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      Dear Reader,

      The North Pole, Alaska series was originally published under the name Noelle Fox, the novels being written alternately by Lori Handeland, Isabel Sharpe and Laura Scott.

      To reach a wider audience, they are now being published under our own names. We hope you enjoy reading them as much as we enjoyed writing them.

      Reviews are critically important authors, so if you enjoyed this story I’d appreciate you taking a few minutes to leave a Review at the retailer where you purchased the book. It may be as short or as long as you’d like.

      If you are unfamiliar with my other novels and would like to check them out, please visit my website at www.lorihandeland.com

      Best wishes,

      Lori Handeland
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        Where the Christmas Spirit lives, all year long.

        Inspired by the real North Pole, Alaska and its dedicated residents who each year answer children’s letters to Santa, this North Pole and the characters living in or passing through are pure fictional fun.
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      Dear Santa,

      I know I’ve been kinda bad this year. I didn’t listen to Mom and Dad like I should. I kicked my brother. But even you have to admit he’s annoying. ‘sides, he kicked me first.

      I’m not writing for myself anyways but for my Aunt Ella. She’s the bestest aunt, and she deserves somethin’ good to happen. Her dad, my grampa, died last year. Everyone’s been super sad, but Aunt Ella ‘specially because she and Grampa did a lot together. They’re both bush pilots, and they have their own business, which is just Aunt Ella’s now I guess.

      What they really loved was the Iditarod Sled Dog Race. Ever since Aunt Ella was old enough to help, both she and Grampa would volunteer at the checkpoints. Then a few years back Grampa decided he wanted to do the race hisself, and he started learnin’ how but he died afore he ever got to race. On his deathbed he asked Aunt Ella to race for him and she promised.

      So she learned too, and she was gonna race the next race and everyone was so excited and happy. Then the man who was teachin’ her got in tax trouble and disappeared. Aunt Ella’s really close to bein’ ready to run. She only has a few things left to learn. But she doesn’t have much time since the race is less than a month away.

      Aunt Ella wrote to Kody Lord, who’s won the race a bunch of times, asking if he could help her but he never answered. Since he lives in North Pole, could you ask him to help my Aunt Ella? I’m sure he’d do anything for you, Santa. I would.

      I will, too. If’n you get Kody Lord to finish training Aunt Ella in time for the Iditarod, I’ll never ask you for another present, ever, even on the years I’m good.

      I swear.

      Signed,

      Cally Conway

      
      Clara Goebel, postmistress of North Pole, Alaska, lifted her gaze to the clock. Only ten minutes until she could close the post office for the day and head over to Sled Dog Safari where she’d have a little chat with Kody Lord. As the leader of “the Elves,” a group of volunteers who answered letters to Santa, Clara was well within her rights to intervene.

      “Poor Ella,” Clara murmured. “Losing her father, promising to carry on his dream, then having it crushed by some dimwit when she’s so close to completion. Not going to let that happen, Elsa.”

      At the sound of her name, Clara’s Siberian Husky lifted her head, her bright blue eyes focused with adoration on her mistress. Clara often discussed things with Elsa. She had no one else.

      Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She had a best friend, Hope Grayson. But Hope had recently been reunited with the father of her daughter, Sam, and she was a little busy being in love. Clara didn’t blame her. If she had a man like Doc Eli to love her, she wouldn’t be wasting time with a fifty-six-year-old woman who looked like Mrs. Claus either.

      Clara could talk to Rudy—the reindeer keeper in North Pole—they were friends. Or at least she thought they were. They'd even gone to the Valentine's Day Ball at the Silent Night Hotel together and danced up a storm. But afterward he'd deposited her at her front door, seemed about to kiss her, then fled instead.

      “Men.” Clara threw up her hands.

      Elsa huffed in sympathy.

      Clara had begun bringing the dog to work with her, and no one seemed to mind. Elsa kept her company during the day, visiting politely with customers if customers seemed inclined.

      Clara squinted through her wire-rimmed glasses, then took them off and gave them a good cleaning. By the time she finished, the clock read five.

      “Let’s go, girl. Wanna see Kody?”

      Elsa didn’t jump or bark, but she did do a little spin in place. She loved Kody. He’d once been her master.

      Clara pulled on her winter coat and boots, leaving her work shoes in their place near the door. Then she pulled on her gloves, her cap and wound her scarf around her neck.

      February in North Pole had an average high temperature of ten degrees, which meant it was a lot colder a lot of the time. Clara didn’t think the thermometer had climbed above zero once today. But she was used to it. She’d lived in North Pole all her life and she never wanted to live anywhere else.

      She finished locking the post office, snapped Elsa’s green leash onto her bright red collar and headed down Jack Frost Street, taking a right on Tinsel Avenue.

      North Pole was thirty miles from Fairbanks—which was below the Arctic Circle—nevertheless the daylight hours were short and while night had not fallen yet, the sun wasn't blazing either. Late afternoon in North Pole near the end of February meant dusky light at best. At least they'd made it past the winter solstice and every day the sun rose earlier and set later.

      The red and white striped streetlamps on Candy Cane Lane, North Pole’s main street, did not throw their light this far and Clara was thankful to have Elsa at her side. Not that there was much to be afraid of in North Pole.

      “Besides moose. Maybe a wolf.”

      Clara picked up her pace, hurrying past Santa’s Workshop, the huge Christmas store at the foot of Christmas Tree Circle where the Elves had their meetings and Clara distributed the letters to Santa. Closed early during the off-season, the massive Christmas store was silent and dark; it appeared a little haunted.

      “Rubbish,” Clara muttered. The only place that was haunted in North Pole was The Silent Night Hotel.

      Elsa’s ears pricked up, and she huffed frosty air out of her snout as she turned her attention to the fence behind the workshop where several large, reindeer-shaped shadows roamed. If they followed that fence they’d find a barn and the reindeer keeper’s house on the opposite side. Clara could just make out a light in the cabin’s window.

      She recalled the lovely meal she and Rudy had shared there just a few month’s past. Maybe she should knock on his door. Then she remembered Cally’s letter in her pocket and walked on. As the child had said, there wasn’t much time.

      She hooked a left onto Silver Bell Road. Sled Dog Safari was lit up like Christmas.

      There Kody Lord bred, raised and trained racing sled dogs. During tourist season, he allowed tours; there were races as well as dog drawn rides. In the off-season, all the nearby township schools sponsored field trips there. It was a tradition—like going to the pumpkin farm at Halloween.

      A fence surrounded the yard, where doghouses abounded—at least two dozen, with a dog either sitting on top of the house or running around at the end of its tether. To the right stood a two-story log home; to the rear two barn-shaped outbuildings loomed.

      As Clara approached, the dogs started barking. At the gate, Elsa tugged free and ran off, lending her bark to the increasing din.

      Kody stood in front of his home, harnessing dogs into the rigging of a racing sled. The ones left behind howled and pulled at their ropes. Some of the dogs in the harness snarled and snapped at both Kody and one another.

      Kody's hair shimmered golden beneath the overhead lights. Clara wanted to tell him to put on his hat. He was going to freeze without it. Then again, a man who’d run the Iditarod five times, and won it twice, ought to know that.

      Elsa ran right up to Kody and bumped his leg. The dog he was harnessing snapped at her; she lifted her lip and snarled.

      “Elsa!” Clara had never seen her sweet pet do such a thing before.

      Kody finished his task and stepped back, out of the reach of the dogs, which seemed possessed—barking and snarling and lunging. If not for the ice hook set deep in the snow, the sled would have been bouncing off without a rider.

      “Hey, girl.” Kody went to his knees and hugged Elsa.

      The dog gave one final snarl at the snippy dog before licking Kody’s face.

      Clara could understand wanting to lick that face. Kody was a very handsome man. With blue-gray eyes and that golden hair, plus a tall, trim body and great big biceps chiseled from years controlling a dozen plus sled dogs daily, Kody had women swooning all over North Pole. He never gave them so much as a glance. Rumor had it that Kody was still in love with his late wife, even though Darynda had died over two years ago.

      “Hi, Clara.” Kody gave Elsa a final squeeze and stood. “Everything okay?”

      “Huh?” His smile kind of blinded her. His teeth were as white as the snow.

      “With Elsa? You aren’t bringing her back are you?”

      “Never!” Clara loved the dog more than anything. She hadn’t known how lonely she was until she had Elsa to keep her company.

      The local Secret Santa had stolen Elsa and deposited her on Clara’s doorstep with a red bow around her neck. As Elsa was past the age of pulling a sled, as well as having puppies, Kody had allowed Clara to keep her.

      “She was a great lead dog. I wish I had another like her.” Kody cast a glance toward the animal at the front of the still-salivating pack. The beast glared back.

      “I bet,” Clara said. “What is wrong with them?”

      “They want to run. It’s all they ever want to do.”

      “They seem like they want to kill one another.”

      He laughed. “That too.”

      “But Elsa isn’t that way.”

      “No. Some sled dogs are like her. Most are like these. To run the Iditarod, they have to be.”

      Elsa trotted to Clara and sat on her foot, ignoring the slavering hounds like the lady she was.

      “She’s the only pure bred,” Clara observed.

      “Most sled dogs are mixed breeds. They have some husky, malamute, maybe even a little wolf.”

      Wolf might explain their behavior.

      “Is there something I can do for you, Clara? I need to take them for their run before they lose it.”

      From Clara’s perspective, that ship had sailed.

      She pulled the letter from her pocket and held it out to Kody. “It’s a letter to Santa.”

      He held up his hands. “Not mine.”

      “It kind of is. This child asks Santa if he’ll get you to train her aunt for the Iditarod.”

      The laughter in his eyes died. Suddenly they appeared more gray than blue. How odd.

      “No.” He pulled his hat out of a pocket and yanked it over his head. “I only train dogs.”

      “But—”

      He started for the back of the sled.

      Clara scurried after. “This woman lost her father. She promised him she’d run the race, then her trainer up and disappeared.”

      Kody lifted a hand. “I know the story. I read the letter she sent to me.”

      “And never answered it?” Who did that?

      His shoulders slumped. “I meant to. I just . . . didn’t.”

      “Maybe training someone would help you get back into racing.”

      Now his shoulders stiffened. “Who said I want to get back into racing?”

      “I . . . uh . . . um . . . ”

      No one had said he wanted to. From what Clara had heard, mostly from Mavis Bettritt the town gossip, he needed to. Sled Dog Safari was sliding slowly into the red. A more recent Iditarod win, or even a run, would return Kody Lord’s name to the public eye. More tourists would come to the Safari; more Iditarod hopefuls would want to buy dogs descended from champions.

      Still facing away from her, Kody spoke so softly Clara could barely hear him above the dog cacophony. “I know this place is in trouble. I’m doing the best I can. Tell her⁠—”

      The sled started to slip. The dogs were pulling so hard they’d loosened the ice hook.

      Clara stumbled back as Kody leaped onto the contraption and jerked out the hook. The sled lurched forward.

      “Tell her . . . ” Kody flew past, and all Clara heard was, “Ooooo.”

      The dog sled disappeared over a ridge. After a few moments, the dogs left behind stopped howling and settled down.

      “Tell her . . . oooo-kay. That’s what he meant. Right, girl?”

      Elsa woofed.

      Sounded like right to Clara.
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        * * *

      

      Ella Conway’s niece, Cally, called her as she was driving home from work. She’d delivered supplies to a few individuals who lived where no supplies would go unless they were flown in by plane. There were a surprising number of people who liked to live off the grid, and Alaska was just the place to do it.

      “Aunt Ella, Santa wrote me back!”

      “That’s great, honey.”

      At six years old, Cally still believed in Santa. Ella’s brother, Sebastian, had wondered if he should disabuse her of the notion. Ella had told him that if he did, she’d abuse him with a right cross.

      “Let the kid dream a while longer, why don’t you?”

      Ella would have liked to believe in miracles herself, but she knew better. If there’d been a miracle for the taking, she’d have used hers on her father. He’d been too young to die. But leukemia didn’t give a damn.

      Now she was alone, flying their Cessna 185, trying to keep up with their clients.

      “Well, it wasn’t exactly Santa who wrote, it was an elf named Clara.”

      “Uh-huh.” Ella negotiated the sharp turn into her drive, then began the half-mile bump-along that vaguely resembled a driveway.

      Speaking of living off the grid, she was close. She could still drive to a town if she was of a mind, though it was easier to fly, since she had a plane.

      “Clara said you could come to North Pole and work with Kody Lord.”

      Ella slammed on her brakes. Her red Ford pickup skidded only a little before coming to a stop, still in the shadows of the towering pines that lined the road. Her dogs were already barking. Nothing new. Sometimes she thought they barked every second she was gone. Out here, no one complained.

      “She said what?”

      The very mention of Kody Lord set her heart pumping so fast the sound seemed to fill the car. He was the best of the best. She'd even seen him race once.

      Ella and her father had attended the start of the Iditarod in Anchorage every year since her mother died when Ella was twelve. Sebastian
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