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  Santy Claus vs. the Krampus, or How Mikey T. Jr. and I Saved Christmas, Joisey Style

by John Helfers


’Twas da night befaw Christmas, 
and all trew da house,
Not a guido was stirrin’, 
not even no friggin’ mouse!

“Awright, awright, enuffa’ dat Christmas crap. I’m gonna tell ya a real story—the night Mikey T. Jr. and me saved Santy Claus.
No, I ain’t friggin’ kiddin’, this really happened…you wanna go? Do ya? Come at me, bro! I’ll take ya outside and beat yer ass like you owe me money, jagoff! Awright den, jus’ shaddup and listen.
Where was I? Oh yeah, so, it was Christmas Eve, and Mikey and I was hangin’ at my place, just kickin’ back with a bottle a’Goose and annudah  a’Jager, but we wasn’t stayin’ up hopin’ ta see Santy Claus squeeze his fat ass down no friggin’ chimney.
Nah, we was waitin’ on another uninvited guest…
Whadaminute—befaw I get ta dat, I gotta fill you in wit what led up to this sitcheation. See, Mikey T. Jr. and me are almost friggin’ twins, despite bein’ born two years apart, and ta different mom’s. But dat don’t mean shit, ’cause our blood’s thicker’n friggin’ water, knowwhatI’msayin’?
Anyways, Mikey’s always been a little bit of a hothead. He’s always goin’ out and mixin’ it up, ya know what I mean? Like even in sixth grade, when he noticed Tommy Terletti was gettin’ a little…pudgy. No. No…Terletti. Yeah, his dad was in construction, least till he tooka pinta Jim Beam up twenty stories and turned left when he shoulda turned right and took the express elevator down—SPLAT!! Yeah, and he’s gotta little sister—well, not dat little, bazooms outta here—yeah, dat’s the one.
Damn it, I forgot what I was sayin’—oh yeah, Tommy Terletti’s porkin’ out. I mean, he was gettin’ so fat when he had ta haul ass, he made two trips, knowwhatI’msayin’? Anyway, now he’s sproutin’ man-boobs, so what does Mikey do?
Yeah, you got it, bro—he was da first guy calling him ‘Tommy Two-Titties.’ And as you prob’ly remember, Tommy didn’t take too kindly ta dat. One day he got tree’a his brudders, and was gonna teach Mikey a lesson, right? And you know I got my bro’s back, so I stand wit him after school, and we beat the everlovin’ crap outa all dem Terletti brudders. Dey never came after us again, and peoples still callin’ him ‘Tommy Two-Titties,’ to dis day.”
Our Jets caps wuz hangin’ by the chimney wit care,
In hopes dat St. Nicholas soon would be dere.

“Like I said, Mikey never had ta look too fah for trouble—it always seemed ta find him. One night last December, when he was comin’ home from Seaside Heights in da Beemah, when he hits somethin’ inna middle of da road, messed up his ride real good. Yeah, dat cherry ’09 coupe his dad got him—I swear, his old man practically stole it, he got such a friggin’ deal—yeah, dat one.
Anyway, he was droppin’ the hammer when sumpin’ comes outta nowhere right at him. Even standin’ on the brakes Mikey can’t stop in time, and plows over whatever it was—yeah, dat’s why you ain’t seen his car around, jagoff! Now shut yer’ big friggin’ mouth’, ’fore I shut it for ya!
So Mikey almost totals his cah, but when he gets out to see what the hell he hit, the road’s empty—not a sign a nuttin’, no blood, nuttin’! He called me up, and I take da cruisah out ta get ’im, right?
Only, when we came back, we knew he was in big friggin’ trouble. Written on da wall of da house in foot-tall letters, drippin’ red, was a message:
I’m coming for you Mikey
Christmas Eve
See you soon
K.

Well, it don’t take no genius to know what’s gonna happen on Christmas Eve—the Krampus is comin’ for my bro’s ass.
Hey, it’s not freakin’ funny! You dumbass townies don’t know yer ass from a hole inna ground—what, you wanna go? Let’s go, right here, right now! Alright then, shaddup and listen!
See, what you people who ain’t from Joisey don’t know is dat the friggin’ Krampus lives in our state. Tourists and nobs call him da Joisey Devil, but dat ain’t it—accordin’ to my granfaddah, it’s the Krampus, awright. He saw him once, back in the day, but dat’s anuddah story—
Yeah, yeah, dat half-man, half-goat thing they say hangs out in the Barrens...look, who’s friggin’ tellin’ this story, you or me, huh? Jesus H. Kee-rist. Anyways, me and Mikey know what’s comin’ our way, and he ain’t gonna just leave a lump of coal in my bro’s fedora, neiddah. But we wasn’t gonna take it lyin’ down—hell, we ain’t never backed down from a fight before, we sure as hell wasn’t gonna start now.
My Ma was lyin’ passed out in her bed,
while visions of slot machines danced in ha’ head.

“’Course, we hadda take carea few things before we could get downna business. First, dere was my Moms. Things was gonna get a little hairy—and not just ’cuz yer muddah was gonna drop by later—OH!
Anyways, I spiked her eggnog—more like topped it off, that stuff was so fulla Crown Royal it coulda stripped paint offa cah door. I set her up in her bedroom wit the Bruce Springsteen Christmas Special on da fuckin’ flatscreen dat she just hadda have in her fuckin’ bedroom. An hour later, she’d drained the whole friggin’ bottle and was snorin’ like a goddamn freight train. Swearda God, she was shakin’ the whole second floor.
Anyways, wit her outta da way, Mikey and I sets up in the livin’ room to wait for our uninvited guest. I had my Louisville Slugger warmed up and ready to bust some head. Mikey brung his bruddah’s Army knife—Mikey T. Sr. brought it back from Iraq or Afghanistan or some such pilea shit sand. He was ready to slice n’ dice any friggin’ goat-boy who came trew da door.
So we’re sitting and sippin’ on Goose and Jager, when his celly goes off. Mikey whips out his phone and gets dis big friggin’ shit-eatin’ grin on his face.
‘Yo, it’s Wine Box.’
Now, noneayas can argue that Jennifer, “Wine Box” DiMazzo is the friggin’ hottest guidette on the Shore, right? What? Shuddah fuck up…yer’s sister’s like a birthday cake—everybody’s had a piece. Yeah? Let’s step outside right now and settle dis once and for all—alright then. Not only is she smokin’ hot, but I heard she can suck a golf ball through a garden hose, knowwhatI’m sayin’?
Whaddaya mean, ‘why’s she called Wine Box?’ You don’t know? Seriously? You wasn’t at the Figueroa sisters’ house when their ’rents were outta town, and we ripped the place up? Hell, everybody was there—Stone Sammy, Big Chop, Mart-Ray, Tricky-T, the whole friggin’ gang. Anyhow, Jenny takes a bet she can down an entire boxa Franzia, which she grabs and chugs ’til it’s empty. But get this—she don’t stop. Just grabbed another one and pounded it down—bro, I have no idea where da hell she put it all. Didn’t puke or nuttin’—sickest shit I ever saw.
Anyway, Wine Box had the hots bad for Mikey, and was sendin’ him selfies a’her all tricked out. The one she sent dat night was unbelievable—she was ‘Dressed ta Kill,’ wit her skirt leavin’ nothin’ to the imagination, and her thong peekin’ out on both sides of those hips that could shake all night long both on the dance floor and off. Her crop top was shoving dose bazooms of hers so far up I thought they might fly out and hit her in da face. She had her pouf going on, and was made up real nice, with a killer tan, long nails, and those falsie eyelashes so long dey could blind a man from two feet away. I nearly popped a stiffie in my guido tuxedo right dere.
Bitch sent a message to Mikey, too: ‘Going out with the girls tonight…wish I was going down on you tonight instead.’ I know, right?
‘Damn…’ Mikey said as I whistled. ‘We gotta take care’a dis, den I’m gonna head to da’ city and see if I can hook up wit her, knowhutI’msayin’?’
I saluted him with da’ Goose, then took a slug. ‘Hells, yeah.’ I was amped, ready to come all outta my face at that friggin’ Krampus. I knew Mikey felt the same way. All that goat-boy hadda do was stick his nose in my house, and he was gonna get a nice, warm welcome—Joisey style.”
When out on the lawn I heard such a friggin’ clatter,
I grabbed my ball bat and went to see what da hell was da matter.

“Right about den we hear footsteps comin’ up the driveway—some kinda weird step-clomp, step-clomp, step-clomp sorta shit—If you’d shaddup for a goddamn second, I’ll tell ya what was makin’ it!

Mikey went to da window and peeped out, but couldn’t see nothin’. I got up too, and was about to brace the door when the whole damn thing smashed down onna floor—and in the doorway stood the Krampus.
What’d he look like? Well, if you’d stop flapping ya lips’, I’ll tell ya. Thinka’ the ugliest relative you got—drunk dad, pervy uncle, soft-in-da’-head sistah, whatever—and times dat by a hundred. The Krampus—no wait, I got it! Imagine Tommy Two-Titties’s mom screwed a goat. Da kid—that’d be a little baby Krampus!
He’s big—’bouta head taller’n me—and ugly as sin, with huge, staring, red eyes and wrinkled, leathery skin. Oh, and he’s got horns—big, curly ones comin’ outta each sidea his head. He’s mostly covered in goat fur, all shaggy and dirty and shit, and here’s the really weird part—he’s got one goat foot, and one human foot! SweardaGod! Come look at the tracks inna carpet—we still can’t get that shit out.
What? No, he wasn’t wearin’ any clothes. No, not even pants, why— Whaddaya mean did I see his—getdafuckouttahere! I sure as hell didn’t check to see what was doin’, fer Christ’s sake! First of all, like I said, he was all hairy and shit down there anyway—you know, like your sistah—OH! Second, I was lookin’ to put the hurt on the guy, not mess around wit him. If I had looked anywheres south of the border—which I didn’t—it woulda been to find a place to cram my baseball bat, knowwhatI’msayin’?
Anyways, the friggin’ Krampus’s standin’ there like he owns the place, then he points a gnarly, clawed finger at my bro, and says, “Yer comin’ wit me, Mikey T.”
“Aw, hell, no!” Mikey don’t stand for nonna dat crap, and thumps his chest. “You want me, bro? Come on—come at me, let’s trow down.”
The Krampus don’t need no invite. He steps inside and comes straight at Mikey. I’m off to the side, and charge at him wit my bat ready to clobber his ass straight into da bleachers at Yankee Stadium. When—hold da fuckin’ phone, I’m gettin’ to it!
S’anyhow, without even lookin’ at me, Krampus sticks his big, disgusting hand out and palms my friggin’ head! I know—my blowout, right?! He shoves me back, and I go flyin’ into mom’s curio cabinet, break about a dozen of those damn Hummah figures—no, it’s Hummah, you ignorant asshole, I’m sure of it—I’m tellin’ you—You wanna go?
I hit the ground, and the bottle of Jager spills all over my frickin’ favorite Ed Hardy t-shirt. Not only did this asshat break my door, but he friggin’ fucked up my hair and my shirt, ya know?
Now I’m pissed.
I come up offa da floor and go at him again, leadin’ with my bat this time. He’s tryin’ ta play punch the head offa Mikey—who somehow lost his knife—near the couch, and don’t even notice me comin’ up behind him. I haul off and lay my bat over da top of his baldy.
What happened? I’ll tell ya what happened—my oak broke, that’s what happened! Naw, it’ wasn’t hickory—shaddup, I’m talkin’ here! Anyway, who cares what kinda wood it was? The point is I broke the damn thing over the Krampus’s head!
Dat got his attention, lemme tell you! He let Mikey go—well, not quite, he was still holdin’ onta him by his gold chains—and turned ta me. That’s when I saw Mikey’s knife—the damn thing was sticking outta the Krampus’ ribs! SweardaGod!”
As I cocked my Jets cap, and was turnin’ around,
Down da chimney came St. Nicholas wit’ a bound.

“About this time, I’m thinkin’ we might be inna bita trouble, when all us hear dis THUMP! on the roof, right? I mean, we all—Mikey, the Krampus, and me—turned to look like, Who da hell’s up there?
Den come dese slow, heavy footsteps. We’re all jus’ standin’ there, listenin’ as someone walks across da roof and then outa the chimney comes a big cloud of ashes and soot from the damn fireplace I was supposed to clean last Easta’.
All us just stand there wit’ our mouths open—dere, in fronta da fireplace, was Santy-friggin’-Claus himself!
Yeah, yeah, I’m gettin’ to it, I’m gettin’ to it. So, the first thing youse all gotta understand is the real Santy don’t look nothin’ like those red-and-white pussies at the mall. I mean, yeah, he’s old, but he’s a tough old, knowwhatImean? He’s got the red suit and the belly and everythin’, but I’m tellin’ ya, Santy looked like he could kick some serious ass if he had to.
‘Krampus! What you doin’ here?’ Santy asked in a voice so deep it shook da room.
‘My job, old man!’ the hornhead replies. ‘This fuckin’ guy ran me down wit his fuckin’ cah! He’s comin’ wit me!’ 
‘What da hell?’ Mikey said. ‘Ya jumped out in da middleada road right in fronta me, ya furry freak!’
‘Is that true?’ Santy asked.
‘No, it ain’t!’ the Krampus screeched. ‘He hit me!’
Santy tsk-tsk-tsked. ‘Oh, Krampus—you know I can always tell when someone’s lyin’ t’me…and you know what happens ta dose who lie to me?’
Krampus opens his mouth to answer, but was cut off by Santy Claus. ‘I kick their fuckin’ asses, that’s what!’
He said a few choice woids, and got straight ta woik,
Beatin’ the friggin’ Krampus’s head in widda smoik!

“Well, ol’ furry Krampus wasn’t gonna have nonadat. He lets Mikey go and comes at Santy Claus with his fists ready ta deliver the beat down of all beat downs. Santy meets him in the middle of the room, and dem two go at it like a coupla guidettes fightin’ ovah the last cab outta the city at midnight.
They was staggerin’ around the place like me on my 21st b-day, only no one’s throwin’ up—yeah, that was a killer party, bro! First the Krampus is on top, poundin’ Santy’s head, then the big guy is tearing the Krampus a new asshole, just beatin’ the shit outta him.
This goes on for a few minutes—trashin’ my livin’ room in da process, which I’m still catching shit from Moms for. I mean, these two were goin’ at it like wrestlers at Madison Square Garden. Dey knocked over our Christmas tree, sending ornaments flyin’ every which way. Da Krampus even tried ta strangle Santy Claus wit a garland of tinsel, but it broke as soon as he started pullin’ on it. At one point Santy hoisted the Krampus over his head and trew him across the livin’ room. That furry fuck slammed inta my mom’s cabinet, breakin’ the resta her Hummah crap—don’t even say it—they’re Hummahs!
But then the Krampus gets the upper hand and jumps on toppa Santy again, just whalin’ away on him wit a huge fist. Santy’s takin’ it, but he’s not lookin’ so good…
Mikey and I know we gotta do somethin’, but what? Yeah, I’m about ta tell ya what, dumbass!
I look around and see Mikey’s phone lyin’ onna floor, wit the picture of Wine Box in all her glory on it. I grab it, go up to the Krampus, and stick it in his face, sayin’, “Hey fuckface, check dis shit out!”
I dunno why he looked, but look he did, and that was all she wrote, ’specially when you gotta guidette as fine as DiMazzio starin’ back atcha. One look at her, and I thought his eyes were gonna pop outta his head. His tongue fell out, and if I hadn’t known any better, I’da thought he was gonna trip over it.
That was the break Santy was lookin’ for, and he plants his size 16 boot right between the Krampus’s legs. Whatever he had down there, it was damn near busted off after that shot to the nutsack, lemme tell ya. He just froze up and keeled over, cuppin’ his junk wit both hands. Santy gets up and plants another boot upside the Krampus’s head, knockin’ ’im right the fuck out!”
Layin’ his finger aside his big nose,
And givin’ a nod, up da chimney he goes!

“Santa took a sec to catch his breath, and Mikey has da brains to offer him da Goose, which he grabs and drains da whole friggin’ bottle. Then he picks up the Krampus and slings him over his shoulder.
‘Well, boys, dis was fun, but I gotta gets back ta woik—I’m late finishin’ up the East Coast as it is. I wanna thank ya both for yer help tonight—couldna done this witout youse.’
‘Hey, no problem, Mr. Santy Claus,’ I says. ‘Whatcha gonna do with—’ I pointed to da out-cold Krampus.
The fat man laughed, and damn if his belly didn’t shake like a bowl fulla Jell-o shots. ‘Why, take him home, of course. He’s been lost a long time, but youse guys helped me find him. We’re bruddahs, inna way, him n’ me. Next year he’ll be comin’ ’round wit me, visiting naughty kids like he should.’
Then Santy Clause walks over the chimney and don’t ask me how, but he squeezes himself and the Krampus inside da fireplace. ‘And Mikey,’ he says, ‘watch yerself on dose back roads.’ He waggled his bushy, white eyebrows. ‘Take it from someone who knows a ting or two about goin’ fast.’
‘Wait, Santa…’ Mikey, ever the wiseass, says, ‘What, no presents?’
St. Nick’s face turned from jolly to pissed off in a second flat. “Yer both still alive, ain’tcha? I think dat’s pretty good for dis year.” And wit dat, he was sucked up the chimney in a sec.
Mikey an’ I just stared at each other, den da empty bottle a’ Goose, and shouted, “NO WAY!”
And as he flew away, we heard his warning real clear,
‘Keep your noses clean, ya little shits, and you won’t see no Krampus next year!’

“My Moms? Hell, she slept trough da whole ting, like…. Hell, we coulda had a dance party right outside her bedroom door, and she’d sleep right trew it.
Anyways, me an’ Mikey starts cleanin’ up the mess dose two made bustin’ around my livin’ room. I had no idea what I was gonna tell my moms the next mornin’.
‘Hey, Johnny,’ Mikey asks as we’re getting’ everything togeddah in da middla da room. ‘Did alla dat shit really just happen?’
I stared at him. ‘You kiddin’? Whaddya tink, I’d evah bust up my own friggin’ livin’ room for no reason?! Fuggedahbout dat shit!’
‘Ain’t no one evah gonna believe us,’ he says.
‘Might be a couple dat do,’ I replied, tinkin’a my granfadder. ‘All I know is I’m gonna be a very good boy next year.’
Mikey nodded. ‘You got dat right, bro. By da way, how’d you know the Krampus’d be distracted by dat selfie’a Wine Box?’
‘Ah hell, I knew it da second he opened his mouth, Mikey.” I grinned. “I mean, come on—the friggin’ guy’s from Joisey!’”
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  Ginger 

by Christopher D. Schmitz


“Get your asses down here, ‘ya little twerps!” bellowed Grandpa’s voice from the main level of the old farmhouse. 
The sounds of knees clomping on flooring as children scrambled to comply. It was, after all, Christmas Eve and not a time for activities that might be interpreted by magical gift-giving beings as naughty… or even reluctant obedience.
Several of the larger children bumped their heads on the too-low roof as they rounded the knee-high wall meant to prevent tumbling down the stairwell from the attic bedrooms. Those two pass-through bedrooms had raised five children and temporarily re-homed a few grandchildren during their mothers’ first or second divorces. A third was likely underway.
Slack-jawed and with mouth hanging agape, Ginger watched as Veronica followed the rest of her cousins down the stairs. Veronica's eyes never turned up from her mobile device as her thumbs worked the digital keypad furiously. Ginger didn't know who Veronica was communicating with. It didn't matter. She could have been texting Krampus himself, and Ginger still would have worshiped her.
Ginger's oldest cousin was almost 16 and about 6 years her senior; to her delight, Veronica’s birthday was only 1 day different from hers… plus a few years, of course. If Ginger could have had anything she wanted for Christmas, it would have been to crawl inside of Veronica's skin and be her. The 9-year-old was short for her age and pudgier than the other girls in her class. Her freckles were so thick that it was practically her default skin tone and her tightly wound red pigtails stuck out at odd angles. By contrast, Veronica had recently won their local beauty pageant. She had blond hair and had blossomed earlier than expected into the same amount of Ds as there were on her report card. Ginger heard Grandma once say Veronica had dough for brains, but Ginger thought her cousin was the coolest, smartest girl she knew.
Grandpa growled at the rest of the kids, “All of you settle down or Santa won't come.” 
That put the fear of Christmas into the children who ranged from 5 years old to Veronica. Some gasped. Ginger's idol looked up only long enough to roll her eyes and scowl with disapproval, as if she knew something that the younger children did not.
The red-haired girl copied her cousin’s expression, although she crossed her arms instead of resuming her typing. Ginger did not have a smartphone. 
An old mantle clock in the living room chimed seven times, making Grandpa turn his head. 
“You all know the drill. Evening chores first, and then you can all get back to whatever you were doing upstairs,” Grandpa said. “And then, if you're lucky, Santa will come tonight and we'll do presents in the morning when your parents are all back.”
Veronica rolled her eyes again, making them flash white against the charcoal black that rimmed them. Ginger wondered how to put mascara on.
“Now y’all tell me who's coming outside to finish chores at the barn and who's going to stay here with Grandma?” Most of the kids clamored to go with Grandpa. He was a rail thin man who had no reason to be. He kept a secret stash of bulk candy he picked up during regular visits to the local hardware store. Of course, all the sugared-up little urchins wanted to go with him.
By contrast, Grandma was a plump woman who was rarely seen to eat a thing. Mainly because she hid it well. She had her own stash secreted somewhere away. The woman simply didn't have the labor of barnyard chores or the necessary metabolism to combat the extra calories. But Ginger knew Grandma loved the sweets. She'd seen Grandma sneak a cookie or six, or more, and Ginger’s mother had once given her two rules about staying with her grandparents: never mention Grandma’s weight or eating habits, and never drink from Grandpa’s teeth cup.
In the other room, Veronica plopped down onto the couch with her eyes still glued to the glow of the electronic screen. It flickered even more brightly than the lights of the nearby tree. Backlit by the iPhone's glow, Ginger thought she looked every bit like an angel. 
With the clear indication that Veronica was not going outside, Ginger offered, “I'll stay inside with Grandma.” Her sibilants whistled through teeth that hadn’t come in correctly.
Grandpa nodded and headed out into the cold. The other children hurried after him. It didn't matter that two of the boys didn't have gloves on their hands. The barn’s milk-room was always kept warm.
One of the younger boys laughed and commented, “Ew, gross. It smells like cow poop out here.” And then the door clicked shut.
Grandma tilted her head and put her hands on her expansive hips. “Well, Ginger, we've got some chores of our own. I don't know who keeps eating all of these cookies, but we're going to need to make some more. Veronica? Please come in here.”
With a heavy sigh, the teenager emerged from the living room and darkened the kitchen doorway. “What?”
“We're going to do what we do every year, dear. We're going to make some more cookies.” Grandma’s voice dripped enthusiastically at the suggestion of more cookies.
Ginger lit up at the idea, too. “Can we? Can we make some Veronica? That will be so much fun.”
“You’ll get to decorate them and everything,” Grandma said as she rummaged through the cabinets in search of tubes of frosting. 
“No thanks. I'm out,” Veronica grumbled.
“Out of what?” Ginger asked. She understood that her super-awesome cousin might be too cool to hang out with a fourth grader, but too cool for cookies? Even Grandma loves cookies… like, a lot. And she’s practically a mummy without all that toilet paper.
“Out of here,” Veronica groused. “I didn't sign up for this. And I don't think a woman's place is in the home. I want to be a strong independent woman like the ones I see on TV, not some Betty Crocker housewife.”
“Oh, you can't be serious,” Grandma said. “Besides, it's fun. And you can't back out of chores this late in the game. That might put you on the naughty list.”
Ginger gasped that her favorite cousin might so flagrantly defy Santa. Or his elves. Or whoever it was who kept track of the actual lists so close to the delivery deadline.
“I'm just not much for societal norms, Grandma,” Veronica said. 
Ginger noticed how her grandmother's eyes kept looking from Ginger and then insistently back at Veronica. Ginger didn't know what that was all about. But it didn't matter. All she really wanted to do now was make gingerbread cookies with her cousin. Her amazing, awesome, probably going to be a supermodel cousin.
“Remember that time we played paper dolls, and we made our own dolls and we made our own clothes and we got to dress them up together? Do you remember Veronica? Do you? That was so much fun. We could do that, but with gingerbread men. We could dress them up and make them look just like whoever you're texting on your phone,” Ginger begged.
“Gaaaawwwwd, you little snoop. No. I'm not texting anyone, even. We're using a photo messaging app. It's completely different.”
“Oh, can I see?” Ginger asked, very excited to see what kind of fancy outfits her beautiful cousin might be wearing in those pictures.
When Ginger reached for the iPhone, Veronica recoiled, practically snarling. “No,” she snapped. “It's private. Besides, Grandma. I can't touch the dough. I'm allergic to gluten.”
“What's gluten?” Ginger wondered aloud. 
“I'm pretty sure that's not true,” Grandma said. “I think gluten is just something all you kids like to complain about. If a gluten allergy ran in our family, I would probably know.”
“Just ask my mom,” Veronica challenged. “She knows about it.”
“You know I can't do that,” Grandma said. “Your parents and all your aunts and uncles are out caroling.”
Veronica nearly burst into laughter. “If that's what you want to call it.”
Grandma tilted her head with a disapproving look. 
“We all know where they are, Grandma. They're getting trucked on eggnog at Smitty’s Bar.”
Grandma was about to say something, and her eyes had narrowed for some reason that Ginger wasn't quite sure of. She wasn't sure of a lot of things. What's trucked mean? 
With a red-face and Veronica barely holding in her amusement, Grandma put the tubes of frosting into Ginger's hands and told her to place them on the table where they were prepping dough. “Fine.”
Ginger wasn't an expert in tones of voice. She was only nine, but she hoped that the obvious lie Grandma had just told would not result in her losing a present in the morning. Santa would never bring her coal if she was misbehaving—even that was useful out in the rural corners of the state; Ginger knew the furnace in the old farm house’s basement burned coal. Grandpa once told her that's why it smelled funny down there, even though Ginger had been sure at the time that Grandpa had farted.
As Veronica abandoned the kitchen and returned to the dull glow of light from both the tree and her iPhone, Ginger and her grandma began mixing ingredients at the table.
The little red-haired girl looked mournfully back at her beautiful, stunning cousin. Ginger had not seen many people outwit her grandpa. Grandma had even gotten the better of Grandpa on most occasions whenever sharp words came into play. She stared out the kitchen window.
I wonder if I’ll be as pretty and as sharp witted as Veronica when I'm her age? 
“What are you thinking about?” Grandma asked her. “You look like you're lost far and away in the sky.”
Ginger shook herself back to reality. She was supposed to be kneading dough while Grandma rolled the stuff flat and readied the cookie cutters. 
“Oh nothing. Just my nickname,” Ginger said.
“You have a nickname?”
“Just something the other kids at school call me,” Ginger said. “They call me Dump Truck.”
“Dump Truck?” Grandma's voice filled with concern. “Who says that.”
“Jimmy… and other kids, too.”
“Whatever for?”
“They say it's because I'm short and squat and kind of slow.”
More mortified glances from Grandma. “I don't think that's true of dump trucks. I think they're pretty big and fairly fast. And they’re strong, too. Like you.”
“I don't know,” Ginger said. “We only know about the ones made by Tonka. There's one in the sandbox by the school, but Jimmy lit it on fire after school. He lives close to the school so he can play on the playground whenever he wants… Jimmy likes fire.”
“Well, what does Jimmy know, anyhow?” Grandma frowned, and both she and Ginger fell silent for several long moments. The little girl stared out and into the sky again; a trio of shooting stars blazed through the night air. 
“Oh look,” Grandma pointed. “It's a Christmas star. Make a wish. If you're the first one to make a wish on the Christmas Star when it appears your wish will come true. Everyone knows that.”
“Oh,” gasped Ginger. She squeezed her eyes tight and summoned all of her inner magic reserves that she knew must have been there. She’d heard about it on an animated Christmas special once, so it had to be true. If she knew anything, it was that you can't lie on TV; that doomed someone directly to the naughty list. 
Squeezing two fistfuls of gingerbread dough, Ginger weighed her odds of who else out there might be making a wish. She had to pick one wish and do it fast. 
Ginger wanted only two things in the world. She wanted to not be a dump truck. And she wanted more than anything else to make gingerbread cookies with Veronica. 
With a gasp, Ginger released the dough and opened her eyes. 
“Did you make a wish?” Grandmother asked.
“I did,” Ginger said. “Do you think it will come true?”
Grandma's eyes sparkled. “There's something magical about Christmas. I'm sure it will come true… Even if magic has a funny way of putting its own special spin on things, sometimes.”


      [image: ]Veronica's eyes fixed on the steady light of her screen. Stupid grandma and stupid Ginger… I can't wait to get out of this po-dunk town and do something. To really make my mark. 
Her phone buzzed again and her eyes refocused on the chat. She'd been flirting with a college-aged boy for a while now. Things had been getting pretty serious between her and Harry… the photos they'd sent each other would definitely put them on the naughty list.
Harry? Hah–more like man-scaped. It barely registered in her mind that Harry and Hairy were not the same thing.
Veronica smirked as she thought about what places she might stick Christmas bows for her next round of selfies. She was gonna give him a gift that would make Santa blush and baby Jesus cry… but she felt certain it would be enough to make her beau invite her out for spring break. That would make all the other girls in her grade jealous.
Jessica can suck it. My photo stream is gonna be so much more popular than hers.
Her ears perked up at the sounds of her obnoxious little cousin laughing with Grandma. “Annoying little dump truck,” she grumbled. And then Veronica turned her eyes back to the screen and the sender's inappropriate Christmas photo he'd snapped for her with the caption, “What are Christmas trees made of?”
Veronica grinned. Not because she was particularly horned up, but because she knew she'd gained power over this man. She liked him, sure… but she really liked that he was an appealing bet, and a potential ticket out of the small backwoods town that had a hold on her. Not many people ever escaped these towns of five thousand without some kind of drastic measures, and Veronica knew a college scholarship wasn’t in the cards. She could always wear a low-cut blouse, lean forward, and bump her scores by at least a letter grade with the male teachers, but that wouldn’t work on a college entrance exam. Instead, Veronica got her hooks into a promising civic engineering major who would graduate college just as she got her diploma.
What’s better than being a six-point-o student, or whatever? Being a trophy wife. “I think everything is going to be just fine,” Veronica mumbled in defiance of the universe. “I have a plan that’s going to give me the perfect life.”
And then, as she stared at the highly inappropriate photo, her vision began to blur. Wait, is this what they talked about in church… am–am I going blind? No, that can't be. Joey's older brother works at the porno store on route nine and he's got perfect vision. 
She pinched the bridge of her nose and squinted, wondering if she was getting a migraine. Veronica turned off her screen and stood up. That action only made everything so much blurrier, but she headed for the kitchen, hoping to beg some ibuprofen off of Grandma.
And then her vision crowded with shadows and went fully dark. 
A strange calm fell over her as she blacked out. Strange… I thought migraines were supposed to hurt. But I don't feel much at all…

      [image: ]Veronica came back to consciousness to a fuzzy image of Ginger leaning over her. The edges of her sight were frayed, blurry, like some of the special effects filters she’d used to accent different images she’d edited on her phone. The glamor girl blinked and tried to make her vision clear. It didn’t. 
No… blinked isn’t right–what’s wrong with my eyes?
A sense of whelming dread washed over Veronica as she tried to push Ginger away and rub her eyes. Her hands refused to move. Veronica concentrated on them and realized she couldn’t even feel them. She couldn’t even turn her head.
Grandma’s face joined Ginger’s, and they both stared down at her.
Veronica tried to scream for help. She could not–she couldn’t make her mouth work. Why can’t I feel my mouth? She could only feel the whelming sense of panic, and the only thing that grounded her was the fact that Grandma was there.
She’ll know what to do. Grandma was a nurse before she was, well, Grandma… this must be a seizure or something? Maybe a severe allergic reaction?
“Now what?” Ginger asked.
That little twerp better not go into my phone while Grandma takes me to the hospital.
Grandma tilted her head slightly and grinned.
“And now for the beating,” Grandma said with a dark glimmer in her eye. She punched Veronica. “And now it's your turn.”
Ginger’s mouth upturned wickedly, and she pounded Veronica over and over.
Ouch. ow! Dammit! Ouch–I’ll kill you, you little dump truck!
Try as she could, Veronica could neither move nor complain–and she had no idea why her grandmother was letting Ginger do this. Was it because I was a bitch to her earlier?
“Why are we doing this?” Ginger asked as Grandmother pulled out a rolling pin.
Dread fell into the pit of Veronica’s gut–or whatever passed for it, now. She’d seen the old battle-axe shake it at her grandfather before and never doubted that Grandma had whacked him with it a time or two.
“You have to knead it to make it mix up good. It develops the gluten, and that helps it all stick together.”
“The stuff that Veronica’s allergic to?”
Grandma scowled. “Veronica’s just being difficult and told a lie. She’s not allergic.” Grandma sighed the girl's name. “Oh, Veronica.”
“Ron-uh-cuh?” called a voice.
Grandma and Ginger turned their faces. Veronica could not do likewise. But terror rippled through her when she recognized the sound of the voice—her voice.
“Ron-uh-cuh?” the voice repeated as Veronica’s face came into view from an unflattering lower angle. 
That’s not me! Oh Lord, somebody help me! Something is in my body or is impersonating me!
Ronuhcuh stared down at the frozen Veronica; the impostor practically drooled from the edge of her mouth. Pointing directly at the frozen diva, and said, “Ron-uh-cuh?”
Ginger laughed. “That’s a funny nickname. Is that some kind of Internet thing? Can I be Injer? You know, like Ginger, but shortened too?”
“Injer,” Ronuhcuh said with a stupid, hollow chuckle. The idiot in the teen girl’s body still stared down at the real Veronica. “Switched?”
“The dough?” Ginger asked. “You want to switch and knead the dough?”
Veronica tried to scream again as dread realization washed over her as Grandma gave Ronuhcuh the rolling pin. Ronuhcuh laughed dumbly while she went to work. 
The pain of the rolling pin was excruciating, like being stretched and pulled, squeezed and pinched. Then came the slicing pain of a cookie cutter. Veronica felt loopy as Ginger picked her up, dangled her for a moment, and then laid her down again.
After a momentary respite, Grandma picked up whatever Veronica now rested on. The old woman nudged Ronuhcuh and winked. “I’m so glad you came to your senses and helped us. I think you made Ginger’s wish come true. I think she needed a friend tonight.”
No–that’s not me! Put me back. Dear Lord, put me back!
“Injer friend,” Ronuhcuh slurred.
“Cousins are often some of our best friends when we are young.”
Ronuhcuh said, “Injer best friend.”
No–no, help! Veronica wanted to cry, but she couldn’t even do that. She could only watch as the little red-haired twerp clamped a big hug onto that dough-brained impersonation, and then the real Veronica heard the sound of metal on metal as her grandmother slid the baking sheet she lay upon into the pre-heated oven.
The door banged shut with a hellish sound of finality and the scorching heat burned the disembodied gingerbread Veronica with Promethean torment. The oven did its work and burned her alive.

      [image: ]Veronica came back to consciousness, but slowly. What the hell was that terrible dream I had? It must’ve been something like that Muppet movie with the old British man and the frog on crutches.
She hadn’t felt this wasted since the time Jessica stole a handful of Fireball samplers at the grocery store, and they’d skipped gym class to get wasted. Oddly, that smell of cinnamon seemed to cling in the air as she thought about it.
Veronica heard a door bang shut, followed by the sound of someone puking in the kitchen wastebasket: a clear indication that her parents, aunts, and uncles must have returned from a night of heavy caroling. I think Smitty’s closes early on the holidays?
“Oh, you’re back,” Grandma called to them. “We’ve been having a great time here. And you should have seen it–Ronuhcuh did something so nice for Ginger. They’re such good friends.”
Wait–what? 
Veronica tried to stand up but could not. She felt brittle, and stiff–and that damned cinnamon is so strong!
Panic. Dread. Terror… and whatever else the thesaurus had to say on the matter enveloped her again. It wasn’t a dream!
Veronica watched her parents stumble past. A moment later, her uncle picked up a cinnamon dusted shortbread cookie lying directly next to her.
I–I’m on the freaking cookie tray in the living room!
A few moments later, the rest of the late-night carolers headed for their rooms and Grandma watched them, beaming with pride.
Veronica tried to keep calm. It’s gotta be almost midnight, right? If I know anything about curses and holiday magic, this sort of thing’s got to end at midnight. Right? Right! I think that’s how Scrooge survived.
Grandma flipped off the lights throughout the rest of the house while Veronica did her best to remain calm. The mantle clock in the living room began its chime as the older woman flipped the last switch. Only the lights of the tree and its star-shaped topper lit the home now.
By the fifth chime Veronica felt funny, almost tingly, like a limb that had been sat upon too long and gone to sleep. The white static noise of pins and needles flooded through her.
Oh, thank God–I learned my lesson. I’ll be nicer to Grandma and my cousin. I swear!
The eighth chime on the way to midnight encouraged her all the more.
This spell, or whatever it is, is lifting. I’m finally cured!
“What a wonderful Christmas it's going to be,” Grandma said to nobody in particular.
On the tenth chime, Veronica felt suddenly lifted in the darkness. The only thing she saw was her plump grandma’s open mouth, and then she felt the teeth.

      [image: ]Ronuhcuh grinned dumbly where she stood over the sink in her elderly grandmother’s home. The old woman had clung on for fifteen years after her husband’s passing and had still insisted that they do Christmas at her house. 
None dared cross the old woman–she had an almost supernatural power over the rest of the family. Ronuhcuh’s husband had once confided in her that he wondered if she might secretly be a witch. It might have been true, even, but none would ever bring it up for fear of the rolling pin. Plus, witches were known to put their mysterious powers to ill-intent when it came to baking and today was not the day for such thoughts. Today was Christmas eve.
Besides… Ronuhcuh didn’t have many thoughts. She rarely had much going on upstairs.
Grandma smiled as she watched the gaggle of Ronuhcuh and Harry’s children play in the snow outside the window. Ronuhcuh watched the old woman. Maybe she is a witch. I don’t know anyone else who bakes cookies like her.
Ronuhcuh only ever seemed capable of baking well at her grandmother’s home. 
Ginger opened the door and entered. “Sorry I’m late,” said the red-haired twenty-something as she came in. “I didn’t miss it, did I?”
Harry winked at his wife and then playfully tapped the simple girl on the rump. “I’ll leave you two to your annual tradition.”
“Tradition,” Ronuhcuh repeated.
“I’ve got to take a few calls, anyway,” Harry said as Ginger hung her coat near the table where the baking supplies were.
“On Christmas Eve?” Ginger asked, screwing up her face. The result was almost an improvement.
“The senate never rests,” Harry said, slipping away to the sixth chime of the old mantle clock.
Ginger shrugged and began kneading dough as Ronuhcuh joined her. “Speaking of tradition,” the freckled cousin laughed as she scanned Ronucuh. “You look pretty good for having popped out five children… I mean, I’m not keen on being a tradwife or anything, but it’s working for you, I see. You somehow got the perfect life. How’d you do it?”
Ronuhcuh tilted her head. There were no thoughts inside it, but she’d learned it helped make others think she was thinking. And besides, Pilates and a boob job was clearly the answer to Ginger’s question, but Pilates was hard to say.
“Got the perfect life,” Ronuhcuh repeated with a shrug.
Ginger smiled broadly at her cousin. At some point, the girl had no longer desired to be the exact copy of her perfect cousin. Ginger had gone a different way. 
She’d gotten married straight out of high school—to Jimmy the Tonka Torcher, of all people—and quickly divorced. Ginger came into her own unique identity and had done her own thing, and she didn’t give two flying figgy puddings what others thought.
She still cared what her beloved Ronuhcuh thought, of course. But the blond bombshell rarely did. Both still loved making cookies with their favorite cousin. 
But Ginger was still, however, a dump truck. 
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  The Oak King

by Justin Rose


"The holly and the ivy, when they are both full grown, of all the trees that are in the wood, the holly bears the crown." 
– The Holly and the Ivy
The Yule had come to Cadwallings, and Beorn could feel the might of Holly’s grasp withering. Even now, in the cold heart of winter, amidst icy, prickling air, the scent of warm blood and sizzling fat filled the streets with life. The herds were being slaughtered, sparing the dwindling granaries from further months of feeding. 
In the daylight, the houses of Cadwallings lay draped in boughs of holly gathered by Beorn and the other village children. Waxen green and brightest red, they shone along the ridges of slanted roofs, bringing summer color to the drab of winter death, adorning Cadwallings with more life than it had known in months. At night, though the shadows dimmed and darkened the details of these lively decorations, still, extra candles and lanterns burned at every window, casting defiant light out into the year’s darkest nights.
Yule was a time for defiance. The defiance of light. The defiance of life. The defiance of feasting in the cold and the dark. The defiance of a people crying out, “No ice can freeze us, no cold can drive us hence, and summer will come again.”
Beorn scurried down the whitened street, kicking up puffs of soft powder from the morning’s fresh snow. He carried a bundle of tools slung across his shoulder, clanking cold iron against cold iron. Little awls and punches, thick needles made to puncture strong leather.
He arrived at his father’s shop and ducked quickly inside, pausing momentarily to stamp his feet and breathe into his tingling fingers. A hundred strange scents intensified as his frozen nasal passages loosened, and he sniffed in frustration as the mucus started to run. Lime and urine and dung were strongest of the scents, but behind them he could smell the underlying rot of fatty scraps and stains as old as he was. It was strange to smell rot in winter, but in the warm tanner’s shop, the fires kept up a fine pretense of summer, and the constant presence of animal hides put through their various stages of tanning gave off their varied fumes.
“Boy!” his father called, beckoning him closer with a gnarled hand stained a permanent blue by the woad dyes favored in his tribe. He lifted the heavy sack from Beorn’s shoulder with careless ease, tossing it onto a nearby table. “Good lad. Help your sister with the fleshing. We’ve got a whole cartload of new hides to get through.”
Beorn nodded quickly. “Yes, Father!” Then he darted toward the far end of the shop where his sister Eadgyth stood with her hips pinning a fresh cowhide to the end of a slanted fleshing beam. Her sleeves were rolled up, and her strong arms moved in a stubborn, grinding rhythm, driving the dull, double-handled fleshing knife down along the gory flesh of her hide, peeling away clinging strings of fat and bits of incidental muscle.
Ulf sat beside her patiently, eyes fixed on every knife stroke, tail wagging against the packed earth floor. A strand of flesh dropped from the handle of the knife, and Ulf snapped it greedily from the air, letting out a contented snuff.
Beorn grinned at the old hound and lifted his own hide from a stinking pile, a pile Ulf knew far better than to mess with. Carefully, Beorn spread the massive hide across the end of a lower fleshing beam, struggling with its wet, flopping weight. But once he had it in position, head side closest to him, he lifted a second fleshing knife and began to make his opening cuts. Grinding hard against the moist flesh, he pushed aside layers of fat and gristle until he had opened a patch of bare skin and could work outward from there, using that opening to keep his blade flush with the skin on each new stroke. Every so often, he shifted the hide and started on a new patch, hurrying in an eager bid to match Eadgyth’s pace.
After a few minutes, he felt the first hints of tiredness creeping into his arms and the first stiffness in his back as he leaned hard against the slippery hide, pinning it to the fleshing board so it wouldn’t shift underneath his knife.
He glanced eagerly at the door, wishing he could be back outside among the sounds of a village buzzing with the knowledge of coming celebration, so he could watch the festival pyres being built, see the tables being set in the festival field. In that moment of distraction, he felt one handle of his fleshing knife turn slightly, biting into the skin and cutting through.
Beorn cursed quietly and glanced swiftly to his sister, hoping his mistake had been missed.
He saw her raise an eyebrow and shake her head. “Idiot,” she said, but it was perfunctory, barely meant.
He grimaced. “Father will have my hide for that…”
She chuckled. “He won’t even want your hide if you keep putting holes in it.” Then she winked, lifted her own well-fleshed hide, and carried it over to the wooden lime vats to let it soak. “Ready for the festival?” she asked when she’d returned and draped another hide on her beam.
Beorn nodded eagerly. “Father says I will play my whistle for the dance!”
Eadgyth smiled kindly. “What an honor. I’m sure your music will lift the dancers’ heels.”
Beorn nodded proudly. “They won’t be able to help themselves. The song will give them flight!” He held his fleshing knife handle against his lips, fingering its dull blade like a flute, then burst into laughter. 
Eadgyth smirked. “Such surety!”
“What about you?” Beorn asked. “What are you excited for tonight?”
Eadgyth stilled her face and assumed an air of mystery. “Oh, you’ll see. Just don’t miss Old Offa’s stories.”
Beorn snorted. “You’re not doing anything.”
Eadgyth stuck her tongue out. “You’ll see.”
“Come on,” Beorn urged her. “Are you a dancer? Are you telling the stories? Are you joining the horse races? Are you…”
His sister glared at him. “You’ll see.”
“Less chatting, more scraping!” their father called out, and Beorn hurriedly resumed the rhythm of his knife, grinding away the stubborn gristle of his hide. He felt Ulf rubbing up against his leg, and he grinned at the old hound. “Fine,” he murmured, then picked a blob of fat off his blade and tossed it to the hound. “There you go, old boy.”
The day dragged as days before celebration are wont to, each hour stretching till it felt like evening would never come, the work seeming unending. And every hide that Beorn dropped into the lime vat felt like it should be the last. But there were always more. After all, it was Yule, the time of slaughter, when hides were all too plentiful. And though it was the shortest day in all the year, somehow, it still felt very, very long.
Finally, he heard the familiar, decisive thunk of his father thrusting his favorite knife into a ruined corner of his work bench, a signal that the knife was done for the day and would have its rest.
Beorn looked up eagerly. “Father?” he asked.
And his father’s face, as leathery as the materials he worked with, broke into a smile. “Aye, you’re free to go, lad. Good work. Enjoy your Yule. And don’t forget your flute!” 
Beorn darted out the door and promptly shivered as a cold blast of air met him. The town was darkening, and already the houses were turning to shapes, the holly boughs losing their waxy sheen, the red berries blending into the green and brown. He saw Osred and Waldere darting past and ran to join them, shouting out for them to wait. They slowed and let him join them, the three instantly becoming a single pack, with that instinct shared by predators like wolves and orcas and young boys with time to kill. They shot off down the street, planning what mischiefs they could with the powdery, unpackable snow. 
Behind them, Beorn’s father stood before the door of his shop and smiled, glancing about at the holly and watching the fading light of sunset. It was a good day for Yule, cold enough that you could not forget that it was winter, cold enough to tell you why you yearned for summer. The bonfires would feel all the warmer, the roasted meat all the heartier, the songs all the livelier—all intended to spite this cold. He fondly remembered when he had the energy and the wonder to dart rather than stride down these streets, when he had roved in his own little pack, when he had burned with youth’s fire, casting his own spite against winter.

      [image: ]An hour later, Beorn nestled behind a hastily formed bulwark of snow and clutched the handle of his wooden spear, his pack-mates Osred and Waldere beside him clutching theirs. Firelight played across their faces, lighting features set in grim determination. 
The whole of the village now blazed with scattered blooms of light. Scores of bonfires, countless lanterns, a lavish, extravagant number of candles—all of them burned against the night, marking Cadwallings with civilization’s fingerprint, marking it as man’s, claimed and conquered, fiercely wrested from nature’s grasp.
Laughter and singing rose from the nearby square where hundreds danced around the fires, where tables laden with steaming meat and warm mulled mead offered themselves freely. But Beorn had no time for singing, no time for dance, no time for feasting. There were Northmen about. Prowling monsters waiting to strike.
Beorn thrust his head up over the edge of the bulwark, and a missile of packed, icy snow struck his face. He snarled and wiped a drop of blood from his nose with his sleeve. “They’ve wet the snow so they can pack it!” he reported to Osred and Waldere.
“Savages!” Waldere replied.
Osred hefted his spear. “We’ll just have to charge.”
And over the bulwark they went, leather boots pelting through the powder, weapons lifted, casting flickering shadows large as giants. And before them, the Northmen quailed and hesitated and died. Laughter and shouts lifted as they threw down their opponents in the snow, as weapons were gradually discarded in favor of unarmed wrestling. And the boys of Beorn’s street fought their cousins from one street over.
As Beorn wrestled with his cousin in the snow, a heavy hand fell upon his shoulder and hoisted him to his feet. “Well fought, lad, but you can slay Northmen later. It’s time for the stories.”
Beorn looked up and glared at his father. “I was winning!”
His father grinned. “That you were! Now, come. Old Offa is gathering us in the festival field.”
Beorn sighed and recovered his spear from the powder, his numb fingers stinging slightly as they slipped into the snow. Then he trotted after his father, back toward the festival field in the village center. The night brightened as they grew closer, bonfires burning along the streets and lanterns swaying from eves.
Entering the field, he felt the temperature begin to subtly rise, increasing as he moved deeper among the packed gathering of people surrounded in a ring of fires.
Old Offa stood upon a table, his withered frame draped in layers upon layers of fur and leather and cloth, his white beard and hair adorned with clacking beads, his face painted with lines of woad.
“And so, they cast him down!” the old man thundered, and from another table, three men hurled down a fourth into a waiting pile of snow.
“And they slew him, using the first patricide to pave a way for life! From his form, they carved what they would, his blood to form the oceans, his flesh to mark the land, his skull to contain it all as a dome of sky!”
Beorn stared in rapt fascination as the actors lifted trophies from the snow around the body, pretending as though they tore it all from the body itself. One poured a stream of red blood from a pitcher, another hoisted high a pale cow skull and set it upon a pole, and the third laid out bloody steaks upon the snow as continents.
“The children of Ymir thus made the world. And for this we should thank them! For the sacrifice of their father that gave us the framework of all!”
And the four actors rose and chorused, “All thanks to the children of Ymir!”
And Beorn joined the chorus along with many others in the crowd. He grinned at his father. “This is so much better than last year.” 
His father ruffled his hair. “That’s why I fetched you.”Then the three patricidal gods began to stride in company, gesticulating as if in conversation, until they came upon two pine boughs thrust into the snow.
“And the godly brothers walked upon a shore in their new world,” continued Offa, “till they came upon two shapely trees and plucked them forth.”
Two of the gods lifted the boughs and raised them in triumph.
“And from these boughs,” called Offa, “they made man and woman!”
And two actors leapt from the table to land behind the boughs as the gods swept them aside. Beorn pointed and laughed. “Father, it’s Eadgyth!”
His father nodded, smiling. “It is.”
Then the actors portrayed the first coming of man and woman and the guidance of the gods. 
“And the world was dark and full of strange things that threatened. The wolf, the bear, the demon, the cold. All tried and try now still to snuff out human life.” Offa gazed out at his audience. “For the world has always threatened, always hounded, always hunted. And winter comes each year and strives again to drive us hence, and the darkness shelters our predators and robs our warmth. But Woden took these new souls and gave them gifts, taught them of fire to ward against the dark and the cold, of iron to cut and shape the world to our needs. And Woden’s favorite children of those first became our fathers! And from that proud lineage, we now stand secure against the dark! Our homes filled with warmth! Our streets lit this darkest of all nights by fire! We have defeated winter and night!”
Just then, a howl rose in the distance, and Beorn shivered. Another answered. Howls in the distant dark. Wolves.
Offa shook his fist at the forest and laughed. “Hear nature howl in the cold! Hear her threaten! But this night is the last night of Holly, the last night of cold. Now, the Oak rises, the warmth starts its slow return! And nature swaps out the mask of predator for the mask of nurturer! The time of planting shall come again!”
And then the cattle in their pens at
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