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Introduction

 Proclaiming that “flash
fiction” is the future may be a premature, if alliterative claim.
At the same time, denying the huge impact that this diminutive
discipline has is inaccurate. Readers will not sit down with Tom
Jones or Moby Dick, and why should they with a myriad other
distractions vying for their attention? But fear not! Reading is
not defunct, just becoming more compact, generally between 50 to as
much as 1,000 words.

Horror, or dark fantasy, is also an
attractive venue. People like to be scared, armed with the
knowledge that they can always retreat back into the real world,
close their eyes, or click their ruby slippers together.

I have sought to combine the public’s
preference for pithiness with their fancying fear, in this modest
40-tale collection titled, you can guess, 40 Frightful Flash
Fictions. Some stories are supernatural yarns; others cull
trepidation from mundane situations. They range in length from the
105-word “The Possession” to the 695-word “Keeping Your Head above
Water.”

Flash fiction may be a trend, but looks
to be a long-lived one. So enter the dark chambers of the
imagination, and hang on to every concentrated phrase. You won’t
want to miss anything.

A.M.H., July13, 2015.

Hatboro, Pennsylvania

The Tenant from
417

 Elmore the janitor found him
lying face down in the laundry room, wearing a blue bathrobe and
one slipper, the second of which had most likely come off when he
slid from the chair by the window and onto the floor. The last
person to see Stillman Meckler alive had been Bruce, the
hunchbacked octogenarian from apartment 208 who wandered the
building after dark like some bored apparition. That was around
three o’clock in the morning. Four hours later came the grim
discovery.

“A heart attack, I guess,” Elmore
suggested.

But the tenant from 417, who lived on
the same floor as the deceased had, didn’t buy it. Why had Stillman
locked himself in the laundry room? He intended to find
out.

2:57 a.m. He snuck out of his apartment
and descended the darkened stairwell, making no sound as he crept
down the steel steps. Arriving at the first floor, he delicately
shut the door behind him, entered the deserted laundry room, and
flicked the light switch. The fluorescent tubes awakened with an
angry humming.

He felt a slight chill grip him, as he
had dressed the part for added authenticity. Circling the row of
washing machines in the middle of the room, he paused by the window
where the chair sat. Sensing something, he turned around and saw
hunchbacked Bruce walk past. Did that guy ever sleep?

He decided to lock the door, thinking
to recreate the mood on that fateful night. The landlord had been
very hush-hush about everything, and even the media released no
details. Stillman had been depressed. That was no secret. He did
have a heart condition and a weight problem. The latter was not
surprising, since his neighbors attested that he was constantly
buying snacks and sodas from the vending machines in the laundry
room. Maybe he had a drug problem, too. He had borrowed money from
at least four other tenants. Fred in 418 had loaned him close to a
hundred.

A half hour passed, and no revelation
arrived. Groggy, he fished in his pocket for change. Four twenties,
a ten, and three quarters. With the latter, he bought a Pepsi,
which he guzzled in about 90 seconds.

Vertigo rushed through him. The tenant
from 417 staggered toward the chair, just managing to sit without
falling. Weird thoughts rushed through his mind. He was in high
school 30 years ago, and the teacher, Mrs. Keller, was telling the
class about Sisyphus, the mythological king who was punished in the
afterlife by having to roll a boulder up a huge hill, only to have
the rock roll down the opposite slope every time.
Forever.

The walls started spinning. His mind
succumbed to darkness. Stillman Meckler slid out of the chair and
onto the floor of the laundry room.

The Horse Trader


The murders of a few peasants in Moscow’s
Shabolovka district was of little concern to the police, who, like
most of the Russian populace, were jaded by the violence and
anarchy spawned by three successive wars. But after a pattern
emerged, authorities were obliged to give the matter some
attention. This did not worry the horse trader or his prospective
customer, who followed the former back to his stables on a clear
fall day in 1921.

“I don’t have very much money with me,”
Alex told the horse trader. “Only three rubles.”

“Don’t worry, my young tovarisch,” the
horse trader replied. “I think that I have a mare that will be
suitable. I’ll let you have her for two rubles.”

Alex suddenly wondered why the horse
trader, a wrinkled, bearded man of about 50, didn’t bring the
animal to market like the other merchants did.

The horse trader laughed, startling
Alex.

“My wife asks me, ‘When are you going
to get rid of that old nag, Vasya?’ And I reply, ‘Which one?’”
Again he laughed. “But she is a good horse, my friend.”

As the two approached the stables,
Alex’s mind wandered into dark places. The killer’s victims, all
men and boys thus far, had been discovered on days following the
biweekly horse market. Bludgeoned or strangled, the deceased had
been bound, placed in burlap sacks, and dumped in the street. The
press dubbed the perpetrator “The Wolf of Moscow.”

Alex dismissed the misgivings as they
both entered the stable, navigating through the thick carpet of
straw on the ground. Looking around, Alex saw only one horse,
presumably “that old nag.”

As Alex studied the mare, Vasili
Komaroff, the horse trader, reached into a belt pouch and withdrew
a hammer, raising the tool above his head.

“What is your name?” Komaroff
asked.

“Alexandra.”

Komaroff froze, then lowered the
hammer.

“You are a girl!”

Alex turned to face him.

“Yes. My father wanted a son.” She
shrugged. “I keep my hair very short, like a boy’s, to humor
Papa.”

Komaroff shook his head. “You are
dressed like a man, too.”

“Safer to look like a man when going to
the market alone.”

“I don’t think I can let this horse go
for two rubles, dyevochka. I’m sorry.”

“As you wish,” Alex replied. Then she
was gone.

The horse trader wasn’t sure whether
or not Alex had seen the hammer, but he didn’t care. The Wolf knew
that he was a monster, but he was not, nor would he ever be, a
killer of women.

The Last Templar


That he and his fellow Templars had attacked a
Turkish caravan on the Sabbath did not particularly worry Michel
Des Loges. He did not believe that the Truce of God applied to
infidels. But the dying words of the caravan master, invoking the
wrath of Allah, haunted him.

“Allah is their god,” Guy Capet
sneered. “His Holiness has assured salvation for those who fall in
battle against these heathens.”

“And Turkish gold is as good as
Christian,” Jacques Du Bois added, patting his bulging
saddlebag.

Des Loges glanced at him
disapprovingly. “Greed does not become a knight of the Temple of
Solomon.”

Du Bois flushed. “Nor does
cowardice.”

Jerking his horse to a stop, Des Loges
dismounted.

Du Bois held up his hand. “Forgive me,
brother.”

A tense moment passed. The others
watched with practiced calm as Des Loges considered the apology,
then climbed back atop his steed.

The five rode in silence for an hour,
bound for La Main de Dieu, a Templar stronghold in Antioch. A
glittering in the grass ahead caught their attention. Drawing
nearer, they saw the armored bodies of three dozen Turkish
soldiers. The stench was unholy.

Claude Racine, one of the younger
knights, dismounted and with a spear, started strolling among the
corpses, all of whom were in a prostrate position. Weapons still in
hand.

“Claude, attention!” shouted Leon La
Roche, whose black destrier reared up in shock at what occurred
next. One of the bodies leapt to its feet, and swinging a battle
axe, sliced through Racine’s knee. Racine’s scream corresponded
with La Roche’s, as Racine toppled to his side and La Roche over
the rear of his horse. Both Templars lay on the ground, one dead
and one writhing.

Des Loges, Capet and Du Bois mobilized
with the detachment of professional soldiers.

“It is a ruse!” shouted Des Loges, and
charged at the infidel, skewering the shoulder of his free arm. Du
Bois followed with a blow from his flail that should have snapped
the Turk’s neck. Yet his foe remained standing. What kind of armor
was he wearing?

“Heathen swine!” Capet screamed,
striking a blow that his opponent easily parried. Spinning around,
the “former corpse” hurled his axe, lodging the blade in the base
of Capet’s skull. He then reached down, picked up the spear, and
punctured Racine’s throat.

Des Loges and Du Bois regrouped, and
rushed forward for a second assault. Bracing the spear, the Turk
skewered Du Bois, and lifting him into the air, tossed him over his
shoulder.

But Des Loges was not so easily
dispatched. His attack succeeded in severing an arm. Galloping back
to deliver the coup de grace, Des Loges saw that the Turk had
expropriated Capet’s sword. And there was virtually no blood coming
from the stump of the missing limb.

With a fierce cry, Des Loges struck
again, slashing the enemy across the face, which was concealed by a
shroud wrapped around the head and underneath the spiked helmet.
This time the Turk fell, but staggered back to his feet.

“Why are you not dead?” Des Loges
shouted.

The Turk stepped forward, and with his
remaining hand, unwrapped the shroud. Des Loges gasped in
horror.

“I am!” a grating voice
replied.

The remaining infidels rose to their
feet, surrounding and advancing on the last Templar.

Reflections


A foul odor rather than concern for his health
was what led to the discovery of Jerry Pressler’s body. When three
tenants on his floor complained, superintendent Manny Rodriguez
entered the deceased’s apartment. The seventy-five-year-old
Pressler was supine in the foyer, eyes open, and had a few nicks on
his throat, possibly from shaving. In the six months that he had
resided at Verdant Vista Apartments, Pressler had managed to offend
nearly everyone. There was no autopsy or suspicion; he was bagged
and wheeled out on a gurney.

When fifty-two-year-old Sylvia Thompson
died in her sleep three weeks later, Rodriguez felt bad, but knew
that Thompson had high blood pressure and other health problems.
Later that day, Kristen Black, the twenty-something across the
hall, told Rodriguez that she had heard someone knocking on
Thompson’s door that evening, about midnight. That and the
scratches on Thompson’s throat made Rodriguez wonder.

Desmond Drayton, the security guard who
was stationed nightly at the rear entrance, hadn’t seen anything
strange in his six weeks on the job. The cameras at the front
entrance didn’t pick up anything out of the ordinary, either. The
hall cameras, thought Rodriguez.

The tapes from the night that Pressler
died, about three days before he was found, had already been
recorded over. Rodriguez entered the office at 11:00 p.m. and
scanned the tape from yesterday evening. At 11:47 p.m. Thompson had
opened her door and started talking to someone. She then opened it
wider and moved aside, as if letting someone in. At 12:31 a.m., the
door swung open as if of its own accord, then slowly
closed.

There was nobody else on
camera.

“What the hell,” Rodriguez
whispered.

“Close enough,” came a voice behind
him.

Rodriguez spun the office chair around.
Drayton loomed over him.

“How did you get in here?” Rodriguez
demanded.

Drayton smiled. “It’s not a private
residence; it’s an office. I don’t have to be invited.”

Rodriguez paled.

“The
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