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    Editorial: March 2026

    Wendy N. Wagner | 498 words

    Welcome to issue #162 of Nightmare Magazine!

    I had a hard time putting my finger on just what connected the pieces in this month’s issue. I knew they felt good together, the same way that songs on one side of a record might sound good together because they modulate in and out of connected keys. But it took me a little while to realize that each of these works somehow incorporates appearances and seemings.

    Our flash story, “The Doll Problem” by Angela Liu? Dolls are the ultimate symbol of the seeming, occupying a space at the edge of the uncanny valley where something looks unbearably close to a human being—and yet is horribly not. A shotgun house, referenced in this issue’s poem (“Zooming Past Shotgun Houses” by Eva Roslin) seems to be see-through, and yet contains its secrets behind closed doors. Adam-Troy Castro’s “Her Dark Places” is a short story about a man who believed he had the perfect wife, but now sees her as a terrifying skeleton. Is there something wrong with him? Is there something wrong with her? Why does her appearance no longer match his experience? (You’ll have to read it and make up your own mind!)

    As you read this month’s creative work, you might start out feeling as if Gordon B. White’s new story “Will the Last One to Leave Please Turn Out the Lights” doesn’t fit in with the rest of the stories. It’s a weird (and Weird!) tale set in a revolting kind of apocalypse, and it’s about an animal control officer on a mission to help her neighbor. But I think when you get to the end, you’ll see why it’s a perfect fit.

    You can learn more about Gordon B. White’s writing process in the spotlight interview about his piece. Our team also sat down with Adam-Troy Castro to pick his brain. We’ve got great volunteers here at Nightmare who do this wonderful work, and we’re so lucky to get to work with such insightful readers.

    As usual, we’ve got our quarterly media review from Adam-Troy Castro (yes, you’re getting a double whammy of Castro writings this month). Our H Word essay comes from Ryan Habermeyer, who wrestled with the relationship between humor and horror in his own work and is excited to share what he’s learned.

    These kinds of insights about the nature of humor, horror, and appearance feel incredibly timely right now. As violence, corporate greed, and international tension rise, we are all asking: What’s really going on beneath the surface of our society? Are we really as safe as we have been led to believe? And holy crap, how fucked up is everything, really?

    To quote Barry Gifford: “This whole world is really wild at heart and weird on top.” Let’s celebrate the weirdness and take care of each other in the wild.
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    Will the Last One to Leave Please Turn Out the Lights?

    Gordon B. White | 7794 words

    

    CW: death, blood/bodily fluids, animal peril.

    

    The Idiot looms like a tumorous moon in the morning sky as Morris County Animal Control Officer Bailey Butler passes Stantonsville’s last operating gas station and turns off onto Franklin Road. For a merciful half-mile, a run of white ash and pignut hickory screens the Idiot from her sight until the canopy recedes, but then there it is again. Its enormous shadow haunts the feet of the western hills, but as the sun drags itself across the sky, Bailey knows the blot will crawl across the fields and then the town, heading east. She can trace its course like a slug’s trail left through the once vibrant rows of tobacco and soy, now translucent and enfeebled where they’ve been robbed of light. No one on earth knows what to do about it, least of all her.

    The county-issued Ford leaves the asphalt for a dirt drive. Rocks and ruts set the cage doors in back jangling. Bailey squawks the two-way on her shoulder.

    “Heck?” she calls.

    A beep. “Yep.” Hector Gomez is a former Marine and has set up a permanent base camp at the big toe of Mount Pissed Off, but he’s never not answered. He’s the only one left at Animal Control besides Bailey and he won’t quit until he’s dead or the world really does end. For Heck, even those might not stop him.

    She checks in: Jerry Grady’s place; unspecified animal; wounded or dead.

    “Okay,” Heck says. “You need help on that?”

    “No, just letting you know.”

    “Okay.”

    She pauses. “Hey Heck, you see an older Cavalier King Charles out there, black and white, maybe a blue leather collar, you let me know? It’s my neighbor Mrs. Rutledge’s.”

    There’s a pause. “You checked Dog Town yet?”

    She grimaces up at the Idiot staining the sky. “This afternoon,” she says.

    Heck’s silence lasts an extra beat, then: “You need help on that?”

    “No,” she says.

    The other end of the line is quiet and she can picture the way he presses his thumb between his eyebrows as if to tamp the annoyance down. She imagines him lowering his hand.

    “You want help on that?” he asks.

    “Sure,” Bailey says. “If you’re not busy.”

    “Okay.”

    • • • •

    The scent of the dead insists upon itself through her respirator even before they’ve left the manicured halo of bermudagrass around Grady’s house for the overgrown field where the old blue and gray stable sags. He’s “miss” and “young lady”-ing her as he hobbles along, telling a story about when his late wife boarded horses here, but the ripe decomposition ribboning out from the structure ties up Bailey’s full attention. She thanks any god but the Idiot—if that’s what it is—that she put on the 3M coveralls and mask before heading out. It’s only when they get inside, where the air’s thick as oil and stirred into eddies by buzzing insects, that Grady finally pipes down. In back, a single stall door is open.

    Bailey inches forward. Bottle flies tumble in a deranged blue and green sheen through floating motes and across needle-thin fingers of light piercing the slats. Well before the Idiot appeared, she’d handled enough removals to be able to stitch up a carcass’s rough size and condition solely on smell. This is bigger than a possum, smaller than a fawn, she guesses; the texture of pudding. Grady had said it was wounded when he called this morning, but nothing on earth with this odor could have drawn breath in over a week.

    Bailey slowly peers over the chest-high wall to confirm.

    No animal.

    One of the Idiot’s attendants. Larvae, parasites, worshippers; whatever they are, they ceaselessly skim around the Idiot like water boatmen through the air. Until they fall.

    This one’s full shape is hidden beneath a shag carpet of carrion bugs, but it looks more like something that should wash up on a beach to die rather than crawl into a barn. She can see where it pried apart the boards to squeeze and drag itself inside, but it wasn’t made for land. The forelimbs are thick yet boneless, and where legs should be the carcass just bulbs out then tapers off like a radish with too many roots. Its eyeless head is crushed and toothless mouth stretched wide in a silent scream as if it hit the ground from a great height. Hard.

    Beneath the insects, what flesh she can see is like a jellyfish: the color of smoky glass and visibly organless. It has no internal structures but a gullet where rotting gruel congeals, so how it moves or sees or thinks—if it thinks—are mysteries. In the points of light, though, she sees clusters of embedded fly eggs like tiny piles of rice and maggots growing just beneath the rubbery flesh. Things that should be hidden by the decorum of skin and hide are instead on proud display, the blind grubs suspended in its nearly transparent corpse like little replicas of the Idiot in the sky.

    “What is it, miss?” Grady asks, voice muffled by a stained handkerchief.

    “Dead,” Bailey says. Good thing she brought the rubber gloves.

    • • • •

    The impromptu burn pit behind the stable wasn’t protocol, but nothing was since the Idiot showed up. Even if she’d been able to drag the thing all the way to the truck and load it up, it would just end up in a different incinerator. Besides, Morris County Fire doesn’t even respond to emergencies these days and the handful of deputies left at the station aren’t checking for permits.

    There’s a world of difference, though, between doing the job in a way that isn’t ideal and not doing it at all. If Bailey still puts on the uniform and still answers the calls when so many others have given up, it’s damn sure not so she can half-ass it.

    As Bailey fills the Ford at the Zip Mart pump, the smell of unleaded takes her back to Grady emptying the rusty gas can over the creature. The crackle of flame as it caught. The whistling hiss as maggots under the jellied skin boiled and popped. The greasy smoke grasping past her and Grady, thinning out as it rejoined the other creatures circling the Idiot in the sky.

    Bailey hazards a quick glance up from the pumps to where the inexplicable mountain of skin and mucus floats in the air. Fighting back the nausea that accompanies even a glimpse of the Idiot, she looks for the kin of the dead thing from Grady’s farm. That one must have been a baby because, even from down here, she can make out the other, much larger translucent creatures swimming around the Idiot like floaters in the eye of the wounded sky. That, or the ghosts of gargantuan flies swarming an impossible turd.

    She stops at twenty and goes inside.

    Malik is working the counter. He should be in school, but attendance is optional even for those who still have parents. His father and grandfather came over from Yemen and whatever led them to Morris County, it was long enough ago that when Bailey filled up here on her own for the first time on her sixteenth birthday a decade ago, they were already an institution. Having grown up local, Malik says “y’all” and calls every woman “ma’am,” but when he greets Bailey that way as she enters, it makes her feel even older than the end of the world.

    Before paying, she scours the denuded snack shelves where bare boxes of Mars and Reese’s products are empty promises of a more normal tomorrow. The wall fridges are busted jaws with only a smattering of off-brand teeth. Of the slim pickings, Bailey takes a banana cream sponge cake and diet cream soda to the counter.

    “Running low?” she asks as Malik rings her up.

    “Supply chain, ma’am,” he says with a smile. “Maybe next week.”

    It’s been “next week” for at least a month now, and things weren’t clockwork even before that. Still, the sporadic deliveries down at the Winn-Dixie or at Norma’s Diner means there’s still some semblance of order, even if there are fewer and fewer people to run it. People aren’t eating wallpaper, leather shoes, and/or each other. Yet.

    Bailey taps her credit card and holds her breath. Each time, she wonders if this will be when the card finally fails to go through. When the invisible webs tying Morris County to the world beyond finally fall apart. But no. The far off banks answer with a beep and the transaction goes through.

    She knows it’s a long shot, but she asks Malik anyway. “You haven’t seen a dog around here by any chance? Spaniel, black and white, big floppy ears and maybe a blue collar?”

    “No, ma’am,” Malik says. The smile never falters.

    • • • •

    The rest of the morning until lunch is predictably insane, but in the rote way that everything in Morris County and life in general has become since the Idiot appeared.

    She goes to Margaret Wells’s house and, under the Idiot’s eyeless glare, Bailey wrestles a trapped baby raccoon out of a vent with her thick leather gloves. The kit screams like a child in a wood chipper as soon as it hits daylight and can see the thing in the sky. Its rotund mama wobble-runs out from the holly hedge to snatch up her baby and haul ass away. They all run, Bailey thinks, as she watches the ingrates weave confused lines across the bright yards and then into a house half a block down whose front door has been wide open this whole time.

    She drives over to Drexel’s Auto where a dying cat has wedged its way into a Subaru’s engine block trying to get warm. The vehicle’s owner—Dan Rodgers, whose son Bailey dated briefly before he went to jail for getting drunk and falling asleep while sticking up the Zip Mart—wants to just turn it on, cat be damned. The oil-stained suitcases jammed in back suggest a family in pieces and the way he keeps licking his teeth betrays his eagerness to flee, but Philip Drexel’s a

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    ©2026 by Gordon B. White.
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