
        
            
                
            
        

    FOREWORD
 

Lightning crashes outside and you jolt up in bed, drenched with sweat and panting like you’re taking in your last breaths. Body trembling, you try to regain a sense of logic, but the darkness surrounding you is too dominant. You’ve dragged yourself from one of the worst nightmares of your life, and you can’t even remember what it had been about. Only that it had been frightening; frightening and endless. Brutal and unforgiving. A minute’s worth of reality, and an eternity’s worth of memory. Like a snapshot in a book of screams.

You may not remember what had been in the dream, but you know whatever had been there sure remembers you, and it will never forget. From this moment on, you know you will never be the same. Forget about getting any more sleep tonight–or any other night for that matter—not when whatever is after you is still out there . . . waiting. And it will never stop until it’s claimed what it desires. All it needs–all it wants–is for you to lay back down and close your eyes. Just for a moment. Surrender your body . . . your mind. It can wait longer than you can stay awake. It has eternity on its side.

The only choice you have is to give in. The nightmare has found you, and it will never let go. So shut those eyes. Don’t say a word. The moon is hidden in the midnight sky and that is the way things will be for the rest of time. Feel the shadows caressing your cheek? It wants you. It is your only true lover. Embrace the darkness. Embrace the fear.

Embrace the nightmare.

-Max Booth III

co-author of The Ultimate Survival Guide for Humanity

(2012 Dark Moon Books)
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HEADSHOT
 

JON ERBAR
 

The pistol quavered in Richard’s slick palms as he edged slowly backward until his ass bumped into the brick wall.

Dead end.

Dead right, he thought sourly. He grimaced, wondering again how he’d possibly allowed himself to be chased into a blind alley.

Stupid, stupid, stupid!

Now, everything rode upon this final shot. There was zero room for error.

A headshot.

Nothing else would suffice. Even if he managed to wing the goddamned thing, he’d never get past it and make it back out onto the street.

Hell, he didn’t think he’d be able to take another step without collapsing, let alone manage to keep running.

He was scared shitless. Sweat stung his eyes, blurring his vision. His exhausted legs trembled, threatening to cave from fatigue. But he couldn’t afford to lose focus—not now. Not when concentration and that final bullet were all that stood between him and . . .

The infected barreled into sight, and Richard found himself staring down a giant. Decked in combat boots, urban camouflage, and utility webbing, the thing was clearly a member of the U.S. military.

Strike that, Richard thought. Former U.S. military.

Gore caked its maw, chest and shoulders, while drool sprayed past its bared teeth like streamers. Its left leg was a jumble of savaged flesh and fractured bone. Its right arm had been severed at the elbow. The bloody stump hemorrhaged freely, a macabre Jackson Pollock spraying the asphalt in its wake.

There was no hesitation, no stutter in the thing’s gait . . . and why would there be? The son of a bitch knew Richard had bumbled down this passageway. It charged forward, devouring the distance at a lope.

Richard fought to steady the gun. He forced his breathing to slow down, narrowing his eyes at its approach. Mere yards separated him from death, but he had to be patient. He had to delay pulling the trigger until the last possible second.

The infected’s hunched posture made a headshot problematic. Its awkward stride made such a shot even more difficult. The fact the fucking thing was sprinting made the task all but impossible.

However, Richard had anticipated all of this.

He inhaled deeply.

Closed his eyes.

Thought of mother.

Bit down on the cold steel of the barrel and pulled the trigger.

The gun jammed.

Jon Erbar lives in Oklahoma City. He is currently a senior at the University of Oklahoma, working toward a bachelor’s degree in professional writing. When not writing horror stories he enjoys reading, going to the movies, and playing with his dachshund, Pubba.
  


STRANGLERS IN THE NIGHT
 

JEFF CARTER
 

I hate hospitals. I’ve been waiting amongst a herd of coughing, vomiting, bleeding people at County General for two hours. The stab wounds, burned flesh and bullet holes . . . it’s the mess that really gets to me.

A pair of cops roll in and out, chatting with E.M.Ts, flirting with nurses. If they find out who I am, a heart attack will be the least of my problems. I keep my head down and wait.

Finally, a nurse waves me into a small room. A junkie writhes in the other bed, babbling nonsense, twisting in his restraints. The nurse loops a blood pressure cuff around my arm, glancing curiously at the thick braids of veins and muscle in my forearms. She sets up a heart monitor then slides out of the room.

I watch my heartbeat flailing around on the monitor while the junkie struggles. He’s emaciated, yellow, arms cratered with track marks. Just the thought of sticking a needle into one of my beautifully sculpted arms makes the heart monitor yelp.

The doctor strides into the room and plucks up my chart.

He peers over the clipboard, focuses on my muscular arms. Extending a hand, he looks into my eyes, shakes my hand with bone crushing pressure.

“So, you must be the St. Louis Strangler.” My heart rate spikes. “Don’t worry,” he says. “I’m the Atlanta Strangler.”

“Never heard of no Atlanta Strangler,”

The Doctor chuckles. “Of course not. People die in hospitals all the time. It’s very tidy. I transferred here last week.”

“But . . . but there can’t be two Stranglers in one city . . . it’s against the code!”

The doctor raises his hands in deference. “Hey, you don’t have to tell me the code. Nobody wants a repeat of that Hillside Strangler business.”

The junkie starts screaming. “Nurse! Help! They crazy! They gonna get me!”

“I got it,” says the doctor. He snatches the blue privacy curtain, slicing the room in half. I hear the familiar sounds of spit gurgling and cartilage crunching on the other side.

The doctor continues: “Headquarters says one of us has to relocate. Unless you’d be willing to commute.”

“No way,” I wheeze. “The nearest place worth strangling is two hours away. I know this city. Where to find people, where to dump them.”

The doctor grabs the junkie’s chart and glances at his watch. “Time of death: 1:47 a.m. Look, you’re a great strangler, everyone says so. But you’ve got a heart condition. What if you had a heart attack during a strangle and the victim got away? They get the cops, the cops get you; you roll over on the organization. It’s too risky.”

“I love my job, and I ain’t quitting. You know Stranglers don’t retire.”

“Yes . . .” says the doctor.

He switches off my heart monitor and flexes his powerful hands. “That’s why I’m here.”

Jeff C. Carter lives in Venice, CA with two cats, a dog and a human. He is a writer of science fiction, horror and graphic novels. He is currently developing a steampunk RPG called “Mecha West” for Heroic Journey Publishing. To find more of his stories head to http://jeffccarter.wordpress.com/.
  


THE DEAL
 

MIKE WILSON
 

Tim sat at his desk and shook his head in disbelief.

Drastic action was needed. The pile of bills on his desk demanded that.

“What do I do now?” he said.

“There is a solution, Tim,” a voice replied.

Tim looked around wildly, thinking he must really be losing it.

“I’m down here, dummy.”

Tim looked down.

“What are you?”

“I’m real, for starters.”

“Okay, I see that. Are you a genie?”

The creature chuckled. “I’m what you call a demon.”

Tim absorbed this, and rubbed his eyes. The creature was still there.

“So, about your little financial problem . . .”

“I can handle it myself,” Tim said.

“Yeah, like you have so far?”

“Okay, so what do you propose?”

“My price is not your soul, or any such malarkey. I’m not very expensive—and, I can wipe your debt clean.”

“So what do I have to give, then?”

“All you have to give up is something precious, like say, a friend, or a prized possession. It has to be something whose existence has gotten you through rough times just by thinking about it. It could be a cherished book, or a lover.”

“Why something like this?”

“Something precious enough to a human to help them to endure hardship has very real energy in its own right. The more value a human imparts to the object or person, the more ‘energy’ that object gains in other dimensions. It’s hard to explain. But trust me—these things have value.”

Tim thought a moment, and then said, “All right. I want to give up a friendship. Does this mean you would consume the person?”

“Haven’t you been listening? It means I consume the friendship, which has become an entity in its own right.”

“Okay,” said Tim. “I want to give up my friendship with Dan, a person with whom I have spent many happy times with over the last ten years or so. That won’t cost me anything.”

The demon took on the appearance of a face, and leered at Tim. “Hope this isn’t a friend with whom you are on the outs or anything.”

Tim didn’t answer. The demon finally said, “Okay. Fair enough. You are going to give up your friendship with . . . who? Quote his full name. Then, give me your thumbprint, there . . .” A scroll-form appeared in thin air, and Tim touched it at a red “X.”

“Okay, done. Your friendship with Dan is now mine, and your debts are gone!”

The demon disappeared, along with Tim’s debts.

In time, Dan’s coolness toward Tim changed to animosity. He wasted no time in badmouthing Tim whenever possible. Tim soon found himself gossiped out of a job. He lost friends to Dan’s fury. No matter what he tried, Tim couldn’t dissuade Dan from his vendetta.

Tim was finally forced to move to a distant town, several states away. He had to start over socially, and never really recovered; he died early and lonely.

Cosmic scales balanced.

Mike Wilson has been a fan of horror and sci-fi all his life, and writing short fiction and poetry since 2001. A member of the Iowa Poetry Association, he lives in Des Moines, Iowa. He has published several collections, most recently Mirror Worlds.
  


$2 BUST FROM AN ANTIQUE SALE
 

ERIC J. GUIGNARD
 

I sit in my office typing on my computer. I feel the stare, a sensation tapping inside the back of my head. Turning around curiously, I glance upon the wooden bust I have recently acquired.

It is life-size, just a head, neck, and cropped shoulders, sitting on my bookshelf, gazing out through sightless eyes. It is the image of some native chief or shaman, but I cannot determine its origin. It could be an American Indian, or Polynesian Tahua, or African witch doctor, or even someone whose existence is merely rumor. The bust is intricately carved with a tall headdress composed of feathers and leaves. Each piece of the headdress has a strange symbol etched across it, as if a child was allowed randomly to draw cryptographs. The bust is truly unique, but it emits a sinister aura, something I have never before felt.

Mildred had first commented on it. “I don’t like it. It’s quite creepy.”

Thus, I had to have it. It was the closing of an estate sale in the back woods. I casually offered $2 for it and the dealer agreed with unexpected haste.

I didn’t particularly care for the bust, but because Mildred found it creepy, I wanted it. Mildred collected anthropological relics and nothing was taboo for her. For something to elicit displeasure in Mildred was a prize find indeed.

Yet now I gaze upon the face of this native bust and feel her sentiment of unease. I stare into the fixed wooden eyes as if hypnotized and imagine I can see a reflection looking back at me.

A storm bursts suddenly outside and a crack of thunder sounds through the air. I turn away from the bust, its spell momentarily broken, intent to return to type on my computer.

I feel the stare return, tapping inside the back of my head.

I stand up and approach the bust. I face it directly and stare further into its eyes. Something moves where the pupils should be. A flicker of light, a fleeting spirit. I feel myself grow tired, dazed, limbs weighed down.

Another crack of thunder, then a flash of lightning, and the electricity goes out. The world turns black.

I hear Mildred’s voice from another room. “Where’s the flashlight?”

The lights come back on, but the storm continues.

I see myself staring back at me. My likeness stretches his arms wide and peers around. I cannot move, yet feel terror crawl upon my brain.

Mildred walks into the room. “That was strange,” she announces.

My likeness agrees. The two of them look upon me.

In the being’s eyes, the reflection returns, a flash of mirrored light. I see myself again–the wooden bust sitting on the bookshelf.

Mildred shakes her head and scowls. “Sometimes I think you do things just to spite me. I told you this bust is creepy. There’s something really disturbing about it.”

My likeness nods and smiles. “You’re right, honey. I’m sorry. I’ll get rid of it right away.”

Eric J. Guignard is an award-winning author and editor in southern California, favoring fiction in the genres of horror, speculative, and young adult. He also writes research and knowledge-based articles in genealogy research, woodworking, and ecology. His greatest joys are his wife and infant son. Please visit Eric at www.ericjguignard.com.
  


CIRCLE OF SALT
 

ADAM WILLIAM SPIKE
 

Her teeth worked furiously at her bloodied lips, ragged breaths shook her small frame. Only her faith in the surrounding circle of salt kept her from total breakdown. It was out there, its claws scraped the wooden floor as it searched for her.

She prayed it would leave her alone, after its game, as it had before. Every Wednesday for three years the shadow had stalked her; three years terrified, surrounded by a circle of salt.

Sometimes she thought about giving up, welcoming the abyss with open arms, but she hadn’t the courage . . .

The creature moved away from her, the giant husk of dread shambled towards the window . . . just another part of its game, it must be; it never left this soon. Glass scattered across the floor, wind and rain howled in its wake.

The candle she held flickered; starved eyes were drawn by its dance. For the first time in three years, the creature saw her. The salt circle began to tremble and shift beneath the wind, distorting, breaking. This was a new tactic; one designed to deprive her of protection. She reached for the small knife beside her, crouching low, she readied herself and waited.

Its eyes phased out of view. Panic forced its icy path through her veins. She turned slowly on the spot, eyes straining for some sign, some flicker of motion . . . Nothing; only aching stillness. She continued waiting until sunrise announced the end of its game.

It had sent her a message that night, she’d lost; courage was no longer required; only the conviction of cowardice.

Pressing the knife to her wrist, she drew it upwards, a pristine, dark red release followed. She wouldn’t let it win, wouldn’t let it claim her. Instead, she claimed herself. Collapsing to the floor, she felt her life seep away; killing the thoughts of the living nightmare she was leaving behind. No more suffering, no more games.

It was finally over.

Adam William Spike credits everything he achieves is in dedication to the two most wonderful boys he had the privilege of being a father to. Inspired by his better half and given his material from day dreaming at work, he enjoys writing and hopefully entertaining everyone with his happy kind of madness.
  


GENESIS
 

NATALIE MCNABB
 

In the beginning, the Arachnid spun its web from the void, in the deep darkness that was upon the face of the heavens, and the winds moved upon its web.

And the winds brought forth the first fly to the Arachnid’s web, causing the fly to become ensnared.

And the Arachnid felt the fly’s movement upon the face of its web and was drawn to the fly.

And the Arachnid crept along its web, descended upon the fly and called what it found there, Life.

And with web spun of its bowels, the Arachnid divided the fly from its breath and called what it then found, Death.

And the Arachnid’s eyes were opened, and it was as a god, knowing evil from good.

And this first Life and Death the Arachnid called Existence.

And the Arachnid said, Let me eat of the fly and yield fruit after my own kind, the seed of which is in myself: and it was so.

So the Arachnid brought forth the firstlings of its cluster in its own image.

And the Arachnid saw that its fruit might also become as gods, knowing the Life and Death of Existence, knowing evil from good.

And the Arachnid called itself Alpha because it was the father of all living, the beginning and the first.

And the Arachnid said, Let my fruit be carried upon the wind into the firmament of heaven to divide it one from another, that it might alight elsewhere upon the earth and be fruitful and multiply.

And it came to pass that the Arachnid’s offspring sent forth long silken strands and raised their abdomens toward the firmament, and the winds moved upon their silken strands, taking them up from the earth unto heaven as if a great mist rising.

And the Arachnid’s fruit fell upon the whole face of the ground, and the Arachnid saw everything that had been done: and that it was very good.

And the Arachnid blessed its firstlings and sanctified them, saying, Unto you I give every herb, every bearing seed, every tree and beast upon the face of the earth, and every thing that creepeth wherein there is Life for your continuance do I give unto you.

And the Arachnid commanded its offspring to bring forth abundantly, to populate the earth across all seasons, across all days and years: and it was so.

And the Arachnid’s fruit spun myriad webs in the void, in deep darkness, and the winds brought forth abundant flies from which the arachnids brought about Death, drank Life and delivered more seed unto Existence.

And the Arachnid’s fruit did not rest, but multiplied, sending forth likenesses unto the earth to dress it and keep it, to replenish and subdue it.

And the Arachnid’s fruit also became as gods, having dominion over Life and Death in Existence, over every place where they did set their feet and over every living thing that inhabited the earth: and it is still so.

Natalie McNabb lives and writes in Washington State, where her dog and cat frolic beneath the trees of her Eden after squirrel tails, exhumed moles and up-flung mice. Her writing has been shortlisted for The Micro Award, Glass Woman Prize and Fish Short Story Competition. Please visit her at www.nataliemcnabb.com.
  


RUNNING WITH THE PACK
 

STAN SWANSON
 

Hannah groaned.

Fingers tingling, she tentatively touched the side of her neck. Sticky wetness . . . Hannah turned her hand and, with sleep-weary eyes, struggled to focus on the crimson blobs of blood. She grinned. “You did it?” The words were a blend of wonder and excitement.

“What choice did I have?” Lonnie muttered. “You’ve been riding my ass for months. I was getting tired of hearing it.”

She leaned forward, wincing at the sting of the wound. “Jeez! That hurts!”

Lonnie laughed. “What did you think? I didn’t exactly give you a tender love bite.”

Despite the pain, she threw her arms around Lonnie and planted a slobbery kiss on his lips. Warmth trickled through her body, desire mingling with anticipation.

Lonnie stood, his taut muscles flexing as he stretched. Hannah was unsure what thrilled her more, the lingering thought of sex or the eagerness of what was to come.

“And I’ll change soon?” she asked.

“That’s why we did it tonight, babe. Remember? There’s a full moon.” He wiped a dab of blood from his cheek.

Hannah could not contain her excitement. “What do I need to do?”

Lonnie shrugged. “Nothing the first time. The change will come as midnight approaches. Just try to relax.”

Moments later, Hannah felt her muscles tighten and twinge from head to toe.

“You’d better get out of those clothes,” Lonnie suggested.

She smiled wickedly. “Do we have time?”

Lonnie laughed. “Later, hon. The problem is–. ”

Hannah flinched as spasms of pain jolted every nerve ending in her body.

“Too late—” Lonnie whispered.

Hannah’s blouse ripped at the seams as the muscles in her arms bulged and stretched. She screamed with the intense pain. “You didn’t tell me it would hurt this much,” she gasped between shrieks. The seams of her jeans tore next and tears streamed down her cheeks.

Between explosions of excruciating pain came orgasmic blasts of pleasure. Sweet torture, then sudden release. The change was complete. With clothes torn to shreds at her paws, she turned to Lonnie and howled.

She wanted to run and Lonnie knew he couldn’t stop her. The urge to dash through dark woods and howl at the moon was ancient and powerful. Lonnie understood completely and quickly shed his clothes. A moment later, the silvery wolves howled in unison and bounded through the front door.

* * *
 

“Are you sure you haven’t been drinking, sir?” the officer asked again.

“No,” the man gasped. “They . . . they just came out of nowhere–”

“So, you’re telling me you didn’t notice two people, naked as jaybirds, run in front of your car?”

“No!” the man insisted as he leaned against the fender of his limited edition Silver Bullet Mercedes for support. “And I told you already. They weren’t people. They were . . . dogs . . . or wolves . . . ”

The cop looked at him with doubt, his gaze turning to the mangled bodies of a young man and woman lying in the glare of flashing red lights.

Stan Swanson is the author of Forever Zombie, a collection of zombie tales, as well as two books on songwriting and two fantasy novels for the younger set. He is also the Senior Editor/Publisher of Dark Moon Digest and the CEO/Publisher of Dark Moon Books.
  


SERIAL KILLERS DON’T PAY MEMBERSHIP DUES
 

K. K. PHILAN
 

Anthony slammed the door to his apartment and threw his plain, black briefcase on his plain, black futon. Still seething from his annual review, he flung several unopened letters toward the coffee table.

“A twenty-cent per hour raise after everything I tolerate?” the accountant bellowed. “I’m crammed in a cubicle all day, and still can’t afford cable television after five years with the same lousy company.”

He looked around his studio apartment, as if seeing it for the first time.

White walls. Cheap furnishings. Boring.

Then, Anthony noticed that one of the envelopes in front of him was from The Accountant’s Guild.

He seized the letter. “More dues? I need a new career. Something more—exciting.”

He rifled through the other envelopes: a Publisher’s Clearinghouse mailer, an alimony demand from his ex-wife, and a bill notifying him of rental payment increases. Anthony strangled the bill.

“That jerk still hasn’t fixed my leaky toilet and I’m supposed to pay him more? I ought tomurder that son-of-a–”

His spine stiffened.

“I could repay everyone that screwed me. Starting with my greed-ball landlord.” He rubbed his hands together, obsessing.

“I’d definitely be more interesting. No stupid neckties, no cubicles, no dues. It’s perfect.”

Anthony grabbed paper and pen from his briefcase, pausing only to glance at the ex-wife’s letter.

“You’re second on my list. Then, my cheapskate boss. Maybe Ed McMahon, as a bonus.” He began neatly writing names down the page.

Satisfied with his list, he wrenched the tie from his neck and secured it around his head. Anthony raked through his nondescript hair and ran over to a small mirror perched on his T.V. to appraise his appearance.

“Yes! Now I need a scary name.” Anthony frowned, looking around for inspiration. His ravenous gaze fell on a Beatle’s CD.

“Taxman,” he sang and struck a John Travolta pose. Anthony laughed maniacally and snatched horror DVDs from his multimedia rack, prepared to take notes.

***
 

Hours later, amongst several soda cans, Anthony rapped his pen against hurried scribbles.

“No, that’s not right. A gash from a thirty-three degree down-angle thrust should spurt more blood than that,” he muttered, gesturing toward the melee on his television. He slid the tie off his forehead.

“How am I supposed to account for clothing expenses if this stuff is inaccurate?”

Anthony scanned his notes: creepy hideout, basement preferred; torture tools; car—large trunk; clothing/disguises; disposable gloves; cleaning/sanitation supplies; Taxman “business” cards. Next to each category, Anthony scrawled budgetary estimates. He compared the totaled number to his checkbook.

“Even without Taxman cards, I still can’t afford everything. And if I don’t advertise, how will anybody know these are serial murders?”

He groaned. “It all comes down to money. Even my sanity is dictated by my wallet.”

Anthony smoothed his hair, looking miserably at the movie.

“Lucky bastard,” he mumbled, stabbing the remote’s off button. He readied a bland tie, set his alarm clock, and drifted into a disconcerting world filled with jeering numbers.

K.K. Philan is a sci-fi/fantasy/thriller novelist living in Mesa, Arizona. Her short stories and poetry have appeared in journals such as Short Fast and Deadly, Kerouac's Dog Magazine, and the Ann Arbor Review. Her first novel, Soul Mortem Prophecy, will be released later this year on Kindle and at storihistorian.com.
  


THE INITIATION
 

JASON D. BRAWN
 

Glen was the most popular kid in my school, and I wanted to be his friend. He was an outstanding all-around athlete who wore the best clothes, got the girls—like a rock star—and was an all “A” student. A promising 15-year-old student who could do no wrong, and I wanted to be his close friend. But to be his close friend, you had to be in his gang–made up of the coolest kids in the school. As for myself, I had no friends and students often laughed at my hand-me downs and long fro. I was the complete opposite of Glen.

Soon, I found the courage to ask Glen about being recruited, for which I had to be initiated. All I had to do was swim across a lake and I would be his new best friend. Despite my fear of the water and inability to swim, I felt bullied to take this dare.

With agreement, I waded through the lake, shivering and sinking deep and deeper while the murky waters touched my neck. I was still within earshot of the boys screaming at me to go on. I did so, but then slipped, losing my balance and fighting to retreat.

The boys laughed and I caught glimpses of them hurling rocks and bottles at me, thinking it was fun to watch me struggle. I didn't see anything funny. Eventually the waters entered my mouth, suffocating me and forcing me to the deepest end, where I would never be found.

That was three months ago.

I see Glen and his cronies heading for the lake, along with another vulnerable novitiate. Only this time, they won’t see what hit ‘em.

Jason D. Brawn lives in London and his short fiction and poetry have appeared in countless anthologies, magazines and webzines. He is also close to finishing his debut novella, Refuge, a Hammer-horror inspired tale. His blogroll is http://www.jasonbrawn.blogspot.com/.
  


STAKES
 

P. R. O’LEARY
 

When the vampires attack, I will be ready. Everyone thinks I am crazy because I have been preparing for years. I have read the books, seen the movies, studied the folklore. I know the weaknesses of vampires. I have dozens of crosses. Tons of garlic. Giant halogen lamps. Wooden stakes. The vampires have no chance.

When the day finally arrives I am ready. I stand at my window and watch. I see thousands of the creatures pour over the horizon. When the moonlight hits them I realize that there is one thing that I have not prepared for.

I hope werewolves hate garlic.

P. R. O'Leary writes and makes films so some day he won't have to work in a cubicle. He also enjoys running, attending film festivals, and playing geeky board games. You can find his work at www.PROleary.com, and you can find him at his geodesic dome in New Jersey.
  


NOSTALGIA
 

MIRIAM H. HARRISON
 

What I remember most fondly about my last relationship is his eyes. They’d been an interesting shade of blue–pale at the center, but growing darker toward the edges. Sometimes they would change, lightening when he would smile or darkening when he was angry. Oh, how I miss those eyes!

Or more accurately, “missed” those eyes.

Now I can see them whenever I like. Of course, it isn’t quite the same. They don’t change when he smiles, but then again, he isn’t capable of smiling anymore. I keep them in a jar, hidden away in my room. I take them out every now and then, for old time’s sake.

But not too often—I don’t want to scare my new boyfriend. As it is, I’m worried that things aren’t going too well between us. And I must admit, I would really miss his lips . . .

Miriam H. Harrison is a poet and short fiction writer living in Sudbury, Canada. She is currently the Editor/Publisher of Open Minds Quarterly, a literary magazine that has been publishing the writings of consumer/survivors of mental illness for over ten years. To find out more, visit her weblog: miriamhharrison.wordpress.com.
  


THE HEART OF HELL
 

LIAM FORD
 

Jamie fell from grace into the dark, scorching rivers of hell. The shores of brimstone were straight-edged and glossy as glass in a full midday light. His lungs sought air, but there was none. His body searched for gravity, something stable and upright as he was taken by the river like a fish in a raging current, ever being forced towards the maw of a beast.

Jamie let the river carry him. He needed to preserve his strength. Souls flowed towards eternal damnation beside him, vanishing downstream. Their faces stretched, distorted, as if stuck in their final moments of horror. He coursed, spinning and tumbling until he heard her voice, calling out, scared and lonely.

“Jamie!”

She sounded so frail, so frightened.

“Angel?” Jamie called, fighting desperately against the current. He gathered his strength and pushed above the surface. She was floating up ahead as if ghoulish hands caressed her, succored her.

“Jamie!” She called again.

Jamie pushed his body to the extreme, struggling against the currents that pulled him from her.

Angel beckoned for him, reaching out her arms. Jamie caught her small hand in his and pulled her close. He rose to the fiery air above, sending black cascades of water over the surface of the river. The walls cracked, roared and demons tattered robes flew in circles above them.

Angel screamed.

“Don’t worry!” Jamie cried. “You’re leaving.”

Jamie skirmished with every soul that came near, forcing them away with his free hand while Angel clutched his shoulders, burying her face in his chest. The spirits keened for his life, screeched as they were being sent back to the depths by the dangling crux around his throat.

Blood-red storms sputtered forks of green lightning. Jamie pressed on. The gate held before them, a swirling abyss.

As Jamie pushed Angel toward it, she said, “Brother, come on.”

“You go on without me.”

“No!” Angel sobbed as she was plucked from Hell and thrown through the gate into life.

Jamie fell back into the river of death. "A life for a life," he said out loud. "But I tricked you!”

As the demons in tatters circled like crows, ready to pick at his eyes and flesh, their faces warped in perversity, his crux shattered and flooded light into the heart of Hell.

And then, as his deed was registered, the gates of Heaven opened up and burst into Hell.

Liam Ford found his passion for writing only a few years ago when he discovered his lust for world creation and plotting. He draws inspiration from old tales from all over the world. To see more of Liam's work, check out "69 Flavors of Paranoia.”
  


LADDER OF THORNS
 

JOHN IRVINE
 

Madeleine slipped on a pair of tight, black lace gloves, the sort he had always insisted she wear. She lifted a long-stemmed rose from the vase on the night stand with her right hand, and took his fat, flaccid penis in her left, working the stem carefully into his urethra. His eyes bulged, and his throat worked at releasing a scream, but the three pairs of her soiled knickers stuffed in his mouth prevented all but a faint gurgle.

His liver-spotted hands clenched and he strained mightily against the sheer black stockings that bound his wrists and feet to each corner of his four-poster bed, but she’d done her job well while he was in his usual evening drunken stupor. There was no escape. Madeleine worked the first thorn into his penis, and smiled as blood began to flow. He was rigid with pain, body shaking, sweat popping from his skin.

As she forced the second of the seven thorns inside, Madeleine slowly twisted the stem.

“Here’s a flower to repay you for the one you took from me so long ago, Daddy, when I was seven.”

John Irvine was born in Lower Hutt, New Zealand in 1940, but travelled widely in Australia and Papua New Guinea thereafter for 29 years. John lives with his writer/poet wife on New Zealand’s picturesque Coromandel Peninsula. His website can be seen at: www.cooldragon.co.nz where you may find links to his various publications.
  


THE BURLY MEN OF MAINE
 

ERIC DIMBLEY
 

The burly men of Maine meander the congested aisles of the pharmacy. The impenetrable boredom is even louder than the overhead Muzak. The men are not decked in garland and holly, but rather flannel shirts and bright orange caps. They are staring at fancy scented soaps (like the city girls use) and camouflage Snuggies. Their collective minds ramble beneath the surface of their tedium.

Christmas is tomorrow, Ol’ Hoss. Better get the old lady somethin’ special.

Chuck and Tommy mumble, grumble, and bumble their way through twisted gaps in logic, refreshing their assurances of previous marital failings. “She hasn’t touched my tooter in four years, anyhow. She don’t deserve a new clock radio if you’re askin’ me. Doesn’t even deserve that fancy coconut shampoo she’s always yammerin’ about,” groans Chuck.

Tommy nods in agreement. Since his second heart attack, he has come to view all human interactions through that cynical eye of the I’ll Be Dead Soon, Anyway keyhole. “Same here, old friend. My winkie don’t even work no more,” says Tommy.

“You don’t use it, ya’ lose it. Best to give her a shotgun shell to the mouth. Or cut her tongue out with an X-Acto knife. We can mount her bouffant and head right next to that doe I pegged last winter,” says Chuck, and Tommy realizes that he’s not kidding. And that’s a good thing. The chasm between them is closing.

“How about we trade up?” asks Tommy, shocked at the words that come from his mouth. Tommy puts down the chamomile soap, glaring at his friend, gauging his reaction. The men around them shuffle and mumble and clear their throats. If only they were so bold, to put down the mascara and tampons. To take their lives back.

Chuck notes, “Like that movie with Danny DeVito and the Jew?”

“Throw Momma From The Train. Yeah that’s the one, ol’ Hoss.”

Neither has ever heard of Strangers On A Train, as directed by Alfred Hitchcock, but they both adore Danny DeVito’s every-man characters.

A man next to them, Harry Johnson, overhears their conversation. He smirks, nods, and goes back to his observance of the new set of nail clippers intended for his wife Dorothy. Good for them, he thinks.

“You bring her over for whiskey and eggnog, tomorrow night. I’ll do my business on her,” Tommy says.

“A’yep. And how about yours?” Chuck wonders aloud.

“We’re goin’ huntin’ in the morning, along Buxton Pond. Maybe you can hide out in my tree stand, surprise the shit out of her.”

“A’yep. Shake on it?”

They shake hands. Tommy places the camouflage Snuggie back on the shelf. She won’t be needing it anymore. Chuck sniffs the scented bar of soap. It doesn’t smell so bad, but that doesn’t make it less silly. He puts it back on the shelf. Tommy and Chuck exit the pharmacy, leaving in their wake a series of jealous burly men of Maine.

Eric Dimbleby lives in Maine with his wife and three children. His debut novel Please Don’t Go was released by Pill Hill Press in 2011. For more information, visit www.ericdimbleby.com.
  


MOTHERHOOD
 

CINDY LITTLE
 

The kitchen smelled of the pine-scented cleaner I’d just mopped the floor with, and downstairs I could hear my daughter rattling the safety gate and shouting, “Momma!” Hell called to me from the back of my refrigerator. Reaching in I grabbed the apple juice and put it on the counter.

I suppose I had originally harbored sit-com visions of motherhood. I imagined waking up each morning to a clean, quiet little cherub. I dreamed I’d reach into her crib, hold her, change her, feed her and take her for a walk. All the other mothers would faun over my perfect little girl.

And I loved being pregnant. I remember sitting cross-legged on the floor of the nursery, leaning over my big belly and painstakingly putting together the solid maple changing table. The room, when finished, was perfect. The pad for the crib had bunnies on it with a matching blanket I casually draped across the rocking chair, where I imagined I would nurse my perfect baby.

When reality hit, it came like a sledgehammer to the jaw. Fourteen hours of excruciatingly painful labor produced a wailing bundle of flailing limbs. I thought, “That’s it? I spent over half of a day feeling like my insides were being ripped out for this squalling mass?”

My baby was temperamental from the start.

If the cat rubbed against her leg, she’d whine and loud noises would send her little starfish hands flying to her ears. She was also dull. I’d fantasized that she would be inquisitive and curious. I envisioned us taking walks and discovering shiny rocks, small toads, and brightly colored autumn leaves. She was interested in none of these things.

Worst of all she was messy. Before she was born, my home was perfectly kept. A speck of dust couldn’t be found on anything—even the window shutters. All of that changed once she started walking. Other mothers would tell me how excited they were when their toddlers started pulling up on the furniture. All I thought about were her sticky fingerprints all over my mahogany coffee table.

I had no idea during my pregnancy that I was volunteering myself for a life sentence of misery and filth. Reaching into the cupboard above the stove, I pulled out a clean bottle, nipple, and twist cap. When I turned to grab the apple juice and fill her bottle I noticed that I’d also left the pine cleaner on the counter. The golden clear colors of the two liquids were nearly identical.

Her pleas from downstairs were getting peevish.

“Coming!” I shouted as I filled her bottle and screwed on the cap with a genuine smile two years in the making.

Cindy Little is an aspiring horror writer, a research consultant with a Ph.D. in educational psychology, a wife, a mother, a ghost hunter, and a lover of good coffee, gelato, camping, dogs, reading well-written stories in any genre, and anything or anyone that can make her stop and truly marvel.
  


GREASE MONKEY
 

JOSEPH ROBERT DESYLVA
 

Damn car . . . come on baby, come on! Just a little farther to the off ramp . . . The car sputtered off the expressway, the sign at the bottom of the ramp reading: Ace’s Auto Repair. Both sides of the road leading to “Ace’s Place” were littered with the carcasses of decrepit automobiles.

A man sat sipping a beer in a chair outside the doorway when Glenn pulled up, choking and spluttering to a stop. Ace watched the gentleman get out of his car, approaching with an antagonistic swagger.

“Are you a mechanic?” Glenn asked.

“Nah, I’m a bird watcher. What can I do for you, man? Your car doesn’t sound so good.”

“Can you fix it? I’m in a hurry.”

“Depends on how much you got. I only take cash.” Ace spat chewing tobacco at his feet.

“How much we talking? I’ve got credit cards too–”

“Don’t take no credit cards. Only cash. I’ll have to look under the hood before I can make an estimate.”

Glenn looked around. “Is there a coffee shop or something around here?”

“Yep, if you feel like trampin’ about five miles up the expressway. Start her up, let me listen.”

Glenn started the car, which immediately began to smoke and sputter. Ace told him to shut it off.

“Can you fix it?”

“Yup, just a small adjustment to the distributor should do the trick . . . okay, start it up.”

The car purred like a kitten. Thank Christ! Now he could get back on the road and out of this shit-splat piece of nowhere.

“How much do I owe you?” Glenn asked.

“I figure about $250 should do the trick.”.

“I don’t have that much on me. How about $200?”

Always the hustler. He could’ve paid at least double that with a little under the dashboard scavenging.

Ace ducked back under the hood, loosening the brake line which began to dribble like a pricked artery.

“Give me the money.” Ace held out his hand. Glenn smiled broadly, slipping him two crumpled hundred-dollar bills before shifting the car into gear.

Joseph Robert deSylva is attending college at the age of 57 and considers himself a broke English major. He lives in Santa Rosa, California and likes to write Rod Serling-type shorts.
  


A MODERN PROBLEM
 

ROB SMALES
 

Liam stumbled backwards as the knife ripped through the air directly in front of him, his hands raised in what he hoped was a calming manner.

“Please—stay back!”

Undeterred, the hulking figure advanced, red-rimmed eyes and weaving blade reflecting the faint glow from the streetlamp at the end of the alley. Knowing that he had to take control of the situation, Liam drew himself up to his full 5’3” height and tried to sound authoritative, the way cops do on TV.

“Dude, I’m with the neighborhood watch, and I—”

He jerked his head back, and the keen edge missed his eyes by mere inches.

“The only watch I need is that watch on your wrist, motherf—”

Liam backpedaled furiously to avoid another thrust.

Omigod, I’m gonna die, he thought frantically as his buttocks slammed against the alley wall behind him.

Nowhere to run.

“You’ve got to listen to me,” Liam begged, hands held up in submission, “Junkies are dying, someone is killing you guys! There’s a modern-day Jack the Ripper, and I’m just trying to help–”

Pain, hot and white, burned across his palm as the knife cut flesh. Liam cried out and hugged his hand to his stomach, blood splashing to the ground as he dropped to his knees.

Jesus, my hand—

“The only help I want is your watch and wallet, man,” growled the assailant as he towered over Liam, menacingly wielding the bloody knife. “I need a fix, and you’re gonna . . . ”

The huge junkie’s voice seemed to fade, obscured by a sound. Liam thought it was the rushing in his ears, but it somehow changed. It was the sound of an exhalation, long and drawn-out, as if someone had been holding an impossibly large breath. Then he saw the lights.

Behind and slightly above the junkie, two red discs illuminated, as if someone was blowing on coals. Seeing the discs, Liam froze; his mind going blank. There was fear, but it seemed so far away . . .

“Are you listening to me?” the junkie snarled.

He lunged forward, only to be yanked backwards into shadow, like a small dog at the end of his leash. One booted foot thrust into view even as the rest of the man was pulled into the gloom. The junkie’s foot kicked, twitching spasmodically in time to a crunching sound. Then a slurping sound. Then a sucking--

Suddenly the discs he had seen were right in front of him. Eyes! They're eyes! he thought. Sharp talons of ice gripped his throat, pressing him to the wall, while his wounded hand was raised.

“Yesss . . . ” Rancid breath washed over his face with the sepulchral voice, and a tongue (so cold!) lapped against his slashed palm. The grip tensed.

“What!? This blood is clean . . . useless!”

Liam was flung across the alley where he lay like a thing broken, eyes open but unseeing. Mind still thinking . . .

Eyes! They’re eyes . . .

They’re eyes . . .

Eyes . . .

Rob Smales graduated with a BA in English from Salem State College. Two decades later , after years of people saying he tells a good story, he is trying his hand at writing some of them down. “Playmate Wanted”, which appeared in issue #5 of Dark Moon Digest, was his first time in a print.
  


SEE JACK RUN
 

L. A. TOBIN
 

Before Jack can even think about running, it’s already too late.

The Crenshaw boy holds Jack’s scrawny arm in his catcher’s mitt of a hand, pinning him to the wall next to the urinals.

Cars drone past the barred windows of the nondescript brick structure. A distant siren calls out.

The Crenshaw boy—don’t ever call him Lionel—holds Jack in place. There was no way in hell Jack could outrun Lionel Crenshaw, anyway. And certainly not Billy Norton, who flies like a fart and runs like a queer dog. Supposedly a vicious, queer dog scared Billy’s mother when she was pregnant with Billy. That’s why he runs like a queer dog.

“School taxes!” yells Lionel behind a malicious, toothy smirk. He pounds his dirty fist against Jack’s chest several times, knocking the wind out of him. “Taxes, buddy. Taxes. You have to pay your dues. Oh, did I mention TAXES?” Lionel takes hold of Jack’s spaghetti arm and begins smacking him in his wounded, freckled face. “Quit hitting yourself,” chants Lionel. “Quit hitting yourself, quit hitting yourself.”

Billy Norton spreads a hockey-player’s grin, but falls into a bout of heavy coughing. “Stop hitting yerself, stop hitting (coughcough) yerself. Shit (cough cough)–smoker’s lung,” he wheezes and grins again.

“Well, maybe, you know, it’s time to quit smoking. Ya think? Maybe?” Jack had the words out of his mouth before he even realized he’d spoken.

“Listen to the dead guy,” hisses Lionel. “Awful brave for a dead guy.”

“Dead guy,” repeats Billy, and then breaks into another fit of coughing.

“What a fuckin’ pisser.”

“What a (cough) pisser,” repeats Billy.

A jab to the guts brings bony Jack to his knees gasping, sucking hard to bring air back into his deflated lungs.

Lionel begins searching Jack’s pants and jacket pockets.

Billy slaps Lionel on the back, and Lionel breaks into a fit of laughter, his face turning cherry red. Billy laughs, too, but then starts hacking again.

“I . . . told you . . . you should . . . quit,” Jack said.

His words seep up from the tile floor in a series of short, labored breaths. Dribbling sounds from the urinal; buzzing from overhead lights, muffled traffic passing outside window and . . . freedom.

“You got to be fuckin kiddin’ me!” cries Lionel.

Billy watches Lionel’s face carefully, hoping to glimpse the birth of a sadistic idea. And there it appears in short order.

“There’s something I wanna do,” says Lionel. “Something I wanna try.” He tilts Jack’s bruised and bloody face towards his and grins. The grin blossoms into a cancerous mask of evil. Lionel slips his hand over the smaller boy’s mouth. Jack begins to squeal beneath Lionel’s smothering grip.

Lights.

Oh, the beautiful lights.

It ends.

Jack falls into the black of unconsciousness.

“I got an idea,” repeats Lionel.

Seeing what Lionel does next, Billy wishes Jack had run.

L. A. Tobin was born in Newfoundland and now lives in Ontario. She loves horror and suspense (who doesn't?). She has been writing stories since childhood and recently finished a suspense thriller/horror novel. Writing a collection of short stories and another novel are her next projects.
  


80 SQUARE FEET
 

JASON BURUM
 

The visceral terror I once felt has long been replaced by anger and aggression. The thoughts of any hope I once had have regressed into anxiety and depression. I’ve lost my other, a best friend, my sister and my nephews along with my only child. All I have left is 80 square feet of cold white tile and Rex. I inherited this palace of porcelain on the sheer luck that they don’t have the motor skills to open anything that requires pulling. They operate only in one gear: forward. Moan and go, groan and get, slow and straight ahead—that’s how them boys roll.

I’ve enjoyed six or seven days in this upscale setting. Romantic candle-lit nights spent listening through the ventilation system to the sweet sounds of hundreds of walking corpses lurking outside at the prospect I might still be in here. I’m down to a half of a package of beef jerky, three juice pouches, eight pieces of that cheap pink gum they stuff into piñatas and a nearly empty bottle of yellow mustard.

It’s hard not to laugh at the situation I’m in, but at the same time it’s hard not to cry over the situations I’ve had to endure getting here. To say that I’ve been to hell and back, hanging on by the seat of my pants is an understatement. I’ve seen things no one should have to witness . . . been forced to do things that no man should ever have to experience. I’ve somehow managed to survive during a time when the odds against survival seemed practically insurmountable.

I somehow managed to survive the onslaught . . . only to box myself into a cold, damp corner with no means of escape. Eighty square feet of hard reality slaps me in the face.

The sound of the door creaking as it strains to hold up against a horde of determined creatures isn’t nearly as unsettling as the sound the creaking hinges make as they slowly give away. The eerie screech of the metal doorjamb twisting against the burgeoning mass on the opposite side makes me squeeze Rex tightly, but it’s the sound of the screws in the hinges grinding against the jamb as the door gives way that makes me whimper and shake.

This is it.

All I can think about is how I’m not ready to go.

I’m just not ready. And in that final moment before the lights go out and I cease to be, it hits me:

“Who’s going to take care of Rex?”

Jason Burum is a fiction writer who loves giving his readers a thorough creeping with his stories. Since the age of eleven he’s spent his days writing stories of fear and terror for whomever he could convince to read them. He resides in Oakland with his wife and two children.
  


A JURY OF HIS PEERS
 

ANDREW ALFORD
 

The snap that fried him was not that of Exhibit A: the tracks he’d chained her to, smeared with the crimson path of her body.

Nor was it B, that looked like a mannequin’s arm draped over an iron rail, as over a porcelain tub.

Exhibit C was her bra, strapped to a torso half-blackened at impact.

Exhibit D showed her head and face: sculpture out of not-enough clay.

Neither of these did him in.

It was not even the passengers’ accompanying testimony about the rumbling underfoot of someone becoming something, “like basketballs trapped beneath the rail-car floors.”

The photograph that doomed him he’d taken himself. As it passed among the jurors hand to hand, a woman vomited, a man swooned. Twelve times his trophy photo brought the girl together again for them in her last moment alive. Her face still whole, her eyes still focused—looking right at them but recognizing only him.

It made murderers of them all.

Andrew Alford was born and raised in Elizabeth, New Jersey. You can find more of his short fiction in Space and Time Magazine and Supernatural Tales, and hopefully digging their way up out of several other slush piles.
  


I LIVE IN YOUR CUPBOARD
 

SANTIAGO EXIMENO
 

I live in your cupboard, hidden among your clothes. I sleep during daytime, one of my heads leaning onto your old slippers, my body draped over a plastic hanger. At night I wake up and spy on you from the inside, through the crack of the door your mother leaves open. I know you know I live here, I know you’ve told your parents a lot of times.

I hate you just for that.

For you discovered me.

I’d like to go out and tear you to pieces with my teeth, to make you pay what you owe me for your betrayal.

But I won’t do it. I hide among your clothes and wait, as I always did, suffering my fear in silence.

Because I’m not lurking; I’m skulking.

I’m skulking from the monster that lives under your bed.

Santiago Eximeno (Spain, 1973) has published (in Spanish) several horror/dark fantasy books like Bebés Jugando con Cuchillos (Grupo AJEC, 2008) or Capriccio (23 Escalones, 2010). He has received four Ignotus Award (a national sci-fi/horror/fantasy award in Spain) for Best Short Story and Best Anthology.
  


THE CHILDREN OF FAITH
 

SEAN TEMPLETON
 

The council had deliberated; its verdict was clear. Two bearded men, pulled by a single black horse, now depart westward under a bent white canvas and a fuliginous fog. At least before there were bodies, there was something to blame.

Now, just the returning blacksmith’s din and no laughter from children. Not since ‘06 had such a colony sent out for help; but five years isn’t long for the servants of God.

It’s obvious what the pair will tell the Columbus police. They’ll start with the blackbirds–say they’d come in like always, searching for grain in the village square. But this time, they’ll say, there was something in their eyes: something hellish. They’ll explain three children dropping dead near the schoolhouse, and that the primitive colony prayed in a circle.

The pair will report that a stranger then approached wearing outsiders’ garb, a tan sack over his shoulder. That he asked why they prayed. And when they’d told him, he’d spoken:

“And your god doesn’t care? That your children, that his children die?” They’ll remember him asking. “Hell in birds’ eyes? Can’t he redeem them? Prophets before your prophets, they wrote of a god called Hades. He damned another deity with nothing but pomegranate seeds! You think he can’t condemn blackbirds? Your god refuses you; but Hades speaks. He is real. If I bring him your grain, he’ll accept it as pomegranate seeds.”

The pair will recall that the village fell silent when “Hades’ messenger” demanded its oldest text, a calligraphic Ausbund, in return. The hush careered into fury, they’ll say, and the stranger left carrying grain.

But, the messengers will explain, he returned with red seeds on the night two more children died, and the sobbing Reverend reluctantly accepted his demands. The stranger flung the seeds about the square before departing again.

The men will tell how the colony woke among bird carcasses, but that the reverend hid the Ausbund nonetheless. Then, they’ll claim a plow-man crossed town at noon to find the schoolteacher dead, his schoolchildren missing. The authorities will hear about the council, about its verdict. They’ll hear that . . .

But my daydream dissipates.

. . . I hope they’ll call me Hades’ son, something divine. But in truth, I just couldn’t help myself.

I saw the colony’s sign from a Corvette’s backseat and took foot after I poisoned the driver. The birds were a beautiful coincidence, the town’s prayers pristine irony. All it took was pomegranate seeds, some liquid strychnine in the seeds and a meal, and I got what I wanted.

Not their Ausbund, of course. My bag carries folklore, not fantasy.

No, I craved their uncertainty. I want their doubt. I want to brandish my knife at their young as we trudge up this hillside, to look in their timorous eyes and tell them “there is no God,” and “relax, I won’t hurt you . . . but I’m your god now.”

Sean Templeton grew up in Dickinson, North Dakota. He currently attends Minnesota State University in Moorhead, MN, for English Writing and Business Administration. While he has had several poems published, Sean is just beginning to write prose. His first few pieces have been in his long-time favorite horror genre.
  


SALLY’S DREAM
 

GARY R. HOFFMAN
 

The person standing over her bed had a very large knife in their hand. The knife had a shiny silver blade and red handle.

“What do you want?” Sally asked with a shaky voice.

“Do you not remember me?”

“No. I have no idea who you are.”

“Think hard, and I’ll return when you remember. It will mean nothing if you don’t know who I am.”

Sally woke with a jolt. Her gown was wet with sweat and her heart pounded. She glanced around the empty room. Her bladder ached. She threw the blanket back and heard something clatter to the floor. When she turned on the light, she saw a large, silver-bladed knife with a red handle on the floor by her bed.

Gary R. Hoffman has taught school, been self-employed, and traveled in a motor home. He has published or won prizes for over 300 short stories, poems, and essays. www.garyrhoffman.com.
  


THEY WON’T GET US
 

T. J. REED
 

Sweat dripped down his forehead, between his eyes, and off the tip of Brian’s nose. The pressure was getting to him. From the corner of the living room he could hear the whimpering of his two children, Amy, ten, and Sean, nine. They were hiding in the closet, just as he had told them to. Lying unconscious on the living room floor was his wife Tory, dried blood matting her hair against her head. Brian stood up from his recliner and shuffled to the window for the third time in as many minutes and parted the curtains. The dead were out there. Standing behind cars parked in front of his suburban home.

“Daddy, we’re scared,” Amy whispered.

“I know. So am I, baby. But I won’t let them get us.”

Brian picked up his shotgun that he had propped against the wall next to the window. He could start shooting in hopes of thinning the herd outside, but he was afraid the noise would only bring more of the ghouls to his home. He counted them again. Fourteen.

The masses were growing, and they were surrounded. At least that is what one of the walking dead had said. Brian had been surprised to learn that they could talk. The zombie’s booming voice had sounded like God himself, but God wasn’t in the business of killing and eating his family, as were the maggot sacks outside his once-quiet home.

Tory began to stir from her slumber on the floor.

“Brian . . . what happened?” Then she was out again.

Brian raised the shotgun, and aimed at his wife’s head. He knew there was only one way out for him and his family.

“No! Daddy, please! ” Amy cried to her father.

“I’m sorry, pumpkin, but this is the only way. I will see you on the other side. Now close your eyes and hold your brother. Hold him tight! When you get to heaven, Mama and I will be right behind you, baby. Go ahead now, close your eyes, and wipe away those tears.”

Brian shot his wife first, then both of his children. As he raised the shotgun to place it in his mouth, the living room window shattered in. The shots had excited the dead outside, and now they were flooding into his house in hopes of getting Brian and his family. But Brian knew he had cheated them out of that satisfaction. He pulled the trigger as they grabbed him and dragged him to the floor, but nothing happened. The gun had jammed.

The zombies rolled him onto his stomach and placed cuffs on him.

“We were too late, sir. They’re dead, the wife and the kids. The whacko shot them. Oh my God, he shot them.”

T. J. Reed loves to tell stories and entertain his friends with his tales of zombie survival. He lives in Fredericktown, Missouri with his beautiful supportive wife and four wonderful children. He also is a Combat Engineer in the Missouri National Guard with two combat tours to Iraq. Visit him at http://theywontgetus.blogspot.com.
  


THE SHACKLES
 

JAMES S. DORR
 

He had her at last! He’d waited until day, when she would be asleep, and dragged her torpid body to the chair, sitting it upright, then locked on the shackles.

Slowly, the vampire woke.

“Sandor,” she said in her heavily accented voice. “What is the meaning of this?”

“Countess,” he answered, “you know what I want. You have promised many times—life eternal.”

“I do not make such promises to servants, nor would I let myself be forced to keep them. I am Countess Marya Zaleska, the daughter of Dracula himself! How dare you—”

“Remember, Countess, I helped you to steal back your father’s corpse, and then to burn it. You needed me then. And afterward you have not turned me away. I know your secrets.”

The Countess pulled against her chains. “Perhaps not all of them, Sandor,” she said, “but no matter. Even if I should promise this to gain my freedom, how would you hold me to it?”

Sandor smiled. “The shackles and chains are quite solid, I can guarantee. And do not try turning into a bat, your wings would be shattered before you could pull them out. You see, I’ve learned these things. As for your promise, you will pay me first. You will let me have a flagon of your blood that I might then drink before you have quite completely drained mine.”

She shook her head, straining to pull the chains from the wall, until she sank back again, exhausted.

“It will be night soon enough,” Sandor said. “I have watched you, Countess. I know you will need to have blood before dawn. You may feel strong now, but as the hours go by you will weaken. You will see, Countess.”

Sandor strode to the chamber’s window and peeked through its heavy drapes. “Indeed,” he continued, “the sun is just touching the western horizon. In not many more minutes it will be down. And that is when the lust comes on you, does it not? The desire—the need—to drink? I know you have tried to banish it from you, to deny your nature, but always it comes back. That prostitute, Lili. That doctor who you had thought might cure you. As I have said, Countess, I know your secrets.”

“And I have said, perhaps not all of them.” She fixed him with her dark, deep eyes. “You say it is sundown?”

He opened the curtain so she could see too. “Yes,” he answered. “Now comes the starvation. Unless, of course . . . ”

He held out the flagon, a knife in his other hand pointing toward the vein in her wrist when, suddenly, both wrist and arm dissolved into a white mist. A mist that expanded to include her whole body, swirling, flowing, now surrounding Sandor.

It echoed her words, “Not all my secrets,” as thousands and thousands of tiny droplets, each with its own tiny teeth, started the night’s feast.

James Dorr has two collections, Strange Mistresses: Tales Of Wonder And Romance and Darker Loves: Tales Of Mystery And Regret, (Dark Regions Press) and his all-Poetry Vamps (A Retrospective) (Sam’s Dot Publishing). He is an active member of SFWA and HWA with several hundred individual publications to his credit. Dorr invites readers to visit his site at http://jamesdorrwriter.wordpress.com for the latest information and news.
  


SKIPPING STONES
 

A. J. BROWN
 

“Flat stones, Cadence. You have to use flat stones.”

Remy ran his hand through the sediment just beneath the water’s surface. Sand washed away with the slight current of the river as he pulled his hand out. Four black rocks, smooth and flat, lay in the palm of his hand.

He looked out over the narrow neck of the river. Tree branches stretched across the water from both sides. Thick moss hung down like heavy strands of hair on a hag’s head. Remy had tied the target to one of the thicker branches so it would dangle close enough to the water.

Remy turned to his daughter, took in the eyes that were odd: one wide and one like a slit across her face. He took in the way one side of her lip pulled down, the scars on her face and arms where flames had licked her skin. His heart cracked and he clinched his teeth to bite back the anger welling up in his chest. He released a long breath, relaxed.

“You do it like this,” he said, and held his arm out to his side and at an angle. With a flick of his wrist he let the rock go. It skipped across the water, went into the air, skipped again. “Damn it, I missed. But, you get the picture, right?”

Cadence nodded, her once-curly blonde locks clung tight to her skull. The one good blue eye shimmered with excitement as she took a stone from Remy, held her arm at an angle and tossed the rock. It plopped into the water and sank.

“Ah man,” she said, lowering her head.

“Try again.”

The second rock sank as well.

Remy held the last rock out for her. “One more, kiddo.”

Cadence took the final rock, one a little bigger than the others.

Remy stepped behind her, took her elbow and steadied her arm. “Close your eyes, child. See the target in your mind, feel it in your soul as if it were pain. We don’t like pain, now do we?”

“No sir.”

He stepped back. “Go on ahead now. Hit the target.”

Cadence shut her eyes, stepped out with one foot and flicked her wrist. The rock skimmed the water’s surface three times before striking the woman dangling upside down from the overhanging tree limb. The woman let out a yelp of pain as she swayed from side to side. Blood flowed from the wound above her eye, seeping into her brown hair.

“Nice!” Remy cheered.

The child’s eyes grew wide, a smile stretched across her young face.

“Do you want to try again?”

“Yes!” she said, clapped her scarred hands together.

He rummaged through the sediment, came back up with several smooth rocks.

“Aim for the middle of the face next time. She’s still much too pretty. Remember how she looked at you? Remember how it made you feel?”

Cadence nodded, took another rock and closed her eyes and remembered.

A.J. Brown is a scribbler of words. Some of those words are decent enough to see the light of day. His scribbles have appeared in Necrotic Tissue, Allegory, Bards and Sages Quarterly and The Gloaming.
  


MUSH
 

LOGAN BRANJORD
 

Gales of snow-speckled wind pelted the faces of Stockton and his dogs. Mint and Vanilla nearly tore through the harnesses in their strain to pull the sled up an endless incline. Each time Stockton heard more panting than pushing, he took the whip and cracked them on their haunches. Deep gashes decorated their rumps. Mint’s fur had stopped growing back in places where Stockton had “encouraged” her most.

The racer wiped frost from his eyelashes and snot from his cheeks. With the blinding yellow disc of the sun, he couldn’t see well enough to steer. Crags jutted up beside them.

The path began to slope downward. When the dogs couldn’t keep up, the sled skidded out of control. At treacherous speed, the sled slammed into a boulder. Wood splintered and Stockton flew through the air. He felt a jabbing pain into his side when he collided with the boulder. Everything went dark.

When he awoke, Stockton found his shinbone protruding from the skin and his knee cap had slid out of place. He saw splinters of wood sticking out from his side with a trail of red gel melting through the snow. It was his blood.

His dogs had deserted him. He saw shreds of chewed-up harnesses laying everywhere. Mint’s fault, he thought. Mint was always a disobedient bitch. She barked, nipped, peed on his things and ran away every time she got the chance. Worse yet, Mint distracted the other dogs. So she had to have been behind this little “canine revolution” of the dogs. Stockton wished he’d thrown her in the river after all.

Stockton must have fallen asleep. He awoke again under a full white moon and with a dreadful wind from the north. His legs felt numb and lifeless. His left side was tingling.

He called to his dogs. “Vanilla!” he said, “Mint!” His words echoed back to him.

A set of hungry eyes appeared against the tree line. Stockton’s chest fluttered. Then he saw their shape and he prickled with recognition. That’s Mint!

“Mint!” he called, coughing violently, “Mint come!”

The eyes disappeared at the sound of his voice; very characteristic of Mint. Stockton fell asleep a half hour later.

Next time he awoke, his whole body was stiff. He could only move his neck and shoulders. His hips had frozen in place. Those eyes appeared again.

Stockton didn’t have the energy to call. He remembered his love for the dog now. He wanted her to come fall asleep on him. He craved to feel her warm breath against his cheek, despite her dog smell. As Stockton fell asleep he was vaguely aware of something warm massaging his legs.

Hours later, Stockton awoke, disappointed to find himself back in the bitter wind. His eyes were frozen shut. A crawling feeling went up and down his leg.

When he pried his eyelids apart he saw the bloody muzzle of Mint, standing over him, in the place where his leg should be.

Logan Theodore Branjord is a 27 year-old writer living in the Twin Cities, MN.
  


IF THESE WALLS COULD TALK
 

JACK NEALY
 

When she left I decided to take out the wall that separated our bedroom from the guestroom. My brother came over to help and together we tore down a chunk of drywall. Later, the police explained to us that the bodies we found stashed inside the wall had been there for over thirty years. After the detectives left, after we were assured we would not be facing any further investigation, and after they promised to have the bodies removed within the week, my brother called me to say he was too busy to come back and finish the wall-removal job. He never was good at lying.

“It’s fine,” I told him.

I was up late with an empty bottle when I called her to tell her I had decided to expand the room we used to share. I told her how glad I was that I would never have to spend another holiday with her mother in the extra bedroom. After I called her every name I had always wanted to call her when we were together, she hung up, sobbing. I sat in bed staring across the room at the hole in the wall. I had the whiskey in one hand and the phone still gripped tightly in the other, the dial tone blaring. I dropped both and approached the man-sized hole, and tore away the caution tape.

I peered sideways into the darkness; it had been a week, yet no one had come by to take the bodies. I crept inside carefully to get a better look. There were three dusty, disarticulated bodies lying on the floor that I could see, but there might even be more, deeper in the space. There was just enough room within the wall for me to squeeze through, shuffling sideways over the unfortunate souls that had been abandoned there for decades. Stepping over bones I walked slowly, further and further into the wall with my arms held up high. I thought about what I said to her, the names, the stuff about her mom, and I started to laugh. I kept moving sideways into the space between the walls, laughing, and then began choking on the dust. I tried moving my arms down to cover my mouth instinctively, but there wasn’t enough room. That’s when I noticed the pain; I had been holding my arms up for twenty minutes. My feet were sore too, having been mashed awkwardly as I tried to walk through the wall. All at once I felt completely exhausted but I kept stepping over bodies and moving further.

Later, I awoke in total darkness. My head hurt. I tried to move back in the direction I had come, but it was impossible to position myself correctly; my body was sore from being in the same position for so long while I slept. A spider crawled down my face and bit me. I gasped in pain, but I couldn’t even swat it away. I couldn’t see them, but I could feel the hollow gaze of the forgotten skulls as they watched me, amused.

In the darkness between the walls I shouted franticly for help. In the darkness I waited.

I am still here.

Aspiring author Jack Nealy shares a birthday with horror movie legend Bela Lugosi and has harbored a lifelong fascination with all things horror and pulp. He grew up in Southern California where he happens to live two blocks from a cemetery. He is currently working towards a degree in Literature.
  


THE REAL WORLD
 

CYNDIE GOINS HOELSCHER
 

Never before had I experienced the oppressive darkness that gathered just beyond the lights of the midway my first night working at the circus. Clouds hovered chillingly close to the ground. A brisk wind twisted them into ghostly figures prophesying doom.

“What’s up buttercup?” Joshua called, walking to join me in looking up at the sky.

“I don’t know,” I hesitated, watching a cloud shift into a form and dissolve once again. “Do you see that?”

“What?”

“Never mind,” I replied.

I suspiciously watched the clouds as they pirouetted around the Big Top. Fingers seemed to emerge, beckoning the fog to blanket the ground. I shifted nervously.

“You’re scared of fog?” Josh laughed at my expression. “Baby, it’s just clouds! Look, we can dance on the clouds tonight!

“Uh. What the . . . ?”

A grinning clown materialized out of the dense fog only a few feet away from us. His blue Mohawk and peeling pancake make-up made me take a step backward. His pursed lips were painted in a perpetual smile. But the clown’s eyes riveted me the most. Gray, like the fog around us, they didn’t reflect light.

“Hey man! You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that!” Josh yelled. He tried to push the clown back, but his hand sank into the clown’s torso with a sickening crunch.

Josh stared at his arm, now firmly lodged in the creature. Its grin sharpened into a sneer as Josh strained to free his arm.

“It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s not real!” I repeated to myself using the words my shrink had taught me to banish my recurring nightmares. How often had he smiled condescendingly and assured me that killer aliens, zombies and monsters didn’t really exist? My nightmares were figments of my over-active imagination and a brain that was basically undisciplined and dysfunctional. Once I secured a real job and walked around in the real world, I would have normal dreams like everyone else.

“It’s not real,” I repeated once more.

The zombie clown sank his teeth into Josh’s neck. The fog turned red as his blood spurted out around the clown’s mouth, fine red drops misting my face, slaughtering my mantra, leaving me helpless.

This is the real world, and there’s no such thing as nightmares.
  


A NEW SUIT
 

JOHN HUNT
 

Charles awoke with a start, naked and cold on a concrete floor. Laying in darkness, he could only make out vague, indistinct shadows. He tried to sit up but screamed when searing pain, sharper than any knife, radiated up his legs. His shriek echoed around him, high pitched—a stranger’s scream. He ran a tentative hand down his thigh, and recoiled when this light touch produced disproportionate pain. The strange lumps in his thighs suggested that his legs were broken. He realized he would have to crawl out of here, dragging the now-useless appendages behind him.

He’d picked a fight with a little guy in a bar. He recalled a fist connecting with his face followed by a blurred image of the barroom floor, wet with boot prints, rising up to meet him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d lost a fight; he was a big guy, six-feet-six and thick with muscle, who’d spent years cultivating a nasty image justified by his malicious actions. He’d even been incarcerated multiple times for his violent tendencies. He was the guy with the handlebar moustache, scruffy face, beady eyes and jailhouse tattoos—the guy no one ever dared to fuck with. Until now.

A blinding light snapped on, catching him in its spotlight like a broken beetle lying on its back. The dizzying illumination revealed old crumbling brick, and water sliding down the walls to collect in cracks on the floor. Charles realized he was in a derelict building, far from any help. He looked up when the shadow fell upon him, and was alarmed to see that the little guy was naked.

“I’m not into guys,” Charles stated.

“Neither am I,” the little guy growled.

“Then what do you want?”

“A new meat puppet . . . something that fits better than this bag of bones. I think you’ll do nicely.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’ll see.”

The little guy opened his mouth, and Charles heard a pop when the man’s jaw bone dislocated and his mouth grew impossibly wide. A sound like the buzzing of crickets filled the room. Black, hairy fingers resmbling spider legs sprouted from the little guy’s mouth and then folded back to grasp the distended cheeks. The fingers pushed outwards, stretching the skin like rubber until small lacerations began to form in the middle of the little guy’s lips. These lacerations became jagged rips, rupturing the flesh around the mouth, tearing apart the nose, splitting the chin, and slashing down the chest and stomach until the shredded body lay torn in half at Charles’ feet. Charles’ eyes fixed upon the grotesque pile of skin, muscle and viscera piled in front of him, which no longer resembled anything human. Then it stepped away from the slop.

Charles began to scream when the hairy monstrosity looked down at him with six fathomless black eyes and declared, “I always liked the feel of a new suit.”

A busy father of four, John Hunt is a published author who had not started writing until late 2009. Most of his writing is done during his spare time. He works and lives in the city of Guelph, Ontario, Canada with his family.
  


THE VOYEUR
 

RAN WALKER
 

The old man eased out from the shadows, his motions fluid and easy as he lifted his camcorder into the sunlight. He adjusted the zoom, aiming it at the top of the building as the child stepped into view. The flowing satin cape caught on the slight breeze, and damned if the kid didn’t really look like a superhero. The child placed his fists on either side of his waist and poked out his chest, taking in the moment. It was a thing of beauty, the old man thought.

The boy stepped to the edge of the roof, his golden locks shifting with the wind.

“You have to believe,” the old man whispered, adjusting his camcorder. He looked away for a moment at the group of children gathering below. They were doing just as he had instructed them. Now the real crowd would come.

A woman looked upward and screamed.

“Someone call 9-1-1!” a man yelled.

The old man quickly lowered his camcorder to get a shot of the growing crowd before returning his focus to the boy who stood frozen like a statue atop the building. He could scarcely make out the boy’s face, but it was clear the boy’s posture and stance betrayed his ten-year-old body.

Then the boy moved. Just a slight step, but everyone, including the old man, gasped collectively. It was a delicious moment, this child flaunting his power over this world, proud in his ability to transcend gravity and give himself over to his dreams. The old man smiled, his hand perspiring behind the camcorder.

Without warning, the boy leapt off the building, his cape catching in the wind and trailing boldly behind him as he outstretched his arms so that his body became parallel with the earth. It was a beautiful sight, thought the old man, as he moved his camera with the child.

In the brief seconds after the boy’s commitment to flight, the man watched gravity wrap its heavy hands around the child, yanking him to the earth with such violent force that the boy seemed to disintegrate into bloody dust as his body slammed against the concrete.

When the old man later replayed the video, he admired that fleeting moment when the boy, prostrate against the wind and oblivious to the screams below, floated just off the roof of the building, his cape rippling perfectly behind him. The man hoped that the other children would be equally inspired. Surely there was one among them who viewed himself as bulletproof or capable of breathing under water.

Pausing the video just before the child hit the sidewalk below, the old man smiled at the intensity of the child’s expression.

That boy was determined to fly—even until the very end.

Ran Walker is a native of Mississippi and currently teaches creative writing at Hampton University. He can be reached at www.ranwalker.com.
  


THE SUMMING OF PARTS
 

VINCE DARCANGELO
 

Tommy can’t help that he was born with cheesecloth skin, knobby limbs, and that hideous, asymmetrical face. He winces at his reflection in the mirror. His mouth droops as if he’s catching flies.

Tommy Flystrip, Sam Dillard has called him since freshman year.

And sure, Tommy knows that beauty is not the summing of parts, but still he feels like a monster constructed of odd-fitting pieces. He stares at this disfigured wreck of a thing and wonders, Who could love me? Or, Who would ever touch me? which is worse, because you could love ugly. You could love it like a child. But who wanted to touch it?

Julia Dillard is nothing like her brother. She never called him Tommy Flystrip, but she is too beautiful to really love him.

Today, in front of her locker, he’d asked Julia to accompany him to see a movie. She flashed a smile, but it was the wrong kind. Her eyes avoided his and before she could respond, Sam snuck up from behind and pulled down his pants, underwear and all.

Tommy shudders, recalling the humiliation. He slams a fist into his reflection. Bright blood splatters the wall, but the ugly doesn’t go away. He digs through the broken glass for the sharpest piece. It sparkles in the dim motel light, and though beauty is not the sum of one’s individual parts, he believes that if he could fix the most offensive sections of his body he could create a more appealing whole.

I will be beautiful, Tommy says to the broken mirror.

He pierces himself with the glass and cuts. There is pain, but also a pleasant tingling in his neck and head. The bathroom darkens and swirls, and Tommy concentrates on his breathing. Then he peels back that disgusting layer of skin to see if there’s a beautiful version of himself living inside the ugly one. There isn’t, so he cuts deeper, all over. The tip of his nose plops into the sink. An acne-scarred cheek hangs like a banana peel.

For a moment, he almost forgets Julia is waiting for him in the next room.

Instead of the cinema, Tommy brought her here, to this forgotten motel far from town. Now Tommy feels sorry, because despite his efforts, he can’t make himself beautiful enough for her.

On the bed, Julia is squirming beneath her bonds. The duct tape seals her screams. Peels of flesh hang off him like a tattered suit, and Tommy Flystrip kisses her with the shredded remnants of his lips. He’ll keep the best parts for himself before taking her home. He presses the bloody glass to her face and searches for the beauty within.

Vince Darcangelo is an award-winning journalist, author and photographer. He has recently appeared in Black Ink Horror, From Shadows and Nightmares, Dark Things and Bete Noire. His work can also be found at www.vincedarcangelo.com.
  


AWAKE
 

ADAM STEHLY
 

The low moan of thunder in the background breaks the stillness of the night. It is followed by the distant whistle of a freight train reminding me that the world moves on and is still alive. I lie awake in bed, head swimming through a muddled, looping mess of delirium, anxiety, threat, dread and unknowing. The dog at the foot of my bed crowds me, the bristle of his fur against my skin. I turn from my wife. Glowing red numbers on the alarm clock stare at me, remind me of the finite period in which I have remaining to rest. And I wonder, what’s the point?

I hoist myself out of bed. My hip crackles as pain shoots down my leg, distorting my posture. I hobble to the bathroom, sit down to take a piss because I don’t want to turn on the light to my sensitive eyes and I don’t want to miss the toilet. I don’t flush because I don’t want to wake her up. I stand and the pain shoots through me again.

Rain begins to patter against the aluminum canopy covering the patio. It’s slow, hard and loud. Then the sky opens and rain pounds everything. Approaching thunder rumbles. Lightning hops from cloud to cloud, electrifying the sky.

I move to the sofa, turn on the TV so that it can be the voice inside my head. Carl Sagan travels through the Cosmos. I watch Voyager’s flight through the solar system as it explores the gas giants and their moons. I watch the revolving red spot of a ceaseless storm on Jupiter. How long will the storm last? Voyager moves out into space past the furthest reaches of our solar system into the void.

I fall asleep but only for a few minutes–a blank spot in my memory. I twitch awake again and know that I cannot be greater than the sum of my parts. And I know that I will die. I abandon hope of sleep. I sit up and push myself from the sofa, shuffle back to the bedroom and slink into bed. I am not cold but draw the cover over me as I rest my head. I kick at the dog and he scoots away. Next to me, she sleeps like a peaceful bundled babe. I brush my fingers over her cold, drying skin, and I pray for the day that I’m as unfeeling and dead as her.

Adam Stehly lives in Wisconsin with his wife, two stepsons, four cats and dog. Moving up from Florida, he’s convinced himself that the winters aren’t so bad after all. He also has a penchant for brewing and drinking beer. He has a B.A. in English from Penn State and has been passionate about horror fiction, movies and comics since adolescence.
  


LEAVES
 

R. F. MARAZAS
 

“Witch . . .” He whispered under his breath. He had to return to the city, get away from this backwoods prison, away from her. He’d endured the long summer unable to concentrate, write, do anything. Her damned rituals and chantings; the eerie silences that followed . . . his nerves were rubbed raw with them, sanity fraying.

Leaves fell in profusion, raining against the cottage roof, their furtive, spidery rustling keeping him from dreams. Another night was approaching; her night of nights, Halloween. He wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t endure another day.

Calliope sat in her battered rocker, dressed in black, eyes turned inward. He stood before her, trembling in terror and determination.

“We’re finished, you hear me? I’m leaving. Maybe your damn fantasies will keep you warm at night.”

“Goodbye then,” she said.

He had to put down a suitcase to open the door. Frustrated now, he yanked it open. Wind gusted, flinging a single dead leaf into his face. He raged, crumbling the leaf, flinging it to the floor.

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

He laughed, striding to his car. The gloomy day was still. He crammed his luggage into the back seat and started the car. In his rear view mirror, he saw Calliope in the doorway, raising her arms as if conducting an orchestra. He laughed again, wheels spitting gravel as he screeched from the driveway.

On the rutted road leading out, the wind picked up suddenly, roaring around the car. Ground-scattered leaves rose in monstrous waves. As he gaped in astonishment, stomping the brake, they crashed down. His windshield shattered, the engine sputtering, dying. He shoved the door open. Mounds of leaves surrounded the car. He stood and stared in dumb disbelief. His tires were flat, leaves embedded in the rubber, driven into pockmarked dents on the hood and roof.

The wind waned. Leaves stirred at his ankles, lifting in the breeze to hang poised in the air. Thousands, tens of thousands, skittered along the ground from all directions, massing as they drew closer, closer . . .

He ran. The wind roared again, hurling leaves at his back. He ducked, covering his head with his hands, running faster. Through a haze of tears, he saw Calliope still standing in the doorway, arms raised, fingers dancing in the air. Then the wind found him, chaos sweeping him up, swallowing him whole. Serrated leaves slashed at him, tearing his clothes, ripping his exposed skin. He batted at them, arms pin-wheeling. His eyes . . . he couldn’t see! The cottage and Calliope were gone. He zigzagged crazily, stumbling away from the door toward the unseen ditch at the back of the property.

His foot flailed in empty air, plunging him into the ditch. Leaves rose and poured, covering him. The wind’s howl, sick and ragged like that of a starving wolf, rose in concert with the crunching leaves to stifle his screams.

Calliope lowered her arms. The wind died.

“Shouldn’t have done it.” She slammed the door.

R.F. Marazas won first place in the Dahlonega Literary Festival 2007 Novel Contest, for his novel Dimensions In Ego, and has published short fiction in seven Anthologies and on-line venues.
  


INSTINCT
 

SUZIE LOCKHART
 

Zenia woke to sunbeams cutting through cracks in the boards nailed to the windows. The brilliant rays illuminated the dust, and, just looking at them, made her sneeze. She rubbed her eyes to clear away sleep, and rolled onto her side.

An excruciating pain shot through her left arm. In order to keep from crying out, she bit down on her bottom lip until she drew blood. The coppery flavor actually tasted good on her tongue, as she licked it across the open wound.

She glanced around to be certain everyone else was asleep. They were spread out all over the wood floor, but no one else was awake. Yet.

Slowly, she rolled up her sleeve to check the scratch. Green ooze seeped from it. She grabbed a strip of cloth from her backpack and wrapped it tightly around her arm, and then slid her sleeve back down to conceal the wound.

Her survival instinct was already kicking in. She knew she should wake Carson up and ask him to shoot her, while she still could be easily killed. But she knew she wouldn’t.

She leaned against the cold brick wall, trying to think, but her ability to reason was quickly abandoning her. She looked around at the dozen or so people who had become her family during their fight for survival. What would happen to them, if she didn’t get the hell out of here?

For some, it would be the same thing that was happening to her right now.

For others . . .

Her gut clenched, the revolting, burning need already settling in the pit of her stomach. The air even smelled different, savory, evoking childhood memories of roasting hot dogs over a campfire, with her parents.

That was before the world had changed. Before the biological weapon, developed overseas, had accidentally been let loose. Before it had spread at an unbelievable rate, changing people into monsters that fed off of everyone.

And they were not easily killed once the transformation was complete.

Zenia felt saliva escape through her lips, and she coughed.

“Are you okay?” Tina, her sister, murmured.

Zenia kept her voice low. “Just go. It’s daylight now. Get to a safe place before dark.” Her emotions were quickly dissolving.

Tina–the only thing she had left.

Zenia clung desperately to her last shred of humanity.

Her sister looked into her red-rimmed eyes and let out a bloodcurdling scream. Everyone woke up, and the room exploded into mass mayhem.

Unable to fight it any longer, Zenia snatched one of the men with her newfound strength. She sank her teeth into his flesh, feeling a distant satisfaction as she watched Tina run out into the daylight.

Then, her humanity disappeared forever.

Suzie Lockhart is a 45-year-old, who aspires to write books for young adults with her 19-year-old son, Bruce. They are currently collaborating on their debut novel. She married her college sweetheart, and they reside in Pennsylvania with their four children. Her hobbies include art and jewelry design.
  


EVERY FIBER
 

PEGGY MCFARLAND
 

John tapped the bedroom door. After months of pursuit, Penelope had finally invited him to her chambers. He wiped his sweaty palms against his thighs before responding to her husky come in.

A gossamer sheet hinted at propriety; bare arms and legs glowed in candlelight. Lust propelled him to the bed. “I’ve waited so long.”

The perspiration sheen belied Penelope’s coquettish smile. He kissed her forehead, marveled at her translucent skin, her fluttering eyelashes, her shallow breaths.

Her nipples hardened under his gliding hand. Soft lips brushed his earlobe as her fingers unbuttoned his shirt, traced the line of hair from his chest to his navel.

“A seam,” she whispered, “holding you together.”

She scratched his sternum. He yelped, sure she drew blood, but her probing tongue distracted him. His cry shifted to a moan.

Hungry for what his fingers already sampled, John tugged at the fabric shrouding her body. He wanted to touch skin to skin, but she gripped the sheet’s edge. Her body trembled.

“Tell me how much you want me.” She licked his chest.

John couldn’t concentrate. He stammered, “You . . . don’t . . . know.”

“Tell me.”

“I want you—what should I say?”

“With every fiber of your being?”

“With every fiber of my being.”

She tightened her hug. “I need you.”

“I’m yours.”

She shifted. John found himself flipped, Penelope on top, her thighs like vice-grips immobilizing his hips. Her gaze mesmerized him. Lethargy seeped into his body. Her hair snapped the air, a thousand whips cracking before each lashed John, securing his ankles, his wrists, his body immobile.

She extended one sharp fingernail, punctured the hollow of his throat. He gasped, screamed at the next tugging sensation. Something jerked free from deep in his gut.

“The first fiber of your being,” she said, showing John a long, iridescent string. Blood droplets spattered his face as the end dangled and danced. She deftly wound it into a neat coil, laid it by his side.

“You complete me,” she whispered.

John wrenched his gaze from her stare. The sheet molded against her form, even though both her hands were busy looping long, glowing strands. What he thought was a gossamer covering he now saw as tattered. Candlelight flickered through threadbare fabric.

He saw no torso. No breasts, no stomach, no hips. No tissue, no organs. No heart. Air shimmered between the legs straddling his body and her hovering shoulders. He screamed, but heard nothing. She’d taken his vocal cords.

She touched a fiber end to where her non-existent crotch rested on John’s pubic bone. Her fingers flew, connecting long filaments from the top of her thighs to her shoulders, manipulating a vertical warp. A fingernail sliced the hair-seam from his sternum to his pubic bone. John’s screams echoed in his mind as Penelope tugged more fibers from his body, weaving the extracted strands into the horizontal weft.

Her body emerged, pale iridescent skin filling her blank spaces. John felt himself unravel. As sensation ceased, Penelope appeared radiant and whole.

Peggy McFarland writes mostly speculative fiction. Her stories have appeared at Shroud Magazine, Golden Visions Magazine, Silverthought, Trembles, Cannoli Pie and the forthcoming Dead Calm: Crime Stories by New England Writers, available Winter 2011. When not writing, she manages a restaurant, and sometimes gets to see her family.
  


WELCOME TO THE NEIGHBORHOOD
 

LORI MICHELLE
 

Alice looked around nervously as she clutched her keys in her hand. This neighborhood had always been a little seedy and lately there had been a lot of disappearances. She looked at her car; it was about a block away. There were a considerable number of parked cars for such a vacated area. She heard footsteps and glanced over her shoulder; nothing more than a few leaves scuttling in the wind. A chill went through her, causing her to pull her coat tightly around her, resolutely putting one step in front of the other.

The sun seemed to be going down faster than she anticipated. She wouldn’t normally be here but had overheard a job lead earlier and hurried toward the site. Evidently, it turned out to be a dead end; the building boarded up and abandoned.

“Allliiiccceee.” The wind seemed to be calling her name.

Her head shot up in panic . . . but there was no one around; not even the normal city vagrants. She resisted the urge to run to her car, telling herself that it was all in her mind.

Alice found herself wondering where everyone had gone. She was surprised that none of the empty buildings housed any squatters. She experienced a brief flash of the hordes of zombie-vampires in I Am Legend, and thought of what would happen if she was surrounded by similar creatures. She giggled at the ridiculous thought and continued to her car. A rumble went through the street like a small earthquake, and Alice wondered if there was a thunderstorm coming.

She looked again at her vehicle a block away. Alice halted, eyeing the distance incredulously. She had gotten no closer to the car than she had been five minutes earlier. How could that be? She looked at the building next to her realizing that it was different than the one she had started from. The buildings appeared to be closing in on her.

“Allliiiccceee, we’ve been waiting.”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She sensed she was being watched, refusing to open her eyes lest her imagination become a reality. After a while, she finally found the courage to open them, relieved to find no one waiting around to eat her brains. She looked at the building next to her again, and it seemed as if she were closer to it than before. Again, she glanced over her shoulders and it still seemed like the buildings were consuming her space. She closed her eyes again. A warm breath hit her neck and she cringed.

Forcing herself to face her fears, Alice opened her eyes to see that the buildings were bending over her in a surreal death gaze. She watched as they leaned closer down to her with their fiercely red malevolent eyes. The building next to her opened up its doors and swallowed her whole.

Once again, the neighborhood had found peace.

Lori Michelle was born in Los Angeles where she was trained to be a ballerina. After injuring herself, she turned her creative efforts elsewhere. Now she resides in San Antonio and is the mother of two, a bookkeeper/IT tech for a real estate company, a dance studio owner, and a graphic designer (www.lmbgraphics.com).
  


THE UNWRAPPING
 

CARRIE ANNE MARTIN
 

Moments of the past, once exquisitely captured on camera . . . fading. Lies, vanishing.

Part of my brain had begun to throb, gaining momentum with every stark flashback. I hugged my glass of wine as I had once clung to the comfort of my covers against the dark shadows of night.

Under the dimmed chandelier, the empty wine decanter glistened between us. She sat across from me at the dining table; her head tilted sideways, feigning sympathy behind pale green eyes. With arms stretched stiffly forward, she clasped her glass like a sword, deflecting the perilous memories I dared to reveal.

“I don’t remember that,” she replied, robotically.

Still I continued, unwrapping the past between us.

Behind the stillness, her face worked ardently to mask her empty soul. “Let it out. You let it out,” she said.

So I did.

Suddenly, I was small again. Alone in our family livingroom. With her.

I sat motionless on the chair, staring into the morphing colours of the TV screen. Willing myself to join them. But no matter how still or quiet I remained, her icy silence grew thick.

Fear had rooted me to the cushions. I edged my head to one side to glimpse her form, undetected. An invisible fist tightened around my heart. Her hunger, her evil, enveloped me.

Her arms were folded tightly, one leg crossed over the other, staring through the TV. Mentally fixated on her prey. As if only to enjoy the suffering. And in that naive fear, I implored of her, “Mom?”

Her eyes hardened in smug hatred.

“What?” she snapped.

“Mom, what’s wrong?”

She turned toward me. “Nothing,” she said.

Lost between then and now, the unspoken truth fell from my lips, “I want my mommy.”

I should have stopped then.

“Don’t,” she said.

She shook her head and repeated, “Don’t.”

But it was too late.

And I saw with adult eyes the beast, and nothing of the mother.

She seethed with revulsion. Her body stretched and popped grotesquely. Then she pushed her clawed hands against the table and stretched upward.

“I should have killed you when you were born,” she hissed, slithering her fur-clumped body along the wood. Saliva spat from a jaw-full of spiky teeth protruding from her face. “You were needy and pathetic. So trusting. So loyal. Just like your father.”

Fear laid heavy in my soul.

“And you. You,” she howled. “Always questions. Sick hope! Have you any idea what it’s like, living like this? Living the pretense of human life, day in, day out?”

The deranged truth of my entire existence–of hers–was inescapable now. Anger flooded my fear, sweeping me upright to meet her wild stare. Tensing for battle, my fingertips ached to rupture talons and shred her to extinction. But I would not let myself become her.

I turned away, and went to bed.

A quake of slamming and bashing ensued beneath me. And then, the mother I never had, was gone.

Carrie Anne Martin is a freelance designer and writer, born in West Yorkshire, England. She now resides in Ontario, Canada, with her husband, young daughter, and three fur-balls.
  


AND THEIR NAMES WERE...
 

BRIAN J. SMITH
 

Girlfriends? Yeah, I have lots of them. Tiffany, Sarah, Jessica, Mary, Angela and Olga, the beautiful foreign exchange student from Russia.

My new girlfriend’s name is Erica. She has long blonde hair, green eyes and a body to die for; thick lips and a pair of breasts the size of two beer steins. I first met her a year ago, in a little café on campus. I accidentally bumped into her table and almost spilled her mocha latte; I put my hand over the top to keep it from spilling. After my initial apology, I offered to take her to dinner but she sighed, picked up her laptop and coffee and left.

I kept my distance, following her to the parking garage. She got her key in the door and had unlocked it when the sedative I slipped into her coffee took effect. I rushed forward to catch her before she could hit the pavement and carried her to my mini-van.

Did everything work out? She’s here with all the other girls, her own nametag right on top of her cage. Tiffany, Sarah, Jessica, Olga, Mary and Angela, and now, Erica.

Brian J. Smith has been featured in The Horror Zine, Darkest Before The Dawn, Crooked and The Flash Fiction Offensive and such anthologies as Living Dead Press' Book Of Cannibals 2 and E-Mails Of The Dead and And Now The Nightmare Begins...Vol. 1 The Horror Zine. He currently lives in Chauncey, Ohio and cheers on the Ohio State Buckeyes.
  


THE BEAUTY OF DEATH
 

CRIS KEUGGAR
 

Her screaming intensified along with the blood, flowing crimson with a sharp odor of lingering iron.

I loved it.

Over and over she was stabbed until her stomach was torn, leaking out horrible smells and liquids mixing in and diluting her dark red blood.

No longer would she be able to smile, or light up a room with her beauty. Her face would soon be torn, her lips, lashes, and creamy complexion gone.

I would personally be gouging out her eyes with a hot, needle-sharp knife. IfI was lucky she might even still be alive and shrieking as the burning steel punctured through her iris.

Her screaming continued.

Her stomach was wide open now, putting on a show for us as we watched her gleaming and still-pulsing organs dance along with her heart beat.

I reached in and caressed her warm and delicate essence. I grabbed a strand of intestine, pulling it out and letting it fall to the ground with a thud.

I knew she was dead only because her screams had subsided and her body no longer twitched or squirmed.

My smile vanished; disappointed that she would not be able to fully enjoy the performance, let alone be able to feel her very flesh being stretched and ripped from her gorgeous skull.

I turned in trembling anger, forcing down a scream of my own.

Death was such a beautiful thing, it’s such a shame that the dead cannot witness their own death.

Letting out a sigh, I simply moved on to the next girl in line. The woman’s daughter. This time I would refrain, take my time, let her linger. My smile returned as I held up the knife and her shrieking began.

Cris Keuggar was born in a small town with no apparent and important facts that have given it an enormous reputation or bold name on a map. Thankfully, she was blessed with two wonderful and hard working parents who taught her what life is meant for and to follow her passions.
  


JUST LEAVE
 

MILO JAMES FOWLER
 

Abigail is only five years old, but she knows the rules:

Don’t talk to strangers. Wash your hands. Brush your teeth.

When Mommy and Daddy shut their door, best not to open it, no matter what sounds they may be making.

“We need our playtime too,” Mommy says.

“Why can’t I play?”

Abigail has all kinds of toys.

“When you’re all grown up, you’ll understand.”

Abigail knows about “grown up toys;” Daddy’s stereo, Mommy’s laptop.

Why would anybody think they’re fun? She knows the rules are meant to keep her safe and healthy.

But they’re kind of tough to follow when two men she’s never seen before are sitting on her couch.

“Hey pretty, what’s your name?” One man is big and bald and wears a sweaty T-shirt.

He smells like Grandpa after he’s stepped outside for a few minutes; like a dirty fireplace.

Abigail glances at Mommy, who is standing with her arms down straight, tears shining in her eyes.

“Please, just go,” Mommy whispers.

The strangers laugh. One belches without excusing himself.

Daddy stands like a statue beside Mommy. His eyes are bloody, like he’s been staring at the computer too long.

“Go back to your room, Abby.”

“That’s a pretty name,” says the stranger.

Daddy steps between her and the couch and rests his hand on her shoulder, turning her toward the hallway. “Just take it and go. Please.”

“Pretty please?” The other stranger snickers, up on his feet. He punches Daddy so hard he falls to his knees.

“Daddy!”

Mommy scoops Abigail up into her arms and turns her face away. The strangers kick Daddy and step on him, smushing his face into the carpet.

“He can’t breathe!” Abigail screams. “Mommy, why are they here?”

“They’re buying one of Daddy’s old toys, Sweetheart.” Mommy’s wet lips shiver, brushing her ear.

“Gotta love Craigslist!” A stranger sits on Daddy, hopping up and down. Something inside Daddy pops. The strangers laugh.

“They’re hurting him!”

“Don’t watch,” Mommy whispers.

“Take what you want . . . and go,” Daddy says.

The stranger kicks him in the face and blood splashes onto the carpet. “Don’t you worry.” He laughs. “We’ll take everything we want.”

Abigail knows the rules. Always use your inside voice, never hit or kick or scratch Mommy.

But Daddy needs her.

Mommy can’t hold onto her. Abigail is screaming wildly, thrashing like an animal. She hits the carpet and launches herself at the man on top of Daddy. He laughs, catching her in his arms.

“Quiet down, Pretty!”

Abigail has little monkey fingers—that’s what Daddy calls them—and fingernails that need trimming.

She tears off the big man’s eyelids and digs out his eyes, squishy and wet. He beats at her with his fists and she feels things pop inside her.

“Leave my daddy alone!”

She drives her hands into his eye sockets as he falls over backward. She hears Daddy coughing, Mommy throwing up. The front door opens and heavy footsteps pound away.

Up to her elbows in blood, Abigail roars, breaking all the rules.

Milo James Fowler is a teacher by day, writer by night. His work has appeared or is forthcoming in over 30 publications, including Daily Science Fiction, Shimmer, and Criminal Element. You can find more information at http://www.milo-inmediasres.com..
  


LOBOTOMY
 

PEDRO INIGUEZ
 

Renzo Zapata lay in a dimly lit room, strapped to a crude operating table. They’dbe coming for him soon; the Skin-Slitters, the Bone-Grinders, the Brain-Eaters . . .

He’d been sent here to get better. Family and friends; the police, and judges all agreed; Renzo was special . . . not crazy; they never used words like that, no matter how much his actions might warrant it.

Footsteps echoed through the cramped hallways of Bloom Memorial Hospital. They were coming; the Neurosurgeons; coming to cure him of his sickness; to scoop out the diseased meat of his mind and leave him hollow, like the rest.

Crazy . . . that’s what they meant, behind the pretty lies. He was crazy. But what chance did he have in a world where the dead were health-bringers, where eaters of minds were responsible for mind’s restoration? Ha! Crazy . . . if so, it just put him on even terms with the rest of the world.

But not for long. They were coming, and soon, under their ravenous care, he’d be as sane as the rest . . .

Pedro Iniguez lives in the small town of Eagle Rock, California where he reads and writes the hours away. He’s had a love of horror fiction since childhood, when he won the Best Horror Story contest in elementary school.
  


THE MAILBOX OF BROKEN DREAMS
 

PAVELLE WESSER
 

I knock on the door, waiting as it creaks heavily open. Nobody’s there.

“Hello?” My voice echoes as I call into the darkness.

“Fetch me the mail,” an ancient voice replies from deep inside. Before I can respond, the door slams shut in my face.

At the end of the driveway, the brass number on the mailbox reads 206. This isn’t right, I think, reaching inside for the mail and withdrawing only a handful of bone fragments. I stare at them.

Now this is truly odd.

When I knock again, the door creaks open on rusted hinges, and a desiccated hand emerges. “Mail, please.”

“Sure,” I step into the darkened entranceway, then turn toward a tapping sound at the window. I gasp at the sight of black moths beating their wings against the filthy windowpanes—then I throw my handful of bones onto the floor.

“Sorry, that’s all I found in the mailbox.”

“Because that’s all that’s left of you,” the voice informs me. As electrical charges pulse through me, the voice continues. “Why can’t you just accept that you’re dead?”

“Because I’m not!!” I flap my wings, only to find them beating helplessly against a pane of glass. I’m trapped, I realize—just like all the others.

Someone else knocks on the heavy wooden door. Slowly, it swings open and allows them to enter.

“Hello?” This newcomer’s voice is an unsure, hollow echo that makes me long to beat my wings against the walls of their failing heart.

On the front of the door, I glimpse the number 206. Now I recall that this is the exact number of bones contained in the human body. I reflect on this as the new visitors splinter into fragments.

With the other moths, I take flight toward the sunlight. It is a fatal impulse, but then aren’t all impulses utlimately so? Together, we fly into the mailbox where the little door closes, leaving us enveloped in familiar darkness. Daylight is temporary, after all—just as life is finite. The next person who looks inside this mailbox will find wings instead of bones. Would that they could fly . . . and perhaps when their dreams turn to nightmares—as mine have—they will!

Pavelle Wesser’s fiction has appeared in many ezines, including Antipodean SF, SNM Horror and Eclecticism. She is included in anthologies such as the Flashshot 2010 Contributor Edition by G.W. Thomas and 66 Twisted Tales in 66 Words by Kimberly Raiser and is forthcoming in other anthologies by Wicked East Press.
  


NEIGHBOUR FROM HELL
 

PAUL JOHNSON-JOVANOVIC
 

Friday

I was looking forward to a quiet night at home. After a hard day at work–hell, it’d been a hard week at work–all I wanted to do was to put my feet up and relax.

So I made a shopping list and went to the supermarket for my bits and bobs.

•Packet of salted peanuts

•Pack of sweets

•Horror DVD

•4-pack of beer

I got back and kicked off my shoes, putting in the DVD before settling into the settee with a weary smile on my face. I opened a can of lager and savoured my first swig of cold liquid gold.

That’s when the noise started. Coming from next door: the steady thump-thump-thump of music. It wasn’t too bad at first, and I was able to drown it out by turning up the TV’s volume. But fifteen minutes later, it began to get progressively louder . . . and louder . . . and louder . . .

“For fuck’s sake!” I blurted out, exasperated. “What a racket!”

The new neighbours had moved in the previous day. I’d hoped that they would be as quiet as Mr. and Mrs Jones, the previous residents.

No chance of that. After a few hours I felt like I was living next to a night club. I went round to have a word, but no one answered the door—probably they couldn’t hear me knocking above the blaring music.

The music went on throughout the night.

I got no sleep.

Saturday

I had to go to the shop again. My girlfriend, Marie, was coming over for dinner and I wanted to impress her. So I made another list and off I went.

•Candles

•Wine (El Plonko)

•Strawberries

•Stroganoff mix

•Aspirin

•Box of economy chocolates

It was quiet when she arrived, and I was optimistic that all would work out well. But just as we sat down to dinner, the music started again: thump-thump-thump . . .

After five minutes or so, I stood up. “I’ll see if I can get them to turn it down.”

No matter how loud I pounded, no one answered the door.

When I returned, Marie was putting her coat on. “I can’t sit here and listen to that noise, Dave–it’s giving me a headache!”

We went to the pub instead. Not exactly the romantic evening I’d hoped for.

The music was still blaring when I got back home at 1 a.m.

I got no sleep again. I was seriously pissed off. I could have pulled my hair out.

Sunday

Now that Friday and Saturday were out of the way, I figured things might quiet down. I was wrong. Throughout the day, the music kept playing. It was time to pay a visit to the hardware store. I made myself another list.

•Axe

•Shovel

•Black bags (heavy duty)

•Cleaning solution

I took care of business, and now it’s quiet next door. I hope the next people who move in aren’t so noisy.

Paul Johnson-Jovanovic has been writing for a few years now and had stories published in various mags: 7th Diminsion, Spinetinglers, Morpheus Tales, Dark Tales, to name a few. He should have his first novel finished very soon.
  


POPSICLES
 

CHARLES NATHAN CAPASSO
 

My wife and sister were in the house, cooking something green; possibly with tofu; undoubtedly healthy. It made no difference to me: Congenital anosmia, which, in layman’s terms, means I can’t smell anything, and by extension, have almost no sense of taste. Sometimes it’s more a blessing than a curse.

But I’d noticed the wrinkle in my nephew’s nose as he peered into the kitchen. I snuck two popsicles out of the freezer in sympathy. We sat on the patio in smiling conspiracy, ruining our supper.

“So, what’s new champ?” I asked.

“Not much,” he said, swinging legs that didn’t reach the wooden planks of the patio. “I made a rocket last week.”

“Really?” I smiled.

“Yeah, it was cool. Mom showed me how to mix stuff so it would shoot really high.” He waved his red popsicle around in imitation rocket flight.

“Sounds like fun.”

“Uh-huh.”

“You staying out of trouble this summer?” I wondered how much food coloring and corn syrup had been used to get such a deep shade of red.

My nephew grinned. “Last night I became a vampire.”

“Oh really?”

“Yeah, Mom’s one, too. She came in and bit me.”

“Well that wasn’t cool,” I said, licking a trickle that ran down the wooden stick to my finger. No taste, but I can still feel texture. The liquid seemed awfully thick. I wondered how long they’d been in the freezer. Can popsicles go bad?

“Naw, it is. Now we can run around at night and hang out.”

“Oh, well. That’s okay, then,” I laughed. “You know, I always suspected something like that from your mom.”

I looked down at my nephew, licking his popsicle. He looked up at me and we smiled. For a second, it seemed his teeth were awfully long. And sharp.

“I think you’re fibbing me,” I said, finally. “It’s daytime, and you’re outside.”

He giggled, his mouth smeared with thick, red stickiness. “Yeah, I am. We’re really werewolves.”

Charles Nathan Capasso was born in Boston, Massachusetts and raised in Akron, Ohio. He graduated from Denison University, where he majored in English with a concentration in Creative Writing. He currently resides in Atlanta, Georgia.
  


NUMBER THIRTY-SIX
 

ALBA ARANGO
 

CLICK

January 16, 2011.

There she is, number thirty-six. Dark brown hair, dark brown eyes, caramel colored skin—she’s perfect. Although, I must admit, I did initially question whether she was the right one. But then I thought, well . . . Nevada DID belong to Mexico once upon a time, so I was right to pick a Mexican girl. And a showgirl . . . come on! You don’t get more Nevada than that.

Hold on a sec . . . okay, there we go. She turned on the bedroom light. Another ten minutes and she’ll hop in the shower . . . and then number thirty-six will take her place in history!

*sigh* Ten minutes to kill. I guess I could start doing my research on number thirty-seven. Let’s see . . . thirty seven, thirty-seven . . . ah, here it is! State number thirty-seven: Nebraska. Hmm . . . farmer’s daughter maybe? Shouldn’t be hard to find. After that, there’s only thirteen left. Man, time goes so fast. It seems like only yesterday that I spotted number one—Miss-High-and-Mighty Delaware. I wonder if the police ever found her fingers? No matter—it’s not like they’d fit back on her hand anyway.

Whoops! Looks like number thirty-six has just picked her clothes out for tomorrow. Now that presents an interesting dilemma: do I leave her in the buff or put her in the clothes she has so carefully chosen for tomorrow? I suppose I could do both . . . leave part of her one way and part of her the other. I wonder if Ted Bundy ever wrestled with such decisions?

Well . . . it’s almost two-thirty. She should be ready for her shower soon. What crazy schedules these showgirls keep. Honestly! They should be paid extra just for working these God-forsaken hours. I wonder what fool came up with the idea of having an eleven o’clock topless show? Had to be some sad, pathetic, got-nothing-else-to-do-on-a-Monday-night, pitiful excuse for a man.

Oh! Shower just came on. The clock reads two twenty-nine—time for me to get to work.

Signing off for now.

CLICK

Alba Arango is a secondary school teacher of twenty years. She recently received her AA in creative writing and enjoys the telling of a good story. She’s had several short stories published in various anthologies, but Number Thirty-Six is her first work of horror.
  


NOT VERY LONG LEFT
 

T. E. SAMAD
 

Duggy doesn’t have much time left in this hell hole. He’s not completely alone in this dump, though; he has Frank for company.

“Are you scared, Duggy?” Frank asks.

“Nah, not one bit,” says Duggy with not much emotion on his face.

“You’re about to die. I would be terrified if I was you.”

“But you’re not me, so you have nothing to worry about. Is asking you to stop tapping that pen on that pathetic excuse for a desk too much to ask, seeing as how I’m about to die?”

“Oh, sorry.”

“Thanks. Can I ask you something?”

“Sure, go ahead.”

“How long have you been doing this?”

“My job?”

“What else?”

“Oh, I would say about fifteen years. Why are you asking?”

“Well, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to make conversation before whatever is going to happen to me.”

“That’s understandable. What else do you wanna to know?”

“How many?”

“How many people have been here?”

“No. I mean how many people have you killed?”

“Are you sure you really wanna know? I don’t think it’s gonna make you feel any better.”

“Just say it, man.”

“I don’t think I can give an exact number.” Frank pauses, his lips moving silently. “I’m sure it’s more than two hundred, give or take a couple.”

“Jeez, man. You’re the neighborhood psycho, aren’t you?”

“It’s just a job.”

Duggy looks at his hands held loose and dangling between his legs. “I can’t believe I’m in here. It’s not like I committed a crime.”

“Oh, in her books, cheating is a crime!”

“I’m just a flesh-and-blood guy. I know I’m not the only dude in the world that cheated on his girl.”

“But you didn’t just cheat on any girl. You cheated on a mob boss’s daughter. Didn’t it occur to you while you were nailing that blonde that what you were doing might have consequences?”

Duggy is about to answer, but is interrupted by Frank’s phone, which beeps softly, deafeningly in the silence. Frank picks the phone up and reads the text message.

“Okay, Duggy, it’s time.”

“Can you make it quick, at least?”

“My orders are to slowly strangle you to death. Sorry.”

Duggy’s cell door is opened, just long enough for Franky to do what he has to do.

T. E. Samad is a poet and short story writer based in England. He began placing more emphasis on his literary pursuits a few years ago. Since doing so, he has had many of his poems published as well as a few stories.
  


FEED
 

SUZIE SAVAGE
 

The last thing I remember was blood on the floor. A lake of crimson. The baby couldn’t have survived. I don’t remember the ambulance ride, or the surgery.

I wake. Someone has laid it on my chest. For such a tiny thing it’s heavier than mercury. I can’t breathe.

“Get him off me. Get him off me now.”

My throat’s scratchy from the general anesthetic.

Colin leans into view. “Hello, Sleeping Beauty. Time to meet your son.”

He holds the baby so I can see what I’ve produced. I wait for the surge of familiarity I felt with my daughter, the feeling that you always knew this wonderful, ancient person.

I feel nothing.

The baby opens his myopic eyes. It’s not the heavy-lidded curiosity of the newborn, but rather the survey of a digesting snake.

“He’s gorgeous, Julie,” Colin says. “So calm . . . not a peep out of him since your caesarean. I think he’s hungry, though.”

“He’s not hungry,” I say. “He’s already fed.”

“Sweetheart, he needs milk.”

A midwife pulls the curtain that surrounds my cubicle open with a wrenching motion.

“Morning, Mum. Morning, Dad.” Her voice is tra-la-la efficient. “You’re a pickle, Mum. It was bit of a worry there for a while, but all’s well now. Baby’s doing splendidly.”

She helps me to sit, then takes off my bedclothes and pulls up my nightdress.

My belly feels as though every muscle has been ripped apart. Instead of the full pregnancy bulge, there’s a flaccid sac. My skin sags to one side, discarded.

“Wound is looking excellent. Have we tried yet to feed Baby?”

With an air of ownership, she manhandles my swollen breast. “Don’t be concerned, Mum, but your little chap has been born with teeth. Natal teeth.”

She takes hold of the baby and draws down his lower lip. Two sharp translucent spikes emerge from his gum pads.

“I know,” I say. “He kept biting me. Inside. He’s the reason I bled.”

My husband and the midwife give each other a quick glance.

“Now Mum, that’s nonsense. He wasn’t biting you. You were probably just feeling him kick. Let’s get Baby some dinner. Breast is best.”

I want to resist, but he’s already clamped on, the spiteful teeth scraping my nipple, cheeks drawing rhythmically inwards.

“Dear little Baby. Both of you only have one job now. To feed. We’ll leave you two in peace.”

“Don’t go,” I say. Colin just strokes the baby’s head, then mine, and disappears behind the curtain.

The baby looks at me with narrowed eyes. He bites down. My tender flesh tears. Sinews—glowing white under the hospital lights—are dragged away from my bones by the tiny daggers in his mouth. Veins coil around his tense tongue.

I want to scream, but can’t. Instinct tells me this is why I’m here.

To let him feed—

Suzie Savage knows there's an axe murderer in every basement, the desiccated bones of an insane maiden aunt in every attic, and if you look into a mirror at midnight you will see your own death. Having this knowledge makes the long winter evenings pretty nerve-wracking.
  


SPRINGING FORWARD
 

STEVEN JENKINS
 

The bitter March morning seemed unreal.

The onset of Daylight Savings Time haunted Phil Cambridge. A dream-like state left him feeling weightless, almost invisible. The mystical sense that an hour truly had been lost only increased his sense of detachment. It left him feeling that something far beyond his control had changed along with the clock.

Phil looked down and watched the surreal swing of his polished shoes, wondering why they did not disperse the new layer of downy snow over which he passed.

The Colorado town of Marshall didn’t wake up early on Sunday. The burg’s narrow streets were normally vacant, save for the handful of devoted, making their way past dogs barking behind white picket fences.

No dogs barked as he passed.

Phil continued his trek to Marshall’s Community Church. When there, he would pray for redemption from the transgressions that had consumed his life, leaving him a slave to the bottle.

Unwelcome thoughts tormented him. Phil had left Hart’s bar at closing, but he had no recollection of anything after two a.m–the moment that the clock sprung forward and left a sixty-minute black hole in the space-time continuum. He pulled out the knurled wheel of the Timex encircling his wrist and rotated the minute hand clockwise to compensate for the change.

An instantaneous vision stabbed his brain, demanding Phil to halt and close his blue eyes. He stood there, wavering in the bitter air, watching the inexplicable picture playing behind his eyelids. The granular, sepia depiction appeared like a video from a convenience store’s surveillance camera stationed far above the earth . . .

An obscure man staggered out of Hart’s Bar onto the sidewalk bordering Main Street, across from the church. He tried to determine if it was safe to cross over the slick asphalt road. No headlights shone, only the sound of a vehicle’s spinning tires sounding in the distance.

Halfway into the southbound lane, the ghostly image of a racing Dodge Ram pick-up suddenly appeared ten feet before him. Recoiling, he tried to avoid the violent encounter with the speeding mass of cold steel.

The impact was brutal. The man ended glued to the truck’s shattered windshield, mortally crushed . . .

Phil peeled his eyes open, trying to convince himself that this experience was only a subconscious delusion. He continued along Third Avenue and turned the corner.

A yellow police tape blocked Main Street in front of the church. A small congregation gathered at the doors of Hart’s Bar, joined by a handful of the tavern’s patrons. With heads bowed low, some placed flowers on the sidewalk.

Phil rushed toward the scene as fast as his phantom legs would carry him. He stopped behind the reverend. “What happened here?” he asked.

There was no direct response, only the near murmur of the holy man in front of him, “Dear Lord, please embrace Phil Cambridge and welcome his tortured soul into the kingdom of Your blessed Heaven.”

Steven William Jenkins lives in Denver, Colorado with his wife, Katy and three dogs. He builds split-cane fly rods for a living, while writing tales of horror and suspense when time allows. He has penned two novels, Windigo and The Horribilis Path. Windigo is currently available at Amazon.com.
  


PROTOTYPE
 

NIALL MCMAHON
 

The sky is a bloodbath. Red as hell. The sun sits on the horizon haemorrhaging fire, igniting the clouds. Jesus, it looks like heaven is wounded–emptying its arteries into the jet stream.

I feel night’s shadow at my back, and for once I don’t care. Let it come. Let me die beneath this slaughterhouse sunset. This is all my fault.

***
 

I’ve seen seven people die over the past few nights.

Perhaps it’s their blood in the clouds . . .

Shit.

I keep having thoughts like that–insane, illogical crap that seems to make sense. Is this what losing your mind feels like? A redefining of the implausible, of your personal laws of physics? Shut up and run. Just fucking run.

Because it’s coming. It’s coming back and this time there’s only me.

***
 

Carter died first. It cut his head off. I saw his face after it had parted company with his body. He was still alive in those moments–I could see the confusion in his eyes. Carter who told us this mission would be safe. Carter who guaranteed our survival. Almost as stupid as me.

Then Becka. She was on guard that third night. I heard her rifle–then two blasts from her handgun. Then she screamed. Good Christ, what a sound. It cut her open from her groin to her collarbone. That was the first time I glimpsed it–a jagged, violent shape that re-entered the night like a blade.

Then Mitchell and Hughes. Hard-nuts the pair of them–Gulf vets. By the state of them they tried to fight back. It wasn’t easy to tell which pieces were Hughes, and which were Mitchell. Except for Mitchell’s head–it was sliced straight down the middle like an apple, the two halves side by side and served up with shattered teeth. I laughed when I saw them–between vomiting.

Karl virtually killed himself. “I ain’t running from that fuckin’ thing any more,” he declared. “Fuckin’ genetic freak can kiss my arse.” As we ran I heard nothing. He died silently, probably too pissed to scream.

Just before Ian died he said, “Can’t believe no bastard is pulling the plug. It works. The thing works. Didn’t Carter have a fail-safe? Does it have to do us all before it passes the test?”

“New weapon, probably malfunctioning,” I lied.

“But it’ll kill everyone. Everywhere.”

An hour later, it killed him.

Then just me and Fox. She was a tough cookie–could probably have taken any of us.

She gestured across the sea to the mainland. “If it learns to swim . . . ”

I think she injured it. As it tore her up I heard it shrieking.

***
 

Now just me.

Me beneath the massacre sky.

***
 

“It’s your secret,” the tech boys had told me. “Any problems, this shuts the prototype down.”

A small, black remote with a single red button–a like a cliché from a Bond movie. “Just one press.”

Have you ever lost a remote control?

I have.

Niall McMahon is a 40-year-old teacher and writer. He has had short stories published in several different markets and has several still-born novels. He doesn’t intend his stories to be horrific but, inevitably, that's the direction they take all on their own.
  


BLOOD OF GLEUVINN
 

NICHOLAS CONLEY
 

To a vampire, the emotions of anger and blood-lust are intrinsically linked. None knew this better than the vampire Gleuvinn. Wrapped in bandages that hid his horrific disfigurement, Gleuvinn perched on a bench in Grand Central Station, observing the milling herds; an outcast from their number. In the past, it hadn’t bothered him; humans were food; witless cattle whose judgments meant no more to him than those of cows or swine. Now he’d decided to no longer live as a slave to his addiction. Things had become . . . complicated. The craving was overwhelming. The humans walking by had no idea what he had sacrificed for them; likely wouldn’t have cared if they did. If he were to remove his bandages, revealing the black veins covering his face; his pink eyes and sharp teeth, they’d only be disgusted, horrified. They wouldn’t spare a single thought for his suffering.

He respected humans for their morals and their capacity for love; hated them for their apathy.

A young boy and his father sat on a nearby bench. A large sketchbook lay open in the boy’s lap. Much as Gleuvinn hated to admit it, seeing fathers and sons together unsettled him. He’d been a father once, long ago. His son had died young, deformed from birth.

“Hey Dad, have you got a pen?”

The son tugged on his father’s sleeve. The father ignored his offspring’s pleas, intent on his newspaper. The disregard this human showed toward his offspring infuriated Gleuvinn, kindling a fire in the pit of his stomach.

“Can I have a pen? Please?”

The boy pleaded.

Blood. Gleuvinn needed blood. His veins throbbed, the black, oily saliva in his mouth thick and copious.

He could tear the man’s neck open, feed upon the one who so callously wasted the gift of Fatherhood. He didn’t deserve his blessings, or Gleuvinn’s mercy . . .

“Dad?”

Again the father paid no attention. Gleuvinn stood up, digging his hands into his trench-coat pockets. The man glanced up as he approached, apparently deciding the bandaged stranger was of more interest than his newspaper.

“Can I help you?”

Gleuvinn listened to the man’s pulse with escalating hatred, agonizing hunger. He could almost taste the iron on his tongue.

“Yes,” Gleuvinn hissed like a snake. “I wanted to give your son my pen. Here. You can keep it.”

Gleuvinn handed the boy his pen. The child looked up, eyes swimming with a contradiction of fear and gratitude. As Gleuvinn walked away, the boy started drawing.

Underneath his bandages, the vampire smiled.

Nicholas Conley, as an author, artist and traveler, spends his time searching for inspiration, strange places, interesting people and new experiences . . . well, when he’s not up past 5:00 AM writing his newest story, anyway. Nicholas has published over 20 short stories. His novella “Enslavement” appeared in the anthology The Road to Hell.
  


LA RANA
 

CYNTHIA (CINA) PELAYO
 

Jerry felt hesitant as he followed the old man into the dark basement. The cramped, cement room smelled of earth and mold. White, red, and black votive candles outlined a red pentagram painted on the floor. On warping wooden shelves surrounding the room were stacked ragged boxes which overflowed with dried herbs, chunks of bark, and twisted roots.

It was the first Friday in March. Today, the Black Mass would take place in a cave off one of the largest mountain tops in the town of Lake Catemaco. It was thought in these parts that today was the most powerful day of the year to cast a spell.

Crossing his arms and standing off to the side, Jerry watched the old man make his way to an aquarium, its glass covered in a layer of grime.

“How did you learn to do all of this?” he asked.

“You don’t learn magic,” the old man said with disgust. “It’s in the blood. My blood. Something people have carried in this town before the damned Hernán Cortés arrived on this land.”

Visiting a town known for its large population of witches and warlocks was not something Jerry ever thought he would do, but he was here now and there was no way to turn back. Money, a large sum, had already been paid.

His original plan had been to go to Cancun and let loose, and he had done so. In Cancun, he drank every night and slept with any woman who would go back to his hotel room. But the booze and the women didn’t solve the problem he knew he would return home to in a few days, and every hangover, every post-coital throb in his testicles seemed to hammer that fact home. Then, a bartender at his hotel had told him about this town, and the upcoming mass, and he boarded a bus and made the twenty-two hour journey.

“Why is the Black Mass held in a cave?”

The old man turned away from the aquarium with a toad in one hand and a hand-stitched doll made of black cloth in the other. “It is the cave where the devil loiters.”

The old man pointed to the center of the pentagram. “Stand there,” he said. Jerry did as instructed. After murmuring some words, the old man put the toad in Jerry’s left hand and the doll in Jerry’s right hand.

“Now, feed the doll to the toad.”

Jerry did as he was told, prying the slimy animal’s mouth open, and shoving the doll down its throat. The toad wrestled, writhed, and gagged, but Jerry managed to force the doll into its mouth.

The old man then handed Jerry a rusted, threaded needle. “Now, sew its lips together and when you are done your wife will die in thirty days.”

Jerry took the needle into his hand, smiled and pierced the animal’s lip.

Cynthia (cina) Pelayo grew up in a haunted house, so a lifelong fascination with horror and the macabre seemed fitting. She holds degrees in journalism, marketing, and writing. She wears black – most of the time and whenever possible avoids the sun. She is also the Gravedigger/Publisher at www.burialday.com
  


APPLE OF MY EYE
 

RAMONA GARDEA
 

I know what I’m doing. I’m writing this down to make that perfectly clear, before things get blown out of proportion.

It’s the only thing I could have done.

I love my son. I’ve done it so he can finally be happy.

He just wouldn’t stop screaming.

Simon started screaming a few weeks after he was born. Mike and I weren’t exactly certain what was wrong, but like all new parents, naturally we worried. We consulted Dr. Tubbs as soon as we could. Dr. Tubbs told us not to worry, that it was probably just colic. He said nobody really knows the cause of colic and there’s no definite cure. However, it’ll generally resolve itself by the time a child is three or four months old. In the meantime, Dr. Tubbs told us he could run some tests to see if a change in diet would help.

But it wasn’t colic. And the screaming didn’t stop. Even as Simon approached his fourteenth month, the screaming persisted. Constant. Piercing. Vibrating the walls of the house and the walls of my skull.

Simon screamed all through his first birthday party.

Dr. Tubbs said it was just an unusually long case of colic. Everything else about Simon was normal.

Mike started spending the night at the office. He needed to sleep, but Simon was always screaming.

Well, that’s not quite true. Simon didn’t scream whenever he fell into an exhausted sleep. But he never slept long. And I noticed that if he were left alone, he didn’t scream at all. He didn’t even cry.

But he screams when he sees me. I’m sure that’s the only time he screams. And I can’t leave him alone. He needs me. I need to be with him. So, he’s always screaming.

I told Mike about it one night when he came over for dinner. He doesn’t eat at home every night anymore. He says he feels bad about leaving us alone like this, but he’s doing what’s best for all of us.

I know now that my son screams because he sees me. So, the solution was to make sure he couldn’t see me.

He was screaming long before I used a melon baller to scoop his left eyeball out of its socket. I made sure to boil the melon baller first, to sanitize it. I also sanitized the scissors I used to cut the optic nerve before cauterizing the retinal vein and artery. I made sure I’d done as neat a job as I could before moving on to his right eyeball.

Don’t worry. I wore latex gloves. I’d done some research online on what to look for, and I’m not squeamish when it comes to doing what’s best for my son. And I have plenty of baby aspirin for the pain I can’t kiss away.

But the important thing is Simon isn’t screaming anymore. I’m going to go hold him now, because he’s laughing. I’ve never heard him laugh before.

Ramona Gardea is a native Californian currently living in western Kentucky with her husband and n+1 house cats. She has been published in Kaleidotrope and won second place for fantasy and was also a double finalist for horror in Escape Artists' 2010 Flash II contest.
  


POLLY GONE
 

NATHAN ROBINSON
 

Another damNed hair. She’s been gone for more than two years and I still keep finding them everywhere. The last time was about six months ago, when I found one beneath one of the sofa cushions. Sunset orange, like a dark-red sliver of fire. Thought I’d gotten them all when I’d scoured the entire house to remove every last trace of her.

But she’s still here; I’m still finding reminders once in a while. I cried when she went. I still cry now.

Found half a toenail the same day I discovered that strand of copper underneath the cushion. It was painted pink, so it was definitely hers. She was a pink sort of girl. A girly girl, always happy and lacking a care in the world.

I found a strand more than a foot long, trapped in a road map that I keep on a shelf in the study. Page twenty-five—the Dales—where we’d spent our honeymoon. She’d done the navigating. We’d argued about directions, as most couples do, and she’d closed the map book when we’d arrived at the hotel, sealing her wisp of keratin as a bookmark. A wispy reminder of a time when we were mildly happier. Before . . .

Whenever I find one of her hairs it gets me thinking about her. I try to forget, but the bitch keeps haunting me. Even after I moved house, I still find evidence of her scarlet locks in boxes, on clothes, and in my bed. Drives me mad.

Kirsty didn’t like it, either. She threw a plate at me, convinced that Polly and I were still sleeping together.

She left anyways, despite my assurances that I was in love with her, not Polly. Polly’s hair all over the place had convinced her that I was lying.

The day after I reported her missing the police came to interview me. I told them that I’d come home from work to discover that she’d taken a bag of clothes, her purse and left. Her credit card account indicated that she’d booked an online train ticket the day before she disappeared. One way.

I phoned her in front of the police but the phone number led nowhere. They explained to me that sometimes relationships don’t work and that people abandoning their spouses without warning; happens more commonly than you might think.

I know.

There was nothing the police could do, given how it looked like Polly had left of her own accord with no signs of struggle.

I had to distribute my own missing posters, but I knew she was dead.

I met Kirsty shortly thereafter. She was sympathetic about my loss at first, until the hairs came between us.

You can’t divorce a woman who isn’t there or doesn’t want to be found.

Insurance wouldn’t pay me out without a body.

So I head down to Polly’s vegetable patch with a spade.

It’s six feet down . . . but I’ll give them a body.

She’s still driving me mad.

Nathan Robinson lives in Scunthorpe, England with his wife, two adoring twin boys and a three-legged cat called Dave. He’s won the Spinetinglers monthly competition six times, four stories published by Panic Press, four with Static Movement and many more to come. Check him out at www.facebook.com/NathanRobinsonWrites for more stories.
  


MOTHER
 

FRANCA DI PIETRO
 

The two boys began to plot Mother’s death. Not only was she cruel, nasty and never around to take care of them or their little sister, Molly, but what she had done to Dad was unforgiveable. They knew all about Max and his late night visits. There was always laughter and noise coming from Mother’s bedroom late at night, and cheap bottles of red wine and cigarette butts were scattered around the lounge room when the boys woke up in the morning. Mother’s crude behavior had to stop . . . and the boys were determined to make sure that it did.

The first step would be to treat Mother like a queen. The boy’s plan was to cook her favorite dinner, consisting of satay chicken sticks on a bed of white rice. In her wine they would dissolve the sleeping pills that would knock her temporarily unconscious. Mother would then be dragged to the attic where she would be tied up, gagged and left to starve until she rotted away. She behaved like trash and deserved to be treated like it.

Mother walked back from the pub that afternoon after having lots to drink. She walked into the kitchen, opened the fridge and grabbed a beer—paying little attention to her children slaving away at the stove. Mother sat down, took her shoes off and threw them across the kitchen floor. The boys hurried the food along and served it to Mother who quickly gobbled it down without bothering to thank them.

Mother chatted to her boys just as she would with her mates down at the pub, and the boys slowly sipped on their glasses of milk, wondering when she would begin to drink her wine. They had dissolved ten pills in the glass placed on the table directly in front of her, but for some reason, Mother didn’t touch it. Molly had given Mother the glass after the boys had prepared it, just as she’d been instructed. While they listened to Mother’s endless chatter, the boys slowly began to doze.

They awakened to find that they had both been bound with rope. They were situated in the attic on two chairs, Mother glaring at them with a look of hateful contempt. She explained that she could no longer handle the brutal behaviour of her two boys, who reminded her too much of their father. From behind her back Mother produced an axe with a gleaming silver blade. The last thing they saw before the axe fell was Molly’s wicked smile. And in that last fateful instant, they realized that they’d been betrayed. Molly had told Mother about their machinations. Once again Mother had won.

Franca Di Pietro was born and raised in Australia, but is from an Italian background. Franca works in the International Education Sector and her interests include movies, reading and writing. Franca began writing at a very early age and her aim is to engage and leave readers wanting more.
  


THE HOUSE CALL
 

C. W. LASART
 

“He’s not coming.” Mama’s voice was strained, trailing off into a painful groan. The boy shushed her, wiping her forehead with a damp cloth and smoothing her hair back. He thought of all the times that she had done the same for him during childhood illnesses.

“Of course he is, Mama. It’s just the storm that’s keeping him. I sent for him. He’s gotta come.”

Though he said the words, he wasn’t so sure. He had sent for the doctor this morning, but a blizzard had blown in from the mountains that afternoon, and he was afraid that there was no way to reach them. He prayed that the man would be there soon.

“But not in time!” It was hard to see his mama suffering like this, but all he could offer was a cool rag on her face and soft words of encouragement. She looked awful; the purple rings under her eyes were dark bruises and her flesh had taken on the color of clay. Papa hadn’t even looked this bad on the day that he died of pneumonia.

“I’m cold.” It was more a moan than actual speech. Her teeth chattered. Her claw-like hands clutched at the blankets.

“Okay, Mama.” The boy left her side to add more wood to the already raging fire. Though it was bitterly cold outside, the temperature in the cabin was stifling. His shirt was glued to his back with sweat and rivulets ran into his eyes from his hair. His comfort was unimportant though. Mama was cold, so he added more logs to the fireplace and prodded the flames with the iron poker. Shadows danced across the inside of the cabin, cavorting in the fire’s hellish glow.

A knock at the door startled the boy and he turned towards the sound, buffeted by a blast of icy wind as the doctor strode in, stomping the snow off his boots. Tiny crystals swirled in the air for a moment before melting. A wave of relief swept over him as the boy saw the man, certain that he would bring his ailing mama some relief.

The doctor wasted no time, crossing the room and sitting on the edge of Mama’s cot. He grabbed her wrist to check her pulse, turning to the boy with an accusatory glance.

“You should have sent for me sooner, boy! This woman is half-dead!”

Mama bolted upright in bed and fastened her teeth on the doctor’s throat, tearing out his windpipe in one savage bite, stopping him from any further accusations. As the doctor slumped down on the bed, his torn neck pumped a furious stream of crimson, soiling the sheets and Mama. The boy turned his back and calmly resumed tending the fire. He could hear the awful noise of her feeding, and he tried to block it out.

“You were close,” he said, more to himself than to the dead man on the bed. “She died two days ago. Thank God you got here in time.”

C.W. LaSart, a lifelong fan of all things horror, resides in the Midwest with her three children and soul-mate. A recent winner of the Cemetery Dance Amateur Writing Contest, she made her publishing debut in Dark Moon Digest’s first issue. Ad Nauseam, her debut extreme horror anthology, will be released by Dark Moon Books early 2012.
  


THE CALL
 

ADAM J. MUELLER
 

For days he’d heard it, faintly at first; the drums right away; the flute joining in somewhat later.

Thrump, thrump, thrump: continously, even in sleep. He’d wake, not knowing why, or where; consciousness slowly kindling. Then he’d hear the beat of hands on taught, dried flesh.

He stood at the back door with his hand on the knob, staring out the window.

What makes me keep coming back?

The darkness outside was absolute; an impenetrable sheet surrounded by gnarled branches, faintly swaying. Nothing stirred.

His wife called to him from the living room.

He left the door, sitting down next to her and their two children.

He looked at his family, feeling something stir that he couldn’t identify; an odd, alien feeling that was nothing like love, or loathing, or even apathy. It felt like there was something inside, something that wanted to leap out and . . .

Everyone was in bed. The back door again. His hand rested on the knob as he stared into the blackness.

Thrump, thrump, thrump, and something more; a lighter, higher sound, fainter than anything he’d ever heard before. A thought that had raised its voice.

The beating went on, his heart seeming to match its rhythm: thrump, thrump, thrump.

The flute came in softly, secretly. Like an insect, it flitted in and out of the drum’s steady cadence, never repeating the same pattern, never following a predictable path.

It was a burning butterfly; chaos.

It made him smile.

He stood at the back door and stared into the night.

From the darkness there stepped a man-like shape; a shadow in the twilight that sat down cross-legged in the backyard.

The thing began to make motions, like it was beating a drum.

More shapes appeared, forming a circle on the lawn.

The flute played faster.

He laid his hand on the doorknob.

Is it time?

The drum sped up, the flute becoming more erratic.

He twisted the knob, pushed the door open and stepped out into the dark. As he walked toward the circle of drums, he heard the beat break into two distinct rhythms; one slow and one fast.

Thrump! Thrump! Thrump!

Tharuump. Tharuump. Tharuump.

The night shivered, fraying apart, shadows tearing away to flock past him into the house.

He sat down at the circle and crossed his legs. He smiled when someone handed him a drum. He kept time mindlessly.

It is time.

Thrump, thrump, thrump.

Screams came from the house.

Thrump, thrump, thrump.

His wife wailed.

Thrump, thrump, thrump.

His little boy yelled.

His daughter’s cry split the cold air.

Thrump, thrump, thrump.

The flute continued tunelessly, weaving in and out of the beat, still burning, still burning . . .

Adam J. Mueller is a former United States Marine and the author of several pieces of short horror fiction. He lives in Wisconsin with his wife and children, where he tries to write out his nightmares.
  


BLOOD TIES
 

ROGER KILBOURNE
 

James’s family had been hunting these woods for generations. Yet somehow, he’d managed to lose his bearings.

Shadows pooled on the ground beneath the copse of pines ahead.

Did I go through these before? he wondered. From what he could tell, he was still headed toward the road.

The pine boughs shrouded him like black velvet drapes. He picked his way over pinecones and fungus-encrusted logs, avoiding dead limbs that poked at him like skeletal fingers.

Hopefully, he’d still be able to get back to the truck before nightfall. What was it his great-grandfather used to say about these woods? Trust me, you don’t want to be in there after dark, sonny boy.

He tightened his grip on the 12-gauge pump and walked faster.

When he stumbled into the clearing, he almost fell into an old cellar hole. A blackened stone chimney jutted up from one wall.

He’d never been here before, but the overgrown foundation unsettled him.

I should go. Now.

A sudden wind picked up, whispering to him through the trees. He stopped to listen.

He heard it then—a vaguely female voice. Harsh. Breathless.

While he listened, his will to flee melted away. He understood the meaning of the strange words.

They were commands.

Unable to stop himself, he watched through his own eyes as he hopped down into the old foundation and slumped into a mossy stone corner.

When James turned the shotgun around and put the end of the barrel into his mouth, the cool metal chinked against his teeth. His hand shook when he reached to click off the safety.

His mind raced out of control. He’d never considered suicide, definitely didn’t want to die now.

What the hell is happening?

In response to the thought, the voice showed him a vision.

A raging fire engulfed the little house, shooting flames high into the night sky to illuminate the clearing with bright orange light. A group of men on horseback watched the blaze, holding torches.

“Burn, witch,” he heard one say. The man who spoke looked a lot like a younger version of his great-grandfather.

Just then, a tortured scream from within the house pierced the night, spooking the horses. It was joined by another, higher-pitched. And then another.

The screams grew louder and louder until they filled his head, an inhuman chorus of agony that made his teeth itch, his eyes water.

The vision abruptly faded. James watched his arm stretch down to pull the trigger and realized he was the one screaming.

Roger Kilbourne was born and raised in the hills of western Pennsylvania. He now resides in Massachusetts with his wife and two children. His stories have appeared or will appear in Necrotic Tissue, The Best of Necrotic Tissue, Static Movement's Beyond the Grave and Monster Gallery anthologies. You can follow him at http://rogerkilbourne.wordpress.com.
  


CATHOLIC SCHOOL
 

S. WALKER
 

She’s taking notes rapidly, her eyes scampering while the teacher paces across the front of the classroom.

I can’t see her face because I sit behind her, but I can tell. I can hear that silver bracelet of hers scrape across the desk and see her nodding her head, eagerly, as if she understands. A convincing act, yet I’m sure that’s all it is.

Everything about this girl sparkles—her eyes like the color of electricity, her wrists, her smile, her laughter, hell, even her walk. That magnetic personality of hers sucks everyone in. To deny it would be akin to blasphemy. Her mere presence suffocates.

She’s killing me.

She doesn’t talk, she sings—each sentence a scathing melody. When she raises her hand, I cringe. I don’t mind it that she raises it, but I hate how she waves it and shakes it so that the bracelet on her wrist jingles.

She sits on her feet and leans over her desk, desperate for attention. She turns and smiles and asks me how many exams we’ve had this quarter. She knows exactly how many, I’m sure of it . . .

I look into those bright blue eyes of hers.

“Four,” I answer.

When she turns around again, I slip my hands above the collar of her blue Oxford shirt—eight fingers in the front of her neck, two in the back—and I squeeze. I squeeze so hard my arms shake.

Those blue eyes fade softly, like dimming a light. Her body slides from the desk and onto the floor. The bracelet, tarnished, hangs limply from her wrist, a little less animated.

I feel a lightness that is only accompanied by complete satisfaction. A slow grin escapes, for the first time all week.

S. Walker hails from Ann Arbor, MI but currently resides in Granada, Nicaragua. She is an aerospace engineer by vocation and a writer by compulsion. She is a life-long student who appreciates creative challenges and occasionally being frightened enough to sleep with the light on. Stay tuned.
  


EYE CANDY
 

DAVID BUCHAN
 

The voice issued from a hole in the middle of a boarded-up window. Oscar heard it as he walked by the derelict building. The voice appeared to be female.

Curious, he stopped and listened. The words were unintelligible, although he had the impression they were directed at him. He drew closer, pressed his face against the damp wooden board, and peered through the hole.

Candlelight revealed a small table, burdened with heavy glass jars. Each was filled with eyeballs, like some gruesome confectionary.

Oscar barely noticed the hand rushing toward him—or the metal spike it gripped.

David Buchan has had his work published in magazines such as AlienSkin, Ballista, Champagne Shivers, and Doorways. He works full time, and is currently studying for an honours degree in Humanities.
  


EVADING THE DARK PURSUER
 

RON KOPPELBERGER
 

He suggested, hinted at the lifeblood and ancestry of rival factions and hunters in eventide sun. He rode the stallion through desert beds of ancient gully; the water was scarce in the midst of the chase, nevertheless he had his canteen. He took a sip and stitched the bottle back onto his hip.

They were closer than three miles of dust, sand and dry desert wind. He moved on, patting the black-skinned horse on the neck; his hand came away slick with the animal’s perspiration. The vampires never rested, even in the highlight hours of the sun. They were a certain brand, a breed made for daylight hunts. Although sensitive to the sun’s heat and glowing rays, they wore heavy, dark robes and shadowy face masks. They were a persistent breed allowing only twilight avatars to press forward through their territory; all others were fair game.

He rode and the sky became red in great slashes of color; red like the essence of life, the blood they eagerly sought. He looked back and distant ripples of mist, dust and three pinpoints in black secured their place on the backward horizon. Rare stories said escape, farewells and long breaths of respite were in the reverie of a distant illusion. They’d persist, unless, he thought, they found prayer—found the god of their source. Squat boulders and an oasis of tumbleweed lay ahead, he’d rest there; perhaps he’d make his stand in hopes the vampires would fall to worship.

They derived their power from an ethereal enchantment and were in constant debt to the source of their bloodlust. They were prone to long breaths of unconscious worship when confronted with the source of their power. During worship they were vulnerable, even helpless in trances oblivious. It was a chance at salvation. He climbed off the stallion and surveyed the large stones, the sand and sage brush in the tiny clearing.

He didn’t have any choice; he pulled out the sharp blade he had fastened to his side. With a quick slash his palm began to bleed bright red droplets of blood. Moving to the front of the largest rock he drew a semicircle of crimson; a design sacred and worshipped by the vampire. It was his only hope.

The sun approached the horizon and spears of pointed light illuminated the boulder’s face. The vampire riders paused and got down from their horses. Their eyes shifted between each other and in unison they knelt down to pray.

The vampires had become the prey. They were oblivious as he severed their heads one by one. It had been a close call, he’d have to be on his guard now. There would be others and when they discovered the trio, they’d be relentless.

He mounted his horse and headed northwest toward the mountains and at a chance at freedom.

Ron Koppelberger has published hundreds of poems, short stories and pieces of art in nearly 200 periodicals, anthologies and books as well as in radio broadcasts. One of his primary goals involves touching the reader and giving them a gift, the gift of a long forgotten memory or perhaps a special insight that may not have been apparent.
  


A THOUGHTFUL GIFT
 

KEVIN DAVID ANDERSON
 

Snow had just begun to fall, and Allen could hear carolers outside as he joined his wife, standing by the tree in the living room. He cradled a gift behind his back, the most expensive and thoughtful one he’d ever acquired. It was the kind of gift he knew she’d never get for herself, and he struggled to contain his excitement. “Now that the kids are in bed,” he said, holding out the exquisitely decorated box, “I’d like to give you something special.”

Grace’s eyes went wide, and she snatched the present from her husband with the enthusiasm of a ten-year-old. Grinning, she tore the paper away, letting it fall like sheds of skin, and pulled open the lid. In the span of a few seconds her expression went from revulsion to curiosity, and then landed solidly on recognition. Her smile returned slowly, absorbing the facial features of the severed head resting in the blood-soaked box. It was Renny Bortolli, the man who had orchestrated the death of her parents, so many years ago.

“Oh, hon, you shouldn’t have.”

Allen wrapped an arm around Grace’s waist. “Do you approve?”

She nodded, but not as enthusiastically as he’d hoped. “Is there something wrong?”

“It’s just . . . ”

“Just what?”

“I would’ve liked to have watched.”

Allen smiled, reached into his pocket and pulled out a DVD remote. He pressed play. The TV screen changed from It’s a Wonderful Life to a handheld video camera shot of Bortolli. He was tied to a chair and surrounded by two enormous men wearing ski masks. After receiving a nonverbal signal from off camera, one of the men picked up a macabre implement of pain, an instrument with jagged edges glistening like melting icicles.

As the screaming began, the holiday carolers outside provided background music, making the scene as merry as possible. Grace wrapped her arms around Allen, squeezing him tight. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

Allen kissed her forehead. “Merry Christmas, Gracie.”

Kevin David Anderson’s short stories have appeared in Dark Animus, Dark Wisdom, Darkness Rising, and many other publications with the word dark in the title. Anderson’s novel Night of the Living Trekkies, from Quirk Books, was released in 2010. He’s an Active member of the HWA and SFWA.
  


A FISHY TALE
 

CONNIE BERRIDGE
 

Harry and Donna, co-workers, were good friends before they became lovers. After two years of dating they finally planned their wedding.

They were also fishing enthusiasts, going out at least once every week or two in Harry’s small boat. Living on the coastline of Florida offered many advantages to the outdoor types. The weather prediction for that fateful Saturday was for calm seas and a chance of light rain later on.

Harry checked the boat’s fuel and radio; Donna packed the cooler with lunch, beer, ice and two gallon containers of water.

“Let’s go a little farther out today,” Harry said. “The fish may be biting better over by the small islands.”

“Sounds good, honey.”

A great day for fishing, but Donna and Harry had no luck.

It began to get cloudy and Harry suggested they go back. He started the boat, but was ambushed by the smell of burning rubber. The motor stalled, stranding them. He tried the radio but all he heard was static. Alarmed, Harry told Donna to try her cell phone, and found there was no signal.

Suddenly, a squall developed with torrential rain. The boat was filling up with water and they became frightened. With the food gone, Donna knew the drinking water would soon vanish as well.

“Don’t worry, honey,” Harry said, trying not to show his apprehension. “Some boat will be by or the weather will lighten up. We have life jackets . . . maybe I can fix the radio.”

After a week and frantic friends and family were slowly giving up hope. Co-workers and bosses were also concerned. The Coast Guard searched every area they thought the two might be, and found the empty boat, adrift. They also searched a nearby island. No luck.

Three months passed without progress. Families and friends were beyond distraught. Then, a miracle: a fishing boat in the same area saw signs of someone on another island. They immediately went ashore. Sure enough, there was Harry.

He was delirious. He kept shouting, “I hate her! I hate her!” That was all they could get out of him. A further search showed no sign of Donna.

Harry was taken to the hospital. When questioned about Donna he would burst into tears and shout, “I hate her! I hate her!” The hospital treated him for overexposure and malnutrition.

The hospital psychiatrist was called into Harry’s room. He stayed over an hour, only to exit shaking his head and muttering, “Such a terrible incident.”

He called the family into his office and told them Harry had experienced a severe nervous breakdown over the whole ordeal.

“But what about Donna?” her family inquired.

“He didn’t tell you anything?”

“He just kept saying ‘I hate her!’ I don’t understand,” Donna’s mother said. “They were so devoted.”

“Ma’am,” the psychiatrist said. “He is saying ‘I ATE HER!’”

Connie Berridge, formerly a New Yorker, now a retired Florida Resident, was always interested in creating stories. Writing, a pleasurable pastime at first, soon became a profitable second career after retirement. Four Novels, several stories and poems published add to her pleasurable second profession. A recent Ebook for authors titled Netiquette for Writers is her latest work.
  


TWITCH AND TWITTER
 

STEVE VOELKER
 

Voelker58

Just woke up. No power. Musta gone out last night. Glad I don’t have work today! Slept like a baby. #offtoagoodstart

8 hours ago

Voelker58

No power = No coffee :( Think I’ll go for a run and get some on the way back. #goodidea

4 hours ago

Voelker58

OMG! He bit me! Smelly homeless guy in hallway actually BIT ME!!!

4 hours ago

Voelker58

Still out there. Banging on my door and muttering nonsense. Called 911. Said they might be a while?! #WTF?

4 hours ago

Voelker58

Arm is itching like crazy where he bit me. Hope he didn’t give me something. Can you get Hep C like that? #dirtybastard.

3 hours ago

Voelker58

Hallway is quiet now. Can’t see anyone thru peephole. Not going out to check. Hope cops get here soon!

3 hours ago

Voelker58

Tried to call Trish. Can hear her phone ringing across the hall. No one answers. Going to check on her.

2 hours ago

Voelker58

Crap! Her door is wide open. Not going in there unarmed. Found old LAX stick. Best I could do.

2 hours ago

Voelker58

Holy Christ! Trish is DEAD! Homeless guy was in there. He was trying to eat her! Hit him in head with LAX stick until he stopped moving.

1 hour ago

Voelker58

Tried to call 911 again. Keep getting “all circuits are busy” message. What the hell am I supposed to do?

1 hour ago

Voelker58

Whole arm itching. Fells like it is on fire. What did that guy give me!? #dirtybasterd.

1 hour ago

Voelker58

LAX stick brokn. Replaced with umbrella. Moved sofa in font of door.

58 minutes ago

Voelker58

Can’t feeel arm at all now. Starting to frek out a little.

38 minutes ago

Voelker58

Sum1 at door! Not cops :( Trish. Not ded #thankgod! Moving soofa to let her in.

27 minutes ago

Voelker58

No good. Tried to eat me face. Had to stab hir in the throt wit bumrella. #badidea

19 minutes ago

Voelker58

Numness spredding. Think am gunna die.

12 minutes ago

Voelker58

Cops finly got heer. Thay wur delishus. #mmmmmm

43 seconds ago

Steve Voelker is a writer from Pennsylvania. His work has been featured in Daily Bites of Flesh 2011 and Daily Frights 2012. You can follow his adventures on Twitter @Voelker58, where he will keep you informed in the extremely likely event of a zombie apocalypse.
  


DEAD EYES SEE NO FUTURE
 

SCOTT DAVISON
 

Joey lies there, lifeless on top of the old mattress pushed against the far corner wall. Head tilted to one side, he stares directly at me asking—why?

As I sit on top of an empty blue Lego storage box, I begin looking around, remembering when things were not so complicated. These now-bare walls rifled with nail holes where framed artworks of finger-paints and crayons once hung tell a hundred joyful stories of tickle-fights and hand-shadow shows, of bed sheet camp-outs and scary bedtime stories.

Painted a soft hue of orange and yellow, these walls glow bright when the sun shines. Christmas lights strung year-round make it feel magical and safe.

Sometimes alone in that room, however, I try to silence the warped and twisted thoughts these demons in my head whisper. Thoughts keeping me from enjoying affection and happiness and love like everyone else. Resisting the urge to cut myself again in order to feel anything.

Startled by my three-year-old son, Jake, walking into the room, I am dragged back into the present reality. Like the sudden shock of an old filmstrip ending, my eyes are blinded by the horror surrounding me.

The Lego box morphs into an old rusty bucket before my eyes. The beautiful orange glow is replaced by ripped patches of water-logged wallpaper, and nail holes become shotgun holes made by bored vandals.

From outside the broken window my wife yells, “Come on! We have to go now.”

I force a smile and look down at Jake. “Okay, grab Joey and let’s go.”

Jake reaches for Joey, his favorite stuffed animal, a bright yellow horse now faded, with bleached white eyes from too many soapy baths in the rust-stained tub of the last house we squatted in. Joey says it’s my fault. I try to ignore him, but that sound, that unnerving sound from the rattle inside him, makes me hate myself.

With one quick motion I pick up Jake and Joey and head towards the doorless opening, slowing only to maneuver around broken glass and distorted metal shelves lying on their sides. Sunlight from gaping holes in the roof guide me past endless piles of old newspapers and ripped plastic sheets used as curtains. As I kick empty cardboard boxes out of the way, I exit through the collapsed front porch and hand Jake to his mom, who buckles him tightly into his car seat.

In an instant we are gone.

“That house wouldn’t have worked out anyway,” my wife says after several minutes of silence. “It would have taken too much effort to make it livable. We’ll find another one, we always do.” She reaches over and touches my hand in an effort to reassure me that my overwhelming guilt and pain of our homelessness is unnecessary.

But like Joey, I know otherwise.

Scott Michael Davison is a member of the Horror Writers Association and currently lives in Bethel, New York.
  


HOWLING
 

RICHARD ALLDEN
 

I‘m hungry.

I have some freeze-dried food in my rucksack, but I’ll never get a fire started in this rain. It’s heavier now than before. I take shelter under a cluster of trees, struggle to put my rucksack on the ground before me, and remove my tent bag from the side toggle. The rain has penetrated the bag. I put my tent up as quickly as possible and open the rucksack for a towel to wipe the tent of excess water as the heavens open further. My towel is also wet. Everything is. Unbeknown to me, the rucksack has been letting the water in for the last ten hours. Every single item I have is soaking. I empty my sleeping bag of the water it holds and wait as the little strength I have left ebbs out of me.

I sleep fitfully, waking up with the violence of my shivers. I’ve read about the cold but I’ve never fully understood. I abandon the sodden sleeping bag, strip naked of the wet clothing and clench fists, curl toes and rub my arms as if to start fire. I have no idea of the time. I’m confused, disorientated and weak as at no other point I can remember. Then comes the howling.

It’s not a dream—an impulse brings me instantly to consciousness. In the absolute blackness, my other senses work to compensate as the rain hammers the canvas above. The small river at the back of the tent gushes with a new ferociousness it didn’t have a few hours ago. The howling almost obscures it.

After the initial shock, I welcome the sound. The howling means dogs, and that probably means I’m near a farm house. I remember the road. Tomorrow, I will travel up it until I find the farm house, explain my situation and call a swift end to my cursed winter hike. There can’t be too many hours left until sunrise. I draw a little strength from the thought and feel myself drifting once more.

The howling is louder now. Light invades the tent from my right hand side. Headlights. My thoughts are woolly, confused as they are ripped from dreams once more. I think to make myself known to the driver, to get back to people and warmth, but something in my instincts keeps me pressed to the ground. My breathing slows. The howling stops. The air becomes fetid and warmth pervades the tent. Breath. Shadows dance from the headlights, but the claws of sleep paw at me once more. Dreaming.

Then blinding pain.

I try to awake. I know I’m in the dream but I can’t do anything to end it. The knife lies on the sopping towels. The howling is orchestral in my ears. I reach for the knife, I will wake myself now. It’s all right, I tell myself, I must be sleeping. I must be.

Rick Allden is a writer who lives within the South Wales Valleys. He graduated with a Masters in creative writing from Swansea University, and runs a theatre production company.
  


LOVELY GIRLS
 

MARSHALL A. TAYLOR
 

Three nights ago, my girls, the ones buried under the house, knocked on my door. I asked them to go away, but they only knocked harder.

I let one of them in. Susan, I think. I had put an axe to her about eight months ago. But she smelled rotten, and tracked in flies. I asked her to leave, but she refused. I shot her in the head with the revolver I kept in my bedside drawer.

Two nights ago, my girls, the ones I collected, tapped at my windows. I tried to be quiet, but they broke through the glass.

“Why do you want me?” I asked. Adrien, the one with the burnt copper hair, didn’t answer, and I didn’t like the ashen color of her skin. I put the gun to her temple and killed her a second time.

Last night, my girls, my lovely girls, found me in the closet. I tried to hide, but maybe they smelled my warmth.

They pulled me out into the bedroom, stretching me out flat, and bit at my fingers, cheeks, toes and collar bone. I asked them for forgiveness, but I don’t think it was anything personal.

Marshall A. Taylor is a full-time student at Middle Tennessee State University, where his studies include a minor in writing. He is an avid fan of the horror aesthetic, and is currently researching its relation to cultural branding and fandom in heavy metal music. He resides in Nashville.
  


THE CREATURE BENEATH THE NARROWS BRIDGES
 

JUDY COMER FRANKLIN
 

Luke stood on his bed so he could get the best view of the two Narrows Bridges with his new extra-wide Bushnell binoculars. They were his favorite 10th birthday gift and he couldn’t wait to try them out.

There weren’t any nearby houses to look at, as his family lived at the end of a long lane lined by fir trees on Fox Island. It had only been a few months since they’d moved into the new house. It was okay, he told everybody, but the truth was he was lonely. He had no friends. None of the kids at his new school gave him a second glance. But then, that was better than being bullied, which is what had happened at his old school.

Luke aimed the binoculars out the window and focused on the gigantic bridges that spanned the narrowest part of the waterway between Tacoma and Gig Harbor. This was the best part of the new house; its view of the bridges. Sometimes he could see wet-suited divers going into the water. He’d watch them as they’d sink down in the dark, ice cold waters of the Puget Sound.

His dad had promised that next year for his birthday, he could take diving lessons and find out for himself what was beneath the bridges.

Luke watched as the sailboats with their tall masts glided gracefully under the steel bridges. The motor boats looked like fun, too, because they went so fast. The day slipped into twilight and many of the cars had turned on their headlights.

Then something caught his eye.

It looked like a long, thick arm reaching up one of the huge trusses that held the newest bridge in place. It grabbed the lowest truss and Luke saw that the arm had big white spots on one side. He held his breath and tried to steady the binoculars so he could get a better look. The arm seemed to gently stroke the truss, as though testing it.

Luke took the binoculars away from his face, put them down and rubbed his eyes. He cleaned the lenses against his pants then put them up again to his eyes.

The arm was gone!

Traffic flowed in normal patterns, as did the boats. He put his new gift down on the bed and went downstairs and into the kitchen.

Luke hesitated. “Dad, I just saw a monster come out of the water and start to crawl up onto the bridge,” he said at last.

“That’s great, son. Glad you’re using those binoculars. What did the creature look like?” his dad asked without looking up from his newspaper.

Luke could tell his father wasn’t listening.

“I saw only one arm, but it was long and had white spots. Like an octopus.”

His father nodded slowly.

Luke returned to his room.

He picked up the binoculars and aimed them at the bridge.

A long shadow shifted beneath the trusses.

Luke waited as the night settled in.

Judy Comer Franklin was born and raised in North Carolina and currently lives in Tacoma, Washington. Judy has written two mystery novels, Cold Passion, and Sanctuary Stones and is finishing a third novel, The Rocking Horse Murders. Judy is a member of Northwest Authors and a local writer critique group.
  


ALWAYS COME BACK
 

JOE MYNHARDT
 

William picked up the envelope with trembling fingers.

“You’ll never go,” his dead wife said. “Look at you. You can’t even open it.”

William dropped the envelope back on the coffee table.

“We go through this every year. And don’t think they’re gonna come visit you.”

William walked to the large pane window. The city streets below flowed with vehicles he’d never even seen up close. “Stop talking. I’m not listening to you today.” His warm breath fogged up the glass.

“Why would they want to visit you anyway?” she asked.

“I’m their dad–and it’s Christmas. Maybe I should go visit them.”

The voice of his dead wife taunted. “And when was the last time you left this place?”

William felt like strangling her. He turned back to the letter but it was gone. So was the table. His couch had been moved against the far wall.

“What’s going on?” he demanded.

“Same as last year, darling. Did you forget again?”

William tried to remember. “It kinda feels familiar.”

“Of course it does.”

He shut his eyes and shook his head. “No, this isn’t possible. You’re not real.” He opened his eyes. His apartment had turned into a small room. A wall now stood where the window had been earlier and his couch was a single bed.

William pulled his hair. “I have to get out of here. I have to get to my kids.”

“You can try, but you’ll just come back to me,” she replied. “You always do.”

William stormed towards the door and pulled on the handle. It didn’t budge. He stumbled through the room, searching. “It has to be here somewhere.”

“Why do we have to go through this every Christmas? Do I have to watch this pathetic display every time?” she said.

William searched his clothes and, after finding nothing, tore them from his body. He scratched his hands across his naked skin and searched between his toes and behind his ears. His nails tore and dug through his hair and into his skin. “Where is it?”

His wife’s laughter flooded his ears and echoed into his skull, louder and louder until it felt like his head would burst.

He continued to bore his fingertips into his flesh until he felt a hard bump beneath his scalp. After pulling a piece of skin out of the way William pushed it, and the door clicked opened.

“You’ll be back!” his wife shouted. “You always come back to me you murdering son of a bitch.”

William stumbled into the hallway and laughed hysterically. He no longer heard his wife’s voice. He was free.

***
 

The night watchman shook his head and picked up the radio. “Orderlies to Ward C. Patient 137 has escaped his room again.” He put the radio down, slightly perplexed. “Every damn Christmas,” he said to himself. “How the hell does he get that door open?”

No matter, he thought, noting the time before continuing on his rounds. The call would go out and Patient 137 would soon be returned to Ward C.

They knew, as every year before, exactly where to find him.

Joe Mynhardt is a South African writer and teacher. While having dozens of short story publications, Joe also tends to a tome of ideas scraping for a chance to be written. Read more about Joe and his creations at www.Joemynhardt.com or find him on facebook at ‘Joe Mynhardt’s Short Stories’.
  


INSANITY
 

ELLEN DENTON
 

Alan woke up screaming like a girl. It was the same nightmare; he was being devoured by hundreds of rats. Now, as he sat up in bed, he could still see their small, red, angry eyes and smell the disgusting, dirty odor of the ones that were on his face.

Weeks ago, when the bad dreams started, Alan had also begun hearing objects in his house whispering to him during the day. He still had enough presence of mind to know that they really weren’t talking to him; that would have been crazy.

He got out of bed, shuffled into the kitchen, pulled a package of ham from the fridge and got out a plate. He regarded the plate lovingly for a moment. It was one of four that his sister had earlier sent him as a gift from Mexico, where she was currently stationed as a translator. It had a beautiful, shiny, golden-green glaze on it. He placed the ham on it, then dropped it shattering to the floor, because the plate threatened to kill him if he didn’t return the five dollars he had stolen seventeen years earlier from his mother’s purse.

He pinched his arm to make sure he was actually awake. He was disturbed by this threatening, whispering piece of dishware, but it’s what he saw outside the kitchen window that froze him in terror. Two huge, amber eyes stared at him malevolently from a height taller than any human being could possibly be. The eyes lowered and moved closer, almost pressing against the window.

Alan knew that he was not going crazy, and that it was all really happening. He screamed and backed away from the window. He grabbed the phone to call 911, but the receiver turned into a hissing, giant spider as soon as he lifted it out of the cradle. He could feel stiff, little hairs on its body. He cringed in pure, agonized, spiritual terror and dropped it.

***
 

Bill, the mailman, knew what death smelled like. When he was a teenager, he found his grandmother dead on her kitchen floor from a massive coronary. To this day, he recalled the putrid, overpowering smell of her body, which had been rotting on the floor for days. This is why he knew what the smell was coming from Alan's house.

The coroner ruled Alan’s death by hanging a suicide.

It was almost a week after Alan’s body was found that his sister’s letter arrived from Mexico. In it, she had updated him on things there, and mentioned that he should never eat off of the decorative plates she had earlier sent him, because the glaze in them contained metals that could cause a barrage of serious physical problems, not to mention delusions, hallucinations and bad dreams.

Ellen Denton has been published in Underground Voices, You and Me, Things Japanese, Fed Caps, Animal Wellness and Greenprints magazines with upcoming pieces in a Spruce Mountain Press anthology, Vampires 2, and Underground Voices. She has placed as finalist, runner-up and honorable mention in many contests, including fiction, non-fiction and poetry.
  


INFECTED
 

DONALD HAAS
 

I thought I was in the clear, but I found the scratch on my arm the next day.

The city walls and the patrols keep the hordes at bay. There hasn’t been a serious zombie sighting in years, but somehow that little undead cat slipped in and got me.

It was just after dusk. I was passing through the alley and heard the eerie growl. Then, the cat shambled out from beneath some boxes.

I always thought I would be more scared if a zombie caught me. But all I could think about was my mom’s shrill voice, nagging me to always make sure to be inside before dark.

I’m still amazed that I was rational enough to grab a trash can lid and deflect the cat’s attacks. I half-scooped the cat up and tossed it into a dumpster, before latching the lid closed. I scribbled a warning on some cardboard and shoved the dumpster to the end of the alley. Then, I hightailed it home. If the patrols think a zombie even looked at you, you’ll be quarantined for a whole month. There was no way I wanted to deal with that.

The symptoms were clear enough, too–low fever, pulsing headache and a strong sensitivity to sunlight.

Going to the clinic was not an option. There’s a reason the receptionist there keeps a shotgun loaded with deer slugs on her lap.

I called in sick to work, taped some blankets over my windows, and considered my options. Telling anyone meant an instant death sentence, but I couldn’t call in sick forever. I’m not exactly the type to go and off myself, either. So, I figured I would play it cool and see if anyone caught on to my game. I could always try and make it out the city wall, if they did.

So, I started going into work early, and made sure I stayed late every night. It’s not like I ever get natural sunlight in my cubicle anyway. And I’m salaried, so my bosses don’t care how much time I spend there, as long as my work gets done and I don’t sexually harass anyone.

It worked for a month. Then, I noticed I had stopped eating food and the cravings began.

We zombies are simple. We want brains. It doesn’t matter what kind, either. It took a quick phone call to a couple of butchers before twenty pounds of beef and pork brains were delivered to my apartment. Some scrambled eggs and brains for breakfast, a brain sandwich for lunch and brains on crackers for an afternoon snack.

Living this way can get pretty lonely, though. Sometimes I think it would be nice to have someone to talk to, someone to give tips on where to find good brains. A group has a better chance of survival, don’t you think?

So, don’t worry. In a month or so, you’ll be just like me.

Oh, did I tell you about my connection at the morgue? He was the first I infected. So, I’ll have new friends soon.

Don Haas is a writer living near Philadelphia. He spends his days doing this or that, but mostly trying not to get caught. At night he hones his super powers and tries to decide whether to use them for good or evil.
  


ABSORB
 

LANCE DAVIS
 

“Wake up.”

Something sharp poked Jerrod’s chest as he struggled to open his eyes.

“I said, wake up!” The old man croaked, jabbing again.

Pain cleared Jerrod’s vision, a sharp wooden stake coalescing from the nonsense.

“What . . . what are you doing?” Jerrod asked.

His arms ached, metal biting into his wrists and ankles.

“I got you shackled,” the old man warned.

Jerrod struggled to get his bearings. A barn, the smell of hay overpowering. A single, naked bulb cast its fitful light across various tools, including the shovel that was likely responsible for the pounding ache in his head. The old man, wild-eyed with fear or madness, pressed the wooden stake against Jerrod’s chest.

“I knew your kind would be here sooner or later.”

“My kind?”

“Yeah, your kind,” he snarled. “Been all over the news.”

The man limped to a radio sitting on top of a toolbox. Through the window beyond, Jerrod could make out a two-story farm house illuminated by a pole light in the front yard.

The old man turned on the radio, getting nothing but static. Frustrated, he knocked it to the groundand retrieved a hammer from the toolbox. “Looks like you got them, too.”

He stalked towards Jerrod. The look in his eyes was manic, murderous. Panic washed Jerrod’s entrails, tears stinging his eyes.

“Look, I don’t know what’s going on . . . please . . .”

“Please what? You think I’m gonna let you do it? Let you come in here and suck the blood out of my family?”

“What?”

He pressed the stake to Jerrod’s chest.

“You’re making a mistake!”

The old man cocked the hammer back.

“Wait! Talk to me! What . . . what’s your name?”

“Nothin’ that means shit to you.”

“What would your family think of you killing an innocent man?”

Something in his eyes, barely a flicker, but something.

Jerrod pressed him. “You think you could knock me out that easy if I was one of them? Get me out of this . . . I can help!”

The old man dropped his toolsand pulled a key from his front pocket. “You’re right. I don’t like it, but you’re right. My wife and grandson are in the house. We got to go.”

He unlocked Jerrod’s restraintsand made for the door, but the stake pierced his back, as though his flesh was as soft as wet paper, and pushed clean through his bony chest.

Jerrod leaned close, hissing in the old man’s ear:

“We’re not vampires.”

Blood poured out, covering Jerrod’s hands. It didn’t stain, instead it absorbed into his young skin, which fast began to sag and wrinkle, his hair graying.

Jerrod flung the featureless body to the floor, searching its pockets until he produced a wallet. Ah! A driving license . . .

“Leonard Edwards,” he read. He stretched and turned, the name still echoing on his lips as he limped towards the house, and the family awaiting him within.

Lance Davis is a thirty-something writer living with his wife, Kelly, and their two children in Huntsville, Arkansas.
  


I USED TO FIND THINGS
 

KEITH DEININGER
 

Once, I found a severed cat’s paw lying by a clump of sagebrush in the forest behind our house. A soft peach color; it belonged to Oscar, my mom’s cat. My mom said it was coyotes–sometimes you heard their howls at night–but I wondered . . .

There weren’t a lot of kids to play with in my neighborhood, so I spent a lot of time in the woods, wandering, exploring; waiting for the older kids who lived down the street so we could work on the tree house. I was too scared to climb the trees on my own, didn’t like the greasy feeling of them beneath my fingers. But most of the time, I was alone.

Sometimes we burned things. Once, I lit a fire when the older boys weren’t there. It leaped up and caught in a sage bush, the smoke stinging my eyes as I ran to the backyard and slipped in the wet grass. I filled a bucket from the faucet and ran back, but it wasn’t enough. My dad saw me through the window. He followed me and stamped out the fire with his big, bear-claw feet. I was grounded and forbidden from hanging out with the older boys ever again. You could have burned the neighborhood and the whole goddamned forest down! Dad’s breath was more sour than the smoke I could still taste in the back of my throat.

I didn’t do as Daddy said. I used to find things as I explored the woods all the way to the road. The trees were thicker on the other side; tangled, wild. There was a bottle over there I wanted for my collection. I tried, dashing across the blacktop to snatch it up, but I was so stupid. I felt someone watching from the woods, so I dashed back empty handed. It didn’t keep me away from the woods, though. There was something about the woods; never changing, never dying, tight and twisted. Sometimes I’d hear a voice calling me, as if from a great distance, deep, deep within the tangled growth.

Once, I watched a yellow-haired mutt strolling down the road, head uplifted in the bland summer sun. I saw a branch creep out of the shadows like a snake. The mutt yelped once, and was gone. I stood, fascinated; listening to wet spluttering snaps and crunches. After a while, the sounds stopped. I left, shivering.

I kept thinking how easily the sagebrush burned that day, how exciting it was to watch the flames dance. To see the branches shrivel and blacken. How they cracked, how they sputtered and whined!Like living things, writhing in agony as they burned. Perhaps I’ll go back to the woods one day. I know they’re still standing, though it’s been many years. Perhaps I’ll hear the music of their suffering again, as we wither as one.

Keith Deininger is a Ray Bradbury Science Fiction Writing Contest award winner and a Conceptions Southwest editor's choice; his work has appeared in MicroHorror, Necrology Shorts, Conceptions Southwest, and others. He works in a University bookstore and people think he's weird (including his wife). See more at: www.KeithDeininger.com.
  


DEAD RECKONING
 

HOPE SULLIVAN MCMICKLE
 

Frank Straker had been walking around dead for the last three months. Little bits of decaying flesh continuously flaked off onto his desk, creating drifts of debris that he periodically brushed aside with dead fingers.

He wasn’t quite sure if the Arkansas humidity helped or hindered the situation; although it expedited his decay and intensified the smell of rot that permeated his body and clothing. The humidity also made him, well, kind of gooey. Shit, maybe the gooeyness helped maintain his limberness, such as it was.

The effects of rigor mortis had set in before the virus had fully run its course, tightening muscles, freezing joints; making the use of everyday devices like the telephone all but impossible. He’d finally resorted to email for primary communication, clumsily but persistently pecking at the letters on the keyboard. Working the mouse was an entirely different challenge. After an hour of painstaking effort, he contacted his client in Little Rock:

To: nyan@rdtindustries.com

From: frank@strakerinvestigations.com

Per your request, I am attaching the still-photos from the surveillance cameras and the crime scene report on file with the LRPD. It appears that their investigation is moving slowly. Two persons of interest have been identified but are not yet considered suspects in the murder of your daughter. Do you wish for me to interview them personally? I may have methods of deriving information that extend a bit beyond the techniques utilized by our partners in law enforcement. I obtained their addresses from public records and am able to speak to these individuals on your behalf to ascertain their involvement. Please advise. Note that my expense report is also attached. The costs associated with this investigation exceeded your initial advance, so payment is required before I can proceed.

Frank punched the enter button, sending the correspondence off with a grunt of satisfaction. Payment would be wired to him within the hour; he had a highly motivated client. He’d also be paying the two suspects a visit later that day. Well, even if they wouldn’t give him the information he wanted, they’d at least provide plenty of food for thought.

Hope Sullivan McMickle is a writer and musician who has been a fan of horror since she was old enough to read and a creator of dark works since she was old enough to be trusted with a pencil. A graduate of Franklin College, she resides in Franklin, Indiana.
  


THE FINAL FIGHT
 

KEVIN BROWN
 

[To all who hears, I give my goodbye note, rendered in the form of this audio recording]:

By the time you hear this, It will be dead. Before my voice brushes the hair follicles of your ears, the nightmare that has plagued this city, that has kept families locked in their homes, that has kept children wide awake at night, teary-eyed, will finally be over. Due to the negligence of local law enforcement, It has gotten away unspeakable crimes. Torture. Burnings. Mutilation. Cannibalism. It has toyed with the media, created a marionette out of government officials. It has blindfolded communities, made them question their friends, family, their sanity. Themselves. But not me. I see It for what It really is—Evil.

I have decided to kill It and I will do so with one of Its own knives. Through circumstances outside my own understanding, I sealed my fate when I came upon the blade, the blood on its edge still hot. As if I had been guided to it. As if I were chosen.

In keeping with Its custom, I promise I will not make it quick. I pledge it will not be merciful.

Being what It is, I am most certain I will die as well in these endeavors. However, I implore you not to look to me as a hero, a martyr, a savior. Though I am of flesh, I am the servant of the Lord. The Shepherd protecting His sheep. The Keeper of all that is righteous. And I will be blessed. In dying, I will live forever.

And now I hear It. I smell It. It has found me for the final fight. And so I leave you with this, my summation: YOU’RE WELCOME.

It stands before me, a nose apart between noses. This beast, this abomination. It stares at me staring back, uncanny, our resemblance. And with the blades raised, we come together as warriors.

As Darkness and Light.

As one.

Kevin Brown has had work published in over a hundred journals and magazines, and was nominated for a 2007 Journey Award and a three Pushcart Prizes. His first book, Ink On Wood, was published in the summer of 2010.
  


LANGUAGE
 

BUNNY ULTRAMOD
 

I suffered under a father who had the dual curses of being mad and inventive. He had a theory that Hebrew was the language of God, the original language, and so a child who never experiences language will spontaneously start speaking Hebrew.

So, for the first five years of my life, I never heard a word uttered, and was never let near anything associated with language, including televisions, radios, books, street signs. Functionally, this meant I either had to remain home, which I did most of the time, or had to be shuttled from place to place wearing ear plugs and blinders.

I did not speak for five years. I communicated through a series of self-invented signs and occasional nonsensical noises. But we are creatures of language, and eventually I was likely to start forming words. And my father watched to see what my first word, created by myself, would be. And one day I came to him with a strange look on my face. I gestured for a moment, but then stopped, and my mouth started moving. I was about to form my first words. My father leaned in close to hear what I might say. And, suddenly, spontaneously, I spoke.

“Ia! Ia! Cthulhu Fhtagn!” I said, and bit one of his cheeks off.

Bunny Ultramod is a member of the pop punk band The Ultramods. As Max Sparber, he has been anthologized in books by Strange Horizons and Underground Voices, as well as in the collection "People of the Book: A Decade of Jewish Science Fiction and Fantasy."
  


THE GIRL NEXT DOOR
 

LEV HELLER
 

He looked at her corpse. He had never liked her, and her death did not weigh heavily upon his conscience. All the same, he felt regret. Murder was a heinous crime that he could not reconcile with his morals. As he wrapped her bloody form in the carpet, his guilt gnawed at his sense of responsibility. He shouldn’t have done it, he thought. He couldn’t have done it. He had never done it. The floor was clean, the corpse gone. Obviously, he had imagined it all! It had never happened. There was no girl. What girl? What was he thinking about? What was he doing? He looked outside. There was that girl who lived next door. He had never liked her . . .

Lev Heller is studying philosophy at the University of Maryland. He enjoys hiking, reading, and meeting new people.
  


DEATH IS JUST A TICK AWAY
 

KELLI A. WILKINS
 

Dave couldn’t sleep. The ticking echoed through the house. Even at 35 years old, the damn thing still spooked him. Lots of families passed down stories to scare kids, but most of them didn’t involve cursed objects that could kill.

He was seven when Dad had told him about the clock. His great-great grandfather had severely beaten a servant who had forgotten to wind the clock, and the old lady had cast the curse on them. If ever the clock was allowed to wind down to a stop, one of his family members would die.

Three days ago, Dave’s father had been found lying at the base of the black walnut clock, one arm stretched toward the ten-foot high carved demon. Paramedics said he had suffered a heart attack. But Dave thought he knew better. Dad had been trying to wind the clock.

Dave cast a glance at his sleeping wife, Helen.

Any affection for her had died long ago. She was a nag and succubus of his bank account, and had merely endured him and his parents because she hoped to inherit from them. Why couldn’t it have been her? Dave thought.

He got up and lit a cigarette.

His father had believed in the curse. So had his mother. Aunt Maggie did, too. She kept the clock going for years, until it stopped while she was on vacation. A bus jumped a curb and mowed her down in Italy. But Aunt Ruth had refused to believe in such nonsense, and she deliberately let the clock run down one day in 1978. That had caused an uproar in the family. The next day, Uncle Corey was dead.

Aunt Ruth had merely shrugged and said, “The clock’s good for something after all.”

Everyone knew Uncle Corey had been cheating on Aunt Ruth.

Dave thought about that. Did Aunt Ruth know a secret about the clock? Could it be set to kill spouses? It would be cheaper than divorce.

He crept down the staircase and gazed at the massive contraption. In the dim light, the clock looked evil. Two carved spirals jutted from the top like horns. The face was a faded sun and moon design that had always given him the creeps. Both day and night mocked him with a wicked smile. He was glad the clock never chimed. It probably would’ve let out a cackle instead of a gong.

He studied the clock. How had Aunt Ruth done it? Dave opened the clock’s glass front door. The ancient moon face grinned down at him as the pendulum swung back and forth. There was a little door in the clock floor where the key was kept. Maybe he could put something in there? A lock of Helen’s hair, perhaps? A fingernail clipping?

Dave lifted the lid of the key compartment and scowled. There was a folded note inside.

He opened it and immediately recognized the handwriting. His loving wife had written one word on the paper.

“Dave.”

Kelli A. Wilkins enjoys writing horror stories and visiting haunted places. This story was inspired by a real clock that was never allowed to wind down. Kelli's horror fiction has appeared in Weird Tales, The Best of the First Line, and other horror anthologies. Readers are invited to visit her website: www.KelliWilkins.com to catch up on all of her writings.
  


BLACK ICE
 

BON TINDLE
 

The girl fell to her knees and gasped in pain. The rain had thickened before finally turning into chips of ice driven by a howling wind. A thick glaze covered everything, bringing down power lines and reducing traffic to emergency vehicles only. It was the worst ice storm the city had seen in twenty years.

She couldn’t see more than a few yards into the gritty alley that sheltered her somewhat from the full force of the elements. She tried to cry out for help, but her weak voice disappeared into the night. There was a killer on the loose, the news had said. A new victim will pay the price tonight.

On her hands and knees, she crawled blindly, praying that help would come.

Just when she thought it was too late, a shadow appeared, moving toward her.

A voice asked, “Are you all right?”

In the shadow, there were no details, even this close. Yet she was dimly aware of dark hair and intense brown eyes staring down at her. His voice was deep and mellow, the sort you might hear on all-news radio—soothing. He was probably the owner or manager of one of the alley’s businesses, closing up and trying to get home before the second wave of ice and snow smothered the city.

She croaked something about her pain. He leaned to hear her better.

His deep brown eyes—so dark they were almost black—widened with shock as the knife slid deep into his throat, tearing through flesh and silencing him with one swift movement. He instinctively flew backwards, then slid down the wall, his eyes still looking at her in confusion.

While he fought to breathe, she saw the moment when he knew there was no changing what was to come. His body continued to fight, but his mind accepted the inevitable.

When his gurgling breaths stopped, she stood and dusted herself off. She carefully threw the knife and her gloves in the dumpster. She took a new pair out of her purse and put them on.

“For him,” she said bitterly.

She pulled a final knife out of her purse and put it in the outer flap where it was easily accessible. It’d been a long night, but she was almost done.

Just one more.

She walked a few blocks to another short alley that connected a cluster of shops—a lone woman on a dangerous night.

There was a killer on the loose, the news had said.

The first snowflakes began to fall, blanketing everything in white.

Bon Tindle lives in Missouri and is known on the web as Bon The Geek. You can keep up with her newest projects or contact her at www.bonthegeek.com.
  


THE BEAT OF INTENTION
 

GREG CHAPMAN
 

Ba-dum! Ba-dum!

He had to get to the heart of the matter; the rhythm of his soul. He breathed deep, cold air flooding his lungs, freezing his blood. Fate called to him, pounding ever louder.

Ba-dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum!

All his life he’d felt it stirring within; a cauldron of malice, boisterous, boiling. His parents just called it arrhythmia, but he knew better. It was the beat of intention. A beat he had to dance to. He could take all the pills he liked, but the throng could only be answered–tempered–with blood.

Ba-dum! Ba-da-dum! Ba-dum!

Irregularity meant impropriety; deeds that needed to be performed, deeds so dirty and loveless that they satisfied his–no, satisfied the Call’s–bloodlust in an instant. He scanned the street, staring into the aura of the city, ozone white.

Ba-dum! Ba-dum! Ba-dum dum!

Then she appeared, the Queen of Hearts; dazzling, hair like the silk threads of some god-like spider, snaring him in.

The bitch surgeon–he’d given his heart to her and she’d broken it, told him she could fix it only to betray him. She saw him, but paid him no heed. If only she could hear the drumming of horrible desire inside his chest.

Ba-Dum! Ba-dum! Ba-Dum Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum!

That was the signal. The call intoned in blood; valves opening and closing, so fast, as fast as tongues slipping across lips and over palates. It spoke to him and told him to follow his heart, to submit to the pull of its many strings.

Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-da-da-dum!

His heart quivered, sending waves down into his gut and up into his head. Dark thoughts kept in time with the beat; thoughts of blood, of flesh oozing in the moonlight, oozing onto his hands, his lips, down and down, bringing the beat down, lower and lower, delivering him into the arms of serenity.

Ba-Dum! Ba-dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum!

He quickened his pace, shoes scraping the asphalt. She turned the corner, from light to dark, from safety to peril. His heart skipped a beat and then another–a sign the time to strike was close.

Ba-Dum! Ba-dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum! Ba-Dum!

He found her waiting for him, a blade gleaming in her hand. Before he could speak she strode forward and plunged it into his chest, up and to the right. The Call shrieked, its drumming cut short.

Ba-Dum! Ba–

She cradled him to the ground and kept on cutting. He was swimming in his blood and she gladly splashed around in it. He felt her lips on his ear.

Ba–!

I can hear your heart beat—because it belongs to me, she told him.

Ba ————————————————————————

As darkness claimed him, she took his heart in her hands and walked away.

And in her chest a melody of calm resounded.

Ba-Dum... Ba-dum... Ba-Dum... Ba-Dum... Ba-Dum... Ba-Dum... Ba-Dum...

Greg Chapman is a horror author/artist from Australia. Damnation Books published his novella Torment in March and The Noctuary will be released in December. He is currently illustrating a graphic novel penned by HWA President Rocky Wood and Bram Stoker Award winner, Lisa Morton. (www.darkscrybe.blogspot.com)
  


THE BUOY
 

SCOTT SCHERR
 

It was Eric’s idea to spend spring break on a five-day Caribbean cruise aboard the luxury liner, Morning Mist. He insisted the trip would help their marriage. Claire was well aware of his adulterous affairs, in spite of Eric’s denials. Still, she agreed to join him.

The seas were particularly rough that evening as Claire allowed herself to be coaxed topside so Eric could catch some fresh air. As each wave crashed alongside the ship, the spray rose, nearly soaking them both. Claire became claustrophobic, realizing that only three feet of walkway and a flimsy life line separated her from the storming seas.

“Eric, I’m going back inside,” she said.

“We’re just about done here anyway,” Eric said with an unfamiliar, cold detachment. “We’ve been done for a long time.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Eric shrugged his shoulders in reply.

Tiring of his games, Claire turned to leave him.

Before she knew what was happening, she felt a strong push from behind that sent her over the railing.

Claire cried for help, but her shouts were drowned out by the roaring sea.

Eric did nothing.

She could see him, watching her from the rail.

He pushed me! Her mind screamed.

She saw him then blow her a kiss and depart from view.

My God, he planned this!

There was no time to consider the broader implications of Eric’s actions as the cruise ship became smaller; the deck lights growing dimmer upon the erratic surface of the sea. She cried out in vain, but struggling against the waves was taking its toll. Soon, she was all alone in the darkness. The Morning Mist was long gone.

Disorientation and panic nearly overwhelmed her.

Then she saw the buoy.

Just fifty yards away, a dark pillar bobbed up and down in the night, an inviting sight in an otherwise desolate ocean.

What on earth is that doing out here? Claire wondered.

Claire swam for the buoy, locked an arm around its base to keep her head above water, securing herself against it before passing out.

***
 

The Coast Guard found her at 9 AM while conducting routine checks on all navigational aids in the area. Claire was dehydrated and suffering from hypothermia. As they pulled her from the sea, she managed to tell them who she was and the name of the ship she’d been on. Her rescuers believed she’d become delirious. A medic gave her a sedative.

The following day, the Coast Guard Captain that rescued Claire, walked into her hospital room with a ship’s manifest and some disturbing news.

“Did you find my husband?” Claire asked.

The manifest held the names of all 700 people on board the Morning Mist, including Claire and her husband. A terrible storm capsized the vessel five years ago. There were no known survivors.

The hazard buoy, where Claire was rescued, marked the location of the wreck just 30 feet below.

Scott Scherr, author and poet, hails from Northeast, Ohio. He’s written four books to date–a collection of short stories and three books of poetry–and is currently working on his first novel. A preview of his work and book information can be found at (http://eckovision.wordpress.com).
  


GOLDEN AMELIA
 

FRANCES AUGUSTA HOGG
 

They say that when you encounter your loved ones in heaven, they are as beautiful as when you first loved them. That’s how it is with me and Amelia. When I see her, I see her golden hair, her pale, thin face, and her eyes as blue as cornflowers.

I had just come back from mowing the big south lawn when I found her. She was only four or five years old. I guess she woke up and felt lost, and looked for a door to knock on. They seem to have some consciousness or instinct that survives in them for a little while.

I didn’t know how she got out. I couldn’t inquire. I couldn’t let on that I was interested in a recently deceased child. Especially one that had gone missing. I know it’s illegal to harbor the reanimated, because I’m the groundskeeper at the Barley County Cemetery. All employees of Tennessee crematories, morgues and funeral homes have to be Zombie Response Initiative certified. If you come upon one of the risen dead you’re supposed to either shoot it or notify the police and let them do it. But as soon as I saw that sweet and lost child, I knew I couldn’t do that. So I brought her inside.

Of course, they asked me if I’d seen her, and I felt a little bad about lying to them. I understand the reason for the law. If people could keep the ones that make their way back, who knows what terrible things might happen? And terrible things often happen, because those who do not remain dead, are dangerous.

Even Amelia is dangerous. Maybe less than others, because she’s small and shes never tasted human flesh. That’s because I started her off right away on roadkill. She doesn’t seem to know the difference. I keep her tied to the chair, and if she has a ‘possom haunch or a piece of ’coon or squirrel to chew on, she’s perfectly content. It keeps her busy.

For a few nights after I took her in, there were men with dogs in the woods. But eventually, they stopped. They probably decided she wandered into the river and was washed away. That’s the fate of most zombies that rise up out of our cemetery, because it’s bordered on two sides by the Chatanooska River. Anything that falls in gets pretty beat up by the wild rapids about a mile downstream. When they fall apart or get torn apart they aren’t a threat to anybody.

She’s not holding up so good. Her movements are stiffer now. Maybe when she gets so dried up she can’t move or eat, I’ll let her go. When she turns to dust, I’ll bury her. But for now, I don’t see a wretched figure of decomposed bone and skin. I don’t see the holes that were her eyes. When I see Amelia, I see gold, like the sun.

Frances A. Hogg, an editor and story coach, still enjoys writing herself. Specializing in humor, mystery and memoir, she was drawn kicking and screaming (and especially, SCREAMING) into horror writing.
  


LIKE A PUFF OF SMOKE
 

P. A. CLARK
 

Sweat trickled down my forehead as I cowered in my bed, the sheets bunched in my fists, pulled up to my throat. That image, that horrifying image appeared again, as if tempting me to scream out like a child calling for his mommy in the dark of night. I had no idea who she was, but she always appeared in the corner of my bedroom apartment, her body seeping through the floor, as if she had been sliced in half.

The smell of smoke permeated the room upon her arrival.

Her hair was like charred wires sticking up from her blackened scalp. Her teeth glinted through her blackened lips. I often felt paralyzed by her eyes, still whole in a face with no nose. Then after a while, she would vanish, as if she were only a bad dream that had finally allowed me to awaken.

A sigh of relief always escaped me, as I tried to convince myself to the idea that I was only seeing things. But there was only so much that could be explained away by the dark shadows of night, by the trees that shot their shadowy images across my bedroom floor. She was there all right, every night. I had to get rid of her.

I started by getting some background information on the building. I was shocked to find out that there had been a fire; several second story inhabitants were trapped by the blaze.

There was only one casualty: Maureen Bates. The woman who I was seeing? I wasn’t sure.

The next evening she returned, like a bad habit. I trembled under her gaze, but forced myself to speak to her.

“Maureen Bates! You’re no longer welcome here. It’s time for you leave now,” I commanded firmly.

Maureen just looked back at me with a smile. Then she spoke to me.

“Daniel Cruz, I’ll leave now since you asked me to go, but I need to tell you one last thing.”

She stared at me intensely, her eyelids burned away. Then she turned to my bedroom door. As I followed her gaze, I detected the scent of smoke in the air. Then the door of my apartment caught on fire.

As the fire drove the shadows from my room and Maureen Bates disappeared with them, she said, “Your neighbor passed out forty minutes ago, a bottle of 151 in one hand, and a cigarette in the other.”

P.A. Clark currently resides in Sacramento California. He graduated from San Jose State University in 1999 with a B.A. in liberal studies. His works include thrillers, mysteries and short stories. His current project is a series of audio book thrillers called The Lin Wu Chronicles.
  


JUSTICE FOR GINGER
 

GRAHAM DUCKER
 

“Leave me alone!”

Grabbing my purse I scrambled out of the car and sprinted up the hillside, knowing Ginger’s killer would follow me into the deep brush.

How easy it was to let him pick me up at the same bar where Ginger had last been seen.

I slipped my hand into my purse as I faced the brute. “If it’s money you want, I have lots; just don’t hurt me.”

“I don’t want your money,” he growled.

“Well, how about this?” I eased out my Berretta Bob Cat.

One twenty-five caliber bullet blew through the pig’s groin and a second took out his right knee. His surprised faced ploughed into the ground like a felled tree.

I stayed out of his reach. A wounded animal can still be dangerous.

“Now, I am going to ask you some questions, and you will answer immediately. Do you understand?”

Hatred oozed from his face.

The bullet tore off half his left ear. “Yes!” he screamed.

“You are the one who has been raping and killing women around these parts aren’t you?”

The question was redundant, but when he hesitated his right ear splattered.

“You are taking way too long,” I stated.

“Yes!”

“That’s better. Today your slimy lawyer had an inept judge free you on a technicality.”

“Yeah, I had a good lawyer.”

Had, I thought as I pictured how earlier two bullets arranged the attorney’s arrogant face as he sat in his BMW in the parking garage.

“Now, let’s see how good your memory is. About a year ago you picked up a tall blonde at Marvin’s.”

I could see the guy was trying to remember, but I raised the Bob Cat to help.

“Yes, yes! Maybe! Possibly!” he yelled, holding out his hands. “Gimme a minute, will ya? Can’t you see I’m in pain here?”

“Not as much pain as you gave her when you raped and killed her; and certainly not the agony I have been living with these past years looking for justice for Ginger.”

“Yeah, yeah, I remember, a tall blonde, tall like you.”

“Do you know who she was?”

The beast shook his head.

“She was my twin sister!”

The Berretta coughed. His head snapped back as a third eye appeared in his forehead.

On the sun visor, Ginger photo cast no incriminations as I topped-up the eight-shot clip.

I stroked the picture.

“Two down Ginger, and one to go. Now let’s pay a visit to Judge Parker at his secluded cottage on Baker Lake.”

Graham Ducker has been writing short stories since high school and has many published nationally and internationally. Published books include Don't Wake the Teacher and Observations of Heart and Mind. www.grahamducker.com.
  


HYDROPOD SLUG INVASION
 

ZOLTAN VARGA
 

Once, a newscaster claimed a monster was destroying the city. Who could believe such a ridiculous tale? I scoffed at the news of a gigantic invader leaving a swath of destruction throughout the city. The freaky newscast had to be a mistake.

Right?

***
 

It was twelve-thirty with a half moon. Jeez, I was exhausted from my new business. I should’ve hit the sack sooner, but I was putting the last twelve bottles of home-canned hot chili peppers on the kitchen counter. Twenty cases were filled. Open packages of sea salt sat ready for the next batch.

I was behind schedule, yet I was too tired to cook anymore. My customers wanted thirty additional cases. Finishing the job would take at least another six weeks.

A few minutes later, my neighbor, Jake, pounded on the front door like a mad drummer.

Jake yelled, “Get out! A monster is headed this way! It eats houses!”

I stood speechless at the doorway as he jumped in his van. His kids were wailing. His wife looked frightful in hair rollers and blue face cream. They followed him into the van then they careened together down our cul-de-sac and smashed into a mailbox.

Hah! That jerk was nuts to believe the news. It had to be a fake.

Didn’t it?

Frankly, a gigantic alien monster that ate houses was the craziest thing I could ever imagine—until moments later something pounded against my windows.

It shook my house so hard it felt like an earthquake. A strange odor like burnt rubber and musty swamp gas stung my nostrils, followed by this thunderous, deafening noise.

Above me, the timbers that made my walls snapped, windows broke, and the kitchen tipped to one side.

Everything slid around and slammed into each other. My cases of hot peppers crashed to the floor and shattered, sauce and salt dumped from wall to wall as if I’d fell inside a washing machine.

When it stopped shaking briefly, I staggered toward the front door with a flashlight.

In the beam of light, a gigantic eye on the end of a gray pole appeared.

I collapsed in the living room. Big as the broken picture window, the huge eye stared at me.

My house lifted off the ground. Light bulbs exploded. Goo slimed through the windows.

Everything was tumbling. In the putrid darkness, the couch slammed me against the ceiling and then a table flattened me against the picture wall. With a horrendous roar, the monster spit out my house—

Or at least, that’s what the police and medics pieced together after they revived me. Minus one monster.

The slug had shriveled into a pile of dried leather. Dead.

Who knew my salted hot chili peppers could save planet Earth?

Zoltan Varga keeps busy by writing sci-fi and mystery novels for adults and kids. A research grant to document the Leonardo Da Vinci exhibition followed an MFA in art history. She has received many awards for art, poetry and short stories. Mountain climbing brought close encounters with rare orchids, saprophytes, butterflies, voles, and (giant) slugs.
  


HOUSE CALL
 

JENNIFER WORD
 

Lydia Grange first saw it when she wheeled out in her chair to watch Tilda leave. The red Taurus disappeared around the bend, and there it was, stepping out from behind the trees; a dark, shadow-figure, all in black. Even its head was covered, reminding Lydia of an executioner’s hood. What did they call that? A Junco? She shivered in her chair as the figure raised its hand, palm up. Gasping, she turned and wheeled herself back into her home.

The next day, she told Tilda, who gasped as well. “At your age? You know what my family would tell you? Death must be coming for you.”

“I may be old, but if it’s Death calling, I’ll be damned.”

Later, while watching Tilda leave, again, the thing stepped out from behind a tree on the furthest corner of the lawn.

Closer.

She’d been confined to the wheelchair three years, her congestive heart failure keeping stores of oxygen tanks in every room. She was 72, but determined to see a birthday that began with an ‘8’. Mr. Grange had been a very fine banker and left a hefty sum behind; enough to keep the secluded lake house and Tilda: Lydia’s private nurse.

It was an isolated life for Lydia Grange. Tilda was her sole means of social interaction, and she called every afternoon. Lydia’s daughter, Samantha, had ‘come out’ to her mother after her father’s death, and they’d had a falling out. Sam was named in the will, however. Mr. Grange would roll over in his grave if Lydia had cut out their only child. If she lived long enough, however, she might deplete the tidy sum Sam was to inherit.

“I’ll leave nothing for the deviant, disgusting dyke,” Lydia thought with smug satisfaction. In her head, she saw her daughter rollicking naked with another woman, both lathered in sweat. She saw her daughter’s head disappear between the woman’s thighs and felt revulsion.

***
 

At dusk she found herself investigating the screech of an owl. Peering out the living room window, middle of the drive, in fading light, she saw it; the dark figure.

Closer.

After dinner, Lydia couldn’t help herself. Again, she looked out her window and gasped. The dark figure stood in her front yard. Her heart pounded and she wheeled to her tank, sipping sweet, canned air.

Before bed, she dared look out the window one more time. Her heart froze. The figure stood directly at her window. They were only inches apart.

Death!

Fear paralyzed her. She choked in struggling breaths.

Death reached its hand out and hit the window, palm flat.

Thud.

She convulsed; went into cardiac arrest and slumped in her chair—dead.

***
 

The figure entered the house and stood over Lydia. Caressing Lydia’s cheek, it removed the black hood and smiled.

“Thanks for everything, Mom. I’m glad you met my fiancée, Tilda, before you went.”

Jennifer Word resides in Southern California. She has written six novels, dozens of short stories, two screenplays and numerous poems. She holds a B.A. in Psychology from Pepperdine University. When Jennifer was nine, she picked up the novel IT, by Stephen King and began reading. She hasn't stopped since. She loves horror, science fiction and fantasy.
  


SPEED DIAL
 

JOHN SCHROEDER
 

You have five new messages. She sighed, pushed ‘play.’

Friday, 6:13 p.m.

“Susan, I’m so, so sorry. Please pick up.”

Friday, 6:15 p.m.

“Susan?” Pause. “Please, I love you.”

Friday, 7:05 p.m.

“Susan! I can’t live without you. I know you’re there. Please pick up!”

Friday, 10:35 p.m.

“Rachel was just a cheap slut,” the voice slurred, sick with pleading. “If you don’t pick up I’ll . . . I’ll . . . Susan! Susan!”

Saturday, 12:25 a.m.

“Susan!” Screaming now A muffled explosion, then silence.

A slow smile spread across Rachel’s face as she hit the “delete” button.

John Schroeder is a Derringer finalist who spends his free time on a commuter train writing stories. On occasion, he has speed dialed the wrong number.
  


THE OTHER SIDE
 

JEREMIAH DUTCH
 

Jethro was seated in the chair, straps securing his chest, lap and legs. The superintendent asked if he had any last words.

“Yeah,” said Jethro. “Kiss my ass.” He winced. Bravo, so original . . . Exactly what John Wayne Gacy said before they stuck the poison in him. Somehow it just slipped out. He’d wanted to say something that would make the newspapers, that’d be on the lips of everyone in the country by tomorrow morning; not some piddling, pissant cliché!

This was it.

A leather mask descended over his face, ostensibly to prevent his eyeballs from popping out, but also, he suspected, so that they wouldn’t have to see his suffering firsthand.

“Jethro White, electricity shall now pass through your body until you are dead.”

The executioner threw the switch.

Every muscle in Jethro’s body spasmed and contracted. Blood trickled down his throat, out of his nose, mixing with the foam seeping between his clenched teeth. He hoped they saw, that it trickled down below his mask to stain his shirt. Choke on it! Choke on it!

And then it was over. Something cold padded against his chest. He imagined the medical examiner shaking his head, silently declaring him still alive.

The switch was thrown again, the cold feeling replaced by intense heat. He smelled his own flesh burning, and something else . . . sulfur?

Finally the spasms ceased, but the terrible burning sensation continued. He opened his eyes. Had his mask fallen off somehow? Or had it burned away as his flesh caught fire? Ha, he hoped so, hoped they saw every last blister blossom . . . wait a minute, what happened? Where were they? The stern, judgmental faces, all hate and righteous satisfaction, were gone. Now he was surrounded by familiar smiles: Albert Fish, Jeffrey Dahmer, Ted Bundy . . . even Aileen Wuornos!

Welcome to the party! The voice echoed as he realized they were not smiling at all, but grimacing in pain as the flames of Hell licked their bodies, as they would his own for the rest of eternity.

Jeremiah Dutch lives in Yokohama, Japan with his wife and daughter.
  


THIRTEEN SECONDS
 

GEORGE MORROW
 

Statistics tormented Manget’s brain on the morning of his execution: fourteen feet, height of the guillotine; seventieth of a second, time for eighty-eight pound blade to fall; two one-hundredths of a second, time it takes the blade to decapitate Manget; thirteen seconds—. The warden folded down Manget’s collar and tied his hands behind his back.

Executions take place at first light, so that Parisian photographers can take pictures. “Madame Guillotine” stands waiting for Manget, her wooden frame stained with the blood of her previous victims. In the custom of condemned men, Manget kisses the guillotine.

“My lawyer says he will get me a reprieve,” says Manget, to Monsieur de Paris. “He is on his way, now. We will have a glass of champagne, and laugh about this.” Monsieur de Paris, the executioner, is a small man with sad eyes. He says nothing as he and two assistants strap Manget to the bascule board and tilt him forward on his stomach. Manget’s heart pounds in terror as they slip his head into the yoke-shaped lunette, rendering him helpless. A zinc bucket below the guillotine stands ready to catch his severed head.

The crowd shouts at him. “Die with courage!” screams a young woman. Manget wonders if she knows him. He remembers his life as a boulevardier. His handsome face captivated women. He dressed in a black dinner jacket, white tie and lapel gardenia. He treated them to the finest food and wines, and graced countless boudoirs with his presence; but only once left a bitter memory.

It was the rich, fat Madame Fromoli who held his personal note. When police found her dead, they arrested him, and a court convicted him on circumstantial evidence. Several attempts at a reprieve failed, but Pomplau, his lawyer, was not discouraged. He had scheduled another hearing for this morning. He should be here soon. He should be here within seconds.

Thirteen seconds. That statistic terrifies him more than death. Guillotine audiences told of decapitated heads blinking their eyes and casting indignant looks thirteen seconds after the blade struck. The warden had assured Manget that any movement of the head came from automatic reflex action; Manget would not be conscious. Still, Manget feared it.

Manget’s senses numb. A feeling of complete hopelessness overwhelms him, and all sights and sounds become blurred. An eternity passes. “Damn this! Do it!” he shouts. Suddenly, he hears Pomplau’s voice. “Reprieve! I’ve won a reprieve! Release him!”

For an instant, silence reigns; then, Manget opens his eyes and sees the crowd dispersing. Why, he wonders? His lawyer is crying. Did he hear correctly? Did he obtain a reprieve? Why the sadness? Manget looks at the guillotine and sees a headless body in it. Whose body?

My god! The legend proved true! Thirteen seconds pass, and Manget still lives! The executioner had already released the blade. The warden holds Manget’s severed head in his hands. Manget smiles and says, “I’ll have that glass of champagne, and tell the ladies I’ll see them soon.”

George Morrow is a short story writer living in Salem, Oregon. He has had stories published in Fictitious Magazine, Aphelion Shorts, Dark Gothic Resurrected, Brain Soup Magazine, Danse Macabre, Pill Hill Press, Chatterbrew, Thrillers Killers n Chillers, Conceit Magazine, Macabre Cadaver, Necrology Shorts, Enigma Magazine and Oregon Writers Colony Bulletin.
  


LIVING THINGS
 

STEPHEN D. ROGERS
 

How many living things have you killed?

How many people? How many animals? How many plants?

How many mosquitoes have you swatted, spiders have you crushed, ants have you tread?

Imagine all the death you’ve accumulated.

Did you think there wouldn’t be a price?

Did you imagine you could get away with your murderous behavior forever?

You’re sitting pretty at the moment–high and mighty, free and proud.

How many living things have you killed?

You are a collector of death.

And Death is coming to collect.

Stephen D. Rogers is the author of A Dictionary of Made-Up Languages, co-author of A Miscellany of Murder, and the award-winning writer of more than 700 shorter pieces. His website, www.StephenDRogers.com, includes a list of new and upcoming titles as well as other timely information.
  


LAST MEAL
 

RACHEL GREEN
 

The body, as far as Detective Chief-inspector White could tell from three weeks of decomposition and considerable insect activity, was that of Charles McGoughlin, aged thirty-eight, according to his driving licence, and an organ donor. His abdomen was punctured with multiple holes, each looking like the exit wound a bullet might make and sections of his skin had been peeled away in strips three inches long by a quarter-inch wide, as if someone had used a vegetable peeler on him.

He squatted next to the Chief Pathologist. “What do you reckon, Eric?”

“Death from internal bleeding and septicaemia. Murder, definitely.” Eric handed him the man’s wallet. “Have a look in there.”

White opened it. “Three hundred cash. Gold credit card. Not a robbery then.” He looked up. “What am I supposed to see?”

“There’s a receipt tucked behind the credit card.”

White pulled it out. “The Furaha Mla Restaurant? That’s the Taste of Africa place on Millside, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and one of their specialities is nyuki. Killer bee grubs in a honey glaze.”

“Ew. What’s that got to do with his death?”

Eric pointed at one of the holes with his scalpel. “The grubs are supposed to be cooked, not ready to hatch and chew their way out of a stomach.”

White took several deep breaths. “Poor sod. What are these lines in his flesh then?”

“That’s where worker bees have harvested skin for a hive.” Eric looked up. “I’d check the loft very carefully, if I were you.” He packed away his tools. “Join me for lunch?”

White nodded. “I fancy African.”

Rachel Green is a forty-something writer from Derbyshire, England. She lives with her two partners and three dogs. She has written a succession of novels in the mythic town of Laverstone.www.leatherdyke.co.uk is a portal site to her books and blogs. She can also be found on Facebook (Rachel Green) and Twitter (@leatherdykeuk).
  


SUCH A SHINY PRETTY BLADE
 

BLANE ROGERS
 

The scalpel slipped last night, skimming across the flesh of the middle finger on my left hand. Blood oozed from the scratch, although the wound was slight. I tasted its saltiness, but not before a drop fell—as if suspended in time—onto the corpse I was slicing into. I watched as it landed and mingled with the blood still damp on her flesh. The soft warmth of her body lingered on, and her blood still flowed like rivulets of rainwater.

It was hard to bring her here. She was hesitant to come, at least while alive. They all were, but I was able to change their minds.

I remember this one from grade school.

Jenny was so pretty . . . until that day she laughed at me like all the rest. “I bet you didn’t think I’d remember, did you Jenny? You’re not so pretty now, are you?”

“JOHNNY!”

God, how I hate that shrill voice of hers.

“JOHNNY! What are you doing down there in the basement?”

“NOTHING, MA, stop yelling at me!” I wish I could close my eyes and make her disappear.

“Were you up again all night, Johnny?”

“NO MA—please leave me alone.” I think someday I’m really going to lose it.

“JOHNNY! I’m cooking breakfast. Get washed up and get your butt up here.”

“SHUT UP, MA!” The scalpel I’m holding is so pretty and shiny. I could run my fingers along its smoothness all day. It should have been her here instead of you, Jenny. Should have been her instead of all the others.

It’s not too late, Johnny, there’s still time.

“You always had such a sweet, soft voice, Jenny. I’m sorry I slashed you up so. The blood is everywhere.”

Johnny, never mind that. It doesn’t matter any longer. You needto do this. Take your scalpel and go upstairs. It will only take a moment, and then it will all be over. Then you’ll finally be at peace with yourself.

“JOHNNY! Get up here or I’m tossing your breakfast to the dogs.”

“I’d like to toss something to the dogs.”

What are you waiting for, Johnny—she’s right upstairs. Take your lovely scalpel and put an end to her misery and yours. It’s such a fine blade, Johnny. Don’t you like the feel of its sharpness?

Yes, it’s so delicate and fragile. I love the way it cuts and makes them bleed. “Will you wait here for me, Jenny?”

I’m not going anywhere, Johnny.

“JOHNNY! Get up here right now!”

“I’ll be right back, Jenny. YES, MA—I’m coming! I have something for you.”

Blane Rogers lives in the foothills of the North Cascades in Washington State with his three cats and Harley, the dog. When not working, he spends his time with a few colonies of bees and writing the odd piece of weird fiction.
  


ROAD DIARY OF A U.S. ARMY GRUNT
 

JOSEPH RUBAS
 

July 10–We’ve been on the road three days or so, trucking right down Highway 10 like an armored column from one of those old WWII newsreels. It’s pretty wild. We’ve got two personnel carriers, three jeeps, three Humvees, a tank, a chopper, a Dade County wrecker, a few army pick-ups, and three or four RVs. I don’t know how much gas we’re using, but it’s probably a lot. The power cut out a few days ago, so the gas stations aren’t pumping anymore. When we run out, we’re fucked.

We’ve stopped for the night now.

I’ve been trying to write down some of my experiences since the beginning of the outbreak, but I’m also scared, you know? We have a fence around us, and armed guards all along the perimeter, but I’ve seen what those ghouls can do . . .

July 11–We moved out at dawn and made pretty good time before noon. It was already ninety degrees by sunrise, and by lunchtime the sky was black. Thunder crashed in the distance over the Gulf—scared us good. We stopped for about two hours until it blew over. I bet a tornado touched down somewhere.

July 13–It’s been a busy couple of days. We’re getting close to Jacksonville, so the countryside around us is teeming with zombies. I’ve been riding with Danny, the tow truck driver, and popping them out the window as we drive past. We came up to six wrecks today alone, and me and two other guys had to stand guard while Danny hooked the vehicles up and moved them off to the shoulder.

July 14–We passed the city and finally got to stop for a night. I took a bath in a cold creek in a stand of forest. I was rank.

July 16–The fucking chopper went missing today. We were using it to spot smash-ups before we got to them, and at around two, it set off again after refueling. The pilots were a black guy named Terry and an Irish drunk named McDermott. I think they went AWOL, just took the bird and went.

July 18–The tank ran out of fuel an hour or so ago, and we left it on the outskirts of a little town just across the Patricia County boarder. One of the pick-ups overheated because the dumbass driving didn’t put water in the engine—had to abandon it about twenty miles back. General Kurelko had the driver shot and hung from a street light in Faye.

July 23–Our vehicles keep dropping like flies. The road behind us is littered for at least twenty miles with RVs, trucks, a jeep, and one of the personnel carriers. We haven’t been in touch with Washington. The only thing we can raise on the radio is static.

July 25–We’re on foot now. Thirty-nine of us. A few guys deserted, and another got shot for disobeying an order. We’re going to Thomaston, in Georgia—there’s a base there. We can’t raise it, but it’s worth a try.

Joseph Rubas is the author of over 150 short stories and many poems. A collection of his flash tales, Pocketful of Fear, will be released in 2012 by Firefly and Wisp Book Publishing. He resides in Virginia's Northern Neck with his family.
  


NIGHT SHIFT
 

TARA FOX HALL
 

“Pass the scalpel, please.”

Becky blinked, the world a gray haze before her eyes. Why wouldn’t they open?

“Is she under? Her eyelids fluttered.”

“She’s under; it’s just a reflex. You should know that by now . . . ”

Her surgery. God, she’d woken up in the middle! Frantically, Becky tried to move her limbs, to open her mouth and scream.

“Up the anesthesia slightly, Nurse Jordan. Now please.”

Becky tensed, fighting, then relaxed; gray haze becoming black nothingness. It barely seemed the space of a thought before she swam in the gray again.

“Only take three vials.”

Dr. Miller. Becky opened her eyes a crack.

“She’s strong enough for four—”

“No, Jordan. We need her alive.”

Jordan leaned over her, empty vial in hand. “We can’t survive on just ten vials apiece—”

“And I can’t have another of my patients die,” Dr. Miller hissed, baring fangs. “You’re going to blow our cover here—”

Nurse Jordan snarled, his own fangs bone white. “Some patients die in surgery. It’s routine—”

Becky managed a squeak, her eyes roving in panic.

“She saw us,” Jordan said, smiling. He connected the vial. “Now we have to.”

Please don’t, God, please, please . . . her heart beat like a trip hammer as she watched the vial fill.

“You’re right, Jordan. She won’t remember anything anyway,” Dr. Miller assured, tapping a syringe. He slid it into Becky’s arm, then depressed the plunger.

Their leering faces dissolved, gray smears against the deepening darkness.

***
 

Becky blinked, moaning softly.

“She’s coming out of it, Doctor.”

Becky opened her eyes, struggling to sit up. “It’s over?”

“Yes,” Dr. Miller said, patting her arm. “You did fine. We got the tumor out, but you did lose a lot of blood.”

Becky squeezed his hand, smiling in relief. “Thank you, Doctor. Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome,” he replied, turning to the nurse who stood nearby. “Nurse Heather, please see she gets a transfusion as soon as possible.”

Nurse Heather nodded. “Of course. We’ll take care of it right away.”

As Dr. Miller watched her wheel Becky away, Nurse Jordan came up to him. “You’re needed in emergency surgery, Doctor.”

Dr. Miller took the proffered chart, Nurse Jordan keeping brisk pace as they made for emergency. “Brief me, please.”

“Accident victim; male; mid-twenties. Severe neck injuries. Emergency personnel had to cut him out of the wreck.”

“Is his family here?”

Nurse Jordan smiled. “They were all in the car, sadly. All D.O.A.”

“Is he conscious?”

Nurse Jordan shook his head. “No. It’s just you and me, Doctor.”

“Then my prognosis is he won’t wake,” Dr. Miller said, the tips of his fangs grazing his lower lip. “Let’s go to work.”

Tara Fox Hall has numerous writing credits including nonfiction, flash, short and novella-length horror stories as well as contemporary and historical paranormal romance. She divides her free time unequally between writing novels and short stories, chain-sawing firewood, caring for stray animals, sewing cat and dog beds for donation to animal shelters, and target practice.
  


THE MAN IN THE CARNIVAL BOOTH
 

ERIC HOUGE
 

There was a man at the carnival, tall and pale, haloed by blue and pink knickknacks on the shelf behind him. He had a little booth between the Tilt-a-Whirl and the Ferris Wheel, which served mostly as a pit stop for the patrons from either ride, as they took a quiet moment to keep down their funnel cakes.

His sign was composed of blinking light bulbs. The sign read, between blinks, “Death Foretold.”

“Don’t you guys normally guess weight or something?” asked a teenager in a varsity jacket, whose name was probably Steve.

“Too vulgar,” said the man, spinning his straw hat with spindly fingers.

“How much is it?” asked the gently inebriated girl hanging on Steve’s arm.

“Fifty cents,” replied the man.

“Fifty cents.” She grinned. “That’s adorable.”

“It’s a scam,” said Steve.

“Aw, come on, it’s just for fun,” reprimanded the girl. “I don’t believe in this stuff, you know. I don’t make decisions based on my astrological sign or anything.” She paused to stare at the blinking sign above her head. “But it’s so quaint. And it’s only fifty cents.” She giggled inexplicably. “Two bits.”

It was four bits, actually, but the man didn’t correct her.

“Well, what do we get for fifty cents?” asked Steve, grudgingly fishing his pockets for loose change.

“I predict your death,” said the man. “Year, day, hour, right down to the second. I tell you how and where and what you’re doing.” He smiled. It was eerie. “And, if that’s not enough, I will also guess your weight. No extra charge.”

“No extra charge,” repeated the girl, giggling again. “I like your hat.”

Steve scowled, as he handed the money over to him. One quarter, two dimes, five pennies. Even his change was determined to be difficult.

The man nodded graciously. “Will it be yours or hers?”

“Hers,” said Steve. “She’s the loony.”

“All right.” The man touched his flimsy cane to the ground and leaned forward, catching the girl’s wavering glance. He stared into her eyes so intently and for so long that she giggled again, this time nervously.

“You will die,” he pronounced, “in sixty two years, nineteen days, three hours, and forty-one seconds. You die peacefully in your sleep. And you weigh one hundred twenty two pounds.”

“Wow,” said the girl, eyes flickering into momentary sobriety. “He’s right. About the weight I mean,” she added, when Steve stared at her.

“Fine,” said Steve. “Can we go now?” He half-led, half-dragged her away from the booth. She followed placidly.

It was a few moments later that a car on the Tilt-a-Whirl derailed. The momentum threw the car into a guardrail, hurtling an axle pin through the girl’s eye and into her brain. The mother and daughter in the car suffered minor injuries. The girl was dead.

Steve stared at her prone body for a long moment before saying, “What?!”

“Hmm,” said the man at the booth, stroking his chin. He turned to Steve. “I guess you get a prize, then,” he said, indicating the shelf behind him.

Eric Houge lives in Chicago and states that he runs the least commendable horror blog on the Internet, “In the Garden of the Death Orchids”. He has also contributed to Hair Trigger magazine.
  


HOUSE ON FREDRICK'S WAY
 

REBEKAH GALAS
 

I had heard the rumors, grown up with them even, heeding their every word when I was young. But, for reasons which escape me now, I decided I was too old to be afraid of the house on Fredrick’s Way and took on a dare to spend the night there.

Stupidest mistake I ever made.

I went up to the large, Victorian house with my shoulders squared and a smirk on my face as if challenging the house to do its best.

You see, everyone believes it to be haunted and that none who ever entered after dark came out alive. These paranormal stories would be one of the two reasons the town’s folk won’t tear it down. That and it’s old enough to be considered a historical landmark.

The windows stared down at me with a malice I refused to let sink in, the chill of the autumn twilight kept at bay by my thick jacket.

Without any power going to the house, I figured I was in for a cold night and hoped my flashlight would last me through.

The door opened with an ominous creak, and a chill that sent a shiver running down my spine blew from inside.

I paused in the doorway, my friends’ taunts about me being a scaredy-cat reaching my ears and making me puff up defensively like a blowfish. I wanted to prove them all wrong.

That thought marked the beginning of my end.

Turning on the flashlight, I went through the house, jumping at the slightest sound.

Finally, about an hour later as I sat in the old, dusty living room, I turned off the flashlight and got ready to call it a night.

Then a cold breeze swallowed me, and I was sure there was someone else in the room. I turned my flashlight back on and a scream stuck in my throat.

Standing there, half transparent, was the form of a boy a little younger than myself. I recognized him as the boy who had gone missing about a year back. No one could figure out what had happened to him and his case was closed when the cops declared him a runaway.

Shakily, I stood and backed up, running into a wall.

“Easy now,” the figure said, his soft voice echoing menacingly as he glided silently towards me. “This won’t take long.”

Before I knew what was happening, a rusted sword that had been mounted to the wall fulgurated towards me. I didn’t have time to react, and the next thing I knew the stupid thing impaled me.

“You,” the boy said, “will replace me. Find someone to take your place, and you shall be set free also.”

And that’s how I died, my body to never be found and, surprise, surprise, I was declared a runaway, too. I’ve been here for over a year now, waiting for someone to come and replace me. Waiting . . . always waiting . . .

Perhaps that someone will be you?

Rebekah Galas is an 18 year-old who was born and raised in Nebraska. She aspires to be a well-published author and poet and is planning on studying creative writing when she starts college. She enjoys reading fantasy and medieval history and works on honing her sword fighting and archery skills.
  


MURDERED ANGEL
 

VALERIE D. BENKO
 

Snowflakes swirled in lazy spirals to the frozen ground, their crystalline forms shimmered like diamonds in the moonlight. But all Renee saw were ruby red drops staining the white, and the broken wings of a murdered angel.

“Lola?” She shivered, tears stinging her eyes, though whether from cold or fear she couldn’t tell. She pulled her zipper higher as icy, unseen fingers ran across her collarbone.

She sunk to her knees besides the body, seeking signs of life, but Lola’s brilliant blue eyes were vacant as a china dolls. Her friend lay on her stomach, head turned to one side, blonde hair splayed around her, expression frozen in surprise.

White angel wings, the wires that supported them snapped and twisted, lay crushed to either side of her. Regular crimson trails ran back and forth across Lola’s back. Like claw marks.

Renee’s mind went numb.

Both women were models for an up-and-coming fashion designer, booked to work a show that evening at the prestigious Hotel Delpar. The show was in full swing now, the hotel lit up bright as a Christmas tree.

No one knew she’d left the building.

Hours earlier, the pair had arrived in their dressing room to prepare. Lola was modeling lingerie and swimsuits, bedecked in angel wings made from genuine bird feathers, in keeping with the season. She’d been so happy about the costume, barely able to go a minute without remarking on its beauty; like a child come Christmas morning . . .

Renee wiped away tears. She should get back inside, call the police.

She stood, brushing snow from her knees.

As she exited the garden, Renee noticed the tracks in the snow. All led into the garden. None led out.

A chill raced up her spine, her stomach gyrating. All sense and sanity shrieked for her to run, but the sudden smell of decay halted her in her tracks. The beast emerged from behind a stone fountain, eyes glinting in the moonlight, black lips peeling back in a rabid smile.

Renee bolted.

She didn’t make it more than a few steps before the beast dragged her to the ground. Red ripped across her back, agony driving the breath from her lungs as she pawed at the snow, trying to crawl away. The beast bent its weight upon her, crushing her down into the soft, freezing white, its teeth and tongue scouring her back as it slit and tore, intent on spilling her.

Snow continued to fall, stars hanging cold and hard as diamonds against the utter darkness as her life seeped away. No angels descending from on high to raise her amongst them. She’d learned tonight that angels bled, angels died.

And so would she.

Valerie D. Benko is a Communications & Community Relations Specialist who resides in western Pennsylvania. She is a frequent contributor to Chicken Soup for the Soul and has also been published in Patchwork Path editions. You can visit her online at http://valeriebenko.weebly.com.
  


GRIZZLY POSSIBILITIES
 

D. M. SLATE
 

Your body jerks violently awake and your senses are on high alert. Your upper torso is frozen in mid-air—your tensed muscles hold it in place. You don’t dare breathe as you strain, listening for any movement in the thick, ink-like darkness of night. Your heart thunders several times, but you hear no other sounds. A laborious exhale shatters the deafening silence and turns your stomach into a quivering mass of Jell-O. The sound is only inches away . . .

Clambering backwards from the unknown threat, you only succeed in drawing more attention to yourself. Your eyes widen in fear. The unknown presence outside, presses ever closer. Your pupils dilate to their extreme, picking up the rough outline of shapes. The tent poles come into view, along with the outline of the zipper-front door. The massive beast presses its snout up against the thin, lightweight material of the tent. Even in the darkness, you can see the enormous openings of its flared nostrils. The monster inhales deeply, smelling . . .

Your head spins with vertigo, considering your limited options. The beast emits a deep huff. You retreat into the furthest corner of the tiny tent, trembling, doing your best to remain silent. But you know that it can smell your fear . . . even if it can’t see you. Tears cascade down your cheeks as the grim reality of the situation sinks in—you’re in the middle of nowhere, all by yourself, and no one expects you back for days.

Your thoughts are cut short as the towering giant pulls itself upright, onto its hind legs. The eerie luminescence of the moon radiates around its dark form, just enough to be seen through the polyester tent material. For a split-second, you think that the bear might actually go away—but the feral animal has other plans. It lunges forward, in extreme slow-motion, and you see it coming toward you—but there’s nowhere for you to go. You’re trapped inside your tent.

Your feet scramble fruitlessly as you press yourself into the corner, but the material begins to collapse around you. The bear’s massive paws smash the tent to the ground—the snapping of the tent poles echoes loudly in your ears. A blood-curdling wail tears from your throat, just before the beast bears down upon you. The brute impact of its weight crushes the air from your lungs, cutting your scream short. You realize, too late, that your arm has found its way into the fiend’s mouth. The crunch of bone sends jolts of electricity singeing through your entire body.

You recoil, rolling onto your side, and you struggle into a fetal position. The mangled tent wraps itself tighter around your body. You freeze, holding absolutely still, waiting for what’s next to come . . .

Danyelle (aka D.M. Slate) resides in Colorado, where she's lived for most of her life. She attended college at the University of Northern Colorado, where she completed a business degree. Danyelle is married to her high school sweetheart, and together they have a young daughter and son.
  


MOTHER HEN
 

PHIL BLEDSOE
 

I am not well-hidden.

My arms are chaffed from hanging on to the bundles of dry branches that made up the thing’s nest. The sleeves of my shirt have worn away hours ago. The muscles in my shoulders and back, once screaming in pain, have now settled into a low, continuous ache. I am too weak to climb back into the nest. If only I hadn’t shoved its eggs over the side into the chasm. But after what it had done to Kelly. . .

We’d been on the trail leading back to the cabin, just a little after sunset. Kelly had been cross with me because I hadn’t believed her when she claimed that she had seen a great, winged shape. I made fun of her, joking about dinosaurs and giant bats. The sky had just gone dark, in that sudden rush of dark purple that you only see up in the mountains. I had tried to apologize. I then resorted to lame attempts at humor to bring her around. She had just been starting to warm back up to me. I knew her mood had brightened as she reached for my hand. We’d left the woods and crossed the open ground that would lead us to the warmth of the big feather bed inside the cabin. I had plans for that feather bed.

It came down on us so fast that I hadn’t even heard it. Kelly’s hand was torn from my grasp so quickly that her nails ripped the skin off my palm. The first sound that told me what had happened was the ominous beat of those immense wings as the thing propelled itself back into the sky, carrying her. I was too shocked to react. I just stood there, staring after it until it came back for me.

It had dropped me in its nest. By the pale moonlight, I could barely discern what remained of Kelly’s body. Beside her still warm remains were three enormous eggs. Overcome with rage, I screamed and thrashed, and I cast those three eggs over the side of the nest into the bottomless darkness. It was only when I tried to climb over the side after them that I discovered the lack of footholds and became hopelessly stuck.

Now I can hear the beat of the mother’s wings, returning to her empty nest, followed by her inarticulate cries of fury.

Her head peers over the side of the nest.

We’re even.

Phil Bledsoe is a working author and freelance copy writer from Kansas City. He is the creator of Blaze Bing the Rodeo King for Decoder Ring Theatre and his own self-published pulp hero, the Scarlet Saint at bledsoep.hubpages.com. He likes to box, collect comics, and watch zombie movies.
  


STITCH
 

DAVID HORSCROFT
 

I’ve been looking at my right hand for about fifteen minutes now. To be fair, there isn’t much else to look at in this badly lit room. The white, tiled walls are bare except for a collection of hacksaws, each suspended on its own separate hook. I got bored of their suspicious brown stains long ago.

My hand is interesting for three reasons. Firstly, it’s tightly clenched. Secondly, it seems to be a sickly grey. Thirdly—and possibly most intriguing of all—it happens to be on the other side of the room, attached to someone else’s arm. I think I’m supposed to feel pain, but instead I want to laugh. It’s almost comical to see my signature birthmark-tainted appendage stuck to the wrist of what seems to be a bodybuilder, upon the shoulders of which sits a disproportionately small head bearing limp pigtails.

I have no idea how I got here. My clearest memory is of a blurred face looming above me, covered almost entirely by a surgical mask.

All the while, I find myself convinced that I should be scared; that I should try to get up and run from this collection of horrors. Instead, I feel dizzyingly euphoric. Without any stricture of pain—despite the fact that I clearly should feel a modicum of agony—I find myself unfettered and giddy with joy.

I begin to laugh. An ephemeral, ghastly rasp insinuates itself through my ears—faint to the point of silence, but it is unmistakeably there. My grotesque display of humour only exacerbates the hilarity of the situation, and the hacking sound becomes minutely louder.

Another sound invades my senses, and the pneumatic hiss of a door opening muffles my own laughter. Seconds later, an old, familiar face hovers above me. Decked out with a surgical gown and a white mask, his eyes are a crisp, calculating blue. They are staring at me with obvious disappointment. Raising a tape recorder to his mouth, he begins to speak.

“Construct: Alpha-Twelve. Major parts taken from adult male subjects: forty-two, six and thirty, and child subjects: seventeen—male—and fifty-three—female. Construct result: overall failure. Unlike the previous constructs, Alpha-Twelve exhibits minor motor function in the eyes, throat and lungs. Eyes seem to track movement, and a laboured breathing is heard. However, no signs of full motility or volition are present. Refer to crematorium.”

I giggle—it comes out as more gruesome rasping—and look the scientist in the eye. I try to tell him that I’m perfectly aware of what is happening—but nothing save for a congested hissing leaves my mouth.

The man pushes my gurney out of the room and into another, this one outfitted with a large steel furnace. As my body slides into the large oven, I laugh harder. I’m going to burn—my body will scorch and soon I shall be nothing.

My ghastly hacking gets even louder as I suddenly realise the most amusing aspect of this scene:

I died at least two weeks ago.

Born in 1992, David Horscroft is currently studying genetics and computer science in Cape Town, South Africa. An avid gamer, reader and scientist, he spends most of his time writing strategy articles, playing around with corrosive chemicals, immersed in books, comforting the disturbed and disturbing the comfortable.
  


BLOODY PERFECT
 

VINCENZO BILOF
 

We’d finally succeeded in piecing together the ultimate killing machine, and it was neither dead nor alive. Eyes closed, I can still hear the echoed screams of Doctors Burns and Heckfield as they’d met their untimely demise at the masterpiece they’d helped me create—an unplanned test of our son’s capabilities.

I cowered beneath an office desk until the noise died down, then ran down the hallway, nearly slipping on the blood and viscera of my disemboweled associates. They’d been helpless at the wonder and the terror that was Prometheus. Doctor Burns even arched his back and exposed his stomach to get a better view as it skewered him.

I was afraid that it might hear my shaking hands because we’d equipped it with extrasensory abilities, and I was a bit anxious to see if those abilities worked. I held my breath against the thundering heart in my chest while sweat soaked my white collar, and licked my salty lips as I began to creep towards the command center.

All of the security cameras were still functioning in our officially non-existent laboratory, and I could see the corpses of the men who’d been assigned to guard the facility. When I turned up the volume, I could hear screams mingled with gunfire, but guns couldn’t stop my creation; it could regenerate wounded tissue.

A recently posted transmission suggested that THEY’D been alerted about what was happening, and were watching the video. But they weren’t going to send help until the “test” was complete. Everyone would have to die before they would attempt to apprehend my son.

Euphoria overcame fear, and I retreated to my quarters, satisfied that the inner sanctum was locked down and Prometheus wouldn’t be able to get in, though his interest in my flesh was clearly weak, since he’d left me live.

While I sat awake in the darkness in my bed, I had the eerie sensation that I wasn’t alone. Feeling like a terrified child melting beneath the blankets, I wanted to turn on the light but couldn’t bring my limbs to move. Angry with myself, I stared at the closet door, listening closely . . . certain that I could hear him, my son, breathing.

No. Not in the closet. The perfect killer, a hunter, equipped with the killer instinct of a master computer with a twisted sense of irony instilled in it by Doctor Burns. I told him to leave out the humor.

The closet door opened and my breath caught in my throat. Tall and powerful, flexing well-muscled limbs pieced-together from the corpses of dead heroes. It breathed through the gas mask that was its face, rhythmically inhaling and exhaling while I trembled in fear.

I made him. He lives. He walks among you. He let me live because he wanted me to warn you. He wanted you to feel the terror in his coming. Such is his power. He wants you to feel fear.

He’s perfect . . . so perfect.

Vincenzo Bilof is an educator from Detroit, Michigan. Publication credits include six stories in SNM Magazine, with appearances in Book of the Dead 6 (Living Dead Press) and three anthologies from Open Casket Press: Zombie Buffet, Bigfoot Tales, and Dead Christmas. Currently finishing the post-apocalyptic zombie novel, Under a Red Sun.
  


FERTILIZER
 

JOHN ERIK PETERSEN
 

The ground was baked to a hard crust, and the old man’s trowel chipped, more than dug, at its surface. He stood up next to his rusty pickup, drew a hand across his brow, and gazed across the expanse of his land.

It was useless, he thought. All fourteen-hundred acres of it. It grew more demanding every year.

A light breeze swirled out of the still air, lifting the few fine hairs on his scalp and chilling the sweat on his neck. It tickled at his ears, and out of it came the voice.

Hungry.

“No more,” the old man said. “Not this time.”

The ground under his feet churned. The hard crust dissolved into fine powder and spiraled downward in a funnel. The old man tried to run. His feet sunk into the roiling dirt, locking his legs in place. In a moment, he was buried up to his knees, and the churning stopped.

An old man makes a lean meal, came the whisper. But you’ll do in pinch.

“Maybe that’s as it should be,” the old man answered.

It hurts. You’ve heard their screams.

“I can take it.”

They scream for days. And for you, that’s only the beginning. A man with your history, why, you’ve nowhere to go but down.

“I deserve nothing more.”

Your sacrifice is useless. I’ve grown beyond your boundaries, and soon I will speak to your neighbor. The bits of me you have carried with you on the soles of your shoes have begun to come into their own.

The old man began to shake, his body shuddering from the knees up. He closed his eyes and shook his head.

I’ll double last year’s yield.

“I’m much too old to care about the money.”

Children are better for me. Why, a greedy young man just might be persuaded to bring me one. Perhaps a baby girl with green eyes.

“No! This is my burden.”

Ah, so sad when the consequences of the guilty destroy the innocent. I’ve given you many years of plenty. I will not hesitate to take my reward.

The old man dropped his head, and his tears spotted the soil dark. He pictured his granddaughter. Her soul-warming smile. The cheerful cooing of her newly discovered voice. Her stunning, bright green eyes. His heart ripped.

“How many?”

We shall see. You can start with three.

The dirt churned, boiling upward out of the ground until the old man stood on its surface again. He tossed his trowel into the truck’s cab, got in, and started the engine.

And make them young.

The old man drove for an hour, and then pulled over on the shoulder of the highway and cut the engine. He got out, opened the hood, and returned to the driver’s door. The surface of the asphalt was baked soft and sticky. It tugged at his shoes with each step. He leaned against the side of the truck and waited for someone to stop.

John Erik Petersen is a professional technical writer, authoring user documentation for consumer electronics. He lives with his wife and three beautiful daughters in Overland Park, Kansas. John is a fan of classic supernatural horror, and he is working on a novel in that tradition, tentatively titled The Stendhal Curse.
  


GRASPING AT STRAWS
 

PATRICIA LA BARBERA
 

“Blood stained the floors. They left nothin’ else.”

Ellis stared across the chipped Formica diner table at his uninvited guest. “People have to get over it, Rufus, he said. “Consider themselves lucky to have survived.”

Turning his head away from Ellis, the old man rubbed his nose with his sleeve. His hair was oily gray weeds wandering from beneath his skullcap. He dug out a grimy rag from his gray quilted jacket. Rufus coughed up something Ellis tried not to think about.

“They’ve been gone for two weeks.” Ellis leaned forward a little and looked hard at the old man. “If anyone should be dwelling on the past, it should be me. They killed my father after they destroyed all the animals in his barn.” Ellis concentrated on steadying his hands.

“They’ll be back,” Rufus said.

“No, they only take form at night, and we burned all the straw here. It’s not happening in any other town.” As he said the words, Ellis realized it was a small consolation, with half of the residents of the town dead.

“They’re just waiting—straw men. You’ll see.” The old man stood and began walking down the aisle. “We can’t stay here.”

“Wait! Have something before you leave. Breakfast’s on me.” Ellis sipped his coffee.

Rufus waved him off and continued down the aisle. He opened the door, letting in tendrils of the thick, rolling fog.

Shut the door quickly, Ellis thought. But Rufus took his time and then slowly walked down the steps.

The waitress set scrambled eggs, bacon, and a basket of rolls on the table. “Anything else, Ellis?”

He noticed her haggard face and empty eyes; she had seen too much and it had husked her hollow.

“No, Millie. That’s just fine.”

“It’s them!” the old man screamed from outside, his voice muffled by the diner’s windows.

Ellis shot a look out the window and saw Rufus pointing into the fog. Hesitating for a moment, he ran outside and grabbed him.

“Do you see them?” Rufus was still pointing.

“There’s nothing there. Come back inside.”

“No, they’re back! We gotta get away from here!” Rufus broke free and ran, disappearing into the fog.

Ellis sighed. He turned slowly and went back into the diner. Millie was putting silverware on a table and held a knife, turning it over in her hands. When he walked past her and calmly sat back in his booth, she set the knife down.

He swallowed his first bite of breakfast. “Eggs are good.” A piece of bacon crunched between his teeth. “Crispy. Just the way I like it.”

She smiled. Ellis thought he saw ghosts of happiness in her eyes.

He forked another mouthful of eggs and reached for a roll. The basket twitched, and one of the ties that held the lacquered straw popped free. He jerked his hand back and heard Millie scream. A pile of baskets unraveled on the counter. When the food stuck in his throat, Ellis coughed and pressed his lips together to form the “m” sound as the pieces of straw formed into a hand that reached for his throat.

Patricia La Barbera, MFA, is a freelance editor. She has had poetry and prose published in various magazines such as House of Horror, Fear and Trembling, SNM Horror Magazine, Flash Me Magazine, Big Pulp, Death Rattle, 69 Flavors of Paranoia, and Everyday Weirdness. The writer's mystery novella is titled The Celtic Crow Murders. www.patricialabarbera.com.
  


GRAY
 

JANEL GRADOWSKI
 

Alex woke with a vicious headache. He was afraid to open his eyes, knowing light would make his pain rage. His nauseous stomach growled. A dull ache spread across his back. He tried to roll over, but couldn’t.

His eyes snapped open. Everything was gray.

A scream rattled in his throat, not able to escape. A rag had been stuffed in his mouth. The rancid wad mercilessly sucked up saliva. The noxious odor assaulted his sinuses.

He flexed his forearms. Bracelets of pain seared his wrists. Black dots danced across his vision.

The last thing he remembered was talking to another guy who had been attending the sales conference. They sat in the hotel bar drinking martinis.

That was it. His mind was blank after the second drink.

Alex exhaled through his nose and the gray shifted. It was fabric. Faint light filtered through the threads.

The bomb in his head exploded. The rope stretched across his forehead burrowed into his skin. A faint humming wormed into his consciousness. The sound got progressively louder.

It was a motor. He could feel the vibrations of tires rolling over pavement. His heartbeat pounded in his ears as a vehicle roared past.

Alex tried to arch his back to inchworm to safety. His chest strained against more rope. He dug in his heels and tried to raise his legs, but they were strapped down, too. A splinter from the plank he was bound to dug into his ankle.

Another automobile approached from the same direction. Vomit scorched his throat as it passed. The bass beat of a radio lingered in the damp air.

The cars weren’t slowing down. He wondered how they couldn’t see him.

A weather report playing on the bar’s television slipped into his thoughts, heavy fog likely for the morning commute.

The growl of a semi-truck perforated the cloth. It approached from the opposite direction of the other vehicles.

Alex squeezed his eyes shut while the whine of massive tires resonated through his body. He just wanted to go back to sleep so he could wake up from the nightmare—

Janel Gradowski lives and writes among the farm fields of central Michigan. Her fiction and non-fiction work has appeared in Long Story Short, Every Day Fiction, Luna Station Quarterly, Beadwork Magazine and several other publications. You can also find her blogging at: http://janelsjumble.blogspot.com.
  


HOLLOWED WALLS
 

DIANE WARD
 

The human corpse in the painting reminded him of a drowned rat he’d once found in the swimming pool when he was nine years old—pallid, with bloated skin stretched until torn over tightly corded muscle.

Disgusted, he dropped the sheet that covered the painting back into place.

“It’s horrible,” he muttered. Not that the technique was poor. He didn’t know much about art, but he could tell the oil painting was of exceptional quality, despite being grotesque.

Deciding that no one else needed to know that his father had painted this—at least not until after the funeral—he stuffed the painting into a black trash bag. He set it with the rest of his dad’s belongings before he resumed cleaning out the house. It quickly became apparent that his father either had a strange sense of humor, or was just strange.

He found more paintings throughout the house. When he unhooked a painting of an orchid, he noticed that the wallbehind it was partially crumbled and a dried orchid was stuffed into the wall, peeking out in a manner that perfectly mirrored the image from the painting.

Curious, he used his pocket knife to carve out the spaces behind the other paintings, finding an old shoe, a smashed chair (his father had jammed the chair in with the insulation) and dozens of other objects. It seemed his father had buried the subject of each painting behind where it was framed.

The painting of the corpse gnawed at him, itching at the back of his mind like a trapped insect.

Could his father have killed someone and stuffed the corpse into the wall?

On a whim he pressed his ear to the wall where the painting of the corpse had originally hung. Holding his breath until his lungs ached, he strained to listen. Nothing. There also was no stench, but that didn’t prove anything. Still . . . he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was hidden behind the plaster, as if a nearly imperceptible pulse were reverberating beneath the wall’s surface.

The sensation was unbearable.

He ran to the garage and tore apart the workbench until he finally located a hammer, and then rushed back to the wall where he’d first discovered the painting. He pounded away until it broke open, and didn’t stop until he’d dug a hole approximately the size of a dartboard.

Sweat trickled down his brow as he took his cell phone and shined it into the hole. A creature packed into the wall like a maggot nested in rotted food craned its neck towards him with a featureless face.

***
 

The next day, the family came looking for him. They didn’t find much but bags of belongings and a large variety of oil paintings . . . one of which depicted two pale, faceless corpses twisted around one another in a dark hollow.

Besides writing, Diane Ward is an avid artist. She lives with a variety of reptiles in attended humidified terrariums. Since she lives in the Deep South, she plays the banjo, fortunately, it is tenor, not clawhammer.
  


IN THE OTHER ROOM
 

J. M. LEWIS
 

We don’t open the door to the room across the hall.

Mama always says, “Never open that door.” When she says this, her eyes squeeze at the corners, while her eyebrows rise. She pulls her tone from a profound place a child wouldn’t understand–intense insistency.

The same mixtures of fear and curiosity churns in my stomach at Mama’s warning. Her strength gives weight to the warning, but also makes the room a little more interesting. She has to go to work, so she tells me to take care of my sister, Carolyn.

Mama can’t find anyone to keep us during the day, since Ms. Hattie-Louise died three weeks ago. “I’ll be back soon, okay?” Mama says. She looks around as if she lost something, hesitating to leave, but reluctantly does.

I hear the locks tumble. I stand there, looking at the oaken waves on the door. Lyn is next to me.

After a minute, I realize Mama forgot to make breakfast before she left, so I turn to Lyn and say, “How about some cereal, Lyn?”

She just nods somberly, while sticking her thumb in her mouth and twirling the curl at the end of her pigtail.

I get a step stool to reach the cereal off of the top of the fridge. Once I reach it, I turn around to smile at Carolyn, but she’s not in the kitchen with me. I leave and look for her, cereal box in hand.

Just down the hall, she stands in front of the room. The doorway sits lonely in the middle of the wall across from three other rooms. It is made of a strange, raw, knotted wood with a red tint.

As I look at Carolyn, her hand goes from her mouth to the doorknob.

Everything in me surges forward to stop her, but I don’t move. I don’t even yell.

The door opens silently, as my sister releases the knob.

Blackness clings to the edges of the door, as if waiting to get out. A grey-green hand creeps from the room toward Lyn.

The hideous hand breaks me from my daze and I sprint to her.

The hand—pocked, lumpy, cracked, and oozing—drips crimson in front of it. The drops sizzle and evaporate as they hit the floor, like water on a hot skillet.

In my haste, I trip over myself and spill cereal everywhere.

The hand darts toward Lyn, grabbing the front of her pajamas, streaking the white, bunny-patterned cloth with red.

I scramble to get up, crunching cereal underfoot, as my sister screams with sonic intensity, until the bloodstained door closes with silent finality.

J. M. Lewis is a student at UWG in Georgia. In his spare time, he visits the world of the macabre... Sometimes he writes what he sees.
  


ORAL FIXATION
 

APRIL WILLIAMS
 

Todd Spencer grinds dead, rotting animals into pet food. He’s had the job for 5 years, and although he’s sickened by the drudgery, the stink, he consistently works with a smile.

He’s thinking of what he’s going to do come the evening, skin tingling, mouthwatering.

He’s been doing it every night for 4 years; knows the security guards routine. A small hole in a back fence provides entry. Dark clothing and his own natural quiescence do the rest.

Three tombstones: The first belongs to the body of a man who was murdered in his apartment building several years back. When Todd touches the tip of his tongue to the cool, hard granite, it tastes like blood. His eyes water and roll back as he savors the flavor like a cat with a fresh kill.

The second belongs to a woman who died at the age of 85 in 1893. This stone is grandma to him. He licks it slowly up and down, then in small circles. It tastes like home baked bread and chocolate chip cookies. Love. To Todd, love tastes like vomit.

The third is his favorite. The angel shaped tombstone belongs to a woman he loved, though she never knew. He used to touch her hair on the bus, until one day she turned around and slapped him. She died mysteriously about a year ago.

His knees weaken and his palms sweat as he approaches the stone. He caresses it slowly, lovingly. Then he embraces it, holding it so tight it’s as though he wants to crush his own flesh and bone into the granite. He gets on his knees, tongue protruding.

“Go ahead,” she whispers. “I know you want to.”

Todd does want to, but he can’t move.

“Don’t be shy. You love me, don’t you?”

Todd slowly begins to lick the stone. It tastes like sex, sensuality; romance and passion. He trembles with excitement.

Then panic. Something is terribly wrong. His tongue is stuck. He looks up to the spirit in pleading panic.

The spirit smiles an ethereal grin. “You will be joining me soon.”

Todd tries to still his shuddering, unable to keep the tears from streaming down his face, his bladder from betraying him. He doesn’t want to be found dead like this.

Several years later, a man approaches Todd’s tombstone, and licks it with the fervor of a wild animal, relishing the flavors of desperation, sickness and loneliness.

April Williams is the author of Intolerable Entities, a horror/supernatural novel. She writes relationship and spirituality articles for examiner.com. Her passion is to send chills through the minds of her readers.
  


MARVEL THE MAGICIAN
 

GERALD A. GRIFFITHS
 

Marian Turner had spent a small fortune organizing Billy’s tenth birthday, renting the tables, chairs and canopies, and obtaining a permit from the city so they could cordon off the cul-de-sac for the boy’s block party.

Dave, Marian’s husband, was in charge of barbequing and there was even a hospitality tent with kegs of beer and assortments of wine next to the Turner’s garage for the adults. Marvel the Magician—when he wasn’t doing his mentalist routine at the senior centers—was to perform along with his lovely assistant, Tanya.

Marian was feeling a nice glow midway into the party as she carried her cup of Chardonnay and a slice of birthday cake and joined her friends Debbie Martin and Constance Billings at their table.

“Hi-lo,” Marian said, gulping more wine.

Debbie and Constance were fuming, watching their inebriated husbands flirting with the neighborhood floozy across the street.

“Hank, you jackass!” Debbie shouted. “Hello! I’m sitting right here.”

“Tom can be such a pig at times,” Constance said. “Oh look. That tramp Jenny Rogers is putting a move on Dave.”

An attractive woman in a tight-fitting top, and skimpy shorts had her hand on Dave’s arm and the two of them were laughing, Dave giddily twirling his spatula.

“That snake. I swear I’ll kill him and that witch,” Marian said.

Marian turned her attention to the semi-circle of children sitting Indian-style on the lawn, applauding as Marvel the Magician and Tanya completed a trick and took their bows.

For his next act, Marvel asked for three volunteers. A few hands shot up. He pointed at the audience and summoned three young boys to join him.

“He’s gone and picked Billy and your boys,” Marian said to her friends.

“For my next trick, I will make these three lads disappear right before your very eyes,” Marvel the Magician announced.

“Too bad he can’t make our husbands disappear,” Debbie chuckled.

Tanya opened a curtain on an upright box the size of a shower stall.

“Just step inside,” Marvel instructed.

The magician muttered something to each boy. They whispered back and squeezed into the enclosure behind the curtain. He turned toward the crowd and smiled.

“Ladies and gentlemen, you are about—”

A braying donkey burst out from behind the curtain and stampeded into the audience. Next, a potbelly pig snorted and waddled out followed by a large slithering serpent that hissed at the startled crowd.

Marian couldn’t believe her eyes.

No one could.

Each creature had a human face; faces greatly resembling the three children that had just walked behind the curtain.

“My God, what have you done?” Marian screamed at the bewildered magician.

“I don’t know. This has never happened before.”

“What did you say to them?”

“What I always ask the kids before each trick: what they want to be when they grow up,” Marvel the Magician replied.

“And what did they say?”

“They wanted to be just like their dads.”

Gerry Griffiths lives in San Jose, California, with his family and a loving menagerie of rescued pets. He has received numerous honorable mentions from both Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine and Writer’s Digest. His horror collection of short stories Creatures is available on Amazon.
  


MIRROR VIEW
 

MAX BOOTH III
 

The tapping on the glass woke her up. It was the same every night, the persistent beating of someone trying to get in. It’d started after her husband disappeared, and had not given her one night of peace since. Most nights Erica managed to ignore it, but tonight her bladder was going to win the battle.

She stumbled past her dog sleeping beside the bed and made it into the bathroom, flipped on the switch and saw what she had already expected: in the mirror, a shadow. One second it’s there, and then the next it’s gone; vanishing with the darkness. Her eyes felt like sandbags—the mysterious loss of her husband was too much for her to handle. As a result it had begun to play tricks on her mind; made her see and hear things that weren’t really there.

She flushed, washed her hands and splashed some water on her face, hesitantly looking back up at the mirror. But all she saw was herself; a pale, skeletal figure that hadn’t eaten much of anything in weeks. She was slowly killing herself.

There was something else, too.

A handprint.

It’d been there for quite a while now, as if someone—or something—had etched carved the image into the glass. Maybe that was why she was so drawn to the mirror. What was it trying to say?

Erica shrugged it off. She wasn’t going to figure it out tonight. She turned off the light and headed back to bed, but found herself pausing halfway down the hallway, as if suddenly pulled back by an undeniable force.

Something was different tonight. The handprint . . . hadn’t the thumb been on the left side of the hand? That couldn’t be. It had always been a right hand. But this . . .

Erica promptly spun around and strode back down the hallway, reaching through the opened door and around the wall, searching for the light switch. But as soon as she found it and flipped it on, an abrupt explosion of white light infiltrated her reality.

She screamed but no sound escaped her lungs. Slowly the light began to fade, and when her vision had finally returned, Erica found herself back in the bathroom. It took her a moment to realize she no longer possessed a reflection, and that instead of looking at the mirror, she was instead viewing life from inside the mirror.

She felt a hand grab her shoulder and she turned around, discovering her long-lost husband standing beside her with a desolate smile across his face, tears streaming down his cheeks. He gestured back to the bathroom and she followed his gaze, spotting their Jack Russell Terrier waddling in through the door, winding his head around to inspect the sudden commotion.

The dog looked straight at the mirror, as if he could see through the dimensions. Together, Erica and her husband placed their hands on the glass, creating an eternal imprint on the other side.

The dog cocked his head and barked.

Max Booth III recently moved to Texas and is really trying his best not to make fun of the redneck agenda that surrounds the state. He instead spends his time writing stories and burning his hand on his toaster oven, which he secretly believes is just playing hard to get. You may contact him at madd_maxxx3@yahoo.com.
  


MOMENTS FROM THE FRINGE
 

GEORGE WILHITE
 

BEGIN TRANSMISSION

2618.12.24

Probe Hercules

Captain Ronald Harmon

This may well be my last transmission, my love. I will not waste it on official business since it is no longer irrelevant.

Sad to say, I am indeed adrift with no chance of return.

Vinnie, the voice of the obviously failed computer that was supposed to be the triumph of this tin can, informed me in his cold metallic way in a single message that amounted to a machine’s equivalent of “oops!”

Can’t blame him—his creators likely had just as cold of a response to this unfortunate blunder.

I am so far away that it is easy not to consider me a person, only an instrument in another SNAFU mission. Maybe now they’ll stop trying.

Though time loses its meaning out here, I believe you will receive this message on Christmas Eve. I want to wish you all a Merry Christmas. Kiss Erin and Richie for me and try to decide what story you will tell them about their long-lost father. Erin may remember my face but I am forever a ghost to our beautiful baby boy.

Don’t make me into some invincible hero; remember my faults as well. I can only hope the good outweighs the bad. Please don’t hate me for volunteering and putting too much gung ho faith in this program. I did what I thought was right.

The probe rotates in a ceaseless dance through the expanse of space and time. I only know two kinds of illumination now—pitch black or blinding white, depending on the particular cosmos which surround me.

I will live a very long time unless I take action to end my life, and Vinnie will likely be quite aggressive in his efforts to thwart such attempts.

I must stop typing and transmit this soon for I am moments away from The Fringe. I will attempt another transmission but I assume the Com Disk will suffer the same rapid deterioration as that of the Achilles before me.

Maryanne, I love you and will see you again someday, when we behold the truth that lies beyond this short frail existence we now know.

The Fringe is right before me. It is beautiful beyond our wildest dreams, more stunning than even . . .

END TRANSMISSION

George Wilhite has been an aficionado of the horror genre since discovering Poe and Lovecraft as a child and coming of age during the renaissance of American Horror in the late seventies. He has over a hundred stories published in print and online. For more information, visit: www.authorsden.com/georgewilhite.
  


NOTHING LEFT BUT FAITH
 

ERIC POLLARINE
 

There, in the darkness of the bedroom she kneels.

She cries out to God.

A thunderclap shakes the house—destroying the message, and in the stillness that follows, there is only her breathing and the sound of footsteps left. The moonlight makes her skin like alabaster. Her hands are porcelain; smooth like a doll. She folds them into a trembling steeple.

“Our Father who art in Heaven,” she pleads, she begs.

“Hallowed be thy name,” she says.

“Thy kingdom come,” she stammers.

“He’s only footsteps, outside the door,” she mutters.

“He’s only footsteps behind the bed,” she fades.

“He’s only footsteps, he’s only, he’s only . . . ”

She screams.

His hands are sure and like a topographical map, adorned with fissures as she strains, and in the distance, the sounds of discarded faith echo after raindrops the size of pennies.

And further still, in the moonlight and lightening he walks the street as a silhouette.

Letting her breath wash away, he says, “Thy will be done.”

Eric Pollarine is an author and freelance writer, who lives, works, writes, smokes and drinks far too much coffee in beautiful dreary Cleveland, Ohio. You can contact the author through Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr and stay up to date with other goings on, through his website www.unlikelyconvergence.com.
  


OF WHAT IS HIDDEN IN THE BLOOD
 

STEPHEN GRESHAM
 

Before dawn the boy found another boy almost real but not quite, where he came to be apart and away from passing fears: in Kansas, the loft of his family’s barn more silent than emptiness, with seasoned alfalfa stacks redolent of an old cutting. Tracked by the approach of sunrise, he pursued the sacred space altogether his, never to belong to another. But he welcomed the stranger in order to dissolve his loneliness.

So there he materialized, this other boy, arrived from the everywhere, unnamed to him, unknown, nearly invisible where he sought himself.

This other boy, darker than mystical night, brother to his solitude, said nothing, aware of startled breathing at his detection. With the promise of first light, this stranger disintegrated into a gray glitter of mist. In that instant, the boy wanted this other boy never to return; masked by the seductive shadows of things that did not belong, he feared this other boy. Hated him.

But the stranger returned again and again, trespassed there, companion to the sour heat of darkness, the cooing of pigeons and the dust of no longer alone. This other boy would not fight, insouciant in the face of fisted demands and rage at his presence. He would not leave—this ghostly creature struck dumb—would not be exorcised by desire for no one else. For days this other boy confounded him, caught unsuspecting, sometimes lost in all that he revealed. Two dark boys who could not play. As softly as the beat of bat wings, this other boy whispered of a need for blood. Of an ineffable sharing. Of transformation.

This other boy raised winds. Being and not being hovered as July torched fields, browned pastures, and lowered the pond. So there he was, nowhere, this other boy he could not be. Yet, familiar, he grew unseen before he needed more than one. When an owl nested in the never was, then he knew: and so it began—the long watching and waiting for what would not depart. This other boy, the answer from the outside, silently showed him the way of blood. This other boy, mouth filled with fangs—there was no resisting—eager to share death but not dying.

Here was the path of secret things, of a longing for a life-beyond-life-within-death. And then the other boy was gone, slipping into the silvery, uncertain night to a place of great darkness and deep peace. The boy left behind never told his family, for the liquid ebony within him was a river of tasks impossible to explain.

At night, this boy, forever changed, stole away to children in need of living more livingly—waited for their invitations into their undiscovered places, into where alone is no longer safe, into an intimacy beyond intimacy. An old belonging.

They would awaken.

And there he would be.

A boy thirsting. A boy hungering.

A boy who promised a life of always.

A boy hidden in their blood.

Stephen Gresham has published 20 novels of dark fantasy or supernatural horror since 1982. He has also published more than a dozen short stories. Retired from college teaching, he lives in Auburn, Alabama.
  


PRIMAL WERE
 

TIMOTHY P. REMP
 

Firelight clawed at the darkness, deep inside an olden cave. The tang of blazing wood and hazy smoke stalked old cranks, deep crevices and a stiffening body.

Black pools of blood coagulated and stained her dead flesh, broken teeth and snarled hair.

He leaned back on his spread haunches.

Sweat streamed from beneath his long matted hair, traced his lean naked form and streaked her splattered blood on his face and hands. His blue eyes were rimmed red and punished with dark circles. His breath, as if in fevered love-making, was harsh and short.

He stared at his clan’s sacred bearskin hanging from the cave wall, complete with skull and feral teeth. He could feel the wicked runes under the skin, pulsating with brimming power as he pulsed, waiting to be released.

He slowly rocked back and forth, murmuring to himself.

“S-s-sorry. S-sorry.”

He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. Amazed, he noticed her body as if it was for the first time. Her beautiful body . . . broken . . . so frail . . . so soft, he thought.

“Sorry. S-s-s-sorry.”

Growing guilt forced his upper teeth into his lower lip as the heat of the fire waned and doubt began gnawing at his conscience. Still the skin’s primal power was flaunted before him, teasing him as she teased him.

The bearskin moved. Its hollowed eye sockets tilted, drawing in his gaze. His breath came faster and faster. He wanted it, he hungered for it. He screamed. Moaned.

He tore the skin down. The soft thick fur swathed his thick thighs and manhood, teasing release; release from the guilt, from humanity.

He flung the skin over his shoulders and yanked its skull over his own head. His vision narrowed as the smeared runes bit deeply and tore into his humanity until nothing was left.

***
 

The were-beast roared. It bound out of the cave and into the night, hungering for more.

Timothy P. Remp is the Assistant Editor and contributor for Shroud Magazine. He is also a member of the Horror Writers’ Association (HWA), and New England Horror Writers Association (NEHW). He has had several flash and short stories published on-line, print and in several anthologies. He has also been a finalist in four script writing contests.
  


QUESTION MARK
 

ROBERT WILDE
 

During the evening of November 28th last year, police were called to the Crompton family household by neighbor Janet Painter. She had seen someone skulking in the Crompton’s back garden. The police confirmed Mrs. Painter’s suspicions, finding the Crompton’s back door had been forced open. They soon discovered that the Crompton’s eldest son, Richard, must have disturbed the intruder, as they found him bleeding on the kitchen floor. Despite the swift arrival of an ambulance, Richard died of multiple stab wounds.

After confirming that the assailant had fled the scene, the officers entered Richard’s room, which was normally kept locked. Richard’s room was long and narrow, with a large window overlooking the cul-de-sac. The content looked normal and neatly ordered: a desk, shelves, and a bed which stuck out into the room, dividing it in half. Then they turned on the light.

Richard’s walls were covered in photographs and timetables, organized in a very simple manner. The left hand side of his room corresponded to the left hand side of the cul-de-sac, while the right wall coincided with the right of the street. Photos were clustered together depicting the inhabitants of each house, with their schedules and routines, the rooms in which they slept, and other private details.

Richard intended to commit the greatest mass killing by an individual in modern memory. Taking out your classmates had been done, as had shooting random passers-by. But nobody had ever killed an entire street in one night: ten houses and thirty-eight people, including his own family. The plan had a perverse beauty. After studying his neighbors obsessively, he would pick a night when they were all present. Then, he would start in one house and work through them, one by one, killing the inhabitants until, once the sun had risen, the cul-de-sac would be, quite literally, dead. His wall revealed the details of each death. The first ones would be silent, using garrotes, progressing in intensity until the final one; perhaps with an axe, or an electric carving knife. Only one neighbor appeared to have stood a chance. Richard had evidently taken a shine to Victoria, the eldest daughter of the family next door. While the wall left no doubt as to his intent, no method of killing had been listed. Instead, there was only a question mark.

I know all this because the police interviewed me the next day. Richard had been a childhood friend of mine, but we’d grown apart. I left for college and Richard stayed behind. Perhaps I should be flattered, as my house was to have been first. Home on break; my name was first on his list. Richard’s killer has not yet been caught.

Robert Wilde is a freelance writer from Britain. He covers history by day and writes weird tales by night; it's sometimes hard to tell which has the higher casualty figure.
  


RESIDUE OF DECAY
 

RANIA HANNA
 

Nourished by the residue of decay, the man bent down low to feed off the body of the dying soldier. He drank the few remaining drops left in his victim’s veins, and continued down along the bloody battlefield. His face was one that had obviously been hidden from the sunlight for years. His paper-thin face crinkled when his lips pursed to suck the blood out of the brave fallen. The moon burned with an unnatural red hue, dark veins channeling their way on its surface. The man listened to the battlefield’s whispers. Picking out the last prayers of the dying, he stole the weakened lives and gloried in the gore that attacked his vision. His dark eyes smoldered with their intense craving for more. When he had had his fill of flesh and blood, he left the field and continued on in the night.

Shadows haunted him, fear knocked at his withered heart’s door, but still he continued on. Drawing his midnight cape tighter around his body, he quickened his pace. The shadows sped up with him. He broke into a run, running as if the demons of hell were pursuing him with the vilest of weapons, until he entered a secluded cemetery. He stopped, his parched lungs crinkling harshly under the stress of his labored breathing. He listened intensely through the cemetery trees, listening for sounds of the shadows. He gave out a strange sound, a suffocating and hollow sound. He stood statue still—a pathetic monument of desperation and fear. The sheer terror he was plagued by would have driven those weaker in spirit to complete and utter madness. Fear bloomed in his desolate heart.

A violent shock of maddening lightning evolved through the night’s sky and highlighted the sharp silhouettes of the tombstones. He fell deeper into throes of terror and anger. His mind was imprisoned in a cage of paranoia and became strangled by virgin fear. He fell heavily to his knees, clasping his hands as if in repentant prayer, his face uplifted to the harsh, black sky. Tears of blood streamed down his face, forging crimson channels on his withered skin. The violent winds whipped his flesh, stabbing him with the most forcible of all kisses of death. The shadows flitted eerily in front of his eyes, caressing him with their inky blackness. His tears rained down upon the unhallowed soil, nourishing the worms that fed off blaspheming decay. The shadows danced around the man, maddening him further.

His mental memory strip inked his mind’s eyes. His scars, never truly healed, bled out the tears of his crimes. Time reversed its stream and stabbed him with the deeds of the past. The shadows kept moving in on the guilty man, enclosing him, swallowing him in their darkness. They engulfed him completely, encroaching harshly deep beyond the weak seams of his mind. They tore at his thoughts, ripping violently at the delicate shreds of his decrepit sanity. They demolished him, stealing the last dim lights of his life. He screamed out his tears and invoked upon the shadows for the prison of death; deeply craved for after the prison of immortal life. The shadows ignored him, refusing to pause in their mental torture. His guilt raged on, and the shadows pressed on. But they did not leave him, for the crimes of our blood are shadows.

Rania Hanna is a young author currently working currently on a trilogy, the first novel tentatively entitled Shahor.
  


ROAD HAZARD
 

CHARLIE BOOKOUT
 

I-70 cut through the Kansas night like taut wire. Sam switched on the rented Camry’s radio, and the FM station he’d found back in Topeka was still clear; still on its 90’s kick. He couldn’t remember the exact name of the group that was playing, but he was pretty sure it had the word “crow” in it. Counting the Black Sheryl Crows, he thought and grinned at the oncoming headlights.

He could sense the enormous presence of his next landmark coming up on the right: the first in an army of windmills that would loom against the stars, row upon row, for the next ten miles.

There they are . . . That means six hours to Denver, and a drink. A few meetings to sleep through tomorrow and I’m back on the road.

“You’re right about one thing, my dear,” Sam said aloud to the radio. “Every day is a road. But mine is not winding.”

***
 

It was both instantaneous and eternal, the way all highway crashes are. The thing standing in his lane was almost human. It was in his lights for the briefest of moments, but Sam saw with clarity its pale translucent skin, its ragged hospital gown and the indescribable horror of its mouth. He swerved to miss it and overcorrected. As the car spun out of its third roll and pirouetted into a cornfield, Sam lost consciousness. But Sheryl kept on singing until the fiery end. I get a little bit closer to feelin’ fine . . .

***
 

Since its escape, it had been living in an abandoned service station off the exit 219 ramp. It slept during the day, its bed a pigeon-shit covered chunk of drywall stuffed into the stinking remains of the checkout counter. At night it searched for the manna the interstate would sometimes expel into the ditch. There were never any cats or dogs out in the dark territory between towns, but coyotes were good. . . especially if they were still twitching.

Its latest find—a putrid owl—was down to just bones and feathers, so it had tried the trick again. It raced to the smoking wreckage. It had only moments, before others would come, and it would have to disappear into the corn. It was cautious as it hurried. It still had a sliver of glass lodged in its tongue from the last time it licked human blood off the hot pavement.

***
 

One Saturday in August, some local kids set fire to the gas station. It curled up in a corner, trying to hide from the flames. The firemen heard it screaming. And afterwards, they heard it screaming in their dreams.

Charlie Bookout lives with his family in Gentry, Arkansas, and is part of a group of artists who have converted Gentry’s abandoned mortuary into a studio devoted to independent music and film. More of Charlie’s stories will appear in upcoming installments of Residential Aliens, Silverthought, and The Washington Pastime.
  


SHADOWS IN THE NIGHT
 

COURTNEY RENE
 

As the last slow heartbeat sounds, I ease out of the shell that had been my home for the last few weeks. In my basic form I am nothing but darkness. I am a shadow, for now.

I glide quickly over the dark earth until I come to a dwelling of yellow. Flowers of red and white border the home. I hate them. I circle the home until I find entrance. A single window opened just enough to let in the cool night air.

I slip inside and drift slowly up to the far dark corner near the ceiling, where I blend in perfectly. A dim light puts off a rosy glow illuminating the room and its contents. A small form lies in a bed surrounded by bars. I move to investigate.

It’s an innocent. It doesn’t know fear. It won’t do at all. I caress the small body. I watch with glee as it cringes even in sleep. A small cry squeaks out of its little mouth. Maybe later I can play.

Next I flow to a big room at the center of the house. I hide in the darkness along the walls at the floor. A big form is stretched out on the couch watching television. Humans are too easy. I laugh deep and hollow.

The man sits up, looks around, alert. He can’t see me. He doesn’t know to look in the shadows. I slip under the couch and tickle his toes with wispy, smoky hands.

He shivers and jumps to his feet. I laugh again, enjoying the game. I watch as he checks doors and windows, searching the night for danger. He doesn’t realize danger hovers quietly right above him.

His gaze swings toward the back corner of the house and I wonder–

I drift in that direction to look. I enter another room, where a long slender form sleeps. I settle directly over her. I caress her face.

She shivers. Her eyes snap open and I retreat back toward a high dark corner.

I watch. I wait.

She looks around. She sees and she fears. She knows what she is looking for within the darkness. She is perfect in her fear.

I create the illusion of wings, like a bat. I fly directly at her, fast and furious. I need her to see. I need her to . . .

She screams.

I force my way inside her open mouth.

I shift.

I settle.

I take hold.

“Honey?” the man says from the doorway. “Are you all right?”

I blink my new eyes and bring the man into sharp focus. I smile wide. I beckon to him.

Now that I have a new home, a new form, it’s time to play.

Courtney Rene lives in the State of Ohio with her husband and two children. She’s a member and graduate of the Institute of Children’s Literature. Her works include short stories, magazine articles, anthologies and her YA series Shadow Dancer. For a complete listing or to contact her, please visit: www.ctnyrene.blogspot.com.
  


THE LEOPARD OPTIMIST
 

BENJAMIN MCELROY
 

Brendan awoke to his young daughter’s screams. He rushed into her bedroom as any concerned, single father would, and found her seated on the carpeted floor, sobbing.

“What’s wrong, Carla?” Brendan asked, kneeling down next to her.

“A monster was in my room,” she said.

“What kind of monster?”

“He said he was the Leopard Optimist.”

“What did he look like?”

“A giant yellow butterfly—with mean eyes.”

“I think you had a nightmare.”

“He was real!”

“Some dreams feel that way, but—”

“He said he’s been watching me for a few nights, and wants to stab a big pin into my tummy so he can admire me forever.”

“I’ll never let anything hurt you.”

“What about what happened to Melinda?”

The usual self-loathing surfaced at the mention of his other daughter. In a soft voice, Brendan replied, “That was an accident.”

A flash of movement above Carla’s bed caught their attention, the indistinct shadow flickering from left to right across the room a second time.

“Is that the Leopard Optimist, Daddy?” Carla asked, quivering.

Hugging her, Brendan said, “It must be your nightlight—that bulb is old.”

Just then, something brushed against Brendan’s back. He glanced over his shoulder, and saw a grotesque, moth-like creature with a body the color of a rotten banana looming over them. Its flaccid proboscis hung beneath two menacing, multifaceted eyes.

It said, “I am the Lepidopterist. I’ve come to claim my specimen.”

To his screaming daughter, Brendan shouted: “Go! Now!”

Carla scrambled free from his arms. She started to run out of the room. Toward safety, he hoped, as he stood to protect her from harm.

Brendan screamed at the Lepidopterist as it flew over to Carla, grabbing the little girl by her hair. Brendan growled, refusing to lose his first child, too.

But before he could attack the intruder, it seized him, as well, lifting him off the ground. The beast then gathered both of its victims into its mottled wings and smothered Brendan until he passed out.

***
 

When Brendan awakened, he found himself bound and gagged on a corkboard floor, surrounded by glass walls. Glancing to one side, he saw that Carla lay stiff and unmoving beside him.

Faced with her demise, he recalled Melinda’s hungry wails that dreadful night two years ago . . . he remembered how he’d fed her from a bottle, and afterward heard her lonely cries through the monitor before she’d eventually fallen silent, like usual. How he’d discovered her drowned by her own spit-up the next morning.

Brendan had failed both of his daughters now. Tears pooled in his eyes, and although he wanted to scream, he couldn’t.

The Lepidopterist peered at Brendan through the open top of the transparent prison, before reaching down and pushing a huge pin through his stomach. The urge to scream intensified.

After replacing the top of the clear box, the Lepidopterist spoke. But Brendan could hear only two of its muffled words through the glass: “admire” and “forever.”

Ben McElroy is a full-time admissions representative for a Massachusetts state university and a part-time writer of horror fiction. Late at night, the clicking of the computer keyboard haunts the dreams of his family as he composes his latest tale of terror. Ben's five published stories appear in various anthologies.
  


SPECIAL
 

REBECCA CARTER
 

Everyone always said she was special; that she was beautiful, funny, graceful and smart. She felt she would give up all those attributes to rid her of the cause. The same curse that had bestowed those gifts upon her made her lust for the hunt . . . made her endure pain every night that couldn’t be subdued no matter what she did.

Her skin was itching, burning. She braced herself for the next stage of her nightly transformation. It got worse with certain phases of the moon; some nights she only felt her skin expanding and other times she changed completely. She missed out on everything others got to enjoy. No late night meals with friends, no clubbing, no all-night movie marathons. She groaned when her hair started falling out; her fingernails began chipping away as she dug her hands into her desk to take away the pain.

One by one her outgrown teeth bounced to the floor, her skin cracking off in pieces. Patches of furry leather broke through the skin that she hadn’t yet shed. Her wrists snapped into paw-like positions. Her bones shattered with every ragged breath; the pain becoming so bad that she passed out before the rest of the changes occurred.

She awoke several hours later to the pain of her bones once again healing. Her wolf teeth were gone and her regular teeth were growing back in. The leather skin peeled off in chunks; her wrists had snapped back into place.

She crawled to the iron door, begging to be let out. She was special, perfect. That is what they used to say before she came to this place. She actually didn’t mind being here so much anymore. She felt safe and was given everything she wanted and needed. They were even saying her ability to regenerate would one day save the world. Her pain would end the suffering of others.

During the day she had everything she could want. At night, she was a prisoner for the greater good.

Rebecca Carter is an upcoming horror and suspense author newly focused on the human monster. Rebecca created the first zombie raptor in media with the short story "Of Children" included in the Moonlit Daydreams collection. Her full list of work is available at http://rebeccacarterbooks.com.
  


SPIRIT
 

JAMES BEATON
 

Susan tapped the tip of the needle.

“This is going to be amazing,” she declared. Her pupils dilated with anticipation. The three of us had never tried anything like this before. Spirit heroin was completely new to us.

It sounded so pure.

Susan heard about it when her goth friend told her about the man who supplied it in the market. It was heroin that had supposedly captured the “spirit” of a dead person. It was prepared through a process using the blood of the recently deceased. The spirit’s energy and the heroin were supposed to flow through the bloodstream, elevating the high.

Susan instructed us as if she was an expert. “You push the needle in until you see blood enter the syringe. Then you know you’ve hit the vein.”

Lisa and I held our breath, wondering what it would feel like. Lisa was skeptical. “I just want to try the heroin. I don’t know about this spirit bullshit.”

We ignored her.

Our needles were pressed against our skin, poised for entry. Our foreheads glistened with beads of sweat; a suffocating layer of heat draped over us on the mattress. It was a perfect day for an escape.

“We’ll inject at the same time. Okay?”

“Okay,” we all said.

“One, two, three . . . push . . . blood . . . squeeze.”

The effect was immediate. Everything flashed white. I fell back. Hot lava pumped through my veins. Then a loud burst of screaming imploded from within my head, and I could not move or talk.

I opened my eyes and through the flashes saw Susan, her eyes vacant, and the veins on her face purple, pushing out of her skin. Lisa was writhing around and gnawing on her fingers. Her bones cracked as she bit them.

My arm started to itch and the needle hole contorted open like an awakened mouth. There was movement, more movement, and a black eyeless snake crawled out. It slithered over to Lisa’s leg, leaving an acidic trail scalding her skin. It wrapped itself around her neck and squeezed. Its excretion ate through her skin, muscle and bone. As Lisa stopped moving, the mattress turned dark red. Susan began lapping at the blood like a hypnotized dog.

Everything went pure white. And then black.

When I awoke, Lisa was splayed on the mattress, dead; Susan was catatonic. Panicked and uncertain of what happened, I rushed outside to a payphone and called 911. I refused to give my name and I went home and curled in bed.

A few days have passed and I can still hear the screaming; the agony erupting in the confines of my skull. That hole in my arm opens and closes like a demonic eyelid and the snake appears once again. It is hungry and if it doesn’t eat soon I know it will consume me. I must find it food. I must find someone.

I must find more spirits.

I must.

James Beaton lives and writes in Toronto, Ontario. He has two black cats that regularly assist him with his stories. He has several short stories forthcoming in the next year and is currently working on a novel. He enjoys reading and writing horror, dark fiction, the surreal and absurd.
  


SUNGLASSES
 

PAUL D. SCAVITTO
 

You’re hungry and cold. The wind bites your face and your body aches. It is morning and far too bright out. You sit up and rub your head. It feels thick and woolen. Your tongue feels too big for your mouth.

You look around the alley you’re lying in and the previous evening comes rushing back all at once. You were at Pete’s Place, that new club, the one with the mirrored bar.

The evening had started with your usual course of weak drinks chased by weaker pick-up lines. The fish were not biting tonight. That was when you saw that delicate dark figure gliding towards you across the floor. The question whispered in your ear: Do you want to leave?

In the reflection you could see this rare beauty’s eyes and the way light seemed to pool in them; but when you turned around you fell in. Those eyes, those endless eyes. When you caught your breath again you were standing outside in the alleyway where you now lay. The two of you leaned up against the wall and your tongues danced while hands roamed. This was the one you had been waiting for. You wanted nothing more than to scream your dark lover’s name, if you had only thought to ask it.

Suddenly the embrace tightened and you could feel a heat building in you. Your breath quickened and in some fleeting part of your mind you wondered: In an alley?

For a moment it all stopped and you clung there panting and shaking, grateful for the pause but desperate to continue. Then you felt your head being bent back as your neck was kissed deeply. A soft cry caught in your throat and you would have fallen had it not been for the wall.

Then there was pain; two bright points piercing your neck.

You had tried to scream but your lips refused to respond. You were powerless as this ravenous creature fed. Then it all faded away and seemed less real and more the trappings of a dream.

So here you are in that same alley on the morning after, scummy pavement under your ass and a headache worthy of a sonnet. God, is it bright out.

An elderly man comes ambling into the alley. He sees you on the ground and offers you a hand. You glance up at him and are struck by how hungry you are. You can’t stop staring at his bare, unprotected neck. A wave of revulsion shudders through you. You try to fight it.

You last a few seconds.

You’re going to need to get some sunglasses, you think, as you begin to drink.

Paul Scavitto is a writer from the haunted hills of Vermont. He is a lifelong lover of the horror genre and he writes screenplays and fiction. This is his first published story.
  


THE HANDS
 

COREY MAIDA
 

What they didn’t understand—what I couldn’t get them to understand—is that I didn’t do those terrible things that they said I did. It was the hands. They were responsible—they were always responsible.

Firstly, they say that I killed my wife. But where is the motive? We were newlyweds just out of college, two professionals madly in love. There was no life insurance policy to blame, no marital strife, no jealous ex-lover—or, for that matter, any given person I had reasonable suspicions of her conducting an affair with—so why would I strangle her?

The answer is simple: I didn’t. It was the hands. I wanted to stop them—oh, God, did I want to stop them—but I couldn’t, don’t you see that? Tell me you see that. When they grabbed her throat, I was screaming at them to regress, but that’s when I learned of their power. Can’t you understand? They wouldn’t stop. I loved my wife.

Secondly, they say that I killed my brother. But why bother? My brother and I were the best of friends since childhood, and continued to be until the time of his death. He was a great man—an accomplished teacher at our university—and a marvelous older brother, teaching me the do’s and don’ts of manhood far before I even knew what being a man was all about. He was a father figure to me where I had not had one. They say I shot him in his home while he was asleep. They allege that they found fingerprints on my own gun to link me to the crime. But can you guess who the culprit really was? I have faith that you can.

And lastly, they claim me implicit in the death of at least a dozen inmates here at the prison, possibly more they say. They call me a serial murderer. Ha! Try that on for size: me, a murderer—a serial one, no less? I’ve tried talking to them all: the warden, the counselors, the inmates, the guards, anyone who will listen. I’ve explained that I am the victim, that it was the hands that were malevolent; it was the hands that were evil and did these awful things. They laugh in my face.

I told them that if I must be here—in prison—at least, for God’s sake, at least shackle the hands so they can harm no one else. Instead, they sequester me in solitary confinement, where I now stay. I begged them—I fell to my knees and wailed, “Please—anything—but don’t leave me alone with the hands!” Alas, the cries of a convicted murderer fall on the deadest ears of all. But I digress—I run short on paper, and even shorter on time. I’ve harnessed them just long enough to write this, not a confession but a catharsis. And there—I feel it now, oh God . . . the hands. The hands are—

Corey Maida is a 20-year-old full-time college student who, quite simply, likes to write (on the off-chance that he has some time). He likes film, cats, and–also when he has some free time–reading the macabre.
  


THE KISS
 

SONIA B. SYGACO
 

I must confess my world is governed by phases of the moon. I fear by hugging you, my teeth will become razors before reaching your nape. I long to release my wings as my slender waist slowly detaches.

This dark possession took my ancestors’ bodies when the world was young. A black heirloom passed on to the next kin, giving an immortal existence. Caged by an invisible prison, I am left to fulfill nights of cannibalism. Often times, my elongated proboscis sucks a fetus’ heart from a sleeping mother. Other times, I live the normal ways of the humans. People think: images like these are surreal.

Tonight, I watch the rising crystal, timekeeper of my altering image and reviver of my ancient curse. I wait for my perfect prey. Once, you were sitting quietly in the corner, alone. Not until the bond existed between us: love and affection that I would be ready to give you my first kiss. No, easier would it be, without love and affection. The others, they flew with me where I felt the human liquid throbbing into my veins. But you, I look at you with difference. To hate this longing of seeing you once more . . .

Sonia B. SyGaco is a fiction writer and holds a master’s degree in creative writing at Silliman University in the Philippines. Her creative works have appeared in Philippine Free Press, Philippine Graphic Magazine, in the United States, Australia, Malaysia, and India.
  


THE LAUGH THAT MAKES YOU CRY FOR MOMMY
 

JERRY WRIGHT
 

My daughter came to me three days ago, after spending the evening in a tent in the backyard with six friends who were there for a sleepover.

She was crying.

She described how she’d heard someone laughing in the darkness . . . but not the kind of laughing that’s fun. This had been scary—the kind of laughter that means someone is going to do something mean . . . the kind of laughter that bad men laugh. I told her it was just the night and that sleeping outside could play tricks with your her. She smiled and hugged me and it was fine.

***
 

My daughter came to me the day before yesterday.

She was crying.

She’d slept in her room and late at night she’d again heard someone laughing. She told me the bad man must have followed her inside from the tent, because she heard his laugh in her bedroom.

She said his laugh was a crazy laugh that sounded like the monsters on TV. She told me it was a laugh that made her feel cold all over. I told her we were together and she must have had a nightmare . . . that it was just her imagination. She smiled and hugged me and it was fine.

***
 

My daughter came to me yesterday.

She was crying.

She’d fallen asleep on the couch and I’d covered her with a blanket and let her stay there. She told me she thought the bad man wanted to get her because she was still hearing his scary laugh.

She said it was the kind of laugh that made her teeth chatter and legs shake. I told her that she had to stop worrying, that she was driving herself batty.

She smiled and hugged me, but it wasn’t fine because she took a nap after lunch and never woke up.

***
 

My daughter came to me last night.

She was laughing.

Jerry Wright grew up in a many-stationed Navy family so he loves exotic cultures and can cuss like a sailor. His stories have been published in many journals and anthologies and he co-authored the Blood Prophecy series. He lives with his wife Kathy, his mistress Michele, and his seven children.
  


THE RAVEN AND THE SNOWMAN
 

SHARIF KHAN
 

The snowman grinned while the raven perched atop its head and pecked at its rum-filled cherry eyes. Not satisfied with the cherries, the drunken raven launched into the snowman’s carrot nose with its beak.

As the sun sank and the snowman melted, the raven continued its torment until there was nothing left but a puddle of water in the grass.

A cold wind howled. Oblivious to the drop in temperature, the black bird devoured every last morsel of carrot. Only then did it realize too late that its claws had become frozen stiff in the iced-over water.

The raven cawed loudly into the encroaching night. It hopelessly beat its wings and pecked at the ice to no avail. Soon the sky started to snow in torrents.

The snowman grinned its eternal grin while the raven was buried alive.

Sharif Khan is the author of nonfiction book, Psychology of the Hero Soul, and two short fiction stories: “The Witch Doctor” and “Bad Karma.” He lives in Toronto where he is working on his first novel. Read Sharif’s blog www.sharifkhan.com or follow him on twitter: @SharifKhanBooks.
  


THE SECRET OF MRS. IS
 

GRIER JEWELL
 

Each night before he went to bed, Mr. Was, the graveyard’s tenth caretaker, dug fresh holes for the dead to breathe so that they would not disturb him while he slept.

The holes would gape like open wounds in the earth until Mrs. Is arose and filled them in.

Back and forth they would go—Mr. Was digging fresh holes and Mrs. Is filling them in—until one night Mr. Was stayed awake and confronted Mrs. Is.

Mrs. Is, said Mr. Was, will you please tell me why you are filling the holes I dig?

I fill the holes with a secret that only the dead can keep, said Mrs. Is.

What secret is that?

Why, Mr. Was, said Mrs. Is, that is for me to know and you to find out.

As soon as she departed, Mr. Was re-dug every hole of his that Mrs. Is had filled, examining each for clues to her secret. But all the holes appeared to be empty.

The next night, Mr. Was dug several fresh holes and waited for Mrs. Is to appear.

You’re not burying anything at all, he said. I demand to know why you are filling the holes I dig for the dead to breathe. Are you trying to make trouble for me?

Mrs. Is merely gazed at Mr. Was and said nothing in reply, which only made him more curious.

Unable to sleep for fear he might miss a vital clue, Mr. Was watched Mrs. Is glide with ease through the graveyard night after night, month after month, and year after year. It occurred to Mr. Was that while he grew stiff and slow with years of digging, Mrs. Is had not appeared to age a single day.

That’s it, thought Mr. Was, Mrs. Is must possess the secret of youth!

Feeling very old and pained in his joints, Mr. Was determined that he would get the best of Mrs. Is once and for all.

The very next night, he dug an extra large hole and climbed inside so that he could surprise Mrs. Is into dropping the secret of youth right in his hands.

But the wait was long, and Mr. Was could feel the dead stirring beneath him. He rolled on his side to allow room for them to breathe.

When he felt them kick and fuss, he held his breath to make himself as small as could be so as not to disturb their eternal rest.

Mr. Was held his breath so long it became his last.

So now you know my secret, Mr. Was, said Mrs. Is as she rose from her grave and buried her tenth caretaker.

So now you know.

Grier Jewell is a graduate of the Northwest Institute of Literary Arts MFA program in creative writing. Her work has appeared (or is forthcoming) in Black Lantern Publishing's Journal of the Macabre, Crow Toes Quarterly, Danse Macabre, Soundings Review and Underneath the Juniper Tree.
  


THE SUBJECT
 

CHARLES THURSTON-SNOHA
 

Dr. Olin stared down at subject 313223’s file.

***
 

03/31/2003- Mr. Halderson, with his wife in his company, finalized his contract to be cryogenically frozen.

06/19/2010- Mr. Halderson, a 48-year-old Caucasian male is pronounced dead from acute cardiac arrest. Body is immediately transported to CryoGens Incorporated.

06/20/2010- Head is successfully removed and cryogenically frozen.

06/21/2010-02/24/2143- Zero cell deterioration detected.

02/25/2143- After reviewing Dr. Olin’s manuscript entitled, “Cell Deterioration and the New Tomorrow”, panel decides to attempt revival on Subject 313223. Dr. Olin is personally invited to be Subject 313223’s Primary Revival Physician.

04/2/2143- The revival process begins. The subject’s head is prepped along with the cadaver transplant body. Surgery is scheduled for tomorrow.

04/3/2143- Surgery is ruled a success. Subject is showing no signs that the head is rejecting the transplant.

04/7/2143- Comatose subject is beginning to show signs of minute brain activity.

4/7/2143-4/14/2143- There have been no recent changes in responsiveness or brain activity in the subject. Exploratory surgery is scheduled.

4/15/2143-Surgury revealed minor swelling in the temporal and parietal lobes. Steps were taken to alleviate the swelling.

4/16/2143-4/28/2143- Vast improvement has been noted. Subject is showing signs of movement in his appendages and increased brain activity.

4/30/2143- Optimism is beginning to grow after the subject showed signs of REM sleep.

5/6/2143- It’s a miracle. Subject has awoken from the coma and, although unable to communicate, is observed as moderately responsive. Dr. Olin starts the subject on a trial drug, Memrothral, and an intense regimen of therapy and cognitive rehabilitation.

5/26/2143- Another breakthrough is noted. The subject said the word, “Good”, after being asked how he was feeling.

6/22/2143- Subject is displaying vastly improved fine motor skills and is now speaking fluently. Still no memories reported.

7/16/2143- Subject is able to stand independently.

8/6/2143- During music therapy, subject recalls piano lessons that he received as a youth.

8/28/2143- Subject appears agitated and asks to speak with Dr. Olin.

***
 

File in hand, Dr. Olin, briskly entered the subject’s room. Over the past several days, the subject had been recalling memories at a rapidly progressive rate. Dr. Olin hoped that this day would be the one when he could ask the big question.

The instant their eyes met, the subject angrily shouted, “Look, I’ve had enough of all your treatments! Day after day, I’ve been doing your treatments without complaint and, to be honest, I’m tired and I want to see my wife. Why hasn’t anyone called her?”

Dr. Olin was both shocked and terrified at the same time. He nervously asked, “What is your last memory?”

“It all came flooding back to me last night. I remember my childhood, my kids, my marriage, and how I got here in the first place.”

“How’s that?”

“I started feeling tightness in my chest and then I just blacked out. I don’t remember anything after that.”

Dr. Olin turned from the subject and left the room, devastated, realizing that an afterlife was only achievable through his treatment . . .

Charles Thurston-Snoha is a life-long fan of anything horror. He has a B.A. in psychology from Montclair State University. He was born and raised in New Jersey, but relocated a bit and have finally found himself living in West Virginia, the state which serves as the setting of several horror movies.
  


UNEXPECTED VISITOR
 

JOHN T. FOLEY
 

He awoke to a crashing sound. His head jumped from the pillow; followed quickly by his body off the bed itself. Running into the living room his eyes froze at the site of a nine-foot green thing standing before him.

Unfortunately his legs didn’t freeze quite as fast as his eyes and he tumbled right into the beast; his mouth landing on the beast’s grotesque, distended belly.

His face slid down the greasy bulbous stomach; his lips parting and the upper lip flipping up and his gums contacting the beast’s slimy, gelatinous gut.

Oozing pustules popping against his teeth, he could taste the beast on his tongue.

Vomit shot up his throat.

The creature looked down at him with grey eyes. Squinting, it lifted a sheet of paper to its face and studied it closely before looking down at the man lying before him.

The beast reached down and picked the man up by the hair, ignoring the screams.

He looked him in the face quizzically, comparing the man to whatever was on the paper.

After a moment, he dropped the man back to the floor and scratched his head with his other hand. He looked again at the paper and then at the man.

From the floor—in a fetal like position—the man looked up at the beast. “What do you want with me?”

The creature looked down, almost absentmindedly. In a voice unlike any the man had ever heard before, the beast said, “Sorry, wrong address,” and left the apartment.

John T. Foley, simple man, simple minded, (those are his words, not ours . . .) welcomes this first opportunity to share his twisted thoughts with people other than his wife. And she's even happier for it.
  


FINIS
 

STAN SWANSON
 

Harold’s fingers flew across the keyboard.

His aching digits could barely keep up with the thoughts tumbling inside his head, but the letters and words still flashed across the screen as if he were in some kind of trance and the computer had become the author. He paused to grab another slurp of coffee. The drink had grown cold long ago, but it didn’t matter. The two of them were almost finished. The coffee had dribbled down the front of his shirt. A shirt he hadn’t changed for three days.

“Hey, don’t stop now,” the voice beside him urged. “We’re almost done!”

Harold stretched his neck and massaged the muscles that had ached for longer than he cared to think about. He reached for the nearly empty bottle of aspirin and gave a side-glance at his writing partner.

“Maybe you should learn to type, Murray,” he muttered and downed the pills with the last dregs of his day-old coffee.

Murray shrugged. “What does it matter? We’ll never have to type anything again after this, because what you’ve got there is going to make us rich, buddy. We’re gonna give Stephen King a run for his money with this one. We’ll make millions!”

Harold smiled. “We’ll make half of millions,” he said. “Remember, we’re fifty-fifty partners.”

But he knew Murray was right. This story was by far the best thing they had ever written together. Maybe it had been the all-night tequila party with the twins from upstairs. Maybe the few hits they’d shared from their dwindling pot supply had helped, or watching that marathon of bloody slasher films they’d rented from the video store. Whatever the inspiration, it didn’t matter. This story was destined to be a horror classic.

“Do you think we killed off too many people?” Harold asked Murray.

“Naw,” his partner replied. “It’s perfect the way it is. I can already see this thing on the big screen, pal. Think about it! We couldn’t get a single online e-zine or horror blog to even look at our last few pieces, and now we’re about to enter the big time.”

Harold agreed. “I know what you mean, man. I could almost cry—it’s like the words are flying out of me. I’m telling you, man, I’m almost pissing myself over this one!”

Murray coughed. “Okay. Enough imagery, my friend. Let’s just get this thing finished before fate drops an airplane on us or something.”

Harold’s hands hovered over the keyboard. “But can’t you feel it? This is the best, scariest, most exciting thing we’ve ever written together! These words are coming alive!” His fingers trembled as they raced from key to key on the keyboard. Fifteen minutes later they paused again. “Geez, Murray. I don’t know if I can even type ‘finis’ at the end. You know what I mean? I feel like something will happen. Like doing that will bring the story to life or something.”

Murray sighed.

Harold barely felt the razor-sharp blade of the knife sink into the center of his aching neck to quickly sever his spinal cord. His fingers curled, and ever so slowly, his lifeless body slumped to the floor.

Murray tossed the bloody knife aside and sat down in the still warm chair.

“Don’t worry about it, buddy boy,” he whispered.

And with his two index fingers, he typed the words . . .

THE END
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