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Breaking the Devil’s Bread offers up an array of bite-sized treats for those readers who like their stories... darker.  

- Nancy A. Collins, author of Swamp Thing and the Sonja Blue series

In his collection Breaking the Devil’s Bread, Satyros Phil Brucato melds lyrical beauty with stunning brutality and occasionally a touch of 90’s nostalgia. Brucato not only excels at delving into the darkness of “ordinary” horrors, as in “The Lingering Fist,” where a couple is forced by poverty to endure violent neighbors, but he’s equally adept at conjuring the weird and fantastic, such as the carnal sorceress in “Shakarah and the Red Wheel” or the young couple in “The Green Tunnel,” who encounter unimaginable evil while crossing a monstrous wilderness. All in all, Breaking the Devil’s Bread is a brilliant collection both masterfully written and keep-the-lights-on-all-night terrifying! 
- Lucy Taylor, author of The Flesh Artist, Spree, and The Silence Between the Screams

Brucato is a visionary storyteller whose work transcends conventional genre, weaving horror and the supernatural with a deeply insightful vision of the human experience.

- Evelyn Kriete, editor of Weird Tales, Sherlock Holmes Mystery Magazine, Hearts of the Abyss and SCP: Redacted

Breaking the Devil’s Bread is a masterpiece of visceral horror, chilling suspense, and deeply human narratives. Every story is unique in voice and vision, united by magnificent prose and carrying seamlessly from one thrilling tale to the next.

- G.D. Falksen, award-winning author of The Ouroboros Cycle, The Hellfire Chronicles, and the Cities of Ether series

Written in language that careens between lush and brutal, Breaking the Devil’s Bread is a chocolate box full of intricate explosives. Each story delights in its own unique way, while also leaving an indelible mark on the reader. It’s a wild ride to dark and beautiful places, and well worth the journey.

- Richard Dansky, author of Firefly Rain, Ghost of a Marriage, and A Meeting in the Devil’s House

Breaking Devil's Bread takes readers on a darkly imaginative journey through the deep shadows of our reality and fantasy alike. These thirteen tales drip with their own brand of nightmare fuel, from the blood-dimmed tides of “Shakarah and The Red Wheel” to the lurid wickedness of the titular “Breaking Devil's Bread” and the subtle all-too-real horrors of “Spookies Shouldn't Play with Sharp Things” and “The Lingering Fist.” A feast of the lurid, the unsettling, and the unflinchingly honest, these stories serve up unsavory truths and decadent nightmares with every bloody bite.

- Coyote Wallace, author of American Mystic and Sarah Corben’s Bloody Revenge 

Brucato's stories weave dark, sinister webs beneath an engaging, accessible voice. Familiar phobias and unusual twists create an intriguing set of stories which flow smoothly down bloody roads to satisfying conclusions.

- Jaym Gates, co-editor of War Stories, Strange California, and Strategy Strikes Back
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CONTENT WARNING

Stories within this book feature suggestions or depictions of injury, torture, drowning, cannibalism, addiction, self-harm, domestic violence, mental illness, child abuse, racism, bigotry of all kinds, dubious consent, sexual violation, sex magic, devil worship, and other potentially upsetting or offensive things.

Off-screen, there’s also a long-dead dog, and some asshole who brags about killing a cat.

As should be obvious, the author does not endorse any of this shit. Readers are advised to heed their own boundaries and proceed with caution. 
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I

f it’s true that one must bleed on Halloween, then I guess I’ve done my part. Okay, it wasn’t exactly Halloween Day when I made my sacrifice, but... well, it’s complicated. 

Let me explain.

I love Halloween. As a kid, I would sooner stay home and dress the house up with gory dummies and spooky sound effects than go out trick-or-treating with my friends. It’s not surprising, then, that when my friend Thomas — a former college classmate who’d dropped out of our theatre program not long after playing the lead in an ambitious yet doomed production of Jesus Christ Superstar — invited me to talk to a friend of his who was setting up a haunted house, my response was Oh hell yes. 

This would be late September in the mid-1980s. My then-wife Corrianne had moved in with me a few months earlier, and we’d been sorting out what happens when two late-teenage types suddenly find themselves stuck together and trying to be adults. The opportunity to go be a kid again — and for money, no less! — appealed to me. And so, by the end of September, I’d joined the team for Gorehome 2: The Nightmare Continues, a Halloween attraction set in an abandoned restaurant that had been scheduled for demolition. 

That last part should have been a clue about what life had in store for us that month. 

Our director for the project was a short, intense guy who came across like Harlan Ellison’s younger brother. I don’t recall his name, so let’s just call him “Harlan” here. The producer, if I recall correctly, was named something like “Mike,” and our cast and crew numbered about fifteen people when I joined the troupe. By that time, they’d already begun gutting the building and painting its interior black, blue, and red. Because the city had condemned it, we had permission to do whatever the hell we wanted to that building; we took full advantage of that license, and we’d trashed the place thoroughly before the attraction even opened. Walls were kicked in. Holes were cut and hacked away. Red “blood” spattered every surface, and black sheets divided the dining areas into “rooms” where different scenes were staged. In later days, folks would call this sort of thing a haunt. Back in the 80s, we just called ‘em haunted houses, and the precautions used by any respectable haunt were notoriously absent. We used real knives and real sledgehammers and a real chainsaw with the chain removed. It was crazy, and dangerous, and I loved the hell out of it. 

Guests to our haunt were met by a tall Grim Reaper greeted those guests and escorted them through in groups of two to six people. After encountering a vampire girl in her coffin, they’d be led into Cynthia’s Room: a blood-caked “honeymoon suite” where a mad bride was murdering her husband. Ushered quickly through that room, they’d encounter a long hallway with a mad steelworker swinging a sledgehammer through the walls; a “dentist’s office” where a shrieking mad dentist tortured a shrieking patient; a large room featuring a Goth chick tormenting a mutilated guy strapped to a cross; a hallway where a masked killer ambushed people with a chainsaw; and a Freddy Kruger who’d jump out at the last second and chase the guests out the exit. Along the way, various screamers and spooks would keep the party hopping. Gender-wise, we were split roughly 50/50 between women and men. (This was before nonbinary was a word people used as a gender identity.) We didn’t have any guys who could fit into the coffin, and we preferred to make most of the tormentors women, and most of their victims men, in order to avoid the usual misogynist abuse dynamic. Most of us traded roles throughout the month, if only because the screaming and shrieking did a number on our vocal cords. I found that out in my first two nights as a performer, when a stint as the dentist and a stint as the patient rendered me unable to speak for a day or two and so I wound up on the cross for a few days until my throat recovered. I played Freddie and the chainsaw maniac, too, before alternating to Cynthia’s Room.

That’s when the real horrors began. 

When people entered Cynthia’s room, they’d see a blood-drenched bed occupied by a guy in torn and gory clothes. His belly was ripped open, with one leg hacked off at the knee. As this dying groom urged people to “Run before she gets you too,” the wild-haired bride in a crimson-soaked dress leapt out from behind a screen, waving a sickle and threatening to chop them all to bits. The Grim Reaper would hustle the guests out into the long hallway, and the two “married” castmates would catch a breather until the next group came in. 

That, anyway, is the way things were supposed to work. 

In order to stage the illusion of a disemboweled dude with a dismembered leg, the groom would stick his leg through a hole in the mattress. After he arranged his torn clothes accordingly, someone else placed a plastic sheet over his bare chest and belly, then covered that sheet with fake innards and dumped a cubic fuckton of Karo syrup blood all over him. For the next few hours, that performer endured cramps, lost circulation in his leg, and froze half-naked under foam and plastic intestines, covered partially in plastic, and drenched in cold, sticky fake blood. 

October’s a cold month in the city where we used to live, with strong winds blowing the summer heat away. Gorehome 2 occupied the middle of a parking lot, and so those winds blew across the empty space and cut right through the building’s unheated and destroyed interior. Few of us wore more than a shredded gown, shirt, or pants; most of us were barefoot, every bit of us drenched in red sticky goo. Young idiots like us seem to generate our own heat, thankfully, but we kept from freezing to death mostly through adrenalized activity. The guys on the bed and the cross, however, and the person in the dentist’s chair, were confined to one place; inevitably, we wound up being the coldest ghouls in the room. Therefore, Harlan switched those roles out every night or two, so that no one person spent each Friday and Saturday night of the month strapped into place and shivering until after midnight. 

If this sounds like disaster waiting to happen, that’s because it was. 

Why, then, did we do it? 

Mostly because it was fun. It really was. 

We got paid each night, too, which was more than most starving-artist kids got in Reagan’s America. Harlan would divvy up the proceeds from the door, take the biggest cut for expenses and profits, then deal out $20.00 or so to each cast member. It’s not much, granted. Again, though, this was “the Capital of the South” in the 1980s. My job at Pizza Hut paid $3.25 an hour, plus tips (if we got any), minus taxes, and so having fun for an evening, covered in gore and scaring the shit out of people, and then pocketing $20.00 tax-free at the end of the night seemed like a pretty decent deal. 

Beyond that, almost all of us were actors or artists of one kind or another. I doubt any of us, other than Mike and Harlan, were over twenty-five, and at least half of us were teenagers. I’m not certain the building had been rented legally, and I know damned well there was no insurance involved. The number of legal and ethical issues surrounding such an enterprise should be obvious, but for hungry young creative misfits such things rarely matter... until, of course, they do. 

Me, I was a seasoned veteran of guerilla filmmaking, art modeling, and improv theatre. I’d spent college falling down hills, getting thrown into swimming pools, gagging on rotting animal guts, getting cast nude in plaster, shivering naked on a model stand, pounding myself senseless in dive-bar mosh pits, and having my chest hair burnt off with an improvised explosive device. Gory makeup and cold Karo syrup blood were my natural plumage in those days, so this was just one more adventure to add to my long list of crazy shit. Corri, bless her heart, wasn’t nearly as much of a ham as I was. She’d stay home and read, safe in a warm bed full of cats, and then help me out of my Karo-stiffened clothing and into a hot shower whenever I’d get home. 

Until I roped her into that madness too. 

We’ll get back to that shortly. 

We were maybe halfway through October when Harlan asked me if I would be willing to be Cynthia’s dying groom. Of course, I would. Hell, one of my roles in a roommate’s college film involved me wearing prosthetics covered in fake blood and rotting animal guts for over twelve hours straight, so sticking my leg through a mattress under a coating of fake intestines seemed easy by comparison. Besides, I’d spent the previous weekend standing in place for hours while tied to the cross, wearing nothing but Karo blood and shredded jeans, so a night or two of laying on a bed sounded like a huge improvement to me. I got on well with the woman playing Cynthia, too (let’s call her Julia, which was not her name), and we had fun with our respective roles. We’d improvise vitriolic banter as she’d shake her blooded, rusted sickle and scream, “THAT’S WHY I KILLED YOU!” In hindsight, we were probably acting out the kinds of domestic conflicts we didn’t dare have with our real-life partners. We’d vicariously abuse each other, laugh, and enact neo-spousal murder over and over and over again.

That was the first night.

On the second night, we were getting close to Halloween. Only a handful of performances remained. The lines outside got longer, and the people in them got more restless from standing outside in the cold. We kicked out every stop and pushed ourselves to new extremities in order to give those people a good time. And so, when a group of guests stopped at the foot of my bed to marvel at the gory mess of my belly and leg, Julia and I took our marital discord to new intensity. “Get out,” I bellowed, “before this crazy bitch kills you too!”

“Come along,” said the Grim Reaper, trying to escort the group out of our room without touching anyone. (That’s one line, reckless as we were, that we did not cross.) “This room is dangerous.”

“Wow, cool,” said one guy in the group, leaning in toward my “severed” leg and mangled viscera. “How’d they do that?” Another guy in the group was like, “Are those real animal guts?”

“We must leave,” intoned the Reaper.

“Get out!” I screamed at them. “GO!”

Normally, Julia stayed at one end of the room and I stayed at the other. Our contact was all verbal. As the dudes refused to move, however, she ran across the room, leapt up on the bed, screamed “I’LL KILL HIM AGAIN!” 

And swung the sickle down toward my face.

The real sickle.

With blunted edges and a rusty point.

“NO!”

I threw my hands up to block her, and the sickle slammed into the back of my right hand.

THUNK.

Ow.

“We must leave this place of death,” the Reaper insisted, breaking that inviolate rule and practically shoving the guests through the black curtain. His voice held a note of panic, and the chastened dudes seemed to realize that we had just entered the realm of That Wasn’t Part of the Act.

“Ohmygod,” Julia whispered, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

“Get Harlan.” I’d smashed my left hand over the wound, pressing it closed. Both hands were, of course, covered in fake blood and real grime.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated. “I’m so sorry.”

“Get. Harlan.” I snarled it out, not wanting to think too much about what the pain pulsating through my hands meant in terms of damage.

The sickle hit me right where a major vein runs up the back of your hand, branching out slightly above the wound. The first blast of pain had been dull; it sharpened, though, by the time the vampire girl had hauled herself out of the too-small coffin, stuck her head in, and whispered, “Oh, shit — are you okay?” Julia had busted through the curtain between our room and the entryway, frantically asking where Harlan was. Although the guests outside hadn’t yet heard the news, word quickly spread that the guy in Cynthia’s room had just been stabbed for real. 

By the time Julia pulled Harlan into the room, Vampire Girl and several of our castmates had gathered around and were trying to help extract me from the bed. With my left hand pressed against my right, afraid to let go and see just how much that vein would bleed, I needed two guys to climb onto the rickety bed, grab my arms, and pull me up. Vampire Girl peeled away the gut-laden belly sheet while Julia kept apologizing. “It’s okay,” I told her. “It was an accident. You didn’t do anything wrong.” With help from my castmates, I drew my half-asleep left leg out of the hole we’d cut in the mattress. One guy whose name and role I never learned hustled me to the one functioning bathroom, Harlan close behind us. “Oh, God,” Harlan whispered. “Please don’t sue us.”

“It was an accident,” I kept repeating. “As long as I don’t get stuck with the doctor bill, that’s all it was as far as I’m concerned.” 

Man, was I stupid. Young and stupid and heading into shock. 

The bathroom was a unisex ruin. Makeup of all kinds smeared across every available surface. Ratty clothes and towels, stiff with Karo blood, draped over the toilet and the edges of the sink. That sink looked like Jackson Pollock had thrown up in it after a particularly hard night. Smudges blurred the mirror as my castmate turned the light on. After hours in near-darkness, our pupils squinched in that blast of light. 

I’m gonna have to look at it, aren’t I?

That was not a pleasant thought.

For some reason, that one functioning bathroom was tiny and cramped. I guess someone had gutted the public restrooms before we got hold of the place. Nameless Castmate had gotten a bottle of alcohol, and both of us were like, “Yeah, we need to clean this out before we get you to the hospital.” Harlan told us that an ambulance was on its way. “Is that your blood?” the guys asked me, noting my gory presence. “I don’t think so,” I told them. “I’ve been keeping pressure on it since she stabbed me.”

Since she stabbed me.

How surreal. 

In the glaring light, I saw the spectre I’d become: Torn-up white T-shirt. Bare feet. Old jeans cut off at the left knee. Flannel shirt open to expose my chest and belly. Every bit of me caked in sticky cold red stuff. Makeup smeared around my eyes to give me a dying sort of look. Messy short hair and the beardless face I’d had back in those days. Barely out of my teens, recently married, with a hole in my hand I didn’t want to look at but knew I needed to see.

Oh, well — let’s do this.

It wasn’t as bad as we’d expected, probably because I’d been pressing my left hand across my right so hard that the throbbing from the wound now pulsed between them both. What we saw, in that bright harsh light, was essentially a dent in the back of my hand, its edges pale blue and starting to bruise. The vein had been squeezed closed on both sides, and a slash of red welled at the center of the dent. 

My castmate turned on the water. I stuck my hand under it.

Well, at least I didn’t scream.

In hindsight, I suppose I’d turned off most of my usual functions in order to deal with the realities of my situation. Shock’s useful for that sort of thing, I hear. And so, as I held my hand under cold water, sluicing off as much of the grime and gore as possible without touching that fucking blue dent in my hand, Nameless Castmate opened the bottle of alcohol and said, “This is probably gonna hurt a lot.”

I agreed. “Just do it.”

He was right. It hurt a lot. 

Like, a lot a lot.

In my various misadventures, I’ve dislocated my knee twice, broken several bones, had the bottom of a shattered bottle punch through an inch of rubber on my sneaker sole and then slash my hand open when I reflex-grabbed at it. I’ve been burnt by fires and explosions, splashed with hot oil, beaten bloody, knocked across a room by a blow in the face from a Scuba mask, hit on several occasions with baseball bats, and wound up hunched and wailing on a bathroom floor while my guts contracted from a nasty stomach flu. I’ve had hangovers and suicidal depressions. I’ve been in car accidents and motorbike spills. I tore a chunk out of my arm when skidding across gravel-strewn concrete. I’ve had a knife at my throat, fists in my face, splinters in my skin, and two divorces carving bits out of my heart. 

The stomach flu is the only thing I recall hurting worse than the moment he poured alcohol on that pale dent in the back of my hand.

Folks talk about things being “breathtaking”? That pain was breathtaking. The only sound I remember making was a low hiss through clenched teeth. I looked away because I didn’t want to see that damn dent in my hand again. It’s funny how you can be surrounded by carnage and torture so long as it’s not real, then feel your chest hollow out the moment you realize that you’ve actually been stabbed and now the blood welling up in the wound isn’t made of colorful liquid corn.

Someone produced a clean towel. Harlan checked in to make sure I wasn’t gushing blood and threatening to sue him. Nameless Castmate, Harlan, and Vampire Girl ushered me through the darkened Gorehome 2. Guests had begun to file in again, now with more stringent control from our stalwart Grim Reaper. The show must go on, as the saying goes, and we’d had a line of people freezing their asses off to get the thrills they paid for. By then, I’d asked someone to call Corri, and Julia — who, for obvious reasons, took the rest of the night off — went to go fetch my wife from our apartment. As I neared the entrance and saw the flashing ambulance lights beneath the curtain, I realized something funny:

The crowd outside had been standing next to a real ambulance that had pulled up outside a haunted house attraction. As my escorts led me to the paramedics, I saw people in the crowd draw back from my ragged blood-soaked form.

I probably would have laughed if I wasn’t so worried about my hand.

Someone had briefed paramedics. Given the absurd recklessness of that coke-drenched era, I’m sure this wasn’t the first time a Halloween haunt resulted in real injuries. They asked me how much of the blood on me was mine. “None of it,” I assured them. “I’ve kept pressure on the wound.” 

You’d think I would recall my one and only ambulance ride, but my head felt fuzzy by then. The ensuing few hours blurred into a montage of Look how brave I’m being banter, appalled faces in the ER waiting room when I walked in under my own power while covered in apparent gore, Corri carefully hugging me at the hospital (with an affectionate, “You idiot”), and the ER personnel plopping me in a cold treatment room for what seemed like hours — still barefoot in torn and Karo-bloodied clothes — when they realized I hadn’t actually fallen into a threshing machine. I got a few shots of morphine or something in my hand, so when the doctor came and stitched it closed, I felt disconnected enough to watch him do it. 

It didn’t look so bad, really. Just some pale bruised skin, the big vein pinched shut and probably coagulated by that point, and a bloodless gap about an inch long being stitched shut with black thread by a guy who’d done that job a million times before. 

X-rays showed the bones to be undamaged. My ligaments remained miraculously unharmed. The sickle had punched straight to the bone, but the dull impact and my left hand had kept me from bleeding out. Eventually, after some sharp words from Corri, the ER staff got me a blanket to wrap around my shoulders. She’d brought me a change of clothes and helped me into them. By the time Julia, Harlan, and Julia’s husband arrived to invite Corri and me to dinner, I was so high on painkillers and receding adrenaline that I said Sure. The hospital gave me a soft demi-cast cloth split to keep my wrist straight and my hand immobile, provided more painkillers and instructions on how not to fuck my hand up, and sent us on our way. Once I’d cleaned up, we shared a late, delicious dinner while I assured Julia and Harlan I wasn’t suing anyone as long as I didn’t get stuck paying for the ambulance and hospital visit. Hell, I said, it didn’t even hurt that much!

Not until the painkillers wore off, anyway. Around 4:00 a.m., I was whimpering with pain as my hand pulsed lightning through my arm. I struggled in the dark with the child-proof cap on the meds until Corri, whom I’d been trying to avoid waking, got up and opened them for me. 

The next weekend, though, I was back at Gorehome 2: The Nightmare Continues. I kept my right hand wrapped in plastic to avoid soiling the bandages or reopening the wound, and I cycled between the groom’s spot on the bed and the victim’s spot on the cross. Somehow, I’d convinced Corri to join the cast as a new Cynthia, a role she and Julia alternated in until the day after Halloween. Having been fired from Pizza Hut (from which I subsequently quit in protest) Corri had a blast, and we went home with forty bucks a night instead of twenty. 

That year, Halloween fell on a Saturday. We’d planned to spend Sunday cleaning the place out and saying our last goodbyes to each other; when people began lining up outside before sundown, however, we decided to give it one more night. Dressing in our tattered, smelly, sweat-and-Karo-rigid gear, we put everything we had into that performance. The final group of guests to come through the door got the entrance locked behind them. At each room, the performers rose up from, or out of, our positions — our coffins, beds, dentist’s chairs, and darkened alcoves — and began following them, chanting “Gonna get you! Gonna get you! Gonna get you!” This spontaneous chase began as stalking and whispering. By the time they reached the exit, with Freddie Kruger and the chainsaw maniac and the whole demented cast and crew behind them, the guests were laughing and screaming and running for that door. Running after them, we circled them, joined hands, and began dancing around them in the parking lot, chanting the Nightmare on Elm Street rhyme, our voices rising on each verse. As we reached the final shrieking NEVER SLEEP AGAIN, we burst out in laughter, cried “Happy Halloween!” released each other’s hands, and bowed. We thanked our final guests, they thanked us, everyone was laughing and crying and hugging (we didn’t hug the guests, though), and as the guests walked back to their cars, all of us waving to each other, the cast and crew filed back inside to begin our final transition back to normalcy. The phone rang one last time, and instead of the customary, “Gorehome 2: The Nightmare Continues,” Vampire Girl answered with, “Gorehome 2: The nightmare is over.”

Most of it was, anyway.

As one might expect, I couldn’t work with a stitched-up right hand. By mid-November, though, I was able to score a Christmas gig at Kay Bee Toys in the local mall, where Corri found work at... cue the Irony Bell... a cutlery store.

A week or so after Gorehome 2 closed, we got a furious call from Harlan. Mike, the producer, had ditched out with the money and disappeared. Harlan wasn’t paid, and his name was on all the paperwork, so he got hung out to dry financially. A bunch of people, it turns out, received little or nothing out of the considerable sum Gorehome 2 had amassed. Corri and I wound up being two of the only cast members who’d been paid consistently, probably because Mike hadn’t wanted me thinking about a lawsuit and so told Harlan to cash us out each night. It was a good thing we had been, too, because although Mike told Harlan that he’d paid off my ER visit, the first bills from that night arrived a few weeks later. 

At least the motherfucker paid the ambulance fee. 

When I got those bills, I panicked and lost my shit. Trying to reach Harlan, I got his answering machine. Enraged when he did not return my calls, I called Julia and got her machine as well. In a moment I regret over thirty years later, I puked lava into the phone — not blaming her or demanding money but unleashing weeks of pain and betrayal and money stress on the party who deserved it least. Her husband called me later and chewed me out for upsetting her. I apologized to them both and never heard from them again. Harlan never called me back either. Thomas and I were no longer on speaking terms, so I couldn’t ask about the friend who’d gotten me involved with the production. I hadn’t learned the last names of anybody involved except for Julia, so I couldn’t sue anyone even if I’d wanted to... and by that time, trust me, I wanted to. Eventually, Corri and I were able to talk the hospital’s bills down to a manageable level. I paid them off shortly before we split up a few years later. 

Spookies shouldn’t play with sharp things. Especially if they don’t know who to sue afterward.

My hand healed fine. I still have an interesting scar on the back of it. You can’t see that scar easily, however, because I’m such a furry cuss. 

No haunt worth that name behaves nearly as recklessly as we did back then, though I’m told there are still plenty of spooky kids with more spirit than sense as far as that’s concerned. 

I still love Halloween, but never worked another haunted house.

Life is weird. Especially mine.

At least I can honestly say I haven’t been bored since high school, and I’ve paid my dues to the Halloween spirit.

So Happy Halloween, y’all, and don’t let anyone swing a rusty sickle at your face.
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