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To Salem Binx, who provided entertainment and love
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“Do you need some help, Miss Hain?” The sales associate, Ashlyn Starsinger, asked as I growled to myself while browsing the dress racks at A Needle in Time Clothiers. Ashlyn was a petite woman in her mid-twenties with ghost white skin, light blonde hair she kept in a neat bun while at work, big sapphire eyes that would have blended seamlessly in whatever Destiny’s anime obsession of the month happened to be, and a nearly imperceptible limp in her right leg from a soccer injury that didn’t heal properly.

I shrugged and replied, “I don’t know, Ashlyn. I need something that works for an elegant dinner in an Austrian castle, looks good on me now, and will be fucking amazing when I drop my ten birthday pounds over the next few days. Anything like that in stock?”

She traced her index finger along the black satin-trimmed lapel of the gray blazer of her skirt suit, and her eyes scanned the fluorescent lights of the ceiling absentmindedly in thought, causing her to wince in pain before saying, “I know we have a decent selection right now in your aesthetic. The retro look is making a comeback thanks to a handful of fashion and lifestyle YouTubers. And you’ve got an impressive figure, Miss Hain. But I’ll be honest, we don’t get a lot of requests here for something appropriate for an Austrian castle. Why do you need... oh!” Her jaw dropped before curling into a smile as she continued, “Are you and Carmilla back together again?”

I rolled my eyes and snorted. “No,” I said, “It’s not going to happen. I just accepted an invitation to spend Christmas with her this year. Why does everyone think we’re getting back together?”

Ashlyn chuckled and answered, “Well, aside from the betting pool... What? You didn’t know we had a pool here in the Heights on when y’all would get back together?” Her eyes and smile softened, and she added, “Look, Miss Hain, you’ve done so much for so many families here, brought us safety, given us a chance at happiness. We want that for you too, and you were at your happiest when you two were together. That’s all. And it’s all in good fun.”

The fucking truth was that Ashlyn was right. My mother was right on my birthday. Destiny has been right countless times. Of all the women I’ve dated, Carmilla made me the happiest. The fact that five fucking years after I broke it off, the slightest touch of her hand still took my breath away. Butterflies danced in my stomach whenever she said my full name in her noble Austrian accent. And when, in broad daylight, knowing she could burn to ash or be killed by overzealous agents, she confidently strode into a Duilearga stronghold to ensure my safety after that fight with that demon Zozo on Old Tom’s Hill in Bannagh, it took all my composure not to squeal like a giddy schoolgirl whose crush acknowledged her existence for the first time. She’s smart. She’s confident. She’s charming. She’s a more amazing watercolorist than she gives herself credit for being. It’s just that–well, it’s not that she’s a vampire per se that was the problem. I had no problem with her being what some would call a supernatural creature or undead, but it wasn’t easy waking up to a corpse at my side. Her pale, naked body was beautiful, but it was also cold, stiff, and lifeless.

I sighed wistfully. Then, shaking my head and sighing, I refocused my gaze on Ashlyn and asked, “Anyway, how’s your brother James doing?”

She laughed and smiled. “See that,” she asked, pointing a finger at me. “That is an example of the happiness you’ve brought us that we want to see returned to you. But he’s doing well, starting Butcher’s Bend Community College in the fall. We’ve had no more trouble with the Inola boys since, well, you know,” she pointed to her eyes and added, “or from the S-T’s.”

“Old hatreds die hard sometimes,” I mused. The Starsingers were what the Cherokee called “moon-eyed people.” They were a race of short, pale, blue-eyed, nocturnal people who lived here over a millennium ago. And they lost a war to the Cherokee before even Leif Erikson sailed west and were driven from their subterranean homes. The Starsingers came back a few generations ago, and, though they still had trouble seeing in daylight, they’ve adapted to the schedule of the modern world. The Inola boys saw the crescent moon glowing in James’ eyes and started trouble. That drew the attention of the S-T’s, the Stith Thompsons, or the U.S.’ branch of the Veil Watchers, a government sanctioned, independent organization who preserves the secret that we share a world with creatures from lore and legend, and they often do so through a body count. Over the years, I’ve developed a reputation for helping those who run afoul of the Watchers with a minimal body count. My last case had a larger count than I would have liked.

“Yeah,” Ashlyn mused before perking up and rushing to a dress at the far end of the rack. She returned with the dress and asked, “How do you feel about orange?”

I shrugged and said, “I usually use it as an accent color when I’m wearing blue. Can’t say I’ve ever thought of it as a primary color.”

“I think you should,” she said with a smirk as she produced this orange velvet wiggle dress with a v-shaped portrait neckline and gently flowing ruffled cowl. “And,” she said, “there’s enough built-in support around the waist that you wouldn’t even have to worry about those five pounds.” With a wink, she added, “And Carmilla will be begging for permission to enter.”

I rolled my eyes and chuckled. This was why I preferred to shop in the Veiled Heights district of Butcher’s Bend. Since most of what our government classified as “NHMs” or “Non-Human Mythics” who had integrated legally and secretly into Butcher’s Bend society lived in this district, I never had to fear a misspoken word when talking about my life. Normal humans who lived in blissful ignorance of this truth of the world sometimes wandered into the Heights, but they rarely stayed long, claiming that they just felt uneasy and jumpy while in the area. It was like that realization at Pride of being with your true family. You might not always like each other. You might not always get along. But you can be yourself without fear. It was empowering and humbling.

I took the dress from her and said, “I’ll give it a try.”

I stepped into the fitting room and removed the black pencil skirt and burgundy fitted cardigan with gold polka dots I was wearing. I stared at my reflection in the mirrors and pursed my lips. I haven’t been skinny since I was ten, but I have kept in decent shape. And the vintage-inspired black lace lingerie I routinely wore helped camouflage small imperfections. I liked my curves, and Carmilla loved them. My nose was still too wide, and I started to wonder if I should lighten my deep brown hair to better coordinate with this dress. I wiggled into that orange dress and did a few spins and twists in the mirror.

I called out, “Ashlyn, you didn’t say this dress would push up the girls this much.”

“Vampire-slaying cleavage is a free bonus when you buy the dress,” came her reply.

I changed back and carefully folded the dress over my arm. As I returned to the shop floor, a beaming Ashlyn greeted me, “And we have the perfect lingerie and shoes to pair with this dress, should you be interested.”

“Lingerie is my weakness, so let’s go all out,” I said before finishing my shopping here before meeting Destiny for lunch.

Decembers in Butcher’s Bend, South Carolina, were cool and clear. The fallen leaves provided a vibrant blanket for the dying grass. The local coffee shops and bakeries all stocked homemade hot cider along with their assortments of seasonal pastries and cookies. Homes and businesses sported festive decorations, and even the city decorated the streetlights and trees with simple but elegant white lights. The Blue Ridge Mountains to our west sported snowy caps, which always made me hopeful for an early snowfall.

Nestled in the Conroy and Wollensky Shopping Center just south of Veiled Heights, Hassel & Beck’s Baked Potato Cottage was one of our favorite places for a lighter but satisfying lunch, and I needed to drop a few pounds quickly. Like a good strip mall, the Cottage’s exterior was boring and unassuming, but after stepping through the glass door, Mackenzie Davenport-Hassel and Charlene Beck transported customers to a country cottage in southern France with its golden oak flooring, tables, and shelving; chairs covered in white and green checkered upholstery; and white linen tablecloths with a subtle, golden fleur-de-lis embroidery. Destiny arrived before I did, and I walked in on her raiding a nearby gym in Pokemon Go. When she succeeded, we hugged, and then followed the hostess to our table.

As our server, a middle-aged man with used-car-salesman slicked black hair, brought our chardonnay, bread, and herb butter, Destiny brushed a chin-length blonde ringlet behind her right ear, smiled, and asked, “So, Sam, all set for your big romantic Christmas vacation?”

I furrowed my brow and narrowed my eyes at my best friend and assistant before responding, “It’s not a romantic vacation, Des. I’m just spending time with a friend... who happens to be my ex-girlfriend.”

Destiny pursed her lips and rolled her eyes. She sighed and said, “She’s the ex you haven’t gotten over - even after you broke up with her. And you made a promise to an Old World vampire, and that...”

“Is an oath sworn to be kept,” I interrupted her. “Yeah, I know. It’s one step below a blood oath, and they hold those oaths as sacred. But no, I haven’t finished shopping. I’ve got no idea what to get ‘Milla for Christmas. I mean, she’s nearly three hundred, runs a successful investment company, produces amazing watercolor paintings, is the matriarch of a major vampire clan, and...”

“Just happens to be the one woman who causes the heart of the great private investigator Samantha B. Hain to flutter like a crushing schoolgirl,” Destiny finished.

“Yeah, that too,” I said into my wineglass. Yes, I was still in love with Countess Carmilla Karnstein five years after I ended our relationship. I sipped the fruity wine and added, “And I leave in four days.”

“Well,” Destiny said as she spread the herb butter on her bread, “what have you gotten her before?”

I sighed as I thought back to those few months when we were together. Shaking my head, I said, “A scarf; a Book of the Month Club subscription, which she continued at her own expense after the year; and a locket with miniature portraits of both of us. I mean, it’s not easy to buy for someone who rarely eats human food unless its highly seasoned, can buy anything she wants, and has lived for three hundred years. I’m stumped.”

Destiny tilted her head and nodded. Her blue eyes stared into her wineglass as she drummed her right index finger against the back of her spoon. She smiled, highlighting her perfectly German features, and said, “I don’t know what to get her, but I don’t think the what of it really matters to her as much as the fact that you’re the one giving it to her. And let’s face it, you spending time at her castle, which is something you never did when the two of you dated, is something she’s wanted for a long time. We could hit The Luv Shack after lunch so you could buy some of that lingerie that has a bow to wrap around your boobs.”

Her smirk told me that she noticed my blushing. Destiny has been my best friend for years, and she was the first to see through my attempts to date after ending things with Carmilla. Even if we weren’t friends, the daughter of Werther Grimm, head of the German branch of the Veil Watchers, was both smart and perceptive enough to see through my bullshit. I tugged at my cardigan’s neck, suddenly feeling the air grow warm, and my right foot tapped like I was a bored teenager in church. I took several deep breaths to focus, closing my eyes to avoid her triumphant smile. And as I ran my fingers through my hair, I said, “I can’t think about that, Des. I need to focus. And we’re just friends now. We’re good friends. We work as friends. Maybe she’s allergic to cats. So, friends it is.”

Destiny’s laughter drew the attention of the room. She apologized and took a large gulp of her wine before saying, “Really? Allergic to cats? That’s your excuse?” She sighed. “My family has collected lore on Non-Human Mythical Beings for centuries, Sam, and you may want to ask whether she can turn into a wolf or a cat. Anyway, I know it’s cliché to say that it’s not the gift; it’s the thought, but in this case, I think the fact that you are spending time with her in her home is the gift she wants. So, just get her something special and heartfelt, and you’ll be fine. Want me to watch Sandy Paws?”

But I didn’t want things to be fine. I wanted them to be amazing. I wanted Carmilla, but as adamant as I’ve been on keeping our relationship platonic, I couldn’t just come out and say that. Fuck! I sighed and said, “I’d thought about boarding her for the two weeks I’m gone so she’s be around more cats and people. I mean, thanks to both my fee for helping the Vernal Prince’s banshee friend and then Lady O’Cuinn’s generosity, we’ve had a nice surplus that put us back in the black for the first time in two years. Plus, it’s a holiday, and I didn’t want you to feel obligated to giving up your holiday to cat sit.”

Destiny shook her head gently. “Oh, Sam,” she said, “I appreciate it, but I’m not going anywhere. I can’t. I’ve joined the Junior League’s Inclusive Holiday Choir, and we have our retirement home tour as well as a few other performances scattered about the season. So, I don’t mind watching Sandy. Just pick me up an ornament at a Christkindlmarkt.”

I nodded and smiled. I turned my attention to our server who brought our potatoes, thanking him, before responding to Destiny, “Well, I do appreciate it, and I’m sad that I’ll miss your performances. But at least I know Sandy will be in good hands. And I expect updates on how it goes when Jeremy’s parents come for a visit.”

“Yeah, well, at least you don’t have to meet Carmilla’s parents,” she replied.

I chuckled and replied, “No, but there is that entire clan of vampiric offspring, relatives, courtiers, and allies. Some of whom I’ve met, and some I’m sure I’ll meet in the future.”

* * *
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FOR OVER FOURTEEN CENTURIES, the gray and black stone walls of Castle Karnstein have stood proudly amidst the Alps in the Austrian state of Tyrol. It has weathered countless storms and assaults from without and within and remained strong but not unwounded. As a waning crescent moon shone amidst a vibrant starry sky, Countess Carmilla Karnstein sat in a leather-upholstered mahogany chair behind the green and gray marble-topped mahogany desk in her office. She held a cell phone in her left hand, and the manicured fingers of her right hand drummed upon the marble. A crimson flame tinted her eyes, narrowed in annoyance to match her scowl as she listened to Franz Gruber, Chief Manager of the Supernatural Investments Division for her investment company, K-B Investments, drone about exceeding the quarterly goals and about setting more ambitious goals for the next quarter.

As her desk tapping grew more frantic, an older man with a white tonsure and thick mustache who was wearing a navy suit with polished burgundy shoes entered her office carrying a silver tray atop which sat a crystal glass, a carafe of wine, and a note. He placed the tray on her desk, poured her a glass of wine, and stepped back, standing in the doorway. As she sipped the wine, her shoulders sank into the chair’s leather padding and her head fell back with a smile. She looked at the note, which simply read, Gräfin Karnstein, I believe that you would prefer to spend your evening planning for your upcoming visitor?

She smirked toward her servant and nodded. Then, in a firm tone, she said, “Franz, these plans are good, but I have other matters to attend this night. Perhaps you could send the report to me by post or by email? Thank you.” She then ended the call.

With a sigh of relief, she looked her servant in the eyes and smiled, saying, “Thank you, Martin. You are ever a blessing.”

He bowed his head and replied, “Thank you, my Countess. I have served your family faithfully since your grandfather was the same age as you were when you entered immortality. And it has been both a pleasure and an adventure watching you mature into a capable and confident matriarch of the Karnstein-Bertholt Clan.”

Carmilla smiled and then sighed as her eyes turned to the framed photograph of Sam and herself that she kept on her desk. With a wistful tone, she said, “And I need everything to be perfect. I know she won’t change her mind, but I still want it to be a perfect visit.”

Martin nodded, collected the tray and wine bottle, and said, “We will do our best, Countess. Now, the thralls have returned with three choices for the tree to be placed in your drawing room. Do you wish to select the tree, or shall I?”

“I will choose and decorate this tree,” she said, rising from her seat. She paused mid-rise as panic washed over her face. She added, “Do you think I should? Should I wait for her to arrive so that we could decorate it together? Will she think me a terrible hostess for choosing incorrectly? Martin, what do I do?”

He chuckled and shook his head. “I think that the choice is yours,” he said. “I personally think that either would be lovely, but you may wish to not appear overly eager to rekindle what you both once enjoyed.”

Carmilla nodded, “I understand. I will choose and decorate the tree. Take the bottle to my drawing room and then instruct the thralls to decorate the Great Hall, the courtyard, and the gardens per our usual manner.”

“Yes, Countess,” he said with a bow.

As Martin turned to leave, Carmilla called out, “And then double the locks on the dungeon’s door, but make sure that she’s comfortable first. I want no trouble from her during these weeks.”

Martin turned and nodded, saying, “If I may be so bold, Countess, perhaps now is the time to forgive and find freedom.” He then exited her office.

Carmilla sipped her wine slowly. Her mind traveled both to her past and to her future. A single bloody tear fell from her right eye. She wiped it away with the backs of her index and middle fingers, shook her head, and exited her office, whispering, “If only it were that easy, Martin.”

Rich mahogany walls decorated with gold-tasseled medieval tapestries, a few of Carmilla’s own watercolor landscapes, and bookcases filled with leather-bound volumes framed the Countess’ drawing room. A burgundy velvet sofa and two crushed burgundy velvet armchairs sat atop a gold-trimmed burgundy rug so that all seated could feel the warmth of the stone hearth. An old phonograph with updated technology played “Stille Nacht” from Carmilla’s Spotify account. Carmilla, in her burgundy dressing gown, decorated the mantle above the hearth with a miniature Alpine winter village. She sipped the rich purple Sanguinovese wine Martin brought her as she arranged and rearranged every miniature building, person, animal, or streetlight to display the perfect image in her head. She had already decorated the fifteen-foot tall Austrian pine with white candles, dainty glass snowflakes, and a single pickle. Carmilla then packed up her easel, canvas, and watercolors and moved them into a chest against the wall.

After she finished decorating her drawing room, Carmilla walked through the drafty and damp stone corridors, stopping at the guest chamber near hers where Sam would sleep. Inside, she removed the blue comforter with a subtle pattern of golden heraldic eagles from the wooden chest at the bed’s foot and placed it lovingly atop the blanket of the queen-sized, four-poster oak bed. She glanced at the two-centuries-old mirror beside the wardrobe that reflected only the image of her wine glass floating beside a standing dressing gown. She frowned and mentally noted to have a servant clean the smudges on the mirror’s right side. She decided the nightstand needed a vase with violets and Christmas roses and an Advent wreath.

Carmilla stood in the door frame, gazed upon the room with downcast eyes, and whispered, “I pray this room pleases you, Samantha; although, I wish you would join me in mine.”

“You continue to place yourself at the edge of happiness only to torture yourself through denial, ‘Millie,” a woman’s voice rasped from behind her.

As a hand rested on her left shoulder, Carmilla slouched and sighed, saying, “I know what I desire, Lisa, and I know what I deserve.”

“Almost two centuries have passed, dear sister,” the spirit said. “None alive have personal memory of those events as time flows like water beneath a bridge.”

Carmilla clenched her fists, snapping the wine glass’ stem, causing the glass to shatter on the floor. Her face contorted as she buried it in her right shoulder, bloody tears falling from her eyes. She shook her head and replied, “You’re wrong, Lisa. You’re wrong.” And with that, Carmilla spun around and walked through the empty hallway, the bedroom door open behind her.

Exiting the main keep of Castle Karnstein, Carmilla entered the rear courtyard where the castle’s gardens stood. Her eyes glowed as she stepped into the snowy night air. A gentle snowfall descended from the cloudy sky. The snow-draped holly bushes that both framed the gardens and formed the hedge maze presented their crimson berries. Per her instructions, the servants had placed white candles in the wrought iron candlesticks that rose from the soil at regular intervals throughout the gardens. Though leafless now, the stately branches of the ancient oak trees that stood in the garden’s four corners hold the ropes from which hang white pillar candles. Though only a few of the violets and Christmas rose bushes bloom, Carmilla smiles as she walked the labyrinthine path toward the fountain at the garden’s center.

The winter night’s air warmed her, and Carmilla mused over that fact as she listened to the water spraying from the chest of a dragon, thrown to its back by the assault of the badger actively clawing it, that in life, the winter night’s cold terrified her. She sat on the fountain’s edge, as the moon’s waning form caused the fountain whose central statue, a badger attacking a dragon, the symbol of House Karnstein, to cast its long shadow over Carmilla as she wiped the bloody tears and ruined mascara from her perpetually young face. With a heavy sigh, she turned her attention toward the stone door in the garden wall to her left, a wall that stood against Stubai Alps. The Karnstein-Bertholt mausoleum lay beyond that door, and Carmilla heard the voices of the dead cut through the gurgling of the water. The voices of those who taught her, those disappointed in her life choices, and those offended by her ascendance to clan matriarch reverberated through her mind, drowning out her own as they screamed, “Failure! Traitor! Unworthy!”

The voices aligned, reminding her of one specific night. She gnashed her teeth and growled. Trembling with sorrow and rage, Carmilla wailed into the night. Wolves howled in response, and a cloud of bats screeched as they circled overhead. Her wailing became dolorous weeping. Bloody tears plummeted from her eyes as she cried through the night, passing out as the sun crept over the mountains.

The next sunset, Carmilla awoke to find herself tucked beneath the burgundy comforter in her mahogany canopy bed. Her coughs rasped from her throat, and she smacked her lips and grimaced at her dry mouth. Her head throbbed as her veins pulsed, begging to be filled. Groans and whimpers slouched from her lips. She fell into her plush down pillows and turned her head toward her nightstand where a silver tray presented her with a filled blood bag, a bottle of wine, a crystal glass, and a note. She grabbed the blood bag and pierced it with her fangs, gulping its contents with animalistic ferocity. Her muscles relaxed as she drained the bag. She sighed with relief and read the note.

Gräfin Karnstein, at the last hours of night, I heard your sorrow from my chambers, rushed to the garden, and carried you to the safety of your room. There, I cleaned you and dressed you for bed. I have taken the liberty of placing sustenance, physical and emotional, by your side so that when you awaken, you will be able to mitigate the suffering of your sorrow-induced hunger. Please take care of yourself, as you have a Clan Council Meeting at 7 o’clock. And I know you wish to continue preparations for your special guest’s arrival. If I am not present at the time of your waking, I am in Karnsburg purchasing food and bourbon for Miss Hain.–Martin.

* * *
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THE BUTCHER’S BEND Holiday Makers’ Village occurred every year on the second weekend of December. Dubbed “The Farmers’ Market of Independent Craftspeople,” the tents, stalls, and wheeled kitchens filled into the H.D. Magus Memorial Park with handmade crafts ranging from homemade quilts to blown and etched glass to wooden toys and furniture to blacksmith creations to art of all varieties. Mobile kitchens sold seasoned popcorn, seasonal cookies and pastries, smoked meats, jams and preserves, and street food snacks from hot dogs to Frito pie to cheeseburgers to soup-filled bread bowls. Cinnamon, coriander, and clove perfumed the cool winter air, electrified by holiday excitement, conversation, and alcohol.

The three of them moved through the crowd, handmade ceramic mugs filled with mulled wine in hand as they talked, laughed, and shopped. Sam Hain’s blue pencil skirt peaked beneath her blue and gold hounds tooth trench, and her brown riding boots hid most of her stockings. Destiny Grimm’s covered most of her blonde curls in a gray cat-eared beanie that coordinated with her tacky holiday sweater that had several images of young anime girls fainting and shouting with a single line of text announcing that “Senpai” had noticed them. On Sam’s right, walked a woman whose rich umber skin possessed bronze undertones and whose springy coils danced lightly over the top of her purple and black paisley scarf. Laura Kelsington, though heavier than Sam but almost as tall, wore a flowing, open-front, purple cardigan over a black turtleneck and dark wash jeans.

“So, Sam,” Laura began, “aren’t you glad I dragged you here?”

“I am,” Sam replied before sarcastically adding, “Who knew that having a friend on the Metro Art Council would lead to being invited to artistic events.”

“Yeah, but this is a great place to finish Christmas shopping,” Destiny added.

“Finishing shopping would be a good idea,” Sam mumbled into her mug.

Laura took another sip of wine and asked, “Who’s left on your list?”

“No one here,” Sam said. “I’ve got yours, Des’, Kina’s, Angie’s, Jim’s, Devin’s, Liz’s, and of course a new bed and fancy treats for Sandy.”

“So, it’s just a gift for Carmilla then,” Laura said. “What do you buy the woman who has everything?”

“Except for the woman she really wants,” Destiny added, causing all, even Sam, to laugh.

Laura smirked and quipped, “I’m sure someone here has a box large enough to fit Sam in. Although, it might be a bit cold being shipped naked to Germany.”

As Destiny giggled, Sam shot both of her friends an incredulous look, clutching the pearls around her neck that she was not wearing. She said, “If you’re going to ship me like freight, you could at least let me wear my new lingerie and a trench coat.”

After a series of squeals and laughs, Destiny stopped abruptly and held her arm out to stop Sam, saying, “Wait. What new lingerie?”

Sam rolled her eyes and said, “I bought it with my new dress and shoes at A Needle in Time, Des. I told you about it at lunch that day.”

“You said you bought new underwear,” Destiny said. Her voice trailed as she sipped her wine, and then her eyes shot closed. She stomped once and added, “And I know you don’t wear any normal underwear, so yeah, I should’ve realized it was lacy and fancy.”

“And,” Laura added, “at least we didn’t offer to tattoo ‘Bite Here’ on your inner thighs.”

Laura and Destiny laughed. When Sam blushed, they laughed harder. Sam downed the rest of her mulled wine and, while running her index finger along her collarbone, mumbled, “It’s not like she needs help knowing where I like that.”

They continued eating, drinking, and shopping for several hours. Sam purchased Carmilla’s gift from a man who burns custom images into wood using modified Tesla coils. Destiny added to her collection of glass animal Christmas ornaments by purchasing a pair of silvery white and gold swans, a brown tinted beagle, and shimmering silver and blue swordfish. She also purchased three bags of cotton candy in blue raspberry and pink lemonade. Laura purchased a set of three Afrofuturistic holiday village buildings and four dozen cookies to give as gifts for her colleagues.

After leaving the Holiday Makers’ Village, Sam returned to her small apartment on the second floor of the Palmetto and Pine Apartments. The small complex was gated in name only, as the entrance gate, flanked by two palmetto trees, remained open because of a faulty mechanism that the management company had yet to replace. Sam drove through the uneven, pothole-laden parking lot with its faded yellow lines and broken speed bumps until she reached a space in front of her door. She unloaded her car and brought her purchases into her apartment. As she unlocked the door, her calico cat Sandy Paws, wearing a green collar with a bell, leapt from her place on the windowsill and paced in front of the door, meowing plaintively as Sam entered.

“I’m sorry, Sandy,” she said, setting her packages and purse on the perpetually cluttered dining table that often doubled as her desk when she needed a more professional setting working from home than her bed. As she knelt to pet her cat, who was darting around her legs and mewing for attention as she added, “It took a little longer to get all my shopping done for the holidays. Come on, let’s go snuggle a bit before I check the mail and fix us supper.”

As they walked toward the old sofa, decorated with scratch trails, Sam noticed that Sandy’s water dish was nearly empty. Taking a slight detour, she refilled the ceramic bowl with Sandy’s name on it in the kitchen sink. Sandy paused to lap some fresh, cool water before joining Sam on the sofa, shedding all over Sam’s clothes while rubbing her head against Sam’s face.

“Oh, I’m going to miss you too, baby,” Sam cooed as she stroked Sandy’s back while the cat purred happily. “But don’t worry, Auntie Des will come and keep you company, and I’m sure she’ll call me so I can talk to you at least twice a week. I know, don’t meow at me like that. If it were anyone but ‘Milla, I wouldn’t be doing this. You know that.”

After an hour of snuggling and conversing, Sandy jumped from Sam’s lap and walked to her litter box. Sam took this as an opportunity to walk downstairs to the complex’s mail room. She unlocked her rusted gray mailbox. She jerked the box’s door, and it slowly creaked open. Sam frowned, as Our Neighbor and Occupant had more mail than she did. And then she saw the only piece of mail addressed to her. This burgundy envelope felt like it contained a letter, but as Sam ran her fingers over it, there was something more solid and firm than paper. When she saw the letter’s postmark was from Austria, she inhaled sharply as her body tensed. Her cheeks flushed, and she beamed. She threw the junk mail in the mailroom’s garbage can before power walking back to her apartment.

As soon as she closed the door, she opened the envelope and found a letter, folded in the Regency style and sealed with burgundy wax bearing the coat of arms of the Karnstein family. Sam sniffed the golden parchment and smelled Carmilla’s custom Otto of Roses and violet perfume. She rolled her eyes at her own behavior before popping the wax seal and unfolding the letter containing Carmilla’s measured and elegant calligraphic hand.

My dearest friend, Samantha,

As I pen this letter, ten days remain before I am given the honor, privilege, and pleasure of spending the Christmas season with you in my castle. I hope that this letter finds you well, and I hope that you receive this letter before you depart. Though I may use the cellular phone to speak to you, I have spent the entirety of my life and much of my immortality communicating through handwritten letters. And when communicating in a language that is not my native German, I feel more confident when I write. Therefore, I pray that you indulge me, my dearest friend, in what may be a longer letter than you are accustomed to receiving.

Although I am certain that you have observed the forecast in Innsbruck, the nearest large city to my castle, the small town of Karnsburg that rests at the foot of the path that leads up the mountains to my home is closer, but I do not know how much information you may find upon it. That said, you must know that our winters are cold and dry. The snows have begun to fall, providing a lovely blanket on the bushes in my gardens and the roofs of our buildings. The nights can be below freezing, and my castle is often said to be drafty and cold, and, given the altitude of my home, our nights are often colder than those in the cities.

However, your room is not without warmth, and I hope that it is to your liking. I have placed my finest and warmest blankets in the trunk at the foot of your bed, and I have instructed my servants to keep the hearth in your room burning with pine and scented sachets for your physical and emotional pleasure. You will also find an Advent wreath on the nightstand and an ample wardrobe for your clothing.

Sam’s heart skipped and quickened as she read these words. A smile crept across her face and she bounced at the ankles. She bit her lower lip as she continued reading.

In addition to your Advent wreath, you will find that I have decorated my home for the season. The white candles are traditional, and although you will find electricity and modern plumbing in my castle, I still continue the tradition of decorating with candles instead of electric Christmas string lights. You are familiar with the Christmas tree, yes? The main tree has been placed in my study, and while my servants decorated most of the castle, I decorated the tree in the traditional style as my family has done for centuries. I had thought about waiting for you to arrive to see if you would join me in decorating the tree, but my nature evoked a great fear that, were my decorating unfinished, you would be unhappy with me. Therefore, my home is fully decorated for the holiday and for your arrival.

I hope that you will want for nothing during your stay. Any food or drink you desire
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