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        "Costello knows his way around the mystery/horror genre, and he keeps the action moving and the suspense ratcheted up tight. He is very much a writer to watch . . ."

        —Margaret Cannon, The Globe and Mail

      

        

      
        Sean Costello is a master of the poignancy of everyday living. In Here After he tackles a difficult subject with wit and humanity—and a couple of really good scares. It’s a father and son story that will touch your heart."

        —Susie Moloney, author of The Dwelling

      

        

      
        "Eden's Eyes is the best horror novel I've read since Stephen King's own Pet Sematary. A terrific debut."

        —Rave Reviews

      

        

      
        "Sean Costello's The Cartoonist is a wonderful blend of horror, psychology, and the power of suggestion that leaves you guessing right up to the very end!"

        —The New Jersey Grapevine

      

        

      
        "Sean Costello is one of the horror genre's brightest new stars. Captain Quad will only enhance his position."

        —Other Realms
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      This collection is dedicated to MaryAnn Harris, one of the purest, most courageous souls I’ve known.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I guess I’ve always been a hobby writer. For a while in the early 90s, when I sold my first three horror novels to Pocket Books, I entertained the fantasy of hanging up my stethoscope and pursuing my fortunes in the publishing industry, following in the footsteps of giants like King and Koontz. But, as with most lofty ambitions, reality intervened and I went back to writing for the simple joy of it.

      

      

      
        
        In the mid 80s, before finding the grit to tackle a novel, I cut my teeth on short stories. I was—and remain—a huge Stephen King fan, and learned most of what I know about the craft from careful disection of the man’s enormous body of work. Four of the five tales in this collection took their beginnings from that exploration. I came to think of them as comic books without pictures, in the flavor of King’s Creepshow, kind of tongue-in-cheek, no-holds-barred horror just for the fun of it.

      

      

      
        
        In this brief anthology, Writer’s Block and Frigidaire are the purest expressions of that attitude. Duggan’s Boots and The Apology are more introspective, but I believe they’ve stood the test of time. Road Rage is a more current effort, stemming from a real-life situation, I’m ashamed to admit. Right up until Frank Murray turns right instead of left, that was me on a bad day after a long night on call in the OR. Unlike Frank, I turned left with my tail between my legs and had that egg-and-fruit breakfast instead.

      

      

      
        
        All in all, I hope you have a pleasant stay with this mixed bag of sweethearts and reprobates.
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            WRITER’S BLOCK

          

        

      

    

    
      "Aw shit."

      Darrin Keene hammered the backspace key, tucked a strip of Taperaser over the typo, and struck the error into oblivion. Now he hit the proper key, completing the word. He reread the short paragraph he’d been laboring over for the past half-hour.

      
      The night was a page torn from an arctic explorer's diary, the last page, unfinished, a page left rasping in the wind next to his frozen body. A cutting northerly rattled the panes, howling through the eaves like a starving she-wolf. Snow smothered everything beneath its crippling weight. Beyond the cabin, the ice-sheeted lake creaked and groaned. It was a bleak night, a night through which nothing warm could endure.

      
      "Starving she-wolf," Darrin said, shaking his head at the overkill.

      But it was that kind of night. Even his weighty verbiage fell short of describing it. It was the dead of February, and the storm beyond the single-pane windows was fierce and unrelenting.

      Darrin had rented this isolated cabin in the Kukagami wilderness for exactly that reason. The setting. What better backdrop for an aspiring horror writer to work against? What richer font of in­spiration?

      But Jesus, he thought, what a shit-kicker of a storm. It seemed to distract more than inspire.

      He pushed his chair back from the old Underwood and moved to the stone hearth, the fire dwindling to coals now. The wood-frame cabin was poorly insulated and a bitch to heat (she-bitch he thought, grinning). He lay a length of birch on the coals and leaned closer, spreading numb fingers as the papery bark crackled into yellow flame.

      It was eight o'clock and dark as pitch. Darrin had by now giv­en up hope of Shelley arriving tonight, and his sense of longing, developed over the course of a lonesome week up here, flared like the bark in the fire. He’d spent the past two days thinking of little else but the voluptuous curves and valleys of Shelley's body, spread out hot and willing on the sheepskin rug in front of the fireplace. He could almost see her there now, in the pixie-dance of flames.

      Ah, Shelley. Warm, mammoth-breasted Shelley.

      The image vanished as another took its place—Shelley stran­ded and freezing in a broken-down Honda Civic, halfway up that godforsaken road from the highway. He prayed she hadn't ven­tured out in this hell-hole of a night. And he realized then, in that instant of terrible possibility, he loved Shelley England. It really was more than the out-of-this-world humping. Somewhere along the line, he’d truly begun to love her.

      But Shelley was no dummy. She’d never drive on a night like this. She'd grown up in the North, had heard enough of the real-life horror stories to know better.

      Darrin stood a while longer, soaking up the warmth of the fire, then returned to the Underwood. From somewhere outside came the mournful cry of a real wolf, and Darrin’s hackles bristled. He hit the tab key and began a new paragraph.

      
      But the cold thing, the bloodless creature conceived in some deep and stinking chasm where even God could not see, was unbothered by the storm. The shrieking wind aroused It, beckoned It. It rose from the muck of the lakebed and thrust a twisted claw up through two feet of ice. The winter air instantly froze the water layering Its scales, but Its taloned digits flexed and shed the icy crust like an exoskeleton.

      A tortured groan rose from the ice as it fractured once more from beneath. A second limb poked through into the air. And now a third.

      
      Darrin smirked, excited by the dank menace he was creating. He loved monster stories, had since childhood: Frankenstein, The Werewolf, The Blob, countless others. He knew that credible horror tales, things that could actually happen, had a wider appeal, were more marketable. But the monster stories, usually short, he penned for an audience of one: himself. He secured them like treasures in a special section of his filing cabinet, pulling them out when the light was low and the mood macabre. If he ever got famous, he’d assemble them into an anthology: Miscreations, by Darrin Keene.

      He got up, paced the room, tried to visualize the rancid aberration that had thus far punched three scaly appendages through the ice. How did you come up with a monster someone else hadn't already conceived? Or did it even matter what the mindless flesh-eater looked like
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