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1.

’TIS THE SEASON

 

J ane and Catherine Gracey were making devils in the snow. Most children their age would make snow angels , but the twins were insistent on making devils. They would lie down, as they were doing now, in the snow and spread their arms and legs until they formed the bodies. Then, they would stand and trace horns on the heads and paint menacing eyes and wicked grins with their fingers. It was their annual tradition to cele-brate the last day of school before winter break.

“Mine is better,” Catie said, admiring her craftsmanship.

“No way,” Jane ribbed her. “Your wings are too wide and the eyes are off. Mine are the perfect proportions. Classic de-mon.”

“Judge!” Catie called and their friend Abraham Vasquez came up to them from several feet away.

“Yeah?” He asked, steam puffing out of his mouth and shiv-ering.

“Which one do you think has the better snow demon?” Jane crossed her arms and tilted her head up with confidence.

“If I tell you, can we go back inside?” He asked.

“Why?” They said in unison and then punched each other on the shoulder.

“I’m freezing,” he rubbed his arms furiously.
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Jane looked at Catie. “I hadn’t noticed,” she said and shrugged. It was true that they were so bundled up in their coats and had lived in the same town for their entire lives that they never realized just how cold it was. Snow blanketed the ground in long, white sheets and icicles hung from trees like ornaments. They could hear the faint scraping sound of ice skaters across the nearby lake.

“I’m from Miami,” he sighed. “I don’t know what cold is.”

“I understand your misery, Bram,” Catie placed a sympa-thetic hand on his shoulder. “But which one is better?”

“Um. . . “ he thought for a moment, scratching his chin. “Yours?”

“This contest is rigged I tell ya!” Jane cried out and kicked a foot full of snow onto their creations, wiping them away. Catie smiled triumphantly.

“Want to take a look at mine?” Bram cocked a gloved thumb behind him.

“Sure!” The twins said and followed him down a slope, helping one another steady themselves. They reached the bot-tom and saw Bram’s work of snow art.

“Ta-da!” He said, holding out his arms in a theatrical ges-ture. In front of them was not a demon, but a vampire. Traced in white, the creature’s wings had been sculpted to resemble bat wings and on his mouth were a set of fangs that he had made with his fingers. The body of the vampire was in the shape of a long cloak. “I said, ta-da!” Bram reiterated after a pause.

“Nice form,” Jane stroked her chin and looked at her sister.

“Yes, yes, I agree with Ms. Gracey very much,” Catie walked around it, studying the figure. “But. . . “
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“But, what?” Bram asked, frustrated, “It’s not like either of you have seen a real vampire.”

Jane and Catie exchanged a knowing glance. They had, in fact, not only seen a vampire, but many of them. The memo-ry of the vampire ball in the Hallowland came back to both of them. The red gowns and beautiful ornate halls of the Crim-son Castle entered their heads as if it had happened yesterday and not several months ago. Indeed, it had been frightening to narrowly escape undead creatures of the night, but there was something exciting about it as well. Something that was miss-ing from their comparatively mundane lives.

“Well, since yours is certainly the most creative, Mr. Vasquez,” Jane said, adjusting her make-believe glasses. “We de-clare you the winner of the Snow Monster Festival of the year.”

Bram shot both of his arms up. “Yessssss! When do I get my trophy?”

“We shall send it to you by mail,” Catie said.

“But you have to pay for shipping,” Jane added.

“In that case, you can keep it,” Bram smiled and they all started to laugh. Their fun was blotted out soon afterwards by the dark shape that surrounded them. The shadow was long and thin, both of its arms were on its hips in defiance, the faintest hint of a pony tail could be seen on its head. There was only one person that could cast such an ominous specter of doom, and that person was Courtney Clearwater

She stood on the small hill that the Gracey twins had just come from, looming over them like a Barbie doll come to life. Her golden hair shimmered in the sunlight, her bubblegum pink winter clothes were like a splotch of paint on a white can-vas. Her perfectly manicured lashes and brows arched at them 4                AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

with content, and her glossy lips sneered at them in the grin of a fox that had just entered the hen house.

“Hi, weirdos,” she said, her voice like ice breaking. “Whatcha doin’?”

“Nothing you would like,” Jane growled.

“Well, that’s not very nice to keep all the fun to yourself,” Courtney walked down the hill, snow crunched under her feet as furry bobs bounced up and down on her expensive boots. “Let’s see what you’ve got here.” She walked around the snow vampire, studying it with thoughtful eyes while the other chil-dren watched her as if she were a tiger. “Huh. Isn’t that funny?”

“What is?” Bram asked, it came out more like an accusa-tion than a question.

“Well, this looks so smooth and soft,” Courtney gestured to the lines of its body, “I would expect something . . . rougher from a boy.”

Jane stepped towards her, but Catie stopped her. They all knew what was coming.

Courtney moved closer to Bram and smiled. “Guess you still have some girl left in you, after all, Anjelica.”

“Leave him alone!” Jane cried, unable to help herself. “His name is Abraham, you little-“

“What are you going to do, Janey, lecture me to death?” Courtney marched over to her. “Are you going to tell me some stupid fact about Stephen King and I’ll be so impressed by your bookish smarts?” She then turned to Catie. “You got some in-vention in your pocket, Clever Catie? Something even worse than that head-slicer thing that you made in science class? Why don’t you both go listen to some crappy emo music you freaks!”
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A snowball suddenly crashed into the side of Courtney’s head, sending her straight down.

The Gracey twins gasped and turned to see Bram with snow dripping from his hand. “That man enough for you?” He asked with a straight face.

Courtney stumbled as she tried to get up. She looked down at her fancy winter clothes, now stained with wet snow. “My mom is going to kill me!” Her face twisted in fear. “Do you have any idea how expensive these are?” She pointed directly at her boots.

“No,” Catie said, holding a freshly forged snowball. “But we think you can afford replacements,” she threw the snowball right in her face.

Courtney shrieked like an angry parrot and tried to move closer towards them, her eyes blinded with white slush. Jane threw a snowball at her and giggled as she fell to the ground again. Courtney’s words were drowned out by the heaps of snow from the trio, covering her head and arms as she slipped and fell trying to get up. She finally managed to get a foot hold and ran away.

“No witty comeback?” Catie called after her with a smile.

“Wait, Courtney!” Jane chimed in, holding up some more snow. “We’ve got something to wash that orange tan away!” They all laughed as they watched her turn from a pink speck in the distance to nothing.

“Well, that was fun,” Bram said, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. “Why don’t we get going? It’s kind of late.”

“That was awesome what you did, by the way,” Catie said, giving him a high-five.

“Softball practice really paid off, I guess.”
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“Sorry Courtney ruined the fun,” Jane said. “I can’t believe she would be so. . . so . . . “

“Mean?” Bram finished for her. “You get used to it when you’re like me,” he shrugged his shoulders and gave them a small smile, as he always did when someone would hurl an in-sult his way.

Though he was good at hiding it, the Gracey twins knew that those words hurt him more than he let on. Jane and Catie were all too familiar with the cruelty of children, but it was an entirely other realm of comprehension with Bram. They were glad that his parents accepted him for who he was, but to be bullied by kids and the occasional adult? That was something harder than just mean words. That was the weight of an entire society on his shoulders. A weight that could have been so easi-ly lifted if people just learned that when they put others in box-es, they put them in cages.

They reached Abraham’s house shortly after leaving the field. The sun was going down and it gave the snow an amber glow that made the holiday season even more magical to the children than it already was. As it was in the summer, winter break felt like forever, and to see the strange twilight of the day slowly turn to night gave Jane and Catie a sense of wonder and awe that they hadn’t felt since the Hallowland.

“Same time tomorrow?” Catie asked him.

“Sure,” he said. “You want me to bring my book about the Yeti with me?”

“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to read that one!” Jane said, even though she was almost certain that she had read it before, but didn’t want to ruin his excitement.

MERRY CHRISTMAS, MRS. MACABRE 7

“I’ll bring another book on winter monsters that I just got! Adios,” he saluted them both then went to the front door. He stopped for a moment then turned back to the twins, hugging each of them.

“What was that for?” Catie asked, laughing.

“Just because,” Bram shrugged and smiled. He turned around and went into his house.
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MR. AND MRS. GRACEY were packing by the time the girls had arrived. The twins stomped the snow off of their boots on the door mat and removed them carefully so as not to get the carpet wet.

“We’re home!” Jane called. “You think she’s here yet?” She asked her sister.

“No,” Catie said as she removed her black scarf and jacket and hung them up in the closet. “They would have let us know by now,” She spoke with confidence, but there was a twinge of concern in her voice as if maybe this time the universe had con-spired against them.

“Hey,” Mr. Gracey appeared at the top of the stairs. “We were just about to call you two. Grandma should be here any minute.” He was carrying a suitcase in one hand.

“Awesome!” Jane and Catie said, trying their best to sound enthused.

“Nice try,” their dad said, putting down the suitcase with a sigh. “But I don’t think you’ll be winning any awards with those performances.”
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“Dad, why does she always have to come?” Jane moaned. “We won’t burn the house down!”

Mr. Gracey quickly looked up the stairs to see if his wife was there. “It makes your mother feel better,” he said in hushed tone. “Burn down the house? You used to pretend to burn your sister at the stake.”

“That was when we were kids,” Catie clarified. “Now we en-gage in much more adult fair like watching serial killer docu-mentaries.”

“That makes me feel better,” he rolled his eyes. “How was Abraham, by the way?”

“He’s good,” Jane said, “he taught us how to make a vampire in the snow.”

“That’s nice, dear,” he said with his head turned, half listen-ing. “Honey! We should get going soon! It’s getting dark!”

“I’m coming! I’m coming!” Mrs. Gracey came bounding out of the bedroom and down the stairs with a suitcase of her own. She looked frazzled, as she often did when traveling. Mrs. Gracey was the type of person that enjoyed being at home and rarely vacationed, so when the opportunity arose, she would practically take the whole house with her. But this was one of the rare vacations she did enjoy. December was not only the month of the winter holidays, it was also the month of their an-niversary. December 19, to be exact, and the Gracey parents al-ways celebrated it the same way:The Lodge. The vacation home in question was about an hour away from the house. When they were dating, Mr. and Mrs. Gracey would often spend time at said lodge, alone with no one else to keep them company but the trees and the lake. Legend has it that it was there that the two of them fell in love, where they spent their honeymoon,
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and blah, blah, blah. Jane and Catie where never really ones to find all that stuff as gushy and romantic as their parents did. It was strange enough to think of what their parents were like be-fore they were born, but when they fell in love? Boring.

“Hello, sweeties,” their mother said as she nearly tripped on the last step. “Did you have fun?” She asked it so quickly that it was nearly a new language.

“Yes,” they both said.

“Good. Do you have your phones?”

“Yes,” they pulled them out of their pockets as evidence.

“And the number for the EMT in case something happens with Grandma?”

“Yes.”

“And you know where the portable generator is in case the power goes out?”

“Yes.”

“And-“

“Honey,” Mr. Gracey gently placed a hand on her shoulder. “I think they’ve got everything they need.”

“Oh, okay,” she spoke as if she had just realized where she was. “Sorry.”

The doorbell rang. Jane and Catie braced themselves. They stood in front of the door, straightening their shirts out and put on their best smiles. Mr. Gracey opened the door.

“Hi, Grandma!” The twins said through walls of teeth.

“Helloooooooooo!” Grandma came bounding in as if she was a bull being let out of a gate. She was a very small, thin woman, but she hugged them with the force of a python. “How are my precious Copy Cats?” She cooed, smothering their cheeks in wet kisses. Copy Cats had always been her pet nick-10              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

name for them, she thought it was the most adorable joke in the world.

“We’re good,” they said with as much air as they could muster, their eyes shut tight as if their grandmother’s kisses were like balls of hail hitting their faces. She finally released her prisoners, allowing Jane and Catie to gasp for sweet, sweet, oxy-gen.

“Hi, Mom!” Mrs. Gracey smiled with arms wide open, she had had more practice than the twins. As she hugged her, their mother looked at them and mouthed the words: Good job. They turned to one another and gave themselves a quiet high-five.

“All right, girls, have fun with Grandma!” Mr. Gracey said as he hugged them both.

“See you in a few days!” Mrs. Gracey kissed them on their heads.

Grandma cleared her throat and stuck out her hand. Mr. Gracey looked back at her with some confusion, then realized what she was asking for and let out a sigh. He reached into his wallet and gave her a five dollar bill.

“Don’t get eaten by wolves!” Jane and Catie waved to their parents as they walked out the door.

“Now,” Grandma said with a smile as the front door sealed their doom. “Who wants to visit?”

[image: ]

 

VISITING IS A WORD that you may not find to be all that ominous. It may suggest to you that you are going to visit your
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friends or visit a place on vacation that you’ve never been be-fore. But to Jane and Catie, visiting was a word that sent shivers up their spines. Visiting, was a word that Grandma used often to denote some affection. Visiting to her was spending some quality time with the people that she loved the most. Qual-ity time, however, was anything but that to the twins. Qual-ity time for them was hours and hours of agonizing torture. Whether it be learning how to knit, bird watching, or how to play backgammon, Grandma was in no shortage of tedious ac-tivities for them to partake in.

This year, Grandma brought a book that she found at the half-price store recently and thought the sisters would enjoy it, considering that Jane was the reader of the two and thus, Catie must have been just as interested in books as she was. Grandma was an only child, so her only frame of reference for how identi-cal twins behaved was on old TV shows or in old movies where they were often played by the same person. The book in ques-tion was A History Of Doilies and Grandma found it to be the most interesting thing she had ever seen since she watched that one nature documentary about the pretty birds narrated by the British man that she had difficulty understanding. Within its glossy pages were pictures upon pictures of doilies from around the globe. White ones, red ones, round ones, square ones, any kind of doily made by human hands was in this book. The twins could only muster polite nods and mumbles of agree-ment.

Next was dinner, or dinner adjacent, to be more accurate. Grandma was not much of a cook and had relied on her late husband to be the chef of the house. After eating microwave spinach casserole, the girls quickly understood why Mrs.
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Gracey prided herself in making a halfway decent meal. It was to make sure that she would never become the cook that her own mother was.

To cap off the night, was a movie. Jane and Catie had once attempted to share their love of horror cinema with their Grandma. But, after screening The Texas Chain Saw Massacre for her, she had a very stern talking to with both of their par-ents- especially with Mrs. Gracey- on why letting them watch such garbage would rot their brains and turn them into devil worshipers when they were older. Though that did sound like an interesting prospect, Jane and Catie were both scolded for their behavior. Tonight, they were watching the dreaded Sound Of Music: A symphony of terror. The sisters were not opposed to musicals by any means, but they were against anything that had this many bright blonde children smiling with flowers in it. A bowl of popcorn was their only saving grace.

[image: ]

 

“YOU THINK GRANDPA DIED of boredom?” Jane asked, getting into her bed.

“That’s a terrible thing to say!” Catie threw a pillow at her, laughing.

“It had to be, right?” Jane threw the pillow back. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, nice lady. Gave birth to Mom. Gives us presents, but if I had to visit one minute longer I was going to call the police for child abuse.”

“We’re lucky we’re only stuck with her once a year. Good night.”
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“Night,” Jane turned out the light. They laid there for sev-eral minutes, not even attempting to go to sleep. The sound of Grandma snoring from the room across the hall droned through the walls like a truck. “Catie,” she said.

“Jane,” her sister replied.

“Do you miss her?”

“Yeah,” she said, knowing exactly who she was talking about. “You think she misses us?”

“She better,” Jane snorted. “After everything we went through? The Grim Reaper. Vampires. The Widow,” she shud-dered, remembering those cold hands around her throat.

“What if she’s having adventures with other kids? Kids that she likes more than us?”

“I don’t mean to brag, but, we’re kind of the Mrs. Macabre kids, you know?”

“Yeah.”

“Cooking is better than Grandma’s, that’s for sure.”

“Most cooking is better than Grandma’s,” she chuckled.

“I guess the best place to visit her is in our dreams,” Jane yawned.

“I guess,” Catie sighed and rolled over.

She looked out the window and remembered seeing Mrs. Macabre as a raven tapping the glass with her beak. It was such a strange sight to wake up to, but now the knowledge of what it lead to filled her with a coziness that made the winter air warm. True, when they had returned home from the Hallowland, they had been given a sense that their world was just as magi-cal as the one that they had left. But after awhile the dullness of modern life slowly crept back in. Bram had been a delightful reminder that her and Jane were not alone in their shared love 14              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

of monsters and spookiness. That sense of belonging was only brought by friendship, however. With Mrs. Macabre, it felt as if their whole lives could be filled with fantasy.




[image: ]

2.

SKELETON CREW

 

C atie awoke to a familiar rapping sound. At first, she thought it was some flecks of hail that were hitting the glass and lamented the fact that their plans with Bram may have been canceled due to more than one iced over driveway in the neighborhood. But this rapping sound soon revealed itself not one made by the weather. It was more frantic than the aver-age drizzle of hail, as if the thing was trying to get inside. She opened her eyes slowly and looked over, her vision adjusted to the dark. She blinked and the image became clear: A raven was rapping at her window in the snow.

She gasped and bolted upright in bed. She looked over at Jane and saw that she had not stirred an inch. Wait a second, she thought, am I dreaming? This can’t be real, right? The fact of the matter was that it was a huge coincidence that she was think-ing about Mrs. Macabre before she fell asleep and now there she was? To her knowledge, her witch-friend was capable of many fantastical things, but seeing into someone’s dreams was not one of them. Catie did not believe in the mystical power of fate or destiny, so she decided to test her hypothesis by slapping herself in the face.

It hurt.

A lot.
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As she rubbed her now stinging cheek, she had never been so glad to be in so much pain.

“Jane! Jane!” She cried, rushing over to her sister’s bed and shaking her. “Wake up! You have to wake up!”

“What’s wrong?” Jane sat up startled, her arms positioned in defense. “Is Grandma okay? Does she want us to look at her book again?”

“No, you moron!” Catie laughed. “Look!”

Jane stared at where Catie was pointing with drowsy eyes. She squinted as if she was looking at something very far away and very small. Then her eyes gradually grew wider with every passing second until they looked as if they were going pop out of her skull. “No. Way,” she said in a voice that she only reserved for the utmost surprises.

“Well, don’t just sit there!” Catie cried. “Let’s help her in!” She ran to the window and Jane followed her. The raven stopped tapping and looked at them, her head turned as if to say, What took you so long? They unlatched the window and tried to get it open, but it was stuck. A combination of the snow and poor infrastructure sealed it. They both gritted their teeth as they lifted the window up with all their strength. The window slowly opened with a low groan that they hoped wouldn’t wake Grandma.

The window finally opened all the way and cold air blasted into the room. Snowflakes drifted in along with the raven. Catie and Jane looked, shivering, but with smiling faces as the bird transformed into Mrs. Macabre, looking just as she did when the sisters last saw her, wearing a dress and small hat as black as her hair, lips, and nails. Her skin was as pale as the
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raven skull that sat atop her broom that was decorated with strange sigils.

“Goblins and ghoulies!” She exclaimed as she shook off some snow from her shoulders. “I don’t know how you Nor-mals live with more than one season!” Catie and Jane did not wait one second longer and embraced her.

“Hello, my darlings!” She said as she wrapped her arms around them. “How are my precious Gracey twins?”

“We’ve missed you so much!” They said through tears of joy.

“I’ve missed you too, my loves,” she smiled as she knelt down to them. “Look how much you’ve grown! How long has it been? Five years?”

“Just a couple of months,” Catie said.

“But it’s felt like years,” Jane added.

“Time moves so much slower here,” Mrs. Macabre shook her head.

“Are you going to take us to the Hallowland?” Catie asked, bouncing up and down with excitement.

“I am!” She said.

“Yay!” They cried.

“But only briefly.”

“Oh,” they frowned.

“Jack has been kidnapped,” Mrs. Macabre spoke urgently.

“What happened?” Catie was instantly alarmed. She could never imagine someone to be so mean as to steal the poor scare-crow.

“Well, he was going fishing and he caught something big-ger than he intended. A ship full of undead pirates.”
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“Cool!” Jane said, but then changed her tone after receiv-ing a look from both of them. “I mean, that’s bad that he’s been kidnapped, but undead pirates are pretty cool,” she shrugged.

“That may be,” Mrs. Macabre gave her a small smile, “but he’s still in danger. Pirates can be a cruel lot, especially the ones that have nothing to live for.”

“But what do you need us for?” Catie asked. “Can’t you just use your magic to get him back?”

“I attempted that already. Pirates, even the undead ones, have a very strict code. In this case, I must accept a challenge from them to win him back. The only catch is that there is no magic allowed.”

“That’s really nice that you came to us, Mrs. Macabre,” Jane said. “But isn’t there someone else more suited for this kind of thing? Someone with pirate experience?”

“My girls,” Mrs. Macabre said with eyes that twinkled like stars, “I have been on many adventures with many people in my long life. But I have never met two girls that are as brave, clever, and kind as you are. There are plenty of others in the Hallow-land that could help me succeed, but there is no one I’d rather try my best at than with the two of you. So, Jane and Catherine Gracey, I’m asking you: Will you help me?”

“Yes,” they both answered without hesitation.

“Excellent,” Mrs. Macabre stood up. “We must hurry or the hour will be-“ she stopped and looked up, as if something dis-tracted her.

“Uh, Mrs. Macabre?” Catie asked, looking around the room. “Is there something wrong?”

“What is that sound?” She looked around.
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The Gracey twins stared for a moment and then burst out laughing. “That’s our grandma!” Jane said through giggles. “She’s sleeping in the next room!”

“Is she a dragon?”

“No,” they both looked at each other and laughed again.

“Oh,” Mrs. Macabre said, shaking her head and coming back to the present moment. “Very well, then. Let’s set off for the high seas!”

“Wait,” Jane said, holding Mrs. Macabre and Catie’s hands. They both looked at her, confused. “I just. . I just want to stand here for a little bit. With the two of you.” They stood in silence and listened to the whisper of the cold wind outside. Though it was awkward standing there at first, a sense of warmth slowly came over the three of them. Time slowed down, the room seemed to disappear, and they each felt as they did when the girls first arrived at Mrs. Macabre’s manor. Safe, at peace, and loved.

“Okay,” Jane smiled, letting out a comforting sigh. “Let’s go.”
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ONCE THEY HAD CROSSED the gate from their world to the Hallowland, the Gracey twins were struck by a strange sense of nostalgia. The blue moonlight illuminated the gray sand beneath them and, near the edge of the beach, was a an old boat that had been left unaccompanied for who knows how long. It reminded them very much of when they arrived on the bank of the river Styx to give the Grim Reaper a box of cook-20              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

ies. They hoped that this adventure would be far less stressful than that one. They looked to their right and Mrs. Macabre’s house was standing on a hill nearby. The shape of the giant cof-fin with its windows peering back at them was like seeing an old friend again. They felt the eternal autumn wind on their faces and heard the squeaking of bats off in the distance. It was good to be back again.

“Welcome to the Shrieking Sea, my good children!” Mrs. Macabre announced as the tide behind her rumbled as if in ap-plause. “Come along, then. We have no time to lose!” She went to the boat and the girls followed her. They pushed the boat and hopped into it as it went sailing into the water.

“Why do they call it the Shrieking Sea?” Catie asked, but then her question was answered by a porpoise-like creature ris-ing out of the water nearby. The animal had a single eye at the front of its head and had rows upon rows of sharp jagged teeth sticking out of its mouth. It was covered in greenish scales and its tail was that of a stingray’s. A high-pitch shriek came out of its mouth and it echoed across the night sky.

“Because of that,” Mrs. Macabre said, rowing the boat with her broom which had been transformed into an oar. “They’re called shriekrays and are native to these waters. Their song is quite beautiful isn’t it?”

“Uh, sure,” Catie shrugged, but hoped she would not hear the sound too often.

“So, where is this pirate ship you told us about?” Jane asked, trying to balance her excitement.

“Oh, about. . .” Mrs. Macabre stopped rowing and looked at the beach far off in the distance. She then placed a finger in her mouth, took it out with a pop sound, and held it to the
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wind. “Here.” The Gracey twins looked at each other, confused. All they saw around them was dark water and a sky filled with stars. Mrs. Macabre pulled a gold coin out of her pocket. “Wish for good luck,” she flipped it up in the air with her thumb and it fell into the water. It floated there for a moment, then slowly sank to the dark depths below.

There was silence. The water was so still that you could have confused it for a giant mirror as the moon reflected on it. Then, the sea around them began to ripple. The Gracey twins looked around, startled. It seemed as if the rippling was coming from underneath the boat. Then the water began to bubble. The boat rumbled and as the bubbles grew more and more intense, so did the vessel that they were sitting in. The boat swayed back and forth so hard that the Gracey twins, who were now grip-ping the sides of it, thought it was going to capsize. But they felt somewhat safe after seeing Mrs. Macabre pleasantly sitting there as if she was experiencing a relaxing trip at sea.

The boat soon moved on its own as a wave formed out of the bubbles, then the Gracey twins stared in awe at what was in front of them. Out of the white frothy ocean came an enor-mous pirate ship rising out of the water.

It was a decaying thing, its wood once brandished with scarlet and gold was now replaced with frog green algae and rust. Barnacles clung to the sides of it like insects, its sails were torn and filled with holes. The twenty cannons that had once fired out of its hull now stuck out like gargoyles on the edges of a grand cathedral. The ship had landed still on the surface of the water. The ocean was calm once again.

“Gold,” Mrs. Macabre gave them a wry smile. “Gets them every time. Hold on to my broom, girls.” The oar turned back 22              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

into its original form and Jane and Catie took hold of it. They floated out of the boat and onto the deck of the ship.

The crew was as dead as the ship itself. Skeletons still wear-ing the garb that they wore in life roamed the galleon doing the tasks that they had always done and always will for eternity. Some still had their gold teeth, others had wooden legs, but they all shared the same spirit as the thieves and buccaneers that they once were.

“Stay close to me girls,”Mrs. Macabre whispered to them and the twins happily obliged.

“Well, well, well,” a crew member said, his skull bearded with spider webs. “If it ain’t the witch and her magical sweeper again. Looks like she brought herself a couple of urchins with her this time, eh, mates?” The rest of the crew laughed and jeered with amusement.

“I reckon she wants to see her pumpkin friend again,” said another pirate with hooks for both hands.

“Or they’ve come to join our crew,” said another with a maggot wiggling out of her nostril.

“We’ve never had tikes on the ship,” a large pirate with a sword stuck in his ribcage came up to them. ‘Tell us, girls, ever stab a man in the back before?” He pulled out the sword and poked Catie in the back, making her and her sister move away. “First time for everything!” He gave a wheezing laugh and the entire crew cackled like a flock of seagulls.

“That’s enough!” A voice roared over them all and the ship was silent. The Gracey twins looked and saw the pirate skeleton that had hushed them was standing atop the staircase looking over the deck of the ship. He was clad in moth eaten captain’s attire and a wide-brimmed hat with a feather stuck out along
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the side of it. He had a pet skeleton parrot that was perched on his shoulder, gazing at everything that moved with scrutiny. A large ruby was lodged into the right eye socket of his skull that glittered like it was carved out of blood. His posture was straight and secure, with his arms linked together behind his back.

“Ah, Captain Red-Eye,” Mrs. Macabre said, “what a plea-sure it is to see you again,” though, Jane and Catie knew her well enough to know that she was minding her manners.

“Spare me the pleasantries, Witch!” Captain Red-Eye snarled. “The dead have no need of formalities! Are these your champions?”

“Yes,” she said, wiping the smile off of her face. “These are the sisters Gracey, Jane and Catherine,” she gestured towards them.

Captain Red-Eye marched down the staircase and loomed over the twins. “Identical, eh?” He asked.

“Yes, sir,” Jane said hesitantly.

“Rhetorical question!” The skeleton-parrot squawked which made Jane instantly resent it.

The Captain moved to Catie and looked down at her. “Children? My, my, Mrs. Macabre. And here I thought I was heartless,” he said and was followed by tittering from his crew.

“I assure you, Captain, they are more than capable of the task at hand.”

Captain Red-Eye bent down, almost boney nose to nose with Catie, “Tell me, girl, are you prepared to risk your life for this woman?”

“Yes. . . ” she began, leaning back, “Sir. She’s my friend.” She looked over at Mrs. Macabre who gave her a small, warm smile.
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“Hmmm,” the captain leaned forward even more, nearly knocking Catie off of her feet. “Very well!” He shot back up. “Let us commence our challenge!” The whole crew cheered.

“Firstly, I must ask you to return my friend to me before we begin,” Mrs. Macabre stepped forward.

“What would be the point in giving him to you without the challenge met, then?”

“To know that he is safe.”

“He is, my lady, I assure you.”

“You think I am to trust the word of a pirate? I require proof of life or you do not get your prize.”

“Then we’ll find other champions.”

“You think they will be so willing to serve you?”

“I grow tired of your words, Witch!” he moved towards her in a fury. “You are not in a position to negotiate!”

“My dear Captain, I assure you that I have bargained and fought with far worse than you. Even still, I am more capable than I lead you to believe,” she said, never breaking his hol-lowed gaze. “Are you familiar with the ghost known as the Weeping Widow?”

“I have heard tales, aye.”

“Then you might have also heard rumors that I am the one responsible for releasing such a dreaded phantasm into the world. I am here to tell you that they are in fact true. Now that you know that I have the ability to create such an abomination, what else do you think my magic can do? You think I am some simple witch that can conjure baked goods out of thin air with a snap of my fingers? If I desired to, I could turn this sea to boil and you would be out of a ship and a crew. So, do not even begin to tell me what I can and cannot do for the only reason
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you are still standing is out of my restraint from doing other-wise. Now, return. Me. My. Friend.” She stayed nailed to the floor of the ship, staring at the captain with cold fury. The only sound that filled the air was the waves of the sea gently hitting the ship. The Gracey twins stood in shock. They had never seen their friend so determined, so fierce in her desire before. They were not sure if they should be proud of her, terrified of her, or both.

“You heard the lady, mates!” The Captain broke the silence, turning to his crew. “Bring her the scarecrow!”

The skeleton-pirates groaned in agreement and, moments later, retrieved a large metal coffin from the hull. They un-locked the box and, upon opening it, Jack Lantern came tum-bling out onto the deck.

“What- what’s going on?” He asked, looking around con-fused. “Am I dead? Are you dead? Are. . .” He spotted the girls in front of him. “Jane! Catie!” He cried, his voice changing from despair to excitement in an instant. “How wonderful it is to see you again!” He hugged them both with his pumpkin-head glowing bright.

“We’ve missed you too, Jack!” They said as they wrapped their small arms around his tall, thin torso, taking in the warmth that emitted from him.

“Are you okay?” Catie asked. “Did they hurt you?”

“No, but it was frightfully dark in there!” He shuddered. “What are you two doing in a dangerous place like this?”

“They are here to accept a challenge, Jack,” Mrs. Macabre said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “I am so glad you are all right.”
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“Enough with the bloody sentimentality!” Captain Red-Eye commanded. “We don’t have all night!” He strolled over and broke up the group, grabbing the twins with his boney hands and dragging them to the edge of the ship. “See that reef over there, girlies?” He pointed to a dark coral reef that jutted out of the sea several yards away.

“Yes, sir,” they both said, keeping their anger in check.

“Deep within it lies the Jade Mermaid, green as the gills on a fish and beautiful as the Queen of the Sirens, herself. It is a priceless treasure that has been sought after by living and dead alike. Your task is to retrieve the Mermaid and bring it aboard.”

“Sounds easy enough,” Jane said. “Why haven’t you been able to get it?”

The Captain gave a low chuckle. “You’ll find out soon enough. Now. . . Swim!” He pushed them so hard they went tumbling overboard and into the water. Jane and Catie were plunged into murky darkness as their skin was electrified by the ocean depths. They quickly resurfaced and, as they gasped for air, they heard the cackle of the skeleton-pirate crew far above them.

“Be careful, my darlings!” Mrs. Macabre called down to them, looking like a speck of white outlined in black ink. The concern and reassurance in her voice gave them hope in this strange and unsettling task. They both looked at each other and, with nothing else to say, they swam to the reef.

It was thankfully not far, so they were able to save their en-ergy for the hunting of the Jade Mermaid. “See that?” Catie asked, pointing to the top of the reef. It had a small opening like a volcano. “If we need to catch our breaths, we can swim up there for a bit.”
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“Good idea,” Jane said. “You’re full of ‘em.”

“I have my moments,” Catie smiled as best as she could. Her clothes clung to her skin like leeches. “On three, we go under. One. . . Two. . . Three!” They took one last enormous breath and dipped down into the water. It was as black as oil down there save for the silvery glow of the moonlight that il-luminated the coral in front of them. Catie pointed to a small crack that was big enough for each of them. Jane gestured for her sister to go first, Catie nodded back to her and went in, Jane soon followed and she was surprised by how easily she was able to swim through it, wiggling through the crevice like an eel.

As she floated into the reef proper, she was startled by how large it was. Like an iceberg, the reef ’s size was deceived by how much of it came out of the water. But once inside, the Gracey twins were able to swim as freely as they could, save for the coral that shot out of the walls in spikes and harpoons. Catie pointed to somewhere below and Jane followed her fin-ger. There was a small dip into the reef that lead to its floor. Un-like the walls, it was not covered in the stalagmites of the sea, but a bouncy, spongey type texture. She looked around and saw something glittering under a large rock on the floor. It gleamed and sparkled and she could make out the stoic face and be-jeweled tail of the Jade Mermaid. She began to swim to it, but Catie gripped her shoulder. She looked at her with a cautious gaze and pointed to the floor in a jabbing motion. Jane fol-lowed it again and her eyes bulged at what she saw.

The rock on the sponge-floor was not in fact a rock, but a giant squid sleeping on top of the treasure. Its skin was the color of stone, but that was mostly due to the years of algae, age, and moss that had built up lying in this small colosseum of 28              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

coral. Its long tentacles lay straight on the floor and its cranium was as equally long, a column of a seashell where they could not tell where it began and ended within the creature’s face.

Catie pointed up and Jane followed her. They swam up the tube of the reef and breathed for air. “You okay? Catie asked.

“Yeah, why?” Jane gasped.

“You just looked a little scared.”

“Nah, just a giant squid, that’s all. They’re like big squishy kittens,” she laughed, but her heart beat was beginning to grow.

“Now I see why the pirates have so much trouble getting the Mermaid.”

“What do we do?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Great.”

“I said I don’t know yet,” Catie thought for a moment. “Okay. How about you go for the statue and I’ll go to the other side in case it wakes up.”

“Why do I have to get the statue?” Jane asked.

“Do you want to be the first thing it sees when it wakes up?”

“But you could die!”

“Jane, we’ve been through scary stuff like this before. I think we can handle one giant squid. Plus, I’m older than you by a minute, so that makes me your elder. Which you have to follow.” Catie crossed her arms as if that was the final word on the subject.

“Fine,” Jane sighed. She swallowed her fear, wishing that she was as brave as Catie was. She had always been the more anxious of the two.
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“One. Two. Three,” they took in deep breathes once again and went under. As they swam down the funnel, Jane had thought of something she had never considered before. For the first time in her life she thought about what it might have been like if she never had a sister.

Now, if you have a sibling, you may have considered this possibility at least once in your lifetime. Perhaps you have thought rather gleefully about how nice it would be as an only child. You might have more toys than you have now or gain more attention from others than by having it split down the middle. Then you would quickly tuck that fantasy deep inside your head because of how guilty it would make you feel for hav-ing such selfish desires. But a fantasy is only a fantasy, nothing more, nothing less.

To Jane, however, the fantasy was not one that she thought of with selfishness, but with fear. She considered, for instance, what it might have been like if she had no sister when she first met Mrs. Macabre. She may not have survived the attack of the gremlins if Catie had not have been there to spray them with gas. Or, if Catie never had the idea to convince Jack Lantern to use his lit candle inside his head to save himself, then perhaps the poor scarecrow would have been shredded to bits by the black apple trees. But, the most frightening thought of them all, was if Catie had not been there to warn Mrs. Macabre about the Weeping Widow, then who knows what kind of terrible things could have happened?

She shook the awful thought out of her head and returned to the task at hand. As the twins grew closer and closer to the squid, they were both taken aback by how large the animal now seemed. From above, it was indeed huge, but now they were 30              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

practically dwarfed by the great sleeping leviathan. Catie swam to the other end as Jane positioned herself next to the tentacle over the Jade Mermaid. She grabbed hold of its glittering head and tugged at it, but the statue was kept nice and snug by the sea creature’s arm. She tried to lift the tentacle itself, but it was far too heavy. She looked up at Catie and shook her head. Her sister gave her an encouraging thumbs up and she looked at the Mermaid again. She could feel a small tightening in her chest and thought that she’d better solve the problem quick instead of having to swim up for air and start over again. She grabbed hold of the head and gently wiggled it. To her amazement, she had loosened the grip underneath the tentacles’ protection. She wiggled her hand some more until, finally, she had released the statue entirely.

She proudly held it up for Catie to see, who smiled back and gave her not one, but two thumbs up this time. Jane couldn’t feel the tightness in her chest anymore, until she looked down and saw her reflection in the giant open eye of the squid. She held her mouth closed, to keep herself from scream-ing and looked at her sister in terror, not knowing what to do next. Catie’s eyes grew large and she quickly grabbed a rock and threw it at the squid.

The creature flinched as if a mosquito had bit and slowly turned towards her. Jane dodged the enormous tentacles, still clinging onto the Jade Mermaid. She looked around for some-thing to distract the monster with, but the pain in her chest be-gan to grow and grow with every passing second. With great heartache, she swam back up to the top of the reef. As she gasped for air, her mind spun with terror. “Calm down, calm down,” Jane said aloud. “You can do this. What would Catie
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do? What would Catie do?” She closed her eyes and repeated the question as if it were magic words that could save her.

In her mind, she surveyed what she knew of the reef below. She scanned it, looking for anything that she might have missed. Then, she realized that the same long barbs of coral that she and her sister swam around could be used as a type of spear. She did not want to kill the squid, of course, but she hoped that they were sharp enough to at least temporarily wound the ani-mal. She opened her eyes, put the statue in the waistband of her pajama pants, and took in a deep breath.

As she swam back down, she saw no sign of the squid or Catie. She prayed that the beast had not eaten her and went to the nearest barb that she could find. She grabbed hold of it and pulled as hard as she could, but it refused to budge. Frustrat-ed, she thought once again what would her sister do and a light bulb clicked on in her head. Jane took out the Mermaid from her pants and went down to the base of the barb where it con-nected to the rest of the reef. She used the statue like a hammer-being careful as not to scrape off any of its emerald texture- and to her relief, the barb shook. She struck it a few more times and the barb cracked more and more with each hit from the Mer-maid. The barb finally broke off and, after returning the statue to her pants, she clutched it with both hands and swam deeper through the reef.

She went past curtains of seaweed and finally found the squid. One of its tentacles had wrapped itself around a strug-gling Catie. The thing pulled her closer towards itself, ready to devour her sister. Jane swam as fast as she could, jabbing the tip of the coral-spear into one of the free tentacles. The squid stopped what it was doing and turned, now with potentially 32              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

two morsels of meat to feast upon, it moved towards her. Jane swam backwards and was taken by how dark the reef became as the large shadow of the creature enveloped the space like a bot-tle of ink spilled onto a piece of paper. She ducked and dived her way past the descending tentacles, each time poking and prodding the thing. After several moments, she was finally able to stab the arm that clutched Catie deep enough to draw blood. A plume of dark mist rose from the wound and a rumble of pain emitted from the squid.

The tentacle unwrapped itself from Catie and dropped her. Jane grabbed her as quickly as she could and saw, with great alarm, that her sister was nearly unconscious. Stabbing the arm again and leaving the spear into the squid’s flesh, Jane swam as quickly as she could, carrying Catie with her.

Stay awake, Catie! She told herself, we’re almost there! As the crack that they had entered in grew closer and closer, the shape of the squid loomed larger around them. Though it was in pain, Jane could tell that it was also very angry, and she knew that anger can override pain, no matter much it hurts. They reached the crack in the reef and Jane pushed the nearly limp Catie through it as hard as she could. She then made her way through the crack and made the mistake of looking behind her. The squid was nearly inches from her, its huge eyes bulging with pain and rage, eight arms reached out to embrace her with death, and a beak ready to nip away at her skin until her bones were stripped clean. She finally reached the other end of the crack and the reef shook behind her with the force of an earth-quake as the squid struck against it.

Though she was relieved that she had survived, she was terrified. Catie’s unconscious body floated several feet away as
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if she were dancing underwater. Jane quickly grabbed her and swam upwards.

“Hey!” She gasped as she emerged from the water, trying to stay afloat carrying her sister. “Catie’s not breathing! I have your stupid statue!” She pulled the Jade Mermaid from her pocket and waved it to the ship as if it were a flare.

Mrs. Macabre snapped her fingers and the Gracey twins were pulled on deck by invisible arms. Jane laid Catie onto the rickety floorboards, shivering from how wet and cold she was.

“Is she-she dead?” Jane trembled.

“Not yet,” Mrs. Macabre said, placing a finger to Catie’s neck. “Stand back, dear.”

Jane did so and, to her surprise, Mrs. Macabre placed the end of her broom onto Catie’s face. It would have looked comi-cal if the situation hadn’t been so serious, Catie lied on the deck of the ship, her face hidden by straw. Mrs. Macabre stood hold-ing the broom with her eyes closed as if in prayer. Jack Lantern stood with his hands over his face, unable to watch. Jane looked on, almost in tears.

Finally, after what seemed like forever, Catie began to cough underneath the straw. Water sputtered out of it like a broken faucet, and Mrs. Macabre removed it from her face with a smile.

“You nearly gave me a heart attack!” Jane cried as she hugged her tightly.

“Next time,” Catie said, coughing. “You go first.”

“Where’s the statue, girly?” Captain Red-Eye asked, paying no mind to Catie. Jane reached into her pants and gave him the Jade Mermaid. He marveled at it, the green glint shimmered in 34              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

his ruby eye. He turned towards the crew and raised it above his head. They cheered with greed and glee.

“Pirates,” Mrs. Macabre said, rolling her eyes. “Disgusting lot.”

This is cause for celebration!” Captain Red-Eye called to his mates and they all cheered again. The mood of the ship had turned from dread to joyous on a dime. The pirates pulled out instruments and played the greatest sea shanties ever written as the Gracey twins, Mrs. Macabre, and Jack danced along with the drums, violins, and accordions. They played games of dice, cards, and even arm wrestling, which resulted in more than one pirate snapping off an arm. The sounds of their merriment echoed across the sea.

“We’ve been searching for that beauty for ages,” a crew member slung an arm around Jane’s shoulders, as the pirate chugged a bottle of rum, the liquid spilling it out of her bones and onto the deck.

“Why couldn’t any of you find it yourself ?”

“Because,” the drunk skeleton hiccuped. “None of us are small enough to fit through the reef !”

“It’s a good thing ye survived, missy,” the captain turned to Catie.

“Why?” She asked, not understanding why he would care.

“Dead little girls tell no tales,” he said and laughed with the sound of the tide crashing against rocks. The crew laughed along with him and the ship began to rumble. As it sunk, the Gracey twins, Mrs. Macabre, and Jack Lantern quickly moved to the side of the ship and jumped towards their small boat. Jack missed by several inches, falling into the water, panicking.
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The twins were able to help him up and the ship disappeared underneath the dark waters of the sea. All was quiet.

“That’s the last time I go fishing,” Jack shuddered.
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AFTER MRS. MACABRE had dried them off- she had used the end of her broom like a fan, making the girls laugh as wind blew from the straw- they were taken back to their room safe and sound.

“That was so much fun!” Catie said, coming through the window.

“Sssh!” Jane said. “You’ll wake up Grandma! And you al-most died!”

“Almost. Thank goodness you were there, though.”

“You two are lucky,” Mrs. Macabre said. “I don’t have any siblings, so I had to learn how to get myself out of near-death experiences all by myself when I was your age.”

“Yeah, but at least no one confuses you with someone else,” Jane said, hopping into bed. “What is it, Mrs. Macabre?”

Their witch friend was standing in front of the beds, pon-dering something. “I wonder. . . “ she spoke with a finger to her chin.

“Yes?” Catie asked, she looked at Jane as if something excit-ing was going to happen.

“Well, I thought our first adventure months ago proved to be a bit more intense for you two than I had anticipated. To be honest, coming back to help me recover Jack was also excuse for me to see you again. But now that I’ve seen you both have 36              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

grown in body and spirit since then. . .” Mrs. Macabre lifted up her broom and plucked a single strand of straw from it. “This girls, is your key to the Hallowland.”

Jane’s mouth fell open.

“We can visit you whenever we want?” Catie asked, bounc-ing up and down on the bed.

“Indeed. Well, during the hour of midnight, at least. That’s when the gate is open, you know. Just enter the gate, think of my manor, and there you’ll be!”

The Gracey twins ran out of their beds and hugged Mrs. Macabre. “THANK YOU! THANK YOU! THANK YOU!” They shouted as they embraced her.

“Of course, my dears. Speaking of,” she glanced at the clock on the nightstand, “I best be off ! The hour is almost up!” She kissed both of the girls on their foreheads and went to the win-dow.

“We love you, Mrs. Macabre,” they said in unison.

“I love you two, too,” she smiled and turned into a raven. “Just don’t lose it!”

“We won’t!” They waved to her. Catie shut the window as the raven flew out, with snow drifting into the room.

“Wow,” Jane said, carefully placing the piece of straw in a tin box shaped like a coffin, where she kept little mementos like tickets to her favorite concerts or a rock that she found in a graveyard. “Our very own ticket to the Hallowland.”

“We have the best life,” Catie sighed, flopping into bed.

“Truly,” Jane got into her bed

“Hey, Jane,” her sister said after a moment of silence.

“Yes, Catie?”

“Thanks for not letting me die.”
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“Anytime,” she smiled and drifted off to sleep.
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3.

DOWN

THROUGH THE

CHIMNEY

 

T he sleigh landed on the roof of the Gracey house with a whisper. The elf named Wink had never attempted a landing in the Real World before, only in training, but he gave a sigh of relief that his first trip started off smoothly. The Lord of Winter would have been pleased.

He gently got out of the sleigh and walked across the slant-ed roof of the house, hoping that the hard underside of his boots did not make too much noise as they crunched in the snow. “Good boy,” Wink whispered to Prancer, petting his nose, who made a small hum in his throat. The elf took it as a thank you, he then walked to the chimney and stared at it for a moment. It was no different from most chimneys that you would see on any other house, but to an elf, a chimney is quite an obstacle. He rubbed his hands together and bent his knees, squatting up and down as he did so. “You can do this, you can do this, you can do this,” he repeated to himself as he shut his eyes and balled his fists tight. He counted in his head: One. . . Two. . . Three!

If you were on the street below and were to look up, you would have been taken aback to not only see a reindeer driven
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sleigh on your neighbor’s roof, but to also see a small man with long ears jump high into the air, spin upside down into a ball, and dive headfirst into the chimney. You may rub your eyes to double check that what you had seen had not been the oncom-ing hallucinations of hypothermia , to which you would still see the sleigh and the reindeer, but not the elf. Unfortunately, you would spend the rest of your life trying to convince oth-ers that what you saw was true, to which case others would re-spond that you needed to seek medical help immediately.

Once Wink had gotten through the chimney, he quickly placed his hands along the dark walls of the funnel. Wink had never truly appreciated his Lord’s work until now. Imagine, he thought to himself, going down every chimney in the world. In one night no less! He made a mental note to ask the Lord if he preferred houses that didn’t have chimneys and used the front door or windows instead. He slowly moved down the chimney, crawling inch by inch like an insect, until he pulled himself out of the Gracey family’s fireplace.

He stood up and wiped the soot off of his hands. Looking around the room, he was surprised by how unimpressive the holiday decorations were. Garlands of green strung around here and there, a few paper snowflakes hung from the ceiling, but other than those, the house was profoundly lacking in mag-ic. Presents were wrapped in garish paper around a tree that wasn’t even tall enough to break through the roof, stockings hung above the fireplace with JANE, CATIE, MOM, DAD, and GRANDMA sloppily glued onto the white lining. Where was the art, the craft? Where was the love and care that he and his fellow elves put into decorating the Northern village? If 40              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

they could it do it all year around, then humans certainly could put an ounce of hard work into a single season, couldn’t they?

Wink shook his head, forgetting that he was not assigned to critique the Gracey family’s decor. So, he quickly went up the stairs as quietly as he could. He reached the hallway and was confronted by two doors at either end. Since it was the first time he had ever entered a human home, he was unaware of which door led to where. Did one lead to an ice skating room or was it just a bedroom? He soon tensed up as his thoughts were disturbed by a frightening noise. His ears went down and shivered, thinking that he was in the presence of a mighty po-lar bear or a direwolf. But then his rational mind kicked it and thought it would be strange to keep such dangerous animals in a home. Wink followed the growl and slowly opened the door to his left.

He breathed yet another sigh of relief once he discovered that the growl was not a growl at all, but a snore. The beastly sound was emitting from the wrinkled nostrils of an old woman, laying sound asleep in her bed. Wink crept over to the old lady and stretched out his palms above her face. He felt the magic flow through his hands, then to the tips of his fingers, and finally out into the air above her. Her head moved, as if a fly had landed on her face, but her snoring soon relaxed. That should be enough to keep her dreaming for a while, he thought, or till Christmas, at least.

Considering that one side of the corridor held the woman he presumed was called Grandma, Wink went across it to see the children. He slowly opened the door and nearly screamed in terror. Hanging on the walls were posters of monsters, fake bats, and spider webs. Black and red were splashed all over the
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room, it was certainly the scariest room the young elf had ever set foot in. No wonder the Lord wanted to save these poor little girls. They lived in a waking nightmare! Even during the happi-est season of all!

He saw both of the children, sleeping soundly in separate beds, looking like mirrored versions of one another. He did not know which one was which, so he decided to start with the nearest one. He stretched out his palms again, thought of his intent, and let the magic cast its spell onto the girl, who breathed out a sigh, relaxing her whole body. He smiled as he thought about the age-old spell of his ancestors. How else were little elves supposed to carry such heavy toys without the use of it?

He lifted the girl up out of the bed and slung her over his shoulder as if she were a soft blanket. Then, he walked to the other bed, gently lifting his hand up towards her and was stunned to find that the girl was looking back at him.

“Who are you?” She asked in a harsh voice. Wink was not only shocked by the fact that she was awake, but by the fact she didn’t seem surprised she was talking to an elf. It was if she had met magical creatures before. He quickly moved back away from her.

“What are you doing in my-“ she began to say, rising up from her bed. Then she noticed who was slung across Wink’s shoulder. “Catie?” She gasped in confusion.

Ah, Wink thought, now I know which one is which. He was at a loss for words. “I-I- I. . .” he sputtered out of his mouth like a broken talking doll.

“Let her go,” Jane moved closer to him, her frame rose over the elf.
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“But-but-but. . .” Wink continued. He was in total shock. Having never encountered a human before, he was just as frightened and filled with awe as you might be encountering an elf for the first time.

“Let her go!” She ran after him with both hands. At that moment, Wink found his strength again and ran out the door as quickly as he could.

Because of their size, elves are fantastic runners and are able to do things at a speed most people would never be able to catch up with. Such was the case here. As he bounded down the stairs, with Catie’s head bouncing behind him like he was running with a balloon, he was able to outrun the other Gracey sister very easily. Her voice called her sister behind him, filling him with dread and a tinge of regret. She sounded so hopeless, after all. No time for sentiment right now. There was only time for the mission.

Running so fast that the Christmas tree swayed and the presents slid on the floor, just ever so slightly, Wink reached the chimney. He planted his feet on one side of the funnel and, curling himself up a little with his back against the other end, he climbed up the chimney. He moved slower than he did go-ing down for though Catie was small, she was still a good foot higher than he was, and her body was rubbing up against the walls of the chimney. Just as he saw the snow drifting through the night sky above, he stopped. Not of his own free will mind you, he thought that the girl might have gotten stuck, but as he turned his eye to look below him, he groaned with frustration.

Jane had caught up with him and was clinging onto both of her sisters’ arms for dear life. “If you’re taking her,” she said as she pulled, “then I’m going with you!”
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That was the plan after all, but with this small complica-tion, the plan had to be altered. The Lord of Winter had told him that the girls were on the verge of being placed on the Naughty List, but now with Jane’s defiant struggle, the elf was most certain that if she were to come back home with him, she would be put on that list without hesitation. If he were to be responsible for such a sad fate, he would never be able to live with himself.

“No- you-aren’t!” He pulled as hard as he could, until fi-nally he and Catie were sent shooting out of the chimney. She landed on the roof like a feather, whereas he landed on his backside like a stone. Snow fell off the roof and even Prancer seemed to be startled. Wink shook his head, coming to his senses. He got up and placed the sleeping Catie in the back of the sleigh.

As Jane’s cries for her sister echoed out of the chimney like someone lost at the bottom of a well, he snapped the reins and Prancer took off into the night sky. He breathed in the winter air, calming himself. Good job, Wink, he congratulated himself, the Lord will be pleased. Or he hoped he would be.
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4.

SILENT NIGHT

 

J ane Gracey could not sleep. Her first instinct after Catie had been stollen, as to be expected, was to call the police. But that was quickly done away with after she considered that the police would, in all likelihood, not believe her. So, she went to wake up Grandma, but soon discovered that for some strange reason, she would not wake. No matter how many times Jane shook her or yelled her name into her ear, she still laid in her bed as if nothing had happened. Option three was Mrs. Macabre. Jane opened the coffin box next to her bed and pulled out the magic straw, but then she looked at the clock on the nightstand and remembered the magic was useless past mid-night. The universe had robbed her of all of the solutions to her dire problem, until the next night.

If you’ve ever found yourself awake for at least a full day, then you probably understand how Jane felt. Time seemed to slow down and stretch itself like a rubber band. Hours felt like days as she watched the sunlight peek its way through the blinds of her bedroom. The sound of cars and children playing outside filled the air as the day continued. She was able to eat, of course, but carefully, as her stomach was filled with knots of anxiety, thinking about all the horrible things that weird crea-ture could be doing to Catie. Her parents had sent her a mes-
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sage asking how everything was going, Jane quickly came up with a story about how Catie wasn’t feeling well, so that’s why she wasn’t answering. She assured them that she was taking care of her and made a joke about how of course Grandma wasn’t an-swering her phone because she was as good with technology as a fish is with climbing up a tree. She was glad they did not ques-tion her any further. She gave the same excuse to Bram.

As the day dragged on into night, a chilling thought oc-curred to her: She had never heard her own house be so quiet. Usually, the rooms were filled with either the sounds of her par-ents or her sister, but now with all of them gone, the only noise that came from the house was the ticking of the clock down-stairs or the rumble of the heater kicking on. Loneliness crept into her like snow drifting in through an open window.

Finally, it was midnight. Jane put her best winter clothes on, took out the piece of straw from her box, and walked out of the house. As she made her way down the street, the cold wind stung her face. The ice on the road glimmered like the stars above against the light of the streetlamps. She looked around and found it unnerving to see her neighbors’ holiday decora-tions at this time of night. The Gracey family made it a point to drive through the neighborhood every winter season to see the beautiful bright lights that were strung across each house. But now, seeing them dark and gray, plastic reindeer on the lawns standing still in rigor mortis, it felt like something wasn’t quite right about the scene, but she could not put her finger on ex-actly what that thing was.

The gate to the Hallowland stood at the end of the street, as if it were waiting specifically for her. She reached the edge of it, held the straw with both hands, and entered the gate.
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It was not as cold in the gate as it was outside, but it had lacked the bite of the wind. Instead, it had a strange comfort to it, the same comfort that you might feel upon air blowing on your face on a hot day. Which made the sensation even stranger, considering the weather that she had just walked out of. The effects of magic would never be fully understood by her and Jane was almost glad for it. Knowing how the magic worked would have taken away its charm. As she pictured Mrs. Macabre’s house, she felt a wind blow against her. It grew hard-er and louder with every passing second until she was in the eye of the storm. Her feet were planted firmly still as she held the straw tighter and tighter with both hands. Her eyes shut, she could feel her hair whip around her, hear the crash of thunder, and faintly see the flash of green lightening through her eyelids.

The storm soon passed and she opened her eyes. She smiled as she saw the great coffin-shaped house that stood just several feet from her. She looked around and saw that the house had parked itself in a dark valley. Mist filled the air and the moon cast a pale blue light against the land, making it shimmer like blue diamonds. She went up to the door marked 1313- Jane was delighted to hear that one of the steps still squeaked- and knocked.

“Why, hello, Jane Gracey!” Jack cried, opening the door. “How spooky it is to see you again! Come for a visit?”

“Not tonight,” she said, “I need to speak to Mrs. Macabre right now. It’s about Catie.”

“I was wondering why she wasn’t with you,” Jack scratched the top of his head. “I assumed you must have eaten her. Hu-mans do that, yes? Eat people?”
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Jane gave a small smile to the innocent scarecrow until she noticed Mrs. Macabre making her way to the kitchen. She called to her, running into the house.

“Why, Jane!” The witch said with surprise and joy. “So glad to see you! I was just about to make some nightshade tea! Would you. . .”

She did not let her finish her sentence. “It’s Catie!” She said in a rush. “She’s been taken!”

“Taken?” Mrs. Macabre’s smile dropped. “By whom? Where?”

Jane quickly told her of the events that had unfolded the night before. The creature that had snuck into her bedroom and had thrown Catie onto his shoulder, how her grandma was under some strange sleeping spell, everything.

“I see,” Mrs. Macabre said with grave seriousness. “I believe that what you saw was an elf of the North.”

“An elf ? The North? Where’s that?”

“It is beyond even the Hallowland. It is not just a direction, it is the North of all creation. Ruled by the Lord of Winter.”

“What does this Lord want with Catie?”

“I am not sure. He isn’t one for kidnapping. Though, he is one for. . . judging children, let’s say.”

“What do you mean?”

“Come with me,” Mrs. Macabre went to the elevator and Jane followed her. As she shut the grate behind them and pushed the button to the top floor, she explained further. “The Lord of Winter comes to your world once a year. He gives pre-sents to the children that he deems to be nice and punishes those he deems to be naughty.”
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“Wait. . . are we talking about Santa Claus?” She asked in bewilderment.

“Is that what you call him? Then, yes. The Lord of Winter is this so-called Satan Claus.”

“This is giving me a headache,” Jane rubbed the temples of her forehead, taking in such a bizarre truth. “You sound like you know him,” Jane said, changing the subject. “Do you have some history with him?”

“Not with him, no,” Mrs. Macabre said, staring straight ahead. Before Jane could ask what she meant, they had reached the top floor and the witch got out. “We best hurry,” she said as she marched down the corridor to the attic, that held the con-trols to the house, “to save your sister will take strategy. Which means we’ll need to ask for some help along the way.”

“Hold on,” Jane said, stopping in her tracks.

“What is it?” Mrs. Macabre spun around, a little more im-patiently than she usually would.

“I think I know someone who could help us,” she smiled.
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BRAM’S PHONE AWOKE him with a start. He fumbled his hand across his nightstand and answered it.

“Hello?” He asked, still half-asleep.

“Look out your window,” Jane’s voice told him.

“What?”

“Just look out your window!”

He turned his head and saw Jane smiling at him from his bedroom window. He rubbed his eyes, still convinced that he
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was asleep, a dream within a dream, but no, it was still true. He walked over to the window and opened it, rubbing his arms to-gether against the cold.

“What are you doing. . .” He began to speak, but then gasped. In his grogginess, he didn’t consider that Jane was smil-ing at him through the second floor window of his house. Not to mention that she was sitting on a flying broomstick, accom-panied by what appeared to be a witch.

“Get on, Bram!” Jane said, as if nothing was unusual.

“What-what-what,” he repeated over and over again.

“Nice going, Gracey!” Jane smacked herself on the fore-head. “Bram, this is Mrs. Macabre. Mrs. Macabre, this is Bram Vasquez.”

“Hello, Abraham!” The witch smiled and waved at him. “Jane has told me that you are quite the expert in monsterolo-gy?”

“Yeah!” He said, surprised by how excited he was by the question. Most people, including his classmates, never asked him about his interests, so he was appreciative of it when the subject came up.

“You’re our man, then!”

“What’s going on? Where’s Catie?”

But again, the answers to his questions had to wait. “We’ll explain everything later!” Jane said quickly. “Get a jacket! The gate is going to close any minute!”

Gate? Witch? Monsters? Those and a hundred other ques-tions flooded his mind as he grabbed the nearest jacket from his closet. Before he went out the window, he ran to the bath-room and fetched his testosterone kit from his medicine cabi-net, just in case he was gone for long.
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“Where am I going to sit?” He noticed that there wasn’t enough room on the broom.

“Oh, silly me!” Mrs. Macabre laughed. The back end of the broom extended, giving him a seat. He slowly inched his way out of the window, his socks touching the cold wet snow of the roof and straddled the broom.

“Hold on tight!” Jane turned her head towards him and he gripped her sides. He glanced down and smiled when he real-ized that he was in fact floating in the air. It was both exhil-arating and terrifying all at once, just like his favorite horror movies. It took him all his strength not to scream with delight as they flew through the sky and towards the large patch of darkness at the end of the street.
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5.

NORTH

 

C atie’s eyes slowly opened as she felt a chill run across her face. She assumed that something had gone wrong with the heater and that her bedroom had slowly adopted the tem-perature from outside. Great, she thought, Mom and Dad are out of town and we’re stuck with Grandma and a broken heater. Catie wrapped the covers of the bed around her in a cocoon to keep her from shivering. Except instead of the soft sheets of her bed, she felt herself enveloped in fur. And instead of a mattress against her back, she felt and heard the squeak of leather cush-ions.

She opened her eyes wide and realized that she was some-where entirely new. Bolting upright, she spun her head around and saw that she was surrounded by puffy clouds against a black night sky. She was draped in a fur coat that someone had put on her while she was sleeping- she assumed it was the cour-tesy of the small man with long ears sitting in front of her. The man was driving the red sleigh with reins that was tethered to a reindeer flying in the sky. She slowly looked over the edge of the sleigh and nearly screamed. They were high up. Very high up. Higher than she had ever been before. She could see no shining lights of civilization, landscapes of any kind, or bodies of water. All she saw was darkness and clouds.
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“Um. . . . Hello?” Catie called out to the driver.

“Goodness!” The driver shouted, startled and losing his con-centration, making the sleigh sway a bit. “You’re awake!”

“And mad,” She said, moving herself closer so that she would not have to yell over the wind. “You have some explain-ing to do.”

“Yes, I do! My name is Wink. Wink the Elf, at your ser-vice!” He turned his head towards her and dipped his hat with a free hand.

“Okay, Wink. Why did you kidnap me?”

“Kidnap you? Oh, no, my dear lady! I did not have mali-cious intent whatsoever!”

“Taking someone while they’re sleeping is kidnapping. Whether you meant to or not.”

“That may be true of your world,” Wink chuckled, “but in my world taking someone away isn’t a bad thing if it’s to help them!”

“What are you talking about?” Catie was beginning to get frustrated now. She was also impressed with how well she was taking this whole predicament. After all, this was not the weirdest experience she’d had in her relatively short life up to that point.

“I serve the Lord Of Winter! The ruler of the North. That’s where we’re going!”

Catie blinked and thought for a moment: Elf. Flying rein-deer. Sleigh. She paused, choosing her words carefully, hoping that she wouldn’t sound like an idiot. “Is this Lord Of Winter by any chance. . . Santa Claus?”

“He’s known by many titles and that is one of them!” Wink smiled.
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Catie slumped back in her seat, almost laughing from how wild her night had become. “What the heck does he want with me?”

“He works in mysterious ways!” Wink shrugged. “All that I’m aware of is that he wants a word with you. Elves are trained to never question the Lord. He knows when you are sleeping, he knows when you are awake, he knows if you’ve been bad or good, after all! Always trust someone who knows that much at least!”

Catie let out a sigh and wrapped the coat tighter around herself. “Thanks for this, by the way.”

“Of course! Didn’t want you to turn into a popsicle, after all! You’ll get used to the cold sooner or later! Speaking of, looks like we’re almost there now!” Wink pointed down below and Catie followed his finger. She rubbed her eyes from the sudden brightness, but her vision soon adjusted to the sea of color down below. A village made of red bricks was set up like a toy model surrounded by snowcapped mountains. Glowing lights of red, green, blue, and yellow sparkled as they clung to every building, streetlamp, and signpost. Banners of red silk branded with a white reindeer were draped everywhere. At the center of the village was an enormous Christmas tree, bigger than any she had seen before. Filled with lights, sparkling orna-ments of all kinds, and emerald pine needles. The luminescence of it was so brilliant and so radiant that she wouldn’t have been surprised to discover that it could be seen from space.

“It’s beautiful!” Catie exclaimed, taking in the scent of pine and cinnamon that filled the air.

“You haven’t seen half of it! Wink called back, grinning from ear to ear. “Look!” He jutted out his arm in front of him.
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Catie turned her head and gasped. At first what she thought she saw was a castle made of ice, but as the sleigh flew closer to it, she realized that it was made entirely of crystal. The mighty castle loomed over the village in giant spires of crystal, every piece of it refracting the lights of the homes and buildings that it presided over. Statues of dancing polar bears, sugar plumb faeries, and reindeer were carved into the walls and curves of the castle. Everything about the place shimmered and glowed with a hypnotic sense of wonder and joy.

“Hold on!” Wink said as he turned the sleigh with the reins. As it arched around the castle, Catie gripped the leather seat in front of her, giggling as if she was on a roller coaster. The sleigh flew down onto a landing strip flanked by candy striped lamps. It landed gracefully across the snow and into a tunnel.

Wink breathed a sigh of relief and got out of the sleigh. He offered his hand to her as she got out and she took it. Catie looked around and saw other elves in the tunnel polishing and cleaning the sleighs that lined it. She saw farther down a pen of sorts, where elves trained reindeer to fly over makeshift houses of gingerbread.

“Come on, then!” The elf called to her, “The Lord is wait-ing for you!” She took his hand and was lead into a stairwell. They went up several flights of stairs decorated in green gar-lands and guarded over by living nutcracker soldiers. They then reached an antechamber, Catie was startled by how warm it all felt. As if the crystal walls were radiating their source of heat. She looked around and saw beautiful landscape paintings of winter, chandeliers hung above her and emerald rugs stitched with golden snowflakes were draped onto the floor. The same red banners that she had seen hanging on the buildings outside
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also hung on the walls. She wished Jane would have been there to see it.

“Are you ready?” Wink asked with a grin and she nodded. He was standing in front of two doors made of pine with rein-deer carved onto each one. “Catie Gracey, may I introduce you to the Founder Of Joy! The Master Of Merriment! The Keeper Of Kindness! The all-knowing, all-seeing, Lord! Of ! Winter!

The elf pushed on the doors, which opened with a giant whoosh. The smell of hot cocoa and firelight filled the room and she was greeted by a low voice that boomed: “HO! HO! HO!”
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6.

FATHER

CHRISTMAS

 

T he Lord of Winter sat at the end of the throne room on a dais, in a chair carved with runes and reindeer heads at the end of the arms. He resembled more of a wizard than any Santa Claus that she had seen anywhere else. He was dressed in a long red velvet robe that was lined with white on the edges and the hood. His hair and beard were as pale as snow and his eyes were the most brilliant shade of blue that she had ever seen. In his hand, he held a gnarled wooden staff with a piece of holly at the top of it. He did have rosy cheeks, though that could have come from the enormous roaring fireplace off to the side of the room.

To his right, he was accompanied by a woman-Mrs. Claus, Catie thought- who, like her husband, appeared very different-ly than she had expected. First, the woman seemed to be as old, or at last as young looking, as Mrs. Macabre did. Her blue hair went down her back like an icy waterfall. She wore a crown of mistletoe on her head. Her face and hands sparkled, as if she had glitter or small diamonds embedded into her skin. And her large eyes twinkled like snowflakes. She wore long green velvet robes and held a cane striped with red and white. Judging from the slightly crooked angle of one of her legs, Catie assumed that
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the cane was used more as a necessity than as a prop like the Lord Of Winter had.

As she slowly walked into the room, Catie looked around and saw a huge mural that decorated it entirely. It began on the far right with a scene of what appeared to be an early set-tlement of elves, dressed in robes and making wooden trinkets on a snowy hill. Other elves were flying in the sky like comets behind them, going to somewhere far off, carrying the trin-kets with them. The next scene was of a much younger ver-sion of the Lord Of Winter, hiking his way through the cold landscape, holding his red coat tightly around him against the wind. The next was of a family of elves taking care of the man, as if he had fallen ill during his journey. Then there was a meet-ing between him and the elves, every one of them hunched over and rapped with attention. Then the story grew familiar as a now older Lord Of Winter oversaw the elves building sleighs, toys, the Village, and even the Crystal Castle. It finally ended at the fireplace with a large portrait of the Lord Of Winter as he looked now, his arms outstretched as if he were going to em-brace the world. Underneath were hundreds upon hundreds of children smiling up at him in admiration.

The Lord cleared his throat, breaking Catie out of her art tour. “Sorry,” she said quickly, snapping her head towards him. Then she added quickly, “My-my Lord.”

“Please,” the Lord said smiling. “Call me Father Christmas. Out of all the names that I’ve been given, that one always warms my heart. I blame it on my paternal instinct.”

“Yes. . . Father,” Catie said quietly and thought it would be appropriate to bow.
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“Oh, that’s very kind of you, dear. May I introduce you to my beautiful bride Lara, the Lady Of The North,” Father Christmas gestured to the woman next to him.

“Pleasure to meet you, Lady-“ Catie began to bow.

“Please don’t,” the Lady of The North smiled with a warm laugh. “I find formalities to be a bit. . . uncomfortable. Call me Mrs. Mirth. That’s my surname.”

“She’s always been the rebellious type!” Father Christmas gave a low chuckle. “I’m still not used to it after all these years!”

“I have to be honest, I’m not used to any of this,” Catie ges-tured to the room. “I’ve seen some magical things before, but nothing like this!”

“My kingdom does have an enchanting effect on whoever visits it,” Father Christmas smiled. His brows furrowed as if he had remembered something. “Don’t you have a sister?”

“I do!” Catie said, still looking around her. “Her name is Jane.”

“Wink!” He called, making the room tremble slightly.

The elf peeked behind the threshold of the room and came in scurrying like a mouse. “Yes, my Lord?”

“I believe I assigned you to transport both of the Gracey sis-ters here, did I not?”

“You-you did, Sire.”

“I see only one.”

“Well, you see, my Lord,” Wink trembled as he looked down at the floor. “I was just about to bring the other with me when. . .”

“Excuses,” Father Christmas cut him off. “I thought you would have known better not to make them. You are aware of what happens when you make excuses, yes?”
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“Yes-yes, my Lord,” the elf ’s entire body was trembling. Catie noticed that the light seemed to have dimmed in the room of its own accord. The fireplace blazed hotter. Even Fa-ther Christmas’ eyes dazzled more than before. His cheeks turning brick red as he stared at the elf.

“Oh, well,” he said with a sigh and everything was back to as it was. “You and I shall discuss it in further detail tomorrow. I am a bit sleepy in my old age and I think I shall retire to bed now.”

“Thank you, my Lord,” Wink said, almost in tears, collaps-ing to the floor in servitude. “You are a most merciful Lord.”

“In the meantime, why don’t you show our young guest her room, my dear,” Father Christmas patted her on the knee.

“Certainly,” Mrs. Mirth got up from her throne rather del-icately, grasping onto her cane. “Thank you, Wink,” she said as he offered his hand to help her off the platform.

“But, Father Christmas,” Catie said, “why did you want to bring me- why did you want to bring me and Jane here?”

“Those questions shall be answered in due time, child. Be-sides, you do seem a bit tired, don’t you?”

“Yes,” she yawned, surprising herself. “I guess the flight re-ally knocked me out!”

“How do you think I feel every year?” Father Christmas let out a huge bellowing laugh. “Sleep tight!” He waved to her as Mrs. Mirth took her hand and guided her out of the room.
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CATIE’S SLEEPING QUARTERS were located in one of the many towers of the castle. It was just as wondrous as all the other Northern sights that she had laid her eyes upon. A win-dow was placed so that she could have a perfect view of the magical village below. A vanity of diamonds and crystals shim-mered in a corner like a mirror made of snowflakes. A huge or-nate wardrobe was filled with the most beautiful silks, furs, and scarves that she had ever touched. But the centerpiece of the room was the enormous bed that sat at the center, resting with-in a large wooden swan, its sheets were softer than air.

“It’s strange,” Catie said after receiving a small tour from Mrs. Mirth, “I’m usually into spookier things-like horror movies and monsters- but these things. These things! I never thought I would love something so glamorous!”

“The castle casts quite the spell on people,” her host said. “I was dazzled by it when I

first came here. And I still am after all these years.” She had a wistful tone in her voice, as if she couldn’t believe that she was in a place like this.”Let’s get you to bed, dear.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Mirth, but I have a question,” Catie asked as she relished tucking herself in. “Santa- I mean, Father Christ-mas- kind of looks like how he appears in my world. But with you, well, most people think that his wife is so. . . “

“Old?” She chuckled.

“Yeah. Or, at least, older looking. Why is that?”

“Well, I am old. It’s just that in my world, we age slower than you do. But I think the reason why most people think I’m elderly is because of my palsy,” she gestured to her leg that made her walk in an unbalanced way.

“How do you mean?”

MERRY CHRISTMAS, MRS. MACABRE 61

“People often confuse disabled people and elderly people together because they think they’re weak. But, in reality, we just move through life differently. Isn’t that strange how people confuse being different with being weaker than themselves?”

“I never thought of it that way,” Catie’s brows furrowed. “But, I suppose, that when I become my grandma’s age, I’ll be different than I am now. I’d hate for people to treat me like I’m a lesser person, though.”

“Ah, but I know the secret,” Mrs. Mirth smiled. “You find what makes you special and let it shine out of you,” she then placed one of her palms out in front of her and pursed her lips together, as if she was blowing a kiss. Particles of air and crystal gathered in her palm and formed a beautiful dove. It swam and danced around Catie and across the room, until it hit the win-dow and evaporated into the air once more.

“You can do magic?” Catie asked with wide eyes.

“I can! I studied witchcraft when I was a little girl, just a few miles away from here.”

“I know a witch,” Catie yawned. “You should meet her.”

Mrs. Mirth gave her a small smile and patted her hands. “We’ll talk more tomorrow,” she got up from the bed and went to the door. “Good night, dear Catherine,” she turned the lights down.

“Good night, Mrs. Mirth,” Catie mumbled. By that point she was half asleep, sinking lower into the covers, dreaming sweet dreams without care.
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7.

THE AMAZING

ARACHNE

 

J ane was running in the snow. The forest stretched on for miles as she chased after her sister. They were laughing as they ran, throwing snowballs at one another. Jane tripped and fell face first into the white slush. She got up and saw that Catie was gone. She called her name, but no sound escaped her lips. Catie’s laugh echoed throughout the woods, but she was nowhere to be found. Jane ran and ran, but there was no sense of a trail or a path to get through. She screamed her sister’s name, but nothing came out. Catie’s laugh continued to ring through her ears as the snow grew thicker and thicker around her. She was buried in the snow. A white, cold grave where she would be tormented by her sister’s laugh for all eternity, won-dering how she could have lost her.

She woke up with a start, calming herself down. Remind-ing herself that it was only a dream and that she was in her bed-room, in her house. But that wasn’t right, either. She was in her same bedroom, but inside Mrs. Macabre’s magical manor. And Catie was still missing. She got out of bed and rubbed her eyes.

The dream was indeed only a dream, but Jane considered that maybe dreams aren’t just dreams. After all, dreams do take place inside your head and are made up of the things that live
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in it. So, in that regard, dreams are whatever is inside your head mixed all together like they were placed in a blender. Good dreams were made out of your good thoughts, whereas night-mares were made out of your bad thoughts. Simple enough. But were those bad thoughts secretly telegraphing to her that it was her fault that she lost Catie? True, she was the younger of the two by a minute, but didn’t sisters-especially identical ones- have an obligation to take care of one another? To pro-tect one another? What kind of sibling was she if she couldn’t even chase down a simple elf ?

She stood up and shook the questions away. If she was go-ing to go down that chain of thought, then she would be stuck in that room forever. So, she went downstairs.

Once she reached the bottom floor via the elevator. She walked into the kitchen. “Morning,” she yawned and stretched her arms wide.

“Morning!” Mrs. Macabre, Jack, and Bram said in unison. Bram’s voice was muffled as he was chewing on something that looked similar to bacon.

“What is that?” She asked, sitting down.

“Beastly bacon,” Mrs. Macabre said, putting a plate of it in front of Jane. “With a side of giant squid jelly on toast and a glass of beetle juice!”

“I’ve missed this,” Jane said, taking in the tasty aroma and digging in. She smiled to herself as she remembered how reluc-tant she had been at eating Hallowland food for the first time, but ended up loving it. She turned towards Catie, wanting to reminisce, but remembered she wasn’t there.
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“This place is so. Freaking. Cool!” Bram said, after taking a swig from his glass. “Why didn’t you tell about this? About her?” He gestured to Mrs. Macabre, who blushed.

“We thought you wouldn’t believe us!” She said, speaking for the both of them. But then she remembered that he did show them his vampire-hunting kit when they first met, so per-haps he could have been more easily persuaded than most.

The three of them told Bram of how they first met Jack Lantern, how they had saved him from the dangerous clutches of the black apple tree. He ate it up with as much delight as his breakfast. Once they had finished and Mrs. Macabre cleaned the dishes with the snap of her fingers, they went to the front door.

“If we’re going to break Catherine out of the North,” Mrs. Macabre said, grabbing her broom out of its stand. “Then we’re going to need some help. Someone with expertise in espionage. Someone who can sneak into highly secured places without ever being noticed. Someone who is quick on their feet and sharp as a devil’s horn!”

“Where are we going to find this person?” Jane asked.

“Why, at a carnival, of course!” She said with a smile and threw open the door.

The manor had parked itself in front of a large carnival in a field. A banner above the entrance read: MORDRAKE’S CARNIVAL OF CREEPS! As the three of them walked through it, they saw a massive Ferris Wheel at the center, its spokes curved like spider webs. A carousel where monster chil-dren went around and around on plastic dragons and bats. Games where skeletons threw their own skulls to knock three bottles down to win a prize. Sweet smells of ooze churros,
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blood snow cones, and Cerberus hot dogs filled the air. A cal-liope of music blended in with the screams of joy and terror from monster, witch, and warlock alike.

“Ah, here we are,” Mrs. Macabre smiled. “Performer Alley!” In front of them was a long row of tents that held a different performer, each one with a banner advertising the attractions inside. THE SINGING DRAGON! THE MAN-EATING CHICKEN! THE STRONGEST CYCLOPS IN THE WORLD! THE DANCING FISH-WOMAN! All of them showcasing an illustration of each act. It reminded Jane of when her and her family went to their own local carnival and saw a series of sideshow acts. One performer hammered a nail up their nose, another lit up a lightbulb by just putting it in his mouth. Her and Catie had found it delightful, but their par-ents nearly became sick at the sight of the performer taking the nail out of their nose and licking it.

They stopped at the tent advertising THE AMAZING ARACHNE! The illustration scrawled upon it was of a half-woman, half-spider doing acrobatics in the air with her web-bing. “This is us!” Mrs. Macabre gestured to the banner.

“Can I stay out here?” Jack asked. “It might be dark in there!”

“Of course you can, darling,” Mrs. Macabre patted the scarecrow on the shoulder. “Ready, Jane? Abraham?”

“Ready!” They both said.

“I’ll tell you what it’s like afterwards!” Jane reassured Jack, who gave her a thumbs up. She followed her other two friends into the tent.

It was warm and stuffy inside from all the other patrons crammed together. Jane bumped into a minotaur, who politely 66              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

excused himself. There were no chair or stage, only two plat-forms high above them, each one on each side of the tent. The lights dimmed and the crowd grew quiet. From somewhere un-seen, a drum rolled and a pipe organ played. Lights struck the first platform and the audience cheered to see the Amazing Arachne herself. She looked just as she did in the picture out-side, the upper part of her appeared human save for her eight eyes, whereas the bottom half was a large deep purple thorax with eight spider legs. She bowed to them, her short black hair glistening in the light. She then moved across the air, shoot-ing her web out of her thorax like silky white rope. She dove and spun, creating patterns and shapes with her webbing. The crowd ooooed and ahhhhed as she weaved her amazing web across the space. Finally, she dropped down, making the audi-ence-including Jane and Bram- shriek with surprise as she land-ed just above their heads. She winked at them with four of her eyes and the webbing spelled THANK YOU! She spun herself back up to the ceiling and the lights dimmed.

The crowd roared and applauded. As they were exiting out of the tent, they left coins in a tip box by the entrance.

“Oh, no,” Jane said, looking into her pockets. “I don’t have any money.”

“I hope money from our world will be okay!” Bram reached into his pockets and pulled out a wadded up dollar. “One of my uncles used to be a sideshow performer. He has Ec-trodactyly, it’s a condition that makes his hands look like claws. They called him the Black Scorpion!”

“Oh!” Mrs. Macabre said in amazement. “Is he part scorpi-on?”
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“No, but you’d like him! He likes weird stuff ! Pretty much the only one in my family besides me,” he said with a small frown.

“No need to be sad, my dear,” Mrs. Macabre squeezed his shoulder. “No one is too weird for my family,” which made him smile.
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LATER THAT NIGHT, AS the carnival turned off their lights, shuttered their stalls, and rolled up their banners, Mrs. Macabre and the others knocked on the door of Arachne’s car-avan cart. It was covered from floor to ceiling with webbing, so much so that they each struggled to walk through it, as their arms and legs would constantly become glued to the substance. Though their movements were hindered by the environment, they told the spider-woman of their mission.

“Sorry,” Bram interjected to Arachne with excitement. “But are you the Arachne? The one from the Greek myth?”

“Oh, that old yarn,” she rolled all of her eyes. “More or less. I was once human like you and had a talent for weaving things. Athena, who was also known for her handiwork, be-came jealous and destroyed my tapestries. I was so depressed that I hung myself, but that wasn’t good enough for the God-dess. She turned my rope into a web and the rest of me into a spider.”

“But why?” Jane asked. “Why would a Goddess be jealous of a human?”
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“Powerful people are the most insecure you will ever meet. Especially the divine ones.”

“You’re amazing!” Bram beamed at her.

“Well, my name is the Amazing-“ the spider-woman began.

“No, I mean you. If I went through everything that you’ve been through, I’d probably lock myself in a room forever or something. But you. . . you took something horrible that hap-pened to you and turned it into something amazing.”

“Oh,” Arachne’s brows furrowed, she looked confused by how she should feel. As if Bram’s compliment was an alien sound to her ears. “Thank you.”

“That is quite the story,” Mrs. Macabre said, “but what do you say to thievery?”

“Sounds fun,” she shrugged. “I could use a break from do-ing eight shows a week,” she yawned.

“Excellent,” Mrs. Macabre smiled, as did the others. “May I ask, what do you take as payment?”

“Flies,” Arachne said, licking her red lips. “Lots and lots of flies.”
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8.

WINTER

WONDERLAND

 

C atie awoke in the soft bed, refreshed as she’d ever been in her life. At first, she was startled to no longer find Jane in a bed next to hers, but that thought soon drifted away like a flurry of snow once she looked outside. It was still dark, so she was unsure if it was still the same night or not, since she couldn’t find any clocks in the room, but the glow of the lights down below against the mountains made time meaningless. As the rocks flashed green, red, and blue, all of her concerns melt-ed away with the light. As if the colors burned them out of her body.

There was a knock at the door. “Breakfast is served, my La-dy!” A small voice called from outside.

“Oh!” She said, startled and confused by how it could be morning already. “Come in!” The door to her room opened, and in came a few elves wheeling in a cart with a tray on it. A plate of ham, eggs, and bacon sizzled on top. The smell filled the air and into her nose, making her mouth water. The elves parked the tray next to the bed.

“Anything else, my Lady?” One of them asked.

“I don’t think so,” she said, then she remembered her man-ners. “I don’t have any money to tip you,” she frowned.
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“No need!” The elf said cheerily. “We elves need no money when we are paid with generosity by the Lord of the North!”

“Generosity, indeed!” The other elves chimed in, nodding.

“Oh,” Catie shrugged. “All right then,” she picked up her fork and dug in.

“Good morning,” Mrs. Mirth said in the doorway. She smiled and nodded at the elves as they bowed to her, exiting the room.

“It’s so goooooood!” Catie moaned with a mouthful of ham, the most delicious she had ever tasted.

“I’m glad,” the Lady of the North chuckled. She walked carefully over to the bed and sat next to her.

“Do you want any?” Catie asked, gesturing to the plate.

“Oh, no thank you. I’ve already had my breakfast,” her face changed, as if she were concerned. “Do you like it here, Catie?”

“It’s wonderful! Just when I thought the Hallowland was the most magical place I’ve ever been to, I see this!” She ges-tured out the window. “Have you ever been to the Hallow-land?”

“Once. It is a beautiful place in its own way. But that’s in the past,” her voice trailed off and she looked sad. She perked herself up and smiled. “Never mind me! You have a big day ahead of you! Eat up, get dressed, and head downstairs!” She playfully struck Catie on the knee.

“What am I doing?”

“Why, you’re getting the VIP tour of the whole village, my dear!” Mrs. Mirth smiled and shut the door behind her. Catie leapt out of bed, nearly tipping over the cart and ran to the wardrobe.
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“GOOD MORNING, MY CHILD!” Father Christmas called out to her as she came down the stairs and into the foyer of the castle. “How are you feeling this fine day?”

“Good,” Catie replied, fixing her mittens on. “I am con-fused, though, Father Christmas. You and Mrs. Mirth said it was morning, but it’s dark outside right now. How does that make sense?”

“Oh, there’s a simple solution to that, young one,” he chuckled. “Every year, the North changes its solar patterns. Last year was twelve months of day, this year is twelve months of night.”

“That makes sense,” Catie shrugged, thinking of how strange the day looked in the Hallowland. “What do you have planned for today?”

“Everything,” Father Christmas said and opened the front doors of the castle. Across the crystal draw bridge was the vil-lage. From above it looked smaller, but now that Catie was at ground level, it appeared to be a labyrinth of red bricks and flashing holiday lights. As they walked through its streets, Fa-ther Christmas guided her with his arm circled around hers, di-recting her to bakeries that made fresh gingerbread every day, wrapping stores that spun red, green, and gold, paper through a spinning wheel, cafe’s that served peppermint tea and hot co-coa, ice skating rinks, fields of snowmen, candy apple carts, a bandstand that had carolers all year. It was as if everything that she had ever associated with Christmas was gathered into one single place.

72              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

They stopped at the giant tree at the center and looked up. Every branch was lined with every ornament that you could think of: glass, crystal, paper, wood, plastic, yarn, and gold. All sparkled and shimmered against the green needles. “Whooooooa,” Catie said, her mouth open wide.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Father Christmas spoke with pride. “This was the first thing that I built here. It was a symbol of my covenant between the first tribe of elves. A towering mon-ument to my mission to bring peace on Earth and good will toward men! And women, of course,” he added with a blush-ing grin. A group of elf children surrounded him and asked for his autograph. Catie was struck by how everyone here loved the Lord Of Winter. She had thought that perhaps Father Christ-mas couldn’t be nearly as good as the stories had said, but here he was, signing his name for children as if it were his honor. Wonders would never cease. She looked at the children and thought of something.

“Father Christmas, I have a question.”

“Anything, my dear! Anything at all!” He turned to her af-ter patting the head of the last child.

“Where’s Wink?”

“Who?” He asked, blinking his bright blue eyes at her.

“Wink. The elf that brought me here. I thought I would have seen him again by now, but I don’t see him anywhere,” she looked around, scanning the area.

“Oh, yes!” Father Christmas shook his head with embar-rassment. “You see, he and I had a discussion about his little mistake in your world. Well, let’s just say that he’s spending some time thinking about the error of his ways. Which re-minds me,” he quickly grabbed her arm and led her to the end
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of the square. In front of them was a massive factory build-ing. She could see silhouettes of elves through the frost covered windows. A whistle blew off to the side, Catie thought it was a factory whistle, but she hadn’t realized that she was also stand-ing in front of railway track. A scarlet engine came chugging along towards them. As the gears screeched to a halt next to them.

“After you, Ms. Gracey,” Father Christmas said, gesturing to one of the open cars.

They both sat down and with a hardy “Onward!” from Fa-ther Christmas, the steam engine blew its whistle once again and they were off. Catie was uncertain, but she couldn’t see a conductor in the carriage of the engine, as if the train was pro-pelled by its own will. They chugged along into a dark tunnel with only the amber light of a lantern fixed to the face of the train to see where they were going. Catie could finally see more flickering lights up ahead and they emerged from the tunnel and she gasped with joy.

The train track continued through the large factory build-ing high above the floor. As she looked down, she saw hundreds of elves on assembly lines making toys of all sorts. Sparks flew, saws buzzed, and hammers pounded away as they constructed each new plaything. They were then passed along and polished as well as inspected by elves wearing jeweler’s loops to make sure there were no imperfections. Then they were given to the elves whose duties were to wrap each and every present by hand using the paper that she had seen outside. Once that was done, each present was given to a notary elf, who scrawled the names of each child from a list in beautiful cursive. The final step was the most unusual, for every gift was placed into a machine filled 74              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

with whirling gears and pulleys. The machines continued in large tubes that went up to the ceiling.

“What do those things do?” Catie yelled over the noise to Father Christmas.

“Those machines take the presents to a room in the back,” he answered. “Each present is then placed into my sack that can hold every present for every Nice Child.”

“I never realized it took this much work!”

“Oh, they’re used to it!” Father Christmas chuckled. “They were giving gifts to the children of your world long before I ar-rived!”

“I think I saw something- a painting about that in the throne room.”

“Indeed! For all pieces of art in the North are dedicated to me. The ancestors of all these elves were just mulling about, un-til I came along and gave them structure! Discipline! Order!”

“Oh. . . “ Catie felt a tad uneasy by his story, unsure why. The feeling never grew, it seemed to have a cap to it, until it was erased completely by a waving elf which she happily returned the gesture from above.

Now we must leave this scene, for if we stayed here any longer, you might see your own Christmas present and have the surprise ruined for you.
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AFTER A LONG DAY OF touring the village of the North, their final stop was the stables. Catie and Father Christmas fed the nine reindeer carrots and oats. Rudolph even showed his
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gratitude, by pressing his warm, glowing nose against Catie’s cheek, which made her giggle. She looked out one of the win-dows of the stable and spotted something peculiar.

“What’s that?” She asked, pointing to a small trail of smoke that billowed from one of the mountains.

Father Christmas walked over to her and looked out. “Why, those are the coal mines! We have to keep the village warm, somehow, don’t we? Come along! I wish to show you something outside!” He chuckled and led her out of the stables. He pointed up and Catie followed his finger. What he was pointing to, she had only seen in pictures, but never with her own eyes, it was more beautiful than any image could produce. The Northern Lights were sprawled across the night sky, flow-ing in streams of emeralds and purples in a moving carpet of light.

Catie’s eyes filled with tears. “I wish my sister were here to see this place.”

“What about Mrs. Macabre?” Father Christmas asked in a somber tone.

“You- you know Mrs. Macabre?” She asked, astonished, breaking her view of above.

“I know everything,” he said with a wry smile. “That’s why I brought you here, my dear. I heard rumors that she had been about enticing children with her wicked ways again.”

“What do you mean? Mrs. Macabre is one of the best peo-ple I know!”

“Oh, yes, that’s what witches always want you to think,” Fa-ther Christmas shook his head in disgust. “Tempting you with dark magic, tricking you into thinking it’s good for your soul.”
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“But it is!” Catie insisted. “Jane and I have never been hap-pier than with her!”

“Except for here. Look around you, Catie. Look at all this wonder! This joy!” He held his arms out towards the village. “Compare all this peace with her chaos. All those monsters and devils,” he shivered. “Makes me sick just to think of it.”

“But I like monsters,” Catie said in a small voice, embar-rassed in his mighty presence.

“You say that now. But, one day, the dark and cold reality of the world will slip into you and you’ll long for the same mag-ic and wonder that you’ve felt today,” he sighed.

Catie looked back up again and thought of what it might be like in a few years, when she and Jane would be in high school. Then she thought of college. Her first job. Perhaps mar-riage and children, until finally her death at an old, lonely age.

“What do you think, my dear?” He wrapped his arm around her, perhaps a little too tightly. “What would you rather be. Naughty or Nice?”

“I. . . I don’t know,” she answered him, feeling cold.
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9.

TINKERING

 

T he swamp was peaceful. As they drifted through the wa-ter, it rippled and double back onto itself, a reflection on top of a reflection on top of a reflection. Moss and vines hung from trees in curtains of green, gray, and brown. Fireflies flick-ered like floating stars in the air. Insects that were only native to the Hallowland buzzed and chirped, serenading them as they slowly made their journey in the boat, white fog swarmed and blossomed around them in perfect clouds.

“Why can’t we just use your house to get there?” Bram asked.

“Because, my dear Abraham,” Mrs. Macabre said while guiding their boat with her broom that she had transformed in-to an oar, “my house can only walk, it cannot fly. And even my broom can’t reach the height that we need. No, if we are go-ing to the North, then we need something much stronger than that. We’ll need goblin handiwork for where we’re going!” She pointed up ahead and the other four in the boat stared at what was in front of them.

In the middle of the swamp sat a cottage held aloft by beams of wood that were planted into the water. Like its sur-roundings, moss grew along its edges accompanied by mush-rooms that poked out in various spots around the house. But
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unlike its surroundings, it was also covered in strange metallic contraptions. Fans whirled on its roof top, steel pipes snaked around and through the house itself. Bellows made of sheets, cloth, and wool breathed in and out, like organs attached to its sides. The cottage was both homely and industrial in equal measure.

“Now that’s a house,” Arachne said, but after receiving looks from the crew, she quickly took a bite from a fly-cookie that Mrs. Macabre had baked for her, as to relieve her embar-rassment. Once they had docked, they each got out of the boat and made their way up the staircase.

“Oh, dear,” Jack shuddered. “We are so very high up, aren’t we?”

“I’ll catch you if you fall,” Arachne reassured him, shooting a string of webbing six feet in the air.

Mrs. Macabre knocked on the door. “Granny Goblin?” She called. “It’s Mrs. Macabre! I’ve come to ask you for a favor.” There was no answer. She knocked once more. “Granny Gob-lin?” She said louder. “Mrs. Macabre here! I need to ask you for-“ But then her words were cut short by a metal telescope that sprung out from the peephole. They all jumped back startled, making the wood creak underneath their feet. The telescope ex-tended even more, as if it were a snake.

“I heard you! I heard you!” An old voice sounded from be-hind the door. “State your business!” A yellow eye glared at them all from behind the glass of the telescope.

“My friends and I, we need your service,” Mrs. Macabre smiled awkwardly at the thing. “One of us has been taken to the North and, well, we thought that your craftsmanship would come in good use.” The eye in the telescope grew wide
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and then snapped back into the door. The quartet sighed and the door unlocked.

“The North, eh?” The door squeaked open. “Why, our cousins the elves dwell there! Bunch a goody two-shoed nin-nies if you ask me!” The woman named Granny Goblin stood in front of them. She was green of skin and her ears were long and bat-like. Gray hair hung around her boney face like the moss on the trees, her moth-eaten dress was so worn out that its floral pattern had nearly faded away completely. Her glasses were adorned with various lenses, so depending on where you were standing, her eyes looked very small or very big. There was even a tiny mushroom that grew on one of her wrinkled cheeks like a wart, which she periodically scratched at.

“Then will you help us?” Mrs. Macabre pleaded with her.

“Who’s that, Mama?” A low voice bellowed from behind her.

“Just some friends, Son Number Five!” She called behind her.

“I’m Son Number Eight, Mama!” The voice groaned.

“Yes!” A higher-pitched voice joined in. “He’s Son Num-ber Eight and I’m Son Number Five!

“And I’m Son Number Six!” Yet another voice cried.

“And I’m Son Number Four!”

“And I’m Son Number Three!”

“And I’m Son Number Two!”

“And I’m Son Number Seven!”

“And I’m Son Number Nine!”

“And I’m Son Number Ten!”

“And I’m Son Number Eleven!”

“And I’m Son Number Eight!”
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“And I’m Son Number Twelve!”

“And I’m Son Number One!” The last one spoke in a proud voice.

“Yes, yes, my dears,” Granny Goblin rolled her eyes. “How could I have ever forgotten,” She pointed a long finger at Jane and Bram. “If either of you ever decide to have children of your own, pick a small number and stop there. Come on in, then,” she turned and gestured them to follow. “I was just about to put the kettle on.”
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THE KITCHEN OF THE cottage was as crammed as a barrel of fish. Not only did pots, pans, cupboards, sinks and all lined the walls of the room, but all thirteen of Granny Goblin’s sons huddled around the table with their mother sitting at the head and our friends in the other chairs. The goblin men looked very different from one another- some had heads like birds, others like reptiles or pigs- but they all shared the mossy green skin and the ears that were telltale signs that they were goblins.

“We’ll build the best sleigh yet!” Granny Goblin slammed the table, making all of their tea cups rattle in unison. In front of her was a blueprint that she had hastily drawn up with hands that shook from either excitement or arthritis. “Granny Goblin will show those fancy pants elves that we so-called backwater buffoons can tinker with the best of ‘em!” Her sons cheered in a chorus.

As they discussed plans on how to build their sleigh, Jane took a sip of bog water tea. She had been taken aback by how
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sour it was but had gradually grown accustomed to it with every sip. That is to say, if you should be offered a cup of bog water tea, do not drink it in a rush or you will be sick. Her eyes wandered across the room and landed on something in the cor-ner.

“What’s that?” She asked Son Number Nine as she pointed to a wooden stump that sat beside the stove. It was a squat ugly thing that had tinsel wrapped around it. A small goblin with wings made of tin stood on the base of the stump, its hands placed together in prayer.

“What’s that?” Son Number Nine replied in disbelief. “Haven’t you seen a Yule Stump before?”

“No. I’ve heard of a Yule tree, though.”

“Every goblin house has a Yule Stump during the winter season!” Number Nine scoffed. “It’s tradition!” He started to chuckle.

Without warning, a wave of despair filled Jane and she be-gan to weep. Her shoulders shook and her face contorted in a way that only occurs when we are struck with such sadness. The room grew quiet as it noticed her.

“What’s wrong, my dear?” Mrs. Macabre asked, concerned.

“It’s just a Yule Stump,” Number Nine scratched his head with puzzlement.

“Hush!” Granny Goblin swatted at him. “What seems to be the matter, child?”

“I just-just miss my sister!” Jane shook, embarrassment rocked with the sadness in equal measure. “She would have loved this place and I’ve never-never gone this long without her!”
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“Gone?” Son Number Two asked. “Without your sibling? For this long?”

“How terrible!” Son Number Six said with a sniff and soon all of the goblin brothers began to sob and hug one another in melancholic solidarity.

“Jane,” Mrs. Macabre said, resting her arm softly around her. “I can’t imagine exactly how you must feel. But I do know what it’s like to suddenly be apart from someone you love.”

“You do?” Jane blew her nose into a tissue that was offered by Granny Goblin.

“Yes. When my wife and I. . . when we broke up, it was the saddest I had ever been. It felt like a hole had been carved in-to my heart and nothing would ever fill it again. But then time passed. Elvira helped me cope, then I met you and Catie. That hole hasn’t been filled completely, who knows if it ever will? But with the help of you and my friends, it is getting better.”

“And if you hadn’t found me in the forest, I might have been all alone forever! Or worse!” Jack added, reassuringly.

“And if you and Catie hadn’t invited me over to have lunch with you, I may never have made friends at school,” Bram said.

“And if you hadn’t hired me, I may still being doing shows for tips,” Arachne said, then added after a pause. “And met you, I guess.”

“You see,” Mrs. Macabre said. “I can’t guarantee that we’ll get Catie back, but I can guarantee you that you won’t be alone. You’ll never be alone with us,” she kissed her on the crown of her head and Jane felt the sadness slowly beginning to fade like the end of a rainstorm.

“This is all very sweet and sentimental,” Granny Goblin sighed, “but shall we get back to the tinkering?”

MERRY CHRISTMAS, MRS. MACABRE 83

“Let’s get to it,” Jane said. And so, Granny Goblin and her thirteen sons did indeed, get to it. They worked around the clock for the next day to build the sleigh that they needed. Jane and the

others could barely sleep from the hammering and flashes of fire that would erupt from various parts of the cottage. The goblin sons even wrangled up eight gargoyles of the most im-penetrable stone in all of the Hallowland to fly it. Finally, after all the sweat and toil, they had completed their task.

That night, they built a runway across the swamp lined with torches. The sleigh itself was made from black steel and iron, large bat wings flanked the end of it, the gargoyles reigned at the front, their fangs barred and claws sharpened.

“Thank you for all that you’ve done, Granny Goblin,” Mrs. Macabre said as she got into the front with the others joined in at the back.

“Don’t mention it,” Granny gave them a thumbs up and wiped some dirt from her brow.

“Ready?” Mrs. Macabre asked the crew.

“Ready!” They all said.

“Blasting off !” Mrs. Macabre whipped the leather reins in her hands. The gargoyles unfolded their wings and began to run down the rickety planks. As the sleigh bounced down the runway, sending sparks off of its railing, Jack covered his eyes with his hands. The gargoyles jumped and then flapped their mighty stone wings in unison. The sleigh rocked back and forth, almost about to tip over, but regained composure as it climbed through the night sky. “Now Danger! Now Dismal! Now Putrid! Now Vile! On, Carnage! On, Cretan! On De-mented and Bile! Dash away! Dash away! Dash away all!” The 84              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

witch cackled as she and her sleigh flew across the silhouette of the moon.
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10.

MILK AND

COOKIES

 

C atie was stuffed. She had just finished a hardy serving of Christmas ham, the customary dinner of the Crystal Castle. Mrs. Mirth had retired to bed and some elves came out with another customary dish for dessert: Milk and cookies. She protested at first, but Father Christmas insisted. They each sat at the other end of the long oak table, carved with reindeer, snowflakes, and other holiday decorations that she had seen over and over and over again since coming to the North. Stuffed was how Catie felt about everything at the moment. She was stuffed with seeing the same dark sky filled with bril-liant lights all day, every day. She was stuffed with the scent of gingerbread, peppermint, and hot cocoa in the air. She was stuffed with hearing the endless caroling from the village down below. She was stuffed mind, body, and soul.

“Not enjoying your cookies, my dear?” Father Christmas asked, taking a sip of milk.

“It’s not that,” she said as she wiped her mouth with her napkin. The cookies were delicious, but she couldn’t quite de-tect what the taste was. Its origin was strange and foreign to her. “I’m just not as excited as I used to be.”
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“Let me tell you a story,” he leaned forward in his chair. “Once upon a time, there was a young man who had come from humble beginnings. His mother and father were both wood-cutters and had provided the boy with everything that he ever needed. They showered him with love and gifts, never wanting for anything. He even had a small talent for magic that they fostered in him at an early age. Everything was right, until a pack of wolves swarmed onto their home. Though his parents fought bravely, they were both eaten in front of the boy. Filled with rage, the boy froze the wolves in their tracks and he was left alone to fend for himself in the woods. He lived like an an-imal. Year after year, he made shelter in a cave and hunted for food with the keen sense of the beasts that had murdered his parents. He began to think that all was lost, until he stumbled upon a small tribe of elves. They took the young man in and cared for him, taught him their ways of using magic to send gifts to children to a distant world That is when the young man saw an opportunity. He would no longer live like a animal, but live as his highest self. His new mission in life was to bring joy and happiness wherever he could, however he could. The young man built a kingdom dedicated to his life’s work. And he finally knew peace, even in his old age,” Father Christmas’ eyes shone brighter than she had ever seen them before. In fact, the whole room seemed to take on the same brilliance.

“That’s- that’s a nice story,” she said, feeling tired. “What does it mean, though?”

“It means to never take happiness for granted, for it can fade away as quickly as a snowflake in the summer sun.”

“I’m sorry, Father, but. . . I think I should be getting to bed now,” she said with eyes half-closed. “I am so-so. . . very tired,”
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she moved to get out of her seat, but her legs buckled under-neath her and she fell to the floor.

“Be careful,” Father Christmas rose from his chair, not in any particular hurry. “Milk and cookies can make one very sleepy, indeed.”

“You. . . you did something to the cookies?” Her mind pan-icked, racing with anger and fear, but her body felt as if were frozen solid.

“Of course,” he said, walking over to her. “If you weren’t go-ing to be a Nice Girl willingly, I had to persuade you somehow.”

“You’re a very. . .very, b-b-bad- m-man,” she forced out of her throat.

“Oh, no. I’m not bad at all. Do you know how I know that?” He leaned over to her and whispered in her ear. “Because I said so.” The room’s brilliance was so bright, she felt it would burn her. She heard Father Christmas snap his fingers and all was dark. She thought she was dead, while visions of sugar-plumbs danced in her head.
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11.

SLEIGH RIDE

 

T he air grew colder as the sleigh continued North. Scan-ning across the snowcapped mountains and the pale, pale tundra miles below, Jane thought about the color white. She was, as certainly you might be, familiar with the color’s associ-ation with purity, goodness, cleanliness. It was one of the many reasons why her and Catie were so fond of wearing black, white was just far too sentimental for their tastes. But what if white meant something else? What if instead of a sense of purity, it was the absence of it? What if instead of it being the color of Good, it was instead the color of Nothing? What if instead of cleanliness, white symbolized emptiness? To think that her sis-ter was trapped in such an unforgiving void as this one made her feel even icier than she already did.

“We’re here!” Mrs. Macabre called from the front. Jane and the others looked down and saw twinkling lights surrounding an enormous Christmas tree. Then they spotted a great crystal castle several yards away. “Far too tacky if you ask me, don’t you think so, darlings?”

“All I care about is getting Catie back,” Jane said.

“Why are we so high up?” Bram asked, squinting at the vil-lage below. “I can barely see it!”
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“The Lord Of Winter’s spies have sharp eyes,” Mrs. Macabre pulled the sleigh to the right and hovered above the castle. “We don’t want to risk them spotting us. Madame Arachne,” she turned to the spider-woman, “do you think you’ll be able to land safely at this height?”

Arachne looked down and smiled, all eight of her eyes sparkled as they reflected the crystals of the fortress “When you’ve done enough shows as I have, my beautiful Witch, you can land just about anywhere, anytime.”

“Excellent. Now, I suggest you put these on,” she reached into her pocket and pulled out a pair of glasses and a crystal ball. “With these glasses, we’ll be able to see what you see through this orb,” she gestured to the ball.

“I’ve always thought glasses flatter my face,” Arachne placed them on her first two eyes. “How will I know what the kid looks like?”

“She looks like me,” Jane said.

“Easy enough,” the spider-woman shrugged. “See you all at curtain call, then!” She began to climb out of the sleigh, but Jane gripped her shoulder.

“Wait,” she said in a quiet voice, then hugged her. “Thank you for doing this.”

Arachne looked shocked at first, confused at how to react, as if she had never been hugged before in her life. When Jane let go of her, she smiled and nodded. “I’ll try not to break a leg on the way down,” and with that, she summersaulted out of the sleigh and fell through the clouds, turning into a dark speck as she grew closer and closer to the castle.

The remaining four gazed into the crystal ball and saw only sky, with their own sleigh looking like a toy, then the image rat-90              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

tled for a bit. They were now on the roof of the castle. “Made it,” Arachne’s voiced echoed out of the ball.

“Fantastic work, my dear!” Mrs. Macabre pumped her fist. “Now, try to find any sort of vent or hidden passageway so that you aren’t seen!” The image moved around the roof, unable to find a way in, until Arachne saw a chimney that she was just able to squeeze into. The image grew dark, but it soon became clearer as her eyes adjusted to the gloom that she was in a tun-nel. Pipes were all around her and various voices and things moving on the other side of the walls could be heard in the dis-tance. They heard humming coming from a space that had light shining through it as she passed.

“Stop!” Jane cried out. “That sound! Go back!”

Arachne moved backwards and was at the small patch of light again. She turned and they realized that she was looking out of a small fireplace into a beautiful bedroom. On the bed was a girl, her black hair tied with candy cane colored ribbons. Her back was towards them, she was playing with something on the bed and she was humming to herself.

“That’s her!” That’s her!”

“Are you sure?” Arachne’s voice whispered.

“Of course, I’m sure!”

Arachne slowly made her way out of the fireplace and into the room. Inching her way towards the bed, it became clear that the girl was humming Here Comes Santa Claus to no one in particular but herself. They also noticed that the bed was covered in presents. Each one wrapped in gold, red, or green paper. Some of them were open with porcelain dolls and wood-en ponies. Jane began to think that it was in fact the wrong girl. Catie would never want those things in her entire life. But as
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Arachne’s hand came into view to tap her shoulder, Jane wasn’t sure if she was trembling from excitement or the cold.

“Catie?” Arachne asked as her fingers touched the girl’s vel-vet dress. She turned and they all saw that it was, in fact, Catie, but she had looked completely different from when they last saw her. Her cheeks were now stained with blood red rouge along with finely curled lashes. Her teeth were as white as snow as they grinned in a contorted smile as if invisible hooks were stretching her mouth. Her eyes were no longer alive, but still as glass. She no longer appeared to be Catie Gracey The Girl, but Catie Gracey The Doll.

“Santa gave me soooooooooooooooo many presents this year!” Catie said through her teeth. “Because I’ve been a very Nice Girl!”

“We have to go down there!” Jane said to Mrs. Macabre.

“Jane, I understand you’re upset,” Mrs. Macabre said as calmly as she could, “but that’s too dangerous or else we could-“

“She’s my sister!” Jane said through tears. “And she’s been turned into that-that thing! We have to save her now!”

Mrs. Macabre sat still for a moment, then sighed. “Hang on to something, loves,” she placed the crystal ball back into her pocket and grabbed the reigns.

“What are we going to do?” Jack asked, shaking.

“We’re taking a shortcut.”

“Down the chimney?” Bram gripped the back of the sleigh as hard as he could along with the others.

“Something like that,” Mrs. Macabre gave a small smile and hitched the reins. The gargoyles swooped down and made a sharp turn. They moved their wings faster and faster until they 92              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

were now zooming straight towards the side of the castle. The passengers screamed as they realized where they were headed and the sleigh went through the castle wall with a loud crash. Bits of crystal flew everywhere as the sleigh ran through the fireplace, halting right to where Catie’s bed was.

Jane leapt out of the sleigh as fast as she could and jumped onto the bed. “Catie! Catie! It’s Jane!” She shook her so hard that Catie’s ribbons dangled in the air like leaves on a tree in a blizzard.

“But I’m a Nice Girl,” Catie smiled at her. “Father Christ-mas told me that you’re a Naughty Girl.”

“But-but I’m your sister,” Jane’s voice choked.

“Why do I need a sister when I can have allllllllllll the pre-sents that I could ever want in the whole wide world?” Catie did not stare at her, so much as she stared through her.

“Mrs. Macabre!” Jane turned to the witch. “Can’t you do something? Can’t you use your magic to turn her back to the way she was?”

“I’m sorry, Jane,” Mrs. Macabre looked at Catie, horrified. “The Lord Of Winter’s charms are far more powerful than mine.”

“Come back!” Jane hugged Catie tight, sobbing. “Please, come back to me!”

“Oh, dear,” a voice said behind them. They all turned and saw a woman with blue hair and a cane in the doorway. She was indeed shocked by the disaster that had occurred in the room, but her eyes were trained on Catie, huge and wide.

“It’s good to see you, Lara,” Mrs. Macabre turned to her.
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“Lenore?” Mrs. Mirth asked, as if she had just noticed her. The woman’s expression was a whirlwind of shock, horror, and pain.

“You know each other?” Bram asked.

“Of course I do, dear,” Mrs. Macabre said with a face as cold as the air outside. “She was my wife.”
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12.

AULD LANG

SYNE

 

T he room was silent. Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse. “It’s been a long time,” Mrs. Mirth said quietly.

“It has,” Mrs. Macabre spoke in an even tone. “Care to ex-plain this?” She pointed to Catie, still smiling on the bed.

“I know nothing of it,” she said, shocked.

“Liar!” Jane screamed through tears. “You did this to her! Turn her back!”

“I am so sorry. I never wanted this for her. I never wanted this for anyone,” Mrs. Mirth’s eyes brimmed and Jane knew she wasn’t lying, feeling bad that she had raised her voice to her. “All I wanted was for her to be happy here. For her to be hap-py as herself. But Nicholas doesn’t see things like that. He must have used his magic to make her that way.”

“Why?” Mrs. Macabre asked.

“He wants everyone to be Nice. But I never thought he would go this far.”

“There’s quite a few things that you don’t know about me, my dear,” a voice said from the other side of the room and they all turned. As if from thin air, Father Christmas had appeared in front of them.
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“You hurt my friend,” Jack Lantern said, his head beginning to smoke with flame. He gestured to Arachne to follow him and they both sprinted towards the Lord Of Winter. With a wave of his hand, both of them were sent hovering into the air in a flurry of snow. They turned into ornaments made of porce-lain and landed gently into Father Christmas’s palm.

“These two will hang nicely on the village tree,” he said, placing them into the pocket of his robes.

“Why, Nicholas?” Mrs. Mirth pleaded with him. “This girl did nothing wrong.”

“She may not have, but she has!” He pointed to Mrs. Macabre. “After what she did to that one poor child to make you turn away from her. After all that destruction she caused! That woman should never be allowed near children ever again!”

“But why my sister?” Jane asked.

“It was supposed to be the both of you. But the elf that I as-signed for the task failed me. Catie was receptive to the North’s charms, but she needed the extra push to turn her away from this woman’s wicked ways forever.”

“And here I thought you were jolly. All I see is an old bully.”

“How dare you insult me, child!” Father Christmas roared, the room shook and grew dark. “You shall be punished for your insolence! Guards!” He called and several Nutcrackers came bounding up the staircase.

“Yes, my Lord?” One of them asked.

“Take the witch’s broom and fetch some logs from the woodshed.”

“No, Nicholas! What-what are you going to do to her?” Mrs. Mirth cried.
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“I won’t do anything, my dear. The flames will act for me. They will do what they have always done to witches. Burn.”

Another Nutcracker held Jane and Bram as they called out in anguish to release Mrs. Macabre.

“What shall we do with them, my Lord?” He said.

“Oh, I believe these two have done more than earn their places on the Naughty List,” Father Christmas smiled.
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13.

NAUGHTY

 

J ane and Abraham were both placed into a mine cart far be-low the Crystal Castle. The only light that gave them com-fort was a lantern that hung on the front of it. The sound of the wheels clacking against the iron tracks was that of rattling bones. As they went deeper and deeper underground, the air grew warmer. The darkness hung around them like thick clouds of black smoke. Jane thought that if the snow up above was a void, then the dark felt like a cage. Up ahead, they saw the or-ange flicker of fire and a figure waiting for them at the end of the track. It was an elf, dressed in rags and covered in soot.

“Greetings,” the elf said in a weak voice as the mine cart came to a stop. “My name is Wink and I shall be your guide.”

“What is this place?” Jane asked, getting out of the cart with Bram.

“This is the caverns of the Naughty,” Wink lead them through an opening and the two children had to shield their eyes from the firelight. In front of them were miles and miles of interconnected tunnels of rock. Fire belched from furnaces that steamed throughout the mountains. Hundreds of children dressed as Wink was and covered in soot struck coal from the walls and brought it to the furnaces in wheelbarrows and mine carts. Their faces were gaunt and sad.
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“These kids are on the Naughty List?” Bram asked in hor-ror.

“Of course,” Wink said. “Nice Children are given presents and the Naughty Children are taken here to work in the mines that heat the village.”

“How did you get here, then?” Jane asked, coughing from the smoke and stink of sulfur.

“I was instructed to bring you and your sister back here for the Lord Of Winter. But I failed. Stupid Wink,” he sighed in despair.

“You were in our room! You have to help us! Help us get Catie back.”

“Yes, I remember you. You’re quite a good runner,” he gave a small smile, as if he were trying to make a joke, but it soon faded from his lips. “It is useless to try and get her back, I’m afraid. There are far more terrifying things here than the Lord Of Winter.”

“Like what?”

“That,” Wink pointed far way. The children gasped as they saw a part of the wall move. Fire illuminated the space and they realized it wasn’t a wall at all. It was a giant creature covered in black fur with goat horns on the top of its head. It was chained to the side of the mountain and it rang with bells attached to it as the creature swung a whip with one arm, commanding the enslaved children to keep moving.

“Is that. . . The Krampus?” Bram asked, agape.

“What’s that?” Jane asked.

“It’s an old European folktale. The Krampus takes bad chil-dren during the holiday season into his sack where they’re nev-er seen again.”
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“It is indeed, young lad,” Wink said, impressed. “The Krampus rules the mountains and is the Keeper of the Naughty. There is no escaping here as long as we are all under its watchful eye.”

“Well, that’s going to change,” Jane said. “Follow me.” She led the elf and the boy closer and closer to The Krampus. As they dodged falling rocks and spouts of fire, the creature seemed to grow as they walked towards it. Once they were close enough, J;ane picked up a piece of coal and threw it at the beast. It winced in return but ignored her. She tried again.

“Oh, you are surely going to make it angry,” Wink shud-dered.

“At least I’ll get its attention,” Jane said as she threw a rock for the third time. The lump of coal struck it between the eyes and The Krampus turned its’ horrible gaze towards them. The mine grew quiet as all the children ceased their work and gazed up at the three of them, their eyes had rolled back into their heads and were as white as the snow above.

“HOW DARE YOU STRIKE THE KRAMPUS, CHILD!” The children said in unison.

“What’s going on?” Jane asked the children, frightened by their chorus.

“ THE KRAMPUS HAS NO VOICE OF ITS OWN,” The children said. “SO THE KRAMPUS MUST USE THE VOICES OF ITS SLAVES. SPEAK NOW OR FACE THE WRATH OF THE KRAMPUS.”

“I, uh, I have a deal to make with you.”

“A DEAL?” The children all laughed, filling the mine with the buzz of an angry hornet’s nest. “WHAT COULD YOU
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POSSIBLY BARGAIN THE KRAMPUS WITH? THE KRAMPUS IS AS OLD AS TIME ITSELF.”

“Those chains,” Jane pointed to the metal links around its neck, wrists, and legs. “Did he do that to you?”

“THESE ARE THE SHACKLES THE LORD OF WINTER HAS BINDED THE KRAMPUS WITH, YES.” The creature shook with anger. “THE KRAMPUS WAS ONCE FREE, BUT THEN THE LORD OF WINTER BE-CAME THE RULER OF THE ELVES AND USED HIS CURSED MAGIC TO FORCE THE KRAMPUS TO DO HIS BIDDING. THE KRAMPUS HAS BEEN CHAINED TO THIS PATHETIC PIECE OF ROCK EVER SINCE.”

“What if we let you go?”

“WHAT?” The Krampus said along with Wink and Bram.

“The Lord of Winter has taken my sister and is going to burn my friend. We need you to cause a little havoc to distract him. We get what we want, you finally get your freedom.”

“HOW COULD YOU, A CHILD, POSSIBLY UN-BIND THE KRAMPUS?”

“I can’t, but he can,” She gestured to Wink.

“Excuse me?” Wink asked, his legs shaking. “How am I supposed to get him out?”

“If you can use magic to get my sister up a chimney, you can certainly use it to break some chains, right?” Jane whispered to him.

“Well, yes. But-but elves are not allowed to use magic against the Lord. That’s Naughty.”

“Sometimes being Naughty is the Nice thing to do,” she smiled at him.
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Wink was quiet for a moment, thinking it over. “Oh, both-er,” he mumbled and then took a deep breath. He stretched out his hands and closed his eyes. Nothing happened at first, then the chains on The Krampus’ body began to rattle, making the bells on them sing. Link by link, they broke and collapsed on-to the stone floor. Wink let out the breath and opened his eyes with relief.

“THE KRAMPUS APPRECIATES YOUR TALENTS, ELF,” the creature said through the children as it rubbed its wrists and dropped the whip onto the stone floor. “BUT THERE MUST BE AN OFFERING.”

“An offering?” Jane asked, her stomach dropping.

“INDEED. THE KRAMPUS IS PAGAN BORN AND MUST BE DEALT WITH IN PAGAN TERMS. EITHER GIVE THE KRAMPUS AN OFFERING OR YOU SHALL STRIKE COAL FOREVER.”

“Any ideas?” Jane asked her colleagues, but to no avail.

“Wait,” Bram said, looking at something a few feet away. “I think I’ve found something.” He ran to a crack in the wall where a small stream of water was pouring out of it. He found a large pan on the ground, dusted it off, and filled it with water. “I know that sometimes people from my world offer you alco-hol during the winter solstice, but will this do?”

The Krampus walked over to them, making the ground shake with every step. It studied the pan and then lapped up the water with a forked tongue. “IT WILL SUFFICE,” it said. “NOW, LET US RETURN TO THE SURFACE AND THE KRAMPUS SHALL FINALLY HAVE ITS RE-VENGE!”
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14.

ON AN OPEN

FIRE

 

T he bonfire was placed in front of the Christmas Tree. Elves of all genders and ages were required to gather in the square. To see what, they did not know, but when the Lord of Winter commands you to obey him, best do it or become one of the Naughty. The List was only spoken in hushed voices and closed doors within the winter village. The price of Naugh-tiness was not known, only that it was a terrible fate, indeed. Some of the elves assumed that whatever was the cause of the night’s strange ritual, someone must have done something very Naughty.

Mrs. Macabre’s arms and legs were tied to a wooden stake as the logs were placed around her. She looked over and saw Fa-ther Christmas carrying a lit torch with Catie standing next to him. The poor girl’s eyes remained transfixed with horrible glee, her mouth pulled up in a rictus grin. Father Christmas handed the torch to Mrs. Mirth, insisting that she be the one to light her former wife ablaze. She resisted at first, but her husband glared at her and gave her a warning Mrs. Macabre could not hear. Mrs. Mirth took the torch and made her way up the steps of the platform with her cane.
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“You don’t have to do this, Lara,” Mrs. Macabre said in a soft voice. “But if you do, I forgive you. After everything that I’ve done to push you away, I understand why you’re here, why you married him. It’s not your fault.”

Mrs. Mirth gazed into her former wife’s tearful eyes and saw her own reflection in them. She saw a woman who, in her pain, fled into the arms of a man that she thought would give her comfort. In her anguish, she had just needed someone, any-one, to tell her that everything was going to be okay. Instead she found the arms of a jailer and little by little her new life became a prison that she mistook for a home. For the longest time, she had hated what Mrs. Macabre had become, but standing there in front of her, holding the flame that would burn her to dust, Mrs. Mirth saw someone who was trying her best. At the end of our lives, she thought, isn’t forgiveness the greatest gift that can be given?

The torch in Mrs. Mirth’s hand slowly turned to ice, the flames glowing from orange to blue as it froze in the air. “I will not be you executioner, Nicholas,” she said, turning to her hus-band. The crowd gasped.

Father Christmas levitated and landed on the platform. “Cowardly wife!” He shouted at her and pushed her off the platform, landing in the snow. “I shall destroy the witch my-self !” A fire ball blazed at the end of his staff. “This woman from the Hallowland has committed the highest crime any one of us can commit!” He called out to the crowd. “She has com-mitted the crime of Naughtiness! She shall pay for her wicked-ness as I, the Lord Of Winter cast her out. . .” His voice faded as something drew the crowds attention. It filled the air like thun-derclaps.
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THUMP. . .

THUMP. . .

THUMP. . .

The thunder shook the ground with every moment, getting closer and closer. The crowd let out a terrified scream and ran as a shadow overtook the square. Father Christmas turned around and gazed upon the mighty sight of The Krampus. It let out a huge roar and stepped on the shops, buildings, and factories of the village with wild abandon. Its cloven hooves crashed into each one like a set of doll houses. Jane, Bram, and Wink clutched onto its fur on its back as it rampaged.

Father Christmas’s eyes glimmered and he shot a fireball to-wards the creature, but it instead landed on the place in which the beast had stepped on, exploding it in a burst of fire, brick, and wood. With every step The Krampus took, he sent anoth-er fireball and another and another, until the entire village was consumed with the flames of his magic. Having nowhere else to turn to, The Krampus eyed the giant tree at the center of the square. It reached behind its back, gripping the three pas-sengers, and set them safely down onto the snow. It ran to-wards the tree, its mouth wide open and tongue flailing back and forth like a red whip, ready to devour it whole. But Father Christmas stepped forward and thrusted his staff towards The Krampus. Just as it was reaching the tree, a huge flurry of snow blew onto the creature, freezing it solid. With a snap of his fin-gers, Father Christmas shattered The Krampus into a thousand pieces of ice.

All the while this was happening, the elves looked on in terror. The Piper family huddled around one another, trying to make the closest thing they had to home within their hearts as
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they watched their humble cottage smolder to the ground. Lit-tle Emily-Lou and Mikey-Too sobbed as a fireball blasted their beloved playground to smithereens. Elderly John and Robert Cobb held hands as the pavilion that they shared their first kiss fifty years ago was reduced to little more than kindling. They and others were not sure what was more shocking, the loss of the things they held the most dear to themselves, or that their Lord of Winter had become so cruel with little regard for his subjects. The illusion of Jolly Old Saint Nick had been burned away along with everything else.

“Now,” he said, turning towards Jane, Bram, and Wink as they all huddled around Mrs. Macabre and Mrs. Mirth. “I will have peace on Earth. And good will toward Men,” he pointed his staff towards their terrified faces.

“Stop!” Catie cried as she got in between him and the oth-ers. Her eternal smile was gone and her eyes blazed with cer-tainty, having been released from the spell via the snap of Fa-ther Christmas’ fingers.

“If you do not move, child. Then you shall share their fate.”

“Gladly,” she retorted. “But first, look around you. Look at the disaster that you’ve caused.”

“I have caused?” He scoffed. “If your sister and her friends hadn’t. . .”

“No,” Catie cut him off. “They may have started the dam-age, but you finished it. All this fire, all this pain, this is on your hands.”

Father Christmas looked around, fire blazed in the rubble that was once his kingdom. Elves and their children sobbed and comforted one another as they mourned the loss of their homes and livelihoods. The bright colors and smell of pepper-106              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

mint that had once decked the halls of every corner of his vil-lage, was now replaced by the burning embers of chaos and the scent of fear. He fell to his knees, dropping his staff next to him, and wept. The Lord of Winter wept for his once great village, he wept for the destruction that he had caused, but most of all, he had wept for the darkness that had overtaken his heart with time.

“I failed to mention one important detail when I told of the boy in the woods,” he reached into his robes and pulled out a small reindeer carved from white wood. “The night the wolves attacked his home was the night of Yule. Every year the boy’s parents carved for him a different animal. A bear, a fish, a bird, each one was received with more enthusiasm than the next. When the boy safely crawled out of the hiding place be-neath the house, he found what little remained of his moth-er and father. But all the while, as he heard their screams and the snapping of jaws, he clutched onto his most resent gift as if it were a holy relic. He never let go of it. Even after he took revenge against the wolves, even as he spent those long cold nights in a cave, even when he nearly forgot who he was, he still held onto his gift. It was the final memory of his parents. It was not just a toy, it was never just a toy. It was the last glowing ember of a fire that had been blown out in the dark years ago. When he grew old and his hair turned as white as snow, the fire within him had slowly dimmed with age. He thought that the love of children and elves could warm the hearth of his heart, but instead had been replaced by the cold harsh wind of pow-er.” He was silent, almost frozen.

“Naughty,” he whispered through tears. “I have been so-very- Naughty.”
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“You don’t have to be,” Catie crouched down next to him. “No one is just Naughty or Nice. They’re mostly both at the same time. But we can choose to be better if we want to.”

“Will you- will you help me be Nice?”

“Of course,” Catie smiled and helped him off the ground.

And so, they began to work. After Jack Lantern and Arachne were restored to their corporeal forms, they each helped with the elf children. Jack happily allowed his head to be used as a replacement for a puck during a hockey game, though there was more than one occasion where scoring a goal was a little too intense for him. Arachne provided her webbing to be used to make a sort of swing set, children would giggle as they rocked back and forth higher and higher on the spider-woman’s sticky string. Mrs. Macabre was given her broom back, and she along with Mrs. Mirth helped rebuild the village of the North. Mrs. Macabre used her magic to reform the homes and workplaces. A few attempts had to be made for the witch kept forgetting that Victorian Gothic was not the most chicest of architectural styles here. Mrs. Mirth used her ice magic to put out the fires. Even Jane and Catie chipped in by rescuing the children from the coal mines and lead them to various sleighs. Each child was taken back to their homes and sedated with some elvish magic, ensuring that they would have no memo-ries f the horrors that they had endured. Father Christmas re-linquished his title as the Lord of Winter and gave the elves the ability to govern themselves to make toys for children around the world, just as their ancestors had done long before them. All was set to right.

But there was still work to be done. After our friends had left the North, Nicholas would go to every single elf in the vil-108              AUSTIN RAY BOUSE

lage- adult and child alike- and ask for forgiveness. No, not ask. He could not ask for such a thing. He had to earn their forgive-ness. He knew it would take longer and be more difficult than anything he’d come across before, but it would be worth it. For his heart and theirs.

As Mrs. Macabre was about to return the Gracey twins and Bram home upon the gargoyle-driven sleigh, she asked Mrs. Mirth a single question,“Do you want to go home with us, Lara?” She gestured to Jack and Arachne in the back. “Our found family has grown since we last met.”

“I. . . I’m not sure,” Mrs. Mirth said. “Everything that’s hap-pened. Not just tonight, but in between we last spoke. We’ve become such different people.”

“Well,” Mrs. Macabre smiled. “We’ll have plenty of time to get to know the new us,” she stuck out her hand to her. “Hello, Lara Mirth. I’m Lenore Macabre.”

She hesitated for a moment, then looked back at Nicholas. “It’s all right,” he said to her. “Your Niceness fits well with her Naughtiness,” he gave a small smile.

“Thank you,” she said, hugging him and kissing his rosy cheek. She hopped into the sleigh and Mrs. Macabre hitched the reins. As the village grew smaller and smaller below them, the Gracey twins and Bram agreed this had indeed been a win-ter break to remember.
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AFTER RETURNING BRAM home, who nearly levitated once Mrs. Macabre promised him that he could take part in
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their future adventures, Jane and Catie were taken back to their bedroom, just as they had left it. They had given Mrs. Macabre, Mrs. Mirth, and the others hugs once they had reached the window. They watched as the sleigh flew back through the gate at the end of the street.

“Grandma is still asleep?” Catie asked, hearing the low rumble of elderly snores coming from the room across the hall.

“You should have heard her during the day,” Jane sighed. “I kept confusing her for the garbage truck.” They both got into their pajamas, it should be noted that Catie was very pleased to be disposed of her Christmas Doll costume and got into bed.

“As nice as the North was,” Catie smiled as she snuggled herself underneath the sheets, “nothing beats your own bed.”

“Yeah,” Jane said. She paused. “Catie?”

“Yes, Jane?” Her sister asked in the dark.

“Thanks for not letting me die.”

“Anytime.” Catie smiled again.




[image: ]

15.

HAPPY

HOLIDAYS

 

B y the next morning, Grandma’s snores had come to an end. As the girls sat down for their breakfast, they did the best they could to hide their laughter as their grandmother told them, “I just had the best sleep that I’ve had in years!” And, “Never dreamt like that in my life! Elves? Flying? Strange stuff the old noggin’ can make up when you’re my age.” Mr. and Mrs. Gracey arrived from their annual getaway later that afternoon. They said that they had a great time, but an elk had chewed on the wiring, so they had to resort to making a fire and huddling around it. Mrs. Gracey had swooned over how romantic it had been, whereas Mr. Gracey grumbled over something about how he should have listened to his dad when he tried to teach him how to rub two sticks together. Upon their parents asking what they had done while they were gone, the twins could only look at each other and say, “Nothing much.”
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CHRISTMAS EVE AND DAY was filled with joy as they usually were. They all got up early, went downstairs, and
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opened their presents. Jane and Catie were both delighted by how they got everything they asked for and quietly praised the work of the elves who had brought them their gifts the night before. But that was not what made this particular holiday sea-son a special one.

That night, they heard a knocking at their window. Once they had gone over to it, they saw Mrs. Mirth and Bram, riding on Mrs. Macabre’s broom. They told them that they were cook-ing a holiday dinner and were invited to join. The twins, of course, accepted the invitation with glee and hopped on the back of the broom and through the gate.

Once they had reached the Hallowland and entered the manor, they laughed as they saw a black pine tree in the middle of the foyer. It was covered in cobwebs and ornaments of skulls, bones, and eyeballs. A pentagram stood at the top of the tree. Presents decorated in black, white, orange, and red wrapping were placed at the bottom.

“Mrs. Macabre!” Jane shouted towards the kitchen holding up one of the gifts, “May we open these now?”

“Of course, dears!” The witch called back, as smoke rose out from the room. “Dinner will be ready soon, though! Or, at least it will be if it doesn’t eat me first!” There was a strange shriek that came from the oven. “Jack, Arachne, could you pass the salt and pepper?”

The children opened their presents and beamed at what was tucked away inside them. Jane received a signed copy of Eating Brains the Healthy Way: A Diet Guide By Simon J. Zom-bie. Catie was given an iron maiden, some assembly was re-quired. And Bram yelled, “Best gift ever!” as he placed his coat made of donated Yeti fur around his shoulders.
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There was a knock at the door and Jane was asked to answer it. She was soon greeted by Captain Red-Eye and his crew.

“This be the party?” He said, holding up the invitation he had received from Mrs. Macabre.

“Of course,” she smiled, but was a tad worried as she stepped out of the way for them to enter.

“Come on, maties!” The captain roared. “Let us feast on holiday food till our bones burst!”

“Make room for dessert!” The parrot-skeleton squawked and they all barged through towards the kitchen.

Another knock on the door and Bram answered it. This time it was Granny Goblin and her thirteen sons.

“Where’s the meat? I’m starving!” The old woman yelled, letting herself in.

“Over there,” Bram pointed to the kitchen, bumping into the broom stand next to the doorway.

“Glad to see you made it out alive,” Son Number Five said, patting him on the back.

A third and final knock. Catie answered it and saw Nicholas standing in the doorway, along with Wink. His head was down, Wink nudged him in the leg and he held up their invitation to her. “May we come in?” He asked in a small voice that reminded her of a child.

“It’s the holiday season,” she responded, “everyone can.” She hugged him and he shed a tear or two.

Once they had gathered in the kitchen, Mrs. Mirth used her magic to elongate the table and the room to fit everyone. On the table was pumpkin pudding- which Jack politely de-clined- gargoyle eggs, dreadful dressing, candied apples, black corn, snake jelly, and of course, roast beast. As they ate,
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laughed, and sang carols together the whole night long, one message rang through the manor, by both the Nice and Naughty alike, more than any other: “Merry Christmas, Mrs. Macabre!”
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