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    Editorial: November 2025

    Wendy N. Wagner | 432 words

    Welcome to issue #158 of Nightmare Magazine! It’s November, so that means it’s once again time for our Dark Fantasy issue.

    I have lost count of the number of discussions I’ve had about what the difference between horror and dark fantasy might be. Plenty of people have very crisp definitions and think applying them helps them better understand dark fiction. Me? I have a tougher time every year. I’m inclined to say that dark fantasy is the stuff that when you finish, you care more about what couldn’t be explained than the parts that were trying to make you feel uneasy, tense, despairing, grossed out, or downright scared. Can a vampire story be a dark fantasy? Absolutely! Can a slasher story be a dark fantasy? I don’t know! There are certainly some fantasy elements to a lot of slasher stories (there’s definitely some weird magic going on with Michael Myers), but they usually leave less of an impact than the gruesome kills, suspenseful moments, and thrilling scares.

    I think the work in this month’s issue will leave you musing about the inexplicable more than feeling terrified. While there are plenty of gross moments in both of our short stories—James L. Sutter’s story “Make of Your Chest a Place for Birds” takes its titles quite literally, with all the bird emissions and bugs you might expect, and “Bleed For Me, Bro,” by Sharang Biswas is about a romance within a very un-squeamish magic-using BDSM community—they are also both works more grounded in love and wonder than in fear. Some people might argue that Erica Ruppert’s flash story “Primordium,” a grim meditation on murder and vengeance, is more of a horror piece than a dark fantasy tale, but I really appreciated its message about the healing power of community—and I thought its mechanism had the vibe of a fairy tale. You might not agree!

    Our poem this month is Betsy Aoki’s “Futakuchi onna speaks of the Kamaitachi,” an unsettling work about unpleasant beings from Japanese folklore. Over at the H Word, Nigerian writer Samuel Peters writes about the eeriness of forests. And Lisa Morton returns to share her expertise on ghost hunting fiction—you don’t want to miss her book and story recommendations! We also have spotlight interviews with our wonderful short fiction writers.

    I hope this issue whisks you into the realm of the darkly fantastic. No matter how you define dark fantasy, I think we can all agree that it’s a delicious kind of magic.

    
      [image: ]
    

    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of the horror novels Girl in the Creek and The Deer Kings, as well as 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 two-time Locus award finalist for her editorial work here, she also serves as the 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.

    

  
    [image: Fiction]



[image: Out There Screaming edited by Jordan Peele]

  
    Make of Your Chest a Place for Birds

    James L. Sutter | 4558 words

    

    CW: wound care.

    

    The surgery is an aortic something-or-other—you don’t really bother to listen. You don’t need some surgeon barely out of Pull-Ups to tell you your heart hasn’t worked right since Sam died.

    They put you under for it, and isn’t that a wonder: to sleep without dreaming. Or if you do, the propofol makes you forget, and that’s almost as good. You wonder if that’s what it was like for Sam—to cease to exist. A part of you hopes it’ll make you feel closer to her. Another part fears exactly that.

    Instead, it’s one long, slow blink, and then you’re being shaken awake by a nurse who informs you that you’ve already repeated the same question three times, and she really doesn’t have time for it. They hand you printed instructions. This is your life now: a set of papers and the workaday smiles of people already thinking about something else.

    You’re driven home by a medical transport service, a quiet young man of indeterminate ethnicity and overly enthusiastic aftershave. You feel a brief moment of embarrassment when the receptionist asks if you have a family member or friend to pick you up, but you have no close family (in any sense of the word), and your friends were always Sam’s—you’d only ever been borrowing them. It had never bothered you: just more proof that you’d been lucky to snag a woman so far above your grade. A woman who could command a room with a laugh. Who’d dressed like a movie star even as cancer cored her out. Who’d poke your overstuffed belly and call you a silly old coot and fuck you like the world was on fire.

    The van drops you off at the apartment. Not your apartment, really. If anybody asked, you’d lie and tell them the move was to save money, that one person doesn’t need all that space. But the truth is that as pathetic as this bare-walled little squat might be, with its two-burner hot plate and yellowed vertical blinds, it’s not as lonely as a house where every surface is a memory, every photograph a framed scar. A shoebox diorama of your own life that you floated through, unable to bring yourself to touch any of it.

    Sam might be dead, but you’re the ghost.

    • • • •

    The painkillers leave you loopy and forgetful. You imagine this must be what senility feels like, and think it’s not so bad: To exist in stutter-shot frames, flashes of instant mashed potatoes and mindless television. Only half-aware of what’s missing.

    Before long, the prescription runs out. Sam’s imagined glare keeps you from asking for more. If you wanted to be a junkie, she whispers, you should have done it when you were young enough to look cool.

    You’ve heard it said that the heart itself doesn’t have pain sensors—that you don’t actually feel damage done to it. You think that’s the biggest crock of shit you’ve ever heard. But it’s true that the physical pain has largely receded.

    Over the next few days, though, you start to notice a pressure in your chest. At first you think it’s anxiety—a condition you know you have but have always been too embarrassed to talk about. But this feels different. As it grows, you start to get palpitations: twitching movement, a fluttering inside your ribs.

    Still, you put off looking into it. It’s not actually that uncomfortable, and the follow-up is in three weeks.

    That lasts until the morning you wake to a sharp pain in the center of your chest. You reach up instinctively, disobeying the doctor’s orders to slither an unwashed finger beneath your bandages.

    Something sharp jabs you. You whip your finger away, checking the whorl of your fingerprint—no blood, but a distinct red mark. A medical staple, worked loose from the meat of you? The palpitations are going crazy now, your heart tumbling over and over itself like a Bond villain’s car run off a cliff.

    You get up and walk into the bathroom. You rarely bother with the light, not wanting to see your half-melted candle of a body, but in the flickering fluorescents, you peel away the bandages to examine the stitches running centipede-like down your sternum. It’s almost cartoonishly what you’d expect. Dr. Frankenstein’s monster.

    You probe lightly at the place that hurts—and again, a sudden pain pricks your fingertip. But when you yank your hand back, there’s still nothing visible on your chest except the scabby scar. You haul yourself laboriously up onto the bathroom counter, straddling the sink like you’re giving it a lap dance, and get as close to the mirror as you can.

    Tentatively, you extend your twice-abused finger, pressing lightly against the puckered edge of the scar.

    Something moves.

    You jerk backward, barely catching yourself on the towel hanger. Your mind goes immediately to the drugs, but you’ve never hallucinated before—and besides, you’ve been on nothing but ibuprofen for days. You lean back in, eyes locked on the puckered ridge where flesh has been cut and sewn. Even slower, now, you place your finger near one nipple and drag it inward.

    A little black point thrusts outward from between the stitches. It quests blindly, stabbing this way and that as if rooting about for something.

    The sense of dissociation is immediate: this cannot be your chest. Your chest is a thing of moles and hairs and occasional acne, not a thrashing black dart reaching like the leg of a spider, jackhammering obscenely in and out of your skin.

    Then the needle splits in two, halves yawning wide and snapping shut. A screech of rage.

    It’s a beak.

    • • • •

    The young surgeon looks over the scans, pursing her lips and nodding like the doctors do on TV. You wonder if she watches the same shows.

    “It’s definitely a bird,” she says cheerfully. “Western bluebird, looks like—though of course these images don’t show color. But the shape is right.” She winks. “I’ve got a pretty good eye for these things.”

    You stare.

    “It’s uncommon, but perfectly natural.” She talks with her hands, sweeping gestures. “When material is removed, as in your procedure, the body tries to fill the gap. Sometimes that’s with fluid—what we call a seroma. Sometimes it’s scar tissue.” She holds out the images—the suggestive shadows, the bright lines of tiny, delicate bones. “And sometimes it’s something else. The body fills its gap, and the bird gets a home. Symbiosis.”

    “But a bird?” you ask.

    The surgeon shrugs. “They’re cavity nesters. They nest in hollows.” She lowers the scans and gives you a look of professional concern. “Do you feel hollow?”

    • • • •

    You go home with more papers.

    The bird sings to you, each note a sharp little ache behind your ribs. The song is beautiful and painful, like memories are beautiful and painful. It serenades you in the middle of the night, as you lie there watching shadows thrown by the passing headlights of people with places to go. It keeps you company as you sleepwalk through the grocery store, remembering the time Sam hid a live lobster in your cart.

    Tiny dirges. Tiny elegies.

    • • • •

    You go to the support group, mostly to keep the doctors from asking why you didn’t. The handful of other folks there are mostly old people, widows and widowers like you, though there are a handful of accented refugees, plus the young couple whose lost child is visible in the way they sit close yet never touch. The counselor is another chirpy young thing, all earnest eyes and undercut hair, for whom loss is still a thing one reads about. She runs you through the practicalities of your new situation—how to irrigate your wound with a squeeze bottle, so the bird’s waste doesn’t build up and cause infection. She also talks about the importance of not fighting your emotions, which strikes you as absurd. Everyone here has already lost that battle.

    During the break, you stand next to the table of boxed coffee and grocery-store muffins, fingering the pain in your chest and wondering if it would be rude to pluck off some almond slivers to feed the bird.

    “Insistent little bastards, aren’t they?”

    The woman is roughly your own age, black hair going gray like cream poured into coffee. She nods to the muffins. “It’s like they can tell when we’re near food.”

    You shrug. “Maybe they can.”

    “Why not, right? It’s not like anything else makes sense.” She holds out her hand. “Carli.”

    You give your name and shake, feeling awkward at the formality even though she started it.

    “First time here?” At your nod, she says, “Well, welcome. The coffee’s too old and the therapist’s too young, but at least there’s muffins.” She takes a bite of a double-chocolate monstrosity and rolls her eyes, sighing in near-pornographic pleasure. “Tell people you ate cake for breakfast, they’ll look down their nose, but call it a muffin and they’ll serve it at a hospital. They’re just cupcakes with a PR team.”

    It’s already the longest unpaid conversation you’ve had with anyone since the funeral. You gesture from your chest to hers. “You been coming for a while?” A part of you marvels that your voice still works, only slightly dusty from disuse.

    “Fifteen months.” With a total lack of inhibition, she tugs the collar of her shirt down far enough to show the top of a scar running down between her breasts. “Car accident. I was dead on the table for three minutes.”

    You widen your eyes. “How was it?”

    “Being dead?” She wolfs down another bite of muffin, then pins you with a look as desolate as the one you see in the mirror. “Can’t complain.”

    • • • •

    You start out with sunflower kernels. Birds eat birdseed, right? It’s in the fucking name. But the literature is clear, and eventually the thought of Sam’s imagined disapproval forces you down to the pet store to get what you need.

    “Living or dead?” the clerk asks. The universal question.

    Back home, you sit down
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