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    For Ace… Quack, quack 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

  


 
   
    You better watch out
You better not cry
You better not pout
 I'm telling you why 

    
Santa Clause is coming to town… 

      

      

      

      

      

  


 
   
    1 

   T he soft snow crunched beneath their feet as they trudged through the fallen trees sticking out of the icy wasteland. The uneven ground made balancing while walking difficult. The unforgiving snow bit against their skin as it rained down like tiny arrows from the grey clouds that enveloped the sky. The sun was long gone. Only the brief light of the moon guided their unassertive path. The bones of dead warriors strewn about were their only clue that they were close to the creature they were hunting.  

    Charleigh, the Unknighted Princess of House Melton, examined the skeletal body at her feet, looking for any weapons, armor, or potions that could aid in their battle to come. There was nothing to be found as she rolled the rib cage over to its side. Nothing more than a broken helmet that sat upon a cracked skull.  

    “With all due respect Princess, do you think you’ll find anything of need in this wretched place? Nothing to be found here except the frozen bones of the dead.”   

    “Our ancestors carved daggers out of bone, Harold. They would hunt with them. Defend their villages and eventual kingdoms with them. The bones of the fallen were the armor of our warriors for millennia. The wrong materials can be proven useful if given to the right hands,” Charleigh said as she wiped her hands clean of rotted flesh.  

    “Time does not permit us to carve a dagger, Princess,” Harold said. “The snowstorm grows worse. Nor do I think it would be useful against an Ice Arachwraith.” Herald lit and levitated a small ball of fire above his hand. The flames flickered brightly in his eyes as he stared at Charleigh. “Fire on the other hand, my princess, will send it fleeing into its hideout.” 

    “Some of us don’t have the leisure of controlling the elements, Harold.” Charleigh’s warm breath disappeared into the cold night as she spoke. “Besides, we don’t want it to flee. We want its head on my sword.” Charleigh looked back at the path they came from. Nothing but a dark hue of blue snow and blackness loomed behind them.  

    There was no turning back now. She knew the dangers that lay before them. “We are not far now. We need to keep moving.”  

    Charleigh’s armor sat heavy and cold as she and Harold trampled through the snow.  

    “I do not think your armor is fit for this land, Princess,” Harold said looking back at Charleigh as he led the way.  

    “It’ll do against our foe,” replied Charleigh. “I am confident in the blacksmith’s craftsmanship.” 

    “Our foe, yes. This storm, not so much. Your armor is meant to be fought on sunny, dry lands. Not snow-covered graveyards,” Harold shouted as the snowstorm rained heavier upon them.  

    “Any field I do battle on will soon be a graveyard, Harold, come sun or ice. I may be a princess by title and birthright, but my heart only knows the code of a knight. Now unless you have a fire spell in your arsenal to keep me warm without setting me ablaze, please shut up and march forward,” Charleigh said as her steps became more aggravated and lopsided.  

    “As you wish, Ser Charleigh the Cold,” Harold said sarcastically as his once green hood was as white as the ground he walked on.  

    They were traveling together to a cave far into the ice mountains. A cave the villagers of Black Creek nicknamed, “The Stomach.” Whatever entered The Stomach, only the bones came out. The frozen bones on the ground they had passed were the clues they were close. The closer they approached The Stomach, the more bones lay scattered on the ground they walked on.  

    The creature they were hunting was rumored to be an Ice Arachwraith. A half-demon mage, half-spider, prolific in spells of the cold. It was a creature that feasted on the flesh of man and the remains of animals in the mountains. Our ancestors told tales that say any dwelling an Arachwraith lurks in holds the treasures of Mountain elves within.  

    The cave the Arachwraith lurked in, once defeated, could be a shelter from the renegade snowstorm that followed Charleigh and Harold up the mountain. The cold was affecting Charleigh, though she was too stubborn to admit it. Harold, the Fire Tyro of House Dagan, was an experienced fire mage, but no master. The cold affected him like a mosquito bite affected a dragon. He was a worthy ally against an Ice Arachwraith. 

    Charleigh kept her head down as she begrudgingly walked through the now knee-high snow. She stopped in her tracks even though the snow felt like tiny daggers at this point.  

    “There are no more bones,” Charleigh said.  

    “That’s a good thing, isn’t it, Princess?” Harold stared at her in confusion.  

    “Harold, shine your flame forward.” Charleigh pointed past Harold, who stood in front of her, towards the darkness before them.  

    Harold held out his arm and slowly stretched out his fingers as a small orange light began flickering in his palm. The light grew in size from a pebble to a stone, brighter and brighter. “What am I looking for, Princess,” Harold asked as he turned towards Charleigh.   

    “There are no more bones. Arachwraiths expel the bones of their victims from their dwellings after they feast on them. There are no more bones.” 

    Harold turned back towards the light cast from his hand. He realized what Charleigh was saying.  

    “We’re here.” Charleigh was awestruck as she marveled at The Stomach’s entrance. They had finally arrived at the cave of the Arachwraith. Their battle was about to begin.  

    Charleigh walked a few steps ahead of Harold into The Stomach as Harold’s light lit her path. The wind was no longer biting her. The screams of the wind from the storm were now silent. The Stomach had become eerily quiet. Only the drips of melting icicles deep inside the cave echoed back at them. 

    Charleigh quietly drew her sword from its sheath on her waist and showed it to Harold.  

    “Suffertooth is thirsty for Arachwraith blood, Harold. So am I. Shall we dine?”
Charleigh turned back and took another step further into the cave.  

    “Charleigh,” Harold said with concern in his voice.   

    Harold locked eyes with her as he opened his cloak. He pulled out a small potion bottle, glowing red from the remnants inside. He pulled the cork off as a crimson mist left the opening of the bottle. It was filled with a red tonic of some kind. The liquid glowered softly and was somehow warm to the touch, despite the frigid air. 

    “This is the last health potion I have, Princess. It’s not much, but you are weak from the cold. I want you with as much health as you can have before we slay this creature.”  

    Harold held out the potion to Charleigh. Charleigh, holding Suffertooth in both hands ready to fight, looked down at the potion in disgust, then back at Harold.  

    “The only thing I’m weak from, Harold, is your constant babysitting of me. I already told you, I may be the Princess, but if I had a choice between a crown or a sword, I would choose the sword. I’m more than capable of defeating an Arachwraith. I don’t need your pity potions.” 

    Harold rolled his eyes. “You’re as stubborn as you are brave. Or am I mistaking your bravery for stupidity?” 

    “Are you really bickering with me, here, now, before we battle this monstrosity? This creature can probably hear your unnecessary concern from a kingdom away.”  

    Harold exhaled a breath of frustration.  

    “Princess, you are eager to battle, but whether you admit it or not, you are currently bitten by frost. You are weakened. Your armor is coated in ice. You will move slower.”  

    Charleigh lowered her sword and turned her face away from Harold. She stared at the blackness in front of her as his desperate words began to make more sense.  

    “This is the last potion either of us has. If we are to have a chance against this beast, you must drink it. You are a stronger warrior than I, this is true, but I have the advantage here. Arachwraiths are dark creature types. They fear fire and light. They are weak to them, Princess.” 

    Harold held out his right hand and engulfed it in a chaotic flame. The surrounding cave lit up around them.  

    “I possess both fire and light. You possess neither.”  

    Charleigh looked at the jagged, rocky ceiling and corroded walls of The Stomach. There were old scratches on the walls made by both swords and fingernails. Stained blood trails disappeared into the darkness.  

    Harold held up the potion bottle with his other hand to Charleigh’s face.  

    “Take the potion, Princess. I will lead the rest of the way through The Stomach. Once we find the Arachwraith, I will draw its attention. It will become startled and become aggressive towards me. You will hide in the darkness away from me. Crouch and make your way behind it as I attack it. Make sure it has no exit to flee. Once I set it alight with an Armageddon Flame, it will either attack me with haste, or it will try to flee. If it tries to attack me, you run towards it from behind and stab it in the back with Suffertooth. It will most definitely be a critical hit.” 

    Charleigh looked away from the darkness and back at Harold. “And what if it sees me? What if it hears me? I’m not a thief nor an assassin. I am not quiet. My armor is loud. What if it attacks me first as I’m trying to flank it?” 

    Harold smiled reassuringly and stated matter-of-factly, “That is what the potion is for, Princess.”  

    He mockingly waved it in front of her mouth. “As I said, your armor is frozen but strong, enough to endure a sting if it locks onto you. They are quick beasts, but you have a powerful swing. If I can draw its attention, you can swing a critical hit from the back that will surely drain most of its life. If it attacks you before me, I can send Endless Flame toward it until it becomes angered at me. As long as we keep attacking it from either direction, we should be able to kill it before…”  

    Harold hesitated.  

    “Before it kills us,” Charleigh finished.  

    “Precisely, Princess. So please, drink the potion.”  

    Charleigh stared at the orange glow in Harold’s eyes from his flame before she snatched the potion out of his hands.  

    “I can tell you’ve been working on your speeches. You can be quite convincing when you want to be. Maybe you should’ve been a thief.” She raised the potion in the air and swallowed the remaining liquid. She threw it out of The Stomach into the snow as it landed without a sound 

     “I am a thief, Princess. After I defeat this Arachwraith, I will steal all your glory,” Harold smirked at Charleigh as he raised his cloak over his head. His eyes blazed intensely. Tiny flames danced from his eyes as his hands were engulfed in fire. 

    Charleigh raised her sword into her fighting stance and stepped forward into the unknown darkness.  

    “You’re the idiot who just gave his last potion away to a weakened ally. Are you really as smart as you claim you are?” 

    The two crept forward slowly through The Stomach. The path was narrow. Insects on the walls and floor ran into the darkness as the light from Harold’s flames burned their eyes. Charleigh stayed a few feet back as she stared at the back of Harold’s hood. 

    “How ‘bout we make a deal, Princess?” Harold said quietly as the path widened. “No speech, no tricks. Fair game, fair loot. They say Arachwraiths hoard the treasure of Mountain Elves and steal from fallen adventurers. I don’t know if that’s true but let us say it is. If we kill this creature-” 

    “When we kill this creature,” Charleigh corrected. 

    “Pardon me, Princess. When we kill this creature, whoever does the most damage to it, gets the first pick of any treasure we discover inside The Stomach. Deal?”  

    Charleigh mockingly laughed as she turned around to watch their back for unexpected enemies. “You speak as if you’ve danced in the fire for millennia, Harold Dagan. You are no mage master, tyro. I’ve slayed more beasts than you’ve lit bonfires, “oh great fire mage.” I’m surprised your armor isn’t made of squirrel pelt. But if you really wan-” 

    The flame in Charleigh’s peripheral sight vanished. Harold was gone. Darkness. There was no light. No fire from Harold’s hands. Charleigh looked around, her head on a swivel. Blind. She turned again. Then again.  

    “Harold,” she called out in a quiet panic. She wasn’t sure if she was facing in the right direction. She could not see in front of her 

    Harold was close. He must be close.  

    Charleigh held Suffertooth in front of her as she whispered again, “Harold?” 

    “Haaaarold,” a raspy voice whispered back. “No Harold, my child.” A strange ticking noise echoed throughout The Stomach. “No, no. All I see is food,” the voice hissed. 

    Charleigh slowly raised her sword in front of her into the guard position. She wasn’t sure where in front of her was, but anything to block her from the voice she had just heard. She heard tapping in the black distance that seemed to move closer. She slowly moved left until she felt a wall. She was cautious not to clash into it. Her loud armor would give her away. She then slowly moved right until her armor touched again. She was gathering her surroundings. 

    “Food, child. I am so very hungry.” A tapping echoed in the near distance. The sound of sharp claws scraping the rock.  

    That ragged voice called out, echoing throughout The Stomach, “I can hear you, child. Oh yes, I can hear you quite well within these walls. They never see me. No, they never do, but I always see them.” 

    For the first time within the cave, Charleigh began to sweat in her armor. She was nervous as her eyes were blinded by darkness.  

    The ragged voice from the darkness continued, echoing out into the nothingness.  

    “I won’t eat you at first. No. Such a waste. I’ll drag you down below with the others, and once you’ve lost your mind, once you realize you are my meal, I’ll bite you, inch by inch. Yes. I’ll feast on your flesh, bit by bit, from your muscles to your bones. It’ll take days before I’m done with you.” 

    Charleigh closed her eyes. She was still. She exhaled as silently as she could. She breathed slowly and cautiously.  

    The tapping of claws sounded closer. This creature was half-demon; it was playing mind games. Don’t listen to it, she thought. No matter what, don’t listen to its words. Listen to its steps.  

    The voice of the Arachwraith continued as it drew closer to its prey, “Tell me, child, oh great, oh brave Unknighted Princess. Did you really think you could battle meeeee all by yourself?” 

    A mysterious force snatched Suffertooth out of Charleigh’s hand. It vanished into the darkness, bouncing and echoing never to be seen again. Charleigh’s hands became locked to her side as something wrapped her. Then her ankles. Then her legs. She began spinning in the place where she stood.  

    Ice-webbing, Charleigh thought. The Arachwraith was wrapping her up. The webbing consumed her feet, her legs, and her arms. She began to scream for Harold but the webbing covered her mouth. She spun uncontrollably as webbing enveloped her entire body. 

    The ticking got closer. The footsteps drew nearer. She could hear the creature’s every step dance around her. Its voice was close to her ear.  

    “Yoooooou traveled all this way to defeat me, child. And yet, you pose no more of a threat than a common house fly.” 

    Charleigh could feel the cold from the creature’s breath right up against her face. She couldn’t see the Arachwraith, only felt its energy, its cold, near her. Perhaps, if this was her last moment on Earth, that was a good thing she couldn’t see it, she thought.  

    “I think I’ll save your brain for last,” said the Arachwraith, its drool dripping on Charleigh’s face from above.  

    “I don’t mean to be a chore, but if we’re having dinner,” Harold’s voice answered from the shadows. “I prefer my meat well done!”  

    Fire erupted from the darkness, burning the Arachwraith. It hurt Charleigh to look at it, but for the first time, she saw the creature that was about to eat her alive. It towered over her like a house. Long black fangs hung from its human-like mouth like daggers. Four rows of eyes traveled up its head, white as pearls. It walked on the eight legs of a spider and had the upper body of a man, yet it screamed like a banshee.  

    Harold was casting fire from his hand in a triumphant fury as the creature squealed in pain. It ran over Charleigh’s body and up the wall, turning around quickly to face the fire. Small embers floated away from its charred abdomen. 

    “Oh, don’t leave now Sunshine. We haven’t even had appetizers!” Fire exploded from Harold’s hands and melted the ice web that had held Charleigh down. The beast dodged left and right as Harold tried to burn it. 

    Charleigh began pulling the web away from her body as she stood up.  

    “You let it steal my sword, wrap me in ice, and nearly eat me alive before you did anything,” Charleigh said frustratingly.  

    “But I did save you, Princess. I think you’re focusing on the wrong thi-”
A swift kick from one of the Arachwraith’s powerful appendages sent Harold flying against the cave wall. The impact made a gruesome thud before slamming him into the ground. 

    Charleigh glanced worriedly at Harold before focusing her gaze on the Arachwraith. The kick reminded her of what Harold said earlier before they entered the cave.  

    They are quick beasts… but you have a powerful swing… 

    Suffertooth. 

    “Harold, shine some light! Now! I need my sword!” Charleigh looked back at Harold who was trying to rise to his feet. He was hurt. Badly. Only minuscule flames were lit from Harold’s hands. 

    The beast walked along the wall keeping Charleigh in its sights.  

    “Harold, I need my sword.” 

    Harold groaned on the cave floor, barely able to move. He lifted his head up slowly towards Charleigh. 

    “Charleigh, flee.” 

    The Arachwraith pounced on top of Charleigh, pinning her to the ground. She could feel her cold armor bending underneath the weight of the Arachwraith. One appendage held her left arm, another held her right. One gripped her left leg, and one gripped her right leg. Charleigh fought back and forth, pushing, and struggling, to no avail.  

    “Charleiiiiiiigh, is it? Poor child. Who will save you now?” The Arachwraith hissed as it lowered its fangs toward Charleigh’s face. 

    She could hear Harold coughing in the distance. He tried to push himself up but collapsed back down to the dirt. The beast was stronger than they anticipated. He called out in a weakened voice to the Princess.  

    “Charleigh, I’m sorry.” 

    “You hear that Charleiiiiigh? He’s sorry,” mocked the Arachwraith. “He’s sorry, Charleigh.” 

    “Charleigh.” 

    “Charleigh.” 

    “CHARLEIGH!” 

     

  


 
   
    2 

    “Charleigh!”  

    Charleigh turned to see her mother standing outside of the tent with her arms folded. 

    “What are you still doing out here young lady? It’s cold and it’s late.” 

    “We’re still playing The Realm, Mommy. Plus, they haven’t turned off the lights yet,” Charleigh said turning back to her board game.  

    Charleigh’s mom poked her head inside the tent and asked, “What’s Realm?” 

    “The Realm, Mrs. Melton. It’s a board game where you fight monsters. Charleigh and I are fighting an Arachwraith,” said Harry.  

    “A what?” Mrs. Melton asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “An Ice Arachwraith. Half-demon, half-spider. It’s one of the stronger bosses in the game,” said Harry as he held up an illustrated card of the creature to show Mrs. Melton.  

    She grabbed it and examined the creepy-looking spider demon. The upper torso of the creature was humanoid, with long bull-like horns coming from its head. Long black fangs protruded from its mouth. It had four eyes that ran up its forehead, all solid white. The bottom half of the creature was the abdomen and legs of a spider. She lowered the card and glared back at the kids.  

    “It’s weak to fire,” Harry said cheekily. 

    “Okay… are you guys playing with actual fire?” asked Mrs. Melton. 

    “No,” both answered simultaneously.  

    “Oh good. That’s good. Well, wrap things up soon, okay baby? Charleigh, you can look at the lights for ten minutes, and then it’s time to come inside. At 9:01, I want you in the house. Not a minute after.”  

    “Okay, Mommy,” Charleigh said as she picked up the dice. 

    “Harry, you should probably get home soon too,” Mrs. Melton added. “I don’t want your mother to worry.” 

    “I’ll watch the lights with Charleigh, Mrs. Melton. Then I’ll go home.” Harry said with a reassuring smile.  

    “I believe you, Harry. I’m still texting your mom at 9:01 PM on the dot.” Mrs. Melton closed the flap of the tent and walked quickly back inside. 

    The tent was set up in the backyard of Charleigh’s house. Christmas lights decorated the top of it and the entrance. Snow covered the ground around it. It was her fortress for her and Harry to play their favorite card game, The Realm. Inside the tent was a small shelf containing a digital clock on the top shelf, and the rest of the shelves were filled with miniature figurines she had built or painted herself. Goblins and trolls. Knights and warriors. She used them to represent players or creatures on the board that was in the game. They were her prized possessions. She loved them.  

    They had sleeping bags and a multitude of waterproof blankets covering the ground they sat on. In the middle of the tent, next to an electric lantern, was The Realm. Stacks of cards sat on the different tiles. Currently, three miniatures are on the board. One was the Arachwraith, the creature Charleigh had just shown her mother. 

    Another card depicted a green-hooded figure. Only his glowing orange eyes could be seen inside his hood. The rest of his face was shrouded in darkness. Orbs of fire burst from his hands. That one represented Charleigh’s best friend, Harold Dagan, or Harry as everyone called him. Harold was a fire mage in The Realm, known as The Fire Tyro of House Dagan.  

    Charleigh’s character was a royalty character type – a princess. Royalty characters can command armies if knighted. Charleigh Melton, in The Realm, was Charleigh, the Unknighted Princess of House Melton. Her card was a woman in gold and silver knight armor, holding a sword made from a dragon’s tooth. Brunette hair, like hers. She had three red streaks of war paint that ran diagonally across her face.  

    Both Charleigh and Harold were new players to the game. Charleigh was the more experienced one. They had not reached their max capabilities. This Ice Arachwraith stood in their way to level up.  

    “We have to hurry,” Charleigh said. “They’ll be cutting off the lights soon. I don’t want to miss it.”  

    The lights she was referring to was the Festival of Lights - an event her town of Black Creek held every Christmas. They would decorate the entire park and the downtown area of Black Creek with beautiful Christmas decorations every year, mostly lights. A giant Santa statue lit up and waved to visitors entering the park. The center of the festivities was a giant Christmas tree filled top to bottom with brightly lit lights and marvelous Christmas ornaments. The switch underneath it is what lit up the whole park.  

    Charleigh’s house, and a row of other houses, sat on one of the tallest hills in Black Creek, so you could see the entire park and most of the downtown area all night long. The lights would be on from 5:00 PM to 9:00 PM every weekday night and stay on until midnight on the weekends. At nine o’clock every night, someone in town would flip the switch and the entire park would go dark.  

    “Well, it’s your turn,” Harold replied. “I rolled a 7 for the ‘wraith and it punted me across the room, but I did inflict some damage to it during my turn. You rolled for your turn and got a measly 4, so the ‘wraith has you pinned and you lost your sword. So, you don’t have Suffertooth and your armor has frost damage on it. The Arachwraith does frost damage so if it hits you with a high-damage roll, it’s game over. 

    “But if I roll and dodge the attack, I can drink the potion you gave me and get back in the game. We can kill it.”  

    Charleigh picked up the die and glanced at the clock on the shelf.  

    8:53 p.m. 

    I have to roll a five or less, she thought as she shook the dice. She gave it one final shake and let the die loose onto the board. Charleigh closed her eyes. She saw herself and Harold back in the Stomach. Harold lay weak on the ground unable to help. His flames were now extinguished. Charleigh was pinned underneath the Arachwraith hovering over her face, ready to envenomate its prey.  

    Charleigh opened her eyes. Her stomach fell as she saw the number displayed on the die. 

    12.  

    A death blow.  

    The Arachwraith won. Harold dropped his head.  

    “We lose. We’re going to have to start all over. It took us all night to get to The Stomach." 

    “Ugh! It’s so annoying. I don’t have any fire or light weapons or spells in my inventory. I’m useless against it.” Charleigh began gathering the miniatures off of the board.  Harold helped her.  

    “Even if you get a fire spell or a magic weapon, it’s best to give it to me. It’s more effective when I use it,” Harold retorted. 

    “I’m going to get another booster pack tomorrow or something. I need stronger cards,” Charleigh said frustrated. 

    “Christmas is coming up. Did you ask Santa for some cards?” 

    “I did, but I want to beat the ‘wraith now,” Charleigh said angrily as she stacked the board tiles back into the box. “We’ve been stuck in the Ice Mountains forever. I’m going to go tomorrow. I have money saved up from chores. I can at least get one booster pack or maybe a single card that does major damage.”   

    “You really are impatient to kill this thing,” Harry smirked. 

    A boisterous “Ho Ho Ho!” echoed in the distance. Charleigh and Harold exchanged glances. Their eyes perked up and their jaws opened.  

    “The lights!” They both screamed simultaneously. They put everything back into The Realm box. Charleigh flicked the switch on the lantern as they both ran outside.  

    When they got outside the tent, they saw the last of the lights turning off across town. The giant Santa Clause statue in the distance shouted again, “Ho Ho Ho!” It slowly moved its hand from side to side, waving at anyone who came through the entrance of the park. Every color of light was somewhere to be found. They danced and flickered all over downtown and in the park.   

    “It’s so pretty,” Charleigh said, staring at the town in awe. It was her favorite time of the year. Christmas trees. The lights. The snow. Santa coming soon. She loved everything about it.  

    “I guess,” Harold said. “That Ho Ho Ho gets pretty annoying though after the first few days.”  

    “I wonder if Santa will see it when he comes this year,” Charleigh said gazing across the town. 

    “How could he not,” Harry retorted. “That Santa is huge. His reindeer would probably crash into it.” 

    “Charleigh!” a voice yelled from the distance. “It’s 9:01 young lady. Get in the house.” 

    “I gotta go.” Charleigh looked back at her house and saw her mother standing in the doorway pointing to the ground. She looked back at the lights. “Mom is serious.” 

    “Yeah, I got to go too. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Harold flipped his hood up and smiled. “Tomorrow, we take down the ‘wraith.” Harold walked to the gate, opened it, and began walking home. He only lived three houses down from Charleigh. Charleigh took one last look at the lights to soak it all in but they shut down for the evening.  

    “Coming momma!” Charleigh shouted back. As she began to turn, something stopped her in her tracks. There was a noise, a feeling in her stomach. Something vibrated the ground under Charleigh’s steps. She felt it in her feet up to her knees into her stomach. Every few seconds, a trembling… 

    fooooom… fooooom… foooom 

    It was uncomfortable. Unnatural. Something was closing in on her. Something was surrounding her. She felt a hundred eyes on her but couldn’t see any of them. She grabbed her arms and stayed locked in place. Her breathing grew heavier. Her head turned left and stared back at the tent. She spun around frantically looking over the hills towards the lights, trying to find what this thing she couldn’t see, this thing making her stomach churn. She felt queasy. She grew light-headed. Her thoughts begin to spin out of contr- 

    “Charleigh,” her mom yelled once again. “Get in here, young lady!” 

    In an instant, everything Charleigh just felt at that moment was gone. Her thoughts were clear. She didn’t feel queasy or sick. She didn’t feel watched, enclosed, or claustrophobic. In one single instant, whatever that was, was gone. 

    She shook her head and ran toward the house. As she approached the door, her mom squinted and knelt down as Charleigh entered the doorway. She touched her shoulders and examined her for a moment.  

    “Baby, are you okay? You look pale.” 

    “I’m fine, mom. I feel fine.” Charleigh gave her mother a half-reassuring smile.  

    “Oh dear, I hope you’re not getting sick. Come on, let’s get you warm in bed before you catch a cold.” Mrs. Melton patted her back to come inside before shutting the door. 

    As Charleigh entered the house, the lights inside the kitchen flickered on and off for just only a moment. The night grew quiet. Only the moving Santa statue echoed in the night.  

    “Ho Ho Ho!” 
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   T he Arachwraith pounced on top of her, pinning her to the ground. She could feel her frozen armor bending and twisting underneath the weight of the creature as ice shards broke off. Every appendage of the ‘wraith pinned every arm and leg of the Unknighted Princess. Charleigh fought back and forth, pushing and struggling with all her strength, to no avail.  

    The Arachwraith hissed and drooled.  

    “Charleiiiiiiigh, is it? Poor, poor, Charleigh. Who will save you now?” the Arachwraith shrilled as it showed its dripped venom from its fangs. They were as long as poison daggers, and slowly unfolded from the ‘wraith’s mouth.  

    Charleigh turned her head towards Harold. He was walking towards the ‘wraith, his body flaring wildly with chaotic fire.  

    “Why didn’t you save me, Charleigh?” Harold’s voice echoed throughout the cave as he approached her. “You were my friend.” Tiny embers of fire from Harold’s body landed on the moist ground and disappeared in a hiss. “You were supposed to protect me.”   

    Tears began exiting Charleigh’s eyes. She called out to the Fire Mage of House Dagan. “Harry, I’m sorry,” 

    The Arachwraith turned its head towards Harry. Its eyes danced in the reflection of Harold’s burning body. “You hear that, Harrrrrry? She’s sorry,” mocked the Arachwraith. “She’s sorry,” the ‘wraith repeated as it turned its attention back to Charleigh.” 

    “Charleigh,” Harold’s sad eyes burned as his mouth twisted into a frown. He held out his hand. “You were supposed to save me, Charleigh.” Harold dropped to his knees. 

    “Charleigh.” 

    “CHARLEIGH!” 

    Her eyes slammed open. The jerking of Charleigh’s arms and legs made her sit straight up in bed. Her brown hair was stuck to her forehead. She was breathing heavily. She felt the dampness on her shoulders and beneath her armpits. She quickly looked around the room as she collected her thoughts.  

    A nightmare. She glanced at the angry red numbers hurting her eyes, one of the only lights currently on in her room.   

    3:08 A.M. 

    She closed her eyes and rubbed her hands up and down her face repeatedly. Slowly. She saw Harold’s burning face.  

    She begrudgingly threw her blankets off and stood on the hardwood floor. She was tired and cranky. It didn’t help the floor was ice-cold to the touch. She wished she had her socks on. She stumbled as she walked through the house to the kitchen. Her eyes were still adjusting to the light, but she saw Harold burning when she closed them. She squinted her way to the kitchen.  

    She turned on the light in the kitchen and held up her hand to block her eyes. The light was too bright. She instantly turned the switch back off. She just needed to see if anything blocked her path to the refrigerator. Moonlight from the night sky illuminated the kitchen, just barely, from the only window in the kitchen. She stumbled over to the fridge and opened it. The light from the fridge wasn’t as aggressive as the overhead kitchen light. It didn’t burn as much.  

    She stared at the jugs and cartons of drinks in the open fridge for a moment. Grape juice. Orange juice. Tea. Milk. Mmm, milk, she thought. She grabbed the milk carton out of the fridge, unfolded the top, and chugged. It was ice cold. Smooth. Delicious. Her Mom and Dad would get angry if they ever saw her drinking straight out of the carton (again) but there was something about drinking out of the carton that just made milk better, Charleigh thought.  

    She held the milk carton in front of her as big, bold, black letters caught her attention. 

    
     
      
       
       	  MISSING 

 
      

       
       	  Jonathan Scarborough 

 
      

       
       	  DATE MISSING: 6/16/ 

 
      

       
       	  FROM: Black Creek 

 
      

       
       	  White Male 

 
      

       
       	  EYES: Blue 

 
      

       
       	  HEIGHT: 5’7 

 
      

       
       	  WEIGHT: 160 

 
      

       
       	  HAIR: Brown 

 
      

     
    

   

    
She focused on the black-and-white picture of the young boy printed on the milk carton. Dimples. Bright smile. Long hair. The year the boy went missing had been rubbed off the carton. The year was missing. She pulled the carton closer to her face. She tried to make the year out. It was illegible.  

    fooooom… fooooom… fooooom… 

    Charleigh’s stomach suddenly felt uncomfortably full. She dropped the carton of milk to her feet as her arms locked into place. She couldn’t lift her arms or move her legs. That noise from earlier, that feeling, that humming... It was back. It wasn’t as strong as it was earlier, but it was there. Obviously there. Charleigh got scared. It came from nowhere, but it was there. This new feeling appeared twice in just a few hours. She tried to move her head. Nothing. 

    She tried to call out for her mom. She said the word “Mom,” but only frosty breath left her mouth. No sound came out. No voice. Her entire body felt like an empty shell incapable of moving or producing sound. She was helpless. 

    The milk was still pouring from the opening of the carton onto the floor, surrounding her feet. The floor was ice cold. The milk was even colder. Her feet were growing numb by the second. 

    Her eyelids, the only muscle capable, began to lower. Her eyes grew heavy. Weariness filled her mind; she began to drift away into unconsciousness. The red light from the kitchen window illuminated more and more. The entire room was bright red from the light and shadow black. And then, suddenly, the light was gone. 

    That uncomfortable feeling in Charleigh’s stomach began to subside. The light that held her in place vanished, but her eyes continued to adjust. They still hurt. Her limbs began to regain feeling. Her stomach didn’t feel quite so heavy. Her wits about her became sharper. She felt her muscles in use again. She tried wiggling her fingers. They barely moved but they did.  

    Your toes, she thought. Wiggle your toes. She looked down at her toes. Her big toe moved slightly. She collapsed to the ground, landing knee and elbow first into a huge puddle of milk. In a panic, she crawled and hid underneath the table. Hiding from what she didn’t know. She grabbed the chair legs in front of her. That feeling when your arm goes to sleep and then wakes up. It was like that, except the whole experience lasted five seconds. What happened? What was that? 

    fooooom… fooooom… fooooom… 

    There it was again. That creepy humming noise. She slowly lowered her head underneath the tablecloth and looked past the chair she was holding onto for dear life. She peeked out from behind the chair to the kitchen window. Three huge red circles, aligned together in a triangle shape, moved away from her house at a snail’s pace. She saw it, clear as day, moving in and out of clouds as they passed. The crimson lights glowed brighter and dimmer as they crept across the sky.  

    “Wowww,” unexpectedly left Charleigh’s mouth. She smacked both her hands against her lips, afraid the monstrous object in the sky could hear her. She stared in awe with her hands on her mouth at the pulsating lights. It must be the size of a football field, she thought. And three glowing red lights, like the eyes of a wraith, she thought. 

    The triangle began to pick up momentum as it quietly hummed in the sky. It started to move forward, out of Charleigh’s sight as she remained hidden under the table. She was taking long, slow breaths but breathing as quietly as she could like the ship was in the kitchen with her. 

    She slowly moved out from underneath the table the farther it went away from her house. Her eyes never left its sight. She was cautious but curious. As she stood up, the floating triangle was now far off in the distance, gently unsettled in the sky like a balloon. She stared at it through the window for as long as she could.  

    She wanted a closer look.  

    Charleigh took off running through the dark house, nearly slipping, on her way to the back door. Her feet were still wet with milk. She opened the back door. She was greeted by a harsh cold wind that grabbed her entire body. She crossed her arms and stared in shock. The dark triangle began to lower down towards the town.  

    It was landing. 

    She took a step forward and squinted her eyes. The fog that drifted through Black Creek impugned her vision. As it lowered, the red lights began to disappear. The only light she could see was the dim glow of the waving Santa Clause in the distance. The red lights of the ship lowered and lowered until they were completely gone. Vanished. 

    There was no sound now. Nothing. Just silent wind drifting through Black Creek. She stared across the darkened town. What had she just seen? Something reached for her out of the darkness and grabbed Charleigh’s shoulders. It squealed her name in anger. 

    “Charleigh!”  
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    “Charleigh! What are you doing out here young lady?!” Mrs. Melton was staring daggers into Charleigh’s eyes. The scowl on her forehead was deep. She grabbed Charleigh by the shoulders and spun her around. “It’s three in the morning. You’re outside in the cold with no jacket on,” she yelled silently as she looked down. “You don’t even have shoes on. Do you want to lose your toes?! Get inside, now!”  

    Mrs. Melton grabbed Charleigh’s arm and nudged her towards the back door. “But mom,” Charleigh protested.  

    “Nope. Nada. Don’t think so young lady. Don’t ‘but mom’ me. Wait right here.” Mrs. Melton closed the door and walked towards the living room. She flipped on the living room light. Charleigh noticed she was wearing grey pajama pants and a long sleeve white t-shirt, clutching her arms as she walked away. She was cold too. She kept talking.  

    “You’re standing outside in the middle of the night, in the snow, with no shoes, with the back door wide open. The entire house is freezing because of you.” Mrs. Melton grabbed a comforter from the back of the couch and walked aggressively back into the kitchen. She wrapped Charleigh up in the comforter like a burrito. “I have half a mind to call your father right now.” 

    “Mom, please, listen, there were these lights…” 

    “Charleigh!” The words burst out of Mrs. Melton’s mouth like a cannonball. Charleigh knew she was serious. Her head recoiled into her burrito blanket like a turtle. Mrs. Melton closed her eyes, tilted her head, and took a breath. She opened her eyes and continued. “You scared me half to death. Here’s what is going to happen, young lady. You’re sleeping with me for the rest of the night. Your father is still at work. It is late. I am tired, and I have to go to work in the morning. You should’ve been in bed a long time ago. We will talk about this in the morning when your father gets home. I don’t want to hear another word out of your mouth besides, ‘Yes ma’am.’ Do you understand me?” 

    Tears could’ve welled up in Charleigh’s eyes at that very moment, but they were so dry from the cold. She looked down. She was angry her Mom wouldn’t listen. Angry that her mom was angry with her. But she was also angry at herself for scaring her mom. She didn’t mean to. Her mom was right. It was late. Charleigh looked off to the side and uttered the words, “yes ma’am.” 

    “Thank you. Go to mommy’s bedroom and lay down. I’ll be there in a minute. I’m going to make sure everything is locked up.” 

    Mrs. Melton watched her as she turned the hallway corner and out of sight. She rubbed her forehead in frustration. She sighed as she walked over and locked the kitchen door. Her foot squeaked and slipped as she grabbed the kitchen counter for balance. The floor was wet.  

    “Mommy…” Charleigh’s voice called out from the hallway.  

    Lord, help me, Mrs. Melton thought. “What?” 

    “Be careful. I spilled milk on the floor.” Charleigh’s footsteps could be heard running towards her parents’ room followed by a door closing quickly.  

    “Spilled milk,” Mrs. Melton thought. She grabbed the countertop and slowly approached where the light switch was. Sure enough, the refrigerator door was open, and half of the kitchen floor was covered in white milk.  

    Don’t cry over spilled milk, entered her mind, mainly because she wanted to cry at that very moment.  

    Mrs. Melton’s entire body posture sank as she saw the mess. She exhaled an exhausted sigh as she began making her way to the pantry to grab a mop and some towels. She threw the mop head down and began soaking up the milk off the floor. As she did, she thought, “Oh, just wait until your father gets home young lady.” 

    * * * 

    It would still be a few hours before Mr. Melton would get home. It was early, sometime around 5:00 A.M. The sun had begun to rise. Gray clouds painted the blue and orange early morning sky. Mr. Melton was nearing the end of his shift when a 10-29m came through on his police cruiser’s radio. A 10-29: subject wanted for suspected vandalism. Misdemeanor offense but one worth checking out. 

    Location: Black Creek Park. 

    He made the turn into the entrance of the park and knew an act of vandalism had definitely occurred. The Santa Clause statue that greeted everyone coming into the park was laying down on its back. That much he could see. Nearby, a young kid, a teenager maybe, sat on the curb with his hands cuffed behind his back. He was crying and looked frightened. He was breathing heavily. He was shivering as snot dripped from his nose. He could see the whites of his eyes from afar.  

    Towering above him, looking down at the kid, was Officer Rogers, a 6’4 skyscraper of a man, and a good friend of Mr. Melton. The other officer was Officer Matthew Perez. Mr. Melton parked his cruiser nearby and exited the vehicle.  

    “Good morning,” he said boisterously, mainly to the teenage boy sitting on the ground, but also to his comrades. The teenager didn’t respond at all. Only shivered. Melton shut the door to his cruiser and approached, noticing the boy’s traumatized demeanor.  

    “Officer Melton, nice of you to join us this morning,” smiled Officer Rogers.  

    Officer Melton lowered his voice, “Always a pleasure, Bubba Dean. What’s going on?” 

    “Officer Perez here was patrolling through the park and witnessed this kid high tailing it out of there. Perez caught up with the suspect, and after tackling him to the ground, discovered this.”  

    Officer Rogers lifted up a large open backpack sitting on the trunk of his police cruiser. Officer Melton peered inside.  

    Spray paint.  

    “Ah, we have an artist on our hands,” Officer Melton said sarcastically. 

    “More than that, apparently. Have a look at this. Perez, watch the kid for me,’ said Rogers.  

    “Yes sir,” responded Officer Perez.  

    Officers Rogers and Melton made their way to the Santa Clause statue laying on the ground. “Get a load of this,” Officer Rogers said as he pointed to the wreckage before them.  

    Officer Melton couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The Santa Clause statue was completely ravaged. A giant hole now existed where its “stomach” used to be. The wiring was ripped out completely and strewn all over the ground. Dents and holes nearly covered every inch. Three claw marks went down Santa’s face. 

    “You’re telling me that boy did all this?” Melton asked in confusion.  

    “Seems so. He definitely had something to hide. Otherwise, why did he run?” responded Rogers. 

    “Most people run from cops while they’re trespassing at nighttime, Bubba.” Melton walked around the Santa statue studying it, trying to piece together what happened. He kneeled and picked up a strip of exposed wire.  

     “Well, who do you think did this Charles? I’m all ears,” Rogers said with a playful smile on his face. “What do you think happened?”
“Unless that kid turned into a werewolf during the night, I don’t think he did this.”  

    “A werewolf?” asked Rogers quizzically. 

    “Look at this thing, Bubba. This thing has been stabbed, clawed, and ripped to shreds. This wasn’t an act of vandalism. This was an act of aggression.” Melton dropped the wires he was holding to the ground.  

    “Aggression? You mean something attacked Santy Clause?” Officer Rogers asked, laughing. 

    Melton’s demeanor didn’t budge one inch. There was concern written all over his face as Officer Rogers continued. “C’mon Charles, you know every year during the festival, some young punk tries to steal, or break, or vandalize, something in the park. That’s what young kids do. He probably had some buddies helping him and he’s the only one that got caught.” 

    Officer Melton looked over at the boy. “Have you questioned the boy yet?” 

    “He’s not talking,” said Rogers. “Been quiet since Perez put him in cuffs. He’s scared is all.” 

    “No. He’s absolutely terrified.”  

    Melton left the wreckage of what was once Santa Clause and approached the boy. The boy’s knees were still shaking. His eyes were as wide as when Melton first arrived. He was still looking forward at his own knees. The boy had seen something. He didn’t look like he’d seen a ghost, thought Melton. He looked like the ghost saw him. He greeted the boy with a calm, friendly tone. 

    “Hello. My name is Officer Charles Melton. Can you tell me your name?” 

    The boy didn’t respond. His head and knees just shivered in the cold.  

    Officer Melton looked over at Rogers and Perez who were now standing together side by side. Rogers shook his head as if there was no point to this. 

    Melton continued, “I’d like to ask you some questions, but I know it’s cold out. Can I get you anything? A cup of coffee? Some hot cocoa maybe?” 

    The boy continued to shiver. The corners of his mouth were slightly pointed down. His eyes were still very much open, almost glazed over. He said nothing. He probably wouldn’t be moving if it wasn’t below freezing outside.  

    “Listen, you’re not under arrest, but I need you to help me. Can you tell me, did you do this?” Still no response.  

    “Did any of your friends do that to the statue?” asked Melton. No response. No change. The boy stared ahead blankly 

    “C’mon Melton, it’s a simple open and shut case. That’s it. It’s cold out here. Let’s take him downtown and call his parents,” Rogers crossed his arms and leaned on his car.  

    Officer Melton held up a finger as if to say, “Wait.” 

    “Did you see someone do this to that statue?” 

    The boy stopped quivering. His eyes shifted skyward off his knees as he looked up at Charles.  

    “You did, didn’t you? You saw something,’ Charles said.  

    The boy’s frown began to sink further. His eyes became encased in a watery glaze now. He slightly nodded his head “yes.” 

    “What did you see?” Charles’s voice was almost in a whisper now. Psychologically, he was trying to make the boy think they were the only two listening to their conversation, despite Roger’s interruptions. He looked at the boy reassuringly, “What did you see?” 

    The boy looked away as tears began rolling down his cheeks. He was shaking his head “no” now. “I don’t know,” said the boy. 

    “What was that? I didn’t hear you,” responded Officer Melton.  

    “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know,” the boy kept repeating as tears rolled down his chin. Snot was leaking from his nose. “I don’t know.” 

    “It’s okay. Listen, you’re surrounded by officers. We’re here to help you, to protect you,” Officer Charles said encouragingly. “I need you to collect yourself and tell me exactly what you saw. Can you do that?” 

    “It was him,” the boy said wiping his tears on his shoulder. 

    “Him? Him who?” 

    The boy nodded toward the destroyed Santa statue. “Him.” 

    Officer Rogers let out a crude belly laugh. “Hah! Him?!” He pointed at the Santa statue. “Santy Clause did that? He must be a jealous Santa to destroy a statue of himself. Maybe he thought the statue made him look too jolly!? Hahahaha!” 

    Melton turned and gave Rogers a look that said, “Will you please shut up?” Rogers shook his head and walked away, throwing his hands in the air. Officer Perez stayed behind and looked on in curiosity. Curious as to what the boy would say next.  

    Melton restarted, “I’m confused, boy. Are you saying the statue did that to itself? Are you saying a person dressed as Santa Clause did tha-” 

    “It wasn’t a person,” the boy interrupted, shaking his head. “It wasn’t a person.” The tears returned streaming down his face.  

    “Okay, okay. It wasn’t a person. What was it? Some kind of animal maybe?” Officer Melton believed the boy’s tone, believed his voice. He’s interviewed a lot of suspects in his many years on the force. This boy didn’t sound like he was lying. He simply sounded… scared.  

    The boy closed his eyes as more tears leaked out. You could tell he wasn’t sure if he wanted to talk. Finally, he spoke. “I was walking through the park. Yes, I was going to spray paint that fence, graffiti it, that one over there, the white fence. I heard a noise, s-s-something was in the trees. It wasn’t the wind blowing, okay. Something moved the trees. You could hear it moving the trees.” The boy wasn’t looking at Melton or anybody, just rambling while staring straight ahead like he was recalling his story from memory.  

    “Then, then I grabbed my flashlight, you know, to see what what was happening. I grabbed my f-flashlight to look,” the boy’s voice became more erratic.  

    He stopped, and for the first time, looked at Officer Melton dead in the eyes and spoke. 

    “I saw it.”  

    “What did you see?” Charles was beginning to suspect the boy was lying, but he wasn’t sure. He was trying not to show it.  

    “It was in the trees, looking back at m-me. It was him. It was… Santa, but it wasn’t Santa Clause.” The boy looked away. He closed his eyes and shook his head frantically. “It screamed at me, but it wasn’t a scream. It wasn’t a scream. It was a car horn. It sounded just like a car horn. Its mouth opened. It opened all the way down to its stomach…” 

    The boy looked back at Melton. Melton was trying to listen with sympathy, but his facial expression gave him away. He wanted to believe the boy, but he didn’t. At least, he wasn’t sure he believed him. 

    The boy shook his head again and for the first time, fear wasn’t his only expression. He looked frustrated. “Never mind. Just never mind. You don’t believe me.” 

    Charles didn’t know how to respond. No, he didn’t believe the boy’s story. But he believed the boy was definitely scared. Something frightened him. Officer Rogers did have a theory though as he returned from his cruiser.  

    “Sure, sure. What’s not to believe? Santy Clause came from the North Pole early, got jealous of our Santy Clause, beat the crap out of him, and decided to build a bird nest in a tree. Yeah yeah, sure sure, that happened. I’m convinced.” 

    Officer Melton stood up and walked over to Rogers. “You could really work on your bedside manner, Bubba. You can’t tell me that kid isn’t scared,” Melton whispered.  

    “Oh, he’s scared, that’s for sure,” Rogers whispered, before continuing loudly. “You wanna know what I think happened? I think you and your punk friends decided it would be cool to vandalize the park a couple of days before Christmas, before the Festival of Lights. So you smash our statue to bits, went to graffiti something on our walls, and got caught by Officer Perez. So instead of running from the Boogie-Woogie Santa, you ran from Officer Perez, got caught, and came up with this phony bologna story. You tell me, Officer Melton, which story do you think actually happened?” 

    Melton didn’t say anything. When Rogers put it like that, so matter-of-factly, it made total sense. The kid got scared and lied. The only thing holding Charles’s agreement back was either this kid was an excellent actor, or he really believed what he saw.  

    Rogers grabbed the kid by one of his arms and lifted him off the curb. “C’mon, kid, let’s go. We’re taking you to the station and calling your parents. Something tells me you’re gonna be getting coal for Christmas this year.” Rogers led the kid to the back of his cop car.  

    “Watch your head,” he said as he lowered him in, and shut the door. He turned back to Officer Melton.  

    “Go home to your family, Charles. Your shift is over. I’ll call ya if we hear of any Christmas Elves robbing the bank.” Rogers let out a smug laugh and entered the driver’s side. Perez nodded at Charles and got inside through the passenger side door. They drove off as more patrol cars began to arrive at the scene. Charles looked back at the destroyed statue and thought about what the boy had said one last time. 

    It was him. It was Santa 
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    Later that morning, Officer Melton arrived home after his long and unusual shift. When he walked in the door, the house was filled with wonderful smells of breakfast. Charleigh, his daughter, was sitting at the table already anxiously awaiting her breakfast. Mrs. Melton was still preparing eggs, bacon, sausage, and toast for the family as she greeted Mr. Melton with a kiss. 

    “Good morning, baby. Did you sleep well?” Mr. Melton said as he kissed the top of Charleigh’s head.  

    “Actually,” Mrs. Melton interjected, “Charleigh has something she’d like to tell us. Don’t you Charleigh?” 

    Charleigh looked down at her lap, unresponsive. 

    “Uh oh. What happened sweetie?” asked her father.   

    “Charleigh,” Mrs. Melton said as she placed a plate in front of her, “tell your dad what happened.” 

    Charleigh looked up at her father. “Momma’s mad at me because I let the cold in the house.” 

    Charles looked at his wife in confusion for clarification. “What happened, Tiff?” 

    Mrs. Melton sat down with her plate and grabbed her fork. “Last night, I woke up and the house was freezing cold. I got up to check the thermostat, and I saw your daughter standing outside, with the back door wide open, in the snow, with no shoes or jacket on, at three in the morning.”  

    Charles raised his voice. “Three in the morning? What were you doing outside that late?”  

    “Oh, there’s more,” Mrs. Melton continued. “The refrigerator door was left wide open too, and milk was all over the floor. We’re out of milk, by the way.” 

    Confused, her father reached over and grabbed her hand. “Charleigh, talk to me. What happened?” 

    Charleigh slowly moved her scrambled eggs around her plate contemplating what to say. “Last night I had a nightmare. I was scared. I couldn’t sleep. So I got up and got some milk.” She chose her words carefully at this moment, omitting that she drank from the milk carton. “But I saw something, out of the window, in the sky.”  

    She nodded her head towards the kitchen window. “It scared me, and I dropped the milk on the floor.” 

    Her mother and father exchanged glances. “Wait. Back up. You said you saw something in the sky,” her father asked.  

    “Yeah.” 

    “What did you see?” 

    “I don’t know.” 

    I’ve heard that phrase a lot the last 24 hours, Charles thought. “What do you mean, you don’t know? What did you see?” 

    “Three red lights.” 

    “Three red lights? You saw an airplane.” 

    “No,” Charleigh said as she bit into her toast. “It didn’t look like a plane. It made the kitchen red.” 

    Her parents exchanged another glance. “It made the kitchen red,” asked her father. 

    “It shined a red light through the window. It scared me. It made me drop the milk. I ran and hid under the table. When I hid under the table, it flew away.” Charleigh began to eat her breakfast faster as her parents looked on in confusion.  

    Mrs. Melton interjected, “Charleigh, you’re not in trouble, sweetie. But I want you to tell us the truth.” 

    Mr. Melton thought about the conversation he had with the teenage boy earlier.  

    “I am, momma. It made the kitchen red. I hid under the table right there,” Charleigh said pointing under the table. “When it flew away, I got up and watched it land near the Santa Clause statue in the park.” 

    Mr. Melton’s ears perked up. What a strange coincidence, he thought. “Baby, you walked outside and watched these… three red lights land in the park?” 

    Charleigh nodded her head confidently as she scooped another spoonful of eggs into her mouth. “I didn’t mean to wake you up, momma. I didn’t mean to make the house cold.” 

    Mrs. Melton was about to respond to her daughter as she turned her attention to her husband. He was staring at the table concerningly. “Honey, are you okay?” 

    “Yeah. Yeah, just, something reminded me of work.” 

    “Am I in trouble,” asked Charleigh with an intentional sad tone in her voice.  

    Charles looked at his daughter and grabbed her hand reassuringly. “Sweetie, you’re not in trouble. You’re not. But I need you to tell me the truth, okay?” 

    Charleigh stared at her father for a moment before nodding her head in agreement.  

    “You said you saw something in the sky? And you watched it land in the park?” 

    Charleigh nodded her head confidently again.  

    Mrs. Melton sat still staring at the conversation in confusion.  

    “Honey, is there something you want to tell me? Something I’m not understanding? Your daughter was out in the snow at three in the morning and you’re more concerned about something in the sky?” 

    “Let me tell you about my morning,” he glanced at Charleigh and then back at his wife. “After breakfast.” 

    “O… okay?” Mrs. Melton agreed. 

    “So I’m not trouble?” asked Charleigh. 

    “Well,” Mrs. Melton answered 

    “No, sweetie,” Mr. Melton interrupted. “You’re not in trouble. Just don’t ever, ever, ever go outside in the middle of the night ever again. You scare your mother and I when you do things like that. Deal?” 

    Charleigh shook her head and body in a little dance in celebration. “Deal, daddy.” She stabbed her sausage patty with her fork and bit into it triumphantly. 

    “I’m very interested to hear why she’s not in trouble, honey,” Mrs. Melton said to Charles. Charleigh continued dancing in her seat as she finished her breakfast.  

    * * * 

    “Yeah, why didn’t you get in trouble,” Harry asked.  

    “Beats me,” Charleigh responded with a shrug. “I don’t know what was going on with Dad. He was acting weird.” 

    Charleigh and Harry were trudging up the snowy hill into town. The sun was out causing the bright snow to hurt their eyes. They couldn’t ride their bikes due to the melted slush that covered the entire town. Both were trying to ignore the fact that their socks were wet.  

    “So you told him you saw a spaceship and snuck outside to watch it in the middle of the night, and he wasn’t mad at you?” 

    “I guess not.” 

    “My mother probably would’ve buried me in the snow if I did that. Do you wonder where it went?” 

    “Where what went?” 

    “The spaceship! You said you saw it land in the park. How come nobody else has seen it?” 

    Charleigh stopped in her tracks and stared at Harry as he marched forward. Harry got a few feet ahead before he noticed. He turned back to Charleigh, “What?” 

    “Do you believe me?” Charleigh said as she folded her arms.  

    “Do I believe what?” 

    “Do you believe I saw a UFO?” 

    Harry put his head down and watched his feet move through the snow as he approached Charleigh. He looked at her for a few seconds before answering carefully.  

    “I don’t know, Charleigh.” 

    Charleigh rolled her eyes and continued walking forward.  

    “I think you saw something. But, a UFO? As in an alien spaceship? Come on, Charleigh. Those only exist in movies.” Harry ran up to her side to catch up with her. 

    “I know what I saw. I know what I felt. It saw me.” 

    “Maybe it was a helicopter shining a spotlight at the Festival. They do that every year. Wait, what do you mean it saw you?” 

    “I’m glad you think I’m too stupid to know the difference between a helicopter and a giant triangle with three red dots on it,” Charleigh said as she turned the corner of the bookstore. They were now in downtown Black Creek which housed a small shopping center filled with a variety of stores.  

    “Well, you did just have a nightmare. You just woke up. You were sleepy. Maybe your mind was playing tricks on you. Minds can pla-” 

    “It grabbed me, Harry,” Charleigh interrupted. She stopped again and turned around to face Harry. 

    “What do you mean it grabbed you?” 

    “When I was in the kitchen. When I was drinking the milk, that red light lit up the entire kitchen. Almost like it wasn’t coming through the window. It was almost like it was coming through the ceiling. It ‘grabbed’ me. I couldn’t move. It made me feel sick to my stomach. It felt like something was staring at me from every corner of the room. Have you ever seen a helicopter do that?” Charleigh said sarcastically as she turned around and continued walking.  

    Harry sat still for a moment to think about what he just heard, then ran to catch up to Charleigh again. “Okay, I believe you. I believe you. But that still doesn’t answer my question.” 

    “What question?” 

    “If you saw a UFO, where is it now?” 

    Charleigh put her hands on the rail of a door and thought about it.  

    “I don’t know, maybe hiding in plain sight? I wonder if it had anything to do with that.” Charleigh pointed down the road at the entrance of Black Creek Park. Three men were standing underneath the broken Santa statue as it was being lifted by a crane back on its platform.  

    “The night I see a UFO, the Santa statue is destroyed. Don’t you think that’s a little weird? Don’t you think they’re connected somehow? 

    “Well, I guess we should worry about it when we have time to worry about it. Besides, we have an Arachwraith to kill.”  

    “You’re right,” Charleigh said as she pushed the door open and rushed in.  

    “Wait,” said Harry. “Where are we?” 

    Harry didn’t realize they had reached their destination until she went inside. Then he saw the sign on the door.  

    Becker’s Toybox Of Oddities 
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    “Why, hello Ms. Charleigh!” A man in a blue waistcoat and black tie turned around and greeted Charleigh and Harry as they entered the store. He had slick back hair, dark as midnight. His black mustache twirled upwards on each end. He was wearing a monocle on his left eye that he removed when the children entered.  

    “Hi, Mr. Becker. How are you?” 

    “Oh, if I was any happier, I’d be a pig in poop. And who is this young man?” 

    “This is my friend, Harry. He’s playing The Realm with me.” 

    “Ahh, a fellow warrior I see,” Mr. Becker boasted as he reached out for a handshake.  

    “Actually, I’m a mage. A fire mage. Not a warrior. Harold Dagan, sir. Nice to meet you.” The two shook hands. Harry thought Mr. Becker’s hand was like squeezing a small pillow.  

    Mr. Becker leaned closer to Harry. “We’re all warriors in here, Mr. Dagan.” He leaned back up. “Now what can I do for you Ms. Charleigh, Mr. Dagan?” He walked away from Harry as Harry stared at his own hand. It felt strangely warmer. 

    “I was wondering if you got any new cards from The Realm. We’re fighting an Arachwraith and it killed my character. I barely have anything in my deck that it’s weak against.” 

    “Those darn Arachwraiths. Pesky little demons, aren’t they?” Mr. Becker said as he walked behind the counter and pulled out a book from underneath. He slammed it on the counter. It landed like a brick as dust flew off of it like powder. He blew the remaining dust off, gave it a few wipes, and opened the book. It was about as thick as a dictionary and the cover looked like it was made of old, ragged leather.  

    “Let’s see here, Arachwraiths, Arachwraiths…” His voice trailed off as he guided his finger down the book. “Won’t have to look too far. It’s in the A’s,” chuckled Mr. Becker. 

    Harry walked around the store aimlessly staring at all the strange toys. He had never seen any of these before.  

    “Where do you get these toys from, Mr. Becker? I’ve never seen any of these in any store before?”  

    “Ah, these are special toys, my boy. A collection I’ve obtained over many years.” His eyes never left the page he was looking at as he answered Harry’s question.  

    Harry kept staring at the strange toys around the room. He saw a ventriloquist doll whose eyes never seemed to stop staring at him, no matter where he walked in the room. There was a doll with a pale face and black eyes, wearing a small fedora hat, with a hook hand and a knife hand. Harry grabbed the hand of a blue-haired doll with orange skin that was hanging on a nail by its drawstring. The doll had white eyes and a subtle, uneasy smile. There was a red bike displayed near the window that was bent and beaten up. It was dirty and covered in mud.  

    “Who would buy that?” Harry whispered to himself.  

    “Ah, here we are,” Mr. Becker said excitedly. “Arachwraiths. Creatures of the night, half demon, half spiderling. Mind manipulators. Elemental creatures… black fire, ice, chaos...” 

    “Ice,” Charleigh said as she put her gloves on the counter. “It’s an Ice Arachwraith.” 

    “Oooo Ice Arachwraiths. Did you know they hide elven treasure in their caves?” 

    “Yep! We get to draw from the loot deck if we beat it! Harry’s a fire mage so he’s helpful. My sword does a lot of damage, but my armor and character are pretty weak to everything the ‘wraith throws at us.” 

    Mr. Becker closed the book with both hands. “It’s all about fighting spirit my dear. Part of a fighting spirit is intelligence. If your sword and armor are no match for it, maybe your wits are.” 

    “Well, Harry thinks I’m stupid so…” Charleigh said as a sarcastic smile went across her face. 

    “I don’t think you’re stupid, Charleigh. Please let that go,” Harry said, still wandering the store.  

    “Why, dear boy, why would Ms. Charleigh think you think she lacks intelligence?” Mr. Becker leaned on the counter as Charleigh turned to face Harry. Mr. Becker and Charleigh were both smiling, waiting with interest as to what Harry would say. 

    “She said she saw a UFO,” Harry said defensively. 

    “Oh, dear. Did you, in fact, see an unidentified flying object here in Black Creek, Charleigh? I would be quite interested to meet them.” 

    Harry raised an eyebrow in disbelief.  

    “Yeah, I saw, something. It was shaped like a triangle. It was quiet, really quiet. It had three red lights on it, and it looked like it landed in the park, but I couldn’t quite tell.” 

    “A triangle… with three red lights,” Mr. Becker asked concerningly. He stared off into the distance. His mouth was ajar. Charleigh and Harry looked at each other in confusion, then back at Mr. Becker. He seemed as if he was almost in pain but remained quiet. Harry turned back to see what Mr. Becker was looking at, but it was only a wall full of dolls.  

    “Mr. Becker? Are you okay?” Charleigh asked. 

    “Well hopefully, it means no harm. Now, let me see if I have any cards for you, dear.” Mr. Becker crouched down and began humming as he searched underneath the counter. Charleigh and Harry looked at each other, confused. Mr. Becker just snapped out of his trance as if nothing happened. Harry was starting to feel uncomfortable.  

    “I’m sorry my dear, I’m all out of cards. We may get another shipment next week. Perhaps come back then.” 

    “Next weeeek? Ugh.” Charleigh snatched her gloves off the counter and began putting them on. “Thanks anyway, Mr. Becker.” 

    “I would like to say for the record that I don’t think you’re stupid, but you are definitely impatient, and I have called you that before,” said Harry.  

    “Well, maybe I can gather enough potions before we go into battle tonight. We can try again,” said Charleigh, ignoring Harry completely. Her mind was obviously in battle already. She was ready to defeat the Arachwraith.  

    “Come on, let’s go. It’s getting dark soon.” Charleigh turned around to walk out of the store.  

    “Yes, yes, darkness will come for you soon. You know, Charleigh,” Mr. Becker gestured with his index finger pointing in the air, “I just might have something for you to defeat the creature. It’s only one card, but it may help you. One moment, please.”  

    Charleigh stopped and began walking back to the counter. Mr. Becker leaned down and pulled out a small box as he continued to hum some unknown song. It looked like a tiny treasure chest. He opened it and pulled out a card inside a plastic case. 

    “Will this do?” 

    Charleigh squinted her eyes as she approached closer. It was a spell card. On the card was a picture of a golden tree.  

    “Seed of Divinity. The caster of Seed of Divinity plants a holy tree that quickly grows with radiant light. 100 Holy Damage. Bonus damage to dark creatures! Yes! This is perfect. I’ll take it. How much?” 

    “That’ll be two hundred dollars, miss,” Mr. Becker said with an excited smile on his face. 

    Charleigh and Harry’s mouths both dropped to the floor. 

    “We don’t… she doesn’t have two hundred dollars, sir,” Harry said. 

    “Oh, dear. What a shame. It’s a collector card, one of the first editions. It’s an extremely rare and powerful spell. What about one hundred and seventy-five dollars?” 

    Charleigh reached into her pocket and pulled out a crumpled-up ten-dollar bill and a few pennies.  

    “All I have is ten dollars.” 

    “Ten dollars? Well, looks like you don’t have a card then. Best you bugger off out of my store now.” Mr. Becker threw the card back into the chest and slammed it shut.  

    “Um, okay.” Harry turned to Charleigh who looked completely devastated. He leaned down into her ear. “Yo, let’s get out of here. This guy’s a lunatic.” The two turned and walked away. 

    “I… I can’t believe he did that. That was mean,” said Charleigh. 

    “There’s something… off about that guy,” Harry said as Mr. Becker began laughing hysterically. The two stopped and turned around.  

    “What’s so funny?” Harry asked.  

    Mr. Becker began laughing harder, holding his stomach now. 

    “Hey man, why are you being a jerk?” Harry snapped. 

    Becker’s laugh finally died down.  

    “Oh, my dear boy, it was a joke. Just a joke. Surely, Ms. Charleigh, you did not think I would be so cruel?” 

    “Could’ve fooled me,” Harry said. 

    “Here,” Mr. Becker opened the small chest and pulled out the card. “Take it. We’ll call it a gift.” 

    Charleigh approached the counter with wide eyes. “A gift? Are you sure? You’re not joking, are you?” 

    Mr. Becker held the card out reassuringly. “No joke. It is Christmas after all, the season for giving. Take it.” 

    She slowly reached for the card and grabbed it. When she went to pull it away, Mr. Becker didn’t let go. The tone in his voice turned serious.                

    “Remember, Ms. Charleigh, dark creatures fear the light. Use the light wisely. Use your intelligence. Promise me.” 

    “Um, okay… I promise. I’ll use it wisely.” Mr. Becker let go of the card and nodded his head. 

    “Now then, if there is anything else I can do for you before I close shop?” Mr. Becker’s friendly tone returned.  

    “Nope. Thank you, Mr. Becker! I can’t wait to use it. I’ll bring it back to you once I’m done with it.”  

    Charleigh turned and began walking quickly out of the store, excited about her new spell.  

    “My pleasure, Ms. Charleigh. Nice to meet you, Mr. Dagan. Have fun facing death.” 

    “Uh yeah. Nice to meet you too.” Harry turned around and caught up with Charleigh. As they left the store, Harry leaned in close to Charleigh’s ear,  

    “That guy sure takes his board games seriously.” 
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    Nightfall was beginning to descend over Black Creek by the time Harry and Charleigh made it back to her home. They were in the kitchen pulling out the map tiles to The Realm, getting ready to play the game. The two were relatively quiet when Harry asked the question that had been burning in his mind since he left the Toybox of Oddities shop.  

    “What’s the deal with that guy?” 

    “Who,” asked Charleigh as she carefully slid a map tile into place.  

    “That Mr. Becker guy. Didn’t he seem, I don’t know, off to you?” 

    “What? No, he’s friendly. He’s nice.” 

    Harry shuffled a stack of creature cards and placed the deck on the map tile.  

    “I don’t know. Sure, he was nice, I guess. He just seemed strange. How long have you known him?” 

    “A couple of months,” Charleigh shrugged as she slid another map tile onto the table.  

    “A couple of months? How’d you meet him?” 

    “He’s the one that got me into The Realm. I was riding my bike in town one day and I saw his shop. I had never seen his shop there before.” 

    “Yeah, see, that’s the thing. I’ve lived in this town my whole life and I don’t remember ever hearing about his shop opening. Nothing.” 

    “Shops open and close downtown all the time. Remember Pirate Pete’s Funhouse? With all the trampolines and bounce castles? You and I went there one week and the next week it was just gone. The sign on the window said, “Out Of Business.”  

    “Yeah, but, it’s a toy store. Don’t you think every kid in school would’ve been talking about that place? None of my friends have said anything about it.” 

    Charleigh quit moving her map tile and looked over at Harry with her eyebrows raised. “That’s because I am your only friend, nerd,” she said with a smirk. 

    “Ouch,” said Harry bluntly. “Seriously though, how did you find out about that place?” 

    “I told you. I was riding my bike downtown and I saw it. I went inside and just started looking around. He, …” Charleigh paused, looked at the ceiling as she thought for a moment.  

    “What?” 

    “Well, now that I think about it, I went inside, and I didn’t see anyone. I called out for someone, but no one answered. I found this game sitting out on a table. That’s when he appeared.” 

    “Appeared?” 

    “Like, stepped out of the shadows or whatever.” 

    “Well, that’s not weird at all,” said Harry as he placed his avatar on the board.  

    “It wasn’t creepy, or scary. He saw me looking at The Realm and asked if I wanted to play. So, I sat down and we played it for two or three hours. He taught me the rules, the different builds you can make, and the creatures you can fight. It was fun. Honestly, he seemed like a sad, lonely, man. But I had so much fun playing it, I asked mom for it for my birthday. Are you going to help me build the map or not?” 

    “So you only played it one time and bought the game?” Harry slid another map tile on the table.  

    “No, we played it several times.” 

    Harry looked at Charleigh quizzically, “Why… why didn’t you ever invite me?” 

    “Because I wanted to be good at it before I played it with you. Besides, it’s not my fault you don’t have other friends,” Charleigh said giggling. 

    “Again, ouch. Don’t worry, they’re just feelings. They’ll heal.”  

    “Honestly, that’s why I wanted you to be a fire build or a light build. Mr. Becker was always kind of insistent that I be a light build. He said it was important that I learned it, important that I learn how to master light. I played a light build so many times, I got bored with it. That’s why I chose a warrior build.”  

    Harold reached over and grabbed the card Mr. Becker had given Charleigh earlier, Seed of Divinity.  

    “Honestly, I don’t see why this card is so valuable. The stats are okay, but not great. He made it seem like it was the most valuable card ever.” 

    “Well, it’s the only light card in my deck, and if we reach the ‘wraith again tonight, I’m going to need it.” 

    “I hope you two aren’t planning on leaving the house at three in the morning to go ‘wraith hunting, are you?”  

    Mr. Melton walked into the kitchen wearing black pajama pants with candy canes scattered across them and a matching shirt. His short dirty blonde hair was a mess. He had bags under his eyes and hadn’t shaved in a few days. Clearly, he had just woken up. Charleigh held up her hand to her mouth and began giggling.  

    “What are you wearing Daddy?” 

    “Oh, you know your mother. She really gets into the holiday spirit. I’m surprised she doesn’t make me dress as Santa the entire month of December and hire little elves to live in the house.” He walked over and kissed Charleigh on the top of her head. 

    “If she likes Christmas so much, why didn’t you guys hang Christmas lights up this year,” Harry asked.  

    “I’m just a busy man, Harry. One day you’ll understand. Too busy fighting bad guys. Not enough time in the day to go out into the cold and hang lights high on the slippery, icy roof. As much fun as that sounds,” Charles said as he took a seat at the kitchen table.  

    “You’re right. That does sound like a drag.” Harry began arranging the final map tiles and cards on the table before taking his seat.  

    “Besides, we have enough Christmas spirit in here. We have stockings on the chimney and a Christmas tree by the fireplace. We even have this ugly goblin thing.” Charles said examining a card, turning it back and forth.  

    “That’s a troll,” Charleigh said. 

    “Ah, of course. My bad, sweetie.” 

    “Speaking of fighting bad guys, Mr. Melton, do you want to play with us? We could use the help.” 

    Charleigh perked up instantly in her chair. “Yeah, Daddy! Play with us! You can help us defeat the ‘wraith. The more adventurers we have in our squad, the better the chances of victory!” 

    “Oh sweetie, I got to go to work soon.” 

    Charleigh playfully puckered out her lip, “Pleeeeeeeeeease. Please, please, please, please, please, please.” 

    Harry leaned over in his chair and touched heads with Charleigh, both looking at her father, “Please, please, please, please, please, please, please.” 

    “Okay, okay, one game. Or, whatever. But at 7:00 o’clock I have to leave for work. How do we even play this anyway?” 

    “Simple,” Harry said, as he reached inside The Realm box and pulled out a piece of paper and a half-pencil. “First you choose an avatar. There are all types to choose from. You can be a warrior, mage, necromancer, druid, sorcerer, priest, rogue, assassin, thief… 

    “Thief,” Charles blurted out. “Sure. I never get to be a thief. Let’s be a thief.” He nodded enduringly at Charleigh who was grinning ear to ear. 

    Harry began scribbling something on a piece of paper.  

    “What are you writing?” Mr. Melton leaned over to see. 

    “Your stats.” 

    “Of course,” Charles said. 

    “Okay, next, what type of mana does your character want to use?” 

    “What type of man,” Charles asked in confusion. 

    “Man-a. Mana. It’s like your magic power. Your life force, Daddy.” 

    Harry continued, “You can use blood mana, chaos mana, illusion mana, divine mana, royalty mana, soul mana, nature mana, water m-” 

    “Water.” 

    “Ew,” Charleigh said.  

    “What,” asked her father. 

    “You’re a thief, Dad. With water mana?”  

    Charles looked back at the two of them in confusion, throwing his hands in the air, realizing this game was probably going to be more headache than he bargained for.  

    “Interesting choice, Mr. Melton.” Harry began scribbling something on the piece of paper in front of him with no enthusiastic energy. “A thief… with… water… mana.” Harry glanced up at Charleigh and quickly back down. 

    Mr. Melton rolled his eyes.  

    “Okay, so Charleigh is the Unknighted Princess of House Melton. She’s a warrior build, meaning after she kills so many creatures, she can draw from the loot deck and get powerful weapons. Basically, become more powerful. Eventually, she’ll want to become knighted.”  

    “Right. Of course.” Charles looked at his watch and crossed his arms. 

    “I am Harold, the fire tyro of House Dagan. I mainly control fire. By the way, your build also depends mostly on the cards that you draw. I’m mainly a fire build but depending on what I draw, I could be chaos, blood… water, even.” 

    “Yep. Gotcha. How long do these games usually take?” 

    “As long as they have to,” Harry said not looking up from his paper.  

    “Oh, good. Good,” Mr. Melton said looking down at his lap, and nodding his head.  

    “And you Mr. Melton are…” Harry looked at Mr. Melton curiously as he tapped the pencil against his chin.  

    “Peeloy The Wretched.” 

    “Wretched? I thought I was Charles the thief. I said I wanted to be a thief. Why am I Peeloy the Wretched?” 

    “Well, I know Charleigh is named after you, Mr. Melton, but that can get confusing. And you control water.” 

    “Okay, I’m following you so far.” 

    “Well, when I drink too much water I have to pee. So, Peeloy. It’s the first thing I thought of,” Harry said proudly. “And, you are a thief. Thieves in The Realm start out as dishonorable. You have no flag, no house, yet. You are a level one thief, which means right now you are unfortunate. You have to level up to become fortunate. Therefore, until then, you are a wretch.” 

    Charles leaned forward in his chair toward Harry. “So, I remind you of pee and I’m basically just scum?”  

    “No. Scum are prisoners,” Harry said. “Try to keep up, Mr. Melton.” 

    “We’ll explain as we go along daddy,” Charleigh said, still grinning ear-to-ear, happy her father is playing the game with her.  

    “Okay, yeah. Sure. I’m wretched and remind you of pee. Let’s do this!” Charles clapped his hands with fake enthusiasm. “Let’s water these trolls!” 

    Harry and Charleigh gave each other a quick glance, trying to hold in their laughs, so as not to discourage Mr. Melton.  

    “You ready, Daddy,” Charleigh asked excitedly.  

    “You betcha, sweetie.” 

    Harry picked up the dice and began shaking them. “Okay, time to go into The Realm.” 

  


 
   
    8 

   T he three brave adventurers moved slowly through the dilapidated dungeon. Dagan led the way, lighting their path with the blue flame from his hand. The Unknighted Princess followed closely behind, gripping her sword, Suffertooth, tightly in both hands. She was vigilant, ready for the horrors to come. Peeloy the Wretched was the last in line, carrying only a mere torch to guide his path through the narrow hallway.  

    The bricks that made up the walls were unevenly stacked on top of one another, looking as if this place were hastily built. Trolls and traps were known to frequent these dungeons.  

    “We must be cautious,” said Harold. “Every step could be your last. These places are littered with traps.” 

    “What are we looking for,” asked Peeloy.  

    “Loot. Treasure. Every defeated enemy, every dungeon we explore has treasures we must scrounge. There is a greater enemy awaiting us further along our journey. We must gather these treasures if we are to vanquish whatever domineering force awaits us. 

    .“The Ice Arachwraith awaits us,” said the Princess. “I am ready.” 

    “We will not find it here, in this place. It’s hiding in the mountains, far from here. It is a terrifying foe. We must be ready.” Dagan waved his fire hands around the room looking for the edge of the walls. 

    “I am ready,” Charleigh declared as she turned back and forth, marching unapologetically through the dungeon.  

    “Am I ready? Is this torch enough to kill a… uhh, rackawraith?” 

    “Not even close,” said Harry. He stopped and turned towards Peeloy with a smile on his face. “Don’t worry, thief. While your torch may be bright…” Dagan lit his other hand on fire and both flames erupted into a fierce blaze. “Mine are hot enough to melt the bricks around us.” 

    “And you claim I’m arrogant, fire mage,” Charleigh said as she walked in front of Harold. “Lest not forget, while you do guide our path, the brightness from your flame can’t always see-” 

    “Stop!” Peeloy shouted as he pointed his torch toward their feet.  

    The three of them looked down. The hallway they were walking through had come to a wide opening. Dagan’s ankle was pressed up against a rope, that was suspended to the wall on either side, low to the ground. Easy to miss. 

    “You’re about to walk right into a trap,” said Peeloy. 

    “As I was about to say, even in your brightness you can’t see traps right in front of you, Dagan.” Charleigh looked up at the thief and smiled in approval. “You may control water in a waterless dungeon, thief, but at least your ability to sense traps will come in handy.” 

    “I can move in silence,” said Peeloy. “I suggest both of you do the same. They won’t hear me coming, but they’ll hear you.” 

    “Stay vigilant, friends. Traps mean enemies are nearby,” said Dagan as he scanned the room with his flames.  

    A vicious grunt bellowed from the darkness in front of them. Charleigh snapped back in an instant, away from the trap, and lifted Suffertooth near her face in guard position. Dagan locked his hands together. He was still, calm, ready to attack. The dungeon room was illuminated by his flames, with much darkness still in front of them. Peeloy slowly faded back into the darkness. His torch extinguished.  

    Two glowing orange eyes appeared in front of them.  

    A profound snarl echoed off the chambers of the dungeon. The two glowing orbs began shifting left to right, rising from the ground and towering well above the three. They could hear the orbs sniffing the stiff air of the dungeon. A deep voice called out from the darkness. 

    “I can smell your flesh. Humans. Two, maybe three.” 

    A foul stench drifted through the dungeon into their noses. It was putrid. The flames from Dagan’s hands grew brighter. “Why don’t you come closer and have a look,” he said with fire in his eyes 

    Heavy footsteps pounded against the stone ground. The eyes of the deep voice moved closer.  

    “I think I will.”  

    Step after step grew louder with each move. The eyes seemed to grow taller and taller. Two flared nostrils protruding from the face, each connected by a golden ring, came into view. The razor-sharp edge of an axe began swinging back and forth from light to darkness in their direction. Massive horns shined in Dagan’s firelight.  

    The princess glanced over at Dagan concerningly and whispered, “A minotaur?” 

    Dagan whispered back in response, “Minotaur or not, it’s awfully big. Stay calm and speak confidently. Do not show an ounce of fear.” 

    “Agreed,” said Charleigh. “Thief, no matter what, do not show an ounce of fear. Face it head-on.” 

    There was no response.  

    Charleigh turned behind her only to see darkness. She whispered angrily, “Peeloy?” 

    The minotaur stepped fully into Dagan’s light. Its head nearly touched the dungeon ceiling. Its axe was the size of each of them, rusted by previous encounters. The creature inhaled deeply. 

    “We don’t get much flesh down here. Mainly titan rats and a few bugs. It’ll be a pleasure to dine on your bones, once I chop you up, bit by bit.” 

    “We? What other unworldly creatures could stand your stench, beast?” Harry tried to sound confident but knew the task at hand was to be a trial.  

    “Oh, forgive my manners.” The minotaur pointed his axe forward.  

    Suddenly, an armored skeleton jumped out of the darkness and shrieked at Dagan. Dead flesh was hanging from its teeth like tattered curtains before it tackled Harry to the ground.  

    “Meet my friends, humans. Former food of mine” bellowed the enormous minotaur. 

    “He’s a necromancer!” Charleigh shouted into the darkness. She began swinging into the blackness as boney footsteps ran in her direction. She was slicing through bones with Suffertooth like they were made of butter. Bones shattered and bounced off the brick ground.  

    “Where’s Peeloy,” shouted Dagan as he blasted fire at the skeletal foe, launching it into the distance. He rose to his feet and whirled his hands around until a fire globe appeared. “We need some light.” 

    The globe from Dagan’s hands traveled to the center of the room and illuminated it. The enemies in front of Harold and Charleigh were clear now. Ten, maybe twelve dead skeleton warriors stood on each side of the Minotaur. The bones on the ground that Charleigh slayed began to collect themselves and reform. It was at least twenty versus two. A purple fog surrounded the axe of the Minotaur.  

    “He’s going to keep resurrecting them,” said Dagan, launching another fireball.  

    “We can’t fight forever. We’ll tire long before his magic power is depleted.” Charleigh began backing up as the undead warriors trudged forward, dragging their swords and shields against the ground.  

    “Witness the power of death! Give up now, and I promise your demise will be a swift swing of my axe to your neck. Continue fighting,” the minotaur lifted his axe and ran his thumb along the blade. “And I’ll skin you alive.” 

    The glint of a silent blade silently flashed as only a glimpse of its shine was seen passing behind the shoulder of the minotaur. Suddenly, the beast froze. His pupils dilated until his eyes looked like black holes. His massive axe crashed into the floor with a thunderous bang. A red tongue fell gently from his mouth. Very gradually, the minotaur’s enormous head slid clean off his neck and plummeted to the ground. The skeleton army that was surrounding the beast dropped to the ground like broken tree limbs, clattering and clanking against the stone floor.  

    As quickly as the battle began, it was over.  

    Behind the once towering body of the minotaur, kneeling to the ground, was Peeloy, holding a sword against his chest. Behind him, gleaming in rays of light, was a treasure chest decorated with rubies and gems.   

    The Unknighted Princess and the Fire Mage glared at Peeloy in utter confusion. Dagan was the first to speak. “How… how did you do that?” 

    “I told you,” Peeloy said as he stood up, twirling his newfound sword triumphantly in his hand. “They can hear you. They can’t hear me. I’m a thief, remember?” 

    Charleigh lowered Suffertooth to her side. “Where did you get that sword? All you had was a torch when we entered the dungeon. I don’t understand.” 

    “Yes, well, while you two were flailing about in the dark, getting beaten, easily I might add, I managed to snatch one of the swords from our boney friends here while crouching in the dark. When the timing was right and the minotaur was distracted, I simply snuck up behind it and swung for the head. I guess water thieves are more powerful than you thought.”  

    Peeloy pointed his sword to the ground and leaned on the decorated chest behind him while admiring his fingernails. Charleigh and Harold looked over at each other in bewilderment.  

    Harold threw his hands in the air. “Well, whatever works. Good job my friend. The newbie defeated a minotaur in one swing. If it works, it works. I have no hatred towards that. Now, let’s collect some loot.” Harold began to walk forward as Peeloy put a hand on his chest.  

    “Not so fast, friend. Since clearly, I was the one who defeated the minotaur, flawlessly, I should be the first one to gather the riches of that chest, no?” 

    “I mean, I think it’s fair,” Charleigh said as she walked up and sheaved Suffertooth. 

    Harry nodded and gave a half-hearted smile as he waved toward the chest. “Fair is fair. You defeated the minotaur. You should get the first pick of the earnings.” 

    “Thank you,” Peeloy said as he dropped his sword to the ground. “Won’t be needing that anymore. And I promise you, Harold of House Dagan, and Charleigh of House Melton, if I do discover any equipment or loot that is more beneficial to you, Peeloy, the Wretched, will bestow it upon you. No need for a water thief to have a fire ring, am I right Harry?” 

    Harry begrudgingly nodded his head in agreement.  

    Peeloy walked up to the unopened chest. There was no lock, nor no chains holding it to the ground. It was completely ready for the taking. He rubbed his hands together excitedly as he looked back at Charleigh and Harold and gave them a thumbs-up gesture. Charleigh returned the gesture.  

    Harold did not.  

    Peeloy lifted the latch on the chest and opened it. 

    A slobbery giant tongue, oozing with saliva, lashed out of the chest and wrapped around Peeloy’s neck. He looked down in horror as two pale, skinny arms extended from the sides of the treasure chest. They quickly snatched Peeloy by his arms and lifted him in the air as long, skinny, legs stood up beneath the chest.  

    Peeloy began screaming and kicking wildly in the air.  

    Jagged, sharp teeth began growing from the “mouth” of the chest lid. The chest lifted Peeloy higher in the air as it stood taller and taller. Peeloy kicked and pleaded to no avail. He was in its grip, helpless. 

    The chest glared at Peeloy with no eyes as it held him in position. Peeloy tried to turn back to Harry and Charleigh. “Please! Help me!” 

    The chest chomped Peeloy’s body in half before dropping what was left of his bloody torso to the ground.  
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    “What was that? What happened?” 

    “You died,” Harry said bluntly. 

    “What? How did I die? I just killed a minothingy.” 

    “A minotaur. Right. You went from the luckiest roll to the unluckiest roll, which is ironic cause thieves have good luck stats.” 

    Charles looked back and forth between his daughter and her friend in bewilderment.  

    “You rolled a 12, Dad. A 12 roll is a critical hit,” Charleigh explained as she reached for the dice. “You’re a thief. If a thief attacks you from behind, a sneak attack, and rolls a 12, you will cast sudden death, depending on the creature. You rolled a 12 on the minotaur when it was your turn. 

    “I’m following you so far.” 

    “But when you rolled for the loot, you got a 2. The unluckiest roll you can get. Therefore, the chest turned out to be a mimic.”  

    Charles’s hands plopped down in his lap. “A mimic? What’s a mimic?” 

    “A mimic is a creature that disguises itself as something else, most likely something humans like or are attracted to. In The Realm, and in a lot of other games, mimics disguise themselves as treasure chests. Humans like treasures. It’s basically a living trap.” 

    “So if I would’ve rolled a 12 for the loot, I would’ve gotten something cool?” 

    “Correct,” Harry said. “You would’ve gotten to draw a card from the loot deck.” 

    “But because I rolled a 2, I got eaten by a treasure chest.” 

    “Yeah, dad. That’s what makes it fun,” Charleigh said with a reassuring smile.  

    “I’m sure it does, kiddo.” Charles turned and looked out the window. “Well, it’s dark outside. Good thing I died, I guess. I got to get ready for work. Your mom should be home any second now.  You two have fun.” 

    “Will you play with us again when you get home, daddy?” 

    “We’ll see, sweetie. Maybe on my next day off.” 

    “You’ll have to start a new avatar,” said Harry, scribbling out Charles’ character’s information on his sheet. 

    “Thank you for that reminder, Harry.” 

    Charles left the room as the two children continued the game. The sun had completely set over the town. The Ho-Ho-Hoing from the Santa statue could be heard in the distance, sounding a little more distorted than it did the other night.  

    “I guess they fixed the Santa,” Charleigh said looking out the window. “Hey! You want to put on the black light,” she said jumping out of her chair. 

    “Let’s do it!” Harry jumped out of his chair with the same energy and followed Charleigh toward the back door. When they opened it, their hearts sank. 

    The tent was destroyed. Gently blowing in the cold wind were torn shreds of cloth. 

    “What happened to our fortress,” Charleigh asked as she walked slowly toward the broken tent. 

    “I don’t know. Maybe the weather? The wind was blowing pretty strong last night.” 

    Charleigh whirled to the front of the tent, assessing every inch of devastation.  

    “Oh yeah? Did the wind do this?” She picked up the lantern they had used during many of their game nights. It was crushed like a used-up aluminum can. The bulb was broken. As Harry got closer, he noticed large gashes in the tent. It looked like it had been poked at, stabbed, and destroyed with purpose.  

    “A dog, maybe?” Harry said, not believing his own words.  

    “None of our neighbors have a dog,” said Charleigh as she circled the tent. “Unless Mrs. Chapman’s chihuahua grew to the size of a bear and suddenly hated tents. Who would do this?” 

    “Who is right. Do you see any footprints?” 

    “What are you two doing out here with the door open again?!” It was Mrs. Melton, Charleigh’s mom, standing in the doorway of the house. “Didn’t I tell…” 

    Mrs. Melton noticed the tattered tent and crushed lantern in his daughter’s hand.  

    “What happened to your tent? Are you okay?” Mrs. Melton rushed to check on her daughter. 

    “Fort. And I don’t know, mom. We just found it like this.” 

    As Mrs. Melton passed the tent, she examined it. It looked like someone took a knife to it, she thought. The pole that used to hold it up was bent inward.  

    “It looks like a wild cat got caught inside and tore it from the inside out.” 

    “Well, whatever did this, at least it didn’t break the black light!” Harold held it up by the cord. 

    “You two come inside. It’s cold. Charleigh…” 

    Charleigh was looking at the tent almost hypnotized. She was remembering the fun moments she had inside of it. She never thought that it being destroyed would even be a possibility. Her father put the tent up for her and Harold last Summer. Its collapse hit her spirit at that moment. 

    “Charleigh, baby, what’s wrong?” 

    “My fort is broken, momma.” She could hear the tears forming in Charleigh’s voice. 

    “Oh baby, come here.” She walked over and wrapped Charleigh in her arms. “I know you love your fort, but it’s just a tent, baby. It can be fixed or repaired. I don’t want you to get upset about this. It’s too dark right now. Just go inside and finish your game. Me and your dad will figure out how to rebuild it. Maybe Santa will bring you one for Christmas!” 

    An excited smile slid across Charleigh’s face.  

    “Now come on inside, it’s cold.” Tiffany kissed her daughter on the forehead. 

    Harry, carrying the black light, Charleigh and Tiffany all returned inside the house leaving the tent in its shambles.  

    “I’m going to go tell your father goodbye before he leaves for work and then grab a shower. You guys finish your game. Then, Harry, you need to be heading home soon. It’s getting late.” 

    “Yes, Mrs. Melton,” Harry said as plugged the black light into the wall. Charleigh turned off the kitchen lights. When Harry turned on the switch, the board illuminated neon purples, greens, and oranges. The miniatures glowed radiantly. The squares borders between the spaces on the board game lit up. It did seem to make the board more magical looking. 

    Harry looked over at his best friend and tried to make her feel better. 

    “Don’t worry about the fort, Charleigh. We’ll make a new one.” 

    “I know. It’s just weird. Nobody saw it or heard it happening. And no, I didn’t see any footprints.” 

    “Hey, let’s just play the game. We can take a better look tomorrow during the daytime. It’s your turn to draw cards by the way. What loot did you get?”  

    Charleigh sighed as she reached over and grabbed a card. She held it closer to her face to read the glowing letters.  

    “Elf-Breaker Helm. 20% damage resistance to Elves’ magic attacks. Resistant to fire magic. Great, we’re heading to the Arachwraith and I’m getting weaker to it.” 

    “But it’ll be effective against the Mountain Elves waving for us. We still have a few more stopping points before the ‘wraith.” 

    “What did you get?” 

    Harry reached over and drew a card. “I got a magic potion. Not bad. Going to need that. So now…” 

    “Shhh. Do you hear that?” 

    Harry looked over at Charleigh. She was staring up at the ceiling. There was a long, silent pause. 

    “I don’t hea-” 

    “SHH! Listen…” 

    The ticking of a distant clock on the wall. The soft humming of the refrigerator close by. Harry looked back at Charleigh as her eyes darted across the ceiling.  

    Thud-dud-dud-dud 

    Harry looked down at Charleigh and mouthed, “I heard it.” 

    The two sat in the dark, listening carefully. After a few seconds… 

    Thud-dud-dud-dud-dud-dud 

    Charleigh whispered out loud. “What is that?” 

    Harry whispered back. “We had raccoons in our attic two years ago. Kind of sounds like th-” 

    Thud-dud-dud-dud-dud 

    The noise was moving closer to the fireplace. A cold drift swept through the house. The two stood from their chairs slowly as it continued. 

    Thud-dud-dud 

    “Somethings on our roof,” Charleigh whispered.  

    “Ho ho ho,” a voice echoed out from the fireplace. 

    Charleigh perked straight up. “Santa,” she whispered to Harry. Dust fell from the chimney.  

    “Hoooooo hoo hoooo.” The voice was getting closer to the fireplace. 

    “It’s Santa! It’s Santa Clause,” Charleigh whispered excitedly. 

    “I’m not so sure,” said Harry standing behind the table. 

    The room was still dark, but a white poof ball dropped down into the furnace. It slowly lowered down further as more of the red cloth appeared connected to white fur. 

    Santa’s hat, Charleigh thought.  

    “Hoooo hooo hoooo”  

    A hand appeared and grabbed the side of the fireplace. It began tapping its fingers against the brick. A face came into view connected to the hat. Its eyes were as white as moonlight. Its teeth were jagged and yellowed behind its grin. A fluffy white beard appeared. Two hands appeared from the same arm and grabbed the fireplace pulling the body further out. 

    Charleigh’s eyes grew wide as she stood in place, horrified by what she was seeing.  

    “Charleigh, back away,” said Harold, who was in the kitchen now. His hand was searching the counter for any weapon he could grab.  

    “Hoooo hooo hooooo,” uttered the creature in the chimney. Its head twisted right side up as bones could be heard crunching and snapping. Black dust fell into its white beard as its grin never left its face.  

    “Char char char lee hooooo,” the creature said as its jaw began shaking violently. Several spider-like appendages reached out from the darkness of the fireplace. They pulled the nightmarish creature the rest of the way out of the chimney. 

    It was Santa. 

    Its other leg resembled a slimy crustacean and had a large claw that damaged the wooden floor with each step. A long white beard lay over his plump belly. He was wearing a red coat, and a black leather belt with a gold buckle was fastened around his waist. Gangly, yellow teeth filled his mouth. He was snarly mad. It stood upright and stared at the children as black saliva dripped from its yellow teeth. One arm with one hand, another arm with two hands.  

    “Char char ho ho hooo Charleeeeeigh…” 

    Harold grabbed the largest handled knife he could find and turned it toward the monster.  

    “Get away from it, Charleigh!” Harold shouted.  

    Charleigh backed away slowly as one of the spider legs inched forward. The remaining legs followed closely behind. 

    “Charleeeeeeigh, hoooo hooo hooo,” the creature lunged toward Charleigh. 

    “NO!” Harry shouted as he made his way around the kitchen table to defend her.  

    Charleigh dashed out of the way, narrowly avoiding the creature’s grasp. The mutated Santa had two hands on his left arm, and long, black claws grew out of his right hand. His hollowed eyes were as white as moonlight and were now glaring at Harry, who was helping Charleigh back to her feet. The two looked up terrified as the not-so-jolly monstrosity prepared to make another lunge.  

    Charleigh fell backward as the creature charged her.  

    The lights came on in the kitchen. The creature stopped and slid across the hardwood floor. It held its double hand in front of its face and let out an other-worldly scream. The creature flailed its arms and legs as it lost its grip on the floor trying to back away. The beast’s flesh was being roasted by the light. Burning holes appeared across Santa’s clothing and the flesh was melting from his skeleton. The monster screeched at the children before leaping out of the kitchen window, leaving nothing but shards of glass and pieces of shredded red cloth behind.  

    “What’s going on down there?”  

    Mr. and Mrs. Melton came running downstairs. Mr. Melton was in his police uniform, his hand drawn on his gun. “What happened?” 

    “Harry, what are you doing?” He had Charleigh by the arm in a tight grip holding a knife. Tiffany walked over and grabbed Harry’s arm. She grabbed the knife out of his hand slowly. “Why did you have this?” 

    “It… the creature. It tried to attack Charleigh,” said Harry. He was breathing heavily. He could feel his heart beating a hundred miles an hour.  

    “A creature?” Charles knelt down in front of his daughter and began checking her for injuries. “What are you talking about?” 

    “This… thing. It crawled out of the chimney. It looked like Santa.” 

    Charles turned his head toward Harry. “Santa.” The second time in 24 hours he heard of a Santa attacking someone.  

    “It had on a red hat, and a red jacket, just like Santa. And a white beard. But it didn’t have legs,” said Harry breathing heavily almost between every word. 

    Tiffany looked at both children concerned, but angry. “Children, listen to me, if you broke the window…” 

    “We didn’t break it. Something came down the chimney and tried to grab Charleigh. It got scared and jumped out the window.” Blood dripped onto the floor. Mrs. Melton looked at the blood drops and followed them up.  

    It was Harry. He was bleeding.  

    “Harry, I think you cut your hand,” said Mrs. Melton. 

    Harry lifted his arm and blood ran down his hand onto his wrist. 

    “Don’t move, I’ll be right back.” Mrs. Melton left and marched to the bathroom. 

    “You said it was scared? What scared it?” Mr. Melton asked.  

    “I- I don’t know. When the lights came on, it started screaming.” 

    “Enough!” Mrs. Melton came back from the bathroom carrying a First-Aid kit. “I don’t know what has gotten into this family with UFOS and creatures here lately, but this is serious. You’re bleeding, Harry.”  

    She applied a cream to Harry’s cut on his finger and started wrapping a bandage around it. She looked up at her husband. 

     “Honey, surely you don’t believe...”  

    “It’s true, momma.” The first thing Charleigh spoke in the last few minutes of the creature appearing. Her voice almost broke the tension in the room.  

    Charles stood up and glared at the huge hole in his house where the window used to be.  

    “Baby, take Charleigh to the bathroom. See if she’s cut or injured. I’m going to give Harry a ride home. Talk to his parents.”  

    Charles leaned down into his wife’s ear and whispered. 

    “You know where the guns are upstairs. Load the handgun. The rifle is under the bed in its case. Take it out and load it. Remember the code?” 

    “Uhh, yeah,” Tiffany said. She was visibly upset. 

    “Whisper it to me.” 

    She moved her mouth towards Charles’s ear. “8383.” 

    “Take Charleigh to bed. She’s sleeping with you tonight. Come on Harry, I’m taking you home.” 

    Charles touched Harry’s back and motioned him forward. They walked to the door.  

    “Harry,” said Charleigh.  

    “Yeah?” He replied as he was holding his bandaged hand.  

    “Thank you for protecting me.” 

    Harry nodded his head, gave a half smile, and walked out the door. Charles looked at his wife.  

    “One more thing. No matter what, sleep with the lights on.” 
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    It was a few hours away from midnight. A light fog was drifting through the town, making the drive through all the neighborhoods a little hazardous. It was one of the coldest nights thus far in December. Officer Melton and Officer Rogers had just started their shift. It had been a few hours since Charles took Harold safely back to his home and explained to his parents that Harry was injured playing with Charleigh.  

    Officer Melton’s mind was racing. Two incidents in two days, he thought.  

    “Look, buddy, I don’t disbelieve something broke into your house, but it’s Christmas time, you know? A lot of break-ins during Christmas. That doesn’t mean some Christmas monster is stalking your family.” 

    Officer Melton didn’t say a word. His eyes were piercing the road. His family was already put in danger. The kid from the other night at the park said something disguised as Santa frightened him. Then his daughter and Harry said a Santa came down the chimney and attacked them. Disguised, he thought again. He thought about the mimic that killed his character when he was playing that game. He thought about what Harry said.  

    A mimic is a creature that disguises itself as something else, most likely something humans like or are attracted to. 

    “You sure this isn’t going to be a giant waste of time,” asked Officer Rogers 

    “Do me a favor, Bubba. When we get to the house, stay in the car.” 

    “What? Why?”  

    “You laughed in this boy’s face the last time we spoke to him. Showed him no signs of sympathy. I need to talk to this boy. I need him to tell me the truth. That’ll be hard with you interrupting with laughter every five seconds.” 

    “You actually think his Santy Clause story is true, don’t ya? You know what? Fill your boots. I don’t want to hear that hogwash anyway. Have fun. I’ll stay right here in the car.” 

    The two officers arrived at the run-down home. Melton got out of the car. He noticed this wasn’t the best neighborhood to be in at this hour. The windows of the house were covered in black security bars. The yard looked like it had seen better days. Weeds sprouted up every few feet. Debris of trash scattered about. 

    Melton leaned down into the window, “Be right back.” 

    He marched to the door with full militant steps. He took his hat off and knocked on the door three times. He heard no noise coming from the house so he rang the doorbell. Finally, the door opened.  

    An older woman with deep wrinkles on her face opened the main door and pushed open the screen door. She had curlers in her hair and was wearing, what looked like to Charles, a yellow blanket with a hole in it. A powerful musk of cigarette smoke greeted Charles’s nose. 

    “Yeah,” the woman answered sharply. Her upper lip curled in a snarled resting position. 

    “Hi, Miss Thompson, I presume. My name’s Officer Melton, I’m with the Black Creek Police Department. I need to speak to your boy, Landon. Is he here?” 

    “He’s already done told y’all er’thing he knows. Your people already done scared him halfta’ death. He ain’t got nothin’ else to say to ya’ll.”  

    “Miss, I assure you, your boy is not in any trouble. I just need to ask him some follow-up questions about the incident at the park. You have my word; your boy isn’t going anywhere.” 

    Miss Thompson stepped further outside as the screen door slammed behind her.   

    “Now I’m tellin’ ya Mister, get off muh’ proper-” 

    “Grandma, it’s okay.” It was the boy, Landon, the spray-paint kid, suddenly appearing behind the eclipse of the burly woman. The same frightened boy from the other day. “You can go inside, grandma. It’s fine.” 

    She turned back and looked at the boy, then back at Officer Melton. The snarl never left her face. As she was going in, she pointed at the boy’s face. “You don’t gotta’ say nothin’ you don’t want to say now.”   

    “I know, grandma.” She waddled back inside the house as the boy stepped out completely. He was wearing a lime green shirt with paint splatter all across it. He crossed his arms and gazed at Officer Melton. 

    “Charming woman,” said Melton with a friendly smile. “Nice shirt.” 

    “What do you want?” Landon’s voice was stern.  

    “Well, obviously, Landon, I’ll just get right to the point.” Charles went to speak and then suddenly realized how preposterous anything he was about to say would sound. “Actually, I don’t know how to ask.” 

    “You want to ask me about the other night at the park?” 

    “Correct.” 

    “Look, I told you and your buddies what I saw. None of you believed me. So, I have nothing left to say. Thanks for stopping by.” 

    “Wait, wait, hold on now.” Melton lightly touched the boy’s shoulder as he turned to go back inside. “Just… let’s just say, hypothetically, I believe you. Can you tell me again exactly what you saw, exactly what happened?” 

    Landon looked around nervously.  

    “Why do you suddenly believe me?” The boy was as stoic and distant as the first time Officer Melton met him.  

    “Let’s just say, new evidence may have presented itself.” 

    The boy exhaled a small sigh of frustration. He could tell Officer Melton wanted to hear the truth.  

    “It’s the same story. I went there to tag a couple of fences. I put my backpack down. I went to pull out some cans and I heard something in the trees.” 

    “What did you hear?” 

    “It sounded like… like something big was crawling around, jumping from tree to tree. Like a giant squirrel or something. I kept hearing tree branches break. It was hard to see, you know. All the lights at the park were off, but I could hear it. Clear as day.” 

    “Hear what?” 

    “Hear what it did to that statue. I could see it, barely. It was like, it was mad at it. It was attacking that Santa statue. I couldn’t tell what it was but it looked like it had twenty arms or something. It was kicking it. Hitting it. Stabbing it. And then the statue started sparking.” 

    “What happened next?” 

    “It… screamed. I think. I have never heard a noise like that. It didn’t like the Santa or the sparks. That’s for sure. And then it jumped.” 

    “Jumped? Jumped where?” 

    “It just jumped… up.” Landon pointed straight up with his index finger. 

    “When I first talked to you, Landon, you told me you saw it in the trees. It yelled at you from a tree.” 

    “Yeah. After it jumped, everything got quiet. Real quiet. I hid for maybe five or ten minutes, but I wanted to check out what it did to the Santa statue. I thought it was gone. I made my way to it and, as I said, whatever that thing was, it didn’t like Santa. It shredded that thing.” 

    “Yeah, I saw. So when did you see this creature again?” 

    “Creature? You guys think it’s a creature now.” 

    “I mean, don’t you? What’d you say? Twenty arms, it jumped from tree to tree, screams oddly.” 

    “I knew it wasn’t human! I even told you that.” Landon held up a celebratory fist.  

    Charles raised an eyebrow at the boy.  

    “It’s just nice to see you coming around, believing me and all.” 

    “Let’s not get too ahead of ourselves. Tell me, Landon, tell me exactly what happened when you saw it again.” 

    Landon dropped his crossed arms and put them into his jeans pocket. Melton could tell he was getting uncomfortable going over this part.  

    “As I said, I was looking at the statue. And then I heard this noise behind me, in the trees. I turned my flashlight to it and it screamed. It was so loud. As I said, it sounded like a car horn right in my ear. It looked so angry.” 

    “Wait, wait, stop. I want to be clear on something. It didn’t scream at you until you shined a flashlight on it?” 

    “Yeah. It screamed at me. I panicked and started running. That’s when one of your buddies pulled up with his lights flashing. He shined the spotlight on me, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to get away from that thing, so I kept running.” 

    “Officer Perez. Did he have all of his lights on and a spotlight?” 

    “Yeah. Isn’t that normal?” 

    “It is. Thank you, Landon. That’s all I need. Do me a favor?” 

    “What’s that?” 

    “Don’t go to the Festival of Lights this year. It may be dangerous. Have a good night. Merry Christmas.” 

    Officer Melton put his hat back on and headed back toward the police cruiser. Landon stood there in confusion before reentering his house.  

    When Melton got back in the car, Officer Rogers had his chair pulled back, fake asleep with his mouth open.  

    “Any missing reindeer the police department needs to know about,” Officer Rogers asked sarcastically.  

    “I’m actually glad you’re napping on the job. You’re going to need the rest,” said Melton with a smirk on his face. 

    Rogers lowered his hand and stopped pretending. “Why is that?” 

    “We’re doing a stakeout tonight at the park. We’re going to catch us a Santy Clause.” 
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    Charleigh slowly drifted into consciousness. The rustling of noise in the distance grew louder. The soft hum of the nearby clock came into focus. Her mind was exhausted, but it was waking.  

    Boof.  

    Boof. 

    The world slowly became more focused. She opened her eyes at the window in front of her.  

    Boof.  

    She sat up in bed, groggy and disoriented. What’s that noise, she thought. It’s late. It feels late. She looked back over her shoulder. Her mother was fast asleep beside her. The blankets rose up and down quietly as her mother slept. She could see a handgun on the dresser next to her. The bedroom light was on. She rubbed her eyes and blocked the light. She tried to scan the room for the noise.  

    Boof. 

    It was the window. She saw it that time. A snowball crashed into the window and exploded. 

    She looked at the clock.  

    3:08 AM 

    She got out of bed, in her pajamas, still groggy, and approached the window. She looked down. 

  


 
   
      

  


 
   
    It was Harry. He was wearing a black skull cap and jacket, holding a snowball in his hand. He was throwing snowballs at the window. He motioned for her to come down. Charleigh looked back at her sleeping mother and then at Harry, shaking her head no at him. 

    Harry pointed downstairs at the shattered window. He held his hands together in a prayer position. He mouthed the words, “Please.” 

    Charleigh looked back at her mother. She knew she would be furious if she once again went against her word and went outside in the cold, especially after what happened earlier that night. She nodded her head, and then mouthed the words, “Go to the window.” 

    She went and slowly opened the bedroom door, hoping the light from the hallway wouldn’t wake up. She didn’t open the door all the way, just enough where she could slide through. She knew if she opened it wide enough, it would creak loudly.  

    She slid into the hallway and slowly made her way downstairs. Every light seemed to be on in the house. Her mother’s room. The hallway. She made her way down to the living room. It was the only room that didn’t have a light on. As soon as she made her way down the steps, the entire temperature of the room changed. The room was freezing. Ice cold from the hole in the window.  

    Her mother had hung up a blanket with duct tape around it to try and block some cold until the morning. It didn’t help much. Harry was standing outside of the window. It was dark out, she could barely see his face peeking through the side of the blanket. 

    She whispered from the kitchen. She didn’t want to get closer to the window. With every step, the room got colder.  

    “What are you doing here? It’s late.” 

    “I couldn’t sleep. Charleigh rubbed her eyes trying to adjust them to the light. “My mom is going to kill me. Your mom is going to kill you.” 

    “Kill me? I was hungry.” 

    “Hungry? Then why are you here? You have food at your house, don’t you?” 

    “No. No food.” 

    Charleigh was shivering now. She started rubbing her arms and stepping in place. It was like standing on a glacier. She looked back upstairs towards her mother’s room and whispered again, “Why don’t you have food?” 

    “Will you bring me food?” 

    “Harry, really? It’s late. It’s cold. Go home. You’re going to get us both in trouble.” 

    “I don’t want to be hungry anymore.” 

    Charleigh sighed and walked over to the couch. She grabbed the blanket hanging off the back of it. The same one her mother warmed her with a few nights ago. She started walking to the kitchen.  

    “You’re being weird. Come inside, I’ll make you a san-” 

    “No. No inside. Come outside, Charleeeigh.” 

    Charleigh stopped. She turned and looked back at Harry.  

    “What did you say?” 

    “Come outside.” 

    Charleigh began backing up away from the window. “Come closer, Harry. Come into the light.” 

    “No light, Char-Charleigh.” 

    Charleigh backed up into the kitchen until she hit a wall. What she thought was a wall. It was the refrigerator. She turned around and quickly opened it giving the kitchen even more light.  

    “You’re not Harry.” 

    “Charleeeeeeigh. Harr-Harry needs food.” 

    Harry moved closer to the window. His eyes were solid white. His teeth were crooked and yellow. Black ooze ran out of his mouth  

    “I’m so hungry, Charleigh.” 

    “MOMMY!” Charleigh screamed.  

    “Char-Charleeeeeigh.”  

    Harry’s neck began to elongate. It stretched longer and longer. Charleigh heard bones crunch and pop with every inch as his neck grew. The skin slowly separated from his neck and shoulders, pulling and stretching until it ripped apart. His head detached until a meaty and bloody spinal cord came out. It shot several feet into the sky.  

    “I’m so hungry, Charleigh” The creature yelled as a bloody arm stretched from the window and grabbed Charleigh’s feet. It yanked her to the ground and began pulling her.  

    “Mommy!” She screamed again. “Help!” 

    “H-Help H-Harry,” As Charleigh was being pulled closer and closer to the window, she saw Harry. The real Harry. 

    The creature was holding Harry up by his black jacket. He was wearing a black skull cap. The same black skull cap and jacket the creature was wearing. Harry dangled helplessly from the creature’s giant hand. His nose was bleeding. He had cuts and scrapes over his face. He was hurt. The creature got to him. 

    “Stop it!” Charleigh screamed. The creature’s ferocious grin began to grow larger. Its teeth separated as it drooled the black ooze from its mouth. It was ready to bite.  

    Harry’s head slowly lifted in the creature’s arms. 

    “Charleigh… get in the light.”  

    It’s all Harry could muster out of his broken body. 

    The creature hissed as its mouth grew wider. The black ooze dripped down its chest as steam rose from it. Ready to bite down on its prey. Its bloody tentacle of an arm was wrapping itself more and more around Charleigh's legs. It lifted her up to pull her through the window.  

    She slammed into the ground with a sickening thud. Everything turned white, hazy. Pain from her shoulder shot down into her leg. A quick flash of light blinded her. There was no noise, only the piercing ringing sound in her ears.  

    “Leave him alone!” 

    She heard a muffled boom as another flash went off. She turned around and saw black ooze spurting from the creature’s arm as it retreated outside, sliding like a serpent on the ground, leaving a black trail behind. Charleigh began to back up as her feet slid on the slippery hardwood floor. She backed up all the way to another wall: the staircase.  

    She looked up at the staircase. Directly over her head was her mother, Tiffany, holding a rifle in her hand. She cocked it back as a golden shell popped out and hit the floor. She fired. Another flash blinded the room. The flashes seemed to make time move in slow motion 

    The ringing in Charleigh’s ears was piercing. She held her hand against her ear. 

    “I SAID LEAVE HIM ALONE!” Mrs. Melton cried, firing again. 

    Another flash. Charleigh looked at the creature. Black ooze was all over the living room floor, walls, and the creature. The creature’s mouth split open from its jaw all the way down to its stomach. Its hair changed color to black and became slick back. It grew a black mustache that twirled at each end. Then its mustache grew into a long white beard that grew rapidly on its face. Its black skullcap morphed into a red hat with a cotton ball on the end. It was shaking violently while shapeshifting different faces and forms, while its other arm remained locked in the air, holding Harry.  

    The creature’s mouth from its jaw to its stomach opened wide as yellow teeth began poking out in every direction. It hissed at Charleigh and Mrs. Melton before hoisting Harry by its side. It turned around and darted away into the night.  

    Mrs. Melton rushed down the steps and walked quickly toward the window, never pointing the rifle away. She moved the blanket that was hanging over the window and yanked it down. She looked out into the snow. She saw uneven tracks leading away from the house.  

    Harry, she thought. It took Harry.  

    Charleigh sat on the floor next to the staircase, still holding her ears. Tears were streaming down her face. Tiffany ran towards her and examined her.  

    “Baby, are you okay? Are you hurt?” She looked at the ooze stains on her pajama pants checking for blood and cuts. 

    “It has Harry, mommy. It took him.” Her voice was suffocated with tears. It was hard to speak. She was scared, traumatized, and worried for her friend.  

    “I know baby, I know.” 

    Charleigh pleaded, “We have to help him, mommy! We have to!” Her tears were pouring heavily now. She was so frightened and worried about her friend.  

    “Listen, don’t move. I’m going to call your father right now. He’s going to help Harry. He’s out on patrol. Don’t move.” 

    Tiffany found the blanket Charleigh had dropped when the creature grabbed her. She picked it up and wrapped Charleigh up in it.  

    “I love you. Don’t move.” 

    She ran upstairs and grabbed her cell phone from the nightstand. She frantically went through the numbers on her phone until she found the one she was looking for: “Hubby” 

    She hit the call button. The phone rang… 

    Ring… 

    Ring… 

    Ring… 

    “Hey baby, everything okay?” 

    “Charles, listen to me. That thing, it came back. It tried to drag our daughter out of the house. It came back.” 

    “What? Hold on, I’m on the way.” 

    “No, it’s gone. I shot it, two, maybe three times. I don’t know. Charles, listen, it has Harry. I don’t know how, but it grabbed Harry and took off with him. He’s in danger.” 

    “Took off? Where?” 

    “I don’t know, I don’t know.” The gravity of the situation finally caught up to Tiffany. Tears began entering her voice. “It just took him. I tried to stop it and it ran away.” 

    “Tiff, listen to me. Take Charleigh, go over to Harry’s house. Make sure his family is okay and if they are, stay with them. If they’re not there or if there’s trouble, take Charleigh to the police station. I think I know where Harry is.” 

    “Okay, okay, please be careful. Baby, please be careful.” 

    “I will. I love you. Go get Charleigh and get out of there.” 

    Tiffany hung up the phone as it shook in her hand. She looked around the room to gather her thoughts. She knew what she had to do. Finally, she snapped out of it. She tried to make her voice sound as normal as she could. 

    “Charleigh,” she called out. “Put on your shoes. Grab your coat. Hurry. We’re leaving.”  

    Tiffany did just what she instructed Charleigh to do. She walked around her bedroom gathering her things. She put on her shoes. She grabbed her coat and hurried downstairs. She picked up the rifle leaning against the wall.  

    “Charleigh?” She looked around the room. No response. That unsettled feeling hit her stomach.  

    “Charleigh?” 

    She ran to Charleigh’s bedroom. Nothing. Charleigh’s winter boots were missing. She ran to the bathroom, then into the living room. The blanket she wrapped Charleigh in was gone. She began to panic. She shouted in every direction at the top of her lungs. 

    “Charleigh!?” 

    “CHARLEIGH!?” 

    “CHARLEIGH!?!” 
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    “So let me get this straight,” said Officer Rogers as he slurped down on his cup of coffee, “since we have nothing better to do.” 

    Charles held his hand out the window holding the spotlight connected to the police cruiser. He was focused. Vigilant.  

    “Your daughter said she saw a UFO at like three in the morning the other night.” 

    “Yep.” 

    “That you never saw.” 

    “Yep.” 

    “And then some punk kid breaks into the park, vandalizes it, and tells you it was Santy Clause.” 

    “Yep.” 

    “Then Santy Clause climbs onto your house, goes down the chimney, and attacks your family. Only your daughter saw it.” 

    “My daughter and her best friend, yeah.” 

    “So now, we’re out here, on Christmas Eve, looking for a Santy Clause.” 

    “Yep.” 

    Officer Rogers looked back at his coffee. “Pal, I gotta tell ya, I’m this close to sending you in for a psych evaluation. Do you not hear how cuckoo this story sounds?” 

    “I do.” 

    “Okay, let me ask you this, why did it choose your house? Out of all the houses in Black Creek, why did it choose your house?” 

    “No lights.” 

    Officer Rogers sat up in his seat. “Beg your pardon?” 

    “No lights. We didn’t hang any Christmas lights up this year.” 

    “You’re gonna have to elaborate on that one.” 

    “This thing, this creature, from everything I’ve gathered, doesn’t like light. If it came from that UFO that landed in this park, it landed here around three in the morning, as you said. It got angry when that ‘punk kid,’ as you call him, shined his flashlight at it. It tried to destroy the only light that stays lit all night in this park: The Santa Clause statue. It broke the window in our house when my daughter fell and accidentally hit the light. And the creature has only been seen at nighttime. Oh, not to mention, right outside our house, my daughter had this tent set up. Her fortress as she calls it. The tent was ripped to shreds and guess what was completely crushed?” 

    “My spirit right now?” 

    “Her lantern. This thing hates light by all accounts. I think it came to our house because we are one of the few houses in town that had no lights, and it destroyed anything nearby that could produce light.” 

    “Do you hear yourself? You’re saying an alien has landed in Black Creek and disguised itself as Santy Clause.” 

    “I was playing this game with my daughter and her friend. This game we bought her. I died in the game by this thing called a Mimic.” 

    “Oh brother,” Rogers said as he took another sip of his coffee. 

    “They said a mimic is a creature that can change itself into whatever it wants to lure people close to it.” 

    “So you think we’re playing a video game character?” 

    “Card game, and no. I think this alien landed here, saw the Santa statue, mimicked it, and destroyed it because it was lit up. That statue was probably the first humanoid thing it saw besides the punk kid.” 

    “What about the car horn?” 

    “What car horn?” 

    Officer Melton’s pocket began to vibrate.  

    “The punk kid. It said the alien Santa yelled at him and it sounded like a car horn.” 

    Charles’s pocket vibrated again. 

    “That was probably one of the first noises it heard when it got to Earth. It was trying to mimic what it had seen and heard to blend in. It just failed miserably at it because it didn’t know better.” 

    It vibrated again. 

    “Look, Charles, I’m only saying this because we’re friends. Listen to me, after Christmas and the New Year, take a holiday? Take the family on vacation. Somewhere warm. Because I’m telling you, buddy, you’re starting to sound like a crazy person. Not starting, you do sound like a crazy person. You are a cop. An officer of the law, and you got me out here looking for aliens in a park based on a card game hunch.” 

    “Hold on, let me take this. One second…” 

    Charles pulled the phone out of his pocket. It was his wife. He clicked accept.  

    “Hey baby, everything okay?” 

    * * * 

    The soft snow crunched beneath her feet as she trudged through the fallen trees sticking out of the snow. The uneven ground made balancing while walking difficult. The unforgiving snow bit against her skin as it rained down like tiny arrows from the grey clouds that enveloped the sky. The sun was long gone. Only the brief light of the moon guided her unassertive path. Harold was in her thoughts. She didn’t know how to save him, but she knew she must try.  

    There were no weapons, armor, or potions that could aid in their battle to come. There was nothing to be found. She did have one spell in her hand. Her only spell. Her only chance of survival. She grabbed it off the table on the way out of the house. 

    Seed of Divinity. 

    I have to save him, she thought. He saved me.  

    I must save him.   

    Every step in the ice-cold snow created a new thought. She thought of the Unknighted Princess hunting the Arachwraith. She remembered what she said to Harry on the way to their journey.  

    The wrong materials can be proven useful if given to the right hands. 

    Harry said this spell was just okay, she thought. I’ll show him.  

    If he’s still alive.  

    She gripped it tightly in her hand. She kept her head down as the snow tried to blind her every step.  

    I wish Dagan were here right now, she thought. It’s too cold. I could use some warmth. She followed the uneven tracks leading toward the park. She knew that’s where the creature was headed. Maybe headed back to its ship. She thought about her and Harold in The Realm. 

    There was no turning back now. She knew the dangers that lay before them. 

    Any field I do battle on will soon be a graveyard. 

    She knew her mom would be worried, but she had to leave. She knew her father could be in danger. She knew her best friend was in danger. She couldn’t afford to wait. She couldn’t leave Harry alone. He tried to protect her when it invaded her home. 

    It was her time to protect him. 

    The snowstorm grew heavier. It was almost impossible to see what was in front of her. The creature’s tracks were beginning to disappear in the snowfall. The cold was biting. She was losing hope. Losing energy. 

    Then, in the distance, a familiar sound echoed in the darkness.  

    “Ho Ho Ho!” 

    The Santa statue, she thought. I’m close. She looked up, held her hand over her eyes, and blocked the incoming snow. The waving arm of the Santa statue. Like a lighthouse beacon, while adrift in an angry sea. She pressed on.  

    One thought crept into her mind that put a smile on her face. Through all the nightmares she experienced the last few days, one thought made her laugh.  

    Charleigh, The Unknighted Princess of House Melton, must save the Fire Tyro of House Dagan.  

    And the Water Thief, Peeloy.  
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    Charles hung up his phone and buckled his seat belt.  

    “We got to get out of here. That was Tiff. Something’s wrong, Charleigh is miss-” 

    Officer Rogers put his hand over Charles’s mouth and pointed forward with his other hand.  

    Charles tried slapping it away before he saw it.  

    Running towards the park under the moonlight, was a five-legged creature dressed as Santa Clause. Four skinny, insect-like legs on its left, and one fat leg on its right. It seemed to be limping. It was carrying something heavy in one hand, and with the other hand moving forward through the snow like a gorilla. It didn’t move like a human. 

    “Well paint my nose red and call me Rudolph,” Officer Rogers said. He moved his hand away from Charles’s mouth. 

    “That’s our Santa, and he’s got my daughter’s friend. Do not open fire.” Charles reached toward his shoulder and activated his radio. 

    “Officer Melton requesting backup. Black Creek Park. Suspect carrying victim, possible hostage situation. Start K9 and any available units for containment, over.”  

    “Don’t open fire? How are we supposed to stop this thing?” 

    A few seconds later a voice came over the radio. “Roger, 3DR, all units report to Black Creek Park, over.” 

    “I already told you, it hates the light.” Officer Melton tapped the spotlight connected to his side of the car.  

    “Look, look, what is it doing?” 

    The creature held Harry in its arm as it raised another arm toward the sky. It was dripping dark blood into the white snow. The two officers could hear Harry moaning.  

    “Let me go,” groaned Harry. His red blood dripped into the white snow. 

    “Let me go. Let me goooo,” the mimic repeated.  

    A bright red light lit up the park. Officer Melton and Rogers leaned out of their windows and looked up. A ship, a triangle ship, about half the size of the football field, with three glowing red orbs on each end, was hovering above the park. It began making a rumble as the cop’s car began to vibrate and shake. It let out a noise. 

    fooooom… fooooom…
  

    “We’re definitely going to need backup,” said Rogers looking up at the massive ship. His stomach began to feel queasy.  

    “Pull your gun, Bubba. I think it’s trying to leave. I’m going to get its attention.” 

    Officer Melton stepped out of the car and pointed the spotlight toward the creature.  

    “Police department! Freeze!”  

    Charles clicked on the spotlight and shined it at the creature. The mimic dropped Harry and began violently shaking, putting up its arms to block the light. It screamed into the night air, the sound of a car horn echoing into the night. Its arms and legs began to stretch out. 

    Both officers got out of the squad car. 

    The mimic jumped in the air. The red lights from the ship went dark. 

    “Where’d it go,” shouted Rogers with his gun drawn, pointed upward to the ship. 

    Charles began scanning the trees with the spotlight.  

    “The trees. It hides in the-” 

    Officer Melton and Rogers were flung back in the air several yards back and crashed down into the snow.  

    Harry tried to stand as he watched the creature attacking the officers. It pounced on the hood of the car and knocked it forward sending the officers flying. He collapsed back to the ground as blood dripped from his wounds. 

    Officer Rogers turned over and pointed his gun as the creature was charging and opened fire. The creature jumped and dodged left to right, pressing forward until it leaped in the air again. It landed on Rogers’ chest and arms. It pinned him to the ground as it slowly bent down, mere inches from Officer Rogers’ face. It opened its mouth and vomited black ooze into his eyes. Rogers screamed in agony as the ooze burned.  

    “Get off of him,” said a still-stunned Officer Melton laying in the snow. The creature turned his head slowly at Charles and smiled.  

    “Get off of him,” it mimicked.   

    It walked off Officer Rogers’s arms and chest as he began to roll around in the snow holding his face. His screams were muffled in his hands. 

    The creature began walking towards Officer Melton. He reached down to grab his pistol. He felt nothing. Only the empty holster greeted his hands. He looked around the snow as the creature got closer. His gun was missing. He must’ve lost it when he landed in the snow. The creature was upon him now, moving slowly over Melton, soaking in the sight of its prey. Its eyes were white as moonlight. Its smile and white beard were stained black with vomit. 

    The creature held up its hand. The skin of its fingers began to morph into one. They grew longer and longer. The long black fingernails began to form together into a singular sharp point. It turned its deadly appendage and pointed it toward Officer Melton. It leaned down towards him. 

    “Ho Ho Ho.” 

    “Hey Santa!” a voice shouted from the distance.  

    Harry’s ears perked up as his head lifted off the ground. He knew the voice.  

    Officer Melton turned towards the voice as the creature loomed over him ready to kill him.  

    The creature turned its head and saw a little girl standing next to the giant Christmas tree in the park. 

    It was Charleigh.  

    She held out the card Mr. Becker gave her to battle the creature. Her other hand was gripping the power switch connected to the electrical grid.  

    The creature hissed and jumped towards Charleigh. 

    “I cast Seed of Divinity!”  

    Charleigh shouted as she flipped the switch. The Christmas tree lights exploded in brightness.  

    Blues, reds, greens, oranges, and gold began lighting up all around the park. The creature hit the ground hard and slid across the pavement. It tried to get back up, but its feet slipped on the snow.  

    Lights flipped on in every direction of the park. The creature held up its arms to block the light. A row of Christmas lights began lighting up at the bottom of the tree. The lights rose higher and higher.  

    Every step, every direction, lit up in bright beautiful colors. The creature couldn’t run anywhere. It couldn’t jump. It couldn’t flee. It burned in the brightness. It began stumbling as it stood up. Smoke rose from its skin and melted from its face and hands.  

    “Let me go! LET ME GO!!!!!”  

    Its skin lit on fire. It burned furiously as the creature hissed and screamed.  

    “Let me go00000!” 

    It fell back to the ground, bubbling and pulsating. Black and green bubbles swelled and popped as the creature flattened into the snow. Its squealing began to slowly die down. Its body almost completely boiled alive.  

    “Let me go…” 

    Charleigh ran towards Harry as he began to lift himself off the ground. She grabbed him and pulled him up as he threw his arm around her shoulders.  

    He looked up at the creature melting into the snow. Bubbles continued to form and pop, expelling black ooze. He smiled and looked at Charleigh.  

    “I thought I was the fire mage, princess.” 

    “I got it! Did you see that!? I GOT IT!” Charleigh threw her arm up in celebration while holding onto Harold 

    “Too bad we don’t have a loot deck.” 

    “Charleigh,” a voice called out.  

    “Daddy? …Oh no.”  

    Charleigh let go of Harold and he stumbled forward. Charleigh ran off as fast as she could toward her father.  

    “Yeah, it’s cool. I’m just injured. I’ll be fine,” mocked Harry. “I’m going to lay back down in the snow. That actually feels nice.” Harry collapsed to the ground as a cloud of snow exploded around him. 

    Mr. Melton stood up on his knees as Charleigh rushed forward. Charleigh crashed into him, nearly sending him flying on his back. 

    “Charleigh, are you okay? Why did you do that?” He hugged his daughter tightly. 

    Her tiny arms latched around her father’s neck. She buried her head deep in his chest.  

    “Did you see that, Daddy? Did you see it? I beat it! I killed the creature.” 

    “I’m so happy you’re safe,” he let go of Charleigh and looked at her face. 

    “And you are so grounded. I thought I told you to never, ever, ever leave the hous-” 

    Charleigh hugged him again before he could finish. 

    “You’re not going to get out of it that easy, young lady, just so you know.” He kissed the side of her face. 

    Squad cars began pulling up in droves as they surrounded the park. Officers exited their vehicles and rushed to the scene. 

    Charleigh turned and looked back at the pile of burnt clothes that once was the creature.  

    “The spaceship…” 

    She looked up at the night sky. Staring back was moonlight and clouds as snow continued to gently fall on her face. 

    The spaceship was gone. 
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    Christmas morning was a late start for the Melton family.  

    Charleigh, Harold, Mr. and Mrs. Melton, and Officer Rogers were all taken to the hospital shortly after the event at the park. Harold and Bubba were admitted to the I.C.U. for major injuries. Harold’s mother visited him in the hospital later that night, bringing presents from home, and helped him eat while he recovered. She didn’t know what happened or how he ended up in the hospital or why there was a giant hole in his bedroom wall.  

    Officer Rogers was treated for severe eye injuries and first-degree burns on his face. It took nearly four months to recover. He lost partial vision in his right eye. He spent Christmas and New Year’s Eve at the Sacred Rose Medical Center in Black Creek. Officer Melton would come to visit him often as the weeks went by. 

    Charleigh and her father were sent home from the hospital after only a few hours with minor injuries. Charleigh was sure to stop by Harold’s room to make sure he was okay before she left.  

    Charleigh reminded Harold before her father took her home, “Don’t forget, when you get out of here, we still have an Arachwraith to kill.” 

    “Oh really? I thought you just killed one,” smirked Harry. Charleigh hugged her friend, who groaned in pain before she headed home with her family. 

    The Meltons had their Christmas morning at around 3:00 in the afternoon. Charleigh got new clothes, new shoes, a new lantern, and a new fortress in her backyard, along with a couple of booster packs from her favorite game, The Realm.  

    Later that night, the town of Black Creek, along with hundreds of tourists, gathered at the park. They were greeted by a Santa statue waving to them as they entered. They ice skated, rode camels and horses, rode Ferris wheels, played games, had snacks, drank cocoa, and celebrated Christmas as a community. Charleigh and her parents explored every inch of the park so she could see every light and decoration. She wished Harry was there. She missed her friend. 

    As the night drew to a close, the town and tourists gathered around the giant Christmas tree in the middle of the park to watch the finale. Charleigh already got a sneak preview of the tree’s majesty. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the Seed of Divinity card Mr. Becker had given her. 

    It was time to return the card. 

    As her parents watched, they were amazed at the spectacular light show. Charleigh took the opportunity to sneak out of the park, just down the road, to Mr. Becker’s Toybox shop. When she arrived at the building, she was taken aback.  

    There was an envelope taped to the door that said, “Charleigh.” She pulled the envelope off the door and peered inside the store. There was nothing in the shop. No toys. No bikes. Not even shelves. The place didn’t look abandoned, it looked like nothing was ever in there.  

    Confused, Charleigh took off her gloves and opened the envelope. She unfolded the paper inside. 

    “To the Knighted Princess, 

    I hope this finds you well. Sorry for my absence but I simply must be going. Other adventurers need my attention. I trust the spell helped you defeat the Arachwraith. Pesky little demons they are. Please, keep the spell, Princess. You may need it again one day.  

    Until our paths cross again, protect yourself and these lands. You are one of the chosen to do so. You are a warrior. The Realm needs more like you. 

    Your friend, 

    -          Mr. Becker 
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