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Enter the Realm of Terror…

	 

	We’d like to take a moment to thank you for your support and invite you to join our VIP newsletter.

	 

	Dive deeper into the darkness with exclusive offers, early access to new releases, and bone-chilling deals when you sign up at www.ScareStreet.com.

	 

	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street
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Chez Nosferatu
By David Longhorn

	 

	“BLT,” said Adrian Farnsworth.

	The blue-haired barmaid’s bright expression clouded just a little.

	“Bacon. Lettuce. Tomato,” Farnsworth went on.

	“Yes, that’s right!” said the girl. “Why? Is there something wrong with your sandwich?”

	That was the line he’d been waiting for. Farnsworth had been forced to come to this cold, damp Nowheresville to review a supposedly innovative new restaurant. When he’d arrived mid-morning via an Uber from the nearest place with a real airport, he had been told the establishment didn’t open until after dark. He had to stay overnight or fail in his assignment. And Adrian Farnsworth never failed to file his copy once given a job to do. He prided himself on that.

	In a foul mood, Farnsworth had checked into a midtown hotel and found his room wanting in a dozen ways. That had at least provided the benefit of a series of arguments with staff and, eventually, the manager. Farnsworth enjoyed bullying minions and demonstrating his erudition, wit, and resolve. He was famous for that. Some might say notorious, but that was jealousy talking. People who offer to provide a service and fall short deserved to be chastised. Eventually, he got a discount. Given that Classic Cuisine magazine would be paying anyway, it was financially irrelevant but made Farnsworth feel good.

	Then came the question of lunch. A web search had revealed the not-too-shocking fact that the town that epitomized crummy had a bunch of two- or three-star eateries. However, a certain establishment had won acclaim for what was referred to—in the imbecilic argot of the times—as “pub grub”. As Hannigan’s was only a short walk from his hotel, Farnsworth had decided to risk it. He had ordered a sandwich. And now the next act of the drama could commence.

	“One would think,” he said, looking the barmaid in the eye, “that a bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich would not be difficult to concoct. There is no need for cordon bleu expertise. One can simply add them in.”

	“Yeah, we do that,” said the girl. “Is there something wrong with it?”

	Farnsworth smiled without a hint of warmth. The girl was not a complete dolt; her diction was fair. A verbal joust might prove enjoyable. With luck, he would make her red-faced and tearful.

	“There is nothing right with it, my dear,” he said, raising his voice so other patrons could hear clearly. “The bacon is dry and stiff as a board, the lettuce droops wetly like a dowdy spinster caught in a rainstorm, and the tomato… well, the less said about that abomination, the better.”

	The girl started to speak, but he cut her off with a gesture of one well-manicured hand.

	“The bread, however, is by far the worst part of the entire thing. It is tasteless, dry, and lacking the texture that gives character to a sandwich. Never skimp on bread, my dear. It is a basic lesson you—and your supplier—should know by now.”

	The barmaid reddened slightly, but Farnsworth saw, with disappointment, no sign of real upset.

	“Well, I’m sorry you don’t like your sandwich, sir, but other people seem quite satisfied—”

	Again, he cut through her irritating babble.

	“I very much doubt that,” he boomed. “It is far more likely that, like most people in this misbegotten culture of ours, they are resigned to sub-standard service and products.”

	“Hey!” the girl exclaimed. “My service was fine. I even call you sir you—”

	“Melody!”

	This time it was the barman who interrupted her. This was a familiar pattern to Farnsworth. A complaint directed against a minor functionary would eventually attract the attention of a superior. In this case, it was a man who looked a good few years older than Farnsworth but in better shape. The way the man moved suggested military service at some time, presumably quite a while back. Farnsworth was not daunted by the fact that the barman was bigger and tougher than him, though. In the unlikely event of a fracas, a lawsuit might well close this drinking den for keeps.

	“Melody,” the barman repeated, gently touching the blue-haired girl on the arm. “I think Calvin and his friends need another round. At their table. Over there. Now.”

	The girl looked sullen but didn’t protest, instead clumping off to the beer taps. Farnsworth leaned forward to get a glimpse of her legs between the black skirt and clumpy, unfeminine boots. It was such a pity that so many young women spoiled their looks with ill-chosen, downright masculine clobber.

	“Now, my friend, if you don’t like the sandwich, maybe I can get you a free drink as compensation.”

	The barman was leaning quite close, surprisingly so, on the verge of Farnsworth’s personal space. It was arrogant in a working-class nobody, and the restaurant critic was about to rebuke the man. But then the words died on his lips.

	For the first time in many years, he felt unsure of his ground. There was something about this barman, a hint of menace that couldn’t be pinned down.

	“That—thank you, that is most reasonable,” Farnsworth said, surprised at his moderate tone. “I’ll have a Scotch and soda. Just a dash, don’t drown it.”

	“Coming right up, sir.”

	The barman moved with practiced efficiency to prepare the drink, then set it down on a coaster in front of Farnsworth. The rest of the customers had returned to their conversations, and nobody was looking on. The drama had ended almost before it had properly begun. Farnsworth felt resentful. Perhaps he was losing his edge. Some comments on his recent reviews had suggested that he was stale, repeating the same old schtick every time. His editor had hinted that if he was not a little more adventurous, there were plenty of eager youngsters who would be. That was the main reason he’d accepted this assignment rather than something closer to New York.

	No, he thought, I’ll prove that I’ve still got it. If this late-night eatery isn’t up to snuff, I will crucify them all—chef, wait staff, management, décor.

	“If I might venture a comment,” said the barman, “you don’t seem like a happy man.”

	Farnsworth had lifted his glass to his lips but paused to give the man a skeptical look. Was this simply making conversation or some sort of gambit, a way of striking back at the outsider who’d insulted this grim little hole-in-the-wall?

	“Quite the contrary, I am reasonably content with my lot,” he said cautiously.

	“No,” said the barman, “you really aren’t. You’re in a place you don’t want to be, clearly. Why is that?”

	Farnsworth snorted, gulped a mouthful of his drink, and dabbed at his lips with a paper napkin.

	“I am in this town to review a restaurant,” he said. “It’s my job. It pays well.”

	He almost added, This suit I’m wearing costs more than you earn in a month, and it’s my third best. But, again, he was not quite sure where he stood with this man. The working class was sometimes violent, of course, and often aggressive. But there was a quiet, almost serene quality to the barman that bothered Farnsworth more than any mere thug could have.

	“I wasn’t talking about geography and working life,” said the barman. “But okay, what’s the restaurant? Because I don’t know of any that would interest a city slicker like yourself.”

	That term “city slicker”—is this small-town barman indulging in sly mockery? Farnsworth bridled at the thought he was being outflanked by this arrogant nobody.

	“To keep my editor happy,” he declared, “I agreed to seek out unusual restaurants. Ones with themes, though I draw the line at movie tie-ins and such crass piffle. In your town, a new restaurant opened recently—Chez Nosferatu. The theme is supposedly Gothic. I dread to think what that implies. Black food, syrupy red wine, and waitresses dressed as Elvira, in all likelihood. It’s one of those ludicrous pop-up establishments. As if ‘pop-up’ is a term grownups should use.”

	The barman’s face twitched slightly, and Farnsworth suspected that a smile had been suppressed.

	“Oh, I’ve heard of that place,” he said. “I’ve never been there. But people who’ve been there say it’s great. Five stars and so on. Pity I can’t afford it.”

	“Fascinating,” said Farnsworth, “but fortunately, I don’t pay for my repasts. All I do is eat—or at least attempt to—and then express an expert opinion. I don’t suppose you personally know anyone who has dined at Chez Nosferatu? I haven’t seen any information online, not even a picture—just the address.”

	“It’s very exclusive,” the barman shrugged. “But I guess your magazine booked it for you?”

	Farnsworth grunted in affirmation, then finished his drink.

	“Well, as much as I would like to talk some more, I must try to find some edible food before I succumb to hunger pangs.”

	As he shifted his prosperous bulk off of his barstool, the barman spoke again.

	“Hey, maybe…”

	Then the man clearly thought better of it and turned to serve a couple of silly giggling women who required absurd-sounding cocktails. As he left Hannigan’s, Farnsworth awarded himself three stars for the encounter with the blue-haired girl, as it had been an unfinished contest. He did not rate his exchange with the barman, telling himself that it did not really count.

	 

	***

	 

	The rest of the day passed in a blur of self-indulgence spiced with justified outrage. Farnsworth found a small bistro that offered passable pasta and amiable staff. But he still got some pleasurable annoyance from an over-seasoned starter and a bland tiramisu. The owner, a plump little woman, insisted the sweet was an old family recipe. Farnsworth cast mild aspersions on her ancestry but generously agreed to overlook the insult to his palate.

	Then came the long wait for sundown. At least it was March and not high summer, so darkness would be with him soon enough. In the meantime, sightseeing consisted of a local museum that offered little of interest. The impression Farnsworth took away from the drab little establishment was that the depressing township had a higher-than-average rate of unsolved disappearances. He assumed this was due to corrupt or bungling police officers.

	He went back to his hotel, kicked off his shoes, and dozed fitfully until nightfall. He struggled to get his Uber app to accept his destination but eventually settled for the end of the street. Another point against the restaurant, he decided, along with its crass name and hackneyed theme. The food would have to be superb to avoid an excoriating one-star review.

	His Uber dropped him off in what looked like a factory district that had seen better days. After the car drove off, there wasn’t another soul in sight. However, there was only one place showing any lights, and a small parking lot beside it contained a couple of vehicles. So he strode purposefully toward it.

	As he made out the purple sign confirming he had found the restaurant, the front door opened, and a middle-aged couple appeared. They were talking animatedly and holding hands, smiling at each other—acting like young lovers, in fact. Farnsworth always found this slightly ridiculous in people over forty. The couple passed him and gave him a cheerful “Good evening!” He returned the pleasantry, resolving not to let their happiness influence him in any way.

	He paused to look into Chez Nosferatu. The big window revealed a surprisingly spacious room with half a dozen tables spaced quite widely apart. This was, he hated to admit, a point in the restaurant’s favor. He could not complain about it being cramped. The lighting was subdued, even tasteful, but not so dim that he would struggle to read a menu. Another opportunity for complaint lost. Still, it was the food and service that mattered most.

	He walked up to the door, which bore an OPEN sign in the shape of a black bat with white lettering. That was something he could sneer at in his review. Tacky, the feel of small-town Halloween celebrations, not a serious dining establishment. Before he could reach for the door handle, a tall figure in black appeared and admitted him.

	“Welcome to Chez Nosferatu. I am Henrik, in charge of service this evening. Mr. Farnsworth, I presume?”

	The maître d’ was a white-haired, slim, broad-shouldered man in familiar headwaiter’s garb. The only novelty was a pair of blood-red cufflinks. He was over a head taller than Farnsworth and had dark, piercing eyes. The critic could imagine lesser mortals being intimidated by his rather deep, slightly accented voice and imposing persona. But they were weaklings, of course.

	“I am indeed,” he replied. “A table was reserved for me. I trust it is not too close to either the kitchen or the washrooms?”

	“Indeed not,” intoned the maître d’ and, with a sweeping gesture, indicated a small table in the corner where a single chair had been placed. A candle and a slender vase containing a single flower were the only décor. A water glass stood empty by a standard place setting.

	“Acceptable,” Farnsworth said grudgingly. “So long as there is no distracting noise.”

	“Indeed not,” Henrik said. “We permit only discreet conversation. And, as you see, we have no other customers at the moment.”

	He allowed the head waiter to help him to his seat and was handed a menu. He raised his eyebrows, hoping for attempts at comically Gothic names for various dishes. But instead, he found a straightforward, if unimaginative, array of familiar items. The wine list was similarly conventional if a little pricey. He ordered a glass of merlot and pondered his options. The main problem with the place, if the food was acceptable, was its ludicrous nocturnal opening hours. He could probably get a few hundred words out of that alone. And there was always the chance of a blunder. An undercooked portion, a spillage of wine, a dessert that had obviously come out of a freezer—Farnsworth had ruined thriving businesses for less.

	“Are you ready to order, sir?”

	Farnsworth jumped. Henrik had perfected the art of approaching in silence, apparently out of nowhere.

	“Don’t sneak up on me like that! And yes, I will have the following…”

	The wait for the starter extended to a mere six minutes and forty-three seconds. Not long enough to prompt a diatribe. When Henrik laid the plate before him, Farnsworth felt a sudden surge of excitement. His garlic mushrooms looked soggy and flaccid. A quick taste confirmed that they contained only the slightest trace of garlic and were indeed undercooked. Almost raw, in fact.

	“Waiter!” he called and snapped his fingers for emphasis.

	Henrik reappeared.

	“Is everything to your liking, sir?”

	“No, it is not!” retorted Farnsworth.

	He proceeded to complain, long and loud, about the mushrooms. Henrik looked interested but not remotely chagrined, which only made the critic more irate. How dare this foreigner, this functionary, not care about a true gourmet’s feelings? Henrik was, in fact, smiling slightly as if he had been proved right about something instead of disastrously wrong.

	“What the hell are you smiling about?” Farnsworth boomed, hurling his napkin down onto the offending starter. “I will crucify your shitty pop-up eatery over this!”

	Now Henrik was smiling openly. He reached down, removed the napkin, and picked up the starter.

	“I can only apologize, sir,” he said. “Rest assured, the full cost of your meal will be refunded.”

	“I should damn well think so,” Farnsworth said, feeling hot and sweaty despite the relative coolness of the room.

	Henrik vanished into the kitchen with the offending mushrooms. As the door swung shut, Farnsworth glimpsed several people looking out at him. They were all dressed in black, nothing like typical kitchen staff. And even in that brief glimpse, they all looked similar to Henrik. Tall, pale, with dark hair and eyes.

	Foreigners, the critic thought. Bringing their crass culinary ideas to America since the year dot.

	The doors swung open again, and this time it was not just Henrik who emerged. Farnsworth stared as two, three, then four other black-clad people strode out and headed for his corner. There were three women and a man besides Henrik. And they were all dressed in the absurd fashion of so-called Goths, complete with excessive makeup.

	“Your garlic mushrooms a la Transylvania, sir,” Henrik said, placing the plate carefully before Farnsworth.

	The critic looked down at the plate, then back at the five wait staff—or so he presumed them to be. It seemed a lot for such a little place. And they were all lined up, smiling that enigmatic smile, watching Farnsworth.

	“This is not a spectator sport,” he grumbled.

	But he could hardly complain if they were attentive. It was the exact opposite of not being able to catch the waiter’s eye. Now, he could not avoid theirs. He forked a mushroom into his mouth, chewed, then gagged and spat it back onto his plate. Then he groped for his glass of water, almost spilling it.

	“Oh my God!” he croaked. “What the hell was that?”

	“More garlic, sir,” Henrik said. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

	“I… I…”

	Farnsworth might have puked if his stomach hadn’t been empty. The concentration of flavor was so intense that it seemed almost preternatural. What’s more, his plight was clearly amusing to the onlookers. All five of the Gothic wait staff were openly mocking him, two of the women chuckling, the unnamed man sharing a joke in his native language with the third female.

	“How dare you!” Farnsworth exploded, slamming his chair back into the wall. “I have never been so insulted in all my life!”

	“I find that hard to believe, you fat blowhard,” returned Henrik. “I would have thought someone so vile would be pelted with rotten vegetables wherever he goes, never mind insulted.”

	Loud laughter came from the other staff. Farnsworth could hardly believe it. On the one hand, this was a golden opportunity to write the damning review of a lifetime. But on the other, there was something wrong. No genuine restaurant could afford to insult any customer like this, let alone a distinguished food journalist.

	“Is this some kind of trick? A hidden camera show?” Farnsworth demanded.

	In response, Henrik picked up the glass of wine and hurled it down the front of Farnsworth’s shirt. The dark red stain spread rapidly. More hilarity ensued. Then one of the women stepped forward, picked up the water carafe, and poured it over Farnsworth’s head. He heard himself screaming in rage and then saw his hand come up and strike the woman—hard—across the face.

	There was silence. Then the woman rubbed her cheek, which showed no sign of bruising, and burst out laughing again.

	“Let’s take him into the kitchen, Ilona,” said Henrik. “Someone else may arrive.”

	“Yes,” said the woman, “we mustn’t give nice people a bad impression.”

	Henrik and the woman took Farnsworth by the arms, one on each side, and lifted him off his feet. They were immensely strong, so much so that he felt like a child being swung between its parents. Anger began to give way to fear. This was not a stunt; he was sure of that now. There was no hidden camera. He began to struggle, kicking out, cursing, and writhing. But his captors were merely amused, not remotely inconvenienced.

	He was carried along, a good six inches off the floor, and as they reached the kitchen door, he had a terrible, insane revelation.

	“Oh my god, you’re real vampires!”

	“Of course we are,” said Ilona. “And we are going to enjoy you so much.”

	“No!” he yelled. “I don’t want to die!”

	More laughter, then they whisked him into the perfectly normal kitchen. Pans steamed, ovens flared, a white-clad chef—dark of hair and eye—merely glanced at Farnsworth and got on with chopping some sage. Henrik and Ilona plonked the critic in a chair and tied his hands behind his back. Then the maître d’ stood back and wagged a finger at Farnsworth.

	“We are ethical vampires, Mr. Farnsworth. And our taste is not for something so crass as blood but for negative emotions. You are not going to die. We are merely going to purge you of your hatred, fear, resentment, cruelty—you name it, we consume it. That’s why people who dine here go home happy. Simply being around us cheers them up while the negativity they’ve brought in feeds us.”

	Farnsworth thought of the couple he’d seen leaving as he arrived.

	“But… but… you didn’t tie those people to a chair and…”

	Then realization began to dawn.

	“Ah, yes,” Ilona said, leaning down so he got a whiff of some strange, intense perfume. “Now he sees, Henrik! For a normal person, draining their negative emotions for a while is a small thing. But what if someone is all vileness, all selfishness, and all bile and malice? A veritable feast! One that must be savored. You will be with us until dawn, Mr. Farnsworth. We have so much to enjoy.”

	Farnsworth had a second revelation then and started to scream for help. Ilona picked up a napkin and shoved it into his mouth. Then she placed one cool, elegant hand on his cheek, almost in a parody of the blow he had struck earlier. And Adrian Farnsworth felt suddenly calm.

	 

	***

	 

	A nightwatchman whose shift had just ended found him sitting on an empty wine crate in a vacant lot just after dawn.

	“Hey, buddy, what’s the problem?” the man asked.

	The strange-looking guy was red-faced, pot-bellied, and wore a rumpled but obviously expensive suit.

	“You lost, fella? You been mugged?”

	The fat man looked up at the nightwatchman and started to cry. Tears rolled down the plump cheeks from bloodshot eyes that were wide with fear and confusion. The nightwatchman felt a pang of sympathy.

	Oh, that’s terrible. They should take more care of people like him, not just let them wander around.

	“It’s okay, buddy,” he said, as he would have spoken to a scared child. “We’ll get you home. I just have to call somebody. Hey, you come inside with me. I got a nice little office where you can wait.”

	He reached down, and after staring at the hand, the nameless stranger took it and stood up. The nightwatchman led the childlike man into the warehouse. He asked a few questions, but it seemed the poor guy didn’t even know his name, let alone where he lived or how he’d gotten there.

	“Never mind,” the kindly man said. “You just sit here, in front of all these nice TV screens, and I’ll make some calls. Then we’ll get you home.”

	“Home,” said the stranger. “Home.”

	He sat pondering the word for a moment, then his face lit up with excitement.

	“Will there be ice cream?”

	 

	* * *


The Summoner
By Ian Fortey

	 

	Thump

	Thump

	Thump

	He could hear the pounding of his own heart in his ears. Gentle but insistent and growing in intensity. A reminder of life. A reminder of what was at stake if he let the others catch him. He could not let them catch him.

	His feet pounded the pavement, the soles of his shoes making a slapping sound that fell out of time with his own pulse to make a discordant beat.

	Slap

	Thump

	Slap

	Slap

	Thump

	Slap

	He needed cover. He needed a place to hide. His feet moved almost independently of will and thought. He was just going. His eyes scanned the landscape ahead, a street full of unremarkable buildings and disinterested vehicles. A forgettable place full of forgettable things. It was a good place to get lost. If he could just stay ahead.

	His eyes fell on a sign. Hannigan’s. The windows looked dark and dreary. A hole in the wall where no one wanted to make eye contact, and no one seemed to bother anyone else. It would do.

	The door was heavy, heavier than it should have been at a business that wanted customers coming in and out, but he didn’t care. He pulled it open and slipped inside. There were few patrons that time, bathed in the green light of the bar’s neon sign. A balding bartender had his head in a book. A server was placing a pint of amber liquid before a customer near the back of the room. Only the bartender even bothered to look up.

	They made eye contact. The bartender gave a nod. He nodded back, making his way to a stool near an exit sign on the far side of the bar. The back door was visible down a hall past the bathrooms. He didn’t know where it led, but it didn’t matter. It was an escape.

	“What can I get you?” the bartender asked, placing a coaster on the bar before him.

	“Just water,” he answered, breathing heavily. The bartender raised an eyebrow.

	“You got it,” the bartender said. Ice clinked into the pint glass, and the bartender filled it from a tap, setting it on the coaster.

	“Thanks,” he replied, intending to take just a sip but gulping the water instead.

	“Out for a jog, huh?”

	He nodded, eyes glancing at the door. The bartender looked at the door as well.

	“Something like that,” he replied, eyeing the exit sign again.

	The door opened, and his glass slipped, nearly toppling onto the bar. He caught it at the last moment, spilling just a bit. An elderly man with a flat cap entered, waving to the barmaid, who said something back to him.

	“Back door leads to an alley,” the bartender muttered then, wiping up the water spill. “Leads around a restaurant and out to the next street over. In case you were interested.”

	He made eye contact with the bartender. The other man’s face was blank.

	“Thanks,” he said.

	The bartender shrugged. “Don’t thank me yet.”

	A moment later, the door pulled open once more. The man rose swiftly as two figures, their faces obscured by dark hoods, entered the bar.

	No one moved. No one spoke. The man turned and ran toward the rear exit. He didn’t know how they were able to find him so easily, but it didn’t matter. He could sort that out later. He just needed to make it out of there.

	His hands slapped against the back door and pushed it out of his way as he burst from the building into a narrow but clean alley. He ran the length of it, not looking back. He didn’t need to look back. Because just a few moments later, he heard the sound of their feet on the pavement in pursuit.

	The alley opened onto a busy street bustling with foot traffic and cars. The men in the hooded robes were tireless and fast. He could try to lose them in the traffic somewhere, ducking through cars and making it unsafe to follow. It wasn’t much, but he didn’t have anything else.

	He ran, putting as much distance between himself and the alley as he could, but there was little time. His pursuers emerged, silent and determined, and followed quickly. They were fast, faster than him, and they knew it.

	This game of cat and mouse had lasted a long time, always with him ahead of

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpg
e e

-

A f \\ A

SCARE STREET





