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    Editorial: October 2021

    Wendy N. Wagner | 502 words

    Welcome to Nightmare’s 109th issue! It’s wonderful to have a birthday in the spookiest month of the year, and this month we’re turning nine. Nine years of deliciously dark content? That’s something to scream for!

    This month, I have to confess to you all that I am a very poorly traveled person. I didn’t take my first flight until I was twenty-five, and since then I’ve only flown a few more times. Part of this is due to economy, and part of this is because for about a decade my husband refused to fly. When his brother got married in Michigan, he had to leave on a train four days before my daughter and I left to enjoy our flight. But I love flying! As the plane launches itself off the tarmac, I like to think about all the scientists and inventors whose work went into solving the mystery of flight. When the plane hits patches of turbulence, I like to imagine experiencing the texture of the air the way a bird might, feeling the different textures and streams of air moving against my feathers.

    My love of birds and flight made itself apparent when I was gathering the pieces of this month’s issue, all of which have something to do with flying. For those of you who are Hitchcock fans, you will appreciate WC Dunlap’s modern take on a The Birds-like apocalypse, “Caw.” Don’t expect this story to take the same turns as the film or du Maurier’s novelette, however! This one is creepy in a whole newly feathered way. Our second short story is from Jon Padgett, who brings a little cosmic horror to the act of travel. Those catching “Flight 389” should prepare themselves for a very, very weird journey. Our Horror Lab pieces include an eerie poem by Sonya Taaffe (“Every Night and All”) and a flash story about spiritualism by Dale Bailey (“I Summon You”).

    In this month’s nonfiction, we of course have author spotlight interviews with our short fiction writers, and Terence Taylor has written another one of his insightful book reviews. And Lisa Morton returns to the H Word with an essay about the Final Girl and women in horror.

    I don’t know if we’ve ever had an issue with such a delightful mix of newcomers (welcome to the family, WC Dunlap and Jon Padgett!) and old hands. Sonya Taaffe contributed a poem to our 2015 Queers Destroy Horror! special issue; Dale Bailey first appeared in our pages in our fifth issue (Feb. 2013), and Lisa Morton appeared in our sixth (Mar. 2013). It’s wonderful to be working with such a nightmarish bunch.

    I’ve been remiss in interviewing our staff the last few weeks, but don’t worry! Next month I’ll be back at it.

    In the meantime, thank you for flying Air Nightmare Magazine. I hope the flight’s a scream!
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of the horror novel The Deer Kings and the forthcoming gothic novella The Secret Skin (coming fall 2021). Previous work includes the SF thriller An Oath of Dogs and two novels for the Pathfinder Tales series. Her short stories, poetry, and essays have appeared in more than fifty venues. She also serves as the managing/senior editor of Lightspeed Magazine, and previously served as the guest editor of Nightmare‘s Queers Destroy Horror! She lives in Oregon with her very understanding family, two large cats, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.
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    Caw

    WC Dunlap | 6358 words

    
      Consider the ravens: for they neither sow nor reap;
      

      Which neither have storehouse nor barn; and God
      

      feedeth them: how much more are ye better than the fowls?
    

    —Luke 12:24

    He looks at me, and I am his. A steady rhythm of flickering light cast from above, pursuing me like a shadow. I scurry through tunnels, crawl through gutters and across fields, and always he is there. Relentless, wearing me down, toying with me. I escape it, breathless and relieved. But when I look down into the puddle of water at my feet, he is me. Black eyes slowly displace my brown, like thick tar pouring slowly into my pupils. Soft red lips stretch into a hard, pointed beak. Oily black feathers spread across brown, hairless skin. And when I open my mouth to speak, words become an unearthly caw that shakes the trees.

    • • • •

    The rotting carcass of a crow is pierced on a stake in the middle of the cul-de-sac, a grotesque scarecrow forewarning interlopers while simultaneously heralding the end of the world. It only pisses off the crows. Their cawing wakes me from my nightmare before the sun rises above the horizon.

    Shaken from my starvation-induced stupor, I awake in the ransacked living room of an abandoned home. We slept in a huddle for the heat, five strangers thrown together by circumstance and an uneasy cooperation. We met just days before, but I can’t remember their names.

    It’s been 183 days since the first murders attacked, and I’ve been running for at least half of that. A pandemic of prophetic proportions, it infected humanity with an ailment we could not predict with an algorithm nor cure in a lab. It was biblical. Before communications went dark, the media called it Corvus. And we are the remnants.

    
      Why stop running now?
    

    
      I’m tired, so tired.
    

    
      My head is aching.
    

    
      Can’t think straight.
    

    
      My body hurts.
    

    
      I just need to rest.
    

    
      More sleep.
    

    I saw the old man first. He opened a window as I raced across suburban yards, hurling my body over fences, the murder closing in. I kept my eyes on his pale white, liver-spotted hands waving me forward, and ignored the chaos behind me. I dove, and he dragged me through to safety with trembling but steady hands. Another body slammed the window shut behind me. I remember the thud of crows hitting the glass behind me, unable to stop the speed of their dive and meeting a cold, bloodied death against unrelenting glass.

    With the old man was a teenage boy, Black like me, and my heart swelled. I wasn’t the last one! Survival had heightened old hatreds. Folks were even less welcoming now, and my body was a target in more than one way. But this young man had made it. His smiling brown face felt like home.

    An unlikely pair, the teen and the old man found refuge in this large, colonial home just days before my rescue. The original owners were long gone, either taken by the crows or relocated to the South American sanctuaries for the wealthy. The old man and the boy had set up camp in the living room—the boy providing the strength and optimism of youth, the old man lending his wisdom for survival. They welcomed me with awkward smiles, and assured me that although there was little food, here I would find safety and rest.

    The woman and child arrived two days later. Stumbling into the cul-de-sac, the woman was a broad and sun-burnt middle-aged white woman. Even half-starved, she possessed the taut muscle tone of a former college athlete—strong softball, lacrosse vibes in this one. She dragged a small Asian child by the hand with the condescending magnanimity of an evangelical at a mission camp. The child squirmed in her grip, but reluctantly followed behind, eyes downcast, body tense and poised to bolt. She did not know this woman.

    A handful of crows watched lazily from tree branches and telephone pole perches as the woman knocked on door after door. We too watched as doors swung open to offer refuge, but the woman would only grab the child and back away. I did not fault her distrust. I could only imagine the trauma she experienced on the road. My own travels had been hard, and I wasn’t traveling with a child. Running is never easy when there is nowhere to run.

    When she knocked on our door, she found a kind, harmless old man at the other end, and entered with an exhale. She seemed less certain when she set eyes on me and the boy, but by then the door was shut, and the little girl was making herself at home. The boy and I tried to be less intimidating, grinning stupidly, offering them food and blankets with deferential tones. The world was ending, and we were still code-switching.

    Some things are hard to switch off.

    The little girl looked to be no older than five or six. She was shy, but smart enough to recognize relief, and immediately dove into a bowl of lentil and ham soup. The woman explained that the child had been abandoned and she had picked her up along the way. After traveling together for days, she was confident that the girl did not speak or understand English. But when I looked into the child’s sweet, round face and intelligent eyes, I saw comprehension there. She would speak when she felt safe.

    When we are safe, we find the words that escaped us in conflict. Right now, no one is particularly chatty. So, we remain strangers. A new reality has emerged—a primitive, scavenging existence where we can scarcely trust one another, and loved ones are a liability. Not so different than before. As good as it is to rest, I know that I am not safe with these people—it only takes one. When I forget, my nightmares remind me.

    • • • •

    The girl is awake now, too. She sits in a corner, away from the heat of the huddle. She stares at me with wide, wild eyes and pulls a blanket closer to her chin.

    “Are you having nightmares, too?”

    She does not answer, but I understand. We’re living a nightmare.

    “Are you hungry?”

    She nods eagerly.

    The embers burn low in the hearth, so I throw in the leg of a chair. The furniture was cheap, and it took short work to break it down for firewood. It’s been harder to find food and fresh water. I throw the last pot of clean water on the heat and pour in the last packet of dehydrated soup. Someone will have to go out for more supplies.

    In the distance there is the shrill of a caw, and my body involuntarily shivers. “I’m not going back out there,” I say as much to myself as to the universe, but I know it is a lie. If we stay, we starve. If we starve, we’re extinct—the entire fucking species. Stakes are too high to cower and hide. I spent six years in the Ivy League proving my intellectual prowess to people and institutions unworthy of the effort, but it didn’t prepare me for this shit.

    I’m on the verge, really at the edge of my sanity. Songs sooth and stories help process what my conscious mind refuses to accept. I begin to hum an old tune—some distant memory of a nursery rhyme melody. The story flows easily from my lips. The cold cruelness of the words brings an odd relief, to finally acknowledge what my mind has been fighting to deny:

    
      With eyes to black

      And feathers fine

      This crow has taken

      What was mine.
    

    The flames seem to rise and dance as I sing softly so as not to wake the others. The child crawls towards me, her movements tentative. So, I continue to sing:

    
      Glare so piercing

      Voice so raw

      It ripped my soul out

      With one nasty caw
    

    She sighs and rests her head on my shoulder. I wrap my arm around her and slowly rock:

    
      It dances now

      With arms and legs

      Denies my pleas

      Cackles as I beg
    

    The child begins to giggle, a peculiar response to words so dark—but little kids are always drawn to the ominous. Perhaps it is a primordial instinct, before little girls are indoctrinated with a social propriety that instructs them to prefer dolls to the dead. We no longer live in that world.

    Her laughter is infectious, and I too find myself chuckling at the absurdity of it all. We snicker through the rest as I pretend to peck her like a crow:

    
      Hunts me

      Throws stone at my wings

      Snatches me

      Ties me up in strings
    

    “That’s not an appropriate song for a child.” The woman stretches awake, her blond Karen-cut plastered ridiculously to one side of her head. The first thing she asked for when she arrived was a pair of scissors to maintain her “let me talk to your manager” mystique. I’m certain she had a family of her own once, and ruled them with the iron-fist intolerance of an HOA-fascist planning a gluten-free bake sale to restore a Confederate statue. And I’m her gluten.

    She likes to scold. It’s only been a few days, but I’m already tired of her reprimands.

    So, I tickle the child and obstinately finish our song.

    
      Remember, remember the wise words of old

      Centuries ago, it was foretold

      Never ever look a crow in the eye

      Lest ye want to die.
    

    The child erupts into a fit of laughter, squirming away from my tickles.

    “What should we call our song?” I ask her.

    “Caw!” she shouts.

    The perfect name.

    Karen rolls her eyes and pushes me aside to check the pot. “Hmm, thought I smelled soup.”

    “That’s the last packet.”

    She doesn’t look at me. “Then you should tie up your hair so it doesn’t fall into the little soup we do have left,” she scolds between sips.

    My hand moves self-consciously to the tightly coiled curls that surround my face. I can’t remember the last time I combed it out—too busy surviving—but I’m certain it isn’t falling into the soup. Still, Karen’s words bite. Memories surface of second grade ballet and thick coils that could not fit into the uniformity of
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