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“No! I disagree!” Cavan slammed his hand on the oak table, sending hot cocoa sloshing from his mug. The dark liquid spread like ink over the grain. Nicholas looked down at the puddle, his eyebrows lifting over the rim of his glasses.

Oh, they’re at it again, Martha fretted from the next room. She had stood beside Nicholas through centuries of lists and quarrels — she knew this one was going to be bad.

It had all started pleasantly enough. But it didn’t take long—just a few pages into the Naughty and Nice List—before Cavan was raising his voice.

He and Nicholas sat opposite each other at the enormous oak table in the North Pole’s great dining room, the thick books of names spread out before them. It had taken four elves to carry in the heavy volumes and gently place them on the table.

“Will that be everything, Father Christmas?” asked one of the elves, slightly out of breath.

“Yes, thank you,” Nicholas replied with a warm smile to his loyal helpers.

“Father Christmas?” Cavan repeated, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Is that what they’re calling you these days? Whatever happened to St. Nicholas—or Kris Kringle?”

Nicholas shrugged. “I don’t know. But I like the new name. It sounds warm… personal.”

“If it’s all the same to you, I’ll keep calling you Nick,” Cavan muttered. “Calling you St. Nicholas”—he emphasized the word saint— “or Father Christmas,” his voice mocked, “just makes you big-headed.”

Nicholas chuckled. “You don’t hold back, do you? It doesn’t matter to me.” He opened a book and smiled faintly. “Suit yourself. Come on, let’s get to work.”

The firelight flickered across the pages. This particular meeting had taken place decades ago—though neither of them could recall the exact year. Time was a trivial concept to beings as eternal as they were. Humans measured their fleeting existence in years, but for St. Nicholas and Cavan, the passing of a decade was no more than the turning of a page.

They had sorted their way to the D’s without a single disagreement. But lately, arguments came more often—and louder.

“Albert Davidson—definitely the Naughty List,” Nicholas declared, his finger gliding to the next name.

That was the name that started it. 

“Wait, wait, not so fast,” said Cavan holding up a hand.

“There’s ample evidence against him,” Nicholas said, his finger still hovering over the next name on the list. 

“Yes, but his sister is the real troublemaker. She’s always egging him on, getting him into trouble,” replied Cavan as he sat back in his chair and folded his arms. 

Nicholas sighed. “Perhaps, but Albert has pulled her hair over a hundred times this year. One hundred. That’s not exactly excusable behavior. It’s the naughty list for Albert.” 

Cavan slammed the table. “No! I disagree!”

Now, with cocoa creeping into the wood grain, Nicholas rubbed his temples. “Your heart has always been soft, my friend — and I admire that. But justice and fairness must guide us. We’ve discussed this again and again. Actions have consequences. If children don’t learn that now, how will they understand it as adults?”

Cavan exhaled slowly. “That’s easy for you to say. You’re always talking about joy and hope. I deliver a lump of coal — not much joy in that.”

Nicholas met the eyes of his oldest and dearest friend. “But change, the chance to do better — that’s hope too. And I don’t do this only to hand out gifts. I do it so the world remembers the first Christmas. Hope and joy matter, yes… but so does justice. Together, they show what Christmas really means.”

Cavan grumbled, “Still… you bring the joy. I bring the disappointment. You’re always hailed as the hero.”

“Once again, I must disagree, my old friend. Think of the lives changed because of your work. You’ve shown countless children that actions matter. You’re the true hero, Cavan. Don’t forget it. We’re two sides of a perfectly balanced scale: reward and justice.”

Martha’s voice called from the next room, “Perhaps, we should start a new book called, ‘stubborn,’ and put both of your names in it.”

Nicholas chuckled and Cavan rolled his eyes. 

“While we’re on the subject… why does it have to be coal? It’s messy. You know I can’t bear a mess,” Cavan continued. 

Nicholas stood and tossed another log onto the fire. “It’s not about what’s best for us,” he said. “It’s about what they need. Now, let’s move on to the next name before we’re stuck here for a century.”

The fire roared back to life, sending a wave of heat through the room. Cavan groaned and loosened the collar of his shirt. “Really? Was that necessary?” he mumbled. “It’s already hotter in here than the Bahamas in midsummer. You’re suffocating me! For someone your size, you’re surprisingly cold all the time.”

Cavan crossed the room and opened a window, inhaling the crisp air. Tall, lean, broad-shouldered—Cavan’s name, meaning ‘handsome,’ suited him perfectly. He paused at the gold-framed mirror, smoothing a strand of dark hair that had slipped out of place. 

Nicholas chuckled. “Every time you pass a mirror, you stop. You just can’t help yourself.”

“Some of us take pride in our appearance. You might try trimming that scraggly beard of yours once in a while,” Cavan said with a smirk. 

Nicholas’s laughter filled the room. It had always been that way — laughter and teasing. But their bond ran deeper than banter. Cavan had been with Nicholas and Martha from the very beginning, when Nicholas was still just a man who began the gift-giving.

Towards the end of his mortal life, Nicholas petitioned to remain on earth with Cavan and Martha and continue their work of bringing joy and hope to the world. He wanted mankind never to forget the light born on that night in Bethlehem. His plea was granted, and from that moment on Nicholas became something more — Kris Kringle, Father Christmas, Santa Claus. Different names, one calling. And Martha shared in that calling, steady and faithful at his side, while Cavan carried the heavy weight of justice. 

Nicholas, Martha, and Cavan — more than partners, family. Their work so in tune they could often predict one another’s next move, even their next words. Nicholas brought joy and gifts to those who earned a place on the Nice List; Cavan left lumps of coal as a stern reminder to those who did not.

But lately something had begun to shift in Cavan. It started quietly—an ache in his heart. Then came the whispers: Why does he get the praise while I do the dirty work? Why must I always be the villain?
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It had been a shock to Cavan when he first discovered what the world truly thought of him—and how they imagined he looked. More than a shock, really. It was ridiculous… and deeply hurtful.

He knew that delivering coal instead of gifts wouldn’t win him any popularity contests. But he had never imagined they feared and loathed him, as much as they apparently did.

The first time he saw himself through their eyes was on an otherwise ordinary Christmas Eve. Everything was going smoothly—in fact, he and Nicholas were even a little ahead of schedule. They had just reached Norway and were delivering to a row of snow-covered houses when something unusual caught Cavan’s eye.

It was on the fireplace of a small grey stone cottage, right beside the treats that were left for Nicholas and the reindeer. A drawing, made with a lump of black charcoal, had been scrawled across the hearth. It showed a hideous creature: hunched back, twisted horns, one human foot and one animal-like hoof. Its hands 

“Krampus were grotesque claws—drawn disproportionately large—and it was covered in fur that stuck up wildly in all directions. The drawing was inside a circle with a line through it, as if to fend off the creature.

Cavan stopped in his tracks, staring at the drawing in disbelief. His eyes widened. “How could anyone imagine such a terrible creature?”

Nicholas hesitated and then chuckled softly. “Yes, they got the likeness completely wrong, didn’t they, old friend?” He gave Cavan a gentle pat on the shoulder.

“Wait—you know who this is supposed to be?” Cavan asked, his eyebrows raised. 

“It’s you, of course,” Nicholas admitted, though his smile softened when he saw Cavan’s expression. “But don’t worry. They don’t know you — not really. They’ve got it all wrong.”

Cavan slowly stepped away from the fireplace, still staring at the charcoal drawing, half-expecting it to leap from the hearth and claw at him if he dared look away. His eyes caught his reflection in the polished brass trim—a glint of candlelight revealed his stunned expression. His hair was still neat, every dark wave in place. His face, though pale with shock, was still handsome—wasn’t it?

How could they have gotten it so wrong? But of course, he knew. They feared him. They hated him. 

He glanced at Nicholas, who was hoisting the big sack of toys over his shoulder. It’s all his fault.

 “Come on, let’s keep moving so we stay ahead of schedule,” said Nicholas cheerfully—utterly unaware of the storm quietly rising inside his oldest friend.

Ever since that Christmas Eve, Cavan had made a point of investigating the rumors people spread about him. The following December he decided to spy on the humans at their winter solstice celebrations. Cavan had heard that they gathered around huge bonfires and scared one another with stories of monsters and evil beings. If they thought of him as a beast like the picture on the fireplace showed, then he was bound to hear absurd, untrue stories about himself. 

So, the day before the winter solstice celebrations began, Cavan made a quiet trip to a small village in Scandinavia. He told no one—not even his best friend, Nick—about his investigations.

He lurked in the shadows of their festive gatherings, listening and waiting to hear their awful tales. 

Cavan spotted a middle-aged man with a long grey beard huddled around a fire with a group of children; this seemed like a good place to begin his eavesdropping. 

“Not only does he deliver the coal, but he steals naughty children in the night and spanks them with twisted tree branches,” the man said dramatically. The children gasped with horror. “But don’t worry, you’ll hear him coming,” he continued, “because he’s wrapped in chains and bells. You can hear him from a mile away.”

“Yes, yes, I’ve heard the bells,” one of the children called out. 

That’s just the jingling bells from your precious Father Christmas’s smelly reindeer—or worse, the ridiculous bell dangling from the tip of his even more ridiculous hat, Cavan wanted to say out loud. Cavan on the other hand took pride in how quietly he could slip into the houses without being heard or seen. “Hear me coming from a mile away, utter nonsense,” he scoffed. 

“I’ll just run away when I hear him,” said another child.

“Ah, you must not know of his other power,” the storyteller whispered. The children huddled closer to the fire and listened intently. “He can change shapes, he can be as small as a mouse, or as big as a house.” 

“They got that part right,” Cavan muttered. He had that power along with his partner Nick. How else could they fit into small places like chimneys?

“And when he’s as big as a house,” the man stood up and stretched his arms out tall, his fingers curled like claws, “old Krampus will reach out and grab you, and there’s no escape!” He suddenly lunged and tapped the nearest boy on the shoulder. The child jumped, and the others shrieked in delight.

The storyteller laughed a booming laugh, “come on,” he said. “Let’s find something to eat.”

Cavan stood frozen in the shadows. “Is that what they call me?”
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Cavan threw open the living room door at the North Pole. Nick was standing in the middle of the room wearing a new half-sewn suit while Martha, his wife, moved around him, pinning and measuring. 

“What’s the matter?” she asked, looking up from her tape measure, immediately sensing that Cavan’s mood was off.

“Krampus!” Cavan yelled. “Do you know that’s what they call me? Krampus!”

“Oh, yes, I’ve heard them whispering that name,” said Nicholas. He raised his hand, curling it into a playful claw.

Seeing Cavan’s utterly bewildered look, he went on, “Krampus means claw.” He made the claw again, this time adding a quiet growl and a chuckle. Martha nudged him. Nicholas quickly became serious when she gave him a stern warning look. “I’m sorry, old friend,” he said.

Cavan looked down at his hands. His fingers were long and lean, his nails neatly trimmed.

“It’s the coal handprints you’re always leaving,” said Nicholas interrupting his inspection. “I’ve told you time and again to be more careful. Those big hands of yours leave quite the mark—it’s no wonder they think you have claws. Pay no attention to the silly stories.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” Cavan shot back. “You’ve never been painted as a monster. Do you know how vile those tales are? They say I spank children! I shudder when I hear them, and I burn with anger too. How would you like it if the whole world whispered lies about you? It isn’t right. It isn’t fair. I care for the children of the world as much as you do — but they see me as a beast.”

Martha placed her pin cushion and tape measure on the hearth and wrapped her arms around Cavan. “I hate that they say those things about you,” she said softly. “But you know you’re not the monster they imagine. If they really knew you—the real you—the stories would be so different.”

Cavan nodded. Martha’s soothing presence began to calm him. He could never stay angry for long when she was around. “I just don’t think I can do it again this Christmas,” he confessed. “Every year I go out there, the stories get worse—more twisted, and cruel.”

“You’re forgetting all of the good we do. And the laughs, don’t forget the laughs,” Nicholas said. 

Cavan knew what was coming next. Nick was already grinning; he was about to tell one of his stories about some funny incident that happened to them during one of their deliveries. He couldn’t be sure which one— there were so many of them. 

“Do you remember that time I stumbled over a log by the fireplace and sent all of the knickknacks on the hearth flying?” said Nicholas, already in fits of laughter. 

“Yes, and it made such a clatter,” said Cavan. “You really are so noisy. It’s a wonder you’re not spotted more often.” 

“Then that man came to see what the noise was,” Nicholas said between laughs, “and you just guided him back to bed.”

“Told him he was still asleep, and it was all a dream,” Cavan added proudly.

“And he believed you!” Nicholas turned to Martha, wiping away tears of laughter. “He just nodded, went back to bed, and never said a word.” He turned back to Cavan, “you and that whisper of yours… you can talk anyone into anything.”

A smile slowly started to appear on Cavan’s lips. “Well, I wouldn’t have to come up with such tricks if you’d be quieter.”

The three of them laughed together, as they had a thousand times before. 

“You can’t give all of this up, old friend,” said Nicholas as he gave Cavan a hearty pat on the back. 

Feeling that the crisis had passed, Martha returned to her work. Cavan helped himself to some hot cocoa and leaned against the mantel, watching Martha adjust a seam on Nicholas’s jacket. 

Cavan had never understood Nick’s fashion choices. He supposed the red suit must be warm enough for the frigid December deliveries—but red? Really?

Cavan preferred elegance. Styles changed, but he kept up — always refined, always effortless. He knew how to make an entrance without looking like a walking Christmas decoration.

On Christmas Eve, just before Cavan and Nicholas climbed into the sleigh, the trio gathered by the stables. Lantern light flickered across the snow, where the reindeer stamped impatiently.

Martha took each of them by the hand. “Keep safe,” she said, giving both of their hands a gentle squeeze.

“Keep quiet,” said Cavan, smirking at Nick. 

“Keep believing,” said Nicholas—then, with a booming laugh: “Ho, ho, ho! Merry Christmas!” 

The trio had performed this ritual for years. Martha never let them leave the North Pole on Christmas Eve without these simple, meaningful gestures—a private tradition between just the three of them that prepared them for the long night ahead.

As the sleigh lifted into the sky, Martha watched until it disappeared beyond the clouds. She whispered a quiet prayer heavenwards and turned back towards her warm home, where she would be waiting for their safe return. 

Once again, balance was restored—Nicholas, Martha and Cavan doing their important work together, a solid trio, supporting and caring for each other. But beneath the laughter and cocoa, cracks like frost on a windowpane had begun to spread. And no warmth, not even Martha’s, could keep them from widening.
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For a few years, the Christmas Eve deliveries went smoothly. Nicholas and Cavan moved in perfect rhythm—slipping down chimneys, leaving gifts and coal, bringing magic to the world.

OEBPS/images/image2.png





OEBPS/images/image3.png





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image4.png





