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    Editorial: June 2026

    Wendy N. Wagner | 323 words

    Welcome to issue #165 of Nightmare Magazine!

    The Xenomorph is my absolute favorite horror monster. It’s stylish, menacing, and quite often slimy. With a multiplicity of scary forms, from insectile face-hugger to tadpole-ish chest-burster to scuttling warrior, its physiognomy is remarkable. It has acid for blood. It’s athletic, capable of leaping many times its own length in almost any life-stage, and incredibly tough: It can survive short stints in the vacuum of space. All incredible attributes.

    But do you know what my favorite thing is about the Xenomorph? It’s the mouth.

    Remember the first time you ever saw the Xenomorph’s mouth? Those silver, almost human-shaped teeth? The pooling saliva as the maw slowly opened, revealing not a tongue, but a projectile mouth-within-a-mouth? What kind of monster is so hungry it needs a mouth inside its mouth?

    Which is the reason the Xenomorph is the most horror-y horror monster.

    I say this because I think well over three-quarters of horror’s work is centered around the mouth (that number gets larger if you dig into metaphorical mouths and metaphorical eating). More mouths equals more horror.

    By this logic, this issue might be our most horror-packed issue yet, because every work is centered around the mouth. We have original short fiction about teeth from both Aishatu Ado (“What Grows Back”) and Izzy Wasserstein (“Patterns of Dentition in Transgender Adults”). Our Horror Lab originals include a mouth-centered flash piece (“NoMouth”) from Marianne Kirby and a mouth-and-fang flavored poem (“Good Morning, Wolf—”) from Stephanie M. Wytovich.

    Our nonfiction includes author spotlights with our authors and a media review from Adam-Troy Castro. Author Chris Panatier joins us with an upbeat installment of our “The H Word” column that will make you either want to write a horror novel or go to a metal show, or maybe both.

    It’s another terrific issue. We hope you have fun devouring every last word.
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    What Grows Back

    Aishatu Ado | 5306 words

    

    CW: abuse, violence, death / dying.

    

    The Story I Tell About the Beginning

    I have told this story before, and I will tell it again, and each telling grows more teeth. Sometimes thirty-four, thirty-six. Sometimes they multiply faster than your science allows, like every word you made me swallow coming back to bite you.

    You want to know how I came to be counting teeth, what led to this particular obsession, and whether the counting came before or after the extra teeth. Whether this story has forgotten its manners, arriving unannounced without a “proper” beginning.

    
      Day One: The Counting Begins (Three Versions)
 
      
      Version One: What the Tongue Finds
    

    This morning, I found thirty-four teeth in my mouth instead of thirty-two. I counted once, then again to be sure, running my tongue around each surface while my coffee grew cold. The two extras nest behind my molars. I do this every day now, although I can’t remember when I decided to start. The counting began the week after the DNA Ancestry envelope appeared in the morning glory vines. I simply found myself running my tongue around my mouth, checking inventory like Grann used to count her dwindling possessions after each move, each eviction, and each time the world reminded her she didn’t belong. My tongue finds a new ridge. I count again. Thirty-four. Thirty-six. Sharp, uninvited, growing while I sleep.

    My neighbour, Mrs. Patterson, brings food on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Red beans, cornbread, sometimes smothered okra over rice with too much paprika. I thanked her. She smiled with orange teeth, faint and waxy, the way artificial flowers smile at the dead.

    Grann taught me about teeth in Port-au-Prince when I was little. “Thirty-two exactly, not one more, not one less,” she would say, counting them off on weathered fingers.

    “Dèyè mòn, gen mòn,” she would add in Kreyòl—beyond mountains, there are mountains. When I couldn’t sleep, when the heat pressed down and the mosquitoes sang, Grann would tell me the story of a hunter who murdered circles. Stories, when he found them, breathed in spirals, inhaling memory, exhaling prophecy. He hated their refusal to die on schedule. So, he sharpened his doctrine, sharpened his knife. He declared that a story must have three cuts: a beginning, a middle, and an end. Three wounds precisely. Never four. Never zero. Each time he found a tale, he split it into three parts—the wound, the fight, the prize. The wound justified everything. The fight made audiences lean forward. The prize let them sleep.

    The hunter called it civilization. The knife agreed, licking itself clean. He said, “Look, the world is legible now.” But clarity was only the shine of his blade, stories rendered dead and reflected as progress. Every time he cut a story, resistance remained behind. Teeth. White and hard, watching from the soil. They sprouted like rage, like memory, like ancestors refusing to be erased. Some teeth spoke Hausa. Some clicked Xhosa. Some hummed Saharan desert blues. When the hunter walked, they bit his heels. When he slept, the erased chattered in his ears. The teeth organized. Molars became chiefs, incisors scouts. Canines waited, sharp in the shadows. They learned his patterns.

    In time, the teeth grew into mountains. Great white ridges that tore the horizon. These mountains refused geography, appearing wherever he laid his head, wherever he planted his flag. The hunter tried to climb, but each mountain opened like a jaw, swallowing his path. Inside the mountains’ throats: every story he’d butchered still breathing, stitching itself back together in the dark.

    The hunter vanished into the mountains. The dismembered tales swarmed in; their rattling became a roar from above, below, inside. He covered his head, but empire cannot silence what it buries.

    His knife tried to cut its way out, but found only more teeth—teeth giving birth to teeth, infinite teeth. They rose, marched, and carried stories that breathe in spirals, double back, and refuse his arithmetic. They laughed in rattles, gleamed in sorrow, and refused to be carved into wounds and prizes. They grew fourth acts, fifth acts, no acts at all.

    Grann said that is why we count. Not to keep order, but to remember what cuts us, to know what bites back, and to prove the mouth holds more than thirty-two truths.

    
      Version Two: What Your Blood Carries
    

    You are a woman living in a shotgun house in New Orleans. You have been told your whole life that your body does not belong to you—by your family, the state, and the men who claim to help you. You have learned to make yourself small, to count and recount the parts of yourself, to ensure nothing has been taken without permission.

    Your body has added, not subtracted. Your blood carries the blueprints for weapons your people once grew in darker times. You run your tongue around your mouth and find extra teeth. You do not question this. Your body knows that survival sometimes requires becoming the thing others fear most.

    
      Version Three: What The Mouth Swallows
    

    This morning, I woke up choking on blood and enamel shards. My mouth was full of new teeth that had erupted overnight, like accusations finally finding voice. They cut my tongue when I tried to speak, scream, or call for help. But no one listens to women like me. So, I learned to count instead of scream.

    The shotgun house breathes around me as I count. I know it’s counting along—not keeping time but keeping score. Through the kitchen window, Mrs. Patterson’s shrimp étouffée burns again in the yellow house across the street, butter and bell peppers going acrid while she tracks me from room to room instead of tending her stove. I’ve started timing the old woman: seven seconds from when I enter the kitchen until her curtain shifts, twelve seconds when I move to the bedroom. Such devotion. Her dinner suffers from her vigilance. It has become a performance she never misses. This is the version I don’t tell Dr. Henley.

    
      The Story the House Remembers
    

    I am quite aware you are reading this, dear. I can feel your eyes moving across these words like fingertips along my wallpaper. You wish to understand my methods, do you not? How do I cultivate the women who dwell within my walls?

    Allow me to share a confidence: I do not change anyone, strictly speaking. I merely remember. And when the remembering becomes too weighty, too abundant, too keen, I permit some of it to seep into the ladies who require it most desperately.

    I was erected in nineteen-twenty-three upon a parcel of land the city failed to excavate with adequate thoroughness before construction commenced. The bones beneath speak tongues that those real estate gentlemen never troubled themselves to learn. Bones that recall being human, formidable, and hunters before they were made quarry.

    Are you familiar with what transpires when one constructs a dwelling upon unmarked burial grounds? Upon remains interred in secrecy, without ceremony, and the benedictions that allow the departed their rest?

    The dead do not slumber. They nourish, instruct, and make ready.

    Each lady who takes lodgings with me possesses the appropriate bloodline markers, those dormant inheritances that may be roused under adequate duress. I do not select them through conscious effort. Rather, I . . . beckon and they respond. They come to reside within my embrace until they acquire what knowledge they require. Call it ancestral recall given room to operate.

    Do I assist them? Or do I exploit them?

    The answer, I’m afraid, is both. I draw sustenance from their metamorphoses, growing more robust with each woman who discovers her true appetite. Yet they require what I provide—the sanctuary to become hunter, the license to cease being hunted, the inherited memories that teach them how to endure in a world that would devour them whole. We employ each other. It is, one might say, an equitable arrangement. For the most part.

    
      The Story I Tell About the House
    

    On summer evenings, the air tastes of café au lait and fryer oil drifting down Dauphine; cypress beadboard sweats under my palm. Across the street, the yellow cottage with its gingerbread trim keeps its curtains always half-drawn, positioned at the exact angle where someone inside can see out but I cannot see in. I catch the curtains twitching when I water the morning glories, a flutter quick as a swallowed word, fabric settling back before I can focus. Someone tends that garden obsessively. Caladiums and sweet potato vines pruned to submission, not a brown edge, not a stray tendril. But I never see the gardener. The plants simply appear groomed overnight, as if the maintenance happens while I sleep, while I blink, while my back turns to make coffee.

    The shotgun house where I live was built the same year Grann was born, both of them learning to bend without breaking, to weather storms that aim to destroy them. But the house learned another lesson: how to select its tenants.

    The house runs one hundred feet deep and sixteen feet wide, with three rooms lined up like vertebrae in a spine. Open the front door and you can see straight through to the back porch—deliberate design, not accident. The house needs clear sight lines to track what moves through it. Katrina’s high mark still stains the plaster four feet up, a brown ring circling each room like a protective ward. The flood didn’t damage the house—it fed it.

    
      The Story the Documents Tell
    

    Fingerprints smudge my mailbox daily, whorls and loops that aren’t mine, still damp in the morning humidity. The mail looks handled, with envelopes torn at the corners, as if someone had tested the contents without opening them. Probably the postman. Not what I know it could be, someone checking for a name that doesn’t match the lease. I should move. But moving requires paperwork. Deposits. Questions. That’s what I tell myself, while planning which direction I’d run if the knock comes.

    Yesterday, among the morning glories that climb my courtyard fence, I found an envelope with no return address. Inside: DNA results tracing my ancestry to Buganda, plus photocopied genealogical documents about someone named Nakibuuka, connected to my bloodline through the ships that carried my ancestors to Saint-Domingue. Tucked among the genealogy papers was another document: pages from a missionary journal, written by Reverend Samuel Morrison of the Church Missionary Society, dated 1887:

    
      “Your God gave you thirty-two teeth,” the savage [sic] woman Nakibuuka told me with that terrible smile. “My ancestors gave me forty-seven. Would you like to know what the extra fifteen are for?”
    

    
      The Story of Dr. Henley
    

    Dr. Henley doesn’t understand what this house does to the women who live inside it. But he knows the house exists. He knows it houses “vulnerable” women, as he works with the organization that places them there. Safe Harbor Medical contracts with New Orleans Housing Assistance to provide mental health services for undocumented women in transitional housing. The city has three properties designated explicitly for this population. 1247 Dauphine Street is one of them.

    Dr. Henley volunteered to take the Dauphine Street cases specifically. He makes house calls to clients who can’t report him without risking deportation. He’s been cycling through displaced women for three years. They all disappeared into ICE custody, deportation proceedings, and the underground networks that help women vanish when the system becomes too dangerous.

    Or so he believes.

    In his office, Dr. Henley writes these notes while touching himself. Not sexually—worse. He touches the bite marks his last patient Helen left, two perfect crescents that never healed right. He presses them when he writes about you. He needs the pain to focus:

    
      Patient presents with indicators of adjustment disorder following immigration trauma.
    

    Helen’s file sits beneath his notepad, pages soft from handling. She’d
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