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    Editorial: June 2019

    John Joseph Adams | 176 words

    Welcome to issue eighty-one of Nightmare!

    One of the things we believe here at Nightmare is that stories have a tremendous power. They can help us explore new ideas. They can inspire us, and in terrible situations, they can encourage and even comfort us. This month, original story “The Night Princes” (from Megan Arkenberg) takes us to a war zone, where a potter and a group of scared children spend a long night telling stories. In her new story “The Taurids Branch,” Alanna J. Faelan also tackles the way we use stories in hard times, exploring the nature of truth and lies in a terrifying apocalypse. We also have reprints from Laird Barron (“In a Cavern, In a Canyon”) and Gary McMahon (“Strange Scenes from an Unfinished Film”).

    Our nonfiction team brings us the latest installment of our column on horror, “The H Word,” with author Christopher Golden digging into the dark connections between archaeology and horror. Plus, we’ve got author spotlights with our authors, and book reviews from Terence Taylor.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      John Joseph Adams, in addition to serving as publisher and editor-in-chief of Nightmare, is the editor of John Joseph Adams Books, an science fiction and fantasy imprint from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. He is also the series editor of Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy, as well as the bestselling editor of many other anthologies, including The Mad Scientist’s Guide to World Domination, Robot Uprisings, Dead Man’s Hand, Armored, Brave New Worlds, Wastelands, and The Living Dead. Recent projects include: Cosmic Powers, What the #@&% Is That?, Operation Arcana, Loosed Upon the World, Wastelands 2, Press Start to Play, and The Apocalypse Triptych: The End is Nigh, The End is Now, and The End Has Come. Called “the reigning king of the anthology world” by Barnes & Noble, John is a two-time winner of the Hugo Award (for which he has been a finalist eleven times) and is a seven-time World Fantasy Award finalist. John is also the editor and publisher of Lightspeed Magazine and is a producer for Wired.com’s The Geek’s Guide to the Galaxy podcast. Find him on Twitter @johnjosephadams.
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    The Night Princes

    Megan Arkenberg | 4774 words

    “I’m going to tell you a story,” she says. “And when the story is finished, this will all be over.”

    There are four of them huddled on the floor of her living room: Francisco, like the saint; Michael, like the angel; Jerome, like the translator; and her, Batul, like the queen of heaven. The apartment—a second-story walkup above a music shop, low-ceilinged, smelling faintly of clove and lemon—looks very much like what it is, the home of a twenty-four-year-old woman who makes a fair wage at a pottery factory. A number of brightly glazed mugs, sunbursts and peonies and beetles and birds, dangle from a rod above her stove. There are beer bottles in the wastebasket and cigarette stubs in a flat enameled tray on the end table, but not too many of either. A star made of leaded glass hangs in the front window, but it’s invisible now. The window is hidden behind her mattress, stripped and pushed up on one end, curtains drawn behind it to muffle the rattle of bullets, the clamor of young men barking orders.

    Overnight, unpleasant sounds had risen from the music shop: angry voices, thuds, one sharp scream, and the twang of piano strings severing. Then the sounds moved back into the street, and the four in the apartment stole a few hours of uneasy sleep on the couch cushions.

    The boys are eleven, twelve, and fourteen. Just yesterday morning—or the day before, it must have been—Batul had watched them kick a rag ball around the empty lot across the street, shouting juvenile vulgarities when the ball rolled out of bounds. They are quiet now, the saint resting his head on the angel’s shoulder, the translator worrying at the glossy pages of a fashion magazine.

    The kitchen counter is littered with empty jam jars and cracker sleeves. On the table, white beans soften in a bowl of water. They should last another day, Batul thinks, if they use the small bowls, use their eyes to trick their stomachs.

    “One story,” she says. Her voice sounds strange to her—flat, lacking its almost perpetual hint of a deep, melodic laugh. Men who spoke with her used to fall in love with that laugh long before they heard it. She touches the memory lightly, as though it were about a dead woman.

    No. Not a dead woman. Not yet.

    “Listen,” she says. “Just close your eyes and listen.”

    • • • •

    Once upon a time, in a land bordered by the desert and the ocean, Death fell in love with a prince. She had come to collect an old man, a music teacher who lived on the outskirts of a small, peaceful village, but the old man was late, having overstayed at tea and cards with a few of his friends. Rather than seek him out, Death sat on the stone steps of his shop and looked down into the nearby ball court, where a group of young people ran and jostled in the hot light of noon. It was there that she saw the prince, his beard as black as coal, his lips as sweet as mango. And the space in her chest where mortals carry their hearts became filled with something for which she had no name—thick as oil, hot as sunlight, bitter as untilled earth.

    The prince, however, did not fall in love with her. Many princes in their time have courted Death, but he was not one of them. He reverenced her when she made herself known, bowing gracefully and touching his lips to her wrist. With time, she would even feel something like regret behind his courteous kisses. But reverence is not yearning, and regret is no promise.

    Even in pain and longing, Death was wise. She had watched mortals with care, and she knew no mortal could be tricked into falling in love. So she challenged the prince to a ball game, of which the winner would be granted a single request by the one who lost. When she won—as she inevitably did, for Death wins any game she deigns to play—she did not demand the prince’s love. Instead, she asked for him to be lowered to the bottom of a deep, dry well.

    He tried to escape, of course. The wall was smooth and sheer, and he lost his grip while climbing. When he landed, he broke his skull and died. And so he became hers forever.

    
      Is that the end?
    

    
      No, no, this isn’t that kind of story, where Death outwits a foolish mortal. No, this can’t be the end, because when this story ends the waiting will be over, and she can still hear the soldiers shouting in the street.
    

    So the story goes on.

    Whatever he had felt for Death when he was a living man, the prince’s feelings changed when he died. He had known her to be beautiful, dark and soft as grave dirt. Now he wanted to look at nothing but her. He had known her to be wise, more observant than any scholar, more cautious than any counselor, more learned than all the books in his royal schoolroom. Now he wanted to listen to nothing but her. He had known her to be tender as the opening bud, and brutal as the spring rain, and sharp as the frost. Now he wanted to touch nothing but her. In time, Death and her husband brought forth three children, each as lovely and wise and courageous as their parents.

    They were called the Night Princes.

    • • • •

    
      Once upon a time, a woman who shared a name with the queen of heaven lived in an apartment above a music shop. She had large hands and a pretty voice, and when she came home from her job at a pottery shop she liked to drink dark beer and smoke thin clove cigarettes.
    

    
      One day a man whom she no longer loved, who had black tattoos on his hands and a beard as dark as chocolate, followed her home from work. He stood screaming at the top of her stairwell: if she did not learn to love him again, he declared, he would kill himself. Leap into one of the deep, dry wells at the edge of the town, break his skull open and haunt her forever.
    

    
      “Go right ahead,” she said, and slammed the door in his face.
    

    • • • •

    Everything began on the day the Night Princes left home, for all children who are not orphaned or abandoned must one day leave their parents. Death knew this. But she was not happy to see them go, for in all her years—from the moment the first woman plucked fruit from a tree to the moment you opened your eyes this morning—Death had never bore any child but these. The eldest, Francisco, had inherited his mother’s loveliness, her plump cheeks and round arms, her saffron-yellow eyes. The middle child, a daughter named Michael, had inherited her mother’s wisdom: a quick ear, a slow tongue, a memory like engraved stone. And the youngest, Jerome, had inherited his mother’s passion, her violence and her gentleness, so that one moment he was slicing his palm on a thorn or prying open the shells of mysterious sea-things, and the next he was lying in the cool twilight, watching snails emerge from the damp or infant birds peep their heads from the nest.

    It was Jerome who first decided to leave, although he was the youngest. When he announced his intention, Francisco and Michael vowed to go with him, for they had never lived apart. None wanted to dwell alone in Death’s mansion, which had no windows and no music.

    So they went without their mother’s blessing. They had journeyed only a day or two when they came upon a vast river, deep as a lake and swift as wild horses, which they could not agree how to cross.

    “I will swim,” said Francisco.

    “I will raft,” said Michael.

    “I will walk along the bank,” said Jerome, “until I find a bridge across.”

    What happened, do you suppose? Could they all have crossed the river in their ways, and met upon the other shore? There would be little to this story if it were that simple.

    Francisco went down to the water and lay his pack and his sandals on the shore, and loosened his strong shoulders, and filled his lungs with air. None of it was enough. He made it only a quarter of the way across when the current caught him and dragged him to the muddy depths, where he fought and gasped and drowned.

    But as his spirit floated to the ocean, leaving his beautiful body behind on the riverbed, he called out to the water creatures, begging them not to return him to Death his mother. The water creatures agreed. Gathering up his body, they hid it in the stomach of a whale that only came up for air once every ten years—it was that big. This way his mother would not find him, for what we call Death is the death of land creatures only, and not of the water creatures, which have their own gods.

    With his body hidden, Francisco’s spirit drifted on the current, dazzled by all the life he saw below the sea: the reefs of coral, the sparkling schools of tuna and glassfish, the crabs as red as burnt clay—

    Yes, I hear them. Gunshots. Keep your eyes closed and listen.

    • • • •

    
      Once upon a time, before she lived in an apartment above a music shop, the girl had lived with her mother in a house on the edge of the desert. There was a story she didn’t like to repeat: a story that her mother had once kept a man at that house, but one day he wasn’t there anymore. A few weeks later the villagers found him in a ravine some two miles out into the desert. His body had been savaged by coyotes.
    

    
      All this happened, if it really did happen, a little less than a year before Batul was born.
    

    
      That was an unusually dry year, the year her mother’s man may or may not have gotten lost in the desert. Ever since, the spring rains have filled the ravines. Batul remembers how impatient her mother would be, waiting for the rain: how she’d draw back the living room curtain and stare at the sky, her arms folded in the wide sleeves of a silk robe, her hair wet from her bath.
    

    
      Was she waiting eagerly, as for the return of an old friend? Or was she afraid? Batul could never tell.
    

    
      Then one year the soldiers came instead of rain, and Batul moved into the village, taking a job at the pottery factory. Her mother is still in that house, as far as she knows. Perhaps the soldiers who gather on her land at the edge of the desert still tell each other stories about ravines and coyotes, and what happens to the corpses of beautiful men when nature has its way.
    

    • • • •

    While her brother waded down into the frigid water, Michael took her axe and bow from her pack and headed into the forest. She gathered up tree limbs that were wide and straight and lay them on the ground. She killed a pair of small, quick deer, wrapped their sinews around the logs, and left the raft to dry in the sun. While it was drying, she fashioned a paddle, a long, dark thing like a spoon, strengthened over a low fire. When all these things were ready, she rowed herself across the river.

    There, on the other shore, she saw a terrible sight.

    What she had taken for low hills were in fact the temples and palaces of a city, their stone faces ornamented with splashes of blue and green paint. But not one living thing stirred in the streets, except for a coyote Michael caught nosing at a pile of rags. Whatever had happened had come swiftly, while merchants bustled between their market stalls and young people played in the ball court and grandparents sat on the steps in front of their houses, shelling beans and sipping tea. Michael saw stacks of pottery and desiccated flowers in the empty market, and rubber balls in the empty courts, and bowls of rotted vegetables on the empty doorsteps. But of the people, there was no sign. Only that fat coyote and an overpowering stink, like sulfur and burning meat.

    The smell alone would have turned most mortals away, but Michael was one of the Night Princes, a daughter of Death, and her curiosity was stronger than any man’s repulsion. She wandered farther and farther into the abandoned city. She passed pools full of tadpoles and exotic flowers; elegant wagons and rickshaws, covered in streamers and brightly painted signs in a language she had only read in books; and here and there, the bones of something small, a dog or rat, limbs curled beneath its body. She saw the coyote several times, its bloated white stomach hanging between brown limbs, its eyes a hazy blue.

    The third or fourth time she met that clouded gaze, a rock came flying out of a house—over her shoulder, whistling past her ear—catching the animal in the neck. It screamed and barked like a man cursing after a slap, then took off at a lopsided run. Michael turned and saw a young woman standing in a doorway. Her skin was gray as stone, her stomach bloated like the coyote’s, and blood had dried on her chin.

    “There was a sickness,” the woman explained. “Then hunger. Those who were strong enough fled down the river. The rest are dead.”

    Michael stared in wonder at the woman. She had never seen sickness before.

    “Why are you still here?” she asked.

    “I was spared,” the woman said. “When Death came to me, she said she would let me live if I would carry a message.”

    “What message? To whom?”

    “To whoever came through. I am to say that Death is angry because her children have abandoned her.”

    “Is that so?” Michael said thoughtfully.

    “There’s more.” The woman stepped out of the doorway, into the light, and Michael saw that her eyes were as hazy as the carrion-eater’s. “I am sorry, but the sickness comes upon anyone who breathes it.”

    “Is that so?”

    For the first time, Michael felt fear. It was a cold, empty feeling, like something had been drained from her, like her bones were caving in. Curious, she thought. But since there was nothing else to do, Michael invited the woman to accompany her out of the city. Together, they would find a way to escape Death.

    • • • •

    
      Once upon a time, Batul worked hard in a pottery factory, and when she came home at the end of a shift her hands were dry and cracked and coated with gray dust, and her arms were speckled with blue and green glaze. But every month she paid her rent on the apartment above the music shop, and she filled the apartment with beautiful things. She ate well and sometimes had money left over to buy a movie ticket or a fashion magazine.
    

    
      During that time, Batul loved a man with black tattoos on his hands. He lived with her in her apartment of beautiful things. When she came home from work he would turn on the radio in her kitchen, and they would dance together and smoke cigarettes before the open window.
    

    
      But they became unhappy. One day he hit her. She kicked him out, and she changed the locks, and she went on dancing and smoking by herself.
    

    
      Then one day, the man she no longer loved appeared in her stairwell with a knife in his beautiful hands. He screamed at her and cursed at her. She thought that he was going to kill her. She knew in that moment that all her joys and agonies, all her labor and her dreams might end there on her concrete steps. And she wanted to be calm and courageous, but she was terribly afraid.
    

    • • • •

    The gunshots have fallen silent. One of the boys’ stomachs rumbles, and Batul goes to check on the beans. They are still small and hard. Drying her hand on her shirt, Batul hopes that she’ll be able to light the stove this evening. There’s not much in this apartment that they can eat without a fire. Even her tea comes in firm black lumps, difficult to coax without a heavy boil.

    Whatever the soldiers are here for, she wishes they would hurry. She doesn’t know who they are, whether they’re the same boys stationed on her mother’s land or something new: scouts from some hostile territory, or even a rich man’s mercenaries. She doesn’t know if they are passing through, all those heavy wheels crunching and thudding over streets made for sandals and bicycles, or if whatever they’re looking for is hidden in her village.

    Batul tells a short, calming story to the mugs above her stove: Once upon a time, a boy joined a group of soldiers in hope of finding adventure. They walked through many villages and caused no harm. There. Isn’t that nice?

    There’s a cartoon of juice in the ice box, nearly empty. She loops her fingers through the handles of three mugs and carries them into the living room.

    • • • •

    For many days, Michael and the woman from the plague-stricken city wandered throughout the kingdom, searching for a cure. They crawled and stumbled through the tangled jungle, the soft sweet-smelling coils of vines and variegated flowers, murky water swirling about their hips, until they came to a golden palace raised on stilts. Beautiful music filled their ears and beautiful faces
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