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    Editorial: December 2025

    Wendy N. Wagner | 356 words

    Welcome to issue #159 of Nightmare Magazine!

    December is a time where folklore and mythology hold a larger presence in our day-to-day life. From your local Krampus market to the Santas at the mall, otherworldly beings are front and center at this time of year. Maybe it’s the long dark nights stirring up the imagination, or maybe it’s the strange light you get when sunshine glints off the snow: We might be out of spooky season, but December is the time when our thoughts are often in communication with legends and lore.

    In that spirit, I’ve selected an array of work exploring the intersection of media and folklore. Our first piece of short fiction is “The Short History of a Long-Forgotten, Ill-Fated Telenovela” by Dante Luiz—the story of a cursed television show and the people who worked on it. Is the curse the real or is it imagined? You’ll have to decide once you’ve read it.

    Leyla Hamedi’s story “Shahmeran” draws on the myth of the beautiful, serpentine shahmeran to explore the difficult relationship of two sisters. Our flash story is Lyndsie Manusos’s experimental “Review: When the Baby Sleeps,” a fictional movie review about a cursed film. Every time I read it, I forget it’s fiction and wish I could watch the film! Our poem this month is the delicious “Blacula” by PC Verrone. I think you can guess which legendary character it’s discussing.

    Over at the H Word, Kristina Ten writes about the strange shared mythology that kids somehow manage to spread across summer camps and homerooms. If you’re trying to decide what to read or watch, Adam-Troy Castro has a book and movie pairing in his latest review column. And of course, our author spotlight interview team has interrogated interviewed our writers for more insights into their writing.

    It’s the darkest time of the year. Why not curl up in the light with some dark fiction? In fact, consider that moment a gift to yourself.

    Wishing all of you very happy holidays and a healthy new year!
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of the horror novels Girl in the Creek and The Deer Kings, as well as the gothic novella The Secret Skin. Previous work includes the SF thriller An Oath of Dogs and two novels for the Pathfinder Tales series. Her short fiction has been nominated for the Theodore Sturgeon and Shirley Jackson awards, and her short stories, poetry, and essays have appeared in more than seventy venues. A two-time Locus award finalist for her editorial work here, she also serves as the senior editor of Lightspeed Magazine, and previously served as the guest editor of our Queers Destroy Horror! special issue. She lives in Oregon with her very understanding family, a large cat, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.
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    The Short History of a Long-Forgotten, Ill-Fated Telenovela

    Dante Luiz | 4736 words

    

    CW: fire, burns, and death.

    

    The last copy of Senhora (1972–1973) lies, with no identification tag, on the shelves of Cinemateca Brasileira, the largest audiovisual archive in Latin America. If anyone ever opened the tin cans, they would see that its quadruplex tapes are flaky, almost falling apart, but no one does, as many years have passed since anyone remembered its existence. There are no surviving pictures from it, not even in magazines. All the actors are dead, just like the creator, the director, and the technical crew. It’s the last memory of a cursed telenovela that doomed its entire cast, one by one.

    If remembered, Senhora would be blamed for its trail of destruction, but we should avoid placing guilt. Senhora is as much of a victim as the others, and, like all of the victims, she will, too, burn.

    • • • •

    Nívea Figueiredo (1939–1973) was a prodigy, a feminist, a bonne vivante; the youngest writer to ever land a prime time soap opera on TV Tupi. Daughter of a Portuguese seamstress and a Brazilian radio host, she enjoyed a comfortable childhood in Vila Olímpia, São Paulo, where she liked to entertain her parents and their friends during family parties by suggesting improvements to a variety of books, movies, and radionovelas. Everyone was so impressed, she used to tell local newspapers during interviews, at the sight of this barely alphabetized little girl lifting her fingers and telling anyone who could hear how she could have written Dom Casmurro better than Machado de Assis. She would then stop to sip her coffee, an ever-boiling, ever-in hand double espresso. That’s how they discovered me, you know? Because I was always fixing other people’s stories. When questioned if said family friends were the big-name radio producers who would eventually finance her quick rise to fame, Nívea would wave aside the idea dismissively, spilling drops of coffee over the journalist, refusing to engage in any more questions.

    But there was no denying it was a fast rise. She went from a writing internship with Rádio Nacional straight to her own big radio feature, In Search of Love (1966–1967), a 300-episode Spiritist epic with a graphic sex scene that both shocked and impressed the nation, making the public wonder what she would do when she finally landed a television gig.

    Nívea always wanted more, her executive producer would say a few years after her death. The most modern equipment, the biggest crew, the most expensive costumes. She didn’t just want a telenovela, she wanted a televised Hollywood production. And she would eventually have it. After saving the low ratings of Heart and Courage (1968–1979) by killing the main love interest, she had TV Tupi in her pocket, and they allowed her to do whatever she wanted, which was adapting José de Alencar’s classic novel Senhora.

    One of her most daring moves was refusing to even consider a male director for the project. There’s an inexplicable joy in the way Aurélia tortures her beloved Fernando, she had argued. A man wouldn’t understand my vision. She proceeded to invite seasoned director Ângela Camargo, who agreed to return from the United States for the job. I swore not to set my foot in this country ever again, but that bitch was persuasive as fuck, Ângela said to a friend at the time. The pitch, the project, the budget. I never heard of anything like it before, never saw anything like it again.

    They would shoot part of the telenovela in Rio de Janeiro, and the other part in a luxurious historical site in Minas Gerais. Thirty-five-year-old heartthrob Bertrand Belmond was a sure choice for social-climber Fernando, who disavows his love for the impoverished Aurélia in search of a larger dowry. The face for the vengeful Aurélia, however, was hard to find. Nívea wanted an established name, an actress Brazil already knew and loved, to ensure the heroine would remain likable after buying Fernando’s freedom with an unexpected inheritance, but Ângela strongly disagreed.

    It has to be someone new, the director told her. The public has to fall in love with her in spite of everything, or the whole narrative falls apart. The two women had endless arguments over the casting, each one more violent than the other, until a reluctant Nívea backed down and allowed Ângela to hire the unknown Fabiana Seixas for the leading role.

    It was the only concession she made during her short run in the production. Nívea wrote and rewrote every episode countless times. She refused to use a single archive piece for the costume design, demanding expensive silk and original period pieces for the most important garments. She would fight every improvisation, every slight change in tone and dialogue during the filming. She even supervised the hairstyles, not allowing a single strand out of place and throwing hot coffee on anyone who dared to say that was not her job. The assistants called her a little child king behind her back.

    She accepted nothing but perfection.

    Late at night, however, she would find herself unable to sleep. It wasn’t her fault, you see. All the pressure, the money, the hurry. Yes, she wanted greatness, yes, she wanted success, but not like this. Every time she called an assistant at inappropriate hours, every “no, it can’t be like this,” every “I know everyone is tired, but let’s get this scene right, okay?,” it was almost like her voice wasn’t the one speaking. She would hear herself scream and want and demand, her eyes growing wide in bewilderment. It was like something else had taken hold of her, a puppeteer behind the little child king, turning her into an unbearable monster every time she went to the set. And she couldn’t even tell others about it—she was barely conscious of it, herself.

    Her only comfort, the only thing keeping her head over her shoulders, was that little double espresso. She drank so much of it that it turned into an addiction. Nívea gulped down the coffee in such a frantic hurry that she would spill it over herself, over others. She didn’t even notice the burned, reddened spots on her tongue anymore. Every time she finished a cup, her assistant handed her another, and at home she would make coffee late into the night.

    The day the first episode aired, the creative crew and the stars of the show met at the studio to watch the result of their work, but Nívea barely acknowledged it. She wouldn’t stop moving, one of them heard Ângela say, a while later. I think she never even looked at the screen. Every single one of her coworkers shared the same testimony: After finishing two cups of coffee in less than fifty minutes, Nívea ran to find her kettle, poured the contents in her mug, and drank it in one go. She couldn’t understand her own agitation, but she knew needed another shot.

    That day, Nívea forgot to add coffee powder to the mixture and, in her hurry, drank half a liter of boiling water, agonizing on the floor before the episode’s entire run, her charred tongue hanging from her mouth like a piece of wet jerky. She was pronounced dead soon after the ambulance arrived.

    • • • •

    There were other deaths, some around the same time and others even before Nívea and the other big names died, deaths that would have been nothing but a footnote if one wasn’t aware of the scale of the tragedy. A cameraman who touched the wrong wires in one of the endless reshoots, electrocuted so fast he immediately caught on fire. A prop assistant who choked on his own cigarette. A couple of costume designers in search of the right color of satin for Aurélia’s big look-what-you-missed-by-denying-me gown: car crash, boom.

    All of them on duty. An unfortunate but necessary sacrifice for the ever-growing dream of Senhora.

    • • • •

    Ângela Camargo (1929–1976) was a stubborn son-of-a-bitch. Her co-workers treated her like shit the moment she was hired as production assistant in 1953, unused to the presence of a woman on the set, never mind that she was tougher than any of them. More masculine, too, which never made anything easier, not in that shithole of a country she left as soon as she had the chance. Los Angeles didn’t treat Ângela any better; it treated her worse, actually, but now she was a third-world nobody whose experience in Brazilian television was worth less than that of any American who had never stepped foot in a Hollywood studio. But she swallowed her pride, lowered her head, and accepted every crumble of a gig she could put her hands on, which was not much in the States, but would shine like gold on her Brazilian resume. Because that’s how things worked back home; you direct a shitty B flick for gringos, and suddenly you’re worth more than any of your peers. The birds that sing here do not sing as they do there, as the poets say.

    So when Nívea asked Ângela to return, she did. She had to: The pitch and the money were too good to refuse. Ângela had worked with Nívea once, and thought that she was cool, if a bit demanding. The two butted heads a few times, and they were never friends, but there was a silent understanding between both of them that they should be allies, at the very least. Nívea ended up not being as cool as she remembered, and she was more than just a bit demanding, but Ângela stayed anyway. Her feet were glued to the floorboards of that stupid mansion in Minas Gerais, like she couldn’t leave again even if she wanted to. A higher force was keeping her there, whether this higher force was the telenovela itself or whether it went by the name of Fabiana Seixas.

    You see, Fabiana was not a great actress. She was not bad either, just a little . . . Green. She had been an extra in a couple of movies and a minor character in another period drama, but she had those big brown eyes that could command a scene, a bone structure that looked great on camera, and the right amount of ambition. Nívea thought Fabiana lacked the charisma to play Aurélia, and that she crumbled easily under pressure, which is why her first few episodes were less than stellar, but Ângela argued that she had potential. A diamond in the rough. Ângela knew she could make a star out of Fabiana under the right circumstances, even if the right circumstances were Nívea’s early death.

    Ângela never wanted Nívea to die, but her death was useful, at first. Nívea passed away after completing two-thirds of the entire script, a task Ângela took over when they handed her the production on a silver plate, crowning her the new commander of Senhora. To make sure Nívea would not come back to haunt her, Ângela even added a little in memoriam intro on episode two: Nívea Figueireido (1939–1973), whose vision and ambition made this dream possible. Classy and sensible. Nívea might have been a bitch and a control freak, a little child king like the crew called her, but she knew how to create a spectacle, so they owed her that. It was interesting how, the same way they called Nívea a king to bring her down, Ângela was quickly named the wicked stepmother behind her back, but she knew why. They were both used to being denied and ridiculed like this. The news made a bunch of headlines that helped keep the ratings high because it was all so sad, so creepy; it’s not every day we get to watch a dead woman’s work.

    Ângela also

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    ©2025 by Dante Luiz.
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