
		
			
		

	
    
      [image: Nightmare Magazine]
    

  
    
      [image: Nightmare Magazine]
    

    TABLE OF CONTENTS

    Issue 146 (November 2024)

    FROM THE EDITOR

    
      Editorial: November 2024
    

    FICTION

    She Sheds Her Skin
Raven Jakubowski

    Moon Rabbit Song
Caroline Hung

    A Guide for Your Journey to the Green Hills
R. K. Duncan

    POETRY

    Sumbisori
Jess Cho

    NONFICTION

    The H Word: The Horrors Persist But So Do We
Sofia Ajram

    Interview: Nino Cipri
Alex Puncekar

    AUTHOR SPOTLIGHTS

    
      Raven Jakubowski
    

    
      Caroline Hung
    

    MISCELLANY

    
      Coming Attractions, December 2024
    

    
      Stay Connected
    

    
      Subscriptions and Ebooks
    

    
      Support Us on Patreon, or How to Become a Dragonrider or Space Wizard
    

    
      About the Nightmare Team
    

    
      [image: ]
    

    
		    © 2024 Nightmare Magazine
		  

    
		    Cover by White Raven / Shutterstock 

    www.nightmare-magazine.com

    Published by Adamant Press

  
    
      [image: From the Editor]
    

  
    Editorial: November 2024

    Wendy N. Wagner | 407 words

    Welcome to Issue #146 of Nightmare Magazine!

    It’s taken me four decades to come to enjoy November. September has those thrilling back-to-school vibes, October crackles with Halloween energy, and December sparkles with lights and parties. Here in Oregon, November is the serious beginning of the wet season. The fallen leaves start to get claggy and slippery; pumpkin spice is beginning to tire; and the sun starts setting before five p.m. I always used to wonder what was there to love about November besides all the food.

    But beneath November’s quiet exterior lies some of the most delightful days of the year. The world has begun to reveal her bones and with them, her secrets. There’s no time like November to find tree hollows and tiny smeuses, secret entries into miniature worlds. November is a time when magic feels particularly possible.

    Which is why I’ve decided that November is the month Nightmare goes all-out celebrating dark fantasy. That’s right, it’s our annual all-dark-fantasy issue, but don’t worry: just because it’s extra magical doesn’t mean it’s not horrifying.

    Love is always a powerful motif in fairy tales and fantasy stories. That’s why both of our short stories this month focus on love—and its dark side. We kick things off with Raven Jakubowski’s “She Sheds Her Skin,” the story of a woman in love with a shapeshifter. If you’re expecting something heartwarming, you haven’t read enough selkie stories. When one person requires a skin to shift their shape, nothing good can ever happen. Later in the issue, Caroline Hung’s story “Moon Rabbit Song” traps us in a time loop with two very problematic lovers.

    Our Horror Lab originals include a poem (“Sumbisori”) from Jess Cho and a flash story (“A Guide for Your Journey to the Green Hills”) from R.K. Duncan. They’re not focused on love, but they both crackle with potent dark magic.

    Sofia Ajram joins us for a “The H Word” essay about liminal spaces, and we have an in-depth interview with author Nino Cipri. Of course, our spotlight interviewers sat down to talk with our fiction writers, too.

    It’s an issue packed with magic, darkness, and mysterious worlds, which is better than being packed full of stuffing. And it’s an issue we’re so grateful to be sharing with you all, our fantastic readers.
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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 very large cat, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.
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    She Sheds Her Skin

    Raven Jakubowski | 3637 words

    

    CW: unhealthy relationships, implied violence and gore.

    

    Cora has left her skin lying out again. It’s the first thing I see when come in. Open the door, hang up my coat, kick off my heels, turn on the lamp, and there it is, slouched in the mid-century chair by the ratty sofa. Her empty skin, deflated, black sockets staring at me.

    I like a tidy house, and she knows I do, but I just sigh and drape the skin over a hanger, put it in the closet with the rest. When she comes back later tonight and asks where it’s gone, I’ll point to the closet, like I always do, and she’ll completely miss the accusation in my eyes, like she always does.

    In the kitchen, there are dishes sitting out on the counter. I rinse them (disgusting, the things she eats when I’m not around to cook for her) and line them up in the dishwasher. I make a sweep of the downstairs (coffee mug in the bathroom sink, three small saucers stuck together on the desk, a glass with something crusty in the bottom sitting on the arm of the sofa) before I run the dishwasher on a long, hot cycle.

    I don’t know how she lets things get this bad during the week. Every time I come home from working in the city, every time, no matter how I phrase it, no matter how I say, “please, this week can you run the dishwasher before I get home?” Every time, I come home and spend my first hour at home cleaning up the mess she’s made.

    I unload the groceries from the car and put them away, empty the fridge of spoiled leftovers, wipe out the microwave.

    I finally do the thing I’ve been dreading and open the door to the basement. The usual smell wafts up, that smell I can’t get rid of completely no matter what kind of cleaner I try. I put away the new bottles of bleach on the shelf by the top of the stairs, make sure the ventilation filters are still clean, hose off the stairs. I don’t even think she notices anymore. I wonder if she ever did.

    • • • •

    I wake up because the little light by the reading chair is on. I roll over to look at her. She’s staring out the window into the blue night—no. She’s staring at her own reflection in the dark glass. I don’t recognize the skin she’s wearing. I wonder what kind of a mess she left behind, whether she brought them home, whether she clogged the drain in the basement again.

    “I didn’t used to need a skin,” she says.

    She’s been drinking. This is always how it starts.

    “I didn’t used to need a skin,” she says again, her voice hollow. “It used to be easy, just—” She snaps her fingers. “And totally new body. I used to be crows, swans. I was a deer. And so many people. Didn’t need to steal a skin.”

    And now the trees.

    “But I was never a tree, that’s how they get you. You get stuck as a tree. Lost so many friends. And you know where they are now?”

    “Come to bed,” I say, and I turn back the covers on her side of the bed. “Just come to bed.”

    “They’re just ashes. Chopped down and burned up. Never be a tree.”

    She pauses. I consider closing my eyes again, trying to get back to sleep, letting her talk herself out.

    “And now I need these stupid skins. I don’t even know what I am any more. So fucking ugly under here, like, just like nothing, you know?” She turns to face me, throws a hand out like casting salt over her shoulder. “Why the fuck are you here? Why do you keep coming back? Every weekend. You should just stay in the city, just leave me here to keep rotting away, just let me be nothing.”

    “You aren’t nothing,” I say, and I sit up, wrap my arms around my knees. “I love you.”

    “You don’t even know me! I’m not anybody! I mean, if you really knew, if you knew what kind of a monster I am, you wouldn’t be here, you would’ve been gone already. You could have a normal life! I just want to take my skin off and walk into the fucking Hudson, just let myself get washed out to sea already, just sit on the bottom of the ocean until the world fucking ends, until you assholes nuke yourselves out of existence or whatever you’re trying to do.”

    I’m awake now, fully awake, but so tired. Tired of the same litany, this orchestra of frustration that revolves around this same theme, this pain that can’t be explored but can’t be denied. It isn’t always this way, I remind myself. There are still good times. There are still the moments, rarer now, yes, but those moments when I hold her and feel something magical move between us.

    I spare a glance at the clock on her nightstand. 4:55. I get out of bed.

    “No,” she says, “No, I’ll leave you alone, you should go back to sleep.”

    “I’m awake now,” I say, and I can hear the hard edge of frustration in my voice. I try to pull it back, put some kind of love in my tone. “I’m awake, I can make us coffee, at least. I’ve got the stuff for pancakes.”

    • • • •

    When I get out of the shower, I find her asleep in bed. The new skin is crumpled at the foot of the bed, and I fold it neatly on the chair so she can put it back on when she gets up.

    My glance slides off her naked body, and I make myself look back at her. She’s so ashamed, so angry at this body of hers. I feel like I’ve bought into it somehow, the shame. As though even when she sleeps, she’d be so embarrassed to have me look at her that I try not to. When was the last time she let me touch her naked body? I never thought she was ugly. I never saw her as a monster. But I’ve heard that song too many times, I’ve let her change my mind, a little bit at a time.

    I try to step outside of myself for a moment, try to set aside these last few years, this slow slide into caregiving and caretaking, try to see her with clean eyes. She’s still beautiful to me, like nothing I’ve ever seen. Years ago, when I was a child, I remember seeing Saturn through a telescope for the first time. Seeing her is like that: a beauty that hinges on distance.

    I clear away the breakfast dishes, rinse out the coffee mugs, wipe down the counters. There’s no blood in the living room, but the unmistakable signs of a struggle are there—nothing broken this time at least. I put the cushions right, straighten the pictures, refold the throw on the back of the couch, move the coffee table back into place.

    I open the door to the basement.

    This is where the mess is. I try to take it as a sign, a sign that she loves me, or appreciates what I do for her, even when she gets this way, even when she’s so angry and frustrated and depressed, that she’s kept the mess in the basement this time to make it easier on me.

    She did clog the drain, though.

    When Cora came into my life, when I first learned that magic was real and walked in the world still . . . I knew I would do whatever it took to hold on to it, to have my own piece of legend. Like a fairy tale.

    It takes an hour to clean everything up, and when I’m done, I have to take another shower.

    When she comes downstairs, she’s almost normal, as though nothing happened, as though she didn’t wake me up in the middle of the night, as though there was no mess to clean up. We sit on the couch together and watch the latest silly little Regency romance on Netflix, though neither of us like it. She offers up a running commentary on all the inaccuracies, and we laugh, and I curl into her, and she flinches a little bit but lets me.

    I can do this, I think. I can do this.

    • • • •

    It’s a Wednesday and I’m between meetings, working on some last-minute copy edits when I see her number on my phone. My stomach sinks.

    “Hello?”

    “The cops are here,” she hisses.

    “What?”

    “The cops are downstairs, they’re knocking on the door.” She’s talking quietly, terror in her voice.

    “Where are you?” I get up from my desk and close my office door, turn my back to the glass wall.

    “I’m upstairs, I’m hiding, I’m in the bathtub,” she says.

    “Do they know you’re there?”

    “I don’t know. I don’t think so? I can’t tell. They keep knocking!”

    Fuck.

    “I’m sure they’ll give up in a minute. You just have to wait. What happened? Did someone see you?”

    “I don’t know! I don’t know. What do I do?”

    “Just stay where you are.” I run through everything in my head, I try to remember what skin she was wearing when we moved in. Who do the neighbors think she is? It’s the brunette, the one with the birthmark on her right shoulder; where did I put that skin? She hasn’t worn it in ages, maybe it’s in the hall closet with the coats? It was winter when we moved in.

    “Okay,” I say, “Wait until they’re gone, then wait another half hour to be sure. Then change into that old skin with the birthmark, I think it’s in the coat closet, just be her for a while, okay? You shouldn’t change for a while. Just stay her and we’ll . . . we’ll figure it out.”

    “Okay,” she says. She sounds like a little kid, breathy, scared.

    “I

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    ©2024 by Raven Jakubowski.
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