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After Red Wet Dirt, read The Everborn:
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"My Dear Nicholas:  You seem to me—-in a way that's entirely admirable——a man out of time. You're writing horror epics when the audience has become increasingly numbed by cinematic hokum and stale ideas. I SALUTE YOU: your ambition, your dedication, your achievements. I have no doubt in my mind that there is much, much more to come from your fertile and blissfully complex imagination, and I'll await the next work with much anticipation!"   

——Clive Barker (Hellraiser, director, producer, artist and bestselling author)

“Grabowsky has melded Horror with Science Fiction with such expertise that I am left speechless.  This is a novel of epic proportions and told in such a unique way that it defies explanation.  By utilizing ideas from religious history, the reader is given a totally surreal reason for what UFOs really are and you will start to believe it’s true.”—-Gorezone Magazine

"Grabowsky's writing is at times touching and emotional, however, his real talent is his ability to infuse his writing with a sense of dread and loathing that I have not experienced since H.P. Lovecraft..........(a) unique and often terrifying world that Sacramento novelist Nicholas Grabowsky launches us into......(it) has the feel of an "X-Files" episode, at other very twisted turns it delves into the psychedelic. For those of us looking for something new in the alien horror genre, look not to the stars, but look to Nicholas Grabowsky's "The Everborn." —-Tahoe Daily Tribune

Nicholas Grabowsky has succeeded in creating an entire world that is situated over our own, shading our every move with darkness and its ghostly alien presence....leaving the reader in utter astonishment as to the amazing detail that Grabowsky’s world has been created with.  The detailed mythology that he creates with his alien forces ties together more than one earthly superstition, weaving a web that connects the world of the supernatural and the extraterrestrial.........the reader will be unable to get the terrifying and original visions out of their head!      ———Heidi Martinuzzi, E! Entertainment Television, Pretty/Scary.net

"Grabowsky exploits (the story) to explore concepts such as being, death & immortality in a fabulist world where more than a half-dozen major characters shift identities with Cronenberg-like regularity....a solid storyline, fresh ideas on everything from relationships to religion and blood-chilling violence makes Grabowsky's latest offering a compelling read!"         

——Sacramento News & Review

***** 5 stars (highest rating) "ALL HAIL GRABOWSKY!  .....a captivating plot completely unique...with a story so imaginative and profound, even I was astounded....satisfying a reader's interest in alternative science fiction, classic horror, suspense and yes, folks, even gore.  The atmosphere is complex, murky and entraps you.  The style of writing is blunt, audacious and head-on.....this book rises above the average horror/science fiction novel!"         

———Horror-web.com

".....an amazingly original way to treat the done-to-death alien motif.  (This) really is an outstanding book....."      

——Garret Peck (Bram Stoker Award nominee, Personal Demons)

“Nicholas Grabowsky has been around a while and I have read several of his books but this one will always remain my favorite as it is with most of his "fans". I say "fans" because once you begin reading his novels you will get hooked. He has a style unlike any other writer in this genre. He is really not just good at what he does - he is great!  "The Everborn" is a classic and will be long read after he is gone from the face of this earth.”

——-W. H. McDonald Jr., 128th Assault Helicopter Company (South Vietnam, 1966 & ’67, awarded The Distinguished Flying Cross, The Bronze Star, 14 Air Medals and the Purple Heart 

“Forget sleeping, forget eating...you will live this book, every dramatic step, every action, every thought...this book will consume you from page one and the thing is.....you will be glad for it.  Nicholas soars as one of the greatest Sci-Fi storytellers of all time. Watch out Anthony and Asimov......this Sci-Fi king is here and he means business.”
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—Twisted Dreams Magazine
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“...a well-crafted novel that seamlessly blends elements of horror and science fiction. This novel has it all: demons, apparitions, aliens, and serial killers.   This novel will reach out and touch you on many levels and Grabowsky's compelling storytelling will have you reading well into the night, afraid to put it down........                                                        

———Holly Catanzarita, Sinisteria Magazine

“Spellbinding and utterly amazing......”

——Garry Charles (bestselling author, Heaven’s Falling series)

Golden Award winner!  Best Science Fiction novel of 2004..... 
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—American Author's Association
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“A well-established author of horror/fantasy fiction....”
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—-Scary Monsters Magazine, 2004 Yearbook
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“I don’t know what else to say about this that has not already been said by some of the best writers of the genre. All I can do is join them in singing his praises.  Grabowsky is a master of taking old legends and giving them new life...discover for yourself one of the best up and coming writers of our decade!”
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—Eve Blaack, Hacker’s Source Magazine, on RED WET DIRT
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Ask for The Everborn everywhere books are sold.

For my sons, Jeremy and Charlie, with love.

To Art and Doris Grabowsky, my parents, for always being there; and to the fans and readers throughout the world.

Sincere Thanks to Garry Charles, Brian Yount, Carole Spencer, Diana Barron, Norm Applegate, Johnny Martin Walters, Giovanna Lagana, Mars Homeworld, Jonathan Morken for all his help filming the Cutting Edges movie trailer, The Ancient and Honorable Order of E. Clampus Vitus, Bob, Peggy, and Chris Horton, Mister Lobo, everyone who showed up to my Festival of Fallen Souls party/graphic novel photo shoot during the Sac Film Fest of ’07, Tony Moran for his support, Clive Barker for believing in me,  Phyllis Haupert for inspiring The Yuletide Thing, Vern Firestone for first publishing this collection before falling off the planet, Francy Weatherman for having me on her radio show to advertise this book which introduced us to each other, and everyone who put up with me while I was writing Red Afterworld.
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The Yuletide

Thing

It was a Monday Christmas, a very Monday Christmas, as not only did December twenty-fifth fall that year on the most notoriously dismal of all days of the week, but this day in particular was particularly dismal. The rising sun of Christmas Day’s dawn hadn’t yet begun to poke from out of the horizon like a Kilroy was here on my half of the globe yet, and I was already sure-as-shit certain this day was going to wreak havoc on me, really bring me down.

We were kicking back, nice and comfy, sharing two chaise lounge chairs at the end of a long dock jetting out from Yuletide Ranch & Cabins at Spark Lake, California, a beating human heart and I.

Looking out at the lake this time of morning, you wouldn’t think its waters were murky and filthy, its shores full of seaweed, small but potentially lethal jagged rock, and duck shit. I wouldn’t advise that you swim in it. I heard somewhere that Spark Lake used to be Sparkling Lake until a court order imposed a change in its name so it didn’t intentionally deceive tourists, kind of like how Aquafina had to admit to its tap water resources on its labels.

The early morning air was chilly and clear, and though the weather forecaster on News 11 had well driven home how it was going to be a green Monday Christmas and just as green throughout the days surrounding it, I’d seen plenty of snow so far.

And not one flake of it fell from the sky.

Already, power boats and pontoons were livened at their docks and setting forth into the distance of the Lake, and I found myself paranoid that the pulsing mass of veined glistening muscle seated next to me would be noticed and consequently draw attention. Some of the boaters from the docks on either side of us cruised by only twenty meters from where we sat, some rudely canvassing us and the waters with their spotlights and laughing. Not certain if they were laughing at us, at me, or at each other from merely enjoying themselves and in fact paying little attention to where their spotlights fell.

Upon my head I wore a generic dollar store Santa Claus hat I immediately thought to remove and place over the heart beside me in an attempt to conceal it. A difficult task, when a human heart is throbbing and pounding all by itself and you’re struggling to hide it just enough so that it can still witness a Christmas sunrise with you.

***
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Talia and I, each a stone throw past our thirty- somethings, packed our bags and set forth Friday morning up I-5 in my black Ford Focus to this place, a trip of over three hours north of the Sacramento home we shared with our 3-year-old son, Anthony, just after we dropped him off at her parents’, with all of us to be reunited Christmas Day.

I’d scored online tickets six months prior to a Toby Keith at Yuletide Christmas Concert/Winter Fireworks Extravaganza (weather permitting). The Yuletide Resort & Spa (where “Every Day is Merry at Yuletide”) was regionally famous for concert venues, and throughout the entirety of our half-a-decade relationship, Yuletide came to be our refuge, our getaway for a weekend at a time, and at previous Yuletide getaways we rocked to Aerosmith, Big & Rich, Tom Petty, Bob Dylan, Alice Cooper on Halloween Night.

But the prospects of seeing the Big Dog Daddy of all big daddies balls-out live onstage with his red white and blue anthems and bluesy ballads, his bad-ass band, brass section and sax with his little whiskey girl on backups and blazing pyrotechnics, Toby was our ultimate conquest. Talia’s brother was a United States Marine serving in Iraq and had met Mr. Keith on his tour there to support the troops. My best friend and his girlfriend road-tripped to Oklahoma just to visit Toby’s I Love This Bar & Grill restaurant, and I bitch at him to this day of my jealousy. Let’s Get Drunk and Be Somebody has been Talia’s personal anthem for awhile, whereas mine has been Weed with Willy, as far as his songs were concerned, and we owned every last recorded and widely distributed one of them.

And what were we like? Talia was a raging alcoholic and I chronically smoked the Good Herb in an overall excuse to distance my emotions from the results of her drinking too much, like the numerous times I’d come home from work to find her passed out cold while Anthony had trashed the house and sat naked in a dirty dish-filled kitchen sink. Or the instances, altogether countless, of the times when she’d drastically change her personality for no apparent reason other than vodka and Natural Ice, on a dime, on a comment I’d give about a television commercial she was watching, on a disagreement as to whether the bread was so old that we should throw it away, when she’d lash out at me, cuss and swear and try to kick my ass like I was a priest and she was possessed with the demon of No Reason for This Behavior.

I was hoping this Yuletide concert getaway would be for us the ultimate retreat, where we could both of us chill and get along like we used to, and maybe keep the peace going long afterward. After all, this would mark our first Christmas together, the first time I was invited to spend the holiday with Talia and her relatives.

For ambiguous reasons which always rendered me with deep feelings of rejection, Talia, each Christmas, had to disappear for a few days with her family, sans me, and she never took Anthony with her either.

There was always something about that which never seemed quite right. Not to me, not to anyone close enough for me to confide in.

“She turns into a creature that time of year,” my younger brother by nine years suggested once in jest. “She goes away, becomes a werewolf or some shit, kills a bunch of innocents and feeds their entrails piled high on plates like steaming hot bloated spaghetti pasta to her werewolf family on Our Lord’s blessed birthday in a jolly frickin’ feast, man.”

“Zach,” I remember telling him as we shared a joint, “I wouldn’t put that past her. But she becomes a creature nearly every other night.... ”

***
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When we first arrived at our cabin, we met with the grounds caretaker and his wife who showed us around and gave us our keys. Our cabin was a fully furnished cottage larger than any studio apartment I’ve lived in. It sported a front patio with a barbeque, a fire pit and chairs, and I was able to back my car right up to it and park it there just a few yards from the front door. Inside, its kitchen table was fully set and cabinets stocked with kitchenware and various sundries, a fridge and countertop appliances, 42-inch HD television in the corner of a forest-motif livingroom complete with pencils whittled out of Redwood branches one could use to fill out the “how was your stay” questionnaires, and a ghetto blaster stereo for our Toby Keith CDs.

Outside, our cabin shared the property with nine others situated in a lazy half circle a cabin’s length apart from each other. Stretching out from the patio/fire pit sections of each of the cabins were long pebble-ridden pathways parted from between foot-high ivy islands that led through a forestland of evergreens reaching into canopies of branches that collectively sheltered the entire nest of cabins from the sky. A venture down each path would eventually bring you to one of two recreation room structures, where visitors could lounge, play pool, read regional magazines.

The beachfront was riddled with several lounge chairs surrounding a community fire pit with flower beds and redwood beams of rustic fencing separating it from both its neighbors. Out further was the dock, flanked by a few kayaks and two row boats further into the water for us to use free of charge. The first sixty or so feet of the dock was rickety and wooden and was situated on tree trunk pillars which kept it two yards above the water, until steps of stairs descended onto a floating dock the length of a school bus.

As the sun went down on our Friday, Talia and I really began to talk things out for the first time in a long time. Some of what she said I expected her to say, some thoughts and feelings were conveyed that I wasn’t quite prepared for. It was a relaxing moment, a rare moment we never quite shared at home, though we brought with us our vices and indulged in them there as we sat on that cloud of heaven as private and peaceful as the occasional passing boat or canoe or the partiers on the beaches and nearby docks would allow. I’d been sober all day up until that point; Talia, soon as we arrived at our cabin several hours ago, broke into one of her four twelve packs of Natural Ice and what she brought to the dock was a Big Gulp cup I’d find out later was filled with half the fifth of whiskey we brought.

Though we were getting along at the time, we were extremely disappointed by the condition of the beach, where we had looked forward to swimming and sunbathing, perhaps fishing. Talia was beginning to weigh the pros against the cons of being here versus at the resort itself, where we could have stayed if I’d thought to reserve a room a lot sooner, where there was a swimming pool and a restaurant and a tiny store, where, for example, at Toby’s concert she could readily exile herself to our room should she get too drunk to stand, and her tendency to dwell on the negative festered into ceaseless complaint and the pouring forth of woes. It burst our peaceful bubble. Our heart-to-heart chat dove into the murky Spark Lake water and strangled itself in seaweed like the dead floating fish we saw on our way down the dock to these chairs. At the tail end of a verbally abusive and heated exchange of words, Talia rose, spat what do you know, you’ve never done anything for me but knock me up, and lunged at me, shoving me off the lounge chair. The floating dock swayed, and as I got to my feet and faced her I found myself more fearful that she’d lose her balance and fall right into the water than of the loss of a potentially healing weekend.

The dock swayed as I rushed over to her, but I failed to catch her, and her body simply toppled over the side, plunged right into the water, and I fell to my knees, reached out my arms to grab at the shoulders of her denim jacket. Her confounding panic attack and a manic kicking and screaming forced me into a dive in after her, but she continued to fight against me and circumstance, and I lost her. As soon as she went under, my hands reached and arms flailed desperately. I submerged face-first over and over again, fighting for a feel for her through a congestion of confounding blackness and dense subaqueous growth and sludge as far into the depths as I could dive, as far around the general vicinity as I could swim without going completely mad and swimming further out to no end. Visions and heated notions bombarded my senses stricken sober by this desperate emergency, and, treading water, I began to cry out for help.

Calling attention to this was the last thing I wanted to do. I wanted to find her, pull her to safety, make the incident nothing more than a lesson for her without involving anyone else, hoping to hold on to the possibility that this would be a memory of momentary personal nightmare we’d keep between ourselves and nothing more, and that it would force us into a sobriety we’d swear to for the rest of our lives. Talia’s drowning would be unthinkable, and given the way we got along, speculative fingers would point at me. I thought about our relatives, I thought about Anthony. I thought of 911, of police, a botched weekend, a burden I’d carry with me until my own vices brought me to my grave.

As I turned my gaze in all directions, keeping my head above water and calming down enough for a rational inspection of my surroundings and for any hint that Talia was near, I ceased my cries and noticed movement at the shoreline. With no other illumination but for the moon and stars, it was difficult to see.

***
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I was certain what I saw wasn’t any animal I’d ever seen, more certain when it crawled from the shallow shore waters and stood upright upon the rocks just barely beneath the bridge structure connecting our dock to the land. I called out Talia’s name, sure as shit she’d turn and motion to me in an I’m okay acknowledgement to indicate that this obscurity was indeed my girlfriend and not some independent anomaly immerging onto the beach.

It collapsed and sunk into itself, becoming half the size that it was.

Debris began to float across the water towards me from the spectacle, and I grabbed the first object drifting to me that I could reach. It was leathery and heavy as I lifted it until I saw that it was a dripping wet pair of jeans. The thing on the shore cried out in the voice of something which sounded like Talia at her most heated and vocal moment, evolving next into a deafening screech and a violent thrashing about. I braved myself closer in stubborn determination to check it out more clearly, keeping near to the dock, my shoes finally sensing a foothold upon the lake bottom before I found myself ankle deep in its sludge. I was several yards away from it when I halted and studied.

It was pale, naked, hairless but for long clumpy strands about its head, half the size of a person though for a wild animal quite sizeable. It rose upon all fours, shook itself rapidly like a dog emerging from a bath and hobbled up the rocky embankment. From what I could make of its facial outline in the dark, I found it appeared to have a possum-like snout, its eyes round and black and half the size of Frisbees, glistening and reflecting the moonlight in a greenish hue. Its attenuated forelimbs stretched impossibly long as it scaled the rocks and muddy terrain on talons which themselves were half the lengths of yardsticks and segmented like a spider’s legs. Bony protruding indentations of skin from the spine and rib cage of its back down to its rounded posterior resembled the rear view of a scrawny elderly man having fallen and trying to get up.

Disallowing its reality to sink into me fully, it hopped over the rocks with cricket-like hind legs, gained its footing upon the smoothest surface of the beach, and methodically leaped onto the manicured grass, past the lounging area and over the fire pit, into the forest terrain and its eventide shadows.

As I pressed onwards to the shore, I felt like I was abandoning Talia, whose body was possibly lifeless and tangled in seaweed somewhere near the dock where she fell. As I passed the spot from where the creature immerged, I noticed clumps of articles of clothing washing up onto the rocks. I needed only to pass them a glance to know who’d been wearing them ten minutes prior. Exhausted, overwhelmed, and immediately in denial of the entire incident, I chose to return to our cabin, regroup my thoughts, shower all the funk off me, see what was left of our whiskey.

I was thinking, maybe Talia would return, very human and soaked to the bone, march right up to me and with a bold bitch slap curse me for leaving her to nearly drown, then pass out in the bedroom. I was hoping the thing that I saw which defied imagination was merely a figment of my own, or could otherwise be explained under sober circumstances.

I’d cleaned up in no time at all and was preparing two thick sirloin steaks for a barbeque, as planned. I didn’t want to think about what happened. I wanted to keep myself busy. I popped Toby Keith into the livingroom stereo while I sat outside on a folding chair waiting for the charcoals to glow orange in the round Weber next to me.

The cabin next to me on the other side of my car was filled with several festive young women who congregated outside to share cigarettes every fifteen minutes or so before they went back inside, yelled and cackled and blared Kid Rock at full volume.

I waited up for quite a spell, feasted, drank some of Talia’s beer when the whiskey and eggnog was gone. My obstinate disassociation with what happened at the dock was emotionless, distant, numb, like I’d been turned into a Stepford Wife, but I must’ve chain-smoked three packs of cigarettes that night. A scrawny man in a Santa outfit stopped by, passing out candy canes cabin to cabin compliments of Yuletide. I stretched out on the sofa, sucking on one of the canes till it was as sharp as a toothpick, watched local cable, surfed through news channels. Year Without a Santa Claus was on channel 5 and Heat Miser’s jazzy melody melted away my worries for a few hundred seconds.

Until I heard the screams.

At first, I had to listen, listen again. I grabbed the television remote, muted the only inspirational source of Christmas joy I had, and the screams continued, originating from somewhere outside. I bolted from the sofa, ran for the front door, and as soon as I exited into outside air, the screams silenced. There were no signs of the girls, save for the bright inside lights of their cabin, front door open wide to silence, moths dancing about the spiraling energy efficient bulb of their porch light. Resigning myself to the assumption that whatever I’d heard was no big deal, I returned to my folding chair, settled into it and took a toke of my weed.

Then, something fleshy and globulous fell from out of the foot-high ivy island between our cabin and theirs and rolled to a stop onto the disheveled dirt about a yard in front of me. The way it wobbled when it rolled reminded me of The Blob, how it seemed at the start to be moving of its own accord, and I freaked out inside though remained glued to my chair. Covered partially in the dirt it accumulated downhill, it resembled a breaded pork roast ready for frying in a pan the size of a toddler’s swimming pool. It sat there, and I looked at it. I then rose from my chair, and rather than inspect it I thought better to take a look at where it came from.

The perimeter of the ivy fell just short of the line of my porch light, so when I stepped into the ivy patch itself my line of sight fell into a darkness in which my vision could only decipher outlines of shadow. I wished I’d brought my flashlight. Beneath the branches of a tall Redwood, just a few feet away from our patio area, was a sprawled, unmoving, human-sized blackness that I was immediately distracted from when I took notice of the woman lying beneath the porch light of the girls’ cabin. I could see her all the more clearly with each step I took towards her, unmindful of the thick carpet of foliage against which I braved to reach her and completely abandoning my curiosities with the figure beneath the tree.

The woman was spread-eagled upon her back with her arms outstretched upon the dry ground between the front door’s welcome mat and their fire pit, like she’d fallen over backwards trying to get in. But the entire section below her neck and above her abdomen was split open, like a shucked clam with no internal organs in her chest cavity, her rib cage split and splintered all the way to the ground like two racks of lamb fatty-side-up on both sides of her. Pools of blood draining from broken arteries pooled within and about her, trailing off like tiny rivers and branches of rivers that surrounded the fire pit and flowed into the night. The sight of it was so surreal and astounding to me that I doubted its authenticity fully, in spite of my experience at the dock. Yet, the conviction I had that what I was seeing was real made me sick inside, made me want to puke up the alcohol intake my system hadn’t fully absorbed yet, and aside from the effects of the pot I needed that alcohol to numb me and keep me from freaking out. I turned to the opened front doorway of their cabin, took one single step inward, leaned forward, peered inside.  

There were three young ladies, rib cages split down the middle and pulled open so wide they’d snapped, chest cavities hollowed out in like manner as the poor lass outside. All were on their backs, limbs outstretched so that each of them formed a human “X”, one on the wooden coffee table, one before the television on the hardwood floor, another upon the throw rug before the kitchen area. It was as though hand grenades had detonated from behind their breasts. I braved a step inward, and my shoe fell into a blood flood as high as the water on my bathroom floor when the toilet overflowed something fierce, and beside a chunk of meat I recognized as the same sort of fleshy mystery organ that rolled from out of the ivy beside my fire pit. There were several of these on the floor, I noticed, one not far from either side of each girl, and the supposition that these objects might be lungs evaded me until later. 

Right then, I tried to close my mind against the gore and the willingness to about-face and hide away from it all, smoke some more weed and forget about everything, but my curiosity was driven by a growing conviction that what I saw at the dock was real, and, putting two and two together, the creature that rose from the shore was Talia and that Talia was responsible for this.

As I ventured across the room, mindfully sidestepping around the two girls on the floor, I approached a magazine-littered kitchen counter along which stood two bar stools, and, passing this, I was able to not only behold a fourth young woman lying with her back against the floor, still alive though barely conscious, but the very thing itself from the dock perched atop her waistline upon its cricket-like hind legs. It bent over her in a manner reminiscent of Henry Fuseli’s famous painting’s Nightmare demon, holding the girl down with not much effort, and half her size. Its claws, when pointed downwards, were the length of its height and extended from each of its four fingers like jointed concrete rebar that narrowed at the tips like sharpened pencils. Upon its clumpy-haired head was a Santa Claus hat, the floppy tasseled cottony 99-cents store kind, between two pointed elfin ears. Its body was like that of a hairless cat, its pinkish skin wrought with wrinkles and freckled blemishes like a newborn hamster. With the end of the claw of one index finger from the one hand facing me, it toyed with the buttons trailing down the girl’s jean-colored shirt, popping off one button and then the other, before it found her exposed belly button and plunged into it deep. The girl heaved upwards, writhed and gyrated from obvious pain, as though the thing had popped a quarter into her for a storefront mechanical pony ride, then her motions subsided as the claws from her tormentor’s opposite hand revealed a number of dark red swollen globs of tube-laced muscle the size of softballs impaled in shish kebob-fashion like the beads on a mathematical bead calculator.

Although the revelation concerning the lungs hadn’t hit me yet, it immediately struck me that this creature wasn’t hungry, wasn’t indulging in a bloodlust spawned solely by blind rage, but that it was collecting human hearts. Perhaps for Christmas presents. It sported more than several, and it wore them like diamond rings. Then, raising the claws of both hands and in a matter of seconds, it plunged its talons straight into the center region of the young woman’s breast plate, tore through her shirt and flesh and bone, ripping open wide her rib cage in a sudden broad sweep so powerful and precise that it splintered the rib bones about the sides of her spine and pulled apart both lungs which spilt and tumbled in opposing directions across the floor. Then, like a fork into a meatball around a spaghetti of arteries, it pierced the girl’s heart and pried it from out her chest. The thing then used the claws of its other hand to force the heart further up to join its collection.

I wanted to turn away from it with a repulsion more powerful than when I’d stepped from beyond the curtains of my bathroom shower as a kid to catch sight of my dad’s genitals just before he pulled up his trousers from taking a dump in the toilet. I froze where I stood, held my breath. I didn’t want to disturb it. If it wasn’t Talia, if this was a creature whose presence was altogether coincidental from when she fell over into the lake, I knew my life was over, weekend fucked beyond going home afterwards and sorting it all out in therapy.

And then it reared its head, positioned its greenish tea-cup-sized glossy fathomless eyes my way. Sans pupils, they resembled the round protruding windows of a deep sea submarine vessel. The tubular end of its possum-like snout seemed to cast a grin at me, and in a single backwards thrust from its hind legs it abandoned the poor girl and hopped onto the kitchen counter, hopping then into the open window above the sink upon which it simply perched there, half its body in and half outside, its gaze in my direction. It then yawned open a small slit of a chinless mouth as if it were about to speak, took a deep breath, and then, astonishingly, began to exhale a heavy white pollen-like substance which resembled snow. It shot out this substance from the end of its snout like a nozzle for a high pressure washer snowmaking pump for off-season ski resorts, and I backed away at the magnitude of whiteness that swirled in the air about me and everywhere within the girls’ cabin. I found myself in a turbulent blizzard that all at once subsided, and everything about me was suddenly drenched in the Christmas color scheme of red and white.

I retreated backwards, and then......there was something about the snow-like substance that began to give me a high very different than that of any pot I’d ever smoked, any drug I’ve ever indulged in, experimented with, incomparable to any sober feelings of bliss or fulfillment, jubilance, any positive feeling I’ve ever known. Poppies will put them to sleep, as the Wicked Witch in the classic Oz film had said, and this came to mind in a fleeting moment as I succumbed to a dark magic swirling about me, and I wondered if Dorothy and company actually felt this way when they dropped into the poppy field on their sojourn to the Emerald City, and though the snow which fell upon them through the Good Witch’s wand wave awoke them to press onward, it was the snow spew from the creature’s snout which made me feel this way.

The thing hopped into the outside night, abandoning the scene, leaving me alone in the midst of the snow- strewn aftermath of death.

And suddenly, as I stood, there arose from within me the compulsion to clean, to tidy everything up, all the remnants of its destruction, and I was hypnotically happy to do so, set forth right away without further ado. I remember only vague remnants of the process, but as the snow itself melted so too did the flesh of the girls’ bodies, which made it all the easier to dispose of them. I remember trash bags. I remember mops and buckets and sponges, scrub brushes and abrasive household kitchen cleaner liquids, the smell of bleach, the brittle snapping of bones and how even the redness of the blood turned white and evaporated as I worked, which made the cleanup a very easy thing to do. I even remember the body of shadow beneath the tree whose lung rolled into my camp and beckoned my curiosities to venture over to the girls’ cabin, how it belonged to the Santa- suited groundskeeper who’d passed around candy canes earlier that night.

I remember.........but, the following morning, and for a short while afterwards, I forgot.

***
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I awoke upon the sofa in our cabin, quarter ‘til noon as the clock on the wall read. I jolted upwards and fully alert, knowing there was much for Talia and I to do today and our scheduled shuttle pick-up for the Yuletide Resort and Toby’s concert was five pm sharp. I parted the drapes to let the overcast sun shine in through the window, opened the front door, stepped outside for a cigarette. Remnants of snow fell from the trees like droplets of weary rain which the cold breeze picked up and splashed lightly against my face like one of those water spritzers with a fan at the nozzle you can buy at the state fair and wear on a string around your neck. I tossed my cig by way of the fire pit and withdrew inside, suddenly worried over Talia. Frankly, I wasn’t even sure she’d returned, if she was alive, or of what had happened last night.

But I found her fast asleep beneath the covers of the bedroom bed, nude, partially wet as if she’d showered, a Santa Claus hat upon my pillow like complimentary hotel mint candy beside her. I went to her, attempted to wake her. I shouldn’t have done that, for when she aroused from slumber, I had all hell to pay. She opened her eyes, immediately screamed at me something incoherent and fierce, and I begged her to come to her senses, for we had plans to drive out to the nearby town for thrift store shopping, to see a local Christmas parade, to be sober and eventually ready ourselves for the shuttle bus that would deliver us to the festivities of the main event at Yuletide Resort, to Toby, to fun times awaiting.

Regardless of my efforts, she would not remove herself from the bed, not make an ounce of effort to rise and say hello to the good times in store. An hour, two hours passed. Talia still in bed, I gave up and went out to the end of the dock, smoked some herb. It made me feel better, brought to me a much-needed calm, just like back home. I thought about our son, what he was doing with the relatives, thought about a lot of things, foremostly a weekend of potential bliss being ruined before my eyes due to her goddamn drinking. Come four-thirty that afternoon, I stood alone at the paved road outside Yuletide Cabins waiting for the shuttle to take me, without Talia, to the concert, chain smoking, cussing under my breath.

God knew I’d be damned if I was going to miss the concert because she wanted to keep sleeping, and I’d be doubly goddamned if she was going to ruin my Christmas.

Maybe, just maybe, I was goddamned already. She sure as shit was, as far as I was concerned.

***
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The concert was incredible, hands-downs, feet down, after I’d been feeling so very down myself.

Outside amphitheater, scores upon scores of happy holiday people all juiced up on watered-down high- priced beer they had to wait and wait and wait in long lines for, cowboy hats of diehard country music fans a­-wavin’ and good old southern rock bands opening to boot. I bought a t-shirt for twenty-five bucks and writhed into it, the bland generic Walmart-bought plain black one I wore on my way there slung over my shoulder, jalapeno nachos oozing with cheese in my hand and a cigarette in the other, a whiskey-Coke at my beckoned call in the cup holder in front of me. I was fifteen rows in, off to the side, and, standing with everyone else, the view was perfect for me. Toby came out in a blaze of glory, just after a movie screen the size of the stage presented a short film presenting him as a kick-ass super hero in a Ford truck dropped to the stage floor and fireworks spewed over the crowd. Song after rockin’ song, the entire time, I couldn’t help but glance my eyes into the direction of the empty seat beside me, and I found myself wondering what Talia was doing, if she’d fully awaked to find me gone, regretting for her the full-on spectacle she was missing. I tried not to think about that, convinced myself that I was having a good time, regardless, and I was.

I was.

Hell, I figured, she knew where to find me.

A plethora of Christmas numbers highlighted the show, and the promised firework extravaganza lit the sky with all the brilliant ‘tis-the-season kind of colors which decorated our tree at home. The concert’s end was brought to all of us courtesy of the red white and blue, as Toby’s grand patriotic anthem went in stylish encore, and soon afterwards I found myself shuffling towards the exits with everyone else, wanting more, but unlike most wanting my girl at my side with me as I left.

Concert over, feeling mighty lonely but tremendously inspired and full of Christmas spirit, I found my way down an endless sloping walkway towards the towering cluster of hotel rooms to the Yuletide Resort’s famous restaurant and bar.

I shuffled inside with the crowd, made my way down the lengthy inner hallway past the front desk and the multitude of autographed mug shots of the countless bands and recording artists that had previously graced the Yuletide stages over the course of many years. I made my way patiently through the throng of shoulder-­to-shoulder partiers, got my of-drinking-age glow-in­-the-dark wristband at the door of the main bar, passed the two inner bars and writhing dance floor and onstage country rock band until I found my way outside again to a vast patio overlooking Spark Lake. 

I desperately required a drink, and found myself waiting in a line so long a young girl offered me twenty dollars just to cut in front of me, and I let her. With that twenty, I purchased three well whiskey-Cokes and a double shot of Jack all at once, so I wouldn’t have to soon wait again for more and could relax for awhile with no worries, no worries about booze, at any rate. Drinks in hand, I made my way down the very lengthy patio until I reached the end, just past an entrance to the swimming pool area guarded by two of the many bouncer-sized attendants to where I spied an empty table booth and bee-lined for it. With this crowd, I couldn’t believe I scored an entire table all to myself, and I immediately sat down with my handful of intoxicating concoctions, proceeded to chain smoke and indulge in sip after slurp after gulp of the amber liquid courtesy of the desperate line-cutter. I sat there, watching the crowd, the people standing and smoking and drinking in clusters and the ones seated and conversing at the bar stools along the lengthy perimeter of the patio overlooking the water, mumbling to myself often aloud about my woes with Talia and regretting how I couldn’t share my Saturday night experience with her like the rest of the couples here, but nevertheless relishing the experience I had thus far by myself, nodding to passers by and wishing them a heartfelt merry Christmas.

Looking out into the crowd, I began to notice tiny white flakes falling from the blackness of the sky, sprinkling the air, settling upon my table.

I extended one finger onto one of them that rested there beside my third full glass of whiskey, pressed against it, brought it before my eyes, to my tongue, tasted it. It was like snow, yet there was more substance to it, like flour sifting from the heavens.

And in the air also, my ears in the next instant became privy to the sounds of distant screams. They seemed to originate from within the restaurant’s bar where the house band played, and then their music silenced, the screams grew louder, and as I stretched from my seat for a better view past the outside crowd towards the rear bar exit, a swarm of people issued forth from inside. They spilled onto the outer deck, collapsing against others and falling, the ones behind them in equal desperation to flee stampeding over them and tumbling face-first into others as well. The congested ocean of drunken humanity the outside crowd presented imposed a barrier against any escape from whatever terrified them so, and as quickly as all eyes upon the deck swung in their direction, the entire mass of everyone standing began to founder and buckle over backwards as from the force of an explosion, like they’d all congregated upon one gigantic carpet that was suddenly wrenched out from under them. I remained where I was in the midst of the pandemonium about me, my attention focusing on the exit from where the panic ensued. My experience of the night prior rapidly resurfaced to the forefront of memories, like the sudden recollection of a recent and profoundly disturbing dream. I dreaded what I would at any moment witness emerging from that exit, braced myself for a vision of the thing responsible for this mayhem, my girlfriend, the mother of my son, the collector of hearts and perpetrator of enough unspeakable carnage to devastate a thousand Christmases.

And she indeed presented herself from out of that exit, grasping with all fours the sides of the doorway just below the dangling mistletoe, snout stretching into the air and blowing forth tremendous amounts of the very same intoxicating pollen-like snowflake substance which seduced my awareness into suppressed memory before, blanketing the crowd before her. Her head tilted, swayed side to side and up and down until its glossy reflective gaze centered in on me, singled me out. It leapt into the air, and along the way of its approach towards me, the body-length forks of its claws randomly pierced clear through the upper torsos of the victims which it fell upon in no more an effort to keep itself upright than to simply kill, its grasshopper-like hind legs landing shoulder upon shoulder before taking off again to eventually plant itself right on top of my table.

It curved its snout downwards like a mosquito’s proboscis, leaned into me, the fun-house mirrored duality of my reflection in her saucer-shaped glass-like eyes ironically reflecting the very duality of her identity into my own, for I knew who she was, and likewise she knew me. I maintained my composure, lifted the only remaining portion of drink to my lips that she hadn’t already spilled, and, before I could say one word, she proceeded to tell me off rather heatedly for abandoning her at the cabin and seeing the concert without her, for leaving her all alone. She griped and bitched about everything concerning that, leaving me with no room to explain myself or to calm her, and before I knew anything else, she’d already pinned her weight against my body, driven the tips of those long-ass talons of hers into my abdomen, up and into my rib cage, extracted my heart and set it upon the table before me.

And I remained alive, felt no pain, saw very little blood in result, the cavity Talia’d made in my chest closing up over itself.

She exclaimed that I was to finally be just like her, and that I had no choice in the matter, that it was my destiny to know the world as she knew it, and that perhaps by seeing things as she did I would understand. She implored me to leave this place, to meet her later that night at the dock for as long as it took to wait, and, before she retreated and disappeared over the side of the dock and into the waters of Spark Lake below, she charged me with making sure I take care of that ol’ heart of mine, keep it close, or the Christmas magic she bestowed upon me just wouldn’t work. I had no problem with that. Mostly.

I arose
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