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  Introduction


  This past February for Women in Horror Month, my mother came to the Lovecraft Arts & Sciences bookstore in Providence to hear me read. It was the first time she ate the fruit of her daughter's dark imagination. I was anxious about what she'd think, and how she would perceive my writing and storytelling.


  “That wasn't really horror,” she said later in the car. “It was just good writing.”


  She was wrong about it not being horror, but my heart nearly burst with joy that she liked it. It dug at me a bit that in order to appreciate it, she had to separate it from something “scary,” from what she'd been exposed to as mainstream horror just because it invoked a strong emotional response from her that wasn't fear. Not exactly.


  It was a story about witches who hex their common ex-lover, a tale born not only from my love of horror, but also the pain of a recent breakup. Falling in love with someone who hurts you is scary. Leaving someone who has abused you and your child is darkness. Joining a coven of witches to take revenge is horror. Good writing invokes both emotions and can throw in a well-done trope or create a new vision that compliments the pain and fear.


  To the general public, horror has a narrow definition, but to those who love the genre, it is a vast, rich, dark soil for wordsmithing, sewn with the strongest emotions, because horror is a carnival of extremes: fear, love, hate, joy. All these emotions give stories their power. The creatures and villains are no more than cardboard cutouts or jump scares without the deep well of the human experience to draw from and create empathy in the heart of the reader.


  The stories in THE PORCUPINE BOY AND OTHER ANTHOLOGICAL ODDITIES are a kaleidoscope of what the horror genre can be and how far into the imagination it can stretch while remaining true to its roots. FERAL by Priya Sharma personally touched me as a woman and someone who has struggled with infertility. Perhaps she meant to invoke these themes, or perhaps my experience read into them. Either way, it’s a beautiful tale of relationships and femininity, but with Sharma's subtle vision of werewolves, unique and powerful in their metaphor of the strength of women to endure.


  ADRENALINE JUNKIES by Ray Cluley is a tale of heartache and loss, but also of monsters that claw and rip and devour. The relationship between the protagonist and her girlfriend is sweet and tender, and serves to raise the tension and anxiety to an almost unbearable level, a mood that is appropriate for a tale about skydiving.


  ROADKILL by Meryl Stenhouse is a story of friendships, guilt, betrayal, and invokes the horror trope of the “hungry house,” or in this case, a “hungry motel.” When a group of friends with secrets end up in a motel where dead things come looking for them the experience will change them in ways they never could have imagined.


  Author Janet Joyce Holden has invoked Clive Barker and Ramsey Campbell with the story THE DARK WINDMILL. Ben follows his interest in a silent filmmaker to the man's family home, where the director's daughter and granddaughter are hiding a horrifying family secret. The quiet dread that slowly escalates to deep anxiety and fear is perfectly timed in this tale. Through description and character development, Holden is able to build a distrust that amplifies the narration exquisitely.


  And finally, the title piece, THE PORCUPINE BOY is another example of storytelling where relationships are forefront, namely the one between a patient care advocate with some skeletons in his closet, and his client with secrets of her own. It is a terrifying tale of monsters, but also a sweet and endearing tale of belonging and acceptance. The juxtaposition is a perfect example of how horror isn't always “scary.” It's not always about fear, but sometimes about the lengths people will go to for the deepest desires of their heart, even if that desire requires something monstrous.


  Come to this anthology looking to be moved by the tales I mentioned above, and many more. The emotions invoked are powerful, as are the terror of the monsters, both supernatural and human. Maybe pass this anthology on to someone who doesn't read horror and tell them it is a book of scary tales. Tell them the stories in this anthology are also examples of good writing. They can, in a world where all things are possible, be both.


  Warmest Regards,


  Catherine Grant


  Writer, Editor, Assistant Director of Core Programming NecronomiCon Providence


  


  


  


  Outside


  By Gary McMahon


  Now…


  Terry sits quietly at the window and stares out at the street. Dusk is falling like a dirty curtain across the rooftops and the swan-necked streetlights are coming on one by one, spraying a muted yellow wash along the desolate stretch of pavement.


  Seerdale Crescent is a quiet pocket of normality located three miles outside the city, a neat little suburban enclave whose semi-detached tranquillity belies the frenetic bustle of the nearby city. The houses and gardens are all neat and well maintained, each car parked either at the kerb or on one of the tasteful gravel drives less than three years old, and most of the residents have full-time jobs. A lot of his neighbours are white-collar workers in high-rise offices inside the rigidly defined city limits, or they work from home, huddled over flickering computer screens in cramped spare-room offices.


  It is a nice place, a safe place, somewhere to raise a family.


  Terry often sits in the bulging bay window of Number 20 and watches the daily dance of commuters, school runs and childcare drops. It is hypnotic, in its own small way; and it helps him to keep his mind off his own worries.


  For example, right now, as he sips his coffee, he watches the attractive young mother of two from across the street as she pulls up at the kerb in her sturdy four-wheel-drive vehicle. The woman fusses like an anxious hen as her offspring spill off the back seat; then she corrals her chicks indoors, looking slightly stressed and loosening the collar of her suit jacket so that she can breathe. All the ground-floor lights go on in unison, as if it is a previously co-ordinated act meant specifically to announce their arrival.


  Terry smiles sadly; family life is something that has so far eluded him. Depending on his mood, he can never quite decide if this is a good or bad thing. Perhaps he’ll never know.


  The TV murmurs behind him, a newsreader chanting a litany of discontent: more terrorist-attacks in Central London, the body of a middle-aged woman found strangled in a south Leeds council house, two twelve-year-old kids caught in the act of trying to hang a third child by his neck from a tree in a park near Halifax.


  Is it any wonder that he stays indoors all the time? His refusal to go out there is, in his eyes, completely justified.


  His cup is empty, so he takes it into the kitchen and places it in the sink, alongside a small plate and a butter-smeared knife—the tuna fish sandwich he enjoyed earlier is still sitting heavily in his stomach, and the coffee has left a bitter aftertaste on his tongue.


  He fills a glass with cold water directly from the tap and drinks it slowly, savouring the chill as it slices a route down his throat. The kitchen window is located above the sink, and as he drinks he watches a thin grey cat slink across the lawn. The cat is stalking a small brown bird, which sits on a paving slab near the pole that supports one end of Terry’s unused washing line, and he begins to feel tense as the cat readies itself to pounce.


  Without thinking, he raps on the glass with the knuckles of his free hand. The bird takes flight; the cat chooses that exact moment to leap, and lands in the spot the bird has just vacated.


  The cat glances towards Terry, its narrow eyes blazing with casual feline hatred. Then it drops its shoulders and slouches away.


  The party invitation is still on the dining table, propped up against the empty fruit bowl with Terry’s address facing outward. The handwriting on the front of the envelope is rather fancy, almost like calligraphy, and slopes dramatically to the left. He barely knows Cousin Winston and the invite to the man’s fortieth birthday party came as a surprise. Terry often thinks that the remaining strands of his geographically scattered family probably consider him long dead and buried, but this development seems to disprove his theory. They know he is alive; they just don’t care.


  He wrote off the idea of travelling to Liverpool for the family party as soon as he opened the envelope, but for some reason at that time he felt unable, or unwilling, to throw the letter in the bin.


  Despite not having left the house for eleven months, Terry still clings to the idea that one day he might venture outside. In his clearer moments, he admits the folly of such a thought, but the idea of it still carries an almost erotic charge.


  In dreams, he walks confidently out of his front door and says hello to that pretty working mother or conducts a brief conversation with the middle-aged housewife who lives next door—the one who always does her gardening in a pair of cut-off denims and a halter neck top, whatever the weather.


  The attack, along with Stephanie’s subsequent departure, has left more than physical marks.


  He closes the blinds at the kitchen window and walks back into the living room, where he sits down in his armchair and fumbles for the remote control. He turns up the volume on the TV and flicks the channel to something safer than the news—a bland mystery set in a fictional country village that soon proves to be tainted by the same casual threat as every other show he attempts to watch these days. It is everywhere: danger, violence, the promise of pain.


  He turns off the TV and decides to put on some music, crossing the room to push a CD of Beethoven’s Symphonies into the stereo. At least Stephanie left him with an appreciation of classical music. Before he met her, his listening pleasure consisted mainly of 1960s pop, with a smattering of blue-eyed soul.


  He sits down and closes his eyes, wary of the images that never fail to assault him whenever he is least ready for them. Whenever he is least protected.


  They hover now at the edges of his vision: a vast mélange of flying feet and fists illuminated by the sudden flash of a listless blade. The leering, featureless faces of beer-swilling wife-beaters, tyre-slashers, housebreakers and carjackers, all leaning forward to stain his perception with the muck of their regard. All the ignorant products of a culture obsessed with the cult of the individual and lost in a landscape shaped by insane, unchecked greed; all the ugly monsters who lack basic empathy and compassion.


  The scum of the earth: the dregs of society.


  Terry rubs at his ribs and remembers the pain. It has gone now, merely an echo of violence, but his body still hears its dour music.


  Then…


  He was completely blameless in the incident. The bus was late that evening, so he decided to walk to the supermarket. He only wanted a frozen meal and a four-pack of beer for his dinner (Stephanie was away on a business trip; she was often called down to London on training courses sometimes three or four times a month), so he felt quite capable of carrying his meagre purchases home.


  He cut across the patch of waste land behind the garages at the end of the street, hopping over the shin-high tubular metal fence that prevented vehicular access, and was only mildly disconcerted to find that the streetlights were out. Probably defective bulbs or a problem with the power supply; the local council was notoriously lax in their attention to such matters.


  Terry passed the brick backs of the garages, trying to ignore the vulgar graffiti daubed there by local hoodlums. There was an infamous housing estate nearby—one of those places known in the local newspaper as a hotbed of petty crime and teenage gang culture—and the grim reality of problem families living on a combination of benefits and bitterness sometimes leaked across the uneasy borders between the two worlds.


  When the lone figure stepped out of the shadows, Terry considered turning around and heading back, perhaps waiting for the next bus after all. But no, why should he? It was only one person, not a loitering group, and these were his streets as much as anyone else’s. There was no reason that he should be forced off them by fear and intimidation.


  (Now, looking back, he smiles at his own naivety. Those streets out there are not his; they belong to the brutish and the feckless, those who seek only to destroy the fragile peace and order of his existence.)


  “Give me your fucking money.” It was a blunt request; there could be no confusion regarding the meaning of the man’s words.


  “I…I’m sorry?” Terry felt tiny, like a gnat just before a palm fell and smeared it across glass.


  “You fuckin’ will be, mate. Give me your wallet. Now.” This last word was punctuated with the snickering sound of steel as a blade emerged from a stubby switchblade handle that protruded from an unseen hand. The youth swung the knife in a lazy arc, his teeth gleaming almost as bright as the burnished steel.


  “Here…take it. Take everything.” Terry took his wallet out of his pocket and offered it to the advancing figure, which was rendered anonymous by way of the uniform of the streets—a loose-fitting tracksuit and a baseball cap.


  In Terry’s haste, some of the contents of the battered leather wallet (a birthday gift from Stephanie) spilled out and fell onto the ground. He bent over to pick up the store cards and credit cards and folded photographs, one arm held aloft in an attitude of both protection and supplication (and exactly how much does it still pain him to admit to the latter?). The boot impacted with such force that he was knocked sideways, gasping for air. The second blow caught him on the side of the head, the third and fourth he could not say where. Then he was consumed by blackness…


  Now…


  Terry crosses again to the large bay window; by now it is almost fully dark outside. He clutches the party invitation in his hand despite possessing no recollection of having returned to the kitchen to fetch it. He has taken the slip of paper from the envelope and is rubbing it between forefinger and thumb like a lapsed Catholic with a string of rosary beads.


  “Why?” he asks, already knowing the answer: that there is no answer. He has been chosen; his time has come. The grinning gods of random violence have sent a messenger to take what they believe is owed to them. It is the price of living in today’s society, where even the word is a mockery of its original meaning. Culture is now so debased, so knocked out of whack, that this kind of thing is considered just another aspect of modern life.


  People read the newspapers or watch the news reports, shrug their shoulders, and get on with their lives. These days they do not even pray that they will not be next; it is assumed that eventually it will be their turn to suffer, and they prepare themselves for this inevitable moment of truth.


  Is this what we have become—just cattle awaiting the slaughter?


  Once again, he already knows the answer to his question.


  Shadows scrawl chaotic messages across the window glass, but Terry is too uneducated to understand their meaning. Perhaps names are being written in the air or etched into the pane: the identities of fellow victims, or of those who might be next.


  He turns away and is puzzled to find tears in his eyes.


  Stephanie left him when it became apparent that he was not going to leave the house again. She begged. She pleaded. She bargained. But in the end, even she was forced to admit defeat.


  Terry refuses to speak to anyone about what happened; the blade scraped away something that once lived deep beneath flesh and bone, and it left a deep mark on his psyche.


  A man out walking his dog found Terry that night, bleeding and unconscious; an ambulance was summoned, and it took almost an hour to arrive. He lost a lot of blood, but luckily his injuries were not serious. Cuts and bruises. A knife wound where the thin blade had slipped between two ribs, scraping the bone.


  Again, no one was surprised or outraged or even particularly bothered by what happened. His is another name on the list written in the ink of night, just the latest victim to be treated and sent packing to pick up the threads of his life.


  But some threads, once severed, cannot be repaired. So the only sane response to an insane situation is to lock the door and remain indoors, never setting foot outside again.


  It is simple to achieve, really, in the modern age: Internet shopping, email communication, television piped into people’s homes twenty-four hours a day. It is more difficult, he thinks, to actually engage with the world outside world. Cutting it off is so easy.


  Just then, the telephone rings, interrupting his thoughts. For a moment he considers ignoring the tone, but then picks it up because only one person ever calls him these days and he wants desperately to hear her voice.


  “Hello, Terry.” The sound of his name is a little like that knife, dragging quickly and sharply through flesh.


  “I was just thinking about you.”


  “I think about you all the time, Terry. This is hard for us both. I just wanted to hear your voice; to check that you’re okay.”


  There is a pause that stretches into a silence. Terry knows that it is his turn to speak, and exactly what she wants him to say, but he can’t quite find the words.


  “Have you been… you know… Have you?”


  “Have I been outside? No. No, I haven’t. Not yet.”


  Stephanie’s sigh is audible down the line. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, and it isn’t what you believe, but you’re showing all the signs of agoraphobia. The doctor said this might happen, remember? I wish you’d call that number they gave you at the hospital and speak to someone.”


  “I don’t need counselling, Steph.”


  “Then what do you need?”


  “I need you.” He fears that he has said too much, that she will simply hang up the phone and he will be left here listening to the empty crackle of static on the line.


  “Come and see me any time, Terry. You know where I live, and I’ll be here waiting for you. All you have to do is—”


  “Go outside,” he finishes the sentence, sensing her sad smile.


  “Bye, Terry. See you soon?”


  “Perhaps you will.”


  The line goes dead.


  “I love you, Stephanie…”


  Terry gently replaces the receiver in its cradle and stares at the mute plastic device, still hearing Stephanie’s voice in his mind, holding it inside his skull for as long as he can manage, hanging on to the echo until he can no longer hear it.


  She is clever, trying to lure him out like that. But he isn’t sure if he has it in him to even try. It has been a long time since he flexed those muscles. And if any muscle is left unexercised, it can slide easily into atrophy.


  But what if he tries to change all that?


  After all these months—and specifically after he and Stephanie’s difficult parting—perhaps there is still enough of him left to fight back. The knife did not flay him completely; tatters of his former self still cling to the resilient bone. If he has enough strength to simply put a foot outside the front door, then maybe he can convince Stephanie to come back.


  She’d certainly hinted as much on the phone.


  The music dies but he does not replace the CD. Silence is better for what he is planning: it clears the mind and focuses the will.


  Terry gets up and strides out into the hallway, trailing his fingers along the wall, as if hoping that something will snag them and prevent him from moving any farther towards the front door, holding him there until the moment passes.


  The door looms like an ancient edifice; it is a symbol whose significance he can no longer quite grasp, a lonely artefact belonging to a forgotten religion. The door seems to buckle as he stares at it; the square glass panels bevel inward and threaten to shatter. The white door handle squirms like a snake, and as he reaches out towards it he expects it to rear up and strike out at his dithering hand, drawing blood with tough white fangs.


  He still clings to the creased party invitation, and the paper writhes like a trapped bird caught in his hand, wings flapping, savage beak pecking at his fingers.


  Terry takes a step forward and lunges at the door. Its unnatural movement ceases and the door seems to stiffen and then open at the mere suggestion of his touch. A rectangular slab of night stands on the doorstep, a solid obstacle through which he must somehow pass. Beyond this are the streetlights, the other houses on his street, his neighbours, waiting behind their own closed doors and locked windows. With this single heroic act, he might set them all an example and show everyone what is possible: that a victim can fight back and rebuild his life, then reclaim the streets and disown the cruelty that dwells there.


  His foot hovers over the step, and then falls, the sole of his shoe striking the lower part of the door frame and sounding like a memory of some other time and place that threatens to impinge on this one.


  “Out there,” he breathes, his voice taking flight.


  Then he stumbles across the threshold, punching through that twitching wall of blackness and falling out the other side, aching and breathless, blood pumping like superheated fuel through a well-tuned engine.


  Terry looks around, seeing lights go on up and down the street. It is almost as if his re-emergence has triggered some kind of response: he half expects to hear distant applause.


  Then, flushed with his own sense of victory, he pushes on and walks down the cement path to his garden gate. He leans on the concrete gatepost and glances along the street, breathing in the outside air that has been denied him since the day of the attack. It smells wonderful, that air; it is the scent of everything that he’s been missing. The fear is still there, discolouring the world, but he feels that if he really tries, he might be able to at least tame his terror, if not defeat it entirely.


  He glances again up and down the street, inspecting his new environment, savouring its sights and its smells. The road is empty of traffic, and no one walks the narrow footpaths. If he senses danger, it is entirely of his own creation.


  Then the streetlights flicker off. Not one by one, but in a single dousing of brightness. Darkness descends like a blanket thrown over a corpse in an empty room, and Terry suddenly realises the error of his ways, the huge mistake that he has made.


  He turns to run, to flee back inside, but it is too late.


  It is far, far too late.


  Before he can even cry out in alarm, before he can emit the dry sound that is lodged like gristle in his throat, they are upon him.


  Instead of Terry going to the party, the party has come to Terry.


  And the guests are terrible.


  Stepping forward, appearing out of the air, they descend upon him. Too many to count; too many to fight off. A crowd of tall, thin, dark figures with wide hands and blunt fists, mocking mouths and sunken onyx eyes set into flat sneering faces. Base, artless things forged from a nameless fiery hunger that is never truly satisfied. Their flat brutish faces suggest nothing but a hideous banality; their bodies are formed from twists of shadow born in the corners of derelict buildings and empty midnight car parks.


  Terry opens his mouth to scream, but something grabs his tongue; it is a hand, a slim dark hand with shadow-fingers that crawl down his throat and into his chest.


  Something chuckles; the figures close in.


  This, he realises, is a surly, idiotic species that will never, ever go away, no matter how far you run or how long you hide from them, hoping and praying that they will forget your name and where you live.


  They squat in the bins outside fast food restaurants and stalk the aisles of Pound Shops and cheap European supermarket franchises, destroying the very things that they covet. They were human once or something like it, but now they have become like beasts.


  He backs away, spitting out that insubstantial groping hand, and tries to shuffle back towards the door, but finds that once he’s crossed the threshold there is no way back inside. No return. So instead, he crouches down and waits for them to pounce.


  The vandals. The muggers. The burglars. The rapists. All the casual assailants who have waited so patiently for him to join their own private celebration of terror, in the dark, in the shadows, in the streets…


  Tomorrow…


  He sleeps all through the next day and into the night, and when he wakes in the dark he is one of them: an Outsider.


  He climbs out of bed and walks through the rooms of his house—a place he no longer recognises, where he no longer feels at home. He feels too enclosed; claustrophobia soon sets in and he is overtaken by a sudden and all-consuming urge to leave, to be far beyond these confining walls. He has changed, altered. He is no longer afraid.


  In a final symbolic act, he defecates in the corners, pisses on the kitchen workbenches, and trashes the TV and stereo. These acts of vandalism make him smile; the wanton destruction feeds him, just as blood might sustain a vampire.


  After a short time, he steps out into the night, stalking like a hunter, keeping out of sight and listening to all the new sounds of freedom. He sniffs the darkness and it smells good, like something he might come to enjoy.


  Soon he finds a place among the others and squats down in the shadows, wanting to see what the night would have him do.


  And he waits for you to come outside.


  Feral


  By Priya Sharma


  Kush led me into the bathroom on our wedding night. The white tiles and mirrors made me nervous.


  Then I saw he’d already laid out a steel tray on the marble counter containing syringes, needles, ampoules and packs of dressings. The scalpel looked small and innocuous. My lip curled, revealing my teeth.


  After Kush’s funeral, we go back to the house that he and I shared. This self-designed exemplar of modernity was his dream, built it at the edge of the forest against all advice, because I’d been pining for the trees.


  Lisa and I lay out the food in the kitchen, ready to carry through to the mourners. The kitchen was Kush’s domain. He loved to cook.


  “What do you think?” Kush asked when the first worktop was fixed in place.


  The worktops were made of highly polished concrete. I laid my cheek on the silky, cold surface. Kush copied me, looking into my face, his dark eyes full of thoughts.


  “Which platter for the prawns?” Lisa speaks to me like I’m an injured animal.


  “The blue one.” I resent her interrupting my train of thought.


  An hour before the funeral Lisa brushed my hair and tied it up. I wanted my grief to trump hers, to rub her face in it. When she reminded me to put on shoes, as I tried to walk out to the car in stockinged feet, I realised what I was feeling was real, not just a righteous affectation.


  “Where are the breadsticks?” Lisa asks.


  “The pantry.”


  Kush had been insistent on a pantry. I like it. A store for lean seasons.


  “I can’t see them.”


  I join her. We rifle through the boxes and packets without looking at one another. What’s between us feels leaden. I freeze when I hear voices from the kitchen. Maria and Naomi.


  “Poor Ava.” That’s Naomi. “She’s devastated.”


  “I’m not sure I’d have as much self-control as she’s shown today.” Maria is one of the few women I’ve met who is truly in love with her husband.


  “She’s in shock.” Naomi pauses. “Do you remember the netball?”


  She sounds fond, not mocking. I’ve learnt to laugh about that, too. Lisa had taken me to the club. They were trying to teach me how to play. Few women work, so they must fill their time. I was so excited by the chase that I leapt on the ball, trying to bite it.


  “Kush was such a good man.” Maria sighs. “What’s she going to do now?”


  Dr Garston told me about periods but I wasn’t prepared, not really. He didn’t mention the pain for one thing.


  I woke with cramp low down in my stomach, as if I’d eaten something rotten. I waited for diarrhoea but nothing came. I felt uncomfortable. Wet between my legs. I smelt iron, not good and fresh, but old and decayed. The amount of blood surprised me. I stuffed toilet paper in my knickers and went to the supermarket. I took all my allowance, unsure what having a period cost.


  I stood in front of a wall of sanitary products. Tampons. Towels. Liners. Winged, unwinged. Light, medium and heavy flow. I picked up a packet bearing a photo of a girl on a bicycle. I wanted to tear it to pieces so I wouldn’t have to see her idiotic smile.


  In fact, the whole supermarket put me in a rage. Soap. Bread. Water in bottles, of all things. A dozen choices of each and yet no choice of how to live.


  Women are sacrosanct. Dr Garston said. Scarce. You’re protected at all costs. You must perform your duty in return.


  I wanted to run but my newly remodelled body wasn’t fast as it once was.


  A pair of women carrying shopping baskets walked up the aisle, slowing as they approached me. They stank of fake flowers. One of them stifled a giggle. I whipped around, my back to the shelves, quick enough to see one of them wrinkling her nose in disgust.


  I flushed with shame. They wore uniforms; tight jeans and long jumpers, belted at their waists. I was short and stocky by comparison. I didn’t have their sleek hair or a painted face.


  Out in the woods, my sisters and I would’ve run them to ground. I would’ve have put my teeth to
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