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Lucia took a swing at Hugo, and the tips of her fingers brushed his cheek. He clasped his hand dramatically to his face and his eyes filled with tears. “I’m going to tell Mama,” he sobbed, and disappeared out of the room.

Lucia sat down hard on the tiled floor and crossed her arms, sulking. Every time her brother wound her up, she fell for it, and then he would run to Mama for the littlest thing, and she would be in more trouble. He was only three, though, and at six she was expected to be the responsible big girl, the kind big sister. In a word: nice. She raised her head and looked at the Christmas decorations that festooned the room. It had been hard to be nice this year. Had she been nice enough to earn a present from the Three Kings? She stared morosely at the place where she put her shoes each year and hoped that Los Reyes Magos had seen enough good in her to fill them.

Something caught her eye. There was a forgotten wine glass in the corner of the room with a deep red stain under it, left over from the party the grownups had had the night before. She picked up the glass and tidied up a few training wrappers and debris that had been missed in the morning clear-up. She put the glass in the kitchen next to the sink, dropped the scraps in the bin, and, on tiptoe, dampened a cloth under the tap and went to wipe the wine stain away. Mama liked the house to be tidy.

“Lucia! What have you done now?”

Her mother’s shout from upstairs and Hugo’s wailing drowned out the jingling of a bell outside the window. A field elf was sending its latest observations back to HQ.

The counting hall was silent but for the scratching of quills and the steady ticking of the clock. Every head was bowed in fierce concentration as the annual reckoning drew to a close.

Wait. Not quite every head. The supervisor peered around, frowning, as a faint jingle betrayed movement. He hopped off his stool and marched silently up the hall towards the source of the disturbance. His footsteps were muffled by his soft woolly boots, his passing unnoticed by the hyper-focused counters.

He didn’t really like leaving his desk these days. Back when he had first joined the team as a very junior elf, the hall had been a hive of activity, thousands of counters at their stations, runners at the door to take the results to the stables. As the population they served grew, the hall had expanded. Its external dimensions had remained the same, an attractive old building set in the middle of the town square. Inside, some multidimensional trickery had added more space for desks until it was impossible to see the far end of the hall from the supervisors’ platform. Ah, those were the days.

Things were different now. Only a few hundred counters remained. The rest of the elves were out in the world, amusing children, playing tricks, and collecting data. So much data.

The floorplan of the hall had returned to its original size. The elegant interior – at ground level, at least – now matched its chocolate-box pretty exterior. But the multi-dimensional space had shifted vertically. Above the counters the hall went on up, up into the sky. The roof was so far above them that it had developed its own weather system. The supervisor tried not to look up. It made his head hurt. The huge space held an imposing, impossible data maelstrom, a swirling dark cloud containing billions of possibilities waiting to be resolved. Any disturbance in the hall would stop the count.

He padded to a halt at the culprit’s desk. While every other head was bowed over rolls of parchment, this one was not.

“Back to work,” he whispered.

The little elf swivelled to face him and the bell on its cap jingled frantically. The supervisor winced. Around them the scratching of quills became syncopated. He held his breath until they settled to the normal rhythm again.

“Murray,” he said, very, very quietly, “what do you think you are doing?”

“It won’t resolve,” Murray whispered back. He pointed up at the maelstrom. “Can’t you see?”

To the supervisor’s horror, in one fluid move Murray leapt up onto his desk. This time the sound of the nearest quills stopped dead. There was an echo of jingling bells that rippled out from where they stood. “Can’t you see?” shouted Murray.

The silence that followed was broken only by the ticking of the clock. The scratching of quills had stopped.

Alarms sounded in the control room. “The elves have decohered, I repeat, the elves have decohered!”

“Can you explain that in plain language, please,” sighed Santa, putting down his newspaper.

“Sorry, sir,” said the gruff polar bear. “We are unable to determine the Naughty/Nice states for the final batch of children.”

Santa raised a quizzical white eyebrow and glared at the bear.

“Uh, the elves have stopped processing the field data and we don’t know which children are due to get a present.”

“That’s better,” said Santa. “The final batch, you say.”

“Yes, sir. The Spanish data set.”

“Spain?” said Santa. “We have an extra fortnight to complete the calculations for Spain, don’t we? I always enjoy my little run-out with the Three Kings at Epiphany. The pressure is off, so to speak. And sangria makes a lovely change from sherry.”

“No, sir,” said the polar bear. “The allocations have to be completed at the same time as the main delivery, otherwise we could end up with a mismatched supply of this year’s must-have toy.”

“We can’t be having that, can we?” said Santa. He sighed. “It was so much easier when they were all happy with an orange. Oranges don’t go out of fashion. Nor do walnuts. Or balls, and tops. What happened to tops...?” He tugged at his white beard.

The polar bear waited politely while Santa caught his train of thought. In the background, the control room was a hive of activity. At last, the boss spoke again.

“What do you intend to do about this?”

“Well, sir, we have eliminated the source of the decoherence.” He gestured at the security cameras which showed a sad-looking elf being marched out of the counting hall. “The next step is to check on the entangled reindeer, and then we can re-start the count for the unprocessed children.”

“Very good,” said Santa. “Bring the elf to the stables, please. I’m going to check on the reindeer myself.”

The reindeer were indeed entangled. Santa approached Blitzen cautiously.

“Now, then, old chap, just relax.”

He slid his hand up one of Blitzen’s antlers. It was fuzzy to the touch. Opposite him, the senior reindeer handler was doing the same with Donner. The two reindeer were completely immobile, their antlers entwined and stuck fast. It was like one of those infuriating puzzles the elves used to put in crackers, thought Santa. He’d borrowed a few over the years and had the devil of a time trying to solve them. There were probably a few down the side of his armchair cushions, still linked together despite his best efforts.

The reindeer handler was more practiced. “They’re not supposed to entangle with each other,” he explained as he gently manipulated Donner’s antlers. “They entangle with the results from the counting hall, so that deliveries are all scheduled and ready to go. If there’s a glitch over there, though, we get a glitch over here, and they end up like this.” He gestured along the stable block where three other pairs of reindeer had locked antlers. Junior stable elves were calming the team and gradually separating them. As Santa watched, Dancer reared up on his hind legs, released, then galloped out to the snowy paddock, Prancer hot on his heels.

“Ah, that’s it,” said the handler triumphantly as Donner shook his head.

Santa guided Blitzen gently backwards out of the stall, then watched fondly as the reindeer followed the rest of the team outside. “They can let off some steam while we wait for the count to restart,” he said. He turned to the elf who had been sitting patiently on a hay bale. “Now, Murray, is it? Can you explain what you saw?”

“Yes, sir,” said Murray. He was much calmer now, his confidence returning. “I couldn’t reach an observable result. There is a child in a perfectly balanced naughty/nice state. Once you’ve been in that hall for even a little while, you can read the threads in the maelstrom.” He shuddered and looked down at the floor. “I wanted to be a field elf, but my mum didn’t want me to travel too far from home. I don’t like the maelstrom, sir. I’m not cut out to be a counter.”

“Yes, QuElf is a rather specialised role,” said Santa thoughtfully. “It doesn’t suit everyone. We will have to find you something more suitable after Christmas. But for now, I wonder what we can do about our perfectly balanced child?”

Deep in thought, Santa led Murray back to the control room. He settled back down in his armchair and beckoned the polar bear to his side.

“Murray here can explain the problem that occurred. I think you will find that removing the observations for the child in question will allow the rest of the batch to be completed.”

“We’re removing a child?” said the polar bear, consternation writ large across his furry face. “That’s against all the rules!”

“Not removing,” said Santa gently, shaking his head. “This one will need special care and more data. Put a gift aside, just in case.”

“Yes, sir,” said the polar bear. 

Murray followed him into the hub of the control room, and Santa fished out his reading glasses, unfolded his newspaper, and settled back in his chair. He had a busy night ahead.

The North Pole annual holidays were in full swing, the main Christmas deliveries complete. Relaxing with his guests at home, Santa poured another round of drinks for Melchor, Gaspar, and Baltasar.

“Are the camels comfortable in the stables?” he enquired.

“They are being very well looked after,” said Gaspar. “They enjoy spending time with the reindeer. It’s a nice break from following the star.”

“Are we all set for this evening’s deliveries?” asked Baltasar.

“Of course,” said Santa. He glanced out of the window at the snowy Town Square. There was a light in the counting hall. Murray had committed to finishing this job, and field elves were working overtime to supply the data that was needed. Santa’s eyes lifted to the roof of the hall. He knew that beneath it, in the mind-bending multi-dimensional vertical extension, naughty/nice possibilities were hanging in superposition above Murray. For all he made his staff explain what was happening in plain language, he knew exactly how the quantum process worked. He hadn’t been delivering gifts for centuries without a little quantum manipulation. He laughed softly to himself. “Ho, ho, ho...”

It was time. The Three Kings on their camels led the way, followed by Santa hauling the gifts in his sleigh.

Lucia knew she shouldn’t peek. Mama said you have to be asleep for Los Reyes Magos to visit., but she had tossed and turned so much, and now that the house was completely silent she crept to the room where her should were laid next to Hugo’s smaller pair. She hid behind a large chair, determined to stay awake.

As she watched, something formed in the air above her shoes, then disappeared leaving empty space. She rubbed her eyes. The image shimmered again, then vanished. She stared
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