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  Introduction: Dark Things Wait within These Pages



 

 

            Here is a great conundrum: Even as we shy from fearful experiences, we also long for them. As a writer for young readers, I see this demonstrated all the time when I speak in schools. If I say, “Do you want to hear a story?” the answer is always a resounding “Yes!” If I follow that by asking, “What kind of story?” nine out of ten kids will gleefully shout, “A scary one!”

            I find it interesting, and somewhat delightful, that adults are no different. For some strange reason, most of us long to be scared on occasion. I suspect there is something atavistic about this. Is it possible that, even now, in our bright and well-regulated world, our adrenal glands need the exercise of being terrified on occasion to keep them in working order? How else to explain the never-ending popularity of monster movies, horror fiction, and ghost stories around the campfire?

            So, let us accept as a given that some part of us loves to be scared. With that in mind, what better place to experience the frisson a well-crafted tale of terror can induce than on the throne? After all, when are we more exposed? When are our secret and tender parts more vulnerable to whatever might be lurking beneath us?

            You have in your hands the work of three intrepid anthologists who have sifted through a ghastly amount of terrifying fiction to bring you these well-curated moments of terror. Some have an undertone of graveyard humor. Others are utterly horrifying. All are well-written, compact, and designed to provide a shuddersome glimpse into the world of darkness that surrounds us, no matter how bright we turn up the lights.

            As I write this, it is late October. The days grow short, the nights darker and longer. October will end, but the desire to explore the dark side is a year-round condition.

            So come dip a toe into these, our murky waters. Read in order, or skip around. The surface may seem calm, but underneath… ah, underneath, strange and disturbing things await you.

            You know you want it, so go ahead… t​urn the page and let the shivers begin.

 

Bruce Coville

Syracuse, NY

October 2019


  DOWN TO THE SEA



 

 

          People have told tales of the sea and its monsters for ages. Not all of those tales are fiction—we think. It’s quite true that in the reign of Queen Anne, Parliament offered a reward to any person or persons who could provide a simple and practical way to determine longitude at sea. Many methods were tested. Perhaps even…


  Greenwich, Noon by Liam Hogan



 

 

            I know when it is noon.

            Though I am blind and dumb and kept in a small cell in the rafters of the Royal Observatory, I know when it is noon.

            I know because at precisely that time a retired ship’s surgeon will carve the day’s date into my flesh. Each letter, each numeral, is a series of slashes of the knife. He cuts swiftly, with precision. The wound is then sprinkled with the “powder of sympathy,” a pungent, acrid substance which reacts violently with my tortured skin and burns, and burns, and burns.

            The surgeon, I think, is glad that I cannot scream.

            Halfway round the world, they hope that the deep cuts they make in me are felt by my twin sister. We are part of a sea trial, she and I, an attempt to claim the prize promised by the Longitude Act of 1714. Her role as the seafaring twin was decided for her because she, though as blind as I am, can cry out as I cannot, and so alert the distant sailors aboard the schooner Regina, that it is noon here in Greenwich. By comparing this with their own, local noon, they will then know their longitude.

            So goes the theory.

            The sea trial will be deemed a failure, a relief perhaps to any other twins born to our abject poverty and equally lacking in those attributes by which they might otherwise be deemed human. For we are referred to not as people, but as dogs. That is how we are seen: two worthless lives, two souls so damaged from birth that until this cruel experiment began, we weren’t even given names.

            Now, they call me Sirius, after the dog star.

            They call my sister Venus, the brightest of the wandering stars. They imagine her wandering across the oceans, looking to the dog star to know her place upon this Earth.

            You must wonder how it is that I know what I know; how it is that I can even tell my story, when I lack the senses you take so easily for granted.

            You assume, as does the surgeon, that because I am dumb I am also deaf.

            You assume that because I cannot see, that I cannot write.

            I have learnt the shape of your words. With my fingers I have traced the rough edges of the scars they leave on my skin. These have been hard lessons, every word carries the pain of cutting it into my flesh; this is how I order my thoughts, by the long, sharp strokes of an L, by the twist that tugs at the skin for the curve of a C, by the swift back and forth of an S. Each letter I know by how it feels to have it inscribed upon me, the lesson reinforced by the searing agony of the caustic powder with which my wounds are liberally sprinkled.

            I am ignored by the surgeon, and by the two who throw rancid food into my cell and who all too rarely sweep the soiled straw from it. They are carefree with their words, these fools, for what does it matter what is said in front of one who cannot repeat what they say?

            I think back to when my sister and I shared a filthy, infested bed in the hell in which we were raised, a hell that I now long to return to. She would croon to me, her awkward voice a balm against the kickings and the abuse that was always there, always sudden and always unforeseen.

            When we were brought for the first time to Greenwich, and, for the first time, separated, I could still hear her through the thin walls of our cells, and I was not as concerned as I should have been.

            And when she cried out in pain, when some terrible injury was done to her, I shared that pain, and thrashed and jerked in mutual torment. To the evident satisfaction of the great and good men there present.

            If only I had stayed still, our fate might have been different, and she would not be lost to me now.

            My cell is quiet, when there is only me in it. If I lie still, I can hear the conversations happening next door, or below. There is a great space there; once a week a crowd throngs, a meeting of the Commissioners of the Discovery of the Longitude at Sea, and the voices of the speakers are raised above the din of the multitude. From them I have learnt of the Prize that condemned my sister and I.

            They talk about it incessantly, one crazed scheme after another. Sometimes they mention the Regina, and I know that these men, for all their fine learning and long words, do not know what I know: that the Regina will never return home, that it moulders at the bottom of the ocean.

            I know this, because I have felt it. When my body was only half as scarred as it is now, I awoke breathless and panicky, a feeling that only intensified as I struggled to suck down the dank night air, as my bloodied hands beat upon the floor, until suddenly a bucket of my own filth was thrown over my shuddering form, a gaoler laughing at my plight. As the cold, rank liquid dripped off my face, I knew with more certainty than I have ever known anything before; that whatever small space my sister was confined to aboard the Regina was flooded, and my sister was drowning.

            I felt her anguish in every part of me, across the miles of ocean and land, I felt the pressure and the burning flames in her lungs as the ship surely sank.

            Afterwards, as I sat huddled in a corner while my gaoler spat and kicked, I was consumed by an emptiness that hollowed me out from within, and I knew that for the first time ever, I was truly alone.

            I could not comprehend why the surgeon still came the next day, and the next. How could he not feel it too? How could he not know?

            The Regina is overdue. Fourteen months it has been gone. There are few parts of me left that remain unmarked by the passage of time, by the surgeon’s knife. But still he keeps coming. Every day the surgeon cuts the date into me, sending an unheeded message to the bottom of the sea that it is noon here in Greenwich.

            Today is the last such day.

            Though I am blind, I hear the key in the lock as the surgeon opens the door, his footsteps as he approaches across the wooden floorboards. I know how long it takes between the lifting of the rags that cover me and the first cut of the knife. I smell his stale sweat and feel his hot breath and steel myself. The surgeon rests the point of the knife where he will make his first cut, and exhales to steady his aim. With my left hand that I have wriggled free of my bonds, I reach out and seize his wrist, and with my other I twist and slam the sharp blade into his exposed throat.

            I wait until I can no longer hear the drumming of his heels on the straw-strewn floor before I withdraw the knife. It does not take long.

            Though I am mute, I inscribe my story—this story—for all to read, whether by sight or by touch, onto the body of the surgeon. I swiftly slash each neat letter, feeling the splash of the still-warm blood spill onto my fingers, hearing the drip to the wooden boards at my feet. I hope, I pray, that it will drip all the way through to the congregation gathered in the great space below, as they sit there discussing balloons and cannon ships and the moons of Jupiter, and let those learn’d men know, that it is Noon, here, in Greenwich.

 

 

About the Author

            Liam Hogan is an Oxford Physics graduate whose award winning short story, “Ana,” appears in Best of British Science Fiction 2016 (NewCon Press). “The Dance of a Thousand Cuts” appears in Best of British Fantasy 2018. He lives and avoids work in London. More details at http://happyendingnotguaranteed.blogspot.co.uk.


  Night Eyes by Bruce Boston



 

 

            From my seat at a corner table, I watched her laughing and chatting at the bar, crossing and uncrossing her legs on the high stool. Her eyes never met mine, though I saw them flash across the room more than once with sparks of light like tiny knives… and I wondered at the source of that illumination. For there was no light that sharp for her eyes to reflect.

            I was in some nameless bar on some nameless street in the city. There are always plenty of bars on any street here. I had been drinking for several hours, and forgotten how I had arrived or what I hoped to find. The legs of the table where I sat were uneven. Or perhaps it was the floor beneath. Every time I rested my arm on the scarred surface of the wood, the table rocked one way. When I raised it, back the other. The dark liquid in my glass tilted this way and that.

            Candles burned at several tables, their narrow flames vanishing and rising like specters as the anonymous patrons around me shifted in their chairs. The room was draped with sheets of smoke gathering one atop another. The dusty globes over the bar gave off a pale blue radiance that revealed little of the scene beyond. There was no source of light bright enough for her eyes to catch and reflect… though there it was again, that dagger-sharp flash cast in another direction than mine. The rest of her remained in shadow. Her features were vague, her body a shifting silhouette.

            When she left by herself, I followed. There is always someone to follow in the city. Someone alone in the night.

* * *

            She slipped quickly into the dark streets. My body felt thick and my limbs heavy as I moved after her. The streets of the city run every which way. There are countless cul-de-sacs. There are passages where one must enter unlit tunnels to cross beneath the lighted thoroughfares above. Places where darkness gathers more deeply than is natural.

            It was just as easy to lose someone in this unplanned maze as to catch them. Easy to become lost oneself. Rumor has it these streets are haunted by those who have never returned from some solitary midnight errand or evening stroll. I believe I had met more than one of those lost souls in my own nocturnal jaunts. I had played with the idea that I might be such a deserted creature myself.

            The night was dark as usual. Many of the streetlights in this district were broken or unlit. Others flickered wanly like dying strobes, casting the squares and buildings in serial snapshots of varying intensity. Overhead, a partial moon was occluded by a rind of clouds. The stars were invisible beyond the overcast.

            Her retreating form mingled with the night, her jacket and pants often no more than a smudge of lighter black against the deeper black that surrounded it, defined more by its movement than its shade. I thought for a moment I had lost her. I paused to listen for footsteps, but there was only silence. Then she glanced back over her shoulder.

            She stood motionless less than half a block away. Her eyes flared brighter than before with that same sharp cut of light, revealing her slender figure and the street around her. Only now they were turned in my direction. She knew she was being followed.

            She looked away and moved on, though her steps were no faster. I imagined she was anticipating the closure of our embrace.

* * *

            I trailed her down to the harbor district, where a sluggish estuary of the river backs up against the city, churning the same muddied waters in endless circles, until a storm dissipates them and they form again.

            Surely she could not live here. The hulking shapes of abandoned warehouses rose about us like the carcasses of scavenged beasts. I smelled the dank shoreline and the rotting wood of the pier. The pavement beneath my feet was slick with moisture, littered with broken glass and debris.

            As we crossed from the pavement onto the sand of the beach, a sudden chill invaded my body. I was close behind her now. I could hear her breath. I could almost reach out and touch the leather of her jacket, the trailing strands of her jet black hair. Yet when she suddenly turned to face me and meet my glance, I stopped short.

            Her features and the expression upon them were revealed for the first time. I realized she was something other than human, and she no doubt thought the same of me.

            I saw the light in her eyes full on, burning, skeletal and manic in the purity of its hard brilliance. I understood that it did not reflect any light in our surroundings, for there was only the night on all sides. Rather, whoever or whatever she was had gathered and reflected the deepest fires that burned at the core of that night. For even the dark must have its flame to survive, its fuel to feed upon.

            She took me by the arm, the one holding the knife, and led me down to the brackish waters. I could hear the low waves lapping against the shore, though I could not see them. All I could see were her eyes. I wondered if they would still glow once we were submerged. And if so, would their light be any softer?

 

 

About the Author

            Bruce Boston grew up in Southern California, in an era of rock and roll, the Cold War, and the Space Race. He has been a computer programmer, college professor, technical writer, book designer, movie projectionist, gardener, and furniture mover. He now lives in Ocala, Florida, once known as The City of Trees, with his wife, writer-artist Marge Simon, and the ghosts of two cats.

            His poetry and fiction have appeared in hundreds of publications, including Asimov’s SF, Analog, Amazing Stories, Realms of Fantasy, Strange Horizons, Weird Tales, The Pedestal Magazine, The Twilight Zone Magazine, Daily Science Fiction, Year’s Best Fantasy & Horror, and the Nebula Awards Showcase. His poetry has received the Bram Stoker Award, the Asimov’s Readers’ Award, and the Rhysling Award of the SFPA, each a record number of times. He also received the first Grandmaster Award of the SFPA. His fiction has received a Pushcart Prize and twice been a finalist for the Bram Stoker Award (novel, short story).


  All Raw Fish Ain’t Sushi by Diane Arrelle



 

 

            Forever. Gary waded out into the predawn surf and felt like he could live forever, if only he could wake up like this every morning and be free to swim out as deep as he liked in the Atlantic Ocean. Although the vacation at the shore house had been for two weeks, in some ways he felt like he was in heaven, especially on perfect summer mornings like this. Of course, as each day fled into darkness and he saw the time here ticking away, his vacation turned into a nightly hell.

            Joy. He dove under a cresting wave and came out the other side, to see the pink sunrise beginning to lighten the sky directly before him. Such beauty, such joy. Gary swam out with strong, even breaststrokes to greet the new day.

            Fear. Gary was swimming, going farther out from the shore, farther than he ever had gone before. The water was getting so much deeper as he left the tidal shelf behind him, but he was determined to swim forever. To return to the beach was to return to the last two days of his vacation. He was fearless until, in that early morning ocean, something with sharp teeth grabbed his ankles and pulled him under. He was suddenly consumed with terror and thoughts of sharks. He struggled, then went cold and weak, and couldn’t get his head above water. His lungs were burning, he knew he was dying. And then there was nothing.

            Air. He woke, and was breathing air. The ground was moving beneath him, and the light was dim. Crawling across the rippling surface, everything was just like the floor. He pushed in every direction, and realized he was in a huge air bubble.

            Terror. As Gary struggled to move in the bubble, it came into view, green, scaly, a huge mouth full of teeth. He backed against the curving wall of his life support prison and whimpered in terror. The monster poked the bubble hard, and Gary screamed as it popped. He was drowning all over again.

            Lunchtime. A webbed claw grabbed him, and before he could react, he was in its mouth, just like lunch. A moment later he was expelled into another bubble. With a dead fish. The monster waited, then shook the air-filled globe. After being flung about several times, Gary picked up the fish, and the monster nodded. He realized what it wanted, and took a bite.

            Disgusting. It has been such a very long time since Gary had been captured. There is no day or night here. The only time frame he has is when he gets a new bubble with his fish. Every day, he eats his raw fish, and as he bites through scales and bones, he finds it totally disgusting. He had always hated fish prepared any style, but now he longs for nice, clean sushi.

            Forever. Other monsters come and play with his bubble. He hopes that someday they’ll tire of their pet and just let him die, but he worries that he will live under the Atlantic forever.

 

 

About the Author

            Diane Arrelle is the pen name of South Jersey writer Dina Leacock. She has published more than 250 short stories and two story collections. She is proud to be one of the founding members, as well as the second president, of the Garden State Horror Writers, and is also a past president of the Philadelphia Writers’ Conference.
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