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UPON A CRIMSON FROST


When a blood moon rises

On a cold winter’s night,

It paints the frost crimson

And the stars burn bright.

When a blood moon rises

Magic rides the night,

The veil is at its thinnest

And love wields the knife.

When a blood moon rises

Believers gain their sight,

The veil will pool in crimson folds

And bring them to the light.
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Dedication


From my home to yours,

Merry Christmas, XO
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Chapter 1


Gravel crunched under the car’s wheels as Charlotte Corbyn pulled around the dead-end loop on Cliffside Avenue. She turned the ignition off. The trailing road dust settled, and silence filled the car. She exhaled and glanced in the side-view mirror at the dirt path between two posts that led into Sunset Park. The last time they’d been to this Vancouver park—the only occasions they’d ever visited—was with their mother. Back then the tunnel into the trees held the promise of a relaxing day away from exhaust fumes and the concrete hustle of the city. 
Their mother had been gone six months already—she’d passed away on Christmas Eve. They hadn’t even been able to say goodbye. Today would have been her fortieth birthday.
Oliver opened the passenger door. A dry breeze wafted in. “Huh. The road’s not even wet. I don’t think it rained here. Pop the trunk.”
It had been raining when they left home twenty minutes earlier.
“I knew it wouldn’t rain here, not today,” Charlotte said.
Too bad. I’d rather have stayed home. Do this next year.
Charlotte ignored Oliver’s comment. He’d be glad later that he followed through. “Mom would be happy we came.”
She grabbed her phone and got out. “Look at that.” She nodded toward the house across the road and raised her hand to shade the sun from her eyes. “Someone’s at the old house. No one’s lived there for ages.” She admired the red sports car in the driveway.
Oliver straightened. He had one strap of the knapsack over a scrawny shoulder. The cool kid. “Nice wheels. MGB. Probably from the sixties.”
Charlotte quirked an eyebrow. “How does a fourteen-year-old know that? I swear boys are born with car DNA in their genes.”
Oliver hitched the bag higher on his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.” He was almost as tall as Charlotte, all elbows and knees. His height often fooled people into thinking he was older than he was.
Charlotte lifted out the bouquet of flowers and closed the trunk. “I wish you wouldn’t think of it as ‘getting it over with.’ Picnics are supposed to be fun.”
“Not this one,” Oliver said. “Not without Mom.” He turned and started into the dark maw of the heavily treed park.
Charlotte hoped that after this first birthday without her, it would get easier to mark the day.
She concentrated on her footing. The forest path was criss-crossed with treacherous tree roots and the iceberg tips of buried rocks. Ahead of her, Oliver stumbled. He’d had his nose in the air, searching the treetops.
“If you twist an ankle, I’m not carrying you out of here.”
“My sister wouldn’t,” Oliver said, laughing, “but you’re my guardian, so you’d have to.” Oliver faked another stumble. Charlotte picked up a fir cone and threw it at the back of his head. It missed and sailed over his shoulder. His laughter trailed behind him, and Charlotte hid a smile.
It was a hot July day, but the towering firs and cedars kept the path cool. Crows cawed in the tree canopy, hopscotching ahead of them. Along the way, they paused to admire the oddball trees they’d named over the years. First came Eileen, then Spike, and at the end of the footpath, Griswold. They hopped the chain strung across the access road—someone’s feeble attempt to keep visitors out—and spilled into the clearing. No matter how many times she saw it, the brilliant white lighthouse with its red trim always impressed her. Growing up, they never had money for real vacations. Instead, Mom made a game out of exploring the city. A couple of times a year they’d come out to visit the lighthouse with a picnic basket and make a day of it.
“Where do you want to set up?” Oliver asked.
“Mom always liked it best by that old fir.”
Oliver didn’t argue; he was an agreeable kid most of the time, or he used to be. He pulled the tartan throw from the knapsack and spread it in the dappled shade of the ancient tree. He then stretched out with his hands behind his head.
Charlotte knelt on one corner of the blanket, cradling the flowers. Stargazer lilies were their mother’s favourite, their scent potent, even outdoors. In this moment, she felt keenly aware of her orphan status; her father had been killed in a car accident when she was two years old. Oliver wasn’t technically an orphan—his father was still alive—but he might as well have been. His father had gone AWOL a few years ago. He’d been a bastard. She hoped he never came back. A cold breeze came out of nowhere.
“Whoa! Feel that?” Oliver said.
Charlotte shivered. “Yeah. Must be a north wind.”
Oliver stared into the branches overhead. “Now what?”
“I don’t know. It’s not like there’s a rule book for this sort of thing.”
“We could throw them into the ocean.”
“The salt water would kill them,” she said, gently setting the bouquet aside. She rubbed her arms to fend off the chill. “Maybe we should leave them leaning up against the tree trunk.”
“Whatever. It’s not like the flowers are going to live for long anyway.”
“I know. But still, I don’t think Mom would want us to throw them over the cliff.” Charlotte laid down beside her brother and closed her eyes. The cool breeze was gone. “You remember when Mom brought us out here at night? How she’d bundle us in blankets and tell us stories about the stars?”
“Jeremy’s dad told him that people have been seen flying out here.”
“Is that why you had your nose in the air searching the treetops?” Charlotte asked. Oliver shrugged. “Jeremy’s dad smokes too much pot.”
Oliver turned his head toward his sister. “You don’t believe it?”
“Of course not. It’s ridiculous. Do you?”
“Maybe it’s magic, like how Mom could see into the future.”
It pained her to see Oliver’s hopeful expression. “Like I said: ridiculous.”
Oliver flared his nostrils. He sat up and crossed his arms, his hands in tight fists. “She could and you know it.”
“She was just a good guesser. If she had future sight, she would have seen a doctor sooner. She’d be here with us.”
“It’s not her fault,” Oliver said, sputtering out the words.
Charlotte’s regret was instant and painful. She bolted upright. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”
Oliver hid his face.
“I know it wasn’t her fault,” Charlotte said. “I miss her is all.” It was easier for Charlotte to be angry with their mother than accept that she’d never see her again.
After she’d died, Oliver had been angry too. Unfortunately, he’d taken it out on some kids in the gym. It was the first time Charlotte had been called into the school as his guardian. They’d been through a whole lot of miserable firsts this past year: New Year’s had been a total washout; Easter dinner came with an empty place setting and watery scalloped potatoes; Mother’s Day felt hollow with no one to buy a card for; and a few weeks from now, Ollie’s birthday would be just as sad, especially with Charlotte baking his cake.
Oliver sniffled. “I bet Mom knew we’d be here today. She’s probably already seen those stupid flowers.” He pulled the knapsack close.
“Hand me the jar, would you?” Charlotte asked.
Oliver pulled a mason jar filled with water from a side pouch and handed it over. “What kind of sandwiches did you make?”
“PB&J. You hungry already?” Asinine question: he was always hungry. It was a challenge to keep food in the house.
But that was her job now. Guardian.
Just eighteen years old, a scant four years older than him, but what choice did she have? It wasn’t like Ollie’s dad would step up, even if he was in the picture.
Ollie opened the pack’s flap and peered inside. “You brought the checkers board?”
“Yup,” she said, spinning the lid off the jar, “and a deck of cards.” She stood and walked to the base of the fir tree, wiggled the jar into a nook, and arranged the flowers. “For you, Mom. Happy birthday, from Ollie and me.”
When she turned, a sparkle caught her eye. She followed the glare and found an old star-shaped Christmas ornament hanging in the tree. A band of grief tightened around her chest as a flood of memories hit her. The ornament was identical to one their mother cherished that had been handed down through generations of Corbyns, a family heirloom. It was the one ornament their mother insisted on putting on the tree herself. Memories swirled as Charlotte pictured her mother’s graceful hand placing the ornament on a carefully selected branch, and then the contented smile that formed as she stood back and admired it. She’d then wish her own mother, Charlotte and Oliver’s grandmother, a merry Christmas.
Charlotte plucked the ornament from the tree. “Look what I found,” she said, handing the ornament to her brother. The ornament’s pale blue colour had faded and most of the glued-on sparkles were gone. It was a sad rendition of their mother’s.
“Don’t we have one just like this?”
“Yeah, but Mom’s still has its sparkles.” Charlotte remembered the day she’d taken the ornaments off the tree and packed them away. It was in March while Oliver was at school. He couldn’t stand the thought of taking the tree down—Christmas was their mother’s favourite holiday. But Christmas would never again be a joyous occasion, or even a day they looked forward to. “Her last tree,” Oliver had said, fighting back tears. Sadly, the tree had been nothing but a fire hazard, having long lost most of its needles.
Charlotte returned the faded ornament to where she’d found it, and they shared the bag of chips she’d packed. They played a listless round of checkers and struggled through a game of hearts while they picked at their picnic lunch, each trying to glue together
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A Supernatural Noel
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