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 Chapter 1, in which an
Unusual Elf Undergoes a Forced Change in Scenery

 


Far to the
north, about as far north as it is physically possible to travel;
so far north, in fact, that if you were to go just a bit more
northward, you would find yourself traveling south; is a wonderful
place commonly called the North Pole.

In spite of
its name, there is no physical pole located in that place, whether
it be a striped pole like one would find at a barber shop, or a
long pole used for vaulting. Certainly, there are no polls there
either, for there is no one there to poll, save perhaps for the
polar bears (who, it should be said, are 10 to 1 in favor of doing
something about this Global Warming business). Furthermore, the
chance of encountering someone Polish are slim to none.

No, there are
only two poles at the North Pole. One is the magnetic pole, which
is what compass needles point to, and is overall rather boring,
truth be told. The other is the axial pole, which is the tip of an
imaginary line that the earth spins around, but that is even more
boring than the magnet thing.

However, if
one were to look around the North Pole, and manage to avoid any
irate and vengeful polar bears, then one might discover a strange
shimmering in the air, accompanied by the distant jingling of
bells. And if, hypothetically speaking, one were to step through
that shimmering air, then one would suddenly be standing on a small
planetoid floating in a starless space, where snow continuously
falls and every inch of the rock is covered by a whimsical city
that just so happens, by pure coincidence, to be called “North
Pole.”

And it is
within this city that the strange, pointy-eared beings known as
elves live. Their society, at a glance, seems suspiciously
communist, as all food and shelter the elves could need is provided
for them by the state, and in return they spend their days making
toys for that state. The state, in this circumstance, consists of
one very jolly and jubilant fat man with a red coat and a snowy
beard, who has a fondness for milk and cookies and has devoted an
awful lot of time to installing a worldwide surveillance system
which he uses to keep watch on Earth’s children. This man, commonly
known as “Santa Claus,” then arbitrarily decides if the children
have been naughty or nice, and grants them toys or coal
accordingly.

Why Santa
Claus has appointed himself the magical arbiter of children’s
behavior is a subject of much debate. Some believe he simply wishes
to spread joy, and rewards good children with toys in order to
reinforce goodness and happiness. Others claim that he was not
self-appointed at all, but rather given the post by a deity who
apparently had nothing better to do at the time. Still, there are
some who insist that Santa isn’t real at all, but rather a kind of
mass hallucination, no doubt brought on by reality television, the
Great Poisoner of Minds.

Now within his
communist utopia, Santa had enforced a very strict uniform dress
code on all elves. Each one was to wear a green outfit; a kind of
tunic lined with red triangular patterns. Their shoes were to be
buckled, with curls at the toes. Their hats were to have bells on
the end, and their legs were to be at all times covered with white
leggings. It was with the leggings that they had an option; they
could be either all white or white with red stripes. Most elves
were quite content with this, and wore their uniforms with a kind
of jingoistic pride, and rejoiced that their fashions would never
go out of style, unlike the inferior fashions of the capitalist
nations of Earth.

But the thing
about elves, and the North Pole in general, is that they are
magical in nature. An elf’s specific personality may cause certain
alterations to the uniform that simply cannot be corrected. Most
elves have no difficulty fitting in, making innocent child’s toys
and games, and extolling the virtues of the state, but some elves
are just born different. This is not to say that they cannot
function in elf society. It simply means that they may fill
nontraditional roles, often without even meaning to.

Sadly,
however, not all such different elves are so lucky.

One particular
elf like this was named Jamie Christmas, for you see all elves have
the surname of “Christmas,” as Christmas is jolly and thus so are
elves. But while Jamie was certainly a jolly elf, she was not
traditionally jolly, a fact which concerned many of her
peers.

Usually, Jamie
could be found in her workshop, which she shared with no one. No
other elves wanted to be near her or her creations, as they were,
more often than not, unsuitable Christmas gifts for children. They
were also unnerved by the way her uniforms tended to alter
themselves. The clothing still maintained its basic shape and
design, but the green tended to become black, as did the leggings.
Such dreary colors had no place in a proper elf’s jolly and
brightly colored life.

Jamie didn’t
mind that no other elves wanted to spend time with her in her
workshop. They tended to scream or sob, which Jamie felt was quite
rude and often distracting from her work. She had long since solved
the problem of laboratory assistance in her own unique
way.

One day, Elf
Overseer Ed opened the door to Jamie’s workshop to find the young
elf hunched over some complex machinery, rubber gloves over her
hands, her black hair tied back in a bun, protective goggles over
her eyes. As she appeared to be doing circuit work, he decided it
would be best not to distract her, and simply waited for her to
finish and notice him.

Unfortunately,
her companion noticed him first. It was a large, steel beast that
towered over him. It looked like some metallic mockery of a cat,
but bipedal and with clawed hands. Well, perhaps “bipedal” was
something of a misnomer. It would have been bipedal if not for the
tank treads it had instead of legs. Jagged metal teeth protruded
from its mouth, which was located on a vaguely feline head. The
horrifying creature looked at Elf Overseer Ed with glowing red
eyes, then rolled over to him.

“Hello, Elf Overseer Ed,” the creature rumbled. “Do make
yourself at comfortable. We are just putting the finishing touches
on this machine. May I get you anything?”

As always, Elf
Overseer Ed suppressed the urge to wet himself and run. Instead, he
took a second to compose himself (just a second! He was improving!)
and replied to the metallic monstrosity. “No, Death Leopard, that
won’t be necessary. Just doing a routine check-in, you
know.”

Death
Leopard’s giant robot head nodded. “I understand, sir. I do
apologize for the wait. Jamie is almost done.”

“Not ‘almost!’” Elf Overseer Ed nearly jumped when he heard
her voice. On the surface, it was completely cheerful, almost
childlike, like all elves’ voices. But that, in Elf Overseer Ed’s
mind, only made it all the more disturbing.

She was
standing now, her goggles moved up from her eyes to her forehead,
hear hands working to peel off the gloves. Jamie’s big, dark brown
eyes seemed to sparkle with excitement, and her lips, as always
covered in black lipstick, were contorted into a huge smile.
“You’ll love what I invented here!” she said. “It’ll revolutionize
gifts! Children the world over will squeal with joy!”

Elf Overseer
Ed gulped. He didn’t like it when she talked like this. Last time
she’d done it was when she had built Death Leopard, and it had
taken quite some time to explain to her that young children didn’t
generally want to play with a black-steel, red eyed, military-grade
robot that looked like it wanted to eat them in their sleep. A part
of him suspected that she still didn’t quite understand
that.

Still, he
forced on a smile and tried to steady his shaking hands. “And what
is it that you’ve built, Jamie?” he asked.

“Well, kids love bunnies, right? They’re so cute and
fluffy!”

“Yes, I suppose they do…” Elf Overseer Ed didn’t think he
liked the direction this conversation was taking.

“Well, this machine,” she gestured to the large
ray-gun-looking object she had just been tinkering with, “is
specially designed to trigger massive molecular growth in our
lepus… lepular? Lepine? Whatever, our furry, long-eared
friends!”

It took Elf
Overseer Ed a moment to figure out what she meant. “You built a
machine that makes bunnies… big?”

“Yes, exactly!” Jamie beamed. “Big bunnies! More bunny to
love! Begin the test, Death Leopard!”

The giant,
evil-looking machine nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He treaded off to a pen
that Elf Overseer Ed hadn’t noticed, and reached in. At first, Elf
Overseer Ed thought it was a real bunny that Death Leopard pulled
out, but the fact that the creature wasn’t trying to leap away from
the machine in terror told him it was merely a replica.

“That is very lifelike,” Elf Overseer Ed remarked.

“Yep!” Jamie agreed. “We built them to be as close to real
bunnies as possible. Bone structure, organ structure, even the
blood vessels. If the machine only expanded a the outside the
outside of the bunny but not the inside, that would be a problem,
you know?”

“Erm.. yes, of course.” Elf Overseer Ed did not ask how she
had researched the insides of bunny rabbits.

The robot set
the fake bunny down on a raised platform in front of the ray gun.
“Stay,” he ordered, as if to a real rabbit.

“OK, begin the test of the Bunny Enlargement Ray!” Jamie
shouted, and slammed her palm down on a big red button. A yellow
beam shot out from the ray gun and into the bunny. It glowed for a
fraction of a second, then started to expand…

...and then it
exploded.

It went up in
a miniature mushroom cloud, and a chunk of a charred rabbit foot
slammed into Elf Overseer Ed’s face.

“Oh shoot!” Jamie shouted, and Elf Overseer Ed flinched at her
harsh language. “That wasn’t supposed to happen! Hey, DL, do you
have any idea where we went wrong?”

“If I had to guess, ma’am, I’d say it was the Radioactive
Sludge. I told you three liters was too much.”

“But I need the Radioactive Sludge to power the
Growthilization Core! I think we just calibrated it
wrong.”

“Perhaps, or maybe a part fell out of place? I believe I heard
a rattling sound just before the ray fired.”

“Really? I’ll check…”

Elf Overseer
Ed wiped some suspicious black and red goo off his collar and the
suppressed the urge to scream and run around in circles. There
would be time for that later. “Jamie,” he said as calmly as he
could.

“What if the Sludge Container sprang a leak?”

“Then we would likely be scattered about the city in pieces at
the moment, ma’am.”

“Jamie,” Elf Overseer Ed repeated, louder this
time.

“Maybe the Pigmentation Synesthesizer just doesn’t like white.
We could try a different color rabbit and see if we get a different
result.”

“Considering our past experiences with Pigmentation
Synesthesizers, that does seem to be a possibility,
yes.”

“JAMIE!” Elf Overseer Ed shouted.

Jamie and
Death Leopard quieted down and looked at him. “Oh, I’m sorry, Elf
Overseer Ed,” Jamie said. “I made a mess of things. Clearly, this
ray needs more testing and refinement before we can move to mass
production.”

“No, Jamie, I’m afraid that won’t be happening.”

Jamie laughed.
“Oh don’t be such a pessimist! I’m sure I can get it
workin--”

“You’re fired.”

Silence fell
over the workshop. Even Elf Overseer Ed felt somewhat stunned at
the words that had just come out of his mouth.

Finally, Jamie broke the silence. “Fired?” she asked. “I’m…
fired? Can I be
fired? I thought we were communists.”

“We’re not communists,” elf Overseer Ed began.

“Are you sure? Because we seem communistic to me.”

“Jamie, we’re elves. We’re magical creatures that spread joy.
We can’t be communists.”

“That doesn’t really seem mutually exclusive, though. Strictly
speaking.”

Elf Overseer
Ed shook his head. “Enough!” he said. “And I suppose ‘fired,’ isn’t
the right word. You can’t stop an elf from building, unfortunately.
It’s just not possible. Perhaps the better way to say it is…” he
paused to look for a word. He found one. “Exiled.”

Jamie recoiled
like she’d just been slapped in the face. Tears formed in her eyes
as she pleaded “no, Elf Overseer Ed, please! Don’t exile me! I
promise, I’ll work out the kinks in the Bunny Enlargement Ray! Just
give me another chance!”

“It’s not just the ray,” Elf Overseer Ed explained. “Jamie,
I’m afraid you’re just too… different. Too morbid. Too dark.
Too weird. And
I’m sorry, but Christmas is a time for jolliness, and festivities,
and bright things. Not dark, morbid things! Christmas is a time for
togetherness, family, and celebration, and quite frankly your
macabre interests have no place in that and neither do you. Please,
it would be best for everyone if you just left the North
Pole.”

Elf Overseer
Ed hardened his heart at what came next. Jamie just stood there.
The smile that had been on her face was gone completely. Her mouth
hung open slightly. Her eyes seemed so… dull now. Tears ran down
her face, smearing her mascara down her cheeks. “But…” she
began.

“I’m sorry,” Elf Overseer Ed said. “We’ll provide you with a
new home on mortal Earth. You can go be weird there. Just please…
don’t come back.”

Before Jamie
could say anything else, Elf Overseer Ed turned around and walked
out of the workshop. Jamie just stood there and watched him go, her
whole body trembling with shock, sorrow, and panic.

“It will be alright, ma’am,” Death Leopard said, as softly a
robotic monstrosity could. “I’m sure of it.”

Everything
that Jamie had been struggling to keep under control came pouring
out at that moment, and she wrapped her arms around her mechanical
companion, and cried against his steel plating. “Oh D-Death
Leo-pard!” she sobbed. “I’m a-a me-ess up!”

“No, ma’am,” Death Leopard said. “No, you are not. You are
just different from the other elves is all.”

“But they ha-ate me! The-ey wa-ant to k-k-kick me ou-t
beca-ause the-ey hate me-e-e!”

“It will all work out,” Death Leopard said in his deep,
rumbling voice. “Everything will work out.”

And the giant
mechanical doom-cat pet his creator’s head, her only friend in the
whole world.

***

It was a
lovely two-story country house with a great big porch, surrounded
by green fields, with a beautiful tree-line in the distance. The
sun was bright, and birds were singing in joyous celebration of
their lovely, picturesque home.

“I
think this place is rather nice,” Death Leopard said, as he took in
the landscape. “Fresh air, and a lovely neighborhood. Did you see
how many people waved as we drove by? And the charming way they
screamed and ran in terror when they saw me wave back from the bed
of the truck?” He opened his metal jaws and let out a stream of
exhaust in a crude imitation of someone inhaling and exhaling
deeply. “Yes, this is a simply place, away from the problems of the
city. I quite like it.”

Jamie took a
look around at the view of stunning, untamed nature. “It’s crap,”
she said.

“Jamie, please, language.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but that’s just how I feel right now.” She
sighed. “The North Pole was our home. What kind of elf gets kicked
out of the North Pole? I mean, how badly did I have to mess up for
that to happen?”

“Everyone makes mistakes, ma’am,” Death Leopard told her. “It
is a simple fact of life. Besides, they set us up with a nice
house. How did they afford it, anyway? Are they not a nonprofit
organization?”

“Uncle Sam owed Santa a favor,” Jamie muttered.

“And he called it in on our behalf? That was nice of
him.”

“No, he called it in to get rid of us!” Jamie shrieked.
“Even Santa Claus hates us!”

“I
am sure that Santa does not hate us, ma’am…”

“DL, just… just stop, OK?” Jamie shook her head. “Stop trying
to comfort me with this… this… bullcrap!”

The mechanical
beast made a sound and motion not unlike a gasp.
“Jamie!”

“I
don’t care! CRAP CRAP CRAP!”

“Jamie, please calm down. I hate seeing you like
this.”

“Just leave me alone, alright!?” And with that, the elf
stormed into the house, leaving her robotic friend outside,
slamming the door behind her.

Inside, the
house was still quite nice. It was fitted with the best
air-conditioning system that money could buy, with expensive lamps
and decorations thrown together somewhat haphazardly with more
traditionally rustic items. Post-Modern statues representing the
arrogance of mankind sat side-by-side with stuffed beavers.
Portraits that depicted nothing but colored squares hung on walls
beside moose heads. It seemed as if whoever had decorated the house
had thrown together quite a lot of money at the project, but had
run out of budget just before they could hire a halfway competent
interior decorator, or even just someone with the slightest bit of
aesthetic sense.

Jamie found
what she assumed to be her bedroom, an apparent scene of some sort
of disaster that had left everything pink and overtly cutesy and
pastel, but which also had her name painted on the door in curly
letters. She threw herself onto her searingly pink bed and buried
her face in the pillows, trying to hold back her tears yet
again.

It wasn’t
fair. She’d spent her whole life trying to make amazing things, but
no matter how hard she tried, she just drove people away. No matter
what she built, no matter what it looked like or did, the other
elves just shied away from it with concerned looks on their faces.
It was those looks that had bothered her most of all. Those
concerned, pitying looks as if there was something wrong with her.
Just because she’d rather build something interesting, with a
slightly darker paint job, than something bright red and bright
green and shimmering gold just like every other darn think the
elves made.

It
was those looks that always drove her. They drove her to try even
harder next time. To build something that, this time, would be so
amazing, so wonderful, so… so awesome that it would, at last,
impress them. But they never had been impressed. Instead, they had
just given her those pitying looks again.

“I’m a freak,” Jamie whispered. “A dumb, stupid freak who
can’t do anything right.” She rolled over onto her back and
sniffed; she hated it when snot escaped her nose. “They’re probably
all better off without me.”

She lay in that bed for what seemed like an eternity but was,
in reality, only about three minutes, and then she started to get
restless. Laying her is pretty
boring, she thought. Even if I am a freak, there’s no reason to be bored. Better find something
to do. It was at this moment that she
realized that her eyes felt strained.

Jamie sat bolt-upright in her bed. “By Santa’s beard!” she
exclaimed. “This room is hideous!”

And then she
bolted out of the dreadfully pink room and rushed down the stairs
and outside, where Death Leopard was diligently removing her
luggage from the pickup truck. “DL!” she said, her voice still
shaking and her eyes not quite dry. “Where are my
tools?”

“Your tools, ma’am?” he asked. “I believe I will have them out
of the truck in a moment. May I ask why you need them?”

“Because the house is…” did she really want to say the word,
now that she was thinking more clearly? Well, it didn’t really
matter. She was thousands of miles away from the nearest elf, so
she’d say whatever she darn-well pleased. “Crap! This house is
crap! And if we’re going to live her, we’ll have to fix it up and
make it better!”

“I
see,” Death Leopard said. He leaned to the side a bit; surprisingly
far for someone whose lower body was on treads; and peered through
the open door into the house. “Oh dear,” he said. “This will be
quite a task, won’t it?”

“Yes it will!” Jamie said. “So let’s quit lollygagging and get
to work!”












 Chapter 2, in which a Good
Country Girl has a Harrowing Experience






Roughly a mile
away, Jamie’s closest neighbors were sitting down to eat an early
dinner. Their home was about as rustic as a home could get, and
their dining table had been hand-carved by Pa Farmer’s great
grandfather years ago. The Farmers had always been farmers. Their
surname was taken by some ancestor with no imagination long ago, to
describe his and his family’s lot in life.

In recent
generations, the Farmers had bucked tradition somewhat and started
ranching as well as farming, something which made the ghosts of
their family shake their heads in disappointment, as many of them
could still recall the long-forgotten family feud with the
Ranchers, who had been exterminated by Dave Farmer back in 1817.
The Ranchers’ ancestor ghosts, meanwhile, took a sort of perverse
delight in this turn of events, and tended to remind Dave Farmer
about the course his family had taken at every opportunity, which
mostly consisted of the annual ghostly Halloween parties. Dave was
less than amused, and dealt with his embarrassment by reminding
everyone present of how Tim Rancher had cried like a woman when he
found himself locked in a room with a hatchet-wielding Dave. Tim
was awfully embarrassed by that story, particularly the part when
he wet himself just before his head was chopped off.

But the
current Farmer family was unaware of their ghostly relatives and
their various feuds (with the exception of the family dog, Buck,
who wished that the ghosts would stop bickering and play fetch with
him already). Instead, they were chiefly preoccupied with
discussing their newest neighbor over a lovely catfish
dinner.

“The way I hear it,” Ma Farmer began, “she’s the daughter of
some wealthy businessman. Bought up the house because she wanted to
get away from the city.”

Pa nodded.
“Good for her,” he said. “The city is bad for the soul. So many
people crammed together, and all that dirty air! No place for a
man.” He took a bite of fried catfish, chewed, then swallowed.
“Better story than the one I heard. I heard the government gave her
the house as part of some new welfare program.”

“Oh, I’m sure they didn’t,” Ma told him. “The government would
have given her a much nicer house. You know how they are.” Neither
did.

It was at this
point that Billy Jo, the teenage daughter of the two, spoke up. “I
think I saw her moving in,” she said. “She was all dressed in
black. I think she was one of them goth girls.”

Pa shook his
head. “So sad when one so young falls under Satan’s
power.”

Ma nodded.
“That poor girl. She probably doesn’t even know she’s damned
herself.”

In truth, Ma
and Pa had spent most of their lives in the cities, partying and
boozing and engaging in various escapades, the nature of which were
far too adult to discuss in polite company. However, circumstances
had called them both back to the country, where they met and were
soon married. Neither knew of the other’s past and, out of an odd
sense of familial obligation, they both acted as they felt
country-folk should. As such, they affected very thick southern
drawls that even the most northern of city folk would call fake,
and brought up God’s wills and the evils of big government
handouts, praise-be-to-Jesus-and-guns-and-apple-pie whenever they
could. It had gotten to the point where even their most folksy and
devout neighbors tried to avoid them whenever possible. Still, they
carried on with their respective facades, convinced that they had
everyone fooled, and totally unaware that they had essentially
become gross caricatures of the kind of people they believed they
were imitating.

Perhaps they
should have recalled that they had met once before in the city, and
had engaged in a night of wild, untamed passion, but both had been
too chemically altered at the time to recall the details of that
night.

This intricate
web of deception had left quite a mark on Billy Jo, who had been
raised by her rather clueless parents to be the most stereotypical
image of a country girl possible. Her blonde hair was constantly in
braided pigtails, her wardrobe consisted almost entirely of blue
jean/button-down shirt combos and t-shirt/overalls combos, her
shoes were nearly all boots, and she had a very impressive
collection of cowboy hats. She had been raised with each of her
parents pushing her toward a godly and wholesome lifestyle,
possibly even to the point of unwholesomeness.

“She must be rich though,” Billy Jo said. “I think I saw some
kind of robot helping her out.”

Pa laughed. “A
robot?” he asked. “Ain’t no robots, Billy Jo. That’s just science
fiction.”

“And science fiction is of the devil,” Ma said, silently
praying that her husband never found her secret collection
of Star Wars films. Her husband, for his part, believed that that
collection was his and hoped that she would never find it. An
identical situation existed regarding a stash of adult-oriented
films featuring extremely amorous women.

“Well, that’s what it looked like,” Billy Jo said before
hanging her head abashedly and eating her supper.
Quietly.

Billy Jo had
never really had any friends, aside from Buck the family dog (who
at present was out back, staring intently at the family ghosts in
the vain hope that one may feed him). Every other kid at school had
inherited their parents’ innate distrust of her family and the
vague feeling that she and her parents were mocking
them.

She wondered
what this girl with the robot was like. Surely she wasn’t entirely
godless; Billy Jo had never actually met someone who was godless in
her community and suspected that atheists didn’t actually exist,
since she had, after all, never met one. So this girl was probably,
at worst, just somewhat godless. Slightly godless. And slightly
godless was good enough for Billy Jo.

***

Sometimes,
Jamie reflected, stairs just aren’t enough. Sometimes, they should
be torn out and replaced with teleporters. Teleporters were far
more interesting than stairs, which Jamie had always found to be
primitive and dull and lacking in flashing lights and mechanisms
that split people into trillions and trillions of molecules that
were then reconstructed at a different location. That last bit also
meant that you just never heard any interesting philosophical
debates about whether the person who had climbed the stairs was the
same person they were before, and if you couldn’t extract
interesting philosophical conversations from stairs, then what was
the point? Jamie certainly didn’t know.

“Jamie!” Death Leopard’s voice called from somewhere under the
floor. “Would you say that the PGX-9000 or the XK4-2323 would be
the unit for the teleporter?”

She thought
for a moment. “XK4-2323,” she called back. “But set it to Mode
2.”

“Right away, ma’am!”

Jamie waited
for the sounds of Death Leopard tinkering with the machinery below
to die down. “You finished?” she shouted.

“Indeed, I am!”

“Alright! Testing teleporter now!”

Jamie stepped
up onto the platform, a raised blue octagon with a softly glowing
white circle in the center, and spoke: “Up.”

Her whole
world went white, and suddenly she found herself standing on the
other teleporter, on the second floor of the house. Her body
tingled. “It works!” she shouted, not quite sure if Death Leopard
could hear her.

She looked
around, then spoke again: “Down.”

Again, a flash
of white was followed by a tingling sensation, and then Jamie was
standing on the roof. “That’s not good,” she said out loud. They
must have configured the second platform wrong. Jamie looked around
for a way to get down. She had no ladders or such up here,
something which, on reflection, she probably should have. You never
know when you’ll end up trapped on your own roof, and you needed to
be prepared for such situations when they arise.

“Death Leopard!” she shouted. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to
able to hear her. Jamie sighed and wondered if she could safely
jump down to the ground.

It was at this
point that Billy Jo, having finished her meal and having decided to
go and introduce herself to her new and mysterious neighbor, came
walking down the dirt road leading to Jamie’s house. Jamie spotted
the girl and called out to her. “Hey!”

Billy Jo
paused. “Why are you on your roof?” she called out.

“Poorly calculated quantum displacement!” Jamie called back.
She was too far away to see Billy Jo’s confused look. “Can you get
Death Leopard for me? He should be able to help!”

“Who?” Billy Jo asked.

“Death Leopard!”

“Death Leopard?”

“Yes! Death Leopard!”

Billy Jo
walked cautiously up to the house, looking around with an even more
confused look on her face than there had been just seconds before.
Jamie watched as the girl vanished from her sight. A moment passed,
and then Jamie heard an ear-splitting shriek and saw the girl run
out of the house.

“What is that thing!?” she screamed. “What is that
thing!?”

Death Leopard
followed her out. “Please, miss, calm down!” he pleaded.

“Hey, DL!” Jamie shouted.

The robotic
monstrosity turned his head and saw Jamie. “Ma’am?” he asked. “Why
are you the roof?”

“I
think we calibrated the second floor teleporter wrong.”

“Ah.” Death Leopard nodded. “We shall have to rectify that.
But this is why I recommended we test it on inanimate objects
first, ma’am.”

“Oh, live a little!” Jamie shouted back.

Throughout the
exchange, Billy Jo’s gaze darted back and forth between the elf on
the roof and the vaguely cat-shaped robot tank thing a few feet in
front of her. “What?” she managed to choke out.

Death Leopard
immediately turned back to her. “Oh, forgive me,” he said, extended
a clawed hand. “I am Death Leopard. How do you do?”

Billy Jo
stared at him. A small, indistinct, peeping sound may possibly have
escaped from her throat.

“You’re supposed to shake his hand!” Jamie called. “Do they
not do that in this country? I never got why we did that at the
North Pole.”

“I
believe the custom evolved as a means of checking for hidden
weapons up a person’s sleeve, ma’am,” Death Leopard called back to
Jamie.

“Well, OK, but who’s gonna shiv you in the North
Pole?”

“North Pole?” Billy Jo choked confusedly.

“What’d she say?”

“She asked about the North Pole, ma’am,” Death Leopard
informed Jamie.

“Oh, yeah, we’re from the North Pole! I’m an elf! Name’s
Jamie! That’s Death Leopard! Who are you?”

The color had
now completely drained from Billy Jo’s face. All she could do was
look frantically back and forth between the two, mutter the word
“Satanists,” and then fall backward and pass out on the
ground.

“Oh dear,” Death Leopard said.

“What’d she say her name was?”

“I
believe she said it was ‘Satanists,’ ma’am.”

“Well that’s an odd name,” Jamie said. “Oh well. You might
want to put her on cushions or something. Then hurry back out here.
We need to figure out how to get me down.”

***

Somewhere,
many miles away, standing in an empty elevator, was a man who, if
he had been asked, would have identified himself as “Nick
Morningstar.” He was immensely proud of that moniker. It had taken
him years to work out a pseudonym more subtle than “Lou Cypher,”
“Sai Tan,” or “Bill Z. Bub.” “Nick Morningstar,” he felt, was an
iron-clad false name. And he said so, to the person with whom he
was currently on the phone.

“Yeah, Dad, no one will suspect you,” his son said. “I mean,
assuming you only use that name when introducing yourself to
toddlers.”

“Seth,” Nick warned.

“I’m just saying, Dad. You’ve never been good with
names.”

“Don’t be silly. I named you, didn’t I?”

“You named me after an Egyptian god of chaos and
destruction.”

“Look, young man, I am your father and you will treat me with
respect. Understand?”

Nick heard a
sigh on the other end of the line. Kids these days. “Well?” he
prodded.

“Yes, Dad. Sorry, Dad.”

“Good to hear.” The elevator reached its destination, and Nick
stepped out. “Hold a moment, son,” he said into his phone. He
introduced himself to the secretary and noted that he had an
appointment with her boss. The secretary told him it would be a
moment before returning to her own phone conversation. Nick felt
that this was rude and expressed this feeling by giving her cancer.
Everywhere.

“Now, Seth,” Nick said as the secretary suddenly coughed and
shivered, feeling sick and tired and oddly lumpy all of a sudden,
“tell your mother that I shall be home late. I am meeting a very
important client right now. He could very well give me what I need
for my Holiday plans.”

“Alright, whatever Dad. Wait, what Holiday plans?”

“Goodbye, Seth!” nick hung up on his son, and then walked past
the dying secretary, taking a moment to adjust his tie.

And then the
Devil headed through the door and into the office of an extremely
wealthy and influential businessman.







 Chapter 3, in which New
Friends are Made and Family Dynamics are Complicated


“Dad? Dad?” Seth put his phone away. He had long since
accepted that being the son of the Devil was a position that came
with many difficulties; his father was often home late, had very
little time for him, and was also literally the Lord of All
Evil.

“Was that your father?” Seth’s mother asked, walking into the
living room.

Seth sat down
on the very expensive leather couch. “No, mom,” he said. “It was
some other guy I call ‘Dad.’”

“What, you mean like one of those kinky-style
relationships?”

Seth sighed.
“I was being sarcastic.”

“Oh.” His mother walked over to the wooden rocking chair in
the corner and sat down. It was his dad’s chair, really, but his
mom sat there whenever she thought she could get away with it.
Given that she was married to the Devil, the two of them had a very
complicated relationship, characterized by infidelity, bitterness,
vindictiveness, and a never-ending struggle for dominance. Seth
sometimes wondered why they were even still together. He had long
ago concluded that they were certainly doing it for his benefit;
bacteria did more for Seth’s benefit than his parents ever did.
Perhaps, he thought, they stayed together simply because splitting
up would mean defeat, and neither wanted to be the one to blink
first.

“Speaking of relationships,” his mother began.

“I
wasn’t.”

“How are things going with that girl? Melinda, was
it?”

“Trixie,” Seth sighed.

“Whatever.” His mother waved her hand as if
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