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For my wife, Ria–

who tends the flame in my heart

and keeps it bright in dark places.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Act I
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Friday, December 24th, at 2:23 P.M.
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It was the kind of snow that buried everything: the streets, the rooftops, and the truth. A gentle trickle of snow drifted down over the already-white rooftops of Hickory Springs, brightening the little town with every passing minute. The square, which sat at the very center of the island surrounded by rivers, bustled with laughter. Carolers moved from door to door singing beloved hymns of old. 

The Christmas Eve festival filled every street with the scent of cocoa, peppermint, and chimney smoke. Even the frigid air couldn't dampen the warmth that seemed to radiate from every corner–the glow of windows, the chatter of families, and the music spilling from the church steps. 

At the heart of it all stood the hundred-foot tree, unlit for now but towering proudly above the crowd like a watchful sentinel. Children played in its shadow while skaters looped and stumbled across the ice rink nearby, some gliding gracefully, others clutching their friends for balance. Vendors poured hot drinks for mittened hands; couples huddled close, lost in the spirit of a winter that had arrived early and heavy.

Leon stood in the center of it all, bundled tight against the cold. He watched the joy, the ease, the light. Every year, it looked the same–every laugh, every sparkle of tinsel, every note of song. 

Nothing out of the ordinary in the daylight of Christmas Eve. It's the same every year, he thought to himself. If only it would last past sundown. 

"Leon!" he heard a familiar voice say from behind him. Turning around, he saw her: his next door neighbor, Judith–an older lady, recently widowed, but still kicking with a vibrant Christmas cheer. "I haven't seen you at this festival in years. Is Leon Walcott actually out on Christmas Eve?"

Leon looked down with a bit of unexplained shame. "Only taking in the life of the festival, like everyone else, Mrs. Page,” he said, trying to crack a warm smile. 

"Will I see you at Kim's tonight?" she asked with enthusiasm. 

"I may stop by," he said cryptically. "Take care of yourself, Mrs. Page."

"Do not fear for me, Leon," she said. "Little old ladies like me are last in the line of danger. Do tell your father I say hello, will you?"

Leon nodded in agreement, then turned around and paused once more, scanning the square and clinging to the hope that something would stand out. Nothing did. Only the expectant Hickory Springs Christmas cheer that he'd come to wish he could delight in as everyone else did on Christmas Eve. 

One detail caught his attention before he called it quits–not by his eyes, but by an itch of his intuition. In the corner of the square, almost invisible to the rest of the festival sat a hooded man sipping on a hot beverage and sitting quietly on a bench. Leon felt puzzled; he hadn't noticed his presence until now–the only man he did not know or recognize at the festival.

The man looked up and locked eyes with him, almost as if he sensed Leon's eyes on him. The man stared at him coldly. Leon made his way over briskly, hoping to make some sort of contact but then found himself tumbling forward. He had tripped slightly on an elevated soil bed for a tree that had been concealed by the snow. Catching himself, he glanced up at the man again but saw an empty bench. 

Leon rubbed his eyes and looked again. Still empty. Turning around, he made his way to Carmallette's Coffeehouse where he knew he would find a familiar face. Leon quickly pushed the door open and found a crowded coffee shop with the aroma of coffee, mint, and familiar Christmas tunes playing in the background for seasonal ambiance. Sipping on a coffee in a festive Christmas mug sat Frank with his stubbled face and worn winter coat. He sat on a stool facing the window, deeply focused on the festival outside.

"Frank," he said. "Did you see the man sitting on the bench in the corner of the square? Stockier. He was hooded and wore a grey coat."

"I didn't, Leon. I laid my eyes on every face here at least twice over the past two hours. No face I didn't recognize."

Leon took a seat next to him and closed his eyes, rubbing them against his fingertips. 

"You've been at it since the clock struck midnight. There's nothing here, brother. Head home. If we were going to find something here, we would have by now," Frank said, putting a hand on Leon's shoulder. "Go home and rest. We have just under three hours before sunset."

Leon nodded, then stood up. "See you in a few hours, Frank."
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3:10 P.M.
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Upon entering his home, he was greeted by the familiar warm aroma of his wife's holiday recipes–a roasted honey ham baking in the oven, the famous Walcott mashed potatoes cooking on the stove, and the ethereal smoothness of her saltine cracker toffee being glistened before entering the oven. Leon, for a moment, pretended she was waiting for him in the kitchen. The nine-foot tree next to the roaring fireplace brightened the living room while three stockings hung on the mantle with their names boldly embroidered in: Leon, Elizabeth, and Abigail.

Somewhere in the house, the old Vince Guaraldi trio record spun faintly from the living room stereo. "Skating," one of Elizabeth's favorites, blurred into the background, perfectly complimenting the way snowflakes blurred past the window. 

Something wet and warm touched his hand.

He glanced down to see Ace with his big German Shepherd ears perked high. A dopey smile and heavy breathing accompanied his wide, excited eyes as his tongue swung lazily under his chin. Leon gave him a brief scratch behind the ears—his favorite spot. Ace closed his eyes and leaned into the touch.

A stout older man wearing a white button up shirt, an apron, and nicely pressed black pants greeted him from the kitchen. His grey hair sat as a crown of glory above his warm, concerned green eyes. "How was the festival, Leon?" he asked.

"A big waste of time," he responded coldly as he took his coat off. Walter took hold of it from his hands and hung it up on the hook near the front door.

"Christmas dinner should be ready soon. Will you join me this year?"

"Too much to do," Leon responded. "You know how Christmas Eve is for me," he said as he opened the entrance door to his basement.

Leon took a seat at his desk. After logging in, five computer monitors ignited to life, causing him to squint and let his eyes adjust from the darkness of the basement. Each one began to project different public roadways of Hickory Springs. The center monitor was split between a police scanner and a live news broadcast of the surrounding region. 

Shortly behind him, Walter came down with a steaming mug and sat it down on Leon's desk as he watched the monitors. The smell of fresh coffee filled his nostrils as he instinctively took hold of the warm mug and softly sipped it—black and perfectly blended how he liked it, though he showed no reaction to the drink.

A large stack of file folders sat on the side table to Leon's left. Walter took the top folder off and began flipping through it. Leon didn't stop him, but read the file as it was opened.

A news clipping sat on top as the first page of the file Walter opened: "Local boy missing on Christmas–Hickory Springs Police Investigate." Leon's handwriting labeled the file folder's tab: "Year One–Solved.”

Walter closed the first and opened the next in the stack. This time, the clipping said: "Another missing child on Christmas morning in Hickory Springs–police deny a pattern." The file folder's tab said: "Year Three–Cold."

Walter flipped through another. "Hickory Springs Breaking News: Local police detective's child reported missing." The tab said, "Year Five–Cold."

A file sat open on Leon's desk since the night prior. It was much thicker than the others and was marked up with Leon’s blue ink pen. Walter looked at it over Leon's shoulder: "Christmas Eve in Hickory Springs: The Unreported Disappearances."

"Unreported?" Walter asked. 

Leon nodded, eyes still heavy on the screens. "The last three years. Hickory Springs wants to keep their 'safe, small town USA' image. This taints it. Commissioner Jackson is in on it too. Everyone's afraid to expose the truth. But this investigative reporter found it. Red strikes every year. Hickory Springs has not escaped his danger, though it can pretend well."

"Leon, are you certain you cannot take the night off this year and just rest?" he asked. "Dinner is close to ready. You haven't slept much in the past couple days. The bags under your eyes concern me."

"I already told you..."

"This obsession will not bring them back, Leon," he said sternly.

"Dad, stop," he uttered with a hint of anger. "You don't understand. Nor have you tried to."

Walter stared at him silently as a small tear fell down his otherwise stoic face. "Christmas dinner awaits you–whenever you care to enjoy it. As long as you are awake, I will be too," he said as he went back up the stairs.

A sharp vibration buzzed through his leg. His burner was ringing. Frank.

"Channel 8. Now," he said into Leon’s ear.

Leon quickly changed over one of his monitors. On Channel 8, a fairer-skinned news anchor wearing a festive red sweater read off the weather report:


"Citizens of Hickory Springs are advised to take shelter and stay indoors in light of the winter storm's arrival—early this year, but just in time for Christmas. Police Commissioner Jackson asks all citizens to stay off of the roads and indoors with family..."





On camera, she paused and turned to her left as a confused look hit her face.

Abruptly the scene changed to a dark image of a masked man standing in front of a brick wall. A single lamp lit whatever room he stood in. He began to speak in a muffled, clearly distorted voice:


“Citizens of Hickory Springs... For years, you’ve tried to conceal the terror of this night. ‘Such a happy, lively town,’ you say. But each year, you tremble behind closed doors—and lie to the world—masking the police's advice to stay in as mere weather concerns. Tonight, I will expose the truth. Many of you think yourselves wise to leave town tonight. You are wise to. But Red is everywhere, not just here. Many of you board your windows and lock your doors, holding your children close through the night. You are wise to. Especially this Christmas. Many of you gather on rooftops, stay up through the night, and wear yellow armbands, signaling your unofficial cause to find me. You are wise to. But this year, I am making some changes. The red snow shall rise this year. I will cleanse you all of your naive idealism. Here's my promise to you: for every man with yellow on his arm that I count outside, a child will disappear. The Order shall disappear or face the consequences. Merry Christmas, Hickory Springs."





Leon felt a chill rush down his spine, followed by the involuntary tensing of every muscle in his body. 

He pulled out his burner and called Frank back. He answered after one ring.

"Cat's out of the bag," Leon said into the phone.

"About time. Leon, we're watching the town. That video went viral thirty minutes ago through social media. The blizzard has started and the bridge off the island is getting congested. Hundreds of cars are already rushing to leave the town, but the storm is making travel a nightmare. People are panicking," he said. "At this point, there's nothing we can do but wait until the sun goes down."

"Nothing?" he asked.
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