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    Editorial: February 2025

    Wendy N. Wagner | 391 words

    Welcome to Issue #149 of Nightmare Magazine!

    Here in Oregon, February is a totally unpredictable month. Every year a local bike group hosts an event called the “Worst Day of the Year Ride,” because statistically that week of the year features the very worst weather. But since February likes to keep us on our toes, for the first thirteen years of the event, it didn’t even rain.

    Some years we get snow in February; some years we get sun. The only thing we Oregonians know for sure about February is that we don’t know anything.

    This issue of Nightmare is as unpredictable as February. Our poem this month—“in your mind they still dance” by Ariya Bandy—was inspired by the Dancing Plague of 1518. Kelsea Yu’s short story “In Our Skin” is a science fiction-horror hybrid about two minds sharing one body. Bruce McAllister contributed a flash piece (“The Sound a Rabbit Might Make”) about harmful relationships. And Dan Stintzi’s short story “God of the Black Moon” kicks off the issue with a work of weird fiction focused around art films and cults.

    It’s the kind of issue that doesn’t really have a theme, and yet each piece somehow seems to connect with the others. There’s a special kind of darkness in each one that’s made out of both our struggle to understand each other and our failures to be what other people want us to be. It’s art that feels like sunshine on what the meteorologist predicted would be the worst day of the year—or vice versa.

    This month we’ve also got the first entry in our new “Plumbing the Depths” column, where we’ll be bringing on scholars, critics, and creators to explore horror subgenres and establish their canons. This month, we’ve brought on board Neil McRobert, host of the Talking Scared podcast, for a discussion of survival and adventure horror. In the latest “The H Word,” Priya Chand delves into being buried alive (one of my worst fears). Plus of course, we have author spotlight interviews with our authors.

    So join us for a totally unpredictable issue. We promise it will be more fun than biking in the rain or fighting the crowds for a table on Valentine’s Day!
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of Girl in the Creek, 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 the Theodore Sturgeon and Shirley Jackson awards, and her short stories, poetry, and essays have appeared in more than seventy 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, a large cat, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.
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    God of the Black Moon

    Dan Stintzi | 6617 words

    

    CW: ritualistic violence, pregnancy.

    

    Sam met Haley at a house party in the suburbs where everyone hung out in the basement, smoking inside and listening to a band called Belladonna play songs that lasted seven minutes. Sam was drunk and high on psychedelic mushrooms. To him, the basement had the quality of a bomb shelter; the world outside had been turned to ash. He didn’t mind this idea and thought that maybe time didn’t move forward like a river, but instead was a cyclone, with this single night at its center.

    Haley had short black hair and a nose ring. Her face contained every color that Sam had ever seen. If he moved his head too quickly, nodding to the music while he looked at her across the room, her body left neon trails in its wake. Haley must have felt him watching, because she turned, and their eyes met. He looked away and found a cigarette in his hand that had been burning for all eternity. His fingers began to lengthen. They seemed to be the hands of another person.

    This isn’t my body, he thought. My brain belongs somewhere else.

    And then she was standing beside him, glowing green and pink.

    “Can I bum a cigarette?” she said. The band was between songs. Waves of light came out of her mouth when she spoke.

    One of the band members stomped on a pedal and his guitar made a sound like floating in outer space.

    “I don’t know where I got this.” Sam had to yell over the kick drum. He drew a circle in the air with the lit end of the cigarette. It floated there for a moment before fading.

    “Do you like fucked up movies?” she asked.

    “What?” Sam couldn’t hear her. “I’m Sam,” he said.

    She pointed at his chest. Sam was wearing his Tetsuo the Iron Man T-shirt which had on it a picture of Tetsuo the Iron Man. It was a black-and-white picture of a Japanese guy with wires coming out of his head.

    “Have you seen God of the Black Moon?” she said.

    “I don’t know what that means.”

    “It’s like, experimental. It’s not online anywhere. It’s only on VHS and copies are very, very hard to find. You have to know the right people.”

    “Right on,” Sam said. He was seeing in high definition. He could see exactly where her makeup had been applied, little taupe patches on her nose and forehead, and those places she had missed, where her real skin was visible.

    “I could show it to you sometime.”

    “Right on,” Sam said, unsure if he was repeating himself.

    The band played a song called “Deep Red” and then someone spilled beer on his shoes.

    “Not cool,” he said, but he found that he couldn’t move.

    Later they wandered through the house together, looked at photographs of people they’d never met, and then made out on a fake leather couch in the living room. His skin stuck to the cushions. She asked him to bite her neck gently, and when he did, she let out a sound like a dreaming animal. He put his hand up her shirt and she told him she was on her period. They kissed for a while longer and the taste in her mouth made Sam think of raspberry lemonade.

    The drugs wore off. Haley fell asleep with her head on his chest, and he watched the strands of her hair bend when he let out a deep breath. If he closed his eyes, Sam could feel the sparks in his brain slowly fading. He thought of horror movies, of Tetsuo the Iron Man, space aliens, Christ on the cross, a woman removing a second heart from her stomach, holding it up to the night sky like an offering. He tried to give names to all the feelings inside himself but there were too many, and some had never been there before.

    • • • •

    The week after Sam met Haley, he found a dead bird on his porch. Purple and featherless, the creature was barely recognizable. A long navy vein ran up its back and across the skull.

    Sam didn’t know if he should move the bird, so he left it there, on the wood boards, and over the next few days, watched as the body flattened out like an air mattress losing air. Not long after that, the baby bird was gone. It simply disappeared. A small, greasy shadow remained where the body had been.

    He would have forgotten the baby bird—let it slip from his mind like all the other little horrors that occur in the natural world, just past the edge of perception— if it hadn’t been for a walk he took with Haley later that same week.

    It was October. The sky looked like cement. The light outside made Sam think of those washed-out movies about coal miners or steel workers in some opioid town. Skeletons hung from trees. A plastic witch with light-up eyes cackled as they walked past the porch of a hoarder.

    Haley was describing the plot of an Italian movie she had seen. “A bunch of people end up at this spooky movie theater. Wait no, that happens later. Let me start over.” She paused.

    Sam looked intently at her face as she spoke. If there had been a cliff in front of him, he’d have walked right off the edge.

    “This spooky dude in a weird mask gives this college girl free tickets to a movie. She goes with her friend. The movie they’re seeing is a horror movie. It’s about some kids that dig up the grave of Nostradamus and release a horde of demons.”

    “The penis guy?”

    “You’re thinking of Rasputin.”

    “Oh yeah,” said Sam.

    “So, eventually the movie sort of leaks out, and people in the audience start turning into demons.”

    Something about the drugs he’d taken on the night they met lingered in the way he saw her. There were secret colors, he knew, hidden below her pale skin. He imagined touching the meaty part of her palm, then pulling his hand away to find a thumbprint, rainbow-colored, slowly fading as the blood returned.

    “One of the demons rides a motorcycle and has two samurai swords.”

    “Sick,” Sam said.

    Sam had never dated anyone, not seriously, but he knew something about her was special. He wanted to shrink Haley down, slot her in the back of his head like a science fiction microchip. He wanted her to hear his thoughts, to see the images inside his mind.

    Haley held her arm in front of Sam to block his way. He felt his skin prick up where her forearm touched his chest.

    “Jesus Christ,” she said.

    At their feet, splayed out on the sidewalk, was the crumpled body of a bird. A sparrow. Not a baby this time, an adult. At first, he thought the sparrow was dead, but looking closer, he saw the bird’s black eye flit around in its socket. One of the bird’s wings was twisted in the wrong direction. It flapped the other wing and spun in circles on the pavement.

    What do we do? Sam thought and planned to say.

    But before he could, Haley pressed the heel of her black boot down on the creature’s head. The sound was like crushing a wet leaf. When she pulled the boot away, the bird’s head was a collage: bits of viscera, feathers, brain, flattened and swirled together. The bird’s wing kept flapping even after it had died.

    “I couldn’t let it suffer,” Haley said. Her voice was different than it had been.

    She took Sam’s hand in her own and led him down a dirt trail that wound through a small, wooded area near his apartment. He’d passed the trail a thousand times but had never seen where it led.

    • • • •

    Haley had something special planned for Halloween. She told Sam to arrive after seven and to bring his favorite candy. He brought a six-pack and a bag of peanut M&Ms. She lived in the bottom unit of a building that was 100 years old. They’d been dating for a month and a half, but Sam was still nervous as he rang her unit, waited for her to come to the door. She met him there wearing a low-cut witch costume and black lipstick. There were jack-o’-lanterns on her leggings.

    “I didn’t know I was supposed to dress up,” he said.

    “That’s okay.” She stood on her tiptoes to kiss him. “We’ll pretend that you’re an alien and your costume is a human being.” She pulled at his neck skin. “Pretty convincing,” she said.

    Inside, there were fake cobwebs stretched across the ceiling, rubber spiders hanging from strings. Haley’s orange tabby, a cat named Hieronymus, had on a lion costume. It purred and rubbed its face across the top of Sam’s sneaker.

    The pull-out couch in the living room had been turned into a bed. Sam hadn’t known the couch pulled out, he’d only been to her place a few times, and he felt the way he did when he saw sleight-of-hand magic: surprised but slightly irritated that information was being kept from him. Around the bed, using blankets and pillows, Haley had erected a canopy strung with Christmas lights.

    “Do you like it?” she asked, wedging the cap of a beer bottle off.

    “It rules,” he said.

    “Want to get high?” she asked.

    “You betcha,” he said. She went to her room and came back with a Tupperware filled with tie-dye-colored pipes and a Ziplock full of weed. They lay side by side beneath the couch canopy. “Monster Mash” came out of the speaker on her phone, and they took turns passing the pipe back and forth until Sam felt his eyes sink deeper inside his head.

    “Remember that movie I told you about the first time we met,” Haley said with her throat full of smoke.

    Sam didn’t. All he could remember from that night was the feeling of her tongue in his mouth.

    She breathed out, coughing. “It’s an experimental movie. Super trippy.”

    It was difficult for Sam to focus on her words. He was looking at Hieronymus. The cat was lying beside him, staring blankly at the
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