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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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO NORTH POLE, ALASKA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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,

      All’s I wanted for Christmas last year was for Daddy to come home from Afghan-stan. My gramma knits afghans. I don’t understand how adding a stan to that makes a place full of caves and sand, but I don’t understand lots. Like why you never answered my letter. That almost makes me as mad as I was the day the men came to our front door to tell us that my daddy wasn’t gonna be home never again.

      At Sunday school they told us that you are really St. Nick. Since you’s a saint and saints do miracles, you can make my daddy knock on our door if you want to.

      My mom says it’s best to talk to people face-to-face ‘bout important stuff, and this is the most important-est stuff of all. So I’m on my way to North Pole just as soon as I mail this letter. I didn’t think it was polite to show up without tellin’ you first.

      See you soon, St. Nick.

      Signed,

      Jeremiah David Baxter (everyone calls me JD)

      

      JD folded the letter and shoved it into the envelope. On the front he’d already written:

      ST. NICK

      NORTH POLE, LASKA.

      He picked up his Spiderman backpack and tiptoed down the stairs so he wouldn’t wake his mom. Though he didn’t want to go alone—was a bit scared to tell it true—his mom had to work or they wouldn’t eat.  Maybe once he got his daddy back that wouldn’t be the way of life, but for now it was.

      Outside the sun was just comin’ up and the air was cold. JD was glad he’d put on his winter coat and red snow boots. He stretched his arm as high as it would go and just managed to tip his letter into the mailbox so Mr. Postman could take it to Laska. Even though Laska was the next state up from Washington where JD lived, there was a lot of Cananada in between and there was no telling how long it would take a letter to get through all that space. All he’d ever heard about Cananada was how big it was.

      JD didn’t have far to go until he reached the Miller’s driveway.  JD’s best friend, Henry Kanfeld, lived next door to them and had heard Mr. Miller say he and the missus were leaving Allentown today, pulling their camper along behind their big Ford pickup truck. The reason Henry had thought this information interesting enough to share was that Mr. Miller wanted to surprise his missus with a trip to the Christmas store in North Pole.

      Mrs. Miller was a Christmas nut. Everyone said so. The day after Thanksgiving she would drag Mister into the yard and put up enough Christmas crap to rival Chevy Chase. Or that’s what Mom said. JD wasn’t sure how a car could have Christmas decorations and why it would be named Chase, but it didn’t really matter. Christmas was still three page turns of the calendar away. Which gave him plenty of time to get where he was goin’ and back again.

      JD opened the camper door and slipped inside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?”

      Abby Baxter had woken to an empty house. No sound. No lights. No JD.

      “My son is gone.”

      “Is he breathing?”

      The idea of a non-breathing JD meant that now Abby couldn’t.

      “Ma’am? You need to tell me his condition.” The nine-one-one operator had a voice like a head librarian—both sharp and calm, no nonsense but soothing. She was in charge. Someone had to be.

      “I don’t know his condition. When I woke up, he wasn’t in the house or our yard.”

      “So when you say ‘gone’ you mean⁠—”

      “Gone,” Abby snapped. “Not where he should be. I need the police. An Amber Alert.” The National Guard.

      “He isn’t hiding? Sleeping? Playing with the dog?”

      “We don’t have a dog.”

      Not that JD hadn’t begged for one. But Abby had all she could do managing the two of them ever since⁠—

      “I’ve searched everywhere,” Abby continued. “I work at Sunshine of My Life Daycare. I know the procedure for a missing child.” She just never thought she’d be following it the first time for her own. Who did?

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m dispatching a unit to your address. They should be there in less than five minutes.”

      “Thank you.” Abby hung up and hurried to throw on clothes.

      Her doorbell rang as she was coming downstairs. Two Allentown police officers stood on the porch—one thin and graying with a nameplate that read HOLT. The second bulky, blond and labeled RAWSON.

      As they stepped inside, she handed them the photograph she’d snatched from her dresser. “He can’t have gotten very far.”

      The two exchanged a glance, and she heard what they didn’t say.

      Unless he’s been taken.

      Questions came at her rapid fire. She didn’t mind. The faster she answered, the quicker they’d do what needed to be done.

      Name—JD. Age—five. Hair—blond. Height—Abby set her hand at her waist. Weight—thirty-eight pounds last she checked. Abby wanted to roll her finger to get them moving faster, but she knew better.

      “When was the last time you saw your son?” Holt asked.

      “I put him to bed at eight last night. When I got up this morning, he wasn’t in his room, the house, the yard.”

      “What was he wearing? “

      “Sponge Bob pajamas.”

      Holt began to write that down.

      “But he isn’t now. They were lying on his pillow.”

      The officer frowned. “Show us his room.”

      “There’s no sign of a struggle.”

      As if she would have slept through a struggle. She barely slept through the creaking of the house. That she’d snoozed through a door opening and closing was almost as disturbing as the fact that it had.

      The police followed her up the stairs and into JD’s room.

      “This is what it usually looks like?” Officer Rawson asked.

      The place did look like a hurricane had hit. Hurricane JD.

      “I assume you were once a five-year-old boy?”

      The man’s lips twitched. He pointed to the discarded clothing, which sported a dancing, open-mouthed yellow sponge. “These are his pajamas?”

      Abby nodded.

      Holt, who had been poking into the closet and the half-open dresser drawers, asked his own question. “Can you take a peek at his things and tell us what he’s wearing now?”

      She’d already done that. For a mom, and a daycare worker, less than five minutes could be a long time. “Jeans. Seahawks sweatshirt. Red snow boots.”

      “Already?”

      “Also took his Spiderman backpack and winter coat—blue down with a hood.”

      “He’s dressed for weather we don’t have yet,” Rawson murmured.

      Outside it threatened rain—when didn’t it around here? Allentown was a suburb of Seattle—none of the big city problems but close enough to use the amenities, like the airport. Unfortunately, that meant they also used Seattle’s weather. Rain, broken up by a little more rain. Abby had lived here all her life and she was used to it, though sometimes she wished it would snow more. Snow always seemed cheerier than rain. But what wasn’t?

      “What does it mean that he’s dressed for different weather?” Abby asked.

      “He was going north.”

      Or being taken north.

      “Rawson, check for sign of a forced entry,” the senior officer ordered.

      “There wasn’t,” Abby said.

      Rawson ignored her and thundered down the stairs. Just like a five-year-old boy.

      “Is there a custody issue, ma’am?” Holt asked.

      Abby’s eyes burned. She blinked several times and swallowed. “His father, David, is . . . is . . . dead. Afghanistan. About a year ago.”

      The officer stood up straight as if he’d been caught slacking on patrol. “Sorry, ma’am.”

      She could do nothing but nod again. She felt like a bobblehead Abby.

      “Grandparents?”

      “One set. My in-laws.”

      Abby’s father had died when she was ten and her mother a few years ago. She liked to imagine Mom playing Black Jack with David Baxter in heaven just as they used to on earth.

      “I’ll need their names and contact information.”

      “My in-laws wouldn’t take JD.”

      “You’d be surprised what people do, ma’am.” From the expression on Holt’s face, he had the in-laws from hell. At least she’d been spared that.

      “They’re missionaries. Stationed in Zimbabwe right now.”

      He made another notation on his cheat pad. “Siblings?”

      “I’m an only child. My husband’s brother is a pastor in Virginia.”

      Another notation. “Could JD be at a friend’s house?

      “At seven a.m. I don’t think so.”

      Holt appeared skeptical, and she lost patience.

      “JD doesn’t leave the yard. Ever.”

      JD knew better than to go outside without telling her. Allentown was not dangerous as suburbs went, but the world was not a safe place for a five-year-old. It hadn’t been a safe place for a twenty-five-year-old—ask David. Wait, no one could because he was⁠—

      Abby let out a short, sharp sigh. JD thought he was a grown up, but she knew better. She wasn’t even a grown up. Or at least she didn’t feel like one. Most days she wanted to cry for her mommy before noon.

      “Since his father died, he barely goes out there. You need to issue an Amber Alert. Now.” Her voice broke. “Please. He’s all I have left.”

      "To issue an Amber Alert we need proof of an abduction, ma'am. Right now, we just don't know."

      "So we just twiddle our thumbs?"

      She never learned what Officer Holt planned to say to that because the doorbell rang and she was off, flying down the stairs so fast she didn’t even remember using them, then throwing open the door to discover Larry, the postman. He seemed so apologetic her heart missed a beat. Letters the postman rang the doorbell to deliver were never good news.

      “What is it?” Her voice was too loud, too panicked.

      Larry stepped back. His gaze went behind her where she felt at least one officer, maybe both, hovering. He jabbed the envelope at her. “No stamp. That’s all.”

      She accepted the offering, figuring it was a bill she’d tossed into the box without one. Wasn’t the first time—she forgot things these days the way she never had when she’d had a husband. Silly, really. David had rarely been here.

      They’d been childhood sweethearts, married right out of high school. But while neither one of their families had been poor, they hadn’t been well off either. College wasn’t on the table. David had joined the Marines and Abby had turned her part-time job at the daycare into a full-time one.

      Abby straightened her back, lifted her chin. She’d married a Marine. She’d managed on her own for years. It was no different now than it had ever been.

      Except it was.

      “Thank you.” She glanced at the envelope and froze.

      ST. NICK

      NORTH POLE, LASKA

      “Where’d you get this?”

      “It was in the box.” Larry pointed up the street. “We’ll deliver it to North Pole, but it needs a stamp.”

      She held the envelope out to the officers still hovering behind her. Holt took it, read the address, smiled a little, then asked the question she should have. “How’d you know it was JD’s?”

      “I saw him put it in the mailbox.”

      Holt’s smile faded. “When?”

      “Maybe an hour ago.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Abby took a step forward, and Holt set a hand on her shoulder. “You’d better come inside, Larry.”

      “But what about my route?”

      “JD’s missing.”

      To Larry’s credit, he came inside and never mentioned his route again. Unfortunately, he wasn’t any more helpful than he’d already been. He’d seen JD from several blocks away. Hadn’t seen where he’d gone or he’d have given the kid the letter personally rather than coming here to return it.

      “Maybe you should read the letter,” Holt said.

      Abby should have thought of that, too, but she wasn’t thinking of much beyond trying to breathe. She tore open the envelope.

      “Dear Santa,” she began. She’d just reached “you can make my daddy knock on our door if you want to” when someone did.

      Her breath caught. She lifted her gaze. Beyond the curtained window, stood a man. She could tell from the outline he wore a military uniform and cap.

      “David,” she whispered, which was foolish.

      David was dead, except⁠—

      —you’s a saint and saints do miracles.

      Abby threw open the door.
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