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Maybe… | Rie Sheridan Rose
“Sit down, Jenkins.”
The boy threw himself into a chair, all long-legs and attitude. He slung his head to get the
hair out of his eyes and scowled. “What?”
“I think you know. Did you start the fire in Dormitory 6?”
“Maybe.”
Headmaster Struthers was taken aback. He hadn’t actually expected an admission, however
vague. He sank into his own chair. He was questioning all the boys in Form Four. Jenkins was a
good student, if a little disrespectful of authority. Questioning him was a mere formality… and
yet, here he was practically admitting to the arson.
“What do you mean, ‘Maybe’?”
Jenkins sighed the heavy dramatic sigh of youth and shifted in his chair. “Maybe I did,
maybe I didn’t, maybe I just know who did start it—and more importantly, why you should have
let the damn thing burn to the ground.”
“Jenkins! Language.”
“If all you can find to focus on in that last answer is my language, this school is doomed.”
Struthers blinked. “All right then. What should I be concerned with?”
“The fact that there is something evil in Dormitory 6. The fact that it wants out. The fact
that it almost got out—would have done if Th—someone—hadn’t set it on fire.”
“It doesn’t like fire, is that it?”
“Who does? I mean… to burn to death. No one wants that. Not even creatures from…
wherever it is from.”
“I take it you’ve seen this thing?”
The boy’s face went from sullen defiance to terrified child in an instant. He looked far
younger than his years as he whispered, “Once… I don’t ever want to see it again.”
“What does it look like?”
“It’s huge… maybe sixteen feet tall when it stands upright—though it can only do that in
the Great Hall, and only at night. It doesn’t like to be seen.” The boy was speaking rapidly now,
leaning into the desk, eyes flashing with excitement and concentration. “It’s a dull greenish
brown, with streaks of gold. Its eyes are crimson and glow a bit in the dark. It sounds like a child
crying and an angel singing, all at the same time.”
“Sounds most interesting.”
“If you like monsters,” Jenkins scoffed. “I don’t happen to.”
“But how on Earth did a monster get into Dormitory 6 in the first place? Sixteen feet tall is
quite large… would it even fit through the door?”
“Maybe it’s been there for a long time. Maybe it crashed somewhere near here and crawled
into the basement when it was little.”
“What would it eat?”
“I don’t know!” Jenkins wailed. “Sometimes boys go missing, don’t they?”
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Struthers hid a smile. “Not on my watch, I assure you.”
“You’re new, Headmaster. You’ve only been here a couple of weeks. You don’t know
about Galleon, or Forster, or Dunlap. You weren’t even here when the fire started…”
“Well, I’ve been apprised, of course—but I was told all of those boys ran away or were
taken out of school.”
“Maybe… and maybe the monster ate them!”
“Jenkins…”
The boy exploded to his feet. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.”
“Sit down, child. You’re getting over-excited.”
“You don’t have the imagination to understand.”
It was Struthers’s turn to rise to his feet. He turned to the window, staring out over the
well-kept lawns toward Dormitory 6. “You would be surprised, boy,” he said softly. “It was
pleasant in that basement… I liked the dark, the warm, the quiet.” As he spoke, he began to
change—growing taller, and leaner… losing his well-cut suit in a moist, scaled skin in shades of
brown and green.
Jenkins cried out and backed toward the door. He fumbled for the knob, but it refused to
turn. The door was locked.
The thing that was once the headmaster glided toward him across the floor, leaving a damp
trail behind it. It spoke, in a voice like bubbling smoke. “I have more imagination than you can
comprehend, boy. I’ve seen worlds you would not believe. I’ve met races beyond the veil of time
itself. But you are right about the hunger too. Sometimes, it must be fed.”
The monster lunged forward and engulfed the boy in its malleable flesh, swallowing him
whole.
It burbled as it digested, gradually resuming the slender form of the headmaster. He
smoothed his hair, straightened his tie, and went to unlock the door.
“Send in the next boy, Miss Hawkins.”
“What about Jenkins? Are you done with him?”
“He went out the French doors into the garden. I think his conscience was troubling him.”
“Should I send someone round to check on him?”
“No… I don’t think that is necessary.”
“Should I phone the police?”
“Wait until the interviews are complete, I think.”
“It’s lunch time, sir. I was thinking of running to the cafeteria. Can I bring you anything?”
“No, thank you. I think I’ll work through lunch. Send in Thompkins, please.”
“Certainly, sir. I wish I had your constitution. Do you think your diet would work for me?”
“Maybe…”
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Rie Sheridan Rose multitasks. Her short stories appear in
numerous anthologies, including On Fire, Hides the Dark Tower, and Killing It Softly Vol. 1 and
2. She has authored ten novels, six poetry chapbooks, and lyrics for dozens of songs.
Twitter: @RieSheridanRose
Website: www.riewriter.com
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The Hunger House | S.E. Casey
Parker Aldrich stumbled out onto Oceanside Avenue, emerging from the poison ivy
lined shortcut through the woods. He marveled at the Victorian mansions that lined the
beautifully landscaped, seaside road. Recently having moved to the area, he was delighted at
the proximity to its decadent views.
It had been only two months since he moved into Colonel Aldrich’s house. Parker
caught himself—Uncle Aldrich’s house. His uncle always had demanded that family address
him by his rank. But now he was gone, and so he could call him whatever he liked. Parker
supposed he should give his uncle a break, grateful for the inheritance of his property.
Of course, the Colonel’s—his uncle’s— house wasn’t anything like the beautiful Civil
War era mansions that stood along the water. However, living alone, he didn’t need or want
the complications of anything too large. His uncle’s house, while small, was in a better
neighborhood than he could have otherwise afforded and was still close enough to the
middle school where he served as the vice-principal. Except for the home’s acrid odor he
had yet to fully expunge, it was perfect.
Adjusting his hat, he started his daily stroll.
Being so near to the stately manors was a delightful amenity. Parker hadn’t lived here
long enough to know if anyone actually lived in the estate houses or if they were simply
shells preserved by the local historical society. All he knew was that they looked especially
majestic in the late afternoons. In the long light of the red and purple sunset, he marveled at
the silhouettes of the sloping mansard roofs, elegant minarets, and tooth-like railings of the
widow’s walks.
Passing the Hammond House, Parker froze. Up on the roof, he saw the profiles of four
girls playing some version of Ring Around the Rosy. However, something wa s wrong. He
noted they stood above the widow’s walk railing. It took him a moment to figure out that
they had climbed atop the central chimney and danced along its edge.
One of the girls stumbled. The skipping stopped. A girl with pigtails pushed the
stumbler from behind. Although his angle from the ground wasn’t the best, she appeared to
fall headfirst into the chimney.
Parker dashed to the front door, pummeling it with the antique knocker. No one
answered. Hurried voices from the roof prompted him to try the door. Surprisingly, it
opened.
Taking off his hat out of respect, he stepped inside.
The house was frozen in time. Again, Parker wondered if it was occupied or only
theater for tourists. While it had a tidy, old-fashioned aesthetic, it too had the wear of being
lived in. Of course, the somewhat weathered quality may have been only a part of the
production.
“Hello? Anyone home?”
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Parker hovered in the doorway listening for any sign of life. Hearing nothing, he
edged toward the stairway that stood in front of him, his worry over the girls overriding any
further courtesy.
He took the steps two at a time. The house was three stories, the chimney and the
ringing widow’s walk centrally located.
On the second floor, he explored a hallway that ran deeper into the house. All the
doors lining the hall where shut. Parker wondered what was in the rooms, again, unsure if
anyone really lived here or not. But that mystery would have to wait. Around the corner, he
found the second flight of stairs. At the top, he followed a narrow corridor that snaked to the
left. He came to a spiral staircase that twirled up to the ceiling ending in a trapdoor.
Parker flew up the stairs and fiddled with the trapdoor’s iron latch, precious seconds
lost. Finally, he prized it free, pushing through into the open air. The familiar white bricks
of the chimney loomed in front of him, but there was no sign of the children. He squinted
into the sun, the late day’s rays blinding him.
Parker put on his hat to shield his eyes and slowly approached the chimney. Its side
came up to his chest. Standing on his toes, he cautiously peered over the edge.
“Boo!”
Before he could look down, two girls popped up on the other side. He muffled a
scream stumbling back into the railing of the widow’s walk, which groaned under his
weight. Glancing behind him over the steep mansard roof, he looked down at the jagged
rocks of the ocean bluffs. He hadn’t realized how close these houses were built to the shore.
Although maybe they weren’t, the ocean steadily encroaching over the years.
He grabbed at his hat as a gust of wind almost blew it off. Catching his breath, he
reaffixed his cap and turned back to the chimney. The girls had climbed up on its edge.
They looked at him giggling.
“Did your friend fall down the chimney?” He kept his voice calm.
The dark-haired girl with pigtails shrugged.
“That was Harriet. She lost. It’s worst to be first.”
She began practicing pirouettes.
Parker winced. He wanted to pull her off the ledge, but she was on the opposite side
from him. He started to go around but stopped. Something was wrong. Both girls were
dressed in the fashion of the house as if props for its old-timey décor. They wore matching
gingham dresses with white, uncomfortably starched shirts that could have been a school
uniform from days past. The twirling girl’s pigtails were elaborately braided and
accessorized with silk blue bows.
“What is your name?” Parker approached the chimney nonchalantly so not to spook
her.
“I’m Mercy. She’s Emeline.”
“Didn’t I see four of you? Where’s the other girl?”
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Mercy ignored the question, preoccupied with her ballet. Emeline grinned, casting her
eyes into the chimney’s mouth. Parker froze, looking back to Mercy for confirmation.
Mercy burst out laughing. Her concentration interrupted, she lost her footing. Waving
her arms like a bird, she teetered over the edge. However, she righted herself, regaining her
balance.
“You tripped! You lose!”
Grinning viciously, Emeline pushed her friend hard in the back.
Parker lunged across the chimney mouth, reaching for the plunging girl. Stretching out
over the wall, he managed to grab her by the arm. In the jarring motion, he lost his hat,
which fell into the darkness below.
Although a wisp of a girl, Mercy’s dead weight almost dragged him over the side. The
chimney was wide, more than the length of his body with no interior grate to catch his fall.
Parker anchored himself at the waist gripping the side wall with his free hand. Half-in and
half-out, he gazed down into the creosote abyss shocked by its seemingly endless depth.
Like an upside-down funnel spout, the stygian darkness seemed to fan out to fill the entire
house.
“Please don’t let go...” Mercy whimpered at the end of his arm staring down into the
infinite abyss.
“…or I won’t be able to drag you down with me.”
Parker gasped as she swiveled her head up to him. Her porcelain features were gone.
Her eyes were fire, spider webs of sickly blue veins crawling across her crepey skin.
He let go, but she clung to him, her nails digging deep enough to draw blood. The inky
darkness roiled beneath her. Parker realized he wasn’t looking into a void, but a maw. The
house was hungry. Hundreds of red eyes opened in the darkness: embers of something
ravenous and bitter and old.
He tilted his head up away from the wicked girl and the glooming abyss.
Framed by the sunset, blonde-haired Emeline stood directly above him. She had
walked around the chimney edge to his side. Her face was long, her features melting. She
held a white brick in her hands.
She smashed the brick into his face. Parker saw red, blood spurting from his busted
nose onto Emeline’s white shirt. He stared at the crimson Rorschach blot, although, in his
daze wasn’t able to venture a guess of what it looked like.
He closed his eyes as the brick crashed between them. Another strike and then
another. He lost sight in his right eye, his retina detached. His left eye was quickly swollen
shut.
Mercy’s nails dug into his elbow. But it was her maniacal laugh that dug into him
deeper.
Still, he didn’t look down.
Another blow. And again.
Teeth and blood fell into the sucking darkness.
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He took his free hand off the chimney wall to block Mercy biting him. He tottered at
the fulcrum of his waist, only his wavering balance keeping him from pitching over the side.
But still, he didn’t look down, absorbing blow after blow, his features erased.
The darkness beckoned, teasing its secrets A legion of depraved sights, odors, and
flavors waited.
But he wouldn’t have to face it. He no longer had eyes to see, no nose to smell or
mouth to taste.
Reduced to pulp and paste, he was no one.
He fell, devoured by the house lost in time. Along with the wicked girls, there were
others, many others, occupying its dreadful halls and dismal rooms. And the doors were
thrown wide, welcoming him into its frozen, charnel world.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — S.E. Casey grew up near a lighthouse. He always dreamed of
smashing the lighthouse and building something grotesque with the rubble. This is the
writing method for his broken down and rebuilt stories published in many horror magazines
and anthologies.
Twitter: @thesecasey
Blog: http://secaseyauthor.wordpress.com
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Daffodils | Maura Yzmore
Narcissa was growing impatient. Where is he? He should’ve been here by now.
She looked around. She’d never been to this park before today. It was hidden in plain sight
within the city, peaceful, opening to a river.
Yellow and white daffodils grew all along the riverbank. Yet, in several patches by the
water, the flowers had rich, earthy hues. Narcissa had never known that daffodils could be the
colors of rust, chestnut, or wheat.
She found a grassy spot, one of the few not covered in flowers. She sat down, propped
herself on her arms, and stretched out her legs. It was a warm summer evening and Narcissa
closed her eyes, letting the rays of the setting sun caress her face. She felt her body slowly relax,
her irritation toward him dissipating.
Narcissa inched toward the water and leaned over the edge. She saw her reflection in the
fluid mirror, with high cheekbones and wavy auburn hair. Men often told her that she was
beautiful. Their gaze would sear her skin and make it blister, large pustules filled with fear and
tinged with excitement. The gaze would feed a deep hunger within her, but it was never enough.
Not for long, anyway.
The reflection appeared to change. It now looked like an older Narcissa, with a faint web
of wrinkles branching from the corners of her eyes. Narcissa brought both hands to her face and
felt its features with her fingertips: upward along the cheekbone and around the eye; downward
by the ear, toward the jaw. The skin was smooth and tight. I am still beautiful. She felt the
hunger rising. Where is he? He should’ve been here by now.
The grooves around the reflection’s mouth deepened and broad streaks of its auburn hair
turned silver. Narcissa traced the line around her mouth, nose to chin, and gasped as she felt a
ridge, the skin dry and loose under her fingers. Her heart raced. I am still beautiful. The hunger
within demanded. Where is he? He should’ve been here by now.
The reflection began to emerge from the river. Narcissa felt as if her heart would explode,
but her body would not move. The reflection was lifted by water, its bottom half immersed, and
it grew tall, arching toward the petrified girl. The torso now resembled an elderly, frail Narcissa,
with deflated ashen cheeks sagging below the jawline. The wavy auburn mane gave way to a
limp gray wisp. Is this me? The hunger burned Narcissa’s insides. Am I old, ugly?
The reflection smiled. It had the same round, hazel eyes as Narcissa. It leaned forward,
gently cupped Narcissa’s face, and placed a kiss on her lips. Warmth spread through Narcissa’s
body.
As the reflection pulled back, still smiling and holding Narcissa’s head, the hazel eyes
went dark. The smile became a grin; it revealed sharp, ivory fangs. The fingers became claws;
they tore into the sides of Narcissa’s head, pulled out her hair and ripped off her flesh. Narcissa
screamed, but no sound left her throat. Where is he? Where is he! She was no longer hungry.
The reflection retracted back into the river, dragging the mauled girl along. The torn blood,
skin, and hair fell into the grass.
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***
He walked up and down the river bank. He called out Narcissa’s name. The most beautiful
girl you’ve ever seen agrees to go out with you and you blow it by being late.
He waited until nightfall. As he was leaving, he noticed a patch of auburn daffodils right
by the river and became overwhelmed by sadness—a deep, crushing sadness he’d never felt
before or since.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Maura Yzmore writes research papers with a lot of math and
waves dry-erase markers in front of confused college students. She also writes short-form literary
and speculative fiction, as well as humor. Her stories have recently appeared in Occulum, Gone
Lawn, Jellyfish Review, and elsewhere.
Twitter: @MauraYzmore
Website: https://maurayzmore.com
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The Limping Pig | R. J. Meldrum
Tom finished his cider and caught the eye of the barmaid.
“Another? On the house?”
“Now, Tom, you know the landlord doesn’t give freebies.”
“On the slate?”
“Or credit.”
She nodded over to a booth, where the only other customers were sitting.
“They’ve just come in, tourists I reckon. They might buy you something, if you ask
nicely.”
Tom glanced over. Two couples. Outsiders. Might be worth the chance. He slid off the
stool and wandered over.
“Evening folks. Just thought I’d come over and say welcome to Middleton Bishop. Are
you visiting the area?”
The man nearest him shook his head.
“No, we’ve just moved into the village.”
He nodded to the other side of the table.
“Our friends are helping us for the weekend.”
Tom pulled a chair over and sat at the table.
“Well, I think a round of drinks is in order to celebrate.” He signaled the barmaid. “Bessy,
I’ll have my usual. And same again for these good people. Tom’s the name. I’m in the way of
being a village feature. Everyone knows me.”
The others introduced themselves. Dan and Tara were the couple who had just moved to
the village. Peter and Sarah were the friends helping out. They were all young, middle-class and
university educated. The scruffy old man sitting next to them, with clearly no intention of paying
for the drinks he was ordering, belonged to a different world, but they were prepared to tolerate
him for the sake of integrating into the village.
Tom sipped his cider then spoke.
“I don’t suppose you folks have had time to explore the area yet?”
Dan replied, “No, we had a drive round when we first viewed the house, but we’ve been
too busy since we moved in.”
“Well, I don’t want to put you good folks off, but you might want to avoid the old
Middleton Woods, south of the village.”
“Why?” asked Tara.
Tom reached into his pocket and brought out a crumpled and stained newspaper clipping.
He’d used this a lot over the previous few months. It was his ‘exhibit A’ when he told the story.
He called it old faithful, it was guaranteed to get some free drinks. He spread the article flat on
the table so everyone could see the headline. It read ‘Three Dead in Bizarre Animal Attack’. The
article was from the previous October.
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“Let me tell you the story from the beginning. It all started with John Dempsey,” said Tom.
He leant back in his chair and prepared to tell the story once more.
***
John Dempsey was the owner of the only butchers in the village. He was proud of the meat
he sold, he demanded good quality product from the local farmers who supplied him. Some of
his meat even got sent up to the city on special order, that’s how good it was. Everything was
going well for him; well, almost everything. His son Toby, the bright spark, the boy destined for
greatness, had arrived back home unexpectedly the week before, telling his father that he was
done with university. Toby had been away from home for a few years, first as an undergraduate
and then as a graduate student. He’d been doing a PhD in endocrinology, the study of hormones.
He was the first Dempsey to go to university and John was proud of him. Martha would have
been proud too, if she’d been alive, but perhaps it was better that she’d passed. Toby giving up
his studies on a whim would have broken his mother’s heart. John thought back to the
conversation he had with his son.
“What happened Toby? I thought you were enjoying your studies.”
“I was, Dad, but I hated studying just for the sake of it. I’ve found something practical.
Something that will make us a lot of money. There’s no point continuing with my PhD now.”
“What do you mean?”
John’s eyes uneasily examined the back-pack full of vials and syringes brought home by
Toby.
“It’s too hard to explain. Let me show you. Can you get me a piglet?”
“I suppose, but I don’t want no harm done to it.”
“It’ll be fine,” replied Toby.
***
Tom called over to Bessy for a refill.
“How do you know all this?” asked Sarah.
“I’m setting the scene for you.”
“Artistic license,” said Bessy, as she delivered the drinks.
“It’s based on what happened. I might be filling in some of the blanks. Make it more
interesting,” said Tom. “And anyway, shouldn’t you be pouring another round?”
Bessy headed back to the bar. Tom continued.
“Anyhow, as I was saying, John Dempsey was concerned his boy seemed to have some
mad plan for this piglet, but he went along with it. It was the worst decision he’d ever make.”
***
John Dempsey gazed at the creature in his cellar. The piglet now weighed about five
hundred pounds. It had become so heavy he had to construct wooden supports for it. He felt a
mild sense of unease at the sight. The pig stared at him. Just then Toby came into the basement.
“All sold out! And it’s not even 10 o’clock.”
Toby walked to the bench next to the pig. It was covered with vials, glass containers and
numerous syringes.
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“Time for her injection.”
He picked up a syringe and carefully drew solutions from two vials. He injected the
mixture into the hock of the pig.
“Dad, do you want to take some more off?”
John, not the most squeamish of men, hesitated. Whatever chemicals Toby was injecting
into the piglet had caused massive, uncontrolled tissue growth. That was why the ten-week-old
piglet was about ten times her natural size. He picked up the knife and sharpened it carefully. He
walked to the back of the pig. He felt something, compassion perhaps. The body of pig was
swollen and distended, huge pustules of flesh erupting from her frame. Red, raw patches marked
where the flesh had been removed. John identified a spot and carefully began to cut.
***
“Wait a minute,” said Dan. “Are you telling me they were cutting chunks off the pig while
it was still alive?”
“That’s exactly what I’m saying. Those chemicals caused the pig to grow out of control.
They cut the meat off her while she was conscious and sold it in the butchers.”
“Is this true?” Tara asked Bessy who was polishing glasses.
“Yes, for once he isn’t exaggerating.”
The four newcomers looked shocked. Tom nodded to Bessy for another round.
***
John Dempsey was pleased, his initial misgivings almost gone. The pork from the piglet
was flying off the shelves; they couldn’t match demand, not even close. And the best thing was,
no matter how much they cut off, the flesh just kept growing. As long as the pig was given the
injections, the flesh regenerated within a few days. But she wasn’t a pretty sight. She’d increased
to around 700 pounds, her flesh open and raw in places, distended and engorged in others. Every
time John went down to collect some more meat, her eyes, filled with intelligence and hatred,
followed him. It was clear she was in agony.
“How long do you think we can keep this up?” asked John.
Toby shrugged.
“I can get more chemicals from the suppliers. Eventually we’ll have to destroy this pig, but
we can replace her easily enough. Maybe set up in a barn somewhere, so we can increase
production.”
John gulped.
“It doesn’t seem right.”
“Think of the money we’re making. You’ve increased the price, what, three times now and
still they keep coming. She’s producing the best pork I’ve ever tasted. You must agree.”
“I do, son. But it seems cruel, the poor wee thing tied up all the hours of the day and night,
left hanging there while we inject her and cut her up. Doesn’t seem right.”
“It’s an animal, Dad. Destined for slaughter. Don’t let your emotions get in the way of a
profit, we’re making thousands.”
John stared at his son. When had he become so ruthless?
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There was the tinkle of a bell from above. A customer. John headed upstairs, but it wasn’t
a customer. It was young Chris Jenkins.
***
“Who?” asked Dan.
“The son of one of the local pig farmers. The Dempsey’s used to buy their pork, but had
stopped soon after their special pork went on sale. Jenkins was nearly bankrupt.”
“Oh, I guess he wasn’t there to buy meat then?”
“No,” said Tom. “He was there to plead his case. Get Dempsey to buy their supply again.”
“I guess it didn’t work.”
“No, of course not. Why would John Dempsey buy what he was getting for free? He sent
the lad away with a flea in his ear.”
“But judging by the list of names in your article, that wasn’t the end of it,” said Peter.
“Correct,” replied Tom.
***
Chris Jenkins left the butchers, his cheeks red with embarrassment. Bloody Dempsey,
refusing to even consider the request. He looked in the store window. Just where were they
getting their pork from? Dempsey told everyone it was Norfolk, but Chris didn’t believe him.
There was something suspicious going on and he aimed to find out what. He decided to return
that very night.
He waited until 2 a.m. then headed to the back of the store. He saw that the coal chute was
open. There was just enough room for him to squeeze through.
After sliding a few feet down the dusty chute, he found himself in the cellar. In the
darkness he could hear something breathing. He flicked on the lights and was greeted with a
sight that shocked him to the core. A 700-pound monster held up by timber supports, flesh
hanging down from every part of her frame. Eyes, intelligent and angry, stared at him. The pig
screamed and started to struggle. Chris couldn’t move; he was transfixed by the sight in front of
him. The pig, sensing her weight was causing the wood to crack and buckle, became frantic. Her
legs, weak and almost useless, thumped against the timber. She used her huge weight to push
against her restraints.
John and Toby were woken by the noise. They arrived in the cellar and saw she was almost
loose, the wood breaking beneath her. They barely noticed Chris.
“Grab her!” screamed Toby.
John made a move to restrain her, but before he got to her, the wooden frame finally gave
way and she was free. She stood in the center of the cellar, her eyes malevolent. The humans
who had tortured her, who had cut away her living flesh were standing before her.
***
Tom finished his drink and leaned back.
“And that brings me almost to the end of my tale.”
“So, what happened in the cellar? Obviously, none of them got out alive,’” said Tara.
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“Well, the police pieced it together afterwards. It looked like John and Toby were the first,
trampled and gored by the pig. Young Jenkins tried to climb back up the coal chute, but she got
him before he could escape. All three were almost unidentifiable.”
“And what about the pig?”
Tom smiled. This was his favorite part of the story.
“She escaped. Despite her size, she managed to climb the stairs. Destroyed every single
piece of equipment. I saw her myself, most of us did. The noise had woken us and there was a
group of about twenty villagers standing outside the store. I remember it like it was yesterday.”
He closed his eyes.
“She stepped onto the pavement, her snout bloody from the men in the cellar below. She
was limping; maybe because of her weight, maybe because she’d injured herself. She stared at
each and every one of us and for good reason. We’d all eaten the pork, her living flesh. I truly
believe she knew this. In the distance I could hear police sirens. She looked up at the night sky
and then walked slowly toward us. I’d never seen such a thing, the villagers parted to let her
through. She limped across the road and disappeared into the woods, just as the first police car
rounded the corner.”
The four outsiders sat in silence. The door of the bar banged open, making them all jump.
A group of farmers entered. Tom sat quietly, then spoke.
“She may be dead by now, but then again she might not be. You know what I think? I
think she’s still out there in those woods, waiting to take revenge on any villager stupid enough
to wander in there. I don’t think she’s forgiven us for eating her living flesh. Personally, I’ll
never go into those woods again, just in case.”
He finished his drink.
“I’ll tell you one thing though. I truly miss the taste of that very special pork.”
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — R. J. Meldrum is an author and academic. Born in Scotland, he
moved to Ontario, Canada in 2010 with his wife Sally. He has had stories published by Sirens
Call Publications, Horrified Press, Trembling with Fear, Darkhouse Books, Digital Fiction and
James Ward Kirk Fiction. He is an Affiliate Member of the Horror Writers Association.
Facebook: Richard Meldrum
Website: http://wolfstarpublishing.com/meldrum/
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You Are What You Eat | John C. Adams
Ivy Spires took refuge behind the newspaper from the simmering tension between the
waitress and the barista over by the counter. She tried to block out the carping bitchiness flying
across the Lakeside Tearooms as she nibbled her buttered toast.
Felicity and Miranda had argued already over why the air conditioning had broken down.
Then their disagreement had spilt over into the question of who should clean the cappuccino
maker.
Felicity was the barista. She’d been pumped up on caffeine already when Ivy had arrived
an hour earlier. Felicity was strong and muscular, but she was quick to anger. Miranda was the
waitress. She was thin and taut. Under her black skirt and white blouse, she seemed to be nothing
but lanky limbs.
Ivy finished her toast and poured herself another cup of tea. She raised the delicate bone
china to her scarlet lips and savored the piping hot Assam tea. She let the newspaper droop over
her empty plate. She sighed, fanning herself languidly with her hand.
Henry Flint, her employer’s son, had told Ivy that in India they drank hot tea to help
combat the heat. With his gap year to Nepal starting next month, he was a fountain of amazing
facts about that part of the world.
August had been sweltering. Ivy’s employer at the Grand Hotel had explained that
Darkwater was usually pleasantly warm during the tourist season. However, this year everyone
had baked in the heat. Tempers had frayed. Even best friends had run into quarrels that were only
likely to end with the onset of cooler weather.
Ivy stirred her tea and poured a final cup. The cafe’s bell tinkled and her gaze shifted over
to the door. Two middle-aged women were trying to force their way through it at the same time.
The squat one elbowed her way past the thinner woman. She waddled to the table next to Ivy and
eased herself down into a chair.
The woman tried to pull herself closer to the table, but the rolls of fat on her stomach
prevented it. She leant back in her chair, sticking her swollen legs out into the aisle. She was like
a giant choux bun. Her friend, who resembled an eclair, stepped neatly over Choux Bun’s
protruding legs and sank down into the other chair.
Miranda came over, chewing a mouthful of carrot from her spiralized salad. She’d been
grazing on it ever since Ivy had arrived. The waitress flipped open her notebook.
“Usual is it, ladies?”
Ivy was taken aback by Miranda’s note of mild hostility. The two ladies were a bit odd
physically, but they were very sweet. Choux Bun nodded. Miranda wrinkled up her face in
disgust, but she wrote down the order. Then she sashayed away to the counter. Miranda and
Felicity exchanged glances. Felicity muttered something that Ivy couldn’t catch. Both members
of staff started tittering behind their hands.
Miranda piled a cakestand full of choux buns. Their caramel sauce began melting as soon
as they were removed from the refrigerated cabinet. The waitress had to spoon it back over the
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pastry. She wiped the cakestand clean with the edge of a paper napkin and, balling it up, tossed it
across the counter and into the bin. She took another cakestand out of the cupboard under the
counter and placed some chocolate eclairs onto it.
The waitress advanced down the aisle, carrying the cakestands high above the empty
tables. She plonked them down in front of the two women.
“We do offer healthier options, you know. Just in case you’re interested.”
“And doubtless you find them very tasty, my dear. But Shirley and I are happy with our
order, if the other young lady could please remember that we like our tea strong. Last time it
tasted as if you’d reused old teabags. It had so little flavor that I wasn’t sure what we were
paying for. The quality of your service, perhaps?”
Ivy smothered her giggles. The patrons she mixed cocktails for, up at the Grand Hotel,
came with their own challenges, but the tips made up for it. A couple of stag nights earlier in the
summer had seen her savings balloon. The more sedate married couples who came to Darkwater
Town for the walking and the fresh air were generous, too. But the tip jar at the Lakeside
Tearooms never had more than a few coppers in it. No wonder Miranda and Felicity had
descended into carping at each other and at their customers.
Miranda turned on her heel and strode away. She muttered something to Felicity, who
came over to the table with the tea tray and set it gently down next to the cakestands.
“There we are, ladies. I’ve mixed this blend just for you. I know you like your food, so
I’ve added a few little extras to help your appetite along. Barista’s secret recipe! Drink up!”
Ivy frowned. Beneath the sugary surface of Felicity’s voice, there had been something
almost snide in the barista’s tone.
Shirley and her friend eyed the pot and whispered about whether to try it. Finally, Shirley
seized the pot and swirled it around. She poured two cups and gulped one down.
“Come on, Clara!”
Shirley crammed a choux bun into her mouth. She swallowed it almost whole. Another
soon followed. Clara sipped at her tea. Then she took a bigger mouthful. Soon, she was
demolishing the pile of eclairs in front of her.
Miranda brought another pair of cakestands and removed the empty ones. Neither of the
ladies batted an eyelid. They simply worked their way through their second helping and then a
third. Incredibly, they were soon on their fourth portion.
Ivy caught Miranda’s arm as she was going back to the counter.
“You’ve made your point. Let it go.”
Miranda looked Ivy up and down. She rolled her eyes.
“If one of them barfs, you’ll have to mop it up. Unless you expect La Barista over there to
do it,” Ivy added.
Miranda’s gaze drifted to Felicity, who was lolling against the coffee machine filing her
nails.
Ivy sighed.
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“Cocktail waitress. I’ve mopped up enough sick in my time. New concept in these
tearooms, though, right?”
Before Miranda could reply, a gurgling noise spread through the tearooms. Then moaning
agony. They both turned around.
Shirley had expanded to a point where her waist was stretched unfeasibly tight. Her huge
arms had disappeared into rolls and rolls of fat. She attempted to stand up, grabbing hold of a
chair. Clara tried to help, but Shirley stared at her friend in horror.
Shirley tried to speak, but her face turned puce and her eyes widened. She exploded,
sending globules of gloopy fat and cream all over Clara.
Ivy covered her mouth and tried to prevent the nausea from rising to her throat.
Clara clutched her stomach, emitting a great whining sound. Then the top of her head blew
off in a great explosion of cream. Her slender frame slumped to the floor.
Ivy went outside to catch her breath. She sat in the shade of one of the willows down by
the lakeside until she felt better. She heard a deep voice shout her name and looked up to see her
employer’s son walking along the shoreline toward her. Their shift back at the hotel began in an
hour.
“Thought I’d stroll back to the old place with you.”
Henry helped Ivy to her feet. She explained what happened inside the tearooms. He offered
to settle her bill, if she didn’t feel brave enough to go back there.
Ivy shook her head. They went inside the cafe together. Felicity and Miranda were arguing
over the fact that Miranda just had to clean up the goopy mess.
Ivy laid some coins on the nearest table. She told the staff to keep the change. What
sounded like boiling steam made her turn back round just as she was leaving. Felicity’s face was
scarlet, and she was raving at Miranda. Suddenly, she fell silent. An expression of pure terror
crossed her face before she exploded into millions of coffee grounds.
“I’m not cleaning all this up, too!”
Ivy raised an eyebrow. The skinny waitress looked even more strung out than usual.
Miranda tried to walk away but her limbs degenerated into spiralized carrot and cucumber. They
twisted together as she collapsed into a pile of green and orange.
Ivy reached for the broom, but Henry grabbed her arm.
“Don’t see why you should bother. Bad enough cleaning up after our drunken guests. Been
doing that since I turned fourteen, when Dad decided I was old enough to muck in behind the
scenes.”
Ivy grinned as she swept the coffee grounds and spiral vegetables into the dustpan.
“Trust me,” she said. “This is one mess I don’t mind clearing up.”
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — John C Adams is a Reviewer at Schlock! Webzine and a
Contributing Editor with Albedo One Magazine and the Aeon Award. A non-binary gendered
writer, John’s debut novel Souls for the Master was published by Horrified Press in 2016
and Blackacre, a short-story anthology, is forthcoming from Oscillate Wildly Press.
Twitter: @JohnCAdamsSF
Website: http://johncadams.wix.com/johnadamssf
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Run, Child | Christopher Stanley
Run, child. Run from the darkness that creeps like bindweed across the forest floor, its
spindly tendrils reaching for your ankles. Run from the noises in the canopy above your head, the
cackle of magpies and the call of a carrion crow. Run from the wind that rustles the leaves like
something large and unseen racing through the undergrowth. Tell yourself there’s nothing there
because that’s what Mummy and Daddy would tell you. There’s no such thing as monsters,
they’d say, it’s just a blackbird foraging for worms, or a weasel or a shrew. And maybe there
weren’t any monsters back home in your bedroom, in the warm glow of your nightlight with
your Peppa Pig quilt and your soft toys stuffed under your bed. But you’re not in your bedroom
anymore, are you child? You don’t know where you are, not since Mummy and Daddy drove
you into the heart of the forest and abandoned you.
Are you afraid of witches, child? Do you fear the deceitful hags who whisper strange
prophesies in your ear and read your soul like the stars? Are you worried they’ll hang you upside
down and feed you unknown morsels while their potions boil and bubble in rust-bucket
cauldrons? Does it bother you that they’ll stitch their little dolls until your body isn’t yours
anymore? Or that they’ll pin you and prick you and use your freshly spilled blood to summon
demons from the darkness?
Are you afraid of the wolf? Do you fear the lycanthrope whose tormented howl can be
heard in every corner of this forest, whose broken spirit can only be eased by your suffering,
whose fearsome appetite can only be sated by your flesh? How do you hide from something that
can smell your fear and track your scent as easily as footprints in the snow? What hope do you
have against a creature that’s stronger than you and faster than you, with teeth as big as razor
blades and every bit as sharp? Even if it doesn’t kill you, you’ll never be the same again.
Or are you afraid of the wraiths? Do you fear the cold, cantankerous shades of the ones
who came before you, whose crimes against humanity meant they suffered and died before their
time? Are you worried they’ll surround you and suffocate you and chill you to the bone with
stories of their passing? Nobody knows the dank hallways of death like those who’ve walked
them and returned. And there are other things that linger in those hallways, as you’ll soon find
out.
So, ask yourself, child, what are the witches, wolves and wraiths afraid of? Is there a
monster to scare the monsters? Could such a creature, if it exists, be on your side? Or would it be
something too wicked and terrible for even your untempered imagination to conjure?
I am that monster. I was born a man, but I am beyond that now. I even had children of my
own once, but they left me. Naughty children need to be punished, don’t you think? I punished
mine. In fact, I arranged their little bones to make sure they’ll never know peace. There’s no
creature as cruel as man, you only have to look in his eyes to know there is darkness in his soul. I
am all darkness now. I am the enemy of mercy, the death of decency, and I am right behind you,
so you’d better run. Did you hear me? I said—
What are you doing, child?
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What is that?
Why did your parents leave you?
What are you?
Oh crap.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Christopher Stanley lives on a hill in England with three sons who
share a birthday but aren't triplets. In his spare time, he writes dragons into people's basements
and monsters into the plumbing. His stories have been published in The Arcanist, The Molotov
Cocktail and Calendark: The Infernal Almanac.
Twitter: @allthosestrings
Blog: whenonlywordsareleft.wordpress.com
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Drabbles | Kevin Holton
The Greenhouse
Her ghost lurks in every corner. The shelf dust, the molding webs, even the corner
shadows. I hadn’t been home in years.
“She’s obviously been here,” Mark said, pointing to ivy, flowering plants, fresh blooms.
“Who else would care for these?”
But I didn’t reply. My brother’s question hung in the silent gloom as I traced roots along
the walls, thickening like fat fingers pointing to a secret.
“Do you think she’s still living in this dump?” he yelled.
Vines wound their way into a back room, where they dug into Sarah’s corpse—the best
fertilizer around.
“No, I don’t.”

Bloodlust
She was born a predator, easily catching mice and other pests. She had the skills, but spent
most of her time playing, throwing them in the air and holding them in her teeth. There was a
simple solution for that: starvation. Let the girl go hungry. Teach her that hunting wasn’t about
fun.
Soon, our walls were mouse free. She’d even patrol the garden for squirrels. Once, she
took down a groundhog.
I suppose I should’ve stopped her when neighborhood pets disappeared. Someone called
the police.
The police are coming, but the blood will never wash from my daughter’s teeth.

Reaction Time
The rapport rings out, and all else stops. It’s what they don’t tell you about getting shot: the
moment the bullet leaves the barrel, you get an eternity to yourself.
Trouble is, you can’t move. Those last seconds stretch into years, and you can spend each
one fighting to move, screaming, Get out of the way, asshole! Life doesn’t work like that. Death,
it seems, does.
I can see the bullet coming, point-blank shot, aimed at my forehead. Trust me: focus on
what matters. Your parents. Your children. Your beloved, waiting at the altar, thinking you’re
just running a little—
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Out of Time
Grains filed through the pinch point, running down from the top of the hourglass. I’d
warned her that time was short; she hadn’t believed me. More than half the sand was gone.
“I love the symbolism,” I told her. “Sand. Ground rocks. All that’ll be left when
everything—everyone—is dead.”
She didn’t reply.
“In a perfect world, the top wouldn’t empty. Sorry, darling.”
Looking down, I watched her thrash against the restraints. Her eyes were still open,
blinking granules out, her nose and mouth covered by a small dune. The sand kept flowing into
an hourglass with no bottom.

Formative Experience
Mary had her hands around the grip, fingers near the trigger. Her glassy eyes didn’t see
much beyond the barrel.
“Hey now,” Mike said. “Give it here. I know you don’t want to hurt me, right?”
No response. Chrome gleamed in the flickering light of the bedroom’s energy saver bulbs.
Mike took a step closer. Another. Not sure if Mary saw him.
She turned, pointed, bumped the trigger. A flash broke his heart, each chamber neatly
separated. Mary wailed, with no father left to comfort her. The evening news blared, “Toddler
kills father. Up next: Live Coverage of Chili Cookoff!”
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Kevin Holton is a cyborg and fitness junkie from coastal NJ. He’s
the author of At the Hands of Madness as well as the forthcoming novels These Walls Don’t
Talk, They Scream; Nova EXE; and The Nightmare King. His short work has been published in
numerous anthologies across the globe. When not writing, he’s probably recharging in a dark
room or talking about Batman.
Twitter: @TheHoltoning
Website: www.kevinholton.com

GAPE
Aiden Truss
Available on Amazon,
Barnes & Noble,
Kobo, and iTunes

30

31

Fool’s Gold | Gerald E. Sheagren
Kyle Pendergast considered himself to be a professional treasure hunter.
He’d searched for Blackbeard’s booty off the coast of North Carolina; Montezuma’s gold
in Utah; and the treasure of the Knights Templar on Oak Island, near Nova Scotia. He’d even
hunted for Dutch Schultz’s seven million dollars, rumored to be in a safe that was buried
somewhere in the Catskill Mountains of New York.
So far, his labors had gained him nothing. In fact, he’d lost a considerable amount of
money bankrolling his ventures.
Kyle’s latest project was finding the Lost Dutchman mine, said to be somewhere in the
Superstition Mountains, east of Phoenix.
There was one very ominous fact to make a person wonder. More than a few hopefuls in
quest of the mine had either disappeared off the face of the earth or wound up dead, their bodies
discovered in the mountains. Was there indeed an Apache curse as many believed?
In this case, Kyle believed he had one very distinct advantage. He’d found a map secreted
between the pages of a book at the bottom of an old steamer trunk. The book had belonged to his
great-granduncle, who’d vanished some ninety years ago.
The old map – yellowed and creased – pinpointed with a small red X the supposed location
of the Lost Dutchman mine. On the back of the map it read in pencil – If I should mysteriously
disappear, the curse is true. Philo J. Pendergast, July 12, 1927.
The hunt was on.
***
The 4,553-foot spire, known as Weaver’s Needle, is the foremost landmark in the
Superstition Mountains. As legend has it, the mine lies within its shadow. Unfortunately, it casts
a very long shadow over some of the most rugged terrain in Arizona. The red X on Philo’s map
marked the mine’s location as being a good twelve miles east of the Needle.
Kyle ventured along, using a walking stick, his multi-pocketed vest and backpack carrying
all the supplies he would need. He wore a broad-brimmed hat to ward off the sun and a sturdy
pair of hiking boots, along with a thick pair of gaiters, for protection against snake bites.
The surrounding landscape was dry and arid, the color of a biscuit, heavily studded with
mesquite, thorn brush and Saguaro cacti. A Gila monster, its plump body a pattern of black and
pink, crawled from its burrow and watched his passing with languid eyes. Above, a red-tailed
hawk was riding the air currents, keeping a sharp eye out for prey. It suddenly swooped down,
buzzed the ground and flew off with a small rabbit squirming in its talons.
Upon reaching the mountains, Kyle began to climb, encountering only two other hikers. At
one point, he was startled by a rattlesnake, sunbathing atop a rock. The serpent uncoiled and
flicked its tongue at him. It wasn’t long before he was soaked with sweat, legs tired and achy; his
overworked lungs feeling as though they were being scoured with sandpaper. He braced up and
continued, his progress far slower than expected.
***
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Kyle huddled beneath an outcropping of rock, shivering against the cold. He kept his
flashlight on, his eyes constantly on the prowl. There was no telling what might be around, since
some creatures ventured out only by night. Coyotes were providing a nearly constant serenade.
After gobbling down two nutrition bars and taking a drink from his canteen, he started out
just as the sun was coming up, painting the horizon with yellow, orange and pink. The cold was
gradually dissipating, ready to relinquish its presence to the extreme heat of day.
Volcanic formations loomed all around, their ledges spotted with chaparral and a few
scrawny junipers. A scorpion, with lobster-like pincers and a curved tail, scurried as it sought
refuge beneath a rock.
After two hours of hiking Kyle stopped and studied Philo’s map, noting that the ultimate
landmark was just up ahead – a rock formation resembling a castle. The red X was right next to
it.
Then suddenly he heard the shifting of small stones and looked up, shocked to see a
mountain lion poised atop a ledge. The animal looked as though it was about to lunge, its teeth
barred, a gurgling growl lingering deep within its chest.
Oh shit! I’m a goner!
With little else to do, Kyle drew his hunting knife, spread his legs and braced himself for
an attack. He already knew who the winner would be.
Then, to his utter astonishment, the mountain lion started to fade away, its body
disappearing into a swirling gray mist. Then the feathery strands of mist began to collect
together, forming the ethereal image of an old bearded prospector, wearing a slouch hat, raggedy
shirt, and suspendered trousers.
I can’t believe I’m seeing this. The sun must have baked my brain.
The prospector pointed a gnarled finger at the castle-like rock then swept the finger around
to Kyle, wagging it in a no-no fashion. Then he quickly vanished, leaving strands of mist to float
off in the air.
Was he warning me not to proceed?
Kyle reached for his emergency flask and took a long gulp of whiskey to settle his nerves.
Well, I’ve come too far to turn back now. I might be on the brink of a discovery that’ll
make me famous.
He reached the castle formation and started to look for some kind of hole or opening,
knowing it would most certainly be hidden. Then, with his shoulder against a boulder, he looked
up and spotted a crevice a good twelve feet above the ground – a very narrow crevice. That had
to be the entrance! He could probably get through it if he went in sideways. He’d certainly been
in tighter spots in his years of treasure-hunting.
This is it! This has to be it.
He took off his backpack and utility vest, placing them aside, and began to climb, taking
only his flashlight, canteen and cellphone. Luckily, there were plenty of finger holds. Upon
reaching the crevice, he began to side-step his way through, sweating bullets and feeling a touch
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of claustrophobia. Maybe thirty feet in the crevice grew wider and he began to smell an odor that
reminded him of a long-forgotten root cellar.
He took his flashlight from his pocket and shined its beam downward, seeing a
passageway. Then he maneuvered his body into a backward position and began to descend. Upon
reaching the passageway, he took a deep calming breath and started out, noting the boot-prints in
the dark soil.
Wow! Plenty of men have been here before me. Then he couldn’t help but frown. But if
that’s the case, why hasn’t anyone announced the finding of this mine?
Perplexed, he slowly made his way ahead. Despite the dryness of the outside climate, the
walls of the passageway were wet with moisture. And then the beam of his flashlight fell on an
inscription carved in the wall – Ezra Thompson, may God rest my soul, March 6,1891. Frowning
again, he had to wonder what folly could have befallen the man. He then shined the light upward
and saw clusters of bats clinging to the craggy ceiling.
Man! It’s a whole different world down here.
And then his heart took a leap as he spotted a skull, surrounded by fragmented bones and
strips of rotted clothing. A little further along there was an intact skeleton, in a seated position,
its empty eyes sockets regarding him, an old decaying slouch hat perched on its head. And atop
the hat was a hairy-looking, multi-legged tarantula.
Why in the name of God didn’t these men get out the way they came in? Why did they die
here?
Although struggling to remain calm, Kyle’s hands began to tremble, a cold sweat beading
along his forehead. For a few moments he thought of backtracking, but forced himself to go on,
his heart beating double time.
Man! This is some crazy-ass shit. But I have to press forward. There’s gold here. I just
know there is.
He continued on his way, puffing out breaths to stoke his courage, until the passageway
blossomed into an antechamber. What met his flashlight caused him to yelp in shock, his knees
nearly giving out from under him.
There, scattered about were more skeletons, perhaps three dozen in number. Some of them
were actually lying across one another. Many of them had fallen into piles of dry and brittle
bones, yellowed by time. A few skulls had ugly patches of dried skin and to his shock, five or six
of them had a distinctive bullet hole.
Oh, sweet mother of Jesus! Why had all of these men stayed here, waiting for their deaths?
And by the looks of it some of them committed suicide.
There was clothing in various stages of decomposition, along with boots, shoes and what
appeared to be a pair of Indian moccasins. There were a few old lanterns and canteens, as well as
a good number of rusted handguns, rifles and hunting knives, together with mining equipment,
like hammers and chisels. Here and there were the ashes of a survival fire.
By the looks of it these men perished decades upon decades ago, maybe as far back as the
1890s.
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Then Kyle’s eyes settled on a completely intact skeleton, clad in a moldy shirt and an old
pair of dungarees. The top of its skull still boasted a fair amount of red hair. As he looked on, a
smaller-sized rattlesnake appeared, slithering through one of the empty eye sockets of the skull.
Oh my God! Philo had red hair. In all probability that’s him. Kyle blew a long breath, his
heart beating so fast he thought it might burst. Why didn’t you get out of here, Philo? What
possessed you to stay here and die?
Then suddenly Kyle felt a presence and swung his flashlight to the right, its beam falling
on the wavering apparition of the old prospector he’d seen outside. But this time it spoke, in a
deep and gravelly voice.
“I warned you, boy, but you took no heed. There’s no dang-blamed gold here, never was.
So now, like me an’ all these other fools, you’ve found your tomb.”
In a panic, Kyle whirled and started to run for the crevice as fast as his trembling legs
would carry him. He couldn’t help thinking how eager he’d been to get here and now he was so
desperate to leave. Life could be a hell of a trickster at times. Finally, he reached the rock wall
below the crevice, his heart pounding like a jackhammer, his eyes stinging from sweat. There
was a small amount of light filtering through the long and narrow opening.
Boy, do I ever need that sunlight and some fresh air. What a horror show this has turned
out to be.
Then, as he reached up to find a finger-hold, the unthinkable happened. He was met by
some strange charge that flung him backward a few yards. He lay there on his back, stunned and
convulsing, his hair practically standing on end.
After taking a good five minutes to recuperate, he struggled to his feet and found that his
body was still twitching, his fingers burning and tingling. He tried to speak but couldn’t summon
his voice. Even his vocal cords were shocked.
I…I can’t believe this shit! It feels like I grabbed hold of a broken powerline. My God –
will it happen again?
To test the waters, he picked up a stone and tossed it at the rock-face, jumping back in
panic as it struck, igniting a crackling flash of white light.
Ah shit! Why didn’t this happen when I was coming in?
In desperation, he fumbled out his cellphone to call for help, but immediately saw there
was no service.
Oh, for shit-sake – I’m doomed!
And that’s when Kyle started to scream and shout, with the horrible realization that no one
was ever going to hear him.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Gerald E. Sheagren is a 70-year-old retiree, who lives in the
historic town of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, along with his wife Sharon and two crazy cats. Over
the past 25 odd years many of his stories have appeared both online and in print. Although he
writes in every genre, his favorites are horror and crime.
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The Gravedigger | David B. Harrington
I am the one who walks these grassy hills,
hiding among the shadows of the crumbling tombs.
My name is Shywood Green and I’m a gravedigger. I’m the guy they refer to in my
business as ‘The Finisher’. I’m the first one to come and the last one to go when all the mourners
have gone home to grieve. In my twenty plus years on the job I’ve seen it all, from corpses
sitting up in their caskets to wild dogs digging up fresh graves and everything in between. At 6'2,
225 pounds, it takes a lot to rattle my nerves. But nothing could have prepared me for what
happened on that cold and foggy night in early November.
It was right around quitting time and I was just finishing up for the day. Temperatures were
dropping fast, and Saint Alban’s Cemetery was silent and still. It was getting dark and Willy, the
backhoe operator, had already gone home for the weekend. I was working feverishly, putting the
finishing touches on a grave we had dug earlier that morning, getting it ready for the marble
headstone due to be delivered and set in place in three days. The body belonged to one Veronica
Blackstone, a mysterious young widow allegedly involved with the occult who had evidently
died under some rather dubious circumstances just days before. I remembered hearing the rumors
circulating around town, something about the young widow being responsible for the recent
disappearances of several schoolchildren from the local parish. At the time I really didn’t believe
a word of it, they were, after all, just rumors.
I could barely make out the silhouette of the old church and the crumbling tombstones, the
fog was so thick. My fingers and toes were tingly and numb from working all day in the bitter
cold. I sat down on a nearby tombstone, smoking and rubbing my hands together, when I heard a
faint scratching noise coming from the widow’s grave. It sounded like a raccoon or something
clawing in the dirt. I took a flashlight from the Ditch Witch and went over to investigate. I slowly
tiptoed around to the other side of the mound, but didn’t see anything. No raccoon, no scratch
marks, no nothing. I got down on my hands and knees on the half-frozen ground and pressed my
ear against the grave. The scratching was coming from inside. Could rats or mice have chewed
their way through the casket already? Or had we inadvertently buried the young widow alive? I
slowly backed away from the grave. It gave me the chills. I tried to shake it off and convince
myself that it was just my imagination playing tricks on me. I was fatigued. It had been a long
day and I was anxious to get home. I packed up my stuff and got ready to leave when I looked
over and noticed a peculiar red mist rise from the widow’s grave, swirling around in the fog like
a floating pool of blood. Slowly the figure of a woman began to take shape. Blurred features
formed on her face: A pointed nose, a crooked grin and a pair of sunken eye sockets staring
blankly into the darkness. The specter called out to me from another dimension, softly
whispering my name over and over, “Sshyywood… Sshyywood…”
An uneasy feeling of despair followed me all the way home. Inside, the house was cold
and dark. I cranked up the heat, crawled into bed and slowly drifted off. The phantom lady
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stayed with me all through the night, pursuing me in my sleep, haunting my dreams and
whispering my name over and over, “Sshyywood… Sshyywood…” I must have tossed and turned
for a good part of the evening because at 1 AM I suddenly woke up shivering in a cold sweat and
sat straight up in bed. Trembling with trepidation, I bundled myself up in blankets and cautiously
made my way downstairs. The house was dark and quiet. Outside the fog was dense, a light
steady breeze was blowing, and the ground was coated with a fresh layer of frost.
I was alone in the house, or so I thought. The bedroom door clicked shut. Then I heard the
familiar scratching sounds coming from the bedroom and the phantom lady’s desperate cries as
she whispered my name again and again, “Ssshyyywood ... Ssshyyywood…” I knew what I had to
do. I grabbed my coat and hurried back to the cemetery. I climbed the twisting path through the
darkness until I reached the widow’s grave at the top of the grassy hill and started doing what I
do best.
For what seemed like an eternity, I dug and dug, and didn’t stop digging until I found the
casket three hours later. I threw my shovel aside, got down on all fours and cleared away the
remaining soil. I picked up my crowbar and pried as hard as I could. After several attempts, the
lid gave way and flung open. I was appalled by what I saw. Or more precisely, what I didn’t see.
For the body of the young woman whom I thought we had accidentally buried alive was gone.
All that remained was her empty casket. Horrified and confused, I stood up when something as
light as a feather gently brushed against my shoulder. “Ssshyyywood…Ssshyyywood…” I whirled
around and there she was, just hovering in the freezing fog like a relentless ghostly apparition
pleading to be set free. She stretched out her hand and I recoiled instinctively. I stumbled
backward, tripped over my shovel and into the casket I tumbled. The lid slammed shut. I was
trapped. I banged and kicked as hard as I could, but no matter how hard I tried, the lid refused to
give way. From above I heard the sound I had been dreading the most: the first shovelful of dirt
coming down on top of me. Then another, and another. I kicked and kicked and slammed my
body up against the lid over and over, but it was just no use. I had to find a way out and fast,
otherwise I would end up buried alive and nobody would ever know. In desperation, I bent my
knees as far as they could go, and using both my feet, kicked the side of the casket with all my
might. The casket split apart, splintering into pieces, and dirt started cascading in. I slid through
the narrow opening and crawled up out of the grave. I looked around but there was nobody there.
My shovel still lay on the ground right where I had tossed it moments before.
For the next two hours I worked feverishly filling in the widow's empty grave and
smoothing out the soil. By the time I finally finished, the first morning light was beginning to
glow on the horizon. I quickly gathered up my things and ran from the cemetery. I never spoke a
word to anyone about my frightening encounter with the crimson lady that cold and foggy
November night. Sometimes late at night when I'm sleeping, I can still hear her calling to me
from beyond the grave, softly whispering my name over and over, "Sshyywood...Sshyywood..."
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — David B. Harrington enjoys reading and writing, playing tennis
and the bass guitar. When David is not feeding his salamanders, he can be found chasing his kids
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Serial Serendipity | Patrick Winters
Mack Howard peered over the top of his newspaper, looking across the street to where
Harold Palmer—64-year-old retiree, husband and father to none—was watering his garden. Even
from this distance, Mack could see how shaky the old man’s hands were as he tilted his watering
can over a bed of chrysanthemums.
Mack imagined what it would feel like to chop those thin arms off with a couple good,
strong hacks from his cleaver. It made him smile a smidge as he continued to feign reading over
the want ads.
It was another glorious summer day, an afternoon to be spent outside; it made today’s bit
of surveillance all the more rewarding and his ruse all the more plausible. To everyone about, he
was just a man on a bench scanning headlines, maybe whiling away a lunch-break.
This was Mack’s sixteenth surveillance outing in the three weeks since selecting Palmer as
his latest target. He’d learned much about the comings and goings of the old man and his
neighbors, and it all told him that tonight would be as good as any to strike. He’d be able to
sneak into Palmer’s apartment with ease. And with his ‘cover’ established, no one would be
likely to point his way once authorities caught wind of Palmer’s ‘disappearance’.
When something was always right in front of you—so common as to blend into the
scenery and be overlooked, even when you were looking right at it—most people paid it no
attention. Its true nature was lost in the greater setting. This was Mack’s killer credo, and it had
served him well in the past, putting himself in plain, repeated sight as he stalked his victims.
He turned and looked at the small corner market behind him. Mrs. Amanda Jones from
down the block was inching her octogenarian way into the front door as a pretty blonde woman
and regular of the market came out. She smiled at Mack, and he smiled back; he was half
tempted to return here someday after his business with Palmer was through, just so he could flirt
with her.
Mack thought the little establishment was another good contributor to this particular hunt
of his. Meager though it was, it saw a good deal of business, and with people always coming and
going, rushing between home and work, who would be paying that much attention to an innocent
bystander such as he?
He turned back around, catching sight of Palmer as the old man finished up his gardening.
His target was going back into the complex, perhaps to watch another loud Jeopardy rerun, as
Mack knew he liked to do, thanks to a few sneaky trips up to the hall of his number 24
apartment.
After a few more minutes of scanning his paper, Mack folded it up and stood. He walked
off, back to his car parked a dozen blocks away. He’d be parking a lot closer tonight.
***
The streets were quiet that night, and Mack strode through them with confidence. He
sported sweatpants and a sweatshirt—cheap, inconspicuous, and they provided good cover if and
when blood should spray.
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The gym bag over his shoulder completed his ‘Heading home from a workout’ persona,
and it carried all he’d need for tonight: his cleaver, a syringe with plenty of sedative, belts for
tourniquets, a bottle of ammonia and towels for the blood, and trash bags for the waste and the
body parts.
When he reached Palmer’s apartment complex, he went right on into the lobby. He took a
sharp right and climbed the stairs to the second floor. He heard muffled music and indistinct
voices coming from behind doorways, but there was no one out in the halls. Taking advantage of
that fact, Mack slipped up to apartment 24 and set his bag down. He knelt pulling out gloves and
his lock-picking tools from his sweatshirt pockets. He slipped the former on and set the latter to
unlocking the door; the lock slipped away after a moment of fiddling.
As he opened the door, he heard the whirring of a blender blaring through the apartment;
maybe he would catch Palmer in the midst of a heart-healthy smoothie.
Mack crept inside and shut the door. He knelt again to unzip his bag, tossing in the lockpickers and grabbing hold of his weapon and his syringe. He liked to see that dawning of terror
on his victim’s face before he corralled them, the kind of look that only comes when you see a
complete stranger holding a cleaver in your supposedly-secure household.
He crept down the hall, just waiting for Palmer to appear. As he stepped into the openfloor living room, he stopped.
Palmer was sitting in there, gagged and ducktaped to a kitchen chair, his hair tousled and
skin wet with nervous perspiration. His forehead shined red, where he’d taken some sort of
bloody blow.
A woman stood beside him with a power drill in hand—which Mack had mistaken as the
blender—guiding it slowly toward the old man’s leg. It was the beautiful blonde woman from the
market across the street.
She caught sight of Mack and instantly flicked the drill off. She and Palmer looked at him
in amazement, both frozen in motion.
“You…” Mack said, uncertain of whom was more stunned in this matter.
“You…” she echoed.
They stared at each other, minds reeling. Palmer strained against his bonds, trying to shout
for help.
“So that’s why you’re always…?”
“And that’s why you shop…?”
They both fell silent again, wondering what came next. After a moment of odd
consideration passed, Mack lowered his cleaver and his syringe. He gave an innocent shrug.
“Well, it looks like we could either call the cops on each other,” he said with a flirty smile,
“or we could just… work together?”
The girl thought about it as Palmer groaned on. Her eyes darted between Mack and her
would-be victim. She eventually shrugged and shared a smile of her own. “Sure. Why not?”
Mack nodded in appreciation and stepped over to them, Palmer’s eyes shifting from his
cleaver to her drill-bit.
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“Nice tape job,” Mack complimented, admiring how evenly and thoroughly she’d wound
the bonds about the old man. He could tell that she’d had plenty of practice at it.
“Thank you,” she said quite pleasantly. She nodded down at his syringe. “You drug them,
huh? I’d probably be better off doing that myself, but… I guess I enjoy a bit of struggle before
the real fun.” She gave a little lick of her lips and a bob of her eyebrows.
Mack fully appreciated the innuendo. “Kinky.”
They laughed at each other like anxious, libido-driven teenagers. After they finally
composed themselves, Palmer’s muffled protests snatched their attention back to the matter at
hand.
“Ladies first,” Mack offered up. “I’m Mack, by the way.”
“Lucy,” she grinned. She started up her drill again, giving it a playful rev. She brought it
down and let it hover over Palmer’s leg. She looked back to Mack. “What do you say we split
him, and then we can go… split a milkshake?”
Mack smiled and agreed as Lucy shoved the drill downwards.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Patrick Winters is a graduate of Illinois College in Jacksonville,
IL, where he earned a degree in English Literature and Creative Writing. He has been published
in the likes of Sanitarium Magazine, Deadman’s Tome, Trysts of Fate, and other such titles.
Twitter: https://twitter.com/Weird_Winters
Website: http://wintersauthor.azurewebsites.net/Pages/Home
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The Night Dweller | Jennifer Kennedy
Sven sat down three rows behind The Girl in Coach C. That was how he thought of her; in
capitals. The dull strip lights flickered. Outside, Sven could see the metal shutters at the base of
the high city walls raise up, opening like a giant maw. It swallowed the train whole, spewing it
out the other side into the long grass of The Shallow Lands. It was pitch black out there, but he
welcomed the darkness. The view was perfect inside.
The screech of metal on metal tore through the train and it slammed to a halt. Sven
crumpled into the seat in front, bashing his knees, and the girl was holding her head in her hands.
“Are you ok?” he asked her. She turned and her eyes flashed gold. He stood and started
walking toward her.
“I’m fine,” she snapped, holding her hand up. “There’s no need to come over here.” Sven
stopped.
“I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about, there’re hardly any attacks anymore and the
train’s fortified.”
“I’m not scared of those dogs.” He couldn’t place her accent. Nordic maybe? Russian?
‘Dogs’ was an understatement. The chupacabras did walk on all fours, but that is where the
similarities ended. The girl stood and stared out the window into the blackness, her nose an inch
from the glass.
“And there are plenty of them left,” she said. The hairs on his neck prickled at the words.
She sounded so sure.
The carriage door clanked open. A short, round man, dressed in the blue driver’s uniform
stormed in, his breath ragged. Sweat dripped from his ruby face. He was carrying a crowbar.
“There’s just the three of us. We have to get out. There’s no way they’ll send anyone until
morning and the next train isn’t due through here for another two hours.” He walked to the doors
at the end of the carriage, jammed the metal rod into the crack and began pushing and pulling
with little success. Sven stood open-mouthed, unsure whether to rush to help him or wrestle him
to the ground in order to stop the noise.
“Don’t open those doors,” the girl said. She was standing behind the driver now, a sea of
calm next to his sweaty exertions. Sven hadn’t even noticed her move from the window.
“We have to get out,” the driver said. ‘Out’ was a high-pitched shriek as he pushed all his
weight onto the crowbar.
“It’s only an hour till sunrise,” Sven offered. “We’ll be fine until then, surely? I haven’t
heard of any attacks on the news for years. They probably don’t even notice the trains going
through.” The driver ignored him, going at the doors in a frenzy.
“Why did the train stop?” the girl asked the driver. He didn’t answer, too focused on his
task. “Look at me.” Her fingers brushed the drivers bare forearm and his shoulders slumped, as
though she’d administered a mild relaxant with her touch.
“I don’t know, some kind of technical failure.”
“Then why are the lights still on?”
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“I don’t know, I don’t normally drive these. These trains are dinosaurs, so many things can
go wrong. We have to get out, we’ll die here.” He turned to the doors again and grappled with
the crowbar.
Sven's legs slackened. He didn’t want to die. “But the trains are fortified. There haven’t
been any attacks…”
“How long have you been riding these night trains, son? They go for them all the time. We
rely on speed to get through The Shallow Lands. We’re sitting ducks here, a tasty midnight
snack.” The driver grunted and heaved against the doors.
Sven looked out the window, but the strip lights had turned the glass to mirrors and he
could hardly make out anything beyond the tips of the long grass swaying in the breeze. There
was a thud and he turned to see the driver in a heap on the floor, unconscious.
“What happened?”
“He was making too much noise.” Sven's eyes widened. How did this petite girl manage to
render a hefty man unconscious? “You’re not gonna freak out on me are you… what’s your
name?”
“Sven.”
“Vita.” She moved back to her seat by the window and stared outside. “Here they come,”
she whispered.
Sven couldn’t see anything. He moved next to Vita and pressed his nose to the glass,
covering the sides of his face with his hands to block out the light. There was movement. Long
spikes protruded from a sloping gray back and it was bolting toward them. He staggered back,
his breath caught in his throat, locking the terror inside.
The beast leapt from the grass and landed on the roof, its giant claws ripping into the metal
as it secured itself. A low, rattling growl opened into a deafening roar that vibrated through
Sven's bones.
“It’s calling more,” Vita said. She picked up the crowbar from beside the driver and
signaled for Sven to copy her as she crept backward, along the aisle to the other end. Sven's legs
were wooden, but a scraping noise above forced him into action and he stepped back.
“What about the driver?” Sven whispered.
“He’s dead meat.”
The chupacabra went at the roof of the train with force, slashing and bashing the metal.
Sven crouched behind a seat at the back of the carriage which rocked with the force of the attack.
He watched as the hole in the ceiling, right above the driver, got bigger. And then the creature
was inside, the black spikes on its back brushed the shredded metal. Its gray hide was textured
like crumpled paper and looked as tough as a Rhino’s. The pungent smell of wet dog filled the
air.
It let out a short, sharp, bark and began sniffing and nudging the unconscious driver with
its dripping nose. It opened its long, pointed jaw, revealing yellow razor-teeth which it then sank
into the driver’s fleshy torso, painting the walls scarlet. There was a snap of bone, like twigs
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cracking in a fire. The driver’s eyes snapped open, and his agonizing scream made Sven’s chest
ache. The chupacabra leapt back through the hole with the man hanging from its jaws.
Sven's fists were clenched so tight his knuckles were white. He pulled his nails from his
palms as he peeled his hands open. That creature would come back for them.
“The driver’s body will buy us some time. Any more that come will be happy to feed on
him first,” Vita said, unperturbed by the violent murder they’d just witnessed. “That’s not the
only problem though…” she trailed off.
“What could possibly be worse than being eaten alive by a monster? I think this is pretty
much our only problem right now.” A ball of acid burned his gut. How could she be so casual?
Didn’t human life matter? He swallowed the rising vomit.
“They’re not monsters, Sven, they’re just animals.” Technically she was right, but it wasn’t
like they could throw a stick and the chupacabras would fetch it. They would rip them apart,
bone by bone, peel away their juicy muscles and pick their teeth clean with tendons. “And
animals can be stupid. We need to take them out one at a time. You never know, if we’re lucky
this will be the only one for miles around and the others won’t make it here before sunrise. We’ll
kill this one and then make a run for it. I have to find shelter before dawn.”
“You need shelter? What do you mean?” Vita didn’t answer, instead she started tapping
the crowbar on the floor of the carriage. “What the hell are you doing? You’re going to bring that
thing in here.”
“That’s the plan.”
“What? Why?”
“Sven, I have to get off The Shallow Lands. One chupacabra is easier than two or three.”
Before Sven could protest further the monster jumped back down into the carriage. Its mouth
was soaked in blood and strings of flesh dangled from its teeth. Vita stood up, crowbar in hand,
facing it head on. “Here, kitty, kitty,” she smiled. She’s mad, Sven thought. The beast lunged
forward, and Vita jumped onto the seat beside her, ran up the window and kicked out, propelling
herself back in the direction of the monster, the crowbar held high. She brought it down straight
into the head of the fiend. It fell to the floor dead, right next to where Sven was crouching. The
metallic stench of death washed over him as it let out its final breath.
“What are you?” he asked Vita, still staring at the hideous corpse before him, scared it
might wake up for round two. “You said you needed to find shelter.” He managed to look her in
the eye now. “Are you a … night dweller?” Sven's brow crinkled. Night dwellers were a myth, a
scary story his grandma told him. They didn’t exist anymore. And she had saved him. Night
dwellers were not known for their charity.
“You can help me get out of here.”
“Why didn’t you leave straight away? Why didn’t you help the driver open the doors? You
let him die.”
“It was already watching us. I could smell it. The driver never stood a chance. But we can
still make it. Come on, help me.” Vita jumped straight up through the hole, landing silently on
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the roof. “Here,” she said, offering Sven her hand. Her soft, pearly-white skin provided a false
comfort. She pulled him up with ease.
“Don’t feel emasculated. I’m not your average girl, remember.”
It was carnage on the roof. The drivers body had been ripped open at the middle, bits of
intestines and guts were all over the place like he’d exploded. So much blood. His head was
missing. Sven didn’t want to think about where his head might be now, he was busy trying to
keep the contents of his stomach on the inside.
“Damn, there’s another one. Back inside, now!” Vita stepped through the hole and landed
securely on her feet. Sven crouched, dangling his legs inside first, scraping his hands on the
sharp metal before crashing to the floor.
“Go and stand behind the dead one.” Sven swallowed hard, his gut churned, and he stood
rooted to the spot. “Don’t be scared, I won’t let it get you. Go now. Stand your ground.” He ran
to the other end and scrambled over the giant carcass. He stood facing Vita who was crouched in
the corner by the doors at the other end.
The chupacabra landed on the roof with a thud. It stopped, and Sven guessed that it was
feasting on the driver.
Vita motioned for him to knock on the wall, to call the chupacabra to him. He couldn’t do
it. He shook his head. Vita knocked on the door with her crowbar when she saw Sven falter. The
beast was in the carriage in an instant, its orange eyes staring straight at Sven. A low growl
rumbled in its throat as it inched toward him.
“Vita…” Sven panicked. “Vita… now.” The animal lunged but fell centimeters before
connecting with Sven's face. Vita sat astride it, the crowbar lodged in its head.
“Two down…” she said, yanking the bar from its skull. “Hopefully that’s the last, it’s
almost sunrise. Come on.”
Outside, Sven tried to run through the long grass, but the tall, thick blades came to his
chest so he hit and kicked his way through. His limbs throbbed with the effort and his breath
became shallow. He couldn’t see Vita ahead of him, she had glided through it.
“Vita, I can’t.” He stood winded, his hands on his knees, gasping for air. Vita returned and
sat on the ground. She pulled him down next to her.
“It’s too late anyway. I’m never going to make it. There’s only one way I’ll last in the sun
long enough to get me home.”
Her eyes shone copper as the sky hinted at dawn. “I’m sorry,” she said. Before Sven could
ask what she was sorry for she ran both her hands through his hair coming to rest at the back of
his neck. His skull tingled.
She pulled him toward her and kissed him full on the mouth. Her lips were silk. A moan
escaped him as he kissed her back, moving his hands to her waist. She straddled him. Her hand
was under his shirt, her fingers traced his bumpy vertebrae sending shivers down to his toes. She
pushed him into the grass.
She kissed along his jawline and down the side of his neck. There was a quick, needle-like
pain. Sven flinched.
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The House Sitter | Rebecca Williams
A musty smell charged my nostrils when I unlocked their front door. This would be my
last trip.
***
I was a good house sitter. I kept their home clean and tidy. Today I lingered in their
kitchen; it was perfect, like their relationship. When the stillness of the night pushed me down
into my lonely bed, I thought of the owners. Did they spoon? Or did they sleep next to each other
like medieval effigies, together in unconsciousness.
Each time I came to the house it was changed by their absence. A pyramid of letters grew
on the doormat. Dust feathered the mantelpiece. Coat hangers clattered in the wardrobe, spaces
where suitcases had been in the shelves above.
All those evenings before, watching them, their shoulder strokes, their mouth kisses. And
on my side of the table, nothing, no one. That last time the sight of them had snapped something
in me. Now here I was, binning their rubbish, replying to their emails, using their passwords,
living their life.
Time leapt forward, and people were asking tricky questions. Neighbors wanting to know
why there were noises in the cellar.
***
It was time to go. I looked around the kitchen before I left, and my hand crept toward the
knife rack.
I picked up the cellar key from the bowl, one last chore to do.

The Swimmers | Rebecca Williams
The girl steps into the water, careful precise movements until the waves lick at her
hipbones. With a deft motion of her arms, she dives in. She has a neat overarm crawl, propelling
herself toward the fiery line of the horizon.
The beach she leaves behind is clotted with people. They gossip and chat, eat ice lollies,
apply sun cream, flick sand, build sandcastles, bicker and laugh and fight and play; they pay her
no attention.
When she is a mile or so out, another two girls get into the water; they have the same
efficient way of swimming, the water falls cleanly away from their bodies like hot knives
through butter. Meter by meter, inch by inch, the new swimmers narrow the gap of gunmetal
gray between them.
Like the shadow of a cloud passing over fields, the people on the beach fall silent. As they
watch, the swimmers eat up the final shreds of ocean and come upon the girl in the blink of an
eye. They push down on her, holding her in an unloving embrace.
They dip and bob, slip sliding under the water. The girl thrashes her legs but the fathoms
below her give her no purchase and she loses precious sips of oxygen. There are three sleek
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blonde heads visible, but the swimmers are inexorable in their end goal and now just two heads
bob up and down on the waves.
Briefly there are three again. Then two – the stillness stretches, folds in on itself with the
weight of the watching gaze, but only still two remain. On the shore, the watchers take a
sledgehammer to the silence as the sound of hundreds of voices cheer in victory.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Rebecca Williams loves the darker side of fiction and is currently
working on her first novel. She has pieces in Ellipsis Zine, Spelk, The Cabinet of Heed, Retreat
West, The Same and more. You can find her on Twitter or for more short pieces and information,
at her blog on Wordpress.
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She Fled, Laughing | Charles A. Gramlich
It was after midnight when I arrived at the murder scene. It was a mansion out on the
shores of Money Lake. I walked in wearing black tie and looking like I belonged. I’d been at an
ass-kissing dinner party for the new mayor when the call came. That call was unofficial. The
case wasn’t going to be handed in my direction and the only reason anyone had contacted me
was because they knew of my interest in mass murders.
There were plenty of uniforms at the house but the assigned homicide detectives from my
precinct had come and gone. Same for the coroner. The victims had been taken to the morgue.
There was still a lot of blood. Drips and dabs of it spattered the floor and walls of the entrance
hallway, but most was in the formal dining room where the bodies had been found.
How many bodies?
No one knew for sure yet. They’d have to match all the parts to figure that out. And some
parts seemed to be… missing.
A long mahogany table big enough to seat thirty or more diners dominated the room. A
clutter of utensils, fine plates, and silver-chased glasses filled it. Scattered food and spilled wine
added to the mess, but the coppery stench of blood overlaid everything. Buckets of it seemed to
have been poured over the table to drip rust-red onto the chairs and floor.
Even the golden light of the chandelier cast a crimson sheen. Curdled blood spackled it.
Above that, on the ceiling, more smears of crimson painted the frescoes of winged cherubs
darting through puffy white clouds. That ceiling was forty feet high. How could blood have
gotten all the way up there? Maybe I didn’t want to know.
A rustling sound caught my attention. There’d been a couple of uniformed cops here a few
minutes before, but they’d exited through a door that apparently led into the kitchen. Nothing
else seemed likely to make that noise.
To my left, against the wall, was an elegant stairway leading to the second floor. I walked
over to it, stood gazing up the marble steps with one hand resting on the gold-filigreed railing.
Another sound occurred. No rustling this time. A giggle. A child’s giggle. It came from upstairs.
A survivor? A kid! The murderer must have missed them. Or let them go.
I started quickly up the stairs, reached the landing, found myself in a short, carpeted
hallway. The railing continued on my right side. On the left were three doors painted brightly
white. At the end of the hall, maybe fifteen feet away, stood a little blonde girl who looked to be
seven or eight. She wore a lacy white dress, with white frilly socks and black patent leather
shoes. The dress looked like a communion dress. Her right hand reached to her mouth; she
chewed on her thumb, with a smile.
Squatting down, I held out my arms.
“Hi,” I said. “Are you OK?”
She nodded but said nothing, just stood there worrying her thumb between her teeth, her
thin body rocking back and forth.
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Remaining in my squat, I inched toward her. “Look. You’ve had quite a shock. Why don’t
you come over here? I’ll take you someplace safe.”
This time she shook her head no, but still didn’t say anything. I rose very slowly to my
feet, took a short step toward her. She gave an abrupt, wild giggle and darted down another
hallway to her right.
“Wait!” I shouted, rushing after her.
I turned into the corridor she’d taken and froze. It was a long hallway, carpeted and plush.
On each side were closed white doors leading into unknown rooms. The girl was nowhere to be
seen.
She must have gone into one of the rooms. But which one? And why hadn’t I heard a door
close? Taking a deep breath, knowing there was no choice but to take them one by one, I opened
the first door on my left and went in. I’d search them all if need be. The girl could have
information that might aid the police in solving these murders. Besides, she couldn’t be left here
alone.
The bedroom I entered was not terribly large. The light switch failed to work. Pulling out a
flashlight, I began a systematic search. A giggle came from the hall while I was studying dust
bunny emptiness under the bed. The girl dashed past the door back the way she’d come.
I rushed into the hallway. The girl had already turned the corner and I turned it in pursuit.
She was gone. She would never have made it down the stairs in the time it took me to reach this
point. Besides, those patent leather shoes would have made plenty of noise on the marble steps.
That meant she’d gone into one of the rooms in this hallway. This time there were only three.
That narrowed things down.
I opened the first door. Another bedroom. The light switch didn’t work here either but
there was the flashlight. Keeping my ears trained on the corridor outside, I ventured into the
room and began to search. Nothing.
Just as I was about to return to the hallway to search the second of the three rooms, fresh
giggles broke out in the corridor and the girl raced past. I tore out of the room and around the
corner, knowing the child would have to be just ahead of me.
The hall was empty. How was that possible in less than a second? But, the door to the
room I’d searched here before was now closed; I’d left it open. That meant the girl must be
cornered in that room now. If she couldn’t run away, maybe she’d let me explain, let me take her
somewhere safe, somewhere other than a house where people who were almost certainly her
relatives had been brutally slaughtered.
I pushed the door open, prepared to grab her should she try to escape. But the room was
empty and dark. I called out. No answer. Hiding places were possible behind the bed, and under
it, and in the closet. Finally, I stepped away from the doorway and began a new search.
The girl had tricked me. Somehow, she must have closed this door but slipped into another
room. I heard her giggling in the corridor and spun around just as she darted past. I leaped after
her, then stopped. She stood only a dozen feet away, at the end of the hall, rocking back and
forth with her thumb in her mouth.
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Clearly, she wasn’t going to let me just catch her.
I’ll have to run her down. She’s only a little girl.
Thought brought forth deed. I exploded toward her, hoping to surprise her, to grab her
quickly. She gave a shriek, the kind children give when they want to be chased for fun. She spun
away from me. For the first time I glimpsed a second staircase in the corner where the hallways
met. She took off down it.
I followed her into the stairwell. This one was smaller and made of metal rather than
marble. It spiraled tightly. The girl’s shoes banged ahead of me. Flashes of white from her dress
taunted me. She was close but too far. I pounded after her, my own shoes drumming. Around and
around and around, we went.
The railing was rusty at the bottom of the stairs, the steps themselves paint-worn and
darkened. Another hallway stretched out in front of me, much like the one above except that the
white walls and doors weren’t quite so white. The fluorescent ceiling lights had been replaced by
bare light bulbs dangling on cords.
The girl awaited me, smiling, with her little head cocked slightly to one side. As soon as
she saw that I’d followed her, she turned and started to skip down the hall. How could she have
gotten so far ahead of me? It didn’t matter. I had to catch her.
I took off running again. The girl gave another squeal, lower pitched than before, and
instantly her skipping turned into a dash. She fled, laughing. I raced after her. There were no
stairs ahead of us now. The hallway was long. She was a child; I was a man. I knew I could catch
her. The distance between us began to shorten.
The hallway stretched on and on. The white doors on either side grew dirty, with cracked
paint. The sharp light of the overhead bulbs dimmed, faded to a sickly yellow, then to a murky,
hazy brown.
My shoes splashed in water; the worn carpet was soaked through. And now mold had
sprouted on the bottoms of many of the doors, black and green. The light grew dimmer still.
Above me were burnt out bulbs, and broken bulbs whose shattered glass littered the carpet.
Fewer and fewer of the lights were working as I raced along the corridor. Ahead, the darkness
grew.
Stop! Turn back!
The voice in my head was absolutely clear. But the girl was so close. Right in front of me.
A foot away. She’d stopped laughing, seemed focused on fleeing. But I was gaining more
quickly with every step. Just a little more, a little more.
The doors that whipped past to either side were blackened now, swollen and bulging, with
water being forced through them in trickles. My feet tore up rotted carpet with each step. The
light was almost gone.
But the girl! Within inches of me. In another instant I’d catch her.
I lunged forward, my hand reaching. My fingers snagged her shoulder, felt the lacy frills of
her dress. I clenched down to hold her, spun her to face me. Like a porcelain doll with its china55

face cracked away, there was nothing between the girl’s chin and forehead except a jagged black
hole.
My mouth opened to scream.
The hole in the girl’s face wasn’t empty. It spewed a sudden vomit of maggots and roses,
white, writhing worms and red petals dark and wet with rheum. They sprayed into my face,
down my shirt, into my mouth.
Blinded, I snapped awake.
I must have dozed off for a moment at the dinner table, numbed by the incessant
yammering about politics and other inanities. A little blonde girl sat at my left, in a chair too big
for her. She seemed bored as she fidgeted with a doll in her lap. The city’s new mayor sat at the
head of the table, his blonde wife next to him.
Many others around me engaged in various dining activities—men and women—important
VIPs dressed in evening wear. They chattered and laughed but their faces looked ugly in the light
of the chandelier. They didn’t know what was coming; only I knew. And the girl.
We both glanced up at the same time toward the frescoed ceiling. A gray mist roiled there,
a tornado of darkness about to be birthed. Within that mist, the cherubs were coming to life,
straining every quivering muscle to tear themselves free of the paint that imprisoned them. They
were all smiling. Or snarling.
Their teeth were sharp as nails.
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Works of Artifice | Edward Ahern
The off-white tents of the exhibitors were lined up along a harbor front walkway—
paintings and prints, wood and glass wares, pricy knickknacks, food stands. Art as fast food,
Jason thought.
The paintings reminded him of what he’d tried to achieve and had to give up on ten years
ago. She’d insisted on coming with him.
“Promise me you’ll just look, Linda.”
“What’s the point of just looking?”
Jason felt his face redden. “We don’t have the money to spend. You know how far
underwater we are.”
His voice was too loud, hers too shrill, and the tent vendor in front of them turned away
and began fiddling with his display of pens.
“You miser. Just get a better job.”
“Please, Linda, I’m begging you, don’t buy anything, just look. We can’t even make
minimum payments on the credit cards.”
She waved a plump arm. “You depress me. I’m going for a walk around on my own. You
do the same. And get a life we can live.”
Jason’s skin felt like it was going to split. He breathed heavily for a minute. Bitch.
He began browsing in the opposite direction from the one Linda had taken, dressed like
what he was, an underperforming salesman. The artists manning the booths largely ignored him.
Some of these paintings are beautiful, but who can pay $2,300 for an oil small enough to
fit in a bathroom? I should’ve been a painter, I had talent. I shouldn’t have brought her.
A beet juice-colored tent caught his eye and he walked into it. The paintings inside were
washed in crimson light. The styles were different, but the approach to the subjects was
common—subversion of the bland into the just discernably grotesque.
Jason paused in front of a painting of a man and woman working in a fruit orchard. The
trees were blighted, and the fruit wizened. They faced outward with strained expressions, and
Jason wondered if this was work stress or their despising each other. The perverse scene was
achingly well executed.
“One of my favorites too.”
Jason spun around to face an old, stoop-backed man. “Ah, hello. Yes, it’s interesting.
Distorted though.”
The old man’s smile spread like an oil slick. “I don’t see distortion, I see what’s painfully
real underneath the cosmetics we slather on life.”
“Just curious, how much is this one?”
“$3,500.”
Peculiar and expensive. I can’t afford a pay-per-view movie, leave it be. He’s right though,
it’s true to life.
“Thanks, just looking.”
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“Let me show you around. That still life on the left, the showy flowers past their prime,
what do you see?”
Jason moved closer to the picture. “There’s flawed opulence in them. The artist has applied
the colors like they were seeping from wounds.”
The old man smiled again. “You’ve had artistic training, a painter I think. This little one
here, the sleeping dog. But is it?”
Jason nodded. “The mange, the scabby nose, the uncomfortable posture. Brutal depiction,
makes me think of a bitter elderly relative. A question, though. They’re unsigned, but the styles
and brush strokes are different. Is there more than one artist?”
“A discerning question. Let’s sit over there in the folding chairs while I explain.”
As Jason stepped over to a chair he wrinkled his nose. The aromas wafting off the
paintings reminded him of rotting plants.
“There, that’s better,” the old man said. “Yes, the art is done by apprentices who’ve
accepted my guidance. They’ve become possessed by my vision of the bitter truths of life. We
cast out the self-flagellating fables of pretty and good.”
“Refreshing, but please don’t try to sell me. I can barely afford to look.”
The old man’s face wrinkled into billows of gray “Wait, sit still, let me show you
something.”
He hopped up, went to the back of the tent and pulled an unframed oil from a stack of
paintings leaning against a tent pole. “Here,” he said as he came back and sat down. “Here’s one
of my own compositions. I’d appreciate your opinion.”
Jason stared at a thirtyish woman standing in a room crowded with furniture and bric-abrac. She was smirking, exultant. Coarse emotions rampaged over her face. Beneath the grin,
Jason sensed hate. “It’s wonderful,” he said, “congratulations.”
“It’s yours.”
Jason checked his irritation. “I told you. I can’t buy it.”
“No, listen. You can pay for it in art work. I’ll even pay you a generous stipend.”
“What?”
“You’d just have to become my apprentice.”
“I haven’t painted in years.”
“I’ll instruct you. The materials and teaching are free. You already share my cynicism, just
contribute to my cause.”
Jason’s almost choked on his words. “I’d love to, God help me, but I’ve got enough
problems without taking on an all-consuming avocation.”
“You’ll be able to do much more than paint. I’ll help change your life.”
Just then Linda stuck her head into the tent. “There you are.” She was grinning, holding a
decorated bag with ‘Shaw’s Jewelers’ printed in big letters on it. “I’m afraid I’ve been a bad
girl.”
Alongside Linda, the man and woman in the orchard stared back at Jason. Their faces
looked frightened.
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Jason’s lips tightened. “Have you now?” He turned to the old man. “You see why I can’t
do what you ask.”
Teeth showed in the old man’s smile. “On the contrary. I’ll show you how to remove your
limitations.”
Linda shrilled, “Jason, let’s go.”
Jason turned to face her. “No Linda, not yet.” He turned back toward the old man. “All of
them? What do you get out of this?”
“Nothing you’ll miss. Will you follow me?”
“Hell yes.”
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Ed Ahern resumed writing after forty odd years in foreign
intelligence and international sales. He’s had a hundred eighty poems and stories published so
far, and three books. His collected fairy and folk tales, The Witch Made Me Do It, a novella The
Witches’ Bane, and his collected fantasy stories, Capricious Visions. He works the other side of
writing at Bewildering Stories, where he sits on the review board and manages a posse of five
review editors.
Twitter: @bottomstripper
Facebook: Edward Ahern

Cradle
Joshua Skye
Available on Amazon,
Barnes & Noble, Kobo, and
iTunes

60

61

What the Patting Woman Saw | Epiphany Ferrell
They always park her by the elevator, she thought to herself, for maybe the hundredth time
the night of one of her many visits. Christina had to walk past the woman parked by the elevator
to get to her mother’s room.
The visits were not always pleasant. Her mother had been an independent woman with an
unbendable will. That will, which Christina had in part inherited, was the wedge that so often
drove mother and daughter apart. But now they were all each other had of family. Christina had
moved away but transferred back to her hometown when her mother entered the nursing home.
She lived in her mother’s house. For a long time, she’d kept the furniture just the way it was,
everything just the way it was. Now that it was apparent her mother would never leave the
nursing home, she felt better about rearranging the furniture, painting the kitchen and ditching
the formal sofa for a sectional couch.
This visit was particularly trying. Her mother wore a monitor that made a raucous and
obnoxious noise whenever she tried to stand. She’d fallen again this morning, Christina heard
when she paused at the nurse’s station. Her mother tried to stand that night, too, with Christina
right there.
“Let me help you, Mom,” Christina said. “Where do you want to go?”
“I really hate when you do that,” her mother said. “I don’t need anything.”
“Mom, I don’t want you to fall.”
“I’m not going to fall. I just need a minute. Stop doing that.”
Christina sat back down on her mother’s bed and did nothing while the old woman tried to
pull herself up from her recliner. Usually she couldn’t make it. This time she did. When
Christina leaped up to prevent the old woman from toppling over, her mother turned
momentarily clear eyes on her. “I don’t need help. I believe I said I just need a minute.”
Thankfully, an aide came in, alerted both by the alarm and by Christina’s frantic punching
of the call button. Christina fled to the hall while the other woman handled her mother. When she
went back in, her mother seemed somewhat mollified, but the tension remained for the rest of the
visit. Christina felt it when she reached down to hug her mother and kiss her cheek.
“Don’t take it personally, it’s the brain cancer,” the hospice nurse had advised just two
days previous, and Christina tried to remember. But part of her was still that 13-year-old girl
certain her mother didn’t love her.
The lady by the elevator had a padded tray in front of her wheelchair. She patted on it hour
after hour, day after day, sometimes even in her sleep. And she’d talk to anyone who walked past
her. If she didn’t feel the person walking by was attentive, she’d yell, “Hey!” Her shouts are part
of the ambiance, Christina thought. She’d named her the Patting Woman. There was also the
Hunched Woman, the Angry Woman and the Hyena.
Christina tried always to be nice to the Patting Woman. She’d never seen anyone visiting
with her and even the most patient nurses were dismissive. She’d exchange a few pleasantries
with the woman while she waited for the elevator. Often her side of the conversation was
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something like, “That’s nice,” “No, I don’t remember that,” or “No, I’m sorry, I have nothing in
my hands.”
Once she’d stepped out of the way of an oncoming wheelchair and the Patting Woman had
grabbed her hand. Startled, Christina pulled away.
“I didn’t get anything off that,” the woman had said, petulant. She’d rubbed her hands
together as if putting on lotion.
This night, as Christina approached the elevator, the Patting Woman accosted her. She’d
been sleeping, but her head jerked up at Christina’s approach, and she fixed Christina with her
sunken eyes.
“You’ll see him, the big man with the big eyes,” she said, putting her hands up to her eyes
with her fingers curled to show how big they were. “He’s a big man, but he just looks. I don’t
think anyone minds him much, when he just looks. He just comes and he stands.”
The usual nonsense, Christina thought. “Well, that’s ok then if he just stands there and if
no one minds him much,” she said, and slipped onto the elevator.
“Hey!” the Patting Woman yelled. Christina heard her after the doors crept shut. “Hey!
Hey!”
She promised herself, for the hundredth time, not to be in such a rush next time. She
should stop and visit the poor old Patting Woman. It wouldn’t kill her to sit and listen to some
nonsense, would it?
The next night she was late to visit her mother. It was raining, it was cold, she was tired
and hungry, she’d had a bad day at work. Her mother was cross, then vague. The nursing aides
shrugged.
“This morning she said she hated it here,” one of them said. “She took a swing when they
brought her food.”
Great, Christina thought. What am I supposed to do about that? This is the place she and
Dad picked before Dad died three months ago. “Do you hate it here, Mom?” she asked when she
sat down near her mother. “They told me at the desk you said you hate it here and you tried to hit
someone.”
Silence.
“I’m doing the best I can, Mom.”
Her mother rolled her eyes at her, then resumed a vague expression. Christina tried to
make small talk. Some nights it was possible, some not. This night was a not. Christina stayed a
little longer than usual, waiting for the worst of the rain to subside. At last, she resigned herself
to getting wet and windblown, and called the nurse to help her mother get into her bed. She
waited in the hall.
There was another late visitor, she saw. A man in an overcoat and hat walked slowly down
the hall, shoulders hunched. The nurse and an aide left her mother’s room and hustled off around
the corner to answer someone else’s alarm. They didn’t look at the man as they passed, though
he was walking down the middle of the hall and they had to go single-file to get past him. He
didn’t look at them either. Christina paused in the doorway of her mother’s room. The old
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woman’s eyes were closed. Christina sighed and began walking to the elevator. She was too tired
to talk to the Patting Woman, and she hoped she wasn’t there.
She glanced back down the hall and saw the man in the overcoat had stopped by her
mother’s door. She watched him walk into the room. Frowning with irritation, Christina started
back down the hall. Probably it was some old man who was trying to visit his wife and was lost.
That had happened before.
Christina took two steps into the room. The man was standing near the foot of her mother’s
bed, blending with the shadows on the window, just looking. Her mother opened her eyes and
looked back at him.
“Excuse me,” Christina said.
The man turned his face to her, and Christina gasped. Big man, big eyes.
His round steel glasses, the rims as thick as goggles, magnified his eyes so that he looked a
bit like an owl. Big eyes, dark eyes. It was all of his face Christina could see. She remembered
what the old Patting Woman had said and realized this was the man she’d described. Why didn’t
those nurses pay more attention? This owl-eyed freak must be creeping in and staring at old
ladies while they slept!
Christina stepped further into the room. She was about to say something, nothing too
grand, something along the lines of “Please leave my mother’s room at once.” Her mother turned
her own vague gaze on Christina and her expression suddenly cleared. There was a look of
triumph on her face, but no recognition.
The big man with the big eyes stepped toward Christina.
No one minds him much if he just looks.
He reached out a hand and he touched Christina.
And Christina knew at once who he was.
She heard the Patting Woman yell, “Hey!”
And then the elevator doors crept shut forever.
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Drabbles | Alyson Faye
Devotion
The open public aspect of Longthorn Women’s Asylum smelt of rosemary and lavender.
Amelia recalled the scents from her nursing days.
There was however a secluded covert aspect—rooms for the mad, the diseased and the rich
heiresses stowed away by their avid husbands. It stank of urine and despair.
This was Amelia’s destination. She had an appointment with a demon in human form.
Secured in chains the demon gabbled gibberish when it saw Amelia, who produced a
silver-backed brush and began to unravel the Medusa locks.
“Hush now,” Amelia soothed.
Her sister calmed, lying down in Amelia’s lap.

Harvest
Booze soaked, she stumbles, halting by the ironwork gate. Grabbing hold, she cuts her
palm and sloppily licks the blood. She’s been here before. Not at night though.
This time the garden door is ajar and he is there. Naked in his surprise; gleaming sweatily.
Glancing down she spots vermilion rose petals smearing his hands. She grabs one. Just to
smell its scent, to relive a fragrant moment. Her fingers recoil from the stickiness. Like melted
wax she thinks. What is he burning?
Looking up, their eyes meet. His obsidian, faintly reptilian. Hers hopeful. His fingers flex.
He harvests her.
Her journey has just begun. Into his realm. This floral fantasia he has sown, hidden behind
the vanilla painted walls.
She feels a flowering deep within her of joy. Of acceptance. Like she’s never known
before.
She will put down roots. Burrow deep into the loam. Bundled up under the lavish hibiscus,
its florid petals will cover her damaged skull. Her fluids will leak into the earth. She will feed the
soil and nourish it.
In time others will join her. A nest of bones amidst the roots.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Alyson lives in West Yorkshire with her partner and son. She
writes dark flash fiction and her debut collection 'Badlands' has just been published by
Chapeltown Books. She also writes ghost stories and is featured in 2017's Women in Horror
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Alice in Underwald | Logan Fourie
The forest was still. Not a creature stirred. The air held its breath. The dark was thick.
Thick and heavy. Like black tar. Fog drifted over the forest floor like a dense carpet of white
smoke. A twig snapped. And another, followed by another. The creatures of the night scurried
away as something stumbled noisily through the pitch dark. A woman ran through the forest
blindly, stumbling and scraping. Her flaxen hair flew behind like a trail of light washing. Her
skirt was torn as brambles and branches grabbed at her lithe body, wanting purchase, hungering
for her. She looked back over her shoulder and her crystal blue eyes tried to pierce the darkness
as she ran forward. She tripped. She fell. Her stockings tore and turned from snow-white to
crimson-red as the various cuts and breaks on her knees stained the soft material. She huffed and
puffed on all fours as she tried to catch her breath. A voice screamed inside her head “Don’t stop.
Can’t stop. It is going to get you. Get up. Get up now and… run!”
She got up and began to run again. She heard the gurgle and roar behind her. It was
coming. It was getting closer. If she stopped again it would get her. Her lungs burned as if
inhaling fire. Her legs were hurting and bleeding from the various cuts. Her muscles screamed as
the tendons whipped them raw. She couldn’t keep going… but she had to. The voice screamed
“Don’t stop. Can’t stop. Don’t let it get you. Don’t stop, Alice.” She kept running.
She reached a clearing. A break in the endless flood of threatening trees. The clearing was
perfectly round. And the grass emerald green. Wild flowers littered the grass in sprays of
crimsons and golds and violets. In the center of the clearing was a white door. Just a door. No
wall, no building, no ceiling. Just… a door. She edged toward it. The tall grass whispered secrets
and lies. She stalked closer and closer toward the door. It stood implacid like a white monolith.
“No, Alice… don’t!” the silent voice screamed. She touched the glassy black knob. She
screamed as she pulled her hand back. It burned with icy fire. She watched as it began to melt
and sizzle. She heard the monstrous howl from behind her. It was getting closer. That door may
be her only escape. She watched as the black turned to an icy-blue as it began to drip in pools of
mirrored glass. She reached out and grimaced as the thing bit into her flesh. She turned the
handle and shoved the door open and tumbled inside.
She knelt on all fours. Her hands and knees touched cool white tiles. She moaned as her
bruised knees screamed. She sat on her haunches and sighed. She didn’t hear the howling
anymore. She looked to her hands. The one she opened the door with stung a violent red. It
looked like blood staining her hands. She wiped her hand against her white apron as she rose to
her feet, teetering on her Mary Jane heels as she tried to readjust to the firm floor after the
uneven and broken land of the dark forest. She slowly turned to the door behind her but only a
wall remained. A smooth white tiled wall. She cocked her head to her shoulder and said, “How
curious.”
She turned back to the room. It was a long hallway with many more white doors jutting out
on either side. She grinned as she began to walk down the hall. Her stilettos clicking and
clacking as she walked, her smooth white stockings hissed as they rubbed against her thighs. She
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felt warm even though her dress was short and revealing. She passed door upon door. Which one
would I take? She wondered.
A door called to her softly. She looked at it, smiled and reached out. The door swung open
and dark hands grabbed her and pulled her in. She screamed as the countless shadow-hands
pulled at her and tugged at her. They tore at her dress, shredding it. She screamed and writhed
and kicked and bucked but they were too many. They were too strong. They pulled her into the
darkness, deeper and deeper still. Far in the distance she could make out a pin-prick of light. A
single shard against the all-surrounding darkness. The hands pulled her closer as she fought. The
light grew brighter and brighter. She heard the howl. It had found her. It was closer now. It was
going to get her if she could not escape.
There, in the center of the shard of white light, was a chair. A single lonely observation
chair, like those in a dentist’s office… or in a doctor’s office. There beside the chair stood a
lanky tall man, hunched slightly under his own height. He wore a long dilapidated top hat and an
evil grin. She screamed as he looked at her.
“Wwweee havvve been waiting for yooouuu Aliccce.” He slurred and hissed. The hands
guided her further and forced her into the chair. They strapped her down, dressed now only in
her lingerie and stockings and heels. She felt like she was in some demented adult film. Her
wrists were strapped above her head and her legs spread. She pulled and bucked and screamed
but she was trapped. Helpless. Vulnerable. She heard the howl and she stared into the darkness.
She saw nothing but her own reflection staring back at her and she screamed as the man in the
crazy hat edged closer with a syringe. The cold metal pierced her pale skin and a tiny ruby of
blood pearled as the yellow liquid flowed out of the glass and into her thirsty veins. She
screamed in silence.
She sat staring at the girl in the chair being assaulted by faceless horrors. She smiled as she
screamed and writhed. She was glad that it was not her there, half-naked and exposed and
vulnerable. She was glad she was not the victim of some sadistic freak in a top hat. She was glad
that she was not about to become some helpless sacrifice to the beast that kept howling. At the
same time she felt a sense of impending doom and dread as she frowned and shed a single
crimson tear. She knew something was wrong but she could not figure it out. A tiny silent voice
pleaded “Alice, please wake up. You need to get up and come back.” She swatted at the talking
gnat buzzing in her ear as she stood up and dusted herself down. She gave the girl on the other
side of that water-like mirror a wave and wished her luck before heading off toward the crashing
waves of a crimson ocean and red sands. She strode along the shore line and saw a red door. Just
a door. No walls. No building. No ceiling… just a door. She stared at it while biting her crimson
lip. Her lip seeping a drop of sanguine as she anxiously decided not to go to the door. It simply
did not feel right. So she turned and walked in the opposite direction toward a rickety old
wooden shed with a glowing red sign flickering in the fading morning light.
She knocked. Silence. She knocked again. Still no sound from within. She pushed softly at
the door and it slowly creaked open. She peered inside. The shed seemed empty. She stepped
inside and looked around. It seemed like a small diner. There was a wooden counter and some
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seats placed along the one side. There were three plates placed at every alternate spot. The plates
seemed half eaten. She looked around again. No chef. No waiters. Nobody. She stepped in
further as she looked around nervously. Six booths with three alternate servings… still no diners.
“Mmmm… how positively curious.” She shrugged and sat at the counter. She crossed her
shapely legs and swung them playfully. She looked around again. She was feeling kind of
hungry. She looked at the plate next to her. It was a plate of cooked clams. She licked her
crimson lips, grabbed the plate and pulled it closer. She looked at the soupy broth and the
floating clams. They sure looked yummy. She picked up a spoon and swirled at it. The clams
bobbed and swam. She cornered a clam with her spoon and wrenched the shell open. She peered
inside and fished the meat of the clam out. She yelled and dropped the spoon and clam. The
shock of seeing the wrinkled infant screaming silently at her made her stomach turn. She
clambered off the seat and ran to the corner and retched up bile and water. Her body convulsed
and bucked as she tried to get rid of the image.
She fell to her knees and gasped for breath. Her body was weak and broken but at least the
image was gone. She slowly got to her feet and turned back to the diner. Her jaw fell open as the
walls had begun to run with liquid red rust. It oozed like blood from a seeping wound. She
backed up against the door as the flood flowed closer and closer. She slammed against the door.
She was trapped. She tugged at the handle but it would not budge. She began screaming and
turned and began kicking and punching the door.
“Open the fuck up.” She screamed and cursed the door. She spun back to the interior of the
room. The river was almost upon her. It had already stained the counters and booths in a sickly
wet carmine. She pressed her back hard against the door and squeezed her eyes shut. Just at that
moment the door flung open and she fell backward into a dark cellar. She rocked up off her back
into a sitting position. The door. The shed. The blood-red ocean and crimson sands… all gone.
She looked around to try make out where she was. It looked somehow familiar but she could not
place it. She slowly got up and dusted herself down. She looked down and saw she was wearing
a blue and white midi dress with frills and white panty hose and flat Mary Janes. She frowned.
“Was I wearing this earlier? I can’t seem to remember.”
Alice walked up the stairs and opened the white door and stepped into the kitchen. She
looked around and grinned. Yeah, this is the place. She stepped toward the counter and grabbed
the red painted spoon. She held it blade down as she stepped into the living room. There they
were. Sitting watching TV.
She skipped inside. Her mommy and daddy were sitting on the couch watching their
shows. She skipped inside and jumped on his lap. He held her and she smiled. She missed this.
Her dad held her and began to tickle her. She laughed and squirmed.
“No daddy… stop.” she giggled. He stopped and stared at her with a blank expression. An
expression as a mask of shock and anguish. She looked at him and smiled. “What is wrong
daddy?” He looked at her and hissed “Whhhyyyy Alllicccce?”
She slipped off his lap and stared at him. The spoon -butcher knife- stood up in his chest in
a pool of red paint. His head lolled and stared at her with blank glazed-over eyes and a grimace
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of fear and doubt. He slowly turned his head to his wife and stretched out his hand. Her face and
neck were painted in merlot. It had rolled down her chest and pooled beneath her. Her smile
carved into her throat ear-to-ear. Her eyes stared at the ceiling lifeless and emotionless. Alice
shut her eyes tight and screamed. An icy cold hand touched her shoulder and leaned in close. She
smelled the rot and sulphur in its breath as it spoke.
“Don’t worry, Alice. I have you now,” burbled the thing behind her. She shivered as she
shook her head. She clutched her head. It was throbbing. She felt the blood rush through her
veins. She heard her heart rumble and threaten to burst from her chest. The icy touch began
burning her flesh. She tried to wrench away but its claws dug into her shoulder and anchored her.
“Open your eyes, Alice. Look. See. See our works. See our… artworks.” The malignant
voice taunted. She shook her head. “No,” she whispered. She felt hot tears burn down her cheek
staining deep cracks of acidic pain.
“What have you done?” She accused.
It laughed. It sounded like razor sharp claws dragged sadistically over a chalkboard. “Me?
No Alice. Not me. Us. You and I. We did this… together. Look. See.”
She opened her eyes and looked in terror at the two on the couch, their dead empty eyes
accusing her. Cursing her. She screamed and pulled out of its grip. Its claws took a part of her
shoulder as she pulled away. She screamed in pain but she didn’t stop. She ran. She ran toward
the red oozing door. No wall. No building. No ceiling. Just a door. A red wet oozing door. A
door dripping of blood and gore. A door silently accusing her. She slammed against it with her
wounded shoulder. She rammed and slammed. She screamed and cursed. She begged and
pleaded. Finally the door gave way and she tumbled inside.
“I am afraid that she will not be able to stand trial, gentlemen. She is lost. Her mind is
trapped,” the doctor said. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and put his top hat on.
He turned to the two men behind him. He sighed. “I have done what I can but I am afraid that her
dementia is too intense. She is completely catatonic. She has very little knowledge of what is
happening outside her world. The doctor glanced back at the girl strapped down. The beautiful
young blonde lying prone and vulnerable. He shook his head in worry. He looked at the mirror in
the corner of the room. He could see the room reflected back at him. A small part of him hoped
that she was in that world. A world separate from this one.
She slammed her fists against the silvered window. She screamed silently for help. For
escape. She wanted out. She wanted to be free. She slammed and screamed and cursed. She
looked over her shoulder in terror. It howled in the dark shadows. It had found her. It was getting
closer. It was coming to take her. She turned back to the window and cried for help. She saw the
doctor look at her but did nothing. Why was he not doing anything? Why was he not helping?
Why was he just standing there?
He looked at the mirror and squinted. He could have sworn he saw the mirror shake ever
so slightly. He laughed at himself and shook his head as he turned his back on the terribly
depressing room. The white door slowly swung closed and a loud clang locked the door in place.
He walked down the long white corridor strewn on either side with countless doors. Screams and
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howls and curses and hisses emanated from these rooms. He walked down the corridor making
notes as the screams continued.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Logan Fourie is a 37-year old South African English teacher who
loves writing and reading all things horror and gothic. Much of his inspiration comes from
authors like H.P. Lovecraft, Edgar Alan Poe and John Carpenter. Logan tries to instil his passion
for novels and reading in his students, and feels the world is in sore need of more readers and
writers. We all have stories to share.
Twitter: @wonderingbard
Blog: wonderingbard.blogspot.com
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Behind You | Pippa Bailey
The keys clicked beneath Paul’s fingers as he added another paragraph to his story. A cup
of pungent coffee sat beside his keyboard, the thick layer of scum rippled in time with his typing.
Deep in thought, the words flowed effortlessly as his girlfriend ran her fingers across his
shoulders.
He liked to ignore her distractions, pretending not to notice, he continued writing. She
stroked a single fingertip delicately against the nape of his neck, sending a ricochet of tremors
south. He hammered the keys continuously, a sharp intake of breath his only response.
He knew she enjoyed playing this game, testing his control as she attempted to arouse him.
But he had a deadline to hit, allowing him no time to entertain her seductions. Warm breath
lingered against his ear as her smooth lips played across his neck. A multitude of kisses, puckers
of saliva tracing his skin had become cold as she pulled away and left him wanting more. He
adjusted his gradually tightening combats, the cotton bulging slightly, with his eyes still locked
to the screen. Teeth tugged gently on his pulsing earlobe, her warm sticky breath leaving his skin
moist to the touch. She brushed her hands down his tense body, now littered with goose bumps.
Her nails felt sharper than usual, gripping his thigh from behind. She slid her hand further
down his left trouser leg, growing ever closer to the source, and he began to noticeably throb. He
bit his lip as she reached his inner thigh, running her hand against his bulging zipper. The
mechanical click of the keyboard now only sporadically punctured the silence.
He enjoyed this game, letting her play, always wanting more, but never relinquishing
control.
His laboured breath signalled her impending victory. Clearing his throat, he consciously
resumed typing. His toes curled into the carpet fibers, as she wrenched his belt. The metal
scraped against the chair and thudded on the floor. She slid a solitary digit down below the
waistband, brushing against his pelvis.
Knowing she would soon release him, he felt a smile push into his lips. His legs spread
slightly. She allowed her entire hand to glide down into the front of his combats. Skin slick with
precum, she gripped his ridged cock, rotating his constricted shaft upright.
The room darkened as she massaged him, shrouding him in a shadow he couldn’t fully
comprehend. She made quick work of extracting the first few moans from his parched lips.
Hands falling silently from the keyboard, twitching at his sides. He had lost this game of pleasure
again, his slick cock aching in her grip. She knew how to bring him to the point of no return,
waiting for the carnality of his relief.
But this felt instinctively different, his body convulsed with bliss. His vision clouded, the
air humming with electrical intensity. He wanted to turn, to grab her, to pull her onto him, but the
signal to move never reached his arms. The overwhelming pleasure reverberated around his
body. He could taste it like fire, both legs trembled as he drew closer to this all-consuming
ecstasy.
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Paul’s ears perked up at the familiar sound of a key in the door. The room grew brighter
with the orgasmic haze leaving his clouded head.
“Baby, I'm back,” said his girlfriend from the hallway. “You heard the news? There’s been
more attacks!”
The shadow danced playfully along the wall as it crept out the window, off into the night.

The Wordsmith | Pippa Bailey
CRACK.
My coffee mug hit the counter top, droplets of steaming brown struck my shirt and soaked
into the soft white cotton, like many times before. I’d given up avoiding them now. Same outfit
every day. Sometimes I wondered if those stains would stay, change my perspective on the
situation, but they never lingered.
Every day started the same way; pee, shower, coffee, write, in that order (if short of time...
well you can imagine the inevitable combinations). I enjoyed the routine. After a hectic year of
submissions, and rejections; literary and emotional, it was nice to feel like myself again.
I slid my mug into its position on my desk and opened the word document to continue
working on my novel.
Word count: 0.
I knew what was coming, my apprehensive fingers hovered ever closer to worn keys. A
new story today, or perhaps improve on ancient text that lined the dusty corners of my frazzled
brain. Time for words and stuff, I would tell myself.
Three years now, maybe four. It was hard to keep track when every day was the same. In
fact, literally the same. I couldn't tell you why, or how I had ended up in this loop, but here I
was.
Day after day another word, another line. Stories I could only store in my fragile mind.
Ideas flowed from me like hot piss from a drunk guy's jeans leg—flailing on a street corner
hunting for a bathroom...until the police show up and stop him mid flow.
A world without completion, my ideas never came to fruition.
I'd given up attempting to break the cycle.
First, I didn't understand, I tried to run. Lurching from my creaky front door, back door,
bedroom window. CRACK—and I was back making coffee again.
Yes, I had thought of the obvious. Killing myself brought me back to the same spot.
CRACK, another coffee, another stained white shirt. I know it sounds like Groundhog Day but I
can promise you there is no Bill Murray fun in my life. Just me, my coffee, and my computer.
Today, I thought I'd tell you a little about my life, and my word count.
Tomorrow is only a distant memory.
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Hell | Pippa Bailey
Hunched, he stepped slowly through the delicate veil of white. Hot air stifled shallow
breaths, burned lips, and marred flesh.
A light of fulfilment, of peace was promised to him, not an oil slick spiral staircase of
decay and descent. Plumes of ash danced in shimmering waves of heat which coiled between
flame lined cracks in worn stone steps.
Grotesque drumming signalled his entrance into the depths. The thunderous sound of
meatless bone striking taught flayed skins. Tortured screams from ember scarred lips, the
welcoming fanfare. Delicate gold letters adorned an arched doorway. Abandon all hope, ye who
enter here.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Pippa Bailey lives in rural Shropshire, England. Principally a
horror writer, independent reviewer, and YouTube personality, her supernatural, and sci-fi
stories have featured in several anthologies, and zines. She is known for her ‘question of the day’
on social media, where she asks authors probing or just plain scary questions. Her debut novel
LUX is due for release Autumn 2018.
Twitter: @Pippa__Bailey
Website: www.Pippabaileyauthor.com
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A Case of Hernia | Dimitar Fabijanic
Was it by chance that I parked my car in a remote part of a forested region of the county
through which I was passing? Was it by chance that I found those few torn papers in the small
wooden shack by the road that led me to believe that things are not as they seem to be? I am
lately of the opinion that there is something more that our senses can comprehend, hidden things
and relationships of different kinds and forms from those we see mindlessly every day and which
in turn serve as a sort of concealment from a much vaster reality.
This chance discovery was instigated by the last rays of the sun reflected by the silver
pendant that hung on the rearview mirror. Just as I turned onto the meandering and dusty road
the reflection of these last rays obstructed my view by momentarily blinding my sight. The next
logical thing was to abruptly hit the brakes lest I ran off the road in a cavalcade of rocks and
dust.
I stopped the swinging of the silver pendant while at the same time looked through the
settling dust. Between few tall and branchless pine trees and high grown grass I saw a small
wooden shack slightly leaned on one side, its wall supported by two thick trunks.
I think that the shack’s withered appearance and the fact that it appeared to be untenanted
was what drove me to exit the car and spend some time scrutinizing it.
After I passed the fence overgrown with ivy and approached the wooden shack I noticed
that it too was populated with this green creeper, albeit in much less density. I now realized that
the shack looked with its only two windows toward the denser part of the forest which in the
sunset took more uniform and dark appearance by only showing its silhouette; it looked as if it
wanted to hug the shack and its surroundings in everlasting darkness.
Without much hesitation I entered through the decayed open door of the shack. I only saw
impenetrable darkness through which even the last vestiges of sunlight could not at least dimly
reveal its insides. I took my flashlight out and illumined the shack only to find it covered in dust
and not much filled with paraphernalia. An old and crippled bed stood in one corner, with
yellowed bed sheets much of it covered in thick dust. In the other corner was a little wooden
table on which resided pastel sticks and few art books. Beside it a canvas easel which was
covered with a yellowish rag. I uncovered it and saw a pastel painting representing a male, a dog
and a cat. I immediately recognized the style the unknown painter tried to imitate: that of Grant
Wood’s painting known as the American Gothic House, but this one in pastel.
In the center of the painting was a man dressed casually and a rugged looking dog and a
black cat on each side. It didn’t take me long to realize that there was a unifying quality in the
three of them. Their stare had the same sleepless eyes and something more; the male’s trousers
were torn at the groins and the hole showed a fist sized lump, almost an imperfect ball. The same
was with the rugged dog and cat: through the thin fur on their bellies the same lump protruded on
which less fur had grown. The background of the picture was the wooden shack and the few
branchless pine trees illumined by the sunset.
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After the scrutiny of this amateurish work of art I noticed few torn leaves beneath the
canvas easel. After I had blown the dust from them their greased quality under my fingers
conveyed some eerie sense, as if I already knew what was written on them even before I read
them. Or this sense was promptly initiated after the scrutinizing of the painting.
These writings represented the unsent letters from a father to a son. When I say unsent this
is not to imply that they had any address, but simply that they were written that way, as writings
addressed to someone who needs to read them, and this is why I termed them letters.
I think that I have established at least partially to the reader the context in which I found
myself that day when the sunset played a factor to this strange discovery. I arranged these letters
in the order I think is most suited to gradually lead the reader to some kind of revelation, and
which I think their writer intended them to be read.
Letter 1
Son, you ceased your visits a while ago. That is understandable, with all my worries about
being sick from something that the doctor could never find in me; I have become unbearable
with all the esoteric speculations. At least this is my reasoning for your absence. You could write
sometimes though and never expect another series of my speculations again.
This time it is different, this time I have to write this down and send it to you. These past
months I have developed hernia, one of those that make lumps on the groins, for which the
doctor said that surgery is necessary. After all those examinations and consultations, I still refuse
to believe that this is something caused by my labors in construction.
I told the doctor that I have a different explanation about what caused this, but he
dismissed me at once, eager for his next patient.
You see, I think that it is this forest, something emanates from it, intangible yet
discernible; discernible in the sense of very low vibrations that tend to sometimes blur my sight
when gazing toward the trees. I noticed this phenomenon the period prior to the development of
my supposed hernia; and I am off alcohol these past two years.
Letter 2
I made a short trip into the forest. I found what at first appeared a single hatchling fallen
from the tall tree beneath me, only to find at a closer inspection that there were two of them
hatched from the same egg. They were actually merged together and still breathing while two
little lumps were visible on their tiny unified bodies. Then another hatchling fell, the same as the
one already fallen, and when I looked up to the tree I saw their mother pushing with her beak yet
another hatchling with the same born deformity. She started chirping a bit frantically for a short
while, looked below to see her abominations and flew away somewhere in the forest depths. I
couldn’t end their tiny lives there, so I left them to any chance predator.
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Letter 3
Dreams of being submerged in a substance that dissolves my body and reconstructing it
into this same substance. I don’t know whether to call these dreams nightmares or pleasantries?
It is some form of both. On the one hand I feel paralyzing fear of losing my individuality, my
peace of flesh and mind, and on the other I feel soothed that I would become part of something
ultimately more real than the entire daily illusions under which we pretend to function.
During the quiet hours I was awakened by a scratching and sniffing sound. It came from
the door. I turned on the lights and opened the door to greet the unintended visitor. There were
two of them in fact, a dog and a cat. The moment I opened the door the dog ceased and backed a
few paces, sat and looked at me as if waiting a command. The cat was some paces behind him,
licking her belly, and then pointed her gaze at me as well. In that moment I noticed that the cat
had a lump on her belly; the dog had one too. They gazed at me as if hypnotized while the
surrounding silence and darkness prompted me to focus on their eyes, now the dog’s, then the
cat’s, the light reflecting their unclean furs.
Was I then looking from the dog’s perspective, and then the cat’s, a few moments later?
Did I see myself standing dumbfounded at the door of the shack? All of this went by as if in a
dream.
Letter 4
Those dreams again. They were more pleasant, though someone newly introduced in these
dreams might be terrified. It seems that after that night I was sleeping a bit longer. I must have
been because I remember having set the alarm properly, and yet the date shows that two days
passed. When I exited the shack, I saw the dog and the cat were still about. The dog was sniffing
mindlessly through the grass while the cat licked its lump persistently. As soon as they noticed
me they came before me and gave me that same stare as before. This time I felt some strange
connection between us three.
Letter 5
Do you remember when you were just a child, when during the quiet hours I woke you up
once and told you that when the mist falls it is the worst? That when it falls it is with the
intention to conceal all the evil that walks on this earth? But I was unaware then that it might
conceal things that don’t come from this earth, and that we usually label things that might be
neutral in themselves with the word ’evil’. This morning the mist has fallen in the countryside. I
can only discern what lies only a few paces in front of me. The dog and the cat are following my
every step. I feel the lump is moving inside me. The animals are agitated as well. I think I need
to go to the forest.
***
Here the words stop. No mention of his previous efforts to learn how to sublimate his
experience with those pastel sticks, but the painting is there, a monument to a very peculiar set of
writings.
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Before I left the desolated wooden shack and the woods with its embracing darkness the
mist already gathered. In a curious manner this mist deafened the distant sounds that usually
reach one’s ear in the quiet night.
By the morning I was already at my destination, surrounded by familiar things and fed
with those everyday illusions that we need in order to wrap ourselves up in a cocoon of partial
reality and never wanting to shed it. Different is the way I see the world now, and different is the
cocoon that would envelop me when the time comes.
Never will I stop to think of that embracing forest, of the mist, of the painting; not after the
thing I glimpsed, that looked at me as if half afraid and then disappeared in the dense mist while
on its back I could discern three fist-sized lumps close to each other.
In spite of what I think, and many would say that it is an esoteric speculation, the doctor is
convinced that the lump on my groin is just one of the many types of hernia.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Dimitar Fabijanic is from Skopje, Macedonia. For quite some time,
he’s indulged in the literature of the macabre and the weird.
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Gingerbread Men | Myk Pilgrim
Notes to Accompany the ‘auld Recipe by Haggie Johns
The trick to making gingerbread men is (unsurprisingly) the ginger. You get that right and
all the rest will fall into place. It’s like gravity.
The ginger must, of course, be fresh. The store-bought stuff just won’t do, they use too
many pesticides these days. Something in the chemicals throws the whole mix out of true. And
let me tell you from personal experience, you don’t want to be anywhere near a batch that turns
bad.
Sift together all the dry ingredients in a wormwood bowl, then add the butter and double
the amount of fine grated ginger as listed on the original recipe. Stir until the mixture takes on
the consistency of breadcrumbs, then add the wet ingredients.
Roll the dough and cut into whatever shapes you want. I’ve been told that gingerbread
genitals are quite trendy at the moment, but that may seem in particularly bad taste if you are
giving said gingerbreads to a school or a church. Either way, it is of course up to you.
I’m a traditionalist myself, gum-drop buttons and white-icing grins: the classics are of
course classics for a reason.
The baking requires nothing special, pre-heat oven to 180 degrees and bake for exactly 13
minutes. If they are in for even a second longer, the heat will kill off the ginger’s potency and the
batch won’t rise. Not ever. You have been warned.
If the gingerbread men are overdone, they will still taste delicious. So, if you do happen to
lose track of time and ruin a batch, you’ll have something to snack on while you start from
scratch.
Packaging is important, I recommend an upcycled biscuit tin. Be careful to make sure
they’re cushioned – you don’t want them breaking, not before they reach the intended recipient.
Carefully seal the tin with black wax. If done correctly, this will keep them feisty for up to
three years.
These days you can use FEDEX, DHL, or regular post to deliver your package. If you
absolutely must see the look on the recipient’s face, drop them off on their porch after dark, ring
the doorbell, and hide in the nearby bushes.
Note: select your hiding place well in advance and be certain to be well away from the area
before the screaming starts.
Gingers are famously indiscriminate about who or what they kill once the massacre begins.
As I’m sure you know, no other golem does sadistic torture like a troupe of fresh baked
gingerbreads.
The inescapable sizzle of the extra ginger adds a little something to what was already a
particularly nasty temperament.
They should be done in about 30 minutes.
Happy hexing!
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Veiled Wednesday | Myk Pilgrim
I call her Wednesday, but ever only under my breath because it might not really be her
name. Rain or shine she’s at every funeral service, sitting in the front row, her face a dark secret
beneath a black veil. I’ve watched her for months, as she sits beside grieving widows who are
too distraught to question her presence. I’ve admired Wednesday as she sat through heartfelt
eulogies and hollow services alike.
I’ve spent many hours at work in the mortuary imagining her face. Convinced myself that
her skin was as supple as living silk spread over lily delicate features. But I never dared to even
guess at the shade of her eyes.
I don’t know how I managed to work up the nerve to approach Wednesday, but I did. My
lungs were still heaving from the run when I caught up with her near the old Collings
mausoleum. She giggled sweetly at the joke I’d spent months practicing to get just right. I asked
when I could see her again, maybe even buy her coffee. After a long silence Wednesday lifted
her veil and peered into me with raw emerald eyes. She pressed her lips to mine and I felt heat
leaving my body like steam. I had never felt so elated, never so alive, never known such perfect
peace. When the kiss ended, I knew. The next time I would see her, would be my own service.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Myk Pilgrim is a horror writer, or at least that’s what he likes to
tell people. He lives in a tiny village just north of the wall, where he spends his time, sharing
cappuccinos with his inner demons, binge watching bad horror movies, shaving his head,
annoying the locals, and generally, just counting down the days until Halloween. Also,
sometimes, he writes stuff.
Twitter: @MykPilgrim
Website: https://www.mykpilgrim.com/
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Pictures on the Wall | Andrea Diede
“He’s late again.” I watch in silence as the cars zip beneath my third story window. Streaks
of red taillights glow brighter as the lily blue sky turns deep hues of lavender and honeysuckle.
Street lights sparsely flicker above the oil-stained asphalt. His black Prius would be
indistinguishable from other vehicles.
The rusting metal hands of the rotary clock mounted high on the starch-white wall, read
6:32. My hips sway, rocking Nicole in my arms. Brent convinced me to move into this cramped
apartment with the promise to spend more time with us. He did, at first, but as time passed, his
distance grew.
I nuzzle Nicole’s cheek. “Well, everything’s clean at least, Daddy should be pleased.” I
rhythmically pat Nicole’s diapered butt.
The bed linens are bleached, pressed and snuggled around the twin mattress unseen in the
corner. The freshly vacuumed carpet with the spotted blue pattern, flawless. Fresh scotch tape
sticks my only three photos to the wall. A Styrofoam cup cuddles the wilting hydrangeas resting
in the center of the table for two.
My accomplishment lightens the tension in my chest, cleaning still calms me. I labored to
be a picture-perfect wife when we first married. Cleaning was my favorite hobby. To Brent, it
was my obsession for control.
One afternoon, when the flowers were in full bloom, and the sun warmed our quant onebedroom house just outside of the city, I lost all control. I had been cleaning for hours, there
wasn’t a flake of dust to be found. When Brent came home, he was shining with sweat from his
trip to the gym. I was pissed when he tossed his sweat rag on the kitchen table and his duffle on
the chair. I don’t know what I said, but I shouted and shrieked loudly at him, but Brent paid little
attention. He wrapped his damp arms around me and threw me onto the table. I heard the vase of
hydrangeas shatter against the linoleum. He had already pulled down my shorts, I came four
times that day, where we had Sunday dinner with his parents.
A knock booms from the door then squeaks open, “Sarah? Brought you dinner.” In sneaks
Kelly, hips weave through the entryway, black hair in a taut bun, wearing dingy, mud brown
colored scrubs.
“Did I leave the door open again?”
“Nope, I used the key.”
“Ah, probably should hide it a little better, huh?” I grin wildly, but Kelly doesn’t react.
“I’m joking of course.”
Kelly pushes the flowers aside and slides the brown tray, littered with water spots, next to
them.
“Looks, delish, thank you,” I pull out one of the two chairs, “have a seat.”
“I’d love to, but I can’t stay.” Kelly glances at the floor under the window. “You’re
gaining quite the collection of dead flowers, aren’t you?”
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“They’re not dead,” I straighten my spine and raise my chin, “the moment something
needs a little extra care and attention it’s tossed. But those flowers still hold so much beauty, and
I refuse to be one of those people.”
“You’re right,” her smile is forced, one of pity, “good night.”
“Running off already? Please stay.”
“I really can’t.”
“Well, tomorrow then? I’ll cook.”
“Tomorrow it is,” Kelly is out of the door.
“Wave bye-bye,” I pick up Nicole’s hand and wave as the door shuts.
Leaning over the cooling food, the smell of hamburger meat with a hint of dog food wafts
to my nose. “Bless her heart, but Kelly’s an amateur in the kitchen.” I stroke Nicole’s thick hair
to one side. “You’re probably getting hungry, aren’t you, little lady?”
I sit and bundle the bottom of my t-shirt and expose my left breast. I guide Nicole’s mouth
to brush against my nipple. She isn’t suckling. “Come on, love.” I cup my hand underneath my
breast and try again.
“Not hungry?” I flatten my shirt over my stretch mark covered belly. With my fingertips, I
graze Nicole’s porcelain cheek and pinch her chin.
The petals on the hydrangeas are shriveling into pale pastel curls. I had been receiving a
new bouquet every Monday, today is Wednesday.
A brazen buzz resonates within the walls; the fluorescent light flickers above me.
“Hey, Babe!” I welcome him with a kiss on his cheek, his stubble pricks at my lips, “I
thought you weren’t coming.”
“It’s a hard drive. He pulls me into him by my hip and reveals the young hydrangeas.
“You remembered!” I trade Nicole for the flowers. I plunge my face into the silky petals,
and the sweet floral scent travels through my nostrils. I tear open the plastic protecting the stems
and swap them with their kin being held in the ugly Styrofoam cup.
“Of course I remember, I haven’t forgotten yet have I?”
“I suppose a couple of days late doesn’t mean you’ve forgotten.”
“Every Monday,” he elongated his words.
“Well, anyway, they’re beautiful. Are you ever going to buy me a crystal vase? This cup
doesn’t do them justice.”
“Maybe not, but you don’t have the best luck with vases as I recall,” he winks.
My face grows hot with embracement. I haven’t felt Brent’s bare body against mine since I
was pregnant with Nicole. Perhaps it was the hormones, or maybe the happiness that we were
finally pregnant, but we had more sex when I was pregnant than our entire marriage combined. It
was fantastic.
I lick my lips, preparing for a passionate kiss. I see Brent dangling Nicole by her bicep,
and I huff. The thread holding Nicole’s sleeve threatens to break free from the weight of Nicole’s
limp body.
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“What are you doing?” I pull Nicole from his arms, “you can’t hold a baby like that, you’ll
hurt her!”
“It’s fine.” He applies pressure to his temples with his thumbs.
“It’s?”
“She’s fine.”
“You might have dislocated her shoulder.” The back of my neck perspires, enclosed by my
hair.
“I promise she’ll be fine.”
“How could you know that?”
“I know.”
“Please be gentle with her.”
He ignores me and glances at the table.
“What’s this?”
“Kelly brought it over.”
Brent pivoted his head, inquisitively.
“You remember that neighbor who is always in scrubs. She’s a sweetheart but has no
fashion sense, poor girl.”
Brent sits, and I glide the tray toward him. He stares at the unframed photos on the wall.
“You’re so distant.” I grip his warm hand with my own and brush my thumb over his
fingers.
“I got a call from your therapist today.”
“Dr. Ripley? You mean Nicole’s pediatrician? Why would he call you?”
“Nicole doesn’t have a pediatrician.”
“Yes, Dr. Ripley.”
“He says you aren’t getting any better.”
“You mean Nicole, there’s nothing wrong with her.”
“You, not Nicole, you,” his voice is hostile.
My chest tightens, I stare into his eyes.
“What do you see in those pictures?” He nods to the photos.
“What?”
“What do you see,” he jabs his finger to the wall, “in those pictures?”
“One is the two of us with my baby bump, the other our first ultrasound, and the last
Nicole and me.” I drag out each of the words. I take Nicole and lay her on the bed.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m not surprised you don’t know what changing a diaper looks like.” I peel the Velcro
tabs and pull another diaper from under the bed. “Can you pick up diapers on your way home
tomorrow?”
I hear the chair’s friction on the carpet, and he rips one of the pictures from the wall. I
continue changing the diaper.
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“Stop this,” he stands beside me, and grabs my wrist, “look at me.” He pushes the picture
inches from my eyes.
I look.
“What do you see?”
“What’s your problem?”
“Please, tell me,” he lets go of my wrist.
“It’s a picture of me, holding Nicole.”
“Please, look again, look harder, I need you to see.” His eyes are vein stricken and swollen.
“I don’t know what you want from me.” My eyes sting straining to hold in emotion.
“It’s a doll,” he thrust the picture side to side, “Nicole’s a doll.”
“That’s enough,” I turn back to Nicole, swap the clean diaper with the dirty one.
“Dr. Ripley said that you’re not making any progress.”
“Will you take this to the trash please?”
“He says you have to stay at least another couple months, maybe more.” He swats the
diaper out of my hand. “I want my wife back, I need you to come home.”
“This is our home.”
He grabs Nicole by her leg and dangles her upside down.
“Stop, you’re hurting her,” I lunge toward them but he stiff arms me away. “Don’t hurt
her!”
“I can’t do this anymore, I won’t.” He holds Nicole higher that I can reach. “If you can’t
tell me that Nicole is a doll right now, I’m walking out of here. Forever.”
“Help! He’s hurting my baby,” I hang from his arm reaching for Nicole.
The door slams open, and two figures rush in. Nicole falls to the floor and Kelly pushes me
backward.
“Call an ambulance,” I fall to the floor and scurry to Nicole. The elastic of my pants is
yanked back, and I feel a sharp prick. A cold sensation disperses through my hip.
“Get out of here,” Kelly yells behind her. The tension in my muscles unfold. “Please,
help her,” I spit saliva from my mouth. Kelly and another nurse help us
up onto the bed.
“Leave now,” an unknown voice bellows, “give me the doll, honey,” the tone is now just a
whisper.
“Kelly, please tell them,” I try to lift myself to sit, but my arms are restrained.
“I will take care of her,” Kelly strokes the hair out of my face, “I promise.” She disappears,
and the lights turn off. The room is silent.
“Nicole!” my voice crackles.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Andrea Diede was born in Fresno, California but now resides on a
little ten-acre ranch in Northern Colorado. She holds and MFA in Creative Writing from Antioch
University, Los Angeles and has work upcoming in Pure Slush magazine and The Sirens Call.
You can find her writing in the comfort of her home, but on occasion, she slips away and writes
in some of the local coffee shops.
Twitter: @andreadiede
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Feed the Beast | Nathon Allen Balka
It howls in fury
Discontent by its unruly appetite
“Feed them to me.”
Its voice commands
Wood and gas are no longer menu options
Removed the moment the boiler tasted my
Blood while fighting to open its door and
Stoke the flames
“Feed them to ME!”
It commands
But how can I?
For it’s a maddening idea
Unfathomable to consider
Feeding my wife and children
To the old iron beast in the cellar
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Nathon Allen Balka is the author of the poem “New Arrival” and
the short story “Rough Justice.” He is also the owner of the online press, Jack of No Trades
Productions — specializing in short fiction in Horror and, soon, Science Fiction & Fantasy.
Through his press he produces the horror magazine Nothing’s Sacred. Production of Nothing’s
Sacred Vol. 4 is underway and slated for release in October, 2018.
Website: www.jackofnotradesproductions.com
Facebook: Nothing's Sacred Magazine
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Psychopathic Plaything | Ethan Parke Smith
He preferred a barehanded dismemberment,
sequestering the now pulpy innards from the severed limbs.
He then fixed his gaze on his subjects,
intrigued that they never made a noise as they writhed.
It was a veganist dystopia, yes.
But looking past the assortment of charred limbs,
crushed exoskeletons and stray antennae,
was a five year old boy with a black eye because his step-dad had hit him, again.
And though he was crying and sniffling, he couldn’t help but laugh
because finally, he too, could hurt others.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Ethan Parke Smith is a writer of dark poetry and speculative
fiction. He currently resides in central Pennsylvania with his family.
Twitter: @EthanSm05576341
Amazon Author Page: Ethan Parke Smith
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Requital | Dale W. Glaser
Someone help me, please, I’m begging, anyone
Her desperate thoughts soaked in cold sweat
She cannot undo, what’s done is done
Bleeding, life ebbing, forcing legs to run
Away from the man with the eyes of jet
She’s begging, someone help me, please, anyone
Splashing mud, gnarled root, her flight undone,
Branches crisscross overhead a trapping net
No one can undo, what’s done is done
He closes in, murderous, final act begun,
Hatchet in hand, a slavering red threat,
Still begging, please, someone help me, anyone
Spirits rooted here, victims in their own season,
Aware of the terror the preyings beget
They cannot undo, what’s done is done
Ghost green hands wresting free his weapon,
Drag him down to a grave cold and wet
Help me, please, he’s begging, someone, anyone
She shudders, awed by her salvation,
Witnessing her attacker’s fate without regret
She cannot undo, what’s done is done
Fading, get a doctor, call for help, she’s won
A chance, at least, to see tomorrow yet
I’m begging, anyone, help me, please, someone
But their purpose is pure, lethal mission,
Taking life for life to pay bloody debt
We cannot undo, what’s done is done
Dying, she joins their choir of fallen
And will the next victim’s reprisal abet
Someone begging, please, help me, anyone
They cannot undo, what’s done is done
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Dale W. Glaser is a lifelong collector, re-teller and occasional
inventor of fantasy tales. His secret origin involves his father stepping on a mutated sea urchin in
the Caribbean Sea, which passed along to his progeny the ability to move slowly, think deeply,
and extrude defensive spines at will. He currently lives in Virginia with his wife and three
children.
Blog: https://dalewglaser.wordpress.com/
Goodreads: Dale W. Glaser
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Mary’s Revenge | Lana Lea
She followed unseen through the gas-lit
night
Walking, walking
Always keeping him in her sight
Stalking, stalking
He felt her presence but knew not where
He turned to look but no one was there
He nearly ran but he didn’t dare
Baulking, baulking

He melted into the sewer’s gloom
He spurned the streets for his hidden room
He steered toward his unknown doom
Fating, fating
She travelled unheeding of the dark
Going, going
She had the measure of her mark
Knowing, knowing
He sheltered his eyes but saw her yet
He burned with fear and rage and sweat
He sneered as she came to collect his debt
Owing, owing

She shadowed him through the alleyways
Striding, striding
Through dank and misty midnight haze
Biding, biding
He smelt the danger all around
He yearned to get back underground
He feared each shadow, feared each sound
Hiding, hiding

She left when her vengeance had been
served
Fulfilling, fulfilling
Having delivered what he deserved
For killing, for killing
He’d knelt by her sisters with each attack
He’d learned to rip like a maniac
He seared into history a dread name – Jack
Chilling, chilling

She tailed her victim diligently
Waiting, waiting
Dogging his steps inexorably
Hating, hating

ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Lana Lea started writing at age seven, exploring poetry, songs,
script, short stories and novels in horror, mystery, supernatural, crime, fantasy, and
steampunk/gaslamp fantasy. Lana freelances as an editor and proof-reader, does National Novel
Writing month every November, hosts creative writing and poetry workshops, and runs writing
group Generation XYZ.
Facebook: Lana Lea Author

Days with the Undead: Book One
Julianne Snow
Available on Amazon, Barnes & Noble,
Kobo, and iTunes
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Poetry | Ann Christine Tabaka
The Pain is Real

by the hunger of the dead.

The knife wound was deep,
the pain is real. You hover

Underworld
Deep within the crumbling catacombs
the sulfurous odor of burning torches
rags drenched in thick oil
light the way.
Footsteps kick up a gray pall of ancient dust
carrying with it the stench of rotted flesh.
Narrow passageways open up to dank
chambers
where lost souls gather
observing rituals as old as man himself.
Subterranean cites and burial sites existing
side by side shrouding their dark secrets.
Vermin scurrying through sewer openings
squeal as they rush by.
A pervading sense of the macabre greets all
who dare to pass through the gates of Hell.

over me like some specter
from beyond the grave. Fiery
eyes pierce my heart. I bleed
upon the earth. Red rivers
flow forth from my wracked
body, feeding your greed.
Torn limb from limb like an
old rag doll, the torturer has
his way. The ground opens
and swallows me whole.
I am forever lost, devoured

End of Days

Anticipation

The sky darkens
Swirling clouds black out the sun
The silence is ominous
Then the winds begin to howl
Like a hungry banshee
Let loose to devour humanity
All at once the atmosphere deadens
Stillness fills the void
A chill permeates the air
Shivers run up my spine
As I watch
Nothingness envelopes all
I am alone, abandoned
I walk among the damned
The end is not near
It is here

Dark and defiant
The tempest rages
Bulldozing over the forsaken shore
Scrubbed raw by the angry waves
Sandblasted remnants of an old boat
Soggy with time
Rattle and creak with each gust
A lone figure stands guard
Huddled against the rocks
Rain drenched yellow slicker
Pulled tightly about her body
The excitement engulfs her
As she waits for the storm
To tear her open
And quench the fire within
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A Storm is at Hand
Her words were like a dark cloud,
blocking out the sun,
low hanging and ominous,
overpowering the day.
The grayness followed her
waiting for the storm to arrive.
The stillness was so thick
it was oppressive,
the silence was deafening.
Birds blackened the sky
with their escape route,
plucked feathers falling like rain.
Flowers withering under the weight.
Anguished faces turning upward,
as stale breadcrumbs
spill from their mouths.
Self-doubt creeping in,
as more clouds gather.
The sky is now black.
There is no place to run,
the storm is at hand.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Ann Christine Tabaka is a nominee for the 2017 Pushcart Prize in
Poetry. She lives in Delaware, USA. She loves gardening and cooking. Chris lives with her
husband and two cats. Her most recent credits are Page & Spine, West Texas Literary Review,
Oddball Magazine, The Paragon Journal, The Literary Hatchet, The Stray Branch, Trigger Fish
Critical Review, Foliate Oak Review. Weasel Press, WestWard Quarterly.
Twitter: @TabakaChris
Amazon Author Page: Ann Christine Tabaka

Gothic Revival
Carson Buckingham
Available on Amazon & Smashwords
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Lycanthropy | Linda Imbler
The moon waxes and night falls, as does his mood.
The transition begins with the first sip of moonshine,
the gentle nature of her snuggle bunny transforms,
it devolves quickly from subtle to noisy.
Words now have teeth,
spoken from behind fangs that bite with brutish nips.
His howling and growling
snarling, roaring beast emerges,
he beats his chest and pounces.
Claws as hands, once gentle,
twist arms and hair and her gut.
Emotions bounce off walls and she follows.
Confusion reigns and the animal stink
of both prey and predator grows stronger,
as she learns to fear the rising of the moon
and the raising of the bottle.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Linda Imbler is the author of the published poetry collections “Big
Questions, Little Sleep,” “Lost and Found, and “The Sea’s Secret Song.” She is a Kansas-based
Pushcart Prize Nominee. Her work has appeared in numerous national and international journals.
Blog: lindaspoetryblog.blogspot.com
Amazon: Linda Imbler

One Bad Fur Day
K. Trap Jones

Available on Amazon,
Barnes & Noble, Kobo, and
iTunes
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By Any Other Name | Pippa Bailey
Drowning in your darkness
A taste is not enough
My fingers chasing sins
I'm still here fighting lust.
Each breath, frozen in the air
Skin clammy to the touch
Thorny cuts adorn me
Smoke circles your coffee cup.
Why must it go hiding
I'm twisted to my knees
Just like a moth, your flames engulf me
A trade of vision for desire is my only damn disease.
A nameless longing rarely seen
I taste your essence in my mouth
The formless dancing gently
Your smoulder peters out.
Marble form hides softer hearts
My confession is but one
Love may call your name at night
But all too soon it’s gone.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Pippa Bailey lives in rural Shropshire, England. Principally a
horror writer, independent reviewer, and YouTube personality, her supernatural, and sci-fi
stories have featured in several anthologies, and zines. She is known for her ‘question of the day’
on social media, where she asks authors probing or just plain scary questions. Her debut novel
LUX is due for release Autumn 2018.
Twitter: @Pippa__Bailey
Website: www.Pippabaileyauthor.com
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Darren: A Chant | Justin Boote
Darren used to bite his nails.
At fifteen, he stopped.
He wanted his nails to grow to the size of
Nosferatu’s.
After five months, they grew to the size of
Nosferatu’s.
Darren had a plan for his new nails.
Darren was skinny.
He was a weakling.
Everybody picked on Darren.
The girls picked on Darren.
Darren hated girls.
His father told him he was a joke to the male
population.
Darren hated his father.
Darren had a plan for his father.
Darren had a plan for everything and
everyone.
Darren had a weapon.
The boys and girls told him he was a wimp,
a loser, ugly.
Darren came to believe it true.
Darren knew it to be true.
His father told him he was embarrassed by
him.
His mother cursed in private about how
she’d never have grandchildren.
Darren often heard her cursing.
Darren hated her.
Darren was going to see to it that they never
became grandparents.
Darren was going to see to a lot of things.
The other boys bullied Darren.
He couldn’t fight back.
They stole his money.
When he had it.
Turbulent thoughts clouded Darren’s mind.
Dark, sweet thoughts.
Pain, hate, revenge.
Darren smiled.
Darren cried.

Darren didn’t want to live anymore.
Or let others live.
The boy who always pushed him to the floor
and stole his money.
Here he comes now.
“Hey loser, give me your money.”
“Come and get it, loser.”
The boy’s face turns red.
Then his eyes.
Darren has thrust two fingers into his eyes.
Darren laughs.
Such beauty in fingernails.
Darren licks his fingernails clean.
Darren cries.
His is a world of hurt, of ostracism, derision.
Here comes Sarah.
She calls him gay.
Not anymore.
Blood runs down her chest from her open
throat.
Darren giggles.
Darren goes home.
Mummy and Daddy are home.
Good.
Daddy asks why he has blood on him.
Darren stabs him where no woman will
touch him again.
Mummy screams.
Darren’s fingers burst through the back of
her mouth.
Mummy stops screaming and gargles.
Darren slumps to the floor.
He cries again.
He only wants to be loved, cared for.
Darren wants to be strong and handsome.
A footballer, a stuntman.
A ruler of worlds.
Feared.
Darren can never be these things.
Blood flows from his wrists.
His fingernails; his life and death.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Justin Boote is an Englishman living in Barcelona for over 20 years,
working as waiter in a busy restaurant. He has been writing short horror stories for 2 years and has had
published or accepted for publishing around 20 stories in diverse magazines. He is also moderator for a
private writer’s forum The Write Practice.

Facebook: Justin Boote
Amazon: Justin Boote
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Bombs in the Night | Charles Halsted
Tar balls on beaches, blackouts every night
meant battles at sea and German subs near shore.
My English schoolboy pen pal was taken from the sights
of bombers sowing terror on the innocents of war.
The man who pumped gas at the Pegasus sign
was arrested, tried, and convicted, a Nazi spy.
Our fathers gone, my friend’s was killed in France,
while mine, a doctor, was safe behind the lines,
sorting the sick from those too scared to fight.
I dreamed of bombs and fires across the fields,
the creatures of nearby woods in frantic flight,
and invented a ritual to shield me from fear,
to assure my father’s return, a secret rite
that endured to prevent the return of bombs in the night.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Charles Halsted a retired academic physician at the University of
California Davis. His published poems appear in Blood and Bourbon, Blood and Thunder,
Clerestory, Contemporary Poetry, Degenerates, The Gambler, The Ghazal Page, Haibun Today,
Hektoin International, Sisyphus, Snapdragon, Tule Review and Words Apart. “Bombs in the
Night” was among the winners in the 2017 Maria W. Faust Sonnet Contest of the Great River
Shakespeare Festival.
Facebook: Charles Halsted

Wicked Deeds: Witches,
Warlocks, Demons, &
Other Evil Doers

Available on Amazon, Barnes
& Noble, Kobo, and iTunes
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Interview with Artist Tony Orcutt
Throughout the issue you’ve been seeing artwork by artist Tony Orcutt and we sat down
with him to ask him a few questions. This is what he told us…
Sirens Call Publications: Welcome Tony! Why don’t you take a moment to tell our captive
audience a little bit about yourself?
Tony Orcutt: So my name is Tony Orcutt and I am 32 years old almost 33 now. I have been a
full time realism artist for a profession since 2014. Before that I had stopped drawing for a really
lengthy period of time where I
did jobs ranging from surveying
oil fields to air conditioning
warehouses to even jobs like
overnight stocking. Nothing to
really write home about I
suppose, and I always felt as
though I was underachieving to
be honest, ever since dropping
out of college at 19. For a brief
time. I went to San Antonio
College as an art major and even
took a couple of drawing courses,
but by then most of what I had
learned had been on my own—
reading up on my favorite realism
artists and finding techniques
online to practice on my own.
These days I spend half of my
year in Europe with my girlfriend
Ewelina and the other half back in the United States where I tour with my artwork. Since 2014 I
have been featured in Artist Alley of about 15 different comic cons and horror cons, have been
featured in a couple of small time horror and art magazines as artist of the month, and have
gradually built my following up to nearly 50,000 followers on Facebook and 18,000 on
Instagram. These days many customers buy prints of my work online which I ship worldwide,
mainly realism artworks from all kind of movies, video games, and TV shows. My largest
following is probably my fellow horror fans because so much of my work revolves around
horror. I also have many customers pay me to do original commissions for them ranging from
whatever movie scene, idea, or portrait they would like to have me do for them.
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SCP: What mediums do you work in? Is there a medium you’ve always wanted to try but
just haven’t gotten around to yet?
Tony: The mediums I work in include Color Pencil (where I do my best to create painting
quality artwork), Charcoal pencils and sticks, and Graphite pencils. I always spray every finished
piece down with a fixative to protect the originals after hand signing them. I would like to get
into Pastels to go along with color pencils in my full color work and then eventually branch into
oil paintings as well, but I thoroughly enjoy drawing so I will always do a bit of both even when
I’m an oil painter. I really would just like to master 2 or 3 mediums and create as high of quality
artwork as I can. I don’t aim to be a jack of all trades so to speak, more so an expert of a couple.
Knowing how to use all mediums would be nice. but only to enhance the work I do in my
favorite mediums.
SCP: What are some of your main influences?
Tony: When it comes to my main influence in art I would start by saying I love the realism style
of artwork but in a surreal and heightened sense, or I would have chosen to be a photographer.
Some of my favorite artists of the past would be Leonardo Da Vinci, Peter Paul Rubens,
Rembrandt, and then Monet for his work with color in the Impressionist style. The artists I enjoy
most in today’s art world, where social media is one of our platforms to be seen, are Heather
Rooney, Victor Garduno, Drew Struzan, Alex Ross, Christopher Lovell, JD Hillberry, Jaque
Vital, Zdzislaw Beksinski, and Jason Edmiston. When it comes to technique these are among my
favorite artists in the world. When it comes to ideas and concepts, I would like to eventually
branch into my own direction with my own surreal twist on realism I have a dark undertone to
my artwork, but I also would like to broaden my horizons and branch out in beauty and darkness
with it.
SCP: Is there an artist you would love to work with?
Tony: If there was any artist that I could work with on a project it would have to be Christopher
Lovell—his style is incredibly detailed and I could just see my work meshing with his really
well.
SCP: What do you do when a piece isn’t coming together ‘on paper’ the same way it does
in your head?
Tony: When a piece isn’t particularly coming together the way I want it to, I usually will come
back to the drawing in a day or so when I have had time to think about how to correct it and
envision where I want the piece to go. Normally that does the trick for me and I’m fired back up
and ready to go.
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SCP: As writers, we sometimes suffer from ‘writer’s block’; is there something similar to
that in the artist/painter/illustrator world? If so, do you ever suffer from it? How do you
combat it?
Tony: Artists do get their own form of “writer’s block” time to time. I tend to draw so much
from pop culture that I have an endless stream of ideas I’m always writing down in my journal,
but when it comes to originality and putting interesting twists on artwork this is where you can
get stuck at times because I want my work to stand out. I tend to also dwell on which projects to
choose next because I give so much energy to every piece and if I’m going to do my best work, I
want it to stand apart from other artists, even if it is movie scenes, comics, or pop culture
influence. For me brainstorming and writing down ideas as well as talking to my girlfriend about
possibilities helps me to get the ideas flowing again.
SCP: Where do you find your inspiration?
Tony: Beauty and darkness probably inspire me the most. I love concentrating on lighting,
expression, and how dynamic the composition is. The things I find beautiful or interesting often
revolve around opposite ends of the spectrum. Horror and beauty namely. I also love
mythological concepts and the modern day comics and story arcs they have.
SCP: What is your favourite piece you have ever completed? Why is it your favourite?
Tony: My favorite piece I have ever done would probably be The Pennywise It Eats You Up
piece based on how dynamic a piece it is and the color palette I chose for it. And then when it
comes to black and white my Poltergeist piece would be my favorite. I really stress getting to get
the shading right for each artwork. I want my work to pop in such a way it leaves a mark on the
viewer.
SCP: What is your favourite piece of artwork you did not create?
Tony: My favorite piece of artwork I didn’t create would be a painting I saw in a museum in
London called Belshazzar’s Feast by Rembrandt. The expressions of the faces and unnatural turn
of main subject’s head are so dynamic. The techniques are flawless and it has a somewhat
haunting atmosphere to it with the lighting used in it
Thank you Tony for taking the time to answer our questions!
If you want to find out more about Tony and his art, you can follow him on Instagram—
@orcuttsart, or visit his Etsy page— https://www.etsy.com/shop/ORCUTTSARTROOM.
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What I Have Done | Joe Giatras
When I was a kid, an old woman used to wait outside my bedroom at night. When the
house grew quiet, and all the lights shut off, she appeared as though she were there all along. She
floated beyond the threshold of my room. A white nylon gown rippled in a breeze that could not
have been there. Tufts of hair like spiderwebs sprouted out of her balding scalp. A smile wrapped
around her pale face, a grinning skeleton in the dark. The openness of her eyes projected a
deranged excitement, two glowing embers. Shadows danced in the bedroom as she watched over
me.
The first night she came, my brother saw her before I did. I woke up and found him sitting
upright in his bed, across the bedroom we shared. His face was drained of all color. Even in the
dark, I saw the tiny beads of sweat that covered him like gooseflesh. His expression was blank as
he stared out the door, as if there was nothing behind his eyes. I jumped up from my bed and ran
to him, grabbing him to shake him free from whatever trance held him. I stopped when his arm
raised up, hand curling into a fist. His index finger came alive, shooting out toward the doorway.
My eyes followed, and she was there. She seemed thrilled as our eyes locked.
Warm piss spilled down my legs as I watched her willowy hand wave me forward, asking
me to come to her. Her body turned then, though her head stayed fixed. Sickening pops and
cracks accompanied her movement, as though her bones were breaking with the unnatural twist.
She whispered to me, “Come on, let me show you.” Then, she began drifting forward, toward the
staircase at the end of the hall, and out of sight.
I stood beside my brother’s bed for a moment after she disappeared. The second fear’s
numbness faded though, I sprinted back to my own bed and threw the covers over my head. I
made myself as small as possible beneath the security of my blanket, hugging my knees against
my chest, a human ball that rocked back and forth. My brother cried beside me. Both of our beds
rattled as we trembled. I sucked in warm stale air as I tried to calm my heart, beating against my
sternum like a caged animal. Then each of us froze as a voice slithered up through the vent.
“Come downstairs. Let me show you what I have done.” Neither of us slept that night.
A week passed, and she came to us each night. She never stepped foot in the room though.
She simply waited in the hall, like a dog sitting by the front door with a leash in its mouth. Each
night, she repeated her request, let me show you. It was different every night. She begged us, and
when that didn’t work, she demanded we come with her. One night she even wailed, screaming
for me to follow her, to let her show me what she had done. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I
was crazy with sleeplessness, immune to fear by the heavy dosage. I asked her, “What do you
want to show me?”
My brother’s eyes darted to me. They were pleading. He shook his head frantically, putting
a lone finger to his lips as he made a sharp whistling sound to shush me. I ignored him, and
looked back at the old woman.
A smile stretched over her face. The corners of her mouth reached for her ears. Her eyes
brightened. Her gray tongue wiggled out from behind her teeth and smacked her lips, wetting the
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leathery grin. “Come with me, and I’ll show you,” she said, the voice of a snake if it had one.
She waved me toward her again.
I swung my legs over the side of the bed and got up slowly, watching the old woman float
out of sight down the hallway. I moved across the room. As my foot touched the threshold, a
steel trap closed around my arm. It spun me around. My brother held both of my arms in his
hands, his grip tight enough to break my skin with his nails. Heavy tears falling from his eyes, he
stared at me as though I were a madman. “What are you doing?” He asked, his voice hysterical
within the whisper.
“I want it to be over. If one of us doesn’t go with her, she’ll keep coming here,” I
answered, doing everything I could to keep some sense of confidence in my voice. Any
braveness I had was a mixture of childish naivety and sleep deprivation, but I hoped my brother
would believe it.
“I’ll yell for mom,” he threatened.
“I don’t think she’ll hear you, not tonight,” I said, and as the words came out of my mouth
I felt like someone else was speaking, coming out naturally without thought. Part of me believed
that my brother and I had no control in that moment. The old woman was in command of that
night. It was her time, and her rules. Anything that happened from that point on would happen
because she allowed it. I felt I knew what I had to do, and I shook free from my brother’s grasp. I
stepped into the hall, refusing to acknowledge my brother’s pleading whispers behind me.
I went to the staircase, and saw the old woman standing at the foot of it. She was a candle
glowing in the pitch blackness. The back of her gown moved like a cape as she smiled up at me,
waving me to her with anxious anticipation.
I descended slowly, gripping the railing until flakes of paint peeled off beneath my palms. I
moved toward a jack-o-lantern, a witch guiding me to the oven, a vampire taking me somewhere
quiet to feed. It all dawned in my mind as my body kept moving without me having to tell it to. It
felt as though something were pulling me, working the strings around my legs and arms like a
puppeteer.
The old woman glided backward across the living room, guiding me like precious cargo. I
followed her glow across the dark room, like chasing a star in the night. We moved into the
adjacent dining room, and I stopped walking, feeling some sense of control over my body again.
The old woman floated behind the chair at the head of the table we sat at every night for dinner.
Her hand fell upon the wall behind her, running her fingers along it as though it gave her
pleasure. She grinned at me over her shoulder and said, “Here. I can show you now.”
She stepped back, making room for me beside her. Invisible strings took hold of my limbs
again and I went to her, standing within the heat of her glow. I felt the coldness of her touch melt
away the warmth as she placed one boney misshapen hand upon my shoulder. With her other
hand, she patted the wall before us like a pet. A hollow vibrating echo replied to her touch. She
shook her head. Her hand slid downward and rapped another spot. That time, something rustled
behind the wall as she slapped it. The old woman nodded. She bent down and put her grotesque
lips to my ear, “This is what I have to show you.”
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Her scaly hand took hold of mine and moved it to the wall. I felt the smooth wallpaper,
tracing small cracks in the foundation with the tips of my fingers. She used my hand like a tool
and tapped. Something heavy moved beyond it, falling over like an old forgotten piece of
luggage.
“Break it.” The old woman hissed, “Break through and I can show you.” Her hand slid off
my own, her fingers like tiny snakes slithering away. She reached behind her back and, when her
hand returned, produced a hammer. I knew the hammer, with its thick silver head and jet black
grip. It was my father’s hammer. He kept it hanging on a peg board in the garage. She held it out
like a gift and I wrapped my hand around it. I lifted it from her and felt the weight of the steel
bend my small wrist. The old woman nudged me forward, like a deer pushing its fawn toward
the watering hole. “Go on, use it,” she said.
I stared at the wall, running my fingers over the rubber of the hammer’s handle, picking at
it with my thumbnail. The old woman glided behind me. She loomed over me, taking hold of my
shoulders. “Break it, and I can show you everything,” she said, reaching over to place my other
hand on the grip. I held it like a baseball bat above my shoulders, and the old woman patted me
on the back, stepping away. “Let me show you what I have done.”
I cocked back and unloaded the face of the hammer into the wall. The first blow only made
a dent, a small circular depression. The second strike broke through. Small fragments flew back
in my face, they stuck there, glued by sweat. Dust coated the air around me. I sucked it in and
breathed out white clouds as I kept swinging. Soon there was a gaping hole in the wall, and
something was slumped behind it like a neglected doll.
I don’t truly know how long my attack was, but when I finished the bottom half of the wall
was gone. My arms were useless, dead weight at my sides. I dropped the hammer when the
muscles in my fingers gave out. When it hit the ground, there was a sloppy sound, like a rock
falling into a puddle of mud. I glanced down. Something was sprawled out at my feet. A scream
stuck in my throat as I noticed the tiny strands of brown hair around the head, sprouting
sporadically like weeds. It was a boy, a lot like me. Only, his head was misshapen, like a deflated
basketball. His jaw hung loose in terror, the last expression he probably ever made. Vacant eyes,
set deep in their sockets, stared up at me.
I fell to my knees. My head lifted up, diverting my gaze from the mess below. They found
something else though, something even more horrifying. The spot where the boy’s body rested
for so long was surrounded by bones, a sickly yellow like the fossils in museums. A pile of them
were nearly still intact. Resting against the drywall was a small torso, the size of my brother’s
body, its skeleton head cockeyed upon its twisted neck.
The old woman stepped into my vision. She knelt, chuckling gleefully. She cupped my
cheeks in her blistering claws and pressed her fingers in, keeping my face in place so she was all
I could see. The foulness of her breath made my stomach turn as her lips parted, curling around
her gums as she cackled. Her laughter became wild, her head bobbing up and down like someone
lost in a hysterical frenzy. Finally she steadied herself, and her face became still before me.
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“I thought I had more time,” the old woman began, smirking as she spoke, “but, they
couldn’t find me before I died. No one ever got a chance to know what I did. I want them to
know. I want everyone to know what I have done. Show them.” Her lips pulled back, proud,
“Show them all what I have done.”
Lights flicked on, and the ghost vanished. I spun around and saw my brother with his hand
on the light switch. His face fell slowly as his mind fought for his sanity, processing the scene
before him. Then his eyelids flipped back, disappearing completing around the whites of his
eyes. He wailed a sound I never heard another human make, and I never heard be made again. I
followed his stare and saw the dead boy still beneath me. The bones were still between the wall.
Soon the whole house woke up, then the neighborhood. They flocked to the dining room to see
what I found. So, I showed them what the old woman had done.
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The Tenant | Dave Ludford
She lit a candle, but the softly glowing light struggled to relieve the depressing shabbiness
of the tiny apartment. Still, she thought, it was better than the harsh light cast by the single,
unshaded bulb hanging from the ceiling, which highlighted in stark relief every hole in the
threadbare carpet and every exposed piece of plaster on the walls where the filthy wallpaper had
peeled away and hung like flaccid, diseased skin.
“This is our home now,” she said aloud, looking around the miserable room and trying to
sound as buoyant and optimistic as she could. But there was no deceiving Grant. He knew every
thought and emotion that passed through her mind.
“Sorry,” she muttered, casting her gaze down into her lap and feeling utterly dejected. “But
it was all I could afford.”
She smiled as she felt a warmth in the pit of her stomach. Grant knew. He understood. He
was not angry with her.
***
Brady folded his newspaper and pushed the last few bits of crust from his sandwich into
his mouth. He chewed reflectively as he thought about his new tenant: weird article, dressed all
in black charity shop clothes, but young-early twenties he guessed—and very pretty. An artist,
she’d told him, currently working on several new sculptures. A worrying thought suddenly
flashed through his mind: weren’t artists always permanently skint? They only made money after
they’d croaked it, it seemed to him—like that Van Gogh guy. Worth more dead than when they
were alive. Well, as long as she paid her rent on time he didn’t care. Otherwise, she’d be out the
door with his boot up her backside. Perhaps, though, there were other ways she could pay him if
money became an issue. He smiled lasciviously and began to gently stroke his crotch.
***
She lay wide awake in the small, uncomfortable bed, the room now in total darkness.
She’d extinguished the candle before going to bed, feeling the need to save as much of it as
possible. Buying more was an expense she didn’t need right now. The headlights from passing
cars outside described yellow circles on the dingy curtains and the gentle hum of conversation
from late-night passers-by made her feel safe and secure. The town was alive with clubs and
bars. The world turned as it always had and always would.
She loved to sit in peace and solitude by candlelight, especially casting her thoughts back
to how she’d first met Grant three years previously. They’d both been students then, although in
different classes. Grant had been a very talented painter, whereas her skill lay in sculpture.
They’d organized several joint exhibitions which had been greatly successful. They’d become
wild and passionate lovers, but then Grant had met Amelia Sorensen in a student bar and it had
all gone wrong between them. Never mind; she had Grant with her now and forever. He was part
of her. And Amelia Sorensen was dead. She smiled, turned over, and fell into deep sleep.
***
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Brady woke to the sound of heavy rain outside. He looked at the clock on his bedside
table: 6.07am. Far too early to get up. And then his attention was caught by another sound
coming from the room directly above his; the room occupied by the artist, his newest tenant. It
sounded like a conversation, although he could only hear her voice, spoken louder than a whisper
but too softly for him to decipher any of the words. Maybe that bitch had someone staying
overnight? That was strictly against his rules as he’d explained to her upon arrival. Absolutely no
visitors were allowed after 9pm. How dare she defy him? Brady was fuming, and determined to
confront her. But later, he’d do it later, when he’d got himself properly together. His mouth
tasted of stale booze, his head was throbbing and his stomach was turning over like a tumble
drier.
***
“And how are you this morning, my beautiful boy?”
Both of her hands gently caressed the bust of her friend Grant that sat on the rickety table
in front of her. She gazed lovingly, with childlike wonder, at the work she considered her
masterpiece, modelled after his death totally from memory. This was her usual early morning
ritual.
“Tell me, is today going to be a good day for me? I hope so. I don’t want any upsets. I get
angry when I’m upset. You know that, don’t you, Grant?”
Her musings were interrupted by a heavy knock at the door. Her gaze flicked immediately
from the sculpture to the source of the interruption.
“Come in,” she called. “It’s open.”
The door opened and Brady entered somewhat hesitantly. He’d washed, changed, eaten
breakfast, but still felt badly hung over.
“Now listen, Miss,” he began, walking toward her. “I told you I don’t allow…” His voice
broke off as he noticed the bust on the table. “Oh…what on earth is that?”
“Mr. Brady, meet Grant Phillips,” she said, as if introducing someone at a party.
Brady stood still, unsure how to continue. Was that clay monstrosity on the table what the
girl had been talking to? There didn’t appear to be anyone else in the room. No illicit overnight
visitors.
“I was just asking Grant if today was going to be a good day,” she continued. “I’m afraid
your sudden arrival means I didn’t get any answer.” She looked reprovingly at her landlord.
Brady said: “Who is that? Someone you know? A model? It looks horrific, those mad,
staring eyes…”
“Yes, it’s someone I know,” she replied. “Or should I say, someone I knew. Someone very
close and very dear to me. Although the real Grant is here now.” She rubbed her stomach. Brady
regarded her as if she was quite insane.
“What…what do you mean? I don’t understand.”
“Grant was bad,” she continued. “Tried to leave me for someone else. But I couldn’t have
that. My love for him was absolute and I knew it was mutual. The girl who tried to seduce him
was evil. I killed her. Don’t you understand? Nothing can stand in the way of love.”
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Brady began to slowly back away. “What do you mean by ‘the real Grant is here now’?”
he said, pointing at his own stomach.
She flashed Brady her broadest smile.
“I killed Grant, too. To be sure that he would remain loyal and faithful forever. Not only
that, but I ate him: flesh and bones, everything. I drank his blood. He’s part of me. Nothing can
come between us now. We are as one. Our love is immortal.”
Brady’s voice came low, incredulous. “You crazy, crazy bitch. I’m going to call the
law…”
As he backed away, he stumbled and fell, ending up sprawled on the floor, the wind
knocked out of him. She grabbed one of the clay modelling knives from her bag and was onto
him within seconds, sitting on his heaving stomach whilst holding the knife in one fist over his
throat.
“Now that really wouldn’t be such a good idea,” she hissed venomously. “That would
make me very, very angry. And you know what happens when I’m angry? I kill people. But you,
you fat slug, will never be immortalized.”
The brief flash of light on the descending blade was the last thing that Brady saw.
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Never, A Witness | Brian Bogart
The armor of a man contains many chinks. Entrances that show only when faced with
adversity and undulating levels of stress, no matter how careful one was to conceal and repress
his hopes and fears from the prying outsiders around him.
He had learned over the years that one of the simplest ways to break down a man's bravado
was to use his eyes. Force him to see his new reality. Have him watch what you intended to do to
him and then, just as he started to fight back, completely remove the ability altogether. After
disillusioning him, strip him of his ability to perceive the horrors awaiting him. It was effective.
The eyes present many downfalls, but none were as harrowing as this simple truth.
They were soft.
They were soft and sometimes, frighteningly so. Full of nerves and sensitive to so many
things much more daunting than direct lighting of varying degrees. Even in the darkness, when
they are pressed, poked, and without much pressure at all ...
They popped. A simple sound yet one unforgettable.
Most never notice what really happens when you stab at the pupil directly. Dilation starts
and then the iris expands like mirrored cracks in a pane of glass, shattering once pierced. Just a
tad more messy. Windows to the soul, fragile and ruined, no God in sight. He poked again. He
enjoyed that unequaled, satisfying ‘squish.’
"Good," he said aloud. Wiping his hands of the sticky mess, he glanced at his work. "No
witnesses."
He always started with the eyes.
His mentor had taught him of the importance of not becoming too enthralled in his own
process. He was warned never to get lost in the wide-eyed stares from his subjects. The look on
their face could be a beautiful thing but also a dangerous one. The work was far too important.
The easiest way to disengage and keep the frantic pace required was to not have distractions. So,
the eyes were not needed. Dead or not, those always got in the way.
It was the most humane act he committed on each body. The eyes had a way of knowing.
They seemed judging. Staring. They reminded him of harsh realities of past instances. They
angered him. And rage building like that led to sloppiness. Skillful perfection was required for
his work. No one could understand the process, view his artistry until complete.
No witnesses.
Satisfied that his audience had been averted, he moved onward toward the mouth. That
wretched thing that spoke as much evil as it did good, and grimaced as well as smiled. This one
in particular went to great lengths to teach others of right and wrong, offering skewed versions of
moral support to the young and learning, masking their true intent. Hypocritical and unwavering,
it now sat in an open, slack position, a small trail of crimson leaking from the left side. Shoving
his fingers inside, he moved the lips into the form of a smile. Fucking smug bastard, even in that
state.
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Taking his blade in the other hand, he carved the smugness out diligently, first a laceration
to the left and down, then to the right in an upward sweep. Equal parts a frown, and a smile. No
more destroying the hopes and dreams of those who admired him, who he misled under the
pretense of sacred knowledge. He rather enjoyed the blank expression, the irony that he would
never speak such filth to those who held him in high regard. Those who unwittingly respected
him.
His mentor would be proud of this work in particular. He lingered on that thought a
moment. Gurgling sounds erupted from his handiwork, the head moving slowly at first then
frantically, searching for understanding. No eyes with which to help discern the environment,
comprehend the situation. Yet another reason an artist such as himself began with the eyes. He
chuckled as the head thrashed madly about for a full twelve seconds before a full scream was
expelled.
Quickly he moved his large, bloodied hand to the lacerated lips, holding it there to stifle
the pathetic noise.
No witnesses.
The blood spilled between his fingers clasped firm and taut to the bastard's mouth. The
struggle was moot, but he pondered a full thirty seconds the drive of this one, the need for him to
still spill forth garbage from his tongue, even in those final moments. Pretentious until the very
end.
The sounds escalated in volume a bit, choking on his own fluid, gasping for air and
struggling even more. The body began to buckle and converse wildly, despite the restraints
secured in place, and knocked the blade to the ground abruptly.
Annoyed, the man reached for it, and swiftly lunged forward. The instrument met its mark,
plunging deep into the flesh of the throat. A few convulsions later, a final burst of oxygen
released from the wound, the struggle subsided. Removing the blade, wiping it on tongue to taste
the last moments of life, he sighed. The taste was sweet, yet acrid.
He heard the door to the basement swing open behind him, and this did not startle him. The
noises this pathetic liar had made earlier was sure to wake anyone while slumbering. This hadn’t
surprised him in the least, but instead angered him.
He felt the disappointment of his mentor and remembered those judging eyes. Scornful,
disgusted, and lacking mercy when he had done wrong, made even one mistake. And there was
no mistake more grand than a witness. His breathing increased steadily, his brow furrowed. Not
only was his mentor correct on this matter, but he recalled that one time years ago, when he was
far less experienced, and had an innocent walk in on him. The lashings and abuse that followed,
for his master had to dispose of the witness, and did so violently. Too young, too weak to follow
through on the teachings passed down, and the painful shame that ensued because of it.
"I'm sorry, Daddy. I heard this noise and it woke me. I was having a bad dream about
school again. Mr. Parish is so mean! I know I did a good job on that report. He just hates me. Did
you ever have a talk with him? He's so unfair!" She seemed almost sobbing at this point, though
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it was more true to say she was half asleep and exaggerating. She rubbed sleep from her eyes,
trying to focus in the dimly lit room.
The blue eyes of a child, nestled underneath an unruly expanse of hair, wild from sleep.
His daughter. Too young to really be a threat to his work. Innocent. She was, however,
intelligent. And that in itself, just might be dangerous.
"Yes, I did, sweetie. But the grade may have to stay. Have it on good authority you will be
getting a new teacher, though."
He waited for a moment. He considered what would happen next.
She stepped forward into the light, excited by that prospect, it seemed. He saw that look in
her eyes, the way the shadows danced and the light played, the mirrored reflection of his work
behind him. The way they teared a bit at the corners, which gave away what she was trying
nervously to mask. To hide from him. She had seen, she had seen.
SHE HAD SEEN.
They were already judging. Staring. Frightened. He could hear her breathing change, and
as it did, his did the same. He stood up, confidently. He was lost in her eyes, like he always
would be. And there is nothing more desperate than a man lost, than a man grasping to be
understood. But times for understanding seemed so distant now, his heart deadened and cold
from remembering those summer nights drenched in sweat, broken, beaten, by the one who came
before him. Who taught him everything.
In the shadows of the basement, he began to smile. A thought so simple it almost warmed
his clammy skin and bitter heart. He could fix this. Impart his wisdom to her. A lesson, from
father to daughter.
Years after his Master had taught him, it was now his turn to show her the importance of
the work. At first, she may not understand. He had not understood, not in the beginning. The first
time was important and he had to make sure to be thorough. Brutal and exact. They were bound
by love, even if torn by this momentary misunderstanding. Her perfect eyes gleaming and cast in
his direction, studying each step. Every move.
"I have a lesson for you, baby. Don't avert your eyes, no matter how scared. Daddy's here. I
need you to look closely, because those little eyes are very integral to this lesson, maybe even
more so than his lack of them."
She did as he requested and that brought another smile. One of pride.
Their work continued on into the night, exhausting but necessary.
No witnesses.
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Human Vitality | Kevin Rees
When Frank McKinley emerged from his barn after butchering the last of his cows he
knew the dust storms had beaten him. He’d penned the three heifers up for nearly a week and
still they died as horribly as the rest of his herd. He’d tried, but there was nothing he could do to
stop the black blizzard from taking them. Likely it had finished the farm as well.
“Is it done, Frank?”
Frank nodded. He ripped off his bloodstained leather apron and walked over to his wife.
She had tears in her eyes as he approached. Never had she seen him defeated or downcast, except
today was different. She held out her hand. Frank hesitated as his was bloody from butchering.
He wiped it on the back of his overall before swallowing her hand up in his.
“Were they like the others?”
“Yep...” He sighed. “Sand in their guts. Nothing we could have done we haven't already
tried. The barn should’ve saved them, but that darn dust is like the devil—gets everywhere.” He
turned to her. “Maybe I’m a fool to carry on, Jess. I sure don’t want you to have to suffer no
more.”
“Hush, darling,” she said hugging him and not minding the blood. “You’ve done all you
can with this land. Maybe it’s time for a new start. The Montgomerys and the Arnoldsare moving
west to California. Dust bowl ain’t affecting the land there.”
As Frank held her close he felt static rise from the earth and dance all around them. It was
a sure sign there was another storm on its way. Nature was kicking his butt and all he wanted to
do was laugh and shake his fists at the unstoppable dust clouds. With all his cows dead he had
nothing left for it to take. It could come now and do its worst. There were no more crops for it to
uproot and leave naked without topsoil. No livestock to kill. Only thing he had left was his
precious Jess, and no dust storm was gonna take her away.
Jess led him back to their home. The shuttered windows on the rundown shack were just
managing to keep them safe from the suffocating storms. Inside, the open room would be
considered Spartan by anyone’s imagination. A kitchen was built at one end with a small woodfired stove. Next to it, a tub with a pump for water and in the center the table and chairs Frank
had made. Like him, the table was true and sturdy—though lately one leg was starting to wobble
as if it had taken to imitating him. A bed and a few ornaments Jess inherited from her folks took
up the other end of the shack. The only thing that looked out of place was a large box with a dial
on it. Frank had also made the table it was set on. It took their best harvest to afford such a
luxury, but Frank thought it would do Jess some good to hear what was going on around the
world. The radio was a good one. Never failed. Not even when the black blizzards came. Course,
it wasn’t worth listening to then on account of the noise that shook the shack. Inevitably the
frequent storms left sand in the filters of the generator, which he had to clean out to keep it
running. Still, it was worth it to see Jess come alive when music filled their home.
Jess lit three oil lamps and placed them on trays around the shack. The yellow glow was
enough to turn the dark into something less downbeat. Her thoughts turned to what meal she was
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going to make and realized all the ingredients were out in the barn. She hadn’t wanted to call out
to Frank to bring in some of the meat from the cows before the flies swarmed over the choicest
bits. As she was thinking about slipping out to the barn herself they had the first knock on their
door—ever. Frank glanced at Jess then rose and eyed the shotgun hanging on two hooks above
the door. The knock came again, this time with a more urgent stutter. Frank rested his hand on
the latch and tensed before wrenching it open.
The light was fading and left everything blanketed in a dark silhouette. Frank glanced
behind the figure and could see a dust cloud rise over the horizon. It was already gathering pace
and rolling toward them.
“Please help me.”
“Who are you, mister?”
“My name is Rensure… John Harold Rensure. My car automobile broke down miles back
and I’ve been wandering around kinda lost. These Plains look alike if you go fifty miles in all
directions!” He stopped talking and continued waiting.
“Step into the light, Mr. Rensure so I can get a look at you,” Frank commanded. He took a
step back and glanced up at the shotgun. It was still within his reach. He heard Jess walk up to
his side.
“Thank you, sir,” Rensure said, stepping into the shack.
The little light there was cast most of its shadow across the bottom half of his face, but it
showed enough for Frank to relax. Rensure looked like a college kid with blond hair and little
round glasses. He was dusty. His clothes testified to that and his shoes were scuffed enough to
have seen some miles walked through the dirt and loose rock.
“Come in, young feller,” Jess urged, so she could shut the door. She didn’t want to have to
sweep bucketfuls of sand out of the shack. As she passed Rensure, cold, unseen fingers pressed
themselves against her neck. She gave an involuntary shudder that caused the door to rattle as it
was closed. Frank turned to look at her.
“You alright, Jess?”
Jess drew herself up and smiled. The feeling had passed.
“I’ll make some coffee. Mr. Rensure, perhaps you need the warmth of the stove. Frank, put
a chair there for our guest.”
Frank obliged and gestured for Rensure to sit. Rensure did and took in the warmth
gratefully.
“Storm licked you then,” Frank teased. “Don’t fret none, damn thing’s got me licked as
well. Want some chewing tobacco while you wait for the coffee?”
“No thank you, sir. However, I would like to call my folks if that’s fine with the both of
you. I’ll pay for the call of course.”
Frank threw out a low cackle and shook his head.
“Can tell you’re a city boy. Did you see any of them telephone wires on your trip across
my land?” Frank beamed. “Cos there are none. Oh, I don’t mean no disrespect, Mr. Rensure, but
you’ve got to see the irony in all this. You’ve traveled to the only place in miles that the
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telephone company has yet to bother with.”
Rensure smiled. “Pretty cut off, sir, if I might be so bold.”
“Call me Frank. And that pretty lady is my wife, Jessica. Answers mostly to Jess.”
Rensure got up and bowed to Jess.
“I don’t think I’ve been this far out before. I am in the Midwest, right?”
“You sure are. Mind if I call you, John?”
“I answer better to Harry.”
Frank got up and went to Jess’ side. He pulled aside one of the shutters protecting the
window and looked out. He saw the rolling clouds of dust advance like a huge wave of turbulent
water and whistled.
“Well, Harry sure looks like you found us in time as there is one hell of a storm about to
swamp us. If you had been caught up in it no one would have found you alive after it passed.
Yep, this is your lucky night.”
“I know it is, Frank.”
Something about his tone had Frank and Jess look at each other. They turned and saw
something glint in his hand.
“I noticed the shotgun over the door, Frank. I want you to slowly take it down and remove
the shells.” Rensure stood and kept the Colt revolver aimed at Frank. “You,” he said to Jess, “sit
against the wall.”
“We show you hospitality and this is how you act, son.” Frank reached up and broke open
his gun. He took out the shells and dropped them on the floor.
“Enough with the cornball crap. Where do you keep your rope?”
“It’s in the barn,” Jess replied.
“Go get it. And don’t get any crazy ideas or your man here will need burying.”
Frank took a step toward his wife and saw Rensure’s finger tighten on the trigger.
“Let me go out to the barn, Harry,” Frank pleaded. “The storm is going to hit any second
now and a person can get lost walking ten yards.”
The Colt bucked in Rensure’s hand. The bullet bit into the doorjamb behind Frank’s head
sending splinters into his hair.
“I didn’t ask for your opinion… you, go.” He gestured with his gun toward Jess.
She got up and walked to the door. Slowly she undid the latch and stepped out into the
darkness. The howl from the storm leapt between the two men. Sand blasted in through the
opening covering the back of Frank’s boots and pants. Mentally he began to count. It was eightyeight steps from the porch to the barn. They had rehearsed the walk blindfolded many times in
case they lost their grip on the rope tether he’d rigged up. Jess had a keen sense of direction and
got to the door every time. Frank cursed himself for not fixing the tether when the last violent
storm had snapped it a few days earlier.
“She’d better come back,” Rensure said.
“Where in the hell do you think she’s going? Our nearest neighbor lived twelve miles away
as the crow flies. He went west a couple of months ago. Now the only family I can count as near
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is Art Tappett—he’s on the other side of the hills. That’s a day away!”
“I’m back, Mr Rensure.”
Jess came in shaking the dust off her skirt and slamming the door shut.
“Where’s the rope I asked for?”
“Here.” Jess took a length of binding twine from underneath her shirt. “All I could find in
the dark.”
Rensure looked at it and cocked his head. He waved the gun at Frank like a signpost to the
bed. “Lie down on there.” Frank walked over and did what needed to be done. “Okay, Jess, tie
that man of yours up to the posts. I’m sure you're not a stranger to that are you, darling.”
Frank sat up and made to rush him.
Rensure turned the gun on Jess. “Ah-ah… don’t be a bad boy, Frank or wifey here gets
plugged. Go lay on the bed… go on, now...”
Frank lay down and spread his arms.
“Your turn, honey, don’t be shy. Tie him up good, as I’ll be inspecting your work. If those
knots are even a little loose I’m going to shoot him in the balls.”
Jess shook her head and walked to the bed just as the storm hit. The lamps began to flicker
as the air was sucked up through the loose timber in the roof.
“Jesus! Now that is some hooley blowing outside tonight. How you doing with them knots,
Jess? Remember, too loose and your man loses his pride and joy!”
Jess stepped back from the bed and kept her eyes on the floor.
“Time for the checkerooney, Jess. Let’s see. Hey, you did real good. I can’t believe this is
your first time tying up a man!” A vulpine smile spread across Rensure's face. “Wanna let me in
on it, Frank,” Rensure mocked. “How often does the little lady do this for you? Or can’t you get
it up without a little persuasion, eh.”
Frank turned his head away.
“We’ve done nothing but give you hospitality… an you do this to us,” Jess whispered.
He gestured for her to get back to the kitchen.
“It’s like this, babycakes, I’m a nasty man on the run from the cops. I know what you’re
thinking, a face like this and he’s so bad. See, I’m wanted in four states for murder and armed
robbery. And I believe there’s a couple of charges of rape that the police want to plaster me
with.”
Jess stiffened.
“If it hadn’a been for a clean damn shot through my radiator I would have made it to the
border. Just unlucky for you, I guess. Stuck out here in the middle of nowhere, and I’m the one
that finds you.”
“Please, just leave us be!”
The storm bellowed above them, making the whole shack shudder to its foundations as if it
wanted to erase it from the earth.
“Don’t you touch her, Rensure,” Frank growled. “Leave now and we won’t say anything.”
“I don’t think that’s in my nature, Frank. In fact, I know it’s not. So, Jess… honey… how
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about you let me see what’s underneath those rags you’re wearing.” He pointed the gun at her
and smiled.
“I’ll kill you, Rensure!”
“Pipe down in there won’t you, Frank? I’m only sampling. You get to keep what’s left. So
Jessica, let’s get started shall we.”
“Jess,” Frank cried.
“What do you want me to do?”
“Now that’s hospitality for you. Why, I’d like you to take off those clothes slowly. Then
I’d like you to lie on top of that table and wait for me.” Rensure kept the smile pasted on his face
as his mind wandered over her body.
“No!”
“No! Why darling, a moment ago you asked me what I wanted you to do.” Rensure
narrowed his eyes. Jess saw the college kid that masked the killer slide away. “I thought I had
stated my wishes clearly. Undress and get your ass on the table, bitch!” He leveled the gun at
her. “If you don’t do what I want then Papa in there gets castrated… Bang… Bang… Bang...”
Jess flinched as he emphasized his meaning. “If I do this will you leave us alone?”
“Sure I will.”
Jess came around the table and stood at one end.
“When I mean leave, will we be alive?”
“Enough with questions. You’ve got three seconds to start getting them clothes off. One…
Two…”
“…Three!” Frank finished.
“How did you get there?” Rensure stuttered. He felt the immense power of the farmer as he
wrapped his arms around his body and hauled him off his feet. “Screw this!” Rensure screamed,
emptying his gun into Frank’s body. He felt him shudder with each impact but impossibly the
bullets had no effect.
Jess glided across the floor and stood in front of the two men. She stared quizzically into
Rensure’s face. Her eyes had taken on the intensity of burning emeralds. She tilted her head and
a thin smile appeared on her blood red lips, which she licked and made shine. It was then in the
sallow light Rensure noticed how long two of her teeth were.
“Okay, just a little misunderstanding. Hey… what are you doing?”
Jess ripped open his shirt and ran her cold fingers over his warm flesh. Frank tightened his
grip on the gunman’s arms. Rensure sensed it was the prelude to something that was going to
cost him everything. The gods of misfortune had picked him out to find the only shack in a
wilderness so barren even the very earth was leaving.
“Please… don’t kill me.”
Rensure’s scream was perfectly timed with the howl of the storm. Jess used her sharp nails
to slice the flesh open from his sternum down to his groin. Frank let go of the twitching body and
joined his wife to feed on the blood.
The experiment had failed. Not through their inadequacy; they were defeated by time and
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nature’s own fury. The herd of cows they farmed for blood had sustained them well for almost a
decade since leaving their homeland. But now, as they drained Rensure, there came a subtle
reminder of how much animal blood lacked that certain human vitality.
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‘Till Death Do Us Part | Justin Boote
James smiled and stroked his wife’s hair, then kissed her gently on the forehead.
“There, don’t you worry now. I told you everything was going to be okay. Did I not tell
you not to worry?”
Her dark eyes stared back into his; empty, void of light or desire. She refused to answer.
She should have known better than to go against him, but it had been just a drunken fling,
something she’d done on plenty of other occasions just to tease him. Now, here she lay; at his
mercy, acting as though he were her father instead of husband.
“Oh, come on. Don’t be like that. You know it’s for the best. You thought I wouldn’t be
looking, but we know better now, don’t we?”
Again—silence. James chuckled. A thin drool of spit hung from her chin. He wiped it from
her and cleaned his hand on the bedsheet.
Looking her up and down as she lay naked in their bed, he tutted. He’d known that after
just a couple glasses of wine, she had tendencies to get carried away at certain office events, but
he thought they’d discussed and solved this minor discrepancy in their relationship. Obviously,
he’d been wrong. James didn’t like being wrong. And what made it worse was that she had been
flirting with the boss’s son of all people—the person he had trained, had confided in, had even
invited to his own house for dinner one night.
“So, you’re just going to ignore me?”
Nothing.
“Okay. Have it your way. If you’re just going to lay there and sulk all day, well that’s your
prerogative. I’m going to get showered and make coffee,” he said starting to walk toward the
door. Then he stopped.
“You could do with a shower yourself, you know. I swear I can still smell him on you.”
James sighed at the lack of response from his wife. They’d been married for ten years, yet
he still loved her the same as the first day, still harboured hopes of children, though they had
decided to put their careers first. That didn’t matter. They were still young enough to worry
about more later on, once they were financially settled. But then she had gone and ruined things
by flirting with that bastard…
“Okay. Why don’t you sleep a little longer? You look tired anyway. I’ll make coffee. If
you want a cup, just give me a shout.”
He turned to leave, then turned back again. “Oh! I forgot! I suppose we should take that
silly thing off you now. It must be uncomfortable.”
“’till death do us part, we promised, dear. And ‘till death do us part, it shall be,” he said as
he removed the bloodied length of rope from around her neck.
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working as waiter in a busy restaurant. He has been writing short horror stories for 2 years and has had
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Your Skin | Megan Taylor
Once more, I sit up in bed, with you buried beside me, and I watch the dusk roll in. It
seems to come slowly—gradually melting the edges of the sill and the wardrobe, netting the
bedposts with gossamer strings—but that’s all part of its illusion. When I look away from the
furthest corners for just a few seconds and then glance back, it’s clear how fast the darkness
grows.
The corner shadows are thick and greedy, spreading like strange, voracious shrubs. And
there are more black blossoms in the folds of the duvet, where it’s wrapped around you, tight.
Only your hair emerges from the duvet’s creases, bedroom snarls easing into finer tendrils,
drifting out across the pillow. Already, there’s silver running through your blonde, though with
the sinking light, that will also keep changing, dulling to gray.
But, for now, there’s still magic; for a brief while, the gleam of things sharpens, before the
day snuffs out. On my bedside table, the scissors flash as I turn my head, and the pillow’s
glowing whiter than it ought to around your feathery hair.
After we untangled, you’d usually fall asleep quickly, with the sun still setting, dripping
like paint down the windowpanes. But there was one evening when you stayed awake and
watched with me and you described the dusk as water. A tide, you said, as the pinks faded and
the blue grew bluer through the glass. But for me, the dusk has always been something tangible,
something fleshier. It reminded me of skin.
Your softness and your layers—your own secret, shifting shades. The veils of you that
parted when I held you, only to close over me like silk.
Your body’s hidden now, but I don’t need to lift the covers to see the bruise-colored veins
at your wrists and ankles, the ridges of your ribs. All too well I know the tracks across your
beaded spine, the nipped perfection of your waist.
For a whole night and almost a day, I’ve had you back here, in my bed. We have, I think,
come full circle.
When we were together—properly together—we used to always meet at dusk. We’d fly to
each other after work, abandoning our colleagues and computers earlier and earlier as the weeks,
then months, reeled on.
At the beginning, before you cut the chase and started coming straight over to my flat,
we’d seek out poky rooms to drink in, the sort of places that, back in Uni, we used to call
Granddad-pubs.
The Queen’s Arms and the Saints & Sinners, with their worn carpets and sticky tables and
unfashionably flocked walls... We chose those shabby, out-of-time places because they’d mostly
be deserted, apart from some listless, slack-faced barmaid and an obligatory muttering old man.
We couldn’t go anywhere we might be recognized. Your partner had to keep suspecting
nothing—and people thought they knew what I was like.
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You’d also heard the rumours; I didn’t ever kid myself. Weren’t they the real reason you
were there? I saw how quickly you’d knock back your drink, your eyes flaring brighter even as
the shadows slunk across your face.
Those Granddad-pubs allowed the dusk its space. The dark would be densely knitted
before the barmaid, with a harsh flourish, threw on the lamps. And at first, in the sudden gaudy
glare, I’d feel you draw away. But under the table, my hand on your thigh would tighten, my
nails digging in hard, and then harder, containing your squirm, enjoying your flinch.
From the start, you were mine to play with. You shouldn’t have tried to run away.
But you liked to think that it was your game too. You took on your role with enthusiasm,
pretending fear and feigning shyness. Even months in, when we knew more or less where we
were heading, you’d hide your beautiful skin from me.
Whenever we rushed back here, you’d strip quickly, seemingly self-conscious, dumping
your clothes in a black corner, or on a chair, where they'd slither to the floor. Once naked, you’d
leap, like something hunted, through the half-light into my bed. Then you’d burrow under the
duvet as if you were ashamed.
At first, your coyness made me laugh, especially with all that would follow later, the kisses
that turned to biting and the ropes noosed around your wrists. The slow flicker of the lighter
flame—your skin becoming something else then—before the scissors and the knife...
But my un-wrapping you from the covers became a part of it, like your protests, which
almost sounded real.
“No,” you’d say, dragging me closer.
“No,” I’d say, tying you still.
Even after you finally left me, we remained knotted. It didn’t take much to tug you back.
A carefully worded e-mail and a murmured phone call late at night, and there you were,
waiting outside my office, with the streetlights fluttering on. And long before I took you home, I
saw how your gaze went on shining. I took your hand and it was trembling, but you didn’t pull
away.
It was never as simple as love or hate between us, never total pleasure or outright pain.
Always something in-between—
And so what were you expecting, coming back? With your boundaries as sketchy as
twilight, of course the lines between us blurred.
For hours now, I’ve sat here and watched the shadows slipping over you. I reach out, then
pull away. Your hair’s as soft as breathing, but for a long time, the covers haven’t stirred. With
my hand still poised over the humped, hidden shape of you, I gaze around the room.
And on the table, the scissors are no longer glinting, though I was so careful, wiping them
clean.
I turn back to my hand, which goes on hovering, but perhaps the time has passed; it’s
always passing. It’s not dusk, but night already and I won’t un-wrap you yet.
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Prey for the Cat | Matthew Weber
The cat had come back. It had been hanging around my house for the past two weeks and I
didn’t know who owned it. A short-haired feline with fur the color of a thundercloud, it slinked
around the trunk of a maple tree, pursuing a squirrel that clung to the bark about four feet from
the ground. I sipped my morning coffee and watched from the back door as the bushy-tailed
squirrel would scurry a few inches around the trunk in the opposite direction of the cat, which
prowled around the base, circling it slowly.
The squirrel was skilled at this game of hide and seek.
But the cat was deadly patient and seemed to realize the futility of chasing a carousel.
Drawing back on its haunches, it watched, as still as a statue. And that confused the squirrel,
which stopped crawling and trembled in place. It peered around one side of the tree, then
switched around and peered around the other, while the cat’s yellow eyes stayed fixed on the
blind side of the trunk.
I took another sip and leaned my forehead against the door glass, anxious and hopeful.
Come on, cat, you can catch him!
The squirrel shot up the tree, rightly nervous, and leapt onto an overhead branch for a
better view of his surroundings. He spotted the cat and gave a chitter, which I interpreted as
heckling his hunter. The little rodent spun in a circle, then jumped back onto the trunk and
scampered up and down its length, all cocky and mocking.
The tree, however, was rooted only a couple feet away from a six-foot wooden privacy
fence. And as the squirrel took its victory laps on one side of the trunk, the cat scaled the fence
on the opposite side. There, it perched atop the pickets and waited.
A scream ripped across the neighborhood. I choked on my coffee and whirled around. A
sound so desperate and chilling, it had come from somewhere near the front of my house. I
clanked down my mug and dashed through the kitchen to the front door. The rising commotion
of more shouts and wails told me someone outside was in terrified distress.
I threw open the door and scanned the street for signs of trouble. Another scream and a
curse came from my right, and a pale woman wearing only panties stumbled across the lawn of
the house across the street and two doors down.
“Help me!” she cried. “Somebody help me!”
Red smears blotched her neck and breasts and stained her pink panties. Mascara streaked
her face. I vaguely recognized her. She ran in a zigzag, head swiveling left and right on her
shoulders, presumably searching for a neighbor.
Behind her, a heavyset man wearing only boxers —a total stranger—lumbered from
around the corner of their house. He had a thick neck and a bucket-shaped head, and he carried a
hunting knife in a clenched fist. Was this an enraged husband? A crazed stalker? The man raised
the knife, its broad blade gleaming above him in the rising sun, and he roared something
unintelligible at the woman and charged at her.
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With a shriek, she fled into the street, shaking her hands fretfully. She limped and hopped
onto the asphalt, favoring a wounded foot.
“Get away from me!” she yelled at the man as she reached a neighbor’s lawn.
I appeared to be the only witness. And even at a considerable distance, I saw murder in the
man’s eyes. I knew the moment he caught up with her, he’d finish the job he’d started and cut
her to pieces.
“Over here!” I shouted from the door, my heart hammering against my chest. “Hurry, lady,
over here!”
When she heard my voice, her eyes went wide, and she corrected her course, blazing a trail
right in my direction. But the man, he chased her knife-first with his teeth bared and his head
down, gaining ground despite his girth. She stumbled and almost fell when crossing the driveway
next door, but so did he, so she kept her advantage.
“Come on! It’s safe here!” I called to her.
She was bawling as she got near, grimacing in total panic. But as she loped into my yard, I
saw hope cross her face, and instant gratitude. To her, I was the hero, the savior from the evil
that snapped at her heels. My heart swelled.
Undeterred, the fat man kept up his one-man stampede. With his face flushed red and
sweat pouring off his body, I’d never seen such demonic intent. But she was putting distance
between them. She made it almost to my doorstep when she slowed her stride just slightly as I
backed into my house.
I slammed the door in her face. I locked the latch and threw the bolt. She slapped on the
slab, then beat the door with her fists. She yelled and screamed. And that scream was
exhilarating! Never had I heard anything like it!
“He’s going to kill me! He’s going to—” and the way her voice rose into a ragged howl, I
knew the man had caught her.
I raced around the corner of my L-shaped house and into the garage, where I’d be able to
see from an adjacent window the front door where he’d cornered her. I leaned over a workbench
and pressed my face to the glass as the man outside raised his knife. He stabbed it downward,
and I heard the woman gasp and moan. Again, he raised the blade high, then slashed it back
down. Joy surged through my bones, tingling me with a magical electricity. It burst from within
me as he kept stabbing, seeping out my pores like pure white light! Colors grew brilliant, and I
became weightless and free—so very in the moment—caressing my skin, stroking myself,
enthralled by the man with the beefy arms and the bloody blade, by the squirming body beneath
him, by the frenzy of violence and the sheer excitement of the kill. Good god, what a release!
The man slowed his attack, shoulders heaving between chops. At last, he stopped hacking.
His massive frame quivered from head to toe, no doubt teeming with adrenaline. He stepped
backward, listing on his feet. I thought he might fall over from exhaustion, but after dropping the
knife onto the sidewalk, he hobbled away in a visible daze and lumbered down the street.
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The woman was left in a butchered heap against the threshold of my house. Crimson
handprints streaked down my front door. The way she lay crumpled and bent with her eyes flat
and fish-like, I knew her running and screaming days were over.
I took a deep breath and massaged my temples, savoring the moment and committing the
memory to a special place deep within me.
Back in the kitchen, my phone lay next to my mug. I picked it up and dialed 9-1-1 to report
the murder as I returned to the back door.
My coffee was still warm.
Outside on the ground, the stray cat pawed at the mangled carcass of the squirrel. I nodded
in salute.
Nice job, I thought. Good kitty.
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Paulie’s Harvey’s Mom | Diane Arrelle
Paulie’s Mom studied the clothes, dishes, and fast food wrappers covering the entire
bedroom. She took in a breath of sweaty sock odor and said, “Damn, seventeen years old and
still a pig!”
She walked to the overflowing closet and started digging through games, porn, and sports
equipment. Inside, she saw the small dormer door slightly ajar. She couldn’t help but notice there
were lights flickering behind it.
She bent low, pushed the door open and saw Paulie, backlit by dozens of candles, pouring
red liquid onto a large star-like drawing on the wooden floor.
“That better not stain,” Paulie’s Mom shouted. “Go get a bucket and clean this mess up!”
“Ah, Mom!”
“Now!”
As she watched Paulie leave the room, the candles on a makeshift altar blew out with a
gust of wind from nowhere. She sighed, and stepping onto the floor drawing muttered, “I’d give
anything to have that boy listen to me!”
“Seriously?” A voice like a hailstorm on a tin roof said. “Anything?”
Paulie’s Mom looked at the squat figure in the dim light. “Do I know you? You one of
Paulie’s stoner friends?”
“No,” the figure said and relit the candles with a snap of its fingers. “But I think we can get
to know each other… very well.”
Paulie’s Mom gasped as she took in the huge fangs, the purple, hairy, naked body, and the
short horns on top of his head. “Oh,” she gasped. “You’re a… a,,,”
“I’m a demon and I can grant your every wish, in exchange for your soul of course.”
“Every wish? Well, maybe… I mean… Paulie is a nightmare and his father was a
womanizing bum. You could punish my husband? Make him suffer?”
The demon smiled, “In ways you can’t even imagine.”
“Make Paulie finally realize that I’m always right when I tell him to do something?”
“Every word from your lips will be like gospel to him.”
Just then Paulie walked in. “Here’s your bucket.”
“I want you to clean up this mess.”
“Ah, Mom!” Paulie whined then looked at the demon. “Whoa! It worked. Like you’re
mine now, so like, kill my mom for me OK?”
“Actually I’m hers now.”
Paulie’s Mom nodded, asking, “OK, you said he’ll do everything I tell him?”
“Like gospel.”
“Paulie, you know I love you, but I want you to take my place in Hell, I don’t think my
demon, uh, what’s your name?
“You can’t pronounce it.”
“I’ll call you Harvey then. Anyway, Harvey won’t mind.”
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“Nope, a soul’s a soul.”
Paulie frowned, “No way!” but he was suddenly signing the contract that magically
appeared before him.
With a scream, he vanished.
“Will he be alright?” she asked.
“Sure,” the demon said. “We done now?”
“Well, I need another son, You can take Paulie’s place, Harvey.”
The demon scowled, “Well, a deal’s a deal. By the way, you cook meatloaf?”
“Only the best on Earth,” Harvey’s Mom said. “Now, let’s clean up go eat dinner.”

A Little Autumn Madness | Diane Arrelle
So you and the rest of the gang get drunk and laugh about poor Bob being committed last
week, and yet you wonder to yourself about it. Wonder why Bob went screaming mad and
wonder why the psychiatric hospital was so overcrowded when you visited him.
As you walk home from the bar along the canal path, wading through the piles of colorful
dead and dying leaves, you notice that the trees all around you are dropping leaves by the
handful even though there is absolutely no wind. The leaves hit you, bounce off and land on the
piles with a satisfying little crunch. Such a nice sound.
But wait, what is that second sound you hear after the leaves stop falling, that ever so faint
skittering sound, so much like tiny claws burrowing into the musky safety at the bottom of the
piles?
You walk home a little bit faster, feeling itchy from the leaf storm and decide to take a
shower. It doesn’t help and you still feel like bugs are crawling up your legs, your arms, your
back. You smack at those places and you scratch all night until you finally give up and go to
sleep.
When you wake in the morning, you are not refreshed. Although that creepy, crawling
feeling has left your body, now your ears itch. Deep inside. Like they were full of water, only
they are not. You spend the entire day hitting your ears, trying to shake out the nonexistent
water, you try to scratch inside using cotton swabs and the eraser ends of pencils. You even eye
the scissors on the desk, but then shake that thought off, although by dinnertime, you are eyeing
them again.
The itching is driving you crazy. Now the feeling of tiny creatures crawling around is
firmly entrenched in your head. You want to scream; instead you drink half a bottle of vodka and
pass out.
The next morning you wake up fine, the clogged itchy feeling is gone and when you clean
out your ears there is a slight crusty residue on the Q-Tip. Yuck!
Life is good, at least for a couple of days. Then the noises start with the sound of miniscule
eggs cracking open. Then small chirps and clicks begin, and grow louder, so loud in fact, that
you can’t hear anything else.
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And that itchy, crawly feeling begins again, but this time it’s in your brain. You wish that
you had reached for those scissors the other day and now it’s too late because all you can do is
hit your head against the wall, harder and harder, screaming all the while.
The only thought that filters through all the noise and itching is that now you understand
why the mental institutions are so full when the leaves fall and you hope that whatever is inside
your brain is hungry. Hungry enough to have a fall feast and put you out of your misery.

All Raw Fish Ain’t Sushi | Diane Arrelle
Forever. Gary waded out into the predawn surf and felt like he could live forever if only he
could wake up and swim in the Atlantic Ocean every day. Although the vacation at the shore
house had been for two weeks, in some ways he felt like he was in heaven, especially on perfect
summer mornings like this. Of course as each day fled into darkness and he saw the time here
ticking away, his vacation turned into a nightly hell.
Joy. He dove under a cresting wave and came out the other side, to see the pink sunrise
beginning directly before him. Such beauty, such joy. Gary swam out with strong even
breaststrokes to greet the new day.
Fear. Gary was swimming, going farther out away from the shore then he ever had before.
The water was getting deeper but he was determined to swim forever. To return to the beach was
to return to the last two days of his vacation. Deeper, and fearless until in that early morning
ocean, something with sharp teeth grabbed his ankles and pulled him under. He was suddenly
consumed with fear and thoughts of sharks. He struggled, then went cold and weak and couldn’t
get his head above water. His lungs were burning, he knew he was dying and then nothing.
Air. He woke and was breathing air. The ground was moving beneath him and the light
was dim. Crawling across the rippling surface, everything was just like the floor. He pushed in
every direction and realized he was in a huge air bubble.
Terror. As Gary struggled to move in the bubble, it came into view; green, scaly, a huge
mouth full of teeth. He backed against the curving wall of his life support prison and whimpered
in terror. The monster poked the bubble hard and Gary screamed as it popped. He was drowning
all over again.
Lunchtime. A webbed claw grabbed him and before he could react he was in its mouth,
just like lunch. A moment later he was expelled in another bubble. With a dead fish. The monster
waited, then shook the air filled globe. After being flung about, several times, Gary picked up the
fish and the monster nodded. He realized what it wanted and took a bite.
Disgusting. It was such a very long time since Gary had been captured. There were no days
or nights here. The only time frame was when he got a new bubble with his fish. Every day he
ate his raw fish and as he bit through scales and bones he found it totally disgusting. He had
always hated fish prepared any style, but now he longed for nice, clean sushi.
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Forever. Other monsters came and played with his bubble. He hoped that someday they’d
tire of their pet and just let him die, but he worried that he was going to live under the Atlantic
forever.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Diane Arrelle, the pen name of Dina Leacock, has sold more than
250 short stories and 2 books. Her third book, Seasons On The Dark Side will be available by the
end of April 2018. Recently retired as director of a senior center, she is co-owner of a small
publishing company, Jersey Pines Ink LLC. She resides with her husband and her new cat on the
edge of the Pine Barrens (home of the Jersey Devil).
Twitter: @dinaleacock
Website: http://www.arrellewrites.com/
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Casket Girls | James Dorr
She was one of the many, les filles à les caissettes, named for the little sea chests they had
been allowed for their voyage. Casquettes, as some on the river later mispronounced it, as if they
had all worn little caps—although some of them did. Some of them were orphans and could
afford no more, but many had come from better families, good, respectable Catholic girls. Often
from convents. Just what would be needed to tame a frontier.
Or so, at least, King Louis XV thought, or was it the idea of his Polish wife? Or more
likely the cardinal, André de Fleury, his minister of state. It didn't matter.
It was later to become a point of pride for New Orleanian families to claim their descent
from the ‘casket girls’. Which did not matter either.
Aimée had her own reasons for leaving France. As for the means, well let the king, or the
cardinal, or both take credit for her transportation. Aimée was nothing if not always willing to
credit others where credit was due. Her own reasons, however, had been more immediate, France
had become too hot, family members of hers had been found out. Some of them slaughtered.
It was a hard thing, this, to be persecuted. She felt sorry for the girl she had left in the
harbor behind her, no doubt a good girl who deserved better treatment. But one must be always
looking ahead, yes?
Her home and her friends she had left behind too.
She suffered the voyage, the ship cramped and smelly, crammed in the hold with young
women around her, pressed body to body. She, whose tastes were catholic in many ways, but
resisting temptation.
She, with her large, sparkling eyes and tight-curled black hair, affecting a perpetual look of
wonder—waif-like and longing—it was not her nature to fight her urges. But fight them she did.
By the time their ship had reached the great river, Aimée gazing now beneath the deckawning at strange swampy shores, she had become almost like a big sister to the other women,
despite looking as young or younger than most. It was she who led them, finally, down the broad
gangplank, there to be met by the Ursuline nuns who would be their protectors.
From there they were walked the short way from the river, their ‘casquettes’ heaped on a
cart behind them, to Rue Chartres and the Ursuline convent where they were given the entire
third floor, above the nuns' quarters. It was only later, however, when more and more of the girls
complained about the brightness of the sun, so much more so than in France, and how it hurt
their eyes when they had to be up in the daytime, that carpenters installed the ‘hurricane shutters’
that remain today. Aimée watched as they did this, admiring the carpenters' muscular arms and
their ruddy complexions, but waited until dark, the nuns fast asleep in their beds on the floor
below, before she would sneak out to sample the town. And despite the fact that one workman
had died, later, from a strange sickness, a kind of anemia. These men were not for them, these
laboring men, but rather they were to be groomed to marry the owners of land, of shops in the
city or else the plantations that dotted the sides of the Mississippi.
As time went on she often took some of the others out with her on these nighttime forays—
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shuttered windows or not—having already made one or two of them special companions back
aboard the ship. A playful nip on a wrist here and there, but always discreetly, where there would
not be wounds to be noticed. But here in their attic with its bends and crannies, Aimée had found
secret places aplenty to introduce her fellow filles à les casquettes to love and more.
By day, some of them who had been orphans before sleepily helped out in the orphanage
the nuns themselves ran on the convent's first floor. All also took lessons in skills they would
need when they became wives, of directing servants, of selecting produce in the French Market
for the kitchen staff to prepare. They went out by day in the care of the convent priest, their
modesty well protected by parasols and veils—by night with Aimée, they wore perhaps less
clothing. Mornings they did chores, repairing their work dresses, their better clothes still packed
in their sea chests for when they were married or, if before, being introduced to those men they
might marry.
The nuns did their work well. There were women enough of the lesser sort on the streets of
New Orleans, women cleaned out from the prisons of France, transportees and worse. But the
‘casket girls’ were bred to be ladies, and never mind the rumors that began to be whispered about
them. The nuns countered these—so what if they all had such pale complexions? That is what
veils were for. And if some still looked gaunt, consider their arduous voyage from France, across
the whole ocean, already frail enough at the outset because they were ladies.
And ladies they were. They were their own society, married to men of the highest station,
eventually, becoming the hostesses to kings and generals should such come to visit. Ruling their
households. And Aimée had wed the wealthiest of them all, a doctor and scientist by reputation,
though forced to leave New Orleans eventually. Aimée herself, rumor had it, had shown up again
in France many years after, but still with the look of youth. Still with the spirit that she had
shown the others.
And never mind the rumors, those early years, of corpses found along the river. The blood
drained out from them. Those were still the years when New Orleans was rough, its streets
teeming with criminals. What business would convent girls have to do with such things?
Yes, these were the ones called les filles à les casquettes, the ‘casket girls,’ for the small
chests they brought with them with their things in them, and it is not true what people say now.
That within these trunks there had been concealed vampires. Nor is it true either that with them
had come some new kind of disease.
No, it was enough that with them had come the one named Aimée.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — James Dorr's latest book is a novel-in-stories published in June
2017 by Elder Signs Press, Tombs: A Chronicle of Latter-Day Times of Earth. His ‘The Tears of
Isis’ was a 2013 Bram Stoker Award® finalist for Superior Achievement in a Fiction Collection,
while other books include Strange Mistresses: Tales of Wonder and Romance, Darker Loves:
Tales of Mystery and Regret, and his all poetry Vamps (A Retrospective).
Blog: http://jamesdorrwriter.wordpress.com
Facebook: James Dorr
138

139

Emmelina in Love | C.A. Yates
Emmelina sat cross-legged on the box, her face scrunched in concentration as she knitted.
It was going to be a scarf, probably not a good one, but it was meant for her soon-to-be lover and
it’s the thought that counts. She jumped a little in between stitches as the thumping from the box
continued. It wasn’t a huge box, that was the point, but, while every defiant strike of its innards
was a disturbance, Emmelina continued to knit. She was dogged like that.
Soon enough the banging petered out. The shouting turned into mournful begging, then
descended into a soft litany of quiet pleas, and still she knitted.
“Please, Emmy, let me out. Please.” His voice was tired, breaking in places like the
inevitable holes that already punctuated her burgeoning scarf.
Emmelina kept right on knitting.
The cursing was a bit unnecessary, she thought, but she understood his sudden burst of
energy. One last hurrah. It must be hard, she couldn’t imagine doing it herself, but sacrifices are
never easy and she would not diminish his by giving up too soon.
Click clack went her knitting needles.
When Emmelina couldn’t remember the last time she had heard or felt anything, she
decided it was time. Cautiously—she wasn’t an idiot—she put down her knitting and slid off the
box. She bent and pressed her ear to the wood, listening for any signs of life. When she was
satisfied there were none, she opened the box.
Emmelina smiled.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — C.A. Yates has written lots of odd stories and poetry for the BFS
Award winning press Fox Spirit Books, and her next story will appear in the upcoming Kristell
Ink anthology Hanging on by Our Fingertips. She has also narrated for podcasts such as
Pseudopod, Cast of Wonders, and Star Ship Sofa. Her old lady dog, Miss Maudie, is the evil
genius we should all fear.
Twitter: @shloobee
Website: www.chloeyates.com
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Soaking Wet | Julia Latanski
Drip. Drip… Drip. The rain fell like bullets from the sky that day, and I sat fixated on a
small leaf collecting autumn rain water. Drip. Drip… Drip, the droplets fell into a developing
puddle and I watched, hypnotized.
“Sister Madeline Void said a better place, Luke.” I could hear a ringing in my ears, my
blood was moving so quickly throughout my head it was almost swelling. “A better place, Luke”
said my friend Stacey, a small kid, bratty, with golden greasy hair, who took pride in the
collection of dirt under his fingernails. a dad who would dress him in an old wind breaker jacket
when it was freezing, and rely on the kids at school to share their lunch.
Stacey and I would often visit the forest after school, a place to unwind and create havoc
without being suffocated with religious nonsense that we learned at school. We smashed up forts,
would dig holes on the riverbank and spent many summer nights in the curious air, playing with
his dad’s old knives, cigarettes and even trying to burn trees to the ground.
Stacey and I really loved Eva. It was the first time we had ever invited anyone to our afterschool forest playtime, and admittedly we were both nervous. Eva was a beautiful girl, the kind
with dainty wrists, eyes like kitten’s feet and always wore a beautiful dress prepared by mom on
those breezy Sunday afternoons. She sported a beautiful braided blonde ponytail, like all the
good girls wear. Today we stood watching her lips turn blue and her dress turn red. “A better
place, Luke” Stacey kept repeating himself after he heard one of the Sister’s mention something
similar to the priest at school.
The trees whispered in the evening as the droplets continued to fall, and time still didn’t
exist for Stacey and I, as we both knew his dad was having another whiskey, and a kiss from
Carol, his live-in girlfriend. The rain created trails on our clothes, mixing itself with the blood of
our friend, diluted in our hands, the potent scent of iron was so pronounced that you could taste
it. Eva, who had come to play a game of cops and robbers, to fit in with the boys, had ended up
choking on her own blood as Stacey tied the rope tighter around her and thought it would be
interesting to see the river of blood pour from her neck as the veins started to present themselves.
I took hold of one of Eva’s dainty wrists and Stacey struggled picking her feet out of the
mud. Rain fell, and amongst evening trees, and in a darkening sky, we headed, like shadows to
the cemetery’s tomb to bury our dear friend, a block away at most.
The seasons’ death lay like a thick mat on the cemetery ground, leaves interwoven and
held together with the slippery gloss of the rain. Relying on only the moonlight, and a few
streetlamps, we arrived at the tomb breathless. We walked down the steps to the corridor, the air
became still. A faint moan came from beyond the door.
Stacey’s face went blank, and he immediately dropped Eva’s feet to the ground, and rushed
up the stairs, his arms gliding on his windbreaker and making that annoying sound. “I don’t
know, Luke, I don’t know what’s in there, probably another one of those junkies right? Luke,
must be one of those junkies? One of those girls who smells like cigarettes with straw hair,
probably finding a place to get out this rain ya think?”
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I didn’t say much but gave Stacey the eyes. This was all his fault after all, I should have
known he would do something like this, when I saw him beat up Judah at school, kick him
straight in the teeth, and smiled at me, shining, as if he was never more proud to knock out those
Chiclets and watch that kid cough on his blood.
Stacey picked up Eva’s feet, small, soaking wet, covered with doily socks, and freezing to
the touch. Our friend was dead, hair dyed pink with blood, and eyes like marbles.
I tried to open the tomb with my back, just kind of push the door with my weight, I figured
it wouldn’t take much as the junkies usually occupied that area, or so the stories went. We heard
the moan again, this time Stacey held on to Eva’s feet tighter and kept walking. In the absolute
darkness we were blind, carrying our friends body to a hole in the ground occupied by junkies,
while her name and face would be placed on milk cartons, with a missing caption for eternity,
because we would never talk.
Amidst the darkness, the flickering of light danced on the concrete walls around the corner.
We laid Eva down, and walked slowly toward the light, to see a silhouette of a lady with dark
hair sitting on a table, and then came a moan. Both Stacey and I held hands, and dug our nails
into each other’s flesh while letting the moisture of the concrete creep into our bones. As we
turned the corner, a woman sat with her back facing us, wearing the same veil the Nuns wore at
our school. She sat and cried as she held a child in her arms, as tiny as could be. The concrete
wall was lined with tiny bodies, of children who did not fully develop. To our surprise Sister
Madeline Void came from a dark corner of the room, and whispered to her fellow woman “The
child is in a better place.” The head of the tiny body was sliced off and put into the wall for
safekeeping.
Drip. Drip. Drip. I stared at my milk carton, as I poured my cereal some 20 years later,
looking deeply into the eyes of Eva, still missing. We left her in the tomb that night as we fled
off into the rain. The nuns never mentioned anything about finding her body in the tomb, because
that meant someone else saw what was happening in the holy cemetery. Rumors of junkies living
in the depths of the tomb still swirl to keep the local kids away, but the moans and shrieking that
echo throughout the night are accompanied by a group of women muttering “a better place” as
they rid themselves of the unwanted children.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — As child of immigrant parents, Julia was exposed to many folktales
and grim legends on walks with her mother which later turned into a passion for horror. As a
Trent University graduate with a history background, her writing pays homage to the
atmosphere, nostalgia and mystery found when reading classics and urban legends.
Facebook: Jane Bush
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Miss Autograph Hunter | Donna Cuttress
She would always ask politely for my autograph. Always ready with a pen. A fountain,
black ink. She would hold her autograph book up for me, like a choirboy in church, holding the
bible for the priest. She very rarely looked me in the eye and would wait patiently. The book was
beautiful. Handmade paper, or so I thought. Thick, various pastel shades. I would ask her what
she would like me to write. ‘Just your name please’ she would answer. A few times I asked for
her name and she would just laugh or pull the autograph book away demurely. She was never
rude.
I would come out of a hotel or a restaurant and if I saw her I would walk toward her, which
always made her smile. What did she look like? Hmm … Average. I know that sounds bitchy,
but she was. Average height, average build. Straight mousy brown hair. Nothing discernible
about her. She blended in. You could walk past her a hundred times and not really notice her. I
learned not to ask if she wanted a message, I would just take the pen and write my name in the
center of the page. It was only when I noticed that I had written on the final page of her book that
I saw the briefest flicker of emotion from her. Not strictly anger, but something almost like it.
Grief, maybe suffering. It scared me. This placid young woman suddenly had a darker side. She
disappeared for a while. I missed seeing her at first, and even thought I had offended her. Then
unfortunately I sort of forgot about her. I know, that’s bad of me isn’t it?
A few weeks later I received a phone call from the wife of Mason Stowell, the theater
critic. He was an old friend. I say was ... you know what happened to him. His wife called, said
she was contacting everyone in his phone book. She hadn’t seen him for a couple of days, the
police were looking for him but she was doing her own investigations, thought he may have ran
off with someone else or gone on a bender. I couldn’t help her, and wouldn’t have at the time
actually. He’d been a bastard to me, written a shitty review about a play I’d been in, really
trashed it. We’d been polite when we’d meet but I still thought he was a dog.
I think he made up a large section of it. He was quite a big fella. Don’t know how she
dragged his big old carcass around to be honest, a little thing like her. Apparently she’d met him
at a happy hour, drugged his whiskey sour and took him back to her place, which just happened
to be an old warehouse. No one could hear him scream, or any of the others she took back there.
It’s an awful place, hellish. It smelled like a tannery.
The next person she used was Emily Richmond. You know her? We used to be on a
program called ‘Double Step!’. A short run dance series I was in over thirty years ago. Very
crappy. I went on to bigger and better things while Emily didn’t. Apparently she had written a
tell all book about the theater world in the early eighties. There was a chapter about the party
scene in Soho which featured yours truly. I had an injunction slapped on it because, being honest
I wasn’t the good girl back then. Emily didn’t care, she was publishing it anyway. When she
failed to turn up to sign the contract at her agent’s office, they realized she was missing. Her
apartment was in disarray. Blood spilled on the carpets. It was a mess ...
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Then there was Harry Foy. He rejected me for a part after I rejected him. Nasty bastard!
You know, when I heard she’d gotten to him I was glad. If anybody deserved to be murdered in
that way it was him. She wrote in her diary that he screamed and begged for his mother when she
was doing it. She didn’t even anaesthetize him because she’d heard about how awful he was.
Used him, wrapped him in a tarp and flushed him away down the sewers like the shit he was. A
beast slaughtered by a beast. Sorry. Shouldn’t smile should I?
A few months passed before I saw her again. She was about to cross the road in front of
my car one Saturday night. I had to double check it was her in the dark. I got my driver, Billy to
beep the horn to make her look toward us. It was her alright. Thought I should wave, say hello
with the window down, that kind of thing. She didn’t even stop. Just glared at us, with raging
eyes. Kept on walking, step after step like she was in a trance. Determidley going somewhere.
Well, we were in a slightly shady district of the city. I was buying from someone, something I
shouldn’t really talk about, but you know what I mean! So … I was intrigued. What was Miss
‘Autograph Hunter’ doing around here this late at night? I told Billy to follow her but to keep a
bit distant. I wanted to see where she went. The area was quite busy, so it wasn’t too difficult. It
was only when she turned quickly, diverted down an alleyway that I thought she was onto us, but
she wasn’t. It was the way into her warehouse. We watched her slip in through a side door.
When I saw a light come on in the building, I vowed to return the next day to pay my fan a
surprise visit. I’d be sober as well.
The next day, about noon I made Billy drive me back there. He reversed the car up the
alleyway. I thought it would be a nice surprise for her. I even took a gift! Can you believe that?
Truffles in a round bow tied box. It was a big metal door, with no bell or even a letterbox. Above
it in faded paint was a sign, ‘Harrisons Wax Candles for the Home and Business’. I banged on
the door. When she answered, I think it was the first time she had looked me in the eye. She was
shocked! It scared me but I smiled and explained I had seen her the previous night when I had
been … around and thought I would say ‘Hello’. She was wearing an overall, purple dye down
the front and holding a pair of metal tongs, thankfully with nothing pinched in them. She waved
them, inviting me in. I looked at Billy, who was just dozing in the car, absolutely useless, but I
thought, at least he’s there if I need him, and I felt that I did. I felt jittery but thought it was the
come down from the night before.
Was I fearful? Yes. But I just stood there, like an idiot babbling on about how I had not
seen her for ages, while she locked the door after us. She smiled, dropped the dripping tongs in a
sink that was by the doorway and invited me inside. I followed. It was a huge room, with a burst
sofa and TV in the near corner. I noticed some huge framed pictures of me. Film and theater
posters just leaning against the wall. At the far end of the hall, the place was more a hall than a
room, was a cordoned off section. That was her working area. Not a kitchen exactly, from where
I sat it looked more like an artist’s studio. So I assumed that’s what she was. And in a way she
was, wasn’t she?
She mumbled something about getting changed and walked the length of the hall to a door,
that I wouldn’t have known was there had she not used it. She locked it after herself, I heard the
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click of a key. It was then I noticed the smell from the place she had disappeared into. Rancid.
The stench was overpowering.
I sat there for about five minutes with a handkerchief over my nose. There were windows,
most of them covered with black paint. I remember walking toward the studio area and feeling
that I mustn't stray too far from the couch in case she came back and I had to run to my seat like
in musical chairs! I was nervous, scared, terrified even. I don’t know why I didn’t just run away.
There was equipment set up, like what you use to color fabric with. Inks in bottles. Lots of
jars full of stuff suspended in water or a liquid. Rolled up thinning bits of what I thought was
paper, but the police told me later was skin tanning. Pickling. She was dyeing it, bit by bit.
Square by square. There was a thick scrapbook open next to a laptop that had a screensaver of
me. I tipped the pages back to the beginning. There was a flyer of my first theater work.
Apparently she had been following me around since then. I just hadn’t recognized her, she
changed herself like a chameleon. Wore disguises. Fake noses and wigs, the lot. Do you know at
one point in the early nineties she was a cleaner in my apartment block? For a whole year! I
didn’t recollect her at all.
I pressed a button on the laptop, found I was looking at my own home on the screen. We
found later that she had tapped into the cctv at my house and installed some of her own. I didn’t
even know it was there. She’d been recording me for more than two years. Going into the house
when I was out. Helping herself. Watching me …
Would you like another drink? I find talking about the provenance of the piece tiring,
exhausting even.
I knew I had to get out, so I headed for the main door but I could hear her coming back to
the room. I ran toward the windows and banged on the glass hoping that Billy hadn’t fallen
asleep as he usually does. Nearly sent my fist through it.
“Why are you doing that?” she said. She’d crept behind me. I was terrified. I couldn’t think
of anything more to say, my tongue had stuck to the roof of my mouth in fear. I handed her the
stupid box of chocolates that I still carried. They rattled in the box I was so scared. She took
them off me like they were made of glass.
“I have something to show you.” she said, a huge smile on her face. She was beaming, like
it wasn’t freaky enough in there, she wanted me to go with her into the back room.
“I have to go,” I whispered. I prayed that Billy had heard me. She took my hand and in fear
I followed her to the room stopping to ask her questions about her work and the jars, none of
which she answered as though she knew I was stalling for time.
“Come… come in.” she said.
“I have to go,” I kept saying, dithering but she came behind me and sort of pushed me
inside.
It was like a darkroom that photographers use to develop film. The windows were blacked
out, and the room was lit by a red bulb. The walls had wax drips running down them, they looked
like they were melting. Very creepy.
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There were huge metal boxes. Body size. ‘Coffins of acid’ one of the papers said.
Coffins… She had sedated her victims, then drowned them in one of the vats and then pickled
them in some solution so the skin didn’t shrink too much, in another. It was in there she did all
her butchery. The skinning.
I just stood there while she spoke, explaining what she had done ‘for me’. Raced on and on
about how she loved me, had seen me in everything. There was nothing anyone could say about
me she had not read or watched. She had been with me every step of my career and would stay
with me. I tried to run but I was frozen. The room stank like a cesspit. Strips of the stuff, the
skin, dangled and swayed like ribbons of seaweed from wires stretched across the ceiling. Drying
out she said.
I could hear the police sirens in the background somewhere, then glass smashing as a
window went in. I didn’t realize she had gone until I looked for her. I think I was in shock at
being in this human abattoir with my face plastered everywhere.
I woke up in hospital with a policeman at either side of the bed. They were guarding me.
Still do when I go out. She’s been spotted by the house. My old house had to be cleared of all the
cameras and microphones. Even my familie’s houses had to be cleared. God knows what she
saw. Everything I suppose.
According to her diary she decided to convert the autograph book into the quilt after she
had filled it. She had it on her bed at the time. A patchwork throw of human skin. My name
scratched onto every square.
So... shall we get down to business? It’s in amazing condition considering. Shall I spread it
out for you? Please wear the gloves when you touch it. It’s more hygenic don’t you think? I
acquired it from someone who works in the evidence department. It was going to be destroyed
but they saved it, and somehow I ended up with it. Yes, amazing isn’t it? The ink hasn’t faded at
all.
Why am I selling it? Well, I can’t any work anymore, she’d seen to that. Nobody wants to
work with me in case she comes for them and starts making a new blanket!
How much? Well, I think it’s priceless, but I’m sure we can agree on a price for a
discernible buyer like yourself. It’s not everyone who wants something like this. You must be a
real fan... Would you like my autograph?
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Donna Cuttress is a writer from Liverpool, U.K. Previously
published by ‘Crooked Cat’,’FoF Publishing’ ‘Firbolg Publishing’, Solarwyrms ‘Latchkey Tales’
and ‘Flame Tree Publishing’. Her work for ‘The Patchwork Raven’ ‘Twelve Days’ is available
as an artbook and paperback. She was included in The Sirens Call WIHM 2018 ezine as well as
previous issues. She is a speaker at the London Book Fair 2018.
Twitter: @Hederah
Blog: donnacuttress.wordpress.com
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Oh Christmas Tree | Pippa Bailey
“Run!” Julie screamed.
She dodged the swinging branches and slammed into a deep bank of snow. A wave of
frozen white engulfed her as it collapsed. Bitter cold seeped through her jeans and hoodie.
She lay still, and held her breath. Gloved hands pressed tight against chapped lips.
Footsteps thundered past her, firing crystal spears from the pine spindles overhead. She winced,
body tense. Ice javelins pierced the encircling slush. A lucky escape.
Thunderous footsteps were deadened by fresh snow. No longer able to hear their pounding
on frozen ground. Her lungs screamed for oxygen. Whoosh, she released the stale air in a hot
cloud that clung to tiny hairs on her face.
She needed out of this woodland maze.
Derrick, her workaholic husband, had decided this was the year they would cut down their
own Christmas tree. After a few unhappy online hunts for local venues, he had decided to take
the matter into his own hands. Dragging Julie and the kids along. She was less than impressed,
but she let him have his moment. He’d been watching Bear Grylls’ adventures on TV recently,
and she’d decided this was at least better than him copying the piss drinking.
She didn’t see which way Derrick ran when the creature hurtled toward them a second
time. From the first axe swing the energy in the forest changed. Shifted. Like a shadow bore
down on the frostbitten pines. It blotted out the winter sun, and quelled all sound, save the blow
of blade on wood.
She knew it was too late for their children. With a single blow it had swept them from their
mother’s side, their bodies like ragdolls that spewed blood upon impact with thick branches.
They tumbled against rough bark, smashing through waves of white and green. Barbs of wood
found soft skin, tore at bare flesh, flayed those children alive. Clouds of red filled the air. Chunks
like confetti exploded, showering the surroundings in a thick slather of pungent gore. Their
bodies crumpled to the ground. Roots snaked, clawed at them, claimed them for their own.
Children reunited with the earth.
The trees in this forest didn’t like to be touched, didn’t like to be cut.
She’d tried to warn Derrick about the damaged sign on the roadside. Private Property.
Tres… be felled. Half the sign was obscured by snow.
Derrick, assumed it was practically an invite to take his pick. Dumped the car and dragged
the four of them down the winding path into the forest. Julie knew better now. Trespassers will
be felled.
Tear stains had scorched crimson lines on her frozen skin. She pulled herself from the
snowbank, and padded toward the path. Desperate to find Derrick, to get out of there.
She walked a short way, dodging between hunched trees. Each twig crack made her
shudder. She couldn’t tell which way she’d run. Turned around when she’d hit the snowbank.
Footprints…
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That was it, she could follow the footprints. Her size six prints were easy to spot, amid
snow-covered detritus. But where were Derrick’s? He’d run in this direction, she was sure of it.
Backward indentations turned from crisp white, to pink. Bloodstained. Still no Derrick.
She found bloody remnants, gouges in the ice that surrounded the roots. Tufts of blond hair
peeked from below, their bodies now entwined with the forest. Hot sour vomit splattered on the
ground, frozen in place. She heaved again, leant against the tree, and wept.
Dark air hung low amid the trees, the sun a soft pink glow through the murk. She couldn’t
bear to leave them again. Pulling off a glove she stroked the wisp of blond. Like a vacuum they
too were sucked beneath the ground. Nothing left. She collapsed to her sodden knees, judders of
dry sobs wracked her body.
“Julie?” A voice called in the distance.
She turned her head to source the voice. It was becoming too dark to see far through the
trees.
“DERR—ick?” She shouted. Stifling the call with a glove, for fear of disturbing the
creature again.
“Over here,” he said, running toward her.
Julie spun around, unsure of his direction. Strong arms scooped her from the ground, held
her close. His warmth, the only thing she could feel.
“We need to get out of here,” he whispered, warm lips pressed against her ear.
“I can’t leave—”
“They’re gone, baby. There’s nothing we can do.”
“But the trees—”
“I know, I know. I need you to stay quiet. Okay?”
She nodded solemnly. Biting down on her gloved fist, she let him lead her from the tangled
grave.
“I can’t do this.”
“Yes, you can. You have to,” he grabbed her tight around the waist and pulled her between
bowing trees.
CRUNCH. Something shifted behind them, fallen branches snapped, and creaked.
Shadowed mist hid its master, but she knew that sound.
BOOM. Another footstep echoed in the distance. Somehow it heard them. Fear stole her
strength. She slumped against his chest. Hands dropped from her waist, looped her arm, and
almost yanked it from the socket. She yelped.
BOOM. It was speeding up.
They ran, zig-zagging through trees. Her eyes bounced in their sockets, she tried to focus
on the direction, but could see nothing through the thick black. Ground shuddered beneath them,
torn asunder by the creature that chased them.
“We’re close,” Derrick shouted, pointing ahead to a clearing. His car’s yellow pierced the
mist.
She nodded, heart screaming in her ears.
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A knotted root coiled out in front of her, tripping them both. Sprawled on the ground she
kicked at the earth, pushing herself backward to the forest edge. To freedom.
Derrick didn’t move.
A trickle of blood slithered from a gash above his eye, droplets resting on his brow.
“Derrick. Get up!”
Nothing.
BOOM... It had reached them.
She scrambled to her feet. Snow rained from shaken branches. A thick blanket coated his
body. Blood seeped from the wound.
One great dead hand reached for him, a gnarled twist of sticks. They bunched around his
body, encasing him.
“No!”
She stumbled toward the creature that crumpled his body between its spindly wooden
hands. It ignored her pleas, hands squeezed tighter.
Pop. Snap. She heard his body break.
There was no scream, no howl of pain. Maybe he was dead before the creature scooped
him up. She bellowed at it.
It wrung its hands, and peeled them apart like shelling a pistachio. A mass of crushed bone
spikes hung from mutilated flesh. It swirled its fingertips about the bloody remnants, extracting a
length of sodden bowel. With a flick of its hand, it coiled the hulk of intestines around its treelike body, spiralling upward through branches that littered its chest. Next were the organs. It
slipped a pointed finger into the soft flesh, and dangled the offal from tips of spines that stuck
out at odd angles. His slivers of bone like a scattering of ornaments were sprinkled about its
needled torso.
Julie’s slack jaw quivered. Breath caught in her throat at the sight of this tree-beast
adorning its body with the remnants of Derrick’s. She couldn’t process what she was seeing. A
tendril of drool slopped from her mouth down the front of her bloody torn hoodie.
The skin came last. Shredded flaps stuck to its hands. It yanked the skin free and raised it
high above its featureless face, spreading the layer flat before pinning it between two protruding
sticks, like a winged angel.
It shuffled in place, the ground beneath its feet splitting. It sank. Planting itself. This newly
decorated Christmas tree.
Her heart gave out. She would be fodder, a feast for the worms. Looked upon by the tree
who felled man.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Pippa Bailey lives in rural Shropshire, England. Principally a
horror writer, independent reviewer, and YouTube personality, her supernatural, and sci-fi
stories have featured in several anthologies, and zines. She is known for her ‘question of the day’
on social media, where she asks authors probing or just plain scary questions. Her debut novel
LUX is due for release Autumn 2018.
Twitter: @Pippa__Bailey
Website: www.Pippabaileyauthor.com
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Drabbles | Myk Pilgrim
Autumn Loving
Hand in hand we ran down the moonlit hillside, naked as the day we were birthed. Limbs
fuelled by Halloween candy and pilfered cider, we bounded over tombstones, cheeks aching
from the ceaseless laughter, lips buzzing electric from hours spent kissing behind the antiquated
Riverside church.
We reached the edge of the forest, and within seconds Caleb had torn free of his ruddy
human skin, to reveal an ashen pelt. I delighted in the sensation as the false flesh fell away and
my features returned to their natural shape. Caleb led the hunt, and blissfully on all fours, I
followed.

The Last Crop
Atop Gallows hill, my quivering hand grips Shelley’s as we watch the molten harvest sun
sink below the horizon. I say my farewell to the light before we descend.
The others stand in a rigid circle, each desperately clinging to their turnip lantern. Through
tears, Shelley helps me from my clothing. I don’t fight as another binds my hands. I do this for
her, I remind myself as the frigid stone altar makes my naked flesh clench. The creature
grumbles from the dark. I buy her one year. A single cycle of plenty. Next harvest, it will be her
turn.

That Time of The Month
All month long she grooms like a fiend. Exfoliating frantically. Waxing legs, lips and
armpits before roaming tweezers pluck any stray hair that dares to sprout in an undesirable place.
The bathroom is heaped with organic facemasks, body lotions and shampoos which boast every
fragrance from fresh cut grass to bubble-gum boom.
But when the moon rises like an unshaded bulb, she drops the pretence. Relaxing into
herself, she lets her hair down, allows the waves of fur to sprout down the length of her spine
like black weeds. Meticulously manicured French-nails fall out, giving way to savage lupine
claws.

Autumn Signal
Annually, the pumpkin lattes happen. Adverts go out and the hordes of flesh comply,
lining up for their fix. They empty their pockets as attendants fill paper cups to the brim with
steamed milk, espresso and spiced foam. In years gone by it’s been harmless, mostly. But this
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season is special, it is the final sowing. The patrons drink down minute spores through genuine
smiles as they talk about dates and jobs and parties and dressing up, and within their warm
insides the saplings begin to down roots, slipping fibrous feelers between vertebrae. Haustorial
roots entangle nerve endings like lovers’ fingers, while they patiently await the whisper from the
Silent Vine. Then they will germinate, forcing spiny stems upward through organs, meat and
bone. They will break through skin and bearing fruit. This will be the greatest crop yet.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Myk Pilgrim is a horror writer, or at least that’s what he likes to
tell people. He lives in a tiny village just north of the wall, where he spends his time, sharing
cappuccinos with his inner demons, binge watching bad horror movies, shaving his head,
annoying the locals, and generally, just counting down the days until Halloween. Also,
sometimes, he writes stuff.
Twitter: @MykPilgrim
Website: https://www.mykpilgrim.com/
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Midnight Caller | Neal Privett
“Hi there… this is Chuck Myers and you are on the air. What’s up in your neck of the
crypt tonight?” The radio station was completely deserted except for the lone disc jockey
helming the microphone. He sat in the dim lamplight with a cigarette dangling from his fingers
as if it had been attached there since the early 70s.
The caller did not say anything at first. The DJ sighed and peered at the telephone over the
top of convenience store red-tinted sunglasses. He blew a long winding stream of smoke that
rose steadily to the ceiling like a dancing ghost. “Hello? This is The Midnight Call-In… what’s
your story, Morning Glory? What kind of supernatural hoo-hah you got for us tonight? Our
listeners want to hear, baby. So tell us…”
The voice on the other end of the line sounded strained and gravely, as if the person had
just finished a thousand mile sprint and smoked a carton of unfiltered cigarettes one after the
other. “I have to tell you something… I have to tell somebody…”
“So tell us, baby! You are Chuck’s first caller of the evening. It’s midnight… and The
Midnight Call-In is primed and ready for you to scare the hell out of us! Shoot!”
“My name is Robert Graves… and I’m an archaeologist. Or at least I was. I only have a
few moments left to live… so listen up and listen good…”
“Waitaminute… Where you callin’ from, Robert?”
“Hell…”
“Ha! Chuck digs it! Continue…”
The man on the other end of the line spoke with a defeated tone, tinged with complete
exhaustion of the soul. It almost hurt to listen to his voice. He sounded as if he were struggling to
swim up from the bottom of the sea.
“I wanted to make this known to your listeners. God knows, nobody else will pay attention
to me.”
“Well, we’re glad you called, baby… now tell Chuck what’s shakin’. What’s your story?”
The man on the other end of the line hesitated, then continued. His voice popped and
echoed over the soundboard as he began. “Like I said, I was an archaeologist…working for the
University of Chicago. This happened back in the 70s…”
“Hey! The 70s! That’s Chuck’s stompin’ around days…”
The man continued as if he had not heard. “My field was Near Eastern studies. I taught
several classes on Mesopotamian prehistory and archaeology. In the fall of ’77, I took a leave of
absence from the university to do field studies at the ancient city of Ur, which is now present day
Iraq.”
“Wow! Just like Indiana Jones! Then what? Ghosts? Mummies? Chuck knows… aliens?”
“No… not aliens.”
“Well, they did build the pyramids,” Chuck laughed. His voice melted without warning
into a vicious cough that betrayed two and a half decades of heavy smoking. “Oh, god! Chuck’s
gotta lay off the cigs, man! Please continue, sir.”
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“Demons.”
“Demons? Whoooosh! Scary! Chuck digs. Tell us more.”
“Ur was a major city in the ancient world. A thriving part of Mesopotamia. Many cultures
sprang up there… the Biblical cultures. They created modern civilization: writing, organized
religion, farming, law…”
“Whoa, man! Chuck can’t dig on the organized religion and the law part…but hey, farming
is right on!”
“Shut up! You keep interrupting me. This is no joke… can’t you see that I am deathly
serious? I’m not one of your tabloid devouring crackpots with nothing better to do than talk to
you…”
A cold shiver raced up Chuck Leek’s spine. He could have sworn for a moment that there
were two people talking on the other line simultaneously. Followed by the faint rumblings of a
suppressed laugh. And not a funny laugh, either. An evil laugh. Devoid of humor.
“It’s cool, man. Chuck’s sorry. Lay it on us.”
“Let me speak. Along with the creation of modern culture… government, religion, and
everything else… the ancient Mesopotamians were also in touch with the spirit world. They
unlocked the dimension of demons, previously unknown to man. They opened it somehow,
whether on purpose or accidently. They unleashed the demons of the Bible into our world.
“When I was in charge of excavations near Ur, I uncovered a hidden room beneath the
ziggurat. A ziggurat was one their holy temples, in case you were wondering. They were step
platform structures that rose from the desert floor into the sky. A priest of old could literally rise
from the mortal world of sand and rock and emerge into the clouds. Evidence suggests that they
even grew gardens… flowers, trees… along the sides. It would have been a real experience to
walk up those hundreds of steps.
“At the base of this ziggurat was a hidden room. I accidently found it while raking sand
from a smooth stone slab My shovel bumped against a spring lever and the ground literally
opened up beneath me. I caught myself just before I fell into the blackness below. As I glanced
down, I saw a peculiar statuette resting on the top of the steps leading down into the hidden
room. I picked the small statuette up and examined it. It was hand carved from some of the local
mountain stone and it was the likeness of some sort of monster. I now know that it was supposed
to be the replica of a demon and the fact that the statue was placed at the top of the steps meant
that whoever placed it there meant for it to keep whatever lurked below interred for all time. The
statue was undoubtedly a stronger or more horrifying demon than the one deep inside the room.
Therefore, its magic should have kept the imprisoned entity at bay…”
“But you removed the charm…”
“Yes. I did. Something funny happened when I removed the statuette from its resting
place. The air seemed to darken a little… the faint odor of burning wood appeared from
nowhere. The local Iraqi workers threw down their shovels and ran. There was nothing I could
do to stop them. I wish that I had done the same. But my scientific curiosity took control. My
assistant handed me a lantern and I descended into the pit.
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“I eased myself down a long corridor of steps, marveling in the fact that the ancient
Mesopotamians had carved this deep chamber from the rock and sand. When I reached the
bottom of the hand hewn steps, I found a single open room. Devoid of any artifacts. A thick layer
of sand hovered over the stone floor and when the air from above reached the subterranean room,
the sand whirled and spun around like the devil was mixing it up with one of his long pointed
fingers.
“My lantern pushed back the darkness. Shadows danced and creeped around the edges of
the room like living things. Great beams of wood still held up portions of the ceiling. I was
amazed that the ancient citizens of Ur had found trees so thick in such a treeless environment and
also that the wood had not completely rotted away over the millennia. My first reaction was that
they had treated the timbers with something that preserved them.
“My enthusiasm waned quickly. I found the room completely empty and pretty
unremarkable. But as I turned to ascend the steps, something happened. I heard a sound… a
cry… like many rough voices melding together and crying out in such twisted elation that it
made my stomach churn in painful convulsions. I swear to you that it sounded like souls being
released from Hell on holiday.
“I raced up the steps and did not stop until I reached my tent. That night, I awoke from a
fevered nightmare. I wiped the sweat from my face and sat up on my cot. The tent flap was
partially open and I could see the stars hanging over the desert. I could see lanterns moving in
the huts and houses beyond our camp and I breathed a sigh of relief. But my breath caught in my
throat when I felt weight on the edge of my bed. Something had entered my tent and seated itself.
I strained to see in the darkness but I could see no shape before me. There was only the sensation
of something near and the weight on the end of my cot. I waited, frozen in place, for what
seemed like hours. Then something rose and walked out of the tent. I realized the awful truth:
that something had followed me out of that buried chamber earlier. Something that has followed
me ever since.
“I did not sleep another second. I made my plans to leave for home the very next day. But
before I could leave Iraq, I had a moment of delirium and when I awoke, I was wandering the
burial mounds that lay beyond the ancient city. I don’t know how much time had elapsed, but it
was dark out and the stars writhed above my head like maggots on a black coffin lid. I heard the
cry of a child from somewhere and my blood turned to ice. The child cried and cried and
somewhere in the wind I heard my name called. Then the child’s cries became mad laughter and
I felt thousands of spirits mocking me, laughing at me from their burial mounds that spanned
miles of desert.
“Ten years faded away. Ten years of hell. Then another decade vanished into the mists.
Whatever that damnable thing was that I awoke in Ur has been right at my side ever since. It
haunts my sleep. It follows me down dark streets and watches me while I eat lunch. Its cursed
voice ravages my ears every second of every day. I hear it in the wind… in elevators… in
restaurants… on television. It has never left me… and you know what else?”
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Chuck realized all of a sudden that his cigarette had burned down to the butt. He jumped
when the flame singed his fingers. He dropped the butt and rubbed his hand. He gulped and
leaned closer to the mic. “Chuck’s listening, man. Though he’s not so sure he wants to hear
anymore. This is some bone chilling stuff!”
The sudden roar, like from an animal, erupted from the mic and made Chuck bolt from his
chair. “Goddamn it, man!” He backed against the wood paneled wall and rubbed his hands
through his long hair. When he collected himself, the shaken DJ took his seat and tried to laugh it
off. “Wow, man. You got ole Chuck there. Sorry. Go on. What else?”
“Sometimes it gets inside me. And I do things for it.”
White hot fear radiated through Chuck’s brain. He had heard a lot of weirdos calling in late
at night on his show. Some of them were legit. Many weren’t. But this guy…
“Like what, man? What kind of things do you… do?”
The words hit Chuck’s quivering brain like a bullet. “Kill!”
There was an ocean of silence as Chuck sat there in the semi-lit studio… all alone in the
night… trying to decide what to say next. The voice on the other end of the line laughed.
“You’re scared aren’t you?”
“Who me? Naw. Chuck hears this… this kind of stuff all the time.”
“You can’t fool me,” the voice said.
“Yeah, well… thanks for calling in, pal. Chuck’s gonna let you go now.”
“Did you hear about all those killings… the women disappearing and turning up hacked to
death? Been going on for years.”
Chuck bit his lower lip so hard that blood started to form around his teeth. “Yes. I… I did.”
“That was me!”
Chuck sat there in stunned silence. He stared off into space, wishing that he could just get
up and leave the station. But his legs wouldn’t work. He had gotten a hold of something terrible
and it was lurking on the far end of the line.
“I discovered that there is only one thing for me to do. I have to stop the thing from ever
coming inside me again. The only problem is that once I’m gone, it may seek another host. It
will just have to, though. I can’t take this anymore.”
Before Chuck could respond, his ears exploded with the deafening report of a gun being
fired. The silence that followed was just as deafening. Chuck leaned forward. “Hello? Hey, man!
What just happened?”
Silence. Long and dark and cold.
Chuck thought for a moment. “Ladies and gentlemen…what you just heard was nothing
short of incredible. It was real! Nothing staged. Chuck is stunned. He’s gonna call the cops, but
before I do…”
The lights in the station flickered for a second and dimmed. Chuck stopped talking and
looked around frantically. Panic gripped him by the throat and he could have sworn that someone
was in the booth with him. The faint smell of burning wood filled his nostrils and he wanted to
scream. “My god!”
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The door creaked slowly as it opened behind him.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Neal Privett lives on a farm somewhere in Tennessee, where he
writes furiously, drinks too much coffee, and brews horror pulp in the barn. His work can be
found in several anthologies, including The Mad Visions of Al-Hazred, The Fall of Cthulhu II,
Hammer of the Gods, Swords and Planets, The New Adventures of the Masked Rider, Through
Clouded Eyes: A Zombie’s Point of View, and Pirates Versus Monsters. His stories have
appeared in The Horror Zine, Sanitarium, Blood Moon Rising, Schlock!, Hellfire Crossroads,
The Sirens Call, and Cheapjack Pulp. And on Saturday nights, he can be seen on the local horror
television show, Tennessee Macabre, which can be streamed online at wepgradio.com.

Intensive Caring | John H. Dromey
“I need a break from waiting on you hand and foot,” newlywed Annabelle said.
Her hubby—convalescing at home from a honeymoon mishap—didn’t say a word. His jaw
was wired shut.
“You told me your body’s like a well-oiled machine, Henry. This robot, rented from a car
repair shop, will take care of you. It’s programmed to speak.”
Annabelle left.
Henry shed a tear.
“Your vessel has sprung a leak,” the robot said. “I’ll fix that.”
When Annabelle returned a week later, she found the robot had sealed every opening in
Henry’s body, including the pores of his skin.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — John H. Dromey was born in northeast Missouri. He likes to
read—mysteries especially—and write in a variety of genres. His short fiction has appeared
in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, Crimson Streets, Mystery Weekly Magazine, some
previous issues of The Sirens Call eZine, and elsewhere, as well as in numerous anthologies,
including Chilling Horror Short Stories (Flame Tree Publishing, 2015).
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When His Cheating Became An Affair | Tholis Story
Staring disbelievingly at the screen. Feeling my heart beat faster than any New York
subway train. My brain develops pictures in stark contrast to the memories of a happy, satisfying
marriage, one that was thought to be...enough.
"I love you. You're my woman. I can't wait to make love to you. I've been chasing you for
three years. Yes, I’m married. What you can't understand is I’ve been in love with you all this
time.”
I look at the words for the hundredth time on the phone he inadvertently left behind.
It goes off and my world has changed. He knows our phones are identical. He knows we
get them mixed up. He is always so protective of his.
Is this his way of telling me?
Chasing her for three years? Sucker punch so hard my stomach spasms.
“OK; ha-ha. That's enough. Where are the cameras? He's never gone this far...c'mon. You
can come out now!” My eyes wide, scanning the room full of boxes, packing tape, everything a
mess for our move this weekend.
My brain is zooming from one sordid image of them together to the next…I can’t even cry.
No one's coming out...hmmm.
My husband has flirted multiple times throughout our relationship but only online with
strangers. He's explained that it's an ego boost, to feel virile like he can still ‘get the girl’ but he
doesn’t really want them. He never follows through on what he says to them. He never meets
them.
Nameless, faceless, emotionless internet encounters. It's strictly empty talk. Sex-filled,
intimate conversations. That was always his stance. Yes, now I'm looking at it all, trying to grasp
it, make sense of it, understand. How could I have believed the bullshit?
Okay, let's break this down. I look over what has gone down in our past. Nameless,
faceless, only online?
First, he's engaged in phone sex after taking phone numbers in convenience stores.
Second, he's sexted with his exes, like Karen, while I’m lying beside him in bed. He tried
to get her to see him, told her how bad he wanted her and how he missed her. Her feet on the
back of his legs—I wanted him gone that time. I was blind with rage—nameless, faceless,
online.
Third, he's friended girls on Facebook in order to ‘talk’ with them, eventually sexually
charged conversations led by him, love to be professed, a future to be foreseen, always single, or,
for those who know he's married, he diminishes us to nothingness.
All of these he excused as late night, drunk, doesn’t even remember. I lapped up every
word he said while losing myself inside with every encounter. Fool!
I read the texts again. She had to know he was married. He told her. This hits like a
wrecking ball.
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One of the many texts I’ve gone through says, ‘see you at work', so they saw each other
every day. I imagine them riding around in their work buggy joking, laughing, sharing smoke
breaks. Had they talked about me? She had to know.
He pursued her heavily via text and phone calls when they weren’t working until she fell in
love with him and, from what this says, him with her.
No sex yet? I can’t be sure. They say they want to make love quite frequently.
Three years; saw each other every day at work; talked by phone and text; professed their
love and desire for each other.
I keep reading over and over like it will somehow disappear if I stare long enough.
He even tried to get her to leave her boyfriend. She knew about me!
I scroll feverishly. Somewhere on here it’s going to prove she’s a stalker and he’s never
wanted anything to do with her. I’m… I’m misunderstanding all of this. Yes, that's got to be it.
Right?
No, stop being stupid! The bastard is having a fucking affair. All those other people,
cheating. This went way too far. I'm hurt as if he had a full blown affair, but it goes beyond hurt.
I've got to react.
He may as well have fucked her. He’s not going to stop this shit. I have to make it stop.
Especially her. I have to react.
I’m not sure why I keep saying that to myself. I guess so I follow through and…react.
He comes home. I say nothing. No more lies. Not this time. I calmly hand him his phone. I
just want to pounce on him.
“I thought I left it at Joe's.” He laughs. His best friend. Joe would cover anything for him. I
see a grimace as he looks through it. I know he's wondering if I looked. “I’m going to take a
quick shower before dinner.”
I’ve been in love with you for years, still scrolling. I have to react now.
I hear the shower stop. He comes out to have dinner, leftover spaghetti. I’m in no frame of
mind to cook for this person. He has a large shot of the vodka I poured for him complete with a
dose of my prescribed sleeping pills, and I have my evening tequila. We eat in somber silence
after the evening’s events with me paying attention to his condition. He’s now sipping on a
beer and his head keeps lolling over.
“Tired?” I ask.
“Very, sud...” his head lunges forward, he catches himself and jumps up. “I don’t underder st-st-and.”
“You should probably go on to bed. Get some rest.” I feign concern.
He makes it to the couch. Good enough. He's already showered and changed so my work
here is done. I go ahead and turn the gas on and blow out the pilot. I finish up and leave with the
animals in tow. Everyone already knew I was giving the animals to Trevor tonight and visiting,
Clarice, my sister, out of state, before we moved this weekend for that damn job. Thank God we
were already packed up. Perfect. He gave me my alibi.
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Only Trevor met me to get the animals, and I wasn’t seeing Clarice. I was making a call
using a phone number I got off my husband’s phone this morning…
Getting her to come with me is so easy. I can come across as so sweet, innocent,
trustworthy and make people feel guilty for doing wrong by me.
When I call her, she stutters and stammers in shock for a bit. I ask her if we can talk and
she can tell me what my husband did with her, I feel I at least deserve that much. She acts coy,
says she knew nothing about me, but admits if it were her she'd want to know, so she agrees. I
ask her if we can meet for coffee. She says yes.
We meet at a coffee shop close to my goal. While there, she goes over much of what I
already know. Hearing her say it to my face infuriates me to my core. I just want to rip her face
off. I'm not listening. I stare at her trying to imagine how she could do this to another woman.
Three years. Scrolling.
She goes to the bathroom giving me the perfect chance to slip sleeping pills into her cup.
She comes back and we talk more. When she starts to look glazed over, I ask for the check and
tell her we should probably go.
“Yes. I’m not feeling s-so well suddenly. I-I'm very, very tired.” We go to the parking lot.
She can’t focus her sight. I ask if she wants to ride with me. She nods, trips to the truck and starts
to fall. I catch her and am able to get her in my truck before she closes her eyes.
I take her to a slaughter house a good friend of mine, Butch, owns. We’ve grown up
together and his family has had the farm forever. With our close-knit relationship, I know I can
count on Butch. We talked before my husband got home. I told Butch I had to do something. He
gave me a few scenarios.
She is now out cold. I dressed from head to toe to protect myself from the impending mess.
Inside my truck was covered in plastic. The slaughter house has been covered for me from
ceiling to floor, every nook and cranny sealed tight by Butch and all his tools for butchering are
hanging on the walls. There's basin sinks, butchering tables, hooks for hanging meat. He gave me
pointers on what to do and how to do it. He offered his help should I run into any problems.
Everything was ready. I have to react. Now’s the time.
It wasn’t her fault. Not really. Well, somewhat. She knew he was married, she had an
obligation to walk away. She even told me at the coffee shop she wanted nothing more to do
with him. Lying BITCH. Called him relentlessly up until today. I had no choice. I wasn’t going
to be made a fool of anymore.
As I’m getting her out she partially wakes up. She sees my outfit, the bat and immediately
tries to scream but she’s still too groggy from all the sleeping pills and has little voice. She tries
to run, arms flailing, eyes wild like a mouse cornered by a cat, but kept falling. I almost felt bad
… almost. I raise the bat seeing red flash in my eyes, she’s able to wail and I…SMASH.
Now I have her here with me, lying on this table inside the slaughter house, after having
taken my rage out on her skull with the bat until the back of it burst open, emptying its contents
like the candy from a piñata.
Still I’m somehow not satisfied. The fury is still there. Scrolling.
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He’s been chasing you for three fucking years…what does that make him? All these
women, being married—is there a name? What does it make me? Stupid, foolish. Now look at
me. I’ve left him in his ‘slumber’ and I’m about to take his girlfriend apart, all the while his
words continually scrolling. Psycho.
There’s been so many, probably more than I’m even aware of. I look at her and wonder
why she's the one that finally cracked me. I guess because she looks like what I always imagined
his type to be. He always wanted a petite, long dark hair, thin, someone who worked for that
damn company. I always asked him why he chose me. I’m slightly taller than him, not petite, not
small. I feel like a giant walking next to his tiny frame. He always insisted I was what he wanted
but these women were the ‘type'.
Then there were the messages this one shared with me tonight. Why would she rub all that
in my face? She obviously didn’t care what would happen to her. I don’t care.
I take my screwdriver and drive it into her eye. Usually this would horrify me seeing this
kind of gore like an eye exploding gunk out of its socket, but I feel nothing. I knew one day he
would push me over the edge. I had been teetering a long time.
It’s true what they say, and I am the biggest skeptic. When you meet someone that it’s
instant with—again, I did not believe that shit at all, but you're stupid around that person. They
could tell you the grass was blue and the sky was green and give a sensible enough argument and
you’d buy it. That’s what happened to me. No matter how many there were, he always had that
song ready, and my idiotic brain fog made illogical sound logical.
Until this one here. I think the length of time with her killed it for me. Yes, this was more
than rage or fury. This was uncontrollable passion. She fought. She blamed him. She apologized.
It just made me angrier and hit her that much harder.
I imagined them together having a big time. He’s never sweet or charming or fun or even
witty with me. He never sweet talks or says the things he said to her in those messages to me.
I jam the screwdriver down the center of her nose. As it splits and splatters its contents into
my mask, I decide I’ve had my fun. I need to get done with my work.
I take her apart slowly following what my friend told me to do, meticulously. He said it
would be like preparing an animal for cooking kind of. First, peel off the fingernails and toenails
one by one ignoring the blood, then every finger and every toe sawed off, each ear, each eye
plucked out, every little part slowly, precisely taken off, thinking of the two of them together
while I worked.
I dissolve everything in the acid Butch left for me and any bones, skull, go thru the wood
chipper till it’s fine dust. Since this is a slaughter house nothing will appear out of the ordinary
he said. I have a feeling Butch may have been down this road to be making this so easy for me.
I burn everything else in a barrel I find out back. Nothing left. I’ve destroyed everything.
Naked, I get into my truck and pull my change of clothes out of my bag to get dressed. All done.
Now I need to have my story straight for tomorrow. They’re going to want to know where
I was, why the animals and I weren’t home. I call my sister, Clarice and let her know I need her
to cover for me tonight. She's got me, no questions asked. I’ve got everything covered.
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My phone rings 11 am the next morning. It’s the police calling about him. They tell me to
come to the station, there’s an emergency.
Once I arrive Detective Jasper takes me into his office and tells me of the death. He
explains about the gas and that it was ruled accidental. There is just the formality of my
whereabouts. I explain the move, giving the animals to Trevor and visiting Clarice. He says ok,
wraps it up. Cut and dry. You can go. I leave and I smile to myself driving home.
I said I’d never marry again after a failed first marriage. This marriage must have been
some kind of karma for leaving my first husband heartbroken, punishment if you will. I need to
focus on me now. No more men for a while. Nothing wrong with being single and happy. I think
I'll try to break into a new career. I'll struggle, probably starve for a while but at least I can start
to bring myself back, build me back up, have fun. Starting over middle age, who does that? I
guess I do…
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Tholis Story has been writing since she was old enough to hold a
pencil. Having just ventured out into writing professionally, she has chosen this magazine for
their focus on women. Tholis hopes everyone enjoys this story—it was her very first foray into
horror.
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Out of the Woods | Myk Pilgrim
Monday is a curse.
A curse that’s plagued our kind ever since the ancestors left the woods in favor of more
civilized living. We gave up fresh pine air in exchange for heavy chemical concoctions and
traded blankets of stars for the violent buzz of electric light. The bounding and playing must
have stopped soon after.
I kiss Maddie before I leave the bedroom. She doesn’t stir, she never does. She dozes face
down like a pup who’s fallen asleep in the middle of something important. I envy her sometimes,
I love her always. Licking my lips, I wipe the sleep from my eyes, I recall the clear sky on Friday
night and how even after all these years Maddie can still fill me with that bottomless joy. She is
my best friend, my consort, the other half of our little pack. On the bus I find myself thinking of
the woods again, we could always go back I guess.
Entering the office, I see that Mr. Peter Gayle is sporting his blood tie, the one he wears
when he’s in that mood. I don’t think he’s ever consciously made the connection, but the interns
know. They learn pretty fast. I found Simkins crying his eyes out in one of the bathroom stalls
last week; every ecosystem needs herbivores I suppose.
Gina walks past my desk on her way to make coffee. I tell her that if I hadn’t found
Maddie first, she’d be my number one girl, it always makes her giggle. Her laughter attracts the
local predator; Gayle tells her that the memo needs to be actioned immediately. His words are
sharper than they need be. She moves like he might pursue, skirt squeezing her behind like hard
boiled eggs wrapped in cling film. Gayle takes a long look as he sips his peppermint latte with
the elegance of a cow chewing the cud. He leans over my desk to assert his dominance. The
pungence of overpriced aftershave punches my nose. He says that my deadline has been brought
forward, that my 50-page report is due first thing. If it’s not up to scratch, he’ll make sure I won’t
even be able to get work flipping burgers. He allows himself the pleasure of a chuckle at his little
joke. I imagine that’s how tickling a pig would sound.
“I don’t care how long it takes you, just get it done.”
I say nothing. Well nothing out loud anyway.
During lunch I step outside to escape the rancid neon glare. I consider other options for
earning money. How the meaningless bits of paper represent comfort. Maddie often jokes that
I’m too domesticated for my own good. Sometimes I think she may be right. I smell him long
before I see him, the scent of his aftershave wafts ahead, the harbinger of his post lunch onion
breath. He’s looking for me, I can tell by the measure of his footsteps. The squeak of overpriced
shoes. I try not to cringe.
“Mr. Farkas, Enjoying the sunshine, I see.”
I squish a passing ant into the paving with my foot, he doesn’t notice.
“Surprised you can find the time, given your workload.”
I picture him running through the dark of the forest screaming wildly as the hungry wolves
close in.
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“I’ll have it done.”
“Mr. Farkas, I don’t much care for your attitude,” he fingered his tie. “What I said before
still stands, you don’t get to disappoint me.” He holds my gaze for longer than would be
considered polite, he wants me to roll over. I don’t. He breathes heavily in my face, he convinces
himself that I fear him. Then he turns tail and waddles off. I do all I can to not bare my teeth.
On the bus ride home, I contemplate options. The moon will be full in 26 days. Then we
can slip out of these fragile pink skins and go find that little pig. It shouldn’t be hard, not with his
scent. Even now I can feel it coating the insides of my nostrils. Saliva fills my mouth. Afterward
we can leave all this behind. Maddie will be glad to go back to the wild, she’s never had much
taste for this human charade.
I’ll tell her over dinner.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Myk Pilgrim is a horror writer, or at least that’s what he likes to
tell people. He lives in a tiny village just north of the wall, where he spends his time, sharing
cappuccinos with his inner demons, binge watching bad horror movies, shaving his head,
annoying the locals, and generally, just counting down the days until Halloween. Also,
sometimes, he writes stuff.
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Kappa | Jeff Durkin
The waters of the Samar Sea slapped the dull gray sides of the landing craft. Private Jason
Haines was one of 30 men standing in the open-topped passenger compartment. He had come
straight from boot camp to the Philippines.
He looked at the blue green water. He couldn’t believe how vibrant it was. Before last
week, he had never seen an ocean. The largest body of water in his hometown of Willowby,
Nebraska was a fishing pond with muddy water and stunted trout. Here, the emerald water
seemed to stretch into eternity.
“Listen up,” the Lieutenant shouted over the grumble of the engine. Jason looked away
from the water to where his commanding officer was standing. He was holding onto the lip of the
bow ramp for balance against the rolling boat. “When we hit the beach, first squad takes the left
flank, third the right. Second is with me. Before we get to the Japanese base, we’ll be passing
through a heavily wooded area. It’s gonna get thick in there. Keep an eye on your buddies and
check your targets. If the Japs hit us, I don’t want you shooting each other.”
Check your targets, check your targets.
Jason was also eager to see action. His father had fought in World War I and enthralled
him with stories of the trenches, No Man’s Land and fighting the Germans. He wanted to prove
himself to his family and show them he was a man. After years of watching World War II from
the sidelines, he had volunteered for the Army on his 18 th birthday. Although his mother had
cried when he had left, his father looked at him with what he thought was respect.
Check your target, check your targets.
Jason saw their destination. It was a small island in the middle of the Ticao Pass. American
ships sailed through this narrow sea lane. The convoys were under increasing attack from
Japanese bombers and submarines. Aerial reconnaissance photos showed a small cluster of
buildings in a clearing at the center of the island. The captain from division intelligence had said,
“Might be a fisherman’s shack. Might be a Jap listening post. You boys get to find out.”
Jason hoped it was the latter. He wanted the chance to prove himself in combat. When he
returned home, he wanted to be able to look his dad in the eye and say, “I’ve seen war. Just like
you.”
As the landing craft closed on the beach, Jason recalled what his drill instructor said in
boot camp, “The Japanese like to put snipers in the trees, so keep an eye out for them. They also
hide in spider holes in the ground. They’ll wait for a squad to pass, then pop out and attack. If a
piece of ground looks suspicious, don’t take chances. If you find a hole, use your grenades.”
Use my grenades. Watch for holes. Watch the trees. The enemy is everywhere.
The Lieutenant peered over the bow door and saw that the beach was only a hundred yards
away. “We’re almost there,” he shouted, “as soon as we hit the beach, advance to the tree line.
We don’t give the Japs a chance to react.”
Jason gripped his rifle tighter. He felt jittery as adrenalin pulsed through his body.
I’m ready.
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There was a loud grinding as the bottom of the boat scrapped the sand. The bow down
dropped and the men filed out.
Jason had never seen sand so white before. It was so bright he had to squint. It reminded
him of the first morning after a snowfall, when the fields were covered in a smooth, sparkling
blanket. He crossed the beach quickly and was soon pressing through the thick patches of
elephant grass that filled the spaces between the palm trees. Out of the blazing sun, Jason felt
refreshed by the salty breeze.
Watch the trees. Watch the ground. Watch the man to the front. Watch the Sergeant. Stay
alert. Stay alive. Stay brave.
The soldiers quickly pushed through the jungle to the central clearing. The Japanese
compound was small. Four bamboo and thatch barracks and a brick bunker were clustered at the
far side of the clearing. Between the buildings and the platoon were a half dozen ponds. Each
was about five yards across and surrounded by a one-foot-high brick wall. They were filled with
murky water, which was covered in green scum.
After pausing for a moment, the Sergeant who commanded Jason’s squad motioned to the
men. Jason followed them from the cover of the trees. They carefully made their way around the
ponds, closing on the silent buildings. Jason noted that the other squads were fanning out along
the perimeter.
Don’t be worried. They’ll provide cover. They’ll watch the jungle for Japs. Just watch the
Sergeant and focus on the buildings.
As Jason’s squad approached the first bamboo barracks, the Sergeant held up his hand. The
men halted, waiting for orders.
“Bobby, check this hooch.”
One of the men, a short, stocky fireplug with a Brooklyn accent, said. “Got it, Sarge.”
Jason didn’t know the men and they hadn’t taken the time to introduce themselves. But he
took note of how Bobby carefully approached the barracks, leveled his rifle, kicked in the
wooden door and rushed in. After a moment, he looked back. “Looks like Tojo heard we were
comin’ and went home.”
The Sergeant frowned. “Okay, keep your heads in the game.”
As they moved on to the next barracks, Jason glanced inside. It was a single room. Two
dozen sleeping mats were rolled up and neatly placed along the walls. An equal number of foot
lockers were lined in two even rows down the middle of the room. A Rising Sun flag—the
banner of the Japanese Army—hung from one wall.
“Hey, rookie, keep up.”
Jason nodded and fell back in with the squad. One by one, the barracks were efficiently
cleared. Each was identical; neat rows of sleeping pads and storage lockers and the flag.
Jason thought the Sergeant looked puzzled. “This is fucking weird. Okay, let’s check out
the bunker. Maybe the Japs are having a tea party in there.”
The squad gathered around the bunker. It was solidly built, with a metal door to the rear
and a narrow slit facing the ponds. The Lieutenant strode up. “Anything?”
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The Sergeant shook his head. “No sir. This place is definitely a Japanese outpost, but it
looks like whoever was here bugged out.”
“Damn.” The Lieutenant nodded at the bunker. “Well, let’s check this out and then head
back to the boat.”
The Sergeant looked through a slit. “Can’t see shit, sir. I don’t think anyone’s in there,
though.” He glanced around at his men. He knew the door might be booby trapped and they had
been with him through thick and thin. Except for Jason. “Haines, check the door.”
Jason grinned. He was eager to provide his worth to the Sergeant, the men and himself.
This is it.
The door had a circular lock. He shouldered his rifle and began to turn the mechanism. It
spun easily, unlocking the door with a loud clank. He opened it just enough to look in. The
sparse light seeping in through the slit only revealed vague shapes. Something moved in the far
corner.
Jason jerked back, startled. “Someone’s in there.”
The Sergeant pulled him back. “Okay. Bobby, on me.” Although he wasn’t going to see
one of his veterans killed by a trap, he knew that the rookie wouldn’t be much use in a fight. The
two men lined up next to the door, the Sergeant in the lead. He listened for a moment and
thought he could hear shallow breathing. He waited a moment, then said, “Give it up, Tojo. You
play nice, you’ll get three hots and a cot. If not, I’ll shoot you in the gut. Either way, the war’s
over for you.”
There was no reaction.
“Fuck. Okay. Okay.” The Sergeant took a grenade from his belt, pulled the pin and tossed
it into the bunker. “Fire in the hole!”
There was a loud bang. A cloud of dust and smoke billowed out of the slit. Jason watched
as the two men rushed in. He expected gunfire, but there was only the sound of the rustling palm
fronds.
After a few moments, Bobby exited the bunker. He waved at the Lieutenant. “Sir, got a
live one in here.”
Jason walked sheepishly into the bunker; he wanted to see what a Japanese soldier looked
like.
The interior had been wrecked by the explosion. It smelled of gun powder, sweat and
blood. There were three desks, one of which had been reduced to wooden fragments. The walls
were lined with filing cabinets, punctured by shrapnel. A radio was fixed to one wall; but it was
split open and dangling wires. Jason thought it looked like pigs’ intestines when a hog was being
hung up and slaughtered. A man was propped up in the far corner. Jason saw that he was
Japanese and that his bare chest had been torn open by shrapnel.
The dying man looked past the Sergeant. He locked eyes with Jason. “Kappa,” he said, the
word coming out amidst a red froth. “Kappa.”
“What’s he saying, Sarge,” Jason asked.
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“Beats me. Maybe he’s asking for his Mama San.” The Sergeant looked over his shoulder.
“Get the fuck out of here, Haines. Watch the trees for Japs. Okay?”
Jason nodded and left.
Why would he be left here by his buddies? And where are they? Waiting for us?
Jason was shaken from his thought by a shrill whistle. He turned to look for the source, an
action mirrored by the other men. It seemed to come from the ponds. Jason was close enough to
the bunker to hear laughter and the Japanese soldier repeating. “Kappa. Kappa.”
Jason noticed that surfaces of the ponds were churning. One of the men approached the
nearest pond. He leaned over the low wall, looking into the murky pool.
Bobby said, “Hey, don’t get too close.”
The soldier looked back, ready to respond. He didn’t get the chance. A clawed hand shot
out of the water. Talons sank into his neck. There was a gout of blood and the solider was pulled
into the water.
The Lieutenant emerged from the bunker, pushing Jason out the way. “What’s going on?”
Bobby said, “Sir, something dragged Withers in there.”
“What, he fell?”
“No sir. Something grabbed him.”
“Bullshit.”
As he said that, a shape rocketed out of the pond, tackling one of the men. The soldier let
out a high-pitched shriek as needle teeth tore into his neck. As the men stood rooted in shock, the
soldier’s killer hunched over his body.
Jason was near enough to see every detail, his mind reeling from the inhuman sight. The
creature’s skin was slick and a shade of green so dark, it was almost black. The arms and legs
seemed too long for the compact torso and they moved in a fluid, boneless way that made Jason
feel nauseous. Stringy black hair covered its head and hung past its shoulders. The face had a
frog-like appearance, with sunken black eyes and a wide mouth of pointed teeth. It let out a low
keening sound.
“Motherfucker,” the Sergeant said. He emptied his rifle into its back. It grunted and
flopped forward.
“What the hell is that?” Jason said.
The Sergeant shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. We need to get out of here. Now.”
The Lieutenant nodded slowly but he didn’t move or issue orders. He just stared at the
corpse. The Sergeant grabbed his shoulders and shook them.
“Sir, we need to go.”
The Lieutenant took a deep breath. “Right. We pull back to the boat by squads. Second
squad with me. Third follows, then first. Shoot anything that’s not human.”
Pull back by squads? What the hell is he talking about? We should just run.
Before the men could gather their wits and regroup, more of the keening creatures emerged
from the pools. The retreat became a rout before it could even start.
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Jason was silently pleased that he wasn’t the first man to break into a blind rush through
the elephant grass. He tried to maintain a core of composure, even as the sharp grass lacerated
his face and limbs. Everywhere there were screams, gunfire, the thump of grenades and the eargrating whine of the creatures.
He could see the water and snow white sand through the trees.
Almost there, just run run run.
He stumbled onto the beach, falling to his knees. The landing craft was swarming with the
creatures. More were emerging from the surf. The boat’s machine gunner was firing steadily,
sweeping the beach with bullets, until one of them sank its claws into his eyes and pulled his
head apart. Jason vomited into the sand. Looking up, he saw the Sergeant burst from the jungle,
only to be tackled by a green and black blur. Jason thought about helping. He wanted to. But his
body was frozen.
Jason watched as the Sergeant’s left arm was torn out of its socket. He clearly saw the look
of shock on the man's face, an exaggerated expression that Jason found almost comical. And then
he was buried by a swarm of green and black bodies.
One of the creatures looked directly at Jason. The green skin was wet with blood. The dull
black orbs glistened with hatred. The thin lips pulled back into a toothy grin. Jason felt his
bowels void. He scrambled off the sand, heading back toward the compound.
The bunker. The bunker will be safe.
He ran blindly through the trees. He felt his lungs burning with fatigue. His wool uniform
seemed as heavy as lead. He felt like lying down and letting the end come.
Keep going. Stay alive. Don’t give up.
His tired legs pushed him forward. He burst from the jungle. The clearing was empty,
except for the sparkle of blood in the sunlight. He ran for the bunker. As he passed the ponds, he
could see heads poking out of the dark water, black eyes watching him. He stumbled into the
bunker. He slammed the door closed and spun the lock.
He dropped his gun and slumped against the wall. He stared at the slit. Gradually, the
sunlight was obscured by the misshapen heads of the creatures. Jason began to laugh. “Kappa.
Kappa.” He laughed until his throat was raw and the sound coming out became a rough gobble.
When he could no longer make a sound, the kappa laughed for him, a hideous croaking that
drifted into the cloudless night.
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The Monsters of Men | Melissa R. Mendelson
It was raining hard on a Tuesday night. The courtroom was packed and livid. Tensions
denied the knife, and security was tight. The man of the hour was dressed in orange and chains,
and each chain rang with the death of his victims. No regret shined in his eyes. Only his lawyer
paled like a ghost, knowing what the verdict would be, and those in attendance hoped for the
worst. I sat in the corner, hoping to be ignored, but when he looked at me, they knew that I was
there. They knew that I was there for him, and right now, he was safe in their custody. But I
wasn’t. I had to go outside alone on this rainy night, hounded by a bloodthirsty mob.
I tried to park as close as I could to the courthouse, but I couldn’t find a spot. I was now
drenched by the pouring rain, and as I approached my car, something flew past me. My front
passenger-side window shattered, and then something struck the trunk. I raced to the driver-side
door just as a rock slammed into my shoulder. I tried to see where the rocks were coming from.
One just missed my face, and I quickly got into the car, revved up the ignition and flew down the
road.
I thought that I would be safe at home, if you could call a crappy, small apartment home. I
was wrong. The front door was vandalized in red with harsh names, but maybe that was just it.
Again, I was wrong for they had gotten inside, and the apartment was trashed. They even
shattered the picture frame that held a photo of my brothers and I, and someone even pissed on
my bed. So, I had no choice but to call the police. They were no help, and they didn’t feel sorry
for me. And I couldn’t stay here. There was only one place left to go.
The bus station wasn’t too far from the apartment building, and it was still open. I was able
to get a bus ticket and catch the bus fifteen minutes later. I left my car in the lot. It didn’t matter
what happened to it or my apartment. Nothing mattered, and the last place that I wanted to go to
was home. But I had nowhere else, and even the people on the bus were giving me looks. Did
they know? I hoped not, but I still slept with one eye open.
I had not seen my mother in ten years. I ran away when I was seventeen, shortly after my
younger brother was gunned down by the police. They claimed that he had raped many young
girls, and they caught up to him before he could do it again. They told him to freeze, put his
hands over his head. Instead, he reached into his pocket, and they lit him up. They killed him
over a piece of gum, but my mother didn’t blame him. She said that it was the monster’s fault.
This was what it wanted, chaos and death.
My mother would go on and on about this monster in the woods, where she used to live.
She claimed the monster would come into her home and then rape her. I often wondered, if it
were my father that she was referring to. I never met him or the father of my brothers. We were
only a few years apart, and as we grew up, my mother was often institutionalized. When she was
home, she was heavily medicated, another reason that I ran away.
My mother’s home was at the edge of town. It was small and rundown, and the windows
were nailed shut. The door had a deadbolt, and when she was finally convinced that it was me, I
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was allowed to come inside, walk into a house full of garbage and boxes and newspapers. The
door slammed shut behind me, locking in place.
“Why are you here? You should never have come back. Why did you come back?”
“Have you seen the news? Do you know what tonight is?” I watched my mother fold her
hands together. “Do you even care?”
“It’s not his fault. It’s mine. If only I didn’t summon it. I was stupid, so stupid. A foolish
girl playing with dangerous things, and it marked me. It marked you. You should not have come
back.”
“Mom, did you take your meds?”
“Why are you here?”
“He was sentenced tonight.”
“It doesn’t want me anymore. I’m old. It wants you. If you stay, it will find you.”
“I have nowhere else to go.”
“You can’t stay. Promise me something?” I didn’t like the look that she gave me. “When I
die, burn me. Burn everything. It can’t find you then. You’ll be safe,” and she grabbed hold of
me.
“Mom, you’re hurting me,” but she didn’t let go.
“It can’t find you,” she nearly screamed in my face. “It’s been looking. I’m sure that it’s
been looking. It just hasn’t found you yet. You need to leave here.”
“I’m not leaving.” I was grateful when she finally let me go. “Is there a doctor that I could
call?”
My mother looked at me. “I think I will take a bath,” and she walked away.
I waited for my mother in the living room. Half an hour passed, and I began to grow
nervous. How long does it take for someone to take a bath, and she wasn’t acting right. Maybe,
she wasn’t on her meds, so I approached the bathroom door. I knocked. No answer. I knocked
again. Still, no answer, so I kicked the door in. And there she was in the bathtub, smiling beneath
the water.
The funeral was two days later, but it wasn’t much of a funeral. I kept my promise. My
mother was cremated, but I wasn’t going to keep the other half of that promise. I wasn’t going to
burn her house down. A lot of the stuff in the house was garbage, but some of it could be
donated. As I got everything in order, I decided to check the attic. I was curious as to what she
had kept up there, but the only thing I found was a small, broken chest with a piece of paper
inside of it, a drawing of some kind of creature. And there was something familiar about it too.
That night, it started to snow. I used to love the snow, but the house felt like a tomb. It took
a lot of effort to even use the bathroom and not look at the bathtub, and it really bothered me
being alone in this house. So I went into my old bedroom and curled up on the bed. I couldn’t
bring myself to go into my brothers’ bedrooms. Maybe, I should have burnt the house down.
Sleep was just settling over me when I heard crunching outside like deer stepping onto
snow. Funny, I hadn’t seen any deer, and I glanced over at my bedroom window, which began to
fog up as if hot breath were falling against the glass. I continued to stare out the window, and I
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could have sworn that I saw piercing, blue eyes that stole the last of the warmth away from me.
And despite an unsettling feeling, I fell asleep. As I slept, I could have sworn that I heard the
front door open, but I knew that it was locked.
Hot breath fell over me. Piercing, blue eyes melted into mine. My body froze, laid bare as
its shadow fell over my skin. Its weight bored down on me, coming inside, and I gasped. I
writhed and twisted and turned, clutching at the sheets, and then I came as my lips parted with
white breath escaping out into the air. I curled back against the sheets, and something stirred in
my belly. It was an odd sensation, but I already knew what it was. Another dark seed had been
planted.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Melissa R. Mendelson is a Horror and Science-Fiction Author,
whose short stories have been published by Sirens Call Publications, Dark Helix Press, and
recently included in the Autumn’s Harvest: An Autumn Fantasy Anthology. She has had her
stories and poetry performed by the WILDsound Writing and Film Festival, and she also has
several short stories available for ninety-nine cents on Amazon Kindle.
Website: http://www.melissamendelson.com
Twitter: @MelissMendelson
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Blood’s Reward | J. Lee Strickland
Re: Peter Garrett, Shadow of Bones
Dear Peter,
I loved “Shadow of Bones.” The writing is compelling, and you had me, start to finish.
However, Ghouls’ Picnic Magazine is geared to graphic action. Your story doesn’t deliver. You
need to ramp it up. I’m offering you a re-write, but remember, Show me, don’t Tell me. And
make it Bleed!
Regards,
Carson
Carson Mathiesson, Editor
Ghouls’ Picnic Magazine
Peter struggled with violence. He didn’t know what to say. He had no experience. He’d
never even been in a fight. He remembered the way his father taunted him, calling him wimp,
sissy, pansy, squat-to-pee. The insults angered him. He boiled with rage. Alone at night, he
would imagine strangling the rotten fuck, or punching him in the face until he bled, until he
screamed for it to stop, and punching some more. Punching, punching. But he never did
anything, never said a word.
Peter pushed away from the desk. He stood, fists clenched, shaking. He grabbed his coat
and left.
Hours later he returned. His hands were sticky, but he didn’t waste time washing. He
scrubbed them against his legs as he sat at the keyboard. He typed: “Even in darkness, the scene
was familiar—gray, dreary, brooding. The years had done nothing to change the place. He found
the key beneath the mat where it had always been...”
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — J. Lee Strickland writes from the Adirondack Mountains of upstate
New York. His work has appeared in Pure Slush, Atticus Review, Newfound Journal, Jenny,
Mad Scientist Journal, and many others, including several anthologies. He served as a judge for
the 2015 and 2016 storySouth Million Writers Award. He is rushing to finish his postapocalyptic novel before the nuclear apocalypse become a reality.
Twitter: @j_leestrickland
Blog: https://jleestrickland.wordpress.com/
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Cannibal Kid | Connor Arbuckle
“So, this is your house, huh?” I ask Rodney as we walk up his rain-slicked driveway,
dodging puddles on the way up.
It’s a nice-looking house, but it’s just one of those cookie cutter homes, looking the same
as every other one on the street. From the outside and I’m sure on the inside too.
“Yep, this is it.” he replies, facing me but never making eye contact. “I appreciate you
coming along to keep me company today, Shawn, it’s been quite lonely at my house for the past
few days and I’m sure you’ve noticed I don’t have many friends at school.”
Rodney is a freshman at Richmond High, one year younger than me. He’s an odd kid, but
he hasn’t ever done anything to deserve being bullied all year. He usually gets picked on for his
looks, mainly because he rotates between two striped polo t-shirts that he tucks into his corduroy
pants. On top of that, he has very pale skin. If he were any lighter he’d be transparent. He has
thick black hair with straight bangs and brown eyes that are so light that they almost look orange.
“Yeah man, it’s no problem,” I reply, “don’t listen to those guys at school, they don’t have
anything better to do with their time. Besides, I love people!”
He looks back at me from the doorway and draws his mouth into a smile that looks like he
hasn’t had much practice smiling.
“That’s perfect, Shawn, I love people too!”
The second I set foot in his house, the musty smell of old cigarettes hit me like a ton of
bricks. I look around to find a spot to put my jacket. As I do that I get an eerie feeling and my
stomach sinks. I don’t realize why until finally I notice that all the picture frames on the wall are
completely empty. It’s not something you see everyday, but I choose to ignore it, thinking there
must be a reasonable explanation for it, like they may have just gotten new frames, or are in the
process of switching out the pictures.
“Hey Rodney, is there somewhere I can hang my jacket?”
He holds his arms out in front of him for a few seconds until I realize that he wants me to
place my jacket on them. I lay it across his arms and he pulls them back toward himself and
holds it close to his chest as he looks up toward me for the first time and says, “You won’t be
needing this anymore.” giving one of those half-assed smiles he gave earlier and brings it
upstairs.
Another odd encounter.
I guess he just meant that it had stopped raining not too long ago, so I wouldn’t need my
jacket anymore today. I shake it off and call up to him as he makes his way up the stairs,
creaking menacingly with every step.
“You mind pointing me to the washroom, Rodney?”
He finishes his climb, turns around to look back at me from the top of the stairs and says,
“Go down the hall as you come out of the living room; it’s the door on the right.”
I smile and nod. He smiles back.
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I begin to take my shoes off at the front door and make my way through the living room.
The empty picture frames still creep me out a little, but I get over it quickly. I scan the room as I
walk through it and find that it’s not just the picture frames that are empty. Rodney’s whole
living room consisted of a dark rug, a scratched-up coffee table, a small couch and one stand up
lamp that hovered over one side of the couch. No TV, no plants, nothing.
Nothing that would make it feel like home at least.
I find my way to the hall that he directed me to. It’s so dark that I can’t see a door on either
side. I run my hands along the side of the wall to find the light switch. My hands hit it and I try
to flick the switch up to turn it on, but nothing happens. The bulb is of course burnt out. I let out
a sigh and continue to run my hands along the wall as I make my way further down the hall.
The hallway is pitch black and I’m tripping over my own feet. What was probably only 10
seconds, feels like minutes traveling down this dark forbidding place that has begun to feel
never-ending, until I feel my fingertips touching the cold brass of a door handle.
Just as I begin to turn the knob, the light flashes on and simultaneously I hear a voice at the
beginning of the hallway.
“Wrong door,” he says vigorously.
It makes me jump and take a step back from the door as I raise my hand to run it through
my hair.
“Holy shit man! You almost made me piss myself! Like I literally almost pissed myself, I
thought this was the door to the washroom,” I say jokingly and look for a response on his face.
I am kind of waiting on him to laugh with me. He doesn’t budge. I look at the door and
raise my hand to point toward this secretive space.
“So, uh, this isn’t the bathroom?” I end my question with a chuckle as he begins to close
the distance between us.
“No,” he replies sternly as he is half way to where I stand, frozen.
He continues taking long strides until we are face to face and I could see every detail in his
eyes. He leans forward and for a moment I think, Is he trying to steal a kiss from me? I flinch a
little, but he keeps leaning toward my face until he turns slightly and brings his lips so close I
could hear him breathing.
“That’s where I keep my food,” he whispers in sinister voice, directly into my ear.
Chills run down my spine and it feels like my whole body runs feverish as goosebumps
cover my arms. He continues past me, as I stand there like a deer in the headlights, struck by his
words.
I hear a door creek open at the end of the now illuminated hallway. I turn my head around
as quick as the muscles in my neck would allow to see what is going on.
“Here is the washroom,” he says, while holding the door open with his left hand and his
right hand waving me inside.
“Make sure you wash up, I’m just about to cook us some dinner.”
He ends his sentence with a nod and starts walking back down the hallway.
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This is the most enthusiastic I’ve ever seen him act. It’s almost as if he is excited about
something. I let him walk past me, keeping my eyes on him every step of the way until I see him
turn the corner and leave my sight.
Finally, I get the blood flowing through my legs again and make my way to the washroom,
locking the door behind me.
Here I am in the house of some kid that I barely know, I think, leaning against the edge of
the sink. This whole house feels cold and stark. Even the bathroom has cold, hard tiles and an all
white finish on the walls. I decide I’ve been in here long enough and leave the washroom, but
I’m met by Rodney at the end of the hallway as I’m leaving.
“Take a seat in the living room while I cook the rest of our dinner, it won’t be too much
longer, Shawn.”
“Okay sounds good, what’re you cooking?”
I can see him searching for a response, until he finally replies with, “It’s a surprise!”
***
“Dinner is ready, come to the table, Shawn!” I hear Rodney call out to me from the
kitchen.
I get up from the couch that I’ve been sitting on for the past 30 minutes and make my way
to our feast. As I approach the kitchen, I see Rodney setting the table, laying out forks and knives
for us.
I scan the plate which I assume to be mine at the end of the table. The meat looks like it is
pork after all, but I can’t tell what part of the pig it is because it is all cut up into tiny cubes, like
my mom used to make for me when I was younger. There are bits of onions and salt and pepper
scattered along with the meat and BBQ sauce is the only other thing on the plate. I sit down in
front of my dinner and look toward the cabinet where Rodney is standing, looking for something
inside.
“This looks good, man.” I compliment him with a smile on my face, half-way lying.
“Thanks Shawn, I always put my heart and soul into everything I cook. Would you like
some red wine?”
I look at him puzzled.
Red wine? Isn’t that a drink only grandmothers and stay at home moms would enjoy? Not
that there’s anything wrong with that.
“I think I’m going to have to pass on that one, Rodney, I’m not much of a drinker.” I
respond, looking down at my dinner once more. “I’ll just have some water or something.”
“C’mon Shawn! Humans and red wine go hand in hand, you should know this!” he returns
with a convincing look in his eyes, like he’s determined to get me drunk or something.
I would have to disagree with his statement though, considering my dad is a raging
alcoholic who lost his job recently because he showed up to his offices drunk out of his mind.
For the third time.
I stick to my answer and reassure him I’m fine with just drinking water.
“You’re missing out, you’ll regret it once you’re done eating!”
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I laugh it off, pick up my fork and begin to eat.
A few pieces into the meal, I can tell that he must’ve done something different in the
preparation of this meat. It leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. We sit quietly. I look up across the
table, about to ask him a question, but I stop myself. I see him ignoring the utensils he had put
out only a moment ago and eating the meat straight off his plate. He uses his hands to pick up
multiple pieces at a time, washing it down with the red wine next to him, again ignoring the glass
he put out, drinking it straight out the bottle. I start to feel a little uneasy and very sick to my
stomach.
I pick up my glass of water and take a sip. I don’t know if it’s because of the meat or the
way Rodney was eating, but I feel vomit coming up from the bottom of my stomach. I get up
from my chair and Rodney shoots his head up from his plate to look at me. I don’t say anything,
I just make a break for the washroom, running out of the kitchen and down the dark hallway until
I feel the second doorknob on the right, making it just in time.
My heart thuds in my ears as I expel whatever was in my stomach.
“I thought you said you love people?” Rodney pesters me from behind.
I jump a bit when I hear his soft and calm voice coming from seemingly nowhere. I didn’t
even hear him come in.
“What?” I reply, feeling dazed and in a dream-like state. “I do love people, Rodney. It’s
not you, you didn’t make me sick, it’s just my stomach acting up or something.”
His eyes drop down to look at his hands. He sighs and looks back up at me with sad puppy
dog eyes and says, “It was my mom, wasn’t it? I knew I should have cooked her more, I hate to
say this about her, but she wasn’t the skinniest of people.”
Those words echo in the small, enclosed washroom. I see his right hand reaching for
something hidden behind him, revealing a cold steel blade. The light shines off the sharp edge
and catches my eye. I stand up and reach for the doorknob, but before I could get a grip on it, he
smacks my hand away.
“Rodney, what are you doing? What do you mean you should ha—” I stop myself mid
sentence and begin to feel sick again.
The smell, the taste, the feeling it gives me.
We were eating people!
Rodney raises his left hand and puts it on my shoulder, “You wouldn’t lie to me, Shawn,
would you?”
Fear begins to rise inside my body and I kick into survival mode. I shove him to the side as
hard as I can, and he crashes into the sink, dropping the knife that he had in his hand. With that
image burnt in my mind, I make a break for the front door before he can retaliate. My heart feels
like it is pounding out of my chest and my adrenaline is making my head hurt with every step.
I’m breathless, but I don’t stop, not even when I make it out the door. I continue down his
driveway and onto the street with my legs barely under me. I hear him screeching from the end
of his driveway.
“LIAR!” he repeats over and over.
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I continue running as fast as I can until I reach my house a few blocks away. I slam my
door behind me and dial 911.
***
It’s been a week since my encounter with Rodney. I told the cops about everything, from
his strange behaviour to him feeding me what he said was his mother. They found him later that
night, walking the streets on his own. Rodney got detained and was later brought to a psychiatric
hospital nearby. A couple of days after that, news came out on the incident and it was the talk of
the town. I couldn’t read it. I didn’t want to read it. I’m just stuck with the imagination of what,
or better yet who he had behind the door that he stopped me from entering. I couldn’t go to
school because the kids have been giving me weird looks and whispering things behind my back.
Yesterday I overheard what a kid said about me, so I snapped and hit him. The teachers are
aware of what happened to me, but they haven’t done anything to help. No one has. I got
suspended for three days but I don’t plan on going back anytime soon.
What they called me, it stuck. Everyone in the school was calling me it and I felt like I
could never show my face again.
From there on, I was forever known as the ‘Cannibal Kid’.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR — Connor Arbuckle is a young, aspiring writer who is currently
attending college, majoring in the media arts. Connor started writing lyrics at first but has now
found his true passion in writing stories. When he is not at school or working on his craft, he
enjoys photography, reading and boxing.
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An Interview with Elaine Pascale, Author of The Blood Lights
Sirens Call Publications will be releasing Elaine Pascale’s The Blood Lights within the next few
weeks so we thought we’d sit down with her and pick her brains a bit to see what falls out! Tune
in to find out what went down!
Sirens Call Publications: Welcome Elaine! Why don’t you take a moment and introduce
yourself to our captive audience?
Elaine Pascale: I have been writing my entire life. I live on Cape Cod, with my husband and
children. I’ve written 3 novels, If Nothing Else, Eve, We’ve Enjoyed the Fruit, and have
published stories in several magazines and anthologies. I love a robust full moon, chocolate, and
collecting cats. You can find out more about me and my writing by visiting my website at
elainepascale.com.
SCP: What made you decide to become a writer?
Elaine: I have always loved writing. When I was three or four years old, I begged my parents to
teach me to write, as I wanted to write down the stories that were in my head. I had to wait until I
went to school to learn to write, but it was something I always wanted to
do.
SCP: What is The Blood Lights about?
Elaine: The Blood Lights is a zombie story but the zombies are not
created from the bites of other zombies. Instead, mysterious lights infect
women and turn them into ravenous, destructive creatures.
SCP; What is the one thing you’d like readers to know about The
Blood Lights before they read it?
Elaine: An interesting factoid about The Blood Lights is that it is based
on a true story. My husband, my cousin and I were sitting on the beach
late one night, enjoying some adult beverages when an odd, oblongshaped light appeared above the ocean. It wasn’t the moon and it wasn’t an airplane. It just
hovered there for an unreasonably long amount of time, and even appeared to be moving closer
to where we sat. To this day, we have no explanation for what it was, so I built this story around
that.
SCP: What is your writing process? Do you consider yourself to be a planner or a pantser?
Elaine: I am a little of both. In my “real life” I am a very organized person who insists on having
a plan A, B, and C for every situation. That controlling nature spills over into my writing life. At
the same time, I believe in letting a story tell itself, without constraint. So, I think in terms of
plot, I am a pantser. In terms of language and style, I am a planner.
SCP: If you could cast your favourite story in the collection, who would you choose to play
your main characters?
Elaine: I think I would let Netflix handle the casting; I have strange tastes in actors, so should
not be trusted with such an important task. There are two newscasters in The Blood Lights that
could potentially be seen as some demented fan fiction of WBZ Boston. I would have a difficult
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time picturing anyone but my two favorite newscasters in those roles.
SCP: What is the hardest challenge that you have faced as a writer?
Elaine: I find the business aspect of writing to be challenging. More and more of the marketing
and promotion falls on writers’ shoulders. Very few of us have a background in business, and the
publishing world is mystifying. I have found with my writer friends that many of us are
introverts and having to “sell ourselves” or our writing is a formidable task.
SCP: In your opinion, what sets The Blood Lights apart from other books of the same genre?
Elaine: I write horror that has a feminist slant. The Blood Lights is a zombie story but it focuses
on women as the source of violence. I am interested in women’s relationship to food and hunger.
I feel that our culture perpetuates the idea that women should have small appetites, and I mean
that in all realms-food, sex, power. Just recently, Doritos came up with “quiet” and less messy
chips for women because, you know, women are supposed to be dainty when snacking. There is
so much shame around women and appetites. Women who have appetites are “monstrous” and I
wanted to explore this in the novella.
SCP: Are you reading anything right now, or have you read anything recently that is worth
mentioning?
Elaine: I most recently read Sleeping Beauties by Stephen King and Owen King. It is quite long,
maybe too long, but I really loved the premise. I found it to be very timely with the “Times Up”
movement and all of the current news stories about women being victimized. It had some great
characters and raised some thoughtful points.
SCP: Who are some of your favorite authors? Favorite novels?
Elaine: I love Chuck Palahniuk, and Choke is my favorite of his. I am a fan of Neil Gaiman and
Stephen King. In terms of more “indie” works, I love everything that Crystal Lake Publishing
puts out. And, of course, I have always been a fan of Sirens Call and their magazine and
publications.
SCP: How do you define success as a writer? Have you been successful?
Elaine: I think the most successful writers are those who write for the love of it and to satisfy
their own curiosity and creativity. People who want to write for money or fame are barking up
the wrong tree. I am very pleased with the hand I have been dealt; I have been published by some
wonderful people and have worked with some fantastic and insightful editors. I have been very
blessed as a writer.
SCP: Do you have words of wisdom about writing that you want to pass on to novelists and
writers out there who are just starting out?
Elaine: I would recommend enjoying the process. Writing should be about exploring curiosities.
Too often writers put so much pressure on themselves to write “The Great American Novel” or
make a lot of money. First, if you look at famous novelists, most did not set out to be famous
novelists. They simply wrote because they had a compulsion to write. Second, no one is making
money from writing! Many writers that I know who are extremely talented, and well received,
have other careers in order to survive. If there is an urgency inside of you to write, then write. If
you are writing for wealth or fame, you may want to consider other options.
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SCP: What should readers walk away from your book knowing? How should they feel?
Elaine: I hope that readers walk away feeling entertained. Reading should be a distraction from
real world problems and I hope I can contribute to that effort.
Thank you Elaine!
If you’d like to stalk her on Social Media, you can find her here:
Facebook | Twitter | Instagram
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And now for a sneak peek into The Blood Lights…
Prologue
July 28, 1981
The boy knows he is lost.
He is lost, and his former sense of normalcy has completely vanished.
He feels abandoned.
The irony, if he were old enough to understand the term, is that he is lost inside a closet
that is only six feet in length. In the dark, the closet feels cavernous, endless. It provides
adequate space for a trauma that will remain with him throughout his adult years.
His fear is nearly smothered by the heavy olfactory smog of mothballs and cedar chips, yet
the fear constantly recuperates: a phoenix with dread for wings.
The boy’s face feels tight from the dried traces of tears that etch his cheeks. The hot air
rushes his nostrils which are clogged with mucous; the hot air is working against him, forcing
him to hyperventilate. The entire house is unfamiliar to him, and his eyes, in the darkness,
struggle to make out the walls and ceiling of the place where he is being held captive.
He is not alone.
He can feel his sister’s stilted breath coming from the darkest corner. It is obvious that she
is trying to hold her breath, hoping that the heavy shoes pacing the hallway would leave them
alone.
The shoes fall heavily because they belong to a man that is larger than life. The shoes
rhythmically block the small sliver of sunlight fighting its way between the door and threadbare
carpet.
Being captive is not new to the boy or his sister, but it is always scary. Their father
routinely puts them in closets. They never understand why. Today, for example, they had been
playing on the beach during the morning hours. Those were happy hours. Their father had
laughed with them, had built drip castles in the sand, had tickled their mother as she stood at the
water’s edge. They had all come inside for lunch. More laughter. Their father had promised to
take them to fly kites later.
But later had involved the closet. Their mother had been sent to her room and told to keep
the blinds drawn. Their sandwiches had been deserted, half eaten. Abandoned, as the boy was.
Their father paced the hall, talking to himself. The boy could hear a buzzing sound coming
from outside of their rental house. It was loud and their father cursed into the sound, having as
much success as someone spitting into the wind.
The slim crack of daylight beneath the door grew brighter. The light exploded, like a bullet
from a gun, but the closet door shielded the children from its brilliance. The boy could hear their
father fall to his knees.
“Soon,” their father said, and their mother whimpered from behind her closed door.
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