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Introduction

Well, shit.
Now that we done it once, it looks like we’ll just have to keep this

thing going. To be honest with you, the whole process of setting up an
online horror magazine was something we had very little experience of
at the beginning of the year, but if you’re going to do something, why
not just wing it, say a prayer to the dark forces and learn as you go along.
That’s exactly what we do. But we’ll let you on a little secret - the hard
work isn’t done by us.

In the pages that follow this introduction are stories that made us
hesitate before heading to the bathroom in the middle of the night,
turn on every light and race back to the safety of the covers before the
horrid little nightmares that haunt these stories could reach out and
snatch us. The submissions that we read made us quiver, sweat, laugh
and gasp – and that is just talking of the ones that didn’t make it in-
to this collection. We hope you enjoy reading these eighteen stories as
much as we did, and we hope your nightly trips to the bathrooms are
just as perilous as ours.

Now, tuck in your toes, pull up the covers and get ready for the
scary bits.

Welcome to Hellhound Issue II.
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Jimmy Nicol, Editor, 27th July 2021.
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Hide and Seek
Arlo Gorevin

Of all the games that Liam had played in his nine years, hide and seek
was his very favourite. Even now, although it was dark and he could
hear more murmurs of thunder approaching the house, he still felt the
thrill of the game running through him, felt his palm grow hot around
the neck of the broken bottle he held.

He thrust the weapon into a shadowed corner, disappointed when
the sharp, jagged edges found nothing but empty air. He much pre-
ferred to be seeking rather than hiding, but the game had lasted a long
time, and he and his sister seemed to be getting nowhere. He supposed
that two seekers against one hider wasn’t fair, but Lauren had said that,
as she was older than him – almost by two minutes – that made her the
grown up and she could change the rules of the game if she wanted.

He could hear her upstairs, stamping about, opening doors and
cupboards, breaking things. Sometimes he heard her singing, songs
from that band that she had all the posters of on her bedroom wall. Her
singing wasn’t very good, but Liam loved his sister, and would never tell
her that. He wouldn’t dare.
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She had the carving knife. Liam had wanted it, but again Lauren
had told him that she was the eldest, she was in charge, and that if he
wanted to play then he’d have to use the bottle. He’d struggled to smash
it properly though, thumping it uselessly against the kitchen worktop,
until Lauren had taken it from him and shattered the base upon the
stone steps outside the front door.

‘Be careful,’ she’d said as she handed him the weapon. ‘There’s just
the two of us, remember.’

He’d nodded, understanding. Just the two of them, looking after
each other, just like always. He still remembered the other one, though,
had thin, hazy memories of a third, stuttering heartbeat with them in
their mother’s tummy, an interloper in their living cradle. Their brother
had been much smaller than either of them, less developed, with bare-
ly a scrap of mind to him, no thoughts, just a shallow puddle of feel-
ings cased in soft bone. His confused tangle of emotions had been an
unwelcome ghost on the secret frequency between Liam and Lauren, a
kind of idiot static crackling through their line of communication. He’d
been a spindly little thing as well, Liam recalled, a blind shape sheathed
in thin, vein-webbed skin that, as Lauren had promised, even the twins’
tiny fingers could puncture and tear.

Lauren claimed to remember it all, but Liam remembered enough.
Their mother had told people she’d lost their sibling – Liam had heard
her say as much, back when he was a newborn himself, and she’d felt
she could talk freely. Lost. That was how she’d phrased it, talking to
someone else in the hospital while Liam nestled into the soft warmth of
her chest, pretending to be asleep but listening to every word. Lost, as
though their brother had been a cluster of car keys instead of a cluster
of cells, and that had always struck Liam as strange, because she hadn’t
lost him at all. The dismantled tatters of him had emerged from her
minutes after the twin’s own sudden arrival into the world.

Being outside had felt very different to being in their mother’s tum-
my, too bright and too cold, a frightening tide of colours and sounds.
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There were green sheets and silver lights where there had been only a
rich, watery dark, and loud voices where there had only been the rush
of blood and the soothing throb of his and Lauren’s pulses. There had
been screams. Yes, their brother had shrieked as the last of him was
unravelled, but that had been a kind of confused, scared echo on the
twins’ mental wavelength, nothing like the noises that had welcomed
them into the world, their own spidery wails and the thick, hoarse cries
that shuddered from their mother when she saw what remained of their
sibling.

They were real screams, long howls that splintered in the air,
spilling pain and horror and distress from the cracks. The kind of
screams he’d heard tonight.

He stepped quietly into the dining room. There was nowhere to
hide in here, not really, not except under the wide wooden table. He
crouched, not near enough so that anyone hiding under there could
reach out to clutch at him and angled the glass teeth of the bottle into
the darkness beneath. Through the wide window of the dining room,
he saw the lightning flash, as if the clouds were taking snapshots of
the surrounding countryside. For a moment he thought he saw a trem-
bling shape huddled back near one of the legs and he raised the bot-
tle, ready to jab it forward, but the shape faded with the lightning, and
he breathed again. The space beneath the table was empty. She wasn’t
there.

He stood. He could hear Lauren on the landing, hear the stairs
creak as she started down them. She must have finished her search,
and she would have called out if she’d found the hider, if only to let
him know she’d won the game. But she hadn’t called out, and that
meant that he might still win for once. The doors and windows were all
locked, and Lauren hadn’t even told him where she’d hidden the keys,
and there was no way out of the house until the game was over. Lauren
hadn’t found her upstairs, and he’d searched almost everywhere down

8 HELLHOUND MAGAZINE



here, which meant there was only one room where the hider could be.
He could do this. He could still win.

The thunder growled as he entered the living room. The storm was
getting closer, he thought, just like him. The carpet squished beneath
his shoes as he moved forward. He should have known that this was
where she’d be. This was where the game had begun tonight. He should
have known she’d come back here.

‘Liam!’ Lauren was shouting. She sounded like she was at the bot-
tom of the stairs now. ‘Liam, where are you?’

He didn’t answer. He was so close now. He kept looking down at
his feet, navigating a quieter path between the dark, wet islands on
the carpet. The first teardrops of rain had begun to fall, ticking against
the windowpane. He glanced that way and saw smeared, bloody hand-
prints on the glass, where she’d tried to escape. As he drew nearer to the
sofa, he thought he could hear her breathing.

Somewhere behind him, in another room, he could hear Lauren
swinging open doors, hear the metallic swish of loops on a rail as she
pulled curtains aside, checking all the places he’d already checked, as if
she thought he wasn’t any good at the game. He’d show her. He was go-
ing to be the winner.

Another flicker of lightning showed him the shape behind the sofa,
not his imagination this time. She probably thought she was well hid-
den, that she was playing the game well, but Liam could see one of her
hands, trembling, the thin fingers twitching. She looked like she was
wearing a red glove.

‘Liam!’ Lauren yelled again. She sounded close now, like she was in
the dining room, but she was too late. He’d won.

He moved closer to the shape behind the sofa, bringing the glassy
fangs of the bottle upwards to strike. He stood in front of her, stepping
over his father’s outstretched legs to do so.

‘Found you, Mum.’ he said.
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She looked up at him through the wet strands of her hair, and he
thought that her eyes looked strange, too dark somehow, too flat, like
the eyes of the teddy bears in Lauren’s room. It was as if something was
missing from them now, nothing left but the same murky void that he’d
found in his brother, no thoughts, just feelings. Lauren had managed to
catch her a few times in the tummy with the carving knife, but looking
at her now, with her empty eyes and her slim, white arm draped across
their dead father’s chest, Liam started to understand that his mother
was hurt in some other invisible way, some kind of pain that even a kiss
couldn’t make better. It made him feel a little sad. He’d wanted her to
enjoy the game as much as him, right to the very end.

He raised the bottle, hesitating when she spoke.
‘Liam ...’ Her voice sounded heavy, too wet, as if she were breaking

her own rules and talking with her mouth full. Her bloody hand shook
as she brought it up. Her fingers reached for the bottle and he thought
she was going to try and snatch it from him, but instead her fingertips
merely brushed the broken, jagged edges.

‘Sharp, sweetheart ...’ she said thickly. ‘... careful, don’t ... cut your-
self ...’

And there it was again, that light in her eyes he knew so well,
the one he’d always craved when knees were scraped and heads were
bumped, when gold stars at school needed an approving smile or lulla-
bies needed to be sung. That light, that sparkle. It made her eyes shine,
made them glow as bright as cat’s eyes in the shadows of the living
room, and so that was where he aimed the shattered teeth of the bottle,
again and again.

When it was done, he heard Lauren’s voice behind him. ‘Oh,’ she
said, disappointed. ‘You won.’

He turned. She was standing in the doorway to the living room, the
carving knife still in her hand. Lightning painted her pale features paler
for a moment, and less than a heartbeat later the thunder boomed. The
storm was right on top of them, he thought.
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He looked down at the bottle, its fangs glistening now. The shape
of it looked different, some of the teeth shattered or lost. He knew that
if he glanced at the wet wreckage of his mother’s face he would find
them, but he didn’t look. He didn’t have to. He knew he’d see it forever.

He threw the bottle aside. It thumped to the carpet and rolled away
into the shadows.

‘I want to go outside.’ he said. Suddenly his face felt too hot and
sticky and all he wanted was the rain on his skin, the cold on his face.
‘Where are the keys?’

‘You can’t go, not yet.’ Lauren told him, her smooth forehead creas-
ing into a little frown. ‘The game isn’t over.’

He shook his head and made a small gesture at their parents, unable
to guide his gaze their way. ‘Of course it is. There’s no-one left to seek.
I won.’

‘I’m changing the rules again,’ Lauren said, stepping forward. ‘If
you want to go outside, now you have to look for the keys.’

The thunder spoke just before he did. ‘And what about you? What
will you be doing?’

‘I’ll be seeking you, of course.’ she said brightly, and he realised that
while he had thrown the broken bottle aside, his sister still held the
carving knife.

‘Tag, Liam.’ she smiled. ‘You’re it.’
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Arlo Gorevin lives in Manchester and is a slave to two potentially de-
monic cats. His flash fiction can be found in the Cosmos Anthology
from Ghost Orchid Press and the 666 Anthology from Black Hare
Press (published 2021).
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The ASPAA
Michelle Mellon

“Ooh, here it is!” I jabbed the volume button on the remote until the
melancholy music and announcer’s voice filled the room.

“Look at that, Toby, you’re famous!” I turned to my charge to see if
he was watching.

He huddled, shivering, in a corner of his cage. His eyes were large
and sad but decidedly not looking at either me or the oversized televi-
sion precariously perched on the rickety basement table.

TV Toby was a distressed-enough looking specimen. After many
weeks down here with me, however, he was downright pathetic. Shaggy
and knotted, face covered in sores, flanks covered in welts, bones out-
lined clearly under dull skin.

As a little girl I’d always dreamed of being a veterinarian or zool-
ogist or one of those people running a sanctuary for abandoned and
exotic animals. The realities of life had long soured me on those ambi-
tions. Yet every time I saw one of those commercials with those help-
less, abused fur babies it made me gag.

How could anyone be so senselessly cruel to another being? There
didn’t seem to be much I could do, though. There were so many animals
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and so many rescue organizations and I had so little money to spread
around.

Then I saw an ASPAA commercial. It was late at night, when they
show those things that are best not examined too closely in the light of
day. That particular commercial didn’t feature Toby, but I knew at once
that this was an area where I could make a difference.

So, I saved and I saved. And I waited for just the right one. I didn’t
make much money as a low-level clerk, but it was well worth the time
and the investment.

“Don’t worry,” I said, talking to Toby but staring at the screen.
“This channel always plays the commercials back-to-back.”

Then I laughed. Because this had become a semi-weekly ritual and
Toby knew the routine as well as I did. When the commercial began
again, I hummed along and waited until the banner appeared on the
screen.

The Association Supporting Punishment of Animal Abusers Pre-
sents: Top 10 All-Time Offenders.

The pictures scrolled past—the worst of humanity, captured by AS-
PAA warriors and now held in secret custody until they could be leased
by decent animal-loving people like me. Toby’s picture was stamped
with a large red ADOPTED across it. But you could easily make out
every beastly feature.

The defiant glare of his dark eyes. His bald dome fringed with
chestnut hair that was tousled and too long. The scratches and begin-
ning bruises from his capture and caging. The middle-age paunch that
had since disappeared under my caring neglect. And his hands, those
large hands that had ruined the lives of so many innocent animals.

I turned off the TV. My own small hands were sweaty in antici-
pation, and I wiped them on my ASPAA “What goes around comes
around” t-shirt. Then I picked up a sharp new toy and turned to face
Toby.

“C’mon, boy,” I growled, “let’s play.”
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Michelle Mellon has been published in more than two dozen specula-
tive fiction anthologies and magazines and is a member of the Horror
Writers Association and the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers As-
sociation. Her first story collection was published in 2018. She is cur-
rently completing her second collection. For updates on her work, visit
www.mpmellon.com and/or follow her on Twitter: @mpmellon.
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A Third of the Waters Became
Wormwood

Tom Coombe

Brian, if you get this message, please don't come home.
I'm not even sure how you would get home. Soldiers just shut down

the interstates. They put concrete construction barriers and parking lot
tire spikes near the exit ramps for I-78 and Route 22. They’ve closed the
airports and stopped the trains. Even the buses are off-limits. The Army
is using them as makeshift ambulances now, transporting new cases to
the field hospital they set up in the Walmart parking lot outside Beth-
lehem.

Your dad wanted to get out using back roads, but there are hunters
patrolling now and we know they'd want to examine our teeth. The
hunters blocked off the roads too, downing trees to make bottlenecks
that lead to them and their checkpoints. I’m so glad you took that job
in Ohio and bought a house far away from the river.

I don't want you to worry. Your dad went on a buying spree last year
just before the COVID lockdown and we've barely touched any of that
food. We have enough canned soup and chili to feed half the town, not
that we want to tell anyone about our supply situation.

16 HELLHOUND MAGAZINE



Mr. Keppner next door is dead. He shut himself inside his garage
last night and started his car after the webbing began to form between
his fingers. I think about all the times he would finish mowing his lawn
and drink water straight out of the hose, what seemed like a gallon at a
time, and I think "Is that when it happened?"

I never drink from the faucet. It was one time, one tiny (microscop-
ic, ha-ha) mistake. If I had switched on MSNBC five minutes earlier, I
would have caught the same clip everyone on earth has seen, the presi-
dent saying "...we now know it is not airborne, but waterborne."

You know your mom, Brian. I can't swallow pills without water and
I had one of my headaches that day, and I'd left my bottle downstairs
so I went to the bathroom sink and The Ocean Beneath the Ocean will
rise again.

Your dad drinks his regular eight glasses from the faucet every day.
He says it tastes fine and it's not like he can get infected twice. We don't
have much to say to each other these days. The new teeth make it hard
to talk, which is why I'm sending this email instead of leaving you a
voicemail. (Besides, your generation doesn't check voicemails. NPR did
a story about it.)

I’m trying to see the positive in all this. Your dad and I are exer-
cising more, walking the path around Locust Lake three or four times
a week. We’ve stopped staring at our phones all night long, which
means we’re both sleeping better. Your grandmother barely slept after
she turned 60 and I’m glad I haven’t inherited that from her.

We could do without the dreams. Last night, I was crouched on a
slimy rock at the edge of the Atlantic, clutching a wriggling bass the size
of a cat. The scales scraped my tongue and throat as I gnawed at the fish.
My teeth in the dream were little needles, sharper and longer than the
ones that started growing last month. I was in Massachusetts, but cen-
turies before it became a state, or a colony, or even before anyone had
ever uttered the word “Massachusetts.”
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Gusts of wind slammed against the shore, ripping leaves from the
trees but I held tight, talons pressed into the rock as I finished eating
the fish. Others like me crawled up onto the shore, our skin the color
of spackle. We crouched on the mossy stone facing the sea and waiting.
The waves, taller than anything you surfed when we went to Hawaii,
rose and fell 10 times, 100 times, and then a fin the size of a mountain
broke the surface of the water. We threw our heads back and in perfect
unison let out a long, low croak that burned our lungs. When I woke
up, your dad was sitting up in bed, looking at me.

“How tall would you say that fin was?” he asked.
In a strange way, it’s a blessing that we don’t need to worry about

bottled water anymore. It’s become so scarce. A man in town was selling
cases of Deer Park for $300. The hunters found him and hung him
from one of the streetlights in the CVS parking lot.

Their patrols have become more frequent lately, gleaming, beefed-
up Dodge Rams and Ford F-150s creeping past the house at night,
with six or seven men in the cargo bed, armed with shotguns. Some of
them wear ski masks but others are men we know, Jerry Schiavone from
the township supervisors and Dr Mullins, who did your sister’s braces.
They say they’re protecting the town, but I’ve seen the glee in their eyes
when they question people. I am scared of what they will do when they
find us, but lately I’m more frightened of what I want to do to them.

I know how all of this sounds but really, I don't want you to worry,
Brian. We’re fine. We don’t know when or if the internet will return to
normal, so let me close by telling you that I love you and your dad loves
you and we hope you’re keeping safe.

You were such a sweet baby, our sweet boy our sweet baby boy and
The Ocean is coming and we will all swim in it so Brian my sweet boy
please come home.
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Tom Coombe is a journalist-turned-freelance writer whose work
has appeared in Cemetery Gates Society and the Haunting Season pod-
cast. He lives in Pennsylvania with his girlfriend and their cat. Find him
online at tomcoombe.com or on Twitter at @CalmTomb
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Ciotóg
Saoirse Ní Chiaragáin

Is doiligh drochrud a mharú.
It’s hard to kill a bad thing. —Irish proverb

The thing inside me is screaming, it knows it is about to die. Its piercing
voice, sharp and pointed as pikes' teeth, has had nothing clever to say
for a while now. Better to rip it out, cast it out, than have it fully formed
and left to writhe and rot in a pit like the others. Like the ones back at
the laundry.

I tried to steal a glance at them the night Muireann and I left.
My ears strained to hear their cries against the darkness' weight, all
sound smothered by the rustle of leaves and the heaviness of the clouds,
threatening a downfall. I wanted to know if they looked the way I imag-
ined them to look. Gnarled bodies, peat black with cragged flesh, twist-
ing like roots. Or were they fish-slick and shining, the way they felt
when they coiled and tossed within us. Muireann said they looked like
normal babies.

It is thanks to Muireann that I come to Mamie. The journey to
Dublin was hard, with us arriving on dirty and bloodied feet. We
daren't ask for carts to stop for us so close to the laundry. People knew
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well enough how to recognize runaways. Often a girl would disappear
in the night, only to return the following afternoon, cowed and wet
with tears. Then it was back to hot red hands, vats of heavy saturated
sheets, working under names our families wouldn't know.

Even beyond the reach of the laundry, and its Bon Secours - those
good and Godly helpers - it was unwise to bring attention to ourselves.
Two young women traversing the country, one swollen and tormented
by the thing within her.

"She's far enough along," Mamie says, tutting as she dons her ritual
robes.

"Can you help her?" Muireann asks.
Mamie nods, flustered, as she assembles the ceremonial tools.
She instructs me to lie on the table, which is dressed with a sheet

white and pressed as those we laboured over just days before. Muireann
clutches my hand, her knuckles white, nails biting into the welts in my
palm. Opened too often to fully heal. Searing hot and red, like the
women's hands in the vats of water, licked by the belt each time I took a
trembling grasp of a pencil. Ciotóg. Marked by the left hand. The lashes
were thought to be a mercy, a loving act, to spare me from my sinister
dependence on my left hand. A way to heal the soul-sickness that was
left-handedness. A sin to be beaten out of the flesh with leather.

When the sickness took hold of me, it was this innate allegiance
with the devil that took the blame. Had I worked harder to reject his
influence, had I retired my pained and bloodied hand, had I only been
better. I tried to tell them about the night. How he grabbed me and
held me against the wall, my face turned towards the rain-worn Sheela-
na-gig, the abyss between her legs stretched wide and welcoming all the
badness of the world. Coaxing it in so it may be trapped within her, her
carved eyes wild and smiling.

How I thought she mocked me, rocked against the wall, all the
wind knocked from my throat. Unable to cry out. Spread wide, so
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painfully wide I thought I would split in two, accepting all that bad-
ness.

A pot bubbles on Mamie's range, bright-shining silver utensils sub-
merged in the steaming water. She lays rags beneath me, her brow
stitched in a tight furrow.

"Ye won't be able to stay around long after," she says. "And don't tell
anyone where ye've been."

Between us we had enough shrapnel to pay Mamie for her services
and put ourselves up in a boarding house for another night. Then we'd
have to go on the hunt again, slipping gentle hands into unguarded
pockets or allowing myriad men to foot the bill of a small meal in ex-
change for speaking far too closely, too familiarly.

"I'll go alone," Muireann had said. "You mightn't be in any fit state.
You'll need to stay in bed."

But nothing will keep me down once it's out of me. Not when my
body is my own again. Unscathed and unharmed.

Muireann insisted I have it taken out. Hers grew fully within her,
tearing her open on the way out. The only respite was that she never
saw it again.

"All I saw was the back of its head," she told me. "Red and wet."
She wanted to spare me the pain. The pain of bringing badness

into the world, left with scars from its violent eruption. A constant re-
minder of the evil that exists around and within us.

Before I met Muireann, I thought I was the only one. Wives swell
with babies. Unwed girls and women house only demons. This I did
not know, until my mother found me doubled over and retching by the
brook. Her hands fell upon me like a spell of hail, quick and sharp and
frantic.

Mamie brings the pot from the range to the table, the hot water
steaming and sloshing, its movement within the copper reflecting light
around the room. She wets a cloth using something from a dark bottle,
its scent stinging my eyes. I look to Muireann.
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"Uisce beannaithe," I mishear. Holy water. It is not until later I real-
ize that she had said "uisce beatha". Whiskey.

The cloth anointed, Mamie cleans where I cannot see. Her head ap-
pears above the crooked steeple of my bended legs only to nod her in-
tention to begin, before disappearing once more from view.

I stayed in bed while my parents fretted over what was to be done,
with only the thing inside me for company. It was then that it first
spoke, in its cutting tones, mocking me. It was the voice of the abyss, the
snide gleam in the Sheela-na-gig's eyes, of every neighbouring tongue
that clucked at the spectacle of such a stupid girl who'd allowed herself
to be filled with such badness. I scratched at the welts on my palm,
watched the browning blood ooze lazily forward, the pain dulling the
thing's insults.

The parish priest came to look me over and click his tongue against
his teeth. My parents haunted the doorway, their faces pale and drawn.
Kneeling by the bed, the priest and I muttered hushed decades of the
rosary, my beads passing along my wounded palm, collecting grime
with each iteration.

By the end of our recitation a decision had been reached. I was to
be sent to the Bon Secours, who would house and feed me until the
thing had grown enough to be cast away. My mother wept, apologizing
to the priest between sobs. I was gone by the following morning.

Something sharp stings within me, and I clutch Muireann's hand
tighter. Her eyes are wide and shining grotesquely from tears and the
low candlelight.

"Hold still," Mamie warns from beneath me, out of view but poking
and prodding, fishing the thing out.

My teeth bear down against one another, threatening to splinter.
The shrill cry of the thing rattles my bones, its time almost at an end.
My voice soon joins it, belting a crescendo of agony. Muireann clutches
my shoulders, attempts to hold me fast against the pained twisting of
my body.
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Nights in the laundry were full of such cries. It seemed as though
the very walls wailed. An empty bed, sheets white and visible even in
the moonlight, heralded another demon set to be released. Sent out of
the abyss and into the world. The girl would return, fragile and limp-
ing. Back to work the following day, her sheets stained in the night.

The rags beneath me grow wet and warm. Mamie stands abruptly,
hairs stuck with sweat against the paling surface of her face.

"Hold onto her," she instructs. "We need more rags."
She moves from the table, her skin stained from nail to elbow in

bright red. I feel Muireann's hand tremble against mine. It occurs to me
that I can no longer hear the thing. Its voice has ebbed away, given over
to the hiss of steam and the frenzied rustling of cloth as Mamie grabs as
many clean rags as she can. A strange peace throbs through me, fervent
and welcome. My grip on Muireann's hand loosens.

I met Muireann after her demon was already exorcised. She had the
tell-tale limp and darkened stare of all the girls who had survived the
ordeal. The thing was so powerful and stubborn, she said, that the doc-
tors had had to break her pelvis to bring it out. She would never walk
the same.

How many nights we whispered, faces wrapped in the white folds
of our sheets, as though wearing bright new habits. How many nights
we plotted our escape, and my salvation. Where would I be if not for
Muireann, if not for her mercy and her courage.

She stares down hard into me now, her once darkened gaze now
ablaze with urgency. Her hand holds fast to mine, sweat stinging my
old wounds.

"Keep your eyes on me," she says, and I see that she is just a girl. Just
a child, same as myself.

"Keep your eyes open and on me."
And I try, Lord do I try, but the peace is spreading through my

bones and it feels as though I am about to sleep for the first time in
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months. Mamie works quickly, all her bright silver tools dirtied now,
wiping the sweat from her brow with a blood-slickened hand.

I look into Muireann's watering eyes and remember the reddened
hands, the steam, the bright white sheets. I remember the cries of
women and their demons. All the badness of the world, all of it con-
tained within us. And I feel it drain from me, soaked into the sheet be-
neath me, its white abyss dyed red.

Muireann is hacking a cry, her mouth wide and gaping. If I had the
strength, I would touch her cheek. I remember the wall, and the Sheela-
na-Gig, and the deep dark of that bad night. With a shudder of relief, I
let it all go.
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The Sudden Death of María Gracia
Iriarte

J. V. Gachs

The dark figure of a man in long religious black robes stood at the door,
knocking incessantly, with trembling eyes checking his surroundings.
He jumped startled when the door opened.

“Has anyone gone fetch him yet?” asked Father Joaquín in a half-
voice while Ágata, a tall rawboned woman, took his coat and his hat.

“La Carmelita has gone, Padre, she left about an hour ago,” said the
dark-haired woman speaking too fast.

“Bueno, bueno... The sooner the better. Where is she, bonita?” the
priest tapped her in the shoulder condescendingly, pretending he was
calm.

“Here, Padre, in the room," answered Mariela, leaning out of the
door.

Father Joaquín, a short chubby man, went to the room with his
characteristic bouncing steps and held out his hand to the woman. She
kissed his ring giving a bow. As most in the village, this house too was
small and poor. The once colorful flowery wallpaper on the walls was
now brownish and peeling. The cork floor, beaten by too many shoes
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running around carelessly. That bedroom was the largest one. Reserved
for the matriarch of the house while her daughters and her grand-
daughter had to share the other one. It was lit by all the candles they
could muster. The orange light flickered drawing unnatural shadows in
the faces of the women and the priest. Winter in the valley gave them
hardly any daylight hours, so even if it was just five in the afternoon, the
world was completely engulf in darkness. On the gray wool quilt of the
bed, laid the still warm corpse of María Gracia Iriarte, whom they had
dressed in her Sunday clothes. Next to her, on her knees, Visitación, the
eldest daughter, wept inconsolably, clutching the hand of her deceased
mother without paying attention to the arrival of the parish priest. Vis-
itación worked as a plañidera, the local name for mourners. She was
used to giving over excessive exhibitions of grief and her mother’s own
death wasn’t going to be any different, even if it was free, and freeing.

“Why didn't you send for me this afternoon, Mariela? If the poor
thing was so sick, in five minutes I would have forgiven every sin she
could have and that would have been it,” protest the priest scolding the
women for their careless behavior. Giving people peace in their last mo-
ments was among his favorite things to do, but he couldn’t hate unex-
pected deaths more for all the trouble they carry.

“I don't know, Padre, what can I say? This morning she was fine.
She even had the strength to throw the coffee cup at this one because
she found it was too bitter for her taste.”

“True," Agatha interjected, pointing to a small bruise on her cheek.
“Same aim as always.”

“And so?” asked the priest in disbelief.
“Pues nada. We went to work at the loom because we had a big or-

der to deliver. La Carmelita stayed here to take care of her as she has
always done and not even two hours later she sent the boy to look for
us.”
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“The poor boy told us that the ma’am had fallen down, that she
wasn’t waking up, he couldn't even speak,” explained Ágata. “Well, I'm
going to check the oven, el pastel de muerto is starting to smell.”

“Just like that? She just drop dead? With all the strength the Lord
gave her... He must have some plan for her up there,” Father Joaquín
had always believed that María Gracia, no matter how old she was,
would end up burying them all.

Ágata returned to the room soaked up in the smell of warm baked
cakes and vanilla. She carried a brown piece of bread slightly reminis-
cent of a woman in a skirt. It smoked filling the room with a marvelous
smell, covering up the atmosphere of death.

“It didn't turn out very well, but there was no time for precious-
ness," she excused herself as she entered the room, carrying the burning
bread on two rags. “I used corn flour, I guess it's the same thing.”

“En la tripa, hija. Put it over her belly," said Father Joaquín, trying
to make himself heard over Visitación's cries, "and bring a glass of wine.
Not the good kind. That one wouldn't notice and we will need it after-
wards. At least, I know I will.”

As Ágata returned with the wine, the sound of a bell approaching
made everyone shudder. At once, the door opened.

“We’re here," announced Carmelita.
The young woman entered the room, taking off her worn out coat.

The priest, her mother and her aunt ran to stand behind Visitación, on
the opposite side of the bed with the intention of putting as much dis-
tance as possible between them and the sineater the girl had brought
in.

Andrés Herrero had been a naughty child, a young man too fond of
skirts for his own good, a man of too many vices and was, in that mo-
ment, an old man disowned by all, who did not mind adding the sins
of others to his own in exchange for a couple of coins. From his point
of view, if he was already condemned for all eternity, what difference
would make paying for two than for a hundred?
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“You know what you have to do," said the priest, trying to sound
firm, but his voice broke.

The sineater approached the dead woman. He closed his eyes, run-
ning his thumbs down Maria Gracia's face until they rested on her eye-
lids. A grimace of disgust covered his face as he walked through the
record of the old woman’s life. Visitación stopped crying. She got up
and hid behind the priest, whose arms Ágata and Mariela were clinging
to. Andrés, already aware of all the sins he was about to devour, opened
his eyes, looked at Carmelita with a tender expression and took the
bread from her grandmother's belly. Still warm, as he broke it, el pas-
tel de muerto dripped blood on Maria Gracia's black Sunday dress. The
drops made blood trails that ended up soaking the bed. The sineater
observed the bun heavy with worms and cockroaches squirming and
falling through his fingers. The women covered their faces and closed
their eyes. A rotten smell filled the room. No vanilla left in the air. Just
putrefaction and the burnt wax of the candles. Father Joaquin made
the sign of the cross, took out his rosary and pray in a trembling voice.
Andrés sighed. He wasn’t particularly fond of this part. Regardless, he
bite and chew the mass of blood, flour and rottenness without tak-
ing his eyes off the four quivering figures in front of him. The crust of
the bread and the flesh of the insects crunched with each mouthful.
He kept swallowing and swallowing until there were no secrets left to
purge. Carmelita approached her aunt. She took the wine glass from
her hand and held it out to the sineater from the other side of the bed,
making sure it went over the corpse of her grandmother, as the ritual
requiered. Andrés drank it in one gulp.

“Never good wine to clean up the bitter taste of sins,” he com-
plained to himself.

Carmelita took back the glass and placed it on the bedside table.
The sineater held out his hand demanding the due payment. Ágata
rummage through the pockets of her apron, trying to contain her retch-
ing. She threw two silver coins in the man's general direction not daring
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to look him in the eye. They landed on the bed. Carmelita picked them
up.

“I'll see you out," she said, handing him the money.
When they reached the door, Visitation's cries resumed, accompa-

nied now by those of her sisters and the relieved prayers of the priest.
“Just a moment," Carmelita asked the sineater as he was about to go

out the door, turning to make sure no one could hear them. “Do you
have room for one more?”

“Did one of those beatos have a heart attack?” he laughed.
“No, it's..." she began, hesitantly. She looked over her shoulder

again, and then pulled a small, warm, musky-smelling, white bread
from between her breasts. “I don't want to carry this guilt until I die,
much less confess it to him. I'm sure he knows fairly well what she did
to me all those years. I hope she rots in hell, despite what you did... I
only have my father's chain to pay for you to wash my sin away.”

Andrés Herrero, the sineater, took the bread with one hand,
smelled it and closed the fist in which Carmelita offered him a silver
cameo with the other hand.

“One for the road," he smiled, raising the bread as in a toast. He
took a bite and walked away ringing the bell that warned the villagers
of his presence.
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Running Partners Before Dawn
Katie Boyle

I can chat to Jules again now that he is not here to screen my phone
calls.

‘You know they would have you back in a heartbeat.’
‘I don’t know. I mean, I am starting to feel a lot better. I’m running

again, and...reading a little,’ I reply.
‘That’s great, especially the reading! Teaching a few classes a week

could do you the world of good.’, Jules suggests.
‘I have to go for now. I’m getting ready for a run.’
‘Promise me you’ll think about it?’ Jules asks, his voice hopeful.
I sigh and smile as I tie my laces.
‘I’ll think about it. No promises though.’
I hang up and look through my playlists. My chest tightens as I see

his playlist. He even chose the music I could listen to, trendy drum and
bass tunes. My thumb hovers, then I hit ‘delete’. I make my selection,
and breathe as the noughties dance tunes begin to pump through my
headphones.

I look at my reflection. I can do this now, without being reminded
of my flaws. Those doubts are still there though. If I worked harder, my
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stomach would be flatter. A few more squats and my glutes would be
more toned. They are fading though, bit by bit. It’s good to be able to
look in the mirror now and feel happier.

The streetlights’ glow bounces off my black hair through the door’s
glass. A few greys peek through, but that doesn’t matter anymore. He
would never have allowed this. His mother always prided herself in her
appearance, so why shouldn’t I? My skin is still milky, save for a few
blemishes on my chin. Probably all the crisps I find myself snacking on
now that I can. I push my phone into my pocket and zip up my hoodie.

Air hits my face as I start to jog, the early morning darkness shroud-
ing the street. Everyone says that the witching hour is at 3am. For me,
London has a different witching hour, between 5am and 6am. Just like
the thin veil between the living and the dead, a thin veil hangs between
the drunk and the sober. Partygoers, trying to find their way home after
missing the night bus collide with the dawn workforce, setting out on
their early morning commute. I’ve always liked it. Peaceful, but at the
same time, slightly terrifying.

As I pick up my pace, the heat rises inside my trainers, creeping
into the soles of my feet. Jules is right, I should go back to work. I miss
teaching English Literature, even if, for a while, he convinced me to
think otherwise. He thought it took too much time away from me and
him.

I pound along the pavement, and eventually I am near Waterloo.
There were times, in the beginning, when his protectiveness was en-
dearing. He would come with me on these morning runs. He was wor-
ried about me being alone underneath the railway arches. In a weird
way, I do feel a bit nervous in here without him. The bright, luminous
shades of the graffiti paint peek out of the curves of the archway,
around a black hole. A stolen supermarket trolley greets me as I enter
the darkness. I breathe through my mouth, trying to avoid the stench
of the urine-soaked corners.
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I kick a discarded kebab carton away. The stomping of my feet on
the cobbles echoes through the tunnel and my heart begins to beat
faster. I focus on the light coming from the other side. In the middle of
the archway ahead of me, there is a tall silhouette. His hands are in his
pockets. Why is he standing there? Is he not rushing, like all the other
commuters? Is he waiting to let me go by? There’s plenty of space for us
to pass each other. Irritated, I move a little to my left and call out, “It’s
fine.” He stays put. Not one movement, no response. Shrugging, I keep
running.

As I get closer, some features become clearer. Perfectly groomed
hair, not completely clean-shaven, a small amount of stubble left on his
chin. He is closer now and my stomach drops. That scar. He had a scar
like that. A faint pink line on his forehead, the one that he got from his
father, when he threw the heavy folder at him, after he had lost the big
account for their firm. A rare time when his tears were genuine.

Is it his scar, or am I just being ridiculous? Lots of people have scars
on their foreheads. My stomach slightly churning, I keep running. He
stays put. I keep my head down but cannot help looking at him. We
are now almost face to face when I freeze in horror. His grin. So at-
tractive when we began seeing each other, and now a twisted reminder
of everything that happened. Beginning to move, he walks toward me,
hands still in his pockets. He is still grinning. Instinctively, I begin to
run again. He keeps moving towards me and I keep running. His grin
becomes closer. Closer. Then, he is gone.

I have gained so much speed by the time I am out of the tunnel,
that it takes me a minute to stop, my trainers gradually grinding to a
halt and gripping the dark, frosty pavement. I bend forward, pressing
my palms into my knees as I try to catch my breath. I dare to turn my
head around and back towards the archway. There is nothing, only the
same graffiti, same darkness, same rubbish and trolley sitting there. I see
an empty bench nearby, so I make my way over and sit down. Trying to
gather myself, I lean back against the glass pane of the bus shelter and
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begin to take a slow, deep breath. One, two, three. Box breathing, my
therapist calls it. Lowers my heart rate. Four, hold. Out, three, two, one.
My chest begins to rise and fall slowly. I repeat the exercise. It wasn’t
him. How could it be, after what happened? Where did he go?

PTSD has a funny way of playing with your imagination. A few
months ago, something like this would have set me back to square one.
I’d have flagged down the nearest cab and gone straight home. I can’t let
it get to me anymore. The box breathing has started to work. I am still
shaken but I am determined to keep going. I jump up from the bench
and start to pound the pavement again.

I begin to run again, up Cornwall Street, its narrow road dotted
with a few cafes and pubs. A tired, sullen café owner pitches his sand-
wich board outside, offering a breakfast meal deal for five pounds to the
passing commuters. I am doing ok, I tell myself. These are just minor
setbacks after what I’ve been through. It’s going to take time to get back
to my former self. The haze of the dark blue sky is beginning to lighten,
but only a little. The streetlights are still switched on, their fluorescent
orange glow blurred by the early morning mist.

I pass the compact Victorian houses, their beige exposed brick re-
minding me of the lecture I used to give on Dickens, before leaving.
Probably a far cry from the type of house he lived in, but still, of his era.
Still standing, strong and proud, through years of adversity. He never
understood why I was so interested in all that literature ‘rubbish’ any-
way. He had been earning money with his father long before I was fin-
ished my PhD. It was all a waste of time as far as he was concerned. I
didn’t need to work; his salary could provide for both of us. It could,
so, at the time, it made sense for me to leave. He couldn’t stand that
Jules was a close teaching colleague. He reckoned that men and women
could never just be friends.

I forget about the houses and continue, past St. Patrick’s Catholic
Church and take a left at Secker Street. A light mist continues to
swirl around the narrow streets, the orange of the streetlights peeking
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through. There is a sudden chill around me, I’m sweating but still cold.
I follow the street and take another right. Still feeling the cold, I reach
the end of the street and stop, across the road from the railway bridge
at Waterloo Station. I rest my right hand against the cast iron railing
that runs along the footpath. I need to take a quick break and stretch
my thigh. A few buses, cars and vans pass by. As I pull my toe towards
my lower back, I pause. Across the street, under the railway bridge, I see
the figure emerge from the darkness again. This time, he is not a silhou-
ette. He is in clear view. The groomed hair, the scar, that grin.

My pulse begins to throb at my temples. He stands still and looks
across the street at me, grinning. Breathe in and count. One, two, three,
four, hold. Out, three, two, one. He is still there. He is still grinning.

I turn my face away from his menacing stare and do the only thing
I can think of doing. I run. My trainers hit the ground at a gallop, and I
sprint up the street. I keep looking ahead, but I can still feel it. His grin.
Slowly, I turn my head to the side and look across the street as I am run-
ning. To my horror, he is running too, mirroring me, and running in
the same direction, like we used to run together. I keep my gaze ahead
again until I reach the end of the street. The towering, cylindrical struc-
ture of the BFI IMAX stands before me as I turn the corner, blocking
my view of him on the other side. I have lost him, I am ok. It’s just the
PTSD. I’ll get through this.

I keep running until I reach Waterloo Bridge. Waterloo Bridge. The
bridge. This is where it happened, last year. The phone call. He was
swearing at me, muffled through sobs and wails. There was a gushing
sound and traffic, lots of traffic. He called me a selfish bitch, I had led
him on, messed him around, who did I think I was. Then, there was
nothing. The noise of the traffic was still there, but it was muffled. I
called his name down the phone, again and again, but there was still
nothing, only the muffled traffic.

I am wheezing now, but I keep running, onto the bridge. I look
across, praying that I won’t see anything, only the red buses, the vans
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and cars, the commuters. I stop and look across to the opposite pave-
ment. There is nothing. He is gone. I breathe a sigh of relief.

I need to hold onto the stone railings to calm myself, do the breath-
ing exercise again. Just as I am about to turn, the thumping of the music
fades away from my headphones. My phone buzzes in the pocket of my
joggers. I take it out, look down at the screen and freeze. There is his
name, staring right back at me. Two hands grab my shoulders in front
of me and I am pushed, out into the oncoming traffic. The back of my
head hits the ground. The lights of a black cab blind me as I lay there in
shock. A screech of brakes, but the driver has no time to stop.

Muffled voices, screams and blurred faces surround me as I lie
there, unable to move. There are sirens somewhere in the distance. Mo-
tionless, I stare up at all of them. There is one face that is clear to me.
The groomed hair, the scar, that grin.
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Peripheral
Alpheus Williams

I’m the chiaroscuro in a charcoal drawing that continues to melt and
shift before your eyes, an Escher-like enigma that baffles and befuddles.

You’ve seen me, and even though sober as stone you convinced
yourself you didn’t, told yourself I was a blur, a floaty running across
your eyes.

It’s a mistake to think that.
I’m here. The Raggedy Man, on the edge of your vision, in the cor-

ner of your eye. When you turn to face me, I disappear. I’m like that.
Fast and crafty.

I’m a penumbra in your peripheral, the fuzzy edges when you’ve
just woken up or when you haven’t slept for hours.

Soft and fluffy as whispers in gentle breezes. My voice dulcet and
smooth as a cello played just on the edge of hearing, deep, melodious,
sensual and seductive. I’m the low chuckle in a dark closet when you
hid from an abusive parent or sibling as a kid. I’m the voice under the
bed when you were little and afraid of the dark. I’m the soft laughter
that isn’t yours when you duck into an alley to escape your pursuers.
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I’m the Raggedy Man and my face is a hundred shades of grey,
black and white, an endless palate of monochrome. My rags are light,
feathery, mercurial as gossamer. I’m a shadow under a streetlamp, a blur
seen from the window of a speeding car. When you turn to face me, I
melt into leaves, trunks of trees, darkened doorways and lightless shad-
ows. I am swallowed into backgrounds.

Convince yourself I wasn’t there.
You didn’t see me.
It’s a lie.
I walk the cold flinty sidewalks of cities, the windy gullies and

canyons of metropolitan towers, the seedy alleyways where yesterday’s
papers bounce and tumble and mix with garbage cans and dumpsters.

I’m covered in vermin. Cockroaches scurry from my ears, nestle in
my armpits. Mice roam freely through my straggly beard and long hair.
My skin is alive with lice. At heart I’m a gentle soul, wish them no harm
and happily provide for them. It’s not their fault they are what they are.

I am god to the homeless, the destitute, the hungry, the persecuted,
the haunted, the insane, the simple and the damned. And sometimes, if
they’re lucky, I deliver a swift and brutal justice to those who do them
harm. Straight razor, severed throats and rivers of blood attest to my ef-
fectiveness.

See these vigilantes. See them come at night to a place under an
overpass to prey on the homeless. See them emerge from muscle cars
with links of chains and baseball bats. See them rush into the night, tip-
ping over burning barrels where the homeless warm themselves, break
bones through sleeping bags and set tents alight. When the Raggedy
Man appears, they see swift shadows and ghosts and a nanosecond of
starlight reflected in a razor so sharp it leaves no pain, only blood.
Blood to clog their throats and silence their screams.

Unlike Excalibur, Stormbringer or Durandel, mythic swords of leg-
end, there is no clang of steal on steal. There are no screams of dying
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men on battlefields. This is quiet work, only the soft whisper of the
Raggedy Man’s straight razor, quick as light, silent in the night.

There’s an urban legend that says if you look into the eyes of the
dead, you will see their killer’s face imprinted on their retina. It’s non-
sense of course. I’ve looked into those eyes and I’m not there and even
if I were, I’d only be a blur running across your eye like a floaty or a dust
moat in a shaft of light.
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The Immortality Plague
J. L. Foux

205,700,582
If you go by the National Center for Voice and Speech, most read-

ers narrate at about 150 words per minute. With that in mind, I got
about ten-ish minutes before I'm done.

Today is February 26th, 2051. I answer a knock at the door to find
two mulchers standin' there, smilin' at me. Wearin' their shimmery plas-
tic hydrophobic suits and their face shields.

A couple of cops are standin' behind the mulchers, and they got
their hands on their guns. The mulchers tell me happy birthday and
they look at each other all awkward. Before they run down the 55th
birthday checklist, one of the mulchers asks why I'm narratin' all this
out loud. Asks if I'm stressed out about gettin' mulched, but I tell him
to shut his mouth. The cops behind the runny-mouth mulcher pull
their guns and it's like, "Who the hell are you boys kiddin'?"

There's a reason why guns don't scare anyone anymore, and it's be-
cause of what happened on February 26th, 2021. Also, my birthday.
Back then I was blowin' up online 'cause my modest spooky-things-go-
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bump-in-the-night horror channel got to upload the first video of Sam
Foster's accident.

That's right. The Sam Foster. Don't interrupt me, mulcher.
So, I just happened to be filmin' a skit about someone gettin'

stalked by a ghost when Sam Foster tripped on the curb and kissed the
grill of that infamous Honda Civic. If you never saw the video, you can't
even imagine how the wet thwack of his skull wrapped around crum-
bling metal and plastic. Then the splattering. Then the all-out shriek-
ing. I was so close I swear I felt the teeth tappin' the sidewalk next to my
shoes. Naturally, I applied a pixelation filter to keep the video PG-13,
then slammed the upload button straight to my channel.

You post a baby-level mondo film online, you're gonna get growth.
What I didn't expect was the second wave that followed the next two
days. As you well know, Sam Foster's accident was fatal, but he didn't
die.

A skull like powdered Smarties, brains like an egg-white scramble,
and enough spilled blood to fill a kitchen sink, everyone thought he
would be pronounced dead on arrival. However, the ambulance
screeched its way to the nearest hospital and ol' Sammy kept his pulse
goin' strong. They dumped bag after bag of O- and despite all of it
spillin' right back out, our boy refused to code. Sam Foster just wouldn't
die, doctors were baffled, and my video skyrocketed to the stratosphere.

By everyone's reckonin', Sam Foster should've died instantly. Over
the next few months, they kept pokin' and proddin' at his husk. Tryin'
to figure out what made it tick. And right about the time that everyone
forgot about Sammy, we found another person that wouldn't die.

It was one of the paramedics that responded to Sammy's accident.
She had a gun in the house and her kid decided to play cops and rob-
bers. He accidentally got her right in the chest, and she clutched a
black towel to her body while she drove herself to the emergency room.
Amazin' that the kid got her straight through the heart; a shot like that
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is one in a thousand. Her bein' alive and kickin' after thirty seconds?
Maybe one in a billion.

The mulcher looks at me and sets my last meal on the table. The
digital app didn't have many selections, so I opted for some kind of
meat-lovers pizza.

Tastes like crap.
Over the next few weeks, a few people here and there just refused

to die, and they were all somehow connected to Sam Foster. You ever
hear about that game we used to play, where you try and go from one
Wikipedia page to another one? Like, start out at George W. Bush and
try to end up on basketball in under thirty seconds? That's kinda how
it was in the weeks that followed.

"Oh? You can't die? How were you connected to Sam Foster?"
Well, the guy in the Honda Civic that tagged Sam went to a Burger

King on March 6th and the cashier working that day went to Church
and dropped a tithe in the basket, which was picked up by the priest
that shook hands with everyone at your son's funeral and now no one
in your family will ever be able to join your boy in the afterlife.

Twelve months after Sam Foster was hit by that car, people around
the globe stopped dyin'. No one really knows who the last guy to die
was, but the immortality plague had conquered planet Earth. Death
had died.

The mulchers have stopped listenin' to me. They're preppin' the ma-
chine while the cops have put their guns away.

Everyone on Earth was invincible. The old kept gettin' older. No
one bought tiny coffins, or any coffins for that matter, anymore. Then
there was, for the briefest of moments, relief. No one had to die any-
more, and wasn't that what everythin' was leadin' toward? The advance-
ment of medicine and knowledge? No more dyin'?

Then that dream popped like a bubble with Flight 778.
The mulchers stop their prep work for just the slightest moment,

and I see it. The horror...
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They get back to work, but I'm sure you've seen those videos.
Shortly after takeoff, one of Flight 778's engines exploded and the

plane disintegrated mid-air. Sent debris flyin' out over several square
miles. Despite an explosion, immolation, dismemberment, and crash-
ing back into the ground, all 149 passengers survived, and the ones that
still had mouths wouldn't stop screamin'.

So, fourteen months after Sam Foster, every country on the planet
started tryin' to find ways to kill people. None of it worked. Complete
exsanguination? They drained a guy and he kept talkin'. Drownin'? The
guy laid there like a fish but after they pumped his lungs, he said he was
aware of everythin'. Nothin' worked, and they realized real quick that
drugs, like sedatives, stopped workin' on us as well. We were all truly
immortal and the world was fillin' up. So, we made the mulchers.

You ever see those junkyard videos on the internet where they
throw stuff into a pit with blades and it all gets ground to a pulp? That's
the fate of everyone when they hit 55, and today's the day. Can't say I
mind that the mulchers are here, preppin' their machine to stuff me in
feet first. I already have the plot picked out.

See, the idea is that complete pulverization is the only way to truly
die, now. And no one that gets mulched can ever come back, they can't
scream or protest. Like askin' a pile of dirt if it's got the time. What's it
gonna say?

I was scared, though, and that's why I kept talkin' throughout the
whole thing. They loaded me in, and I felt every inch of me grindin'
down until my head got mulched. I was afraid it wouldn't be the end,
and I was right.

Here's what I figured: a brain can't be conscious without blood or
structure. You get drained, or completely pulverized, all the sparks and
nerves that equal you gotta be gone. But the folks on 778? The guinea
pigs that got completely drained? They kept thinkin' without a drop of
blood in 'em. And what about Sam Foster and the state of his gray mat-
ter?
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When you ain't got any senses, you can't see, or hear, or feel the
passin' of time. If I persisted without senses, and my hunch was right, I
would only have my thoughts, and I'd need to find a way to keep busy.
Tellin' the same story in a convenient ten-minute block seemed fine
enough to me. Don't get me wrong, at first it was like sleep paralysis,
but worse since you know there ain't no wakin' up. But once I got into
the endless narration, it's not so bad.

There ain't any variations in the story because I've gotten so good at
repeatin' myself. I've stuck with the same cadence, and I pause for dra-
matic effect at the right time, every time. I repeat February 26th over
and over. In 2021 and 2051. With any luck, this will be the day I am
unearthed.

And they'll say, "We found a cure for the immortality plague. We
found a way to make you die."

This is the only story I can remember after so long, and my ten min-
utes are up.

205,700,583
If you go by the National Center for Voice and Speech, most read-

ers narrate at about 150 words per minute. With that in mind, I got
about ten-ish minutes before I'm done.

Today is February 26th, 2051. I answer a knock at the door...
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J.L. Foux has been working in the video game industry for the last
decade, and he's been writing as a hobby for even longer. When he isn't
watching horror, reading horror, or playing whatever horror game is
trending, he's probably working on revisions for horror fiction. You can
find him on Twitter @jl_foux
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There is Nothing to the North of Ny-
Ålesund

J. R. Handfield

“There is nothing to the north of Ny-Ålesund,” said the man.
I pulled down my gaiter, took a quick glance at my phone’s camera

to register the face ID, and the colorful map appeared on the screen. A
pin with “Ny-Ålesund” was in the center and a few pixels north of that,
more land. At least according to the internet, there was something to
the north of Ny-Ålesund.

“My friend,” he replied, lightly pushing my phone out of his line of
sight with a hook hand, “it is true that the map believes there is some-
thing to the north. It is also true that there are those who claim to have
been to the north. Those are mere stories. If you do not have official
business, you should not be here.”

At that, he went back to the Ny-Ålesund Town and Mine Museum
office. Before closing the door, he poked his head back out and, with
a smile, repeated himself once more: “There is nothing to the north of
Ny-Ålesund.”

#
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Sitting in our small hotel room, we studied a printed Norwegian atlas
as we ate.

“So, if we take a snowmobile and follow this route here,” I said, trac-
ing an invisible line with the tip of a pencil, “we should reach the Nord-
vest-Spitsbergen National Park in a few hours and avoid any questions.
We can set up camp here-” I circled a green area of land, “-then contin-
ue north after we rest.”

“Makes sense,” she replied, taking the pencil from my hand. “I like
the plan, but-” she drew a zigzag line across the 79th parallel and placed
the pencil on the table, “-there’s nothing here.”

She smiled as she stood and removed her jacket and gloves. The
ever-present sun beamed through the window and illuminated the map
as she moved out of its way.

“I still wonder what he meant by that,” I said, staring at the atlas.
An orange glove hit my face. I looked up at her, and she grinned as

she left the room. “It’s just the locals messing with visitors,” she yelled
from the bathroom. “You’d do the same thing!”

#

Between the relative warmth and persistent daylight, we made good
time and reached our destination ahead of schedule, and without fur-
ther hassle from the locals.

“So, we get some rest,” I said as we unrolled our inflatable airframe,
“and tomorrow, we head north.”

“Northward to nothing,” she laughed as she refilled the snowmo-
bile’s gas tank with one of the spare canisters. “There’s probably a clan
of advanced polar bears doing research that we’re not supposed to
know about.”

I turned on the air compressor, the sound of its motor cutting
through the wind. “Maybe the arctic birds are collecting human speci-
mens for experiments,” I said.
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“Or maybe there are dragons,” she said, “and the heir to the Norwe-
gian throne is riding around and setting fire to the villages in the name
of her hunky husband!”

“Or maybe...” I said, “there are two sisters who sing catchy songs
with a goofy looking snowman?”

We continued joking as we made camp. I shut off the compressor
once the tent was up and looked to the sky just in time for a chunk of
snow to hit my face.

“Or maybe there’s a super-secret snowball tournament, and you just
lost!” She threw another snowball and I gave chase, slipped, and fell
in the powder. She turned back to me, pulled down her red scarf, and
stuck her tongue out. As she continued to back away, her body sudden-
ly jolted and she fell forward. Her scream accompanied an otherworld-
ly howl, and the last thing I saw was a white blur racing toward me.

#

I awoke to clouded vision and ringing ears. Everything hurt. What
didn’t hurt felt numb. I carefully rose, my body slow to adjust as I
moved my limbs in an attempt to get the blood flowing again. I went
outside and observed that the tent was still fully intact, but the snow-
mobile was flipped onto its side and a wide, off-color spot spread from
the upturned and now-empty gas canisters.

As my eyes adjusted to the perpetual sunlight and the snowy tun-
dra, they fixed on a red blur a few yards away. Was it blood? Her scarf ?

I couldn’t find her.
I immediately ran toward the red and stumbled. Instinct kicked in.

My arms moved underneath me. I felt my left arm snap, and I was un-
conscious again.

#
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Inside the tent, sunlight illuminated the interior with the blue of the
fabric. Her orange-gloved hand held mine, and I saw her face as I came
to. I tried to lift myself up with my left arm and yelped in pain.

“Easy there, polar bear,” she said with a soft smile as she lightly
pushed me back down. She looked pale. She wasn’t wearing her scarf.

“What happened?” I asked. “You were running backwards, then
you... you hit something? Something hit you? There was an attack? I
don’t und—”

“Shhh,” she said, putting a gloved finger to my mouth. “Don’t you
worry. Your arm is in rough shape, but I think my first aid girl scout
badge came in handy after all.”

I looked at my left arm. A makeshift splint, sturdy but misshapen
and made from something I couldn’t place, was tied to it over my jacket.
“What is that?” I asked, “did you do that with... with a bone?”

“No no no,” she laughed. “It’s a tusk.”
“A what?!” I stared at the splint, which looked far too small to be a

tusk.
“A tusk,” she replied, matter-of-factly. “It’s not like a dead walrus

was gonna use it anymore.”
The tent was quiet. The stillness felt at odds with the still-burning

sun.
My arm throbbed. My legs ached. My ears rang.
She rose and walked toward the exit of the tent. She glowed a

bright white in contrast with a single orange glove.
I fell asleep.

#

Time no longer had meaning. I awoke alone to more sunlight, a sore
arm, and a dead phone battery. I heard movement outside of the tent,
and slowly eased my way out, careful not to apply any weight or pres-
sure to my left arm.
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Outside, the tent and camping equipment was still in place, and
the pool of gas remained a discolored blight on the otherwise pristine
snowscape.

The snowmobile, however, was upright. She was next to it, brush-
ing snow off the side. She again wore her red scarf and one orange glove,
but her form was now a bright white - her body no longer defined by
warm winter clothing, but instead a glossy, sheath-like sheen resem-
bling a bodysuit. I somehow knew, however, that it wasn’t clothing but
instead her actual flesh.

She turned to me. “It’s time,” she said with a smirk. Her smile,
once so familiar, stretched beyond what I thought the muscles of the
face could achieve. Her wry grin morphed and changed, and her jaws
opened to reveal rows and rows of sharp, pointed teeth. Within sec-
onds, her mouth - its mouth, because it wasn’t her anymore and I didn’t
want to believe it wasn’t her anymore - opened as if on a hinge.

She - it - took two giant strides toward me.
I raised my good arm to block its approach. It tore right through,

and I screamed as my arm exploded in blood and joint and muscle. The
sound echoed across the tundra. Instinctually, my splinted arm jabbed
at the center of its body. The splint faced some initial resistance from
the creature’s chest before forcing its way through the flesh to the other
side.

It howled. It howled in pain. It howled in rage.
It reached for me, but, within moments, the blood in its mouth that

was once mine turned from a bright red to a sickening green, and it
slumped over, still skewered on my arm.

#

I forced the creature’s corpse off my arm, and left the monstrosity with
the tent, with the gas canisters, with the air compressor, with the equip-
ment. I created a makeshift tourniquet with her scarf before I bled out
and drove the snowmobile back to Ny-Ålesund.
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Upon my return to the settlement, I collapsed not two steps after
dismounting the machine.

#

When I awoke in the medical facility, the medic scolded me for not
bringing a rifle to protect against polar bear attacks. I began to tell him
what happened, about her, to defend my case, and he raised his arm to
silence me.

“We will try this again,” he said, gesturing where my right arm
should have been. “You see, in Ny-Ålesund, it is important to travel
with protection in case of... polar bears.”

He put strong emphasis on the words “polar” and “bears.”
Only then did I understand.

#

I chose to stay in Ny-Ålesund following my recovery and took a job at
the museum. Every so often, a visitor to the outpost will ask about my
missing arm. My response is always the same.

“Nothing.”
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J.R. Handfield (@jrhandfield on Twitter) lives in Central Massachu-
setts with his wife, his son, and his cat; not necessarily in that order.
He is a co-editor of ProleSCARYet: Tales of Horror and Class Warfare,
and his work can be found in Hundred Word Horror: Home and Hun-
dred Word Horror: Beneath, both from Ghost Orchid Press.
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Piecemeal
J. Snow

I ain't start that day wonderin' what human meat tastes like. It was just
an unfortunate, or fortunate — however ya wish to look at it in that
moment — set of circumstances.

Got my lady love tattooed on my right arm. I carry her with me
everywhere since her suicide. That night, she brought me a bit of trou-
ble. Some things don't change.

It had been a shit day of rain and drizzlin' ice. I went to the pub for
a bit of vodka. It warms the blood and gives the illusion of a full belly.

I ain't had food, real food, in months. I survive on what I scrape
from dumpsters in the alley behind the row of restaurants below my
tiny, government subsidized, studio apartment. The Italian place and
the Chinese buffet throw out everything at the end of the night, but it's
all tossed together, and the taste buds don't appreciate the mixed fla-
vors of spaghetti sauce and chicken chow mein. Ya gotta root through
to find anything that won't force itself straight up after landin' in your
gut.

I was hungry. Always hungry. I just ain't remember that fact. After a
while ya get desensitized to the pain. Like a smell in a room ya been in
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for hours, it disappears. Ya forget ya ain't eaten, and sure as shit, I done
forgot and ordered my drink.

The man sittin' next to me at the bar turned himself in his chair to
face me, jaw slack, no hint of emotion in his expression, just gapin' at
me all trance-like and fixated on my lady all the while tuggin' on his
tangled, gray beard. I let it go, avoided his stare cuz'a his age and all,
but after a few drinks, I get easily angered. Four shots down, I turned to
him with a simple, "What the fuck's ya problem?"

He lifted his eyes to mine and popped off with, "If that's your ma-
ma, you must be my boy."

He ain't say it in a hostile manner, but he ain't say it kind neither.
"Come again?" I was sure I done heard him wrong.
He repeated the words, but this time, he smirked, eyes shinin' like

polished pennies. I've encountered his type before — lonely and lookin'
for a fight to feel some sense of superiority, sometimes a connection, re-
gardless how fragile.

I ain't scared of no fight. I done spent more time in prison than not
and fightin' always been my way of life. So, I asked the old bastard to
step outside. It's what he wanted; I was willin' to oblige.

He stumbled out the door behind me, hittin' his head on the edge
of the frame. I should'a known then a fight was a stupid idea. Smashin'
a drunk is like beating up a toddler. But vodka always gets the best of
me. I didn't give a single fuck.

I threw my shirt to the ground. "Come at me, mothafucka!"
He crouched, fists up in front of his face, gigglin' like a schoolgirl'.

He was out of his mind. I shoulda seen it.
I don't never throw the first punch. I wait for one to be thrown. Ya

can size up a man and see his weakness if ya wait for him to make the
first move. That's how ya the upper hand.

"You’re a little cunt just like your mama," he slurred, voice like
barbed wire, and threw a jab. It was well wide and knocked him off
balance. With the sharp sound of teeth cracking on concrete, he face-
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planted the sidewalk. I watched him struggle to get his feet back under
him, but he was too slow, too sloppy. I ain't think it through before
liftin' him up by his hair and smackin' him square in the throat with my
balled fist. He crumpled like a house of cards when I let go of him, but
this time, he ain't try to right himself.

It took me a minute as I hopped from foot to foot, fire burnin' in
my blood. It took me a long minute in my rage to realize what done
happened, that he won't gettin' get up without help.

"Fuck sake," I said out loud not meaning to. I took a quick survey
of my surroundin's. Won't no one in sight. I thanked the seven levels of
Hell but panicked all the same.

I drag him up three flights of stairs, glad I still had prison muscles
cuz goddamn he was heavy as fuck all, and laid him in my bathtub then
ran the cold shower water to revive him. I think I knew, but I ain't want
to believe. It was his dull eyes, the way they looked through me as if I
won't standin' in his view.

I ain't know what to do. I had a dead man in my tub.
I won't just gonna leave him there. I won't callin' the police. They'd

never believe it was an accident, not with my record and history of vio-
lence. I won't draggin' him down the steps into public. I was lucky won't
no one around when I dragged him up. I ain't got a car so won't takin'
him off somewhere to dump. I was all kinds of fucked.

Then it struck me — I could carry him out in pieces!
I went to the kitchen to grab my carvin' knives and a pair of scissors.

I cut his clothes off him but kept him in the tub to contain the blood
sure to come. With his legs over the edge, I sawed through his thigh,
close to the hip bone, with the biggest, serrated blade. Blood ain't spurt
like I 'spected it to cuz his heart won't pumpin' it no more. It just slid
down his leg and plopped onto the porcelain beneath him like he won't
no more than a leaky faucet.

That's when the smell hit me, the smell of meat. I ain't realize I
was salivatin', damn near droolin'. The hunger, oh how it hit me like a
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brick to the face. The pain of it was all consumin'. Right then everything
slowed down. It was like I was movin' through water as I chopped him
apart.

It was a simple thought that caused me to do the unthinkable: I
wonder what human tastes like.

I ain't even cook the first couple of bites, just sliced off a sliver of
meat below all the fat and tore right into it. Turns out human tastes
quite tangy, kinda bitter when raw.

I still have half of him left in the freezer. Tonight, I'm fryin' up
loin strips. Figure they'd be the best cuts. Thinkin' of sellin' some too,
cookin' it up, packagin' it, sellin' it on the corner. Easy money. Don't no
one need to know it's long pig. Best to stay outta trouble these days. I'll
just tell 'em it's koala.

And I'll do as I done since that night — keep my lady love hidden
under sleeves. Don't need no more trouble brought my way cuz'a her
pretty face. Though I might need another man in the tub before long.
He won't last. Everyone loves the exotic, and what's more exotic than
koala?

Funny thing, I done forgot what hunger feels like. It took only min-
utes to get used to a full belly again, less to forget the first sting of blood
on my tongue.
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J Snow pens psychological thrillers and tales of terror (and sometimes
poetry). Her work has been described as disturbing, visceral, haunting,
evocative. Pulling inspiration from personal experience as a survivor,
her writings provide readers a peek inside the splintered psyche of a
trauma victim. Being subjected to the narcopathic mindset, she is able
to breathe life into harrowing yet multifaceted characters which have
both horrified and fascinated those of conventional morality for gen-
erations. Snow holds memberships with P&W, WPN, and NWU, and
her published works include two in a bestselling series of Hellbound
Books, one in an award-winning Author's Tale collection, others by
Kandisha Press, Zombie Pirate Publishing, The Horror Zine, Horrified
Press, Sirens Call, Soft Cartel Magazine, Ariel Chart, The Indian Fem-
inist Review, WrongDoing Magazine, Journal of Expressive Writing,
Ample Remains, The Walled City Journal...

Currently, Snow is working on a debut novel and memoir series.
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Unspeakable
Marta Špoljar

Ian was a troubled child.
I could tell right away. Even before I overheard the phone calls,

even before I saw his mother hiring professionals. I saw the tension in
his little shoulders; I saw the tension in his mother’s eyes. I saw, and I
understood.

They move in late in September, just the two of them, one car and
a moving van. Ian’s mother tries to address him a few times, and he
doesn’t even respond. I watch her sigh, then fake a smile for the people
she hired — I watch her make it so obvious she does not know how to
help herself. That she knows how to help her son even less.

I am no stranger to parents failing under pressure. To children left
alone to deal with what the adults are too scared of. Maybe that is why
I float after Ian. Maybe something clicks.

The first three families, I avoided politely. The stories of what had
happened to me, combined with how awfully old the house is, made
them all leave eventually but I never minded their presence, and never
did a thing to alert them to my own. Ian, however, I feel drawn too.
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Years made me a slow thinker. It takes seeing his eyes widen for me
to remember how frightening I look.

And yet. I still creep out from under his floorboards. I still wave at
him. He pulls the blankets over his head, but peers out. He seems un-
able to look away — seems too young to have learned how much easier
it is to do so. He doesn’t wave back, and instead clamps both hands over
his mouth. If he does scream, it gets stifled.

He must have noticed, too, that his mother would not know how
to help.

#

I was eighteen when I died. But I was closer to Ian’s age when I started
trying to.

They let me out of the hospital because they thought I was getting
better. My father wanted to believe I was getting better so badly he
didn’t bother to hide the pills, and my mother had long since stopped
looking at me at all. This must have hurt me, back then — emotions
all feel faded now — because it was her rum I stole to take the meds
with. I emptied out the whole six-month prescription, and then washed
it down with my grandmother’s sleeping pills.

Rain broke midway through but I did not move. I died in the gar-
den, somewhere by the flowerbeds. They found me the following morn-
ing, while the air was still thick with petrichor. I was covered in dirt,
and so, so stiff.

They moved my body, and washed it, and buried it in a clean box.
But I’m still stiff, and I’m still dirty, and I’m still here.

#

Ian stops being scared of me some time in the next two days.
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I notice it when he hands me a toy. When I try to take it, my fingers
just phase through — still, if I sign something at him, he seems to un-
derstand.

His mother looks at him weird, if he talks. So, he doesn’t talk. We
just motion at each other, and he tries not to laugh. We play checkers,
and some other game I don’t really understand. He moves the pieces for
me. I just point.

He is only just learning to read. Maybe when he grasps it, I think,
we can get him one of those Ouija Boards. Or something more age ap-
propriate.

I quickly learn a lot of what he does is not age appropriate.
My tongue is too swollen to speak. The first time he suggests a game

that makes my insides turn, I choke on the inability to ask who taught
it to him. On my inability to leave this house, and find that person, and
squeeze their throat until their tongue swells like mine.

#

I don’t know why I’m surprised it’s the woman meant to look after him
that’s hurting him. Experience should have taught me better by now.

She pays the house a visit two weeks after they settle in, and though
we just spent a whole day laughing in the garden, Ian now refuses to
leave his room. I hear her talking to his mother downstairs — about
children needing to get used to new surroundings, about forming bet-
ter behavioural patterns, about overactive imagination and imaginary
friends and being nonverbal.

I also see him shaking, small and terrified. I know by now words are
useless in excess.

I want to tell him I know what it’s like. I want to tell him he did
nothing wrong. But my tongue has long been too swollen to speak, so
I just sit there with him, until her voice downstairs goes quiet, until we
hear the front gates close.
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We both know she will be back. But neither of us can do anything
about it.

#

I have no way of telling his mother. So, I just trail after her, while Ian
sleeps, and blame her for refusing to see.

I wonder if I’d tell her if I could. I tried telling mine. All the good
it did could fit in the shallow grave I dug for myself back when I was
trashing in that wet soil, all sick and aching. I ponder on it now, my
dirty feet barely touching the carpet. In all those years I barely gave it a
thought, but now it is all I can think about.

I didn’t regret it until Ian, I realize. I didn’t regret it until I realized
that for Ian, I want something else.

I want something else for myself too but it is a little late for me.
I can’t stop thinking about how cold it felt, until it didn’t, and how

the sky seemed to retch down on me. The movies always made dying
seem so peaceful. I feel cheated, I realize years too late. I feel tricked.

The movies didn’t tell me it would hurt.

#

She comes back with December, and I freeze before she’s even inside.
I don’t know if it’d be worse if I was there, helpless to help, or if I

left him to it alone. So, I flicker in and out of it, eyes downcast and form
sightless. And so uselessly angry.

The only life I’d ever taken was my own, and I did not think myself
capable of it until I had already done it. But this woman, by God, this
woman I feel ready to strangle without flinching.

Too bad dead hands can no more than rot. Too bad memories can
only whisper.

#
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He spends the rest of the day apologetic. I taste rum on my tongue.
I hate myself for letting him see me seethe. I unclench my fists and

offer distractions — I sit with him and plead with him, wordless and
useless, to stop chewing on his fingers. To stop hitting his head against
the bedframe. I beg him, like a hypocrite, to keep himself alive through
all the pain I overdosed to opt out of. I pace the room while he sleeps,
as if something would get him now. As if I’d be able to protect him if it
did.

In the morning, he reaches for me. We both jump when our fingers
brush.

#

He goes right back to sleep, but I remain awe-struck. I stare at my hands
long into the day, unmoving, unbreathing.

My skin almost tingles — not like while I still had it, different than
when I still had it. For the first time since I decided to die, I feel awake.
I stretch my fingers out, flex my hand open.

How anger makes us tangible.
She’s back same time next week. I don’t know I’m about to do it

until I’m doing it, but at no point do I waver.
She cannot see me. She moves around her car, and chats to his

mother, and flashes her pearly white teeth and her peachy pink lipstick.
There are little round pearls hanging from her earlobes. Her hands got
washed afterwards.

Ian is somewhere inside, hiding. He might be looking for me —
this, a part of me feels guilty about — but I know I am doing this for
his own good. I promise myself to find him as soon as I’m done.

Neither woman notices I’m there. As I run my fingers down the
back of her car, and see the trails of dirt I left behind, I know it must
be on purpose. The only truth that gets acknowledged is the truth that
feels comfortable, I learned that much, and nothing about this meets
that category.
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There is a sharp turn, not that far out from the gates of the property.
I sit in the shotgun seat until the very last moment.

She doesn’t even scream. But as the car runs off the road, and spins
down the hill slope, her eyes stay locked on where my hands cover hers.

Her fingers need to be pried off the wheel, eventually — rigid,
dead, two days cold. Two days it took for them to find her. Two days of
her standing around that car, screaming.

I know she saw me, in those last moments. I know it because when
she looks at me now, guarding the gates of the property, her fear melts
into absolute hatred. Like she’d strangle me, if she could. Like she’d
claw my face off.

But dead hands no more than rot. And memories can only whisper.
Her body is bent five ways, none of which look right. There are

glass shards in her eyes, and blood stains all the way down her pretty lit-
tle blouse. Her spectre stands bloodless and pale, though, and unbend-
ing. Her posture is as proper as it was in life. Only her smile wavers.

And she’s as dirty as me. She died fastened to her little Toyota, yet
her ghost looks like I raked her down that entire mountainside. It con-
fuses me only for a second.

After all, it is the people like her that the dirt was always coming
from.

#

Anger becomes my anchor.
I can touch things all the time now — I can touch the house. I tuck

Ian into his bed over and over through the night, for he keeps kicking
the covers off, and I can move my own checkers pieces.

And I go into his mother's room. She is a beautiful woman, a scared
woman. I pity her sometimes, how lost and incompetent she is. But I
love her son more.

I do it using steam on mirrors, her laptop if she leaves it open. Her
own makeup, on the fading wallpaper. I go into each little gruesome
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detail — I am not restrained by anything, for Ian cannot yet read — I
spell out in bold letters everything she spent so long choosing to ignore.
I stand there as she tries to scrub it off, like I am not going to write it
out again. Like her tears could move me.

When her lack of spine tempts her, I act again. I wrestle her for ra-
zors, scissors, pills. I have decided to be the last suicide in this house.
She does not get to escape anything her son will have to live with. She
does not get to be another thing he’ll have to heal from.

There’s an underlying bitterness to it too. Not towards her, not re-
ally, but she’s close enough if I squint. There is a part of me that failed to
rot, it seems, something that instead festered, and it pulses louder every
time she dares to sob.

Unlike with Ian, I am not keeping her alive out of love. But she lives
with me all the same.
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In Their Garden
Corey Farrenkopf

The garden was nourished by moldering bodies. Phillip grew weed on
the eight graves, nutrients from decaying tissue propelling plants sky-
ward. They were leafy, flowers heavy and slick with resin. He killed
male plants to ensure cross pollination wouldn’t ruin his harvest. Prof-
its were important. He hated the thought of wasting such good fertiliz-
er and all that effort.

Philip sold the weed at bars, the same bars where he picked up the
women who were now buried beneath his crop. They were loners and
drifters and summer washashores as the papers called them in vague
write-ups and black-and-white headlines. The disappearances crept
sporadically across two years, investigations always dead ending.

#

People who smoked the weed heard voices, a far-off murmuration of
crypts and corpses and layers of sand and moss and humus, worms and
beetles filling spaces between skin and bone, drugs, hallucinogens and
roofies leading to belief in false death and numbness, a burial only a
burial in dreams, morphing to burial in real life. There was always a
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pleaded question, desire suffocated by a mouthful of dirt. Each smoker
tried to listen, but they could never make out the women’s last wishes.

Voices and visions, the two went hand in hand.
Half passed out on couches, Philip’s clientele witnessed dark alleys,

a man dragging women with names like Joleen and Bette and Claudia
to his truck, streetlights dim, the moon a sliver. He pulled them
through rain gutters, stirring the muck and detritus of another Cape
Cod summer: cigarette butts and fishing line, endless collections of
empty vodka nips, tattered clothing and sandals. He was unceremoni-
ous and quick, sloppy, but his face never came clear, dark hair, glasses,
nothing more definite, no scars or tattoos to set him apart. Just the bod-
ies, the truck, the shovel, the grave, and the blue house in the distance
through the trees.

#

Lea’s brother was a cop who wasn’t averse to the occasional toke. Lea
bought her weed from a woman by the docks, who bought it from a
neighbor who bought it from Philip. The line of faces never came into
focus for her, but the plot of land between the scrub pines did, under-
growth sheared low, the humped mounds, the tilled soil, the numerous
plants pushing upwards.

“That’s a lot of weed,” Lea said, eyes on the ceiling of her brother’s
apartment, visions playing over the popcorn texture.

“That’s a lot of bodies,” her brother replied, eyes wide, newspaper
headlines scrawling through his thoughts.

They heard the voices, listened closely, picked out landmarks,
charted mental maps. Truro was a small town, mostly sand and coast-
line. There were only so many roads.

#
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They drove out at night, headlights flickering over cabin fronts, picket
fences marking one lot from the next. They found the blue house, could
see lights through the woods, bobbing between trees, hovering like
scalding eyes in the darkness.

Listening, they searched for shovels falling into soil, the low moan
of the injured, the dead and dying.

There was nothing to hear over the wind in the trees.
They left the truck on the soft shoulder and blundered through the

forest, skin scraped by holly and wild roses. As they neared, the light
faded, drifting back into the scrub, feet accustomed to deer paths quick
in retreat.

They never caught up, losing sight of the lantern in the under-
growth.

Lea’s brother called in the address when they got back to the apart-
ment, the landline crackling with static.

“Eight. I’m sure there will be eight,” he said into the receiver, mur-
muring voices promising him of what lay beneath the mounds, how
many hands they’d find reaching towards the surface, clawing for open
air.

#

Their hearts had been removed, the lead detective said. They never
found where they were buried. Not in Philip’s freezer, or beneath floor-
boards, no attic strewn with human taxidermy. Officers had taken dogs
through the woods and dunes, had recovered all other body parts.

Only the hearts were missing.
When they asked Philip, once he’d been cuffed and guided to a

room for questioning, where he’d put them, he shook his head and said
that wasn’t his doing, that it was someone else, his other self, his friend,
a neighbor, someone with a taste for ventricles and aorta and tougher
tissue.
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The detective also noted bites had been taken from the uncovered
bodies.

Philip blamed coyotes.

#

The last of the crop was burned early one Friday morning, a thick fog
of marijuana smoke settling over the neighborhood, breathing through
the trees. It rose in plumes towards a low gray sky. No voices cut
through the smoke; no specters pushed aside the heavy slate curtains to
peer at the man below.

The chorus of eight had fallen silent for the moment, ashy tongues
wilted in the dirt.

Lea’s brother ignored orders. He didn’t want to bring the weed back
to the station to be disposed of another way. He’d seen each of the
women’s faces, knew they had places to go, hearts to find. A quick con-
trolled burn was all it took to cleanse the garden.

He did his best not to breathe, shirt over his nose.
A person can only hold their breath so long.
He didn’t want to take them with him, to impede their journey, but

that was no longer his choice to make.
The eight were untethered.
They’d go where they pleased.
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Piñata
Isaac Menuza

“Did you get it?” Ksenija asks before I’m halfway through the door. As
if I could forget the centerpiece for my Alexei’s tenth birthday. I was
ten when I broke my first piñata. The sound of it bursting seasons my
dreams to this day.

Today, my son becomes a man.
I hope.
The smell of warm dough leads me to the oven. “Knishes?” I ask.
Before I can pilfer something buttery sweet, Ksenija thwacks my

wrist with a spatula. She arches a bushy black eyebrow. “Don’t just leave
that thing in the doorway.” Fat bangles chime as she points impatiently
and waves me away.

Grumbling, I haul my offering to the pantry and kick the door
open.

“Hey, there’s another one in here.” The piñata slides off my shoulder
and hits the ground with a grunt — effects of the sedative wearing off.

“I thought you’d forget.” She shrugs and digs her fingers into a
mound of bloody chuck. “What about the brown sugar?”
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At nightfall, the guests arrive. Our two hooded piñatas hang by
their ankles from the chestnut tree in the backyard. They wriggle like
malformed caterpillars. Gags muffle their cries for help. One of them
bounces against the trunk and spins.

“Ugh, yours is leaking,” Ksenija says.
I roll up my sleeve to show her the bruises. The lug got in a few

good licks out back behind the bar. The GHB had made him wobbly;
didn’t make his fists any softer. But pain is a reasonable price for my
son’s special day. The problem is, he doesn’t look thrilled.

Alexei stands in the grass, fidgety, gripping his soda, eyes locked on
the ground. His gold-flecked gown shimmers.

“Do I have to wear a dress?” he’d asked me earlier.
“It’s tradition,” I told him, too sharp. “It’s important.”
God. I sounded just like my father.
Friends and family mingle in the yard, ceremonial hoods illuminat-

ed by the amber glow of lights strung overhead. They chatter quietly
and take turns at the artichoke dip. Ksenija delivers glasses of red to
waiting hands.

Brother Darrel clutches our order’s sacred text while giving unso-
licited advice to the member behind the grill. Flames lick upward and
kick smoke in their faces from charred meat.

On their lines, the piñatas collide and whimper. I sense restless eyes
on Alexei and me. We need to start.

“Hey.” I approach him and crouch. I find his gaze. “Tonight, the
child becomes a man.”

“I feel stupid.”
“That gown is magic, you know?”
He squints. “That’s not real.”
“Oh, sure it is. It gives you strength.” I bring the spiked bat from be-

hind my back and hand it to him. “I’m so proud of you, son.”
Father Moon is a broad smile in the night sky. Alexei glows

brighter. For that moment, we are all that exists.
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Silence falls. Our guests form a ring in the yard. Darrel cracks the
text and begins the recitation.

“Okay, my boy—” I ruffle Alexei’s flaxen mop. “—hit them until
the candy comes out.”
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The Thomson Curse
Stephen Howard

I drop my case of beers on my great-grandfather’s headstone, leaning
my shovel beside it, and get to loading my 12-gauge shotgun. It’s a new-
er Winchester semi-automatic. When your target moves as fast as a
turkey at most, it does the job just fine.

It’s a cold day. It always is, April 1st, the start of the cruellest month.
The only good thing about having to come here every damn year is not
getting sucked into pranks or juvenile delinquency. But this year is dif-
ferent. I nearly didn’t come.

The house sits high on the hill, looming over the whole area, staring
down at this spot. Its windows are blackened eyes, set deep within
gabled eye sockets. Of course, I haven’t lived in it for a long time. No
one has; not since father passed. It’s a house that expects a lot of us
Thomsons. Some would argue it expects too much.

I crack open a beer and take a swig. Not long now. I hear a squawk
and look up to see birds line the branches of the ash trees. Others perch
upon the metal railings that surround our family plot. Every year, with-
out fail, they sit patiently waiting. Like they know what’s going to hap-
pen. A deep, dark secret passed down through families of birds. Keep
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an eye on this spot. One day, young scavengers, you will hit upon the
motherload.

Earthy scents invade my nostrils. And then rotten eggs.
It’s starting.
Dull groans surround me. I raise my shotgun, ready to fire. A hand

bursts from beneath the matted soil. Earthworms bubble upwards like
champagne for the dead. I march toward the disturbed grave and wait.
Scrambling forth, one hand becomes two, followed by a desiccated
head and shoulders.

“Hey gramps, good to see you.” I pull the trigger and blast his skull
into pieces, splattering mulched brain and skull scraps that’ll sink into
the earth like Miracle-Gro.

Another fist punches through its natural prison only to be met with
a bullet. Someone I never knew, a great uncle, I think. Soon, a third.
The investment in the Winchester is really paying off, the recoil of the
semi-automatic is much lower impact than the rusty old piece of junk
I’d been using up to last year. I was bruised for days after, normally.

I hear a cry, higher pitched than the usual moans and groans, and
whirl round, eye down the barrel of my weapon. Ready to take out
the next undead Thomson looking to wreak havoc on the unsuspecting
world of the living. The cawing of crows and squawking of vultures
stops. My breathing, ironically, stops.

“April,” I whisper.
I cannot tear my eyes from the small, delicate hands scratching

away at the soil. The 12-gauge trembles in my hands. Down the barrel,
I see a mess of blonde pigtails emerge. Cute, puffy little cheeks. Button
nose. But the eyes are milky and senseless and contain no recognition.

I start forward until I’m a few yards away, watching as my daughter
struggles out from her early grave. Groans play upon the air around
me, and birdcalls scrap with them for supremacy. A grotesque serenade.
April is rising from the rough hole. There isn’t even a headstone, yet.
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“I’m sorry, beautiful girl,” I gasp, feeling tears and snot run free
down my face. “It should have been me. It should have been me.”

All around me bodies are shoving their way up towards the light,
the dim, cold light of April, just as they do every year. The Thomson
Curse. Each year the dead arise, each year the family must send them
back. And now my beautiful girl. Named after this cursed month – her
mother’s doing. I should have seen it was an omen. If only I hadn’t fall-
en asleep. All I have now is a scar along my hairline. That, and memo-
ries.

Bodies stumble forth around me, towards me. I am the enemy. I am
dinner. Something looms in my peripheral vision: the house is looking
down at me because it knows I am the last. What will happen when I
am gone? Who will rebury the dead?

April lunges for me. Not in embrace, but in blind rage.
I pull the trigger, then reload.
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Sweepstakes
Scott Bryan

Gretta threw her head back in a shivering convulsion. Her arms
reached behind her, forcing her shoulder-blades to fight for space over
vertebrae. Her elbows knocked together as her hands searched for solid
earth. Her feet rose off the ground. Her uniform skirt, shoelaces, and
ponytail flapped like streamers at a carnival closed by a hurricane.

She cried out, but the frail scream was choked by an endless chorus
of tortured souls layered into a deep well of sound. Her mouth grew
wide to reveal a field of clawed fingers barely covered by successive sets
of old, cracked lips.

In the vortex of her interior, visible only by powers looking down
upon her, a great black eye emerged. It twitched eagerly, occupying her
chest cavity, squashing her heart, bubbling up her windpipe as it tried
to observe a world it had not seen in a millennium. As much as she was
aware, Gretta did not feel pain. It was actually quite the opposite. She
felt anger toward those who had wronged her and her kind, and she felt
hunger. Of course, this crowd of conflict had gestated inside her for as
long as she could remember, but her new toys had helped it take root
and flower.
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Meanwhile, Josh stood on the edge of the lawn. His look was
dazed, his eyes wreathed in dark, puffy circles of flesh. His forehead
was wide and pockmarked, folding down into a troubled, Cro-Magnon
brow and his mouth was wet from a tongue that compulsively roamed
its perimeter in an effort to keep the taste of the world—a flavor both
deadly and irresistible—at bay.

He watched as his sister’s cheeks tore at the oral commissures, rip-
ping back to the hinge of her jaw to make way for long, white, elegant
fingers. The sliding digits erupted at all angles, planting themselves on
either side of her nose, down the side of her face, and bending around
the curve of her chin.

Josh licked his lips and shuffled his feet, but he was saved from hav-
ing to make a decision when the clean, white van skidded to a stop in
the street behind him.

Agent Barnes wrenched open the driver’s door, which creaked on
skewed hinges. He emerged with the tempered urgency of a profession-
al, pulling his department-issued blazer taut across his muscular shoul-
ders and fastening only the top button.

On the other side, Father Quinlan slid out of a cracked door and
pressed himself against the side of the vehicle.

“Are you Joshua Crockett?” Barnes had to yelp over Gretta’s rising
laughter.

Josh gave a curt nod without looking at the agent.
“You’ve been sending these reports about your sibling’s deteriora-

tion,” Barnes checked the notes on his digital watch. “In connection to
hazardous artifacts in her possession?”

“I don’t know if I ever called it deterioration, but yeah, a couple
of times I called a number I found on the dark web, if that’s what you
mean,” Josh mumbled. “Hackers and conspiracy people are so lame, you
know?”

“Did you get the didgeridoo?” Quinlan hollered. He was still
pressed against the van, his clergy collar as lopsided as his priorities.
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Josh finally turned his attention away from Gretta. “You mean that
hollow stick? Yeah, we got it about a week ago. Gretta played with it all
day then started speaking Swahili or some shit.”

“Pintupi?!” Quinlan blurted.
“What?”
“He’s asking if your sister was speaking Pintupi,” Barnes cut in. “It’s

an aboriginal Australian dialect. Is there any way your sister could have
had access to that language?”

“Hell no,” Josh quickly responded. “She’s dumb as they come. She
even played with that bone what was the first thing they sent me.”

Barnes looked back at the Father for confirmation. Quinlan nod-
ded his head and yelled, “That was the metacarpal of Khalid. Sixth cen-
tury. The uniting oracle of the Seven Clans. Missing from the museum
for a month.”

“Are you aware that you have been the victim of a vicious plot to in-
fect human hosts with an interconnective supernatural energy?” Barnes
furrowed his brow and leaned in, making sure Josh understood he was
serious.

“Yeah,” Josh shrugged. “I figured it was something like that.”
“Did you knowingly receive black-market totems and talismans?”
“Hell no,” now Josh turned to Barnes. “I thought they were going

to send me something fucking rad. Not all these haunted old pieces of
junk. Gretta swallowed the stupid bone. She’s been sleeping with the
doll, swinging the hollow stick around, playing ‘store’ with the coins,
playing ‘house’ with the rings and the candlestick. She’s even been
wearing that stupid little schoolgirl dress like mom has enough cash to
send her off somewhere. I mean, I teased her, did my best, but she just
told me she would drink my warm blood from the Chalice of the El-
ders, whatever that means.”

“The... The Chalice,” Quinlan said in disbelief as he pushed his
glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Did you receive a package with The
Chalice?”
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Josh looked angrily at Barnes, “Really, I ain’t received shit. If any-
one’s in trouble, it should be her. She’s the one been scrawling a bunch
of garbage about the great mother and the fall of the captors all over
her bedroom wall.”

He pointed at Gretta just as her body ripped entirely in two. Her
frail and vulnerable disguise fell to the grass with a meaty thud as a new,
cohesive form emerged.

“And I wasn’t the only winner,” Josh said accusingly. “There were
people all over who were gonna get stuff. I think it should be noted that
I thought it was junk and Gretta thought it was cool.”

Barnes said nothing. Much of the vital information in this inves-
tigation was classified at a level beyond his own pay grade. His orders,
and his association with Quinlan, had been arranged by men in shad-
ows, men who wore medals as well as robes. Men who were afraid.

“The people who ran the contest,” Quinlan spoke with too much
urgency. “The Daughters of the Hereafter. Did you ever have direct
contact with them? Did they have some way to get in touch?”

“What, like a complaints department?” Josh could feel his need for
an ice cream sandwich growing. “Don’t you think I would have tried
that?”

“Are you playing with us, son?” Barnes could not understand how
someone could be so dense.

“Shoot,” Josh confessed. “I can’t even tell if what’s happening is bad
or good.”

“Bad,” both institutional servants shouted simultaneously.
Josh’s eyes widened in realization. He pointed at the creature.

“Holy crap. Is this a common thing now?”
“Absolutely Not/Yes!” Barnes and Quinlan spoke at the same time

again but veered into their own ideologies and motivations.
“Look,” Barnes shook his hand at the adolescent, trying to refocus.

“We have to know exactly how long, and through what means your sis-
ter has been manipulated. She may be in great danger.”
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“I think we might be the ones in danger, dude,” Josh guessed.
“I AM GRETTA!” the thing on the lawn roared toward the sky.

“EATER OF MAN AND BRINGER OF THE NEW WAY!”
“There may be consequences beyond the mortal realm here, sir.

Our whole society might be at risk,” Quinlan cried helplessly.
“Shut up!” Now it was Barnes and Josh who spoke in unison.
Josh looked at the creature on the lawn. It consisted of dozens of

thin fingers acting as legs. One was still clutching the ragged doll. The
hilts of the fingers converged in an orb of black matter, an all-seeing
eyeball, the deep pond of the infinite. However, Gretta’s neat, buoyant
ponytail remained perched on top of the collective.

Josh pointed. “If you have to file a report or something, why don’t
you just write up the situation as ‘critical’?”

“The NSA does not acknowledge the existence of entities derived
from, or existing solely as a result of, occult activity, spiritual uprisings,
or cumulative energies. My job is to appraise whether there is an immi-
nent security threat as a result of packages shipped from ‘persons un-
known,’ with the intent of causing panic or mayhem on U.S. soil.”

“Now, agent Barnes,” Quinlan finally found his strength. “Remem-
ber, the church has a vested interest in this situation as well. If we could
secure some viable proof of influential evil...”

“You mean how those toys made my sister so angry she tore open?”
Josh was still pointing.

“Maybe she was already angry?” Barnes offered.
“...it would make a fairly sound case for a converse deity,” Quinlan

trailed off.
“You mean, like, if you could convince people that things like this

exist and that they were ‘evil,’ then maybe your old, bearded white guy
in the sky is real too, and that he’s the good guy?” Josh summarized.
“I don’t know, mister. That doesn’t even sound right to me, and I hate
every girl at my school.”
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“Gentlemen!” Barnes baked, looking up from his watch. “We have
to keep our heads here. First of all, we need to contain the...”

At that moment, the creature leapt from the knoll of its genesis and
tackled Barnes. The masculine agent’s scream was delayed by his sur-
prise, then immediately squelched by the swirling vortex of limbs.

There was a suffocating drain in the air as Gretta exhibited her
new strength. The fingers wrapped around Barnes’ muscular frame and
squeezed until his insides squirted through the gaps in her grip. The
evacuating skin and muscles and fluid were not there to mute the
crunch as his body was broken.

Then Barnes’ corpse fell to the pavement. The creature recovered
cleanly, landing softly on the wet turf. It crouched on its haunches, bob-
bing over the lifeless body.

Josh and Quinlan stood perfectly still. They did not want to pro-
voke it.

The beast cocked its eyeball toward the horizon. It searched, ana-
lyzing until it detected a signal. Then a loud roar came from somewhere
inside it, from another world perhaps, and it galloped away, leaving the
scene as quickly as it had materialized.

After a few moments of isolated internal struggle, Josh strode across
the lawn to scoop up the sloppy, shed skin of his sister.

“So,” he said as he draped the evacuated cocoon over his shoulder,
“I guess things are going to be different now. If you want me to, like, go
on any religious TV shows or anything, we’ll need to talk price first.”

Quinlan stood with his mouth agape. Now he saw that, perhaps,
Armageddon was necessary. He could feel the power draining from his
ideology like sand through an hourglass.

“But you might have to convince my parents, you know?” Josh said
as he threw a judgmental look at the house. “I’ll show them this junk
and tell them about the conspiracy against me and everything, but I
might still get grounded anyway. They’re always projecting their fail-
ures on me.”
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With that, he left Quinlan on the lawn to contemplate his faith.
The priest dabbed at his forehead with a silk handkerchief and thought
of Mary Magdalene, Joan of Arc, Jezebel, Salome, even Eve. His stom-
ach crumpled into a ball of tight cramps.
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Sacred Hearts
Ruth Gibbs

For as the body is clad in the cloth, and the flesh in the skin, and the
bones in the flesh, and the heart in the whole, so are we, soul and body,
clad in the Goodness of God, and enclosed.

—Julian of Norwich

I have always admired anchoresses.
How devoted must one be to live such a life devoted to an

ephemeral love, doing nothing but write and dream about someone
you can never truly touch? Thusly do I love all women who became
sainted. Letting the body waste away to hunger, to decay, letting the
mind whither and the skin turn thin for want of sun, but still, the soul
persevered.

I recall mornings spent in worship growing up. Raptly attending,
not with my ears to sermons, but with eyes ever-loving to Saint Cather-
ine's visage, the wheel which could only break her body tucked under
her arm. Every Sunday, the light would pour through her and on to me
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in too-tight shoes and too-tight bones. Every Sunday, I would imagine
this was a message from her and God.

Is it not natural, then, that I came to be as I am now?
Although you would not know what it is I am, would you? Forgive

me, I have begun in such a way as to mislead you. It was not intentional,
be assured. One can say many unkind things about me. That I am a liar
is not one of them.

To atone for any upset the confusion may have caused you I will an-
swer what I presume is a question in your mind- If I found such grace
in religion and the sainted women thereof, why would I not become a
nun?

This is an incorrect question followed through an incorrect train of
thought. In reply I will ask you a question in return and answer it also.
What is a nun, my friend?

A nun is pious, one who spends her life on her knees in cloisters.
A nun even is one who may eternally turn her mind towards the holy.
While you may have an impression that these are the goals after which
I wander, this would be a mistake.

A nun may only worship God and Christ.
I found this limitation unsuitable.
To begin at the absolute beginning, you must understand saint-

hood and womanhood. You may believe you have a comprehensive
view of both, but I cannot risk the case being other than that and must
explain. I will tell you variously of three saints of sorts that inspire me
particularly.

The first is Mother Julien, Dame Julien, Saint Julien. She who
walled herself up in Norwich and suckled at the wounds of Christ, who
wrote and learned and read in venerable study for her whole long life.
I modeled the first part of my life on her. A canonized saint she may
not be, but she is good enough. Any woman who gave her life, through
death or dedication, ought to be good enough.
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Cloisters as they were are hard to come by in this modern day, and
single cells in which to wall oneself are yet rarer. My parents, though I
do honor them, would not allow me pure solace in which to read and
learn. It worried them. Half-joking, it was once suggested they nail the
door shut and wait for me to get tired and beg for egress. My quite se-
rious eight-year-old reply- a suggestion that we do that and cut a hole
in the door so that I would not miss them -resulted in the privileges
of “door” being taken from me for five entire years. I am sure they
thought to save me from myself. I grew to hate that yawning entryway
and learned to bide my time and wrap my longings tight against my
chest. I honored my father and mother well and never complained, but
they did not understand.

As I grew, so too did the desire to sculpt myself in the image of the
women I obsessed over. I wondered what Julian looked like, so wan, so
fair. I imagined her there in her cloister, sweating, screaming, thrashing
under the whips and touches of Christ himself as his mother watched
on impassively. The voyeuristic need of it all driving her into frenzy. I
came, as she must have, to the realization that women are holy through
their punished bodies.

Women are blood seeping through hands and over thighs in all the
forms that bleeding comes. Women are the raw and textual, subtextual,
sexual pieces of the holy.

But I am getting ahead of myself.
Within what cloister I could find, I studied, and I hid. Tight sports

brassieres layered over one another did not hide my shape for long.
Soon it became clear that my burden was not only with temporally mis-
placed holy purpose, but a physical body that screamed impiety. Where
I ought to have grown tall and slender as a willow, a stately virgin made
of alabaster, I paunched. Matron before Maiden, my girlhood spent it-
self time and time again upon self-loathing. Care learned early kept me
out of too much trouble, although no matter how much I bound and
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squeezed the damned tits would not become smaller. I grew to hate the
cumbersome body cursed on me.

For a time, I tried to emulate the glorious women who manifested
the anorexia mirabilis, but my will was both too weak and body unwill-
ing to shape itself accordingly. Still, I cannot pretend I do not enjoy the
Lenten fasting a bit more than one might imagine. Hollow vessels, we
hungry ones, to be filled with grace.

The body uncooperative and my desires of it soon fell to the way-
side.

The flesh, weak, would be my Catherine’s wheel.
No matter how many times I declared this true, I could not help

but feel burdened by my very self.
Pendulous.
Sagging.
Imperfect.
Every day it seemed they weighed me down more. A constant, nag-

ging, itching, cloying weight in the back of my mind.
From these thoughts, I suppose you may have guessed which glori-

ous Saint the beloved Mother Julien made way for.
Smooth-chested Agatha. Beautiful Agatha. If only I had prayed to

her then maybe I would not have had to suffer so. Scholarship in lat-
er life for piety in youth. Alas, what was done was done. I found her
through my studies early enough that once it became necessary for me
to make a choice in my adulthood, there was no question of what I was
to do. With years ahead of me and me years ahead of my peers, I devot-
ed my life to studying saints.

Initially that was enough. One can just announce that one is inter-
ested in the historic value of sainthood and no one will ask too pointed
questions, especially of the prim, modest girl diligently note-taking.

I got away with sainthood as an interest for three entire years before
anyone thought to question which saints I would be studying. One

94 HELLHOUND MAGAZINE



could study the broader cultural phenomenon of sainthood, but that
felt too far away and distant to provide me satisfaction.

That is what led me to saints more obscure than your Francis’, your
Anthonys and your Josephs. Through research I devoured the piety of
Saint Gemma Galgani, mystic and self-martyr, St Catherine of Bologna
with her scented, floral grave, and others like them, small and by the
wayside. Saint Agatha is not so small as they, and enjoys more popular-
ity in the public eye, but I like to think she pointed my head towards
discovery of them.

After I graduated from my first post-graduate programme, it
doesn’t matter what it was, I decided to do some wandering around the
Italian countryside. A hike, for my health, and to inspire me.

This is how I found my new place in the world.
In a little town at the back of beyond I found a church to Saint

Agatha.
This is not so strange a thing- she is the patron saint of Malta, and

of wetnurses, and against natural disasters. What was strange is this
chapel had a story about her told nowhere else.

Inside their church is what amounts to a grave shrine in the form
of a statue to a young woman, lying prone on her back with her severed
breasts resting on the ground beside her. Clutched in her hands and
crossed over her chest one could see to reaping knives. Her dress would
be, I surmised, not out of place in the high Medieval period. Between
the breasts rested a marble plaque which read-

Our Agatha
Martyred for Faith and Against Temptation

15 August 1242
(Translated from the Italian by yours truly)

I was intrigued. The remainder of my itinerary lay forgotten in so
many unused tickets at the bottom of my suitcase. No mission mattered
now but discovering more of this different Holy Agatha.

HELLHOUND MAGAZINE ISSUE II 95



The locals were reluctant to open up to me, though open they did.
I am nothing if not persistent.

The story goes that once upon a time, there was a young girl who
lived here. The chapel was built sometime in the early thirteenth cen-
tury, a pretty but basic little structure. The girl’s brother had become a
priest and returned to his hometown to minister his flock. Quiet sweet,
you might think, but no. He had darker ambitions. You see, his lit-
tle sister Agatha was quite beautiful, and young. The picture of young
maidenhood. Something in her brother, his name notably lost to the
ages, twisted, and he found himself desiring her carnally.

At first it didn’t amount to much, but eventually he grew more ag-
gressive in his advances towards the young maid. For some reason ei-
ther Agatha or the townsfolk did not know he was her brother, either
because he was from a different marriage than her father, or because he
had left home very young and was unrecognizable. Accounts varied.

Regardless, Agatha could not convince the congregation of his
wickedness, and at some point, he threatened her with pregnancy. “If
women were not meant to bear children, they would not have teats,” he
threatened, or so the story says.

Agatha decided the logical response to this admonition was to find
two reaping-knives and cut off her teats in the middle of the church,
staining the floor dusty rose unto this day. Her body turned into rose
petals in the style of Saint Catherine of Sienna, and her two severed
breasts turned to stone, merging with the floor as a permanent re-
minder.

Needless to say, I was enthralled. How glorious this young lady was,
how beautiful! To seize active control of oneself and, in the name of
your own body, in the face of God, to martyr yourself in His name?
This Agatha is an inspiration, a divine force. She enacted suffering upon
herself. She was not punished! She relished her pain, thrived in it, died
in it. She sacrificed her womanhood and herself in the name of chastity.
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I am sure there is a time and place where her story would be dif-
ferent. This Agatha, like the first, might have resisted until others killed
her at their leisure, but not this one. She did unto herself.

In this way, I think, I was led to the third saint of my life.
Or lead to the third potential saint.
Myself.
Dear reader, if you have this in your hands, I have already ascended.

I will remove that which I despise in the name of Holy Agatha. I will
remove from myself that which I hate most in the same place of her
namesake.

Today is Sunday, the fifteenth of August. Today, I walk into saint-
hood, and cut away my sins. I will cleave the vessel shut by God and re-
lease the sacred flame of divinity from within my sacred heart.
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lives in Texas and can be found on twitter @thesleepywitch, or emailed
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Suffering in Silence
Annie Percik

We just wanted to be heard. So, we showed him the truth.
Ben was always a sensitive child. If another child fell over in the

playground, he would cry, even if they did not. If it rained, he would
refuse to leave the house, for fear of getting his bright yellow boots
dirty, even though that was their purpose. If someone raised their voice,
he would cower as if expecting a blow, even if the argument was only
on the television. Ben’s parents tried to protect him, but the world
is full of frightening and damaging things, and Ben was often hurt
or scared. Perhaps they should have been less solicitous. Perhaps they
should have reacted to each perceived calamity with less concern. Per-
haps they should have tried to toughen their child up, rather than cod-
dling and consoling him.

Ben had two favourite toys. One was a teddy bear he had been giv-
en at birth by his maternal grandmother. It was gender-specific blue,
with eyes and arms wide, a large embroidered smile and lots of very
fluffy fur. Ben’s parents named it Fuzzy Bear, not the most original
name, but accurate. He held pride of place on Ben’s bed, snuggled for
security every night.
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The second toy was a rag doll Ben chose himself on a shopping trip
with his mother at the age of two. She was browsing the clothes in a
local charity shop and did not notice when Ben toddled off to where
the toys were displayed. The first she knew of the doll was when Ben re-
turned to her side with it clutched tight in his pudgy fists.

“No, darling,” she said, keeping her tone carefully soft. “No new
toys today.”

Ben looked up at her, his cherubic face hopeful. He stroked the
doll’s multi-coloured plait of yarn hair. “Coming home with us,” he said
with finality.

His mother held his gaze for a long moment, then sighed. “Oh, al-
right, then. Just this once.”

That phrase meant little to Ben, as he usually got what he wanted.
But he didn’t abuse that power, rarely asking for much. He refused to
let go of the doll at the till, though, so his mother had to bend down
to check the price tag and relay the information to the assistant. The
doll had long, floppy limbs with worn and wrinkled elbows and knees.
Her patchwork dress was made up of off-cuts of random patterned ma-
terial, and her red shoes were knitted directly onto her feet. She had
bright red spots on her cheeks to make her look rosy, and her yarn smile
showed several teeth.

The doll’s name evolved as Betta, since she was apparently ‘better
off ’ at home with Ben than back in the charity shop. After a quick run
through the washing machine, she took her place on his bed, the only
other toy allowed in that prized location.

And that’s how we met. Fuzz and Bett, as we called each other.
We discovered almost immediately that we could communicate with
each other. So, we shared our pain. The universal pain of all toys, which
might never have been shared before, except silently. Fuzz was the first
to float the idea of doing more.

“Ben’s very receptive. Perhaps we could get through to him. If we
tried. Together.”
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Bett regarded him with her wide, yarn eyes. “You think so?”
Fuzz reached out with his fluffy blue paw and laid it on her arm.

“What have we got to lose?”
What indeed? More than we anticipated, as it turned out.
We directed our new-found powers of communication at our dar-

ling boy, with little idea how to go about it and no clue what the con-
sequences might be. We couldn’t speak to him directly, it turned out.
Whatever enabled us to talk to each other didn’t work on humans. But
we focused our thoughts and every ounce of our suffering from our
minds into Ben’s. We concentrated our efforts as he slept, cuddling us
to his innocent chest. When he woke screaming three nights in a row,
Bett suggested that we ought to stop.

But Fuzz was adamant. “It’s working! We can’t stop now.”
When Ben’s mother came running to his room to soothe his night-

mares, she tried to get him to say what was wrong. But he just hugged
us more tightly and shook his head, unable to articulate the nameless
horror we had planted in his sleeping brain.

“That’s right, sweetheart,” his mother said as she smoothed his hair.
“Fuzzy Bear and Betta will protect you from the bad dreams.”

Bett, almost smothered by Ben’s desperate embrace, felt a stab of
guilt at that, but she was committed to our cause and said nothing fur-
ther about stopping.

On the fourth morning, the nightmare bled through into Ben’s
waking world. When he woke, he took one look at us and started cry-
ing. Irritable from the series of broken nights, his mother gave a sigh.

“What is it now?”
Ben waved vaguely at us, where we lay on the bed. “Fuzz and Bett.

They’re hurt. They’re hurt.”
And it was true. We were hurt. Every time a child threw us to the

floor. Every time a child twisted our limbs or bit our ears. Every time
we accidentally got trodden on or trapped in a door. We felt every blow,
every injury, every indignity, as if we were flesh and blood. The horror

HELLHOUND MAGAZINE ISSUE II 101



of the washing machine was too awful to name. Each incident scarred
us, building to a pattern of historic abuse engraved on our psyches. And
now we had somehow managed to get dear, little Ben to see.

“They’re fine,” his mother said. “A bit grubby, perhaps. I can give
them a nice wash to make them all better. How would that be?”

“No!” Ben screamed. He grabbed us to him instinctively, crushing
us against his solid body, then thrusting us away again almost immedi-
ately. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Won’t hurt you anymore.”

And he did his best. Our darling boy. He was so careful with us
after that. He cleaned us himself with a bucket of warm, soapy water
and a soft cloth. He was meticulous about it, ensuring our faces were
never submerged, and laying us out carefully on the windowsill to dry.
He stroked and patted us instead of hugging and squeezing us. He
wouldn’t let his parents anywhere near us and treated us like fragile or-
naments that could be harmed by even the lightest of touches.

When it came time for Ben to attend nursery, his mother received
a call on the first day, while she was making the bed in Ben’s room. She
tapped the phone to put the call on speaker, so we were able to hear
everything.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to come and collect Ben at once, Mrs. Davis.”
“Why? What’s happened? Is he alright?”
“Yes, your son is perfectly unharmed. But he was involved in a fight

and we can’t tolerate such behaviour. He’s been isolated from the other
children and is waiting for you to retrieve him.”

She dashed off right away and was soon back, with Ben in tow. She
brought him up to his room and sat him down on the bed.

“Why would you attack another child?”
Ben reached out one hand and stroked it down Bett’s arm. “She was

hurting the dolly. I had to stop her.”
“It was only a doll. We don’t hurt other people over a toy.” His

mother snatched Bett from his grasp and shook her violently. “It can’t
feel anything.”
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Ben screamed and launched himself at his mother, snatching for
Bett and beating at his mother’s arms. “No! Leave her alone!”

Shocked, his mother dropped Bett onto the bedspread and
watched as Ben cradled her in his arms, making soothing noises and
stroking her traumatised limbs.

Later that night, when Ben was asleep and we lay, carefully
arranged and safe from harm on the other pillow of the bed, his parents
stood in the doorway of the room, looking down at him.

“I don’t know what to do,” his mother said. “This obsession with
toys is getting out of hand. How can we send him anywhere there are
other children if he’s going to be violent?”

His father put an arm around his mother’s shoulders as we watched
and listened. “We’ve let it go too far. We should have put a stop to it
earlier before it got to this point. Maybe it’s time to bring in a psychol-
ogist.”

Ben’s mother reached one arm out towards her sleeping child and
started to cry.

The psychologist came to visit a few times. She spoke to Ben in
a soft, enquiring tone, asking him about us and his relationship with
us. She teased out some of the details of what he was seeing, while we
looked on, exchanging worried glances. Later, the psychologist spoke
to Ben’s parents out in the corridor, where we could just make out their
conversation.

“He seems completely fixated on that bear and rag doll. Nothing
I’ve said seems to get through to him. He treats them as if they can be
injured like people. I’ve never seen a delusion as securely rooted as this
one.”

“What can you suggest?” Ben’s father asked.
The psychologist shook her head. “The only thing I can think of is

for you to remove those two particular toys from his room. Perhaps if
they are gone, the link will be broken and he will start to view toys more
as inanimate objects.”
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The tantrum that ensued was so violent that we could hear it all the
way from downstairs. Ben screamed and cried. He threw things and at-
tacked both his parents. He only calmed down when we were restored
to him, after which he hugged us extremely gingerly and laid us out in
our place on the bed. We didn’t see the psychologist again. Not long af-
ter, we heard about an incident when Ben snatched a toy rabbit from a
baby on a bus and the police were nearly involved.

Ben mostly stayed at home after that, his mother no longer going
out to work. There was one instance of another woman coming to the
house to watch him, but that was short-lived. She made the mistake of
trying to play with Ben by picking up Fuzz and manipulating his limbs.
She left hurriedly with a bruised cheek, and nobody else ever came.

Ben grew up with us as his only friends. He lavished love and atten-
tion on us, but oh-so-carefully, ensuring no harm ever befell us. But that
couldn’t last forever. We are not very durable, after all, and we began to
age. When one of Bett’s seams started to fray, it was a catastrophe of the
first order. How could Ben repair us without hurting us further?

One day, he came into his room, where we were waiting for him.
He had a strange smile on his face. He crossed to sit on the bed next to
us, his arms full of packages.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I know what to do to keep you safe. Just wait
and see.”

We watched as he unpacked two pedestals and set them up in the
corner of the room. Then he collected first Fuzz and then Bett, plac-
ing us reverently, on each pedestal, propped up against a special frame.
Next, two glass cases emerged from the packages and Ben fitted one
over each of us.

Just before the seal was made, we heard him say, “Now nothing can
hurt you ever again.”

And here we sit, pristine and inviolable, forever safe from harm.
But we are also cut off from each other, and no longer able to commu-
nicate our pain to Ben. We suffocate for lack of love. We showed Ben
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the truth and he gave us what we wanted. But we are still suffering in
silence.
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Poetaster
Jen McGregor

To you, my beloved.
To you whom I loved. You for whom I lived. You without whom I

am nothing.
I shall never forget this night, the last night I shall ever see you.

How beautiful you look, with your golden hair catching the candle-
light! Will I ever be able to forget your glittering eyes gazing over the
rim of your glass as you drank... gazing into eyes that were not mine?

Did it have to be him?
I knew that I would lose you someday, I had already surrendered

myself to the inevitability of our doomed love. Your heart, I knew, was
too expansive to be mine alone. But him...

Was it just proximity? Was he just to hand? No. No, let me believe
that you were motivated by something other than mere convenience...
Let me think that your eyes met and he swept you up in a torrid and
irresistible love, that you were moths to each other’s flame... a love so
overwhelming that you could see past his deeply inadequate poetry.

HELLHOUND MAGAZINE ISSUE II 107



It must have been. It must have been. Only the deepest of loves
could have induced you to leave me for a man who could rhyme “death”
with “breath”... or “together” with “forever”.

Together does not rhyme with forever.
Together does not rhyme with forever.
Together. DOES. NOT. RHYME.
With forever.
I thought that you would mock him with me. I knew your hatred

for lazy rhymes, obvious imagery, the cheap but crowd-pleasing sing-
song of an ABAB structure. That first night as we listened to him, I
glanced over at you, thinking your eyes would meet mine and we’d
smile the smiles of two superior artists anticipating the joy of eviscerat-
ing this dullard’s work once safely home.

But your eyes were on him, and your look... I knew your look of
polite attention, I knew it very well. That was not it. Yours was the face
of one experiencing a revelation. And still I thought perhaps it was the
joy of the vicious, that your fervour was for your own wit and the quips
you would make at his expense later...

And then it happened. The pathetic fallacy. What the topic of his
doggerel was I don’t remember, all I can recall is this:

“Just as my heart lies nestled in the hills,
So too my heart lies nestled in your hand.”
How am I to describe the pain, the injury you did me when you,

the woman I loved, listened to those lines and did not flinch?
A home cannot “nestle”. It has no capacity for “nestling”. A home, a

building, can do nothing but exist, it has no emotions, no agency, it is
not personified by anything except the touch of a lazy pen.

And a heart? Can it “nestle”? Can it? You would know better than
I ever did, since you were in possession of both mine and his. Whereas
I never had yours in any sense except the literal. And in that sense, my
beloved, it does not nestle.
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I hoped I had been wrong about what I saw. I was sure I must have
been. So, as we made our way home through the empty streets I tested
the waters, I asked for your thoughts.

“I enjoyed that last fellow,” you said. Enjoyed. Enjoyed. How many
times had I hear you pour scorn on that word, that tepid term em-
ployed only by those who know what it is to have a nice time.

Yet still I gave you the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps, I considered,
you were using the term ironically, an in-joke with the only person in
the world you knew your antipathy. “Hahaha,” I ventured. “Indeed. En-
joyed. I enjoyed him too.”

I willed you to show me that malicious smirk of yours and say
“Spare us from any more such enjoyment” or something similar – bet-
ter, since you were always the one who excelled at cutting remarks. But
you did not. You... you glared at me. You made an impatient little noise
with your tongue and said “You know, you don’t have to be so bloody
critical of everything.”

I tried not to let it prey on my mind. Perhaps I had been wrong,
perhaps there was some genius in his work that I just didn’t understand.
You were always quicker to appreciate talent than I was, and I knew
how much of my own taste and discernment I owed to your guidance.
I tried. I tried to keep an open mind and allow myself to see the skill
and subtlety that you appeared to see... but I could not. Try as I might,
whenever we attended a reading where he was on the bill, all I could
hear was that same juvenile pap.

We didn’t speak of him. On our walks home I would avoid the
topic so completely that he might as well have been absent from the
evening and from our lives. And you? You were likewise silent. Had
I not been able to see your attentive face whenever he read, I might
have thought that you had forgotten that first night and that each night
since he and his work had slipped straight out of your mind. But I knew
you were exercising the same scruples that I was, and that worried me.
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When I found the first poem, I was hardly surprised. It was under
your pillow, scribbled on one of the scraps of paper you kept by the bed
to capture late-night inspiration. As I straightened the sheets it fell into
my hand, and what could I do but read it?

New
I’m not supposed to feel this way.
Your white-hot words
In my long-dormant ears
Your white-hot hands
Awakening the one I never thought
Could ever be awoken again
The one who slept so long
Deeper than ice
Deeper than time
Deeper than I ever knew love could run
Yet you have found her
Woken her
Saved her
From what she was,
What she’d become,
Which was?
Was not.
Was nothing.
Until, magnetic north-pointing you found her sepulchre
And woke her with a word
The word “together”.
In the grip of despair, I searched desperately for the imagery that

would allow me to articulate my pain. A knife to the heart would be
too cliché, likewise a punch to the gut, the rug being pulled from under
me or being plunged into an abyss. It wasn’t that there were no words
to express how I felt – the trouble was that I knew the scorn you would
have poured on me for using any of them. Because for me, and appar-
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ently for me alone, you had such exacting standards. For him you had
none, and you had relinquished your standards while I lay unaware be-
side you.

I let the paper fall from my hand, and as it drifted to the ground
it turned over to reveal another poem. I retrieved the scrap and set to
work again on the spider scrawl of your handwriting.

In search of an Exit
You’re not a character in a novel.
(I wish you were.
If you were I’d shut the book
And give it to a charity shop.)
Thinking about it, though, perhaps you are.
How would I know?
Perhaps I’m just unfortunate
Enough to share a page with you
In some teenager’s overwritten opus.
God, I’d hate that -
To think the brain that thought me up
Could also spawn someone like you
And that we might be stuck forever
Here on this page
With me trapped listening to your
Recital of recycled wit and wisdom.
There it was. There, on the flip side of the stanza you had crafted

for your new muse, your new love – there were your words for me. Not
even for me. About me. The words that confirmed my every fear and
stabbed me – yes, stabbed me in the heart, why should I fear cliché if
you were not to be there to condemn it?

But you were not gone yet. There was still a chance, I knew there
was. I believed I could win you back if I could only remove you from
his influence. I would, I would do it, I would take you away and togeth-
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er we would find out love again. Or if we could not, at least you would
be rid of him and could leave me for an artist who deserved you.

I searched for you all day. I went round your every haunt, every
bookshop and every café you loved to frequent but you were nowhere
to be found. As I returned home, I knew with increasing certainty that
you were there with him, but I hoped, I hoped that you would disdain
to play out such a commonplace trope.

But you did not. You were there. You, and him, and a bottle of
wine, and candlelight. Candlelight.

The bottle proved useful, at least. There can be poetry in motion,
and the turn of my wrist as I smashed the end had a certain elegance.
And the mingling of blood and Valpolicella did look rather lovely in
the soft, flickering glow.

By the time I was done, there was no question of your heart being
anyone’s except mine. Just as mine was yours, along with every other el-
ement of me.

No question now, I know your heart is mine
Each atrium, each ventricle, each vein,
This organ that contained a love so fine
My loveless life won’t know its like again.
Each breath I loved, the blood your arteries
Carried through your corpse, new-ox’genated,
I loved this heart that powered you to seize
The day, and never allowed you to be sated.
Your pulmonary artery now severed,
Though your heart may be cold, it’s mine forever.
I was proud of my words. Your eulogy. My elegy. And if the rhymes

contained a little less effort than they should, then you and I both knew
the literary reference I was making.

But you did not respond. You didn’t respond then... and you don’t
respond now.
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Each night I visit you, my love, to read my latest compositions to
my decomposing darling, and each night you gaze blankly back, eyes
a little open in the same fixed expression of eternal boredom that I
recognise from life. Perhaps if I were just a little more gifted, if my fa-
cility with language were greater, I could win back your attention and
your love and perhaps your life... so since you were so enamoured of his
words, I’ll endeavour to incorporate his skill into my own being.

I eat him. Does that satisfy you? I eat my lover’s lover, a little each
night. His cuckolding heart, his impertinent eyes, his gilded tongue, on
and on until I have ingested every morsel of the faithless flesh that you
preferred to mine. I hack and bite, I chew and gnaw, I force each sinew
down my gullet and I wait for his words to spill from my carnivorous
mouth... but they never do.

And all you do is rot.

HELLHOUND MAGAZINE ISSUE II 113



Jen McGregor is a writer, dramaturg and director, trained at
Mountview and mentored by Rob Drummond through PSS. Her play
Heaven Burns won the 2018 Assembly Roxy Theatre Award. Writing
credits include Volante (Hothouse @ Traverse, EMSF, Tom McGrath
award), Canto X (Manipulate 2020), and Screech (Stellar Quines’
Make Do & Mend). Directing/dramaturgy credits include Lubna
Kerr’s Tick Box (Create: Inclusion), Jenny Lindsay’s This Script (tour-
ing) and Debbie Cannon’s award-winning Green Knight (Buxton
Fringe, touring) and The Remarkable Deliverances of Alice Thornton
(Being Human Festival). Jen is currently working on Hannah Lavery’s
The Unseen Child (Hopscotch, touring digitally autumn 2021).
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Thanks

Thank you to Katie Boyle, Scott Bryan, Tom Coombe, Corey Far-
renkopf, J. L. Foux, J. V. Gachs, Ruth Gibbs, Arlo Gorevin, J. R. Hand-
field, Stephen Howard, Jan McGregor, Isaac Menuza, Michelle Mellon,
Saoirse Ní Chiaragáin, Annie Percik, Marta Špoljar, J. Snow and
Alpheus Williams for allowing us to publish a little piece of their imag-
inations.

Thank you to every single writer who submitted their stories for
this issue. It takes a lot of courage to entrust strangers with your pre-
cious work.

Hellhound is more than words on a page or website. Thank you to
Lynsey, Shaun, Matt, Yvonne and Geraldine for being part of the Hell-
hound family and for everything they bring to our horrid little circle.

Finally, thank you to you dear reader. Thank you for taking the time
to read the words of eighteen tremendously talented writers. We aim
to publish Issue III in October 2021 and hope you’ll join us again for
some Halloween horrors.

Hellishly yours,
The Hellhound Editors
Emma Ormond and Jimmy Nicol
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