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    Editorial, October 2022

    Wendy N. Wagner | 521 words

    Welcome to our 121st issue and our tenth anniversary issue! That’s right, John Joseph Adams launched the very first issue of Nightmare Magazine ten years ago, and the horror genre has been a more delightful place for it. We’re all so excited to celebrate such a terrific milestone.

    I’d like to take a moment to give a shout out to the wonderful first readers who have worked so hard to bring these fantastic stories to you. Our slush reading team for the past several months has included Frances Lu-Pai Ippolito, Tania Chen, David Rees-Thomas, and P.L. Watts, who have read more stories this year than most people will read in their lives. Reading submissions is a tough job, especially when we get so many exciting and well-written pieces from so many talented writers. I send many apologies to the team’s family members, who are probably tired of being abandoned by their loved ones, and also to their pets, who would like to sleep with the lights turned off for once.

    • • • •

    One of the hardest things about writing horror is that everyone is frightened of very different things. For one person, the sight of a spider will send them running screaming, while someone else will launch into a long discussion of the environmental benefits of arachnids. Clowns terrify some, while others enjoy their fanciful makeup and oversized shoes. We all feel fear, but we each have our own triggers and responses to it. The job of a horror writer is to so deeply immerse the reader in the story that the reader fully understands the responses and fears of the characters.

    The stories and poetry in this issue are about those personal fears and responses. The disagreeable and frightening things inside this issue might not trouble you, but they have deep meaning for the narrators. We start with a new short story from A.C. Wise: “Sharp Things, Killing Things.” If you grew up in a small town, you will understand the narrators of this story, but even if you didn’t, you will understand their fear and despair. In “The Ghost Eaters,” Spencer Ellsworth crafts a tale from the perspective of a dog so good, they’ve kept working long after death. It would be adorable if it weren’t for the things that come after ghosts—even the good ones. In the Horror Lab, Carlie St. George has a flash story (“Tiny Little Wounds”) about exorcism and self-mutilation. Okwudili Nebeolisa is our poet this month, and he’s also tackling the subject of exorcism in his very unsettling poem “Ritual.”

    Our H Word column features an essay by Raja Abu Kasm about the way fictional lycanthropes have helped him live with bipolar disorder. Terence Taylor has reviewed some intriguing new novels, and of course, our spotlight interviewing team sat down with our short fiction writers for an insightful couple of mini interviews.

    Thanks for joining us on another journey into the dark waters of horror and dark fantasy. We can’t wait to spend another year trying to scare you.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      Wendy N. Wagner is the author of 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, and her short stories, poetry, and essays have appeared in more than fifty venues. 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, two large cats, and a Muppet disguised as a dog.
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    Sharp Things, Killing Things

    A.C. Wise | 5456 words

    
      The First Billboard
    

    We saw the first billboard while driving along Lake Road. We’d driven the road a hundred times before, because it was the only road out of town that went anywhere worth going, and there was fuck-all to do in town except get drunk, get stoned, and get in trouble.

    Lake Road let us go ice fishing in the winter. Lake Road let us go camping in the summer. Lake Road let us drive and pretend like we would keep going, like one day we would get out for good. Yesterday we’d taken the road to the old factory at the edge of town to throw bricks at the scraps of remaining glass, so we knew the billboard hadn’t been there then. It hadn’t been there until the moment we drove by, flashing in our peripheral vision, as if it had grown up overnight against the trees.

    “What the fuck?” Josh said.

    Trey was already stomping on the brake and none of us had to ask what “what the fuck” Josh meant, because we all knew the billboard felt wrong.

    The car idled in the northbound lane, but there were so few people in the town that no one would come along to rear end us while we sat there and breathed.

    We were scared, but none of us said it aloud, because you don’t say that kind of thing when you’re out with your boys. Unless you want to get your ass beat, you never admit being afraid out loud.

    Trey slowly turned the car around. Tires crunched the gravel along the shoulder as the car dipped briefly off the road. Then we were pointed right at the sign, headlights washing the poles holding it aloft, staring.

    
      Any Way You Slice It, Our Blades Are the Best!
 
      A Cut So Clean, You Won’t Feel a Thing.
      

      Winston Blades.
    

    The words in bright white against true black took up most of the billboard. In the left-hand corner, like an afterthought, was a picture. It looked like the photographs we messed around with in the darkroom at school when we were supposed to be getting easy credits for a class that didn’t ask us to do fuck-all except wander through town with the cameras we checked out of the school lab, taking pictures of trees and broken down cars and artsy doors and shit. It could have been a picture any of us might have taken and left to overexpose, hazy and half-hidden, the subject fighting to emerge.

    A sink, but not all of it. An old-fashioned razor with its straight blade left halfway open or halfway closed, we couldn’t tell. There wasn’t anything as overt as an ominous blood splatter staining the porcelain, and that made it worse.

    “Why would someone put that there?” Ryan asked, and we all looked around, expecting one of the others to answer.

    It made us think of those signs that had started springing up around town a few months ago, with words like You Matter, and You Are Enough, and You Are Loved, that we all knew were bullshit, because nobody in town really cared. They were in our yards too, so we knew them well. The billboard even had the same kind of number you could text, crammed way down in the corner, which we didn’t even notice until Trey pointed.

    “You think we should?”

    “Don’t be stupid, man.” Ryan cuffed Trey on the back of the head. “You know those things are just a scam.”

    “What the fuck are you talking about? What scam?”

    “I don’t know. It’s just a scam.”

    Ryan couldn’t explain, but it was enough to break the tension and pull us out from the terrible thing hanging over us like a storm, so we could go back to calling each other assholes and passing a joint around.

    Three days after that, the first suicide occurred.

    
      The Day After the First Billboard
    

    We were all lying around Trey’s basement, stoned, because what else was there to do, sipping beers someone’s older brother bought for us.

    “We should drive out to the old factory,” Devon said

    “Why?” Trey said, because he was the one with the car and he didn’t want to get his ass up off the ground. “We were just there.”

    “Something to do,” Josh said. “I’m sick of fucking nothing happening.”

    “I can get us more weed on the way,” someone else said, and we all sat up and looked around. “I got the hook-up for some really good stuff.”

    The guy in the corner grinned, and we all realized we’d forgotten he was there. And we all wondered who had invited him and tried to remember his name.

    We knew him, of course we did. He was the new guy, and one of us must have said “Hey, why don’t you come and hang out with us later?” because we all had classes with him, even if none of us were sure exactly which ones. Our town was the kind that once you were there, it was like you’d never been anywhere else. So if we really thought about it, we could remember playing Little League with him, water-gun fights when we were ten, and that time one of us dared him to jump off the library steps on a skateboard and he broke his arm.

    His eyes were kind of half-closed, and he did this thing with his head to flick his hair out of them. The part of the basement where he was sitting had the most shadows, so his teeth looked extra white in the dark.

    “All right. Fuck it, let’s go,” Trey said and slapped his hands on his thighs as he stood.

    The guy in the corner unfolded from the beanbag chair and we all trooped up the stairs. Because he was the one with the hook-up to the good weed, we let the new guy sit in front so he could give directions while the rest of us crowded into the back.

    “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Trey punched the steering wheel and passed the joint back over his shoulder, and we realized we must have already stopped and picked up the weed while we were all trying to figure out exactly how well we knew the new guy and for how long.

    Trey pulled into the lot in front of the old factory—dust and scrub grass, broken bottles and used condoms. The chain link fence had fallen down long ago, and no one bothered to put it up again, because there was nothing left worth protecting. Our older brothers and our fathers and maybe even our grandfathers had come here before us to throw bricks and bust out windows, but somehow, there always seemed to be one last bit of glass to shatter.

    “Bullseye!” Devon shouted as a brick arced perfectly and smashed through a window like a tooth regrown. We were all amazed he could throw so straight as high as he was.

    “You know what they used to make here?” the new guy said, his hands in his pockets, his chin tilted slightly upward.

    “Razor blades,” he said. “The old-fashioned kind. They used to make guns too, and needles for sewing machines, and mirrors, and all kinds of things.”

    He rocked back and forth from his heels to his toes, and none of us asked how he knew all this stuff or why he thought we’d care.

    “They tried to go into mass production during the war, but they couldn’t figure out how to scale, so the factory shut down. The owner killed himself and the factory fell into ruin.”

    In the moonlight, a faint W stood out against the brick, followed by an I and an N, the ghost of letters that we could just now read as WINSTON.

    “Shit, wasn’t that—” Ryan said, uneasy, but the new guy cut him off, still delivering his history lesson.

    “They used to run these billboard ads, like Burma Shave on Route 66 back in the day.”

    His grin was a razor cut, the two halves of his face not quite fitting together. We all tried to remember if he’d been in the car with us yesterday, if he’d seen the sign and was trying to fuck with us now.

    “This place is haunted, you know,” he said, and his voice went soft, whispering a secret, so close we could all feel his breath right up against our ears. “When my brother killed himself, he did it with a razor that he found in the rubble. It looked brand-new, even though the factory had been shut down for years, like someone had left it there just for him.”

    “What the shit?” Devon swatted at the air near his ear, like he’d caught a mosquito buzzing.

    We all looked where the new guy pointed with a tilt of his head and for just a moment, we did see someone standing there where two crumbled sections of brick that once had been walls met. Something gleamed in his hand and it could have been a razor blade or just a piece of broken glass. Then the moon went behind a cloud and when it came back, there was nothing there at all.

    “What did you say?” Ryan asked, but the new guy shrugged apologetically like he wasn’t sure what any of us had heard, but he hadn’t said anything at all.

    
      Three Days After the First Billboard
    

    The guy who killed himself was named Steve. Some of us knew him from AP Bio; some of us knew him from track. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would kill himself. He seemed happy. College recruiters had already been around, watching him run. He got good grades, so he could probably have gotten a scholarship even if the track coaches didn’t want him. He had a girlfriend named Amber who we’d all fantasized about losing our virginity to. His family owned the one good restaurant in town. He was the one we were all sure would make it out one day.

    We heard he walked out onto the train tracks. We heard—though how could anyone know unless they were there and watched and did nothing to stop him—that Steve
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