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	I am afraid to own a Body—

	I am afraid to own a Soul—

	Profound—precarious Property—

	Possession, not optional—

	 

	Double Estate—entailed at pleasure

	Upon an unsuspecting Heir—

	Duke in a moment of Deathlessness

	And God, for a Frontier.

	 

	—Emily Dickinson, 

	“I am afraid to own a Body” 
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	EDITOR’S NOTE

	 

	 

	Readers should be aware that the stories in this volume deal with a range of difficult, potentially triggering subjects including rape and assault, eating disorders, self-harm, mental illness, pregnancy loss and more. Concerned readers may check our list of content warnings at the back of the book for notes on the content of specific stories.
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	FOREWORD

	 

	 

	Our bodies are terrifying. 

	—Alex Woodroe

	 

	 

	One of the greatest things about body horror is that it’s unlikely anyone reading this anthology right now is doing so by accident. 

	You know what you want. You’re here because at some point in your life, you’ve marvelled at and been horrified by the human body. You’ve looked at your own with suspicious eyes, wondering when it’s finally, inevitably, going to betray you. You’ve poked it and pulled it, questioned it and been questioned by it, and found that neither modern science nor philosophy can give you any answers.  

	It’s been that way since Mary Shelley asked, “if we were to create a new body out of disparate human parts, what would inhabit it?” and used that question to fuel the burning human desire for purpose, identity, and belonging. It wasn’t because back in 1818 she wanted Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus to break new grounds in the genre of body horror, but because she acknowledged an eternal truth: bodies are horrible. The unknown inside us is equal in terrors to any other unknown in the universe.

	The name only came later. A wave of cinema that rippled through the ’80s, ’90s, and beyond drew loads of attention to the gruesome and depraved, to the ways our bodies changed and lost control, to the ways in which they behaved almost like separate entities to our minds. We basked in the gory glory of films like Videodrome and Cabin Fever, and established the shape of Body Horror for the next generation. Pushing the boundaries of both gore and imagination ever-further, vivid and cinematic, fearless and metaphorical, it seemed like it could be pushed no further.

	Until this moment. Today, right now, we’re on a vertex we’re fortunate to see first-hand. The collision between brave new independent presses, and authors who have had too little room in Horror for far too long, has created a blast zone of new ideas with more depth than even Shelley could have hoped for. Far beyond just stomach-turning terror, modern Body Horror lives on the edge of where our anatomy meets technology, identity, and good old existential dread. It feeds off the uncertainties in our climates and politics; it draws inspiration from our helpless rage at the changing world around us, and it brings it all together in stories that, ultimately, are nothing short of personal essays about our relationships with our physical selves.

	But, like most magic, you have to be open to being amazed. In horror, you have to open up to being horrified. The responsibility for finding meaning and understanding lies on you, the reader. If, while gnashing your teeth through some terrifying tale, you become even a fraction more intimate with what it means to inhabit your body, then the effort will have paid off.

	Besides, it’s better if we conquer them before they conquer us.

	 

	—Alex Woodroe 
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	ALEX WOODROW is the editor of In Somnio at Tenebrous Press, and is currently working on upcoming projects with CatStone Books and Brigid’s Gate Press.

	 

	 




	 

	SIPHONOPHORE

	Saoirse Ní Chiaragáin

	 

	 

	Who were we before we were his? Who were the women we once were? We can trace the stitches, carefully, with two disparate hands. When we touch, palm-to-palm, are we sisters or are we lovers? If nothing else, we are not one. We can feel one another, pulled together as tightly as corset laces, stranger meeting stranger’s flesh. One body that feels like a crowded room. A community of loves, losses, and lives, stitched crudely together in service of a monster. To make for him a bride.

	The doctor is not a religious man. How could he be, when he has seen fit to insult God not once, but twice? Still, we notice with an uneasy irony, he has fallen into the same traps as that great creator. We feel every bit akin to that carved rib. Mutilated and manipulated into a mate for what came before us—his real masterpiece. Parts of us still remember the Bible well, and hope to bring knowledge into our rotting brain, to force revolt into its greying folds. To be the Eve he created us to be.

	Other parts of us remember a different story. We remember Lilith, rejected bride of Adam, mother of demons. In our darker moments, we hope to unleash demons of our own. Tear the laboratory asunder, let the doctor and his creature burn. Let us burn, too. Anything to return to the peace of the grave.

	Does he feel the same, our bridegroom? Does he feel the attraction and repulsion of his many parts, the multitudes he contains? Does he dream our same dark dreams?

	Some of us hesitate to consider him an ally. Is he a lover or a brother? While, yes, he was also robbed from the slumber of his tombs, and forged into a festering fraternity of spent skin, we are not the same. The doctor surged life into him, creating a monster in his own image. We, on the other hand, were created to satisfy the monster. To be his prey, his partner.

	Not content with breathing life into the dead, Dr Frankenstein wishes to create life anew. Or rather, he wants us to be the conduit through which new life is made. Our flesh collectively ripples into goosebumps with the approach of nightfall. A uniform response, each of us dreading the inevitable. The doctor eases us down on the cold flagstones, removing our thin shift. The monster, unblinking and impassive, stands to the side waiting for his own undressing. 

	The doctor learns early on that scorched earth will not bear fruit. There is not enough spark left within our rotten parts to swell with promise. Some of us were mothers, maternal touch left longing and bereft, never to cradle our babies again. Some of us were yet babies ourselves, still soft and ripening when our short lives ended for the first time. When we hold our hands together, as though in prayer, mothers comfort children. 

	He experiments with fresher bodies. Girls taken from mortuary slabs, still the whisper of warmth about them. As soon as they breathe their last, he is there to collect what he has been promised. They never join us—never fully. The organ is always rejected. Not fit for his divine purpose. Yet we feel a queer kinship to those girls, already dead like us, bodies cut and sewn thereafter. Wherever they now slumber, we hope they remain undisturbed.

	In his absence, while he collects, we wander the lab. We trace the spines of great volumes of knowledge, their contents obscure, the leather bounds as taut and browned as our own skins. The monster lurks. He dares not approach without Frankenstein’s instruction. From the shadowy corners of the room, he drinks us in with dead man’s eyes, all light drained from them. How must we look to him? When we try to imagine ourselves, we think of rag dolls, the likes of which our mothers and grandmothers fashioned from fraying cloth. We think of patchwork quilts. We think of fields of varying verdant shades, dissected by stone walls, punctuated by stiles.

	We note, with a spectrum of sorrow, our differences from these things. Neither beloved nor held in the little hands of a child like a rag doll. Not warm like the quilt. Not free as the fields. All are artifacts of a world apart, a world in which we no longer belong.

	When the doctor arrives home, it is  in a whirlwind of anger and agitation. He will not rest until the experiment succeeds. Against all rationality, all mercy, he charges on. One night, the sutures in our abdomen freshly sewn, a ghastly look of inspiration settles across his features. He wastes no time. The following morning, he brings a girl.

	She is young—old enough to have been wandering alone, but not too old to be easily enticed. We know her first by her careful footsteps, stepping nervously across the threshold. We hear his muffled reassurances leading her across the floor with the deftness and elegance of a waltz. She hesitates as they reach the door of the lab. He coos to her, something we cannot decipher, yet the tender quality to his voice causes us to shudder. It is a voice we have heard on the rare occasions when we refuse to capitulate to his and the monster’s desires. A tone of warning, veiled in warmth, which is usually followed by violence.

	The door clicks open, hanging wide and heavy on its hinges, and we see her shadow cast down into our murky abode. Thinned and lengthened by the light behind her, we watch as her shadow descends, meeting the dark of the lab and joining it. Her frail form follows, the doctor looming behind. We see her eyes find us in the gloom, how the breath is knocked from her narrow chest by the sight. Before she has a chance to scream, the doctor’s blade is pulled smoothly across her throat.

	Our own throat cannot produce the sounds we long to make in that moment. We wail, a host of voices crying in unison, as we watch the girl fall to the ground, tresses of her hair mopping her still-spreading blood. We rasp, falling to our knees, hacking great gusts of grief onto the stone floor. We could spend hours there, all of us, mourning this poor thing. But the monster grabs hold of us, ushers us to our feet and away from the body, all on the doctor’s command. 

	We are silent as the doctor rips us open. We do not watch as he places the girl’s womb into our dry cavity. We go limp as we are sewn together again and fed to the monster, the doctor eager for his seed to take root in the newly laid fertile land. We do not sleep, even as Frankenstein and the monster sleep. Instead, we lie awake, dead eyes drinking in the darkness, our festering minds plotting, plotting, plotting.

	The experiment fails. The girl’s organs wither within us, infected by our putrescence. This time, Victor blames the monster. He has overestimated the creature’s virility. He paces the lab, convincing himself that the experiment can succeed only by joining living cells—his own, and that of another girl. Had we words to speak, we would tell him how foolish it all sounds. But he is too far gone, his ego swollen beyond the limits of sanity, and he disappears into the twilight to fetch another child.

	Though time is scarce, we attempt to relay our intentions to the monster. We approach him, standing in his corner, as silent and foreboding as a suit of armour. Tenderly, we take his hand in ours. We attempt to pull apart the stitches, hoping to touch the raw edges of our skins to his. But our dexterity is poor, foreign fingers struggling to work in tandem. The whole time, he mutely watches, his empty gaze studying our own. At last, a fingernail manages to hook a thread and pry a suture loose, but no sooner do we pull than the door above opens.

	Again, our ears prick to the sound of light footfalls, the girlish gait entering more willingly this time. Perhaps he has lured her with treats rather than promises, coaxing her more readily to her demise. The door to the lab swings open, and her little shadow greets us. We stand with our back to the monster, as though in defence of him, concealing the pulled threads of his hand. 

	She is smaller than the last, a sparrow of a girl, and she regards us with a sense of childlike wonder, eyes glassy as a doll’s. Any fear within her is tempered with curiosity as she takes a tentative step towards us, her tiny hand twitching towards touch. The doctor’s shadow falls over her, and his knife is not far behind. There is a pinprick of shock in her eyes, before they drain of light and she slackens. 

	We do not fall with her this time. We stand, the monster’s hand in ours, and watch as the doctor gets to work. The girl hollowed, he leads us to the slab and opens us, feeding the child’s flesh into the hungry cavity. Once sewn again, he does not bother to move us from the slab. Instead, he mounts us there, still clothed, and desperately sows the new flesh. I can feel the monster’s gaze upon us. Is it jealousy he feels, or despair? Is he our lover or our brother? As the doctor finishes and retreats upstairs, the monster comes to our side. In the dark of the lab, the child’s body waiting somewhere in shadow, he takes our hand.

	We feel the heat of the doctor’s expulsion settle within us with a sickly sensation. We cannot allow the experiment to succeed. We find the scalpel among his tools beside the slab and cut the fresh stitches. Our hands dig into the cold flesh, finding the cooling organs, and place them gently to one side. We will bury them later, alongside the rest of the girl. We will not replace them, however. She deserves a greater dignity than to be buried with the doctor’s seed inside her.

	The monster approaches, and we cut the stitches on his wrist. His hand removed, we do the same to our own. We touch the open wound against his, and in a moment feel all the lives within him, and he all the lives within us. We quickly find that such a configuration would be inelegant in the long run. To move as one, to meet together and organise, we must find a more suitable shape.

	We spend the night—the monster and us—cutting and re-sewing stitches. We forge our own anatomy, finding a body through trial and error that will best serve our needs. Rib to carved rib, pulling closer with each draw of the needle. By morning we are born again, a new whole, a town made flesh, a creature unlike any of God’s creations.

	We hold greater knowledge now, a wedding gift from our more recent parts. Excerpts from books read to us when we were still just the monster, our fetid brain coaxed to life by the words of our creator. Memories of his voice reading from his scientific tomes, breathing sparks into our tired minds, drawn from the sleep of the abyss. We remember his recitation of a biological study. Of creatures who live in the vast oceans, unable to exist alone, but thriving as a community of parts. Among them, the Portuguese Man O’War, a monstrous thing that stings and can kill those who wander too closely. Creatures of the order siphonophore. Yes, we remember. Yes, we like that.

	We move, four legs and four arms, to the girl. We place her gently in the shadows for now. She will be buried when the work is done. Whether the doctor likes it or not. Four hands are armed with scalpels and saws. Four feet wait, poised to spring forward. 

	The doctor rises with the dawn. We hear his feet upon the beams above us, our four ears attuned to the sound. The door to the lab opens, welcoming his shadow. He descends most of the steps before he sees us. He hasn’t our speed, and we are swiftly upon him. Our bulk, the weight of so many bodies and lives, crashes down upon him. We slice at him with the blades, our two mouths finding his warm flesh and tearing with desperate teeth. 

	We cannot say how long it lasts, the beautiful destruction of Doctor Victor Frankenstein. When all that remains of him are disparate parts, we undo our stitches again, and welcome him into our fold. Not out of any sense of duty. He is not a father, he is not a lover, and he is not a god. But his flesh holds knowledge we need. Understandings of bodies and the recreation of life. His skin cries out as it meets ours, fading warmth to sepulchre cold. He spits admonishments, calls us an abomination, but his voice is buried beneath ours. He is but one, and we are so many. 

	Moving six legs before six arms, torsos conjoined into a lithe thorax, we cradle the girl and ascend the stairs. In the cool of night, we shovel dirt with six hands and lay her to rest. We will not be able to stay long. The missing girls will be traced soon enough, and villagers will come for Victor’s pound of flesh. We must seek refuge elsewhere. But for now, we lay ourselves upon the grass beside the mound of earth. Above us, with our six eyes cast skywards, we can see every star.
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	SAOIRSE NÍ CHIARAGÁIN is an Irish writer living in Berlin, Germany. Her work has appeared in Novel Noctule, and will appear in the upcoming anthology 99 Tiny Terrors edited by Jennifer Brozek. Her co-written feature film, Consentuality, is currently in development with Screen Ireland. You can follow her at @MiseryVulture on Twitter.

	 

	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	THICKER THAN WATER

	Kristin Cleaveland

	 

	 

	Allie’s mama had the blood rain and everybody knew it. People said it had been in the family since way back when—Allie’s great-great-grandma had it, and when they held her funeral service the ceiling dripped blood over the whole church. After that everyone in Allie’s family had their services in the graveyard, because the church ladies had to scrub for hours to get all the blood stains to come up.

	No one knew where the blood rain came from. Some said Allie’s great-great grandma was a witch; others said someone must have cursed the family. But even the oldest people in town didn’t know for sure. The blood never fell from the sky, it only rained inside. People said maybe the ladies with the blood rain just had too much trapped in their heads, like glass jars filled past the threads and all the way to the brim. But everyone got used to it, and some had started to think it died out until it showed up strong in Allie’s mama.

	When Allie’s mama was born there was no more blood than normal, but soon the house began to drizzle blood when she cried, and Allie’s grandma had to hush her up or she’d have a mess on her hands. The neighbours gave her some of their old sheets to drape over her furniture, and she learned fast to cover the pots on the stove so the food wouldn’t taste of iron. 

	The family got along all right, even if Allie’s mama had to sit outside the schoolhouse and listen through the window. At home she sat on the back porch when it was warm, and in the winter she carried a rag to wipe the walls and corners when they started to drip. She didn’t sew or cook much, due to the mess, but she grew up so pretty that eventually the boy who would be Allie’s daddy said he guessed he wouldn’t mind a little blood on his shirts.

	They got married in the churchyard on a bright sunny day, and Allie’s mama put her white dress on behind the church while her aunties held up sheets around her. She carried white daisies and everyone agreed she was the prettiest bride they’d ever seen. Allie’s daddy wore a bright red rose on his lapel and didn’t stop smiling once the whole day.

	Before too long, baby Allie came along and everyone waited to see if she had the blood rain too. But when she cried it was just like normal, and everyone sighed and was happy and Allie’s daddy passed around whiskey to celebrate. Allie’s mama said it was a good thing too because there were enough stains in the house already, but she looked just a little sad when she said it.

	Allie’s mama loved her baby girl, but more and more blood started showing. She had to cover the bassinet with old sheets and towels, or the dripping from the ceiling would wake the baby. Sometimes Allie woke anyway and watched the red spots bloom on the sheets like petals on a flower. Still, she didn’t cry much. People said she must know her mama cried enough for both of them.

	When Allie learned to walk, her mama never put socks on her feet because they’d stain as soon as she set her down. Sheets and towels piled up in the washtub. Allie’s daddy rarely raised his voice, but one time he yelled that he was tired of eating biscuits with salty red butter. Allie’s mama didn’t cry, but the whole house dripped all night, even when Allie’s daddy said he was sorry and it wasn’t her fault.  

	Then one day Allie’s grandma passed away real sudden. Allie’s mama cried for three days straight, and she was so sick with the blood rain that people wondered if she’d even show up to the service in the graveyard. But finally her aunties coaxed her out and filled up a tub behind the sheets on the clothesline, and helped her scrub herself and put on her black dress that didn’t show the spots.

	Little Allie held her mama’s hand and never made a sound as they lowered her grandma into the ground. Allie’s mama cried like her heart was breaking and couldn’t even sing the hymns, which some people said was unchristian because her mama was in heaven and it wasn’t the end of the world. Allie’s daddy patted her mama’s shoulder and looked solemn in his best shirt with only a few red dots here and there.

	It got harder to keep up with the blood rain after that. Allie learned to follow her mama around with a rag, and sometimes she stood on a chair with the mop to reach the corners up by the ceiling. Allie’s mama hugged her, and read her stories, and sang songs that her own mama sang to her. But still she was always sad, and Allie’s books all had red fingerprints in the corners.

	One day Allie’s daddy smiled and told her that her mama was going to be happy again real soon, because there was a new baby on the way. Allie looked at her mama and she nodded yes, it was true, but her smile looked so tired. Allie wondered how her mama would keep up with the washing now that there would be diapers and rags every day. She gave her mama a hug and smelled the sharp tang of her hair. “I love you, baby,” Allie’s mama whispered, and her voice sounded like it did when she talked about Allie’s grandma. Then she said, “I’m sorry,” and Allie didn’t know why. She kept saying it, softer and softer, and Allie hugged her mama and patted her hair until her hand was red and sticky.

	Allie’s mama spent a lot of time in her room lying down, because the baby made her tired and sometimes she got sick in a bucket. Allie’s daddy said she’d feel better soon, and he made Allie pancakes and told her jokes, but quiet, in case Allie’s mama was sleeping. One day Allie was eating her supper when a big red drop splattered right in the middle of her plate. She looked up and saw a red spot on the ceiling, and then she heard a howl from upstairs that sounded half animal and all sorrow. Allie’s daddy dropped his napkin and ran, and the wailing got louder and she heard her daddy curse out loud and suddenly the blood was everywhere, it was in the food and in the sink and in the washtub and Allie looked up and watched it fall until her eyes stung and her whole face was red.

	When her daddy brought Allie to her aunties, they sat her in a tub and took hard soap and scrubbed until both her skin and the water in the tub were bright red. They wrapped her in the whitest towel she had ever seen and gave her something hot to drink that made her feel sleepy. She heard her aunties whispering and understood enough to know that the baby had come too early and the doctor had come too late. Somehow Allie knew she’d never go back to the house where she’d been born. She stared up at the smooth white ceiling until she couldn’t hold her eyes open anymore.

	A few days later, Allie held her daddy’s hand in the churchyard. He wore a black suit and Allie wore a white dress, because she didn’t have a black one and people said it didn’t matter anyway, she was only little. Allie’s aunties sang the hymns, but she didn’t know the words. She just stared at the white flowers on her mama’s dark coffin, thinking it didn’t seem right only black and white. She didn’t notice right away when the red petals bloomed on her white dress and speckled her white tights. She kept on looking at the flowers that were white, then pink, then crimson red, until all the ladies were clutching their red hymnals and black Bibles and screaming, running for the church as the sky opened up and cried for Allie and her mama.
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	KRISTIN CLEAVELAND writes horror and dark fiction. Her work has been published by Ghost Orchid Press, Quill and Crow Publishing House, Black Telephone Magazine, and more. Find her on Twitter as @KristinCleaves.



	

	 

	 

	GASTRIC

	Caitlin Marceau

	 

	 

	The room smells like rubbing alcohol and floor cleaner, and although it’s warm, Billie is cold in her thin hospital gown. She shivers on the gurney, partly because of the thin fabric that opens in the back, partly because of nerves. Her husband sits on the worn-in armchair next to the bed and scrolls through his Instagram feed, stopping every few minutes to like a photo. She pretends not to notice when he double taps an image of a twenty-something woman in a bikini. 

	“What time is it?” she asks, fidgeting with the plastic identification bracelet fastened around her wrist. There are no clocks on the walls, which only heightens her suspicion that time isn’t passing at all within the confines of her room. Alfie swipes his finger across his phone and frowns. 

	“It’s just after two. The doctor’s late.” 

	“Maybe this is a sign,” she says, immediately regretting her decision to speak up about the issue. 

	Alfie sighs, leaning to one side so he can slip his phone into his pocket, before locking eyes with her. “Are we really having this conversation again?” 

	“No, I’m not trying to… well, yeah, actually,” she finally admits, looking away from him. “I’m nervous and, honestly, I still really don’t know if I want to do this. It just, I don’t know, it seems extreme.” 

	“Billie, how many times have you tried to lose weight on your own?” 

	“I don’t know.” 
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