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“Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak December

And each separate dying ember wrought its ghost upon the floor.”

—Edgar Allan Poe, “The Raven” (1845)
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INTRODUCTION


George C. Romero

SIR ARTHUR CONAN Doyle famously once said, “Where there is no imagination, there is no horror.” One of the truest things I’ve ever heard, these words form the journey that has become my life—the constant pursuit of inspiration as the fuel for my imagination. Along the way, I’ve had the pleasure of sharing creative sessions with some of the most talented singers, poets, writers, filmmakers, and performers of our generation.

The interesting part: none of them were in any of the places we’d expect to meet such folks.

Don’t get me wrong; there are plenty of brilliant creatives in all the places we do expect—Los Angeles, New York, Miami, Pittsburgh, and so on—but a homogenization often occurs in those areas. It’s not immediate, and in rare cases, it never happens, but outside of these familiar cities with familiar artists, we find hundreds of small towns across the United States (and the world), each filled with raw talent unseen outside of a friend group or the local dive bar.

This inspired me long ago to seek out fresh talent and bring that talent together in any way I possibly could. You’ve never seen anything more inspiring than a room of total strangers come together over musical instruments to create a perfect song—one that might never be heard again; or, in the event it is ever recorded, will never be a perfect recreation of the moment that all those strangers vibed and clicked and created something, even if it’s only a simple, profound moment of a deep sense of admiration, respect, and love.

But what does all this have to do with this anthology, you ask?

Everything.

Five decades in this skinsuit have given me quite the ride, for sure. Ups, downs, and all-arounds have brought my life to places of darkness, light, fear, longing, loathing, loving, passion, anger, jealousy, derailment, laser focus, and finally to a place of pure joy as a husband, father, grandfather, and life and business partner.

This journey, however, has not been without its frigid and frozen moments.

I began my creative journey quite alone: hopping my first freight train in the dead of winter and at an age far too young and taking my first bullet to the gut not long after, then being packed in snow and kept alive over the Christmas holiday. An old-timer taught me the ways of the rails so that I could thrive in one of the most hostile, lonesome, and lonely environments one can navigate, filled with people who have chosen the career of invisibility and anonymity.

Those years spent in the isolation of boxcars clacking across the country and back, day-working on farms and oil fields and dive bars and carnivals (and any other damn place that would embrace my desire for anonymity) introduced me to some of the most talented, tortured, self-isolated people I’ve ever met. I rode through the seasons, and eventually winters became the “social” season on the rails. The uncertainty of the cold, snow, and ice kept trains off their regular schedule and left many of us to survive in harsh winter conditions. We formed small camps, shared resources, and worked together to stay warm until another train plowed through the baron, powdery landscape. I quickly realized that many of those who sought refuge on the rails had made a similar life choice to mine.

Together, we were on the fringes of humanity.

While I cannot play an instrument and have never participated in a musical jam like those I’ve witnessed, that time in my life was the closest I’ve ever experienced to creative nirvana. The philosophies, beliefs, and struggles with everything from self-displacement to fear of no more mornings came together in those snowy camps around fires and while tending to batches of hobo stew, forming our collective belief that what had led us to our current situation was born from the desire to chase the extremes in life—the only true way to ever understand what our inner creatives screamed to be heard. Creativity, like so many other life pursuits, requires a long-term commitment to an education that can sometimes only be earned outside the “safe” option—the ones others are afraid to pursue.

After decades of pursuing a life that would make Bukowski blush, Hemingway harrow, and Whitman witless, I have had an unparalleled and unexpected collection of experiences that has led me to the center of artist communities and the margins of the outliers. Holidays became bleak while celebratory moments became introspective. To this day, I am drawn to the cold of winter—the icy breath of wind, the crunch of snow underfoot, the sting of the wind on my face. While I’ve only just begun to enjoy the holidays, they have always been magnetic, calling me to the darker side of my past.

Beckoning me to give myself to the bleak of the cold.

There has been a common denominator throughout my journey: rooted in a lifelong pursuit of creativity in the belief that life is to be lived in extremes. From laughter to love, from struggle to pain.

It is because of these life experiences that I have the honor of introducing The Darkest Night, an anthology of winter horror tales—or, to be more a bit more accurate, a collection of talent—that has come together in a room that doesn’t exist, to vibe and collaborate around a central theme. To write the perfect lyrics. To play the perfect harmonies, melodies, and notes until that perfect song—that perfect story—comes to life in a perfect creative moment.

The talent in this anthology makes the pages heavy to hold, loud to read, and powerful to hear.

Every page entertains. Every story intrigues, scares, amuses, and bewilders, and often these stories transport the ready back to the presence of childish wonderment, the birth of our collective fascination with horror—our love for storytelling and respect for a good storyteller.

These stories of winter dread will inspire nostalgia, ignite (or reignite) a passion, and coat the paintbrush of your mind’s eye with the most vivid palette of horror, suspense, fear, and doubt. They will fill your quietness with auditory terror and nightmarish images made of mist and chills. They will haunt you long after you devour these pages.

—George C. Romero

Kentucky, 2023





EDITOR’S NOTE


Lindy Ryan

BEFORE TWINKLING LIGHTS and visits to shopping mall Santas, before stolen mistletoe kisses and gifts wrapped in bright paper and bows, even before Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol and Washington Irving’s Old Christmas, the Yuletide holiday has long been associated with ghosts and specters.

The origins of holiday ghost stories and hauntings have little to do with today’s commercial celebrations. With its close proximity to pagan winter solstice festivals honoring the longest, darkest night of the year, Victorian-era Christmas celebrants would gather with family and friends to while away long, dark, cold winter nights in the company of ghost stories, séances, and greeting cards depicting macabre illustrations of frogs and anthropomorphic insects. In Told After Supper, humorist Jerome K. Jerome noted these beloved holiday traditions, saying,


Whenever five or six English-speaking people meet round a fire on Christmas Eve, they start telling each other ghost stories … Nothing satisfies us on Christmas Eve but to hear each other tell authentic anecdotes about spectres. It is a genial, festive season, and we love to muse upon graves, and dead bodies, and murders, and blood.



In short, it’s the merriest time of the year.

Today, the dark edge of the year is still a perfect time to find warmth on cold winter nights, and the authors and artists in this anthology continue the long-standing, hallowed tradition of spinning tales of monsters, malice, and malevolent spirits. From chilling folktales told around holiday hearths, to tales of prowling winter creatures, old gods, and sinister gift-givers, we invite you to gather round the fire and enjoy a season of short days, long nights, cold skies, and warm hearts.

Good Yule—and happy hauntings.

—Lindy Ryan

North Carolina, 2023




[image: ]


TO HELL WITH HIBERNATION an illustration


Mister Sam Shearon





THE MOUTHLESS BODY IN THE LAKE


Gwendolyn Kiste

ON CHRISTMAS MORNING, you discover your own body frozen beneath the ice in Lake Minton.

There’s nobody else around when you find yourself there. Your cousins are building snowmen with carrot noses in the backyard, and the rest of your family is enjoying a potluck around an artificial tree in the living room.

Nobody notices when you sneak out the back door and steal into the forest. You’re a ghost in your own life. You’re only eight years old, but you feel so much older, the world already an unbearable weight on your back.

The air is glittering with cold as you cross the backyard and disappear among the trees. The horde of sugar pines closes in around you, the canopy casting long shadows across your face. It seems for a moment you’re the only one left alive in the world. On days like this, that might even be preferable.

Your boots fall heavy in the dirt, and you keep going until the trees part, and you see it up ahead—the frozen water that’s beckoning you.

It’s called Lake Minton because that’s your last name and it belongs to your grandparents. This is the sum total of everything your family has claim to: a lake, a house, and all the secrets dwelling within. For what it’s worth, you don’t live here full-time; you and your parents sequestered in a duplex across town, and for that at least, you’re grateful. This place has always felt haunted.

Though you know you shouldn’t, you creep across the frozen lake, each step more careful than the last. Most of the ice is frosted over, opaque as the past, but there’s a spot up ahead where it’s clear like glass, and you can gaze right down into the chilled water on the other side.

You inhale deeply and sneak a glance, expecting to see nothing but darkness waiting there.

You see yourself instead.

The eyes are closed, the cheeks are flushed, but it’s unmistakable. The figure is exactly the same as you, except for one thing: it has no mouth, no lips, not even an outline where they belong.

Your breath fogging in front of you, you lean closer to the ice. “Hello?” you whisper. “Can you hear me?”

But of course, the version of you in the lake doesn’t answer. Even if it were alive, it has no mouth to speak.

In this moment, part of you wants to scream for the both of you. Another part of you wants to race back to the house, the frozen pinecones crunching beneath your feet like broken bones, and tell the others what you’ve found. But somehow you already know they’ll blame you. They’ll tell you how you did something to deserve this.

So instead, you sit with yourself for a long while, the sun rising sullenly in the sky. The body never moves, never drifts an inch. It simply floats there beneath the ice.

With your heart in your throat, you trudge back to the family house. Inside, your parents, and aunts and uncles and cousins never noticed you were gone. The rest of the afternoon and evening dissolves around you. There are foil-wrapped gifts tied with curly red ribbons and shiny plates of cutout cookies and snickerdoodles and pecan tassies, enough sugar to make your teeth ache even from across the room.

Everything here looks perfect. Everyone here pretends it’s perfect. Only you know better. You’re the only one who seems to see the orange bottle of pills peeking out of your mother’s leather purse or all the people with their glassy eyes and thin laughs and short tempers simmering with ancient grudges. A forgotten anniversary fifteen years ago. A snide word last Christmas.

But you aren’t allowed to say a word about it. The same way you can’t say a word about what you discovered in the lake. You just sit back in the corner, by the Christmas tree, and nod politely and act like your parents didn’t just rewrap one of the stuffed animals from your toybox and tell you that it’s new.

“Did you have a nice Christmas?” your mom asks on the way home, but you only stare out the back-seat window, never answering her.



You don’t visit the lake during the spring or summer or even the fall. You can’t help but wonder if you’re still there, trapped in the chill and the dark, but then you’re not entirely sure you were ever there at all.

“It’s all in your head,” your mother says when you finally slip up and tell her about it, and she’s probably right. In fact, you hope she is. It would be better if there wasn’t a version of you out there, drowned and silenced and alone.

Besides, you have other things to occupy your time. Every weekend, your parents come stumbling in after midnight, Milwaukee’s Best on their breath, resentment soaking through their voices.

You’re always waiting up in bed, your Care Bears comforter pulled up to your chin. You tell yourself if you stay quiet, nobody will know you’re here.

Sometimes, it works. Sometimes, it doesn’t.



You’re fourteen years old before you’re brave enough to return to the lake. It’s Christmas Eve this time, and you don’t even want to take a walk outside.

But your mother is fighting with your aunt again, their words laced with venom and smiles, and your grandparents huddle in the corner, their eyes gone unfocused, their minds lost years ago. Meanwhile, an uncle you only see on holidays, the one with the rancid milk breath, tries to ply you with a shot of whiskey.

“You’ll like it,” he slurs, and shoves a bottle of Southern Comfort at you.

“I’m not old enough yet,” you murmur, but nobody hears you. You’re used to that by now. In your family, it’s better to be quiet than it is to tell them they’re wrong.

You pretend to take a swig from the jug of Southern Comfort, and pass it back to him. Then you wait until you’re sure your parents aren’t looking before you grab your coat and slip out the back door.

The property doesn’t look the same as before. A row of sugar pine trees near the lake has gone gray, the bark peeling off, the needles scattered in the dirt like confetti. You wonder what went wrong with them, why so many things die before their time.

But there’s nobody around to ask, and more than that, there’s nobody to answer. You keep walking instead, your chin tipped up, pretending you’re not afraid.

On the lake, the ice is thick in the chilled winter night, and you tiptoe across it. There you are, bobbing in the frozen water like you never left at all.

The body looks older now. It’s grown the same way you have.

You lean in, curious what your own skin feels like. Is it cool to the touch, as cool as the dead? Or is the version of you that lives in the dark filled with heat, with possibility? Is that why the cheeks are still flushed? Is that what keeps you from decaying—from becoming fodder for the fish, a victim of time?

Your hand curls into a fist, and you want to bring it down hard on the ice, cracking it in two, opening up the lake so you can reach inside and find out.

But then something tightens inside you, because you’re not sure if those swimming lessons from the YMCA really took. The moment you hit the water, you might sink like a stone, sucked down into the dark before you even have a chance to meet yourself.

It’s best to return to your family and their make-believe revelry. It’s best to pretend none of this ever happened.

You’re halfway back to the house when you see a shadow at the property line.

At once, you seize up. “Who’s there?” you ask, trembling.

A girl your age emerges from behind a dead sugar pine.

You gape at her. “It’s Christmas Eve,” you say. “Why aren’t you with your family?”

She lets out a harsh laugh. “Probably for the same reason you aren’t.”

Neither of you speaks again for a long time, a silent truth twisting between you.

“My name’s Karla,” she says finally.

You swallow a frozen breath. “I’m Taylor,” you say.

You walk together a while, and she tells you all about herself, how she lives just a couple blocks away from the duplex you share with your parents. How she’s strange and lonely just like you.

“I don’t like Christmas,” she says. “I don’t like this town at all.”

“Me neither,” you say.

And you don’t like what’s hidden in the lake either. You want to take her out on the ice. You want to show her the version of you that’s lingering in the dark.

Do you see it there? you’re desperate to ask. Do you see me?

But you don’t say a word about it. You’re afraid the ice is too thin to support both of you and that she’ll slip into the dark, stolen away forever.

When the moon hits its apex and you can’t stall any longer, the two of you part ways at the edge of the forest. But at the last moment, Karla turns back and grins. It’s the first time in a long time since anyone looked at you that way. Since anyone looked at you at all.

You can’t help but smile back.



The years dissolve around you, and you’re almost eighteen before you return to the lake.

By then, half the trees have vanished, a line of meager holes carved into the forest line.

“Probably some kind of disease,” your mother says, but you know that’s not true. Not unless your family counts as a special sort of disease.

You and Karla have tried to make the best of things here. You sneak away when you can, teaching each other how to drive, stealing your mothers’ Virginia Slims, and smoking in the alley next to the school, where it feels like you’re the only two people left on earth.

“It’s okay,” she always tells you. “We’ll get out. We’ll go somewhere.”

You try to believe her. But she hasn’t seen the things in the world that you have. She doesn’t know what’s waiting out there.

It’s the day after Christmas, the detritus from the holiday strewn about the family property. A discarded tree on the curb, wads of wrapping paper from gifts you never asked for stuffed in gaping garbage bags.

You and Karla are standing in the front yard, no gloves, no coats, when you finally speak the words you wanted to tell her for years.

“There’s something I want to show you,” you say.

Without hesitating, she follows you through the forest and out onto the lake. Part of you is certain it won’t be there, that somehow it’s only visible when you’re all alone.

But when you creep across the ice and gaze down, there you are, just like always, dreaming in the dark.

“It’s you,” she whispers, and the two of you stare down at your body for a long moment. It’s almost eighteen years old too, everything identical except this version of you will never utter a word, even if it awakens.

Her face gone gray, Karla turns to you. “We need to do something,” she says, and though you beg her not to, she tells whoever will listen: her parents, your parents, your teachers at school. It’s like watching a wreck in slow motion, because you already know what will happen. They call you liars. They call you crazy. Nobody even bothers to come out to the lake and check. They’re so convinced you’re wrong that there isn’t any reason to question it.

For the rest of your senior year, they have Karla sent away, and even after graduation, she doesn’t return.

“Where did they take her?” you ask anyone who will listen, which is nobody at all.

She’s the only one who believes you, and she’s gone now. Your only witness vanished into thin air. All those years, you tried to protect her, tried to keep her from falling through the ice, but the world stole her away from you anyhow.

“She was nothing but a troublemaker,” your mother says, and you hold your breath and wish you were someone else.



You’re almost twenty-five when you return to the lake.

Most of your family is long gone, vanished into the road or into the grave. The uncle with the rancid milk breath, hitchhiking into a fog, never to be seen again. A cousin who found the end of the bottle until the end found him. Your grandparents, dead and buried, faded into oblivion. Death and decay are your birthright and your destiny.

With almost no one else left, you live at the family house full-time now. Last year, your mother shattered her ankle and demanded you move in and take care of her round the clock. With your father dead from heart failure, you were the only one around, so she sent you a dozen emails, all of them pleading and shaming, until you were too tired to argue about it anymore.

You’re like a bug caught under glass. You’ll never escape. You’ll never be free.

Instead, you’ll be a good daughter. You’ll do the right thing—take care of what remains of your family. Take care of the house. Won’t speak too loudly. In fact, won’t speak at all. It’s easier that way.

No.

That’s a lie.

Nothing about this has ever been easy.

You’ve only done this because you never felt like you had any other choice.

On Christmas Day, there’s no holiday tree. No foil-wrapped presents or table of pies and cookies and cakes. Just you and your mother and a dying hearth.

“You should get out more,” she tells you that night.

“I don’t have any friends left here.”

At this, she curls up her nose. “You’re still mad about that Karla girl, aren’t you?”

You stand back in the corner, not speaking a word.

Your mother just shakes her head. “I never told you that you couldn’t be friends with her,” she says. “If you think I said that, then it’s all in your head.”

Barbed wire tightens in your chest. This is what she always claims. How every memory you have is just a figment of your imagination. The same way she told you that the body in the lake was in your imagination too. And because you’re alone in this place with her, she always seems to be the one with the authority.

“Maybe I should just go away,” you say at last.

A scoff. “And where would you go?”

Anywhere but here, you want to say. Anywhere that’s far from this place, this family, and that body forever floating in the lake.

You only shrug. “I’m sure there’s somewhere out there.”

Your mother doesn’t speak for a long time after that. You think she’s mad at you, and maybe she is, but she’s not scowling anymore. Instead, she’s crying quietly in her La-Z-Boy recliner, her gray hair falling in her tired eyes, and you can’t help yourself. You go to her and hold her, and you tell her how you won’t ever leave.

“Promise?” she asks through salty tears, clinging tight to your collar.

“I promise,” you whisper as everything goes cold inside you.



In an instant, the years blur together, and you’re suddenly on the cusp of forty. Still living with your mother, still living near the lake.

Every morning, you gaze out the back window. All the trees in the forest have withered away, leaving a gaping wound in the landscape. And through that opening, you see it: the lake, waiting for you the same way it always has.

It’s the middle of December, and you’re in town to pick up this week’s groceries when you hear the voice of a ghost.

“Hi, Taylor.”

You whirl around to face her. Karla, barely having aged a day. You haven’t seen each other in years. If someone had asked, you would have been convinced she’d forgotten you altogether.

“Hello,” you say, and your voice splits in two.

“Can I buy you a cup of coffee?” she asks.

Together, you sit in the corner booth at the old diner, the wraparound windows smudged with dark fingerprints, the scent of burnt coffee lingering on the air. It’s nearly Christmastime again, and somebody has hung a rusted sleigh bell over the front door.

You want to ask where they took her, but she doesn’t seem to care about the past anymore. She’s only worried about the future.

“We could leave together,” she says. “We could go anywhere.”

But you only shake your head. “It’s too late,” you whisper.

You’re nearly forty years old. You’ve wasted too much time. You can’t make up for it now. Your whole life is an hourglass flipped over, and all you can do is watch the sand run out, grain by tiny grain.

“I’m only in town for the night,” Karla says. “If you change your mind—”

She doesn’t finish that sentence. She doesn’t need to.

You finish your coffee, the bitter taste lingering in your mouth. “It was good to see you again,” you say, and mean it. Then you head for the door.

Karla follows you out onto the sidewalk, the two of you lingering in the December chill. “You know you’re wrong,” she says. “It’s never too late, Taylor.”

You return home to your mother asking you about dinner, a bevy of shadows hanging over you. This haunted house you can never escape. Except there were never any ghosts here, only your family. It turns out the living can haunt a place just as easily as the dead.

That night, you cook meatloaf with onions, but you don’t touch a bite of it, your gaze set on the windows and what lingers beyond.

“What are you looking at?” your mother asks, but you don’t answer.

It’s after midnight when your mother turns in for bed, and you wander barefoot out to the lake, your legs and heart going numb. In the water, you’re waiting for yourself, your eyes closed, the shape of your mouth still missing.

This is all you’ve ever been—the silent one, the girl who does her best not to make a mess or make a sound.

Karla’s words echo in your mind. “It’s not too late.”

You don’t think about what happens next. You just raise your fist above your head the way you should have done years ago and bring it down hard on the frozen lake. The ice shatters at once, the entire earth trembling at your touch, your body slipping between the cracks.

The lake is even colder than you expect, and you’re still not sure you remember how to swim. The dark water might swallow you whole, but in a way, that’s still better than what your family has already done to you. How they’ve devoured you, piece by piece, not even bothering to spit back the bones.

You grab hold of yourself, and the body feels entirely different than you expect. It’s soft and malleable, and it contorts in your hands like a second skin. And that’s exactly what it is. This is the rest of you, the part of yourself you need to claim.

The part you need to stop running from.

You tear the flesh down the back, and without hesitating, you slip into it, into the shape of your own body, the two of you melding into one. It blends into you like butter, all of you twisting and contorting on your bones.

You buoy yourself back to the surface, but you still can’t breathe, trapped inside the skin with no mouth. But that won’t last. With both hands, you claw at your face, your fingers going raw, until your own lips tear through, and you take your first breath.

And with that breath, you let out a guttural scream, the reverberations ricocheting off the sky, loud enough to shake the earth and shake the town and wake your mother all the way back at the lonely house.

You aren’t the same girl you once were. You hope Karla will recognize you. You think she will.

But either way, you know where you won’t return. That lonely house will be even lonelier now, because you turn away, your eyes set on the darkened skyline, the stars gleaming with promise.

And in your new skin and your new self, you never look back.





COLD AS ICE


Tim Waggoner

ICE PELLETS STRIKE your windshield with tic-tac-tic sounds, like a barrage of tiny bullets, and form a continuous but shifting pattern of dark streaks slicing through your headlight beams. Not bullets, you think. More like little meteors. Strong winds buffet your car, seemingly from all directions, and you have to fight to keep your vehicle on the road.

You’re gripping the steering wheel so tight your hands ache, and the defroster is blowing full blast. It’s set on hot, and the dry air makes your eyes ache, stings the skin of your face. You’d love to turn it down, but you need it this hot to keep ice from forming on your windshield. The wipers are going fast—thwop-thwop, thwop-thwop—but they can’t do the job alone. Without the defroster’s help, ice would coat them within moments, rendering them useless. You glance at your speedometer. You’re going twenty-three miles an hour on a fucking interstate, and it still feels as if you can barely keep your car on the road. You should pull off to the side of the highway, park, and wait for the worst of the storm to pass. That would be the smart thing to do. But no one’s ever accused you of being smart before, and you keep driving.

It’s Christmas—well, it’s December 23rd, so close enough—and you’re heading home after a bad first date. You’re disappointed, angry, frustrated, embarrassed … but most of all, you’re scared. Not because of what happened earlier tonight, but because of what’s happening now. The storm and the road conditions, yes—you should’ve left her place earlier—but not just those. You’re scared because, for the last several miles, something has been running alongside the highway, keeping pace with your vehicle—which, given your current rate of speed, isn’t that difficult a feat. You don’t want to look to see if it’s still there. You’ve been trying to ignore it ever since you first saw it, to pretend it doesn’t exist. You haven’t been successful, though, and you aren’t now. Despite yourself, you turn your head to the right and look through the passenger window.

You can’t make out specific features in the dark, and the icefall doesn’t help. The thing is white, has four legs, and generally resembles a dog, although it’s larger, as large as a horse, and has a large rack of antlers, like an elk. If the creature makes any noise as it runs, the sounds of wind and ice hitting your car block it. But you think that even if there was no storm, the thing would move as silent as a midnight shadow. As you look at it, it turns its head to regard you, and although you can’t see its face clearly, you can tell one thing.

It’s smiling at you.



“I work at an insurance company. It’s not exciting, but it pays the bills, you know?”

You nod, although her words barely make an impression on you. This is the second first date you’ve been on this week, and it’s only Wednesday. And to make things worse, it’s the night before Christmas Eve. It really is the best night for me this week. You weren’t sure you believed her, wondered if it was an excuse so she’d have someone to go out with during the holidays—even if it was only a person she knew from email exchanges on a dating site and a couple phone calls. But you agreed. Now you wish you hadn’t. The restaurant—an Italian place not far from her apartment—is decorated with cardboard Santas, reindeer, and snowmen taped to the walls, along with blinking Christmas tree lights hanging over doorways. There are a few families out for a holiday meal, but in general the place is filled with couples tonight, most in their thirties and forties, talking in hushed tones, no doubt sharing banalities as they wonder if they’re going to get laid tonight. The atmosphere is less festive than one of quiet desperation, and you wish you suggested a different place to meet, or at least insisted on a different day.

It doesn’t help that she lives almost an hour away from you and that the weather report for the night looks bleak—freezing rain accompanied by a sharp drop in temperature. Not a recipe for a fun drive home.

“So tell me about what you do,” she says.

The two of you have already covered the basics about your jobs during previous conversations. You don’t know why she wants to go over this ground again. But you dutifully talk about your work for a while, and then you move onto other topics, occasionally sipping wine and nibbling on garlic breadsticks while you wait for your entrées to come. They do—chicken parm for you, fettucine alfredo for her—and you’re halfway through your meals when the discussion takes a more serious turn.

“You’ve been married before, right?”

You have to fight to keep from sighing. It’s time for the Interrogation, the part of the date when the other person probes your past to assess whether or not it’s worth taking things further with you. You hate this part.

“Yeah. Seven years. We didn’t have any kids.”

“How long has it been?”

“We split up almost two years ago. The divorce was finalized about a year after that.”

“I hope it was amicable.”

You recognize this statement as another probe. Will you start bitching about your ex? Or will you talk about how much you miss her and wish you could get back together? Either response will be a red flag and disqualify you as potential relationship material.

You decide to tell the truth.

“She needed more than I could give.”

You hope your date will leave it at that. She doesn’t, of course.

“How so?”

This time you do sigh.

“I grew up as an only child, and my parents weren’t exactly what you’d call emotionally demonstrative. My ex used to say that I was too—”

cold

“—reserved.”



There are more of them now.

You’re not sure how many. It’s damn hard to see anything in this storm. A half dozen, maybe more. Some are larger, some smaller, but they’re the same nameless species—huge, antlered, white-furred canids—and they share one additional attribute. Whenever they turn to look at you, they smile with mouths more human than animal. It’s those smiles that really get to you.

You want to believe that the pack of creatures is an illusion of the storm—one part ice rain, one part darkness, and one part imagination—the problem is, you don’t have much of an imagination. You prefer to watch documentaries and read nonfiction instead of consuming made-up stories, and you rarely lie, not because you’re especially honest, but because you can’t think of anything to say that isn’t true. How could a mundane mind like yours create anything like the creatures running parallel with your car?

The storm has been worsening over the last several minutes. Visibility is near zero now, and you’re crawling along at thirteen miles per hour. Earlier, you turned on the radio to listen to weather reports, scrolled through various channels, but everyone said the same basic thing: if you’re out on the road, you’re fucked. You turned off the radio then. You didn’t need anyone to tell you that.

You haven’t seen another vehicle on the highway—whether traveling the same direction as you or driving on the opposite side—for nearly thirty minutes. If you end up stuck in a ditch, there’s no one around to help, and if you call for a tow truck, who the hell is going to venture out into this mess to help you? You still have plenty of gas, and you can keep the engine going and run the heater so you won’t freeze to death. But if you did stop—voluntarily or not—what would your unearthly escort do? Would they continue running, leaving you behind until they were lost in the darkness? Or would they stop and approach your car, smiles fixed firmly on their inhuman faces? You hope you won’t have to find out. It might take you another hour or two to get home at this speed, but if you keep plugging along, you should—

A white streak passes in front of your car, and without thinking you jam your foot down on the brake. Your car immediately fishtails, and if you were going any faster, you might start spinning, but you’re going slow enough that the vehicle only slides a bit before coming under control again. What the fuck?

It happens again. And again. And again.

The creatures—the antler-wolves—are crossing the road in front of you, one after the other. Your sideview mirror is too covered by ice for you to see them, but you’ve got the back defroster going, and in the rearview you can see them curve around and pass behind your car. They are literally running circles around you as you drive. The thought is so absurd it almost makes you laugh, but a choked sob comes out instead. You can’t tell yourself what’s happening isn’t real. You know it’s real. If the road weren’t so goddamned icy, you’d accelerate and try to pull away from these animals. Let’s see the bastards try to keep up with you when you’re doing fifty, sixty, seventy, eighty miles per hour. Hell, you’d go even faster, run the vehicle as hard as it would go until the fucking thing rattled itself to pieces. But the road is icy, and you’re stuck at—another glance at the speedometer—nine miles per hour. You could probably go faster if you got out and walked. Not that you’d leave the safety of your car, not with the antler-wolves out there.

Forget about them. Just keep driving.

Maybe the storm had brought them out from wherever they normally lived, and they’d return once it was over. You just need to keep going and wait them out. Eventually they’ll leave, for one reason or another—the end of the storm, you reaching town—and then you’ll be safe. It’ll be like this nightmare never happened.

The creatures increase their speed then, running so fast they’re practically blurs. What’s more, you realize their circle is contracting, but not evenly. It’s moving inward more on your left, forcing you to angle toward the right. You understand then that the antler-wolves are trying to force you off the road. If that happens, you doubt you’ll be able to get out of the ditch on your own. You’ll be stuck in the ice storm, in the dark—

—with them.

Fuck that.

Normally, you’d never think of hurting an animal, but you’re not sure these things actually are animals or that they can be hurt. But whatever they are, you can’t allow them to stop you. You have to keep going, and if that means some of them get hurt, so be it. You press down slowly on the accelerator, try to pick up some speed, but it’s useless. Your tires can’t get enough traction on the icy road. You’ll just have to see what you can do at nine mph. You turn your steering wheel to the left, grit your teeth in anticipation of hitting one of the antler-wolves. If you strike a couple, maybe that will scare the others off, and you won’t have to hurt any more of them. At this speed, you won’t really be hitting them, more like bumping into them hard.

You wait to hear and feel a thump, but instead there’s a sudden impact of the driver’s side door, the impact so hard that the side window cracks. The vehicle swerves to the right, and you yank the steering wheel to the left, attempting to keep your car on the road. What the hell was—

Another impact on the driver’s side, this one on the rear quarter panel. Then another, this one on the driver’s door again, and the cracked window shatters. The glass collapses into small bits, as it was designed to do, most of it falling outside, and you’re not injured. They’re ramming the car, you think, smashing into it like angry bulls, one after the other. The strikes become a barrage, and no matter how hard you fight to maintain control of your vehicle, there’s nothing you can do. Eventually the rear swings around, the car spins, slides, and comes to a jarring stop in the ditch.

The engine is still going, icy pellets shoot through the broken window to hit your skin, and your headlights illuminate a dozen antler-wolves standing in a group, looking at you with cold blue eyes. Their lips draw back from sharp teeth in smiles as they start forward.



Dinner is over. You’re in your date’s apartment—you think her name is Vivian, but you can’t remember for sure—both of you naked in bed, kissing, your combined breath smelling of wine, marinara sauce, garlic, and cheese. You’re not surprised that she decided to come back to her place at the end of your meal. You didn’t date a lot before you met your first wife, so you didn’t have a lot of experience going out with women before your divorce. You’ve been surprised to discover many of them are interested in having sex on the first few dates, if not the first. If you cared about sex, this would be great, but as it is, it’s something of a chore.

Still, you always try to take care of your partner’s needs, and you do so now. She appears to enjoy herself, and after she climaxes, she wants to return the favor. There’s no need, but you fear she’ll feel rejected if you tell her this, so you let her go ahead. When it’s over, you expect her to want to cuddle, but instead, she lies on her side, propped up on one arm, and looks at you intently.

“You weren’t really here, were you?”

You don’t ask her to explain the question. You know exactly what she means.

“I was here as much as I was able to be.”

She nods slowly. “So when you said your ex said you were too reserved, this is what you meant.”

“Yeah. Part of it, anyway.”

“And it’s not just sex, is it? It’s the whole connecting to others part too.”

Now it’s your turn to nod.

“Why do you keep dating then?”

“I guess I keep hoping it will be different, that I’ll finally be able to feel something.”

“But it never has been different, has it?”

“No.”

“And it wasn’t this time, was it?”

“No.”

She looks at you for several moments before speaking again.

“You should stop doing this. There’s nothing wrong with being who you are, but it’s not right to lead people on either. You’re using us to try to fix something that can’t be fixed. I don’t like being used. No one does. You should go.”

You want to say something to make this better, something that will allow you to part with her on better terms. But you can’t think of anything, and even if you could, you know it wouldn’t help.

You get out of bed and start to get dressed. She doesn’t say a word as you finish, walk out of the bedroom, leave her apartment, and shut the door behind you.

Happy Holidays.



The antler-wolves stop when they’re within a yard of your vehicle. Now that neither you nor the creatures are moving, you get a better look at them. They still appear much as you first perceived them, but their faces are disturbingly more human than canine, and what you took to be fur now seems more like frost. Their antlers are white too, and you get the impression that the creatures are made entirely of ice, which is impossible—you know that—but it feels right.

You hold your breath as one of the larger creatures leaves the pack and pads over to your open window. You fear the thing will lunge toward you, bury its teeth in your throat; or maybe turn its head sideways, thrust its antlers into the car, and stab you with them. But it does neither. It simply stands there, so close you could reach out and touch its white snout, its blue eyes glittering as they examine you.

The antler-wolf doesn’t open its mouth, but you hear its voice inside your head.

You are us.

“I … I don’t understand.”

We dwell apart from this world. Our home is cold—far colder than this place could ever be—but when it is cold enough here, we can cross over, take shape, run, and play. Where we live, we are formless, and it is invigorating to be physical for a time. But only a time. In our natural state, we are pure thought. Calm, placid, content. We feel nothing but one another, for we are all there is, and it is wondrous. I started following you because I sensed your emptiness, so much like ours. The others joined me because they sensed it too. You do not belong here. You are not happy here. We are what you have been looking for. Join us and be free.

The others echo this thought.

Join us. Be free.

“I’m like you? I’m not … not broken?”

You are who you are meant to be. Decide quickly. The storm will soon grow weaker, our time here will end, and we will depart.

“And if that happens, I’ll never see you again.”

The antler-wolf doesn’t answer. It doesn’t need to.

You smile. “Let’s go.”

The creature smiles in return, then backs away from the vehicle. You feel a pulling, a tearing, a release, then you’re outside the car. Ice crystals swirl upward from the ground, collect around you, give you your new temporary form. Your old one remains sitting in your car, silent and still, already beginning to grow cold.

We run, the antler-wolf says. It turns and darts off, the rest of the pack following. You follow too, slow and unsure on your four new legs, but you quickly gain speed and confidence until you are running with the rest of your new family, for as long as the ice storm lasts. When it’s over, you will discard your body, and for the first time in your life, you’ll go home.





CHILDREN AREN’T THE ONLY ONES WHO KNOW WHERE THE PRESENTS ARE HIDDEN


Josh Malerman

LYDIA RABINOWITZ HATED the holidays. That’s how she’d put it to her friends: “I hate the holidays. All of them.”

It used to be funny. Something punk to say. The first time she said it, she was a kid, and her two best friends were shocked to hear it. Years later, in college, people loved it. People would cheer her for speaking the truth. Truth to power and the corporations that ran holidays. Brass Lydia Rabinowitz and her bold statements. There was righteousness to be found in that, for her. And so, she continued, into the years following school. For as long as she could remember she’d been saying it. “All of them.” That was the key. That was the punch. But, as declarations tend to do, this one started to turn on her. At some point, it seemed to make some people mad. Family, of course, but others too. They’d ask what she had against New Year’s. A guy broke up with her over the Fourth of July. She wasn’t so young when this happened, and it was the first time she didn’t feel so funny saying it. Whether his reaction made her feel this way didn’t matter. It was the first time she asked herself why. This was a decade ago. And she hadn’t answered the question. Because she didn’t have an answer. She only had an image and a quote. For as long as she
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