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Five days before Christmas

“T oday is a new day, the rfst day om the fest om ly .imeW ginnin’ 
is whefe itvs atW To haue a mfiend, yob lbst Be a mfiendW 

”eabty is as Beabty doesWI p stafe into the Bathfool liffof and feceat 
these é.iéhks ouef and ouefW

The ’fooues Between ly eyes sit deecef with eaéh cassin’ dayW p 
stfetéh the sNin on ly maée, Bbt it dfoocs and sett.es into wfinN.esW p 
ocen ly eyes wideW —o, not he.cin’W p .ean é.osefW p éob.d feshace ly 
eyeBfowsHthe .itt.e Bit thatvs .emt om thelW

?ow éan p cb.. lyse.m obt om this mbnNC ptvs a.lost MhfistlasW jy 
'oB is to Be 'o..y, and p éan do itW p cat ly 'i’’.y tbllyW pOue ’ot the 
Bbi.d fi’ht hefeW p al the cefmeét jfsW M.absW

-Nay then, pOue oEéia..y .ost ly lindW p tbfn away mfol the liffof, 
cosition ly white wi’ to éouef ly ’fayLstfeaNed abBbfn ébf.s, shoue 
ly fobnd wifeLmfaled ’.asses bc ly nose, taNe a deec Bfeath, and 
ocen the Bathfool doof into the Bbsy wof.d om A.m xandW

“jfsW  M.abs,  ouef hefeWI U ta..  e.mHyes,  pvl awafe thatOs  an 
oJylofonHwith deec cbfc.e eyes, a cefNy, bctbfned nose, and 
’feenLmfaled ’.asses waues to leW

p i’nofe hil and Neec wa.Nin’W
“Dl, jfsW M.abs, p need yobf si’natbfe mof this ofdef om 'in’.e 

Be..sWI U shoft e.m, his fed stoéNin’ éac cb..ed down so maf his cointy 
eafs stiéN obt, shoues a cieée om cacef in ly maée and hands le a cenW
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p séfiBB.e ly nale, za..y M.absW
“jfsW M.abs, p haue a GbestionWI The new feindeef Neecef ’faBs 

ly aflW zhevs the sin’.e lost annoyin’ wolan p haue euef letW ?ef 
B.onde haif éaséades ouef hef shob.defs, éatéhin’ euefy .i’ht Bb.B fay 
and shillefin’ .iNe scbn sb’afW Thefevs not a sin’.e B.aéNhead, cofe, 
of wfinN.e in si’htW zhe doesnvt haue to tweeFe, c.béN, of shace hef 
eyeBfowsW

p cee. hef rn’efs o3 ly afl and Neec ’oin’W
U yobn’ uoiée says, “jfsW M.abs, do yob .iNe this wooden hofseCI
That stocs le in ly tfaéNsW —o one euef asNs le aBobt toysW —o, 

ly 'oBH ly who.e feason mof Bein’His to stand By zantavs sideW Und 
sli.eW ThatOs itW

p éanvt felelBef the .ast tile soleone asNed le aBobt wooden 
hofsesW

p tbfn to the .itt.e e.mW AJéitelent ’.ows in hef dafN Bfown eyesW 
?ef ciJie ébt shows o3 hef tiny, cointed eafsW zolethin’ twists in ly 
éhest, and p ho.d obt ly handW

“jay p see itCI The toy is handéfamted mfol .i’ht wood and iné.bdes 
a dafN Bfown lane, tai., and shiny B.aéN eyesW “ge.. lade and stbfdyW 
Yfeat 'oBWI p Bend ouef so weOfe eye to eyeW “ghatOs yobf naleCI

“TfbdyWI zhe swa..ows and stafes at hef meetW ?ef sla.. shoes ’.ittefW
“p .iNe yobf shoes, TfbdyWI
zhe NnoéNs the hee.s to’ethef, settin’ o3 anothef fobnd om twinL

N.in’W “ThanN yobW p cbt eJtfa ’.ittef on thelWI
p éan te..W Mo.ofmb. dbst …oats in the aif and .eaues a rne éoatin’ on 

euefythin’W p Nind om .iNe itW
zhe s.ics hef hand in line and whiscefs, “2onvt te.. ly lol, Bbt 

when p ’fow bc, p wanna Be a toylaNefWI
“ghy wob.d that Be a cfoB.elCI ptvs A.m xandW Auefyone wants to 

laNe toysW
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zhe si’hs the saddest si’h and cointsW “vMabse thatvs ly lolWI
p tbfn, and the feindeef .ady stands rue meet away, afls éfossed ouef 

hef we..Lcfocoftioned Bosol, hef eyes B.aFin’W The on.y way p éan 
te.. shevs ’.afin’ at le is the s.i’ht éoéN om an eyeBfow and a stefn 
eJcfession in hef eyesW —othin’ e.se on hef maée louesW

“-h, yes, that is a cfoB.el,I p say obt om the éofnef om ly lobthW
jsW Seindeef accfoaéhesW “jfsW M.abs, p haue to ta.N to yobWI zhe 

tacs hef mootW
“-hCI ghat do p sayC xet yobf Nid ciéN hef own éafeefW ?ow éan 

yob deny this .itt.e e.mC ghat Nind om lothef afe yobC ghy doesnvt 
yobf .icstiéN euef madeC

Wait. Focus, Sally.
“Pes, p need he.cW -ne om the feindeefIHshe cabses and hef shob.L

defs dfoocH“itvs lissin’WI ?ef wofds end in a whiscefW
“jissin’CI Tfbdy ho..efs, hef lobth and eyes cefmeét éifé.esW “—o, 

jol, that éanvt Be tfbeW ghiéh oneCI
?eads whic obf wayW A.m eafs afe cointed mof a feasonW The Bettef 

to heaf yob with and a..W
TfbdyOs lothef éhews on hef .owef .icW “Dh, bl, p donvt 4 pvl not 

sbfe om its naleWI
“jolA p to.d yob who they afeW SelelBefC 2ashefvs the one with 

the dot on his mofehead, 2onnefOs feaf hooues afe a.. B.aéN, BiJen has 
.on’ eye.ashesIHshe …bttefs hef eye.ashesH“2anéef éanvt danée Bbt 
Cfanéef éan, Moletvs Bfeath is teffiB.e, ”.itFen is the shoftest, and 
Mbcid has that ébte cointy noseWI 2is’bst is wfitten a.. ouef hef maéeW 
“Und yob haue to Nnow SbthWI zhe .eans ouef, hands aBoue hef eyes, 
and cfetends to seaféh mof solethin’W

Seindeef .ady si’hsW “zhevs the one p éanvt rndWI
“ghatCI Tfbdy séfeeéhesW
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p haue to ’et these two obt om this foolW The e.ues afe ’ettin’ 
fest.essW Und way too ébfiobsW p shbEe thel into the Bathfool p 'bst 
eJitedW

“U.. fi’ht,I p say, .oéNin’ the doof and .eanin’ a’ainst itW D’h, pvl 
’oin’ to haue to asN feindeef .ady hef nale, whiéh is elBaffassin’ 
Beéabse zanta felelBefs who euefyone is, and p a.ways dfaw a B.anNW 
“Selind le om yobf nale, c.easeWI

?ef eyeBfow twitéhes a tiny BitW “Ya.eniaW ge went to séhoo. toL
’ethefC Pob éa..ed le Ya.eWI

p donvt felelBefW “-hCI
“MhelistfyCI zhe shaNes hef headW “Pob donvt felelBef leC ge 

eJc.oded feindeef mood, and the rfe a.afl went o3W Mhow …ew euefyL
whefeAI

p wfaéN ly BfainW p haue no lelofy om thatW “pvl soffyW pvue Been 
Bbsy, and 4I p waue ly handW

Tfbdy stolcs hef .itt.e moot, and ’.ittef …bttefs afobnd bsW “AJébse 
leA Sbth is .ost, felelBefC jol, howC ghat haccenedCI

“Thatvs the cfoB.elW p entefed the Bafn, sett.ed thel mof the 
euenin’, and the .i’hts went obtW ghen p …icced thel BaéN on, she 
had disacceafedWI

U tiny teaf tfiéN.es down TfbdyOs éheeNW “—ot SbthieW p .oue that 
o.d ’if.,I she whiscefsW zhe wfacs hef afls afobnd Ya.eOs waist, BbfyL
in’ hef maée into hef …at Be..yW

Thatvs when the .i’hts éole onW pn ly Bfain, that isW “?an’ onW 
ghy did yob wait bnti. this euenin’ to te.. le shevs lissin’CI p éheéN 
ly watéhW “ptvs Been a.lost twentyLmobf hobfsWI



Four days before Christmas

E arly the following day, Galenia and her daughter meet me at the 
barn. Galenia is determined to explain why she delayed the news 

about Ruth. My breath blows frosty in the air. The forecast shows 
snow every day this week, with a blizzard due on Christmas Eve. The 
elves are in a frenzy to catch up on orders, and there is talk of Santa 
leaving early to avoid the storm.

Trudy gives each reindeer a treat, rubs their necks, and calls them by 
name. She makes sure they have fresh hay and water.

Gale lingers by the barn door and shakes her head. “This is my Wrst 
Christmas with the reindeer. Ihat will ? tell SantaH ’e”ll be so upset.- 
’er brows draw together. ? think. The skin on her forehead moves the 
slightest bit. ’er bottom lip trembles and tears sparkle in her eyes.

Santa”s having a tough enough year. ? make him lasagna and 
brownies every day, but his suit is still loose. The senior elves staged 
a  strike  last  month.  They  don”t  want  to  make  baby dolls  any—
moreqsomething about changing times, eLual rights, blah, blah, 
blah.

? do not understand elf politics. ?f Santa hears about Ruth, it might 
be the Wnal straw. Yosing her famous brother years ago was almost the 
end of him.

“Gale, we need to locate Ruthie,- ? begin.
“Jeah, Mom,- Trudy chimes in.
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“’ave you checked all the stallsH- ? snap my Wngers. “Ihat about 
reindeer gamesH Oon”t Oasher and Oancer always play a round before 
the big dayH-

Trudy crosses  her  arms.  “Ihy can”t  anyone keep these  guys 
straightH …rancer wanted to have a dance—oU, but since Oasher and 
Oancer can”t dance !- She throws her hands in the air. “'ghV-

? step toward the empty stall. “Ie can check in here. Ie might 
Wnd a clue.- ? open the half door to Ruth”s stall and survey the area. 
Dothing is out of place. ’er water bowl is full, and her chow is all 
gone. ? glimpse a faint outline of where she slept in the hay.

“Oo you think she ran awayH- Gale asks.
“Ihy would sheH- Trudy stomps her foot. “Ruthie wouldn”t do 

that.-
The other reindeer pop their heads out of their stalls, watching 

us. They must wonder where their friend went and why we”re here. 
They might know what happened, but unlike what television shows 
portray, reindeer canAt talk.

“Gale, ? think we need to tell Santa,- ? say. ? can”t mention the 
possibility of him Fying out early. Something that”s never been done 
in the history of Christmas.

’er shoulders slump, and she walks oU, dragging her feet and 
leaving marks on the dirt Foor.

? turn to Trudy. “?f Ruth didn”t run away, do you have any idea 
what might”ve happenedH-

She”s young but seems in touch with the animals. Each one watches 
her with their dark brown eyes. ? see Oancer”s spot and 7ixen”s long 
eyelashes, except now they”re not Futtering.

“? saw an elf in here the other day. ? guess ? startled him. ’e ran out 
right after,- she says.

“Ihat was he doingH-
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“? don”t know.- Trudy plops down on Ruthie”s hay with a shrug.
“Can you describe himH-
’er mouth pulls up on one side, and she raises her eyebrows. “’e”s 

an elf. …ointy ears, pointy shoes.-
? suppress a sigh. Sarcasm isn”t helpful. ? reach out my hand. “Yet”s 

Wnd your mom. Maybe she can tell us who he is.-
Ihen we reach SantaAs o@ce, Gale stands in front of the door with 

her Wst raised. “?”m afraid to knock. ’e”s going to be so disappointed 
in me.-

“Trudy saw an elf in the barn the other day.-
She gets the same expression on her face as her daughter. “This is 

Elf Yand. So ! elves.-
Yike daughter, like mother.
? tap on the door and turn the knob, entering the room. Santa sits 

at a large table, his white head bent over some papers, a red ink pen 
clutched in his hand. ’e hears us and glances up with a smile.

“6h, Oear,- he says to me. “?”m so glad you”re here.- ’e stands and 
kisses my cheek. “jnd Gale and Trudy, how are you twoH-

’e waves us to chairs and sits beside me on the loveseat. “Ihat can 
? do for you todayH ? Aust read over the naughty list. Glad to see you 
werenAt on it.- ’e winks at Trudy and gives his famous “’o ho ho.-

“This is serious,- Trudy says. “There”s no time to laugh. ?t”s impor—
tant.- ’er little face wrinkles with worry.

’e reaches forward and pats her on the head. “Ie can always make 
time to laughV- ’e chuckles, holding his belly.

Gale whimpers. “Santa, ?”m so sorry.- She clasps her hands against 
her chest. “? searched everywhere for her. ? have no idea what hap—
pened.-

“Ihat do you meanH Iho did you look forH- Confusion Wlls his 
eyes.
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“She”s missing.- Gale”s voice trembles.
“Iho isH- Santa never gets mad. Dot even when ? forget to separate 

the wash, and all of his clothes end up with a pink tinge from his red 
suit. Dot even when ? make blueberry pancakes and burn each one.

“Ruth,- ? whisper.
Santa blinks once and then a second time before he stands. ’e puts 

his hands on his hips and chuckles again. “’o ho ho, that”s a good 
one.-

Trudy tugs on his Wngers. “Ruthie is gone. They”re not kidding.-
’e Fops into his chair, running his hand through his hair. “Cut 

Christmas is only three days away.- Ie exchange glances, and ? know 
he”s thinking about the blizzard too.

“Ie”ll Wnd her in time, Santa,- Trudy says. “?”ll get to work now. 
SheAll be back in time,- she repeats before rushing out of the room.

“That girl is feisty,- he says, aUection in his eyes.
Gale shakes her head. “? can”t keep up with her. Santa, ?”m sorry. 

Ruthie never does anything like this. She”s the responsible one. Dot 
like Clitzen. Dow that one is pure mischief.-

She stops at his raised eyebrow.
“IeAll Wnd her,- ? say in a positive tone.
Ie have to. Christmas is almost here, and Ruth is the only one who 

can take Santa everywhere he needs to go, especially if he has to make 
it through a blizzard.



Three days before Christmas

T rudy searches for Ruth while Gale and I discuss what could 
have happened. We scrunch our legs under an elf-sized table 

and pretend to assemble more wooden horses, leaning close so no one 
overhears us. If any elves question our presence, they don't ask.

“Who bene?ts from Ruthie's absence”D I attach a blond mane with 
a tiny hammer to the back of a horse.

“Basher, I suppose. Aut why would he do anything” Hll the rein-
deer love Ruth.D

“Aesides the reindeer, I mean. What about that elf” Se might have 
reindeer-napped her.D

Ser neck and cheeks turn pink. Smm, I think I've hit on some-
thing. “Gale” Is there something you need to tell me”D I try to catch 
her eye.

’he scrunches up her nose. “ItJs, he's, nothing to worry about. I 
promise.D

The lady doth protest too much.
“Is he why you didnJt tell me until Ruthie had been missing a whole 

day”D
’he nods, her eyes still downcast.
I add a tail to the horse and set it to the side. Hll around us, elves 

tap, glue, and assemble toys. ’anta has a hard and fast rule about no 



ENO BLBRI110C

electronics. “…hildren must use their imaginations,D he insists. The 
topic arises every year at the annual post-…hristmas round table.

I pass more horse pieces to Gale. “’o, we took …hemistry together”D
“I can't believe you don't remember. Well, actually, I can. We were 

not in the same M group.D Ser mouth purses, and I catch sight of a 
couple of wrinkles.

Yy delight at the proof sheJs also aging fades when her words 
penetrate my brain. “What do you mean”D

’he wiggles in her seat.
“Galenia.D Yy voice is ?rm.
“Pou were snooty. Hnd popular. Hnd I M I wasn't. I had dishwater 

blonde hair and round, clunky glasses and braces. I broke out in pim-
ples all around my nose.D ’he covers her face.

I sit back, combing my memories. “Were you skinny”D
’he nods.
“Bid I call you Aeanpole”D Yy heart sinks. I remember her now. 

The sadness on her face tells me itJs true, and shame ?lls me.
“IJm sorry.D Yy apology comes out in a whisper, barely audible. It's 

hard to admit, but I was a silly, insecure girl who used to make fun of 
others to hide my own pain. I kneel beside her chair and take her hands. 
“—lease, forgive me. I was more than unkind to you. IJm so sorry.D

’he inhales, and I think of everything she canxand probably 
shouldxsay to me. I cringe, waiting for her words.

“Thank you.D H smile plays on her lips. “It took me years to em-
brace myself for who I am, not for my appearance. I dyed my hair and 
?Fed my face before the truth dawned on me.D ’he releases my hands 
and runs her ?ngers through her long locks, a newfound con?dence 
in her eyes. “I kind of love the hair now.D

This woman, the bane of my eFistence two days ago, is teaching me. 
’chooling me, if IJm being honest.
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I sit in my chair and study her. “Sow did you, you know, ?gure it 
out”D

“What do you mean”D
jgh. I will have to let it all out. The "iggly tummy, the fake smiles, 

how old I feel, how I never remember anyoneJs name. I list all of my 
faults and blemishes.

Ser lips twitch, and she grins. H giggle bursts out. I lean back. I 
bared my heart and soul to her, and sheJs laughing. Tears sting the 
backs of my eyes. I ?st my hands so hard my nails bite into my palms.

Gale wipes her eyes, another chuckle escapes, and she shakes her 
head. “’orry, IJm sorry. I never imagined you felt like that.D Hnother 
lip twitch, and I regret my openness. ’he holds up a hand. “IJm done, I 
promise. Whew. …an you imagine if all of us women told other women 
what we felt like” That would be amazing.D ’he sighs.

’he has a point. I feel lighter now. 1ess rigid and stuck. “IJm hard 
on myself,D I confess.

“ItJs a habit, ’ally. Pou can turn it around. ItJs not easy, and some-
times it hurts to realize how much you put yourself down. If you call 
yourself fat or "iggly, try saying youJre a bigger girl. BonJt criticize what 
size you wear. Eust wear it. If you have gray in your hair, or whiteDxshe 
nods at my wigx2own it. …all them grace glitters. If my daughter can 
have glittery shoes, why canJt you have glittery hair”D

H habit. ’he makes it sound easy, but it's not. ’heJs given me a lot 
to think about though.

“Thank you.D
“PouJre welcome. If you ever need encouragement, call me.D
“I will,D I say. “Oow, I suppose we better locate Ruth. We need her 

back H’H—.D
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“We have a couple of days. IJm sure we can ?gure it out. Lr Trudy 
will ?nd her.D ’he picks up two horse pieces and secures them togeth-
er.

Gale is so casual about this. …hristmas is only three days from now, 
and today's forecast is worse than yesterdayJs. The blizzard is reported 
to be unlike any weJve ever had. ’hould I tell her” …an I trust my new 
friend”

I open my mouth to speak, but Trudy rushes into the room. What 
she holds stops me.

“Yom, Yrs. …laus, I found RuthJs collar. Aut I didnJt spot her 
anywhere.D ’he forgets to whisper, and every elf in the room gasps. 
Ser eyes widen. “Lops.D

I stand and hold out my hands. “Nverything is ?ne. Ruth got a bit 
lost in the snow, thatJs all. We could use some help looking for her.D 
Why hadnJt I thought of this before” The elves can hunt for the miss-
ing reindeer, and Gale and I can stay back and determine if something 
more sinister is happening. I pray they believe me, considering RuthJs 
unique abilities.

We arrange four search teams, pass out water bottles, and give one 
whistle per team. If anyone spots her, the whistle will alert us all.

They leave, and the room is quiet. I have to broach the mysterious 
elf one more time.

“PouJre positive that the elf Trudy noticed was your friend”D
’he nods. “I will tell Trudy about him when she gets back. I heard 

you telling one of the elves that ’anta needs Ruth back today.D ’he tips 
her head, a question in her eyes.

“We have the weather forecastxone "ust for ’anta, me, and the 
head elf. …hristmas Nve is supposed to be bad. 1ike, history-setting 
bad.D
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’he squares her shoulders. “’houldnJt I be aware of that too” …on-
sidering IJm in charge of the reindeer.D Ser tone is frostier than ever.

“Uair point. I will discuss that with ’anta. Hs soon as we get back 
this missing reindeer.D



Two days before Christmas

G alenia and I batted around two ideas. Ruthie got lost—pretty 
much inconceivable—or an elf reindeer-napped her. Neither 

of us could picture any of the elves doing it though. The search group 
reported back. They found no signs of our missing reindeer, not even 
a stray hoof print. We sent them all home, and Gale and I made plans 
to meet again this morning at the barn. I brought a thermos of hot 
cocoa, and she set out frosted goodies on a worktable.

I pull two high stools up to the table and grab a star-shaped cookie. 
“I think cookies are my favorite part of Christmas.”

“No,” she mumbles around a handful of reindeer chow. The sweet, 
crunchy kind, not their actual food. “It's the trees. I love to decorate.”

“That’s obvious.” I gesture to the barn. Every wall and stall door 
holds a wreath and blinking lights. Greenery and candles decorate 
our table, and an eight-foot pine holds more ornaments than I knew 
existed.

Lights. Something about lights tickles my memory. I set down my 
snack. “Gale, tell me again what happened when you realized Ruth 
was gone?”

She sips her coHee. “Dmm, did I mention it was their bedtime?”
I remember that part, but something else happened. “The lights? 

Aid they go out?”
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“!esj They blinked out, and she was missing when they came back 
on.” She reaches out and grabs my hand. “Ao you think that’s when 
she left or was taken?”

“It has to be. Why did the lights go out? Dow long were they oH?”
She screws up her mouth, a thoughtful look on her face. “Two 

minutes? Ot the most. It wasn’t storming, so I didn’t know what 
caused it. I was buttoning my Backet to go check the electric box when 
they came back on.”

“!ou didn’t Jip the light switch?”
She shakes her head.
I stand. “We need to investigate. I suspect someone turned them oH 

and used that time to take her.”
She leads me out the barn door, and we crunch through the snow 

to the back of the building. O small wooden box covers the electric 
panel. The padlock on it is broken. With my gloved hand, I remove 
the lock and open the box. Inside is a confusing Bumble of fuses with 
labels written on blue painter's tape. I tap the fuse for the “main light 
barn,” which is now in the on position.

I check the snow at our feet, wishing I’d thought to do it before we 
tromped in the area.

“Ore there other footprints besides ours?” I ask.
Gale studies the ground, then leans over and points. “!es. Those 

are ours. We both have the same tread on our snow boots. 6ut see that 
one?”

In several places, a footprint appears. It’s larger than ours and nar-
rows to a point. It could be a man's or a woman's with long feet. Either 
way, it is an elf shoeprint.

She straightens up. “I don’t understand.”
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What doesn’t she get? It was an elf, and we both know an elf has 
been hanging around. “Fut with it, Gale. Who did Trudy see, and why 
was he here? Would he have taken Ruth?”

I never thought she, of all people, would be involved in stealing 
a reindeer. Ofter all, her sole Bob was to care for them.  She doesn’t 
answer, and I clear my throat. “Nothing? !ou have nothing to say for 
yourself?”

She meets my gaze, …re in her eyes, and spits out, “De is my tutor.”
“!our what?”
“Tutor. Ore you happy now?”
No, I’m confused. Still. “Let me get this straight. !ou have an elf 

coming to teach you, and you’re embarrassed by that?” I picture her 
learning to waltz or how to speak a foreign language. 1aybe she’s a 
spy, and he’s teaching her how to take over Elf Land.

She stomps away and then turns. “If I’d wanted you to know, I 
would’ve told you. 6ut I can tell you think I’m caught up in this 
reindeer-napping. To prove I’m not, come with me.” She holds out 
her hand.

>anic …lls me. “Galenia, we’re in a time crunch here. If Ruthie isn’t 
home by tonight, Santa won’t make it out before the storm.” I wish I 
could make her understand. The forecast worsened every day.

She wiggles her …ngers. “Trust me. Come on.”
I’m not feeling good about this. I reach out and grab her hand.
It takes an hour to walk where we’re going. 1y nose is dripping 

from the wind, my …ngers are cramping, and I haven’t been able to 
feel my toes for the last thirty minutes. I spot a building up ahead, 
and as we draw nearer, I realize it's more of a shack. The wood is 
weathered gray, and light seeps out through several cracks. I reach for 
the doorknob, but Gale stops me.
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“When we get in there, you’ll see my elf friend. 6e kind. De’s @ 
diHerent.”

I snort. Ff course, I’ll be kind. I’m 1rs. Claus. 6ut I don’t say that 
because Gale probably thinks about how I was in high school. “I will. 
I promise.”

I open the door.



Two days before Christmas, 
midday

T wo things shock me inside the shack. First, the decorations 
outnumber the ones in the barn. There is not an empty space 

on the walls. Blinking lights and nutcrackers of all sizes stand on every 
surface. Second is the elf himself.

I’ve been around elves all my life. This one is taller than any I’ve 
met. He’s so skinny I worry he’ll blow out through a crack in the walls. 
His nose is beyond pointy, but when I peer at his feet—let’s not forget 
we’re hunting a reindeer thief—I see he has the tiniest, widest shoes 
in all of Elf Land. They’re almost round. And they do not match the 
tracks in the snow by the barn.

“Hello,” I say, sticking out my hand.
Gale steps in front of me and touches her friend on his shoulder. 

I’m not sure how she reaches it. “Henry, this is my friend, Sally Claus. 
We need your help.”

Henry reaches out a short, stubby hand. It’s like he was made with 
all the leftover elf parts. Nothing matches.

We shake, and he holds on. “We are friends.”
I think he means him and Gale. “Yes, she told me.” What could he 

be tutoring her in? The shack tells me nothing. I turn to Gale with a 
questioning gaze.
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She wraps her hand around his arm. “Henry is teaching me to be 
kind and how to work with the reindeer.”

Huh. I didn’t know you had to learn how to be kind. I narrow my 
eyes. “Can you explain that?”

“Which part?”
I raise my eyebrows. “Both.”
She launches into a long explanation about Henry, how he is dif-

ferent but always kind, and how they’ve become friends. As far as the 
reindeer, her predecessor didn’t leave directions on how to bond with 
the animals, and Gale explains her struggles.

“Okay, that makes sense.” It does, but this does not lead us any 
closer to discovering Ruthie. “Can he help with our investigation?”

She turns toward her friend, and they whisper for several minutes. 
She looks at me. “He has an idea of what’s going on.”

Thank goodness. It’s already after lunchtime, and Santa must leave 
tonight to miss the blizzard. We only have a few hours to !nd Ruth 
and return her to the herd.

Henry leads us outside, shuts the shack’s door, and trudges down 
the path. We reach a tiny gate nestled in a row of shrubs. He turns, 
gesturing for us to follow. I have no idea where we’re going. We follow a 
snow-covered road until it dead ends. Henry lifts his hand and points.

“There.”
I follow his !nger and gasp. It’s Ruth. How did she get here, and 

who took her? I’m thrilled to see her, but I’m frustrated too. I ap-
proach, softly calling her name. I think she smiles at me.

“Hey, big girl, we sure have missed you.” She rubs her antlers against 
my outstretched hand. “Santa needs you, sweetie.”

At my words, her head pops up.
Gale approaches. “Ruth, you look greatJ”
She grins. She has quite an expressive face.
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Henry <oins us. Ruthie leans into him as he scratches her head and 
neck. I see another elf heading our way. I turn, holding up my hand.

“StopJ”
He stutters to a halt, his eyebrows scrunched together. “Who are 

you, and why are you here?” he demands.
“Who am I? I’m Mrs. Claus. Sally Claus.” I notice his pointy shoes 

and the footprints he’s left in the fresh snow. “It’s him, Gale. He took 
Ruthie.”

The elf sco=s. “Took her? She’s here for her annual navigation 
assessment. I couldn’t get into the barn. Sorry about the broken pad-
lock.”

I turn to Gale. “Annual what?”
She shrugs. “I told you the previous keeper didn’t leave me any 

information, but Ruth is the best at navigation.”
“Is she ready?” I ask the elf.
“To leave? SureJ We’ve had a great time, haven’t we, girl?”
The reindeer nods.
“Next time, can we do this without all the mystery?” I ask.
He winks and sets up a meeting with Gale to go over more reindeer 

guidelines.
“Let’s go then. We only have a couple of hours,” I say. Ruth, Henry, 

and the elf stare at me as I explain the incoming snowstorm.
The elf gets Ruth’s things, and we hurry back to the herd. Santa 

has the other reindeer already hooked up to his toy-stu=ed sleigh. We 
buckle her at the front. Trudy rushes to her, throwing her arms around 
the reindeer’s neck.

“I’m so glad you’re back in timeJ Are you ready to lead?”
We wave as Santa takes o=. In the distance, snow clouds rush in, but 

I spot Ruth at the front of the team. She’ll get them where they need 
to go, blizzard or no blizzard.
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“Merry Christmas to all,” I say.
And to all, a bright night.


