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Chapter One

THE SUN HASN’T even begun to brighten the sky when Nico reaches the family estate. He shuts his car’s engine off in front of his childhood home and waits, staring at his watch as the seconds tick by. The hour hand strikes five and snow starts to fall. His father must have made his first delivery right on time. Nico sighs, relief washing over him at having successfully avoided the annual Christmas conversation for the next twenty-something hours. For the moment, no matter how fleeting, he can go inside without bracing himself for confrontation.

The snow falls soft and cold on his face as he walks to the door, and for an instant, Nico thinks it may have been worth coming home earlier to avoid the snowfall. He laughs, short and bitter, as last year’s predelivery family dinner flashes in his mind and he remembers what avoiding the snowfall entails. He’d much rather deal with this cold, wet mess than the disappointment in his father’s eyes at another year passing by without him fulfilling his obligations as heir apparent. If last year was bad, this year will be infinitely worse. His father had been disappointed then, but now with the deadline looming so close, Nico can imagine how his father’s mood will have shifted to something far worse than disappointment.

He wipes his feet on the welcome home mat and opens the door. He takes a deep breath as he steps inside and tries his best not to let this place get the better of him. It stopped being home years ago, but he can do this. He can. Except, the utter lack of even a shred of welcoming quality fills him with dread. This house has been the site of nearly every argument he’s ever had with his father and he knows he’s opened the door to yet another lecture on the expectations and obligations that come along with being the son of Kristoff Hamurişi.

This year won’t be any different, especially since the final year of the countdown begins at midnight. If he’s being realistic, which he hates to do, any discussion of his failings is going to be much more tense than they’ve ever been before. But for now, the lights inside are off, save for the Christmas tree, his father is out for more than a full day’s worth of deliveries, the rest of the house seems to be fast asleep, and Nico can slip upstairs to his childhood bedroom without being noticed.

At least, that’s what he was counting on.

Unfortunately for him, someone had different plans for his arrival. He opens his bedroom door to a lit room and a ball of limbs and hair curled up in the middle of his bed. He sets his suitcase down with a loud thud and the ball moves, revealing the face of Noelle, the youngest of his four older sisters.

“My dear little Santicholas,” she says, words and laughter both swallowed in a yawn. “I can’t believe you thought you could sneak in here unnoticed.”

Nico rolls his eyes. “You know I hate when you call me that.”

She untangles herself and pushes up on the tips of her toes to wrap her arms around Nico in a big, tight hug. “It’s hard to believe you do when you’re smiling so big.”

Nico’s words get muffled by her hair and his own laughter. “Yeah, yeah. I missed you, too.”

She lets him go, shaking her head as he starts to yawn. “You should’ve come home at a decent hour if you wanted to be well rested.”

Nico narrows his eyes. “If it’s such an indecent hour then why are you up?”

Noelle lets out a short huff of air, annoyed. “I wanted you to see a friendly face before…”

Nico closes his eyes. Here it comes. He should have known better than to think he could avoid confrontation, even for a moment, even from his closest friend and sibling. When he opens his eyes again, Noelle’s sitting on the edge of the bed and her face has softened in a way that makes Nico feel worse.

He smiles but it does nothing to wipe the gentle expression off her face; she knows him too well, knows he wears it as a shield.

“You don’t have to pretend with me. I know failing is what worries you.”

“Failure isn’t my concern here, Noelle.” Not entirely true. “I’m worried about what will happen if I don’t fail.” Unbearably true.

Noelle raises her eyebrow, confused, and Nico’s stomach clenches. Am I actually doing this? He plows on before she can interrupt and he loses his nerve. “And I’m angry! I’m so incredibly angry I even need to be concerned by all this shit in the first place. I don’t want to think of heirs and continuing a family legacy and everything else riding on me falling in love when I don’t even know how who I love will affect any of this.”

Noelle blinks, breathing out a barely audible “Oh.”

Nico’s heart skips, his pulse is erratic.

“I’m gay.”

Noelle blinks again, and again, and again, and then, after what feels like an eternity of his stomach turning over in knots, she smiles. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yes, okay.”

She motions for Nico to sit next to her, and he does, knocking his shoulder against hers. “I was expecting a little more than an okay, if I’m being honest.”

Noelle laughs, embarrassed. “I didn’t think I should start quizzing you on if you’re seeing anyone, so okay seemed, well…okay.”

Nico smiles, and this time it’s not a shield. He feels lighter and more at peace in this house than he has in years. It’s such a relief to have finally shared such an important part of himself with such an important person in his life.

“Who all knows?”

Nico doesn’t answer immediately, and Noelle asks, “Oh, am I the only one who knows?”

“No, it’s not exactly a secret. I mean, everyone I know who doesn’t know this family knows. So work and friends from college and yeah. I'm basically out to everyone except the family.”

Noelle appears confused and curious. “Not even Joy? She knows how—”

Nico cuts her off. “No, not even our dear lesbian sister knows. Only you.”

Noelle hums an acknowledgment but doesn’t say anything else for a long while—Nico can tell she’s working through what to say next.

He has an idea of what she might be thinking and supplies an answer, “I haven’t told Mom and Dad because, even though it wasn’t a thing when Joy came out, what if… I mean it’s got to be different when you don’t have to produce an heir.”

Nico can’t keep the disdain out of his voice. For as long as he can remember, the heir has been his biggest concern regarding his father and, in turn, his mother finding out his sexuality. “There’s all this added pressure surrounding me finding someone to love. I know they don’t have a problem with queer people, but what if they have a problem with me being gay. There’s a lot riding on my love life.”

“Okay,” Noelle nods. “Well, yeah. I can’t deny there is a lot of pressure put on you falling in love. But I’ve got your back here. No matter what happens, I’ll help you find out how this affects you being the heir apparent to the Crimson Sleigh.”

Nico bursts out in laughter. “God, shut up. Why do you insist on calling it that?”

Noelle smiles, pleased as can be. “Because it makes you laugh.”

Nico purses his lips, trying to stifle his laughter. “You’re ridiculous, you know?”

“Yes, obviously. But I am also wonderful and magical and dearly beloved by you.”

“I guess.” He draws the word out, teasing, and Noelle shoves him, laughing. “Though I wouldn’t consider magical one of your finer qualities since we all are.”

Noelle crinkles her nose. “If you got it, flaunt it.”

Nico sighs. He wishes he was pleased with the extra magic they have, but it’s different—like everything else—when the full extent of his own powers is contingent on falling in love. “I’d much rather have no magic at all, but that’s probably just me.”

“Yeah, it’s got to be just you.” She pauses, furrowing her brow in thought. “Is it even possible to have no magic, though? Everyone’s got some when it comes down to it, even the Immunes. Magic’s everywhere little bro; it’s a fact of life.”

“I’d gladly trade with anyone who doesn’t have a love stipulation placed on their magic.” He doesn’t mean to sound so wishful, but so much of his life since college has been spent wondering how his life would be if he didn’t have all this extra pressure resting on his shoulders. He’d much rather be gifted with any other sort of magic; no need for the frills of Santahood. “Besides, I’m not much more powerful than anyone but Dad as it is. Since love eludes me.”

Noelle’s eyes light up. “So you’re not seeing anyone?”

Nico shakes his head, chuckling. He can always count on Noelle for poor segues and making him laugh. “Have you been waiting this whole time to ask me?”

“No, of course not; that’d be absurd. But since you’ve brought it back up…”

“I didn’t exactly bring it up.”

Noelle waves her hand, dismissing his words. “Yeah, yeah. But you gave me the perfect opportunity to ask, so.”

“So, what?” Nico knows what she means, but he wants to mess with her, make her work for the answer.

“So”—she draws the word out, her warm brown eyes twinkling with familiar mirth—“are you or are you not seeing anyone?”

“No, not at the moment.”

Noelle seems surprised, and Nico supplies an answer before she can ask, “It’s not necessarily a coincidence I pursued a career in something that affords me the opportunity to travel so much—I’m not entirely sure I want to settle down or fall in love.”

It’s the unfortunate truth of his life, but Noelle’s face falls. She isn’t pleased with the answer.

“Oh, Nico. You can’t deny yourself love because of the things expected of you. That’s not fair to yourself.”

Nico shrugs. He wishes it were that simple, but his obligations are always at the back of his mind, and it only gets worse when he meets a man who has the potential to be something more. Noelle smiles, soft and sympathetic. She gets up and ruffles his hair like she has since they were children; her fingers catch at the end where it’s starting to curl, and she clucks her tongue. It’s annoying and comforting all at the same time, as it always has been, and more of Nico’s tension slips away. Noelle’s always been such a good friend. “Mom will be up soon enough, and the rest of the house won’t be much longer after that.”

Nico yawns and Noelle continues, hand on the door, ready to leave, “The kids missed you last night so you might want to nap and get a story ready for why you didn’t arrive with everyone else because I’m sure they’ll pester you for one. Especially Timmy. Belle says he’s become quite the inquisitive little boy as of late.”

Nico motions for the door. “Will you stop fretting over me and go already. You said I need a nap. So let me nap.”

“Okay, okay. I’m going,” she says, but before she closes the door, she peeks her head back through and says, “I’m going to help you figure this all out, Nico. I promise.”

She shuts the door and Nico, for the first time in a long time, feels calm and relieved and a tad hopeful since he’s told Noelle. She’s right: he shouldn’t deny himself love. There might be a deadline and a world of responsibilities, obligations, and powers that come with being the heir apparent to the sleigh, but at the very least, he can’t let this change what he wants. He can’t let a part of his life he has never had a say in control his happiness.

He wants to fall in love; he wants to settle down; he wants to open his heart and build a life with someone else. And honestly, Nico thinks, as he starts to doze off, Santa be damned if being gay will change any of that.




Chapter Two

NICO WAKES UP three hours later to a loud knock at his door. He’s groggy and a little disoriented, and he wishes he had come home this afternoon, instead of trying to avoid everyone by getting in before dawn. He wasn’t successful, anyway; all he managed to do was avoid his father.

“Come in,” Nico calls through a yawn. He’s expecting to see one or more of his sisters’ children come through the door. Instead, his mother, Gloria, walks through the door with a big, kind smile and a mug in hand. Her long gray hair is perfectly styled and her warm brown skin is glowing in the morning light, and Nico’s stomach, for a moment, curls in shame over still being in bed.

“Good morning, Nicholas. I brought you a cup of coffee with an absurd amount of sugar—exactly how you like.”

She sets it on his nightstand, and he mutters his thanks. She nudges him to sit up and scoot over so she can sit with him at the edge of the bed. He obliges and she continues talking as he begins to drink, “We missed you last night.”

“Mhm.” Nico hums into his coffee mug. He knew skipping the predelivery dinner would upset his mother the most, and at the time, he thought it’d be worth it, but really it just stings hearing the disappointment in her voice.

“Sorry,” he mumbles, all the calmness that washed over him after talking to Noelle is gone now. Instead, he’s left with clammy hands and a nervous heartbeat. His mother looks at him as if she expects greatness, and it instantly takes him back to being a child searching for approval.

“I shouldn’t have flaked. I’m sorry, I—”

“Didn’t want to be here?”

Nico would feel much worse she knows the truth if it weren’t for the faintest hint of a smile on her face—she seems to understand. “You know me too well, Mom.”

Her smile grows and the guilt in the pit of his stomach begins to shrink. “You can’t hide things from me. I’m very perceptive.”

“Yeah, you are,” he says, while thinking if only you knew.

“Oh?” She raises an eyebrow. “You doubt me?”

Nico laughs. “No, of course I don’t. You are very perceptive but—”

“But you’re hiding something else,” she supplies.

Nico blinks and his chest aches with nerves. “What?”

“It doesn’t take your kind of magic, or any for that matter, to figure out there’s a reason you hate—”

“I don’t—”

“There’s no need to lie. I may not be as intuitive as you or your father, but I know my own children. And I know there is something more to your avoidance of this family and this house and this deadline than you want to let on. There’s something more to you no longer wanting to be Santa Claus.”

“That’s true.”

Gloria appears surprised he admitted it, but Nico knows there’s no use in fumbling out a denial. Not with her. Not anymore. He doesn’t want to be Santa, he hasn’t for a long time, not if the process and his duties after he takes over are complicated, or made impossible, by who he is. By who he’s attracted to. “There’s actually something I need to tell you. And Dad…”

He trails off. It’s harder to tell his mom than Noelle. Noelle has always been in his corner, and while his mother has, too, it’s in a much different way.

Gloria doesn’t push Nico when it becomes apparent he has no intention of finishing his thought. Instead, she pats the side of his face with her hand. It’s a familiar gesture—something she used to do when he was having a bad day—but startling all the same. It’s been so long since he’s allowed himself to be vulnerable in front of her, or anyone, that he’s not expecting it at all. He takes a long drink of his coffee to soothe the ache creeping into the back of his throat. His mother smiles, a small, sad little thing, and the knot in his throat grows. “Nico, whatever it is—whatever is holding you back and making you not want this life anymore—we can get through it. Together. As a family. All you have to do is tell us.”

There are so many things he wants to say. So many questions he needs to ask. So many answers she won’t have. So many things only his father will know, but all of it is far easier said than done.

“I…” He’s a fish out of water. He doesn’t know how to form his thoughts into coherent sentences. He shakes his head. “There’s something big I’ve been meaning to tell you and Dad and everyone.”

Gloria’s eyes widen, a hopeful smile curling the edge of her lips, and Nico’s stomach drops. “No, I haven’t met anyone.”

She does her best not to show her disappointment, but Nico can tell she is, anyway. “I still have time.” It’s as much an affirmation for himself as it is for her.

“I know you do.” She seems much more sure of it than he does. “You’re a wonderfully kind and charming man and quite handsome at that. Any woman would be lucky to have you.”

And there it is: the gut-wrenching assumption that’s plagued him for so long.

“Mom, please.”

“Don’t be embarrassed, hon.”

“I’m not.” Which is true. But he doesn’t have any time to counter her point any further before his door flies open with a raucous burst of laughter. In stumbles Timmy and Annette, with Max toddling not too far behind them.

“Uncle Nico!” Timmy shouts, beaming. “Where were you last night?”

Gloria glances toward Nico as Timmy reaches out for him. He pushes out of bed, finally, and scoops Timmy up in a hug. “I was finishing up some last minute work before Christmas.”

He feels guilty for lying, but he can’t tell his five-year-old nephew the truth. His mother purses her lips but doesn’t acknowledge the blatant lie, and Timmy is none the wiser. Annette turns her attention to Nico, one hand clasped around Max’s hand, the other on her hip. Her similarity to an impatient Carol is uncanny, and Nico laughs, “You look exactly like your Mom.”

He sets Timmy down and picks Annette up, reaching down with the other hand to ruffle Max’s hair. “Little man, you’re getting so big.”

He smiles painfully wide and Annette adds, “I can’t even carry him anymore!”

She sounds so excited, which is where she deviates from her mother. Carol always complained as he and Noelle grew. She hated not being able to carry them around anymore.

“Come on, little ones. Let’s go round up the rest of the kids. I have someplace special to show you.”

Gloria gives him a pleased grin and the children all move toward the door in excitement, stumbling over each other as they had when they first came in. Annette and Timmy yell in unison, “Gemma! Collette! Hattie! Nico’s got a surprise for us!”

 

THE SNOW HASN’T stopped by the time the children get dressed for the cold, a sign his father’s deliveries are going as smoothly as they have every other year. Nico leads the children out past the covered pool and starts them on their walk through the grounds. It’s a more direct route than taking them to the private road leading to the back of their property, and though it’s been snowing all morning, it’s not accumulated enough to make it difficult for the children to walk through. It’ll be quicker this way.

Their eyes are wide with wonder as they trek through the snow, stopping every so often to throw snowballs at each other, and the sight of it allows Nico to block out the nervous energy he’s accumulated since arriving back here. As they narrow in on the barn, the kids beam at him with realization, and Nico’s mind is finally free, at least for a moment, from the worry plaguing him.

Collette and Hattie, who are dressed from tip to toe in layers of the warmest clothes they own, are bouncing on the balls of their feet, red-nosed and sniffling. They’re the adopted daughters of his eldest sister, Joy, and her wife, Eloise, and have absolutely none of the magical protections against the cold the rest of their cousins inherited as the biological grandchildren of Santa Claus. Nico planned to make a show of their entrance, but the temperature appears to be getting the best of the rest of the children, too, even with their enhanced resilience toward the cold. He takes pity on them all, not having any idea what it’s like to not be perfectly warm at all times, and slides the door to the barn open. “Are you ready to see Santa’s Workshop?”

They step through the barn door into a world full of whimsy. Had any of them ventured out here without Nico or his father to accompany them, the barn door would have slid open to show a dusty old interior with a rundown tractor in the back corner. But instead, with Nico at their side, they’re met at the front of Santa’s Workshop by an elf wearing a crisp red suit with green trim. He looks no more than ten, but Nico knows his apparent age is deceptive; Aspen’s far older than Nico will ever live to be.

“Mr. Nicholas,” he squeaks. “We weren’t expecting you! I would have prepared something for you and your guests.”

“Aspen, it’s okay,” Nico soothes. “I’m only here to give the kids a little tour of the place. You know, show ’em around Santa’s stomping grounds while the big guy’s out for deliveries and everything’s a little calmer.”

Aspen’s eyes widen. He glances from the giggling children, who have started to roam, to the interior of the workshop behind him, where conveyor belts haven’t stopped running, and elves are still moving around with a fixed determination.

“Oh,” Nico grimaces, realizing his mistake. This used to be his favorite spot. He’d spend hours wandering around, pestering the elves on their work and dreaming of the day he’d get to be in charge. But things change. “I’m sorry. It’s been years since I’ve been out here. I forgot—” He motions around the room, from the group of elves monitoring the movement of a flashing red sleigh across a large digital map of the world to the clean-up crews near each conveyor belt, and sighs in shame. “—the workshop is still busy on delivery day. We can go. I can bring them back after Christmas.”

Aspen looks horrified now. “No! I can’t let you do that.”

Before Nico has time to insist, Aspen is rummaging through his pocket and holding a hand up to silence him. “I can’t very well turn the heir apparent away from his own workshop!”

Aspen’s voice is so high Nico doesn’t even bother telling him it’s not yet his. At this point, it’s futile. He stands there and watches as Aspen speaks into the walkie-talkie he pulled from his pocket, calling for a volunteer to show the children around.

“I know you could show them around yourself.” Aspen answers before the question is even out of Nico’s mouth. “But groups of three or more are supposed to be led by a senior elf when Santa’s not in the workshop, and well…”

“I’m not yet Santa,” Nico finishes.

“Exactly! So since there’s so many of you”—Aspen says, gaze once again darting around all the kids Nico brought with him—“you’re going to need an official tour guide.”

Nico purses his lips to keep from groaning. That can’t be a real rule. He swears it was made up to keep him and his sisters from annoying the elves while he wasn’t around. But then, he could never sense it was a lie when his father said it to them when they were younger—and unlike his sisters, he’d be able to tell if it were—so the rule must be legitimate.

Nico can’t hold his groan in any longer, murmuring under his breath “What a ridiculous rule.”

Aspen doesn’t hear him, too busy trying, and mostly failing, to get the children to come back to the front of the workshop as they wait for their guide.

He gives up, shoulders slumping as he squeaks, “I have no idea how Mr. Kristoff does it. Children are exhausting!”

Nico suppresses a laugh. He takes pity and calls the kids back, and they come immediately.

Aspen shakes his head, dejected.

“It’s a Santa thing, Aspen. Kids flock to them.”

Aspen jumps, voice cracking, “My Dickens, Chrysanthemum! You startled me.”

She pats his shoulder. “Everything startles you, dear.”

That doesn’t surprise Nico; a mouse could spook Aspen. Chrysanthemum, on the other hand, is the opposite of Aspen in almost every way. They share the same lilac eyes and eternal youth all elves do, but where Aspen is awkward and timid, Chrysanthemum holds herself with all the grace and poise to be expected from an immortal being born from snow. And though she’s no taller than the twins, the oldest of Nico’s nieces and nephews, none of the children bat an eye when she claps her hands together and says, “All right, little ones, are you ready to see where all the Christmas magic begins?”

There are cheers all around. Gemma, Carol’s oldest, is nearly knocked over by the force with which Max tries to get down from her arms. He runs over to Chrysanthemum and grabs her hand. He’s so excited, bouncing at her side on the balls of his feet, that everything he’s trying to say only comes out as an indecipherable babble. Chrysanthemum has no problem understanding him, though, nodding her head as she answers, “Yes, this is where all the toys are made.”

She leads him away from the foyer, where Nico and the children gathered with Aspen while waiting, and the rest of the children follow like little ducks in a row. Aspen stares after them in awe and then turns to Nico and says, “She’s almost as good with kids as you and your father are, sir.”

Nico is taken aback by the formality, covering his laugh with a cough. “Please call me Nico, Aspen. No need to call me ‘sir.’”

“Right, si-Nico. Is there anything else I can help you with?” He examines his watch and frowns. “I must get back to taking inventory.”

“No, I’ll be…” He trails off, motioning around the room as a tremor of sadness builds up inside him again.

“Right,” Aspen says, clapping his hands together and smiling. Nico’s shift in mood is entirely lost on him. “I’m off to see what this year’s Christmas did for our supplies. We mustn’t delay restocking if we want to keep the cogs running.”

Nico nods, calling after him, “Sorry again for interrupting!”

In response, Aspen waves his hand in the air and scurries off. He doesn’t seem too bothered by the interruption, and Nico smiles, but it’s fleeting. He thought coming to the workshop would liven his mood, but instead, it’s only made him gloomier. There’s so much about this place, and the things he once loved it for, he’s forgotten. He checks the children are still enthralled by Chrysanthemum’s tour and then steps outside, back into the world he’s always called home. He slides the door shut, sinks into the snow at the foot of it, and slouches against the barn. His head hits the weathered wood, too hard. He winces.

Avoidance seemed to be the best decision at the time. Now, with a year left until he has to deal with the realities of the situation, Nico realizes he should have dealt with it head-on. At the very least, he should have found out what happens to the family business when an heir deviates from the norm. He has a year to fall in love and be loved in return and such a feat is already daunting enough without the added pressure of revealing his family secret. The idea of telling someone he cares for, someone he loves enough to ignite the Santafication process, Santa Claus is not only real, but he’s the next in line to take over makes his stomach churn. It spikes his anxiety even higher than the idea of telling his father he’s gay. At least with coming out, his father knows queer people exist. Despite everyone on earth possessing their own magic, people don’t believe in Santa Claus past a certain age. As they grow older, they no longer speak of Santa, and Nico fears he won’t be able to broach the subject outside his family without sounding ridiculous.

Nico pinches the bridge of his nose. It was a mistake to come here. It wasn’t a distraction at all. In fact, seeing the inside of the workshop after so long serves as a reminder of all the joy and happiness he’s denied himself over the years out of fear of rejection. Rejection from his father for not being straight and jeopardizing the Santa line. Rejection from his family as a whole for keeping this truth from them. Rejection from a hypothetical partner for daring to say something as ridiculous as the truth of who he is and what he’s expected to become. He can’t stop the tears. He’s been overwhelmed by the idea of rejection for as long as he can remember, but the reality of how soon it may come terrifies him. It’s a crushing weight on his chest, nearly tangible in its magnitude.

There’s so much to do. So much to risk. So much he has to put out into the world before he can even become Santa Claus, and Nico’s not ready for any of it. At all. He’s avoided commitment for so long, never allowing himself to get close enough to fall in love, and now it’s apparent he may have done nothing but set himself up for failure. He’s already defeated, and he didn’t even begin. He wipes the tears from his eyes and stands, wishing for once he could get cold so he’d have the weather to blame for his new-found redness. He shakes his hair out, runs a hand over his face, and slides the barn door open again, mumbling as he steps back inside, “Get it together, Nicholas. You’ve got a job to do.”

He joins Chrysanthemum and the children at the back of the workshop where they’re standing in front of a large, intricate set of crystal doors. Nico smiles, remembering the rush of awe he experienced the first time his father pushed these doors open and showed him the North Pole outside the confines of the workshop magically contained in their barn. He imagines his face mimicked the faces of his nieces and nephews right now. Eyes wide and mouths falling open as Chrysanthemum pushes the grand doors open and ushers the children through them. “And here is the Northern Realm in its entirety. Or, as it’s known to humans, the North Pole. It’s a world of dreams and wishes and magic, and it’s the most beautiful place you’ll ever see.”

Nico’s father, Kristoff, said nearly the same thing to him when he first crossed the threshold into the Northern Realm. At the time, he believed it without hesitation; he was seven and couldn’t imagine a single thing more beautiful than an otherworldly realm of unmitigated magic. Now, more than twenty years later, with years of traveling under his belt, he knows it to be true. There is nothing on this earth that compares to the Northern Realm.

Chrysanthemum motions for the children to follow and steps farther into the powdery white landscape. As she walks, the indentations she’s left behind disappear, and the snow is once again soft and pristine, as if it’s freshly fallen. Gemma points to the ground as the children follow behind Chrysanthemum, squealing as all their footprints vanish before her eyes. “How is this happening?”

“Magic,” Nico explains. “Isn’t it wonderful? The snow never gets gross here. It’s always perfect and new.”

Timmy and Annette run forward and flop into a sea of white. As they brush themselves off, they watch in awe as the impressions their bodies made smooth out before either of them can finish saying, “This is amazing!”

The allure of this realm is lost on them; they’re all too busy playing in the self-replenishing flakes to even acknowledge the world beyond it. Nico can’t blame them as he was much the same on his first visit, but every visit after, he grew more enamored with the charming village and its mesmerizing beauty. But even then, when he couldn’t imagine wanting anything other than being Santa Claus, it was too small, a little too stifling to be called home. The quaintness of the Northern Realm was a constant reminder of what his life was meant to be, of what parts of his world he’d have to give up in order to step into his father’s. It was a daunting thing to grapple with as he grew up—the fact a place so beautiful, so wonderful, so full of magic, could cause him so much anxiety.

It’s bigger now—the cabins on the main street stretching farther back toward the mountains than they had the last time he visited, but even so, Nico’s stomach clenches and then flutters in an all too familiar way. He’s overwhelmed. The village might have grown in his absence, but it fills him with the same suffocating dread as the last time he visited. He’d been twenty-two and angry, resentment and frustration bubbling inside him enough to dim the beauty of the Northern Realm. Today isn’t much different; he takes in the perfectly picturesque town in front of him and all he sees is the confinement and restraint he did then. The view brings him no joy, leaving him with the same ache of anxiety, instead. He falls back as the children follow Chrysanthemum and he presses the heels of his hands against his eyes, trying to stave off the memory. It doesn’t work. His stomach turns sour and bile rises in his throat as he remembers.

Kristoff had spent the morning telling Nico all the things expected of him now that he’d graduated. He made a point to emphasize how it was fine while he was in college to not think seriously of love, but as one chapter of his life closed another must open. How it was imperative for the next part to be one of buckling down and seriously thinking about commitment. Nico had already been on edge that day: the guy he’d been seeing wanted more and Nico had balked. He couldn’t commit to anything serious—not then, not now, maybe not ever—so he’d broken it off. It stung for his father to remind him, without even realizing what he was doing, why he ended it. His father and all his expectations were a constant reminder as to why Nico pushed every man he ever started to fall for away. It was too much then, definitely too much now, and Nico snapped.
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