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    Editorial: February 2026

    Wendy N. Wagner | 478 words

    Welcome to issue #161 of Nightmare Magazine! This one marks my fifth anniversary as editor-in-chief here at Nightmare, a number which feels both impossible—where did the time go?!!—and delightful. I’ve had so much fun at the magazine over the past five years, and I feel like our work has really been resonating with folks. We’ve had two Nebula Award nominees, three Stoker Award nominations for fiction, one Stoker nomination for nonfiction, a World Fantasy nominee, a Eugie Award winner, two Locus nominations for fiction, five Shirley Jackson nominations (one of which took home the award), and I’ve been nominated for the Locus award for Best Editor two times. Wow! That recognition feels really good.

    But that stuff isn’t the reason why I’m so excited about this job. What’s great is knowing that over the course of sixty issues, I’ve gotten to work with amazing human beings who love dark fiction and horror scholarship. From our fantastic volunteers to our brilliant writers, every person behind an issue of Nightmare is absolutely thrilled to make something for you, our readers. We’re so grateful for you and the time you share with us.

    Making a horror magazine is a real labor of love, and February is the season where we celebrate all things loving and relation-full. This issue really dives into the language of the heart. Everdeen Mason’s story “The Ghost in Apartment 5K” is about a relationship between a ghost and her new—living—housemate. In “Twelve Facts About the Dermestid Beetle,” Marisca Pichette writes about one woman’s care and love for a creature whose habits resonate with her more deeply than her connections to human beings. Pedro Iniguez returns to our pages with a flash story “Rest Stop” (do not model your relationships on the ones in this story) and Matthew Wollin has an unsettling poem (“when i die”) about one person’s relationship with death.

    Our nonfiction spins away from love and relationships a bit, but it’s all focused on a topic that I adore: writing and writers. When Elizabeth Broadbent reached out to me about writing an essay investigating the love Southern Gothic writers have for their imagined towns, I didn’t know it would be scheduled for our February issue, but it made the perfect installment in our H Word column this month. Scholar Mike Thorn has created a new Plumbing the Depths reader’s guide for horror works about writers. And of course, our interview team sat down with our short fiction writers to learn more about their writing process and inspirations.

    It’s another terrific issue of Nightmare Magazine, and I’m so happy to share it with you. Here’s looking forward to another year exploring in the dark!
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      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 Ghost in Apartment 5K

    Everdeen Mason | 5869 words

    

    CW: death, blood, violence.

    

    Nena came to consciousness little by little. She was ever present in the air of apartment 5K in the seventy-unit building in Brooklyn, like the wafting scent of sewer gas coming from old drain pipes: It’s easily ignored but still makes you a little sick.

    Sofia, the old woman who lived in apartment 5K, believed in Nena. Sofia had felt the ghost’s presence since she was a girl. The woman had played with Nena, prayed to her, warded against her with candles lit on windowsills, found comfort in her when the woman realized none of her children could afford to take over, that she couldn’t keep up with the wear on the apartment. The woman raised her children here, and then her children’s children, the oldest of which slept in the only other bedroom. She was scared of what would happen to her family when these 850 square feet were wrenched from the body of their kinship like an organ from a corpse.

    Now, the abuelita lay crumpled amid the wrinkled floral sheets, both spotted with age like rotting fruit. Maybe her proximity to death allowed her to better sense the sickly sweet tendrils of Nena swirling at her bed post. She finally saw the ghost, her oldest companion, and reached out her hand.

    Nena! Mi nenita. Mi nena.

    Nena snapped to full consciousness then, felt her attention bite on to the woman’s outstretched, bony fingers. Sofia’s aged face contorted in pain, desperate for any comfort as she left her life. Nena recoiled in disgust. She fled to the corner of the musty room. Nena’s first thought, like a baby’s fluid filled cry while still attached to its mother, was that death made you ugly.

    • • • •

    Nena floated, forgotten, for a time. At first, all she could do was watch as men in heavy boots entered the apartment and inspected it, running hands over the stained walls, knocking knuckles against the drywall in search of wood studs and pipes.

    Since Abuela Sofia’s death, Nena was aware all the time, but no matter how hard she thought, she had no memories of a life before the old lady’s outstretched hand. Instead, she listened to the scritching and scratching of mice all night. More men came armed with buckets of paint. They shrugged as they got flecks of white paint on the parquet floors. They secured loose boards with errant nails gleaming with newness, which highlighted the shoddy repairs. They swiped gobs of mortar to replace broken pieces of tile in the bathroom. Nena hated these men and the way they replaced the smells of life with wafts of stale tobacco and that salty tangy scent of sweaty male.

    One of them opened the fuse box and scowled at the old screw-in fuses. He dialed the new owner of the apartment, someone who didn’t even live in the city but owned a small percentage of it.

    “You really should consider replacing these. People got all these appliances and this old box isn’t gonna hold up. They’ll be blowin’ out every couple weeks if they’re not careful.” He hemmed and hawed and his frown got deeper. “Well you better hope they like to air dry their hair . . . yeah . . . alright. Look, it’s just a recco . . . okay.”

    He hung up with a sigh. Nena got so close to the man she could see the pores in his chin. She was incorporeal, but she tried to touch him, as a test, and he swatted at the spot, as if a bug had landed on his nape. The mist that was Nena curled around his neck, brushing along the back, and watched the man shiver.

    She didn’t know what to name this feeling, this sudden excitement. The man unscrewed one of the plugs, which was black from overuse, and threw it in a plastic bag of trash. Then he unwrapped a fresh plug to screw in. Nena followed the movement, gliding along the man’s tan skin to his fingertips, and she surged into the socket and oh—

    The surge of electricity coursed through them both, and in that moment Nena was fully alive again. She exploded with a gust like laughter and she expanded, she was in the walls, she was the walls and she was the man and she—

    He fell backwards with a thud, and there was an overwhelming scent of burned flesh, a smell she suddenly recognized more than anything, and she was once again a collection of particles in the warm air of the apartment.

    She hovered over the man, and saw that his fingertips were scorched black. She wanted to take form again as anything other than what she was. She had tasted life, and now she tasted death.

    The man was taken away, eventually. A new one came to finish the repairs in the morning.

    • • • •

    Nena did not mind her purgatory, at first. She didn’t remember her life or death, and so she wasn’t frustrated by the fact that she was somehow neither dead or alive. But she couldn’t forget that connection she felt in the moments before a death, the moment when her presence was finally acknowledged by someone else. The abuela reaching out, calling for her, the repairman sizzling at her caress. The proof of her existence gave her the power to better affect her surroundings, and when she thrummed with energy she could make windows and doors rattle. When the brokers came with prospective tenants, Nena hovered excitedly in front of the door. She delighted in the goosebumps that emerged when she brushed against skin, the gasp when she flipped the water on or little shrieks when she jumped sparks through the electric sockets. A broker took a sip of water and in that moment, Nena poured herself over his nose and mouth and watched him choke.

    “Oh my god, are you okay?” His client rushed forward, hands fluttering.

    “Yeah,” he coughed. “Just went down my windpipe.”

    That evening, when the broker showing the space all day locked up, Nena tried to follow, hovering around his head like an invisible cloud of smoke. The man looked pale, and Nena wondered if he could feel her like she could feel him, as a warm hazy presence. He loosened his collar and fanned his face. He got in a shiny black sedan double-parked behind the apartment building. He reversed and angled the vehicle to pull forward, and Nena felt the tug of the apartment pull her backwards as the car moved. Nena curled herself around the man’s face to hold on, covering his mouth and nose. As the man struggled for breath, she felt as electric as she had when she’d touched the shoddy old switchboard in the apartment. She found she relished the broker’s death throes as he drowned on her. She reformed in the corner she’d come to consciousness in, still incorporeal, but somehow denser. Nena stretched the atoms of her not-yet body to fill the wall.

    • • • •

    Nena had been patient these few weeks. She’d tried to slip through the cracks in the windows and doors, but she kept rematerializing in the same corner. Her spirit couldn’t leave the body of the apartment, but because she’d never known anything else, she couldn’t say she minded.

    Apartment 5K was passed on by well-heeled couples, groups of girlfriends looking to live close to some of the area bars, young men with watches who tucked their polos in even in their off hours, and thin, mulleted undergrads. Vanessa, however, saw the potential of the old apartment, and wrote a check to the broker on the spot.

    The ghost thought Vanessa seemed familiar, somehow. She had the same brown skin as the old abuela, curly dark hair and curves Nena somehow knew were like her own body’s had been, when she had one.

    The movers placed boxes and furniture in the appropriate rooms. Large rugs in soft colors and subtle patterns were rolled out in each room. The couch, big and the color of cream, floated in the middle of the living room. Blue curtains covered the windows and matched the pale duvet on the queen bed in the center of the larger bedroom.

    As the woman unpacked kitchen supplies, a soft knock came to the front door, and she sighed and opened it. Another young woman stood at the front door.

    “Hi! Welcome to the building! I’m your next door neighbor, Janet.”

    “Hi Janet, I’m Vanessa,” the new tenant said, and the two women shook hands.

    “I’m so glad we finally got a new neighbor, it’s been so weird to have it empty,” Janet said.

    “Most people would be happy for some quiet.” Vanessa laughed. “But come on in. I’ll grab my phone and we can exchange numbers.”

    Janet entered, and Nena couldn’t help but brush against the woman’s pale skin. Janet shivered.

    “You’ve made the space so cute already!” Janet said.

    “Right? I couldn’t believe the price for a space this big,” Vanessa said. “And I love these old buildings, they have so much character.”

    “That’s what I said!”

    “Well, old buildings have their problems,” Vanessa continued. “But I still feel so lucky. Do you know what happened to the old tenants?”

    “I don’t want to freak you out, but she died,” Janet said, her voice dropping to a low tone as if they would be overheard by old Sofia. Upon seeing the look on Vanessa’s face, she clarified: “Oh, she was old, very old. She and her family lived here for a long time.”

    Then Janet leaned her shoulder on the wall and tapped her chin. “I guess a few weird things happened after that.”

    “Of course, the broker didn’t say anything. But I have to know . . .” Vanessa said. She leaned toward Janet, conspiratorially. “What happened?”

    “The super, Ben, got electrically shocked in a freak accident. Which is super sad, he was so nice.” Janet’s voice had lowered to a whisper.

    Vanessa covered her mouth with her hand.

    “He was born and raised in this neighborhood, and was a good friend of the family that lived here.” Janet said. “He has cute kids.”

    “That’s so terrible.”

    “Ok, and then right after, one of the brokers for the building crashed or something and died
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