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      Aria grits her teeth as she wrestles with her ski boot, fingers red from the cold. She bounces up and down on her left foot, trying to cram her boot into the stubborn binding. No luck. Her feet have grown more than an inch since last year, and she has no time to ask a shop to adjust the binding.

      Around her, Sommetville sparkles with Christmas magic. She stands at the top of Cornelia Avenue, the island’s main street, where rows of trees draped in garlands frame the shops and restaurants along the avenue. The long pedestrian path running down the center has frozen into a perfect ski slope that stretches all the way down to the giant Christmas tree at the entrance of Cloverwood Park. Its fir boughs are covered in fake snow and decorated with ornaments, including gold bells, candy canes, and red bows.

      A wave of excitement has taken over the city. It’s the Saturday before Christmas, and everyone knows what that means: the Ice Gliders Race is about to start. The Sommetvillers are getting ready to ski down as fast as they can to win the city’s most prestigious competition of the year.

      Aria shivers but it’s not from the cold. This is her favorite event. Missing out just because of a stubborn boot isn't an option. She looks at her foot and mutters, “Come on. Don't let me down now.”

      “Having some trouble there, Aria?” She looks up to see her best friend of ten years, Liam, skiing toward her.

      “I can’t put my ski on because my new boots don’t fit in the binding.”

      “Why didn’t you ask a professional to take care of it?”

      “Because I for— didn’t have time, okay? And it’s not my fault I’m growing too fast. Some people don’t have that problem,” she defends while she keeps wrestling with her uncooperative boot.

      Liam bites back the perfect comeback sitting on his tongue. He’s survived enough Aria-storms to know that when she’s mid-struggle, you do not poke the dragon.

      A bark rings out behind him, one he would recognize anywhere. Liam turns to see Pingo—Aria and his golden retriever (the one they adopted after their near-fatal adventure in Atlantis)—sliding toward them on his fluffy backside. The dog looks blissfully happy as he skids along without a care in the world.

      “Pingo!” Liam bends down and catches him. “Up for a race, buddy?”

      “At least he doesn’t need skis,” Aria groans, feeling her frustration boil over. She sits on the bench and watches the crowd gather at the starting line. The event is about to kick off, and her chance to join is slipping away. Why does she always forget to do things?

      “You guys go ahead. I don’t think I’ll make it onto my skis,” she says, her shoulders sagging in defeat.

      Liam jerks his head back. This race is Aria's absolute favorite! Her love for high stakes thrills almost always lands them in trouble, and he's usually right there beside her, whether he likes it or not. This year alone, she sent them hurtling into a 3,000-year-old kingdom, sparking countless time-travel adventures to save the world. He's lost count of how many times they've faced danger because of her crazy ideas.

      Liam plants his poles in the snow and takes off his skis. “No way. We’re in this together, or not at all. Come on, I’ll help you.” He offers Aria a hand. She takes it and rises to her feet.

      “Stand on top of your skis,” Liam says, guiding her as she presses her toes into the front bindings and keeps her heels lifted.

      “It’s not fitting!” Aria exclaims.

      Liam circles behind her and climbs onto the bench. “Trust me,” he says before leaping onto her back without warning. Aria lets out a yelp, nearly toppling over. Then, they both hear the click. They grin when they see her bindings finally locked into place.

      “Does it hurt?” Liam asks as he hops down beside her.

      “No… Thanks.” Aria gives him a sideways hug and grabs her poles from the bench. “Hurry up, or we’ll be late!”

      Liam straps his skis back on, and they dash toward the starting line together.

      Idris, one of their childhood friends, waves them over. “Aria! Liam! Over here. We've got spots saved for you.”

      Aria and Liam meet their friends, who are waiting side by side in a line. Aria twists her feet to stop, but her legs wobble, and she nearly bumps into them. Liam reaches out just in time to steady her.

      Before she can even thank him, they see Pingo sliding across the ice on his paws at full speed. Liam crouches down and opens his arms to catch him. “Whoa, Pingo, slow down!” The dog’s momentum is too strong, and he crashes into Liam, sending him straight into Aria and triggering a chain reaction of friends toppling like dominoes. Within seconds, everyone near the starting line is sprawled across the ice.

      With a full-grown golden retriever somehow wedged in his arms and everyone staring, Liam’s face flushes bright red. He lets go of Pingo and tries to stand, but getting up with skis on is no easy feat.

      Around them, the other racers also struggle to get back on their feet, grumbling as they do. After a few awkward tries, Aria and Liam manage to stand, doing their best to ignore the critical looks directed at them.

      “Liam!” a woman calls, and Liam freezes. It’s his mom. He whirls around to see her storming toward him, Aria’s dad trailing like a shadow. “Uh-oh,” Liam says.

      Aria gives him an encouraging pat on the back. She knows how much stricter Liam’s mother is compared to her dad.

      Liam’s mom stops beside him, all fired up and ready to lecture. “The race hasn’t even started, and you’re already causing a commotion. Behave, or you might end up on Santa’s naughty list this year.”

      “But Mom!” Liam protests, his voice echoing Pingo’s little whimper.

      “Aria, that goes for you too,” Aria’s father says.

      Aria bites her lip and stays silent. She is confident her dad’s soft spot will come through if necessary. She knows that any attempt to punish her never lasts more than a few minutes. And that timeline has drastically shortened since her mother passed away two years ago. Liam’s mom, though, is a different story.

      “We’ll be at the back, but I’m watching you,” Liam’s mother warns before moving to the rear of the group with Aria’s dad.

      Liam waves his finger right under Aria’s nose. “Did you hear that? No risky moves or wild plans, okay? I want that new keyboard I saw at the Hive.”

      “Promise,” Aria replies, though the tilt of her lips suggests otherwise.

      A harp glissando drifts from the speakers hidden among the avenue trees. The crowd’s attention shifts toward the makeshift stage next to the starting line.

      A lectern waits at the center of the stage while two flags on top of poles flap on each side of it, the Sommetville phoenix spreading its wings beside the blue-and-silver Unity banner. A garland of green, red, and yellow light balls hangs along the edge of the platform, though they barely glow under the bright winter sun.

      Mrs. Vaelori, Sommetville’s mayor for the past four years, approaches the lectern. In a cheerful voice, she reminds everyone of the race rules and wishes the participants luck. The moment she finishes, the sound of trumpets signals the beginning of the competition.

      At the starting line, Aria pushes off with her poles to launch forward. Liam does the same and catches up beside her, with Pingo zooming in close behind. They pick up speed, going faster and faster until the cold wind numbs their cheeks.

      Soon, a gap opens between them and the other racers. Locals cheer them from the sidewalks as they pass by. Winning the competition offers little more than bragging rights, but for Aria and Liam, it’s a chance to showcase their skills and feel the thrill.

      They speed down the avenue, weaving through ramps set up along the track—perfect for anyone craving an extra dose of adrenaline. As they near the finish, Aria spots a three-foot ramp just ahead. She’s already aiming for it. She’s never tried this jump before, and it’s her last chance to go for it.

      Liam catches the familiar glint in his best friend’s eyes. It’s the one she always gets right before doing something reckless. “Don’t even think about it, Aria. We’re going way too fast for this to end well.” His voice is almost drowned out by the wind, so he hopes the worried look on his face gives her the hint.

      “Oh, come on, Liam. We’ve got this.” Aria leans into her skis, tucking her poles close to her waist to boost her speed.

      “Aria!” Liam screams at the top of his lungs. He watches in horror as she heads straight for the ramp.

      He hesitates. He can take the safe route, or he can follow her and risk landing in the plaza in front of the park, where the big Christmas tree and Santa’s cabin stand. He clenches his teeth just thinking about what crashing there would do to his body.

      His pulse races as he makes his decision. “Everything will be fine,” he murmurs to himself before surging forward after her.

      They reach the ramp at the same time and fly into the air at lightning speed. Both let out screams as they soar several feet above the ground. Aria’s face lights up with adrenaline fueled joy. Liam looks ahead, and his heart skips a beat as he sees Santa's cabin looming closer. Before processing what's happening, they smash straight through the roof.

      The floor shakes beneath them as they land. They both let out matching groans of pain. Liam lies on his stomach like a starfish, while Aria agonizes on her back, torn between the leftover buzz and the sting of a growing bruise.

      But before Liam can scold her, an alarm blares, and they cover their ears.
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      The alarm screeches like a police siren on steroids, while a robotic voice repeats, “Intruder.”

      Aria presses her hands over her ears, but the noise barely fades. Liam glances around. He’s been inside Santa’s cabin in Sommetville every Christmas since he was two. But this place? It looks completely foreign.

      Liam rolls onto his right side and pushes himself into a sitting position. Using a nearby table for support, he stands up. The clicks of his boots popping free from his skis line up with the robotic voice. He walks to the window, curiosity and anxiety twisting in his stomach. One look outside makes his knees buckle.

      Beyond the window, a snowy village spreads out like a Christmas postcard. The wooden cabins resemble gingerbread houses, with steep roofs and timber frames trimmed with garlands. Ornaments hang from the eaves, and strands of red, green, and gold lights wrap around doors and windows. A Christmas tree the size of a building rises in the middle of a square, its decorations glowing like stars. Even in daylight, the whole village seems to sparkle.

      Tiny, pointy-eared figures in green jackets with red collars, belted with gold-buckled brown, rush around in a frenzy. They wear matching pants and striped, red-and-white socks tucked into curly-toed boots. Their hats—in shades of red, white, and green—sway as they dart about, creating a colorful display against the snowy backdrop.

      Aria wriggles, trying to stand, but her skis get in the way every time she moves her legs. “Liam!” she shouts over the deafening siren. “Can you give me a hand? I can’t get up.”

      She glances at her best friend, only to find him staring out the window, motionless. “What is it?” she asks, but he doesn’t answer. She frowns at the tiny furniture inside the room. This isn’t Santa’s usual cabin; it’s been completely transformed.

      Suddenly, the siren stops, replaced by a cheerful Christmas tune. Liam feels beads of sweat roll down his face, but he is too shocked to wipe them away. When he sees three small figures heading straight for the cabin, he exclaims, “They’re coming this way! We have to hide!”

      He rushes over to Aria and offers his hand.

      “Who, Liam? Who’s coming?” she asks as he practically lifts her off the ground. Fear has turned Liam into some kind of superhero.

      With no explanation, Aria decides to check for herself. Her skis scrape across the parquet floor as she makes her way over to the window. Peeking out, her expression shifts to pure wonder. It’s as if they’ve stepped right into a scene from her favorite Christmas movie.

      “We need to hide, Aria, now! The creatures are coming!” Liam says while showing a closet stuck between two armchairs. Aria raises an eyebrow, glancing between the elf-sized wardrobe and Liam, wondering how they’d ever squeeze inside.

      “Do you really think that’ll work?” she says. She notices the two
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MEET LiAMm,

My BEST FRIEND
AND PARTNER IN
CRIME.

HE’S A THIRTEEN-YEAR-OLD KID
FROM SOMMETVILLE WHO CAN
CODE LIKE A WIZARD, KICK A
SOCCER BALL LIKE A PRO, AND
PLAY THE PIANO SO WELL
BEETHOVEN WOULD BE
SPEECHLESS. (BUT SERIOUSLY,
DON’T TELL HIM | SAID THAT. His
HEAD’S BIG ENOUGH ALREADY!)
WHEN LiaM’s NOT BUSY ACING
SCHOOL, YOU CAN USUALLY FIND
HIM DOING ONE OF THOSE
THINGS.

UNLESS, OF COURSE, I'VE GoT
SOME WILD IDEA TO DRAG US
INTO TROUBLE. AND LET’S BE
HONEST, | usuALLy Do! LIk
THE TIME | ACCIDENTALLY
CRACKED OPEN A PORTAL TO
THE PAST AND LAUNCHED US
INTO OUR FIRST ADVENTURE.
(L1AM’s STILL DEBATING
WHETHER TO THANK ME OR
THROTTLE ME FOR THAT ONE!)
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HEY THERE,
FELLOW
ADVENTURERS!
LET ME
INTRODUCE YOU
TO MY BEST
FRIEND, ARIA.

SHE’S NOT YOUR AVERAGE
THIRTEEN-YEAR-0OLD. THIS GIRL
IS OBSESSED WITH HISTORY.
SERIOUSLY, DON’T EVEN THINK
ABOUT CHALLENGING HER TO A
HISTORY QUIZ, SHE'LL BEAT YOU
EVERY SINGLE TIME. THAT'S WHY
| CALL HER THE WALKING
ENCYCLOPEDIA.

ARIA’S ALL ABOUT LIVING LIFE
TO THE FULLEST, EVEN IF IT
MEANS BREAKING A FEW RULES

(WHICH SEEMS TO HAPPEN A
LoT WHEN |I’M AROUND, FOR
SOME REASON).

BUT HONESTLY, IT'S HER
CURIOSITY THAT GOT US INTO
THIS WHOLE TIME-TRAVELING
ADVENTURE IN THE FIRST
PLACE. WE ENDED UP IN THE
KinaDoM oF RAMESSES I, A
PLACE SO OLD IT MAKES MY
GRANDPA’S GRANDPA'S
GRANDPA LOOK YOUNG.
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SURE, MY HISTORICAL
KNOW-HOW HAS SAVED OUR
BUTTS A FEW TIMES, BUT
CREDIT WHERE CREDIT’S DUE:
LIAM’S MAD ARCHERY SKILLS
HAVE BEEN TOTAL
LIFESAVERS. WITHOUT HIM,
WE'D PROBABLY STILL BE
STUCK IN SOME MEDIEVAL
DUNGEON!

Now, WE’RE BASICALLY TIME-TRAVELING HEROES, SAVING
CIVILIZATIONS AND MAKING SURE HISTORY STAYS ON
TRACK. AND WHILE LIAM ALWAYS PRETENDS TO FREAK
OUT WHEN WE LAND IN ANOTHER TIME PERIOD, | KNow HE
SECRETLY LOVES IT.
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WHEN WE WERE YOUNG, SHE
STARTED CALLING ME "My DEAR
L1AM,” SAYING IT MADE US
SOUND LIKE WE LIVED IN SOME
GRANDIOSE ERA OF THE PAST
(HER woRDS, NoT MINE!). |
THOUGHT IT WAS HILARIOUS, SO
| FOLLOWED SUIT AND STARTED
CALLING HER "My DEAR ARIA.”
LiTTLE DID | KNOW IT WOULD
TURN OUT TO BE A
PREMONITION OF OUR
TIME-TRAVELING ESCAPADES!

AT FIRST, | WASN'T EXACTLY THRILLED ABOUT BEING DRAGGED INTO

THE PAST WHENEVER SOMEONE NEEDED OUR HELP. BUT I’LL ADMIT

IT’S KIND OF GROWN ON ME. JUST, YOU KNow, DON’T TELL ARIA |
SAID THAT. SHE’LL NEVER LET ME LIVE IT DOWN.

OF COURSE, WE CAN'T
INTRODUCE EACH OTHER
WITHOUT MENTIONING OUR
FURRY BEST FRIEND, PINGO.
WE ADOPTED HIM AFTER OUR
ADVENTURE IN ATLANTIS, AND
NOW HE'S PART OF THE TEAM.
WHEN WE'RE NOT ALL
TOGETHER (WHICH ALMOST
NEVER HAPPENS!), PINGO
BOUNCES BETWEEN OUR TWO
HOUSES.

OH, AND DID | MENTION THAT ARIA AND | LIVE JUST A FEW HOUSES
APART? TALK ABOUT A BEST FRIEND DREAM COME TRUE!
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