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Chapter One

Christmas Eve - One Year Ago

As glistening snow settled on the Sanchez's freshly mowed lawn, chasing LED lights zipped up and down the metal placeholder, casting a lively glow. Two giant candy canes, one on either side of the door, shone brightly. Miniature elves in bright, colorful workshop uniforms lined both sides of the path like military columns standing guard. Through the Sanchez’s living room window, a tree stood proud, bedecked in red, green, silver, and gold tinsel. Luminous fairy lights peeked out from beneath the bushy, crisscrossing strands. On the front door, a wreath adorned with red ribbons and miniature bells completed the festive display.

In the kitchen, an air of dread and doom hung over Grace and her twelve-year-old son, Dylan. A navy beanie hat sat on Dylan's head, covering his brown hair. His gray eyes focused on the table. The boy's fingers drummed nervously on the pale yellow tablecloth. He continued doing this for a few minutes until Grace put her right hand on his.

“Stop, honey. It's not helping.”

“Sorry. I just—” Dylan paused, fearing that what he was about to say might upset his mom.

“Go on. Finish your sentence. You need never be afraid of me.”

“It's not you I'm afraid of, Mom. What I was about to say was…” He took a deep breath before continuing. “Why can't we go to Grandma's? She won't mind.”

“You know I don't want to burden her. Your abuela's already cooking for herself and Grandpa, not to mention Uncle Ralph, too. She doesn't need two more mouths to feed.”

“But she asked us yesterday,” Dylan protested.

“I know, sweetie, but it just wouldn't be fair on her.”

“Sure. Instead, we gotta put up with Greg.”

“Hey, Greg's all right. Maybe he'll be okay this year.”

“Really, Mom?” Dylan presented her with a face that said he didn't believe her. Her long, bright, ginger curls and gleaming blue eyes reflected her optimism and cheerful outlook on life. She loved wearing loud colors—like the canary-yellow sweater that had a picture of a muscular topless Santa riding a horse-drawn sleigh. Beside him sat a bulging green sack of toys, with one or two presents threatening to fall out.

“Look, everything's gonna be fine. I promise, mi pequeño bebé.”

“Geez, will you stop saying that? I'm not a little baby anymore.”

Grace looked upon him affectionately, patting his left hand as she said, “No, you're certainly not. You're growing into a handsome young man.”

“Matt Damon handsome?” he joked with his left eyebrow arched.

“Even handsomer,” she replied, flashing a wide smile.

“Is that even a word?” Dylan asked.

They both laughed. He enjoyed moments like this where they could be themselves, not worrying about the consequences of being “too loud”, as Greg would yell after shouting for them to shut up.

Dylan froze as the silhouette of a tall man approached their front door. His shadow filled the lower half of the hallway. It was Greg, and he held something underneath his arm. He staggered to the right while trying to insert his key.

Oh no, Dylan thought.

Grace must have read the fear on his face when she said, “Relax. Everything will be fine.”

Thirty seconds later, after some more twisting of his keys in the lock and pulling of the door handle, Greg finally opened it and entered. He belched and stumbled, steadying himself against the living room doorframe before slamming the front door shut.

“Murrry…Chrisssmas,” he slurred in his drunken Boston drawl before half-walking, half-stumbling into the kitchen.

Grace stood up, squeezing Dylan's shoulder in reassurance before kissing Greg's unkempt salt-and-pepper beard. He was a foot taller than her and had a broad build with an enormous beer belly.

“These are for you,” he said, handing her a semi-transparent, white plastic bag.

Dylan could see that there were two brown bottles of red wine in it.

“Oh, thanks, honey,” Grace said in pseudo-appreciation with an equally fake smile.

Dylan knew that beneath her brave facade that she was disappointed. Yet another Christmas without even a present that showed some thought.

What a jerk, Dylan mentally remarked, gazing with utter hatred at the man. The boy put both hands under the table, balling his fists.

“So…whass for dinner?” Greg asked.

“Um…” Dylan knew by Grace's pause that she was bracing herself for a backlash. “We're not having any. We're going to church, remember?”

“What?” Greg barked. “You never told me that.”

“Sure I did,” she answered, still with her back to him, putting the bottles of wine into the refrigerator. “I told you this morning.”

“No, you didn't. Besides, it's only…” He shoved up the sleeve of his dark cream jacket, squinting at his watch, “isss only five fiffy.”

“I know, hon', but mass is at seven. I won't have time to—”

“Hey!“ Greg shouted, banging his fist on the table. “I don't wanna hear e'cusses. Just make my damn dinner!”

“Greg, come on,” she pleaded. “We don't—”

“Move that pretty little assss of yousss towards the friggin' oven…and cook sssomethin'.”

“Okay, okay. Fine.” She turned on a switch and took out a frying pan. Grace cracked two eggs into a bowl.

Dylan tried with all his might to look away, but every time he did, his eyes fell back onto Greg, boring holes into the drunkard.

Greg took off his heavy coat, placing it on the back of the chair. He caught Dylan staring at him.

Oh shoot, Dylan thought.

“Got a problem, kid?” Greg asked.

“Nah,” Dylan answered.

“Nah,” Greg repeated in a high, nasally tone, mocking the boy. “God, your voice is so…annoying.”

“Would you rather I not talk at all?” Dylan replied quickly but wished he hadn't when Greg showed off his strong, hairy arms.

“You runnin' your mouth, boy?”

Grace stopped whisking the eggs, placing calming hands on his left arm. “Greg, come on, don't be like this.”

“Shuddup. I'm talkin' to your little…brat.”

Though he stood just seven inches shorter than Greg, he squared his shoulders with defiance. His fists clenched tightly at his sides.

“Don't talk to my mom like that!”

“Dylan, honey, let me handle it.”

“No…no…let the liddle creep…talk.”

“Dylan, go upstairs,” Grace urged.

Greg thrust a finger, pointing at the boy's chair. “Zit your assss down!”

“Dylan, go. Now,” Grace begged, her eyes welling up.

Part of him wanted to stand his ground and defend his mom, but he knew it would make matters worse. Reluctantly, he ran up the stairs, where garland wrapped around the freshly painted white banister. Downstairs, Grace and Greg continued to argue as he slammed his bedroom door.

Dylan hated Christmas because every year since Grace met Greg, the same thing always happened. Greg would go to work, meet some buddies for drinks and then come home. Alcohol always brought out the worst in him. Dylan likened him to the Hulk—cool when sober, but with a few drinks inside him, instead of growing to be a giant, green monster, he just turned into Mr. Nasty, quick to lash out and pick a fight with someone. Dylan missed the days when they had a peaceful Christmas Eve with his dad, Emilio. He was always fun to be around…until that fateful night four years ago when he got shot while on duty.

Emilio had been a local cop who’d patrolled a rough part of the town. One night, a firefight broke out between two local gangs. He responded to the call and was unfortunately shot as he arrived.

Dylan lay on his bed, holding a picture of his dad looking proud in his dark navy uniform. An American flag was pinned on the wall behind him.

“Miss you, Dad,” he sobbed, clutching the picture to his chest. Memories of playing baseball and Saturday evenings out on the lake fishing with him compounded the sadness, making his loss feel even more painful. He had a few friends he hung around with, but nobody could ever replace his father.
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Later that evening, after the arguing had ended and when they had missed mass, a knock came to his door. Dylan just lay on his side, staring out the window at the snow-covered roofs.

“Dylan, honey, can I come in?” Grace said in a soft, apologetic voice. He didn't answer.

Why do you put up with that fat jerk? Why can't you leave? Why does every Christmas have to be like this? These were all questions he wanted to shout at her, but knew she was hurting already. Instead, he opted to stew in silence.

Grace opened the door slowly and entered.

“Dylan,” she said again in a tone that wanted him to look at her. He refused to. “I know you're angry and I'm so…so sorry. This is the last time this will happen. I promise. Next year will be different.”

He furtively wiped away a tear before replying. “You said that too last year.”

“I know…but I mean it this time. Next year will be different.” She sat at the end of his bed. “I swear, mi pequeño bebé.” Grace rubbed his legs…running her hand up to his ribs, tickling them.

Dylan laughed a little. Her voice and gentle touch thawed his frustration, making him sit up and hug her.

“Teamo, cariño,” she whispered into his ear.

“I love you too, Mom.” He leaned into her shoulder, squeezing her a little tighter.

“Next year will be awesome,” Grace promised in a shaky voice.

“It better be,” Dylan said, sobbing and sniffling.

“It will.” She patted his back twice while still in the embrace.
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Outside Dylan's room, Grace leaned back against the wall and slowly slid to the floor. She cried quietly, trying not to sob too loudly.

Will things ever get better for us? Grace stared at a picture of Emilio and gave a brief smile. She missed him, especially at Christmas. Memories of the three of them walking down Main Street on Christmas Eve were never far from her mind at this time of year. He used to put his arm around her shoulder, whispering naughty things they could do under the mistletoe, of course, only when Dylan was out of earshot. She missed his laughter; how he always knew what to do to cheer her up, and how much of a great dad he was to Dylan, playing video games or helping him perfect his swing in baseball.

Then her smile vanished, remembering the day an officer arrived at the door with the news any cop's wife always dreaded receiving. The tall man had held his cap underneath his left arm, speaking in a formal but gentle voice. She collapsed into the officer's arms, sobbing uncontrollably. He picked her up, letting the grief-stricken woman hug him as she cried for what felt like an eternity.

Grace had thought herself lucky just to have had Emilio, and after his death, she believed no man would ever want or look at her again. For nearly two years, that seemed true—until Greg came into her life. She met him one night at a bar while out with friends, enjoying some margaritas. A friend noticed Greg staring at her and gave her a nudge. When Grace glanced in his direction, he winked and raised a pint of beer in her honor. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. A few minutes later, he came over. They talked for a while, and soon they began dating. Grace felt loved again. Here was a man with a well-paying job as an accountant, who paid for her meals, bought expensive clothes and jewelry, and sent flowers to her house on the 24th of every month to mark the date they met. He made Grace feel special.

After a year of being in a relationship, they had moved in together, and for the first six months, everything was blissful. There were no arguments. Greg even helped Dylan with his homework and took him to baseball games.

In the seventh month, Greg's brother, Donald, committed suicide. She remembered Greg, pale-faced, walking into the kitchen, holding the cell in his hand. Greg’s jaw had hung in shock as he received the call from his mother, telling him the tragic news.

“What’s wrong, honey?” she asked.

“Donnie…he’s…he’s dead.” Greg fell to his knees, covering his bearded face with his large hands. She















Chapter Two

December 23rd - Present Day
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A Beast Within

Have you experienced true terror? For three criminals, they’re about to face it head-on!
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