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Susanne Schmidt



This one is for the carol singers, 

the cookie bakers and star makers.

To grandmas, and grandpas, 

and all those we remember with joy, 

year after year.
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FOREWORD

	

	A few years ago, while browsing my grandma’s bookshelf, I found a book called Rauhnacht by Franz Kuchler, which details some of the winter-related beliefs and traditions of the Bavarian Forest region where my grandma lived. I found these beliefs both fascinating and alien, but they got my imagination going, and the idea to this series, a horror story set in Germany based on local folklore, began to take shape. In this second book, I finally get to pay hommage to that first spark of inspiration and touch on some of the myths mentioned in that little book.

	Much credit also goes to my mother and grandma, who both fed me a  steady diet of Germanic, Scandinavian, and Slavic fairytales throughout my childhood, a wealth of ideas which I found myself gratefully pulling on as I worked, in particular The Little Match Girl and The Snow Queen, both by Hans Christian Andersen, seem to have been living rent-free in my imagination.

Much of this book ended up being written in the middle of a July heatwave, but I had a lot of fun conjuring a dark fairytale version of a German winter, mixing the bright imagery of Christmas with that of the older, darker tales.

	Like with Bad Grains, I took some liberties with the folklore, and a lot of liberties making up Fels, and I hope you’ll enjoy the result. I’ve kept some German terms to preserve a bit of local flavor. Most should be self-explanatory, but if anything remains unclear, you can find a glossary at the back of the book.




	Thank You for reading,

	Susanne




Triggers: If you’re uncomfortable with mentions of violence, missing children, or death, this isn’t the book for you.


The Rye Mother’s Prophecy




“The price for peace in blood is paid. 

Due, the night of Gilbhart’s moon.

Pay it then, or pay it soon.

Only higher if you wait.




Once Winter’s Gate in darkness lies,

snow will be your only guide.

Warning you: It’s time to hide,

ere the Hunt spills from the skies.”
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Fels is a place where people strive to be as boring and normal as possible. And normally, Fels is the most boring place on Earth. It’s a small town near a bigger town in Middle Franconia, which is in Northern Bavaria, which is in southern Germany—which is to say it’s nowhere near the Alps and nowhere near the sea.

When people in Fels get excited about something, which they don’t, because it’s generally frowned upon, they’ll say: “Not bad, not bad.” Or, if it’s really exceptional: “That’s fine as is.”

If they dislike something, they’ll refer to it as ‘not in order’, or if they mean a person, they’ll regard them as ‘not normal’. Not being normal is the worst, because Felsians will stare at you while clucking at each other.

“That’s just not normal,” one will say.

“No, it’s definitely not normal,” the other will confirm.

If you don’t want to be boring, you’ll have to toe the line. But you should never cross it, because ‘not normal’ means people won’t want to share a desk with you at school. It means you won’t get invited to birthday parties or picked for teams in gym class, and your classmates will smirk at you in the mirrors of the school bathroom and talk behind your back.

I don’t know when exactly I crossed the invisible line into the not-normal. Maybe it clung to me like a disease I brought back from the root world—the eerie monster realm my brother got abducted into last Halloween. Maybe I caught it from the adults in the Strawberry Circle—the secret order that monitors supernatural activity in Fels. Or maybe I chose it when I first went running with Rani—when I decided to do what I wanted, instead of what I had been pretending to like since I started fifth grade at my new school.

However it happened, there’s no turning back. I clean my hands on the towel dispenser, pull down the last bit of the thin fabric before the machine can swallow it, and ignore the snickering girls around me. Can’t believe I used to hang out with them for so many weeks, spending every recess under the staircase where they meet to exchange collectible stickers.

But I have a new best friend now, and Rani waits for me by the classroom building’s exit with its two sets of double doors, built one behind the other, like an airlock on a space ship. A very run-down-looking spaceship with brown carpet from the seventies, and walls painted in a color best described as hardboiled egg. And if we were in a spaceship, Rani would be its daredevil captain, squinting through the glass panels at the grounds outside like they’re an asteroid belt in her path.

“Everything’s frozen over.” She sighs, eager as always to do our daily jog around the school, but the frosty lawn and ice patches on the pavement don’t look good.

I swallow a curse that would definitely get me written up by Herr Calamari, our math teacher, but he hurries past us, oblivious.

Belatedly recognizing Rani and me, he stops.

“You girls better stay in,” he says. “Easy to break a leg out there.”

Rani scowls after him. “Easy to break a leg, girls,” she mimics, grimacing. “No duh, really? What? I’m bad at math, so I don’t have a working brain?”

Luckily, Herr Calamari doesn’t hear her. He’s already through the door, on his way to the teachers’ parking lot. Probably going home, which is totally unfair when we have to stay for four more periods. I mean, he’s the one getting paid, and he chose to be here. If anything, teachers should have to stay longer!

Rani and I finally settle on a compromise and claim a spot between the two sets of doors. The fake-airlock is chilly, but not quite freezing, and pleasantly devoid of sticker girls. Rani snacks on a chocolate bar while I unbox one of Dad’s homemade sandwiches. Cream cheese and cucumber today. I offer half of it to Rani in exchange for a bit of chocolate.

Soon, our conversation turns to our upcoming plans for the Christmas holidays:

“My mom’s finally coming home for a visit,” I say, pretending to be cool about it, though every time I think of seeing Mom, my stomach feels like it’s filled with bubbly water—fizzy and slightly nauseated. “Which means I’ll be super busy from the 23rd. We’ll need to hit the Christmas market before then.”

The Fels Christmas market is run by local organizations like the volunteer firefighters and the parents’ association of my grade school, and is always held during the week before Christmas, ending with a much-anticipated caroling competition on December 23rd. It’s also a great place to stuff yourself with sweets and buy last minute Christmas gifts, so naturally, Rani and I have been looking forward to it all month.

“I’m booked this weekend. My aunt wants to take me clothes shopping in Nordberg.” Rani rolls her eyes. “She says it’s going to be my Christmas present. But, Jo, it’s sooo boring, and I’ll know everything I’m getting.”

“Ugh, the worst,” I agree, though secretly, I envy her for the shopping trip. My aunt lives on a farm in Brandenburg where she pretends to be a homesteader, growing her own food and stuff. The only clothes I could expect to get from her would be ugly, homemade sweaters, which, thankfully, she’s never tried.

I’d love to go shopping with my mom, of course, but by the time she gets here, the stores will be closed for the holidays. Or rather, she’ll be jet-lagged until they are.

“What about Monday?” I ask, nudging us back on topic. “I’ll be in dire need of some fun after the German test.”

“Don’t remind me.” Rani groans. “Definitely could use a reward, after.”

“And the math test isn’t until Wednesday, so we’ll still have time to study.”

“Like that’ll help.” Rani covers her face with her hands. She needs at least a five on the test, which is still a failing grade, but if she gets a four or better in every other subject, she won’t be held back.

“Rani,” I chide. “If you fail the year, I’ll have to deal with the sticker girls all by myself.”

“Poor you! It’s not like my dad would freak out and take away my Zanzan mangas or anything.”

“Then don’t stop, don’t stop studying, study forever, because we’re all in, all in,” I sing to the melody of the Ninja Summoner Zanzan opening, changing the lyrics to suit my own cruel message.

“Agh, no! You’re ruining it! Stop! I’m melting! Jo!!! Don’t use Zanzan against me!” Rani’s elbow hits my side, but she grins from ear to ear, right until I suggest we spend the rest of recess quizzing each other on English vocab.




In the afternoon, I stock up on novels at the book bus. Fels is too small a town to have its own library, so the Nordberg library sends a bus to us every Friday. You always have to remember to go or be stuck without books for an entire week, but at least I only have to walk for a few minutes to get to the bus from our apartment, and they do have a good selection of horror books. I even get my hands on a Goosebumps about yetis. Next week, I’ll be busy with both the German and math exams, but once winter break starts, yetis sound like a perfect read.




In the evening, I head to the Strawberry Circle’s headquarters in the Fels Kulturzentrum, which is located in an old sandstone building just across Main Street from my house. The sidewalks are still frozen, but the ice has been covered in stone chippings, so at least I don’t land flat on my butt while trying to get to the order’s weekly meeting.

My brother’s best friend, Daniel, waits for me in the building’s wood-paneled entrance. Daniel’s mom is from Ghana and has impeccable fashion sense. She’s always worried about him leaving a good impression, so as usual, he is dressed way nicer than everyone else and makes me feel almost shabby. Still, it’s nice to not have to walk the rest of the way alone, traversing hallways that look like they’re from an old hospital, with gray stone floors and green tiles on the walls that reach just above my shoulder.

The choir is practicing for the caroling competition next week, and the sound of their singing, combined with the exhibition the painting class is holding on the ground floor is lending a festive atmosphere to the dreary hallways. The scent of mulled wine wafts through the air, and the sound of muffled voices, talking about brush techniques and color composition, follows us all the way to the building’s narrow basement stairs.

The stone steps leading into darkness look as foreboding as usual. Once again, the light further down the underground hallway is flickering, drenching the staircase in dancing shadows. I swallow hard and descend into the twilight, telling myself the lightbulb is nothing compared to last fall, when Daniel helped me rescue my brother from an ancient grain demon called the rye mother. Just before we escaped her clutches, the rye mother warned us there’d be dire consequences for Fels if she couldn’t eat my brother, and the Strawberry Circle has been extra vigilant in monitoring supernatural occurrences around our town since then.

Ever the knight-in-shining-armor in his imagination, Daniel opens the door to the order’s headquarters and waves me inside. Most of the other members are already milling about, their eyes lighting up as they nod at us politely, coffee cups in hand. Though there are plenty of seats on various assorted pieces of old furniture, none of them are sitting down yet. The room is way too cold to be comfortable. I wish the Kulturzentrum wouldn’t make us turn off the heating whenever the room isn’t in use. I also wish Julian would have brought some hot chocolate or at least, tea, instead of the coffee. But he probably brought the coffee from Cafe Stern where he works as a waiter, and I would feel rude to ask for an extra freebie.

I search the room for Nele, the college student who first introduced me to the order when my brother went missing on Halloween, but I only find her latest sketches abandoned on a table nearby. A shiny pin button sits atop the papers, with a little note that says “Jo”. The button features a hand-drawn sketch of Coco the Windchaser—Rani’s favorite character from Ninja Summoner Zanzan. I smile at the button and turn it this way and that before I put it back on the table. It’s my secret Christmas present for Rani, and I’m so glad Nele got it done in time. Doesn’t look like I’ll get to thank her in person, though.

“Oh, Nele is probably enjoying her Friday night. Too busy to attend a meeting with us old people,” Julian says when I ask after her, though he’s just a few years older than Nele. He must have come here straight from work, because he’s still wearing his black-and-white uniform. He is also into all sorts of witchy stuff, which I’d love to ask him about, but he’s always super busy. (And he makes me feel terribly boring by comparison.)

Daniel and I sit down next to him anyway, on an old sofa, and he and Daniel chat a bit about their last judo practice which Julian coaches. I tune them out and watch Gunnar instead. One of the order’s field agents, he seems to have taken issue with the medieval weapons mounted on one of the walls, and is carefully dusting them down, like a housewife in a commercial. He’s so entranced with the work, he doesn’t realize the meeting has started until Ilona, the chapter’s unofficial leader, clears her throat and sends him scrambling for a seat.

“This will be our final meeting before the solstice on the 21st,” Ilona begins. “If anything supernatural connected to Winter’s Gate is going to occur, it will probably happen then. Though if we’re truly unlucky, the solstice will mark the start of a period of heightened supernatural activity that could last until well into the new year.”

She glances at Sven, a red-bearded giant, who works as Fels’ graveyard keeper. His usual scary appearance undermined by a homemade knitted sweater, Sven nods. His voice remains as cold and grating as ever.

“Most of you are already familiar with the Rauhnächte: the twelve nights between the years, during which our ancestors believed spirits could roam freely across our world, creating winter storms and playing mischief on the humans. We’ve had trouble with supernatural creatures on these nights before, but this year we might see a coordinated attack involving high-level entities or even the Wild Hunt, rather than the usual small-scale mischief.”

“Fantastic,” says Daniel. “So this winter break, I’ll have to deal with my mom’s choral Christmas music obsession, Jo’s weird cravings for horror movies, and evil Christmas elves on top?”

Sven nods. “If it’s any consolation: Jo’s taste in movies will be the least of your worries if something supernatural does make it through that blue gate you guys found.”

“And maybe we could use your mom’s music to scare off the monsters, like in Mars Attacks!” I say. “See? My horror movie obsession is already paying off, Daniel.”

“In that case, you should just sing to the elves as well,” Daniel says. “Or can you hold a tune yet, Jo?”

“Hey, hey, that’s uncalled for,” Sven says with a frown. “And Mars Attacks? Seriously, how do you even know that movie? Aren’t you a little young—?” He sighs and kneads the back of his nose. “Actually, never mind. We’re getting sidetracked, and you’ve officially made me feel old.”

Daniel smirks at me, and I stick out my tongue and make a face at him until Ilona gives us both the stink eye.

“Back to our evil elves,” she says. “These entities might consider anyone who wanders the streets of Fels after dark fair game to injure or even abduct. Unfortunately, Christmas Eve will be one of the affected nights, as is New Year’s Eve.”

Gunnar scoffs. “Felsians love Christmas. Unless you plan to tie them to their heaters, you won’t get them to stay home.”

“Hopefully we won’t have to go that far,” Ilona says. “But you’re right: Midnight masses on Christmas, fireworks on New Year’s—people won’t want to miss either. Which is why we need a plan.”

Daniel and I exchange a worried glance that makes me feel a little better. At least, I can rely on him to keep a level head, even if the adults flake out on us again—like they did with the rye mother.

Diana, the owner of the local bookstore, pushes up her thick-rimmed glasses, looking as owl-like as ever. I’ve known her for years as my mom’s slightly eccentric friend, but she’s also the order’s resident historian, and super knowledgeable about Fels’ more obscure past. In her mind, this town is probably a far less boring place. Because it’s not exactly true that nothing ever happens here—people just tend to forget when the supernatural is involved.

“I’ve been scouring the archives for mentions of the Wild Hunt,” Diana says. “The latest entry I found was from 1879, in a journal written by a former member. Several people disappeared in what was one of the worst winters of the century, though I couldn’t verify the disappearances with any official records.”

“Even if they were in the records, their names would probably just have disappeared—like all my brother’s stuff when the rye mother took him,” I say, trying to ignore the sick and hollow feeling in my stomach.

“Quite possible. Unfortunately, unlike the grain hag, the Wild Hunt won’t just take kids,” Sven says. “If they did, we could prevent the worst by convincing the mayor to impose a curfew after dark. But the Wild Hunt and other winter-related figures like Father Christmas and Krampus all seem to operate around the idea of meting out justice. Whatever is coming our way, it will probably target people who carry some sort of guilt.”

Daniel grins at me. “Uh oh. Better watch out! You’re practically at fault for bringing them here.”

“Weren’t you right there with me?” I shoot back, flailing my hands like an actress in an Indiana Jones movie. “Save me, Jo! I ran into the clearly haunted field and now I can’t get out!”

Ilona lets out a very unladylike snort and turns away, while Daniel blanches. I meet his eyes and let my expression grow serious.

“Besides, I don’t feel guilty for saving Hektor. Do you?”

The anger drains from Daniel’s eyes. He huffs. “No, but I, at least, didn’t offer mushy applesauce sandwiches to the—“

“Let’s stay focused,” Diana says, cutting off our banter. “Our concern should lie with the creatures we’ll be facing now. Some of them follow laws that haven’t been updated since at least the middle ages. They may target people for denying hospitality to strangers, or for refusing alms to beggars. Maybe you wear the wrong shirt, eat the wrong food, or do your laundry on a holy day. Maybe you just take a stroll through the woods on the wrong evening. The winter spirits won’t care that people are ignorant of their rules or that the world has changed, but they will punish the rule breakers.”

Daniel bites his lip, growing pale. Ilona pats his shoulder with an apologetic smile, waiting for Diana to finish her rant before she says,

“Which is why I’m invoking our emergency protocol for the Christmas holidays. Sven, Gunnar, and I will patrol during Christmas Eve, so the rest of you can spend some time with your families. If any of you spot something suspicious, call us immediately.” She sends a sharp glance my way. “And no solo excursions this time!”




The plan doesn’t feel very settled, but Ilona ends the meeting, anyway. No one wants to say it, but we won’t be able to protect Fels like we did on Halloween. Even if we figure out all the rules to follow, we can’t impose them on the rest of the town.

Still, we try to prepare ourselves in our own ways. Julian, Daniel, and I move to the weapons training area with Gunnar Schwarz, an older farmer, who I used to think of as the town drunk, but who is actually the Fels chapter’s only field agent besides Ilona, and currently the unlucky guy who has to teach me self-defense.

The training area is a large room next to our usual meeting room, with a floor covered in hard mats, similar to the ones we use for gym class at school. The ceiling is a little low and confining, but there’s an archery target and even a sandbag.

Julian and Daniel engage in a hand-to-hand combat session almost immediately. They make it look frustratingly easy, probably because Julian has been Daniel’s judo coach for the past three years. At least, that’s what I tell myself whenever I catch Gunnar’s sour expression across the mat from me. He starts to scowl the second I pick up the dull knife he hands me.

“Wrong,” Gunnar mutters, as if it wasn’t already obvious from his pained expression. Then he shows me how to hold the knife yet again, though it seems identical to what I was doing. 

OK, fine. Maybe he grips the handle a bit closer to the tip. 

“Now like this.” He lifts the weapon from my hand and hurls it at the archery target where the knife sticks with a thump. Its hilt shivers itself to stillness. Gunnar arches a doubtful eyebrow.

“Got it, Berger?”

I swallow. “Err—totally.”

What keeps me going is the knowledge that Dad would totally freak out if he realized the folklore studies group from the Kulturzentrum is allowing me anywhere near a knife. Gunnar probably regrets his offer to teach me, but after my run-in with the rye mother, I want to learn to defend myself, at least a little—just in case. Doesn’t make me any less clumsy, unfortunately.

Cheeks aflame, I walk over to the target and remove the knife. Taking up my throwing stance again, I verify that Julian and Daniel are still where they’re supposed to be. But it makes no difference. The moment I sense Gunnar glower over my shoulder, I tense, and the throw goes wide. The knife hits the wall with an ugly scraping sound and clatters to the floor. Behind me, Gunnar sighs.
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