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      Selected

      

      “Yo! Jones! Front and center!”

      The usual buzz of conversation around the workshop dramatically increased to where the supervisor had to ask them to tone it down.

      “Don’t make me get out the megaphone, folks. Now, where are you, Jones?”

      “Here!” She had to jump up a little and wave her arm to get Wilson’s attention. “I’m over here!”

      Wilson scanned the large room, finally spotting her at a table at the far end. He signaled for her to come join him, then checked the list in his other hand.

      “Johnson! You here?”

      “He got transferred over to bicycles!” a voice called back.

      “All right. Last one. Williams!”

      A loud whoop answered him, and the young man hurried to join Jones at the front.

      “Follow me,” Wilson ordered the two, pivoted around, and took off out the door, forcing Jones and Williams to almost break into a jog to keep up with the fast-moving supervisor.

      “This is gonna be so great!” Williams almost squealed as they fought to keep up.

      “What’s going to be great?” Jones lobbed back at him. She got a look of disbelief from him.

      “You don’t know? Haven’t you been keeping up with the grapevine?”

      “I try to steer clear of gossip,” Jones confessed. She pointed at Wilson. “Where is he taking us?”

      “To see The Boss!” Williams’ face lit up. “It’s our turn this year!”

      “Our turn to do what?”

      Before he could answer, they entered the large room where a few other workers were already gathered. Their excitement was palpable, and as soon as Jones saw the object each of them was holding, she knew the answer to her question.

      “Oh, my gosh! Really? Really?”

      Williams beamed. “I was right! We’ve been selected⁠—”

      “This is the last of them,” Wilson announced to the other supervisors also present, cutting him off. “Johnson wasn’t in that department. He was transferred to bicycles.”

      “Don’t worry. We found him,” Atkins responded.

      Glancing back at the two workers behind him, Wilson waved an arm in the direction where the others were gathered. “Go stand up there. The Boss should be here momentarily.”

      Walking up to the line of her fellow workers, Jones took a stance at the end. Williams joined her. It was hard to believe she was about to be bestowed the special honor that only a dozen of them were allowed to embark upon every Christmas. Just to make sure she wasn’t dreaming, Jones leaned over and quickly counted the number of them waiting in line.

      “Yep. There’s twelve of us. Oh, my goodness. Somebody pinch me and tell me I’m not dreaming!”

      “I have a better idea,” a voice remarked. “Here. Don’t drop it.”

      Jones turned her head just as a white bowl emblazoned with green and red swirls was shoved into her hands. The sight of it confirmed what she’d dreamt of doing ever since she first came to work in the factory.

      A sudden hush came over the room. The side door opened, and The Boss strode in, a huge smile on his beaming face. He stopped directly in front of them and surveyed the line.

      “Welcome and congratulations! If you haven’t figured it out by now, each one of you have been specially selected to be a Bearer of Christmas Wishes this year!”

      Jones watched, open-mouthed and dumbfounded, as the others around her cheered. Some even jumped up and down or did a little dance of joy. It was all she could do to accept the reality of this honor.

      The Boss held up his hands for silence. Once everyone settled down, he nodded. “All right. Now, I know you’ve all heard from the others who’ve gone before you about what to expect in the event you get chosen. I’m going to give it to you straight, so listen up because I don’t like to repeat myself.”

      Like the others, Jones nodded in acceptance.

      “First off, there are five rules to this. You cannot deviate from them. Ever. If you do, you will be immediately pulled from participating, and you’ll never be allowed to be a part of this event ever again. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir!” the twelve replied in unison.

      “Number one, you’re going to have to take on the size and attributes of the people out there, and you must remain that way as long as you are among them.

      “Number two, you can only hand out one candy cane per person. Do not allow them to take for themselves because we know there may be those who’ll try to take more than their fair share.” He pointed to someone. “Yes, Smith?”

      “What if they ask for another one?”

      “Politely decline. Always remember that if you try to cheat by handing out more than one per person, or allow them to take more than one, the candy’s magic will become null and void. Furthermore, you’ll be returned here and banned from any future participation.

      “Rule number three, if you hand a person a candy cane, and they give it to someone else, even if it’s to a person who already has one, do not step in and try to take it away from them. Yes, that candy cane will no longer have its magic if it’s handed off to another, but that is no longer your concern.

      “Now, rule number four, do not hand out any broken ones. Their magic will no longer work. And finally, rule number five, you cannot come home until you’ve given away all the candy canes in your bowl. When you’ve accomplished your task, the bowl will signal to us that you’re finished, and you’ll be whisked back here.”

      Someone else raised a hand.

      “Yes, Lewis?”

      “If we can’t hand out the broken ones, what are we to do with them? Will the bowl let you know if there are only broken ones left?”

      The Boss nodded. “Excellent questions, Lewis. Before I answer them, let me warn you.” He glared at the line, his normally bubbly, jovial self now deadly serious. “Don’t go try and break your candy canes so you can be returned. The bowl will know if you are deliberately trying to shorten your stay among the people. This isn’t a contest to see who can hand out Christmas magic the fastest, got me?”

      Jones ventured to raise a hand, figuring it would be better to ask now than regret not asking until it was too late.

      The Boss beamed at her. “Yes, Jones?”

      “Rule number five.”

      “What about it?”

      “You said we can’t come back until we’ve given away all our candy canes. What if we’re unable to do that in the one day we’re given?”

      Confusion crossed The Boss’s face. “What do you mean, in the one day?”

      Jones briefly scanned the others standing in line, watching her. “Well, I heard⁠—”

      “You’re talking about what you’ve been told by others who were selected to be a Bearer, correct?” he clarified.

      “Yes, sir.”

      A grin lifted the corners of his big white moustache. “Then let me say for the record, there is no time limit on how long you have to stay. Yes, a lot of Bearers only need one day to give away all their candy canes, but there have also been those who had to take two or more days. Again, I repeat, this is not a race to see who comes back first.” He held up a hand in case she was about to respond, which she was. “I’m glad you brought up the question. Just remember this. Your job now is to be the Bearer of Christmas Wishes. Enjoy your visit while you’re at your location.”

      He studied the line. “A strong word of warning, everyone. When you take on the size and attributes of the people, you will also take on their vulnerabilities. You will feel the cold and the warmth, you will feel the hunger and thirst, and you will feel weariness and pain. You will, in short, experience everything the people do, so be prepared. This is why you may need more than one day to complete your mission. Don’t be surprised if you’re uncomfortable. After all, it’s wintertime.”

      He straightened, signaling that this meeting was coming to a close. “All of you report now to the transfer station. You’ll be given a few articles of clothing and some legal tender to help get you by. Use it wisely. And if something should happen, if you are involved in an emergency situation, simply speak into the bowl. We’ll hear you and rush to extract you as quickly as we can. Now, are there any more questions?” He looked directly at Jones. She shook her head, earning a smile from the man.

      “All right, everyone! Congratulations again on being selected this year as Bearers of Christmas Wishes! Good luck handing out your candy canes, and have fun spreading Christmas magic!”

      Jones watched the man exit through the large doorway that she knew led to his inner office when she was given a hard nudge in the ribs from behind.

      “Get a move on, Jones!” Williams urged. “You’re holding up the line.”

      Muttering an apology, she hurried to catch up with the others as they filed out of the room.
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      Assignment

      
      Inside the transfer station, Jones waited for her turn to receive her extra clothing and legal tender. She noticed that the workers were being given coats, scarfs, hats, and a pair of gloves before advancing to the next area.

      “Do I need to put this on now?” she inquired of Cummings, who shoved a coat into her arms.

      “Do so before you leave. Where you’re going, more than likely it’s snowing and blowing cold.”

      “It’s always snowing up here,” Jones pointed out.

      The woman gave her a look that bespoke years of patience with someone like her. “It’s a different kind of cold and snow. You’ll find out for yourself when you get to wherever you’re going.”

      “Where am I going?”

      Cummings gave her a little shove. “You’re done here. Go to the next station. Who’s next?”

      Still confused, Jones located where Williams had gone and followed him. There, Anderson handed her a small purse.

      “Here. It’s called money. Legal tender. It’s what people use to obtain things they need, like food. Take care of it. If you lose it, you will get very hungry.” He gave her a pat on the arm and a smile. “Good luck, Jones. I know you’ll bring a lot of Christmas magic to many people.”

      She thanked the worker and went to the third station where Fuller was waiting. In front of him was a covered basket with a narrow opening in the lid.

      “What do I do here?”

      “It’s simple. Put your hand inside and pull out a location where you’ll be sent.”

      “I’m not being assigned a location?”

      “You’re assigning yourself a location.”

      With a little shrug, Jones reached through the slit. She grabbed the first object her fingers touched and withdrew it. Jones stared at the knob with a word etched on top.

      Fuller plucked it from her grasp and looked at it. “Yorkerville! That’s a good one!” Turning around, he slid it into a hole in a board. Above the hole was Jones’ name, and she realized it was a location finder. As soon as the knob was set in place, it glowed a bright yellow.

      Fuller then pointed to the map projected on the far wall. Jones immediately recognized it. It was the map used to pinpoint The Boss’s location at any time on The Big Night. Already several pinpoints of light glowed across its expanse, none of which she noted were the same pale butter yellow as hers.

      As hers?

      “Each of us has a different color?”

      “Of course.”

      She peered closer at the map. “I don’t see my light.”

      Fuller let out a hearty laugh. “And you won’t, but we will after you arrive at your assigned location.”

      It became clear to her, and Jones smiled. “That’s how you’ll be able to locate me if I call for help.”

      “Or how we’ll locate you
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