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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.

      Best Wishes,

      Isabel Sharpe
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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,

      Some kids at school said you’re not real, but I don’t believe it.  I know there is magic.  There has to be.  Because if there wasn’t, I would be a really sad girl.

      I have a weird thing to ask for.  It’s not a toy or stuff you can buy anywhere.  I know it’s June and really far away from Christmas, but maybe for presents that aren’t toys you don’t need your workshop and can still give them?

      Here is what I want.  To feel safe.  Not just at school but all the time.  And also not to have to worry so much.

      Thank you a lot.

      

      “What do you mean there’s no envelope?”  Clara Goebel, North Pole’s postmistress and head of the group of volunteers called the Elves, who answered children’s letters to Santa from around the world, glared at her assistant, Nate Banks.  She’d been home in bed for an unprecedented two days with an early summer cold that had bloomed into a sinus infection.  This after spending the long, frigid Alaskan winter healthy as a moose.  You could keep Florida as far as she was concerned.  North Pole was a healthy place to live.  Germs didn’t stand a chance against the elements.

      Nate scratched his balding gray head, looking around the mail room as if he expected the missing envelope to jump up and wave.  “I dunno, maybe it didn’t have one.”

      “Nate.”  Clara put her hands on her hips.  Her long-time assistant was loyal and very sweet, but not the fastest dog in the pack.  “If it didn’t have an envelope, how would the letter be delivered to the post office?”

      “Oh.”  He frowned very seriously, thinking that one over.  “I see your point.”

      Clara rolled her eyes.  He saw her point.  Needle in a haystack trying to find a child without any identifiers, but at least with a zip code they’d have somewhere to report to.  “I turn letters like this over to Dr. Roth.  Now I’ll have to tell her we don’t have any idea where it came from.”

      She hated having to go see Ingrid.  Mostly because a red-flag letter to Santa meant an unhappy or troubled child, but also because the tall blond child psychiatrist had a terse, cold edge that drove Clara crazy.  Add in Clara’s still snuffling and puffy-eyed state and that she’d be showing up with a letter whose envelope her office had carelessly misplaced . . .  This would go over great with the Ice Princess.

      “Okay, Nate.  Nothing we can do now.  Keep an eye out.  Maybe it will show up.”

      “Sure, Clara.  Glad you’re feeling better.”

      If he counted having painful joints and a watermelon lodged behind her eyes as feeling better, then yeah.  “Thanks.”

      The rest of the afternoon was busy with the usual tourists lined up by the boatload wanting mail sent with a North Pole postmark.  In this case boatloads was meant literally.  Cruise ship operators offered tours of North Pole as part of many Fairbanks-centered excursion packages, and from May to September the population of North Pole fluctuated madly upwards from its base of twenty-five hundred year-round residents, depending on the day and time.  Luckily there were hotels and restaurants on the outskirts that handled the biggest crowds at night and mealtimes, but the town’s main street, Candy Cane Lane, was practically impassible most days, with tourists gawking at the year-round Christmas decorations and shops selling everything Christmas and more.

      By closing time, Clara was exhausted and headachy, and therefore even less in the mood to tolerate Ingrid’s attitude.  Honestly, it baffled her how someone so chilly and sarcastic could be so great with children.  But Dr. Roth was in constant demand, not only in town but all over the area.  Parents whose children had seen her seemed unanimous in their praise.  Go figure.  Clara respected Ingrid—she was an asset to the community and a valuable member of the Elves—but Clara couldn’t help wanting to wire her for a mute button.

      Her mood improved a bit on the walk to Ingrid’s office with her beautiful Siberian husky Elsa trotting beside her.  The weather was gorgeous, especially for the first of June, upper sixties, a soft breeze playing with a few fluffy clouds.  The sun wouldn’t set until after midnight, and then only barely dip below the horizon.  Hard to hang onto the crankies on a day like this.

      Wanting to avoid the throngs as much as possible—granted it wasn’t that possible at this time of year—she headed up Jack Frost Street and crossed Candy Cane Lane next to the Sugar Plum Candy shop, outside of which sugar-fueled children shrieked and spun, clutching bags of fudge and rocky road clusters, turtles and too many other things that were easily visible on Clara’s waistline.  The further age fifty traveled in her rear view mirror, the wider her own rear view became.  She was working on trimming both waist and butt, but another fun fact about your fifties was that fat fell ever more deeply in love with you, and became ever less inclined to go inflate someone else.

      She turned onto Tinsel Avenue, pushing her way through the crowds in front of Santa’s Workshop, the enormous department store that sold everything a Christmas-crazy person could want.   On Reindeer Road she turned right, completely confusing Elsa who’d expected a left toward Reindeer Games, where Clara’s friend Rudy Vernon took care of the town’s reindeer herd.  Gotta have reindeer if you’re all about Santa.  She and Rudy had been dancing around each other for months, first as friends, then as friends, and then still as friends, but he’d finally taken to kissing her goodnight, though it wasn’t much more than a quick, sweet peck.  For Rudy that was practically a proposal.

      Clara couldn’t help peeking back up Reindeer Road to see if she could catch a glimpse of him.  Silly woman.

      Aware she was blushing—forget silly, how about ridiculous?—she hurried half a block farther and stopped in front of the building that housed three of the town’s female professionals, attorney Miranda Paulson, accountant Anna Tabachnik, and Ingrid Roth, shrink.  Elsa looked up, head cocked, blue eyes questioning.

      “I know.  I don’t want to either, but we have to.  We’ll go home right after.  Or maybe stop by and see how Rudy’s doing.”  He’d been strangely preoccupied lately and she was concerned.  And curious.

      Inside the building, fairly new as North Pole structures went—probably put up in the fifties—Clara headed through a pair of frosted glass doors and grinned at Lindsay Lockheart, receptionist for all three women, though Anna and Miranda had their own assistants as well.  “Hi, Lindsay.”

      “Hey, Clara.  Good to see you.”

      Lindsay was a pretty woman who’d grown up in North Pole a crazed tomboy, then settled into femininity sometime during high school, though she could apparently still tear up a hockey rink.  Clara had finally given up on trying to get her to join the Elves.  Her excuses had gone from vague to lame, and finally ended up in a flat, barely polite, “No.”

      Okay, then.  Even Clara knew that meant it was time to stop asking.

      “I’ve got a letter to Santa that Ingrid should take a look at.”

      “Oh, sorry.”  Lindsay grimaced and picked up the phone.  “That’s never fun.  I’ll let her know you’re⁠—”

      “No, no, you don’t need to do that.”  Clara became hopeful she could escape unseen.  “You can just give it to her when she’s⁠—”

      “Give what to me?”

      Clara sighed.  Oh well.  She took the letter back from Lindsay and turned to meet the tall, stunning blonde in her mid-thirties who always made Clara feel about as dumpy and dowdy as Mrs. Claus.  Given that every year about a dozen tourist kids mistook her for Santa’s wife, it was probably appropriate.  Today Ingrid had on a soft blue suit that matched her eyes, and shoes with heels that emphasized her height, shoes Clara wouldn’t be able to take three steps in.  If Clara was intimidated, what drew in the kids?  A mystery for sure.

      “Another Santa letter.”  Ingrid took it and scanned the contents, showing no emotion.  “Okay.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Ingrid looked up sharply.  “Envelope?”

      “It didn’t have one.”  The words sounded stupid even to her own ears, but she refused to throw Nate to Ingrid’s wolves.

      “Lost.”  Ingrid didn’t bother hiding her disgust.

      Clara’s cheeks burned.  “Do you try hard to be this charming or does it come naturally?”

      Ingrid’s blue gaze stayed cool and steady.  The woman needed an emotional enema.  “If you find the envelope let me know.  Lindsay, I’ll be unavailable for the next half-hour then I’m going to the gym.”

      She turned and walked back into her office.

      The second her door closed, Clara whirled to face Lindsay and plunked her hands on her hips.  “How do you stand that?”

      “She’s actually . . .  I mean she doesn’t . . .”  Lindsay gestured toward Ingrid’s closed door, green eyes troubled.  “Think about what she deals with every day.”

      “Hmph.”  Clara was not inclined to give Ingrid so much as a millimeter of consideration at the moment.  Beside her, Elsa growled.  Clara gave the dog a pat.  “I agree with you, Elsa.”

      Lindsay laughed.  “Really, she’s amazing with the kids.  Gentle, funny . . .”

      “So I keep hearing.  See you later, Lindsay.”  Clara left the building, anxious for a breath of air uncontaminated by uptight unfriendliness, though she was aware some of her anger was guilt for her office’s screw-up.  And she could have been a lot more polite herself.

      However.  A bad experience like that meant she needed to feel better, which meant either a mocha brownie from The Gingerbread House, one of Amelia Beckett’s incredible homemade donuts from the Cup of Cheer Café, pretty much anything from Sugar Plum Candy, or . . . a visit to Rudy.

      She turned right on Reindeer Avenue.  Immediately Elsa quickened her pace.  She knew the best choice.

      And good news for her slowly—painfully slowly—shrinking waistline, finally so did Clara.
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        * * *

      

      Ingrid leaned against her closed office door.  She hadn’t meant to be so rude to Clara.  But that letter . . .

      The letter had made her angry.  Frightened.  And frustrated that the child had reached out and they’d have no way to find her, not even the slightest clue.  In the past, even with a first name and zip code, Ingrid had been able to notify the appropriate branch of Child Services and send over a copy of the note.  Undoubtedly long odds that anyone would be able to make use of the information, but it certainly didn’t hurt, and who knew, some child who needed protection might be more likely to get it.

      Angry, frightened and frustrated did not put Ingrid—or any other being on the planet—at her best.

      Sighing, she pushed away from the door and headed for her rainbow-striped armchair set by the window.  Its cheerful colors and pattern along with the bookcase of puzzles and games and the Disney movie posters hung on the walls were intended to put kids at ease, to make Ingrid’s office feel friendly, though they didn’t do much to convince sullen and angry adolescents that Ingrid was cool.

      She lowered herself into the chair and leaned against its cool cushiony back, kicking off her shoes and crossing her legs.  Eyes closed, she imagined herself on a beach, similar to the ones she’d grown up on north of Naples, Florida, in Bonita Springs, but more exotic, more island-tropical and less crowded, with coconut palms and pure white sands.  Warm breezes blew and waves beat a soothing rhythm against the sand.

      Fifteen minutes later, she had relaxed completely, purged herself of rage and adrenaline, and felt again peaceful and calm, in charge of herself and her emotions.  She’d finish up some quick paperwork and head to the gym.  Usually she worked out at home, but her treadmill had developed a rather troubling issue—when she turned it on, it smelled like something on fire.  While it was being fixed she’d been using the local gym.  A good long workout would calm her further, help her sleep tonight.

      She hoped.

      At the next Elves meeting, she’d make a point of apologizing to Clara, of trying to be more pleasant, though the way Clara bristled around Ingrid every time she opened her mouth, they were unlikely ever to be BFFs.

      Paperwork done, she filed client folders used during the day’s appointments after making sure each was in order, reshelved the blocks and games taken out during her last session, returned a scratch pad to its place by her phone and carefully put away the pen and pencil set her grandmother gave her when she graduated high school.  The letter from the little girl—Ingrid would put her anywhere from an intelligent six to an average seven or eight—she refolded and put on her desk, smoothing one bent edge.

      Poor girl.  Such a beautiful world and so many idiots in it.

      At the door, Ingrid turned to make sure the office was in order, then locked her door.

      “Lindsay, I’m off.  Anything you need before I go?”

      “Nope.  All running smoothly.”  Lindsay peered up at her.  “You okay?”

      “Yes, yes.”  She hitched her gym bag higher onto her shoulder.  “Just crabby.  Was Clara still annoyed when she left?”

      “Um . . .”  Lindsay bit her lip.  “Yeah, a little.”

      “I’ll apologize at the next Elves meeting.  We’re inducting a new member in a couple of weeks, Ella Lord, Kody’s wife.  The Iditarod lady.”

      “Oh, nice.”  Lindsay spoke politely, eyes on her hands in her lap.  Someday Ingrid would like to take Lindsay out for a glass of wine and find out why she wouldn’t join the Elves.  And why someone that intelligent and attractive wasn’t involved with any of the eligible men in North Pole.  Even though neither of those things were any of Ingrid’s business.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.  Have a good evening.  Doing anything special?”

      “Yes, actually.”  Lindsay’s face brightened up again.  “I’m going over to Willow and Grant’s for dinner.”

      “Oh, right.  You grew up with Grant here in North Pole, right?”

      “He was one of my best friends.”

      “They still living at the Silent Night Hotel?”  Ingrid edged toward the door.  She was never entirely comfortable chatting with Lindsay, much as she liked and respected her.  Maybe because even though Lindsay was unfailingly polite and efficient, it wasn’t clear if Ingrid’s affection and respect were returned.

      “For now, yes.  They’re still renovating it.”

      “They’ve done a great job so far.  Funky and modern without losing the whole we’re-in-Alaska thing.”

      “Exactly.”  Lindsay reached for a ringing phone and rested her hand on the receiver, smiling apologetically.

      Ingrid’s exit cue.

      “Okay, I better get to the gym before every machine fills up.  Bye.”  She gave a brief wave and headed for the door, heels tapping across the wood flooring, then out into the sunshine of early evening.  After nearly ten years in North Pole, she still couldn’t get used to the climate and daylight patterns.  Back home in Florida, closer to the equator, the sun was stronger, but it rose in the east and set in the west like most of the planet.

      Here the sun both rose and set to the north, making a complete circle around the sky.  Even when it did dip below the horizon after midnight, there was still sort of a twilighty daylight that wreaked havoc with people’s internal clocks.  She’d probably never get accustomed to hearing lawn mowers at eleven p.m.

      At the Giddy Yap Gym, she was relieved to find her favorite machine free, the elliptical trainer in the farthest corner of the large, high-ceilinged room.  She signed up for half an hour, got a key for the locker room and changed as quickly as she could, eager to put in her ear buds and lose herself in an audio book while she worked her body.

      However, when she came back out in her shorts and workout top, she was exasperated to see a man using her machine.  Couldn’t people read?

      An instant later she recognized him.  Not just a man.  That guy.  She’d seen him here nearly every day, a tall, muscular blond, constantly chatting up female patrons in a confident manner that suggested he was well aware of his attractiveness.  A man accustomed not only to the chase, but to catching his prey.

      Not to stereotype him or anything.

      She strode over, smile tightly and pointed to the sign-up sheet hanging from the elliptical.  “I think you’re on my machine.”

      No, she knew he was on her machine, but she’d try politeness first.  Admittedly, not always her method.

      “Yeah?”

      She pointed to her name and the time, relieved not to have to look at him any longer.  He was stunning, in that blond surfer-dude way.  Not her type, but quite the specimen.  “Right there.”

      “I was keeping it warm for you.”  He jumped off, grinning, still standing between her and the equipment.  He had a dynamite smile and undoubtedly knew it, which as far as Ingrid was concerned, took away all its charm.

      Well, a lot of its charm.

      Some anyway.

      “All yours.”

      “Thanks.”  She waited for him to move so she could get to the elliptical easily.

      “I’m Moses, by the way.”

      “Ingrid.”  She waited a beat, then when he didn’t get out of the way, moved around him and onto the machine.  She was not in the mood for his games.

      He folded his arms, having turned around to face her.  “I know who you are.”

      “Really.”  Yeah, congratulations, dude.  Ingrid fished out her ear buds.  If he didn’t figure out she wasn’t interested when she blocked the sound of his voice, then he was truly clueless.

      “I’ve seen you here a few times.  You’re the shrink.”

      She hated the term.  “Uh-huh.”

      “I’m the vet over at Paws and Claus.”  He was wearing a wicked smile, as if he was sure she was just playing hard to get, and they could be in on the joke together.

      “Nice.”  She put an ear bud in one ear.  If he was so moronic that he hadn’t picked up her polite not-interested signals, then he deserved her rudeness.

      “Have a good workout.”  He turned and nearly bumped into Paige Turner, the petite blonde who owned the Let It Snow book and craft store, who’d done remarkable things there in spite of her obvious shyness.  “Hey, Paige.  Good to see you.  Thanks for recommending The Titan’s Curse.”

      “A good one, huh?”  Paige glanced up at him, then back down, half-smiling.  “I thought it was a good choice.”

      “You haven’t steered me wrong yet.”

      Ingrid snorted.  A literary and intellectual giant.  The Percy Jackson & the Olympians series was popular with her tweenage clients.

      “Oh, Moses.”  A tall, pretty woman Ingrid thought was named Caroline, a member of the Elves only during their busy season in fall and winter, approached him breathlessly, breasts doing their best to escape her skimpy exercise bra.

      Ingrid rolled her eyes.  There.  That was more his type.  He could go to work on that.  She put in her other earbud, but not before she heard the woman thanking Moses for curing her and her husband’s dog of whatever was wrong with him.

      Oh.  Husband.  Not necessarily angling for sex then.

      Though who knew.  Ingrid saw a lot of the worst sides of humanity in her business.  It made her less than charitable sometimes.

      A lot of the time.

      She started the machine and from the electronic display that sprang to life chose a rigorous hill program at a higher level of difficulty than usual, needing to blow off steam.  Adrenaline.  Frustration.  Whatever.  Crappy day.

      Although . . .

      People paid her to get to the truth of their feelings.  Ingrid had been on the receiving end of therapy, too, as a requirement for her degree, so she’d like to think she could be honest with her own.

      She was probably feeling a bit guilty and embarrassed.  It wouldn’t have killed her to be friendlier to Moses.  Just because he was attractive—very attractive—okay, extremely attractive—didn’t mean he was a creep.  Just because he was all smiles for women at the gym didn’t mean he was trying to lure them all into bed—one at a time she hoped—for meaningless and amazingly athletic sex they’re remember for the rest of their lives.

      Ahem.

      Caroline was joined at the Moses Fan Club by another woman, who glanced over at Ingrid and immediately away, as if she might catch something.  No surprise there.  A few months ago, here in the women’s locker room, Ingrid had overheard a charming conversation between this woman and a friend whose child Ingrid was seeing.  The phrase “frigid bitch” had been used.  Ingrid had finished dressing and marched past them to the exit as if she hadn’t heard a thing, but the sudden shocked silence she left behind was gratifying.  Somewhat.

      She supposed they weren’t alone in their opinions.

      Oh well.  People would think what they wanted to think.  Nothing she could do about it.  Especially since she didn’t give a rat’s ass what these women⁠—

      Moses glanced over at her, their eyes met and clung, just for a second.  One one-thousand . . .

      It was enough.

      Ingrid’s legs sped without her intending them too.  The figure on the machine’s heart rate monitor soared.

      Where the hell had that come from?

      Cancel desire to be friendlier to Moses.  She did not want to encourage anything, even a mild flirtation, with one of the town’s heartthrobs.  News traveled like crazy, and she didn’t care to be associated with a player like Moses.

      To be fair . . . like she assumed Moses to be.

      Besides, if and when she dated again, it would be a guy she trusted a thousand percent not to cheat, not to manipulate, not to hurt her.  She’d long ago made that promise to herself.

      But darn it, the stupid heart rate monitor took a long, long time to come down.
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