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    Editorial: January 2026

    Wendy N. Wagner | 489 words

    Welcome to issue #160 of Nightmare Magazine—and welcome to 2026!

    I hope you’re ready for another terrific year of horror works from us here at Nightmare. Since our founding in 2012, we’ve been exploring the relationship between horror and other genres as well as what horror means to its creators and readers. That’s why we publish such a wide array of dark works here; we’re not just about scary stories, but also the weird, bizarre, grim, or even moody. We’re always excited about finding formally experimental work, and we love creative nonfiction and poetry that wrestles with the human experience. This month we’ll be opening to submissions for the first time in over a year (if you’re interested in submitting, go ahead and navigate over to the “Submit a Story” page), and we can’t wait to see what dark creations come our way!

    The best thing about working here at Nightmare is connecting with insightful and intriguing people who put their all into their creations. Our writers bring their unique lived experiences to the task of exploring the human condition, and I think that’s why their writing is so memorable and rewarding. In a time when most of us are surrounded by bland, corporate big box buildings and bombarded with thoughtless, empty “content,” our writers are surgically extracting their inner worlds and offering them to you, our readers, so you can have a genuine, powerful experience.

    If you think I’m talking about the way exploitive use of generative AI is creating a crisis of meaning and value, you’re right. And you’ll find that sentiment echoed in our flash story, “Dregs,” by R. Diego Martinez, a story equal parts science fiction and horror that perfectly speaks to our obsession with appearances—and our painful need to connect.

    Our other pieces this month are equally focused on the human condition. We start the month with “The Tailors,” a powerful new piece from Kurt Fawver about war and the horrific things we’ll do to help our families. Sara S. Messenger also brings us a short story about family: “Jennifer’s Daughter.” It’s a story full of monsters and poverty, but also love and friendship. April Elaine Carson shares a potent response to death in her poem “At the Sight of My Grave, I Stumble.”

    Our author spotlight team chatted with our writers to learn more about the inspiration behind their stories, and Alex Puncekar interviewed horror author Johnny Compton. We also have the latest installment of our H Word column.

    From essays to short stories and everything in between, we’ve got you covered for new work that really delves into the meaning and joy of the horror genre. We can’t wait to fill up 2026 with more of the dark and delicious!
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      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of the horror novels Girl in the Creek and The Deer Kings, as well as 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 two-time Locus award finalist for her editorial work here, she also serves as the 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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    The Tailors

    Kurt Fawver | 3713 words

    

    CW: War, violence, death.

    

    The day before the blind missionaries first arrived in our village, we had been raided by one of Jurgen Blanco’s enforcement squads. Blanco’s people were all the same—gaunt, lupine-visaged mockeries of men and women with broken, half-formed grins that perpetually played about their mouths. When they drove into the village, we all knew what they’d come for, what they always came for: food, clean water, alcohol, sex, a place to sleep, and, above all else, loyalty. For over a decade, Blanco and his people had used our village as a waystation along their patrol routes, a layover between the capital and points south. The official military and most of the other rebel factions had absolutely no interest in our tiny mountain enclave, so it was the perfect refuge for a warlord like Blanco and his cohorts when the heat of their bloody trade rose too high. We had no say in the matter. Either we gave Blanco’s enforcers what they wanted and received a margin of stability or they burned our houses and executed our families. They’d already wiped clean off the map other villages who’d tried to resist them and we were not foolish enough to follow their examples.

    That day, the day before the blind missionaries arrived, Blanco’s enforcers rolled in and did their usual: a little drinking, a little eating, some assault, and theft. We anticipated they would simply take their spoils and go, but what they really wanted this day was something they’d never asked for before. They wanted recruits.

    They told us to meet in the town square and bring our young just out of school, our boys with barely a shadow of age upon their chins, our girls with a bounce still in their step. We hesitated at the order, but we did as they asked. And still it wasn’t enough. They went house to house, searching every room, breaking our meager possessions as they looked for hiders, for anyone who dared defy them. Once they were satisfied with their harvest, they lined up our children single-file and pointed rifles at them. They explained that everyone in our village had two choices: Either the young men and women they’d gathered could go with them and work as part of Blanco’s operations or they could kill them all right there, on the spot.

    We screamed and cursed and tried to reason with the enforcers, but they only bowed to power, of which it was obvious we had practically none.

    Gio Novich tried to bribe them with the extra money his family made from selling off a dead relative’s hovel in some far-flung town, but they laughed at the offer, shot Gio once in each leg, and took his youngest son and daughter anyway. No one else tried to bargain.

    In all, Blanco’s men drove off with forty-nine of our children, stolen from us to become monsters and meat. We assumed we would never see them again—or, if we did, that they would be unrecognizable. We wept through the night, into the next day, and our sorrows could have cut a new river across the land.

    It was into this haze of loss and degradation that the blind missionaries appeared.

    Around noon the day after Blanco took our children, a pair of individuals wandered into the town square and set up a dark red canopy. Dressed in once-elegant evening wear that had been worn ragged and dirty, their eyes covered by thick strips of red cloth they wore like blindfolds, the pair looked like no visitors we’d received before. Beneath the crimson canopy, they laid out wide swathes of thick cloth, black as a moonless midnight sky. Then they sat down and they began to read out loud. The books they recited from were tattered, cloth-bound tomes with sparkling red symbols embossed on their front covers and spines; the words they contained were strange, on the verge of nonsense, like well-crafted riddles.

    A strange magnetism coursed through our village. The duo’s alternating narration seemed a majestic dance, with each phrase both complementing the next and building upon the previous while also standing perfectly independent in its own right. The effect of the reading wasn’t quite poetry or rap or even a chant, but rather an otherworldly music built around rhythms and intonations of meaning. We halted our work, our travel, our mourning, and, though we didn’t quite know why, we shuffled to the town square and stood outside the missionaries’ canopy, listening to their words.

    We tried to discern the message this odd pair brought us, but it came wrapped in metaphor and cryptic symbols. The missionaries spoke of “the hidden weave into which we are sewn” and “the gossamer layers of the world, violence stitched through them all.” They repeated a phrase—“onyx scissors within, onyx scissors without”—at the end of many of their recited passages, as though it was an invocation of some higher power, and crossed their fingers in odd ways. Whatever their faith, they seemed to be obsessed with textiles, with cloth and thread and needles and the practice of sewing.

    Had it been any time other than the day after our children had been taken, we would have had little patience for what seemed like nonsense. Many proselytizers hawking poorly written holy books and disposable wisdom had wandered through our town before, and we’d ignored every last one. But perhaps the blind missionaries somehow chose their arrival carefully; perhaps they knew we were searching for a way forward, and they wanted to provide us with something of use; perhaps they knew we were vulnerable.

    As the afternoon wore into evening, our whole town gathered around the red tent. We sat on the ground and quietly shared food and drink with one another, never speaking, never interrupting the missionaries’ flow. Even our infants dropped into silence at the sound of the missionaries’ sermon. We felt prickles along the bases of our skulls—not painful, but not exactly pleasant, either—like the sensation of a sleeping limb returning to life, while on and on the missionaries read, their scripture rebounding into the darkening sky, bringing stars to bloom above us. That these devotees of an unknown god spoke for so long without pause, without even a drop of water to soothe their throats, amazed us. We wanted to applaud, to join in their worship—if worship it was—if for no other reason than that we believed they deserved recognition for their endurance, but we remained silent, as silence befitted the ache in our souls.

    Through the entire night and into the next morning the missionaries kept reading. We laid down in the square and drifted off to fitful sleep, our dreams haunted by images of wailing infants and a long, shining, deadly something lurking just beyond our field of vision. When we woke, the sun was struggling over the horizon and the missionaries had ended their lesson; they knelt within their tent, heads bowed, unmoving, barely even breathing.

    We waited for them to say something more, to enlighten us or command us, but they remained settled in their fresh catatonia, so we brushed ourselves off and went about our mornings. We worked. We tended to the children that we still had in our care. We cooked meals and ran errands. We did all these things, but we did them poorly, with little result and little pleasure. Our thoughts swirled around our stolen children; our hearts pumped anger with one beat, sorrow with the next. We knew we could not live in this world the same way we had before Blanco robbed us of our future. We needed justice or revenge or, at very least, a distraction.

    As the day wore on, our grief mellowed and another sensation took hold of us—a sharp tug deep within our chests, an overwhelming sense that we needed to move. It pulled us like fish hooked on a line, causing us to drop whatever we’d been doing and follow its lead. We lurched where it wanted us to go, where it provided the least resistance and pain: back to the town square and the missionaries’ tent.

    There, the blind missionaries waited. They’d risen from their rest and once again held their frayed books open in front of them. The strain in our chests dissipated when we sat near them and waited for a new reading to begin. Soon our entire village had arrived, summoned to the missionaries’ service through means unknown.

    We expected more convoluted scripture to pour from the missionaries’ mouths, but, when they finally spoke again, their words were from no language we could recognize. Not even the headmaster of our school, who was fluent in six different languages, understood a single utterance they made. The strange tongue slipped and slid from the missionaries, its sound all snaking sibilants that put us in mind of secrets and silk. It sent shivers down our spines, into our groins.

    We listened, riveted, as the missionaries spoke, louder and faster, and faster still, beyond the point where their words could have been discerned by even one with knowledge of the foreign language. The air in the town square grew thin and tense; it left us breathing hard and set our hearts racing. Some of our elderly dropped to their knees. Some of our children yelped in excitement and fear. We began to feel lightheaded, unsteady on our feet, and the missionaries began to quiver.

    At first, we thought it must be a hallucination or a trick of shadow, but no, the missionaries were quaking, rapidly, as though the very atoms of their beings were struggling to fly free. Tiny bits of the pair seemed to disappear and reappear—their hands whole one moment and gone the next, their chests solid and real then suddenly ephemeral, ghostly. Just as quickly as a part of them became intangible, it snapped back to safe, stable normalcy.

    As we gazed at the spectacle, our eyes itched, watered, grew inflamed, and the missionaries’ blindfolds took on a brighter shade of red. Blood streamed from beneath those strips of cloth; it flowed down the missionaries’ cheeks and dripped off their chins.

    A few of us stifled gasps, but no one ran away.

    The missionaries untied the blindfolds and let them drift to the ground. As a
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