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      Hauntings and Humbug by Melanie Karsak

      

      It’s Christmas Eve in Victorian London, and Ebony Scrooge is hard at work tinkering weapons of mass destruction and avoiding all things Christmas. When the spirit of her deceased partner, Jacqueline Marley, warns Ebony that she will be visited by three ghosts, Ebony writes the visitation off as a dream. But on this Christmas Eve, the spirits of Christmas Past, Present, and Future must try to pull off a miracle, restoring Ebony’s heart before it’s too late. Hauntings and Humbug is a retelling of Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, set in New York Times bestselling author Melanie’s Karsak’s steampunk universe.

      

      Holiday Hopes by Erin Hayes

      

      Rather than go with the yearly whale migration, a young princess feels compelled to stay in case her long lost sister comes back—and finds so much more.

      

      O Holy Hell by Margo Bond Collins

      

      When evil elves attack their hideout, monster hunter Grace Falls, her pregnant foster-sister, and three protective demons set out to find a new place to call home—but it might just take a Solstice miracle to keep them safe!

      

      Rose Red: As Red as Blood by S. K. Gregory

      

      Rose Red was born as a counterpart to Snow White. A child of darkness to the child of light. A rival, an adversary. They were never supposed to be friends.

      

      Merry Alchemist Christmas by Mia Ellis

      

      Anya is looking forward to a quiet Christmas with her friends. However, when new vampires attack innocent people, she, as the local alchemist and supernatural judge, has to get involved. To track down the person who created this vampire will require the help of a local Imp who is a little too interested in the investigation. Keeping the supernatural community in check is never easy, especially when Anya can’t be certain that she can trust her partner or that he slays what she slays.

      

      Don’t Let Go by J. M. Taylor

      

      A new town, a new school, and a new boyfriend make for a promising holiday season. But this Christmas Eve, there will be no Peace on Earth for Marianne Carter. What she left behind on old Ingram Road is sure to haunt her forever.

      

      The Weeping Woman by Brian Hocevar

      

      A mysterious death in Briarwood County puts Deputy Maggie Dell on course for a close encounter of the gravest sort.

      

      A Dead Man’s Gift by David Barbur

      

      Tye Caine wants to find peace in the mist-filled mountains of the Pacific Northwest. Instead, he finds a mystery, and receives a gift from a dead man.

      

      The Tracks in the Snow by Angelique Archer and J. Mills

      

      Siblings Amber and Cameron “Cam” Danvers are taking the train home after spending Christmas Day at their grandparents’ house in the mountains. Nine year-old Cam wanted only one thing for Christmas: to spend quality time with his teenage sister again like they used to when they were younger. But like most fourteen year-old girls, Amber’s main interests are her friends, boys, and mindlessly scrolling through her social media accounts to pass the time. When the train runs into an unexpected mishap on the tracks, Amber and Cam find themselves facing a fabled Christmas creature only their worst childhood nightmares could conjure up.

      

      Festival of Gaslights: Beginnings by Bokerah Brumley

      

      When an orphan girl is run over by a carriage in New London, Effie Frank must use the Tikvah Stone to heal her. When the child wakes, she offers Effie a sacred scrap from a holy scroll, inscribed with a secret spell that will animate the fabled Chanukah golem.
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        A Steampunk Christmas Carol

      

      

      It’s Christmas Eve in Victorian London, and Ebony Scrooge is hard at work tinkering weapons of mass destruction and avoiding all things Christmas. When the spirit of her deceased partner, Jacqueline Marley, warns Ebony that she will be visited by three ghosts, Ebony writes the visitation off as a dream. But on this Christmas Eve, the spirits of Christmas Past, Present, and Future must try to pull off a miracle, restoring Ebony’s heart before it’s too late.

      

      
        
        Hauntings and Humbug is a retelling of Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, set in New York Times bestselling author Melanie’s Karsak’s steampunk universe.
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            Humbug

          

        

      

    

    
      A chill wafted through the workshop, the frozen air making me quake to my very core. On the other side of our shared workbench, Bailey Cratchit, my apprentice, blew on her fingers. She sighed. Heavily. I knew it was cold. It was always cold. Hell, I couldn’t even feel my toes. But until the device was done, delivered, and payment received, I didn’t have a shilling to spare on extra coal. It was going to stay cold, or we would both end up on the street—whether she liked it or not.

      The bell over the front door in the outer office chimed.

      We both stilled.

      “Missus Scrooge,” Cratchit whispered, a look of panic on her face. No one ever came in through the front. Ever. Our customers knew well enough to come through the back. And if the authorities decided to poke around, we’d both end up in a correction house.

      I motioned to her to grab the drape lying nearby. Nodding, she turned and grabbed the fabric. With a hurried snap, she unfurled the cloth. I grabbed the end and helped her cover the machine on which we were working.

      “Good afternoon. Hello? Anyone here? Mister Scrooge? Mister Marley?”

      With an exasperated huff, I slid my goggles onto my head and pulled off my apron, tossing it onto the workbench.

      “Do you want me—” Cratchit began.

      “No. Keep the door closed. Stay quiet.”

      Bailey nodded.

      I headed to the front.

      “Allo, ho, ho. Mister Scrooge? Are you in, sir?” a voice called again.

      I opened the workshop door, entering the tiny office front. The place was covered in dust. I hadn’t used the space since Marley died. I stared at the two men standing there. They were festively dressed, both wearing red and green scarves with holly berries pinned to their lapels. The nip of cold had turned their noses red. A dusting of snowflakes decorated their clothes. I glanced outside. Snow was falling, and it was already dark. When had it gotten so late?

      “What do you want?” I asked. I was on a tight deadline and in no mood for festive frivolities.

      The two men looked at one another, each encouraging the other to speak with a wide array of annoying eye gesturing and head tilting.

      I had almost reached the end of my patience when the squatter of the two began. “I apologize for the intrusion, madame. This is Scrooge and Marley’s Wonder and Marvels Studio, is it not? Is Mister Scrooge here? Mister Marley?”

      “Mister Scrooge was last seen departing London by airship to India. If you have any luck locating him, then you’re far more fortunate than I have been. As for my partner, Missus Marley, you’ll locate her in Twickenham Cemetery. She’s not much a conversationalist these days, though.”

      Their mouths gaping open, the men stared at me.

      Idiots. “I am Missus Scrooge. This is my studio. What do you want?”

      The second man, the taller of the two, wiped his nose with his scarf, then said, “Oh, madame, please forgive us. We have no wish to bring ill-tidings. In fact, quite the opposite. As the proprietor of this business, we were hoping you’d be willing to make a small contribution to our charity.”

      “Charity?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. I eyed the men’s clothing, focusing on their boots around which the melted snow was now forming puddles on my floor. I frowned.

      The rounder man nodded. “It’s the Christmas season, of course. So many people are in need. Won’t you help? Such a lively business you have…” he said, motioning to the faded images of carousels, spinning carts, and other amusements—all ghosts of my past—on the walls. “Carnival entertainments, isn’t it? Such lovely carousel horses. Such a whimsical work, Missus. Scrooge. You really must love children. Won’t you share a few pence to better the world for your fellow—”

      I lifted my hand, silencing the man. “Do you see that behind you?”

      The men turned around.

      “See what, Missus Scrooge?” the first man asked.

      “Right behind you.”

      The second man turned. Apparently the brighter of the two, he eyed the door. Sighing, he motioned to his partner, who finally caught my meaning.

      “Oh, please. Can I not move your tender heart with the milk of human kindness this holiday season, Missus. Scrooge? There are so many in need—” the round man was saying when the bell over the door rang once more.

      Humbug! What was happening tonight? I still had work to finish.

      My niece, Fawn, entered. Looking at Fawn was like looking at a duplicate of my dead sister: bouncing golden curls, bright blue eyes, and red cheeks. She was dressed in a striking scarlet-colored coat, holly berries trimming her white fur cap. She smiled mischievously at me.

      “Happy Christmas Eve, Aunt,” she told me then turned to the solicitors. “Happy Christmas, gentlemen.”

      Fawn crossed the room, her arms outstretched. “Dearest Aunt Ebony.”

      Panic swept over me. I crossed my arms and stepped back, steeling myself to her.

      She giggled at the sight. “Now, don’t be like that,” she said, grabbing my elbows. She leaned in and kissed both of my cheeks.

      “Your nose is as cold as ice,” I complained.

      She laughed once more. “Oh, but it’s so beautiful out there. Charles and I were caroling with friends. He stopped at the bakery for some fresh gingerbread. I told him I wanted to pop by for a moment. Now, where is Bailey? Bailey, are you here?” Fawn called, moving toward the workshop. “Bailey?”

      “No. Get out of there,” I said. Taking Fawn by the arm, I pulled her back. “She’s working. We have a deadline.”

      “Oh, Aunt. For what? No one is waiting on a carnival horse tonight. It’s Christmas Eve. Bailey? Are you there?”

      The workshop door opened a crack, Bailey slipping out. “Is that you, Fawn?”

      I frowned. “You have work to do, Missus Cratchit.”

      “I—” Bailey began, stepping back toward the door.

      “Oh, Aunt Ebony. Let me at least say hello,” Fawn said merrily then kissed Bailey on both cheeks. “Oh my word, your cheeks are as cold as my own. Is there no fire in the workshop?”

      “Well…” Bailey began, but I gave her a hard look, and she let the sentence fall away.

      “How are you? Your husband? The children?” Fawn asked Bailey.

      Bailey smiled, but I saw a shadow behind her eyes.

      “All is well,” Bailey said simply.

      “Your husband, Robert, how is he recovering?” Fawn asked.

      Bailey’s husband, Robert, drove a butcher’s cart. Some weeks back, there had been an accident, and the cart had tipped. Robert had broken his leg in the misfortune. Bailey hadn’t said much about it, but I’d assumed he was well. Surely she would have said otherwise if not.

      “Well enough. We’re just trying to prevent the cold from setting in.”

      Fawn nodded. “Yes. That’s right. Be sure to keep him warm. And little Tim?”

      “As well as can be.”

      I frowned. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen Bailey’s youngest boy, Timothy. A sickly, small lad, he had his own share of health troubles. From time to time, Bailey would run late for work on the boy’s account. A damned inconvenience, really.

      Fawn turned to the solicitors once more. “Well, gentlemen, did my aunt give you even a half-pence?”

      The men chuckled uncomfortably, giving one another a sidelong glances.

      Fawn, knowing the answer, dipped into her fascinator. She took out a ridiculous amount of money and pressed it toward the men.

      “Fawn,” I scolded her.

      “Aunt, it’s the Christmas season,” she told me. “Look outside. Don’t you see all the merriment? Hear the carolers? It is a season of giving. Here you are, gentlemen.”

      “Bless you, miss,” the chubby man told her.

      “Bless you all,” the taller man said, nodding to Fawn, Bailey, and me.

      “Humbug,” I grumbled under my breath.

      Fawn giggled. “Oh, you. Always on with ‘humbug.’”

      I looked at the solicitors. “Well, you got what you want. Be on your way.”

      “Bless you, miss,” the first man told Fawn again.

      “Bless you,” the second one told Fawn as well then turned to me. “Merry Christmas, Missus Scrooge.”

      “Humbug,” I replied, gesturing toward the door, but not before I gave Fawn a wink.

      At that, Fawn rolled her eyes.

      When the men opened the door, a frigid breeze wafted in, carrying snowflakes along with it. Outside, I caught the dulcet tones of people singing “Silent Night.” Ugh. Miserable. If there was one holiday I’d be very happy to skip, it was Christmas. I was glad I hadn’t realized it was so late. At least Christmas Eve was almost over.

      “Now,” Fawn said, taking my hand. “Goodness. You’re freezing. Really, Aunt Ebony, you must put more coal on. As I was about to say, Charles and I are expecting you for Christmas tea tomorrow. Oh, and you should stop by tonight. We are having a small gathering of close friends to play games and for dancing. Won’t you join us?”

      I would rather die. “I’m afraid I can’t. As I mentioned, we are very busy.”

      The hurt look on Fawn’s face surprised me. She scrunched up her eyebrows the same way my sister used to do. “On Christmas Eve? With what?”

      “As I said, we have an order that will be collected in the morning. We need to complete it tonight.”

      “Well, you can still come for tea tomorrow, can’t you? Charles’ parents will be there, as well as some of his other relatives. It would mean a lot to me if I had someone there,” she said, and this time, I heard the strain of pain hidden in her voice. I knew what it felt like to be all alone in the world. In fact, I knew it better than anyone.

      “We’ll see.”

      “All right,” Fawn said gently.

      Bailey set a comforting hand on Fawn’s arm. “You know your aunt. I already tried to invite her to my home. She’ll have nothing to do with Christmas.”

      “Bloody waste of time and money. People would do well to remember that they will be hungry the day after Christmas too. Wasting all of their wealth on pudding and trimmings and a roasted goose for a few days of frivolity. It’s nonsense. Humbug.”

      “Oh, Aunt Ebony,” Fawn said with a light laugh that was the mirror of my dear sister’s. The resemblance was practically unbearable. “Now, you will come for Christmas tea. That is the last argument I’ll hear from you. I’m off to catch Charles and see if it’s not too late to get a mince pie,” Fawn said then turned to Bailey once more. “Happy Christmas, Bailey, to you and yours.”

      “And to you, Fawn.”

      With a wave, Fawn turned and headed back outside.

      “Humbug,” I grumbled in her wake.

      Once more, Bailey sighed.

      I pulled out my pocket watch. “I’m sick of listening to you sigh. They’ll be here to pick up the package first thing in the morning. Until we get it done, there’s no use huffing and puffing. Back to work.”

      “Yes, Missus Scrooge,” Bailey said then headed back into the workshop.

      After she’d gone, I crossed the room and stood beside the wide table at which two chairs—one on each side—were placed. I gently set my fingers on Jacqueline’s seat. It had been three years since my partner, Jacqueline Marley, had died. Three years. Nothing had been the same since then.

      Turning, I looked out the frost-trimmed window to the square outside. Carolers moved from business to business, the merry lot singing gladly. A crowd surrounded a vendor who was selling wassail. Shoppers rushed to and fro with bright packages, baskets, and boxes full of baked goods, or clutched papers filled with roasted nuts. Even from here, I could catch the scent of the roasted walnuts on the breeze.

      “Missus Scrooge,” Bailey called from the back.

      “Yes?”

      “I thought maybe you’d like to have a look at the automatic’s attachment. I think it’s right, but we’d better test it.”

      I set my fingertips on the glass, glancing once more at the holiday revelry outside, and then headed back into the workshop.

      Bailey was standing at the bench. She’d uncovered the automaton lying on the workbench and was working on the weapon’s package we had attached to the left hand of the metal monstrosity we’d named Dickens.

      “Very well,” I said. I removed a metal compartment from the machine’s head then activated the switch therein. Bailey and I stepped back as the automaton clicked and hummed as it sprang to life. A moment later, its eyes glowed blue.

      “Dickens,” I commanded the automaton who turned its head toward me. “Stand.”

      Shifting its legs, the machine slowly lifted itself to standing.

      Satisfied with the fluidity of the moments, I nodded then went to inspect the weapon Bailey had been working on. Pulling down my goggles and switching to the magnification lenses, I looked over the modified device. Bailey had become a meticulous tinkerer. She had originally worked with Marley and me on the complex mechanics of the clockwork carousels. But when the business dried up, Marley had kept us out of debtor’s prison by finding an alternative avenue for cash flow. Bailey came along for the ride. As it turned out, Bailey’s talented fingers did just as good a job building mechanized automatons as they had carnival delights.

      I nodded. “You’ve done well.”

      “Not well enough. The arms still need some adjusting. He’s lifting unevenly,” Bailey told me, setting her hands on her hips as she considered the automaton standing before us.

      “Lift your arms,” I told the machine.

      It complied.

      Bailey was right, but the error was practically imperceptible to the naked eye.

      “You work on that. I have some work to do with the arsenal feeder,” I told Bailey then turned back to the machine. “Dickens, remain standing but power down.”

      The clockwork mechanics inside the machine clicked, and then the blue lights went out.

      Bailey got to work on the arms, whereas I went to the back of the automaton to check the weapons cache. The alignment had to be perfect, or the automatic rifle would not fire properly. Grabbing my toolbelt, I tied it on once more then opened the back panel of the automaton and got to work.
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        * * *

      

      Bailey and I fussed with the machine for the next two hours. The clock had just struck seven when we finished in tandem.

      “Finally finished,” Bailey called with a relieved huff.

      I slid the panel back into place. “The same.”

      “Should we have him fire a few shots just to be sure?” Bailey suggested.

      “Dickens, power on,” I told the automaton. Once more, the machine activated. “Now, come,” I added, waving for it to follow me to the back of the room. The old building in which we worked had a workspace large enough to hold a full carousel.

      Its feet tromping heavily, the automaton followed along behind me.

      “Bring the nutcracker,” I told Bailey. At the back of the workshop was a life-sized wooden nutcracker Marley had once carved to serve as a decoration for a display that we had made for a show at the Lyceum. It had been sitting gathering dust until Bailey and I found a better use for it.

      Grabbing the dolly, Bailey hauled the heavy piece into place, setting it with its back against the stone wall on the far side of the room. Once it was set up, she returned once more, standing behind the automaton and me.

      “All right, you tin can, let’s see what you can do,” I told the machine. “Dickens, activate weapon.”

      The automaton clicked then raised its arm.

      “Acquire target. Nutcracker.”

      The machine’s blue eyes closed for a moment, reopening once more with blaring red light. Its gaze centered on the nutcracker, the two optics closing in on the nutcracker’s face.

      “Short burst. Fire,” I told the machine.

      Cogs and gears clicked as the automatic weapon readied itself. Bailey and I both covered our ears. A moment later, the machine shot a quick burst of bullets toward the wooden dummy. A cloud of dust surrounded the nutcracker for a moment.

      Bailey and I waited.

      “Good. Dickens, return to the workbench and power down,” I told the machine.

      The automaton lowered its arm. Its eyes flickered blue once more. Walking with a stiff clatter, it returned to the workbench and sat back down. Swinging its legs onto the bench once more, it lay down. I heard a click as the machine turned itself off, its eyes going dim once more.

      With the machine powered down, Bailey and I headed across the room to investigate the damage.

      The nutcracker had taken most of the hits to the head, but a few stray bullets had hit the wall behind the target, which had caused the cloud of powdered mortar. Bailey inspected the stray shots.

      “Looks like a variation of thirty centimeters or so,” she reported.

      I nodded. “Acceptable. I warned the buyer about the accuracy. All right, Missus Cratchit. That will do. I will meet with the customer in the morning. Tidy up your tools and be on your way.”

      “Thank you, Missus Scrooge.”

      “I expect you to be on time on Boxing Day. I don’t care if the banks are off. We are not bankers.”

      “Of course, Missus Scrooge. I do hope you’ll reconsider about tomorrow. Robert and I would love for you to join us for Christmas. I hate to think you’ll be alone. The children haven’t seen you for—”

      “Yes. All right. We’ll see. There is still work to be done after we get this metal beast off our hands.”

      “Very well,” Bailey said with a sigh then began putting her tools away.

      At least Bailey had better sense of when to tie her tongue than my niece. Working quickly and quietly, she finished her work then pulled on her coat and hat. As she slipped on her gloves, she smiled at me.

      “I won’t wish you a Merry Christmas,” she told me. “How about a simple goodnight?”

      I huffed a laugh. “Goodnight, Missus Cratchit.”

      “Goodnight, Missus Scrooge.”

      At that, she headed to the front.

      “Lock the door behind you.”

      “Of course.”

      A moment later, I heard the bell above the door ring then the sound of the key in the lock. And then, finally, there was silence.

      I sat down on the stool beside the workbench, turned up the light on the gaslamp, and then lifted the automaton’s hand. Slipping on my magnification goggles, I tightened the tiny clockwork devices one last time.

      Just as I was settling in, a noise at the back of the workshop startled me.

      Pulling off my goggles, I grabbed a pistol I had hidden under the workbench and headed into the back of the darkened workshop. My ears pricking for any sound, I listened. But there was nothing.

      I hoisted my lantern and scanned all around, finally discovering the matter.

      The ropes that had been holding a tarp had come loose. The massive throw that had covered the stock in the back of the room had slid to the floor. Bailey must have bumped it when she moved the nutcracker.

      For the first time in years, I stood staring at the clockwork carousel horses sitting there. Their colorful paint was faded, but their jewel-like eyes sparkled in the lamplight.

      A lifetime’s worth of work and dreams sat before me.

      Memories wanted to insist themselves upon me, but then, I remembered Marley’s words.

      “When we were young, we were dreamers. Now we are awake to the truth of the world. It is a cold, hard, and lonely place. Only those who are willing to do what it takes can survive. Dreams are for fools,” she’d told me the day we’d hauled all of the carnival materials to the back and covered them—keeping them only for spare parts.

      I stared at the emerald-green eyes of a pretty clockwork pony. I had loved making it, loved watching it work. On the carousel, its legs would gallop, the head tilting side to side. It had been one of my best creations.

      Sighing, I lowered the lamp and turned back.

      “Humbug,” I huffed, but I wasn’t sure at what. My absent partner. The pony. The dream. Or that old dreamer.
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            Jacqueline Marley

          

        

      

    

    
      It was after eleven when I finally found my way home. My townhouse was silent, save the ticking of the clock on the mantel in my bedroom. I left the downstairs dark and went upstairs to my bedchamber. The temperature had dropped below freezing. I banked up the fire in my bedroom and slid a chair close to the fireplace. Too exhausted to fix a proper meal, I returned to the kitchen only to fix myself a pot of tea and grab a plate of biscuits, which I took back to my bedroom. In my room once more, I slipped onto the chair. My eyes drooped as I sipped the amber-colored tea. Munching the biscuits, I stared into the fire. Memories of Christmases past wanted to insist themselves upon me, but I steeled myself to them. I hated Christmas. It was too full of memories, too full of…well, it was simply too full. In every spark of the fire, I saw my parents, my sister, Marley, Tom, and her. On Christmas, I always remembered her. I closed my eyes, willing myself to stop thinking, stop remembering. Christmas was a joyful season for many, but for me, the joy had long been gone from my life. Now, there was only work. I had no one to rely on but myself, and if I didn’t work, I was destined for poverty. Setting aside my teacup, I pulled my legs up into the chair. No use bothering going to bed. I needed to head back to the shop by five to meet my customer. I just needed a few hours of sleep between now and then. I closed my eyes.

      As I did, a soft memory drifted through my mind.

      “Mama, listen,” Maisie chirped sweetly.

      Against my will, a buried memory replayed.

      My daughter laughed as she shook the little stuffed kitten in my face, the small bell hanging from its collar ringing merrily. “See what Father Christmas brought me? Why did he bring it early?”

      A tear streamed down my cheek.

      “Not tonight,” I whispered into the darkness. “Don’t make me remember tonight.”

      Shutting out the memory, I forced myself to sleep, praying I did not dream.
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      I awoke with a start when the clock bonged out the chimes of midnight. My body aching from sleeping in such an odd position, I rose to find the fire had gone out. How had that happened? Hadn’t I banked it up enough? Perhaps I was more tired than I thought.

      Shivering, I wrapped the blanket around my shoulders and rose to go to the fireplace.

      An unearthly chill washed over me.

      The room smelled strange, the scent of death in the air.

      I exhaled deeply, a bank of fog forming in the chilly air.

      But then, I felt it.

      I was not alone.

      My heart pounding in my chest, I turned, scanning the room. A figure stood at the window, looking down at the street below.

      Moving quickly, I rushed to my bedside and pulled the pistol from the drawer of the nightstand.

      “Who are you? Get out of my house,” I said, taking aim.

      The figure, a woman, laughed. She was wearing a black gown with a long, black veil over her face. “Oh, Ebbie. Really?”

      I stilled. That voice…her voice…

      The figured stared at me. “Nice weapon. Did you make it?” she asked, gesturing to the gun.

      “I…” My hands shaking, I watched as the figure approached. “Get out of my house. Get out, or I’ll shoot.”

      The woman laughed again, then began walking toward me.

      “Last warning,” I said, surprised when my voice came out as little more than a whisper.

      The woman reached out for me.

      I pulled the trigger.

      The shot echoed around the bedroom. After a long moment, everything went silent once more. Only the sound of the ticking clock on the mantel was audible.

      The stranger stood where she had been, unmoved by the gunshot. She sighed heavily, then reached up and drew back her veil.

      My heart thundered in my chest. I stared in horror as the stranger pulled the covering away.

      It was Jacqueline. Well, it was what was left of Jacqueline. Standing before me was the corpse of my former partner, Jacqueline Marley. In place of her eyes were two glowing orbs. The milky-blue color of moonstones, she stared at me. Her red hair hung in patches from her head. Part of the flesh from her cheek was missing, revealing her jaw and teeth. What flesh remained on her bones had a terrible blue tone. She reached out for the weapon in my hand. When she did so, I saw the bones of her fingers hidden under the tatters of the black lace gloves in which she was buried. I stared at the dress. I recognized it now. It was her burial gown. I had been the one to select the high-necked black garment.

      Taking the pistol from my hand, she looked it over then handed it back to me. “Nice gun. Very well made.”

      “Jacqs,” I whispered.

      “I know I am a fearful sight, but don’t be afraid, Ebbie. I have come as a friend and with a warning. You see me as I am now, the rotting corpse of the woman I once was. You, too, will earn this fate if you do not amend your ways.”

      “What… What are you talking about?”

      “If you do not change your heart, you, like me, will be cast to purgatory. The hell in which you’ve locked yourself on Earth with be the same hell you know in death. Loveless. Friendless. Trapped in darkness. That is the hell that awaits you unless you amend your ways. My spirit is abandoned in the middle place. I am neither dead nor alive. There is no heaven nor hell. I am a ghostly thing, doomed because I closed my heart off to my fellow man. Once, I was a woman full of love and light. I let life destroy that person. I changed. I loved nothing. No one. I murdered the dreamer and replaced her with a criminal. You will share my fate if you do not correct your course.”

      I stared at the figure before me. It was then that I realized Jacqueline wasn’t actually standing, she was floating.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I told Jacqueline. “You had to.”

      Jacqueline and I had initially entered out partnership due to a shared passion for the whimsical. But fate, it seemed, had an ironic sense of humor. Where we had come together as partners bent on creating mirth and joy, life had turned to darkness for both of us. Jacqueline’s husband, who’d once been a kind man, had taken to drink and treating his wife like a rag doll to beat or use as he saw fit. As if his abuse had not been enough, the scoundrel stole every pence Jacqueline had inherited from her parents. Leaving her broken-hearted and impoverished, Jacqueline’s husband had run off, never to be heard from again. As fate would have it, our business had also bottomed out at the same time as our lives—my own losses happening in tandem with Jacqueline’s. It was Jacqueline who’d started making deals in the alleyways of the dark districts of London and at The Mushroom, the watering hole for all of London’s scoundrels. Due to the Strawberry Hill Accords, it was getting more difficult for unsavory elements to get the kind of weapons they needed. That’s where Jaqueline and I had come in. We had skills, talent, and need. The distasteful types had money. It was a match made in hell. Two women, once tinkers and dreamers, had become weapons merchants. And two women, both nursing broken hearts, had sealed themselves off from the rest of the world, walling out life to escape their miseries.

      “I chose to. I did not have to. No more than you have to,” Jacqueline told me. “I chose badly…on many counts.”

      I stared at the apparition before me. It was her, but it couldn’t be. “This can’t be real,” I whispered.

      “Can’t it? Once, we had the imagination to envision such things. Once, our hearts and minds dwelled in the realm of the impossible. But in our griefs, we fell into the darkness together. I never returned to the light. But you can.”

      “You’re dead. Gone.”

      “Yes, I am. But on this night only, I have been permitted to enter the visible plane to warn you. To try to save you.”

      “Warn me? Of what?”

      “Tonight, you will be visited by three ghosts. Heed their cries. Listen to their words. I beg you. Once, we were like sisters. I would not see my sister suffer the same fate as myself. I know what hardened your heart. I know the pain you endured. But you must find joy again. You must move past the darkness. Listen well to the three spirits who will attend you. If you don’t change your ways, you will become my partner in damnation as much as you were in life.”

      “Jacqs,” I whispered.

      She pressed closer to me, her boney hand extended as if she was going to touch my face.

      “No,” I whispered. Closing my eyes, I looked away.

      “Ebbie,” she whispered in a tender voice. “Ebony, come back to the light. I beg you. Listen, before it’s too late.”

      A chill washed over me.

      My heart pounding in my chest, I opened my eyes to find myself alone in my bedroom once more.

      The fireplace was burning cheerfully, casting an orange glow around the room. It was only a few minutes after midnight.

      I gasped. Breathing hard, I scanned the room. I was alone.

      I set my pistol down on the table beside the chair, wedging it in between the cup of tea and plate of biscuits.

      “A dream,” I whispered. Christmas. The damned holiday had me thinking of the past. Between my old memories and seeing the carousel horse at the workshop, I’d fallen asleep thinking of things better left forgotten.

      Feeling annoyed, I sat back down. As I closed my eyes, I remembered the day Jacqueline and I had hung the sign over our front door: Scrooge and Marley’s Wonder and Marvels Studio. We’d been so proud, smiling and laughing, two young women, gifted tinkers, dreamers.

      No.

      We’d been two fools on a fool’s errand. There was no magic in this world. Life would teach us that. There was only darkness. And until we learned that lesson, life beat us in the face with it…until Jacqueline had lost everything except her life, which in the end, she took herself.

      “Humbug,” I whispered, then went back to sleep.
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            The Ghost of Christmas Past

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke to the chime of the clock. Through the narrow slits of my eyes, I could see it was one o’clock.

      One o’clock.

      But if it was so early, why was it so bright in the room?

      Then, I heard it.

      Somewhere in the room, I heard a soft giggle.

      My eyes flinging wide open, I leaped to my feet only to find myself face to face with…a fairy. Before me, in a ball of glowing golden light, was a fairy made entirely of metal. Her clockwork wings fluttered. Giggling, she put her bronze hands on her hips and looked me over.

      “Why, Ebony. You look positively mystified. Don’t you recognize me?”

      I did. I had made the tiny fairy woman for my daughter, Maisie. And while the creation I’d made did have wings that fluttered, it had had never flown nor spoken. But I would recognize that tiny face anywhere. With her tipped nose, pouty lips, and pointy ears, this was the fairy I’d created. My daughter had loved her.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      The fairy giggled then spun in a circle. A cloud of glimmering golden dust followed her. “How delightful. Very well then. Let’s get going. Hop on,” she said, motioning to the corner of the room.

      When I turned to look, I spotted the clockwork carousel horse from the workshop standing in front of the fireplace. It pawed its foot and blinked its emerald-green eyes. Colorful streamers hung from its mane. The embezzlements on the saddle and bridle glimmered like the day I’d finished it.

      “This is a dream,” I whispered.

      “It is?” the fairy said. “I didn’t know that. I thought Marley told you. Three spirits will visit you tonight. I am the first of those three. I am the Ghost of Christmas Past. Now, come,” the fairy said, then flew to the carousel horse and settled in on its head.

      My hands shaking, I followed.

      It’s just a dream. This is all a dream.

      I said nothing more but approached the horse. The creation turned and looked at me, more alive than it had ever been in my workshop, but it was my creation all the same. I set my hand on the horse’s nose. It whinnied and threw back its head. Moving carefully, I slipped my foot into the stirrup then slid on.

      “All right!” the fairy called with a laugh. “Let’s go!”

      With a wave of her arms, the fairy sprinkled pixie dust on the horse and me. I gasped when the clockwork pony took off, galloping around the room. And then, turning, it headed toward the window.

      “Wait,” I called.

      Throwing my arms up, I winced as the horse raced toward the window. But there was no shattering of glass. We’d simply glided through the pain and out into the night’s sky. Prancing in the air above the rooftops of London as light snow fell, the horse moved as if by magic.

      “That way,” the fairy called, pointing. “Mayfair.”

      The horse turned in that direction.

      I was dreaming.

      This was all a dream.

      The horse galloped across the sky, finally slowing down as we reached Mayfair. I hadn’t been in the area in years, not since the fire that had burned my family’s home to the ground, taking my parents along with it.

      But as we approached my old neighborhood, my breath caught in my throat. The block in which my parents’ townhouse had sat was still intact. All the houses were fine. Not a hint of fire to be seen. And there, on the corner, with golden light pouring from the windows, was my old home.

      “What is this?” I whispered.

      The fairy fluttered, then alighted on my shoulder. “I told you. I am the Ghost of Christmas Past. And this, Ebony Kenworth Scrooge, is your past. Welcome home.”

      The carousel horse raced toward the parlor window.

      Once more, the pony slipped through the window as if there were nothing there. It came to a stop in the massive old parlor of my childhood home. The clockwork creation snorted, pawing its foot.

      “All right, off we go,” the fairy said, then zipped away, flying toward the Christmas tree. “Oh my, how delightful,” she called, flying in circles all around the evergreen. “What a great new fashion. But it’s not trimmed yet,” the fairy said, setting her hands on her hips as she studied the tree.

      “Ebbie, Blanche, come here, my darlings. It’s time,” a voice called from the foyer.

      I froze.

      I would recognize my mother’s voice anywhere.

      Before I had a moment to speak, to move, my mother turned the corner and entered the parlor. Her hands were loaded down with candles, bows, and other sparkly ornaments. She was wearing the red-and-green striped holiday dress she loved, her dark hair pulled up with a red ribbon.

      Mother walked toward me.

      “Mama,” I whispered.

      But then, Mother stepped through me. A feeling, like a cold draft, wafted over me. Mother shivered.

      “James, ask Master Fallon to add another log to the fire. There’s a chill in the parlor.”

      “I’ll see to it myself,” my father called, entering the room just behind Mother. As he crossed the room, he fussed with his pipe. Like Mother, he never looked at me. It was as if I weren’t there.

      I turned and looked at this Christmas tree. “I remember this day,” I told the fairy. “This was the year we had our first Christmas tree.”

      “It was a very special Christmas,” the fairy agreed.

      “Ebbie, Blanche? Are you coming?” Mother called once more.

      I heard the thunder of feet on the steps.

      “Careful on the stairs,” Father called, his voice muffled as he attempted to keep his pipe perched between his lips while adding another log to the fire.

      Mother chuckled at him.

      “Mama,” I said, stepping close to her once more.

      “She can’t see you,” the fairy said. “These are events taking place in your past, Ebony. You can see them, but they can’t see you.”

      Rowdy laughter and the sound of thundering feet reached the parlor when, a moment later, my sister and I turned the corner. Both of us breathless, we paused to breathe then squealed when we saw what mother was holding.

      “Oh, Ebbie,” Blanche gushed. “It’s time to decorate the tree,” she said, tugging on my arm.

      I stared at my sister. Her golden curls bounced, the mirth exuding from her in the same way it did with my niece, Fawn, who looked every bit like her mother.

      “Blanche,” I whispered, watching my sister rush past.

      But then my eyes went to the nine-year-old version of myself. Laughing, my lips and cheeks red, I was like Snow White, a merry, pretty thing, quite unlike the ashen face that stared back at me in the mirror these days.

      “Ebbie, since you are always so careful, you place the glass balls,” Mother said, handing me a box of red-and-gold ornaments. “And, Blanche, you can add the ribbons while your father and I place the candles in their holders.”

      “We can light them, though, can’t we?” Blanche asked.

      Mother chuckled lightly. “With help,” she said, then winked at the nine-year-old version of me.

      Blanche, who was notoriously clumsy, would have set the whole tree on fire had Mother let her do it on her own. But even as I thought it, a knot formed in my stomach. Fire would one day reach this house. Later, the marshals told me that they believed a fire had started in the attic during the night. It had filled the house with smoke. Before anyone realized what was happening, the entire block was aflame.

      Blanche and I, both newly married and living in our own homes, had not been there at the time. Father and Mother had never risen from their beds. The smoke, they told us, had taken them. Their charred bodies had been found in their bedchamber.

      I had just turned nineteen that Christmas. The Christmas fire had taken both of my parents from me.

      Shaking myself from the memory, I turned and looked at the scene before me once more.

      The four of us worked together, trimming the tree in unison. I watched as my father and mother smiled gently at one another. How in love they had been. Their loving gazes went to Blanche and me. In this house, everything had been good. Everything had been right, even on the worst of days, and at the hardest of times, this place had been filled with love. I had almost forgotten the feeling.

      “I remember this day,” I told the fairy. “I remember when…” My eyes went to the scene once more in time to see Blanche, who was reaching on her tiptoes to place a red bow, stumble into the tree.

      “Blanche,” Father called, reaching out for her. He managed to catch her before she fell, but not before one of the red-and-gold ornaments slipped from the branch and fell to the ground.

      The ornament broke into pieces. The inside of the ball had been silvery, reflective. It caught the firelight.

      Blanche burst into tears. “I’m sorry. Ebbie, Mama, I’m sorry,” Blanche cried, her tears coming quickly and easily.

      “It’s all right,” I told her. “It was an accident. And look how pretty it is on the inside. If you hadn’t broken it, we never would have seen how beautiful it is within,” I said, then bent to pick up the broken pieces.

      “Let me help,” Blanche said, turning to grab the broken glass.

      Before any of us could stop her, she reached down and touched a broken piece, cutting her finger.

      “Ah.” She let out a little yell, pulling her hand back. Blood slipped down the side of her finger.

      “Girls. Here. Let me,” Father said, motioning for us to get back.

      “Take Blanche to the kitchen. Ask Missus Marksen to wash and bind the cut,” Mother told me.

      “But the tree,” Blanche said. “We didn’t light the candles yet. Don’t light them without me, Mama.”

      “No. We won’t. Now, go with your big sister,” Mother said, then motioned for me to take Blanche from the room.

      My arm wrapped around Blanche’s, I led her away.

      In my spirit form, I trailed along behind my younger self, listening as I whispered to my sister. “It’s all right, Blanche. It was just an accident.”

      “You aren’t mad?”

      “At you? Never. We’re sisters.”

      “I love you, Ebbie.”

      “I love you too,” I said, kissing my sister on the top of her head.

      They headed out of the room and into the foyer. I tried to follow as they disappeared down the hall, but something blocked me, preventing me from leaving.

      “You really loved your sister,” the fairy said, floating close to me.

      I nodded, willing the tears in my eyes to stay where they were.

      “What happened to her?”

      “When Fawn was born… she died.”

      “Fawn is her only child?”

      I nodded mutely.

      “And your parents are gone too?”

      Again, I nodded. “There was a fire on Christmas. The house burned… They didn’t make it.”

      The fairy set her little metal hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry. How like your sister your niece looks. Just like her.”

      She was right. Fawn really did look just like Blanche.

      “Well, we thought she’d burn the house down. A little cut is a relief,” Father told Mother as he deposited the broken glass into the waste bin. Returning the equipment to the broom cupboard, he crossed the room and wrapped his arms around Mother’s waist, kissing her on the neck.

      “Happy Christmas, Missus Kenworth,” he told her.

      “Happy Christmas,” she replied, turning to kiss my father.

      As I stood there watching, the image of my parents—and the room, the Christmas tree, the whole house—began to fade.

      “Wait,” I whispered. “Where are they going?”

      “Come on. It’s time to go,” the fairy said, motioning to the carousel horse.

      “But…”

      “Come on, Ebbie. Hop on,” the fairy said, flying over to sit on the horse’s head.

      I frowned at her. “Don’t call me Ebbie,” I said then slipped on the horse.

      She laughed. “All right, Ebony. Hold on!” the fairy called. And once more, she tossed her sparkling glitter over us. The horse turned and headed out into the night’s sky once more.
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        * * *

      

      I closed my eyes. The cool, winter wind caressed my face. The pain of what I had lost felt like a stone in my stomach. My whole family was gone. They had all just disappeared on me. I was an orphan and alone.

      No. Not alone. There was Fawn.

      When I opened my eyes, I noticed we were headed across the river.

      “No,” I said, seizing the metal reins of the horse. “No. Not there. I don’t want to go there.”

      “Go where?” the fairy asked brightly.

      “You know where. I want to wake up. Don’t take me there. I want to wake up.”

      “How can you wake up? This isn’t a dream. Now, hold on,” the fairy said as we gently coasted down toward a small, crooked house situated on the edge of town. As the horse glided in, my old shepherd, who’d been running around in the snow in the back yard, looked up and barked.

      “Allister,” I called to the dog. Chasing the pony, he ran to the door and scratched to be let in.

      A moment later, Tom appeared. “Come along, mangy beast,” he called merrily.

      The carousel horse entered the house through the upstairs window.

      “I want to wake up,” I repeated once more. “Let me wake up.”

      “Don’t you want to see her?”

      “No. No, I don’t. Let me wake up.”

      But it was too late. Already, the horse had come to a stop in an old, familiar room. It was the smell more than anything that caught me off guard. Her smell. It permeated the place. And then, I heard the laughter.

      “And then the little kitty climbed higher and higher and higher until she was sitting on the Queen’s head!” a younger version of me called merrily.

      “What’s this? A kitten on my head?” I said in a regal voice.

      Switching my tone to the deep baritone of a porter, I said, “Why yes, Your Majesty, wearing a cat on your head is in fashion. Very French.”

      Elevating my voice one more, I replied. “Indeed? Then fetch me a tabby. It’s better for my coloring.”

      At that, Maisie laughed and laughed and laughed.

      I stared at myself and my daughter. We were sitting in the bed playing together. I looked like a different person. My cheeks were red, my skin glimmering with life. There was light behind my eyes, even if there were rings of worry underneath. While she was still with me, I still had some sparkle.

      “When was this?” the fairy asked.

      “Two days before Christmas,” I answered. “She was barely three.”

      “Oh, look. I’m there too!” the fairy said, pointing to the statue sitting beside Maisie’s bed. I’d created the small, clockwork fairy to sit on a mushroom. Her wings wagged without ceasing. I had yet to become the tinkerer I was now, adept in working with analytical engines, ethics boards, and hagstone enhancements. Back then, making the clockwork fairy’s wings flap had been enough to evoke magic.

      Maisie sighed with tiredness, then wiggled low under her covers. “It really was very kind of Father Christmas to bring me this kitten early,” she said, clutching the stuffed animal to her chest. She reached out and touched the fairy’s toes. “Goodnight, little fairy.”

      I stared at my child. She was just a wisp of a thing. Her eyes were sunken, her skin taut. The illness had eaten her alive from the inside. They had told me it was just a matter of days, which was why I had given her the kitten early. I had known in my heart that she wouldn’t make it to Christmas.

      Lying down beside her, I held my daughter tight. “Do you like the kitten?” I whispered, brushing the curls from her forehead.

      She nodded, then yawned.

      Staring at the younger version of myself holding my daughter, I approached the bed. My legs shaking, I went to the end of the bed and sat down, watching the scene. My stomach felt sick. “Hold her tight. Hold her so tight,” I whispered to myself.

      “Mummy,” Maisie whispered. “I made you a Christmas present. Would it be okay if I gave it to you now?”

      The moment she asked, I knew that she knew.

      “Of course.”

      Maisie turned in bed and reached under her mattress, pulling out a small package wrapped in a scrap of cloth, which she handed to me.

      Moving carefully, I unwrapped it.

      “Quickly. Don’t dawdle,” Maisie told me with a laugh.

      “All right,” I said then pulled out the present. Inside was a necklace made from buttons strung on a piece of twine.

      “Oh, my goodness!” I exclaimed. “The jewels of Egypt!”

      Maisie laughed. “No, Mummy, I made it.”

      “You made this?”

      “I did.”

      “Why, it’s so beautiful.”

      “Here, let me put it on you,” she said. We both sat up, and Maisie slipped the necklace over my head. “Perfect. I made it myself. Just like you, I make pretty things.”

      “Yes, you do, my dearest. I love it very much. I’ll never take it off.”

      “Never?”

      “I promise.”

      Sitting at the end of the bed, I touched my chest. Underneath the folds of my gown, I could feel the buttons. I had kept my promise to my daughter.

      Maisie yawned tiredly.

      “Why don’t you and kitten get some sleep? It’s been a very long day,” I told my daughter, settling her back into bed.

      “Yes,” she said, already half-asleep. As it was, she slept most of the day these days. Even the simplest of exertions fatigued her. “Mummy, be sure to get the kitten some milk if she cries for it tonight.”

      “Of course.” Rising, I tucked her in then placed a kiss on her head. “Goodnight, my love.”

      “Mummy?”

      “Yes?”

      “Does… Does Father Christmas visit the little children in heaven?”

      Beside me, the fairy gasped.

      I watched through unshed tears as the younger version of myself forced a smile. “Of course. He finds good children wherever they may be.”

      Maisie smiled. “I’m glad. Goodnight, Mummy. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I said, kissing her once more. I turned then, and as I went, I saw that my hand was covering my mouth, holding back the sobs that wanted to escape my lips. But I never let her see me cry. Never. I wanted her to have nothing but love and light until her final days.

      The younger version of me fled the room.

      After the ghost of myself had left, I approached the bedside and looked down at my daughter. She had closed her eyes, her long lashes lying on her cheeks. I reached out to touch her, to push away a wild curl, but my hand passed through. When Maisie shivered, I pulled my hand away. My heart felt like it was being clenched in a vice.

      “She really was such a pretty thing,” the fairy said, hovering over Maisie.

      “She died overnight on Christmas Eve. She never saw Christmas morning.”

      “Why did she die?” the fairy asked.

      “Her father… He was supposed to be watching her. Maisie fell into a pond. She survived, but she took a fever. After the fever abated, she was so weak. It was like something was eating her up from the inside. She could barely get out of bed. She just slowly wasted away.”

      “And her father?”

      “It was his fault. He wasn’t watching her. The children were all ice-skating, but he was drinking and talking with the other men. He didn’t even know that she’d gone under the ice until the other children started screaming.”

      “Where were you?”

      “Working.”

      “Working,” the fairy repeated.

      I glared at her. “Don’t say it like that. My husband was a lazy creature. I had to work. He only had to watch her for two hours that day, keep her safe. There was a winter carnival. Marley and I were working. But I should have been there,” I whispered. “If I had been there, she never would have been on that thin ice.”

      “Hmm,” the fairy mused.

      “Sweet baby,” I whispered, looking at the tiny figure in her big bed. There was a wisp of a smile lingering on her lips. “My sweetest one. Mummy misses you so much,” I said, tears slipping down my cheeks.

      

      From downstairs, I heard shouting and the sound of breaking glass. My voice and Tom’s rose to a terrible crescendo.

      “Bloody hell, we’ll wake her.” I went to the door to listen. I didn’t remember Tom and I fighting that night. In the days before Maisie’s death, everything had been very, very silent.

      “I know you blame me,” Tom shouted.

      I stilled, feeling like someone had poured cold water over me.

      No.

      This wasn’t the Christmas Maisie died. It was Christmas the year following.

      Gasping, I turned and looked back at the little bed.

      The image behind me began to fade. The cheery glow of the candle, Maisie in her bed, everything a picture of softness and warmth began to dim as a greyish-blue pall began to take over the room.

      “No. Maisie,” I said, stepping toward the bed.

      Right before the darkness enveloped the entire scene, taking Maisie with it, my little girl sat up in her bed and looked right at me.

      “Mummy,” she said with a smile, then she blew me a kiss.

      “Maisie,” I whispered, reaching out for her. But then the image faded. A moment later, the scene was replaced by the dingy darkness of an empty bed. The whole world faded to hues of blueish grey.

      “I do blame you. Of course, I blame you. You were drunk. You weren’t watching her. If you had been watching her, she never would have fallen into that water. You were supposed to look after her,” I screeched from below.

      Tom.

      Anger pulsing through my veins, I turned and headed downstairs.

      “Ebbie,” the fairy called, fluttering along behind me.

      “Don’t call me Ebbie.”

      “It’s time to go now,” the fairy said,

      “That son of a bitch. I want to see the look on his face one more time,” I said through gritted teeth.

      I emerged into the kitchen in time to watch a haggard version of myself, my bun pulled out into wild strands, hurl a plate across the room at my husband. It was Christmas once more, but there was no sign of it anywhere in the house. No trimmings or treats to be found, just more of the terrible blue-grey pall that hung over the house.

      “Ebbie,” Tom pleaded. “Please. I lost her too.”

      “And who is to blame?”

      “I…”

      “You! It was your fault she died! You. You!”

      “I… Me and the lads were making a plan. It seemed rude not to drink. It was just me and the boys talking. Ebbie, we’ve been through this a million times. I know I should have been paying more attention. Don’t you know I regret it every day? I was stupid. Stupid.”

      I hurled another plate at him. “Our child is dead because you were stupid.”

      “I’m confused,” the fairy said. “Why did you marry such a bad man?”

      “He wasn’t bad when I married him. He was charming and fun. He did drink from time to time, but he was never lost in the bottle. Not at first. But after Maisie was born, he drank more and worked less.”

      “And after Maisie died?”

      “He drank every day. All day. And never worked. And then…”

      “And then?”

      I pointed back to the scene.

      “To hell with you. To hell with you, Ebbie. I loved her too. I won’t stay here and listen to you blame me every day of my life,” Tom said then picked up a case that was sitting by the door.

      “Where are you going?” I seethed.

      “Away. Away from you,” he said, then turned and left, slamming the door behind him.

      I grabbed a teapot off the table and hurled it toward the door. It shattered into a thousand pieces. “Don’t come back! Don’t you ever come back,” I screamed in his wake.

      I stared at myself. Wild-eyed, breathing hard, my hair a mess, I was standing in the center of the kitchen staring at the door. It wasn’t until you could hear the sound of the gate at the end of the lane banging shut that I collapsed, weeping, onto the floor.

      “Come back,” I whispered through sobs. “Come back.”

      “But he didn’t come back, did he?” the fairy whispered.

      “No,” I said flatly, staring at the miserable version of myself lying there, a broken thing.

      “What a terrible thing to happen on Christmas,” the fairy said with a soft sigh.

      I stared at myself, alone, crying in the middle of the room.

      “I want to go back now,” I whispered. “Please don’t show me anymore.”

      “All right,” the fairy replied.

      The fairy led me outside. There, the carousel pony was waiting. I slipped on.

      The fairy whispered into the horse’s ear. A moment later, the pony took off in a trot. Allister appeared once more, racing alongside the pony and me. Stupid, giddy dog. He was happy to chase anything, even spirits.

      “Look,” the fairy said. “He can see us. Animals are very smart.”

      Smiling weakly, I looked at my old companion—knowing that he too would die that year. I hadn’t had it in me to get another dog after that.

      The carousel horse leaped into the air and flew back toward the flat I lived in now, back across the river.

      But as we flew, I spotted Tom making his way down the road toward the airship towers.

      “What happened to him?” the fairy asked, both of us watching his hurried steps.

      “I don’t know. I had someone look for him. He took an airship to India. No one knows where he went after that.”

      “You suppose he’s still alive?”

      “You would know better than me, spirit.”

      But her question was one that plagued me to no end. Was Tom still alive? Would he ever come back? How could he just abandon me like that? I was angry. I blamed him. But I needed him too. I needed him. He was the only thing I had left of her.

      I turned away, closing my eyes. An icy wind blew on my face, cooling the hot tears slipping down my cheeks.

      “Ebbie,” the fairy whispered.

      “Yes,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “I’m sorry for everything you lost. But now, you need to wake up,” she said.

      “What?”

      I felt a strange jolt, like all my muscles spasmed at once, and I fell to the floor as the clock on the mantle chimed one o’clock. I was in my bedroom in my flat once more. I sat in a heap on the floor in front of the fireplace.

      A dream.

      A terrible dream.

      I lay my head down on the floor and stared into the fire.

      “Maisie,” I whispered. “Maisie, Mummy loves you,” I said then slowly slipped back to sleep.
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      When the clock on the mantel bonged out two o’clock, I rose from the wooden floor, feeling an ache in my back. Although I was not yet forty, my body felt twice its age. I slid toward the fireplace and gingerly set a log on the fire. The flames nipped at my fingers, but I snatched them back. I was about to place another log when I heard a strange noise coming from the downstairs of my townhouse. I paused to listen, thinking it was the neighbors. Then the sound came clearly: someone was playing the piano in my parlor.

      My heart skipped a beat.

      Marley had said I would be visited by three spirits.

      It was either that or someone had broken into my house to play “Oh Come, All Ye Faithful.”

      Frowning, I rose. Grabbing my pistol and slipping it into my pocket, I tiptoed downstairs. The chandelier had been lit in the parlor. Someone was singing in a deep tenor, the music resonating throughout the house. And then I smelled…cookies. Not just cookies. I smelled bread, cakes, and more.

      When I stepped into the parlor, I was startled to see the place was trimmed more elaborately than Buckingham. Everywhere I looked, garlands with red and gold ribbons, glass balls, and other ornaments were strung. On every flat surface were trays loaded with mountains of cookies and cakes. Candies and other sweets in glass jars were stuck into every nook and cranny of my small parlor. A massive Christmas tree stretched to the ceiling. Candles illuminated the tree, a brilliant silver star at the top. And hanging from the mantel were stockings with the names Ebony and Fawn sewn thereon.

      But the most alluring thing in the room was the man sitting at the piano. Wearing a green-and-red kilt, a rich emerald green doublet, and a Highlander’s cap, the man gave me a smile as he finished the last bars of the song. He had deep, chocolate-brown hair and a broad chest. With a dramatic flourish, he danced his hands across the keyboard of my pianoforte then rose.

      “Ebony Scrooge. Just look at you,” he said, opening his arms wide. He had a rich, Scottish accent and bright blue eyes. On his square jaw, he wore a neatly trimmed beard. I nearly panicked when I felt heat rise into my cheeks. While I hadn’t looked at a man since Tom had run off, I had always fancied a Highland lad. There was something about a Scot with a great barrel of a chest and fine legs that caught me off guard.

      “Look at me, why?” I said, pulling myself together.

      The man crossed the room then stepped close to me. Moving in a circle, he eyed me up and down.

      “Why, I’ve never seen a sourer, more drab-looking apple in my entire life!” he said with a laugh.

      Humiliated, I frowned at him.

      “Play!” he called to the piano.

      At once, the piano keys began dancing of their own volition. The man moved toward me, grabbed me by my waist and arm, and then pulled me into a spin, dancing me around the room.

      “Come on, Ebbie. Where’s your mirth? It’s Christmas Eve, and as I hear it, you were once a charming dance partner.”

      Feeling embarrassed, I pulled away. “Let go of me.”

      But his words struck my heart. Once, long ago, Ebony Kenworth had been a mirthful girl who’d loved to dance.

      “Ah. I see. Not the tune for you?” the man said, looking thoughtful. “Oh, no. That’s not it. I know the problem. You’re not dressed for the occasion. Look at you. You look like a pinched old maid. Let’s fix that,” he said, then snapped his fingers.

      A moment later, I found myself dressed in a pretty red gown with embroidered holly berries and green leaves on the trim, my hair pinned up at the back, long curls hanging from my ears. I set my hand on my chest, feeling my beating heart. The corset squeezing me, I was dressed like a young girl who’d come out for her first season. I clasped my hand around the button necklace hanging from my neck. “What is this madness?” I demanded.

      “The present, and I am the Ghost of Christmas Present. Now, I can put you back into that drab, ripped work dress, but why in the hell would we do that? Look at you, lass. You’re like bloody Snow White. You’re beautiful. Come on, let’s go get a drink,” he said, then took my arm and led me into the dining room.

      The moment we passed through the archway, however, everything changed. Rather than my own townhouse, I suddenly found myself standing in the parlor of Fawn and Charles’s home.

      “What’s this?” I asked, looking around.

      Fawn, Charles, and a number of other couples were gathered in my niece’s modest home. They were laughing merrily. A group was seated at one table playing a hand of whist. On the other side of the room, Charles was playing Christmas carols on the piano while some of the couples danced. A footman worked his way through the room, passing out wassail. Trays of sweets sat on the tables. The whole scene was causal to the point of improper but entirely merry.

      “Who is ready to play Snapdragon?” Fawn cheerfully called as she appeared in the doorway, a kitchen maid following along behind her. The maid was pushing a cart on which there was a bowl filled with brandy and raisins.

      The others in the room cheered, leaving behind their frivolities to join Fawn at the center of the room. A drum table had been cleared. Moving carefully, Fawn and the kitchen maid set the bowl of brandy onto the table.

      “Don’t let Fawn light the raisins, or she’ll set the whole place on fire,” one of their friends called.

      At that, the others laughed.

      I smiled at my niece then turned to the spirit beside me. “She is clumsy. Just like her mother.”

      “I love a game of Snapdragon,” the Scotsman said. “Don’t you, Ebbie? Oh, with your nimble hands, I bet you’re a quick one at this game.”

      I smiled wistfully. “Once, perhaps.”

      “But not now, right? There’s nothing good about Christmas, is there? Wasting time and money on frivolity. People would be wise to remember they’ll be hungry the next day. Won’t they?”

      “Will you use my own words against me?”

      He laughed. “Not at all, lass. Not at all. But once upon a time, you were a merry thing too. Just like your pretty niece. And I’m sure those harsh words of yours have nothing to do with all that rot and pain you feel deep inside you come every Christmas. Humbug indeed. Come, let’s watch,” he said, then pulled me toward the scene.

      The revelers gathered around as the footman doused the lights. Only the fireplace and the candles on the Christmas tree illuminated the dim room.

      “Everyone knows what to do?” Charles asked the others.

      I remembered when Fawn had brought Charles to meet me. I had liked the young banker from the start. He had a sweet, merry spirit much in league with Fawn’s, and they were very much in love. Perhaps, too much in love. Being around them often served as a painful reminder of my desperately lonely state. In fact, spending time with Fawn was a constant reminder of everything I had lost: my parents, my sister, my daughter, my husband. Fawn was only three years younger than Maisie had been. The two of them would have been like sisters. Now, I only felt ghosts beside my sister’s daughter.

      “Do we really need to put them in our mouths while they’re on fire?” one of the ladies asked.

      Fawn laughed. “If you want to be a dragon!”

      The others chuckled.

      “And where did you learn Snapdragon, Fawn?” another lady asked.

      “Ponders End,” Fawn replied, referring to the prestigious boarding school to which I had paid to send her after her father had died.

      “Oh, don’t let Aunt Ebony find out about that,” the same girl answered. “She’ll demand her money back.”

      I frowned at the girl.

      Fawn giggled merrily. “Not at all. Aunt Ebony is resourceful, not miserly. How else could she afford to send me to such a wonderful place?”

      “Wouldn’t she come tonight?” Charles asked Fawn.

      Fawn sighed. “You know how it goes with her. I made her promise to come for tea tomorrow, though.”

      “Well, it’s a pity she’s missing such fun,” Charles said. “And if not for her, we wouldn’t know this game. Everyone, let’s all go savage in Aunt Ebony’s name. Without her, Fawn never would have learned Snapdragon!”

      At that, Charles lit the bowl of brandy.

      Brilliant blue flames shot up from the dish.

      “Ladies, watch your sleeves,” Charles called as he removed his jacket and rolled up his cuffs.

      Fawn grinned at her husband. “For you, Aunt Ebony,” she said, then moving quickly, she jabbed her hand into the fiery concoction and pulled out a burning raisin. With the blue flame still flickering, she shoved the morsel into her mouth, giving her a temporary appearance of a dragon.

      Laughing merrily, one by one, the others tried their hands at it.

      Beside me, the spirit laughed. “How delightful. How delightful.”

      I watched my niece. How sweet she was, how lively. Would Maisie have been like her? Would she and her own husband be here with these other young couples? What would my daughter have been like?

      “All right, lassie. Shall we see about that drink now?” the spirit asked, turning to me once more. “I could use a brandy.” Entwining his arm in mine, the Scotsman led me away from the scene.

      I paused a moment.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s just…they are so merry.”

      “As were you, once.”

      “What do I have to be merry about now?”

      “That,” the spirit said, pointing to Fawn.

      I frowned. He was right, but I hated to be reminded of it. “Let’s go,” I said, then turned toward the dining room.

      “You know, Ebony, you’re still young yourself. And pretty to boot. Your life isn’t over. There is still time for you to—”

      “If you know what’s best for you, Highlander, you should measure your next words very carefully.”

      “Oh, aye, whatever you say,” the Scotsman said with a chuckle, then we stepped into the side parlor only to be immediately transported elsewhere.

      

      I swayed, disoriented by the sudden rush. We were standing in the breezeway of a house. The spirit pushed open the door to reveal a small, humble home. A gaggle of children was crowded around a kitchen table, setting out plates as they chatted loudly. I eyed the children over. They were familiar-looking, but I couldn’t quite place them. But then, I saw him. Sitting by the fire, his leg wrapped in a splint, was Bailey Cratchit’s husband, Robert.

      “Do you have the applesauce set out, Millie?” Robert called.

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Peter, get the bread. Your mother and Tim will be back any minute.”

      “Of course, Father.”

      “I’m sorry, children. I hate to see you do all this work yourself,” Robert said.

      “What happened to that chap?” the spirit asked me.

      “That’s Robert Cratchit, my assistant Bailey’s husband. He runs deliveries for the butcher, but the cart he drives turned over in the high snow, and he broke his leg.

      “Must be hard for them, being they are such a large family. My word, how many children?” he asked, then counted. “One, two, three, four. My, my,” the Scotsman said with a naughty laugh as he elbowed me in the side. “Must be a lot of romance in the Cratchit home, wouldn’t you say, Missus Scrooge?”

      “There are six children. And I wouldn’t know,” I said, forcing my cheeks not to redden at the innuendo.

      “Where are the other child—“ the spirit began, but then the door opened.

      Bailey entered, holding a platter on which there was a roasted chicken. She turned, stopping to help someone behind her. I gasped when I spotted Bailey’s son, Timothy. He was walking with a crutch and looked half the weight he had when I’d last seen him. There were dark rings under his eyes, and his skin was deathly pale.

      Echoes of Maisie’s appearance shook me to my very core.

      “Ah, here is another little one,” the Scotsman said. “My, he’s a wee lad. What’s ailing him?”

      “I don’t know. Bailey told me he is an unwell child. Sickly from birth. But I don’t remember the crutch. He had a limp before,” I studied the boy’s legs. They looked more twisted than they had been. I watched as he struggled to reach a small stoop in the corner. Lowering himself, and wincing with pain, he sat down then set his crutch against the wall.

      “Oh my goodness, it’s so late. I’m so very sorry. But here we have the chicken,” Bailey said. “But where is Martha?” Bailey asked, referring to her eldest daughter. With Fawn’s help, Bailey had found work for her eldest girl as a maid in the house of one of Fawn’s friends.

      “She couldn’t come,” Robert said sadly. “She sent word from the big house. They couldn’t do without her tonight.”

      “But…” Bailey began, the happy expression on her face deflating. “But it’s Christmas Eve.”

      “Surprise!” I heard a voice call from the back. Martha appeared holding a massive cake trimmed with icing and candied fruits.

      “Martha,” Bailey exclaimed, crossing the room to kiss her daughter. “I’m so glad you’re here. Now, what is this?” she asked, looking at the cake.

      “Missus Penny is teaching me how to bake. I hope to get a position in the kitchen. Missus Penny said I have a hand for it. I made this myself, and Lord and Lady Dearborne thought I did such a nice job, I should take it home for my family to enjoy. They are ever so thoughtful.”

      “Mama,” a small voice called. Rudy, Bailey’s middle son, rushed across the room to hug Bailey. “Did you see Father Christmas out there?”

      “Oh,” Bailey said, and I heard that odd catch in her voice. “No. But I’m certain he is making his rounds tonight.”

      Bailey looked at her husband. The two exchanged a sad look.

      They had gifts for the children, didn’t they?

      “That’s neither here nor there. Now that your mother’s here, let’s feast,” Robert called.

      Peter hurried to his father’s side and helped him to the table.

      Martha finished organizing the food as Bailey went to fetch Timothy, who was still seated on his stoop. “Are you hungry?” Bailey asked him.

      He shook his head.

      “Will you eat for me? I need you to grow big and strong.”

      He nodded then said, “Mummy. Did you see that man at the butcher’s shop? Did you see how he looked at me?”

      I could tell from the impression on Bailey’s face that she knew what her child was talking about but didn’t want to say so.

      “No, son. I didn’t.”

      “He saw I was…broken.”

      “Timothy—”

      “No, Mummy, it’s all right. I think it’s a good thing. Tonight, maybe he will think of all the broken people in the world. Maybe he will pray for us, pray for all the broken ones so that all the broken things inside us heal and make us right again.”

      “That’s a very kind thought, my dear. Very nice, indeed. Now, come. You must try Martha’s cake.”

      “It did look good.”

      “You must be sure to eat some, so she doesn’t feel offended.”

      “All right.”

      Bailey picked up the boy and set him on his stool by his father. The children worked quickly, filling their plates with the humble trimmings. Unlike the heaps of desserts and delights at Fawn’s house, the Cratchit’s barely had enough to feed the whole family. The one small chicken didn’t stretch far.

      “What shall we cheer?” Bailey asked, raising her cup. She looked at her husband, who looked decidedly less than cheerful, but I could see he was trying his best to be merry.

      “To Lord and Lady Dearborne for letting me bring home my cake,” Martha declared, raising her cup.

      “Very good,” Robert told his daughter with a nod.

      “And to Mister Phelps for holding Father’s job until he is ready to come back to work,” Peter added.

      “Yes,” Bailey said, setting her hand on Robert’s.

      “And to my teacher,” Millie joined.

      The others chuckled.

      “Yes, to your teacher,” Robert agreed.

      “And to Missus Scrooge,” Bailey said.

      Robert huffed.

      “Robert,” Bailey said softly.

      “Sour old apple. She knows we’re in such a state. But here you are, barely fifteen shillings in your pocket for the week, and it’s so late. It’s not right.”

      “I don’t know she’s all that aware of our plight, Robert. I try not to share my troubles with her.”

      “She could ask.”

      “That’s not her way. And thanks to her, we have at least this much,” Bailey said, motioning to the table.

      Robert huffed again.

      “I think Missus Scrooge is a broken person like me,” Timothy interjected.

      Everyone turned to look at the child, the Scotsman and me included.

      “What do you mean, darling?” Bailey asked.

      “Some people are broken on the outside. I think Missus Scrooge is broken on the inside. That can happen to people, right? When bad things happen to them, it can break them on in the inside.”

      The child’s words silenced the table.

      “I don’t think she’s trying to be mean, Father. She just…she’s just a bit lost. A bit broken,” Timothy told Robert.

      The Scotsman turned and looked at me.

      I stared at the small boy. How was it such a tiny babe could speak the truth so plainly, see the world so clearly? He was right. There was something broken inside of me. I had lost…everything. There was nothing left for me but to work, to make money to ensure Fawn had a future, and to keep a roof over my own head. But aside from that, I was hollow on the inside. My family, my child, my husband, even my partner were all gone. I had closed myself from the world to keep out the pain. I hated Christmas. Everything I ever loved had been taken from me at Christmas. Everyone else was so joyful and full of mirth. I knew that if I let it in just a little, even a little, that it would be like exposing a raw wound. I had not recovered from Maisie’s death. Nothing inside me had ever been the same. Maybe that would never heal. The wall around me was necessary. To feel anything was a risk, a risk I was unwilling to take.

      Robert set his hand on Timothy’s head. “Maybe you’re right. Let us cheer Missus Scrooge. To Ebony Scrooge’s health. And cheers to them all. Cheers,” Robert called, lifting his drink.

      “Cheers,” the family answered.

      “And may God bless us every one,” Timothy added, earning him a kiss on the head from his mother.

      I choked back the tears that wanted to come. We watched as the family ate, but I couldn’t help but notice how Timothy merely picked at the food on this plate.

      I was not the only one who noticed.

      “My goodness, I better get some cake on my plate before I run out of room,” Bailey said. She slid the cake toward her. The other children exchanged glances; apparently they knew what their mother was plotting. Bailey cut a large piece and set it on Tiny Tim’s plate.

      “Thank you, Mother,” the boy chirped sweetly.

      “Enjoy, my dear.”

      But still, the boy barely ate.

      “Why didn’t she tell me he’d become so ill? Why didn’t she let me know?”

      “Perhaps because you have a wall as high as old Hadrian’s around you, lass. Who wants to climb over that just to tell their sorrows. And she knows this time of year is hard on you.”

      “But…she should have told me,” I stared at the child, seeing the shadow of my own daughter in his sweet, sickly face. I turned back to the spirit. “Can you see the future? Will the child survive?”

      The Scotsman frowned. “If these shadows remain unaltered by the future, the child will die.”

      “Can I… What can I do?”

      “If only you had some power to influence the fortunes of this family,” the spirit said, motioning to the impoverished state in which the family lived. “Or, perhaps, have some connections to someone who could help the boy. But that would require you opening the door to the world. And risking…”

      “Risking?”

      “You would need to let yourself love a little, Ebony. You would need to let others back into your heart. You would need to risk the pain to enjoy the reward.”

      “Your words are like weapons.”

      “Look here,” the Scotsman said then, pointing to his jacket. For the first time, I noticed a pin there. The spirit pressed a button at the center of the pendant. A moment later, the whole thing began to turn clockwise, revealing two faces as it did so. “The faces… They are Grief and Hopelessness. Look closely at them.”

      I leaned in to see the images more clearly. I was surprised to discover that the terrorized faces on the pendant were my own.

      “It is easy to be swallowed by these two bedfellows and cut yourself off from your fellow man. Beware their ravenous natures. These two will swallow you whole.”

      And as I stared into the alternating images on his pendant, I knew he was right. I had allowed myself to fall into a pit of despair and had never recovered. I had thrown myself into my work to numb myself to the world around me. But when I blocked out the pain, I had also blocked out the joy. To my own doom.
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      The clock bonged once more. Opening my eyes groggily, I looked at the old timepiece on the mantel. It was three o’clock. I was still sitting in the chair in my chamber, but the bright fire had grown dim, casting long shadows across the room.

      There was a clatter in the corner of the room. Turning, I gripped the arm of my chair and stared wide-eyed into the darkened shadows.

      The third spirit. Marley said that I would be visited by three ghosts. The fairy had shown me the past, the Scotsman the present, so that meant…

      I heard the clatter of cogs and gears, and a moment later, two cyan-colored lights clicked on, casting a hazy blue glow over the bedroom. With heavy footsteps, the automaton appeared from the corner of my bedroom.

      I stood up. “Dickens,” I whispered.

      The machine turned and looked at me, its blue eyes flashing into my face.

      “Power down,” I commanded.

      Nothing happened.

      “Power down,” I repeated firmly.

      This time, the automaton turned away from me and crossed the room to the window. It paused a moment before motioning for me to join it. The steel and brass gears and outer plating of the machine gleamed in the dying firelight.

      I rose on shaky legs. “You do not need to speak. I know who you really are. You are the spirit of things yet to come.”

      Dickens turned and looked at me once more, those blue orbs glaring into the hollow of my soul. Again, it gestured to my window.

      Moving hesitantly, I joined the machine and looked outside.

      When I did so, I gasped. The city was on fire. The entire skyline was filled with smoke, and orange flames licked the buildings. From overhead, airships dropped devices, which exploded on contact, shaking London to the ground. But below…it was far worse. On the street below me, I saw movement. At first, I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. And then, I comprehended. A legion of machines, just like the one at my side, were making their way down the street. As they did so, the automatic guns on their arms blasted civilians, murdering people in an instant. I let out a small shriek and grabbed the arm of the automaton only to feel its cold, metal skeleton.

      The machine looked down at me, its glowing eyes narrowing.

      “This is me? I did this? By inventing…by making you?”

      My mouth grew dry as I watched the horror unfolding on the streets below. Marley was the one who’d made the connections with London’s criminal underbelly. We’d been selling tinkered devices, making bombs and weapons, creations of death. I never thought much about it. I somehow fancied myself still a tinker; I was just making sophisticated firearms. But that was a lie. Where once my creations sparked joy, now they brought death. And in the wrong hands—exactly the kind of hands I was currently making deals with—far worse.

      “No more,” I whispered, then pulled the drape closed. “No more. I see,” I said, closing my eyes. “I know what I need to do.”

      I had turned a blind eye to everything. Not only had I neglected those I loved, but I cared little for the world itself. I knew only my own pain and what I had to do to prevent myself from feeling it. “Take me away from this sight. Show me there is still some tenderness in this world.”

      I felt a metal hand on my shoulder.

      I looked up into the eyes of the automaton. This time, they did not glow bright blue. Instead, I could see a scene unfolding inside those eyes. I stared, trying to make out the figures. A moment later, I was transported into the scene I had witnessed in the machine’s eyes.

      I was, once more, in the home of Robert and Bailey Cratchit. The whole family was huddled together, hugging one another. How sweet they were. How loving. I had always dreamed of having a family like that. I had planned to have more children, many more. But then…everything had fallen into pieces. My heart lightened at the sight of them, but then I heard the crying. The family held onto one another as they wept.

      Bailey kissed her children, pulling them tenderly toward her as they cried. Martha was hysterical in her misery. Bailey’s husband, who was standing once more, held his wife from behind, his arms wrapped around her waist.

      Their misery was palpable.

      “What’s happened?” I whispered.

      The automaton pointed.

      There, in the corner, was an empty stool. And beside it, a cane leaned against the wall.

      “Timothy,” I whispered. The boy was gone. I turned back to my apprentice. “Oh, Bailey.”

      My heart broke at the sight. I knew her pain well. I lived with it every day, knowing it would never go away. There was nothing more horrible than losing a child.

      “I must do something. I must,” I said then looked up at the automaton once more. “I will do something. I swear it.”

      But the machine simply stared back at me. And once more, I saw an image playing in his eyes.

      “I don’t want to see,” I whispered, but even as I spoke the words, I felt that strange pull once more.

      A frozen wind chilled me to the bone. We’d been transported outside. A whirlwind of snow dancing around us. It was dusk, and we were in a graveyard.

      Standing down the row from us, I spotted Fawn and Charles, and Bailey and Robert, along with Bailey’s children, save little Tim. Bailey wept and lay down a wreath on a tomb. Leaving the automaton behind, I joined them.

      “Fawn?” I whispered, reaching out for her arm. But my hand only connected with air. “Fawn?”

      Fawn wept hard, then turned and put her head on Charles’s shoulder. His arm wrapped around my niece, he did his best to console her.

      “To die alone in the workshop like that,” Bailey said, shaking her head. “It is a great pity.”

      “Her heart gave out on her, as if it had gone dry from want,” Fawn whispered. “She was well-loved but never knew it. My father once told me she’d once been full of mirth. She created such wonders. But then her child died, her husband left, and my mother passed… Some people cannot withstand grief. It changes them. Forever. I had hoped I could reach her, bring her back from that dark place. But I couldn’t. No matter how much I tried. I failed her,” Fawn said then wept once more.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Charles whispered.

      I didn’t need to look to know where I was. I recognized the graveyard. I stared at the headstones. On the smaller of the two was a small lamb and the name Maisie Victoria Scrooge. Beside that tiny headstone was another grave. On this, I saw my own name: Ebony Kenworth Scrooge. Not far from these headstones were those of my mother, father, and sister.

      “At least they are together now,” Fawn whimpered.

      Bailey took her hand. “Why don’t we get you out of the cold?”

      Fawn nodded solemnly, and the group departed, leaving me alone with Dickens.

      I watched the others as they went. My sweet niece, how like my sister she looked.

      The automaton stood beside me, still and silent as the grave.

      “Can I change the future?” I whispered. “Can I…can I change all of this?”

      At that, the automaton turned.

      This time, I noticed an odd light inside its chest. Rosy light emanated from its breastplate in the very spot where it might have a heart—if it wasn’t made of metal. The automaton reached out and took my hand. I thought to resist, but then I relented.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered.

      The machine moved my hand, setting it on its chest. I was afraid I would be burned, but then I heard it: a low, beating sound emanated from the machine.

      When my fingers finally touched the metal, I felt a massive shock that rippled through my entire body. The blast was so strong that it knocked me from my feet, sending me flying backward to the ground. As I landed, I realized I was lying on my own grave. The realization of it was so abhorrent, I screamed.

      

      With a jerk, I woke. Once more, I was lying on the floor of my bedroom. The deafening sound of a beating heart rang in my ears. Quickly standing, I cast a glance around the room only to find myself alone once more.

      A dream?

      Had it all been a dream?

      But if so, why did my hand still feel warm.

      I set my hand on my own chest and closed my eyes, listening to the sound of my heart. It was beating quickly, a scared and nervous thing. I inhaled deeply and slowed my breathing, my heart calming. I dipped into my dress and pulled out the button necklace hanging there. I wrapped my hand around the beloved charm.

      “All right, you machine made of flesh. It’s time to see if I can tinker you back to life.”
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      By the time I reached the workshop, it was five o’clock. It was bitterly cold. For the first time in years, I lit the small stove in the front office. The orange fire cast a glow on the images hanging on the walls. Taking out a cloth, I dusted the frames, including the painting of Jacqueline Marley I had hung on the wall.

      “You got us into this. It’s time for me to get us out,” I told my old partner. “But I never would have seen it if it weren’t for you.” The terrible thought that Marley was trapped in purgatory for a road on which I’d traveled with her made something awful stick in my throat. Maybe if I turned things around, somehow I could save us both.

      I sat down at my desk. The spot felt foreign to me after so many years. Opening the drawer, I pulled out some paper and turned up the light on my gaslamp.

      If I could tinker a machine to walk of his own volition, couldn’t I tinker braces for a young boy’s twisted legs? If I removed several components from Dickens, I could fashion something that would work. I began sketching, considering the problem. I didn’t look up until the clock struck seven. The sun had just begun to rise. A rosy glow was cast on the snow-covered cobblestones outside. The shop across the street had an evergreen wreath with a large red bow on the door. The light from the baker’s shop glowed orange. Outside, a lamplighter hummed Christmas carols as he made his way down the street, extinguishing the gaslamps.

      At the back of the workshop, I heard a heavy knock on the door.

      I set down my pen and rose.

      I inhaled slowly and deeply, putting steel in my spine. What came next would not be easy. One didn’t say no to these people.

      Inside the workshop, Dickens lay on the workbench. I would never forget what I had seen through the automaton’s vision. Grabbing a tarp, I tossed it over the machine. Turning, I grabbed the pistol hidden on my workbench and shoved it into my pocket, then I went to the door.

      “Who is it?” I called in a stiff voice.

      “Fenton,” a gruff voice replied.

      I swallowed hard and opened the door.

      On the other side of the door was a massive beast of a man with a head of shaggy grey hair and a look so mean that I swore I’d seen fire in his eyes from time to time. Second-in-command for one of London’s most ruthless gangs, the brute’s boss had offered me more than a reasonable amount of money for the automaton lying inside. I had justified saying yes, justified the idea that I was making just one metal monster. But Dickens had told me the truth. One was more than enough in the wrong hands. I glanced behind Fenton. Two more brutes were waiting with a wagon. The horses hitched to the front danced around nervously.

      “Well, tinker?” he demanded.

      I shook my head. “Tell Cyril I’m sorry. I couldn’t get it to work.”

      “What are you talkin’ about?”

      “It’s rubbish. Won’t stand. Won’t walk. It just teeters back and forth then falls over. The design isn’t possible.”

      “That’s not what you told my boss. We gave you the designs for that other machine, the Scarlette Automaton.”

      “So you did, but everyone knows the Boatswain designs are brilliant. I’m a carnival tinker. I…overreached. My apologies.”

      “Your apologies?” the massive man said, taking a step toward me.

      I stood my ground and held his eye. “My apologies. Do you think I’m stupid enough to fail Cyril without trying my best? I’ve been working day and night. I could not get it to work.”

      Fenton held my gaze.

      “And no amount of smacking me across the face will make it work either.”

      The monster huffed. Apparently, my guess had been right.

      “I’ve done good work for you in the past. You know that, and so does Cyril. I couldn’t make it work. That’s all there is to it.”

      Clenching his teeth, the brute glared at me. “Don’t expect to get any work from us again. You’re blacklisted, Scrooge. Don’t come to the district beggin’ for a job. Stupid woman,” he said, then turned and stalked off.

      “Happy Christmas,” I called.

      The comment earned me a glare, and once more, I swore I could see fire in the man’s eyes. “Humbug,” Fenton replied icily.

      With a shudder, I closed and locked the door behind me.

      Only when I heard the snap of reins and the jingling of rigging did I breathe a sigh of relief. They were gone. Once more, I crossed the workshop. I paused, pulling the cover away from Dickens’s head.

      “You stay right here. I’ll be back for you later,” I told it then headed to the front. Grabbing my coat, I headed outside. Now, for all the rest.
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        * * *

      

      The streets of London were filled with merrymakers. Everywhere I went, people stopped to wish one another Happy Christmas. And for the first time in many years, as I made my way through the crowd, I let myself see my fellow man, not as inconveniences to be tolerated or tests to my patience, but as people, no more, and no less.

      As I was making my way down the street to the butcher’s, I spotted the two solicitors. The squatter of the two spied me as well. Elbowing his partner, he motioned for him to cross the street to avoid me.

      “Gentlemen,” I called, moving to meet them.

      Both men froze.

      “Oh, Missus Scrooge, didn’t see you there,” the round man lied.

      “Right. Well, I apologize for my demeanor yesterday. I was very busy, and in such moments, I get rather fixated. Here,” I said, dipping into my purse. “For your charity.” I removed one of the men’s hats and dropped the money therein. “Happy Christmas.”

      “Happy…Happy Christmas to you, Missus Scrooge!”

      Hurrying on my way, I then stopped at the butcher’s shop. The man, whose business was no more than a block away from mine, looked twice when I entered.

      “Missus Scrooge?” he asked, a confused expression his face. “Why…I haven’t seen you in ages.”

      “Indeed. I’ve been far too busy for my health. Now, please, I would like you to send your fattest goose to this address,” I said, handing him the address to Robert and Bailey Cratchit’s home.

      “Are you sure, Missus Scrooge? Times are tight, I know, and the expense…perhaps a more modest—”

      “No. I’m certain,” I said, setting money on the counter. “Will that be enough?” I offered, giving twice what I guessed was needed.

      “Oh,” the man exclaimed. “It’s too generous, please—“

      “Keep it. Keep it all, and Happy Christmas,” I said then headed out once more.

      “And to you, Missus,” the butcher called as I exited the door.

      Once I was finished there, I made stops at the baker’s and grocer’s, asking for additional goods to be delivered to Bailey’s family. Tiny Tim would eat well today, and all the rest of his days, if I had anything to say about it.

      After I was finished with a few additional purchases, I headed across town to an address I had not visited in many years.

      

      As I stood outside Fawn’s townhouse, I breathed deeply, letting the cold air fill me. I loved the girl. In fact, she was more precious to me than anything else in my world. Why hadn’t I ever told her? Why had loving her from afar been enough? Fawn was all I had left. Wasn’t she worth a little risk?

      I went to the front door and gave it a knock.

      A few moments later, the butler appeared.

      “Missus Scrooge,” he said, quickly masking the surprise on his features.

      “Am I too late for Christmas tea?” I asked.

      The man shook his head. “No. No, of course not. They are gathering now. Please, come inside.”

      I hushed the nervous quake in my stomach. Of course, Charles’s family would be here, and perhaps some of Fawn’s close friends had come to call. I would have to talk to people, make conversation. Maybe, just maybe, it was okay to try.

      From the parlor, I heard Fawn’s raucously laughter followed by the sound of other voices. I smoothed down the skirts of my dress. It was an old red frock, which had been lying dormant in the back of my closet for years. The once-bright ruby color had faded, but it was still festive—or, at least as festive as I was going to get.

      The butler opened the door.

      “Missus Ebony Scrooge,” he announced.

      The room on the other side went silent.

      I swallowed hard, then entered.

      Fawn, who’d been sitting with some other ladies, rose. “Aunt,” she called, surprise in her voice.

      I pried my smile out of my heart. “Happy Christmas,” I told her.

      At that, the others broke out in cheers.

      Joining his wife, Charles and Fawn crossed the room to greet me.

      “Aunt Ebony,” Fawn said, taking my hand. “I’m so pleased to see you. My, how lovely you look. But I can see you were at work already today,” she said with a giggle, taking my hands. There was ink on my fingers.

      “There is always work to be done.”

      “Well, we are very glad you could break off to join us. My parents are here,” Charles said, motioning around the room. “And my sister and her husband. Some of my colleagues from the bank. Oh, and you must meet my uncle Duncan. What a jokester. You’ll love him,” Charles said, then took my arm and led me across the room toward a man wearing a green kilt.

      I slowed my steps when I spotted him. With his dark, curly hair and strong build, he looked every bit the part of the spirit of Christmas Present.

      “Uncle Duncan,” Charles called.

      Laughing at some joke he’d just shared with Charles’s father, the man turned to face me.

      It wasn’t him.

      This man had no beard, and his eyes were deep brown. The stranger stared at me, his dark eyes meeting mine. The wrinkles around his eyes softened, and he smiled gently at me.

      “Charles, who is this?” he asked, adjusted his posture to stand more formally.

      “Uncle Duncan has been away with Her Majesty’s Airship Fleet. He was gone when Fawn and I got married, so you will not have met,” Charles explained to me then turned to his uncle. “Uncle Duncan, this is Ebony Scrooge, Fawn’s aunt and benefactor.”

      The man reached out to take my hand.

      Waves of embarrassment washed over me as I realized Fawn was right. My hands were covered in ink.

      The man chuckled then put a polite kiss on my hand. “Are you a writer, Missus Scrooge?”

      I laughed lightly. “Goodness, no. I have no stomach for the stretch of emotion needed for that task. I am a tinker.”

      “A mechanically minded woman,” Duncan said with a nod. “I like that. And Mister Scrooge, is he…”

      “Mister Scrooge is…no longer in the picture.”

      “Oh! I see,” the man replied then smiled more brightly. “Well, Missus Scrooge—Ebony, wasn’t it?—why don’t you come warm yourself by the fire and tell me what had you scribbling so furiously on Christmas Day.”

      With smiles, Fawn and Charles left me. I followed the handsome Scotsman to the hearth.

      “It’s Ebbie, actually, and today my mind was set on helping the disabled have better mobility.”

      “Indeed? Oh, well, you better tell me all about that, lass,” he said, extending his arm, which I—to my surprise—readily took.
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        * * *

      

      It was approaching the dinner hour when I went to Fawn to take my leave.

      “You’re leaving before dinner? Is something wrong?” Fawn asked, that same disappointed look on her face that I’d seen there a million times in the past.

      “No. Not at all. I thought…I thought I would pay a visit to the Cratchits.”

      “Oh,” Fawn said in surprise. “Of course.”

      “Fawn, are you still friendly with your old ballet teacher, Missus Murray? The ballerina whose husband was a physician?”

      “Oh, yes. Such a lovely couple. I try to visit Missus Murray at least once a month.”

      “Will you do me a favor? I would very much like for Doctor Murray to call on the Cratchits. Little Timothy’s condition is quite serious.”

      “Has it grown so grave? Bailey never says anything.”

      “No, she does not.”

      “I will pay the Murrays a visit this week. The doctor is such a kindly gentleman. I’m sure he will help.”

      “If there is an expense, I will see to it.”

      “Oh, Aunt Ebony, you are such a soft-hearted lady under all of that humbug,” Fawn said with a laugh, pulling me into an embrace.

      I chuckled.

      When she let me go, I reached out and touched her cheek. “How like your mother you look. The very picture of her. Happy Christmas, sweet girl.”

      Tears welled in Fawn’s eyes. “Happy Christmas, Aunt Ebony.”

      “Your wraps,” the butler said then, helping me back into my coat.

      A moment later, Charles and Duncan appeared at our side.

      “Are you leaving us, Aunt Ebony?” Charles asked, concern in his voice.

      “She will dine with the Cratchits,” Fawn explained.

      “Oh, I see. Very well. But I do hope you will come to see us soon. We will have a very merry party on New Year’s Eve. Uncle Duncan, will you still be in London at that time?”

      The man nodded. “That I will. Perhaps we’ll see you again then, Missus Scrooge.”

      “Maybe so,” I said with a playful smile. A wave of embarrassment rolled over me as my cheeks burned red. I pretended not to notice the look Fawn and Charles exchanged.

      “You’ll take the carriage,” Charles said, then motioned to the butler. “I insist.”

      “I…thank you,” I told him then turned to Fawn. “I’ll see you soon,” I told her.

      She smiled happily, nodding.

      I cast one last look at those deep brown eyes.

      Duncan smiled kindly at me.

      With that, I turned and left the house, amazed at how lovely it felt to feel the thaw in my heart beginning to set in.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of laughter and merriment on the other side of the door at the Cratchit home filled my heart with a strange sensation: joy. The children were singing, as were Robert and Bailey. As I stood outside the door, guilt crept across my heart. I had closed myself off to the person who spent each and every day with me. I didn’t know her burdens, didn’t know how she suffered. I just worked, blindly, on the wrong thing. And I never concerned myself with whether or not she had enough. I knew Robert had been out of work due to his injuries, but I hadn’t thought of what more I could do to help. I had been so blocked. But now…

      I knocked on the door.

      “It’s a surprise visitor,” Peter called, the other children laughing.

      “I’ll go,” Bailey said.

      A moment later, the door opened. On the other side, I spotted all the faces of the smiling children. I was shocked when their smiles dimmed when they saw me.

      “Missus Scrooge,” Bailey said.

      “What did she say? Who is there?” Robert asked.

      “Missus Scrooge? What is it? Was there a problem with the delivery?” Bailey asked, the joy deflating from her face.

      “I…” When did I become such a person that the last person they expected to be kind was me? I smiled. “Did you get the goose?”

      “The goose?” Bailey asked, a confused look on her face. But then realization washed over her. “You?”

      I nodded.

      Grinning, Bailey turned back to her family. “Everyone, what a marvelous surprise! Missus Scrooge is the mysterious benefactor for all this cheer!”

      At that, the children applauded.

      “Ebony, please, come in. Won’t you stay for supper?” Bailey said, stepping aside.

      “If you will have me.”

      “Of course,” she said, ushering me inside.

      I pulled off my coat, relishing the warmth of the small home. I went to Robert, who was sitting by the fire, his leg propped up. “Robert. How are you feeling? How is the leg coming along?”

      “Could be better, Missus Scrooge, but I’ll be on my feet again in no time.”

      “I’ve asked Fawn to have a doctor come around to see little Timothy. Please ask him to have a look at your legs when he comes,” I said.

      “A doctor? You’re having a doctor come here?" Bailey asked.

      “Yes, and have a look at these. Let me know what you think,” I said, pulling the sketches I’d done from my pockets. “You’ll need to look over the supports. I’m not sure I’ve sketched the joint points quite right. I have an exciting, new venture planned for us for this new year, Bailey Cratchit. I hope you’re ready to stretch your skills.”

      “I…” Bailey began, looking over the schematics. “This is brilliant.”

      “Good. Let’s discuss it next week when you return from your holiday. Now, where is little Timothy?”

      “I’m here, Missus Scrooge,” the boy called. He was sitting at his small stool in the corner reading a book.

      Pulling a seat from the kitchen table, I joined the child. “And how are you on this lovely Christmas?” I asked the boy.

      “Very well, Missus Scrooge. I am very pleased to see you here.”

      “And I am pleased to see you as well. I have something for you. Two somethings, in fact,” I said, then dipped into my bag, pulling out an orange, which I handed to the child.

      He took the fruit, a wide smile on his face. “Why, it’s big enough for all of us.”

      I smiled at him. “There are more here for your brothers and sisters as well,” I said, patting my bag. “But this one is for you,” I said, then dipped into my bag once more. From inside, I pulled out a small, stuffed kitten with a bell on its collar, which I’d picked up that morning at the toymaker’s shop. I handed it to him.

      “Why, it’s a tabby,” Timothy said with a laugh.

      “Indeed, it is. Once, I had a little girl, Maisie. She had a kitten just like this one. Made at the very same shop. It was her favorite. I thought you might like one too.”

      “Oh, I do. Look at its little bell,” the boy said, ringing the small bell on the kitten’s collar. “I’m glad you came to see us, Missus Scrooge. It truly is a very Happy Christmas.”

      “That it is. Bless you, Timothy.”

      “Bless you, Missus Scrooge. And may God bless us each and every one.”

      “Even those of us who are broken?” I whispered to him.

      The boy raised his eyebrows in surprise, then wrapped his tiny arm around me and whispered in my ear. “Especially the broken ones,” he said then hugged me tight.

      

      And from that Christmas thereon, I never uttered another humbug.
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        Rather than go with the yearly whale migration, a young princess feels compelled to stay in case her long lost sister comes back—and finds so much more.
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      "The whales have already started their migration," my father says as he comes into my room. "We're expected to follow shortly behind." He pauses as he takes in the state of my room. And the fact that I'm sitting at my vanity. "Adria, what in the seven seas?" he exclaims.

      I know that he sees a young, thirteen-year-old mer princess sitting amongst her things, her blond hair unkempt, surrounded by her empty luggage. He sees his daughter entirely unprepared to leave her home for the winter.

      I told the servants to go away and even had to fight them to leave.

      “I’m not going,” I tell him flatly as I watch his reflection. “I’m staying right here.”

      Father pauses for a long moment before his face falls, and he pulls up a chair next to me. "Adria…"

      I look up at him with tears in my eyes. "What if she comes back, Father? What if she comes back after we leave, and we're not here?"

      Father lets out a long sigh, bubbles bursting with his breath. “It’s been eight years since she left, Adria. Your sister is not coming back.” He rubs at his temple. “We migrate every winter, why are you so concerned this year?”

      I can’t tell him why I’m suddenly so concerned.

      My bottom lip trembles and I don't have to fake it. "But I want her to come back."

      He puts an arm around my shoulders, his powerful biceps squeezing with the motion. “I know. But you’re going to have to let her go. She has a new life now.”

      "A new life?" I try to think about how my sister is somewhere else without me. Does she ever think about me? Does she even care?

      I try not to think the thought that scares me even more: what if she doesn’t know I exist?

      I don’t know much about babies. I was only five years old when she left as an infant. But my only real memory is of her sea-green eyes and her shock of blond hair. I only got to hold her once, before Father gave her away to keep her from the clutches of the sirens of the deep. The sirens who wanted her for their devious plans.

      I’d been promised that she would come back. By Father, no less. He’d told me that this was only temporary, that it was for the greater good. It was to protect her. And it was to protect me from the deep as well.

      Do I still hold onto hope that she’ll be back?

      Yes. Because if I lose that hope, I’ll learn that false promises are just that. False.

      Eight years, though. Such a long time.

      Something special is going to happen, though, this season. I can feel it. My nanny calls it clairvoyance, although I don't know if that's the same as future sight. If it can even be called that. What I have are more like gut feelings. Like I get a feeling in my stomach that tells me to do something. I either have to listen to it, or it will just keep growing worse and worse until I go crazy.

      My gut is telling me to stay here, despite the whales migrating to warmer waters during the cold season. Even though, politically, the royal mer family has always traveled with the whales as a sign of solidarity.

      No, my gut is telling me that something big is going to happen. Although I can't quite say that to Father. He wouldn't understand.

      So I sit at my vanity because there's nothing else for me to do.

      “She’ll come back,” I whisper. “I want my sister back.”

      I can see the hesitation in Father's expression reflected in the mirror, and he frowns and sits back. "Adria," he says, his voice a little sterner now.

      I gulp down my fears and hold my head up like a princess. “I’m staying.”

      Because if I don't, I'm going to miss something significant.

      “Listen to me…" Father starts again, but the door to my room opens, and my nanny Mira stands in the doorway. He turns to look at her, and there’s an unspoken conversation that exchanges between their looks.

      “I’ll speak with her, Your Highness,” she says, bowing her head.

      “What will that do?” my father asks, helpless.

      Mira looks up, and her blue eyes glitter in the bioluminescence of my room. “She will go with the migration after we talk. Just let me speak with her. Alone.”

      I want to cross my arms in defiance and show Mira exactly what good talking to me alone will do, but I’d rather have Father leave and deal with Mira than anger him. So I keep my mouth shut as I look between Father and my nanny, wondering if he’s going to leave me alone with Mira.

      He closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. “All right, fine. But Adria had better come willingly. Or else.”

      Or else.

      When else has Father used that threat and followed through with it? Never, but I know my parents spoil me. I know that they indulge my every whim. I don't want to take advantage of that, except I do know that I must stay here.

      I know that Father has other pressures. There are politics to our winter migration that the royal family must support and protect the whales during their seasonal movements. It's a practice that has been around for the last three hundred years, and my ancestors haven't missed one yet.

      But going with everyone means not following through with my gut.

      Mira meets my eyes, keen understanding in her gaze. “Understood, my lord.”

      She waits until Father exits my room and closes the door, and even then, she waits a little longer before speaking.

      “This is very important, Adria,” she says calmly.

      “I know.”

      “It is a sign of solidarity for you and your father to go with the migration.”

      “I know that, too.”

      Mira crosses her arms. “So why haven’t you packed, child?”

      I press my lips together.

      She raises an eyebrow. “Adria.”

      “You know those gut feelings I get? The future sight?”

      Her expression darkens. “Yes?”

      “I have one.” I tap the coral surface of my vanity with my finger. “It’s telling me that I need to stay here. Right now.”

      Mira considers this, then narrows her eyes. “Are you certain?”

      I nod.

      Uncertainty edges into her face before her stern facade drops, and she gives a quick look around before pulling up a chair next to me. "You must tell me everything."

      I lift a shoulder, suddenly very self-conscious of this, because it feels like I'm crazy. After all, what are gut feelings? How can I expect to distinguish them from real future sight versus eating some rotten kelp?

      But I take a deep breath, clasp my hands in my lap, and turn toward my nanny. "I don't know. I get that weird feeling inside, the kind that makes me feel like something horrible will happen if I don't follow it." I let out a shuddering breath. "Something is telling me to stay here."

      Mira frowns. "Did you mention this to His Highness?"

      I shake my head. "No."

      She closes her eyes and sighs with a definitive nod. "Good. You know how dangerous it is for you to have future sight, right?"

      "Yes."

      Future sight falls into what everyone in the seven seas calls magic. And magic — outside of what are just little parlor tricks — belongs to the sirens of the deep. The sea witches that make up my worst nightmares. Any of the mers who show magic are outcast to the deep, where they're at the sirens' mercy.

      If Father ever knew that I have future sight, he'd be forced to make a terrible decision whether or not to banish his eldest child to the deep, which is why I wouldn't say anything about it in his presence.

      But still, regardless if it's dangerous or not, I do have this gut feeling that I just can't rid myself of. And if I am to stay to see my sister, then so be it.

      Mira cups my cheek, her expression sad, contemplative. I wonder how she knows so much about future sight and why she hasn't told my father of it yet. Then I realize that I don't want to ask that question in case my nanny comes to her senses and does just that. The news would rock the seven seas to its very depths.

      So I wait for her to say something.

      "And you're sure of this?" she asks sharply. "That if you were to stay here, Her Royal Highness, the lost princess Guinevere of Atlantis, would come back to our shores?"

      That's a very tall order from her. And I don't know if it's true or not. But I hold my chin up, look Mira right in the eye, and nod.

      "Yes. Yes, I do believe that."

      Mira considers this for a moment, and she gets to her feet. She makes her way to the door and opens it, taking one last look at me before she slips outside. "I'll stall His Highness for as long as I can. I'll tell him that you'll be ready by nightfall tomorrow. That perhaps it's your upset stomach that is making you feel like you need to spend one more night."

      My heart leaps into my throat. "Tomorrow?" I don't know if that's enough time. But it's more than I would have otherwise, so I clasp my hands again and bow my head. "All right. If you think you can convince him to stay another day."

      A smile tugs at Mira's lips. "I know. That's not so long that the whale migration won't be too far ahead of us," she says. "No one will be offended by this change. But you must be ready to leave, Adria, even if your sister does not arrive, all right?"

      That will have to do. I nod.

      She smiles and leaves me again. I turn to face the mirror and let out a long breath, bubbles flying up.

      "Where are you, Guinevere?”
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        * * *

      

      Mira stops by later to tell me that my father acquiesced and is allowing me to stay for a little bit longer. Through nightfall tomorrow, as she promised. I don't know how Mira does it, but I take the extra time that I have to see if there's any way that I can help fate along.

      I also want to avoid Father's wrath, so I sneak out my bedroom window to the Downs — my gut is telling me that I need to go there. Even though I don't wear my scales for fear of being recognized, I still make good time to the Downs. I don't need to shift to my fishtail to swim. After all, I am an Atlantean princess.

      The Downs are the mers' name for the cluster of shipwrecks off the coast of their land. There is a reef here, full of sharp rocks that ground ships if they're not careful. It's the closest any mers are allowed to go, as it's just on the border of our territory and the humans'. It's mostly to keep out of sight and make sure that our existence is kept secret. After all, once humans discovered whales, they hunted them to near extinction. We wouldn't want that for the mers, especially since we look so alike.

      Only a few chosen humans know of our existence. And I think with my father's latest worries about the state of the ocean, he'll be shrinking that circle of trust even further — no contact with the human world.

      So me going to the Downs is a risk, even though other mers are allowed to visit. As a princess, my privileges are far more restricted.

      I ignore a nagging feeling in the back of my mind as I spy the group of wrecks, each long-forgotten ship looking like a whale's ribcage with long, curved wooden slats or metal bars if a ship is newer. The quality of the water changes the closer I get to the wrecks. There's a swirl of iron and copper in amongst the usual other scents and flavors of the ocean, and I nearly gag as I get closer.

      What I'm looking for here, I'm not exactly sure. My future sight wants me there, as if to discover some lifeline or connection to the human world. Perhaps there's something to tell me a little bit more about humans and why Guinevere would have to stay with them for so long. There is so much I don't understand about my neighbors on land. But there's a part of me that wants to know. To break the barrier that's been erected between our two worlds for generations.

      There has to be something more to it than territory disputes. We look very similar. We can swim in the water and walk on land, although our two kinds have thrived in different conditions.

      But we should be working together. Right?

      I frown as I look between the ships, wondering which ones are the newest. Not knowing much about human culture or history, it's a little hard to discern which ones that could be. I do know that the more ornate wooden ones are older, and while they are fun to explore, I won't get any new information from there. The more modern ships are made out of metal, and they tend to look more box-like, although they seem to have more space to hold cargo than the older vessels.

      It's while I'm here, paused and looking at the ships, that someone sneaks up on me.

      "Shouldn't you be going with your father to head up the winter migrations?"

      I turn with a startle, only to sigh in relief that it's just my friend Theseus. "Don't scare me like that," I mutter, shoving his shoulder.

      He grins at me widely as he crosses his arms and cocks his head. "I wouldn't scare you if you were more aware of your surroundings."

      I roll my eyes. Theseus's father is the royal weapons master and fighting teacher and has taught me how to defend myself. Unfortunately for me, that also means that Theseus gets to train with me and make my life hell. Because while Theseus is a year younger than me, he's bigger and can throw me off any fighting pose.

      "I was busy," I mutter, turning back toward the shipwrecks.

      "I can see that," he says. "But what are you doing out here when you should be preparing to migrate with the whales? I heard from your nanny that you were sick."

      "I am sick."

      "You don't look that way to me. Sick princesses don't usually go out trying to find shipwrecks."

      I glare at him, and he stares back at me with a small smile on his lips. He's an aggravating boy, all right. But he always knows how to make me laugh, and I'm powerless against it.

      So before I know it, I'm laughing in a splutter of bubbles, and he joins in.

      We're comfortable together. He's both like a brother to me and one of my best friends. There aren't a whole lot of mers around my age in the palace, so I'm fortunate to have found a friend in Theseus.

      Except when he follows me to places where I'm not supposed to go. I hope that he won't tell his father or my father about where I am. Especially since I'm supposed to be sick.

      "Seriously, Adria," he says. "What are you doing out here?"

      I let out an annoyed huff as I choose one random shipwreck and begin swimming toward it. "I'm trying to see if there's anything that can show me why my sister hasn't come back," I say.

      "And you expect to find that among the human ruins?" he calls behind me. He quickens his pace and starts swimming side-by-side with me. "What does that have to do with your sister?"

      He doesn't know the truth. He doesn't know why I'm suddenly interested in the human way of life, and I know that it's forbidden to tell him anything. So I glare at him and keep swimming, shrugging off his question with a curt answer. "It's stuff that you shouldn't worry yourself with."

      "And you should? Where are you going anyway?"

      "To the newest shipwreck."

      He stops, and it takes a moment for him to be laughing hard enough for me to hear it. With a snarl, I stop and turn around to look at him. He's nearly doubled over in laughter.

      "What's so funny?"

      "If you're heading toward that one," he says, pointing to the very ship that I was heading to, "you're not going to the newest shipwreck."

      I look back at it, and it seems relatively new to me. At least, I think so. Now that I look at it, this particular ship is more ornate than newer ones, and I can see barnacles and rust covering the sides of it. I realize now that I'd been drawn to it because it looks more interesting than the others. "How old is it, then?" I venture.

      He shrugs. "At least older than your father."

      Oh. "Do you know which one would be the newest?"

      "Yes." He looks smug, which means he'll want something from me.

      I sigh. "Okay, where is it?"

      "I'll tell you," he says, "but you have to give me a kiss."

      I stop and frown at him, my heart pounding in my ears. "A kiss? But..." I stumble. "No. I don't want to kiss you."

      That cocksure smile he has falters slightly. "What?"

      "I don't want to kiss you, Theseus." I struggle for words. "You're my friend. And I don't feel that way about you."

      His smile dissolves, and he swallows thickly. "So, you're not..."

      I shake my head.

      He laughs and combs a hand through his hair. "Huh. Well, I thought that you liked me, and..."

      "No. You're my friend. I'm sorry."

      I want to squeeze his shoulder because he looks so hurt and confused, but he shakes his head and shifts out of my reach. He gives himself a little shake and composes his features before he looks at me and gives me another brilliant smile. "Well, your princessness," he says, his voice sugary-sweet. "You've passed my test."

      "I have?" I ask, even though I doubt I've passed any tests of his.

      His bravado slips for a moment, but he composes himself again. "I wanted to make sure you were just a friend, too. You know, given that we're all migrating and everything."

      "Theseus..."

      "It's that way," he says, pointing due north of us. "A big rectangle. A fish told me that it fell off maybe thirty days ago. Still fresh. Still new." He meets my eyes. "I think we'd be the first mers to explore it."

      I still feel bad for Theseus, but the excitement of being the first to see the ship’s remains overshadows that, and I take his hand. "Come on!"

      He obligingly follows me as I pull him along with me.

      It's a few leagues' worth of swimming, not too far at all. I would have missed it if it weren't for Theseus being with me because it's not what I think of when I think of shipwrecks.

      "There it is!" he says, pointing toward it.

      I halt our swim and look at where he's pointing. And then look back at him. "That's not a ship."

      What he's calling a ship is a big box. There are no masts or a hull to keep it afloat. Even just looking at it, I can tell that the object isn't seaworthy. It's not natural either, because nothing in nature can make straight lines like this.

      But a shipwreck this is not. I don't know what it is, though — a big, metallic box.

      Theseus lifts a shoulder, feeling nonchalant. "A ship or not, this sank from the surface only a short while ago. And I do think I'm right in that it hasn't been explored yet."

      I'm about to tell him that we're going back to the rest of the wrecks to look at a real ship when that familiar feeling in my stomach bubbles up again. That gut feeling that means that my future sight is at work again.

      There's something that tells me that I need to be here. To open up whatever this is and to go inside.

      I swallow back the lump in my throat. "Do you know how to open it?"

      He shakes his head. "No, I don't," he says. "But that doesn't mean we can't figure it out."

      We swim up to the structure, and it's bigger up close than I thought it would be. I place a hand on the cold metal as we circle the perimeter of it. "So, what is it?" I ask. "I don't see a way for it to float. How could the humans have had it sink out here?"

      "I think it was on another ship," Theseus says. "And that this fell off."

      That part makes sense. I see some human writing on the side, in big, bold strokes, its angles are just as straight and pointy as the object itself. Fortunately, I've learned enough about the human language to be able to read it. Atlantic Shipping Company, it says in its harsh scrawls, and I roll the words over in my mind trying to make sense of them.

      It's for transporting goods across the ocean, I realize with a start.

      I'm about to tell Theseus my findings, when he yells, "Hey! I've found an opening!"

      I swim down to one of the ends of the structure to see him tugging on a lever on the small end. "What are you doing?" I ask out of curiosity.

      "I think this is the door," he says.

      "The door to what?" I ask.

      He stops and looks up at me, exasperated. "Let's find out."

      I'm usually a little more cautious than this, but I swim down to him, grab a lever, and help him pull. The lever gives way with a loud metallic clang, and I can feel a mechanism work that unlatches part of the big box.

      "All right," Theseus says, "I think we've unlocked it."

      "What next?"

      He frowns, looking at it up and down. "It opens in the middle. Here, help me."

      I do. Somehow, between the two of us, we're able to pry the door open enough for us to slip inside.

      It's much darker within the confined space, and I feel a slight surge of panic as I wish I'd had more magic than just future sight. I would magic up some source of light so that we could see inside here.

      He must feel this way too because I feel him give a shaky breath next to me. "Should I go find an anglerfish or something to help?" he asks.

      I've never met a cordial anglerfish — they're always so intent on whatever is in the space of their light, they don't care for much else in their world, but I nod. "Yes. Please, some fish that can offer us light."

      We exit the ship, and he tells me to wait by the structure so that no one else goes inside before us and gets to claim whatever’s inside. I shiver. There's no way I'm moving.

      While Theseus is gone, I take that moment to look around. We're so close to the shore, and I wonder if there are humans out on the beach, having fun. Then I wonder if it's too cold for them to be on the beach. While I can feel that the water is getting considerably colder, I know that humans like to swim in much warmer water.

      It is winter on the surface, after all. Maybe they're farther inland. Perhaps they migrate like whales.

      And maybe Guinevere is with them.

      I sigh and look around. I shouldn't be concerned with all that. But there's something here that I need to find.

      I run my hand along the smooth surface of the box, wondering what kind of engineering marvels it must have taken for this to be built. The human world is so complex, and while we have a lot of our own technological advances, seeing this makes me wonder just how much is happening up there that I don't truly understand. And maybe never will.

      But when I'm the queen of Atlantis, I will be sure to do my best to open up trade and communication with my human cousins. Much like the doors of this box, it may be hard to find out where the locks are and even harder to pry the doors open, but there has to be some way for us to coexist.

      And maybe that's all the reason I needed to be out here today — nothing to do with Guinevere and everything to do with me realizing my place among the humans. Future sight can be funny like that.

      "I've found someone," Theseus announces, and I jump with an eep.

      I turn to see him with a jellyfish that emits her own light. I recognize the species of jellyfish as belonging far beneath the depths of our kingdom, almost to the sirens' realm. Theseus must have swum a long way to find someone.

      I bow my head in gratitude. "I am honored you are helping us," I tell the jellyfish. I've met and dealt with many, many jellyfish in my time, and while they tend to be flighty and a little scattered, they mean well, unlike the anglerfish, who are testy in their best mood.

      The jellyfish's colors turn a bright magenta, the color of pride. "I am honored to do it, Your Majesty," she says. "Although forgive me if I'm a little out of place. It's been a while since I've been this close to the surface."

      I don't know where her eyes are, but she lives in a world of darkness, hence the need for her own bioluminescence. So I smile at her. "Your help is greatly appreciated."

      "And I look forward to the fish that was promised," she adds.

      I raise my eyebrows in surprise, and behind her, Theseus is miming for me not to ask too many questions about that. So I don't let my smile falter any, and I only nod. "Right. Yes. We will definitely serve you your fish."

      I hope that Theseus has a plan for this.

      But that's enough to appease the jellyfish for the moment, and I show her the door to the human not-boat. She has darkened her lights as she goes inside, and Theseus and I follow her silently. I wonder if this is what her world is like, deep within the ocean's depths.

      For a moment, there's darkness. And then she warms up her lights, and she pushes back the darkness bit by bit.

      I look around at what's inside, and there's only one word that escapes my lips: "Wow."

      There are boxes inside this not-ship, all stacked to the ceiling. The area that we are in is just at the front, and only enough for us to be here side-by-side.

      "This is not what I was expecting at all," Theseus mutters as he reaches out and touches the boxes in front of us. He frowns. "They feel...mushy," he says with his frown.

      "I don't know what they're made with," I say. "It's not wood, or else it wouldn't look that way. But..." I purse my lips together as I look around. "What are they, and why would humans be transporting boxes like this?"

      "Perhaps," the jellyfish muses, "these boxes are like the bigger box? There's something else inside of them?"

      I clap my hands excitedly. I admittedly feel bad that I may have written off the jellyfish's intelligence when she first arrived — they don't have brains, after all. But she had been able to solve that faster than Theseus or I would have been able to do.

      "Can you help me bring a box out?" I ask, turning to Theseus. "I want to be able to look at this outside."

      "Are you sure you want this?" he asks. "There have to be hundreds here. And," he adds, patting one of the boxes that is closest to us, "who knows what's behind this. Maybe there are more boxes behind these? It is a big place, after all."

      I know. And I also know that I won't have time to sift through all these before tomorrow. I could maybe look through half of them, but I'd be missing from the palace, and my father would be asking questions. No, what I need to do is choose one.

      I run my fingers along the sides of the boxes, wondering if my gut feeling will come back. I don't know what I'm looking for necessarily, but I try to keep an open mind about it.

      "Hmmm..." I mutter.

      And then I spot some more human words on the side of a box. The Night Before Christmas Storybooks, I think it says in those big letters. It looks like a label, that this box is full of whatever a storybook is.

      My gut twists as I ponder it longer. My gut feeling is telling me that I need to look inside this box.

      "This one," I say, patting it. "This is the only one I think I need."

      Theseus frowns. "You sure?"

      I nod, trying to be as vague as possible because I don't want to let him know about my gut feelings. Not yet. "Yes. Can you help me?"

      Of course, the box I want is in the middle of the stack, so there is a lot of weight from the boxes bearing down on the one that we're trying to pull out from the stack. But somehow, between Theseus and me working while the jellyfish lights our way, we're finally able to pry the box from the stacks.

      And cause all of them to come toppling down on top of us and barring our exit.

      "Theseus!" I cry as I drop the box I'm holding, just as he throws his shoulder against the other door, and we push and push to open it. It opens, little by little, and we're finally able to get the door open with a loud screech of metal against metal.

      Theseus heaves great breaths, bubbles flying all around him as he looks back at me. "Don't. Ever. Do. That. Again," he mutters between every breath.

      I swallow thickly and nod. "Sorry."

      Although I'm not quite sure what I'm apologizing for. After all, we were just able to get the box that I'd been looking for.

      The box! I'm not sure if it got buried under the others or not. I turn back to the pile of boxes where some are splayed outside the door like it's a cave full of forbidden treasures. Is it at the bottom of all that? Will I be able to find that one box now that it's under all of those other boxes? I bite my lip to keep from crying. This isn't going to do. Not at all.

      "Hey!" the jellyfish calls, drawing our attention over to her. "Is this the box you need?" She's hovering over a box that's at the very edge of the stack. Somehow, she was able to stay inside the bigger box as everything else collapsed underneath it. She points with one tentacle toward the box on the ocean floor. "This is the box you're looking for, right?"

      I follow where she's indicating, and The Night Before Christmas Storybooks box is proudly displayed underneath her, if not a little crushed. That's all right.

      I let out a sigh of relief and swim over to the jellyfish. "Yes," I say in excitement. "Yes, that's it!"

      The jellyfish turns a bright orange color. "I did well?"

      I nod. "You did. And Theseus here will get your fish now. You've done so well, you get two fishes!"

      From Theseus's glare, I know that's not what he had in mind when he had bargained with the jellyfish, but I'm so relieved that my box made it out that I don't care. He holds his glare one more long moment before he finally nods. "Come with me," he tells the jellyfish. "I'll show you where you can get your fish."

      I know that as a princess of the seven seas, I should be concerned for the health and wellbeing of all my subjects. Father taught me a long time ago that there is a fragile ecosystem underneath the water, that smaller creatures are eaten up by the bigger ones until they get so big that when they die, they sink to the bottom of the sea where they're eaten up by other tiny fish. It's a part of life and living, he said. So I wonder what kind of fish Theseus will find for the jellyfish, but I do know that it won't be in vain.

      As Theseus and the jellyfish swim off, I tug the box with me along the ocean floor, stirring up clouds of sand around me. I grunt with every step, wondering if humans pull their cargo around like this, too?

      I dig my fingers in underneath the flaps of the box. Whether it's because the material has been weakened from the excitement inside the not-ship or from being underwater, I'm not sure, but the brown material of the box tears underneath my hands, and I open it.

      It's full of books. Human books. And they're all identical.

      "Oh, wow," I murmur as I take the first one off the top and flip through it. The pages of the book are incredibly fragile being underwater, so I'm careful not to turn any pages too quickly. If I had joined the migration and found this wreck in the spring when we came back, the large metal box may have already been explored by other sea creatures, and there might not have been anything left to discover.

      Maybe it's fate then that I found this book.

      Mers have books, too, although ours are made out of seaweed and, if it's a particularly important piece of literature, on the skins of fishes. We treat our books like gold, so I'm surprised to see so many here all at once.

      I close the book and look at the cover where, sprawled in decorative lettering with curly styling that somewhat reminds me of coral, I read The Night Before Christmas. On the cover, I see something that looks like a landscape, although it's so foreign to me, I'm not quite sure what I'm looking at. I see through a window that there's a human child in its bed, while there is a man in the foreground with a red hat and clothes. His white beard matches the white of something thick that coats every outside surface of the abode. I look at that white stuff, wondering what it is. I touch it, thinking that it may perhaps give me some clue as to what it is.

      I've traveled all around the seven seas, and I haven't seen anything like it. I've heard tales, sure, in the far north and south where soft, fluffy water falls from the sky, but that seems like it would almost be impossible. It's far beyond the reaches of the mers. For us, water has always been clear. Liquid and pliable.

      Not this stuff.

      I sit on a rock and read through the pages of the book, marveling at everything that I'm seeing. There's a family inside this house that's going to sleep during what's known as the night before Christmas. And I learn that this fat man on the cover, the one with the white beard and red clothes, is named Saint Nicholas, and he enters their home and puts presents out for the family.

      There's nothing like it in mer culture. And it makes me wonder just how crazy life is for humans.

      "I've paid off the jellyfish," Theseus announces, coming back from taking care of her.

      "Thank you," I say without looking up. I'm too enamored with the strangeness of this book that I don't want to look away, not even for a second.

      "You're welcome," Theseus says. "Is that what was inside? Books?"

      I finally tear my eyes away from it to look up to him. I can't help my smile. "Yes! This is what winter is like on the surface for humans! They have something called Christmas."

      He frowns. "Christmas?"

      I nod and then launch into an explanation of what I've read in this book. And when he doesn't believe me, I open the book and read it for him. He sits with rapt attention as if trying to understand this crazy world that we've found within the books. And when I finish reading him the story, and he's had a look for himself at every page, he finally hands it back to me.

      "No wonder the whales migrate south during winter," he says. "I wouldn't want to be around when there's a crazy man entering people's houses."

      I laugh. "I think it has to do with spending time with family."

      Just like I wish I could spend more time with my family. Specifically, my sister.

      The thought sobers me for a moment, and I hug the book to my chest. "Do you think she thinks about me, Theseus?"

      He's still for a long moment before answering. But, just like a best friend, he doesn't need me to explain what I mean. "I don't know, Adria," he says finally. "Guinevere went away when she was very young."

      And it's been so long that I can barely remember her. "Do you think she's up there in the human world celebrating Christmas like this?"

      He lifts a shoulder. "Maybe? It's hard to tell. It's also hard to believe that humans would be all right with something like Christmas, so maybe she does celebrate it, too."

      I nod and set the book down. "Okay. I think I'm ready to go home now." I don't want to, but seeing a human home like that and how much they all love each other, I know that she's well cared for on the surface, even if she doesn't remember me.

      Maybe my gut feeling isn't meant for me to find Guinevere. Perhaps it's meant for me to finally be at peace that she's found a loving family and that she's somewhere up there living a happy life. And having a fat man sneak into her house during the winter.

      And maybe I'm meant to learn that tonight.

      Theseus takes me back to Atlantis, where I'm able to sneak back through the window.

      "Hey," he says softly, "are you going to be okay?"

      I pause and look up at his eyes as I'm about to shut the pane. "Yes," I say. "I will be."

      He smiles. "Well, I don't know what day Christmas is, but...Merry Christmas to all and to all a good night."

      I laugh as he swims away, back to his home on the outskirts of the palace. My room is dark, and I head toward my bed and lie down, meaning to look as though I'm asleep in case Father comes in to check on me.

      There’s no chance that I’ll sleep tonight, though. Not with what I’ve discovered.

      "Did you find what you were looking for?"

      I gasp as Mira activates one of the lights in my room. She's sitting in a chair in the corner. How long has she been waiting for me?

      I nod. "I think so. But I think I misinterpreted my gut feeling."

      She smiles. "Future sight is kind of hard to understand sometimes. But you'll get more and more used to it as time goes on. So, will Guinevere be making her return to Atlantis?"

      I feel the corners of my eyes tingle, and I sniffle. "No, I don't think so. But I do think she is happy wherever she is. That she's loved."

      Mira considers this for a long moment before she gets up and comes over to my side of the bed. "You will make a great queen one day," she says softly as she pats my hand. She turns to leave. "Good night, Princess Adria."

      "Good night, Mira," I call after her.

      She turns off the light and shuts the door behind her, leaving me enveloped in darkness.

      I roll on my back and look up at the ceiling, wondering what it would be like to be among snow and have Saint Nicholas sneaking into my house. I wonder if that's the world that Guinevere lives in.

      I feel words rise in my throat, and so does my heartbeat as I collect my thoughts. But I do speak these words out loud, wondering if there's some way she can hear me, even though she's so very far away.

      "I don't know if you can hear me," I whisper, "or if you even know who I am. But wherever you are, I'm sure the sea calls to you. I'm sure you may feel different than the other humans — and that's because you are. You're a princess of the seven seas. And you're my sister. And even though we haven't seen each other for a long time, I want you to know that I still think about you. Worry about you. Love you. And," I add, thinking about the book, "I want you to have a Merry Christmas, Guinevere. And to make sure that Saint Nicholas doesn't steal from you."

      I turn on my side and fall asleep. Tomorrow I'll go with Father and join the whale migration. Tomorrow I will be the princess that I need to be.

      But for tonight, I'm going to be a mer named Adria.

      And all this mer wants to do is cry herself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere on land, four thousand miles away in a magical town called Omaha, Nebraska, an eight-year-old girl with sea-green eyes and blond hair wakes up with a start. And no matter what she does, she can't stop crying. Because even though she has a loving Mommy and Daddy and Christmas is only fourteen days away, according to her advent calendar, she could have sworn that someone called out to her just then. There's a deep longing inside her like she's missing something, but she can't remember what it is.

      And it takes her a long, long time to fall back asleep.
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        Did you enjoy Adria’s story and want to see if her sister ever returns to the world of Atlantis? Read Sunken Souls to find out what happens next.
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        Our deepest, darkest fears don’t just live in our nightmares.

        They’re under the sea. And they want me.

      

      

      

      Growing up, my parents just had one rule: stay out of the ocean. Which was pretty easy when the closest beach was a thousand miles away. My days are spent at swim meets and hanging out with my only friend Dylan who I may or may not have a crush on.

      All that changes when I go off to college in Hawaii, and my plane falls out of the sky and into the Pacific Ocean.

      I should have been fish food.

      Instead, I wake up to a world I never knew existed. Mermaids and kelpies and krakens and more — they’re real and more deadly than you can ever imagine.

      And then there are the exiled sirens of the deep. They’ve been planning a war since the moment I was born. And it looks like I’ll have to be dragged further and further to their depths to stop them.

      But once I learn the truth, I may want to join them.
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        * * *

      

      Sunken Souls is the first book of the Sirens of the Deep trilogy. It contains mermaids, dangerous sirens, and an even more dangerous romance.

      
        
        Pre-Order Now!
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      New York Times bestselling author Erin Hayes writes what she wants to read, which includes paranormal romance, contemporary romance, and urban fantasy sprinkled with vampires, billionaire princes, mermaids, steampunk and all the stuff you love.

      

      She lives in San Francisco with her husband and a giant cat, along with too many Sailor Moon figurines and pieces of art she brought back from her travels. When she's not writing, well, she's planning her next big trip or watching sci-fi movies.

      

      And if you like Star Wars, we're already best friends.

      

      Join my Facebook Group for some nerdy fun: Erin’s Facebook Group
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        A Story of Unholy Alliance: A Devil of Reverse Harem Romance Series

      

      

      

      
        
        When evil elves attack their hideout, monster hunter Grace Falls, her pregnant foster-sister, and three protective demons set out to find a new place to call home—but it might just take a Solstice miracle to keep them safe!
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      Moving as carefully as I could, I peered around the corner of the three-story brick building I’d just ducked behind.

      “Fuck,” I whispered to myself. “Elves.”

      And not the tall, lovely Tolkien-style elves of mythology. No. These were the kind of elves who hung out in Blood Heights, the most dangerous part of the city. The sort of elves Luc had described as “Hobbesian.” When I asked why, he grinned, popped out his blood-red, leathery wings, and said, “Because, dearest, they’re nasty, brutish, and short.”

      Turns out that’s a quote from some philosopher. Luc thinks he’s funny.

      The biggest problem with having pissed off the self-proclaimed King of Blood Heights was the fact that he had minions—at least as many minions as enemies, unfortunately. So there was never any telling who might suddenly turn and attack when I was out just taking care of business.

      The problem went deeper than that, actually. Johnny DeMarco had been holding my sister for some demon—a bigwig in the nearest hell dimension—and I had taken her back, away from Johnny and therefore away from the demon. Johnny and his boss were both pissed off.

      I was guessing Johnny had sent the creatures I was staring at now.

      Lucky for me, I had some minions of my own.

      Okay. So maybe I was the minion. It was kind of hard to tell. I preferred to think of myself as an equal. But the three lust-demons I had pledged my loyalty to—at least for as long as it took for my sister to have her half-demon baby and get free of the demon faction that wanted to steal the child—generally treated me as an equal.

      I took another peek around the corner to do a quick headcount of the elves currently clustered around the entrance to our latest hideout.

      Six that I could see.

      I didn’t have time to get tangled up in brawl with them.

      So I pulled out my phone—enchanted to repel search spells, Damon had promised—and texted the three demons my sister Eileen and I were currently living with: Elves outside. Join the party?

      

      Sounds like fun, Grace. Be right there! Bane replied.

      Fun. Right.

      This was what I got for going to the bazaar alone to pick up Winter Solstice gifts.

      But living with three lust-demons—and more to the point, spending kind of a lot of time keeping them powered up—left me without a lot of alone time.

      A trip to the market had seemed like a good way to get away for a while.

      But of course, I’d had to return to this.

      I fought the urge to shiver. It was way too cold to be waiting outside for their steamy demon asses. They never seemed to get cold—probably not surprising, since they could generate enough heat to warm us all up whatever they needed to. A perk of being a demon, I guess.

      Granted, I could probably warm myself up if I went ahead and attacked the elves. But that was just as likely to get me killed. Especially when I didn’t have adequate backup—or any sense when my backup would finally get around to moving their butts outside to help me.

      Still, no harm in being prepared.

      Gently, I set down my Solstice gift purchases—still in the canvas bag I’d been using to carry them home--on the brick-paved alleyway.

      I couldn’t decide whether or not to engage my knives. The elves were trying awfully hard to be quiet as they lurked outside the entrance to what we had assumed was our secure hideaway. I risked another peek around the corner. They were all in place, ready to attack as soon as anyone came out.

      Once the battle started, I didn’t want to waste any time. So I backed away slowly, tiptoeing to make sure I didn’t make any extraneous noise. When I figured I was far enough away to keep anyone from hearing, I flexed my hands in the way that employed the knives I’d had magically-surgically implanted. They popped out from between my knuckles with an audible snick.

      Where were those devils of mine? I was getting antsy.

      I moved quietly back up to the corner and was about to check again when I heard the distinctive sound of the heavy metal door of our hideout start creak open.

      In the end, it looked like we had planned it.

      A cloud of sulfurous smoke rolled out in front of my three demons—probably setting up that effect was what had taken so long.

      The elves who’d been crowded around the doorway backed away instinctively.

      Damon, Luc, and Bain strode out of the smoke like some sort of avenging angels—or at least, fallen angels.

      Luc and Bain peeled off to the left and right as soon as they were out of the doorway.

      Luc’s wings, blood red and leathery like a bat’s, popped open, fanning the smoke and sending it rolling off him.

      Bain’s magical sword glowed a hot blue-white, giving his blond hair a bluish tinge and lighting up the maniacal grin on his face.

      Damon stepped out after them, his eyes glowing red as his hands traced out sigils in the air. The smoke billowed out around him almost as if it came directly from him.

      With the arrival of all three of my demons, I stepped out from my hiding place. Damon caught sight of me and made a beeline in my direction.

      The elves were beginning to regroup, their attention on the demons. The first one, I took by surprise. My left-hand knives sank into his back and I wrapped my right arm around him to slit his throat. He didn’t even have time to shout a warning.

      The second one saw me coming, though. He jumped toward me, his face distorted into a mask of tiny-featured rage, his snarl revealing teeth filed down to sharp points. His long, spindly fingers were wrapped around the hilt of a short sword. I swung downward, knocking the sword away from me, but not out of his hands, unfortunately. Before he could take another swing at me, though, Damon was by my side, sending a firebolt into the nasty little creature’s chest.

      “Where have you been?” I demanded. “What took you so long to get out of here?”

      Damon grinned, his charming smile, as usual, at odds with his murderous intent as we fought. “I had to get a little surprise ready for them.”

      “What kind of surprise?”

      An elf launched himself at me, right into my flashing metal claws.

      Damon kicked another elf out of the way. “Watch and see.”

      He waved his hands around in a complicated pattern and I stepped a little in front of him to ward off any would-be attackers.

      The sulfurous smoke really had been a distraction, as it turned out. When David finished his spell, a scorching fire sprang up right in the center of the densest knot of elves.

      They screamed as their caught fire.

      It wasn’t any regular flame, either. It was the source of that sulfur-smelling smoke, and it had a touch of brimstone to it.

      “Hellfire?” I asked, falling back to let the screaming, burning elves rush past me.

      “Straight from the bowels of eternal damnation,” Damon confirmed.

      As the last of our tiny attackers fled, Luc and Bain strolled over to join the two of us from fighting on the outer edges of the elvish circle.

      “Nice work,” Bain said to Damon.

      Luke nodded appreciatively. “Definitely. I doubt they’ll be back anytime soon.”

      “How did they find us in the first place?” I retracted my knives and Bain’s magical sword disappeared back to wherever it came from. It always looked like it sprang into his hands fully formed. It was clearly much more magical than my knives, which, although they had required a spell to install initially, were otherwise purely mechanical.

      “DeMarco must have upped the bounty on us again,” Luc observed.

      “Does that mean we have to move again?” Eileen’s voice came from the doorway, plaintive, lost, and almost whiny.

      “Afraid so, sweetheart,” Luc said in his typical cheerful tone. Somehow, nothing seem to faze him.

      Eileen was not nearly as resilient.

      Not that I really blamed her. My foster sister’s life had gone completely sideways. She’d begun dating some guy who seemed utterly charming—right up until he impregnated her and then handed her over to DeMarco to be imprisoned.

      Apparently, he was some kind of demon lord who expected the baby Eileen was carrying to be the demon savior.

      But the demon lord hadn’t counted on me. Or my three new companions.

      “Where will we go now?” I asked Bain in a whisper.

      “Luc’s got a call into someone. Supposedly, we’ve got a place to land for tonight, at least.”

      “Good.” I glanced up at the clouds gathering in the sky. The wind was beginning to pick up, a few snowflakes starting to fall. “Looks like the weather’s about to turn ugly.”

      “It’ll be a blizzard, for sure,” a voice said from behind us. I spun around to face the latest threat, my knives snicking out in the open again.

      “Rudy,” Luc exclaimed, smiling widely and opening his arms as if to hug the newcomer. “Thank you so much for coming to our rescue, old boy.”

      Rudy, a tall, thin man with mouse-brown hair, looked less than pleased to see Luc. “This will wipe out my entire debt to you, right?”

      “All of it. Cross my heart.” Luc’s grin didn’t abate. “Let us gather our things and then you can lead on.”

      We didn’t have much—one bag each was all Damon allowed us to take from one hiding place to the next. This time, though, I had more—I thought. I went to retrieve my Solstice gifts, but the canvas bag was gone.

      Fucking elves.

      Less than five minutes after Rudy’s arrival, we were ready to go. Not before time, either, as the snow was falling harder every minute.

      “Who is this guy?” I whispered to Luc as Rudy led us down the alleyway toward one of Blood Heights’ main thoroughfares.

      “Someone who owes me a favor.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. I figured that part out.”

      Rudy turned to face us, walking backward. “I’m going to change to scout ahead. You stay here until I return.”

      I glanced around at the dead elf bodies strewn about. Maybe we should get out of here before someone came along and… did what? I thought. It’s not like the authorities would respond to a call in the Heights. The worst that could happen was someone telling DeMarco where we were. And that was always a danger, whether we were surrounded by dead elves or not.

      Anyway, before I had a chance to say anything, Rudy’s face melted.

      At least, that’s what it looked like to me. It took me about three seconds to realize he was a shapeshifter—that melty look was his face beginning the process of changing to its new form.

      What seemed like an agonizing twenty seconds later, full of snaps and cracks, like the sound of bones breaking and reforming, he stood before us in his shaggy-haired, multi-pronged horned glory.

      Rudy was a reindeer shifter.

      He bounded away, his hooves clattering on the bricks, but never slipping in the snow. I watched him go with my mouth hanging open.

      “I thought all the shifters were predators,” I observed to no one in particular.

      “Most of them are,” Damon replied mildly.

      “But the prey-animal shifters who survive into adulthood?” Bain added. “They’re total badasses.”

      “I wouldn’t want to mess with Rudy.” Luc glanced up at the ever-darkening sky. “I’m glad he still owed me a favor.”

      “Couldn’t we get a room at an inn?” Eileen asked. “Just for one night. It’s cold and I’m sure being out in this weather isn’t good for the baby.”

      Damon pursed his lips in irritation. “I’ve already told you. All of the inns in this part of town are watched by DeMarco’s spies.”

      Not that I would ever want Eileen to stay in a Blood Heights inn. They were generally crowded and dirty and often the scene of murderous brawls.

      Rudy returned—in his human form—before Eileen could say anything else. He’d overheard the conversation, apparently. “I already checked the places farther out. The inns are all full. No one has any room for anyone, pregnant woman or otherwise, tonight. I did find a place you can stay, though, but only for one night, maybe two.” He glanced around nervously.

      I found myself hoping he wasn’t about to turn us in for the bounty money DeMarco had put on us. Though I was less concerned about it when he shifted again.

      As he led us away, I could see how Rudy would be a badass—that rack of antlers on his head would make for a vicious weapon. And I wouldn’t want to be under his hooves, either. He was muscular and sturdy in his reindeer form.

      Luckily, he was on our side—at least until he repaid whatever debt he owed Luc. So we followed Rudy the Badass Reindeer Shifter onto the main thoroughfare.

      People in the Heights never really looked at each other as they moved from place to place, other than to evaluate another person’s threat level. That was even more true tonight than usual as the snow began to fall harder and harder, swirling up in eddies around us. Everyone who was even vaguely humanoid was wrapped up in layers that muffled their voices and covered their faces. Including us. We were just six more unremarkable travelers.

      Of course, we were the only ones trailing along behind the reindeer with the glowing eyes who glowered at everyone—and everything—he passed. So we weren’t precisely invisible, either.

      Not that it mattered—we didn’t stay on the main street very long. As soon as he could, Rudy ducked down a dark alleyway.

      I checked the charms I had stashed in various pockets. I hated to use them just traveling from one place to another. But more than that, I would hate it if this Rudy guy led us straight into a trap. Line

      So I pulled out an Illuminate charm and stopped long enough to tug one glove off with my teeth.

      From another pocket, I took a lancet I’d picked up at the apothecary’s on the edge of the Heights when I had gone out shopping to replenish my charms. I used it to draw out a tiny drop of blood—enough to activate the charm without hurting myself too badly. All magic requires some form of sacrifice. At least with these kinds of preloaded charms, it was only the tiniest of sacrifices.

      I activated the Illuminate charm, feeling it buzz against my skin, a sign that it was working. I whispered the invocation word and tossed it into the alleyway ahead of us. It skittered along the pavement, then lit up with a dull, blue-white light.

      The alleyway was completely empty.

      The reindeer snorted and turned his baleful gaze my direction. Then, with a clattering of hooves, he trotted over to the charm and stomped on it until it shattered.

      Delicately, he grasped the string that held what remained of it with his teeth and brought it back to me. He waited until I held out my hands to drop the shattered remains of my charm into my cupped palms.

      “Fine,” I said. “No more illumination charms. But if you lead us into a trap, I’m killing you first.”

      Rudy snorted again and turned back down the once-more darkened alleyway. I dropped the spent, broken charm on the ground and fell into step with Bain, who cast a sympathetic glance my direction.

      “I don’t think he’ll betray us,” Bain whispered.

      Rudy led us in deeper and deeper into the Heights, through sections I would never have dared travel in alone. It was a warren of houses and streets with old, worn staircases connecting various levels, alleyways that dropped off into lower sections of the Heights and steps that might or might not lead back up again. I don’t know that anyone had ever truly mapped the center of Blood Heights. The earliest inhabitants of the city had simply claimed the highest ground, protected it as their own—and then tunneled inward. The Heights may have started as a hill, but now that hill was gone, and what remained was an outward shell protecting the most dangerous of the city’s inhabitants.

      Rudy led us downward in what felt like circles—a spiral moving through dangerous parts of the Heights, then into even more dangerous sections. And when we came to the end of that spiral, circling around a warehouse, we exited into an open space in the center of the tangle of streets and alleys. There, surrounded on three sides by walls without windows, sat a perfect, tiny cottage.

      I glanced at my demonic companions. “Did you guys know that was here?”

      “Not a clue,” Damon said, shaking his head.

      Luc frowned. “This place must be hidden by magic.”

      Bain had drawn his magical sword and carefully pointed it toward the cottage. The sword glowed brightly. “Definitely magically protected,” he said.

      Rudy snorted derisively and tilted his antlered head toward the cottage, urging us to follow him. He trotted up to the door and pawed at it, rapping the green wood with his front hoof.

      The rest of us followed more slowly, keeping Eileen carefully protected in the center of our small group.

      The door swung wide open and a pleasant-faced, round old man with a white beard and pink cheeks opened the door.

      “Rudy,” he exclaimed. “So good to see you again. Come in, come in.” He opened the door even wider and waved his arm invitingly as if to usher us in.

      The reindeer shifter trotted in without hesitation. The rest of us glanced at each other. Then, with a shrug, Damon took a step toward the door.

      The old man looked him up and down. “Well, this is a surprise. We don’t get your kind around here very often.”

      That’s interesting.

      The first time I had seen these three demons, a magical scan had not given away what they were at all—they had just shown up as some kind of magically inclined humanoids.

      “Good to meet you, old fellow,” Luc said. He held out one hand to shake the old man’s. “My companions here are Damon, Bain, Grace, and Eileen.”

      “Nicholas,” the old man reciprocated with his name. He gave everyone else a cordial nod, but when he got to Eileen, his eyes narrowed, and his head tilted. “Looks like your group will have a new member soon enough.”

      Who was this guy? He was awfully perceptive, even for someone who lived in the Heights.

      Someone who lives at the very center of the Heights, I reminded myself. That had to count for something.

      As we filed into his tiny cottage, I was surprised to discover that it seemed much bigger than it appeared to be on the outside.

      Rudy was back in his human form already, sitting at a big wooden table in a kitchen area and munching on a carrot.

      “Nick has agreed to keep you safe here a night or two,” Rudy said, his mouth full of vegetable.

      “Stay here through your solstice,” the old man agreed. “After that, I’ll be busy. Once I’m gone, you won’t be able to find your way back here for a while, if ever. So you will need to find someplace more permanent by then.”

      “Thank you,” Eileen said. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”

      Nick eyed her belly. “Don’t thank me yet. There’s not a whole lot I can do for you—a day or two of shelter might not feel like all that much by the time this is all over.”

      “What do you know about it?” I demanded. My hands were itching to pop out my knives, throw this old man down on the ground, and force answers out of him.

      I did a magical scan of him.

      He glowed so brightly in my ethereal sight that it almost knocked me back. A bright white light with sparkles like snowflakes flickered around him. Whoever this guy was, he was seriously powerful. He might look like a sweet old man, but there was no way in hell I would fuck with him.

      He was even scarier than the reindeer shifter.

      I glanced over at my demons. Apparently, they had all made the same calculations.

      Suddenly, we had gone from being polite to being extremely polite.

      “So,” Nick said brightly, shutting the cottage door against the storm raging outside, “who wants milk and cookies?”
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        * * *

      

      I think we all slept better that night than we had in the three weeks since we’d rescued Eileen from DeMarco and his enforcers.

      Nicholas had gone somewhere for the day—Luc, who was up first, said the old man had bid him a good morning and suggested we be prepared to discuss our plans with him when he returned that evening.

      So we spent most of the day around that kitchen table trying to figure out what resources we had at our disposal. Damon found a scrap of paper somewhere along with a pen and was writing out our list of information as we came up with it. As it turned out, most of our resources were the people we knew — the connections we had in Blood Heights.

      “The biggest problem with most of these,” Bain said, leaning across table and tapping his forefinger against the list of names Damon had compiled, “is that they are all connected to Johnny DeMarco in one way or another.”

      “Have we made any headway in figuring out who the demon was that kidnapped Eileen?” And impregnated her, I added silently, though I knew everyone here was well aware of the events.

      “He told me his name was Gabriel,” Eileen repeated for probably the hundredth time.

      “Clearly he is impersonating an angel,” Luc said, shaking his head. “I don’t know any demon in all of the demonic realm who has used that particular name before.”

      “Figuring out who he is—that’s the next step to take in arranging a permanent safe haven for all of us,” Damon said. “However, in the meantime, we need to find a place to hide out, preferably until the baby is born. Our immediate need is for a place to stay where we won’t easily be found by DeMarco’s men. We can figure out who this demon is pulling DeMarco’s puppet strings after we’re settled in somewhere.”

      “It feels like it’s going to take a miracle for that to happen,” Eileen said.

      The rest of us froze and looked at each other.

      Miracles.

      Something we hadn’t talked about much. But we all knew that miracles were a particular kind of magic. All too often, the kind of magic associated with a savior.

      And saviors were the ultimate kind of magical sacrifice.

      Savior was also a word that this Gabriel—or whoever he really was—had used to describe Eileen’s baby. He’d said she was carrying a savior for all demonkind.

      “Could we do it?” I voiced the question I knew my demons wanted to ask, too.

      “Do what?” Eileen’s confused glance didn’t surprise me. As far as I knew, she didn’t have any magical ability at all. My own had shown up late, but it wasn’t all that unusual for magic talents to appear during puberty. Eileen, on the other hand, had never given the slightest indication that she had latent magical ability.

      Until a demon had chosen her to bear his child, to be the mother of the demon savior.

      “What are you talking about?” Eileen asked again.

      “A particular kind of magical spell,” I said.

      My foster-sister nodded, but her frown didn’t disappear.

      “I don’t think any of us has the power to pull off a miracle-level spell.” Damon chewed on the inside of one cheek as he considered.

      “Even if you drew from me?” At my words, Eileen’s frown deepened. She didn’t approve of the fact that the three demons who were protecting her were actually lust demons—Incubi, technically. And she definitely didn’t like the fact that they drew their power from me these days.

      She’d like it even less if she realized how rough they sometimes were with me.

      And how much I enjoy it.

      I shook the thought off. It didn’t matter. We would do whatever we needed to in order to keep her safe.

      At least, I would. The demons were more interested in the child and what it would mean to have a half-demon savior.

      But for right now, our interests were aligned.

      And if the thought of being their source of sexual power for the next six or seven months sent a frisson of excitement through me every time I thought about it? Well, that was my issue to deal with. Not Eileen’s.

      “This Nicholas guy were staying with,” I said suddenly, breaking into the silence. “He’s powerful. Really powerful.” I glanced around the table at my guys, who nodded seriously. “If he was willing to help us with this, we could definitely hit the level of power we needed for miracle-style magic.”

      Bain was already nodding, and Luc had leaned back in the chair, crossing his arms as if we were done discussing everything.

      Damon, however, looked skeptical. As usual.

      “I wondered how long it would take for you to get there,” a voice boomed from the doorway as the door blew open, letting in a swirl of snow-laden air.

      I turned to find Nicholas striding in, shaking snow off his bright red coat lined in white fur and stomping ice and snow off his black shiny boots.

      He took off his coat and hung it on a peg by the door, then pulled off the boots to reveal bright red woolen socks beneath. “It’s really the only reason I’m here right now,” he announced. “I usually don’t spend much time in this home at this time of year.” He grinned, and his eyes twinkled. “I have other things to be doing.”

      I opened my mouth to ask any of the questions that were running through my mind—Who was he? Where else did he have to be? What other homes did he have?

      But he moved up beside me and placed a hand on my shoulder. A wave of calm certainty flowed through me and I realized that none of those answers actually mattered.

      “You will help us, then?” I asked instead.

      “Absolutely. Let’s begin.”

      Yeah. It was going to be a hell of a Solstice night.
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        * * *

      

      “Go gather your things,” Nick instructed.

      He led us through the warren that was his cottage, so small on the outside, but enormous inside. We ducked through a low door and emerged in a courtyard at the back of the building.

      Nick had us stand in the middle of the space, holding hands in a circle.

      “We will need the parameters of the spell,” he said.

      “We are looking for a safe haven where Eileen can have her baby and we can do whatever we need to in order to protect them,” Damon said.

      “Anything else in particular?” Nick asked.

      “Only that it be someplace DeMarco’s men can’t get to. And someplace this child will be safe when it’s born,” I added.

      Nick nodded, then he stepped into the circle, taking my hand on one side and Eileen’s on the other.

      He paused before he began working to stare intently into each demon’s eyes. “Do you know what you’re getting into?”

      My three guys glanced at each other and one by one shook their heads.

      “Not exactly,” Damon said.

      “All I know is that it’s important,” Bain said. “I feel like I don’t have any other options.”

      Even Luc, the one I could count on to be eternally cheerful, grew serious. “I’m not entirely certain why Eileen’s child is important. But I know that it is.” He darted a glance at me. “And Grace is almost every bit as important as the child, as far as I’m concerned.”

      All three demons nodded solemnly.

      My cheeks burned. I wasn’t sure how to answer that, or even if I should.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. “That’s the right answer,” Nick said with a grin.

      And then his power poured out of him and into us.

      It was like being struck by lightning.

      A lightning bolt of joy.

      I found myself laughing and crying same time as his power swept through me and gathered up some of my own magic. And then it went past me and out to Damon, who held my hand. As it spun through each of us, I could see it pick up parts of our power, gathering strength as it moved from Damon to Bain, from Bain to Luc, and then from Luc to Eileen.

      That’s when it exploded.

      Eileen might never have had magical power, but something about the baby she was carrying certainly added to the spell.

      It was like power of a star gathering right at her belly button—right at her womb.

      And then Nicholas set a word I didn’t understand—something from a magical language I’d never heard used before in the Heights or anywhere else—and that power shot straight up above us.

      It moved into the sky like a new star and began to drift over the Heights.

      “The star will lead you to your safe space.” Nick nodded at us to pick up our bags.

      “It’s not exactly what I would call unobtrusive or discreet,” Luc observed.

      Nick laughed, a hearty, round sound. “Perhaps not. But we’re the only ones in this world who can see it.”

      I pondered those words as I picked up my bag and slung it over my shoulder. The only ones in this world? Were there people in other worlds who could see our shining star?

      “You’ll have to follow the star yourselves,” Nick said, leading us to a door in a wall that surrounded the courtyard. “When you discover it, you’ll find a place that is safe and warm and dry. And you’ll be able to turn it into a home—at least until the baby is born.”

      He ushered us out and started to close the door. Then he stopped.

      “And as a solstice gift,” he said, tapping the side of his nose, “I offer you this—no one will see you as you move through the Heights tonight. Now go. Safe journey. And perhaps we will meet again.”

      He shut the door behind us, and we glanced at each other in confusion. I hadn’t seen any charms, hadn’t heard a magical spell—nothing but that tapping against his nose. And yet, as we move through the Heights, following the shining star that guided us, no one else seemed to take note of either our small company or the star we followed.
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        * * *

      

      We traveled well into the night. But I knew when we’d arrived. The star stopped moving, its light shining down like a cone to illuminate one building.

      It wasn’t a large building, but it had four walls and a roof. It sat on the edge of the Heights, far from anywhere else I’d been.

      I didn’t know if I could retrace our steps back to the cottage.

      So it looked like this is where we were going to stay.

      Eileen open the door first. “Seriously? This place looks like it used to be a barn or something.”

      “A stable,” Bain corrected her. “Look. These are stalls.” He moved around checking the building. “It seems sturdy enough.”

      “What makes it safe?” Luke said. “It doesn’t seem to be particularly impressive in any way.”

      “I don’t know, but we can at least stay here for the rest of the night,” Damon said.

      At that moment, the star that had guided us through the night dropped onto the building. I felt it as it crashed into the roof—and then it disintegrated into a thousand shards of light that shot through the walls, the floor, and all around us.

      “I think that was our protection,” I said. “I think we should go ahead and stay here.”

      My demons murmured their agreement.

      Eileen opened the door and took a step outside, then quickly came back in before the door shut. “It’s invisible from out there,” she said.

      Of course, we all had file out to check.

      She was right. No one would be able to see the building. And I was pretty sure I’d felt a compulsion to ignore the apparently empty space.

      This was miracle magic.

      And none of us had to give up anything.

      Oh, holy hell.

      I was terrified for Eileen and her baby. These savior stories never ended well for the one who saves other people.

      All magic requires sacrifice.

      I just hoped keeping Eileen and her baby safe wasn’t eventually going require more sacrifice than any of us could bear.
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        The Hunters’ Academy, Year 2

      

      

      

      Survive or Die. 

      

      It’s not much of a school motto—not as inspiring as, say, “Let us give light to the world,” or “Knowledge is liberty,” or even just “Light and Truth.” Those are all real school mottos. So is this one. It belongs to the Hunters’ Academy. And now, so do I.  

      

      Since she was twelve years old, Kacela Deluca has suffered debilitating migraines. On the eve of her sixteenth birthday, she learns her headaches are the result of untapped psychic abilities. She’s given a choice: continue to suffer or leave behind everything she knows and join the Hunters’ Academy. The only catch? If she doesn’t pass the entrance exam, she’ll die. 

      

      A teen with blocked psychic powers, a panther shifter who can’t—or won’t—shift, a secret academy, and the power to defend the entire world...if only Kacie can unleash her potential before it’s too late. 

      

      Fans of Vampire Academy, Mortal Instruments, Harry Potter, and Dragon School will love Hunters’ Academy! 
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            Rose Red: As Red As Blood
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        Rose Red was born as a counterpart to Snow White. A child of darkness to the child of light. A rival, an adversary. They were never supposed to be friends.
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      “You can take your crappy job and shove it up your ass!” I screamed at Larry, before storming out of the near empty restaurant.

      The second the cold December wind hit me, I regretted not grabbing my coat first. Pacing on the sidewalk outside, I debated whether I should go back inside. A glance at Larry’s sour face from behind the counter and I decided against it. I’d had enough of him and his roaming hands. If I went back in there, I’d end up punching him and I didn’t want to spend the night in jail. That place smelled and it was impossible to get any sleep.

      Wrapping my arms around myself, I sat down on the curb, feeling the cold seep through my jeans.

      Why does this always happen to me?  My life is one disaster after another.

      I couldn’t keep a job, or a boyfriend for that matter. Stuck in this shitty town and pretty soon I’d be homeless when I couldn’t pay the rent on my trailer.

      Tipping my head back, I stared at the sky as the first snowflakes fell.

      “Why does my life suck?” I groaned.

      The wind picked up, forcing me to shield my face. The cold was biting into my flesh. When I could stand no more, I got to my feet and the wind suddenly dropped, leaving a deathly stillness. I glanced up and down the empty street. Creepy.

      “As white as snow, as red as blood,” a whispered voice said.

      Leaping back, I spun around, trying to find the source, but there was no one around.

      Great, now I’m going crazy on top of everything else! To hell with the coat, I’m getting out of here.

      The keys to my truck were in my pocket. Once I got the heater going, I’d be fine.

      The truck was parked up the road, near the bridge. Breaking into a jog, I hurried toward it, eager to get out of the cold. I was now thoroughly creeped out. The thought of going home to an empty trailer, didn’t sound too appealing.

      As I unlocked the truck door, I was yanked back by the hair.

      “Let go!” I screeched, slapping at the hand that had hold of me.

      “I don’t think so, Ruby. You and me need to talk,” Ted said, his hot breath on my cheek.

      Elbowing him in the ribs, I pulled away from him. “Go to hell, Ted, I’m not in the mood.”

      He glared at me, his beady little eyes glinting in the streetlight. “Oh boohoo. You owe me two grand cash. I’m done waiting.”

      “Well tough because as of five minutes ago, I don’t have a job.”

      He ran a hand through his thinning hair. “You are going to pay me back now.”

      “Here,” I snapped, digging out the measly tips from my apron and hurling them at him. Less than five bucks. The bills floated away on the wind before he could grab them.

      I used the distraction to try and get into the truck, but he dragged me away, slamming me into the bridge rail. Pain lanced through my back. He was a big guy, well over six feet. His grip like iron, I lashed out with my foot, kicking him in the shins.

      He responded by shaking me. “I’ve had enough of your bullshit. You don’t want to pay? Fine. Then you can take a swim instead.”

      “No!” I shrieked as he grabbed me around the waist and tried to tip me over the rail backwards. If the fall didn’t kill me, the cold water would.

      I clawed at his face, trying to keep my feet on the ground. “Help!”

      Even if anyone was around, I doubt they’d do anything to help me.

      Ted tipped me further back. Gripping his hair, I held on. If I was going over, he was coming with me. I jabbed my thumb into his eye, making him scream. He let go of me and I slid onto the ground, breathing hard.

      Crouched against the rail, I felt anger build inside me. After everything he was going to kill me over money?

      Ted rubbed at his eye, then he lunged at me. I threw my hands out and Ted’s feet left the ground. He sailed over me in an arc, straight over the rail and into the water below, screaming all the way down. There was a splash as he hit the water.

      I sat in stunned silence as I tried to comprehend what just happened. He flew through the air, but no one touched him.

      Did I do that?
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      Barreling into the trailer, I yanked open the fridge and grabbed a bottle of beer. Wishing it was something stronger, I knocked it back.

      Did I just kill someone?

      That’s insane. I didn’t touch him and there wasn’t a court in the land who would convict me of that. Except, he did attack me and I’m sure my DNA was all over the body.

      “Shit!” I muttered, sinking to the floor. Nothing would survive in the river, would it? I could go to the cops, but I didn’t relish the idea of spending Christmas in jail, not for a lowlife like Ted. He did try to kill me first, so surely this was self defense? He had no family, would anyone even report him missing?

      I downed the rest of my beer, my hands shaking as I brought the bottle to my lips. When it was empty, I reached for another. A drunken haze sounded good right about now.

      My phone rang, startling me. I dug it out of my pocket to find my best friend, Lily’s name flashing up on screen. I took a breath and answered it. If I didn’t, she’d only come looking for me.

      “Hey,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

      “Where are you? I thought you were coming over,” Lily said.

      “Oh. Yeah, I forgot. Sorry.” I took another sip of beer.

      “Well come over now.”

      “I can’t, Lil. I’m tired, think I’ll just go to bed.”

      “It’s starting to snow, the trailer is going to be freezing tonight. Come over, we can catch up.”

      I took the phone away from my ear, heaving a sigh. Lily was back from college for winter break. As much as I loved her, I really didn’t want to hear about her perfect life. She got to go away to college, she had the perfect family, the perfect everything. I had no one. My parents were long gone, my only living relative couldn’t stand the sight of me. I honestly wondered why Lily even bothered with me. We were so different, like night and day, but she was the one person who had always been there for me.

      “Ruby?”

      I put the phone back to my ear. “Yeah, sure. I’ll be over soon.”

      It beat spending the night alone in this piece of crap. My heater broke a few weeks ago and I didn’t have the money to get it repaired. Or money for anything now.

      That made me think of Ted. Why did I ever borrow the money in the first place? I got it into my head that I would use it and skip town. Spend the summer on the road and never look back. Then Lily came home, so I put it off. I hooked up with a guy and put it off some more. It ended with that jerk wad stealing the money. My shot at freedom went up in smoke.

      At least I’ll get out of here when they send me to prison.

      Feeling thoroughly depressed, I grabbed some clothes from the cupboard by my bed, tossed them into a bag and drove over to Lily’s house. Well, her parents’ house. Her dad was a doctor, her mom a lawyer. They lived in one of the nicer neighborhoods in town.

      Parking my truck across the street from the house, I got out, wondering if I should tell Lily what happened.

      No, I can’t drag her into this. She has a shot at a real future, I’m not screwing that up for her.

      Besides, she’d only try to convince me to go to the police. There might not even be a point. For all I knew, Ted could have survived. He could be home right now, half frozen but alive. Okay, I had a healthy dose of denial, but it was all I had to hold onto right now.

      As I approached the house, I could hear voices coming from the backyard. Opening the side gate, I headed back there, thinking it would be Lily.

      As I got closer, I realized that it was her parents and they were arguing about something. I hesitated, not wanting to interrupt.

      “I really thought when she went away, she would make new friends and forget about that girl,” Mrs. Blanchard said.

      Wait, are they talking about me?

      Lily’s parents have never liked me. More tolerated.

      “Yeah, well, she’s in her final year. Soon she’ll be off to med school and this town will be a thing of the past,” Mr. Blanchard said.

      I was pressed against the wall, listening intently to every word. They always put on a front when I came around, but I saw the looks they gave me, the tight smiles.

      “It can’t come soon enough. I can’t understand why they’re friends. It never made any sense to me, given what they are,” Mrs. Blanchard went on.

      What we are?

      “We agreed not to talk about that anymore.”

      “The dwarf said…”

      “Don’t call him that. Wouldn’t surprise me if that creepy shit burst out of the trees,” Mr. Blanchard said sharply.

      Now I wondered if they had lost their minds. What the hell were they talking about? A dwarf? I had to have heard that wrong.

      “We made the right decision, didn’t we?” Mrs. Blanchard asked.

      “Darling, we have our perfect little girl. Of course we did.”

      My mind buzzed with possibilities. Was Lily adopted? How did that have anything to do with me?

      Worried I would get caught, I headed around to the front door and knocked. A few minutes later, Lily answered the door. She grabbed me in a hug before I could say hello, even though she knows I’m not a fan of hugging. She’s the only person in the world who can get away with it.

      “I made popcorn,” Lily said. She was dressed in pink pjs with kittens on them, her blonde hair scraped into a ponytail. Even at almost twenty-one, she’s still a big kid at heart.

      We headed up to her room, while I thought about what her parents said. Should I tell her?

      When I saw the movie set up for us to watch and my favorite snacks on the second twin bed in her room, I decided against it.

      One night of normalcy is all I need. I could deal with everything tomorrow.

      Once we were settled, I found myself asking, “So, how was college?”

      Lily launched into the whole saga and I zoned out, nodding every now and then to make it look like I was listening. At least while she talked, I didn’t have to. I busied myself, fishing green jellybeans from the bag, my favorites. I didn’t feel like eating, but I ate them anyway. Anything to distract me from thinking about Ted.

      “So, will you?” Lily asked.

      “Huh?” What did she ask me?

      She arched an eyebrow at me. “Tomorrow? Will you come with me?”

      “Uh, sure.” It wasn’t like I had a job to go to. She probably wanted to grab lunch or go shopping.

      “Great, I’ll text you when.”

      We settled down to watch the movie, some old romance Lily loved. Despite her parents’ attitude to me, I felt safe here, it was familiar. The old comforter on the bed, Lily’s boyband posters still hanging from the walls. I would miss nights like these when she finally left town for good.

      Despite my best efforts, my mind kept wandering back to the incident on the bridge. Even if I did cause it somehow, then it was self defense. I wasn’t wasting tears, or ruining my life, over someone like Ted.
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        * * *

      

      The Blanchard’s conversation stayed with me and I found myself at my grandmother’s house the next morning.

      I hadn’t spoken to the woman in months, but she did have my parents’ stuff boxed away in the attic. Was there some connection that I didn’t know about?  I didn’t know a lot about my parents, or their lives before I was born.

      I let myself in the back door, noting the lack of car in the driveway. Hopefully, I could be in and out and she would never know I was here.

      The house was quiet and smelled faintly of sage and incense. My clothes used to reek of the stuff when I lived here. She used to burn it regularly to keep evil at bay. Mad old bat.

      Heading upstairs, I found the boxes shoved in the corner of the attic, simply marked – Sally. My mom’s name.

      At two years old, Daddy dearest skipped out on us. Six years later, Sally followed. I haven’t seen or heard from either of them since. I moved in with Grandma, who wasn’t exactly thrilled to be saddled with me. The woman hated me.

      Opening the nearest box, I rifled through it. It was full of old clothes and half empty perfume bottles.

      She didn’t hang around long enough to grab her stuff. Guess the urge to leave was too strong.

      Whatever. She made her choice. Some people weren’t cut out to be parents.

      The next box held some old photos. I found a rare one of me and my parents. I was maybe a year old, with a head of curly black hair. Sally held me on her lap while Frank sat beside us. They actually looked happy or maybe they were faking it for the camera.

      I once overheard Sally arguing with Grandma when I was little.

      “I never wanted a damn kid. She shouldn’t have been possible. Once again, bad luck follows me wherever I go.”

      I always figured that I inherited her brand of bad luck, now I wondered if it was something more.

      Under a pile of photographs, I found a newspaper clipping. A birth announcement. Ruby Jean Roth, born December 21st, 1998. Right below it, where the announcement had been torn out, was the word Lil. The rest was torn off.

      Lily and I were both born on the same day. One of the reasons she insisted we be friends. “Cause we’re practically twins.”

      What if we were twins? Could that be it? Did Sally have two daughters and give one away? That didn’t really match up with what Mrs. Blanchard said. She was surprised that we were friends.

      A door closed downstairs. Damn, she’s home.

      Returning the stuff to the box, I sneaked to the top of the stairs. Maybe I could get out without her noticing. She was moving around the kitchen. Good, I could go out the front door.

      I placed a foot on the top step.

      “Is there a reason you’re sneaking around my house?” Grandma called.

      I closed my eyes, heaving a sigh. She always knows! I came downstairs to find her standing in the hallway with her arms crossed. She wore a long black dress, her dyed black hair pinned back on one side.

      Is it any wonder all the kids on the block think she is a witch?

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Well?”

      “I was looking through Sally’s things,” I answered.

      “Why?”

      I shrugged. “Something I heard. Just wanted to see if there is anything up there that might offer some answers.”

      “Answers to what?”

      “I don’t know. Why I was abandoned? Why my life sucks?”

      Grandma rolled her eyes, turning away to go back into the kitchen. I trudged after her.

      “You were abandoned because your parents were both immature idiots who couldn’t handle responsibility. Your life sucks because you have the same problem.”

      “Thanks, Grandma. You’re right. I’ll go off and find myself a husband, squeeze out some kids, then I’m sure I’ll be happy,” I said, sarcastically.

      She placed two mugs on the table. “I’m not talking about marriage or kids. I’m talking about you getting your shit together.”

      I slumped into a chair at the table. “It’s not as easy as it sounds.”

      “Excuses, excuses. I shouldn’t be surprised. You were never a normal child. There’s always been a darkness in you.”

      She poured some coffee and pushed the cup toward me, taking a seat too.

      “Not this again. You’ve been saying that for as long as I can remember. So I was a troublemaker. It’s not like I was murdering neighbourhood cats.”

      Grandma sipped her coffee, her eyes never leaving mine. “Why are you really here?”

      “I told you. I overheard the Blanchards talking about me. You’d get on with them, they think like you do.”

      Grandma pulled a face. “Those two? Please. They aren’t as innocent as they paint themselves.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She stared at her hands.

      “Grandma, please. I’m not a child anymore. You’ve always kept things from me. I just want the truth.”

      Sighing, she nodded. “Okay. Years ago, those two were struggling to conceive a child. They tried everything. They even came to me, thinking holistic therapies would work. Nothing was going to change the facts. Until he showed up. The Blanchards met with him and a few weeks later, she announces she’s pregnant.”

      “Who was this guy?”

      “He called himself Hector, but we called him the dwarf.”

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to call them that.” Didn’t Mrs. Blanchard mention a dwarf too?

      “No, he literally was a dwarf. He had powers, but their deal came with a catch. In order to have the perfect child, this paragon of virtue, there had to be a balance. Another child had to be born. A child of darkness.”

      “Riiight! And who is this evil child?”

      “You know, your mother was told she would never conceive either.”

      A laugh burst from my mouth. “Me?”

      “You two share a birthday. Lily was born at sunrise and you at sunset. That’s why the Blanchards hate you. Scared you’ll corrupt their perfect little girl.”

      I stared at her for a moment, waiting for the punchline. “You’ve said some crazy shit over the years, but this is…I’m out of here.”

      Storming out of the house, I vowed never to go back. She was completely crazy.

      Child of darkness? Bullshit. Good and evil? It came down to choices, you can’t be born evil.
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      Lily texted me at lunch time to meet her at the diner in town. Since I needed to look for a new job anyway, I headed out to meet her.

      As soon as I walked in, I spotted Lily. She was sucking face with some guy. I had to hand it to her. He was hot. He towered over her, at least 6’2, broad shoulders and light brown hair. One thing was sure, she had to know the guy. There’s no way she’d be in full make out session with someone she just met. She wasn’t me.

      “Ruby!” she squealed, running toward me. “You came.”

      “Um, yeah. What’s going on exactly?”

      “Double date? Like you agreed to last night?” she said slowly.

      “Oh, God, Lil. No!” I whined.

      “Trust me. It’s Ben’s brother, Oz, you’ll love him. He’ll be here shortly but come meet Ben.”

      She dragged me over to the guy. Why didn’t I listen to what she was saying? The last thing I needed was a date with a random guy. I’m sure she told me all about Ben too, but I missed all of it.

      “Ruby, this is Ben Burnette. He’s a football player. We met at school,” Lily said.

      Well now I’m caught up.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said, shaking his hand. He had some grip.

      “You too. Lily never stops talking about you. Thanks for agreeing to this. Lily insisted and you seem like Oz’s type.” He looked me up and down.

      I was wearing black ripped jeans and a dark gray t-shirt. I looked like I had just rolled out of bed. I’m guessing his brother isn’t a fellow football player.

      We took a seat at a booth. Lily and Ben immediately went back to making out.

      “I’m going to order something,” I mumbled, not that either of them were listening.

      I ordered a soda and sat at the counter to drink it, glancing over my shoulder every few minutes to check if they were done.

      “I hate PDA’s, don’t you?” someone asked

      I turned to my right to find a guy sitting beside me. Where did he come from?

      “Uh, yeah. Especially when one of them is my best friend who forced me to double date with that guy’s brother.”

      The guy smiled. He was hot. Dark hair, hazelnut colored eyes and a chiselled jaw. Definitely not a local.

      “Oh no. Double dates are the worst. So awkward,” he said.

      “Yeah, but she’s my friend. What can I do?”

      “I like that kind of loyalty. Can I buy you another?” he offered.

      “Sure. Might as well before this guy shows up.”

      He signalled the waitress. “What are you imagining?”

      “Nothing good. Maybe some frat guy or gamer nerd who still lives in his mom’s basement.”

      He laughed. “Or worse. One of the those pretentious assholes who reads poetry in the student union.”

      I pulled a face. “God. Maybe I should make a run for it while I have the chance.”

      “I think it might be too late for that,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      He held his hand out to me. “Osborn Burnette, I usually go by Oz.”

      My cheeks flamed. “Oh, sorry.”

      “Don’t be. The only thing pretentious about me is my name, but that’s my parents’ fault.”

      I smiled. “Good to know.”

      “You still have the option to run if you want?”

      “No. I think I’ll stay.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite my earlier reluctance, the double date was going well. Oz was funny and charming and so far, hadn’t tried to steal from me, so I couldn’t complain. We were in a booth at the local bar, O’Flannigan’s.

      Lily and Ben were too wrapped up in each other to do much, but when they did join in, Lily led the conversation.

      “I still can’t believe you two are brothers,” Lily said.

      Ben and Oz didn’t look much alike. Ben was into sports, while Oz studied politics.

      “Well unfortunately, we are,” Ben said, draining the last of his beer.

      Oz narrowed his eyes at him, but didn’t reply. There seemed to be real bad blood between them. I wondered what caused it. Maybe it was over a girl?

      At eleven, Lily said it was time to call it a night. Little Miss Girl Scout would never stay out past midnight, even though as an adult, she could do what she wanted.

      After four beers, I was suitably buzzed, but I hated having to leave. I was happy enough to stay until closing time. When Oz pulled on his coat, I had no choice but to follow.

      Lily and Ben headed for his truck, while Oz and I walked along the street, toward the B&B where Oz was staying. I wondered where Ben was staying. I couldn’t imagine the Blanchard’s letting him stay at the house.

      “Is it too weird to ask for a goodnight kiss?” Oz asked, as we stopped outside.

      “Most guys don’t ask,” I said.

      He kissed me softly, his hands on my waist.

      “Call that a kiss?” I said, pulling him against me. I kissed him more forcefully. Lily had outdone herself, Oz was great and it didn’t look like I would be spending the night alone.

      “You could come inside,” he suggested. He read my mind.

      I hesitated as Ted’s face flashed into my mind. “Look, you seem like a great guy and I definitely want to go inside, but you should know that my life is a train wreck.”

      “How so?”

      “I’m bad luck. Like literally.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” Oz said laughing.

      “I think I killed someone,” I blurted. Oh God, why did I say that?

      “You, uh, think you did?” he said, raising an eyebrow.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I blurted everything out about the incident with Ted.

      “But you never actually touched him?” he said when I was done.

      “Well, no, but…”

      “But nothing. It sounds like he got what he deserved.”

      He hugged me as I burst into tears. I’d no idea why I told him, but it felt good to get it off my chest. He agreed with me, whatever happened to Ted, it wasn’t my fault.

      He led me inside the B&B to his room. I took a seat in the only chair in the room while Oz poured me a drink. The room was tiny but cozy. A double bed stood against the far wall and it made me wish that I hadn’t opened my mouth about Ted. I could be naked by now.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to drop all this on you,” I said, feeling my cheeks burn. I barely knew him. What must he think of me?

      “I don’t mind. Here, drink this,” he said.

      I took the cup from him and sipped it. “It’s tea.”

      “Yeah, I think we’ve had enough to drink.” He made a cup for himself and sprawled on the bed to drink it, kicking off his shoes.

      “I imagine this isn’t how you thought the night would end,” I said.

      “Well I have a beautiful girl in my room, so I’m not complaining.”

      I laughed softly. “You seem very different from your brother.”

      “Good. Ben and I have opposing views of the world. We don’t really spend any time together. And by the way, his full name is Bernard.”

      I giggled. “Your parents must have hated you both. Why did you agree to come here?”

      He took a sip of his tea. “Lily saw us talking and she learned we were brothers. She…well, you know Lily.”

      “Yeah, sounds about right. Sorry.”

      “I told you, I’m not complaining. I got to meet you.”

      “You know all the right things to say, don’t you?”

      “I try.”

      He placed the cup on the nightstand and lay back with his hands behind his head. “So how come you didn’t do the whole college thing?”

      “Because it requires money that I don’t have.”

      “I’m kind of regretting it myself. Four more years in a classroom for thousands of debt, it doesn’t seem worth it. At least in the real world, you get to do something worthwhile.”

      “What would you do if you weren’t in college?” I asked.

      “I always wanted to travel. Just pack up the car and start driving.”

      “That sounds good. I would love to do that too.”

      “Maybe we should just run away together?” he said, grinning.

      “Very tempting.”

      I moved from the chair to the bed, lying down beside him. “Where would we go?”
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        * * *

      

      Walking through the hallways, I called out for Lily. I knew she was close by, but she must be hiding.

      This looks like the old theatre in town.  What was I doing here?

      “Lily,” I called in a sing song voice.

      I glanced down at my hand to find that I was carrying an axe. What the hell?

      Someone ran from a room up ahead. I saw a flash of blonde hair before she disappeared around the corner.

      “You can’t hide from me, Lily.”

      I found her desperately trying to open a locked door. She faced me, tears running down her face. She wore the pink pjs from last night.

      “Please, Ruby. Don’t do this. You’re my best friend.”

      “Sorry, Lil. I don’t have a choice.” I swung the axe at her head.

      Jerking awake, I found myself curled up on the bed next to Oz. We’d sat up talking for hours before I fell asleep.

      “You okay?” Oz asked, opening his eyes and stretching.

      “I had a nightmare.” Pushing myself up, I tried to shake the horrible images from my head.

      “What about?”

      “I dreamed that I was trying to kill Lily with an axe.”

      “It was just a dream,” Oz said. “Or you’re really pissed she set you up on a double date.”

      “I’m not, believe me. I should get going.” I pulled my boots on and grabbed my jacket.

      “Can I call you later?” he asked,

      I paused at the door. “Sure.”

      Hurrying outside, I tried to shake the dream. As shocking as it was, it wasn’t the first time I’ve had it. It used to be a frequent dream a few years back. I couldn’t understand why I would dream about killing Lily. Sure, she annoyed me sometimes, but I’d never hurt her.

      Dreams never meant what you thought though. There was probably some obscure meaning behind it.

      As I left the B&B, I saw a crowd had gathered outside the Sheriff’s station. I approached them, wondering what it was about.

      The Sheriff stood on the front steps, looking annoyed at the attention. “Folks, you know as much as I do right now. We pulled a body from the river, but that’s all we know so far.”

      Ted. They found him. I glanced at the crowd, certain someone would take one look at me and know that I was involved. Keeping my head down, I crossed the street and headed into an alley which lead past the old theatre. It was condemned, had been for years, but it was the quickest route home. The theatre used to be the main focus of the town. It was surrounded by a courtyard, with an old fountain in the middle.

      If they found Ted, I wondered how long it would be before they came sniffing around me. I hoped I never had to find out.

      As I crossed the courtyard, I glanced behind me, feeling spooked. The dream didn’t help.

      When I turned around, I stopped short. Standing ten feet away, was Ted. He looked exactly as he had before he went over the bridge, he even wore the same clothes.

      “Ted? You’re alive! Look, I don’t know what…”

      I didn’t get to finish as Ted seemed to fade away right in front of my eyes.

      I took a step back, heart racing. This had to be a trick of some kind. I turned in a circle, looking for the source. There was no sign of Ted or anyone else. No one jumped out and said, “Gotcha!” either.

      I must have imagined him. Yeah, that had to be it. It was guilt, making me see things.

      I still wasn’t walking through the rest of the courtyard. Running back to the street, I made my way back to the trailer the long way, glancing over my shoulder the entire time.

      Once inside, I grabbed my headphones, jammed them in my ears and cranked up the music on my stereo. Hopping onto the bed, I closed my eyes, trying to shut everything out.

      Keep it together, Ruby.

      “Ruby!”

      I snatched the headphones off to find an angry looking Mr. Sullivan, my landlord, standing over me.

      “What the hell?”

      “I’ve been knocking for ages. Didn’t you hear me?”

      “Uh, no. Sorry.”

      He rolled his eyes. He was in his fifties, with a balding head and a beard. He owned several trailers in the park which were the least expensive places to rent in town. “Rent is due.”

      “I know. I’ll get it to you later.”

      “No, Ruby. You’ve been late too many times. Maybe I should evict you,” he said, clomping back to the door.

      I jumped up. “No, wait. I mean I don’t have it on me. I need to go to the bank.”

      He paused in the doorway. “Fine. You have until six or you’re out.”

      With no other choice, I returned to town. I checked how much cash I had in my account. A measly $10.

      “I am so screwed,” I muttered, slamming a hand into the machine.

      “Whoa, what did it ever do to you?” Oz said, coming up behind me. He had changed into a blue shirt and a leather jacket.

      “Oh, hey. Nothing, just having a bad day,” I retrieved my card and shoved it into my coat pocket.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I lost my job the other day and my rent is due or I’m going to be evicted.”

      “Well I can help. How much do you need?” he asked, reaching for his wallet.

      “Oh God, no. I wasn’t asking, really, I can figure something out.”

      “Ruby, please. My parents are loaded. I’m not going to miss it. Let me help.”

      “Oz you just met me.”

      He shrugged. “So? I’m not going to see you on the streets.”

      I felt like a total shit to even consider it, but there was no way I could get the money together in time. “I will pay you back every penny,” I said.

      He headed into the bank to withdraw the money. One guy steals from me and this one is willing to hand me five hundred bucks, five minutes after meeting me. Could my luck actually be changing?

      He returned a few minutes later and handed me a white envelope with the money inside.

      “Thank you. Really.”

      “It’s not a problem. Have a drink with me tonight.”

      I grinned. “I see how it is. You think I’m going to sleep with you because you gave me money.”

      A look of alarm crossed his face. “What? No, of course not. I would never…”

      I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him. “Relax. I mean, I will sleep with you, but not because of the money. It’s because I think you’re hot.”

      He laughed. “Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you.”

      “Eight, at the bar?”

      He nodded. “Can’t wait.”

      Kissing him goodbye, I headed back to the trailer. Mr. Sullivan looked stunned when I handed over the money.

      “Thought you were bullshitting me,” he said.

      “Well you were wrong.”

      Back in the trailer, I picked something to wear for tonight. Maybe the Sheriff would catch up to me about Ted, but if that was the case, I was going to enjoy tonight.
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      Lily and Ben showed up at the bar too. We got a table together. I wanted Oz all to myself but didn’t want to be rude. Lily did most of the talking again, but at least Ben and Oz seemed a little more relaxed this time.

      “Rubes, let’s go to the bathroom,” Lily said, grabbing my hand. In other words, she wanted to talk.

      The second the bathroom door closed, Lily asked, “So? What’s happening with you and Oz? He’s great, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, he is actually.”

      She started fixing her make up. “Well it’s obvious he likes you. Just think how great next year will be, if things work out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She grinned at me. “My cousin owns an apartment building in the city. She’s going to set me up with one when I finish college.”

      So she really is going.

      “Good for you.”

      “Good for us, you mean. I am going to need a roommate.”

      “Seriously? You want to live together?”

      “Of course I do! There’s nothing in this town for either of us. We’ll move to the city and I’ll help you get a job. It’ll be so much fun.”

      I stared at her in stunned silence. I didn’t know about any of this, but she seemed to have it all worked out. Normally, that would annoy me, but this sounded amazing.

      She isn’t going to abandon me.

      “Are you okay?” Lily asked.

      “Yeah, I just…”

      She hugged me tightly. “Things will get better, you’ll see.”

      I forced myself not to cry. A future. Something to look forward to. For the first time in a long time, I actually felt hopeful.

      Lily returned to her make up. I opened my purse to find a tissue, noticing a corkscrew inside. I must have left it in there from the last time Lily and I went drinking.

      For a moment, I pictured myself lifting it out and stabbing Lily in the throat with it, spraying the mirror with her blood. I let out a gasp, doubling over.

      Where the hell did that come from?

      “Ruby? What’s wrong?” Lily cried, putting a hand on my back.

      “Nothing. I’m fine.” I pushed her away. “I need some air.”

      Running from the bathroom, I headed outside. Breathing in the freezing cold air, I tried to make sense of what I saw.

      “What the hell is wrong with me?” I whispered.

      Am I going crazy? Why would I imagine something so horrible?

      “Ruby?” Oz came up to me, carrying my coat. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I just needed some air.”

      He held my coat out and I slipped it on. “I’m fine, really.”

      Oz didn’t look convinced. “Want to go back inside?”

      I glanced in the window. Lily and Ben were talking at the table. She looked worried.

      “No. Can we go to your place instead?” I asked. I couldn’t be around her right now.

      “Sure. I’ll just let them know we’re going.”

      We didn’t talk on the short walk to the B&B. Or rather Oz tried and when I didn’t respond, he fell silent.

      Once we were inside, I started kissing him. “Take your clothes off,” I urged, pulling off my coat.

      “You sure you want to do this?” he asked.

      “Yes, now do as you’re told.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re dead, Ruby,” Ted said, lunging at me from the darkness. I screamed as his hands closed around my throat.

      Jumping up, I found myself in bed. Oz lay asleep beside me, the blankets tangled around his waist. I checked my phone, a little after 3am.

      All of this seemed to be triggered by Ted. I got up, dressed quickly and slipped out of the room. The town was silent, this late at night. A light flurry of snow was falling.

      I walked to the bridge, terrified that Ted would appear again, but I had to face this.

      The bridge was lit by streetlamps, casting a soft glow. Under any other circumstances, it would make a picturesque Christmas card.

      On the path below, running along the river, I could see the police tape. He was pulled out close to where he fell. If I had called for help, would he have survived?

      Hiking down the hill, I headed for the taped off area. The water looked black. It would be bitterly cold. I couldn’t imagine what that would feel like. Ted probably went into shock very quickly. Could he even swim?

      “I’m sorry, Ted,” I whispered, tears falling.

      “No point talking to the dead,” someone said.

      Spinning around, I found a dwarf behind me. He was maybe four feet tall, with a bald head and a long black beard that reached his ankles.

      “What the hell? You are real?”

      He grinned at me, his black eyes glittering. “As real as you are.”

      “What do you want?” I backed away. A chill ran through me, whoever this guy was, something was off about him.

      “You should stop ignoring the dreams, dearie. They’re preparing you for what’s to come.”

      “What are you talking about?” How did he know about the dreams?

      “You already know.”

      “That crap about good and evil. Yeah, I don’t know what you and my grandmother have come up with, but I’m not buying it.”

      “Constance Roth? Haven’t seen her in a long time. Not since she made an agreement with me.”

      “What? My grandmother made a deal with you? For what?”

      He smirked. “For a child, of course. She thought it would be the only way to tame her wild daughter.”

      I’m here because Grandma wanted Sally to settle down?

      “No, that’s ridiculous.” Although it explained how she knew so much.

      “I saw an opportunity. It only happens once a millennia, you know.”

      “What does?”

      “The chance for darkness to be born in mortal form.”

      “I’m not evil,” I snapped.

      “I didn’t call you evil. It’s all a matter of perspective. The power you have, comes from darkness. Lily was born to smite you. Are you going to let her?”

      “I would never hurt Lily. And she would never hurt me.”

      “Believe me, she will. On the winter solstice, two days from now, your powers will be fully unleashed and the two of you will meet in battle. Only one of you will survive.”

      “No,” I said. “Lily knows nothing about this. There won’t be a battle.”

      “She knows everything. The brothers are here to see that you both play your part.”

      I let out a breath. “Oz and Ben? You’re saying they are part of this?”

      “Guides to make sure you do the right thing.”

      “You’re a liar. Just get away from me.”

      I hurried past him, heading back up the path.

      “Kill her, Ruby. Or you’ll die. Not that anyone will miss you,” he called.

      Anger coursed through me. I spun, throwing my hand out and a blast of energy escaped me. It hit the ground, scorching it. The dwarf had vanished.
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      I returned to Oz’s room in a daze. Either I had lost it completely, or this was real. I shot energy out of my hands!

      Oz woke up as I stumbled into the room.

      “Rubes? What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Is it true? Are you in on it?” I asked.

      “In on what?”

      “I just spoke to the dwarf. Don’t lie to me, Oz.”

      He looked away. “I’m sorry, Ruby. I should have told you sooner, but I wanted you to trust me first.”

      “This can’t be real. It’s insane.” I paced the floor, trying to make sense of everything.

      Oz got out of bed and pulled on a pair of jeans. “I’m afraid it is real. I’m sorry, I know this is a lot.”

      He poured me a drink. I knocked it back, my mind reeling. Why is this happening to me?

      “What do you have to do with all this?”

      “I’m part of a brotherhood. We are supposed to protect you, guide you in the fight.”

      “The fight? The one that is supposed to be happening two day from now? Kind of late to the game, aren’t you?”

      “I know. Things went wrong and I was only assigned to you a few days ago. I blagged my way into coming here through Lily.”

      “And were you going to tell me?”

      “Of course, but what would you have done if I walked up to you in the diner and told you all of this?”

      “I would have laughed in your face.”

      “Exactly. But now you know, you need to get ready to take her on.”

      “No, I don’t. There isn’t going to be a fight. Lily knows nothing about this.”

      “She knows everything.” He jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. A few hours ago, we were having sex, he was just a normal guy.

      “Earlier, she told me that she is getting us an apartment next year. Why would she say that if she’s planning to kill me?”

      “Ben would have told her to act normal, so you wouldn’t suspect…”

      I slammed the glass down on the table. “No! This is bullshit. You are delusional. I’m done.”
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        * * *

      

      Lying in the trailer, I couldn’t sleep. This whole situation was completely fucked up. It was all an elaborate trick, it had to be. Oz and the dwarf were working together. Hell, maybe Grandma was in on it too. They had banded together to drive me crazy. I had no clue as to why, but there was no other explanation for all of this.

      Well screw all of them. I’m not falling for it. Tomorrow I’ll tell Lily everything and I’ll know she’s on my side.

      Maybe she could help me chase Oz out of town. Why did I always pick the weirdos? I think what hurt more than the lies, was the fact that I was really starting to like him.

      Throwing the blanket over my head, I forced my eyes shut. It was so cold in here that I was sleeping in my clothes.

      There was a thump from outside. Leaping up, I moved to the window and peeked out. I couldn’t see anything, but I could sense something was out there.

      Grabbing the baseball bat I kept under the bed, I opened the trailer door and stepped outside.

      It was quiet. I listened intently but the only noise came from a television several trailers away. I took a few steps forward, imagining Oz watching me or that creep from the bridge.

      Let them try something, I’ll beat the shit out of them.

      A whooshing sound filled the air, I turned in time to see flames engulf my trailer.

      “What the hell?” I took a step forward, then backed away. A moment later, something blew up inside and the trailer went up.

      I stood in the snow, too shocked to move, when I heard a truck drive off. The road out of the park curved past my trailer. A dark colored pick up sped by, it slowed down long enough at the curve for me to see who was in the passenger seat. Lily.

      She did this? That’s impossible, she would never…

      But this was real, it was happening. She torched my home and if I hadn’t come outside, I’d be dead.
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      “Open the door, Oz!” I yelled, banging my fist into it.

      He wrenched it open. “What’s going on?”

      “My trailer is gone. Burned to the ground. It was Lily.”

      He sighed. “I told you. For fuck’s sake, what are they playing at?”

      “My guess, trying to kill me.” I pushed past him into the room.

      “That’s supposed to happen on the solstice. This is the coward’s way out. Although it might be good news.”

      “How is my best friend burning my home to the ground, good news!”

      “Because she doesn’t want to face you in combat. She might hesitate.”

      “We’re not going to fight.” How many times did I have to say it?

      “You don’t have a choice,” he snapped.

      “Yes, I do. I can leave town right now. I’ll never look back.”

      “It won’t work. The two of you will keep getting drawn back to each other until the job is done. The whole point is for it to happen now, or you’ll be forever linked.”

      “And what would happen if I succeeded? Would whatever this is, go away?”

      “No, your magic would grow. Being untethered to her means you can do whatever you want.”

      “I’ve never been able to do what I want. I am not evil.”

      “No one said you were. Your power comes from dark magic, but you can use it however you like. Dark doesn’t mean evil, it means being able to use magic without being tied down by rules. When the fight is over, we could leave town. Go wherever you want.”

      “Sure you want to do that with the Mistress of the Dark?”

      He smiled, taking my hand. “Ruby, you are like a Goddess to me. The brotherhood have been preparing for this for centuries. I never dreamed that I would be the one to meet you. Let me help you.”
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        * * *

      

      “The power escaping from you is just the beginning,” Oz said. We had moved to the woods to test out my abilities. Oz thought it was better to lay low in case Lily tried again.

      “It will take years to refine them, right now all you can really do is blast people. It’s not fatal, but useful in a fight.”

      “How long has Lily been with Ben?” I asked. Knowing that she knew about all of this, it made me wonder how long it had been going on. When we would talk on the phone, was she secretly plotting how to kill me?

      “A few months. You said anger triggered it before, and fear…”

      “How do you think she’s going to do it? Kill me.” Fire didn’t work. What next?

      “She isn’t going to kill you, Ruby.”

      “Why not? If I’m the dark one or whatever, it should be me, shouldn’t it?” That’s how it went in the movies. Good fights evil, good wins.

      He wrapped his arms around me, hugging me tightly. “Don’t talk like that. Why should she survive over you? She’s been lying to you, she tried to kill you in your sleep.”

      I took a shaky breath. “She didn’t even have the decency to look me in the eye when she did it. All the years we’ve been friends and it means nothing to her.”

      “Hold onto that anger. I promise you, Ruby, when its over, you get to live the life you want.”

      I nodded slowly.

      Oz took several steps back. “Now, blast me.”

      “What? I can’t do that.”

      “It won’t kill me. Focus your anger, feel it build inside you. All the years you’ve had to struggle while she went to bed every night in her perfect house, with her perfect parents.”

      I did as he asked. “She always got everything. All she had to do was flutter her eyelashes and everyone falls at her feet.”

      I threw my hands out, feeling the power surge out of them. It hit Oz square in the chest, knocking him down.

      I dropped my hands. After a few seconds, he got up, unscathed. “Again.”

      We practised all morning until I was sure I could call it at will. After Oz picked himself up for the twentieth time, he called a timeout.

      “I have something for you,” he said.

      He removed a box from the black duffel bag he had brought with him. He handed it to me. I opened it to find a silver knife inside.

      “How do you know she won’t get her hands on a gun?”

      “It has to be a blade. The whole trailer thing never would have worked. The two of you are destined to fight.”

      I lifted the knife out, feeling the weight of it in my hand. Despite the dreams and visions, what would it be like to actually do it? To drive a knife into Lily and watch the light leave her eyes?

      In less than twenty-four hours, I would find out or I would die instead.
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      The town was quiet. All the stores had shut up for the night. Fresh snow was falling, most people headed home early in case it got worse.

      I paused at a store window. Christmas lights were strung up around it and an animatronic snowman stood inside, waving its arm at me. Someone appeared behind me, I could see their reflection in the glass.

      “Cold night,” Lily said.

      I turned slowly. She was alone but Ben was bound to be nearby, just as Oz was.

      “Makes me wish we were camped out in your room, watching a crappy movie, eating junk food.”

      Lily smiled sadly. “I wish we could. But we both know why we’re here.”

      “We don’t have to do this. Come on, Lily. Two strangers are telling us how to live our lives, all we have to do is walk away and there’s nothing they can do about it.”

      “Do you get the dreams too?” she asked, ignoring me.

      “What?”

      “I dream about killing you. I always thought it was some kind of anxiety dream, but…” she trailed off.

      “They’re just dreams. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      She pulled her knife from her belt. “I can’t walk away, I’m sorry.”

      I grabbed my own knife. We circled each other. All I needed was an opening.

      I threw my hands out, blasting her. She went down and I ran off. Heading down the alley to the theatre, I knew she would follow. That was the plan. We couldn’t do this on the street and risk someone driving by.

      “Ruby!” she screeched. She hurtled into the courtyard. Something sparked to my left as Oz appeared, lighting a flare. He lit several, scattering them around to give me light.

      Lily approached slowly, eyeing Oz. “He’s not allowed to interfere,” she said.

      “Like yours isn’t close by?” I said.

      “Ben knows to stay out of the way.”

      “So does Oz.”

      He backed away into the darkness.

      Lily ran at me, knife raised. She slammed into me and we both fell. As I grabbed her wrist, trying to keep her knife off me, I lost hold of my own.

      Lily threw her weight behind the blade, trying to reach my chest. I summoned a blast of energy and she flipped into the air, landing hard.

      Scrabbling in the semi darkness, I searched for my knife.

      “Two can play at that game,” Lily snarled.

      My head snapped back as she hit me with her own energy blast.

      While she grabbed her knife, I got to my feet, facing her. We flung our hands out at the same time. The energy collided in mid air, exploding, the blast hitting us both. My feet left the ground and I slammed into the wall behind me. My vision swam, but I stayed conscious.

      “Get up, Ruby,” Oz yelled.

      Fighting against the pain, I got up. My foot hit something. The knife.

      Lily ran at me again. At the last minute, I grabbed her, spun, and slammed her into the wall. I pressed the knife to her throat.

      “Please, Ruby,” she said.

      “All this time you were lying to me. How could you do that?” I said.

      “It wasn’t a lie. I wanted to live with you, for us to be happy. I hoped that Ben was wrong.”

      I hesitated. This is Lily. Lily who used to let me stay with her when I had an argument with Grandma. Who used to bake me cookies when I wasn’t feeling well. The same Lily who wanted to be a doctor because she loves helping people.

      “Finish her,” Oz said.

      “No.” I lowered the knife. “I told you, we don’t have to do this. I won’t hurt you, Lily.”

      She smiled at me as I released my hold on her. “I knew you wouldn’t do it.”

      I gasped as her knife punctured my stomach. “Sorry, Rubes. I love you, but this is fate.” She drove the knife in deeper.

      I staggered back. “Lily,” I whispered. Her face was impassive.

      Turning to Oz, he took a step toward me, pain on his face. From out of the darkness, Ben appeared, behind him. He grabbed Oz by the hair, dragging a knife across his throat.

      “No!” I tried to scream but all that came out was a strangled gasp.

      Oz’s body hit the ground. I took a couple of steps, before my legs gave out. I collapsed in the snow beside him.

      My body started going numb. Blood spilled out onto the snow. I remembered the words from outside the restaurant. As white as snow, as red as blood. Is this what it meant?

      “We need to go,” Ben said, grabbing Lily’s arm.

      She stared at me, breathing hard. “Happy birthday, Ruby.” Then she ran off.

      My whole body began to shake. The flares were my only light. One lay nearby, lighting up Oz’s face. I reached my hand out to him. How could Ben kill his own brother?

      He was the only one on my side.

      Rolling onto my back, I hissed in pain. The knife was still there. Wrapping my hand around the hilt, I pulled it free, screaming in pain. I tossed it away.

      “Help me!” I cried.

      I could feel myself starting to lose consciousness. This was it. I was going to die here, out in the cold, alone.

      Lily’s face flashed into mind.

      No! That bitch does not get to win. Not again.

      Slamming a hand into the snow, I forced myself to my feet and staggered along the alley, using the wall to support me.

      Blood soaked my jacket and the front of my jeans.

      Keep moving, get help.

      My vision swam as I reached the street, but I pushed on. The street was empty. I needed to get to the hospital. My truck was parked nearby. Wrestling my keys from my pocket, I climbed inside.

      Driving along the road, I felt like I would pass out any moment. I needed to get to the hospital, it was my only chance.

      I could see it up ahead. So close.

      Slowing down, I headed for the entrance. As I hit the brakes, I blacked out.
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      Opening my eyes, I found myself in a hospital bed. A nurse was changing an IV. “You’re awake,” she said.

      “Where am I?” I murmured. I felt groggy like I’d been drugged.

      “ICU. You nearly crashed into the building getting here.”

      “How long?”

      “Two days. You lost a lot of blood, you’re lucky to be alive. Do you remember what happened to you?”

      Do I remember my best friend stabbing me and leaving me for dead?

      I shook my head.

      “I’ll let the doctor know you’re awake and the police want to speak to you.”

      When she was gone, I tried to sit up but the pain in my stomach stopped me. I pulled up the hospital gown to find a row of stitches under a bandage.

      What do I do now? I could speak to the police, tell them what Lily did. But jail was too good for her.

      Paragon of virtue, my ass. She’s the monster. Lying to my face, making me think everything was fine. She took everything from me – my home, my life, Oz.

      I closed my eyes. He didn’t deserve to die like that. Ben needed to pay too.

      “Ruby.”

      My eyes snapped open to find Oz standing over me.

      “Oz? Oh my God, you’re alive?”

      “Afraid not,” he said.

      Confused, I reached out to him, but my hand passed straight through him.

      “You’re a…ghost?” I whispered.

      “Something like that. I’m bound to you, I guess that extends beyond death.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. You need to get out of here. Now, before Lily and Ben figure out you’re still alive.”

      “The solstice is over.”

      “It doesn’t matter. It still stands, one of you has to kill the other. They’re on the run now, but they’ll figure it out soon.”

      “I want her dead,” I said.

      “Then get up. Hide until you’ve recovered and then finish this.”

      He’s right. It’s my only shot.

      Throwing back the covers, I got up, pushing through the pain. Checking the locker by my bed, I found my boots, but my clothes were gone, probably evidence somewhere.

      Moving to the door, I peeked out. No one was looking my way. I moved down the corridor, searching for the exit. I was able to snag some scrubs on the way out, changing in the restroom. They would do until I could get some proper clothes.

      Oz appeared beside me as I reached the exit.

      “I’ll kill them both, Oz. I swear. No matter how long it takes.”
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        Anya is looking forward to a quiet Christmas with her friends. However, when new vampires attack innocent people, she, as the local alchemist and supernatural judge, has to get involved. To track down the person who created this vampire will required the help of a local Imp who is a little too interested in the investigation. Keeping the supernatural community in check is never easy, especially when Anya can’t be certain that she can trust her partner or that he slays what she slays.
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      Young Vampires rarely knew their place, at least not without the proper guidance of a Master Vampire. My guess was that Count Vladimir Dragomir was on his own if that was even his real name. He was more like a caricature of a vampire. His dark hair slicked back, and he was fully dressed in black finished with a velvet cape. The Vampire was more Jersey Shore than Transylvanian, but I wasn’t here to be his fashion advisor. He was here in my office because someone had brought a charge against him.

      That’s what I did; I was a supernatural judge of sorts. Otherworlders–vampires, witches, fae, you name it—I heard their cases. I was an Alchemist, a human who had everlasting life and could manipulate energy. Otherworlders came to us because, in the fight between Heaven and Hell, we didn’t take sides.

      My office was on the small side; it only had my desk, a couch and a couple of extra seats, which made it tiny for an Alchemist’s office, most alchemists were known for their extravagance, but it served my needs. It was also attached to my home for easy access. The fact that it was on the beach also lent extra force to the wards that protected my home, along with the ley lines.

      Homestead, Florida was the perfect place for an Alchemist’s station. It was a hot bed of energy since it was situated directly on a ley line. Otherworlders congregated to these areas because being here made their magic more potent. A huge city like Miami nearby made it ideal. I was the first Alchemist to settle in the area, although Edward Leedskalnin, builder of the infamous Coral Castle, had been on his way to becoming one of us before the counsel decided he was a little too “showy” with his gifts and they took care of him.

      “Mister...” I began.

      “Count,” he corrected me and extended his fangs. A wave of magick swept over me tickling the hairs on my arm. Novice.

      I leaned forward. “Count Dragomir, first, persuasion doesn’t work on me; it only pisses me off. I know you are new here, so I will let it slide this once. But you need to know the charges against you are very serious. You didn’t file any paperwork with the local Imp before creating a new Vampire. He handles all of Hell’s business for this territory. You don’t want to get on his bad side.” I looked at my watch; Mr. Bertrand, the Imp was late. Again.

      I sighed, flipping through the file then tossed it onto my desk. “It looks like I am officially siding with you.” I wanted this clown out of my office. “I advise you to file next time.”

      He nodded and bowed his head. The afternoon sunlight cascading through the window, gleaming on his over greased hair. “Of course, Mistress, thank you for your time.”

      We stood as Mr. Bertrand transported in. He crossed his arms and legs leaning against my desk, a smirk on his face.

      My eyes narrowed. “Nice to see you could make it Mr. Betrand. Due to your tardiness, yet again, I have sided with Count Dragomir,” I stared at him. The imp was impossible to work with. He was always late if he showed up at all.

      The Count smiled with his teeth extended pressing a ruby into my hand. “Thank you, Anya.”

      I straightened at the use of my given name, “It’s Mistress Ivankov. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must get ready for my next client.” I stood up, dismissing them. The vampire shot Mr. Bertrand a grin. Cocky bastard. I’d heard how ruthless the imp was, he wasn’t someone to be pushed. Hell managed their own and if they didn’t stay in line, the Imps took care of them. This realm survived through balance.

      The local Imp was in my office at least twice a week, but usually because others brought charges against him. Ferric Bertrand was cold and vicious, everything you would expect a minion from Hell to be, but he did his job and according to Hell, very well.

      He pushed off the desk and stalked toward us pointing at the vampire. “You can’t do this. He’s off making vampires without permission.” The Imp stood tall; he was imposing in his expensive suit and gold cuffs, but he didn’t intimidate me. I had seen it all. Over the past fifteen years, I had watched four different Imps take control of this area. One had been promoted, one had disappeared, and they relocated the last one at my request. Mr. Bertrand had only been here for six months. I was just biding my time until a new one came along. It didn’t matter to me; I’d have to deal with someone. Homestead and Miami was too precious to Hell to not have a representative managing the area.

      I leaned down and picked up their file off my desk. I flipped through my paperwork. “It says here that he created one vampire that you know of. Do you have evidence of more?”

      His jaw shifted, he looked into my eyes, “Not yet, but I will.”

      The Count shot a toothy grin, showing his fangs. My brows furrowed, he really needed to put those things away.

      I cleared my throat and swallowed, “Then there is nothing I can do until you can show my proof.” Reaching into my drawer I pulled out sage and held it up, “This is your last warning, I’m going to light it.” Vladimir’s eyes shifted from the imp and back to me, neither of them moved. I lit it. Vladimir’s hand went to his arms scratching, headed to the door, he held his hand in surrender before he left.

      The Imp made an impatient sound but didn’t move.

      “He’s so green, he has to use the door.” Mr. Bertrand said studying my face. “Could that be a smile?”

      I frowned. “You’re still here.” He was either resilient

      He shrugged. “Sage has no effect on me.”

      I raked my eyes up and down his body taking him in. It was true, he was having no reaction to the sage. Surely someone from Hell would writhe in pain but there was nothing. No sign of any discomfort but more importantly, he wasn’t leaving. “Fine, I’ll leave.” I opened the office door that led into my house. If he wouldn’t leave, I would. My next appointment wasn’t for another hour, and I refused to spend it arguing.

      The door closed behind me. I turned around; I ran straight into the imp.  My hands rested on his chest, I pushed him and I stepped away.

      “How in the hell did you do that?” My house was warded to keep out all entities with lower vibrations, including most of my clientele. It gave me a reprieve from my job. No one, especially someone working for Hell should have been able to breach it.

      The Imp cast a brief glance around and leaned against my foyer table with his arms crossed. He smiled, the first genuine smile I had ever seen on him. It completely transformed his face; even his cold dark eyes warmed when they met mine.

      “Mistress Anya, please forgive me for speaking out of turn, but you don’t seem to understand the implication of this. He could build a Vampire army.”

      I stiffened, he was being so informal, but I let it slide. The less interaction I had with this Hellion, the better. “That buffoon? I don’t think so. Please, Mr. Bertrand, if you’ll excuse me, I am...”

      “Yes, I know. Expecting your next client, but she won’t be here for a while. Besides, the sage needs to have time to clear out.” He crossed his arms.

      I crossed my arms to mirror him and stood my ground.

      He lost his business jacket, tossing it onto my couch, making him look much more informal. He stepped around me into my living room, he wasn’t leaving.

      His shirt fit him snug, defining his chest and waist. I wondered what was underneath it. I shook my head. What was wrong with me? I didn’t consort with demon lackeys, even ones that were smoking hot.

      I crossed my arms, steadying myself. “How do you know?” My heart raced, I was alarmed by the effect he had on me.

      He looked over his shoulder and smiled, “It’s my business to know everything, and the Succubus works for me. I know what time her appointment is.”

      “Of course, she does.” She was in my office almost as much as him. The imp stepped close, invading my space. I turned and reached around him, grabbing my mail from my foyer table. “You just don’t get a hint do you? I’m ignoring you, you need to leave.”

      He blinked, I doubted anyone ever ignored him. His forehead furrowed, “Mistress, I am requesting an audience with you Friday, I’ll have more proof by then.” He leaned closer, towering over me. “Then I will have the permission I need to exterminate him.” His voice was soft, eyes met his, and I couldn’t read him. Being an Imp I needed to expect the worst.

      I backed up, cursing under my breath. He was close and made me uncomfortable. His closeness was both exciting and dangerous. I didn’t like the way he was making me feel. It was obviously some voodoo pheromone trick, something he’d picked up from his succubus.

      “You think so?” I scrambled for my words and stood tall. Mr. Bertrand overwhelmed me: his smell, his body being so close, everything about him. “You’re awful cocky and assuming.”

      His finger traced my jaw. “I could kill him now, Mistress, but I am trying to show you respect. Why? I’m not sure. It’s absurd, dealing with an outsider. I never even met an Alchemist until you.”

      I stepped back out of his reach. “You also weren’t in the greater Miami area. This area has grown, and it needs me. Your side requested an Alchemist here long before you were in charge.” So take that, tall, dark and annoying. I stepped around him, the Imp grabbed me, pushing me into the wall and pinning me.

      I took a deep breath, “You don’t intimidate me, Mr. Bertrand.” My God, he smelled good, and I was slightly turned on but he was also pissing me off.

      “Don’t I?” His voice was barely a whisper; he ran his fingers through my hair. He leaned in, his hand on my neck and lips to my ear. “I could make you scream. In pleasure or pain. Your choice, Mistress.”

      I ducked under his arm and kicked his legs out from under him. I jumped on top, my forearm in his throat holding him down. My knife pressed into his chest.

      “And Mr. Bertrand, I could kill you. Not the kind where you get little vacation in Hell and get to come back in two weeks.” I leaned down, a mere breath away, and stared into his eyes. My voiced clipped, “I could extinguish your soul. You would cease to exist. If you threaten me again, I will make it happen. Do you understand me?”

      He stared at me for a moment then smiled. “I understand you fully.” As he spoke, his hands went up my dress, on my thighs, and he gripped my ass, pulling me down onto him – hard.

      A shiver ran up my spine. I needed to get away from this devilish man. I pushed off him.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” I opened my office door, willing him to go through it. He remained on the ground, propped up on his elbow, looking under the table.

      “This table. How long have you had it?” he asked.

      I blinked, surprised at the change of topic, but relieved by it, too.

      “1736. I had it commissioned outside of Paris.” The table was my favorite piece of furniture I had brought over to the New World.

      He crouched under the table, examining it. The wood had been intricately carved with great attention to detail.

      The imp ran his hand up the leg of the table. “Did you know the man who made this?”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, I remembered quite well. “He was the half-brother of Louis Potier, the Duke of Gesvres, but I don’t remember his name. Do you know of his work?”

      “Yes, I would know it anywhere.” He looked up from under his lowered brow. “I made it. Let me show you.” He took my hand and pulled me to him. He pressed my palm to his chest and placed my other hand palm down on the table. Ferric and I were incredibly close. I shut my eyes and concentrated on his vibrations instead of the feel of his chest. The vibrations held his essence. All natural materials held on to pieces of the past through vibration and could tell a story. I hadn’t noticed before, but I hadn’t been so close to him, either.

      “And right here, that is my signature. Ferric Bertrand.”

      “Ferric,” I repeated. I’d come across so many names over the years, they started to all run together. “Do you remember the Duke?”

      “No. I remember nothing of my human life. But now I know I was alive in 1736 and lived in France.” He sounded genuinely pleased.

      “Do all Imps lose their human memories?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No, just me.”

      And with that, Ferric Bertrand disappeared from my home.
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        * * *

      

      The red sun peeked over the ocean, breaking through to a new day. My heels dug deep into the sand, and I wiggled my toes. I sucked in the salty air; it had become my ritual every morning since moving here. The morning was a time for renewal of the spirit. I may have been stuck in this reality for an eternity, but I would make the best of it.

      Over the last seven hundred years, I had learned things were never black nor white. Humans were never all good and never all evil. All they could do was learn while they were here so they didn’t keep repeating the same mistakes in their next life.

      There was always a next life unless they stayed in Heaven, or if they worked for Hell. It was always a choice.

      Before now, I hadn’t thought of Imps and their former human lives. I only knew them as representatives of the interests of the lower realms.

      It was an eternity they chose, but now I couldn’t get Ferric’s previous life out of my head. He was the bastard brother of my former lover. It was ironic how things turned out.

      He didn’t even remember it, nor did he know why he chose to work for Hell. Ferric was good at it; running his own territory after only three hundred years was impressive. He had been promoted quickly.

      The Imp and that past life needed to leave my mind, so I concentrated on the waves rolling in and the birds cawing in the distance. I pulled my sweater tight. It was a brisk December morning, so the beach was empty but for a few hard-core surfers and tourists.

      I stood to leave. One surfer came out of the water, dressed in a full wet suit.

      “Hey Anya, leaving so soon?” Diego said. No matter how many times I saw him, his blue eyes always caught me off-guard. His dark hair and complexion made them pop.

      I smiled, “Yes, I have to get to the soup kitchen and get things ready for the day.”

      He stuck his board in the ground leaning against it. “I’m going to a party tomorrow, want to come?” Diego asked.

      I shook my head. “No, I already have plans, but thank you.” I’d wished I could say yes, but dating humans was a thing of the past. Diego’s laugh was captivating, and he was so much fun to be around. Part of me wished I could live a normal life, but I wasn’t normal. Besides, my heart couldn’t take any more of the people I cared about dying.

      Plus, one devilish Imp occupied my mind.

      Diego frowned. “Do you have a new boyfriend?”

      My eyes widened at the question. I hadn’t had a boyfriend in three hundred years. I laughed. “No.”

      “Good.” Diego took a slow breath. The tension flowed out of him as he exhaled and he winked. “Then, I still have a chance.”

      “Do you have counseling today?” I quickly changed the subject.

      He nodded and his face fell, disappointed. “Anya, you’re no fun.”

      “We have a professional relationship Diego.”

      He shrugged, “I guess I’ll see you later.” Diego ran off to the surf.

      The wind picked up and a chill ran up my spine. I turned to look behind me but no one was there. My gut told me I was being watched.
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen of the Philostorgy House was warm and smelled delicious. I shrugged off my jacket hanging it on the coat rack and grabbed my apron and hairnet. We fed fifty to a hundred homeless every night. We had a lot of work to do.

      “Neesy made macaroni salad today, and I threw ten chickens in the oven. Do you think that will be enough?” Abram asked, my one full-time kitchen employee. His red dreadlocks were piled high this morning. I made a mental note to buy some bigger hairnets in case the health department came to visit.

      “Yes, that’ll be good.” I always made sure there was enough for anyone who came to the soup kitchen, even if it meant using magic. “I will make some rolls and greens now. Will you let me know when Ainsley gets here?”

      “Yep. I will sit in on today’s session too, if it’s okay,” Abram said.

      My look spoken volumes, he tossed held up his hands and added, “No, I’m not off the wagon. I want the others to see it can be done.”

      “I think that’s a great idea,” Neesy said, coming out of the back. She was our mother hen, a little young for it but she’d led a hard life. Neesy was a volunteer; she helped in the mornings after she dropped her daughter off at school and before her job began at the bakery down the street. We had tried to help her sister, but we’d lost her. Neesy still came every day; she said it was her way of giving to those who needed it. Maybe her dedication could save someone else.

      “I do, too,” I smiled. Abram had come such a long way. When he came back from the Iraqi war, he was broken. His wife took the children and left. He became an addict and made his way to the streets, and that’s where I found him. He got help and had been with me ever since.

      The Philostorgy House wasn’t just a soup kitchen. We had free drug counseling for anyone who needed it. It wasn’t only about feeding their bellies, but feeding their souls, too, and getting them on the right track. Many of the homeless in the area came and helped with various projects, so they were helping themselves while reaching out to others too.

      “Ainsley is here, and it’s a packed room,” Abram announced. Eleven had crept up quickly on us. We grabbed some sandwich platters and headed into the gathering area. My eyes met Diego’s as soon as I came in.

      He dressed in a blue sweater and jeans. “Let me help you with those.” He jumped up and took the sandwiches from me.

      I squeezed his arm, “I’m glad you came.” I spoke the truth. I didn’t know if he was here because he wanted to see me, or if he genuinely wanted the help, but he was here, and that was a good start.

      Diego’s smile could stop a semi, it was so brilliant, and his thick eyelashes were gorgeous. Even though he was having issues with drugs, I knew deep down he was kind and loving. He would make some woman thrilled one day, but that woman would not be me.
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        * * *

      

      Today had been a long day, but wonderful. Abram sitting in with the group had been a good idea; he connected with some of them. I only hoped he’d gotten through to Diego; he had been struggling lately.

      Now, I was in front of my fireplace, with a pile of laundry. I grabbed the remote and turned on some Beethoven. It went perfectly with my Cabernet.

      The vibrations in my living room shifted. I braced myself in case it was Ferric again. After yesterday, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Instead, it was a tall, blond-haired, blue-eyed Angel.

      “I thought you’d be closing at the kitchen,” said my best friend and former guardian.

      I set my wine down and looked him up and down. “I have to pull a double on Christmas Eve, so I took tonight off. Why are you in a suit?” Andrew never dressed up; he was a jeans and t-shirt kind of Angel. No matter how often I begged.

      He held out his hand, “We’re going out to dinner tonight. You need to get out more, Anya. If you won’t go, I’ll take you.” Once Andrew got something in his mind, he didn’t take no for an answer.

      My brows furrowed ignoring his hand. “I get out every day, Andrew. I go to the beach, and I go to the kitchen but that doesn’t explain why you are dressed up.”

      He shook his head. “But you aren’t experiencing life outside of that. It’s great that you are helping people, but that isn’t all there is to life. You’re wasting it.”

      “I see people every day, in my office, Andrew.” I folded my sweater and threw it on the pile of clothes. “I don’t see what you’re getting at. If anyone understands being human, it’s me, not you.”

      “Anya, all I want is for you to be happy. You’re so serious all the time. You need to lighten up and enjoy what’s around you. When was the last time you did something for yourself? See, I’m right. Let’s go to dinner, OUT.”

      “Isn’t that technically doing something for you?” I rubbed my forehead. All I wanted to do was to turn on some TV and curl up on my couch. It had been a long day, but I’d known Andrew for over seven hundred years, and he would not let up until he got his way. I knew he was trying, especially since he had gone out of his way to look so nice.

      I tossed the last shirt on the pile of laundry. “Fine, but please, no Russian food.”

      His face lit up. “I already have reservations. Go get dressed, wear something nice.”

      I was tense on the ride to the restaurant, but Andrew was happy to be driving my jeep, something he didn’t get to do often. He didn’t even mind that it was old and that the heater had quit working. We headed into the Historical district, passing all the old buildings. I protested when we slowed down in front of a French restaurant with a full parking lot.

       “Andrew, can’t we go somewhere less crowded?” I whined. It wouldn’t have been a big deal if I’d been mentally prepared and it wasn’t such a long day.

      “Anya, this isn’t crowded. Now suck it up.” Andrew was right; I hadn’t gone out in so long, not with him or anyone else. He had reservations at the nicest restaurant in town. He was a spur-of-the-moment kind of guy so the fact he had reservations was impressive. The restaurant was the opposite of the soup kitchen. Maybe that was why I felt so far out of my element and even a little guilty.

      “You look nice.” Andrew offered me his arm as the maitrê d’ took us to our table. I shouldn’t have felt so uncomfortable. I had on a little black dress and some heels; I knew I looked acceptable. I was the daughter of one of the richest families in the world, and I knew how to act and dress, even though this wasn’t my world anymore.

      “You do, too. Look nice, I mean.” I bit my lip; I needed some wine. Andrew always looked great. He was an Angel after all, and incredible beauty came with the job. Tonight he wore his blond hair down; it hung past his chin. Paired with his suit, he looked like a GQ model. That made me even more tense because everyone was looking at us.

      “We can’t stay in and watch movies all the time.” Andrew looked over his menu.

      “Says who?” I complained, but I shot him a half-hearted smile. Andrew was trying. Deep down, I knew he was right, but I had become a creature of habit.

      The server came back with a bottle of wine, 1999 Château Lafite Rothschild, extremely expensive.

      “This is from Monsieur Bertrand.” Andrew and I looked up and saw Ferric a few tables away with several Elves. A faint charming smile tugged the corners of his mouth, and he looked away.

      “No. We don’t want it,” Andrew said with distaste. The server’s eyes went wide. Embarrassed, I laid my hand on Andrew’s arm.

      “We’ll take it, and please, tell him thank you,” I said to the server and turned back to Andrew. “It’s his payment, and Ferric didn’t offer a penance yesterday.” My mind went to what he had been willing to give me. I shifted uncomfortably thinking of it.

      Andrew nodded grudgingly but drank it, he loved good wine. At this point, I needed as much alcohol in my system as possible. I cut my eyes over to Ferric. He was in deep conversation, and the redhead to his left was practically in his lap. Something welled up inside of me. Jealousy?

      I pushed Ferric out of my mind and tried to enjoy my dinner with Andrew. It been a long time since I’d had such a good meal, I was usually too busy to cook and cooking for only myself wasn’t worth it. I usually grabbed lunch at the soup kitchen and sometimes Andrew brought tacos and pizza. He didn’t need to eat but like many other supernaturals, he did anyway.

      “See, Anya, this isn’t so bad. I’ve even seen you smile tonight.” Andrew pushed the tiramisu toward me and took a sip of his coffee.

      Andrew had been the only constant fixture during my life since the beginning. We met when I ate from the Tree of Eternal life and became an Alchemist. Before that, he was my Guardian Angel. Ever since, he had been two steps behind me. Andrew was never reassigned to another person, only to the areas in which I lived. Heaven wanted to keep an eye on me. Can’t say I blamed them.

      Andrew and I had forged a friendship, which was unheard of between an Alchemist and an Angel. We weren’t on the same side. Alchemists went against this reality; we had tapped into the Universe and made our own rules. It meant our souls were pulled out of reincarnation, and we would never make it to Heaven.

      How I felt about living forever depended on the day. If I let myself think too long, I felt broken, so I kept it buried. Most Alchemists loved it; we were the ruling class of humanity, or so they told themselves.

      “You’re right, I’m not ready to go home yet. How about we go to Bayfront Park?” We stood, and he grabbed my shawl for me.

      My car was only a few blocks away, and my feet ached from the heels. I pulled them off and carried them the rest of the way, walking barefoot on the sidewalk still warm from the day’s sun.

      “Anya,” Andrew blurted, and I brought my attention to the alley to the right. I felt it, too. The vibrations coming from there were low and chaotic.

      “Stay here,” Andrew said. My thoughts went to the empty alley and how far we were from the casual observer.

      “Not a chance. Vampires? They are new, aren’t they?” He nodded; I dropped my shoes and hiked up my dress above my knees. Where there were Vampires, there were victims. Damn it, Ferric had been right.

      The alley streetlight was black. My bare feet crunched the glass beneath me where the light had been knocked out. I stopped and brushed off the glass and blood then crept forward. I was thankful for a higher pain tolerance, but it still hurt. A muffled sound came from the back of the alley. I broke into a run. Andrew transported and made it there before I did.

      He had one vampire by the neck and threw him off a girl. I grabbed her as she sank against the wall. She had lost a lot of blood and was unconscious. The second vampire lunged at Andrew while the vampire who had been feeding hissed and went straight for the girl again.

      My first impulse was to grab my knife, but I was in a dress and had forgotten it. I cursed under my breath and jumped in front of the girl. The Vampire’s teeth sank into my neck feeling like needles. My body became paralyzed as he drank. I shut my eyes, knowing that I wouldn’t die.

      I opened my eyes, hoping the Vampire would get his fill soon. I saw Andrew across the alleyway in all his Heavenly Glory, wings and all. The Vampire didn’t look away. It slightly burned my eyes, but the Vampire crumbled to his knees in pain.

      Andrew pulled out his sword, and in one swipe, the vampire was decapitated. A moment later, the vampire feeding on me was pulled off, and I fell back against the wall. Ferric stood over me; the vampire lay crumbled on the ground, his eyes glassed over, dead.

      “Anya,” Ferric crouched down and touched my neck. “We need to get you to a hospital.”

      I shook my head and stood. Although I was still wobbly, I picked up the girl. I would heal more quickly than she would. Ferric reached down and grabbed her from me.

      “Thank you, Mr. Bertrand, but since when do imps save humans?” I asked.

      His eyes rested on me. “Call me Ferric, and just say thank you. Anya, with your permission or not, I’m going after Vladimir. You know as well as I do that he is behind this.” He hoisted the girl up and was gone.

      Andrew had put his wings away. Unfortunately, vampires didn’t turn to ash like in the movies, and we couldn’t leave a decapitated person in the alleyway for the police to find. We had to get to work.
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        * * *

      

      Diego laid the fresh-cut tree against the wall in the gathering room. “My grandmother sent it. She said it was one less thing you had to worry about.” His grandmother was right. With Christmas Eve tomorrow night, I wasn’t sure if I could get everything for our party. I was tired and rushing around. After last night, my mind was consumed with newborn vampires and a deliciously handsome imp.

      I had even dreamed of Ferric the night before. I realized I met him in his human life; now I remembered that day, the way he looked, the way he smelled and that smile. How could I have forgotten those eyes? They used to be so warm and happy, but now were so cold.

        Abram came out of the kitchen shaking his head “Anya, we can set up everything for you. No offense, but you look like shit. Maybe get some rest.”

       He was right, I needed to get out of here. “I have some Christmas shopping to finish up. Ainsley, you have this?” The elderly gentleman looked up from his case files and nodded. He suddenly stood and stared at the door.

        “What are you doing here?” Ainsley demanded, pushing his glasses up on his nose. I felt the energy surge through him as he tapped into a ley line nearby. Judging from the amused look on Ferric’s face, he did too. The old warlock was protective, and Ferric wasn’t one of his favorites. Ainsley brought charges against Ferric at least once a month.

         I sucked in my breath. Ferric had on a slim blue v-neck sweater that fit his chest tight. He’d paired it with a dark pair of jeans. It was weird not seeing him in his usual business suit, but it fit him well. Really, really well.

        I cleared my throat. “Mr. Bertrand is here because we’re working on a project together,” I said. Ainsley’s forehead creased, and he frowned at me.

         “Mr. Bertrand? Are we back to that?” Ferric smirked.

      I ignored him. I wanted to get him out of there as soon as possible and away from Ainsley’s curiosity.

         Neesy brought a plate of cookies and offered one to the Imp. “Why don’t you two stay and help us decorate?”

        I crossed my arms. “No.”

         “Yes.” We spoke at the same time. I didn’t want this demon spawn around our patients. They were weak and ripe pickings for him. If they signed a contract to lose their soul to hell, there would be nothing I could do to help them.

        “What I mean is, I’m going Christmas shopping, and Ferric is coming with me.” I bit the side of my lip. Why did I say that?

      Ainsley crossed his arms but said nothing. I grabbed my keys and jacket and headed to the door. Ferric was close behind.

      “Anya!” I paused and turned to see what Neesy needed. “You’re under the mistletoe!” She giggled.

      “Really, Neesy? Who puts mistletoe at the entrance? It doesn’t count,” I complained.

      She pointed at us then the mistletoe. “I believe it does.”

      Ferric’s eyes were on me. I swallowed and stepped back, but he caught me. His lips pressed to mine. They were soft. I didn’t mean to kiss him back, especially here and now, but I did..

      I pushed away and caught my breath.

      “Whoo hoo! I was worrying about you, Anya. Where have you been hiding this hottie?” Neesy winked, I wanted to crawl under a rock. Ainsley’s disgusted look hurt. My eyes met Diego’s, and I saw his pain as he set down the box of decorations and left the room.

      The kiss meant nothing, and I didn’t mean to hurt my friend. I crossed the room to follow him into the kitchen, but Ainsley laid his hand on my arm.

      He shook his head. “I’ll take care of him but you and I need to have a little talk later.”

      I frowned and sighed. “It isn’t what you think. I’ll see you at the party tomorrow.” I kissed his cheek and left.
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        * * *

      

      We stepped out of the door of the Philostorgy House, I turned to Ferric, “What are you doing here?”

      He leaned against my car. “I came to check on you.”

      I pursed my lips. “As you can see, I’m fine.”

      Ferric frowned. “Is that why you have a scarf wrapped around your neck?”

      My hand touched my neck. I scowled, he didn’t care about my neck. “What do you really want, Ferric? I’m busy; I have to finish Christmas shopping.”

      He lifted his chin. “I’m going after Vladimir.”

      I crossed my arms. “So you said. With my permission or without if I remember correctly.”

      He exhaled. “Anya, I have to. If I don’t, there will be a Legion of Angels here to do it for us, and I know you don’t want that any more than you want Hell here.” He was right; I was assigned here to help keep the balance so that very thing didn’t happen.

      I looked toward the Philostorgy house then back to him. “Fine, but I’m coming with you.”

      Ferric held up his hand. “That isn’t necessary.”

      I pursed my lips. “Actually, it is. You and I both know that I must be involved at this point. I’ll meet you at my house thirty minutes before dusk.”

       He grimaced. “No. I’m coming with you now.”

        “What? You don’t trust me?” I asked.

        He furrowed his brows. “I trust no one.”

       I shrugged. “Fine. Whatever. We’re taking my car.” He opened the car door and slid inside.

        He leaned back in the seat smirking. “Are we going to the mall?”

       I snorted. “You have lost your soul. Of course, I’m not going to the mall.”

        Ferric frowned, he didn’t find my joke amusing; he sat in the passenger seat, staring out the window until we came to the downtown shops.

       After a little perusing, I found Neesy some wine and chocolates, and some outfits for her daughter and niece.

        “My God, Anya, that is the ugliest sweater I’ve ever seen.” I held out the long Rudolph the red-nosed reindeer sweater.

      Yes, it was hideous, perfect. “It’s supposed to be. It’s for Andrew.”

       He laughed. “Well, then, it’s perfect.”

        “It’s a joke,” I explained frowning, Ferric shrugged. I added humorless to my mental note about Imps.

        “Did you need to go anywhere to get anything? We can even go to the mall.” I cringed.

        He looked straight ahead. “I don’t celebrate.”

         “Oh yeah, well, I guess that makes sense you working for Hell and all..”

         “It isn’t about religion, or us versus them. I just don’t celebrate.” He set down the sweater he was looking at. “Are you almost finished?”

         “Yes, I need to go to Ainsley’s shop to get something for Abram, and maybe I’ll find something for Diego while I’m there. Do you want to wait outside?” I didn’t want to explain to Ainsley’s daughter Vanessa why I was there with Ferric.

         “No.” He opened the door, and I went through.

        “No, of course not.” I mumbled under my breath.

      Two days before Christmas, and the New Age shop was packed with shoppers. I pushed past some Goths and made my way to the crystal case. I bought Abram a large crystal but didn’t find anything for Diego. Maybe we would hit up the surf shop if all else failed.

       On the way back to the car, I wandered into an antique shop. Ferric was quiet, always staying a few steps back so it was easy to ignore him. If he insisted on being here, I would go where I wanted.

      The antique store smelled like old books and brass. There was so much to look at, I could get lost for hours, but I knew I didn’t have that long before dusk. I found a silver cross; it was Russian Orthodox, so it would be a little piece of me. If Diego forgave me, of course.

       My eye caught an eighteenth-century porcelain vase. It was beautiful and strong, just like Ferric. I scooped it up and paid for them both.

      “Are you finished?” Ferric asked, eyeing my purchases. “Who are those for?”

      “Diego and you.” I handed the vase to Ferric.

      He regarded me, looking startled by the gift. “I don’t want your present, Anya. If I had wanted this vase, I would have bought it.” Ferric tried to hand it back.

      I threw up my hands, refusing it.

      “I want you to have it. Not as a Christmas present, but as a gift that is a connection to your past, a reminder of your humanity.”

      Ferric’s jaw shifted, then he sighed. “How well did you know my brother?”

      I shifted to the side biting my lip. “We were lovers.”

      He looked surprised by my admission then quickly covered his emotions. I adjusted the strap to my purse and looked down. “He was actually your half-brother. You were a few years younger.”

      He pushed open the door onto the street. “I assumed, since we had different last names.”

      “You shared the same father.”

      He smirked. “Ahh, so I was a bastard.”

      “Some things don’t change,” I said, and he belly laughed.

      We walked down the street together. “You and I met the night he died. I dreamed about it last night and everything came back to me.”

      Ferric paused and looked at me as though he were waiting for me to continue.

      I looked at my feet. “Louis introduced us when he presented me with the table. Later that evening, he asked you to watch over me when he was called away. We were dancing at the ball when we got the news. His wife killed him because of me. They’d had an arranged marriage she didn’t love him but couldn’t stand for him loving me. I never saw you again. I left France shortly after.”

       He studied my face. “You don’t strike me as the type of woman who would be with another woman’s husband. You must have loved him.”

        I shrugged; some memories were left better buried. I swallowed. “I cared for him. Are we finished with the questions, Mr. Bertrand?”

      Nausea crept up. Ferric and Lois had the same eyes. The memory of Louis’ death compounded with an army of Vampires on the loose topped with Ferric was too much. I needed some fresh air and distance between Ferric and I. I didn’t care if Ferric followed or not. I’d rather he didn’t.

       “Where are you going?” Ferric called out after me.

      I turned. “I need to get something else for Andrew.” It was the truth. I had planned on getting it in the morning, but now was as good of a time as ever.

      Ferric caught up with me. “It will be dusk soon.”

      “This won’t take long. I can meet up with you later if you like.”

      “No.” he scolded.

      “Suit yourself.” I sat the shopping bags in my car. Ferric slid into the car. I drove down to Bayfront Park since I didn’t get to last night. The drive was short, and the radio broke the silence.

      When we got there, the tide was low but coming in quickly. I had to hurry. I took off my shoes and rolled up my pants. The muck in the water felt slimy, and the water was cold, but this was the place. I had to be careful not to slice my foot on the shells, especially since they were still tender.

      Ferric glanced down at me. “What are you doing?”

      “I told you. Hold on.” My eyes shut and slid my hand over the water concentrating and feeling the different energies. Once I found what I needed, I pulled out my knife from my waistband and knocked the oyster loose.

      I rinsed it off and stuck it into my pocket. Ferric offered his hand and pulled me up. I crashed into him. His body steadied me, and suddenly I was aware how close we were.

      Ferric’s arm wrapped around me. “You aren’t what I expected, Mistress Ivankov.”

      He wasn’t what I’d expected either. There was no denying I found him attractive, but I didn’t need this, not now, and certainly not him.

      Ferric brought his hand to my face. “Is the boy you bought the cross for your lover?”

      I pulled away. “As if that is any of your business.”

      “It is. I need to know if I have a problem with him seeing the way you kissed me.” Ferric offered a playful grin.

      I felt my face warm. “Kissed you? You’re the one who stuck your tongue down my throat, and no, he is not my lover.” I turned to stomp away. “I need to get these presents home before we go out hunting.”

      He disappeared, and I was thankful for the ride home by myself.
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        * * *

      

      Unfortunately Ferric waited at my front door. I stepped around him and unlocked it without a word.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Do Alchemists not transport?” he asked.

      “We can. I choose not to. Something about all of my molecules dispersing and coming back together makes me uneasy.” Last night, I had shifted back here instead of driving, but I only did that on a rare occasion.

      The presents went into my study, and I ended up in the kitchen, pulling out the oyster and setting it in the refrigerator. I turned and jumped: Ferric was in front of me, invading my personal space, but I didn’t back up.

      His hand untied my scarf slowly; he lightly touched my jaw, moving it so he could examine my neck.

      He ran his fingers across my skin giving me chill bumps. I hated that I responded to his touch. “It’s healing quickly, but there will be a scar.”

      I shrugged; I should have been dead a hundred times over. “It’s just a vampire bite. It isn’t my first, and won’t be my last. Besides, it will match the werewolf's bite on my thigh.” I smiled.

      Ferric looked down, his eyes fixated on mine, his hand cupping my neck. His dark eyes were bewitching. My heart raced. I couldn’t deny that I wanted him. I reached up, brushing my lips against his, and he responded, kissing me hard and deep. His hand went to the back of my head, pulling me closer.

      I couldn’t get close enough to him. My hand slipped under his shirt, touching his abs. He sucked in and brought his kiss to my neck. I wanted him. All of him. I needed Ferric.

      He pushed back, breaking free. I caught my breath. His eyes went cold. “Anya, I’m not my brother.”

      I jerked away. “You are such an asshole, Ferric. You certainly aren’t your brother. He was loving and kind.” I stomped off to the bathroom.

      My eyes stung, and my chest hurt. I knew it was just my pride. Ferric was the first person I had kissed in a very long time and here he was, rejecting me.

      What else could I expect from an Imp? He was a soulless Hell spawn who just wanted to weaken and exploit me. I splashed some water on my face and took a few deep breaths. I needed to compose myself and not let that jerk know he had gotten to me. I stood to look in the mirror, and Andrew was looking back at me.

      “Are you okay?” Andrew said from behind me.

      I jumped. “Yeah, what are you doing here?” I was so preoccupied I hadn’t felt him come in.

      Andrew placed his hands on my shoulders. “We had a date. Chow mein, remember? More importantly what is that Demon lackey doing in your living room?”

      I turned to him and frowned. “We will find Count Dragomir and put an end to this vampire mess.” Andrew’s face showed his hurt; I never forgot our time together, but this time, I had.

      He grabbed my hands holding them to his chest. “You need to eat. Besides, do you really think you need to be hunting vampires? Do I need to remind you of the Black Forest and the werewolf pack?”

      This time was different, I knew I couldn’t do it alone. “And what, Andrew, wait until the city is over run with new vampires and more innocents are being murdered?”

      He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “I can have a team of warriors come in.”

      I shook my head. “No, absolutely not. Just like I don’t want Ferric handling this alone. I need to help.”

      Andrew frowned. “Fine, but you aren’t going without me.”

      I stepped around Andrew into the living room. “Andrew is coming, and we’re taking my car.”

      Ferric stood. “No, he isn’t.”

      I grabbed the white container of chow mein. I could eat on the way. “You act like you have a say.” Ferric looked from Andrew and I then grabbed his coat.

      “Shotgun!” yelled Andrew and handed me my fortune cookie, my favorite part. I cracked it open.

      It’s never too late. Just as it is never too early.

      I crumpled it up and tossed it in the trash on the way out.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you know where Vladimir’s nest is?” I looked in the rearview mirror at Ferric.

      His eyebrows furrowed. “He never registered with me. You’d have known that if you had heard my side of the case, Anya.” Ferric’s voice was tight, he looked away when our eyes connected.

      “Oh, it’s Anya now?” Andrew snarled.

      I patted his leg. “Stop. That isn’t a good look for you.” Andrew grabbed my hand squeezing it. I looked over at his tense smile; he would want to talk later. He’d have to stand in line.

      I turned my jeep into the downtown area near where I was bitten. “Let’s start with where the girl was attacked. A new vampire wouldn’t stray too far from his Master,”

      The streets were packed with holiday shoppers, but I found a parking spot relatively close to the alley.

      Ferric opened his car door and we followed. “This many people will be easy targets, even for an inexperienced vampire.”

      “Where should we start?” asked Andrew.

      I rubbed my hands together; the temperature was dropping quickly. “Are there any abandoned buildings? Isn’t that where vampires do their thing?”

      “No, not in this area, it's been built up so everything is occupied.” Ferric said. I walked toward the alley where we had found the girl. We’d feel their vibrations eventually.

      A stray cat ran out of the alley, but that was the only action.

      “Maybe we should split up? We can cover more ground. Andrew, I have to stay with Ferric. If you take the north end of town, we’ll head south.”

      Ferric shook his head and pointed at the angel. “No, absolutely not. Who says he won’t call in Heaven instead of telling you?”

      I touched Ferric’s arm. “Because he’ll give me a chance to take care of it first. He always does.”

      “Of course I will! But Anya, I’m not leaving you.” Andrew ran his hand through his hair.

      Ferric’s eyes narrowed, he stepped in between Andrew and I. “You did her a lot of good last night. If I remember correctly, it was me who pulled off the vampire feeding on her. She’ll be safe with me, Angel.”

      Andrew’s balled up his fist, I placed my hand on his chest. “Please Andrew. We’ll meet up in two hours, or if you need us. I promise I won’t do anything to get in trouble.”

      Andrew’s beautiful face snarled. “Not likely.” He disappeared.

      The wind cut through me, and it was raining. I wrapped my jacket tight. The silence coming from Ferric was killing me. He was tense, and his emotions rippled off him. Most women would find him sexy. Maybe I did, too, but this moody silence made me want to stab him. We needed find the Vampires soon; anything to break this tension.

      I looked down the street and back to Ferric. The nest had to be around here somewhere. “Let’s try the alley again. It’s getting later. Maybe they’ll be out.”

      The closer we got, the lower the vibrations dropped which meant there were demonics nearby. Ferric touched my arm, letting me know he felt it, too. The vampires were out, and they would be careless and hungry, so I braced myself for an attack.

      I caught a whiff of fried pork chops. I didn’t know if every Ghoul smelled like this, or if it was just Frankie. We turned the corner, and yes, it was him. He was smoking a cigarette. Frankie was the only ghoul I’d ever met. He was a disgusting creature, oily, greasy and smelly.

      Frankie fumbled and dropped his cigarette. “Mistress, what are you doing here?”

      Ferric crossed his arms. “My question is, what are you doing here? Didn’t the Mistress order you home after sunset? I believe this is a clear violation. Wouldn’t you agree, Mistress?”

      I nodded, “Yes, I would,” Frankie was restricted to feast on the flesh of closed casket dead, or those who would be cremated. He’d been caught killing cattle at a farm inland and was on probation.

      The ghoul backed against the wall and squeezed his eyes tight. “I didn’t do anything. Ferric, please don’t kill me.”

      Ferric signed. “I will ask you only once, Frankie. What you are doing?”

      Frankie opened his pleading eyes. “It was supposed to be just a party. You know I’m stuck at home all the time. I didn’t know, I swear.” He held up his hands.

      “Count Dragomir?” I asked. He nodded his head quickly. “Take me to him.”

      The ghoul looked down at his feet. “I--I can’t do that. If I bring you, they will kill me.”

      I looked over my shoulder to the imp. “Ferric.”

      Frankie threw his hands up. “Wait, wait, fine. I’ll do it.”

      “No one will be left to harm you, Frankie,” I assured him.

      Frankie looked greasier than usual, his head beaded with sweat. “You’re going to have to step to the side. Last night there was an angel, and some vamps died, so now the door is manned. No one will let you in.”

      Ferric’s jaw shifted, and he was gone leaving me alone with the ghoul.

      Frankie stepped up to the door at the back of the alley. I only felt Frankie; it must have been heavily warded. Part of me hoped Ferric got through and part of me didn’t. The hair on my neck prickled. What if this was all a set up? What if Ferric and the Count really worked together to get rid of me? It was the perfect plan, I was separated from Andrew and anyone else that could help me.

      “You didn’t get enough of her, Frankie?” the vamp manning the door asked. I considered leaving but couldn’t bring myself to do it. Even if Ferric was the bad guy and this was a set-up, I had a responsibility to take them out.

      I stepped into view; I was surprised to see it was one of the local Vampires. The ghoul stepped back, I leaned against the doorway. “Donovan, how are you this evening? I can’t believe no one invited me to the party.”

      His eyes grew wide. “Oh, shit.” I pushed past him. A loud crash rang out from somewhere in the house. Ferric was doing his thing, I hoped.

      “I can explain!” Donovan yelled from behind me. I’d let Ferric deal with him.

      My knife was in my hand ready to go. It decorated cheerful Christmas music filled the air--Jingle Bell Rock-- with trees, wreaths, and bows. You’d never have known this was a Vampire’s den. It looked like Martha Stewart threw up.

      The living room was bare but for a few humans, most already dead. One woman on the couch, blood trickling down her neck and a large chunk of flesh missing from her leg. I made a mental note to question Frankie later. She was very pale, and her energy was dispersing. I swallowed, the poor soul was on her way out, a horrible way to go, but there wasn’t anything I could do for her now. A surge of anger burned away the last of my fear.

      Laughter came from the top of the stairs. After a moment of hesitation, I climbed the steps. I wished Andrew was here. I knew I could always trust him.

      Warning bells went off in my head again, making my stomach clench. I couldn't shake the feeling of Ferric and Vladimir working together to get me out of the way? They were both demonic. They couldn’t kill me, but I could be hurt and tortured. Damn it, and here I was walking straight into it. Ferric had gotten through the wards surrounding the area with no problem, and HIS vampire was manning the door.

      Regardless of their plans against me, I had to put a stop to the new vampire problem. Even if it meant taking out Ferric, too, it was my responsibility. My heart hurt. I didn’t know him well and thinking of him was so wrong. Never had a man driven me so crazy, and in all the right ways. Ferric was strong, sexy, and very, very arrogant. The thought of him not existing gave me a pang, but I shoved it down and continued up the stairs.

      He moved toward me so quickly, I didn’t see him coming until the last moment. I didn’t have time to react. Ferric crashed into me, shoving me to the floor and I grunted. Damn it, I was right. He was against me.

      “Stay down,” he hissed and was off me.

      Something clattered to the floor at my feet. I leaned up on my elbow, it was a decapitated Vampire. There were vampires in piles all around me. Ferric stood tall a few feet away wielding a sword. Where the hell did he get a sword? He was striking down anything that came near him. How the hell did he do that? Ferric killed a room full of Vampires and didn’t have a scratch on him. He’d saved me from getting attacked. Ferric definitely wasn't on Vlad’s side.

      The Master Vampire was all gothed out tonight, from his boots to his black nail polish. He didn’t seem fazed that thirty of his vampires lie around him dead.

      “You stupid Imp, I will just make more.” He stepped closer. "I have made more.”

      The remaining five or so vampires scattered to the side of the room, getting into a position of attack. Vlad looked over his shoulder. A tall dark woman opened the door behind her, and a dozen or so Vampires filed out.

      Was Vlad really so stupid? “Ferric just killed a room full of vampires, and now I’m here.” I stood firm with my knife in hand. What the hell, I couldn’t die. Ferric shook his head, but it wasn’t his say and he knew it.

      My breathing stopped when my gaze fell on one vampire in particular. Diego. Damn it, this was the party he had invited me to. This never would have happened if I’d said yes. Diego wouldn’t be standing here, ready to attack as a Vampire.

      My hands fisted at my side. “I will kill you, Vladimir,” I forced through my gritted teeth.

      “Oh yes, you see your friend. He was the only one who put up at fight. The others were more than willing, but I had to have him. I knew he was one of yours. He’s strong and that’s all part of my plan. Beautiful Mistress.” He shrugged. “Granted you weren’t supposed to show up yet, but here you are, and with our dear friend Ferric.”

      Vladimir was delusional. He couldn’t take us on. If worse came to worst, I would call in the angels. But only as a last resort.

      The Vampires circled Ferric and me but didn’t strike. Diego stood by his new Master.

      “It’s mind control. If we kill their master, they will all be loose cannons. He’s the only thing keeping them together,” Ferric said.

      I walked a sodden heel to toe, heel to toe toward Vladimir who was in the center of the room. Diego’s blue eyes were violent and crazy, and he hissed. Ferric watched but didn’t make a move to stop me. Smart man.

      I stopped and lifted my chin. “What do you want with us?”

      “Him?” He pointed to Ferric. “I want him dead. You? Anya, darling, you will be a great asset to my team. I’ve known that the moment I first saw you.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I think things are great the way they are. Besides, you can’t kill either of us.”

      He held out his hands. “You may be right, so we are at a draw. If you kill me, my Vampires will go crazy.”

      “And if we don’t, how many innocents will die?” I snapped. Killing Vlad was the only option. I hoped Ferric would take care of the rest.

      I pulled the surrounding energy, letting it flow through my body and through my arms. It sizzled and popped as it burst out of me into the Master Vampire. He snarled and flinging vampire at me. I stepped to the side and shot another energy surge at him as he stumbled back. His mental hold on the new vampires faltered. They broke rank and went after Ferric.

      “Anya.” Ferric threw a broken piece of Christmas tree at me. I flung the makeshift stake into Vlad’s heart, and he stared at me in disbelief then crumbled to the ground.

      I dropped to my knee. A surge of power enveloped me, making me queasy. Looking up, I saw Ferric picking off vampires. I spotted Diego, and Ferric was heading straight toward him.

      With every ounce of my being, I needed to stop him. There was no time to react. I grabbed Diego and threw him into the corner and wedged myself between him and Ferric.

      “No!” I screamed.

      He stepped closet to me. “I have to, Anya.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Please don’t make me fight you, Ferric.” He rolled his wide shoulders and crossed his arms. I glared at him.

      His dark eyes meeting mine, he frowned. “I thought you said he wasn’t your lover.”

      “He isn’t, but he is my friend and you will not hurt him.” Diego hissed from behind me but stayed still.

      Ferric sighed. “Was. He isn’t the same, Anya. Let me put him out of his misery. He can’t go in the ground now. He doesn’t have a Master.”

      My eyes teared up. “You aren’t the same as when you were human either, Ferric. He didn’t ask for this.”

      Ferric cringed; I knew I’d hit a soft spot and I was playing dirty. The imp shook his head. “Anya, he will be out of control. It isn’t his fault, but it’s the way it is. It is my responsibility to exterminate him. As you can see, we can’t have wild vampires running around.”

      “Is he attacking you now?” I asked. I looked to Diego and nodded to him to come to me. He was unsteady and unsure but approached with caution and stood next to me. “I will be his Master.”

      “Anya?” Diego asked. His confusion and fear hit me. I felt him in his mind, and I grasped onto the humanity that was left. It was there and gave me hope.

      “How did you do that?” Ferric frowned then shook his head. “You know nothing about Vampires, Anya,” Ferric insisted.

      I crossed my arms. “No, not much, but you do. You could help me.”

      Ferric lifted his chin. “You’re asking for my help? Why would I do that?”

      I blew out. “Because it is important to me. Please.”

      “Your angel won’t like this.” Ferric rubbed his chin. “Fine. But the vampire works for me. I will need a replacement for Donovan.”

      I jumped and wrapped my arms around Ferric, he stiffened. “Deal, but when he isn’t working, he is with me.”

      “Damn, will you all quit talking about me like I’m not here?” Diego’s eyes spoke recognition.

      I stepped away from Ferric and pulled him into a hug. I had known he was in there somewhere. His teeth grazed my neck as Ferric pulled me back.

      Ferric sighed. “He needs to feed. I’ll take care of it. And all of this.” We looked around at the bodies everywhere.

      “But--” I started.

      He held up his hand. “You will have to trust me. No one will get hurt,” Ferric said. “Go home and wait for us. It won’t take too long.”

      I passed corpse after corpse on my way out of the house. After seven hundred years, the shock of violence and the tragedy I’d seen never went away. It was something I could never get used to, even when it was a necessity.
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        * * *

      

      My body downright ached. Even my hair hurt and I didn’t know that was possible. It was the repercussions of battle and I never got used to it. Luckily I had no broken bones; after all, I was still a human who fought vampires and the day after was always worse.

      Vampires….my eyes sprang open. “Diego.” I pushed up to find him, but arms were wrapped around me.

      “He’s fine. He is in your guest room sleeping,” Ferric leaned on his elbow. “You talk in your sleep.”

      I peeked up at him. “What did I say?”

      Ferric ran his fingers through my hair. I was surprised by his touch but let it slide. “I don’t know, but you were upset, so I stayed and there was no way I’d leave you with the new vampire by yourself. At least not yet.”

      I leaned up, and he let go. I’d been drooling on his sweater. I would not let this get awkward… I would not let this get awkward. “You didn’t wake me up when you came in.”

      “No, he was exhausted, and so were you. He’s like a baby, they sleep and feed a lot.”

      I snorted. “Great.”

      Ferric half smiled, “It’s a lot to take on. Are you sure you can do this?”

      “Compared to the alternative? Yes, I’ll make it work.”

      Ferric patted me knee and rose from the bed. “I’ll get us some coffee. Diego will sleep for awhile.”

      Ferric was suddenly very human. His usually perfect hair was tousled, and his sweater was wrinkled where I had been lying on it. He disappeared, and I hopped up and went to the bathroom. Damn, I looked like hell. I brushed my hair and changed my clothes. 

      “Where did you go? This coffee smells amazing.”

      Ferric was standing in my living room, looking absolutely perfect in his alpine sweater and slacks.

      “I went home. I’m a coffee snob and you have donut coffee. No offense but I need the good stuff.” He held up a bag I buy this straight from Columbia.”

      “Of course, you do.” Ferric struck me as having to have the best of everything. I took a sip of my steaming mug. It had the perfect amount of cream and sugar.

      “Thank you for saving me last night.”

      “I would have had to answer for letting the local Alchemist get harmed.” Ferric looked away. A heavy sigh sifted through me. Ferric ran hot and cold. His passionate kisses gave way to this...indifference. I couldn’t read him; even his energy never spiked with emotion. Once again, I was reminded of what he was. I made a mental note to raise the wards to my room even higher.

      Silence fell as we sipped our coffee. I didn’t know what to say or how I felt. The past few days had been a whirlwind. I couldn’t deny I had some feelings for the Imp. It wasn’t anything I wanted to acknowledge, and it was obvious he didn’t reciprocate.

      “Thank you for all you have done, Mr. Bertrand. I have to get ready for the Christmas Eve party tonight.” I stood.

      “Are you dismissing me, Mistress? You forget that your Vampire friend will have to feed when he wakes.” Ferric leaned back on my couch.

      “So, you will hang out until he wakes? Can’t I call you?”

      Ferric was in front of me. He pulled me up out of my chair to him. His hand was on my back. The smell of his aftershave hit me, stirring up lustful feelings.

      Surprised, I stared at him. “What do you want from me, Ferric?” I was afraid of the answer. My stomach clenched. Part of me wanted his lips on mine, and the other part wanted to punch him in the throat. He was the most infuriating and beautiful man I’d ever met.

      He shut me up with a kiss. His tongue went deep, and I kissed him back. My need for him was strong, stronger than anything I’d ever experienced.

      I leaned back, breaking the kiss. “What happened to you not being Louis?”

      “Louis is dead. I’m here, and I want you. I’m tired of denying it, Anya,” he whispered into my ear. “I believe you want me as well.”

      “I do, and I’m not the same woman who cared for your brother.” I reached up and ran my hand along his chest. “I don’t know if this can work, Ferric.”

      “You know what I am. You can’t change me. As long as you know that, it can work.”

      My body said yes, this was what I wanted. So did my heart, yet my mind went through a thousand excuses as to why this was wrong, and I shouldn’t do it. I quieted my mind and focused on his lips.

      “People will talk.” That was more my problem than his. Not that I cared what people thought, but I’d finally built my life over again. I had friends, and a purpose. My arms went around his neck, tilting my face upward to get more of a kiss.

      Ferric was hot, dangerous, and amazing. I refused to overthink it. We’d let it play out and see where it went.

      I didn’t want this to end, but I had to get everything ready for the party tonight.

      “Hmm, will you come with me tonight?” I slid my hand under his shirt and grabbed his waist.

      “You’re asking me to your Christmas party?” Ferric smirked.

      “I am.”

      He responded with a deeper kiss.
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        * * *

      

      I second-guessed myself much of the afternoon. Ferric had taken Diego to go feed, and I was at the soup kitchen. It was one of our busiest nights, and after dinner was served, the staff and family always had a party.

      Now it was time to face my friends. I’d finally rebuilt my life, and here I was, possibly throwing it all away for someone I hardly knew. If that was what it took to have him, I’d do it in a heartbeat. I couldn’t rationally explain it, but it felt right. At least I knew Andrew would forgive me; we’d been through worse.

      He was always my guest to our party, but everyone knew we were just friends. Neesy thought he was gay, or that I was.

      I folded my apron and tossed it on the counter. It was time to face my friends and their judgment. I took a deep breath and opened the door to the recreation room. Ainsley was pouring Neesy some wine and made a beeline for me as soon as he saw me.

      “Hey there, party girl,” Neesy said, handing me eggnog as she ran after her girls. I took a sip; there was a lot of bourbon. It was exactly what I needed, my liquid courage.

      Andrew walked in, his arms packed with presents. Our eyes connected, and he wasn’t happy. Before I knew it, both Andrew and Ainsley were bombarding me with questions.

      “Wait, where were you last night?” I asked Andrew.

      He crossed his arms. “You were gone when I finished my sweep. Your boyfriend didn’t tell you I stopped by?”

      Ainsley’s glasses perched on his wide nose as he looked down through them at me. “I knew it. Damn it, Anya. No good can come of this.”

      “This is what I want.” I spoke softly. “It will happen with or without your support.”

      “Well, Anya has spoken. If he’s anything like his brother, it won’t last long.” Andrew smirked and took a sip of his drink.

      I rocked back eyeing him, the corners of my lips quirking. I knew there were things he wasn’t allowed to share, but not telling me what he knew about Ferric hurt.

      “You knew and you didn’t tell me?” I couldn’t believe him. There was no good reason to keep this from me.

      Andrew grabbed my hands and brought them to his lips. “Of course, I did. I would have told you if I’d thought it important. I didn’t.”

      Ferric and Diego walked through the door. I pulled my hands from Andrew and tucked my loose curl behind my ear.

      “We’ll talk later.” I looked to Andrew and Ainsley. I whispered and pointed to Andrew. “Diego is a Vampire. Don’t think about touching him.”

      I turned and walked away. Ferric was in the corner, watching everyone. His creamed colored sweater enhanced his dark eyes and hair, making my heart skip a beat. I leaned into him and laced my hand in his.

      “Will he be okay?” I asked.

      “He fed. As long as you keep your hold on him, he will be fine.”

      “I want to introduce you to my friends.” I tugged at him, dropping my gaze to our entwined hands.

      Ferric stopped unsure. “You aren’t scared I’ll try to lure them to the dark side?”

      I bit my lip. “Will you?”

      “If they are important to you. Then no. Do you trust me?” His gazed into my eyes.

      “I trust you. I have to if we will do this.” Ferric pulled me to him; I stood on my tippy toes. Our lips pressed, and I didn’t care who saw.

      “Time to open presents!” Neesy said in her singsong voice. She stumbled into me. “Have you seen Diego? That boy is lookin’ fine.” She spoke louder than needed.

      “Always after the bad boys.” I laughed and handed presents to her and her girls. I didn’t have to worry about Neesy and Diego; once her hangover hit, she’d forget all about him. Besides, she said she didn’t have time to date with her girls. He had other things on his mind at the moment.

      I turned to grab another present and noticed Ferric was gone. Maybe he had to use the bathroom. Did Imps even do that? I reached into my bag and handed out the presents, finally coming to Diego’s. Damn it, it would just be insulting now.

      Diego reached his hand out. I mouthed I’m sorry. He opened the box and looked up.

      “It’s exquisite.” He quickly closed the lid and handed it back. “Will you keep it for me?”

      “Of course.” I knew I’d have it indefinitely. I tucked it back into my bag.

      Diego leaned close. “Anya, you gave me the best gift of all. My life. Well, technically not life, but you know.”

      I nodded and pulled him into a hug. I did know.

      Ferric leaned down, kissing my cheek from behind me, making me jump. “I have your present,” he whispered in my ear.

      “You didn’t have to…” I turned; Ferric placed a long-haired mutt in my arms.

      What does a Hellbound boyfriend get his girlfriend for Christmas?

      “A dog?” I hadn’t had a pet in… well, a very very long time.

      He shrugged. “You like saving things, and she needed saving. I couldn’t think of a better match, and she is already potty trained.”

      She was a medium-sized blonde. I couldn’t even tell what she was a mix of, but I assumed there was some golden retriever in there somewhere. She nuzzled under my neck and wagged her tail. She seemed happy with the arrangement.

      I scratched her head. “What’s her name?” I reached for the tag, and my heart stopped. On her tag was a picture of the Golden Spiral of Life. It was a recurring theme in my home, the Golden Ratio. It was part of the Alchemist’s code. The fact that Ferric had taken notice warmed my heart. He understood me.

      “I call her Atman.” For Soul.

      “I love her.” I kissed him and wrapped my arm around his waist.

      “I want to say goodbye to Andrew before we leave.” I handed Atman back to Ferric and found Andrew eyeing Diego.

      I punched his arm. “Leave him alone. I won’t let him hurt anyone.”

      Andrew sighed. “He’s a Vampire, that’s what he does. He’s a dominion of Hell, Anya, but I guess with your present company, that no longer bothers you.”

      I ignored him. “I have something for you.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the still-cold oyster, handing it to him.

      A small smile played on his face; he opened it and pulled out the large black pearl. “It’s beautiful. Much prettier than that sweater.”

      “Do you forgive me?”

      “I was never mad at you, Anya. I love you and worry that’s all.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small pebble. The pebble was perfectly formed.

      “It came from the Dvina Bay.” My homeland in Russia.

      “It’s perfect.” I reached up and kissed his check.

      “Want to meet up for breakfast tomorrow?”

      “Let’s do dinner.”

      Andrew kissed my forehead. “Okay. Merry Christmas, Anya.”

      I waved my good-byes. Ferric and I made our way out the door, with Diego falling behind.

      “So Andrew gets two presents?” he asked, kissing my neck.

      “Jealous?”

      He smiled. “A little.”

      “Will you stay with me tonight?” I asked, implying all that came with it.

      He arched his brow. “Yes.”

      Merry Christmas to me.
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      “Can I get you something to drink?” Officer Tanner asked. “We have some hot chocolate left from the holiday party. Would you like some?”

      The interview room was stark, and the chairs were hard and cold. Their metal legs screeched across the floor every time Officer Tanner moved, and he was young and a bit fidgety, so he moved a lot, and the sound clawed beneath Marianne’s skin.

      Hot chocolate sounded good though, an appropriate drink for Christmas Eve, something warm to soothe her throat still raw from screaming, but the thought of anything in her stomach made her feel sick.

      Officer Tanner saw the look on her face and in anticipation moved quickly to slide the small office trashcan beside her just in time. She wrenched and heaved into it, but nothing more than a little bile was left in her stomach. She must have thrown up in the bushes outside of David’s house a dozen times. She was starting to feel weak.

      Officer Tanner handed her a napkin from beneath his Styrofoam cup of coffee. Marianne wiped her mouth, surprised to see the smear of plum-colored lipstick she thought had long worn off. She saw the blood on her hands too and tried to wipe them clean, but no matter how hard she tried, it wouldn’t come off.

      “Is there something I can do to help?” Officer Tanner asked, watching her feverishly drag the napkin back and forth over her skin.

      Marianne just shook her head, placed the wadded napkin on the table, and pulled the scratchy gray blanket back up around her shoulders. Her hair was still wet from the snow, and the heat coming from the slightly buzzing electric radiator in the corner wasn’t enough to fill the room.

      The door flung open and an older woman with silver hair styled and set like any respectable grandmother entered wearing a black pantsuit and sensible shoes. Her red overcoat was too bright for her serious demeanor. Perhaps she had once been happy and lighthearted enough to splurge on a holiday-colored coat with its own plaid scarf attached, but now her face bore evidence of many worrisome years, and her shoulders rounded from the weight of responsibility. Freshly fallen snow quickly melted deep red spots into the fabric.

      To Marianne, it looked like fresh blood.

      “Help them,” she uttered the words so quietly the officers weren’t sure what they had heard. She pointed a shaky finger at the wet spots on the woman’s coat, then upon seeing the dried blood on her own hand again, tucked it back under the blanket.

      Officer Tanner motioned for the woman in red to walk back into the hallway with him, only partially closing the door behind them. It was enough for Marianne to hear everything he said.

      “We haven’t been able to get her to talk. Those are the first words we’ve heard from her so far tonight. If Mr. Donahue hadn’t told us who she was when he brought her in, we wouldn’t know anything about her. She just moved here with her parents and two younger brothers about four months ago. We’ve been trying to reach her parents, but no one’s home.”

      “You called, right? Did you try sending someone over there?”

      “We did. Two uniforms on patrol said there’s no car in the driveway at her house and no answer at the door. Looks like no one is home. Just give the word, and we can have them enter and search the place.”

      The woman in red thought about that for a moment. “No, tell them to stay put. Chances are the family went out somewhere for Christmas Eve, maybe to a midnight service or something. I’ll talk to the girl and see what I can find out. Do you know where Mr. Donahue picked her up?”

      “Out on old Ingram Road.”

      The woman sighed deeply and muttered, “Oh, no. It can’t be – not after all these years.”

      “Seems like you already know something about this,” Officer Tanner said, but when the woman didn’t fill the void with any further explanation, he gave up. “I guess that’s why you’re the detective.”

      She didn’t acknowledge his attempt to prod her for information. Instead, she gave orders. “Follow up with the officers at the Carter’s residence and call Mr. Donahue. Ask him if he knows anything else that might help us, like where the Carters go to church or volunteer or whether they have any other family nearby. Anything that might help us locate them.

      “Should I contact someone from Social Services?” Officer Tanner asked.

      The older woman handed him a card. “Call her and see if she can come out tonight. If so, send a uniform to get her. And don’t go far. I might need you again.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Officer Tanner said.

      The door opened again but slowly this time, and the old gray-haired woman in the bright red coat forced a smile as she entered, an attempt no doubt to offer comfort and show compassion.

      “You must be Marianne Carter,” she said, slipping into the chair across the table from the visibly shaken girl. “I’m Detective Bishop. If it’s alright with you, I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      Marianne nodded but the thought of talking made her cry again. She had already cried so much that night that her eyes burned, and her lips felt chapped.

      Detective Bishop looked in the coffee cup Officer Tanner had left behind and frowned. “It’s cold and it stinks of stale, cheap coffee,” she said. “Let’s get some water, shall we?”

      She waved two fingers at the large mirror on the wall beside them – the looking glass that allowed people to watch them from the other side. Marianne had wondered if anyone might be watching, and her suspicions were confirmed when a young, plain-clothed detective with a badge on his belt walked into the room with two cups of water. He took the old coffee cup from Detective Bishop’s hand and disappeared behind the closed door again.

      “Drink this. It will help,” Detective Bishop told her.

      Marianne sipped slowly and tried to focus on what Detective Bishop was asking her rather than the loud gulping sound her sore throat was making. She wondered what the woman must think of all the dried blood.

      “Tell me, Marianne, what were you doing out on Ingram Road?” She skimmed the notes Officer Tanner had jotted down on a standard office yellow notepad. “That’s a little far from where you live, isn’t it? Across town, right?”

      Marianne nodded.

      “It gets pretty dark down that old road at night. There aren’t any streetlights out that way, not anymore, and all but one of the old houses have been torn down. I went out there years ago, on this very night as a matter of fact. I seem to recall not being able to get a signal on my cell phone. Of course, that may have changed now. Phones are newer and more cell towers allow for better service than they did twenty years ago.” She muttered an apology for straying off topic but then said, “Actually, let’s start with that. Do you have a cell phone?”

      Marianne nodded and struggled to find her voice. “Yes, but I lost it.”

      “Alright, we are getting somewhere now. Where did you lose your phone? Was it out on Ingram Road?”

      “I dropped it. I dropped it outside of his house when I tried to call the police.” Marianne’s bottom lip started to tremble, and she could feel the tears welling up inside again. She choked them back as hard as she could but eventually gave way to them as she buried her face in her hands.

      Detective Bishop leaned over and patted her arm. Then she opened the large black leather bag she had placed on the floor beside her chair and dug around until she found a package of travel tissues. She handed them all to Marianne. “You keep them, my dear. Keep the whole thing. I have more in here if we need them.”

      Marianne thanked her through muffled tears and tried to wipe her eyes and nose clean.

      “Now then,” Detective Bishop said, “tell me everything. Start from the beginning.”

      “I think David is dead. They all are. You need to send someone right away!” Marianne didn’t know why she hadn’t blurted that out earlier. What if David had still been alive when she left? What if he was dead now because she hadn’t been able to speak about what had happened? She would never be able to forgive herself.

      “Try to calm down. Don’t get yourself all worked up. Where would you like for me to send someone? To David’s house? Does this David live at the end of Ingram Road?”

      “Yes, he does. Yes. Please go now.” Marianne started to sob uncontrollably, dragging the wet tissue across her face with shaking hands.

      Detective Bishop waved at the mirror again. When the younger detective emerged this time, she whispered something to him at the door before closing it and sitting back down. “It’s going to be okay, love. We are going to take care of everything. Don’t you worry. What I want you to do is tell me what happened. This time, please start from the very beginning. When did you first meet David? Tell me about that. Do you go to school with him?”

      “Yes. We go to Kingston High School. We don’t have any classes together, but he waits for me after school and walks with me to my car or sometimes we just hang out.”

      “David sounds like a nice young man. Why don’t you tell me more about him? When was the first time the two of you met?”

      Marianne remembered it well.

      It was a Friday night in October. The library where she volunteered was empty, except for the elderly librarian Mrs. Dower who was sitting at the front desk going through the returns. Marianne was restocking books back in the reference room – an older section of the library that required softer lighting than the standard glaring florescent lights. She liked it best in this room. The solitude was pleasing and the low lights comforting, especially at night. She pushed her cart down the aisles and flicked the light switches off after each completed section.

      That is when she first saw David, standing in the dimly lit reference room, looking through an old book with a faded blue hardback cover.

      “You shouldn’t still be here,” she said to him. “We’re closed now.”

      “I thought I had a little more time,” he said, not looking up from his book.

      “Well, you don’t. We closed a few minutes ago. Didn’t you hear the announcement?”

      He shook his head and looked up at her, his dark eyes peering through long layers of blonde hair. “I haven’t seen you here before. Are you new?”

      “I started in September,” she tried not to sound too excited about speaking to someone her age – especially a cute guy. She was in her senior year of high school, but it was her first year in Virginia Beach. Her father had been transferred to Naval Air Station Oceana just before the school year started. She hadn’t wanted to leave Germany. She had liked it there, liked her friends on the base. She didn’t know anyone in this area and having to attend her last year of high school so far away from her friends seemed unusually cruel. Everyone already had all the friends they needed, and they were looking forward to enjoying every moment of their senior year with each other. She was just one of the students who always seemed to come and go through the revolving military door. Why even bother getting to know someone like her so late in the game?

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. He placed the book back on the shelf and walked closer to her. “You look really unhappy all of a sudden. Was it something I said?”

      She shrugged off her sadness and replied, “No, it’s nothing. I’m fine.”

      “I’m David, by the way.” He tucked his hands into his jean pockets and rocked back and forth a little on his sneakers.

      “I’m Marianne.”

      “Cool,” he said. “That’s a nice name.”

      “Thank you, I guess. Or thank my mom and dad. I didn’t really have anything to do with choosing it.”

      He laughed even though it wasn’t that funny, and she swore to herself to stop saying stupid, awkward things.

      “Do you go to Kingston?” she asked. Even though her mouth had gone dry making it difficult to speak, she wanted a chance to redeem herself.

      “Yeah, I’ve seen you around.”

      “Oh, yeah,” she said, not wanting to admit that she had never seen him before.

      “Well, I better get going since you’re closed and all,” he said. “But maybe I’ll see again soon.”

      “Yeah, next week maybe. In school.”

      “Cool,” he said again. He snapped up his flannel-lined blue coat, pulled the collar up around his neck and over his blonde hair, and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      That entire weekend was a blur. All she could think about was seeing him again. There was no way they had a class together because she would have remembered seeing him. He must have seen her in the halls or lunchroom. First thing Monday, she was going to make a point of looking for him in between classes.

      But on Monday, there was no sign of him anywhere. She even stayed a little late to see if could catch him leaving. She couldn’t figure out where he had seen her at school and started to worry that maybe he wasn’t a high school student after all, and she had given her name to some random creep. A feeling of foolishness crept over her, and she longed for her old friends.

      She finally gave up on seeing him and headed out the door.

      “Hey, there you are,” he said, running up behind her through the empty atrium. “I waited for you outside of your art class. Isn’t that your last class?”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t see you anywhere.” Of course, the halls were crowded, she remembered. “Is that where you’ve seen me before? Leaving art class?”

      “I saw you assembling dividers last week, the ones you guys will use for the fall art exhibit. Is anything of yours going to be in the show?”

      “Yes, I’ve been working on some acrylic paintings. Mrs. Lynn is going to choose one to display.”

      “I bet your work is really good.”

      Marianne’s face flushed hot and she laughed. “I don’t know. I guess it’s okay.”

      “The show’s in November, right?”

      “Yes, the week before Thanksgiving.”

      “Okay then. I guess we’ll find out then,” he grinned down at her and bumped her lightly with his elbow, his hands shoved into his coat pockets.

      “Where are your books?” she asked.

      “In my locker. I don’t need them. I have study hall for my last class, so I usually do my work then.”

      “Must be nice,” she said, adjusting the straps of her overstuffed bookbag.

      “Where are you going now?” he asked.

      “I’m going home. I don’t have hours at the library today, and I’m starving.”

      “Want me to walk you home?”

      “That’s nice, thank you, but I have a car.”

      “You have your own car? That’s very cool.”

      “I wouldn’t say it was ‘cool,’ but it gets me where I need to go. Usually.”

      “I’ll walk you to your car then,” he said, holding the door open for her, bowing and saying “my lady” as she walked through it.

      It made her smile, but she couldn’t resist saying, “You’re weird.”

      “I know. But I’m a good weird, right?”
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        * * *

      

      “Does David ever ride in the car with you?” Detective Bishop asked. “Does he ever go back to your house or take you to his house?”

      “Yes,” Marianne answered. Then she thought about the question a little harder. “Actually, he comes to my house sometimes. I’d never been to his house before tonight.” She could almost see her breath when she spoke and tried to blow some warmth beneath the blanket she had wrapped around her shoulders.

      “I’m sorry it’s so cold in here. The heat broke the other day, and we’ve not been able to get anyone in here to fix it. The holidays keep everyone busy. These portable heaters are the best we can do for now, I’m afraid.”

      “It’s okay,” Marianne said. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Would you like some gloves? I think I have an extra pair of those soft, stretchy ones in my bag.”

      “No, I shouldn’t. Not until I get cleaned up.” Marianne held out her hands so Detective Bishop could see the blood on them. “I didn’t do anything, I swear. I was just sitting right next to him when…” She couldn’t finish. She started to shake all over and not because she was cold. Her stomach churned.

      “Let’s go back to David again. Do your mom and dad like him?”

      “He’s never met them. My parents work, and my little brothers go to daycare after school. I can’t study and volunteer and watch them. My parents are hoping I get into a good college, so they want me to concentrate on that.”

      “I’m sure you are a smart girl with a bright future. So, your parents have never met David, but they don’t mind you having a boy in the house when they aren’t home. Is that right? Do they know about him?”

      Marianne felt a tinge of guilt, not that she’s ever done anything to feel guilty about. Her parents know about David, and she’s never lied to them - exactly. She just omits the truth. David sometimes comes over after school, but she has never told them that.

      “I see,” Detective Bishop said, nodding her head once. Your parents never knew he was in the house when they weren’t home. Well, I’m sure you aren’t the first teenager to pull that one off, my dear. Don’t look so ashamed. Tell me, what is he like to hang out with, as you said? What do the two of you do together?”

      Marianne’s eyes met hers and for a moment, no one said a word.

      “Let me rephrase that. Do you just go back to your house sometimes, or do you go to other places? Ever go to the movies or a restaurant?”

      “Yes, we do a lot together.” Marianne took a deep breath and wiped her eyes with a new tissue from the pack on the table. “He’s my only friend here.”

      She closed her eyes and tried not to think about the first time he had kissed her, but she couldn’t let it go. It had been an early release day, so they had the entire afternoon to be together. They went to a movie, grabbed something to eat on the way back to her house, and started listening to music in her room. She teased him about his retro band t-shirt, and he teased her for not knowing any of their amazing songs. He told her about his favorite one as she looked for it online. About halfway through, she declared how much she liked it, and he shouted with delight, “I knew it! I knew you were cool!” And then he pulled her close and kissed her.

      It was the best day of her life. Every day after that was a bonus day, and not only for her. He felt it too. She knew because he had told her one night after making out in her car that he loved her. He had said, “You’re the one. I know it. You are going to change everything.”

      Detective Bishop leaned on the table. “What do you think he meant by that?”

      Marianne didn’t realize she had said it aloud, but the entire story seemed to be pouring freely from her now. “I don’t know. Maybe that we were meant to be together and our lives would be changed forever.”

      Detective Bishop didn’t respond. She just sat there, thinking.

      “Does anyone know if he is okay yet? Has anyone gone to the house?”

      “What were you doing there tonight?” the Detective asked. “Did you go with David? Did you meet his family?”

      “David invited me. I met his mother and sister. I didn’t meet his father, but I saw him. I saw what he did.”

      “What did he do? What happened at the end of Ingram Road tonight, Marianne?”

      “David invited me for Christmas Eve. He said his mom was going to make dinner, and he wanted me to meet her and his younger sister. His mom and dad had been arguing a lot lately, so I had never been invited over before. He was embarrassed, I think. But he said things were getting better and his dad was traveling for work anyway, so I should come.”

      Her throat was dry and started to crack. Detective Bishop encouraged her to drink some more water.

      “My mom said it was okay. She was happy that I was adjusting well to having moved here. My dad wasn’t pleased that I wouldn’t be going with them to the midnight service, but he agreed with my mom.”

      “Okay, so that’s where your parents are now. What church?”

      “St. Matthew’s, over on Eden Way.”

      Detective Bishop nodded at the two-way mirror, and Marianne knew she was sending someone to fetch her parents.

      “What happened once you arrived at David’s house?”

      “Nothing really. I was surprised at how nice it is. It’s huge. He never dressed or acted like a rich kid, but his house is impressive. I met his mom first – Mrs. Parker. She was nice. She said that dinner would be ready soon, but until then, she had wrapping to do.”

      “Where was Mrs. Parker?”

      “She was sitting on the couch in their living room, watching television, and wrapping gifts. She told David to keep his sister out of there so she wouldn’t see anything she was getting for Christmas.”

      “And you met his little sister?”

      “Yeah,” Marianne couldn’t help but smile at the thought of her. “Jennifer. She’s really cute. She has this strange collection of old dolls in her room. They looked valuable or something, but she was on the floor playing with them when we went to see her. David asked her to listen to music with us so he could keep an eye on her like his mom asked, but she wasn’t interested.”

      “Is that what you did next? You listened to music in David’s room?”

      “He has this ridiculous record player – I mean, it is something out of the stone age, I swear. And there is an entire bookshelf filled with albums – record albums. I never pegged him as a hipster, but you don’t always know, I guess.” Marianne laughed a little before remembering the terrible thing that had happened – the reason why she was there.

      “I didn’t hear anything, but David suddenly got this terrified look on his face. He turned off the music, grabbed my hand, and told me to be quiet. We sat against the wall, hiding from the door on the other side of the bed. He said, ‘Whatever you do, don’t let go of me. When he comes, I want to stay with you.”

      Marianne took another sip of water, her hand shaking so badly she could barely get the cup to her lips.

      “And then what?” Detective Bishop asked.

      “It was quiet for a while, and I started to feel a little freaked out. I tried to tell David that I wanted to go home, but he hushed me and whispered, ‘If you leave, I’ll never see you again.”

      “How did that make you feel?” Another woman asked.

      Marianne hadn’t noticed her enter the room, but she was suddenly there, snuggly wrapped in a woolen shawl. Her large-rimmed glasses were as round as her face. The ID tag she wore long around her neck clanked against the table as she sat down. The lines across her forehead deepened when she asked, “Did you feel threatened?”

      “I don’t know,” Marianne replied cautiously.

      “This is Dr. Robbins. She’s here to help.” Detective Bishop didn’t specify what Dr. Robbins was helping with though, and Marianne wondered why a doctor was needed.

      “I’m not hurt,” she told them and looked at her hands. “It isn’t my blood.”

      “Let’s continue,” Detective Bishop said. “David didn’t want you to leave, so you stayed with him. What happened next?”

      “We heard a strange thumping sound followed by a low moan. After that, we heard someone coming up the stairs. David squeezed my hand so hard I almost screamed – and for a second, I thought I had. There was this piercing scream. But it wasn’t me. It was coming from down the hall. Jennifer. She was screaming, ‘Don’t hurt me, Daddy! Please don’t hurt me!” We heard another thump, and then everything went quiet again.”

      Marianne was shaking uncontrollably, and the tissues weren’t doing much to dry her tears. They just kept shredding and falling apart in her hands. It was everything she could do just to hold herself together enough to keep telling the story.

      “The door to David’s room opened. I’ve never been so scared in my life. I didn’t know what was happening. A man entered. He didn’t look angry or anything, but he had a bloody hammer in his hand.

      “David said, ‘Dad, please don’t do it. I’ll do anything you want. I’ll help make it better for you. Just don’t do it.’ I held his hand as tightly as I could, but when his dad raised the hammer over his head, David pulled away from me to shield himself.

      “And then blood was everywhere, and his dad just kept hitting him again and again. At first, I just sat there screaming and crying with my hands over my face. I was next. I knew it. I had to get out. I had to get out of there. I started crawling away. I crawled on my hands and knees until I reached the stairs. I could see Jennifer lying on the floor of her room. Oh my God. That poor little girl! That’s when I stood up and started running. His mother was still on the couch, but her face and head were covered with blood. I ran past her and out the door to my car, and that’s when I realized that my keys were still inside. I couldn’t go back. I just couldn’t. My purse was still upstairs, but my phone was in my pocket. I tried to call 911, but then I heard a gunshot from inside the house. I dropped my phone and couldn’t find it, so I just started running again. I don’t really remember what happened after that. I’m not even sure how I got here. They said Mr. Donahue picked me up, but I don’t remember.”

      The young detective peeked into the room again. “They are ready when you are,” he said to Detective Bishop.

      “Thank you,” she said to him and then said to Marianne, “We are going to take you back to David’s house where I’d like for you to walk us through this again.”

      “No, no, no. I can’t go back. Please don’t make me!” Marianne’s head dropped down and she sobbed.

      “I want you to trust me,” Detective Bishop said, helping her to her feet.

      “It will be alright,” Dr. Robbins assured Marianne. “It’s for the best, and we’ll be with you the entire time.”
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        * * *

      

      Marianne rode in Detective Bishop’s unmarked car. They followed the young detective’s car down Ingram Road, their bright headlights showing them the way through utter blackness. Even the snow seemed to lack reflection.

      Marianne felt sick again, so she cracked the window for some air and stuck her face into the bag Detective Bishop had given her to hold on the way there. It was blue and had Sick Sack written in white letters across the outside.

      Another police car was already there. Its flashing red lights illuminated the otherwise dark house.

      “It’s open,” one of the uniformed officers said to Detective Bishop.

      Dr. Robbins emerged from the young detective’s car and followed Marianne and Detective Bishop into the house. The young detective remained outside.

      Two officers walked through the house and flipped the light switches.

      “Really? The power is still on in this place?” Detective Bishop asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” one of the two officers answered.

      “Huh. That’s odd.” Detective Bishop surveyed the room before checking on Marianne. “Are you doing okay?”

      She didn’t answer, so Dr. Robbins tried prompting her with a soothing voice, “It’s alright, Marianne. Just tell us what you see.”

      Marianne didn’t understand what they wanted her to do or say. Maybe she was in a state of shock. She looked around the living room. It had been decorated in a vintage style, a theme his parents must have liked immensely. There was an absolute dedication to the design, not just in the green and orange furniture and gold shag carpet, but with the old cabinet television. Even their elaborately decorated Christmas Tree was a shimmering tower of multi-colored lights laden with long silver strands of tinsel that Marianne had only ever seen in old photographs at her grandmother’s house. Beneath the tree were brightly wrapped gifts lovingly topped with handmade bows. In contrast, rolls of yet unused holiday paper and yards of ribbon were strewn about the couch and floor, right where Mrs. Parker had been killed.

      Dr. Robbins and Detective Bishop followed Marianne through the house and listened intently as she told them where everyone had been and what she had witnessed. She pointed at the beautiful dolls in Jennifer’s room that she had told Detective Bishop about.

      “She was playing with them right over there, under the window,” she said. “And when I left, she was on the floor here near the door. She must have gotten past him and tried to run away.”

      At least the bodies weren’t there anymore, but the bloodstains were enough to upset her. She struggled to breathe as they neared David’s room.

      “He wasn’t alive when you found him, was he? That’s why you want me to walk you through what happened. Did you arrest Mr. Parker?”

      Detective Bishop and Dr. Robbins looked at each other.

      “I hope you get him,” Marianne said quietly as she slowly opened the door to David’s bedroom.

      His record collection lined the light wood bookshelf against the gray paneled wall. She hadn’t remembered seeing the paneling before, but it was obviously another touch of the unusual style found throughout the house. There was a pen resting on some pieces of paper on his desk under a lamp and a large map of the world framed in gold hanging over his bed.

      She walked around the bed and showed Detective Bishop where David had been bludgeoned by his father. There was blood splattered all over the wall and carpet. “This is where we were sitting when he was attacked.”

      She couldn’t control her breathing at all anymore. Blood rushed to her face and the room started to spin.

      “Marianne,” Dr. Robbins said, “I want you to breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth. Slowly. There you go. Now, tell me five things you see.”

      Marianne did her best to comply. “A stereo. Lamp. Albums. Blue curtains. My purse.” She pointed to the floor when she said the last item.

      Detective Bishop snapped a blue latex glove on and scooped it up.

      “Do you need to keep it for evidence?” Marianne asked.

      “No, you can have it back,” Detective Bishop said, holding the purse with her gloved hand while brushing it off with a tissue from her black bag. “I just wanted to clean it off for you first.”

      Marianne shot her a puzzled look. The purse looked fine.

      “Do you notice anything strange or different than when you were last here?” Dr. Robbins asked.

      Marianne surveyed the room again. “No, nothing.”

      “What about when you first came into the house earlier this evening with David, did anything about the house seem odd then?” Dr. Robbins persisted.

      “No, his mom was really nice.”

      “Not about his mother. About the house. Was there something odd about it?”

      “I mean, they obviously like a vintage look. It’s like stepping back in time.” Marianne reached out and touched a knob on David’s old stereo.

      Dr. Robbins said to Detective Bishop, “I don’t know if this is going to work. She may need more time.”

      “It has to work. She needs to know the truth now.” Detective Bishop opened her big black bag again and pulled out a book. She skimmed through it until she found what she was looking for. “Is this David?” she asked, showing Marianne a photograph on the page.

      “Yes, that’s him.”

      “This is David Parker’s senior photo. He took this photo in the fall of 1979.” She handed Marianne the book and pointed to the front cover. “This is the Kingston High School yearbook from that school year. David never got his copy. And do you know why? Because his father came home on December 24, 1979 and bludgeoned his family to death before lying down on his bed and shooting himself in the head.”

      Marianne felt dizzy. “That can’t be right. It’s not true. I was with David only hours ago. I saw what his father did to him. I was here. I was right here.”

      “You couldn’t have seen what happened, my dear, because it happened before you were born. And you couldn’t have been seeing him or spending romantic afternoons with him, because he’s been dead for forty years.”

      Marianne squeezed her eyes shut and tried to shake away the screaming from inside her head.

      “I’m sorry to be so blunt with you. But it is the truth. No one has lived in this house since 1979. Not a single soul.”

      Dr. Robbins chimed in softly, “Open your eyes and look around you. Not at what you expect to see, but what’s really in front of you.”

      Marianne’s heart thumped heavily in her chest and her head pounded. She opened her eyes slowly. Everywhere she turned, the radiant home she remembered faded into dirt and rot. Blues and golds dulled and tarnished, the gray paneled wall buckled, and the light covered bookshelf and stereo were buried in dust and grime. Whatever bloodstains had been there at one time were no longer visible.

      Detective Bishop and Dr. Robbins quietly escorted her back through the house, and it felt as though her knees would give out from under her. Cobwebs clung to the walls and hung from the light fixtures. The carpets were filthy. The dolls in Jennifer’s room were entombed in dust and bits of debris from the damaged ceiling. The Christmas Tree in the living room still stood, but its dried, dead branches had long given way to the heaviness of lights and ornaments. It showed no sign of its previous glory. Beneath it, unopened gifts were covered in brown pine needles and faded strands of tangled tinsel.

      On the green couch in front of a large stone fireplace, rolls of holiday paper and ribbon lay where they had fallen all those years ago. Their bright colors and designs muted forever.

      Detective Bishop turned to Dr. Robbins, “I was hoping we were done with all of this.”

      “It’s been a long time,” Dr. Robbins said, “but I guess he’s still not found peace.”

      Marianne suddenly felt as though they were all in on a secret that had caused her to have a nervous breakdown.

      The young detective from the station entered the house and handed Marianne’s phone over to Detective Bishop. He said, “We found this near her car. Also, Mr. Donahue is outside.”

      “No surprise there,” Detective Bishop said, letting out a frustrated sigh.

      “Should I try to speak with him tonight?” Dr. Robbins said.

      Detective Bishop shook her head and said, “No, it’s already been a long night. Let’s go home and make the most of what’s left of Christmas.”

      As they were walking out the door, Marianne heard someone say her name. She looked back, and David was standing in the dark living room, illuminated only by the headlights shining through the window. He mouthed something to her, but she couldn’t make it out.

      “What are you looking at, Marianne?” Dr. Robbins said, stepping back inside and scanning the empty room. “Do you see something?”

      “No, I don’t see anything. It’s just strange, that’s all.” She stepped out into the cold night; harsh winds blew ice and snow against her face. She was going to do her best to forget everything about this place – even David.

      Mr. Donahue wasn’t of the same mind. He had been frustrated with her inability to speak about what she had seen when he had picked her up on the road. He had been waiting outside since they had arrived at the house, determined to speak with her.

      “Do you remember now?” he asked Marianne as soon as he saw her. He had a wild, excited look in his eyes. “You saw her, didn’t you? You saw Elaine Parker. What I wouldn’t give to see her again, to have her come for me the way David came for you – the way he has come for others before you.”

      Detective Bishop motioned for one of the officers to escort Mr. Donahue away from them and asked the young detective to help Marianne into her car, and then she said to Dr. Robbins, “Thank you for coming out on such short notice. I’ll ask her parents to make an appointment with you after the holidays. Same recommendation as before.”

      “It’s my pleasure, as always. I can’t believe it took David twenty years to come back this time. Before that, he only waited seven years.”

      “I know, and the time before that was only five years. I was hoping he had given up. These poor girls. This might be my last time dealing with it though. I’m set to retire next year.”

      “I’m not far behind you,” Dr. Robbins said. “But I can’t imagine who can be trusted to take over if and when this happens again. Who is going to believe it?

      “I don’t know, but we can’t keep this up forever.” Detective Bishop said.

      Dr. Robbins took off her glasses and wiped them down. “I wish he’d give up. Every time it happens, I’m forced to commit Mr. Donahue to the ward. He can’t accept that she is gone, after all these years. Did you know he was still keeping the utilities running?”

      “No, I had hoped that he was doing better since the last time, but I had my suspicions when they said he was the one who had picked up Marianne. He must come down here every Christmas Eve hoping to see her.”

      “I wonder sometimes if Mrs. Parker knew just how much he loved her. From what I remember, he was their gardener, but there was no proof of a relationship.”

      “I don’t know if there was or there wasn’t something going on between them, but I was told they weren’t able to confirm that as a motive. It was just like the papers reported at the time; there were debts, and Mr. Parker couldn’t handle the stress. Money. It was all about money. Such a shame.”

      “It is a shame,” Dr. Robbins said, shaking her head. “Well, have the parents make an appointment with my secretary. Meanwhile, I’ll check with her physician and call in something to calm her nerves and help her sleep.” Then she walked up to the car where Marianne sat waiting to be taken home and spoke to her through the partially open window. “You are going to be alright. I am going to help you through this.”

      Marianne knew she meant it, but she couldn’t stop shaking and looking down at her hands - with no visible trace of blood on them.

      Detective Bishop settled into the driver’s seat beside her and tucked her plaid scarf into her red coat before buckling her seatbelt. “You have a Merry Christmas,” she said to Dr. Bishop, leaning slightly forward to see her at the passenger window. “And thank you again.”

      “Merry Christmas to you both,” Dr. Robbins said, and then called out as they drove off, “Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!”

      Marianne tried not to cry but wasn’t successful. She searched her pockets for the package of tissues and wiped her eyes. How could anyone have a good Christmas after what she had been through?

      Detective Bishop knew she was suffering and felt sorry for her. As she steered her car down old Ingram Road in the dark early hours of Christmas morning, she offered her some wisdom. “It may seem too much to bear right now, but the horror will diminish over time, and the waves of grief will rush over you less often - because regardless of the enormity of any tragedy, life goes on for the rest of us. Sometimes, we just have to let go so that we can keep going.”
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        A mysterious death in Briarwood County puts Deputy Maggie Dell on course for a close encounter of the gravest sort.
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      The two Henderson boys spotted Maggie Dell’s cruiser the moment she pulled into Oakmont Gardens and parked in front of the Garmin house. They were across the street a few doors down in their own backyard working on a pair of snowmen in the fresh layer of snow that had come down overnight, but they ran over to greet her even before she stepped from the car. Maggie knew the Hendersons from church, but only vaguely, and though she always remembered that Hank and Stevie were a year apart, she blanked on their precise ages. Was it twelve and thirteen? The last time she’d seen them had been on her doorstep at Halloween. Hank had been wearing a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle costume, while Stevie had worn Hank’s year-old Batman hand-me-down. Now just a month and a half later, Maggie could swear Hank had grown at least an inch. She didn’t bother to tell him so, and instead let the two pelt her for a few minutes with questions about her cruiser, her gun, and what she was doing in their neighborhood. She kept her answers cheerful but evasive, deflecting their attention to their snowmen and to what they thought Santa was going to bring them on Saturday, and they only had patience for a few rounds of questions before they ran back to their snowmen. Maggie checked her equipment, double checking to make sure she had her notebook ready. She was going to need it. Then, she headed up the front walk and rang the bell.

      Waiting at the door, Maggie checked her surroundings. Burgettsville, Kentucky was almost too small a town to have proper suburbs, but if such a thing existed, it would be right here in the Oakmont Gardens neighborhood. The tracts of houses that had been laid out here at the edge of the Little Horn River in the housing boom of the early-fifties had been built for comfort and quiet by a generation of ex-soldiers who had gotten all of the action they’d need for a lifetime in one big gulp, and for the most part, Oakmont remained comfortable and quiet thirty years later. Ranches and little two-stories rambled along the river road for a few square miles, with Oakmont Elementary sitting just outside the subdivision. Maggie could see the swings of the playground beyond the yard across the street few kids swung on the monkey bars beyond that. If suburban bliss could be ordered from a Sears catalog, this was how it would be pictured.

      But even Oakmont had its moments. Two mornings prior, a twenty-eight-year-old woman by the name of Lucinda Kindler had been found dead in her bed by her father. Now, three blocks down, Maggie’s boss, Sheriff Neal Graham, was conducting yet another interview with the father while his other two deputies, Henry Cale and Ronald Talbot, searched the area surrounding Ms. Kindler’s home. It was the third such search of the last two days, and given the lack of any evidence, it would probably be the last. Lucinda Kindler was one step from an unknown cause of death, and nobody in the Briarwood County Sheriff’s Department thought that was all right.

      Maggie, however, was working a different case. The past two nights, children in the area had reported seeing a stranger wandering the woods along the riverside. Maggie had spoken to two of the children already, and now she was meeting with one Sarah Garmin and her seven-year-old daughter, Holly. The first two children had told a story that was as outrageous as it was uniform, and it almost made Maggie wonder if they’d sat up to watch the same horror movie on the late show that weekend. By any rational measuring stick, their claims were almost unbelievable, but in her decade with the Sheriff’s Department, Maggie had found that the unbelievable hadn’t always proven itself impossible. Briarwood County had more than its fair share of strange cases, and when those cases came up, Neal had learned to leave Henry and Ronald out of the loop and go directly to Maggie. Between Neal and Maggie, they had an expression they used for these cases.

      They called it “working the graveyard shift.”

      After some shuffling from inside, the front door opened. Inside stood Sarah Garmin. She was a thirtyish woman with a streak of premature white in her hair so perfect it could be dyed, though Maggie doubted it was. Sarah greeted her with a formal handshake. “Deputy Dell,” she said.

      “Just Maggie, Sarah,” Maggie assured her. “Maggie’s just fine.”

      “It’s so good to see you,” Sarah said. Her tone was strangely consoling. For a moment, Maggie was perplexed. Then she remembered that Sarah had gone to school with Maggie’s husband Jerry. Though it had been seven years since Jerry had been killed by a drunk driver, even after all that time, Maggie still picked up a note of sympathy from some people in town. Maggie understood it, for the most part. She had grown up in Ohio and had moved to Jerry’s hometown when they were married. In small towns like Burgettsville, there was often at least a little suspicion that lurked under the hospitality, and to some folks, non-natives could really never become locals. Now here was Maggie, a thirty-three-year-old widow and a single mother raising her ten-year-old son alone. To top it off, she was a cop. Folks didn’t always know what to make of Maggie Dell, but they missed Jerry, they knew that, so even seven years later, politeness moved them to sympathy.

      Sarah led Maggie into the kitchen. She was in the middle of holiday baking, and even though the counters were a little cluttered, the place was otherwise neat, and a sense of order prevailed. Maggie noticed that under the current 1990 calendar a fresh 1991 version waited on the counter, ready to jump into service in just over a week. Sarah clearly ran a tight ship, which was part of the reason that Neal had been so adamant that Maggie check out Sarah’s claim.

      Though she’d been forthcoming on the phone with Neal, Sarah seemed hesitant to talk about the details of what had happened to her daughter. She started to explain the incident, but with each word, Sarah looked less and less sure of herself as the story became more and more unbelievable. Maggie listened politely for a moment, but once it was clear Sarah wasn’t going to be of much use, Maggie suggested that maybe she should just talk to Holly. Sarah acquiesced and led her down the hall to Holly’s bedroom.

      They found Holly sitting on the carpet next to her bed. She had a doll in each hand which she appeared to be at least trying to play with, but Maggie could tell from the furrow in the little girl’s brow that she wasn’t in much of a mood to play.

      “Hey, honey,” Sarah said, “this is Deputy Dell from the police department. She… uh, she came by to talk with you….” Sarah’s voice trailed off. She clearly didn’t know what to say.

      Maggie took over. “Hi, Holly,” she said, approaching the little girl slowly. She knelt down on one knee to get closer to Holly’s level, then offered her hand to see if Holly would take it in greeting. Some children liked a handshake. It put them on a more equal footing with an adult.

      Holly wasn’t one of those kids. For a moment, she withdrew slightly from the extended hand, but then, a look of recognition came over her, and her face brightened a little. “Hey, I know you,” she said. “You’re Andy’s mom.”

      Maggie hadn’t anticipated the connection. Her son, Andy, was ten, three years older than Holly, which might as well be a century at their age. Nevertheless, a connection served her well, so Maggie took it. “I certainly am.”

      “He rides my bus!” Holly enthused. “Andy’s funny.”

      “Oh, he’s a riot,” Maggie agreed.

      “He made up the song that the kids sing when we play kickball.”

      Maggie sat down cross-legged now. “Is that so? I didn’t know he was a little Mozart.”

      Holly paused for a moment in consideration, then started to sing. “When you’re sliding into first, and your pants begin to burst—”

      Sarah cut her off. “Holly! That’s not appropriate.”

      Holly’s eyes went wide in defiance. “Well, I didn’t make it up.”

      Maggie couldn’t help but chuckle. “Oh, gosh, Holly. That sounds like my Andy.” She turned to Sarah and smiled. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Garmin,” she said. “I’ll have to have a talk with Andy.” Then, Maggie leaned in closer toward Holly and spoke in the quiet tones of a confidante. “Holly, I’m sure you didn’t make that one up. Neither did Andy, sweetheart. I’m pretty sure he learned that one from his Uncle Pete this summer.”

      Holly seemed to ponder the whole thing momentarily, then she nodded sagely. “Boys can be kind of gross.”

      “Yeah. They usually get that from their uncles.” Maggie leaned back on her hands, trying to look relaxed. She wanted to put Holly at ease, so she did her best impression of Andy’s mom, hoping to play down the fact that she was a police officer questioning a little girl in her bedroom. “So, Holly,” Maggie began, “your mom called because she says you saw somebody kind of scary down at the playground last night.”

      The little girl nodded. “Real scary,” she concurred, then pursed her mouth tight again.

      “Well, I’m really glad you told your parents, sweetheart, so they could tell me. Now, your mom explained what you saw, and if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay, but it would really help me if you could tell me in your own words. The more we know, the more we can help… well, you, sweetheart. And maybe other people.”

      For a long moment, Holly stayed quiet, her mouth pinched into a dramatic frown, and Maggie had a feeling the girl had frozen up. But finally, Holly opened her mouth to speak. “Like the lady?” she asked.

      Maggie nodded. “Maybe, honey. So, was it a lady you saw?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can you tell me more?”

      Holly frowned pensively. “Well, I was playing at Anna Hodgson’s house last night. Mama called and told me to come home for dinner.”

      “There are streetlights,” Sarah added defensively. “It was just past sundown.”

      Maggie nodded just enough to appease Sarah. “Okay, Holly, so you came back through the playground, right?” The little girl nodded timidly. “Then what happened?

      “I was heading to the gate,” she said.

      “The gate on the corner of Oak and Main,” Sarah added. Again, Maggie just nodded, waiting for Holly.

      “When I got to the trees there, I started to hear someone. Someone crying.”

      “Crying?” Maggie asked. “Who was it, Holly? Could you see someone?”

      Holly stared hard at the floor, deep in thought. “Not at first. I could tell it was a lady crying. She sounded far off. Like out in the woods. Real far. But when I got to the gate, she was… she was right there.”

      ”The lady?”

      Holly nodded.

      “And this lady, Holly, did you recognize her? Was it a lady you knew?”

      “No.”

      “Can you describe her? Was she an older lady? Was she a white lady, or—”

      “Gray,” Holly said without a beat. She didn’t even have to think about it. “She was gray.”

      “Gray, huh?” Maggie paused for a moment. She didn’t want to put words in the girl’s mouth, but she needed more detail. “So, was she gray like an old lady has gray hair, or—”

      “No,” Holly said. Frustration rose in her voice. “She wasn’t white or black. She was gray. Her hair was gray, like an old lady’s hair, but she wasn’t an old lady.” There was a sound of disbelief in Holly’s voice, as though she could barely believe what she herself was saying. But once the details started, they came in a rush. “She was a grown-up, but she was young, like you. Like Mommy. I think she was a white lady, but she looked all gray, like… like in an old-time movie. Her clothes were gray. Her face was gray. And she saw me. She was looking down at first. She was too sad to look up, and she was crying, but when I came through the gate, she saw me. She looked right at me and her eyes—”

      Here, the young girl’s voice hitched. Maggie wasn’t sure she could continue.

      Finally, Holly spoke. “Her eyes weren’t there.”

      At this, Sarah gave a loud, dramatic sigh. “Honey, I told you, that couldn’t be.”

      Holly’s brow furrowed in exasperation, and for a moment, Maggie felt almost like she was looking into the future. Though this was a seven-year-old child sitting before her, the frustration on Holly’s face read as that of an adult. This was not a human being who was unclear about the details she was relating. Holly didn’t speak. Her lip quivered slightly. Maggie didn’t want to lose her to tears now. “You know what, Holly,” Maggie said matter-of-factly, “I’ve seen a lot of black-and-white movies, too. I think I know what you mean. You go ahead and tell me the way you saw it. In your words.”

      Her lip still quivering, Holly nodded. “She looked at me,” Holly repeated. “I know she saw me. She started coming at me. Slow.” Holly winced at the memory. “Real slow, Mrs. Dell. Like… her feet weren’t even moving. She was just coming. Then… then she started talking.”

      “What did she say, honey?” Maggie asked. She didn’t need to. The gray woman had been described to Maggie twice already by other children. She always said the same thing.

      Again, Maggie saw the glimpse of something older than a seven-year-old in Holly’s face. “My baby,” Holly said flatly. “She said it over and over. My baby.”

      Sarah spoke up, “Deputy, I already told you all this.”

      “I know, Mrs. Garmin,” Maggie replied firmly, “but it helps to hear it from Holly.” She turned her attention back to the girl. “So, Holly, that’s all she said?” Holly nodded. “What then, honey?”

      “I ran away.” Holly held up a finger, pointed it at the window. “Back to Anna’s house.”

      “That’s a good girl,” Maggie said. “You know to stay away from strangers.” Holly nodded dully at the affirmation, but Maggie was fairly certain the young girl wasn’t hearing her. Holly’s attention had followed her gaze out the window, and though there was nothing to be seen but the edges of some overgrown shrubbery and her empty front yard, Maggie had the impression that she was staring into her memory. This was not a child who had any doubts about what she had seen. She could see it still: a weeping woman with no eyes coming at her. Maggie reached out, took Holly’s hand softly. “Was there anything else?”

      Holly just shook her head, keeping her gaze locked on the window.

      Sarah spoke up. “Everything after that is just like we told you, Deputy. Abbie Hodgson called me up, told me what happened. I went by and picked her up, brought her home.” Sarah shrugged. “Frank worked late last night, so he wasn’t home until past nine, but when he got back, he told me how Jack Dunnie’s boy saw the same woman. Frank was all het up. I had to stop him from stomping over to the playground with a baseball bat looking for her.”

      “Oh, I think you had the right idea, Sarah,” Maggie replied evenly. “We’d rather you all give us a call than do anything, you know, rash.”

      “I know,” Sarah said with a sigh. “Rash comes natural to Frank sometimes.”

      “Well, boys, right?” Maggie said. She squeezed Holly’s hand lightly, drew her gaze back from the window. “You never know what kind of song and dance those boys are going to cook up, do you?” Holly cracked a tiny, grateful smile. “So, after Mommy brought you home, was there anything else, sweetheart?”

      “No,” Holly replied. “I saw the gray lady in the playground. That was all.”

      Maggie nodded thoughtfully. “You guys had dinner.” Holly nodded. “Your mom says you had a hard time eating, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Nervous stomach. I get those, too. Know what helps me sometimes?”

      “What?”

      “Double dessert,” Maggie said with a smile. “I don’t know how you guys do it around here, but it sounds to me like you earned it tonight.”

      A bright smile broke across the little girl’s face. “Yeah!”

      Sarah laughed. “Oh, boy, Deputy Dell,” she said. “Aren’t you just full of good ideas today?”

      Maggie gave Holly’s hand another squeeze, then let it go. “You did a really good job, honey, and you were very brave to tell me all that. Is there anything else on your mind?” Holly shook her head. “Okay, then,” Maggie said. She pushed herself up from the ground. “Thank you for talking with me, Holly. I’m going to go now, but I’ll see you when school gets back in… oh! But that’s not before you-know-who comes by, is it?”

      “Who?” Holly asked, a puzzled look on her face. If she had even a thought of her encounter from the night before left in her head, she wasn’t showing it. Man, Maggie thought, to shake fear off like a kid again.

      “Oh,” Maggie said, “I think you know.” She pointed to the ceiling.

      Holly’s face brightened entirely. “Santa!”

      “You ready for him?”

      “Yeah!”

      Maggie tousled Holly’s hair. “Three more days, right?” She tapped the radio on her belt. “The sheriff has us on reindeer patrol starting tonight. If you have any sightings to report, have your momma contact me, okay?”

      With that, Maggie started to the door, Sarah following behind her. As she was about to step into the hall, Holly spoke up again. “Mrs. Dell?”

      Maggie stopped and turned. For an instant, the word rang in her ears. Missus. Even after seven years, it hit her in the gut. “Yes, Holly?” Maggie replied brightly.

      Holly’s voice was slow and ponderous, as if she were measuring every word. “The lady,” Holly said slowly, “is she going to be okay?”

      For too long a moment, Maggie didn’t have a reply. “Well,” she said finally, “I’m going to do everything I can to make sure of it, honey, that’s for sure.”

      Holly thought that over. “Mrs. Dell, if you can, you should help her find her baby.”

      Maggie opened her mouth, but no reasonable reply presented itself. As she looked at Holly, Maggie again had the strange sensation of seeing through time to some adult version of her. When Maggie finally spoke, she found herself speaking not to a child, but to that adult. “I sure am going to try, honey.”

      

      After the Garmin call, Maggie headed to Sally’s Pancakes for a meeting with Neal Graham. Sally’s was a battered old diner off Route 16. The place had been opened after WWII by Sally Allman and her husband, Leroy, an ex-Navy man. For a decade or so, Sally’s had been the premier breakfast joint in Burgettsville. The years had not been kind to the establishment, however, and though Sally’s daughter Estelle ran the place, it was a shadow of its former self, and business was always thin.

      However, Sally’s still served a good cup of coffee, and there was precious little more important than that to Sheriff Neal Graham. When Maggie walked in, the only customers other than Neal were Ike Armstrong and Benji Jamison. The pair sat at the counter nursing cups of coffee and shouting back and forth at each other. A stranger would think they were arguing, but Maggie knew Ike and Benji had been best friends for fifty years, and that they were just too deaf to hear each other and too stubborn to get hearing aids. Estelle stood before the two old men, refreshing their cups of coffee and shouting along with them. The bell ringing over the door as Maggie entered drew Estelle’s attention. “Deputy,” she called out, her voice still pitched at a level for Ike and Benji to hear, “the sheriff’s waiting for you!” She gestured to the only other occupied seat—a booth in the far corner of the room from which Neal could keep an eye on things. Maggie nodded, gave Estelle a silent thumbs-up. The gesture made its intended impression, because Estelle turned her voice down a few notches when she asked, “Need a menu?”

      Maggie shook her head. “Just coffee.”

      Estelle nodded, then went for a cup.

      After taking the seat across from Neal and sharing a pleasantry or two as Estelle poured her coffee, Maggie sat in silence for a few moments while Neal finished his work. He was on one of the pages of a notebook that Maggie was certain would be almost completely filled on each page with his fastidious script. Neal was fifty-seven, and his script was a throwback to a generation drilled on penmanship. Neal always took abundant notes, even on cases he didn’t find that interesting.

      Lucinda Kindler’s was no such case.

      When he finished, he dropped his ballpoint and took a sip of coffee. “Maggie,” he said, nodding in greeting.

      Maggie gestured at his notes. “So, what’s the word?”

      Neal laughed as he fished around in his shirt pocket, plucked out a pack of cigarettes and a scuffed Zippo lighter with a Marine Corps logo. “Small talk be damned, eh?” he said with a grin. “Well,” Neal said, “Ronald, Henry and I went by Jake Harriman’s again this morning. They did another search of the surrounding area while I interviewed Jake to see if he might have anything else for us to go on.”

      “How’s Jake holding up?”

      Neal shook his head. “By the skin of his teeth. Hell, Maggie, I’ve been knowing Jake a long time now. He grew up down the block from me. You know, I was twelve when he and the other young guys came back from the war. Some of those guys up and married pretty soon, started families, but that first summer after they got back, there was a bunch of young vets who hung out at this place called City Billiards that used to be on First, just down the block from First Street Baptist. They’d sit out in the parking lot drinking beers and bullshitting until all hours.” Neal laughed quietly. “Bunch of eighteen, nineteen-year-olds tried that these days, we’d have the whole town calling us to roust them in a heartbeat, but those guys—nobody said boo about those guys.”

      Maggie smiled. “Well, you smash fascism, you get a beer, that’s what I always say.”

      Neal chuckled. “My buddies and I would ride our bikes around downtown, just circling in the church parking lot, popping wheelies up and down the block and wishing we could get close enough to Jake and his boys to get a little of their shine on us. Those days, kids weren’t talking about things being ‘cool’ yet, but Jake Harriman and the other pool hall boys? They had cool to spare.”

      Neal took a drag on his cigarette, sighed contemplatively. “Jake stayed single into his twenties. Long time back in those days. It wasn’t until he was 25 or 26 that he and Christine Barker paired off. They were already behind the pack as far as having kids go, and from what I heard, they had a hell of a time. Don’t know the details—hell, ain’t no business of mine. All I know is that Lucinda was a surprise baby. Came along when they were thirty-five, thirty-six, something like that, and had all but given up hope of a family.” Neal paused in thought. “Jake, he was so damned proud of his baby girl. By the time she was in school, Jake was in his forties. He’d been bald for a decade, and by then, whatever was left had gone gray. Hell, strangers all assumed it was Lucy’s grandfather coming in for her parent-teacher conferences. If I recall, Lucy’s high school boyfriend was the grandson of Pat Dorsett, who had fought his way through Anzio right along with Jake.”

      Neal took a sip of coffee. “Maggie, all those years, Jake was the old guy among all the young dads, but he never looked like an old man to me, not even when the cancer took Christine ten years back, when her daughter wasn’t even out of high school. Jake just kept on, put everything he had into trying to keep Lucy on track.” Neal frowned darkly. “I still remember the first time she got picked up for a DUI. One of my deputies brought her in one Saturday night. She was just out of high school, and I knew she’d been running with some rough kids, but I wasn’t expecting that. I called Jake myself, waited to talk with him. Lord, Maggie, the embarrassment on his face. The disappointment! But even then, Maggie, I swear, I could still see the young guy he’d been out in front of City Billiards, the young soldier who had whooped the Axis, and when he told her it would be all right, even I believed it. If anybody could make it right, it was Jake Harriman, right?”

      Maggie sipped her coffee, let Neal sit in silence for a moment. Across the restaurant, Ike and Benji were still giving each other the business, and Estelle laughed along with them. Your average day at Sally’s. Meanwhile, Neal had drifted miles away and years into the past. “I’m sorry, Neal,” Maggie said. “Doesn’t change anything, but I’m sorry.”

      Neal’s gaze came back from wherever it had been, and he nodded. “Yeah. It’s not my tragedy, Maggie. It’s Jake’s. I just… you know, I never liked that damn Shawn Kindler, Maggie. Can’t even really say why—just a gut thing, right from the get-go. I mean, he’s a nurse out at Coalton General, and everybody he works with has good enough things to say about him. But there’s something about him I didn’t trust. Didn’t trust him when they got married. Didn’t trust him when they had Allie. Didn’t trust him when Lucy put him out of the house, and I damn sure don’t trust him knowing what I know now.”

      Maggie nodded, sipped her coffee and kept quiet. She didn’t know Shawn Kindler, but over the years, Maggie had learned to trust Neal’s gut instincts. If something smelled rotten to Neal, Maggie paid attention. “So, you’ve run it by Dr. Caldwell. What does she think?”

      Briarwood County was lucky. Though Kentucky coroners weren’t required to have medical degrees, Briarwood County had Dr. Alice Caldwell, a retired surgeon with twenty-odd years of experience at one of the big hospitals in Louisville. She’d grown up in Burgettsville, and after putting in her time in the city, she decided to come back home to be closer to family. To your average sixty-something doctor, performing autopsies probably wouldn’t sound like a relaxing retirement job, but Alice Caldwell wasn’t your average doctor.

      “Doc Caldwell’s stumped, Maggie. She performed the autopsy herself. Even pulled some strings with the State Police to get some egghead from Frankfort in to assist. They ran tox screens. Checked Lucy from head to toe. Nothing.” Neal shrugged. “Doc Caldwell is as confused as anybody else. Women Lucy’s age don’t just fold up and die.”

      Maggie nodded thoughtfully. “What about...well, even her dad admitted she’d had a problem with booze and pills.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Neal conceded. “Doc Caldwell said Lucy’s liver wasn’t in perfect shape. ‘A little worse for wear,’ that’s how she put it. But it wasn’t enough to explain her keeling over. Doc Caldwell said she’d seen some livers that had killed their owners. Said they look, and I quote, ‘like someone’s been using them for first base.’”

      Maggie chuckled darkly. “Sounds like the good doctor.”

      “Anyway, the doc was holding out on cause of death until this morning.” Neal sighed. “We met with Alec Hennyson from the county attorney’s office this morning, and he says they’re calling it, for now anyway. Hunches won’t do for a cause of death, and we got nothing concrete. Lucy’s cause of death will be unknown.”

      “What about Allie?”

      Neal’s expression darkened. “For today, she stays at the house with Jake. They’ve got a caseworker from the Cabinet of Health and Family Services running the show. Jessica Stansfield. It sounds to me like she’s gonna have Allie with her dad by Christmas.” Neal shook his head in disgust. “You met Joe Desilva? The family law guy?”

      “Once or twice.”

      “Joe was working on Lucy’s case for the divorce. Yesterday, I set up a lunch at the Elm Street Grill with Joe and the CHFS case worker, and we made the pitch for keeping the kid away from that bastard Kindler. According to what Lucy told Joe, Kindler’s got a bit of a temper on him. Once or twice he sorted things out with his hands instead of his words. Son of a bitch.”

      “Dammit,” Maggie replied. “With Lucy, or Allie?”

      “That’s the thing, Maggie,” Neal said. “Even in the worst of Lucy’s claims, she never said anything about Kindler being rough with Allie. Never raised a finger to the child as far as we know. I find myself wondering if Lucy might have reported him if she’d realized he was a danger to someone other than just her. Some people can bear a lot when they think they’re the only ones in danger, but if he’d put a hand on Allie... well, it’s neither here nor there, is it?”

      Neal shrugged. “We got no formal complaints about the S.O.B., and so Jessica Stansfield from the Health and Family Services sees no cause for concern.” Neal slapped the table lightly. “Kindler’s alibi for Saturday night checks out. He was covering a shift for a friend in the ER at Coalton General. Interviewed his supervisor, and she looked at me like I was the village idiot when I asked if she was sure he was there. ‘Nurses don’t walk away from my ER, Sheriff.’” Neal shook his head. “Whatever. Meanwhile, our search today turned up goose eggs, just like yesterday and the day before. I mean, we found a bunch of Kindler’s fingerprints, but considering the fact that Lucy only kicked him out two weeks ago, that’s to be expected. In short, the sum total of what we’ve found amounts to precisely jack and squat.”

      Maggie mulled over what she’d been told. None of it came as any surprise. She knew Neal had been hoping to slow things down with CHFS, but none of the interactions they’d had over the years with social services led her to believe that it would go down that way. Maggie knew as well as Neal that Health and Family Services was overrun by every sad family tale in the state, and in terms of evidence, they damn sure didn’t have much to go on. Maggie sighed. “I’m sorry, Neal. I know you were hoping this would break another way.”

      Neal ground his cigarette out in the tray before him. “If wishes were horses, eh?” Neal shrugged. “What about you? What did you get out of the Garmins?”

      Maggie had known this was coming. She pulled the notepad out of her pocket. “Well, I got from them exactly what I got from the Dunnies this morning, and the Corrigans yesterday.”

      Neal nodded. “Walk me through it.”

      So, she did. She’d been putting the similarities together. She told Neal about how each of the kids had been walking somewhere along the river road last night and the night before. Each had heard crying from the trees along the creek, and upon investigating, each had seen the weeping woman. Their descriptions had been nearly identical. Jason Dunnie had told Maggie that the woman’s eyes were “all black,” but the other two had used the same phrase: Her eyes weren’t there.

      Neal chewed his lip as he took in those details. “Her eyes weren’t there,” he repeated dully.

      “Yeah,” Maggie replied. “Sound like someone you know?”

      Neal shook his head. “She’d stand out in a line-up, wouldn’t she?”

      Maggie finished running through her notes, gave Neal a moment to think it over. “Okay,” he said finally, “what’s your takeaway?”

      A spontaneous sigh escaped Maggie. “Well, I got three kids claiming to have seen the same impossible sight.” Maggie lowered her voice self-consciously. “A boogeyman, basically. Neal, we got us a boogeyman in Briarwood County.”

      Neal nodded, expressionless. “I surely hope you’re taking it more seriously than that.”

      Maggie paused to think it over. “You know I am, Neal. Come on, though. Isn’t this just the assignment that every law enforcement officer dreams of pulling?” Maggie took a sip of coffee. “Think about it. The rest of your colleagues are out looking for physical evidence of a possible homicide.” Maggie leaned a little closer, speaking just above a whisper. “Meanwhile, the boss wants you to go looking for a ghost.”

      Neal considered her coldly, and for a moment, Maggie wondered if she’d put her foot in it. Neal was an even-tempered boss, but his sense of humor sometimes fell a little short when it came to errands of the sort on which he had sent Maggie that day. Finally, Neal sighed. “Look, I know, Maggie,” he said. “This isn’t the kind of thing that anybody thinks they’re signing on for. Hell. I know I didn’t. When I came on under Travis Wright, I figured with after ten years working vice in Chicago, the job here would be a cakewalk.”

      Maggie nodded. “And most of it is.”

      “Yes,” Neal concurred. “Yes, it is. Hell, you followed a spouse here like I did, Maggie. Columbus ain’t as big a city as Chicago, but come on. I know you figured it would be, what, working parades on Main Street every day.”

      Maggie laughed. “Maybe noise complaints from too much laughter in the park.”

      Neal grinned. “Exactly. Not this other stuff.” Neal tapped his cigarette in the ashtray. “Not the graveyard shift.”

      Maggie paused thoughtfully. “Yeah, well, that’s life in the little city, I guess.”

      Neal nodded, “Some of this stuff, Maggie, it just doesn’t fit in the paperwork. It can’t show up in the blotter.”

      “I know that, Neal.”

      “And if I could count on Henry or Ronnie to check on some of this… this off-the-record stuff, then maybe we could spread it around a little. But Henry’s about as by-the-books as you can get and Ronnie… heck, Maggie, you know how that is. Ronnie and I have made busts of every kind. We’ve taken fire together. Hell, he once single-handedly broke up a fight between a bunch of bikers out at Jackson’s Pond. Ronnie’s a bull. But this other business?” Neal whistled softly between his teeth. “I took him out on a few of these calls when he was a rookie, and now the poor son of a bitch sleeps with his Bible and crucifix next to his bed. I’d put Ronnie up against just about any number of thugs, but this… this is the graveyard shift.” Neal smiled humorlessly. “I can’t count on them, Maggie. I count on you.”

      “And I know that, too.”

      “So,” Neal said, “with all the intel you have in hand, deputy, what’s your takeaway on the boogeyman?”

      Maggie stroked her chin thoughtfully. “I think we got an apparition on our hands, boss,” she said. “I think these kids saw a ghost.”

      Neal pondered that for a long moment. “What about an identity, Maggie?”

      The question left Maggie feeling suddenly cold. “Identity?” she asked. “I don’t know, Sheriff. You know many eyeless gray women?”

      Neal sighed. “You know what I mean, Maggie. You’ve talked to those kids. You met Lucinda.” Neal paused now, seemingly at a loss. “Could it be her, Maggie?”

      Maggie nodded. “Honestly? That makes as much sense as anything else.”

      Neal fell silent, and for a few moments, Maggie just took in the sounds of the restaurant. Across the way, Ike and Benji joked with Estelle, and the bell rang as another couple came in from the cold. In that moment, Maggie could almost bring herself to believe that Burgettsville was just a simple small town the likes of which she had imagined she would find when she followed her husband here a decade ago.

      Then Neal pushed a manila folder across the table to her. It had no exterior markings, but Maggie knew what it was. “Here,” Neal said. “It’s a dossier I’ve put together over the years. It’s broken up into categories.” Neal took a nonchalant sip of coffee. “Poltergeists. Residual phantasms. Elementals. Et cetera.” He tapped the folder with a forefinger. “Some stuff in there about ‘revenants’ that I think you might find useful.”

      Maggie opened her mouth to respond, but she was honestly at a loss for words, so she just took the manila folder, looked it over briefly, then stood to leave. There was still one question nagging at the back of her mind. “Neal,” she said, “why do think it’s this way in Briarwood County?”

      Neal took a wad of bills from his wallet, counted them off and left them on the table. “Why’s it this way?” he asked. “Been wondering that myself a long damned time, Maggie.” He pulled on his coat and hat. “A wise woman I once knew might have gotten closer than anybody else.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Maggie asked.

      “Yup,” Neal replied. “Way she put it, it’s just life in the little city.”

      With that, the two departed.

      

      The sun had gone down by the time Maggie arrived at her sister-in-law Judy’s house to pick up Andy. Judy was Jerry’s younger sister. She and her husband, Pete, had a ten and a twelve-year-old, Jack and Dougie. Andy had spent so much time with his cousins that they were basically siblings. They had spent that afternoon in the throes of some sort of disagreement or another that seemed to have been mostly smoothed over by the time Maggie arrived. Before Maggie could get Andy out the door, Judy insisted that she’d made more than enough stroganoff for the family, and she insisted Maggie and Andy stay. Maggie knew better than to try to fight her. The Dells were a stubborn clan, and Maggie sometimes sensed that her sister-in-law’s hospitality was her ongoing tribute to her older brother.

      After dinner, Maggie and Andy headed back home. Maggie lived in the same little ranch she and Jerry had bought when they first moved from Ohio. Maggie sometimes thought back on their realtor, a middle-aged woman with a prom queen’s perm and flashy gold bracelets who had enthused about the two baths, three bedrooms, and a fireplace, saying it was “just a darling little starter home.” Twelve years later, Maggie was pretty sure it would be her finisher home as well, but the neighborhood was nice, and it was enough for her and Andy.

      That evening, Maggie made popcorn and let Andy stay up until 10:00 for a Christmas movie. Andy was an independent kid. He’d decided when he was five that he was too old to cuddle anymore, but with popcorn in play, he’d still share a couch with his mom for a movie. After the film wrapped up, Andy kissed Maggie and went to bed. As she watched her son disappear down the hall toward his room, Maggie’s mind went back to the work ahead of her, to the thought of Lucinda Kindler out in the trees beside Little Horn River, and to only two words she had left to say.

      My baby.

      Maggie fetched her dossier.

      She worked at the kitchen table, as she often did when Neal sent her home with files of this sort. There was something comforting about the bright light that bounced off the chrome of the oven and the well-waxed linoleum, a reassuring domesticity. When she spread dossiers with labels such as “Possible Possessions” and “Spiritual Manifestations (Corporeal)” across her kitchen table, she could balance the unbelievable with the routine. A malicious apparition haunting the Red Rock Quarry in the summer of ‘75? Of course. Let’s pair it with those leftover lemon bars from the office Christmas party. If the graveyard shift had taught Maggie anything, it was that the unthinkable always went down a little easier with a chaser of mundanity.

      The dossier was packed. Here were the notes on the Red Rock Quarry haunting. Here were Polaroids of an accident scene with strange orbs floating in the background. Here were photos showing inexplicable lights glowing over that church camp out in Bracken’s Hollow. Maggie thought of images she’d seen in books about the paranormal. Ghosts. UFOs. As a kid, she’d eaten that stuff up, but there was always a sort of unreality to those illustrations. Here she held a Polaroid taken by an actual police officer of what might be a ghost. The thought made her turn away for a moment to meditate on Andy’s last spelling test hanging from the refrigerator with notes from his teacher made in a bright purple marker. “A+! Much improved!”

      As midnight approached, Maggie felt her focus slipping and her eyelids drooping, and she was no closer to understanding the weeping woman than she had been when Andy went to bed. She was in the midst of slogging through an academic article Neal had found in some kind of magazine about parapsychology and was all but ready to hang it up for the night when she came across a passage that had been marked with a highlighter. “Though Rexler’s findings vis-à-vis persistent ghostly visitations suggest a randomness to most of such activities, multiple reports of object-orientation among such apparitions suggests that the entities might view the objects of their fancy with an overpowering fascination. Indeed, some entities have been known to express a drive toward certain objects so strong that even Rexler himself has referred to them as ‘talismans.’”

      Maggie was tired, and the jargony prose threw her enough that she had to read it twice, but she was fairly certain she hadn’t been the only one who had to think it over, as Neal had left a note in the margins. “Talismans,” Neal had written. “Objects believed to possess magical properties.” Under that line was a blank space that gave Neal’s note a sort of pause as though his thought process needed to present itself on the page. Under that pause, his script continued in the same flawless handwriting as ever: “If they have returned, what are they looking for?”

      The thought clicked clearly in her mind, rising out of the academic prose as plain as a picture taken on a clear and sunny day. “What are they looking for?” Maggie asked herself aloud. The thought gripped her strongly enough that she rose from the table and walked over to the kitchen door. She peered out at the snowy midnight street and into the darkness beyond. The river road was only a few miles off, and the tree line out beyond her street could easily be the trees where Holly and the other kids had seen the weeping woman. “My baby,” Maggie whispered. The refrigerator hummed consolingly, but still Maggie shivered at the thought of Lucinda out in that cold. “My baby,” she said again.

      What could be clearer? She wanted her baby. Maggie stared into the dark and thought that over. Lucinda couldn’t have Allie. That went without saying. But might she have a talisman?

      Maggie stared into the dark just a little longer. Then she gathered up the papers scattered across the kitchen table, loaded them back into the manila folder and headed off to bed.

      She had her work cut out for her.

      

      In the morning, Maggie dropped Andy off at Judy’s. Maggie was planning for a late night, so Andy was staying overnight with his cousins. All three boys were excited that they’d be going to a matinee showing of some hot new movie that was apparently about a young boy abandoned by his family at Christmas who has to defend their home from burglars with makeshift traps and weapons. “It’s a lot cuter than it sounds,” Judy assured her.

      Then Maggie headed into work. Ronald was off for the holiday, so with only Maggie and Henry to brief, Neal kept the morning meeting in his office short. He seemed to notice that Maggie had come in with his dossier under one arm, so as he divvied up the assignments for the day, Neal shoveled more of them toward Henry than her. If Henry noticed, he didn’t show it, just took his assignments and left. When he was gone, Maggie put the dossier on Neal’s desk, flipped it open and pointed out the article that she had found the night before.

      “Talismans,” she said.

      “Talis-whats?”

      Maggie smiled. “It’s your highlight, boss. You tell me.”

      Neal looked the passage over. “Oh, yeah. I remember this. This goes back to when I was working under Travis Wright. We had a case in the public library. An apparition.”

      Maggie furrowed her brow. She didn’t like the sound of that at all. “The library’s haunted?”

      “Not anymore.” Neal replied with a shrug. “Was, though. Some kind of poltergeist that had a habit of pilfering all sorts of objects. Little items from the employees’ desks. A few customers lost some stuff, too.”

      “Oh, great,” Maggie said, “it’s the ghost of the lost and found.”

      Neal shook his head. “So glad to have such professional help.”

      “Hey,” Maggie replied, “I read the dossier. Give me some credit.”

      “So, what do you think?”

      Maggie paused for a moment, searching for the right words. “Well, from what I read, it sounds like some of these… we’ll call them entities—”

      “I call them ghosts,” Neal said, “but you use whatever double-speak suits you.”

      “Some of these ghosts,” Maggie said, “are looking for something. Something they left behind.”

      Neal thought it over. “Okay. I think I see what you mean.” Neal took a deep breath, then sighed. “Allie.”

      “Yeah,” Maggie said.

      Neal stared blankly at his desk for a long moment. “Dammit, Maggie,” he said finally. “She can’t have Allie.”

      “No,” Maggie agreed. “She sure can’t. But maybe we can give her a talisman.”

      “Okay,” Neal replied. “You have something in mind?”

      Maggie nodded thoughtfully. “I think I do.”

      

      It was just past noon when Maggie stopped by the little ranch house on Dressler Court that until three days ago had been Lucinda Kindler’s home. Neal had called ahead to let Jack know she was coming. A little blue Honda Civic sat in the driveway. This was Lucinda’s car. All the snow that had fallen in the last three days remained piled high on its roof and hood. Jake Harriman’s battered old blue Chevy pick-up was parallel parked out front. Gray slush and ice coated the rim of the wheel-wells. Jake had been running errands over the last few days. Though Jake hadn’t been responsible for a four-year-old since his only daughter had been that age, Neal claimed that he was taking to his responsibility as Allie’s caretaker with as much aplomb as one could imagine a man who had just lost his only child could possibly muster. Maggie spotted him peering out from behind the living room blinds the moment she pulled her cruiser in behind his truck. Jake was clearly on high alert.

      He greeted her at the front door with a finger held up for quiet. “Deputy,” he said, his voice just above a whisper. “Please come on in. Allie’s taking a nap, but we can talk in the living room.” He waved her in, and Maggie entered quietly.

      Inside, the foyer was dimly lit, but Jake had the overheads and a lamp switched on in the living room. The place was neatly enough appointed, with a matching couch and loveseat that looked newish, but a recliner and a coffee table that betrayed some years of rugged use. The decor gave the feeling that someone had given a half-hearted try, and indeed, if Maggie understood the arc of Lucinda’s life, it made perfect sense. She had spent her early twenties partying, racking up bad decisions and worse habits. At some point, she had gotten clean, or mostly clean, though she had taken more than one swing through rehab before it would stick. Though Lucinda had finally managed to get herself on the straight and narrow, her home still managed to put off a sense of disarray.

      Jake motioned to the couch. “Please,” he said, “have a seat, deputy. Neal said you’d be by. Could I get you something? Coffee? Tea?”

      Maggie took a seat. “No, thank you, Mr. Harriman, I—”

      “Jake,” he replied quickly. “Just Jake.”

      “Jake,” Maggie agreed. “I just had lunch, and I don’t want to keep you any longer than I have to.”

      Jake nodded. “Suit yourself.” He settled down on the love seat opposite the couch. “Don’t mind telling you, deputy: I wasn’t expecting to see any officers come by today. Neal told me the coroner and the county attorney made up their minds. Thought it was all down to Family Services now.”

      Maggie nodded slowly, trying to gauge Jake’s frame of mind before she spoke, but she couldn’t get a bead on him. He certainly didn’t look cheerful, but that was to be expected. Nevertheless, there was a strange blankness to his expression, a mix of exhaustion and resignation that could almost be taken for disinterest. “I… Neal hasn’t filled me in on all the details, Jake,” Maggie said finally, “but we’re still working—”

      “Yeah,” Jake said robotically. “Working on it. That’s what Neal’s been telling me, what, the last three days now?” Jake closed his eyes and rubbed them with one hand, pinching the bridge of his nose in the fashion of someone staving off a tension headache. There was something casual about the gesture, almost dismissive, as though he found Maggie’s presence a bit annoying, but when he opened his eyes, Maggie saw that they were red and teary. He took a deep breath, and when he had tamped his emotions down, he continued. “I appreciate your effort, Deputy Dell. I really do. But you’ve got to forgive me if I don’t seem too enthusiastic about your chances at this point.”

      “I can only imagine, Jake.”

      “Yeah,” Jake replied, his voice flat and toneless. “Caseworker from Family Service was by last night once she’d heard from the county attorney’s office. Swear I thought she was going to take Allie out of here then and there, but Allie still wants to be here, so she’s giving us through Christmas. Awful damned charitable.” Jake shook his head and took a deep breath, then gestured to the coffee table between him and Maggie where a pile of picture albums sat. “Neal said you wanted to take a look at this stuff. Photos, keepsakes and whatnot. Said it was for the case.” Jake laughed humorlessly. “And here I was thinking the case was closed.”

      Maggie wanted to reply, but there was nothing she could say. Instead, she picked up the top photo album and opened it up.

      The photos inside were a mix of family pictures and shots of landscapes and other nature photos. Jake must have read the curiosity on Maggie’s face. “Lucy, she had kind of an artistic flare. Even back when she was a teenager.” Jake laughed. “For Christmas, back when she was a little kid, she’d make a big list of presents she wanted out of the Sears catalog. When she was fourteen, she asked for just one thing--a fancy camera of some sort. Damned if I remember the brand. All I remember is laying down $125 at a department store in Coalton and thinking my little girl wasn’t a baby anymore.”

      Maggie flipped through a few pages. “This is good work,” Maggie said.

      “She had talent,” Jake replied, “but, hey, who could be a more impartial judge than the artist’s father, right?”

      As Maggie flipped through more pictures, Jake picked up the album she had finished and started looking it over. For a few minutes, the two sat in silence, each lost in their own searches. Maggie could only guess that Jake’s search was for some kind of momentary peace, or maybe a connection to his lost daughter. Hers was simpler: she needed some kind of talisman. After a few minutes, Jake cleared his throat quietly, still mindful of his sleeping granddaughter, and he said, “Deputy, I hope this isn’t too familiar of me, but I wanted to tell you: I knew your husband. Jerry. Knew him many years.”

      A jolt of surprise ran through Maggie, but she didn’t let it show. She nodded politely. “Is that so?”

      “From the time he was a boy,” Jake affirmed, his gaze still turned down to his daughter’s pictures. “I worked a few years with his daddy, Jimmy Dell. Buster. That’s what we called him at work.”

      “I’d heard that was his nickname.” Maggie said. “Jimmy was a good man. We lost him too young. Just fifty-five. Wasn’t a year after Jerry and I were married.”

      “Buster was a heck of a fellow,” Jake concurred. “I couldn’t bring myself to approach you at Jerry’s funeral. Didn’t think you needed to hear from another stranger what a godforsaken shame it was that you lost that good man so young. But now that you’re sitting here, I’ll tell you—it was a hell of a shame.”

      “I… I appreciate that, Jake,” Maggie said. She continued to turn through the pages just to keep her emotions on an even keel.

      Jerry took a long moment to consider his words. “It ain’t just a sorrow, deputy,” Jerry said. “There’s some guilt, too.”

      Maggie looked up now. She couldn’t help herself. “Guilt? Jake, whatever—”

      “Taggart Jeffers, Maggie,” Jake said. The name stopped the breath in Maggie’s lungs. It was a name she rarely let herself remember. “The son of a bitch who hit Jerry. I knew Taggart, Maggie.”

      “Oh,” Maggie said simply, forcing herself to breathe again.

      “Not going to say we were friends,” Jake said. “Acquaintances, I suppose. When we were younger, I guess I got along fine with him, but….” Jake’s voice trailed off.

      “Jake, Taggart lived his whole life here in Briarwood County,” Maggie said. “I’ve met many folks who knew him at some point. I can’t blame them—”

      “Hear me out,” Jake said. “See, when I was a younger fella, Maggie, I used to take the occasional drink.” Jake shrugged. “Sometimes those occasions were a bit more frequent than I hope to be reminded of when I stand before my maker. Those were the years I knew Taggart. He was just another guy getting liquored up at the old pool hall. It’s not like we were buddies. He was just another face around the bar.”

      Jake sighed. “As I got older, I outgrew sitting around the bar. Became a family man. So did Taggart, mind you, but far as I could see, he never let that slow him down. I’d see him around town every now and again, and it was always the same old thing with him. Any time he wasn’t at work, he was at least half in the bag. Then, from what I heard, he got worse, and he’d be half in the bag at work. Eventually, there wasn’t any work anymore. Just the bottle. Just the drink.”

      A heavy quiet hung in the room as Jake took a moment to gather his thoughts. Maggie wished she could break the silence, even if just to tell Jake to stop, that she didn’t want to hear anymore, but she couldn’t bring herself to utter a word.

      Finally, Jake spoke. “His last few years, Maggie, I knew all about Taggart’s drinking. Hell, all the old guys did. And we knew his dumb ass didn’t have any friends left to chauffeur him around, yet still he’d show up all around town, drunk as a skunk.” Jake swallowed hard. “I remember seeing him filling up his gas tank at the Quick Stop one night, and I figured that if he wasn’t three sheets to the wind yet, he would be sooner than later, and the thought occurred to me: Dammit, that sorry son of a bitch is gonna kill somebody one of these days.”

      Jake’s gaze fell to the book in his hands. Maggie could read a terrible shame on his face. “The night I heard about your husband, Maggie—that was a Saturday, I remember. Lonnie Sedgwick told me about it at the counter of that same Quick Stop.” Jake swallowed. His throat clicked dryly. “I laid awake a long spell that night, Maggie, thinking of Jerry. Of when he was a kid. Buster had this picture of him on his desk at work. Jerry must have been ten or eleven, wearing his Boy Scout uniform. I laid awake thinking of Buster’s kid dead out on Highway 63, and all because neither I nor anyone else had the guts to deal with that stupid bastard Taggart Jeffers.”

      After a moment’s consideration, Jake shook his head. “Deal with him. That’s a nice phrase isn’t it?” Jake turned his gaze up at Maggie, and now tears stood clearly in his eyes. “Maggie, that night I heard about Jerry, all I could think was that if I’d known how it was going to shake out with Jeffers, I’d have happily put a slug in his brain.”

      For a long moment, neither of the two could speak, and so they sat in silence and stared at each other. Maggie wanted to say something, but what was there to say? Jake again rubbed his eyes as though to stave off a headache, but this time, the tears slid down his cheeks. He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, deputy. This must be a hell of a thing to hear out of a stranger. But I’ve thought about Jerry so many times over the years, and of you, and of that young boy of yours, and when I think of what I should have done… hell. It’s one thing to feel you’ve failed a loved one, deputy. A friend. Even an acquaintance. But any time I think about what happened to Jerry, I think of how I failed him. And you. I’ve never been one to think too much on things of this nature, but ain’t it a hell of a thing? On one hand, two people can be total strangers, and on the other… on the other, then can be linked together close as kin. Just takes the right circumstances.” He paused thoughtfully. “The right circumstances,” Jake repeated. He laughed as though he’d accidentally told a joke. “Well, I guess the right circumstances are what we call ‘fate,’ aren’t they?”

      For a moment, there was quiet between the two of them. Then the silence was broken by a cry from down the hall. “Oh, jeez,” Jake said, “Allie. She’s been having bad dreams, deputy. Give me a sec.” With that, he arose and hurried out of the room.

      Maggie sat alone, her head swimming with what she had just heard. A strange feeling welled up in her, and she realized with some surprise that it was anger. Jerry was gone. Her husband, her love, had been wiped off the planet by a drunk driver. Of course people had known Taggart had been a danger. Jake was the first who had ever admitted it to her that way, but who else had known? Maggie knew even back then that the Jeffers family had attended First Street Baptist, her own church. Had Pastor Johnson known about Taggart’s drinking, and the risks he took? What about the other old boys at the pool hall? Neal knew Jake from the old days. Had he known Taggart? Had Neal known of his late-night drives?

      The thought twisted in her gut, and for a moment, she thought she might scream. Instead, she turned her attention to the photo album in her lap, needing something else to focus on. Anything at all.

      That’s when she spied the object affixed under the plastic film covering the page full of baby photos. It was thick enough to cause a lump on the plastic that caught the overhead light at the perfect angle to cause a glare, so Maggie had to hold it up close to her face to be sure of what she was seeing.

      It was a lock of hair.

      The lock was blond and bundled together with a rubber band. It was a tiny clump of hair, and short, which made Maggie wonder when it had been taken. When Allie was three months? Two? Next to the lock was a baby picture. It was Allie, still with her wristband from the delivery room, and with a shock of hair so blond it was almost white. It was baby fine, but there was more of it than Maggie had ever seen on a newborn.

      Maggie had it. She had her talisman.

      The discovery had shocked her enough that she didn’t think twice about peeling back the film to examine the lock. She had it in her hand when Jake quietly came back from the bedroom.

      “Oh,” Jake said. “I thought you were looking for pictures.”

      Maggie felt a sudden twinge of guilt. “Well, I was, but this—”

      “Yeah,” Jake said thoughtfully. “You know, Lucinda cut that not more than a week or two after she brought Allie home.” Jake chuckled at the memory. “Wow, she had a head of hair on her like a two-year-old, Deputy!”

      “I see that,” Maggie replied.

      “Yeah, she… well, hell, like I said. I thought were talking about pictures here. That lock is… wait, is this one of those DNA things?”

      “Uh, not exactly,” Maggie admitted.

      Jake nodded, mulled it over. “But you think it can help make a case?”

      Maggie considered her reply. “I think it can help.”

      Jake thought it over. “That lock of hair… you know, that was for Lucinda, so she’d have it to look back on someday.” Jake shook his head. “Now there ain’t gonna be any someday for my Lucy. And me… hell, deputy. Someday’s coming right up, more than likely. So other than that, what? I’m gonna save it for that… that son of a bitch Kindler?”

      Maggie opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out.

      Jake fixed his gaze on Maggie. “Look, Deputy. About what I was saying a minute ago.”

      “Jake, I—”

      “No, just…losing Jerry the way you did. That was more than enough tragedy for one lifetime. So, when Neal calls and tells me you’re coming by, and that you’re still working on my Lucinda’s case, I…I know you know what it is to have someone taken from you.”

      Maggie nodded. “That I do.”

      Jake was quiet for a long moment. He squared his shoulders as though he were bracing himself to bear up under what he was about to say. “I don’t know how to prove it, but I know my Lucinda. She and Kindler, they might have just been ‘separated’ in the eyes of the law, but she had come around in her mind on that son of a bitch. She was almost out from under him.”

      Maggie had seen some bad relationships. She’d seen people consumed by them, and she’d seen others who had come through them. “I believe you, Jake,” she said. And she did.

      “I said it before: I don’t know how to prove it, but….” Jake’s voice cracked. Tears welled in his eyes. “A few weeks back, Lucinda told me she was pretty sure Kindler was done with her, and that all he wanted anymore was custody of Allie. Well, he’s gonna get it now, isn’t he, Deputy?” Jake wiped the back of his hand across his eyes. “He killed my baby. I don’t know how he did it, but Shawn Kindler killed my Lucinda as sure as I’m standing here in front of you.”

      Maggie nodded, but there was nothing to say.

      “You go on,” Jake said. “Take that lock. Take whatever you need. Just promise me you’ll try. If there’s any way to get him… you promise you’ll do everything you can.”

      Maggie looked down at the photo album in her lap, and the others on the table before her. She took a moment to compose herself. Then, she took a plastic evidence bag from her pocket and dropped the lock inside. “I promise, Jake,” she said.

      Jake just nodded. For a moment, he looked to be at a loss, and why shouldn’t he be? A cop was standing in his living room. A stranger. Jake didn’t seem to be the kind of guy given to a lot of emotional displays. This had surely been a larger one than he’d been expecting this afternoon.

      So Maggie made the first move. She rose from the couch and offered her hand. Jake shook it with a look of gratitude on his face. Maggie nodded. “We’ll be in touch, Jake. Thank you for this.”

      “Thank you, Deputy Dell.”

      Maggie headed to the front door with Jake right behind her. He opened it up, and Maggie stepped out into the cold and headed for her cruiser.

      As she pulled away, Maggie shivered in her parka. The afternoon was colder than the morning had been. Maggie dreaded the night that awaited her.

      

      Maggie spent most of her afternoon trying to track down Neal, but between phone calls with case workers, lawyers and cops, Neal was a hard man to wrangle. Maggie finally managed to catch him for just a moment at the office before he took off for a dinner meeting. In the stark glow of the hallway fluorescents, Neal looked beaten down with work and worry. “Deputy,” he told her, “I hope you’ve got better news for me than anyone else has produced today.”

      “That bad?”

      “That bad. I figured the case worker at CHFS would be a no-go for now, but I was really hoping I could talk a little sense into Hennyson.” Neal sighed. “You and I know this thing stinks to high heaven, and I’m pretty sure Hennyson does, too, but he wants enough evidence that we could get the charges to stick in court tomorrow.” Neal shrugged. “No evidence, no charges. Meanwhile, that son of a bitch Kindler has Allie by the day after Christmas.” Neal shook his head in disgust. “I’ve got to go meet with Desilva, work on a Hail Mary pitch for the county attorney tomorrow. What’ve you got?”

      Maggie glanced down the hall to make sure they were alone. Then, she produced the evidence bag containing the lock of blond hair. Neal’s eyes went wide, and his mouth opened seemingly of its own accord. “Oh,” he said.

      “Yeah,” Maggie replied. “Our talisman.”

      If there was more to tell him, Maggie couldn’t think of what it might be. Neal reached out, took the evidence bag, and looked it over for a long moment of consideration. “Okay,” he said with a nod. “So, what do you have in mind?”

      Maggie shrugged. “I guess you’d call it a stake out.”

      “A stake out,” Neal echoed. “Sounds like pretty standard stuff.”

      “Standard as it gets,” Maggie replied.

      Neal nodded. “If you need me, radio.”

      “I will,” she replied, “if I need you. But if I don’t, Neal, promise me that once you’re done with Desilva, you’ll get some sleep.”

      For a moment, Neal looked like he might have some sparkling reply, but when he opened his mouth to respond, nothing came out. A deep frown crept across his face, and for a moment, the exhaustion and anxiety of the case seemed to turn his laugh lines into wrinkles before Maggie’s eyes. She’d worked for Neal for just over a decade, and he had never once looked his age to her. But now, as he handed the lock of hair back to her, Neal looked for the first time like a man who was struggling to keep up, a man who would one day have to rest. The thought left Maggie feeling hollow. Finally, Neal patted her shoulder. “It’s gonna be a cold one, Maggie. Take a Thermos of black coffee.”

      “Heck, I’ll take two, boss man,” she replied, and with that, Neal was gone.

      

      It was full dark by the time Maggie pulled into the parking lot next to the school playground. She caught the news at the top of the hour from a local station. The evening temperature was just 18 degrees, and it would be dropping throughout the night. Regardless of the cold and the dark, Maggie still found a handful of neighborhood kids tearing around the playground in a game of something that vacillated between hide and seek and a snowball fight. Over the course of the next half hour, Maggie watched as the cold slowly weeded the group down one by one until finally the last of them abandoned the playground and left Maggie alone with the cold and the darkness.

      For the first hour or so, Maggie kept an eye on the tree line of the woods between the school and the edge of the Little Horn River and did two of the hardest things she had to do in her job—she waited, and she watched. Early in her career, when she and Neal had been staking out a local drug dealer, Neal had broken a long silence with a comment that Maggie hoped she’d never forget. “Deputy,” he told her, “after twenty years in law enforcement, I’ve come to find that when nothing happens, it always happens in spades.” For a long time, nothing happened in spades. From time to time, radio chatter broke the silence in Maggie’s cruiser. Someone called in a prowler downtown, but when Henry checked it out, it was just a couple teenagers with a six-pack an older brother had given them as “an early Christmas present.” Someone else called in a possible burglary that ended up being some visiting relatives with Indiana plates that had apparently seemed very suspicious to the caller. Another call came in to report carolers out in one of the moneyed neighborhoods near the hospital. There was no mistaken identity here, just a caller who didn’t care for “a bunch of screeching about nonsense.” All in all, it was a typical night in Burgettsville.

      Though Maggie didn’t regret missing any of these calls in particular, some part of her couldn’t help but envy the fact that Henry was at least chasing red herrings that made sense. Maggie, on the other hand, found herself going through weird notes about “ectoplasm” and “funnel ghosts.” As the night wore on, she found herself wondering what in the world she should even be looking out for. While the description of the apparition she’d gotten from Holly had been clear enough, Maggie’s own natural skepticism kept her from drawing any picture too vividly in her mind. In the years that Maggie had been working the graveyard shift, she’d never seen anything she could be sure was a ghost, though she’d dealt with more than a few terrified citizens who were certain that’s exactly what they had seen. Maggie never knew for sure what to expect on the graveyard shift, and as the hours passed, she found herself wondering if there was really anything at all out there in the dark.

      By midnight, Maggie was nearly dropping off in her cruiser, so she got out to stretch her legs. The cold day had given way to a frigid night, and a stiff, dry wind woke Maggie up as soon as she stepped out of the car. It was a cloudless night, and the moon was waxing gibbous, so Maggie didn’t need her flashlight as she left the parking lot and crossed the playground. When she reached the edge of the woods, Maggie snapped on her Maglite and trudged into the trees.

      The woods led downhill no more than fifteen or twenty feet before Maggie reached the water’s edge. She panned the bright white beam of her Maglite all around in the trees, and she found herself almost laughing at the thought of someone finding her there. You looking for criminals tonight, Deputy Dell? No, huh? Just ghosts? Carry on. Maggie pushed her way through some dried-out shrubs that lined the edge of the woods and stepped down onto the stony embankment at the river’s edge.

      Though she knew that the temperature had been steadily dropping, she was nevertheless surprised for a moment to find that the Little Horn had at least partially frozen. Though black patches of unfrozen water still slithered down the center of the waterway, long patches of ice crowded the bank. Maggie tested the ice at the edge of the water with one foot, and it held up. As she stood shivering at the water’s edge, Maggie peered upriver toward downtown. In the moonlight, the frozen surface of the Little Horn almost seemed to glow as if lit from underneath.

      About a quarter mile downriver, Christmas lights twinkled along the length of the South Street Bridge. The holiday decorations on the bridge had been a tradition in town since Jerry had been a kid, and the sight always made Maggie think of her first visit to Briarwood County over Christmas of their junior year. At the time, she and Jerry had been together for a year, and though they still had a way to go until graduation, there were already talking about their plans for after school. Jerry had always intended to come home to Briarwood County. To Jerry, Columbus had been the big city, and as he showed Maggie around Burgettsville on that first visit, she sensed how much he wanted to impress her.

      In the seven years since she’d lost Jerry, Maggie had learned to reflect on her memories of him without losing herself in her sorrow. On this night, however, her mind wandered from the thought of kissing Jerry under the South Street Bridge to the conversation she’d had with Jake Harriman and what he’d said about Jerry’s death. If I’d known how it was going to shake out with Jeffers, I’d have happily put a slug in his brain. As surprising as it was to hear such a thing out of a stranger’s mouth, it was far from the first time she’d heard a similar sentiment from someone she barely knew. During Jeffers’ trial, Maggie was approached by enough strangers who shared their hope for a death penalty conviction that she became almost inured to the sentiment.

      What Maggie didn’t share with any of these vengeful well-wishers was the fact that for the first few months after Jerry’s death, she had fantasized incessantly about killing Taggart Jeffers herself. These were no mere passing fancies. These were fantasies so fully imagined they could almost be called plans. Before Jeffers’ trial, she imagined herself going to the courthouse in her smartest suit—the same dark gray one she had worn for her interview with Neal Graham only four years previous. She would be wearing the tiny string of pearls Jerry had bought for her birthday their first year together, back before he realized that Maggie rarely wore jewelry, and never pearls. To finish the outfit, Maggie would be wearing the shoulder holster she had inherited from her Uncle Will.

      Maggie shivered at the water’s edge remembering how vividly she’d seen it play out in her head. In the past year, the department had switched from revolvers to the fancy little 9mm semi-automatic Glocks that Neal was so enthusiastic about. “They can shoot underwater, Maggie!” he’d told her as he pushed the ugly little chunk of black plastic across his desk to her. “Underwater!”

      But back in ‘83, Maggie hadn’t been fantasizing about a garish piece of space-age polymer. In her mind, she saw herself sliding her uncle’s Smith and Wesson Model 40 into her shoulder holster. Prior to meeting Jerry Dell, Maggie’s uncle Will had been one of the few good men Maggie had ever had in her life. Will had been the youngest of three brothers, and the only one of the Hayes boys to be worth a plugged nickel. It had been Will who had stepped into the vacancy left by Maggie’s father during the many breaks he took from family life to disappear into a bottle. The Model 40 was the same weapon Will had used to teach Maggie to shoot, and when he’d dropped dead of a brain aneurysm at the unconscionably young age of thirty-eight, the gun and its holster was one of the few possessions Will left behind. Had her father been any less lost in booze, he likely would have stepped in and tried to take the weapon for himself, but since he responded to his brother’s death with the same escape mechanism with which he responded to all stressors, he was nowhere to be seen in the weeks after Will’s funeral when Maggie’s grandmother had given her the Smith & Wesson.

      And so it was that Maggie Hayes had become the only fifteen-year-old girl she knew whose prized possession was a snub-nosed revolver. That same revolver would serve her well as a widow. Could she get it into the courtroom? With her badge, it wasn’t out of the question. Maggie fantasized about watching the bailiff lead Jeffers in. She would let the bastard sit for just a few minutes thinking about the charges, about whether or not he could beat them. Then, when she was good and ready, she would move calmly but quickly down the aisle, through the swinging door and out of the gallery. She would circle the defendant’s desk and face Jeffers. She would let him see the Smith and Wesson for just a moment, and though she knew it could only be the briefest of moments, it was one which she had played over in her mind on a seemingly endless loop. The first instant of confusion. Then the look of recognition. Then panic, and with it, a microsecond of hope that the bailiff might reach her in time, that escape might somehow be possible.

      That was the moment. That’s when Maggie would stroke the trigger and bring the hammer down. After that, there would be that brief ripple of hot gases through which everything would be momentarily distorted, and then Taggart Jeffers would be no more. How many other details had Maggie imagined? Too many too count. Nights alone in her bed, a fresh widow with her toddler sleeping in a crib she’d moved into the master bedroom because of her fear that something would come out of the night and steal him away as well, Maggie had considered the shot in impossible detail. Hovering between consciousness and sleep, she’d pictured the round, a .38 special wadcutter that would shatter Jeffers’s forehead like glass, then expand on its way through his gray matter until it punched a hole the size of Maggie’s fist out of the back of his skull. She’d imagined the fan of blood that would spray into the gallery, the white clots of brain spattered across the carpet, and the bits of bone so small and numerous that even a month later janitors vacuuming the room would hear something rattle its way up into the bag and assume they had caught a tiny pebble or glass fragment someone had tracked in from the outdoors on their shoe.

      But for all the lost sleep and the hours spent fantasizing about violence, Maggie kept her rage in check. On the first day of the trial, she left her .38 at home and went to the courthouse to sit with Jerry’s mother, Linda, and watch the wheels of justice slowly spin. Taggart’s wife, Alice, attended every day of the trial as well. The Jeffers had one adult daughter, but word around town was that their relationship had been strained for years, and that Taggart’s arrest had ended it completely. As it happened, Linda and Alice attended the same church, and though they weren’t anything more than nodding acquaintances, Linda heard through shared friends that Alice was shattered by what had happened and was nearing the end of her rope.

      The trial started on a Monday. At first, Maggie didn’t let herself so much as glance in Alice’s direction, but when she finally did, she saw a grief writ large in the woman’s eyes that she recognized instantly. By Wednesday, Maggie had reached out to Alice through Linda, and by the end of the week, she and Linda sat side by side with Alice in the gallery. When the final statements were made and the jury returned their verdict, Maggie held Alice’s hand as her husband was sentenced to ten years. Maggie let Alice cry on her shoulder. She hugged her and told her it would be okay, that everything would be okay, and when Alice told her through sobs that she was sorry, so terribly, terribly sorry, Maggie told her she was forgiven.

      Standing there at the edge of the frozen Little Horn River, Maggie shivered and blinked away the tears that arose as much from the cold wind as they did from sorrow, and she considered that day. It had been true. Maggie had forgiven Alice. She had even forgiven Taggart. She took the counsel of her minister and the counselor she saw for a few months after the accident. Maggie forgave the Jeffers family, and she forgave Fate and whatever might be overseeing the unrelenting gears that drove the meat grinder of human experience. Be it the Christian God that Pastor Johnson talked about on Sunday morning or someone else’s god or gods altogether, Maggie forgave them all. In her rational mind, Maggie knew there was no way to carry her anger forward and survive from day to day as a mother, a police officer, or even as a human being, so her rational mind forgave and let the anger go.

      However, her rational mind didn’t run the show entirely—not every day, and certainly not on bad nights, the nights when sleep eluded her, and the walls and ceiling closed in around her. On those nights, Maggie shoved her rational mind way down into her guts and let the beast rise back up, the angry, wounded animal that had given up on its own survival and wanted only to dish out as much pain as it could before oblivion. On those nights, Maggie returned to the courtroom, and instead of watching the trial play out, she arose from her seat in the gallery, strode down the aisle and circled the defendant’s table. Taggart Jeffers’s face had changed now. Instead of the spiteful expression Maggie had imagined him wearing before the trial, his face was now awash with the same mournful look he’d worn every day in court— a haggard look that bespoke years of self-neglect and a regret so overwhelming that even Maggie had pitied him. Nevertheless, in her mind, she still drew her weapon, leveled the sights on his forehead and pressed the muzzle in close enough to singe his flesh with the muzzle flash, and then she dropped the hammer.

      Maggie was thinking about forgiveness and about vengeance when the sound of the wind started to change. At first, it sounded only like a slight swell, a stiffening breeze, and Maggie hardly noticed it at all. It was only when her thoughts came back from Taggart Jeffers and she remembered what had brought her to the Little Horn that night that she noticed something guttural about the sound. Something human. Maggie jerked out of her reverie and turned to face the moan that arose from the shadows downstream.

      The gray woman arose from the frozen river slowly, as if she were being conjured up from the ice by the wind itself. She appeared at roughly a walking pace, as if she were ascending a basement staircase that led somehow down into the river, but she was not walking. The woman drifted up and up, until she stood at roughly the same height Maggie remembered her standing in life.

      It was Lucinda, of course. Maggie recognized her from the many times she’d seen her around town. It had been no more than a month before that the two had last crossed paths in the Piggly Wiggly. Maggie had recalled the moment often since the morning of Lucinda’s death, so the image was vivid in her mind. Lucinda had just left frozen foods and was turning toward produce. Her cart was loaded with groceries, and there in the seat before her sat Allie. Lucinda was whispering something to the girl, and she made a silly face to go with it. Whatever she’d said had delighted Allie, and the girl dissolved into the kind of completely uninhibited laughter that only a four-year-old could produce.

      As the two crossed Maggie’s path and headed into produce, neither gave her as much as a sidelong glance, but Maggie certainly noticed them. Maggie had only recently heard about Lucinda’s separation from her husband, and while she tried not to pay any mind to the gossips in Burgettsville, she had heard that her husband was making it as hard on her as he could. Maggie had known for years about Lucinda’s past troubles, about her partying and the scrapes she’d had with the law in her youth. In a small town like Burgettsville, stories of that sort had a tendency to stick on a person, particularly a young woman, and as Maggie watched Lucinda laughing with her daughter, she felt a sudden spasm of anger for every gossipy word she’d ever heard about the mother who she now saw before her. Maggie knew what Lucinda was up against. She’d sat in more than one seminar about addiction, and she knew the odds addicts faced in regard to relapse and recidivism. Somehow, those odds only made the image of Lucinda and Allie all the more magnificent to Maggie. She would make it. She had to make it. Something way down in Maggie’s guts dug its heels in and wouldn’t allow her to think otherwise.

      Now here was Lucinda in the darkness at the frozen edge of Little Horn River, arising out of the ice as if shadows were somehow knitting themselves together into human form. In life, Lucinda’s hair had been auburn. Tonight, at the water’s edge, it looked gray, just as Holly had claimed, and it hung down in a nest of tangles that draped down to her shoulders, then continued along the rest of her body like some ancient winding cloth. The cloth was gray. Her skin was gray.

      She was the gray woman.

      “Baby,” she called, her voice a guttural moan. “My baby. My baby!” Even Lucinda’s voice was gray. Maggie braced herself at the sight of the approaching specter. The weeping woman had arrived, and as she drifted up the frozen riverbank, she raised her hands up in a gesture of abject supplication.

      “My baby! My baby!”

      “I’m sorry,” Maggie whispered. The sound of her own voice somehow surprised Maggie, and she spoke again to assert herself in the moment. “I’m so sorry, Lucinda,” she said. “I don’t have your baby.” Her hands were already shaking in the cold, but Maggie pulled off her right glove and reached a fumbling hand into her coat pocket. Lucinda continued forward, and by the time Maggie had produced the object from her pocket and held it up, she stood directly before her, close enough to touch.

      For an instant, Maggie thought Lucinda might keep on coming, but there was a flash of recognition, and her gray face was suddenly flush with a warm, vibrant light. Her mouth hung open in shock for a long, puzzled moment, and when her lips moved to speak again, she produced no sound whatsoever. It didn’t matter. Maggie recognized the two syllables Lucinda was trying to produce, and she answered Lucinda’s silent question. “Yes,” she said as she offered up the lock. “Baby. Your baby.”

      Slowly, as though she were afraid she might scare Maggie off, Lucinda raised her hand and gently took the lock of hair. She drew it close to her face. Then, Lucinda’s lips parted, and she uttered a mournful moan. She held the lock to her lips and took what looked like a deep breath. Whether or not she had the power of breath at her command, the light that flushed in Lucinda’s cheeks brightened, and for just a moment, Maggie saw the young mother she’d seen in the produce aisle of the Piggly Wiggly, a little tired, perhaps, and a bit more careworn than one would expect from a woman her age, but vital and driven. Alive.

      It only lasted a moment, then that light was gone, and again, her face was ashen and gray. Lucinda had fallen silent. For a long moment, she stared at the lock in her hand, and before Maggie’s eyes, the tuft of hair faded away, the blond strands turning gray and shadowy, then disappearing into Lucinda’s form altogether as if she had somehow absorbed the talisman into her spirit. When there was nothing left of the lock, Lucinda turned her face up to meet Maggie’s gaze. For a while, the two faced each other quietly, each gazing at the other with pity, as though they each beheld someone with something terrible ahead of them. Then, Lucinda gestured with one hand for Maggie to follow, and she turned and retreated toward the icy river.

      Maggie moved gingerly, mindful of stones and icy patches. The underbrush here grew nearly to the water’s edge, and though Maggie still held the flashlight in her right hand, she had switched it off and left it that way, as though switching it on would be somehow rude. When Lucinda reached the water’s edge, she turned to face Maggie, and with her right hand, pointed toward something that lay in the snow at the very edge of the frozen river.

      Now Maggie had no choice. She knelt in the hard-packed frozen dirt and switched on her light.

      There at the water’s edge, half-buried in chunks of ice that appeared to be broken as though with a shovel or some other tool, Maggie saw a bright blue plastic bag. A sound escaped her mouth with an exhalation that was visible before her face, but if she had intended to speak a word, Maggie had no idea what it might have been. She turned her face downriver for a moment and went over a mental map of the area. How far were they now from Lucinda’s house? A quarter-mile? Perhaps a bit more? Maggie remembered her conversation with Neal. She was sure Henry and Ronald would have walked this portion of the shore. How had they missed this?

      Looking closer, Maggie got her answer. There were no footprints in the vicinity, neither in the snow nor in the mud, so if anyone had passed this way in the last few days, they hadn’t come close enough to the bag to leave a trail. Maggie noticed some patches of dark mud frozen in the creases of the bag. Even viewed by a flashlight, Maggie knew this dirt was blacker by several shades than the mud at the river’s edge. This was a rich black silt of the sort you would find in the riverbed. This bag had been in the muck at the bottom of the Little Horn River.

      Something had brought it up to the surface and left it there for her. It might as well have had a bow on it.

      The bag was tied shut with a crude, loose knot. Maggie opened it gingerly. Liquid water sloshed around inside. It hadn’t been at the surface long enough to freeze. She peered into the bag. First, she withdrew a large stone almost the size of a brick. It would have been more than enough to sink the package, and it should have kept it at the bottom of the river permanently. Underneath the stone was a tangled bit of clear tubing and a tiny bottle. Maggie bowed her head to get a closer look. She nearly touched the tubing, but when she realized what it was, she jerked her hand back. Attached to the tube was a syringe fitted with a hypodermic needle. The needle was capped by a bit of blue plastic, but Maggie could tell by the discoloration in the tube that there was liquid inside.

      The syringe had been used.

      “Oh, Lord,” Maggie said. She examined the bottle. It was a small medical vial with a white label and black lettering that read: Propofol. “What the hell is propofol?” Maggie asked no one at all. Though Maggie couldn’t make out all of the small print in the dim light, she noted that a stamp had been affixed to the label after manufacture with a dark blue ink. The stamp was partially smudged, but even so, Maggie could make out the familiar logo of a large “C” containing a smaller “G.” For Maggie, the logo always brought to mind a cartoon image of a big fish eating a smaller fish. It was the logo for Coalton General.

      Maggie stared at the bottle for a long moment before she remembered she wasn’t alone. She turned her head up to face Lucinda, but the weeping woman had disappeared. Maggie looked up and down the riverbank, then out at the frozen surface of the river. Lucinda had gotten what she came for, and she’d brought Maggie a gift in return. Now Maggie had a job to do. Maggie bagged her evidence, then slowly rose to her feet. Before departing, she turned back out to face the river. She wanted to thank Lucinda, and she opened her mouth to do it, but as she looked around at the frozen river and empty riverbank, Maggie felt profoundly alone. There was no thanking Lucinda now. The weeping woman was gone. Maggie took her leave as well.

      

      Next morning, Maggie awoke before her 6:00 alarm. She’d returned home at nearly 1:00 AM, and though she was sure Neal wouldn’t have minded a late call given what she’d found, Maggie thought better of it. There was nothing they could do with the evidence until morning, and Neal had looked like he could use the rest. Maggie let him have it even though she passed most of the night with her eyes wide open and her gaze fixed on the ceiling. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the image of the phantasm she’d met that night at the river. When sleep finally came, it was brief and fitful, and though she awoke every bit as exhausted as she’d been when she’d gone to bed, she was anxious to arise and do what needed to be done.

      Maggie’s call woke Neal from a dead sleep. “Maggie,” he told her, his voice crackling with sleep, “I ain’t had my coffee yet. Keep it simple. I’m feeling real stupid.”

      So, Maggie kept it simple, relating only the facts of the new evidence she’d secured. After giving him the location of the find, Maggie had to repeat herself twice to make him believe it. “Dammit, Maggie,” he said, “Henry and Ronald searched that area twice, maybe three times. Hell, I walked the whole bank from up near Lucinda’s place all the way to Waterfront Park myself the day before yesterday. Wasn’t doodley-squat out there.”

      “Well, there was last night,” Maggie replied. She told him about the bag’s contents. She’d had more than enough time the night before to check and double check the stamp on the label, and when Neal heard it had come from Coalton General, he cursed once under his breath, then a second time aloud. In the background, Maggie heard the sleepy voice of Neal’s wife, Jennifer, as she scolded the obscenity.

      “All right,” Neal said finally. “Let me make some calls. With any luck, Doc Caldwell will be able to get a hold of that specialist out of Frankfort who she’s been working with and we’ll find out if they screened for this… what’s it called?”

      Propofol.”

      “Right,” Neal said. “Spelling?” Maggie gave it to him, paused for him to scribble a note. “Ever heard of it before?”

      “Negative. You?”

      “Huh uh,” Neal replied. “But I got a copy of Physician’s Desk Reference at the office.”

      Maggie could have kicked herself. “I forgot about that. I could’ve stopped in last night.”

      “Well, we’ll check there first,” Neal replied. “Then… hell, Maggie, this is big. It’s gonna take more than Doc Caldwell. I gotta get Hennyson and the case worker out of CHFS on it, too.”

      “All right,” Maggie replied. “I doubt that’s how they were planning to spend this particular day.”

      “What do you mean?” Neal responded.

      “Today,” Maggie said. “You know what today is, right?”

      Neal reflected for a moment. “Oh,” he said finally. Maggie heard the flick of a lighter and a hiss of butane over the line. Neal took a deep drag of his cigarette. “I’ll be damned. Christmas Eve.”

      “Yup.”

      “Well, hell, law enforcement doesn’t take holidays, my friend.”

      “Don’t suppose it does,” Maggie replied. “See you at the office?”

      “Damn right you will.” Again, Maggie heard a grumbled complaint about language, then Neal was gone.

      

      It might have been Christmas Eve, but Neal had things clicking before most of the rest of Burgettsville had gotten out of bed. The drug was the first mystery they had to crack, and their first shot turned up nothing. Both Maggie and Neal pored through the PDR, but neither found any reference to a drug called “propofol.”

      Their next step was to contact Dr. Caldwell. The good doctor, it turned out, was an avid runner and an early riser to boot, so Neal risked a 7 AM call and found she’d already been out for a morning run and had returned to a cup of coffee. Dr. Caldwell hadn’t heard of propofol either, but as it turned out, the specialist she’d been working with was still in town, and after a quick call to consult with him, Dr. Caldwell called back with news. Though Maggie couldn’t make out any details of what the doctor said, she could tell from Neal’s expression that it was big. Neal got the news from Dr. Caldwell, and they made some quick plans for how to proceed. When he hung up, Neal’s eyes were wide. “What have we got?” Maggie asked.

      “Son of a bitch, Maggie,” Neal said, shaking his head slightly. “Seems Doc Caldwell’s specialist is some kind of serious whiz-kid. He’s trained with the eggheads at Quantico in forensic pharmacology.’” Neal shook his head. “Doc Caldwell said he about crapped his pants when she gave him the name of this drug.”

      “Jeez, Neal,” Maggie replied, “what do we have here?”

      Neal fished with two fingers into his shirt pocket, fetched out a cigarette and lighter. “Seems the problem is our copy of the PDR is a couple years out of date.” He lit his smoke and shook his head in disbelief. “This propofol stuff is new, Maggie. Like brand new. It was only approved by the FDA last year.”

      “Well, what the hell is it?”

      Neal picked the evidence bag up off his desk and held it up for examination. “This, Deputy Dell, is the latest and greatest anesthetic on the market. Surgical grade stuff. Caldwell’s specialist says the takedown time on it is so fast that pharmacists have been calling it milk of amnesia. Just a touch and the patient is out like a light.” Neal put the evidence down gently on his desk. “Another touch and the patient damn well better be on a ventilator, because this stuff stops a patient’s breathing as easy as turning off a lamp.” Neal nodded thoughtfully. “Lord, Maggie,” he said. “It’s the perfect poison.”

      “Did Caldwell screen for it?”

      Neal shook his head. “Nope. Like I said, it’s brand new. They didn’t know to look for it. But Doc Caldwell’s whiz kid is more than a little excited to take another run at the tox screen, so as long as he doesn’t speed off the road and into a ditch before he makes it to her office, they’ll be running fresh tests as soon as we can get the evidence into their hands.”

      Maggie nodded. “You drive. I’ll ride shotgun and take naps between blinks.”

      “Long night?”

      “You know it.”

      Neal grabbed the evidence bags and they were off.

      They had a twenty-minute drive out to the state police post where the Major Crimes Unit’s forensics lab was housed, and they spent most of it making their game plan for the rest of the day. After delivering Doctor Caldwell the evidence, they had some digging of their own to do. Their next stop would be Coalton General. Though the little city of Coalton itself wasn’t much bigger than Burgettsville, it had grown up as a hub for the industries that had boomed along the Ohio River after WWII. Though business had slowed down in Coalton over the last generation, it was still home to most of the corporate money in the region. As the largest hospital in town, Coalton General constituted a big enough bureaucracy to slow a Christmas Eve investigation down to a snail’s pace.

      However, in Coalton as in Burgettsville and any other town, it pays to know people at the top, and Neal happened to be golfing buddies with the husband of Sara Mahaney, one of the hospital’s Chief Medical Officers. Sara was in the office that day, and when Neal explained to her that they were looking into a possible homicide with evidence that had come out of Coalton General’s pharmacy, she had the head pharmacist in her office within five minutes.

      The pharmacist's name was Stan Lincoln. Stan was in his late-20s or early-30s. He wore a gold hoop in his right ear, his hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and the collar of what appeared to be a tie-dyed t-shirt peeked out from under his white lab coat. As he entered the office, Stan did a double-take and gave Neal and Maggie a look of barely concealed distaste. Mr. Lincoln, it seemed, did not like the police. He liked it even less when Sara told him they’d need some information from him. At first, Stan filibustered, going into a long description of the pharmacy’s inventory system, but Neal waved him off. “I’m sure you have a fantastic system, son,” Neal said, handing him a slip of paper containing all the details they’d copied from the Propofol bottle. “I just need to know who signed this out.”

      The interruption tweaked Stan’s nerves, and his expression turned a touch haughty. He eyeballed the numbers, thought it over, then announced he’d have to check his records. They were just switching over to a computerized system, he explained, and though speaking the word “computer” aloud gave him obvious delight, he nevertheless had to warn there could be delays. Only part of the last month’s log had been entered into the new system, it seemed, meaning he might have to track down paper records, and he thought someone named Lou might have sent some records to off-site storage. As Maggie quietly suppressed her desire to take her baton to Stan’s kneecaps to see if he might be carrying some useful information in them, Neal accepted Stan’s proposal to get them the info by early afternoon, or “two-thirty at the latest.” With that, Stan Lincoln was on his way, and Neal and Maggie departed soon after, shaking their heads silently at each other as they went.

      They picked up a fast food breakfast to go, carried it back to the office, and while they ate, Neal worked the phones. Alec Hennyson, the county attorney, had apparently already left for a holiday ski trip with his wife. Hennyson was legendary for keeping his staff terrified of him, and they’d been given strict orders not to give up his holiday contact information for anything other than a real emergency, so Neal had to play phone tag with several other local shakers-and-movers to light a big enough fire under Hennyson’s secretary to get the information. Once he had the number, they lost another forty-five minutes jumping through various hoops trying to get from the front desk at Hennyson’s hotel to a direct line with the man himself. Hennyson had apparently been skiing, and he was, in his own words, “in no mood to talk shop,” so Neal was hard pressed to get him to listen. Since there was nothing she could do to help, Maggie left Neal to work on Hennyson in private.

      By this time, word about Maggie’s find had made it around the department, so as soon as she stepped out of Neal’s office, Henry pulled her aside to get her version of the story. He didn’t want to believe she’d found the evidence where she said she’d found it, and he quizzed her suspiciously. “Well, hell,” he said after she’d told him the same story a third time, “what were you even doing out at Little Horn that time of night?”

      “Oh,” Maggie replied, “I was just working an angle for Neal.”

      Henry persisted. “What kind of angle?”

      Maggie didn’t know anything to tell him at that point but the truth. “I was just working the graveyard shift,” she replied flatly.

      Henry just looked at the floor and nodded. In an instant, he seemed to remember he had something pressing that needed to be done, and he was gone.

      The rest of the morning and early afternoon slipped away with Neal working the phones. He haggled with the prosecutor, went back and forth with the case worker from CHFS, and took calls with multiple contacts from the State Police Major Crimes Office. In almost every case, he had to chase people down on vacations and family outings, and with each conversation, he built the same case over and over again. Maggie knew these were all dedicated professionals, and they cared about their jobs, but holidays are holidays. So Neal called in favors. In a few cases, he might have even risked some clout. He’d been at it for over an hour before Maggie noticed the folder he had open on the desk in front of him. It was the file on Lucinda’s case. On top of a stack of papers sat a photo from the crime scene. The image was a Polaroid, and in it, Lucinda was tiny and pale and by far more lifeless than she’d been at the river’s edge the night before. Neal tapped a finger absently at the edge of the Polaroid as he spoke as though he were unconsciously refocusing himself over and over. He was not about to be denied.

      Shortly after lunch, a clamor of voices arose outside the office, and Maggie and Henry stepped outside to find a group of carolers in the parking lot. The group consisted of members of First Street Baptist, Maggie’s own church. Reverend Johnson stood at the head of the group with the choir director Jane Sherman at his side, and as soon as the deputies stepped out, Jane cued the singers who launched into a spirited rendition of “O Come All Ye Faithful.” Among the clutch of familiar faces, Maggie spotted her family. Judy stood near the back of the group, with Jack and Dougie at her side, while out at the very front, clearly hoping to catch her eye, Andy stood with a lyric sheet in hand. When Maggie made eye contact, he waved wildly, jostling the kids who stood beside him.

      The carolers didn’t stay long. “O Come All Ye Faithful” was followed by a brief chorus of “Silent Night” that segued quickly into just enough “Jingle Bells” for Reverend Johnson to feel certain that they were including something for the agnostics. When the song was over, the deputies and carolers alike dissolved into a round of applause, and after a few words about the spirit of the season, Reverend Johnson led the group off. Judy and the boys stayed behind for just a moment to greet Maggie. Andy was a font of happy questions. “Did you hear me, Mom?” She’d heard him. “Were you surprised?” Very. Andy followed up with a volley of news about their plans for the rest of the day, peppering in questions about what she was doing, when she’d be done, and wouldn’t it be a good idea to open a present with the cousins tonight.

      Maggie knelt in the snow to hug her son. “Yeah, honey,” she told him. “We’ll open a present tonight.”

      With that, the four were gone, and Maggie was alone again.

      The afternoon crept by, and there was little Maggie could do but wait and worry. Around one o’clock, Neal got a call from Dr. Caldwell. Maggie couldn’t hear Dr. Caldwell’s end, so at first she had only Neal’s facial expressions to judge the contents of the conversation. When Neal hung up, he took a moment just to sit in silence and process what he’d heard. “What’s the word, man?” Maggie said finally.

      “Seems that for now the tox screen is inconclusive.”

      “Dammit.”

      “Well, apparently that’s what she was expecting. Even with the whiz kid there, there was only so much they get hammered down for sure without more testing.”

      “Okay,” Maggie replied.

      “They also examined Lucinda again for needle marks,” Neal continued. “They examined her pretty closely the first time, but according to the doc, that syringe you found is what they call a ‘butterfly needle.’ They use it on babies for IVs, I guess. It’s fitted with one of the smallest gauge needles you can find. It would be just the thing to use if you didn’t want to leave any evidence of a needle puncture.” Neal winced. “Sure enough, she didn’t find anything.”

      Maggie shook her head. “Dammit,” she said. “So, we got nothing.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” Neal replied. “The tox screen and the syringe were the doc’s long shots. Seems she had an ace up her sleeve. See, it turns out that Lucinda was AB-negative.”

      “Oh?” Maggie replied, a note of hope in her voice. “That’s good?”

      “Damn right it is,” Neal replied. “AB-negative is the rarest blood type in the United States. Only something like 1 in 300 people have it. The doc pointed it out to me the other day, but I’ve been chasing down so many other angles, it just slipped my mind.”

      Maggie put her hand to her mouth. She, too, had been thinking only in terms of the toxicology. “The syringe,” she said. “There was blood in the syringe.”

      Neal smiled. “Exactly. We don’t know for sure if we’ve got this propofol stuff in Lucinda’s tox screen, but the likelihood that there’s some of Lucinda’s blood in that syringe… well, let’s say the odds are in our favor.” Neal smiled.

      “I’ll be damned, Neal,” she said with a grin. “This has got to be enough to dislodge Hennyson’s head from his ass.”

      Neal nodded thoughtfully. “Only one way to find out.” He picked up the phone and placed the call.

      Maggie recalled the hassle Neal had gone through getting Hennyson earlier, so she figured she had a minute or two to herself. She took a bathroom break, then stopped in the break room for fresh cups of coffee for Neal and herself. The news of Doctor Caldwell’s discovery still quickened Maggie’s pulse, so she probably didn’t need the caffeine, but with any luck, they’d be mobile before long, and she was still a little blinky from the shortened night of sleep she’d gotten. She was on her way back to Neal’s office when Henry called to her from the front desk. “It’s somebody calling from Coalton General for Neal, but his line’s tied up. A Stan something-or-other. Sounds important.”

      “It is,” Maggie replied. She nearly spilled the drinks in her hurry to get to the phone, and she snatched the receiver out of Henry’s hand. “This is Deputy Dell speaking.”

      The voice on the other end barely had to speak three words before Maggie recognized the thin tones of peevishness she’d encountered first that morning. “Hi. This is Stan Lincoln calling from Coalton General. I’m looking for Sheriff Graham.”

      “Yes, Mr. Lincoln, this is Deputy Dell.” She tried a more familiar tack. “Maggie, Mr. Lincoln. We met this morning.”

      “Oh, yeah, you’re the… uh, I remember now.” Maggie felt the unspoken words lady cop hanging in the air so clearly that they were almost visible. She put them aside. “So you know what the sheriff asked me to look up.”

      “I do, indeed. Did you get the information?”

      “I… well, it wasn’t in the new system,” Stan replied. Maggie felt a filibuster coming on. “I was hoping it would be there, but you know how it is.”

      “I sure do, Mr. Lincoln.” Maggie rubbed her eyes. She felt the first hints of a headache building. “So, what did you find?”

      There was an uncomfortable pause. “Well… I thought I was supposed to… is Sheriff Graham there?”

      “He’s on another line, but it’s okay. I’m working this case with him.”

      “Oh,” Stan said flatly. Another pause. “It’s just I thought I should give it to him.”

      Maggie felt her temper rising, but she checked it before it could get into her voice. “I understand your hesitation, Stan,” she said, “but this is actually quite pressing. I’ll tell you what: I’ve got Sara Mahaney’s home phone number here. I’m pretty sure she has the grandkids in for the holiday, but she was pretty concerned with this homicide investigation, so why don’t I give her a call—”

      “Uh, that’s okay,” Stan replied. “Let me just check… okay, the unit number you provided was signed out by one of our RNs. A Kindler. Shawn Kindler.”

      Silence. Maggie couldn’t respond.

      “Deputy?” Stan said after a long moment.

      “Yes, I… okay, Mr. Lincoln. No, that’s… that’s all we needed.”

      Lincoln disconnected, but even with the dead line in her hand, Maggie froze for a moment. She took a few deep breaths to calm herself.

      They had him.

      Maggie left the coffee on the front desk and hurried down the hall to Neal’s office. Inside, she found Neal on the line, his voice raised in frustration. “Yeah, Alec, I know how it looks in the paper if we don’t have all our ducks in a row.” Neal’s eyes were closed, and he held a hand up to his forehead and massaged his temples with his thumb. Apparently Maggie wasn’t the only one with a headache coming on. “But Kindler gets custody of the girl the day after tomorrow, man. We got a week to ten days to wait. Say it comes back positive—which you know it will—and this son of a bitch leaves town in the meantime? How do you think that’s gonna look for you?”

      Hennyson’s voice was a tiny electronic rattle from where Maggie was standing, but it was loud enough for Maggie to hear that he was frustrated. Nevertheless, when Neal glanced up and saw the look on Maggie’s face, he flicked the mute button and put the receiver down without hesitation. “What is it, Maggie?”

      Maggie was still shocked enough that she stammered at first. “It’s Lincoln, boss. From Coalton General. The propofol. It was Kindler’s.” Neal stared uncomprehendingly at first. He knew all the words Maggie was saying, but he didn’t know how to accept what they all meant together. So Maggie tried again. “Kindler signed that propofol out, Neal. Under his own damned name.” She smiled. “We got him.”

      Neal blinked. It took him a long moment to consider the news before he seemed to understand it, but when he did, he laughed in shock. “Son of a bitch, Maggie, we got him.”

      Sheriff Graham only took another moment to consider his actions. Then, he switched the phone off mute, cut in on the rattle of Hennyson’s voice, and gave him the news in the briefest possible sound bite. “We got the pharmacy records. It’s Kindler’s.”

      Silence from the other end. Hennyson, too, needed a moment to understand what had happened. Then, there was a short rattle from Hennyson’s end. “Yeah,” Neal said. “That’s what I’m thinking, too, Alec. You get on back to the slopes, good buddy. I’ll take it from here.”

      With that Neal put the phone back in the cradle, grabbed his lighter and cigarettes from his desk, and arose from his chair as though it were catching fire underneath him. “All right, Maggie,” he said as he pulled on his coat and headed for the door, “what say we give this bastard the Christmas behind bars he so richly deserves?”

      And they were off.

      

      When Maggie and Neal left the office, it was around 2:30, and the afternoon was bitterly cold. The sign outside the Bluegrass Farmers Credit Union read ten degrees Fahrenheit, and Maggie was pretty certain that it tended to run four or five degrees warm, sometimes more when the temperatures plummeted in January and February. Maggie found her thoughts straying to Andy and whether he had been bundled up enough when she’d seen him earlier in the day, but the thought brought a wave of emotions up in her that she couldn’t handle at the moment, so she turned her mind back to Kindler.

      Neal’s initial plan was to pick him up at his house. However, when they pulled onto his street, Kindler’s gray Toyota pickup was nowhere to be seen. Neal was cautious. He didn’t want to risk a friend or neighbor noticing them at the house and tipping Kindler off, so they decided to cruise town on what they hoped would look like a standard patrol to scout for the truck. Kindler was known to spend some time at a local bowling alley and had a few other hangouts, but since it was Christmas Eve, not much more than the grocery stores and gas stations were open. After taking a pass through town, they decided the next best plan would have to do. They knew Kindler would arrive at seven for the night shift at Coalton General. “It’d be sweet to cuff him on his own porch,” Neal opined, “but doing it in front of his co-workers won’t be bad either.”

      To pass the time, they stopped by Sally’s and had breakfast for dinner. Maggie’s internal clock was spinning out of sync with reality after her nearly sleepless night, so pancakes sounded as good as anything else. They sat in Neal’s usual booth and ate mostly in silence, though at one point, Neal sized Maggie up thoughtfully and said, “You never told me what you saw out there on the Little Horn last night.”

      But Maggie ended up not knowing what to say. She gave him a brief rundown, but nothing more detailed than what she would say about writing a traffic ticket. Somehow, Maggie felt that what had happened last night was something personal between her and Lucinda. When she thought back on the mournful moan of Lucinda’s voice, a loneliness rose up in Maggie that she didn’t know how to share, not with Neal, nor anyone else. In the end, Maggie could only shake her head. “I think she got what she was looking for,” Maggie said finally. Then, on a whim, she picked up the pack of cigarettes next to Neal’s cup of coffee. Winstons. They had been Jerry’s brand as well. She tapped one from the pack and fired it up. “Don’t know for sure,” she said thoughtfully, “but I don’t think she’ll be coming back.”

      Neal sat in silence for a moment and considered Maggie thoughtfully. He looked like he had something big to say, but after considering it for a moment, he just smiled. “Careful,” he said, pointing to Maggie’s cigarette. “Those’ll kill you, sister.”

      Maggie coughed, smiled. “Not tonight they won’t.”

      By the time they left for Coalton, it was full dark, and the cold afternoon had given way to an even colder evening. Neal pulled his cruiser into the back end of the lot in order to keep a low profile, and as they made their way through the lot, Neal spotted Kindler’s pickup parked right next to a streetlight. No one was around, so Neal stopped next to the Toyota and peered inside, casually at first. Then something caught his attention. “Whoa,” he said under his breath.

      “What is it?” Maggie asked.

      Neal pointed to the passenger seat. The bright halogen light of the streetlamp lit it up like noon, and Maggie saw instantly what Neal meant. On the seat was a Rand McNally road atlas. “Look at that,” Neal said, squinting slightly to read the fine print in the subtitle. “Oh, Pacific Northwest. That’s a nice trip. And just a hop, skip and a jump from there into Canada.” Neal shook his head. “That son of a bitch.”

      Though the night was bitter, a shiver ran through Maggie that had nothing to do with the cold. “Lord,” she muttered. “Let’s get him collared already.”

      Neal nodded. “Let’s do.”

      Inside, the two set out for Intensive Care. They’d learned earlier in the week that Kindler was filling in for someone in the ICU, and he was supposed to be on the third floor for the rest of the week. They took the rear elevator, thinking Kindler would be less apt to see them coming from that direction.

      However, the third floor was something of a maze. They spotted a few other nurses and a physician looking over charts at a nurse’s station, but Kindler was nowhere to be found. As they scoured the brightly lit halls, the headache Maggie had begun to feel coming on earlier flared up again, riding a wave of wild anxiety.

      Something didn’t feel right.

      After a casual sweep of the floor, Neal looked stumped for a moment. A nurse posted at the station near the entrance had clearly noticed them. She was fortyish with prematurely gray hair, and her brow was furrowed suspiciously. The moment he noticed her, Neal switched on the charm with a familiar bright smile that he sometimes called his “Sunday go-to-meeting face,” and he made his way over to the counter.

      Maggie could hear what they were saying, but the anxiety swelling inside her rendered the words meaningless. Something wasn’t right. Maggie felt it in her gut. Standing at the intersection of three hallways, Maggie scanned them each, her anxiety turning to panic.

      Something just wasn’t right.

      As she turned from hallway to hallway, Maggie noticed that she was standing next to a window with a wide view of the parking lot from which they had come. A notion hit her seemingly out of the blue, and she stepped up to the window to peer down.

      Maggie scanned the lot quickly, her panic now in full bloom. Surely she had it wrong. But she located Neal’s cruiser, and from that point traced the route they’d taken to Kindler’s truck.

      The pickup was gone.

      Maggie didn’t mean to shout, but her voice came in a bark. “Neal!”

      Neal turned, his Sunday go-to-meeting face falling at sound of Maggie’s voice. The nurse glared. Maggie tried to lower her voice, but it was still too loud for the ICU. It didn’t matter. “He’s gone,” she half-shouted. “The truck’s gone!”

      Neal ran to the window, stopping only long enough to confirm what Maggie had said. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered under his breath. Then he nodded to the stairwell, and without another word, they were off.

      Maggie radioed it in from the car, putting a description of the vehicle out on a band shared between local and state police. Once the word was out, Maggie tried to calm herself down, running through the possibilities in her head. “Okay,” she said. Her voice was thin and reedy with panic. It sounded like a stranger speaking with her mouth. “The locals are on it. If Kindler’s trying to hide in town, he better have already done it.”

      Neal nodded. As he sped out of the parking lot, his eyes were locked on the road and his face was a taut mask of concentration, but his voice was calm. “Right,” he said. “Good.”

      Maggie’s mind raced. “If he wants to make a run for it, he’ll probably panic and head to the interstate. He’ll have state troopers up his tailpipe in a second out there.”

      “Right,” Neal said again. “Good.”

      What were his other options? Maggie let her mind spin as she sorted them.

      The realization hit her like a blow to the head.

      “Oh, jeez, Neal,” she said. “He’s not ready to run yet.”

      But Neal was apparently a step or two ahead of her, as he already had the cruiser pointed straight back toward Burgettsville. “I know,” he said, his voice level and calming. “We’re on it.” As he gunned the engine, Maggie realized Neal was trying to calm himself as well. “We’re on it.”

      They were just pulling into Burgettsville when the radio crackled to life with a call from dispatch. A 911 call had come in from Dressler Court. Seems a pickup truck had come tearing down the street, slid out on a patch of black ice and smashed up some good citizen’s mailbox. Said good citizen shouted at the driver from his porch, but the driver retreated across the street to a neighbor’s house, where he forced the door and disappeared inside.

      It was, of course, exactly the call they had been expecting.

      Kindler was going for his daughter.

      Neal hit Dressler Court moments later, very nearly sliding out in the same patch of black ice Kindler had hit. The cruiser fishtailed to a sliding stop against the curb in front of Lucinda’s house. They leapt from the car to the sound of shouts emanating from the good citizen across the street, but they didn’t have time to stop now. Neal waved the neighbor back, and though the neighbor appeared for a moment to move toward them with another round of shouting, he was silenced instantly when Neal and Maggie drew their weapons and advanced on Lucinda’s porch.

      The porch light was off, but Maggie could see from the interior light that spilled out into the night that the front door stood half open. The freezing wind whipped snow flurries off the porch and into the house. Maggie moved in cautiously at first, but when she heard a moan from inside and saw a human form sprawled in the front hall, her adrenaline kicked in, and she was carried forward on a current over which she had dangerously little control.

      Inside, Maggie took stock of the situation. The body on the hallway floor was Jake’s. He was awake and moaning, but his face was a mask of pain, and he clutched his chest and gasped for breath. Behind him was the kitchen, and in the antiseptic while light therein, Maggie saw that the back door stood wide open.

      Neal dropped to his knees next to Jake, and though he spoke in the same calming tones he’d been using in the car, Maggie had a hard time making out the details. The panic that had been building within her now roared in her ears, making Jake and Neal sound like voices in the distance. Had he been shot? Stabbed? No. Neal checked his pulse. Could it be a heart attack? No.

      Jake was lucid enough to speak, though every word brought a wince. It had been Kindler. He’d come for Allie. ““Bastard… knocked me… down,” he said. Each word came with a painful wince. Jake pointed to his chest. “Stomped me.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Neal muttered.

      Maggie heard someone speak and was surprised to find it was her voice. “His ribs,” she said. “He’s got broken ribs.”

      Neal held up a hand without so much as turning in Maggie’s direction. He knew. He had this. “Jake, can you breathe?”

      “He… took… Allie!”

      “Can you breathe?” Neal repeated.

      “He’s talking, so he’s breathing,” Maggie said, her voice still shot full of panic and far too loud.

      Neal held his hand up again, but Jake’s eyes locked on Maggie. He repeated himself, the anger rising in his voice even as he struggled with each word. “He’s… got... Allie!”

      Maggie turned to the wide-open back door. She didn’t speak, just stared into the black night. For a moment, all she could hear was the roar of panic in her ears.

      Then Jake spoke again. His teeth clenched in pain, but he issued an order in one clear sentence. “Get that son of a bitch!”

      Neal opened his mouth to give Maggie directions, but she was already across the kitchen and out the door. The back-porch light was on, and it sent a finger of light out across the backyard. The backyard ran for about thirty feet downhill before a nest of undergrowth marked the passage into the tree line that ran along the Little Horn River. One set of footprints led across the yard and into the woods, and Maggie pulled out her flashlight as she charged into the night.

      At the edge of the yard, Maggie stopped where Kindler’s tracks led into the woods, and she paused for a moment to listen. The wind was strong enough now that it almost sounded like human moans in the bare tree limbs that crisscrossed the woods before her. But beyond that, she heard something else. A human cry. The sound of panic. A child’s panic.

      “Allie,” Maggie whispered to herself. Behind her, she heard Neal’s footsteps approaching. She turned to see him closing the distance on her. His gaze raised to meet hers, and when it did, he motioned with a pointed finger out to the woods. Maggie obliged and charged ahead.

      As she stepped into the woods, Maggie was overwhelmed for a moment by the darkness that engulfed her. Even the bright beam of her Maglite did her little good, as it was broken up and turned into a confusing patchwork by the undergrowth and tree limbs that surrounded her. As she pressed into the dark, she somehow managed to pick up her pace. Tree limbs and winding vines scratched her as she sprinted forward, but she was focused on one thing only: the sound of Allie’s voice ahead of her. Maggie had to be closing in, because she could make out words now. “Daddy! Daddy!” Over and over she said it, the two syllables shot through with fear and confusion. Just a few steps behind her, Maggie heard Neal lose his footing and tumble to the snowy ground. Maggie stopped to help, but Neal waved her on as he picked himself up. Maggie ran on, pushing through winding underbrush. She stumbled forward, her legs caught up for a split second in the undergrowth, but when she broke free, she found herself in a small clearing, and there they were, Kindler and Allie, no more than twenty feet away.

      Kindler wore a heavy navy-blue winter coat that he hadn’t even thought to zip up. Maggie realized then that Kindler must have spotted her and Neal on their way into the hospital and made his escape as soon as they were out of sight, because he was still dressed in the blue hospital scrubs he’d been wearing for work. Kindler carried Allie like a bundle of firewood. She was even more poorly dressed for the weather than he, as she wore only the pajamas she’d been dressed in when Kindler had broken in the front door. She screamed and screamed. “Daddy! Daddy!”

      Kindler turned in Maggie’s direction when she pushed her way into the clearing. Kindler was thin and handsome in a singularly nonthreatening way. He had a milky complexion and big brown eyes that were ever so slightly sunken and careworn. There was something almost delicate about him. Standing in the clearing with his screaming daughter in his arms, Maggie found herself somehow able to see Kindler as she imagined Lucinda had seen him. This was a thoughtful guy. A nice guy. A safe guy.

      Allie screamed and screamed in his arms.

      For just a moment, Kindler froze there in the clearing, his gaze locked on Maggie, and for that moment, Maggie thought that she might have him there. Maggie wasn’t about to draw her weapon on him, not while he held Allie, but he had to know he couldn’t outrun Maggie with Allie fighting him every step of the way. Then, he made his decision. He dropped his child at his feet and fled into the woods.

      Maggie ran toward Allie and scooped her up out of the snow, instinctively cradling the girl in her arms. Still Allie screamed one word, and one word only: “Daddy! Daddy!” Was she trying to call him back now? Maggie tried to hold her closer, but Allie fought her. In a moment, Neal had arrived, a limp in his gait, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He dropped to his knees beside Maggie in exhaustion. “Kindler!” he said through gasps. “Where’s Kindler?”

      Maggie was still trying to pacify Allie, so she didn’t speak aloud, just gestured with her head toward the patch of woods into which Kindler had fled.

      Neal fought to catch his breath. “Okay,” he said, “okay. Called in backup. They’ll get him.”

      The thought pinged around in Maggie’s head for a moment like a jagged piece of shrapnel. Maybe backup would get Kindler. But maybe they wouldn’t.

      Maggie made a snap decision. Kindler wasn’t getting away. “Here,” she said softly. She passed Allie over to Neal. The girl had stopped kicking and was starting to calm down. “Take care of her,” Maggie said. And with that, she pushed herself to her feet and charged into the woods.

      Again, Maggie found herself in near-darkness. The underbrush here was thinner than the vegetation had been closer to Lucinda’s house, which made Maggie think people probably passed this way more frequently. Indeed, after a ten or fifteen foot patch of trees, Maggie found herself on the bank of the Little Horn running along a well-worn foot path. She thought she could see movement up ahead, but when she trained her Maglite on the path, all she saw was a few tree limbs that swayed as if someone had just brushed past them. Maggie pressed on, picking up her pace.

      Twenty yards. Thirty. Maggie tried to keep a light on the path ahead, but with the swing of her arms as she ran, she caught only strobing glimpses of what lay ahead. Here was another swaying limb. Then another. Maggie pushed herself even harder as she felt the first pull of a cramp in her side. She wasn’t far now from Waterfront Park. Surely he’d be in the open there. Surely she’d catch him there.

      What happened next happened in a flash.

      As quick as a diving owl, a form rose up from the bushes to her right and heaved itself at her. Kindler. He appeared as if out of the earth itself. Maggie gave a short shout as Kindler’s shoulder dug into her gut and he drove her sideways off her feet.

      A moment of weightlessness, then Maggie crashed to the frozen ground. She landed hard on her back, and the wind rushed out of her with an almost comical moan. Somehow, she kept hold of the Maglite in her left hand, but the Glock in her right went spinning into the darkness toward the frozen river. Now she and Kindler were wrestling in the snow, each vying to pin the other. Kindler’s thin body possessed a wiry and surprising strength, and he grappled with ease and control that made Maggie wonder if he’d had training. In a moment, he was astride her. He grabbed her throat with both hands and bore down hard, and when he did, his nice-guy veneer disappeared entirely. His eyes were wide open with a murderous zeal that bordered on lust. It was a horrifying visage, and for a moment, Maggie thought of how easy it would be for a victim to look into a face like this and be struck with a panic that knocked the last bit of fight out of them and doomed them to see nothing else, ever again. The thought made Maggie shudder. Did Kindler sense his advantage? Perhaps he did, because at that moment, he bared his teeth in an animalistic and victorious snarl. Maggie figured that was as good a target as she was apt to get, and she swung the Maglite with all her strength.

      There was a bony crunch, and Kindler tumbled backwards in a spray of saliva, blood and broken teeth. He shrieked, then clamped his shattered mouth shut, and his shriek turning into a long moan. Maggie pushed herself up off her back and rose to her knees. She still couldn’t quite catch her breath, and as she struggled to breathe, she panned the Maglite’s beam out toward the frozen river in the direction she’d lost the Glock.

      At first, she couldn’t find it, but after playing the light further out onto the ice, she saw that the weapon had come to rest at least ten feet away from the shore. Maggie cursed inwardly, and for a moment, she considered how she might wrangle Kindler into cuffs with her baton. She was reaching to pull it from her duty belt when she looked over and saw Kindler. He wasn’t looking at her.

      Kindler’s eyes were on the gun.

      He scrambled to his feet and lunged out onto the ice toward the Glock. Maggie still hadn’t managed to draw a complete breath, but she willed herself to her feet and scrambled out after him. Kindler slipped and looked for a moment like he was going to fall, but he somehow managed a few more steps so that when he tumbled to the ice, he was just a few feet short of the Glock. Maggie was almost out of time. She took a few more lumbering steps, and then, just as Kindler reached the gun, she launched herself at him, crashing down with as much weight as she could muster squarely on his back.

      Maggie felt Kindler coil up in pain under her. Something in him popped under her weight, and the Glock slid out of his hand.

      Then, a deeper crack resounded all around them, and Maggie realized she’d made a mistake. A few hairline cracks appeared in the ice around Kindler’s form, one of them large enough that it produced a tiny waterspout. Kindler saw it, too, and he knew what was coming. He pushed up desperately, trying to throw Maggie off his back and get clear. This struggle produced another loud crack, and this time, the ice heaved and pitched underneath them, then gave way.

      Kindler went under first, but Maggie was right behind him, sliding face first into the black water as quickly as though there had been nothing holding her up to begin with. As her body hit the water, a shockwave blasted through her nervous system that was like nothing she’d ever felt. Instantly, her brain seized up as her senses scrambled to make sense of the impossible environment in which Maggie now found herself. Her nerves couldn’t understand the water as cold, and instead interpreted it as something nearly emotional. An infinite loneliness. An immortal desolation.

      This is how you drown, Maggie thought. This is how you die.

      Maggie wasn’t ready for that, so she pumped her arms to right herself. For a moment, a blast of fresh panic struck her when Maggie realized that in the dark, she wasn’t sure which way was up. However, the bright beam of her Maglite still pinwheeled around her. Maggie watched long enough to see the direction in which it was sinking. She turned in the opposite direction and swam for the surface.

      Maggie managed two strokes, then three, but still she hovered in the dark. How deep was the Little Horn? How far had she sunk? Maggie had no idea, but her throbbing lungs told her she didn’t have long. She reached up again toward the surface, and this time, her hand hit a wall of something solid and unyielding.

      She was trapped under the ice.

      For a moment, Maggie felt around for open air. Surely she couldn’t have drifted far from where they had broken through. The panic rising in her made her want to hammer the ice with her fist, but that would only doom her, so she reached in the dark, testing for open air. Five seconds. Seven. Her lungs ached. Finally, as she felt herself on the verge of a sob that would surely drown her, Maggie’s fingers found purchase on the jagged edge of shattered ice. She reached up into the open air, took hold of the ice’s edge, and pulled herself toward safety.

      That’s when the hands came up for her from below. Kindler caught hold of her coat first, then pulled himself close enough that Maggie could just make out the features of his face in the dim glow of the Maglite that now sat in the silt of the riverbed. He was raging. Maggie still had a hand on the edge of the ice, but Kindler had her by the throat. He wasn’t looking for the surface. He was looking only for blood. As she watched, Kindler opened his mouth wide. The jagged stumps of his broken teeth gave his rictus grin the look of some wild beast or monster.

      Kindler clutched her throat tighter.

      Maggie held onto the edge of the ice with one hand punched Kindler in the face over and over with the other. He barely flinched, just tightened his grip on Maggie’s throat and pulled himself closer. Maggie’s grip on the ice began to falter.

      Then, the light from Maggie’s lost flashlight seemed to flare, and in a moment, there was someone else under the ice with them. The light rose up behind Kindler as though something were rising from the depths, and Kindler’s open-mouthed grin turned into a look of confusion as two hands clamped down on him, one on each shoulder.

      From the darkness behind him, a face came into view.

      Maggie stared in disbelief. Lucinda had returned. The sorrow that had permeated her entire presence the night before was gone, and her expression now was one of wide-eyed rage.

      Kindler spun around to face his attacker, and when he saw who it was, he evacuated whatever air was left in his lungs in a garbled scream. Lucinda didn’t even blink. She put her arms around his back and, with her eyes locked on his, began slowly to drag him into the murk. Kindler waved his arms as he disappeared, grunting even after his breath was gone, but Lucinda merely stared. As she disappeared into the black, she seemed to be smiling.

      Maggie’s vision was graying out now. She was out of time. She tightened her grip on the edge of the ice, and with the last of her strength, she pulled.

      The ice gave way under her weight. For a moment, she held onto that chunk of ice that had broken free, then she dropped it and scratched at the solid sheet above her head, but only for a moment. Soon she couldn’t move anymore, so she just floated in the gray.

      Floated into the black.

      Then she sank.

      

      For a moment, there was perfect darkness, and that wasn’t so bad. How could it be? Then the light came spiraling back again, and suddenly Maggie found herself again on the river’s edge, but this time, she wasn’t alone.

      This time she was with Jerry.

      Maggie remembered now. It was her first visit to Burgettsville. They had just come back from school for a visit, and Jerry was making his pitch. He knew that Maggie wanted to be with him. But could she be with him here in his goofy hometown? That was the question. Jerry hadn’t spoken it aloud, but Maggie had heard it in every step they took around town that day. Here was the city park. Here was the elementary school Jerry had attended, the same as his parents before him. Here was the life Jerry had come from. The life he wanted to live.

      Could Maggie live it?

      There hadn’t been snow yet, so the two sat together cross-legged on the walkway at the edge of the boat ramp and stared at the colored lights of the South Street Bridge reflected on the river. Maggie leaned against Jerry and let him talk and tell his stories about growing up in Burgettsville. He didn’t know it yet, but he didn’t have to win her over. She would return with him to Burgettsville, and she’d do it gladly, without a second thought. She’d follow him to Timbuktu. As long as she was with Jerry, the surroundings didn’t matter. She didn’t know how to tell him that, so instead, she leaned in close and kissed him, and for just that moment, she was there with Jerry. With his hands. His mouth. His whole body. His presence. They kissed, and then Jerry smiled. “It’s getting cold,” he said, “Let’s go home.” Then Jerry rose to his feet, and he reached down and offered Maggie his hand. She took it, and she pulled.

      She pulled.

      She pulled herself up.

      

      Maggie came to with a convulsive choke. For an instant, she couldn’t breathe, and she rolled off her back and onto her side and coughed, and gagged, and coughed some more. A generous portion of the Little Horn had flooded her throat and chest, and she coughed a great gout of it onto the ice.

      When she finished, Maggie looked around in wonder. She lay on the icy surface of the river. To her left, maybe three feet away, she saw the gaping hole in the ice through which she and Kindler had plunged moments before.

      She was out. She didn’t know how, but she had made it out.

      The ice was so cold that it burned her hands as she pushed herself up into a cross-legged position. Everything around her wobbled at first, but even through the disorientation, Maggie felt a presence, just as she had beneath the ice.

      For just a moment, Jerry was there.

      Maggie felt her mouth fall open in surprise, and with new breath, she spoke his name aloud. “Jerry?”

      He was there. She couldn’t see him as she had seen the ghost of Lucinda, but she knew her eyes were lying, so Maggie closed them, and for just a moment there on the ice, she leaned against Jerry as she had in memory.

      She would have followed him anywhere. It turned out the same had been true for him. She had been almost all the way gone in the dark, but before she could disappear, Jerry had come for her. “It’s getting cold,” she heard him say. “Let’s go home.”

      Maggie opened her eyes again, and her surroundings came flooding back to her. The wind whipping along the surface of the ice was like nothing Maggie had felt before, like nothing she hoped to ever feel again. She was drenched from head to toe, and when she pushed herself up from the ice, her frozen slacks snapped off the surface of the river with little pops.

      For a moment, as she caught her breath, Maggie stood before great black maw in the river from which she had emerged. There was no light coming up from below. Lucinda was gone, as was Kindler. Maggie closed her eyes again and felt for that presence that had been beside her, but now Jerry was gone as well.

      She wanted more, of course. She wanted forever. But this would have to be enough.

      Behind her, the sounds of shouts arose from the woods. She heard Neal’s voice among others. Backup had arrived. They were coming for her to take her home. She was ready to go.

      Maggie turned away from the depths and from the dead she’d left there, and she started the slow trudge back toward the living. She’d promised Andy a present that night. He was going to have it.
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        Tye Caine wants to find peace in the mist-filled mountains of the Pacific Northwest. Instead, he finds a mystery, and receives a gift from a dead man.
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      Tye was hunting elk when he met the dead man.

      The inside of the truck smelled of mildew and stale coffee. Rain, whipped by the November wind, pelted the windshield as Tye waited out the storm. He saw a band of blue sky coming, and behind that, another rain squall.

      Tye sat in his truck at the dead end of a forest road, on a ridge that stuck out into the river valley. Even though he hated to waste the gas, it was nice to sit inside with the heater running and dry his clothes. He poured more lukewarm coffee, hoping to drive off the chill the damp air had driven into his bones.

      When the truck was sitting still, he didn’t have to listen to the whining noise coming from the transmission, or smell the stink of burnt fluid after a long uphill climb. Hopefully, the damn thing would last long enough to get him home, and not leave him stranded in the woods.

      On the seat beside him sat a copy of Olaus Murie's "The Elk of North America," borrowed several times from the county library, and now a couple days overdue. Tye had studied it for hours, hoping to unearth the secret of finding an elk here in the mountains of Western Washington. He’d killed plenty of elk before, but always in Montana and Wyoming, where he could see for miles. Tye was amazed how a 700-pound animal could vanish in these dense forests. He’d seen one elk for a fleeting second, but didn’t pull the trigger because he didn’t want to risk a shot to the guts. Tye debated between opening Maurie's book for the hundredth time, in the hopes of gleaning a new nugget of wisdom, and throwing it out the window into the rain.

      The rain stopped as if someone had thrown a switch. Tye sighed, put on his hat and opened the truck door. If he found a place to sit until dark, he could go home and say he'd tried.

      He heard the growl of an engine and the crunch of gravel under tires. A pickup pulled up behind him.

      Tye had an eye for pickup trucks and what they said about their owners. It was an older model, but well maintained. It wore a sensible set of all-terrain tires, but wasn’t jacked up or burdened with chrome accessories. To Tye’s practiced eye, that said a practical-minded owner who was likely an older man.

      An old guy got out. His age was hard to place. He could have been 60, maybe as old as 80. He was tall and rawboned, with big gnarly hands and a full head of gray hair slicked back with a product that was probably hard to find these days. He wore logging boots, a patched pair of jeans, and a striped Arrow shirt. One of his eyeteeth had a gold crown.

      “Seeing anything?” As the old guy walked toward him, Tye noticed he had a slight limp, what Gary, Tye’s best friend called a “hitch in his giddy up.”

      “Nothing but trees.” Tye wasn’t in a mood to talk. But since they’d moved here, Tye and Gary found the locals a standoffish bunch, so it would be a mistake to turn down any friendly gesture. Besides, the guy might know about hunting elk.

      “You just driving the roads or wearing out shoe leather?” As he got closer, Tye felt the old guy sizing him up.

      Tye shook his head. “I’ve walked more miles than I can count. Uphill. Downhill. Sidehill. I’ve seen elk tracks, elk bedding areas, signs of elk browse, elk scat that was still warm, but I haven’t got an elk.”

      The old guy laughed. “Well, that’s why they call it elk hunting, and not elk shooting. My freezer is empty too. Hell, I had to sneak out of the house. My wife doesn’t think I should be out here by myself.  My name’s Gilford.”

      When Tye shook his hand, it was like gripping an old piece of gnarled wood. He was glad Gilford wasn’t one to play macho games with his handshake. He thought the old guy could have crushed his hand.

      “I’m Tye.” When he said it, he searched the other man’s face for signs of recognition. Even though he hadn’t been paid yet, the television show was on the air. Tye kept getting recognized at the gas station and the grocery store.

      “I don’t think we’ve met. Have we?” Gilford asked.

      Apparently he wasn’t a TV fan.

      “Don’t think we have,” Tye said. “My buddy and his girlfriend moved here two months ago. I came in last week. We bought that place a mile from the campground.”

      “The old Milner place? You’ve done a bunch of work out there. That place went to pot since they moved. You see that road over there?” Surprised by the change of subject, it took Tye a second to realize Gilford was pointing across the valley, where Tye saw the slender thread of a forest road miles away.

      “Yeah, I see it.”

      “After the war, I was on the crew that cut that road. I drove a D9 Cat up there and it kept getting steeper and steeper. The foreman yelled at me to keep going. That damn dozer flipped and almost killed me. Broke my leg in a bunch of places. I still don’t walk right.”

      “Wow.” Tye tried to figure out which war he was talking about. He was still having trouble trying to figure out how old Gilford was. “Sounds like you know these woods.”

      “Spent my whole life up here. When I wasn’t building roads, I was cutting trees. There used to be Douglas firs and hemlocks up here so big five men together couldn’t get their arms around them. We cut them all. Sometimes I’m sorry I did it, but we had four hungry kids.”

      Tye nodded. He’d grown up where people made their living how they could, so he didn’t judge.

      “You looking for horns or meat?” Gilford asked, giving Tye that searching look that made him a little uncomfortable.

      “Meat. I don’t care about antlers. I’ll shoot a cow elk if I see one. I just want to stock my freezer.”

      Gilford cocked his head at him. “A fellow can buy a side of beef, instead of walk around in the rain.”

      Tye shrugged. “My buddy broke his leg right after we bought our land. My last job owes me money, but it hasn’t shown up yet. We won’t starve, but my truck needs fixed, and we don’t have extra money.”

      Gilford nodded. “I’m not one of them damn animal rights activists, but I don’t much care for eating cows pumped full of drugs and kept in a stockyard standing in their own shit for a week.”

      “Me either.”

      Gilford nodded, as if satisfied by something. “You keep the elk hide or let it rot?”

      “I tan them.”

      Gilford turned on his heel, walked back towards his truck. Tye was confused for a second, thinking he’d said something to offend the older man.

      “Well, come on back to my truck. I got something to show you,” Gilford said over his shoulder.

      Bemused, Tye followed. From behind the seat of his truck, Gilford pulled out a pair of work gloves and handed them to Tye. The palms showed signs of heavy use, but they were far from worn out.

      “I killed that elk the same year we elected that dumb son of a bitch that got us into that stupid war. I use them every day and they’re like new.”

      Tye wasn’t sure what dumb son of a bitch Gilford meant, but they were fine gloves. Since he worked with his hands, Tye appreciated such things. The leather was tough, but supple.

      “My buddies used to make fun of me for packing those hides out. Wet, they weigh seventy, eighty pounds. But its wrong to let it lay there and rot. It seems like….”

      Gilford hunted around for the word he wanted for a few seconds, then took a deep breath. “Now I’m a Christian man, not an animal worshipper, but it feels like sacrilege.  I think that’s the word I want.”

      Tye nodded his head. “I agree.”

      Gilford put the gloves back, pulled out a sheathed knife, and handed it to Tye.

      “More elk leather on that sheath, and that horn on the handle is from a bull I shot over twenty years ago. I don’t hang antlers on the wall. I use them.”

      The handle was warm in his hand. It was smooth, but it wouldn’t slip, even if it was wet.

      “I have a friend that makes stuff out of an antler,” Tye said. “Handles, buttons.”

      Gilford gave a curt nod which Tye took to mean that idea passed muster. Tye handed the knife back. It began to rain. Gilford grabbed an old Army poncho out from behind the seat. Tye glimpsed the butt of a rifle and craned his neck to look.

      “That’s Old Sure Shot,” Gilford said, and pulled a lever action Winchester Model 1886 rifle from behind the seat. He showed Tye it was unloaded before handing it to him.

      The bluing had faded to a dull gray, and worn to the bare metal on the bottom of the receiver, right where a person would put their hand to carry the rifle. The wood of the buttstock and fore-end was dark with age.

      “I bought that rifle the year I graduated high school. Bucked hay all summer long to pay for it. Had a machinist at work drill and tap it for that aperture sight and used it ever since.” Gilford pointed at a row of brass tacks on one side of the stock. “Each one of those is an elk.”

      The tacks were too many for Tye to count. He ran his hand up the braided leather rifle sling.

      “Wow.” Tye’s own rifle was serviceable, but it was a cheap, mass produced thing of matte finished metal and plastic.

      “Guys these days are dragging damn sniper rifles around the woods. With this old .45-70, you have to get close, but it puts them on the ground, and they never knew what hit them. I don’t gut shoot an animal. If I didn’t have a good shot, I waited. I watched more than my fair share of elk walk off without pulling the trigger.”

      “I passed on a bull yesterday. Shot wasn’t right,” Tye said.

      He handed the rifle back to Gilford, who took it, and for a second acted as if he would pass it right back to Tye. A troubled look crossed his face, then cleared as he stowed the gun behind the seat of the truck.

      “So, you have any tips?” Tye asked.

      Gilford looked at Tye for so long he started to feel uncomfortable.

      “Well. You’ve got the right idea. You aren’t afraid to push through the pucker brush. That last ridge you walked, the one by Green Lookout Mountain, was a good spot, you just didn’t get lucky.”

      Tye didn’t remember telling Gilford he’d been on Green Lookout. How the hell did he know that?

      Gilford looked off in the distance. “The fellow that taught me to elk hunt, not just drive around in a truck, was Old Joe. Hell, he was ancient when I was twenty years old, so he’s long gone now. He was half Indian.”

      “Now I’m a Christian man, not a heathen like Old Joe, but he taught me if you wanted the forest to give you something, you had to show it respect, and ask it to feed you. I’ve told nobody this before, but I’d say a prayer when I’d sit with my rifle.”

      Gilford looked at Tye, to see his reaction. Tye just stood there, rapt.  Gilford looked older now, as if he’d aged a decade since they’d first started talking, and there was a sickly cast to his skin. Tye figured it must be the change in the light since the clouds had moved in overhead.

      “The second thing he taught me, is you need to have respect for the animal. These damn trophy hunters want a set of antlers to hang on the wall. They leave the hide and only take enough meat to not get their license suspended. When Old Joe finished with an elk, there wasn’t enough meat on its bones to make a sandwich. That’s how I’ve always done it.”

      “I don’t waste,” Tye said.

      “Old Joe took the elk skull back to where he killed it. You tie it in a tree, facing east, towards the rising sun.”

      Tye nodded. That sounded good, but he was having trouble figuring out how it helped him right now.

      Gilford was quiet for a minute. He looked around at the mountains, breathed in the air. He looked at Tye as if seeing him for the first time. His brows furrowed.

      “You’re sure you want meat? You sure you’re not one of those trophy hunters who will just cut the antlers off and leave the rest to rot?”

      “I’m sure,” Tye said, beginning to wonder if Gilford was getting soft in the head.

      With that, Gilford relaxed.

      “Well, I’ve got one last idea for you, then I need to fade away.” He pointed off in the distance.

      “Go to the end of that ridge.  Park at the end of the road and walk from there. It gets almighty thick with the vine maple and salmonberries. It’s steep, but you keep going and you’ll find a flat spot in among the trees. There’s a saddle where the elk move from one ridge line to the next. You follow me?”

      Tye nodded. He remembered that ridge from the topographical maps he’d studied for hours.

      “That’s where I went when I needed meat. I had 18 months once with no work but picking up scrap metal, mowing rich men’s lawns, and fixing fences. It tore me up to watch my wife and our kids getting skinny. I poached a deer that year. I’m not proud of it, but I did it and I won’t apologize for it. But a deer only goes so far with five mouths to feed.”

      Gilford paused for a second and stared off over at the ridge across the valley. Tye realized the old man was fighting back tears.

      “I sat there opening morning of elk season. No sooner had the sun come up than this young three-point bull stepped out in front of me. It wasn’t but thirty yards. He looked right at me and paused, as if to say ‘Well get it over with, and don’t you dare make a mess of it and gut shoot me.’ I felt bad shooting him, but we needed to eat. So I held hard and squeezed gentle. He took two steps and fell over dead. Bullet took off the top of his heart.”

      “Wow,” Tye said.

      Gilford clapped him on the shoulder. “You aren’t desperate for meat. Your family won’t starve, but you need to get an elk this year.  That voice in the back of your head is saying you aren’t a real hunter. That voice is saying you should work extra hours and feed your wife and baby store-bought meat that came from a dumb shit cow.”

      Tye blinked. He didn’t have a wife and baby. It sounded like Gilford was confusing Tye’s story with his own, but Tye didn’t want to argue with the old guy.

      “I hope you get meat,” Gilford said. He winced and grabbed his side as if it pained him. After he a few seconds he straightened and his hand dropped.

      “I’ll do it,” Tye said.

      Gilford smiled. It made him look twenty years younger and much happier. He stuck out his hand.

      “Good luck,” Gilford said.

      “Thanks.” Tye shook his hand.

      Without another word, Gilford got in his truck, cranked that old V-8 and executed a three-point turn to get headed the other way on the road. He gave a wave out the open window, then drove away.  The rumble of his engine faded, swallowed by the wind.
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        * * *

      

      The sun set early this time of year. Tye had to decide. In the distance, he saw another band of rain clouds moving his way fast.  In the truck he pulled out his map. It showed a long, unbroken knife-edge ridge. Saddles were a prime spot to ambush elk as they moved from one drainage to another.

      Maybe Gilford was wrong. Maybe the map was wrong.

      “What the hell,” Tye said. He started the truck and headed that way. This might be a waste of time, but he figured that ridge was a good as any.

      The road ended at a clearing. Tye donned a small backpack, grabbed his gun, and eased the truck door shut so it wouldn’t make a noise.

      Tye took a deep breath and walked into the woods. He resolved to enjoy the rest of the day. Sneaking around among the trees, he felt at home. After three months shooting a reality television show, Tye felt half crazed, as if he’d become a zoo animal.

      Gilford was right. There was a saddle up here. Fifty yards from where he’d parked the truck, Tye started down a steep slope, covered with a tangled mess of vine maple, young alders and Oregon grape. It was so thick he had to turn sideways to pass between the trees.

      “Gilford, what have you gotten me into,” he muttered under his breath. Tye considered turning around, but the thought of pulling himself hand over hand up the hill seemed like too much. He pressed on, hoping to find a clearing to sit and rest a while before quitting.

      The thicket closed in around him, and he fought back panic and claustrophobia as he wormed his way through alders and vine maple so thick he could barely thrust an arm through. He untangled himself from a long, creeping tendril of trailing blackberry wrapped around his ankle and stepped out into the open.

      The trees here were giants. Tye had seen old pictures of trees this big being hauled away on railroad flatcars. Often the butt end of them were bigger than the men standing next to them were tall.

      These trees were alive. Tye imagined he’d stepped into a fairy tale. The trunks rose for a hundred feet before they even began to branch. Deep fir needle duff covered the ground.

      There was little vegetation growing in the deep shade under the trees, and Tye wondered if it was a mistake to hunt here. There didn’t seem to be any food sources for elk. But as he walked a few more feet down the slope, he saw a big pile of elk scat, then another, and then some prints.

      He found a game trail, so wide it was easily mistaken for a hiking trail maintained by the Forest Service. After a hundred yards, it led to a small clearing. A massive fir lay on its side, felled by wind or old age. Its fall had created a gap for light to shine where berry bushes and other greenery grew.

      Tye crept to the edge of the clearing. The elk had been eating the bushes recently. The torn ends were still green. He crushed a pile of elk scat with his boot. It was fresh.

      Tye checked his watch. It was an hour and a half until sunset and growing dim. If he wanted meat in the freezer it had to happen now.

      He wasn’t relishing walking back up the hill after dark, but Tye tried a little longer. Fifty yards from the clearing, he found a big tree stump. Sitting in front of it would hide his outline, and there was a low brush in front, enough to mask his movements, but not high enough to block a shot. Perfect.

      He settled against the tree and made sure he was comfortable enough to sit without moving. He started waiting.

      He scanned the forest, looking for the slightest flicker of movement. It was a mistake to look for a whole animal. Instead, Tye looked for the flick of an ear, or the twitch of a tail.

      As he waited, Tye’s mind was busy. He still didn’t know what to make of Gilford. The old guy had seemed confused, but there was no denying he’d steered Tye to a place with plenty of fresh elk sign.

      The forest was still. He hadn’t heard a squirrel chatter, or the song of a bird. There was no wind.

      From his right, he heard a thud that made him jump. The deep, primal part of his brain identified it as a hoof brushing against one of the downed logs that littered the forest floor.

      He knew an animal was coming. Slowly, he sat up straighter and raised the gun to a low ready position. There was already a round in the chamber.

      He heard another thud and a slight thud of hooves on the duff.

      Tye saw what he thought was a tree branch swaying. He realized with a start that he was looking at a set of elk antlers. Like a picture coming into focus, he saw a bull elk, ambling along the game trail. It stopped every few feet to browse on the bushes. The wind was right, blowing from the animal towards Tye.

      He raised the rifle, trying to get a bead while not making any sudden moves. The bull slipped behind trees as Tye tracked him. Finally, it moved into an open spot downhill from him and stopped.

      Tye had never been prone to buck fever, but he needed to take a low, slow, quiet breath to get his heart rate to settle. The elk stood still, broadside to him, the best of all shots.

      Expecting the elk to bolt away at any second, Tye settled the crosshairs on the elk’s chest. He took a breath, let half out, and squeezed the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      The elk arched his back on impact, and instead of exploding into a run as Tye expected, it took a few faltering steps, then broke into a slow trot. Tye worked the rifle’s bolt, racking a fresh shell into the chamber. He shouldered the gun and tried to get a bead on the elk again. For a second, he had a clear view between two trees. He almost pulled the trigger again, but held his fire. He didn’t want to risk a bad hit into the guts.

      Tye lowered the gun and listened. The elk barreled through the forest, flattening undergrowth. The crashing sounds grew fainter, and farther apart. Tye heard a final, loud thud and there was silence.

      His heart was hammering. He gulped, took several deep breaths. His hands were shaking as he removed the cartridge from the rifle’s chamber.

      He’d been excited when he’d killed his first deer as a kid, but over the years hunting became routine. Something was different about today. In the past he’d relied on his skills to feed himself, but now there were two other people counting on him.

      A glance at his watch told him sunset was only a few minutes away. Conventional wisdom said to wait before following a wounded animal. If the elk wasn’t pursued, it would settle somewhere and slip into unconsciousness. The risk of following too soon was that the animal would get up and run again.

      The crosshairs had been right over the bull's chest when he pulled the trigger. Over confidence was risky, but Tye was certain the bull was dead.

      He resolved to wait fifteen minutes. He spent the entire time reliving the shot, second guessing himself and wondering if he’d screwed up. He envisioned himself wandering around the mountain all night long with a flashlight, fruitlessly searching.

      In his gut, he knew it had been a good hit, but he wouldn’t relax until he found the animal.

      Finally, it was time. He strapped on a headlamp and started towards the spot where he’d shot the elk.

      The tracks were easy to find. The elk’s hooves had churned up big clots of dirt. Tye didn’t find any blood, but there was a handful of elk hair.

      He followed the tracks. When he shined the light just right, he realized there was a spot of blood as big as his palm. It was hard to see because the forest floor was a deep brown, covered in duff and decaying fir needles, but once he knew what to look for, he realized there were puddles every few feet.

      His spirits buoyed, Tye walked faster. In a patch of waist high berry bushes, he found bright splashes of blood on the leaves. The tracks were getting closer together and Tye could see drag marks in the duff. The elk had been taking shorter steps and hadn’t been picking up his feet.

      He pushed through the patch of berry bushes into the clearing and then stopped short. In the beam of his headlamp he could see the white rump patch of the elk. He was lying on his side, still.

      As Tye got closer, he could smell the barnyard odor of the big animal. The elk was huge. Tye stood there for a minute, watching for the slightest twitch of a leg, or any sign that the massive chest was moving up and down.

      He took a few more steps, reached out and ran his hand along one wrist thick antler, and stroked the coarse fur of the elk's neck. There was a lump in his throat. He felt an equal mixture of triumph, gratitude, and remorse. In some ways he was sorry he had killed the elk. An hour ago, it had been striding through the forest, worried about nothing, and harming no one. But he was looking at a year's worth of meat.

      He put down the rifle and took off his backpack.

      Now it was time for the work to start. He spread a clean tarp on the ground and organized his tools and mesh cotton sacks for the meat.

      He did a neat job of gutting. Skinning took hours in the headlamp’s light. Tye worked non-stop, knowing he should take a break, but he kept going because he wanted the job done.

      When he finished, there were four bags of meat. Each weighed eighty pounds and held a front or rear quarter of the elk, and meat trimmed off the ribs and neck. The rest of the skeleton didn’t have enough meat left on it to make a sandwich.

      Tye stretched his aching back. It was odd to see an elk disassembled and bagged. Only hours before, it had been a live, breathing animal. A heavy odor of blood hung in the air.

      Tye strapped a meat bag to his small backpack and hoisted it onto his shoulders, groaning at the weight. He gave a few experimental bounces. The seams on the backpack held, so he set forth.

      Tye was out of breath in minutes. The climb was steep, and he was already exhausted. After double checking to make sure the rifle was unloaded, he started using it as a walking stick, grasping it by the barrel and digging the butt into the soft ground.

      After what seemed like forever, he was back at the truck. He didn’t let himself rest, just plopped the bag on the tailgate. From the bed he pulled out another backpack, a giant hauler designed for long distance, multi-day trips, and a pair of trekking poles. Leaving the rifle locked up in the truck’s cab, he turned around for another load.

      He developed a routine. He’d walk down the hill, picking his way carefully but quickly on the steep slope. The trekking poles kept him from falling down the hill. At the kill site, he’d load another bag of meat into his pack, and head back up the slope. On the way up, he’d take twenty steps, rest for four breaths, then take twenty more steps.

      Despite the chill, sweat soaked his clothes. He knew if he stopped moving, he’d become hypothermic in minutes. He was also afraid if he stopped moving he wouldn’t be able to get started again. Three months of starvation rations while filming the TV show had left him dangerously thin, with no energy reserves. Spending the day in the cold rain left him exhausted. Despite switching to the better pack, his back, knees, and hips were killing him.

      He wanted to quit, but he kept going. There was a small, but real chance a bear would follow the smell of blood, and steal his kill. The cold temperatures would help cool the meat, but the thick slabs needed to lifted off the ground and hung where air could circulate around them.

      Despite the pain, despite the fatigue, he kept moving. More than once, he thought he saw a figure leading him up the hill, right at the edge of light cast by his headlamp. He just shook his head and kept moving. It wasn’t the first time Tye had seen something that wasn’t there out in the woods.

      Finally, Tye had four bags of meat in the back of the truck. He blinked, not remembering the last trip up the hill. Tye stood there, leaning with his hands braced on the tailgate. He looked at the meat and remembered the head and hide.  It would mean another trip down the mountain.

      Maybe he could leave the hide and head and come back tomorrow.  It would be cold overnight.

      Tye was sorely tempted to get in the truck, crank up the heater and drive away. He thought about Gilford, and his gloves, and about how he’d cautioned Tye against waste. Tye’s back ached, and he knew he wasn’t coming back. He’d spend tomorrow on the couch accompanied by a bottle of ibuprofen.

      A flake of snow fell and landed on the tailgate, followed by several more.

      “Well,” Tye said.  “What’s one more?”

      More snow fell.  Soon, all Tye could hear was the continuous, soft hiss of the flakes. By the time he made it to the bottom, a thin layer of snow covered the rolled up elk hide. He put the hide inside the pack and contrived a way to lash the head to the outside with the antlers pointing down.

      He took one last look around, wanting to remember this spot.

      On the trip back up, he felt like he was floating outside his body. The fatigue and pain had passed, leaving a quiet euphoria. He was hyper aware of every sight and sound around him. The woods were still.

      Tye powered up the hill, taking advantage of his second wind while it lasted. He wanted to get back to the truck before his energy crashed out and he couldn’t move anymore.

      It was well past midnight. He’d found the most efficient route to zigzag up the hillside without falling. As he negotiated one particularly tricky switch back, the beam from his head lamp flashed past something shiny, right at the edge of the cone of light.

      Tye paused, squinting. At first, he thought it was someone sitting there, but now he could tell it was just green plastic, trash dumped in the woods. Something tickled at his memory and compelled him to walk over and check it out, but he shook his head. He didn’t have time for this.  He dismissed it and kept trudging up the hill.

      Soon he was back at the truck. It was amazing how light he felt without the backpack.

      He was coming home with meat, instead of excuses. Tye knew he should feel some triumph, but right now he just wanted in the truck before his legs gave out.

      Halfway home, he caught himself nodding off. The warm heat inside the cab was lulling him to sleep. He rolled the window down so the blast of cold air blew right in his face.  It woke him up for the rest of the trip. Soon, he was sitting in his driveway. It seemed like years since he had been home. His body screamed in pain as he levered himself out of the truck. He carried each meat bag under the ramshackle covered porch that had been inexpertly added to the single wide trailer. There were hooks screwed into the ceiling beams, stout enough to hold the meat up where it would cool in the night air, safe from the various critters that roamed at night.

      He let himself in and started making a pot of coffee. With a thump and shuffle, Gary appeared from the back bedroom, leaning heavily on his cane. He’d broken a leg patching the porch roof. He’d progressed from crutches to a walking boot and a cane, but it would still be weeks before he could walk normally.

      “You look like you’ve been rode hard and put up wet,” Gary said. He was tall and lean, with a trim beard and dark hair that hung past his shoulders.

      “Got an elk,” Tye croaked. He realized his mouth was dry. Despite the cool dampness, he was dehydrated.

      “Where is it?”

      “Hanging on the porch.” Tye poured himself a drink of water, then realized he was leaving bloody smudges all over the kitchen. Scrubbing his hands in the snow up on the mountain apparently hadn’t been enough.

      Gary pulled the door open and flipped on the porch light.

      “Hot damn!” he said. “Buddy, that’s a load off our minds.”

      He clapped Tye on the back, and Tye nearly fell.

      “Yeah,” he mumbled. “We still gotta cut it up though.”

      He heard soft footfalls from the hallway. May appeared from the bedroom, rubbing sleep from her eyes. She wore only in a long shirt of Gary’s, and her halo of curly auburn hair stuck out at all angles.

      Tye hadn’t come to terms with May. He and Gary had grown up together, traveled together, lived together more often than not for the last fifteen years. Gary and May met in the weeks leading up to Tye’s departure for the television show, when he’d been busy and distracted. Tye had returned to find them deeply involved, and in the middle of closing the deal on the property.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t like her. He did. It was just that he was still trying to sort out how his relationship with Gary worked now.

      “That’s a bunch of meat,” May said as she looked through the open front door.  “What now?”

      “We’ve got it from here,” Gary said. “Go to bed, Tye.”

      “I can’t leave you with this. Your leg’s broke.”

      “I can take breaks,” Gary said. “We have plenty of time. It’s barely above freezing out there.”

      “I’ll help,” May said. “I need to learn how to do this.”

      May had grown up in suburbia, and after nursing school realized her real calling lay in being a midwife, herbalist, and homesteader. She’d thrown herself into learning how to live off this land with gusto. Tye admired her willingness to get her hands dirty.

      Part of him wanted to argue, but most of him just wanted to crawl into bed.

      After showering, he was asleep in minutes. Tye dreamed he was back on the mountain, packing out an unending stream of elk quarters. Gilford walked ahead of him. Tye called his name over and over, hoping to catch up and thank him, but Gilford never turned around to look. He just pointed off into the woods, without turning around.
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        * * *

      

      Getting the elk marked a turning point for them. They had a full freezer, and using the connections they’d made in the local homesteader group, Gary and May traded meat for things they needed: root vegetables for the winter, a promise of plant starts in the spring, and bottles of excellent home brew cider.

      Finally, Tye received some money, but not all of it. The check came with a letter he could barely understand, citing “unanticipated production costs” and referring to various paragraphs of the dense legal contract he’d signed.

      Still, it kept them afloat. They paid the mortgage and had enough to eat. Tye had enough left over to either fix his transmission, or buy another used truck, and spent hours debating between the two.

      As November turned into December, Tye, Gary and May worked out a way to share space in the little single wide trailer. Tye felt less like a third wheel, but it was still awkward at times. He worked on the elk hide and put his inept carpentry skills to work on the porch, under Gary’s supervision.

      Mostly he rested. He slept ten, sometimes twelve hours, rebuilding the stores of energy depleted during the survival challenge. He put on weight, thanks to the plentiful elk meat.

      One morning he woke and realized it was Christmas Eve. The holidays were a tense time for him. They hadn’t always been the source of happy memories in childhood, and he wanted to stay busy instead of sit around the trailer and mope.

      More than once, his thoughts turned to Gilford. He owed the man. Also, Tye had liked him.

      He wasn’t sure if Gilford was his first name or his last name, but luckily the town was old-fashioned enough that they got a phone book. Tye rooted around the trailer until he found it next to the stack of kindling for the wood stove.

      He found an “M. Gilford,” and filled a small cooler with good cuts, mostly tenderloins and back strap.

      Gilford lived on the outskirts of town. The trim little house sat on two acres, well back from the road and shaded by mature Douglas fir trees. Tye saw Gilford’s truck under an awning attached to a shed behind the house.

      Ever since he had a bought land, Tye unconsciously cataloged things that needed done on a piece of property. The split-rail fence was rotten in several places. In one spot a blackberry bramble threatened to grow over the driveway.

      Tye parked behind a subcompact car. The house needed paint. He pulled the cooler out and did a double take when he saw Gilford’s truck. A thick layer of dust covered it. A crack ran across the windshield and the right front tire was low.

      Tye knocked on the door and stood there, shuffling from foot to foot in the cold, long enough to wonder if he should knock again or just give up and get back in his truck. Finally, he heard a rustle from inside and the door opened a crack.

      “Hello?” It was an old woman’s voice, shaky and maybe even a little scared.

      “Hi. I’m Tye. I’m looking for Mr. Gilford. Is he here?”

      She didn’t reply, and Tye wondered if the woman hadn’t heard him.

      Finally, she said, “Mr. Gilford isn’t here.  Can I take a message?”

      The door swung a quarter inch closer to being shut. Tye decided to talk fast, before the door shut in his face.

      “Well, I ran into Mr. Gilford elk hunting, and he gave me advice that helped me get an elk. I thought I’d repay the favor and bring him this meat.”

      After another long pause, the door opened wider. She was short, with the no-nonsense haircut that older women adopted. She looked to be at least eighty, but stood without hunching. She wore a thick apron and the smell of baking wafted out of the open door.

      “Well, you are a very kind man to remember that after all these years, and patient to wait that long to get an elk.”

      Tye blinked, trying to make sense of what she said.

      “Huh?”

      Her face softened. “Oh, you must not know. My Myron went elk hunting five years ago this past November and didn’t come back. The sheriff found his truck, but they never found him. They had dogs and helicopters and everything.”

      Tye blinked again. He realized he was standing there with his mouth hanging open.

      “Uhhh. I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you. It was hard, but in a way it suited him. They diagnosed him with the cancer that summer, and sometimes I wonder if he just found a place that looked pretty and sat down and died. He loved it in the mountains.”

      “Uh. Yeah. It’s beautiful up there.”

      With that the conversation stalled out. Tye wondered why she would lie to him. Tye wondered if she was uncomfortable with a complete stranger showing up at her doorstep. Or maybe she believed what she was telling him and had just gone off her rocker.

      She looked at him expectantly.

      “Well, uh, I’d still like to give you elk meat.” He thrust the cooler at her.

      “Thank you so much. I miss elk meat. None of our boys hunt. They moved to town. I couldn’t even get any of them to take their father’s truck when he passed away. Come in while I put this away.”

      He followed her through the small, well-kept house. On the mantel sat pictures of her and a much younger Myron Gilford. One showed her in a wedding dress, him in a suit. The wedding picture was flanked pictures of their kids at various ages.

      Plates of cookies covered the kitchen counter.

      “Let me get you coffee. Have some cookies. My great-grandkids will be here soon. Do you live nearby?”

      As she bustled around the kitchen, He told her about Gary, May their land, and their plans. As they talked, she put the elk meat in the freezer, then wrapped a dozen cookies in foil and presented it to him.

      “Thank you so much for the meat. It would make Myron happy to know you got your elk.”

      Tye nodded.

      “You bring your friends by someday, so I can meet them.”

      Tye said he would, made his farewell, and stepped back out into the cold.

      On the way to the truck he made a slight detour, so he could get a better view of Gilford’s truck.

      It had been sitting there awhile.  Decaying leaves stuck in that spot between the hood and windshield. Moss grew on one side of the bumper. That definitely hadn’t been there when he saw the truck in the mountains.

      It looked like the truck he’d seen just over a month ago, just unkept.

      As Tye drove back, he turned it over in his mind. Perhaps Gilford had a touch of dementia. Maybe he’d faked his death up in the mountains, bought an identical truck and roamed around the woods like he always did.

      People did crazy things sometimes.

      The trailer was empty when he returned. Tye poured himself a glass of milk and munched on a cookie while he waited for their ancient laptop to boot, then searched for “Myron Gilford missing.”

      The first story dated from five years ago. Elk hunter, Myron Gilford, was missing near Cougar Rock in the Gifford Pinchot National Forest. Tye scrolled to a picture of Gilford looking at him. The next story told how search and rescue teams found his truck, but there was no sign of him. Finally, after days of searching, the sheriff called off the search.

      Tye sat there, blinking at the screen.

      The front door slammed, and Tye jumped. He hurriedly closed the browser window.

      “Hey,” Tye said as Gary came in holding an armful of wrapped Christmas presents.

      “Hey yourself,” he answered. “You ok? You look pale, like you’ve seen a ghost or something.”

      Tye gave a nervous laugh. “I’m ok. Just tired.”

      Gary sat the presents on the counter next to the cookies.

      “Where did you get the cookies?”

      “I took a cooler of meat out to the wife of that old guy I met up the mountains.”

      “He wasn’t there?”

      “No, he wasn’t there.” Tye stood. “I’m going to work on that hide.”

      Tye was never this dishonest with Gary. He wasn’t lying, exactly, but he was sure leaving plenty out.

      Tye had cut the hide into four sections, and brain tanned it. Now it was stiff and unusable. He worked some neatsfoot oil into one section and started working it back and forth across a rounded board. This was called “breaking” the hide. The backbreaking labor, kept him from dwelling on Gilford, but still he felt that pressure building in his head.

      By evening he’d turned one stiff sheet of tanned elk hide into soft leather. His arms and hands ached, but he fell into bed exhausted enough to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      He woke up in the morning knowing what he had to do. The pressure behind his eyes was building. He knew if he just sat at the house, it would become unbearable.

      Gary and May were asleep when he slipped out. Tye wanted to give them their first Christmas together, and he craved the solitude of the woods. He left presents on the kitchen table: for Gary a translation of the "Cold Mountain" poems by the 8th-century Chinese recluse Han Shan and a copy of Pojar’s Plants of the Pacific Northwest Coast for May.

      His gear was always ready, and well before sunrise he was in the truck with a thermos of coffee. The elk skull sat on the floorboards. Tye had cleaned it, and it gleamed white.

      He drove up to the landing where he’d met Gilford. On impulse, Tye turned in, drove to the end, and stopped. He shut off engine and got out.

      There was a giant pile of fresh elk scat in the middle of the landing, along with several matted impressions in the grass. They were beds, where the elk had lain to chew their cuds after eating.

      It was silent here on the landing. The air was still, and no birds were flying. In the valley, mist billowed up as the air in the river canyon warmed. In his mind's eye, Tye could see Gilford’s truck driving down the rutted road, bouncing on its suspension. He pictured the old guy in his mind.

      “He was really here,” Tye whispered.

      He shivered, then got back in the truck.

      As he gained elevation, the snow was deeper. The truck's wheels slipped, but the four-wheel drive and the heavy lugged tires kept him going until the snow was too deep to go any further without getting stuck.  He parked a mile away from the ridge where he shot the elk.

      He donned snowshoes and strapped the elk skull to his pack. Even now, with the flesh boiled away, it was heavy.

      The woods were still around him as he snowshoed along the road. Times like this made Tye grateful just to be alive. He forgot his other worries and just enjoyed the tracks in the snow. The tiny prints of a bird crossed the marks of a rabbit. Not long after, a bobcat had trotted by, looking for an easy meal.

      Soon he hit the end of the road. Because of the heavy tree cover, there wasn’t enough snow on the ground to need the snowshoes, but there was more than enough to be slippery. He picked his way down the slope gingerly.

      He passed broken branches where he knew he’d pulled himself up. He still couldn’t quite believe he’d made all those trips pulling the elk out. He remembered the bone crunching weight and the pain in every joint.

      Tye walked to the place where he’d sat with his rifle. From there, it was easy to find the place where the elk fell.

      There were still bones scattered in a wide circle. He walked around, finding vertebrae here, a rib there.

      He picked up a stark white rib and his fingers traced the smooth curve. A lump rose in his throat. He thought about the meals of elk they’d eaten and how many were left.

      “Thank you,” he whispered.

      Instead of letting the rib drop, he placed it back in the place where he’d found it and started looking for a tree.

      He found a gnarly old big leaf maple with a low branch and shinnied up. Tye realized he was enjoying himself. He hadn’t climbed a tree in years. He didn’t go much higher than his head. He didn’t want to fall and break a leg this far from help.

      By wrapping one leg around a branch and leaning out, he wired the elk skull to a branch, facing east. He stayed there a minute in the tree, surveying his handiwork.

      Eventually, the skull would fall on the forest floor, where small animals would chew it for the calcium and it would get recycled back into the forest. But for now, it seemed right for the skull to be in the tree, facing the sunrise.

      He made it back down without breaking anything, gathered up his gear, and headed back towards the top. He frequently detoured, checking out an elk track here, a pile of scat there. The area held a bunch of elk sign of different ages.

      He would hunt here again next year.

      Halfway up the slope, he came around a switchback and he saw the mound of plastic. Tye had forgotten it. He had plenty of room in his pack, so he bushwhacked his way over through the knee high Oregon grape.

      It took Tye a second to realize he was looking at a skull. It wasn’t a pile of trash. It was a human skeleton under a poncho. He walked slowly, doing a half circle. A small scrap of wispy hair still clung to the top of the skull and blew in the gentle breeze. The jawbone hung slack and open, and Tye saw a glittering gold tooth.

      “Gilford,” he breathed.

      There was a break in the trees here. Tye looked to the south and could see Mt. Hood, over on the Oregon side of the river, and far beyond that, Mt. Jefferson. In between were dozens of ridges and peaks, poking up out of the mist that lay in the valleys.

      “You sure picked a pretty spot,” Tye said.

      He turned back to Gilford, unsure of what to do. In his years of working Search and Rescue, Tye had discovered over a dozen bodies in the wilderness. His training said to mark the spot, notify the authorities, and disturb things as little as possible. But his gut reaction was just to let Gilford be. He looked like he was exactly where he belonged.

      Tye looked at the ground. There was a ring of animal tracks around the body. He recognized deer, elk, coyote and a bear track. He found one faint impression in the soft duff that he was sure was made by a cougar. He’d never found such a high concentration of animal tracks in one area.

      None of this made any sense to Tye. In a matter of days, Gilford’s body should have been disarticulated and scattered all over the forest, just like the elk. Instead he was undisturbed, although dozens of animals had been walking around within feet.

      He reached over and lifted the corner of the poncho. One sole hung off the bottom of a rotten boot, held on by only a couple of threads. Tye could see a jumble of small bones inside. His jeans were full of holes, displaying long stretches of leg bone. One had a metal rod running along the tibia. The old elk leather belt around his waist was still intact, but the Arrow shirt was now just a few strips of rotting cloth laying on Gilford’s ribs.

      Gilford’s old Winchester was across his lap. Tye started to lower the poncho, thinking he shouldn’t have disturbed the scene as much as he already had, when the skeleton shifted and settled a bit. The Winchester slid down Gilford’s legs and, by reflex Tye caught it.

      He let the poncho go and stood there, holding the old rifle in his hand. Gilford’s skeleton settled lower on the tree. His jaw bone came loose and bounced down the front of the poncho.

      Tye’s shivered. He inspected the rifle. The nylon poncho had done a good job of protecting it. There was a patina of rust on the metal parts, but Tye figured most of it would come off with steel wool and oil. The last couple of inches of the butt stock had poked from under the poncho. It was grey and weathered where the finish had lifted. There were small cracks and splits radiating from the rusted buttplate, but Tye knew wood well enough that he thought it was fixable.

      At first, the lever stuck, but Tye gave a sharp tug, and it popped open, ejecting a corroded green cartridge. He worked the lever a couple more times, ejecting the rest of the old ammo. It was easier each time, but it was still stiff and crunchy. Tye figured a little oil might loosen things right up.

      Something else hit the ground with a thump. Gilford’s knife was resting in the dirt by Tye’s foot. The loop on the sheath had rotted away. He picked up the blade and drew it. The elk horn handle warmed his hand.

      Tye had never in his life taken anything that didn’t belong to him, but walking out of the woods with Gilford’s rifle and knife just felt right. Tye was thirty-two, and was just starting to understand what was important in life. He’d learned that every time he’d trusted his gut it worked out. His gut was telling him Gilford wanted him to have the rifle and knife, and Gilford wanted to be alone, right here on his mountainside.

      “Thanks for everything,” he said to Gilford’s skull.

      He turned to go. After a few steps he stopped and looked back.

      “I gave Mrs. Gilford elk meat. She seems to be doing ok.”

      He realized probably Gilford already knew both those things.

      He walked back up to the truck, wondering if he was in a dream. If it hadn’t been for the rifle in his hands and the knife in his pack, he would have thought he imagined the whole thing. As he slid the rifle behind the seats of the truck, he realized he was going to have to figure out a way to explain the battered old Winchester to Gary.

      The clouds rolled in as he drove along the ridge. His mind felt too full. He decided to just be there in that moment, to look at the sun streaming through the trees, and the mist rolling up from the valleys.

      As Tye approached the landing where he’d met Gilford, he saw a beat up old pickup truck parked there. A young guy studied the ground where the giant elk scat had been.

      On impulse, Tye turned onto the landing. As he got closer, he could tell the guy was even younger than he’d thought. There was a very familiar looking copy of “The Elk of North America” in his hands.

      Tye stopped the truck, pulled on his gloves against the chill, and got out.

      “Seeing anything?” he asked.
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        Siblings Amber and Cameron “Cam” Danvers are taking the train home after spending Christmas Day at their grandparents’ house in the mountains. Nine year-old Cam wanted only one thing for Christmas: to spend quality time with his teenage sister again like they used to when they were younger. But like most fourteen year-old girls, Amber’s main interests are her friends, boys, and mindlessly scrolling through her social media accounts to pass the time. When the train runs into an unexpected mishap on the tracks, Amber and Cam find themselves facing a fabled Christmas creature only their worst childhood nightmares could conjure up.
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        Cherryton, San Bordelo Mountain Range

      

      

      

      In spite of Walt Ackerman’s windshield wipers furiously shifting back and forth on the old cherry picker, the snow was piling up so quickly on the glass that he couldn’t really see more than a few feet in front of him.

      “What the hell kind of company sends a man out on Christmas morning?” he grumbled angrily, leaning against the steering wheel, his eyes narrowed to slits as he tried to navigate through the snow.

      The power had gone out in Cherryton and a few of the other neighboring towns, and they wanted him to go out and fix it.

      Most of the other electrical linemen were away for the holidays this year, just his luck. He was one of three men who were still local, and he happened to draw the shortest proverbial straw, being less senior than the other two.

      Walt had just started opening gifts with his wife and children when he got the call about the downed power line. The timing couldn’t have been worse. He and his wife had finally purchased the shiny black bike his son had been begging for over the last eight months, and the boy’s hands were tearing at the awkwardly wrapped Christmas paper when his work phone started to ring.

      It wasn’t one of those calls he could ignore or send to voicemail like he did with his pestering mother-in-law all the time. His boss was on the phone, with orders from his boss that people could not be without power for Christmas.

      He slowed the truck when he finally spotted it. One telephone pole was resting at an angle, while the one beside it had completely fallen, taking down several power lines with it. A few thick black cables dangled precariously from the slanted pole.

      Walt groaned. It was much worse than he’d imagined. He wouldn’t be able to fix this by himself.

      Knowing his boss would be angry if he left without providing some kind of damage report, Walt sighed and parked the truck as close as he safely could to the downed lines. He pulled on another jacket, his ski mask, and some heavy gloves and climbed out of the truck. After he was in the bucket, he pressed the remote to ascend until he was eye-level with the pole and could see everything else beneath him.

      The damage was bad. And it wasn’t just the two poles and fallen lines. A few poles down the road showed the same misfortune.

      Walt frowned, his brows furrowing as he surveyed the disrepair.

      There weren’t any downed trees, any sign that the poles had been knocked over from the snowstorm.

      What had brought them down if it wasn’t the weather?

      Yanking off his glove with a grimace, Walt snapped photos of the damage with his phone as best he could, the battery nearly empty as the frigid temperatures sucked the life from it, but the images were difficult to see, blurred with the flurry of snow flying past.

      Walt scrolled through them hastily, hoping there were a few clear ones so his boss could make out the damage and needed repairs. But an image in one of the photos caught his eye, and he swiped backward to look again.

      Wiping at the screen in frustration, he peered closer. There was something out of place in one particular photo that wasn’t in the others.

      A giant white blur near the edge of the forest beyond him.

      He zoomed in. It looked like it could just be a cluster of snowflakes obscuring part of the lens.

      But as the image grew larger, the hairs on the back of Walt’s neck stood up.

      The picture wasn’t blurry because of snowflakes, as he’d originally thought.

      No, it was unfocused because a figure was moving rapidly past when he snapped the photo.

      A monstrous form, beastly and gargantuan in its size and shape.

      Walt kept zooming in, beginning to make out the details. Pale fur, gnarled horns…

      The truck rattled under him, and the phone slipped from his fingers. He grabbed the rim of the bucket with both hands to steady himself, preparing to lean over the side, trying to see where the phone fell so he could retrieve it.

      He was about to look over the edge when the cherry picker violently shook. His eyes widened just in time to see a massive hand with razor-sharp claws swinging toward his face, and before he could gasp in protest, his head was flying through the air, an arc of blood in its wake, until it tumbled to the ground, rolling and rolling until it disappeared beneath the truck.
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      “Amber, look! The train’s pulling up!” Nine year-old Cameron “Cam” Danvers called out to his sister, pushing the glasses up on his freckled nose and closing the book he was reading. He rose to his feet from the bench he was sitting on and stood on his tiptoes to peer down the tracks as the train rounded the bend.

      Fourteen year-old Amber looked up from her phone for barely a second, wavy blonde hair falling back from her face, before she slumped her cheek against her hand and buried her face in her phone again.

      Cam sighed and sat back down beside her, flipping open his book once more even though he was already bored from reading it, and soon it would be too dark to see the pages anyways. Besides, he would have plenty of time on the train to finish it. They had a solid five-hour train ride through the mountains until they made it home to their parents’.

      He didn’t have anything else to do anyways. It wasn’t like his sister was going to hang out with him. He missed those days, when they were each other’s best friend. He wondered what happened to the girl who actually wanted to spend time with him. Those days where they’d spend all day playing in their backyard, their imaginations running wild with make-believe adventures, seemed to be over.

      Amber was physically there beside him, but it was almost as if she wasn’t. Since she became a teenager, and his parents bought her a phone, she’d changed. She’d lost interest in being his big sister, in being one of his only friends.

      Snow began to fall, slow at first, then faster and faster.

      He dog-eared the page he was on and stared at the snowflakes as they swirled around and blanketed the ground. Cam was hoping this Christmas, he’d have some time with Amber since she wouldn’t have her friends, her laptop, or much reception at their grandparents’. He wasn’t trying to be greedy; he just wanted his sister all to himself. But as soon as they got there, he was crushed to find out that her phone did in fact work, and true to form, she was glued to it like she always was. She didn’t want to go sledding, she didn’t want to make a snowman, she wasn’t interested in baking Christmas cookies.

      Little by little, Cam was learning to accept this new reality.

      Whether it was his sister or his parents, Cam felt like no one wanted to spend time with him anymore, and while his grandparents tried their best to do fun things with them, Cam did not like the idea of spending Christmas without their parents. It just wasn’t the same without them, and he fervently hoped this would be the first and last time it ever happened.

      Jillian and Peter Danvers both had the misfortune of having to work Christmas this year, each of them high-powered corporate attorneys at the same firm working a complex case that was slated to go before the judge on the second of January. Their grandparents, not wanting the children to miss out on Christmas morning and all the festivities leading up to it, insisted they come out to visit them a few days before Christmas, and then they could take the train back to Piedmont and spend the last vestiges of Christmas Day with their parents. Cam knew his parents felt guilty about missing Christmas with their children, and he tried to be understanding and mature about it. But this type of thing was becoming more and more of a habit now that they were some of the most senior attorneys at the firm, promotions which came with their own sizeable responsibilities and obligations that meant more hours in the office and fewer at home.

      So here the children were, waiting in the near-darkness for a train that would take them back to the city, to a lifestyle that Cam was becoming less and less fond of because he was becoming more and more invisible to everyone around him.

      The train rolled to a stop in front of them, and Cam nudged his sister with his foot then stood and grabbed his superhero-themed duffel bag.

      He studied the bag for a moment, then looked up at Amber. Maybe if he seemed more grown-up, she would want to spend time with him again because she would view him more as an equal rather than a pesky little brother. His heart sank as he ran his fingers over the Marvel characters, deciding he would get rid of the bag when he got home.

      “Which seats did we get?” Amber asked him, finally pocketing her phone as she pulled her bright pink mittens over her hands.

      Cam pulled the tickets from his pocket. “Car seven, seats ten and eleven,” he replied. Seeing that he had her attention, he continued, “Hey, we should explore the other cars once we put our stuff away.”

      Amber seemed less than enthused. “You can. I’ll watch our stuff.”

      They started to climb the steps of the train once the other passengers disembarked.

      Frustrated with himself for offering such a lame suggestion, Cam frowned. They would have done that before. But cool kids had better things to do than explore trains. Then his expression brightened when he remembered what his grandma had packed away for them. “Are you hungry? Grandma made us some awesome snacks. She put a ton of those cookies in there for us.”

      She trudged ahead of him, carefully making her way past the many rows of seats until she found theirs. After she tossed her bag into the compartment above their heads, helping him do the same with his bag, she slouched into the worn seat and pulled out her phone once more. “You can have mine. I ate way too many this weekend. I don’t want to get fat.”

      Cam felt the tears burn in his eyes. He pulled out his asthma inhaler and sprayed the inhaler while taking a deep breath. He knew he shouldn’t be upset over this, but deep down, he wondered if he and Amber would ever have a reason to hang out again, or if the next three years before she left for college would go by, and they would be no more than ghosts living in the same house.
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      Amber unlocked her phone, subconsciously needing to check her newsfeed for the second time in the last ten minutes. It was almost as though her fingertips automatically knew where to tap on the screen, opening those notoriously familiar apps, like muscle memory. She was bored, and the urge to mindlessly entertain herself on social media was too tempting to resist.

      For the next twenty minutes, she scrolled through her phone robotically, her eyes glazed over as she scanned past the photos of her friends. She saw countless pictures of her girlfriends sharing photos of their Christmas celebrations, smiling brightly, their outfits stylish, their hair perfectly sleek and straight.

      She ran her fingers through her hair self-consciously, trying to detangle the knots that had ensnared themselves in her blonde locks, so that she would be photo ready.

      Smile. Look like you’re having fun.

      Milliseconds before she snapped the selfie, Cam popped into the photo with her, opening his mouth wide and making a ridiculously silly face.

      As she compulsively went back to check it, she groaned.

      “Ugh, Cam. You ruined it.”

      He leaned in to look at it with her. “Keep it! I like it!”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not posting this. I’m cropping you out.” His face fell, and he suddenly looked like the saddest kid in the world.

      He turned away from her and looked out the window again.

      She saw this and paused before finalizing the cropped version of the picture. And then, as if she changed her mind, reverted the photo back to the version with her brother still in it and started to upload the picture to her profile. Amber waited impatiently while the blue download bar moved incrementally then stopped moving altogether.

      She chewed on the inside of her cheek in frustration, knowing as long as they were in the mountains suffering through this snowstorm, the photo would never load.

      Her friends would have all of these phenomenal pictures where they looked happy and were having fun, and she was stuck for the next five hours on a train.

      Amber leaned back in her seat, resting her head against the shabby material. She knew her frustration was absurd and misplaced. Why was she so obsessed to see what her friends were doing every minute of every day? Seeing what they wore, what they did, what they ate? Why did any of it matter?

      The train lurched slightly as it slithered along the tracks like a giant silver serpent, and Amber turned to Cam. His face was inches from the glass as he stared out the window, captivated by the snow as it blew over the train.

      Her stomach growled, and he looked up at her. He reached into his backpack and pulled out one of their grandmother’s freshly baked cookies, offering it up to her.

      “Cookie?” he asked.

      She smiled and took it from him. “Thanks.”

      “Want to get some real food? There’s a food car a few cars down.”

      His blue eyes were big and hopeful, and even though Amber didn’t feel like getting up and was still annoyed that her picture never loaded, she knew her brother needed more than just sugar in his system.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      His face lit up like a firefly at this.

      She shouldered her pink purse and got up. Cam led the way, happily swinging between the seats every so often and looking back at her with a huge smile on his face. She hadn’t seen him this excited in a long time.

      “Try it!” he exclaimed. “It’s fun!”

      She pushed her hair behind her ear and looked around quickly in embarrassment. “Not a chance.”

      But even though she was way too grown-up to do the same thing, seeing him so happy forced her lips to curve upward.
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      The dining car was lined on both sides with small two- and four-person tables covered in red and green polyester tablecloths and adorned with fake holly berries in little glass vases.

      There were big windows that allowed passengers to see more of the outdoors while they ate, but since it was now dark outside, thin panels of lights running along the ceiling illuminated the car.

      Only two people were there, a young cashier standing behind the counter and a man in his mid-thirties with curly, unruly brown hair, thin lips, and glasses sitting low on the bridge of his nose. He was avidly chatting with the cashier who didn’t really seem to be following what he was saying, but still nodded politely all the same.

      Cam ran up to the counter and began browsing the sandwiches and snacks on display.

      “I want a pretzel with nacho cheese dipping sauce.”

      Her stomach growled again. “I think I’ll have one of those pizzas,” she replied. “We should get some Sour Patch Kids, too.”

      Cam smiled. Some of his favorite memories were the nights he and Amber spent alone, where their parents would leave them money for a pizza, and they’d walk to the nearest gas station and pick up all the candy they could buy with what the leftover change from the pizza.

      After they placed their orders with the cashier, Cam wandered the rest of the car while Amber waited for their food at a table.

      The train wasn’t moving quickly, and Amber watched the scenery pass by, admiring how it looked like everything was coated in a thick blanket of snow, how the giant evergreen trees seemed more majestic with their branches dipped in white.

      But she wanted to admire everything from the safe, warm confines of the train. The forest beyond the trees looked bone-chilling, unwelcoming… haunting… a never-ending ocean of snow that could easily swallow up two kids.

      Something large and pale darted through the pines, running parallel to the train. She jerked back in surprise. Whatever it was had been gigantic and impossibly fast. Pressing her hands to the window, she tried to find it once more.

      “The seismic activity in that area had been unprecedented. We’d never seen anything like it before. And so I flew down from Utah last week, trying to figure out what was caused it,” Amber vaguely registered the stranger saying to the cashier, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the forest.

      “‘Seismic activity?’” her brother piped up, his voice laced with interest.

      “Yes, seismic…” The man looked down, remembering he was speaking to a child. He then leaned forward and lifted his hands, holding them side by side. “We live on these plates that, over the span of millions of years, move around like this,” he explained, shifting his hands back and forth.

      Cam seemed eager to hear more, which was unusual for the scientist. He was accustomed to people’s eyes glazing over whenever he talked about his job. So even though he was talking to a kid, the thought of someone actually being interested in what he did for a living reinvigorated the excitement he had for his job. “You see, sometimes the plates want to move, but they can’t because they’re pressed against each other.” The man squeezed his middle finger and thumb together. “Once the pressure releases,” he told the boy, suddenly snapping his fingers, “that’s the perfect storm for an earthquake.”

      After a second of quiet contemplation, Cam asked, “So, is that what you were doing here, studying earthquakes?”

      “Well, my young friend, that’s funny you’d ask. All of our equipment is telling us there has been earthquake-like activity in and around these mountain towns, but there are no fault lines. So it’s like having a snap with no fingers.”

      “But you didn’t find anything?” Cam inquired.

      “Ultimately, no,” the man responded dejectedly. It was a bitter reminder that he’d spent many sleepless hours and months of painstaking research leading up to his trip trying to solve a scientific mystery that, at the current juncture, seemed to have no answer.

      “Maybe it wasn’t something natural. Maybe it was something you haven’t seen before. From another world. Monsters.”

      Monsters.

      Amber thought about what she had seen in the trees. A polar bear perhaps? How silly for her to think it was anything else.

      Then she whirled around in her chair. “Cam, come here. Don’t talk to strangers.”

      “Thanks for telling me about your earthquakes,” Cam said to the man with a wave, before making his way back to his sister.

      “Thanks for listening,” the man answered in earnest.

      When Cam noticed Amber’s eyes were fixated on something unseen outside, his gaze shifted from her to the window and back to her again. “What are you looking at?”

      Amber struggled to decipher what she’d seen. “I… I don’t know. I thought I saw something.” She shook her head. “It was probably nothing.”

      The train suddenly slowed and came to an unexpected stop.

      Everyone in the dining car looked at one another. Amber twisted in her seat, her blonde waves tumbling over her shoulder.

      The doors slid open, and the conductor appeared. Both siblings instinctively rose to their feet.

      “Please stay in your seat,” the conductor told them, gesturing with his hands for them to sit back down.

      “What’s going on?” Cam asked. “Why did we stop?”

      The conductor seemed annoyed with him and gave a subtle eyeroll. “Stay in your seats. There’s an obstruction on the tracks, but don’t worry. We have people currently working out there to clear the issue. What we need from everyone is to stay put for now.”

      Once the conductor had moved on to the next car, Cam turned to Amber impishly, the opportunity for an adventure together too overwhelming to resist. “Let’s go see what it is!”

      Amber looked down at him. “Are you crazy? It’s freezing cold out there. And you heard what that guy said. We’re supposed to stay in our seats.”

      Cam’s shoulders slumped, but he didn’t seem entirely deterred.

      “Hey, your food is ready,” the cashier called out to them.

      Amber mustered her best scolding glare for Cam, then began to walk over to the counter, the aroma of pizza and pretzels wafting to her nostrils. She opened her purse and pulled out her wallet, fishing through the bills until she found a twenty. She handed it to the cashier and waited for her change, pulling a pepperoni off the pizza and popping it into her mouth.

      She licked her fingers quickly when he came back with the change and hastily tossed the coins into her purse. “Thanks.”

      Grabbing the tray with both hands, she turned and looked up.

      Her brother was nowhere to be found.

      Eyes widening in alarm, she held her breath. “Cam?”

      The scientist looked at her once, then gestured outside.

      Throwing the tray down on the table, Amber broke into a run.

      “Cameron!”
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      Amber ran halfway through the next car heading to the front of the locomotive and noticed that the door between the two cars was still ajar.

      She jolted forward and practically threw herself through the open door. When she stepped out of the train, Cam was standing in the snow, his back to her, unmoving as the snow blew around him.

      Amber inhaled sharply, the icy cold air prickling her lungs like a thousand tiny knives.

      “Cam!” she screamed.

      He turned to her, his chin jutted up in the air, lapping up snowflakes as they landed on his tongue.

      “Cam! What the hell?” she cried out. “I couldn’t find you!”

      She tentatively hopped down and walked to him, grabbing his arm. “I’m serious, Cam! You can’t ever do that again.”

      His playful expression faded. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to scare you. I just wanted to go outside.”

      “Yeah, but our food is back there. I paid for it and everything,” she insisted, jabbing a thumb at the train.

      “It’ll be there when we get back. Let’s go see what’s on the tracks.”

      “Ugh. Cam. Why do you have to be so annoying? Can’t you just do what your told?”

      He was already running ahead of her, and she threw her arms up in frustration and took off after him.

      They sprinted a few car lengths before they paused. The sounds of chainsaws and shouting reached their ears just as they finally reached the locomotive. Several yards ahead of the train, a giant pile of snow covered the tracks. There were a handful of men with trucks surrounding it. When they got a closer look, they realized it was two fallen trees covered in snow. The men were hacking at the trees with chainsaws, chips of wood and clouds of sawdust flying into the air around them.

      After watching the spectacle a little longer, Amber’s eyes were drawn to something peculiar to their right.

      It was almost as if someone had cleared a trail through the forest, branches and small trees and underbrush tossed this way and that. And there were jagged gouges along the bark of the larger trees, four, maybe five of them equally spaced apart.

      Like claws.

      “Hey, you! Get back on the damned train!” one of the men bellowed at them, jolting her from her thoughts. “Train crew can’t even keep their passengers under control, and they expect us to clear this shit in less than an hour!” Amber heard him complain.

      Cam grabbed her hand when they shouted at them a second time, one of the workers setting down his chainsaw and starting after them.

      The siblings ran back to the first car they could jump aboard, looking over their shoulders as they pushed through the deep snow. Amber helped Cam onto the platform, and he opened the door, surprised to find a group of passengers congregated in front of them.

      Once Amber closed the door, she pulled Cam to her protectively, feeling uncomfortable under all the strangers’ stares.

      “Did they say what was going on?” someone asked them.

      “When will they be finished?” another person chimed in.

      “This is ridiculous!” a third trilled.

      A weathered, old hand reached out to them, and at first, Cam recoiled, until he realized the hand was dusting snow off of his head and shoulders. He looked up to see an elderly man standing there.

      “Has someone been a naughty boy? You’d better be careful or Krampus will come get you!”
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      Horror and morbid curiosity flashed across Cam’s features. “Who?”

      “You’ve never heard of the Krampus? He comes the night before Christmas and takes children.”

      Cam’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “Oh, so like Santa Claus. I don’t believe in Santa. I’m too old for that.”

      “No, no. Most certainly not Santa. Krampus is a magnificent white beast with sharp fangs, a long, pointy tongue, and claws the length of your arms. He comes at night and steals naughty children from their beds while they sleep, drags them to his lair in mountains much like these, and eats them.”

      A loud thud echoed against the metal roof of the train, causing everyone to look up.

      Cam’s face blanched, and he swallowed hard. “It’s Krampus!” he whispered and clutched Amber’s waist.

      The old man’s serious expression softened to a cheerful smile. “I’m just pulling your leg, young man. There’s no such thing as the Krampus. It’s simply old German folklore.”

      Amber bent down and met Cam’s eyes. “Yes, there’s no such thing as that monster. Just snow falling on top of the train from the trees.”

      The train slowly began to creep forward, and the passengers cheered in relief.

      “Thank God!”

      “Finally!”

      “Maybe we can still spend what’s left of Christmas with our families.”

      “Blood! There’s blood in the snow!” a woman shrieked, her shrill voice cutting through the victorious exclamations from the others.

      Almost in unison, everyone turned to her and followed her pointed finger. They crowded around the window, trying to see what had frightened the passenger, drawn to the commotion like passersby to a vehicle collision on a highway.

      Instinctively, Amber grabbed Cam away from the window and cradled his head against her.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “There’s no blood.”

      “She’s seeing things!”

      The sound of glass breaking in the locomotive just in front of them combined with metal screeching and crumpling, followed by screams of shock then agony, silenced the dissension among the passengers.

      They recoiled against one another, taking several furtive steps backward.

      The old man was the only one who moved forward, and he cautiously reached for the door between the first passenger car and the locomotive.

      The door retracted, and once it opened, a macabre crime scene lay before them.

      The coppery scent of blood and oozing entrails hung heavily in the air, impossible to ignore.

      But even worse, the conductor’s dismembered remains were scattered across the walls and destroyed control panels, legs and arms, pieces of skull, and chunks of flesh strewn about haphazardly.

      The broken windows and gaping holes in the metal allowed the wind and snow to blow through the locomotive, chilling everyone to their core.

      More people timidly joined the old man at the door, and they gasped and screamed in revulsion as they witnessed the violent scene before them.

      Amber didn’t mean to, but as the passengers swayed and shuffled around, she caught glimpses of what remained of the conductor, and she released her grip on Cam, inadvertently allowing him to inch forward to the front. He wove through the crowd, each step heightening the look of fear and trepidation in his face until it all came to a crescendo when he noticed a bloody clump of stringy flesh hanging from the ravaged metal of the locomotive.

      He reached for his asthma inhaler with one hand and sucked in a shaky breath.

      “What the hell?” one man’s voice croaked.

      “Is it terrorists?” another questioned.

      Amber briefly wondered if it was the polar bear she thought she’d seen. But she had never heard of polar bears attacking moving trains or being capable of tearing apart metal.

      Whatever it was, she didn’t want to be around when it showed up again.

      Suddenly, massive claws ripped through the top of the train, scraping a giant tear through the metal.

      Some of the passengers hit the ground, including Amber and Cam, ducking to dodge the claws as they swiped past.

      One of the ones who remained standing wasn’t so lucky. He was staring at the clawed arm disbelievingly as it swung down the aisle through the gouge in the train. By the time he snapped out of his paralysis, the claws had already moved past him, through him.

      Amber looked up from where she lay covering Cam’s body with her own just in time to see the man’s torso splinter into multiple chunks and fall away.

      Cam covered his ears, his eyes tightly squeezed shut. Then he felt himself lifting away, Amber grabbing him by his shirt and dragging him back, pulling him from the chaos just as the lights in the car faded into darkness, and the train car descended into tumult.
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      Amber was running as quickly as she could, tugging her little brother along with her.

      She heard pounding upon metal, like heavy footfall leaping across the top of the train, faster than humanly possible. She heard the pounding stop, then metal tearing apart again, felt that cold burst of wind as though there was no protective shield from the elements above them anymore.

      Don’t turn around.

      Don’t look.

      By the time she put two cars between them, she had darted past the confused faces of other passengers still in their seats, innocent, blissfully unaware of what had happened a couple cars down.

      She should have told them to run, to hide.

      She should have warned them that something hideous was coming for them, and that soon, they would be in the same irreparable state as the conductor, torn limb from limb.

      But she didn’t warn them. There wasn’t time.

      Amber didn’t know what compelled her to keep moving forward, to stay calm—she was only aware of one thing: keeping her brother safe at all costs.

      The pounding followed them again, only a little further behind them, and she saw the passengers in the new car look up curiously, until the same claws dug through the metal, and the familiar screams and cries and shouts began once more.

      There was no way they could outrun it. They would be dead before they made it to the next car.

      A slightly ajar latrine door caught her eye, and she shoved Cam into it before closing the door behind them. She fumbled with the slide lock, sorely disappointed with how flimsy the door seemed as she leaned against it to catch her breath.

      It was then that she noticed Cam, how his chest rose and fell rapidly, how he sputtered and coughed, how his face was pale and sweaty, his eyes panicked.

      “Cam, where’s your inhaler?” she whispered urgently.

      “I…” he gasped, checking his pockets. “I… dropped… it.”

      Amber felt a wash of nausea plummet over her. “You lost it?”

      She immediately wished her parents were there, that someone could tell her what to do, that someone would save them. She fumbled around in her purse for her phone, quickly thumbing in the passcode and impatiently scrolling through her contacts to find her mom’s number.

      “Call Mom… and Dad…” Cam wheezed.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” she snapped, cursing in frustration when the call repeatedly failed.

      They had no reception. She would never be able to reach them as long as they were in the mountains.

      Her parents would never know what happened to them.

      And no one was coming to be their salvation.

      Two things crossed her mind. If she couldn’t get Cam to stop coughing, their hiding place would be discovered. And two, if they couldn’t get his asthma under control, her brother would die.

      Amber pressed her fingers to her forehead, trying to remember. Cam had had asthma his entire life, and this wasn’t the first time he’d lost his inhaler.

      “Okay. Cam, look at me,” she said, remembering what her parents would do. He was staring at the door, tears streaming down his face as he listened to the screaming. “Cam. Look at me,” Amber insisted again. “Focus. Look at me.”

      Finally, his eyes roamed to hers.

      “I want you to breathe with me, long, deep breaths. Like this.” She inhaled deeply through her nose, then exhaled slowly, taking his hand and putting it on the center of her chest. “Again. With me. Inhale. Exhale,” she instructed, her voice soothing and steady.

      Cam’s wheezing diminished greatly, and he stopped coughing.

      “There we go. That’s good. You’re doing great.” She held his shoulders and turned around.

      People stampeded past their hiding place, trying to escape the mayhem and whatever it was that was attacking them.

      A man jostled the lock on the latrine door, shouting for them to let him in, banging furiously on the door with his fists. She released Cam and held onto the latch with both hands, keeping the door closed as best she could. If the man decided to kick in the door, they would be doomed.

      Cameron backed into the rear of the tiny bathroom, wedging himself between the toilet seat and the wall. “It’s Krampus, like that man said.”

      Everything seemed to be mired in time, the madness that had unfurled moments before succumbing to silence.

      Krampus was a fairytale, folklore the old man had recounted just to spook them, Amber told herself.

      It’s a polar bear. One with rabies. It isn’t Krampus. That’s impossible.

      Amber gradually released her grip on the door handle and looked over her shoulder at Cam.

      “We need a plan,” she murmured aloud, more to herself than anyone else.

      “Could we jump off?” Cam offered, mistakenly thinking she was talking to him.

      Amber shook her head. She’d seen how fast they were going, how the train was clambering along the tracks unsteadily now that no one was in the locomotive to control it. “We’re moving too fast. We’d die in the fall.”

      Cam thought for a moment, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “What if we went to the back of the train?”

      Amber raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “I saw a movie once about how you can drive the train from the front and the back. They’re the same so the train doesn’t have to turn around. If we can make it to the back, we can stop the train, and then we can run for help.”

      Amber had to admit it wasn’t a bad idea.

      “That means we’ll have to go out there. And we don’t know what we’ll find,” Amber said gravely.

      Cam nodded. “I know.”

      “Are you going to be okay? You can hide here, and I’ll go out and try to find your inhaler.”

      He edged away from the wall, jutting his chin up bravely. “We stay together. I’ll be okay.”

      Amber took his hands in hers. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise. Do you trust me?”

      He nodded, and she pulled him into a tight embrace.

      Then she stepped back, her fingers lifting to unlock the door.
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      Amber gently pulled the latch back, wincing at every creak and squeak. Centimeter by centimeter, she opened the door until she could see the seats and aisle closest to the latrine.

      She crept out into the open, motioning for Cam to stay put.

      The car to her right seemed eerily empty and silent, like a ghost town abandoned after a fabled gold rush.

      But when she looked closer, she saw the same havoc she’d seen in the locomotive. Mutilated bodies and gnawed-upon limbs were strewn everywhere, across seats and tucked away along the aisle.

      She swiveled to her left to the front of train and froze, her breath caught in her throat.

      It was just as the old man had said.

      Pressed between the seats, a behemoth creature with white fur was hunched over in the aisle, its massive back facing her. Two long, curled horns protruded from its skull and jagged, pointed ears peeked out from the blood-stained fur.

      It made a wet, slurping noise, intermixed with a crunching sound that made Amber’s stomach flip.

      She didn’t have to see what it was eating to know it was one of the passengers.

      Cam started to step toward her, and she swiftly stepped between him and the creature, shielding him from seeing the hideous beast.

      She crouched down to his level and motioned for him to maintain eye contact with her and not look away. Taking his hands once more, Amber began to walk backward so that Cam would only see her and nothing behind them. She cast periodic glances over her shoulder as she navigated the empty car, increasing the distance between them and the creature.

      Cam would stiffen every time he stepped on something soft and mushy, and Amber knew his instincts were telling him to look down at the carnage, but she wordlessly shook her head and signaled from his eyes to hers, then continued to guide him to the next car, making sure to check that the monster was still busy feasting on what remained of the other passengers.

      She had almost made it to end of the car when her boot landed on something tall and thin, followed by a crack as it snapped and fell to the ground.

      Amber stared incredulously at her feet, horrified to see a partially consumed ribcage surrounding her boot, the broken rib beside it.

      But then she heard something perhaps more terrifying.

      Silence.

      Nothing.

      The disgusting crunching and munching noises she’d heard as they snuck past the many rows of seats had ceased entirely.

      Her head shot up in alarm.

      The creature was now on its feet facing her, its sheer size unable to be contained in the height of the car, forcing it to hunch over.

      Its eyes were blood-red, like a smoldering volcano brimming with flaming, inextinguishable embers. Long fangs the length of fingers lined its open maw, and bits of flesh tangled in them, wobbling there, still dripping wet with blood. Its chest heaved as it watched her, unmoving, completely fixated with the sight of her and her brother.

      Cam turned and saw it, too, and he screamed and backed up into her.

      “Run!” she cried out, and the two of them broke into a sprint.

      She chanced a look behind them and almost stopped running.

      The creature was gone.

      Just then, she heard a volley of heavy thuds above their heads, and she pumped her legs faster, dragging her brother along with her.

      Amber collided with the door to the next car and tried to jostle it open. She heard voices on the other side, hushed ones, and she knew they had barricaded and fortified the door so that no one else could enter. In a fit of desperation, Amber flung her fists against it, screaming, piteously begging them to save them, or at the very least, to take her brother.

      The pounding above their heads stopped, and Amber wondered when the creature would descend upon them, when they’d suffer the same fate as the conductor and the other passengers in the first two cars… torn raggedly limb by limb before monstrously long fangs sunk in to devour whatever flesh still clung to their bones.
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      And then Amber heard large items being shuffled around on the other side, voices increasing in volume and urgency, and she enveloped Cam, keeping him close to her body in case the creature decided to attack them.

      She wasn’t going down without a fight. She would protect Cam until her last breath.

      “Look!” Cam shouted. He pointed to the door as it gradually slid open, and Amber shoved him forward, needing him to reach safety first.

      “You shouldn’t have let them in—it’s too great a risk!” a well-dressed middle-aged woman snapped to the group of passengers who had moved the luggage away from the door.

      “What did you want me to do? They’re just kids. Whatever’s out there, I wasn’t going to just let them die when it’s within our ability to save them,” a young woman with long black hair and piercing eyes retorted. She gestured for Cam and Amber to take a seat while she and the others hastily piled up the luggage against the door once more.

      “Did you see it, what’s out there?” another stranger pressed them.

      Amber nodded, holding back the bile rising in her throat.

      “Well,” the first woman prodded with impatience, “what was it?”

      “It’s Krampus,” Cam responded very matter-of-factly.

      Everyone seemed bewildered. When Cam noticed this, he sighed. “German folklore says that he comes out around Christmas to steal bad kids and eat them. Didn’t anyone in here pay attention in history class?”

      Amber looked down at him. “Cam,” she whispered. “You just found out about Krampus less than an hour ago.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, but I’m a kid. They had their whole lives to learn about him.” He turned back to the skeptical audience. “Anyways, we can’t stay here. We need to get off the train.”

      A man wearing a tight sweater across his muscles crossed his arms. “If you haven’t noticed,” he began, gesturing out the window, “we’re moving pretty fast. I’m guessing this train is cruisin’ without a driver. We can’t exactly jump off.”

      Cam pushed his glasses up. “The back is the same as the front, and you can drive the train that way. We need to get to the back and stop it from there.”

      Several passengers’ expressions exhibited equal parts surprise and aversion. “We’re not going anywhere. We’re safe here.”

      Amber placed a hand on her brother’s shoulder. “It doesn’t matter how much stuff you put against that door,” she chimed in. “The monster can make it through. I saw it happen.”

      “We’re staying put,” the man with the tight sweater emphasized. “There’s a reason why they’re dead, and we’re still—”

      Suddenly, jagged claws punctured through the metal ceiling of the train, and they swooped down grabbing the man, digging deeply into his torso and tugging him up through the gouge above. The man was much too large to fit through the hole; there was only enough room for his head. The passengers listened to him scream as the monster yanked on his body, trying to force it through the opening. His skin curled and ripped along the uneven edges of the metal, and the creature pulled up and down forcefully until with one last wail of agony, there was a sickening, wet pop, and what was left of the man’s ravaged body plopped down to the floor, skinned and shredded and ruined beyond recognition.

      Broken electrical circuits sparked and sizzled around the hole, and the lights on the train flickered a few more times before shutting off completely.

      The remaining passengers huddled down, ducking beneath seats and staying close to the floor, hoping their hiding places would be obscured in the darkness. A few took their phones out and scrambled to find the flashlight feature.

      “Put your phone away! It’s shining too bright! That thing will see us!” someone hissed at her.

      “It already knows we’re in here; we have to get out!” another protested.

      Amber’s heart was racing so much she was sure the creature would know their location just from the loud, rapid, unsteady beating of her heart. She pulled her phone away from her chest and tried to dial their parents once more. Maybe this time the call would go through. Maybe this time they’d answer.

      Metal screeched, and everyone fell silent. The creature was prying open the hole with its claws, making it large enough so it could fit into the car, able to swoop down on them like a hawk capturing its prey.

      The car catapulted into chaos as passengers stampeded past one another, scrambling and shoving, throwing the luggage away from the door in a desperate attempt to flee.

      Cam saw the middle-aged woman who did not want to let them in earlier lying motionless on the floor, her body trampled in the fray. Her eyes were wide open, frozen in shock.

      Not wanting his sister to suffer the same fate, he crawled under a seat and pulled Amber with him.

      Amber turned to Cam and grabbed his hand. “We have to lay low for now. It’ll be okay.”  She tried to appear calm in front of her brother, grown-up, in control, so that he wouldn’t have another asthma attack, but she knew they were trapped. Stuck in the madness, the disarray, entombed in a train full of people who were soon going to be reduced to nothing more than puddles of flesh, food for the beast.

      She turned away from him then so he wouldn’t be able to see the tears pooling in her eyes and trickling down her cheeks.

      He happened to look up in time to see the creature’s enormous head appear through the hole, its glowing red eyes staring right at him. Its long tongue extended, seemingly salivating just by looking at him.

      Amber was still trying to reach their parents, but when she heard Cam gasp, she froze. She followed his gaze and whirled around, inadvertently bringing the phone up with her, its blinding light illuminating the hideous visage of the monster.

      So close to her, just above their heads, she couldn’t help but scream. But when the creature bellowed and shrieked, retreating to the darkness outside, it took the whole car by surprise.

      “What happened?”

      “Where did it go?”

      The door that Cam and Amber had entered through was finally cleared as passengers began shoving their way through it. But then Amber noticed people changing their direction, running to the back of the car following an explosion of metal and blood.

      The horned creature stood just outside the now-disfigured door, struggling to wedge its giant shoulders through the opening. One arm swatted at the passengers as they fled, while the other dug claws into the metal, shoving it apart, hooves smashed against the floor of the train to try and gain traction.

      Amber grabbed her brother and hurried down the aisle. Three other passengers made it out of the car with them, and they all raced further and further into the depths of the train as the temporarily restrained beast let out a fierce howl.

      Amber’s heart sank, but something within her continued to propel her forward, if anything, to save her brother.
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      Amber and Cam ran through the cars, followed by the three men. They were so close to the end of the train, only a little more to go. If they could just stop the train, they could make it to the nearest town, to safety.

      They reached the locomotive, an eerily empty seat in front of an array of panels with colored buttons and levers and switches.

      Cam looked up at his sister doubtfully. “Umm… which one makes it stop?”

      Amber shrugged, casting a glance behind her. “Just try them all.”

      The adults who were running behind them finally caught up. “How do you stop a train?” she asked one of the three men.

      “Hell if I know.” He leaned down to look at the controls and pushed a couple, but nothing happened.

      Another man reached for the radio. He pressed the side button. “Hello? Hello? Can anyone hear me? We need help!”

      He released the button and was welcomed by a painfully long burst of static. Then a garbled voice answered, “Copy that. What is your location?”

      The man looked questioningly at all of them, including Cam, who returned the same unknowing look. “Uh, somewhere in the mountains. I don’t know. We left from the Cherryton station en route to Piedmont. Bring help now! We’re being attacked by some bear—”

      “It’s not a bear!” Cam interrupted in frustration.

      “—a bear that got onto the train,” the man continued. “It’s tearing us apart.”

      “There aren’t any bears in those parts,” the garbled voice answered.

      “And I ain’t never seen a bear like that,” another passenger agreed.

      “It doesn’t matter what the hell it was!” the man shouted. “Just bring help! Now!”

      “We can’t help you if we don’t know where you are,” the voice repeated.

      Amber snatched the radio from him. “This is pointless. They won’t believe us anyways. We need to stop the train.” She thumbed the button on the side of the radio. “Which button makes this train stop?”

      When she got nothing but static on the other end, she tossed the radio down. “Just start pushing buttons. Something has to work.”

      Everyone began pulling on levers and pressing various controls, and in spite of the cold, sweat dribbled down their faces and pooled at their backs, dampening their clothing.

      Cam was studying one red lever that sat lower on the control panels than everything else, almost out of sight, but perfectly eye level with his height. His breathing quickened, and he tried to calm himself so he wouldn’t bring on another asthma attack. What if the button made the train explode? He would be the reason why they all died.

      But that was stupid. This wasn’t a bomb.

      This could be the only lever that saved them.

      Without saying anything to anyone, he wrapped his hands around it and yanked down.

      Immediately, screeching and hissing, like nails on a chalkboard, gears grinding, metal against metal, the train gradually began to slow from its dangerously high speed.

      Breathless with anticipation, they all waited until the train came to a complete stop. Without thinking, two of the men bolted out the door and leapt into the snow, shifting about nervously to figure out which direction to go.

      The third man grabbed Amber by the arm and tried to pull her out with them. She hesitated and attempted to wrench herself free.

      “What are you waiting for? We’ve stopped!” the man barked at her with impatience.

      She shook her head fervently as she stared at the darkness ahead of them, the only light coming from the moon as it cast its beams across the snow. Everything was so still, so peaceful. She could even hear the gentle sounds of snowflakes as they gracefully sank to the ground, the pine trees straining and creaking under the weight of the snow on their branches. “Something isn’t right.” She yanked her arm away. “It’s too quiet. Something isn’t right!”

      The man threw his hands up in exasperation. “Suit yourself. I’m outta here!”

      Cam and Amber looked out into the forest, holding the edges of the doorway, fearfully watching as the men scampered across the tracks, fading deeper into the darkness.

      And then there was a thud in the snow and something darted by them towards the men.

      Cam knew it was the creature, and he started to yell to them, to warn them, but Amber clamped a hand over his mouth.

      She remembered how the monster had looked at the two of them, how it seemed fixated on them when it peered down from the hole it had gouged after dragging a person through it.

      The other kills were just a distraction for the beast, an appetizer, an obstacle to getting what it really wanted, a barrier between it and the children.

      The old man had been right. This was no polar bear, no rabid wolf.

      This was a German folklore brought to life.

      The fabled devourer of children, Krampus.

      Krampus bounded through the air and landed on the first man, massive jaws unhinging as it chomped down on the man’s head, easily crushing his skull like an overripe pumpkin, blood, hair, and gray matter spurting onto the snow below.

      His companion stumbled backward, whimpering and pleading. He fell into the snow and continued backpedaling toward the trees, but it was too late. Krampus descended upon him and raised its long, thick arms high in the air before sinking its claws into the man’s torso. With a low growl, it tore his ribcage in two, sternum destroyed and ribs sharp and broken, pointing wildly in all directions.

      The last man, the one who had tried to drag Amber out of the car, realized it had been a grave mistake to leave the train and wander into open hunting ground. He had already started running back to the train. Krampus grabbed him mid-step and flung him against a tree more than twenty feet away. There was a sickening sound when he hit the trunk, and then his body collapsed at the base of the tree.

      Cam was staring at Krampus, and Krampus was staring back at him, clutching the detached arm of the man it had just flung against the tree.

      Then the beast tossed the arm aside and marched toward them, its eyes unblinking as it focused in on its prey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Amber stepped in front of her brother, her chest heaving. Cam grasped her arm, his fingers digging into her skin as he watched the creature get closer.

      She hastily turned and handed her phone to her brother. “Cam, I want you to run. Run as fast as you can, and get help.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t want to leave you!”

      She swallowed hard. “I’ll be okay,” she lied. Amber knew she would be anything but okay when the creature was done with her. She shoved him out of the car. “Go, Cam! Run!”

      Cam was bawling, shaking his head adamantly as he began stepping back. “I love you, Amber.”

      “I love you, too. Always. Now run!”

      Cam wiped his nose and started sprinting away from her, away from the train, looking over his shoulder at his sister, watching as the monster closed the distance between them.

      He saw Amber, blonde hair flowing behind her, her stance defiant, her fists balled at her sides as she stood her ground before the creature, determined to protect her brother even if it cost her her life.

      The beast lifted its arm and hit Amber hard with the back of its hand, sending her reeling into the side of the train. To Cam’s horror, she didn’t get back up.

      It marched toward her with purposeful strides, ready to finish her.

      Cam’s breathing quickened painfully, and he felt the all-too-familiar feeling of an approaching asthma attack.

      He looked at the phone in his hand, and then his eyes grew wide as he remembered how the monster had recoiled and fled when Amber had inadvertently shone the phone light in its face.

      Then it dawned on him.

      It was scared of light. As the old man had said, that was why it came at night to steal the children.

      Cam already knew before he made it into the forest that he would never be able to leave Amber behind.

      And even if he survived because of her sacrifice, Cam didn’t want to live in a world without his sister.

      He activated the flashlight feature on Amber’s phone and turned around, fiercely tearing through the branches and snow, back to his best friend.

      When he got closer, he saw the beast lifting Amber’s motionless body into the air, opening its maw to devour her.

      Cam took a deep breath, feeling a sense of calm wash over him.

      He screamed as loudly as he could as he drew close to the creature, and just when it whirled around to face him, fangs wide as they prepared to consume Amber, Cam reared his arm back and threw the phone into its mouth.

      The monster tossed Amber to the side and spun around wildly, roaring and clawing at its own body, trying to rip out the phone it had just swallowed.

      The bright beam of light shone through its pale fur as it slid deeper and deeper into the beast’s core.

      Then, what began as a small flame following the trail of the phone, suddenly erupted into giant flames as the fire expanded through its thick fur, instantly engulfing the creature, climbing its flesh like a dried Christmas tree.

      Cam crouched by his sister’s side, cradling her in his lap in the snow, as he watched Krampus writhe in agony, limbs ablaze, until its charred corpse finally collapsed to the forest floor.

      “We made it, Amber,” he whispered. “We made it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Curled up on the microfiber sofa in the basement, crackling flames dancing in the fireplace, Amber scrolled through her social media for the first time that weekend. One photo she’d posted had garnered a multitude of likes, but that wasn’t why she loved it, why she’d made it her profile picture.

      It was a selfie of Amber, with her brother photobombing her from the side, less than an hour before pandemonium had overtaken the train.

      The photo meant a lot to her. It reminded her of how brave they both had been in the face of an impossible evil, how much she loved her little brother, how she would do anything for him. And after saving her life that night, she knew he would do the same for her.

      “Hey,” Cam said as he peeked over Amber’s shoulder. “You kept it.” His voice sounded pleasantly surprised.

      She ruffled his hair. “Of course, you goofball.” She smiled and set her phone down. “That picture’s my favorite.” Opening the door to a storage closet in the basement, Amber reached for something, blowing off dust from its surface.

      “Mom and Dad are working late again tonight. So...” Her voice trailed off, and she grinned mischievously. “I’m thinking pizza, Sour Patch Kids, a very competitive game of Jenga, and an all-night movie marathon. I mean, if you’re okay with that, of course. If not, it’s totally cool.”

      Cam couldn’t help but run up to her and hug her tightly.

      As he and Amber lay sprawled on the blanket in front of the fireplace watching their second movie, Cam realized he had gotten his Christmas wish after all.

      And no matter how grown-up they became, or how swift the passage of time, the deep undercurrent of love for each other would always be there beneath the surface.

      Always.
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        When an orphan girl is run over by a carriage in New London, Effie Frank must use the Tikvah Stone to heal her. When the child wakes, she offers Effie a sacred scrap from a holy scroll, inscribed with a secret spell that will animate the fabled Chanukah golem.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            New London

          

          December 1885

        

      

    

    
      Effie Frank wrapped the small roast tighter in the butcher paper and tucked it in the corner of her shopping basket, doing her best to ignore the commotion at the end of the block.

      She shifted the basket and her lace handbag on her forearm. She would have to make room for the carrots and potatoes their house manager, Agnes Craig, had requested for their evening meal. On market street, between the storefronts, smaller, less affluent vendors set up booths.

      Effie paused at the pickle vendor that usually set up next to the butcher shop. She moved from pickle barrel to sauerkraut barrel, taking deep breaths of the different kinds. A dill would be lovely alongside the carrots and the peppered roast.

      A family passed by, a mother and stairstep girls, the oldest on the cusp of womanhood. While the mother stopped to study the goods in a stall, the oldest managed the milling children.

      Within moments, the youngest two began slapping one another.

      Before the mother noticed, the oldest daughter leaned close to them. “You remember the story of the Chanukah golem? Do you know how he came to life?”

      Both shook their heads.

      “By eating up all the naughty little girls in the shtetl.”

      They both squealed and then darted after their mother who had moved onto another open-air stall. The oldest girl straightened, a pleased smirk resting on her face. She met Effie’s gaze, her eyes twinkling as she moved away.

      Effie grinned behind her gloved hand. Perhaps if the family had inherited the mythical Chanukah golem, they could send it to do the shopping.

      New London hadn’t needed the help of the Chanukah golem since she’d been a little girl. Four murders left the townsfolk terrified to leave their homes, and the rebbe summoned the golem to hunt the evil that lurked in the shadows. How that beast had frightened the whole shtetl.

      All except for Effie.

      Magic had been a part of her life for as long as she could remember. Once, to her mother’s embarrassment, she’d run out of their home wearing only her nightgown and bumped into the rebbe who sent her back home to her mother’s arms.

      The shopkeeper called out to her, interrupting her musing. “Come inside? Vanilla for sweet breads, Effie? Strong pepper for the beans?”

      She shook her head. “No, Yankel, thank you.”

      He wished her a good week and turned to the next potential customer.

      Ahead, a group of jostling, shoving people turned a corner, and Effie pulled her coat closer, trying to block the cold wind, and she tucked a strand of her hair beneath her head scarf. She glanced both ways and then stepped into the morning bustle of the New London thoroughfare, pausing for a carriage as it rolled by.

      Effie’s early morning trip to market street hadn’t been planned, but Agnes required every spare moment planning for next week’s eighth-day party. It would be the year’s largest social function at the Frank house, a long-standing tradition her mother began after their father died. Agnes already felt guilty enough for not making her daily market run herself, and Effie wasn’t about to increase the old woman’s stress with a delay.

      As Effie prepared to step onto the walking path on the other side of the street, a flash of blonde blipped across the edge of her vision.

      A rumble filled the air.

      Effie frowned and turned toward the sound. An iron prison wagon careened toward them without a driver. The four-horse team shrieked and neighed, pawing at the air as they bolted down the street in a zig-zag line. Chains dragged the ground, and sparks poured from beneath the metal links. The ping, ping, ping of sixteen hooves punctuated their thundering.

      Effie jumped forward, but her heel caught in her long skirts and her ankle twisted. She pitched backward, back toward the street. She groped at the air, trying to regain her balance. Could she get out of the way of the out-of-control team in time?

      The Tikvah stone was too far to draw its magic. Her heart stopped beating and climbed into the back of her throat. She landed on her bottom in the middle of the street. She tried to scramble to her feet. She took one step, but her ankle gave out, and she landed back in the dust and muck.

      Too late. Too late. Too late. Her thoughts pulsed in time with the galloping beasts. Crawling proved nearly impossible.

      The team made a hard right, heading directly for her, so close Effie could see the whites of the horses’ eyes. Their nostrils flared.

      Effie hadn’t made it far enough. She scrambled harder, moved faster, but her legs tangled in her blasted petticoats. With the Tikvah stone recharging at home, she couldn’t even send calming magic to ease the terror of the beasts.

      Effie leaned back on her knees and braced. She wouldn’t die in the mud. She’d go out, smiling at the sky. I’m coming, Mama.

      A scream cut through the tumult.

      “Look out!” somebody yelled. “She’s too close!”

      A body, half her size, slammed into Effie from behind, lifting her upward and launching from the thoroughfare. When she impacted the ground, she rolled away from the road, coming to a rest against a pickle barrel and a bushel of apples.

      The basket flew from Effie’s arm and landed on the cobblestone several feet away. The wrapped roast rolled across the cobblestone.

      The short-haired stranger’s arms pinwheeled, and he staggered back, balancing on the curb edge.

      Effie pulled her skirts high, and a gasp rippled through the crowd—propriety be hanged!—and she dove for the stranger. She caught him by the shirt front.

      He winced. “Pull!”

      She yanked him close enough that the prison wagon narrowly missed his shirt tails. Wind whipped around them. Effie’s curls fell over her forehead, and tiny dust devils danced over the path like dreidels.

      Huffing, they stared at one another for a long moment, searching his face.

      A close call. For both of them.

      Effie unclenched her hands, and the young man took a step backward, dusting himself off. She scowled into the boy’s face. About twelve, but not yet sprouted, he reminded her of another face, someone she couldn’t quite recall. She’d probably seen his mother somewhere before.

      “What were you thinking, risking yourself like that?” she asked.

      “I didn’t.”

      “Didn’t what?”

      “Didn’t think, miss. I saw you in trouble, and the rest happened.”

      She took a breath and released it slowly. “I shouldn’t scold you.”

      He grinned. “I’d rather be scolded than have my ears boxed.”

      Effie scowled into the smudged face in front of her, trying to discern any mal intent. The hatless boy didn’t seem to have any, but something haunted him. He’d been running away from something when he came upon her. Something had frightened him.

      “What’s your name, boy?” she asked.

      He offered his grimy hand. “David, miss.”

      Effie blinked once and then placed her hand in his. “Childish of me to get caught like that. Thank you for saving me.”

      “Of course, miss,” he said.

      “What were you running from, David?”

      His eyes widened slightly, and he paused a moment. Finally, he answered, “Apparitions near the genizah, miss.”

      “Apparitions?”

      He shrugged and studied his toes. “Mirages. Rebbe says not to worry about them and, often, things are not what they seem, and there’s nothing new under the sun.”

      “Are you in some sort of trouble, David?”

      “Not any more than any other time. Worked out all right, though, if I do say so myself, miss.”

      She studied him. “How so?”

      “The golem didn’t eat my soul, and I was able to save a soul myself.”

      Effie froze. The golem? They hadn’t had one in New London in ages. How could he be having the same thoughts she’d had earlier. “What did you say?”

      David plastered another grin on his face, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “N-n-nothing, miss.” He scooped the basket from the ground and replaced the unharmed roast inside. He held it out.

      Effie wiped her hands on her skirt and then took the offered basket. “You don’t look like it’s a simple nothing.”

      The boy looked over his shoulder twice more. “Mama says my imagination makes me a fool. I’m sure it’s nothing more than a trick of the light.”

      “Does the nothing have a name?”

      He kicked at the ground, sending a palm-sized rock across the street. “My friend, Phineas, says he saw a golem last week. This morning, I thought I saw it in the alley behind the shul, trying to break in through the back door. All mud and dust and rot.” He shivered, and then he froze as though he realized what he’d said out loud. His cheeks flushed.

      Effie frowned. He’d said what she’d thought he had, then. “A golem?” she repeated.

      “Yes, ma’am. I told you.” He shrugged and tapped his head. “I’m a bit foolish in the head. Not worth a darn for numbers or lettering.”

      Effie leaned close. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      David’s eyes narrowed. “I think so.”

      She raised her eyebrow and the corner of her mouth twitched. “I believe you.”

      He stumbled back, and his mouth fell open. “Are you certain?”

      “Of course.” She straightened her coat. “If you hear of anything else like this, be sure to let me know. My name is Effie Frank, and I live with my brother Avi Frank. We’re the keeper of secret things in New London.” While it wasn’t exactly true, it was enough truth to lay the groundwork to encourage David to tell everything he heard. “We’re interested in everything of interest in New London,” she added.

      David peered at her as though he expected her to declare that she’d been joking, but Effie didn’t. It wouldn’t be the first time a golem had been one in New London, but the last Meddler had died out long ago. None of the inhabitants of their small town knew the secret words to animate earthen men. Had something changed? She studied the boy, trying to gauge his character.

      He sighed, probably already counting himself half-witted for believing what his eyes tried to show him. “My imagination runs wild with me. Particularly when the night shadows are still long.”

      Effie studied the sky. The sunrise light had brightened considerably, but the buildings still cast shadows dark enough to obscure details. She adjusted the basket handle on her forearm.

      “True,” she said.

      David waved to her arm. “At least it’s in butcher paper,” he said.

      Effie tipped her head. “Also, true.”

      Concern twisted his mouth. “Did I ruin it?”

      “I’m not looking forward to explaining the smudges to the manager of our house, but I don’t think any permanent damage has been done.” She winked. “I’ll explain it was an extra tenderizing service.”

      “I’m sorry, again, miss.”

      “It was nice to meet you, David. Perhaps our paths will cross in the future. Softer impact, next time, I hope.”

      He threw his head back in a belly laugh.

      Effie fished a scrap of thick paper from her lace handbag. “If you need anything, be sure to come to us.” She handed it to the young man.

      The young man took it, studying the front before he darted away.

      Unless she missed her guess, she’d see David again soon. Possibly even before the day concluded.

      Effie watched until he disappeared around the corner, her mind turning. With the recent community issues in the shtetl, she wasn’t sure what to think of golem rumors. They hadn’t had a golem in years, but why now? Why at Chanukah? What could be afoot in New London?

      Effie tsked and then stepped into the grocer’s stall to select the remaining vegetable items on the short list. She selected carrots and potatoes, paying quickly. If she hurried, she could speak to her twin brother, Avi, before he attended shul.

      Perhaps he’d heard something else about the strange goings-on in New London.

      An hour later, Effie settled the grocery basket higher on her forearm and turned down their lane. Children played in the walking lanes on either side of the street. Carriages rolled down the cobblestone, and multi-level houses lined the street.  She waved at the gaggle of children.

      “Miss Effie,” a childish voice shrieked. “Look what I got! A gift from the rebbe. For you!” Her hand shot into the air, and something glinted in her palm.

      “What is it?”

      “I’ll show you.” Without looking, she darted across the street.

      Effie gasped. “No, don’t run out.” She waved her arms. “Ruth, stop. Don’t.”

      It was so much worse, watching someone else rush headlong into the same danger she had faced earlier that morning. Traffic increases as the lunch rush began. Inhabitants of New London hurried toward the café on the bowling green in the city park. The sunshine had brought them all out.

      Too late, the little girl realized the large carriage that bore down on her. Not an iron wagon this time, a fashionable cabriolet moved down the street at a brisk pace. Two Arabians flicked their tails. The driver didn’t see her. Another rolled by from the other direction. Neither vehicle could move aside. More tucked in behind them.

      A line of children formed along the road, screaming at their friend. Effie’s heart th-thumped in her chest, and her mouth dried. She opened her mouth to yell at Ruth, but nothing came out.

      Ruth halted, covered her mouth, and hunkered down in the middle of the street, cowering instead of dashing out of the way. The crowd of children gasped.

      “Ruth, get out of the street,” Effie yelled. She waved to the driver. “Stop! The girl! Stop!” She leapt forward, but two bystanders caught her arms.

      “Don’t do it,” one said. “It’ll kill you, too.”

      “Let me go,” Effie whimpered. “Stop! Stop!” Why was it happening again? To a child? Twisty turnabout.

      Either the driver didn’t hear or he didn’t care. The uniformed man didn’t flinch at all. The team pranced around her, tossing their heads. They hesitated but the driver tapped their rumps with the whip, and the cab rolled on.

      She curled into a ball beneath the stomping beasts. The tumult of the onlookers drowned out Ruth’s whimpers.

      “She’ll make it. She will,” Effie whispered. “She has to.” She tried to yank her arms free, but the two held tight.

      The whole street held its breath as the vehicle rolled over her. At the last step, a hoof clipped her temple, cutting the skin. She cried out and then went limp. Bright red blood poured over the ground. When the carriage moved on, Effie flagged down the next cab. When the driver eased to a halt, she darted out to the small, prone figure in the muddy mush.

      She crouched beside the unconscious girl. “Ruth. Ruth, are you there?”

      The girl didn’t respond, and the observers had already started to move away. What was one lonely orphan?

      Effie drew a ragged breath. “Ruth?” she whispered.

      The bright blue eyes fluttered and slipped closed once more.

      A taller, bigger youth appeared beside Effie as her hands roved over Ruth. He dropped to his knees beside Ruth. He opened her palm to study a silver bell, resting inside. He closed her fingers and then tucked the girl’s hand against her chest.

      Effie glanced up. “David? What are you doing here? Are you following me?”

      “No, miss, I’m here for Ruth.” He brushed the hair out of the little girl’s face, and the familiarity registered.

      “Oh. She’s your—“

      “Sister,” he finished. Moisture glistened on his cheeks. “Is she breathing?”

      Effie grimaced. She didn’t want to tell him what she knew could be the truth. If she didn’t get inside, to the Tikvah stone, Ruth would die.

      He pressed closer. “Well?”

      “She’s hurt,” Effie said, finally.

      “Can you help her?”

      “I’m going to do everything I can.” And then some. Effie scooped the girl into her arms, and David took the gift she carried. Ruth’s congealing blood smeared over Effie’s shirtdress. “Where do you belong, David? Is it nearby?”

      Tears welled in David’s eyes, making him seem younger somehow. “We belong nowhere, miss.”

      She shifted the small body in her arms. “Nowhere?”

      “The rebbe lets us sleep on the rear porch of the shul. He stokes a fire, and we sleep in the donated rags of clothing.”

      “Where are your parents?”

      “We have none. I’m all Ruth has, and she’s my only family.”

      The words tore at her heart, and Effie turned away to hide the sadness her face must wear. “Follow me, then.”

      David hurried after me. “Where are you taking my sister, miss?”

      “To my home.”

      “Won’t your family mind?”

      “You’ll meet my brother, Avi, and our house manager, Agnes. There are no others to impress in our home.”

      David’s expression remained dubious, but he didn’t lose pace.

      Effie carried Ruth up the steps and into the parlor of the multi-level Frank home. Delicious smells wafted up from the downstairs kitchen where Agnes would be working hard on jellies and jams.

      David stopped on the threshold. “This is where you live?”

      She didn’t look back. She didn’t have time to convince him. “Something wrong?”

      He wiped his feet on the steps, scraping his shoe soles against the edge of the step. “It’s very nice.”

      Effie didn’t answer but carried Ruth to the settee. She settled the girl on the floral cushions.

      “Stay here with her, please,” Effie said. She rushed toward her bedroom in the back corner. She rummaged in the top drawer of her dresser until her hand closed around a silken bag. Carefully, she loosened the drawstring and emptied the bag into her palm. A dark blue stone, nearly as big as her hand, slipped out.

      She held it up to admire the glimmering fire in the center of the stone. It remained the source of the Frank family magic. The Tikvah Stone had been gifted to King David, and King David had passed it on to his son, King Solomon—or Shlomo. Upon Shlomo’s death, the stone had been bequeathed to one of his many wives.

      The consort had carried it, hiding among the wanderers of Europe, passing it down from mother to daughter until the Frank family settled in New London. The magic flamed brightest during Chanukah, the festival of lights, and the Frank family tradition remained intact: one miracle for each day.

      Her mother always said it was the best way to remember: “A Great Miracle Happened There.” She hoped it had recharged since the day before.

      Effie tucked the invaluable bauble in the pocket she had specially made for each of her dresses and hurried back toward the front room. David gazed down at his sister, his face twisted in worry.

      She settled on the settee near Ruth’s feet. “Has she moved at all?”

      David shook his head. His chin quivered. “I don’t think she’s even breathing, miss.”

      Effie suspected as much. She grasped Ruth’s hands, careful to make sure her fingertips rested against bare skin. She had to hurry before any more time could be lost. The stone grew warm against her thigh.

      Magic rushed through her, over her, and through her fingers.

      Ruth shuddered as the energy coursed through her.

      David dropped to his knees and pressed his forehead to Ruth’s cheek. “What’s happening to her, miss?”

      Effie didn’t answer, but, a moment later, Ruth gasped and a coughing fit wracked her body.

      She bolted upright. “What happened to me?” She put her hand to her forehead and then drew her hand down to study her fingers. She frowned. “Was I hurt?”

      David took her hand. “There was an accident, but Miss Effie made it all better.” He turned to Effie and studied her with a new interest.

      One that Effie didn’t like.

      Ruth bounced in place. “Did you use the Tikvah stone to help me, Miss Effie?”

      Effie blanched. Who had told the little girl about the stone? Had Gad remembered something from the day before?

      “What is a Tikvah Stone, Ruth?” Effie patted the girl’s cheek and pretended to stumble over the words.

      “Rebbe said it helped make the golem live a long time ago.”

      David patted her shoulder. “Hush, Ruth. I’m sure you’re exaggerating.”

      Effie tipped her head to the side. “What sort of bedtime stories does the rebbe tell you two before you fall asleep at night?” She turned to David. “Enough to make you see the automaton in the shadows of the alley,” she murmured.

      “He said to give this to you, Effie. He said he could never repay your mother for helping him animate a golem, and the golem is needed once more.”

      David shushed the girl, but Effie stopped him. “Go on, Ruth. What else is there?”

      Ruth raised a clenched hand. “This will be the golem’s last Chanukah.” She took one of Effie’s hands and placed her closed fist on top of it. “This is yours.”

      “Wh—what do you mean?”

      Ruth opened her hand and then rolled away from Effie. She took a long breath and then went limp. Effie studied the baubles in her hand: a small bell and a scrap of parchment, covered in Hebrew characters on one side and a small drawing on the other side. Effie squinted at the artwork. What could it be?

      “Did she die?” David asked. His voice wobbled.

      “No, I think she went to sleep,” Effie said. She analyzed the gifts in her palms. She had to find the golem’s resting place. Avi would know something. Perhaps the rebbe had told him.

      Effie rushed down to the kitchen, the grocery basket swinging from her forearm and the tiny silver bell jingling in her hand. “Agnes, I’m sorry I’m late.”

      Agnes bustled from one side of the kitchen to the others, muttering to herself. “I’ve half a mind to cancel the celebration right now.” The grey-haired house manager turned around, and her eyes went wide as her mother’s saucers. “Goodness, girl, what happened to you?”

      “I met a young man,” Effie offered.

      Agnes nearly squealed and rushed for the teapot. She placed a cup and saucer in front of Effie and another across the workspace for herself. She brought the tin pot, too excited to bother with the formality of the good tea set.

      Effie studied her lap, hiding her smile. The house manager would have rather a fit when she discovered the age of the young man.

      She settled on the workbench. “How old is he? Is he eligible? Affluent?”

      Effie tipped her head to the side as she unloaded the now-ragged shopping basket. “I think he’s twelve.” She winked. “Definitely eligible. Definitely not affluent.”

      Agnes snorted. “You had me going, didn’t ye?”

      Effie shrugged. “He’s upstairs with his little sister.”

      She jumped to her feet. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Effie touched the older woman’s arm. “Agnes?”

      The bustling woman paused. “What is it, dear?”

      “Keep them busy until after lunch? I have something I need to do. Would it be too much work?”

      Agnes scoffed. “Too much work? You forget who kept you busy while your own mother went sneaking about the city. Can I do it? What a thought.”

      Effie grinned. “I’ll take Avi. Are you sure you can handle it on your own?”

      “Of course I can. I’ll park them in front of the cook fire with cookies and hot cider and soups.” She took a breath and started in again. “And supper will be on time, you mark my words. The most delicious roast you’ve ever…” Agnes’s voice trailed away as she hurried up the stairs.

      Effie studied the scrap of parchment in her hand. Lamb’s skin from a scroll, unless she missed her guess. A string of Hebrew words circled the corner, disjointed and out of order. She scowled… written backwards, almost. The miniature map didn’t show a large enough section of their area to lead them to anything.

      Upstairs, Agnes exclaimed over the brother and sister pair. She would feed them to bursting and then keep them so busy they wouldn’t know which end was up. It was her way with children.

      Effie dashed toward the rear of the basement. Time to recruit Avi.

      She stopped in front of the fake bricks that Avi had installed to hide his gadgets and workspace. Counting from the left, she marched off seven paces and tapped the brick, off-center from the rest in the row of the wall.

      “Yes, who’s there?” Avi’s voice called from inside.

      “The Baal Shem Tov,” Effie said, her arms crossed.

      A crack formed in the wall, and the sliding pocket door moved to the side.

      Avi hunched over his workbench with his back facing her. His latest invention, a dancing, mechanical dreidel, sat at the corner of the table. He sorted through the mound of small gears and other mechanicals in front of him. The bits pinged against each other as he sorted them into smaller piles. “I’m making another. For that girl…” He paused. “Ruth, was it? She needs a toy.”

      Effie didn’t answer.

      “Did Agnes send you down? I told her I didn’t have time to eat breakfast,” he said.

      “No, Avi.” She didn’t add anything else. Her brother hadn’t disengaged from his tinkering yet. If she explained now, he wouldn’t hear any of it.

      “Then what is it?” he gruffed.  “Spit it out.”

      She took a breath. “Avi, I need your help.”

      Her whispered request brought his head up. He straightened. Slowly, he swiveled toward Effie, his work seat creaked in a long whine. “What is it?”

      Effie placed the silver bell and scrap in front of him. “What do you remember of the Chanukah golem?”

      He studied the objects on the table. “You mean the one mother helped the rebbe animate?”

      Effie gaped at her brother. “That’s true?”

      “Of course. Don’t you remember it?”

      “I remember wanting to meet the golem.”

      Avi nodded. “But not much else?”

      She put her hands on her hips. “Did you do something to my memories?”

      He grimaced. “Guilty.” He stood up and raised a hand. “It wasn’t my idea, though.”

      “What?”

      “You were the blabbiest little girl, and Mama needed to fit in. She needed work, and she didn’t like moving about the way her own mother did. She couldn’t have you tell everyone that she helped create the golem or that we had a magical stone in our possession.”

      Effie snorted. She’d been like Ruth, then. How amusing. “Rebbe wants me to help reanimate the golem.”

      Avi scowled. “Do you know why? Last time, it hunted a murderer. What is it this time?”

      Effie remained silent. She didn’t have any idea. There had been no murder, no indication at all until the golem key had been brought to her by a child. Why would the rebbe send Ruth rather than delivering it himself? Unless…

      She winced. “I don’t know yet.”

      “Whatever it is, it can’t be good.”

      “You’ll help?”

      Avi stood and crossed to the exit. “You’re my sister.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “I’ll help,” he said. “Let’s go get Mama’s golem.”
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        * * *

      

      Dressed as though attending morning prayers, Effie and Avi approached the shul. Though the house of worship itself was small, an extensive cemetery extended for several blocks behind the synagogue.

      “Where’s it kept, Avi?” Her hand drifted over the hidden pocket where the Tikvah Stone, the bell, and the scrap of parchment waited.

      “Still don’t remember?”

      Effie shook her head.

      “In the genizah.”

      “Where they keep the holy books for burial?”

      “That’s the place.”

      Small groups of men filtered in for morning prayers. But Avi and Effie bypassed the shul. Instead, they approached a small, mausoleum-like building, situated between the cemetery and the shul.

      The white stone building shone in the rising sun. Why had the rebbe sent the child? Why hadn’t he come himself?

      They peered in through the grate in the center of the door. “I don’t see it, Avi.”

      “Do you see a pile of dust in the corner?”

      “It’s as tall as the bench.”

      “That’s the one,” Avi said. “That’s the golem.”

      “It’s a pile of spring cleaning. How do we get it to do anything?”

      “The words and the stone.”

      Effie pulled both from her hidden pocket.

      A shout echoed across the block, and Effie spun around.

      Men ran one way and then the other. The sound of a constable’s whistle filled the air, and Effie clutched Avi’s arm. “What is it?”

      “I’ll check.” He jogged away.

      Ten minutes later, he returned with red-rimmed eyes, his face ashen.

      “What is it, Avi?”

      “The rebbe is gone.”

      “Gone?”

      “He left no notes, no instructions, no nothing.”

      She tucked the bell in her pocket. ”You know what that means?”

      Avi nodded. “He knew what was coming.”

      Effie peered at the pile of dust beside the bench that held two scrolls. Perhaps it wasn’t the right time to animate the golem. Not with the investigating authorities.

      Now she had the beast. She knew where he waited.

      Perhaps David and Ruth were two clues to the greater mystery. Effie and Avi had to answer several questions before the last light was lit on the eighth night.

      When they reached their home intersection, a grin split Avi’s face. With a flourish, he offered a coin to the street sweeper, clearing away the dirt and muck in front of them. “Well, sister dearest, there’s only one question to ask.”

      Effie scowled. “What happened to the rebbe?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “There is that one, but that’s not the one I meant.”

      “How are David and Ruth after their incident?”

      Avi shook his head. “I’m sure Agnes has them well in hand.”

      She tucked the bell inside her secret pocket. “Then what, Avi?”

      He opened their front door and gestured for Effie to precede him. “What sort of goodly mischief can two Frank twins conjure with a week’s worth of magic and a golem?”
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        Read all about the Chanukah adventures of the Frank twins.
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        Thank you from the authors of the Wicked Winters Collection! We hope you enjoyed our stories. Please connect with us online for more information. No matter what holiday you celebrate this time of year, we wish you the happiest of seasons and a Happy New Year!
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