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                    Christmas night was approaching, palpable in
the very air. Mothers began to grip their children’s hands more
tightly, bestowing upon them sugary, protective smiles.
Grandfathers brought out ancient relics, running them through their
fingers as they murmured prayers in the old runic tongue. The
darkness was pierced by countless lanterns and pyres scattered
throughout the village, while the air grew thick with exotic scents
that were absent the rest of the year.

  
Sinterklaas was coming.

  And with him, fear and excitement.

  Geiri rubbed his arms to chase away the biting cold, each
step sinking into the thick snow that padded the path leading to
Mother Drífa’s shop. The midday light was pale, milky, streaked
with clouds that swallowed the sun’s hibernating rays. The pristine
whiteness dazzled his eyes, forcing him to squint so he wouldn’t
trip or collide with another shadowy figure, an early victim of the
impending twilight.

  The north wind had granted the village a rare respite, its
icy tendrils caught among the bare branches of the larches,
allowing the villagers to complete their last tasks before darkness
fell. Many had reinforced the ropes and joints securing the glass
spheres to rooftops, windows, and fir trees, placing fresh tallow
candles inside that would last until dawn. The wealthier households
had arranged large cauldrons brimming with fires fed by
high-quality logs around their homes. Lights, countless lights, as
many as earth and sky could offer, were set ablaze to illuminate
the most eternal night of the year.

  Geiri shivered within his reindeer coat but pressed on
stubbornly, his chilled legs carrying him forward until he glimpsed
the shop’s sign under his cap, adorned with fragrant sprigs of
butcher’s broom heavy with berries.

  Geiri did not think of himself as a wicked child. But he
was grateful for the illness that had stricken his mother, for it
allowed him to prove himself responsible enough to be sent to the
village to buy essential supplies. Alone, no less. His grandmother
was too frail to travel such a distance in the precarious state
that winter imposed, and his father never returned from the
tanners’ workshop until after Mother Drífa had shuttered her
windows.

  This was a rare opportunity. No family member would tug him
by the arm or rush him along, nor would anyone scold him for
staring at the shelves in the shop or at Mother Drífa herself.

  His family considered Mother Drífa a witch. A cantankerous,
embittered old witch.

  Geiri did not share their opinion. Or rather, he was fairly
certain that Mother Drífa was indeed a witch – though she looked
nothing like the illustrations in his book about malevolent spirits
– but he liked her.

  He especially liked the stories she told.

  He gripped the heavy brass knocker adorned with the relief
of a lion’s head – which many in the village thought was a mythical
creature and not an actual animal – and pushed the door open with
his shoulder.

  A sumptuous scent of amber and cinnamon enveloped him in
its warm embrace, accompanied by a discordant voice that rasped
like a crow’s caw.

  Mother Drífa was speaking to the woman standing in front of
the counter, whom Geiri recognized. The only one in the village who
owned an arctic fox stole and never missed a chance to boast about
it to anyone who would listen. Except to Mother Drífa. Mother Drífa
had no qualms about pointing out that the stole must have seen
forty springs, judging by its worn and tattered appearance.

   «... but don’t store it in the cellars. The cold will ruin
the flavour…» the supposed witch was saying, busy wrapping a thick
bar of nearly black chocolate, divided into large, fragrant
squares.

   «Oh, of course, naturally!» Lady Amma tittered, trying to
convince those present that she was so worldly as to know such
details.

  Besides Lady Amma, there was a young woman and her toddler
– a bundle of about three years old, swaddled in layers of wool –
who wobbled unsteadily as he tried to grasp the branches of the
decorated fir set atop a small table.

  To Geiri, Mother Drífa’s shop was a realm of wonders.

  A special place where an endless array of goods from the
continent – and perhaps beyond – converged, their enticing, exotic
fragrances whispering to the imagination of dazzling, far-off
lands.

  Chocolate, a costly, irresistible delicacy, savoured by
all: from the affluent family of jewellers who could afford entire
bars, to the modest pigment-makers who made do with a single
square, divided among five or six mouths.

  Tea, a handful of dried leaves said to possess therapeutic,
calming, regenerating, antiseptic, disinfectant, strengthening,
energizing, invigorating properties... Opinions varied, and Geiri
had never seen any noticeable effect on anyone, so he couldn’t say
for certain. But judging by the scent of that dried vegetal mash,
it couldn’t be unpleasant.

  There were also coffee beans; dried and candied fruits;
vegetables in unfamiliar shapes and colours, preserved in large
jars filled with a greenish, oily substance with a bitter scent;
tins brimming with spices in vibrant hues that made one’s nose
tingle and eyes water if sniffed too closely.

   «…fortunately, thanks to Jóndór, we’re not short on wood.
This winter promises to be so long…»

  The young woman stifled a sigh as she pulled her little one
back, who was toddling across the polished, red-waxed floorboards.
Geiri rolled his eyes, sharing her irritation at the lilting, mushy
voice that Lady Amma put on.

  Mother Drífa handed over the package tied with a loop of
twine, impervious to the woman’s prattle.

   «Do you need any 
eimi?»

  Geiri pretended not to be listening.

   «No, we still have plenty,» Lady Amma assured her.
«Besides, children hardly need it, they sleep like hares in their
burrows! The other night…»

   «Very well, goodbye.»

  The young woman grasped the child’s hand and requested far
less exclusive provisions from Mother Drífa: half a kilo of black
wheat, a small barrel of curdled milk, a dark loaf of bread, a
handful of coarse salt, two sticks of whale fat. Almost the same
shopping list Geiri would have made.

  Mother Drífa packed everything in plant-based paper,
resistant to the damp snowflakes.

   «Do you need any 
eimi?»

   «No, thank you. Rómeó is a handful, but he has no trouble
sleeping at night.» She offered a tender smile to the boy, who had
plopped down on the floor and was gazing up at her blissfully.

   «Neither do you,» Mother Drífa replied.

  Mother Drífa had a particular way of speaking when she
wanted to imply something. She would utter a word, a phrase, a
line, behind which lay an inevitable meaning, a labyrinth of
intricate and connected ideas that coalesced into a few expertly
delivered syllables and an unerring cadence.

  For these reasons, the young woman hesitated. She glanced
at her little boy, who answered with a wide grin on his round ears
and a cheerful, lopsided squeal. She turned back to Mother Drífa.

   «Maybe… maybe it’s best if you give me a vial,» she
agreed, with a thin veil of reluctant fear.

  Mother Drífa complied and accepted the coins, making them
jingle as she added them to the 
króna earned that day.

  Geiri stepped up to the carved wood of the counter, whose
patterns evoked the sinuous curves of the southern world, traced by
green pastures, blue lakes, crimson sunsets, and landscapes the sun
generously kissed for twelve undeniable months.

   «What do you need, boy?» Mother Drífa inquired.

  Geiri recited the list his grandmother had made him learn
by heart. Not a frugal purchase, but neither abundant — simple,
traditional, respectful of the past, and mindful of saving a bit in
anticipation of harsher times. Then he watched as Mother Drífa
disappeared and reappeared from the back pantry, moving with a
grace and speed that belied her imposing figure, broad and
towering.

  He couldn’t guess her age. She was old, judging by the
sagging skin under her chin and on her cheeks, the network of tiny
veins on her face, and her hands, speckled with brown spots of all
shapes and sizes. But she wasn’t an ordinary old woman.

  His grandmother had passed her eightieth year a few moons
ago and, despite being less plump and less sagging than Mother
Drífa, the changing of the seasons was evident everywhere on her.
In the slackness of her face, the vacancy of her gaze, the struggle
to rise from a chair, the creak of her back and knees, the
grotesque slowness with which her tongue shaped the thoughts of her
mind. Not so with Mother Drífa.

  Mother Drífa had a gaze that could crashing a wave during a
storm.

   «It’s rude to stare at people, boy,» she scolded him,
leaning over a wooden table to bundle his items.

   «I was wondering how old you are.» Geiri was sure that
Mother Drífa knew.

   «Older than I should be.»

   «That’s not an answer.»

   «Of course it is.»

  Geiri, unfazed by the reprimand, kept his eyes fixed on the
nimble, weathered fingers, etched with blistered calluses that his
father and many others attributed to the craft of a blacksmith. He
had eavesdropped on numerous conversations about it, crouched at
the top of the stairs after pretending to have gone to bed.

  The blacksmith's trade was the trade of spirits. Essential
for the village’s sustenance, for they knew the secrets of metals,
gems, the earth, and the skittish, enigmatic fire that rumbled
slyly, the purifying guardian of the portal between here and the
beyond. And for those same reasons, they were feared.

  Mother Drífa’s past was off-limits, but even Geiri
recognized those scars as the hallmark of someone who had wielded
bellows, hammers, mauls, and tongs for a long period. He had often
heard his father and his friends remark on that trait of Mother
Drífa’s with disdain, mockery, and indignation. Fools’ talk, meant
to mask their reverent, unacknowledged apprehension toward someone
who might have belonged to the caste of outcasts but, more
strikingly, a woman capable of standing in for a man.

   «You could use a drop of 
eimi every morning,» Mother Drífa remarked, looming
heavily over him.

  «I like staying awake.»

  «Too much of it brings trouble.»

  Geiri forced himself not to yield to the overwhelming
intensity of her presence, or he'd waste his golden opportunity.

  He held Mother Drífa's vivid, piercing gaze, hoping to
plumb its depths without becoming ensnared.

  «Mother Drífa, what do you know about 
Sinterklaas?»

  «What everyone knows.»

  Geiri wrinkled his nose. «That's not true.»

  Mother Drífa gave him a sharp look, though she didn’t seem
irritated. She set the bundle of provisions down beside the
counter, weighing up the ten-year-old boy, a gangly meter and a
half tall, standing before her.

  «Too much curiosity drives the bird into the net.»

  «I always keep a penknife in my pocket to cut the strings.»

  Mother Drífa made a sound that was somewhere between a
whistle and a grunt. She leaned on her elbows for a moment, then
rose to her full, monumental composure.

  «
Sinterklaas is the one who brings gifts to all the
children on Christmas night.» Her tone was flat, devoid of emphasis
or inflection. Her stories, her fables, her tales were an intricate
mystery, unwinding without the listener ever knowing whether it was
good or evil weaving the threads of the plot. «A shadowy spirit,
moving while the realm of the just — and the wayward — is suspended
in sleep.»

  She walked languidly toward the fur-padded rocking chair,
which didn’t creak when she sat but swayed gently, its polished
wood gleaming in the glow of the crackling fireplace.

  «
Sinterklaas is also known as Santa Claus. He is aided by
thirteen elves who accompany him on his journey, carry the great
sacks of gifts, and tend to the nine reindeer that pull his
enchanted sleigh. He enters homes as silently as the flight of a
dragonfly, and while families sleep, he places parcels beneath the 
fir branches and partakes of the sweets and fruits tied to
the boughs. It is crucial that children — all children — are deeply
asleep during his visit, so they do not perceive his supernatural
essence, lose their innocence, or sever the invisible thread
connecting them to 
Álfaheimr.»

  Geiri clutched the buckle of the satchel slung across his
chest, a gift forged by his father.

  It seemed to him that a cold draft had slipped into the
shop, usually so sooty, soporific, and warm.

  «It is customary to give children 
eimi, an herbal potion that induces sleep, so there’s no
risk of them rising — out of indiscretion, disobedience, mischief,
or curiosity.» Mother Drífa let a metaphorical axe fall on that
word. «It is said that Santa Claus hails from 
Álfaheimr itself, the realm of the light elves. Beings of
pure radiance, luminous and benevolent, they work to foster
goodness, shaping children’s dreams into bright, joyful, and
peaceful visions, shielding them from the dark nightmares of
adults, brimming with fear, anguish, and sorrow. For this reason,
if a child were to glimpse his earthly form, it would shatter their
connection to 
Álfaheimr, staining their childhood and making them
unwelcome to the light elves.»

  Geiri waited. But Mother Drífa pressed her hands against
the armrests, standing up with a satisfied expression.

  «That’s not interesting at all!» Geiri protested.

  «I never said it was.»

  «Why does 

  
Sinterklaas
 bring gifts to children? Who is he? What happens to a child
who escapes sleep to try to see him?»

   «Those, boy, are questions that don’t matter.»

  And despite her steady voice, Geiri sensed that Mother
Drífa herself doubted those very words.

   «There’s the girl who saw 
Sinterklaas.» Geiri resorted to playing his final card.
«And who disappeared.»

  Mother Drífa feigned an intent examination of a label
scrawled in violet ink, allowing the seconds to pass slowly.

   «Who could ever claim they saw 
Sinterklaas?»

   «Are there any other explanations?»

  Mother Drífa leaned in, freezing him with a look as dark as
Fenrir’s lair.

   «Answering questions with more questions is the way of
demons.»

  Geiri’s heart pounded in his chest, afraid he had plucked
the wrong string on the witch’s harp, but he did not retreat or
relent. He was determined to get an explanation, whatever it might
be.

  Mother Drífa held her stern, unyielding expression for a
few moments longer. Then she straightened her broad back.

   «Kari. On Christmas Eve last year, she vanished from her
bed and was never seen again,» she recalled. «But she was a girl
older than you, with a wild and unpredictable spirit.»

   «That doesn’t prove…»

   «Nor does it prove that 
Sinterklaas was responsible for her disappearance.»

   «Escaping without leaving a trace is difficult, even for
an animal.»

  Mother Drífa scrutinized Geiri, unreadable. She parted her
lips, on the verge of saying something, but the entrance bell
chimed, accompanied by a gust of polar wind laced with crystal
crumbs.

   «It’s snowing again!» exclaimed Miss Norma, just stepping
inside. «Hello, Mother Drífa, good thing you’re still open — I
thought it was late!»

  Geiri suddenly realized how many hours had passed. It was
indeed very late. His mother and grandmother were probably already
worried sick about him.

   «Boy, it’s time for you to go,» Mother Drífa decreed,
cutting the conversation short with finality. Geiri nodded,
disheartened, and left the coins on the counter. Mother Drífa
fiddled with the package to secure an extra loop of string and
handed it to him, sending him on his way without ceremony.
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