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  INTRODUCTION


Folks, I am tired. 

Carnival of Horror was our sixth open-anthology call since we launched Undertaker Books in March 2024. We received over 200 submissions to the call, all of them read by yours truly. Across all six of our calls, we received over 600 submissions, again, all read by yours truly.Did I mention I’m tired?
It’s a good tired—I love editing anthologies. But I’m ready for a break.
And leaving readers with Carnival of Horror as our most recent anthology for a few months is an exciting prospect. 

Narrowing the massive volume of submissions down to a final ten was not an easy task. I missed being able to dump some of the work off on our much-missed anthology assistant, Avery Lewis (like this introduction. I don’t enjoy writing introductions). In the end, after numerous challenging decisions, I came up with a table of contents.
We’ve got some familiar faces in this anthology. Ann O’Mara Heyward makes her second appearance in an Undertaker Books anthology (her story “The Monster Maker” was included in our first anthology, Mortuary Edition). Chloe York and Amanda M. Blake celebrate their second selections but first publications (both have stories in High Seas Edition you’ll see later this year). And, as usual, one of my own stories will be making an appearance.
In addition to our old friends, we also have some new faces: T.S. Weaver, Jamie Churchman, and S.E. Howard are Americans making their Undertaker debuts. Finally, we have three international authors: Leonardo Lamanna from Italy, Marie McWilliams from Northern Ireland, and Lauren Mills from Australia.
This anthology features stories that soar and scream, that bring consequences and freedom. It is, in my own opinion, one of the best anthologies we’ve put together, and I’m excited to share it with you.


D.L. Winchester
Newport, TN
2/26/25
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The tall, gaunt man in an orange coat pushed a pink and blue floss wagon down the carnival’s midway. “Get your cotton candy! Cotton candy, right here, folks!” 
His voice joined the chorus around him: barkers working to bring marks to their games, their calls echoing over the laughter of children and the distant sounds of whirling rides.
He sold a spool of cotton candy to a young couple, then another to an older gentleman, before the soft whimpering coming from inside the floss wagon became too much.
The man cracked a small door under the cart’s handle. “Keep cranking, boy,” he hissed. “Wouldn’t want the monsters to get you.”
“I’m tired, mister,” came the reply. “I don’t know how much longer I can crank.”
Damn kids. Years ago, you could promise a kid a cotton candy spool and they’d crank for hours, or even days. Now, after thirty minutes they were worn out and wanted to go find their mommies. 
“Keep cranking,” he hissed.
“My arms hurt!”
“Fine.” Slipping the cart behind the ring toss, he reached down and opened the door all the way.
Inside, nestled among the gears and machinery, was a space barely big enough for a small child. A crank attached to gears connected to the floss bowl, with just enough room for the child to rotate the device.
The boy climbed out, and the man handed him a pink cloud of cotton candy on a paper stick. 
The kid almost dropped it, but as soon as he took the first bite, his exhaustion disappeared and a smile crossed his face.
“Thanks, mister,” he said, his blue eyes sparkling as he ran off to join the crowd on the midway.
“Switching out again, Craig?” a carny sneaking a smoke asked.
“Kids ain’t got the stamina anymore.” The old machine was a pain in the ass, but that touch of salt from the evaporated sweat made his cotton candy the best around. 
“Shit, years ago, we had a kid in the cart for almost a month. Didn’t cry or nothing.” The carny took a last drag on his smoke. “No one came looking for him, either. ’Course, after all that time in the cart, we had us a top-notch hunchback.” He tossed the butt to the ground and wandered off.
As Craig turned to get back to the midway, he saw a boy wandering down the alley between the games. He was maybe five, small and thin, the perfect size for the floss wagon.
“Are you lost, kid?” Craig asked.
The boy nodded.
“Looking for your mama?”
He nodded again.
Craig grinned. “Don’t worry, kid. I’ll help you find your mama. But while we look, how would you like to earn a spool of cotton candy?”

      [image: ]“Cotton candy!” Craig steered the floss cart between the ferris wheel and the tilt-a-whirl. “Get your cotton candy!”
“Hey, mister!” A girl jerked on the tail of his coat, and Craig turned to glare at her. 
No one touched the cotton candy man.
She ignored his glare. “My little brother, Liam, is lost. Have you seen him?”
“Naw. You need to talk to security.” He looked around for one of the officers, their neon yellow shirts making them stand out in the crowd.
She grabbed his coat again. “I’m talking to you, mister.”
“What? Get out of here, kid!” Craig pushed the cart away. “Get your cotton candy!”
Another hard yank on his sleeve. 
“What the hell do you want, girl?”
“My brother! His name is Liam and I know he’s inside your little cart!”
“You’re dreaming. I don’t have anyone in my cart!” He pushed the floss wagon away, looking for a place to get rid of the evidence.
“You put him in there!” The girl insisted. “I have it on video!”
Craig whipped around. “What did you say?”
She held up her phone, the screen showing the little boy climbing into his floss wagon. 
“What the fuck is this?”
She grinned. “I want my brother, and the cotton candy you promised him.”
Craig shook his head. Maybe it was time to retire the old cart. Everyone had a damn camera these days. Phones were ruining everything. “Fine.” He steered the wagon behind one of the motor homes that housed the carnys. Craig opened the door, and Liam climbed out, looking dazed.
“What’s wrong with him?” the girl asked.
Craig smiled. “The magic still has him. He won’t be okay until he eats some cotton candy.”
“Then give him some.”
“Not yet,” Craig said. “I don’t want him to remember this.”
It was a tight squeeze, but he managed to wedge the girl into the floss wagon. “Turn the crank, or the monsters will get you,” he hissed as he closed the door. 
Reaching into the spinner bowl, he assembled a cloud of cotton candy and handed it to Liam.
He took a bite, and a smile returned to his face. “Thanks for the help, Mister. I guess we didn’t find my mom.”
“No.” Craig grinned. “Maybe you should check with security.”
The boy nodded, then looked at the floss wagon. It was making a weird grinding sound, like it might come apart. “I think your machine’s gonna break.”
“Just needs some oil,” Craig assured him, then watched as Liam turned and ran off toward the midway.
A scream came from inside the floss wagon.
Craig cracked the door and leaned over. “Turn the crank, my dear,” he hissed. “Turn the crank and the monsters will leave you alone.”
On the wagon, the bowl began to spin as Craig headed back toward the midway. “Cotton candy!” he called. “Get your cotton candy here!”
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Once a year, the Circus journeys across the Badlands, like the sun crawling through a polluted sky, never lingering too long in one place. It has always been this way, for as long as anyone can remember. 
Tonight is special for the whole village—but for me, it’s even more so.
I’m here for Miranda. My dream. My love. Miranda, whose eyes are diamonds in the darkness. Miranda, whose breasts are low hills lit by the glow of dawn. Miranda, my childhood companion, my youthful passion, the one I whispered sweet words to when we lay together among the trash, dreaming beneath the full moon.
“One day, I’ll go with them,” she used to say. “I’ll be one of them, Gregor. One of those magnificent puppets, and I’ll soar high, far away from here. Then, death will never touch me again.”
I would stroke her face, marred by tumors, and lose myself in the phosphorescent glow of her eyes.
“Yes, you will, Miranda,” I’d whisper, my stomach knotting with dread. “You can do it—you just need a little more practice...”
“There’s no more time, Gregor,” she would say, clutching my hand tighter. “It’s this year or never. When the Circus comes to the village, I’ll face the Trial.”
Oh, the pain! Oh, the blood! Oh, the terror! But she did it. She faced the Trial, and she was graceful, beautiful, supple, and strong. When she fell, we all held our breath. She didn’t stop twisting and spinning, plummeting like a hawk diving for prey, like a comet crashing to earth, like a vortex of light. When she hit the ground in a cloud of crimson dust, the crowd erupted in adoration.
The Master rose from his throne—a pale giant with black, hollow eyes devoid of light. Slowly, he approached little Miranda. He knelt by her broken body and placed a soft kiss on her forehead. For a few minutes, he watched her in complete silence while we all strained to hear her ragged breaths. Then, he gathered her in his massive arms, a shattered bird, and carried her away to the Circus to make her one of his puppets.
That night was a grand one for our village.
Miranda returned the following year with the Circus. She was a perfect being now. Her pale skin was smooth and flawless, free of the lumps and sores, and her golden hair shone brighter than it ever had before.
I pushed closer, calling her name, pleading for her to see me, but she didn’t. The living puppets soar too high in their endless flights to bother looking down.
Still, I searched for her gaze that night and every night after. Year after year. But it was all in vain.
Miranda was a goddess, and I was just a scrap of flesh, clinging to the bottom of the universe. And yet, I started to wonder if there might be a chance for me too. After all, wasn’t Miranda born in the Badlands, same as me?
How many times had I helped her train, improvising obstacle courses between the walls of trash? I had learned much myself in those days—swinging from beams, vaulting over pools of acid, leaping backward from stacks of barrels to the shell of an old car, and landing with perfect poise amidst jagged, twisted scrap metal.
If Miranda had passed the Trial, why couldn’t I?
They called me crazy, tried to talk me out of it. For what? To waste away year by year, my organs rotting in the Badlands’ poisoned air, just like my father and mother? No, thank you. This will be the last time I stand among the crowd, neck craned, searching for a glimpse of Miranda—a glance that will never come.
Now, I am ready. My training is complete. Tomorrow, I’ll face the Trial. My act is spectacular. I told myself: “If you’re going to do it, make it unforgettable.”
Soon, I’ll be with Miranda, up there in the wind and the light.

      [image: ]I woke before dawn, though I’d hardly slept. At times, I drifted into a restless haze, reliving fragments of my past, back when I was just a boy. Miranda was there, of course.
I choked down the usual lumpy gruel for breakfast and searched for a puddle that wasn’t too filthy to clean myself.
One must look their best for the Trial
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