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    Editorial, July 2025

    Wendy N. Wagner | 489 words

    It’s issue #154, and it’s July. Summer’s hot weather does something to the wood of our bathroom cabinets, releasing a decades-old aroma of must and vintage perfume. Every year I wipe everything down and take the drawers outside to sit in the sun, and every year my attempts at cleaning prove futile. The smell remains locked in the wood no matter what we try. After living here over thirteen years, we are starting to accept that we cannot shake the ghost of the elderly woman who used to own our house.

    What haunts you, and what brings your ghosts to the surface? It’s a question our writers confronted this issue. Kristi DeMeester brings us the tale of a woman eagerly seeking the supernatural in her violent story “Asking for It.” Anne Mai Yee Jansen’s story “Hungry Ghosting” follows a tormented ghost who has found a way to utilize technology—and her own viciousness—to survive in the spirit world. Benjamin Percy has penned a heartbreaking and haunted flash story (“The Hearth”), and Kevin Varghese writes about the lasting power of guilt in his poem “The Neighbor’s Cat.”

    Speaking of guilt and regret, our nonfiction this month includes an interview with film director Kevin Greutert, whose biggest hit, Saw VI, asked: What would it take to make a health insurance executive feel bad about their job’s cruelty? Critic Zach Gillan returns to “The H Word” to delve further into the realm of Weird fiction (you might remember his previous “The H Word” essay about the way Melville’s “Bartleby the Scrivener” functions as Weird fiction). Plus of course we have spotlight interviews with our authors.

    Luckily for me, the ghosts in my house aren’t nearly as toxic as the ones in this month’s issue. Sure, we sometimes wake in the night to feel phantom dogs jumping on the bed to join our pup (who seems unfussed by these strangers), and once in a while I catch a glimpse of a short, nightgowned figure walking in the hall. But these former residents seem content to simply enjoy our company. I like to think that all the books about ghosts piled on every surface make them feel more welcome and cozy.

    And it’s a good thing we have all those books to keep the ghosts company, because this month I won’t be home much to hang out with them—I’m going on tour to promote my new novel, Girl in the Creek. If you’re in Portland, OR; Denver, CO; Rogers, AR; Minneapolis, MN; Collegeville, PA; or Seattle, visit my website (bit.ly/theGITCtour) for details, because I love meeting our readers!

    Stay cool, and keep reading scary stuff. I hope you and your ghosts enjoy this month’s issue.
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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 two-time Locus award finalist 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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    Asking for It

    Kristi DeMeester | 2695 words

    

    CW: Murder, self-harm.

    

    The first and last time Calvin asks me about ghosts is on our fourth date. He wears green because I told him it was my favorite color. His hair is freshly cut, and his jaw still bleeding from a hurried shave. I smile at these small things he’s placing before me as an offering. As if the simple ritual of dressing, of shaving, can serve as an incantation worthy of not quite love but something on the path to it.

    “So you believe, then? In ghosts?”

    “I do. But they don’t believe in me. Can smell the desperation,” I say, worrying that the bottle of red we ordered has stained my mouth.

    He laughs, and I don’t know how to tell him there is lettuce in his teeth.

    “I used to pray. Every night. My dad sitting beside me to make sure I was keeping right with the Lord. You know. Thank you for our blessings. Please watch over us as we go through our days. The whole song and dance.” I pause and take another sip of wine anyway. Stains be damned. “But after he left, after the house was quiet, and there was no more sound, I’d pray again. Ask for a haunting.”

    He laughs again, and this time the lettuce is gone. Small favors.

    His teeth are small. Rounded instead of sharp the way I like. When I look at him, I think of milk instead of blood. I wonder if this is something that could keep me from falling in love with him. But I don’t need to love him. In the end, I hadn’t needed to love any of them. Not even my father.

    I don’t tell him about the little knife I kept under my pillow. How I would open myself in small places and bleed into the dark, unknowable spaces. Wondering if that would be the key to unlock my haunting. Jesus had asked for blood to spill. All those sacrifices made in His name. It only seemed right that I do the same if I was asking him to raise the dead.

    But there had never been any ghosts. I had not been so blessed.

    “You would really want that?” he asks, and I nod. He shivers, and there’s only part of it that’s exaggerated. Beneath it, there’s the little boy he once was. All dark eyes and curls cropped close and fear so big it makes him seem smaller. I can see him there, hiding. I’m glad I met him now, as an adult. If I’d met him when we were children, I would have destroyed him.

    “What were you afraid of? When you were little?” I ask. He thinks I don’t see his mouth turn down at the corners, but I do. He doesn’t like the turn of this conversation, but he was the one who asked about ghosts. About belief. He was the one to set his own trap.

    “There was this store down the street from my school. Passed it every day on the bus. Had one of those big picture windows out front. And every Halloween, they’d put out this mask. Just a black backdrop and this fucking thing floating in the middle of it. And the mask . . .” He pauses, something going momentarily dark behind his eyes. I want to scoop them out and lick them clean just to taste that darkness. “It was like someone had shed their skin. Peeled themselves open and left their face hanging there.”

    He pours himself more wine. Sips when I can tell he wants to drain the glass.

    “I dreamed about it for years. Knew that when I opened my eyes, I would see it floating there at the end of my bed.”

    I breathe in this thing he’s given me. His fear. His desire. Because so much of being afraid is an act of wanting. And what is wanting but an act of love?

    “Do you still dream about it? Even now?” I ask.

    “No. I dream about other things.” He smiles. Winks. It’s nothing at all like a wolf. Nothing at all like what he thinks it looks like.

    We have finished our food. There is no pretense of dessert. No need for another bottle of wine. I eye my knife, the serrated edge of it, and think of tucking it into my purse, but I keep my hands folded on my lap. Good, sweet girls don’t think of knives. Or of ghosts. And we are still on our date.

    Instead, I think about what it would be like to fuck Calvin.

    Because that’s what he’s assuming will happen tonight. Even as we split the bill and finish the wine, he’s thinking it’s our fourth date. That I’ve worn a dress tight enough to push my tits to my chin. The sort of dress that lets him know exactly what I’m asking for.

    He’s been such a gentleman. A nice guy. Buying me dinners and wine and once, after a walk through a local flea market, a tiny ceramic octopus. He has been so good. So patient. It’s what he deserves.

    “I have more wine. At my place. If you like,” I say.

    He is earnest. His eyes on mine so I know he’s saying all the right things. “Only if you want me to.”

    Instead of responding, I lick my lips, and it’s all the answer he needs. Funny how desperation makes a yes out of even the smallest, most insignificant movements.

    Through the Uber ride back to my place, Calvin is careful not to touch me too much. His hand on the small of my back when he opens my door. His fingers laced through mine as the driver asks how our night is going. He doesn’t want to risk spooking me. It would be easy at this point to change my mind. To invite him in and then claim a headache or an early morning and leave him with a chaste kiss goodnight and fighting the fairy tale that is blue balls.

    “You can drop us off here,” I tell the driver when we reach the top of my driveway. I rented the house for its isolation. The long, dirt road that leads to the tiny ranch with its sagging front porch and no neighbors for at least three miles.

    “Never pictured you as a country mouse,” Calvin says.

    “I prefer the quiet. And it’s nice to see the stars.”

    He hums in agreement, and I lead him up the stairs.

    Inside, he examines the small pieces of my life. The photos I found at thrift shops. Approximations of a family I want him to think are mine. I don’t bother cleaning a glass and pour his wine into one that’s been in the sink for who knows how long.

    “Is this your mom?” He points to a photo of a brunette woman with her arms around a younger girl. The camera has caught them mid-laugh, and I bought it, hoping their happiness might infect me as well. I nod. Sure. My mom. Why not?

    He takes a slug of the wine. Fights off a grimace. It’s nothing like the expensive bottle he bought at dinner. Cheap and from a box. That’s the only reason it tastes somewhat rancid. Metallic. It has nothing at all to do with the Rohypnol I dumped inside. I want him disoriented but awake. At least for a bit. The confusion and fear are such necessary components.

    “You look like her,” he says.

    It’s easy to look like anyone when you’ve never belonged anywhere. I was only my father’s daughter. Made in his image. Worthy of little more than a position on my knees. A supplicant who prayed to the wrong god. Madonna. Whore. Same diff. If God turned his face from me, I wanted to see what existed beyond him. Calvin drinks again, and the glass is almost empty. Good boy.

    “Can I show you something?” Now that he’s here, I am impatient. Tired of the small talk that will only lead to the inevitable.

    “I was hoping you would.”

    His hand is sweat-slick, but I hold it as I lead him out behind the house. Outside, everything is damp. The grass itches at my ankles as I open my mouth to the dark. Let it curl over my tongue like smoke.

    “Have you lived here long?” Calvin asks.

    “Not long. There wasn’t much left for me after my father died. This was a fresh start.”

    He squeezes my hand. “I’m sorry.”

    “Don’t be. It’s better this way. He’d been suffering for a long time.”

    Once, I’d thought that was the key. His suffering. My father on the floor of the room where he’d forced me to pray, his hands twisted into something that resembled a curse if only he’d had a mouth to voice it. I’d long since stitched it shut. Before I cut him open for the first time. Before I began my blood offerings, stupidly thinking it would be enough to call forth what slept between worlds. A ghost of my own making.

    By the time we reach the back of the house, I’m panting. The air itself is like a baptism. I gulp against it, and Calvin watches my hitching breath. Imagines it as lust. But already, he is stumbling, his body wilting toward the earth as if it would be so easy to return to it. To just lie down and sleep. But nothing is so easy.

    “Here,” I say and point at the little door that leads to the crawlspace. The lock swings open on its hasp. The key in its hiding place. I’ve already prepared. Have been ready for him since our second date.

    “What’s . . .” his words slur over the question he wants to ask, and he passes a hand over his face. Stares at his fingers and then flexes his hand as if he doesn’t understand how one guides the other.

    “You look pale.” I put a hand under his arm to steady him. “Let me help you,” I say, and swing open the little door. Something with many legs skitters away.

    I don’t have a

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    ©2025 by Kristi DeMeester.

    
      [image: ]
    

    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      
    

    
      [image: ]
    

    
    
    
    
  images/th_80186e5e45f179a8fde6aaa13c43a5ab_1748811211_magicfields_issuecoverimage_1_1.jpg
NIGHTMARE

HORROR & DARK FANTASY

KRISTI DEMEESTER
BENJAMIN PERCY
ANNE MAI YEE JANSEN
KEVIN VARGHESE

ISSUE 154 | JULY 2025
EDITED BY WENDY N. WAGNER





images/https/www.nightmare-magazine.com/wp-content/themes/lightspeed-generate/images/wp-content/themes/lightspeed-generate/images/nm-wordmark.jpg
NIGHTMARE





images/https/nightmare-magazine.com/wp-content/themes/lightspeed-generate/images/wp-content/themes/lightspeed-generate/images/nm-wordmark.jpg
NIGHTMARE





images/https/www.nightmare-magazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/NIGHTMARE_from_editor.png
FROM
THE
EDITOR





images/https/www.nightmare-magazine.com/wp-content/themes/lightspeed-generate/images/epub/wp-content/themes/lightspeed-generate/images/epub/divider.gif





images/https/www.lightspeedmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/outtherescreaming.jpg
An Anthology

HERE hnd
Black Horror

OCT 3%° 2023





images/https/www.nightmare-magazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/NIGHTMARE_fiction.png
FICTION





