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December 20 - Samson
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HUNGER GNAWED AT SAMSON. Scarce hunting had left him depleted. As he approached the edge of the solid ice and gazed at the broken ice floes beyond, fatigue settled in. Torn between continuing the hunt and seeking rest he watched the water lap at the ice. For a moment, the polar bear could not decide if he was more hungry or more tired.  

Hunger won the battle for now. Samson sniffed the air, his decision made. He plunged into the dark icy water. Moving from iceberg to iceberg, he hoped to catch prey unaware, perhaps whilst they slept. But each berg proved empty. After a time, the effort of swimming managed to tip the balance and Samson changed his mind. He would rest on a small iceberg for a while, staying alert for the merest hint of something to catch and eat. 

He curled up with his back to the wind resting his head on a paw. He continued to sniff the air, even as his eyelids drooped. A brief rest and then he would continue on.

Samson jolted awake. The ice beneath him lurched. Brief confusion gave way to understanding - his iceberg was tipping! Part of it had cracked off, leaving the section he was on too top heavy. Inexorably, the berg began rolling over. As it did so, it dumped Samson unceremoniously into the frigid Arctic water.

The waxing moon cast an ethereal glow across the calm ocean, revealing a bleak expanse of ice-strewn sea. Little met his gaze, except the crests of small waves and the white foam contrasting against the inky blackness of the water.  While he slept, the iceberg had drifted far from the dense floes and the solid ice beyond. That was where Samson was now headed, steely determination powering tired limbs through the seemingly endless water.

The distance was greater than he relished. A powerful swimmer, yes, but even Samson had his limits. What choice did he have? Reaching the ice pack and the solidity of the frozen wastes beyond was his only hope. Swimming burned precious energy, a resource he could ill afford to waste and could not at this moment replenish. Despite his immense size and strength, if he did not make landfall soon and find food, he would not survive. 

Samson’s snout caught the hint of something in the air - food! After a tense few sniffs, he altered his course - massive paws churning the water with renewed vigour. A polar bear has got to eat, and hunger like his made anything - fish, seal, or even human – equally appealing. 

Finally, Samson reached the fractured ice fields. After a relentless push, he finally found somewhere firm enough to haul his bulk out of the Arctic Ocean. It felt weird and heavy for a few seconds after being in the water for so long. Then he shook himself off, gathered his strength and lumbered off in the direction of his next meal. 

The endless swimming and lack of prey had taken their toll. Samson was a shadow of his former self. His once proud coat, thick, dense, and translucent hung limply like a hand-me-down from an older sibling. Despite his condition, his ravenous hunger drove him on with a singular purpose. He would eat or die. It was that simple.

As his next meal finally came into view, Samson could not believe his luck. There were several large animals that would sustain him for weeks. One in particular caught his eye. Its vibrant red coat stood out in stark contrast to the icy landscape. Its two legs were a clear disadvantage compared to the nimble four-legged creatures nearby. In his weakened state, the red biped was the obvious choice - an effortless kill. The others he would track down later - once he had eaten his fill and slept.

Cautiously, Samson stalked his target. Downwind and unseen he slowly closed the distance, muscles coiling in preparation for the final strike. A reindeer’s head snapped up, a bellowing warning echoing across the frozen expanse. 

Samson surged forward. He launched himself through the air just as the portly figure in red and white – an old man with a flowing white beard – turned, his face a mask of astonishment. Too late. The momentum was unstoppable. Samson, a force of nature, collided with his target. Dinnertime had arrived.
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Norm
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NORMAN ROFFEE WRAPPED up his presentation to his colleagues at the British Arctic Survey, headquartered in Cambridge, England. He had been talking for several minutes and finally came to the end of his presentation. ‘In conclusion, the imaging data from the Polar Array satellites is a game-changer. We can now measure ice coverage and heat anomalies in unprecedented detail, even under the polar night. And of course, when we do have sufficient daylight up there, the images are just breathtaking. You can even see Samson on a good day.’

Doctor Fields, the team leader – mild mannered, but a political pro – quirked an eyebrow. ‘Still tracking him visually, Norman?’ 

‘Actually...I’ve lost him for a while.’ Admitted Norman, slightly grimacing. ‘I’m fairly certain of the general area but I think he’s in the water at the moment.’

‘Oh, that’s disappointing. Tracking polar bears visually and with thermal imaging seemed like a bit of a breakthrough you were having there, Norman. Besides, extended swims can’t be good for him. You know, I was thinking about live-streaming Samson’s location on our website. Could be a bit of a public relations coup. Get the kids excited about our research.’

Doctor Hawthorn dripped with sarcasm. ‘Maybe we should track Santa. Heaven knows we’ve tried everything else to get people interested, haven’t we?’

Fields frowned. ‘Anything to add, Norm? Or are you done?’ 

Norman hesitated, his stomach clenching. Public speaking wasn’t his forte. He hated the scrutiny. It gave him flashbacks to his school days and of being made to stand up in front of the class to read something. 

It did not help that Fields gave off a kind of headmaster vibe. He had an air of nobility and gentlemanly calm but did not suffer fools. Fields’ demeanour could be very disarming, which was why he was probably so successful at securing funding year after year for their work. He navigated the upper echelons and politics of his role effortlessly, while shielding the rest of them from the worst of those kinds of things as much as he could. Norm understood that and was grateful for it. It was not a job he felt he could do himself and he never imagined himself in such a role. Fields was just a natural leader. Older, but energetic, with swept back grey and white hair, that remained thick despite his years. He cut an impressive figure when he stood up. He was a commanding presence and could quickly win over a room. With his tall slim frame and perfectly fitting suits, he had an unassuming charm. Harking back perhaps to a bygone era of gentlemen in suits, determining how the world should be run. If only, thought Norm, Fields was in charge of how the world was run, it would probably be a better place.

Norm realised he was a complete contrast to Fields. If Fields was the headmaster, then Norman was the awkward schoolboy. He shuddered at the thought of his school days, where he had been the butt of many pranks and practical jokes, not helped by large ears, unfashionable reading glasses or his mum’s attempt at a haircut. Even now, his attempts at being well turned out, often took a backseat to his focus on his work. He may not have Fields’ assuredness or his sense of style, but Norm concentrated on what he was good at -his work. It was all-consuming for him, often why the reason he came to work in a crumpled shirt or failed to make appointments and meetings on time. It was also the reason he sported a beard. There was no way he would ever remember to set aside the time to shave every morning.

‘Well, I don’t know about Santa,’ Norm tried to joke, but stuttered as he did so. ‘But I am trying to use predictive AI models to pick up Samson’s trail again.’ Norm explained. ‘Apart from that, I think I’m finished. The new data sets are live for those of you that want to get cracking, although there are a couple of... anomalies.’

‘Anomalies?’ Queried Fields. ‘Can you clarify?’

Norm cursed inwardly. He’d almost wrapped things up and now it was dragging out. Longing for the familiar comfort of his own office and mountains of data, he nervously fiddled with his black-rimmed, square-framed glasses. He always said too much and found it very hard to keep things secret. Not that anything needed to be secret. ‘Just some sensor glitches,’ he mumbled, avoiding eye contact. ‘The satellites are still being calibrated, so it’s just sensor ghosts. If you see any strange readings over the next few weeks, just bear that in mind. However, the data received does corroborate what our other data sources are telling us. But that’s more Doctor Hawthorn’s... er...baby.’

Norm trailed off, cheeks burning. A flustered look at Doctor Emma Hawthorn was followed by a hasty retreat to his seat, as he wished he had not said the word baby. He ruffled some papers and stared intently at his laptop screen while he waited several agonising seconds as the room’s focus mercifully shifted to Doctor Hawthorn. 

Dealing with Emma in these meetings always made him feel flustered and tongue-tied. One-on-one interactions were usually fine, though even then he sometimes made an idiot of himself. It was just that Emma had an odd effect on him. She was smart, determined, and passionate about her work. She was very animated in these meetings and certainly knew her stuff. She was a capable and hardworking colleague who cared deeply about her work. In fact, Norm supposed, she probably cared too much. If she had a fault that was her only one – an admirable quality, nonetheless.

Norm couldn’t deny her attractiveness either. She exuded quiet confidence, her long lustrous chestnut hair cascading in gentle waves down her back. Though bespectacled, her striking features commanded attention. She wore a crisp white blouse, tailored grey trousers, and a slim black belt that accentuated her trim waistline. Her stylish yet professional attire suggested at the dynamic role she played within their organisation. She looked as if she would not have been out of place, or out of her depth in any boardroom or professional setting. Yet beneath her composure, was a hint of approachability suggesting a blend of intellect and warmth. The warmth, more evident in their one-on-one interactions, was what he enjoyed the most. He preferred those settings to the artificiality of a meeting, where his anxieties turned him into a bumbling fool around her.

As Emma adjusted her glasses, Norm saw the briefest hint of a self-assured smile crease the corners of her mouth. Her entire presence radiated an engaging blend of capability and charisma that hinted at depths of personality beyond just professional prowess.

Emma Hawthorn pursed her lips and squinted at her open laptop, a habit she had when sizing up a problem. “Look, it’s no secret things are dire. We’ve been hammering this home for months. You don’t need a PhD to know something’s wrong when it’s a week before Christmas and everyone’s in T-shirts, in England for God’s sake!”

‘We’ve had mild Decembers before.’ Someone piped up.

Emma Hawthorn, still focussed on her laptop at the large oval conference table where they were all gathered, didn’t bother to look up. ‘By now, the arctic ice melt should have stopped. It should have at least stabilised and been re-freezing. But it’s not! Ice coverage continues to shrink. It’s at a record low and there’s no sign of it stopping. We have heat plumes popping up where they shouldn’t exist. Temperatures are way above historic norms.’ She pushed herself back in her chair, the seriousness of the situation clearly weighing on her.

Fields surveyed the table. His expression mirroring the oppressive gloom that hung heavy in the air. ‘Normally,’ he said after a pause, ‘I can find something positive to say, to keep you all motivated. Usually, I’m so subtle about it that you wouldn’t even notice.’

A few wan smiles flickered around the table in response.

‘Our best course of action’ Fields continued, ’is keep doing what we do best - telling the truth to the world. I’ll get P.R. to issue press releases and schedule some interviews. Emma, you’ve been well-received by the media before, so be prepared for some local TV or radio appearances at short notice.’

‘That’s a cheery holiday message – you’re all doomed?’ Hawthorn countered with a sardonic edge.

‘We are all doomed.’ Norm corrected her.

‘Yes, thanks Norman.’ Emma squinted at him and pulled a face.

Norm noticed how she used his proper first name when she was irritated with him, or just annoyed in general.

‘Thanks for volunteering, Doctor Roffee.’ Fields put in.

‘What me?’ Norm blinked in surprise by Field’s statement.

‘Absolutely, Doctor Roffee! It’ll be a great opportunity to hone your public relations skills. Emma will take the lead, but the new satellite array and its data are your expertise. So, who better to explain it? Two scientists are better than one. Besides, I wouldn’t want you to feel that you’re languishing in your office without any public recognition for your work.’

‘I’m not languishing...’ Norm’s protest died on his lips. The decision was made, and the meeting continued. Emma offered him a tight smile across the table.

The meeting dragged on, as these things often did. Norm had finished his part, and the remaining discussion held little relevance for him. A few colleagues droned on, their contribution minimal. During the lulls, he agonised over his upcoming television appearance. He wished amongst other things that he had got his hair cut last weekend - and not by his mum. He wondered if he should borrow a tie off someone and regretted wearing a two-day old shirt instead of ironing a fresh one this morning. 

Norm’s stomach grumbled as the meeting stretched into his lunch break. He craved a sandwich and yearned to be back in his office. There had been something intriguing in the latest data set and he was impatient to have a proper look at it. The excitement of his potential discovery was gnawing at him as surely as a rat gnaws at a packet of biscuits.

‘Okay, thanks everyone.’ Fields was saying, closing the meeting. ‘I think we’ll call it a day. Have a good Christmas if I don’t see you again before we break for the holidays. Remember, stressing won’t change the situation – focus instead on the incredible work you are doing. I’m immensely proud of what we do here.’

‘Was that the pep talk?’ Quipped Emma, as they started filing out for lunch.

Fields offered a humourless chuckle. ‘Best I could do under the circumstances, even I have my limits.’ 

‘Sorry boss. Have a great Christmas. I hope the PR push generates a buzz.’

Usually, Norman tried to engage Emma in witty banter after a meeting. However, this time he darted off, grabbed some lunch from the cafeteria, and took it back to his office. He usually did not eat at his desk, but the data was too intriguing to wait. Logging back into the system, he called up the satellite images again, with half an egg mayo sandwich hanging out of his mouth. Crumbs rained down onto his keyboard and globs of mayonnaise threatened to succumb to gravity and follow them.

At this time of year, the arctic was dark. There would be no sunrise there for a couple of months. Although there was some moonlight, it did not help much. So why was there a bright glow the size of a city near the North Pole? It was gone now, but its presence was undeniable on yesterday’s data. He had kept all this confidential of course. And that was not the only anomaly. The latest data revealed a heat spike right on the edge of the ice cover, that when cross-referenced with data from the visual spectrum, showed a small bright red smudge. Even more intriguingly that smudge was on one of Samson’s predicted routes.

As Norm stuffed more sandwich into his mouth, he zoomed in on the image and manipulated it with various filters and algorithms to try and make sense of it. No matter what he did, he came to the same shocking unscientific conclusion. 

‘Santa!’ He breathed in awe.

‘Coffee, Doctor Roffee?’ Emma announced, appearing from nowhere and handing him a steaming mug.

Norm almost fell off his chair -startled as if he’d been doing something online that he should not have been.

‘You alright?’ She asked.

‘Yeh, yeh. Er... this is a nice surprise.’

‘You rushed straight off after the meeting. Usually, we get a chance to chat. To be honest I could do with cheering up. What are you looking at?’

Norm had zoomed the image right out, so there was nothing obvious to see.

‘Oh, just calibration data. Boring.... sorry.’

‘What are you doing for Christmas?’ She asked, changing the subject away from work.

Norm wanted to say something cool and exciting but failed. ‘Probably Christmas lunch at my parents. All my mates seemed to have got married.’ He confessed, as if the information was being tortured out of him.

The statement hung in the silence between them for far too long.

‘Same really.’ Emma confessed.

‘Really?’ Norman was a bit surprised.

‘Well maybe not all married, but certainly paired off and unavailable. Looks like it’s just me and the cat this year. Oh God, that sounds even worse out loud.’ She laughed.

Norm’s chuckle subsided as the satellite images flashed back into his mind. He so wanted to confide in Emma, but what would he tell her? How would she react? In the time it took him to wrestle with these questions, the special moment between them had passed. Norm felt as if he had missed out on some kind of opportunity but was not certain what that was. 

They sat in silence for a bit and sipped their coffees.
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Santa’s Meltdown
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ON THE EDGE OF THE supposedly frigid windswept Arctic polar ice pack, a lone figure trudged wearily back and forth. Santa Claus, exhausted and etched with worry, muttered to himself. ‘This is disastrous. The worst I’ve ever seen.’

It was usually completely pitch black at this time of year. As the northern hemisphere of the Earth tilted away from the Sun, the northern polar region endured a night that lasted months. Temperatures plummeted accordingly, getting down to minus forty degrees Celsius. But something was very wrong. The air held an unseasonal warmth, a balmy breeze that whispered of a broken world. The ice, ravaged by the most severe melt in Santa’s memory, continued to recede. The exposed water worked away at what remained. 

‘It’s unnatural.’ Santa muttered, pondering what to do. His own magical light that he cast about, flickered, and dimmed, mirroring his own dwindling power. It was the only light he had. If it went out, he would be groping around in the dark. Maintaining this light, usually effortless, now felt like a struggle. As the ice diminished, so did his strength. He felt weak, his energy fraying at the edges like a worn pair of jeans. 

Wearily, Santa rubbed his eyes. The magical light he cast retreated to a local glow. The shifting colours complimenting his usual attire of bright red hooded coat, trousers, trimmed with white fur, black boots, and a black belt with matching gold buckle. 

The weight of the world pressed down on Samta’s shoulders as he trudged back to his sleigh. The restless reindeer, sensing his unease, shifted impatiently in their harnesses. Santa stroked each one in turn to calm their nerves and sat heavily into the driver’s seat. He remained there for a while, deep in thought, melancholy.

Impervious to the elements and almost as impervious to the passage of time itself, Santa could have just sat there for an eternity. The physical universe did not usually impede him, but he felt old, weary, and weighed down. Seeking solace, he pulled out a letter from an inner pocket and re-read it. Even letters to Santa seemed to be unfashionable, replaced by the cold efficiency of emails, texts, and videos. Even those communications had dwindled this year. But there was something irreplaceable about a heartfelt handwritten letter from a child who truly believed in the magic of Christmas.

He took the letter out and re-read it. ‘Dear Santa, Thank you for what you brought me last year. This year I don’t want toys. My mummy is very ill and might have to go away to hospital. My daddy already lives somewhere else and I’m sad. I just want my mummy and daddy for Christmas.’

Perhaps, Santa reasoned, the writer of the charming letter, Callum, might have an idea about what was wrong with Christmas and why the ice was melting. If there was any hope of making a difference, then Callum was the place to start. 

Surely it was no coincidence that the two things were both fading at the same time. But how could that be? The ice was a physical process, part of the planet. His magic on the other hand was a manifestation of people’s combined psyche. If people believed in him, he existed and so did his magic and all that came with it: the Ice Kingdom, the elves, the flying reindeer, delivering presents globally in one night. The joy and cheer of Christmas was his sustenance and he in return fuelled that good cheer.

Now though, barely a week before Christmas, something was broken. And unless he fixed it quickly, he would be no more. Worse still, everything that depended on him would cease to exist as well. Christmas, Santa realised, was dying!

As if in response to this shocking conclusion the reindeer started fidgeting again. Santa got out of the sleigh and patting them down reassuringly, adjusted the harnesses to make sure they were all comfortable.

Just then the lead reindeer bellowed in alarm. Santa turned and the enormous white bulk of a polar bear tore through the air, teeth bared, huge paws outstretched ready to tear him limb from limb!
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Death In A Cold Climate
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DEATH HAD BEEN THE first of his kind. Of course, it could have been no other way. As soon as some lowly primitive creature had sensed its own impending doom, then death incarnate had been born. 

Death had first become manifest in the feeble awareness of lesser creatures. It was the fear of death that gave him power and dominion over all things. And where there was fear of death, Death himself grew stronger and rejoiced. From those earliest faint perceptions hundreds of millions of years ago, Death had stalked the earth. Essentially that was Death then, and that was Death now. Not the abstract loss of being alive, but death incarnate. The living embodiment of it, however paradoxical that seemed.

The embodiment of death depended on your point of view, of course. To a small fish, Death was a bigger fish that wanted to eat you, or a fisherman’s net that smothered you in a final embrace. But what about the fisherman? People were much more fun to deal with. Death was the water in your lungs as you drowned, or circling sharks ready to eat you. And that was just fishermen! For Death was the circling predator, the choking seawater. He was all this and more.

Death had evolved with the advent of people until his current form had taken hold in the common psyche. He wore dark, festering robes which covered most of his terrible and unfathomable form. From the hood could be seen his skull-like face, absent of any flesh. Eyeless sockets were eerily illuminated with a ghostly blue light that shone forth. The only other part of his physical body that could be discerned were the bony claw-like hands. Each digit was crowned with a blackened and twisted fingernail, at once deathly sharp and highly impractical for any task requiring any amount of dexterity. He was a withered and terrifying figure hidden beneath folds of rough-hewn cloth that stank of putrefaction. He carried a soul-harvesting scythe and rode out on a pale supernatural horse of the lightest green. It was, Death believed, a very modern look and in keeping with the times. It certainly put the fear of God in people whenever he revealed himself to them.

With people, though, had come something else that he had not foreseen -more of his kind. His lesser brothers - Pestilence, Famine, and War now rode out with him. They cleared the way, making his path easier to tread. Those he understood, those he was allied with and could work with towards a common purpose.

There were others too, though. Creatures of a nature he did not comprehend and had no jurisdiction over. These too were manifestations of a common psyche -love, hope, charity -things he did not understand. But things which as ideas stood in his way as embodied, albeit ephemeral creatures. There was no doubt that love and hope could be very powerful and often worked in opposition to him, yet they were also fleeting. And when people lost their love and their hope, as they often did, then they were usually that more eager to embrace him. It was a trade-off Death was willing to accept. There were others still, that he could barely fathom at all, oddballs like Santa Claus or Lady Karma, which seemed to have sprung forth in the blink of an eye and now would not be gotten rid of. It was an infestation of lame ideas made manifest. How he longed for the days when death was all anyone could contemplate and how glad he was now, that things seemed to be slowly returning to that state. For some people an imminent threat of death was not a day-to-day concern anymore -unlike the good old days. Existentially, though, people worried themselves silly. They despaired of the future for so many reasons. Would their children inherit a ruined world? Would humanity itself survive? Death laughed to himself. Time meant nothing to him. He was a constant. He could wait. He would always be here, and he would always win in the end.

He sat atop his pale green steed, flanked by his brothers -who were similarly mounted. The harsh, dark northern polar wastes of the Earth meant nothing to him. He was impervious and so were his brethren. Stretching out his hand and pointing a long bony finger that still seemed somehow to hang onto a blackened, tortured fingernail, Death gestured to the impossible sight before them.

In the distance was a glowing medieval-style walled city of ice and golden light, protected from the elements by a dome of sparkling energy. It was Santa’s Ice Kingdom.

‘I have no business there!’ War bellowed with the cold disdain of a seasoned warrior. Dressed resplendently in crimson war armour akin to the colour of freshly spilled blood, he adjusted his horned war helmet -the strap of which had begun to chafe his chin. Flames shot out from the top of his head in annoyance and his monstrous, red-tinged armoured war horse snorted flames from its nostrils. Sparks erupted where it stamped its hooves in impatient sympathy with its master.

‘I... ugh...’ Pestilence coughed ‘...cannot touch them.’ His own white mount shifted uneasily. It’s breathing laboured and rasping. Pestilence’s numerous boils and pustules bubbled across his noxious and diseased skin, making him look even more rancid than usual. Sickeningly, his torso was on full display as he chose to wear his robes tied at his waist. His whole skin writhed as if hordes of maggots danced under the surface. The colours swirled in gangrenous blacks, red sores, and white pox marks across his whole body including his face. 

‘They do not hunger.’ Whined Famine. Impossibly thin and gaunt, with greyish sunken features and a constantly exhausted demeanour, Famine ruffled through his oversized cloak. From within its depths, he produced a set of weighing scales and held them aloft, towards the Ice Kingdom. He shook his head as the scales remained balanced, confirming his supposition. The blue horse upon which he rode was as thin as a corpse and it struggled to remain on its feet under the constant strain of its master's whining, if not his weight.

Death looked at them each in turn. “My brothers, lesser creatures you are. I alone had dominion before you all came to be, and my domain shall extend here too. For now, I sense it is his time to die! There is a great change in the air. The minds of people are in transition and his time has passed. A new power is coalescing. The embodiment of this power shall become one of us. Whatever form it takes, it shall be our brethren. I go to meet the change and help bring it into this world. ‘

They looked at him blankly. ‘We sense nothing.’ Whined Famine again. Fiddling with his scales, lest he had missed something.

‘You are not Death!’ Death stated, annoyed. ‘Stay or go, my business is there.’ His pale green horse moved forward, silently commanded by its master.

The vile brothers exchanged glances. Pestilence shrugged. ‘What are we without our brother Death?’

‘We shall move closer and keep watch.’ War commanded, brandishing a long sword at the distant kingdom. Red flame leapt from its sharpened edge.

‘For we cannot enter!’ Wailed Famine, putting his weighing scales away again.

Death pressed on. Famine’s constant wailing was starting to give him a headache. Usually, he just put up with it, but Famine was spoiling the mood and he very much wanted to be in the moment for what was about to happen.
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THEY WERE THREE, YET one. Born from Charles Dickens’ imagination upon the publication of A Christmas Carol, they were part of the Christmas spirit. Never questioning their existence, they had thrived alongside Christmas itself, their magic independent of Santa Claus. But Christmas was changing, and that change threatened them too. 

Now they were summoned by a disturbance and not by their creator. He was long dead and something which they had never forgiven Death for. They also suspected Pestilence of playing a part in the demise of Charles Dickens. Instead, they had been drawn here by a disruption at the very core of their magical being. 

As they descended from the fathomless dark skies, they coalesced into more physical beings. There was the blazing white light of Christmas Past. Her soft features alternating between young and old. She wore a long white tunic and carried a cap. Christmas Present on the other hand, was a big loud merry partygoer, dressed in green, with a full beard, a happy countenance, and carried a horn of plenty. In some respects, he was a kind of pagan proto-Father Christmas, with a disposition strongly in favour of merriment and feasting. In stark contrast to these pleasing apparitions, the trio was completed by the Ghost of Christmas Future. He had no countenance to speak of. Dark robes covered an unknown body, reaching up to make a cowl where his head should have been. Yet instead of a face, there was simply nothing -just darkness. On more than one occasion he had been mistaken for Death himself, which was as equally amusing as it was annoying.

The three surveyed the bleak, icy expanse of the North Pole, searching for the light that would guide them.

‘We should see it soon.’ Rumbled the Ghost of Christmas Future. ‘It might be easier to see, sweet sister, if you put your cap on. Your glare is making the Ice Kingdon difficult to spot.’ He told Christmas Past.

‘I remember,’ Christmas Past replied, a touch of nostalgia in her voice, ‘it was magnificent.’  She placed the snuffer cap (fashioned like an antique candle flame extinguisher) on her head and her blinding light dimmed enough for them to see more clearly into the surrounding gloom.

‘There it is!’ Boomed Christmas Present, pointing with a flourish.

Being spirits unbound by purely physical form, they bypassed walls or gates, gliding down from the sky onto the outskirts of the Ice Kingdom. It resembled a medieval walled city, but free from the grime, cruelty, and squalor of that bygone era. This realm exuded a pristine elegance, its structures crafted from shimmering glacial ice. 

At its heart a citadel of impossible grandeur rose from the frozen ground. Spires and turrets reached high into the polar night, ornately finished in frosted geometric patterns, that reflected and refracted the scant light of the aurora. Enormous multicoloured crystals formed luminous pillars, beams, and other architectural elements, casting a comforting glow upon the serene kingdom. Though a sense of peace pervaded the Ice Kingdom, a disquieting undercurrent pulsed beneath the surface. 

‘I don’t recall it being this deserted.’ Christmas Past murmured, a tremor of unease in her voice. ‘It was full of elves and reindeer last time we visited. A manic hive of activity, as I remember. Especially at this time of year.’

‘What the Dickens is going on? Where is everyone?’ Boomed Christmas Present. ‘And more to the point, where’s that jolly old soul Father Christmas?’

‘A grim future unfolds.’ Christmas Future intoned ominously. ‘Christmas is a mere week away and yet I sense...nothing. It’s as if the magic has vanished, never to return.’ 

Just then the ground heaved, and a vast crack darted across the courtyard before them. It raced up a major wall, tendrils reaching out until it shattered the roof of a high tower. Wall and tower collapsed in on itself and dissolved from reality. The glow of magical light faded to nothing.

The three spirits watched in horror as buildings and walls began to melt, the harsh exterior world encroaching upon the once magical Ice Kingdom.

‘Could we not have intervened to prevent this?’ Christmas Past lamented. Her youthful features seemed to fade faster than usual, replaced by the weight of age and despair.

‘Perhaps not, but the time for action is now.’ Declared Christmas Present, ever the optimist. ‘We must act before all is lost.’

However, the path forward remained a mystery. Never before had they faced such a crisis. The three ghosts hovered listlessly above the ruins, a spectral trio adrift in a sea of uncertainty. 
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Rudolph
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RUDOLPH LOVED FLYING. As a magical Christmas reindeer, it was his birthright. His nose gleamed bright red with pure joy. Now, during a training run with a group of younger, less experienced reindeer he cruised at three thousand metres in altitude. There were eight of them in teams of two, hitched to one of the newer style sleighs that were very much in vogue. They had just completed a series of aerobatic manoeuvres and were now doing a speed run over Norway.

With a nod of his head and pointing of his antlers, Rudolph indicated for his seven learners to gain more altitude. Turning to his young co-pilot, Sandarr, he again indicated with his head. This time it was a course change.

Sandarr looked at Rudolf, wide-eyed.

Rudolf gave him a nod to proceed. Young Sandarr, had talent but he still needed occasional nudges. Confidence would come with practice. It was far better to be instructed like this, rather than the reckless way Rudolph had taught himself to fly. There had been many broken sleighs and bruised forelegs during that time. The thrill of it all greatly remembered, the pain of rough landings all but forgotten.

Rudolph glanced back over his shoulder at the six trainee reindeer and gave them the thumbs-up. Since he lacked thumbs, he offered the reindeer equivalent -a wiggle of his antlers. He could see they were all concentrating intently and was pleased with their progress so far.

With seemingly effortless grace, they climbed ever higher into the sky, banking slightly as they ascended. This brought them on a heading that would take them out of Norway and back to the Ice Kingdom at the North Pole.

The flight continued uneventfully for a while. Rudolph, pleased with his trainees’ proficient execution of the manoeuvres, felt a sense of satisfaction. Now all that remained was the journey home -a simple task for magical beings like themselves, requiring only focussed concentration.

Suddenly a violent shudder ripped through the sleigh, jolting it off balance. Rudolph whipped his head around.  He was astonished to see that Cadence (one of the reindeer in the middle two teams) was missing! Before he could react, another violent jolt caused him to look forwards again. He looked to his co-pilot, but Sandarr was gone too!

A third, even more violent tremor hit the sleigh, causing its entire weight to bear down on him like the weight of the world. He turned his gaze back to rally the others, but he was alone!

Rudolph was shocked. What had happened to his team? Greatly alarmed, he realised that no matter how magical he might be, he would probably not be able to carry the weight of the sleigh all alone. Quelling a rising sense of panic, Rudolf was determined to assess his situation logically. First, he could see that all the other reindeer were gone, but none of the harnesses were broken. There had also been no warnings from the other reindeer of anything being wrong. This, he deduced, was a problem rooted in magic.

Should he attempt a search and rescue? It was a futile notion. At this altitude, by the time he reached the ground he would be nowhere near where they might have landed, assuming they had landed at all. No! If it was a magic-related problem, then only one person could solve this. The best course of action was to record the coordinates as best he could and race for home, back to the Ice Kingdom. Santa would know what to do.

Rudolph strained against the unexpected weight of the sleigh, pushing himself to fly faster. Norway blurred beneath him, then gave way to the vast expanse of the Arctic Ocean. The effort was draining, the seemingly endless expanse of water mocking his progress. Finally, the familiar sight of the ice emerged on the horizon. Due to his excellent night vision, Rudolph could see it quite clearly. Relief flooded him, a flicker of hope amidst the growing desperation. He was nearing home, but with every passing second, altitude bled away, not by choice. 

Then, the unthinkable happened. Rudolph’s magical ability to fly deserted him. Panic surged, but even a brave reindeer knew the futility of arguing with the ground at terminal velocity. Magical or not, it was going to be painful.

The sleigh plummeted. It wasn’t a nosedive, but a straightforward crash into what was left of the rock-hard ice of the North Pole. Ever resourceful, Rudolph wrestled himself free from the harness, just as the ground rushed up to meet him. If he had to die, it wouldn’t be with himself, and his dignity crushed beneath the wreckage. 

‘This,’ bellowed Rudolph alarmingly, ‘is really going to hurt!’

And he was right.
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Seven Reindeer
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NORTHERN NORWAY, USUALLY a land gripped by bone-chilling cold, experienced a polar night that descended upon its northernmost reaches in late November. Tromso, a town nestled in this frigid embrace, was no exception. Yet, an unsettling anomaly gripped the region -the temperatures refused to plummet as they should. Instead of a winter wonderland blanketed in snow, the landscape wallowed in slush and mud. 

The indigenous reindeer, accustomed to the harsh reality of sub-zero winters and sudden blizzards, found themselves floundering in the boggy wilderness surrounding Tromso. Periods of rain and mud were usually seasonal, but the continual dampness eroded their spirits and sapped their strength. 

A small group of seven reindeer huddled apart from the main herd, their forms radiating a profound dejection. They had no memory of being magical, of soaring through the sky. All they knew, was the misery of being perpetually damp and cold, their hides offering the only protection from the unrelenting elements. Desperately they yearned for shelter.

As was typical in these unpredictable climes, the weather shifted once more. Sleet morphed into a downpour, then ceased entirely. The wind died down and a gentle crescent moon cast pale light, cutting into the enveloping darkness. In the distance a vast tent-like structure emerged from the gloom. With a common goal, the seven reindeer trotted off with renewed purpose towards the potential refuge.

A troubled Sussu nursed her hot tea by the crackling fire in the vast communal yurt. The extreme cold that once gripped the land for months on end seemed like a distant memory. The weather, Sussu thought with a frown, had become increasingly erratic these past few years. The seasons, once predictable companions, now seemed capricious and ever-changing. Her grandfather, whose memory of this place stretched back many decades, could attest to that fact. Even Sussu herself, at just nineteen years old, had witnessed the local climate transform. This was of particular concern to those of them maintaining reindeer herds in the local area.

Traditionally reindeer herding had been the lifeblood of the Sami people, a source of both sustenance and cultural identity. While that remained true, tourism now formed the backbone of their struggling community. People flocked from across the globe, eager to experience the magic of the arctic:  the ethereal northern lights, the breathtaking landscapes and of course, the iconic reindeer. Christmas was their peak season, a time of bustling activity and welcome income. But this year, the Yurts stood eerily silent. Not a single tourist group had materialised all week, and the trickle in the preceding weeks offered a bleak outlook. The calendar stretched barren ahead, devoid of bookings. How long could they endure without the vital income generated by visitors? After all, who, in their right mind, would pay to be dragged through the mud by a reindeer on a rainy day?

Financial anxieties gripped the community, and some were beginning to despair. Yet, the herd still had to be maintained, demanding constant care, regardless of visitor numbers. 

With a
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