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      Charley was dead.

      Well, he wasn't really—that's just one of the potential and somewhat terminal states of being his overly dictatorial and suffocatingly officious supervisor had threatened him with if he didn't, and I quote, “Crack on with it lickety-split and get the job done pronto, matey.”

      (And just so you're aware, not only is that inspired opening salvo a cunningly disguised and devastatingly ingenious literary technique designed to grab your attention and pull you in, it also goes to prove that 1) I don't just throw these things together, 2) I actually put some thought into my creative processes, and 3) I'm rather well versed in the classics, don't you know.

      In fact, and just to highlight that very point, I went through the entire Twilight Saga at least a dozen times between March and August 2020. Well, I had to, really. Thanks to COVID-19, I couldn't get any toilet paper).

      So, Charley, he of the first sentence, is very muchly alive, and very muchly likely to stay that way for a good while yet (but only on the proviso he managed to wrestle a shipping-container sized box of jingling, jangling, multicoloured, carnivalesque-like lunacy out from its resting place beneath the town-hall building to check that everything in said receptacle was in good working order, a duty he performs every year upon returning from his annual leave).

      Charley's a caretaker, you see, and amongst his other terminally menial and, quite frankly, suicide-attempt-inducing caretakerly chores, he has the sad misfortune to be the chief sorter-outer of all things Christmassy, an odious task that means he's directly responsible for managing the Yuletide decorations; i.e. it's down to him to get the gargantuan glut of grandiose glittery garnishes up in the air and festooned over every available surface by the end of September so that all the morons who think the festive season starts on October the first won't feel put out as they trawl the shops looking for a bargain.

      A lonely job to test the hardiest of souls, Charley steadfastly got on with it with as much enthusiasm as he could muster, or as much as he was feasibly capable of mustering anyway, which wasn't a whole hell of a lot seeing as how he's responsible for untangling a hundred and twenty-seven thousand miles of unruly electrical wire, unfurling a Christmas tree that Godzilla could've used as a loofah, and trying to get the bloody green lights to work.

      He had thought about jacking it all in, but after three night-time visits from various members of the committee imploring him to carry on, he'd relented.

      For Charley, it looked as if his past, present, and future were firmly entrenched within the confines of the janitorial sector.

      And so, thanks to his efforts, the streets were bedecked with a plethora of tawdry, flickering, twinkling, flashing, and ostentatiously annoying embellishments of the worst sort, the type only ever seen once a year when local councils, in their infinite wisdom, decide that after three hundred and something days of overcharging the populace for services such as car parking, school meals, employing the most miserable people on the planet as bin men, repairing potholes with such shoddy gravel they'd have been better off using papier mâché, and providing those tiny, clear plastic recycling bags once every four months that are filled to capacity when you put an empty biscuit packet in one, it was high time to give a little something back (that being an increase in taxes to pay for the cost of the electricity consumed by having the damn things lit in the first place, a cost the council would recoup by putting up the price of services such as car parking, school meals, employing the most miserable people on the planet as bin men, repairing potholes with such shoddy gravel they'd have been better off using papier mâché, and providing those tiny, clear plastic recycling bags once every four months that are filled to capacity when you put an empty biscuit packet in one.

      Not that I'm lambasting local councils you understand or the vast array of people that run them. I mean, how else are they supposed to utilise all that money effectively if they don't skimp on vital amenities and pay people two hundred thousand a year for coming up with new ways to skimp on vital amenities?)

      So, what exactly are we talking about here? Or more importantly, where?

      Not considered normal by any of the normal, abnormal, or paranormal standards normally used to judge normalcy, abnormality, or paranormalcyility (yes, I made that up), the supernatural town of Ankle, for 'tis in this quaint little enclave that our story has begun, occupies what can only be described as an abnormally normal/paranormal middle ground, one that's not what you'd normally consider to be normal by normal, abnormal, or indeed paranormal standards. It is, however, as close to normal as you're likely to get from a paranormal perspective, especially if you take an abnormal view regarding what a paranormal town should be like normally.

      What this essentially means, and probably what I should have said in the first place, is that Ankle has a higher than average human-to-undead population ratio, one ensuring that the Christmas celebrations are what you might expect to see anywhere else at this most wonderful time of the year; ergo, the carollers were out carolling, the Santa's were out Santaring, the shoppers were out shoppering, and the monsters were out monstering.

      (Okay, so it's not exactly the same as anywhere else, but it almost is. After all, what would the season of goodwill to all men be without a festive modicum of misery, slice of slaughter, dose of death and destruction, and the eternal horror that is the mince pie?)

      But it's the children of the town, as in keeping with little ones from all over the world, who celebrated and embraced the holiday with the most gusto, joyfully immersing themselves in all of the over-the-top wonders it has to offer (which, let's be honest here, is a fortnight off school, staying up late, consuming enough sugar to turn a Brontosaurus into a raging diabetic, and getting a mountain of presents so expensive their cost can only be described using Avogadro's constant. Ask any modern-day child what they think Christmas is about; all you're likely to get is a shrug of the shoulders and a grunt on account of them not being able to speak due to having a mouth full of chocolate that, for some reason, seems to cost twice as much as it did in November).

      Boiled down, it means that every child under the age of eight (and adults with behavioural issues that lean heavily toward the psychopathic. Civilian police-staff, theatre critics, hospital porters, etc.) was engaged in all but two things, namely, 1) breathlessly awaiting the arrival of Father Christmas to see if he'd gotten them some, if not all of the presents on their extensive lists, and, 2) trying to be good little boys and girls in order to keep their names off the infamous naughty list (it's like the one the police keep under the desk, the only difference being is that a mention on Santas' won't impact your job as a teacher or necessitate having your passport seized).

      And so, we join William and Jade who were sure to be on the correct side of the jolly fat bloke's piece of paper, that was a given. In fact, it had never been in doubt for a single, solitary moment.

      They'd been extremely well behaved all year, had helped out their parents as much as they could, been good to their elderly neighbours, looked after the pets, and both performed really well at school (or, to put it another way, they were a couple of goody-two-shoes swats who were forever on the verge of getting a battering from their classmates and having their heads stuck down the toilet for being such a pair of simpering, snivelling gamps. I tell you what: they wouldn't have lasted five minutes at my school. We got detention if we handed our homework in on time, lessons had factored in cigarette breaks, one of the dinner ladies left and went to work in Belmarsh Prison because it wasn't as rough and she got spat at less, and the school bully got away with whatever he wanted, to the extent he used to beat the teachers up every day and nick their lunch money. Mind you, he was the headmaster).

      So, back to William and Jade.

      At that precise moment, they were hurriedly crossing a field that led from the rear of their garden to the centre of town, a handy route that cut out a goodly portion of the streets they'd normally have to traverse to reach their destination.

      And the reason for their fastidious, fleetness of foot and prompt, pump placing perambulation? Well, I'll tell you.

      None other than Santa Claus himself was making a special appearance at the newly reopened “Bertie Bingo's Box of Delights”, the foremost purveyor of toys and games in a twenty-five-mile radius, and they didn't want to miss him.

      (Actually, and more to the point, accurately, he's the only purveyor of toys and games in a twenty-five-mile radius, so qualifies as the undisputed front-runner for that reason alone.)

      It certainly isn't for anything else, that's for sure.

      Useful retail-trade attributes such as a tactful approach to customer service, a subtle yet persuasive sales-technique, and adopting the role of subservient vendor didn't really appeal to Bertie on account of those essential mercantile facets being rather absent from his character profile and skill set.

      He preferred a more straightforward and down-to-earth approach to selling, a home-grown system that mostly involved ignoring everyone, short-changing patrons, and loudly yelling, "If you're not going to buy anything, sod off!" at regular, and very short intervals.

      The only other shop-based activity the barely functioning, anti-social inebriate got up to was to hide at the back of his establishment and fire crossbow bolts at anyone under four feet tall that entered his premises. Well, he used to, anyway.

      On account of an “incident”, he’d thought it best to try some other way of tormenting his customers because, as he'd recently discovered, children aren't the only creatures that are routinely on the short side, a biological tidbit he'd become instantly familiar with when he'd hit Steelskull the dwarf in the dangly, spherical bits with an arrow when said diminutive creature was browsing for a toy axe for his niece's birthday.

      Not known for being the most even tempered of chaps [Steelskull had once headbutted a lighthouse because it had been in his way], Bertie had sought to calm the angered customer, so what followed had been a tirade of effusive grovelling, a broadside of gushing apologies, and listening to a brief lesson on what constitutes good shopkeeper manners, the result of which was Steelskull receiving a free gift and a hefty refund for the item he hadn't paid for in the first place, and Bertie had been forced to keep the shop closed for a while (as well as his right eye [swollen], jaw [wired], and bottom [slightly torn upon the insertion and subsequent removal of a pointy, three-feet long shaft of wood].)

      Ever the commercial dynamo, though, Bertie was never one to pass up the opportunity to make a bit of extra cash, so to celebrate his shop's re-opening he'd employed a fellow to sit in a tent at the back and ask children what they wanted for Christmas.

      As was traditional, said seasonal employee was dressed up as the jolly, red-suited giver of gifts because one, it was festive and fun; two, the kids loved it; and three, a man sitting in a secluded canvas house and getting children to sit on his lap whilst dressed in his normal clothes may have been perceived by some as slightly odd behaviour. Unless he was an employee at the BBC in the 1970s of course, in which case it would have been perfectly acceptable, because “That's what everyone did”. Degenerates.

      "So, what's on top of your list then?" William said to his sister.

      "The Super Dolly, Horsey, and Hairdressing Set," she said without a moment's hesitation because she wanted to be a dolly collecting, horse-riding hairdresser when she grew up. "What about you?"

      William mentally crossed that particular item off his own list. He didn't fret too much, though, because he could always have a go with Jade's when she wasn't around—plus, bonus, he could add something else to his that he wanted.

      (Please note even in light of the contents of that last sentence, there is no suggestion whatsoever that young William's desire to play with a girl’s toy means he is in any way abnormal, sensitive, or a tad limp in the wrist area. So, let's put any preconceived notions to one side and just live and let live, shall we, especially as he's a bit of a softie and kind of precious about it.)

      "I quite fancy that astronomy set," said the boy. "That programme we saw made it look really interesting. I didn’t understand a lot of it, but I think it would be great fun to learn."

      "Sounds boring to me," said Jade in typical childlike fashion, i.e. not knowing anything at all about a given subject but deriding it anyway.

      "You're boring," said William.

      "You are."

      "No, you are."

      And so it went on for a couple more minutes until a flash of colour from the trees ahead made them come to a stop, both physically and verbally.

      "What was that?" asked Jade.

      "I don't know," said William as he gazed into the woods. "Maybe it was a deer or something."

      "Hello, children," said a voice.

      "William," said Jade.

      "Yes."

      "Can deer talk?"

      "I don't think so."

      "Oh."

      "Don't worry," continued the voice. "And I know you only see me once a year, but I was rather hoping you'd recognise me."

      A figure stepped from amongst the trees. He was fat, dressed all in red, had rosy cheeks, and a big white beard. He swung a large sack off his shoulder and placed it onto the ground at his feet.

      "SANTA!" William and Jade shouted in unison.

      When they arrived home two hours later, it took a further hour or so for the children's parents to get any sort of sense out of them. Physically they were both absolutely fine, but they cried, shook their heads, wailed, and generally talked a lot of nonsense. But the one thing they both made abundantly clear was that they never ever wanted to meet Father Christmas again.
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        * * *

      

      In Skullenia, repository of all things weird, wacky, woebegone, wayward and the like, the Yuletide festivities weren't quite so traditional. In fact, they're about as close to being Christmassy as The Reform Party is to opening up the European borders, visiting a mosque, and having their works do in a Polish restaurant.

      There are some concessions to the season of goodwill, of course, because, as you're no doubt aware, there are a few humans living within its supernatural confines.

      Mrs Strudel always sends good Constable Gullett a card (usually depicting a robin sitting atop an icy branch, a glistening fir tree, a grinning snowman, or some other wintry item straight out of the Bethlehem tourist-centre gift section), some presents are exchanged, and there's even a couple of baubles hanging from the fountain (although why Mr and Mrs Bauble feel the need to dangle themselves there at this time every year is a complete mystery to one and all, especially as come the beginning of January, and the constant attentions of a playful Noggin, they have to check themselves into the hospital where it takes them till the following December to recover from their injuries).

      So, rather than what you and I might be used to (alcohol for breakfast, crap TV, too much food, and falling asleep), the town celebrates with a jolly fayre, which is where the majority of the townsfolk currently are and indulging in all sorts of shenanigans. Shall we join them? Oh, okay then.

      "Please, please, please, can you tell him? Pleeeeease," said Egon, a vague hint of desperate imploring evident in his voice (it might have shown on his face as well, but seeing as how the little servant of the dark took being ugly to stratospheric and, quite frankly, ridiculous levels of cringe-inducing, visually repugnant, sallow-skinned horror, it was only the most robust of emotions that had any chance of showing on his oddly misshapen visage, the others fleeing in terror in search of a more suitable set of fraught features, such as those on an outraged gorilla, a marathon runner who's hit the wall, a toddler who needs a big poo, an occupant of the electric chair, or Boris Johnson's at a COVID enquiry).

      "Why the hell should I tell him?" said Ollie. "Look, I know it was my idea, but it wasn't me that messed it up now, was it? Sorry, Egon old fruit, you're going to have to deal with this on your own, I'm afraid."

      The Skullenian Town Fayre had been going on since the early hours and was now in full and very noisy swing. It was an annual dose of ridiculousness that took place at this time every December to commemorate the capture and burning at the stake of one Tor Grinder, the infamous fire-golem of Clavicle who had ravaged the countryside with his highly incendiary granite-mortars and shockingly bad haiku poetry. For whatever reason, he would stand outside a random residence, read aloud some dreadful piece of verbal effluent that he'd concocted, then blow the place and everyone in it to kingdom come.

      When he’d eventually been detained and brought to justice, he'd stated at his trial that he’d done it because he was bored, but that hadn't cut any ice with the legendary Judge Bredd, who’d ordered Tor to be roasted alive until there was nothing left save for swirling smoke, unidentifiable black lumps, and bad memories (Judge Prendergast Bredd had been a crusty old duffer who'd spent a fair slice of his life loafing about local courts and tribunals before rising to his lofty position on the magisterial circuit. A tough cookie, he'd been known for never going off half-baked and could never be buttered up, and if you'd ended up in front of him, you were usually toast. Oh, don't groan. You know you were thinking it too).

      Sadly, though, on that particular occasion, the silly old judge hadn't quite thought things through properly because, as he should have known, trying to burn a fire golem is like trying to drown a fish in water, kill an eagle by chucking it out of a plane, or attempting to explain the basic concepts of a democratic vote to a determined Brexit remoaner.

      So, as you've no doubt already realised, not only was the venerable Bredd one of the harshest judges ever to have graced the judicial circuit, he was also one of the thickest.

      For example, on the occasion of dealing with an ogre after it had gone on a marauding rampage during which it had eaten three hundred and four cows, thirty-six chickens, a plough, and the farmer that was sitting on it, Bredd had summed up by informing the court he was going to let the ogre off, stating he couldn't possibly have perpetrated such heinous acts as he had an honest face, totally disregarding the fact that the face in question was covered in feathers, had soil and bits of Farmer Bugg stuck in its teeth, and a cowbell hanging off its nose.

      Anyway, after three long days of Tor basking in the glow of the pyre and on the verge of escaping because he was getting a bit chilly, the villagers, who coincidentally had just run out of marshmallows, had gotten fed up with the entire affair and smashed the offending fire golem to teeny tiny pieces with their sticky forks, a stunning turn of events that was now celebrated every year with the fayre.

      Or, to put it another way, it was a passable excuse for a good, old-fashioned knees-up.

      The highlight of this ridiculous revelry was the fancy-dress competition, a popular fashion-based farce not only keenly contested, but one that proved to be quite a dazzling spectacle, what with it looking like a hellish cross between an explosion in Poundland's clothing department and the worst LSD trip ever (which occurred when Jimi Hendrix stumbled over a small, white tablet and banged his head on a shelf. Obviously, he was off his face at the time and talking to a large magenta penguin about Etruscan pottery and the pineapple he was dating, but that's beside the point.

      So, what can we learn from all this talk of illegal narcotics? Well, here it is, so please take note.

      Always remember, drugs are inherently dangerous, money-draining, life-destroying concoctions of evil, so to all you kids out there take heed. DON'T LEAVE THEM ON THE FLOOR!)

      Previous winners of this cross-dressing lunacy included Stitches with his take on a werewolf (he'd borrowed a fur coat and stuck orange peel in his mouth), Mrs Ladle's marvellous impression of Marilyn Monroe (well, she thought it was marvellous. Everyone else thought it was one of the most disturbing things that they'd ever witnessed, and at least two of those had seen Russell Crowe singing in Les Misérables. As Henry Jekyll had pointed out, there's nothing in this world or the next that can prepare you for the sight of an elderly witch all dressed in white and standing proudly whilst a stiff breeze blows her skirt up around her midriff.

      For the benefit of you, dear reader, I shan't go into too much detail about that insane spectacle because post-traumatic stress disorder is a debilitating mental condition that has the capacity to bring one's life to a complete standstill. Let's just say if I did paint that picture for you, you wouldn't be able to look at the cheese counter at Sainsbury's in quite the same way anymore), and Mandeep Singh's brilliant Gandhi, although to be fair he did have a distinct advantage in that he had his very own pair of flip-flops (and there's you thinking it was something to do with his ethnicity. That'll teach you to be all racist and stereotypist, won't it? I'm not having any of that. That's my job. Also, I don't care if stereotypist isn't a word. It should be).

      This year, however, things were a little bit different. Much to everyone's surprise, curiosity, and sheer and abject terror, Count Jocular had decided to take part for the first time.

      Amazingly, he'd always fancied giving it a go, and if it hadn't been for the fact that the haute couture horror show always seemed to coincide with his busiest weekend of killing, maiming, butchering, and choosing wallpapers, he would've done so before.

      Anyway, thanks to some forward planning and a fair bit of overtime during which he’d applied many a nose to the grind-stone (a terrifying item of erstwhile tool-sharpening equipment he kept in the greenhouse, a terrifying item of erstwhile gardening furniture he kept in a dungeon), he'd managed to get ahead of his beheading, so, as odd as it may seem, he was free to partake, and very much looking forward to dressing up in a resplendently silly costume, one only slightly sillier than the one he usually wore.

      After a little thought, he'd decided to attend the event as one of his predecessors, the venerable Count Slaughter, because the old vampire lord had had a particular penchant for suits of armour, a mode of attire Count Jocular had always thought would, quite literally, suit him down to the ground.

      Slaughter had owned one for every occasion including, it was alleged, a suit of armour in the style of a pair of pyjamas that he'd worn when it was sleepy time. He'd vehemently denied the allegation, of course, and very quickly squashed the rumours straight away, as he did with the rumour spreader himself.

      And so, in preparation for the event, Jocular had acquired a splendid outfit, and to assure himself of certain victory, adorned it with as many accessories as he could feasibly get away with whilst still being able to walk.

      When finally ready, it looked utterly astonishing, but being the consummate perfectionist that he was, Jocular had decided it needed burnishing to a high sheen, a task he'd delegated to his number one servant.

      Eager to please his master, as was his wont, purpose, and all he knew how to do apart from kicking the odd flunky in the blobs if they peed on the carpet, Egon had got to work polishing.

      Happy with his work, and more than happy that the master would be more than more than happy with his work, Egon had popped the suit into the machine for a final spruce.

      Unfortunately, due to being happily distracted by being more than happy with his work than before, and much more than more than happy at the prospect of the master being more than more than happy with the work he was more than more than happy with, Egon had misread the label and put the shimmering ensemble on a hot wash, thereby causing it to shrink to the point that the little domestic himself would've found it a tad snug, thus leaving him with the onerous, terrifying, and potentially fatal task of informing his master what had happened … the master who was due to arrive at any moment.

      Ollie watched as Egon trotted off to Mrs Strudel’s. He said he fancied a cup of strong, thick, struggles to get out of the mug coffee whilst he worked out how to tell Count Jocular what had happened, and to make sure his affairs were in order.

      As he strode by the fountain, Ollie said hello to Mr and Mrs Bauble, gave Noggin a tentative pat on the head, then looked around at the various activities, stalls, and attractions.

      Popular amongst them was Mrs Ladle's cake stall, which was doing a roaring trade (made all the more interesting in that she was selling several varieties of cake that actually did roar and a Flossy Layered Sponge that had a tendency to bite if the potential consumer didn't take the roar seriously), and Henry Jekyll's surreptitiously offensive game of Stick the Stake in the Vampire, a darkly humorous version of the more traditional ass related endeavour (he'd asked Ollie if he fancied being the vampire in question, but he'd graciously declined stating, "No thanks. I'll be far too busy organising 'other things', 'other things' I can't think of at the precise moment, but 'other things' that I'm sure will come up at some point".

      In other words, he felt faint if he got so much as a splinter, and the thought of standing still whilst a succession of grinning maniacs tried “sticking” a wooden stake to his chest made him feel positively nauseous, especially when the “sticking”, thanks to an unfettered intake of copious amounts of brain-cell destroying alcohol, an overzealous desire to win, and the “stickers” having as much intelligence as the pointy wooden implements they were wielding, would very quickly evolve into Ollie looking like a bloody, screaming, albeit very well dressed pin cushion.

      And it didn't have anything to do with him being a half-vampire either. He could take a pointy bit of wood to the chest as well as the next person, although admittedly, he'd prefer it if it was the next person who got staked if he was honest. No, it had more to do with the fact that he possessed the pain tolerance of a two-year-old and behaved, as Stitches had delicately pointed out the last time a fragment of wood the size of an anorexic atom had violently stabbed his thumb, “like a bit of a gay-lord”.)

      One of the more unusual displays was Blind Arnold's knife-throwing act, an entertaining diversion if ever there was one, although it was the volunteer strapped to the “Spinning Wheel of Least Likely to Get Skewered” who was getting the most out of it. He was having a whale of a time as he watched the crowd scatter in all directions as wickedly sharp, two feet long murderous machetes of mayhem went ripping through the atmosphere in every conceivable direction including up, an unexpected part of the show Optica Trump found out about when one of the deadly daggers of destruction cleft his trousers in twain as he flew past on his way to see his nan.

      Now, many people may wonder why on earth is a blind man allowed to throw knives about when he has the visual acuity of a star-nosed mole. Well, the answer to that is twofold.

      Firstly, it's for charity. It's a well-known fact that individuals will participate in whatever activity they're terrible at in order to garner donations from the masses, Comic Relief being the prime example.

      Secondly, it's Arnold's hobby. He had to do something after retiring from the bomb squad (apparently, he can smell colours. Not that it matters. It's always the blue wire).

      Mrs Strudel wasn't best pleased about it, either. One of the disobedient blades of bedlam hit Eugene the golem right in the saucers, causing him to spill tea and biscuits all over the place.

      Apart from that, though, and taking into account a few minor injuries, a smidgen of structural damage, and a fight between Fink the troll and Boing Boing the imp that was into its fifth hour, it was all going swimmingly, and everyone was having a rather splendid time of it, ta very much.

      In fact, the only issue of note had occurred when Flug had misunderstood the basic concept of Pooh Sticks and managed to contaminate the fountain with what he'd lovingly referred to as “HMS Kaccky Plop Plops”.

      Far from being upset, however, everyone had been very understanding because they all knew the poor reanimate was a little slow on the uptake most of the time, and consequently got quite a lot of things wrong. He often forgot how to lie down, for example, which was ironic seeing as how he tripped over his own and other people's feet with monotonous regularity and ended up in that exact position. He just couldn't tell you how he got there.

      "Going well isn't it?" said Stitches, joining Ollie.

      "Indeed, it is. Very successful." He looked at his friend. "That's a nice costume. What have you come as?"

      Stitches gave a harrumph of sarcastic intent and raised an eyebrow, which then chose that exact moment to remain in its elevated position.

      "I'm not in the fancy dress competition, you deranged dandy," he said. "These are my spare clothes. My others got dirty the other day, remember?"

      Ollie chuckled and nodded his head.

      Stitches had been engaged in conversation with Ethan when, with his usual reserved tact and diplomacy, the kind usually the preserve of drunks, old people, and orange American presidents, had commented, “What would you know about it, Fido? You spend most of the day lying on the furniture licking yourself.”

      Now, to be fair, Ethan hadn't hit the zombie that hard (although that's entirely relative, to be honest. If a bull elephant sat on your lap, it'd still smart a bit, no matter how gingerly he lowered himself down).

      In fact, the blow wouldn't have usually left a dent, but Stitches had stumbled backwards in surprise, tripped over his own feet, and landed in a muddy puddle so large that it had tides, a lifeguard, and regular ferry crossings.

      Thusly immersed, he'd instantly soaked up enough water and mud to fashion a fair-sized golem, burst several delicate seams, and ended up looking a bit like a popped baked potato.

      "Well, if nothing else, it makes a change to see you wearing something a bit more up to date. Denim suits you, actually," said Ollie.

      "If you say so," said Stitches. "I think I look like a Cannibal Corpse roadie. Anyway, I'm going to the hook-a-troll stall. The first prize is a date with the Stella Triplets.”

      “Is that entirely safe?”

      “Oh, yeah. If you win, you get a free course of antibiotics. See you in a bit."

      Ollie started to make his way through the crowd towards the always popular “Where's Ronnie?” attraction. The invisible man, doing what he does best, makes himself all invisible (there's a fantastic surprise), goes off and hides, but leaves a series of cunning clues as to his whereabouts, with a prize going to the clever fellow who finds him first.

      To be honest, it's not much of a challenge on the face of it as there are only two places he's ever liable to be, that being at either one end of the bar in The Bolt and Jugular or, just to make things really awkward and challenging, the other end. Still, what with the collective IQ of the participating Skullenians resembling that possessed of a jam doughnut, he was always guaranteed to get a few hours drinking in before anyone figured it out.

      All of a sudden, Ollie heard a very loud, "YAY!" And it must have been loud because its volume eclipsed that emanating from a large crowd that'd gathered outside the pub.

      They were watching Valiant the ogre, who was performing his speed-eating routine, a task at which he was doing rather well, i.e. he was currently munching his way through his seventeenth paving slab of the session (although it wasn't strictly concrete he was consuming. The slabs had been supplied by Falstaff Wastepipe, a local builder who was so adept at fleecing his customers and cutting corners that the gypsies three villages across wouldn't have anything to do with him. In practical terms, the slabs that Valiant was eating weren’t what you might describe as quality merchandise, and whilst certainly grey and somewhat square, they were more doughy and squishy rather than concretey and hardy, the consequence of which he'd suffer later when his tummy rebelled and declared war on his toilet. Be warned. If you ever get Mr Wastepipe to assist you with any type of construction work, make sure you cover it up if it rains. Insurance companies tend not to pay up if you put on your claim form, “House turned into a loaf of bread”).

      The exuberant “YAY!” had come from Flug, who was at Grendle's “Guess How Many Batty Bites Are In The Big Brown Barrel” stall. Not easy by any stretch, it was certainly proving to be something of a teaser, especially as the big, brown barrel, as was traditional in the coopering trade, was assembled using the finest oak staves, making it as see-through as a big, brown barrel.

      Notwithstanding that, many eager people had tried their luck offering up guesses, ranging from the hopeful (Mrs Ladle's “One big one”), the confused (Gilbert Laser's “If you don't tell me, how am I supposed to know?”), the asinine (Grendle's “Why's it cheating if I have a go?”), and the inspired (Dr Zoltan's “I haven't got a bloody clue”, although to be fair to the good physician, he was ever so slightly distracted by Nurse Parsnip's “A Kiss For Charity” booth).

      Attractive by ghoulish standards (everything in the right place and not all of it sickly green in hue), the doctor found her gorgeously alluring, and over the course of time, he'd developed something of a soft spot for her, although he tried to keep it under his hat where it wouldn't scare anyone.

      So far, he'd visited her stall two hundred and forty-eight times, thereby donating so much money to good causes that he wouldn't be seeing any wages for the next four and a half months.

      Anyway, with an inevitability so inevitable it would have caused even Frank “I never thought that would happen” Spume to exclaim, "I knew that was going to happen", Flug had been drawn to the massive container of sweets like a diabetic moth to a flaming sugar cube.

      Knowing what was at stake, the reanimate had stood in front of the barrel where, after considering all of the relevant facts—such as the size of the sweets themselves, the available space inside the barrel, possible temperature variants and how they would affect the expansion and contraction of the glucose molecules, subtle shifts in relative humidity, and fluctuations in the manufacturing process that could affect their overall density—he had proudly announced, “Lots.”

      Such was the efficacy of this simple logic (as unintentional as it was, especially from a being who wouldn't know what to do with a sock), Grendle felt that he had no option but to declare the oversized behemoth the winner, causing him to let out a cry of prehistoric proportions, one similar to that of a mentally challenged slab of flesh that had just won three-quarters of a tonne of sweets.

      Ollie shook his head in despair as Flug picked up the sugar-laden barrel and hot-footed it back to the office and the confines of his bedroom, where he would remain until his multi-flavoured orgy of sweet ingesting madness was done.

      “Looks like the drains are going to back up again,” Ollie thought as he turned and headed towards Mrs Strudel’s. He needed a Marmite sandwich and a cup of double-strength Earl Grey tea stat.
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        * * *

      

      Egon gazed at Count Jocular and had to admit that he looked a bit bizarre upside down. He was as handsome as ever, of course, remained malevolently distinguished certainly, and was still as soul searingly terrifying as he ever was, but even with all that taken into account, he still looked rather peculiar. He also wished he'd stop moving from side to side, as it was most disconcerting.

      “Ah, Egon. You haff avakened from your little nap.”

      It was only then that Egon finally put two and two together and came up with, "Bugger. I'm in the poo again."

      After the incident with the suit of armour, Jocular had felt that Egon might benefit from a prompt and well-intentioned reminder about prioritising responsibilities, taking pride in one's work, and what may happen should those aforementioned maxims be disregarded at some point in the future. To that end, he'd hung Egon by the ankles from a rafter in The Punishment Room as a telling off for shrinking his resplendent, and potential fancy-dress competition-winning antiquated attire.

      And so, at present, the little servant was ten feet up in the air and gently swaying back and forth, his dislocated comb-over ploughing a neat furrow into the dusty floor below.

      And The Punishment Room? Well, it’s horrible. It's a dark, dismal, and dangerous domain filled with what can only be described as … things.

      There are sharp things, choppy things, slicey things, loppy-offy things, gashy things, pointy things, carvy things, smashy things, cutty things, scratchy things, amputatey things, hacky-offy things, twisty things, stabby things, and a painful-looking assortment of inserty things.

      It is indeed a terrible place, made even more so by a wall-mounted selection of geometric, and frankly atrocious nail-and-wool-crafted monstrosities of the sort that had hung like fractal cobwebs in every living room during the 1970s because your dad thought them arty.

      In essence, The Punishment Room was Jocular's version of the naughty stair, only with slightly less carpet and a lot more pain.

      Anyway, as disappointed as he'd been with the destruction of his costume, Jocular had still wanted to enter the fancy dress so, calling on his vast, creative talent, he'd borrowed a pointy hat, stuck a large pea on his nose, painted himself green, and masqueraded as Mrs Ladle (and before you take issue with that, I said his creative talent was vast. I didn't say it was any good).

      Sadly, as good as his dress-up was (it wasn't. Please see above), he didn't win because the head judge, a chap by the name of George Plodder, thought the vampire lord’s costume was about as convincing as, quote, “a giraffe auditioning for the role of Dopey in an all-meerkat production of Snow White and The Seven Dwarves.”

      In an ironic twist, Mr Plodder was later congratulated for his very convincing portrayal of “Dead man hung in a tree by his entrails and used as a punching bag”.

      "And zo," said the darkest of dark lords, "haff you learnt your lesson, Egon?"

      "Oh, indeed I have your Majestic Imperial Blackness," said the little servant as his vision began to cloud. "I'll most definitely be more careful with the washing in future."

      "And?"

      "Not allow level-four flunkies to perform tasks that I should be taking care of myself, oh Glorious Lord Of All Impishness, Dread Intent, And Those Little Bits Of Split Nail On The Side Of Your Finger That Really Hurt."

      "Excellent."

      So, what does Egon mean by level-four flunkies?

      Well, being the massive, sprawling structure that it is, Castle Jocular, as is no doubt tacit, requires a hell of a lot of looking after, which, as is no doubt even more tacit, a vast undertaking that needs the careful attentions of many a creature.

      Now, that's all fine and dandy as there is indeed many a creature within the castle able to render any assistance that may be required but keeping things ticking over on a day-to-day basis, and therefore functioning as effectively as possible, can only be achieved if discipline and order are strictly maintained.

      To facilitate this requirement, the flunkies, servants, thralls, vassals, and any other help in general, are subject to the auspices of a rigid hierarchy, a firm chain of command that not only keeps order but avails those better performing beasts the chance to elevate themselves above their peers.

      So, what does that give us?

      Well, obviously, it's Count Jocular who's at the apex of this supernatural heap, for it's he who takes care of all the most important tasks, such as the killing, maiming, decimating, torturing, exterminating, liquidating, eliminating, butchering, massacring, clobbering, bashing, thrashing, and decorating. Put simply, they're the undertakings he can't trust to anyone else, and those from which he derives the greatest pleasure.

      Next in line is Egon, of course, who looks after the vampire lord's personal needs, takes care of the day-to-day running of the castle, and supervises the rest of the staff further down the ladder, of which there's quite a few (including some so far down they'd need another ladder just to reach the first rung, as well as a few million years to develop the opposable thumbs required to grab hold of it).

      Level 2 personnel, for 'tis they who are next, tend to such things as the central heating and the leaky roof, clean the various and expensive antiques dotted about the place, occasionally engage in some general maintenance and catering, and every now and again perform even more important tasks, such as helping to rearrange the furniture when Count Jocular deems it necessary.

      Those at level 3 have but two duties. They're in charge of feeding The Children Of The Night and putting the bins out, a much sought after position because it means spending a bit of time outside. The role does have quite a high turnover rate though, for when one of them does put the rubbish out, The Children Of The Night invariably break away from whatever they're doing to indulge in a spot of alfresco dining.

      The lowliest members of staff are those languishing at level 4. Their tawdry and monotonous duties range from polishing Count Jocular's knockers, straightening the gargoyles, or hatstand in residence, to moss-watching, staying upright, or any other menial assignment suitable for those with the attention span of a trombone and the IQ of a lemon meringue pie (some of them had been offered positions at JD Sports, but they didn't want to take a step down).

      The rarest of the flunkies, in that he's not seen very often, is a little fellow called Oink, whose official title is “Clearer of the Castle Sewage and Drainage System”, although that isn't used very often as it's far too difficult for most of the other employees to pronounce. They stick to either the more user-friendly Oink, for 'tis his given name, or the slightly more apt, if accurately rude, Poohead.

      Always busy and up to his neck in whatever detritus Egon's flushed away as a result of Jocular's night-time activities, Oink's a happy-go-lucky sort of a chap who tends to his duties with a good grace and nary a moan, which is surprising really, because a vampire of Jocular's standing tends to produce rather more anatomical mess than most, to wit, Egon regularly has to deal with piles of scarlet-hued debris that wouldn't have looked out of place at the Battle of Culloden.

      Everyone always knows when Oink is nearby, though. He doesn't have time for a bath and the flies are a dead giveaway.

      Jocular pulled on a lever and slowly lowered Egon to the floor where he lay motionless for a few moments in order to regain his equilibrium, which wasn't easy seeing as what little blood remained in his knackered and decrepit system was sloshing around behind his eyes.

      "Now zen," said Jocular, graciously helping Egon up (which wasn't far), "I belieff it is time …"

      He let the sentence trail off and raised his head slightly.

      "Master?" said Egon.

      Jocular wagged a muscular finger, signifying that he wanted silence. "Do you hear zat?" asked the vampire lord.

      Egon shook his head, making the blood rush around inside it again.

      "Come," said Jocular.

      They made their way to the laboratory at the top of the castle and went over to the open balcony.

      "What is it, Master?" said Egon.

      "Zat," said Jocular, pointing to the northern sky whilst trying not to look down.

      On the horizon was … well he didn't actually know what it was if he was honest. It was kind of a shimmery, glittery, sparkly affair that appeared to be moving their way.

      "That doesn't look like one of your storms, oh Pinnacle of Princely Perversity," said Egon. “It’s too shiny.”

      "Mmm, shiny indeed. Anyvay, don't be such a crawler, Egon. It is not an attractiff feature, alsough efferysing you say is correct, off course. My storms are much better. Zey're darker, and fiercer, and rarzer less flamboyant zan zat vun. Keep an eye on it, Egon, I'm going to check up ze top."

      “Are you sure about that, Master?” said Egon, who knew full well about Jocular's crippling fear of heights.

      “Vhy do you ask?” asked Jocular, wondering if, even though he went to great lengths to disguise the fact that he had a crippling fear of heights, a crippling fear of heights that, as far as he knew, nobody knew about, Egon somehow did know that he did indeed, have a crippling fear of heights, a crippling fear of heights he was doing his damnedest to disguise.

      "Damn," thought Egon.

      "Oh, no reason, Oh Ominous One. I think it's a little windy up there, that's all," said Egon, deftly trying to cover up the fact he knew full well about Jocular's crippling fear of heights. He had a sneaky feeling Jocular knew that he knew about his crippling fear of heights, you see, so decided it was best not to let on that he knew about Jocular's crippling fear of heights because if Jocular suspected he knew about his crippling fear of heights, he knew that Jocular wouldn't be very happy about it.

      "Vell, sank you, Egon. I shall certainly be taking ze greatest off care," said Jocular, finally surmising that Egon didn't know about his crippling fear of heights on account of his not saying anything re knowing that he had a crippling fear of heights, because if Egon actually did know that he had a crippling fear of heights, he'd admit to knowing he had a crippling fear of heights because, when all was said and done, Jocular knew that Egon had a crippling fear of him.

      Now, obviously, Egon knew full well that Jocular knew full well that he had a crippling fear of him, which was why, after many, many decades of practice, there were certain subjects he knew full well he was effortlessly able to lie to his master about, which was something Egon knew full well Jocular knew nothing about, because if he did, Egon, in a very real sense, would quickly come to know full well what a crippling fear really was.

      "Be back soon," said Jocular as he turned to go. "Remember to keep a lookout."

      "I certainly will, oh Destroyer Of All Things Fleshy, Succulent, And Softly Pliant."

      "Mmm."

      Jocular started to climb the ladder that would take him out onto the roof. Taking it slowly and steadily, he held on with an iron grip because, and apologies if it's already been mentioned, the illustrious vampire lord has a crippling fear of heights.

      Despising them with the fervent passion of a dedicated arachnophobe (spiders do love a ladder), he avoids them whenever he can, considering any altitude above about ten and a half feet nauseatingly and head swimmingly unnecessary (and whilst I appreciate the fact that that particular nugget of characterisation seems overtly counter-intuitive and strangely illogical, consider this if you would. It's my story, so you're just going to have to go with it).

      As he ventured out onto the roof itself, he hung onto the chain that he'd had secured there, the chain he'd had secured there for the express purpose of having something to hang onto when he ventured out onto the roof.

      Then, trying harder than ever not to look down, he cast his eyes to the north again.

      The strange phenomenon, whatever the heckety heck it was, was getting closer.

      Making sure his grip around the chain was firm, he looked up at his weathervane.

      It looked back.

      "Can I help you, Master?" it said.

      "Did ve haff a storm scheduled for tonight?" asked the count.

      The weathervane took a notebook from a leather satchel that it kept at the base of its plinth.

      "Not tonight, no," it said after checking its list. "We were going to have one, but you ordered the gutters emptied and bleached on account of the tummy bug the gargoyles picked up. We're due a big one in a couple of days’ time if that helps, My Lord."

      "Yes, it does, sank you," said Jocular, once again looking to the north.

      Whatever it was, it was getting closer.
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        * * *

      

      Flug felt a tad bloated. Well, very bloated, actually. In fact, if you don't mind a bit of hyperbole and wouldn't object to my labouring the point somewhat with regard to describing the state of his bloatedness, he felt so unfeasibly bloated that he rather resembled a blue whale who'd overdone the krill entrées, jellyfish canapés, and seaweed wine at the “Let's See Who Can Hide The Longest And Pretend We're As Dead As The Deadest Of Dodos” awards, an annual dose of undersea nonsense that came into being in an effort to throw overzealous Japanese fishermen off the scent. Previous winners include The Muddy Kryke, Ostler's Whistling Pilchard, Finnegan's Sack, and the eternally elusive Crooked Wandering Knob.

      Last year’s prize was won by the last of the Derelict Whales. Not renowned for their intelligence, he'd hidden for so long that he forgot where he was, died, and went all extinct. Now that's commitment.

      Consequently, he was prostrate on his bed (Flug, not the whale. They prefer a futon), bemoaning his lot, and surrounded by the scattered remnants of a sweetie binge that would have given King Kong's big brother the shakes (I could have said “the galloping brown trots” but that'd be rude and unnecessary).

      For his sins, which are many and varied, Ronnie was sitting next to Flug to keep him company in his hour of need, aiding the laborious recovery process by putting a flannel on his head and rubbing his tummy (Flug's that is, not his own. Honestly, the alleged mode of communication that is the English language can be so ambiguous at times, can't it? “I opened the door in my pants” and “When I nod my head, you hit it” are two fine examples that spring to mind. One of my personal favourites, however, is when my darling wife says to me, “If you so much as open your mouth, I'll gut you with a rusty meat hook.” I mean really, how on earth am I supposed to take that? Mmm. Now that I think about it, probably bending over).

      Well used to his friend's errant, erratic, and extreme eating habits, Ronnie had learned very early on that it always paid to be prepared when it came to dealing with Flug and his indulgences, be it a lounge-like lollipop luau, outdoors orientated oral orgy, conservatory contained confectionery caper, or the boudoir-based bonbon beano he was currently embroiled in.

      As such, he was suitably and appropriately attired for the task in hand. He was wearing a facemask strong enough to withstand the attentions of an outraged Lucille-wielding Negan, rubber gloves he could have worn whilst throwing a pot using molten lava (or the filling from a freshly baked McDonald's apple pie. They're about the same temperature), and a robust, leather apron capable of withstanding the attentions of just about any toxic/corrosive substance known to man (please refer to the previously mentioned dessert made from the fruit of the Malus pumila).

      "So, why all the precautions?" I hear you ask (oh yes, dear readers, I can hear you).

      Well, when Flug gets a bit of a dodgy tummy through overindulging on the same amount of sugar that you'd need to make a Victoria sponge the size of Ayers Rock, the resultant, nay inevitable, stream of projectile matter he can produce has a tendency to spread itself over a rather large area, thereby reducing it and everything unlucky enough to be in its path to a sticky, pulpy mess that's only good for an industrial incinerator, a landfill site, or sticking up tiles if your bathroom's looking a bit drab.

      Ronnie had been caught out by this acidic onslaught not long after his arrival in town. And he hadn't even been in Flug's room. He'd been out in the street at the time and on his way to the pub when he'd been assaulted by a dense, noxious torrent so powerful that it'd knocked him to the ground. At first, he'd thought it was pigeon effluent, but upon seeing the size of the moist, lumpy patch he was sitting in, he'd scanned the sky in search of a pterodactyl, figuring that someone had finally gotten round to recreating the long-extinct, winged dinosaur, albeit one with irritable bowel syndrome and very few manners.

      Consequently, needing to buy a new set of clothes (and some ointment. As well as his shirt, trousers, shoes, and socks, he'd lost a layer of skin, half an eyebrow, and three toenails), Ronnie had come to the inescapable conclusion that stalwart protective attire was the wisest and safest clothing to be wearing when Flug felt a bit squiffy.

      On a practical level, and putting responsibilities to one side, it was preferable not to be in the same room as the reanimate when his insides rebelled, but if you really had to be, then it was best to take cover, although to be completely honest, you'd be far safer if you were in a different time zone.

      Case in point. The last time that Flug had overindulged was about a month ago. Caring not one whit for the consequences, he'd consumed almost ten pounds of Sour Lime Bastards, a tasty yet inflammatory delight that Grendle had been about to throw out because the sell-by date had expired (as well as having a postmortem, several mourners, and a suitably sombre funeral).

      Undeterred by the shopkeeper's remonstrations about the sweet’s unsuitability for consumption, Flug had argued his case with the shop owner, a discussion which went along the lines of,

      Flug: "Me have."

      Grendle: "Ooh, I don't know. I think they're off."

      Flug: “ME HAVE. PLEASE. WIV A BIG FAT CHERRY KNOB ON IT!”

      (Cherry Knobs were another of Flug's favourites, but Grendle didn't have any).

      Now, Grendle may be as old as some very old hills, but he wasn't stupid and had very quickly decided that he wasn't about to argue the toss with a customer, especially one who was the flesh-bound equivalent of a steam locomotive.

      Anyway, as he was wont to do, Flug had pounded down the toxic pearls of nastiness in about eight minutes, which, although rather excessive by normal standards, was but a mere trifle to one such as he (he'd had one of those as well, the greedy monster). This time, though, not only had he washed them down with a couple of large cans of extra fizzy Wobbly Goblin Juice (a drink so potent that it's often used to clean up crime scenes. And cause a few if the truth be known), he’d seen Ethan walking towards the town square.

      Excited at seeing his friend, but unaware of the incendiary concoction bubbling away in his guts, Flug had taken off after the lycanthrope with a pavement-shattering, earthquake-causing, intestine-shaking burst of speed, a blazing trail of leaden-footed fury that, whilst impressive for one so large, only lasted about four and a half yards. You see, owing to the fact that Flug, even at his very best, is about as graceful as a drunk giraffe trying to do a forward roll, the churning, roiling brew bubbling away in his belly had reached critical mass in very short order and wasted no time in expanding to seventeen times its original volume. Then, with a mighty surge against the force of gravity, it had made its grand entrance when Flug had opened his mouth to bid his chum welcome.

      He'd gotten as far as "Eth—" when the word was consumed by a lumpy, glutinous, and multi-coloured extrusion that almost seemed to take on a life of its own. It shot twenty feet forwards, covered a goodly portion of the pavement, filled a bin that could have accommodated a horse, and caused Omelette Fingers, a nomadic vagrant who turned up in Skullenia every now and again, to have to change his trousers for the first time in about thirty-five years. (It wasn't anything to do with the smell or the clinging chunks, but more the third-degree burns caused by the acidic vapours. Not that he got burned. Not even extra fizzy Wobbly Goblin Juice could have dealt with nearly four decades worth of accumulated filth. His change of bipedal apparel had been noticed though, and as he'd stumbled off to wherever it is that nomadic vagrants go when they're being all nomady and vagranty, he'd been chuffed to receive a selection of wonderfully encouraging comments. There'd been a loud “Sod off, smelly”, a robust “Get lost, smelly”, an imaginative “Smell off, smelly”, and lastly, a confused “Apples tuppence a pound. That's outrageous”, although that had been uttered by brain-damaged Baphomet. He'd bought oranges).

      "How are you feeling now, big fella?" said Ronnie. He smiled at the large reanimate, who smiled back.

      "Okay, Ronnie. Feel a bit sick. My tummy feel like it dancin'."

      "I'm not surprised. I think you ate more sweets in one go than I've had in my entire life. You've really got to learn to be a bit more sensible, Flug, mate."

      "Kay. Me will. Promise."

      He wouldn't, of course. Attempting to encourage Flug to curb his intake of vast amounts of sugar-based products is like trying to find someone you recognise on the crushingly terminal, visual slop that is “I'm a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here”, in that it's time-consuming, soul-destroying, and ultimately futile.

      Just then a distinct rumble shook the room.

      "Was dat my tummy, Ronnie?"

      "I don't think so, mate. I felt that in the floorboards."

      He stood up and as he did, it happened again, and to such an extent that it caused him to stumble slightly.

      "Stay there, mate," he said. "I'm going to check it out."

      "Kay," said Flug, pulling his blanket to his chin. "But hurry back. Scary."

      Ronnie made his way through the building to the front door. It was wide open but swinging back and forth as if someone had rushed through it. He stuck his head through the gap to have a look.

      Ollie and Stitches, for 'twas them he espied, were out there.

      For whatever reason they were in the street, standing still, not saying anything, and looking at something in the sky (well, he presumed that's what they were doing, standing as they were with their faces raised to the heavens in the traditional manner. It was either that or there'd been a second outbreak of Stiffyneckyitis, an aggressively infectious condition that had caused all those persons afflicted to stare upwards. What had caused it and what the cure was was anybody's guess, but it had started when the delectable Pinky Whites, former page-three ghoul and Miss Dystopia for three years running, had performed a fly-past to advertise her new calendar, and abated when Naked Norma, The Wattled and Saggy-Skinned Mega Hag of Dementia had hove into view atop her broom. A mad, aged harridan older than mud and just as lumpy, she eschews the idea of any type of clothing, preferring the au naturel look instead, although it has to be said, there's nothing at all naturel, au or otherwise, about how she looks.

      Wrinklier than an elderly elephant's epidermis, she boasts a myriad of variously coloured skin conditions, a collection of fuzzy, nodule-like protuberances that resemble a flourishing crop of mushrooms, has never been introduced to razor, soap, water, or the concept of riding side-saddle, and possesses certain anatomical parts so pendulously droopy that they constitute a major trip-hazard).

      "What's going on?" he asked, joining them outside.

      "That," said Ollie, pointing.

      Ronnie looked past the tip of the proffered digit, and what he saw made his jaw drop. What appeared to be a large meteor trail was streaking across the dark sky in their direction.

      “Well, it's certainly shifting, whatever it is,” said Ronnie, wondering why the hell they were out in the open, and which building was most likely to protect him from the blast when he decided that being out in the open was a bloody stupid idea (although we know damn well he'd go straight to the pub whatever the circumstances. Be it facing fiery death from above in the form of a continent-sized lump of granite, being hunted down by a pack of marauding ogres threatening to use his liver as a rugby ball or, worse than those, hiding from Mrs Ladle after calling her a “hook-nosed old bag”, The Bolt and Jugular would still be his chosen place of sanctuary, even if it there was nought to protect him, save for a couple of soggy beer mats and a cocktail umbrella).

      A few seconds later things became rather more clear, and Ollie announced it was no chunk of space rock hurtling towards them after all.

      "How do you know that?" said Stitches.

      "Well," said the half-vampire, "for a start, the vapour trail has fizzled out; it's definitely slowing down, and it's nowhere near as big as we first thought."

      The zombie didn't look convinced.

      "And there's someone sitting on it."

      "Oh. Now it makes sense," said Stitches.

      After the fayre, Mrs Ladle always did a bit of an airshow, an exciting visual spectacle involving furious speed, sparks, and explosions aplenty, and a very real risk to life and/or limb. Sometimes, her own.

      "Blimey," said Ronnie, thoroughly relieved. "She's really excelled herself this year."

      "She has, but she's a bit late," said Ollie. "Nearly everyone's gone home."

      (The only creatures remaining were Xerox Trump, a wraith who'd had so much to drink he was still trying to get a kiss from Nurse Parsnip, even though she'd left half an hour ago and looks nothing like the post-box Xerox was currently wooing, Ocelot the forest badger who has nothing to do with any of this and isn't even a badger, and the Baubles who were desperately trying to hide their feet from Noggin, who'd decided that toes had been missing from his diet for far too long).

      "Silly old mare," said Stitches, indicating the airborne witch, if such indication were needed, which it really wasn't. "She's getting far too old for all that nonsense. I'm telling you now, she's going to pop a hip before long if she's not careful, and I don't want to be mean or anything, but we're not going to have much luck trying to get hold of a mobility broom round here. Not that she'd use one anyway. And guess what? I certainly won't be volunteering to push the cantankerous old biddy about in a chair. It'd be tortuous."

      "Who's too old for what?" enquired a voice from behind them.

      Without any of them taking their eyes off the aerial spectacle, Stitches continued. "Mrs Ladle, the crazy old goat,” he said, once again referring to the rapidly racing rocket. “D'you know, I think the times finally come for someone to have a little chat with her about slowing things down a bit and acting her age. Not that it'd make any difference, of course. She's so bloody stubborn, she won't take any notice anyway."

      A heavy, pungent, and exceedingly ominous plume of smoke enveloped the watching trio.

      "I think her mind's going, to be honest," said the zombie.

      Ollie turned round.

      "It's sad when that happens, isn't it?" said Stitches.

      Ronnie turned round.

      "And then it won't be long before she's wandering about muttering to herself, wearing her socks on her ears, sleeping in the fountain, and talking to vegetables.” He gave a cheeky wink. “Still, who'd notice the difference, hey?"

      Ollie and Ronnie coughed in unison.

      "Mind you, I'd rather she talked to food than cooked it. At least that'd put an end to some of the human rights violations going on in that chamber of horrors she calls a kitchen. I'm surprised there isn't something in the Geneva Convention about her recipes. What is it the Yanks call it? Oh, yeah. Cruel and unusual punishment.”

      Ollie and Ronnie coughed louder.

      Stitches squinted at the approaching object and finally managed to make out some of its more obvious features. And at least one that wasn't. "That's not Mrs Ladle, is it?" he said, finally detecting the heady aroma of tobacco.

      "No," replied Ollie and Ronnie.

      A vice-like grip on the back of the zombie's neck that made his Adam's Apple stick out farther than his nose attested to the validity of his assumption.

      "So, what's this 'little chat' we're going to have be about then?" said Mrs Ladle, turning the zombie's head to face her. She left his torso and legs where they were.

      He cast his eyes down and noted that he had a tear in a back pocket of his trousers. He didn't mention it. Even twisted round the wrong way, he preferred his head on his shoulders.

      "Oh, just nothing," Stitches squeaked, sounding like he'd breathed in an entire tank of helium.

      Ronnie winced as the witch squeezed a bit more. If the zombie had a functioning biological system, his face would have turned blue by now, as well as being turned around.

      “Nothing?” said Mrs Ladle. “I could've sworn I heard my name being mentioned.”

      "No. Perish the thought, Mrs Ladle,” said Stitches. “Funny story, actually. I was talking about another lady I know called Mrs Ladel, but hers is L.A.D.E.L.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Indeed, it is hence the misunderstanding.”

      "Mmm, I'm sure," said the witch, giving an extra twist for good measure and a terribly bad fib.

      "Uh, guys," said Ollie, nodding at the object in the sky. It was getting closer to the ground—and them—extremely quickly. "Never mind all that. I'm a little more concerned about something else.”

      “What?” said Ronnie.

      “If Mrs Ladle's down here with us, then who on earth is that?"
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        * * *

      

      In the fair city of Gripe, the townsfolk were inordinately uptight, stressed beyond the capacity for logical thought, acutely panicky, and sick to the back of their back teeth with mulled wine, arguing over when the twelve days of Christmas actually end, The Bloody Wizard of Poxy Oz, dealing with decorations that keep falling down, sitting through a pantomime that's as funny as stepping on an IED, having to endure the school nativity play during which you know full well that it'll be your kid crying because they've wet their pants and want to go home, and hearing the same song from 1973 every five minutes from first thing in the morning until the annoying little box it's emanating from gets chucked out of the damn window (although that's not an advisable course of action whilst doing eighty miles an hour on the motorway. Still, the officer was very understanding, as was the driver of the car behind me once he regained consciousness).

      But that's just the adults, of course. The children were another matter entirely.

      All innocence and wide-eyed excitement, they loved every facet of the festive season and all it had to offer (ostensibly because it didn't cost them anything, they had free reign to overindulge themselves, and didn't have to worry about the fact that their toys were still being paid for the following June, long after they were either broken, forgotten about, or given to Naughty Sarah from number 26 because she’d shown you her pants); however, nothing could come close to the prospect of meeting the great man himself, which was why a group of breathless, rosy-cheeked cherubs were waiting impatiently in the December chill, hoping for that very thing.

      With their parents in tow, the little ones were queued up outside an alleged grotto (an ancient tent with a few bits of tinsel and a pine cone hung on it), waiting to be let in by an elf (a dwarf sporting an unconvincing pair of rubber ears, trousers wide enough to require a police escort, and a stupid hat decorated with a few bits of tinsel and a pine cone stapled to it) to see the legendary Father Christmas (some random fat bloke who seems to think that performing this charitable deed for a few days in December somehow entitles him to have the rest of the year off, and whose jaded costume is a forlorn pseudo-tracksuit covered in a few bits of ragged tinsel and having what may have once been a pine cone stuck to it because he can't be bothered to wash it from one year to the next).

      The queue itself formed because that's what people do in polite societies (yes, I'm talking to you, Germany), looked like all queues do when persons queue up to partake of an event that requires queuing such as this one did.

      It was a seething, snaking mass of dejected humanity consisting mostly of overly excited younger children, spiritless older siblings who no longer believed but were under strict instructions not to breathe a word on pain of being grounded until they were seven hundred, and parents displaying all the signs of extreme boredom, despairing irritability, and the desire to slit the throat of the fat woman in front pampering her darling Courtney who's a loud, rude, spoilt little diva (and if they think that's bad, just wait until they get inside and find out they're going to have to shell out half a week's wages for a crappy toy deemed too rubbish to go in a cracker).

      Ooh, I nearly forgot the suspicious-looking, middle-aged bloke who's always there. You know the one, don't you? Never has any children with him, wears a dodgy coat, and hangs around the queue all day sporting a camera and a lascivious grin. Now, granted his presence is unsavoury, but he is a prerequisite at queues everywhere from swimming pools to school sports days, the freak. Don't worry about him, though. There's always a public-spirited father who'll kick the stuffing out of him when it's required.

      So, there we go. The joy that is Santa's Grotto.

      And it's not quiet, either, oh no. There's babble to be heard coming from within the crazed crowd, a rambunctious racket issuing from the assortment of anxious ankle-biters, all of whom are exclaiming in very loud voices what they hope to receive come the big day.

      "I want a pony," said one girl.

      "I want a pony and another pony made of gold," said another.

      "I want the biggest chocolate egg he's got," said a young boy who was going to be sorely disappointed when he realised that the Easter Bunny had put on fifteen stone, grown a beard he could hide an otter in, and who now wore a garish and slightly moist red suit that made him look like an oversized ketchup dispenser (covered in a few bits of ragged tinsel and having what may have once been a pine cone stuck to it, obviously).

      At the writhing head of the queue, Mr and Mrs Refill watched as a beaming child left the grotto clutching a small, gaudily wrapped box in his fevered grip. Their daughter, Pergal, looked up at her parents, the glint of expectation evident in her blue eyes.

      "Is it my turn now, Mummy?" she asked eagerly.

      "I do believe it is, dear," said her mother. "But you'd better check with the chief elf first."

      (In fact, there was only one elf, so the term chief elf was entirely redundant, had no bearing on anything whatsoever, and was of practically zero importance. Other examples of this are lifeguard at the Olympic swimming, the scourge that is the TikTok influencer, and playing Father Christmas at the Ali Baba Souvenir Shop in downtown Jerusalem).

      The elf in question, a despondent looking individual if ever there was one, oozed apathy and was clearly sick to death of his situation, that being only able to gain employment suited to someone three and a half feet tall (which was kind of a shame because that's exactly what he was).

      When he wasn’t dealing with six-year-olds who could look him straight in the eye, a state of affairs he found particularly soul-destroying, he was forced to occupy his time painting skirting boards, field testing cat-flaps, acting as a projectile at dwarf-throwing events, and swearing effusively at people who asked him if he could kick himself in the head like that bloke on Jackass (I don't know what he's moaning about, though. He's never short of work, ha-ha).

      The little fellow, well used to the routine, pre-empted Pergal's imminent, ingress related question, thereby avoiding any in-depth discourse with her, because truth be told, he actually didn't like interacting with children very much, especially since the time that three of them had chased him through the Winter Wonderland, threw a giant pudding at him, and stuffed him head-first down a rather narrow cardboard chimney.

      "Go on in," he said with a bored tone and a dismissive wave of his hand (no one saw the gesture, though, as it happened only a few inches above the floor).

      "Off you go then, love," said Mrs Refill, disguising her eagerness to get home as enthusiasm for her offspring's festive pleasure. There were only a few days left, and she had to get the sprouts on. "We'll be right here when you come out."

      As they waited, she chatted to her husband about what to buy their daughter for her main present, when to get it, and, most importantly, where to hide it until Christmas Day, because like most kids, Pergal couldn't resist having a sneaky hunt round the house (which really isn't a good idea, to be honest. The last thing you want to be doing is snooping around your parents’ room hoping to find presents. You never know what you might uncover. Fred West's children were traumatised for years).

      A sudden, piercing scream from inside the grotto silenced any and all chatter. The elf, not wanting to lose his job despite his misgivings about it, rushed inside, followed closely by Mr and Mrs Refill.

      Pergal was sitting on the chair that should have been occupied by the faux Santa. She was holding her head in her hands and crying her eyes out.

      Mrs Refill rushed over, took her daughter in her arms, and tried to figure out what had happened, but all she got was more sobs and a wet shoulder.

      "Where's Clive?" asked the elf.

      "Who's Clive?" said Mr Refill, asking a stupid question because he was panicking, not very good in a crisis, and a bit stupid; hence the stupid question.

      "Clive."

      Mr Refill still looked blank.

      "Oh, for goodness’ sake. Santa," said the elf.

      Then, over the cries of Pergal, the attempted calming platitudes of her mother, and the faint sound of Mr Refill's two brain cells clanging together, they heard a muffled whimper.

      "It's coming from back there," said the elf, pointing to a door, beyond which was the room that Clive used to transform into the corpulent giver of presents.

      They had a look.

      Clive was in there alright, and he was in full costume as you'd expect, but what they weren't ready for was the sight of him bound and gagged, dumped on the floor and judging by the lump on his forehead, smacked a good one.

      When he'd recovered a bit with a fag and a tot of whiskey, he felt able to give details of what had happened. Well, one anyway.

      Before he'd been attacked, he'd heard bells. Sleigh bells.
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        * * *

      

      Ollie, Stitches, and Ronnie. What were they up to now? Hang on a mo. I just need to check. Oh, yes. They were standing in the street and looking at something.

      Onwards we go.

      As they were standing in the street observing the distinctly inconceivable image coming into view before them, the image coming into view before them became ever more distinct in its inconceivability the more it came into view, and the more it came into view, and certain aspects of its appearance were revealed due to that coming more into view and becoming more distinct, the distinct inconceivability of what it seemed to be made the distinct conceivability of its actual existence distinctly inconceivable. But then, surely it was distinctly inconceivable for it to be getting more distinct, as there was no way that something so distinctly inconceivable could be getting more distinct, because its very presence was, as previously mentioned, distinctly inconceivable in every sense.

      However, despite all that, there it was, and the closer it got, the more distinctly improbable the distinct possibility of its inconceivability became.

      Put in simpler terms, at least ones that won't cause you to cry or bring on a life-changing aneurysm, what they were seeing could not exist by any stretch of the imagination and as such … well … it just couldn't so there.

      But, like HG Wells' Martians, Monday mornings, the pimple on your nose before a big date, and the musical career of Justin Bieber, still it came.

      "… four … five … six …"

      "What are you doing exactly?" Ollie said to Stitches.

      "Counting," said the zombie. "I would've thought that was obvious."

      "It is. And don't."

      "… seven … why's that then?"

      "Because you can't count what can't be real!"

      "… eight … what? Like your female conquests, you mean?"

      "Don't be an idiot."

      "… nine … answer me this then," said Stitches.

      "What?"

      "If what I'm counting can't be real, why are you watching it?"

      Despite his best efforts, Ollie didn't really have an answer for that one. And even if he did, he wouldn't have been able to verbalise it. He was too busy trying and failing miserably to ignore the rapidly approaching, glowing red thingamajig.

      He finally whittled it down to one of two possibilities. It was either a hallucination caused by his overindulging on the extra strong, special edition Marmite the night before or, and the option he preferred because he loved his yeasty spread so much, the onset of a brain-mangling stroke (which, coincidentally, Marmite can cause, especially if you belt someone round the back of the head with it whilst it's still in the jar).

      He was about to tell Stitches about his haemorrhagic bleed when …

      Was that a triumvirate of laughs he heard? Or didn't hear as the case may be.

      He thought about asking the other two about it but quickly decided not to because, 1) that would require acknowledging to himself that he'd heard a triumvirate of laughs when, 2) he didn't really want to acknowledge to himself that he'd heard a triumvirate of laughs because, 3) if he did acknowledge to himself that he'd heard a triumvirate of laughs, and then posing the question to the other two, it'd signify that he'd finally lost his grip on reality completely and was getting ready for a spell in a padded coffin, heavy medication, and absorbent underwear supplied.

      There was a 4) of course.

      Whether he had or hadn't heard a triumvirate of laughs, the same softly furnished casket and adult wee-wee pants still awaited because, 5) what he was attempting to convince himself of as distinctly unreal in its inconceivability was now, 6) not so much over there and in the sky, as rather more, 7) over here and near the ground.

      He shook his head and rubbed his eyes, looked up and, after seeing that nothing had changed (apart from the tiny matter of the ever-decreasing distance), rubbed them again, only more vigorously, to the point that all he could see was flashing lights.

      When his vision cleared, he looked again, realising that nearly rubbing the corneas from his eyeballs had made no difference whatsoever.

      Finally coming to the conclusion that he'd just have to bite the bullet and ask (if he'd had the gun to go with it he'd have shot himself through the temple), he was about to speak to his friends and therefore question his sanity, or lack thereof, when he was disturbed by a series of hulking footfalls, some very heavy breathing, getting barged aside by what he first thought was a bus, and the booming voice of a fully recovered Flug.
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      Told you it was loud. Look at the size of that font. That's at least a 48.

      In fact, such was the volume that Flug created with his overly resonant exclamation, he startled a pig in the far-off village of Optico into giving birth prematurely (and it wasn't even pregnant), put Big Ben's clock back four minutes (which he wasn't happy about because he missed his lift to work in the Linoleum mines), and managed to put out The Three Widows (a trio of crones who met behind The Bolt and Jugular every second Tuesday to talk about spells, potions, who they'd like to kill using spell and potions, and crochet. In the group was Widow Cleaner, who kept the cauldron all sparkly and shiny, Widow Vista, who tried to help but stopped working after a few minutes and needed a boot up the arse, and Widow Dressing, who was the best looking of the three. Collectively, they referred to themselves as The Unholy Trinity, whereas everyone else knew them as “those three senile old biddies sitting round the bin over there”. No one ever called them that to their faces though, on account of not wanting to be turned into some type of root vegetable, or even worse, given a multi-coloured, hand-stitched blanket so nauseatingly repellent it'd initiate a fit).

      In reaction to this sudden outburst, the nine galloping creatures that had thundered into view all turned in surprise and collectively came to a complete stop a couple of feet off the ground before dropping down with a thump.

      The mode of transport behind them, an open-topped box on skis that, despite containing a massive velvet bag that had “TOYS” written on it in gold lettering, in no way resembled a sleigh as far as Ollie was concerned, suddenly ceased moving as well, as efficiently and abruptly as if it'd met an extremely stubborn brick wall.

      All they heard then was, "HO-HO, OH, BUGGER!" before a large, rotund figure clad entirely in red was catapulted from his seat, arced gracefully through the air, and landed with an almighty splash in the fountain.

      “Okay,” thought Ollie. “That's a sleigh.”

      "I reckon there's an idea for a film there somewhere," said Stitches.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later saw them all safely ensconced back in the office with their unexpected guest, although unexpected didn't begin to cover it by any means.

      (In fact, there was less surprise when Oberleutnant Von Barten Farten, The Beastly Butchering Blonde Bastard of Bunsen, a mad German officer who was kicked out of the SS for being a bit over the top, threw a party for the Jewish workers at his camp to celebrate Yom Kippur. Okay, so he made them all take showers afterwards, but the sentiment was genuine).

      Now, under normal circumstances, or as normal as they were ever likely to be in Skullenia anyway, the trip back to the office should have taken about seven and a half seconds, but the unusual activity combined with word of who the visitor was spreading quicker than the Bubonic Plague after it'd decided to take a flea for a joyride, had caused the townsfolk to descend en masse, eager to see the new arrival, say hello, and pass on a hastily jotted down list of things they wanted.

      So that meant by the time that Ollie and his colleagues had gotten the poor fellow inside, his hands, pockets, hat, and trousers were crammed with ragged pieces of paper, torn up, and soggy beer mats, tissues of varying degrees of moistness, and most disturbingly of all, dried skin.

      (The situation had become so annoyingly bad that Mrs Ladle had resorted to threatening everyone that she'd turn them all into something spongy, moist, brown, and pungent if they didn't bugger off pronto, with the added caveat that she didn't mean anything baked. Not in an oven, anyway.

      Constable Gullett had helped out as well, of course. Ever the purveyor of calm professionalism, subdued menace, and procedural restraint, he'd loudly announced that he would “batter senseless anyone who isn't off the street in the next ten seconds”.)

      The written requests were interesting. They ranged from the traditional, "Can I have a pony please?" Love from Heidi, who was Mandrake's youngest daughter, the vaguely disturbing, "Can I have a new next-door neighbour please because I've eaten mine?" Kind regards, Cronin (a ghoul with an appetite to rival a plague of locusts, of which he'd eaten at least four), to the physically impossible, "<Censored due to inappropriate content.> Hope to see you tonight and don't forget the nosebag and the spatula," Best wishes, Anon.

      Ronnie saw that last one and burned it. As broad-minded as he was, the suggestions it contained made his eyes water and his back ache just thinking about it.

      And so here they were. Ollie, Stitches, Ronnie, Flug, Mrs Ladle and, amazingly, Santa Claus. He was sitting in Stitches' usual place but took up rather more of the leather chair than the svelte zombie who, due to his ever-decreasing mass, could have easily slipped down the back and joined the coins, pens, fluff-covered sweets, and car keys.

      "Lovely brew, Ollie," said Santa. "Can't say I've ever had Earl Grey before. I must mention it to Mrs Claus so she can get some in."

      "I'd have thought that milk and a mince pie was more your cup of tea," said Stitches.

      "Oh, my goodness gracious, no. Perish the very thought, old boy. I'm afraid one too many encounters with warm, lumpy proto-cheese has put me off milk for life, and as for mince pies: ew, ew, ew. Disgusting things. Food of Satan. Give me a chocolate Hob Nob or a couple of Bourbons any day. Actually, I get through quite a lot of the carrots these days and let the boys have the pies, especially as carrots give them terrible wind. Not nice when I have to sit behind them. Even out in the fresh air, it certainly can get a bit funky back there."

      The boys—Dasher, Dancer, Prancer, Vixen, Comet, Cupid, Donner, Blitzen, and Rudolph—were waiting patiently outside (which, let's be honest, kind of comes with the job. It was no good being one of Santa's reindeer if you didn't like hanging around for ages in strange places).

      Not wanting to see them go hungry, Mrs Strudel had had a root around and found some turnips and oats for them to munch on, although after he'd been surreptitiously slipped a slice of lung rissole by a mischievous ghoul, Blitzen decided that he rather liked meat and needed to eat more of it, which is why for the next few Christmases many parents were going to wake up to discover their holiday meat sporting some rather interesting teeth marks and banish the dog to the garden (and if they didn't have a dog, the cat. And if they didn't have a cat, the kids. And if they didn't have kids, they'd head off to a hotel for the season because their house was clearly haunted by a ghost who was rather partial to a turkey drumstick and a bit of cranberry jelly).

      "Maybe you'd like a glass of sherry when you've finished your tea," said Ollie, who did have some experience of Christmassy type stuff, due to spending some of them with his mum in Cardiff.

      (His dad had made a bit of an effort as well, bless him, and despite not being overly au fait with such festive nonsense and not really wanting to get involved due to its overtly Christian tone, he'd always gone out of his way to send him a present to mark the season, although what Ollie was supposed to do with a flanged mace and the bloodied head of a vanquished foe he could never work out).

      "I think I'll pass if it's all the same to you," said Santa. "One Christmas Eve years ago, every house I went to had the sherry out. By the end of the shift, I was seeing double and couldn't fly straight to save my life. I ended up at the South Pole. Terrified the penguins."

      Mrs Ladle, who was standing in the corner, lit a cigarette and blew a plume of pollution at the ceiling. She was currently guarding Flug, who'd gotten so excited at the sight of Santa Claus that he'd started hyperventilating and passed out. That being the case, they'd carried the big lummox inside, a task which would have proved to be quite the hernia-inducing ordeal if Santa wasn't so used to lifting heavy loads, something that Ethan, who was no stranger to the gym himself, had remarked upon.
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