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    Editorial: March 2025

    Wendy N. Wagner | 537 words

    Welcome to Issue #150 of Nightmare Magazine!

    It takes time to assemble a magazine issue, which means that while you’re reading this editorial in March, I’m writing it in January. Where you sit, David Lynch has been dead for a month and a half. For me, it’s a recent occurrence.

    There are few creators who have had a bigger impact on my thoughts about creativity or about the power and importance of horror like David Lynch. Some of the most terrifying moments in film have sprung from his mind—and most of them are constructed from the absolutely banal. There’s no reason why an image of a swiftly turning ceiling fan should be frightening, and yet in Lynch’s hands, it’s nightmare fuel. The scene in Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me where Laura Palmer lays in bed looking from a painting of an open doorway to her own open bedroom door and back again made me so tense I thought I’d crack a tooth. He made me understand that inside each of us there is a locked door holding back what frightens us, and that a skilled and sensitive creator has the power to unlock it by simply tapping into the right cultural resonances.

    David Lynch did not come up with the line “The owls are not what they seem.” It was co-creator Mark Frost who wrote the teleplay for that episode of Twin Peaks. But seemings and doublings are a primary occupation of Lynch’s work. That’s why when I sat down to write about this month’s issue, I immediately thought of him—and the owls. These stories and this poem are also not what they seem.

    We’re starting off the month with an original short piece from Lincoln Michel: “The Tugwort.” It is the story of a couple who take a vacation at an island resort. They’re a happy couple, and it’s a delightful place for a vacation . . . or at least, that’s how it all seems. To find out what’s happening beneath the surface (and the secret of the stray cat outside the hotel room), you’ll have to check it out. Ana Hurtado’s short story “Pezcara” is also about people on vacation, but this time we’re following a pair of kids shopping for a New Year’s celebration. It’s wholesome family bonding, or so it seems. For flash, Samir Sirk Morató has written the doppelganger of a haunted house story: “sharp house.” And Josh Pearce writes about music—maybe—in “Touch This Cancer, It Probably Won’t Bite.”

    Over at The H Word, Zoe Kerr writes about a new trend in horror: films about the rich and famous who we love to hate. We also have author spotlights with our authors, and guest film reviewer J.B. Kish shines a spotlight on an exciting French horror film you might have missed: MadS.

    We’re proud to bring you another great issue packed with the weird, the frightening, and the horrific. There’s never been a better time to celebrate creativity and the writers out there catching the big fish of the imagination.
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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 Locus award nominee 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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    The Tugwort

    Lincoln Michel | 4174 words

    

    CW: none.

    

    They went to the island not to save the marriage—for the marriage hadn’t yet occurred—but to save the possibility of the marriage. It’d been a rough year, Carla knew. The details were banal. Stress at work and stress at home. The economy collapsing. The political system collapsing. The planet burning. Despite all this, when her fiancé, Anton, proposed a vacation, she balked.

    “That’s the last thing we can afford,” Carla said.

    “We can’t afford not to. Destressing is important. Especially with your—” Anton paused. “Your condition.”

    By condition, Anton meant her panic attacks. Every so often, Carla would feel a painful sensation in her chest, as if some angry creature was being born there. This creature would unfurl its burning limbs. A leg through her gut, a hand sliding through the heart. Carla’s breath would get fast and hot. Then she would be hyperventilating on the floor. Usually, this panic creature only took control of her once or maybe twice a year. But the attacks had increased after her mother had died of cancer the prior year and had become almost routine as the wedding, with its endless tasks and infinite stressors, loomed.

    “Okay,” Carla said. “Only let’s mind our budget.”

    They decided on a small island in the middle of the ocean where neither had ever been. It was affordable in the offseason. Looking at the photos of white beaches and candy-blue waters, Carla felt the creature shrivel up in her chest and slumber. Yes. It’d be just the break they needed to make it to the wedding. As for the steps after that? They would have to figure out how to climb them as they came.

    • • • •

    Sheets of rain fell nearly sideways as they landed, and the wind threatened to push the plane off the runway. Anton cursed as they hailed a taxi, then stopped himself. “Positive attitude.” He smiled, face splattered. “Weather is supposed to improve tomorrow.”

    In the cab, the driver looked them over. “A wedding. How grand. We’ll have to have you back for the honeymoon.”

    “Maybe,” Carla said.

    “You’ll come back. I foresee it. It’s the perfect island for the honeymoon.”

    “The hard sell,” Anton said.

    Both men laughed.

    Carla was shocked at the blue of the ocean as they drove across the bridge. It was the color of soap or soda, even with the storm clouds.

    “What’s that little guy on the dashboard?” Anton said.

    “Oh. Nothing. A local myth.”

    Carla hadn’t noticed it before but now leaned forward to study the odd figurine. The creature was short and hunchbacked with large, drooping eyes. Its mouth was a puckered hole. Red protrusions like gills fringed its thin neck.

    “What’s it called?” Carla asked.

    The taxi driver stretched out one finger. He spoke the name as he rubbed the creature’s scalp. Carla thought it sounded like “tugatwé” or perhaps “tog wart.”

    “The tugwort?” Anton said.

    The driver laughed, deep and rich. “Close enough. Yes. Tugwort.”

    “What does a tugwort do?” Carla asked.

    They drove through rows of palm trees, leaves hanging in the rain like wet fingers reaching for them.

    “A local spirit. They say it lives way down in the caves.” The driver’s voice seemed very far away. “There are caves all around the island. Full of stalactites and stalagmites. Very beautiful. Very mysterious.”

    Anton turned excitedly to Carla. “There’s one at our resort. We’ll have to visit.”

    “They are strange places, those caves. They go deep, deep into the earth. No one knows how far. Don’t go too deep if you visit. That is my advice. Humans were not meant to stray far from the open air. The ones who go deep come out changed.”

    Carla leaned forward to get a closer look at the tugwort. It had been carved crudely yet entranced her. It seemed as if its pupilless eyes were looking into hers. Suddenly she felt the creature inside her. In her chest with its arms unfurling to grip at her veins and nerves.

    “Honey, baby,” Anton was saying. He stroked her arm.

    She was gasping for air.

    “Are you okay?”

    “Aha!” the driver said. “We arrive.”

    A cloud moved away from the sun, and they were bathed in light. The resort was just up the hill.

    • • • •

    At the doorway, they were accosted by an older man with a ruddy face. He wore a blue blazer with brass buttons, white shorts, loafers, and red socks that had been pulled up to his knees. The blazer had a strange crest embroidered on the left side. At first, Carla thought it depicted the tugwort surrounded in flames. When she looked closer, it transformed into a lion biting the neck of a stag.

    “Welcome to your temporary paradise,” he said.

    The man waved them inside and Carla watched him stride officiously to the next arriving taxi.

    “What’s he supposed to be? Some kind of captain?” Carla asked.

    “The manager, I guess.”

    The resort was largely empty. Other than the staff, there were only a handful of older vacationers with stark white hair and hunched-over backs. They wore pastel cardigans and chinos.

    Anton stroked her neck. “Perfect, right? It’s just us and some geezers. We can just read and relax.”

    “It’s a little cold.”

    “I’ll buy you a sweatshirt in the gift shop. Maybe they’ll have one with that tug rat thing.” He chuckled.

    “Tugwort.”

    “Yeah, that was it.”

    While Anton went to the front desk, Carla logged into the Wi-Fi. Carla was a mathematics teacher at a mediocre college. The school had a trimester system with breaks at odd times, which is why they’d been able to book the resort at a discounted rate. Despite being on break, her inbox was still full of emails from various members of the administration assigning pointless tasks. She could feel the panic creature unfurling in her chest.

    “Hey.” Anton appeared and covered her phone with his hand. “No working, remember. This is our holiday!”

    “I just have to respond to the provost.”

    Anton flopped in a chair and made a pouty face while Carla typed. Carla knew the face was meant to be playful, yet she hated it. Of course, there were many things he did that she loved, such as how he kissed her neck to wake her each morning. If Carla added up all the things that she liked about Anton and subtracted all the things she didn’t, what number would the equation produce? What number did a marriage need? A life? Sometimes at night she would try to devise the exact right equation, factoring in every possible variable. Always, she fell asleep before the calculation was complete.

    • • • •

    They barely saw anyone as they explored, except for a few stray cats. Anton led them down to the beach, where they walked around the empty pool that Carla noted was somehow less blue than the ocean. The pool bar was unmanned. All the chairs were stacked upside down on the tables and a tarp covered the bar itself.

    “It’s not that bad!” Anton was holding his shoes and standing in the bright blue waters.

    When Carla stepped into the gentle waves, the water was freezing. How was it that they couldn’t even agree on the temperature of water?

    “I’m not swimming in that.”

    “Okay.” Anton frowned, then clapped his hands and smiled. “Well. We said we’re going to just read and relax, right?”

    On the way back up the hill, Anton snatched her wrist. “Look.” To the right, obscured by vine-draped trees, there was a fissure in the ground. It looked like an old wound in the hill. Cats lounged in the red mud that guarded the entrance. There was an unlit lamp beside it and a white sign with red letters: Honeymoon Cave.

    • • • •

    “What’s the worst that could happen?” Anton said, stripping down to his bathing suit.

    “Something could bite you.”

    “It’s completely devoid of life. Look.”

    They were at the bottom of Honeymoon Cave, standing over the pond. The ground was brown rock, but the water made the sunken stalagmites look a greenish blue. The cave wall curved over the pond, dotted with stalactites that reached almost to the water, like teeth in the mouth of some deep-sea creature that lived a thousand miles from the light of the sun.

    “I left my bathing suit in the room,” Carla said.

    Anton kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be quick.”

    Carla couldn’t see the sunlight. A string of lightbulbs wrapped around a damp wooden railing was the only illumination. Yet something about the cave enchanted her. It felt timeless. Free from the worries of the world above. She could imagine how ancient people might have found these caves and considered them sacred. The hiding places of gods or demons.

    Toweling off, Anton noticed there was a crude staircase leading further into the cave. “Let’s check it out.”

    “Can we head back?”

    “Just a sec.”

    He skipped up the steps, around a corner, and out of Carla’s sight. She looked around the cave, marveling at the spikes jutting up or down. An uneasy feeling stirred in her. The cave seemed alive. She could almost swear the walls were pulsing. She had to get out.

    Just then, she heard a yelp. “Carla!”

    “What is it?” She put her hand to her throat.

    “You have to see this.”

    “Just come back.”

    “The cave goes way back! But someone has nailed up boards to block the path.” Anton’s voice reverberated eerily off the cave walls. “I saw a little guy back there. He was all hunched over and slimy. Like that tugwort. Wait. There he is again. His eyes are so blue. He’s waving to me. Beckoning.”

    “Shut up, Anton.”

    He came back, laughing. “Oh, lighten up. We’re on vacation.”

    • • • •

    Her sleep was deep and jagged. Then, suddenly, she was awake. It was dark. The clock said four a.m. Anton slept beside her, snores reverberating out of his nostrils.

    Something was scratching at the sliding doors to the porch. Carla shifted, slowly, clutching the sheets. She saw the outline of a small, hunched-over creature. The tugwort, she knew. It had found her already.

    Panic began to spread inside her. But she looked again and realized it was just one of the cats. It was facing
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