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    Editorial: July 2026

    Wendy N. Wagner | 397 words

    Welcome to issue #166 of Nightmare Magazine, your home for horror and dark fantasy of all shapes, flavors, and colors.

    If your physical home exists within the borders of the United States, then you are certainly aware that this month marks the nation’s 250th anniversary. There have already been too many magazine covers with red, white, and blue bunting and articles about the Founding Fathers to count, and think pieces are springing up like patriotic mushrooms.

    I apologize, but Nightmare is also getting on the American bandwagon, with a month of darkly horrible fiction and poetry exploring American life.

    We’re starting off the month with “The Plague Comes From Chinatown,” a new short story from Claire Jia-Wen exploring the treatment of Chinese immigrants during San Francisco’s 1900 bubonic plague epidemic. It’s a searing critique of the way the nation both depends upon and ostracizes recent immigrants—and a beautiful piece of dark fantasy. It’s a piece that makes a good conversation partner for “A Bargain Made in the Monster’s Shadow,” this month’s poem by Sam W. Pisciotta, which is also a sharp critique of life within the imperialist core of global capitalism.

    There’s nothing more American than the Mouseketeers, and S. L. Coney brings us a claustrophobic piece of psychological horror in a new story called “Annette Funicello Is My Dream Mouse.” It’s as messed-up as the title might make you hope, so prepare to be unsettled.

    Steve Toase might technically be an Englishman, but his flash story “A Nebraskan Choir” perfect captures the eeriness of America’s wide open spaces. We don’t see nearly enough prairie horror, and this short gem is a perfect addition to the subgenre.

    Our nonfiction team does a bit to lighten the mood. Alex Puncekar asks novelist Chloe Lauter all about the American road trip in a fun feature interview, and our author spotlight team sat down with Claire Jia-Wen and S.L. Coney to discuss their writing processes. Mary Berman brings us an H Word essay about the troubled relationship between women’s issues horror and hetero romances.

    It’s another terrific issue, packed full of great insights, blood, magic, and creepy rats. I think it’s the perfect counter to room temperature potato salad and overcooked hamburgers. I hope you think so, too!
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of the Stoker award-nominated horror novel Girl in the Creek as well as horror books The Deer Kings and 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.
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    The Plague Comes from Chinatown

    Claire Jia-Wen | 6600 words

    

    CW: blood, racism, death, abduction, abuse, sexual assault, torture.

    

    “Their place of domicile is filthy in the extreme, and to a degree that cleansing is impossible except by the absolute destruction of the dwellings they occupy. But for the healthfulness of our climate our city populations would have long since been decimated by pestilence from these causes. And we do not know how long this natural protection will suffice us.”

    —California State Senate, Special Committee on Chinese Immigration, Chinese Immigration: Its Social, Moral, and Political Effect, 1878

    Anna is breathless when she delivers us the news: Have you heard? A man has been discovered in Chinatown with the black boils of plague all over his body. One of ours.

    I thread a jade hairpin through my carefully knotted hair and tell her not to call him ours. We are Orientals too, but his sort belong to the gutters while we serve the highest parlor house in Chinatown.

    
      
        Vigilante
      
    

    
      Your companions drag the coolie girl to her feet. Some two-cent girl with rags for clothes and hair hanging across her face in tangled strings. Her eyelids flutter but do not open, revealing only the white crescents of her sclera. Blood trickles from a gash across her forehead. The ragged skin sickens you like the Devil. Her skull peeks through.
    

    
      This is a lynching. This is justice; science; the duty of all men in this modern age to make the unknown into the known. Nine in ten cases of venereal disease in the city come from Chinatown, that’s what the esteemed doctor said when he stood upon the floor before Congress and explained why the chinks need to be deloused from your city of industrialists and gold rushes and golden poppies.
    

    
      And that was before the plague.
    

    
      Wake her up, you bark at your companions. You barely know them. You recognize them from the meetings you all attend every week, but little links you besides a common outrage that the boys of the Chinatown squad are not acting enough to extract the root of the evil. That the mayor cares too much for the city’s business interests to place a proper quarantine on the Orientals.
    

    
      The elite would poison the rest of you for cheap coolie labor. But you do not have to bow beneath the boot on your neck.
    

    
      One of your companions, the one with the Workingmen’s badge, cuffs the girl hard enough that her eyes fly open. She cries out. The sound echoes down the alley. The shapes slumped against the black-streaked walls barely stir; the passersby at the alley’s mouth do not even offer a turn of their heads. You didn’t think they would.
    

    
      The girl presses her lips together. The moonlight cuts severely across the grey dirt, red blood of her face. Her clothes are half torn from her starved frame. She reeks of urine. Sharp, tangy.
    

    
      Tell me how you Mongolians cast a plague upon our city, you say.
    

    
      I don’t know, she says. I know nothing.
    

    
      You draw your knife, because she must be lying—men and women are languishing in hospitals, you’ve seen them. The blade is red from rust and dried blood. She pales. She babbles: It must have been the gods. There must have been a shaman trained in the old rituals, and he must have called down one of the gods to curse the city. That is why it struck so suddenly. It was the gods.
    

    
      But it was a chink man who died first, you say. Why would your gods have brought the plague upon one of his own idol-worshippers?
    

    
      I don’t know. I was stolen from Canton when I was a young girl, the gods and their powers are not familiar to me.
    

    
      If you were stolen from Canton when you were young, how can you vow it was the gods who brought this upon the city? Tell me.
    

    
      I don’t know. I don’t know!
    

    
      She says this again and again. Even when you open her flesh in a dozen different places, she still does not know. Ultimately, you are asking for reason from one incapable of it. She is more raw, red meat than human, and an Oriental whore otherwise.
    

    
      This one is useless, you tell your companions. An addled, filthy two-cent girl. We’ll find another more willing to talk. Maybe we’ll get more luck from a John Chinaman. But keep the body, and keep the blood inside the skin if you can. We’ll soon need it.
    

    • • • •

    My patron is late tonight. I rearrange the opium set for the third time as I wait.

    The opium pellet, freshly packed, rolls roughly between my fingers. I wipe the grey residue off on the inside of my sleeve before recentering the pipe. Even from my room’s perch upon the third floor, the shouting outside is louder than the delicate scrape of the bamboo against the wooden tray, and I wonder if my patron has been waylaid. But Madame said he would come tonight, and Madame is never wrong.

    I refit the saddle onto the pipe for the fourth time.

    Eventually, the door creaks open, and I greet my patron with a smile. He is one of the gentlemen, with enough money to pay Madame for anonymity and exclusivity. I try not to stare at the moths gathered over his tailcoat and neck, silvery grey over every surface of him. He would ask why I am staring and I never know how to explain to people that they are covered in insects who crawl across them as if searching for some hidden pocket of sweat and fat. But my stomach twists greedily. Madame only fed me rice and bean paste for dinner, not even half a bowl. I force myself to look away from the silver moths and into my patron’s blue eyes.

    Lonnie, he says. It is good to see you.

    I have been waiting, I say, playfully, so he knows I have missed him. He sighs when I cup my hand against his cheek, and I know he has missed me too. The moths take flight before they might be crushed beneath my palm. His gaze does not follow their movement. He is watching me.

    I’m sorry to be late, he says. There was trouble at the quarantine lines.

    I do not ask what kind of trouble. He wouldn’t want to talk about it to me, and there is only one kind of trouble at the quarantine lines these days. One of our own—a Chinese fool—must have tried to step from Chinatown to the city beyond.

    You are worried, I say. I see the journey has been hard on you. You needn’t be worried, not here. Outside it is loud and terrible and pungent. Here there is teakwood and bamboo, here there are colorful hangings and couches of red velvet, here there is sweet opium relief and the soft scent of my perfume when you crook your neck against me just so. My love, sit against the embroidered cushions and I will pack and light your pipe for you. Let me play my zither for you.

    My patron’s eyes flutter closed, lulled by the music and the clouds of white smoke. His moths open and close their wings languidly. I perform my calligraphy for him, and he comments on the exotic curves of my strokes. My gaze drifts to the soles of his shoes, and I cannot help how my eyes search for any smudge of red. He crossed the border to come here tonight.

    When Peony first told us that a group of men from the Workingmen’s Party dragged Chinese from their beds and used their blood to paint a border around Chinatown, I had not believed her. I had even laughed as she told me that white men could cross back and forth but Chinese could not. How could blood hold such a power? Then I heard about a cigar factory worker—one of our own—who burned alive when he stepped over the scarlet line and I was sorry to have laughed.

    So, quarantine: penned in by Stockton to the west, Broadway the north, Kearney to the east, and California to the south. Because the plague came from the East, from Hong Kong, and it is a Chinese plague, it is a plague of the Orientals and our unmitigated degeneracy. It incubates in our filth. Best to contain it to the immoral quarter, then. It would be a mercy to the servile race to exterminate us.

    When my patron has his fill of the music and the opium and the wine, I lead him to the bed and take him into me, let him take me between his teeth and press my wrists into the silk sheets. The moths startle and hover above us, as if shielding our coupling from a particularly clever onlooker. I make loud, encouraging sounds. The unluckier moths smear silver into the silk where they are crushed between his weight. He comes quickly and sleeps easily. The moths resettle across his limp form.

    When I am sure of the consistency of his breathing, I pluck a moth venturing into his ear and place it in my mouth. Usually, I try to bite down on the bodies so they have a quick death, but this time I miss and sever the wings instead. The insect wriggles against my tongue before I finally find it between my teeth. I feel its panicked skittering in my mouth long after I swallow.

    Tonight, I am prudent. I only take the one. I wipe the silvery dust from my teeth before my patron wakes.

    
      
        Gambler
      
    

    
      You step across the scarlet border and wonder what wickedness possessed the men to draw it. It stretches up and down the block as far as your eye can see, bright as a scar. It never dries, wet and red even after a day beneath the sun’s persistence. Neither do the rains wash it away. You take care not to stain your shoes. God only knows you cannot afford another pair.
    

    
      Those men replenish the border every night. They will be coming soon with their buckets, which often have bone splinters and hair and dark marrow swimming in the blood. You’ve never had the stomach for such sights, so you hurry down streets thick with the scent of incense
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