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 Introduction

 


 


Eleven years of blogging.
Countless book reviews and essays. And nearly 300 pieces of flash
fiction, and that doesn’t count the drabbles of 100 words or less.
That’s the legacy of “now that you’re published, you need to start
a blog.”

Over those eleven years, I have
written hundreds of thousands of words of fiction that I shared
with anyone who cared to read them, then left to languish. This
book represents the first of several planned volumes that bring
together some of my best (or favorite) shorts, re-edited and
polished.

Christmas stories haven’t been a
large feature of the blog since the holiday comes only once a year,
but research revealed a number of stories of wildly differing
genres, several of them humorous, others heart-warming, and at
least one decidedly chilling. Two of the stories feature favorite
characters from my middle-grade novels, including the Ninja
Librarian. Another stars Xavier Xanthum, a useful sort of character
for A to Z challenges. The collection is anchored by the longer
story of “Halitor at Midwinter,” featuring the lead character from
my middle grade fantasy novel, Halitor the Hero.

From beginning to end, I hope this
book offers a bit of holiday fun more satisfying than a candy cane,
and with fewer calories. Sit back, light the fire, and enjoy these
seven stories, while the snow (real or imagined) falls and the
pitter-patter of reindeer feet is heard on the roof.

 


###


Halitor at Midwinter


Halitor the Hero stared into his
fire, shivered, and heaved a sigh that came from the very soles of
his ice-crusted boots. He was remembering the previous Midwinter,
when he’d been warm and well-fed. Snow had been falling, just as it
did now outside his poor shelter, but he’d been inside Alcedor
Castle with Melly and the king and all the court. There had been
enough people and enough fires there to make even a drafty old
castle warm.

Now it was Midwinter’s Eve again,
and he was alone and cold, and about to cry.

Midwinter’s Eve, when everyone
gathered with family and friends and celebrated the return of the
sun—or celebrated to ensure the sun would return. Some said the
parties determined how the year would come out, and that was the
reason everyone had to gather for the holiday. Many believed that
only a really good party could ensure a good year to
follow.

Halitor really hoped that wasn’t
true. If it was, he was probably ruining the year for scores of
people, not to mention himself. And he was supposed to be a Hero
(Halitor always thought of it that way, with a capital H like a
royal title, thanks to an excessive devotion to The Hero’s Guide
to Battles, Rescues, and the Slaying of Monsters). He was
supposed to make peoples’ lives better, not worse.

Halitor poked the fire with
unnecessary vigor, dodged back to avoid the sparks he set loose,
added another stick, and huddled closer as the flames settled down.
His horse moved up as well, retreating from the mouth of the
shallow cave where they had made camp, to share the warmth of the
fire. The animal didn’t think much of any quest that went on all
winter. Halitor was beginning to dislike it himself. But he had
vowed he wouldn’t return to Alcedor until he had proven himself
something more than a bumbler. To make it worse, he’d also vowed he
would visit the Ice Castle, the vast mountain that formed the top
of the world.

So here he was in a cold, dark
cave on Midwinter’s Eve, and there was nothing to be done but
endure it. At least he’d had sense enough to know he couldn’t go to
the Ice Castle in winter. The thought offered small consolation as
an icy wind shook the fire and chilled his back.

“Come on in, Nightwind,” Halitor
told his horse. “Maybe if I make your life a little better tonight
it will keep the bad luck away. If I’d been smart, I’d have given
up my quest and gone back to the castle for Midwinter.” The horse
snorted. She knew as well as Halitor that they had traveled much
too far to return for the holiday. And a vow was sacred. Halitor,
determined that for the first time in his life he would succeed at
something, could not give up. Winter was just part of life, and a
Hero had to endure whatever the road brought him.

Besides, he reminded himself,
along the way he had managed to do some good. He’d rescued a family
from ogres, and arrived at an isolated farm in time to help put out
a fire that threatened house and barn. He steered his thoughts away
from some less heroic events. It was those events that kept him
awake at night, or at least, kept him awake on those nights when he
wasn’t half frozen. Tonight, it would be the winter that kept him
awake, as it had for many nights previously. Shaking with cold, he
wrapped his blanket about himself more tightly.

Halitor’s roaming had brought him
to the sparsely populated lands in the farthest mountains of
Kargor, and he had strayed a lot higher into those mountains than
he’d meant to. The winter weather that was uncomfortable on the
plains below was miserable so high up. Halitor might have shed a
tear or two over his failures and his cold hands and feet, but he
didn’t want the tears to freeze on his face. Instead, he decided to
be practical.

Rummaging through his saddlebags,
Halitor extracted a bag of beans and poured the last handful into
the pot of water heating over his fire. He’d had no luck hunting,
not for days. Animals had more sense than to be out in this
weather, unlike would-be Heroes. His dinner would be another pot of
watery bean soup, which would take forever to cook. If it was like
the last three nights, he would lose patience before the beans were
truly cooked, and crunch his way through an unpalatable mess. While
he waited, he could gnaw his last bit of stale and half-frozen
bread. And if he didn’t find a village in the morning, he would eat
nothing on Midwinter itself. Some feast-day! Halitor sighed, then
tried to smile.

After all, he’d known worse.
There’d been that time he’d ventured into the Great Southern Desert
in pursuit of a dragon that was supposed to have stolen a Fair
Maiden (Halitor did tend to think in capitals). Not only had he
nearly died of the heat and lack of water, but the whole thing had
turned out to be a fake, a joke at the expense of the gullible
young stranger. That had burned him as badly as the unforgiving
sun.

Halitor struggled to remember how
hot the sun had been then. It was hard to bring it back to mind,
but after a time, he felt again the dreadful crackling dryness of
skin and air, the burning that had felt it might never end.
Compared with that, this little blizzard wasn’t so bad. The shallow
cave that Nightwind had nosed out offered more shelter than they’d
had for days. Halitor smiled in spite of himself. He was cold and
wet and hungry, but he wasn’t dying of thirst, or being burnt to a
crisp.

He made himself think over his
successes. Melly was safe with her father, and her father was back
on his throne. He couldn’t claim all the credit for that, but he
had helped. And he’d saved that barn, and killed the ogre that
threatened the little family in the hills of Duria. He was a Hero,
by the Duck Gods, he was! In the morning, if the storm had blown
itself out, he’d ride on and find that village he’d heard about,
the one with the wyvern problem. It was why he was in these
misbegotten mountains at Midwinter. Feeling better, he ate his
semi-cooked dinner, leaving half the beans in the pot for
breakfast. Then he banked his fire, wrapped himself in his blanket,
and went to sleep.

 


It was far from morning when
something nudged Halitor awake. He’d already woken three times to
feed the fire, but this was different. This was a foot, nudging him
in the ribs. An experienced Hero like Halitor knew that it was
never good when someone woke you up with a toe. People who did that
were seldom kindly disposed towards you. To put it plainly, enemies
woke you with a toe.

In this case, the enemy was a boy,
looking to be about nine years old, tow-headed and ragged. Halitor
looked from the very young and very pale face, on which
winter-bleached freckles still stood out starkly, to the bare foot
that had wormed itself into his ribs. A bare foot? In this weather?
Halitor started to sit up for a better look.

“Just you stay put, mister. I have
a spear.” The boy made his voice as rough as he could, but it was
still a child’s treble. And it shook a little, with fear or cold.
Halitor would have ignored the command, but scared people often did
foolish things, and the shaking voice and wobbling hand told
Halitor the boy was scared. It also told Halitor that the child
could use a little encouragement. Halitor knew all too well how it
felt to be in over his head. He’d lose nothing here by playing
along.

“Right. I’m your prisoner, then.
Would you like some breakfast?” Halitor didn’t know what time it
was, but when you were a little kid and barefoot in the snow, it
was a safe bet that it was mealtime, whatever the hour. “If you let
me sit up I’ll stir up the fire and fix us something.”

The boy hesitated. He edged a bit
closer to the fire, and made up his mind. “Very well. But don’t do
anything foolish.” Halitor sat up carefully, happy that for once
his captor wasn’t pointing his own sword at him. The boy’s “spear”
proved to be only a stick, bent and roughly sharpened with a dull
knife. Behind
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