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      Searing sunlight burned against my closed eyelids. I burrowed deeper into my bed, turning my face away from the window. It felt like I’d only been asleep for an hour, how could the sun be so bright?

      It was late March and the sun didn’t poke its head out until seven or so. Yet I could feel the rays brightening on my eyelids. I refused to open them to check the time. The sides of my head throbbed in time to my heartbeat. My mouth tasted stale and sour. Even closed, my eyes felt scratchy and dry.

      Somehow I had made it to my bed.

      Exactly how much Gellors scotch had I drank with Mallory last night?

      We had been celebrating, I remembered that. With my help, Detective Stan Mallory had broken up a minor robbery ring. The pixies hadn’t realized they’d been breaking the law, they just liked shiny objects like sparkling diamonds. A stern warning and a handful of polished marbles had sent the pixies on their way, with a promise that if they wanted more marbles they would come to me.

      In return, they relinquished all the gems they’d stolen. Mallory made up a report of finding them with indications that the thieves were gone for good.

      It wasn’t like he could arrest a group of pixies anyway.

      Nor could we send them back to the Magical Realm. They weren’t able to describe exactly where they had come through. If it wasn’t shiny or full of plants and leaves, pixies didn’t pay attention. But I got them settled in a remote corner of High Park where they burrowed under the snow with their marbles to await the spring. Even when winter ended and the trees and grass bloomed again, I knew the pixies wouldn’t be any trouble now. I made sure they knew to come to me with any problems and they agreed.

      And why wouldn’t they? They knew they could trust me. After all, I was Noel Kringle, the second son of Santa Claus.

      Mallory hadn’t been thrilled to just let the pixies go. But even he had to admit that they didn’t seem to really care about the jewels once I handed over a handful of polished marbles. And returning the jewels had garnered him some high praise. So high when he returned to my office a smile had played across his bland face. His dark brown eyes glinted in the rays of the late afternoon sun.

      As he settled into the hard back chair across from my desk, he brushed snow off the top of his salt and pepper crew cut that made his head look almost squarish. He’d dumped his beige trench coat on the sagging brown couch in my waiting room. Underneath he wore what I thought of as the Stan Mallory uniform: dark pants, a white shirt, usually rolled up to his elbows unless he was wearing his dark jacket. He’d been wearing the same outfit for the entire time I’d known him, since he had arrested me for a murder I didn’t commit. Within the mint green walls of the precinct, I had convinced him otherwise, and of my identity, with the helpful use of discovering his favourite Christmas present, a toy police car that listed to the left.

      As far I knew, he still kept it on his desk at work.

      Over the years of associating with me, Mallory had come to experience more of the magical side than almost any other person I knew. And he’d managed to maintain his sanity. Now he sat with a satisfied look on his face.

      “I think it’s time for some Gellors,” he said. “You still have my bottle, don’t you?”

      I raised an eyebrow at his possessive comment. “Your bottle?”

      He chuckled. “No one can open it but me, right? You said it was magic that way, so why shouldn’t it be my bottle.”

      I pulled the bottle out from my bottom desk drawer. The metal drawer squeaked a little, not surprising since I’d bought the scuffed metal desk at Goodwill. Along with the squeak, I felt a hint of magic tingling on my fingers. The enchantment I had on the bottom drawer still held strong. I had put a spell on the drawer to prevent anyone but me from opening it. It held anything magical that might be too dangerous to leave lying out in the open.

      And the bottle of Gellors scotch I kept for Mallory.

      I set the bottle on my desk blotter along with two glasses. Mallory leaned forward and unscrewed the top then he poured. Amber liquid spilled into the glasses.

      We each picked up a glass and tilted it toward each other.

      “To a successful job,” I said.

      “In your eye,” he said.

      We drank.

      The Gellors was smooth and delicious. A hint of cinnamon and candy cane lingered on my tongue, the magic in the liquid evoking the flavour, not actually containing it. The Gnomes who made Gellors sure knew their stuff when it came to liquor.

      Sooner than I expected my glass was empty. So was Mallory’s.

      “How ‘bout another?” I said.

      He poured.

      Then he poured again.

      I lost track of how many times he poured.

      I vague remembered Mallory lolling over the side of the brown couch. Another flash of memory revealed me swirling sparkling lights throughout the office and waiting room while Mallory applauded. Yet another flash of the two of us singing Christmas carols, off key and at the top of our lungs.

      And always with a glass of Gellors in our hands.

      Then the inevitable despair of the bottle being empty. Mallory fumbling with his cell phone to call a taxi. But I had insisted I could wink him home myself. Even at the best of times, transporting another person when I wasn’t traveling myself would be a challenge. Why had I thought I could do it while drunk?

      Exactly because I was drunk.

      Swirling snow, where had I sent Mallory?

      I forced my eyes open, still squinting against the too-bright light, as I surged up to a sitting position. I had to figure out what had happened. I had to find him.

      Then another flash of memory. Mallory at the main door to my office, waving goodbye as he dragged his trench coat along the floor after him.

      He’d left on his own steam after all.

      With relief, I sagged back against the pillows. He must have called a taxi after all and I had used my wink, my magic to propel me home in the wink of an eye. And then forgotten to turn the bedroom light off.

      The bedroom light that revealed white walls with candy apple red trim.

      Wait, what?

      I opened my eyes wider, blinking the gumminess away as I focused around me.

      White walls, red trim, a red door closed. The eight drawer dresser opposite white with red knobs. A matching nightstand of white and red with a lamp sitting on top. The lampshade decorated with Santa on his sleigh and the reindeer.

      Damn the halls, I hadn’t winked my way back to my apartment in Toronto, I’d winked my way back to my bedroom at the North Pole!

      I started to shake my head but the throbbing in my temples stopped me. Easy, just take it easy. I shoved the covers off me. At least I’d managed to change into my pajamas and not slept in my clothes. One small positive.

      I could almost hear the ribbing my older brother KJ was going to give me. KJ, Kris Junior, was the next in line for the Santa Claus job, a role he took very seriously. He would never overindulge because it could possibly affect his efforts to learn every aspect of the job.  I could imagine him towering over me with his arms crossed over his barrel chest, wearing one of his favourite red flannel shirts, shaking his head enough that even his slicked-back, white hair would shimmy on his head. He kept his white beard neatly trimmed, enough that I would be able to make out the frown on his face.

      I ran my hands through my own wavy brown hair. It didn’t feel like it was sticking up too much. Some water splashed on my face, a quick change into my clothes, and maybe I could be out of here before anyone woke up. I knew if I stayed my mother would insist on making breakfast and not just any breakfast, but a huge celebratory brunch for her wayward second son.

      My stomach just barely stopped churning at the thought of coffee. Any actual food would cause open rebellion.

      As quietly as I could, I stumbled around the room, searching for my clothes. I’d been wearing a light blue shirt over navy pants with black socks. Being as drunk as I’d been I couldn’t imagine I’d hung them up or stuffed them into the laundry hamper. They had to be somewhere on the floor.

      But the only thing covering the hard wood floor of my North Pole bedroom was the large square area rug that looked like a wrapped present. Even as I groaned my way onto my hands and knees to peek under the bed, I couldn’t find my clothes.

      Damn the halls, did that mean my mother had found them and took them to wash? Did she already know I was here?

      I was going to have to face that celebratory brunch whether I liked it or not.

      Maybe she’d let me get away with coffee and a piece of toast.

      Maybe two pieces.

      Anything more than that and I’d be making a mess all over her table.

      Finally I had to admit defeat. I couldn’t find the clothes I’d wore here. I’d have to settle for some North Pole clothes.

      As long as they didn’t have too many tiny reindeer, or presents, or Santa hats. That wouldn’t do my image any good when I returned to Toronto. Although I was sure Venir would find it endlessly amusing.

      And would never let me forget it.

      Of course, being an ex-Christmas Elf, maybe he would like it. No, that wasn’t Venir. He’d definitely take the opportunity to make fun of me, even though he wore countless t-shirts with Santa on them.

      My other associate, Palle, would at least have the decency to pretend not to notice. Palle was a nine foot tall troll who used a masking spell to appear as a tall, burly man. I had saved him from an evil entity who had used Palle to cross into the Human Realm and enslaved the troll while it searched for a suitable host. Under its influence, Palle had tried to kill me and when I broke the enchantment, he had vowed to repay me before returning home. As far as I was concerned, he had more than paid me back but Palle didn’t see if that way. And I knew better than to argue with a nine foot tall troll with huge tusks jutting out of the sides of his mouth. That along with his green skin, bald head, and pointed ears that curled over his head made for an impressive look when he didn’t hide it under the masking spell.

      Despite his appearance, Palle was a gentle soul and would not do anything to cause offence.

      Venir, on the other hand, had no such restraint.

      I sighed. I would have to find the least North Pole-esque clothes here and wink home to my Toronto apartment so I could change before I went to the office. It was bad enough that Venir and Palle would be confronted with the wreckage after Mallory and my little celebratory drinking fest, I didn’t need to make it worse.

      I wasn’t exactly sure about all we’d done but I also seemed to recall something about papering the walls with Christmas wrapping paper…

      Trying to remember more just made my head hurt.

      I lurched up from the bed and staggered over to the closet. My fumbling gained me a pair of black jeans and a red flannel shirt. Had KJ left one of his shirts in my closet? He’d probably be really annoyed if I wore it.

      Which only meant I really had to.

      I left the clothing on the bed and stumbled into the onsuite bathroom. The mirror over the sink showed me exactly how rough I looked. My cheeks looked a little hollow. Dark circles hung under my bloodshot brown eyes. My brown beard looked scruffier than ever. My hair stuck up around my head.

      Definitely the look of a man who had overdone it with Gellors scotch.

      I set the water to hot and ducked under the stream. The shock made me gasp. Then I switched to cold. My body shuddered and jolted upright. I could almost feel the last remnants of the scotch leach out of my system.

      I stayed under the shower for fifteen minutes, alternating hot and cold, shocking my system until I felt completely awake. By the time I returned to the bedroom, hair still damp, beard neatened, I felt more myself again.

      I dressed quickly and quietly. Maybe if I managed to avoid my mother I could still head straight home. I’d leave her a note with a promise to visit soon and pick up my clothes. I’d even bring her a present from Toronto. There was a place on College Street in Little Italy that sold Montreal-style bagels that she liked. I knew she’d love a dozen of those.

      But when I stepped through the door, I caught a whiff of bacon. Mother was already cooking breakfast.

      No way to sneak past her now.

      I was going to have to face that celebratory breakfast after all.

      I headed down the wide, sweeping staircase. Mother had done some redecorating since last I’d visited. The colour scheme still looked the same, white walls, a paler red trim than in my room, offset with deeper green accents. Photos still lined the wall down the stairs. Various shots of mother, dad, myself, the reindeer, the Elves. A few special anniversary Christmas shots before Dad made his run. His two hundredth year. His three hundredth year.

      Many of them were the same shots, just moved around on the wall. But something seemed to be missing. I just couldn’t put my finger on what though.

      Maybe my brain was still a little foggy.

      After all that Gellors, I wouldn’t be surprised.

      As I approached the kitchen, the scent of bacon was joined with the yeasty scent of fresh bread. My mouth watered and my stomach grumbled.

      Maybe I’d manage more than two pieces of toast after all.

      I stepped into the kitchen. The white motif carried through the room. To the left was the main area. Red cupboards lined the walls. A double-door fridge in sparkling white was directly to my left. The matching white oven sat across, boasting two large frying pans. One held the sizzling bacon.

      My mother, dressed in a pale yellow dress with a white apron tied around her waist, stood at the sink, her back to me. Her curling white hair was swept up off her neck and bunched into a messy bun. Loose tendrils hung down along her neck. As she moved her head, I could see more tendrils curling beside her cheeks. She finished rinsing and shut the water off. With a flick of her hands, she cast off the few drips of water and turned to the island that sat in the middle of the room.

      Her sparkling blue eyes widened at the sight of me as she set a tomato down on a cutting board.

      “Well, look who’s up finally,” she said. “I thought the bacon would drag you from your bed.”

      “Good morning, mother,” I said. I crossed around the island and kissed her cheek. She smelled of cinnamon and coffee.

      “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble,” I said.

      “Nonsense,” she said. “You need a hearty breakfast after all your... celebrating.” She cocked an eyebrow at me. With neat even movements, she began to slice the tomato.

      I felt a flush colour my cheeks. What had I said or done when I’d appeared here? Obviously something that conveyed how drunk I’d been. If I admitted I couldn’t remember I might lose all respect in her eyes.

      “I’ll set the table,” I said. “Have you eaten?”

      “I ate with your father,” she said. “But I’m always up for another coffee.”

      I carried a white plate with tiny Christmas stockings around the edges to the breakfast nook tucked into the right corner. A window looked out on the expanse of snow that glittered like jewels under the pale March sun. After six months in darkness, even that pale light shone like a beacon but soon the sun would each its zenith and begin its six month stay in the sky. Somehow I’d found those days of constant daylight more disorienting than the months of constant night. At least in the night, the village, workshop and house could be brightened with light, strong enough that it almost felt like day. There was no way to mimic the night.

      By the time I finished setting the table, including an extra coffee cup for mother, she was bringing over a platter of food. As usual, she made more than enough for a small horde. Scrambled eggs with flecks of chives, a sprinkling of pepper and grated Parmesan cheese. A small mound of bacon. Roasted potatoes and green onions. Fresh tomato slices. Thick slices of gently toasted bread.

      My stomach, instead of churning at the sight of food, actually growled louder.

      I took enough to cover my plate but the platter still looked full.

      I poured us each a cup of coffee from the pot she’d set in the centre of the table. Mother added a splash of milk to hers and stirred.

      I took a sip of mine. The rich, hot liquid warmed down my throat and perked me up even more than the shower. Soon I found myself shoveling egg in my mouth, followed by a bite of potatoes. The bacon and tomato followed, with the bread last. Then I rotated my way through again.

      Normally my breakfast in Toronto was a hastily grabbed bagel with cream cheese at the local deli on the way to the office. I hadn’t had a real breakfast like this since, well, since I’d left the North Pole.

      I ate almost half the food on my plate before I slowed down. My mother was watching with an amused look on her face as she sipped her coffee.

      “There’s plenty if you want more,” she said. “You don’t have to eat like someone is going to steal your plate away from you.”

      “I was hungrier than I thought,” I said. I nibbled on a piece of toast, washed it down with a sip of coffee. “You really didn’t have to make so much unless KJ hasn’t eaten breakfast yet.”

      A crease formed between her eyebrows. She tilted her head at me as she sipped her coffee. She swallowed and set the cup down on the table top. She rested her hands beside it, then opened her mouth.

      “Who?” she asked.
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      I froze, my fork piled with egg and cheese halfway to my mouth.

      Then I got it. A joke. Ironic since he was always here and I hardly ever was but I could really see the humour. Maybe he’d done something to annoy her.

      I chewed the egg and swallowed, following it with another sip of coffee.

      “What’s he done?” I asked. “He’s not trying to mess around with the workshop schedule again, is he?”

      The crease between my mother’s eyebrows deepened. “Who are you talking about?”

      I set my fork down on my plate. It only rattled a little. I kept my hand away from the coffee cup. I didn’t want to risk spilling it.

      This had to be a joke. Some strange joke. Maybe a way to get back at me for just showing up here. But for the life of me I couldn’t figure out how.

      “KJ,” I said. “Kris Junior. My older brother. Your eldest son. C’mon on, mother, you know him.”

      A slight frown joined the crease between her eyebrows. She leaned toward me slightly and I could see a steady serious look in her eye.

      “Noel, you’re my only son,” she said. “I don’t know anyone named KJ.”

      And just like that, all the food in my stomach turned to lead.

      My heart pounded in my chest. I pushed back from the table but stayed seated in the chair. The air in the kitchen, filled with the rich, warm scent of food, now seemed cloying and close. The aroma of eggs and cheese seemed to stick in my throat. The yeasty scent of bread clogged my nose. I felt like gasping for air.

      Slow, don’t panic. It had to be some kind of joke, had to be. I couldn’t imagine the punch line, but there had to be one.

      Then I thought of the photos on the wall running down the staircase. Something had been strange about them. Now I knew what it was.

      None of them had KJ in them.

      I pushed up from the chair. My legs wobbled a little but not from the binge the night before. I steadied myself and headed out, hurrying as fast as I could.

      “Noel, where are you going?” my mother called after me.

      By the time I reached the staircase, I was running full out. My feet pounded on the steps as I raced up. I stopped halfway. Adrenaline coursed through my system, making my heart race. I clenched my hands into fists at my side as I stared at each photo in turn.

      This one, a portrait from almost twenty years ago of my mother, father, and me, standing just outside the reindeer barn. We all wore red parkas with white fur trim. I remembered that one. KJ had left his coat unzipped until mother had seen it and scolded him to zip up. She’d wanted everyone to be dressed the same for the photo. KJ had humoured her by zipping up halfway, then given a thumbs up to the photographer. It had ended up in the photo.

      Except he wasn’t there anymore.

      The spot where he should have been was empty. A blank space. The door behind us filled in the spot, along with the snow piled on our boots.

      But KJ was gone.

      Gone from another shot of Dad with the Elves inside the workshop. Gone from a photo of Dad with the sleigh, laden with wrapped presents. Gone from a shot with the reindeer.

      Gone.

      “Noel, are you all right?”

      Mother stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking up.

      My mouth was dry but I managed to croak, “Be right back.”

      I stumbled the rest of the way up the stairs.

      The white walls seemed too bright. Every door, a rich, solid oak, was shut except for the room I’d been in. My room. And right beside it on the left.

      KJ’s room.

      Unclenching my hands made my knuckles pop. It sounded like a gun shot in the stillness, making me jump.

      Easy, take it easy. Just open the door and KJ’s room will be right there. Then we could all laugh at this strange joke. Ha ha, joke’s on Noel.

      Please let the joke be on me.

      My hand barely trembled as I reached for the door knob.

      And turned.

      The door swung open.

      White walls with the same red trim. A sewing table sat in the centre of the room with a sewing machine on top. What looked like Dad’s coat was draped over a sewer’s dummy off to the left. Tissue paper patterns were pinned to a cork board across from the door.

      Nothing of KJ’s. No wall calendar mapping out the year’s schedule in meticulous print and highlighted in different colours. No bed, no dresser. No clothes, no photos, no cuff links. No sign of this being a bedroom, no sign it had ever been a bedroom, let alone KJ’s room.

      No sign of KJ at all.

      “Noel, what’s going on?” Mother’s voice came from the direction of the staircase. She’d climbed halfway up. “Do you need something in my sewing room?”

      If this was a joke it had gone too far. Not even KJ would pull something like this.

      I turned back to her. No matter how hard I tried I couldn’t stop my hands from clenching into fists. It was the only way to stop them from shaking.

      “Where’s Dad?” I asked.
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      The outside air was crisp and clear. The cold had just enough bite that I could feel it on my cheeks as I trudged along the path from the house to the barn. Cold enough that I couldn’t pretend that I was dreaming or hallucinating any of it. The crunch of my boots on the packed snow sounded almost muffled as if not wanting to disturb the pristine silence of the flowing whiteness around me.

      On my left, the snow was an unbroken field as far as the horizon. It rose and fell in motionless drifts like an ocean frozen in time. The wind, an almost constant here, was a light breeze at the moment, barely tugging at the white fur around the hood of my red parka.

      If I looked right, I would see how the hill began to gently slope away, down toward the village that nestled in a small valley below. Even at this distance, the two and three storey buildings broke through the snow, flashing hints of stone even as the snow tried to bury them. It was a constant give and take between the village and the storms, one that always ended in stalemate.

      Then ahead of me I caught sight of the stables.

      The white structure was two storeys high with a roof that was almost a dome shape, high enough to let the reindeer frolic inside when the weather was too bad for them to fly outside. Red double doors seemed to blaze against the whiteness of the snow. Even in a snow storm they were visible, acting as a beacon for the reindeer.

      I pulled the doors open just wide enough to slip inside.

      Warmth pressed against my face, bringing with it the thick scent of fresh hay. The floor had been cleared right down to the hard tundra and racked smooth. Ten stalls lined the walls, five on either side running the length of the barn. Only nine were used with the tenth being a spare at the far end on the right. Just beyond them was a large, interior paddock area were the reindeer could mingle together. Even though the walls of their stalls were low enough that they could see each other it was good for them to spend time together.

      I stomped my boots to get rid of the extra snow and moved forward into the stable area. Several of the reindeer spotted me over the walls of their stalls. They stomped their hooves and nodded their heads, trying to catch my attention. Probably wanting treats. They always wanted treats, even after they’d just had a treat.

      To my left a flash of red light flared up and died.

      Rudolph making his bid for attention.

      Normally I would wander from stall to stall, dispensing pets and yes, some treats. But I couldn’t linger today. I had to find Dad.

      I moved down the centre aisle, heading for the back of the stables where three Elves congregated. They were holding feedbags and shoveling feed from a canvas bag. I’d come at feeding time. No wonder the reindeer were so demanding for treats.

      As I drew close, one of the Elves looked up. I recognized the round face and the brown curls tinged with grey. Bolaris who had just ended his apprenticeship and become a full fledged member of the stable team. He smiled when he saw me and nodded his head.

      “Good morning, Master Noel,” he said.

      The other two Elves glanced up. One was Lectin, a short, round Elf with rosy cheeks and a white beard that grew to the centre of his chest. The other was a taller, thinner Elf who stooped from the shoulders. Bushy grey sideburns highlighted his narrow cheekbones. For a moment his name escaped me, then I recalled it. Delbar. Normally he was on the night shift with the reindeer.

      All three wore the usual stable gear. Brown leather, full body aprons that hung below their knees covering their dark green outfits. Black boots and brown leather gloves topped off the look. They each wore green Christmas hats, the white trim faded and slightly scruffy from being tugged down over their foreheads or snatched away by a mischievous reindeer, like that troublemaker Donner.

      “Good morning, Master Noel,” Lectin said. Delbar mumbled something under his breath that could have been good morning.

      “Have you seen my father?” I asked. “I’m looking for him.”

      “He was here, sir,” Bolaris said. “He just left a few minutes ago.”

      Delbar mumbled under his breath, too low for me to hear.

      “Pardon?” I asked.

      “He said he thought Master Claus had gone to the supplies area,” Lectin said. “We were just starting breakfast for the reindeer. Would you assist us?”

      All three Elves looked at me expectantly. I remembered that KJ would always assist in every department. It was his way of learning all aspects of the Santa Claus job, a job he had been training for all his life. Dad still had at least another seven hundred years to go but training was ongoing. KJ was insistent on it.

      Had been. Would be.

      What did you call it when someone disappeared and weren’t remembered?

      Meanwhile, the three Elves continued to look expectantly at me.

      I was desperate to see Dad but I couldn’t just walk away without causing a huge stir. Gossip would spread like wildfire, how I thought I was too good to help out in the stables.

      “Who gets the first bag?” I asked.
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        * * *

      

      Feeding the reindeer seemed to take forever. The Elves were meticulous about the amount of feed each one received. Only when all nine bags were filled to perfection did the Elves start delivering them. At each meal time, they rotated how they distributed the feed. This time we carried the bags to the stalls near the front door and worked our way back.

      “Mixin’ up who eats first keeps them on their toes,” Bolaris said.

      “And stops any of them from feeling resentful for always getting fed last,” Lectin said.

      Delbar murmured something under his breath that I couldn’t hear.

      I could feel time slipping away by the time we finished delivering the final bag. It was to Donner, of course, who shoved its head so fast into the feedbag it almost dislodged from the hook on the door. I make a panicked grab for it which caused the Elves to chuckle.

      “Don’t worry, Master Noel,” Lectin said. “Not even that rascal Donner would spill food.”

      I helped the Elves put away the remaining feed and finally took my leave. It had taken over half an hour to pour and distribute all the food. I only hoped Dad was still in supply or I might end up chasing after him all over the village.

      The cold air held a welcome bite after the exertion of lugging the feedbags back and forth. My boots crunched on snow as I took the path away from the house and toward the cluster of buildings that nestled closer to the village. They contained the supply depot, packaging and wrapping, and the prestigious finishing and testing, the final step before presents were wrapped for placement in the sleigh. There was heavy competition to work in the finishing department. It took a meticulous eye and lots of skill to ensure everything was exactly right. Packaging and wrapping was sought after as well. There was nothing Elves enjoyed more than making something looked pretty.

      But the supply depot was the lowest and considered drudgery work. There was no glory in keeping everyone supplied with the right amount of wood, metal, screws, or tools. It was the smallest building and the least appreciated by the Elves which was why I knew that Dad always tried to check in on a regular basis to let the Elves working there know that he appreciated them even if the work wasn’t flashy.

      The door was a single grey metal slab and with handle that pressed down to open. The single word SUPPLY was stenciled in black across the centre of the door. For the Elves, it would have been at eye level. Not that any of them needed reminding of what was in this building.

      I grabbed the handle and pressed down. The click sounded strong and the door opened smoothly. I stepped inside to find myself faced with metal shelving that flowed away from the door. It looked like they went down the length of the building and reached almost to the ceiling. Boxes of materials filled each shelf, all meticulously labeled.

      Seeing that all the Elves were less then four and a half feet, I had no idea how they would reach the upper shelves. I didn’t see any sign of any ladders.

      As I stepped in, my steps seemed to echo in the vastness of the building. The floor was white and felt like concrete under my boots. Each step echoed over the last one, fading before the noise got to be too loud.

      I knew there was a counter where the Elves did the tracking and logging out of supplies. Usually it was near the door but all I could see were the metal shelves. Someone had gotten tired of that system and moved the desk elsewhere.

      The Elves were always doing that sort of thing if they could get away with it. Supply was the only place Dad let them do it. It gave a smidgen of cache to this lowly place.

      I headed down the row slightly to the left. Neatly printed labels marked everything available on the shelves. I passed a staggering awry of screws of all sizes and heads. Just after were the boxes containing the screwdrivers for those screws, referencing the box number of the screw for use.

      All perfectly in order and perfectly maintained. I didn’t understand why the other Elves thoought this was such an awful place. In some ways it was more vital than the workshop. The workshop couldn’t run without Supply.

      I was glad that Dad appreciated it even if the other Elves didn’t.

      A few feet away I noticed the edge of the shelving. I had reached one of the four aisles that cut through the rows, allowing the Elves to move quickly and efficiently through the warehouse.

      I increased my speed. Maybe the tracking counter was in this aisle and Dad would be there, checking things out.

      An Elf stepped into the row from the aisle, head bowed as he checked something on a clipboard in his hand. He wore a faded red outfit, minus the usual red hat. This allowed his white curly hair to float around his head like a cloud. Pointed ears poked up through the edges of his hair.

      He lifted his head as he noticed me approaching, allowing me full view of his face.

      I froze in shock and recognition.

      “Venir!”
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      The slightest frown creased Venir’s face as he regarded me. Tension tightened his body. His hands clenched the clipboard.

      “Somethin’ I can do for you, Master Noel?” he asked.

      His tone was flat. His gaze focused on the floor in front of me.

      I felt my own body tighten in response. Venir had never reacted to me like this with such veiled animosity. But he’d never been a fan of KJ’s, especially after KJ had caused him to be demoted to Supply.

      Wait a minute.

      With KJ somehow missing, had I been responsible for Venir’s fall? Were we not even friends any more?

      I swallowed my unease. Something was going on, something that had caused KJ to vanish or be forgotten but had left some of his actions and their effects intact. When I fixed it, everything would return to normal, including my friendship and working relationship with Venir.

      Wouldn’t it?

      Yes, it would. I had to believe that.

      “Is my father here?” I asked.

      “He was, sir,” Venir said. “But he left some time ago.”

      “Did he say where he was going?” I asked.

      Venir’s expression tightened. “He doesn’t take me into his confidence, Master Noel.”

      Even in the flat tones, I could hear pain and anger. It made me feel helpless.

      But maybe there was something I could try.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I asked. “Have you ever heard of KJ?”

      I held my breath as I waited for Venir’s response. This time he frowned outright, wrinkles deepening on his forehead and around his mouth. I had never seen those lines be so deep before.

      Not with the Venir as I knew him.

      The Elf shook his head.

      “Can’t say I have, sir,” he said. “Will there be anything else?”

      The frown faded, leaving his expression bland and empty. It felt like a chasm had opened between us. There was no sign of the Elf who teased me but was also eager to help. Who had bullied his way into being my associate in my private detective business. Who had trusted me with his shame of being demoted to Supply.

      Instead, I faced that Elf whose spirit had been crushed by that demotion, and in this reality, it seemed it was my fault.

      I had to set it right. But first, I had to find Dad.

      “That’s all for now,” I said. “Thank you for your help.”

      Venir’s eyes narrowed suspiciously but he didn’t say anything as I turned away. I could feel his gaze, cold and hard, on my back as I walked all the way down the row toward the door.

      Only when I stepped outside into the bite of wind did I actually feel warmth again.
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        * * *

      

      After striking out at Supply, I headed to packaging and wrapping. Again he had been there but I was too late to catch up. Now I had a sense of what he was doing. He was making the rounds, checking in with every aspect of Christmas production.

      Knowing that, I could maybe jump ahead far enough to intercept him.

      After packaging and wrapping, I knew he would check in with sorting. Last in line would be the workshop itself. The beating heart of Christmas production.

      The workshop was a large, single storey building on the edge of the village.  It consisted of a large, open room with two long tables running the entire length. At the far end, tucked into one corner was a small office for Dad but he hardly ever used it. Usually he was on the workshop floor with the Elves or dealing with other areas of production.

      Benches sat on both sides of the two long tables in the workshop, allowing multiple Elves to work on the same toy from two sides. A narrow conveyor belt stretched along the centre of each table. It allowed for a flexibility in building. Some Elves preferred to build a toy from start to finish, others specialized on specific tasks.

      As of late March, no Elves should have been working in the workshop but Elves were never very good at taking time off, even when my mother mandated it. She had various projects to keep the Elves away from toy building, ranging from repainting all the exterior walls of each building, to organizing a massive party for the entire village. Still a few Elves managed to slip back into the workshop to tinker and when I opened the door and stepped inside, I found a couple doing just that.

      The three Elves that gathered together at one end of the table on the right started at my appearance. They all wore the usual green outfit with the leather work apron tied around their waists. One of the Elves, shorter and squatter than the other two, twisted to hide the table top from my view.

      “It’s still too early to be making toys,” I said. “My mother would be disappointed that you aren’t taking time to relax.”

      “We aren’t making toys, Master Noel,” said one of the skinny Elves. I recognized the voice. His name was Fentor. His voice had a funny squeak at the end of each sentence as if he was part mouse.

      “What are you building then?” I asked.

      Nervous looks passed between the three Elves. Finally Fentor gave a quick nod. The squat Elf turned to look at me and I recognized his round face and bulbous nose. Renalor who was a master of delicate machinery. He bowed his head at me.

      “We’re makin’ a present for the mister and missus,” he said. His voice was a low rumble. “Present for their anniversary.”

      Of course the Elves were keenly aware of all important dates regarding my parents and went out of their way to express appreciation. I couldn’t help but be touched by their thoughtfulness.

      “Dad will be heading over shortly,” I said. “Finish up as fast as you can.”

      Fentor blinked. “You aren’t wanting to be checkin’ it out?”

      I smiled. “I would hate to ruin your surprise any more than I already have.”

      Renalor bowed his head again. A smile made his face even round.

      “Thank you, Master Noel. We’ll be but a few minutes. Any chance you could delay Santa a few minutes?”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll keep him at the door.”

      I could hear their collective sighs of relief as I stepped back outside and closed the door behind me.

      As the door clicked shut, I heard the crunch of snow under boot. I turned.

      My father, Kris Kringle aka Santa Claus, moved smoothly down the path. He was a large man, both in stature and girth. He wore a red parka zipped to just below his chin. A red scarf with white snow flakes decorating it was tied around his neck. His white hair was trimmed and styled around his bare head with not a strand out of place, even in the constant breeze. His beard was trimmed along his jaw line.

      At the beginning of December both his hair and beard would grow and become bushy, taking on the usual Santa Claus look, but for now he was able to keep it trim and neat.

      A smile blossomed on his face, making his round cheeks even rounder and jolly. His eyes sparkled. Even in late March, the Christmas magic flowed off him with ease.

      “Noel, my boy.” His voice boomed across the space between us. “If I’d known you were going to join me on my rounds today, I would have waited for you. Glad to see you’re so eager to learn, son.”

      He reached me and put a hand on my shoulder. I could feel his warmth flow through me.

      “I’m glad I caught up to you, dad,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Of course, of course,” he said. “Let’s step inside out of the cold.”

      I thought of my promise to keep Dad at the door.

      “Let’s stay out here,” I said. “It’s not that cold and it’s nice to see the sun again.”

      Dad chuckled. “You say that now but I know you’ll be gripping in a few months.”

      “I don’t gripe any more than you do,” I said.

      That earned a full laugh from Dad. His entire body shook with laughter, especially his belly which wasn’t nearly as large as people thought. It was mostly the bulkiness of the coat he wore during his one night a year trip, designed to keep him well insulated in the upper atmosphere.

      Finally his laughter trickled away.

      “So what’s this topic of conversation, son?” he asked. “Could it have something to do with the present the Elves are making in there?”

      I kept my expression carefully neutral. It didn’t surprise me at all that Dad knew something was up inside the workshop. Knowing who was naughty and who was nice wasn’t an instinct he could turn off. There were aspects to the Santa Claus magic that even I didn’t understand.

      And I was counting on it to help me figure out what had happened to KJ.

      “That’s not what I want to talk about,” I said. “I want to ask you about... KJ. Kris Junior.”

      I let my brother’s initials and name drop into the silence between us and waited, watching my father’s face carefully. No flicker of recognition. No frown of confusion. One eyebrow twitched, a slight hint of curiosity. But no other reaction.

      “Who?” he asked.

      The single word hit me like a punch to the gut. I almost doubled over. My breath whooshed out of me as if I had been actually hit.

      Concern flickered over Dad’s face. He reached out a hand toward me.

      “Noel, are you all right?”

      “You’ve never heard of KJ?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Should I?”

      I pressed my lips together. Decision time. Dad’s Santa Claus magic might be able to help me figure out what was going on but asking him to invoke it outside of Christmas was a dangerous thing. The magic held at the North Pole was a delicate balance between the Human Realm and the Magical Realms. Only at Christmas was the full power of the Santa Claus unleashed to assist Dad in his single night’s journey around the world. The only time it could be used outside of that event was during an emergency.

      If there was any time that was an emergency it was KJ vanishing, not only without a trace but without anyone remembering him.

      Except me.

      I had to take the chance.

      “Listen to me carefully, dad,” I said. “This will probably sound a little strange but I have an older brother named Kris Junior. We all call him KJ.”

      Dad’s brow crinkled but a hint of amusement played across his face.

      “Does your mother have something she forgot to tell me?”

      “I get that you think I’m an only child,” I said, “but I remember KJ. I grew up with him. He’s the one who’s supposed to train and eventually replace you as Santa Claus. I left the North Pole and moved down to Toronto for work.”

      “Really?” I could tell from his tone that he was humouring me. “What kind of work do you do down there?”

      “I’m a private detective,” I said. “At least I was until I woke up this morning. I went to bed at my home in Toronto and woke up here.”

      Dad gave a slight chuckle. “You’ve always had such an imagination. I told your mother we shouldn’t have let you read too many of those books.”

      “It’s not books, dad,” I said. “It’s not a story, it’s not made up in my head. It’s real. I woke up here and suddenly no one remembers KJ but me. And there’s no trace of him. Not his room, not in any of the family photos. But he’s real, dad, and something has happened to him.”

      The twinkle of amusement faded from my father’s face. He regarded me seriously.

      “This isn’t some kind of trick,” he said. “You really believe this.”

      I nodded. “I do.”

      His expression became even more sober.

      “I didn’t realize how tired you were,” he said. “I know being Santa Claus is an incredible burden and you’ve always worked so hard to learn everything. I shouldn’t have let you take on so much at this point. It isn’t necessary.”

      “Dad...” I started but he held up a hand to silence me.

      “It’s obvious you’re feeling a great strain, creating an older brother who would take the burden from you,” he said. “I never should have let you push yourself like this.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “This is what we will do. You will step back from any Christmas duties for a time. You will rest and recover. If you wish, you can even take a trip. And when you return, we’ll take it slower, my son.”

      His hand squeezed my shoulder affectionately. Compassion and concern radiated from his eyes.

      He didn’t believe a word I’d said. Instead, he thought I was overtired, stressed, possibly delusional.

      And for the first time since I’d woken up that morning I was wondering if he wasn’t correct.
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        * * *

      

      I retreated to my room, even refusing my mother’s offer of fresh hot chocolate. I needed to think, to figure things out.

      I sat on the side of my messy bed, staring out the window at the expanse of snow glittering in the sun. Everything looked solid and real. The white walls with candy apple trim. The firm mattress under my rump. The snow outside my windows with the occasional eddy of loose flakes swirling up as the breeze caught them and made them dance.

      Was I losing my mind? Had I somehow convinced myself that I had an older brother who would inherit the Santa Claus mantle other than me? Having two children was unprecedented for a Kringle so me being an only child made sense. Only one child to learn the Santa Claus job and take over when Dad retired.

      But if that were true, if I’d made KJ up in my head, why did I remember him so clearly?

      Building snow forts when we were kids, his constant teasing about being Santa Claus, his disdain when I left to work in Toronto. His occasional trips to my office where he put his boots up on my desk and grumbled when I insisted he take them down. Him helping me, him getting in trouble. Him complaining about me wasting my life.

      All so clear.

      How could I have made that up? Sure I had imagination but not that good.

      Something must have happened to him, something that upset the balance, the time flow, that left me as an only child to take over the Santa Claus mantle.

      But if that was right, had I never gone to Toronto? Had I never become a private detective?

      What had happened to my cases?

      I felt a chill run through me even though my room was toasty warm.

      Had anyone helped those people, solved those mysteries? What had become of my clients?

      I had to find out.

      Dad had said I should get away.

      I decided to take his advice.
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