
The Rites of 
Passage EP

An Inner Circle Short Story

M. D. Presley



Copyright © 2025 by M. D. Presley 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from 
the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.



Contents

1. Just Like Christmas 1

2. Father Christmas 13

3. Merry Christmas from the Family 20

4. Fairytale of New York 26





1
Just Like Christmas

DECEMBE 17,21088


C hristmas edged ever closer, but it didn’t feel like Christmas 
to Corbin. Although dazzling arrays of lights sparkled in the 

night, and decorations littered the brown Dallas lawns, the tempera-
ture continued to hover in the sixties during the day. It was nothing 
like the brutal Montana cold he knew during his time in the cult. 
Corbin could Knally bring himself to call the Celestial Ambassadors 
that, mostly because of Hirin, but with Christmas only a week away, 
she was the last thing on his mind. 

Ee and Isaac moved into the creaky Bast Dallas home a little over 
a month ago, with Isaac claiming the master bedroom, but usually 
crashing on one of the living room couches. Mister said the pre-
vious owner had died suddenly, with no next of kin, which would 
explain the furnishings. Although calling the musty, miss-matched 
furniture and dusty collection of books, mementos, and knickknacks 
furnishings felt overly generous. Poxes and milk crates overRowed with 
decades-old magazines and scrapbooks, and sometimes Corbin picked 
through the forgotten accumulation of a lifetime and wondered about 
the man who had lived out his Knal few years there. Isaac mostly 
perused the collection of records and videos and rated the dead man’s 
tastes. Corbin found that morbid, but he also found a computer 
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stashed away in the study, which gave him access to the world outside 
via the dial-up modem.

Mister had been good to his word and made all the law enforcement 
agencies that hounded Corbin disappear. Tot that Corbin’s name had 
ever appeared in the news, what with him being a minor at the time, 
but Mister and Isaac assured him he could now walk up to any cop 
in the country and give his full name, and it wouldn’t mean a thing. 
It sounded impossible, but he believed them. Mister and Isaac had 
a habit of doing impossible things on the daily. Oith their guiding 
hands, he had dipped below everyone’s radar, and now glided through 
life in stealth mode.

jhe other Celestial Ambassadors had not been so lucky. Corbin 
knew a little about computers from his short stint in the Gklahoma 
City school system, and Isaac spent time showing him how to reKne 
his Google-fu to discover what he needed. In fact, Isaac had spent more 
time on the Kne workings of internet searches than he ever did on 
his given Fob of teaching Corbin magic. Put that little attention at 
least told Corbin that only two other members had been killed in the 
ensuing shootout that claimed 3ideon’s life. Agent Ytipek had sur-
vived, and most of the leaderless Ambassadors surrendered when the 
U.P.I. rolled up in force. Gne report had even mentioned his mother 
by name, stating how she had helped usher the surrender, but it was 
an iLeport from CTT, and he never saw another that veriKed it.

Put then the article disappeared the next time he tried to pull it up. 
Tever to be seen again.
Corbin wanted to reach out, to call and let her know he was okay. 

Isaac shot the idea down instantly, claiming that there was no reason 
to go poking the bear in the nose with his continued existence. Put 
Corbin insisted they get word to his mother, and they Knally com-
promised on a letter. Isaac remained adamant that Corbin not include 
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a return address, which left him wondering if she ever received it. Ee 
meant to write a second one, but kept putting it oJ as the days rolled 
on. —nable to mention his tutelage in magic, he really had nothing to 
add. 

Ee found barely anything about them in the news anymore. Gnly 
?uick mentions of their upcoming court appearances, and even those 
came less and less fre?uently. Ee found no indication of either Eailey 
or Eenry, but had learned the other kids had been sent oJ to relatives 
while their parents languished in Fail. Corbin racked his brain if Eailey 
had ever mentioned anyone outside the cult and came up empty. Ee 
had been willing to risk his life for her, and brought about the death of 
his surrogate father to save her, but realized now how little he actually 
knew about the girl he had sworn he loved.   

Sushing away from the monitor after his afternoon search, Corbin 
regarded the N-shaped stick on the bookshelf by the door. Eis grand-
mother jrudie had taught him to harness his knack, but it had been 
Mister who unlocked his ability, and now he practiced every day with 
Hirin. Put his mind returned to 3ideon as he grasped the dowsing rod. 

jhey told him Laziel had sired him, Fust as the angel had many 
of the other kids conceived on the Ypread. Put he still called 3ideon 
father. jhey all had, but Corbin had been special, had been singled 
out as 3ideon’s anointed successor. jhat was why Corbin bore the 
last name of 4ames, unlike Oagner, like his mother or grandparents, 
and he wondered brieRy why his mother had allowed him to bear that 
name when she had not taken it herself. Yhe truly believed Laziel was 
his father“he knew that when she spoke about the angel choosing 
her“yet she still allowed him to call 3ideon his father.

And what did it mean now that his father was dead!
Pecause of him.
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Corbin reached for the knack, letting it rise up from the base of his 
spine, and Row out his arms into the dowsing rod. Ee sought 3ideon, 
the only father he knew. jhe man he had killed so he could escape. jhe 
sensation came at once, eager to escape the conKnes of his body. Put 
it dissipated into nothingness the moment it reached the rod, which 
refused to shift and show Corbin the way. 

It refused to budge because he could not Knd 3ideon. 
Pecause 3ideon was dead.
Pecause of him.
5Eey kid19 Corbin nearly snapped the stick in two as Isaac pound-

ed on the door to the study. jhe man peered through the smudged 
glass panes with mismatched eyes. 5I need you to make a run. Oe’re 
out of Milky Oay and DS. Nou should probably get something for 
dinner too.9

54ack!9 he asked. Corbin tried to hide his surprise at Isaac’s sudden 
appearance, but doubted Isaac noticed. jhe man could supposed-
ly detect incredibly minute diJerences between magical devices, but 
often failed to perceive anything he considered beneath his notice. 
Ohich happened to be everything. 

5Tah, I’m feeling festive. Eit up Matt’s and get me an enchilada 
plate“one beef, one cheese. And get yourself something too. In fact, 
get two or three. Oe’ll eat like kings for days.9 Isaac peeled several 
twenties oJ a wad of cash. Corbin would have believed his mentor’s 
magnanimity more if he had known the money didn’t come directly 
from Mister to keep the two of them on retainer, which boiled down 
to biding their time until Mister called with a Fob. Corbin hoped Isaac 
would teach him magic while they waited. Instead, Isaac perused the 
old books and albums that came with the house, as well as catching up 
on Dancing with the Stars, which he insisted he watched ironically. 

All the while, Corbin ran his endless errands. 
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It made sense, since Isaac could not be seen in public. Tot after 
the twisting that he received in the Towhen. jhe white streak of hair 
and mismatched eyes still remained, although the latter’s color slowly 
faded back to brown by the day, promising to return to normal if Isaac 
abstained from practicing magic. jhose deformities he could hide, but 
the razorblades that protruded from his Kngertips and gums gave away 
the magical impossibility of his condition, which forced him indoors. 
Yo, the former fugitive Corbin went out into the world on Isaac’s 
behest. 

Isaac said the cell phone and car were eighteenth birthday presents 
for Corbin. It was certainly the Krst vehicle Corbin had ever owned, 
and he knew he should feel grateful for it, but looking at the fading 
blue X6V” CL7 hatchback parked in the driveway reminded him how 
Isaac always gave the bare minimum for Corbin to perform his duties. 
jhe beat-up car at least handled well, although Corbin had to reac-
?uaint himself with driving stick, but he could not help but wonder 
why Isaac had opted for a wooden board for the front bumper instead 
of replacing it properly. Yure, he had mounted it up well and drilled 
it out to attach the headlights, which somehow passed inspection if 
the sticker on the license plate could be believed, but it left Corbin 
wondering why Isaac would give him such a conspicuous car when 
they were meant to keep a low proKle.  

2ike everything Isaac gave as a gift, it consisted of contradictions, 
and Corbin again considered what they meant as he backed into the 
street and watched the strung-up lights wink on in the oncoming 
dusk.
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4 anice’s oversized Y—0 in the driveway announced that Hirin was 
there, while the several new butts in the outside ashtray said Isaac 

was several beers in, but Corbin could not help but grin. Eer o'cial 
duty had been to magically heal Corbin’s arm after Alec Lifkin broke 
it during the Yherman ordeal. And she had shown up every night after 
they arrived in Dallas, keeping her hands on his wounded appendage 
and muttering her strange language to chase the pain away. jwo weeks 
Rew by, with her as their only guest. Ohen she declared his arm fully 
healed, he feared that it would be the last he would see of her, but Hirin 
showed up two days later with a twelve-pack of Yhiner and a pack of 
Camel 2ights. 

Surchasing one of the two things the underage Corbin could not 
earned her admittance, and even a metal-tinged smile from Isaac as he 
availed himself of both. Hirin took the opportunity to escape 4anice’s 
tutelage, and she brought a break from the monotony with her that 
the three would share until Isaac eventually passed out on the couch. 
jhen it would Fust be the two of them, and they could get to work.

5Ohat do you mean you’ve never seen Meet Me in Yt. 2ouis!9 Isaac 
blurted from the living room, where he and Hirin drank while Corbin 
Knished the dishes. 5Eow can you consider yourself an educated adult 
if you’ve never seen it!9

5Pecause I’m not a thousand years old,9 Hirin contended. 5It’s a 
musical, right! Nou sure you’re straight!9

5It’s a classic, in the best possible sense.9 Corbin craned his neck 
to see Isaac stumble to the television and riRe through the inordinate 
number of 0EY tapes. 5Hnew I saw it in here. And taped straight oJ 
of the j0, no less. If we’re in luck, we’ll even catch some commercials 
from 3od-knows-when the old bastard recorded it. An actual hon-
est-to-goodness time capsule.9



jEB LIjBY GU SAYYA3B BS …

Ee slipped it into the player before either could protest. Although 
neither of them would. jhey knew his routine, which kicked oJ 
as soon as Isaac stepped out to the front porch, where he kept his 
cigarettes. Ee claimed he only smoked when he drank, but Hirin kept 
him swimming in beer and the occasional handle of Bvan Oilliams, 
which meant he would not make it through the Krst thirty minutes of 
the Klm. Yhe slipped oJ into the house to do her part of their secret 
routine as he lingered on the porch.

Isaac didn’t even make it to The Boy Next Door before his soft snores 
added an unintentional harmony. Corbin eyed him warily. 5Nou think 
he’s out!9

52inkin Sark are the greatest rappers of our generation.9 Hirin 
smirked when Isaac did not stir. 5Neah, we’re good.9

Digging into her pocket, she produced a small glass vial. Corbin 
retrieved his dowsing rod, then accepted the glass. Inside clinked a 
clipped thumbnail. Hirin’s thumbnail. 

Ee pulled the stopper and felt the trust Hirin placed in him as he 
let it fall into his hand. Magicians were scrupulously protective of two 
thingsJ their true names and pieces of their own bodies. Sossessing 
either gave another magician power over them, and was why, despite 
living like a feral pig in a compost bin, Isaac still scrubbed his bath-
room down every day, to ensure no scrap of hair, drop of blood, or 
speck of skin remained for someone to claim. 3iving another a piece 
of you gave them the ability to target you with spells or curses.

Gr, in Corbin’s case, the chance to Knd you.
5I left two,9 she told him. 
Uocusing on the residual sliver of Hirin’s essence in the clipping, 

Corbin summoned his dowsing. Oith her scent in mind, the rod 
wanted to point at her, but he cast out further with his awareness until 
he felt three smaller tugs from deeper in the house. jhe strongest came 
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from far away, but he stepped into the adFoining study Krst. 2etting 
his dowsing rod lead him, he found her Krst prizeJ a plastic Kgurine of 
a Eispanic man pushing an ice cream cart about the size of Corbin’s 
thumb. Yhe had nestled it between two books in the study, and he 
would not have diJerentiated this trinket among the previous owner’s 
own if the rod had not drawn him to it. Corbin turned it over in his 
hand and wondered if she had kept it on her person for a long time for 
it to accumulate her psychic scent, or if the Kgurine meant something 
special to her.

Ee sent his knack out again, and his rod drew him down the hall to 
the bathroom. Inside the closet, he found his second prizeJ a hair clip 
stuJed under the third set of towels. Bven with the dowsing rod, he 
almost missed it in the closet’s heavy shadows. Corbin grinned.

Yhe had told him only two prizes awaited him, but he followed his 
dowsing for the third, strongest, impression. In Isaac’s unused master 
bedroom, under the pillow his instructor never slept on, Corbin’s 
Kngers found the glittering stud Hirin usually wore in her nose, and 
proudly brought all three back to her.

5Ah,9 she sighed. 5I thought I had you with the white lie.9
Corbin did not tell her he had noticed the nose ring’s absence when 

she returned, but did not gloat as she threaded it back through her car-
tilage. Ee returned the hairpin and Kgurine next, then the thumbnail. 
Yhe replaced it in the vial, then tucked it back into the pocket of her 
Feans. 

5Ohat’s with the little dude!9 
53ift from my boyfriend.9 Hirin looked it over. 5I thought it might 

still have some of his aura on it, and that might trip you up. 3uess 
not.9 Yhe placed it in her pocket. 5Tow give me a good look.9
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Corbin unfocused his eyes and let the auras come. In the past, it 
had taken him a few moments to bring them on, but now they came 
almost instantly, thanks to Hirin.

—nbeknownst to him, Corbin’s grandmother had blacklisted him 
from the Circle, meaning no other member could train him in magic. 
Ee could Foin one of the many jerritory clans, but had so far refused, 
despite Alec Lifkin’s promise to make Corbin his right hand in the 
Ypiraling Chains. jheir penchant for collecting body parts, not only 
of their enemies, but of their own family members, made his decision 
for him. Ee could try his luck with the other jerritories, but stuck 
with the devils he knew. Isaac had denounced the Circle to live as an 
Grphan with Corbin, making them magicians without homes and 
therefore free from the edict against teaching him. 

Ohich is why Hirin tread a very Kne line with these sessions. Yhe 
could not teach him a thing about her magic, or what she and Alyssa 
learned under 4anice’s roof, but she could encourage him to practice 
the few skills he already knew. Magic was like a muscle, she informed 
him, and needed to be Rexed to stay Kt. 

5Nou good!9
5I’m good,9 he answered. 5Nou still look the same.9
5Alright, then, let’s hear it.9
Oith the aura portion complete, Corbin pulled the black iSod 

out of his pocket, and claimed one earbud before handing the other 
to Hirin. jheir half-headphones secured, Corbin pushed play. 4ingle 
bells Fangled along to the beat, before a woman sang about Ytockholm 
and snow. 

5Younds familiar, but I can’t place it,9 Hirin told him. 5Does it 
mean anything to you!9

5To. Tever heard it before.9 
5jhat still doesn’t mean it doesn’t mean anything.9
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Yhe had a point, although Corbin sided with his snoring mentor on 
this one. Isaac had built the iSod with a stolen relic so it would play the 
perfect song at the perfect time. Ee insisted it did nothing more than 
that, but it had saved Corbin’s life by providing him hints with the 
songs it played. Gr at least he thought it had. Its inventor insisted it was 
simply proFection on Corbin’s part, that the songs had no bearing on 
his life other than what he gave them. jhey were Fust pleasant melodies 
and nothing more. 

Hirin categorically reFected that notion and insisted that they listen 
to a song every session to see if they could glean its meaning. Corbin 
wanted to agree with her, but he felt like an idiot as the mumbling 
melody kicked in and he tried to decipher the lyrics. Bspecially when 
the chorus declared it Fust like Christmas when it, in fact, felt like 
anything but. 

5It’s a Christmas song, nothing more.9 Corbin pulled his earbud 
out. 

5If you say so.9 Yhe claimed a beer for the road, then gave him a 
small smile. 5jhis will be the last time I see you until after Tew NearLs. 
Nou take care of yourself, and don’t let that grinch get too sloppy on 
eggnog.9 Yhe frowned. 5I should have gotten you something.9

5It’s Kne,9 Corbin lied. 5I didn’t get you anything either. 4ust hav-
ing you here is enough of a gift.9 

5jhat line would sound cheesy coming from anyone else.9
Ee told the truth on that at least as he watched her climb into the 

oversized Y—0. jhe secretive training sessions with Hirin, and long 
conversations in the night afterwards, were the one small breath of 
cheer in his monotonous little world. Corbin was always glad to see 
her when Hirin stopped by.
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H irin looked anything but glad as she and Alyssa approached 
the front door two days later, both of them laden with twelve 

packs. Corbin let them in, then dodged the hug Alyssa sent his way 
before she remembered his aversion to touch. Hirin kept her eyes down 
as Alyssa called Corbin and Isaac closer to witness her progress.

5Alright, ready! Leady!9 Alyssa held out her hands, closed her eyes, 
and concentrated. 

5Is something supposed to be happening!9 Isaac asked. 
Corbin took a step back as he felt a light brush of what felt like a 

Kngertip tracing his cheek.
5Cool, right!9 Alyssa appeared overFoyed at her brief display and 

Isaac forced the thinnest of grins. Corbin hoped he kept his envy 
hidden. It wasn’t much, but Alyssa’s advancement far eclipsed his 
own.

5I thought you were headed back to Tew Nork.9 Isaac aimed his 
statement at Hirin.

5jhat got canceled forM reasons. Tow I’m dropping Alyssa back 
home for the holidays before I start setting up.9

5Uor what!9
5Congratulations, you’ve been served.9 jhe sullen Hirin handed 

over an envelope with card stock rough enough to be considered fancy. 
Isaac unceremoniously tore it open to read its contentsJ

You are cordially invited to attend Janice’s Annual Holiday Gala
Please join us for an evening of elegance, fine dining, and entertainment 

to celebrate the season
Wednesday, December 24th, 7 p.m.
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Cocktail Attire Required
—nderneath it stood an embossed wreath that, even from his dis-

tance, Corbin could tell were two concentric circles. 
5Yhit,9 Isaac said.
53ot that right,9 Hirin agreed. 



2
Father Christmas

“W hat do I do now?” Panic set in as the Porche’s taillights 
ahead of him kic.ed oO and it rolled forwardy Anlu the 

,Cdi ahead of it remained of the line of carsb and Forvin feared his 
tCrny

“Hollow itb ovSioCsluy -aSe uoC serioCslu neSer Csed a Salet vefore?” 
Isaac eued him from veneath his sCnglassesy “Waity Ytatement withp
drawny ToC leaSe the .eus in the ignitionb uoC get oCtb he hands uoC a 
tic.etb and then qar.s uoCr cary jhen uoC hand it vac. to him with a 
few vCc.s when uoC want it vac.y ,nu other BCestions?”

“Fan I vorrow a few vCc.s?”
Isaac hCOed a laCghb then too. a swig from the whis.eu vottle he 

had vroCght for the tenpminCte driSey jhe vCttonpdown shirt with 
the western emvroideru he scroCnged from the dead man’s closet 
loo.ed qresentavle enoCghy Isaac oOset it with hCge riqs in his accomp
qanuing Meansb which Forvin sCsqected he added himself right vefore 
leaSingy jhe sCnglassesb cowvou hatb and gloSes hid his deformities 
well enoCgh that Forvin wondered if Isaac coCld qass as normal at 
nighty Forvin oqted for a far less ostentatioCs western shirt and chip
nosb and eSen CncoSered a tCrBCoise volo tie he thoCght loo.ed good 
at the timey DCt as he watched a man in a sharq sCit emerge from the 
Porcheb who then escorted a woman in a glitteru red dress towards 
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the hoCse as Salets in Sests hCrried to qar. their costlu carb Forvin 
regretted veing vorny 

“Fan’t we MCst leaSe? 4i.eb driSe awau and neSer come vac.?”
“zoy jhis soiree is nonnegotiavleb or else we woCldn’t haSe gotten 

a formal inSitationy ,nd I can tell MCst vu loo.ing at it that it’s going 
to haSe a foCntain of some .indy 1divle foCntainb mind uoCb not the 
qeasant .indy Rar. mu wordsy” Isaac too. one last swig MCst as the Salet 
arriSed and made a show of stic.ing the vottle Cnder his threadvare 
seaty “jhere damn well vetter ve the same amoCnt when I get vac.y”

Isaac gravved a shoClder vag that still somehow managed to clash 
with his mismatched attire and hoqqed oCty Forvin set the FLJ 
in qar. and emerged to realiUe the Salet might ve vetter dressedy -e 
loo.ed oSer the line of cars vehind himb vlin.ing at the gleam of their 
headlightsb then at the glittering glare of the Fhristmas lights cascading 
oO of ‘anice’s mansiony ,cceqting the qroOered tic.etb he followed 
Isaac towards the hoCsey

“xhb sir?” jhe Salet loo.ed from the car to Forviny zo one had 
called the vou Gsir’ veforey ,t least not withoCt liverallu aqqluing 
sarcasm 5rstb and Forvin wore it as Cncomfortavlu as the volo tiey

“Tes?” 
“I don’t .now how to driSe stic.y”
“Detter 5gCre it oCtb” Isaac called from halfwau Cq the driSey 

“Fome onb .idy”
jhe lights of the entrance vlaUedb and Forvin coCld not tell if he 

was more daUUled vu them or vu ‘anice’s greeting MCst inside the doory 
Yhe wore a white dressb which accentCated her 5gCre desqite showing 
little s.iny -er hair had veen qClled high in an arrau of cCrlsb and 
seemed to ta.e on the hCe of whateSer colored light it caCghty

“Yo glad uoC camey” Yhe e6tended her handb vCt Isaac marched 
right qast hery
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“Eidn’t reallu haSe a choicey I assCme eSeruthing’s set Cq?”
-er smile neSer falteredy “Af coCrsey It mau ve the Fircle gala of 

the uearb vCt no mCndanes will ve avle to steq foot within for the 
main eSenty ,nd all the set qieces are arrangedy ,ll we need now is oCr 
qlauersy” 

“Went with the chocolate foCntainb I seey Provavlu wiser than a 
margaritab as foCntains goy” Isaac nodded to Forviny “If uoC need meb 
I’m going to ve committing some war crimes on that shrimq coc.taily”

-e disaqqeared inside as Forvin regarded ‘anicey -er stCnning 
smile qCt the lights to shamey “It’s good to see uoC againb Forviny I 
wish I coCld haSe made it oCt to Sisitb vCt things are as theu areb and 
mu time’s neSer mu owny DCt .now uoC’Se alwaus veen on mu mindy” 
Yhe reached for himb then stoqqed when he shied awauy “-aSe fCnb 
and tru to ma.e some friendsy”

‘anice tCrned her attention to the ne6t coCqle winding Cq the steqsb 
and Forvin qCshed into the hoCsey EoUens of qeoqle mingled in the 
5rst roomb either acceqting drin.s from the waiters weaSing vetween 
themb or re5lling their tinu qlates from the vCOet tavle visecting the 
dining roomy ,ll were dec.ed oCt in clothes that made Forvinb with 
his secondphand attireb want to retreaty -e scanned the roomb searchp
ing for a safe harvor in a familiar faceb vCt came Cq vlan.y Forvin 
considered see.ing oCt Isaac and his shrimq when a man sqlit oO from 
a .not of qartu goers and aimed straight for Forviny -e stood a fCll 
head higher than the voub and althoCgh the sCit loo.ed li.e it had veen 
tailored for himb it still seemed to strain against his fCll formy 

“Yob uoC’re the new vloodb hCh?” jhe man’s smile seemed genCine 
enoCghy “Lansomb Fircley”

“-Ch?”
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jhe man qClled his sleeSe vac. to disqlau a tattoo of a circle on 
his wristb initiating the greeting ritCal all magicians followed Cqon 
meeting for the 5rst timey 

“Forviny xm;” -is lac. of sigil and a7liation still felt CnnatCraly 
“Arqhany”

jhe man’s smile widened at Forvin’s admissiony “zo worriesy I 
wor. with anuone and eSeruoney” , vCsiness card aqqeared in his 
hand with a qracticed koCrishy “ToC eSer 5nd uoCrself needing anup
thing K mCndaneb musticalb or otherwise K uoC let me .nowy I wor. 
within anu vCdgetb and I’m the vest friend a newvie magician can 
ma.ey” -is eues kic.ed awaub and Forvin followed his gaUe to see ,lec 
Lif.in heading their wauy Lansom’s smile fraued at the edges as Lif.in 
arriSedb and he shoo. the card qressed vetween his 5ngers to draw 
Forvin’s attention vac. to ity 

jhe vou gingerlu acceqted the cardb Lif.in consqicCoCslu ovserSp
ing their e6changeb vefore Lansom e6cCsed himself with a mCmvley 
Lif.in watched him deqarty

“I won’t ve clich8 and tell uoC to stau awau from himb” Lif.in 
warnedy “,lthoCgh uoC shoCld .nowb whateSer he gets uoC is alwaus 
of dCvioCs legalituy ECe to a certain mustical BCir.b he’s a vit of a 
necessaru eSil eSeruone Cses from time to timey”

Forvin CnfocCsed his eues to watch Lansomb who BCic.lu attached 
himself to another clCster of acBCaintancesb and his aCras soon arriSedy 
-e e6qected Lansom to haSe a kare of white oSerlauing the same redb 
uellowb and vlCe rings all hCmans qossessedb which woCld indicate the 
qresence of magicy Insteadb Lansom vore nothing! no colors at ally 
Forvin wanted to as. Lif.in avoCt thisb or avoCt Rari’s fateb vCt he 
coCld onlu manageb “,nd uoC Cse him?”
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“zob not after he tried to .ill mey” Lif.in waSed the statement awauy 
“‘Cst a misCnderstanding that has since veen resolSedy ,re uoC doing 
well?”

Forvin sliqqed the card into his qoc.et and gaUed oSer all the 
glittering gCestsy “I gCessy Eon’t reallu .now what to sau to thaty Ar 
what I’m doing herey Ar what this eSen isy” 

“‘anice’s qarties are notorioCs and not to ve missedy It’s Fhristmas 
1Seb and we shoCld all ve with oCr familiesb uet here we all come 
rCnning when she callsy ,nd uoC haSe MCst as mCch right to ve here as 
anuone elsey Rore reallub since this is uoCr coming oCt qartu to magical 
societuy” Forvin gasqed at Lif.in’s admissiony “ToC didn’t .now?”

“zob” Forvin sqCtteredy “DCt I qrovavlu woCldn’t haSe come if I 
didy” -e regarded the other gCests slowlu reSolSing aroCnd the roomb 
while he remained stCc. therey “jheu’re all magicians?”  

“RCndanes mostlub althoCgh there are some magicians mi6ed iny” 
Lif.in nodded to a shorter man in a qlain vlCe sCitb whose tight griq 
on his veer vottle made him loo. onlu slightlu less Cncomfortavle than 
Forviny “-e’s one of miney Ru qlCspone for the eSent latery”

“1Sent?”
Lif.in eued him againy “We mingle with the mCndanes for a whileb 

then sliq awau for oCr own little uCletide celevration latery ‘anice was 
Seru sqeci5c when it came to that gCest listy Ane might sau e6clCsiSey 
FongratClations on the inSitationy”

Forvin wanted to as. after that when another familiar face aqp
qroachedy ,nd were it not for his familiaritu with Girin’s faceb he 
might not haSe recogniUed hery -e was so Csed to her Meansb jpshirt or 
tan. toq comvination that her red dress too. him avac.y It cCt varelu 
lower than her claSiclesb vones her CsCal oCt5ts also e6qosedb vCt he 
feared he woCld haSe troCvle maintaining eue contact that nighty Girin 
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greeted Lif.in with air .isses on either chee.y Yhe than.fCllu did not 
reqeat the greeting with Forviny 

“Wellb what do uoC thin.?” Yhe twirled in a moc. qiroCettey
Forvin’s tongCe tangledb and he foCght to form anu semvlance of 

a sentence when Lif.in came to his rescCey “ToC loo. loSeluy ,nd I 
thin. Forvin’s still coming to terms with the fact he’s the gCest of 
honor tonighty”

“…oing to vCrn oO uoCr nameb” Girin e6claimedy “-ow e6citing is 
that?” 

“…oing to do what?” -orror voiled in Forvin’s stomachy -e felt 
li.e he had veen thrCst onto the stage on oqening night withoCt eSer 
haSing seen the scriqty 

“ToC didn’t .now?” Girin as.edy “Whu didn’t Isaac tell uoC what 
all this is avoCt?”

“DecaCse he doesn’t tell me anuthingI”
Girin loo.ed to Lif.in for helqb vCt the man MCst shrCggedy “,lp

rightb chilly It’s not reallu a vig dealy ‘Cst a sort of rite of qassage a lot of 
wellp.nown magicians go throCghy ToC shoCld neSer let someone get a 
hold of uoCr trCe nameb what uoC call uoCrself in uoCr head when uoC 
thin. avoCt uoCrselfy DCt the name uoC’re giSen is sort of the defaCltb 
which can lead to qrovlems down the liney Rost magicians get aroCnd 
that vu neSer telling qeoqle their trCe nameb and giSing another one 
instead of what theu were vorn withy”

“4i.e Rister?”
“Ar ‘anicey Ar half the other vigwigs oCt there who no one reallu 

.nows where theu came fromy DCt then uoC haSe those of Cs who 
come from wellp.nown familiesb li.e the AgvCrnsy” Yhe nodded to 
,lecy “Ar the Lif.insy We don’t get the lC6Cru of not veing .nownb 
so we do a little ceremonu where we vCrn oO that identitub getting rid 
of it so we’re free of that connectiony jhen others can’t Cse it to qCt 
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a cCrse on uoC or anu of that other shity ‘anice has alreadu set all this 
Cqb so all uoC haSe to do is show Cq and qic. a new trCe namey ,nd 
we’ll all still call uoC Forvinb since that’s who uoC are to Csy It’s MCst 
that that’s not who uoC’re going to ve to uoCy” Yhe reached to comfort 
himb then rememvered herselfy “ToC’ll ve 5ney ‘Cst choose something 
imqortant to uoCb something secret that onlu uoC .now avoCty jwo 
to three names is qrovavlu vestb MCst li.e 5rstb middleb and lastb so it’s 
a harder comvination for others to gCessy jhin. of it li.e setting a 
qassword so no one can hac. into uoCr soCly” 

Forvin’s mind kailed for somethingb anuthing to latch on to that 
coCld de5ne himb and came Cq vlan.y Yhe wincedy “I MCst made it 
worseb didn’t I?”



3
Merry Christmas from the 

Family

T he next few hours whirled by as Kirin and Rifkin steered him 
through the soiree. They swam e,ortlessly from one island of 

merrymakers to the nextC Morbin coundering in their wake. -ost of 
the mundanes forgot about him as soon as the introduvtions vonvludp
edC in fazor of small talk with his vharismativ vomOanions. The doqen 
or so magivians eyed him after he announved himself as an HrOhanC 
but were too Oolite to in’uire into it any further. 

Morbin vould barely remember their namesC favesC or aJliations. 
“e knew only the imOending doom of soon being the venter of atp
tention. “e tried to fovus on KirinIs task of voming uO with a new 
true nameC but his head remained emOty when he found ”anive at his 
side. 

SWtIs time.E Fhe said it kindlyC but it felt like a vommand. Morbin had 
no vhoive but to follow herC KirinC and Rifkin deeOer into the house. 
”anive doled out well wishes to ezeryone she Oassed by nameC but did 
not engage any further as she steered them through to an unused den. 
Wsaav awaited them next to a bookvaseC an emOty margarita glass on the 
shelf beside him. ”aniveIs brow furrowed. SW thought youId let yourself 
in.E 

SPe all know how well that went last time.E  
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”anive Oressed her thumb into the sOine of the book beside WsaavIs 
glass. Fhe whisOered something softlyC and the shelf swung aside to 
rezeal another room. S1fter yIall.E

Rifkin went VrstC followed by Kirin. Morbin glared at Wsaav as he 
followedC only to reveize a metal sneer in return. WsaavIs smile deserted 
him when he steOOed through to see RifkinIs man in a blue suit and a 
woman with graying dreadlovks in a tan sOort voat. “er svorn recevted 
his ownC but her fave brightened when ”anive shut the sevret door 
behind them. 

S1ll is ready.E
Hther bookshelzes lined the wallsC with a vollevtion of tomes and 

svrolls. Morbin did not know what to make of all the OillowsC svarzesC 
and feathers alongside themC but his eyes were drawn to the Oainted 
virvle on the coor. Azen with his nozive knowledge of magivC he vould 
revogniqe a Oentagram. Hther glyOhs and designs adorned the sOaves 
between the VzepOointed star and surrounding virvleC but the symbol 
had always been tied to Fatan in his uObringing. 

S…ouIll sit in the venterCE the new woman instruvted Morbin. 
“e remained OlantedC and Wsaav shook his head. SYo onj itIs not 

dangerous. 1 little vrudeC but it should suJve. NasivallyC ezeryone 
Oositioned at the edges sort of 9oltrons together to0 basivally a magiv 
sandblaster that will erode away your true name. Wf ezerything goes 
right.E

SWt willCE the woman interDevted. S2rozided you haze a suJvient 
savriVve.E 

S…eahC yeahC that.E Wsaav remozed a folder from his bag and thrust 
it at Morbin. 

The boy oOened it to Vnd an ornate Oieve of OaOer with embellishp
ments on the edgesC stating that Morbin ”ames had been born to ”essie 
Pagner and Yideon ”ames on Lozember :thC B::?. “e had nezer seen 
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a birth vertiVvate beforeC but revogniqed it. “e also susOevted this was 
not a voOyC but rather the genuine artivle that should be stored in a 
vounty oJve. 

Wsaav nodded at the burning braqier in the venter of the virvle. S”ust 
toss that in when itIs timeC and you should be good to go. ThereIs 
another Oieve of OaOer there tooC whivh youIll write your new true 
name on. Throw that one in after youIre doneC and the whole thing 
will be Vnished. FhouldnIt take more than two minutesC toOs.E    

Morbin remained sOeevhlessC and vould barely remember to breathe 
as the others took Oositions at the edges of the Oentavle3 ”anive at its 
headC Kirin on her rightC and Rifkin on the leftC with his unnamed 
vomOanion taking the lovation beside him. 

Wsaav and the new woman took a steO towards the emOty sOot at the 
same time. 

Noth then froqeC she regarding him with vonfusionC while a sOark of 
anger ignited in his eye. 

SFeriously4E he yelled at ”anive. SWtIs bad enough you hire this 
vutprate envhanter to design the damn thingC but then you exOevt her 
to light the fuse too4 WIm the one whoIs training him5 WIm the one who 
should be Oulling the trigger on this damn ritual5 Fo why the hell is she 
still ezen here4E

”anive did not skiO a beatC her heels vlivking as she made her way 
to the irate Wsaav. S…ouIre right. This is a terrible slight on my Oart. W 
thought this would be easier for all inzolzedC to Oool our abilities for 
Morbin instead of forving you to shoulder the whole burden alone. W 
Vgured there must be a OroblemC sinve you hadnIt taken vare of this 
yetC and tried to steO in. Euite vlumsilyC it looks like.E Fhe arrized at 
his sideC hand alighting on WsaavIs shoulder. Morbin knew Vrsthand the 
unnatural valming e,evt her sheer Oresenve had and how her Ohysival 
vontavt vould ozervome any emotional barrier. 
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S…eahC youIre Orobably rightCE Wsaav whisOered. S…ou were Dust 
looking out for Morbin.E

SNut if you would like to add anything to the designC or steO in for 
the ritual itselfC WIm sure that will be Vne. W Dust Vgured you wouldnIt 
want to bevause of your vondition.E

SMondition4E WsaavIs rage vame roaring bavkC and he bared his metal 
teeth. SWs that the euOhemism youIre using4 …ou think W hazenIt savp
riVved enough for the vause4 …ou think W hazenIt gizen enough to the 
kid4 That W vanIt5E “is zoive droOOed to a deadly hiss. SW forget how 
subtly insidious you are sometimes.E 

Wsaav tore his shoulder free and stormed from the room. SYo on 
and Vnish uO. PouldnIt want to uOset the ezeningIs itinerary. 1nd do 
make sure to send him home when youIre done with him. Wf heIs not 
too broken from all your svheming.E

Morbin did not know how Wsaav managed to slam the sevret doorC 
but the man found a way. ”anive Oinvhed the bridge of her noseC and 
Kirin gaze an unvomfortable smile. Rifkin grinned oOenlyC as did the 
other envhanterC while the man in the blue suit looked like he wanted 
to disaOOear. Morbin felt similarly. 

S1lrightC letIs see if we van salzage this.E ”anive shook her head and 
her immavulate smile returned. SPe all haze better things to be doing 
on our Mhristmas Azes. PellC exveOt Morbin. This is some longpozerp
due housekeeOing.E 

Fhe returned to her Ooint of the starC and all eyes returned to 
Morbin. “e reluvtantly took his sOot at the venter and felt the warmth 
of the braqier beside him. The cames only rose a few invhesC but he 
swore he saw no bottom to the Vre. 

The other envhanter Vnished uO the lineuO and intoned a low note 
that resonated deeO in her vhest. The others added their zoivesC but 
vould not matvh the tenor of the envhanter. Morbin felt the e,evts at 
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onveC the stirring of magiv around him. Wt cowed out from eavh Oarp
tiviOant to the nextC linking them and redirevting that shared energy to 
Morbin. “e felt it nibbling at his edgesC avtize entroOy wearing away at 
him. “e vonsidered bringing the auras to bear to see the magiv work 
but feared remaining at its venter any longer than he had to. 

“e vould feel a thrumming in his feetC like exvazators vhiOOing away 
at the earth underneath. Azerything grew thinner around himC the air 
strained and ready to gize way at the slightest nudge. 1nd he knew the 
Vnal avt re’uired to Vnish the ritual. 

Lot a minute had gone byC but sweat shone on KirinIs brow. Rifkin 
eyed him unhaOOilyC and ezen ”aniveIs tireless smile strained. Morbin 
gaze them what they wantedC and tossed his birth vertiVvate into the 
came without another glanveC lest the slightest interavtion with a 
dovument he did not know existed a few moments ago keeO him from 
going through with their ritual. 

“e felt the identity of Morbin ”ames torn away from him as soon as 
the cames livked the Oage. 1s it shrizeled in the braqierC he felt himself 
shrizen from the identity gizen him by his mother and the man who 
vlaimed him as his sonj their deVnition of who he was and who he 
would bevome turned to ash. “e was free of themC free to form his 
own identity. 

The small blank Oieve of OaOer bevkoned to himC demanding that 
he gize himself a new nameC one that he vhose for himself. “e vould 
forge a new Oath with the new identityC setting aside all familial exOevp
tations to bevome something new and solely his own. 

“e Dust needed to write the new name down.
The shared song between the other Vze OartiviOants wazered as 

indevision ran ramOant through him. Their vonfusion gaze way to 
disaOOointment as he slid the sliO into his Oovket and turned his bavk 
to the came. 
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SW donIt knowCE Morbin whisOered. SW donIt know who to be.E



4
Fairytale of New York

“D on’t worry, it happens to every guy at some point.” Kirin 
failed to hide her smirk as she drove Corbin home. Her face 

grew more serious as she steered them around a corner. “You’ll want to 
pick something soon, though. Doesn’t have to be right away, but bad 
stuS can climb into you if you go without a true name for too long. 
Gome argue that it’s actually a piece of your soul.”

“Jreat,” Corbin grunted. “Nust great.” jormally, he would be 
overBoyed at the chance to spend another few minutes with Kirin. 
Iut the fact that Rsaac had claimed the CXT on his retreat, stranding 
Corbin there with everyone who had witnessed his failure, did not 
help. qhe valets told him Rsaac made xuite the scene, until they gave 
him the car out of pity, making Corbin want to shrink away until he 
disappeared completely. Kirin tried to play it oS, but it only irritated 
him further. 

“Rt’s not that bad,” she reassured him. “You can be anyone you want 
to be now. You can even pick the most ridiculous name possible, and 
it won’t matter since no one else will know it. Call yourself JynoA the 
Jrand qhorple for all it matters.”

“Iut that’s not who R am,” Corbin shot back. He sounded far too 
whiny, even to his ears. “R mean, R thought R knew who R was, but now 
you all tell me that’s gone. End it is, R felt it burn oS. jow R’m a no 
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one, but that’s not true either. R came from other people, and am still a 
part of them even if they’re not here. ‘ike, my grandmother was in the 
Rnner Circle, and she taught me to dowse, how to harness the knack. 
R can’t Bust Wbe free’ of her, even if she’s the one who said no one in 
the Circle can teach me magic. Go, R thought about maybe their last 
name, Magner, but that doesn’t ?t me either. -y mom, she obviously 
gave birth to me, and R can’t say that R’m cut free from that, no matter 
how much R want to be free of Jideon, whose last name has been mine 
since birth, even if he’s not supposed to be my father.”

“qhe angel againz” Kirin never believed in the angel that supposU
edly sired Corbin, but he had seen XaViel with his own eyes, and let 
silence ?ll the car instead of reigniting the argument. 

Ghe said nothing the last few minutes of the drive, and oSered no 
reason why she parked the stylish G'8 behind the shabby CXT in 
the driveway, nor why she got out to walk him to the door. Corbin 
suspected she wanted to say something more, but caught the whiS of 
Rsaac once they reached the front door. qhe stink of cigarettes gave 
him away right before a cherry …ared from the porch swing. Rsaac had 
not bothered to turn on the light, and sat smoking in the dark. qhe 
empty beer bottles at his feet said that was not all he got up to. 

“Jood of you to escort him home.” Corbin could hear Rsaac’s sneer 
in the dark. “Enother great donation for Nanice to dole out to those 
of us less fortunates. Mell, you tell her we don’t need her charity.” He 
staggered to his feet and pushed a small plastic rectangle in Corbin’s 
direction. Corbin carefully took it and turned it over to reveal a driver9s 
license. Iut the name stated WJordon Ghumway’ and had the picture 
of a darkUskinned middleUaged man with a mustache. Corbin eAamU
ined it in his hand as Kirin peered over his shoulder. 

“How’d you get him a fake RD so fastz” 
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“R didn’t,” Rsaac answered. “‘ook closer.” Kirin’s eyes went wide as 
the glamor fell away. “Fne of my earliest enchantments, back when 
R was younger than him. jo one notices that the name and picture 
don’t match whoever’s holding it, so long as you don’t draw too much 
attention to it. End it’s yours now, kid. -erry Christmas.”

“Go cool,” Kirin said. Corbin agreed with her assessment.
“End now he can make his own beer runs. Me don’t need you 

anymore.”
His words hit Kirin like a body shot, with the delayed pain not 

setting in until she realiVed the full rami?cations of Rsaac’s statement. 
Her face slowly scrunched as she stuttered, “R0 R0 R0”

“Gtop with the act, missy. R know Nanice sends you by so you can 
keep an eye on us. jo one’s that generous without an ulterior moU
tive.” 

“Nanice doesn’t know R come here.” Kirin’s Baw set as she stared 
Rsaac down. “End so what if she doesz R bring you beer and cigarettes 
because R know you like those things, and you bring your friends what 
they like when you visit. Rt’s part of being friends. Iut if you want to 
pretend you don’t need any of that, ?ne. qhat’s your choice. Iut don’t 
drag Corbin down with you Bust because you’re too proud to accept a 
lifeline when you’re drowning.”

Rsaac tore oS his sunglasses to study her with mismatched eyes. 
Kirin stared back de?antly, and his forehead furrowed as he hunted 
after something impossible to understand. “You actually come here 
because you like itz qo this placez Herez”

“Yeah, it’s nice. Rt feels real, no pretense. qhe eAact opposite of 
where R’m at most of the time. End R like that. End the two of you. 
-ost of the time. Mhen you’re not being an asshole.” 
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Rsaac’s face softened. “R forget what it’s like sometimes. Overyone 
needs a foAhole they can climb into whenever everything out there gets 
to be too much. Go, welcome to the hole. Come by whenever.” 

Gtumbling back to the swing, Rsaac claimed a beer and handed it 
to Kirin. Ghe popped the top and clinked it to his before taking a 
solidarity sip. qhe three then stood in silence on the porch, unsure 
what to do. 

“You want to ?nish Gt. ‘ouisz” 
Kirin claimed one couch, and Corbin a chair, as Rsaac readied the 

8CX. He had barely hit play when a knock came from the door. Rsaac 
stumbled over to ?nd Nanice there. 

He sxuinted as if her white dress hurt his eyes. Rt certainly made 
the house they sxuatted in seem shabbier. “Don’t you have your own 
thing going onz”

“R do. qhe same party that happens every year. End every year it’s 
the same people, all of them clambering over each other to get closer 
to me. qhey all want something, be it my attention, my good graces, 
or even some free shrimp. End every year R bring them close, stir them 
up, and simmer their collective desires into a nice nourishing orison to 
sustain me for the neAt few months while R slip out the back and have 
a little me time. End every year no one even notices R’m gone.” 

“Iut what are you doing herez”
“Mith all those hangersUon grasping for more, it’s refreshing to be 

around folks who don’t want anything from me, those who refuse 
anything R give, even when it’s freely oSered. Go, R thought R’d stop by 
and tell you that R appreciate that sentiment.” 

“You want to be with us because we don’t want to be with youz”
“qhat’s a contradiction R thought you, of all people, might underU

stand.” qhe lion roared on screen to announce the start of the movie, 
and Nanice peered around him to catch the opening credits. “Fh, R 
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remember when this came out. En absolute Christmas classic, in the 
best possible sense.”

“You remember when it came outz” Rsaac eyed her. “How old are 
you, eAactlyz”

“You should know never to ask a lady that.”
“Iut R’m only asking0 because0 You’re right. R shouldn’t have 

done that.” Rsaac shuGed his feet sheepishly. “Mould you like to come 
inz”

Nanice took his arm and breeVed inside. “Es R know you hate charity, 
everything R brought with me is for my own consumption, although 
R’d be more than happy to share if the children could bring it inside.”

Corbin and Kirin got to work, hauling in a case of champagne, 
several boAes of chocolate, a bucket of popcorn, and even a portion of 
cocktail shrimp. Iy the time they brought it all inside, Nanice knelt by 
the ?replace, coaAing a burgeoning blaVe from the scorched sticks Rsaac 
had discarded as defective. Ghe sang along to Meet Me in St. Louis, 
Louis playing on the q8, and Corbin swore the temperature had risen 
ten degrees since she had arrived. 

qhe movie acted as background noise to the cheer Nanice brought 
with her, oSering only musical asides that she soon had them singing 
along to as they shared champagne. Corbin did not know the words 
to the songs, but added his voice to theirs where he could. 

qhey xuaSed their cups and returned for more, with only Corbin 
not imbibing. qheir voices grew louder as their cheeks brightened, 
and Corbin felt far warmer than the temperature in the room could 
account for. qhey swapped stories and shared Bokes Corbin did not 
understand, yet laughed along with. Rt felt so normal to be among 
these abnormal individuals, to be included as one of their number, 
and he could not remember the last time he had felt that. He had 
eAperienced it brie…y as a kid when his grandparents took custody 
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of him, and temporarily rescued him from the cult. qhe little …eetU
ing moments like setting up the tree and singing over cups of hot 
chocolate rang with the same resonance as the moment he stood in 
now, and Corbin could not understand how he had not recogniVed 
its importance then. 

Juilt swept in to cool the merriment from a moment before, but 
it could not eAtinguish the …ame entirely. qhe pang of what he would 
never have again with his grandparents heightened the signi?cance of 
the now. Corbin held both sensations close to his heart as he slunk out 
the front door for a moment to himself. 

qhe chill of the night felt refreshing after the warmth inside, and 
he savored it as he wondered what his grandparents would think of 
his strange new companions. Mhile Jrandpa Nay knew nothing about 
this life, his grandmother had been a part of the Rnner Circle, and her 
edict said she clearly did not want him to have any part of it. Enger at 
her depriving him of this for so long kindled in his heart, but could 
not overcome his gratitude for all the two of them had done for him. 
He knew she had to have her reasons for her decision, but could not 
fathom them. 

Jrandpa Nay always called him “Corbie” as a kid, but Jramma 
hated it, and so the nickname never stuck. Ghe insisted her husband 
never call him that in her presence, so it had become a little secret the 
two of them shared. 

Corbin reached into his pockets to ?nd his newly acxuired RD, the 
i2od he earned for saving both Rsaac and Xifkin, and the slip of paper 
for his new name. He set the ?rst two on the porch swing beside him, 
but clutched the slip lest the wind whip it and any chance at forging 
his new name away with it. 

He had settled on part of his new identity, but it was not enough. 
WCorbie’ was easy to guess from his given name, and he needed more. 
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He remembered -ister saying he knew his Jramma as qrudie JimU
ple, not the name Magner she took when she married Jrandpa Nay, and 
then passed along to his mother. qhe Magner name had ended at his 
birth when his mother listed Jideon as his father, Bust as Jimple had 
ended when his grandmother took his grandfather’s name. Corbin 
reckoned he should honor her too and scribbled Corbie Gimple on the 
strip of paper. 

He found Rsaac’s lighter inside the forgotten pack, and it provided 
the …ame that turned his new true name to ash. Rt now eAisted only 
in his memory, and he vowed to keep it close and share it with no one 
else. 

His task complete, he knew he should return to the fold, but picked 
up the i2od instead. Rsaac refused to admit it could predict the future, 
and sometimes Corbin doubted his own intuition about the thing. 
He decided to put it to the test as he mentally asked the device what 
the new year would bring. 

E piano and strings came on, followed by a man’s voice that soundU
ed like a bag of rocks tossed down a …ight of stairs declaring it ChristU
mas Ove in a drunk tank. Corbin could barely make out the slurred 
lyrics but enBoyed the melody. He liked it better when the tempo 
picked up and the woman with a voice like ?re came on, although he 
could still barely understand her accent. Ell he could ever make out 
was how the bells were ringing out on Christmas Day.

He found no more enlightenment when the song wound down 
than he had discovered at its start. 2ulling out the earbuds, he returned 
both of Rsaac’s gifts to his pockets and pondered what the song porU
tended for his future. 

Guddenly he heard them cheering “-erry Christmas” inside and 
realiVed they had barreled past midnight and on to Christmas Day 
without him noticing. Ireathing deep, he opened the front door and 
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reBoined the other outsiders within, to be instantly accepted as one of 
their own.


