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Ivy heaved a sigh as she froze in the doorway that separated the closet from the bedroom. She had been tying a black, satin robe over the lingerie she’d picked up that morning when her husband’s cell phone rang. She knew what that ringtone meant, and her dismay was validated when she heard Aaron’s voice from the other room. Her plans were canceled, but it wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. Being married to a police officer in a small town meant that calls to work could happen.

“Can’t someone else go in?” she asked, though she knew the answer. “You haven’t had a day off all week. I miss you.”

Aaron looked up from taking his uniform shirt off the hanger. Those stunning blue eyes zeroed in on her as if finally taking in her barely concealed body. She loved the way they crinkled in apology and how his prominent ears shifted when he smirked and appreciatively tilted his head.

“I‘m on standby not off, love.” He pulled his shirt on. Ivy let out another heavy breath and pushed away from the door frame. “It’s just for a few hours, Ives. You know how it gets on Saturday nights, especially when there’s a big game.” He nodded to the chair that held his vest, gear belt, and hat. “Can you put my radio on there for me?” He flopped onto the bed to pull on his boots.

Ivy plucked the radio from its charger, slid it into its holder, and expertly plugged the long mic that would wrap around his back and clip on his shoulder into the port. Then she held the ensemble out to him.

“How long will you be out?” Ivy shook her hair back when he stood to take it. Then she playfully toyed with the belt of her robe before parting it enough to let him see the pink and black surprise underneath. “Because last time you didn’t get back ‘til three.”

“Well,” he growled. Those strong hands found her waist and pulled her in. She hummed when his lips pressed into her neck. “One, no later. I made the Chief promise, so don’t fall asleep on me.” He nipped playfully at her ear sending waves of pleasure down her spine.

“Promise?” Ivy reached up to smooth the Velcro name tag and smiled when the light reflected off of her wedding set.

Her mom had lost her mind when she found out about Aaron’s age. Fiona hadn’t been too keen on the idea of her only child dating someone ten years older, but Ivy hadn’t cared. She’d been smitten the instant he’d walked into that department store when she was only nineteen. He’d been the first officer on the scene to respond to the burglar alarm and found her fighting off the robber with the bank bag. That was five years ago, and she’d been his wife for the last six months.

“Aaron, do you promise?” She asked again and tugged at the lapels of his shirt.

“It’s the anniversary of the night we met, Ivy Moore,” he said. Those deliciously warm lips met hers, and her knees went weak at the tenderness of his kiss. “Of course, I promise. When you call your mom in a bit to check on Gavin, tell him Daddy loves him.”

“It’ll be Ivy Somerfield, once I get the appointment to change my name,” said Ivy. She sighed when he released her, even if he had been reluctant to do so. “And I’ll tell him. Then, when you get home, we can maybe get started on baby number two?” The wild flash in his eyes told her that was exactly what he’d had in mind. “Be safe.”

“Always am.” Aaron smiled and kissed her brow. “Lock the door behind me,” he reminded her, like he did every time. She watched him pocket his cell phone, strap on his belt, then feed the microphone cord up and over his shoulder to tuck the clear earbud into his ear. He was halfway out of the room when she picked up the keys to his patrol car and jingled them.

“Forgetting something, Sergeant Somerfield?” Ivy giggled, and Aaron slapped himself on the forehead before coming back for them. “I love you,” she murmured, held the keys back, and tilted her chin up for another kiss. She melted every time they played this little game when he got called in.

“I love you too.” Aaron eased the keys from her hand. His almost black, close-cropped hair made his eyes seem oceanic in their hue. “See you at one.” The effort he exerted to pull away and leave the room astounded her.

“I’ll be here!” Ivy called after him then frowned when she heard the front door close.

Just as she promised, she went downstairs, turned the deadbolt, and flipped the switch on the knob. She watched through the window as his patrol car eased out of the drive and into traffic. Then she went back to their bedroom to call her mom and tell Gavin goodnight and that Mommy and Daddy loved him.

When all that was done, Ivy shimmied out of the lingerie and carefully folded it in a chair to slip back on when Aaron called to tell her he was almost home. She snagged the shirt he had been wearing off the floor and pulled it on over a pair of pajama pants. Then she poured herself a glass of wine from the bottle he’d bought, but they hadn’t opened. Finally, she went back up to their room and laid down to watch TV.

When Aaron got called in at night, Ivy would normally bring their three-year-old son into the bed to snuggle and drift off. Now she was alone for the first time in months. The house was abnormally quiet, with Gavin away for the night, and the lack of activity,—paired with the reruns on the screen—pulled Ivy towards sleep. She decided she’d just sleep until Aaron called, then be up and changed before he got home. She closed her eyes and snuggled into his pillow. 

“Ivy.” Aaron’s voice stirred her, and she smiled at the soft sensation of his fingers on her cheek. “Ivy, I love you.”

She shot up in bed as a knock echoed from downstairs. She blinked at the empty room. Hadn’t Aaron just been there?

When she picked up her cellphone, it was a quarter past one. There was a text from Aaron at eleven forty-five that said he may get to leave early because there wasn’t much going on.

That was it though, no calls or voicemails.

The knock came again—three firm but quiet thuds that carried up the stairs.

Ivy kicked the covers aside and rolled her eyes with a giggle. He must’ve let his phone die, and he probably forgot the house keys at the station. It wouldn’t be the first time.

“Coming, Sweetheart!” she called, completely ignoring the sexy outfit folded nearby. Besides, seeing her in his shirt had the same effect as any overpriced lace. Ivy slid the bolt and almost turned the knob until she realized Aaron hadn’t replied.

After years of living with a police officer and being lectured about opening the door at night, Ivy peered through the glass.

Her stomach hit the floor.

It wasn’t Aaron on the stoop. It was his partner from before his promotion and Gavin’s godfather, Alexander Jones. The department chaplain, Penny Michaels, was at his side.

“No.” As fear tore into her heart, she ripped the door open. “No! No!”

“Mrs. Moore.” Alex’s his face grim as they pulled their hats off. “Ivy, it is with the deepest regret that I must—” his voice caught, and Ivy’s heart shattered. “That I must inform you that at fifteen minutes past midnight Sergeant...Sergeant Aaron—” his voice caught again. Those normally warm and friendly hazel eyes met hers, and they brimmed with tears. She couldn’t handle it. She just couldn’t. Ivy threw her arms around Alex’s neck and sobbed.

“Sergeant Aaron Somerfield answered the highest call any of us can receive.” Penny continued where Alex faltered, but Ivy couldn’t hear her. All she could do was see those bright, blue, eyes shining down at her, feel his lips on hers as he promised to come back. All she could do was cling to her husband’s best friend and feel his tears soaking her neck and shoulder as he squeezed her tightly. It felt like an eternity and a blink all at once, and every fiber of her being rejected what was being said. It wasn’t real. It was just a nightmare. She’d had them before.

“Tell me I‘m dreaming. Please, Alex, tell me it’s not real,” she sobbed and pulled back, pleading with him, but she didn’t wake up. She was still standing on that stoop while tears coursed down her cheeks.

“Go and change. I’ll drive you down to see him.” Alex wiped her tears, but Ivy didn’t feel it. She couldn’t feel anything but the gaping hole in her heart. “I’ll put Gavin’s seat in my car.”

“He’s at my mom’s,” Ivy replied numbly.

She staggered back into the house, but she didn’t close the door. It had felt empty before, but at that moment it felt cavernous—as if she was lost in the dark. With a trembling hand, she picked up her phone. Her sobs were uncontrollable as she pressed the screen.

“Mommy,” she whimpered and sank to the bed. Ivy stared at the photo of Aaron on her nightstand. He was sitting with a one-year-old Gavin in front of the Christmas tree. “He’s gone.” She wasn’t sure how she got the words out, but they came in a broken whisper.

“Ivy, you don’t mean. Oh, baby.” Her mom’s voice sounded just as broken as she spoke. “I’ll bring Gavin over right away.”

“Don’t. I’ve got to go to the station. Can I—Mommy—can I?” Ivy didn’t even know how to ask, but four hours later her mother met her at the door of her apartment, and they both climbed into her bed with Gavin wedged between them.
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Ivy watched Gavin stand patiently in line to see the Santa that was seated in a massive, ornamental ball at the center of the mall. She was impressed at how well the four-year-old was behaving, given the breakdown he’d had three months earlier over the letters to Santa.

First, he’d insisted she’d write one with him. Then, he had gotten upset that his writing wasn’t perfect, but he had refused to let her read his letter to help him make it neater. Lastly, he’d insisted she need to look up the address to Santa on the internet. 

Ivy hadn’t had the heart to tell him, when he dropped them in the mailbox before she got the stamps, that his cards wouldn’t get anywhere without postage. Realistically, they wouldn’t go anywhere but the trash anyway. She was glad, however, that he’d begged to see Santa, even if she had to face the Christmas Eve rush at the mall. 

“I hope he didn’t ask for anything we didn’t order,” Ivy sighed to her mother who had just walked up with a cup of coffee. “I know ordering Christmas in September is getting ahead but look at these crowds. God, there’s just so many people.” She took a sip to steady herself.

“You haven’t handled crowds well since Aaron died,. Fiona rubbed Ivy’s back gently. “I thought you went to therapy for it though.”

“I did.” Ivy resisted the urge to sneak over and straighten Gavin’s belt. He’d insisted that she let him stand in the line and pose for the photo by himself, to show Santa that he was very serious about being good. “Just, it’s been a stressful week. I almost fell off the chair decorating the tree last night. Then Gavin had a meltdown because I couldn’t get him high enough to put the star on.” 

“You should have asked Alex to help with that,” her mother replied. Ivy blew out a breath and took another long drink. 

Gavin was exactly two children away from Santa. She blew him a kiss, and he blew one back before holding up the number two. She smiled at her angel, stunned for what felt like the hundredth time at how much he looked like his father. His ears, eyes, chin, and hair had all come from Aaron. Everyone else said her four-year-old had Ivy’s cheeks, nose, and smile, but she didn’t see it.

“Ives, are you listening?” asked Fiona interrupting her musing. 

“Yes, sorry, about Alex,” she said, shaking her head. “Well, he’s Gavin’s godfather, but he’s not his father. Putting the star up is one of the few things Gav remembers doing with Aaron, and I want that memory to stay. Family traditions are important.”

“I know, but Gavin won’t remember if Alex does it once.”

Ivy gave her a look, and Fiona busied her mouth by sipping her iced coffee. Everyone who knew them knew Gavin was unusually intelligent for a four-year-old, which was understandable given his father had been highly intelligent himself.

“You know he would, and I don’t want him to lose that special memory of his dad.” 

“I know,” chuckled her mother and wrapped her in a one-armed hug. “Speaking of which, Susan just hired this cute new guy as an accountant for the salon. I think he might be Alex’s type.”

“Mom, the last three guys you tried to introduce him to all failed to meet expectations,” snorted Ivy. She froze when she saw Gavin climb eagerly into the lap of the mall Santa. “Ope, here he goes.” She passed her mom the coffee and hurried over to stand behind the photographer. 

Gavin whispered something in Santa’s ear, and the man’s eyes went wide. He looked over at Ivy, and what could only be described as pity filled what was visible on his beard-covered face. Hopefully, her over-enthusiastic preschooler hadn’t asked for something like a tank or other bizarre item. Luckily, he only seemed to have one request, and then he posed politely for the camera. 

“Come here, sweet pea,” she said and waved her son over. She paused to pay for the printout picture, and they made their way back over to her mother. “Did you see who was standing by Mommy?”

“Gran!” Gavin exclaimed and took off towards his grandmother.

The only thing that Ivy had ever lamented over in her marriage was that Aaron’s parents had both died when he was working on his second doctorate in his mid-twenties. While their funeral was what had brought him back to Ostcrest and convinced him to leave his job as a physics professor to work in law-enforcement in their small town, his lack of siblings and parents meant Gavin only had Ivy and her mom. He didn’t seem to mind, but she knew as Gavin got older that he’d wish to have more family. 

She watched as they embraced and rushed to rescue her mom from Gavin’s non-stop babble about his newest robot building set.

“Okay, honey, where do you want to have lunch?”

“Oh, can we get pizza? Gran and I always get pizza on mall trips.” Gavin jumped in place, his blue eyes wide and bright. 

“Sounds like a plan to me,” she agreed, and, after fighting their way to the food court, she helped him settle at a table with a slice of cheese pizza as big as his head.

“So, what did you ask Santa for?” asked Fiona. “Your mommy said you wouldn’t let her see the letters.” Ivy knew it was pointless because he hadn’t even broken his silence for Alex. 

“I want it to be a surprise.” Gavin wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Ivy hissed and passed him a napkin. He took it and wiped his chin without missing a beat. “It’ll be the best Christmas ever.”

“Well, maybe your mommy doesn’t like surprises. It isn’t a pony, is it?” Fiona continued, and Ivy was impressed at her insistence. “Just a hint, maybe, in case Mommy or Gran needs to buy supplies.”

“No hints, because it’s for me and Mommy,” Gavin said proudly before taking a long sip of his soda. Ivy shot her mom a confused look, and her mom sent her one right back. “Besides, he doesn’t need supplies. That’s silly!” He laughed and picked up his pizza. “Gran, did you know I play chess now?”

“I did not,” Fiona lied and turned to give Gavin her full attention

Ivy ate quietly and tried to rack her brain for what he could want that was just as much for her as it was for him. Was it a new TV, a new car, or something else impossible? She had no clue. 

“Well, baby,” she interrupted his explanation of the knight’s movements. “What if Santa can’t bring the gift you asked for?”

“He will. Santa can do anything.” Gavin’s tiny voice brimmed confidence. “You and Gran said that Santa’s magic can do anything.” 

“And we did.” Ivy blew out a breath. She really hoped she could think of a way to quell his disappointment if what he asked for wasn’t something she had already wrapped in her mom’s apartment. 

She carried that worry into the night when she had to practically wrestle Gavin off the sofa and upstairs into bed. He’d tried to insist on sleeping on the couch to see Santa. However, she needed him out of the way for her mom to come to drop off the wrapped presents that were marked as from Santa and hide them under the tree.

By the time her mom was safely asleep in the attic guest room, Ivy was exhausted. So, she checked on her sleeping son one more time before she tucked herself into bed. 

“Merry Christmas, Aaron,” she whispered to the photo on her nightstand and kissed the rings still snug on her left hand. “Wish you were here.” Then she turned off the light and snuggled into her blankets.

She was so deeply asleep that she missed the sound of the hall door opening and a blanket being dragged along the stairs. She also didn’t hear her son pick up some presents.

“None from Santa yet, yay!” The tiny whisper wasn’t heard by anyone, and Gavin curled up on the couch under his blanket.  

***
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Nobody in the house heard the dogs bark down the street, the owl hoot as a jingling noise disturbed his silent hunt, or the sound of hooves and a sleigh on the roof. Everyone was too deep into dreams of happy times and sweet moments to hear the voices on the roof or the snorting of reindeer. They most definitely didn’t hear the soft rustle of air as a red-suited man appeared in their home with a red bag clutched in his hand. 

The man in the red suit paused beside the glistening tree already stacked with beautiful packages beneath its boughs. He gazed over at the small head of dark hair tucked into a blanket on the sofa. 

“Gavin Moore-Somerfield,” he said fondly. He knew this little one very well. His belief was so pure and powerful that his letter had practically glowed when it arrived in late October. The man in the red suit heaved a sigh, and he gently placed his bag down to open it.

“Sorry, Gavin, but there are some things even I can’t do,” he said as he pulled the primly wrapped gift from inside and nestled it under the tree. “This is the best I could manage.” His magic was powerful, but some things were beyond his capabilities. 

Then he pulled out the other present, addressed to a name he hadn’t made a gift for in thirteen years. The last time he’d delivered for Ivy Moore, it had been a pair of yellow roller skates.

Hers was one he hadn’t been too sure about, but she had written to him, and the pain and loss on her letter were stronger than the disbelief. Their letters had come on the same day but in different envelopes. He couldn’t give Gavin what he wanted, but he thought he could at least give Ivy one final gift. Her request had taken a little searching and calling in a favor from the Amores Clan, but it had been fulfilled. He placed the tiny box on top of Gavin’s.

Normally, the man left immediately upon delivery, but he lingered in the darkness. He breathed in the warm love that permeated the home, even though the pain and loss were woven throughout. The strength of this tiny, fractured family made him smile as he picked up a cookie to take a bite before drinking the milk. Finally, with a press of a finger to his nose, he was back up the narrow chimney.

“Ready, Aldwin?” Santa asked his son, who was tinkering with the updated navigation system on the sleigh. “Or are you still trying to get that thing working?” With a grunt, he hauled the bag up into the storage section.

“Yup!” Aldwin beamed before he shoved his screwdriver and glasses into his pocket and hopped back on the sleigh. “It’s fully functional.” He tapped the screen embedded into the dash and closed out a settings window. “I programmed it to your list, checked it twice of course, and it’s running the bio checks on the reindeer now. Ruby’s nose was throwing off her readings, but I worked it out.” Aldwin arched an eyebrow as he took up the reins. “What, no cookies? Santa didn’t get cookies?”

“You’ve already had a hundred and six,” snorted Santa as the eight hundred- and ninety-eight-year-old sighed in disappointment. “You want to end up looking like me?” He patted his belly once. “You’ll get your fill when you officially take the reins.” With that, he plucked the aforementioned reins from his son’s grasp and gave them a gentle flick. He laughed aloud as his team surged across the roof and launched into the air.

Aldwin pressed a button on the display, and the world bent around them, leaving the night as unbothered as it had been when they landed. 

It stayed that way, quiet, peaceful, and filled with mystery as the stars and moon made their ever-winding path across the sky. As the sun crowned the eastern horizon, the homes in Santa and Aldwin’s wake began to stir.  

***
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“Gavin,” called Ivy as she checked the open bedroom and tied her house robe around her. Then she headed downstairs. She heard her mother coming down from the attic suite as she went. She yawned happily when she found her son curled up on the sofa. He had most certainly not been there when he fell asleep. 

“Gavin, baby, wake up,” whispered Ivy and waved at her mom who passed through the living room to go start the coffee. She kissed the stirring boy on his forehead and brushed his hair back. “Gavin, Santa came.” In an instant, those summer sky eyes flew open, and he shot up with a smile. She barely had time to jerk back to avoid being hit with his head. “See, presents!” She pointed at the extra gifts tucked back behind the tree that she knew he wouldn’t have seen in the dim lights. The next words out of his mouth hit her like a freight train.

“Daddy!” exclaimed Gavin, and laughter filled his voice as he jumped up, looked around, and dashed into the kitchen. “Gran, have you seen Daddy? Daddy! Daddy, where are you?”

“Gavin!” Ivy croaked and staggered to her feet. He was already up the stairs, and she heard her bedroom door fly open, as he called out again for the man who was already long gone. “Gavin, what are you doing?” she called as she made it to the stairs. 

The eagerness in his little face was depleted when he dragged himself to the landing above her.

“I asked Santa for a daddy.

“Oh, baby.” Ivy sank to her knees to scoop him up when he descended to her. Then she kissed his dark hair gently. “Santa can’t do that. He’s magic, but he’s not that magic.” Nobody was that magic, and that fact had broken her heart for over a year. “Santa can’t bring Daddy back. I told you that.” She cupped his cheeks gently and tried so hard to pour some light back into those watery eyes.

“That’s why I asked him to bring me a new one.” Gavin’s tears spilled over onto his cheeks. “‘Nd he didn’t. Because he isn’t’ real, is he Mommy? He’s fake. Just like Lindsey said. Santa is fake!”

“Oh, honey, of course, he’s real.” Ivy led him back to the tree. She’d had almost two years of hiding her pain in front of him, and it came easily. So, it was nothing for her to smile and pick up a gift. A tiny box on top she didn’t recognize fell over. “See, to Gavin from Santa. Open it!” She eased him to the floor and picked up the tiny box. It must have gotten mixed in at her mom’s while they were wrapping; except, the tag wasn’t like any they used. The handwriting was also unfamiliar, but it could have been one her mom or Alex had wrapped at a station at the mall. “And Mommy’s got one. See, to Ivy from Santa.”

“It’s a bear, a police bear.” Gavin’s sigh of disappointment made Ivy rip her eyes away from the box. The bear in question was in a uniform identical to the one in the photo of Aaron on the mantle, and there, to her shock, was a name tag: A. Somerfield. Gavin stared at it for a moment, and then he threw it aside. “It’s stupid!” The tears began again, and before Ivy could stop him, he fled the room.

“Just great,” she sighed, leaned against the sofa, and picked up the discarded bear. Her mom came into view with a cup of coffee, but Ivy waved her off. She was grateful her mother was letting her handle this mess without outside intervention, but she still needed a moment to collect herself. Tenderly, Ivy wiped the bear’s fur and hugged it. Above her, her mother shrugged and shook her head. 

“It isn’t from me,” Fiona whispered. “Take your time. I’ll start breakfast.” Then her mother headed back into the kitchen.

Ivy made a mental note to ask Alex if it was from him. Fighting back her tears, she picked up the tiny box addressed to her. Carefully, she undid the ribbon and lifted the lid. There, nestled in the wrapping paper, was a chain necklace with a key charm on it. 

“No, impossible,” she whispered. Her heart raced as she picked it up to flip it over, and she gasped when she saw the familiar inscription.

The key to my heart is your love.

A.S.

12-25-2014

It was impossible, and she knew it. Ivy had lost that necklace six months ago while at the beach in Florida. How was it in that box? Yes, when she’d caved into Gavin’s demands to write a letter to Santa, the necklace is what she had asked for, but it wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be possible. Her mom couldn’t have had it. She wasn’t even with them when Ivy had lost it. Alex had been, but Alex had been back at the hotel. It couldn’t be possible, unless—

Ivy glanced over at the cookies she’d left out. She had intentionally made sure Gavin knew they were oatmeal raisins, so she could have them all to herself. He hated oatmeal raisins, but one, just one, had a bite taken out of it. The necklace slid against her palm and brought her gaze back to it. There was absolutely no way anyone could have found it.

“Gavin!” Ivy called and scrambled to her feet. “Santa is real! I promise!” She fastened the chain around her neck as she raced to the stairs and ignored her mom running into the hall. She rushed up the stairs and almost tripped over the top one. She grabbed for his door, but the knob was locked. “Baby, come on. He is real.” She pleaded and shook the handle. “Gavs, let Mommy in. I promise.” She leaned against the door and slid down the wood to sit on the floor. Behind it, her son’s sobs echoed out.

Ivy clutched the necklace against her throat and the bear to her stomach. She couldn’t understand the absolute certainty coursing through her. She was twenty-five years old, and for the first time in thirteen years, she believed in Santa Claus.
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“Good morning, Mum.” Aldwin grinned as he strode into the kitchen. His mother, Cateline Claus, stood with a mug of hot chocolate outstretched. “That for me? Thanks!” He took it eagerly, but not before he leaned down to drop a kiss on her wrinkled cheek. Like always, she smelled of cinnamon and cookies, there was also the underlying aroma of a spring morning. The thought of spring made him freeze. “Was Grandmum Gaia over for breakfast? You didn’t tell me!” He leaned against the counter and did his best not to pout. “Great Grandmum hasn’t been by since June! I missed her!”

“She just popped by to remind us that autumn would start soon.” Cateline reached up to pat his cheek. “Like your Dah needs reminding, but grandmums are still grandmums, even if their grandsons are over a millennium old.” She turned back to her food on the stove. “Where are you off to so early? Thought you’d be down in that laboratory of yours, working on one of those new creations.”

“I am, but first I’m headed to California. Lewin wants to show me this new—” Aldwin paused when his mother raised an eyebrow at him over her shoulder. He had forgotten something. He knew that look in her ancient, but ageless, chestnut eyes. “What? What did I forget?” One platinum eyebrow lifted even higher. “Hang on, autumn is almost here.” Cocking his head, he surrendered to the old magic and let the vibrational energies of the human realm flow through him “It’s September twentieth?” He nearly dropped his cocoa in horror at his lapse.

“Only took you ages,” Cateline said and stirred the apples in the pot before her. “Your Dah’s in his office. I’ll be down in a bit; going to run some biscuits out to the workshop as soon as these are done.” The oven beside him dinged. The door opened on its own and filled the room with the unmistakable smell of sugar, chocolate, oatmeal, and banana. His mum waved a hand, and a tray floated from the oven to a cooling rack across the room. Aldwin grinned and hurried to pluck one of the monkey-shaped snacks off the tray.

“Oh, for Gaia’s sake, Aldwin! You’re almost nine hundred! Don’t burn yourself over biscuits!” His mother exclaimed.

“Mum, your biscuits haven’t ever burned me,” he said and dodged her playful swat with the apron.

Then, with a quick snatch, he acquired another warm banana-flavored treat and touched his finger to his nose. In a blink, he found himself perched in the chair beside his father, and he held out the stolen biscuit.

“Morning Dah.”

“Morning Aldwin,” his father answered. His rich baritone was normal to him, but Aldwin knew it held a jingle of bells and the hum of a drum to mortals. Plump fingers plucked the biscuit from Aldwin’s grasp, and those sparkling, ageless, but wizened eyes met his. “You missed your Grandmum at breakfast.” From the corner of his beard, a tiny butterfly fluttered out, and it left a trail of golden dust before it vanished. “If you can’t tell.”

“Mum told me,” said Aldwin. He sat his cocoa down and stared at the scroll spread out across the aged desk. “How come you aren’t using that new list I made you?”

It wasn’t that Aldwin didn’t love that magical smell of the parchment or the hum of wondrous energy that came with touching it and watching the names sparkle and shine, but the electronic one cut the review time in half. It also automatically calculated an algorithm that determined how close a child bordered on naughty or nice.

“I did last night, but I’m ever the traditionalist,” replied Santa. One of his strong, calloused, and enchanted hands clapped on Aldwin’s shoulder. “When it’s your turn, you can do it your way.” He watched as his father waved a hand over the scroll, and it curled up to soar across the room. “Speaking of which, it’s nearly your birthday.”

“I know.” Aldwin sighed and braced himself for the impending lecture.

“The bag still isn’t producing for you,” his Dah went on. “The sleigh won’t fly when you try without me, and the list won’t change for you.” Aldwin looked away when his father’s face pulled tight under the full beard. “You’ve inherited all the small magic, Son, but it isn’t enough. To be me, to be Santa, it all has to work together.”

“I know, Dah, and I’m trying. I’m really trying.” Aldwin trailed his thumb along the handle of his mug as he spoke.

He had been trying hard.

He could hear the thoughts of children. He could understand and speak every language a believer spoke to him. He could talk to the reindeer, and he could make magic happen when needed. For some reason, though, the most important vestiges of his father’s legacy just hadn’t manifested.

“I’ve even been visiting the mortal realm, incognito with Lewin for decades, trying to understand what I’m missing.”

“I know you have, but being Santa isn’t just about understanding humanity, Aldwin,” huffed Santa. His father reached over and placed a finger on his chest. “You must feel it here. You must truly believe that you can be Santa—that you can love them all—and inspire that love and faith in return.” He pulled his hand back, and, to Aldwin’s surprise, a box materialized in his fathers grip. “My father is the only one who has had to do this, but it’s time you learn.”

Santa passed him the box, and the instant it touched Aldwin’s hands, he felt it. Well, he felt the absence of it. The weight was that of letters, but the contents didn’t radiate with that warming glow of believers.

“This is every child since last Christmas who has lost the faith before their time,” his Dah explained. 

“I can feel the loss,” whispered Aldwin. He carefully opened the lid and blinked down at the neatly opened envelopes. There were at least a hundred, and they all ached with the loss of innocent belief. “What do I need to do?” he asked.

For these children, he would do it. He was ready to truly begin his training. Whatever it took, whatever the cost, he would pay it.

“Pick the one that tugs at the magic, the one that feels the emptiest to you,” his father said, and those crystalline eyes flicked down to the box. “If you are truly meant to be Santa, you’ll find a way to restore their faith in us.” Aldwin closed the box and stood. “The Autumnal Equinox begins in two days. You’ll start then. You have until Christmas Eve at midnight to restore the faith of one child. You have until your-” Aldwin cut him off.

“Until my nine hundredth birthday, or I can never become Santa. I’ll just be another winter sprite, like Mum and the elves,” murmured Aldwin. He clutched the box tightly to his chest. “I know. I can do this.”

“Your mother wasn’t always a sprite, as you know.” His father’s words made him pause. “She was human when we met. It was her faith, her true belief in who and what I was, that allowed her to become an immortal.” His beard shifted, and Aldwin knew he was smiling. After a thousand years, their love was still as strong as the day they married. “That’s how powerful the belief of an adult can be. The belief of a child, however, it is unstoppable.” His father shook his head and waved a hand. “Oh and see if you can get Lewin to come along with you on this. Cupids know the mortal realm better than any of the other Ageless.”

“I won’t let you or them down,” promised Aldwin. With that, he touched his nose and flopped down on his bed. He promptly jumped up with a yelp.

“Lewin!” he exclaimed and rolled his eyes at his best friend reclining on his pillows. He was practically naked. “Put some clothes on!”

“You missed our meeting,” snickered Lewin. The man grinned and snapped his fingers. A pair of jeans and a form-fitting dress shirt replaced the silk boxers he had been wearing. “They were the cutest couple, I swear.” His eyes narrowed in on the box. “That for me?”

“No, I need a favor,” said Aldwin, and he dropped back onto the bed to open the box and dump the contents onto his blanket. “My Dah had to invoke the faith trials.” He stared down at the hundred or so envelopes “I need you to help me fit in in the mortal realm. I’m going undercover.”

“The faith trials!” Lewin cried and immediately sat up his eyes wide in shock. “But only your grandfather—what the hell Aldwin? You said the magic was getting stronger!”

“It is, but not like it should,” confessed Aldwin. He picked up an envelope and weighed it in his hand. “I have to choose a child and restore their faith, but how do I pick?” Slowly, he eased the letter out.

It was a simple one, a normal one even. A little girl had asked for a pony. Magical law prevented Santa from giving live animals as gifts. All gifts had to be material, or very rarely, a miracle to the family. It couldn’t be any substantial miracle by a long shot, usually something to ease the family’s worry. Yes, she had lost her faith, but that was on her parents.

“I dunno,” grunted Lewin, and he shrugged as he pulled a letter out. “I don’t exactly pick my couples. The bow and arrows just show up, and I fire.” He scanned the letter. “This kid stopped believing because Santa didn’t bring him a dirt bike.” One touch of the letter, and Aldwin knew it wasn’t the one.

Together they flitted through the envelopes, making it to thirty when Aldwin heard Lewin sniffle and heave a sigh.

“What? What is it?” he asked, stunned to find his best friend crying softly. Cupids rarely cried from sadness because they thrived on new love and hope. “Lewin.”

“I marked this boy’s parents,” whispered Lewin, staring down at the letter in his hand. “Gavin Moore-Somerfield, he’s the only son of Ivy Moore and Aaron Somerfield. It was one of my hardest pairings.” Aldwin glanced down at the paper, and he was shocked to find that there were actually two pages. “I can see their fates when I mark them, you know. They were only going to have five years together before Aaron would die, but oh, those five years were going to be so magical.”

“What did Gavin ask for?” asked Aldwin. He reached out for the pages, but Lewin shifted the top one to look at the second. “What? How long is his list?”

“He only asked for one thing, but his mom, Ivy, wrote too. I almost forgot.” Lewin held the letter to his nose and inhaled. Another tear rolled down his cheek. Aldwin was confused. How would Lewin know someone wrote a letter to Santa? “Your Dah asked me to find their symbol of love. She lost it on a beach in Florida. She asked for it, so I found it and gave it to him to deliver.” Wiping his eyes, Lewin passed him the papers.

“But an adult’s letter doesn’t usually reach the barrier,” muttered Aldwin as took the pages. He gasped and his heart ached deep in his chest at the pain he found on the papers. One was empty, dull, and bland like unsweetened flour. The other held just a faint glimmer, the slight spark of belief in the impossible. For the first time in his almost nine hundred years, Aldwin felt the belief of an adult.

Sure enough, the neater writing asked only for the lost necklace. It was the shaky, but perfectly spelled, block writing that asked for the impossible. Little Gavin Moore-Somerfield had asked for a new Daddy. The honest yearning was still clinging to the pages, tangible, tugging at his heart like nothing he’d ever felt, and, again, for the first time in all his life, Aldwin felt the pain of the true loss of faith and hope. “Him, it’s him, Gavin Moore-Somerfield. He’s my task.”

“That’s gonna be hard,” said Lewin as he met his gaze, his eyes wary. Aldwin knew though. He could feel it deep in his soul. If he could restore this now five-year-old’s belief in Christmas, he could be Santa. “Let’s get started then.” With a snap, a laptop appeared on Lewin’s lap.

“Okay, Cupid,” Aldwin said and tucked the letters into his coat. “Let’s do this."  

***
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Across the world, Ivy Moore sat patiently in the chair across from the admission dean of Crestwood Academy.

“Honestly, Ms. Moore, Gavin would make an excellent addition to Crestwood Academy,” the older woman before her said. Ivy felt her face pull up in a relieved smile through her tight cheeks. She had been pacing the halls all morning, as her son was put through a series of tests. They ranged from cognitive abilities to problem-solving, to an understanding of the base curriculum. “He’s only five, but he is testing out with the scores of a ten or eleven-year-old. Not to mention, the theater teacher feels he could excel there.”

“Thank you, Margaret, really,” Ivy gushed. She couldn’t believe it. Well, she could.

Gavin was brilliant, and he was always ahead of his age intellectually. That wasn’t a surprise because he got it from his dad. Aaron could have done anything, been anything. He had a near-genius IQ, but he had left teaching physics at an ivy league college to become a police officer. He said it was the only thing that had called to his heart when he came home for his parents’ funeral. He wanted to help people and protect the innocent. That had won out over everything else. “When can he start?”

“Unfortunately, we don’t have any open scholarship slots until next fall,” explained Margaret. Her smile was sympathetic, and Ivy’s heart dropped. She had been so afraid of that. “But we are accepting paying students starting the first Monday of the month.” The admissions dean slid her a folder, and Ivy picked it up. “This is the cost of attendance, uniforms, textbooks, basic school supplies, and lunches.” Ivy swallowed hard as she looked down at the folder. “But starting next September, Gavin would have a guaranteed scholarship, as long as he does well academically and socially.” Ivy opened the folder, and she sucked in a breath at the numbers.

“Jesus,” she hissed. It would take all but three thousand dollars of what she had in savings. She had been guarding the nest egg left from Aaron’s life insurance with a fervor since the house was paid off with the bulk of it. It was worth it, though, to get Gavin into the school. If she was careful with her spending, didn’t miss a day of work, and forwent their weekly mom and son dinners out, she could make it without living completely paycheck to paycheck or digging to deeply into Aaron’s pension payments. “Do you take card, or do I need to run to the bank?”

“Just fill out the deposit slip, and we’ll draw the funds out tomorrow,” said Margaret. She nodded to the folder, and Ivy pulled out the sheet. She dug a pen from her purse and quickly scrawled the banking information onto it.

“This means more to me than you can imagine,” whispered Ivy. She held back the tears that had begun to fill her eyes as she slid Margaret the slip.

“I understand, Ivy. Being a mom is hard and being a single mom after everything you went through is harder,” the dean said and tucked the slip away. Then she stood. “We’ll mail you information about uniform fittings and such immediately, so you can have him ready to start in two weeks. I look forward to seeing his smiling face in the halls.”

Ivy felt the relief course through her again, stirring her into motion, and she stepped into the waiting area. Gavin was seated quietly in a chair, coloring in his sketchbook. He’d gotten his fathers brains, but he’d gotten her artistic skills. “Hey blue eyes, you ready?”

“Mommy!” Gavin exclaimed. The sketchbook was stuffed away quickly, and he jumped off the chair to hug her. “Did I do it? Do I get to go to school here now?”

“You’ll start in two weeks,” replied Ivy, taking his hand to lead him down the hall to the main doors. The bright sun made her squint, but soon her vision cleared to reveal a sleek black sedan with a smiling face waiting.

“Uncle Lex!” shouted Gavin. The boy broke away to race down the stairs and leap into Alex’s arms. “Guess what! I get to go to school here now!”

“Of course, you do! You’re the smartest kid in the world.” Alex laughed as he set Gavin down. Ivy watched her boy run around to the door and climb into the back seat. “Really, though, he got the scholarship? You submitted the application on the due date!” He grinned broadly and wrapped her in a tight embrace.

Ivy hugged Alex back as she sighed. Then she slid into the car and looked back at Gavin who had pulled his headphones out and was engrossed in some game on his tablet. “The scholarship starts next September, but I paid for the rest of the school year’s tuition, so he starts next month.” She opened the folder to show him the amount.

“Are you nuts?” Alex hissed and looked back at Gavin before starting the car. “Ivy, that’s almost all that was left.”

“I know, but what else can I do? Rockwell is threatening to expel him, Alex,” she said and ran a hand through her hair. “Last week, he made the entire class cry, because he told them that Santa and all the rest were fake.”

Ivy had tried for months after ‘The Great Christmas Meltdown,’ as her mom called it, to convince Gavin that Santa was real. It hadn’t worked.

“Then yesterday, he called Miss Anderson a brick-headed moron because she mispronounced a word at story circle.’’ Alex covered a chuckle with a cough. “It’s so not funny, Lex!” 

“Well, he is Aaron’s son. You knew he was going to be a handful when you went into labor at two am during a thunderstorm.” Alex shrugged and smiled softly at her. “But Ivy, the cost of living is only going up, and, let’s face it, your art classes always dwindle this time of the year. I don’t want you to have to go back to retail.”

“With the benefits check, Aaron’s pension, and the classes, I can do it. Money’s gonna be tight, but I’ll manage,” insisted Ivy, but she knew he was right. While the adult education center where she taught art five days a week paid well enough for most of the year, it was based on attendance. “I can put some of my paintings online too and sell them for commissions.”

“What if you rent out the attic?” asked Alex. His suggestion was not what Ivy had expected.

Aaron had only just finished renovating the attic into a larger suite before he died. They had intended to give Gavin their room and turn his room into a nursery when they conceived again. Those ideas had never come to realization, and the attic bedroom was empty except for her paintings that waited to be sold or gifted away. It was only used when Alex or her mom slept over. “You could charge a quarter of what your mortgage was, plus a portion of utilities.”

“Okay, now you’re talking insane.” Ivy snorted and crossed her arms. “I’m not letting some stranger move into my house. What if they’re a pervert or something?”

“I’ll check them out for you. I can run a background check and that sort of thing.” Alex reached over and squeezed her hand. “I don’t want to see my best friend’s girl and my godson struggling is all, and God knows you’d never let me pay for anything.”

“I’ll think about it.” Ivy sighed. She glanced back at Gavin again. Thankfully, it seemed he had been oblivious to their conversation.
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Of Cupids and Contracts
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“Aldwin, you’re never going to believe this.” Lewin’s voice filled the room.

Aldwin looked up from where he was serving his mum a slice of pie. Lewin appeared in the middle of the dining room, tablet in hand. The cupid wore only a teal, sequin Speedo and matching feather boa.

“Hello Lewin,” said Cateline and flicked a finger. Lewin’s Speedo was covered in a tasteful toga, and his boa had vanished. “What have I told you about proper dinner wear?” Aldwin didn’t bother hiding his laughter.

“Sorry Mama Claus, I was at this crazy org—” Lewin began, but Aldwin arched an eyebrow in warning. The cupid cut himself off and drew a breath. “Anyways, Aldwin, you asked me to keep tabs on any possible openings near or around the Moore’s while you were working on your backstory.”

“I did,” replied Aldwin. He sometimes wished Lewin would just get to the point, but he knew he tended to babble himself, so he reined his irritation in.

“Well, it’s your lucky day,” his friend said and held up the tablet as he sat down in a chair beside him. “She just posted an ad for someone to rent a room in her house.” Lewin handed him the device, and Aldwin stared down at it in shock. Her name and address were as plain as day on the screen. “It’s fate, right? It must be. You pick her son as your trial, and this shows up. Come on.”

“Lewin’s right. Can’t you feel the magic pulling?” his mother asked with a soft voice, and yes, he could. It whispered to his soul and teased at his heart, and it made him shiver.

“Yes,” breathed Aldwin.

Despite being an Ageless and having spent most of his nearly nine hundred years secluded away in Yule Town, he was more than adept at modern technology. It had always been important to him to keep up with human advancements. So he found it easy to carefully craft his email, use his fabricated identity, and send an inquiry about the room. He may or may not have tweaked the advertisement with magic so that after his email was sent, all inquiries but his would be returned as un-deliverable.

“Do you think she’ll be hesitant to accept a man?” he asked.
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