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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR



Merry Magic.

This theme yielded results you could bet on, having run during
the month of December.

A number of stories feature exactly whom you might expect,
along with the ancillary elves and reindeer. Others are merely
set during the winter season. A handful have nothing to do with
Christmas whatsoever. As expected from our global web of as-
piring writers.

Once again, genre varies substantially. We are always pleased
to read stories twisting the theme in unexpected ways. This
month we saw an increase in historical fiction, in particular.

If you don’t love fantasy, you will still find stories to enjoy,
despite the use of the word magic in the prompt.

Now a warning, dear reader. Even though the majority of sto-
ries revolve around the Yuletide season, this is no collection of
children’s tales. We strive for a “story first” attitude, and some-
times the story a writer needs to tell has adult themes. This does
not mean we publish stories with gratuitous sex or violence, but
neither do we shy away from unsettling scenes, or situations
which make us blush.

We curate our selection carefully so as always to present you
with the best work. We hope you’ll agree, and if a particular sto-
ry is not to your taste, simply move on to the next. Remember,
this is a collection of authors from all over the world, of every
age and experience. No two tales are alike.

All this to say, some of these stories you could read to your
kid, and some you probably should not.

Finally, many of you may find it odd to read Christmas stories
in February. We understand, but we must choose how to write
our prompts. Do we allow writers to immerse themselves in
the season, or ask them to write what readers will want weeks
down the line? Our choice so far is the former. We are first and



foremost a community of new writers.

That said, we want to know what you think. Many of our
readers submit work each month, but others are just here for the
reading. If you feel strongly about this, one way or another, go
ahead and shoot us a message. You will have a definite impact
on how future prompts are structured.

So once again, congratulations to everyone who submitted
work! It was a pleasure reading the fantastic stories this month.
Keep practicing and honing your craft. You will get there.

Enjoy these stories by our new authors.

To your success,
—Creag Munroe
January 2022
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LET YOUR HEART TAKE FLIGHT

ISABEL HINCHLIFF
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the dragon. Passengers sat chatting and drinking bubbly

in small groups facing its translucent teeth, admiring the
spectacular, fractal view of the ocean waves below. Air scented with
lavender, rose petals, and fresh green pine was pumped around the
cavernous space. Lights had been strung about the dragon’s giant,
dangling uvula—a tasteful yellow-white against the marbled red
of its enormous, pulsing veins. The air was pleasantly humid. Men
walked gingerly in their dress shoes and women tripped about in
their heels on the gummy surface of its tongue.

Since she was flying first-class on Christmas Eve for her third year
running, Christine McGuyer had very sensibly worn flats. Further,
she had limited herself to only one glass of champagne, which she
was nursing sensibly on a leather sofa near the edge of the gossiping
crowd.

Thank goodness she had convinced the marketing team to hold off
on unveiling the Flitters until New Years. Last year, she had been
absolutely drowned in executives questioning her about the release
of the Wyvern 2.0, because of course they just had to put out a little
promo teaser before Christmas, encourage people to buy those gift
cards, wink wink, shoulder nudge. She loved Henry head of market-
ing, she really did, but god, all she’d wanted to do last year was enjoy
her champagne and drift off against the side of a sofa in a dignified
manner—not answer questions about the grip-strength of claws com-
pared to tire treads for six hours.

She lay back against the top of the sofa and gazed thoughtfully up
at the top of the dragon’s mouth, so far above. How, in only ten short
years, had bioengineering come so far that long distance transporta-
tion was fueled by cellular respiration rather than kerosene? And it
had been her vision, spun from her childhood love of fantasy books
and the tedium of her grad school research.

Humph. She used to be so damn smart. Now she was just tired.

She closed her eyes against the sparkling lights.

The first-class Christmas party was held in the mouth of

Marie was worried about the kids. Sitting in the cramped aisles of
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economy with her head against the tooth enamel of the window, she
wondered what they were doing with their father for Christmas Eve.
Going to McDonald’s, probably. Andy knew nothing about cooking,
wrapping presents, leaving cookies out for Santa. And it was fine, it
was fine of course. Your mother only dies once, she was allowed to
let everything go to pieces this year. Tomorrow, Andy would give
her a chaste peck on the cheek, the kids would like their presents
just the same wrapped or unwrapped, the sun would set and a new
non-Christmas day would dawn, and that would be that.

Damn it. Damn it all to hell.

She closed her eyes and took a large swallow of cheap champagne.
Her third glass. That would mean it was time to stop, normally, but
today wasn’t normal, in fact, nothing would ever be normal again, so
when the flight attendant walked by she reached out for a fourth glass
and drained it.

Andy had got a promotion, just a few weeks ago. They were going
to buy something expensive—a new car, maybe, or laptops for the
kids. Instead, it had been express flights to England and back. She’d
paid for the bulk of the funeral expenses, too.

With her husband’s money.

Christine was jolted awake as the dragon began shaking.

She stood up, holding on to the side of the sofa for balance as the
dragon’s tongue lurched beneath her. This was going to be absolutely
horrible for business. A clean track record of safe, successful flights
was key to convincing people to sit for three to ten hours in a mon-
ster’s belly—even if it was faster and cheaper than all other commer-
cial air-travel options available.

The first-class passengers (company executives, all of them, CEOs
and whatnot) were screaming and huddling in their seats, but more
than a few had the presence of mind to throw glances her way.

Well, she would indeed do what she did best—figure this shit out.
She stumbled towards the back of the mouth, grabbing onto furniture
as she went.

Sebastian, CEO of SnakeCorps (one of her biggest rivals) was lean-
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ing almost suavely on the edge of the bar, blocking the entrance to
the throat.

“Christine, my dear,” he said in that slippery, poster-boy tone of
his—you just knew this guy did his own marketing, or thought he
did. “Just where do you think you’re going?”

“Down. I'll check the tail first, it’s most likely some sort of aerody-
namic issue. I can grab George from second-class on the way there
and we’ll figure it out.”

She was about to add something extraordinarily stupid like ‘there
is no cause for concern, please return to your seat, when Sebastian
gave her a knowing look and the shaking stopped.

And she finally realized what he was about.

This was sabotage—of course it was sabotage—and he was behind
it. Because—god, what was up with her brain today, no more cham-
pagne, not ever—this was exactly what his company needed, since
they’d just released their new and improved basilisk model, what was
essentially a slow, six-footed, bioengineered car. (Her wyverns were
much better—they flew.) If he could cast even the tiniest bit of doubt
on the safety of air travel those basilisks would start to look a whole
lot more attractive.

She turned and snarled. “I will tackle you, Sebastian, if you don’t
hand over whatever you're using to control this dragon right fucking
now. Sabotage of a passenger dragon is a serious crime. Hand it over.”

His smile just grew. “Oh, Christine, Christine, you were always a
bit slow. There isn’t a remote, dearie, I would never get one of those
past security.”

Dearie! God, the men in this industry, someday she would throttle
them all.

“Well, what is it then?”

“I'm a biologist, Christine. And, well, recently I brewed up some-
thing new, worked a little magic...”

And then she knew. Micro-organisms. Maybe inserted into the
dragon’s bloodstream, maybe crawling about the skin, either inside
or outside—inside, most likely, as it was both more vulnerable and
more accessible. Micro-organisms, the bastard, and her specialty was
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as macro as it got. She studied how to make lizards the size of planes
and left the bacteria to those with smaller minds—the Sebastians of
the world, who'd clearly had the temerity to think big for once.

She couldn’t stop this, not by herself.

Marie was at least half-drunk, the tremors had stopped about ten
minutes ago, and now there was a woman in a suit and tie going from
aisle to aisle asking questions.

The shaking had been faint in economy, but there was still a fair
amount of concerned muttering passing between the aisles. The suit-
ed woman certainly didn’t seem to be reassuring anyone.

By the time she reached Marie her hair had fallen out of its neat
ponytail and she seemed more than a little frustrated—she grabbed
hold of the aisle seat and shook it, earning her an indignant glare
from Marie’s neighbor.

“Hey,” she shouted, a drill sergeant’s voice. “Any one of you hap-
pen to study microbiology?”

Well, Marie had. In college. Ten years ago.

The world was very different then.

The woman raised crazed eyes and swept them across the aisle
once, looking for reactions. Then she shouted the same question at
the next row, voice growing hoarse.

Marie stood up just as another tremor went through the walls of the
dragon’s stomach, which at least gave her an excuse to be unsteady
on her feet.

“I studied microbiology!” she yelled.

The woman’s head snapped up and then she was being dragged up
into the more spacious rows of the second-class seats. “Great, now I
need you to solve a little problem for me, they were on the inside and
I think George has managed to collect a specimen, but I can’t make
heads or tails of it except that it’s irritating the dragon somehow. We
need some way to neutralize it, immediately, or this flight is about
to get considerably more shaky—shaky enough that everyone will
worry and then we’ll have a panic on our hands...”

She was still talking, high-pitched and fast, but Marie hadn’t really
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understood anything to begin with and certainly wasn’t going to start
now. The woman’s hair was a brown, wavy mess against her neck
and her nose was covered in freckles—she probably wasn’t wearing
any makeup at all. She had a squishy nose; round, reddening cheeks;
and glorious, commanding dark brown eyes. Marie wondered what
would happen if she were to reach up and smooth out a strand of that
hair, tuck it behind the woman’s ear...

The woman waved a hand in front of her face.

“Hello? Earth to... what is your name, anyway?”

“Marie,” she said, and her voice absolutely didn’t shake—if it did,
it was because the dragon was shivering again, or being irritated by
microbes, or whatever.

“Ah. And I'm Christine. Christine McGuyer. Now, if you could
look at these printouts of the specimen—we put it through a micro-
scope.”

“What, like Christine McGuyer, head of DragonInc?”

“Yes, obviously, why else would I be in this mess, now can you
help or not?”

She tried to focus on the printouts. The micro-organism was a type
of bacteria, she thought, or looked like one.

She started to laugh. She raised her hand like she was in kinder-
garten.

“I know. I know. Antibiotics. You got any antibiotics for this big
dude?” She slapped the wall of the dragon’s throat.

Christine looked at her as if she was quite mad, which of course
she was—her mother had died less than 72 hours ago and she was
onboard a sinking, shuddering dragon being quizzed on her rapidly
fading microbiology knowledge.

But then Christine blinked and smiled—and that smile, it was ab-
solutely adorable, it puffed out her cheeks (yet more) and crinkled her
eyes. “Oh!” she said. “We don’t have antibiotics, but we do standard
antibacterial washes, you know, after each ride. We could scrub all
the walls within say... fifteen minutes?”

She turned towards a man next to her and they started talking in
low tones. Marie was dismissed, she supposed, there certainly didn’t
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seem to be any more use for her. Time to go back to her seat and wait
out the rest of the flight with... hmmm three more glasses of cham-
pagne? Or perhaps four?

She turned away, but then she felt Christine’s hand against her
shoulder, firm and warm. Oh, how she wished she could fall back
and melt into her arms.

But Christine was speaking.

“Hey. Thank you. Stop by the office sometime, when we’re back in
the city? I could use more people like you.”

A job! Her first job in ten years. Yes, it was time (and she could
hear her mother’s voice) for a new start.

Still, that wasn’t what she wanted right now.

Marie let Christine turn her around by the shoulder. She stood on
her tiptoes and looked right into Christine’s eyes.

“I could use more people like you too,” Marie said sloppily, and
then she kissed her.

Her lips were soft and up close she smelled of rose petals with a
hint of fresh pine needles. Marie started to pull back but then Chris-
tine grabbed her chin and suddenly what she’d meant to be a little
peck (not chaste, no, but close to it) was swift and hard and passion-
ate and. ..

Over, too quickly. Christine pulled back, one hand cupping Ma-
rie’s cheek. Those eyes, eyes that could command armies (command
dragons, dragons the size of planes) looked down into hers. “I have a
family, you know.”

Marie shrugged. “Me too. Doesn’t mean I can’t have a little fun on
Christmas Eve.”
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but were making no noise. Their precious dog, Herc, had

passed that same day, their anger and sadness said someone
should pay. The boys made a plan, and though it was rushed, Christ-
mas itself they decided to crush.

The joy brought by Santa they just could not bear, now all would
be forced to share their despair. When their folks went to sleep, the
boys tip-toed out, to try and find Santa traipsing about. The cookies
and milk were fully intact, they rushed to the den where they both
planned to act. When Santa showed up, he’d sure be surprised when
they kept him tied up until morning sunrise.

While one gathered jump ropes, the other stood guard, with a close
eye for movement outside in the yard. As minutes dragged on, their
eyelids grew heavy, but Santa was due, and he must pay levy. They
decided to sit behind their great tree, for what better place could they
both hide and see? Too soon both the boys were asleep back to back,
but it was not Santa that showed with his sack.

The tiniest tinkling jingly bells signaled arrival of Santa’s small
elves. One of the boys awakened to see five elvish pixies climb out
of the tree. Rubbing his eyes as if they’d deceived, what he just wit-
nessed he could not believe. They fluttered their wings and circled
the space, three out of five were having a race. Nudging his broth-
er awake with an arm, he patted his shoulder, no need for alarm.
They watched the pixies as one took the lead, she won by a landslide
with much greater speed. The others followed, high overhead, as all
around them pixie dust spread.

The boys saw each other, now six inches tall, their plan lay in tat-
ters, it won’t work at all. Santa had sent them, they knew in their gut,
a purpose he had but neither knew what. That’s when they noticed,
they’d not felt a thing, out of their backs grew a full set of wings. The
pixies did flutter and giggle with glee, as one after one they flew back
in the tree. Now in a panic, the boys grabbed their face, with no other
choice, they had to give chase.

They both boldly jumped and took to the sky, they looked at each
other, they knew how to fly! They flew through the greenery high in

l ate Christmas Eve, two heartbroken boys were widely awake
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the boughs, closing the gap, they’d catch them now. The branches got
thicker, like flying through lead, soon all around them they only saw
red. Emerging inside a room they knew not, distractedly they flew
into a pot. Spinning and twirling around as they fell, a new laughter
suddenly rang like a bell. The laughter this time had a loud jolly
taint, the laughter they knew belonged to a saint.

Saint Nicholas stood in his red and white suit, just like a picture,
right down to his boot. Too stunned to escape, the boys watched in
fear, they wanted Santa, now Santa was here. The anger they felt was
gone in a flash, but sadness took over, it came with a crash. Before
they knew it, Santa embraced both sad little boys and helped dry
their face. No longer a giant, the same size as they, but neither still
thought that Santa should pay.

They told him of Herc, their silly brown boy, and how he would
howl and wiggle with joy. The stories they told had them laughing
through tears, and soon all the pixies had gathered with cheer. The
pixies asked questions, and Santa did too, with each new story their
happiness grew. When stories were done Santa did wink, and all of
the pixies were gone in a blink. He held out his hands and waited to
see if the boys would come with him back through the tree.

It was easy for them to sneak through the house, stature as such,
they were quiet as a mouse. Once back inside their own little room,
around and around the two boys zoomed. Santa pointed and both
boys saw, the plaster footprint in shape of a paw. Right beside it sat
a small frame, engraved inside was Hercules’ name. Santa motioned
to the wings they both donned, the moment they landed their wings
were just gone.

Their time with Santa had come to an end, but for one more mo-
ment their ear he would bend. Santa was busy, but he'd not rush out,
before explaining what Christmas was about. Santa knelt, and bid
both boys sit, this explanation would take just a bit.

For two little boys with hearts with fresh cuts, the thought of much
joy could leave them in ruts. But Christmas was not about cheer with-
out end, it’s about being with family and those you call friend. It’s not
about presents and price tags and clout, it’s about the ones you miss
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when you’re out. And sometimes our loved ones are far out of reach,
and their absence becomes a happiness leech. With others around
they can help bolster you, and stages of healing will start to ensue.

Christmas, he noted, is more than one night, treat all days like
Christmas and it will feel right. Spread joy through sadness, and lift
others up, through this you’ll find you can keep your chin up. Don’t
dwell on bad times, remember the good, and honor their memory as
best that you could. You shouldn’t force happy, that bar is too high,
just get through the moments one day at a time.

Santa stood with a groan and a stretch; on the boys’ memories this
picture would etch. He pulled from his coat two little stuffed pets,
the resemblance uncanny, as close as it gets. When they touched his
hand, their size was restored, this evening they’d been anything but
bored. After tucking them in, he winked once to each, after ensur-
ing no ropes were within easy reach. The boys both waved as Santa
backed out, before leaving the room he sent a small scout.

The fastest pixie, in her little red dress, zoomed through the room
to a papery mess. She settled a picture she’d knocked in her haste,
then waved to the boys without slowing her pace. The boys cuddled
closely, with little dogs tight, their hopes for the following morning
were bright. Weary eyes closed on a tiring night, all tucked in their
beds they could no longer fight.

When sun broke through shadows and bathed them in rays, they
realized their anger had faded away. They hurried downstairs as their
plan they relived, hoping that Santa was quick to forgive. The first
things they saw were two gifts in brown, not wanting to wait they
both turned around. They called for their parents, both shouting so
loud, that their parents ran out with their hats inside out. They ripped
through the paper and tore off the lid, inside was a mystery, who
knows what it did. Dad read a letter from within the box, he knew
how to use it, he’s as sly as a fox.

When he was finished, it hung from their arms, a little brown dog
with wings, a real charm. Mom stood back, said it wasn’t quite right,
then pushed them together and summoned a light. The best part was
written on back of the note, in perfect gold letters Santa had wrote:
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Our loves are still with us, deep in our heart, even
though physically we have to part. Keep Herc in
fond memory, even through tears, these charms will
help to stifle your fears. When touched together, they
conjure a light, through time and space it’s terribly
bright. Though you can’t see him, and he can'’t see
you, he’ll see that bright light and know that it’s you.

The day got much better, they made it that way; Santa had helped
chase the anger away. As they traveled around their snow covered
town, they tried lifting spirits of anyone down. The daytime brought
merriment, but they knew at night, sadness would find them and that
was alright. Even on Christmas shadows abound, and that is why we
need loved ones around.

Some love Christmas as a time of great cheer, but others just wish
their loves were still here. The boys made a plan to start a tradition,
they asked both their parents to help in their mission. Just before bed-
time on Christmas night, a moment of silence and a candle to light.
That way no matter what happened each year, their loved ones would
see it and know they’re still here.
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DISILLUSIONED

ANDREW COENEN
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if you ask me, but what can I say, it stuck. I work for the Of-

fice of Unexplained Affairs, a classified governmental body
dedicated to investigating claims of supernatural phenomena. It’s not
as exciting as it sounds. Sure, seven-year-old me would’ve drooled
over some of the imaginative stories and firsthand accounts I get to
read every day; I've seen “aliens” and “vampires” and “monsters”
and “miracles”. But in the end, it seldom amounts to anything more
than delusions and paperwork. Whatever part of me used to believe
in that stuff died a thousand solved cases ago. Now, I'm just one
of the fools they task to find a legitimate scientific explanation for
whatever’s going on, to strip away all the magic and mystery until
all that’s left is the cold, mundanely explicable truth. And I'm really
damn good at my job.

They call me the Disillusioner. The name’s a little theatrical

I'm gazing absently into the swirling black abyss of my drip coffee
when Angela raps her knuckle against my office door. “Hey there
sugar, this week’s set of cases just came in.” She waves a manila fold-
er at me. “Greg says to meet in the conference room in five.”

“Wonderful,” I mumble, yawning myself to alertness and gulp-
ing down a mouthful of sweet, sweet caffeine. “Is it a thick one this
week?”

“It’s Christmas Eve. What do you think?”

I exaggerate a groan as Angela chuckles her way out of the room.
Turns out, even for top-secret government investigators, the holidays
are the busiest time of year. There’s increased drug and alcohol use,
people are more exhausted than ever, and on top of it all, night falls
early this time of year. Of course, none of those reasons have any-
thing to do with an actual increase in the happenings of supernatural
events; they’re merely agents of distorting the human perception—of
ambiguity. It’s one hell of a coincidence that close encounters and
ancient rituals only ever seem to happen after sundown. As advanced
as we humans like to think we are, we're still afraid of the dark.

A gust of wind howls outside as I throw back the rest of my cof-
fee and make my way down the hall. I stop to look out the window,
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thankful I'm on this side of it. The deluge of snow pours like an
avalanche from clouds so suffocatingly thick that it might as well be
midnight, a single audacious streetlamp in the parking lot below the
only thing piercing the darkness. I watch the snowflakes flicker past
its incandescent orb, each flake illuminated for only a fraction of a
second before being swallowed whole by the darkness once again.
That damn darkness. On the road to work this morning, I nearly
swerved into the ditch when an enormous flash of red swooped in
front of my car. At first, I almost thought it was a bird, before realiz-
ing it was just a trick of the taillights in front of me against the snow.
Still, the afterglow of those radiant feathers lingers in my mind, jeer-
ing at me. Apparently, even I'm not immune to the intoxicating allure
of the imaginatio—

THUD.

I jump, and my empty coffee mug shatters against the floor. “Shit!”

Angela rushes out into the hall and looks at me quizzically. “What
in the name of heaven was that?”

“Something just hit the window,” I say, my voice quivering more
than I care to admit. “...a bird, I think.”

“Oh, poor thing!” She steps closer and peers over her spectacles out
the window. “I wonder what it was doing out in the storm. Must’ve
been desperate for something.” She turns back to me. “You look like
you've seen a ghost.”

I'm still trembling from the shock, and I realize I've been holding
my breath. I let it out in a shaky laugh. “Please, Angela, we see a
dozen ghosts a week in this job. Theyre easy potatoes. But a bird
flying through a window? Now that’s something that can kill you.”

She chuckles again, but her eyes narrow as they dart across my
face.

“Stop that,” I say.

“Hmm? Stop what?”

“You know what, Angela. Your psychoanalysis or whatever. You
aren’t allowed to do that to your coworkers.”

“Okay, first of all this isn’t psychoanalysis. I'm applying actual sci-
entific principles of human behavior and facial expressions, not ar-
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chaic Freudian nonsense.”

“I said ‘or whatever’,” I mutter.

“And secondly, I’'ve spent the better part of fifty years devoted to
studying what makes people lie, both to themselves and each other.
When I see someone doing both, I'm allowed to do whatever I damn
well please. What aren’t you telling me, hun?”

I rub my temples and exhale. She played the seniority card, and
I don’t want to go down that road with her today. “It’s nothing. It’s
just... the bird looked red.”

She raises her eyebrows.

“And I thought I saw another glowing red bird earlier today. Out in
the storm.”

An impish grin cracks across her face.

“But it wasn’t real, it was just a trick of the light!” I quickly amend.
“And this just now was my mind filling in the gap because I was
thinking about it!” Phooey. I'm not getting through to her.

“You saw a phoenix?!”

“No, [

She cups her hands around her mouth. “Hey! Everyone! The Disil-
lusioner saw a phoenix!”

“Shut up! I didn’t see anything!”

“Oh ho hoo, I knew one of these days we’d get you to change your
mind. So, how does it feel to be a believer?”

“I’'m not a believer and you know it.”

“I’ll send you an invite to our secret meetings.”

“Very funny, Angela.”

“Just be sure to use industrial grade tin foil when you make your
hat.”

“Four PhDs.”

“Have you given your phoenix a name yet?”

“You have four PhDs and this is how you're acting.”

She laughs, a real laugh this time, which sounds like air leaking
out of a balloon, until it breaks apart into merry gasps. I give up, and
bend down to scoop up my broken mug. I suppose for all the crap I
put my coworkers through every time they suggest one of our cases
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might actually involve something supernatural, I deserve this much.
I just wish she wasn’t getting quite so much enjoyment out of it.

THUD.

This time, both of us jump, and simultaneously we whirl towards
the window. Nothing. We exchange a glance.

“Downstairs?”

“Yeah.”

Without another word, Angela and I scramble for our coats, and
hurry to the ground floor.

“Is it dead?” Angela stands above me as I gingerly examine the
quivering creature on the ground just outside our building.

“No. At least, I don’t think so,” I reply, my voice hardly cutting
through the bucking wind. I barely notice it; every drop of my atten-
tion is captivated with the fallen bird. It lies face-down in the snow,
crimson tail feathers splayed out nearly a meter away from its bur-
ied head, with one wing tucked and the other twisted backwards at
an angle I know it shouldn’t bend. There’s no sign of luminescence,
which fills me with some measure of relief, but the species isn’t one I
recognize either. My mind buzzes with a thousand questions, but one
echoes resoundingly above the rest.

“What are you?”

Of course, there is no reply.

After a heartbeat, another gale bellows, and the creature stirs.
Definitely not dead. I shake myself from my stupor and delicately
begin to scoop snow away from its head. My hands are trembling.
I've discovered new species before in this job, but never like this. It’s
always been through paperwork and case files: looking at footprints
and DNA samples, ruling out possibilities, maybe getting a sighting
or two if I'm lucky enough to be assigned to the field. But like this, to
be up close and personal with something brand new to science? My
chest hums like a neon light. For the first time in my life, I under-
stand why people call this stuff magic.

That’s when the streetlight flickers out, plunging us into total dark-
ness.
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That’s when the phoenix begins to dance.

It ascends like an ember into the night, a single pulsing light be-
hind two cherry-red eyes which rise to meet my own. It blinks, and
in a shimmering wave of heat, the phoenix erupts into flames. II-
luminating its stage. My breath clings to my lungs as the phoenix
sweeps out its wings to their full breadth, one crooked and broken
but no less majestic, and with a practiced thrust, it takes flight. It
loops through the air, erratic yet smooth, its plumage of fire chasing
the wind like the aurora borealis. Even the snowflakes seem to part
before its movements, as though the sky itself were swooning at its
effulgent display. The dance crescendos, swooping faster and faster,
until finally the phoenix screams, not out of fear or pain, but out of
passion, and it streaks in a crimson blur directly towards my chest. I
don’t even think to flee.

The ashes embrace me like an old friend.

Angela and I savor the silence for a long time. I feel her look-
ing into my eyes... no, looking past my eyes, into something behind
them, but I don’t mind. There is a warmth in my chest like a candle
in a frozen cavern, lit for the first time in far, far too long.

Finally, Angela breaks the silence with a whisper. “What just hap-
pened?”

I smile, and the old ice begins to melt away.

“Magic.”
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enisdunker.
It all began with that one word.
Wenisdunker.

It hits me like a hammer to both my ears. Before I can even process
what has happened, I find myself tumbling through the air, hands
outstretched and looking to make contact with Slinky’s neck. Sweet
contact. I must have overestimated myself because I only make it
halfway over the workbench. I feel a sharp pain in my abdomen.

“Oh no! Not my Yasss-Queen-Slay-The-House-Down-Boots Doll!”
I hear Ginger cry behind me. “I'd been working on that for over a
week!”

Looks like a little boy’s Christmas dream was just crushed... lit-
erally.

No matter. I’ll deal with that later. I lift myself up to my knees and
lock eyes with Slinky. I pull the doll’s fabulous, but dangerous, three
inch-nails from where they impaled me from the belly flop. I feel the
wetness from the ruby-red blood gushing down my front more than
I feel the pain.

“He’s bleeding! Someone get Santa,” I hear from across the room.

Not before I get to Slinky. Not before I can sand that sly little smug
grin off his face against the trunk of a Christmas tree. Not before I
can wring his tiny little elf neck with Christmas lights. Not before 1
can dunk his stupid little sharp elf face in a pot of boiling hot choc-
olate.

In this moment, it’s just the two of us. Me standing on top of a
wrecked workbench. Slinky below me. As it should be. I think of
victory. I think of bringing his head on a spike back to my wife in our
tiny little gingerbread cottage.

“Say it again” I utter through gritted teeth.

“Wenisdunker,” he says in a simply absolute way. As if by saying
so, he has sealed his own fate, whether it be good or bad.

As cheesy as it sounds, I saw red. Pure red. My hands grasped for
any body part they could dig into. I kicked and kicked my little feet
with what I Imagined was the force of reindeers. I bit into any piece
of flesh that flashed across my face. Weirdly enough, it tasted like

32



peppermint. It was pure ecstasy; in a way I had never imagined it
could be. I felt free. Raging against a current of what I was expected
to be. Raging against perfection. This was new territory for me, but
it felt like a homecoming.

The moment ends as quickly as it begins. I find myself midair be-
ing lifted by the back of my shirt collar. I recognize Santa’s musk, a
mix of cinnamon, pine, and sweat. I'm dangling from his right hand,
and Slinky from the other. He looks like he has been mauled by the
Abominable Snowman. Nice, I think to myself as he gives me a little
boney elf finger.

“Gentlemen, gentleman” Santa begins to say. “Stop this nonsense
this very instant. What has gotten into both of you? Slinky, I know
you’re a troublemaker but this? This is beyond. And Tinky? Tinky!
I am so disappointed. My own Chief of Staff? You know what this
means, right?”

Yes. Yes, I know what this means. I'm suddenly reminded why I
don’t partake in the sniffing of eggnog. All that bliss, that merriment,
that joy, for only a couple of seconds before it all comes crashing
down. One second, you're at the top of the world and then you're left
with nothing. With emptiness. With guilt. Guilt. The word drenches
me in shame. What have I done? What have I done?

“You know what this means right?” Santa asks again.

I'nod. It’s a small nod, as small as I could possibly make it, as if by
doing so I could make myself invisible.

“Spanking,” Santa says in an ultimate, no-way-around-this, type
of way.

I think back to my childhood. Believe it or not, I was the first one
known as “Santa’s Little Helper.” Chief of Staff, that was always the
dream. I was perfect. I have always been perfect. I was the youngest
Manager of the Line, and from there it was only up. There has never
been a misstep. I have a perfect life, with a perfect job, with a perfect
wife. I knew what my destiny was from the moment I was born...
yet, here I was. Heading for a spanking. All because of Slinky. All
because of that stupid word.

Wenisdunker. The worst, most awful, most degrading thing you
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can say to an elf. That word, I can proudly say, has never come out
of my mouth. No self-respecting elf would ever use that word. Even
thinking of that word occupying any space in my brain fills me with
shame. It makes sense that it would come out of a lowlife like Slinky.
But even so, I was never prepared to have it thrown my way and ver-
bally assaulted by it. I didn’t realize that it would awaken something
in me. One second, I was inspecting Slinky’s shoddy work, the next I
had my knuckles nestled on his stupid little button nose. All because
of that word. All because I told him he would need to restart his toy
from scratch because it did not adhere to company quality standards.
And now I find myself in this predicament, bent over Santa’s lap.

In the grand scope of things, getting a spanking from Santa is not
that bad. It will not ruin your career. It’s quite normal, actually. Most
elves have gotten their fair share of spankings by Santa in their life.
It’s almost impossible to avoid one. But I am not most elves. I am
perfect. I was perfect. Spanking is the most traditional form of pun-
ishment for elves. Anything as small as eating cookies without milk
or telling a little white lie could get you a spanking. If you gave Santa
a little lip, that would get you a spanking. Never getting a spanking
from Santa... that was supposed to be my legacy. Where does that
leave me now? The moment his palm makes contact with my tushy,
I will become just like the rest of them. I feel a tear run down my
cheek. This was not how it was supposed to happen. Going forward,
I will be a tainted being. Where do I go from here? It is not every
day that you are forced to come to terms with your own mediocrity.
I guess today was mine.

I feel Santa’s all-powerful hand wind up. I clench my jaw and shut
my eyes. | think of Marie Antoinette at the guillotine. I think of the
masses of elves around me, looking on with pity in their eyes. I feel a
little nauseous. I don’t want their pity; I just want to disappear.

And then it happens. His massive plump hand come down in a flash
of fury. His open palm strikes my cheek like a lightning bolt in an
open field. And out of nowhere... magic! Pure unperturbed blissful
magic. | felt like the world opened up along with my eyes. What is
this feeling? It’s beauty. It’s pain. It’s life. It strikes a chord in me that
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has never been touched before. It’s a part of me that I didn’t even re-
alize existed. Was this how God felt when he created life? I want to
run and scream and shake and tell the world how wonderful it is to
be alive. Truly alive. Something in my brain had been altered. Some-
thing in me had clicked and I suddenly understood what it was to be
alive in this very moment.

And just like that, the moment is gone. He grabs me by the waist
and places me down on the ground. I feel something in me break as I
realize this was it. There is no going back from this. From the corner
of my eye, I see he’s getting ready to pick up Slinky. I hear words spit
out of my mouth before I can truly process what is going on.

“Santa wait! Let me take his place. Let me take his spanking. This
was all on me, I should have deescalated the situation. I should know
better. He was just—"

“Tinky. Always the honorable elf. You have a good heart Tinky,
but this is Slinky’s punishment to bear.”

“But—"

“Not buts. You’re excused.”

No. No, I must experience that joy again. I need that magic in my
life. A cocktail of pain and pleasure all mixed in one short dose. I
look back at Santa and realize. I must have him. I will have him.

“Wenisdunker.”

The word glides out of my tongue softly but defiantly. “Tinky!
What did you say?” Santa asks. “Wenisdunker. Wenisdunker. Wenis-
dunker.”

The North Pole might as well have melted with the pure chaos
that we were launched into by my utterance of that word. A word
I swore I would never use on another elf, let alone Santa. A word I
recklessly knew was strong enough reason to get me back on Santa’s
lap. A word that, as Santa’s hand repeatedly struck my tushy, I never
regretted saying. This was it. This was the magic I had been missing
my entire life. I knew from that moment on, there was no going back.
This was who I was now. This was all I would ever be.
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( jhristmas was banned. Father Christmas was on trial.
He stood in the courthouse docks, shivering, clutching his
red robes around his sizeable frame. The lining, as white as
midwinter snow, was torn in several places from when he had been
apprehended. There was no hiding the stains, or the unkempt nature
of his beard. Old Klaus was a sorry sight.

The judge was preparing his final remarks, but the verdict was a
formality. Everyone knew that Klaus was going to be found guilty.
The only suspense surrounded the sentence; would it be confinement
or death?

Judge Gideon Fight-the-Good-Fight-of-Faith Bradshaw shuffled
his papers, his lips pursed to a thin white line, his hard nose and
brow shadowed by his black Puritan capotain. With two perfunctory
strikes of his gavel, he silenced the courthouse.

“Father Christmas.” Every word dripped with condemnation. “We
have heard over the preceding sessions how, for over the past millen-
nium, you have been an avatar of gluttony, avarice, and slothfulness.
How you have led people astray from the true and godly path. You
are a false idol; a devil wrapped in red; a most un-Christian creature!
Beneath those red robes and that snow-white beard lies a demonic
beast!”

“But my dear fellow—"

“You have had your time to talk, Santa!” Judge Gideon Fight-the-
Good-Fight-of-Faith Bradshaw shouted, punctuating every word
with a gavel bang. “Now is the time for judgement to be passed;
for spirits to be exorcised. You would have the good people of this
Commonwealth believe that Christmas is a time for making merry,
for indulging, for revelling in carnal sin after carnal sin. Like the
serpent that led Adam and Eve astray, you are no more than a Great
Deceiver. Nay, Christmas is no time for feasting or revelry, but a time
for penance and for contemplation.”

“You do not understand,” Klaus implored. “I do no harm to the
good people, but seek to spread cheer and glad—"

“Silence!” Each gavel strike was like a cannonball, striking the
body of Saint Nicholas himself. Judge Gideon Fight-the-Good-Fight-
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of-Faith Bradshaw pressed on, a fiery piety lighting his eyes. “Show
me where, in the Good Book, it states that people should stuff them-
selves with food. Show me where, in the Lord’s Own Words, it says
that frivolity and farce should usurp penance and prayer. Show me
where, in the Bible Most Holy, it says that our Lord and Saviour’s birth
should be marked with devilry. You are a wretched beast, Klaus, one
who has spread manifest sin across the whole Commonwealth. Every
carol, pudding, and present has led the souls of England astray!”

Klaus could not even open his mouth to object before yet more
gavel strikes sealed it shut. Judge Gideon Fight-the-Good-Fight-of-
Faith Bradshaw was approaching his crescendo; the holy, euphoric
moment of a judgement well delivered.

“Therefore,” he said, eyes blazing with righteousness, “I sentence
you, Santa Klaus, to—"

The rear wall of the courthouse exploded, cutting the sentence off.
A shower of red, green, and gold sparks descended on the assembled
onlookers, sending them scattering towards the sides of the room.
The sound of wassailing and sleigh bells filled the courthouse, car-
ried on a snow-laden winter breeze.

Before he could react, Klaus found himself grasped by both arms
and bundled out of the chamber. Eyes stinging from the smoke and
snow, he stumbled over rubble and onto a sleigh. A crack of a whip
announced the start of the getaway, and before Klaus knew it, he was
whisked out into the countryside.

Then he was in the air, snow-capped trees whizzing past beneath
him.

“Dancer! Blitzen! Prancer!” he said, reeling off the names of every
reindeer. “And my dear Alabaster!” He flung his arms around the elf
who was clutching the sleigh’s reins. “It is so good to see you.”

“We have to save Christmas,” the elf said. “All across the land,
soldiers have been confiscating turkeys from pantries and tearing
decorations from mantles. Christmas is banned; stocking and sacks
packed away; even your name is forbidden.”

“Well, what can we do?”

“The people still believe. They may hide their decorations and din-
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ners, but they do not throw them away. All they need is a sign that the
Christmas spirit is still alive.”

“In that case,” Klaus said, taking the reins, “let’s give it to them.”
He turned the sleigh into a tight turn and began to spiral downwards,
heading for a small cottage, its outline barely visible against the ris-
ing snowdrifts that had consumed the English countryside.

With the reindeer tethered and the sleigh hidden behind the cot-
tage’s woodpile, Klaus and Alabaster prepared to enter the house.

“This is it,” Klaus said, his hand on the doorknob. “This is the start
of Christmas’s renewal.”

They burst through the door, arms outstretched in a wide embrace.

“Ho ho ho!” Klaus bellowed. “Merry Christmas and goodwill to
all mankind!”

Stunned silence greeted them. The family of six who had been
preparing to sit down to a meagre meal of broth and bread stared at
them in hostile disbelief, a growing silence filling the room. At last,
the mother of the house spoke:

“Charlie, run an get yer father’s axe! Bryn, high-tail it outta here
and summon the sheriff.”

“Good lady,” Klaus said, “I beg you not. I am just a humble servant
of Christmas cheer.”

“That’s not what Parliament says,” she said with a sneer. “I've had
the pamphlets read to me; I've seen the pictures of you on the tav-
ern walls. Youre banned. Forbidden. Nothing but ill tidings comes
to those who speak your name. I won’t have them Puritans coming
down on this roof, of that you can be sure.”

“The Puritans need not know of our presence,” Klaus said, taking
a single step forwards. Alabaster followed, nodding earnestly. “Draw
the curtains close; the snow is thick enough to guard us here. Let us
sit awhile and share good Christmas cheer.”

“I’ll have none of it,” the woman said, making the sign of the cross
in front of her chest. “Out, out I say!”

“But mother,” the smallest child—no more than a boy of six—
spoke up. “You were saying just this morning how it does not feel
like the Christmases of your childhood. How the house is cold and
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our feelings too.”

“Chester’s right, ma,” another of the children said. “These last years
have been right awful, ever since the King was killed. And now they
say that Santa should be dead too. Well if that’s so, then what’s the
point of seeing the winter through?”

“Listen to your darling children,” Klaus said. “They speak the
truth. Those Puritans, they know not what they say. I am in league
with the Lord, not against him, and here to spread glad tidings and
Christmas joy. The food and gifts that I offer, they are not the mean-
ing of Christmas, but merely a way to bring us together. Alabaster,
my sack, if you will.”

Quick as a flash, the elf dashed outside and back, carrying with
him an enormous green sack, which he presented to Klaus.

“Put away that sallow broth,” he said, reaching into the magical
depths of the bag, “for tonight, roasted bird sits upon your table.” He
brought forth a magnificent roast goose, its skin golden and crisp,
delightful steam rising to fill the cottage. The whole family gasped,
and Klaus felt his chest swell. He grew a little larger and his bag a
little heavier as belief in the magic of Christmas returned to that
corner of the land.

Klaus continued to reach into the bag, producing wooden toys for
the children, new tools for their father, and a red woollen jumper for
their mother. With every gift, the cottage grew warmer, and Klaus
felt life return to his body which, only a few hours ago, had been little
more than a cold shell at the front of the courthouse.

A pair of old stools were fetched from outside, and they all sat
down to feast. Carefree chatter filled the room, interrupted only by
laughter. Before long, the bird was gone and conversation faded, re-
placed by groans of delight.

A series of pounding knocks on the door threw the whole cottage
into silence.

“Open up!” Yet more knocking followed the demand. “We have
reason to believe that you are hosting a fugitive. Surrender him now,
or we will have no choice but to use force.”

“Quickly,” the mother said. “Get those bones hidden. Father Christ-
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mas, up the chimney!”

“It looks a bit narrow,” Alabaster said, glancing at Klaus’s sizeable
stomach.

“Fear not,” Klaus laughed, taking the elf in his arms. “I have a bit
of Christmas magic to aid our escape.”

As the cottage door exploded in a shower of splinters, Klaus
launched himself over the flames and up the flue, landing beside his
sleigh with a beguiling gracefulness. By the time the Puritan soldiers
were back outside, they were in the air again, speeding towards their
next destination.

They flew from house to house, Klaus’s magical sack dispensing
food, gifts, and good cheer. They were always one step ahead of the
Puritans, escaping by chimney, coal chute, and window. With every
visit, Klaus felt strength return to him, and more and more people
began to believe again.

“You see, Alabaster,” he said. “You can ban Christmas, but you
can’t destroy the magic.”
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On the last night, Savita tied the red string around Vera’s
wrist.

“Give me your hand, darling—no, your left hand.”

Savita looked so small in her overstuffed maroon armchair. The
disease had wasted her away, and Vera couldn’t help wondering how
her friend’s smile stayed so bright, almost outshining the fireplace.

Vera offered her left hand to Savita, as requested. “What is this?”
Vera asked her friend, peering curiously down through her bifocals
at the cord.

“This is mauli,” Savita replied, turning Vera’s palm towards the
ceiling. “It will keep you safe when I am gone.”

“Savita! Don’t talk like that.” But Vera didn’t take her hand back.
“So what’s mauli, then?”

Savita sang something in Hindi under her breath, turning the thread
seven times, before she started actually wrapping it around Vera’s
wrist, knotting it once, twice, thrice, until only a little tag of bright
red string hung from the end. Vera was still waiting on the answer.

Finally, Savita smiled and raised her eyes to meet her friend’s. “The
mauli is the holy thread of protection. It is a blessing from me to
you.”

Vera laughed. “Should I bring it back to get blessed every day,
then?”

Savita shook her head, smiling. “No need.”

Vera moved to the little wooden table. A steaming pot of chai wait-
ed next to a plate of sweets. Vera poured the tea, handing one cup to
Savita. “Red’s not really my color.”

“Nonsense. Red is for celebration, for luck. It is everyone’s color.”

“Is this one of those Hindu festival things?” Vera sat down in the
rocking chair across from her friend.

“Very like. Did I tell you about my favorite festival, Holi?” Savita
asked.

“Holy?” Vera smiled. “Holy what?”

“No, Holi. You know, that festival I've been trying to get you to
come with me to for the last five springs?”

Vera laughed. “You mean, the one where you come back covered
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in paint?”

“Yes!” Savita threw up her free hand in emphasis. “All the colors
of spring, you know? Especially red!” She pointed to the mauli. “You
take that, you come to Holi next week, ok?”

Vera looked at her a little dubiously. “I don’t know. Maybe if youre
up to it, all right?”

Savita laughed. “No, ma’am, no excuses this time! Even if you go
alone, I will be with you. Right there.” She waved at Vera’s left hand
again. “And anyone who sees it will welcome you, hey? Everyone is
family on Holi, even you white people.”

Vera chuckled. “I'm not white, Savita, you know that.”

“Eesh, yes, youre Jewish, not that I can see any difference. All
white compared to me, eh?”

Vera leaned over and picked up some barfi. “Not compared to this.
Did Divya make these?” She took a bite and let the sugar crumble
across her tongue.

“Yes, Divya brought them by earlier today. Both the girls and their
families came by in the afternoon. I wanted to see them all together
to say goodbye.”

Vera frowned at her friend. “Are you so sure you want to give up?”

Savita’s eyes glinted bright with a kind of fey cheer. “I'm not giving
up, my friend. It is not cowardice to acknowledge the truth. I am dy-
ing. I will go tonight, and tomorrow my atna will find a new home.”

Vera started to speak, but Savita cut her off. “No, you listen now. |
have lived a long time, and seen many wonderful things, and had two
beautiful children and three adorable grandchildren. I am too old to
be denied what I know, and you are too old to forget how to listen to
your friend.”

It sat uncomfortably with Vera, but she tried to swallow it. “I'm
sorry. I just... don’t want you to go.”

Savita looked serious, a rare expression. “I know. And you have
been such good a part of my life. But that is why you are here, now.
To see me off. And whatever your god does with your soul after you
die, I feel sure we will meet again.”

They spoke of other things for a time, until Vera helped her friend
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clean up and get into bed. She threatened to come back the next
morning, just to prove Savita’s predictions hollow.

But Savita had been right. Divya called Vera the next morning to
tell her that Savita was gone.

Divya and Turvi stood with their husbands and children at the pier.
Vera was suddenly and starkly aware of how out of place she was. All
the family was in white or light-colored clothing, and most of it was
unadorned, even casual. Divya wore a white t-shirt with light jeans,
and Turvi wore a loose dress that almost looked like a muumuu.

Vera had come ready for what she recognized as a funeral, in a
black button-down with black slacks and black jewelry. She’d brought
a rounded river stone to put on a grave that didn’t yet exist.

But Savita’s girls didn’t seem to mind. They welcomed her in a
warm and tearful embrace.

Everyone turned expectantly to Aditya, Divya’s husband, who was
holding Savita’s urn. He cleared his throat and dried his eyes.

“The soul is a spirit the sword cannot pierce, the fire cannot burn,
the water cannot melt, and the air cannot dry. Savita-devi, wherever
you may be, we honor your life by sharing your body with the waters
of life.”

He took the lid off of the urn, and poured one small shake into the
ocean. Seemingly too choked up for words, he passed it to Turvi’s
husband. He, too, shook some ashes out into the water. Then Divya,
then Turvi, and then they handed it to Vera.

Turvi said, “Please, Auntie, she would have wanted you to see her
off.”

Vera’s eyes filled with tears. “My closest friend. Even in death,
you're quite the adventure, aren’t you.”

Vera turned the urn to spill the last of the cremains into the sea, but
it snagged on her mauli, loosening a knot, and what tumbled from
her hands was not ashes, but flowers, a bright red wash of dahlia
blooms like rubies spilt across blue-gray velvet.

“Yitgadal v’yitgadash sh’'mei raba...”
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She stood in services, wearing a black jacket and dress, fingering
the mauli under her sleeve. This, she understood; the dim synagogue,
the crowd of sober congregants, the rabbi leading the Mourner’s
Kaddish. And yet, unlike that day on the pier, she found herself more
aware of the Hindu adornment than her own gloomy attire.

Today was Purim; after the service, there would be the children’s
play re-enacting the story of Esther, and then games for the little ones
and auctions for the adults as a fundraiser, plus the bake sale.

Vera usually loved Purim. The food and the songs and the wine,
and all the children with their little noisemakers shouting and play-
ing. She’d never had children of her own, and she found herself think-
ing of Savita’s three grandchildren. Perhaps she should have brought
them here, today.

She chided herself for daydreaming about the little ones while the
service moved on, but she was struck again by her friend’s words
when they reached the Kiddushah.

“Kadosh, kadosh, kadosh...”

The word meant holy. Holy, holy, holy is the name of G-d, thought
Vera, rising on her toes towards heaven with the rest during the
repetition. Holy what? she had asked, and her friend knew her well
enough to know she was joking, but maybe she hadn’t been. What
was Holi, anyway, that Savita had loved it so? Vera suddenly felt she
had done her friend a disservice all these years, paying so little atten-
tion to that aspect of her life.

Her fingers on the knot under her sleeve tightened, and something
flashed in her vision overhead. A single large, red butterfly flew down
from the cantor’s loft above the pulpit and landed on Vera. The con-
gregants nearby turned to stare as the great silken wings fluttered
open over her heart.

She took the batch of hamantaschen she’d made for the Purim fes-
tival and left. It didn’t feel right, staying here for the fair while her
heart was with Divya, Turvi, and the kids. She decided to bring it to
them.

She wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do, but something about
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the appearance of that butterfly had moved her. She had no one else
to grieve with here.

As she drove closer to the neighborhood, she found that some of
the streets were blocked off. She smacked her forehead. Of course;
it was Holi, and Vera still hadn’t had the forethought to look up any-
thing about it. Would she even be able to get to Divya and Turvi
through this?

She parked a few streets away. Looking down at her black dress,
she wondered if she should have taken the time to change. This was
too formal for visiting, and too gloomy for a happier celebration. But
here she was, her hands full of baked goods. She decided to take off
the jacket; at least the red string shone brightly still.

Walking closer, she heard the sound of bright laughter. Yes, this
must be Holi; Savita had loved raucousness, said it made her feel
alive.

“Hey, Auntie!” shouted a young man she had never seen before,
dripping wet and splashed green around the edges. “Are you here to
celebrate?”

Vera smiled and started to reply, when a girl shot her with a Super-
Soaker. She spluttered. “What...?”

People around them cheered. “I hope those sweets are wrapped
up well!” the young man cried. “Come on, we can put them some-
where.” Everyone was dripping wet, many of them dusted with color.

He led her through the crowd to a table on someone’s porch. Turvi
shot up from a chair. “Auntie Vera! Oh, you came! And you baked!”

Turvi’s daughter, Chhaya, ran up and shouted, “COOKIES!” prac-
tically yanking the hamantaschen in their Tupperware out of Vera’s
hands. Everyone was laughing, even Vera.

“Chhaya, put them on the table before you take one, okay?” Turvi
said, but Chhaya was already gone.

“Turvi, what...?” Vera started.

“I'm so glad you came. Mamma would have wanted you here.” Tur-
vi waved at the open doors up and down the block, leading to tables
of sweets, people running back and forth among the houses. “Are
you sure you want to get that lovely white dress covered in colors,
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though?”

Vera blinked and looked down. Everywhere the water had touched,
her black dress had turned to white. Her eyes welled up with tears as
she laughed. “Oh, that’s all right. I think I must have bought it with
this in mind.”

Turvi grinned. “Here, spread this on your skin, unless you want it
to stain for a week.” She handed Vera a bottle of olive oil.

As Vera complied, hesitantly, she asked, “I never did really under-
stand all this. What’s supposed to be happening?”

“It’s Holi, the celebration of life! All the colors of the world, all the
joy and family and sweet things a new year brings. You go out there,
you get soaked and splash other people, and when you’re tired, you
come drink some bhang and have some gulab jamun, okay?” She
gave Vera a little push. “Go on.”

Vera wandered out into the road again. Someone handed her a ball
of colored powder, and at almost the same instant, she was hit in the
chest with a splash of bright red. Laughing, she tasted bitter, metallic
chemicals mixing with the olive oil on her face. She coughed a little,
then smacked her bright yellow handful into someone’s back.

The street was filled with cheer and powder. This felt more like her
old friend than either the quiet affair at the pier or the service in tem-
ple. There, in the middle of the road, splashed with life, Vera recited
the words to herself, raising on her toes towards heaven: kadosh,
kadosh, kadosh.

Holy, holy, holy.
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SANTA DELIVERS, EVERY TIME
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forest firmament. Sister planets could be glimpsed amidst
the galaxy of twinkling stars, pulsing and glowing in a loop
of electrical surges.

Santa piloted his Supersleigh skillfully between the branches of the
tree, looking for a place to land. He'd been here before, every year,
and it was the same challenge every time. Choosing the best bauble
to land on was an important decision. Many were challenging, irreg-
ular shapes, with difficult textures, or worse still, totally transparent.
How could anyone make a risk-free approach when the surface was
so hard to gauge? Rudolf was an experienced reindeer, but he ac-
knowledged his limitations. The big red baubles were the smoothest
and the most straightforward, always the safest choice.

In the end, it was a textbook landing. Nobody could question San-
ta’s skill, or Rudolf’s. The sleigh-load of presents was undisturbed.
He looked at his X-masBook, and scrolled down to the next address
and delivery details.

He was grateful that at least he had the X-masBook now, instead
of those annoying parchment scrolls he’d had to suffer for centuries.
That was a step in the right direction, finally, but there was a long
way to go on the journey to modernisation, he knew that. His beard
would be down below his knees before they caught up with technol-
ogy.

He selected the appropriate gifts for the Frost family offspring. He
wished the elves were a bit more organised in Lapland: why couldn’t
they pre-pack the sacks before he set out? Then he’d be able to stop-
and-drop at each destination, but the Lapland Labour Board repeat-
edly raised objections to any improvements (or even slight changes)
to the age-old routines. The whinges about logistics never went away,
but even easy solutions were never taken up. Old habits die hard? Or
keeping traditions alive?

Am I getting too old for this? he mused. There’s got to be an easier
way of getting the kids’ presents out to them. And why does it have
to be on the same night, everywhere? Why couldn’t we spread it out
a bit?

l ike a red planet, the bauble hung in the darkest green of the
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Oh well, it’s only one night, exhausting by any standards, but after
all these years he was resigned to it, and he couldn’t really complain.
Those extended summer sojourns on Christmas Island made up for
the concerted effort that Yuletide festivities required.

With the presents bagged up, he slung the big red sack over his
shoulder, and secured it with carabiner clips, top and bottom. He
made his way across the shiny surface of the bauble. His non-slip
boots kept him from sliding around too much. When he reached the
volcano-shaped crown at the apex, he climbed up to reach the golden
rope that the bauble hung on from the branch above.

“Here goes.”

He pulled himself up the rope. His weight (even without the sack of
presents) was against him, but he gritted his teeth and slowly hauled
his body up to the branch. He took a quick breather, and looked down
on Rudolf, who was taking five with Blitzen and the others (snack-
ing on a salad of carrots and Arctic Moss). Theyre a good team, he
thought, not always complaining like me. Come on, pull yourself
together. It’s a good job. Stop banging on.

He inched along the spiky branch, to the trunk of the tree, and then
slowly climbed down to the floor, where enormous presents were
piled like icebergs, all angles and shininess. His Lilliputian size, his
miniature sack and it’s contents, were minuscule in comparison. But
he had no worries. With his unsurpassable magic his load would out-
shine whatever lay under the tree. Every year, it was the things he
delivered that the kids appreciated most.

The ones Mummy and Daddy bought were nice, great, yes thank
you very much, Mummy and Daddy. But what Santa brought, that
was priceless. Those well-deserved rewards for all the countless
struggles a kid had to get through every day. Santa truly understood
the pressures of being a child, and so his gifts were a perfect ac-
knowledgement of the perseverance and sheer hard work youngsters
had to endure, just to keep demanding parents happy.

He picked his intrepid way between the gift-bergs, then out of the
living room, across to the staircase. Now the Big Climb up to the
bedrooms.
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Why didn’t they ever put the tree upstairs? He often wondered that.
It was perennially baffling why the parents made the perverse choice
to have it downstairs, and not in the kids’ rooms. It was for the kids,
after all. It would have made his life so much easier, not having the
Ascent of the Wooden Mountain of Bedfordshire to contend with.

Sherpa Claus would have been a good name, he thought. Scaling
the Himalayas wouldn’t be much harder than this. Everest, K2, and
Kanchenjunga all rolled into one. He accepted the challenge and
climbed, with the sack on his back. Luckily, since central heating
had become the norm, there was no ice to worry about. Of course,
the lack of winter conditions didn’t mean the job was without dis-
comfort—he had the problem of sweating to deal with instead. His
traditional red suit with the fur trim, well, that'd been designed for
the olden days when it was often colder indoors than out. Whinge
whinge whinge, he thought about himself. You're such a misery, ain’t
you?

He reached the landing, and trudged across the expanse of carpet
to the kids’ bedroom. He never got it wrong, instinctively knowing
which room to go to, even when new kids were added to the family
group, or the parents did renovation works. Experience pays divi-
dends.

Now the climb up, onto the beds. In a nice stroke of luck, one duvet
had slipped and was draped down onto the floor, meaning one climb
would be easier. He scrambled up the ‘Snow White’ duvet, onto the
perfect piste of the little girl’s bed. Smooth cotton, rumpled into love-
ly soft drifts, easy to negotiate after the climb. He unpacked the girl’s
presents and lay them near her feet at the end of the bed.

He slid down the duvet, whooping like a tobogganer (there were
some great perks to the job), back to the carpeted floor. He went
over to the boy’s bed, and climbed up the wooden leg. His sticky-pad
mittens gave him the best grip, and his rubber boots were great for
gripping with his feet, as he shinned his way up. The Superhero du-
vet was rumpled like a mogul field, and he traversed it in an ungainly
fashion, but he was soon beyond the hillock of the boy’s sleeping
body and on virgin territory, where he unloaded the remaining toys
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from the sack.

Now was the bit he liked best. The heaviest work done, just the
magic to do, and the getaway.

He was hot, and took off his red hat. He fished out the telescopic
wand from safe storage in his boot. They never guessed, any of them,
that the gifts he brought were so very tiny, until he cast his spell.

“Nnnnoooooooelllll” he chanted, and added a yo-ho-ho for good
measure, and he span as fast as he could in a sort of pirouette, but
nothing like a delicate fairy could manage, this was more like a do-
ner kebab turning (he regretted his own body weight again, and the
non-slippiness of his non-slip shoes), but it did the trick.

With a series of sparkle-flashes, in a stop-start, slow-motion, freeze-
frame way, the little packages he'd delivered burst open, got bigger,
unfolded, refolded, unwrapped and rewrapped, shape-shifting them-
selves into magnificent new parcels, in brilliant, shiny ruby-red pa-
per, encasing wonderful, magical dreams, decorated with blooming
ribbons and bows, and with name tags, each with a teasing cryptic
message hinting at what marvel was within.

The boy and the girl rustled in their slumbers, sleepily aware that
magic was happening, but not disturbed by it. They slept through,
innocently confident that Santa’s magic was going to plan.

It always did, he still had the knack, and he was customarily proud
of his ‘little tricks.” He stood on the floor between the beds, his hands
on his hips, looking up, a broad smile on his face.

“Yo-ho-ho, my darlings,” he said. “You can wake up whenever you
want now. The magic is done. I'll get back to Rudo, he wants to get
back early tonight if we can. He wants to watch Miracle on 34th
Street. Again.”

He made his way back out to the landing, and then did his ‘crazy
thing’ —he jumped down the stairs, one enormous step at a time. He
pretended he was Spiderman, even though he knew his body shape
was totally wrong, but with the magic of Christmas on his side, he
believed he could do anything. When the last leap landed him on the
hall rug, out of breath, he said to himself, Still got it Clausy-Boy!

Then he heard the first mumbles of the children waking up. The ur-
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gent whispers between them, trying not to alert Mummy and Daddy.
The sound of paper being ripped, gasps of excitement. Giggles and
laughter. Jumping on the beds. A dull thud as one of them fell heavily
to the floor. Tears held back by happiness.

A different, deeper groan came from Mummy and Daddy’s bed-
room. A light flicked on.

Daddy stumbled out onto the landing, pulling on his dressing gown,
and went into the kids’ room.

“Listen, you two. You know, if you don’t go to sleep, Santa won’t
bring you any presents...” he threatened lazily, rubbing his eyes.

But he’s been Daddy, he’s been!”

“What...?”

“He’s been! Look!”

Santa could picture the look of disbelief on Daddy’s face, and the
shining joy in the faces of the children.

“Carol! Carol! Come here, quickly! Carol!” Daddy shouted, in a
mixture of joy and disbelief.

“Mummy! Mummy! Mummy! Come and see what Santa’s brought!”

Mummy staggered out from her bedroom looking annoyed, robbed
of a full night’s sleep, again.

“Look Mummy!” the kids chorused.

They jumped around with their new trophies, proof that they were
Good Children, The Best Children Ever!

“Oh, very good, Jack, very good. That’s clever. How did you man-
age that?” Carol asked discreetly.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You can tell me, darling...” she cajoled, squeezing his bum-cheeks
naughtily.

“No really, I didn’t.”

“But you must have...”

“No. It wasn’t me... You?”

“No. Not me either.”

“Santa’s been! Santa’s been!” The kiddies chanted.

“Santa’s been. He really has.” Daddy could hardly speak.

“Oh my actual God. He has.”
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“The Magic of Christmas?”

“It looks like it, darling. I wonder if he’s brought me anything?”
Mummy wondered.

“Let’s leave the kids to enjoy their prezzies. I think Santa’s gonna
come for you too...” Daddy squeezed Mummy’s bum.

“Naughty Daddy...”

They tiptoed out of the kids’ room and went back to their room.
They softly closed the door.

Santa was very merry, the family were happy, one and all. He went
into the sitting room, and looked up.

From the bauble, Rudolf called down to Santa.

“All done?”

“Mission accomplished, Rudo, smiles all around, as always. An-
other Christmas Miracle. Get your thrusters burning, were outta
here.”

Invigorated by a job well done, he climbed the Christmas tree and
boarded the sleigh.

With a sudden boost of Rudolf’s reindeer power, and his antler
lights blinking, the sleigh whooshed off.

Next stop, Lapland!

The kids played with their toys.

Mummy and Daddy celebrated their few minutes of undisturbed
adult time with a joyful rendition of Oh Come All Ye Faithful.
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its talons over every bit of exposed skin. The cotton mask he’s

pulled over his face can only do so much in a storm like this. It
was made for heated sand and dust clouds, but up here in the moun-
tains it is struggling to cope, saturated from the snow it’s leaching
more warmth than it provides.

Sandy bucks her head against the wind, flinging white crystals off
her mane. They hang for a moment, suspended in the night. A con-
stellation, a glimpse at the stars hidden above. Perhaps they are a
sign, a guide, a naive hope. He almost sees her outlined in the pat-
tern, eyes shining, smile bright enough to blind.

Come home, she whispers

Then the snow plummets and the illusion shatters.

He has been out here for too long. The freezing flurries have rattled
his brain, addled his mind, and now he is seeing things that simply
aren’t there. Mary isn’t here.

Sandy readjusts her body and forges ahead, a steady strength that
he can’t help but admire. All he can do is cling uselessly to the reins,
his hands unable to uncurl even if he wanted to.

Home.

The path is shrouded in a blanket of white, deep enough for the
horse’s hooves to be buried with each step and getting deeper ev-
ery passing minute. The encroaching white, enveloping, encasing,
ensnaring. They have to get back before they lose themselves in the
snow, but the light of Christmas eve has long since faded and they are
still so far away from home.

Whyatt is a fool for waiting this long. If he had started out even a
day earlier he might already be there. But he had waited too long and
now darkness threatens to swallow him whole.

A brief flicker breaks up the night and Wyatt tilts back just enough
to peer at it from beneath his Stetson. The wind takes this as an op-
portunity to blind him, with racing lines of white. He squints against
it and the image of a lantern drifts closer, followed by a foot, then a
leg, then a face.

A man is dressed in grey long-johns. He holds an unfastened coat

Icy wind claws against him. Paws at his too-thin coat and drags
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around him with one hand, the bottom half slaps open and shut, like
a flag in the wind. His boots are unlaced as if he threw them on in
haste. A dour, wincing face comes into full view as he steps in closer.

“Hey, partner whatcha doin’ out in this damn blizzard?” the man
asks, not unkindly.

It takes a moment for Wyatt’s mouth to unstick. The words are
frozen, glued shut by the frost. He works his jaw until a light rasp
manages to escape. “I need to get home.”

The man nods, strands of loose dark hair whip across his face. “I
can understand that, boy. Whered ya live?”

Whyatt tells him and the man’s eyebrows shoot to his hairline.
“That’s miles away. You won’t make it another hundred yards in this,
you’ll catch your death.”

“It’s Christmas,” is all Wyatt can say.

“I get that boy,” he shakes his head. “Just come inside. We got a fire
goin’. My old lady still got some stew leftover. You can warm your
hide and we can get you home in the mornin’”

Whyatt shifts to look behind the man and can just make out the
outline of a house. An orange glow leaks out through the slats of a
shuttered window. A promise of warmth and food and safety. For
one vulnerable beat of his heart his resolve weakens, the inherent
need for shelter clouds his judgement and he nearly accepts. But the
wind slows and the snow halts in the air. Another image of her face
appears, even clearer this time.

Come home. You promised.

The man turns to see what he is looking at but finds only empty air.

“It’s Christmas,” Wyatt repeats. “I need to get home. I need to see
my wife.”

“You’re no good to her dead boy. You won’t make it another mile
out in this. Please, just come inside.” The man is desperate now, voice
bordering on anger.

“I need to get home!”

There is something in his voice, a burning, aching need that finally
makes the man relent. His eyes rove across Wyatt, a fear smouldering
within them. He looks at Wyatt as if he’s already looking at a dead-
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man and at this point, Wyatt is not even sure that he isn’t.
“God be with you, my friend.”

He can no longer tell how long he’s been riding. Time is lost to him.
Seconds, minutes, hours all blur together into one long stretch of
eternity. His mind has quietened. Numbed. A smooth blankness that
thoughts slip off, like water. The winds have stopped howling now,
leaving an almost suffocating silence. Every sound is swallowed up
and lost.

Is he lost?

Wyatt can’t see through the dark, it’s almost impenetrable, a black
wall blocking him from his path. How can he find his way home
when he can’t even see a foot in front of him?

He has long stopped guiding the reins, his hands hold them loose-
ly. His head bows forwards, chin against chest. It’s only the steady
rock of his horse that keeps him from drifting off, slipping away into
nothingness.

Sandy knows where she’s going. She’s a good girl. He trusts her
sense of direction better than his. Home, he’d told her, we need to get
home, and she led the way.

Sandy’s step wavers, her front legs shake. She attempts a step, then
another, then—

Snow, powdery and fine. It sticks to his skin and coats his mouth.
The cold shock of it sends him gasping and he inhales a good amount
of it. He sputters and chokes and tries to get his bearings. What?
How? Where? The questions condense into a thick cloud in his mind
and he can’t think straight. His arms don’t feel like they’re connected
to him anymore, but he eventually manages to get them beneath him,
to lift his head and see.

Sandy, oh you poor girl.

Her front legs must have given out, buckled under the weight and
strain and cold, sending them both plunging into the snow. The rise
and fall of her chest is achingly slow; laboured and pained. Each
breath takes longer to come than the last.

Wyatt can’t even say sorry, not when all of his energy leaves him
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at once with the knowledge that he will never make it. He has failed.
Failed Mary. There is no hope of him getting home anymore.

Wyatt drops his head back into the snow, not even feeling the cold
anymore. His eyes droop, getting heavier and heavier. Just as he’s
about to close his eyes for what feels like the last time, a shot of fiery
warmth ignites in his chest. It diffuses through him and breathes
life into his long-frozen limbs. He reels back with a gasp, clutching
where his heart sits.

What was that?

His eyes are drawn towards a sole flash of color amidst all the
blackness. A condensed ball of red light that hovers in the air. It
pulses, seemingly in time with his own heartbeat. Wyatt reaches out
towards it. The warm, red light bathes his hand in color and when
he touches it he can feel the shock of static zing across his fingertips.

“What are you?” he asks.

The light pulses but does little else.

“Did you save me?” He doesn’t expect a response this time, but the
orb surprises him by taking off, fleeing into the distance.

“Hey wait!”

With all his remaining strength he heaves his body up. His legs are
deaden, heavy things but he manages to get them under him so he
can follow the mysterious glow. It is a torch in the dark, a light at the
end of a tunnel. He has no idea what the thing is but he knows deep
in his bones that it will lead him home. Was this his guardian angel?

The red glow permeates through the gloom, breaking up the night.
Wyatt stumbles after it, trudging through the snow that clings to his
boots. It breaks through a copse of trees and Wyatt finally recognises
where he is. The familiar shape of his home takes shape, bathed in
red warmth.

The door opens with a slam and out pours the only person Wyatt
wants to see more than anyone. Her golden hair is braided back and
the swell of her belly is even bigger than he remembered it. Mary.
She is here. He’s made it.

She charges towards him and he only has time to open his arms be-
fore she barrels into him. Wyatt holds onto her like his life depends
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on it. Something within him bursts when the presence of her finally
sinks in. Another wave of warmth floods through him and he smiles
into her hair.

“I'm here. I'm here. I'm here,” he isn’t even sure if he’s saying the
words out loud.

The first glimpse of light begins to peek over the horizon.

Christmas Day.

He made it.

Whyatt is no longer shivering. Alone, dying on the forest floor, the
pulse of his struggling heart weakens by the second, as the cold en-
croaches in. It seeps under his skin and burrows into the deepest
parts of him.

But Wyatt feels none of that because his mind took him home when
his body could not. A blessing in his final moments.

“Merry Christmas, Darling,” he whispers before he succumbs to
the snow.
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s night draws near, crowds fill the streets. Strung lights

Aexpel the darkness from the festival. Colorful entertainers

juggle and dance. Fathers and mothers buy gifts and treats

for their children. Brothers and sisters throw snow at each other, gig-
gling as they hit the other.

As I weave my way through the excitement, stalls of chocolate and
salted pretzels make my mouth water. But that is not what I'm here
for. Instead, I continue on towards the edge of town. In stark contrast
to the bustling celebration, the streets here are filled with nothing and
no one. Just a grey, lifeless void.

After about a half-hour of searching, I finally arrive at an old, beat-
en-down house, or at least a poor excuse for one. If not for the few
glowing embers in the living room fireplace, you would assume the
building was abandoned. A sign hanging from one remaining hinge
dangles above the door. Written in big, crooked letters: Edith’s Home
for the Accursed.

I reach for the handle of the scratched wooden door. It’s unlocked.
Of course it is. No one would care if the children were taken away,
would they? “A burden,” the villagers call them, just another mouth
to feed. I shake my head at the ridiculousness of it all.

I slowly open the door, begging it not to creak. Thankfully, its rusty
hinges don’t make a sound loud enough for anyone to hear. The en-
trance opens up to a large room with the fireplace and a few couches
around it, but no people. I'm guessing the caretakers are currently
taking part in the festivities, which means the children were most
likely sent to bed early. Directly to the left of the fireplace is a steep
staircase leading to the bedrooms. I head up the stairs, which take
a sharp right and open into a long hallway with four doors on each
side.

Each door is closed as I expected. Perhaps all the children are al-
ready asleep, but I find that very unlikely with the tumultuous par-
tying taking place only a few blocks away. After all, tonight is the
Night of Anderling, the god of family ties. Without a family, the
children at Edith’s Home are looked down upon as being cursed by
Anderling. What did they do to receive this curse? They were born
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and happened to lose their parents along the way.

Villagers avoid orphans like the plague, believing their curse to be
contagious. And while the parents simply pull their child away from
the orphans, their children take the animosity further by throwing
stones and screaming curses.

So, while other children are currently out rejoicing over their fam-
ily luck, these children are left behind to only dream of feeling a
mother’s soft touch or a father’s warm embrace.

Carefully, I reach for my satchel and pull out eight small pouch-
es. Then, I begin to hang them on each doorknob, starting with the
rooms on the left. I know that the caretakers would only go upstairs
if the entire world was on fire except for the second floor of the or-
phanage—even then, I'm not sure that would be enough to get them
upstairs—so I'm not too afraid of leaving the gifts exposed.

It’s quick work distributing the bags, even with me silently, and
somewhat gracefully, padding to each door. I must avoid being seen
at all costs. If just one child saw me, a brief description of my ap-
pearance would give me away—my unkempt red hair and dark cloak
make sure of that. Then, I would have to say goodbye freedom and
hello prison cell.

Not only is it illegal to break into an orphanage—even though the
door was unlocked—but it is also considered illegal to give orphans
gifts, especially on the Night of Anderling. As cursed children, they
are punished accordingly, and anyone wishing to bless them beyond
a basic stiff bed and flavorless meal is deliberately violating the great
gods” wishes. To that I say, screw it. The gods have already cursed
me, so what does it matter if I get cursed a little more.

But I suppose I should mention exactly what I am giving the chil-
dren. Now that I can understand getting in deep trouble for. Some
call it “witchcraft,” but I don’t appreciate the negative connotation
that accompanies that word. Instead, I call it... magic.

Each small pouch contains three pinches of ground up demptra
root, more commonly known as Angel Dust. Consumers are willing
to pay a pretty penny for even a single pinch of the rare herb. The
plant itself cannot do much, but once the roots are put through a
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lengthy drying process and ground up, it carries extraordinary prop-
erties. Wealthy nobles use Angel Dust to temporarily ease sorrow
in life and carelessly laugh on their deathbed. I always have to sing
through the rhyme to remind myself of its uses.

An angel’s touch births the hands in new light,
An angel’s eye wraps the mind in new sight,
An angel’s breath clothes dreams in new might,
But an angel’s taste dooms the wits to fright.

As dumb as the poem sounds, it’s effective. Touching the powder
allows you to create images with your hands, touching your eyes with
it allows you to see an altered reality, inhaling it puts you to sleep and
creates vivid dreams, and eating it... just don’t eat it. Now that I think
about it, maybe I should have attached a warning note to each pouch.
I'll try to remember that for next time.

Finally, I arrive at the last door. I begin to place the pouch strings
around the door handle when I hear a faint sound. Is that... hum-
ming? I pull back the pouch and press my ear against the door. The
soft melody seeps into my ears. Suddenly, I am not at the orphanage
anymore. Instead, I feel the stroke of warm hands against my temple.
I'look up to see a beautiful woman with hair as red as mine, yet more
tame, more elegant. Mother. She smiles back at me and continues to
sing the sweet lullaby. I close my eyes to fully absorb this moment,
but when I open them again, she is gone. My cheeks suddenly feel
wet. Was I crying? I wipe the tears off with my shaking hands and
resume my work. But just as I am about to place the pouch on the
handle, I stop. Silence. While I hesitate, I realize a moment too late
that the doorknob is turning. I freeze.

A little girl, no older than twelve, stares at me. Wait, no. She’s not
staring at me; she’s staring... through me. It’s hard to see in the dark,
but I follow my gut and dip my finger into the pouch of Angel Dust.
The powder on my finger casts a glow over the child’s features. The
little girl’s eyes are a glassy white. She’s blind.

I could leave. I could leave right now. She can’t see me. She can’t
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tell anyone about the red-haired lady creeping around the orphanage.
I could leave her in the dark abyss that surrounds her. But... I can’t.
I can’t seem to walk away from this lonely and abandoned little girl.
Instead, I do the most idiotic thing I could possibly do. Without a
second thought, I take a pinch of Angel Dust and toss it into her eyes.

For what seems like an eternity, the two of us just stand there fac-
ing each other. I'm not sure that the dust even did anything until I
see a single tear run down her cheek. When I look into her eyes, her
irises are no longer white, but a deep red, the same color of the Angel
Dust. This time, when she looks at me, she is truly looking ar me.
Thank the gods. I think it worked, though I'm not sure exactly what
she can see. It is possible that the herb temporarily restored her sight,
but I have no way to tell how much of what she sees is real or not.

The girl startles and falls to the floor. I panic to catch her before I
realize that she is bowing, face pressed against the wood. Oh boy, she
must believe I am a goddess. Little does she know that I am far from
that. Slowly, I bend down and lift her back onto her feet. Immediate-
ly, she begins to bow again, but this time I stop her and lift her chin
to focus on me. I want to explain that I am a girl just like her. I am
no deity. But when I see the light in her eyes, I can’t. Other than the
red tint, I see something else that wasn’t there before—hope. In her
world of darkness, she finally sees hope. Perhaps she believes I am
a goddess here to bless her, to end her suffering. It pains me to know
that I can’t do that, but I can at least give her relief from her sorrows
for one night.

Instead of breaking the silence, I wordlessly walk past her into her
bedroom. A wide slab of wood lies in the left corner. Other than that,
the small room is entirely bare, except for a little square window
across from the door. Outside you can hear the faint laughter of fam-
ilies enjoying the celebration.

I dip three of my fingers in the Angel Dust and wave my hand in a
wide arc. The girl gasps. The dust that I released into the air forms
into the shape of a red dragon. The dragon flies around the room,
elegantly twisting and turning in the open space. The girl’s eyes go
wide as she watches it, taking in every movement. But then, after a
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couple minutes, the creature fades. The little girl droops her shoul-
ders, thinking the magic is over. But I don’t stop there. After the
dragon dissipates, I create more. I create everything I can think of,
from butterflies to waterfalls to fairytale creatures, until the room is
entirely filled with magic.

After a couple joyous hours, I reach into the pouch and feel the
bare cloth. Empty. Well almost. All that’s left is a few specs of Angel
Dust stuck onto the sides. As the creatures fade, so does the girl’s
liveliness. As I look closely, I notice that the redness of her eyes is
being replaced by white blankness. I smile at her one last time, but
she doesn’t respond. She can’t see me anymore. [ walk her over to her
bed and help her lie down. As she begins to fall asleep, I wrap my
cloak around her little frame.

I turn to leave. Wait. I have an idea. I lean back down beside her
and hold the nearly empty pouch under her nose. I give it a quick
shake and watch as the little girl inhales the last of the Angel Dust. I
wait by her side for a minute. Does she dream in color and images?
I’'m not sure, but I know that she will, at least for tonight.

The corner of the girl’s mouth turns upward into a smile. I can’t
help but smile back.

I don’t know where her dreams are taking her, but I hope she ab-
sorbs every minute of it.

When she wakes, she may remember me as the goddess who mo-
mentarily released her from her curse, but that is not what I am. [
am only a simple traveler trying to find her way back home. Where
is home? To that I have no answer. What is home to a fatherless and
motherless child? I suppose that question is why I started this jour-
ney. | can only hope that with a little bit of magic, those children can
find home as well.
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SANTA RIDES THE NUMBER SIX
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mates as he joggled his baby tooth around with his tongue as

if it were an arcade joystick. “My mom and I saw him when
we were getting on the bus at Shepard Street. My mom said I couldn’t
talk to him because he’s busy writing his lists and maybe he could
write my name on the wrong list on accident.”

“Nuh-uh!” said Noah, who was almost a year older than everyone
else and therefore knew better. “Don’t lie, Emmanuel. Santa’s not
real, and even if he was, he wouldn’t take the bus.”

Rosa’s ears perked up. “Santa IS TOO real! My dad said he saw the
reindeer in the sky last year when he came home!” she said.

“Yeah, well I saw him, FOR REAL.” Emmanuel insisted. “He had
a white beard and everything!”

Mr. Lucas had always looked forward to another December of
Christmas fables with a new class of third graders, debating the facts
and fiction of the mythic man. Years long gone since he last believed
in Santa Claus, yet he couldn’t help but delight in the magic shared
between eight-year-olds.

The tired teacher behaved as most adults do when it was once again
Christmas time. It wasn’t the occasion for him to be writing a list
of basic requests to another old white man who would never follow
through. The likelihood of Mr. Lucas getting anything he wanted,
this year or any, was about as likely as eight magical deer were to fly
among the stars while Rosa’s father returned from the graveyard shift
in the early hours of Christmas morning.

He'd spent years trying to earn enough money to get out of his an-
cient apartment with leaky pipes that would always freeze over this
time of year. His once adoring fiancé had waited five anniversaries
for the promise of a wedding that would never come to be. Year after
year, anything he had leftover from the ever-climbing stack of bills
and from the little he spent on the absolute essentials, went directly
to another class of roughly thirty small strangers. In a school district
barely affording to keep the heat on during winter, luxuries like col-
ored pencils and storybooks were often overlooked.

“Mr. Lucas, tell him. Tell them that Santa IS TOO real!” Little Em-

S anta rides the number six,” Emmanuel revealed to his class-
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manuel’s eyes welled with emotion. Mr. Lucas smiled, enchanted by
the capacity a child can hold to believe so surely in the unbelievable.

He leaned down to be face-to-face with his tiny friend and adjusted
Emmanuel’s tousled curls. “What do YOU think, Emmanuel? What
do you have to say about whether or not Santa is real?” Mr. Lucas
touched a soft finger to the center of the child’s forehead.

“He’s real, he is, I know it! I saw him, it WAS him.”

“Then, there you have it!” He turned his attention back to the class.
“Can I get everyone to put on their listening ears?” He gestured to
both his ears with open palms, and the students followed in unison.

“Thank you, you’ll all make great elephants one day with those
ears.” The students giggled at the joke the silly teacher liked to make.
“I want you all to promise me that you’ll never, ever let anyone tell
you what to think. The only thing you’ll ever truly own for the rest
of your life is what’s right here,” he tapped his forehead. “And that’s
a very special gift.”

Noah waved his hand high in the air and let out an exasperated
groan, as if he were about to reveal some of the greatest secrets of
the universe.

“Yes, Noah?” said the teacher.

“But, YOU always tell US what to think!” Noah grinned.

Mr. Lucas laughed and shook his head. “Not really, no. I tell you
to practice your times tables, to remember to do your homework, but
that’s all. It’s not my job to tell you where to go, it’s my job to show
you all the destinations and how to get there—you get to decide for
yourself which direction to take.”

The students contemplated this for a few moments. It wasn’t often
that a grownup talked to them as if they were equals.

“So, Santa is real, or not?” Noah pushed.

“That’s for you to decide for yourself, my friend. But I would think
that it doesn’t hurt to be on the side of those getting presents.” He
winked.

The day finished and the children bounced through the snow to their
busses as Mr. Lucas watched out his cracked window, fully aware
that none of his students would give a single thought about times ta-
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bles or vocabulary practice for the next two weeks. He packed up his
things, switched out his crumbling loafers for boots, and wrapped his
lanky body in a coat he'd worn for at least ten winters before making
the long trek to his apartment. As he walked, his mind couldn’t help
but ruminate over unpleasant thoughts. Passing gaudy, lavish win-
dow displays, the heat of resentment burned inside of him over the
unfairness of it all. Why did some people get to drown themselves in
excessive splendors while his students were forced to go without so
much? In a world where one person could own at least six differently
sized screens displaying the same thing, he thought it criminal that
so many children went off to homes void of their most basic needs.

These thoughts turned in his mind as he carried on. The snow
picked up quite a bit as he trudged home, each step becoming in-
creasingly difficult while his glasses fogged from his fatigued breath.
Not twenty minutes after he started, he realized that he wasn’t en-
tirely sure which direction he faced anymore. The snow was falling
so fast and with such density that there was no deciphering north
from south. Soon, the sun disappeared and the sky became one with
the horizon, enveloping everything in a white glow. Mr. Lucas kept
pushing forward, despite not being able to make out a single street
sign and unsure of whether or not he was even going the right way
anymore.

From behind him, he heard the deep, hollow blare of a horn, almost
like a trumpet. As he turned to face whatever made the noise, his foot
met a pile of snow, knocking him face-first to the ground. He looked
up to see two glowing lights, like a pair of unblinking eyes, growing
larger and nearer by the second. Acting quickly, he threw himself
into the snowbank just as the bus screeched to a stop. The doors flew
open, light pouring from the opening and onto a shivering Mr. Lucas.
He dug himself out of the mound and scrambled up the steps before
the doors closed off the world of white behind him. With stiff fingers,
he fumbled around his coat pockets for his wallet.

“Come on, find a seat,” waved the driver, a blurred figure behind
his fogged frames. He thanked the man and plopped down in the
first seat, grateful for the chance to thaw his frozen limbs. He didn’t
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care where this bus was going as long as it prevented his boots from
filling even more with snow.

After a few moments, the driver tittered, “What were you doing
walking in the middle of the road like that? You trying to get me
arrested right before Christmas?”

“No, sir! Of course not, it was the snow, I couldn’t hardly see a
thing! Please, forgive me.” Mr. Lucas begged behind chattering teeth.

The man burst with a laugh so thunderous that it startled the poor
teacher. “You’d like to be forgiven? Fine! You're forgiven. Don’t think
a thing of it. I haven’t seen a snow this thick since I wintered in Cal-
gary, if you can believe it.”

“I can.” As the feeling returned to Mr. Lucas’ toes, the fog from his
glasses faded into glittering drops of condensation. He turned around
to glance at the other passengers, but found himself to be the only
rider. “Slow night?” he asked.

“Would you be out in this weather?” He let out another of his big,
booming laughs. “Well, I guess you would! Look at you! Where were
you coming from, anyway?”

“I'm a teacher at the elementary school downtown, I was just try-
ing to get home before this storm hit.” Mr. Lucas tried to make out
the features of the driver, but there wasn’t anything distinguishable
besides the red, checkered trapper hat he wore.

“You teach there, huh? Rough area to be a teacher, I'd think.
What're the kids like?” The man asked.

“Kids are kids no matter what part of the city they come from—
at least, when they’re eight. They haven’t had to harden themselves
against the crushing fist of the world by the third grade.”

The driver chuckled in acknowledgement. “You haven’t hardened
yourself yet, either, I hope.”

“Hard not to these days. It just never seems like there’s enough, you
know? Never enough checks for collectors, never enough food for
hungry bellies. And some people can never seem to get enough, no
matter how much they have. It makes me sick some days, especially
when one of my students shows up to school without his winter hat
because the shelter he lives in with his family ran out.”
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“That why you’re missing yours?” The man asked.

Mr. Lucas felt his wet hair between his fingers. “I just wish I could
give them more. They don’t deserve it, you know? The world they
were born into could have been so much better, but we keep making
the same mistakes.”

The bus continued on with the driver and passenger for several
minutes, as the two considered all the times they could have been
better versions of themselves.

“So, where are we going?” Mr. Lucas asked, shaking himself from
the daze.

“Oh, I finished my route a little while back. I'll take you home be-
fore the garage,” the driver offered.

“Didn’t know you guys could do that,” the teacher said. “I appre-
ciate it.”

Mr. Lucas told the driver where to go and off to his apartment they
went. They sailed over hills and skated under overpasses until the
bus pulled right up to his dingy building.

“Hey, thanks a lot. You really didn’t have to do that,” he said as
he walked to the front of the bus. The driver wasn’t very old. He
had kind eyes matching the color of his dark mustache, which only
accentuated the bright rosacea on his nose and cheeks. He reached
out his hand to shake the man’s, and into it the driver placed the red
tracker hat.

“For whenever they run out again.” The driver winked at the teach-
er.

“That’s very kind of you.” He glanced down at the man’s name tag.
“Rudy, it was a pleasure to ride with you.”

“Well, ‘was real nice to drive one of the last honest givers. Those
kids are lucky to have you in their corner, teach. Can’t imagine
they’ve received many gifts like the ones you’ve given.” Rudy tipped
his imaginary hat to Mr. Lucas. “Merry Christmas!”

“Merry Christmas!” He smiled as he climbed down the steps and
out the door. The teacher waved as he watched the number six disap-
pear behind the falling snow and into the night.
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Love and loss.

Bravery in the face of death, the grief of those left behind, and
joyful celebrations of life.

This story beautifully captures the array of human emotion felt
at the passing of a loved one. While many tales feature death in the
climax, Holy, Holy, Holy presents a deep friendship—the kind of
which many can only dream—before gracefully ripping it away at
the outset.

Savita, wasted by disease, so small in her overstuffed armchair,
none-the-less faces death with a smile and a laugh. She has made her
peace. Her acceptance is such that even dying, it is she who offers re-
assurance to her friend. Is this not how we all wish to go? Long-lived
and content? The author’s portrayal of this kindly old grandmother
forces us to recenter on the important aspects of life—family, friend-
ship, love.

Vera mourns, and in doing so provides a glimpse into how different
people, cultures, and faiths approach the end of a life.

Black formalwear is the traditional attire for attending a funeral, in
my experience, juxtaposed here against white and casual everyday
clothing. And no one minds. The author does not ask which is more
appropriate. Coming together to share in the grief and celebration is
the meaningful part of the ceremony. It is a lovely way to show, no
matter our external differences, we are all human and our emotions
are much the same.

The two religious events, Purim and Holi, carry on this theme of
different-yet-the-same. Despite theological and secular differences,
both celebrate community.

The fact Vera repeatedly failed to visit her closest friend during a
holiday celebrating life represents, to me, our often dismal interper-
sonal connections. Not only did she lose out on this aspect of Savita’s
life, but she did not even attempt to understand what she was missing.
What do we overlook in our multitude of small, daily connections if
we miss something so blatant in a friendship so strong? What joys
slip past while we focus on our own activities?

Yet, for all the bleak truth of that thought, Holy, Holy, Holy has a
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positive, uplifting, and wonderfully emotional message. Laughing in
the street, surrounded by cheer and joy, Vera feels closer to her friend
than anywhere else. Despite the sadness of death, it is okay to laugh,
to live.

The magic in the story is dreamlike—soft and surreal, easy to
overlook at first glance. The magic of the story is the deeply human
approach to love, death, and acceptance.

Beautiful.
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