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    Editorial: October 2023

    Wendy N. Wagner | 765 words

    Welcome to Issue #133 of Nightmare Magazine! And welcome to October and the wonderful Spooky Season—my very favorite time of year. I hope you are enjoying pumpkins in all their fabulous forms (be those edible, drinkable, or artistic), hugging horror novels close to your chest, and dreaming of ghoulies, ghosties, and things that go bump in the night. It’s our time, horror people.

    I have always thought of October as the cozy horror season. At what other time can a horror fan get away with admitting they love Disney movies? (I am so ready for a rewatch of Something Wicked This Way Comes.) It’s the absolute best time for a party, too. I go all-out every year, decorating our whole house to a special theme and cooking scads of weird snacks. It’s the way I tell my friends and family that I care about them.

    And let’s face it—we could all use a bit more care these days. It’s not bad enough that we’re dealing with the constant strain of climate change-induced disasters, with more and increasingly dangerous wildfires and storms: certain groups seem hell-bent on bringing ever more cruelty into the world. Large and very vocal swathes of humanity seem to have embraced hatred and stopped caring what might happen to other people.

    Which is why this issue is the Caring Issue.

    Both of our pieces of short fiction this month came into my hands via unusual routes. One was sent to me by a writer who has worked with us before at Nightmare and Lightspeed and who is also a volunteer at a very special writing program. One of her students had written a remarkable story, and she wanted us to read it. That student is David Janisch, whose story “The Cello in the Cell” is a powerful condemnation of the American prison system.

    Our other short, “The Sound of Children Screaming,” was written by my friend Rachael K. Jones, who has spent several years teaching special needs children. When Rachael started telling me about this story, which will resonate for anyone connected to America’s public school system, I begged her to send it to us at Nightmare.

    Both of these stories are beautiful, well-written pieces that shout about the way our society has simply stopped caring about certain populations of people. As allegories both delightful and painful to read, they do the kind of work that only speculative fiction can do, and I am honored to present them to you.

    But the allegories and insights don’t stop there! Dan Stout’s flash story “Clown Town,” while both nasty and brief, showcases the blindness of suburban life and the way it disconnects people from each other while consuming nature. Frances Ngo’s poem “when you see the dead” addresses the horror of “snarge,” a word coined to describe the birds inhaled by jet engines, but is beginning to be adopted as a term for animals killed in all kinds of collisions. Because what is more terrifying: that we kill over a million animals on our roads every day, or that we don’t seem to care about it? And on the nonfiction side, independent film director JP Bradham joins us at the H Word to talk about how marketing has disconnected us from each other and trained us to consume more and more.

    I knew all of these works had to go in our October issue—October, that most sacred and wonderful month for horror people!—because if there’s one thing horror does exceptionally, it’s connecting people and making them care. We care about zombies and apocalypses and monsters and all kinds of things that don’t even exist. We look into the face of nasty, repulsive, scary stuff and set our hearts on the characters confronting them.

    We’re great carers, we horror people. (Unsure about that? Check out the Scares That Care charity at scaresthatcare.org, a horror fan-powered charity that has donated more than $300,000 to sick women and children.) It’s why I’m proud to be one.

    So I hope your heart feels full when you settle down with this powerful issue. It’s packed with all the great stuff I just mentioned and a wonderful interview with horror writer Keith Rosson, plus spotlight interviews with our short fiction writers. Plus, it’s full of our staff’s hard work and love.

    This issue might not be pumpkin-flavored, but I think it’s just what your October calls for.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of The Creek Girl, forthcoming 2025 from Tor Nightfire, as well as the horror novel The Deer Kings and the gothic novella 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 a Shirley Jackson award, and her short stories, poetry, and essays have appeared in more than sixty venues. A Locus award nominee for her editorial work here, she also serves as the managing/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, two large cats, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.
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    The Sound of Children Screaming

    Rachael K. Jones | 4607 words

    

    CW: Gun violence, child death, child endangerment.

    

    THE GUN

    You know the one about the Gun. The Gun goes where it wants to. On Thursday morning just after recess, the Gun will walk through the front doors of Thurman Elementary, and it won’t sign in at the front office or wear a visitor’s badge.

    The Gun does most of its damage in the first five minutes. The Gun doesn’t care about lockdown drills, and it will not wait for the SWAT team to arrive. The Gun can chew through a door, a desk, a cinderblock wall, and kids don’t wear those bulletproof backpacks during reading time.

    Everyone has a right to a gun. Nothing can take that away from you. What you lack is a right to the lives of your children.

    The Gun likes a game of hide-and-seek. The Gun will rove the grounds until someone stops it. The Gun has been here many times before.

    The Gun is not working alone.

    THE SHOOTER

    He is never anyone special. Just a man exercising his right to a gun.

    THE TEACHER

    Michelle Dalton has taught fourth grade for nine years, long enough to know how the job yawns wider each year, collecting all the loose threads that society needs done but no one wants to pay for. Michelle has six figures in student loans and makes less than $50,000 a year. She shares a rental house with two roommates and has a weekend job at Trek & Field selling athletic shoes to make ends meet. She does not get paid overtime, and the school district does not buy the art supplies. She is not entitled to bathroom breaks or a nonworking lunch, and she doesn’t get paid for summers.

    Michelle wears the armor of an elementary school teacher: an A-line dress in an ocean print, a blue cardigan to match. She bears no weapon but a sharp-edged teacher’s tongue that cuts through noise like scissors.

    Every teacher in Thurman Elementary will sense the Gun moments before it opens fire as a tense, drawn-out pause, an upset child drawing the breath to scream. They will not visibly panic, not with twenty-one pairs of eyes locked upon them for guidance. Michelle’s body will act before her mind comprehends the threat.

    It is Michelle’s job to keep her students safe, just as it is her job to take the blame for whatever harm the Gun inflicts in the process.

    THE PORTAL

    You know about the Portal too, although not by that name. The Portal seeks the places where children hide. It stalked the air raid shelters in London during the Blitz. It lurked in underground cellars during the Cold War, crouched between the canned corn and rancid Crisco. It has fed itself in Italian orphanages and Australian residential schools, and it has only gotten hungrier.

    The Portal has been exhibiting itself at gun shows recently, a gleaming bullet-proof vault in which to store kids when the shooter comes. The Portal has been installed in every classroom, funded by bake sales and cereal box tops, bought at the expense of pencils and math books and a music teacher.

    The Portal is not wheelchair-accessible. The Portal is a failure of policy. The Portal was dressed up like a castle for Halloween. The Portal is not a reading nook.

    There is nothing more necessary than the Portal. The Portal will keep the right children safe.

    Whatever the Gun doesn’t claim will get packed into the Portal like coats at the Lost and Found. The school has a ritual for it, a special alarm. The children, sensing something wrong in the pop-pop-pop coming from the gym, will obey uncomplainingly when Michelle shoos them in. Michelle will enter last, pulling the door shut behind them.

    The Portal is dark and humid inside. There are no windows or lights to attract attention. It is the gap beneath the bed where the monsters hunt. The Portal’s breath presses in around them, hot and stinking, as it swallows them down, down, down.

    Time doesn’t stop inside the Portal. It telescopes. The children strain their ears, listening for the classroom door. The popping sounds are approaching now. Pop and it passes the fourth grade art wall, pop-pop-pop at the water fountain, pop beside the mural of Rosa Parks, pop-pop and it has reached Ms. Dalton’s door. The siren continues its wail. Someone is sobbing in the dark. Someone has to pee. Someone refused to hug his mom goodbye at dropoff today, and might never get the chance again.

    When the Portal door opens, the Gun will be waiting.

    But the children will not be in their classroom anymore.

    THE MOUSE

    Not like the mice that infest Thurman Elementary over the winter break. Not the wild ones that chew through the corners of the fun-size cracker bags, leaving cellophane confetti in the snack bin. Not like the class mouse, tame in her cage with soft white fur and blood-red eyes, who holds out her little paws to accept a sandwich crust.

    This mouse has a gun: a copper blunderbuss with the end belled out like something out of Looney Tunes. His name is Sir Miles, and he has been hunting. He grooms the blood from between his claws like sticky jam as he considers the newcomers, a teacher and her eight students lined up like chessboard pawns.

    It is his move.

    He is quite large for a mouse, nearly knee-high. He makes a sweeping bow with his tricorn hat as he introduces himself. His accent is a lilting brogue. He has perfect manners and rides a Shetland pony. His charm, too, is a weapon, subtle and efficient, as he makes a plea that sounds a little too rehearsed, a flimflam man working over his newest marks.

    He demands the things men with guns always demand. He asks for someone else to fight his wars. His people rely on a steady supply of children from the World Beyond who are kindhearted or brave or foolish enough to take up the magic crowns and wield the spells to make Sir Miles’s enemies dead. He is very persuasive. His eyes shine with tears, and he clasps his little paws as he pleads his case. The children, dazed in this strange new world, tear-streaked and shaken after the Portal’s darkness, are mesmerized.

    Mice are crepuscular, creatures of shadow and hidden intentions. They creep from their dens at sunset and feed all night long. They are averse to bright lights. Mice eat their own feces but lack the ability to vomit.

    Sir Miles is full of shit. But he means business.

    THE NEGOTIATION

    Michelle also means business.

    She isn’t fooled by this Narnia shit, the soft black eyes or the twee little jacket. She doesn’t trust a mouse with a gun. Anyone in possession of a gun has made a plan to use it.

    But Dylan needs to pee, and Katie R. and Katie V. are sharing a coat in the drizzle, and it’s almost time for lunch and they’ll all need to eat. The kids are already eyeing the mouse like they’d like nothing better than to bury their faces in his warm, soft fur, and it’s only getting worse as he unspools his sob story, his oil-drop eyes large with crocodile tears. If Michelle doesn’t take charge, she’ll lose control entirely.

    “I’m sorry for your troubles, but we’re not getting involved in your war,” she says sharply, cutting off the mouse mid-sales pitch. The rain is steadily increasing its barrage, snapping against the shale like fireworks. “Is there somewhere we can go to wait out the storm?”

    The mouse, steel-eyed, mounts his Shetland pony, settling in front of the corpse of the furred thing he just killed. He gives Michelle an unambiguous look of hate, like he has just spotted a particularly odious vermin. “Follow along,” he says, and that predatory look submerges beneath his charm. “Castle Rowland is just beyond the rise.”

    Sir Miles keeps up a steady patter, dangling his problems like a pair of keys before a grabby toddler. Michelle knows his type, men who force you into a shared predicament to short circuit what your uneasy gut is screaming.

    
      What did he kill just before they arrived, and why did he use his hands when he had a gun?
    

    Michelle doesn’t take her eyes off that gun as they follow the path behind the mouse. Everything in this world pierces. The dreary pines stab up at the gray sky, and the rain tattoos through her knit cardigan. She makes the children pair up and hold hands like they’re making a bathroom trip.

    Blood runs down the pony’s hind leg, leaving sticky, dark hoofprints.

    Michelle does not look back at the Portal. She keeps her eyes on the gun.

    CASTLE ROWLAND

    Every mouse on the parapets is armed.
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