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      Calissa

      My brothers and I sit in front of the twinkling Christmas tree, flames blazing in my fireplace, sipping hot cider while the snow blankets the ground outside the window. Jones, my long-haired orange tabby, stretches out on my lap.

      This is nice. I like my solitude up here on Ravenhart Mountain, but having my brothers visiting for the week has been a pleasant change of pace.

      “You know, sis, we could do a lot more of this if you moved a little closer to society.” Bernie, my older brother, says.

      “We’ve talked about this. I enjoy being on my own up here. No one blinks an eye when there are mountain men scattered throughout Ravenhart Mountain, so why does it matter that there is at least one mountain woman?”

      Barrett, my younger brother, gives me a weak smile.

      “You know Ber and I just worry about you being alone up here.”

      I sit up straighter on the couch, causing Jones to curse at me in meow, while he hops off my lap.

      “Are you saying that I can’t take care of myself, little brother?”

      Both brothers put up their hands in surrender, laughing.

      “I am not starting this argument again.” Barrett responds, winking at me.

      “Good. Because last time I checked, I have lived up here on my own, without a man’s help, for more than a decade, just fine.”

      A low growl escapes my throat.

      “Yes, yes, sorry. We just wish we could see you more.” Bernie says.

      I roll my eyes but rest my head on his shoulder.

      “I know. I miss you both, too. As long as you don’t rope me into the construction work, I promise I’ll try to visit more often.” I joke.

      Barrett stands up, opens my front door, and peers outside.

      “I don’t think it’s letting up. Looks like we are having a snowy Christmas romp this year.”

      I get up to stoke the fire, then head to my kitchen to simmer our after-romp stew on the stovetop. The three of us then step onto my porch, shift into our brown bear forms, and barrel out into the snow.

      On every December 25th, the Hinkley kids go for a Christmas romp in our shifted forms, come rain or shine. The last several years have been at my cabin, but this is the first time we’ve had snow during our romp up here.

      We tumble around in front of my cabin, but then Bernie takes off with the two of us chasing after him. He winds us down my long, wooded driveway to the curvy mountain lane. The road is icy from the weather, so we decide to race to the top of the bend to see who can beat the slip-sliding first. Barrett, the largest of the three of us, wins the race. At the top, we find him looking down the edge of the bending slope.

      “Is that your cabin down there?” he asks me, when I catch up to him.

      “Yup, that’s me.”

      “Wow, someone could crash into your roof from up here.”

      I shrug my bear-shoulders.

      “This bend is so tight, I’ve never noticed someone trying to take it fast. Over a dozen years living here with no problems from it.”

      Pleasing our inner bear cubs, we slide down the icy mountain road to where my driveway connects. The three of us, cracking up while stumbling back into my cabin, collapse in front of the roaring fire. We shake the melting snow off and shift back into our human forms.

      “Stew time!” Barrett announces, heading into my kitchen to ladle the steamy goodness into three bowls.

      The meat and potatoes warm me to my core. I put the empty bowl on the floor so that Jones can lick it clean. My brothers do the same.

      “Must be Christmas, Jonesy.” I say to my purring beast of a cat.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning greets us with sunshine, but also a hefty layer of snow on the ground. My brothers are heading back down the foothills to their homes today.

      “I’d like to point out my brilliance with having us come up here in our bear forms and not in our cars. Otherwise, we would be stuck.” Bernie brags. Barrett playfully pushes him into the wall.

      Next I find myself in a great brotherly bear hug.

      “We miss you, Cal.” Bernie says into my hair.

      “I miss you guys, too. I promise to visit more, OK?”

      I walk my brothers to the door, watch them shift on my porch, and take off down my snowy driveway. I turn to find Jones attempting to murder one of my holiday ornaments, so I shoo him away.

      The silence in the cabin comforts me, but also makes me ache for my brothers. Maybe it is time to move a little closer to society.

      Not too close, though.

      I settle at my desk to check my work emails. My editing clients know I am taking these two weeks off during the holidays and new year, but I don’t want to ignore anything. Luckily, my email inbox is free from emergency indie author editing needs, so I curl up on my couch with a book.

      As twilight blankets the mountain, I read by the fire with Jones lying on my hip and the Christmas lights sparkling by the roaring fireplace. My post-holiday fatigue sets in and I feel myself fading.

      I wake with a start to the sound of screeching tires, loud thuds, and tree branches cracking. Sitting up, I whip my head around to look out the window, but am greeted with pitch blackness. I stand up and open my front door. The chilly night air greets me, along with an eerie silence. What the heck woke me up?
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