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      I’ve always wanted to release a collection, but I never thought about one that’s holiday themed until this year (2022). For many people like me—disabled and immunocompromised—the pandemic has been a lonely time, one that has no end in sight as many carry on as if everything is normal again. The unfortunate truth is that the pandemic has left me and many others with permanent health complications, so I’ve had a lot of time in the past three years to contemplate what stories and art I wished to collect.

      While disabled, I know my life is full of privilege. My partner is well-employed and working from home (to protect me), a warm kitty currently sits in my lap, and while the roof needs replacing, it is still a sturdy roof over my head. Despite these boons, my own mortality has been present in my mind. A lot. Probably more than is healthy. I think being neurodiverse and anxious helps it along some days and others, I’m reminded that good people are out there. Life continues.

      As a child, holidays were complicated. We were poor—the kind with skipped meals, too much mac & cheese, and hand-me-down clothes that were forever the wrong size. Being a proud man, my father refused most government help (though we qualified) and often relied on my grandmother for money to make any sort of holiday happen. She didn’t have the money to spare, but operating as a parking garage attendant, she made more than he did as a college student. He worked three minimum-wage jobs, including one stint at a gas station during the graveyard shift. Whenever I saw him, he was either sleeping in his room or falling asleep standing up. Between the lack of money and exhaustion, holidays were quiet and lonely. Most of the time, he slept through them. I think that’s why I cling so hard to the holidays now that I’m an adult with my own family. The ability to share my home, food, and gifts with others is critical to my well-being.

      COVID changed that in numerous ways, beginning with the inability to see my friends—my chosen family. It’s made for some lonely times. Yes, my partner and my kitties are here with me, and yes, I see my friends online and via video calls, but it’s not the same. I love entertaining, be it with weekly game nights or Thanksgiving dinner. All of this has stopped for me, along with the ability to attend conventions/conferences, writing retreats, and even the grocery store. My career has slowed without in-person events and my health issues from long-COVID have made my work days very different. All of this weighs heavy on me, which you’ll see in some of the stories and art included in this collection.

      My writing already tends to hover in the darker areas of the soul as I question the rules as we know them. I’m forever asking why and how, so it makes sense that these stories should be collected here as we approach the holidays. While I try to give my characters a happily-ever-after, there’s always a cost to such a thing, as there is in the real world. I don’t want to depress you for the holidays, but I do want to make you think. What’s really important in your life? What can you do to help others? What can you do to help the pandemic go away? What legacy do you wish to leave behind?

      Some of the art throughout this collection can best be described as nightmarish, but I enjoyed every digital stroke in painting them. Painting is one way a story’s words are translated between the creases of my brain and the page. The movements involved in art frees my mind from stress and allows me to be in a place where words spill out like water. I had no choice but to include these paintings alongside their stories, as I feel the stories wouldn’t be the same without them.

      While The Ringers and Ol’ St. Nick may be familiar to you from their own previous releases, “The Bell Ringer” is a new tale that fell into my brain as I watched the beginnings of the pandemic unravel. For a time, people stayed home. They masked. They worried. They did what they could to protect those of us more vulnerable. Can we get it back? That empathy and desire to shelter others from harm?

      “The Curse” came to me in a dream and told a story I’ve always wished to tell. Something about the idea of Santa Claus has always creeped me out in many ways, and this story was a way to explore one of those reasons.

      While some may find my stories a bit dark, I hope the glimmer of hope in them helps you discover your own altruistic spirit these holidays. Goodness knows we need it.

      
        
        Raven Oak

        March 2023
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      John trudged through the snow toward the pharmacy when laughter reached him. Most streetlights had given up the ghost last week, the city unwilling or unable to spare anyone to replace bulbs during a pandemic, but up ahead, national guardsmen huddled together, silhouetted in vehicle headlights. One coughed—the sound of a creature tearing its way through phlegm and tissue to escape, and John stumbled backwards.

      Last year, the streets had bustled with holiday shoppers, but now, abandoned cars and trash were the guardsmen's only companions. John veered away from them.

      "You there! What's your business?" a second man shouted at John.

      Without stopping, John gestured toward the street's end and pulled his red scarf closer against the three face masks he wore.

      Not that it mattered. None of the guards were masked. He was only protected if others masked too.

      The drug store's lone light shone like a beacon for those recovered, those not yet sick, or those with nowhere else to go. John believed himself in the middle group, though his wife...

      A dozen feet from Gerold's Drugs, a bell near the doorway pealed, and he flinched. Who would be ringing a bell during a pandemic?

      Three feet from the door, a cane rose up to stop his forward progress. Attached to it was a vagrant Santa who reeked of sour mold.

      Probably three sheets to the wind by this hour. John frowned.

      Santa's dingy gray suit hung loosely across his frame as he hunched over a red kettle. "Help the needy, sir?"

      The same old reply tore from John's mouth. "Get a job, you drunk."

      As he stepped into the drug store, perfume mixed with bleach assaulted his nose. Most aisles lay barren as he walked, though a single bag of cough drops and a bottled 12-pack lay discarded in a corner. He grabbed both before approaching the pharmacy counter.

      A sleepy woman nodded to him from behind a plastic barrier. "Home test?"

      When he nodded, she fetched a small box from beneath the counter, scanned it, and waited.

      He followed her on autopilot, scanning the other two items and then his phone for contactless payment.

      Her face twitched as she smiled. "Thank you."

      Ah! She belonged to the first group--those recovered. Or mostly. The virus left quite a laundry list of neurological boogeymen behind, from spasms to hallucinations. If all that remained was the twitch...no wonder she worked.

      John fetched the test from the drawer slid his way and shoved it along with the cough drops into his pocket. "Do you have a bag?" he asked, pointing to the sports drinks.

      "Been out for ages now. Sorry."

      For lack of a better solution, he shoved them beneath his coat as best he could. At least his walk wasn't far.

      The bell ringer was gone as the snow doubled time outside, and John picked up his pace. He needed to get back to work, assuming the snow hadn't killed the Internet. Again.

       Last year, getting sick had been laughable--the virus nothing more than fake news to scare people into line--but now... The guardsmen watched him pass, their gazes burning holes through his worn jacket. Just ahead was his townhouse--real brick rather than the facade across town--and he doubled his steps until he was safe. Upstairs, his wife's cough was a creature of pain, cousin to the military man's outside, and John shuddered.
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      On Monday, John’s wife tested positive, and he put in for leave at work. It could be hours or days until he caught it, but catch it he would. Each time he trekked to Gerald’s, Santa stopped him. The first few times, his words were clear and bright, but as the days passed, his pleas for money were more cough than words, and the sweetness of sick clung to him.

      Each trek he hoped the aisles would be stocked, but they never were. Just a few odds and ends, but he grabbed what he could if he thought it might help.

      By Friday, his wife’s coughing ended with a broken rib. John left his dinner behind as he rushed to the drugstore. When the cane blocked his path, he grabbed it before thinking and gave it a tug.

      Santa lost his grip and fell wrists deep into the snow.

      “Why are you here? No one’s gonna give you money for booze, old man. Now shoo!” yelled John.

      Santa fell back against the pharmacy’s brick building, hands raised to protect himself.

      The pharmacist rushed outside to find John standing over him, his fingers irrationally gripping the man’s cane.

      Cheeks burning, he dropped the wooden cane. “Tell your drifter here to keep socially distanced. He’s gonna make everyone sick.”

      Before she could reply, John took off down the street at a run. A few slips later, he stood on his porch without the sought-after painkillers and cried.
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        * * *

      

      Christmas Eve arrived with no new snow, though plenty remained on the empty roads.

      John trudged to Gerold’s Drugs, though this time, he was prepared for the cane. When nothing stopped his progress, John lowered his gloved hand.

      Santa lay against the building, money kettle beside him.

      Despite the risk, John fumbled his way beneath the man’s suit to find no pulse.

      The pharmacist stepped outside, her furrowed features softening as John lowered the man’s eyelids. “Poor John didn’t have many days left in him,” she whispered.

      They had shared a name, though nothing else as far as John knew. He shrugged. “If you drink too much, it tends to happen faster.”

      “You know, it was the virus that made him homeless, not booze. He lost his job when his wife got sick and died. Even when he had nothing though, he donated every penny to the homeless shelter on Fifth. He made the nightly trek to give others hope.”

      John swallowed hard. “I-I didn’t know. I thought—”

      “You assumed like everyone else. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to call the authorities.”

      “Wait—cough medicine, do you have it?”

      “No.” The door slammed shut behind her.

      The smell, the hunched over body—for a moment, it wasn’t Santa who lay there but John’s wife. The virus had reduced the victim to a bag of bones in dirty red, and he saw her, lying in bed in her pajamas decorated by sputum and vomit.

      He blinked hard and while his wife’s face faded, the thin, sickly body remained, and John’s hands trembled as he removed what little cash remained in the kettle.

      Fifth wasn’t that far if he walked fast…
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      John found St. Labre Homeless Shelter wedged between a church and an abandoned YMCA on Fifth and Seneca. When he pulled open the thick, oak door, an old woman wearing a massive, gray sweater blocked his way.

      “I was looking for whoever’s in charge,” he said.

      “That would be me now. Sister Villa. How can I help you?”

      “I’m here about John? Homeless, dressed like Santa?”

      Her smile brightened her brown eyes, erasing years from her face.

      Somehow, he’d thought her older. These days, maybe they all were.

      “Yes! He stays the night here. Brings us money for the poor every chance he gets, kind soul. He should be back anytime now—” She glanced outside at the dark that reached across the city with its skeletal hand, and her smile faltered. “Oh no. Don’t tell me…”

      “I’m so sorry, but he had this for you.” John fumbled with the cash as a cough reached him.

      Beyond the doorway, bodies—no, people—huddled together for warmth. Some sick, some recovered, but all of them haunted and needy. All of them alone as no families sheltered here. Not anymore.

      John opened his wallet. $400 in cash had been squirreled away in there since the pandemic’s start. No one but the desperate took cash anymore. He slid out the four bills and pushed them towards the Sister’s hand without a word.

      Her smile said it all.

      He wasn’t the first guilty man to do this, nor would he be the last.
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        * * *

      

      The walk home was long and quiet. Whenever he passed by another soul who ventured out for supplies, he veered far away from them and frowned as they did the same. When was the last time he had given someone a high-five or a hug, other than his wife?

      Her face appeared on the missing posters hanging on electrical poles and buildings. As supplies dwindled, some folks disappeared with them. Others entered hospitals, only to leave as dust.

      John shook his head. Either he was hallucinating or the pandemic was driving him batty. He skittered up the steps of his building before his mind took another walk.

      As he strode past the pileup of dirty dishes and laundry, he heard a light cough from the bedroom. Inside, his wife sat up in bed with a slight smile. “I think I’m feeling a bit better today. My cough feels less…aggressive.”

      “It sounds like it.”

      “Oh, while you were out, someone came to visit.”

      He frowned from the doorway. “Tell me you didn’t get up!”

      She shook her head and yawned. “He let himself in.”

      “Who did?”

      “Santa Claus. Or he was dressed like him anyway. Said his name was John if you can believe it.”

      Lightning flashed across John’s skin as he glanced around the room in a panic. “Had he visited before? I mean, he was sick, honey. What if he gave you the virus?”

      She laughed, and while the action triggered a cough, it was a twinkling sound he’d not heard in weeks. “I’ve never met him before, but he said he knew you. Wanted me to tell you ‘thanks.’”

      “Thanks? For what?” He glanced at the wallet in his hands, now empty of money. When he looked up, his wife lay back against her pillows, asleep.

      Perhaps she had imaged it. Or maybe he was sick now too. John eyed the home test, then shook his head.

      It didn’t matter.

      He took a scratch of paper from the bedside nightstand and scribbled down the name of the homeless shelter. Perhaps if his wife got better, they’d have a bell he could borrow…
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      If it isn’t obvious, the pandemic has been a difficult time for people like me—disabled, high-risk, immunocompromised folks who understand science enough to know that airborne viruses can be brutal, especially since they mutate.

      Before there was a vaccine, let alone boosters, I got COVID from my doctor. Despite the fact that the appointment was the first time I’d left the house in seven months, despite masking and hand-washing, I not only got COVID in 2020, but the virus stuck around in the form of long-COVID. It’s the end of 2022 as I’m typing this and the pandemic rages on. I’m still stuck inside, unable to see my friends or attend conventions safely, despite it being a part of my career. Long-COVID left me with debilitating health issues, but I’m lucky. So many have suffered heart attacks, strokes, and worse.

      So it shouldn’t be a surprise that I wrote a story like The Bell Ringer. At a time like this, we need more empathy and compassion in the world.
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      It was an eerie fog if ever there was one.

      If fog could envelop every pore of every creature, even then it could not be as dense and adhering as it was that night.

      Far outside the grand city of Veleden cowered a village of silence. Whereas you or I might expect sugarplums and mirth in the early days of winter, the village of Dekwood embraced grays and blacks as evening fell, and its people secured their windows against the creeping fog.

      Children buried themselves beneath well-worn quilts, but they didn’t clamp their eyes shut. No, they slapped tiny hands over their ears to ward off the jingle-jangle of horses’ reins as the Ringers approached.

      A guardsman leaned across the jingle-jangle bridle of his perfectly normal-looking horse as it crossed the threshold into town. Snowflakes sprinkled across his red suit and blended in with his white sash. The four men in his brigade, if they could be called men, pulled up alongside him.

      Five muzzles puffed frost into the air.

      Five men, skin haggard as it draped skeletal frames, sat astride the white beasts.

      Five days they would ride and rid Dekwood of those unneeded, those too bold for purpose.

      A lone child coughed as he huddled against a tree. Tears mingled with snot as he muffled his cries with a ragged scarf. The bells jangled, the eerie sound carrying through the eve like a death keen. The child froze like the snow beneath him, and five faces grinned.
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          TWO WEEKS UNTIL WINTER SOLSTICE

        

      

    

    
      The day we sought refuge in Dekwood held no special purpose. Two seasons without work and my papa devised our bold plan. We would load up our belongings in a simple carriage and head north for better fortune.

      I was fourteen, convinced I understood everything while understanding very little. It was a dark time to travel, but my mother’s womb thickened with my brother and food grew scarce when the grand forests shriveled and died.

      How does a forest die? Perhaps it was nothing more than a lack of rain or some magician’s grim spell that shriveled the leaves mid-summer and rotted the bark ’til the logs fell without the help of a woodsman’s axe. If logging was no longer lucrative, perhaps the more industrialized work of Dekwood could line my papa’s pockets.

      Five days’ travel had left me without purpose. I taxed my mother’s patience as I spoke of a spell to change rain into snow or the logic behind the life-giving elements that connected all living creatures and powered the magics of our world. When my feeble attempts to bring about snow froze my mother’s morning tea, she hid my magical texts in a locked trunk. Their absence didn’t stop me from walking beside the carriage to draw upon the soil’s power. Every few hours’ travel, I tugged the gloves from my fingers and spread them across the hard earth to feel the thrum of magic beneath me.

      And when my mother wasn’t watching, I’d whisper the words to call forth a slight dusting of snow across my brow. If she wondered why my red hair bore crystalline flecks, she remained as silent as our days on the road.

      On the sixth day of travel, heavy snowflakes tickled my nose. They spread themselves across the hardened dirt road which snaked north to Veleden and south to the City of Escen. I’d never set foot in either, but I’d heard Tellers talk of the great magistrates who managed the towns of the North.

      Rumors traveled about the Magistrate of Dekwood, an ageless and grim man who ruled from a hillside mansion. People said he mourned the loss of his sons. Whether from a factory accident or illness, I refrained from asking. Such tales were for children.

      I was no mere child. I couldn’t be if I wished to study magic. One day I would be a magician—capable of powerful magics to bring the trees to bloom and the rivers to flow.

      And force the clouds to snow.

      I opened my mouth to inquire after Dekwood, but my mother’s pursed lips left me silent. My feet ached, but watching my mother struggle to maintain her posture on the bumpy trail made me glad to be walking alongside the carriage. Papa grinned down at me from the coachman’s seat.

      No manor homes or farms dotted the countryside nor any indication that we grew closer to
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