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    Editorial: September 2023

    Wendy N. Wagner | 943 words

    Welcome to Issue #132 of Nightmare Magazine! We’re wrapping up our eleventh year of publication, so it seems like a good time to get closure on a perennial shadow over our genre: Lovecraftiana.

    H.P. Lovecraft is a hard topic for me to discuss with any clarity. I came to horror via the stalwarts of the 1980s—Stephen King, Dean Koontz (there was an “R.” in there back when I was a regular reader), and Charles L. Grant—and while I enjoyed the genre, I never delved more deeply than the shelves of my local library and my parents’s dusty volume of the collected Edgar Allan Poe. I didn’t attempt to learn more about horror’s roots and history until I started writing, and all the writing advice told me I needed a solid understanding of the genre. I started with H.P. Lovecraft for two reasons: I had seen a plush Cthulhu at my local game shop, and I’d seen flyers for the local H.P. Lovecraft Film Festival.

    If you don’t live in Portland, you might not know how terrific that film festival is. It’s held in our city’s most magical movie theater, a Spanish colonial confection living up to the epithet “movie palace,” with literary and social events unfolding at the nearby library and across several bars. Independent filmmakers rub shoulders with authors. Hollywood directors do Q&As. Jeffrey Combs shows up regularly, and still takes a selfie in front of the grand marquee. There are tentacles on everything and everyone.

    It’s a heady brew, and since I grew up reading current writers without knowing anything about their influences, I found myself swimming in waters that were both new and yet comfortingly familiar. And there was something for every one of my taste buds! Was I feeling enamored of the Gothic? I could read “The Rats” or “The Outsider”! If I wanted something with a dark fantasy flavor? I could enjoy the ghouls of “Pickman’s Model” or any of the stories set in the wondrous realms of the Dreamlands. And since I was obsessed with mixing science fiction with my horror, you better believe I fell hook, line, and eldritch sinker for the Cthulhu Mythos’s saga of aliens and evolution, ranging from “The Color Out of Space” to At the Mountains of Madness.

    If you’re not sure that I was a Lovecraft junkie, just look at my bibliography. I have at least thirteen short works published in Lovecraftian-themed anthologies. That’s around 20% of my production! Which wouldn’t be a problem if Lovecraft wasn’t a total shitheel.

    I don’t need to dig into Lovecraft’s backstory. If you don’t know that he’s a deeply racist person who let his problematic ideas bleed cruelty all over the horror genre, you’ve either been asleep for a few decades or you just started reading this stuff. His presence has hurt horror writers and fans of color, and the fact that there’s a huge swathe of literature branded with his name means his toxic legacy just keeps spreading. I even spread it myself when I reached out to some of my favorite writers and asked them for “Lovecraftian” fiction.

    But as I was editing this issue, I decided I’m never using that adjective again. After all, it’s a lazy one. If I want to read Gothic work, I can ask for Gothic work. If I want to read horror that blends into a certain awe-compelling strain of science fiction, I can look for cosmic horror. And if I want to read dark fantasy about ghouls and strange dreams, I can use those very same words.

    That’s not to say that I’ll stop putting the Elder Sign on my Solstice Tree or that I’ll never finish playing the video game Call of Cthulhu (well, I might never finish because it’s really hard!). And I’ll never stop going to the H.P. Lovecraft Film Festival. But I will place HPL where he belongs: in history. And then I’ll work harder to magnify the new voices in our genre who are working in the tentacled or haunted textures that I love best.

    So I don’t give you The Lovecraftian Issue.

    I give you the Wendy’s Favorite Things Issue.

    It’s packed with those classic horror flavors that drew me into the genre in the first place, and every work was written by an author I’ve loved working with here at Nightmare. Pedro Iniguez returns with a full-length short story about an invasive species from beyond the stars: “Nightmare of a Million Faces.” In her new short story “The Ascension of Magdalene,” Donyae Coles brings us an unsettling Gothic tale of gender dynamics. Ashley Deng takes us into the dark side of college life in her inventive flash story “Student Living.” And our darkly delicious poem is “A Trick of The Night’s Hunger” by Nwuguru Chidiebere Sullivan.

    On the nonfiction front, Adam-Troy Castro reviews a new novel by Chuck Wendig, L. Marie Wood returns to the H Word to talk about why change is so terrifying, and of course our author spotlight team has delved into the psyche of our writers. It’s another fantastic issue wrestling with what makes the horror and dark fantasy genres so decadent and delightful, and we couldn’t be happier to share it with you.

    Think of it as a hug from all of us to all of you—and please, don’t mind the suckers on our arms.
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    Nightmare of a Million Faces

    Pedro Iniguez | 5148 words

    

    CW: Pregnancy and abortion; partner abuse.

    

    When the sun plunged beneath the horizon, the striations of red clouds looked like gashes raked across the sky; flayed wounds ready to rain blood on a thirsty desert. Anastasia Mendez offered her left forearm a glance. The lacerations crisscrossing her skin had mended but the scars would always be there; mementos etched upon flesh.

    She brought her attention back to the steering wheel and swiveled her head trying to find the road she’d veered off some time ago. She squinted her eyes as if that might help, but the creeping darkness had obscured much of the world around her. “Damn,” she said through gnashing teeth. At some point she must have nodded off and lost her bearings as she was prone to do on long drives.

    Joey Garrett, infamous porn producer and self-described King of Smut, would be mingling at a Halloween-themed wrap party tonight. A party she needed to find if she had any hopes of getting a job and paying off her crippling medical debts. They had accrued over the last few weeks, a tumultuous time marked by medical procedures that had left her hollowed out and sutured like a jigsaw puzzle. The dislocated shoulder, the gashes, the broken nose, the split lip, the abortion . . .

    She clenched her teeth and fought the urge to sob again. No. Snap out of it. You need to find this party. But the search had proved fruitless. In that darkness, everything looked the same: A world enclosed by jagged hills and loose boulders, the flatland stretching between, densely forested with scrub and yucca. A far cry from the glimmering lights of Los Angeles, there was something otherworldly about the desert that made the hairs on the back of her neck turn prickly.

    Her nails dug into the steering wheel as she eyed the dashboard clock: 7:00 p.m. She hoped there was still time. Relax, she told herself. The night’s young.

    She plucked her phone out of her clutch and checked for directions. GPS Signal Lost. The connection had probably severed sometime after that rest stop in Joshua Tree.

    What the hell would she do now? She’d never driven down this way before. The roar of cars had long subsided behind those obsidian hills, and there had been no landmarks, no lights, no strips of blacktop to lead her to safety. She was all alone out there.

    Instinctively, she eyed the rearview mirror. Her taillights projected red whisps into an ocean of black. Her heart thudded against her chest and her breaths became shallow gasps. She didn’t know what she expected to see. Perhaps Robert tailing her in his Corvette. No. He was likely already at the party waiting for her. For a moment she felt silly; she thought she may have been overreacting. But deep down she knew he wasn’t beyond that. He wasn’t beyond anything. She’d found out the painful way.

    As night fell, she tried to shrug off her anxiety, but the Prius’s headlights did little to mitigate the encroaching darkness. Before long, the windshield had fogged over as her panic-filled breaths warmed the car.

    She pulled over alongside a boulder at the base of a hill and popped the brakes. “Just breathe,” she said, closing her eyes. She inhaled a deep breath through her nose, and exhaled with her mouth until the pounding in her chest subsided. Just like her therapist coached her.

    “Okay,” Anastasia said, scooching out of the car, “let’s figure this out.” A breeze swept across the desert, caressing her face like icy fingers. A chill spread across her arms and legs. Tonight, she’d worn a plain white V-neck, black leggings, and open-toed wedges. A decision she was swiftly regretting.

    Maybe she could get enough of a signal to call Monica. She raised her phone in the air. “Come on,” she said through chattering teeth, “give me something to work with.” Nothing. She considered turning back; there was a chance she could catch a major road back to L.A. if she headed back the way she came.

    No. She was tired of running. Of giving up. She’d be strong for once and stick it out. Besides, she needed this in the worst way. Admittedly, an Airbnb in the middle of the Mojave Desert wasn’t her idea of a great time. But Monica had pressed her about coming to the party, an effort to get her out of the house after all that had happened. After considerable prodding, Anastasia had relented. She told herself it’d be a way to get in touch with a few producers, schmooze her way back into a few films. After that it wouldn’t be long before the money started to come in and she could reclaim her life, start all over again. Make up for the horrible things. The things she’d lost.

    Resting a hand on her belly, she told herself her decision wasn’t selfish, just honest. There came the familiar tingle in her nose again as a thin film of moisture coated her eyes. She never even knew if it was a boy or a girl. What could she do? She was an unemployed porn star left to fend for herself in a world waiting to devour people like her. She couldn’t do it alone; certainly not with Robert facing time in prison. A lump formed in her throat. She had loved him. She had wanted to leave the industry, start a family. But he had other plans for her.

    Anastasia was nineteen when she met Robert Pierce on her first shoot, some low budget casting couch video. She’d been a nervous, trembling wreck when the cameras rolled, her skin a canvas of goosebumps as Robert’s hands explored her body. In between takes he had comforted her, promised to guide her along, show her the ropes. Before long they’d started dating, eventually moving into a condo together. He offered to be her manager, to steer her clear of predators and sketchy contracts. Young, soft spoken, and alone in a new city. How could she refuse?

    She could still hear his voice. “We’re going straight to the top, baby. Stardom, money, drugs, book deals; anything your pretty little face desires.”

    She thought he loved her, but coveted was more apt a term. But she knew now. She was just a prize to be won, a marionette to be controlled, a means to an end.

    He’d been in Florida shooting some films while she decided to take some time off. At first, she hadn’t thought much of the subtle changes happening to her body; the modest weight gain, the swollen feet. But the trip to the doctor’s had proved an unexpected revelation. The news had been a pleasant shock. A welcome development in their relationship, one she thought had been blossoming over the years. She saved the surprise for his return, watching his face intently for an elated reaction, but it had only seethed with rage.

    Her fingers slid across the raised scars on her arm.

    The memories flooded back, intrusive little things bearing gifts of pain and shame. She recalled everything, like a movie reel playing in her mind. The belt came down on her, slicing her arm open like raw meat as she tried to block his onslaught. The weeping wounds stung as if hot coals had been pressed
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