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Christmas is a time for giving! We at Morpheus Tales believe that!  
 

This Christmas Horror Special issue is completely free to read, download and distribute. Free feel to 
give it to your friends and family.  

 
Back in 2009 we produced our first free online fiction magazine, the Flash Fiction Horror Special 

Issue! Go visit for yourself: 
 

http://issuu.com/morpheustales/docs/mtflashfictionhorrorspecial 
 

The main reason we give away magazines is to thank all of our supporters, our readers, writers, 
artists, proof-readers, reviewers, columnists, friends on facebook and myspace, followers on twitter 

and everyone else who help make Morpheus Tales.  
 

Thank you! 
 

This magazine is dedicated to our friends, wherever you are. 
 

 The Morpheus Tales Team 
 
 

Website: www.morpheustales.com 
 

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/morpheustales 
 

Myspace: www.myspace.com/morpheustales 
 

Twitter: www.twitter.com/morpheustales 
 

Issuu profile for free magazines and free previews: http://issuu.com/morpheustales 
 

Lulu.com for back issues and Collector’s Editions: 
http://www.lulu.com/spotlight/morpheustalesatblueyonderdotcodotuk 
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Merry Christmas By Wayne C. Rogers 
 
Tom Morgan’s eyes twinkled with merriment as the little six-year-old girl (Christy) with 

brown curly hair and a red and white Christmas dress got off his lap. She grabbed a cellophane-
wrapped caramel candy apple from the large box on the right and a wrapped mystery present from 
the box on the left. Then, waving her free hand back at Tom (a.k.a. Santa Claus), she nearly 
dropped her presents on the red carpet as she ran eagerly up to her waiting mother. He had laughed 
out loud when Christy had asked him earlier to bring her mother a new boyfriend for Christmas 
because the one she now had was a selfish, drinking asshole. The request had been done with a look 
of pure innocence, yet utter determination. Tom had thought about it for a moment and then told the 
child he’d see what he could do, but wasn’t making any promises. A new boyfriend for dear old 
mom was a lot to ask of Santa Claus. Still, Christy had smiled up at him, pleased with his response.  

Glancing at the watch beneath the white-trimmed sleeve of his red and white outfit, Tom 
saw it was 1:37 PM. He’d been visiting with kids since ten in the morning in the rotunda of the 
Summerset Hotel & Casino’s adjacent mall. And, unlike many of the other men who did the Santa 
Claus gig each year, he was having the time of his life playing the role of old St. Nick. It was fun 
listening to the odd requests that children came up with when talking to him. 

A cute little boy of about five stood next in line with his mother. He released her hand and 
walked shyly up the carpeted floor to where Santa was sitting on the pedestal. Tom smiled brightly 
at the child as he suddenly noticed Ed Barber standing in the crowd of on-lookers. Barber was one 
of the chief executives of the hotel. In fact, he was the person who’d laid Tom off from his job as a 
casino porter the previous year and had then hired him back a few days ago to play Santa Claus 
during the two-week period before Christmas. When Barber had offered him the role of Santa, there 
had been an implied promise of a full-time job after the first of the year, but in a different 
department.  

Tom waved at the tall, thin, immaculately-dressed man, and got a brief smile in return as 
Barber took out a cell phone and answered an incoming call.  

 “Ho…ho…ho,” Tom said, motioning for the boy to get up onto his lap.  
Tom’s eyes, however, were still on Barber.  
He couldn’t help but think about the thirteen months of unemployment he’d suffered 

through. Even worse had been the lost of his insurance with the company. Tom knew that had been 
the major cause of his wife’s death. As modern a city as Las Vegas was, it only had one hospital in 
the county willing to accept patients without medical coverage. The wait in the emergency room 
could sometimes be as long as seven hours, depending on how busy the place was. Needless to say, 
the victim of a car accident could die on a gurney while waiting to see the emergency room doctor, 
or even an intern.  

The child climbed up into Tom’s lap and then tugged on his fake beard, laughing at the 
surprised expression on Santa’s face. The boy then looked at his mother and clapped his hands in 
excitement.  

“And what’s your name?” Tom asked as he readjusted his white beard.  
“Bobby,” the boy said. 
“Have you been naughty or nice, Bobby?” 
“I’ve been good,” the little boy said, eyeing the candy apples near the chair. He pointed to 

the box they were in. “Can I have one?”  
“You sure can, if your mother says it’s alright,” Tom replied.  
She nodded her head and smiled at both of them.  
“Well, your mother gave her approval,” Tom continued. “But first, what would you like for 

Christmas? Tell Santa and maybe your wish will come true.”  
“A puppy dog,” Bobby said.  
“Is that all?” 
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“Yes, sir,” the child replied.  
“Okay,” Tom said as the boy got carefully down from his lap. “You can grab a candy apple 

out of the box on the right and then a Christmas present from the one on the left. Don’t get your 
teeth caught in the caramel. I do that all the time, and the apple sticks to my mouth.”  

“I won’t, Santa Claus.” 
Shifting his attention back to Ed Barber, Tom saw the executive break away from the crowd 

and head over to a store selling expensive luggage. He met two of his security officers there, along 
with four uniformed policemen from the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department. The six men 
then talked about something important. After a minute had passed, Barber turned around and 
pointed an accusing finger in Tom’s direction.  

Hmmm, Tom thought.  
As he motioned for another child to come up and visit him, Barber and the six men walked 

quickly over to the large gathering of parents and children and started pushing their way through the 
mass of people to get to him.  

“What’s your name?” Tom asked the boy who walked to the bottom of the steps, stopped, 
and then stood there, staring up at him. “Come on up. I won’t bite you.”  

The boy smiled and then made his way hesitantly up the three steps. He was just about to 
climb onto Santa’s lap when Barber and the other men reached the pedestal. One of the security 
officers grabbed the child and pulled him away from Tom, setting the boy down on the carpet and 
telling him to go back to his mother.  

Tom ignored everyone else and stared into Barber’s eyes. He saw a mixture of anger, fear, 
and regret in them. 

“The police are here to arrest you,” Barber said in a low voice. “They told me over fourteen 
children who visited you today have been taken to various hospitals around Las Vegas with arsenic 
poisoning. Three of them have already died. It’s the candy apples, isn’t it?” 

Tom didn’t see any reason to lie, so he nodded his head.  
“Why did you do it?”  
Moving his eyes from Barber to the six armed men, Tom saw their hands resting on the butt 

of their handguns, eager for him to do something threatening so they could shoot him right here in 
front of everybody. 

Good, he thought. That makes the whole situation easier.  
“This is revenge for the death of my wife, Eileen,” Tom answered.  
“I don’t understand,” Barber said. “What does the death of your wife have to do with the 

hotel?”  
“If I’d had medical insurance, I could have taken Eileen to a better hospital.” 
“So?” 
“She might have survived the car accident.” Tom stated. 
“Jesus H. Christ!”  
“I’m sorry, but he can’t help us today.” 
“This isn’t funny,” Barber said, his face turning red with rage. “Killing innocent children 

won’t bring your wife back.” 
“No, it won’t,” Tom agreed, looking out at all the kids and grownups who were standing 

around, wondering if Santa Claus was going to be arrested. “What it will do is hurt the business end 
of the Summerset Hotel and Casino. I suspect that within a year, the hotel will be permanently 
closed.”  

“You’re fucking crazy.”  
“No, I’m simply mad, Ed.”  
“Please step down here to the floor, Mr. Morgan,” the youngest of the police officers said 

with calm authority.  
Tom looked at the young cop with interest and then nodded his head as if in agreement with 
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his order. He rose up from the chair and slowly stepped down to the bottom of the pedestal. It was 
almost as if he was in a trance, or maybe a mild state of shock, over what had been done and what 
was getting ready to happen.  

“Turn around and place your hands behind your back.” 
Tom obeyed the command without saying another word.  
The policeman took out a pair of handcuffs and snapped one end of them around Tom’s left 

wrist. When the cop reached for the right one, he noticed something in Santa’s gloved hand and 
hesitated for a moment. It looked like a tiny plastic remote. He glanced at one of the older officers 
for guidance. 

“What’s in your hand, Sir?” another cop asked. 
“It’s a remote control,” Tom answered. “The remote is wired to four small blocks of C-4 in 

a leather harness around my chest.” He met Barber’s eyes with a knowing look and grinned. “I 
thought it best to cover all bases, Ed.”  

“Oh, shit!” one of the policemen muttered.  
“Merry Christmas,” Tom said as he pressed the tiny button on the remote. 

 

Christmas Rising By James Gabriel 
 
Nothing stirred but something crept. Past ghosts came to bear, rising on the night of nights, 

with the jolly fat man riding sleigh and somewhere, someone ate the cane of Christmas past. Ghosts 
rose never ascending from boxes carefully wrapped and tucked neatly away, hidden in corners 
overgrown with trees and weeds. Tied bows shook the dust from memories that writhe in the stink 
of must and decay. Knockers wailed names of those chosen to witness repercussions of unclean 
deeds, done in the stale silence and dead cold of ancient eves. Mice steeled themselves away in the 
glow of a nose that sought life for its own sake, ending the clank of monkey chimes and stopping 
the toots of trains as decorated bulbs quietly dim and fade to darkened colors of frozen glass. The 
lights are off. No one is home. The house is dead.  

Carollers do not sing songs having long departed deserted lanes. Footprint impressions left 
fill with snow to cover with perfect sheets of white fluff, and hide jagged incriminations in ice. 
Muddy impressions tell tales of those passing on streets and footpaths leading to closed doors. 
Dwellings without lights of invitation are forced by the scavengers of Christmas present to listen for 
the bells to toll for occupants residing, and release the last visage of frozen smoke into the air. 

Grown out of fear on the eve, the crunching of boots signal the danger and warns of 
approach, unfriendly.  

Forcing its way through locks and barriers of innocence once torn and left; now scarred and 
tarnished with the rot of sacred trust betrayed. Faces rise, hidden behind wreaths of tinsel. The pine 
scratches away tears with needles that leave lines permanent.  

It comes disguised and cloaked as memory both real and imagined, once upon a daydream 
vision of a nightmare happening. Splitting the frozen earth that trembles in the quake, it rises, 
digging itself up with finger-nailed claws covered with the dirt and grime of the future gatherings, 
already contaminating past and present for all times. And in the aura of its heat, children cry and 
bleed. 
 

Santa’s Tenure By Alan Spencer 
 
Santa Claus’s tenure came into question on the day he chest-kicked the assistant head elf 

across the main workshop just for saying, “Christmas cheer to you, Kris Kringle, and a Happy New 
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Year!” That elf spoke in that helium-sucking voice that grated on the jolly man’s last nerve for the 
past six seasons. And he hated being called Kris Kringle. Even plain Santa got his blood boiling. 
With the elf almost dying from a collapsed lung - and Santa proving his theory that Christmas 
magic alone couldn’t remove the blood from lungs - Santa was put on watch by Mrs. Claus. She 
was the real Christmas spirit incarnate, more powerful than the original Santa Claus. Mrs. Claus’s 
job was to ensure the fat man was sound of mind as each season came and went. And when Santa 
couldn’t hack the work anymore, she replaced him judiciously. No second chances or reprieves.  

Nixed from office, as she’d like to say, when Santa finally loses his holiday spirit. You’ll be 
buried with the rest of the tired old fat men outside, under the ice. You want to be next? Say ‘bah 
humbug’ one more time, and you will. 

Imagining all the old Santa Clauses as ice cubes beneath the earth, he thought back to six 
years ago, when Carl Redding wasn’t the official Santa Claus. He was unemployed, though taking 
temp jobs as a mall Santa Claus - where Mrs. Claus nabbed many of her replacements - until Mrs. 
Claus offered him one hundred bucks cash for taking one sleigh ride. As simple as sitting down and 
enjoying the ride, she’d said.  

The polished red sleigh was parked in the back of the mall after hours, and he got in, half 
drunk on cheap bourbon and excited about the hundred-dollar bill burning his pocket. Before he 
could ask where the reindeer were hiding, in jest, all twelve of them materialized, and up they went 
as fast as a bullet, setting pace to the North Pole. His prison. And there was no way out of that icy 
prison, unless he wanted to die from the elements. Mrs. Clause’s words repeated in his head many 
times over, “The blood in their veins freeze, and that’s about it for them.”  
 He tried his best to gain his second wind for the holiday, but he wanted to go home. He 
missed the taste of bourbon on his tongue, renting a porno and passing out on the living room 
couch. Visiting his nieces and nephews, and most of all, his son, Mickey, who had kids too. Six 
years, he hadn’t seen any of them.  

He pleaded his case to her: “I’m a little burnt out.” “I’m sick of the Arctic air.” “Why can’t I 
check the “naughty” column? The kids aren’t all nice.” (He’d check “naughty,” and his ink would 
evanesce, and the “nice” column would be checked on its own.)  

Mrs. Claus wasn’t hearing any of his appeals. “I tell you when your job’s finished. You quit 
too soon, without giving me time to find a replacement first, you won’t like the consequences. I let 
the good ones go home when they’re ready, but if you burn out, you just try me. Dying would only 
be the beginning for you.” 

Faking his understanding, his mindset didn’t change, and his escapades continued to 
escalate. He’d take the twelve reindeer on a late night spin, though during the last time, he crashed 
the sleigh after thirty seconds of troubled steering. The deer were fine, except for Blitzen, who 
remained missing. Mrs. Clause had a team of elves in special suits searching for him, though it was 
looking bleaker with each passing hour.  

Anytime one of the elves dared to cheer him up, he’d string them up on that giant Christmas 
tree in the main lobby like ornaments. Tie them up and hide them in rooms; he’d pretend it was a 
game of hide-and-seek, because the elves loved hide-and-seek. Mrs. Claus gave him a good butt-
chewing when one elf had been tied up for over forty-eight hours, shoved in a utility room, and left 
in the dark. That elf hadn’t been the same ever since; maybe he, too, realized Christmas was a 
sugary-sweet nightmare.  

On those especially tiresome days, he’d visit the workshop and create toys of his own out of 
wood. He’d draw up male and female genitals on the figures, and make them enormous. He’d pose 
the dolls sexually. And he missed his porn so much, he began writing his own, adding fluff and 
spice to the stories. He’d leave those tales around for the elves to read. Mrs. Clause was horrified 
after she caught various workers touching themselves while reading his stories, or worse yet, staring 
at the dolls he’d made and jerking it to kingdom come. 

The final night before Mrs. Clause’s last straw with him, he’d taken to sneaking into Mrs. 
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Clause’s room and stealing her underwear. He’d drape it over the elves’ workshop chairs, and one 
time, he’d managed to tie the smallest elf inside a pair of her panties. From that day on, that elf was 
extra nice to Mrs. Clause. Following her around. Staring at her for a little too long with that crooked 
smile. 

Mrs. Clause had had enough and her reaction went along these lines, though he couldn’t 
remember it very clearly, because elves were surrounding him until he was one against hundreds. 
Scowls were embedded in what were once cherry blossom faces. Many helmed their carving tools 
from the workshop, turning them upside down as if to plunge into his body. 

“I’ve given you a wonderful job spreading joy to children all over the world. I’ve given you 
a home. A bed. A steady job. Food and clothing. But you’re like the rest of them, ungrateful, 
needing vile pleasures to get you through your life. Booze and women. Well, not here! So you’re 
sick of letting children sit on your lap and tell you what they want for Christmas? You’re sick of 
dealing with my elves? You killed Blitzen, and I still gave you another chance. And maybe the job 
of Santa isn’t meant to be taken up by the same person for too long. My husband, the original Santa, 
walked out in the cold and let himself die. If I thawed him out, he’d come to life, because we’re 
both immortal. But I’ll leave him out there in his icy grave. It’s what he wanted. Keep in mind, 
some have made it through their tenure as Santa, and they get to go home.” A devilish smile 
betrayed her lips. An evil seethed in her eyes, a heat burner turned from low to high with a cruel 
flick of the wrist. “But you, your kind, still have work to do down below.” 

From thin air, Mrs. Clause produced a plate loaded with Christmas cookies. “I’m not a 
vindictive woman, but you’ve crossed the line. Eat these.” 

The plate was passed to him. The glint of weapons, the sharp edges were aimed right for 
him. The threat of violence was ever present. 

“Eat these, and you’ll get your wish.” she told him. 
Left with no choice, he chomped down on the cookies, fearing he’d be stabbed—and the elf 

he chest-kicked was brandishing his tool with a deviant’s fervour.  
Once he ate all nine cookies, the room began to tilt. The elves and Mrs. Clause and the halls 

in the east quarter warped. He lost his footing, crashing to the floor in a dizzy mess. He convulsed 
in horror, and as he did so, he kept hearing Mrs. Clause say, “You’ll always be Santa to me, even 
where you’re going next, you’ll always be Santa Clause to someone...” 

Then the ground opened up and swallowed him whole. 
The North Pole turned out to be above the direct route to hell. Fires burned infinite in these 

hallows. Walking corpses and tortured souls and streets paved in sin surrounded him, everything 
painted in a backdrop of fire. 

Mrs. Clause was right; he remained a full-time Santa Clause, pandering to the kid’s of hell. 
Now, he sat on a throne compiled of human mandibles and spines, overlooking a line of ghouls, 
beasties, and the living dead that stretched on for eons - or at least down the street through the fetish 
strip clubs and stopping near the corpse salvage yard.  

A girl with maggot-filled eye sockets who dragged a dead Yorkshire Terrier on a black 
studded leash asked Santa, “I want my living sister to get mouth herpes.”  

The boy that had somehow been turned into a large cobra snake stated his pleasure next, “I 
wish for my dad to die of autoerotic asphyxiation. Can you make it happen, Santa? Oh can you!”  

The wishes kept coming as his shift drew on. “I want the whole world to go blind.” “My 
first grade teacher, Mrs. Kline, I want her gout to come back, and worse this time!” “Can you make 
it so everything my mother-in-law drinks taste like pee?” “Make my mother’s eyes bleed for four 
nights straight!” “I’d love it if my ex-friend’s tongue rotted in her mouth. That’d be sweet!” “Make 
my brother’s face look like his ass.” “Can Drew Masterson’s guts shoot out of his belly button! Oh 
please, Santa!”  

That last kid had tugged on his beard until she ripped out a lock of white. It hurt like hell, 
but he was growing accustomed to it. On this job, he’d soon have nothing left but a bloody face.  
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But the toils were well worth it. If he ran into Mrs. Clause, he’d thank her for this favour. 
After today’s shift was finished, he’d buy a fifth of that hooch that gangrene gargoyle down the 
street whipped up nice and fine. Then he’d make another stop and pick up a hooker, and this time 
one that didn’t use her teeth so much. Gah, he thought, imagining the bruise-coloured tramp he 
picked up for half-price. You get what you pay for! 

Strutting down the red light district, thinking about his life, and what surrounded him, that 
joy of the season filling him up to the brim, he couldn’t help but let out a genuine, “Ho, ho, ho, and 
Merry Christmas to all!” on his way down to the whorehouse.  

 

On Christmas Eve By Iain Paton 
 
Hannah was excited about Christmas. It was really hard to explain in great detail at the age 

of seven years old, but if asked then she might have mentioned the warmth of the family hearth and 
the magic of the mysterious gifts she would unwrap. She was so excited that it was nearly 
impossible to sleep, even though she well knew the admonition: if Santa sees that you are awake, 
he won’t leave you any presents. So she snuggled deeper under the duvet, glancing across to her 
brother’s bed. Colin was older, nine years old, more worldly in his expectations for the following 
morning. He snored softly, unknown dreams flickering behind his eyelids. Lulled by the rhythm of 
his breathing, Hannah eventually dozed off as well. Maybe Santa would bring her that dolls house 
after all... 

A noise woke her. She lay perfectly still, hardly daring even to breathe. There’s someone in 
the bedroom! It’s Santa Claus! He mustn’t see me... She glanced across to her brother’s bed, 
moving her head just a fraction. There was someone there. The scream froze in her throat. 

A figure loomed over Colin’s bed, dressed in the white-fringed suit that was instantly 
recognised. The garment looked red in the night-light’s dim glow, but it was difficult to tell 
precisely in the dark. But it wasn’t the outfit which held her eyes, it was the figure’s face, 
underneath the fur-edged cowl. 

The cheeks were plump and jolly, like the millions of advertisements bearing the image. But 
they were too shiny, too glossy, like over-ripe fruit on the edge of decay or the deceptively ruddy 
cheeks of a sick patient. Underneath the surface, lurked something else. It was bony and sharp-
edged, continually shifting in the skin, a skull of fangs and glinting eyes which peered from under 
bushy-fringed eyelids like an eager child wearing a mask.  

The creature bent over Colin’s face and sucked. Something came out of his mouth and nose, 
tendrils of white vapour. The slumbering boy jerked and mumbled, but didn”t wake up. A soft smile 
spread across his sleeping face. Hannah didn’t know what the figure had done, but she thought he 
had taken something from Colin. Maybe part of his soul, she thought, lying frozen in fear. 

Footsteps clumped towards her bed. She lay perfectly still as the figure leaned over her, 
holding her breath, eyelids tightly shut. Coldness descended over her face, but she didn’t breathe. 
Eventually, after what seemed like agonizing minutes, she could sense the head pulling back. And, 
after a few more footsteps it was gone. 

Tears trickled from the corners of her eyes as she lay petrified in bed. Weariness filled her 
from the bones outwards, a coldness she thought would never leave her body. Slowly, mercifully, 
sleep took her. 

Hannah woke up to the boisterous activity of Christmas morning. She was very tired and 
struggled out of bed. Colin tore through his presents, eyes shining with greed and avarice.  
    “Are you okay, Hannah?” Her mum thought she looked ill. 

“I’m okay,” she mumbled. She picked up a present with far more enthusiasm than she felt, 
and unpicked the wrapping paper. 

Hannah looked across at Colin, who seemed gripped in a frenzy of greed. Even though she 
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was only seven, she thought she knew what the dark shape had taken from Colin. Maybe not his 
soul, but the sense of wonder, replaced by an emptiness that only new possessions could fill. She 
knew she could not tell any adults, whose eyes held the same hollowness as they stumbled along the 
High Street in search of even more shining baubles.  

She knew would never sleep on Christmas Eve again. 
 

Shop ‘Til You Drop By A.D. Barker 
 
They stand, huddled together, waiting in electric excitement.  
Breath touches the cold air and becomes ephemeral fog. Few speak, and those who do, 

mutter in low voices. The winter sun is rising, illuminating the wave of bodies in a deepening 
redness, yet it offers no heat. Many have been here through the night, more still have been queuing 
since closing time the previous day, their feet sodden and numb and caked in snow - they can be 
singled-out by the bags they remain laden with; their appetite too great to leave this place for even a 
moment.   

The doors are to open at six o’clock sharp, and with mere minutes to go, the vast crowd have 
begun to jostle and shove one another towards the towering, sun-gloried entrance.  

Those at the front are crushed tight against the glass, their fingers clawing madly. Hundreds 
of eyes peer in. They can see the lobby; the neon-lit store names beckon, their colourful displays 
line product after wonderful product, and red banner “Sale” signs splash across shop fronts and 
hang from gently swinging ceiling hooks. In the heart of the Mall, the escalator waits, eternally 
leading upwards to wonders beyond imaging.  

Suddenly, the fibreglass/poly-resin fountain to the right of the escalator bursts into life and a 
ripple courses through the crowd. The little fibreglass boy begins to pass water through his tiny 
fibreglass penis into a well sprinkled with coins. He will urinate for the next fifteen hours. This is 
followed by a cheerfully synthetic melody which, without warning, booms through the Mall’s 
sound system, echoing out against the emptiness.  

The multitudes are now clamouring.  
A fat man, his hands blue from the biting cold, not to mention the multiple bulging shopping 

bags he fights to keep a firm grip on, is crushed hard against the glass. His breath strangled up, he 
passes out and is soon shoved to the floor, where his obese body is kicked and trampled on by 
countless feet. He is just one of many who will suffer this fate before the Mall’s great glass doors 
open to all.  

And open they do. At six sharp, there is a loud click and a low-humming motor begins to 
part the towering double doors. There is a vast surge forward, and the sound of a hundred or more 
souls vocalise their need to enter the Mall. It is a chorus of intensity. Many of the first to cross the 
threshold are simply shoved hard through the slowly-widening gap and spill out into the Mall, 
falling to the floor. Not one of them will make it back to their feet. Those that do manage to remain 
vertical however, run full pelt to their chosen shopping outlet. Viewing this from the outside is 
torture for those still trying to get in.  

They claw, and gouge, and shove, and bite, and kick, and crush, and scream their way into 
the Mall. The glass doors finally part, clicking into place, leaving an entrance sixty feet wide. Now 
the crowds spew in, rushing through the Mall like a charging army of ants - a human infestation, 
filling every possible corner within seconds. 

The escalator swells with an endless stream of shoppers; its mechanical staircase carpeted 
with several trampled bodies. Blood colours and runs the jagged grooves of step after step. A 
sprawled female hand wedges itself between the foot plate and a rotating step at the top of the 
escalator, mangling itself beyond all recognition. Mechanisms sputter and groan. Out kicks an 
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electrical charge, hissing and cracking through the lobby, then the staircase grinds to a stop. 
Shoppers stumble into one another, right themselves and then proceed to walk the escalator to the 
second level.    

In a clothing outlet on the second level, three women fight over the last dress on a particular 
rack marked 50% off. The women, two middle-aged, the other barely out of her teens, grab and pull 
at the soft fabric of the garment. The dress ultimately tears, pulling apart, sending the eldest woman 
down hard on her rump. Vulgar language is used by all parties involved; voices raised enough to 
turn heads from all corners of the store. The post-teenage girl claws at the middle-aged woman left 
standing. However, the woman moves fast, swiping the girl’s arm away and in a liquid movement, 
punches her hard in the face, splitting her nose, snot and blood across her once pretty features. The 
dress would have only fit one of the two women. The eldest.  

Over in the food court, the masses are already filling the aisles. They clamour to get to the 
front, jostling and shoving as they did outside. Once served, the patrons are asked by dead-eyed 
employees of the eatery in question if they want the Extra Large Meal for just one ninety-five more. 
Most, if not all, say yes.  

Their trays full and rich, patrons find a place to sit and eagerly devour their burger, fries, 
fried chicken, or drumstick of choice. Packaging and wrappers are cast to the floor; half-eaten meals 
are left for others to knock to the rising waste. All are happy once they have food, they are quiet 
while they eat and tolerant of others.  

Over the tannoy a female voice announces an Amazing New Deal on Mobile Phones. The 
latest upgrade of the Galaxy 920 has hit the stores. The Galaxy 1020, the female voice continues, 
has everything the 920 had, but with all-new added features: built-in GPS, 25 megapixel camera, 
full 5” touch screen and 1000s of free apps. Patrons are asked to visit the Phone Market on Level 3.  

The rush is immense.  
Many are trampled and crushed as they make their way to the third level. The store is 

ransacked, the phones sold-out within minutes. There is a near riot with those turned away.   
The mall continues to heave. Shoppers buy and buy and buy. Versions of your favourite pop 

hits, played entirely on pan pipes, now echo down through the levels. Mall staff drive loading carts 
to pick up the debris and the dead, and take them through a door marked No Admittance towards 
the back of the building. Shoppers do not notice any of this happening. It is simply done.  

The friendly female voice intermittently cuts into the music, her pitch several decibels 
louder than the continually looping songs. She informs shoppers of exciting new deals, half-price 
specials, two-for-one offers and many, many other enticing wonders throughout the Mall. After 
each announcement the pan pipes pick up where they left off. Shoppers rush from store to store 
searching for each new offer in question. They have to have it. They need it. It will complete them.  

A woman collapses outside a reputable clothing store. A vein bursts in her head and she 
goes down hard, the nine or more bags she was struggling to carry spill out across the aisle. She lies 
there dying, watching the endless stream of feet walk past.  

The friendly female announcer bursts into the chorus of ‘My Heart Will Go On’ and jovially 
informs bargain-hunters that the latest upgrade of the Galaxy 1020 has finally hit the stores. The 
Galaxy 1120, she continues, has everything the 1020 had, but with these amazing new features: 
built-in GPS, 26 megapixel camera, full 4” touch screen and 1001 free apps. She then asks patrons 
to visit the Phone Market on Level 3.  

The rush is immense. 
Many find that once they are too laden with bags and bags filled with purchases, they simply 

drop their load and begin their search for each new bargain all over again. The thrill of the browse, 
the satisfaction in the transaction, the razor smile on the clerks face as they take your money and 
hand over your store-marked bag is what makes us happy. It is a wonderful thing.  

High above in the Mall’s glass roof, the sky is darkening. The female announcer cuts into a 
lounge music version of ‘Dancing Queen’ - complete with synthesized melody line - and explains 
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that the Mall will be closing in ten minutes, but shoppers just have time to get that special item 
they’ve all been looking for. She reels off a smorgasbord of incredible deals, half-price, cut-price, 
two-for-one, two-for-one. Shoppers race through the aisles, moving from one store to the next, 
snapping up every bargain they can find. The queues are long, but there is fever in the air, and a 
great sense of fulfilment and achievement. The clerks pack your bags, take your money and smile. 
They move in unison. Their matching uniforms preserving the sense of honour and pride they have 
in their work. It is a wonderful thing to behold.  

Two minutes till closing, shoppers, bag-laden, feeling good and full and just, shuffle 
towards the exits. The friendly female in the sky wishes them all a good night and best wishes from 
all the staff at the Mall.  

Outside the air is biting, flakes of snow flutter on the wind. The night sky is a dark-grey 
slate of clouds. The shoppers steadily make their way out into the empty car park. No vehicles are 
parked as no one drives in this town. Nobody needs to.  

  The great glass doors rattle and jutter towards closure. The multitudes turn and watch the 
last few meters click into place. And there they remain. The snow begins to fall, heavy now. The 
shoppers, laden with their day’s purchases, stand and wait. And there they will wait until dawn rolls 
round once more and those great doors once again open to heaven.  

They will do this night after night after night. There will be no homes to go to, no shadows 
of age. No other way to exist. There is only The Mall.    
 

Christmas Mourning By Greg Chapman 
 
Nicholas was determined to catch Santa Claus in the act. 
His inner alarm clock, powered by boyish excitement, woke him at 4.00am, a few hours 

before that glorious Christmas dawn, when presents were opened and wishes came true. Every year 
Nicholas tried to see Santa delivering the presents, but with no success; the only signs of his 
presence - and presents - were the cookie crumbs and empty glass on the dinner table. This time 
though, Nicholas knew it would be different. 

With his little seven-year-old heart bouncing in his chest, Nicholas scampered across the 
bedroom floor and opened the door a crack. The hallway was empty, his parents sound asleep and 
blissfully ignorant to the magic happening downstairs around the Christmas tree. 

After a few moments of contemplation, Nicholas decided the path was clear and he stepped 
into the hall and crept towards the staircase. He leant over the railing and peered down the stairs to 
the front door - no sign of the jolly red man - the only movement Nicholas could see was the steady, 
silent downward descent of snow outside. 

A jingle of bells made Nicholas jump, but his shock quickly transformed into nervous 
excitement. At last, he thought. I’m going to see Santa! He bounded down the steps two at a time, 
his cheeks almost fit to bursting from smiling. 

“Santa! Santa!” he exclaimed, shattering the silent night. Nicholas reached the bottom step 
and was stopped dead in his tracks. A shape, a shadow, appeared out of the living room; a man, tall 
and broad, dressed in filthy grey rags and animal furs. His beard, black and matted, drooped to the 
floor; his long hair – of the same gruesome texture - was adorned with smooth, child-sized bones. 
Nicholas’s gaze locked onto the ragman’s eyes and the boy’s blood ran cold. The ragman smiled a 
toothless grin. 

“You’re... ” Nicholas gasped. “You’re not Santa!” 
The ragman shook his head and the tiny bones clinked together. 
Nicholas wanted to scream for his mum and dad, but he was struck dumb by the sight of the 

sack slung over the ragman’s shoulder - a Hessian bag dripping red muck onto the floor, the drops 
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making a trail into the living room. 
“Blood!” Nicholas cried. 
The ragman held a grotty finger to his lips and shushed the boy. His eyes reminded Nicholas 

of a plasma ball, but sparking off red lightning. Nicholas didn’t want to scream anymore - he 
wanted to run, but the ragman locked him on the spot with his stare. 

Then the ragman turned and spoke, his voice cracked and broken like he’d smoked a million 
more cigarettes than Nicholas’s father ever could: 

“Santa’s not here, Nicholas,” the ragman said. 
Nicholas gulped. “How do you know my name?” 
The ragman crouched down to Nicholas’s level; the boy thought his breath smelled like 

garbage. 
“Santa told me your name,” the ragman replied. 
“You spoke to Santa?” Nicholas didn’t feel excited. He was afraid Santa could be in danger. 
The ragman wet his lips. “You shouldn’t put your trust in him, boy,” he said. “He is not as 

good-hearted as you think.” 
“Who are you?” Nicholas said. 
The ragman stood again and stared down at the boy. “I was once like you, Nicholas - bright 

and happy, full of life and innocence. I used to love Christmas and just like you, I dreamed of 
meeting Santa. I prayed that I would see him putting my presents under the tree, of seeing him smile 
at me.” The ragman paused and Nicholas could see him trembling with fury. “But I was a victim of 
deceit. For years I foolishly believed that he cared for me.” 

Nicholas swallowed as the ragman paced the room. The boy wondered why his parents had 
not heard him, why they wouldn’t come to his aid. It was as if he was trapped in a place with the 
ragman at the end of the world. The ragman suddenly sat cross-legged on the floor before him. 

“You see, he never brought me any presents,” the ragman said. Nicholas’s jaw dropped in 
disbelief. “Year after year I had to watch every other kid in my street on their new bike or 
trampoline or playing with their new ball, while I was left empty-handed. At first I thought it was 
my parents’ fault; that they were being cruel, but no, it was Santa who was being cruel to them - and 
in turn, to me.” 

Nicholas couldn’t believe it - Santa would never do such a thing to a child. The ragman 
leaned in, his eyes burrowing deeper into Nicholas’s soul. 

“Do you know that song about Santa? “Santa Claus is coming to town?” The ragman 
waggled two fingers in the air as he sang – “’He’s making a list, checking it twice, gonna find out 
who’s naughty and nice’ - well, you know what? It’s true. He does find out who’s been naughty and 
nice and you know what he does to the naughty ones?” 

Nicholas shook his head. 
“He leaves them off his list! They don’t get any presents - not ever! Because he is a cruel, 

heartless bastard!” 
Nicholas wanted to wipe the ragman’s spittle from his face, but he dared not move. 
“I went through my whole childhood neglected by him; every Christmas my tree was empty. 

He left me alone to cry myself to sleep at night and he couldn’t give a shit because he believed my 
parents were no good and that I was too!” Tears rolled down the ragman’s face. “So you know what 
I decided to do? I wrote to him and I asked him, ‘Santa, why won’t you give me any presents?’ But 
I never got a reply - he didn’t have the guts to tell me. Because he didn’t care about me; he was 
convinced I was a bad boy.”  

The ragman stood, closed his eyes and let out a great sigh. Then he opened them and 
considered Nicholas once more. 

“That’s why I’m here tonight, Nicholas - to tell all the kids in the world the truth about their 
beloved Santa. To show them that not all kids get what they deserve. People may think me cruel, 
but after all, it was Santa who was cruel to me.” 



 14 

The ragman hauled the sack over his shoulder and walked to the front door, the blood like a 
red carpet in his wake. A freezing blast of air hit Nicholas like a slap to the face and the boy’s 
trembling fear threatened to become a seizure of terror. The ragman turned in the doorway and gave 
him one last smile: 

“Merry Christmas, Nicky.” 
Then he was gone, fading into the snowflakes as if he were made of them. Nicholas watched 

the whiteness for several minutes before his gaze was torn back to the drops and smears of blood on 
the polished floor. His legs shaking, he followed the trail to the Christmas tree. 

The tree stood proud in the corner, blooming with lights and baubles, but beneath it was 
stark ugliness - a large box - a present, wrapped in glossy black paper and tied with a black satin 
bow. Blood oozed from the box’s corners into the carpet. 

At first, Nicholas never heard himself scream for his mother, but when she appeared frantic 
beside him, he realised he must have. He heard her asking him what had happened, but he couldn’t 
answer; he was too terrified of the black-wrapped bloody box the ragman had left behind. 

He heard his mother call for his father and he came thundering down the stairs, the two of 
them screaming at each other and their son. All Nicholas could offer, as a way of explanation, was a 
pointed finger at the present. His father crawled to the box, his white robe inadvertently sopping up 
the blood. He ripped off the bow and paper, tore the lid off the cardboard box and screamed: 

“Holy Christ Almighty!” 
Nicholas’s father scrambled back, sheer horror drawing away the blood from his face. His 

right knee toppled the box onto its side and the severed head of a reindeer rolled out. Its eyes, glassy 
with old death, reflected back Nicholas’s horror. 

His mother’s scream cut their shock short and Nicholas and his father turned to find her 
staring and shrieking out into the snow. Nicholas ran to the doorway to look and, for the rest of his 
life, he would wish he’d stayed in bed and kept on dreaming that Santa was only magic. 

Nicholas had finally found Santa. He was indeed real. The ragman had caught him in the act 
and made him suffer. 

In a tall pine tree on the front lawn, the ragman had splayed Santa out with the Christmas 
lights Nicholas’s father had painstakingly attached to the roof. Santa’s “bowl-of-jelly” belly was 
torn open and his intestines draped down like skinned snakes swollen with gulped-down rats. 

Below him, Santa’s nine reindeer lay dead in the snow before their sleigh – heads all 
severed. Nicholas realised he wouldn’t be the only child with a black box under the tree. 

As if on cue, throughout the entire neighbourhood, Nicholas heard the screams of other 
terrified children rising to Christmas morning. 

Now they all knew Santa Claus wouldn’t be coming to town anymore. 
   

Last Of The True Believers By Mark Zirbel 
 
I was in the fourth grade when I first gave serious consideration to the notion that Satan 

wasn’t real. Most of my classmates had stopped believing in Satan years earlier. That was kid stuff, 
they said. And there I was, ten years old, still leaving a wailing infant on the hearth the night before 
every Satanic holiday. 

But could you really blame me? I mean, the rituals were all so convincing! I’d get up the 
next morning and the baby would be gone. Well, not completely gone. There were always a few 
gory bits and pieces left behind: sometimes a squishy eyeball, other times a bloody little testicle. 
Speaking of blood, it was everywhere - splattered all over the hearth, the carpet, and the 
surrounding furniture. I’d find a note from Satan scrawled in blood on the wall. It usually said 
something short and simple, like, “THANKS FOR THE SNACK.” 

How could you not be impressed by a scene like that? I was a true believer! 



 15 

Then one day during fourth grade recess, my friend Tommy Bergstrom laid it on the line for 
me: “There’s no such thing as Satan. It’s just your parents doing all that stuff.” 

“What? You’re crazy!” I told him. 
“Oh, yeah? Remember the Black Sabbath CD that Satan supposedly gave me last 

Halloween? Well, a couple of days before I got it, I found it in my parents’ dresser. The receipt was 
with it and everything! My dad bought it with his credit card.” 

“Your dad?” I asked, which got me thinking about my dad. He was a good guy, but also very 
straight-laced and old-fashioned. Was it possible that the Prince of Darkness was nothing more than 
an elaborate hoax, perpetuated by my Ward Cleaver father? No! I tried to tell myself. Yet pesky 
questions kept popping into my head. Like if Hell was a real place, why couldn’t I ever find it on a 
map? And how come there were never any stories about it on the news? 

I barely touched my dinner that night and then went up to my room to mope. I looked 
through my videotape collection: The Exorcist, The Omen, Rosemary’s Baby, Angel Heart, The 
Devil’s Rain, Black Sunday, and on and on. These movies were sacred to me. Could they really be 
just a bunch of Hollywood fluff? And what about my music collection? I had always believed that 
Marilyn Manson was a vessel for the true word of Satan. If Satan didn’t exist, what did that mean? 
That Marilyn Manson was just some goofy-looking dude in women’s pantyhose? 

I needed to know the truth. And the upcoming holiday would give me the perfect 
opportunity to do so. 

During dinner the next evening, I asked, “Dad...? Can I leave Satan a sacrifice on Walpurgis 
Night?”  

“Oh... okay,” my Dad said. He seemed surprised by my request. “I wasn’t sure if you’d want 
to do that again this year.” 

“How come?” 
“I don’t know. Thought maybe you were getting too old, I guess. But if you want to, then 

let’s do it.” 
“Awesome!” I said, trying my best to sound excited and hide my suspicions. 
The next day, Dad took me to pick out a sacrificial offering. A good friend of his had 

recently made headlines for buying a puppy mill and shutting down the breeding operation. Animal 
rights activists hailed him as a hero. What they didn’t know was that he was now using the 
abandoned facility to support an international baby smuggling ring. Hey, the guy really did love 
puppies. Children, not so much. 

My Dad and I walked through the rows upon rows of tiny cages, where naked babies lay on 
chicken wire floors. Danzig tunes were being piped into the dark, humid warehouse, adding to the 
festive atmosphere. But I couldn’t get into the holiday spirit. I was too depressed by the possibility 
that it was all a sham. 

When Walpurgis Night arrived, my mood lifted a bit. Satan or no, the rituals were still fun. 
Mom, Dad, and I collected greenery and branches from the woods for a roaring bonfire. We dressed 
in our black robes and wolf masks and sang songs about the Rites of Spring. And, of course, we 
pulled some traditional Walpurgisnacht pranks. My favourite was when we went over to Old Mrs. 
Henderson’s place and spray-painted pentagrams all over the front of her house. When she came out 
to shoo us away, we beat her into a bloody coma with heavy tree branches. Afterwards, my parents 
said it was time for me to get ready for bed. I agreed - not letting on that I had a late night planned 
for myself. 

I changed into my pyjamas, and Mom fixed me a snack of blood cake and milk. The only 
thing left to do before turning in was to put out my offering for Satan. I had selected a plump little 
tyke at the abandoned puppy mill. If there really was a Satan, he’d eat well that night. 

It was after 10 p.m. when I finally went to bed. I could barely keep my eyes open, but I had 
to! I would stay awake as long as necessary to see who came for that baby. Would it be Satan... or 
Dad? I reached behind my bed and brought out my school bag. I opened it and removed the six-
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pack of Mountain Dew I had smuggled from our basement fridge. The soda would serve two 
purposes. First, the caffeine would help keep me awake. And second, drinking all that liquid would 
result in multiple potty trips during the night, which would also help keep me awake. My bedroom 
had its own adjoining bathroom, and I slept with my door closed, so I didn’t need to worry about 
being seen. I popped the top to can number one and settled back for a long night. 

As the hours passed, I drank my Mountain Dew. I played Nintendo 64 with the sound off. I 
read some comic books with a flashlight. My parents never came in to check on me – they trusted 
me that lights out meant head down, eyes closed. I felt bad for violating their trust. Then again, 
what if Satan wasn’t real? That would mean they had been lying to me for years. How could they 
possibly justify doing that? I tried not to think about it. All would be revealed soon enough. 

When midnight arrived, I could still hear my parents in the family room, talking and 
watching television. I had no idea they stayed up so late. They made such a big deal about getting 
me to bed on time, saying that Satan wouldn’t come until I was sound asleep. Didn’t the same rules 
apply to them? I hated to admit it, but this looked like another piece of evidence against Satan’s 
existence. 

At 12:40, the television finally went silent and my parents made their way to their bedroom. 
I could hear the baby in the family room, crying on the hearth where I had left him. Interesting, I 
thought. If it’s Dad who takes care of the baby, wouldn’t he do it before going to bed? For the first 
time in weeks, I felt some genuine optimism that a guy with cloven hooves and a tail would be 
paying our house a visit that night. 

It was about an hour later when I heard the footsteps. I slipped out of bed and pressed my 
ear against the bedroom door. Someone was walking down the hallway. Was it just my imagination, 
or did the footfalls sound louder than those that Dad would make? Whoever it was, he or she was 
heading toward the family room. I listened as the baby’s cries changed to wet choking sounds. 
Then... silence. I opened my door and headed into the family room. 

I found a pool of blood where the baby used to be. Fresh droplets led away from the hearth. 
I followed the trail into the kitchen, where the baby lay motionless on the counter. His throat had 
been cut and his body sliced down the middle. Standing over him, enjoying a snack of fresh liver, 
was my dad. 

“Howdy, son.” He spoke calmly, as if he had been expecting me. 
“Hi, Dad.” 
“Having trouble sleeping? Something on your mind?” 
“Well, yeah. I’ve been wondering a lot about Satan... wondering if he’s really you. So... 

umm... is he?” 
Dad nodded his head. Surprisingly, I didn’t feel sad or angry. Just relieved to finally know 

the truth. 
“Finding out is all part of growing up, son. Took you long enough, though! I was beginning 

to think you’d never realize that your old man is Satan. Well, now that you know, I guess there’s no 
need for this disguise anymore, huh?” 

“What do you mean?” I asked. 
Cracks began to appear all over my Dad’s body, as if his skin was a broken eggshell. The 

cracks quickly spread, connecting with one another, causing huge chunks of Dad’s epidermis to fall 
away. I stared in amazement as a second skin was revealed. 

It was bright red and covered with thick, black fur. 
# # # 

By the time I began fifth grade, not one single person in my class believed in Satan 
anymore. Except for me, that is. My belief wasn’t based solely on what I had seen on Walpurgis 
Night. It was also due to the things I began to see after that night. 

At age eleven, I was hitting puberty early. My tail had already begun to show. 
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Christmas Yet to Come By Jeff Suess 
 
Somewhere a child was crying. The keening was amplified against the cobblestones and 

found new life. The Spirit could feel the anguish, a tremolo vibration coursing through it. To the 
Phantom it was the sound of Christmas, as traditional as singing carols or the chiming of bells. 

A pitiable soul cowered in the Spirit’s shadow. A mother in name but not practice, 
witnessing the effects of her neglect. A heap on the street, her own sightless eyes cast upward, her 
child, a girl, clutching her cold hand. This masquerade was for the woman’s benefit, to warn her 
away from her destructive path. She was unmoved. For some the visions of misery yet to come was 
not enough to alter the behavior that would bequeath it. Thus, the Spirit’s work goes on. 

They did not move, yet they are no longer in the confined street. The woman was once again 
asleep on a battered trundle bed, perhaps disturbed by an unpleasant dream, upon which she lashed 
out with a kick at the child nestled beside her . 

The Phantom went on, from house to house, from soul to soul. The early hours of Christmas 
morning were filled with gnashing, and gnawing ache, and a fetor of sweat and urine. All too rarely 
this despair was released to jubilation; for the Spirit, Christmas was dank and bleak and unceasing. 

An elderly man late in his days talked endlessly of a beloved childhood toy - an iron 
infantryman - with a great effulgence that was extinguished upon the Spirit revealing that others 
regarded him for his cruelty and severe manner. The man trembled and blubbered that he would 
change, desperate to cling to that bright history. But the Phantom knew he would be dead within 
days with his heart unchanged; it had seen the Christmas yet to come and the man’s legacy of 
depravity lingered. 

So another Christmas passed. Potential futures coalesced into a single stream, then passed 
momentarily to another Spirit’s watch before settling in the care of yet another for eternity.  

Once, just once, the Phantom would wish to see a Christmas as of memory, one that was 
alive and warm of spirit with the brightness of a gift. 

Although cloaked almost entirely with no apparent eyes, the Spirit spied the Giant, another 
such as itself and yet as wholly different as possible. If he were not a giant, towering over the 
chimney tops, his smell would have announced him - elderberry wine and fried pork and 
sweetbreads. His ham-fists, suitable for crushing boulders or rending cows, dwarfed even the 
muscled flanks of the carriage horses that were spooked by their unseen presence. 

“She wouldn’t come,” he said, his voice a surprising tenor, as gentle as a lamb. “I knew she 
wouldn’t but I had to ask. She thinks you don’t like her. I told her that was silly.” 

Christmas morning was dawning. Shadows began to recede, to await another night. 
“You don’t, of course,” the Giant said. “But no use telling her that. She wouldn’t understand 

why you don’t.” 
The Phantom’s hood inclined to regard the Giant. It had been listening after all.  
“Two different philosophies,” he continued. “She has an abundance of what you can never 

have. To you, this is as good as it gets. The sun on Christmas morning, then it’s off to another 
year.” The Giant breathed in noisily. “I don’t envy all that you see, my friend. Future calamity, the 
worst of men. For me, every day is Christmas.” He grinned like a fool, and the Phantom began to 
fade away. 

The Giant held out his massive hand. “Hold on, don’t go away mad. I haven’t finished yet. I 
get Christmas, warts and all. She gets the memory. You get fear. That has to be... unsettling.” 

The Phantom’s dress was bleeding into the cracks. The Giant had to arrive at his point 
quickly. 

“Your Christmases haven’t been yet. They can change. We’ve made that happen, haven’t 
we? So here’s our gift to you. Pick a Christmas yet to come. Any one. And we’ll go there. Make it 
Present. And you’ll see.” 

The waning Spirit reached out its spectral hand. 



 18 

The Giant clapped once in exultation. “You’ll come! I told her you would. I told her.” He 
lifted the hem of his crimson robe. “Touch my robe!” he said, but the Phantom was still. “All right, 
you lead us.” 

The Spirit was not unmoved by the offer, but it knew it to be futile. It had seen the years to 
come. Anger and greed and war and death, pain and suffering and the weeping of the lost. It had 
even seen a day when Christmas was nary a speck, and then its work would be done. The gesture 
was welcome, but already defeated. As proof for the others, it chose the darkest period it had 
witnessed. A Christmas during a great schism. 

Christmas Day, 1914. Ypres, Belgium. What they will call the Great War. 
The land, once verdant, was a colorless husk strangled by barbed-wire coils and pockmarked 

by exploded shells. Serpentine scars had ravaged the earth, buttressing the Western Front. A 
generation of young men would be destroyed by brutal yet inventive conflict here. The Phantom 
had foreseen this destruction, and its effect on the Giant was acute. 

“What is this place?” he fretted. The devastation was overwhelming, the air itself fetid with 
the odor of decay.  

The Phantom listened for the sounds of bursting bombs, the chatter of machine guns; he 
sniffed for a scent of the insidious gas clouds. 

“Is that... singing?” the Giant asked. 
Indeed, it was. The music was too raucous to discern the words, but the tune was “O 

Tannenbaum.”  
The expected cacophony of warfare was absent. In lieu of its bite, there were sightings of lit 

candles and even a sparse Christmas tree erected in a machine gun nest. Soldiers in different 
uniforms, the muddy British regular and the German aristocratic gray with spiked Pickelhelm, 
exchanged gifts and good cheer. No guns were to be seen. A hobbled British private, his face aged 
beyond his youth, offered his counterpart a hand-drawn card of holiday greetings, and they traded 
buttons as souvenirs. More singing, this time “Silent Night,” first in German, then in English. 

Silent night, holy night 
All is calm, all is bright 
The Spirits watched the revelry for some time. The future that lived, when it became 

present, was not the bleak one the Phantom had seen. “This,” the Giant declared, “is Christmas.” 
The warmth the Phantom felt was the first emotion unlike despair it had experienced in its 

memory, so it had no name for it, but beneath the shroud its unseen eyes were wet. 
A gentle hand, light like a waif’s, rested on the cloak. She had appeared at last, a radiant 

sprite. 
“I’ve come to take my Christmas.” 
“Of course, of course,” the Giant said. It was hers now, having lived in the present, though it 

was also still yet to come. “That turned out rather well, I thought.” 
The Phantom said nothing, to no one’s surprise. 
“Well, must be going,” the Giant said. “Busy day. Hope someone has the pudding on. Fare 

thee well, my friends.” 
He walked on, thundering across no man’s land. 
The Sprite scrutinized the cloaked figure, hoping to make it uncomfortable enough to 

acknowledge their gift. But by any observable measure, he did not respond. 
“Bah humbug!” She threw up her hands. “Happy Christmas.”  
Then she was gone, as was Christmas, 1914. The Spirit was returned then to his dark corner, 

though within it would always carry the light of a Christmas yet to come. 
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Ye Merry Gentlemen By John S. Barker 
 
A man walks into a bar on Christmas Eve. It’s the start of a joke, Ken thought, only he’s the 

man.  
He’d been drinking Baileys and coffee at the office along with the rest of the people on the 

floor until he’d had enough of the coffee and switched to straight Baileys. He was puking most of it 
up before they closed the office at one.  

He thinks he must have passed out somewhere along the line, because he came to in a 
bathroom stall, head resting on the toilet seat, in the dark.  

Thing was, he hadn’t been alone. He didn’t know who it was beside him. But he could smell 
her fragrance, a powdery, light, almost floral scent, mixed with the stink of Baileys, toilet sanitizer 
and who-knows-what-else. He’d rested there with her for a long, long time, it seemed, trying to stop 
his head from swimming long enough to get himself out of there.  

And then what? Drive home? Like that? 
No. Donna would freak. And he couldn’t let the kids see him like this.  
When finally he’d decided to try to stand up, he reached out and touched his companion’s 

leg. Bare. Smooth. She didn’t flinch. He let his hand stroke her calf while he tried to imagine who it 
belonged to. Not too many possibilities. Davida, Chloe or Tonya, most likely. Davida in her early 
thirties, Tonya in her late twenties, Chloe the youngest, just twenty-four. All of them dressed to the 
nines in their power suits that day – skirts, not pants.  

It had surprised Ken that even spinning drunk you could get a hard-on thinking about them. 
But it was just fantasy. He’d never stray. Twelve years married and two kids, he was a loving 
husband and father, and in it for the long haul. No, not the right word. “Haul” sounded pejorative. 
He was in it for the journey. He’d made an oath twelve years ago, and he intended to keep it.  

Still, the smooth skin of Davida/Chloe/Tonya’s leg under his fingertips was something he’d 
found arousing. He’d given her leg a squeeze as he began standing, partly because he was trying to 
get some leverage, as he shifted position. Under the pressure, her hips rotated a bit, and her legs 
parted slightly. Well, what the hell, he’d thought, and let his hand move up her leg, under her skirt, 
letting his fingers find their way under her panties. He’d cupped her ass with his hand. Geez, he 
thought. What am I doing? It had been fifteen years since he’d touched someone other than Donna. 

Just a little Christmas present, he thought, and immediately imagined hammering away at 
Chloe. Was that just a fantasy? He couldn’t tell. 

He’d left the stall, groping in the dark until he’d found the sinks. He splashed water on his 
face and washed his hands, felt along the wall to the towel dispenser, pulled the lever five times, 
tore the towel away, and listened to the hollow echoes of all of these actions. 

He’d opened the door, and as he did, he turned on the lights. He could see her bare legs and 
her charcoal-grey pinstripe skirt. It was Chloe. Twenty-four year-old Chloe with a tattoo on her 
ankle, and maybe lots of other places, too. Chloe liked indie bands. She’d told him that when 
someone cranked up a radio when the Baileys first got opened. He didn’t know any indie music, he 
said; he was married. She laughed. You will, she said. Your kids will, and so you will. 

She had dyed jet-black hair cut in a bob. Her blue eyes were penetrating, like they were 
saying to him: I know all about you. But she didn’t know all about him. He was just a thirty-eight 
year old father of two, destined to a boring position in middle-management and a comfortable 
retirement. 

When he’d left the building, he’d looked at the time on his cell phone. Shit. Six-thirty. What 
do I do? Call? Or just let it ride a bit. Supper was over by now. Donna would be furious. A little 
more time wouldn’t make any difference. A little more time, and maybe her anger would give way 
to worry. He just needed to get his head a little clearer before heading home. 

He’d walked down the street a block and a half, and saw End-o’-the-Line, its Budweiser 
“OPEN” sign glowing in the window.  
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He pulled open the door and walked in. He could hear Judy Garland on the sound system 
singing, “Have yourself a merry little Christmas... ”, in that plaintive far-away tone that was perfect 
for a bar setting, but questionable anywhere else. He slid onto a stool, raised a finger to the 
bartender, and ordered a pint of ale. A man walks into a bar on Christmas Eve.  

“Can I get a glass of water, too?” he asked. The bartender put a tumbler full of ice topped up 
with water and a twist of lime beside Ken’s beer. He drank the water, then sipped at the ale again, 
letting the foam melt on his tongue.  

Odd, he thought, that Donna hadn’t called or sent a text. It was getting near seven-fifteen. 
He still had presents for the kids to wrap. And this head of his was going to have a hell of a 
hangover, too. I’m never doing Christmas Eve drinks again, he thought, and made another oath – 
his second since his wedding day. 

He tapped the touch-screen of his phone, and called. It rang three times before Donna 
answered. “I am so sorry,” he said, in his most sheepish tone. “We were drinking Baileys at the 
office, and I kind of conked out.” 

He was surprised when she answered, calmly, “I understand, dear. Just come home now. 
There’s still some supper here for you.” 

He drank only half the pint, paid the bartender, then headed to the men’s room to either 
empty his bladder or throw up again – he wasn’t sure which.  

At the urinal he unzipped, and as he stood there, dick in hand, he could see clearly his hands 
on her hips, her skirt hiked up, and could practically feel her around his cock as she’d straddled 
him. He could hear her panting, “I know what you want for Christmas, Ken. Fuck me. Fuck me 
hard. I know what you want.”  

He came to the full realization: Oh God, he thought. I fucked up. 
He blanched. His stomach sank like a stone, and he thought he was going to be sick again.  
He tucked in, zipped up, and went into a stall to sit down for just another minute. But then, 

looking down at himself, he saw a stain on his shirt, a spatter of blood. 
Instinctively, he checked his hands, his face, his neck, for some sign of a scratch, a scrape, a 

gouge, a tear, anything to let him know it was his own, but there was nothing. He knew without 
having to think it through very deeply that it was Chloe’s blood. He’d bitten her lip, he 
remembered. Hard. She’d gasped, then laughed, and licked it up before plunging her tongue into his 
mouth as she came. But then what? What happened after that? He had no idea. The thought 
occurred to him that she might be dead up there in the office john. He’d somehow killed her. He 
must have. Maybe it was an accident. Maybe she’d hit her head or something. Maybe she had just 
too much and it was alcohol poisoning. That happens, you know. 

His hands were shaking. He was tempted to go back to the office. But there was nothing he 
could do that wouldn’t make matters worse. He would just go home. He would go home, and tell 
Donna what he knew, but not what he thought. He knew he’d drunk too much. He knew he’d been 
throwing up. He knew he and Chloe had had a few laughs and drinks and talked about indie music. 
He knew he left her there at about six-thirty. Everything else was pure speculation. As long as 
Donna didn’t know anything about his suspicions, it would be okay. As long as he could be 
confident about what he knew happened, Donna would not be angry.  

He called for a cab.  
# # # 

It was after eight when he arrived home. The air was cool, not cold, the sky clear. 
Yesterday’s snow hung on the ground and dampened the sounds of the night. The kids were 
probably in bed, but would not be asleep. It was Christmas Eve, and their excitement would keep 
them awake until all hours. 

Dreading each step, he walked up to the door, his hand shaking in fear and disbelief as he 
slid his key into the lock – the recalled sensation of himself sliding into Chloe as he did so – and 
opened the door.  
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Donna was not there to meet him. But he heard the toilet flush, and heard her step lightly 
down the hall with one of the children, probably Vivian, their youngest. A last Christmas Eve trip to 
the bathroom. 

He took a deep breath, and eased his way to the kitchen, found a plate in the refrigerator, 
and put it in the microwave. 

As it reheated, Donna came in. He was taken aback. She was dressed in a dark suit – skirt 
and jacket, no blouse or bra, bare legs, pumps. “What did you do to your hair?” he said. It was dyed 
jet-black.  

“I know what you want,” she said. She approached him, put her arms around his neck, and 
kissed him.  

“What did you do?” 
“I know what you want for Christmas, Ken,” she repeated, and unzipped him. He returned 

her kisses, and opened her jacket, grabbed her breasts, took in her scent – a powdery, light, almost 
floral scent. She forced him down onto a kitchen chair, then suddenly stopped. “This is what you 
like, isn’t it?” she said. Her voice began to quiver. The microwave beeped. 

“No,” he interjected, “I can explain. It’s not like that.” 
She laughed. “Oh, I know,” she said. “I know what you like, because I came by the office to 

take you home. I – watched – you. I – caught – you.” She touched his mouth delicately with her 
index finger, tracing the outline of his lips. “But she can’t have you, Ken. You. Took. A. Vow.” 

“Donna, please,” he pleaded. “What did you do?” 
“I’ll be your Christmas present, Ken,” she said. “I’ll be Chloe.” 
She took his hand, and guided him to the living room. The lights from the tree cast a warm 

glow. Children’s toys were already positioned around its base, ready for that great moment of 
discovery. 

She made him kneel, then lay down. She pulled up her skirt. “Fuck me like you fucked her,” 
she whispered, “only this time, she can be the one to watch.” She mounted him, and he could not 
help himself. He grabbed her hips, and drove up into her. 

When he finished, she climbed off, straightened her skirt, buttoned her jacket, and left the 
room, humming quietly: “God rest ye merry, gentlemen, let nothing you dismay...” 

He stood, disturbed, confused, conflicted. He heard her run the shower. He looked at his 
children’s toys, head swimming and almost numb. By the light of the tree, he looked at the 
ornaments – the one he’d got for her their first Christmas together, each of the “Baby’s first 
Christmas” decorations, and the baubles the children liked most: toy drums, soldiers and snowballs. 

But there were ones he didn’t recognize at first. He turned on the living room lamp to get a 
better look. Two penetrating, blue eyes that dripped with blood were hung with care. And above 
them, a garland of a woman’s fingers. 

The shower stopped. Donna returned, and smiled at him. 
“Donna –” he started. 
“It’s fine, Ken,” she said. “I’m not angry any longer. How could I be? It’s Christmas Eve. 

And all’s right with the world.” 
 

All of the Other Reindeer By Peter Rawlik 
 
They use to laugh and call me names. I got some names for them now! Sell-outs, brown-

nosers, liars! You want visions of sugarplums go talk to Dasher or Comet. Me, I’ll give it to you 
straight, none of this “Santa’s Magical Workshop” bull that Blitzen is selling on Oprah. Damn stuff 
is so sugarcoated, gives a real working reindeer like me diabetes. Don’t get me wrong, I got nothing 
but respect for Blitzen, and I think it’s good that he’s doing what he can to keep the magic alive. 
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Still, it frosts me something fierce to see the whole operation whitewashed.  
Twenty-five years ago, that was my day in the spotlight, my fifteen minutes. The worst 

smog to hit the northern hemisphere in history, fed by rampant industrialization, Icelandic 
volcanoes, and a wicked thermal inversion layer, and it looks like Christmas is cancelled. Not 
postponed, not delayed, out right cancelled. That is until I stepped forward and took the lead. I 
pulled the fat man’s ass out of the fire that winter. After that life was good. I only had to work one 
night a year. I had my own place, a good paycheck, and the does were lining up for it every night. 
The fat man kept me in the lead; hell they all wanted me in the lead. I was the boss, so to speak. 

But you know, and I don’t say this to be cruel, the man is fat. F A T. And every year he was 
putting on just a little more weight. All those damn cookies and all that milk I suppose, and not low 
fat milk or organic cookies either. You people ever hear of vegetables or tofu? Shoot, couldn’t you 
have sprung for a low calorie artificial sweetener? Seriously, if you don’t believe me go back and 
look at his pictures from a century ago, two centuries ago. Sure, even back then he was a big guy, 
but it was all muscle and height, now it’s flab and fat.  

While I’m at it, let’s talk about the cold, I don’t care what they say about global warming, 
some winters it’s just totally inhuman, and inhumane, out. You ever pull a six-inch icicle out of 
your ass? Where’s my frigging protection against animal cruelty society? Curled up with a snow 
bunny at the ski lodge, that’s where. I have pictures to prove it. I am dead serious, those guys would 
come up and inspect the operation once a year, in the summer. The big guy would waltz them 
around, give them free samples of the next must-have toy, and ship them off to the resort hotel for a 
couple of hours on the slopes, and then a night at the hot springs with the ladies from the Icelandic 
Beach Volleyball Team. So I started taking a nip every now and then, just something to take the 
edge off. Whisky helped warm the core just fine. No harm right? Well how the hell was I supposed 
to know? It’s not like there is this big “Don’t drink and fly” program in the Arctic Circle. So I 
scraped a few towers in NY and LA, big frigging deal. It’s not like we haven’t hit things before, that 
passenger plane in ’56 over Cleveland. Pilot error my left hoof. But the fat man had kittens! Takes 
me off the lead and sends me to AA. Hah! 

AA was a joke. Oh, sure my sponsor got me off the bottle, and right on to equine steroids. 
From there it was just a hop, skip and a jump to the hard stuff. Not that it was difficult to find, they 
don’t call him the Snow Man for nothing. Coke was good, but Smack was the best, but it’s hard to 
fine good veins through a winter coat. Vixen and I use to party hearty you know. Damn, was that 
doe a nice piece of tail. The things that girl could do with her tongue. We got married, you know? 
Flew down to Vegas for a weekend and came back with matching rings and tattoos, as well as a 
nice case of hepatitis C. 

It didn’t last. A week after getting back, she was out the door and in Reno for a quickie 
divorce. Took me for almost everything, and what she didn’t take I put into my leg. I went down 
fast, after that. I couldn’t control it. Six days before the big night the elves found me strung out in 
the manger, passed out in my own vomit, the needle still in my leg. 

Everyone tried to be nice. The fat man got me into a rehab center in Anchorage and I got 
clean. I go to my meetings; I’ve apologized to Vixen. I have a strong relationship with my son. But 
there’s no place on the sleigh for a junkie. Even if there was, the hepatitis makes flying hard. So 
now I’m here, in a Christmas Florida trailer park. Shacked up with that bitch of an ex-whore back 
there, making the talk show circuit, mostly pre-seasonal stuff. If I’m clean and sober, and I stay that 
way, I can usually get a gig at the local mall or in some Middle America holiday parade, where 
they’ve forgotten what a loser I’ve become. I ride a float, smile and wave, maybe pose for some 
pictures with the kids or local news team. It pays the bills. 

It sucks you know, but that’s life. I’m not proud of it, but I still have to have hope. I’ve been 
working out and I think the new drugs won’t interfere with my flying. And each year the weather 
gets worse; the maintenance budget gets tighter; the FAA gets stricter. I won’t be surprised one bit 
when the fat man shows up and asks me to come back. Hell yes, I’ll be back on the gravy train one 
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day soon. I’ll be lead, and we’ll see whose playing reindeer games then. 
 

Happy Christmas By Stanley Riiks 
 
Tommy sat on his bed next to the Christmas tree and waited for Santa to arrive. It was after 

three A.M. - he’d never been up this late before, and he’d almost nodded off several times, but he 
was ten and determined to see Santa tonight. 

The streetlight next to his window threw a urine stained glow over the entire room. 
Tommy’s bedroom was also the living room and kitchenette. But at least now that Mary, his sister, 
had left, he didn’t have to share it. Mum was safely locked up in her bedroom. The latest boyfriend, 
a foul-smelling pervert Tommy was sure watched him in the shower, wasn’t around tonight. The 
perv and mum had had a big row about getting Tommy a present. The perv had walked out, not 
wanting to contribute to Tommy’s Christmas present. Tommy didn’t mind; as long as the filthy fat 
man was gone he didn’t mind at all. 

He felt his eyes drifting shut and shook his head to try to wake up, hugging the blanket up to 
his chin as he shivered in the cold. This had been a harsh winter, made worse by his sister leaving 
back in October. Since then everything had been worse.  

The day after her sixteenth birthday Mary had stormed out, taking all of her belongings in 
two plastic bags. She’d given Tommy a kiss and a hug and walked straight out the door, passing the 
fat filthy perv and mum on her way. Neither of them tried to stop her, but mum had argued and 
argued with fat and filthy for hours afterwards. Mary had a part-time job and had paid most of the 
rent on their bedsit. Mum hadn’t had a job for almost two years, and fat and filthy hadn’t had a job 
ever.  

Tommy reached out, attempting to keep his arm under the blanket for as long as possible to 
try to keep it warm, and adjusted the single piece of silver tinsel - the one he’d stolen from school - 
that decorated the sickly-looking tree, along with a few strand of paper rings that he’d made himself 
with some copies of the free local paper.  

He looked out the window at the slowly drifting snow, and shivered, hoping it wouldn’t be 
too much longer to wait. 

Tommy missed his sister. So too did his mum, but that had more to do with her part-time job 
money. Tommy missed her because she was fun and she looked after him when mum couldn’t, 
when mum was drunk or sick or busy. She was busy a lot, out at night, or in her room with a bloke. 
She was sick a lot too, because of all the drinking and smoking Mary always used to say. Mary used 
to cook them all dinner - even something in the microwave was better than nothing. Tommy had 
lunches at school, but afterwards he had to make do with a few biscuits or some bread, a sandwich 
if he was lucky. Their fridge and freezer had both been empty until last week. 

Mum had been out for two nights, he hadn’t known where she was, but when she came back 
battered and bruised and stiff almost so she couldn’t move, she’d thrown some notes onto his bed 
and told him to bring home some food for Christmas. He was used to going shopping with his 
sister, so he went to Iceland to see what he could get with the twenty pounds. 

Slices of turkey and roast potatoes with stuffing balls: that’s what they were having for 
dinner tomorrow. Tommy had got them both Christmas puddings - he’d never had one before - and 
a tin of chocolate biscuits. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d had chocolate biscuits. 

Tommy got up, walked around the small room and then sat down on the edge of his bed. He 
really hoped Santa would arrive soon. He couldn’t stay in bed any longer, knowing sleep would 
soon take him. He rested his head in his hands for just a moment, closed his eyes, and felt darkness 
creeping up on him. 

That’s when he heard the noise and was instantly awake. Was that Santa?  
Tommy leant his head to the side, listening out for more movement. For a single moment 
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there was nothing. Then he heard something else. Footsteps.  
Big red Santa was coming. 
Tommy grinned, his hands tapping his legs in excitement. He was almost bouncing up and 

down, but knew he couldn’t because the bed creaked and he didn’t want Santa to know he was 
awake. Tommy stood up, sat back down quietly. He slid round the side of the bed and carefully, 
silently, slipped under the blanket.  

The footsteps were slow, coming closer.  
Tommy stopped breathing when the door handle moved slowly and quietly.  
The door began to swing open and Tommy slid further under the blanket. He gulped, so 

excited and so nervous he could hardly breathe. His stomach felt funny, and he found his whole 
body was trembling. 

Santa stepped round the side of the door.  
That’s when Tommy pulled the pistol from under his pillow and fired into the bearded face 

of the man in red. He couldn’t miss from that distance. The blast shattered the silence and the body 
slumped to the thread-bare floor. Tommy kicked off the blanket, leaving fat and filthy’s gun on the 
end of the bed. That’s for fucking up, Santa, Tommy thought as he headed for the unmoving corpse. 
The big white beard was covered in blood, as was the entire front of the body. But it didn’t look as 
fat as Tommy had expected.  

You took my sister, Santa, you’ve ignored me for all these years. What did you fucking 
expect? Tommy thought and took a final step towards the fat man and flicked on the light switch. 

Santa had performed another sad trick on Tommy. Santa wasn’t lying on the floor dying 
from blood loss. Tommy’s sister lay on the floor at the edge of his bed, her throat and chin a mess 
of mangle flesh, bone and skin. The beard was still there, blood red. There was a single coughing 
choke as the last of her life escaped from the withered body. Tommy’s mouth dropped open. He 
closed his eyes and shook his head slowly. Tommy picked up the pistol, pressed it against his head, 
and just before he pulled the trigger he said under his breath in a choked whisper “Happy 
Christmas”.  
 

Mary’s Boy-Child By Wayne Simmons 
 
Mary could hear those bastards below her: the dead ones, moaning and shuffling across the 

barn’s hay-peppered floor. She was cold. Her thick parka was zipped up to her neck but the icy chill 
bit into her face. Her gloves were no use, their woolen mesh covered with diamonds of frost. Her 
feet were damp. Each breath felt like dry ice in her throat.  

Where was Joey? 
He had been gone almost an hour. Her watch (nine-carat gold, a present from her uncle in 

Dubai) could still tell her that. It told her the date, too; a chilling reminder of just how far from 
‘normal’ this day had gone. 25th December, it said. Christmas fucking Day.  

Somewhere further down the lane, Mary could hear the sound of a car. She listened as it 
faded out of earshot, the screech of brakes in its wake. She would have yelled out for help, were her 
voice to allow her. But it had given up. She just didn’t seem to know how to make noise anymore.  

More time passed, Mary lying amongst the hay and frost and bird shit of the freezing barn. 
Shock had stolen her dignity; urine trickled down her legs, its warm sting almost welcome against 
the numbness of the cold. She felt a sudden pain in her groin. Her gloved hands palmed her inflated 
belly, a low moan escaping from her mouth. Joey called it her Baby Mountain but it was feeling 
more like a volcano now. Mary squeezed her eyes shut against the pain, trying to remember all 
those breathing exercises that the nurse had taught her.  

WHERE WAS JOEY?  
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The pain was subsiding: baby was stalling. Mary breathed easy, gingerly relaxing her 
muscles lest the sharp pain return. She wondered if her waters had broken yet, but it was too cold 
and she felt too numb to be able to tell. She reached into the pockets of her parka, finding her 
cigarettes and lighter. Struggling against the cold and damp around her, she lit up. She knew it was 
just about the last thing she should have done, but Mary did it anyway.  

She had never wanted it. The bump, that is. Or Jess, as Joey wanted to name it. Hell knows 
the damn thing should never have existed. One drunken encounter with a swarthy-skinned GOD in 
Barbados and next she knew there was a fucking lump in her belly. Hardly fair, really: it was the 
only time she’d ever cheated on Joey. Mary blamed the drink.  

Joey, of course, never knew any better. To all accounts and purposes, his little Mazza was 
the very epitome of angel. Christ, a whole choir of angels, such was her purity. He assumed that 
Baby Mountain was his work - the panting and puffing, the rise of his tiny little prick. All seemed 
good enough for Joey.  

Drawing on the cigarette, Mary looked across her perch, checking for the tenth time that the 
ladder she had climbed was well out of reach of the dead below. Mary wasn’t normally so fond of 
her own company, but she sure didn’t need any of those shufflers climbing up to join her.  

She remembered when it had first happened. She was at her Gran’s house, a place all-too 
familiar what with having spent the most of her childhood there, hiding from a drunken father and 
lily-livered mother. She nursed her Gran in those final days, watching on powerless as the woman, 
who had tucked her into bed most nights as a child, choked to death on her own phlegm. Mary 
remembered the young priest at the bedside, hands clasped nervously in front of him, as Doctor 
Swann called time on her Gran’s eighty-four years of life. He shook his head, muttering some 
prayer, stumbling over the words. It meant nothing to anyone, least of all her Gran. But Mary went 
through the motions, serving them all tea in the kitchen, trading pleasantries and well-intentioned 
small talk with the Stewarts from the farm down the lane. But no one expected her Gran to join 
them two hours later… 

The dead were returning to life across the country. Riots and unrest broke out within every 
town and city, communication with the urban world breaking within a matter of months. Television, 
radio, the internet - all gone. Many people fled to the countryside, but the dead followed them. And 
now, against the dark winter backdrop, the dead were everywhere.  

There was a sudden crash from below. Mary groped wildly with her free hand for the old 
double-barrel Joey had left her. He told her it was loaded and she knew enough about shooting to be 
able to check. She ditched the cigarette (dragging heavily, before flicking it) and checked the gun. 
Sure enough, two cartridges filled the barrels. Two shots against a hundred of those things. Not 
great odds for a heavily pregnant slut, she thought.  

Suddenly, another noise. It was a car, coming her way. She couldn’t make it out yet, but, 
from what she could hear, it was moving up the lane (Joey! Please, God, PLEASE be Joey!), 
drawing closer. The car screeched around the last corner. She could see it now. A small pack of the 
dead saw it too, shuffling, brainlessly, towards the commotion. The car (Joey! It WAS Joey!) 
skidded right through them, crumpling legs under wheels.  

Joey was out in seconds. He looked hurt, clutching his arm as he kicked one of the dead 
away from him. It stumbled backwards, falling against another. He looked up towards her. His lips 
moved as if to say something, cut short when two more of the fuckers grabbed for him. She had to 
do something. Mary needed to act now or her knight in shining armour (tiny prick et al) was a 
goner.  

She tried to stand up, her gloved hands shaking as she took aim with the shotgun. She pulled 
the trigger, feeling the kick against her shoulder as it fired.  

The next moment seemed to happen all at once: the buckshot shattered the car’s windscreen, 
the deadfuck’s shoulder and Joey’s head; Mary stumbled, losing what little balance she had 
mustered, slipping on the frost-riddled perch. She fell like a lead weight, screaming (yep, she knew 
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how to scream, suddenly) like a popped birdy. She hit the ground hard, bones breaking, even more 
brittle with the bitter cold of frost and fear. Her gun tumbled out of arm’s reach. Mary cried, the 
sharp pain of broken bone, dead boyfriend and birthing baby cutting into her heart and groin like a 
knife through butter. Her dull, gurgling sobs hung in the night air like dirty washing. Joey’s 
mangled body lay on the ground nearby, his one remaining eye looking straight at her.  

Another sharp pain in her belly. She could feel the baby coming and all she could do was go 
with it. Pushing as sweat broke, then froze, on her back, Mary bit against the pain, shredding her 
tongue. More blood. A screech. Baby was almost there.  

Through misty, bloodshot eyes, Mary watched as a captive audience came towards her. She 
recognised them. Several shepherds, for want of a better word, from down the lane. One of them 
was her age - a boy she had fancied in school. He looked like shit now; dead like all the others, 
drawn face and filthy clothes, no longer the sharp-dressing farmer’s boy she had flirted with all 
those years back…  

Her vision faded, life slipping from her as the pain continued to swell. Somewhere behind 
her a startled calf cried by its mother’s side, locked in its own deathbed. Baby Jess groaned in reply 
as his little dead fingers scratched their way out of a lifeless womb…  
 
 
 


