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​Introduction
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I love the whole holiday season, from Halloween and Thanksgiving to Christmas, all the way to the various New Years' celebrations. It's a time when so many people are chock full of gratitude and kindness. During this time of year, people try to help their fellow man. They treat others with respect and basic human decency. Obviously, we should always treat other people this way... Somehow, the magic of the season helps us be our best selves. So, to me, all the holiday traditions are reminders that we have the potential to be amazing; we have the potential to make Earth and the rest of the universe wonderful for each and every human being.

Thus, I love classic holiday TV shows like Rudolph The Red-Nosed Reindeer, Santa Claus Is Coming to Town, Dr. Seuss' How the Grinch Stole Christmas, A Charlie Brown Christmas and Frosty The Snowman. I also really enjoy holiday movies including old classics like It's a Wonderful Life and new classics like Holiday and Love, Actually.

There's a long tradition of holiday fiction—including speculative holiday stories—that's wonderful, as well. From Dickens's A Christmas Carol to Willis's All Seated on the Ground, you can't go wrong with holiday fiction! 

This collection includes stories involving aliens, superpowers and more. Enjoy!

I sincerely wish, for you and yours: have a wonderful holiday season!
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​Family Tradition
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Thanksgiving night I was up way too late, coding. But I couldn't help it, I almost had my custom GenAI model working; I called her AmelIa. She was going to be the perfect personal assistant for an awesome high school student, namely, me, Grace. Everyone in the coding club was going to be dazzled when I showed off a fully sentient AI with emotions. It had been super interesting thinking about what empathy and emotions were, how they affected people, and how to code them. 

And as a bonus, when I triumphed, I'd prove to that snooty Lucas that girls are better coders than boys.

"You are yawning a lot, Grace," AmelIa said. She was on my phone. "You should go to bed."

I exhaled loudly. "Ugh." I'd promised AmelIa I'd listen to her. "All right. I just want to pee and get a glass of water." 

I got out of bed, tiptoed to my bedroom door, opened it, and crept down the hall. The door to Mom's room was cracked open, and I was surprised to see that her light was still on. She was stuffed full of turkey and fixings, including that tryptophan, she should be out like a light. I peeked in.

She sat on the edge of her bed, staring at a framed photo in her hand, crying. Poor Mom. I was guessing it was that picture of Grandma she kept on the nightstand. The holidays were tough on Mom because she'd lost Grandma right around this time of year. I didn't really remember Grandma.

In the doorway, I wavered. Should I go in and try to make her feel better? I wasn't sure; it all seemed very intense. I must have made a noise because she wiped her face and looked up. "Grace, is that you?"

I pushed the door open wider. "Yeah, Mom, sorry. I was just going to pee." I gathered my courage for a tough conversation. "Why are you still up? Are you, uh, okay?"

She put down the photo and wiped her face again. "Tomorrow is Black Friday."

I shook my head. "Yeah. And?" As far as I could tell, Black Friday was a non-event.

"I know nothing happens here in Pinetree, but over in Denver, a bunch of stores open at midnight, and you can go in person and get special deals." She seemed to force a smile. "When I was your age, it was a much bigger deal. Me and my mom would go every year. It was our tradition."

It sounded weird to me. "Uh, neat." I made myself smile, too. "So, you're missing Grandma, huh?" 

"Yeah." She sighed. "It doesn't seem like the holidays without her." Poor Mom.

"What was that book you guys would read together when you were little?" I asked. "Christmas something?" She'd talked about that book a lot.

"Christmas Moon." She nodded. "I wish I knew what happened to our copy. I wish you and I could have read it together. The Christmas moon gathers up the holiday dreams of people and—" She glanced at her phone on the nightstand. "Oh my goodness! Is that the time? Grace, please go to bed."

I didn't want to argue with her tonight. "Sleep well, Mom." 

"You too, Grace."

The next day, actual Black Friday, I slept in (no school! Woo hoo!) and decided to buy Mom a copy of her book for her Christmas present. I googled it. I did not find a Christmas Moon book.

"AmelIa, find Mom's old book 'Christmas Moon.'" I was confident she could search every corner of the internet.

"Searching," she said, quickly. "It's a Christmas book."

"Duh." I knew that. "I know that. Where can I buy it?"

After several moments, which I knew was a looong time in computer years, she said. "It's out of print. I can't find any copies anywhere."

"I can't believe that." I shook my head. "We can get anything on the internet. Look again."

After several minutes, she said, "Nope. It's nowhere." 

"Well, think outside the box." I was trying to think outside the box. "Libraries? Used-book stores? Anything!"

"Nope." She didn't sound sad. If I'd programmed her emotions right, she would have sounded sad. Darn it. She wasn't totally perfect yet. I needed to work on her code some more...

"Grace!" Mom called from the family room. "Are you going to help me put up the Christmas decorations, or not?" 

I knew that question was rhetorical. She'd deck me if I ducked out on decking the halls. "Coming!"

First, we put up white icicle lights along the eaves and outlined all the windows with white LED lights. Then we put up the 7-foot artificial tree in the family room, decking it with white twinkly lights and ornaments our family had collected over the years. Mom strung white twinkly lights along the fireplace mantle while I finished up the tree.

She sank onto the couch. "I don't remember this being so tiring." 

I knew better than to say, 'Yeah, you're getting old.' I sat next to her. "We got all the main stuff done. We can do the rest later. Why don't you relax a little? Have some ice tea, read your library book?"

She looked at me like she was surprised I was acting so mature. "Okay. I think I will."

"I'm going to go to my room." I stood. "Maybe I'll work on AmelIa." 

Back in my room, I consulted AmelIa. Something had been percolating in the back of my mind based on what Mom had said last night... "What about that old store downtown? Could it have the book?" It was practically the only physical store left in downtown Pinetree. "What's it called? Grady's Treasures?"

"There's not much info online about the store or its inventory," AmelIa said. "I guess you could go there in person and see."

Grady's Treasures was on Main Street, across the square from Town Hall. I locked my bike at the rack near the gazebo. Somebody —or several sombodies —had decorated downtown with lots of green pine garland, red ribbons, and white LED lights.  

It was very picturesque. I couldn’t help snapping a few pix. 

Grady's Treasures was also already decorated for the holidays, with an antique Santa in his sleigh, reindeer, including a red-nosed Rudolph, in front. It was adorable. I took some pix and posted them right away. 

"You must really like this display to post it immediately," AmelIa said.

"Huh." I considered her comment for a moment. "I guess so. You're really getting to know me, aren't you, AmelIa? Learning is great! Good job, AmelIa." I was starting to feel warm and fuzzy about her. Maybe she was learning how to feel warm and fuzzy. 

When I opened the door, a big bell jingled.

Inside, right by the door, there were a bunch of wooden toys like blocks and carved cars, trucks, and animals. A little further in, several small trains were zooming around on little tracks. In the background, I could hear some kind of instrumental Christmas music. I paused. If Santa had been real, his workshop would look like this. I needed some more pix. I pulled my phone out of my pocket.

An elderly man with a neat white beard, jeans and a red cardigan shuffled toward me. "Welcome to Grady's Treasures! I'm Mr. William Grady. Welcome!" He was smiling broadly. "I knew we'd get some customers on Black Friday. I knew it. See, Lucas!" He directed those last comments toward the back of the store.

"Now what can I help you with, little lady?" he asked me. "Are you looking for Christmas presents?"

"Yes," I said. "But first, is it okay if I take some pictures and post them on the internet, Sir?" I asked.

He frowned. "How much will it cost?" He said it like he'd had some kind of bad experience. Poor guy.

"Nothing." I held up my phone. "And it'll only take a couple of minutes."

"Well, you do seem to be a mature, polite, young woman, so I guess it would be okay." His frown smoothed.

I couldn't help grinning. "Can you tell that to my mom?" I snapped a bunch of pix and quickly posted them about Grady's Treasures, aka Santa's Workshop in downtown Pinetree, Colorado.

His brow was furrowed. "I guess I can tell your mom if you wish. Is she on her way here?"

"Sorry." I smiled. "I was joking. My mom likes to lecture me."

"She's been lecturing you a lot less than she used to," AmelIa said.

Mr. Grady looked around the room. "Who said that?"

I patted my phone. "It's just my AI on my phone."

"Is that a computer thing?" He turned to the back of the store again. "Lucas! There's some kind of computer thing here in the store."

"Really, it's nothing to worry about, Sir," I said.

And then, my arch-nemesis, Lucas, ambled up from the back of the store. When he saw me, he grimaced. "What are you doing here?" My thoughts exactly. What was he doing here?

"Steady, on, Grace," AmelIa said. I should listen to her.

I made myself smile. "It's Black Friday. Obviously, I'm Christmas shopping. What are you doing here?" 

He pointed at the old man. "He's my grandpa. I'm helping out with the Black Friday 'rush.'" I heard the air quotes. See? What a jerk. Rise above, Grace.

I turned to Mr. Grady. "What I really want is a special Christmas book. Do you have any books?"

"Yes!" He almost skipped as he turned and walked toward the right side of the shop. 

I followed him through the store and saw a lot of neat items, from Christmas-themed dish sets and beautiful blown-glass bowls to glasses and ornaments in every color of the rainbow, to antique postcards and posters of beautiful snowy mountain scenes. "You have a lot of beautiful stuff here, Mr. Grady. Do you sell online?" From my online search, I thought the store had zero online footprint—which was strange in this day and age.

"No." He glanced back at me. "I tried once, but it was bad..." 

I knew it. "Gosh, I'm sorry to hear that." I debated asking more, but he seemed upset about it. "Can I post some more?"

Mr. Grady nodded, and I started taking more pictures. 

"He paid a guy to make a website and online store, but the guy just stole his money," Lucas, walking behind
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