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      Dear Reader,

      The North Pole, Alaska series was originally published under the name Noelle Fox, the novels being written alternately by Lori Handeland, Isabel Sharpe and Laura Scott.

      To reach a wider audience, they are now being published under our own names. We hope you enjoy reading them as much as we enjoyed writing them.

      Reviews are critically important authors, so if you enjoyed this story I’d appreciate you taking a few minutes to leave a Review at the retailer where you purchased the book. It may be as short or as long as you’d like.

      If you are unfamiliar with my other novels and would like to check them out, please visit my website at www.lorihandeland.com

      Best wishes,

      Lori Handeland
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        Where the Christmas Spirit lives, all year long.

        Inspired by the real North Pole, Alaska and its dedicated residents who each year answer children’s letters to Santa, this North Pole and the characters living in or passing through are pure fictional fun.
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      Dear Santa,

      I know it’s only July, but I heard that this month at the bookstore in North Pole the famous riter GT Knight is finally gonna let everyone know what she looks like. Up till now no one’s ever seen her. Have you?

      My mom is GT Knight’s biggest fan. She reads her books all the time, sometimes even when she’s apposed to be makin’ dinner. But I don’t mind ’cause then I get pizza.

      Santa, could you ask GT Knight to sign her new book, Storm of Splendor, for my mom and bring it with you on Christmas Eve? If you do that for me, you don’t even need to bring me a present. ’cept for the Star Wars action figures you forgot to bring last year.

      Love always,

      Kyle Pritzlaw

      (My mom’s name is Mindy—for the signing in the book)

      

      Paige Turner—yep, that was her real name—glanced up from Kyle’s letter to Santa as the sleigh bells on the door to Let it Snow!—North Pole's combination bookstore and craft shop— announced a customer.

      Ford Taylor skulked in with his laptop as he did every Tuesday afternoon. Paige offered free Wi-Fi to her customers. Not many used it —most had their own—but Ford lived in the Alaskan bush, an unknown number of miles from North Pole, where there was definitely no access. Why he lived that far out was anyone’s guess, as was what he did there all alone. Ford wasn’t much of a talker.

      Paige nodded and Ford nodded back. Progress. For the first six months he'd come into her store all she'd gotten out of him was a twitch, perhaps a grunt. Now he’d nod when he came in and nod when he went out. He might even say, “You’re welcome” when she thanked him for a purchase. The man did buy an awful lot of books.

      Paige went back to her letter. No, Kyle, she wasn’t Santa, but she was the next best thing. An Elf.

      In North Pole a group of volunteers known as the Elves answered all the mail addressed to Santa. They met weekly and divided the letters that had arrived at the post office since the last meeting. Paige was constantly amazed at how many requests they got in the off-season. Who wrote to Santa in July?

      “Kyle Pritzlaw,” she murmured.

      “What?”

      Had Ford asked that? As he was the only customer on either side of the store—one side being the bookstore and the other being the craft store—she assumed so, even though he wasn’t looking at her but at his laptop. Whatever he did on that laptop when he was in here was always very engrossing. Paige hoped he wasn’t watching porn.

      She lifted the letter. “Elf mail.”

      “Ah.” He cast a quick glance her way, then as quickly returned his gaze to the laptop, clearing his throat. “Anything interesting?”

      Elf letters weren’t confidential, though members usually shared them only with one another or their families. Still, she was so amazed to be having a conversation with Ford Taylor that she handed it over. Paige wanted him to keep talking. He was a mystery she’d been dying to solve.

      What warm-blooded American male lived so far from the rest of the world? Under all that black hair, both on his head and on his face, what did he look like? His blue eyes were amazing. His hands were large, but not scarred as most bush dwellers’ were, and his nails were clipped and clean. Not what one would expect from someone who hadn’t shaved since . . . Paige considered the length of Ford’s beard. Perhaps since the last national election. It was hard for her to figure.

      She’d been born into a family of girls, three daughters of bookish parents. Except for college in Seattle and a short time afterward, she’d lived in North Pole all her life. Before she’d taken over the family business she’d been a librarian, and she looked like the dowdy stereotype that came to most people’s minds. Certainly if she tried a bit, she could look like a hot librarian, but the only times she’d attempted it—with her sisters as the instigators—she’d been too embarrassed to leave the house.

      She’d had a few boyfriends in high school and college—quiet, geeky, book lovers like herself. Of course there’d been “the incident,” which had put her off men for quite a while. Truthfully, she was still off men. But there was something about Ford that intrigued her.

      Despite the calendar reading July, he still wore his usual attire of dark blue denim and hiking boots, topped with a brilliant white crew neck T-shirt that revealed some nicely defined biceps and forearms. His only concession to the weather was that he’d left his flannel shirt and parka at home—or maybe in the truck. He drove a beat up gray Dodge RAM pickup, which was parked at the curb in front of Let it Snow! as it had been every Tuesday for the past year.

      He was tall and dark where she was small and blond. He lived in the middle of nowhere, doing . . . whatever, and she lived in the middle of town and worked in a store that was often one of the most popular on Candy Cane Lane, the busiest of all North Pole’s Christmas-themed streets. Especially at this time of year—the height of tourist season.

      As if to illustrate her thought, the sleigh bells rang again and a crowd poured inside. A tour bus must have disgorged its passengers nearby. Through the front window Paige could see dozens of others making their way through town.

      North Pole was not on a major waterway. The cruise ships didn’t go farther than Anchorage. From there tourists could get on a bus, rent a car, even take a train north. Many of them toured Denali Park and Fairbanks, then hopped a bus for the thirty-mile jaunt to North Pole where they could get a dose of Christmas every day of the year.

      Several of the women in the group turned right to enter the craft store where Paige not only sold supplies but finished products from local artists.

      “Check this out!” A woman with fading red hair that clashed with her powder pink shirt and her hot pink bike shorts, held a carving of a walrus. She spun toward Paige. “Was it made by an Eskimo?”

      “That’s an Inuit, or more specifically an Inupiat, whalebone carving.”

      “Is that the same as Eskimo?”

      The other tourists had spread out over both sections of the store. No one seemed to require help at the moment, so she had a bit of time to explain. But pretty soon someone was going to need a crochet hook replaced that had been left on a plane, train or ship. It was amazing how many panicked crochet hook buyers she soothed each week. If not a crochet hook emergency, then someone would want a recommendation for either a book about Alaska or something to read while in Alaska. She should probably hire a kid to help out in the summer, but she really couldn’t afford it.

      “In Canada the term Eskimo is considered offensive.”

      The woman blinked. “I . . . uh . . .”

      “Didn’t know.” Paige smiled. “And we aren’t in Canada. In Alaska, Eskimo is often used to refer to the indigenous population. Usually the Inuit and Yupik people. The Alaskan Inuit are mostly part of the Inupiat branch, so either designation is acceptable, as well as Eskimo.”

      The woman still appeared confused. She held the carving aloft on her palm. “So this was made by an Eskimo.”

      Paige could have sworn Ford snorted, but when she glanced his way he was still glued to his computer screen.

      “The carving was made by Anik, a well-known Inupiat artist.”

      “Could you keep it by the register for me?” The woman handed the tiny, white walrus to Paige. “I’m going to shop some more.”

      “Certainly.” Paige retreated to the register as several customers formed a line.

      “Do you have an ‘H’ crochet hook?”

      “Of course.” Paige pointed to the aisle very clearly marked Crochet Hooks.

      The thin elderly lady squinted in that direction. “Where?”

      “I’ll show her.” Ford stood.

      The woman gazed up, up, up his huge frame. For an instant Paige thought she might shriek and run out. Then she grinned and looped her arm through his. “You’re a biggun, aren’t ya?”

      Ford didn’t answer such an obvious question as he led the woman to the proper aisle.

      People were in a buying mood, and Paige rang up at least a dozen sales from both sides of the store. The carving lady spent over a hundred dollars. Every time Paige searched for Ford he was helping someone else. What had gotten into him?

      “This is the place I told you about.” A woman and her husband stood in front of the poster detailing GT Knight’s appearance at Let it Snow! in less than two weeks. “I wish we’d known about this before we booked our trip. I’d have loved to see what she looks like.”

      “Can’t you just Google her?”

      The wife rolled her eyes. “No one knows what she looks like. She’s never done a book signing or an in-person interview. Every story on her is accompanied by this picture.”

      She tapped her French manicure against the caricature of GT Knight—a figure with a waist far too thin for the size of her breasts and hair far too golden to be natural except in a cartoon. If GT Knight actually looked like that, Paige was gonna punch someone.

      “Why now?” The man glanced around the small combination shop. “Why here?”

      “It’s a mystery.”

      The two moved off into the stacks, and Paige returned to her cash register.

      It was a mystery to her as well. A few months ago she’d received a call from the publicity department of GT Knight’s publisher.

      “GT Knight is going to reveal herself to the world, and she wants to do it at your store.”

      “Who is this?” Paige had asked, certain it was one of the Elves pulling her leg.

      “Sara Wasserman from Pembroke Publishing.” She spoke more slowly and loudly this time in case Paige was hard of hearing or moronic.

      “Was there a contest I didn’t know about?”

      Publishers and publicists often ran contests for booksellers. The store that sold the most Harlan Coben novels might get a visit from Harlan himself, or maybe a Skype meeting with the local book club.

      Paige sold a lot of GT Knight books. She didn’t think there was a bookstore on the planet that didn’t. But she couldn’t have sold enough to win any contest. Her store just wasn’t that big.

      “No contest,” Sara said. “GT picked you. Don’t tell me you’re thinking of refusing?”

      “No!” Paige might seem slow-witted at the moment, but she wasn’t.

      Let it Snow! was one of the most popular in North Pole. However, the majority of the year, North Pole was a ghost town. And ghosts didn’t buy a lot of books; they bought even less yarn. Paige’s business was usually running on the edge of red. A huge event like this could allow her to fix the roof of both the shop and her house without taking out a loan she’d probably never be able to repay.

      “Why me?” Paige asked.

      “Why not you?”

      A good question.

      “When does she want to do this?”

      “July,” Sara had said. “It’s nice there in July, right? And busy?”

      “Very.” On both counts.

      This was how Paige had ended up hosting the biggest publishing event in the last decade. She still wasn’t sure she’d be able to manage it. All the Elves had volunteered to help out that night. She had such great friends. Sure, they probably wanted to meet GT as badly as Paige did, but they could have done so without working for free just by standing in line with everyone else.

      Paige hoped that if the signing went well, and GT and the publicist were pleased, she might be put on whatever list she wasn’t on that allowed her to host the big name authors for their book tours. Sure, North Pole was way off the beaten track, but if she got a good reputation she just might become the “in” place to sign. Stranger things had happened.

      “Are you taking orders for signed books?” The woman and her husband were back.

      “Of course.” Paige pulled out the slip she’d designed for just that purpose. “Name, address, who you’d like the book made out to. Retail cost plus the shipping. Cash or charge?”

      Which reminded her—Paige pulled out an extra slip to fill in for Kyle. She’d pay for the book and shipping herself. At cost and going media mail, it wouldn’t be so bad. All the Elves did little things like that to keep up appearances. This was North Pole, after all.

      As soon as she finished with the customer, she quickly wrote a note from Elf Paige to Kyle.

      Santa would be happy to have GT Knight sign a book for your mom. He thinks it’s very sweet and unselfish of you to ask him to bring a gift for her instead of yourself. He’ll do his best to bring you some Star Wars figures this year, though the Elves are having a hard time keeping up with the demand for them.

      Paige jotted a note to include with the book so that Kyle’s mother knew her son had requested it from Santa, and that he still really, really wanted those Star Wars action figures.
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        * * *

      

      Ford didn’t get back to his computer for over an hour. By then he was so jazzed up by interacting with people that he couldn’t focus. This was why he lived seventy-five miles away from the nearest town. He was a little ADD.

      He was also shy. Speaking with Paige today had made his cheeks flush so hard he was grateful for his mountain man beard. And here he’d been thinking of shaving it off because of the heat.

      Mid-seventies was considered springtime in most of the lower forty-eight, but this near the Arctic Circle, mid-seventies felt pretty hot. Especially when wearing shoulder-length head hair and chest-length face hair. Nevertheless, he was gonna keep it for the time being. The idea of shaving didn’t make him feel cool, it made him feel naked, which only made him blush even more.

      “Thank you for your help today.” Paige sat across the table from him.

      He had no idea what to say.

      She smiled. She had great teeth. He wanted to kiss them.

      Well, not her teeth, but her lips, and then maybe⁠—

      “Ford?”

      Had he been staring at her mouth? If he had, she didn’t seem to notice or maybe she didn’t mind.

      High hopes. He’d been coming in here for nearly a year and only managed to start speaking to her recently. She was always pleasant, but he didn’t think she saw him as anything more than the guy who guzzled her Wi-Fi once a week. She certainly didn’t dream of kissing his⁠—

      “I should take you to lunch.”

      “Huh?”

      Nice, Ford. Very smooth.

      “You know, midday meal. Sandwich? Soup? Salad? We could go to Cup of Cheer.”

      “I . . .” Was she asking him out?

      “I’d like to pay you back for your help.” She tugged on the strap of her voluminous denim dress.

      Of course she wasn’t asking him out. Why would she? She had no idea who he was and if she did she’d⁠—

      “I’ll put the closed sign in the window.” She stood, and her gaze fell on his computer screen. Her head tilted.

      Ford slammed the computer shut, got to his feet and ran away.
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        * * *

      

      Clara Goebel, North Pole’s postmistress and leader of the Elves, knocked on Abby Machado’s front door. In her hands she carried two take-out orders of the Cup of Cheer summer special—a salmon BLT with sweet potato salad.

      Until last month, when he’d gone to Montana to help run the family cattle ranch after his brother's heart surgery, Clara had eaten lunch with Rudy, the reindeer keeper. She always ordered the seasonal special prepared by the owner Amelia Becket. Today she’d asked for two to go. Poor Abby was going on two weeks overdue with her second child.

      “Come in!”

      Abby sat on the couch with her bare feet up, eyes closed, hand on her enormous belly. From Clara’s vantage point she appeared about ready to explode, in more ways than one.

      “I brought you lunch.”

      Abby’s eyes opened. “Thanks.” She started to sit up.

      “Stay,” Clara ordered. She was half afraid that if Abby moved too much Clara would end up delivering the baby right here. Delivering mail was one thing, babies quite another. She wanted nothing to do with the latter.

      “I appreciate you bringing me lunch, but I’m not really hungry.”

      Abby's short, dark hair was mussed and her blue eyes appeared both larger and bluer than usual. Her pastel green maternity shirt portrayed dancing giraffes along the yoke. The white shorts had an elastic panel across the entire front.

      They appeared really comfortable. Did they make those for everyone?

      “Gotta keep up your strength.” Clara laid out the meal on the coffee table, pushing Abby’s portion forward encouragingly. “Just try.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      Had Clara sounded like a mom? In North Pole she was more like everyone’s adopted gramma. She definitely looked the part with her white hair, round figure and glasses. If she were honest, she looked like Mrs. Claus, as no less than two-dozen visiting children told her each year.

      “Mom!” Abby’s six-year-old son, JD, skidded into the room. “Hey, Clara! Where’s Elsa?”

      His towhead nearly spun off his neck as he glanced around the room searching for Clara’s Siberian Husky.

      “She’s at home today.”

      Usually Clara brought Elsa to work with her. But she’d planned on surprising Abby with lunch and it wasn’t fair to bring her dog along uninvited too.

      She could have left Elsa with her assistant, Nate Banks, but he got discombobulated too easily. Having the responsibility of a dog, no matter that Elsa was perfectly well behaved, would have blown his mind. She’d forgotten that JD was off school for the summer and would miss seeing his favorite canine pal.

      “Bummer.” His thin shoulders lifted and lowered on an aggrieved sigh. He turned his blue eyes toward his mother. “If I had a puppy⁠—”

      “Stop!” Abby jabbed a swollen finger in his direction. “You’ll have a baby to play with soon enough.” She scowled at her belly. “Or so Doc Eli keeps telling me.”

      It was so great to have a doctor who could deliver babies right in North Pole. Until Doc Eli had arrived, most women had driven to Fairbanks to see an OB there, which could get sketchy in the middle of winter. But Doc Eli had delivered children all over the world while he’d worked for Doctors Without Borders, and would continue to do so now that he worked in North Pole.

      “You can’t stay like that forever, right?” JD sounded a little worried.

      “Right,” Abby agreed, but she didn’t seem convinced.

      “I’m sure it’ll all be over soon.” Clara patted Abby’s hand.

      “Not too soon, I hope.” Abby bit her lip. “Eli and Hope are at a seminar. If the baby comes today I’ll get some fill-in doctor for the delivery.”

      “Better than nothin’,” JD said.

      “Not necessarily. I’m not a big fan of strangers . . . ” her voice trailed off.

      “Peekin’ at your private area,” JD filled in.

      “Do you listen at every keyhole?” his mom asked.

      “What’s a keyhole?”

      Abby’s face had started to appear a little flushed. Maybe a lot flushed.

      Clara changed the subject. “How’s Frank feeling about the baby being so late?”

      Frank Machado, Abby’s husband, was a North Pole police officer. He’d been a Marine and Abby’s first husband, David’s, best friend. After David’s death, Frank had come to visit Abby and JD and they’d wound up becoming a family.

      “Frank’s losin’ it,” JD said.

      His mom shot him a glance and JD shrugged. “I cannot tell a lie.”

      “Watch it, bub.” Abby spread her hands. “Frank pretends to be calm, but he isn’t.”

      “First child for him. He’s bound to be . . . “ Clara searched for a word.

      “Nuts?” JD supplied.

      His mom lifted her gaze to the ceiling.

      “I’m sure he’s just concerned,” Clara said.

      “Nuts was closer to the mark,” Abby muttered.

      Nuts didn’t sound like the usually cool as Freon Frank Machado, but Clara decided not to argue. Abby seemed a little nuts herself. She had every right to be.

      “Why don’t you eat up? You’ll feel better.” At least Clara always did.

      “Is that from Cup of Cheer?” JD asked.

      Crap. She hadn’t brought any for him.

      “You can have this one.” Clara pushed hers in JD’s direction. It wasn’t like she couldn’t afford to miss a meal.

      “No, eat mine,” Abby insisted. “I’m sorry, Clara, I just can’t do it.”

      JD fell on the salmon BLT as if he hadn’t eaten since last weekend. Clara was kind of surprised he wasn't picking out the salmon, though around here salmon was as common as hamburger.

      Abby watched him fondly. “Where does he put it all, hey?”

      JD was all bony elbows and knees.

      “What have you been doing on your summer vacation?” Clara asked.

      JD swallowed. “I hang with Sam and Billy a lot.”

      “I suppose you can’t practice hockey this time of year.”

      Sam, Billy and JD were members of the North Pole Grizzlies Pee Wee Hockey team. They’d won the championship back in December.

      “They play roller hockey on Snowflake Lane,” Abby said. “Aren’t you supposed to play today?”

      “Miss Crystal is picking me up in a half hour.” He finished the last of his meal and ran off.

      “Thank God for Hope and Crystal,” Abby said. “I feel so bad that his first summer in North Pole is being ruined.”

      “How is it being ruined?”

      “He wanted to go kayaking. Not a winter sport.”

      “There’s still time. Stop worrying. This is North Pole, where Christmas lives all year long. Just being here is vacation enough.”

      “Maybe.” Abby didn’t appear convinced.

      The wail of a police siren came closer and closer, finally pausing nearby before shutting off.

      “What on earth?” Clara said, at the same time Abby said, “Shit.”

      Clara headed for the front door just as Abby’s husband burst into the house. Frank’s frantic gaze lit on Clara, then flicked to his wife. “Is it time? Did your water break?”

      Abby rubbed her forehead. “Nothing has changed since the last time I talked to you.”

      “You didn’t answer my text.” He ran his fingers through his already ruffled dark hair. “I thought⁠—”

      JD walked in, roller skates and hockey stick in hand. He rolled his eyes at the sight of his stepfather. “Again? That’s the second time this week.”
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