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The trouble began with a clock.

Not an ordinary clock.

This clock had twelve silver hands, three glass faces, and a habit of whispering when something important was about to happen.

It stood in the middle of the North Pole Workshop, suspended from the ceiling by a chain of frozen moonlight. Around it, elves rushed between worktables, carrying ribbons, wooden trains, painted dolls, spinning tops, and boxes that occasionally sneezed.

The clock whispered.

“Seven days.”

Nobody heard it.

It whispered again.

“Seven days.”

Still nobody heard. 

Then it shouted.

“SEVEN DAYS!”

Every elf stopped.

A wooden soldier fell off a table.

A stack of toy blocks collapsed.

Somewhere near the wrapping station, an elf screamed.

“WHAT?”

The clock’s hands spun backwards.

“Seven days until Christmas Eve,” it said. 

The workshop exploded into motion.

“Where are the blue ribbons?” they asked. 

“Who moved the toy dragons?” they asked. 

“Has anyone seen my hammer?” they asked. 

“Those teddy bears aren’t supposed to be dancing!” they said. 

“They’re not supposed to be flying either!” they said. 

Among the chaos stood an elf named Eli.

Eli was not one of the North Pole’s famous toy makers.

He was not a reindeer trainer.

He was not a sleigh mechanic.

He was not even particularly good at wrapping presents.

His official job was to inspect packages before they left the workshop.

He checked names, addresses, and labels.

He checked whether the toys inside matched the orders.

It was not a glamorous job, but Eli liked it.

There was something satisfying about knowing that a gift would travel thousands of miles and eventually land in the right pair of hands.

That afternoon, while sorting a pile of packages, Eli noticed something unusual.

One small parcel lay beneath the table.

It was wrapped in dark green paper with tiny golden stars.

There was no workshop label.

No delivery stamp or magical tracking seal.

Only one name was written on it.

Grandma Clara.

Eli picked it up.

His heart skipped.

Grandma Clara lived in New York City.

She was his grandmother.

She had moved there many years ago after marrying an old clockmaker named Samuel.

Eli had not seen her in three Christmases.

He turned the package over.

On the back was a handwritten note.

For the elf who thinks he is too busy to visit.

Eli smiled.

“She knows me too well,” he whispered. 

He carefully opened the outer paper.

Inside was a small wooden music box.

It was shaped like a snow-covered house.

On the front was a tiny brass door.

Eli turned the key.

The music box played a gentle melody.

A tiny figure appeared behind the door.

It was a miniature elf.

Eli recognised the face immediately.

It was him.

But there was something else inside the box.

A tiny silver key.

Eli removed it.

A note was attached.

He read it.

The key belongs to the clock that waits for you.

Eli sulked.

“What clock?” he whispered. 

He turned the key over.

Engraved on its back were three words:

For Christmas Eve.

Eli wondered what it meant. 

Grandma Clara had never sent him a mysterious message before.

He ran to the workshop’s oldest librarian, Aunt Juniper.

She was sitting inside a tower of books.

“Aunt Juniper,” the little elf said. 

“Yes?” she answered in a curious voice. 

“Do you know anything about a clock that waits for me?” the curious elf asked. 

“What did you say?” she asked curiously. 

Eli showed her the key.

She stared at it.

Her expression changed.

“Where did you get that?” she asked curiously. 

“My grandmother sent it,” the little elf said. 

Aunt Juniper climbed out from behind the books.

“Clara sent this,” she said. 

“Yes,” said the little elf. 

She took the key carefully.

“This isn’t an ordinary key,” she said cheerfully. 

“What does it open?” asked the little elf. 

Aunt Juniper walked towards a dusty cabinet.

She opened three locks.

Inside was an ancient map.

She unfolded it across the table.

Eli leaned closer.

The map showed the North Pole, the Atlantic Ocean, and a glowing red line stretching south and east.

It ended at New York City.

Aunt Juniper pointed to a tiny symbol.

“The Clock,” she whispered. 

Eli blinked.

“What is that?” asked the little elf curiously. 

“A magical clock built long ago by your grandfather,” she replied. 

“My grandfather,” the little elf said. 

“Samuel, Clara’s husband,” she replied. 

Eli was surprised. 

Aunt Juniper lowered her voice.

“He built clocks that could measure more than time. One could measure memories. Another could tell when someone was thinking about you,” she said. 

“And this one?” Eli asked. 

“The Clock of Returning could open a path between places,” she answered. 

Eli stared at the map.

“Then why does Grandma need the key?” asked Eli, looking at her. 

Aunt Juniper shook her head.

“I don’t know,” she answered. 

Eli looked at the parcel.

“I need to take this to her,” he said confidently. 

Aunt Juniper’s eyebrows rose.

“Take it,” she said curiously. 

“Yes,” replied Eli, looking at a snow globe next to it. 

“To New York,” said Aunt Juniper. 

“Yes,” replied Eli excitedly. 

“By yourself?” she asked curiously. 

Eli nodded.

Aunt Juniper laughed and then said, “You’ve inspected packages for six years, Eli. You haven’t delivered one farther than the North Pole’s eastern gate.” 

“I can do it,” Eli replied confidently. 

“You cannot walk to New York,” said Aunt Juniper. 

“I wasn't planning to,” answered Eli. 

“I’ll fly,” Eli continued. 

Aunt Juniper stared at him.

“With what?” asked Aunt Juniper curiously. 

Eli hesitated.

Then he smiled.

“I have an idea,” Eli said. 

Ten minutes later, Eli was standing outside Santa’s stable.

Inside were eight magnificent reindeer.

There was Comet, with antlers like polished branches.

There was Dasher, who never stood still.

There was Dancer, who enjoyed stepping on people’s feet.

There was Prancer, who considered every puddle a personal insult.

There was Vixen, Blitzen, Cupid and Donner.

At the end stood the largest of them all.

Rudolph.

Eli walked into the stable.

“Hello!” he greeted them merrily. 

Eight pairs of eyes turned towards him.

Rudolph sniffed.

“You smell like wrapping paper,” Rudolph said. 

“I work in package inspection,’ Eli replied. 

“Then you should inspect your own face,” continued Rudolph. 

Eli rubbed his cheek.

“What?” Rudolph asked. 

“You have ribbon stuck to it,” said Eli. 

Eli pulled off a strip of red ribbon.

“Thanks,” said Rudolph. 

Rudolph grinned.

“So why are you here?” the reindeer asked. 

“I need to borrow Santa’s sleigh,” replied Eli cheerfully. 

The stable became silent.

Then Dancer laughed.

“So does every elf who has ever been late for work,” Dancer said. 

“I’m serious,” Eli said. 

“So am I,” Dancer replied. 

Eli explained everything.

When he finished, Rudolph looked at the others.

“He’s either brave or completely foolish,” said Rudolph. 

“Both can be true,” said Vixen.

Eli folded his arms.

“I just need to get to New York,” Eli continued. 

Rudolph shook his head.

“The sleigh isn’t available,” said Rudolph. 

“Why?” Eli asked. 

“Santa is testing the new navigation system,” replied Vixen. 

Eli looked towards the workshop.

Rudolph considered him.

Eli groaned.

At that moment, a deep voice came from the stable entrance.

“What about me?” the voice whispered. 

Eli turned.

Santa Claus stood in the doorway.

He was wearing a dark blue coat instead of his usual red one.

Eli swallowed.

“Santa!” Eli said. 

Santa looked at the package.

Then at the key.

Then at Eli.

“You’re planning to borrow my sleigh,” said Santa. 

Eli nodded.

“And my reindeer,” Santa continued. 

Eli nodded again.

“Without asking,” Santa said curiously. 

“I was going to ask,” replied Eli, looking around. 

“When?” asked Santa. 

“After they agreed,” Eli said. 

Santa smiled.

“You’ve got confidence,” said Santa. 

“I’ve got a grandmother,” Eli replied. 

Santa’s smile faded.

He walked closer.

“How long have you been apart?” Santa asked. 

“Roughly three Christmases,” answered Eli. 

Santa looked at the parcel.

Then he held out his hand.

Eli gave it to him.

Santa examined the music box.

“Clara made this?” he asked curiously. 

“No, Grandpa Samuel made it,” answered Eli. 

Santa turned the box over.

He saw the engraving.

His expression became serious.

“This is important,” Santa said. 

“Why?” Eli asked curiously. 

“Because your grandfather once built something for me,” replied Santa. 

“What?” Eli asked eagerly. 

“A clock,” Santa replied. 

Eli’s eyes widened.

“Was it the Clock of Returning?” asked Eli. 

Santa agreed.

“Samuel believed Christmas wasn’t only about delivering presents. He believed distance should not decide who gets to share a moment together,” said Santa. 

Eli looked at the key.

“Can I use the sleigh?” asked Eli politely. 

Santa sighed.

“If you go, you must follow the North Star,” replied Santa, looking at the Northern Lights. 

“I can do that,” Eli replied.

“Do not fly through the Silver Storm,” said Santa. 

“What is the Silver Storm?” asked Eli eagerly. 

“You’ll know it by its strong winds and lightning,” answered Santa. 

“That doesn’t sound terrific,” replied Eli. 

“It isn’t,” answered Santa. 

Santa handed him the parcel.

“You’ll also need a navigator,” continued Santa. 

Rudolph stepped forward.

“I volunteer,” said Rudolph confidently. 

Santa looked at him.

“You volunteered very quickly,” said Santa merrily. 

Rudolph shrugged and said, “I want to see New York.” 

Santa smiled.

“Very well then, Santa said. 

The other reindeer immediately began arguing.

“I want to go!” he said.  

“So do I!” another shouted. 

“You’re all staying here,” replied Santa. 

A chorus of disappointed groans filled the stable.

Santa pointed at Eli.

“You have to leave before midnight,” said Santa eagerly. 

Eli nodded.

“Thank you,” replied Eli. 

Santa smiled.

“And Eli?” continued Santa, looking at the small elf. 

“Yes?” answered replied. 

“Bring your grandmother my regards,” Santa said. 

By eleven o’clock, the sleigh was ready.

Eli climbed into the driver’s seat.

Rudolph stood at the front.

The other reindeer pulled into position.

Eli held the reins.

“Ready?” asked Eli. 

Rudolph grinned.

“Ask me after we land,” the reindeer with the bright red nose replied jokingly. 

Eli snapped the reins gently.

The sleigh rose.

The North Pole shrank beneath them.

The workshop became a cluster of glowing windows.

The frozen rivers looked like silver ribbons.

The reindeer pulled harder.

They climbed above the clouds.

Eli laughed in excitement.

He had never flown before.

Then something hit the sleigh.

“BOOM!” 

The
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