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          MONSTERS ARE REAL AND THEY WALK AMONG US

          BY MARK LESLIE
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        * * *

      

      When Angelique Fawns offers you to take her literary hand and to walk with her down that dark moonlit path so she can share some tales with you, you immediately know you’re in for much more than you bargained for.

      For one, you’ll begin to realize that monsters are not mythical. They’re real.

      Very real.

      They live and breathe, they hunt and prey, they hide, they reach, they long, they lust.

      They are as real as you and I, Dear Reader.

      As real as the hopes, fears, and daily travails that we face every day.

      But there is something uniquely compelling and satisfying as Angelique bends our ear and relays tale after tale to us. And we know that the stories she spins will live on long after the echoes of her voice on a cool night wind fade in the distance.

      For the monsters, the creatures, the beasts she brought to life, will live on. We’ll recall the nod to special “monstrous” days such as Halloween and Friday the 13th. We’ll appreciate both her take on werewolves and other classic allegedly mythical shapeshifting beasts along with creatures entirely of her own invention. We’ll marvel at the twists on zombies and vampires, including one that sees them come together with romance, murder, and general mayhem in her hilariously entitled “What Slays in Vegas.”

      But more than anything, we’ll be made to think deeply about just how universal and human most of those creatures are.

      Because, like I said, they are us, after all.

      Along her walk, she’ll introduce you to a few friends.

      Della Marie Sullivan will allow you to sink your teeth into a Romanian-style Halloween in her own atmospheric tale.

      You might wonder if the beauty is the beast in the intriguing story from Jenny Perry Carr.

      You’ll be tempted by the tale of a siren collaborating with a water skeeter in a dark tale by Catherine Weaver.

      And you may even spot me hiding in the woods along the path you walk, whispering a tale to beware of the shadowy creatures that lay waiting in the night.

      Like I said, you’re in for much more than you bargained for.

      Now go ahead.

      Angelique is patiently waiting.

      Take her proffered hand.

      And follow her into that dark and monstrous night.

      

      Mark Leslie

      

      October, 2023
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            ABOUT “A DEADFUL FRIDAY THE 13TH”
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        * * *

      

      First broadcast: October 2021

      Creepy Pod

      

      The zombie in this medical thriller does NOT eat brains. What if there was a monster who made humanity better?
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            A DEADFUL FRIDAY THE 13TH

          

          BY ANGELIQUE FAWNS

        

      

    

    
      I died on Friday the thirteenth. I wasn’t superstitious before, but I sure am now. The omens were all there. A full harvest moon in October. Halloween Night. And it was Friday the thirteenth. Clearly not an auspicious time to be undergoing emergency gall bladder surgery.

      I was helping my boys dress up as characters from the Walking Dead when the first pang hit me. A sharp piercing pain deep in my gut. I applied the last of their ghoulish makeup and asked my husband Louie to take them trick or treating in the closest subdivision. We lived on a country road about a half hour from town so I wouldn’t have to worry about little visitors demanding candy. Too remote for the goblins and ghouls.  Figuring a little lie-down would help my stomach, I grabbed a textbook to continue studying for my master’s degree in psychology.

      I was a stay-at-home mom with an honour’s university degree, but had left my program ten years ago when I got pregnant with the twins. Now Liam and Levi were getting older and it was time to start a new chapter. Preferably one where I could help people.

      I was making a few life changes. Going back to school and finally tackling the baby fat I’d put on and never managed to get rid of. The high-fat low-carb diet was working wonders. Imagine losing 40 lbs by consuming fat, fat and more fat? Butter, bacon, cheese, and I was almost back in my high school jeans. Thirty was definitely the new twenty for me!

      When Halloween falls on a school night it’s always hectic trying to feed everyone before its time to hit the streets. Instead of cooking, we had a large pepperoni pizza delivered and we all pigged out. The oozy gooey mozzarella paired with spicy meat was hot and delicious, even if it did burn the roof of my mouth. My sons complained raucously because I ate just the toppings off, leaving the carby crust.

      “Lena, that is so wasteful,” Louie said.

      Rushing to finish their pizza, the boys bundled up and zombie-walked their way to the car. Louie laughed at them.

      “Good job dressing them in white, at least they are highly visible,” Louie said following them them out.

      That greasy pizza must have been the last straw for my overtaxed gall bladder. As soon as the guys left, I was over the toilet puking like a frat girl. The searing hot burning in my gut, torture.

      After about an hour or so, my family returned. Laughing and arguing loudly over who had the biggest sugar haul.  I felt too weak to even call out. The bathroom floor was cool on my fevered cheek and I figured someone would have to use the washroom shortly. Levi was the first one to finally walk in and see me on the floor.

      “Liam! Dad! Mom’s laying on the floor!”

      Louie took one look at me and immediately called 911 on his cell phone. Liam, the more sensitive of my boys, grabbed a face cloth and soaked it in cold water. He laid in on the back of my neck.

      “Mom are you okay Mom?” he asked.

      “Oh my god Mom. What happened to you? The flu?” Levi also asked peeking from behind his brother.

      I wanted to reassure them and tell them to go back to counting their candy, but I could hardly breathe with the pain. It was taking everything I had just to remain conscious.

      “Forget the ambulance, I’m taking you myself,” Louie scooped me up off the floor, and ran to his car, the twins trailing after us.

      “Boys, stay here and mind the fort. I’ll call you as soon as I know what’s wrong with your…” Louie’s voice faded as the intense agony of the jostling made me pass out.

      When I came to consciousness, faces in masks were all I could see. I was being wheeled on a stretcher into surgery. The walls were blurry, and the acid burning in my stomach was overwhelming. I could smell that peculiar odour that is unique to hospitals; antiseptic mixed with the faint smell of urine.

      “It’s okay, we are going to take good care of you,” a nurse with kind blue eyes said, “your gallbladder needs to be removed. It’s full of stones and leaking bile.”

      As soon as they had me in surgery, the anesthesiologist knocked me out again. Then I was in the hands of the surgeon. Dr. Weinstein. And he wasn’t having a good day. The man shouldn’t have been making a sandwich, much less operating on someone. He had just been served with divorce papers an hour ago. His wife caught him cheating with their nanny. Instead of being focused on my laparoscopic cholecystectomy, he was completely distracted. Dr. Weinstein was furious he got caught.

      Was he envisioning his wife with every slice in performed in my guts? Because he was a little too enthusiastic. He cut through my liver. He cut into my spleen. And he removed my gall bladder along with my cystic duct and my hepatic duct. Those he should have left alone.

      Though I was supposed to be under anesthesia, I could hear the beep beep beep of medical monitors. Then the beeping stopped.

      “We are losing her! Get the crash cart!”

      Whomp.

      “Again!”

      Whomp.

      Then peace and warmth. This dark place with light on the fringes. My life actually did flash before my eyes. The smile of my mother, my heart skipping a beat when I met Louie, the amazing smell of my twin boys the first time I held them.

      Then a pain ripped through my chest and the warmth was gone. I heard the beeping again.

      “She’s back! We’ve got her back!”

      “She’s opening her eyes. Oh my god. What’s wrong her eyes?”

      I tried to make it back to that warm place but no luck. I hovered in and out of consciousness with a new feeling in my stomach. The burning had been replaced. I was hungry. Intensely… ravenously… hungry.

      “Lena honey? It’s Louie, please talk to me,” my husband leant over, his sweaty hand gripping my cold one.

      I slowly open my eyes and saw his blurry handsome face.

      He gasped, “your eyes are white!”

      I wanted to ask him to explain, but my vocal cords weren’t working, I just sort of growled. Sort of like how my stomach was growling. This hunger was so intense.

      A nurse walked in, “how are you feeling? The doctor successfully removed your gall bladder, but we had some complications during surgery.”

      “What kind of complications? Where is the doctor?” Louie asked.

      I could see his face was pinched with worry, but he looked blurry. Hard to focus on. His hand was gripping mine tightly.

      “She died on the table when her liver got punctured and she went into toxic shock. Officially she was gone for 15 minutes, but we brought her back. She’s very lucky to be alive,” the nurse said checking my IV bag.

      “Dr. Weinstein should be in shortly.”

      I could hear rage in Louie’s voice, “The doctor punctured her liver? Also, why are her eyes white?”

      “She somehow grew ptergium, a mucous membrane that covers the cornea, during her time non-responsive on the table. It’s not a…. common side effect,” the nurse said.

      She took a look at the heart monitor and tapped it in frustration. Rather than showing the steady peaks of a beating heart, it was flat, “this equipment is always malfunctioning, let me go get you another monitor,” she left the room quickly.

      I knew I should be in agony after having my insides stirred up like a chopped salad, but all I could feel was hunger. I had to eat something now. I opened my mouth to ask for a snack.

      “Arggghhhhhhrrrrr,” I said.

      Sitting up, I ripped the IV out of my hand.

      “Lena! What are you doing,” Louie tried to gently push me back into the bed.

      I grabbed his head with surprising strength and pulled him to me. I should have felt weak. With a deep intake of breath, I put my nose to ear and inhaled. I didn’t want food, I wanted something else.

      I sniffed his ear lobe again, one hand on his mouth to stop him from crying out. Nothing. Empty. I couldn’t smell anything I wanted.

      Shoving him aside, I stumbled out of the room, ignoring his gasp behind me. All my limbs felt stiff. I walked with a strange shambling gait. I had to eat.

      I could vaguely tell that people in the hall were talking to me.

      “Miss where are you going?”

      “You shouldn’t be out here!”

      Ignoring them, I kept smelling the air, there was something tasty. Like a blood hound I was on a great scent. Getting to a door that said “staff only”, I pushed it open. There he was. Dr. Weinstein. The surgeon that performed my surgery sitting in front of a computer typing furiously.

      Bingo. My stomach growled and my salivary glands went into overdrive. He was so involved with typing up his report he didn’t even turn to see who entered. Probably concocting some excuse for the botched surgery.

      I shambled over and grabbed his head, one hand over his mouth. Pressing my nose to his ear, the most appealing smell leaked out. Like a damp chocolate cake. This is what I wanted, what I was hungry for.

      Sucking as hard as I could, a black haze filtered out of his ear. I gulped it greedily. So tasty, this man’s evil thoughts were decadent and filling. When there was nothing left, I let him fall back down into his chair. A dazed look on his face.

      “I feel so good. Like someone took a huge weight off my shoulders. How could I have cheated on my beautiful wife? I am not going contest this divorce,” he said.

      “Ummmmm er,” I said.

      “In fact, I’ll give her everything and volunteer for Doctors Without Borders. You have given me a gift. Thank you.”

      Louie was standing in the doorway watching with very wide eyes.

      “Honey, did you just suck on that man’s head?”

      “Yumblooo,” I answered.

      Turning around, I stiff legged towards the door and Louie jumped out of my way. I was feeling a bit hungry again. Going down a flight of stairs and into the emergency waiting room, I could see a young man with a bullet wound being pushed in a wheelchair by an orderly. He was wearing gang colours, teardrop tattoos on his face, and red seeping through the bandage on his arm.

      I stepped in front of them and stopped the wheelchair. Before the orderly could react, I grabbed the man’s head and sucked out the black haze from his ear. They were scrumptious, these dark devious thoughts. Satisfying.

      When I pulled back, he looked at me in wonder, “I think I am going to start a youth-at-risk program.”

      “Garrglegoo,” I stumbled out the emergency room doors into the parking lot.

      I was getting peckish again, and couldn't the world use fewer nasty people? This wasn’t quite how I envisioned my role as a therapist, but sometimes your path chooses you. So many delicious nasty thoughts in the world.  And I was so hungry.
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            ABOUT “THE SHADOW MEN”

          

        

      

    

    
      First published: January 2009

      Northern Haunts: 100 Terrifying New England Tales

      

      Mark Leslie is the reason I started this project in the first place. Settle in for his chilling tale of a camping trip gone wrong.

      

      Mark Leslie is a writer, an editor, a professional speaker, and a book nerd with a passion for craft beer. He has published more than twenty-five books including thrillers and fiction (Evasion, A Canadian Werewolf in New York, One Hand Screaming), & paranormal non-fiction (Haunted Hospitals, Spooky Sudbury, Tomes of Terror).

      https://markleslie.ca
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            THE SHADOW MEN

          

          BY MARK LESLIE

        

      

    

    
      I’ll never forget the night that changed my life forever. It happened in the woods when I was ten years old.

      It was dark; the air was crispy and chilly. Curious little sounds cut through the night—small animals rustling in the nearby bushes, the haunting call of a loon on the lake, leaves whispering in the breeze. And the air was charged with the smell of the still-burning embers of a recently doused campfire.

      It was a night, in fact, not all that different than tonight.

      I was sleeping in a four-man tent with my parents and younger brother and woke up with an overwhelming urge to pee. I crawled out of my sleeping bag, careful not to wake anyone else, slipped outside the tent and headed down the moonlit path to where I remembered the outhouse was.

      Before I took more than a dozen steps I heard a noise behind me: the crack of a branch breaking underfoot.

      With my hairs standing on edge, I managed not to let out a yelp as I turned.

      There on the path not three steps behind me stood my little brother, a look on his cute button-nosed face like I’d just caught him sneaking a treat from the cookie jar.

      “Jimmy,” I whispered. “What are you doing?”

      He stood with his right leg partially crossed over the left.

      “Need to pee,” he said, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

      “Geez, Jimmy. If you had to go that bad
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