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			The first snowfall of the year blanketed the town, that perfect evening separating the magic of Halloween from the horrors of Christmas. The steady drifting snow blanketed the town. Children shuffled down the sidewalks trying to catch flakes on their tongues while their parents followed behind, bearing shopping bags undoubtedly filled with gifts for their family and friends. Their feet crunched through the swirling drifts with every step.

			A petite woman sat alone on a park bench, sipping a hot chocolate, captivated by the twinkling lights adorning the city streets. Long blond hair cascaded from beneath her hoodie. Possibly lost in thought or enthralled by the joy of the season, she didn’t immediately notice the group of men approaching her. One sat down, uncomfortably close, gently stroking the hand that held her hot chocolate with his gnarled finger. “Hey baby, why you all alone on a night like this?”

			The woman looked around as a burst of panic set in. She jumped to her feet and tried to walk away, but one of the others blocked her path. “Please, I don’t want any trouble.” The men laughed, exchanging snickers and knowing glances.

			“Good. We don’t want any trouble either. You look lonely, and we just want to party. Don’t you want to party?”

			“No, please, leave me alone.” She managed to get around the men and began walking towards the park exit. She could hear them follow, a scuffling accelerating mass. Speeding up, she darted down an alley, hoping to reach another street, but the passage led to a dead end. She stopped and turned, but the four men stood in her way, blocking any hope of escape. “Don’t be like that. We’re nice guys. We want to have some fun. What… you don’t like fun?”

			“Please,” she begged again, “I just want to go home.”

			“Home? Great idea. Can we come with you? Why don’t we all go home with you?”

			“You don’t want to do that. Please let me get by.”

			“Why? You got a boyfriend at home?” The man said with a mocking inflection. “It’s okay. Your boyfriend won’t bother us at all.”

			 

			“No, I don’t have a boyfriend. My son lives with me. Please, just let me go.” The men stepped closer, shrinking the circle.

			“It’s okay, we love kids, don’t we boys?” They all chuckled, seeming to feed on her fear.

			“Not this one you won’t. I’m asking you for the last time… please let me go, or you’ll regret it.” Her tone shifted from fear to anger in a single breath.

			“No need to get mad. We just want to party. Relax…lighten up.” The man that had sat beside her on the bench stepped towards her, taking the lead again.

			“Well, I tried to warn you.” The woman turned to look at them head-on and lowered her hood, revealing the left side of her face, which was nothing more than burning embers glowing in the shape of a skull.

			“What the hell?” the man said, stopping in his tracks. The woman swelled into the space, growing larger, quickly towering over even the tallest of the men. The group began to stumble backward toward the safety of the street.

			“Where are you going? Don’t you want to meet my son? I thought you all wanted to party?” The men’s retreat turned into running, but it was too late for that. “Son!” the woman bellowed, sending icy shivers down their spines. A huge creature dropped from the rooftop, sending up a swirl of snow that enveloped the figure. Crouched before them was a 10-foot creature with cloven hooves, goat-like legs, human hands with 4-inch claws, a face twisted in agony, and horns that curled another two feet above its head. Blocking their path to the street, the men froze at the sight, paralyzed in fear. The woman gave the beast an almost imperceptible nod. He grabbed two men by their collars and threw them against the walls of the alley like dolls. The bricks of the buildings crumbled under the force of the impact, and their lifeless bodies dropped to the ground. The other two ran towards the woman, whose entire body had erupted into a skeleton of burning embers. Before they reached her, Krampus slung the chain connected to the shackles on his wrists around the neck of one fleeing man and yanked hard, popping his head off like a champagne cork. The final man, the group’s spokesperson, dropped to his knees and began to plead with the demonic creature who moments before had been the beautiful woman that caught his attention. She sneered down at him. “What’s your name?” The man didn’t reply but continued whimpering for his life. Irritated, the woman nodded again towards Krampus. The beast bent over, scooped up the man by the throat, and looked him in the eye, huffing like a bull. “I believe I asked you your name,” the woman said again. The man’s mouth moved, sputtering saliva and snot. Krampus roared.

			“David. David Grossman.” Krampus dropped him to the asphalt. The light layer of powder did nothing to break his fall.

			The woman turned to Krampus. “The list.” Krampus pulled a book from the satchel at his hip. The woman flipped through the book, which said only one word on the cover—Naughty. “I don’t see a David Grossman in here. Give me the other one. Krampus obediently pulled out a second book, this one titled Nice. She paged through, annoyed. “Ah, there you are. David Grossman. How did you end up on the Nice list?”

			“What? What are you talking about? Nice list? Who are you?” The woman returned to her original size and pulled the hoodie back over her head.

			Now a non-threatening 5’3”, the left side of her face remained hidden under the hood. Blond hair hung out of her hoodie, resting on her shoulder. “I’m your worst nightmare.”

			The man was still painfully aware of the snarling creature standing behind him. “Please, I’m sorry. I just want to go home.”

			“I thought you wanted to party. I thought you wanted to go home with me.”

			“No, I’m sorry. Please, I just want to go home.”

			“It’s too late for saying sorry. You’re coming home with me.”

			“Who are you?” the man repeated, his eyes shot with terror.

			The woman jerked the man to his feet with incredible strength. His reflection wavered in her glowing red eyes. “I’m Hel. Ruler of Helheim, mother to Krampus… and you’ve been very naughty.” Before David could say another word, Hel leaned in for a kiss, sucking the life from his body in the process. She let his limp carcass drop to the ground.

			“That’s enough for one day; let’s go home and greet our new arrivals.” A portal appeared behind Hel, and she motioned to Krampus to follow as she stepped through to the other side, where the four men cowered, waiting for them. She rubbed her hands together with glee. “Now, let’s have some fun.” Within minutes, the falling snow covered the carnage Hel had left behind.

			 

			***

			 

			Hel walked to her throne, leading Krampus by a chain secured to a metal collar around his neck. The four men were waiting, heads bowed, at the foot of her throne. She took a seat and lowered the hood of her cloak, as though unveiling a great work of art. The right side was youthful, crowned with long flowing locks of blonde hair. The left side of her face was disfigured beneath a bald skull. Her pet Garmr, curled on her right, barely looked up from his slumber. Krampus towered at her left, facing the men. Behind the throne stood a mysterious feminine figure. Thick black hair flowed out from beneath a hat beautifully decorated with feathers and flowers. The brim partially blocked her face, while an exquisite fan covered the rest.

			“Gentlemen, you have been found guilty of being unworthy soldiers and have been punished to spend eternity here in Helheim, doomed to an existence of misery, tasked to do my bidding. You will be my….”

			“Excuse me, but we weren’t soldiers. We were regular people.”

			Hel, taken aback by being interrupted, glared intently at David. “In life, you have two paths. A soldier for good or a soldier for evil. Your actions of cowardice and crime make you a soldier for evil; therefore, you are my property.”

			“But we weren’t judged…there was no trial. You murdered us, and now we’re here.”

			Hel’s eyes glowed red; the embers of her skeleton beneath the disfigured skin pulsed as her anger increased. “I and I alone have judged you. You are my servants. My property. You will stay here under my control, forever, in Helheim.”

			“What is Helheim? Who are you? Is this hell?” David asked.

			Hel’s fury flared. “THIS is HELHEIM,” she spat back at him. “I am the God Hel. I am your ruler.”

			“No, Hell is a place run by Satan,” the man snapped back.

			Hel looked over her shoulder at the mysterious woman. “Did he just mansplain who I am and where we are?”

			“I believe he did, my lord,” the figure replied. 

			Krampus snorted and took a step forward, causing Garmr to raise an ear and look up. Hel grabbed the chain on Krampus’s collar and held it firm. “Easy. Not yet,” she cooed to Krampus. Garmr lowered his head and went back to sleep. “The ‘Hell’ you’ve been told about is a lie. It’s a fabrication intended to make people forget about me and control you. Your Gods are a lie. The only God you need to concern yourself with is me. Hel. Ruler of Helheim. I feel that I’ve been very clear on this point with you.” As she spoke, her left side intensified in lines of fire; all signs of flesh had disappeared, and the burning embers of her skeleton were a bright angry red. The other men implored David to shut his mouth. “You would be wise to follow your friend’s advice,” she said, standing tall. Garmr opened his eyes and rose to his feet. He looked at his master, then at the men at the foot of her throne. He arched his back, the thick hairs standing on end as he exposed his teeth and snarled in rage. Krampus could taste the negative energy in the room as he snorted and grunted in expectation.

			As Hel descended the three steps to the men, Garmr moved to her side, with Krampus following close behind. Her entire body was now sparking embers, and she grew to 7 feet tall. Garmr snarled and snapped at the men, saliva oozing from his jaws. “Gentlemen, your service to me begins now.” Her voice was no longer that of a woman, but a demonic god. It shook them to their core. With a nod to the figure looming behind the men, demons marched to the throne and dragged the men away. Begging to be spared, one of the men let out a final screaming plea for his life. Hel looked him in the eye, smirking through her fiery gaze, and then transformed back to a young woman as the men were dragged out.

			Back on her throne, she asked Krampus to once again see the Naughty and Nice lists. She beckoned a demon forward to bring her the lists from previous years. After a careful examination of both documents, she noticed some irregularities, so she asked for both lists dating back another five years. She noticed that names that had appeared with regularity over the past four years on the Naughty list had suddenly shifted to the Nice list. It wasn’t uncommon for naughty children to move over to the nice list, but not in the numbers she was seeing. Knowing that the world the humans lived in wasn’t getting any nicer, she wondered if the spike was simply an anomaly, so she called on her legal counsel. They got right to work, gathering all the information she requested.

			The next day, they presented her with charts, graphs, and a lengthy digital slide show. It wouldn’t be a presentation in Helheim without a lengthy digital slide show. All the information indicated that, although children and adults could change for better or worse, naughty kids typically stayed on the naughty list in one capacity or another. According to the lawyers, the unusual upward trend on the nice list had actually begun about 50 years ago. Hel was starting to smell a rat. “Krampus, with Krampusnacht fast approaching, I think I had better pay a visit to jolly ole St. Nick, just to make sure there aren’t any discrepancies on this year’s lists. Catrina is in charge until I return.” Krampus acknowledged the command with a snorting growl. “Don’t worry, son. I’ll be okay. I don’t have to go all the way to the North Pole. Santa likes to leave his ivory tower to play mall Santa. He says it keeps him in touch with the humans and gives him some idea of what those snot goblins want for Christmas. Personally, I think it’s a waste of time.”

			Krampus struggled to force out the word, “Where?”

			“He usually does it late November so he can get a jump on his production. He goes to the same mall every year. There’s also a strip club nearby that he likes. I won’t be long. Promise.” Hel patted her son on the head as she descended the three steps to the floor of the grand hall. Catrina left her position behind the throne and walked with Hel as she left the hall. Garmr trailed closely behind on her right. “Keep an eye on him,” Hel said to Catrina.

			“Yes, my Queen,” she replied.

			 

			***

			 

			Santa walked through the dull tunnels of the mall. Turning a corner, he made out the silhouette of a beautiful young woman leaning against a wall. As Santa got closer, the woman put her foot up, allowing the slit in her long red robe to part, revealing her thigh-high covered leg and black ankle-length sweater combat boot. With his path unexpectedly blocked, Santa stopped. “I don’t have time for this. Who are you? Are you my Mrs. Claus? I certainly hope so. The one I had last year didn’t look anything like you.” Hel turned slightly to the left, her right eye barely visible beneath her long wavy white hair. “Nope, not Mrs. Claus… guess again.”

			“Oh, you’re not Mrs. Claus,” he said with a smirk. “Let me guess. You’re a Santa smasher. Look, you’re hot, but I have to go to work. Meet me back down here in
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