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      Who am I? – Call me Joe. I am the owner of Dark Forest Press LLC and the editor of this Zine. I’m a writer of horror, weird, and bizarro fiction living in the Pacific Northwest. I also design and format books to help bring in some extra cashola to help support myself and DFP.

      What is this? – Well, this is a Zine. But what sort of zine? The dream is to showcase awesome fiction, poetry, reviews, art, and random ephemera from the stranger genres I enjoy ranging from horror to bizarro to anything among the most transgressive.

      When will there be new issues? – The plan is to put out a new issue quarterly on the first of January, April, July, and October

      Where can you find this? – Physical copies can only be gotten be purchasing them direct from me in person at different events or through the Screech Owl membership level on my Patreon. Electronic copies will be available on Patreon as well, but also via Amazon and a handful of e-book markets.

      Why are you doing this? – I wanted to put out something that is a bit scrappier than the other indie titles I already have in the pipeline. Plus, it will allow me to share some of my favorite authors working today in the transgressive genres with all of you. And every cent from every sale goes into supporting Dark Forest Press.

      So, what are you waiting for?! Turn the page and discover the treasures scattered through the pages. You will love what you find.

      

      - JDubs

      June 18th, 2025
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            sheta, shotae, and shati

          

          J.W. Donley

        

      

    

    
      I met Lorena at an axe throwing competition in Minnesota. Within a year we were working together and banging like rabbits. Most nights we could control ourselves enough to shower and wash off the blood from our day’s work, others, not so much.

      In recent months, it dawned on us that we were the only people in this world that didn’t annoy the hell out of each other. It was a match made in… well, we were a good fit.

      This next job was our out.

      The idea was to do this one last assignment then fly off to someplace tropical, preferably without extradition. There, we’d fuck each other’s brains out and drown ourselves in umbrella drinks until our hearts or livers failed, whichever came first.

      The job was to track down a Russian energy mogul who’d turned hermit and slipped from the public eye. Bossman gave us a range of coordinates pointing to the most remote stretch of the Olympic Peninsula, a wilderness of rainforest, drenched valleys, and cold peaks in Washington State.

      “Take out this Mr. Chernov and you’ll have your retirement,” he said puffing a Cuban and leaning back in his oversized leather chair. “Sad to see you leave the business. You’ve made me a lot of money over the years.”

      “Yeah, well. I’m tired, and I need to store up some reserves for Lorena.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Lorena, sitting beside me, punched me in the shoulder. “Or I’ll put you out of your misery later tonight,” she said with the grin of a predator. I made sure she was at all my debriefings—my memory wasn’t what it used to be.

      #

      It took a few days to find Black Valley after leaving the headwaters of the Elwah river. No trails on any map lead there, and we had to bushwhack over the final few rises before we stood on the edge of a precarious cliff. Below was the dense forest valley with a grey mist crawling over its canopy in meandering tendrils.

      We’d passed through miles of dense Pacific Northwest rainforest to get here.

      But this felt different.

      Darker.

      Almost as if something restrained the vivacity of the area. The air wreaked of wet rot.

      We camped just below the tree line and opted to skip a campfire and shared a can of cold Beefaroni—our favorite wilderness meal. Then, after putting together a plan of action to sweep over the valley the next morning, we zipped our sleeping bags together and had a bit of fun before passing out, sweaty and limbs tangled.

      #

      The next day, we ventured into the dank forest valley, and it wasn’t long before we found an unnatural clearing. It was like a mammoth-sized bulldozer had plowed a path leaving behind a muddy rut wider than a football field. Trees, stones, moss, brush were obliterated.

      Lorena seemed concerned. But she wouldn’t say anything. She knew how much I looked forward to sweeping her off to paradise. Hell, I was thinking about making it official once we got back to the truck. I had a ring tucked away in the glovebox. It’s not that I gave a shit about official government papers. But a ring and a promise to be hers for as long as I sucked air felt right.

      We kept on, following in the direction of the felled trees.

      By late afternoon there was a large mound ahead at, what appeared to be, the end of the plowed clearing. At first it looked like there were trees growing from the mound, but as we approached, we could see that they were all bare of branches; tall wooden spikes, the mound a giant pin cushion. Some of the pins had masses bulging at varying heights. Even closer and we discerned that these masses were the impaled bodies of hundreds of men and women. Their bodies shriveled as if drained of all fluids; patches of hair fallen away.

      We slowed as we approached the edge of the mound. Its surface was more solid than the muddy, plowed path, and was made up of a series of chitinous hexagonal plates, each with a massive spike rising from the center made from the same material. It was hard to make out the edges between the plates due to carpets of moss and sporadic clumps of ferns growing from the cracks.

      Everything was off about this. The scar through the forest, the strange mound, and the rotting bodies impaled on a forest of spikes. I had enough money socked away for a few years of comfort. Maybe we could just disappear to Alaska and do some honest work to cover our later years?

      Then I saw the faint light through the forest of death in the window of a cabin. It sat near to the top of the mound and looked small, like a fishing hut found on the frozen lakes of Montana.

      Discomfort pressed aside—though still very much there—I began the climb up the mound, using the spikes to pull myself up. Lorena followed behind.

      I kept watch on the window for any movement. We kept to the right, attempting to avoid direct view from the hut, but nothing ever shaded the wavering light within. Probably a candle or a small fire pit inside. Our boots didn’t make much noise climbing up the mossy surface, but still we stepped lightly. With all the bodies skewered around us, I expected an overwhelming stench, but they were desiccated, human raisons, all weathering away with wind tattered clothes wafting in the occasional breeze carrying the heavy—and normal—smell of forest rot across the open air.

      As we approached the front of the hut, I pulled a couple throwing axes from my belt and readied myself.

      I kicked open the door, ready to deal death, but the room was empty. Empty except for single table in the corner with a blazing candle and a hole in the middle of the wood floor.

      Lorena entered the hut as I peered down into the hole. Beneath the ragged, broken edges of the flooring was, what looked like, a pink fleshy orifice. Even in the dim light of the candle, the flesh looked to be undulating at a consistent rhythm. Like the beat of a giant heart pumping blood through subcutaneous veins. All of these beneath the thin floor of the hut.

      “Is he down there?” Lorena asked.

      Nightmarish thoughts of being swallowed down the flesh hole flooded my lizard brain. Hairs stood on my arms and neck as an urge to run kindled again.

      “I don’t…”

      The hut door slammed shut stopping my confused response.

      The ground beneath us wavered and we both instinctively reached for each other’s hands. My stomach dropped as I watched through the small window, the forest beyond the mound lower until we were peering above the surrounding misty canopy. Then the mound began to traverse the forest. I could hear the shattering of trees and the rumble of stones as the mound plowed forward beyond the end of the clearing.

      The window was too small for passage, so I tried to pry the the door open, but it would not budge. In frustration I dug my heels into the rotting floor and pulled with every bit of my muscle. My hand slipped and slid a mere inch. I felt the splinter slide into the soft meat of my palm and the warmth of fresh blood. The blood only worsened my grip, causing the spike to drive in and break off from the handle as I fell back on my ass.

      Lorena, always level-headed and resourceful, pulled a bandana and a pocketknife out of her back pocket and immediately ducked down to gauge the damage.

      Her eyes were just as panicked as I felt, but her hands were steady.

      “I have to get that thing out if we’re going to stop the bleeding.”

      I nodded in agreement, not breaking eye contact with her. She lowered the blade to the wound and deftly pried out the invasive splinter before tossing the blade aside and pouring water from her canteen to clear away the blood.

      “Looks good. I think I got all of it. You good?”

      I was not “good.” We were not “good.” What the hell was happening to us?

      I nodded.

      “Okay then. Let’s wrap it tight. Ready?”

      I was not ready. As she knotted the bandana around my hand, I felt a small bit of the splinter she’d missed dig deeper into the meat of my palm.

      “We have fresh visitors,” an oversized feminine voice rumbled outside. “Yes. Yes. Fresh visitors!”

      Pain pressed aside at this new development. Still present, but not important. That last fresh was pronounced with far too much enthusiasm.

      “None of that. We will not open the hut,” a second, slightly deeper voice boomed, sounding like the kind college girl who used to give me free candies at the corner store when I was a toddler. “Not yet. Return to Shati. It is my turn to converse with the dreamers.”

      I then saw the origin of that massive voice through the glassless window. Lorena must’ve spotted it before me, because, like me she was in silent shock. The face of a beautiful young woman as wide as a Fiat hung down outside of the window. A huge, scaled neck arched from the head and over the top of the hut. Long hair and trimmed bangs of hanging moss waved with each movement of the mound as she came closer. Her right eye filled the entirety of the window.

      “Healthy looking, aren’t we? Shotae will be glad. She is the Gardener. She will be here soon after her and Shati, the Pathfinder, discuss recent dreams. Oh, it will be so nice to collect new dreams. It’s been years since we’ve had a chance to speak of our learnings amongst the dreamers, that is until last week. Though, his dreams, desires, delicacies were monotonous. I am Sheta, the Watcher.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Lorena said as she fell beside me due to a particularly large step of the mound. They were steps. This mound was walking through the valley with us on top of it.

      Sheta backed away from the window, allowing a full view of her face.

      “Don’t worry. It will
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