
  
  
Acclaim for J. J. Fischer






“A fascinating magic system and a captivating dystopian backdrop.”

— Publishers Weekly




“Amid adventures, battles, and healings, Sephone shows her many gifts in this first novel of The Nightingale Trilogy.”

— Booklist


 

“J. J. Fischer’s novel Calor explores the value of hope and love in this expansive fallen world, where complex cultures and emotional backstories sing haunting refrains.”

— Lorehaven Magazine




“Calor is a feast of mystery, magic, adventure . . . Fischer is a great writer, storyteller, and world-builder.” 

— Andrew Moody, former editor 


of The Gospel Coalition Australia




“From the moment I started Calor, I could not put it down. I found the magic system fascinating, the plot captured my thoughts when I wasn’t reading, but most of all I loved the characters. They were individual and unique, a welcome change from the usual fantasy variety. This is an excellent story that needs to be on the list of every fantasy reader.” 

— Morgan L. Busse, award-winning author of 


The Ravenwood Saga and Skyworld series




“J. J. Fischer has penned a stirring new take on the Persephone story. Calor captivated me, and I can’t wait to follow her team of well-drawn, heartstring-plucking characters into the next installment!”

— Lindsay A. Franklin, Carol Award–winning 


author of The Story Peddler




“In The Soul Mark, J. J. Fischer has created a story that is as beautiful, haunting, compelling, and heart-rending as the world it is set in. I inhaled this epic tale of adventure, treachery, and romance with its themes of justice and mercy that will resonate with readers on a soul-deep level. Highly recommend!” 

— Sara Davison, multi-award-winning author 


of The Watcher and Driven 




“The Soul Mark is an exciting, character-driven journey that is sure to keep you on the edge of your seat. Fischer transports the reader straight into the world of Azazel with immersive description and world building details. This tale is an epic adventure that illustrates the many ways a heart can change—for better or worse—wrapped in a beautiful faith metaphor. I can’t wait for the next book!”

— Ashley Bustamante, author of The Color 


Theory trilogy 




“J. J. Fischer has woven lush prose, vivid settings, and compelling characters into a tale of danger, romance, and faith. While Sela, simultaneously delicate and strong, refuses to forsake those she loves, and Caleb wrestles with the push and pull of justice and mercy, you will find yourself cheering for them as they face the evils and hidden graces in exile. The Soul Mark winds through a world both familiar and fantastic to capture my heart and mind. I couldn’t put it down!” 

— Cathy McCrumb, author of the Children 


of the Consortium series




“A tapestry of action and allegory, romance and redemption, Memoria is a well-woven conclusion to a masterful series. Fischer delivers a powerful tale that’s as good for the heart as it is stimulating for the mind. The Nightingale Trilogy inspires readers to seek out the real in a world full of counterfeits.”

— Megan Schaulis, author of Protector  




“Fantasy lovers, stop what you’re doing and read the first two installments of The Nightingale Trilogy, because you’re not going to want to miss a second of Memoria. Fischer’s pen is magic to the page. Each twist, reveal, and act of bravery is brilliantly crafted into an explosive final act that will leave you breathless. From its heart-pounding action to its butterfly-inducing romantic tension, Memoria pushes everything wonderful in this world into a beautifully satisfying conclusion. Get this series as soon as you can. You will not regret it.”

— Lyndsey Lewellen, author of The Chaos Grid




“Just wow. Memoria is the chef’s kiss ending to this immersive and spellbinding tale of beauty, angst, and longing. This is the kind of series you place on your bookshelf and sigh, knowing you will be back to read it again . . . and again.”

— S. D. Grimm, author of the Children of the 


Blood Moon series and Phoenix Fire




“Fischer’s books are impossible to put down, and The Heart of the King is no exception. Filled with captivating and wholesome romance, a delightfully spunky heroine, and an immersive world (with great creatures!), this feels like, and I hope is, the beginning of an epic.”

— Katherine Briggs, author of The Eternity Gate 


and The Immortal Abyss




“An eerie storyworld with dense lore, The Heart of the King will compel you to flip pages deep into the night.”

— Michele Israel Harper, award-winning editor 



and author of Kill the Beast





“The Heart of the King  is an epic tale of courage and sacrifice that had me rooting for the characters from page one. Through a journey full of twists and turns, these characters must confront monsters and, ultimately, decide if they’ll follow the call of love or the pull of fear. This is a story that won’t let you go until you’ve turned the last satisfying page.”

— Helen Dent, author of The Burning Tree




“A page-turning, indulgent romance with uncommon depth. Fischer has crafted life-like characters who will immerse readers in a realm full of mystery, danger, and a touch of humor. I couldn’t put The Heart of The King down, and I know the story will stay with me for a long time to come.”

— Rachelle Nelson, Christy- and Carol-award


-winning author of Sky of Seven Colors 


and Embergold




“In The Heart of the King, J. J. Fischer introduces a world that is immediately immersive and intriguing. This first installment of what promises to be a sweet and epic series features skillful world-building of charming depth and visual brilliance, and a well-drawn cast of unique, realistically flawed and sympathetic characters. I couldn’t put this book down and am so ready for the continuing story!”

— Angie Dickinson, author of Truth Cursed




“The Heart of The King is simply riveting! J. J. Fischer is a master of world-building, and her characters pull you into their story from the first page and keep you rooting for them to the last.”

— Lauren H. Salisbury, author of The Wolf King




“J. J. Fischer has done it again, creating characters that capture our hearts, then forcing them into perilous and impossible situations pitting loyalty against integrity, and faithfulness against instinct. Loving Rigan is wrong, but Corcoran desperately wants to do what’s right. How can he choose the right path when all his advisors are untrustworthy? My heart ached as I read The Heart of the King but I couldn’t put it down.”

— Sophia L. Hansen, critically acclaimed


 author of Water’s Break
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Glossary of Australian Words





Angophora: A species of tree endemic to eastern Australia, also known as Sydney red gum.




Chooks: Aussie slang term for chickens. 




Cuppa: Informal Aussie and British term for a cup of tea. 




David Jones: A luxury department store with numerous locations throughout Australia. 




Firies: Aussie slang term for firefighters. 




Fringe: In Australian English, refers to the hair that falls over the forehead (American English: “bangs”).  




Grey Nomads: Retired people who spend their time traveling, usually in a caravan or motorhome, and often around Australia. 




Milo: A chocolate-flavored malt powder often mixed with water or milk (or both) and drunk as a beverage. 




Ned Kelly: Australia’s most famous bushranger (a historical armed robber or outlaw living in the bush), who was killed in a shoot-out in 1880. He was known for wearing a suit of bulletproof armor during his last stand against police.  




Ugg boots: A type of sheepskin boot that originated in Australia, often worn indoors in lieu of slippers, but can be worn outdoors as well. Outside Australia and New Zealand, they’re known as UGG boots. 




Ute: Short for “utility vehicle,” this car combines a passenger cab with a cargo tray in the back. 





Please note: While this story is partially set in Australia and I myself am Australian, American English spelling and grammar conventions are mostly used throughout. 
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“One thing about trains: it doesn’t matter where they’re going. What matters is deciding to get on.” 

— The Conductor, The Polar Express (2003)

December is a month best served cold . Grandpa told me that once, and he was right, as always. 

I watch him now, lying still and silent in his sterile-white hospital bed. Beige-wrapped wires snake out from beneath the sleeves and hem of his hospital gown, giving the impression of an android undergoing routine maintenance. Or perhaps that’s just my overactive imagination. Shoes squeak on the linoleum in the hallway outside the room, punctuated by steady beeps and, more distantly, a high-pitched alarm. Paging Dr. Niels. Paging Dr. Niels.

With the occasional exception, it’s a chorus of predictability, regularity, every passing minute measured and marked and written down in a nurses’ log somewhere. Every last vestige of humanity snuffed out and scrubbed away, even in this small town where everybody knows each other’s names. 

I lean back in my uncomfortable chair, sighing. If only Grandpa would wake up, say my name. 

Say anything, really. 

In the movies, when workaholic single young women visit a small town for Christmas, it’s usually because they have a cute inn to renovate and a smoking hot small-town guy to rekindle their Christmas spirit over peppermint hot chocolate and gingerbread.

Well, that’s never going to be me. First of all, because I live in the southern hemisphere—specifically, Australia—where dust and humid heat choke the air every December, crowding out every mental image of a white Christmas. So, there’s no hope of getting stuck in an Airbnb with my mortal-but-surprisingly-good-looking enemy during a raging blizzard, and the only festive refreshments I’m going to be reaching for will be sweating as much as I am. 

I look back at the hospital bed—the second reason I’m no Hallmark heroine. There’s no happily-ever-after waiting for me this Christmas, or any year soon. Not since Grandpa had a heart attack behind the wheel a while back and slipped into a coma. After months of waiting by his bedside, Mum and Dad decided to postpone their once-in-a-lifetime trip to France, Switzerland, and Germany, planned two years ago. But since I was finishing my end-of-semester exams anyway, I told them they should go, and I would stay with Grandpa and call them if anything changed. 

At least one of us should get to spend December not feeling our extremities.

I glance at the bed for the thousandth time this week, looking for a twitch, a flutter of eyelids, the tiniest movement of a pinky finger. 

Nothing. 

Hospital visiting hours are over for another day, and a stern-faced nurse arrives to remind me of the fact. The barest hint of smoke rushes into the room as she shoves the window closed.

“Still here?” she muses as she lowers the blinds, forcing any remaining light to slink through battered plastic slats into the austere room. 

I shift in the chair, which squeaks like it’s equally uncomfortable with the question. “Still here.”

“Young woman like you,” she continues as if I hadn’t answered her. “Depressing place like this. Just before Christmas, too.” She fiddles with Grandpa’s fluid bag, then swivels to eye me over her shoulder. “We can notify you if there’s any change, you know.” 

A hint of concern touches her voice. I misjudged her. She looks tired, her forehead crisscrossed with lines. “No, it’s okay. I like sitting with him. Plus, it’s the end of semester. There’s nothing else I should be doing right now.”

Except thinking about my plans for next year, and I’m banishing all thoughts on that subject until January. 

The lines deepen. “Christmas is coming,” she repeats, as if I’ve somehow forgotten the fact in the past thirty seconds. A slight smile. “You’re not spending it with someone special?”

I shake my head. I start that story, we’ll both be here for a while. 

“Friends?” she persists. 

Like she said, hospitals are depressing places. No use picking up the phone to text or call a friend unless you’re planning to spread some festive cheer. 

When I give her a shrug, she leans over to inspect one of the monitors and pulls a pen out of her scrubs pocket to write on the clipboard at the end of Grandpa’s bed. “One of my nieces found her husband through online dating. Never know who might be the one. You just have to sift through a few weirdos first.” She winks at me. 

Not in the mood for discussing my love life with a stranger, I reach for my backpack. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks for looking after Grandpa.”

Ducking into the hallway, I head in the direction of the garden for fresh air. A week before Christmas, the hospital’s festive spirit has clearly been delegated to an unenthusiastic employee. In the foyer, a mangled Christmas tree, still misshapen from an eleven-month stint inside a cramped box, hunches in the corner, draped with a smattering of gaudy baubles, a length of strangled tinsel, what appears to be handmade decorations, and an angel whose papier-mâché head and slash-of-red mouth would make anyone’s blood run cold. 

One entire wall of the waiting room has been devoted to a Christmas tree coloring-in competition, though there are only five entries so far, none of them destined for an art prize. One entry appears to be the work of a child with anger management issues, with great gashes running the length of the paper and vicious stabs of red crayon that must represent snow, or a spray from a nicked artery. 

Oof, that’s a bit dark, Claire. Feeling grim, much? 

I hide a smile from the waiting room’s occupants, tucking the swath of electric-purple hair that’s fallen across my forehead over my ear instead, next to the remaining mass of tangled brown. My “rebellious streak,” Mum calls it, but what she doesn’t know is that I just didn’t have the guts to use the whole box of dye. Electric-purple hair is a commitment, one I’m not sure I can pull off. And if Grandpa wakes up this December, I want him to recognize me at once, not holler for security. 

The faint strains of tired old carols follow me out the automatic doors and into the garden, if it can be called that. A cool change has swept away the earlier heat, and I close my eyes and imagine I’m in Germany after all. Drinking warm glühwein and munching on lebkuchen and seeing if there are any half-timbered mansions in dire need of renovation that I could maybe win in a round of medical trivia. 

But when I open my eyes, it’s hard not to feel disappointed. 

A robotic mower chugs across the rectangular lawn, mapping out haircuts in eccentric patterns. The light is starting to fade, but a few people are out enjoying the cooler breeze. A kid of about twelve sits on a bench between his parents, reading what looks like a worn, dog-eared copy of the first Harry Potter book—judging by the ruby-colored steam train gracing the cover. Two male nurses stand a meter apart, smoke twirling from the cigarettes held out at angles from their bodies, while a trio of gossiping old ladies push walkers at a pace that gives the mower a run for its money, one woman clutching a portable IV pole from which hangs a bulging fluid bag. Above my head, dark rain clouds brood, heavy and bloated. Grass twitches as a few fat droplets of rain fall. 

I jog to stand under a spreading Moreton Bay fig, unwilling to start the trek to my car because I can’t face the emptiness of Grandpa’s house just yet. A pungent smell arises, sweet but not altogether pleasant. I wrinkle my nose and rub my goosepimpled arms up to the sleeves of my Lord of the Rings T-shirt, releasing my long hair from its two messy space buns. I should have brought a jumper, but the rural hospital’s air conditioning, if it exists, typically errs on the side of an English heat wave. Not much good against the raging heat of an Australian summer, though hopefully Grandpa doesn’t feel the warmth in his coma. 

That being said, I’d like to think he knows I’m here at the hospital almost every day, spilling everything that’s been happening in my life because I was so busy studying that I only called Grandpa a few times in the months before his accident. I tell him how tired and broke I am, and how Internet dating sites are a magnet for the worst kind of guys, or perhaps just guys who don’t like to date females who can tell a tibia from a fibula. 

I even confess to Grandpa about wanting to quit medicine, though I’d never dare say that if I were sure he could actually hear me.  

I find a bench that’s not completely littered with rotten figs and sink down, enjoying the less polluted air of the hospital grounds, even if it’s tinged with cigarette smoke. The hospital is surprisingly large and well-kept, considering how few health professionals a rural town like this attracts. Grandpa should have moved closer to the city when Grandma died ten years ago, but he loved his large garden and orchard trees too much to swap them for a Western-suburbs, concrete-ringed square of green. 

“Claire,” he would tell me, “problems always seem so much smaller after you’ve spent a bit of time outdoors.”

The image of his wrinkled face blurs, replaced by the jagged shards of an ECG. Was that why Grandpa didn’t go to the doctor when he first started feeling unwell? Because he thought he could fix himself?

If I’d been there, could I have recognized the signs? Urged him to get help?

And if I quit medicine, like I’ve been wanting to this whole past year or perhaps even longer, what will Grandpa think of me breaking my promise? New medical graduates usually stay in the cities they studied in, and small towns suffer for it. Of course, Grandpa should never have tried to drive himself to the local hospital, but after the accident, when he finally arrived there in an ambulance, it was a long time before he was seen. Then the doctors and nurses honed in on his injuries from the car accident and missed the fact that he’d had a heart attack. Until it was almost too late.

My life isn’t a Hallmark movie. But what if this is my small-town inn I need to renovate? I always vowed I’d come back here, to the little town I lived in when I was a girl. Not for my sake—I like the city, and the constant buzz and excitement and great food on every corner—but for theirs. For people like Grandpa, who deserve to live long lives. Healthy lives. 

I look up at a cloud that’s shaped oddly, almost like a plane. A long-dormant memory bobs to the surface. The hospital garden fades, replaced by rows of narrow seats, a tiny aisle dividing the curved-roof space into two sections. A younger version of me perches on an aisle seat to the left of the thoroughfare, my short legs swinging from the lip of the seat, fingers fiddling with my seatbelt buckle. A man lies supine and unmoving in the aisle only a few seats away, an air hostess crouched over him. 

“Does anyone have medical training?” she asks. The same question is repeated over the cabin speaker, but no one stands up or raises their hand. The man remains unconscious, and the air hostess presses two fingers to his neck, her jaw tight. 

Beside me, Grandpa leans my way to see the prone man and squeezes my small hand, his grip almost painfully tight. Now I’m older, I know he wished he could say yes. 

“If you can help someone,” Grandpa’s voice says in my head, “you always should.” And he was just the sort of person who always did. He would have become a doctor if he could have, if not for the war, and the big family that arrived soon after. 

But I have no good excuse. At school, I got the marks. I’ve witnessed enough surgeries now to know I’ve got the stomach for medicine, even if my eyes have never lit up like Grandpa’s always did when he talked about the wonders of the human body. And I do like people, most of the time. Especially the oldies. 

“Grin and bear it, Claire,” Grandma would say. “There’s plenty of pain in the world that’s far worse than what you’re feeling now. You just have to set your mind to this course and your feelings will eventually follow.” 

I straighten. If I just hold on a little longer, work just a little harder…one day, when the flight hostess asks for someone with medical training, I can say yes, too.

Wet drops splash off the edge of my nose. The plane’s dated interior fades like the diluted watercolors I used to dabble in as a teenager. A sudden deluge of rain propels me back into the undercover area and the two nurses inside the hospital. The trio of old ladies is gone, and it’s suddenly getting dark. Grandpa’s house is going to be a sauna after being shut up all day in the heat. Still, I should stop by the Asian takeaway for my favorite steaming No. 27 in a brittle plastic box that probably leaches BPA and all kinds of dangerous acronyms into the food. Grandpa would chide me for not bothering to cook, but he doesn’t know a student’s best friend is noodles, Theme & Variations. 

I expel a long, thin sigh. I wish Grandpa would wake up and tell me one of his dorky jokes. I’ve never really liked Christmas—too many expectations about how you should feel—but I wish this particular Christmas was over already. I wish I could hide for most of December, and only come back on December 27th, when it’s okay not to be perfectly happy and at least it’s acceptable to eat leftovers for days. 

A train screeches in the distance, the painfully sharp sound only slightly muted given how far away the railway line is from here. 

The robotic mower is churning mud now, and it might need to be dug out before the day is over. I fumble in my backpack for my car keys, simultaneously retrieving my phone from the back pocket of my jeans. But just as my fingers curl around the hard metal outlines, I spy smoke creeping along the lawn like morning fog. My hand slips from my backpack. 

Fire? I look to the mower, but it’s still diligently slogging through waterlogged grass, splattering mud in every direction. From the hospital, then? But I can’t see any flames, and there aren’t any alarms going off.

Still, I debate heading back inside the hospital. I can smell coal smoke, not astonishing in a former coal-mining town now devoted to serving the Grey Nomads that drive through with their 4WDs and big rigs. Though the air is thick and gritty, not cool and refreshing like it was before. This area is prone to bushfires, and it’s been a hot few days. Maybe the firies are doing backburning and the wind has blown the smoke in this direction. 

I’ve just persuaded myself of this possibility when another whistle sounds, long and shrill. I clap my hands over my ears, wincing as more gas puffs into my face like I’m standing downwind of a smoker. Billowing vapors envelop my feet, obscuring my mint-green Converse high-tops and the calves of my jeans, and the hospital garden disappears in a haze of meringue. For a second, it almost looks like a white Christmas. 

Then the strangest thing happens. Hissing air rushes against my face, stirring the purple lock of hair into my eyes and flattening it against my forehead like a fringe. There’s a whoosh, and a chug-chug-chug, and then something enormous and boxy glides across the lawn toward me, probably straight over the harried robotic mower. I expect to hear a crunching noise like something out of Mortal Engines, but instead all my ears detect is the polished squeal of metal against metal. 

A sleek, emerald-green locomotive sidles up to me, neat steel panels outlined with dark red and beige. The train’s front-mounted headlight bores a golden hole into the gathering dusk as it glides past me. A carriage heaped with gleaming black coal is followed by a large water tank and several elegant boxcars, their windows too dark to peer into, though I catch the flash of a pale face peering out one that is slightly ajar. 

I stand there and blink stupidly, like I’ve spent the semester studying integrated medicine only to sit down to an exam on pathophysiology. A…steam train? On the hospital grounds? Where there are no tracks, and more than enough buildings and people to crash into?

But when I grip my phone and whirl around, the hospital is gone, or maybe just obscured by steam. 

I stagger back. The locomotive hisses to a halt, one of the middle boxcars stopping abreast of me. Though they’re partially obscured by steam, a long line of carriages extends into the distance, where the hospital carpark should be. I hope they haven’t flattened my faithful little Toyota. 

A door opens, and a slim figure swings out with all the confidence of Tarzan, gripping the top of the frame with one gnarled hand. 

“All aboard!” cries a nasally voice. “All aboard fer the Goblin Express!”
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“A lovely thing about Christmas is that it’s compulsory, like a thunderstorm, and we all go through it together.” 

— Garrison Keillor

If this is the Polar Express, I don’t believe in Santa, and a trip to the North Pole isn’t likely to change my mind. 

That’s what I want to say. But the first thing I do is look around, because if other people are witnessing this, then I might not be one hundred percent certifiably crazy. Or maybe we’re in some kind of collective hallucination brought on by inhaling musty hospital air or residual bushfire smoke.

Well, end-of-semester exams were pretty hard this year, and stress does strange things to people’s brains. 

But I can’t see any onlookers, and when I face the locomotive again, I’m still standing on Platform 9 ¾. Except there are no Weasleys or caged owls in sight, and the puffing locomotive just sits there, inhaling and exhaling like a pair of asthmatic lungs, waiting for me to lose my tenuous grip on sanity and release a scream. 

“Well?” a pinched voice demands. “Are ye gonna get on, or what?”

I fixate on the only other person present, who is now staring at me. Surprisingly, his hair is Weasley-red, though it’s more of an afro than anything else, and sticking on end like he’s been messing around with a Van de Graaff generator. He’s short, not much taller than a boy just about to do battle with puberty, though red stubble pricks his ruddy cheeks and jaw. His snug-fitting uniform and porter’s cap are emerald green, just like the train, with a double row of gleaming brass buttons racing each other from collar to navel. Sharply pointed ears stick out either side of his cap, and I wonder what character he’s cosplaying. 

Or what, I want to reply to his question, because there’s no way I’m getting on the Looney Express, especially not with Pointy Ears acting as guard. But instead, I frown and wave in the general direction of the hospital. “You know you can’t park here. You’ll get towed. Or worse, hurt someone.”

He looks over my shoulder in the direction I indicated, and his red brows nearly vanish under his cap. He grins. “Be a good place t’ get hurt though, wouldna it?” Then he peers at me. “Why’d ye stop the train if ye didna want t’ get on?”

Irish—Pointy Ears is Irish. Cosplaying a leprechaun, perhaps? He’s just missing the buckled shoes and green top hat and bushy red beard. Though that doesn’t explain the train. Or the green-tinged smoke stinging my eyes. And it isn’t even close to St. Patrick’s Day.

“Are you a leprechaun?” I ask, despite my better judgment. 

His brows draw together and dip down toward a wrinkled nose. “Leprechaun? Do ye see a four-leaf clover pin on me jacket, ye idjit?” 

“Then what are you?” It feels like the sort of question I should add sir to, but I’m not ninety years old. 

He eyes me, head cocked to the side, like I’m the crazy person. “Ye’ve nae seen an elf before, miss?”

Elf? Then I remember his initial announcement. All aboard fer the Goblin Express. I might have tickets to a movie marathon of the remastered The Lord of the Rings: Extended Editions in a few weeks’ time, but even I’m too tired to play along today. “I would’ve thought you’d be down in the North Pole with the other elves, working your fingers to the bone to get ready for Christmas.”

He cocks his head the other way. But when he speaks, he almost snarls. “Only sellouts work fer the Red Man.” He brushes down the lapels of his knee-length coat, long, spindly fingers straightening his white collar and dark red tie in deft micro-movements. “Most elves be in the business of Christmas suppression, not promotion.”

I blink stupidly again. “Suppression?”

Pointy Ears jabs a blunted thumb over his shoulder at the train. “Ye did wish ye could escape most of December, didna ye?”

My mind empties, my earlier thoughts flashing like they’re lit up in pink neon. I wish I could hide for most of December… But how does Pointy Ears know that?

The cosplaying leprechaun-elf smiles smugly. “The Goblin Express heard yer wish, miss. A smart girl, she is. The Train of Lost Souls is her other name, TOLS fer short, though she doesn’t go by that much now’days. Fastest train in fifty worlds, she is. Will get ye t’ January quicker than days normally crawl by. I’ve only been here a month, but word is, she can sometimes pass through time as well. Makes the trip go real fast.” He winks at me like I’m Marty McFly and he’s Doc Brown, promising to show me the Wild West in all its blazing glory.

I think back to my psychiatry lectures. Delusions can’t be disproved with logic, so it’s best to go along with them as much as possible to minimize distress. I shoulder my backpack. “You’re saying this is a train for people who want to escape Christmas?”

“Among other things. The night elves are always wantin’ t’ escape the Festival of the Sun, ye see—hurts their night-adjusted eyes—and reformed werewolves have never been too keen on Full Moon. Oh, and there be the occasional fairy escapin’ the chaos of Midsummer’s Eve, not wantin’ t’ be party ta the people-stealin’.”

I give a solemn nod to politely acknowledge just about the most ludicrous statement I’ve ever heard. “You have many passengers, then?”

“Aye,” he says. “More every year, thanks t’ shoppin’ center music and worsenin’ traffic.” His nose wrinkles again. “Then there’s the family reunions. In your land at least, we do most of our pick-ups outside houses or workplaces, mainly after Christmas parties.” He gazes past me to the hospital, which I still can’t see through the smoke. “What are ye running from, miss? Ye don’t look sick, so ye must be visitin’.”

I ignore the uncomfortably personal question, more intrusive than any surgical scalpel. “You really should move the train before you get in trouble,” I tell him, more worried than I ought to be for his job.

“Nae need,” he grins back. “The train be invisible t’ everyone ’cept those who summoned it.” He taps the toe of his polished lace-up shoe against the doorway to the carriage. “The train willna wait forever, miss. We have places t’ go and a timetable t’ keep. Are ye coming aboard or not? Promise we’ll get ye back, right on December 27 or thereabouts.” The word “thereabouts” is accompanied by another wink. 

A stir of movement to my right draws my gaze. One of the old ladies I spied earlier in the garden is boarding the train two carriages up from me, helped by another man in a green uniform, who lifts her IV pole and fluid bag after her like it’s just another suitcase. She disappears inside, as does the green-suited man, who is the same height as Pointy Ears but has brown hair. 

When I look back at Pointy Ears, his grin has vanished. “Final trip,” he murmurs half to himself, sounding almost sad. 

I frown. “What did you say?” Then I notice the stenciled golden letters looping elegantly across the side of each carriage. The one to my left says Sleeping Car. But this one… “This car is ‘Third Class.’ Why Third Class?” 

Surely our little delusion should have placed me in First Class at least. 

He turns to me, eyes gleaming. I’m not even surprised to see they’re as green as the train. “I’ll explain if ye decide t’ come aboard, miss.”

I open my mouth to say that I would never board this train even if it were the last chance for humanity—that was the premise of that Snowpiercer movie, right?—but then I picture Grandpa’s empty house a few kilometers out of town. His cat died a year ago, so I don’t even have an animal depending on me for nightly tinned tuna. I’ve sat at Grandpa’s bedside for weeks now, and he hasn’t so much as twitched an eyelid. His doctors say he probably won’t wake again, and soon we’ll have to make a hard decision. 

Conscious of Pointy Ears’s gaze, I look down at my phone and eye the last message sent by my friend Evie, which I haven’t replied to yet. 




Evie


So sorry to hear about your grandpa, Claire. But he’s had a good long life, hasn’t he? Soon he’ll be with your grandma and they’ll party up in heaven together. 






Then, sent ten minutes later, as if Evie was feeling distinctly guilty about her lack of compassion:




Evie


Come back to the city this weekend, and we’ll cheer you up, I promise. Us girls need to celebrate after that final exam, too :) Phew, I nearly died in that second-last section. 






Frowning, I lock the screen and shove the phone back in my pocket. It’s one week until Christmas, and all my friends can think about is shopping and getting ready for their families’ celebrations. Evie loves everything about Christmas—the glitz, the glamour, the compulsory happiness. But I can’t bear another day of sitting around, wondering why in the world someone ever thought fruit mince pies sounded appetizing.  

Or what I’m going to do with my life—and my promise—after I quit medicine. And will Evie still be my friend when we’re no longer dressed in matching scrubs and languishing at the bottom of the hospital food chain?

Delusion or not, I kind of like the idea of a week without Christmas. A fast track to January, or at least December 27. Though it would be nice to skip New Year’s Eve, too. I want to say goodbye to this year already, one of my worst yet, but I’m afraid of what the next one holds.

I look at Pointy Ears and shrug. “I don’t have any luggage.”

He smiles, probably knowing I’ve made up my mind. “Ye’ll have all ye need aboard the Goblin Express.”

“Mobile reception?” I say hopefully. 

“5G,” he replies with a deadpan expression, then unexpectedly sticks his tongue out. “Nae service where we’re going, miss.”

Oh. Well, maybe it’ll be good for me. Mum and Dad aren’t texting all that much at the moment anyway. Too busy gawking at the Alps. “How much are tickets?”

“Fifty dollars.” Another grin, followed by a cackle. “And yer firstborn child.”

Seeing he’s joking, I laugh, too. “You’ll be waiting a while.” Especially if I don’t have the guts to quit medicine. 

“Fifty dollars,” he amends, “fer meals an’ board.”

Not bad, for a whole week’s accommodation and food. If this is real, I remind myself. And not some kind of human trafficking operation. 

He whisks a square-shaped object out of his pocket. 

My brows shoot up. “You take card payments?”

Pointy Ears scoffs. “Who carries cash anymore? Besides, too many world currencies t’ worry ’bout, and we don’t want the train t’ lose time bein’ held up. The leprechauns ye mistook me fer earlier were always tryin’ t’ pay in pots of gold…made the train a terrible magnet fer heists.”

Heists. Pots of gold. Leprechauns. Maybe I should check myself into the psych ward of the hospital behind me. But my nostrils are stinging from the pale green smoke, and my stomach is growling. At the very least, I’m not dreaming. And if this is a delusion, it’s the most interesting December I’ve experienced yet. 

I pull out my phone once more and use my thumbprint to summon my credit card, ignoring another message from Evie, this one slightly concerned about my uncharacteristic silence. Once I’ve tapped my phone against the square card reader and it’s beeped—hopefully I haven’t just fallen for the world’s most elaborate scam—I drop it into my backpack. 

Pointy Ears tucks the card reader back in his pocket and sticks out a hand that hints at a decent age but wiry strength. “The name’s Ruairi, but ye can call me Rory, or Guard Rory.”

“Not ‘Rumpelstiltskin’?”

He chuckles and shakes his head. “The other guard ye saw before was Fergal. And yer name is?”

I put my hand in his and let him haul me up onto the train. “Claire,” I say as I catch my breath. “My name is Claire.”
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