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In a typical year, Moonshine Mall’s Winter Wonderland drew crowds that filled the parking lot throughout the month of December.
But today, on the 23rd day of December in no ordinary year, the crowds were like nothing anyone could remember.
For a whole host of reasons, record numbers of shoppers and Christmas revellers had been coming every single day. The mall’s management had gone all-out on the decorations and activities, for one thing, with a huge sledding hill covered in fake snow and a huge pen filled with eight real reindeer.
As well as that, a very special Santa Claus had arrived in the mall’s famous grotto.
Moonshine Mall was the first in the country where the jolly old man in the red suit was no man at all. Instead, he was a robot.
This alone brought extra visitors from all across the country thanks to all the news coverage and word of mouth that spread after the first few days. Robo Claus was so convincing, in fact, most of the children who sat on his lap didn’t even realise they were talking to a robot.
His face was remarkably expressive and his suit was padded enough to hide all feelings of the metal and the wires underneath. But for the parents and older children who knew from the news coverage that this Santa was a robot, the most impressive thing wasn’t even how convincing he looked.
He sounded very human, too, with a perfectly deep and jolly voice that could have fooled just about anyone.
But even that wasn’t the most impressive thing about Robo Claus.
Especially for the adults, who had grown up seeing very basic robots and thinking good ones could only exist in sci-fi movies, the way Robo Claus acted was the real headline breakthrough.
Robo Claus didn’t just say things in a human voice, move in a human way, and look like a human while he did it.
No, it was more than that.
They were most impressed by the fact that Robo Claus always knew the right thing to say to the children who visited his grotto, and that he seemed to do everything without a millisecond of processing time.
A few days ago, an undercover news reporter even tried to prove his suspicion that there was actually a real man in the suit, pretending to be a robot.
The footage other visitors recorded of that incident had been seen all around the world since then, millions and millions of times, and everyone thought it was especially funny when the frustrated reporter stuck a needle in Santa’s hand to make him flinch… only for the robot to crush the man’s finger while calling for some human security guards to “take the naughty boy away.”
Some people were worried to see Robo Claus use any kind of violence like he had when he crushed the man’s finger, but most others recognised that he had only acted in self defence.
On top of that, the mall’s manager and the head of the robotics company both said Robo Claus did exactly what he was supposed to do in calmly restraining the man and calling for assistance from human security guards.
A number of parents did cancel their visits to the grotto even though no full refunds were available, thanks mainly to a sensationalist news story by the reporter who had set out to prove Santa wasn’t really a robot and ended up warning the world that he was — and a supposedly dangerous robot, at that.
When those cancellations came in, the mall’s manager — Nancy Collins — decided not to take any more online bookings to fill the slots. Nancy decided it would be better to run a first-come-first-served system, knowing this would bring a rush of visitors like nothing the mall had ever seen.
She was right… and maybe too right.
By 7am on December 23rd, the local police had to put up road blocks three miles from the mall to stop anyone else from showing up.
One officer spoke to the news cameras and said Nancy Collins was putting people’s lives in danger for the sake of making more money, and that on today of all days it was an especially terrible idea to try to bring even more people to the mall.
December 23rd was already the long-promised delivery date for a larger-than-normal batch of the year’s hottest toy: a Sheepy McFinnigan action figure. Rumour had it that even the real Santa didn’t have enough Sheepy toys to go around, even with his elves working overtime.
Every child who asked for Sheepy — which was pretty much every child who asked for anything — got the same answer from Robo Claus: “I’m trying my best to find one for you, and I’ve even got your parents trying to help out in case they see one while I’m busy here. The trouble is, everyone wants a Sheepy this year and some kids asked for theirs way back in summertime. Keep being good and I’ll keep trying to find one for you.”
Needless to say, the parents of those children really were doing all they could to find a Sheepy McFinnigan. The action figures were like gold dust, and Nancy Collins in the mall’s management office knew that better than anyone.
Nancy had come to Moonshine Mall with a business background that made her famous. She was a ruthless operator who once fired her own brother for failing to hit his sales targets in a company they co-founded.
The nickname Nasty Nancy didn’t come for no reason, and she liked it.
No one ever said it to her face, and she liked that too. Nancy was the undisputed boss of Moonshine Mall and everyone knew it.
But what no one besides Nasty Nancy knew was why she had fought so hard to make sure Moonshine Mall was the first in the country to have a Robo Claus.
No one else besides Nancy saw certain opportunities that Robo Claus created, and no one besides Nancy knew how much money he could make for the mall.
So far, everything was going to plan. The incident with the reporter who tried to catch Robo Claus out was the only regrettable moment so far, and Nancy had no worries.
After that moment she made sure no adults were allowed within touching distance of Robo Claus, in case anyone else tried anything funny.
The core rule built into every line of his robotic operating system made sure that Robo Claus could never hurt a child in any way — under any circumstances — so Nancy wasn’t worried about that. But since she knew a lot more about him than anyone else in the mall did, she made sure that her own rule about no adults getting too close was strictly enforced at all times.
The reporter who hurt his finger while trying to expose Robo Claus had been all over the news since then, always running his mouth about the “dangerous monster” sitting inside Moonshine Mall.
“I came out with a broken finger,” he said at the end of every interview. “But who’s to say Robo Claus won’t go further when someone else does something he doesn’t like? Who’s to say he won’t kill?”
All across the country, and especially inside Moonshine Mall, people almost laughed their heads off at the idea of jolly old Robo Claus killing anything.
But by Christmas Eve, heads really would be rolling, and that reporter wouldn’t be sounding so silly anymore…
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On December 23rd, Nancy Collins arrived for work several hours before Moonshine Mall opened to the public — exactly like she had on every other day of the month so far.
This was much earlier than she came in at any other time of year, but everyone in the mall business knew that December was a time like no other.
And this year it was even bigger than ever, with unprecedented visitor numbers due to the combination of massive interest in Robo Claus and last-minute desperation to find a Sheepy McFinnigan action figure.
Everyone in the mall business also knew that December 23rd was always the busiest day of the busiest month of the year, when a lot of people set out to pick up their final few gifts before a family day at home on Christmas Eve.
Nancy had done everything she could to make this the biggest day in the mall’s history, and all the news reports about early-morning traffic jams and police warnings were music to her ears.
The first thing Nancy did when she arrived was usually a quick check-in with Robo Claus, to make sure everything was ready for another smooth day at the grotto.
Her only regret about the Winter Wonderland set up was the reindeer pen, which had brought some protests from animal rights activists who said the area was too small for eight reindeer and that all the bright lights and music was upsetting for them.
But Nancy didn’t care about the reindeer themselves… far from it.
All she cared about was the negative publicity the story brought to her mall. She made sure to get on TV the morning after the protest, calling the protestors humbugs and accusing them of trying to steal the spirit of Christmas from all the happy children who wanted to see Rudolph and his friends.
The kids did like seeing the reindeer, but Nancy felt like the animals had been more trouble than they were worth.
Other parts of Winter Wonderland were just as popular with the kids and brought a lot less headaches. Ice Cream Falls was probably the most popular attraction of all, especially at the hourly changeover points when the colour of the gloopy water changed to a different ‘flavour’ and every child gasped in wonder.
An artificial waterfall had all kinds of advantages over a live reindeer herd, as Nancy had come to realise more and more with each passing day. It didn’t need to be fed, for one thing, and it didn’t make piles of stinky mess that had to be cleaned up by keepers.
Robot reindeer were definitely at the top of Nancy’s wish-list for next Christmas.
On this busiest of all days at 6:30am, Nancy groaned when she arrived at Robo Claus and saw that the keepers were in the nearby enclosure. This meant she had to wait for her daily check-in, because some important details had to stay secret.
In truth, the check-ins were getting less and less important, anyway.
Robo Claus had proven his worth to Nancy during her very first morning check-in, way back on December 2nd. When she connected her phone to his storage chip for that first data transfer, she had smiled wider than any of the kids who visited the grotto.
The data Robo Claus gathered was priceless. All day, he recorded every single request by every single child — along with all kinds of extra details like how many brothers and sisters they said they had, or what kinds of jobs their parents did.
Nancy had even tinkered with the setting to make sure Robo Claus made a note of the brand of clothing and shoes the kids’ and their parents were wearing, to build up customer profiles she could use to target families with the most money.
But the most important piece of data Robo Claus gave Nancy on the first day was the simplest one of all: the revelation that almost every child wanted a Sheepy McFinnigan action figure for Christmas.
By December 23rd, this was universally common knowledge. But thanks to Robo Claus and his real-world market research, Nancy was able to get ahead of the curve and make sure the mall secured a huge stock of the toys before they became rarer than hen’s teeth.
Her plan to make as much money as possible out of Christmas ran much deeper than that, though, and today was the day when it was all going to pay off.
While she waited for the keepers to get out of the reindeer pen so she could download the latest data from Robo Claus, Nancy took a short walk to the block of bathrooms that were currently closed for refurbishment. In reality, they weren’t being refurbished at all.
Nancy’s total control over the mall meant that she had been able to make sure no one else had a key for these bathrooms, or their emergency fire exit that backed on to the access road for deliveries.
It was a perfect setup for a perfect plan. And after a whole month of waiting, the big pay-off was finally coming Nancy’s way.
She smiled like a devil when she looked inside the bathrooms, proud of her own devious plan and already thinking about how she was going to spend all of the money.
That smile only got wider when Nancy made it back to Robo Claus and downloaded the latest data, which told her all over again that almost every single child still wanted a Sheepy McFinnigan action figure.
Ever since Robo Claus gave Nancy a head-start in knowing how popular this toy would become, she had personally placed as many wholesale orders as she could. No one else had any idea how many she had secured, let alone how many she had kept for herself instead of passing along to the mall’s toy stores.
Nancy had been running calculations all month on how to make as much money from her stock as possible, and Robo Claus had also helped out on this front.
All of the customer data the robot gathered, based on what brands of clothes the kids were wearing and what jobs their parents had, was crucial for this. Nancy fed all of the data into a system on her computer, where she made a note of which parents would be able to pay the most excessive price for a Sheepy McFinnigan toy.
Each time Nancy got hold of the toys, she had two choices. The first option was to pass them on to the stores in the mall so they could put them on their shelves and sell them for the recommended retail price. That was good for business, because a steady trickle of toys making their way onto shelves every day meant a steady stream of parents showing up every day in the faint hope of getting their hands on one.
If there were never any toys on the shelf, customers would stop coming.
But there was a very fine balancing point for Nancy, because the popularity of Sheepy McFinnigan meant that each toy was worth a lot more than the recommended retail price.
A lot of parents were willing to pay as much as they possibly could to give their children what they wanted on Christmas morning — especially with the rumours that even the real Santa and his elves couldn’t keep up with demand — and Nancy was using this to her advantage.
Thanks to Robo Claus, she had customer data on which parents could pay the most for the toy, and those were the parents who were going to make Nancy rich beyond her wildest dreams.
Working with stores to give parents the chance to buy Sheepy McFinnigan for the regular price was good for business, but working with shady black market dealers to squeeze every penny out of those parents was very good for Nancy Collins.
As the clock ticked over to 9am and the enormous mass of shoppers got ready to burst through the doors and fight over the handful of Sheepy McFinnigan toys on the shelves of the stores, Nancy was waiting for the end of the day.
At 6pm, a delivery truck would arrive to collect Nancy’s secret stash of toys. The next day, on Christmas Eve, the shady dealers would contact all of the rich parents Robo Claus had identified, and they would offer a Sheepy McFinnigan action figure for twenty times the retail price.
A lot of the stock would be sold in the parking lots of other malls, too, out of unmarked cars and for hugely inflated prices.
Nancy would keep most of the profit even though the dealers were doing most of the work, and she had Robo Claus to thank for all of it.
Little did Nancy Collins know that Robo Claus’s eyes were always open, and that his naughty list was one she really didn’t want to be on…
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At the end of a record-shattering day in Moonshine Mall, only two children were left in line to see Robo Claus.
One of them was old enough to know this wasn’t the real Santa, but nine-year-old Jodie was nice enough to keep it from her little brother Mikey.
Mikey was only five, which their parents said was too young to understand why other Santas had to sit in malls while the real one was getting things ready for Christmas.
He also didn’t really pay any attention to the news on TV or on the car radio, so didn’t know anything about the cool new robot who was sitting in the grotto they visited every year.
This year it had been practically impossible to get a ticket, and their dad was very relieved when some people cancelled because of news stories about Robo Claus. He had to bring the kids very early in the morning to line up in the hope of getting a last-minute slot, and even then they only managed to secure the very last slot of the day.
But despite all of that he was absolutely delighted they could visit Robo Claus, even though the mall had raised the cost of a two-child visit to almost double what it was last year.
Their dad explained that with only one day until Christmas Eve, it might be too late for Santa to get hold of the toys they asked for. This was because he knew very well they were both going to ask for Sheepy McFinnigan action figures, and little Mikey especially had his heart set on it.
All month, the kids’ parents had tried and tried to find one of the toys. All month, they had just missed out. When stores got deliveries they were always gone within seconds, usually snapped up by people who didn’t look like they were buying them for a child at all.
People were buying them to sell online for huge prices that were way beyond what the kids’ parents could afford.
As Mikey climbed on to Santa’s knee, gazing up in excitement at the face he had no idea belonged to a robot, his sister waited patiently for her turn. Jodie would be the last child of all to talk to Robo Claus today, and she was just as excited as Mikey because she knew it was a robot.
Robo Claus delivered his standard questions to Mikey, asking what the boy wanted for Christmas and what his parents did for their jobs. The first question answered itself — “Sheepy McFinnigan” — and the news that his parents worked as a builder and a nurse was all the system needed to hear to make sure they wouldn’t be contacted the next day.
Nancy Collins would know there was no way they could afford to pay as much as the doctors and lawyers whose children had asked for the toy all through December, so she wouldn’t be passing their names on to the shady individuals she was working with to maximise profits.
The truck that was going to take away Nancy’s secret stash, in exchange for a nice pile of secret cash, was set to arrive as soon as the mall’s doors closed. The grotto was open later than any of the stores, so Mikey and his sister were the last customers left in the mall.
Their dad got a nice photo of Mikey with Robo Claus just before the end of his turn, then led Jodie to the robot’s lap.
She was a little bit hesitant, having second thoughts in case the metal parts of its body might hurt her when she sat down.
“Mikey didn’t even notice,” her dad whispered gently in her ear. “Neither will you.”
And so Jodie eventually did get on, at which point Robo Claus asked his familiar questions all over again. In truth, the kids’ clothing would have been a giveaway that their parents couldn’t afford the huge price of a black-market Sheepy McFinnigan, even without knowing their jobs.
This was because Robo Claus recorded small details, noticing that Mikey’s smart shirt was too short at the sleeves — clearly a year old — while Jodie’s fancy pink glittery shoes had the opposite problem of being too big.
Robo Claus looked out for that, too, since his software writers knew that parents who didn’t have a lot of spare money often bought shoes that had enough room for their kids to grow into them, so they wouldn’t have to buy another pair too soon.
“I would really like a Sheepy McFinnigan,” Jodie said to Robo Claus, sounding for a moment as though she had forgotten he was a robot. That was very understandable given how real he looked and how much he sounded like a real person, let alone with all the Winter Wonderland decorations and Christmas music making the moment feel so magical. “But my little brother really really really wants one, so if you only have one left you can give it to him and I would be happy with a Mega Speed Road Racer Playset with interchangeable wheels and six unique track combinations.”
Her dad smiled warmly, both at her kindness towards Mikey and at how easily she recited the exact wording from the TV commercial that had made her want the racing set so badly.
“Did you hear what Jodie said to Santa?” her dad asked, looking away from her towards Mikey.
Only then did he notice that Mikey was gone.
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“Mikey!” his father called desperately. “Mikey!”
Jodie jumped down from Robo Claus’s lap. “Where is he?” she gasped.
Their father was scanning every direction of the almost-empty mall. It wasn’t like Mikey to wander away, and his eyes could only have been off him for a minute at most.
Robo Claus slowly stood up as Jodie and her dad urgently ran around different sides of the grotto in case Mikey had gone to look at Ice Cream Falls or the reindeer.
The boy wasn’t in either spot.
Robo Claus, with the benefit of eyesight that could zoom in on any object with all the clarity of high-end binoculars, looked in both directions down the mall’s main walkway. “A door is open,” he announced in his ever-jolly sounding voice. “Mikey might have gone in there.”
Both Jodie and her dad ran to the robot’s side and followed the long candy-cane he was using to point.
“I think that’s too far away,” the boy’s panicked sister replied.
Her father nodded in dejected agreement. “I don’t think he could get that far so quickly. But could you check it out just in case, while we keep looking?”
“I will,” Robo Claus confirmed. He then hit the alarm button on his left palm to call for backup from some human security guards. Mikey’s father had been calling for help very loudly, but this alarm call would reach the guards even if they were far away and in locked rooms where they might not hear the desperate yelling.
Jodie and her father looked everywhere, all around the grotto and the wider Winter Wonderland area, wondering why no guards were around to help and even more so where Mikey could possibly be.
Robo Claus, meanwhile, was covering the ground in no time as his enormous and efficient strides carried him to the slightly open doorway. The door was marked as a bathroom and there were several warnings that it was closed for refurbishment, along with some plastic fencing that looked like it had just been moved away from the door.
The robot paused, listening closely to determine whether he had heard some faint words coming from behind the door or from somewhere else in the mall.
Then he heard more, less faint, and in a voice he knew as belonging to Nancy Collins. “Let’s just get this done,” the mall’s manager said. “We don’t have long and we can’t risk getting caught.”
Robo Claus had heard enough. He swung the door open in a single quick movement, then stood in shock at the sight before him.
The super-intelligent robot glanced around the room, taking in the mountain-sized stacks of Sheepy McFinnigan action figures and the bags full of money in each of Nasty Nancy Collins’s hands.
Nancy, knowing only too well how smart the robot was, gulped and froze on the spot. “It’s not what it looks like,” she said. “Just… hear me out, okay?”
But even as she spoke, Nancy was gesturing for the other two people in the room to close in on Robo Claus. The men, dressed all in black, began to step forward until he swung his candy-cane in a slashing motion to hold them back.
“You’ve been very naughty,” Robo Claus said to Nancy, staring only at her as he swung the candy-cane at the rough-looking men she was working with on this terrible and greedy scam.
Only then did little Mikey announce his presence, suddenly dashing towards the door from the other side of the room. This was the first time any of the others had noticed him too, and one of the shady criminals grabbed his arm to stop him from running away to tell his dad what he’d found.
Robo Claus looked away from Nancy for the first time. Gripping his candy cane tightly, he was now staring only at the man who had Mikey by the arm.
“You know the rules,” Robo Claus grunted as he continued forward, before ominously quoting the golden rule encoded within every line of his own software code:
“Never hurt a child.”
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In a single fluid motion, Robo Claus hooked his candy-cane around the bad guy’s neck and twisted it sharply. This knocked the man to the ground, ending his pitiful life more mercifully then Robo Claus thought he deserved, and it also gave little Mikey the opportunity to escape the room.
“Get him, you idiot,” Nancy called to the other one of her henchmen. “If he gets away and talks, we’re done for!”
Robo Claus swung his candy-cane to trip the man up and told Mikey to run. The boy did as he was told and went as quickly as his little legs would take him, heading back towards the Winter Wonderland area where his dad and sister were desperately searching for him.
Alone with Nancy Collins, clearly the mastermind of a heinous plot to make herself rich by cashing in on toys at the expense of poor children like Mikey and Jodie, Robo Claus stared at her like a cat staring at a mouse. He tapped the emergency button on his palm once again, calling for backup that for some reason still wasn’t coming.
“Those children will be sad on Christmas Day because of you,” he said. His voice remained jolly, since this was the only tone his software allowed him to speak in, and this added a surreal element. To hear someone saying such angry words in a jolly voice, all the while his expressive and very human-looking face made the anger obvious, was like nothing Nancy had ever experienced.
“Oh, spare me the sob story,” Nancy groaned. “If their parents can’t pay the asking price, that’s hardly on me. Blame them!”
Robo Claus’s stare grew ever more intense. He had sat in the grotto for twenty-three days, listening to polite children ask for the one little action figure they wanted more than anything else. He had sat there listening to their hardworking parents trying to explain, just like he did, that there weren’t enough Sheepy McFinnigans to go around this year.
The main problem had been a fire near the factory, which meant production slowed down in late September just as the Sheepy McFinnigan movie was released and so many kids fell in love with the brave superhero sheep. Stock levels would be back to normal in springtime, but that wasn’t going to help anyone on Christmas Day.
And as Robo Claus stood before countless neat piles of literally thousands of sought-after action figures, the face of the woman who masterminded the scam turned to stone under the pressure of his gaze.
“Those children will be sad on Christmas Day because of you,” he repeated. “And you know the rule, too, Nancy: never hurt a child.”
Surprising Robo Claus to no end, Nancy started smiling.
“What are you so happy about?” he asked.
The answer came in the form of a hard blow to the back of his head, knocking him off balance. He stumbled forward and turned to see three of the mall’s security officers.
His eyes flicked between all three of them, trying to figure out what was going on.
“They’re in on it, too, you stupid robot,” Nancy laughed. “When you called them in, you were calling my backup.”
Robo Claus carefully considered his next best move.
“One of you get out there and make sure Henderson finds the kid he’s looking for,” Nancy barked at her corrupt security guards, wasting no time in choosing her next move. “And the other two, take this pathetic thing down so we can finish this deal.”
As one of the guards dashed out of the door, Robo Claus held his position and pretended to still be thinking.
When the remaining two men approached, however, one coming from each side in an attempt to circle him, he dropped his candy-cane and thrust out his arms to grab one of the men’s necks in each of his vice-like hands. He dropped one to the ground and then held the other up high, before throwing him at Nancy like he was nothing more than a pillow.
Neither would be causing any more problems.
The impact of this thrown body knocked Nancy back into the wall and down to the ground. Robo Claus then stepped forward, ripping some fabric from his suit and using it to secure Nancy’s hands together.
When that was done, he moved her into the middle of the room and all but buried her in a huge pile of boxes of action figures.
Only her head stuck out over the pile, like a periscope peeking out of the water.
“I’ll be back for you,” Robo Claus vowed, picking up his candy-cane before he set out into the mall to make sure Mikey and Jodie were safe. He paused for a moment to point at the priceless pile of Sheepy McFinnigans that could bring so much joy to so many children. “And I’ll be back for them, too.”
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“Oh, thank God,” Mikey’s father sighed in relief as the boy ran towards him.
The relief didn’t last long, though… only until two angry-looking men came into view just behind the frightened boy. One was dressed all in black and ran closest to Mikey, with a speedy security guard close behind.
“They don’t look like they’re trying to help him!” Jodie gasped, but even as she spoke her father was already on the way to meet Mikey. He got there just before the men, and whisked his relieved son into his arms.
The time to ask why the boy had wandered away and the delivery of his punishment for doing it would come later, as would his explanation of seeing a woman stepping out of the bathroom door with two Sheepy McFinnigan toys under her arms before heading back in.
For now, there was only relief that Mikey was okay and confusion as to what on Earth was going on with the security guard and the other man.
Now that Mikey was in his father’s arms and out of their reach, the corrupt and greedy security guard tried to concoct a story about how they were trying to make sure he didn’t get hurt.
“They have a whole pile of Sheepy toys in there!” Mikey said to his increasingly confused dad. “Santa saved me from one of the bad guys but there are more of them and they have a whole pile of Sheepy toys!”
Before anyone could react to this, Robo Claus himself came clambering through the doorway and began striding down the mall’s walkway like a metal gorilla with one thing on its mind.
The security guard and his criminal ally, both fearing for their lives, abandoned their lies at this point and sprinted away. They split up, one trying to outrun the robot while the other opted to hide behind the reindeer pen instead.
Jodie had by now joined her father and was huddling against his side as he held Mikey. The scene before them only got more surreal as the hiding guard accidentally opened the reindeer’s gate and sent all eight of them stampeding through the mall.
“It’s Rudolph!” Mikey excitedly exclaimed, pointing to the one reindeer that was indeed wearing a small red nose.
The stampeding animals, attracted to the daylight at the end of the walkway, dashed straight for the exit.
The greedy accomplice who was going in the same direction heard them coming but could do nothing to get out of the way. One of the reindeer tossed him into the air with an effortless thrust of its powerful head, ultimately leaving him lifeless in the middle of the floor.
None of the reindeer made it outside, since the automatic doors were all disabled and they didn’t recognise the revolving doors as an exit. They simply mulled around, wandering between store entrances and enjoying their new-found relative freedom.
Back at their enclosure, meanwhile, Robo Claus was homing in on the remaining security guard. But even with his excellent vision, he couldn’t see the man anywhere.
The next thing Robo Claus did see was a giant metal star swinging towards him like a pendulum. Robo Claus realised that the quick-thinking guard had cut through one of its strings, but his realisation didn’t come in time to avoid the powerful impact.
He was struck right in the head, sent flying backwards into the thick gloopy water of Ice Cream Falls.
“Santa!” Mikey yelled.
“It’s a robot,” his sister belatedly revealed. “Don’t worry, Mikey… he’ll be okay!”
Dazed by the brunt of a heavy metal star, Robo Claus realised as he fought to stand up that he was also now down to just one eye. The star’s peak had knocked out the other, and when he eventually managed to face the family again he was glad that they already knew he was a robot.
This scene was frightening enough without the boy worrying that real Santa had just lost an eye, he figured, and Mikey’s father certainly would have agreed with that.
“A… robot?” Mikey said. “That is so cool! He’s like a real life toy!”
“I don’t know if I’d say that…” his father couldn’t help but chuckle. “But don’t worry, he can’t get hurt.”
While this was true in a literal sense, there was a concern that all the mint chocolate coloured liquid that entered Robo Claus’s body via his empty eye socket might play havoc with his circuitry.
The guard who had cut the string and knocked him into Ice Cream Falls was stunned to see Robo Claus get up, and he was absolutely terrified by the robot’s new look.
Covered in thick mint-green liquid as he stepped forward with one eye and ripped clothes, the robot looked as much like a Zombie Claus or Franken Claus as he did like Robo Claus. Without doubt, it was the most terrifying sight the man had ever seen.
If the man was scared then, however, there were simply no words to describe how he felt when Robo Claus picked up his fallen candy-cane and threw it like a boomerang.
With an inch-perfect shot that landed around his waist, Robo Claus pinned the criminal against the wall without hurting him in any serious way. The look on the robot’s face suggested that this was anything but an act of kindness, though, especially as he walked towards the man with both fists raised.
“Santa, no!” little Mikey cried. “Leave him for the police. He might know where there are even more Sheepy McFinnigans!”
Robo Claus turned to the boy and considered his words. “They tried to hurt you. They hurt many children with their greed.”
“But we don’t have to hurt them back,” Jodie chimed in. “We don’t have to be like them.”
The robot walked towards the children. His coding was clear, requiring him to defer to requests from friendly humans unless there was an excellent reason not to. With three of the bad guys already taken out, either by the protective robot or by the stampeding reindeer, Robo Claus was content to take the humans advice and leave this guard and Nancy Collins for the police to deal with.
“Call the police to take care of this guy,” he suggested to the children’s father, right before setting off for the bathroom and its horde of priceless toys. “I’ll take care of Christmas.”
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“It’s a scene that simply has to be seen to be believed,” the TV reporter began, speaking from outside Moonshine Mall. “Thankfully, we have security camera footage from inside the mall to show that what this brave family saw in there really did happen.”
Mikey and Jodie stood next to their father, all while more and more police officers continued flooding into the mall to deal with the fallout.
“A dastardly scheme to steal Christmas joy from thousands of children has been thwarted today,” the reporter continued, “and it’s all thanks to these brave folks and one remarkable robot. Unconfirmed reports suggest that Moonshine Mall’s manager, Nancy Collins, was the mastermind behind a scam that also involved several of the mall’s security guards.”
As the reporter was speaking, the doors behind them opened to reveal Robo Claus with an escort of three police officers. This kind of incident was totally unprecedented, since there had never been a robot as sophisticated as Robo Claus and certainly none that had ever gotten into a fight — much less killed three bad guys to protect an innocent child.
No one really knew the protocol, but the family had vouched for the robot’s innocence and the footage the police had seen certainly agreed with their retelling.
It didn’t seem likely that Robo Claus was going to be questioned by the police like a human would be, but no one knew if they were hoping to talk to him some more or were just waiting for an expert to come along and switch him off. All they knew was that he had saved the day, quite literally for little Mikey, and that he had saved Christmas for thousands of excited children.
Time would tell what would become of Robo Claus and whether any other kinds of robots would be made with the incredible technology within him, but for now the officers had agreed with his request to deliver something to the kids before he went back inside and away from public view.
“Merry Christmas, Mikey,” Robo Claus said, handing the stunned child his very own Sheepy McFinnigan action figure.
Mikey held it in his hands and stared in disbelief, creating a shot for the news cameras that would become a famous snapshot of childhood joy.
While everyone looked at Mikey, Robo Claus handed two boxes to his big sister. The first was a Mega Speed Road Racer Playset, which she had asked for as a second-choice gift so that Mikey could get a Sheepy figure if there was only one left. She could hardly believe her luck at that, and when she saw that the box underneath was another Sheepy McFinnigan for her, she really couldn’t believe it.
The girl set the toys down carefully — valuing them way too much to drop them to the ground even in this state of stunned joy — then threw her empty arms around Robo Claus.
With one eye and mint-green skin, he no longer looked as friendly as he had at the start of the day. Jodie didn’t care, though.
A police officer stepped forward to speak with the reporter very quickly, and the few sentences he spoke would bring Christmas cheer to thousands of children.
“We have discovered a stash of an estimated six thousand Sheepy McFinnigan action figures,” the officer said, “all of which were stockpiled by the mall’s manager over the past month as part of a scam to sell them on the black market to the highest bidder. Our robotic Christmas friend here has informed us that there are actually enough toys to go around all of the children who asked him for one since December 1st. We’ve already spoken to the owners of all the toy stores inside the mall, and they’d like to invite everyone on Robo Claus’s list to come on down to Moonshine Mall tomorrow and pick up their toy for the recommended retail price.”
“You have six thousand Sheepy McFinnigans in stock?” the reporter asked, amazed to hear this.
The police officer nodded. “But I want to remind everyone that Robo Claus does have a list of children who asked for the toy,” he replied, “and he will be checking it twice. So please, bear in mind these toys are only for children who asked Robo Claus for a Sheepy McFinnigan figure this month. Don’t try to fool anyone. It won’t work… and besides, it’s the season to be jolly and truthful.”
“Hear hear,” someone shouted approvingly from the crowd that had gathered, composed mainly of people who had been stuck in the parking lot’s usual 6pm traffic jam after leaving the mall just before the madness began.
“I’m sure everyone would like to join me in three cheers for Robo Claus,” the police officer said, inspired by the previous interjection. So here we go: hip hip…”
“Hooray!” the crowd replied.
“Hip hip…”
“Hooray!”
“Last one, even louder. Hip hip…”
“Hooray!”
Everyone was smiling now, not least of all Robo Claus himself. “Merry Christmas, kids,” he said to Mikey and Jodie before he set off back inside with the police officers. “And remember: keep being good.”





Pamela 2.0 Preview
Another exciting and robotic/tech-related Sci-Fi Sizzler, Pamela 2.0, is available to order now. Click here to order via Amazon, or read one for a one-chapter preview:
With only three minutes of the pre-9am delivery window remaining, and with Simon Biker’s patience stretching to limits he’d never thought possible, the sudden chiming of a two-tone doorbell sent him scurrying across the floor like a cat on an ice rink.
Simon gladly abandoned the unusually elaborate breakfast that lay on his counter, one he had prepared in an effort to distract his excited mind from fixating on the ticking of the clock and the non-ringing of the doorbell.
Now that the time had finally come — now that the package had finally come — food was the last thing on his mind.
Yanking the door open as though trying to escape from a burning vehicle, Simon startled the doorman who stood with a shoebox-sized package in his hands.
“Oh! Good morning, Mr Biker,” the man said, smiling as the initial surprise wore off. “The courier did tell me you’d be eagerly awaiting this...”
“Sorry, Charles,” Simon laughed. “Didn’t mean to jump out at you like that. But yeah, I’ve been counting down the seconds until 9am and then I would have been ready to start sending some emails.”
Charles, who had come to know Simon fairly well during his four years in the building, handed over the package without another word. His expression asked the question his professionalism prevented him from speaking aloud, but the curiosity was so evident that Simon didn’t need to hear it.
“It’s a Pamela 2.0... the very first prototype to leave the lab!” Simon beamed, childlike wonder and enthusiasm dripping from every syllable. “I’ve got 48 hours to—”
A hint of movement on the other side of the marble-floored hallway caught Simon’s attention, momentarily piercing his focused excitement. The source was his young neighbour Joe, for whom he had very little time.
The teenager, subtle as a kick in the groin, was evidently attempting to eavesdrop on the delivery and had cracked his front door open far enough for Simon to see his face. This lasted all of a few seconds, until Joe accepted defeat and pulled the door closed as conspicuously as he had opened it.
“His father is relocating to Switzerland permanently in a few months,” Charles whispered, leaning in towards Simon’s ear. “We won’t have to deal with the boy for much longer.”
All of this was news to Simon. As professional and discreet as Charles typically was, though — a crucial trait for the doorman of such an exclusive building — there was little surprise in hearing him pass implicit judgement on young Joe Poole. In recent years Joe had conducted himself in a manner many might have expected from the 19-year-old son of one of the wealthiest men in the country, and no one would be sad to see the back of them.
The noise and the parties wouldn’t be missed, and nor would the police visits, but for Simon it was a lot more personal than that.
The one thing he had in common with Joe, ten years his junior, was that neither paid their own way into what was quite possibly the country’s most desirable residential building. The key difference in Simon’s mind was that he had at least been chosen as a living mate by Kaitlyn Judd, the Hollywood starlet who he was lucky enough to count as his longterm girlfriend. Joe Poole, on the other hand, was an albatross around the neck of his financier father.
Joe had been a real pain in Simon’s neck, and on occasion even more so in Kaitlyn’s.
The biggest issue arose when Simon discovered the boy snapping creepshots of Kaitlyn in the elevator, on a rare occasion when they’d been using it at the same time. Only Kaitlyn’s insistent pleas stopped Simon from dispensing his feelings — and given the boy’s tender age at the time he was in hindsight very glad of that. Joe was sporting a black eye the next time Simon saw him, in any case, suggesting that his mortally embarrassed father had been serious in promising he would make sure nothing of the sort ever happened again.
To date this promise had been upheld, with Joe’s more recent misbehaviour being altogether less personal and of a kind that equally annoyed the rest of his neighbours — and apparently their doorman — as much as it annoyed Simon.
The camera-phone incident had been almost four years ago, but the feelings remained raw given the level of understandable anger Kaitlyn and Simon had both felt over such a brazen invasion of privacy in the one place she was supposed to be free from the gutter-dwelling paparazzi.
Just as he did today, back then Joe had awkwardly retreated to his apartment with his tail between his legs after just a few seconds of intense eye contact from Simon.
Now, with the hallway once again their own, Simon and his loyal doorman chatted briefly about the remarkable prototype that had just been handed over.
Charles, like almost everyone else, knew all about the infamous failure of the original ‘Pamela’ device, a hand-shaped helper-bot that some spoke of as a uniquely shaped gadget of the future and others derided as an absolute abomination.
A dismembered hand that crawled around spider-like on its fleshy fingers did look like something from a horror movie, as Simon not only recognised but outright stated in his initial review a year earlier. That review had been one of several to skewer the much-hyped device, now referred to by its creators as Pamela 1.0, but Simon’s unique position as a hugely popular online influencer meant that his negative opinion counted more than any other and proved fatal for the gadget’s pre-launch momentum.
As soon as Pamela 2.0 was ready, Simon had been offered an exclusive 48-hour test run of the first ever prototype. Its creators made highly public proclamations that they were so confident in the improvements made since Pamela 1.0, they wanted to give its biggest critic the first chance to see the extent of the improvements they had made.
It was scant exaggeration to say that the project’s whole future depended on the nature of the review Simon would post after his 48 hours test. The multi billion-dollar GloboTechNow corporation’s stock price had fluctuated wildly in the week leading up to Simon’s test run, with investor sentiment seeming to rest on nothing more than readings into his mood based on unrelated social media posts.
His own stock had risen exponentially since meeting Kaitlyn on the set of a TV commercial, one she was filming for a company who employed him as a tech advisor at the time, but for Simon this didn’t even make the Top Ten list of benefits in dating one of the world’s most desirable women. He counted himself lucky every single day.
Today, though, with Kaitlyn filming on location in Europe, Simon counted himself lucky to now be in possession of what was surely the most desired prototype in the world: Pamela 2.0.
Simon wasn’t and never had been in the tech game for the money. Passion had always been his driver. The fact that he was now so comfortable, both with the Kaitlyn connection and the enormous online following it had helped him to build, brought an extra degree of credibility to his opinions.
Put simply, and unlike countless influencers and even online ‘news’ outlets, Simon Biker couldn’t be bought. Whether he would go on to post a positive or a negative review of the Pamela 2.0 prototype that had just been delivered, the world would know he truly believed every single word of it.
An alarm suddenly blared from Simon’s phone, signalling 9am and the start of his 48-hour test. He lifted it from his pocket and silenced the tone.
“I’ll leave you to it,” Charles said. “Enjoy!”
Simon nodded and looked down at the box. “Thanks, Charles. One way or another, it’s going to be… interesting for sure.”
    
Pamela 2.0 blurb:
Every home could use an extra helping hand...
Meet Pamela 2.0, the latest and greatest incarnation of a gadget like no other.
Increased intelligence! Greater dexterity! Faster responsiveness!
The lucky tech reviewer who receives the first prototype quickly learns that Pamela 2.0 represents a quantum leap in consumer robotics, capable of meeting a modern homeowner's every need.
Eager to please by following any order that doesn't involve physical contact with a human, there's almost nothing Pamela can't do — she takes out the trash, she washes the dishes, she feeds the dog.
But sometimes, just sometimes, she thinks for herself.
Today, Pamela arrived with one objective: to secure a positive review from her influential host. And one way or another, she'll stop at nothing to get it...
Click here to order Pamela 2.0 via Amazon.





Author’s Notes
Thank you for reading When Santa Slays, the sixth of my new standalone Sci-Fi Sizzlers.
If you liked this story I’m sure you’ll enjoy
Pamela 2.0, as well as my other Sci-Fi Sizzlers. Please do check them out.
When Santa Slays is a story I’ve been looking forward to writing all year and it ended up being just as much fun as I expected.
This Sci-Fi Sizzler has quite a lot in common with my Halloween story — Pumpkin Splice. Both are about greedy grown-ups getting their just deserts at a fun time of year… so if you haven’t checked that story out yet, I’m sure you’ll like it, too!
Please let me know what you think of When Santa Slays. Reviews and word-of-mouth recommendations are the oxygen of modern publishing, so every kind word is greatly appreciated and really does make a difference.
If you enjoyed this story, please take a moment to leave an Amazon rating here. Thank you!
And thanks again for checking out When Santa Slays!
Craig A. Falconer
— Scotland
    
www.craigafalconer.com
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