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    Editorial: August 2019

    John Joseph Adams | 112 words

    Welcome to issue eighty-three of Nightmare!

    Every society has its rites of passage. In this month’s first original short, Kurt Fawver takes us into one town’s terrifying entry to adulthood: “The Bleeding Maze.” Our other original story, “The Skin of a Teenage Boy is Not Alive,” by Senaa Ahmad, explores the effects of demonic possession. We also have reprints from Amanda Downum (“Spore”) and Richard Gavin (“The Word-Made Flesh”).

    In the latest installment of our column on horror, “The H Word,” Darcie Little Badger talks about the differences between jump scares and dread. We also have author spotlights with our authors, and an interview with author Nathan Ballingrud.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      John Joseph Adams, in addition to serving as publisher and editor-in-chief of Nightmare, is the editor of John Joseph Adams Books, an science fiction and fantasy imprint from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. He is also the series editor of Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy, as well as the bestselling editor of many other anthologies, including The Mad Scientist’s Guide to World Domination, Robot Uprisings, Dead Man’s Hand, Armored, Brave New Worlds, Wastelands, and The Living Dead. Recent projects include: Cosmic Powers, What the #@&% Is That?, Operation Arcana, Loosed Upon the World, Wastelands 2, Press Start to Play, and The Apocalypse Triptych: The End is Nigh, The End is Now, and The End Has Come. Called “the reigning king of the anthology world” by Barnes & Noble, John is a two-time winner of the Hugo Award (for which he has been a finalist eleven times) and is a seven-time World Fantasy Award finalist. John is also the editor and publisher of Lightspeed Magazine and is a producer for Wired.com’s The Geek’s Guide to the Galaxy podcast. Find him on Twitter @johnjosephadams.

    

  
    
      [image: Fiction]
      [image: Discover John Joseph Adams Books]
    

  
    The Bleeding Maze: A Visitor’s Guide

    Kurt Fawver | 6055 words

    I want to tell you about the bleeding maze at the center of our town. People who aren’t from around here don’t know anything about it. It’s not referenced on any website or in any travel book, and most of us like it that way. We don’t share the knowledge of its existence with just anyone because it’s a very personal thing, the maze. We all have longstanding relationships with it that began at a young age. See, when kids in our town turn eighteen, we force them to enter it, like our parents did to us and their parents did to them. Inside the maze we have unique experiences, formative experiences. Most of us return from these experiences just fine—or, fine enough, at least. The others . . . well, I’ll get to them later. The point here is: the maze underscores our lives. You might even say that, in several important ways, it’s inescapable.

    Now, I don’t want you to think our town and the people in it are anything out of the ordinary. They’re not. Our town is economically middling and our townsfolk are generally content in their strife, just like in most places around the world. We have no special talents or knowledge, no outstanding attractions that differentiate us from a million other forgettable locales. The maze just happens to be here. It could be anywhere else and it would still function the same way. For all I know, everyone has a maze in their town and doesn’t tell anyone else for the same reasons we give. In fact, maybe, right now, you’re thinking “I already know about the maze. I bet yours isn’t any different from ours.” But, then again, maybe not. Maybe there’s only one maze, our maze, the maze, ever ready for new entrants and ever ready to spit them out.

    So, assuming you don’t know about it already, you’re probably wondering “What is this maze, exactly?” As best as I can explain, it’s one of those traditional labyrinth deals, I guess, like in the ancient Greek mythological sense. It’s pentagonal, with a perimeter of over three miles on last measurement, but it used to be smaller. Much smaller. Town records show that it’s grown more expansive over the years, swallowing up and demolishing homes and businesses in its path. No one admits to having built new corridors or walls, so we can’t explain the increasing size deviations, nor do we try. Even though it may one day consume the entire town, it’s really in everyone’s interest not to think about certain facts of the maze. We all sleep better that way.

    Structurally, the maze is comprised of cold, gray stone polished ice-smooth. At least, we think it’s stone. There’s every possibility that it’s not. After all, the walls of the maze take no damage even when battered with hammers, chisels, and axes. Standing over nine feet high, they have never been scaled by any climbers, either. Anyone that tries slips off and comes crashing back to earth, as if the stone actively resists attempts at mastery. Rock collectors among us say the “stone” of the maze walls seems like granite, except for its abnormal hardness. That hardness is really the lesser of its abnormalities, though, as it’s also infused with something our local mineral and stone enthusiasts can’t come close to identifying: dark red flecks impenetrable as the rest of the stone one minute and permeable the next. When these flecks become permeable, a syrupy liquid of the same dark red color seeps from them and coats the maze. There’s no mistaking that the liquid is anything other than blood.

    A few months ago, the senior biology teacher in our high school decided to collect a sample of the blood and send it off to a lab for genetic testing. The lab responded with a letter that explained how the tests couldn’t be completed because the blood seemed to be from not one discrete individual, but an amalgam of people. However, it could not estimate how many people with any certainty, as every strand of DNA examined appeared to be of a separate origin from the others. What meaning this result provided is unclear, but it made us extremely uneasy. We resolved to never inspect the blood that closely again.

    How long the maze has been here is impossible to say. Some of us believe it’s always been where it is, ageless and indestructible, a universal constant of a sort. Some of us believe it was built when the first people arrived here, however many hundreds or thousands or hundreds of thousands of years ago that might have been. And some of us believe it’s part of a conspiracy, that it’s a newer structure built to look ancient, that our parents and their parents never actually stumbled through the maze, but claim they did so that we would go in and, later, send our own children to do the same. Regardless of the truth of its age, everyone in our town accepts that it’s part of a scheme much greater and much more complex than our individual lives or even the life of the town.

    Navigating the maze is difficult due to its layout and its size. It has, seemingly, four entry points, but we know that these are really just a paired set of entrances and exits. How do we know? Because the maze calls to us. Certain kinds of people always gravitate toward a particular entrance. No one ever enters an exit. Some families try to coach their children to choose one entrance over the other, but, in the end, no one is ever entirely sure who will walk which side of the maze. Families who coach their kids to choose a particular path are often distressed when their child emerges from the exit that’s paired with the opposite entrance. Some of those families see this emergence as a conscious betrayal of their advice, their teaching. Others are merely disappointed in the choices their children made within the maze that brought them to an alternative end. A few among these families even stop talking to their children altogether if they return from the “wrong” exit. As far as we can tell, though, there is little variation in the two paths. They both twist and turn in bizarre, chaotic patterns. They both result in journeys of indeterminate duration. They both lead to exits that stand no more than ten feet from one another. And, at the end, everyone who passes through either one returns soaked in blood, if, indeed, they return.

    What happens to us inside the maze is that which I suppose sociologists might call a coming of age ritual, though it’s a distinctly different experience for everyone. Some of us try to run through as quickly as our legs and lungs will allow; some of us attempt to stroll or make a game of it; some of us hope to camp out and spend the night. It doesn’t matter the tactic used, because the maze itself determines how long our journeys take.

    For many, traversing the maze is a process of mere hours. Those who fall into this category usually arrive with compasses and coordinates and GPS systems all set to guide them. They map out their trajectory with help from older family and friends who’ve already wandered the maze and can recall bits and pieces of it. They know where they’re headed—or, they believe they do, at least—and they make every effort to stick to their plans. The ones who are successful in this endeavor return slicked in gore, as it’s impossible to roam the maze’s tight alleyways without rubbing up against shed blood, but none the worse for wear. In truth, many of these teens will find themselves energized by the trek and become the maze’s most vocal supporters in their adult years. They find nothing unusual or upsetting inside the maze, yet something in these quick and easy finishers seems missing. They shake hands too firmly, speak their opinions too loudly, and never, ever, apologize to anyone for any reason. They take comfort in their self-certainty and general assuredness, rarely admitting a need for anything or anyone beyond their gods, especially the one they worship in the mirror. When you meet one of these people, you’ll be left with either a chill in your heart or a thorn in your mind, and you’ll be just as happy to never meet with them again. So it is with the easy finishers.

    In contrast, the teens who plan and map and use all the resources in the world but still struggle to locate an exit have stories to tell—stories that betoken both the depth of the teens themselves and the strangeness of the maze, stories similar to those who lack such supplies and preparation.

    Here I must impress upon you the glaring fact that not every family in our town has the means to outfit their children for the maze. Some are in want of the knowledge required to properly lay out a guiding route. Some possess no funds to purchase supplies. Others simply don’t care what their kids do within the maze, or if they find a way back out. For the teens in these families, the maze is a shifting, confusing thing, beset with hardships and taking many days, weeks, months, or even years to finish. They return through guile, intelligence, fortitude, strength, and luck. Many are worn to a nub in body and spirit. Some are hardened to steel. A few never re-emerge from the maze whatsoever. As I said, though, like the failed planners, the less prepared among us who do come back usually return with remarkable stories to tell, each one unique in its intricacies. Let me give you some examples.

    One of our oldest residents, Theresa Chubb, walked into the maze as a young woman with only a single canteen of water, but exited a week later with two satchels full of jewel-encrusted human skulls. As she explained upon returning, “In the maze, I met a peculiar man without any features I can recall. He was neither handsome nor homely, short nor tall, stocky nor thin. His skin wasn’t black or white or brown or red or yellow, but somehow all those colors at once. He wore a threadbare gray suit and carried with him a pair of shiny silver sickles. He told me he could lead me through the maze, but that I had to help him first. He said the maze was infested with parasites and that it was his job to get rid of them. He asked if I could sing to lure them out of hiding. He said they loved to hear young women and young men. Well, that made my decision for me. He called me a woman rather than a girl or a lady. No one had ever done that before, so I said I could help him. And I did. I sang all the show tunes I knew, and the man led me through the maze.

    “At first, I didn’t think we’d see anything. I thought the man was a little crazy, maybe. But as we kept moving, I heard rustling around us. I was scared by it. I should’ve been scared by the peculiar man and his sickles, I suppose, but it was the rustling that didn’t seem right to me. I couldn’t understand where it was coming from. Well, the rustling grew louder, and the walls of the maze started bleeding, and I heard something like an explosion. That’s when the gilded men appeared. Two of them, to be exact, fully naked. Their skin glinted in the sun and their eyes had no color other than gold. They smiled at me and their teeth, pointed like a shark’s, glittered red and blue and green. They began stalking toward me, and I worried what their smiles meant.

    “The peculiar man, though, moved in a flash. It was almost as if he popped in and out of space. He was in front of me one second, then behind the gilded men the next, then slashing his sickle across their necks from right in front of them the next. Three seconds, and their heads rolled off their bodies. That’s all it took. They bled gold, but the peculiar man had no interest in the blood. Instead, he carved the shiny skin from the heads and rolled it into scrolls like parchment, then pulled a satchel from thin air and placed the heads inside it. He handed me the bag and said I should take the heads back with me, that they’d be worth more where I was going.

    “We spent a long time repeating the same sequence. Walking, singing, beheading. Walking, singing, beheading. The walls continued to ooze around us and the gilded men lurched toward me leering every time they appeared, but the peculiar man’s sickles sliced clean and true again and again. We filled two bags with heads. So many heads. So much violence.

    “Here’s the thing about it, though: I didn’t feel scared or disgusted by what we were doing. I didn’t feel any guilt. No, no. I felt pride. I felt alive and respected, like I was part of something very important and necessary, something beyond the usual ideas of right and wrong—some sort of balancing, maybe. I can’t explain why I felt that way, but I did.

    “Well, after a time, I couldn’t say how long, I became tired and hungry. I’d brushed up against the maze so many times that my clothes were caked in dried blood. I told the peculiar man I needed food and a shower. He said I’d helped him a great deal but that I needed to leave for those things, unless I wanted to stay in the maze forever. I didn’t, and said so. The man nodded and led me around a few corners and curves, to a long corridor. I saw the exit at its end. The peculiar man thanked me again and told me he’d look for me in the next maze. Then he vanished. I have no idea what he meant by that last, but I sometimes wonder if I shouldn’t have left. I’ve never had the same sense of accomplishment out here that I did in there.”

    Another of our residents, Kyle Fuller, remained inside the maze for two months. Editor of our high school’s newspaper and president of the school’s Key Club, he entered as an idealistic and energetic kid. By the time he exited, however, he had become a specter of himself. As he later told people, “I didn’t plan on being in the maze more than a day. Yeah, I had a backpack stuffed with provisions for a week, but I didn’t think I’d use them. In and out with ease. That was my plan. The maze has its own plans for you, though. And its plan for me was to get caught up in a war. That sounds ridiculous, but I don’t know what else to call it. It was a war.

    “About an hour after going into the maze, I started to think the whole tradition was all a big joke parents played on their kids. I was like, ‘This is just walking around, finding your way by the sun. No sweat.’ But then everything went real dark—the middle of a deep cave kind of dark. I couldn’t see my own feet, much less the maze walls. When I looked up, there were no stars. I thought maybe I’d suddenly suffered a stroke and gone blind. But then a red streak of light shot across the sky—a flare of some sort, I think—and the bright cone of a searchlight swung overhead. It lit up enough of the maze to allow me to see that I was suddenly standing in a trench surrounded by a group of people—only they weren’t exactly people. They had arms and legs
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