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Summary:

Her legacy is to take on the most well-known job in the world. But is she up to the challenge?

Noelle, nicknamed Princess Claus, is not only the next in line to become Santa, but also the first female to do so. If that isn’t enough pressure, she’s been trapped in Winter Wonderland her entire life thanks to an evil elf out to kidnap her in hopes of ruining Christmas. Her only option—run away.

When the burden of becoming the next Santa is more than Noelle can stand, will she embrace her destiny or find a way to escape Winter Wonderland once and for all?

Find out in this magical retelling of an old tale with a new character who might be headed for the naughty list!
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How to experience this multimedia book:
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Included in this story is a link to a music video for the original song Snow Globe Prison. There is also a link to the snowflake alphabet. You can click on each link when presented in the scene the book bonus relates to. Or, you can wait until you’ve finished reading. At the end of the book, the links will be listed again.
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INTRODUCTION
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There was once a young woman who wanted to leave the only home she’d ever known.

And like so many young women before her, she dreamed of the great wide world. She dreamed of sunny beaches and swimming pools and a climate that wasn’t always cold. But most of all, she dreamed of having the freedom to choose her future. Because unlike most young women, she’d always known exactly what her future would hold.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Rain. Not a light drizzle where all you have to do is raise your hood up over your head. And not a downfall where all you have to do is pop open your umbrella. This is the kind of downpour that flips your umbrella inside out, and then blows it right out of your hands like a kite whose owner lost grip of the string and set the diamond-shaped tarp free to fly.

My hands move from one pocket to another on my utility belt. A grappling hook and doggy treats aren’t going to help with getting soaked. In all my life, I’ve never once imagined it raining while delivering gifts. Snow, of course. In fact, since I grew up in Winter Wonderland, imagining any terrain without snow is difficult. 

Why hadn’t Dad mentioned rain before? Surely, he made his rounds in weather as bad as this. Hadn’t there been some hurricane or tornado on Christmas Eve? Come to think of it, Dad would’ve purposefully neglected to mention those details. Keeping from me anything but the joys of fulfilling the role of Santa is part of his training method. 

Resigned, I pull my pink cap down as far as it’ll go. Though not the regulation-required red hat, it’s the only part of my uniform that feels like me. The rest of my outfit consists of black boots (anti-skid, of course), red leggings, and a red coat with white lining that doesn’t hinder my utility belt. Last is my backpack containing gifts.

I take a tortoise step away from the sleigh and inch across the roof. Forget about hurrying. All I’m worried about is not gliding and turning the side of the house into my own personal slip-n-slide.

Suddenly, there is a crack of lightning. In that brief illumination, I spy there is no chimney. Once attached securely to the sleigh, I use my grappling hook to lower myself. As I do, realize there are no lights on in the house, not a candle in the window nor a flash of a camera as a child stays up late hoping to get a glimpse or photograph proving Santa is real.

Then I see it. At the lowest level is a dimly lit window almost completely blocked by a bush. 

I drop right into a puddle of water.

“Ugh.” I lift one boot up then another. “Mud!” Focus, I tell myself. 

Then I realize I was wrong. It wasn’t one large window covered by a bush. The foliage is blocking two small windows. I’ll barely be able to squeeze myself through one. 

I proceed forward and reach the window on the left. As I feel around to see if it’s unlocked, I shift my weight to my right. “Yow.” My shoulder starts burning. With a glance I see my uniform is no longer in top condition. Cuts from the bush have not only ruined my coat, but also scratched my skin. 

I feel around the window, but I’m unable to lift it. Fiddle-d-fizz, it’s locked. I give the bush a wide berth as I head toward the window on the right. Locked as well. I decide to begin singing to calm my nerves. 

Then I remember what’s called a Santa Secret. Disguised to look like any commonplace ornament, the circular object dangles from my belt. I yank on the black top, and the red ball comes loose. Although it’s shimmering, the touch is more like putty than metal or glass. I press it into the wall next to the window. The circle is barely large enough for me to fit through. As my new scratches burn, I regret not using the ball on the rooftop. But then I remember one of the tips I learned during training. Always head for the light. And to get to the light, I had to go through mud and scratches. 

I climb through the magical opening. It closes behind me the moment I’m inside. The room is dimly lit by one light bulb hanging at the top of the stairs leading to the next floor up. It blinks in and out, sometimes enveloping the room in utter darkness. 

Another tip I learned is to never leave tracks, or in this case, muddy prints. I slip off my boots and worry I’ll have to use my hat to wipe the floor underneath them before I leave. I wonder if the washing machine can get the mud off my knit cap without ruining the stitching.

Before me is a Christmas tree no taller than my 5 foot, 4 inches. It’s scattered with glass ornaments, all black. As I step closer to admire it, I hear the crunch before I feel it. “Oh, come on!” Embedded into my socks are shards of broken ornaments.

After removing my socks, I decide to spend an extra minute inspecting my surroundings. Flanking the tree is a washer and dryer. I wonder why anyone would put a tree in between them. For a moment I decide to find out, then I remember to stay focused. 

I slip off my backpack and pull out the gifts. Now, where to place them? Keeping in mind the nagging I recently got about safety from Jolly the elf, I doubt he’d approve of me leaving the boxes on top of broken ornaments, even if I wasn’t the one who caused the breaking. 

To my surprise, there is a broom and dustpan leaning against the wall. In fifty-seven seconds, I sweep up the mess, place the gifts under the tree, and allow myself three seconds to congratulate myself.

Suddenly, the light above flickers in and out. After it returns to normal for four seconds, it goes out again. And in that darkness my biggest fear comes true. I realize I’m not alone in this basement. A hand touches my head.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Ye-ahh!” I shout, hopping back and ramming into the washing machine. The light turns back on. Not one but two sprickets jump from the top of my head onto the floor. I gag as I take in the sight of the tiny monsters. Though they look like giant spiders, they hop like crickets.

Before I can spend any more time on the nasties, I hear a mechanical sound behind me. My bumping the washing machine must have started a cycle—that, or it’s on a delayed timer. It begins churning. 

I look down to see a little hose running from behind the washing machine into the bucket. Inside the bucket is the base of the Christmas tree. So, that’s why the tree is in this awkward spot, a source of water so the tree doesn’t dry out. 

I wonder how the homeowner knows when to stop the flow of water. I crane my neck but can’t get a good look into the bucket because of all the branches. Just to be safe, I move the two presents from the floor to the top of the dryer. When I see water start to flood the floor, I yank the tube from the container. Gratefully I also sweep up the glass shards of broken ornaments. And as water wets my already soaked clothes, I race to the back of the machine. In one swift move, the hose is reattached. No more leaks.

“Ha! Soggy gifts averted.” I pump my fist in the air. With a quick glance around the room, I spy a box labeled rags. It takes two of them to mop up the floor. After tossing the wet rags into the trash can, I move the gifts back to their rightful spot under the try. Then I decide to get out before I cause or discover another problem.  

I walk toward my boots. As I stick my right foot into the first one, something smacks the base of my foot. I scurry back, dropping the boot in the process. A spricket hops out and heads toward me. I pull out my doggy treats and throw them to the side. 

To my relief, all the sprickets head for them. I’m about to try my boot again when I turn it upside down and shake. Nothing. I sigh with relief. When I do the same to the other shoe, there are no critters hiding inside. 

I wipe down the floor with my hat, then a moment later, grimace. With a glance at the box of unused and still dry rags, I realize I could’ve used one of those to clean my muddy boot prints. Too late now. I ball up my cap and shove it into the now empty pocket of my utility belt, hoping the hat doesn’t smell like doggy treats later. Then, I unhook another magic ball and make my getaway.

Before long, I’m climbing up the rope connected to my grappling hook. I tag the sleigh. With more relief than I’ve ever felt, I shout, “Done!” and blink rapidly as all the overhead lights above me turn on. 

“Good job, Princess Claus!” comes Jolly’s voice over the loud speaker.

A quick glance at the clock on the wall reveals I’ve finished today’s Santa Simulation Training in record time. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Thanks for adding the monsters. Nice touch!” I shout.

“They are technically called camel crickets,” Jolly says through the loud speaker. A moment later the rain stops pouring.

I cover my eyes with my hands, not prepared for the feeling like someone yanked open the curtains to reveal the noonday sun. As I walk across the bridge from the roof to the exit, I grip the handrail. Even though the overhead sprinklers are no longer on, that doesn’t mean I won’t slip. I pass through the doorway and head for dry clothes. 

Once changed into fleece-lined black leggings and a silver top, I begin the real reason I get out of bed every morning. As I walk down the hallway, I formulate my newest plan. Then, I hear the unmistakable sound of clomping made by my least favorite person in Winter Wonderland, my brother.

"Princess Claus!" shouts Nicky. My pulse quickens. I crouch down near the opening between the corner of the wall and the table of white poinsettias with leaves covered in blue glitter. 

Nicky continues yelling my nickname as he moves through the hallway. My competitiveness hasn’t diminished in my seventeen years; it’s grown and so has Nicky’s. It’s flourished through activities like keeping points for our Santa Simulation Training. Even Dad joins in the competition for that one. And that’s what I’m sure Nicky is tracking me down for, to brag about his score this morning.

There isn’t anyone I can stand less than my brother—that is, except the Evil Elf, Ebenezer. I’ve never met him. However, that doesn’t seem to matter in terms of his plan to ruin Christmas by kidnapping me, the future Santa. This annoying little detail has forced me to live my entire life without stepping one snow boot outside this prison. Like the pressure of eventually being the first female Santa isn’t enough, I’ve had to grow up knowing maybe right past the exterior of the magical wall is someone who wouldn’t hesitate to harm me.

“Princess Claus,” my brother says again as he tucks a strand of curly red hair behind his ear. I rarely hear my real name, Noelle. Before I was even born, the nickname my father came up with stuck, and I haven't been able to change it. Like a figurine in a snow globe stuck in the same place for all eternity, nothing in my life changes. 

Though the rest of the world knows it as Winter Wonderland or Santa Claus's workshop, I like to call home my snow globe prison. Not that original considering the entire small town is covered by a magical glass dome that looks like the top half of a snow globe.

And, of course, my parents are none other than Santa and Mrs. Claus, and they hate that I add the word “prison” at the end. But what else do you call something you can't escape no matter how much you want? Or no matter how hard you try? And today is attempt #187.

Attempt #37 ended with me learning I have an allergy to the scariest thing on the planet: poinsettias. Attempt #104 ended with me being poked all over by pine needles and my hair requiring five washes to get out all the tree sap.

Thomas Edison, someone who always made the nice column of Santa’s list, wrote, “I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work,” about his attempts to create a light bulb. 

I have found 186 ways not to get out of my prison. But maybe the next one will be my great escape. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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I inch into the shadows. Although my black leggings blend well, my silver top couldn’t be worse. I stare at my brother’s red hair as he walks by. It is a bit shaggy for my taste, and I make a mental note to remind Mom to give him a haircut soon. He rubs his nose as he shouts for me again. Although I have a light dusting of freckles, Nicky has so many it looks like he uses tanning lotion on just his face. 

His hands are shoved into his shorts. Ever the hot one, in temperature and temperament, he only puts on pants when he goes outside. As he passes by without noticing my spot, I begin to get dizzy from holding my breath. 

Nicky and I are both typical competitive siblings. I count to ten after I can't hear his footsteps anymore, then I grab onto the base of the table. As I suck in a deep breath, my face brushes against a few of the poinsettia leaves. 

Turning left once I reach the hallway would be faster and yummier since it leads through the main kitchen. That's where countless sugar cookies are being decorated with drawings of Christmas trees or candy canes. My stomach rumbles as I remember I got so caught up in attempt #187 I forgot to eat breakfast. I lick my lips, then let my nose lead the way. 

Once I get there, I debate about which door to use. Some entryways, like my bedroom door, were expanded. This way Tiny can amble through them. Tiny isn’t your typical household pet. He’s a full-grown polar bear. Though only about a year-and-a-half older than me, Tiny is more than twice my size. His name doesn’t come from his stature, but his lack of bravery. He’s got the tiniest amount of courage, even less than a mouse. 

When he’s feeling extra timid, he’ll sleep in the space between my bed and the closet. When I was six years old, there was a terrible snowstorm. Although the glass dome protects us from howling winds, it isn’t soundproof. At bedtime I had hidden under all my blankets, hoping the howl would downgrade to a whimper. 

My heart quickened when my bed started shaking. For a moment I worried the dome cracked and the storm had torn through the roof. Then I realized it was Tiny trembling. I threw off my comforter and quilts, sat down next to the polar bear, and sang him his favorite songs. The next morning, I ¬was awakened by my face being slurped. When I opened my eyes, I realized I’d fallen asleep on the floor. A stiff neck was worth a comforted best friend. 

In addition to extra-large doors for Tiny, there are the doors the elves use. These are about two feet shorter than regular-sized ones. The main kitchen is on the first floor. It’s used for all of Winter Wonderland’s daily meals, and it’s attached to the banquet hall where our food is eaten. The other kitchen is used for inventing new kinds of treats. Some of these turn out to be a huge success, like Brazilian peppermint eggnog. Some, like pickled strawberries, are taste-tested once and then only used as gag gifts.

Since Tiny isn’t allowed in any of the kitchens, they each have a human-sized door and an elf door. I decide since I’m trying to go incognito, I’ll use the elf door. I crack open the door just enough to crawl through the opening on hands and knees. Maybe dressing in black leggings to be stealthier wasn’t such a great idea, I think, as my leggings get lightly dusted with baking flour scattered all over the floor. 

The only time the kitchen isn’t given a continual dusting of flour and doesn’t smell like baked goods is during the earliest hours of the morning. The wood-burning ovens are heated eighteen hours a day to keep up with the demand for sugary delights. 

There are sixteen elves in this room. All of them wear red aprons and green face masks, except unlike doctors covering the nose and mouth to keep from catching a cold, these masks keep the sometimes-floor-length beards from dropping hair into the food. 

With a quick glance I see Aelrindel isn’t working now. He and Jolly tie for my least favorite elves in all of Winter Wonderland. Once, I made the mistake of putting the jar of light pink star-shaped marshmallows where the dark pink jar was supposed to go. Aelrindel chastised me for a month. 

Aelrindel’s apron hangs on the hook under his name. He is the only elf who works in the kitchen and doesn’t wear a face mask. One day he bent over a pot of juniper berry broth. The bands of the mask must’ve been loose, because the mask fell into the pot. He had to throw it out and start the six-hour process all over. The next morning Aelrindel came to work with a beard-free chin. He began spouting how much better it is to not have to keep up with grooming his beard. However, none of the other elves who work in the kitchen followed his example. Unfortunately, since the elves’ beards grow back to full length when they sleep, Aelrindel has to trim it each morning.

I grin when I notice the head baker named Geir. All of the elves either pretend not to notice me or are too busy with their cooking and decorating. You’ll find no cookie cutters here. Each elf shapes his treats slowly and with the patience like that of an artist molding a piece of pottery at a wheel. There are the typical circle and square-shaped cookies, and, of course, ones that resemble a Christmas tree. My least favorite are the ones that look like poinsettias. I know I won’t break out in a rash by eating them since they aren’t the real thing, but I still can’t go near one. 

There is every flavor cookie you could imagine. Today I see cinnamon cookies, raisin cookies, and of course, cinnamon raisin cookies. I inhale slowly and make a mental note to try some amaretto-flavored treats once they come out of the oven. 

Then I scurry to a shelf full of metal tins. I am about to grab the one with holly and berries on the lid so I can fill it with my lunch, snickerdoodles. Instead, I opt for something quieter. I pull out a cream-colored sack that cinches shut with a blue ribbon. Once it’s half full of Geir’s cookies from a cooling rack, I make my way toward the exit at the back.

“Princess Claus,” a familiar voice says.

I look up to see the elf Geir. He’s wearing his apron that’s embroidered with cookies of all kinds, and a knit long-stemmed cherry at the top of his hat. It droops down to the side, partially covering his pointy left ear. 

Normally, I tower over him, but since I’m on the floor, he’s the one towering. A hint of a smile betrays his gruff-sounding reproach.

“Fine.” I roll my eyes as I open my sack. Geir puts something wrapped in a thick napkin into my bag. 

“Fiddle-d-fizz, your sweet tooth is just as bad as Tiny’s.” He turns and walks back to his countless tubes of icing. 

I grab a candy cane for Tiny and drop it into my now full sack. Since I wasn’t as stealthy as I’d imagined, I walk instead of crawl out the door. A couple minutes later, I stand by the east exit. Most doors leading out of the main building, or what is also called Homebase, have a rack nearby with an assortment of winter accessories. 

These include scarves, gloves, hats, and coats of varying thicknesses. I shrug into one of the lightweight jackets, wanting full movement of my arms for this endeavor. The heaviest of the coats makes me feel like a walking marshmallow.

Looking at all the clothing reminds me of attempt #29. I broke all the washing machines in Winter Wonderland on purpose. However, I only lasted fifteen minutes at the bottom of a pile of Nicky’s dirty clothes before fleeing. I wouldn’t have been carted off the grounds anyway. Instead of sending the stinky clothes to a laundromat at the nearby town, the elves hand-washed everything while the machines were being fixed. Of course, I helped, seeing that it was me who caused the extra work in the first place. 

Focusing back on the task at hand, I soon pass the barn where we store next year’s gifts. All of the ones for this Christmas, which is in less than two weeks, are kept in a giant room next to Santa’s workshop. However, with the growing population the elves have to work overtime. An hour every day of the year is spent on the following Christmas’s gifts just to keep up. Those next year gifts fill this barn. 

Off in the distance I see Tiny lumbering my way. Normally, I would meet him in the middle and give him a good rub behind the ears. However, today I need to stay focused.

It’s only a short distance from that barn to the barn for the reindeer. The top is made of wrought iron and curved into the shape of antlers. There are lamps inside the barn that dangle from the ceiling. Each have a light bulb in the center of an iron antler. Most of the building is an open area where the animals are free to roam. At the front and rear are shelves with supplies.

I open then close the gate at the entrance after walking through, singing quietly to myself. Then I slip off my gloves and drop them into an empty slot in the shelves. A few of the reindeer huff and paw their hooves at the ground, probably from smelling my cookies. 

“Sorry, guys, I only have sweets.  And you know those are not on your diet.” Then I remember the food from Geir. I unwrap the napkin to reveal carrots and share them with my four-legged friends.

"And how might you be today, Noelle?" asks Kringle, the elf in charge of caring for the reindeer. He's one of the few people who don't call me by my nickname, knowing how much it annoys me. While most elves have ornate outfits that often relate to their job, since Kringle spends his days mucking out the barn, he wears practical clothes. 

They are dark colored without elaborate stitching that would be ruined in the countless washes to get out smells and stains. And then there’s his utility belt. I got the idea of using a utility belt during my Santa Simulation Training from seeing how much he makes use of his.

"Okay," I answer. "But I would be doing much better if I was allowed to share one of Geir’s special cookies with you." I move the open sack towards him.

He washes his hands at the sink, then gobbles all the cookies. When done, Kringle looks up at me, smiles, and rubs his belly. "Oh, were you saving some for yourself?" He mouths the word “Sorry,” then returns to organizing the barn.

I shove the almost empty sack into my coat pocket, then walk to Roxy. The darling has toffee-colored hair with splotches of white scattered throughout. Patting her on the head gets her attention. She begins licking my bare hands. She’s our youngest and my favorite because of her sweet disposition. 

“These creatures are always more agreeable after they’ve spent a few minutes in your presence,” Kringle says as he begins brushing a knot out of Roxy’s tail hair.

I bite my lip. One thing I hadn’t thought about in all my escape scheming is how much I’d miss not only Tiny, but all the reindeer as well. I wrap my arms around Roxy as I respond to Kringle. “They are good friends.” Then I release her. 

As I walk away, Roxy paws at the ground. I blow her a kiss but keep moving. Then I pull a piece of paper out of my pocket and unfold it. 

“Found you!” Unfortunately, it isn’t another elf. It’s Nicky. He leans forward and puffs out his chest. “Beat your score today by two minutes.” 

“Sooo impressive,” I respond, not wanting him to know how much his score bothers me. I can feel my cheeks warming in the glow of my embarrassment.

“Sore loser,” he snaps. “And what are you doing that is so important?” He snatches the paper out of my hand.

“I...” Unsure what to say, I glance around. Maybe I can come up with something about magic. I watch as Tiny approaches the entrance to the barn. He begins rolling around in the snow, entertaining the reindeer. Some ignore him while others stare. Tiny is free to roam, while the reindeer are in the large barn because they like to wander all over Winter Wonderland and get into all sorts of mischief. 

Though the full-grown polar bear has freedom to roam all over the majority of Winter Wonderland, he prefers the company of the reindeer and usually hangs out near them.

The magic here is locked tight and used sparingly. Though Winter Wonderland is a fantastical place, there aren’t many things here imbued with magic. Of course, there’s Dad, the current Santa. The little magic I am aware Dad has is the ability to make sleeping powder. This comes in handy with anyone who stumbles upon Santa during gift delivery time. 

He also smashes the magical balls against walls to get through them. Although, I have a feeling he has a secret ability he could do instead but doesn’t. He’s ever the secretive one, at least when it comes to the magic of Santa. I don’t know much about my impending coronation ceremony in a little over a week, except that at some point during it I’ll be imbued with the magic of Santa too.

Then there is the glass dome covering this town. And the two flying sleighs. Although the reindeer are necessary to make the flight possible, they can only fly when attached to the sleigh. I come up with the idea of saying I was just doodling a picture where the reindeer could fly any time they want.

Before I get a chance to speak, Kringle approaches us. “Nicky, can you reach that?”  Kringle points to a harness clearly out of reach for the elf, who is a good foot shorter than my brother.

Nicky holds my paper in one hand. With the other, he snatches the harness and tosses it to Kringle. The elf makes an umph sound as he catches it.

By the time Nicky is before me again, I’ve thought up a better lie. “I’m just playing tic-tac-toe with myself.” I take my paper back. Hope that lie isn’t enough to get me on the naughty list. My cheeks burn warmer.

He crosses his arms and eyes the paper. Though I was born a year before him, he acts like he’s the oldest.

“Now if you’ll excuse me.” I don’t wait for a response, but return to the shelves, grab my gloves and an extra-large harness, then step back outside. The moment I feel the cold air, the shivering begins. I slip the gloves over my hands. “Tiny!” I yell, cupping my hands to my mouth. He was strolling away. At my yell, he turns his head in my direction, then begins trudging toward me. 

“There’s a good boy.” I pull out the candy cane from my sack. Tiny moans and paws at me. “Now, you know the drill. You only get your reward when we are done.” I shove the empty sack in one coat pocket and the candy cane in another. Tiny follows me to the second barn about two hundred feet from the one with the reindeer. This one is an exact replica of the larger one, except for the fact that the doors rest on sliding tracks and they are always kept shut. I slide one barn door to the left and the other to the right.

Inside are two magical sleighs: Dad’s and his back-up sleigh. A little further down the barn are the three non-magical trainers for Nicky and me to use. All five have a black metal base. The bulk of the sleighs are wooden with intricately carved designs. They range from a depiction of Santa riding over a town with the full moon behind him to my favorite one showing row upon row of snowmen with a mountain for a backdrop.

Along with learning how to read and write, we learned how to ride a sleigh. I was ten years old when Tiny ran alongside the reindeer as I led them forward. He became a great distraction. Dad teased that Tiny was jealous. I couldn’t get the thought out of my head. So, the next day I had one of the elves make Tiny a custom harness for our first sleigh ride.

Dad insists I train with the reindeer since they are what I will have to use once I am the future Santa. But when I’m not officially practicing, I can use Tiny. And just like the reindeer, Tiny can fly when hooked to a sleigh as well, although the details of how the animals were made to do that are top secret.

As a child, I liked to pretend Tiny was my own personal stuffed animal. I dressed him up in scarves and hats knit just for him. However, now his only adornment is his pale-gray collar. 

I stopped treating him like a doll the day he learned to fly. I had to wait inside Homebase while Tiny was imbued with magic. But once I was allowed to teach him to soar, I took off his crocheted hat that was decorated with candy canes made out of fleece material. He’d graduated from my playmate to my teammate.

At first, he trotted as usual. Once he began to gallop, he also began to rise. This behemoth who was afraid of everything raced faster and faster. Apparently, he wasn’t afraid of heights. Tiny loved the feeling of wind in his face, and I loved being able to share my training with him.

Tiny whimpers, pulling me from my thoughts. I walk Tiny to the nearest non-magical sleigh. Then, I carefully slide onto him the custom-made harness. The action of hooking him up warms me, but the moment I sit on the bench and he begins pulling, the added chill of the wind makes me shiver. Once outside, I hop off the sleigh and close the double doors, then get back on and begin the adventure.

Years ago, I’d hand-drawn the map of Winter Wonderland as close to scale as I could make it. I’d had the forethought to sketch all the details on grid paper. This became my all-consuming focus, using it to find a way out of Winter Wonderland. It takes ten minutes to get to the grid I’ve decided to check today. 

As I journey on, I think about the next time I get to talk to Cole. Our moms were best friends growing up, and still are today. Although his parents and mine forced us to play together during the yearly two-week-long visit starting the day after Christmas, we’ve always gotten along well. 

Nicky and Cole are both sixteen, a year younger than me, but in every other way they are opposites. While Nicky would rather play snowball soccer, Cole would rather catalog the different varieties of poinsettias in the arboretum. However, both love board games. I join them when they play Ticket to Ride, where the players have to build train tracks to score the most points.  

Boardgame inventor—that’s one of the jobs I sometimes imagined I would have if I didn’t have to be the next Santa. Or maybe I could take care of animals at a zoo. Kringle always tells me I have a way with the reindeer. What if I make my way out of Winter Wonderland only to discover I’m no good at anything? I shudder and decide to focus on what I’m doing instead of what ifs. 

Cole’s the only one I’ve told about my plans. He never interrogates me and rarely tries to convince me otherwise. The few times he did, it was well deserved. Plan #37 and #61 were a bit on the dangerous side. During his vacation here last year, he even went as far as helping me. Though, if I truly did manage to escape, I fear he’d try to persuade me to not go further than a few miles from home and then return. He is a great person to vent to, the only person I have to vent to, but deep down I know even he doesn’t truly want me to escape.

I reach the eastern edge of this grid. It touches part of the magical wall. I can’t see through the bottom half of it, like a snow globe painted white, hiding the festive winter scene inside from onlookers. As I look higher up on the snow globe, the thick white color gradually fades until the top canopy becomes the only transparent part.

I place my hand on the shimmering barrier. For all I know, Ebenezer is right on the other side, placing his hand against the wall in the same spot and plotting my demise.

It doesn’t take long to confirm there are no secret openings for me to sneak through. I move on from one grid to another. As I inspect the final section for today, I am so close if I stick out my tongue it would touch the wall. My face begins to warm again. Could the barrier be heating up? Is there some sort of new addition to security like electric shock? I bring my hand up, touching my face. Instantly, I realize my mistake.

“Poinsettias!” I shout. My only allergy is scattered all over Winter Wonderland, including the table I hid next to earlier today when avoiding Nicky in the hallway. I rub my hand along the right side of my face. The more I rub, the more it itches. Then the itching turns to burning. I shave off two minutes by steering Tiny directly to the arboretum. “I’ll unhook you soon, I promise.” 

I jump off the sleigh and run the twenty yards to the arboretum, then yank open the door. Without hesitation, I throw my coat and gloves on the floor. I’m soaking in sweat, not only from the exertion, but also because of the heat in here. I sneeze twice in a row, but don’t stop to find a tissue. The pollen from the flowers have a strong aroma, a little too strong for my taste. Winding my way down the isle of palm trees, I veer right at the fork in the path. No wracking my brain is needed. I have the spot memorized better than any other trail in all of Winter Wonderland.

Finally, my goal is close. Once I’ve ripped off a piece of aloe and squeezed out all the goo onto my cheek, I bite my lip. The itching sensation only barely moves from extreme to high. As I pace in a circle, I grind my teeth to deal with the pain. Then I decide to plop down on a bench. Leaning my head back, I gaze at the ceiling. 

Much of the arboretum is covered in white large squares with what Tinker calls “happy lights.” Tinker is the groundskeeper. When I can’t find him by shouting his name, I look under the largest tree in the arboretum. He likes to curl up under it to nap during some of his breaks. No pillow or blanket is used, so there is usually dirt on his face and leaves in his hair. I don’t need him today, so I decide to let him continue with work (or napping).

I glance around at the happy lights. Not only do they give the plants here the light they need, but it’s also supposed to make humans feel less depressed when they haven’t had much sunlight. However, the spot above me is different. While it is white, I think it’s a painted piece of metal. Maybe it’s part of the heater or air vents.

I decide not to wait to leave until the throbbing diminishes; instead, I skulk toward the door. I’m not as gracious with myself as Thomas Edison and call it like it is. Attempt #187 is a failure. And, by the feel of my rash, I won’t be able to try attempt number #188 today.
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Once I’ve returned the sleigh and Tiny’s harness, Tiny trots off to play with the reindeer. I make my way back to the Homebase. After stepping inside, I throw my coat over one of the many racks standing guard at each door. A hint of white peaks out of my pocket. 

“Fiddle-d-fizz,” I say, remembering the empty sack in one pocket and the candy cane in the other. I forgot to give Tiny his treat. And boy, did he earn it by the way he raced to the arboretum. With a sigh, I make a mental note to give him his treat tomorrow. Then I head to my room. 

I close my bedroom door and head directly toward the telegraph on my desk. Telegraphs are the only way to communicate with the outside world. For the most part, the few scattered around Winter Wonderland go unused. Every day there is a delivery man from the local town. Before he leaves, he gets a list of what to bring the next day. That’s about as much as any of us keep up with the outside world, except for Cole and his family. 

At first glance, I know Cole hasn’t messaged me. Instead of throwing myself a pity party, I sit down and think up the message I’ll send to him. Sometimes just typing out my frustrations is enough, and I don’t even hit the send button.

I consider word vomiting on the machine that resembles a typewriter, except this one has a roll of paper on the right side for incoming messages. Instead of the English alphabet, each button has a snowflake symbol on it, the official written language of Winter Wonderland. 

Growing up, Cole assumed everyone used a telegraph with the snowflake alphabet. Cole’s family was given two similar telegraphs. When my mother moved to Winter Wonderland permanently after marrying my father, she gave Cole’s mother one of these machines so they could communicate. Fortunately, my messages to Cole are sent directly to his, and not the second machine in his household located in the living room. 

Instead of my fingers flying, I let my hands rest in my lap. He’s probably discovering a new element to add to the periodic table and has more important things to worry about than me. 

I move to sit down on the cushioned stool. With my right sleeve, I wipe the keyboard until the signs of neglect are gone. Playing my favorite instrument and singing are my greatest joy and release from stress. And after the day I’ve had, a little joy wouldn’t be too bad.

My hands hover over the keys. After a deep breath, I begin playing my newest half-written song, Snow Globe Prison.

*
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When the walls meant to protect me are closing in,

Keeping life just out of reach;

I can’t breathe, I can’t laugh, I can’t even pretend I’m okay.

In a prison of glass walls I can’t touch but see

A world not meant for me.

Will I ever break out? Will I ever be free to live?

I am shaken. I am broken. I am drifting. My heart is frozen.

I wish I were strong enough, to shatter this glass.

I wish I were brave enough, to forge my own path,

Be courageous, and finally take a chance.

But I am so afraid.

I wish I could make, my great escape.

*
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I STILL NEED TO ADD more verses and the ending of the song. When I’m done, the weight of frustration is still pressing down on me. Usually singing lifts my mood at least a little bit, but not today. 

What if I'm not brave enough to leave? What if it isn't the snow globe keeping me here, but my own fears? I ball my fist. I will find a way out of this prison. And I will see what the world has to offer. No matter what. 

On a table, encased in a glass box, rests a snow globe—not just one of thousands here in Winter Wonderland, but the one. Mom and Dad said the magical dome above that is protecting me from Ebenezer and hiding us from the outside world is based on this snow globe. For years the miniature one was kept in a special section of the library. My parents couldn’t take my nagging anymore. So one day, they let me put it in my room. 

Partly, because it was a compromise. When I was little, I took the nickname “Princess Claus” very seriously and insisted on having my own tiara. Mom has one too; it was a gift from Dad shortly after I was born. 

“If our daughter is a princess, then you are a queen,” Dad had said when he gave it to her. Mom only takes it out on their anniversary, and when I nag so much she can’t get any peace. One day I switched to nagging about keeping the magical snow globe in my room. Both parents eventually gave in and agreed.

When I can’t sleep at night, I watch the glowing snowflakes glisten as they swirl up, down, and all around. A constant gentle storm. I stare at the snow globe, all my longing and anger pouring into my glare. 

“Let me out!” I shout at the magical object louder than I had intended to. 

I pause as if expecting a response, like Belle in Beauty in the Beast discovering the household objects inside the mansion could talk back. But I am not in a Disney story. And this magical object offers no response. 

It’s as if a lifetime of memories fills me up like lava until I erupt in a scream. At the same time as I vent all my pent-up steam, the snow globe makes a cracking sound. 

“No,” I cry. There is a new web-like fracture in the glass, and I am the spider who created it. 

“What did I do?” I run my finger over the surface of the snow globe and feel the crack. Surely, I didn’t shout loud enough to break glass. I look to my bookshelf. On the third shelf is a small collection of glass animals. They are my dad’s gifts to me each Christmas. All of them are more fragile than the snow globe. And all of them are still intact. I’ve got to figure out what happened and how to fix it. But first, I need to hide my accident. 

With a glance around my room for a spot, my eyes rest on a crumpled-up sweater. I cradle the snow globe inside the clothing. But where to put it? I decide to use my open and empty go-bag leaning against the wall. It’s an older backpack I designated I’d fill with only the essentials once I figure out how to escape. Then, all I need to do is grab the go-bag and be on my way. 

Maybe once I get out of Winter Wonderland, I can find someone who will help me fix the cracks.

I lay the wrapped sweater down to rest at the bottom of the backpack. “Sleep tight, and no crying,” I tell the inanimate object. “I’ll be back with a fake replacement soon. I promise to fix you as soon as I can figure out how.” Then I slip the bag under my bed. 

****
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See the snowflake alphabet at:

http://bit.ly/snowflakealphabet  
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My footsteps echo while I run down the corridor. Barely any of the wall can be seen, because of all the paintings. The theme for this section is an idyllic Winter Wonderland. Before I make a turn, I hear Nicky’s voice. Without hesitation, I lean back to claim the shadows as my covering. 

I try not to press my back too hard against my favorite painting, the scene of a snow-covered land and sky full of dancing green and pink Northern Lights. However, instead of the painting becoming my leaning post, I feel the wall behind me open like a revolving door. I fall, landing on my back. 

In that moment, it feels like I’m drowning. I gasp for air but can’t get any. Once I realize the wind got knocked out of me, I force my panic down a notch. Finally, I am able to inhale. I scurry back into the hidden hallway, then close the secret entrance. I’m too relieved to be concealed from Nicky to panic at being plunged into an almost complete darkness. 

I look behind me and am rewarded with an inky blackness that seems to swallow up all my courage. I don’t wait one second longer than necessary. Once Nicky is gone, I rush back into the security of light, making sure to close the painting. I make a mental note to return soon with a flashlight. 

However, I’m on a mission and can’t stop now, even if I have finally found a way out of Winter Wonderland. The fractured magical snow globe has to be fixed first. Then, I can return to the newly discovered area and go over it inch by inch.

As soon as I make a right, I turn my rush into a stroll. Then I enter my shortcut, Santa’s Workshop. 

“Hello,” says one elf. He looks up from his station. He’s rummaging through a jar of black buttons. There is a half-finished stuffed animal resting on the counter. 

“How are you today?” says another one, before I’ve even had time to respond to the first. This elf is carrying an armful of pink and purple cloth, and just came from the one hundred rows of fabric.

“Hello. Very good. And you?” I ask. There must be at least thirty elves in this room. Make that thirty-one. I see another person traveling down the slide from the second to the first floor. I’d better hurry. Once I’ve made all the necessary small talk, I finally reach the end of the room. 

Less than three minutes later, I’m in the glass room. All four walls have floor-to-ceiling shelves full of trinkets. I make my way to the section labeled “S.” Reaching on my tiptoes, I peer up at row after row of snowballs. There are glass ones, paper, wooden, and even a few made out of metal. 

What I need are elf’s stilts to reach my goal. Then I see a rolling ladder. When I push it, a squeaking sound fills the room. After a moment’s hesitation, I decide against grabbing some oil to stop the sound coming from the wheels. Instead, I run over to the door. Thankfully, unlike the staircase, the door is silent as it closes. After enough squeaking for the wheels to be mistaken as hungry mice being teased by a fishing pole with cheese on the hook, the staircase is in place. I climb to the top and am surprised at how winded I feel. I guess sleuthing and stairclimbing don’t use the same muscles.

Once there, I find the desired objects. The snow globes are arranged by the color of their base. I am smack dab in the middle, making the silver section within reach. I stretch my arm toward the one that most resembles the replica of the magical snow globe. “Just a little more,” I say aloud. Just then my fingertip brushing against the shelf slips. “Whoa!” I shout, gripping the railing with my other hand. 

It’s then that I look down for the first time. There must be twenty rows between myself and the floor. I know I should make the trek down, push the staircase three feet to the right, then scurry back up the top. Instead, I bite my lip and take a deep breath. 

I reach my hand toward the prize, then decide to take one extra precaution. Once I’ve wiped the sweat from my hand, I try again. 

My fingertips glide against the snow globe. “Gotcha!” I shout as my hand wraps around my treasure. 

A few seconds later, I’m halfway down the stairs when the door opens. To my surprise, it’s Nicky and someone I can’t get a good look at. Why hadn’t I thought to change my shiny silver top? I’m practically a billboard sign begging to be paid attention to. I close my eyes like a child who thinks she can’t be seen if she can’t see you. I hear Tiny’s name mentioned in the conversation, but the sound of my forcefully slowed breathing is all I can focus on. 

When I pry my eyes open, I realize the stranger is clearly not an elf, being that he’s a few inches taller than Nicky. Both of them have passed by my ladder and now have their backs to me. The stranger has dark brown hair that barely reaches his ears. Before I have time to figure it out, they leave through the opposite door. The only regular person from town who visits is the delivery man, Mr. Sander. However, his gray hair is easily recognizable and couldn’t be mistaken for the stranger’s brown hair.

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. With my right hand grasping the snow globe, I use my left hand to guide my way down the stairs. Then I make a mental note to grab a sack next time I need to do some thieving. It’s much easier to make a quick getaway when you can use both hands. I race back to my bedroom. Along the way, I slip back into the workshop, and gather all sorts of adhesives. 

Once in the safety of my bedroom, I put everything I’ve newly acquired down on my table. After carefully retrieving the magical snow globe, I try each adhesive. First is super glue. Next is regular glue. I even try tree sap. While that didn’t fix my problem, it sure created a new one. By the end of my sticky tries, there is a maple-smelling missing chunk in my carpet. 

Admitting defeat, at least for today, I return my attention to the replacement. This snow globe is battery powered, so I fill it with new ones and turn it on. After a few seconds, the glitter inside begins churning. Then I return the real thing to my go-bag. I spend a few minutes adding necessities to the bag, then I slide it back under my bed.

Satisfied with my preparations, I pick up the picture frame of my entire family. In the front, both sets of grandparents sit on chairs. Behind them stand Mom and Dad on the left. Nicky and I are on the right. 

Every smile is authentic. To my surprise, even though Jolly is the grumpiest of the elves, he takes the best pictures. Instead of having us say, “Cheese,” he asked us to say “Reindeer farts.” 

Of course, it got a laugh that died down to smiles. That’s when he snapped the shot. I will miss them all when I finally make it out of Winter Wonderland. Well, all of them except Nicky. Maybe some distance will do us some good. And maybe some distance from home will be just what I need to finally take up the role of the next Santa.

I put the frame down then frown. Although I’m decent at lying to others, something a future Santa should never practice, I sure can’t lie to myself. If I step one boot outside of Winter Wonderland, I know there’ll be no looking back. Ever.

Agreeing to spend the rest of my life here in the role of Santa is like asking a bird not to fly or the Northern Lights not to dance. 

An image of my parents realizing I’ve left forces its way into my mind. Of course, Mom will cry and Dad will console her with words reassuring her of my swift return. A prophecy that will remain unfulfilled.

Wherever I go, I’ll send them a postcard. And as soon as possible, I’ll purchase a camera so I can mail pictures of my adventures. 

Guilt invades my happy thoughts of scuba diving in Australia. Rather than deal with it, I sing. After ten minutes, I feel worse not better.

Eyeing my metal tin with Dad’s sleeping powder inside, I decide to grab it. After slowly opening the lid so that the contents inside don’t spill out, I fill the glass cup halfway with the powder, then the rest with water from a pitcher, and stir. 

It only takes a few seconds for Dad’s sleeping powder to work. Though usually for kids who discover him, he lets me use a small dose when I have trouble sleeping. And there’s never been a harder night to sleep than tonight. 
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The next morning, I stretch and yawn at the same time. I’m about to go back to bed when I feel my throbbing cheek. An entire night without my rash medicine might not have been such a good idea. I reach for the green triangle on my bedside table. Though the gooey aloe on my face makes me shiver, the soothing relief it brings is worth the chill. As I let the balm work on my still-aching rash, I ponder the same old question. Like an inmate with a life sentence, I contemplate how to break out.

Suddenly, an idea occurs to me. Why didn’t I think of that sooner? In less than three minutes, I’ve covered myself from black ball cap to black lace-up boots, remembering how I’d wish I could’ve blended better when hiding in the shadows and dangling precariously from the ladder yesterday. I’m too excited to let the aloe completely dry on my skin, but the anticipation of my newest idea is worth sliding the sweater over my gooey face. 

I attach my utility belt to my waist just to be prepared. Making the shadows my accomplices, I dash, crawl, and leap from one to another to avoid being asked any questions. 

The only elves who should be up now are those tasked with breakfast duty. All of them will be in the kitchen and easy to avoid. Our family takes up a small wooden table in the front of the dining hall, where the elves have all their meals. The large room is decorated with snowshoes made of wood from birch trees that were retired after much use. There’s also an assortment of handmade stockings, each with one of the elves’ names on it. 

It’s doubtful anyone from my family will be up yet. Mom, Dad, and Nicky usually rise shortly before it’s time to eat. And there’s zero chance I’ll run into any grandparents.

Both sets of my grandparents have log cabins to the north of the main building. My mother’s parents are Sylvia, whom we call “Grammy,” and Ronald, nicknamed “Grampy.” They moved to Winter Wonderland around the time my mom married my dad. My paternal grandfather was the Santa before my dad. He now goes by Grampa. Carol, my paternal grandmother, simply goes by Grandma. 

After breakfast in their own cabins, the men spend the rest of the day ice fishing while the women bake treats or talk about the current story in their book club of two. Sometimes I stop by during the day, but no matter what, I see my entire family of eight for a large dinner at the dining hall. That is, unless it’s near Christmas and everyone’s busy with preparations. Or because I am distracted by my escape attempts. Then I have to rustle up leftovers or a sandwich to eat in my room.

My parents, brother, and I each have a bedroom in the main building. When I was five and asked why I didn’t live in a cabin too, Mom answered so that we’d be closer to the elves’ daily dose of homemade treats. Eventually, I realized the true answer is because my parents thought the main building added an extra measure of security somehow, possibly because it’s a little less isolated than the cabins.

Secure in the knowledge I can sneak out, I throw on a loose jacket that I can still zip up despite wearing my utility belt. Then I exit Homebase and head west. It’s a straight shot to my destination with a clear line of sight. It takes a few minutes to reach the only structure between the main building and the one exit. That little building is not much more than an outhouse for the sentries on post to use. When you go inside, there’s no need to pinch your nose closed. Good old cold weather masks the unpleasant smells.

Once I’ve arrived at the outhouse, I press my back against an exterior wall. Straining to listen, I want to see if there’s a possibility I can make an early bird breakout through the entrance to Winter Wonderland. Thirty yards away an elf is standing ramrod straight inside the magical dome. I can barely see through the tunnel that is ten feet long to spy another elf just outside the border. What looks like a shimmering tunnel fills the emptiness between the elves. It’s what I base my hypothesis on about the magical barrier being ten feet wide. Just then I hear shouting. 

“You’re not on my list! And no one gets in who’s not on my list.” The elf named Jolly holds up a clipboard as he shouts toward the tunnel. There must be a stranger standing on the other side of the barrier. It seems as if the stranger persuaded the elf on the outside to let him pass, but still needs approval from the elf on the inside.

This is strike one for my plan to use the front door to escape. I’d have to convince not one but two elves to let me pass.

As Jolly listens to a response I am too far away to hear, he puffs his chest and raises his well-defined butt chin. Jolly is one of my least favorite elves. It’s not because he is the head of the hardest part of my training, The Santa Simulation. It’s because of the joy he gets from watching me fail. When I do my worst, he is the jolliest. All the elves rotate being the watchdogs here. That means either Jolly has already finished setting up my next session or is headed there once he’s relieved from this duty. 

Suddenly, I remember the secret entrance I fell into yesterday. Why hadn’t I tried that first? I debate about whether to continue with my current plan or go back and explore inside Homebase.

Just then, there is a tap on my shoulder. I whip around.

“What are you doing here?” Nicky gives me a smirk and brushes past me.

“I called in the order!” Nicky shouts as he closes the distance between himself and Jolly. I follow closely behind my brother, for once letting him take the lead.

“I am sure you do not need to be reminded of the importance of clearing all orders ahead of time.” Jolly hasn’t turned to face Nicky but is still staring at the magical tunnel. I hadn’t noticed it before, but in Jolly’s right hand is a red whistle. The green cord attached to the whistle is around Jolly’s neck. 

“Put that thing away.” Nicky swats at the whistle. Then he takes the clipboard out of Jolly’s left hand, and uses the pencil hooked to the metal clasp at the top. “There.” After scribbling what I assume is the order onto the paper, he hands the clipboard back to the elf.

“Not so fast,” Jolly says, holding up his hand.

At this side of the dome, there is an intricately carved wooden door frame encasing the tunnel. The magical barrier inside the frame shimmers as the elf Tinker passes through it, waving at Nicky.

When I was five, I had been obsessed with bubbles. Dad even made a shallow pan wide enough for me to stand in. He and Mom took turns lifting up the large ring that encircled me. A giant bubble formed around me, and I squealed with delight until it popped. Then they would do it again and again. The way the barrier shimmered made me think Winter Wonderland was less of a snow globe prison and more of a bubble, if only I could squeal loud enough to pop it.

While both elves discuss whomever is on the other side, I determine to take advantage of their distractedness. I run toward the entrance of the tunnel, a firework shooting into the sky. As I move, I place both hands on my shoulders to secure my go-bag. When I find no straps there, I realize I left it behind. Fiddle-d-fizz. Too late to go get it now. This is it. I’m going to finally make it out.

When I pass the still-arguing trio, Jolly shouts, “No!” Then whistling sounds erupt. And not just nearby. It’s as if there are countless sirens hovering hundreds of feet above us in the air alerting all of Winter Wonderland to what’s going on here. From the rooftop of Homebase, fireworks shoot into the air. While still moving, I turn my head to see the display. There is an explosion of red in the sky.

I face the entrance once again, covering my ears with my hands. And I don’t stop running. 
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As I try to hasten through the tunnel, it feels like someone hit the slow-motion button. Instead of hurrying, I’m using all my energy to push through the invisible. It reminds me of trying to run while in a pool. Finally, I make it out the other side. And I smack right into someone. We both fall to the ground in a rolling tumble.

The wind gets knocked out of me for the second time in two days. Once I am able to begin breathing again, I give myself a moment to focus on my surroundings. 

“If you wanted a hug, all you had to do was ask.” The young man opens his arms out, cocks his head to the side, and winks. That’s when I notice his dark-brown hair that reaches to his ears. It matches his drinkable hot-chocolate-colored eyes. 

It’s Finn, the boy I know from town. That’s when I realize he was the one here yesterday who was talking to Nicky when I dangled from the ladder like an ornament on a Christmas tree. I haven’t seen him since my sixteenth birthday last year.

I shake my head. “I wasn’t trying to hug you. I was...” How do I answer that? I’d rather not get into an explanation about trying to break out of my prison. “I was saving you from a bee sting.”

“A bee? In winter?” he asks.

Of course, there was no bee. But for a split second, I forgot what season it is. “When I saw that insect hovering around you, I ignored how annoying you are and tried to save you from being stung.” My explanation was awful, but I was committed to it now, so I went with it.

Finn nods his head. “So, I guess I should be thanking you then?”

“Yes, you should.” I hold my head up high and stare at him in the hopes he’ll feel uncomfortable under my scrutiny and walk away. No such luck. I turn my attention to the snowmobile pulling a sled with a medium-sized crate on top. 

“Attack!” says a voice from above me.

I look up to see five elves catapulting from the nearby trees. They land, release themselves from the harnesses, and then circle the stranger who is still sitting next to me. Each elf has a weapon. Two elves stand in a fighting position holding what look like red and green paper throwing stars. 

The third elf has a giant sack, possibly used to grab and contain any danger. The fourth elf lifts a giant salt shaker up high over his head, except inside there aren’t little white particles, but gold flecks. 

Before I have time to figure out what is inside, I notice the fifth elf. He is pointing a stuffed animal at the stranger. The horse’s eyes are red. “One word and I’ll fire,” the elf says. Part of me wants to speak just to see what the plushy weapon will do. 
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“Thanks for bringing the delivery on such short notice.” Nicky exits the tunnel. 

I realize that’s what Nicky and Finn were talking about yesterday when I eavesdropped from on high.

Finn rises, then offers me his hand. I reach to take it, then pull back, rising to my feet without any help. 

Finn chuckles as he stares at me. I break the connection and face the entrance to Winter Wonderland, exhilaration overwhelming me.

“Lower your weapons,” Nicky says. The five elves salute my brother, then return to their post in the treetops.

Nicky and Jolly stare at me. Nicky’s face is all screwed up, trying to solve the puzzle of my odder than usual actions. Jolly’s face is awash in horror. “You’re not. You’re not. You’re not,” the elf repeats over and over. 

It’s at this time I realize the alarm is still going off. Four more elves rush through the magical barrier to the scene of the crime. “What’s going on?” one asks. 

“Is it Ebenezer?” another shouts. Then I hear him mumble, “That bald-headed, baby-faced elf.” This is the only description I ever hear about Ebenezer. Whether he shaves his head or simply can’t grow hair, I don’t know. I also wonder about the description of him being baby faced. Does that mean he has smooth skin? The few times I’ve asked I never get an answer.

None of the newcomers are armed with weapons. I’m too excited to be unnerved. I discovered how to get out. But I can’t just make a run for it. Not only did I forget my go-bag the one time I succeeded, but everyone is watching. 

Suddenly, I am being pulled back through the barrier by a trio of elves. “Not safe. Not safe at all,” one murmurs. I let them lead me away. 

“I was only trying to help with the delivery.” I put all the whimpering I can into my voice.

They release me once I’m back on the other side, safe again in Winter Wonderland. Finn rides his snowmobile through the entrance, unfazed by the alarm still going off and my not-so-polite welcome.

“Can you do something about that?” Nicky asks Jolly. The elf blows the whistle again and everything goes quiet. 

That gives me an idea. If I can only figure out how to steal an extra whistle, if it gets blown on my escape I can turn the alarm off myself.

Grunting sounds pull me from my thoughts. Jolly seems to be having a hard time removing the lid from the crate. Finn switches off the vehicle. I watch as Finn and Nicky step up and take over, lifting the lid. Jolly begins inspecting it. He leans over it and immediately pulls back, waving his hand in front of his nose. 

“Dessert,” Finn says and chuckles. 

“Yeah, if you’re a thousand-pound animal,” Nicky adds.

The stench of whale blubber is so strong I hold my breath. It must be packed in ice, but Jolly is a vegetarian. Even the sight of meat makes him gag. Jolly takes a magnifying glass out of his pocket and inspects every inch of Finn’s sled.

The lid now secure again, Finn turns his snow mobile back on and inches it forward at a slow pace. Nicky jumps on the small back section of the trailer not covered by the crate. They head toward the barns. I race after them, wishing I’d put on a warmer coat before sleuthing. 

I don’t even chide myself for that second strike. No go-bag and a coat that definitely wasn’t warm enough. But for once, it doesn’t matter how unprepared I was. As fast as I can, I race after the boys.

I let my mind fill with memories of my unforgettable sixteenth birthday party last year—unforgettable because of how awful it was. 

*****
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ALONG WITH MY ENTIRE family at the dinner, there were about thirty others from the nearby town. Some women wore modern outfits. A large number of young and old had on traditional Alaskan native clothing. One mother still had on her Caribou skin coat. Her daughter, who clung to her side, had on a similar but smaller coat. The little girl tugged at it, most likely hot. The mother must’ve noticed, because she helped her daughter shrug out of the coat and then did the same with her own.

Everyone mingled, danced to the music, and snacked on the finger foods. Even though my birthday was on Christmas Eve, it’s always celebrated a day or two after Christmas so Dad can focus on delivering gifts to the world. And, so he can get a little sleep once he’s done. Another reason I celebrated it late was because Cole and his family always began their yearly visit right after Christmas. 

I tried to be a good hostess and went from group to group, making obligatory small talk. To ease into forcing myself to be an extreme extrovert for the evening, I started with Cole’s parents. Alexander and Dominique were chatting with my mom. I joined in the conversation, making sure to compliment Dominique on her dress. 

I glanced at Finn. One couldn’t tell he’s only half Alaskan Native since his father has blond hair and blue eyes. Finn’s dad left Oklahoma to spend a winter exploring Alaska and fell in love with not only the wonders of nature, but Finn’s mother as well. 

Finn wore his jean jacket with fuzzy lining, a white thermal top peeked out from the bottom. I was glad he hadn’t dressed formally as I preferred his rugged look. 

Our eyes met, and he gave me a wide grin and waved, a clear sign he wanted to talk. I looked away, pretending I hadn’t noticed. It would take a few minutes for me to muster up the courage to go talk to him. Finn’s shaggy brown hair always needed to be pulled back from his face.  Instead of tucking a thick strand behind his ear, he ignored the hair.

Cole stood in a corner, avoiding eye contact the entire time. After every third group I visited, I made a pit stop to chat with him. Finally, I’d greeted all the visitors, except the only person I really cared about attending, Finn. 

Just when I was preparing to walk over to him, Aurora, Finn’s little sister, approached Cole and me. Aurora wished me a happy birthday. The fifteen-year-old girl from town carried on the conversation about how lovely everyone’s outfits were, not seeming to notice she was doing most of the talking, or rather, all the talking. Although her dress was modern, there wore touches of her heritage, like the silver whale-bone belt buckle and matching charm that hung from her necklace. She was just as tall as her brother and had the same dark brown eyes and thick hair, except hers was ramrod straight.

“If you’ll excuse me,” I said to Aurora, without looking at her. I avoided eye contact with Cole, knowing he’d be glaring at me for leaving him with this chatterbox.

I beelined to Finn. He’d visited Winter Wonderland more frequently since he and Nicky became good friends. That relationship was definitely a strike against him though. However, despite his bad taste in friends, it was time to let him know about my lifetime crush kept secret until now. 

“How about some special hot chocolate? It’s one of Winter Wonderland’s best-kept secrets.” I offered him a mug, which he took and sipped immediately.

“Wait!” I shouted. But he’d already pulled the drink back and made a face.

“Wow, that’s hot!” He licked his lips.

“Sorry, I should’ve warned you before handing over the steaming mug.”

We both stood there, blowing on our drinks for the next minute. After clearing his throat, Finn began talking. “So, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.” Finn stared at me.

I nod, not trusting I wouldn’t sound like an idiot. 

“Would you...” Finn broke eye contact with me and looked at his drink, then took another sip. Without looking back in my direction, he continued, his tone subdued. “Would you like to hang out with my sister, Aurora?”

“What?” I blurted out before I could stop myself. That was the last thing I thought he was going to say. Then, without thinking, I responded honestly. “I’m not allowed out of Winter Wonderland because of an evil elf.” 

I clasped my hand over my mouth when I realized I’d just accidentally shared the big secret. My eyes widened in horror. Would he tell everyone? Would I be grounded for the rest of my life?

Dad has a handful of rules. Some of them I agree with, like don’t go into the caves alone. Some of them I’m not so sure about, like keeping from the people in the nearby town the knowledge that Ebenezer would like nothing more than to sneak into Winter Wonderland to kidnap me and ruin Christmas. 

Shouldn’t they be told? Then they could prepare and know to be on guard. However, I promised not to share it with anyone outside of our family, except Cole’s family of course. That’s because they’ve known about Ebenezer from the beginning.

I stared at Finn, wondering if he would believe me if I said I was just kidding. His mouth was wide open. And his expression was fear mixed with concern. 

That’s when I decided I disagreed with Dad, at least when it came to Finn. If this boy truly did deserve my affection, didn’t he deserve the truth too? After all, weren’t relationships that succeeded based on the truth?

“Good,” Finn said as he looked away.

“Good? Really? I just told you my life is being threatened and your response is ‘good?’” I took a look at him, wondering if I’d misjudged him all along. 

Then Finn chuckled. “Good that you weren’t trying to hurt my sister’s feelings.”

I followed his gaze and saw he was looking at Aurora, who was still talking to Cole. I bit my lip, realizing how close those two siblings were. In all my life, Nicky’s never said or done anything so kind. Aurora was lucky to have such a caring brother.

“I always encourage Aurora to join me when I do the deliveries so she can spend a little time with you. She looks up to you.” Finn’s tone was upbeat, but it lowered as he continued. “Unless you think she’s in danger visiting you.”

“Nope, just the future Santa,” I say.

“And are you in danger here?” He tries to put humor in his voice, but there is a tinge of fear.

A laugh escaped. “Honestly, I don’t even know if my parents are telling the truth. I mean, I’ve never seen the evil elf.”

Finn shook his head, then looked at his mug before he took another tentative sip of his drink. “So, I didn’t know you were a prisoner here.” 

Truth be told, my lack of a relationship with his sister had little to do with Ebenezer the elf. I’d never spent much time with Aurora. And, it was hard for me to know how to behave with anyone outside of my family, except for Cole.

“But why haven’t you ever told me about this before?” Finn faced me.

I frowned. He didn’t ask why Nicky never told him. Why would he have expected me to? I couldn’t read the expression on his face. Concern? Fear? Annoyance? 

“You have no idea what it’s like living in Winter Wonderland. Every day it’s Christmas. Just once I wish we could celebrate another holiday. Like Halloween. Or even President’s Day! But no, we have to greet each other with ‘Merry Christmas!’ even in the middle of summer. I should just start saying ‘Aloha’ instead, but I can’t. 

And you know why? Because, I’m the next Santa so I have to play by the rules more than anyone else. And I couldn’t tell you or anyone about the evil elf out to get me, because that would cause a panic. But don’t worry because I’ll just remain stuck in this magical place called Winter Wonderland carrying on until I’m too worn out to lift my sack full of gifts. Then I’ll pass on my legacy to my child. Merry Christmas!” 

As I rambled, Finn leaned further and further back like I was coughing and contagious. After a chuckle, he stood up straight. “So, you’ve never been outside of Winter Wonderland? Ever?” He took a step toward me and leaned in.

“Nope.” I shrugged my shoulders. 

“I’d love to take you to visit...” Finn begins.

“Happy Birthday!” shouted a little girl who looked to be about six. She held up a gift bag. 

“Thank you,” I said while taking it. I inhaled a deep breath and forced a smile, not wanting to be ungracious to my guest, even if the timing was terrible. Where was Finn going to mention? Egypt, England, Oklahoma? “Should I open it now?” Normally, I didn’t open presents in front of people. I hated the obligation of having to fake joy.

“Open it. Open it!” she shouted. That was when I saw a woman, her grandmother possibly, placing a hand on the little girl’s shoulder. The kid didn’t seem to notice.

Finn grinned as he watched the interaction. I pulled out two white mittens stuffed with painted pinecones, twigs of juniper berry, and miniature paper snowflakes. The mittens dangled from a green ribbon. “It’s lovely.” I was grateful the smile I gave wasn’t faked. “I was just heading to my room for a moment. I am going to hang it on my door,” I said as the little girl hugged me.

A second later, she pulled away, took her grandmother’s hand, and led the woman to the punch bowl. I watched as the little girl pointed delightedly at all the treats. 

A boy wearing a wreath around his head like a crown tapped the girl on the shoulder. She turned and faced him. That’s when I noticed a popsicle stick protruding from the front of the wreath like a diving board. On the end of it, there was mistletoe. The image of an anglerfish with its fishing rod on the top of its head to lure in prey came to mind. 

To my surprise, instead of running away in horror, the little girl gave the boy a kiss on the cheek. Then, he was the one who fled, screaming, “A yucky girl kissed me.” 

Finn bit his lip, then leaned forward. “You know, Nicky’s a good friend, but he’s not the reason I hang out in Winter Wonderland so much. My dad always gives me a hard time about how long my deliveries here take.”

My eyes bulge. Did he mean he’s here for me?

“Finn!” shouted Nicky from off in the distance. He turned to face Nicky and waved.

“You go talk with my brother. I’ll be back,” I said. I chuckled as I made my way to my bedroom. After securing the gift to my door, I touched up my makeup. When I returned, I heard Finn chatting with two girls about me. Blending into the shadows, I eavesdropped. “Yeah, I finally found out the biggest secret in all of Winter Wonderland,” Finn whispered just barely loud enough for me to hear him. 

I clasped my hand over my mouth. It couldn’t be. Surely he wouldn’t share with them about Ebenezer.

“Oh, tell us,” one girl chimed in. Her dark blond hair was so long it reached halfway down her back. Even though this was a party, the attendant was dressed more like it was prom or some royal banquet, with the length of the train of her dress an entire foot long.

“Otherwise we won’t believe you!” the other girl with chin-length black hair added. She wore a simple outfit but had pearl earrings and a matching necklace that classed up the look.

What I should have done was confront the three of them and kicked them out. Instead, I cowered in retreat.

Cole came to check on me a half hour after I ran and hid in my room. To cheer me up, we changed into less formal outfits and took a sleigh ride with Tiny. By the time we marked off two squares on my grid, my mood had gone back to normal. 

*****
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THE SUDDEN MOVEMENT of Finn waving at me pulls me from my memories. Wave back, I tell myself. But I can’t, because I am like a snowman whose arms don’t move. It’s at this time I realize I’m still gaping. I shut my mouth but keep staring.

They’ve already finished unloading the whale blubber by the time I arrived.

“Noelle,” Finn says, then grins. 

Nicky doesn’t bother to glance up. 

“Um, hi.” I wave, then look down at my feet. It’s at this point I realize how un-stealthy I am. My dark boots stand out in the snow. I should have dressed in all white, not all black

“How’s Tiny?” Finn looks around.

I don’t have to answer. Tiny rushes toward us. A polar bear full stride is a terrifying thing—at least, any polar bear but Tiny. He lets out a loud groan. Nicky cuts off a slice of the meat and tosses it to the ground. Tiny gobbles it up in seconds. Then the boys carry the entire crate to the ground and tilt it to the side so all the food empties out. 

“I’ll have to come back with more tomorrow, it looks like.” Finn grins as he watches Tiny feast. 

“What happened to Mr. Sander?” I ask about our usual delivery man.

“He caught a cold. I’m filling in for him all week.” Finn turns toward me and holds my gaze. I frown, then watch Tiny.

“We haven’t had much time to take care of this wild beast lately because of all the Christmas preparations.” Nicky leans down and rubs behind Tiny’s ear. The white bear doesn’t pause from his eating. 

“Never in my life would I believe something so fierce could be so tame.” Finn chuckles as he stares at Tiny. 

“A real terror.” Nicky rises. “How’s your sister?” Nicky doesn’t face Finn as he asks.

I stare at Nicky. When did he become friends with Aurora?

“Keeping pretty busy waitressing. I was thinking of having her come with me tomorrow. Wouldn’t hurt to bring the payload on two snow mobiles.” Finn rubs the back of his neck.

Nicky nods his head but doesn’t answer. I make sure not to move so they don’t remember I am only standing a few feet away. A plan is already forming in my mind. All I have to do is add a clothespin to my go-bag and clip it to my nose before I hide in the crate. I can curl up as tight a ball as needed. Then once I’ve made it to the local town, I can grab a flight out of the local airport and go anywhere.

“How ’bout a round of snowball soccer?” Finn asks suddenly.

It was the game Nicky invented during one of our play dates years ago. Every three minutes a layer of snow is added to the ball. If you kick it so hard it shatters, you lose automatically. Once the ball is ready, each boy makes a line in the snow about a hundred feet away from the other. The compact snow they are playing on makes it so the ball doesn’t pick up too much snow as it rolls. Nicky begins building a tennis size ball out of snow.  

“Ready?” Finn shouts.

I watch from the sidelines. If I wasn’t the future Santa, maybe I could be a professional soccer player. I spend all of thirty seconds imagining myself kicking a ball for ten hours a day before deciding that’s not the right job for me either. Being a zookeeper seems more appealing. Or maybe a singer if I could get over stage fright.  

I sigh, wishing I could make my own choices like Finn. I know most people would love growing up in this magical place and jump at the chance to become Santa. If only I could be excited about my lot in life. 

After twenty minutes, when Nicky kicks the ball his foot gets stuck. I watch as he tries to pull it out without breaking the ball. No luck. The makeshift ball crumbles. “Winner!” Finn jogs over to Nicky and pats him on the shoulder. 

Nicky shakes his head and sighs. “How ’bout a hot drink before hitting the road?” Nicky asks. Both boys head in the direction of the kitchen.

“Princess Claus, want to join us?” Finn waves at me.

I stick my tongue at him for using my nickname, but I fall into step with the duo. “So, how far is the town from here?” I ask in the most carefree voice I can manage.

“About five miles. Straight shot west.” He rubs his hands together.

“Any local airports?” I keep up pace, but don’t look at him in my attempt at getting intel. My heart pounds. 

Finn glances at me, his expression inquisitive. A slow grin forms on his face. I turn my head away so he can’t see me blush.  

Nicky stops, places his hands on his hips and stares at me. I meet his gaze and glare. Instead of antagonizing me, for once he just shakes his head and resumes walking.

“Uh, yeah.” Finn doesn’t elaborate. “Hey, do you have that special hot chocolate? I can’t remember what you call it, but there’s nothing like it.”

Nicky nods his head slowly. “I know the one. A hint of something that is not quite cinnamon and not quite nutmeg.”

“That’s the one,” Finn says as we enter Homebase.

A minute later we near the cafeteria. “Wait here.” Nicky glances in Finn’s direction. “I have to go in to the kitchen for what you are wanting. And, well...” Nicky pauses. “The elf Aelrindel doesn’t like strangers in there.”

Finn nods. Once Nicky is out of sight, Finn picks up a toy resting on the table and begins inspecting it. “What's this?” He points to a set of three snowflakes sketched into the bottom of the wooden truck.

It only takes me a moment to realize what he’s talking about. “Oh, that's probably the signature of the elf who made the toy.” 

“The signature?” He glances at the etchings suspiciously, then looks at me with one eyebrow raised.

“It's a language written in snowflakes.” I shrug.

“Wow, that's amazing. Can you teach it to me?” To my surprise, there isn’t a hint of teasing in his tone.

I let the word “amazing” roll around in my mind. “Uh, sure, I guess.” I walk over to an empty table, pull out a square piece of wrapping paper used as scrap paper, and a pen. I scribble the alphabet from A to Z on the blank side. Then I begin explaining, starting at letter A. “See how this snowflake has eight large and eight small diamonds? It’s the only one.” I move on to letter B, noting its more iconic snowflake look, then continue. When I get to M, I pause and look up at him.

Finn stares at the snowflakes like they hold the answers to every question ever asked. 

I clear my throat. “And this is M, my favorite because of its twelve clovers.”

“Didn’t know you have a thing for weeds. Guess I know better than to buy you flowers.” Finn chuckles.

For a moment, I think about the conversation I eavesdropped on during my birthday celebration last year. I make sure he sees me roll my eyes. Then I focus on finishing the rest of the shapes. “Done,” I say as I finalize Z.

“Awesome. Can you write my name in snowflakes?” He leans closer to me and peers over at the paperwork.

“Sure. That’s simple,” I answer, then laugh.

“Nothing is simple about that. This place has so much magic and wonder to it.” He looks around as if taking in all of Winter Wonderland.

While I finish, I get stuck on thinking about the word “wonder.” Magic, yeah, I’ve heard that plenty. But wonder?

Satisfied with my snowflake letters, I tear off his name and hand it to him.

“Thanks, but do you mind if I keep that?” He points to the snowflake alphabet.

“Since it’s not a secret,” I say with all the annoyance I can put into my voice. I hand the entire sheet to him. He folds it up carefully and puts it in his pocket without saying anything.

I stand there awkwardly, looking from the door to the kitchen to my boots. Part of me wants to confront him about what he said at my party last year. And by confront, I mean kick him out of Winter Wonderland permanently. Another part of me wants to confess my love. I ball my fists and take a deep breath to convince myself there’s no love left to confess. 

I am about to lean against the wall to look nonchalant. However, between Finn and the door to the kitchen is one of the many life-sized nutcrackers that are scattered around Homebase. 

Instead of making small talk, I inspect the wooden man. And that’s when I see it.

“Um, what are you doing?” Finn’s voice comes from behind me.

I get down on my hands and knees. As I run my finger across the parallel grooves in the floor, Finn sinks down beside me. When I look up at him, I realize our faces are only inches apart. I open my mouth to speak, but his nearness catches me off guard. The scent of his cologne tickles me nose. I sneeze, and unfortunately, it’s a direct hit.

“Sorry,” I say, going to wipe his face with my sleeve. Before I can, he turns and rubs his face on his jacket. 

“Guess I’ll have to lighten up on the cologne.” He chuckles.

That’s when I realize the smell is anything but a pleasant one. Instead of a store-bought odor, what I’m smelling is more like a dirty sock doomed for eternity when it falls behind the washing machine and is left for years.

“That smell,” I say, the thought more like a question than a statement.

Finn sniffs. “I’m getting a whiff of your perfume. That and something musty or...” Finn trails off as he notices the grooves I inspected a minute ago. He rises and moves his hands along the smooth wood of the nutcracker. 

He pulls down on one of the arms. Suddenly, the nutcracker lurches forward with a screech.  
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CHAPTER TEN
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Too late, I try to crab walk backward. It plows right into my knees. Finn reaches in my direction to help me for the second time today. I’m too excited about what we discovered to shrug off his help, and so I let him pull me up. I drop his hand as soon as I’m standing.

“Where do you think it leads?” Finn takes a step into the shadows of the secret passage.

“I bet I know.” I follow behind him, the light of the hallway illuminating the path for about thirty feet. Fortunately, I have my utility belt with me. I pull out a black elastic strap with a headlamp attached, but instead of wearing it, I hold it out in front of me. With a click, it turns on. 

“Always prepared, huh?” Finn asks. He falls in step with me. The passage is barely wide enough for the both of us to be side by side. 

We get to the ending a minute later. There is a lit, square-shaped border. And I instantly realize where we are. How could I have forgotten about the secret passage through the painting? For once, I’m glad Finn intruded into my day.

I press my hand against the square. The painting of the Northern Lights spins slowly. Finn peeks his head out into the hallway for a moment, then turns and begins the return walk. I pull on the painting to close it. 

When we are halfway back, I notice a hole dug into the wall. It is only about four feet up and has a miniature nutcracker inside. Finn inspects the little man while I shine the light on it. He wraps his entire hand around the object, and when he pulls it, part of the nearby wall opens revealing a new way to go. 

“Stairs?” I had no idea there was a basement in this building. As I lead, I wonder what the purpose of it is. When we get to the lower level, there is only one way to go. We follow the corridor. 

“Can I see that for a second?” Finn reaches toward me. 

I hand him the light and watch where he shines it. “What in the world?” I say. Taking up the entire wall from floor to ceiling are openings. They are about five feet long and only one foot high. The opposite side of the wall has the same shapes. 

“Reminds me of the catacombs in Paris,” Finn says matter-of-factly. I think back to a picture I saw. There were similar-looking, hollowed-out spots where the deceased were put to rest, except the catacombs here are inlaid with stone. Finn scans every square, most likely looking for bones. 

I join him as he walks. A chill runs down my spine. Just then I hear a long windy howl but feel no breeze. I grab Finn’s arm. When he declares we are the only two people down here, living or dead, I exhale a deep breath. That’s when I realize I’m still holding his arm. I let go and brush my hands on my pants, pretending to wipe away dirt. 

At the end of the path is a door. Finn yanks on it, but it doesn’t budge. He shrugs and steps back. Then he offers the flashlight to me. Instead of taking it, I step past him and tug on the handle. I don’t know what I was expecting. Maybe that he’d loosened it and the door would open for me. And inside would be a neon sign that says “Secret passage out of Winter Wonderland.” 

With a huff, I take the light, and begin jogging back. Finn catches up to me, and I’m grateful he doesn’t ask me why the hurry. I tell myself my flight has nothing to do with the fact that this might be some empty burial ground. However, as we make our way to the still-open entrance and past the life-sized nutcracker, my racing heart returns to its normal rhythm. 

“We made it in time,” I say. I hunch over, catching my breath. Finn leans back on the wall. 

“In time for what?” he asks.

Instead of answering, I rise and pull down on the nutcracker’s arm, watching as it backs up. A moment later, Nicky steps outside the kitchen. He eyes me curiously. 

“Didn’t know standing around was so exhausting.” He stares at me while handing one of the two mugs he’s holding to Finn. Then Nicky takes a tentative sip from the other.

“Here, you can have mine.” Finn tries to pass his drink to me.

I frown as I glance at Nicky, who could’ve easily grabbed three drinks. He busies himself blowing onto his hot drink. 

With a quick eye roll, I turn on my heels. “That’s okay. I’ve got work to do.” 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Halfway to my room, I come face to face with Dad as he rounds a corner. Fiddle-d-fizz. 

“Princes Claus.” There is weariness in his voice. It catches me off guard. I was expecting anger, annoyance, or anything but weariness. Once Dad nears, to my surprise he gives me a brief hug, then pulls away. 

For the two seconds that I pressed my face against him, I realized my cheeks finally stopped burning from the rash. I relax a little as I allow Dad to put some space between us. I’m about to teasingly ask him if my punishment for a successful albeit short-lived jailbreak is not being the next Santa. However, his sigh makes all my rebellion deflate.

“When you become the next Santa this Christmas—” Dad begins.

I cut him off. “Why does it have to happen now? You’re still technically Santa until...” I pause. When will I be ready? I bite my lip as I realize the answer. Never. “Can’t I wait until I have to take over? You can stay Santa for another ten or twenty years at least!” 

He rubs the back of his neck. “When I was about your age I had to take over for my father. It was much earlier than planned. But it turned out to be for the best.” As he talks, his tone lightens. Maybe he thinks if he can carefully craft his response and say it in a soprano’s range, I’ll go along with it.

“Your mom and I decided a long time ago to give you an early start, to give you some real-life training with me delivering gifts on Christmas. That way you aren’t dropped into the role without enough training.” After finishing his well-rehearsed answer, his smile doesn’t meet his eyes.

“But I’ve done The Santa Simulation Training for years.” The moment the sentence is out of my mouth, I realize how whiny I sound. Then I think back to when I was little. Dad spent months brainstorming how to better prepare me when he came up with the simulation. The strain on beginning the construction of the new building that was necessary set not only Dad, but also the elves back. They didn’t get one day off that entire year so that they could finish the structure and get all the gifts ready by Christmas.

Is this the first time I’ve thought about life before the simulation? I started training when I was six, which was immediately after the building was set up. Of course, since I was that young practicing being Santa was easy. The challenges increased as my age and skills went up. And, of course, Nicky wanted to train too. Then Dad joined in. He said it was to keep from getting rusty. But I think it was to keep us kids on our toes by making it difficult to beat his score.

While I hate the training now, when I was younger it was the highlight of my day. When did that excitement turn into dread? Before I have enough time to chew on that question, Dad’s words pull me from my thoughts.

“Yes, that does help. But nothing can truly prepare you for being the next Santa.” His shoulders lower.

I throw my hands up in the air. “So, what was the point of all those hours of practice?” That whiny voice is back, like one of my rashes from poinsettias that I think is healed then begins itching suddenly. I force my hands to my sides and close my eyes.

I can’t imagine how nervous I’d be to become the next Santa if I hadn’t had all that training. After all, Dad didn’t have the simulations when he was younger. I open my eyes and take a good look at him. When did that crease in his forehead become permanent? And is that a touch of gray showing in his blond hair? 

All my irritation wanes as I realize for the first time Dad is getting older. And, maybe it’s not just the fact that we are nearing Christmas that’s adding to his weariness. Maybe it’s the two decades of being Santa.

“That’s not what I’m saying. I want you to have what I didn’t. A chance to deliver gifts without being alone. The future Santa with the current one.” He pumps his fist in the air like he’s just given a speech before battle.

“But why now?” My words come out in a whisper. Maybe if I can get twelve more months to mentally prepare then I can force myself to want what I dread.

Dad frowns and lowers his shoulders. He closes his eyes for a moment. I expect him to argue and ask why now isn’t as good a time as any. Instead, with his eyes still closed, he matches my hushed volume, saying, “You don’t want to be thrown into it feeling unprepared.” 

Then Dad opens his eyes and takes a step toward me. The hint of a smile is growing. With arms opening after a second of hesitation, I step toward him.

I’m not sure if this is a pause or end to the conversation, but at this moment I don’t care. How long has it been since I stopped to give Dad a hug? Or anyone?

Guilt nibbles at my heart. I am still going to look for a way out, but maybe I can spread some festive cheer before I do. Give a few more hugs to the family. Well, everyone but Nicky. And, maybe take a break from my plan every now and then to help the elves prepare for Christmas.

I hate how much my leaving will disappoint everyone, especially Dad. And, it’s not like our family legacy is his fault. Will all the elves resent me for abandoning my post? Will Finn think less of me?

What I should do is apologize for my grumpiness and vow to be the best Santa ever. But I just can’t. The idea of never leaving Winter Wonderland except on Christmas is worse than getting the breath knocked out of me every minute of every day.

It’s not that the role of Santa isn’t important. It’s probably the most important job anyone can have. But although legacies are inherited, they still have to be chosen. And it’s simply a choice I can’t make. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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Once mid-morning and once midafternoon, a bell jingles, letting all the elves know to take a break. Some chat, sip tea, and snack on scones of all kinds. A small group meet every break for elf yoga. The most common poses in Winter Wonderland are Downward-Facing Reindeer and Polar Bear Plank. Sometimes I join the elves. The last time I did, I made up the Sugar Cookie Reach and Cat Sipping Hot Chocolate. Those who don’t do yoga often have a snack. The hot tub fills quickly. And many elves find a solitary place to read a book.

I swing by my bedroom and grab my go-bag. And, then I wait until the bell jingles and all the elves have gone on break. Then I’ll try to make it out of Winter Wonderland undetected. 

Not only will this help me avoid running into any elves, but Dad as well. He always meets Mom when the bell rings so they can spend the time together. I beeline to the sewing and alterations section on the second floor. Although the dining hall is large enough to seat hundreds, it’s not the biggest room in Homebase. The biggest is Santa’s workshop. 

The lowest level of Santa’s workshop is for toys. It also has the wrapping paper. You simply cut a strip of the magical paper and place the gift on top. It only takes seconds for the paper to lift and fold until it is perfectly wrapped. 

The next is for anything that might require a needle and thread. There is row upon row of sewing material, including buttons of every imaginable shape, bins of stuffed animals, and even a small area for clothing repair. The top is for treats. My new favorite being the cotton-candy-flavored edible bubbles. 

The center of Santa’s workshop is a wide-open space. That means one elf can be on the top level blowing bubbles. And if an elf on the sewing level is lucky enough, the bubble won’t pop until it’s made its way down and into his mouth. 

My favorite part about Santa’s workshop isn’t just that Dad spends most of his daytime here, so I always know where to find him. But that in the center of the wide-open space is a slide with three sections, each starting at one of the levels and ending at the bottom floor. It was put there to help when an elf felt any form of a creative block. At least, that is what I was told. I think the elves just wanted an excuse to be able to go down a slide any time of day and still call it work.

With a quick scan through the finished repairing clothing rack, I find an outfit and pair of recently resoled shoes. The slacks fit, but my toes are squished into the leather booties. With my hair tucked into a cap, I go to the nearby room for doll making. The two accessories I decide on are a pair of glasses and a blond mustache. With a glance in the mirror, it’s obvious I wouldn’t fool anyone.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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“Fiddle-d-fizz!” I toss everything into a heap on the floor. With a quick stop back in the sewing room, I snatch two clothespins, then make my way to the exit by way of the slide. Riding it does elevate my mood slightly. I race back to my room to grab my go-bag. A few minutes later I see that Finn hasn’t left.

“Yes,” I say, as I peer outside. Finn and Nicky are about twenty feet past the snowmobile and crate. The lid is resting on the top, but even from here I can tell it’s loose.

Finn is giving Nicky a high five and chatting about the snowball soccer game. I crouch down and race toward the back of the sled. In less than ten seconds, I manage to slip into the crate, cover it with the lid, and place a clothespin on my nose. I hear the crunch of snow as Finn nears. With a roar, the snowmobile comes to life. 

Since my nose can’t smell, I open my mouth to breath. And then I gag. “Yuck!” I say, not worried about being heard over the sound of the vehicle’s engine. I wonder if this taste in my mouth is what sushi is like. I tighten the straps on my go-bag.

“Thanks again!” Finn shouts a minute later.

I figure he’s talking to the elves on guard. We must be nearing the entrance. 

This is it. I wrap my arms around myself and dream of all the places in the world I can go. I don’t hesitate to sing my song, Snow Globe Prison, because I’m finally getting free. And because I know no one will be able to hear me over the roar of the engine.

Just then the alarm blares. In seconds, I’m blinded by flashlights pointing into the crate.

This time it only takes Jolly, who is still on duty, to blow his horn. Immediately, there is silence. “Holler-my-bother!” he mumbles while shaking his head.

All the rest of the elves’ mouths drop open at Jolly’s use of such a vulgar phrase.

“Hi,” I say, rising. Still not used to the light, I misjudge my footing and stumble out and onto the ground. As my eyes adjust, I see ten elves glaring at me. I shrug my shoulders and give them the widest grin I can muster.

Then I hear Finn chuckle. “If you wanted a date out on the town, all you had to do was ask.”

I turn to him and roll my eyes. He offers me his hand. I cock my head to the side and glare. Then he turns slightly so the elves can’t see his face and winks. I let him help me up.

“I’ll walk her back. No funny business, I promise.” He switches off the snowmobile again, then heads toward Homebase without waiting for me.

I jog for a few seconds to catch up. I want to ask him about the wink. Is there a secret to tell or was that just to get me to stop my attempt at fleeing?

“The alarm went off about one second after we entered the tunnel,” Finn says quietly. “No one knew you were in the crate. I mean, except me.”

“What? How did you...” My shoulders slump. So, Finn had the chance to rat me out but didn’t. Or is he lying, and he alerted the guards to my hiding spot?

“There must be something on you that triggers the alarm,” Finn says.

Less than halfway back, Mom comes running toward us. “Princess Claus! What were you thinking?” She shakes her head, moving her long brown hair. 

While I choose my daily outfit based on how un-Christmasy it is, Mom does the opposite. She has on a green and white striped sweater dress with a necklace made out of silver bells.

“Mrs. Claus.” Finn dips his head, then faces me. “See ya later.” As he turns away from Mom, he grins and gives me a wink, a very flirty wink. 

“You put something in my clothes?” I raise my chin and try to sound offended, instead of the one who did the offending or rule-breaking.

“You don’t need to worry about that. What you need to worry about is giving your father and I a heart attack.” Mom stands about a foot away from me with her hands on her hips.

Her words pierce my defiance. I let out a long breath.

“Twice in one day we think Ebenezer has broken into Winter Wonderland and kidnapped you.” She moves her hands from her hips and crosses her arms.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think about how this would frighten you both,” I say. And I mean it. Before the tears pooling in my eyes have a chance to dive bomb, Mom envelops me in a hug. 

I take in a ragged breath and let all my frustrations evaporate. In all the time I’ve spent plotting my escape, I doubt ten minutes were designated to how my actions would affect others. 

However, wanting to escape isn’t like deciding I’ll never eat cookies again. It’s like agreeing to spend your entire life treading water while stranded in the middle of the ocean during a hurricane.

“I’ll tell father I had the elves test the alarm after this morning’s incident.” Mom says as she releases me.

I know I should leave it alone, but I just can’t. “Mom, how did I set off the alarm?”

Her shoulders sag. “I’m not going to tell you. But it doesn’t matter what you wear. The alarm will go off.”  
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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The next morning, I decide to skip breakfast. Instead, I grab a snack bar from my plastic tub of hidden snacks. Although my guilt has increased since yesterday’s conversations with Dad and Mom, I don’t stop my plan to find a way to escape. 

After wiping the crumbs from my bed onto the floor, I put my go-bag on the bed. Then I remove only one object. My map full of X’s makes a crinkling sound as I unfold it. I find a red marker and draw a big circle around the entrance to Winter Wonderland. If only the way out worked. I decide to carry on with my original plan of finding a secret exit, at least until I figure out how to avoid triggering the alarm.

Only a few of the squares aren’t marked with an X. The main areas are the ice caves on the east side of the mountain and the arboretum. While the ice caves are beautiful, they are also dangerous. The rule that no one is allowed to go exploring them alone, or anywhere in and around the mountain, is a good one. Maybe when Cole and his family visit after Christmas I can talk him into it. 

Cole’s mom and my mom grew up together. And each year they spend most of the week sipping iced apple cider while soaking in the hot tub and catching up on the past twelve months. Cole and I spend most of our time in the arboretum, his favorite place in Winter Wonderland. At the end of each day, both of our families get together for dinner. And on the last night, all of us kids have a sleepover in an igloo we spend the week making. 

That’s when I glance at my desk with the telegraph. There is a small whirlwind of magical snow spinning above the machine. “There’s a message!” I shout. As I tear off the paper, the miniature tornado full of flakes dissipates. It only takes me seconds to read it. Typed in the snowflake alphabet is a quick note about looking forward to visiting and a gift I’ll be “itching to open.”

I wonder what he’s referring to. Most likely it’ll be something he made. He’s the typical mad scientist who is so consumed with his experiments he forgets to eat—well, except for the mad part. I’ve never known a more logical, even-headed person. While I, on the other hand, let my feelings get the best of me more than I’d like to admit.

This past year I replaced my daydreams about Finn with daydreams about Cole. Maybe this visit our friendship would grow into love. Although he’s never said he has feelings for me more than that of a friend, I’ve often overheard my parents talking about how wonderful it would be if Cole and I married. They must’ve gotten that idea from him sharing personal feelings about me with his parents, who in turn told mine. Why else would my parents say such a thing? The thought of spending the rest of my life with him by my side is comforting. 

I run my finger along the outline of the large, square-marked on my map arboretum. Marking off that building sounds a lot less intimidating than getting lost in the ice caves. I fold up both pieces of paper. The letter gets placed in my bedside drawer. I clip the utility belt around my waist, slipping the map in a pocket. After grabbing my coat, I’m on my way.

I pass by four people playing snowball soccer. Finn and his sister, Aurora, must’ve already brought Tiny’s food for today. To my surprise one of the townies named Dirk is there. Aurora is playing on his side while Nicky and Finn are on the other. All four are too wrapped up in their activity to see me scurry past them. 

Once I’m in the arboretum, I throw my jacket on a rack. There isn’t a location in Winter Wonderland that needs it more than this one. 

Although all the buildings are heated, none stay as toasty as this one. It’s the only reason I own a couple pairs of shorts. 

I pass by my favorite plant, the cactus that only blooms the week of Christmas. I feels like I’m touching velvet as I rub my finger along one of the white petals rimmed with purple then continue on my way. I spot the bench carved out of one piece of wood. It has an etching of a full-bellied Santa eating cookies. After a quick glance to make sure I’m not being watched, I pull out my map. This building takes up four grids. I’ve wandered the rows of plants while daydreaming more times than I can count. However, I’ve never wandered with a purpose. Glancing high and low, I inspect the dirt, power outlets, and walls like I’m looking for pirate treasure. Though I doubt I’ll find a way out through a secret tunnel under a bush like in the game The Legend of Zelda, I let myself enjoy the scenery as I make sure.

“I guarantee there are no weeds in any of my dirt,” the elf named Aksel says. 

Jumping from surprise at anyone else being around, I turn and face him. As I do, I put my dirt-covered hands behind my back. “Hi. Just working on my green thumb.”

He shakes his head. “If you would like to learn more about horticulture, start from the beginning, the seeds.” He removes his gloves and slips them into his apron. Then he pulls out a metal flask of water and takes a sip. Similar to Kringle, who takes care of the animals, Aksel wears simple clothes. His pants are dark brown, and he always has on knee pads while working in the arboretum.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks.” I force a toothy grin.

He puts his gloves back on and heads off, but glances back at me twice before rounding a corner out of sight. 

I sigh. I’m about to call it a day when I realize how thirsty I am. I walk to the only water fountain. It’s flanked by the restrooms. After drinking as much water as a camel, I explore the building unsuccessfully. Resigned, I pull out my paper. Four more times I draw an X. Then my pencil slips out of my hands. It makes a clanging sound as it hits the floor, then rolls under one of the other wooden benches. I fold up my map, put it in my pocket, and bend down. Then I crawl under the bench. 

At some point the grate in front of the vent was removed. Whoever did the removing must’ve forgotten to reattach it because there’s no covering on the vent, just a metal square leading into darkness.

After I’ve got the headlamp on, I shimmy into the vent. I bite my lip, second guessing my decision to come here instead of the ice caves. Before I crawl one inch, the walls seem to close in on me. Three deep breaths aren’t enough to calm me down. I’d gone to the arboretum to avoid inching through dark spaces. And now look at me.

Before my fear could overwhelm my purpose, I begin crawling on hands and knees. When I come to the first choice, straight or right, I stop. I could use the back side of my map to draw a return path to the exit. Instead, I reach into my utility belt until I feel the tiny ball of yarn. 

It only takes me a moment to backtrack, tie the cord to the foot of the bench hiding the open vent, and unravel it as I continue. At first, I decide to take a left every time I have that option. Maybe if my cord runs out that’ll help. However, half the choices are between a straight or right, so I abandon the left only idea. 

“Gross,” I say as I wipe a spiderweb from my face. Then I pan the light around in search of the creator. No luck. I decide to move a little slower to avoid inhaling any more spiderwebs.

My sense of time abandons me. Am I now below the arboretum or some other building connected by these vents? As long as my headlamp or cord don’t run out, I decide to keep going. 

My knees ache from crawling on them. If I do this again, I’ll have to invest in some kneepads. At least I’m not claustrophobic. I wouldn’t have made it five feet if I was. 

These vents are so small and dark, no one in their right mind would think it was a good idea to slink around in them—no one except me and maybe a bat. At the thought of the winged creature, I pause. I’ve seen a few when venturing into the caves at the western section of the mountains. But I’m sure none would’ve made their way here. At least, that’s what I tell myself so that I keep going.

Eventually, I realize I’m going downhill on a gradual slope. I’ve sung my newest song four times before I level out. I must be underground somewhere. 

After ten minutes of crawling straight ahead, I pause at the first junction offering a left and right choice. I decide on left and continue on my way. When the sweat from my forehead drips onto my lips, I decide to call it quits. What do I expect to find anyway? A tunnel that’ll take me right outside the barrier to Winter Wonderland? Doubtful.

I wipe my sleeve across my forehead and stop, giving myself a few seconds of rest before I begin the return journey. That’s when I sneeze. An odd scent tickles my nose. I sniff, trying to recognize it. Instead of being rewarded with recognition, I sneeze again. 

With renewed curiosity, I follow the odor, taking a left. A few seconds later I spy a grate against the side wall. Fortunately, there are no screws for me to remove. With a shove, the grate falls to the floor. I cringe as it makes a banging sound. 

I crawl out of the vents, and still using my headlamp, I see that I am alone in the room. There is a light switch, but when I flick it nothing happens. The thick layer of dust coating the table and chair let me know I’m this room’s first visitor in years. 

There’s a metal cot with a thin mattress. Someone must’ve used this room to sleep in. But why? 

In less than three seconds, I’ve attached the string of yarn to a leg of the cot. Now one end starts at the arboretum and the other here, wherever here is. After a quick use of my pocket knife, I place the little bit that’s left of the yarn ball back into a pocket.

I plop my bag onto the cot and walk toward the wall. There are square-shaped cutouts like in the catacombs under Homebase. That’s when an idea occurs to me.

I walk to the door and pull on the handle. To my surprise, it’s locked. I jiggle it harder. All the doors in Homebase have a simple button to push that locks them from the inside. This is one of those kinds of doors where you need a key to lock or unlock it from either side. I can’t be positive, but I’d bet a week’s worth of sugar cookies that on the other side of the door is the catacombs.

And then it dawns on me. This is some sort of cell. That’s why the odd locking system. I whip around, seeing the room in an entirely new light. That would explain the cot and fact that this room has no windows, but there’s no bathroom. And why would there be a need for a cell in Winter Wonderland?

I try one more time. “Hello. Anyone there?” I yell as I bang on the door. Nothing.

Moving toward the cutouts built into the wall, I can see two rows are filled with books all written in the snowflake alphabet. The first book is titled The History of Santa. I flip through the pages, then sneeze as dust wafts into the air. Though I’ve never glimpsed this book before, there are others similar to it in the library. Most books about my familial line all have the same information. I put the book back in its exact place, as if a librarian is standing over my shoulder ready to yell at me for it being shelved incorrectly. 

The rest of the books in this row are about science and geography. I’m about to look elsewhere when a thin, yellow booklet catches my eye. The cover must’ve fallen off and been discarded at some point. Unfortunately, the title page is missing as well. Flipping to a random page toward the center, I read a subtitle about the ceremony where Santa is given his magical gifts. 

Perfect. I can learn all about what will happen to me in less than two weeks. That way I’ll feel more prepared. Then again, not even knowing details about my future or anything else will ever truly prepare me for something I dread and want nothing to do with.

For a moment, I consider bringing all the books with me, but there are no bags to put them in. My shoulders are already sore from hunching and crawling. Instead, I tuck the booklet between my waist and the utility belt. Maybe I’ll come back and return a few to their rightful place in the library each time I return here. And I know this is one X on my grid I won’t mind coming back to.

As exciting as my discovery is, the longer I spend here, the more I feel like I’m being watched. I decide to take one last look before heading back. The top row has four glass beakers, the kind used in a science kit. They are empty; however, the scent I smelled when I was in the vents definitely came from these. I take a step back and plug my nose. Being so close to the odor that reminds me of burnt hair convinces me it’s time to go.

I’m unsure how to put the grate back on from the inside of the vent, so I decide to leave it on the floor. I take a deep breath as I return to the darkness. The journey back is faster than I imagined, possibly because there is no exploration, just a desire to be out of the vents. As I inch along, I continue to run my fingers along the ball of string, my breadcrumbs leading me home. 

Along with learning the snowflake alphabet and doing the Santa Simulations, part of my education also included wayfinding. It’s only now I realize I should’ve been making up a story or song as I moved along the vents toward the room I found. That way I wouldn’t need the string if I come back.

Though I have no sense of time, I imagine it’s been at least 30 minutes of my scurrying through the vents like a mouse. When I see a bright light, I know I’ve made it to the exit. Unceremoniously, I slide out of the opening onto the floor, then continue until no longer underneath the wooden bench.

“And what might you be up to?” Aksel strides toward me with a spray bottle and rags.  

I cover my eyes with my hands, not used to the brightness yet. As I think up a lie, Aksel offers an answer for me.

“I know. You heard about how some of the vents have mold growing in them. And you decided to rid them of the unwanted spores all on your own.” He raises an eyebrow.

“Exactly,” I say as I take my hands down. Although blinking rapidly I am almost able to see normally now.

“Great. Since you have decided to take on this quest all by yourself,” he pauses. Then in a quieter voice adds, “and since you wouldn’t want me sharing your exploring the vents with your parents...” He resumes speaking in a normal volume, “you can finish with the vents above the arboretum.”

I smirk. Touché. “Yes, I guess I will be finishing my quest. Alone.” 

Aksel grins as he offers me his spray bottle and rags. He points to the vent that’ll lead me to the ductwork above.

I use a ladder then hoist myself up. For some reason, being high up instead of underground makes me more nervous. As I work, I wonder if Aksel or the other elves will resent me for dodging my Santa responsibilities. I’m sure Jolly will feel like his years of preparing my simulations was a waste. 

During my time, I find three spores each smelling fouler than the previous one. I scan the last section with my headlamp. Just past the filter that takes up almost the entire size of one piece of sheetrock, I spy the last of the mold.

“Fiddle-d-fizz,” I say when I come to the filter. On the positive side, light passes through it, so this section isn’t as dark. However, on the negative side, falling through the filter isn’t the way I want to end my time in the vents.

It was all fun and games when I was exploring; however, climbing precariously around this filter will require nothing less than full exertion. Once I’ve cleansed the vents from the last spore, I head to the exit. There isn’t any room to turn around in this tight space. So instead, I crab walk backward. 

“Whoa!” I shout as I fall through the filter I forgot about in my haste. Although a bush breaks my fall, every bone in my body hurts.

“I’ve heard of a girl falling for a guy, but you took it to a whole new level,” comes a voice nearby.

I look around. Above me is the hole where the filter used to be. Dust is floating all around. Then I look down and see I’m sitting on Finn’s back.

Before I have a second to hop off, I glance into his face. And then I sneeze. At least this time I turned my head before spraying him again. Then I cover my hand over my mouth and nose right before I sneeze again. 

Finally, I crawl off Finn and stand. He sits up and does a shake of his entire body like a wet dog. Aksel strides toward us. He shakes his head but says nothing. Then he drops a broom and dustpan onto the floor beside me.

“I can get this,” I say in the most forceful tone I can manage. 

“I don’t mind helping.” Finn stands and walks over to the bent filter that fell from the ceiling. Finn drags it to a wall. Aksel mutters something about fixing the filter later and heads off. I bite my lip, unease blanketing me now that Finn and I are alone.

I busy myself with sweeping. Fortunately, Finn doesn’t make small talk. Instead, he rummages around the soil in the nearby plants, picking up some smaller pieces of the of the filter that broke off. A few minutes later I dump the dust into a trashcan then put the cleaning supplies near the panel. As I walk toward Finn, I begin coming up with excuses of why I need to leave. 

“Guess I’ll head back to the game now.” Finn says, then turns and jogs off.

I am about to shout another apology, but I’m sure he’s out of earshot. I watch him as he nears the exit. A moment before leaving, he turns and waves at me. Before I can decide if he can see a scowl from that distance or if I should instead wave back, he’s gone.

With a sigh, I look up at the ceiling with the hole in it. Then to the broken filter against the wall. Maybe I should just forgive Finn. He did help me clean up. And he didn’t complain about my falling onto him today or running into him yesterday. I begin singing quietly as I walk toward the exit. It’s been an entire year since he hurt my feelings. That’s long enough to hold a grudge, right?

I feel the tentacles of resentment around my heart loosening. However, the image of Finn and the other two girls laughing at Finn calling me a flirt fills my mind. With that, the tentacles threaten to slide back into position, now more secure than ever. 

I think of how poorly I’ve treated my parents lately and how much they still love me. Maybe Finn regrets his hurtful words and is trying to make up for them. Although I don’t trust him with my heart, I can work toward trusting him as a friend.

I look down at my utility belt but can’t find the booklet I discovered earlier. The little booklet must have fallen out sometime during my journey. “Fiddle-d-fizz!” 
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After reclaiming my coat, I head to the library in Homebase. As I pass by the game in action, I watch Finn go up against Dirk, the other boy from town. Aurora is on the sidelines. Where did Nicky go?

“You can do it, Dirk!” Aurora shouts. When he scores, she runs over and hugs him. Then Finn gives Dirk a high five. I watch as both boys return to their spots. Aurora plasters a permanent goofy grin on her face as she stares at Dirk.

Huh, I could’ve sworn she liked Nicky. Maybe I was wrong. Just then, Nicky rejoins the group. He hands Aurora a hat.

Finn pats Nicky on the back, then jogs over toward me. As Nicky takes Finn’s place, the two boys resume playing one-on-one snowball soccer. I gulp and force myself not to frown.

“Hey, Noelle. Want to join us?” Finn asks.

I stare at him without answering, like my mouth is full of cotton balls. Wishing I’d taken a pit stop to look in the mirror first, I begin running my fingers through my hair to get out the cobwebs.

“Or were you just coming to be my cheerleader?” he teases.

After five seconds of trying to come up with a snarky response, I realize I’ve been holding his gaze the entire time. I look away, not wanting him to misinterpret my mental fog for a desire to spend an eternity gazing at his hot chocolate eyes. “Just taking a break to see who’s winning.” While rubbing my hands up and down my arms, I sneak a peek at Finn out of the corner of my eyes. Fortunately, he’s watching the game. I shove my hands in my pockets and turn my attention back to the sport before me. A few minutes pass as the snowball is kicked back and forth.

“So, how’s it going in the most magical place in the world?” Finn sits on a nearby log. 

I pause. Do I make up some excuse about needing to go or take the spot next to him? I glance at the entrance to Homebase then back at Finn. What I should be doing is focusing on my mission and deciding on the next grid to check. What I do is sit down. 

“Magically, of course,” I respond in a teasing tone.

We sit in silence for a moment and watch the game before us. Nicky steals the ball from Dirk and scores. I smile thinking about my big find today. Next time I go back I’ll bring a backpack to put the books in. 

“I really love it here, but...” His anything but sarcastic tone confuses me.

I turn and face him. 

He glances at me and gives me the ghost of a smile. “I love my town, but sometimes I just need to get away. That’s when I make an excuse to come here. However, if I was stuck in either place and unable to leave...” He doesn’t finish his sentence but shakes his head. “Usually, I visit my uncle on his ranch in Oklahoma. He’s growing older and needs more help to get things done around the house. A couple times a year I head there to be his free handyman.”

I bite my lip, trying to imagine Finn in a cowboy hat and boots. There is a moment of silence. Before I can change my mind, I speak. “I would give anything to be able to get out.” The amount of venom in my voice surprises me. But I don’t care. I’ve spoken my truth. “Even if was to just visit your town nearby.” I chuckle, then add, “Or Oklahoma.” 

I feel good. Even if it is with someone I am just beginning to trust. I’m grateful Finn doesn’t turn to face me. With a sigh, I continue. “Something more for you to tease me about.”

“I’ll add it to my list.” He lightly rams his shoulder into mine. Then in a quieter tone, he says, “I can’t imagine what you are going through.”

Tears begin pooling in my eyes. I force myself not to blink. Instead, I take a deep breath and stare straight ahead. Maybe letting Finn become a friend wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

“I mean with a brother as compassionate, sweet, and selfless as Nicky, why would you ever want to get away from him?” Finn says.

In spite of myself, I can’t help but laugh. And it feels good. “Don’t let him hear you say those things. He’ll make sure you include charming and handsome.” 

We sit there a few more minutes. Once the current game ends, Aurora switches from cheerleader to player. She faces off against Dirk. Nicky comes to join us. He sits right between Finn and me. 

“Think you and your sister want to swing by for another round tomorrow?” Nicky asks. Just then, Tiny lumbers over toward us. He plops down in front of Nicky who obliges by rubbing behind the polar bear’s ears.

“Sure thing. Oh, wait. I forgot it’s her birthday.” Finn bends over and scoops up a handful of snow. He packs it into a ball, then launches it toward Dirk. The ball misses its mark.

“Her birthday? Do you think she’d like to...” Nicky pauses and looks around. “What about a picnic? I could build a giant igloo. And we could have some snacks.”

“I guess. Honestly, though, she loves anything warm. You could get her a mug or a heated blanket.” Finn glances in my direction. I busy myself rubbing my hands against my arms.

“No, that’s not special enough.” Nicky puffs out his chest. “Then it’s settled,” he finishes without an explanation. 

“Are you going to bring a heater to the igloo? Not sure how well that’ll work for you,” Finn teases. To my surprise, Nicky doesn’t seem the least bit annoyed. If I teased my brother, he’d not only torment back, but amp up the level of teasing.

“I’ll take her to the beach, one that’s warm.” Nicky rises and begins pacing. “And, you too of course,” he says to Finn.

I hear him murmuring the names of potential countries with warm beaches this time of year as he plans his destination. Tiny whimpers at Nicky’s sudden lack of attention.

“That would be awesome, but how?” Finn takes up the post of petting Tiny. The polar bear closes his eyes.

“I’ll just borrow the back-up sleigh. We’ll ride in style.” Nicky pumps his fist into the air and pauses his pacing.

“Great! You provide the magical transportation and I’ll provide the food,” Finn responds, without pausing from petting Tiny.

“Okay, the three of us will meet up at eight a.m. to get an early start.” Nicky resumes pacing.

“Don’t you mean four of us?” Finn glances in my direction.

Nicky rolls his eyes when he realizes I am the fourth person Finn is referring to. “She doesn’t want to go.” 

“Oh, yes I do!” I put my hands on my hips.

“Even if you wanted to come,” Nicky holds his hands up and shrugs without finishing. I knew what he’d say. That there’s no way I could get out without setting off an alarm.

Nicky’s unaware that I trusted Finn with the big secret about the evil elf and why I never leave Winter Wonderland. I don’t inform my brother. 

“Don’t worry about me,” I stare at Nicky although I’m talking to Finn. “I have plans.” 
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I rise and head toward Homebase. It takes everything in me not to glance back to find out if Finn is watching me. Instead I make a mental checklist of what to pack in my go-bag. I decide to stop by the library before heading to my room. Once there I let my fingers trail along the spines of the nearest shelf of books. 

The current row is cookbooks with an entire book dedicated solely to fruitcake. In my opinion, there’s no better paperweight than a hefty brick of fruitcake. However, my mother loves it. She and my dad make a new one each year around Christmas. Every time they make it, they remind me it was what they ate on their wedding day.

I’d much rather prefer the traditional wedding cake on my wedding day. At the thought of me in a white dress walking down the aisle, I imagine Cole smiling as I approach. 

Unfortunately, the only emotion I can muster is fondness, not romantic excitement. Then the image of Finn standing before me in a tuxedo holding out a ring comes to my mind unbidden. I place my hand on my heart and sigh. I grimace, annoyed at myself for even momentarily forgetting I no longer like him romantically. Because if there’s no trusting him, there is no liking him. You might not like the colors of a parachute, but if you can’t trust it to open, it’s worthless. 

I glance around to see if anyone is there to notice me, and there is. Chin up and shoulders back, I put on the expression of professionalism. 

“Excuse me,” I say to Dapple, the elf. He is heading out the door to begin his other duties. Our library isn’t popular enough to need someone here full-time. When there isn’t a patient for our medic to attend to, Dapple reshelves books.

“Yes, Princess Claus,” Dapple whispers, even though we are the only two people in the room. I see his hand reach for his cap where he keeps bandages.

“Oh, no. I’m okay. I was just wondering, is there a group of books missing from a section?” I force nonchalance in my tone.

Instead of looking around for an answer, he stares at me. “I can assure you I never put a book back in the wrong place.”

“No, um. What I mean is...” I pause, considering my words carefully. 

Before I can explain myself, I hear the sound of a bell jingling. Without a word, Dapple raises his head, puts on his hat full of fresh bandages, and stomps away.

“Sorry!” I shout as I watch him leave. 

Maybe it’s better I don’t have an audience. Although I might soon have to make small talk after all if even one elf comes here looking for a book to read during break.

I go from row to row, scanning for empty spaces. Then I remember the title of the first book I looked at, The History of Santa. When I find the section, not only is there no empty space, there is an exact duplicate of the book, except this one isn’t covered in dust and the colors on the cover aren’t faded. Maybe when the books were taken from the library and left in the secret room, new ones replaced the old.

When I get to the S section, I am shocked to find no books about snow globes. How am I ever going to fix the crack in the magical one if I can’t find out anything about how the magic works? I bite my lip. There’s got to be something on the origin of the magical snow globe. I rack my brain, trying to remember what Dad told me about it. I could ask him but decide it’s better not to make him suspicious. Instead, I head to my room.

Once there, I see the whirlwind of magical snowflakes swirling above the telegraph. It must be a message from Cole. I skim through it, which is easy to do considering how short it is. There are two sentences about his newest experiment going well and asking how I am doing. Normally, Cole’s updates are lengthy. Then again, I can’t remember if I’ve even responded to him in the past week. 

After adding the paper to my box of correspondence, I get back to work. I lay out two pairs of pants, one sweater, and a few gems I stashed away long ago for just this occasion. Mom thought my fifteenth birthday present request for loose stones was odd. But she granted my request with tiger’s eye, rose quartz, and even a striking benitoite. I mentioned wanting to make a new piece of jewelry out of them. Any time she asked if I’d gotten around to the craft, I stated it was still a work in progress. 

The rationale was no matter what country I made my getaway to, gems would be easier to carry than a large wad of cash that might be the wrong currency. That and the fact that no one in Winter Wonderland uses money. 

We trade all sorts of things with the nearby town including precious stones, baked goods, and as-is toys that didn’t make the cut for Santa. I doubt I could use a sugar cookie as payment to see the Leaning Tower of Pisa, but maybe they’d take a ruby.

Satisfied with my plan, I glance at the clock and realize I still have time to eat a hot dinner for once, my last supper here.
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The next day I wake with more than enough time to get ready and check out the sleigh before Finn and Aurora show up. I showered the night before but decide to still spray myself with two squirts of my favorite perfume. It’s a homemade blend with hints of rose and juniper berry. Perfume at a beach might not be necessary. However, the daily routine of using the scent is hard to skip. 

After forgetting my go-bag the other day when I set off the alarms, I make sure I’ve got it this time. Before I make it halfway through the main building, I hear a familiar voice. It’s one I was expecting, just not yet.

“Noelle, I haven't seen you in...how long has it been?” Aurora rushes toward me and gives me a hug. My tension melts like frozen cubes in iced hot chocolate. When she releases me, I shift my weight from one leg to another.

I guess she didn’t notice me yesterday when I sat on the log and watched her play snowball soccer. “It's been a while.” I pause, then come up with a safe topic of conversation. “How’s designing clothes going?” I remember she was always drawing dresses in her notebook.

“Great! I can’t believe you remembered that.” She takes my hands in hers. “What’s this I hear about you not joining us? I’d love for you to come.” With a pause, she glances at Finn. He and Nicky are caught up in their own conversation by the bend in the hallway leading west toward the stables. “And so would my brother,” she whispers.

My cheeks flush. I’m grateful she’s holding my hands. Otherwise, they would’ve flown to cover my cheeks, which would’ve made the blush more noticeable. 

“Yes, sorry. I’ve got to prepare for Christmas.” I glance at Finn. He seems to be deep in conversation with Nicky. I wonder about her comment. Even if Finn does have feelings for me, I still don’t trust him enough to let him be my boyfriend. Now being my friend, that’s a possibility. 

“That’s right. Isn’t this your first year getting to deliver all the gifts?” Aurora doesn’t wait for my answer but begins rambling. “Oh, how exciting. To be able to see the world and make so many children happy. There’s nothing more magical that I can think of.” She bites her lip and has a distant look on her face, like she’s actually trying to think of what could be more magical.

I wonder how she knows about this being my first year to practice being the future Santa. Maybe Nicky told her before I got here. Or he could’ve told her another day. Though she hasn’t seen me this past year, I’ve seen her. She occasionally tagged along with her brother on deliveries. Both often stayed to hang out with Nicky, mainly playing snowball soccer. At the first hint of visitors, I made myself scarce.

I frown when I realize I’ve avoided Aurora not because of anything she’s done. No, it was because I lost faith in her brother. Even though Aurora and I were never close, she didn’t deserve to be shunned this past year. She’d never betrayed my trust, but I dropped her like a piece of hot coal.

“You know, it’s really good to see you,” I say, even though that’s something people usually mention earlier on in a conversation. I make sure to smile widely.

She blinks rapidly, then gives me a big hug. “You too.” 

“I hope you have wonderful birthday celebration.” I clutch my go-bag straps, itching to get on with my plan but also making sure not to break eye contact. Rudeness is one way to get put on the naughty list. 

Her grin spreads so wide you’d think invisible fingers were pulling at the corners of her lips. “Thanks! Maybe when you’ve finished Christmas this year, you could swing by the diner in town. I’m a waitress. You're always welcome to try our hot chocolate, though it’s nothing like the secret recipe here.”

My first thoughts are of the menu. Since there is an abundance of salmon around, I imagine the diner offering everything from salmon on a stick to salmon mac & cheese. That gives me the idea to make some gag gifts for Nicky this year, like salmon cotton candy or salmon popsicles—that is, if my plan fails and I’m stuck hanging around.

“We’ll miss the sunrise if we don’t hurry!” Nicky shouts pulling me from my fishy thoughts.

Aurora glances his way, then faces me and frowns. “You should join us.” 

“Maybe next time,” I answer, shrugging my shoulders. I walk in the opposite direction as Aurora heads off to join Nicky and Finn.

Nuts. I knew I should have woken an hour earlier. But how was I supposed to know they’d changed the time when they’d meet. I’ll have to take the shortcut. I veer north, and thirty seconds later feel the frigid temperature as I step outside. Jogging is my only option. I put my hat, coat, and gloves on and then make sure my go-bag is secure. 

By the time I reach the back door of the stables, I can already hear the trio heading this way. I yank open the lid of the bench. Then I grab three of the inflatables Nicky’s already packed the sleigh with. They make a whistling sound as they are flung into an empty reindeer stall.

I place my go-bag in the opening and lay down, using the bag as a make-shift pillow. Next I cover myself with a blanket and yank the lid shut. My right foot gets caught in a bucket, probably there to use to make sandcastles. I ignore it out of fear they’ll hear me.

“It's too bad your sister can't come,” Aurora says.

“Yeah, I guess.” Nicky doesn’t sound devastated I’m not joining them. At least he didn’t tell them I’m not allowed out, and that if I tried to join them it’d ruin their plans. 

“You two still don't get along?” Finn asks.

“Still,” is Nicky’s response. Then he begins loading the sleigh. I hear shuffling going on. Then I hear a sound like someone is scratching at the sleigh, and worry my plan has been foiled by a four-legged furball.
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Tiny begins meowing in his cat-like growl. “Move away, Tiny,” Nicky complains.

The polar bear paws harder on the sleigh, then huffs. I hear the faint sound of his whine getting louder. 

“You want to come, boy?” I hear Nicky say. Although Tiny can fly when attached to the sleigh, I’m glad he can’t talk. Otherwise, he would’ve given away my secret location. I hear clicking sounds and figure Nicky is switching out the harness for the reindeer with the one for Tiny. 

“All aboard,” Nicky says. I hear shuffling around as they climb into the sleigh.

“I thought only reindeer can pull Santa’s sleigh?” Aurora says.

“Technically, this isn’t Santa’s sleigh. It’s one of the trainers Princess Claus and I use to practice with. And besides, it’s magic that makes a creature able to pull the sleigh.”

“So, does that mean I could hook up my neighbor’s troop of cats?” Finn asks. Everyone chuckles.

“Hee-ah,” Nicky says. I’m sure Nicky is sitting in the middle so he can handle the reins properly. 

Before I can hear where Nicky is going to head to, the sleigh moves forward and the sounds of the conversations going on above me are drowned out. I wish I could see, but I am inside what feels like an eternal midnight. I feel the sleigh tilt upward and know we are ascending into the sky. 

“There’s the wall,” Finn says. “Um, is it supposed to open up or something. Because otherwise we are going to hit it. Hard.”

As we fly faster, I’m not worried about being discovered when I begin shouting because my verbal fears blend in with the chorus already shouting. 

For a moment, it’s as if I’m swimming in a pool. We must be moving through the magical barrier. My entire body feels like it’s wrapped in Jello. Then the feeling suddenly stops.

“We did it!” my brother shouts.

“Do I want to ask why you sound surprised?” Aurora says.

“Nope,” Nicky says, chuckling. “Now on to someplace warm.”

The three chatter about the view. Though I’ve never seen anything but Winter Wonderland from practicing flying the sleigh and would love to get a glimpse myself, I have something more important to do. I have to figure out how we made it past the magical barrier.

Could it really be as simple as flying through the ceiling? Is a ladder all I needed to check the wall a bit higher than I had been? Dad always warned me not to fly too high or too close to the wall so I didn’t crash into it. And I believed him.

If my hands could leave fingerprints on the dome, they would cover all of the ground level of the barrier. Whenever I pressed my hand against the magical barrier, there was no give, nothing but resistance. 

While marking off the grid, Tiny always led the sleigh while I rotated which sleigh to use. All five of them were unable to push even an inch into the wall. 

Once I’d finished wracking my brain but coming up with no reasonable explanation, I begin humming to keep myself entertained. I don’t worry if they can hear me, since the trio keeps up a conversation the entire sleigh ride. Then I spend the rest of the time trying to come up with new ideas to fix the crack in the snow globe. 

*****
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“LOOK, WE MADE IT TO Hawaii!” Aurora shouts.

“Which beach?” Nicky asks.

“Hmmm. Eeny, meeny, miny...” Aurora pauses, then shouts, “That one!”

The instant I know we are landing, every muscle in my body cries out in resistance to my contortionist position. The urge to uncurl couldn’t be satiated yet so I try to distract myself listening to try and find out where we are.

Fortunately, instead of unpacking, the trio does a little exploring first. I count slowly to two hundred, then decide it’s time.

Before they’ve all gotten out of earshot, my racing heart and cramped legs can’t take it anymore. With a shove, I throw open the seat. There must be a small cooler or something left on the bench, because I can’t get the seat to open all the way. 

“Whaaa,” I say, while tumbling out through the large crack. As I sit on the floor of the sleigh, I begin rubbing the elbow I smacked on my way out.

“Ha!” I say. There was a cooler sitting on the bench that had forced my jailbreak to be not so smooth. The object now lies on the sand, probably tossed out by my hasty exit.  

I can already taste the salty air, and all my little aches melt like a snowman in springtime. Tiny is tied to a short tree. It looks like Nicky set down on the edge of a small forest to partially camouflage the sleigh. 

I rub my hand across a fat leaf. It feels more like plastic than anything real. We are on the eastern section, and just beyond the forest is a peninsula. To the far west are tall reads and some sort of gray and white birds soaring above. There are giant sand dunes to the north. 

As I look south, I gasp. The blue crashing waves remind me of the partially frozen waterfall in the ice caves near the eastern border of Winter Wonderland. A chuckle escapes. “Guess I’m the only scaredy-cat here,” I say to myself as I stare at four children splashing around. Two grown-ups are standing waist deep in the water nearby. Another three adults are splashing each other further away. To my surprise, I don’t see any surfers. Maybe these aren’t colossal waves at all.

Tiny whimpers. “How’d you like your first flight outside of Winter Wonderland?” I ask while rubbing behind his ears. I reach to untie him when I realize a polar bear running around loose at the beach might be a bit of a shock for the other beachgoers. Of course, Tiny would be more scared of them, but they wouldn’t know that.

“Be back soon with a treat. Promise.” I give Tiny a quick kiss on the forehead. He huffs then lies down next to a bowl of water. At least Nicky made sure our fuzzball isn’t dehydrated. Before leaving my best Geir, I glance around again. “You won’t get into any trouble if I let you loose, will you?”

Tiny lifts his head and stares at me. “Good enough.” I unhook him from the rope. “Stay close and out of sight, okay?” Instead of a response, Tiny lowers his head on the ground and closes his eyes. I guess the ride here wore him out.

I yank my boots off, followed by three layers of thick tops. At least yesterday I’d heard they were headed someplace warm enough to swim. If it wasn’t for the hot tub, I wouldn’t even own a bathing suit. Once all my unnecessary winter layers leave a trail back to the sleigh, I finish by yanking off my socks. 

I dip my toes into the sand. If someone were watching me, they might worry I thought this was quicksand with how cautious I’m being. But for the moment, it’s not fear. Wanting to savor every second and new experience, I move at a slow pace. With both feet firmly on the ground, I begin walking toward the water. However, before I get far, my feet burn as if I’m running across coals like I’ve seen others do in books. “Ouch!” I say, jumping from one foot to the other. All I can think about is trying to fit my blistering toes back into my boots.

“Head for the darker sand. It’ll cool you down,” comes a voice nearby.

I race for the dark sand only to realize its shade comes from being wet. A few seconds later, I am joined by Finn. We both walk into the water.

I bite my lip. I’m trying to think of something to say when a large wave smacks into me. It’s not enough to knock me down, but the strength of it surprises me.

Finn takes my hand into his. “I’ll help keep you steady.” 

I face toward the ocean as I debate over pulling my hand away. I don’t want to seem rude, but what if he gets the wrong idea? 

I don’t drop his hand. The power of that last wave surprised me. And after cramping up hiding in the sleigh, I could use a little steadying. With each wave that splashes me, I feel my worries sinking. Once we are waist deep, the water seems a bit calmer. 

Finn hasn’t let go of my hand yet. I peer down at our locked hands through the water. I am about to let go when something tickles my ankle. Though I can’t see what it is, I assume it’s seaweed. Then the tickling feels like scraping, and finally what I’m sure is a nibble. 

I race toward the shore, then onto the dry sand. It takes me a moment to realize I’m still holding Finn’s hand and that I’d dragged him along with me.

“Um, I think there are piranha in the water,” I say with the most serious tone I can muster.

“Guess so.” I can tell he’s trying to suppress his grin, but I’m glad he’s failing miserably, revealing an adorable smile that makes me want to brave the so-called piranha-infested water. 

“Noelle!” Aurora shouts.

I whip around to face her, releasing Finn’s hand in the process. Then I run my fingers through my damp hair. I glance up at Finn and see a frown as he looks from my hand to my face. When our eyes meet, I look away. 

I brace myself for a stern lecture from my little brother, who is trailing closely behind Aurora. Instead of a mom-sized scolding, all he says is, “Hey, sis.” Then he puts his arm around Aurora’s shoulder. She stands a little taller, and her grin widens as she glances at her brother. I turn to face Finn. Big mistake. His head is cocked to the side, and it seems like he hasn’t stopped staring at me since I dropped his hand.

The conversation started by Aurora once we’ve unpacked is about sandcastles. All four of us begin building our own, trying to see who will make the tallest one. Eventually our chatter turns to silence as we each focus on our structures, with the sound of the lapping waves in the background. 

At the same time, I realize playing with sand is much harder than playing with snow, Finn and Aurora begin talking about lunch preparations. I resign myself to what I know is about to come. I face my brother. Instead of a look of annoyance, there is a touch of mirth in his expression. 

“When the sleigh raced through the magical barrier, I was shocked.” Nicky chuckles. “Honestly, I doubted my luck. Had I known you were a stow-away I would’ve given our jailbreak a hundred percent chance of failure.”

“How’d you do it?” I switch from trying to make the tallest sandcastle to picking up nearby seashells for decorations.

“No idea.” Nicky laughs then shrugs. “I’d planned on it failing, then making some excuse and inviting them to the hot tub. I thought if I offered that idea in the first place, Aurora wouldn’t have been as likely to say yes.”

“What’d ya do? Hide under all the blankets in the back?” He shakes his head back and forth.

Drat. Why hadn’t I thought of hiding where the toys for Christmas delivery usually go. I laugh. “Wish I’d been that smart. Try inside the seat!”

His mouth drops. “Man, you really wanted out of the cage.”

I glance at Finn and Aurora. They aren’t paying us any attention as they discuss the menu at their father’s diner for the rest of the week.

Nicky was right. I would’ve done anything to break free. And, now I have. I’ll hang out with everyone. Once the rest of the group is distracted, I’ll head away from the beach and toward the nearest town. Then I truly will be free. Once I’m gone, Nicky will have to take up the calling of Santa. And, I have a hunch he’ll not only love it, but be great at it, too.

Nicky bites his lips and glares at me like I’m an ancient text he’s trying to decipher. Will he figure out my plan? He rises and brushes sand off his shorts.

“You know it doesn’t matter if every day for the rest of my life I prove I’d make the best Santa between the both of us. Dad will never take your legacy from you.” He pauses, then turns and walks away. As he does, he says, “Even if you don’t want it.”

I grind my teeth. I want to shout at him, “Yes, Dad will if I’m not there to fulfill it!” Instead, I stand and walk in the opposite direction, kicking sand up as I go.

Is Nicky bluffing? What if Dad goes it alone this year if I am not there to accompany him? And next year, too. If he doesn’t allow Nicky to take my place and instead Dad holds out for my return will the toll on Dad crush him? 

I trail off, heading to the sleigh. Food, the perfect distraction! I lick my lips imagining the taste of the s’mores. Slowing my pace, I inhale a deep breath of the salty air, then sigh as the feel of the sun warms my shoulders. 

When I open the lid, instead of marshmallows and chocolate there is a clear sandwich bag with what looks like crinkled green construction paper inside. I hold it up and face the group.

“It’s seaweed,” Aurora says, then adds, “Duh.”

“Yeah, you brought that because we sure won’t find any in the ocean.” Finn bumps into his sister.

Instead of rolling her eyes, she laughs. “Good one.”

I bite my lip as I watch their interactions. Aurora walks over to the cooler and pulls out a small glass bottle. “And, of course, soy sauce, a large bowl of rice, and everything else we need to make homemade sushi.”

“Do you eat like this all the time?” I ask, then clap my hand over my mouth, knowing how rude I sounded.

“Actually, no.” Aurora shrugs her shoulders as she places all the ingredients back into the cooler, lifts it by the handle, and carries it to the blanket. As we follow her, my brother, who just joined us, offers to carry the food. She hands it over to him. “Don’t you ever get sick of eating the same old thing all the time?” She plops down onto the blanket.

What I want to say is that she doesn’t know the half of it. Not only do I eat the same old thing all the time, but I also relive the same old day all the time, Christmas Day. Instead I just smile, and say, “I’m up for the challenge. Raw fish for lunch it is.”
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A half hour later all four of us have managed to get just as much rice on the blanket as we have into our homemade sushi rolls. Every now and then, a bird flies overhead and dives down toward our lunch. “Scat!” I wave my hands around trying to fend off the intruder.

“We’d better make sure to pick up each piece of rice.” Finn begins dropping the tiny white pieces into a trash bag. 

“I didn’t know you were so eco-friendly,” I tease.

“Not exactly.” He points to the west tip of the island. It’s about a quarter of the size of a soccer field and scattered with scraggly trees. Two birds land on the tip of one. Then I notice a sign, but it’s too far away to read. “It’s a designated bird sanctuary. You’re not even allowed to walk through it.” He continues picking up the rice.

“Rice is terrible for birds.” Aurora doesn’t help with the cleaning but uses the last of the rice to make another sushi roll.

“I’ve never had so much fun eating with my fingers,” my brother says. He pulls out all the ingredients to make s’mores and rests them on the picnic blanket.

I glance at him and am taken aback at the look on his face. The skin flanking his eyes are crinkled and his shoulders are relaxed. The last time I actually saw him this happy was...I can’t remember ever seeing him this happy. Maybe I am not the only one who was feeling a bit trapped.

“The only thing that would make this day complete is a bonfire,” I say, wrapping my arms around myself. The setting sun and wet pants clinging to my legs cause me to shiver.

“I’ll be back,” Finn says as he heads into the tall bushes. 

I watch as one family gather their belongings then drag a cooler with wheels along the sand. The little boy, tasked with holding a circular float, squeezes so hard I wonder how long until it pops. Halfway between our group and the bird sanctuary is a man and woman enjoying the beginning of the sunset. She tips back a water bottle, emptying it. Then her significant other tosses her a new one.

There is also a man walking along the shore. His trousers are rolled up so the encroaching waves only make his feet and not his clothes wet. I grin as I admire his tweed vest that matches his cap. It reminds me of something my grandfather would wear. The man has red hair peeking out of his hat, just barely covering his ears, and bushy, red eyebrows with a thin beard.

I guess I didn’t eat enough sushi because my stomach rumbles. How long until the s’mores? I don’t want Finn thinking I’m looking at him because I have a crush on him. It’s strictly hunger related. So, I wait. Then I decide it’s been long enough to look for Finn without seeming too eager.

He’s petting Tiny behind the ears. Glance accomplished, I force myself to stare at the ocean. A tingle of exhilaration thrills me with each wave crashing onto the shore. For a moment, I consider heading in again. Then I turn my head as I hear Finn walking back with an armful of dry branches and twigs. It doesn’t take long for him to get a small bonfire going. I opt for desert over swimming.

“Now I’m glad I made sure to bring s’mores,” Aurora says. 

“We can have them in a bit,” Finn says in a the most intense tone I’ve ever heard him use. I wonder if he is worried about stuffing himself with dessert, but I decide to not ask him. He hands each of us a canteen. After a tentative sip, I confirm it’s got water inside and not scalding hot chocolate.

We each gather around the small but warm fire. The four of us jump from topic to topic. Eventually, Finn begins gathering all the plates and chopsticks. “I’m going to put this up.” Finn heads toward the sleigh. Two birds who were hovering above us follow Finn.

“Yeah, and I’m going to check on Tiny.” Nicky says as he leaves to catch up to Finn. 

“Better run in zigzags!” Aurora shouts. Then, in a normal volume, she says to me, “That way the birds don’t have it so easy littering the boys’ heads with little white droppings.”

I chuckle and am about to comment how much I’d love to see that happen to my brother when I bite my lip. Aurora and Finn tease each other, but they don’t take it as far as Nicky and I do. Before I have a chance to compare their sibling rivalry to ours, Aurora speaks again.

“I was wondering,” Aurora begins, using the bucket from the sleigh to build a sandcastle. “If there's magic, why can't you just use it to make all the toys? That way the elves wouldn’t have to spend their entire lives sitting on hard benches whittling out wooden figures and other stuff.” Coming from anyone else, it would’ve sounded like the elves were doing slave labor. But Aurora seems genuinely curious.

“It's the heart of humility and the pride of work well done that contributes to the spirit and the magic of Christmas,” Nicky answers for me, and for once I’m grateful. I am unsure of how I would’ve responded. Nicky plops back down in the sand, putting Aurora between us. “Each elf uses passion and talent to create the toys. That is greater than any gift born of magic.”

“Like me making this sandcastle.” Aurora adds another floor to her mansion made of the little particles.

“A life of equal parts passion and sacrifice,” I hear from Finn as he nears. 

It takes everything in me to not ask him directly what he’s passionate about and what sacrifices he’s had to make. My stomach drops and I blink rapidly. And then it's as if I can't stop myself, and the worries overflow. All my life everyone's looked at me a certain way and expected one thing from me, but what if I don't want that one thing, and what if I can't be that one thing? What if I fail? 

What if I let everybody down and ruin Christmas like I always thought I would? I think about the sacrifices I’ve had to make and the fears I still have. I inhale a shallow breath.

I pause and look up at Finn. He stares at me quizzically, like he wants to ask what I’ve been thinking. After a moment when I don’t speak up, Finn restarts the conversation. “It can be scary. But don’t quit because you're scared that you'll fail. Do it because you love something else, because you feel like you’ll burst if you don’t pave your own path to your true passion.”

Suddenly, both boys begin singing. “Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you.” Finn pulls out a cupcake from behind his back and holds it out before his sister. It’s lit with one pink candle. I join in the rest of the song. The moment we finish singing, Aurora blows out the candle.

“That looks delicious, but do I have to share?” Aurora peels off the wrapper. Then she bites into it, clearly showing she will not be sharing either way.

“No,” Finn says, then chuckles. He runs back to the sleigh and returns with a full tray.

I lick my lips in anticipation. Raw fish isn’t my favorite, so I left plenty of room for dessert. After a few minutes of munching, Nicky and Aurora get lost in their own conversation. I bite my lip, locking away the question burning in my mind. What passion and sacrifices has Finn made? Was he thinking only about the elves or himself, too?

I pick at my food. Then out of the corner of my eye, something moves. Once I give it my full attention, I see a mouse scurrying away, a piece of chocolate in its mouth. I wonder if it snuck up and stole a morsel. On second thought, the creature seems more like a rat than a mouse. Less like a character from a movie and more like something regularly seen in a sewer.

I glance at Finn and see he’s preoccupied with picking up some nearby seashells. Then he tosses them like dice at a casino craps table. He leans toward the shells, picks up two, then has to rise and walk to get the rest. This time, instead of tossing them to the side, he throws them up in the air. They fall down in front of him. A bird dives down and snatches one of them up. As it flies away, it drops it, probably discovering the confiscated object isn’t edible. 

“Is this some beach game I’ve never heard of?” I ask, realizing how nice it is to not feel like I need to be so guarded around Finn. Of course, I’m not going to tell him any secrets.

Instead of answering, he gathers the shells. “Hold out your hands.” He doesn’t look at me as he speaks. Instead, once I’ve made a bowl, palms up, he drops the shells and a bit of sand into my hands. “Now toss them.”

“Up or to the side?” I ask, trying to make sense of the rules. This time he does meet my gaze.  

“Have you ever heard of the expression, ‘Let the chips fall where they may?’”

If I let the chips fall where they may, I’ll be the future Santa. No, I’m going to take those chips and glue them to where I want them to go. “Um, I think so,” is the simple answer I decide to give.

“Sometimes in life you have to let go of your plans. Let the seashells fall where they may.” He doesn’t take his eyes off me. 

I return his stare. A hint of a grin begins forming. I feel my face start to mirror the expression, and the lightheartedness feels nice. How long have I been absorbed with my escape plan? How much of life around me did I miss? I tuck a piece of hair behind my ear.

My heart stirs as Finn’s smile widens. That’s when my smile turns upside down. I pull my gaze from him and stare at my hands still holding the shells. No falling for boys you can’t trust, I tell myself.

“Well, you gonna toss ’em or what?” Nicky’s question pulls me from my thoughts.

I let out a breath and throw them, right into my brother’s chest.

“Ow,” he complains. Then he picks up a spiral-shaped shell. “This one’s a bit pointy.”

Aurora inspects it. “I think the prickly ones are sometimes the most interesting of them all.” She winks at Nicky.

When I sneak a look at Finn, his smile meets his eyes. I watch as Finn uses all the fixings for a second dessert from a cooler that is smaller than the sushi one. As he begins roasting his marshmallow I think about what he said. If I let the chips fall where they may, I’d be forced into a life I didn’t choose and certainly don’t want. 

Frustration blooms. Not with Finn, but with myself. Why can’t I be like my brother? Or like Finn? He’s never complained about his lot in life, splitting his time working at the diner and making food deliveries to Winter Wonderland. Just then a question occurs to me.

“If you could do anything in life, what would it be?” I face Finn. He looks up toward the sky as if thinking. 

“I’d be a fashion designer,” Aurora says, joining our conversation. As she makes herself a s’more, she adds, “A runway filled with my creations, can’t you see it?” Instead of eating the treat, she hands it to Nicky. Then she rises and begins twirling her imaginary skirt. 

“That reminds me.” Her eyes lock on mine as she stills. “Are you having a birthday party this year? It would be the perfect occasion to wear my newest creation.” She takes a sip of water from her canteen.

“I, um...” I pause, waiting for an excuse to magically form on my lips. 

“Yes, sis is having a dance,” Nicky chimes in.

My glare turns into outright rage. 

Aurora turns to face him. “Really?” She claps her hands and resumes twirling. Then she yanks him up. He bows, and says, “My lady.”

She giggles and takes his hand. The two begin whirling around, kicking sand up at every turn. I can’t help but laugh at how ridiculous they look.

“I tell you what. I’ll strongly consider it. If I decide to, you’ll be the first to know.” I say this to Aurora, then look toward Finn. Aurora doesn’t seem to have heard me. She and Nicky are dancing further and further away.

“You can tell her no. I do it all the time.” Finn offers me a s’more with a gooey marshmallow inside.

“Clearly you didn’t catch the look on her face at the idea of being able to wear one of her own dresses,” I say, accepting the treat.

“Guess I’ll have to pull my suit out of the closet. It didn’t make an appearance at your last party, but maybe I should wear it to this one.” Finn begins making his next dessert. 

I look away, not wanting him to see the look of anger on my face. Maybe a birthday celebration isn’t such a good idea after all. Then I remember my plan. I need a good distraction so I can sneak away from the group and make my getaway. How could I become so sidetracked?

I tuck into my s’more as I think about a distraction. Once sure there is no hint of marshmallow on my face or lips, I turn to Finn again. “So, your sister wants to be a fashion designer. What about you?”

“I like working at Dad’s diner,” Finn says matter-of-factly. 

This gets my attention, and I look up. Then I frown. It’s not that his answer isn’t an honest and reliable way to make a living, but it catches me by surprise. “No grand ambitions. Astronaut, or cowboy, or maybe...” I trail off. 

“I think I’ll stick to riding a snow mobile over horses. But maybe I can become a circus clown or even an extra tall elf in Winter Wonderland,” he teases.

I giggle. “You are at least a foot too tall to enter into their pub, The Jingled Bell.”

He shakes his head as if disappointed.

“But I think you’d make a great circus clown,” I say, making sure to keep up with the conversation. I look around. Maybe if I go for a walk, I can lie and say I lost something. Then when Finn is looking for it, I can hurry off.

“I think if I worked for the circus, I’d get fired for spending too much money on the ingredients for the pies you hit clowns in the face with.” He nods as if agreeing with himself. “Of course, I’d have to use the best of everything. The clown will get some of the pie in his mouth.”

“You have a thing for pie?” I tease, not wanting it to look too obvious I’m about to go for a walk as part of my master plan.

“Baking in general. Not that I’m partial to sweets, mind you. Salty and savory dishes are just as delicious.” He winks, and I stare at him.

“You’re not just following in the footsteps paved in cement?” I ask while stretching.

“Nah.” He shrugs. “Last summer after I graduated high school, I took some baking classes and fell in love with the kitchen. I’d grown up in it, but once I could experiment like a mad scientist, I knew it was for me.” He stands, and I wonder if he’s planning on walking with me. Fiddle-d-fizz.

“That is, a mad chef instead of a mad scientist fully equipped with mixing bowls and spatulas instead of microscopes and beakers,” he adds.

“Do they have a lot of cooking classes in town?” I begin walking toward the bird sanctuary.

“Not really. But I took them in Oklahoma. My uncle lives in Edmond.” Finn keeps pace with me.

“How was trading snowstorms for tornadoes?” I pause as I ask him. The thought of being stuck inside such a scary force of nature gives me shivers.

“An adventure. Fortunately, none touched down nearby while I was there, though my uncle has seen his fair share of them.” Finn shrugs his shoulders as if tornadoes are no big deal. 

“Noelle, Finn!” 

We both glance in the direction of the noise. Aurora is at the top of the sand dunes on the northern part of the peninsula, frantically waving her arms. Then she shouts, “It’s a shooting star!”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER TWENTY


[image: image]


As Aurora motions for us, Finn and I begin running. It doesn’t take us long to catch up to her at the sand dunes. Then the three of us make our way through the bushes, over the hill, and then around some giant rocks. 

I stop for a moment to catch my breath. When I do, I glance all around.

That’s when I realize the area on the other side of the hill that we are about to make our way down is a peninsula with giant rocks at the end.

“Over there!” Aurora shouts as she races down the other side of the hill toward the lagoon. At the bottom of the hill, there is a hole in the sand. The three of us join Nicky and peer into the opening to see a jagged-looking rock. Nicky reaches down to pick it up.

“Wait, I bet it’s hot.” Aurora dumps her canteen of water onto the rock, causing a sizzling sound and wisps of smoke to rise. 

Finn and I sit on a large rock and watch, neither of us able to help since we didn’t bring a canteen like Aurora. Every thirty seconds Nicky tests the rock, confirms it’s still too hot to touch, and then Aurora adds more water to it. 

“Want to check out the boulders?” Finn asks while pointing to the end of the strip of land. 

“Oh, I want to look for sharks,” Aurora says, then drops her canteen to the ground. 

Finn glances at me, and I give him a quick shake of the head. Brother and sister wander off. As they leave, Nicky comes over to sit down next to me. So much for sneaking off without anyone noticing. I’ll have to wait a little longer. I expect us to sit there in silence; however, the moment he’s settled, he speaks up.

“All my life I wanted what you had, to be the next Santa.” Nicky bends down and picks up a tiny seashell. Then he tosses it. “I thought if I worked hard enough, proved I was better suited for it, then surely Dad would realize I should be the one to take on his duties when he retires.” 

I open my mouth to speak but don’t want to break his train of thought. Instead, I clamp my mouth closed and let my brother get out whatever’s been building in him like a tsunami. 

“But today it’s like I lived someone else’s life.” Nicky picks up another seashell. Instead of tossing it, he holds it in his palm and examines it like treasure from a pirate’s chest. “I saw a glimpse of the world, and when I return home, I bet our little world under the dome will look different, too. Maybe my day will cease to be about proving myself and begin to be about figuring myself out.” Nicky puts the seashell in his pocket, then meets my gaze.

“Who am I if not the little brother of Princess Claus who stops at nothing to one-up her? What does my day look like if it’s not filled with watching videos of my most recent simulations and figuring out how to be better?” As he pauses, I consider coming up with a joke to lighten the mood, but before I’ve figured one out, Nicky continues.

“And, you know what? It might take me a while to figure out the answers to those questions. But,” he pauses and chuckles. “I’m okay with that.”

I want to give him an encouraging smile, but all I can do is raise an eyebrow at the turn of events. Who would’ve thought in one afternoon Nicky would be willing to let go of what he’s always wanted?

“And you, sis? Are you okay with shouldering Dad’s load?” There is a tinge of fear in his voice. “Because hints of grey hair and a weariness that doesn’t go away even after Christmas is done for the year aren’t the only signs Dad should be retiring soon. Now, maybe he won’t admit that. And maybe he will hold out a few more years just to give you more time. But...” Nicky sighs.

“But, the longer I wait, the worse it’ll be on Dad’s health,” I finish for my brother. He nods and gives me a ghost of a smile. As I stare at Nicky, I wonder if he figured out my plans for leaving today. Is this pep talk to make sure I return with him? 

I debate about telling him how right he was in thinking this is going to be my jail break. Instead I bite my lip and keep it to myself, at least for now. So all I respond with is a nod of my head. That must be good enough for him. For the first time in my life, my little brother looks at me in the same way Aurora looks at Finn, with respect.

Suddenly, I sneeze. Then I wave my hand in the air in front of my nose. “Wow, I’m surprised how much that stinks, almost like a kitchen fire.”

“Got it!” Nicky holds up a chunk the size of a large baseball ball. It’s covered in holes and has a dirty gray coloration.

By this time, Finn and Aurora have rejoined us. After examining the discovery, we turn back toward our campsite. “I wonder how long the smoke smell lasts,” I say as we get to the top of the rocks. Then I realize it isn’t the meteorite causing the odor. 

“No!” I shout as I race down the sand dunes.
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My eyes land on our unattended bonfire. Then I gasp. The part of the sanctuary closest to our picnic is ablaze. Nicky, Finn, and Aurora run to different objects. Finn dumps out the cooler that still holds a half-empty bag of marshmallows, races to the ocean, and fills it with water. At the same time, Aurora fills her canteen. Nicky overturns two buckets, dumping the sand out next to the castle. Then he joins the effort. They fling water on the fire and head back to the ocean to repeat the process.

I wrap my arms around myself, watching the chaos. One by one birds take flight, evacuating their up-until-recently protected home. Dark clouds float upward. Taking a deep breath, I force myself to move. Then I grab the only remaining bucket, dumping the sand out and replacing it with water. 

The four of us take on the role of firefighters. Suddenly, three more people are dumping out water bottles onto the flames. I look up to see the people from earlier. There is the couple and the man wearing tweed who had been walking in the shallows.

Finally, all the flames have all been smothered. The peninsula is no longer a place the birds will be returning to for a long time if ever. I cringe as guilt washes over me. 

“Thanks for the help,” Finn says to the couple.

“Of course,” the man says. Then the woman jogs toward him and gives him a backpack. He shrugs into it, and then they both head off.

I glance at the man in tweed, ready to express my gratitude. “’Tis a sad thing to lose one’s home.” He takes off his hat and holds it against his chest as he stares at the ashes. A lump forms in my throat, and I’m unable to speak.

“We shouldn’t have left the fire unattended,” Nicky says, then lets out a sigh. He plops down on the sand and wipes his brow.

I didn’t want the most magical day of my life to end like this. There has to be a way to salvage it. But as I stand in my fire-smelling swimsuit, all I can think of is a hot shower and dry pajamas.

We spend a few minutes gathering our belongings. When I’ve finally mustered up the courage to properly thank the stranger, I see he’s already left. I feel like a half-deflated balloon. Part of my tension is gone now that I don’t have to see his disapproving expression. However, the rest of me is still overcome with sorrow over this bird sanctuary turned to ash.

“Oh, no,” Nicky says.

I look at him to see he’s holding the end of the rope Tiny used to be tied to. I grimace, but don’t share my part in the fuzzball’s freedom. “Tiny!” I shout as I wander around the small forest. The others join in the search. Finally, I spot him hiding behind the trunk of a tree. “Did that bad fire scare you?” I bend down and rub behind his ears. As I do, I realize he’s shaking. “Nicky, grab a treat for Tiny!” I shout.

“On it.” Nicky jogs back toward the sleigh.

After a minute of talking in soothing tones to the bear, Nicky joins us with his palms up. “There isn’t any food left.”

At the mention of the word food, Tiny lifts his head, turning it left and right. With a huff, he rises and tentatively lumbers toward the sleigh. Once he’s three feet away, he lets out a pitying cry.

“You can do it,” Nicky says reassuringly. He leads Tiny toward the reins and hooks the bear up.

“We’d better give him the best meal of his life when we get home,” Aurora says as she climbs into the sleigh.

Finn follows her lead. I’m about to put a blanket in the trunk under the seat, when I decide to wrap myself in it. After a minute, I put on my clothes from earlier. Not only do I still stink of fire, but the sand rubs against my skin every time I shift.

While everyone else is busy, I glance in the direction the couple headed earlier. They must’ve been going toward a town. Now is my only chance to follow through with my plan. Then I’ll be on my way, trading in Princess Claus for Noelle from this day forward. 

I glance back at the ashes. All the birds abandoned their former sanctuary. I think about all I’m leaving behind. Not just scrumptious meals and my pet polar bear, but Mom and Dad too. They are the best parents any kid could as for. Then there’s my grandparents, of course.

I’ll miss Cole’s visit and the exhilaration of delivering gifts for the first time. Yes, it’s a legacy I never wanted, but as I look at the devastation of the bird sanctuary I partly caused, I wonder how much my leaving home will be a devastation. 

The thought of leaving behind Winter Wonderland, my snow globe prison, saddens me. For so long I’ve been looking at it as a trap, a place to flee from. Instead I should’ve been looking at it like a sanctuary, a place to flee too. A retreat from the rest of the world where I could do the littlest harm. 

I watch as Nicky and Aurora walk hand-in-hand to the water. They stand ankle deep, staring into the depths.

I stand between the sleigh and the town, between what could be and what has always been. 

“Penny for your thoughts,” Finn says as he approaches. He’s got on pants and a sweater, ready to head back to the cold. He shoves his hands in his pockets.

Cocking my head to the side, I consider trusting him again. But the laughter of the two mean girls from town after hearing Finn tell them the secret that an evil elf out to kidnap me fills the silence.

“How about a guess?” he asks, taking a slow step toward me.

I look away and rub my shoulders for a moment to comfort myself, but the sand still clinging to my skin makes the action uncomfortable, so I stop. Instead of staring at him or answering, I look toward the town.

“My one guess is,” he begins, then lowers his voice, “you are about to make your great escape.”

I whip my head in his direction, my mouth dropping open.

Finn holds his hands up. “I’m not going to tell anyone.”

I lean to see around Finn. Nicky and Aurora aren’t close enough to hear us even if Finn stops whispering.

“And to be honest, I wouldn’t blame you,” Finn adds, then shrugs. “But I’d miss you.”

He told others the secret of Ebenezer. Would he tell my brother about my escape before I could do it? Or would he try to stop me himself?

I lean back against the sleigh as casually as possible. Out of the corner of my eye, I see my go-bag. In one swift move, I could grab it and bolt. However, when I glance back at Finn, he takes a step back.

“I won’t stop you.” He holds his hands up. “But what if you give being Princess Claus, the first female Santa, your all? Just this one year, this one time?” He locks his hands behind his back. “Step into the boots your family has prepared for you and see how they fit. See if there's room to grow and maybe even modify them a little bit.” He grins. “Then you'll know, you'll really know if you want to walk away.”

I let out a deep breath. “Maybe you're right. But I'm scared.” The words tumble out of me before I can stop them.

“So, what's the worst thing that can happen?” He cocks his head to the side. 

“I slow my father down so that he's unable to deliver all the presents in time. Or maybe I accidentally light a Christmas tree on fire. Maybe I'll...” I can’t stop the rambling. “I’ll never get another chance to leave and I’ll be stuck as Santa for the rest of my life.”

He holds up his left hand. “Okay, so maybe a few things could happen that won't be totally great. But I bet all of the Santas had to grow into their black boots and their red and white hats,” he says. “Why should you be any different? Why should you be expected to be perfect on day one and not have room to grow?” He takes a slow step toward me and I don’t shrink back. “And not have room to see if it’s a fit or not.”

I’d never looked at being Santa like that before. Of course, I’ve done more simulations than I can count. But, I’ve never actually been Santa. I’ve never delivered one gift. Would I truly hate it as much as I think I would?

“Ready to go?” Nicky asks as he approaches us, still holding Aurora’s hand.

Finn looks to me. I stare back at him. Then I glance toward the direction of town. What if Dad really can’t handle a runaway daughter? What if the dream of adventuring around the world is like a mirage, not tangible once you get close enough? I don’t know the answer, but I decide I don’t have to find out tonight.

In little more than a whisper, I respond. “Let’s go home.” 
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Without any food to fill the coolers, the small one fits inside the large one. Nicky tosses all our belongings into the back of the sleigh where presents usually go, the place I should have hidden on our trek here.

“At least this time you get to see the view during the sleigh ride.” Aurora smiles at me.

I don’t have the energy to muster even a dim smile. Aurora sits in the middle of the bench with Finn and I flanking her. Nicky doesn’t bother to ask me if I’d like to fly us home, and I’m grateful. Though, if he was going to glance at me while asking, all he’d have had to do was take one look on my face and known that wasn’t an option. 

“Yah,” Nicky shouts as he holds the reins. Tiny obliges and pulls us not only forward, but upward as well. 

Being on the end of the bench, I can look over the side of the sleigh easily. It’s a good thing I’m not afraid of heights. As we rise, everything on the ground becomes smaller. Pretty soon we are racing through the clouds. Once through the barrier of cumulus, the only time I see land or water is when there is a gap in the fluffy canopy. However, we are going so fast I can’t make anything out anyway. 

“I’d never get tired of this,” Aurora mumbles. I glance at her to see her eyes closed and her head back. 

“Santa’s sleigh. The only way to travel,” Finn adds. Though his words are comical, his tone is somber. I decide to turn my attention back to the endless sea of white and let my mind wander. 

It’d always seemed like there were only two options: embrace my life sentence or flee. I will make it home safe and sound. What if I could make an occasional jailbreak undetected and be back in time for dinner?

I know part of my decision to return to Winter Wonderland is due to the fact that as long as we return without anyone noticing we were gone, I could borrow this sleigh. If I repeat the exact steps Nicky used to get out today, I could sneak out once in a while. 

And, if we are discovered I’ll just have to convince my parents that the threat is gone. Or, they could assign me a gaggle of elves for protection on the occasional trip. Surely, that’s not unreasonable.

Then being the next Santa could feel more like a job. I would continue with training and deliver gifts on Christmas. But, maybe during my free time I could see the world. I close my eyes and imagine all the places I’ll visit.

Sometime later, a gasp wakes me. The endless clouds and movement of the sleigh lulled me to sleep better than Dad’s powder. “That’s it!” I shout, remembering back to the day I ran through the entrance of Winter Wonderland and smacked right into Finn. One of the five elves who almost attacked Finn held a giant container that looked like a salt shaker. At the time, I wondered what was inside. Now I realize it was Dad’s sleeping powder. Clever elves. If you can’t subdue your enemy, send him off to dreamland.

I stretch and yawn as I look over the side of the sleigh. That’s when I get a glimpse of what made Aurora gasp. Winter Wonderland from above is nothing short of spectacular. 

“It really does look like a snow globe.” I say. As we near home, I see what looks like a white spiderweb covering a small portion of the top. “What’s that?” Finn asks.

“I don’t know, but it isn’t good,” Nicky says.

The closer we get to the dome, the easier it is to see the fishing-line-thin cracks. There isn’t a clear starting point, a trunk they branched off from. Instead, it’s a web of loose zigzags like a toddler threw his plate of angel hair noodles on the floor. I shiver more than ever, not just from the cold, but from knowing that my tantrum the other day caused not just one snow globe to be damaged but two. 

“Oh, no,” I cry. 

My brother looks at me, but then back to the destruction. He offers no accusations thrown in my direction. Good. And maybe this development calls for a sibling rivalry time-out.
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We pass through the magical barrier a good hundred feet away from the crack.  “Something must’ve happened while we were gone,” Nicky says.

I bite my lip, wondering if I should volunteer my secret about how I know he’s wrong.

“You don’t think we caused it?” Aurora asks. “Did the sleigh break a hole in the dome when we left?”

“No, it doesn’t matter where we exit through,” Nicky answers. However, his tone hints at him being unsure.

It’s just a coincidence, I tell myself. But the closer we get, the harder it is to believe the lie. I recognize the crack, because it is an exact replica of the one on the magical snow globe still.

I vow to find a way to fix this. I’ll get a small amount of every liquid, gel, and powder in Winter Wonderland and try them until I know what works. Then, somehow, I’ll get to the top of the dome and use a massive amount of the antidote and fix the dome with it too. It must be made from the same material as the snow globe, so whatever fixes the miniature will fix the extra-large dome.

Nicky lands the sleigh near the barn right where it was this morning before we left. “I need to check something,” I say, while scrambling out. 

“No, I don’t need any help putting everything away. Thanks for asking!” Nicky shouts in my direction. 

Once I’m directly under what looks like the center of the crack, I stare up at it. A shiver runs up my entire body. As I begin my trudge toward a hot shower, I realize there is a pattern on the snow. The crack above has made a matching shadow pattern. 

“Maybe next time we could do a sleepover,” Aurora says from behind me.

I jump at the sound. I’d been so focused on the crack I hadn’t noticed her. When I look in her direction, I see she’s biting her lip and there is a crease on her forehead.

“Why not?” I make sure to sound like I mean it. Her forehead instantly smooths, and a grin fills her face.

“Great!” Aurora gives me a quick hug and runs off. I can barely make out her sharing with Finn that she’s going to spend the night in Winter Wonderland soon. 

Finn gives me a quick glance and catches me staring at him. I look down at my feet and kick an imaginary rock. Then, with head still lowered, I raise my eyes. I’m just in time to watch both of them walk toward the main entrance. Each holds one of the coolers we brought. 

For a moment, I worry Finn is leaving, and the sadness I feel surprises me. But before I can examine those feelings, I realize Nicky is headed in my direction.

Nicky has a backpack slung over his shoulder. Once near enough to be within hearing distance, he shouts, “Next time you don’t need to hide under the seat, Stealthy Elf!” Then he jogs to catch up to Finn and Aurora.

Well, Stealthy Elf is a better nickname than Princess Claus. However, I doubt it’ll stick. 

“Noelle.” Dad walks toward me from inside the reindeer barn and unknowingly toward the evidence of the cracked snow globe.

Fiddle-d-fizz. I should’ve gone in with everyone else. I cringe as I wonder which of my secrets he’s uncovered. I wave at him and begin talking as I walk toward Homebase, hoping he’ll follow and not look up.

“Hi, Dad. How are you?” I ask in a cheery tone, turning my head to see him but not stopping.

“You ventured out past the barrier?” Dad asks, even though I am sure he knows the answer. Most likely he saw our reentrance. 

My mouth opens to explain or defend myself. However, no sound comes out.

A moment later, Nicky approaches. He must’ve seen Dad coming and turned back toward us. I’m surprised Nicky didn’t hide in Homebase. “It wasn’t her fault. See, we were playing hide and seek. She didn’t know I’d quit and hijacked the sleigh to take my girl...” he pauses for a moment, then starts up again, “Aurora to the beach.”

Dad finally takes his eyes off me and rests them on Nicky. He places a hand on Nicky’s shoulder. “Noelle, you know it’s too dangerous, especially right before Christmas.” Dad sighs. “I understand how difficult it must be for you to never get to leave your home, but it’s just—” 

“Too dangerous,” Nicky finishes for him. “We promise, Dad. No more escapes.” 

I can just barely see behind Nicky’s back. His fingers are crossed. So, I wasn’t the only one itching for a taste of freedom all along.

“And just how did you get past the wall?” Dad asks.

“We used one of the back-up sleighs,” Nicky answers. 

I don’t correct him. He still doesn’t know about my map of Winter Wonderland where I tried to escape, sometimes using Dad’s sleigh, and always failing.

“That wouldn’t do it. What else did you do?” Dad shakes his head.

Just then Jolly approaches. “Santa, there’s a problem with...” He grimaces, then glances back and forth between Nicky and me. 

“It’s alright. They can handle grown-up problems.” Dad doesn’t make eye contact with either of us.

Jolly nods. “You see, it’s just that...” He looks up at the ceiling. 

“It’s alright!” Dad says with a hint of impatience.

“There’s a crack in the dome covering Winter Wonderland!” Jolly shouts, finally able to get it out.

I bite my lip. Nicky shoves his hands in his pockets. Fortunately, Dad doesn’t bother to look at us. I take that as a sign he doesn’t think we had anything to do with it.

“A crack. Are you sure?” Dad begins walking, Jolly at his side. “Show me.” 

All Jolly has to do is point up. Before Dad has a chance to accuse us, Nicky steps forward. “Sorry, I should’ve told you right away that we saw the crack before we reentered Winter Wonderland.”

“Did you notice it when you left?” Jolly asks. He crosses his arms.

I wonder if he doesn’t believe Nicky. However, that is unlikely since he considers Nicky to be above reproach and also the perfect Santa if he were only allowed.

“This is awful,” Dad says as he cranes his neck back to get a better look. 

“Santa,” Jolly whispers as he tugs on Dad’s coat.

Dad looks down at him as the elf angles his head in Nicky’s and my direction.

“What I mean is, I’m sure we’ll have it fixed in no time. Meanwhile, why don’t the two of you get inside where it’s warm?” Dad doesn’t wait for a response. Instead, he and Jolly walk toward the reindeer barn in the opposite direction of Homebase. Although neither says a word, I’m sure once Nicky and I are out of earshot they will continue the conversation. As I watch my dad, I see him begin to rub his temples, and hope he’s not getting a headache.

“Saved by the news that is worse than our little temporary hiatus.” Nicky laughs, clearly more excited that the crack got him out of a lecture than worried about the reason behind or devastation that could be caused by the crack. 

I wish I could be as relieved as him. However, although no one knows I’m to blame, that is a small consolation after discovering how dreadful the crack in the dome above is. What will happen if it remains? Or gets worse?

Without a glance in my direction, Nicky begins walking to Homebase. To my surprise, he utters no “You owe me,” for lying about my little stowaway on the sleigh. This new leaf he turned over seems to be long lasting.

I can’t believe my own thoughts, but for the first time, I want to be like my little brother. I want to want to be the next Santa like he does. The problem is no matter how hard I force myself into the role assigned to me before I was born, I feel nothing but anger. This isn’t the life for me. I want my life to be unwritten, not etched in a magical book.

“Nicky,” I say as I catch up to him.

“Yeah?” He keeps walking. 

I’m glad I don’t have to look him in the eyes as we walk side by side; otherwise, I might not have the strength. “You’d make the best Santa.” Then I do something I haven’t done since we were kids. I give him a hug. It only lasts a moment.

“Dork,” he teases and ruffles my hair. Then he jogs to Homebase.

Suddenly, I hear the faint sound of jingle bells. It’s not the tea-time sound. Instead, I look up to see Mom coming from Homebase, and I stop walking. 

Nicky gives her a high-five as he passes, plus a quick greeting, but he doesn’t stop running until he’s made it inside without a second lecture. If only I could be so lucky. After a quick glance, I realize there’s nowhere to hide.

“Princess Claus, what were you thinking? Ebenezer could’ve kidnapped you,” Mom says as she approaches me. Fiddle-d-Fizz. So much for keeping Mom out of the loop. 

I see her second-favorite sweater dress peeking out of the bottom of her coat. It’s got thirty tiny metal bells attached to the bottom, reminding me of a tassel dangling from a graduation cap.

“Nothing happened. No evil elf, and I’m back safe and sound.” I wrap my arms around myself and stare at my feet.

Mom cups my face. She forces the ghost of a smile. 

“Mom,” I start speaking, but pause. What I’m about to try and find out is something I would’ve wanted to know when I was set on escaping and not coming back. But now that I’m going to follow Finn’s advice and step into my literal and figurative Santa boots, should I just let it go? It only takes a moment’s hesitation to know I can’t. Mysteries and unanswered questions are like mosquito bites that have to be itched.

“Why didn’t the alarm go off when we exited and entered the dome?” I bite my lip, hoping she won’t keep the answer from me as a form of punishment for today’s escapade. And she doesn’t even know about the fire on the island. I can’t imagine how much her disappointment would grow if Nicky or I told her about that.

“To be honest, your father and I never imagined you trying to escape any way but through the only entrance.” She glances up at the dome. 

I move a step toward her, taking her hands in my own to distract her from looking up. I’m not sure if Dad will tell her about the crack in the dome. And if he doesn’t, I surely don’t want her discovering it, not just because of an increased time of being grounded, but because she already worries so much about me. There’s no need to pile worry on top of worry. 

Mom looks down at our hands. Her shoulders lower and although she sighs, it seems more like it’s from relief than fear. Then, she continues her explanation. “Well, I guess flying a sleigh through the ceiling of the dome has proven to be another way. But up until today, that was only used on Christmas Eve to deliver gifts.”

She drops my hands. Then she wraps one of her own around her waist. The other cups her cheek as she contemplates. “I suppose we’ll have to work on that.”

“You don’t need an alarm anymore.” I stand straight and look directly at Mom. She meets my gaze.

“I’m going to do my best when I’m the next Santa.” Although there is no joy in my voice, I’m sure Mom will be thrilled at my declaration.

Her expression morphs from joy to sadness. Twice she opens her mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. After a moment, she sighs. “I love you.” Then she turns and walks toward the barn with Jolly and Dad. As she does, she looks back and says, “Tell your brother you’re both grounded.” Then she adds, “And, don’t mention a word about this to your father.”
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Why did Mom seem sad when I told her about giving being Santa a go? Or was I imagining it? I also wonder if it’s a good or bad thing that neither parent gave us an amount of time we are grounded or the details about what the punishment will be. At least Mom didn’t notice the crack above us. 

It’s at this time when I remember one of my motivations to return to Winter Wonderland: the freedom to occasionally leave. Should I track down Mom and Dad and explain to them how it’s going to be from now on? At least once a month we can take a family trip somewhere. 

I hear Dad’s voice off in the distance at the barn. I can barely see what’s going on. Dad and Jolly close the sliding doors. Then Jolly turns around in front of them and stands guard. He keeps his eyes locked on me, even though he’s keeping up a conversation with Mom.

Dad spots me and begins walking in my direction. Jolly doesn’t join him. 

My heart sinks when I see the worried expression on my father’s face. “Dad, I have something to tell you.” Maybe if I share with him how I’m going to embrace being the next Santa, he’ll not ask me about the crack in the dome again. 

“Yes,” he says as he reaches me. There is a weariness in his voice I’ve never heard before. 

Worry worms its way into my thoughts. What if I can’t do it? What if I change my mind and can’t resist the urge to try and escape again? “I’m going to have a sleepover with Aurora.” Showing as many teeth as I can when I smile, I continue talking. “I mean, I know I’m grounded, but I need to make more of an effort to make friends. And Aurora is nice, and...”

Dad walks toward me. “That’s nice,” he says as he puts one hand on my shoulder. A second later, he removes it and lumbers toward Homebase. 

He begins to tilt his head back. Probably to look up at the crack again. Instead, he glances in my direction, then faces Homebase. I stare at his back until he’s stepped inside the building.

As I force myself not to look up at the crack so I don’t tip Mom off to it, worry tugs at the edges of my mind. I decide to put my worries to rest.

I pull the case out of my bag, slowly removing the snow globe. I am about to compare the crack in it to the one above. But as I inspect the small snow globe, I gasp. The last time I looked at it, the crack was the size of a quarter. Now it’s double that.

The tendrils have expanded. With swift enough motions to give me a minor case of whiplash, I look up to the dome and back to the miniature snow globe in my hands enough times to confirm they aren’t an identical match. But I have a suspicion the area of the fractures in the dome above will soon catch up to that of the snow globe.

Then I pull the miniature snow globe to my chest and scan the area. Gritting my teeth, I chide myself for not making sure I was alone first before exposing I am the culprit to this crime. In less than three seconds, the snow globe is back in its case and in my bag.

With a glance toward the sleigh barn, I see Jolly returning from a perimeter check where he walked around the entire barn. As he resumes his post, he folds his arms. Mom must’ve either gone inside the barn or headed off somewhere, since I don’t see her.

“Princes Claus,” greets someone from behind me.

“Ah!” I shout and jump, then turn quickly to find out the origin of the greeting.

Aksel jogs past me. As he does, he shouts, “No more training with the sleigh until further notice!” and beelines toward Jolly. I watch as together they use a chain and massive lock to secure the barn doors. After double checking the lock, both begin walking. 

I don’t wait for them but jog to my room, wincing with each step as the sand acts as a file scrubbing off a layer of skin. So, Dad is taking precautions to make sure Nicky and I don’t repeat today’s adventure. 

While I’m not surprised, I am disappointed. I’m going to be the next Santa. I’m going to accept my legacy. But, will Dad still be open to the idea of an occasional vacation?

Sure, the dome is cracked. And, the first time I left Winter Wonderland I ruined a bird sanctuary. But we all made it back safe and sound. I decide to wait until after the chaos of Christmas has passed before asking Dad to take me on a trip to London or Egypt.  

I step on a pinecone when I reach my door. It makes a crunching sound; however, there isn’t so much damage that it needs to be tossed into the trash. I pick it up and put it back inside the decorative mittens the little girl Carly gave to me for my birthday last year that still hang on my door. Then I slip into my room.

After the longest shower I’ve ever taken, I put on my softest pajamas. The fake snow globe in my room that is a replica of the magic one has no movement inside. The batteries must’ve worn out, so all the snow inside remains dormant. After replacing the batteries, the little white circles whirl and twirl. 

I put the real magical snow globe on my nightstand, then dump the contents of my go-bag on the bed. After a thorough inspection, I realize I’m missing three of my gems. I make a mental note to check inside the bench seat where I hid on the way to the beach first thing tomorrow.  

Once I’ve rehidden the magical snow globe, I curl up under my comforter. I can’t sleep. I’m guessing guilt is the reason my mind won’t hibernate—that and trying to figure out what will happen if the entire dome has cracks in it. 

Will it eventually shatter, exposing Winter Wonderland to the world? Maybe all that’ll happen is Dad will need to magic up a new dome. Yes, that’s it, I tell myself and try to slumber again.

After spending twenty minutes counting sheep, then candy canes, then sheep eating candy canes, I throw off the comforter and turn back on my lamp. It only dimly illuminates the room, the kind of help I need when waking up in the middle of the night to use the restroom and want to avoid walking into my dresser. 

The door creaks as I open it a sliver. There are no elves wandering around in the hallway. For the first time in my life, I wish I had a lock on my door. After closing my door, I retrieve the magical snow globe from my go-bag under my bed. I trace the breakage, but the crack isn’t jagged enough to cause my finger to bleed.

When I gently place the snow globe on my dresser, the light from my lamp shines through it. This causes a replica of the web-like fractures on my ceiling. I lie down on my bed and look up, a colorless substitute for a kaleidoscope. 

“How do I fix you?” I ask, not expecting an answer. If the duplicate crack was in my bedroom ceiling instead of the dome, one of the elves would cut out a large square that contained the defect and replace it with a new piece of sheet rock, then repaint the ceiling. There’s no way I could cut out part of the dome. 

I sit up and look around my room. “That’s it,” I say aloud as I rub my toes, sore from the scraping sand. Hopping up, I grab my nail file from my dresser. Then I start back and forth motions at the end of one of the cracked tendrils on the snow globe as gently as if I were filing a baby’s fingernail.  A minute later, I inspect my work. “Ugh,” I complain after seeing no change in the fissure. I put everything away and try to drift off to sleep by dreaming up a new plan to fix what I have done.
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The next morning, I want to sleep in, but my growling stomach wins out over my incessant yawning. As I make my way toward the dining hall, I decide to venture back into the maze of vents in the arboretum. Maybe if I retrace my path, I’ll find the booklet I lost—that is, after I’ve checked the sleigh for my gems.

“Princess Claus.” Jolly scurries toward me. “Princess Claus, you are behind on your training.” He pulls the pen from behind his pointy ear. It hovers over the paper, and then he scribbles something. “By my estimate you skipped four days this month.” He draws a large circle on the paper, then holds the number up for me to see. 

It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes. “I’ve been training since before I was born,” I joke. 

“That is not possible.” He returns his pencil to its resting place, then points his finger at me like I just stole Geir’s last cookie from his cookie jar. “How do you expect to be the next Santa if you don’t take every opportunity to train?”

My stomach rumbles loudly enough for both of us to hear it. Thinking about cookies was a bad idea. 

Jolly lowers his fully-cocked finger. “I’ve set up the simulator for you.” He turns and walks away toward the training room.

“So, does that mean I don’t have time for breakfast first?” I ask, even though I already know the answer. Maybe I can clear my mind during training. I change into my uniform, then jog the short distance from Homebase to the simulation center. 

I near my destination, the tallest structure in all of Winter Wonderland. It boasts five levels. In the center is the simulation room, though technically it’s a house. To my annoyance, the entire home is surrounded by glass walls so that any onlooker can watch. I am grateful the walls are one way, though. At least I can’t see Nicky making faces at me in an attempt to distract.

During the simulation, the top level of the house is usually converted to the roof, then the next three levels down are three floors. Occasionally, Jolly likes to put the living room in the basement, like he did during my last simulation.

Why in the world any sane person would celebrate the most wonderful day of the year in a dank smelling room crawling with sprickets is beyond me. And, yes, Jolly goes as far as raising his own sprickets in the arboretum just so he can torment me with them. “Got to be always on your toes, little missus,” he says every time I complain about the monsters. 

I stand at the closed door, waiting for the announcement to begin. Like always, I’m in my uniform. Black boots with matching leggings and a red thermal top. My black utility belt wraps around my waist. After making sure my items are all set, I put my hair into a loose braid and don my thermal cap, pink. 

“You know that hat is not regulation.” Jolly says over the loudspeaker.

I shrug my shoulders and mouth the word “Oops.” 

Although this is my least favorite part of the day, my competitive nature kicks in. I also remind myself I will be the next Santa, so I let competitiveness mix with determination.

On the wall of the hallway leading to the entrance of the simulation center is a horizontal scroll. The first column is the difficulty level, followed by time finished, then date and name. Then there’s the column totaling the score for each try. Lastly is the total of all of the scores for the year. Last time I checked, Nicky and I were neck and neck, but Dad has a strong lead over both of us. And that’s not because of his Santa abilities.

Dad’s promised not to use his magical gifts during the simulation, not that he needs to practice. He’s been delivering gifts for almost two decades. Nicky and I think Dad continues training just to force us to work harder at our training. So, eventually one of us can beat his high score.

“Simulation beginning in three, two, one,” Jolly announces, pulling me from my thoughts.

Before beginning, I assess my surroundings. Clear night with minimal winds, which means Jolly has decided against using the industrial fans. He’s also turned on all the stars, small lights meticulously ordered to match the constellations above whatever country this home is supposed to be in.

I shrug into my backpack that was resting on the floor and proceed slowly along the walkway. As I do, I glance at each window in the house. The darkness informs me no fire is lit. 

I make it to the stationary sleigh on the ceiling. Then I inch toward the chimney. Though I can’t detect any snow or ice covering the shingles, I take no chances. The trick I figured out is to treat each roof like it’s a frozen lake. You never know when there could be a crack in the ice, or a hole from a leaky roof. The lower half of my body dangling through the ceiling isn’t going to score me any points. 

Leaning the backpack against the wall of the chimney, I use both of my hands to take out my favorite tool from my utility belt, my grappling hook. I attach it to the edge of the sleigh, then lower myself down the inside of the chimney. A hint of a glow, probably from the lights on the Christmas tree, illuminates the bottom of the chimney. 

“Ah-choo.” With no free hand to wipe my nose, I ignore the tickle and continue on. The second sneeze that comes a moment later is so large I can’t help but suck in a deep breath before sneezing it all out.

I scurry down the rest of the chimney, ready to wipe my nose with my sleeve as soon as possible. The finally familiar scent makes me wonder if the treat left by the simulated homeowners is hard-boiled eggs that have already sat out for hours.

With a final twist and turn, I’m out of the chimney. Protocol is to check my new surroundings before even considering doing anything else. I see all the blinds are closed, which is why I couldn’t tell there was at least a little light casting shadows in the living room. With the area so dimly illuminated by the tiniest rainbow-colored bulbs I’ve ever seen, everything is hard to make out. 

I consider flipping on a light but know that’ll subtract a lot of points. Instead, I remove my headlamp, switch it on, and replace my cap with it. After shoving my pink hat between my pants and belt, I survey the room again.

I take in another breath. The same hard-boiled egg scent from before fills my nostrils; however, it is stronger. After a few seconds, I spot the table with treats on it.

I walk over to the tray of snacks and pop a cookie in my mouth. While chewing, I imagine Dad and I going from house to house, working as a team and commenting on the decorations of each home. The thought takes my breath away. I inhale a long slow replacement of air and cough. Maybe it’s more than good thoughts affecting me.

Realizing how dry my throat is, I walk back to the snacks. Instead of another cookie, I take a swig of the glass of milk, then spit it out. 

“Yuck.” I put the glass down and make a mental note to thank Jolly for the rotten drink. Normally, I don’t even consider the milk. Drinking it is a rookie mistake, but not only is my throat dry, I’m also beginning to get a headache as well and thought liquid might help. 

Does Dad have a large jug of water with him he keeps in the sleigh when he delivers gifts? I’ll definitely need to stay hydrated when I join him. The usual fear that fuels my unease is missing. That’s when I realize hope has replaced it, hope that I can become the next Santa, and make my father proud and hope that the family can travel the world for little getaways at least on occasion.

I pause from my happy thoughts and look for a trashcan as my stomach churns. I realize there aren’t any in the room and, in one swift moment, have my pink hat in my hands as a make-shift barf bag. No longer concerned with making good time, I stand and try not to upchuck the sour milk I drank. After a few seconds, I am able to ignore the nausea, even though it’s slowly worsening. Time to finish this, I tell myself, as I shove the hat between my belt and pants again.

Next, ready to survey the room, I spin on my heels and instantly trip over a pile of gray blankets. The blankets shift. A wolfish face raises. That’s when I realize I’ve come face to face with a large pair of dark eyes. 
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I cringe and shrink back, waiting for a growl. Instead, I get a slurp as my face is licked from chin to forehead. After wiping my face with my sleeve, I take a closer look. 

“Rover,” I tease. A few seconds later, I’ve snatched one of the cookies from the table full of goodies and tossed it to my grandmother’s dog. “Nice trick. What’d ya do? Spray paint his fur to make him look like a wolf?” I shout so Jolly can hear me, although I know he won’t respond until after I’ve completed this simulation. 

Rover’s fur is soft, and to my surprise, the dye to make this husky look more like a wolf doesn’t rub off on my fingers. 

I know I won’t always be this lucky when coming face to face with a pet. Some homeowners want a dog to sit on their lap and snuggle all day. Others want a living security system. 

I’m betting most people won’t think to crate their guard dogs on Christmas Eve, so I’d better be prepared. After a quick check of my utility belt, I realize I forgot to stock up on doggy treats. I make a mental note to replenish my supply after I’m done this simulation.

As Rover munches, I finally get a chance to look at Jolly’s handiwork for this simulation. I spot a generic pine tree. However, what is anything but generic is the tree’s container.

The base is a ceramic pot I’d recognize anywhere. I painted it when I was eight. A horizontal rainbow covers it from top to bottom. Upon closer inspection, I find my signature in pink, “Princess Claus.” I sigh, wondering at what age I stopped liking my parents’ nickname for me. This tree and its pot were transported from The Hallway of Trees in Homebase. Nice touch, Jolly.

“No time for nostalgia,” I whisper to myself, remembering Dad’s advice to pay attention to the details around me. Suddenly, I realize how light my shoulders feel. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

It takes me three minutes to climb back up the chimney using the grappling hook’s thick cord. Once I’m sitting on the right edge of the chimney, I suck in deep breaths, embarrassed by how out of shape I am. I’m sure Nicky wouldn’t have gotten so winded from a climb like that. Then again, Nicky wouldn’t make a rookie mistake like leaving his backpack on the roof.

While still sitting on the chimney, I bend down to pull up my delinquent bag. It rebels, and I see one of the straps is hooked around a decorative metal piece on the bottom of the sleigh.

“Come on, already.” I yank harder on the top handle of the bag. On the third heave, it resigns to my will. However, with the amount of force used to pull the backpack up, now that I’ve got it, I can’t stop my momentum. 

“Fiddle-d-fizz!” I roll off the lip of the chimney, hitting my head in the process.

Tumbling like one of Nicky’s balls in snowball soccer, I roll down the roof smashing the backpack in the process. 

I uncurl at the last moment when I get to the edge. The top half of my body rests on the roof, but my legs are dangling.

In the process of trying to keep myself from falling, I let go of the bag. It begins a slow roll. For a moment, I consider releasing one hand from gripping the roof to catch the bag. Though I haven’t looked over the edge, I’m sure the ground is covered with some sort of soft surface. Maybe it’s shredded tires or maybe it’s a thousand pounds of cotton balls. Then again, maybe Jolly forgot to double check the safety measures.

In one swift move, I yank my legs up and make a 180-degree spin. Now instead of my legs dangling, my upper half is. At the last moment, I grasp the strap of the backpack, pull myself completely onto the roof, and slide the bag onto my back. Then I move carefully upwards.

On the third step, I slip. I can’t stop myself from looking down, and I fall.

For once, I’m glad I glance below, because I catch sight of a terrace. Since it was only a short distance, I manage to drop to the platform, landing on my feet.

I give myself permission to rest a moment. Then I hear Rover whimpering on the other side of the window. “I’m coming, boy.” I turn the handle of the glass door. 

“Yes!” I shout, grateful at least one thing is going right for me tonight. Finally, able to fulfill my mission, I enter the room through the unlocked entrance, making sure to close the door behind me, walk over to the tree, and unzip my backpack. 

If this weren’t a simulation, the kid who opened these gifts would probably throw a fit. All three boxes are smashed. I place them under the tree, regardless of their poor state. 

Then I use my grappling hook to make it back to the top. With each pull upward, my energy goes down, and the dull ache in my head progresses to a throb.

Finally, my head pops out of the chimney. I tumble over the edge and land flat on my back on the roof. With almost no energy left, I reach my right hand as far as it can go.

The moment I touch the sleigh, I shout, “Done!”

Immediately, the speakers crackle. Then Jolly speaks. “Didn’t you read rule number thirty-seven? Never drink spoiled milk.” Hearing his voice lets me know the simulation is definitely over. 

“I didn’t know it was spoiled.” I wipe my sleeve over my tongue as I force myself to rise and trudge toward the exit.

“If it’s been sitting out all night in anticipation for you, there’s a good chance it’s spoiled,” Jolly states matter-of-factly.

“So, how did I do?” I can’t help my eagerness.

Jolly is used to me asking him this. But what he doesn’t know is that this is the first simulation I’ve ever done when I actually cared. Up until my little trip to the beach, my score during training was important for the sake of my pride. I am the oldest sibling and would love to beat my dad’s score, so I worked hard to do well.

However, now I’m taking Finn’s advice. I’m going to give being the next Santa a try. I lift my chin as I continue walking along the bridge to the exit.

“How’d I do?” I shout. 

Instead of an answer over the speaker, the door to the exit opens. Jolly appears. “You got a zero.”

“What?” I ask as I continue making my way toward him. This is the first time in my life that’s happened. I’ve always known it was a possibility, but I can’t remember a time when Nicky, Dad, or I failed.

“Your score on this simulation is a zero, because you failed to save the lives of the simulated family you were delivering gifts to.” Jolly puts his hands on his hips and shakes his head.

My mouth drops open, and I stop walking. Before I can ask how, Jolly continues.

“Happen to notice that sulfuric smell?” Jolly asks.

“Do you mean the hard-boiled eggs?” I give as my only answer. 

“Being Santa isn’t just about keeping smiles on kids’ faces. It’s also about making sure the entire family isn’t in danger.” Jolly’s voice rises. I plug my ears to keep them from hurting.

Then Jolly mentions how Nicky had his best score earlier this morning when he went through this simulation. “Your brother realized that although the fireplace looked off, there was a steady flow of gas leaking from it.”

That’s when I realize what the nausea, headache, and dry throat were really caused by.

“You’re right. I should’ve realized what was going on. But did you really expose Grandma’s dog, Nicky, and I to gas?” I frown.

Jolly’s grin surprises me. “No, I had some non-toxic chemicals pumped in through the vents to simulate the sickness you will feel if you ever enter a home where the gas was left on.”

Sneaky. However, I am grateful for Jolly’s warnings. Although this was the worst score I’d ever received on a simulation, it was the most important. I had been so preoccupied with delivering gifts I forgot about what’s more important than a happy holiday, a safe one.

Then, without another word, Jolly turns and begins walking away. Suddenly, I remember my lost gems that hopefully fell out during the sleigh ride yesterday and not in the sand.

“Jolly!” I shout, hoping he’s still listening.

“Yes?” he mumbles as he continues walking. His voice is barely audible.

“I need to get into the barn with the sleighs,” I say, my tone making the words seem more like a question than a statement.

He coughs but pauses as he reaches the door. “That is out of the question. Completely out of the question.” 

“I left...” What do I tell him? I can’t say I left my gems. He’ll ask me why I brought them to the beach in the first place.

“I borrowed Mom’s bell earrings and think they fell out during the sleigh ride. She’ll be so mad if she finds out.” I bite my lip and wrap my arms around myself to look pathetic.

“Humph,” is the only response I get. A few seconds later, he says, “I’ll meet you there shortly.”

I watch Jolly head into the room where he sets up the simulations. Just before the door closes, I see him pull open a drawer and pull out a keychain with at least twenty keys dangling from it.

A sound from behind me makes me startle. I turn and find Nicky in the hallway, leaning against the wall right next to the end of the scroll. “Here to brag?” I cross my arms, the competitive nature in me rising to the surface.

He chuckles, which only fuels my annoyance. “You know this scoreboard is inaccurate, right?” He remains in his casual stance.

“What are you getting at? That you are way better than me, not just a little?” I point my finger at him and can’t help feeling a little like Jolly.

“It’s inaccurate because you don’t even try.” He pushes himself off the wall, taking a step toward me.

“Do you see the sweat dripping down my face? If you don’t call that trying...” I don’t bother to finish my statement.

His scrutiny is nothing like Jolly’s. It’s more like I’m a puzzle he finished only to discover one piece missing. 

“I know, I know. Next in line for the sleigh’s reins.” I shrug and roll my eyes. 

He places his hand on his heart and looks upward. When he speaks, it’s as if he’s quoting Shakespeare. “You’re cursed with a legacy of any firstborn, to fulfill your destiny by doing what’s best for the kingdom, even if this is a kingdom full of wrapping paper, fir trees, and elves.”

With that, we both laugh. Then, after a pause, he adds, “You know, all this time I was jealous. You had the life I wanted.”

A word nibbles at my mind. “You said wanted, not want.” Though it was a statement, I said it more like a question.

He doesn’t meet my gaze but resumes his position with his back against the wall. “I never knew there was anything else, anything other than this.” He thumbs toward the simulation room. “Just a life filled with hoping you’d fail and Dad would have no choice but to let me step in.”

He pauses for a moment, but I can tell he’s not finished so I stand there, unable to stop staring at him.

“It’s like going your entire life only drinking water. Then one day you discover soda and juice and coffee.” The longer he talks, the more animated he becomes, moving his hands in the air.

“But I was wrong. There’s so much more out there for me.” There’s no bragging in his voice. The sincerity is too far a swing on the pendulum in too short a time. I don’t know how to handle a brother who’s given me the cold shoulder my entire life who then fast forwards right into understanding.

“You’re right and wrong,” I begin. “I did try before. But it was only to beat you and Dad.” Maybe his honesty is contagious. Words that I never imagined sharing with him begin tumbling out. “Until today’s simulation. I actually cared, and not just about my score.”

Nicky grimaces. “Sorry to be the one to tell you this, but you were awful.” There is no hint of teasing in his tone, only compassion. “What I mean is, you scored pretty low.”

To my surprise, I laugh. “Of course, the one time I try to be a good Santa, and not just because that’s what’s expected of me, I screw up.”

A small grin begins forming on Nicky’s face. “Truce?”

I close the distance between us, offering him my hand. And as he shakes it, I answer, “Truce.”

*
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I ONLY HAVE TO WAIT a few minutes outside the barn before Jolly joins me. He uses a key to open the lock, then pulls the chains away, and drops them on the ground. We each pull one of the sliding doors outward. 

Once inside, Jolly is so close to me if I stop he’ll run right into my back. I make my way to the sleigh we used yesterday. There are still flecks of sand scattered around on the floor. 

“Do you have a rag or dustpan? I should really sweep up this mess so it doesn’t scratch the sleigh?” I point to the sand, hoping to be able to look for the gems without a chaperone.

Jolly folds his arms and raises one eyebrow. With a huff, he turns and moves away. 

I don’t waste any time. Lifting the lid, I peer down. The inside space of the bench is covered in shadows; however, I see two tiny objects. They must be the gems.

I reach down and scoop them up, bringing them close to my face. “Yuck!” I shout, when I realize what I’m holding. Poop. Maybe I accidentally left the seat lid up at the beach and a bird swooped down, thinking my gems were rice. The creature swallowed them and left its payment, two capsules of brown poop. With a sigh, I resign myself to the loss of the gems. 

Jolly returns with a dustpan. He glances into my hands. I let go of the droppings, and they fall to the snow-covered ground. A few minutes later, I’ve swept the sleigh free of sand and put the cleaning supplies on the shelf. As Jolly locks up, I mumble about looking for Mom’s earrings elsewhere, thank him and head toward the arboretum. 

The best-case scenario is me finding the booklet about the magic of Winter Wonderland. And although I’m no longer looking for a way to escape, sneaking around in dark, small spaces has become a hobby too hard to kick.

Once there, I notice everything looks like it did before my crash through the ceiling. When I get to the vent leading to the lower level, I see my red cord still tied to it. “Yes,” I say, as I pull out my head lamp from my utility belt. After attaching it, I switch it on. 

A minute later, I’m following the trail. My mind wanders back to my conversation with Nicky. In a short time, Finn and Aurora’s relationship, siblings who are actual friends, has shown me how things could be with Nicky.

What ushered in a new dawn of sibling friendship was for both of us to see the world, or at least Hawaii. Nicky realized there’s more to life than proving he would be the better Santa. And since I am now willing to be the next Santa in line, Nicky can have the chance to figure out what he’s really passionate about. And I want that for him.

I realized how much destruction trying to get what I want can cause, at least when I focused on nothing else. I’m going to put my energy into fulfilling children’s wishes. And hopefully that’ll be enough to bring me joy.

As I think about all the countries I’ll visit soon on Christmas Eve, I remember skimming through my favorite geography book in the library. At least once a week for the past year, I’d spent an entire afternoon pouring over its pages. Once Christmas is over and my parents are no longer mad at Nicky and me for borrowing a sleigh to leave Winter Wonderland, I’ll have to ask them about taking little outings. Yesterday wasn’t the time to bring it up. 

An idea occurs to me. I make a mental note to find an empty journal. I’ll title it “Family Trips” and give it to my parents for Christmas. Every time we go somewhere, we’ll write about it and put pictures in it like a scrapbook.

In my daydreaming, I lose track of time. “Oh, no,” I cry, when I come to the end of the cord. With a quick glance around, I realize the secret room I’d discovered last time isn’t anywhere nearby. And there’d been no sight of the booklet. Just then, the hairs on the back of my neck rise to attention. 

I know Jolly raises sprickets in the arboretum, since it’s the warmest place in all of Winter Wonderland. Maybe one got into the vents. But as I turn to shine my light on the spricket, something shiny and gold glints. Then I hear a squeak. 

I yell as I retreat, racing to the safety of daylight as fast as I can. Minutes later, I scurry out of the vents. Resting on the bench, I catch my breath. 

“You look like you saw a ghost.” Aksel whips his head left then right, as if expecting to see something materialize out of thin air.

“Tell me, do any of the elves have rats as pets?” I ask.

“Not that I’m aware.” Aksel frowns.

“I thought I saw a rat.” The words come out in a huff. I almost add there was something shiny too, like maybe a gold collar with the creature.

“Here? It isn’t likely.” Aksel tilts his head to the side. “Sure you are getting enough oxygen in the vents?”

Then I remember the rat I saw at the beach. Maybe it stowed away on the sleigh, making Winter Wonderland its new chilling home. 

“Aksel, what color are bird droppings?” I ask the question, even if I am not sure I want to know the answer.

“White,” he says matter-of-factly. “It looks like a splatter of paint.”

Not little pellets, I realize. Instead of explaining, I say, “Probably just my imagination.”

“Where did you say you saw it?” Aksel asks.

I didn’t want him looking at the vent resting against the wall, not properly back in place. “Over there,” I say a little too loudly, as I take him by the arm and lead him in the opposite direction. Then I add, “Well, at least it’s trapped in the arboretum.” 

“Unless it makes its way through the tunnels to Homebase.” Aksel faces me.

“What tunnels?” I ask.

“Oh, you know. The ones in the basement you get to by going behind the nutcracker or painting with the pretty lights.” He begins walking away. I join him.

“Right, right,” I respond, like I know all about what he’s saying. “The tunnels that were used for...” I trail off, hoping he’ll finish the thought with anything other than catacombs used to store bones.

“Where all of the elves used to sleep before our cabin was built,” Aksel says like he’s reminding me.

“You used to sleep in that place?” There is no hope in him thinking I was familiar with the reason by the way I shouted at him. I thought back to the box-shaped holes cut out then inlayed with stones that go completely down the length of the tunnel and from floor to high ceiling. Even with a thin mattress and the small stature of the elves, they would be cramped.

“Originally Winter Wonderland only consisted of Homebase. We’ve slowly built other structures to fill up this town.” He puffs out his chest.

“But why the jail at the end of the catacombs, uh, I mean tunnel?” Aksel doesn’t seem to mind explaining so I figure I’ll unroll my scroll of questions.

“That’s for me.” He chuckles and shrugs his shoulders. “I snore so loudly you’d think you were in the center of a tornado.” 

“Can you tell me about the books in your old room?” My eyes widen, and I lean forward on the balls of my feet.

“Books? I took all my belongings with me when I moved to the elves’ cabin. And besides, I’d return any books to the library.” He rubs his chin as if double checking his memory.

“What about the booklet that explains...” I stop myself, not wanting to reveal too much.

“Sorry, no booklets.” He looks at his watch. “Don’t want to miss yoga.” He turns and heads away.

I hadn’t even heard the bell for break time since I was caught up in what I was learning. So, the room at the end of the tunnel was just a bedroom. But who used it after Aksel moved out? And why were they looking into the magic of Santa? 
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The next morning, I make a quick turn around a corner in The Hallway of Trees to head toward breakfast and come face to face with Jolly. 

“Can I at least eat something?” I ask him before he can remind me I have a simulation to get to.

“Make it quick.” Jolly pulls out an antique pocket watch and taps on it.

I salute as if he is my commanding officer, then jog to the dining hall. After piling a plate with scrambled eggs and a chocolate-stuffed croissant, I take the empty spot at the table across from my parents. 

They are sitting next to each other holding hands. Their faces are close together as they talk quietly. The moment they realize they are no longer alone, both plaster on smiles and face me.

“Good morning, sweetheart.” Mom meets my gaze. 

I look from her face to her hand, still holding Dad’s. After nearly two decades of being married, the two of them are as smitten as ever. I hope one day I find someone I can love for a lifetime. 

Finn’s face is the one that fills my mind. I quickly replace the image with one of Cole. Isn’t marrying your best friend ideal? I bite my lip as I remember I need to send him a message soon. 

“How are you today?” Dad asks. He begins rubbing his temples. When he catches me watching him, he lowers his hands and gives me a forced smile.

That’s when I notice the dark circles under his eyes and wonder if I should encourage him to use his own sleeping powder. Is he stressed out about the upcoming holiday delivery or is it my misadventures keeping him up at night?

“Fine,” I answer, then shovel in the first forkful of eggs. While I chew, I make up my mind. The moment my mouth is free of food, I take a deep breath and speak.

“So...” I bite my lip. Should I dive in and ask them about what’s been on my mind, or wait like I planned? I dive in.

“Since nothing bad happened when we took the sleigh to the beach, I was thinking the family could take a trip once a month. A little bonding time, maybe?” The words spill out hurriedly. So much for waiting to ask after giving the gift of a journal documenting our adventures. “We could do it after Christmas, Dad, so you could relax at a spa in Switzerland or sipping coffee overlooking the Roman Coliseum.” 

Mom glances from Dad to me. Although my father’s gaze never leaves my face, I see his shoulders lower. I wonder if Nicky informed them about the bonfire spreading. Would that be their excuse to keep us stuck here?

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. That’s just not possible.” To my surprise, it’s Mom who speaks up. She tucks a strand of her chestnut-colored hair behind her ear.

I open my mouth to protest, but she holds up a hand, then continues talking. 

“Beyond the border of the dome is danger.” She pauses. It looks as if she’s thinking, maybe remembering something. Then Mom continues in a quieter tone. “I am grateful nothing happened to you yesterday, but...”

“You were lucky.” Dad finishes for her. 

I open my mouth to speak, but no words come out. Suddenly, the vow I made to myself to give being the future Santa a real try feels like a vow I can’t fulfill.  

Without another word or finishing my croissant, I stand and run from the table. At first, I head toward my bedroom. But Jolly will find me. The last thing I want is for him to enter my room and see me crying. So, I veer right at the next hallway instead of left and make my way to the simulation center. 

After stepping inside the building, I head to the door leading to the simulation to wait for Jolly to let me know I can start.

“Good luck, Noelle!” Aurora seems to come out of nowhere and gives me a hug. I can’t help but notice the pink backpack covered in rhinestones and a patch of a whale she’s got on.

“Uh, with what?” For a moment, I forget what’s going on.

“With your simulation.” She grins. “Nicky invited me to watch. Said this is your last chance to beat his high score before Christmas.” 

Of course, my brother invited Aurora. What a great way to throw me off my game. “Actually, I already beat his high score.” I say, then I remember how poorly I did yesterday and cringe. Then I see Nicky. He joins us.

“Technically, yesterday you came close to letting me beat your high score. But I went again this morning. So, unless you rock hard, I’ll be in first place.” Nicky puffs out his chest. 

I glance in the direction of the door I need to stand by when I’m up.

Just then, Finn joins us. “Did I miss it?” He drops a gray backpack to the ground.

“Just made it,” Nicky answers, then gives Finn a high-five.

“I’m sure you’ll do great.” Finn winks at me. As my cheeks redden, I stare at him, unable to shake the feeling like I’m forgetting something. No time to figure it out now. I turn and scurry as fast as I can to my starting place. It takes all my willpower not to cover my flushed cheeks with my hands. 

“Simulation beginning in three, two...” Jolly announces. 

“Wait, I need a minute to compose myself!” I yell.

“One.” The door pops open. 

Great. Guess I’d better hurry. But as I peer through the threshold, there are no false lights in the ceiling replicating stars in the sky. What there is plenty of is rain. 

“Not again!” I shout.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


[image: image]


Before I step through the doorway, I glance toward the trio, but they’ve got their backs to me as they walk away. Guess they are heading to a different spot to get a better view. 

Once the countdown ends, I begin my walk along the bridge. At least this time the rain is halfway between drizzle and soak. Before I’ve made it to the roof, the rain shuts off and the lights switch on.

“Uh, hold on a minute.” Jolly’s tone is hesitant. “If I restart it, then that will...” He must step away from the workstation because I can’t hear the rest of the sentence.

“Fiddle-d-fizz. How about I try to...” I wonder if he realizes he’s still on the speaker.

I pause and look at the clock to discover it’s not working either.

“Princess Claus, I’m going to have to do a full-system reboot and run for bugs. So,” he pauses. 

I hear his sigh and cross my fingers.

“Let’s cancel today’s simulation,” Jolly finishes.

“If that’s what you think is best,” I say, already turning around. In my entire life of training, Jolly has never once canceled the Santa Simulation Training. Whether I had a fever or chills, I still completed my mission. “Santa can’t call in sick,” Jolly would say if I complained.

Once I exit the simulation and enter the hallway, I see Aurora and Finn flanked by my brother. All three are peering in from the open door. I walk across the bridge, holding onto the handrail. 

The trio step back into the hallway as I pass through the doorway. 

“Sorry to disappoint,” I say, although I am anything but sorry. 

“Catch.” Finn throws me a towel. I don’t recognize the dark gray and white striped pattern on it.

“Thanks,” I say, then laugh. My clothes are soaked, and I am going to wait until I get back to my room to change them. So, I wrap the towel around my hair. 

“Since you’re already wet, want to join us in the hot tub?” Aurora is still wearing her backpack, a towel that looks just like the one Finn lent me peeks out.

“Why not?” I answer, while tightening the twisted towel still resting on my head.

Nicky and Aurora begin walking away. “The hot tub it is then,” Finn says. But instead of moving, he stands there waiting for me.

“Meet you there,” I say, tugging on my wet top. He must realize I need to go change into a bathing suit. Nicky turns and motions for Finn to join him.

“Meet you there,” Finn says, then catches up to the others.

After changing into my bathing suit, I slide into my fleece-lined boots, wrap myself in a robe, and grab Finn’s damp towel so I don’t forget to return it to him. Five minutes later, I walk through the door of the miniature log cabin. Inside there’s little more than the shelf of towels and a storage closet, and the hot tub that Nicky, Aurora, and Finn are sitting in. Fog rises from the water. It steams the windows of this small building.

Nicky and Aurora are seated across from each other, both lost in conversation. Finn dunks himself, then raises his head and shakes his hair. Aurora pauses mid-sentence, sticks her tongue out at her brother, then finishes what she was saying to Nicky.

They don’t seem to notice me as I slip off my boots. Then I hang up my robe on one of the metal hooks attached to the wall. “Ahh,” I say, while lowering myself into the water. I dip my hair into the tub, still damp from the simulation. Better to be wet with hot than cold water. 

As the jets churn the water and bubbles surface, I close my eyes. Nicky and Aurora’s conversation ceases. Then we all sit in blissful silence. 

A few minutes later, Aurora speaks. “You know, I think I’d pair the white dress with a pink, no, yellow sash. Which color do you think would look better?”

When no one answers, I peek and realize all eyes are on me. “Oh, um, sorry. What were you talking about?”

Aurora goes into more detail about her newest dress she’s designing. Her hands fly through the air, animating whatever she’s describing. 

“Here, let me show you.” Aurora climbs out of the hot tub. After wrapping herself in her towel and meticulously drying off her hands, she pulls a notebook out of her backpack. I watch as she flips through half the pages. 

“This one.” Aurora holds up a drawing of a spring dress. It looks like something a young woman would wear as she walks through a field of red poppies in the spring.

Though I can make it out, I want to see the intricate details. “Just a second.” I rise from the water. My body is so warm I don’t put my robe on. As I debate about colors, I glance back toward the hot tub.

“This water is pretty toasty. Does it have a temperature limit?” Finn asks as he climbs out and sits on the rim, the lower half of his legs still submerged in the bubbling liquid.

Nicky taps at the hot tub’s thermostat on the small screen, but it doesn’t seem to be working. Then he reaches for a floating bobblehead of the typical looking Santa.

“What’s this?” Finn asks snatching the toy up.

Nicky holds his palm out. “It’s a thermometer.” Instead of tossing my brother the bobble head, Finn holds it high in the air.

“Why do you need a second thermometer?” Aurora asks, looking up from her drawing.

“You don’t. It was just a silly gift my mother gave my father for Christmas at least three years ago,” I answer as I watch Finn and Nicky wrestle for the bobble head.

“Boys,” Aurora teases and rolls her eyes. I chuckle.

The game of keep away comes to an end when the miniature Santa goes flying through the air and smacks into the wall next to a towel hook. 

“Oops,” Finn says as he jumps out of the water and scrambles to pick up the object. “I’ll have to apologize to your Dad.” Finn holds out the bobblehead to me. I take it and see it’s broken. 

“That’s okay. Dad won’t even notice it’s gone,” I say, tossing the toy into the trash. 

Nicky must either get sick of being the lone man or tired of his skin getting wrinkled from too much time in the water. He climbs out of the hot tub but leaves his right foot in to swirl the water, like a whisk in cake batter. 

I turn back to Aurora. “What about purple?” There is a hint of lavender in some of the scattered swirls making up the drawing of the skirt. Finn plops down next to us, leans his head against the wall, and closes his eyes.

“Oh, I like that.” Aurora digs into her bag and begins doodling with a purple-colored pencil. A few minutes pass in silence. “Have you ever thought of...” Before Aurora can finish, she’s interrupted.

“Yow!” Nicky says as he yanks his foot out of the water. He falls over the edge of the hot tub and lands on the floor.
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“Did a crab bite you?” I tease. 

“Snow!” Nicky shouts.

When I glance at Aurora, she seems as confused as me. I look back at my brother. Then I see Finn open his eyes. He glances from my brother’s contorted face to Nicky’s foot. A moment later, Finn helps Nicky up and the two of them amble outside where Nicky sticks his foot into the snow.

“What happened?” Aurora rushes past me and is by Nicky’s side a moment later. I rise and join them.

“I boiled the frog,” Nicky whispers.

“How did a frog get in the hot tub?” I ask in confusion.

“The best way to boil a frog is to slowly turn up the temperature,” Finn answers in a tone that is more serious than I expect. “And in this case, the frog was Nicky’s foot.”

That’s when I take a good look at my brother and realize he’s taking deep breaths and wearing a pained expression. Nicky lifts his foot from the snow. It’s covered in splotches with different shades of red. I gasp as the realization that all four of us could be covered from foot to shoulders in matching splotches if we hadn’t gotten out of the hot tub earlier.

“How did this happen?” I ask, taking a step closer to Nicky so I can get a better look at his burns.

Finn walks to the hot tub. I hear a few of the dinging sounds as he pushes buttons. The jets turn off. “The temperature shouldn’t be able to get above one hundred and four degrees.”

“There’s no way Nicky would have this kind of burn if that is correct,” Aurora says as she scribbles on a sheet of paper, then rips it out of her notebook. To my surprise, the girl even pulls a small tape dispenser out of her bag. After Finn slides the hard cover over the water, his sister tapes the note labeled “Broken! Danger!” onto the top.

“Do you mind?” Nicky asks Finn. Once both boys have on coats, Nicky slips his arm around Finn’s shoulder. Together they make their way to the nearby door to Homebase. Aurora and I gather all the belongings then trail behind.

Once in the main building, I pass by two elves deep in conversation. “Excuse me,” I say as I approach them. In as brief a conversation as possible, I tell them about the hot tub. They promise to drain the water and do a thorough inspection, then head off.

We make it to the infirmary. Aurora and I linger at the entrance. Nicky lies down on a cot after pressing the large red button on the wall by the bed. The sign above it reads “Push for help.” 

Since there isn’t often a patient in here, the room is not constantly manned. However, I know it won’t be long before Dapple arrives.

A few minutes later, the elf rushes through the door. With a glance at Nicky, his frown turns into a forced smile. Maybe he’s already trying to put his patient at ease with a calm demeanor. 

“Stuck your foot in the stove again?” Dapple teases. This gets a giggle from Aurora, but Nicky only sucks in a deep breath. Dapple walks over to the medicine cabinet and begins rummaging around. Glass jars clink.

“Princess Claus, would you mind getting him a pitcher of cold water?” Dapple closes the cabinet, then returns to Nicky. The elf’s arms are full. He carefully places each item on the table next to Nicky, including a cup. 

I do as asked, filling the pitcher and pouring some into the cup.

“And, maybe a sandwich,” Nicky adds. Aurora gives Nicky a thumbs-up sign.

Dapple rubs Nicky’s foot with some sort of gooey salve. “I’d like him to sleep here tonight.”

“Looks like the boys’ sleepover will be in the infirmary,” Nicky says, then grimaces.

“Sleepover?” I ask. Before the simulation, I wondered what Aurora and Finn were doing here. Now it makes sense.

“Sleepover,” I repeat, answering my own question.

“We’ll get your sandwich!” Aurora says, a little too excitedly. She grabs my hand and begins tugging me the wrong way.

“The kitchen is to the right,” I say, redirecting her.

“Oh.” She lets go of my hand and we head in the correct direction. Ten minutes later, the two of us return. Aurora is carrying a wicker basket. “Time for an indoor picnic.”

Once we’ve all eaten in awkward silence, I mention getting out of our wet clothes. After Aurora and I have each showered and put on pajamas, we both sit on my bed. Aurora looks around the room and then back at me. “So...” she doesn’t finish her thought.

I have no idea how to entertain her. It’s been years since I had a friend over, and those playdates were planned by Mom. “What would you like to do?”

“How about a tour? I mean, I’ve been here numerous times, but it’s usually to play snowball soccer outside.” She stands.

That’s easy enough. Plus, it’ll give me a chance to see how Finn and my brother are doing. I know we only left them a half hour ago; however, a tinge of unease settles over me as I think about my brother in pain. That protective older sister feeling isn’t only unfamiliar, it’s unfathomable. “Maybe we can bring the boys a dessert, too.”

We walk down one corridor then another. After passing what is probably the twentieth nutcracker, Aurora stops. Unfortunately, it’s at the nutcracker next to the dining hall, the one that leads to the hidden tunnel. Aurora does a curtsy, pretending to spread out an imaginary skirt. “Well, hello, good sir. Yes, you may have this dance.”

“These things always creep my out,” I admit, then giggle. Like knights manning their posts around the castle, our nutcrackers stand guard around Winter Wonderland. 

“Do they really crack nuts?” comes a voice behind me.

I turn and see Finn approaching. He’s got a lazy grin on his face. When Finn reaches us, he pulls down on the right arm, the lever. The nutcracker’s gaping mouth opens and then snaps shut. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 

Both Aurora and I laugh. Mine was to cover the relief that he didn’t give away the secret of the hidden tunnel that we discovered together.

“We were going to see if you two wanted dessert,” I say and motion toward the dining hall. Hopefully, he’ll get the hint that I don’t want to linger. While I know it’s far from likely Aurora would stumble upon the trick to opening the secret passage, I don’t want to take any chances. My secrets are like wet towels and I am the overstuffed dryer, unable to add even one more.

*
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THE NEXT MORNING, I wake to the sound of snoring. “Tiny, out of my room!” I put the pillow over my head to drown out the noise.

“What?” asks the groggy person next to me. I sit up ramrod straight and then remember my sleepover.  

“Oh, sorry, Aurora,” I say.

She stretches and after a loud yawn mumbles, “Any chance you get room service?”

“Only if I were a real princess,” I tease. We get dressed. Aurora puts on a sweater that has a gingerbread man eating a cookie on it with the word “Cannibal” stitched into the top. I was about to scan my wardrobe when I stop. “Drat.”

“Nothing to wear?” Aurora rummages through her bag. Instead of another silly sweater, she unfolds a rose-colored cashmere top and offers it to me. 

“It’s beautiful, but...” I pause and eye the sweater. “I wouldn’t want to damage it.”

Aurora swishes her hand in the air, like she’s signaling that’s not possible. “I saw that pink hat you had on yesterday before your simulation,” Aurora says with a pinch of humor in her voice. She wiggles the garment one last time.

I grin and take it. 

“Besides, I bet my brother will love you in it.” Aurora glances at me and winks.

Once I’ve slipped the smooth material on over a white tank top with lace that peeks out of the bottom, I gather all my courage. “Do you think Finn might like me?” I try to sound nonchalant. I wait for an answer while spritzing myself with my perfume. 

“Uh, duh.” Aurora giggles. “You should have heard him before we left to come here. He went on and on about whether or not he had time to get Mom to give him a haircut.”

“Really?” I’m glad he didn’t. I love catching him tucking the strands behind his ear, and I can’t imagine it shorter. 

“The real question is, do you think you like him?” She grabs a scarf from my closet and wraps it around my neck.

I bite my lip, regretting asking. What does it matter? I don’t have a crush on him anymore. And although he’s working his way back into being a friend, boyfriend material includes trustworthiness.

Just then, the telegraph starts making noises. I rise and walk over to it as the machine churns out a note.

“What’s that?” Aurora asks, springing up from her spot on the bed.

“A note from a friend.” I don’t have to look at it to know. Cole is the only person who ever messages me. I skim through the letter. It is brief, apologizing for not writing much lately, but looking forward to seeing me on December 26th. I grimace. 

It would’ve been nice if he was here tomorrow to celebrate my birthday. However, I forgot to tell him to add a few days to the beginning of his visit. I also forgot to clear it with Dad since my birthday is also the day of my coronation, which no one but family and the elves are invited to.

I shove the note into my back pocket. “Ready?” I ask, with all the cheerfulness I can muster, hoping Aurora doesn’t ask me any questions. What am I supposed to say? 

Up until Aurora and I started hanging out recently, the only person I’d consider a real friend is Cole. Every time he and his parents visit, Winter Wonderland feels like a real home, not just Santa’s workshop. The only annoying part of their vacation here every year starting the day after Christmas was the looks Cole and I got from both sets of parents. It was like they’d planned our wedding since before we were born.

Part of me always assumed we’d end up together—first friends, then something more. But as we get older, that transition hasn’t happened. And how I wish it would. Then maybe my feelings for Finn would wither.

We head to the dining hall. Once inside, I notice a low chatter of elves. As we pass by a table, I hear two discussing their work schedules. 

“As long as I meet my quota for today, I won’t be behind on teddy bear making,” the first one says.

“I’m already behind,” grumbles another.

“Over here!” Nicky shouts. He doesn’t stand, but he does wave his arms in the air. Nicky and Finn are sitting across from each other, so no matter which chair I pick, I’ll have to sit between both boys. I let out a huff, debating on skipping breakfast or not. The last thing I need is for Finn to catch me with food in my teeth. 

I smooth down my hair, wishing I’d spent an extra couple minutes brushing it. Once my message from Cole arrived, I’d rushed Aurora and I along.

I don’t see my parents. Either they’ve already eaten or they will soon. I decide to hurry so I can avoid seeing them. Yesterday’s conversation about not being allowed to leave Winter Wonderland to travel still stings.

“How are you?” I ask Nicky as I pass the cranberry juice to Aurora. 

“It was only first-degree burns, so not too bad.” Nicky shrugs.

I glance under the table to see Nicky’s foot wrapped in bandages. That’s when I catch sight of a crutch leaning against the nearby wall. “It must be somewhat bad if you need that.” I point at the crutch.

“Dapple says to try and stay off of it for a few days.” Nicky takes a sip of his drink.

“Hi, kids,” Dad says as he approaches the table. He ruffles Nicky’s hair. “Make sure to keep off that thing.” Since Dad doesn’t pull up a chair, I figure he and Mom finished breakfast already. I wonder what Mom is up too.

“Good luck tomorrow night,” Aurora says.

“Thanks. I’ve lost track of how many years I’ve had the fortune of being Santa Claus.” Dad chuckles.

It takes everything in my to not roll my eyes. I’d call my legacy a misfortune. 

“Princess Claus, would you please do your brother’s chores this morning?” Dad asks.

“Sure,” I respond too eagerly, hoping he doesn’t bring up yesterday’s conversation. 

Nicky’s eyes widen. “Really?” he mumbles, not bothering to cover his mouth which is half full of food. He stares at me for another moment, then returns his attention to the basket of raspberry scones.

“It’s okay,” I say.

Just then, Jolly approaches. “Duty calls,” Dad says, then he gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. “You guys have fun today.” With that, he turns and walks with Jolly toward the exit of the dining hall.

As they walk away, I can barely make out the beginning of the conversation. “Still no luck with finding out what happened to cause the crack in the dome,” Jolly says. Then he adds, “Or how to fix it.”

I slump down into my chair. I could answer that first question. The real dilemma is how to answer the second one. Maybe if I’m lucky, Dad or one of the elves will be able to figure it out. I glance back at Dad as he follows Jolly out of the dining hall.

When I look up, I realize Finn is staring at me. “I have today off from the diner. Need any help?”

I’m about to decline when Nicky interrupts. “Sure. You and Noelle can take care of the reindeer. Come to think of it, I was supposed to help out with them last night too, but...” he glances toward his foot.

I bite my lip. “Both of you can help,” I offer, then smile at Aurora.

“Oh, um, I was going to check out the sewing room.” The disappointment in her voice is impossible to miss. Then she adds, “But, if you’re busy...” Aurora wraps her arms around herself and looks down.

“I’ll take you. It’s a short hobble,” Nicky says. 

Once we’ve all finished dinner, Nicky and Aurora head off.

“Wait here,” I say to Finn. Five minutes later, I’ve grabbed my utility belt and stocked my one empty pocket with a treat for the reindeer, carrots. Fortunately, that also reminds me to add some doggy treats to the pocket designated for them.

We exit Homebase, then walk in silence until we get to the stables. “Can you tell me all the names of the reindeer?” Finn asks.

“Sure, but don’t expect any to have a red shiny nose,” I tease. Just then a breeze chills my exposed skin. I pull up the hood attached to my jacket. Finn does the same thing. I list the reindeer’s names. By the time I’m done, we are at the stables.

“Hi, Kringle. How are you?” My smile wilts as I catch the expression on his face.

“Some of the reindeer have gotten loose.” He scratches his head and stares off at nothingness, muttering again, “Can’t be.” Then after a pause, he adds, “Must be.”

Unsure if he’s muttering about Nicky not taking care of the elves last night, I clear my throat. “Did you know Nicky got hurt?”

This pulls him from his thoughts. He looks up at me. “Is the poor lad okay?”

“He’ll be fine in a few days, but I’m here to do his chores.” I look around for a moment, then let my gaze rest back on Kringle. “Which I guess means looking for the missing reindeer,” I say in more of a question than a statement.

“Right, right.” Kringle scratches his head again, then heads to the exit. All three of us step outside. There are tracks leading in two directions. “The two of you can follow those.” Kringle points at the ones heading east. “I’ll follow this set north.”

Finn and I make our way to the forest. The breeze amps up a notch, and I press my gloved hands against my cheeks to protect them. 

“Looks like two sets of reindeer prints,” Finn says. I glance at him to see his cheeks are already pink from windburn.

“I think these hoof prints are Maribelle and her daughter, Pixy.” I’m about to ramp up my pace when I see something I can’t ignore. Pausing, I tilt my head back as far as I can. “It’s expanded,” I say out loud but to myself.

“What is?” Finn looks up, too.

I grind my teeth, annoyed I forgot even momentarily that he is with me. Lies begin filling my mind, like a tiny pond overstocked with fish. I rub my arms as I begin reeling one in.

“Hear that?” Finn asks.

I’m grateful not to have to talk about the tendrils of the crack of the dome above expanding since I last saw them. However, my momentary relief is short-lived as I remember the current panic about the reindeer.

I strain to listen. “That must be them!” A loud grunt sounds in the distance. The closer we get, the thornier the path gets. 

“Ouch.” I glance down to see a few dots of blood on my right wrist. 

“Found her!” Finn shouts from the other side of a hill. 

I make my way to the top then around two broad trees to see Maribelle. Finn is pulling at a thicket of branches her antlers got tangled up in.

After five minutes of failing to get her to stop yanking left and right, I remember my last-minute pit stop. “Here you go.” I give her carrots and one of the cookies I stole from the kitchen. “And there’s one more for you if you just stop wiggling.”

Finn rubs behind her ear, and I continue talking in a calm voice. Little by little, Finn unwinds the heinous branches until I hear an audible sigh. “She’s free.”

I give her the second of my three cookies. “This last one is for your little girl. Where is she?” I attach the leash to Maribelle’s collar and lead her toward the edge of the forest. 

As we scan the outskirts of the tree line and the nearby mountain, Finn clears his throat. I turn to him.

“So, excited about your big day tomorrow?” he asks.

Do I tell him how much our conversation helped me? Before that, I was never willing to give being Santa a try. But now that my parents aren’t willing to let me out even on a rare occasion, can I still follow through with my promise to myself to take on the Santa mantel? 

I sigh as I think about the bird sanctuary going up in smoke and how much trouble I’ve caused in my pursuit of happiness. Yes, I’ll step into the role I inherited, even if it means never fleeing this snow globe prison except to deliver gifts on Christmas Eve. But before I do that, I’ll have to go through the ceremony. 

“Hopefully, I won’t trip as I make my way toward the front,” I say while shaking my head.

“Oh, right. Your coronation is tomorrow.” Finn continues walking. I keep up with his pace while Maribelle saunters slowly behind me. He chuckles. “I was talking about your birthday.”

My cheeks turn red, and it’s not from rubbing up against any poinsettias. I shrug but don’t say anything. Him bringing up my birthday only reminds me about my party last year and that I almost embarrassed myself by confessing my feelings for him. 

We both continue searching. “I see something.” Finn jogs toward one of the cave entrances. He holds something up. “I think it’s her collar!” 

“Huskety-o-muskety!” I shout. 

“That’s a new one,” Finn says as he jogs next to me.

“Sorry, it means hurry.” I chuckle, forgetting not everyone uses some of the phrases I’ve heard my entire life.

With a glance back toward the forest, I make up my mind. “You stay here,” I say in a soothing voice to Maribelle. “And I promise to return Pixy as soon as possible.” I secure her to a thin tree, then jog to Finn.

“Thanks,” I say as I take the collar and slide it so that it dangles from the carabiner hook on my belt next to my grappling hook.

“Looks like she wandered in here.” Finn takes a step into the shadows.

I rub my cheeks up and down a few times then lower my hands, grateful the caves will protect us from the wind outside. Then I follow Finn, calling out, “Pixy, where are you?” Thirty steps in and we are already confronted with a choice.

“Any chance you’ve been in these caves before?” Finn asks.

“Yes, but it’s been a little while,” I say. What I don’t say is that Cole and I inspected some of them last year. I wanted to make sure there wasn’t some secret tunnel I could crawl through that would get me under the magical barrier and through to the other side of Winter Wonderland. 

The caves aren’t off limits, exactly. Dad always said to let someone know if I was playing in them, and to never go alone. Well, I’ve got one of his two recommendations fulfilled, even if no one but Finn knows where we are going.

“That way,” I point to the tunnel on the right.

“Do you hear the reindeer?” Finn follows my lead.

“No, but the air seems a little fresher,” I respond.

“Is that some survival technique you picked up?” Finn catches up to me.
“Yep, from ‘Lord of the Rings.’”
I press the button on my headlamp, turning on the tiny but powerful LED light.

A few minutes later we are presented with another fork in the passageway. It doesn’t take long to discover the first option leads us to a sudden dead end. Unfortunately, Pixy isn’t waiting for us at it. We backtrack, then take the only other choice. We move in silence until Finn speaks. “Are you expecting to beat Nicky’s score on the next simulation training?” 

I figure he’s making small talk. At least it’s something easy enough to answer. “As soon as I can get one more round in, I should have it in the bag.”

“Your training seems...” he trails off. 

By his tone, it seems like he might finish with intense or a waste of time. “Fun,” he says.

I chuckle. “Not as much as playing Monopoly or snowball soccer,” I tease.

Fun is one word I’ve never used to describe my time pretending to be the next Santa. A challenge? Yes. Annoying? Absolutely. But fun?

“You should try it sometime,” I say.

“Can I? That would be awesome.” Finn lifts his fist into the air and shakes it. “I’ll beat the highest score. You wait and see.”

Suddenly, my light begins to flicker. “Uh-oh.” The moment I begin speaking, it ticks off. I make a mental note to add a backup battery to my utility belt. Before I have a chance to panic, our path is illuminated by my headlamp switching itself back on.

We continue down the path. “Pixy!” I shout, in case she can hear us. “Come here, baby.”

“Ouch!” Finn says.

I turn and face him. 

“The ceiling must be getting lower.” He’s crouching down and rubbing his head. At this moment, my fickle light turns back off. We both pause until it comes on again. This time it takes twice as long for the illumination to return.

Once it does, I need to mimic Finn and begin crouching too. 

“Think we should turn back?” he asks. 

“We’ve come this far. Mine as well go all the way,” I answer. However, I wonder if there are occasional cave-ins. I decide we will turn back if there is any sign of danger.

Eventually the hunching turns to crawling. I begin humming to take my mind off the feeling of impending doom. “Do you think Pixy could even make it through this tunnel?” 

Although there is only two feet of space between my head and the ceiling, there is plenty of room to my left and right. Finn and I are shoulder to shoulder so that we can both see using my headlamp.

“She’s the smallest of them all. Pixy wouldn’t need to lower her head at this height,” I answer.

A large chunk of dirt falls from above. “Yuck,” I say, then spit trying to get some of the muck out of my mouth. 

“We need to turn back.” Finn stops moving. “I don’t like the fact that the ceiling, even just a little, is now part of the floor. 

I’m about to concede defeat, especially since up ahead the entire dimensions of the tunnel begin to get narrower, when I hear a loud whiny baying sound.

“Pixy!” I shout.

I scurry, not waiting for Finn. Finally, I can barely see the outline of Pixy in the distance. “I’m coming, sweetheart.” 

But instead of being reassured, Pixy turns and stomps away. As the pace of her exodus increases, so does her yowling in terror. And the ceiling begins raining dust and debris.

“Huskety-o-muskety!” Finn shouts from right behind me. The sporadic sprinkle of chunks from the ceiling turns into a constant downpour as we move quickly. 

“Ow!” I complain as I hit a rock. Then we are plunged into darkness as a rock smacks into my headlamp cracking my light.
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Fortunately, once my eyes adjust to the darkness, I realize light is coming from in front of us. “Keep moving,” I say as I crawl toward the dimly lit opening. With the rocks still falling, I slow my pace and use one hand to cover my head. Finn bumps into me. We both half crawl, half roll out of the tunnel and plop onto the floor of the cave. 

I sit for a moment to catch my breath. Then something wet rubs against my cheek as I hear a loud slurp. “Pixy, stop,” I say, holding my hand up to block her. Opening my eyes, I watch as she saunters over to Finn and resumes her licking.

“Guess you’re okay, huh?” Finn says, but doesn’t stop the reindeer from her impromptu face washing.

I wipe my eyes with my sleeve, then get the collar from my utility belt. After slipping it onto Pixy, I asses my surroundings. This area is illuminated by a crevasse in the western corner of the ceiling.

“I’ve got this.” I stand and remove my grappling hook from my belt. With perfect aim, I throw it so it grips the edge of the opening. “Yes.” My new plan is for Finn and me to climb out and get help now that we know where Pixy is.

My victory is short-lived. Instead of pulling myself up by the rope, part of the ceiling breaks off and drops to the ground. With it comes the grappling hook.

“Better not try again.” Finn shakes his head. “Guess we’ll have to find another way out.” Finn wipes his hands on his pants and begins inspecting our room. “Wait. I think I hear...” Instead of finishing his thoughts, he heads into a dark tunnel opposite the side we entered through. 

“Finn!” I shout. Then I race to catch up to him, Pixy trailing close behind.

“It’s this way,” I hear him say. 

I hold my hands up in front of me, unable to see. “Stay close, girl,” I say in the calmest voice I can muster.

Finally, I hear it too. “The waterfall!” The closer I get to the cascade, the better I can see. The center of the waterfall is frozen solid, but thin streams of liquid surround and run down the icy column. 

When I catch up to Finn, he’s scrubbing his face with hands from the droplets of runoff. 

“Any idea where we are now?” he asks. The water and dirt have mixed, making soot-colored trails run down his face as he finishes rinsing off. 

“Absolutely.” I don’t try to hide my smugness. “See that?” I point to the varying shades of blue leading toward an exit. “We are at the ice caves.” 

“I didn’t know about these,” Finn says. Pixy licks the nearest frozen wall. 

“During the winter the waters go through numerous cycles where they repeatedly freeze and thaw causing the ice caves to constantly change.” I run my hand along a column of ice. Finn and Pixy follow me. We pass by the end of the waterfall, taking careful steps on the nearby rocks so we don’t slip. 

“Watch your step.” I try to lead Pixy along a thin trail of rocks that juts out barely above the two-inch-deep frozen walkway.

“Stunning,” Finn says as he admires the stalactites formed from water seepage in the same way one would do an art gallery. The iridescent shades of blue are just as captivating as any priceless painting. Up close the section of ice I’m looking at reminds me of the magical snow globe. I gasp, an idea forming in my mind that I’ll work out shortly.

I take a deep breath the moment we are out of the caves. Finn stands next to me. “Wow, these are beautiful. Maybe we can come back after Christmas, do some exploring?” he asks with eagerness in his voice.

I turn around and look behind us and shake my head. “I think I’ve had enough of dark, tight spaces for a while, ice or no ice.” What I don’t elaborate on is some of that time has been in the vents under the arboretum.

Once we’ve skirted the mountain, mother and daughter are reunited. Maribelle licks Pixy and sniffs the air around her. Finn and I each hold on to the cords of the reindeer as we make our trek back home.
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“You dropped something,” Finn says when we are near the reindeer barn. He bends down and picks up the folded slip of paper that had been in my back pocket. By the time I’ve closed the distance between the two of us, his jovial expression diminishes. 

The note from Cole is written in the snowflake alphabet. Even though I gave Finn the translation days ago, it’s doubtful he would’ve memorized it in that short of time, not just because of the difficulty, but also why would he? 

“Thanks.” I yank it from his hand. When I look up at him, he’s smiling, but the grin doesn’t quite meet his eyes.

In the note Cole simply apologized for not writing more lately and said he’s looking forward to seeing me, nothing Finn would get upset about if he could translate it.

“And thanks for your help.” I force a smile.

“Sure.” Finn tilts his head.

“I just remembered there’s something I need to do.” I know it’s a lame excuse to separate from him, but I’m too excited at my revelation to care. 

“Would you mind taking the girls back to the barn?” I bite my lip.

Finn nods. He takes the leashes and heads off. I’m sure Finn thought my abrupt departure a bit rude, but I just have to find out if the epiphany I had in the ice caves is correct. 

Although I’m worn out from crawling along the cave floor, I jog to my room, grab my go-bag, and make my way back to the ice caves. Once there I pass them by and spend the next fifteen minutes jogging until I reach the furthest part of the eastern barrier. There can’t be any lingering eyes.

Finally standing before the dome, I don’t stop to catch my breath. Instead, I pull the magical snow globe out of my go-bag. “No!” I shout when I see that the cracks zigzag their way around the entire piece of glass.

Holding it out as far from my body as I can, I realize I’m bracing myself as if the snow globe is about to shatter from the fissure. After a few anticlimactic seconds, nothing happens. Instead of spending more time inspecting the snow globe as if I’m Sherlock Holmes and it holds the clue to my current case, I continue on with my purpose for being at this border. 

I’m so close to the wall my white puffs of breath hit it. “This has to be the answer,” I say. Clutching the magical snow globe against my chest, I walk forward. And nothing stops me. 
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“Yes!” I shout after I’ve walked through the shimmering wall. I look all around, half expecting Ebenezer to be standing right before me ready to kidnap me. I allow my heart to return to a steady rhythm as I realize I am all alone. Off in the distance are scattered trees and snow-covered hills as far as I can see. 

“Huh,” I say aloud. To my surprise, the view is a bit anti-climactic. There’s not much difference between the snow-covered forest I saw when I smacked into Finn last week after running through the exit of Winter Wonderland and the scene before me. No matter. I’ve figured out how Nicky, Finn, Aurora and I made it through the barrier when we went to the beach. And how to make my great escape. 

This time I put the snow globe in my go-bag instead of holding it. Then I put the bag on my back and take a deep breath. When I place my hand against the barrier, it doesn’t resist me. 

Once I am back in Winter Wonderland, I walk home unhurried. I think back on how I came to my revelation. When I stared at the ice caves, they reminded me of the magical snow globe. I thought about how the dome is based on the miniature globe. But what if one isn’t just based on the other. What if they are connected? That would make sense since when one got a crack in it so did the other.

Then I remembered I had my go-bag and the magical snow globe with me when I hid in the sleigh that left Winter Wonderland and ventured to Hawaii. I made it through the dome because I took part of Winter Wonderland with me in the form of the small snow globe.

Maybe if my parents agreed to let me leave home every now and then I wouldn’t feel so trapped. I wouldn’t dread tomorrow morning when I am scheduled to vow to become the next Santa. After that there is no turning back on my obligations. I need to eradicate the crushing pressure and flee Winter. Wonderland for good. It’s now or never.

I am unsure how much time has passed once I see the barn. “All the reindeer are accounted for,” says Kringle as I pass by him on my way to Homebase. 

“Oh, right.” I pause and give him my full attention. “Thanks for your help.”

He nods and heads back into the barn, probably to check on any injuries the reindeer might have. I’d already forgotten about them. Guilt nibbles, but I ignore it. No time for anything but preparations.

I enter into my room to find a mess. My lamp is lying on its side, and there is a small pile of crumbs scattered around. “Tiny!” He must’ve found my secret stash of cookies. That’s the last time I leave food in my room. Or better yet, I’ll get a plastic container and place it up high.

On my walk home inspiration was still flowing. I came up with the rest of the lyrics to finish my song “Snow Globe Prison.” I step to the keyboard, turn it on, and begin playing the now-finished version.

*
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I am shaken, but not broken

I’m finally on my way

To a new world and to freedom

Let the snowflakes fall where they may

I am strong enough to shatter this glass

I am brave enough to step out of old footprints and find my own path.

Be courageous, and finally take a chance

Even though I am afraid

I will make my great escape

****
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Watch the music video at:

http://bit.ly/snowglobeprison
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I take a quick shower and the rest of the day passes by in a blur. When Aurora knocks on my door to probably say goodbye, I pretend not to be there and don’t open it. Although I’m starving, I decide to remain in my room.

Though earlier than usual, I get into bed. When I woke up this morning, I set tomorrow’s alarm for 8:00 a.m. to give myself two hours to eat breakfast and do my hair and makeup before my ceremony. Now that I don’t plan on attending my own coronation, I change it to 6:00 a.m. That way I can be up and out before everyone else and make my getaway.

As I rest in bed staring up at the ceiling, which is dimly lit by a few glow-in-the-dark plastic stars, I try counting sheep to help me slip into that dreamy state. When I get to 127, I switch to naming cities in America I want to explore. Once I can’t remember the names of any more, I imagine what it would be like sightseeing in other countries. Dad’s mentioned too many times to count that there’s no time for stopping and smelling the roses on our Christmas delivery expedition. Of course, we will take a bite out of cookies and pause for a moment to admire each household’s decorations. But that is part of the Santa experience. 

I don’t just want to deliver gifts to children in China, I want to see the Great Wall. I don’t just want to fly over Big Ben. I want to pause and listen to it chime, with a satisfaction that soon all my dreams are about to come true. 

At some point past midnight, I finally drift off to sleep. When my alarm blares, I hit the snooze button mechanically. Then I shoot up, sitting ramrod straight. 

“Today’s the day!” As I say it out loud, my pulse quickens. In under four minutes I’m dressed, this time in my stealth mode of all white, not all black. I am about to sling my go-bag around my shoulder when I accidentally get a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Maybe an extra couple of minutes for makeup isn’t such a bad idea, I think, after seeing the circles under my eyes. 

After I’ve applied foundation, eyeshadow and mascara, I consider grabbing a snack bar in the kitchen. But I decide against it. Better to avoid being seen. Besides, I bet Finn can whip up a fresh breakfast of Belgium waffles at the diner. I make a mental note to add Belgium to the list of countries I want to visit. Then I can compare Finn’s version to the original. A pang of sadness surprises me as I think about saying goodbye to Finn. I hadn’t thought about having to leave him behind too. My quick stop at his family’s diner is something I won’t skip.

I take a deep breath and finally slip on my go-bag, with the magical snow globe nestled snuggly in the center. Ten minutes later I’ve managed to sneak past the few elves up already. I move in stealth mode as I slink along the hallway until I find Tiny snoring as his body rests against a pile of stuffed animals. He’s curled up in a ball, reminding me of a furry igloo. I rub behind his ears as I whisper for him to get up. 

Then I take out his red-and-green-striped collar and attach it to him. It isn’t until I mention the word “treat” that he rises and follows me. We make our way to the control room of The Simulation Center.

I look into the drawer I saw Jolly use the other day. Since I don’t know which key will open the barn with the sleighs, I grab the entire keychain full of keys. Soon I am standing outside the barn. Once I figure out the correct key, I undo the lock and pull back both sliding doors. 

Tiny whines as I hook him up to one of the non-magical sleighs. “I know it’s early, boy. But I’ll get you a treat at the diner.”

I lift the lid to the bench seat and stow my go-bag inside. With care, I place one blanket to the left, right, and above the bag. I don’t want the crack in the snow globe to spread from any bumps along the way—or worse, to shatter all together.

Then I lead Tiny out of the barn. The sleigh glides along behind him, hardly making a sound. Once the double doors are closed, I hook the chains back up and lock them. However, I don’t want to take the time to return the keys so I drop the keychain in the snow next to the lock. Hopefully, Jolly will think he dropped it after locking up the barn.

“Now, Tiny—” I begin as I rub behind his ear. “—we’re going to go on a little trip.” I climb aboard the sleigh and steer Tiny north for a few minutes before heading west, the real direction we need to go. That way hopefully fewer prying eyes will see us. Taking the official exit isn’t in this plan. And, after my discovery yesterday, I know I don’t need to.

Tiny slows as we near the magical barrier. I jump down and walk next to Tiny, placing my hand on his shoulders as he clomps on all fours.

We near the shimmering wall. “Let’s go for it, Tiny.” He moans, but obeys. We keep walking and nothing stops us. For about ten seconds it again feels like I’m pushing my way through water, although I can breathe normally.  

Suddenly, we are on the other side. It takes everything in me to not look back. Instead, I face my future head on. It’s finally time to make my great escape.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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After I hop back onto the sleigh, I pull out the notes I’ve taken. Over time I gathered details about the path we will take and what it’s like. As Tiny and I head toward town, we are flanked by trees with more than just a light dusting of snow. 

Tiny whimpers as we veer left. I glance back for a moment as I lose sight of Winter Wonderland. “There’s no turning back now. “Yah!” I shout, and Tiny picks up the pace.

Craning my neck, I look to the right as we pass an opening in the tree line. The path looks just like ours. A few minutes later there is another opening, this one on the left. I remember what Finn said about the journey being a straight shot to town from my home, and ignore the urge to explore. I’m on a mission, I remind myself. 

The trees change from touching each other’s branches to growing amounts of space between them. We slow our pace when I see the edge of the forest. 

“Maybe we should walk from here,” I tell Tiny. Then I leave the sleigh parked just out of sight. If my plan goes off without any hiccups, I’ll need Finn to find and return the sleigh to my home. 

As we exit the forest and step onto a sidewalk, I imagine the two of us are quite the sight, a girl and her full-grown polar bear on an early morning stroll down the sidewalk of this small town. In the distance is a mountain with homes built into the incline. Before me there are shops of all kinds and meandering streets with an occasional stopped car at a red light. 

We pass by the post office that doubles as a small convenience store. There is a sign in the window reminding people they can pick up toothpaste at the same time they get their stamps. I’m shocked at how small this building is, considering how much mail is delivered here for Santa. 

There is a slit in the door for people to slide their outgoing mail through. I press my face against the cool glass and peer inside. Three aisles are filled with packaging and toiletries. Past them is a counter. I can barely make out a sign on the left side labeled “Town.” There is one large shelf, half full of boxes. The sign on the right is labeled “Santa.” The five shelves are overflowing with bags of mail. I don’t envy the mailman’s delivery today, the last one before Christmas. I’m sure it’s the biggest one all year. I pull my gaze away as I see people nearby, and I begin walking again.

“Merry Christmas,” a man says to a woman on the other side of the street. He waves with thick gloved hands. They both stop walking and begin chatting. 

I worry about Tiny being spotted and pick up my pace. Suddenly, a young woman with dark brown corkscrew hair spilling out of her knit hat exits a shop about thirty feet ahead of me. She locks the door, then heads in our direction.

“Tiny, sit,” I say in my most commanding tone. Instead of sitting down, Tiny plops down like he’s going to take a nap. Maybe she’ll mistake him for pile of snow. I stand there between my giant pet and the approaching woman, staring at her as she nears. 

“Merry Christmas.” She smiles at me.

“Merry Christmas!” I accidentally shout at her. When her eyes glance at Tiny, I am ready to begin an explanation of how harmless he is.

“Hi, Tiny.” She blows him a kiss, then keeps walking.

I look back and forth between the woman and Tiny, then laugh. Guess Tiny’s and my life isn’t as secret as I thought, at least in this town. 

“Come on, you big puffball.” Tiny groans as he rises. I wonder how she recognized him, since he looks just like any other polar bear. Maybe it’s his collar used to hook him to my sleigh. Or maybe she recognizes me and assumes that’s my pet. 

We pass a closed barber shop. There is a white Christmas tree inside covered in hair-cutting-themed ornaments. Next is another place closed for the holiday. The sign says they take visitors on tours to see the Northern Lights. 

The scent of waffles and something tangy lets me know we are nearing the diner. Outside the front door is a parking lot full of snowmobiles and cars. To the right is a roped-off area. There are paw prints scattered all over this snow-covered section. At the front is a wood bar. It reminds me of the place in old west where cowboys hooked their horses to, except here it’s sled-pulling dogs.

Tiny wanders around the animal area haphazardly, sniffing and pawing at the ground. For a moment, I consider telling him to wait here, but if someone tried to park their dogs next to Tiny that wouldn’t work out too well. Even if the humans in town know how friendly Tiny is, that’s not something easily explained to territorial sled dogs. 

“Follow me,” I tell my faithful friend. We walk around the side of the diner to the back. “I won’t be long.” I give Tiny a rub behind the ear and make promises of treats. He lies down between the trash dumpster and the wall with a huff. A minute later I walk through the front door.

“Is Aurora or Finn working this morning?” I ask the waitress with snowflake earrings as she brings me to a table. 

“Yes, hon, although they are swamped in the back. This is our busiest day of the year. But I’ll let Finn know you are here.” She winks at me, drops a sheet of paper on the table, and walks away. 

I blush. Does she suspect there is something between Finn and me? Pulling the paper up to cover my red cheeks, I glance at today’s menu. The top reads, “Christmas Eve specials available all day until closing.” To my surprise, there is everything from waffles to sushi. 

I look at where the price should be, but there isn’t any listed next to sushi. As I scan the menu, I don’t see dollar signs anywhere. Then I notice at the bottom in bold red letters is the explanation. "Christmas Eve Prices: dance, compliment others, help out in back, or sing for your meal. No cash accepted."

The waitress comes over. I notice her bracelet matches her snowflake earrings. “Even though it’s breakfast time, we have a full menu all day.”

“Sushi, the rainbow roll,” I answer without hesitation. And then I ask, “Is this for real? Singing for your meal?”

“That's a Christmas tradition here for over a decade.” She scribbles my order on her notepad. Without looking up, she speaks. “It's wonderful for those who can't afford a good meal on the holiday. And a little fun even for those who can afford it.”

It's at this time Finn finally joins us. His apron is covered with what looks like specks of red and green frosting. There are bits of flour on his face. His expression is one of surprise, but I can’t tell if he thinks me being here is a good or bad surprise.

In each hand is a mug. After he sits, he places one drink before himself and then slides the other one over toward me. 

I inhale. “Yum, my favorite.” The apple aroma wafts toward me. I stare at the drink to avoid eye contact with Finn. What will he think about me now that I abandoned my family? Maybe coming here to say goodbye wasn’t the right idea. Before he can tell me to go back to Winter Wonderland, I begin speaking. “Um, I had to leave Tiny out back. Is there somewhere else I should hide him?”

“Hide him?” Finn chuckles. “You can move him to the front of the store with a sign saying his name. We’d get even more business today, not that we need it.”

“So, everyone in town knows about Tiny?” I bite my lip, wondering what else this town knows about.

“Of course. But they’ve never had a chance to meet him,” he whispers as if it’s a secret.

“As long as he doesn’t scare any employees going out back to take out the trash, he’ll be fine where he is.” Then again, maybe I should move him to the sled dog section.

“It’s more likely one of my co-workers would scare Tiny then the other way around,” Finn says, then chuckles.

There are a few moments of quiet between us, although the entire diner is filled with a dense chatter of conversations. There are only a few empty seats left.

“I didn't think you and Aurora would be working here today. I thought you’d be celebrating with your family.” I blow on my apple cider, then use the spoon on the table to stir it to keep from wringing my hands under the table.

“This is the busiest day of Dad’s diner. And we love to spend it celebrating with the community.” Finn takes a sip from his drink.

Just then Aurora joins us. “Princess Claus,” she says, then covers her mouth. “I mean Noelle.” 

She stretches her arms open wide, and I stand and give her a hug. She embraces me, then pulls back and frowns. “I’m surprised you’re here on Christmas Eve. Aren't you busy tonight? I mean helping your father. And isn't this the big year where you get to go with him on the sleigh?”

“Just had to grab some more food for Tiny.” I hold back a grimace as I lie. 

Finn doesn't say anything, but looks at me and raises an eyebrow.

“Do you need a hand waitressing?” I offer, making sure to sound upbeat. “I have a little time before I have to get back and I need to pay for my meal, so to speak.”

Just then the waitress comes over. “Aurora, can you help me with the table of ten in the back?”

“Sure. On my way,” Aurora answers, but before she goes, she gives me another hug. “I'll be back here in a bit.”

After she shuffles off, I glance at Finn. “Need help in the back? I could wash dishes.” What I don’t confess is it would be my first time.

“We get more help than we could ever need on Christmas Eve. The back is more packed with helpers than here with those eating.” Finn leans back and bites his lip, his eyes narrowing. 

I crane my neck to get a glance through a window in the door leading to the kitchen. There is an assortment of young and old doing every job imaginable from rolling dough to drying plates. Finn’s movement catches my attention. 

Finn leans forward conspiratorially and speaks in a volume so low I can barely hear him. “What’s that?” He looks down with his eyes but doesn’t move his head.

“My go-bag.” I cringe. Why hadn’t I just said it was a backpack? I consider pretending I’m going back to Winter Wonderland in a bit. But then I remember I need him to return my sleigh. I should share my getaway plan with Finn sooner rather than later.

“It's all I brought with me, well, that and the back-up sleigh along with Tiny.” I make a mental note to ask him if there are any flights out of town leaving today. 

“I’ll have to put up a sign out front. Don’t fear the bear.” He chuckles.

“Yeah, if he gets grumpy, just give him some candy. It’s the fastest way to his heart,” I say. 

A loud clang sounds to our left. Finn and I turn and discover the crash came from a dropped plate that shattered on impact. 

“Got it!” Aurora shouts as she runs over with a dustpan. “I’ll get you a new one,” she says to the little girl with black hair holding a stuffed animal. As soon as Aurora’s done sweeping, she races toward the kitchen.

“So, tell me the real reason you left today” Finn says, without a hint of disapproval in his tone.

I glance at Finn who is still staring at me. Here I am again exactly one year after my birthday party. The boy I’ve been crushing on is before me. I have the opportunity to share my secrets. Last time I did, and I regretted it. I don’t know if I can take that chance again, even if he’s seemed to have grown in trustworthiness during the last twelve months.

I clutch the mug of apple cider, drawing warmth and courage from the cup. I take a breath and speak up before my fears get the better of me. “The day we went to the beach you mentioned passion and sacrifice...” The statement sounds more like a question than I intended. 

He nods, but doesn’t speak. I take a tentative sip, and then a gulp as I realize the drink won’t scald my mouth. I place the drink back on the table, but I continue holding it. I can’t bring myself to unlock the cell that holds my desires and fears. Last time I did, I cracked the small snow globe in my bag. 

I'm about to tell him it's no big deal. I just needed a break and will be heading home after my meal. But as I stare into his eyes, those aren't the words that tumble out of my mouth.

Lowering my shoulders, I go with my heart’s cry instead of my rational mind. “What if the sacrifice is too great?” My eyes flicker left then right as I make sure no eavesdroppers listen in on our conversation. 

“Noelle,” Finn says at a normal level. 

I continue scanning the diner, giving Finn only half my attention.

“Noelle,” Finn says again.

This time I face him. When I meet his eyes, they are filled with nothing but compassion and understanding. My chin quivers, and it’s as if suddenly we are the only two people in the room. And what he says next shocks me into silence.

“How about some company on your jailbreak?” Finn shrugs and although I can tell he’s feigning nonchalance, out of the corner of my eye I see him rapidly tapping his foot on the ground.

“Here ya go, hon.” The waitress plops down my plate of sushi. “And how do you want to earn your meal?” 

And then I remember today’s unusual form of payment for food. I’m about to say washing dishes when Finn speaks up. “She’ll sing.”

“What?” I ask, looking from the waitress to Finn. His foot has stopped moving and the casual expression he usually wears is back in place. I stare at Finn, willing him to shoo away the waitress and go back to our conversation. 

“Got a singer over here!” the waitress yells and waves to someone crammed in the back corner of the diner. Just then I see the person is a deejay, surrounded by his equipment.

“Ladies and gentlemen, next up we have a singer named...” The deejay glances left and right, trying to get a glimpse of me.

“Princess Claus!” Finn shouts.

I shake my head and put my hands on my hips. “No way.” With a look around, I see all eyes are on me, and more than a few jaws are dropped. I shrink down in my seat, realizing all the people here have heard of me, but most probably haven’t ever seen me before.

“Hooray, a song!” shouts the little girl who dropped the plate earlier. Finn gives her a nod. She hops up from her chair, races toward me, then leads me to a spot that’s open in front of the deejay booth. 

“My name is Carly, Princess Claus,” the little girl says as we walk.

“I remember you,” I answer, letting a smile fill my face. “You gave me the beautiful decoration with the mittens that is still on my bedroom door.”

Carly beams and opens her mouth to speak, but the deejay interrupts her.

“What’ll you sing for us this Christmas Eve morning?” the deejay asks after pulling his headphones off.

“Um,” I hesitate, looking around now that I’ve made it to the spot in front of the deejay. Unfortunately, all eyes are on me. I blurt out the first song that comes to mind. “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” 

“How about a Christmas song?” Carly is tugging on my shirt. Then she plops down on the floor a few feet away and stares up at me.

I wrack my brain for Christmas songs. When that’s all you hear year-round, you’d think it’d be easy to come up with even one. But as my nerves soar, my mental capacity sinks. 

“Jingle Bells,” Carly mouths in front of me.

“Jingle Bells.” I face the deejay. He nods, and within a few seconds, the music begins playing. I suck in a deep breath, realizing although I have a passion for singing, I don’t have a passion for performing—at least, not that I know of. This is the first time I’ve allowed anyone to hear me sing. My nerves race until I get a glance of Carly’s wide grin. After a deep breath, I begin singing.

“Dashing through the snow in a one-horse open sleigh. O’er the fields we go laughing all the way.”  As I continue the lines, I see Carly mouthing the entire song. I motion for her to join me. Her eyes widen, and she shakes her head back and forth. I take one step toward her and pause. Her mouth drops open, and she covers her face with her hands. I take a second step in her direction and continue singing as I crouch down to her level. 

When I get to the chorus, I stop singing and place the microphone before her. She peeks through her laced fingers. The music continues even though it’s missing the lyrical part. I watch as she begins bobbing up and down, then humming, and finally singing. 

Once she’s begun adding her voice to the melody, I join in again. Though our two voices clash more than blend we finish the chorus together. “Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way. Oh what fun it is to ride in a one-horse open sleigh.”

As the song ends, I take a deep breath. Before I have a chance to hand the microphone back to the deejay, he puts on the song “Here Comes Santa Claus.”

By this time, most of the patrons have joined in. Finn pulls up a chair and motions for me to sit in it. Then a gaggle of kids form a line with Carly at the front. One by one they sit on my lap, but instead of telling me their wish list, they sing a small part of the song. 

As soon as one song line is done, the current kid jumps up, scurries away, and the next has a turn. It takes two rounds of the song before I’ve gotten through each kid. 

To my relief, once we finish “Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer” Aurora comes up to announce they are out of sushi. I wave to each of the kids as I pass them by on my way back to my seat.

However, Aurora then turns to the deejay. She whispers something to him that the microphone doesn’t pick up. I cock one eyebrow in confusion as I take my seat back at my table.

“Noelle, we’d like to sing you a special song.” There is a tinge of mischief in Aurora’s expression. 

Before I have a chance to wonder which Christmas song it will be, Aurora begins singing the “Happy Birthday” song. In my haste to flee this morning, I completely forgot about it being my seventeenth birthday. Others join in, and eventually it seems like the entire diner is staring at me. All have similar expressions of joy on their faces. Some raise a glass to me. When I make eye contact with Carly, she waves.

Finn approaches the table. As he lowers a plate on the table, I see it has a s’more on it. There is a lit candle in the extra marshmallow on top. I suck in a deep breath and exhale. After blowing out the candle, I say, “Thank you.” Then I slump down in my seat, ready for the attention to go elsewhere.

I chug my apple cider. Finn places a glass of water before me, then sits down. He lets loose a grin that fills his face. “You certainly earned breakfast this morning singing.”

I look down to see I haven’t had one bite of sushi yet. “What about you?” I ask, stalling. The last thing I need is a sesame seed stuck in my teeth as I talk. Then the image of chocolate from the desert covering my face comes to mind. Maybe I should skip this birthday breakfast all together.

“I just finished a blueberry muffin. I’ll have a quick snack if things ever slow down,” Finn pauses, then adds, “so you should dig in.”

I can’t help myself and sneak a quick peek at Finn. He pulls out of his back pocket what looks like a stack of folded paper. Instead of putting it on the table, he places it on his lap, out of my sight. Then he picks up the menu and appears to be reading it. 

What’s the thing on his lap? Is it another way of avoiding going back to our earlier conversation? Was he serious about joining me to travel the world?

I push around the food on my plate with my fork. Maybe for Christmas I’ll have to see if I can find any chopsticks back at home to deliver to the diner tonight. My shoulders tense, and I press my lips together when I remember I won’t be the one delivering any gifts this holiday season. My elation from minutes ago fizzles like snow thrown on top of a firecracker. 

Will my parents be upset when they realize I’ve forced Dad’s hand? Surely, he’ll let Nicky deliver gifts with him now, won’t he? Instead of lingering on guilt and questions, I give the approaching pair my undivided attention, grateful for the distraction.

Carly and her grandmother I met last year at my birthday party approach the table. Both have matching hazel eyes. The older of the two has gray hair that hangs almost to her knees. “Sorry to bother you, but I wanted to ask how your mother is doing.”

The question catches me off guard. “My mother?” I don’t bother to keep out the confusion from my tone. Is there something this woman knows about Mom that I don’t?

“Yes, you see it’s been so long since we’ve talked. I didn’t get a chance to at your party last year.” She gets a pensive look on her face. “Now, how long has it been since before that?” 

She looks at me as she answers her own question. “Eighteen years. It was the day of your father’s coronation. Oh, and of course your parents’ wedding day.”

“What?” I blurt out, without trying to hide my surprise at this knowledge. My parents always celebrate their wedding anniversary on December 27th. I assumed that was their wedding day, but was I wrong? 

Maybe they wanted to wait until the stress of Christmas was over. Had they ever told me they married on Christmas Eve? I’m guessing yes, but most likely it was a detail I wasn’t interested in. Until now.

Why wouldn’t they wait until after Christmas to marry? Surely Mom didn’t like having her wedding celebration overshadowed by Dad’s coronation and, a year later, my birthday.

“Oh, Princess Claus. Can I come to your coronation today? I promise I’ll be good.” Carly clasps her hands together and looks at me pleadingly.

I open my mouth, but no words form.

Her grandmother places a hand on Carly’s shoulder. “Sorry. Only family is allowed at the coronation. Back when your parents were married, they had the wedding after the coronation. That’s when all the townspeople showed.”

I nod. Yep, just the family and elves. But this time also minus me, the next Santa.

“But, why don’t you invite everyone?” Carly asks, not satisfied with her grandmother’s answer.

I bite my lip. Do I tell her about the evil elf, the reason we hardly ever let anyone into Winter Wonderland? Not wanting to scare her with the revelation of a person so intent on ruining Christmas, I shrug.

“The coronation is part of the secret magic of Santa,” Finn says. “Sometimes not knowing how everything works makes it more of a surprise, more magical.”

I’m grateful for his quick thinking. 

Carly looks over to her grandmother. I watch as the grandmother nods her head. “Oh, right,” Carly says. She gives me a hug. Then without a word, she places an extra-large blue and white candy cane on the table. “You’re going to make the best Santa ever,” she says, and then leaves with her grandmother before I have a chance to respond.

I stare at the treat, then put it in my pants pocket. It’ll be a great reward for Tiny for pulling the sleigh today. And boy, has he earned it. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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“You were great up there.” Finn’s staring at me.

I bite my lip and hope my cheeks don’t flare up. For so long, I’d always thought of Finn as a copy of my brother—two boys who both excelled at teasing. But now I’m not sure. There was still the teasing. But at what point had my annoyance at him morphed into delight?

“Not just your voice, either. I mean you could be a professional singer.” Finn laces his hands together, then places them behind his head and leans back. 

“You really think so?” I lean toward him.

“Of course. But it’s not just that. You have a natural gift. It’s like when you sing you invite the entire world in and hold nothing back.” He looks away as if imagining something. If only he knew how right he is. It was the holding nothing back part, the scream of sixteen years of anger that started this whole mess in the first place. But, that’s not what I say. 

“There's nothing in the world that brings me more joy than singing.” I look over to Carly. She claps her hands together as a giant plate of pancakes is placed before her on the table. My stomach rumbles. Instantly, I place my hand over my belly in hopes of blocking the sound. 

“I’d better go check on the kitchen.” Finn rises. The papers on his lap fall to the ground. He snatches them up and hurries off before I can get a good look at them. Maybe they are just a batch of recipes.

I am unsure if he heard my stomach and decided to let me eat in peace, but I am glad he left either way. Chatting with him is too much of a distraction. I begin eating my sushi. 

Lingering in town so close to home isn’t a great idea. I can imagine Dad throwing the door to the diner open and dragging me back to Winter Wonderland. I chuckle at the thought. More likely Dad would open the door slowly, make small talk with the townspeople, then casually walk toward me. Without a word, he’d stand before me and stare until I followed him home.

Not today, Dad. I make it through the sushi when fullness settles in. After sliding the plate and the untouched dessert to the side of the table, I put my go-bag before me and empty it.

There are necessities like my toothbrush and cherry-flavored lip balm. But there are also little things I couldn’t leave behind like my favorite blue and silver scarf that Grandma Carol knit me. 

Then there’s the box still taking up the lower half my bag. Inside it is the tiara Mom made me when I was nine. I’d borrowed hers and dropped it. Instead of scolding me, she let me help her fix it. Then for my tenth birthday, she gave me one she made herself. She called it a placeholder, one to wear until I was old enough to be given one with real jewels. 

There is no way I could leave that behind. The simple design of plastic red berries, green leaves, and scattered white crystals woven in. It didn’t matter the crystals weren’t diamonds. The tiara was more precious to me than anything else I owned. And, I didn’t leave it. I took everything I love, but left my devastation behind for others to fix. 

I remove the box containing the snow globe, but don’t open it. Yesterday, when I used it to walk through the magical barrier outside the ice caves, the cracks completely covered the glass. When I left Winter Wonderland this morning, the web-like tendrils laced from the top of the dome down toward the bottom, but stopped about seventy-five percent of the way. At least I’ve figured out whatever happens to the miniature snow globe, the same will happen to the magical dome a couple days later.

“How’s Nicky doing?” Finn asks as he takes the seat across from me.

Before I answer, I run my tongue over my teeth. No sesame seeds detected. “Obnoxious as always.”

Finn chuckles. “I’m sure. But, how’s his foot?”

“It’ll be a few more days...” I don’t finish my sentence when I realize my error. Dad planned on taking me to deliver gifts tonight. I just assumed Nicky would join him since I’m gone. But if Nicky’s still injured, he can’t help.

I sit up straight. “A few more days until he’s all better.” I finish forcing a confident voice. Dad’s been the lone Santa ever since he started two decades ago. Nicky can join him next year.

Fear flickers in my mind as I remember how frequent Dad’s headaches have become. What if he can’t handle another year by himself? I glance at the door.

Now is when I need to find out if Finn was serious about joining me. The thought of not being along on my travels is comforting. The thought of Finn being the reason I’m not alone is terrifying and exhilarating.

“I have a not-so-tiny favor to ask,” I say, then bite my lip.

Finn looks at me. “Anything for the birthday girl.” He continues drinking.

I nod and take a deep breath. Then I plan what I’ll say to Finn once I’ve gathered my courage. I decide to ask him to have his sister ride behind him on her own snowmobile. That way Finn could take Tiny back for me on my sleigh, then ride home with Aurora. 

Either Finn will ask to go with me again, letting me know he meant it, or he won’t bring it up. Then I’ll have as much time as I need to deal with the disappointment once I’m out of his sight.

I freeze, unsure if I should hurry home or stick to my plan of finding the airport. But the thought of returning to Winter Wonderland paralyzes me. I can’t live my life a caged bird. It’s time to fly.

However, there’s one more thing I should do. I start fishing around in my go-bag for a pen to scribble a note for my parents. Just then, a loud laugh carries over the chatter of the crowd. I recognize it instantly as Aurora’s. I am shocked when I see her hand on the shoulder of a teenager. Then I recognize Dirk from when he played snowball soccer with Nicky a few days ago.

Aurora leans in and whispers something to him. Suddenly he pops up from his chair and picks her up, raising her in the air. She squeals to be put down, but her tone hints that’s the last thing she wants. When he finally lowers her, she simply laughs, then resumes chatting.

“Is something going on with your sister and Dirk?” I ask, sure Finn will put my fears to rest.

Finn doesn’t even look. He reaches for my plate of s’mores. “Were you going to eat this?” is the only response I get. 

I don’t reply, but instead wait for Finn to meet my gaze. When he does, I continue. “My brother thinks Aurora’s his...” What do I say...girlfriend, friend who may soon turn into a girlfriend?

I bite my lip and look down. As I stare at my lap, I think back on how quickly Nicky’s and my relationship changed. Here I am sitting with Finn, when all I can do is talk about Nicky.

I turn my gaze to the window, watching a light dusting of snow fall. It reminds me of the never-ending cascade of snow in the magical snow globe. Finally, I open the box, watching the countless flakes swirl endlessly around the miniature town of Winter Wonderland. 

I give the twirling movement my full attention. Is there some rhythm to the dance the snowflakes make? Unable to decipher one, I put the snow globe on the table before me and am about to give it the millionth inspection when Finn speaks.

“I thought Nicky was waiting until he gave Aurora his Christmas present to ask her to be his girlfriend,” Finn says more to himself than me. Suddenly, he whips his head around and meets my curious gaze.

“I didn’t mean to say that out loud.” Finn rubs the back of his neck. “Noelle, please don’t tell anyone. Your brother will be so mad if he finds out I told you his secret.” 

“Oh, so you’ll keep my brother’s secrets, but not mine?” I say standing, knocking my seat over in the process.

He looks up at me. “I promise I didn’t tell anyone about your attempts to escape Winter Wonderland hiding in my crate last week.” Finn holds his hands up in the air. Then he adds in a whisper, “Or about you leaving now.” 

His tone is even. I wait a moment to see if he mentions coming with me again. But he doesn’t. I want to ask him about it, but instead of asking my question, other words tumble out again.

“No, the secret about—” I pause then whisper, “Ebenezer.” After crossing my arms, I add, “Never mind. I should go.”

Enough time lingering over what could be with Finn. I need to get to the airport and catch the next flight out of town. 

Understanding must finally dawn on Finn about Ebenezer. He opens his mouth to speak. “I didn’t tell anyone about that scrooge of an elf,” Finn says as he cocks his head to the side and stares at me.

I’m about to storm out and forget not only this conversation, but about Finn as well. However, before I can stop myself, words flow. “I heard you the night of my birthday party last year. I was gone for less than ten minutes when you told those two girls from town all about him.”

Finn’s expression morphs from confusion to humor. And to my complete surprise, he laughs.

Before I turn on my heels and make a grand exit, I reach for the snow globe. In that briefest of moments, something happens that changes the course of my life. As I draw the magical object closer, I gasp. Right before my eyes, the tail of one fracture dissolves.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


[image: image]


“I've got to go!” I shout.

“Noelle, please let me—” Finn begins.

I cut him off. “I've got somewhere else I need to be.” Instead of telling him about how the snow globe is starting to heal, I put it in the case. 

As I gather my belongings back up into my bag and race toward the door, Aurora approaches me. “Want me to get food for Tiny?”

“Sorry, I have to hurry.” I wonder if she can catch the hint of annoyance in my voice over the loud chattering of a multitude of conversations happening all at once. Now isn’t the time to have a much-needed conversation with her about being gentle with my brother’s heart.

Once Tiny and I are on our way, I don’t hesitate. I’m not sure about taking my place by my father delivering Christmas gifts. But as the hope of how to fix the cracked dome over Winter Wonderland comes to me, I realize whether or not I become the next Santa, I still need to tell my family about the snow globe discovery. 

“Yah, yah!” I shout for Tiny to race home. The further along we get, the thicker the trees are. When I pass by the first clearing on my left, I know I’m more than halfway home. As we continue on, the light flurries that started when I was inside the diner turn into cotton-ball-sized flakes. 

My eyelids blink rapidly, and I wish this sleigh had the ability to fly. I suck in a deep breath as I think of Dad. Maybe I’ll get home early enough to be able to say I just took Tiny for a ride near the ice caves inside Winter Wonderland before the coronation. 

But then they’d all expect me to continue on with not only the ceremony, but joining Dad tonight to deliver gifts. And I think I’m just not ready. I’ll tell them, and they’ll understand. Won’t they? No matter what it takes, I’ll convince them to hold off. Maybe if I promise them I’ll be ready by next year, they’ll believe me. The problem is, I don’t even believe myself. Will I ever be ready to take on the mantle as the first female Santa? 

We get to the fork in the road, and I pull up on the reins, needing to focus all my attention on what is before me. “I don’t remember having to choose a path. Which way, Tiny?” Instead of answering me, Tiny plops down and begins swatting at the flurries. After a minute of deliberating, I make up my mind. 

“Yah!” I shout. Tiny rises, and we veer to the left. Instead of a frantic pace, we move slowly. I look around, trying to recognize something. However, there isn’t much to see but trees. If there was a clearing, though I couldn’t see Winter Wonderland, I could spot the mountain just past the east border and get my bearings. 

After five minutes, I wonder if we should have made it home by now. “Wait here,” I tell Tiny after stopping the sleigh. I hop off the sleigh and walk toward the nearest tree. I debate about climbing to the top or at least high enough up to figure out if I am on the right path. Just then, I hear a snarl. 

I whip my head back to see what Tiny is growling at. I instantly realize Tiny wasn’t the creature who made the menacing sound. A wolf with dark markings is circling Tiny and the sleigh. And this time it’s not my grandmother’s dog in disguise like during my simulation. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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I stand still, as if my boots are frozen to the ground. Maybe there is something in my go-bag that can help. My heart tightens as I realize my go-bag isn’t on my back, but in the sleigh. Tiny is curled into a ball, whimpering. For a moment, I almost laugh. This is probably the only time a wolf would scare a polar bear. 

Maybe if Tiny wasn’t raised in captivity, he wouldn’t be so timid. My parents told me they rescued him as a cub. Then I remember all the times my family tried to return him back to the wild with disastrous effects. Since Tiny clearly couldn’t protect himself, I would have to do it. I take in a deep breath, ready to run at the wolf shouting and screaming. Suddenly, two cubs with the same shading as their mother emerge from the opposite side of the woods. They join her, then the trio makes their way into the safety of the dense forest. 

“It’s okay, Tiny. You’re safe.” I laugh as I return to the sleigh. Tiny lifts his head up, and looks around. “When we get home, I’m going to give you the biggest treat ever.”

At the word treat, Tiny rises. I decide to turn around and head back. Once we make it to the fork in the road, this time we go left.  Soon I am rewarded with the sight of the only part of Winter Wonderland visible to the outside world, the main entrance. 

“Fiddle-d-fizz,” I say, nearing the dome. The cracks cover most of Winter Wonderland. I don’t know what I’ll do if my idea about how everything gets fixed doesn’t work.

No longer concerned with concealment, I direct Tiny to the main entrance, the one I went through recently when I set off the alarm. I plan what I’ll say to the guard. Maybe I’ll tell him I was only out for a morning ride or I decided to go into town to pick up the mail so the mailman wouldn’t have to make a delivery on Christmas Eve. But as I near home, though I spot the entrance, what I don’t spot is a guard.

Just then I see a snowmobile, Finn’s snowmobile. What is he doing here? He must’ve beat me home due to my little wolfish detour.

I steer Tiny toward the entrance, and we race through it. The moment we are on the other side, I realize I should have announced myself just in case Tiny hits whoever is guarding the door from the inside. 

Fortunately, the area is clear. All the elves must be busy making last minute preparations. Besides, no one but me and possibly Finn wants to get in Winter Wonderland today so the entrance doesn’t really need guarding at the moment.

I see Finn’s footprints leading directly toward Homebase and steer Tiny in the same direction. I look at my watch. “It’s too early to start delivering gifts,” I tell Tiny. “Where is everyone?” 

Tiny lumbers along now that I’ve unhooked him. Instead of parking the confiscated sleigh back in the shed, I leave it at the east entrance to Homebase. Tiny follows me. 

“I’ll grab you a treat as soon as I’ve apologized to the family,” I tell him. Then I add, “And kick Finn out of Winter Wonderland for good.” 

I make my way down the halls. “Mom? Dad?” I shout. After a glance in their room, I realize it’s empty. 

Next, I decide to check the kitchen. As I make my way, I notice there are no elves in sight anywhere. Tiny makes a whiny sound as he plods along behind me. 

Just then, I sneeze, a hint of smoke tickling my nostrils. Do they know the kitchen is on fire? Why aren’t they or any of the elves trying to put it out? 

Thrusting the kitchen doors open, I glance in and expect to see a fire. To my surprise, everything is neat and clean. Maybe the smoke smell is just my imagination. I take a step back and make my way down the hallway. “Hello. Where is everyone?” I shout.

“You don’t have to do this,” Nicky hollers from somewhere nearby.

I don’t hesitate as I race toward the direction of the sounds. When I get to one of the corridors, I stop. Left or right? I listen for an agonizing four seconds before I hear anyone again. “I’m coming!” I yell as I make my way through the Hall of Christmas Trees, with Tiny running to keep up with me.

When I run through the open door, to my surprise I don’t see the official coronation decorations. Instead, my eyes land on a giant “Happy Birthday” banner strewn across the ceiling. All around it are floating balloons, each with ribbons of different lengths and colors dangling. To my left is a table full of wrapped gifts. But these aren’t covered in red and green paper. No, they are solid silver or gold. My family was throwing me a surprise birthday party, not preparing for the coronation! 

I freeze, my jaw dropping. Then I shrug out of my backpack, dropping it to the floor. Tears pool in my eyes as warmth blooms. My family didn’t make the coronation more important than my birthday. And not only that, but I realize Finn is here. In a moment, I’ll be kicking him out though.

He’s seated, with his back to me. Although I can’t see his face, I’d recognize his shaggy hair from any angle. Nicky is sitting across from him. Both are talking to their friend who seems familiar. I get a better look at the person who is standing with his arms resting on his hips. He has a tweed vest on. That’s when I recognize him, the man from the beach who helped us put out the fire.

The man looks up. When he sees me, a smile fills his face. Then he hurries toward me, probably to shake my hand, arm outstretched. 

I reach out my right hand, “Hello. Thank you for...” I don’t finish my sentence. 

Dad always told me to be the best Santa you have to pay attention to the little details. And in my haste to find my family and in the shock of discovering my surprise party, I realize my mistake. I missed the biggest little detail of all.

Instead of shaking my hand, the man holds out his hand, palm up. Then, at the same moment that I gasp, he blows. I accidentally suck a waft of powder into my lungs. And then the rest of the world fades away. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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My eyes feel heavy. I squirm, but am more restricted than a wrapped gift. Unsure how much time has passed, I try to speak. Nothing comes out but a cough. Finally, the weight of my lids lightens, and I open my eyes. “Ahh!” I scream. Perched on someone’s shoulder is a rat. It makes a hissing sound as it stares at me.

To my right is Finn, with Nicky in a chair across from us. Nicky begins speaking, but tape is on his mouth. “Are you okay?” I ask him. 

Someone who looks vaguely familiar steps before us. It only takes me a second to recognize the red-headed man who helped us with the fire at the beach.

“How about I let him answer you?” The man rips the tape off Nicky’s mouth.

“Yow!” Nicky shouts. He regains his composure quickly though. “It was the evil elf Ebenezer all along,” Nicky explains.

I turn to face the stranger, understanding finally dawning on me. “How?” 

“Why, thanks to you, of course.” He slow claps three times. “I’d let you take a bow, but you’re a bit tied up at the moment.”

That’s when I squirm and realize my arms are secured behind my back. Ebenezer leaves us and heads toward my backpack. I look around the room again. Tiny is balled up, cowering on the floor halfway between the evil elf and the rest of us. 

“Ha, like that giant teddy bear could help,” Ebenezer says, reading my thoughts. I glance at the man. He smirks, then resumes searching through my stuff. That’s when I catch sight of the rat with the gold teeth circling Tiny. 

The rat looks around and locks eyes on me. I stare at the creature as it scurries toward me. The vermin sits on its hind legs before me, and opens its mouth as if there is a piece of cheese only it can see. The moment it hisses, I see that its two front teeth are gold.

“Keep an eye on them, Goldy,” Ebenezer says without looking in my direction.

My shoulders sag. I remember how my parents told me Ebenezer was around briefly when Tiny was growing. I am unsure whether or not Ebenezer had a hand to play in Tiny’s timidity. I wouldn’t be surprised by the way Tiny is not only hiding, but also cowering. Then I cringe when I remember accusing my parents of making up the evil elf recently.

“I stumbled upon your little stash of sleeping powder.” Ebenezer opens my metal tin and flips it upside down. Nothing but a few specks fall out. He must’ve used it all. “Your dad was so kind to create extra for you. That came in handy not only when you barged in on us, but for your brother and this boy from town as well.”

So, both of the others had been knocked out then tied up like me. But Finn couldn’t have been out for long. He couldn’t have gotten to Winter Wonderland more than fifteen minutes before me. And he was already awake again when I entered this room. Ebenezer must’ve only used a fraction of what would be needed to knock us out for hours.

As if reading my thoughts, Ebenezer continues. “However, I didn’t realize how strong of a dose each of you would need. No matter. All is well now.” Ebenezer shrugs his shoulders. 

“Finally. I can destroy all of Winter Wonderland. And Christmas along with it!”  Ebenezer triumphantly shouts. 

“But how?” I ask, stalling while trying to figure his plan out so I can come up with a way to stop it.

But instead of the evil elf answering me, Finn does. “Because of me.”

“How could you? We let you into our home. I let you into my...” I stop myself from finishing the sentence. “Did you sneak the elf into Winter Wonderland?” I ask in a whisper.

“No. I would never do that or anything to hurt you,” Finn responds. “Except—” he lowers his head. “—steal what I thought was a section of your diary.”

I cock my head, wondering what he’s talking about. Before I have a chance to ask, Finn speaks again.

“Remember that day when you fell from the vents?” He doesn’t let me respond, but continues rambling. “While helping clean up, I found a booklet written in the snowflake alphabet. Once you gave me the way to interpret it, I thought I’d get to read your secret feelings for me. But it wasn’t about me. It was about...”

“It was about the magic of Winter Wonderland,” Ebenezer finishes for Finn. At the same time, the evil elf holds up something vaguely familiar. The booklet. That’s when I realize the last time I saw it wasn’t crawling through the vents, but in Finn’s possession this morning.

“If it wasn’t for Finn, setting fire to Winter Wonderland would’ve been my grand finale.” Ebenezer waves the small book in the air. “But now that I have the information and words to enchant needed, I can finally use the magic here to give myself the best gift of all.”

Before Ebenezer has a chance to go into detail, Finn cuts in. “Sorry, Noelle. I should’ve shown the book to you right away. Or at least after I realized it wasn’t what I thought it was.” Finn’s voice sounds more despondent than I’ve ever heard it. 

“That’s what I came here to do today. Give you back the book. And tell you I’m sorry for how I reacted at the diner.” Finn looks at me. But I am too busy trying to figure a way out of this mess with Ebenezer to deal with whatever my feelings for Finn are.

“What happened at the diner?” Nicky asks in a tone I’ve never heard him use before.

“Sorry to cut in on this little romantic spat.” Ignoring our side conversation, Ebenezer continues. “All my dreams are coming true thanks to you.” Ebenezer points at me, his finger inches from my face. “I’ll fulfill the addition to my plan using the booklet, then get to watch the dome above this town crack from a safe distance.” 

“So, it really was you who caused the fracture!” Nicky’s face reddens.

“Ha!” Ebenezer folds the paperback book in half, sticks it in his pocket, and walks toward me. “Shall I be the one to tell him, Princess Claus? Or should you?”

Why am I surprised Ebenezer knows I’m the one who’s to blame for the crack in the dome? He’s probably been spying on all of us for some time now. What other secrets has he unearthed? And, how did he get into Winter Wonderland?

Nicky turns and faces me. I close my eyes and confess. “I caused it.” After peeking my eyes open to see a look of confusion on Nicky’s face, I continue. “It’s true. But I figured out how to fix it.” Then after a pause, I add, “I think.”

“Unfortunately, you won’t have a chance to prove your theory correct.” Ebenezer clasps his hands together. He walks over to my bag on the floor and removes the snow globe, holding it up triumphantly like a trophy he just won.

“You see, once I smash this tiny replica, the one encasing your home will shatter as well. Then Winter Wonderland won’t be protected from prying eyes.” 

Ebenezer walks toward me and holds the miniature up for all of us to see. “Where’s the crack? The last time I saw this it was almost covered in fractures!” he shouts and glares at me.

I can’t help but grin. Ebenezer turns the globe upside down, then shakes it. “No matter. It’ll shatter when I drop it. But first,” he says as he walks toward what I assume is the wooden coronation staff. 

I’ve never seen it before, but heard the story of Dad’s coronation more times than I can count. Though the details of what exactly happens to imbue each Santa with magic are left out, I know I’ll discover the details during my own coronation—that is, if we defeat this villain before us, and if I agree to go through with it.

I cock my head to the side as I finally catch sight of one of the most magical objects in the world resting a few feet away from Ebenezer. The staff was carved out of one large piece of wood. The top has what looks like four flower petals in half bloom. There is a space about the size of a baseball between them. Then comes a two-foot-long stem. The base divides into four curling roots which rest on the ground.

“What are you going to do?” I ask.

“He’s going to imbue himself with the magic of Santa,” Finn answers. I realize Finn must’ve learned all about the magic of Winter Wonderland when he interpreted the booklet.

Ebenezer places the snow globe into the opening between the petals, then cackles, the sound echoing throughout the room. “My plan is finally working.”

“But how did you sneak in?” I ask, stalling for time as I try to think up a plan.

Ebenezer takes the bate. “When I was here many years ago, I put a tracking device on both magical sleighs. I’m less concerned about tracking your Dad’s progress delivering gifts to brats on Christmas and more concerned with unscheduled departures. Like the one you and your brother took recently.”

I gasp. He isn’t lying. I am to blame for all of this. 

“The moment your little group left Winter Wonderland, I used my sleigh, stolen from your father years ago, to find you. Then, when you landed and spent so long flirting with this local boy, I had plenty of time to get to you.” He rubs his hands together greedily. “While all of you were finishing putting out the fire I started, Goldy and I hid in the sled.” There is no remorse in his voice. 

“Then we had our fun, like sabotaging the Santa Simulation Training.” Ebenezer rubs his hands together.

A hint of relief washes over me as I get stuck on one thing he said. So, it wasn’t me or any of my friends who caused the fire. “All those poor birds,” I whisper.

He pauses for a moment, glances at me, and rolls his eyes.

“You hid under the bench,” I say aloud more to myself then Ebenezer, as I realize how he got into Winter Wonderland.

“Correct. Then all I had to do was remain in the shadows until an opportune moment.” Ebenezer puffs his chest out. 

That’s when I realize it was a rat I’d seen when I went back to the vents to find the secret hiding spot. Another revelation hits me. “How did you know about the secret room the booklet was in?”

Nicky and Finn look at me, but I don’t take the time to explain.

“Why, my dear, that’s my lair.” His exuberant smile reveals all of his teeth.

“But when I discovered it, there was a thick layer of dust all over.” Although my plan of stalling is working, I still can’t seem to come up with what to do to stop Ebenezer.

“It’s been about seventeen years since I’ve had a chance to clean up.” Ebenezer shrugs his shoulders. “And, when I made my quick exodus, I thought I took all the important books with me.” He pauses for a moment, then begins speaking more quietly. “Had I only known the treasure of information I’d left behind.”

Questions begin filling my mind, but before I get to ask any more, Nicky speaks up. “Wait a minute. Was it you who tampered with the hot tub?” 

Ebenezer doesn’t respond, but instead takes a bow. I gasp. How many wrongdoings were caused by Ebenezer this week?

Nicky squirms, but is unable to free himself from the ropes. “When I get out...”

“You’ll what?” Ebenezer walks over to Nicky and kicks his foot. Nicky clenches his teeth, but a gruff cry escapes. Ebenezer begins pacing. 

“Yes, I was hoping Princess Claus would be the one with burns, but since that didn’t happen, I had to keep trying.” Ebenezer gives me a wicked grin. “It was also me who let out the reindeer! Never liked those filthy animals.”

If I wasn’t tied up, I’d throw this elf into the un-mucked stalls full of reindeer droppings.

“Trust me, trying to get that brat of a baby into the caves was no easy task. Then, when I knew you were looking for the reindeer, I went looking for the snow globe.” He pauses.

The revelations begin to crush me—partly because I hadn’t figured them out ahead of time, and partly because they could all point back to my desperate need to escape my home and the tragic results.

“Yes, I did.” Ebenezer rubs his hands together. His face is so close if he licks his lips, some of the spittle will splatter onto me.

“With everyone frantically searching for you this morning, it wasn’t too difficult to lead all the elves to look for you in the caves where your note hinted you’d be.” He walks over to Nicky and checks that the ropes are secure. He is about to do the same to Finn when I speak loudly.

“But I didn’t leave a note.” I squirm, the ropes digging into my wrists.

“Well, not technically.” He grins. “But I was the only who knew that. My plan was going splendidly with everyone either searching for you near the ice caves or putting out the fires I started.” 

“So, there is a fire?” I ask. It’s then that I realize the smoky odor is getting stronger.

“Not a fire. More like many fires.” Ebenezer chuckles. “Poor elves will have to go back to sleeping in the basement here since I set their home ablaze. And best of all, I started the first fire in the barn full of gifts for next Christmas. Once I’m done here, I’ll set fire to Homebase, which will not only destroy the building but all of this year’s gifts stored here as well.”

Ebenezer walks over toward the table covered in my birthday gifts. He picks one up and shakes it so hard, if there’s anything fragile it’s now broken. Then as he sniffs it, he continues. 

I cringe, wondering if I could’ve messed everything up any more than I already have. Doubtful. 

“While you abandoning your post was a boon for my plans of ruining this season’s Christmas, unfortunately you did it with the snow globe.” Ebenezer moves on to inspect another wrapped present. “Had you followed through with your escape plan, the stress of your departure would’ve crippled your father.  He wouldn’t have been able to deliver gifts this year. And there’d be no replacement for him.”

“That’s not true,” I argue. “My brother will make the best Santa ever once we defeat you.”

Ebenezer laughs so hard his face turns red. “So, your father never told you the real reason why he wouldn’t let you hand your throne over to another, eh?” 

He couldn’t know the answer to that. He’s only been here for a few days. And, surely Dad wouldn’t have confided in the evil elf.

None of us utters a word. Maybe we can’t trust anything that comes out of Ebenezer’s mouth. However, anytime Nicky bragged about taking over the Santa position, even if he was only half-joking, Mom and Dad always got weird looks on their faces. 

“No,” I utter the word almost in a whisper.

“It’s all thanks to the magic of Winter Wonderland. You see, long ago the rules had to be established for the boundaries of the magic.” Ebenezer waves his hands around in the air. “And, one of the rules states that the firstborn has to become the next Santa.” 

My jaw drops. Why hadn’t my parents ever told me this? With a quick look at Nicky, I see he’s as dumbstruck as I am. Before I can confirm he didn’t know this, the evil elf continues speaking.

“Your inability to fulfill your familial duties are of no importance to me. Except when your cowardice works to my advantage.” The corners of Ebenezer’s mouth twitch. But, it’s not a grin that forms. Instead, it’s a sneer. 

No longer entertained with my birthday presents, Ebenezer walks toward me. “Thanks for bringing back the snow globe!”

I grimace, but unfortunately I know my look of discomfort will get no sympathy.

My entire life I’d always known I was destined to be Santa. I knew that nothing would stop that, except maybe my escaping by running away. But even then, I knew I could always come back, and always have a choice to take up the mantle. But now, because of me Christmas might be ruined forever. 

If Ebenezer succeeds in his plans, not only will there be no way to deliver toys this year, but if the dome covering Winter Wonderland is cracked and our home is exposed to the world what will we do? I remember the tour guide shop in town this morning. They’d have more business than they could handle if the world flocked there as a pit stop on their way here.

Part of the magic is in the mystery, like Finn told Carly this morning. If everyone can find and analyze my home and all who live here, the wonder and awe of Christmas will be lost forever.

I look around the room and let my eyes take in all the decorations. My family was trying to celebrate my birthday, making that more important than the coronation I didn’t want. And where was I when it came time to celebrate? Running away.

All this time Mom and Dad weren’t lying to me. There really is an evil elf and he’s worse than I imagined. “Please, let us go. You can just walk away and we will forget this ever happened.”

“I sure won’t.” Nicky wiggles his wrists, trying to loosen the knots.

“But why would I do that when I finally have what I’ve been working so long for?” Ebenezer’s eyes narrow. Goldy jumps onto his shoulder and perches there.

“To ruin Christmas once and for all,” I say aloud. I think about Carly from earlier. She’ll wake up tomorrow with no gifts from Santa under her tree. A sadness deeper than any I’ve ever felt begins to rise up. 

I grind my teeth and focus on an escape plan. All these past years I had been trying to escape from my family, but now all I want to do is escape to save them. 

As I wiggle, the ropes binding me seem to tighten not loosen. Without moving my head, I peek at Finn’s wrists. Even from here I can see the signs of rope burn. However, he’s getting closer to freedom.

Suddenly, the revelation about how to defeat Ebenezer hits me. I exhale and force myself not to change my facial expression or give away any hint about my plan. In this poker game, both Ebenezer and I are all in. 

I look toward the back entrance. Then in my most smug tone, I say, “I hear reinforcements coming. And you forgot to secure the back door.”

“That’ll only take a moment,” Ebenezer says as he rubs his hands together while examining the fit of the snow globe in the staff. Then he glances over his shoulder. With his mind changed, he takes the bait and heads toward the back. Goldy follows closely behind him. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Finn’s almost got his arms free.

As Ebenezer approaches the back and fidgets with the door, he shouts, “Foolish!” Then he turns on his heels. “Stop trying to trick me. There aren’t any locks in this room. And there aren’t any sounds of rescue coming.” 

Goldy makes a clicking sound, and Ebenezer scoops him up, then places the rat on his shoulder. The elf storms toward the staff. The rat hisses in Tiny’s direction as it passes the polar bear. Finally ready to fulfill his plan, Ebenezer heads to the staff containing the snow globe. 

“And now the three of you will witness the first elf to become as powerful as Santa. And, when I’m done imbuing myself with magic, I’ll smash the snow globe. Not only will it destroy the protective covering above Winter Wonderland, but it will also put an end to the Santa legacy once and for all.” 

Goldy begins hissing. “Off my shoulder,” Ebenezer says as he tries to brush the rat away.

I take advantage of the momentary distraction. That’s when I see Finn’s ropes have fallen to the ground. 

“Finn, see if you can grab the thing in my pants pocket,” I whisper. I notice Ebenezer struggling to fling off the rat.

“Got it,” Finn says loudly, probably not caring if Ebenezer hears. 

“When I count to three, I need you to throw it at Ebenezer,” I say. “One. Two.”

“But it’s a...” Finn begins.

Before he can argue or try to figure out my plan, I cut him off. “Three!”
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Finn hurls the object with all his might. It hits Ebenezer on his head, startling the rat who lunges away.

“Tiny, candy!” I shout.

Tiny’s head whips around. In one short breath, he’s morphed from a huddled furball to a ravenous, sugar-craving beast. He jumps on top of the elf, pinning him to the ground. Then he bites down on the blue candy cane lying next to the elf and begins chomping it.

“Whomple-t-waddle!” Ebenezer shouts.

By this time, Finn’s raced toward the elf. Finn takes a rope and ties Ebenezer’s arms while Tiny continues pinning the elf. 

“Goldy, bite through these!” Ebenezer shouts while squirming with the ropes. But his faithful sidekick is already racing away. 

Once Ebenezer is secure, Finn removes my ropes, then Nicky’s. The three of us make our way to Ebenezer. 

“I’ll escape, and then I’ll...” Ebenezer’s ranting is stopped when Nicky removes his shoe, then sock. 

Finally placing his sock in the elf’s mouth, Nicky finishes the thought for him. “And then you’ll be defeated again and again, no matter how hard you try.”

“Gross, and yet a perfect punishment.” I laugh.

Just then Mom, Dad, and a group of elves burst through the door. “What’s going on?” Mom asks. 

“Oh, just your daughter saving the day,” Nicky says.

“Both your kids,” I amend. Mom reaches me and takes both my hands in hers.  

Nicky shakes his head and crosses his arms. “There’s no way I could’ve come up with a rescue like the one you just did. 

“But what about the fire?” I ask, even though I’m afraid to find out the answer.

“Ebenezer started it at the outskirts of town, probably to lure us far away. All the gifts set aside for next year have been destroyed,” Dad says as he joins us.

“Not only that, but both of the grandparents’ log cabins and the elves’ house are destroyed too,” Jolly says as he walks up to Ebenezer and shakes his fist at the villain. Ebenezer only squirms.

It was wise of whomever had the idea to keep this season’s toys in a different area than the extras. I don’t know how we will make enough gifts in the next year for the following Christmas. 

“Soon you will have to tell us where you were hiding this morning, but for now...” Dad doesn’t finish his sentence. Instead, he wraps Mom and me in a hug. Nicky joins us, making our trio into a quartet.

“Your birthday party will have to be postponed.” Dad gives me a hint of a smile. 

“That’s okay. I already have plans for what I want. And it’ll take a bit more preparation,” I say, then give him a wide grin.

“The repairs for Winter Wonderland can at least wait a day or two. That way we can celebrate your birthday with whatever grand scheme you have in mind after Christmas,” Dad says. Then he continues. “However, there’s still enough time today for the coronation ceremony.” Dad dispatches one group of elves to prepare for the big event. Then he turns to me and mouths the words, “Happy birthday.”

I mouth back, “Thank you,” then watch two elves hurry away to make arrangements. Another smaller troop of elves led by Jolly drag Ebenezer to the room in the basement Aksel used to sleep in. It’ll be the evil elf’s makeshift cell. I stop the elves to make sure they block Ebenezer from escaping through the vents. 

Then I pick up the book that fell from Ebenezer’s pocket during Tiny’s attack and give it to Dad. His eyes widen in disbelief when he sees what I offer him. Then he puts it in an interior pocket of his jacket and gives me an approving smile.

A new group of elves enter the room. I rush toward them. “There’s one thing I need.” I decide to fulfill Carly’s wish to attend a big event in Winter Wonderland by inviting her to my birthday party. I announce my plan to my family and the elves. While I am delivering gifts, the elves will be delivering invitations to everyone in town. 

“Ready to take your place next to Dad?” Nicky asks.

All my fears come rushing back. But then I remember what Finn said about giving being Santa a try. Yes, I did awful during my last Santa Simulation. However, that was just practice. Tonight will be the real deal.

“You’ll do amazing. It’s your legacy,” Nicky says, pulling me back to the present. For the first time, hearing those words inspires not overwhelms me. Before I can argue with my brother, he hobbles off in the direction Aksel went. I cringe wondering how much pain my brother is in thanks to Ebenezer tampering with the hot tub.

“Noelle,” Finn says from behind me. He puts his hand on my shoulder. 

The touch thrills and annoys me all at the same time. Fiddle-d-fizz.

“How could you think I would betray you like that?” The hurt in his voice convinces me to turn around. As I do, Finn drops his hand from my shoulder, but instead of letting it fall to his side he takes my hand in his.

“I’m sorry. I should’ve realized right away you’d never let Ebenezer into my home.” I look down at my feet, embarrassed.

“No, how could you think I would’ve told the two girls from town the secret of Ebenezer at your birthday party last year?” Finn cups my face with his hand and gently lifts it until I meet his gaze.

“But I heard the whole thing. You didn’t know I was standing behind you.” I bite my lip.

“You heard,” Finn pauses and shakes his head then chuckles. “You heard me tell them the incorrect top-secret hot chocolate recipe.”

Red fills my cheeks, and then I chuckle too. “This entire past year I thought you weren’t someone I could rely on. I wish I’d known how reliable you are.” 

Finn leans toward me. Whether it’s to give me a hug, kiss on the cheek, or more, I am unsure. I wipe the palms of my hands on my pants and force myself to take a quick shallow breath. With my eyes closed, I prepare for hopefully our first kiss.

“Noelle, you’d better hurry unless you don’t plan on changing before the ceremony,” Dad says. 

I open my eyes to see Finn pulling back. He turns his head to face my father. I follow Finn’s gaze. Dad is talking to the nearest elf. Dad points at the banners on the ceiling, indicating they need to be changed immediately. Had he seen Finn about to kiss me? Was Finn about to kiss me? Just then Finn takes a step back. Fiddle-d-fizz. Finn leans against the wall, maybe sensing Dad and I have more to say to each other.

“Dad?” I say. He turns to face me. I hurry toward him and whisper in his ear. After a slight nod in confirmation, I give my father a quick hug and head back to Finn.

“Would you stay for my coronation?” I ask Finn, leaning forward on the balls of my feet. 

“But I thought it was only for family,” Finn says, glancing at my father.

“Santa approves,” I tease. “After all, you did help save the day.”

Finn nods his head. Then before I can walk away, he takes my hand, gives it a quick kiss, then releases me.

I turn and run to get dressed for my coronation. And to my surprise, joy fills me from head to toe.
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Twenty minutes later, I’m donning my Santa uniform. This one is newer than the one I always wear in the simulations. Peeking out of the black boots are white socks. My outfit is complete with red leggings, a white sweater, and of course, my utility belt. Though Dad promises I won’t need much from it once I’ve completed the coronation and received the magic of Santa. However, today more than any other I’ve learned how much it helps to be prepared for anything. I pat one of the pockets that holds tiny candy canes.

“Ready?” Mom asks as she enters my room.

“Almost.” I pick up my favorite perfume and squirt twice. I can see her wide-eyed expression in the mirror. “What is it? Did Ebenezer escape?”

Mom places her hand on her heart. “Oh, no. Nothing like that.” She walks over toward me and picks up my bottle of perfume. “You’ve loved this scent ever since you were little.” 

I stare at her, unsure where she’s going with this conversation. She hugs the bottle to her chest and looks dreamily into nowhere. “I told your father it was the only way to protect you.” She holds it out to me as she gives me her full attention.

As I take it, I open my mouth to ask what she’s talking about. And then it dawns on me. “The perfume is what triggers the alarm at the entrance to Winter Wonderland.”

Mom nods. 

“But what if I showered and forgot to use it. Or just didn’t feel like it?”

“The same chemical is also in your shampoo, conditioner, and a few other places.”

My jaw drops. 

“I guess we won’t be needing to taint your beauty supplies any longer.” She smiles.

“But the alarm never went off when I exited through any part of the magical barrier except the entrance,” I wonder out loud.

“We only set the super sniffer alarm for the entrance. No one ever dreamed you’d find a way out except through it.” Mom chuckles.

“I had no idea you were so sneaky,” I say with a hint of approval.

“You get it from my side of the family.” Mom winks, then gives me a brief hug. Then she wraps her arms around herself. “Maybe I made the wrong choice.” She sighs.

I stare at her, willing her to go on.

“Whenever you came to me with your frustrations about your lot in life, I tried to steer you toward the positive.” Mom moves her arms upward and begins patting her hair in random places to make sure it’s still picture perfect. “Maybe I should have told you I felt the same way.”

“What?” I lean forward.

“All of this,” she says, waving her arm out before her, “is magical. But when it’s all you see day after day, it can become a burden.”

And that’s when I realize why my parents never told me I had to be the next Santa. At some level, they knew I couldn’t handle it. And they were right. It would’ve pushed me over the edge sooner. Or, maybe it would’ve forced me to embrace my destiny from birth. I scratch that thought, knowing how little being forced to do anything works on me.

“I never knew you felt like that,” I whisper. How different would my life have been if I’d known I wasn’t the only one who felt like a prisoner here? Were there signs of Mom’s unhappiness I was too unobservant to see? I’d noticed the transformation in Nicky after only one day spent outside of Winter Wonderland. It’s then I realize other than Dad delivering gifts on Christmas, I’ve never known about either of my parents leaving.

“Mom, when is the last time you ventured outside the dome?” I take her hand and hold it. 

I expect Mom to give a general season of her life. Instead, her answer is specific. “Six thousand, five hundred seventy-one days ago.”

I try to calculate how many years that is. Luckily, Mom answers for me. “It was shortly before marrying. I was hesitant to love your father because he was the future Santa.”

I felt like I’d just been rubbed all over with poinsettias. Is that how Finn feels? Will he change his mind about being with me because of all the baggage I bring to the relationship, even if it is nicely decorated in green and red bows? 

“I knew I’d have to spend my life here.” Mom continues speaking, pulling me from drowning in worries. “But at the time, that meant being able to leave and travel with your father whenever we wanted. However, when we discovered the extent of Ebenezer’s evil plans...”

“You never left again,” I finish for her.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one in this snow globe prison. Unfortunately, I’d spent my entire sentence in isolation. A flicker of hope causes my smile to build. “Until today.”

She looks at me, eyebrows furrowing. Then the corners of her mouth lift. She claps her hands together. “Your father and I can go on our honeymoon!”

I laugh, letting her joy be contagious.

Mom presses on. “And our family can have our own days at the beach.” She begins pacing around the room. As each new idea of where to travel bubbles up to the surface, an underwater volcano no longer dormant, she counts them out on her fingers. 

“There are so many preparations to be made.” She glances at me and the exultation radiating from her is contagious. A warmth spreads through me and as it does, the last of my worries melt.

“Ready to go?” Mom asks.

“Yes, except for my pink hat.” I begin pulling clothes out of my hamper. “I can’t find it anywhere.”

“No time for it now. You’ll just have to do without,” Mom says.

I am about to protest, but I stop when I see the twinkle in her eye. “Okay,” I say reluctantly. We leave my room, and Mom escorts me to the back door of the dining hall. Did the elves have enough time to replace the birthday decorations with the ones for my coronation? Maybe if I tell Mom she can offer more time, I can have a minute to slow my rapid heart.

Before I open my mouth to speak, Mom knocks on the door twice, then says, “Take a deep breath.”

I do as ordered. Then two elves open the double doors. I look down and see a blue velvet carpet lining the walkway. When I look up, all of the elves rise. They are taking up the seats filling the room. The first thing I notice after crossing the threshold is that my birthday decorations have been removed. I glance at the table overflowing with birthday gifts as I walk past it. 

Facing forward, I look up. The “Happy Birthday” sign has been taken down. In its place are matching banners, all of which showcase our family crest. Mom accompanies me as I walk slowly, making sure to wave at the elves sitting in the rows. 

Suddenly, a spriket hops toward me. My eyes widen, and I gasp. I bet that’s just one more thing Ebenezer did, uncage all of the sprikets. I lift my toes up, while keeping my heels on the ground threatening to crush any hopping invader. Instead of approaching, the spriket must realize there are better things to do than mess with the future Santa. It hops down an aisle. 

Dapple scoops it up into his hat, then puts his hat on his head. I giggle, imagining the miniature monster hopping inside its cloth cage throughout the ceremony. I pass Finn. He stares at me with a smile that makes me blush. 

When I get to the front, Mom whispers, “Happy birthday, darling,” then takes the empty seat next to Nicky. He gives me a thumbs up. 

Both sets of my grandparents are there. I lock eyes with Gramps. He dabs at his eyes with his sleeves. I know this is a special day for him, seeing his granddaughter become the next Santa. I blow him a kiss and make a silent vow to make him proud and try to live up to his legacy.

Then I realize Cole and his parents are sitting in the second row. Cole waves at me. A feeling of completeness fills me.

“How’d you get here?” I whisper to Cole.

“Think I’d miss your coronation?” is his only answer. Cole’s mom and dad give me matching wide smiles. They must’ve arrived after I snuck out this morning and have been helping the elves put out the fires. I wave at all of them, then focus on what is before me.

The snow globe rests on a table to the right of Dad. On his left stands the wooden staff I glimpsed earlier today. 

“Noelle-Gwen,” Dad says, then pauses a moment. He begins blinking rapidly then continues, “...of the town of Winter Wonderland, please kneel.”

I do as asked. Then I watch amazed at what happens.

After Ebenezer was captured, the snow globe and staff were separated. Now Dad takes the staff in one hand. Then he lifts the snow globe. He holds one up after the other in the air. “This snow globe is not only a representation of the magic of Winter Wonderland, but also the core of its strength.” 

After a deep breath, Dad continues. “This staff harnesses the power of the snow globe.” He slides the snow globe into the top of the staff. The base of the snow globe fits perfectly between the clasped, half-open wooden petals of the staff. Then father whispers something that no one but the globe can here. 

A few seconds later, I hear the faint sound of wind, but feel nothing on my cheeks. I realize the sound is coming from the snow globe. The tiny snowflakes whirl inside in a frenzy. This must be what Ebenezer planned to do to imbue himself with the power of Santa. I’m grateful he never got the chance. Before I can linger on what if thoughts, Dad continues.

“It is time for the next Santa to be given her powers.” Dad emphasizes the word her. I grin. Maybe it’s not so bad to be the first female Santa. 

“And, so on this December 24th...” He pauses, his tone turning from solemn to celebratory. “...on my precious daughter’s birthday.” He lowers the staff until it hovers above my head. “I crown you with the power of Santa.” He touches my head with the tip of the snow globe. 

I breathe slowly, and close my eyes. One second, two seconds...On the third second, I begin to feel something. A tingle that starts at my head pulses down to the tips of my toes. It’s as if my entire body is full of electricity. 

Images from what must be my future come rushing at me. I’m flying through the air on the sleigh. Next the whole town is gathered around the biggest, brightest Christmas tree I have ever seen. Then I’m looking at a postcard from Hawaii signed Mom and Dad. Finally, I’m wandering around a maze made up of ice. 

I feel snowflakes falling softly on my face and remember where I am. This must be what Christmas magic feels like!

When I open my eyes, I see that the staff and snow globe have been separated and are once again on the tables. Unsure of what to do, I remain kneeling. 

Mom hands Dad a standard Santa cap, except this one somehow seems brighter. The white ball of fluff at the end is iridescent, like the wings of a bird. The red of the hat is as deep as wine. Dad places the cap on my head, and says, “Noelle, I crown you Santa.”

The entire room erupts in cheers. I scan the audience, waving frantically. Next comes an embrace from Mom. “What, no crown?” I tease. 

“Even better.” She whispers the next part in my ear, “The cap is reversible.”

I yank off the hat and take a better look. The color of the inside is pink, just like the one I use for the simulations. “You are the best!” I tell her, then give her a longer hug.

“And I’m so sorry for telling you that you made up the evil elf. And...” I have so much to apologize for.

“It’s alright. I understand.” She gives me a smile that promises conversations to come, and I’m looking forward to them.

“Great job! I’m going to go make our preparations,” Dad says. After a long hug, he heads off.

Instead of a hug, Nicky picks me up. 

“Put me down!” I shout.

“That’s no way to treat the next Santa,” Cole teases.

Nicky lowers me, but doesn’t move from his spot next to me.

“Hey, stranger.” I know I don’t have much time before I have to join Dad, but Cole’s lack of communication recently stung. “Haven’t heard from you lately.”

Cole furrows his brow. “Sorry. I knew if I sent you any kind of message I’d ruin the surprise of my coming early to make it for today.”

That makes sense, but I’d really needed him this week. I force a smile. “Thanks for coming.” Then I give him a hug. Next his mother and then father embrace me.

“I didn’t know you all would be allowed to see the coronation ceremony,” I say to Cole’s parents. Then I make sure to add, “But I’m glad you were.”

“It’s typically reserved for the elves and family, but seeing as we attended your Dad’s...” Cole’s father shrugs. 

Dad has returned from his brief conversation with a group of elves. He gives a light punch on Cole’s father’s shoulder. “If there is one family we trust with our secrets, it’s this one.”

I glance at Finn, then Cole. Dad’s right. But there are a few secrets, namely my feelings for Finn, I think I’ll keep to myself.

“There’s one more thing we need to do before we can leave.” Aksel nods to Santa, then he hurries off through the back door. Two minutes later, three elves enter the room, all carrying trays of mugs. The largest mug has whirling wisps of coral, sapphire, and cerulean. 

“Is that Aksel’s famous drink? Chai with three shots of espresso?” I ask. 

“Theirs is, but not yours,” Dad responds, then gives me a wink. “A little extra energy for tonight.”

Once Finn, my family, and Cole’s family each have one, Dad raises his. “To the future Santa.” Then he doesn’t take a sip, but chugs the entire thing.

I glance around. Mom has a large gulp. The boys clink their drinks. I sniff as I peer down. The liquid is clear, but I’m sure it’s not water. I lick the rim of the mug. It tastes a bit like soup with a juniper berry broth. I feel energy pulsing through me. It’s not as strong as when Dad touched my head with the scepter, but close. 

Before I can ask any more questions, Dad continues. “Noelle, we need to hurry.” Aksel takes the stein back, bows, and retreats. 

Then Dad adds, “We have a long ride for you to tell me all about this morning’s adventure.”
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To my surprise I don’t feel fear, but relief. It’s time to give up all the secrets and hiding. And maybe with my being upfront, both Mom and Dad will divulge some of their secrets too, like if there are any other magical objects inside Winter Wonderland and where they are all kept.

I follow Dad outside. “What happened to your sleigh?” Before us rests the backup sleigh, the one I used earlier today to make my escape and eventual return. It’s piled high in the back with gifts. 

“It was destroyed in the fire. So during your preparations, we enabled this one to fly.” Dad sighs and pats my sleigh. “This would’ve been too if it wasn’t safe with you.” 

Dad’s being gracious. I want to add that it’s my fault the evil elf made it into Winter Wonderland in the first place to wreak all this havoc. Instead, I ask my next question hesitantly, “And the reindeer?” If anything happened to them, Ebenezer will have a lot more to worry about than just being in prison.

“They’ll be alright,” Nicky answers for Dad. Nicky must’ve asked the elves the same question. Following closely on Nicky’s heels is Tiny. I watch as Nicky hooks Tiny up to my sleigh. “Got it in ya for one more ride today?” my brother asks the polar bear.

I turn and face Dad. “Really?”

“The fires scared the reindeer.” Dad rubs Tiny behind the ears. “The animals are scattered all over. Even if we could gather them quickly, it wouldn’t be kind to force them to work tonight in their state.”

“Sweet.” Nicky pats Tiny on the head. 

Then Dad holds his hand out for me. I let him lead me to the side of the sleigh. “If you would do the honors of reading this.”

Written in the snowflake alphabet is a saying I’ve read countless times, but never with the power of Santa. “To flight we take on this night in this magical sleigh. To bring gifts and joy for every good girl and boy.”

Once I’m done, I feel the tips of my fingers tingle. I brush them along the engraving.

“It’s time.” Dad climbs in, and then he reaches his hand toward me. I take it. The moment I do, he helps me into the sleigh. My heart pounds, and I suck in a deep breath.

While I’m still standing and before Dad has a chance to sit, I hold up my hand. “Wait!” I lift up the bench seat. “Nope, no elves hiding inside.” 
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Dad laughs, then we both sit. A moment later Dad cracks the reins and yells, “Yah!” Tiny goes from a standstill to a run in seconds. Moments later we are lifting into the air. I turn and wave at everyone below. Nicky is giving me a thumbs-up. Everyone else is cheering and waving back.

I can’t help it and brace myself as we near the magical barrier. As we pass through it, there is the familiar feeling of wading through water but feeling completely dry. Once through the other side my heart rate returns to its normal rhythm.

“Dad.” I place my hand on his arm. 

“There’s nothing to be nervous about. I wasn’t much older than you.” He pats my hand.

“Um, thanks. But that’s not it. Can I pick where we make our first stop?” The idea came to me earlier today right after defeating Ebenezer. 

Instead of responding, Dad gives me the reins. I take them. “Yah!” I steer Tiny in the desired direction. 

Once the polar bear has landed on the roof, I face Dad. “Um, so.” I don’t know how to ask my question. No, that’s not it. I don’t want to ask the question.

“Want me to take the lead on the first few houses?” Dad asks.

“Please.” I clasp my hands together, no longer feeling embarrassed for my nerves that feel as solid as cupcake frosting.

Dad takes a rope out of the sleigh, ties it to the chimney, then begins climbing down inside. I peer over the edge to get a better view. 

“Watch this,” Dad says, right when I think he’ll get stuck in the chimney.

I gasp as he begins shrinking. “No way!” I shout, then clasp my hand over my mouth, hoping I haven’t woken anybody up. So that’s the type of magic a Santa gets? I can barely see down to the bottom of the fireplace, but it’s enough to get a glimpse of Dad giving me a thumbs-up. I stretch my arms and legs as if I’m about to compete in the Olympics, then lower myself. 

At the same point that Dad made a miniature version of himself, about one fourth smaller, I pause and focus. As I exhale a deep breath, I imagine myself shrinking, and I do. 

As fast as I can, I shimmy down the rope. When I’ve made my way out of the chimney, I shake like a wet dog who’s just been given a bath. Imagining myself full size, I expand until back to normal. 

“Congratulations,” Dad whispers, then gives me a quick hug. I shrug as if to say it was nothing, but I hope he doesn’t realize I’m still shaking with nerves.

The living room has a small, plastic Christmas tree in the corner. All of the decorations are handmade out of popsicle-stick people and paper snowflakes. There’s no television and the two sofas don’t match. 

On the green couch lies a sleeping beauty, Carly. The moment I see her, the fullness of the Christmas spirit fuels my soul. I know it’ll be enough to keep my tank from running out before we are done tonight. 

Just then, she sits up and stretches. “Focus on becoming invisible,” Dad whispers. He takes my hand. I look down at it to see both his and mine fading from sight. I bite my lip to not scream. 

This is an ability Dad has kept from me all these years. Has he ever spied on a conversation I’ve had with Finn? And worse than that, the idea of being invisible makes me feel like a ghost. What if I can’t ever become visible again?

With a quick glance around the room, Carly falls back asleep. When Dad lets go of me, we both become visible. I shake my arms like they fell asleep and are pulsing with that pins and needles feeling. “Why don’t you practice that without me?” Dad says while he places the gifts under the tree. 

I shake my head in response, but Dad is too busy to notice. I think I’ll avoid that ability as much as possible. 

“I don’t recognize this one,” Dad says as the third gift rises from the bag, floating in the air before him.

“You can levitate things?” It takes all my energy not to shout with excitement. I watch as the third gift hovers then lays down resting next to the others. I recognize the white box wrapped with a red ribbon instantly.

As I respond, I stare at Carly. “Just a little something from me.” She is curled into a tight ball. I want to leave her with not only my gift under the tree, but something special. It’s a last-minute decision I’d made before leaving. How do I do it without waking her? 

I think about practicing becoming invisible, but I am not ready for that yet. Instead, I get an idea that may or may not work.

Not wanting an audience, I glance over my shoulder to see Dad is preoccupied with inspecting the treats. I try lifting the box he just magically put down. Nothing. Then from my back pocket I pull out Carly’s unique invitation that has a little something extra. Each person in town will get a similar one tonight, minus Carly’s note from me. Then I focus with all my might. Brow furrowed, I bite my lip and hold the paper in my palm. As I focus, the paper levitates and begins to fly. 

“Oh, darling. You’ve got to try this,” Dad says.

In that instant, my folded paper dips and rises as it arcs toward Carly. Then, at the last moment, it glides into the tiny crook of her open hand.

When I turn to face Dad, he is holding up a half-eaten cookie. The sweets that only seconds ago had all of his undivided attention are now forgotten.

“You can move things with your mind already!” My father rushes toward me and wraps me in a hug.

“Um, guess so.” I am glad he can’t see my wide eyes and the thin band of sweat forming on my forehead. He releases me and walks to the plate, but hesitates. Instead of taking a bite of anything else, he rubs his belly. “I’d better save some room for the next million or so cookies.” With a wink, he heads toward the chimney.

I try lifting the stuffed animal that’s fallen on the floor with my mind, but have no luck. Then I try to lift the cookie out of Dad’s hand. “I can only levitate paper,” I whisper with a hint of disappointment. 

No time for a pity party tonight. I make a beeline for the food. The sugary treat’s plain appearance is deceiving since it has hints of amaretto. I snatch all of the carrots and place them in my pocket. Next to the treats is a small cooler. I open the lid and peer inside. There is a glass jar of milk resting on a bed of ice. 

“Now that’s milk I can drink,” I say, wishing Jolly was here. He’d be proud of me finishing my first house. Although, pride in me is something I’ve never witnessed Jolly show. I pause for a moment, thinking about how much easier the simulations will be from now on since I have my Santa abilities. Then a thought occurs to me.

A few minutes later I’m back roof side again. “Dad, does this mean I’m done with simulations?” 

“What’s the fun in that?” He holds his hands out in front of him, palms up. “I refrain from using my magic during them. You’ll have to do that too. Otherwise, the competition wouldn’t be fair. And besides, it’s good to not get rusty doing things the old-fashioned way.”

I chuckle as I realize how different my life will be, my new-fashioned life. Then I offer Tiny the carrots. He sniffs and turns his head in disapproval.

“Eat up. You’ll need the energy,” I say. He glances back at my healthy treat and obliges, making loud crunching sounds as he chomps down.

As we move from house to house, I get lost in the rhythm. Every so many homes I give myself permission to take an extra moment to admire the decorations. No longer feeling nervous about my new Santa magical powers, I use them. The night is filled with laughter between my father and me, and paper-wrapped boxes soaring around living rooms. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
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When Dad and I return to Winter Wonderland, the entire three floors of Homebase are covered from bottom to top in alternating rows of red and green Christmas lights. A smile fills my face; however, with the illumination comes revelation. My shoulders sag when I see the giant pile of half-burned logs that were once homes. The elves have moved all of the smoke-soaked structures into one giant collection.

“Don’t worry. There’s plenty of room for everyone in the main building. And we’ll get the log cabins rebuilt in no time.” Dad’s voice is upbeat. It sounds genuine, but I’m sure it’s only for my sake. I don’t respond, but stare at the evidence of the mess I’ve made.

After Dad lands the sleigh, he faces me. “You did amazing. Now go get at least a few hours of rest before your birthday ball.”

“Thanks,” is the only word I speak. I can barely keep my eyes open as I trudge toward my room. 

“Finally!” I shout once inside my bedroom. The bed makes a whoompf sound as I fling myself on, boots, Santa suit, and all. There’s no need to ask Dad for more of his magic sleeping powder today. I make a mental note to ask Dad if I have the ability to make that powder now too. I’m so exhausted that I’m asleep within seconds.

“Darling, time to get up,” says a familiar voice what feels like a few minutes after I’ve gone to bed.

I blink and look around the room, which is easy to do since I left the lights on when I got home. I rub my eyes and sit up. With a quick glance at the clock, I realize I’ve been out for eight hours. “Come in,” I mumble.

I must’ve been loud enough, because a moment later Mom enters carrying two extra-large mugs. Normally, I love chai with breakfast, but after the long night I had and not being able to get another twelve hours of sleep, the cup of coffee offered is perfect. We sit in silence for a few minutes, each of us savoring the warm drinks. Finally, I pull off my boots. “Think I’ll shower.”

Mom nods. “Of course, but make it quick.” 

I let the warm water relax my aching muscles. Once done, I wrap my damp hair in a towel after putting on a robe.

“Is it alright if I style your hair?” My mother looks as if she’s asked me for an extravagant favor.

“Sure.” I plop down in my chair and let her blow dry then pin up my hair. As I admire it, she pulls a gown out of my closet. “Where did that come from?” I rush toward it. The red dress tightens and loosens in just the right places. Velvet material make me second guess having a comforter made out of cotton. “Mom, you shouldn’t have.”

“I didn’t.” She looks toward the door.

“I couldn’t help myself.” Aurora comes into the room. 

My heart sinks. I look from the girl to my mother, both wearing twin expressions of joy. Then, after another glance at the dress my mother is still holding, I put on a smile. “It’s spectacular.” What I don’t say is that we need to have a serious talk about Aurora’s newly discovered flirtatious ways. But that can wait. At least until tomorrow. “Thank you,” I say, then give her a genuine smile.

She claps her hands together. “Oh, you’ll look so lovely.” Both Aurora and my mother help me into the dress. Aurora cinches it and steps back.

“You truly are a wardrobe genius. It fits perfectly.” I take a slow twirl and look in the mirror appreciatively. 

Then I notice the odd-shaped item dangling from her necklace. 

“It’s a piece of the meteorite from the beach.” She fingers the small chunk of black rock. As she does, she sighs loudly, I’m sure because she’s thinking of my brother.

Aurora approaches as if to give me a hug, then stops herself. I assume she doesn’t want to wrinkle my dress. With a wave, she turns and runs out of my room. “See you at the ball!” 

“You have a kind friend.” Mom appraises me from head to toe. A smile is replaced by a frown when she gets to my hair. 

“What is it? Do I need to let you fix a hair out of place?” I want to look perfect tonight, not just for myself but for Aurora too.

“Are you planning on wearing your holly and berry crown?” Mom sits on the end of my bed, unworried about wrinkling her mint-green sleeveless gown. Her hair is up in an elegant bun. She glances around. 

“Actually...” I pause, then smooth down my dress. Mustering all my courage as I look in her eyes, I speak. “I gave it away.”

She doesn’t frown or question my motives. Instead, she rises and walks out of the room.

I stand and lift my skirt, readying to run after her to explain. The last thing I meant to do was hurt my mother’s feelings. However, before I’ve made it more than a few steps, I hear her voice. 

“Thank you,” she says to someone who must’ve been waiting outside. Mom returns to the room holding a velvet box.

I gasp. “Oh no. I couldn't possibly.” 

As she lifts the lid, tears pool in my eyes.

“You're ready.” She pulls out her crown, covered in emeralds, diamonds and sapphires.

“So, you’re not mad I gave away the one you made me?” I have to ask, otherwise I’ll worry for the rest of my life.

“I’m sure the lucky girl who received it deserves it, just like you did all those years ago.” She lifts the crown up and places it on my head.

I tense, but let out a breath as Mom adds a few pins to keep the crown in place. “It’s got some weight, but it’s lighter than I expected.” I give the side a ghost of a touch.

“Oh, and one last piece.” Mom points to what looks like a tennis-ball-sized basket made out of black coiled weaving. I recognize the container, which lets me know it’s probably from Finn. I know that both he and Aurora made a variety of objects out of baleen at school. There are even a few baskets of varying sizes for sale inside Finn’s family diner. They are similar looking to the one resting on my table. 

That wasn’t on my bedside table before I showered. I don’t hesitate to lift the lid. Inside is a necklace with a silver snowflake charm hanging from the center. 

Mom puts it on me. “It seems as if you have an admirer.” Her eyes moisten. She has a faraway look, like she’s seeing me as a toddler learning to walk for the first time. That’s when I notice the card and glance at it. There are no words on it. Just a hand-drawn heart.

“Cole would make an amazing husband,” Mom says.

I bite my lip, disappointed she doesn’t think it might be from Finn. My feelings for Cole haven’t morphed into anything romantic. And, I am beginning to worry that they never will. 

“Mom! I am way too young to think about that,” I respond, not bothering to inform her who I believe it’s really from.

The look that shadows her face is one of hesitation mixed with fear. “I’m sorry, did I say something wrong?” I take her hands in mine.

She shakes her head slightly in response and gives me a forced smile. “Your father and I married ‘too young’ and it worked out splendidly.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean I have to,” I argue, wondering why she’s pressing the issue. I expect her to agree with me, but instead she releases my hands and rises. 

“I’d better begin greeting the guests. See you in a few minutes.” Without another look in my direction, she leaves.

Her sudden exodus surprises me—that and the last part of the conversation. I make a mental note to ask her about it tomorrow. Tonight is for celebrating. I can take one evening off of sleuthing. Well, at least I can try.

As I glance at myself, I wonder how Ebenezer is doing in the room at the end of the hall on the floor below me.  Three elves will guard him tonight and every day from now on. It’s been decided he’s too much of a menace to let loose. 

Though part of me wants to question the evil elf for myself, I know my parents want me to stay far from him. I told them I would, but knew it was only a half truth. My entire life was formed around protection from the ill will he wished. How could I keep from interrogating him?

All of the elves are invited to the ball, but I know most will take tonight to celebrate with each other at The Jingled Pub. An entire year of hard work to bring cheer to children is a major accomplishment. They’ll be encouraging each other to prepare for the rough year ahead. 

And although Ebenezer’s plans have been foiled, the devastation he left will take some time to repair. I’m not sure how the elves and my family will accomplish fixing everything, but tonight is not the night to worry about that.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


[image: image]


I decide I can’t stall any longer and leave the quiet of my bedroom. A minute later I pass the kitchen, which for once doesn’t have smells wafting out. Since we didn’t want to add any work to the already worn-out elves, Mom’s idea to make the ball a potluck was brilliant. 

I continue on my way and soon see Nicky in the hallway to the left. He is on a ladder hanging what appears to be mistletoe. I am about to tease him about bringing Aurora here, when I realize that might be a bad idea. 

Nicky and I are getting along for the first time in our lives. But I have my doubts about Aurora. Instead, I take the hallway to the right, even though the journey adds an extra two minutes to get to the destination. I don’t mind. It’s not as if I’m dreading the rest of the evening. In fact, I can’t wait. 

However, what if my idea about how the crack in the dome above can be healed is wrong? And, what if none of the townspeople came? Maybe they think I did a terrible job delivering gifts to their houses and decided to boycott this event as a result. 

As I near the banquet hall, the loud murmur of chatter jars me from my thoughts. It’s so noisy I realize at least my fears of no one coming were unfounded. I walk toward the entrance to of the hall and wink at Geir. Instead of wearing his apron, he’s dressed in fancy trousers and a vest; however, he still has on his hat with the crocheted cherry at the top. He nods, then escorts me through the doorway.

“May I have your attention please,” he says. “Introducing Princess Claus, the new Santa!”

Instead of walking to the center of the front of the room, I head toward Aksel standing to the side and hold out my hand for the microphone. He offers it to me and frowns, probably unsure of what I’m doing. 

Tonight wouldn't have happened without a very special person. I scan the crowd, hoping I won't be speaking about someone absent. 

When my eyes lock on that person, my heart fills with joy all over again. I keep the microphone in my hand, but move away from the front of the room. Everyone backs out of my way, but continues to stare to see who I am heading toward. I pass by my mother, and father. Then Cole and Nicky. Finally, standing before me is the one I was searching for.

“Carly, you are the true meaning of Christmas. Will you accompany me on stage?” I whisper. She lifts her chin, readjusts the crown I gave her last night, and takes my hand.

We reach the platform, climb the five steps, and stand in the center facing everyone. Finally, I speak into the microphone for all to hear. “I'd like to sing for you the most mature song I know called...”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
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I hold the microphone up to Carly. She pulls the piece of paper out of a little purse. On the front is the note I gave her, thanking her. On the back are the lyrics so she could practice them. 

She speaks loudly as she says the title, “Candy Cane Hearts and Reindeer Farts.”

On each side of us the walls are filled with the lyrics from a projector on the floor. Everyone joins in the singing.

Smiles abound, except for the two mean girls I recognize from my birthday party last year. Both stand ramrod straight with their noses in the air. Grimaces are the only expression I see them make. It takes everything in me not to walk over to them and kick them out of Winter Wonderland once and for all. 

But I focus on the laughter of the children. Some of the grown-ups begin to chuckle as well. Then I move into the next song and ask everyone to continue singing along.

Once done, I wish everyone a wonderful evening, give Carly a quick hug, and head into the crowd. Winter music is played for everyone to enjoy and the most adventurous to dance to.

I make small talk with the waitress from the diner who served me this morning. Then a few kids approach and thank me for their gifts they got for Christmas. After they run off and I am about to make a beeline to the food table, I hear someone behind me. 

“How’s it going?” asks a voice I would recognize anywhere.

“Cole!” I turn and give him a big hug. When we separate, his cheeks are flushed. 

“Hey, Princess.” He bows.

I smack him on the shoulder. “Don’t you dare,” I tease. 

“You look...” he motions toward my dress. Instead of finishing, he shakes his head. 

I curtsy and spread my skirt wide to be admired. “Why thank you, my good sir.” Let’s see how he likes a taste of his own over-polite medicine.

He bites his lip as his eyes meet mine. Then a huge grin fills his face. Without a word, he offers me his hand and I take it.

“So, I see you took care of the big bad wolf without any help needed from me.” He has to shout so that I hear him.

“I did, indeed,” I answer as we glide around. Although it’s been a year since we’ve seen each other, we fall right back into step together, like siblings separated when the eldest returns from a first year at college. 

We continue dancing, and I take a long look at Cole. Instead of his usual half-tucked-in button-down shirt and a pencil stuck behind his ear, he’s wearing a tuxedo. His blond hair is combed without a piece out of place. There is a look in his eyes I’ve never seen before and a hint of a smile that he can’t seem to get rid of. 

Although my heart is full of fondness for him, is there even a hint of romantic love? I know the answer in a second, and worry about hurting his feelings if he’s emotionally moved out of the friend zone.

“Noelle, there’s something I’ve been wanting to say to you.” Cole stops dancing as he speaks and offers me his gift.

I take what looks like a small perfume bottle. “You know, I was planning on switching scents after discovering mine is laced with a trigger to set off the alarms.”

His eyes widen and he opens his mouth to ask a question. I hold up my free hand. “I’ll tell you all about that detail later.”

“Thought you might like to add this to your utility belt,” Cole says, then shrugs his shoulders.

“In case I need to mask my smell of sweat as I slide down the 999th chimney?” I tease.

“Actually,” he borrows the gift and sprays a fine mist into the air. 

I inhale a slight scent of something familiar. “It’s aloe!”

“Yup. Since poinsettias are your kryptonite for delivering gifts, I thought you should have an antidote on hand.” He returns the gift to me then tucks a piece of hair behind his ear.

“It’s perfect. Thank you.” The song is over.  As the next one begins, Finn approaches. 

“So, what I’ve been meaning to say is...” Cole speaks so quietly I can barely hear him.

“Noelle, may I have this dance?” Finn’s eyes are on me, not noticing Cole.

Cole looks from me to Finn, lowers his shoulders and takes a step back. I consider asking Finn to wait. But wait for what? For me to try and fall in love with Cole by dancing with him a little longer? For me to figure out how to let Cole know I just think of him as a friend?

Cole begins walking away without a word.

“Let’s catch up more tomorrow!” I shout to Cole. 

“Of course,” he turns to face me as he answers, but the smile he gives me doesn’t meet his eyes.

Before I’ve had a moment to worry about his feelings, Finn pulls me close. “Wait.” I’m getting a headache with my hair being so tightly wound. I lead Finn toward my mom, who is talking to the elf manning the projector to the left of the stage. After removing the hair pins, then the crown, I give a quick shake of the head, letting my hair fall. I also hand her the gift from Cole. “Can you keep these safe?”

Mom nods, then gives me a wink. My cheeks flush. I give myself a moment for the intensity of the blush to lessen. Then I let Finn lead me a short distance away. He’s wearing slacks and a thermal top, but I wouldn’t change his outfit or shaggy hair.

As we begin to move, Finn twirls me around. Then, when I least expect it, he dips me. A giggle escapes my lips. As I rise, for a brief moment I lock eyes with Cole. His shoulders are slumped and he stuffs his hands into his pockets. Our connection is broken when Finn finishes lifting me. Then Finn touches my neck. All my attention returns to who I am with, not who I’ve always assumed I was supposed to be with.

Finn lifts the snowflake charm, letting it hover above my neck. “Do you like it?”

“So, it’s from you?” I ask, even though I’ve already figured it out. 

“Of course.” It takes everything in me to not glance toward Cole. But Finn deserves this moment. Then he pulls me closer, and we resume dancing. Finally, able to set my sights again on Cole, I catch a glimpse of him exiting the banquet hall. 

Suddenly, Dad is in my line of sight. He is making a beeline toward me. My first impulse is to worry—that is, until I see his countenance. The relaxed expression he wears fills my heart with joy and relief. 

“Excuse me, but I need a moment with my daughter,” Dad says to Finn, although my father is staring at me. Finn nods, turns away, and heads toward the drink table.

“Is everything alright?” I can’t help but ask. 

“Never better,” is the only response Dad gives. This confirms I have nothing to fear, but I can’t help but wonder what this is all about.

When we get to the east exit, Nicky waves at me. Mom stands at the door holding a fuzzy coat for me to slip into. I also opt for boots instead of heels since we are about to make a trek outside. Once properly dressed, the four of us step outside.

“The suspense is killing me,” I say as we walk in the direction of where the sleigh barn used to be. “A hint please?” I ask imploringly.

“The best view will only take a minute more to get to,” Mom says. She is holding gloved hands with Dad. Nicky and I trail behind. As I watch my parents, I hope when I do end up with someone that we’ll be half as happy as my parents.

True to her word, sixty seconds later both of my parents and Nicky stop. I look around, letting my face screw up into a confused look. “There’s nothing here to see,” I state. Nicky has a knowing look on his face, and I realize he’s already aware of what’s going on. He turns his attention to Mom and Dad.

Both parents switch from staring at me to tilting their heads back, looking up. Nicky follows their lead, so I do the same.

And I cry out in joy when I finally realize what we came outside to see.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
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I look up to the ceiling of the magical dome. When Dad and I returned from delivering gifts on Christmas morning, the cracks had made their way to the bottom of the dome. 

And to my delight, I was correct in my theory. Whatever happens to the snow globe will also happen to the dome, just a day or two later. I watch as the small section of fractures directly above us slowly fade like fog. Another few minutes and the dome will be whole again.

“So, tell us how you figured out what to do to fix the dome?” Dad says in a curious voice, with no hint of annoyance or blame. Mom drops his hands and begins rubbing her arms to keep warm. Nicky shifts his weight from one foot to another, but doesn’t offer an explanation to me.

That’s when I realize I never shared my theory with my family. By the time we put a stop to Ebenezer I’d temporarily forgotten about the dome and my theory of healing it. “Before I answer that, there is something you must know.” I look down at me feet. “I was the one who cracked the dome in the first place.”

“But how?” Mom tentatively reaches toward Dad. He takes hold of her hands again. Then they both turn their gazes back to me. Nicky grins and nods his head. He already knows about this, but I appreciate the moral support he’s offering by not telling on me.

“I know everyone thinks there’s no place more magical than Winter Wonderland.” I pause and force myself to stand tall. “But for me it was a prison.”

Dad turns to Mom and gives her a knowing look. She gives him a hint of a smile. I wonder if Mom told him about the conversation she and I had earlier about both feeling trapped. 

“I spent the past year trying to escape.” I close my eyes, not wanting to see the look of disappointment on their faces.

“And all this time the only thing you needed to do was borrow Dad’s sleigh.” Nicky crosses his arms, then chuckles.

“That’s not accurate.” Dad faces Nicky. “My sleigh isn’t able to pass through the magical barrier without my letting it.” Even though Dad already told me this, he must’ve forgotten to mention the information to Nicky.

“So how did the four of you get out when you went to the beach? And crack the snow globe?” Mom raises an eyebrow. Both Dad and Nicky turn to me.

“Shortly before our day in the sun, I’d failed yet another attempt to leave undetected.” I look down at my feet as I continue. “When I returned to my room, I let out a scream. It cracked the magical snow globe that was in my room.” 

All eyes are on me so I gather my courage and continue. “When I eventually saw the fracture in the dome, it only took a moment to realize just how connected the two magical objects are.” 

“Of course.” Mom touches her hand to her cheek and looks pensive. 

“I brought the snow globe with me to the ocean. However, it wasn’t until a few days ago when I realized that’s how the four of us snuck out to the beach.” I decide not to go into detail about walking through the barrier by the ice caves. 

“It was by taking with me the essence of the dome, the snow globe it was created based on.” All three stare at me now. I look from one to another, then continue, deciding to get everything out all at once. And that means confessing to the last secret.

“On the morning of Christmas Eve, I finally left for good. Well, so I thought.” I pause for a moment and bite my lip, remembering the hope mixed with fear as Tiny and I rode toward town early that day. Then I continue.

“But after singing with Carly and finally understanding that Christmas is about passion and sacrifice, and that I finally had a choice for the first time in my life...” I ramble but don’t stop myself. “I saw for myself for the first time how others see me, the future Santa, and you, Dad, and Grandpa, and all the Santas before us. And I chose to give being Santa a try.”

I keep to myself how Finn helped me. The conversations I had with him don’t need to be shared. Even though Finn’s words changed everything, I keep them close to my heart, and far from my lips.

“I’m glad you finally decided to step into your legacy.” There is hesitation in Nicky’s voice. “But was that what fixed this? You finally deciding to choose your legacy?” 

“No,” I answer, then have to laugh at myself. “It was when I sang.” All three had mirrored expressions of shock. “You see, about a week ago my shout in anger fractured it. But, when I, well, not just me but everyone at the diner in town, sang out of pure hearts, the snow globe was healed.”

“So that’s how you knew the dome would heal.” My dad had a gleam in his eye. Then he gave Mom a knowing look.

“Dad, I have to ask.” I pause for a moment then keep going. “What would’ve happened if the snow globe and then the dome shattered? Would it just be that the rest of the world could find us?”

He glances at Mom. Her look is one of hesitation, and I don’t like it. How many secrets are they still keeping from me and why?

“That is part of it.” Dad opens his gloved hand, palm up. A few flurries drop into it. “You see, the magical dome has hundreds of thin layers. Some of them allow a certain amount of snow into Winter Wonderland, but keep out a downpour from something like a snowstorm.” 

“Some of the layers are there so that if a plane flew overhead all it would see is the land, no buildings,” Mom says as she takes a step toward me and puts an arm around my shoulder.

“And the other layers?” I can’t help but ask, even though something tells me I won’t get the answer tonight.

“Let’s just say that Winter Wonderland truly is the most magical place on earth,” Dad states with a finality that informs me this conversation is over, at least for tonight.

Dad wraps his arm around Nicky’s shoulder. “Come on, son.” Nicky glances at me, gives me a quick wave, and then heads off with Dad.

Mom begins pulling pins out of her hair. She makes a pile in her right hand. It reminds me of the sticks that made our bonfire at the beach. She slips the pins into her pocket, then casually tilts her head back again and gasps.

I look up just in time. As I watch the fractures disintegrate, I notice the Northern Lights dancing in the sky above. Seeing the shades of green whirl and swirl in the sky above through the cracks reminds me of looking into a kaleidoscope.

Too bad Jolly can't imitate those lights in the ceiling of the Simulation Center. Finally, the last piece of the spider-like web slowly disintegrates and the dome is whole again.

Mom gives me a hug. She whispers into my ear, “I’m so proud of you.” 

“Thanks,” I whisper back. “I think I’ll stay another minute or two and take it all in.”

After a few more seconds, Mom lets go. She cups my face in her hand and her smile expands. Then she heads toward Homebase.

“Be there in a bit,” I say wanting a moment to not only relish in the satisfaction of the wholeness of the magical barrier, but also to fortify myself for what’s next.

I bite my lip, not wanting to think about all the extra work needing to be done in the next twelve months, not only the housing for both sets of grandparents and the elves, but the insufficient number of toys, too. I think about all the damage I not only caused directly but indirectly, too. I wonder how cramped all of the elves were last night when they moved back into the basement. 

At least once the elves’ home is rebuilt it’ll have twice the space and some new additions, like a fireman’s pole in the center that the elves can slide down from any floor. However, construction on the elves home won’t start until we’ve managed to at least make a dent in creating the toys needed for next Christmas. 

The fire destroyed every last item in the future gifts barn. I am not sure how the quota for next year’s gifts will be filled in time. I’ll need to encourage my family to take their trips in spite of the mess. 

Then I realize I don’t cringe at the thought of being Santa. Part of me revels in it. I think back on the fun my father and I had racing across the sky, testing out treats, and laughing. 

I allow myself to think on the positive side. Both sets of grandparents leave tomorrow for a long vacation while their log cabins are being rebuilt. And Mom and Dad are going to take their honeymoon soon. Plus, I can come and go from Winter Wonderland as much as I please. 

Although, I should wait on having any fun until I’m sure next Christmas will be a success. My list of touristy things to see and do is already four pages long. And the theme of some of them revolves around singing. 

Maybe Finn will offer to be in the front row of every cafe with an open microphone night. My only stipulation will be that the crowd can’t be bigger than one person, him. That is, at least for now, while I build up my courage for sharing my voice with the world.

I enjoyed stepping into my Santa role. But I can’t deny that thrill matches the thrill of singing at the diner yesterday and the party tonight. At least it did once I temporarily got over my stage fright. But, for the first time I can have one boot in Winter Wonderland and one boot out in the world. 

Ebenezer is locked in a cell in the caves. And our entire family is free to pursue more than one dream. However, tonight there is only one dream I want to fulfill before my head hits the pillow.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
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I make my way to the banquet hall. “I’m glad you didn’t leave yet,” I say as I approach Finn.

“Not when there’s still free food.” He winks.

“Will you walk with me?” I work hard to keep my voice from trembling. He falls into step by my side. I want to make small talk as we move, but I’m nervous. Too soon we round the corner. My shoulders slump as I realize someone took down the mistletoe. I still lead him to the spot directly under where it used to be and glance up to make sure there isn’t a tiny piece left. No such luck.

He looks down at his feet as he kicks something I can’t see.

Then I shake my head. An entire year of agony thinking the boy I had feelings for wasn’t trustworthy. I sigh and touch the charm dangling from the necklace. “It’s beautiful, but you shouldn’t have. It’s too much.” I lower my hands to my sides.

“Not for the girl who saved Christmas.” There is confidence in his voice.

“You mean the girl who almost ruined Christmas.” My cheeks burn. 

“Make no mistake, you may have had a part in its almost not happening, but you still saved the day. And...” He trails off, shoving his hands in his pockets. After a deep breath, he glances at my necklace. 

My hand goes toward it reflexively, then I grasp the snowflake charm. He covers my hand with his. I can’t help but glance back up at the spot where the mistletoe used to be. When my gaze returns to Finn, I see his eyes move from his hand still covering mine to meet my eyes. Then he looks up, most likely to see what I keep searching for.

I realize I need to stop focusing on where I am and instead focus on who I am with. I’ve got an amazing family, friends, and a boy who might just love me as much as I know I already love him.

I also realize I need to stop relying on objects for my happiness. A snow globe, a sleigh to escape on, mistletoe. As I stand on my tiptoes, I lean forward.

Finn looks at me. There’s a wide smile on his face and fire in his eyes, enough to melt all my fears. He tilts his head down. 

We both get lost in our first kiss, and I realize I can finally follow the advice Finn gave me the day at the beach. I stop trying to force things to happen. And I let the snowflakes fall where they may.
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Links
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The Snowflake Alphabet Graphic

http://bit.ly/snowflakealphabet
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The Snow Globe Prison Music Video

http://bit.ly/snowglobeprison
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The Story Behind the Story

As an author, I pay close attention to those random words and ideas that make a brief appearance on the stage of my mind then run off into forgetfulness. One day, the two words “Princess Claus” made their debut. I instantly wrote them down and imagined what life would be like for Santa’s child, and what if she was a girl? 

At the time, I’d never heard of that story idea and I could only find one out-of-print book that was remotely related. So, I started brainstorming. 

Why a princess? There’s something about the typical princess locked in the castle story that resonates with so many of us. Otherwise there wouldn’t be tons of books based on the idea. 

Technically, Santa isn’t a king. So, Noelle is called Princess Claus as a nickname. (I decided to go with Noelle, a version of the name Noel, to make her more unique.) However, her story so closely resembles that of a princess. There is a legacy she inherits she doesn’t want and a realm to rule.

Then I thought, what would it be like to live in Winter Wonderland? How would Santa keep the rest of the world from discovering it? That thought led me to the magical dome covering Santa’s home in the series I created. 

What if the future Santa, Princess Claus, had never and could never leave Winter Wonderland? After spending some time chewing on a princess-like character stuck under a glass dome in Winter Wonderland, I imagined Princess Claus calling home her “Snow Globe Prison.” 

I’d already had the idea to create original music to go with my books, and those three words would be a great title. As I drifted off to bed one night, some of the lyrics danced between thoughts and dreams. Since my husband was asleep, I shot out of bed and went into another room to write. After a few minutes, I’d scribbled down the first draft of the song. And, I loved it! 

The evolution from song title to finished professional recording was a slow process. First, I found the right person to turn that original draft into a polished one and write the instrumental part. One of my friends, Emily Havens, was perfect. She agreed to rewrite the lyrics and play the keyboard for the recording. I asked her teenage daughter, Charis, to sing the song, because I wanted it to sound like it really could be the teenager Princess Claus belting out the words.

Next came the recording process. This was important not only because I wanted to use clips of the song for ads, but also because of the audiobook available winter 2020. What better format to showcase the song?  

I love creating bonus content for books. So, while the story was being edited and the song recorded, I worked on graphics like The Snowflake Alphabet I mention in the book. On my website you can see book-related secrets to decode using the colorful snowflakes. 

The talented Molly Phipps at We’ve Got You Covered Book Designs agreed to make a song cover that looked similar to the book cover she’d done. By the time the book was ready to publish, every aspect of the song was ready, too. 

When I came up with this series idea, I was knee deep in a nine-book young adult fiction sci-fi/romance. I’d already spent years doing the research and made it halfway through writing book one. The Princess Claus series was originally planned on getting some of my writing time after the entire sci-fi series was done. 

However, I decided to apply for a trademark for the name Princess Claus. In doing research to see if someone else might already be using it, I searched for Santa’s daughter. I came up with Disney’s movie, Noelle. At the time it was still being made and there were no advertisements out.

Figuring I needed to get my Santa’s daughter story out first, or at least during the same winter season as Noelle and Frozen Two, I moved my Christmas stories to the top of my writing list. And, I can’t believe how much fun it was to work on. 

I plan on writing more books in this series. The next one, Princess Claus and the Snow Globe Mystery, takes place right where Princess Claus and the Great Escape leaves off. 

I’m already working my way through the two short-story prequels Sabotage by the Future Mrs. Claus and The Kidnapping of Mrs. Claus. These take place twenty years before Princess Claus is born and share how her parents fell in love.

I hope you enjoyed reading about my version of Winter Wonderland as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you would like to check out my writing and travel adventures (featured in my videos and blogs Adventures in Authoring), get exclusive content, and find out about upcoming projects, make sure to become one of my Book Bonus Club Members by going to:

http://jlgillham.com/favefan1

You can also follow me at:

https://www.instagram.com/jlgillham/

https://www.facebook.com/AuthorJLGillham/

JL Gillham
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What’s next for Princess Claus?
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Now that Ebenezer’s attempt to ruin Christmas has been foiled, Princess Claus realizes it’ll take an entire army of elves to save next Christmas. That’s when she comes up with the idea of The Elf Games, a way to train up locals from the neighboring town to compete and become Santa’s newest helpers.

But, while everyone works to restore Winter Wonderland to what is was before Ebenezer’s destruction, the evil elf entices Noelle with the promise of answers to questions she can’t stop herself from asking.

Will the path to knowledge lead to Christmas being ruined once and for all?

Find out in

Princess Claus and the Snow Globe Mystery!
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Dedication
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Dedicated to my collaborator in crime, Erica Lindsey. We’ve almost gotten kicked out of more castles than I can count, been chased by black swans, and traveled the world in search of the perfect photograph. I couldn’t have done this book without you. And, I wouldn’t have wanted to.

To Mom and Dad for the years of support and encouragement.
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Special thanks to:

The team who helped bring to life the song Snow Globe Prison including Jon, Emily and Charis Havens, Justin Cody and Ethan Low.
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My husband, Jerrad, and our two amazing kids, JJ and Phoenix, for all their patience while I talked on and on about Winter Wonderland.
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Blossom Downing for her stories about growing up in Alaska and sharing about the culture of the Alaskan Natives.
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My fantastic editor Lindsey Marcus.

*
[image: image]


And the book and Song Cover Designer 

Molly Phipps at https://www.wegotyoucoveredbookdesign.com/
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