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Chapter 1: The Pet-Shop Raid
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Life on the run was no way to live. But for Zanzarr, it was the only life he’d ever known. Ever since the day he was born, he’d always been on the run. From criminal gangs to cops, it seemed anyone and everyone wanted to chase him down and either catch him or kill him. Today was going to be no different. 

Zanzarr had arrived at the planet Molstem about a week ago and had spent all that time scouting the planet and seeing what it had to offer him. He’d been given a tip-off that Molstem was home to some of the galaxy’s biggest and most exotic pet-shops and that the animals they had to offer would make him so rich that he’d be financially independent for life. It made the alien poacher’s head spin just thinking about it. He could finally live a proper life! With that kind of money he could own his own living space, his own ship, his own servants and he’d never have to worry about paying his bosses back ever again, for he’d be wealthy and influential enough to get them off his back for good. All of this seemed like an impossible dream to Zanzarr, but thanks to this tip-off, it seemed that his luck was finally going to change. 

Molstem was a very beautiful planet. Almost every building on the planet seemed to be made of violet crystals that sparkled whenever the planet’s sun shone in the indigo skies above. It was a popular tourist attraction thanks to its attractive appearance. It was said just stepping onto Molstem was enough to make you want to stay forever. Many came just to admire its crystalline architecture, dazzling theatrical shows and take a trip through the Molstem mines to gape at the dazzling, sparkling crystals that were dug up there more or less every day. It was also known for being the best planet in the galaxy to buy pets. Molstem pet-shops had the kind of pets no other planet could provide, and they were species that were popular to own as pets. If it wasn’t crystal mining that provided much of Molstem’s economy, it was their pet-shops. Zanzarr was going to be their next customer, albeit in a way in where he would be making all the money. He’d mingled with the crowd, pretending he was a tourist on holiday that wanted to explore the planet before he went for home. He’d used a holographic disguise emitter to change the colour of his skin so that he wouldn’t be recognized, and had also put on different clothes to further hide his true appearance. In the week he’d spent there, he’d taken photographs of all the different pet-shops and during the night, he would sneak in and take photographs of the pets they had to offer. He’d wanted to see which shop would have the most valuable pets he could steal. Molstem had a lot of pet-shops, so it had been a busy week for him. In the end, he’d settled on the planet’s biggest pet-shop of all, The Molstem Pet Sanctuary. It was huge, easily dwarfing every building around it. It was so big that Zanzarr would’ve thought it was some kind of storage facility rather than a pet-shop. He could imagine someone parking their ship in there and there’d still be room for others. When visiting The Molstem Pet Sanctuary, Zanzarr had seen all kinds of creatures for sale here. Some of the pets here were rare species and they had high prices on their heads. He knew this place was the perfect target. Here was where he was going to make his fortune. 

Zanzarr was a Gorgion, a species native to the planet Gorgio. Gorgions were easily recognizable thanks to their grey skin, lanky bodies, pointed heads and large tusks that protruded from their jaws. They also had four red eyes, three fingered hands and two-toed feet. Zanzarr dressed in a grey uniform with golden shoulder pads, a bladed gauntlet on his right arm, a chunky gauntlet covered with buttons on his left arm, ripped trousers that stopped just above his calves and two holsters each carrying a laser gun that he wielded to great effect. Zanzarr was fast and agile, which helped when you were a criminal trying to avoid the cops at all times, and he was a sharp shooter. With tonight’s job, he hoped he wouldn’t need his guns. If all went well, he’d be straight in and out with the prized pets that would make him rich.

The moment night had fallen, Zanzarr made his move. The lanky alien climbed up onto the pet-shop’s roof and positioned himself above one of the windows that allowed moonlight to creep into the shop. Like all windows on Molstem, it was made of diamond glass, the toughest kind of glass. Zanzarr sneered, thinking it was funny that these morons thought that would keep him out of the shop. He pressed a button on his left gauntlet and a small drone hovered over the window. The drone was small, box-shaped and had a pair of propellers on either side for flying. Zanzarr commanded the drone to fire a searing hot laser that melted through the glass in seconds and carve a hole into it just large enough for him to fit through. Then he used the drone to catch the chunk of glass with a plunger to stop it falling down. If it crashed down to the floor, it would only alert everybody. The drone carried the carved-out glass away and Zanzarr lowered himself down through the hole. He didn’t have to worry about the drop. Gorgions had very tough bodies and could fall from great distances without injury. He dropped down into the shop, landing surprisingly quietly. He grinned to himself. He was in! Now to help himself to the goods. Zanzarr kept his head down low and crept around quietly just in case any guards were on patrol. During his research, he’d seen the guards and had worked out their shifts. The night shift usually had about ten guards patrolling the shop and watching over the pets. Luckily for him, it was very dark in the shop, so he had plenty of shadows to hide in. This particular area didn’t seem to have anyone patrolling for the moment. Still, Zanzarr knew he wouldn’t be alone forever. He moved quickly, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. He came across his first prize. There was an enclosure containing a huge six-legged amphibian creature with a long tail and a small, round head. This was one of the pets he was after. This particular species was said to be so rare that just one of these would reward Zanzarr a staggering 2,000,000 credits. He would start with this one and then come for another. Grinning excitedly, Zanzarr pressed a button on his left gauntlet again and the same drone that had carved a hole in the roof window flew beside him. It prepared to fire its laser and carve a hole in the animal’s enclosure. The creature glanced up at Zanzarr suspiciously as if curious who he was and what he was up to. 

But the alien poacher never got the chance to seize his prize. Just as the drone fired its laser, the lights suddenly flicked on and Zanzarr found himself squinting as night seemed to become day in an instant. His four eyes winced and he turned around just in time to see a squadron of aliens all dressed in police uniform filing into the shop. The pets cowered in the corners of their cages and enclosures, frightened by the sudden noise. Zanzarr stood there incredulously at all the policeman surrounding him. How did they know he was here?! He’d kept a low profile all week, so they couldn’t possibly know he was here on Molstem! The police pointed their guns at the Gorgion. The message was clear: hands up or we’ll shoot. Zanzarr placed his hands behind his head and glared at the policemen. His chances of becoming financially independent for life were all going down the drain! He wasn’t at all surprised to see one familiar face among the sea of officers pointing guns at him. The officer stepped forward, gesturing for the others to stand back and she would take it from here. Zanzarr gave the officer a sarcastic smile. This one was female, and clearly in no mood for any funny business.

“Well, well, well, if it ain’t old fish face again!” Zanzarr sneered in a raspy voice, “Gone and chased me all the way out here? One would think you have a thing for me or something!”

“Save it, criminal scum.” the policewoman snapped “I’ve finally got you and there’s no way you’re getting away from me this time. In the name of the Intergalactic Police Force, I place you under arrest, Zanzarr!”

The policewoman was a Dolphion, a mostly aquatic species that came from a planet covered entirely in water. True to their name, they bore a striking resemblance to dolphins, complete with blue skin, white underbelly, a long tail with two fins at the tip, a dorsal fin on their backs and a bottlenose. The big difference was that Dolphions had arms and legs, webbed hands and webbed feet and they could operate just as well on land as in water. The policewoman was dressed in a dark blue uniform with an armoured vest, shoulder pads, utility belt, knee pads and a helmet with an adjustable visor. She carried a laser gun in a holster on her right thigh and a trident she used for close combat on her back. Tridents were traditional weapons on her planet and she carried her’s with pride. But the woman didn’t need it, not when she had Zanzarr in the palm of her hands. 

“How did you know I was here, Merrin?” Zanzarr demanded. 

“Your tip-off tipped us off.” Merrin crowed, “We asked for information on your whereabouts, and upon seeing the very generous bounty we were offering for your capture, he brought us to Molstem. Once we knew you were on the planet, we kept a close eye on all the pet-shops to see which one you’d go for. As luck would have it, you picked this one, which I anticipated. You do have a rather bad habit of picking the biggest places to steal from, after all.” she taunted.  

Zanzarr’s four eyes narrowed into a vicious scowl of rage. If he got out of this and remained out of Merrin’s clutches, he was going to make that guy pay for double-crossing him! He imagined that Merrin and the Molstem police had been watching the shop secretly and had mobilized the moment they spotted him breaking in.

“Well-played.” Zanzarr said begrudgingly, “I shouldn’t have expected it would be as easy as that.”

“It was unlucky for you your contact saw our reward, otherwise he may not have turned on you.” Merrin crowed, “As they say, criminals don’t have friends, and that is why we always catch them in the end. Now come along, there’s a nice comfortable cell with your name on it back at headquarters.

She took out a pair of handcuffs from a pouch on her left thigh and walked towards the alien criminal. But Zanzarr wasn’t going to let himself get arrested so easily. His hands were behind his head, so nobody had seen him reach out with a long finger and press a button on his gauntlet again. As he pressed this button, the drone suddenly shot up from behind him and hovered above his head. At the same time, Zanzarr closed his eyes. Merrin saw this and threw herself onto the floor, expecting the drone to self-destruct. Instead, the drone suddenly let out an explosion of light so bright that it made everyone feel like their eyes were being incinerated. It was a contingency plan that Zanzarr carried with him on every job. His drone would carry some sort of gadget that would allow him to incapacitate his enemies for a while. He changed it up every time so the cops never knew what to expect with him. This time, the drone had been fitted with a flash grenade that had caused the light. The officers reeled back in anguish. Merrin was down on the floor, so she hadn’t been hit. Now nobody could see, Zanzarr made his getaway. He sprinted towards the doors and stabbed at another button on his gauntlet. This one called his own personal ship, a powerful vessel that he’d stolen from another criminal years ago, and was a handy way for him to make a quick getaway. Merrin leapt to her feet and drew out her trident. She swiped it at Zanzarr, just missing his legs by centimetres as he dodged the attack. Zanzarr deployed a blade from his right gauntlet and parried her trident strikes. The two exchanged blows with each other until Merrin spun around and butted Zanzarr in the stomach with the trident. Zanzarr doubled over and cried out as Merrin followed up by swinging the butt of the trident into his chin. The alien poacher was hurt, but he shook the pain off. Gorgions were quite resilient and it would take a lot more than that to hurt him. He lashed out and caught the trident as Merrin tried to slam it into the side of his head. He wrestled the weapon out of Merrin’s hands, tripped her up with a kick to the legs and then stabbed down with the trident. But he wasn’t aiming to kill the officer. He’d used the trident to pin her to the floor with the prongs stapling her head in place. Now Merrin couldn’t move, Zanzarr continued his getaway. The Gorgion made it outside and leapt up into the air just as his ship came around the corner. The ship was huge and shaped like a disc, which gave it a very classical UFO appearance. It was red in colour and had green windows. Zanzarr sailed through the air as if a spring had activated in his legs and landed on the nose of his ship. Merrin had been freed by a couple of officers pulling the trident out for her and she made it outside just in time to see Zanzarr open up the cockpit window and climb in. Her webbed hands clenched furiously. She was the most successful cop in the IPF! She wasn’t going to let this four-eyed cretin ruin her spotless record!

“Flee all you want you coward!” Merrin roared, “I’ll catch you eventually, mark my words!”

“Officer Merrin, stand down!” cried one of the officers, “We must remain at the crime scene!”

“No chance! I’m not letting him get away again!” Merrin snapped.

“Then don’t go alone! You need more officers to back you up in the chase!” the officer protested.

But the Dolphion was in no mood to wait for backup. As Zanzarr prepared to take off, Merrin ran over to her own ship and prepared to chase after him. She always parked her ship near a crime scene in case her targets tried making a quick getaway and she had to give chase. Her ship was long and slender, looking more like a flying submarine than a spaceship. It was built to fly through space and go underwater, meaning that no criminal in her sights could escape from her. In the air, on the ground or in the water, she would be able to follow. Both ships took off with Zanzarr up ahead and Merrin following close by. They shot into the sky, leaving the beautiful crystalline planet behind them and soaring off as the intergalactic cat and mouse game began again. Zanzarr knew Merrin was tailing him. His ship’s scanners could detect her vessel close behind. He wrenched the controls forward, activating his ship’s thrusters and catapulting it to top speed in seconds. He was furious. All that planning, all that scouting, all for nothing! Here he was again, on the run and having to avoid Merrin for the millionth time! He would pick his contacts more carefully if he managed to escape this time. 

“This job was gonna make me richer than I’d ever been in my life!” Zanzarr wailed, “And instead, I’m fleeing for my freedom again! If I get my hands on that guy who ratted me out, I’ll rip him to pieces!”

But that could wait. For now, he had to focus on getting away from Merrin. He would have to lay low again for a while and once the cops were off his trail, he would look for another job, preferably one where he wouldn’t get sold out to the cops again...
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Chapter 2: Christmas Shopping
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Ruby Silverlock stood in the middle of the court as she and her opponent stared each other down and prepared to conclude their game. It was another Saturday at the Galarsfield Leisure Centre for her, and that meant another basketball game with her friends. 

It was hard to believe for the fifteen-year-old girl that this crazy year was almost over. Christmas was looming and she began to wonder what the New Year would bring...could there be any more surprises after the year she’d had? Firstly discovering that she had a protection spell on her, thus giving her a direct connection to magic, despite not knowing who had placed the spell on her in the first place. Then after that, she’d discovered that magic, the supernatural and otherworldly creatures were real, and she’d also discovered there was a whole organization devoted to exploring the supernatural that she and her two sisters had become a part of. And if that wasn’t enough, she and her friends and family had taken down an evil dragon creature that had been revived by an insane cult who wanted to destroy the world, and said dragon had declared that she and her sisters were descended from a mysterious wizard named Amadeus. And all of this had been over the span of the Summer and Autumn! Ruby half-expected the Winter season to be just as crazy. What would the New Year bring for Ruby and her family? That thought wasn’t on her mind for now though, she had a game to win.

Ruby’s team were playing against another group of teens that regularly attended the Galarsfield Leisure Centre. Ruby knew most of the players and while she wasn’t friends with any of them, she got on with them well enough, and enjoyed playing against them. Her teammates Maisy, Sarah, Mae and Paula felt the same way. The five girls and a few boys made up one team while all the other teens made up the other. The game had started about fifty minutes ago, and now there were only ten minutes left until it was over. So far, the scores were tied with both teams having scored thirty points each. The next ten minutes would either decide a victor or end the game in a draw. Ruby’s sisters, Emerald and Sapphire, were watching on the sidelines, as was Paula’s boyfriend Jack. Emerald clenched her fists with a mixture of excitement and anxiety. 

“Do you think Ruby’s team can win this?” she asked.

“It’s been super close.” Sapphire said uncertainly, “If you ask me, it could go either way.”

“I’m sure the girls have been saving their strength for the last few minutes.” Jack said confidently, “Just watch, they’ll spring a last-minute surprise on us all. You’ll see.”

Emerald and Sapphire felt less tense upon hearing that. They could see why Paula dated this boy. Jack’s enthusiasm and laidback nature made him easy to get on with. All eyes were on the players as the coach, Dave Winters, threw the ball into the air and blew his whistle. The game had restarted and Ruby was already up in the air reaching for the ball the moment Dave had given the signal. Her opponent leapt up after her. He was a boy named Kaleb and was about the same age as Ruby. He was the leader of the opposing team and despite his friendly demeanour, he and Ruby had a slight rivalry going on. There was nothing antagonistic about it, just some good-natured ribbing where they’d tease one another about who was best and shake hands about it when the game was over. Kaleb reached the ball first, smacking it away before Ruby could seize it. The ball bounced on the floor towards one of his teammates, but Sarah intercepted and caught the ball first. She passed to Mae, who dribbled the ball across the court towards the opposing team’s net. One of Kaleb’s teammates blocked her path and Mae was forced to pass the ball before she could try to take it from her. Paula caught the ball and made the shot. Her aim had been slightly off and the ball didn’t go through the hoop. It bounced off the side and fell back down to the floor. Kaleb caught the ball and made his way towards the other goal. Ruby chased after him. 

“There’s only going to be one winner today, and that’s my team!” Kaleb teased.

“In your dreams Kay!” Ruby heckled back, “We’re going to get this win!”

She manoeuvred in front of Kaleb, blocking his path. Kaleb tried to find a way past Ruby, but she gave him no opening. He then tried to pass, but Ruby lashed out with her hand at the last second, catching the ball and causing Kaleb’s pass to go awry. Maisy caught it and the red-haired girl dribbled across the court, weaving around Kaleb’s team with ease. Emerald and Sapphire cheered for Ruby’s team. It looked as if they were going to finish with a win! Maisy prepared to take the shot, but two boys on Kaleb’s team blocked her way. Seeing no opening, Maisy passed to a boy on her team. He caught it and he passed over to Ruby before Kaleb’s team had any time to register where the ball was going. Ruby caught it and then with a mighty leap, she made the shot. Her aim was perfect and the ball went straight through the hoop, giving her team another three points. Emerald, Sapphire and Jack all cheered for Ruby’s team. The game continued, but it was clear that nobody else was going to score any more points in this game. Both sides tackled and passed and dribbled all over the court in an attempt to make another shot, only for Dave to suddenly blow the whistle for time. 

“And that’s the game!” he thundered, “Team 1 wins 33-30!” 

“Hooray! Way to go team, we smashed it!” Ruby cheered excitedly. 

“Was there ever any doubt?” Maisy said casually.

Everyone cheered and high-fived one another for the brilliant win. Kaleb’s team was disappointed, but they clapped for the opposing team in a gesture of good sportsmanship. Kaleb and Ruby shook hands and gave each other a smile of respect. 

“Good match.” Kaleb complimented, “You and your mates never fail to keep us on our toes!”

“Same for you.” Ruby praised, “You always give us a good match. I look forward to our next game.”

“You shouldn’t, because next time I’ll thrash you!” Kaleb jeered.

“You wish!” Ruby taunted. 

“Aye caramba, they just can’t help riling each other up, can they?” Sarah giggled. 

“Nothing wrong with a little healthy competition between rivals to keep the game interesting, I guess.” Mae said with a shrug.

“Och aye, at least they’re not constantly tryin’ ta destroy each other and break each other’s faces.” Paula joked, “That’d be takin’ it a wee bit far!”

That made everyone giggle. Now the game was over, the session at Galarsfield Leisure Centre was concluded, and the teens could all go home. Ruby didn’t want to leave just yet as she’d promised her teammates they could hang out and have a drink together after practice was done. She’d also invited Emerald and Sapphire to join them, and Paula had invited Jack to come as well. The leisure centre had its own café and most players liked to go there after their sessions for drinks and snacks to reenergize themselves after so much physical activity. The teens went there now and sat at a round table together. Ruby, Maisy, Mae, Sarah and Paula all ordered sodas while Emerald ordered a milkshake and Sapphire ordered a tea. Jack ordered orange juice. He wasn’t keen on fizzy drinks or milkshakes and much preferred his beverages fruity. He sat next to Paula as she sipped her glass of lemonade. Jack was slightly shorter than Paula was and compared to her, he was leaner and not as muscular. He had brown hair and often liked to wear a red scarf around his neck, even if it wasn’t a particularly cold day. Paula thought it made him look cute. 

“What did I tell ya? They sprung a last-minute surprise and won! Just as I knew they would!” he said gleefully.

“Ya say that as if ya knew it would happen.” Paula scoffed, “Next thing you’ll be telling everyone here that ya can see into the future.”

“Well I CAN see a future where me and you finally tie the knot. Does that count?” Jack said with a flirtatious smile on his handsome face. 

“I sure hope that’s our future you cute little scallywag.” Paula purred, playfully pinching his cheek. 

Jack chuckled impishly and gave Paula a kiss on the lips. The other girls smiled in awe at the romantic scene before them. 

“They really are cute together.” Ruby sighed.

“They sure are!” Emerald agreed, “Oh I can just imagine it now: they’ll grow up and get married and have lots of beautiful babies between them!” she simpered, her face practically glowing at such a thought.

An awkward silence befell the table. Jack and Paula’s faces turned red and they coughed sheepishly. Emerald put her hands to her mouth in shock. She hadn’t meant to upset anyone.

“Oh no, d-d-did I s-say something wrong?” she asked anxiously.

“To be honest, yes, that comment was a little inappropriate.” Ruby said tightly, “I swear at times, someone needs to install a filter on you.”
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Please don’t be mad!” Emerald begged, “I didn’t mean to...”
“Oh away with ya lassie, we know ya dinnae mean any harm.” Paula dismissed, “Ya cannae help it if yer a hopeless romantic. Still, it IS a nice thought now ya mention it...” she added teasingly, which only made Jack blush even more.

“C-c-can w-we just d-drop this whole thing before it gets any more awkward?” he said frantically.

“No problem.” Maisy said brightly, “I’ve got something less awkward to talk about. Ruby, what do you think you and your sisters will be in for when next year comes?” she asked.

It didn’t surprise the silver-haired girl that Maisy had asked that question. Ruby’s teammates were the only people outside of her family that knew about her strange gift, her connection to Rimor and everything she’d been through this year. Ruby put a finger to her lips in thought. Her mind had been focused on the game back then, so she hadn’t really been thinking about the future. She ran a hand through her beautiful silver hair.

“I suppose more work with Rimor as we continue our supernatural explorations?” she guessed, “I have no idea what we’re in for. Given how crazy this year’s been, I feel like anything can happen!”

“You’re telling me, amigo!” Sarah exclaimed, “I still cannot believe you three fought a dragon! And LIVED no less! You can’t get any crazier than that!”

Ruby wasn’t sure she disagreed. It would be hard to top fighting a dragon. She noticed Sapphire grimace as Sarah mentioned it. Although it had been weeks since Gorochen’s defeat, it still made Sapphire uneasy to even so much as hear the word “dragon” since she’d nearly been killed in order to revive the Dragon Master in the first place. Anytime Sapphire got undressed, she felt this compulsive need to check her back just to make sure the dragon tattoo hadn’t returned. Sapphire had even thrown out any books about dragons she used to have on her bookshelf, determined never to be reminded about them again.  Ruby and Emerald had tried to reassure her that she didn’t have to worry, but it hadn’t been easy convincing her of this. 

“I hope you find out who gave you your protection spell.” Mae said kindly, “I imagine it must be harrowing knowing you have this gift but not knowing who gave it to you.”

“Believe me Mae, nobody wants to know that more than I do.” Ruby murmured, “I like to think there’s some wizard or witch watching over me like a guardian angel and protecting me from the threats of the world.”

“Speaking of, those evil hunter guys aren’t still after you, are they?” Maisy asked anxiously. 

“Nope. They called off the hunt after I saved their leader’s life and Sapphire saved the leader’s daughter’s life, so he’s extra grateful.” Ruby informed, “We just have to keep proving our magic is good and they’ll leave us alone.”

“I’m still scared of Alice.” Emerald whimpered, “I’m worried she’ll try and kill me again next time we see her...”

Sapphire shook her head.

“I don’t think so Em. She’s changed and she was clearly regretful over her actions. I doubt she’ll gun for you again.” the blue-haired girl reassured her younger sibling. 

Emerald wanted to believe Sapphire, but it was hard for her to forget the cruelty in Alice’s eyes and how coldly she’d attempt to murder her back in Norway. It was a face she’d never forget and even if Alice had changed, it wouldn’t change the fact she’d still tried to kill her. 

“Well whatever the New Year brings, I wish for it to be a successful one for all three of you.” Jack said kindly, “I hope you’ll all find what you’re looking for.”

Ruby, Emerald and Sapphire beamed with appreciation at the boy’s kind words.

“Thanks Jack. I hope we will too.” Ruby said brightly, “For now, we’ve still got the rest of December to get through. We’re planning to finish our Christmas shopping this week, so we may be a little busy.”

_____________________________________________

The very next day, Ruby and her sisters found themselves heading out into Galarsfield Town Centre to finish their Christmas shopping. To the Silverlock family, there were few things in the world that looked as pretty and wholesome as Galarsfield at Christmas time. It was like the whole place transformed into some colourful fantasyland where everybody could mingle together peacefully and enjoy the sights. Galarsfield Town Centre was the best place for the locals to do their shopping. There were plenty of shops to visit and they had a shop for just about anyone. From book shops to game shops to toy shops to clothes shops and much more, it was the Silverlock family’s go-to place for Christmas shopping every December. Usually, they would do their shopping earlier, about early November time, but they’d fallen behind a little due to their strict training regimen with Rimor and on at least two occasions, they’d found an otherworldly creature they’d needed to send home before the hunters tracked it down. This week had been their quietest yet, so they’d seized their chance. Due to it being Sunday, a lot of the shops had opened later, so they’d had to wait a little longer before they’d set off. The family arrived at Galarsfield Town Centre, all of them dressed in winter coats and scarves to keep them warm against the bitter cold. If they had come during the evening, they’d have gotten to see the town centre alight with all the Christmas lights that were hung up on shop fronts and street lamps everywhere. Even without the lights, there was an overall pleasant atmosphere in the town centre with the Christmas season in full swing. Emerald took a moment to marvel at the huge Christmas tree that always stood in the middle of the centre. It was a beautiful sight with its large red and gold baubles, twinkling silver star on top and sparkling tinsel. Ruby always wondered how long it took to put up and decorate every year. There were people in Santa costumes ringing bells and collecting for charity. Many of the shops had hung up decorations and some had put up their own trees to get into the festive spirit. Sights like this were why the Silverlock family loved roaming through the town centre at this time of year. The feeling of Christmas just seemed to bring joy and merriment no matter where in the world you lived. 

“I wish it could look like this all year round.” Emerald lamented, “It’s so much prettier like this.”

“True, but if it was like this all the time, it wouldn’t be so special anymore, would it love?” said her mother, Annie Silverlock. 

“My dad was always telling me that the reason Christmas is so special is precisely because of how it’s a once-a-year thing.” Annie’s husband, Michael, put in, “I know I’d probably have gotten tired of Christmas if it was every day. I also know my poor wallet would be begging for it to end!” he chortled. 

The family chuckled. 

“Have you got any ideas on a present for Karim?” Annie asked, looking at Ruby.
“I could get him Pokémon cards again, but I feel like I’ve done that enough times already.” Ruby said dismissively, “I want to surprise him, find something new for him this time.”
“What else does he like?” Sapphire asked. 

“I remember Idris once said he plays Dungeons and Dragons with his cousins. Maybe I could get him a Dungeons and Dragons set?” Ruby suggested. 

“Or you could give him a great big snog under the mistletoe. I think he’d LOVE that kind of present!” Emerald teased, grinning impishly.

“Don’t you start you little gremlin.” Ruby grumbled, blushing bright pink, “Besides, I’d have said that’s more a gift YOU could give Tony instead.” she sneered. 

Now it was Emerald’s turn to blush. She looked away shyly. 

“That’s enough you two.” Annie said firmly, “Although now you mention it, do you know what you want to get for Tony?” she asked, looking to Emerald.

“I’m still choosing.” Emerald said thoughtfully, “I have some ideas, but it’s hard to pick one. It helps he’s so easy to please, so no matter what I give him, he’ll like it anyway.”

The family nodded agreeably. In all the time they’d known Tony, they’d never once heard him show ingratitude for a present. They could give him a pair of socks and he’d act like it was the greatest gift he’d ever received. As Emerald mulled over her options, she toyed with the blue bracelet with green beads she wore on her right wrist. Tony had given her that as a thank you present for saving his life in Norway. Since then, she’d never stopped wearing it, only ever taking it off whenever she had a bath, went swimming or went to bed. To her, wearing the bracelet was like Tony was with her everywhere she went. She couldn’t be more grateful to have her best friend still in her life. Without the Staff of Wishes, this could’ve well been Tony’s last Christmas. As the girl in green thought about this, she suddenly saw a flash of brown hair in the corner of her eye. Emerald turned and gasped as, of all the coincidences to occur, Tony Summers was just walking by! It was as if her very thoughts had magically caused him to appear. She could recognize his bright blue eyes and handsome face from anywhere. He was walking with his parents, Marcus and Caroline Summers, and they had armfuls of shopping bags between them. It was clear they’d been busy with their shopping. Like the Silverlock family, they were also buried under thick winter coats and scarves and Tony also had a woolly hat on. He was very sensitive to the cold, so he always layered up the most during winter. The polite side of Emerald wanted to leave the family alone and not hold them up, but the excitable side of Emerald overruled her and the brunette girl quickly sprinted up towards the Summers family before anyone had time to stop her. She was tempted to hug Tony, but forced herself to keep her hands off as she didn’t want to make him drop anything. Instead, she just waved and grinned at him gleefully.
“Hi Tony!” she said sweetly.
“Well if it isn’t my little gem!” Tony said jovially, “I didn’t think we’d run into each other out here. You and your family Christmas shopping too?”

“Oh yes, we just arrived and were deciding on what shops to visit.” Emerald answered, “You three look like you’ve been busy.” she acknowledged.

“Oh we have, pet!” Caroline chortled, “We had a lot of gifts to get today! I’m hoping we’ve done everyone at last.”

“Did you get a gift for me, by any chance?” Emerald asked mischievously. 

Tony smirked.

“Now little gem, you know I can’t answer that.” he retorted.  

“You don’t have to tell me what it is, you can just say if you’ve got a gift for me or not.” Emerald said cheekily. 

“You’ll find out on Christmas Day little gem.” Tony teased. 

“Bums.” Emerald said indignantly. 

Ruby, Sapphire, Annie and Michael came over to the Summers family. They all quickly greeted each other. It had been a while since the two families had met up like this outside of work with Rimor.  

“Goodness, you all look like you’ve got a lot of shopping there.” Annie acknowledged, “If you need any help, we’ll help you carry this all back to your car.”

“No dear, that’s quite alright.” Marcus said kindly, “We can manage. Besides, we don’t want to hold you five up. You’ve got Christmas shopping to do as well, right?”

“We can spare a minute if you really need us.” Michael insisted. 

“That’s very kind of you, but we really don’t need any help, thank you.” Caroline said appreciatively, “You get on with your shopping and don’t fuss about us.” 

“Alright then, we’ll let you be on your way.” Annie accepted, “Take care and we’ll see you all at Mr. Hopper’s house on Christmas Day.”

“You sure will.” Marcus said brightly, “We’re looking forward to that.”

Idris had decided to make Christmas extra special for his son this year, so he’d personally invited the Silverlock, Summers and Cooper families to join them for Christmas dinner this year. All three families had been eager to accept the invitation. For the Cooper family, it would be a very special day for them as Jaime had missed out on their last two Christmases as a family thanks to the Children of Gorochen abducting him. Sapphire still remembered the glee on Selina’s face when she’d gushed about how Christmas was going to be worth celebrating again now Jaime was here to celebrate it with her. Ruby and Emerald saw this invitation as a chance to spend more time with Karim and Tony respectively and were equally as excited. Christmas Day with the Hopper family was going to be a very special occasion for everyone.

“Bye Tony!” Emerald said sweetly, “I hope you get lots of lovely gifts this Christmas!”

“I’m sure I will, little gem. But none will top the gift you gave me back in Norway.” Tony said softly. 

Emerald smiled with pleasure. She didn’t need Tony to explain himself, it was clear what he meant. Ruby and Sapphire took in the loving gaze on Tony’s eyes and grinned at each other. They were sure they could guess what Tony was going to give Emerald this year. The Silverlock family waved to the Summers family as they headed back to their car to pack up their shopping. Once they’d left, the Silverlock family carried on throughout the town centre. As they walked, Emerald smiled to herself and held her hands over her heart. 

“You know, it’s moments like this that remind me how incredible it is that Tony’s still here and still in our lives.” she murmured, “If it hadn’t been for me...well, we all know.” 

Ruby patted Emerald on the shoulder.

“I’m sure Tony’s thinking the same thing, Em.” she said gently, “I imagine every day he wakes up in the morning, the first thing he does is thank you for the fact he’s still alive. I bet even Santa Claus is thinking “How the heck do I top a gift like that?” as he’s filling up his present sack this year!” she joked.

Emerald and Sapphire laughed out loud. 

“All I can say is that we’re in for the best Christmas ever, and I can NOT wait for it!” Ruby said, her voice giddy with excitement. 

“We’re going to have so much fun!” Emerald agreed. 

“Especially with Karim, Tony, Selina and Jaime joining us.” Sapphire put in.

The whole family nodded in agreement. This Christmas was one that they knew they couldn’t miss. They were in for a great time and although it was a few weeks away, Christmas would be here in no time. But little did either of them know, this Christmas was going to be an unforgettable experience, and not in a way any of them could’ve expected...
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