a moment, “I bet my dad would have loved all this.”

      Pop smiled, a tear in his eye.

      “I bet he would have, too.”
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      It was a beautiful winter’s dawn in the city of London when the red sleigh fell out of the sky. Fell isn’t exactly the right word, ‘plunged’ might be more accurate, or ‘zoomed’. Either way, the speed of its arrival and its landing on the roof of Buckingham Palace was remarkable.

      It was the Palace guards who saw it first. Not the red uniformed, big-hatted guards who are visible out the front, but the real palace security. The guards stationed in and around the ground who monitor everything that enters or leaves the Palace. And with some sophisticated technology on a permanent loan from the Royal Air Force for the past nineteen years, they still only picked up the signal just before it landed.

      The skies above the Palace, and indeed this part of central London, are a permanent no-fly zone. When a fast-moving blip appeared on the radar, it was noticed.

      But the most remarkable aspect was that the blip kept disappearing, then reappearing much closer to the city.

      First three hundred miles out.

      Then two hundred.

      Then one hundred.

      Fifty.

      Twenty.

      Then it was on top of them.

      All in what seemed like a matter of seconds.

       

      The guards patrolling the roof were alerted, but no sooner had they put down their radios than the sleigh arrived.

      Then the strangest scene the roof of Buckingham Palace had ever hosted unfolded. Thirty armed soldiers, guns drawn, surrounding a sleigh harnessed to nine reindeer.

      A sleigh, which hadn’t been there moments before.

      “Don’t shoot!” Came a voice from the sleigh, “We’ve come a long way. We have an important message!”

      The guards hesitated in confusion. It was a child’s voice. With an Australian accent. 
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      Her Majesty the Queen was in the Monarch’s private apartments on the other side of the Palace. The Palace Head of Security had entered her bedroom intending to wake her and secure both her and her husband in the bunker deep beneath the Palace.

      The Queen was having none of it.

      She was awake, of course, in her private study. Dressed in a practical dressing gown and working on some correspondence when the security Head followed by her Private Secretary entered.

      “Yes, what is it?”

      Already in her nineties, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Second was still straight and to the point.

      “Your Majesty,” began her Private Secretary Sir Edward Young, “we have a rather unusual intruder on the Palace grounds. Mr Dennis here has requested that you and the Duke might avail yourself of a more secure location in the Palace while the nature of the intrusion is investigated.”

      “Intruder?” replied the Queen. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, Ma’am,” continued Sir Edward, “the intruders are actually visible on the roof from these windows, if you would be interested in looking.”

      “From the window?” replied the Queen.

      She got up from her desk, taking off and polishing the lenses of her glasses as she went, and putting them back on when she reached the window.

      Sir Edward pointed in the general direction and when the Queen saw the Sleigh and the reindeer sitting there, she let out a little involuntary gasp.

      “That’s a new one.” She said, “how did it get up there I wonder?”

      “Well, that’s the thing Ma’am. We’re not entirely sure. The security officers manning the Palace radar room seem rather insistent that it flew here.”

      “Flew here?” The Queen turned towards Sir Edward rather abruptly. “That would seem to be rather extraordinary.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Sir Edward responded. “we’re trying to get independent verification of that assertion. In the meantime…”

      “The bunker, your Majesty?” offered Mr Dennis, speaking for the first time since entering the room.

      “Oh, that ghastly thing,” replied the Queen, “no I don’t believe there’s any need for that. I think I should like to get dressed and get a closer look at our visitors.”

      “A closer look?” said Sir Edward. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea Ma’am.”

      “Don’t be silly,” replied the Queen, “there’s armed guards everywhere. What harm could a bunch of reindeer do? Besides which, this craft or whatever it is, it must be here for a reason.”

       

      Ben and Pop were still sitting in the sleigh, just chilling out as best they could and trying not to make the armed guards any more nervous than they already were. After Ben had made the request, he saw one guard speak into a radio, so he and Pop both decided the best option was to just sit and wait. It was a delightful view. The top of the Palace afforded a view of the streets surrounding it, the nearby palaces, and parks and what looked like Westminster Abbey a few blocks away.

      But it was the sight of the small old lady emerging from a doorway giving roof access one hundred metres away that caused them the most astonishment.

      She was wearing a pink dress, with a coat over the top, and she was carrying a handbag.

      And she was unmistakably the Queen.

       

      “Stand up,” Pop whispered as she approached. He had taken off his headgear and goggles, and Ben stood up and did the same.

      “I must say,” the Queen said, “you’ve found a rather unusual way to pay us a visit. May I ask your names?”

      “Your Majesty,” said Pop with a bow of his head, and introduced himself. Ben did the same.

      “And why have you landed on my roof?” asked the Queen.

      “Ma’am, if you don’t mind. My grandson is more articulate in these matters.” Said Pop.

      ‘I’m what?’ thought Ben.

      “Your Royal Majesty,” said Ben slightly awkwardly, “our purpose here is to contact you. We need your help.”

      “I see,” said the Queen, “And may I ask where you come from?”

      “Your Royal Highness,” said Ben, “Uh… originally we’re from Australia. But we flew here from the North Pole.”

      “And you need my help?” said the Queen.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” said Pop. “We are in a desperate situation.”

      The Queen pondered for a moment.

      “I see.” She said, “Well then, I think you had better come inside so we can talk somewhere more comfortable.”

      At this point, Sir Edward, who had been discreetly standing next to the Queen for the duration of the conversation, said something.

      But the Queen held up her hand.

      “The White Drawing Room would be most appropriate, Sir Edward. Please make the arrangements.”

      She turned back to Ben.

      “I suppose your animals might need some food or water?”

      “Yes, your Majesty,” replied Ben with a smile, “that would be fantastic.”

       

      The White Drawing Room was nothing less than spectacular. White walls with gold patterns, a rich red and gold carpet on the floor, furniture which looked to be hundreds of years old, gilt and gold framed and even the ornate carvings on the ceiling adding to a sense of opulence.

      Ben and Pop felt quite out of place and under-dressed as a footman showed them to a small sofa. Ben was certain he was the first person to meet the Queen while wearing a Northwest jumper. Especially a Northwest jumper with soot on it. The Queen and Sir Edward came in and sat opposite (or at least the Queen did–Sir Edward remained standing).

      It was all they could do not to gaze around the room with their mouths hanging open.

      Even the Christmas Palace had nothing compared to these rooms.

      “Let us start with some proper introductions,” said the Queen. “I know your names. But I think I need to learn a little more about you.”

      Ben and Pop both gave a little back story about where they were from and their relationship.

      “So” said the Queen, satisfied that she had at least gained some identification (and knowing that Sir Edward was at that moment verifying whether what they said was true through his contacts at MI6 and the Foreign Office, all while standing behind her on his phone). “Tell me about the North Pole.”

      Ben looked at Pop.

      “You know as much as I do now,” Pop told Ben, “Maybe more. You can tell the story.”

      “Okay,” said Ben and he took a deep breath, “your Majesty…”

      “Ma’am,” the Queen interrupted, “it’s your Majesty when we first meet–Ma’am after that.”

      “Ma’am,” continued Ben, “it might surprise you to learn that the North Pole is not as you imagine.”

      He described the town of Santa Klaus, nestling in the shadow of the volcano. Describing his own impressions as they arrived there a couple of weeks ago.

      The Queen stopped him.

      “One moment.” She turned towards Sir Edward. “Perhaps you can step out for a moment, Sir Edward?”

      Sir Edward looked alarmed.

      “Ma’am. Are you sure?”

      “Quite Sir Edward. We will only be a few minutes.”

      “Of course.” Replied Sir Edward. He bowed and left the room.

      Once the door was closed behind him, the Queen turned back to Ben and Pop.

      “I may know a little more about the North Pole than you realise.”

      She picked up a small bell from the table next to them and rang it.

      A footman stepped into the room.

      “It appears we may have a lot to discuss. Would you like some tea?”
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      (Half an hour earlier–London).

      Seth was out for an early morning bike ride with his dad. The streets were usually quiet at this hour, and Dad always said that riding around the historic heart of London was inspiring.

      Seth wasn’t sure how inspired he was feeling. Tired, yes. Slightly numb despite the two hoodies he was wearing, and uncomfortable because the bike seat was digging into his shorts.

      Not that he disliked bike riding.

      The opposite, in fact. Seth had started going for long rides with his dad as soon as he was able, around the age of eight. Now, five years later, he was as fit and lean as any thirteen-year-old at his school. But he just wasn’t a morning person.

      And no matter how positive his attitude might be, it was still mighty difficult to get himself up and out of bed in the dark, pull on his bike shorts, hoodies and reflective top and leave the warmth of their central London home for the chill of the streets outside.

      But these were minor complaints, really.

      He always felt good for having gone for a ride. It seemed to put him in a more positive mindset to deal with whatever the day confronted him with.

       

      They were riding through the leafy pathways of Green Park when Seth and his dad pulled up for a drink break.

      At that moment Seth pulled out his phone to see what the temperature was (but really to check his streaks) and glanced up just in time to see an astonishing sight.

       

      A red sleigh. Pulled by nine reindeer. Soaring down from the clouds directly towards him.

       

      Seth, like any well-trained teenager confronted by something he knew he would want to tell others about, switched to camera mode and pressed record.

      The sleigh soared down, almost skimming the treetops as it passed over their heads. And then, to Seth’s further surprise, it landed lightly on the roof of Buckingham Palace, directly in front of them.

      “Pa! Look!!” was all Seth said before getting back on his bike and racing towards the palace, phone held above his head in one hand while he steered with the other.

       

      At that hour of the morning in London, Seth wasn’t the only one who filmed the arrival of the sleigh. But his was easily the best and most exciting footage. 

      He posted it on his Facebook page at 7:12 am with several emojis, emphasising his astonishment. 

      To say the video went viral is an understatement. No matter what else he would achieve in his life, Seth would never again post anything on social media, which garnered six million shares and over forty-million views.

      Within ten minutes of posting it, he had received a DM from a reporter at the BBC asking permission to use his footage. Seth couldn’t see any reason why not, so he said yes. 

      Seth’s video played for the first time on the BBC’s flagship breakfast programme at 7:34 am. By that time, reporters were already streaming towards the palace.

       

      Father Christmas had landed on the roof of Buckingham Palace.

       

      Seth’s video would be shared and sold on to news programmes from around the world. Over the next several hours, over three billion people viewed the video. From the teeming streets of Chicago to the hallowed halls of Oxford, from the crowded apartments of Tokyo to the shantytowns of South Africa–Seth’s video became a truly global viewing experience.

      Seth himself knew nothing of the fame and popularity his video had garnered. It would be days later, when he had a moment to reflect, that he discovered just how widely viewed his video had become.

      For now, though, he had parked his bike at the James Park Gate and had raced across with thousands of others to the front gate of Buckingham Palace.

      The sleigh was visible clearly on the roof of the palace.

      And the world was watching to see what would happen next.

      Outside the palace, the small crowd grew into pandemonium. Millions of Londoners woke up to Seth’s video and then the subsequent breathless reporting from outside the Palace. Thousands of them went to see for themselves.

      By nine am, the crowd extended halfway up the Mall and the police were having trouble keeping them under control. Not that the crowd was violent, quite the opposite. They were joyful.

      And they were singing.

      It started out in one small corner of the crowd, but soon the song took on a life of its own and one of the most spine-tingling sights of that amazing day was hearing tens of thousands of Londoners all belting out the same lyrics… 

       

      Dashing through the snow

      In a one-horse open sleigh,

      Over fields, we go

      Laughing all the way

      Bells on bob-tails ring.

      Making spirits bright

      Oh, what fun it is to ride and sing

      A sleighing song tonight, oh!

       

      Jingle bells, Jingle bells.

      Jingle all the way

      Oh, what fun it is to ride

      A one-horse open sleigh, hey!

      Jingle bells, Jingle bells.

      Jingle all the way.

      Oh, what fun it is to ride

      A one-horse open sleigh.

       

      The sound was incredible, like nothing the palace had ever heard.

      The Courtiers at the Palace were torn between peering out the window at the enormous crowd which had gathered outside of the gate and sneaking looks at the wondrous sight on the roof. For Sir Edward Young, his concern was more about the conversation happening inside the White Drawing Room without his presence. It wasn’t unexpected for the Queen to dismiss her top advisor, but it was usually when she was speaking to world leaders or family members, not two strangers who showed up on the roof in a sleigh!

      After ten intolerable minutes, the door opened and the Queen herself stepped out into the hall.

      “Sir Edward, would you kindly call 10 Downing Street and invite the Prime Minister for an audience?”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” said Sir Edward, bowing his head slightly. “For what time shall I make the arrangement?”

      “I should think as soon as possible would be best, Sir Edward,” came the response from Her Majesty, “and we’re going to need to set up a press-conference.”

      “A press conference, Ma’am?”

      “Yes, Sir Edward.”

      Like every other Londoner up at that hour, the staff and residents of 10 Downing Street were glued to the TV, watching the incredible events unfold just a few blocks away. The Prime Minister himself was still hurriedly getting dressed (having concluded correctly that his services might soon be required) when his Private Secretary knocked and entered.

      “I’m very sorry, Sir, but there’s a phone call for you.”

      “Take a message,” was the brusque reply. The PM was busy trying to tie his tie, and he kept fumbling with the knot.

      His Private Secretary coughed.

      “It’s the Palace, Sir.”

      The Prime Minister spun around; tie forgotten.

      “Oh, I see.”

      “Yes, Sir” came the reply.

      He stepped across to his private office and picked up the line. The conversation was brief and to the point. When he hung up, he turned to his Private Secretary.

      “You’d better get the car ready. I’ve been summoned to the Palace.”

      His Private Secretary coughed politely again.

      “If you’ll consider it, Sir, I rather think the helicopter might be a better option. By the looks of it, a car is going to have great difficulty getting through the Palace gates.”

      “Yes, of course,” replied the Prime Minister. “Make the arrangements.” He turned to walk back to his residence and then stopped and turned again.

      “I should wonder, what colour tie would be appropriate to meet Father Christmas?”
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      Back at the North Pole, word of the unannounced visit had reached Eddie Pearson, and he was in a foul mood. This Australian man and his grandson were proving to be far more trouble than he had expected, and their arrival in London had complicated his plan considerably.

      They had carefully planned the twin explosions at the Church to cause the maximum chaos and to decapitate the power structure at Santa Klaus.

      Eddie left the operational details to others, but he knew the staging of a smaller explosion first followed by a larger one half an hour later to wipe out the first responders was a technique developed in various global hotspots, and it was highly effective. 

      Congo’s offer of help and security while maintaining the secrecy here had been gratefully received by the Conclave, and the second stage of the operation had begun on schedule. Over two hundred security officers had been deployed around town in a visible display of power. They were all Congo employees. Eddie liked to keep everything in-house as much as possible. He had put together one of the largest private security forces in the world over the past decade. Initially, they were deployed to protect Congo employees and infrastructure in parts of the world where law and order were of a questionable quality. But in recent years, they had become useful tools when business negotiations were at an impasse and required a certain level of persuasion.

      Which led to step three–the restart of the Conclave with pressure applied to certain key members.

      The actual result of the Conclave didn’t matter so much. Eddie knew he could find the weak point of whoever won the election and ensure their compliance. And it wasn’t hard to manipulate the voting patterns if any of the members resisted, which they had already demonstrated effectively.

      The final step, of course, would be the signing of an exclusive business agreement between the newly elected Father Christmas and the Congo Corporation. An agreement which would ensure Congo maintained a stranglehold on the consumer market (as well as owning the most iconic brand in history).

      But the key factor in the success of this plan was the one aspect Eddie was sure he could count on, that these Christmas obsessed people would want their existence and activities to remain hidden as they always had.

      But since early this morning, the entire plan had been thrown into chaos.

      Because Eddie was looking at a live feed of a red sleigh and nine reindeer (which showed that this place still had secrets he hadn’t uncovered!) on the roof of Buckingham Palace, and it seemed likely the entire world was watching the same thing! 

      So, naturally, the world’s third richest man was NOT happy.
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      The British Prime Minister, on the other hand, was delighted. Being Prime Minister was at times a monotony of gruelling pressure, punctuated by the occasional full-blown panic. Seldom did he get to enjoy all the trappings of the role. But as his helicopter descended towards Buckingham Palace and he had a perfect view of the sleigh and the reindeer sitting there on the roof, he couldn’t help but feel a little giddy and joyful.

      His Private Secretary had filled him in that neither of the Queen’s guests was in fact Father Christmas, but that didn’t detract from the magic.

      The crowd, now almost all the way down the mall, didn’t know the identity of the sleigh passengers, and so a chant had started up when the singing finished.

      “We want Santa! We want Santa!”

      It was loud and unmistakable.

       

      And the meeting having relocated to a less formal setting–a still ornate meeting room with a long eighteenth century wooden table dominating the space; it was the first subject the Prime Minister raised.

      “Your Majesty,” he began, “perhaps it would be in everyone’s best interests to make a public announcement clarifying the identity of your guests? The crowd outside is quite large now and understandably has made certain assumptions about who was flying the… ahem… vehicle presently parked on your roof.”

      The Queen nodded.

      “Yes, Prime Minister, one has had the same thought and prior to your arrival, a suggestion was made by young Ben here that might be appropriate in the circumstances.”

      She turned to Ben, which startled him a bit, as he didn’t expect to have to speak.

      “Um… we were thinking maybe a press conference?”

      “Yes, I rather think that would be a good idea,” the Prime Minister leaned back in his seat, “perhaps sooner rather than later.”

      “The most responsible thing would be to hold it here at the Palace,” said the Queen, “since all four of us (she nodded towards Ben and his Pop) are already here and we have the media set up in-house.”

      “If I may ask,” said the Prime Minister, “what exactly are you planning to announce? Perhaps a little warning for Her Majesty’s Government might be in order.”

      “We’ve had a wee discussion about that,” said the Queen, “and in a way it’s a delicate matter. Perhaps you can take my word for it that it’s nothing harmful for the Government.”

      She paused and then spoke carefully. “It may be of concern to the business community. In such a way that foreknowledge before the public announcement might not be appropriate for my government.”

      The Prime Minister nodded.

      “Of course, Ma’am.”

      He had been in office for a little over five years now and over that time had learned to trust the advice, opinion and instincts of the little old lady who sat opposite. She may not seem formidable, but she had been mentored by Churchill, confided in by Macmillan and respected by Thatcher and every other Prime Minister Britain had had for the past sixty years. Her advice carried a lot of weight.

      They organised the Press Conference for the Centre Room. The room located directly behind the famous balcony where so many historical events have been celebrated or commemorated.

      And this event seemed historic enough.

      They gave the major media outlets an hour to get representatives to the Palace.

      By 10:00 am the Centre room was full of jostling reporters, rows of cameras and an abundance of microphones all set up facing the podium which had been set up with a long table at either side.

      At precisely 10:02 am there was an announcement which brought all idle conversation in the room to a halt.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen, her Majesty the Queen.”

      The diminutive Monarch had changed outfits between the decision and the press conference. She was now wearing a red and green ensemble.

      You didn’t have to be a fashion genius to understand the reference.

      She approached the podium and spoke without prepared remarks.

      “Good morning to all those around the world who are tuning in. Earlier this morning, I had the privilege of receiving an unexpected visit from two ambassadors from the smallest and most secluded nation on Earth. They appraised me of the desperate situation which caused them to undertake their journey here today. I feel strong empathy for their plight, as I’m sure all of you will too, because their problems impact us all. Especially the children of the world. But I think it would be best to let them speak for themselves…”

      She turned towards the doorway in which Ben and Pop were standing. Pop had gone quite pale now, and it wasn’t just nerves.

      “I don’t think I can do this… I don’t feel so good.” He stammered.

      Ben looked around in alarm.

      “Pop–I can’t go…”

      “You can.” Said Pop, his face pale. “I just need to sit down. You know what to say.”

      He gave his grandson a small shove forward.

      The Queen, having noted the whole interaction, was able to seamlessly adjust her introduction.

      “… and so it is my great honour to introduce Ben who has an important story to tell.”

      She stepped back from the podium and ushered Ben forwards.

      Ben stepped haltingly from the doorway and froze for a moment when he saw all the TV lights. Then he steeled himself. If a ninety-year-old woman could stand up there and speak, then so could he.

      Especially when it’s this important.

      He approached the podium and gripped the sides to steady himself.

      The cameras were all focused on him. Hundreds of expectant faces in the room were looking his way, waiting to hear what he had to say.

      It was time to tell the world.

      Ben took a deep breath…
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      The beauty of modern technology is that even though Seth was standing in a crowd of thousands now (his dad elsewhere in the crowd), he could still watch the press conference from the Palace live.

      As hard as it was to get his head around, the idea that what was being broadcast live to his phone was also occurring in real time, only fifty metres away from his position pressed up against the Buckingham Palace gate.

      But like almost everyone else in the crowd with an internet connection, he was intently focused on what was being said.

      In truth, it sounded like a school kids’ creative writing exercise gone array. A mysterious hidden city, magical reindeer, the real-life existence of Father Christmas combined with a terrorist attack and a sinister force who were trying to take over and destroy Christmas.

      Seth would have cast it aside as if it was the plot of a badly written children’s novel. But with the Queen standing resolutely behind, this boy endorsing everything he had to say…

      This was the day reality became inverted.

      And if ever Seth doubted what he was being told on TV, he need only to look up at the red sleigh and reindeer large as life on the roof in front of him to confirm that something absurdly wonderful was happening.

      And when the press conference ended, the excited talk among the crowd was infectious. Perfect strangers remarking to each other, ‘did you hear that?’ ‘So, it was always true!’ ‘That was amazing!’ and swiftly, ‘what can we do to help?’

      The mood of the crowd was joyful and excited. The revelations they had just heard had touched something childlike inside every person.

      And they knew what they wanted now.

      The chant began and soon thundered across the crowd.

      “We want the Queen! We want the Queen!”

      And

      “Bring out the boy!”

      In the Palace Ben had finished his speech and had answered the questions as best and truthfully as he could. The noise of the crowd soon became audible, even through the closed windows.

      The Queen turned to him with a smile.

      “I should think we have been requested.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Ben stammered.

      She held out her hand.

      “It’s not just me they want to see.”

       

      The footmen opened the large doors at the side of the room and Ben was astonished to see the balcony, THE famous balcony, just beyond those doors. And beyond the balcony, a sea of people beyond his imagination. All of them letting out a cheer as the doors swung open.

      The Queen grasped his hand and turned to him.

      “Just smile and wave Ben, you’ve already done the hard part.”

      Ben turned around to look for Pop, who seemed to have disappeared from the doorway. But by now the crowd (and the TV cameras) had glimpsed the Queen stepping forward, and they were roaring their approval. There was simply no going back.

      Ben and the Queen stepped onto the balcony together with thin winter sunlight shining down on them. The crowd, Seth included, went absolutely nuts and began cheering their heads off. They started a spontaneous chorus of God Save the Queen followed by a rapturous encore of Santa Claus is Coming to Town, followed by Rudolph the Red-Nosed reindeer. All the while, Ben stood there grinning like an idiot, waving to the crowd and wondering if his friends from school were watching.
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      Back in Australia, it was just after seven at night.

      Ben’s mother was folding a pile of washing (and thinking of her son and father-in-law) while listening to music on her phone. The house was quiet; even the dog next door had stopped its incessant barking.

      Then she got a text message from a friend telling her to switch on the TV.

      And another.

      And another.

      She replied to the first with, ‘what channel?’

      The reply. ‘It won’t matter.’

       

      So, she pulled out her earphones and walked into the lounge to turn on the television.

      And was astonished to see her son standing at a podium speaking to the world’s press.

      With the Queen standing behind him.

       

      She dropped her washing basket in surprise and neatly folded socks and undies spilled out onto the floor.

      Without tearing her eyes away from the screen, Ben’s mum sat down on the sofa, watching in rapt astonishment.

      Without realising it, she was crying. She reached into her pocket without looking away from the screen for her phone. It appeared her father-in-law had been keeping some big secrets!
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      Back in Buckingham Palace, Pop had watched his grandson’s performance from the doorway at the end of the room, but he had to concentrate to pay attention. What had started as an uncomfortable sensation in his gut had moved north and intensified. Right now, he was having trouble taking more than very light breaths. And the room seemed to swim before his eyes. He was so proud of his grandson, but he wasn’t sure he would be able to tell him so…

       

      Ben was still smiling and waving on the balcony when a noise from behind caught his attention. He looked around and noticed a commotion in the hallway. The reporters had all left now, but he could see a cluster of people gathered around someone on the floor.

      And he knew.

      With a small cry, he let go of the Queen’s hand and ran back towards the hallway. He pushed the footmen away to find Pop laying on the floor, his face grey and set in a grimace. He seemed to struggle to breathe.

      “Pop!!!”

      The next few minutes were a blur. Without noticing it, the Queen was back by his side, and she was ordering her staff around in a cool and calm way. In what seemed like very little time, there was a doctor crouched next to Pop. He did a cursory examination and turned to Ben.

      “I must call for an ambulance now, Ben. Your grandfather needs to go to the hospital.”

      Ben nodded his assent with teary eyes and his hand clasping Pop’s.

       The size of the crowd outside made transport by road ambulance an impossibility. Hence, it was an air-ambulance helicopter that landed on the Buckingham Palace helipad and soon the paramedics were by Pop’s side and loading him onto a gurney. They rolled him through the labyrinthine passages of the Palace and out towards the helicopter without Ben once letting go of his hand.

      “Please Pop, please Pop, please don’t go,” he kept saying, almost like a mantra.

      Pop didn’t open his eyes the whole way until they were sliding him through the door of the helicopter when they opened briefly, and he squeezed Ben’s hand.

      “So… proud…. of…. You…” he managed to whisper.

      Ben, his face streaked with tears, climbed into the helicopter beside him.

      “Hang in there, Pop. You’re gonna be okay. I promise.”

      It was only then, just before the rotor blades started spinning, that Ben noticed Pop’s phone in his pocket was ringing.

      Ben reached under the blanket and retrieved the phone from Pop’s pocket.

      He answered it.

      “Mum!” he cried with a lump in his throat and immediately burst into tears.

      “Mum, you have to come now! It’s Pop, I think… I think he’s dying…”

      The helicopter took off. Ben and Pop were airborne for the second time that day. This time, the destination wasn’t so far.

      Ben’s mum didn’t spend long on the phone. It was hard to hear with the noise of the helicopter (not to mention the exceptionally long-distance line). But she heard enough. As soon as she got off the phone, she packed a bag and rang QANTAS to enquire about the first possible flight.

      It was time to be with her son.
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      By the time Tom Pearson had awoken in the house his son had bought for him in Upper State New York (far too large for his own needs, since his wife had died five years earlier but when your son is the third richest man in the world, and he wants to buy you a house…) the globe shattering revelations from Ben’s press conference had been circulating for an hour or so. As he got out of bed, pulled on his dressing gown, and headed downstairs to make his morning coffee, Tom did not know that his son was once again global news.

      And not the positive attention he usually received from the world’s press, seduced by his ‘rags to riches story’ (hardly rags, Tom always thought, but he had long since gotten used to the idea that it was the narrative that was most important, not the finer details).

      He switched on the TV while sipping his first cup of coffee and admiring the fresh fall of snow outside the windows.

      Winter seemed to be early this year.

      “Extraordinary claims being made this morning about Congo founder Edward Pearson and his involvement in a terrorist incident against a secretive North Pole community. The Press conference held earlier was followed up by a statement from the British Government confirming that the arrival of the ambassadors and that their claims were being investigated seriously at the highest levels of Government.” 

      Tom watched in increasing concern as he saw a repeat of the press conference and the allegations that the Congo Company (owned and run by his son) was engaged in a hostile takeover of a small North Pole town and that people had died.

      All over the world, people were glued to their televisions and various devices as the jaw dropping news from London continued to play out. The revelation that there really was a community at the North Pole, that flying reindeer do indeed exist and that much of the mythology around Father Christmas was, in fact–true, was astounding. But the wonder and joy at that news turned to anger when Ben had made his heartfelt plea for help.

      “Please,” he had said at the press conference, “this is an actual place, a magical place, and the Congo people are trying to destroy it.”

      His plea struck a chord. And thousands of journalists around the world, knowing that this would be the biggest news story of the year, perhaps of the century, started digging into what Ben had said.

      Which brought these facts to light.

      That Ben and Pop were exactly who they said they were. They had flown from Australia to Norway a couple of weeks ago and then onto an undisclosed destination further North.

      That Eddie Pearson had left his New York offices a couple of weeks previously, his private aircraft had made a stop at Edinburgh, Scotland, and then continued North to an undisclosed destination. 

      He hadn’t been seen or heard from since.

      That Congo security had sent hundreds of security personal to Oslo, Norway, where they boarded private flights, destination classified.

      The Congo Public Relations office in New York was in a tailspin. Almost no one in the company had known where Pearson and his top executives were going, and they had no information to give the journalists who kept on calling–other than no comment.

      Pearson, meanwhile, was not answering his phone.

      It didn’t take too long for a customs officer at Edinburgh airport to recall a report he had been asked to bury a couple of weeks earlier and comprehend its significance.

      It had been exceedingly early in the morning when the executive jet from the Congo Corporation had landed. The airport at the time was quiet and the skeleton staff on duty were curious about the passengers from this executive jet who deplaned and boarded a blacked-out C-130 Hercules, which then took off to the North.

      But the odd part was when the baggage handlers were asked to handle the transfer of the luggage from the executive jet to the C-130. Which was easy enough. It was only ten items of luggage, and they were quickly stowed away. But while doing so, the airport’s explosive sniffer dogs had zeroed in on one item of luggage. Now, if this had been a commercial flight, the procedure would be simple: the luggage would have been removed and stored securely, the passenger who owned it (and anyone else in their party) would be detained, and the police would be called. But when Stuart, the customs officer in question, went to make a phone call to start that process, the airport manager who explained that “Mr Pearson is a valued customer” and stopped him, saying, “no phone calls will be necessary.”

      This instruction had troubled Stuart, but he also liked his job, so he did as he was told. The plane took off and Stuart wrote a report anyway, just as an insurance policy for himself.

      Of course, no reports came in of a plane exploding above Scotland (Stuart was only seven when Lockerbie happened, but he still remembered that night) and as the days and weeks passed, he forgot about it.

      Until the news this morning.

       Stuart had no illusions. He knew that Mr Pearson had high-ranking friends who would bury that sort of thing. He made two phone calls that morning after watching the press-conference.

      The first was to Scotland Yard in London.

      The second one was to his cousin, who worked for ITV News in Edinburgh.

      He emailed a copy of the report to them both.

      By that afternoon, the story was exploding across the world. Ben’s suggestion that Congo was linked to a terrorist attack seemed to have been confirmed by the sensational news coming out of Scotland. Eddie Pearson had been carrying explosives when he boarded the plane. (Which wasn’t strictly true. They weren’t in his personal luggage. But the problem is, when you own the plane, you are responsible for everything loaded onboard).

      At 3:00 pm (UK time) Scotland Yard held a press conference in which they announced that a warrant for the arrest of Mr Edward Pearson had been issued for the crime of “transporting explosive material through a UK airport with the intention of carrying out a terrorist attack.”

      It was a stunning turn of events. 

      Within the hour, the FBI in New York had announced similar charges were being pursued in the United States. 

      Eddie Pearson was now a wanted man on both sides of the Atlantic.

      By late afternoon, Eddie was in serious legal and financial trouble. All over the world, major manufacturers and retailers cancelled their contracts with Congo. And as they did so, the major financial institutions that had leant Congo money called in their debts.

      At the New York head office (the same head office where the Public Relations arm was struggling to contain the deluge of media interest and failing to contact Mr Pearson), the situation was desperate.

      The company was now in major trouble. Total collapse was possible unless a major reversal of fortune occurred. And that seemed increasingly unlikely as the hours passed.

      By late afternoon, there were angry crowds protesting outside the office. And they were getting bigger and bigger. Congo employees were not only fearing for their jobs, but for their safety in coming and going from the office.

      But thousands of miles away, the catalyst for these dramatic events wasn’t paying attention to any of it. Ben had over the past several hours become the most famous twelve-year-old on Earth. And he didn’t care.

      Instead, he was waiting anxiously in the emergency room at The Royal London Hospital while doctors and nurses fought to save Pop’s life.
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      Ben paced the hall in frustration and fear. From the moment the air ambulance had landed on the roof of The Royal London Hospital, the doctors who were rushing to treat Pop had pushed aside Ben. He knew it was for the best, of course, and that they needed to focus without the distraction of him in the background asking a thousand terrified questions.

      But he still had those questions.

      And there was no one around to ask.

      He could see the bustle of activity around Pop’s bed through the double doors, but he couldn’t go in.

      So instead, Ben sat down on the floor, his head in his hands, praying and hoping.

      “Hey,” said a posh British voice next to him after a while, “that was a pretty brave thing you did.”

      Ben nodded without looking up. He really didn’t want to talk about it.

      The owner of the voice sat down next to him on the floor.

      “If it helps, those are the best doctors in the country. I’m sure they’ll do everything they can.”

      “Yeah,” he said, feeling like he should at least say something to this stranger who was trying to comfort him.

      “I’m sorry. I know how hard this must be for you,” continued the man sitting next to him, “My Mum died when I was twelve and I thought it was the end of the world. But I got through it.”

      “He’s not going to die!” Ben spat back forcefully, looking up for the first time.

      His freckle faced; bearded companion was smiling.

      “Yes, of course not,” he said. “I just want to tell you; you’re not doing this alone. And to tell you, it was a brave thing you did back there.”

      “Back where?” said Ben, a little confused.

      “Flying all the way here in that… sleigh.” Replied the man, “I doubt I could’ve done that when I was twelve. I flew helicopters in the army, and I still don’t reckon I could do that. And then to go in front of all those reporters.”

      He whistled. “Pretty impressive.”

      “Thanks,” said Ben. “You were in the army?”

      The man nodded. “Afghanistan. Two tours.”

      “Do you know anyone who…”

      “Who died?”

      “Yeah.”

      The man nodded. “Too many.”

      “Oh,” was all Ben could think of to say.

      The man reached over and ruffled Ben’s hair.

      “I’m sure it’s going to be alright.” He paused and withdrew his hand. “Christ–when was the last time you washed your hair?”

      Ben managed a half smile.

      “It’s been a while,” he admitted. The man looked at Ben.

      “What about food? You hungry?”

      Ben looked towards the double doors where the doctors were working.

      “Don’t worry,” said the man. “they’ll come and find you as soon as there’s news. I’ll make sure of it. Come on, I hear this place has a decent cafeteria.”

      Ben and his new friend made their way down to the cafeteria, where Ben could get a hot pie and a coke. It had been a while since he’d eaten.

      He didn’t notice the looks he and his friend were getting.

      When they got back upstairs, they were just in time. A tired-looking doctor emerged wearing hospital scrubs and peeling off his gloves.

      “Young man, your grandfather is a tough old fellow.”

      “Is he…” said Ben, on the verge of tearing up.  

      “He’s alive,” said the doctor, “but it was touch and go. He had pieces of shrapnel embedded in his back. Did you say he was near an explosion recently?”

      Ben nodded. “A few days ago.”

      “That would be it,” replied the doctor. “Small pieces of shrapnel worked their way towards his heart. We had to open him up and surgically remove them. They’d already caused one heart attack. The next one would have killed him.”

      He scratched his head.

      “To be honest, I’m surprised he was walking around with that much shrapnel in him.”

      “He’s pretty tough,” said Ben. “he’s a firefighter.”

      The doctor nodded. “maybe too tough for his own good. He really should have sought medical care long before this.”

      Ben sighed with relief, ignoring the slight judgement in the doctor’s voice. At least Pop was alive.

      “Can I see him?”

      “We have taken him to intensive care,” replied the doctor. “he’ll be out for a few hours yet. I’m sure he’ll want to see you when he wakes up.”

      The doctor turned to Ben’s new friend.

      “Your Royal Highness, I didn’t realise you knew the boy.”

      The man shook his head.

      “We just met, but he’s a good kid. Granny gave me a call and explained what had happened.” he turned to Ben. “She said you might need some company.”

      Ben was a little slow on the uptake.

      Then it dawned on him.

      “Your Royal Highness?” he said slowly.

      The Prince nodded. He held out his hand.

      “Harry.”

      Ben took it and shook it. “Ben.”

      “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Your granny?”

      Prince Harry nodded and grinned.

      “You met her this morning. When you landed on her roof.”

      Ben’s eyes opened wide.

      “Oh–I see.”

      Prince Harry put his arm around Ben.

      “Come on, let’s get you upstairs. We’ll sort out somewhere for you to wait.”

      Ben nodded. “Can you come too? Stay for a bit?”

      Prince Harry nodded. “Of course. So long as you need me.”

      Ben smiled.
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      A few thousand miles to the North, Eddie Pearson was NOT smiling. Despite being isolated at the North Pole, he could follow the news reports about Ben and his pop landing on the roof of Buckingham Palace and everything else that had happened.

      And for Eddie, it had gone from bad to worse.

      But he had a back-up plan, and it was a good one.

      Eddie walked into the security room at the Christmas Palace, where a technician was waiting.

      “Is everything ready?”

      “Just as you ordered,” replied the technician, “the statement will exonerate you and completely discredit the boy and his grandfather.”

      “How does the video footage look?”

      “Perfect,” replied the technician. “I’ve got my men uploading it onto the servers and adjusting the time stamp.”

      “Good,” said Eddie, feeling positive for the first time that day. “By tonight, this nuisance of a boy will be under arrest and there should be enough evidence to ensure no one believes a word he or his Pop say.”

      “Will the company survive?” said the technician. Clearly, he was concerned about his own job.

      “Let me worry about the company,” said Eddie. “Things will rebound fast enough. And it doesn’t matter to me whether this place stays secret or becomes the next Disneyland because as soon as that Conclave ends, we will sign an exclusive deal and we’ll own the biggest delivery service on Earth.”

      The technician was gazing at his screen for a few moments.

      “Is it uploaded?” said Eddie.

      “Yes, sir.” replied the technician.

      “Scheduled to go live?”

      “Yes Sir. Five minutes from now.”

      “Excellent,” said Eddie. “Now delete all the files off our systems. There can’t be any trail that leads back to us.”

      “All of them, Sir?”

      “Yes, all of them.”

      “Of course, Sir.”

      A few minutes later, Eddie was putting the final touches on the statement he was going to email personally to all the world’s major media conglomerates once the video went live on the Congo homepage. He just had to wait until the embedding was complete.

      It was a mere matter of moments.

      That nosy little prick of a kid won’t know what’s hit him.

      What Eddie didn’t notice was the screen lagging for a moment, just a moment.

      Then the embedding resumed.

      “Is it up yet?” he said.

      “Hang on, Sir.” replied the technician.

      He clicked a few buttons, then his face turned pale.

      “Sir, we have a problem˘,”

      “Well, figure it out. That’s what I pay all of you far too much for.”

      “Sir, it’s the video. It’s the wrong one.”

      “The wrong one?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “What do you mean, the wrong one? How can it be the wrong one?”

      The technician turned his screen towards Eddie and the colour drained out of his face as the video started playing.

       

      It was a high-angle shot taken from the security camera. The boy, Ben, emerges from some sort of shop carrying a plastic shopping bag. Then three men step into the frame. Two of them grab him by the arms and the third one sticks a needle into his neck. The boy collapses to the ground, drops the shopping bag, and the men drag him out of frame.

      Even worse–the ‘Congo Security’ patch is clearly visible on their shoulders.

      On all their shoulders.

       

      “Where did that come from?” spat Eddie, “that’s not the video we made!”

      “It’s been swapped out, Sir,” replied the technician, looking uneasy. “I don’t know how, Sir. Someone else must have access to this system.”

      “Well, get rid of that video and upload the proper one!” said Eddie.

      “That’s just it.” Replied the technician. “The video isn’t there.”

      “What do you mean, it’s not there?” said Eddie.

      He stood up and glared at the technician.

      “Sir, the video is gone.”

      “What video?”

      “The video showing the boy planting the bomb.”

      “What???” said Eddie, in a louder voice, his face starting to turn red. “Well, find the damn thing.”

      “It was in the server, Sir. We finished the embed. We adjusted the time stamp. We checked it. It was perfect. And now…” he shrugged and didn’t finish his sentence.

      “And now what??”

      “And now it’s gone.” Replied the technician.

      “Well, import the damn thing again!” said Eddie, “from the back up.”

      The technician went quiet.

      “There is no back up Sir. You asked me to delete them.”

       

      Eddie stood there with his mouth open for a few seconds. He didn’t know what to say.

      He sunk back down into his chair.

      “Can you redo it?” he said finally, in a smaller voice.

      “Possibly,” said the technician, “but it will take time… the original footage… before we doctored it. It’s gone too. We’ll have to recreate the whole thing. Fake it all.”

      “How long?” said Eddie quietly.

      “Days Sir, a week maybe.”

      Eddie sank lower in his chair. For the first time in his life, he didn’t know what to do. Days, a week. His company didn’t have that long. He didn’t have that long.

      Still, he didn’t have a choice. He would have to do it. There was no other alternative. Perhaps if it was done quickly enough, something could be salvaged from the mess.

      “Sir, do you want me to take down the other video?”

      “What?” replied Eddie, “what other video?”

      “The video from outside the shop. Of the boy… uh… of the operation.”

      Eddie’s eyes opened wide.

      “Take it down from where?”

      “From our website, Sir. It’s playing live on our website.”

      Eddie collapsed into an empty chair. His strength had just given way.

      “Yes,” he said in a weak voice, knowing that it was probably too late now, that half the reporters in the world had likely already watched it, “take it down. Please.”

      The technician was already trying to do so, without any luck.

      “Sir…” he said in a constricted voice, “I seem to be… I’m locked out.”

      Eddie just stared at him.

      All his best laid plans. Everything was falling apart. And he was powerless to prevent it.

      “How could you be locked out?” he said in a pained voice.

      “I think,” came a voice from the doorway, “that I might have had something to do with that.”

      Eddie turned around.

      There was a woman standing in the doorway. Older, distinguished looking. Someone Eddie had met when he first arrived.

      “Who are you?” he said, “and what have you done?”

      “What I have done, Mr Pearson, is something that someone should have done a long time ago. Told you ‘no’. But I’ll do better than that. You’re finished. Now get out of my brother’s house.”

      Eddie flashed red again, the nerve of this woman.

      “Last time I looked it was my security forces who controlled this town.”

      “You may want to look again, Mr Pearson,” replied the woman, “Particularly in the direction of the airport. It appears your security force can recognise a sinking ship before you can. There’s a metaphor about rats that seems appropriate in this situation. Did you think they didn’t have access to the news?”

      For the second time in a matter of minutes Eddie was taken aback and didn’t know what to say.

      “I suggest you follow their lead Mr Pearson, get out of my brothers’ house, and get out of my town. And don’t ever come back.”

      Eddie looked at the woman. She was infuriating.

      “Who are you?” he exclaimed.

      “The people of this town call me the Judge,” she replied, “Though I dare say you’re going to meet quite a few of my kind over the next few months. Now leave. I won’t say it again.”

      She didn’t have to.
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      Eddie Pearson and his top executives flew out of Santa Klaus forty-five minutes after he met the Judge. He instructed the pilot of the C-130 to take him to Russia, where he was sure the extradition laws would be favourable. The pilot, knowing full well that he would be charged with aiding and abetting a fugitive, simply ignored the directive.

      The plane took off and while Eddie and his men plotted their exile, the pilot steered South towards Edinburgh.

      Seven hours later, the plane landed at Edinburgh airport, where a small army of Scotland Yard officers were waiting. The propellers hadn’t even stopped spinning when the officers boarded the aircraft and placed a surprised Eddie under arrest. The pilot had neglected to tell him about the actual destination, and he had genuinely believed he was landing in Northern Russia.

      Eddie was removed from the plane in handcuffs and finally got his opportunity to speak to the media when he was lead through an airport crowded with reporters towards the waiting police transport. His only words to the media–a curt “no comment.”

      With Eddie under arrest, Congo Corporation filed for bankruptcy the next day and collapsed soon after. Existing companies like Amazon and Fed Ex were only too happy to buy up the assets and delivery contracts that Eddie had spent decades accumulating.

      All the while Eddie rotted in a cell; his bail refused despite the best efforts of his expensive lawyers as he had been ascertained an almost certain flight risk.

      It was a heavy fall from the height of success.
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      Ben of course was oblivious to all of this because his energies and attention were focused on a small hospital room in the intensive care unit at St Thomas’ Hospital where after many hours, Pop was finally awake. 

      Pop was happy to see Ben’s smiling face, complete with dried tears and a slight sauce stain around the edge of his mouth. But the person sitting, keeping Ben company, surprised him.

      “Ben…” he croaked after a gentle hug, “is that?”

      Ben smiled, “Yeah, it is Pop. His granny sent him.”

      “Good,” said Pop. “I wasn’t sure that I wasn’t… you know… they have me on some powerful drugs.”

      Ben grinned.

      “Okay,” said Pop, “are you doing alright?”

      “I’m doing well now,” replied Ben. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      Pop nodded and coughed a little. “Me too.”

      He noticed Ben was holding his hand.

      “Did anything happen… did I miss anything?”

      Ben was freely crying now.

      “There was a bit that happened, Pop, but you rest up. I’ll fill you in later.”

      “Okay,” said Pop, “that sounds good.”

      “Love you Pop.”

      “Love you too, Ben.” Murmured Pop as he closed his eyes again and drifted off to sleep. 

      Knowing that Pop was okay, Ben felt a lot better. He hadn’t been able to reach Mum on the phone to tell her (Prince Harry had even loaned him his phone for a call) but he figured that was a time zone thing and she was probably at work or asleep.

      He was too disorientated by the whole thing to know which.

      He found out that St Thomas’s had a little roof top garden which was a nice place to go and spend time and so Ben headed up there while Pop slept. Prince Harry had left for a while, promising to come back and check on him later.

      The garden was nice. A little small. But the view from up here over the whole city was amazing. He could see Westminster Abbey, St Pauls, the London Eye and Big Ben from here. It was really cool.

      Then another person joined him, enjoying the view.

      “No bad,” said a familiar girl’s voice, “although there’s not enough snow and reindeer for my liking.”

      Ben spun around in shock. There she was! Standing next to him, her red hair blowing in the wind.

      “You!” he said, “You’re here!”

      “Always so observant, Ben. That’s what I like about you.”

      “But… but… how?”

      She grinned, “Ben, after everything you’ve seen, are you really going to tell me that my standing next to you on a roof is impossible?”

      Ben opened his mouth to say something, then realised it wasn’t what he really wanted to say.

      “Please don’t go.” He said, “I need to tell you something.”

      “I’m standing right here.” She said, “what do you need to tell me?”

      Ben thought hard. He had been wondering lots about her since that day when she showed him the reindeer. He had resigned himself to never seeing her again.

      “I just wanted to say… to say…” he sighed. “I wanted to say thank you. If you hadn’t shown me everything-we never could have got here.”

      “Ben,” she said, “you’ve got it all backwards. I’m the one who needs to say thank you to you. Everyone who has ever lived in Santa Klaus owes you a profound debt of gratitude. You saved us. You saved our town.”

      “Not without your help.” Said Ben bashfully.

      “I pointed you in the right direction,” she said, “but the flying, that was all you Aussie boy. That was all you.”

      She smiled and stepped back.

      “Wait…” said Ben, “I don’t suppose… I’m not going to see you again, am I?”

      She reached over and touched him on the arm. “Ben, our journey together is done. But you’ve got a long road ahead of you. You’re going to do great things.”

      Ben smiled.

      He hesitated and then hugged her.

      She certainly felt real. She even had a smell–like gingerbread.

      “You never told me your name.” he said softly.

      “I told you, Ben, my name was lost a long time ago. But you know my story.”

      She pulled out the embrace and looked at him.

      “Remember? A long time ago, a girl offered a carrot to a hungry reindeer in a forest far from here?”

      Ben remembered.

      “But that…” he shook his head and looked down, “so that was you in the story?”

      Then he looked up.

      But she was gone.

      The smell of gingerbread lingered just a moment.

      Ben was still smiling as he headed back down to Pop’s floor in the lift. But when the door opened, the smile faded from his face.

      He could hear a loud beeping noise and lots of yelling.

      Ben cried out and ran down the hallway towards Pop’s room. He felt like his heart was being squeezed in a vice. Doctors and nurses were rushing in and out. The activity was frantic, and he could hear the ominous sound of the heart monitor giving off a constant tone.

      Ben entered the room. They had Pop’s shirt open, and the doctor was performing compressions on his chest. Ben resisted all attempts to move him away and forced his way through to the bed.

      Pop’s face…

      His face was blue.

      Ben was too stunned to speak.

      What was going on? He couldn’t understand it. It felt like a bad dream. An awful nightmare.

      He picked up Pop’s hand and held it. Hoping against hope.

      “Come on, Pop, you can’t go, not after everything we’ve been through! Please!”

      He watched for a sign, any sign, that Pop was still there.

      But in his heart Ben knew. Pop’s face had lost all its colour. And something else. Something fundamental.

      The doctors tried everything, but after twenty minutes without a response, the senior doctor in the room called it.

      “Time of death, 3:23 pm.” He looked at Ben, standing there trembling at Pop’s bedside.

      “Clear the room, please. Give the boy a chance to say goodbye.”

      The awful finality of those words.

      Almost as quickly as they had come, the doctors and nurses left. And Ben was alone with Pop. He pushed Pop’s hair back and looked around for a comb. Pop was always meticulous about making sure his hair was neat and tidy, he would often chastise Ben for the bird nest appearance of his, but now it was Pop’s in disarray.

      Likewise, he noticed the grey stubble on Pop’s cheeks. And how sunken those cheeks were without…

      “Pop, you need to shave,” said Ben, looking at Pop’s lifeless eyes. His eyes were open. Did that mean Pop had been awake when he… when he…

      Ben couldn’t bring himself to say it, not even to think it.

      He clutched Pop’s hand, picking it up from the bedspread and feeling the cold spreading through his limbs.

      “Pop,” he said, choking back a sob.

      “Pop,” he said again, “Please… please…”

      He leaned down and looked at Pop’s chest. The stitches from his surgery yesterday were exposed now as they had ripped away the bandages to perform CPR. His chest wasn’t moving. That big heart of Pop’s, the heart that had loved his grandson unconditionally, was still now.

      Ben felt numb. He couldn’t comprehend what had happened. Pop had been okay. He had made it through the surgery. He had even had a conversation with Ben, just a short one. He had been sleeping when Ben left the room.

      What had happened?  

      Ben looked up at Pop’s unseeing eyes.

      And he felt that vice close around his own heart. Grief and shock enveloping him in a choking embrace.

      “I love you Pop.” He said and leaned down kissing his grandfather on the cheek, feeling the bristles as he did so.

      Then Ben laid his head on Pop’s chest, closed his eyes and silent tears flowed down his face.

      Time passed, as it always does, but Ben had no comprehension of it. At some point a pair of gentle hands tried to lift him away, but Ben clung on fiercely.

      A familiar voice spoke, although it seemed to be from a long distance away.

      “I’ll look after him for now.”

      He sensed someone crouched down next to him.

      “You stay as long as you need,” said Prince Harry, “I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

      Ben nodded, although he really didn’t understand.

      Ready for what? There was no more to do.

      Pop was gone.

      A great shuddering sob poured forth again and Ben cried tears he didn’t know he had.

      Pop was gone.

      That big, strong, courageous, and caring man, he was gone.

      Now Ben was all alone.

      At some point Ben fell asleep, his hand still gripping Pop’s lifeless, cold hand. While he slept, someone had put a blanket around him, and they had covered Pop.

      Someone had pushed Pop’s eyes closed, so he looked like he was sleeping.

      A sleep he would never awaken from.

      The doctors had come in twice, intending to gently escort the boy from the room and send the body downstairs to the morgue, but Harry used his influence to hold things off. To give Ben more time.
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      Just before ten that evening, the elevator at the end of the corridor dinged, and a dishevelled looking lady, dragging a suitcase, emerged. She looked around frantically.

      Harry recognised her straight away. She looked just like her son.

      “Ma’am?” he said, approaching her gently, “are you looking for Ben?”

      Ben’s Mum nodded. She had come straight from the airport, hearing the awful news over the radio after she landed.

      “Please, follow me.”

      Harry gently took her by the elbow and led her down the corridor to the room where her son kept vigil over his grandfather’s body.

      “He hasn’t moved for hours,” said Harry, “he must love his Pop very much.”

      Ben’s Mum, still with no idea who she was talking to, nodded.

      “He does.”

      Harry pushed open the door and held it for her.

      Ben was asleep, but it wasn’t a restful sleep. Rather it was full of dreams of torment and pain. When a gentle hand touched him on the head and then the shoulder, Ben flinched at first, then relaxed.

      It was a familiar touch.

      “Ben.” Said his Mum, crouching down and whispering softly to her grieving son.

      Ben turned, his face full of anguish, fresh tears rolling down his cheeks.

      “Mum!” he cried and flung his arms around her, burying his head into her neck, “Pop… Pop’s gone.”

      The two just held each other for the longest of time. Until Ben gently pulled back from the embrace and looked his Mum in the face.

      “I had so much I wanted to tell you,” He said, “so much that Pop taught me.”

      He looked at Pop’s body.

      “But it doesn’t seem important anymore.”

      “Sweetheart,” said Mum, concern etched on her face, “I’m so sorry.”

      Ben nodded. Then he looked at her.

      “How did you know to come?”

      She smiled slightly.

      “I saw you on TV Ben, I saw you both.”

      Ben looked surprised.

      “Really?”

      “Ben,” she said, “you’re famous. You both are.”

      Ben nodded. He sighed.

      “We were meant to do this together.”

      Mum nodded, fresh tears rolling from her eyes, “I know you were sweetie; I know you were.”

      Ben looked at his mother properly for the first time. He noticed the suitcase.

      “Mum,” he said, “did you come straight from the airport?”

      “Course I did.”

      “Do you have somewhere to stay?”

      “Well, no, but I’ll figure that out later. I’ll figure it out for both of us.”

      Ben shook his head, “no need. Harry’s good at organising that kind of stuff.”

      Prince Harry appeared from around the corner. He had been listening at the door, not wanting to intrude on their reunion.

      “Harry, can you organise somewhere nice for me and Mum to stay?”

      Harry smiled.

      “Would you believe I’ve already spoken to a few people? We’ll have something for you.”

      He nodded at Ben’s Mum and smiled. It was a warm and sympathetic smile. And somehow familiar. He turned and left the room.

      She looked at the door, then she looked back at Ben with an expression of confusion and wonder on her face.

      “Ben, that wasn’t…”

      Ben smiled and nodded.

      “It was.”

      “No, but I mean…”

      Ben nodded again.

      “It really was. He’s been helping me out while I’ve been here. He’s really cool. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

      A few minutes later, Ben’s mum, still not quite believing what was happening, was introduced to Prince Harry, who held out his hand.

      “You must be Ben’s mother. I have to say, you have a remarkable son. A remarkable family.”

      He nodded towards Ben.

      “Do you two want something to eat or drink?”

      “Oh, I couldn’t possibly…” said Ben’s mum.

      “It’s alright Mum,” said Ben, “he’s been keeping me fed this whole time. He’s superb at it.”

      He nodded towards Prince Harry.

      “That’d be great Harry.”

      Prince Harry gave him a thumbs up and left the room. A stunned looking Mum turned back to her son.

      “I think you’re taller, you look older. You look older.”

      “Thanks Mum,” said Ben, affecting a mock deep voice.

      She laughed, “same old Ben.”

      Ben laughed. It felt strange to laugh. He looked at Pop, feeling guilty for a moment of levity.

      Harry returned with some food and drink which Mum hardly ate or drank any of, still being in shock and slightly star-struck. But she did get a chance to speak to the doctor who filled her in.

      “Ben,” she said a little later, “I spoke to the doctor. He explained what happened.”

      Ben looked at Mum and nodded slightly. “What did he say?”

      “Are you sure you want to hear it?”

      “Of course,” said Ben, “I’m not a little boy anymore.”

      She looked at him.

      “No,” she said, “no you’re not.”

      The explanation was simple and tragic. While the operation had removed the shrapnel from his chest, what they had missed and couldn’t have seen was that the shrapnel had caused a clot to form. Once the shrapnel was removed, the clot could travel up to his heart, which it did. Triggering a fatal heart attack.

      It was completely unexpected, and nothing could have prevented it.

      “I don’t understand,” Ben said. “He was fine. The doctors said he made it through the operation! They said he was going to recover. They said he was a tough old guy.”

      Mum nodded.

      “According to the doctor, he never should have survived the explosion. That he was up and about… and flying a sleigh… was a miracle. But at a certain point…. his heart just couldn’t take it anymore.”

      She looked at Ben.

      “I really am so sorry, Ben.”

      Ben nodded.

      “So, he was a tough old guy, wasn’t he?”

      Mum nodded and smiled, “as tough as they come. That’s why we named you after him.”
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      Ben and his mum stayed at a hotel room near the hospital so they could organise Pop’s last journey home. They would bury him in Australia and Prince Harry, who had dropped in to visit them between Royal engagements, insisted on making the arrangements and paying all the costs.

      “If I didn’t insist,” he said, “my granny would kill me. And believe me, you don’t cross her.”

      Meanwhile, there were a few housekeeping matters that Ben had to take care of. For a start, there was the smaller matter of the red sleigh and reindeer sitting on the roof of Buckingham Palace. As much as they had made the palace into even more of a tourist attraction than it already was, it was obvious they couldn’t stay there forever.

      Two days after Pop’s death it was Prince Harry (who had proved to be an invaluable source of support for the family, his team arranging food and accommodation for them and using his press office to handle the media interest in their story) who gently asked Ben whether he could fly the sleigh a short distance to the Royal Mews where stables had been arranged for the reindeer and more secure accommodation for the sleigh.

      Ben readily agreed and, with little fuss, returned the short distance to Buckingham Palace and went back up to the roof.

      He patted the reindeer when he arrived.

      “Hey boys, I bet you thought I’d forgotten you. Would you like somewhere warm to stay?”

      The reindeer were co-operative enough and soon Ben was airborne in a flight which took only thirty seconds and ended in the horse parade area in front of the Royal Mews.

      After landing, Ben expertly steered the sleigh into the empty stable which had been secured for its storage and then unharnessed the reindeer and guided them into the nearby stalls, where fresh water and food were waiting for them.

      Days in the Hotel soon turned into a week, and while Ben was perfectly content to stay where he was, it was his mum who first suggested returning to the North Pole. They had heard little of what was happening up there other than that the Congo people had been cleared out and they had arrested Pearson in Scotland and he was currently in a cell somewhere in Edinburgh.

      “Ben,” said Mum one day, “Don’t you think you ought to return the sleigh?”

      She nodded at the calendar.

      “Someone’s going to be needing it.”

      Ben nodded. He had that thought at the back of his mind too, but he had shelved it as ‘something to figure out later’.

      Later turned out to be two weeks after Pop’s death. At first, Mum had been thinking that perhaps Prince Harry or someone from the North Pole could come down and fly back with Ben. But Ben had a much better idea.

      “Mum,” he said one night as they were preparing for bed, “I think it’s time you saw it for yourself.”

      “Saw what sweetie?”

      “The North Pole.” Said Ben.

      Mum nodded, “yeah, I’d like that. At some point, you can take me back and show me everything that Pop showed you.”

      “How about tomorrow?”

      Mum stopped folding clothes and looked at Ben.

      “Tomorrow?” she said, “I don’t…”

      Then she realised.

      “Ben, no. No way.”

      Ben smiled.

      “Come on,” he said, “it’ll be fun.”

      Over the next few days, they made the arrangements. At first Ben’s mum had been reluctant, to say the least. The idea of climbing into some kind of reindeer driven flying vehicle operated by her twelve-year-old son wasn’t exactly a thrilling prospect. But soon she warmed to the idea, with some gentle persuasion–okay, a lot of gentle persuasion from her son and the sixth in the line to the Throne.

      They spoke to Harry about it, and he suggested the best time to leave would be at night, so that they didn’t cause a commotion (and no damn fool tries to follow them in a plane). He said he would speak to the Palace travel office, who could make all the necessary arrangements in terms of clearances through UK airspace.

       

      Ben and Mum went to the Royal Mews late at night, ten days after their arrival in London. The sleigh had been taken outside, and it didn’t take Ben long to lead the reindeer out and hook them up. Prince Harry had arranged for food and supplies to be loaded into the sleigh and he (and his detective) were the only ones present when Ben flicked the reins and he and Mum launched into the air.

      His Mum, Ben had to admit, took to this unusual form of transport with less trepidation than Ben had expected. She was holding on with white knuckles as they took to the air, but once they hit cruising altitude and it became apparent that despite all the laws of physics as she understood them, that the sleigh would not fall from the sky–she relaxed.

      While they travelled, Ben filled her in on everything he had learned about the North Pole. At the hospital and the Hotel Ben hadn’t been ready to talk. But sitting in the sleigh, soaring through the air, seemed like the perfect time to talk about all the adventures he and Pop had shared. She listened patiently and didn’t ask many questions, knowing that with Ben, stories have a habit of not unfolding in the correct order, but eventually the whole thing is revealed.

      It was quite startling for her to realise how matter-of-fact Ben was about the danger he had been put in (and put himself in) while at the Pole. At first, she felt annoyed at her father-in-law for putting Ben in that kind of situation but then she realised (or remembered that she had known all along) that Pop didn’t know any of this was going to happen and that they had travelled there so Pop could participate in the Conclave and so that Ben could learn about his heritage.

      Still, she was glad Ben was safe.

      “You keep mentioning a girl?” she asked Ben at one point. “Who was the girl?”

      Ben had decided this was one part of the story he didn’t want to elaborate on yet.

      “Just someone I met Mum,” he said. “She showed me round.”

      “Oh,” said Mum, looking at her son, “is she perhaps someone special to you?”

      Ben looked at her for a second and then realised what she was asking.

      He laughed.

      “Oh, no.” he said, “not at all Mum. No way. Not like that.”

      His Mum smiled.

      “I had to ask.”

      “Thanks for putting that idea into my head,” replied Ben, “sheesh…”
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      This time, the sleigh landed on the square in front of the Christmas Palace. Ben hadn’t even tried to guide it down; it became apparent that the reindeer knew where they needed to go and he was content just to let them take the lead.

      As they descended, Ben looked down upon the town he had left under such different circumstances a few weeks ago.

      So much had changed.

      The debris left by the bombing had been removed, but the ugly scars remained. Ben guessed the emotional wounds would take a lot longer to heal. He knew they would for him.

      It seemed, as they flew in, as if half the town was on site at either the Hall or the Chapel, helping to rebuild. Despite the freezing temperatures, the town was a hive of activity in a way it hadn’t been while the Congo people had been in charge. And of course, those black suited thugs were gone.

      Ben felt much warmer, much more welcome. Like the place was becoming a second home.

      His mother was awestruck by everything she saw, just as Ben had been when they first arrived. Exclamations of “look at that!” and “oh my!” were a regular occurrence on the way down.

      But once they landed, she was quiet.

      The sleigh drew to a stop with the clatter of reindeer hooves on the bricks. Ben felt it instantly, as a thousand pairs of eyes all turned towards him. He felt himself go a little red.

      And then the people!

      People seemed to come from every direction, from across the square, from the rebuilding site, from the palace itself. A crowd building until it circled the sleigh completely, with people standing about fifteen or twenty metres away and not saying a word.

      “What’s happening?” said his mother quietly.

      “I dunno,” replied Ben, just as quietly. “Maybe I’ve parked in someone’s spot?”

      Ben looked around at the people. Most of them had removed their sunglasses and balaclavas so he could see their silent, staring faces.

      It was a little unnerving.

      The silence seemed to last forever (only a few moments).

      Then an old lady stepped forward, just one step, took her gloves off, and started clapping.

      Then another.

      And another.

      The clapping spread around the circle, spread through the crowd.

      Until all of them were clapping.

      The sound echoed off the walls of the Palace.

      “Stand-up,” said his mum, sitting in the sleigh next to him.

      “Why?” said Ben, puzzled.

      “Because they’re clapping for you, Ben.”

      Ben was doubtful, but he listened to his mother.

      He stood up.

      The clapping grew louder and was accompanied by cheering.

      Ben realised it WAS for him.

      A big smile broke across his face.

      And the old lady who had stepped forward first, who Ben now recognised, walked over to him, still clapping.

      She held out her hand.

      “Welcome back Ben. And thank you.”

      Ben blushed. His mother stepped out of the sleigh and started clapping, too.

      He blushed some more.

      He hadn’t expected this.

       

      The old lady introduced herself to Mum as the Judge and invited them both into the Palace for some warm food, warm drinks, and some company.

      “Ben,” she said, “I was so sorry to hear about your Pop. He was a good friend, and he was the best man I ever knew.”

      Ben smiled, only tearing up slightly. After ten days, he was learning to focus on the wonderful memories he had of Pop. There were many of them, and it was easier that way.

      “Thanks.” He said, “it means a lot to hear you say that.”

      Ben gave the reindeer a pat on the head for carrying them safely, then went inside.

      The hot chocolate at the Palace was almost as good as the ones Pop made, and Ben enjoyed the feeling of warmth spreading from his stomach. Ever practical, the Judge had invited them straight to the Palace kitchens so they could eat while they talked. And they both had a lot to say. 

      The Judge filled them in on everything that had happened after Ben left, including the departure of Eddie Pearson and the Congo crew. Ben couldn’t help laughing when she explained how she had accessed the security systems at the Palace and deleted the doctored video that Pearson was trying to use to frame Ben and Pop. 

      What Pearson couldn’t have known, of course, was that when the Judge’s brother lived at the Palace, he liked his sister to monitor things for him, so he had an access console for all the systems set up at her house. It had seemed a smart move at the time and had turned out to be very useful.

      “I bet he was pissed off when he realised!” said Ben, delighted.

      “He was,” agreed the Judge, “I think he was almost crying. I must admit, I did slightly enjoy kicking him out.”

      “I’ll bet,” replied Ben. “That was a genius move–having remote access at your house.”

      “It was,” she replied, “but I won’t need it any longer.”

      “Why?” said Ben.

      The Judge smiled.

      “Because I live here now, full time.”

      “Oh, okay.” Said Ben, reaching for a Christmas cookie from the proffered tin.

      And then, like a slow-moving clock, something clicked in his mind.

      “Your place?” Ben said abruptly, “you said you wouldn’t need the remote computer console thingy because you are living here now.”

      “Yes, that’s right,” said the Judge with a smile on the edge of her lips.

      “But this is… “ Ben paused and then realisation hit him hard.

      “Oh.” He grinned, “I see.”

      The Judge nodded.

      “Really?”

      She nodded again.

      “I thought there was a rule against girls?”

      She shrugged. “Looks like this is the year for breaking rules.”

      “So, the Conclave?”

      She nodded again.

      Ben’s mum looked from the Judge to her son and back again in exasperation.

      “You two are maddening! It’s like you’re speaking in code. Can one of you please explain what you’re talking about?”

      Ben burst out laughing, and he patted his mum on the shoulder.

      “Mum, I’d like you to meet Fath… I mean, Mother Christmas.”

      The Judge nodded, and Ben’s mum stared in amazement.

      All this. Sleighs. Flying reindeer. The North Pole. And now Santa Claus right here in the flesh. She burst out laughing.

      They all burst out laughing.

      It was good to laugh.
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      That winter had turned out to be Pop’s last conclave.

       

      Ben would go back to Santa Klaus three times.

      Once on his own for the dedication of a memorial to his Pop. Once to take his own sons to a Conclave.

      And the final time…

       

      The old man closed the book and sat it on his lap. He stared at the blazing fire over the top of his grandchildren’s heads. With his white beard and red suit, he was recognisable all over the world. But here in this place, more so. For twenty-four Christmases now he had run this place as well as he knew how. Part of his job was ensuring that the history and the lessons it taught were passed on to the next generation.

      “Is that story true?” said his granddaughter.

      “Of course,” Father Christmas replied, “every word of it.”

      “Gramps,” said his youngest bespectacled grandson, “was there really a time when most people didn’t know about us?”

      “Yes,” Father Christmas nodded, “believe it or not–most people in the world thought we were just a made-up story. They didn’t realise that sometimes the most amazing stories have a glimmer of truth, if you go back far enough.”

      “That’s silly,” replied his granddaughter. “Where did they think the presents came from?”

      Father Christmas shrugged and smiled.

      “Who knows,” replied Father Christmas, “I like the way we do things now much better.”

      “Me too,” replied his grandson, the final word on the subject.

      His other granddaughter had been quiet, thoughtful. It was a worthy trait–measuring what she was told and being willing to ask questions.

      “Grampa,” she said in a measured tone, “But how can we know something is true when it happened so long ago?”

      “That’s a good question,” replied Father Christmas, “and the best answer is because, like all important events, it was written about a long time ago. But that’s not the real reason I know it’s true.”

      “Then how grandpa?” she said. “How do you know it’s true?”

      The grandchildren’s curious faces all turned towards him now.

      “Because,” Father Christmas said with a twinkle in his eye, “I’ll never forget the day my Pop and I learned to fly a sleigh and met the Queen.” 

       

      … to stay.
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      PART ONE

       

      Ben adjusted his bag nervously and glanced back at the car where Mum was giving him a supportive smile. 

      He smiled back and watched as she drove away out of the carpark.

      He took a deep breath.

      Around him, scores of kids were all heading in the same direction, towards the gate.

      Ben started walking. The collar of his brand-new grey button-up shirt was sitting wrong because of the way the straps of his school bag sat across his shoulders. He tried to straighten them out, but that just made it worse.

      And his collar was already damp with sweat, despite it being only eight thirty in the morning.

      “Hey Ben.”

      Ben turned and saw a girl he knew from primary school. He smiled back.

      “Hey.”

      Just inside the gate, a group of older boys were standing around in a cluster. One of them glanced at Ben as he walked past and, for a moment, he hoped that was it.

      Then it happened, the inevitable moment of recognition.

      It was always the same.

      A certain look on people’s faces, then they need to tell someone.

      The boy nudged his mate.

      “Check it out, that’s the kid.”

      “What kid?”

      “The Santa kid.”

      Of all them turned toward at Ben now. He tried to guess how old they were.

      Year 8?

      Year 9?

      Some of them had the beginnings of scuzzy moustaches on their top lips. All of them had at least some pimples.

      And they were tall.

      Ben put his head down and kept walking, hoping to get swallowed up in the anonymity of hundreds of kids, all in the same uniform.

      “Oi–Christmas Boy! Give us a pressie then!” 

      Ben winced and felt himself go red. 

      He kept walking.
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