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Chapter 1 – The Strange Sound in the Night
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Twinkletoes Parker woke up because the world sounded different.

Usually, December nights on Maple Lane were a mix of familiar noises: the wind rattling the loose gutter outside her window, the distant hum of a car on the main road, and the soft tick-tick-tick of the hallway clock. She knew those sounds the way she knew the rhythm of her own breathing.

Tonight, something new had joined them.

Hissssss. Chug-chug-chug.
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ILLUSTRATION:

Twinkletoes rolled over and squinted at her alarm clock. 11:48 p.m. The glowing red numbers looked too bright in the dark. She held her breath and listened again.

Hissssss. Chug-chug-chug.

Not the heater. Not the wind. Not a car. A train. That made no sense—there were no train tracks anywhere near Maple Lane. The nearest railroad crossing was miles away.

A flutter of excitement—and just a little fear—rose in her chest. Slowly, Twinkletoes pushed back her blankets, slid her feet onto the cold floor, and tiptoed to the window.
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Chapter 2 – The Train in the Front Yard
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Twinkletoes pulled the curtain back one careful inch, then another.

Where the quiet, sleepy street should have been, there was an enormous deep-blue engine filling her view. Its metal sides gleamed under a sky full of stars. White steam billowed around it, curling like a living cloud, and a golden headlamp threw a circle of warm light onto fresh, sparkling snow.
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ILLUSTRATION:

The Twinkle Star Express filling Maple Lane, steam swirling, 

seen from Twinkletoes’ bedroom window.

Snow? There hadn’t been any when she went to bed.

Her eyes went to the letters painted in shining silver along the side of the coal car: THE TWINKLE STAR EXPRESS.

Before she could gasp, a door in the nearest passenger car slid open with a metallic sigh. A man in a navy-blue coat and a tall cap stepped down onto her front lawn, as calmly as if star-colored trains always parked in the middle of neighborhoods.

“Miss Parker!” he called in a clear, sure voice. “You’re just in time.”

Twinkletoes’ heart thumped. Somehow, she knew the sound and the snow and the train were meant for her. She grabbed her pale blue robe, slipped into her slippers, and crept downstairs through the glow of the Christmas tree, toward the door—and whatever waited beyond it.
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Chapter 3 – Boarding the Twinkle Star Express
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The doorknob felt strangely warm in Twinkletoes’ hand. When she opened the front door, the cold slapped her cheeks—but underneath the cold was the gentle smell of coal, snow, and hot chocolate all mixed together.

The Twinkle Star Express filled the street. Steam curled around the engine, and snow blanketed the yard in a soft white layer. The conductor stood at the bottom of the steps, checking a shiny pocket watch on a chain.

He looked up the second she stepped outside. “Ah. There you are,” he said. “Right on time, Miss Twinkletoes Parker.”  
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ILLUSTRATION:

Twinkletoes in robe and slippers at the open front door, facing the 

conductor and the steaming Twinkle Star Express in her snowy yard.

“

How do you know my name?” she whispered.

“The train knows every child who still believes enough to hear it,” he replied. “Some hear and roll over. Some hear and hide. And some”—he smiled—“come to the door.”

Her heart gave a brave little jump. “Are my parents going to be mad?”

The conductor’s eyes softened. “They’ll wake up and find you exactly where they expect you to be,” he said. “But you will be just a little different.” He held out his gloved hand. “Now then. Are you coming? We can’t keep Starlight Station waiting.”

Twinkletoes took a deep breath, reached for his hand, and climbed the steps onto the Twinkle Star Express.
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Chapter 4 – New Friends and Golden Tickets
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Warmth wrapped around Twinkletoes the moment she stepped inside the car. Children in pajamas filled the seats—laughing, whispering, and pressing their faces to the frosty windows. Garlands wrapped around brass railings, and the air smelled like cinnamon and

[image: D9766E04-D9FB-423A-88DA-04DF8706D2A0.png]

ILLUSTRATION:

Inside the train car, children in various pajamas are seen, some laughing

and others peering out frosty windows. Twinkletoes stands in the aisle.

“

Plenty of room, plenty of room,” the conductor said, leading her down the aisle. He stopped beside a blue seat halfway down. “Jordan, this is Miss Twinkletoes Parker. Make a bit of room, if you please.”

A boy about her age scooted over, his red pajamas covered in tiny white stars. “Hi,” he said with a grin. “First time?”

“On... what?” Twinkletoes asked.

“The Twinkle Star Express, obviously,” Jordan whispered. “My cousin rode it once. Nobody believed her, but she told me everything. I’ve been waiting for my turn.”

The train gave a gentle lurch and began to roll. Twinkletoes watched her house slide past the window, the glowing Christmas tree just visible through the curtains, and felt her stomach flutter.

“Tickets, please!” the conductor called as he walked the aisle with a silver puncher. Kids pulled golden tickets from pockets and sleeves. Twinkletoes patted her robe, suddenly nervous.

“I don’t have a ticket,” she blurted when he reached their row.

“Of course you do,” he said calmly. “Left sleeve, Miss Parker.” She tugged at her cuff—and a golden ticket slipped into her hand as if it had been there all along.
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Chapter 5 – Hot Chocolate and the Ice Lake
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The conductor punched tiny swirling shapes into Twinkletoes’ ticket, then moved on. “You’re one of the quiet believers,” he said over his shoulder. “Quiet doesn’t mean weak. It means deep.”

Twinkletoes tucked the ticket safely away just as the doors at the end of the car banged open. A parade of servers in white jackets swept down the aisle, balancing silver pots that sent up clouds of sweet steam.

“Hot chocolate!” they sang together, pouring cocoa into heavy mugs and topping each with whipped cream and tiny marshmallows. 
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ILLUSTRATION:

Servers dancing down the aisle with cocoa while Twinkletoes

and Jordan hold steaming mugs, faces lit with delight.

Twinkletoes wrapped her hands around her mug. The first sip was thick and rich, tasting like every cozy Christmas memory she’d ever had.

Jordan leaned closer. “Starlight Station recipe,” he whispered. “Guaranteed to fix frostbite and bad moods.”

After a while, the forests outside the windows opened up. The Twinkle Star Express rolled onto a narrow bridge high above a wide frozen lake that gleamed like silver in the moonlight.

The surface was so still it reflected the sky perfectly—every star, every distant wisp of cloud. For a moment, it felt like the train was gliding through two layers of heaven.
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ILLUSTRATION:

The Twinkle Star Express crossing the shining ice lake, 

stars reflected above and below as Twinkletoes and 

Jordan stare out wide-eyed.

“It’s like the world twice,” Twinkletoes breathed.

“My cousin said the ice lake shows the
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