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A Cold Reception
J. Agombar
 
Originally published in Deshmukh, A (ed.) Beyond, Horror Flash Fiction Volume 1,  The Great Void Books, 2022.
 
 
 
 
 
 
	He rose from his desk after long deliberation. Batik robes swung as he paced back and forth, pondering his predicament, cursed with the knowledge that they would come for him soon. So much had changed: new laws, new outlooks, new fools who misunderstood. He moved over to his substantial bookcase and caressed the gold-lined pages. Having not borne a child, his biggest regret was having nobody to pass on the knowledge. For he always assumed many more years were before him, perhaps foolishly. 
	Hiding was not an option here, and an escape would require stealth beyond his means. He could hear chants and footfall approaching closer with each moment. In response, he darted around his dwelling, throwing a few precious items into his satchel, including the one book on his shelf he could not let them burn. A pentagram decorated the front cover, and a metal clasp held the binding tight. He ran to his front door, feeling a deep loss for the rest of his books.
	Swinging the weighty wooden door open revealed he was too late. He was met with a cold reception of many villagers holding torches and pitchforks. One spoke.
	“There he is! Don’t let the witch get away!”
Drastically outnumbered, he felt his time may be even shorter.
	“I am no witch!” he stated in reply.
	“That’s not what folk say! All sorts of queer tales follow your name,” an old crone bellowed, prompting an angry cheer around her.
	“I am a warlock. There is a difference, but nobody has ever come to harm in this village because of that. In truth, I have treated many of your children’s ailments with herbal remedies.”
	“He admits it! Cursing them with his witchcraft!” another shouted.
	The crowd advanced and grabbed his batik robes, tearing them. He dropped his satchel as they rose him into the air and turned to carry him to the stake.
	As they arrived, they were met with another crowd, an equally cold reception, and more determined than their own. The new crowd also held pitchforks, chisels, and daggers, but no torches. Their glowing green eyes suggested a superior vision in the darkness, yet smaller in size. Horror struck as they realised these subjects before them were their own offspring. One spoke with a hand gestured toward the Warlock.
	“Release him.”
	The adult crowd placed him down in fear of their demonic stares. The Warlock gathered himself and stood between the crowds, pleased that the children had listened to his teachings.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
— Author Biography —
 
J. Agombar resides near the treacherous waters of Southend-On-Sea, Essex, UK where visions of the speculative, criminal, and supernatural have taken over his mind (usually alongside a bottle of whisky). His work has been printed with over thirty publishers to date. His third collection is due for release (fingers crossed) in 2026.
The Door at the Hatchet Inn
Ryan Colley
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	If you drank in The Hatchet Inn long enough, you heard the story whether you wanted to or not. Someone always brought it up after a couple of pints, usually with a grin, like they were letting you in on something daft and half-true. The Door. The one that was supposedly made of human skin. They said it the way people said probably haunted or definitely cursed, knowing full well it sounded ridiculous the moment it left their mouth. It was a local legend for Bristol.
	Most people laughed it off. Horsehide, they said. Old leather with centuries of paint on top. Something invented along the way and never corrected because it made for a better story. Locals rolled their eyes and let it slide. You heard it enough, you stopped thinking about it at all.
	Outsiders were worse. They poked at it, pressed their thumbs in like they expected it to give. They knocked just to feel it under their knuckles. They leaned back against it while they drank, coats damp from the rain, bodies warm through the wood. Someone always said, Go on, touch it, as if it were part of the experience.
	It wasn’t a tourist thing, not really. It was just there. Part of the pub. Something you passed through without looking twice, once you’d learned to stop noticing.
	The story usually went the same way after that. An executed criminal. Normally, a pirate. A warning. Something done after death, when it no longer mattered. People liked the neatness of it. They liked the idea that whatever had been done was finished, sealed away with the rest of the past.
	But that wasn’t quite right. Details were always off. The timing, for one thing. The pub was there first, and the door came a lot later. It wasn’t like they had the skin-door on standby waiting for a frame to fill.
 
***
 
	Most of the time, it was just the usual pub business. People came in cold and wet, shoulders hunched, coats heavy with rain. They leaned back without thinking, full weight settling for a moment before the door swung again. Drunks slapped it open too hard. Someone knocked twice when it stuck, knuckles sharp and impatient.
	Hands were the worst for it. Warm palms. Sticky fingers. Thumbs rubbing absently while conversations carried on above them. Pressure came and went in waves. Heat lingered. Abrasion followed, slow and dull, as if it might wear something down given enough time. Sometimes, fingernails caught, dragging slightly before letting go. Sometimes someone knocked harder than they meant to. Twice, quick and solid, the sound travelled straight through before the door opened again.
	You got used to people slapping the door for good luck. And Influencers – whatever those are – taking photos with you. You had to. It would pass, eventually, replaced by the next thing.
 
***
 
	The thing is, no one ever thought about whoever the door had been. What they had been through. As far as folks believed, you lived. You died. That once the body was finished, everything else followed. Silence. Absence. An empty thing repurposed for something else.
	That wasn’t what happened.
	They – the one who would become the door – were alive when the process started. Not alive in any way that mattered to anyone else, but present enough to know what was happening to them. The meticulous work that happened to their skin. How carefully they worked to keep him intact. 
	Can you imagine the process required to turn skin into a door? People liked to skip over that part, as if it happened all at once. As if it was laid down gently and left to settle. It took work. Stretching first, careful at the edges so it wouldn’t tear. Reshaping while it was still soft enough to obey. Brutal reshaping, really, until it matched something it was never meant to be. Skin didn’t behave the way people assumed it did. It wasn’t as simple as taking it and fixing it in place. It had to be worked. Pulled while it was still pliable. Kept under tension so it wouldn’t shrink too much as it dried. Taken in more than one piece, no matter how often people insisted otherwise.
	When the rest of his body failed, his consciousness didn’t follow. It stayed, trapped within his skin. 
	And now, even after all this time, I still feel every little thing.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
— Author Biography —
 
Ryan Colley always enjoyed reading fictional worlds, but creating his own is his passion. In school, a teacher told him to pursue writing after reading a short story he wrote for homework and, from that day, he never stopped. He doesn’t know where his love of zombies comes from, but it just happened, and it is his life. Things changed, and life moved on, but even while graduating from his Bachelor's and Master's in Psychology, he wrote stories every day. Writing is his passion, and everything else he does is to pursue that passion. Ryan loves hearing from his readers and encourages you to let him know what you think!
His website: www.AmongTheDead.co.uk.  
For updates: www.facebook.com/AmongTheDeadATD 
His email: AmongTheDeadATD@hotmail.com 
In a Haunted Mansion
Christopher Dabrowski
 
Originally published in Festival of Fear anthology, 2021.
Translated from Polish by Julia Mraczny
 
 
 
 
 
 
	When Adam with his sister entered the Haunted Mansion, nothing indicated what was going to happen. And some scary things would happen soon...
	Sitting in the carriages, they didn't know they would never see their parents again. 
	They rode through dark tunnels haunted by ghosts, mummies, and skeletons. 
	They squealed with fear. But the real fear was yet to come...
	As the train entered the last curve. 
	The one last figure with a scythe and the longed-for light at the end of the tunnel.
	But instead, they heard the screams of suffering people.
	Outside, hungry zombies were destroying the funfair...
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
— Author Biography —
 
Christopher Dabrowski
https://krzysztoftdabrowsk.wixsite.com/krzysztoftdabrowski
https://www.instagram.com/krzysztof.dabrowski.autor
https://www.facebook.com/Krzysztof.Dabrowski.pisarz#
They Knew He Came at Night
Joe Kraus
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	They knew he came at night, knew they had to keep one hand on a torch and the other on a pike or blade, which, for most of them, meant a farm implement sharpened quickly across a stone. They knew they could claim some safety in numbers, knew he might strike at one or two, but could not best all of them together. And they knew him for the neighbor, the hired hand, the cousin he’d been before, before his jaw distended, before he’d sprouted hair like one of their dogs, before his eyes turned lupine and distant, before he’d transformed into something that bounded on four legs, something no longer at home in their homes.
	He knew they came after him slowly, weighed down by a dread he found delicious and seductive. He knew it through synesthesia, as a blurring of perception that carried their terror to him as a scent, as a flavor that recalled those satisfying meals his mother had prepared when he and his brothers returned from harvest. He crouched behind a great oak, the drool from his upper jaw pooling into the lower, not stalking but savoring, not hunting but delighting.
	He took one at the rear, one whom he could no longer see as the boy he had spun hoops and played at games of ball with in summers long ago. He tore at his throat, directed perhaps by an animal instinct to silence its prey, but
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