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INTRODUCTION


from Adam Lowe


My own forays into horror have been patchy. I’ve always written work that could be considered transgressive and gory. I used to write a lot of horror, in fact. But I’ve always felt most comfortable flitting between the genres like a cyborg butterfly with a mouth full of narcotic offal.


I attended my first Terror Scribes meeting in 2009. At the time, my novella Troglodyte Rose had just been published by a local publisher of young writers: Cadaverine Publications. It certainly had horrific elements. It was inspired by film noir, cyberpunk, B-movies, the kind of science fiction-horror of Alien, and lots of roleplaying games (although whereas my friends always preferred Vampire: The Masquerade and Mage: The Ascension, I always preferred Wraith: The Oblivion and Kult). I’ve always been fascinated, I guess, by the intersections between the grotesque and the beautiful. The aesthetics of horror, you might say. Clive Barker’s sado-masochistic horror in Hellraiser appeals to me, for example, with its chains and leather and beautifully disgusting angels of wrath.


The monstrous has always fascinated me. I like to confront the terrifying. But still, I was scared about that initial meeting in Bradford. I had never been in a room with that many horror writers before. How monstrous would they be? Would they snarl and bite? Would they carry skulls and write with quills? Would they sign their autographs in blood?


I anticipated nerves (an unrealistic fear, those who know me might say), and wondered whether I would be welcomed into this circle of writers. I wondered if there would be room at the table.


And there was.


What I remember from that first meeting was how laidback it all was. There was no hierarchy. This clearly wasn’t a society or an association. It certainly wasn’t a guild or a union either. It was just a gathering of friends—some of them old friends, and some of them, like me, new.


Sometime later, Sue Phillips indicated she wanted to step away from her role as group admin for the online hub of the Terror Scribes on Facebook. Something of a social media whore myself, and never a man to say no, I enthusiastically jumped at the challenge. This, as my friends will tell you, is one of my most endearing traits. It is also, I’m well aware, my biggest weakness. Because no sooner had I been promoted to an admin on the group than I suggested I compile a Terror Scribes anthology. Forget that I also had to finish my own novel (the full-length version of that same novella I carried with me those three years ago in Bradford), that I am co-writing another, that I still haven’t finished my gore-fest musical Nero High School Slaughterhouse, and that I also had a publishing schedule so packed I’d been working pretty much every day since 2008 . . . No, I was excited. I wanted to publish a Terror Scribes book. I wanted to see all these wonderful writers of the grim and macabre in all their perfect bound glory. And then, you see, we’d have an excuse to throw a party. (Parties being another thing I’m famous for that also occasionally manifest as a flaw.)


Then there came another suggestion: perhaps we could bring the book to Alt.Fiction for a ‘soft launch’? Well, I mean, I do like a challenge after all. And I wanted an excuse to party, didn’t I? Didn’t I? All I needed was a co-editor as young and eager as I was. In stepped Chris Kelso, and the race began.


So it was that I battled the gnashing hordes of the Impending Deadline Army, and slogged away through the dead of the night. So it was that I became estranged to my friends and howled insults at the computer monitor as InDesign CS3 thwarted my evil plans. So it was that I made lots of semi-hysterical posts on Facebook, fully expecting my own collapse from exhaustion and madness. And yet, to those who bore witness to this spectacle (which is, I’m afraid, a pretty regular thing whenever a deadline approaches), one thing was clear: I loved it. Perhaps I’m a masochist. Perhaps that’s the real reason I’m drawn to the horrific. But whatever. I have. I’ve enjoyed every moment of exquisite suffering to put together this book in what was an amazingly compressed period of time.


So here it is. Hopefully in time for Alt.Fiction. And what delights me most is that I get to re-read all these deliciously dark confections again. At my own leisure. Without any deadlines. And now, so can you!


from Chris Kelso


There are many imitations of horror—some are as subtle as a smudge of mustard on a Jackson Pollock painting, others tear through your entire system like a derailed coal cart—but no one permutation is more effective than the other.


Compiling Terror Scribes provided me with the unique opportunity to offer a home to some of the best horror exponents from around Europe and North America. Along with my mercurial editorial confederate, Adam Lowe, we were faced with the unenviable task of whittling submissions down to a select few, on the kind of tight deadline that Adam seems to relish but that anyone else thinks is lunacy.


I think the results have cumulated into a satisfying collection, furnished with nebulous, original tales guaranteed to set your teeth on edge and give you bouts of gooseflesh. From the home-grown talent of Sue Phillips to prolific US gore-hound Deb Hoag, from the satirists to the psychopaths to the traditionalists, everyone is well represented. We received some excellent stories from long-time Terror Scribes members, alongside some dazzling contributions from the newer members—and let’s not forget our downright peculiar compatriots from across the pond, who were invited to bring just a little bit of bizarro anarchy to the order!


We are not oblivious to the fear Terror Scribes will evoke. Quite the contrary, we’re advocates of it . . .
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Welcome to the Jungle


by John Palisano


Michelle remembered the black business card and had a vision that it would be her way out of obscurity. “Always follow your gut,” she said. She never got in trouble whenever she listened to her instincts.


She’d woken up after another anonymous day as an extra more tired than she’d felt in her entire life. Even her coffee didn’t seem to do much to rouse her. She thought about calling Pam and telling her how it went. They’d both moved out to L.A. within weeks of getting out of Palmville, Texas High School. Pam settled in with a good casting company while Michelle beat the boards pursuing an acting career. She went on the occasional audition, but she never landed anything: another blonde in a sea of blondes. How would she ever stand out?


She grabbed the business card and looked it over. Dusty Palace. Jungle Productions. There was a snake-like drawing at the bottom. He’d introduced himself the night before at the Frolic Room, her favorite neighborhood bar. He’d directed two movies she’d actually heard of, The Longfellow and Hounds Of Hell. After he left, the bartender, Mike, told her he thought the guy was sleazy. Aren’t they all? she thought. At least she could call him . . . find out what he was about. So what if it was straight to home video? So what if she had to be in a horror movie? She didn’t mind. Whatever the project, at least she might be seen in something that had distribution. She certainly didn’t want to pantomime to invisible dance music for fourteen hours a day for the rest of her life.


She looked him up on the net. Everything he said checked out—his company website, his IMDB credits. He was legitimate. “Wow,” she said. “This could actually be something.”


“So glad you called.” Dusty talked warm and slow.


“I just wanted to find out a little bit more about the shoot next week. I mean, what’s it pay? How long will you need me for? That sort of thing?” Michelle asked.


He laughed a little. “Now you sound like an actress.”


“Well, I came here to act,” she said. “Otherwise it’s not really worth it to me to be here. I mean, I can make more at an office job back home in Texas, and work a lot less hours. It’s not like I’ll ever be seen doing extra work, anyway.”


“I hear you,” he said. “Well, look, I can’t offer up too much more than two grand for the day without seeing how you act. I’m sure you’d be good enough for one of the girls in the dungeon scene, though.”


“Okay. That sounds better.”


“Are you good at being scared? Are you okay with nudity? Being topless? Can you scream?”


There it was. She heard Pam’s voice in her head telling her not to call him. Fine. She’d test him. “I’m great at being scared. Honestly? The other stuff? Not really. I’m not sure I want to go there just yet.”


“Fair enough,” he said. “I’ve got other girls for that, but you did say that you’re okay with being scared, maybe dying onscreen, maybe a love scene, right?”


“Sure! What’s a little blood and screaming?” she asked.


“Right. Well, look, we’re going to do that scene in two days. Here’s the deal . . . ”


“Are you nuts?” Pam asked. “You shouldn’t be doing sleaze like that. Just stick with the extra work. It’ll begin to pay off. Everyone in the industry has long hours. It’s a given: The extras, the PAs, the entire crew. Heck, even those of us in the office, we all work long days. I even have to read scripts on the weekends a lot of the time.”


“He’s offering two grand for one day.”


The line was silent.


“Really?”


“Yes.”


“Get it up front.”


“He’s paying me as soon as I get there,” Michelle said as she paced her studio. “That’s rent and food for an entire month. And I don’t have to wait three weeks for the check, either.”


“Take it. Just be careful.”


Sun Valley felt like an entirely different state. There were farms and horses. Houses spread out more. It reminded her of some of the border towns she’d grown up with in Texas, so she felt immediately at home. She thought, this is going to be great. This was a good move. Her little Toyota Yaris pulled onto the side of the road and she patted her GPS. Best invention ever, she thought.


The house was larger than she expected. She saw cars lined up and down the street. She wondered where the crew vans were parked? She hadn’t seen any. Where was Craft Services? Were the actors being held inside? She saw none of it and just assumed they were in another location. Ah, so this is what indie film is like, she thought while she proceeded to the front door. This feels really small.


A handmade sign taped to the door read: WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE. The bottom had the same snake logo as Dusty’s card. “Cute,” Michelle said.


There was a lavender bush growing right next to the door and its smell mixed in with that of stables and horses. It reminded her so much of Texas that she shut her eyes for a moment and imagined she was home again, right on her Daddy’s front porch.


The door knob rustled and she got her composure. Then she put on her bravest smile. Again, her stomach was in knots from the nerves. One day, she knew, it would all be familiar to her and she’d walk right into these situations as easy as iced tea.


Of course, it was Dusty who had opened the door. “Michelle!” he said. “My Michelle! Welcome to our little place in paradise city.”


The cottage seemed perfectly interior designed with all sorts of traditional southwestern themes. The walls were painted sandy with Aztec blue accents. Every surface looked fussed over. There were people sitting on the couches. One was reading a script. The others joked and laughed.


“You have perfect timing. We need to get you changed and down to set.”


“Down?”


“The basement.”


“Oh, right. I just don’t see where this place would have a basement.”


“That’s why we chose it. It’s rare in L.A. to find a house with any kind of basement.”


Michelle met Rebecca, the wardrobe person. She had Michelle keep her jeans, but changed into a white blouse. “The blood will show up better,” she said. They both laughed.


“Speaking of that? Where’s all the crew trucks and stuff?” Michelle asked.


“These low budgets . . . we have to carry everything in our trunks,” Rebecca said. “Craft services is pizza. Dressing rooms are bathrooms. You get the idea. I’m doing lights, too, by the way.”


“It’s already a lot more fun than the other set I was on this week,” Michelle said.


“Let’s make it even better.” Dusty reached into his pocket and gave her an envelope. She looked inside: Twenty hundred-dollar bills. It was impossible for her not to grin ear to ear.


The basement was hot and unfinished, so one could see the exposed rock walls. The floor wasn’t much more than a layer of sandy dirt. There was a naked woman chained to the wall. She didn’t look up or respond when Michelle and Dusty entered.


“What’s the name of this movie?” Michelle asked. “I forgot to ask.”


Dusty frowned. “Appetite,” he said. “Some poor fellow, played by me by the way, has a monster chained up in his basement and he has to feed it live kill every few days to keep it happy, or else.”


He gestured to a huge mound about as high as their shoulders on the far side of the basement. It looked like a giant red crab coiled in on itself. Each of its claws had a shiny dagger affixed.


“That’s our special effect,” Dusty said and laughed.


“It looks real.” Michelle said, stuttering. In fact, it looked very real. There was something about it . . . a presence that touched her instinct. Something about it just wasn’t right. She thought that maybe it was a giant puppet, but she couldn’t see any wires coming out the back. Maybe there was a guy inside to puppeteer it.


Dusty waved a hand under his nose. “It stinks in here something fierce,” he said. “We better hurry up and shoot this sucker.”


Dusty picked up a handheld video camera off the washer and dryer unit. “That’s what we’re shooting on?” Michelle asked. Rebecca the wardrobe girl, and grip, apparently, walked closer to the naked woman. There was another set of cuffs hanging near her.


“You can shoot Hi Def with this thing. It’s better than what George Lucas used on Star Wars. If it’s good enough for George, it’s good enough for me.”


Michelle was beginning to rethink having called him. Was she just in some terrible exploitation movie? Was this a mistake after all? Maybe she should have listened to Pam. Still, two thousand bucks to be scared of a giant crab monster is still two thousand bucks, she knew, and it’d get distribution.


“We just need you to put your hands up in these cuffs,” Rebecca said. “Then we can shoot.”


Michelle stepped over to the cuffs and turned backward. She raised her hands, smiled, and said. “These are, like, real chains?” She had a nervous pit in her belly, just like when she rode the rollercoaster at the theme parks growing up.


Rebecca cuffed her. “These are actually cheaper than the prop ones. Don’t worry: They’re perfectly safe.”


Dusty opened his camera, turned it on and walked over to Michelle. “Okay, so here’s the scene. She’s going to get eaten, and all you have to do is scream and act terrified of big old Red over here.”


“Okay!” Michelle said. “But once this is over I’ve got to see how that thing works.” She nodded to the giant crab monster.


“Oh, you mean Red?” he asked, then nodded with a smile. “Sometimes a magician shouldn’t reveal his secrets, right?”


“I guess,” she said.


“I don’t want your performance to suffer. I want this to be real.”


“Action!” Dusty called.


Red unfolded slowly and gracefully. Michelle thought it looked like a one of those Transformers toys, or like a blooming onion, only more organic. Dusty held the camera rock solid. Red moved, creeping along the basement floor. It’d gotten almost an entire head taller since it unfolded. Four thin arms on each side closed in on the naked girl like two hands coming together.


“Farrah!” Dusty said. “Wake up! Look who’s here to see you! It’s Red!”


The naked girl looked up from her daze and saw the monstrous thing in front of her. Then she thrashed in her restraints. “Let me go! Let me out of here! Come on! Please!”


Michelle did her best to keep her face looking as though she were terrified, even though she wasn’t. She kept staring at the beast, studying it, recording it in her brain. The craftsmanship, she thought, was outstanding. Who’d need CG when they could make real objects look so life-like?


Farrah screamed. One of Red’s hands slashed her across her belly with one of the knives. A curved slit opened and she bled profusely and quickly.


Michelle wondered how they were pulling off the effect. She thought that maybe Farrah had worn a false stomach pre-loaded with blood. Michelle thought they were quite clever. They could make it look like it was all one continuous take, and by using a handheld camera, they could tie into the whole reality TV phenomenon.


Red split in half horizontally. His eyes opened at the sides of his head: Even those seemed super realistic. It reminded Michelle of when she once swam with dolphins . . . she could see the intelligence in their eyes, just as she saw the intelligence in Red’s. It was some magical trick.


Then Red opened his mouth, which seemed to take up the entire middle of his body. He had rows and rows of shining metal, shark-tooth-like teeth. Something else struck Michelle as funny: The smell. The air around them filled with the most rotten stench, like a hundred dead teeth, mixed with vinegar and spoiled meat. It came from Red.


She wracked her brain. Maybe they’d made him with animal parts to make him more realistic? No. She knew that wasn’t it.


Red advanced toward Farrah and opened his mouth. The bottom jaw unhinged and fell to the floor. Knife-shaped teeth scraped along the dirt floor until they were just under her feet. She whimpered and screamed. “This can’t be happening,” she said. “No. Please. No.”


In a blink, Red jerked forward and swallowed her entire bottom section. Some of the teeth gave her little slices.


Then Red clamped his mouth shut, like a giant shark. Farrah screamed and Michelle screamed, too. It was so real-looking!


Please let this be fake, she thought. Please God let this not be happening.


Something clicked in Michelle’s head. She realized none of it was fake: Not a bit. Farrah’s insides drooped from her top half. There was blood everywhere. Her head was slumped and she’d stopped moving. Her skin had gone ashen.


Red chewed on the bottom parts of Farrah. Michelle saw one foot and bit of leg before she turned away. She couldn’t take any more. Tears streamed down her face and she shook uncontrollably.


Please let me live through this, she thought. Please!


She heard Red chewing for a few moments. Pretend it’s not real. Pretend it’s just a big puppet. Don’t worry about it. Act! Then she sensed his warm breath on her. She wouldn’t open her eyes . . . she refused to look . . . she refused to do anything other than what she had been hired to do, which was to act scared.


Act scared!


Then the beast’s breath was away from her and she heard Dusty. “Here’s where I need you most,” he said. “Red here wants to copulate with you.” He folded the LCD display of the camera down flush, turning it off.


“What? Someone’s dead here!”


He smiled. “Is she really dead or is it just a special effect? I’m not telling.”


Michelle was speechless. What was he telling her? Was Farrah truly dead? She looked over to the remaining half of the woman. It was too real . . . the smell of the blood was real . . . how could it not be real? She’d seen it in front of her own eyes.


Dusty said. “Come on. You’ll be fine. You’ll be famous for this. It’ll be unforgettable.”


Red made a grumpy noise and inched closer.


“Anyone who sees this movie will never be able to forget this scene with you and Red,” he said. “What do you say?”


“I . . . don’t . . . want to,” she said. “I don’t do nudity. Is she really dead?”


Dusty got up in her face. “Do you really want to find out if she’s dead or not? Why don’t you just do the scene, take your money, and go home? I thought you wanted to act! Do whatever you have to do to make this moment happen for me!”


Michelle felt her eyes well up. How could she have gotten herself in such a position? Did Grace Kelly really need to get choked by a telephone cord in order to become famous. “It’s not really going to . . . ?”


“We’ll just make it look that way. Don’t stress.” Dusty’s voice was very low. “You’re just going to have to die in the end.”


“Like Farrah?” Michelle felt sick. “I don’t want to really die.”


Dusty winked. “That’s why they call it acting, you know?”


Michelle shut her eyes. Can I trust him? That thing bit Farrah in half. Who says it won’t do the same to me? Michelle thought.


She said. “Just make it classy, okay?”


He laughed. “Not sure how much class is going to be involved with Red dry-humping you,” Dusty said. “But I’ll do my best.” He unfolded the LCD on his camera and pressed a button. “Here we go. Ready?”


“Okay,” she said.


Dusty moved closer toward Michelle. She could see that he had a much longer body than she’d originally seen. For some reason, Red reminded Michelle of a slinky as Red stretched out. He was some kind of horrific snake, she believed, like one of those fabled gigantic anacondas: Only Red was, well, red, and his head was closer to being nothing but mouth, teeth, and the six spindly red, dagger holding arms jutting from the rim of his mouth, three per side.


Dusty moved to her right side and got a different angle. She could almost see what he was shooting on the LCD. She looked at it from the corner of her eye: Michelle didn’t want to ruin the shot by looking directly into the lens. The last thing she wanted to do was have to re-shoot the scene.


“Good,” he said. “I’m going to be quiet now. I’ll move around you two, but just be natural. Remember: pretend you’re chained up in this crazy guy’s basement and he’s trying to feed his pet monster. If he doesn’t feed the beast, it will eat him!”


Michelle said. “Okay.”


“Okay . . . so . . . ” Dusty said. “Action!”


Michelle felt Red’s heaviness at her feet as it slowly crept upward. Red put his arms out. The daggers made a perfect halo shape around her face. Michelle instinctively made a whimpering sound. The daggers were so close, so sharp, and so very real. Those are the same ones that I just watched cut Farrah. This thing could kill me in a blink.


She shut her eyes for a moment again. Reaching down deep inside to the core of her training, she knew she had to use any acting tool available to her to make it through.


She searched her memories for something that really scared her. You need to believe that this thing is fake. Then you need to be scared of something else . . . something from your past.


What scared Michelle more than anything? A memory of a helicopter trip as a young girl flashed inside her mind. She’d been riding in the back with her father. They’d barely lifted off, and the pilot banked them to the right, when her door suddenly swung open. Her father grabbed her with both of his arms, holding her. She’d had on her seatbelt, so her father’s reaction was more instinctual than lifesaving, she knew. Michelle, in that moment, looked down onto the river below them, across to the shore side landing area where they’d taken off. She was filled with dread that she was about to slip out and fall to her death. That was the feeling! She played over the helicopter moment in her head again. Her stomach tensed and she felt the exact same numbing fear.


Red slithered up and on top of her. She opened her eyes to find one of his looking right at her. He had to turn his head to his left a bit because his eyes were on the side of his head, like those of a fish. He blinked once.


She knew he was real!


No!


I’m going to fall out! Fall right down to the ground and that’s the end of it! That’s what I’m scared of happening! Nothing is worse . . . nothing is worse than that!


At her thighs she felt two nubs hardening. She looked down and saw a pair of thumb-shaped organs pushing into her. Thank God she had her clothes on.


It’s all pretend. Nothing’s real. Simulated.


“Okay, everyone hold on a sec,” Dusty said. She looked up at him and saw Rebecca in the background quietly watching the scene. Her face was cold and expressionless.


Dusty went somewhere behind Red where Michelle couldn’t see him. He returned a moment later with a plastic jug. “We’ll need some blood for this one,” he said.


He worked his way to her middle and poured it on her thighs, hips, and belly. It was warm. That’s human blood. From Farrah, or maybe someone else. She tried to psych herself out of the thought. No way. The blood’s just been sitting in a hot basement for God knows how long. Maybe he just made it on the stove or something. Don’t effects people make their own blood by cooking it with Karo syrup and red food coloring? It’s cheaper than buying it from the supply shops, especially if you need a lot, right?


Only problem was the blood smelled like blood, too.


Dusty said. “I’m ready,” and grabbed the camera again. “Rolling.”


Red’s thumb-things massaged her thighs, searching for the place where they dipped downward between her legs. Michelle clamped her thighs together as hard as she could. No way was this thing going to get that close to her.


She sensed Dusty moving his camera down toward Red’s thumb-things. Then he started panning the camera upward. She looked down so she wouldn’t look directly in his lens again. She just let it happen without trying to force a scared face. Maybe if she kept it simple the scene would be scarier? Wasn’t that what she was taught? Don’t do anything. That was one of her acting teacher’s voices in her head.


Then Dusty panned back down.


The blood had soaked right through her clothes and she felt numbness starting at her hips and going all the way down to her feet. It was what she’d imagined an epidural would be like.


She could still feel the thumb-things working faster and faster, but instead of hurting her, Red’s weight was making her tingle. Probably the blood rushing down from being hanged, she thought. There’s really just a big special effects monster on top of me. That’s all.


Red moved faster. Dusty moved to the opposite side and panned up and down rapidly.


The thumb-things managed to spread her legs just a little, but not enough to get to any sensitive parts. It seemed to be working harder now that it’d gotten a small break. Michelle writhed on the chains. She wanted the scene over already!


Then the thumb-things managed to get between her legs deeper and Michelle screamed. “No!”


You’re going to fall out of the helicopter. That’s the only thing that’s real. That’s the only thing to be scared of. The rest of this is just Hollywood.


The thumb-things moved quicker: It reminded her of when people would flutter their first and second fingers to simulate walking. It did not feel good at all, especially with the blood starting to dry and stick.


She looked down the length of Red’s body and could see small ripples moving up and down his sections. As Red’s skin moved, the circular bones stretched through. It was as though he were shivering.


Dusty kept shooting.


Then, as quickly as Red’s assault started, it stopped. At least it looked that way for a brief moment. Red’s face inched back away from hers. Dusty stepped back to get the whole scene.


Red opened his mouth and Michelle swore he was smiling. He moved his head from side to side, checking her out with one eye and then the other. Michelle wondered what Red was doing.


He slashed at her face with one of the daggers. She felt a hot pain flare across her right cheek, stretching from just under her eye to her chin.


She screamed, despite herself.


Red unleashed a rather giant tongue and rolled the tip. He used the tip to lick the slash he’d made top to bottom.


“No,” Michelle said.


Red pulled his tongue back inside his head and shut his mouth.


Michelle looked down and could see she was still bleeding heavily. She felt as though she might pass out. Is this what happened to Farrah right before he bit her in half? Am I about to die? How can I get out of here?


Red backed away, slithering off her body. Michelle was relieved not to have his weight on her. She could see the nubs near his bottom, now flaccid and pale. She had an idea.


The nubs.


It had to be!


Even though she could barely feel her legs, she tried moving them. They wiggled. Her brain still worked!


Could she strike him?


No. He was too far away.


Dusty said. “All right. Take two!”


Two? Hadn’t he gotten what he needed with one? She’d been cut, for real. How would that edit together? Well, she didn’t think continuity would be high on Dusty’s priority list in the end.


The nightmare started again, with Red bulking his way toward her.


As soon as his little nubs were close enough, Michelle kicked them.


Red raised in the air with all he had. He lifted up and his back touched the ceiling. It was his turn to scream! His voice was hoarse and deep, like a sick sea lion.


“Shit!” Dusty screamed.


Michelle looked down at his nubs. They were no longer pale, but red, and not from being turned on. Michelle kicked them again. The pitch of Red’s scream rose. His eyes rolled back and he shoved his arms up toward the ceiling, where he stuck each dagger deep and into the woodwork.


He cried out again, his eyes locking with Michelle.


This is it, she thought. He’s going to kill me for that move.


Red dropped back down, his arms whipping out from the ceiling. Chips of wood fell all over. He swung them around and violently punched them into a circle around Michelle. They were sharp enough to stick into the rock.


His mouth opened and she could see the little specks of blood in his drool. Had that been her blood?


Then Red tried to pull his daggers free. He couldn’t. He pulled several times, but he was totally stuck.


“Cut!” Dusty said. He hurried up toward Red. “It’s enough. Stop this!”


Red kept right on yanking with his arms.


Dusty said. “You’re going to hurt yourself!” He looked around the basement. “We’ll find a way to get you free.”


Michelle felt something at her wrists. She jumped! It was only Rebecca with the key to unlock her. She was so busy staring straight ahead; she hadn’t even noticed Rebecca rush up to her. In a moment, Michelle was free. Her legs were so numb and she felt incredibly wobbly without the chains to hold onto.


She ducked and bent, feeling some of the blood had dried to her clothes already. She noticed she was trembling. Her heart was beating fast and her eyes were watering. Overhead, she felt Red’s violent jerking ever-so-close.


Standing up on her own, and still only a few feet from Red, Dusty jumped in front of her. “You can’t leave! We’re not done!”


“I’m done.” Michelle pushed past him and made it nearly to the stairs. She hurried. In back of her, she heard Red struggling.


She heard Dusty. “We have to stop her! If she tells anyone . . . she’s supposed to die in the end! You shouldn’t have let her go!”


Someone grabbed at her shoulder. Michelle spun round and Rebecca cold cocked her. “We’re not through! I need this movie for my IMDB credit!”


It barely registered. Maybe because of her adrenaline, or maybe because she’d grown numb, Michelle was able to shake Rebecca’s punch right off. She returned the favor.


Rebecca went right down, holding her jaw, and cowered.


“Screw your credits!”


Dusty was right behind her. “You!” he yelled.


“Me!”


Red broke free from the ceiling and dropped back to the floor with a hideous howl. His eyelids were slightly drooped. He turned to face Michelle.


She took the moment, with Dusty standing between them, and shoved him toward Red as hard as she could.


Dusty was surprised, said. “Hey!” and fell toward Red.


Then he stopped moving. It took a second for Michelle to realize Dusty’s back had met a handful of Red’s daggers.


Dusty looked up and choked up some blood. He reached his hand out. “Please,” he said.


“No,” she said back, and gave him another kick. The daggers went deeper. Michelle looked down and saw Dusty’s feet hovering: his entire weight was carried by Red’s daggers. Dusty’s eyes shut and Michelle turned and ran toward the stairs.


She didn’t look back. She heard slicing sounds. She heard moans. She heard Rebecca scream.


Michelle ran up the stairs.


The scene behind her got extremely quiet.


Don’t look back.


She made it through the short foyer and right to the front door. She heard some kind of scraping behind her. She grabbed the front door handle and opened it. She hurried outside. Her car wasn’t far.


Do I call the cops? Do I go to the Emergency Room? What?


Michelle made it to her car. Her keys were still in her front pocket, and although they were sticky, they worked. She patted her butt and felt the envelope with her cash still intact. Thank God for small miracles. As she climbed in, she heard a roar coming from the house.


From behind a curtained window, she saw Red. It’d made it up the stairs! It watched her with one of its eyes. Michelle wondered if Red had killed Dusty and Rebecca, and if they’d come after her. Would Red dare come outside and expose itself? She couldn’t know, and wouldn’t wait to find out. Always follow your gut, she thought. Gut’s telling me to get the hell out of here.


She did see the sign on the door, the hand-printed one that Dusty had made that read: Welcome To The Jungle.


Michelle couldn’t drive away fast enough.


Later, Michelle received a text message from Pam. “How’d the shoot go?”


She replied. “I’m retired.”


John Palisano’s journey to horror fiction is a strange one. For a while he toured with with rock bands, while writing songs, poetry and fiction. His first fiction publication was at Emerson College, where a short film was produced from an early foray into scriptwriting. After college he moved to Los Angeles, where he took an internship with Ridley Scott. He learned much, and worked on many big budget films, as well as producing a couple of low-budget films himself. But he found the demands of filmmaking tiring and instead began writing fiction. He discovered that placing his stories with professional magazines was more difficult than financing films, but he continued to write anyway. Many years later, he now faces the impending release of his novel Nerves from Bad


Moon Books, which is due out in the winter of 2012. In the meantime, he has lots of short stories appearing soon, and several movie projects, too.









The Third Possibility


by Sue Phillips


Diina leaned close to her husband who was still deep in slumber. She studied his face, unlined, untroubled despite all that had gone on, and said. “Let me go Freddy.” There was no response. She had expected none.


Would she ever feel again? Her chest rose and fell and she knew she was breathing, but nothing touched a single nerve. Freddy murmured softly, words he would not remember when he woke. Holding one hand up she studied the ragged lines that crisscrossed its surface like a livid spider’s web, seeming more substantial than the skin they covered. Would they ever heal? She rose from the bed ever conscious of the cord that bound her. It allowed her liberty within the house, but try as she might, she could not get outside. Many times she contemplated breaking it, but it was also her lifeline. Without it she could not survive.


She went into the bathroom, going through the motions of showering and dressing for the day, pulling on the same blue cotton long sleeved shirt and grey skirt she wore every single day. She brushed her hair and put it up the same way she always had, gazing in the mirror but not really seeing, and slipped on those same gleaming black leather shoes before going downstairs to the kitchen to wait for Freddy’s alarm to wake him and bring him down for breakfast. Diina sighed, but with no feeling, there could be no satisfaction, no relief.


After an hour or so there was a small commotion upstairs. Freddy was stumbling out of bed and straight into the bathroom. She went back up and watched him shower and shave while the iron heated up. He was almost fanatical about his shirts and had never allowed her to involve herself in either washing or pressing them.


She said. “Why are you keeping me here?” but her words were lost in the hiss of the steaming iron. Her voice was faint nowadays. Before the accident, she had been able to belt out commands with the best of them. When she got the promotion she knew she had made it, but it came at a cost. For all the claims of equality, female warrant officers were rare and there was a point to prove. She had had to harden up a little and had lowered her voice tone to add authority. Whether it worked was debatable, but she had a mighty yell to back it up.


He slid the grey-blue tie under the crisp collar and tied the knot exactly according to regulations. If promotions were awarded on smartness, Freddy would be a group captain by now. The Royal Airforce (never RAF) was already her life when she and Freddy met five years before on a detachment to the Falklands, he too was a career serviceman and there was always an undercurrent of competition between them. She had moved up the ladder faster than him and she knew it rankled, but that was his problem to deal with and she had never concerned herself too much with his feelings on the matter. It wasn’t as if they ever worked together and rank was irrelevant once the uniforms came off.


Detachments, usually abbreviated to dets, were a normal part of military life. They tried to volunteer for the same postings where possible, but it sometimes happened that while one was away the other was home. Diina often wondered whether he remained faithful during these times, many did not, but there was an unwritten rule: what happens on det stays on det—nobody asked and nobody told.


He was tying his shoelaces now, neat bows on gleaming black leather, breathing a little heavily with the effort of bending over. Freddy was only as fit as he had to be and his admin role did not require him to do much running around.


“Let me go Freddy.” No response.


He ate breakfast with a paper napkin tucked into his neck to catch any spills.


“Can you even hear me?”


He washed up efficiently and fished keys from his pocket to unlock the door, glancing briefly at the photo on the fob, her face, suntanned and smiling, framed by the white pillow she was lying on. She had taken it herself in Afghanistan with her mobile phone shortly after she arrived and sent it to him, eager that he should not forget her while she was away. He had her listed in his contacts as Gina, a simple error, but he never bothered correcting the spelling. An emotion flashed across his face as it did whenever he looked at that picture. Anger, sorrow? She could never tell. Then out he went, locking up behind him leaving her inside, ignored, unreleased.


After Freddy left there was always a period of blankness. Try as she might, Diina could not maintain her presence quite so fully without him and so she drifted vaguely around the place, as securely held as if he had chained her to the wall. At last his shift was over and he returned to change before going out again. Diina continued to ask him to let her go and he continued to ignore her.


Once a fortnight he did a big grocery shop, but bought none of her favourite foods. She preferred coffee, he only bought tea. She enjoyed beef, he opted for chicken. It was as if he did it on purpose. The cupboards contained nothing that she would choose, unless it happened to be his own preference too.


“Why Freddy? Why can’t I leave?” She said his name often these days, hoping it might help her gain his attention. “If it hadn’t been for the crash I’d be long gone, you know that. I was on my way to Innsworth, you were staying here. It’s not as if we didn’t try to work it out, but you were always so jealous. As if that wasn’t bad enough, you broke the cardinal rule Freddy. What happens on det stays on det, simple enough. How was I supposed to react? Three weeks after my promotion and you’re home from Germany touting that bloody Kara around, not even trying to be discreet. It wasn’t my fault you haven’t made it past corporal, but you did everything you could to humiliate me until I had no choice. When the posting came up, I took my chance to leave you, start afresh.


Was it you who messed with the car? Details of the crash are hazy, but I’m sure I braked. Braked and nothing happened—that’s not true, it did—something most definitely happened. They say your life flashes before you when you think you’re about to die, but the only thing that flashed in front of my eyes was the bloody lorry as the car slid underneath it doing about eighty. I should have died then.


Comas are funny things you know, some say you can hear what’s going on, others say you can’t. Nobody mentioned the third possibility. I watched you, watched myself lying there. Saw the nurses come in and out, keeping me clean, changing all those drips, checking my wounds and wondering why they didn’t seem to be healing. You knew why, didn’t you? Every day, whenever you were alone with me I saw you pulling the edges of the cuts apart. I felt it Freddy, it bloody hurt, you smiled when I groaned, but there was nothing I could do to stop you. Mind and body totally separate, but some things cut through the gap.


How did I never see that cruel streak in you before? Just took it as the everyday barracking that’s so much a part of service life, but with you there was more to it. The jokes, the mickey taking, you weren’t laughing at that, it was the pain you saw in the eyes of your targets. That’s what did it for you. Everyone thinks you’re the man now. Stood by your wife even though she was leaving you, even though she was disfigured by those terrible injuries, but you loved it. That photo album on the laptop, full of pictures of my wounds: what would your mates think if they found it? But you keep it secret, even I haven’t managed to find out the password and I watch your every move.”


Freddy was leaving the house again, now wearing jeans and a polo shirt. Through the window Diina saw him get into his new car—a replacement paid for with her insurance money. As he drove off, he seemed to drag the life from her, leaving her faint. Would he ever release her? What if something happened to him while he was out—a crash... she’d be stuck in this house. Alone.


A key sliding into the lock of the front door heralded the arrival of the agency nurses, a middle aged woman and a girl of around nineteen. Not quite alone then. They did not seem to know each other well, there was a distance between them and the conversation was light, avoiding personal subjects. Diina followed them as they climbed the stairs, the younger woman hanging back to keep pace with her colleague. She paused at the first door, her hand resting on the handle.


“Have you been here before Esme?”


The older woman shook her head. “No, but I’ve heard it’s a bit . . . ”


“Not just a bit. Look, we’ll be in and out, just get her done and away. Don’t look too hard, I’ve had people throw up just at the sight, and it’s a right pain to clear up. Hold your breath, we do the necessaries and mark it down on the sheet.”


Esme squared her shoulders and her mouth tightened. She caught her companion’s eye. “Right, well, thanks for the warning Jen. I’m ready. Sooner we go in, the sooner we’ll be out.”


Jen pushed the door open and they whisked into the room. She picked up a pink folder from the bedside table and ticked half a dozen boxes on the top page, adding the date and glancing at Esme. “I always do the paperwork first, means I can get out quicker. Right, quick once over with the wash wipes and check her pulse, temperature and blood pressure, change the drips and make sure they’re running properly.”


Esme was staring at the occupant of the narrow hospital style bed and Diina had that strange jolt she always got when she looked at her physical body. Pitifully thin, face so badly crushed it bore no resemblance to the photo on Freddy’s key fob, and almost every inch of skin etched in red lines, only breathing because it was connected to a ventilator. The cord was short now. It always maintained a straight line between body and spirit, slipping through solid objects as if they were mist.


“Oh the poor thing! But I thought you said she was in a coma?”


Diina could understand the woman’s perplexity. Her body was writhing and twitching as if locked in some terrible dream. Should she slip inside and try to take advantage of the activity? She knew she was kidding herself. The movements were involuntary and, according to what she’d heard from others caring for her, not uncommon in such cases. What was left of her brain could not support conscious thought, only this continual movement. If she once slipped back inside, she could be stuck. Her prison would shrink from the house to a small, wrecked body. A living corpse.


“Makes you wonder why he didn’t just leave her in the hospital,” said Jen. “I mean, he doesn’t exactly bother much with her. Look at those sheets—doubt if they’ve been changed this side of last month.”


“Can’t we do it for her? Seems criminal leaving her in that state.”


“Yes if you want to lose your job for time wasting.” As she spoke, Jen was taking Diina’s body’s temperature and blood pressure, marking the measurements down in the pink folder. “Best we can do is give her a wash and put her in a fresh nightie. That’s all we’re paid for and times running on. Let’s get to it.”


“But if she gets an infection, won’t we get the blame? Wouldn’t take a moment to change—maybe her husband doesn’t know how to do it with her in the bed.”


“Come on then, quick, but if anyone asks, you did it while I was in the loo.”


Seven minutes later Diina’s living body was washed, changed and lying in fresh sheets with the drips and tubes that took everything needed into and out of her body replenished to prevent her from dying. To say they were keeping her alive was essentially an overstatement. Diina planted an out of body kiss on Esme’s cheek as she bustled out of the room. Esme raised a hand thoughtfully towards her face, but then let it drop. She glanced back at the now closed door. “How are they going to manage it?”


“Manage what?” said Jen, already hurrying down the stairs.


“The birth. How does a woman in a coma give birth?”


“Oh for pity’s sake Es, if you’re going to be like this with every patient we visit today we’ll still be at it at midnight! They’ll probably do a caesarean. Now let’s go. Only twenty minutes left for the next three and they’re on the other side of town.”


Diina went back into the room after they’d gone. Being alone with herself made her nervous in case her body should suddenly swallow her up and she’d be forever trapped. There was always the chance that consciousness would reunite the two entities separated by the accident, but she had heard doctors say that there was little chance of recovery, that she was brain dead and (privately) that if it weren’t for her husband’s insistence that they save the baby, they would have switched off the respirator and let her slip quietly away.


The swollen belly heaved as her unborn child moved in its tiny prison and Diina felt nothing. Any hopes she might have entertained that she could communicate with the soul inside faded weeks ago. There did not seem to be any connection and her spirit body had remained slim, not mimicking the pregnancy. She tried to imagine Freddy as a father. Would he be gentle, loving? He had fought hard to have her at home, but paid her scant regard, except when he chose to amuse himself. All the care she received was from the agency nurses. And there was his cruelty. Even now he worried at her injuries like a dog with a rag doll. What kind of a life would the child have with that for a father? But—when he’d had a drink he sometimes bent over her and rested his hand on her belly, feeling the baby’s movements with that same strange look on his face he had when he looked at the key fob photograph.


When Freddy returned home a few hours later he was drunk: too drunk to drive, but he somehow managed to park the car and get himself to bed before falling into a heavy, snoring sleep. There was some small relief in that, he would not torment her tonight at least. Diina lay beside him, uncertain why she did this, but unable to prevent herself, having gone through the actions of undressing and washing first.


The long hours of night enfeebled her. “Let me go Freddy,” she said over and over again. At one point his snoring stopped briefly and her voice seemed clearer than ever in its silence. He began to speak, slurring but distinct.


“What happens on det stays on det,” he said. “but the evidence comes home.”


“How? What evidence? That little tart? You didn’t have to parade around with her like that. Why were you so cruel—still so cruel?”


“What happens on det—they took photos. Did you know they take photos, videos? Slip the phone under the covers. Share ’em round. Everybody gets a sneaky peek. That lovely smooth skin. Think I wouldn’t recognise it because there were no marks, just smooth, perfect skin? Think I wouldn’t know? Wouldn’t be so keen now, would they. That smooth, perfect skin covered in scars, cuts. Sliced.” Then he was snoring again.


“Freddy, you know I never joined in with that. I’m a lifer—was a lifer. You don’t get yourself a reputation when you’ve got to dish out orders the next morning. No Freddy. I don’t know whose pics you were looking at, but unless you took ’em, they’re not of me.


Is that what turned you against me? Thinking I’d been up to that? You’re such a fool sometimes Freddy. Such a total prat.”


“Whose baby is it? Can’t be mine can it?”


“Well who else’s, you fool!”


“Bet it’s got lovely smooth skin like its mother.”


“Freddy you wouldn’t. That’s your child. It’s done nothing. Promise me. Promise you won’t hurt the baby.” She put her hand on his arm to shake him, but she was just an insubstantial fetch and it passed straight through the flesh uselessly. He began snoring again and nothing she said or did rouse him until morning when the cycle of washing and dressing recommenced. He hadn’t really heard her. She knew that. He was just talking in his sleep and she was filling in the gaps.


The body in the bed grew thinner, the belly more distended and, though it dragged, time was passing. Her health continued to be monitored by Jen and Esme. Occasionally the doctor called and checked her vital signs, which the machines kept annoyingly vigorous, despite the fact of her true state. He would listen to the baby’s pulse and lay his hand on Diina’s belly, feeling for movement. As soon as he was satisfied he would fill in those all important charts that nobody read, and leave her to her constant rhythmless dance.


When Diina had been pregnant for twenty-four weeks, Freddy went away on a six month detachment. Jen and Esme continued to call in once a day. The doctor had stepped up his visits to once a week and noted in the folder that her wounds were finally beginning to heal. In the middle of the third week, an hour or so after Jen and Esme had changed her sheets before dashing off to their other charges across town, the baby began kicking frantically and then seemed to settle down more still than it had been for a month. Her belly tightened briefly. There was no pain, just sensation. A few minutes later it happened again, and again a few minutes after that, transmitting a ripple of pain to Diina’s fetch.


Diina watched in fascinated horror as the contractions continued to strengthen. It was too early. The baby could not possibly survive. In any case, how could it be born if she could not push? The contractions would pass. They had to. But they did not. Pain coursed through her ever more powerfully, contractions growing stronger until felt the agony that was causing her body to writhe more than ever. She moved closer to her body, wondering if she might be able to control things better from inside, but afraid of getting trapped, perhaps ceasing to exist altogether. At last, seeing no alternative she climbed onto the bed and rested on her own body, waiting to slip inside. Instead she found herself standing once more beside the bed. Her body had rejected her. She tried twice more, with similar results.


There was a sound. Tapping. No, dripping. Had her thrashing limbs knocked one of the tubes loose? She moved around the bed checking each in turn. All secure and functioning. The sound of dripping continued. A red stain was soaking through the top sheet, spreading across her groin. On one side, blood dripped steadily, rhythmically off the waterproof mattress onto the floor. The drips became a trickle and then a flow, creating a growing pool of bright red on the grimy carpet.


There was the gentlest of thuds under the covers and a faint flutter of movement. Desperate to see her child, Diina, the disembodied Diina, thrust her face through the sheet. Her little boy had somehow managed to get himself born and he was lying in a pool of her blood that covered most of his tiny body, looking about him with calm, dark blue eyes. The umbilical cord coiled around him and inside her. A moment later, a couple of contractions and the placenta was there, bigger than the child and no longer providing him with what he needed. He had to breathe on his own, but his lungs had not yet developed and there was no help. Only blood.
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