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  Foreword

Jonathan Maberry


So… okay, cannibalism. 
In the horror game, we tend to cover a lot of odd topics. Mass slaughter. Hordes of the living dead. Pasty-faced eastern-European noblemen in tuxedos with a taste for hemoglobin. Titanic fire-breathing lizards stomping their way through Asian cities. Demons and ghosts. Shapeshifters and mummies. And even very human monsters like Gary Heidnik and Hannibal Lecter.
Horror subject matter is, well, horrifying. Occasionally disgusting. Often disturbing. And scary as hell.
But nothing provokes a more profound and atavistic dread than the consuming of human flesh. It’s the ultimate taboo, the one line that we tell ourselves we would never—could never—cross.
Unless…
Unless our plane crashes on a snowy mountaintop and all those dead fellow passengers are just lying there.
Unless you’re born into one of those cultures in present-day tropical Africa, or in remote spots in Melanesia, or the Korowai tribe, where eating human flesh is part of required cultural practice.  Hell, the glorious tropical paradise of Fiji was once known as the Cannibal Islands.
There’s even a theory that Neanderthals were cannibals (hence the paucity of complete skeletons found), and a related theory that our modern ancestors may have dined on the Neanderthals. We even have a cool scientific name for it: anthropophagy.
But still… eww! For most of us, when we think of cannibals, we think of Jeffrey Dahmer and Albert Fish.
Modern man is not comfortable with the idea. Perhaps it’s because we’ve grown out of it. Or we’ve been guilted out of it by clerics and lawmakers who have labeled it as sinful and wrong. Or maybe we just lost the taste for it. It doesn’t, I am reliably told, taste like chicken.
But damn if we don’t enjoy spinning yarns about it! We see it in movies—Texas Chainsaw Massacre to Silence of the Lambs to The Road. We see it on TV in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and The X-Files and even on It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia. And we write a lot of stories about it. American Psycho, Charlie Higson’s The Enemy, Poppy Z. Brite’s Exquisite Corpse, and even a reference in The Hunger Games. Not to mention the entirety of zombie literature.
Which brings us to A Fancy Dinner Party. This is a collection of very odd, highly weird, and completely delicious little tales that have only one thing in common. Some part of the human body will, inevitably, be consumed.
Mmmm. Mouth-watering, isn’t it?
Sit back, tuck in your napkin, keep your favorite steak sauce handy, and dig into this bizarre feast. It’s a menu you won’t soon forget.
Bon Appétit.

      [image: image-placeholder]JONATHAN MABERRY is a NYTimes bestseller, 5-time Bram Stoker Award-winner, 4-time Scribe Award winner, Inkpot Award winner, and author of over fifty novels. He is also a comic book writer, poet, executive producer, and writing teacher. His vampire apocalypse book series, V-WARS, was a Netflix original series; his novel, ROT & RUIN, is in development for film with Alcon Entertainment; and his Joe Ledger thrillers are being developed for TV by Chad Stahelski -director of the JOHN WICK movies. He writes horror, sci-fi, fantasy, adventure, thrillers, and more. He’s president of the International Association of Media Tie-in Writers, and the editor of Weird Tales Magazine.







  
  The Finger of Death

Gabrielle Alan


The taste of one’s own flesh should be unpleasant. 
Daetric finds it spongy, tough, and slightly salty from sweat, which is the only indication of his nerves. The already severed skin at the base of the ring makes it easy to slip his teeth in and pull. The skin is pliable, easy for him to sink his teeth into; the difficulty is tearing. Once he rips a strip free, blood streams from the wound, and he sucks it down, his mouth sealed on the finger. He doesn’t want to make a mess.
The pain is within his threshold; he breathes through his nose evenly, and focuses on why he is here. As long as he can remember that, he can withstand any trial or tribulation that may come.
One of his canines scrapes roughly against the metal ring secured on his forefinger, sending a tremor down his spine. He resolves to be more careful, and he gingerly eats around the ring.
A bead of sweat gathers at his temple and falls, trickling down his bare chest and thigh. Circled about him are the rest of the Order; the shrouded figures only remind Daetric further of his nakedness.

      [image: image-placeholder]“It’s symbolic,” Adept Tarek had explained on one of their many walks during the last three years of his initiation. “When you are born, you come into this world nude and new. This will be your rebirth into our Order. You must be bare to receive the blessing.”
Daetric had nodded.
“There is one other thing.” Adept Tarek had held up his hand, tugging the glove off, revealing his Death Finger. It was devoid of skin and muscle, held together through magic and the Santric ring it bore.
“You must also make the sacrifice. The method you choose will dictate the faction you belong to, and you will go to join that Order.”
“I am ready, Adept, whatever my choices.”
“I have a feeling, dear boy, you will choose the most difficult path.”

      [image: image-placeholder]And he did. At the beginning of the ceremony, Adept Tarek towered over him as he was given his options, laid out on a plank between them.
“Now is your choice. First: by my hand.” He indicated a knife, the handle made of finger bones, its blade black with rivets of red. This would be the quickest method. “By theirs.” He gestured toward a pot of flesh-eating insects, which would be the slowest method. “Or by your own means.” He held his hands out towards Daetric.
Daetric met his mentor’s eyes. “I choose my own means.”
Tarek nodded and lifted a finger, and the plank was removed.
“Daetric has made his decision,” Tarek announced to the assembled men. “By his own means, he shall join this Order.” He twisted his Santric ring, working it off his forefinger, his mouth a grim line, with only a slight twitch of pain in the corner. Once it was free, he slipped the ring onto Daetric’s finger.
It took all of Daetric’s training and stubborn stoicism to keep his face stone and his knees from trembling. Even as it tightened, pressing deeper and deeper, constricting blood to the finger—even as it cut into the skin, severing veins and muscles, stanching the blood flow, and then melting the skin below, until it was just the warm metal against the bone – even then, he kept his face still.

      [image: image-placeholder]As he works his way to the knuckle, nibbling at stray strands of muscles, he lifts his eyes in search of his mentor. But Adept Tarek fades into the sea of shadow cloaks, all with their hoods pulled down.
Death Fingers point at him, some a dull phlegm yellow edged in brown through age, others gleaming white in the firelight. The old hands, and new, in this trade of death. In the low light, their fingers remind him of twigs.

      [image: image-placeholder]Aeron used to tie a twig to his own finger, when they played Keeper of the Peace in the woods behind their farm. Aeron would be Justice, and Jaemin would be the Evildoer, and the rest of the children—Raelin, Gaeml, and Daetric—would be the victims.
Jaemin, the Evildoer, would spin a wild tale about all the cruelty he would do, his brown eyes dancing and his face twisting into smirks and sneers. And the younger siblings would run into the woods and hide, hoping the Evildoer would be caught before he found them.
If Aeron, Justice, caught the Evildoer and poked him without anyone seeing, he would win, ending the reign of tyranny. If the Evildoer found all of the others first, he would win.
But sometimes, Jaemin would find everyone except Daetric, and Aeron wouldn’t be able to get Jaemin without anyone seeing, either. Eventually, Aeron would give up and declare Jaemin the winner.
And only then would Daetric come out. It was during these times that Daetric would privately declare himself the winner. He was always the best hider.
It’s why he survived.

      [image: image-placeholder]It was dark, and Aeron was shaking him and Gaeml. Jaemin stood at the foot of the bed, holding Raelin’s hand.
“Want to play Keeper?” Aeron asked.
Gaeml squinted up at his brother. “But the wolves are out.”
“We’ll play inside.”
They never played inside.
“Where’s Father and Mother?” Raelin asked. Under one arm was the doll Father had crafted for her. Mother had been trying to stop her from sleeping with it now that she was ten winters old.
“They’re playing too, Rae,” Aeron said. “They are going to be the Evildoers. They’re outside, counting. Jae and I are both going to be Justice. How does that sound?”
“Wait.” Daetric reached under his pillow, pulling out string and some twigs. “You need Death Fingers.”
“That’s right, Dae, we do.” Aeron held out his finger.
Above all about that night, Daetric remembered Aeron’s fingers trembling as he tied the twig on his brother’s finger.

      [image: image-placeholder]As Daetric makes his way past the second knuckle, the skin is closer to the bone, harder to catch between his teeth. He moves his finger to the side of his mouth and begins to gnaw.

      [image: image-placeholder]Daetric darted from his room before anyone else. He knew where to hide. He’d been cleaning the fire pit earlier in the week, and he had heard a sound up the chimney. Looking up, he’d seen a bird make its way up and out the chute. How did it get there? he wondered. He easily found places for his hands and feet in the stone as he climbed just a little way up. There he discovered a cubby, where one roof beam had been cut too short; inside was a half-built nest. He crawled in, and to his delight, he could look out through the paneling to the main room.
Daetric spied his brothers, standing in the front room; they stood side by side. Both looked more like Father than ever, despite being only ten and three winters. Then Aeron placed three fingers over his heart and bowed his head. Jaemin followed suit. Why were they praying? That was when Daetric knew this wasn’t a game.
Shouting came from outside, and then the clash of steel and a woman’s cry. Aeron pulled two of Father’s swords from the wall and handed one to Jaemin.
The door shattered; a burly man strode in, blood dripping from his sword. On one side of his head hung a half a dozen or so bones that clicked together with every step. They were of different lengths, but all were narrow, and at the bases were black rings.
Aeron and Jaemin swung clumsily at the man. Their thin arms could barely lift their swords, and each swing was slow and easily deflected. The man laughed as each blow became slower. Finally, he knocked Jaemin to the floor and buried his sword in his stomach.
Aeron let out a howl and slashed his sword, catching the man by surprise and slicing his face from eyebrow to chin.
The man roared and brought his sword across Aeron’s throat.
A cry sounded from across the room. It was Gaeml. He was always so restless and curious. He must have heard the fight and come to investigate. He charged at the man with his wooden practice sword.
Daetric shut his eyes and stuffed his hand in his mouth and bit down as hard as he could. He didn’t want the man to hear him, nor did he want to see any more of his family die.
He could hear the man stalking through the house; he knew from the shrieks when he found Rae. And he knew from the silence when she was dead.
He stayed there for hours, watching that man sit on his father’s chair and eat his family’s food. The bodies of his siblings lay at his feet.
Daetric may have dozed at some point, but he jerked awake at the sound of voices.
“So, I take it, they were against selling?” The new man’s back was to the chimney. He had on a long fur cloak with a hood. Daetric strained his neck trying to catch a glimpse of his face.
The burly man slurped from the cup. “Correct.”
“Did you kill them all?”
“Yes.”
“What a shame. That means there is no one to inherit this land.”
“I suppose it goes to the crown, then.”
“I suppose so.” The man in the cloak pulled a coin purse out of his pocket and tossed it on the table. “Your fee.”
And then he was gone.

      [image: image-placeholder]The past ten years have led to this moment. No longer is he that helpless child in that cramped space. He is a man, and soon will be an apprentice in this order. The gods will grant him the power to take a life with one touch. He will wield the power of justice and strike down the evil and the corrupt.
For five hundred years, the Order of Shadow Knights have been tasked with keeping the five kingdoms at peace. They bend the knee to no king; they are an impartial observer until needed. Now he, too, will don a shadow cloak and learn the art of being an assassin.
Daetric tears the last bit of flesh from the pad of his finger. He chews slowly, savoring, then swallows.
The taste of one’s own flesh should be unpleasant. But as the power rolls through him, seeping into his pores and then down into his very bones, it is anything but.

      [image: image-placeholder]When not mulling over her latest obsession (A Song of Ice and Fire at the moment (Winter is coming!)), GABRIELLE ALAN spends her time reading (Surprise! An author that reads) and ballroom dancing (mostly swing). She also believes in a liberal application of parentheses (if you can’t tell). The Finger of Death is her first published short story.






  
  Being Bad

A Story from the New America by H. C. H. Ritz


He was going to have to kill his best friend’s daughter, and he really didn’t want to. 
They stood a dozen paces from each other on a rooftop. She was pointing a gun at him—his own gun. She swayed back and forth, holding the weapon unsteadily with one hand and holding back her long hair with the other. She was crying, her nose and eyes red.
“You’re not real! You’re not real, because if you’re real, then you’re in my head, and you can’t be in my head.” She took a deep breath and screamed at him, as if the words alone could make him vanish in a puff of smoke, “You can’t be real anymore!”
The grizzled old man didn’t really see the gun as a threat. He didn’t think she would use it. All he could see was how young and innocent she was, and how hopeless it seemed now that he realized how badly they’d damaged her.
The agents of the Domestic Awareness Agency would be right behind them, he knew. And he couldn’t afford to wait around until they caught up. If he let her delay them, they’d both die.
Wayne Webster Watts was not about dying. He didn’t mind taking chances, but his second book—illegally published in the secret underground, just like his first one—was titled 9 Lives for a reason.
Moments like these, phrases he’d written popped randomly into his head. “Don’t try to take away my boxing match…”
The girl was a mess, but he wasn’t seeing too straight himself. The years of copious drug and alcohol abuse in the underground, never mind all of the head trauma from all of the illegal fights he’d been in, had caught up to him in the last couple of years. It was a miracle he’d managed to get her out of the DAA’s prison and get them both this far. His vision kept blurring, and he wiped his eyes.
The girl shot at him and missed.
He jumped about half a mile. “Dammit, girl! Don’t do that!”
“You can’t be real!” she sobbed.
Being shot at was good, in a way. It reminded him that what was happening was real and not a memory of something held safely in the past; he’d been having trouble telling the difference sometimes. He felt more in touch now.
He stepped toward her, placating. “Bree, you can’t shoot me, okay? It’s fine, I don’t have to be real. I can be imaginary. I don’t mind.”
Wailing, she clamped both hands over her ears. “No…you can’t be in my head…it isn’t safe…I can’t have…what isn’t good…in here anymore.”
Tears came to the old man’s eyes. He’d thought he was beyond all that by now, but this whole situation went straight to his heart. He’d seen a little girl grow up to be the young woman standing in front of him, and now she was irretrievably broken by what they’d done to her in prison.
No woman in the secret underground had a long life expectancy—living in near-anarchy was just too harsh—but this just wasn’t right. She was too young. And she shouldn’t be broken like this; dead would be better.
She was right, he wasn’t good…but dammit, he ought to have a place in Bree’s head. He’d earned it, hadn’t he? He’d helped teach her how to stay safe in the underground all these years. Anyway, he’d tried.
He took a few cautious steps toward her. He put up his hands. “Bree, it’s okay. I’m not real, and I’m not in your head, either, okay? And anyway, I’ll be gone in just a minute. I promise.” He nearly choked on his promise. He’d be gone from her mind because he’d have killed her. But he had no choice—it was too late to help her in any other way.
He took another few steps toward her. Just as he got close enough to reach for the gun, he saw her face change. The set of her jaw, the insanity shining in her eyes, warned him that she was about to shoot him for real. As she brought the gun toward his face, he slapped it from her hand.
He dove for the weapon, grunting loudly as he hit the ground; his graceful years were over. He came up in a roll anyway, weapon in hand. He pointed it at Bree.
She just looked at him helplessly, crying softly and hiccupping, her long hair tossed by the wind.
Finally, he realized that he couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger. Despite what common sense told him, he still had to hope that she could get better.
Instead, he got up and hit her in the head with the butt of the pistol. She fell instantly, and he winced. He knelt and checked her eyes and pulse to make sure he hadn’t killed her by accident. Then he heard shouting from behind him. He was out of time.
He picked her up and maneuvered her into place over his shoulder, despite the distracting complaints from his lower back.
His vision blurred again, and he swiped his hand over his face. He stood up confused, the weight of Bree’s unconscious body somehow gone from his shoulder. He’d lost track of time again. Now he was in a dark tunnel in the underground, and they were behind him, shouting.
He ran. He had a flashlight in his hand, which he was using to reveal the path in front of him. He couldn’t remember what he’d been doing a minute ago, or where Bree had disappeared to. But the DAA was right behind him. He could only hope they weren’t packing their dust guns, which would disintegrate him in mid-stride if they found their target.
A few frantic steps later, he remembered his strategy. Of course. He always had a plan. He liked risk-taking, but he wasn’t crazy. Well, not until more recently.
He led the way through a specific left turn—he’d marked the spot a few hours ago with blue chalk. He glanced back to make sure they hadn’t turned the corner and couldn’t see him as he slowed down and chose his steps carefully. His flashlight reflected off the large puddle of water covering almost the entire hallway, except for where he stepped along the side. Glancing up, he made sure the wires were still dangling down from the overhead lighting into the puddle.
He found the inline switch he’d installed in one of the wires on the other side of the water, and now he just had to wait. He shut off his flashlight.
Moments later, the men charged into the hallway, splashing into the puddles. He flipped the switch, and a brilliant pattern of light erupted in the tunnel as he electrocuted the lot of them. He left the switch engaged until he saw smoke rising from their still bodies.
He didn’t smell anything. That seemed odd. He thought he remembered smelling an awful cooking meat odor before…
Before? What before?
He flipped off the switch and the light show stopped. Steam rose from the puddles of water. Now he was very tired, and he couldn’t remember what he’d been thinking about a minute ago. He squatted down in the darkness to rest for a moment.
The moans of dying men drifted out of the darkness, but they didn’t bother him. On the one hand, everything was feeling a bit muted anyway, like he had the volume down too low on a wallscreen that was too far away. On the other, death was nothing new to him anyway. Another quote from his second book came to him: “There’s nothing like a conversation with a corpse…”
He was dizzy. Too much hard running for an old man. He closed his eyes.
He was grateful to feel the warmth of the fire, soon after. He heard soft sobbing along with the crackling of the flames and opened his eyes. He didn’t remember starting the fire in the fireplace or putting Bree in the cage in this room, deep in his living quarters in the underground, but it made sense that he would have.
Everything was feeling normal again—the volume turned back up. He felt more at ease.
He went over to her. She was on her knees, hanging from the bars, weeping.
“Honey,” he said softly. “It’s going to be okay.” He squatted down and reached through the bars to stroke her hair, but she jerked away.
He settled down on his haunches, looking at her. It tore at him to see her this way.
“We’ll help you, honey,” he said. “Somehow.”
“You don’t understand,” she whispered, her voice shaky. “I’m bad. I’m a bad person. I have to start over. I can’t be this person anymore.”
“Naw,” he said, waving the idea away. Inside, he wanted to laugh. Good and bad meant nothing in the underground. That was the whole point of the underground and its delicious anarchy—it was nothing like the picture-perfect New America up top.
“I’ve done terrible things,” she said hoarsely. Her eyes glinted in the firelight.
“Bree, we all do bad things.” He had just electrocuted half a dozen men, hadn’t he?
Alarm bells rang in his mind. Something seemed wrong about the memory. Looking back now, he realized that it was an old memory. That hadn’t even been the DAA, it had been the Double Double Gang. And it had all happened a few years back. No, more than a few years back. He’d written about it in his first book.
Then how had he gotten the two of them away from the DAA just now?
He shook his head as if to clear the cobwebs, trying to summon up the memory of what had really happened, but it didn’t work. The memories just weren’t there right now. He felt defeated by the tricks of his own deteriorating mind. He rubbed his face wearily and
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