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    Editorial: April 2026

    Wendy N. Wagner | 602 words

    Welcome to issue #163 of Nightmare Magazine. Or should I say: Salvete! That’s Latin for “welcome, y’all.”

    A few years after I graduated from college, I signed up for a six-week-long Introduction to Latin class offered by the community education department at the local community college. About half of the folks in the class were there in the hopes learning Latin would give them a leg up on the vocabulary section of some kind of standardized test, and the other were either language or history lovers who thought studying a dead language would be “fun.” (I justified taking the class to do better on the GRE, a test I still haven’t taken—so I suspect I actually fell into the second camp.) While in the class, we learned a lot of basic verbs, how to sing “Old MacDonald Had a Farm” in Latin, and a handful of fun phrases that aren’t actually Latin, but are simply puns Latin language-learners enjoy. My favorite was “Semper ubi sub ubi,” which means nothing in Latin, but if you translate each word into English, translates into “Always where under where,” which is hilarious to say out loud!

    This kind of dog Latin has existed for centuries, and will probably continue to bloom and grow as long as we continue to believe that saying things in Latin makes us sound smarter. Luckily for us here at Nightmare, the theme of this month’s issue is also a well-known piece of Latin doggerel: Illegitimi non carborundum. Or: DON’T LET THE BASTARDS GRIND YOU DOWN.

    Yes, our fiction and poem this month are all about the forces of the world that grind us down and make us smaller. We kick off the month with a new short story by A.C. Wise: “The Final Girl Trap.” Final Girls are all about the fight to stay strong in the face of crushing forces, and this story does an amazing job exploring what that does to the inside of a Final Girl’s head. It’s a meta-horror tale that’s smart and visceral.

    Avi Burton’s new story “We Are All in the Same Boat” puts us on an isolated fishing vessel with a quota to fill. What does that mean to the people on board, even when weird things begin to happen? You’ll have to read it to find out!

    Our Horror Lab pieces include a flash story from Wendy Nikel (“The Spiders You Swallow in Your Sleep”) that explores the pressure cooker atmosphere of high school. Oluwatomiwa Ajeigbe brings us a new poem, “graveyard of butterflies,” about what long-term depression does to a person.

    RSL returns to our H Word column to discuss the ways the Weird helps us navigate a brutal world, and Alex Puncekar sat down with Dan Coxon to talk about editing short fiction and writing dark literature. We also have some great author spotlight interviews to help you dive beneath the surface of our short stories.

    We are so proud of this issue and the amazing team behind it. Here at Nightmare, we firmly believe that dark fiction is a bulwark against the forces of the world eager to reduce our human experience to dollars and cents. Horror, dark fantasy, and all kinds of weird and bizarre literature is powerful nutrition for the creative soul—and it’s creativity that humanity will need to move forward in a time of conflict and environmental degradation. We’re not just here to entertain you; we are here to keep the bastards from grinding you down.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of the Stoker award-nominated horror novel Girl in the Creek as well as horror books The Deer Kings and 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 Final Girl Trap

    A.C. Wise | 5300 words

    

    CW: Violence, death/dying, blood/bodily fluids, bodily harm, graphic sexual content.

    

    You can know something is a trap and walk right into it anyway. There’s a vicious kind of glee in the snap of steel jaws springing closed, biting through skin and splintering bone. You can think aha, I knew it as you swallow the pain. After all, you’ve survived worse. It’s kind of what you do.

    It was Miller’s idea, hiring you as a consultant on House of Laughter (laughter, slaughter, get it?), but even so, he doesn’t seem to like you. Something about you rubs him the wrong way. Maybe it’s the way you hold his gaze, squeeze just a little too tightly when you shake his hand. He looks like the kind of person who expects starstruck—just look at the length of his IMDb page, after all. You’re happy to disappoint.

    Your arrival on set heralds buzzing whispers and a flurry of glances thrown your way. The scream queen ingenue, who in the movie’s final scenes will run through the crumbling house in torn clothing and artfully smeared blood, stares openly with wide eyes. It’s you, the one who survived. Everyone is curious how you did it, how it’s possible. They wonder about your scars.

    All this, you expected.

    What you didn’t expect is her.

    You don’t even notice her until halfway through the first day’s shoot. You think you know the shape of the trap—an honest to goodness final girl consulting on a dime-a-dozen slasher flick. You’re here to lend mystique, cred, an air of authenticity. You’re here to provide a shield for the way the camera focuses lovingly on each thrust of the knife, each chest-heaving breath, every stupid decision the characters make that invites and justifies the violence against them.

    You think you know exactly how sharp those jaws are, the sound they will make snapping closed and splintering your bones. Then, between one take and the next, you catch sight of her and realize you don’t know anything at all.

    She’s dressed much like you are, except her black jacket is a windbreaker better suited to the threat of rain than the leather you wear. Black jeans, dark hair pulled into a simple, low ponytail. Clothing designed to fade her into the background amidst the crew running wires, checking levels, holding microphones.

    She stands just behind the AD, looking over his shoulder at a screen. She holds a blue and white coffee cup, and you know for an absolute fact that whatever else it might hold, it also holds a healthy splash of alcohol. Vodka is your usual poison, but it doesn’t pair well with coffee. Bailey’s, however, plausibly looks like cream and still provides that satisfying bite at the back of your throat, the heat inside the heat steadies the world and lets you pretend everything is okay for a little while.

    You wonder about her poison, this woman who looks so much like you. You think brandy, sharp and tasting of plums. You wonder what it smells like on her breath, braided with the coffee, what it tastes like on her tongue. Your head swims, thoughts like lightning strikes, like a series of fucking nuclear bombs going off inside you.

    Because she can’t be here, but she is. Because there’s only supposed to be one fucking final girl—you—but there’s two.

    She scents you as you scent her, her head coming up at almost the same moment as yours. Eyes lock, magnet tight. You can almost hear her heartbeat from here, rabbit-quick, and then wolf-calm. She blanches and flushes all in the same instant, and you consider as you have many times before—as every director who likes to linger on the knife going in and going in and going in—how close fear and arousal really are.

    You raise your coffee cup, a mock toast across the space between you. What else are you going to do? The shape of your doom is finally clear—the sharp-tipped spear swinging down from overhead when you were watching the ground for rusted steel jaws—and it’s all so absurd. She inclines her head, her neck stiff. It looks like it hurts, but you also catch what looks like the shadow of a smile. Like you, she has to appreciate a well-crafted trap when it’s revealed. Like you, she’s survived worse.

    But even so, she bolts when the day is done, and maybe that’s pure instinct taking hold. The light is failing, the weather getting worse, and Miller finally calls a wrap. Your feet are sore, your calves cramping. You spent most of the day standing around on hard-packed earth with nothing to do. You never realized just how much waiting around is involved in making a film. A nice PA brought you a folding chair, the kind you’ve seen with a star’s name printed across the back except yours is blank and you were too restless to sit anyway.

    Every now and then, someone would ask you a question, approaching skittishly with a script page, or waving you over to look at the framing of a particular shot. They were told to make you feel useful; they were taking pity on you.

    Through it all, you were only half there anyway. Your mind already skipping ahead to introducing yourself to her, the other final girl. Finding a place nearby with cozy booths and low lighting where you could get a couple of drinks, compare scars. I show you mine, you show me yours. And after, well, there are plenty of seedy motels along the same strip as the seedy bars, war stories becoming the war itself, reliving your trauma together with a good, hard fuck.

    It feels inevitable and pathetic at the same time. So terribly needy and broken and playing into the sickness the world has come to expect of you. You even briefly allowed yourself to entertain the question of whether she—the woman whose name you don’t even know—would let you lube up the handle of a hunting knife and put it inside her. Or whether she would do it to you. Just going down on each other is far too mundane for final girls. Sex can’t just be sex, like violence can’t just be violence. They have to be inextricably intertwined—phallic symbols all the way down, baby.

    You hate it, and it still gives you a subtle thrill, like once upon a time foreplay used to. You haven’t yet figured out a way to escape the rules, so you might as well derive some pleasure from the game. You’ve survived worse, after all.

    But instead, she runs.

    Gravel crunches in the parking lot bordered by scrubby trees. Why there’s gravel just there, just at the edges where the light fails, is an exercise left for the viewer. Something to give the foley artist in your mind something to do. The rest of the lot is dirt and torn up grass where trucks are already pulling away, but there’s gravel where the woman, your mirror-twin, reaches for the door of a powder blue car.

    It’s keyless entry, almost everything is these days, but her keys are threaded through her fingers nonetheless. Her fist tightens around them as you approach, and you imagine every hair on the back of her neck standing on end, every pore on her body puckering and tightening. She can’t help it. You know. You’ve been where she is, but you expect fight rather than flight, startled when she runs.

    Even so, your body launches into motion, sprinting across the parking lot, vaulting the rotting logs acting as stops for the cars to keep them from sliding into the trees. Your breath comes ragged, aching in your lungs. It’s been how long since you did this last? And you’re not used to pursuing rather than being the one pursued.

    Keys jingle, meaning she’s close by. You cut left. The trees thicken from sparse scrub to proper woods. With the weather damp as it’s been all day, the leaf fall is slick underfoot. Your mystery woman, your final girl, slips. It’s what the rules dictate, allowing you to close the gap. Your fingers brush the back of her windbreaker, the material slippery against your skin, but you can’t quite grab hold.

    “Wait,” you pant. “I just want to talk.”

    You both know that isn’t true.

    She whirls to face you in the same moment you leap for her, both motions an act of faith. You crash into each other, taking each other down. Exaltation grabs hold. This, you get. Violence is a language you understand. Sometimes it’s the only one.

    “Wait,” you say again and punch her in the mouth.

    Her lips catch her teeth. There’s blood on your fist and an urge in you to lick it clean. You’re straddling her, but her arms are still free, and she manages a quick blow of her own.

    She still has the keys in her hand. Your leather jacket takes the brunt, but there’ll be a bruise. She strikes just below the ribs, right on top of your scar—one of them—like she knows exactly where to hit you.

    You fall to the side, and she rolls to face you. The adrenaline is already leaving you and you’re having trouble catching your breath. You’re shaking. You hurt. There’s blood on her chin.

    “Wait,” you say a third time.

    Your hands slide up to circle her throat; violence is the only language you understand, but you don’t squeeze.

    “There aren’t supposed to be two of us,” she says, and you feel her pulse and the shape of her words under your thumbs.

    You could press down; it might be a mercy. But this—this is the trap Miller set for you, and you let it close around you and answer her instead.

    “So,” you say. “What are we going to do?”

    • • • •

    You buy her a drink after all. Two six packs worth. Beer isn’t either of your poisons, but it’s neutral ground. You end up in one of the seedy motels you imagined. The chain slid
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