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“WHY, HELLO,” A VOICE said from beside him. “Would you like some apple punch?”

Runi looked round and straight into the same emerald eyes that had been haunting him. The beautiful black-haired elf looked lovelier than ever dressed in a robe of deep green. She held a mug of steaming punch in each hand.

He smiled. “It seems you are always bringing me refreshment.”

“I’m helping make sure everyone has what he needs.”

I need you. Runi pushed that alarming thought to the back of his mind and accepted a mug. “Well, thank you.” And now would she move on through the crowd, this graceful elf who smelled of frankincense? But she showed no sign of stirring from his side and, instead, smiled back at him.

“You don’t remember my name, do you?”

“I am ashamed to admit I do not.” He inclined his head. “I am terrible at names.” Tell me, please. Tell me and I will burn it on my heart.

Chapter One

The North Pole, the 15th day of December

“Olja, my dear, might I have a word with you?”

The deep voice issued from behind Olja, who sat at her place in the workshop, wreaking magic. The lofty hall, which always seemed to smell of wood shavings and myrrh, bustled with noise and activity. So close to zero hour—or December 24th—every available elf labored with joyous devotion. It took a great deal of work and magic to pull off Santa’s yearly Christmas miracle.

But Olja knew this voice and it made her eyes go wide with surprised delight. She rose from her bench and turned to face the man standing behind her.

Was he a man? A wizard? A kind of god? Even Olja, born and raised here in the realm of the North Pole, couldn’t say. He’d been there all her life like the snow and the constant hum of magic, and the veil of radiance that shielded this place from the rest of the world. Olja knew him to be ancient, kind and little enough like the perception of the humans he served.

Oh, he fit the image in many ways, she acknowledged as she turned to face him. Tall and broad, he had a crop of wild white hair and dancing blue eyes. Today he wore his ordinary clothes, a pair of brown leggings and a great, padded tunic of deep green all edged in embroidered lattice-work. His wife, Mrs. Claus, was an expert needlewoman and loved to lavish her attention on him.

He looked, Olja decided now, more like an aged version of the Norse god, Thor, than the jolly elf of story.

She and the other residents of the North Pole were the elves, and as unlike humans’ concept of those beings as Santa was unlike a chubby man in a red suit.

“Santa, sir, what may I do for you?”

He smiled and Olja could do nothing but smile in return. Santa’s energies waned like the moon—no, like the seasons of the year. Come January, he would be quiet and sleepy. In summer, he seemed relaxed, as if he possessed all the time in the world. Now, his mood burgeoned with life and vitality, and everyone else at the Pole became energized right along with him.

“Step outside,” he bade, his eyes crinkling. “It is so noisy with magic here, I can’t hear myself think.”

“Of course.”

He turned and she followed him from the bustling work hall, gaining a few curious glances along the way. No one stopped working but many smiled. At every bench, graceful elven fingers flew, fashioning magic into bundles of potential. These, Santa would load into his sack on the Great Night. Along his journey, they could become whatever he wished.

Magical dust rose in small, glittering clouds around their feet. Even that would be swept up later by the youngest elves, for reuse. Nothing got wasted here, especially the raw ingredients of magic.

Some five hundred elves lived within the veil at the North Pole, a thriving if secret community. The man who led Olja from the shed and turned to face her, knew them all by name.

“Look,” he bade her, “what a beautiful night, my Olja.”

Olja looked up and lost her breath. Night had indeed fallen while she worked inside; the air was frigid and still. Overhead, a great raft of stars pricked the dark sky. The northern lights that curtained this place had died down to a mere murmur. At times—when they rose up—Olja could hear their music, like the pealing of bells.

Sleigh bells.

“A good night,” Santa mused, “for magic.”

Olja responded as might any true elf, “Any night is a good night for magic.” But why had he summoned her from her work? Why single her out? “Santa, sir, what might I do for you?”

“Please do not call me ‘sir.’ I may be several thousand years old, but I need to keep feeling young.”

That made Olja laugh. She nodded and her hair—black as the sky overhead—fell forward to caress her shoulders.

Elves such as she—true elves—bore little resemblance to those purported to inhabit Santa’s workshop, and more to those who peopled the pages of high fantasy novels. Olja, for instance, stood tall and slender, as high as Santa’s shoulder, with narrow hands and a clever, beautiful face. A race apart from humans, her kind had come from the northern places, the valleys of Wales and the mountains of Scandinavia, to find refuge here against the prejudices of the world.

That, though, had been so long ago, even Olja’s parents couldn’t remember.

“You,” Olja said truthfully, “will be forever young.”

Santa’s eyes crinkled. “Thank you for your faith in me. My dear, I have a special assignment I wish to entrust to you.”

“To me?” Olja understood Santa did that sometimes. He received challenging requests from those out in the world, that surpassed ordinary magical potential. But she’d certainly never been singled out for such an assignment.

“Indeed.” His smile deepened. So did the light in his eyes. “Are you not one of my most talented purveyors of magic? This assignment is quite delicate and I believe you are the perfect elf for it.”

“But—” Olja did not wish to admit she felt unprepared for special notice, not to him. Yet she did feel unprepared. “Am I not needed on the line? There are only nine days left.”

Santa turned to survey the work shed. It had once, long ago, housed reindeer. That had been when Santa and his wife first came here as herders, before they’d grown their magic. The building had also grown and Santa had built the reindeer a new barn. The workshop now glowed with light and hummed on a subliminal level.

“Every elf is needed on the line,” Santa acknowledged. “Yet am I to ignore a plea of the heart?”

“The heart,” Olja repeated.

“Ja, Olja. It has come to my ears and echoed through me. I feel it here.” He laid his hand upon his chest.

A call of love. When those came, Olja knew, Santa never disregarded them and would move heaven and earth to make the wish come true. Sometimes, a child wished for a mother, a parent for a safe place for her family to rest their heads. Such requests were a sacred trust.

Did Santa truly mean to place one such in Olja’s hands?

She drew herself up a little taller. “If you trust me, Santa, I will not fail.”

“I do trust you, Olja.” He laid his finger against his nose. “But this must be secret, ja? You can tell no one. Except Mrs. Claus. You may wish to go to her for assistance.”

“A secret?”

“Ja, Olja, for this concerns one of our own.”

Olja’s eyes widened. “An elf?” Elves rarely made wishes. They rarely needed to.

But Santa nodded gravely. “There is one among us who searches in vain for love.”

That, too, surprised Olja. Elves did marry, within the community. Indeed, it was a rare and singular time when an elf child arrived. But elves lived five hundred years or more. Finding a love to last so long often took a while.

Most elves, like Olja, were too busy. Of course she thought about love from time to time, when she lay in her bed before falling asleep for instance. But the wheel of the year left little room for such fancies.

Now, though, it seemed she was meant to make love happen for someone else.

She stepped closer to Santa and, in the spirit of confidentiality, lowered her voice. “Who is it?”

He answered in a rumble, Santa’s version of a whisper. “Young Runi. Do you know him?”

Olja nodded and her heart trembled. To be sure, everyone here knew everyone else in passing. Most, though, kept to their immediate social circles. Runi, being one of Santa’s routers, lay outside Olja’s.

That meant he worked right up to the night of the twenty-fourth, plotting Santa’s route for the Great Night, fitting in all the requests he’d received. Routers studied weather conditions and the positions of the stars, worked on subduing the veil also, so Santa and his reindeer could pass through at the critical moment. They even consulted with the reindeer.

Olja had never exchanged more than a few words with Runi, but she’d certainly noticed him. A tall, quiet elf with serious eyes as befitted a router, he had a crop of wild brown hair and a purple aura, which denoted intelligence.

“Runi has made a wish?” Beyond that of wanting to keep Santa’s journey on the Great Night swift and smooth.

“He has. He wishes for a partner of the heart. He thinks he’ll never find one.”

“Why does he think that?” Quiet Runi might be, but Olja could not imagine any among her fellow elf-sisters failing to be attracted to him.

Santa smiled; kindness shone from his eyes. “He has been in several relationships that did not work out. He now believes no one will want to be with him life-long.”

“Life-long,” Olja repeated in a whisper.

“Our Runi will be satisfied with nothing less. But he despairs. You understand, Olja, I cannot permit that here.”

Olja nodded. Despair, the antithesis to joy, could undo
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