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    Editorial: May 2025

    Wendy N. Wagner | 413 words

    Welcome to Issue #152 of Nightmare Magazine!

    And if you’re a subscriber reading this on release day, then happy May Day—a day where many cultures in the Northern Hemisphere celebrate the high point of spring, a day of fertility and growth. Such a May Day celebration is featured in the classic 1970s film The Wicker Man, featuring delightful music, children’s dance, and human sacrifice via imprisonment within a giant, combustible human figure (good times!). The day is often associated with Saint Walpurga . . . a saint whose interred bones began to weep a bituminous oil that people claimed had healing powers.

    Look, May 1st might not be Halloween, but it is associated with some pretty freaky stuff, and it’s time we horror lovers started celebrating it more seriously.

    So in the spirit of May’s history of gross body horror, we’ve got two weird and disgusting pieces of short fiction. We’re starting off the month with “Beak” by Ian Muneshwar, the story of one woman and her bedbug problem. Or is it a bedbug problem? You’ll have to decide for yourself, but be forewarned: this story will really get under your skin. Our other short story this month is R. Diego Martinez’s “Notes from the Graft Failure,” a piece combining the claustrophobic isolation of Johnny Got His Gun (if you’ve never read Dalton Trumbo’s classic anti-war novel, go pick it up as soon as you finish reading this sentence!) with a weirdness all its own.

    Our Horror Lab originals weave in more of the personal and fantastical elements of the May experience. Cassandra Khaw’s new poem “Exorcism” speaks of the way our histories can haunt us, while Lilia Zhang brings us a flash of dark fantasy: “Blood of the Idugan.”

    On a more serious note, May is also Mental Health Awareness month. In the H Word column, author Michael Knost writes about the powerful role masks have played in the horror genre—and how that echoes the way many people suffering from depression learn to mask their condition. Also in nonfiction, we have author spotlight interviews with our authors, and we have the newest installment of our Plumbing the Depths column, where Stephanie M. Wytovitch dives into the depths of fiction about witches.

    I think this issue is a terrific way to celebrate the sunshine side of horror, and I’m delighted to share it with you!
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of Girl in the Creek, forthcoming 2025 from Tor Nightfire, as well as the horror novel The Deer Kings and 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 Locus award nominee for her editorial work here, she also serves as the managing/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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    Beak

    Ian Muneshwar | 8002 words

    

  
    CW: descriptions of insect-human parasitism.

    

    The landlord requires proof of the infestation, and proof—per clause twelve, subsection three of the lease—must come in the form of a living specimen, safely contained. A dead specimen is insufficient, he has repeatedly explained, because anyone could find a husk of a years-dead bedbug in the corner of a closet, thereby forcing him to pay for an unnecessary extermination. When Nadia asked why anyone would request an extermination they didn’t need, especially with all of the mutual inconveniences that would entail, the landlord sighed mournfully into the receiver and said, “These are the protocols, Ms. Mohabir, and we must follow them for a reason.”

    This reason continues to elude Nadia as she prepares herself for another night of trying to find proof of the infestation. Over these past months she has scoured the underside of her bed, the spaces between the floorboards, the interiors of her nightstand, even the gaps that have appeared between the wall and molding because her apartment building is over a century old and the landlord will not renovate until a tenant moves out (clause four, subsection one). She has taken a magnifying glass to her bedding in search of telltale blood smears and shit stains—any signs of the insects’ nocturnal feeding—but her sheets remain clean, her pillows unblemished. Nadia has even set up makeshift traps—soda bottles full of yeasty water that emit carbon dioxide and, supposedly, draw the bedbugs into talc-powdered Tupperware they can’t climb out of—but the insects seem to know the difference between dry active yeast and the heady emissions of her own body. Nadia can’t even find a bedbug’s carcass, though she knows they only live for a few months and this infestation has gone on so much longer than that.

    The only proof she has are the bites. A topography of welts, always in clusters of three, that blister her brown skin. Bedbugs prefer the extremities—legs, arms, fingers—but they will also journey further up her body while she sleeps, under her nightclothes and to the fleshiness of her thighs, or the open plane of her back. Bedbugs will not feed from the skin of the face unless they have no other choice. Nadia has a single bite just under her jawline and she wonders what she did to drive that insect to such desperation.

    Tonight, Nadia will not be searching for the bugs. She’s done with that. Tonight, Nadia will take more dire measures.

    At half past two in the morning, she peels off her underwear, shoves it into a garbage bag, and ties the bag up tight. She lies naked on the mattress. Nadia has stripped the bedding because the wrinkling of the sheets creates small crevasses that might hide the bedbugs from her. She wants to see their appleseed-black bodies in relief against the white of the mattress.

    Nadia has spent weeks researching the lives and habits of these loathsome creatures. Bedbugs are keenly attuned to their host’s sleep schedule; they know when their food source sleeps and wakes and they, in turn, adjust their own sleep cycles so they may feed undisturbed. This is the loophole Nadia has found. If she doesn’t sleep at all, the bedbugs will still come to feed. She will wait, using her bare body as bait, until they crawl from the unseen cracks in the walls and follow the scent of her breath and heat of her skin into the trap she has set.

    She lays out the necessary equipment on the mattress: a mason jar with its screw-top lid; a pair of tweezers; topical lidocaine; a flashlight. The flashlight is a last resort. Ideally, she will keep all lights off because the insects fear direct lighting, vampires that they are. She worries, though, that the dim seep of the city lights through her bedroom’s only window may not be enough to illuminate their small bodies and quick legs. She will use the flashlight only when she is certain that they have come. Only when they have hooked their mouthparts inside her and are too engorged to escape.

    Nadia sits cross-legged in the center of the bed. She doesn’t read while she waits; she doesn’t scroll on her phone. She keeps herself at attention by focusing on the ever-present itching. She hardly wears clothing at all anymore because the faintest brush of fabric sets the welts thrumming. The first day the bite forms, it is a raw pinkish bump, hard to the touch. With time, it spreads and swells, darkening to a bitter crimson. The intensity of the itch changes; it crescendos from the prickling aggravation of a spider bite to a constant, demanding sting that diverts all attention back to itself and frays the mind’s focus. These bites last a week, maybe more.

    Nadia’s skin is a patchwork of welts at different stages of development. In her less rational moments, she thinks she can feel an itching even inside parts of her body that the insects would never feed from. Last night, she thought she felt one in her ear canal. Tonight, in the unfocused space between sleeping and waking, she thinks she might feel a bite so deep inside it doesn’t show on the surface of the skin.

    Nadia stops these thoughts by pressing her thumbnail into the distended lump on the back of her right hand. She focuses on the throbbing to keep herself alert. If the landlord won’t accept the proof of her body, he will accept the Mason jar she’ll bring to his office and leave on his desk tomorrow morning, full to the lid with blood-fattened insects cowering in the daylight.

    • • • •

    When Nadia dreams, she dreams of a bedbug laid out before her like the Vitruvian Man. It is supine, inscribed into an inked circle, surrounded by the dream-artist’s cursive descriptions of its anatomy. It is a wonder, the dream-artist writes, of evolutionary advancement. Behold the vestigial wing pads. We didn’t escape them quickly enough so they gave up their wings. Gaze at those useless, truncated pads. We did that. We maimed them. We desecrated them. We deserve—

    Nadia’s roving dream-eye swerves away from the scrawl and up to the showpiece of the insect: the proboscis. The dream-artist has spent the most time here, lovingly detailing the bedbug’s needle-snout. As Nadia draws closer, the proboscis tilts upward, its tip yearning for contact.

    
      Consider the salivary miracle. When the bedbug inserts, it gifts us a wash of its spittle which is filled with anticoagulants and anesthetics both. These make the process easy, painless. But for that initial pinprick of the beak into skin, we feel nothing, know nothing. Our blood thins to an easy flow and fills the body-sac. We are joined in peaceful reciprocity.
    

    The proboscis pierces her dream-eye; the dream ends. A stray desire accompanies Nadia as she wakes. She wishes the bedbug didn’t anesthetize her when it bit. She wishes she could feel each of those hooked legs making their pilgrimage across her skin. The slight tickling as the edges of its carapace brush her leg hairs aside. It takes nearly eight minutes for a bedbug to fill its body-sac and remove its mouth from under the skin. Nadia imagines the growing pressure of the insect’s swelling body weighing against her. The bedbug must feel drunken, delirious, when it is so full of a liquid hotter than its own body that it can barely move, can barely drag itself down from the mountaintop of her kneecap and stumble, full to bursting, toward the place where it is safe.

    But it wouldn’t be safe. Nadia would take the bedbug in her tweezers and squeeze. She’d press its abdomen until her own blood beaded on the spindle of its proboscis and returned to her skin in a constant, merciless drip. This is all she wants to feel.

    • • • •

    Nadia doesn’t remember falling asleep but here she is in the hateful morning. The jar is empty, the tweezer untouched, the mattress as white as the day she bought it. Dreary sunlight films across the windowsill. She wants to throw the Mason jar against that window, but that would mean more cleaning, and she’s so very tired of cleaning. Instead, she digs her thumbnail into the sore on the back of her hand.

    It’s the weekend, so Nadia doesn’t have to log into work. She’s a data entry clerk for a company that ships empty shipping containers. The position was always remote, so little changed in her life when the country went into lockdown. Her friends, if she could ever have called them that, shrunk to the size of their online avatars, vanished behind the logos of apps she doesn’t open anymore. Calls with her mother became briefer than ever before. When Nadia was in college, her mother at least maintained a persistent, if overbearing, interest in her studies. Then there were always the questions about boys; questions that became the impetus for Nadia’s awkward but uneventful coming out. But now that she lives alone, spending her hours entering numbers into spreadsheets, what is left to discuss? Nadia has tried to describe her forays into the world of dating women, but these anecdotes have only ever been met with waning interest—an interest that dissipated entirely when Sonia, her sister, became pregnant. After that, every conversation has revolved around infants and breastfeeding, doctors and onesies. When Nadia tried to helm Sonia’s virtual baby shower, her mother intervened, relegating Nadia to the task of finding a suitable web conferencing service. “Everything must be just so,” she’d explained, “everything must be perfect for the baby.”

    Nadia sits up in bed. She does not allow her feet to touch the floor. She takes freshly laundered socks from the Ziploc she keeps on her nightstand and pulls these on. She will remove these socks before getting back into bed, thereby ensuring that no eggs or nymphs are brought from the floor to the mattress.

    She checks her phone but there are no notifications, no missed calls. She considers that if she stopped paying her phone bill, nothing would change. If she destroyed her phone, with all its ports, it would be one less place for the insects to hide.

    The routines of Nadia’s life have been subsumed

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    ©2025 by Ian Muneshwar.
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