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 I never really understood Christmas,
or Yule, or Kwanza or Hanukah—pick one. Not until that December
21st after becoming a Wraith. Before then, like most, I thought it
was all about the presents. I never considered there were deeper
meanings to all the merchandising.

Like faith, hope, and good tidings. All that
commercial stuff. Mushy stuff.

At that point in my life, I'd pretty much
chucked hope and the future down the toilet—I had no idea where I
was going. Or what I was going to do with the rest of my life.

My name is Zoë Martinique, and I'm a Wraith.
Don't know what that is? Ha. Neither do I. What I do know is that I
can move out of my body at will, I can somehow touch ghosts and
help them move on to whatever comes next, and I have a stalker from
the Abysmal Plane who coincidentally has my voice. I'm mute, with
no medical explanation, and the man I love, Daniel, was in coma in
a hospital several miles away.

Another man who'd wiggled his way into my
life by exposing himself to me—literally—had vanished from the same
hospital over a week ago. A bartender with a gift of light. He
died...briefly. And somehow...I felt responsible for bringing him
back.

Dags McConnell.

What did these two innocent men have in
common?

Moi.

Mental Note:
I should have a warning label tattooed on my
ass.

On this night—which they called the Winter
Solstice—Rhonda had agreed to some ritual or ceremony or something
over at the Phoenix and Dragon, one of Atlanta's premiere
metaphysical shops. I'd been in there several times—it was on the
top ten list of my mom's and Rhonda's favorite places.

I always enjoyed the feel, and the incredible
smell of the building, nestled into the trees off of Rowell road,
just inside the perimeter. Though I'd never been in there when the
store was closed before.

It'd taken lots of pushing and threats from
my mom, Nona, for me to leave the hospital and go with Rhonda.

Well no...that wasn't entirely true. I sort
of wanted to get out of Northside Hospital, and I was ashamed of
the relief that washed over me when this opportunity came up.

A part of me wanted to spend Christmas eve
with Daniel—the man I wanted to make babies with. But a larger part
was damned terrified to be there when he woke up.

The doctors said he should wake any day now.
So we waited patiently by his bedside. And I really wanted the
first thing he saw to be me.

Kinda.

Uhm...not really.

To be honest, I really didn't want to be near
the hospital. But I didn't want anyone else to know that.

We'd arrived at the store about elevenish.
After a quick tour for me and a few others in the little group—with
much ogling over the gi-normous holly bush in the side yard that
had taken over a piece of fence (and why were they all excited
about the fact it had ivy growing all over it? My mom lived to kill
ivy...or was that kudzu? I couldn't tell the difference)—they'd all
gone downstairs—about six of them.

Rhonda had told me to be careful upstairs.
"This place is haunted. Never know what you'll see."

Oh. Great. You took a Wraith to a haunted
shop? I'd made a rude gesture at Rhonda when she'd gone
downstairs.

I stood in the meditation garden, a beautiful
area built up on a hand-made deck nestled at the center of the
store, but outside the building itself.

Cold wind pressed against my cheek and moved
my hair over my shoulders. The bite injuries from these little
fuckers called Shadow People were still healing. My cases weren't
always this physical—

Wait. Yes they were. Who am I kidding? Blue
Cross Blue Shield hated me, though the medical industry probably
saw me as the next source of energy.

I felt only half-alive.

I'd bundled into Daniel's coat—the one he'd
been wearing when he fell from that building. A long, thick wool
coat that smelled of his aftershave.

Before heading downstairs, Rhonda had
suggested I pick out a Yule gift for mom. I'd tried to find
something. I looked through the clothes, the music, the bags, the
statues representing pretty much every iconic figure of faith known
to mankind, as well as the jewelry.

Meh.

I wasn't feel'n it this year. So I'd stepped
outside to take in the cold. There just wasn't any specialness as I
looked at the trees twinkling just inside the large windows, and
then to the pine and red ribbon trim decorating the deck's edge.
Not even the blinking white lights like strings of little fireflies
in the night could cheer me up my mood. There was nothing there, no
happiness inside. I was as empty of feeling as the sky above me was
empty of stars.

The bell jingled on the door leading out to
the deck and I turned. It was Rhonda, my best friend and an expert
in all things metaphysical. At least to me. She and my mom were the
only ones, besides a missing bartender, who knew what I was, what I
could do, and the trouble that followed me.

"Oh great Lord and Lady, Zoë," Rhonda
muttered as she stepped outside. I caught the edges of some
seasonal music from inside before the door closed. She was bundled
in a thick, lined peacoat my mom had bought her last year, gloves,
and a black knitted hat with a yarn ball hanging off the top.

The ball made me smile as it bounced around
her head.

She stood in front of me,
her boots making thonking
noises on the wood. I was a good foot taller.
Rhonda Orly wasn't particularly big. More like a Hobbit. Only
without the hairy feet.

Notice I said hairy—they were still pretty
big.

"You're not going to find Nona a Yule gift
out here."

I sighed and shook my head before digging
into my pockets and pulling out the small pad of paper and pen I
kept with me. I had a dry-erase board as well, but it was back in
Rhonda's Beetle.

Scribble. WHAT SHE WANT?

"Well, she likes that huge amethyst geode
near the stones."

I blinked at her, flipped the paper over and
scribbled again. YOU MEAN THE 1 WITH THE DONALD TRUMP PRICE
TAG?

She smirked. "That's why you
buy things like that for
people, because you know Nona would never spend
that much money on herself."

Heh. Neither would I. On Nona, that is. On
me? Well yeah, but I could see myself with a flat-screen TV rather
than a huge chunk of sparkly rock.

I flipped the paper again and wrote. BAH.
HUMBUG.

Rhonda glanced up at the sky. I knew she was
frustrated with me. "Look, the doctors said Daniel's stable. He's
gonna wake up at any time. Nona's there, and even Cooper and Holmes
are keeping watch. There's been no sign of TC for a week."

I nodded as I scribbled on the pad. WHERE IS
DAGS?

The bartender had been with me during that
last case.

Only...I couldn't remember why.

I knew it involved nasty little buggers known
as Shadow People, and TC had had his hands in it. And once again
I'd sort of blasted TC out of existence.

I think.

Damn it was all a blur.

What I did remember was that Rhonda had liked
Dags, and I thought the two of them had seemed like a nice couple.
Both of them had been walking encyclopedias full of magical
knowledge. But then something had happened afterward in the
hospital...

There was an emergency and I was in his room.
Not me, not really. I was OOB, out of body, and watching them as
they shocked his heart back to life. But I'd been in Daniel's room,
hadn't I? I'd been holding Daniel's hand.

Before the code blue...

And I'd been so tired afterward.

But I still couldn't
remember getting to Dags' room.

"Hey," She snapped her fingers at me and I
whacked at her hands. "Look, I don't know where Dags went. He just
left the hospital but he didn't go home, or if he did he's not
answering his phone or his door. I figure he'll turn up
again...when he's forgiven us."

But that was just it. Forgiven us for what?
Or was that forgiven me?

Something bad happened to him—that much I
could remember.

I stared at her again and had to wonder what
it was she knew and I didn't. We'd had this conversation before and
if there was one thing Rhonda could do —it was keep a secret. She
and my mom should start some sort of spy training service.

"Look, just find Nona something, okay? She's
worried about you, and I think if she got something nice from you
it might make her happy. Please?"

I pursed my lips at her and avoided getting
smacked by my hair as the wind picked up and I felt a chill race up
my back. Who ever said the South was warm was never in Atlanta
during December. Close to midnight.

I followed her in. The music had shifted to a
woman's familiar voice singing softly. I smelled pine—but not like
that cleanser stuff. This was real—like being outside in a natural
Georgia forest.

I also wanted something to drink. One of the
physical ailments I seemed to have inherited with my OOB ability
was some whacky form of diabetes. Or that's how it manifested
itself on my physical body.

Weird, huh?

As I followed Rhonda inside, toward the
triangular desk with its glass viewing cases all around filled with
sparkly jewelry of gold, silver, semi -precious and precious
stones, I noticed a movement to the right. The only other people in
the building were downstairs, in the basement. I assumed Rhonda had
just come upstairs to check on me.

I stopped and looked around the shoulder
-high bookcases again. I thought I saw the slight movement of
lace...and a blue...bow?

"Hey, what's up?"

I frowned as I looked at Rhonda and then dug
out my pad. I scribbled. IS THERE A KID IN HERE?

She made a face at me. "No. No kids.
Everyone's downstairs." She waved at me to follow her. We wound our
way back through the clothing and then to the left past the
statuary, then the audio and to the front counter, which sat before
the fireplace. Past that was a hallway that led to the back
offices.

In an open box beside the fireplace was a box
full of...teddy bears?

I waved at Rhonda and pointed at the box.

She nodded. "Yeah, Candace said the bears
came in late. Were supposed to be here for the holiday sales.
Arrived today." Rhonda smirked. "They snore if you rub their
tummy."

I picked one up and tried what she said.
Nothing happened.

"You have to pull the tab out of the battery.
But don't, okay? You'll run down the battery ahead of time. None of
these have their tabs pulled. Candace is going to put them out on
the floor the day after Yule for maybe a New Year's gift. So if you
get bored, Candace did say it'd be a big help if you would put the
sell tags on them."

I nodded and tossed the bear back on the
pile. Even as Rhonda checked the front door, making sure it was
locked, I continued staring at the pile of bears. It was kind of
spooky with all those bears' eyes...just staring...at me.

Mental Note:
*shiver*

I whipped out the pad and scribbled. YOU
LEAVING ME ALONE WITH BEARS?

She laughed. "They're teddy bears, Zoë. Since
when have you been afraid of bears?"

Oh, I don't know, since maybe I discovered
that I was a Wraith and sometimes really scary things come in cute
fuzzy packages???

She must have been reading my expression as
she patted my shoulder. "You'll be fine."

My gaze tracked up to the mantel over the
fireplace. It was covered in pine needles, some green leaves and
red berries. I pointed to them and and then scribbled on another
piece of paper. WHY ALL THE IVY AND RED BERRIES?

"Pine, holly and ivy," Rhonda said coming
from the door.

I flipped the page. Scribble. OFF OF THAT
ENORMOUS HOLLY TREE IN THE SIDE YARD?

She nodded, frowning. "Probably. Old
tradition. I'll be down in the basement, okay? I need you to stay
up here and—" she stopped and closed her mouth. "Shit. I was going
to say yell if you see anything strange."

I arched an eyebrow at her. Yell? Ha! I
pulled Mom's phone from my pocket and held it up. "I'll text you,"
I mouthed to her.

She nodded. "I just hope the electronics work
down there," and with that she moved toward the back offices.

I turned toward the music section and again
caught sight of the blue bow and a little person dashing around the
corner. If I could have groaned out loud I would have. I really
hoped this wasn't more Shadow People. I didn't have Dags' rather
odd power of poofing them away with light.

I moved past the music to the books, and then
turned right. I could see straight into the main area where the
triangular showcase was. And standing in front of it was a little
girl. Maybe...seven? Heck if I know—I didn't have kids. Wasn't sure
women in my condition could actually have them, what with all my
OOBing in and out.

She had her hands behind her back and was
looking at me. I could see her details, so she wasn't a Shadow
People person. She was also in color, so that meant ghost. Shades
had a tendency to look black and white kinda like my doctor's dead
son that kept hanging about him. Only my doctor didn't see Joseph.
I did.

I waved at her.

Sometimes ghosts could hear
my thoughts. Tim and Steve—the ghost couple that lived in my mom's
house—could, at least. Hi.

She had long and curly blonde hair. Her dress
was a little fuzzy, but I could make out her frilly lacy skirt.
Geez...what time period was this spook from?

Was this what Rhonda meant by weird?

"I'm not weird," she said finally. "My name's
Ivy."

I smiled.
Hello Ivy. I'm Zoë.

She nodded. "You can see me. And I can
see..." she narrowed her eyes. "There are two of you."

Two?

"Yeah...the one in this shop, and then
there's the one that's sort of with me."

I rubbed at my chin. I was
hot and needed to discard the coat. I pulled it off and nearly
tossed it on a cat lounging softly in a nearby whicker chair.
Seeing the cat I just let the coat fall to the floor. Hopefully he
wouldn't pee in it. There are two of
me?

"Yes. Are you dead? You're confusing to look
at."

Said the Ghost to the Wraith.

Are you dead?

That got me a sarcastic reaction. "What do
you think?"

I think I need a drink.
Sierra Mist, on the rocks. Load me up with sugar baby.
Did you die here?

With a whirl she turned and skipped further
back in the room. The music overhead changed, and I thought it'd
cut off, until I heard a low hum and realized the next song had a
low start. With a glance toward the scary bears, I followed the
little ghost into the main room.

Ivy stood by the window beside the tree,
looking out at the window. "I always loved this time of year."

I came up beside her. I had
a reflection. She didn't. She also didn't have any kind of tether
or cord. So how was she still here? I knew Tim and Steve were
trapped in the house because they died a tragic death there.
You like Christmas?

She nodded. "My dad always brought the Yule
log in the first night—of December. And we'd decorate it. All of
us. With ivy and holly. I always wrapped the ivy because it was my
name. My dad wrapped the pine and my mom did the holly."

Yule log. Yule log. Why is
it I should know that name. Ah! I snapped my fingers. That's right!
Mom started the Yule Log tradition a few years after my dad left
us. I never got to wrap it in anything. Didn't the Yule log have three candles?

"Yes. They stood for the past, the present
and the future. I always put the one in for the future, because
without hope there can be no future."

I tilted my head to the
side. Riiiight. So, you're the
future? Made sense. Our future was
certainly maintained by our children. No matter how scary that
was.

Mental Note:
Re: Millennium babies. May the Great Electron
save us all!

"My dad would always tell the tale of the sun
being reborn and returning on the Solstice." She turned and up at
me with an abrupt sad face. "Only that last Christmas—there weren't
any presents." She looked at the window again. "My daddy told me
that before we lit the log. I was mad and I didn't want to light my
candle so I refused."

I felt a twinge of sadness
for the little ghost. Did something
happen?

She nodded. "My mommy was already gone, so I
was mad at him. I refused to light the future..."

So there was
no future...

The voice danced on a cold breeze that seemed
to come through the glass.

"He fell down the stairs that night...and the
doctor said he would never walk again. We'd have to leave this
house." She sniffed. "It was my fault for not lighting the future
candle. So I ran away so he wouldn't have to see me when he woke
up."

I didn't think I wanted to know what happened
to her when she ran away. Whatever it was—it killed her at a young
age.

So... I looked around for a place to
comfortably lay my body. I figured I needed to help this little
ghost move on and to do that I'd need to go OOB—

"Move on to what?"

I turned and looked at
her. To where ever it is ghosts go. I
guess to Heaven if you believe in Heaven.

She looked at me as if I'd just lost my face.
"Why in the world would I want to leave here?"

So you could be with your daddy again?

And abruptly the music changed to something
like a little jig and she was no longer beside me but skipping
along the ceiling.

Barefoot!

Hey, you get down here!

Or what? She'd hurt herself? She's already
dead.

Great....Rhonda's down in the basement and
I'm up here with a kid dancing on the roof.

"No I'm staying right here," she said as she
skipped, and I noticed little foot prints on the ceiling. Okay I
was not cleaning that up. "I know daddy blamed me for what happened
to him, because I didn't light the future. This way I never have to
see him again!"

I thought of Daniel then and my mood sobered.
I knew there was something important here—a weird parallel between
my own fear of seeing Daniel and this little girl's fear of her
father's disappointment.

I left the dancing ghost and moved back to
the window and pressed my hands against the cold glass. I wished he
was here with me, all better and we were sitting out there
together, drinking hot chocolate and enjoying the night.

I wished none of this had ever happened and I
was normal.

Or as normal as I'd been before TC.

"Where is he?"

The question startled me and
I found the little girl was beside me again. He's in the hospital. In a coma. And it's all my
fault.

She frowned. "Did you do something to
him?"

No. But he was hurt saving me.

"Then why are you afraid for him to see
you?"

It's not like that. I'm afraid of seeing
him.

"You've got it backwards."

What?

But she just bounced again and giggled and
vanished.

No smoke. No mirrors.

Just...poof.

Damn I hated that.

The music changed again, and the tune
returned to the previous one where it started low and then built. I
didn't see Ivy again. Instead I started looking around the jewelry
cases. There were so many things there...nice little trinkets I
wanted to get Mom.

Even a few I'd like to have myself. That is
if I wore a lot of jewelry. But that's never been the case with me.
Not much into the adornments. Kinda like wearing nail polish. I
can't do that either. I can feel the polish on my nails.

Ew.

After creeping myself out about nail polish,
I moved away from the case and meandered back up to the front where
the box of bears sat. As I stared at them I noticed the music had
stopped. Had the CD stopped? And with the music gone I thought I
could hear the faint cadence of chanting.

I would like to have believed it was caroling
outside—but that only happened in the movies. I don't think I've
ever seen actual carolers...period.

With a sigh I figured I'd do better to just
stand up front near the closest exit and price bears. I mean...what
kind of trouble could I get into with that?

The building cracked and popped, almost like
pine did when burned in a fireplace. I could see outside through
the window behind the counter—the trees moving in the wind. I gave
an involuntary shudder as I watched and a part of me wanted to slip
right out of this body and hide in a pot.

Geez...why was I so spooked? It wasn't like I
was being visited by three ghosts.

I thought about the little girl and her
clothes, a distinct indication of the past. So...if something from
the present appeared. I eyeballed the bears eyeballing me.

That's it, I'm waiting in the car.

Now I'd seen Rhonda check that front door.
I'd heard her lock it. So when the damned thing blew open as I was
walking around the desk in front of the fireplace, and it slammed
against the wall, dislodging a few items on shelves, I screamed
like a little girl.

It was a very quiet little girl—but I was
sure they heard me on another plane.

I also scrambled backwards for a bit, posing
in fear with the fireplace at my back. Frigid, cold wind blew in
and I stood there with wide, terrified eyes, shaking, as dead
leaves and debris were kicked inside and the wind rattled chimes
from inside the other room.

Once common sense kicked in (hey, no jokes
please), I moved forward and grabbed the door. With an effort I
pushed it shut again and turned the deadbolt which I know Rhonda
had done before.

The store had an eerie, silent quality for a
few seconds before—

Zzzzzzz....

I froze. What was that noise?

It started as a low hum, but quickly built
into something a little more deafening. I was still standing by the
door, my weight pressed against it, my back to the fireplace.

ZZZzzzzzz....

Oh god. It sounded like...

Snoring?

The noise built slowly as I turned around and
realized it was coming from the box of bears. They were all looking
at me...and snoring.

ZZZZZZZZZZ......

I was sure I saw a few of them move in the
pile—and if there was anything I hated—besides clowns—it was
stuffed animals moving. If it ain't designed to laugh and giggle
and poop its pants and then it starts doing it all on it's
own...without batteries...without the battery tabs pulled?

I was so out of there. I ran to the door
which closed before I could run through. I yanked on the knob a few
more times but it wasn't going to budge.

And the bears were snoring louder!

I moved so fast past that fireplace and back
into the main store I was surprised I didn't leave my body on the
floor. My heart thundered inside of my head as my imagination
replayed images of stuffed teddy bears climbing out of the box and
marching toward me, surrounding me, and then holding me down while
they tried to make me one of their own by stuffing me.

GAH!

I paused in front of the window where I'd
talked to Ivy. I thought about ducking in there and shutting the
doors. Teddy bears were small and they couldn't reach door
handles...unless they stood on top of each other and then turned
the knob slowly—

"Are you all right?"

I did it. Screamed again. Silent but
deafening as I whirled around and caught sight of a young man
standing by the large windows in the magic room. The only
illumination came from that window, the floodlight from the outside
streaming in to cast the room in shadows.

He was young—maybe nineteen? Twenty? And his
hair was a sandy blonde and combed neatly to one side. I couldn't
really make out his clothes, but he looked like he was dressed like
Ivy—

You're another ghost.

He gave me a half smile.
"Yes. And you're..." he frowned. "What exactly are you?"

Wraith. I took a few hesitant steps toward him and waved aside any
questions. Long story. Are you like Ivy? I
mean, do you haunt this place?

"Ivy? Who's Ivy?" He offered me his hand. "My
name is Hal Lee."

I came even closer and was
amazed at how solid he was. More solid than I think I'd ever seen
Tim or Steve manifest. I doubted my physical hand would actually
touch his so I did something that later creeped my mom out when I
told her. I slipped my Wraith hand out of my physical hand and was
able to grasp his. Zoë Martinique. I'm not
your average...acquaintance.

His hand was firm...if not
cold as stone. Once he let go I slipped my hand back into my body
just like slipping a hand back into a glove to warm it up.
Weird. So you don't know Ivy?
This wouldn't be that odd, really. I'd learned
from Rhonda over the past month that not all ghosts or shades were
aware of each other. If they existed on different planes or
spectrums then they were totally oblivious to other
ghosts.

Sometimes even those on the physical
plane.

He shook his head slowly. "No. I don't know
anybody here. Why were you running?"

I pointed toward the
door. There are possessed bears out
there.

He raised his eyebrows. "Possessed bears?
Like in Teddy Bears?" Hal laughed. "What are you really afraid
of."

Huh? I stepped
closer. I'm not making that up. All those
bears started snoring.

But he just smiled. "Why are you so sad? Why
aren't you happy that the light is returning? The God is born again
as a babe."

Light? Babe? Uhm... oh
great. Christmas. Jesus' birth. Just my luck to find a religious
ghost. A holy ghost, but not The Holy ghost. I put up both my hands
and stepped back. Oh no, look. I'm not
into all that, okay? I mean I'm Catholic, don't get me wrong. I
believe in God, in some way I guess. But you see...I've seen things
that've turned my hair white, and I
gestured to the ever-present streak in my hair. And right now the only thing I can think of is whether my
boyfriend is going to live to even see the new year.

Hal nodded. He crossed his arms over his
chest and leaned against the window. "I don't think that's it."

I blinked at him.
Excuse me?

He tilted his head to the
side. "I think you're afraid—of something else. You're afraid
he will wake
up."

I stared at this kid.

"And he won't want to see you."

Now I took a step back. No...that's not it.
But there was an odd chill running down my back.

"Isn't it? I don't sense hopelessness in you.
You're a Wraith, and that takes a strong soul, one born to carry
heavy burdens. And burdens can't be carried unless there is always
a hope the burden will be lifted. Strength." He smiled. "What has
you upset and sad and seeing things is that you're afraid you've
already lost him."

Oh god...this little kid...he'd hit it right
on the nail. The things that always went through my head. When I
wasn't listening, when I was alone, when I cried in the shower.

I really was terrified that Daniel wouldn't
see me again, that he'd reject me for causing him so much pain.
Ever since he fell from the fire escape I kept replaying his
expression—over and over—in my mind. Had he seen me? As a Wraith?
Did he think I'd let go of him? That I'd abandoned him?

And the truth was...I
had let go. In order to
save his soul.

Hal was beside me then,
almost a blinding radiance. "How another feels about you—that
reflection of love—you crave and yearn for that acceptance. But
what you have to believe in is yourself first. You did your best to
protect him, and he will know that. Have faith." He smiled. "Have
hope. You are the Ivy that protects the Holly King. You are what
can make him stronger. And if he chooses not to be with you," he
sighed. "Then you keep your strength, and you protect him, and
others, from a distance."

I...I didn't know...what to say.

"Don't make who you are about someone else."
He smiled. "I did that. I ran away here...because I saw the girl I
loved with another man. And I'd believed there was nothing left for
me. What I couldn't see was a future."

Wait...hadn't Ivy said this?

But he was right.

I felt suddenly very...selfish. Hadn't Daniel
been by my side through all the craziness back in November? With
TC, and Hirokumi, as well as the Reverend Rollins?

That was enough, wasn't it? That if he woke
and he remembered me as Wraith, or remembered me letting him go on
that fire-escape, then I had to face what came next.

Ha...that was so not me. I was always the one
to run in the other directions. Like with the snoring bears. What
was there to really run from?

He stood and straightened up, looking very
serious. "Right now you feel there is no hope. That light will not
return to your world. Nor love. Nor passion. You're afraid, in a
sense, that hope is gone. And when hope is gone there exists a void
where self-blame steps in. The Holly King represents hope, and the
Ivy King represents strength."

I stared at him, and the constant reference
to ivy and holly was starting to drive me crazy.

"Why do you think none of this will work
out?"

I looked at the ghost. At
Hal. Because I've never really known
love—that every man that's ever shown interest in me has
vanished. I thought of my dad then, and of
Barry Stephens who died because of a rapist in the park, and I
thought of Daniel—

Abruptly the light changed in the room and I
realized the illumination was no longer coming from the light
outside but from Hal himself. He'd taken on a golden glow. He no
longer had a full body either—he was disappearing.

What the—

"The Yule Log is lit, and hope is returning,
Zoë." He reached out to me and without thinking I used my physical
hand.

But I didn't touch Hal...there was a flash
and I held in my hand a sprig of holly, gently entwined in a
delicate vine of ivy. Of Hal...there was nothing.

There was a brief spark, a flash of gold and
an overwhelming feeling of warmth.

And of hope.

And I heard his voice in my ear. "It is easy
to slip into despair—it takes little effort and no self worth. But
to be a beacon and a symbol of belief, that is where the true
hardship rests. Don't ever give up, Wraith. You have a larger part
in this world, a destiny yet to come."

And he was gone, and I was on my back and
Rhonda was bending over me. She wasn't wearing her winter coat.
Instead she was in a black robe, open in the front to reveal her
jeans and Abney Park tee-shirt. "Hey, Zoë? You okay? Is it your
sugar? Do I need to get you a drink? Where did you get that?"

I blinked at her. The overhead light was on
and the feeling of peace and calm was gone, soon replaced by
damn-it's-cold-here-on-the-floor. I waved her away and sat up. I
tried to sign "Spooky bears," to her. But I think it came out as
something closer to "chafing underpants" because in my right hand
was the ivy and the holly.

I stood up and she was with me. Was it me, or
was her skin kinda glowing? I reached into my pockets—and realized
my pad was with my coat which was in the floor somewhere in the
music area.

"You okay?" Rhonda asked as she followed me
out of the room. There was a new smell now, something spicy and
kinda Christmasy. Smelled like one of mom's candles.

And Daniel's cologne.

I found my coat and then looked at the
now-silent box of bears. Had they really even gone off? Or had this
whole night been a dream? I pulled out my pad and scribbled. Took a
bit but Rhonda was patient with me.

GHOSTS. 2 OF THEM. IVY AND HAL LEE. VERY
NICE. BEARS ARE SCARY. DO YOU HAVE A YULE LOG? I WANT TO BURN ONE.
CAN WE GO NOW?

Rhonda's eyes widened as she read and then
she narrowed her eyes up at me. "Ivy and Hal Lee? Hallee?
Holly?"

Hal Lee. Holly.

Oh. My.

"Zoë, how did you know about ivy and holly,
or the Yule log?" She moved to the fireplace and pointed. "See the
ivy and holly there with the pine? Holly and ivy are the two
strongest trees in the winter, and their leaves and branches were
brought inside to adorn the house as a symbol of bringing in
strength and hope to get through the tough times."

I was watching her as she talked, and I got
what she said, but I also noticed something in her expression. She
was trying hard not to smile. I pointed to her and made a circular
motion, meaning, "what up with your face?"

We were close enough for her to understand
the gesture. "I heard from Dags! He texted me, finally. He's fine,
but he's spending a little time dealing with his
new...situation."

Situation? What kind of situation was
that?

She waved at me. "I know—I figured I'd call
him later and as about that. But he's fine. And he's alive. I have
my Yule wish I guess. Look, let's pick something out for Nona and
get back to the hospital. Candace and the others will be upstairs
in a second."

I agreed. But I couldn't seem to leave the
bears alone. I leaned in close to the nearest one and tentatively
poked at it. When it didn't snap my finger off in one bite I picked
it up and squeezed it. No sound. I squeezed it several times. Not a
peep.

Had they really snored earlier?

I left a twenty on the counter for the bear
and clutched the ivy and holly in my hand all the way back to the
hospital. Rhonda seemed to sense I wasn't in a signing scribbling
mood so we said nothing.

Once off the elevator I nearly ran to
Daniel's room. There were doctors standing outside of it and two
nurses. Captain Cooper, Daniel's boss, was there and so was
Holmes.

I stopped in my tracks but mom turned and saw
me. She waved me closer and then saw the ivy and holly in my hand.
I gave it to her and tears glistened in her eyes. "How did you
know?"

I shrugged. I didn't know anything at that
point. I was terrified that something had happened.

She pointed to the bear. "Is that for
Daniel?"

I nodded.

And she was holding me then,
her arms around me and her soft voice in my ear. "He's asking for
you, Zoë. He's asking...for you."
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