
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MURDER ON THE NORTH POLE EXPRESS

    

    
      First edition. November 11, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Patricia Meredith.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230314967

    

    
    
      Written by Patricia Meredith.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​PRAISE FOR THE SAM SHOVEL MYSTERIES
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“I see Sam Shovel right up there with Frosty and Rudolph—he'll go down in history!” 

— Kathy Buckmaster

***
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“Cookies, candy, presents...and murder! A holiday mystery that will leave you questioning...and craving sweets!”

—Niko Sollazzo, @nikosbookreviews, BookTuber

***
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“Patricia Meredith's recipe for a perfect Christmas mystery? Magic with a dash of murder. A liberal sprinkling of puns and pop culture references. Spiced cookie ingredients from around the world! Recognition of what Christmastime is all about! I hope to see more Sam Shovel mysteries!” 

—Jess Brady, @jess.literarylife, Bookstagram Reviewer

***
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“You will love this cozy, Christmas mystery full of charming, quirky characters and numerous Christmas traditions from around the world.”

—Lydia Pierce

***
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“Patricia Meredith never fails to deliver a page-turner with endearing casts, enthralling mysteries, and a slice-of-life atmosphere. A must-read author!” 

—Kayla, @kayshiddenshelf, BookTuber

***
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“The most adorable story! If you love cozy mysteries with big Christmas spirit this is the book for you! Wonderfully written and a joy to read! I definitely recommend!”

—Melissa, @christianbooksandcoffee, Bookstagram Reviewer
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“A definite winner read for anyone looking for that cozy, nostalgic Christmas feel with murder thrown in!” 

—Tori Tecken, Author and BookTuber, @toritalks2

***
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“An absolutely charming and unique Christmas story. I really enjoyed the world-building of this particular Christmas-land!” 

—Kirsten, @recipebookworm, Bookstagram Reviewer

***
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“A wonderful tale filled with Christmas references. This is a new Christmas tradition for us!” 

—An Erudite Adventure, @aneruditeadventure, BookTuber

***
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“Intriguing and mysterious right through to the end. A worthy sequel to Death of a Christmas Tree Salesman! Meredith nails the vibe of the Christmas cozy mystery.” 

—Thomas Sanchez

***
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“Another fantastic adventure with Sam Shovel! There is something about these Christmas ones that are just *chef’s kiss* marvelous!”

—Noelle Austin
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SAM SHOVEL MYSTERIES

Death of a Christmas Tree Salesman

Murder on the North Pole Express
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GOOSE AND PENNY MYSTERIES

Slings and Sparrows
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ANNA KATHARINE GREEN MYSTERIES

A Deed of Dreadful Note
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THE SPOKANE CLOCK TOWER MYSTERIES

Butcher, Baker, Candlestick Taker

Cupboards All Bared

Crazy Maids in a Row
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SHORT STORIES AND POETRY

Happenings: Poems

Murder for a Jar of Red Rum

“Mary, Did You Know?” in Christmas Fiction Off the Beaten Path

This book is dedicated to Anne, whose friendship I have enjoyed since we were nine years old, and whose beautiful heart for those around her continues to inspire me to be a kinder, more compassionate person like her.

“We follow the feet where all souls meet

At the inn at the end of the world.”

— A Child of the Snows by G.K. Chesterton

––––––––
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“Though I've grown old, the bell still rings for me,

as it does for all who truly believe.”

— The Polar Express by Chris Van Allsburg
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​Characters
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Bastet — mother of three kittens: Melchior, Caspar, Balthazar

Blitzen — reindeer for Nick Claus

Donder — reindeer for Nick Claus

Grýla — mother of the Icelandic Yule Lads

Jólakötturinn — Icelandic Yule Cat

Kersvader — South African Santa

Kertasníkir — Icelandic Yule Lad

Big Mack — Macaroni penguin, head of penguin waitstaff on North Pole Express

Ness Lee — Queen of Hot Cocoa and chef of the North Pole Express

Nick Claus — top Santa in the world, head over all the other franchises on Earth, married to Nora Claus

Nora Claus — married to Nick Claus

Papai Noel — Brazilian and Portuguese Santa

Sam Shovel — snowman who only comes to life for twelve days a year

Tió — Catalan Yule Log
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​Prologue
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“Come out on the Express,” he said.

“Get together, have a few laughs,” he said.

Only, I wasn’t laughing now.

As a snowman who only gets twelve days to live, I have to be choosy over how I’m going to spend my time on Earth. I come to life not only at the North Pole, but at Christmastime.

This year, as I opened my eyes on December 21st, I found myself staring at a tiny gnome, his eyes all aglow.

“Welcome back, Sam Shovel.” The Yule Lad’s gruff voice brought an immediate smile to my snow-cold face.

“Good to see ya, Kertas,” I said, pushing my corncob pipe from one side of my mouth to the other. I straightened my scarf and reached my branchy arms as high as could be, giving them a good stretch after a year of no movement. 

After waking on the 21st, the week had blown by, and before I knew it, we were stopping by the Clauses’ to say hello to Nick and Nora for the first time on December 27th, having been unable to catch them during any of the days prior to Christmas. It was there I mentioned that I’d never traveled on the North Pole Express.

Nick scratched his white-bearded chin and swirled the milk in his glass. “Not sure I’ve ever heard of a snowman traveling the Express.”

“I’ve done it several times. It’s quite the experience,” Kertas said. “Why don’t we take it together this year?”

“Really? It’s not too late?”

“It’s never too late. Every day is Christmas Day on the North Pole Express. Is it all right, Nick, if I take a few days off?”

Nick gave a wink of his eye and a twist of his head in affirmation. “Of course! You deserve a break after your first successful year as head of the Christmas Tree Emporium.”

“It’s never a bad idea to take a break,” Nora put in, placing a hand over Nick’s and giving it a squeeze. “In fact, we just might join you.” 

“Not yet, Nora,” Nick said. “Give me two more days. Got a few kinks to sort out with the Nutcracker over at the Suites. The reindeer apparently partied a bit too hard last night.”

“What were they doing at the Nutcracker Suites and not in the stables?” I asked.

“Story is they were celebrating their own job well-done on Christmas Day when a couple of penguins bet Dasher he couldn’t fly to the South Pole and back in one night, so of course he and the others took the bet.”

“I take it they were successful?”

“Naturally!” Nick smiled broadly. “They won fair and square, but unfortunately they decided that was call for another day of celebration yesterday on Boxing Day—a celebration that went a bit too far.”

I exchanged a glance with Kertas. Nine reindeer and the tendency for things to be a bit breakable at the Suites was a combination I didn’t envy Nick having to sort out.

“Well, we should go,” said the gnome. “We’ll hitch a ride on the North Pole Express and have a jolly good time!”

“Is it safe?”

“What do you mean ‘is it safe?’ Kids have been riding it for as long as Santa’s been at the North Pole.”

“I mean, for me, as a snowman. The word ‘south’ sends shivers down my spine.”

“Not to worry,” said Nick, laying a finger aside of his nose. “I can set you up as my personal guest with an enclosed compartment in first-class. You could turn it into a snow globe environment—nice and chilly for all your needs.”

“That sounds wonderful,” I said, “but—” 

“But what fun is it to travel by train only to stay in your room?” Kertas offered, reading my mind.

I nodded in agreement.

Nora grinned in a way which gave me to know I had nothing to dread. “I think I can help you with that...”
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​Chapter One
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All Aboard the Christmas Train
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“Why is your nose a carrot?”

“What else would it be?”

The kid scratched his chocolate-colored nose—thankfully not made of real chocolate, as that wouldn’t have lasted long. “A button? A clementine? A pineapple?” He wiped his nose on his coat sleeve. “What’s that on your head?”

“It’s a hat.”

“What kind of hat?”

“A fedora.”

“What’s a fedora?”

I tried not to sigh too heavily. The boy had to be only five years old, after all. “A...kind of...hat.”

“Why don’t you wear one of those tall hats?”

“You mean a top hat?”

“A what hat?”

“A top hat.” I made a cylinder with my branch hands and then pointed to my head. “It goes on top.”

“Yeah. Why don’t you have a top hat?”

“Because I wasn’t made that way.”

“Oh. Well, why do you wear a hat at all?”

“It keeps my head warm.”

“But you’re a snowman. Is that why you have a scarf around your neck?”

“No. I have a scarf to keep my head from falling in the snow.”

The kid squinted at my neck as though he’d like to see that.

“Don’t let him fool ya, kid, that scarf has other magical powers, too,” Kertas said as he came up alongside me. His three-foot-tall stature, plus his Santa hat, made him about even in height with the kid.

“How do you know?”

“My mother made it for him.”

“Really?” The boy cocked his head from side to side. “Is she blind?”

I put a branch hand out to stop Kertas. If this kid wasn’t careful, he was going to end up with rotten potato peelings in his shoes for Christmas.

“Which dwarf are you?” asked the boy. “Grumpy?”

I bit back a laugh.

“I’m not a dwarf, I’m a gnome. A Yule Lad, to be precise.”

“What’s a Yule Lad?”

“An Icelandic gnome who comes before Christmas to steal your candles.”

“Why do you steal candles?”

“Because I like to eat them.”

The boy made a face.

“His brothers steal other things like the foam off your milk, or your sausages or skyr,” I said. 

Of course, that didn’t really explain why Kertas had gone around stealing and eating candles every December 24th before retiring and becoming secretary to Mr. O. Tannenbaum, leading Christmas tree salesman of the North Pole. Until he’d been murdered, that is, and Kertas had been upgraded to owner of the Tannenbaum Christmas Tree Emporium. 

“What’s ‘skyr?’”

“It’s a kind of yogurt.”

“I still don’t get it,” said the kid. “That doesn’t sound very Christmasy.”

“You’re kidding me,” said Kertas. “You’ve never heard of a Gnome in Your Home?”

“Is that anything like that mischievous elf my mom keeps putting out every Christmas to remind me Santa ‘knows if you’ve been bad or good, so be good for goodness’ sake?’”

Kertas grinned, and I started worrying again. “That’s nothing compared to what happens if my mother catches you being naughty. If she finds out you haven’t cleaned your room she’ll boil you—” 

“—your potato real good. I think I hear someone calling your name,” I interrupted, giving Kertas a look that I hoped told him not to ruin this little boy’s Christmas dreams of sugar plums or marching tin soldiers or whatever it was kids wanted for Christmas these days.

Kertas frowned at me and rolled his eyes before saying, “Why don’t you go check it out?” He pointed down the train car toward a group of kids in pajamas seated around a campfire cooking s’mores. 

The third-class train cars that held the kids were only limited by the kids’ imaginations. Whatever they thought of became reality. So if they wanted to cook s’mores inside or dream up an indoor swimming pool with a friendly shark, that was their prerogative.

“Okay. Nice to meet you, mister.”

“Kertasníkir, Kertas for short.” The gnome and boy shook hands.

“Thanks for talking to me, Mr. Snowman.”

“Goodbye,” I said with a wave.

The kid started down the aisle. I was about to turn to Kertas to remark on how polite the little boy had been, when he came running back, slamming into my side and wrapping his arms around me.

“Don’t melt away forever, okay?” he said.

“I won’t. I promise.” I smiled and returned the kid’s hug with my branches.

“Goodbye,” he said again, and this time made it all the way down the train car to take a seat around the campfire. “I just hugged a snowman!” I heard him exclaim.

I grinned at Kertas.

“Kids are so soft these days.” The Yule Lad shook his head. “What’s the meaning of Christmas if not to put the fear of God into naughty children with the threat of being boiled alive or eaten for not wearing a new piece of clothing?”

I pointed my corncob pipe at him. “You don’t mean that.”

Kertas lifted his finger like he was about to argue, but then shrugged. “No, you’re right. I don’t.” He pulled open the door at the end of the train car and a rush of wind and noise greeted us.

The links between the train cars weren’t completely enclosed, even though it was possible to move from one car to the next. The dining car on the far end nearest the caboose was a popular place for people to hang out, though not available to the kids who couldn’t leave the third-class train cars closest to the engine.

Although the North Pole Express was probably most well-known down south for bringing interested kids up to meet Santa during the Christmas holidays, it was a well-established route used by many in the Christmas business throughout the year for getting to places quickly and efficiently. This meant the other cars were for everyone else who’d hopped aboard, like Kertas and me.

As we slid the door of the next train car shut behind us, we were enveloped in soft yellow lights turned down low, the murmuring click-click-click from outside the only sound to be heard in the nearly empty train car.

“Thanks for finding me. He was a cute kid, but very curious,” I said as we entered the next train car, which had returned to its normal state now that most of the kids had gone home. 

Toward the opposite end sat three kittens wearing knitted mittens. A fourth, larger cat was seated with them, her legs daintily crossed, holding on her lap a large red pie dish with white Christmas trees around the edge, covered in foil. Earlier I’d witnessed several kids enjoying the fun of playing and speaking with the kittens, their adorable nature causing almost every child to end their playtime with a tearful goodbye. The kittens were now entertaining themselves with a gigantic ball of string they’d imagined.

“Don’t you ever get tired of all the questions?” Kertas straightened his red-and-white Santa hat on his bald head and ran a hand down his long white beard.

“No,” I said honestly. “Perhaps it’s because I’m only alive for a short time. Or perhaps it’s because this is my first time around kids in as long as I can remember.”

I turned my focus out the window. The dark night had changed from woods to swipes of lighted windows as we raced past with the speed of a hundred reindeer. 

Kertas followed my gaze. “Just a few kids left on board. Once they’ve all disembarked, the train will head back to the North Pole for the night. We should be home by dinnertime.”

I nodded. 

“Have you enjoyed your trip down?”

I nodded more heartily. “Very much so. The smell of the hot cocoa alone was wonderful to behold, almost as marvelous as the joy on the children’s faces as they returned from seeing Nick and Nora.”

“It’s a shame most of them will think it’s only a dream in the morning,” said Kertas with a sad shake of his head. “But such is the life we lead. Here today, forgotten tomorrow.”

“Isn’t that true for everyone?”

Kertas shrugged then ran his short fingers through his long beard. “I’m glad the kids are hopping off soon. Maybe it’s just because last time you were alive we solved a murder mystery, but I keep waiting for something to happen.”

“Like a body to drop?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s Christmas.”

“It was Christmas last time, too. And last year wasn’t the first time you were around to solve a murder. According to that notebook of yours anyway.”

“True.”

“All I know is, I made plans to stick close to you this year, to ensure I wasn’t the body.”

“Sound plan.”

Just then the train let out a mighty screech, jolted, and came to a complete stop.
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​Chapter Two
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The Star Drew Nigh
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“What was that?”

“What happened?”

“Momma, why did we stop?”

The kittens cried out in unison in a piercing whine that was almost worse than the screech of the train brakes.

“I don’t know, dears. Hold on. I’m sure we’ll find out,” the mother cat purred to her kittens. “Pardon me, gentlemen, but do you know why we’ve stopped?” she asked, standing and calling to the two of us from the other end of the train car.

I looked to Kertas for an answer, but he only shrugged. “I’m not sure, either.” I slid toward the nearest window. “Where are we?” I asked, lowering the window to let in the refreshingly cold air. 

The air was chilly, but there was a brightness all around me that warmed my face as I turned my coal eyes toward the orb hanging in the sky. I stood there a moment feeling my entire body relax in the sensation. I hadn’t realized I’d been getting warmer. I’d lost track of the time talking to the boy, and it had been at least an hour since I’d taken my last cooling mint chocolate. I drew in a deep, cleansing breath and blew out, watching the ice crystals form before me as they sparkled in the sunlight.

Sunlight—I’d never seen the like before boarding the North Pole Express. 

For as long as I could remember, I’d been coming to life at the North Pole. And at the North Pole from December 21st to January 1st, there was no sun. The dark streets were lit by the shining everlasting light of the moon—whether full, half, or crescent—reflecting the sun’s rays, a powerful enough light at times to make the Christmas lights strung along every pathway seem unnecessary.

And stars. Lots and lots of stars. 

According to Kertas, the sun was a bright morning star, but I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. Surely, to orbit so close to a star must mean we should all burn to death whenever it stretched its beams toward us?

Which wasn’t far from the truth in my case, of course, if I wasn’t careful.

“Pretty sure a suntan wouldn’t look good on you, Shovel,” Kertas said, joining me by standing on the seat and poking his head out of the window next to me.

“I don’t get it, Kertas.”

“I don’t, either.” He tilted his head out the window and looked first one way, then the other, then shrugged. “There’s nothing blocking the train, so why did we stop?”

“Not that—the sun. I don’t understand how you all don’t die like I would if I lived under the sun every day.”

“It’s a scientific principle,” said Kertas, “one I’d rather not explain while you’re melting beside me.”

“You don’t know why, do you?”

Kertas shrugged.

The forest-green engine steamed in the cold air, a large, open container of coal sitting between the engine and the rest of the train cars, which alternated in the classic Christmas colors of red and green. I turned my head to look past Kertas, where I could see the rest of the train curving along the stretch of tracks around a frozen lake that sparkled like it was made of crystals.

We were currently in the last-most passenger car, technically a third-class carriage, though the only thing to indicate as such was the fact that these three carriages had held the children heading to the North Pole. They were open seating when at rest and not being changed by imagination. People like myself, Kertas, and the cat family had been welcome to join them to give the kids a thrill, even though the kids couldn’t explore the rest of the train. 

I tried to see if I could make out the end of the train cars. I counted nine passenger cars, three in each class, starting with third and ending with first closest to the dining car. Thanks to the curve in the track, though, I couldn’t see past the dining car all the way to the caboose. 

Not a single cloud blocked our view, encircled as we were by snow-capped mountains and evergreens with boughs standing bravely green in the wintertime sunshine. 

“Do you think people can see us since we’re stopped?” I asked.

“Nah. Those mountains are hiding us pretty well. Besides, we’re on a track that only appears when we’re moving, so it’s not like we might get hit by a real train or anything.”

“Are we near the North Pole?”

“Not our North Pole, but a North Pole.” He pointed to a sign that said: Visit the North Pole, home of Santa’s Workshop! Located in Cascade, Colorado, at the foot of Pikes Peak. 

“That’s a lie! Santa’s Workshop isn’t here. They’d never survive in this sun,” I argued. “Nick prefers the cooler climate, since he’s an Iñupiat by heritage, and Nora’s lived her whole life north of the Arctic Circle.”

Kertas shook his head. “I’ll never understand how you remember some things and forget others. Memory’s a funny thing.” He jerked his thumb toward the sign again. “I think it’s some kind of amusement park.”

“Oh. Well, do they have a Santa?”

“I’m sure they do, but not like what you’re used to. He wouldn’t be like der Weihnachtsmann or Sinterklaas or Sheng Dan Lao Ren, who are all part of the franchises that make up the Santa Network. That makes them official. They do the actual present-delivering and all that.” Kertas waved a hand toward the mountain peaks. “Down here there’s Santas aplenty this time of year, practically on every street corner and inside every store. The U.S. really likes the idea of Santa Claus—at least when it comes to marketing.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’ll have to watch Miracle on 34th Street again sometime this week.” Kertas chuckled lightly to himself. “Maybe that’s the real reason people re-watch Christmas movies over and over again every year. It’s not tradition—it’s because they so easily forget the true meaning of Christmas.”

I scratched my head. “I’m not following. You’re saying everyone has the same memory problems I do?”

“Not exactly. But...let’s just say I’m pretty sure Nick Claus has a thought or two regarding the whole marketing angle.”

I was loath to leave the reinvigorating cold air of the outdoors, but I pulled my head back into the train and closed the window, Kertas doing the same. 

“Wasn’t it nighttime a few minutes ago?” I asked, certain I couldn’t have forgotten such a fact so quickly—surely my memory wasn’t that slushy.

“The Express travels fast. One minute you’re in the north, the next you’re in the south; one minute you’re in sunlight, the next it’s night. I couldn’t explain the science if I had to. My specialty is trees, not trains.”

“Nor the sun, apparently,” I muttered sardonically. “Perhaps we stopped to deliver the last batch of kids? If it’s daylight, that means it’s Christmas morning...right?”

“Well, since every day is Christmas Day onboard the North Pole Express, yes, it’s technically Christmas morning, but no, we didn’t stop to drop off the kids. We haven’t had to stop all night. It’s part of the magic of the train. To us, we never stop, but to each child, it stops right in front of his or her own house.”

“So if we were to go back into the other third-class train cars, would we find children?”

Kertas glanced toward the door. “Let’s take a look, just to be sure.”
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​Chapter Three
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Three Little Kittens
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I followed Kertas back through the connecting doors. Sure enough, the car where I’d recently received my first hug by a child—during this life at least—was empty and back to normal without a campfire in sight. I crunched on my pipe as we slid up and down the rows of empty bench seats in each of the three train cars I’d seen leading up to the coal tender. I wanted to make sure no child had lain down for a nap or decided to hide in an attempt to stay longer onboard. Based on my talks with the kids over the course of our ride, it seemed to me that these days, more often kids would like to run away to the North Pole than the circus.

We made our way back to the last passenger car where the cat family had been seated. They were currently bounding about on an imagined cat run comparable to the greatest jungle gym ever created for human children. As I watched the kittens leaping and running, I had a thought.

“Isn’t there a pull cord somewhere people can yank on back here to force the engine to stop? In case of an emergency?”

Kertas snapped his fingers. “That’s gotta be it, Shovel. Way to use that snowy head of yours.”

“Melchior, come back here this instant!” the mother cat cried as we neared her end of the car.

“Aw, Mom,” the pure-black kitten whined. He brought his head back inside the car from where he’d been leaning half out and half in through an open window, revealing him to be not all-black, but with white patches across his face. “Caspar did it first!”

“I don’t care who did it first. Close that window immediately. All it takes is one misjudged leap for you to go sailing out the window and into a snowdrift.”

“Aw, Mom,” Melchior whined again, but he slid the window closed nonetheless. 

“All three of you are going to catch your death of cold. Now put your mittens back on and sit down.” The imagined cat run disappeared, reverting back to the open seats in a train car.

“Balthazar lost one of his mittens!” declared Caspar, a black kitten with white markings on his two visible paws. He was obviously eager to distract his mother from his own errors.

“Balthazar, what did I tell you? It is your job to keep track of your mittens. I have a hard enough time keeping track of the three of you, I can’t be held accountable for your mittens, too.”

“Melchior lost his mitten first.” This kitten was all-black except for the very tip of his tail and tips of his ears, the exact opposite of his mother who at first appeared to be all white, until I noticed her tail was tipped with black. I wondered what the father looked like, though if I had my guess, I was going to say mostly black.

“Perhaps I can help?” I suggested, rolling my uppermost snowball down so I could look beneath the seats on which the kittens were perched, in case one of the mittens had merely fallen onto the floor and been swept into a back corner.

I could very quickly see, however, that neither of the mittens was on the floor of the train car.

“I’m afraid there’s no sign of them,” I said as I rolled back up. “Perhaps they fell out the window while you were looking?”

The mother cat glared at her kittens. “I warned you! Curiosity killed the cat.”

“No one’s dead, Mother.” 

“Not that we know of,” muttered Kertas, and I gave him a look. 
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