

AMERICAN HORROR:

A Story Collection

Edited By Scott Nicholson

Copyright ©2011 by Scott Nicholson

Stories copyright individual owners

Published by Haunted Computer Books


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

American Horror

THE LAST AMERICAN HORROR WRITER | By Scott Nicholson

EL CAZADOR | By Lisa Morton

THE MAN IN BLACK | By Nate Kenyon

STARVATION ARMY | By Joe McKinney

BOY IN THE CABINET | By Jeremy C. Shipp

DOWN AMONG THE BOSNIAN DEAD | By Joseph Nassise

OUTSIDE | By Kealan Patrick Burke

THE SUNSEEKER | By Simon Wood

THOUGH THY LIPS ARE PALE | By Maria Alexander

Scott Nicholson’s books:

Novellas

Story Collections

Children’s Books

​

Table of Contents

Introduction: The Last American Horror Writer by Scott Nicholson

1. EL CAZADOR by Lisa Morton

2. THE MAN IN BLACK by Nate Kenyon

3. STARVATION ARMY by Joe McKinney

4. BOY IN THE CABINET by Jeremy C. Shipp

5. DOWN AMONG THE BOSNIAN DEAD by Joseph Nassise

6. OUTSIDE by Kealan Patrick Burke

7. THE SUNSEEKER by Simon Wood

8. THOUGH THY LIPS BE PALE by Maria Alexander

About the editor

Links to Scott’s books

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE LAST AMERICAN HORROR WRITER

By Scott Nicholson
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I am a horror writer.

The last of a dying breed.

Actually, perhaps I’m already dead and just don’t know it yet.

I didn’t intend to be a horror writer, and if I’d had any commercial sense at all, I would have delved into paranormal romance, chick lit, suspense, mystery, and fantasy. All of which I write, by the way, often in the same book, but the word “Horror” is stamped on the spine. At the fork in the publishing road, as Robert Frost wrote, I took the one less traveled by, and all the difference has been made.

Showing up early for a recent signing, I had time to browse the store a little bit, checking out the competition, wading past the pirate and Da Vinci material to reach the fiction section. I looked for the titles of my friends, who are also horror writers. Miraculously, practically overnight, the spines of their books had been changed to read simply “Fiction.”

I was all alone, and that was scarier than any ghost or monster I had ever penned. I’m not vain enough to believe I had suddenly become the standard bearer for a fading genre. No, what had changed was the publishing industry perception of the label. The publishers’ sales teams believe horror doesn’t sell, so they convey this lack of enthusiasm to the bookstores. The bookstore owners don’t order it, and because readers don’t see it on the shelves, they believe horror must no longer be readable.

Horror is many things to many people. Author and anthologist Doug Winter once announced “Horror is an emotion, not a genre.” He said this a decade ago, long after the end of the 1980’s horror boom, when evil dolls, sharp-toothed critters, and decrepit manors adorned dozens of books each month. The genre born with “The Odyssey” and “Grendel,” passed up through “MacBeth” and on to “Frankenstein” and “Dracula,” reached its zenith with “Rosemary’s Baby,” “The Exorcist,” and an extraordinary average guy named Stephen King. Horror was selling like hotcakes, and even when the good times faded, largely due to an avalanche of crappy hackwork, a couple of publishers still maintained horror lines, turning out one or two horror titles a month.

Until a few years ago, when I alone survived, though I was already half dead because my mass-market shelf life was comparable to that of cottage cheese.

Within the horror community, the discussion over the “death of horror” was broken into two separate issues—a belief that “horror elements,” the ghosts, vampires, serial killers, and essential human fears that are the root of good storytelling have expanded and are touching more genres and writers and readers than ever.

Romantic suspense writer Iris Johansen wrote a novel that features a woman who wants to turn people into zombies. Kay Hooper’s bestselling series features psychic special agents. “The Lovely Bones” and “Beloved” are built on supernatural frameworks. One can hardly turn around without being poked by a stake-wielding, scantily-clad woman on a book cover who is drooling over a well-oiled Fabio with fangs. So horror, the emotional effect, seems to be quite popular.

And then there’s “horror,” the label, the market anathema.

The brand that’s no longer in stores, despite the plethora of ghosts, goblins, witches, and vampires that still crowd the shelves. The brand that rarely merits its own bookstore section, and when it does, those shelves contain little more than King, Dean Koontz, and Anne Rice, whose books are all labeled “Fiction.”

I watched people’s faces at my signing. Some saw the “horror” label, set the book down, patted the spooky scarecrow cover, grimaced, and made a brisk escape. A couple muttered, “I don’t read that kind of stuff,” or, “I don’t read horror, I only read King and Koontz.”

“But it’s not horror,” I wanted to say, not sure whether this constituted smart marketing or just plain lying. “This book is about the relationship between a mother and her daughter—it’s chick lit! It draws on Appalachian culture and religion. It’s a mystery, a paranormal romance, a psychological thriller—whatever category you want it to be!”

Who cares about the man-eating goats? What about the long sex scene where the new wife is possessed by the ghost of the dead wife? Those are sprigs of parsley, added for color and not taste. Those who take the time to talk to me about the story usually end up buying a copy, even people who profess a dislike for the genre. Once they get past that “H-word,” they see the story may serve up more than just the rehashed tropes and murder-by-numbers plots that plague too many modern horror movies.

My horror peers were a step ahead of me. They quit calling their books “horror novels.” Now their agents pitch them as “supernatural thrillers.” Same books, different words, higher advances, more marketing, a collective sigh of relief from the sales departments. At last they have books they can sell without embarrassment, as if horror were the literary equivalent of naughty pictures.

And then the indie revolution happened, and horror is back out of the closet, breaking the invisible chains that sought to keep it from the light.

I was the last horror writer in America, but only for a dark moment in literary history. Now we are everywhere, shambling, clawing, growling our way back into the hearts of readers, you who thirst like a coffined vampire or hunger like the last of the living dead.

Eight of my writing peers are happy to march in the ranks, and their contributions are shared here in our communal anthology project. Vampires, ghouls, zombies, serial killers, and other creepy creatures of the night infest these pages, proud to disturb your sleep or stir your fevered imagination.

Horror is back, but it never really left, because horror doesn’t die. And it doesn’t care. Horror just is.

—Scott Nicholson

June 2011
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EL CAZADOR


By Lisa Morton
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This manuscript is not written in blood.

El Cazador’s name has already been written enough in that vital ink; if there were colors for sweat and tears, he would’ve found a way to use those as well. No, what you see here is only printer’s ink, black and unalive, and so not his art...perhaps more like the artist himself. I can say that because I’ve known him. I may not know exactly who he is or how he became El Cazador, but....

I know what he is.

###
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Unfortunately this story starts with me. Not a very good journalistic practice, but then I wasn’t a very good journalist. I was a freelancer earning my keep as a waitress, living with two roommates in a two-bedroom apartment and looking for that one big story that would excite some movie producer and get me into the studios. So far I’d sold one article on the origins of molé sauce. It had not become the next Like Water For Chocolate.

My interest in El Cazador began with someone else’s article in the paper, a short single column buried in the Valley section of a Tuesday morning Times. It noted only that the mutilated body of a gang kid had been discovered not far from one of the tags of “El Cazador”, a notorious graffiti artist who had frustrated police and citizens’ action groups in North Hollywood/Sun Valley for over a year now.

I already knew the name. I remembered seeing it once on an overpass of the 118 Freeway. It was intricate, in red and orange and black, and the three of us in the car at the time had wondered who would have been insane enough to hang from a freeway while traffic sped by below just so they could scrawl their name.

“Scrawl,” though, wasn’t appropriate. Even while the others were laughing about it I remember thinking it was surprisingly fluid, dynamic. It left its imprint on the mind’s eye as if the tagger had personally written it there. When I suggested to my friends that there was no real difference between the work of Keith Haring and that of El Cazador, they’d scoffed, derided me the rest of the day. But I knew the truth about El Cazador’s work.

It was art and it was magnificent.

###
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A year later I saw the newspaper article and within hours I was determined to be El Cazador’s definitive chronicler. It was perfect: I would find out what Valley gang he ran with, track him down, get his bio, sell the article, and split the million dollars that Paramount or Columbia would pay us for the film rights.

Of course I was aware of a few little problems with this plan. I was a 26-year-old white female whose grasp of Spanish was—well, not even a fingerhold. I didn’t know anything about Latino gangs or taggers or that part of the Valley. I knew it could be dangerous, certainly, but I had my pepper spray and a 1980 Plymouth Horizon nobody would want to steal.

I decided to start by driving around, finding whatever I could of El Cazador’s work, photographing it and documenting the location. Then I would assemble an album, evidence of my serious interest, and locate him by questioning the locals.

The first part of the plan proved to be easy. El Cazador’s work was plentiful and identifying it was as simple as picking a genuine Van Gogh out of a paint-by-numbers collection.

Commencement was the discovery of a mural on the side of a crumbling apartment complex on the northern end of Vineland. It covered the entire wall of the ramshackle building, three floors high and two apartments wide. It could be seen blocks away, dominating a neighborhood of dented, overflowing garbage cans, ancient bungalows with brown lawns and barred doors, liquor stores with wooden boards over the windows.

The subject was survival, violence: A snake fighting an eagle. The two combatants were locked in a full-on struggle, yet the serpent was clearly winning. Its venomous fangs were buried halfway in the eagle’s carefully-feathered neck, its sinuous length coiled once around the contorting bird. One of the eagle’s wings was nearly torn off and its head was tilted back, beak open, screeching its agony. The snake was grinning.

At the bottom, formed from the shower of avian blood, was the signature “El Cazador.”

It was breathstopping, rendered in colors so extravagant I had to remind myself they had all come from mere spraypaint cans. It bespoke careful planning and long nights of exhaustion. It brought associations to mind, pricked the backbrain with unnameable mythologies...and yet the political statement was clear as well.

In the Mexican flag, the eagle is winning.

The surrounding space was cluttered with simple black graffiti letters, most in the pointed, sharp style that always appeared vaguely extraterrestrial to me. These lesser tags were layered thick on top of each other, spilling haphazardly, something that might have been “Killahs” across “Felipe Z” covering “IMAW,” but no one had touched El Cazador’s. Even the lifeless dirt at the base of its wall was clean of the usual rubbish. It was obviously held in veneration.

I had to walk halfway down the block to get it all in my lens. While I was snapping shots, a boy, maybe 10, walked up to me. He had dark skin, serious eyes, a Tecate beer T-shirt.

“You from County?”

“County?”

“Yeah, you know, clean up or somethin’?”

I looked down at him, trying to seem open and friendly. “No, I like the painting.”

It succeeded. “Oh, tha’s cool. El Caz, he’s the best, man.”

Could it really be this easy? I asked, “You a friend of his?”

The boy frowned, disappointed. “I wish. Ain’t nobody his friend.”

“Somebody must be.” I nodded at the mural. “He couldn’t have done that alone.”

“He did, an’ in one night.”

“One night? No way.”

“Yas, man, I’m tellin’ you, was one night. See how all the streetlights an’ shit is broke out?”

I glanced around. He was right—every light in the immediate area was smashed.

“That’s so he’d be harder to see while he did it.”

I smiled and asked, “Then how’d he see?”

The boy answered, “I dunno. He’s El Caz. Me, I only live in the building.”

Then he got on a skateboard and rode off.

I watched in disbelief. He wasn’t lying—he skated in through the main entrance of the building.

Wait a minute, so maybe he did live there, that didn’t mean he hadn’t lied about the rest. The only way that painting could have been completed in one night would have involved a small army of artists with their own lights and the boy had said El Cazador worked alone. Of course I was still the outsider, the dipshit who could be had for a ridiculous fairy tale. That kid was probably in one of those apartments right now laughing his head off at the stupid chiquita who bought that dumb story, man.

Maybe this wouldn’t be so easy after all.
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I photographed six more El Cazador tags over the next two weeks. I also clipped three newspaper stories about gang slayings that had occurred not far from the tags.

Pedro Lopez, 18, was found a quarter-mile from a Los Angeles river concrete wash on which two gleaming, blocky robots battled it out, red fluid spraying from vents in their silver plating. Pedro’s throat had been ripped open. Fourteen-year-old Eduardo Maneiros was found nearly severed in half beneath a warehouse wall displaying an Aztec priest ripping the heart from a pale, shrieking girl. A depiction of a gang shootout with bullets the size of basketballs, painted in an alley, could have been the last thing 15-year-old Tony Castro saw before he was slashed repeatedly with a sharp object.

Were El Cazador’s paintings inspiring violence? Were these killings morbid homage, sacrifices to the legendary tagger king? Or was it coincidence? There were kids dying everywhere, after all.

The people I talked to in El Cazador’s neighborhood couldn’t offer much. Most didn’t know anything. Some didn’t speak English. Several laughed at me. One twenty-three-year-old gangsta named Cruz told me nobody knew who El Caz was, he was solo, didn’t run with a gang. Then Cruz asked me out. He told me I’d never find El Cazador if I hadn’t experienced how he lived. He followed me all the way to my car, then leaned on the hood until I pulled away. I could see him grinning in the rearview mirror. I’ve had a couple of dreams about Cruz since then. They were bad.

One early morning, a little past eight, I found an old man who spoke only Spanish staring at a fifteen-foot-high scene of robocops battering a crouching boy, painted on the back wall of a building housing a hardware store. When he saw me, the old man gestured at the wall and the broken lights, rattling off an angry string. I could gather only that the painting was recent and he wasn’t too happy about it. When I shook my head apologetically, he walked closer to the wall and tapped at the brownish-red letters spelling out “El Cazador”.

“Sangre, sangre,” he shouted.

I knew that word, at least. Sangre.

Blood.

Then the old man shook his head angrily, murmured “policia” and hobbled back up to the main street and into the tiny panaderia bakery he owned.

I stared at the stylized signature, wondering what he’d meant. Sure, it was the color of dried blood, the implication was there....

What if it wasn’t implication?

I touched the wall, brushing my fingertips over the surface. All I felt was the coarse brick and mortar construction. Other tags covered any surface not taken by El Cazador’s, but they were scribbled by clumsy, insensitive hands and looked old, ignored.

I scraped at the dark side of one of the detailed assailants. The chromium blue felt sealed, like spraypaint. It didn’t come off.

When I scraped at the red lettering in the name it was still slightly damp.

A sticky blob came off on my fingertip. I rubbed it against my thumb and it dissolved into something thick and very dark red.

I backed away, staring at my fingers, a nervous thrill in my stomach. The meaning revealed there was obvious. El Cazador, my elusive quarry, was not just a kid with a talent for creative vandalism. This was something darker, something-

I nearly lost my balance as my right foot caught behind me. I glanced down, expecting to be disgusted by dog shit or old newspapers-

-and saw instead a boy, a dead boy, his torso torn open, red and gray matter spilling out. His face was smeared, the ground all around him black and viscid. There was a gun not far from him, lying useless. The fingers of one hand still seemed to be clawing for it. The flies had already settled on him.

What I did next...usually people say they felt sick, they felt weak, they screamed.

I took a picture.

Then I turned and ran for my car.
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In the paper the next day was a back-page item about another gang slaying that had evidently taken place less than a block from one of El Cazador’s tags. This time his name was mentioned, but police were uncertain whether a connection “can be absolutely drawn to the graffiti artist.” They were also seeking a possible witness, “a woman, white, blonde hair, early twenties, carrying a camera.”

I would give it up, this story. It should ideally be written in a language I didn’t speak. A language in which “sangre” meant a color in
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