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A WORD FROM THE PRESIDENT
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If you’ve been a member of the AHWA for a while you could be forgiven for feeling as though you have just stepped back in time. Welcome to issue 20 of Midnight Echo, the flagship magazine of the Australasian Horror Writers Association. Issue 20 represents the 20th Anniversary of not only Midnight Echo, but the incorporation of AHWA itself. In this issue we have gone back to the beginning.

The theme of this anniversary issue is Beginnings, and we have a superb collection of fiction, poetry, non-fiction and art to showcase that theme. But we didn’t stop there. Marty Young, inaugural President of the AHWA, a position he held from 2005-2010, is the Guest Editor. Plus, our esteemed magician of layout,

Greg Chapman, has put together a magazine format that harkens back to our very first issue.

Beginnings represents a celebration of twenty years, as well as the beginning of the next twenty years of the AHWA and its support and celebration of Australasian Horror.

We are, however, at a crossroads in the arts, with writing, music and indeed all artistic endeavours. The encroachment of artificial intelligence into a field of endeavour that is, and always should be, a purely human endeavour, is having a profound effect. From so-called writers publishing half a dozen novels a day on Amazon using ChatGPT, to Spotify streaming music from bands that don’t exist, the soul of art is being eroded. For many, what chaffs the most is that these AIs are built using material created by humans and stolen by AI companies without permission, acknowledgement or compensation.

In the next twenty years it is incumbent upon us to push back against this erosion of the arts based on theft and greed. We must refuse to accept it as the inevitable future. We must create a future where human created art is not only valued, but treasured, protected and nurtured.

The AHWA will continue to support and honour creatives with the Shadows Awards, Robert N Stephenson Competition, Mentorship Program, and of course through the Midnight Echo magazine. May the next twenty years be even bigger and better than the last twenty. Enjoy!

––––––––
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—Paul Sheldon August 2025
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MIDNIGHT ECHO:
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Editorial

––––––––
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What the heck am I doing back behind the wheel?

My editorial hat was hung up, my comfy PJ’s on. I was sitting back, enjoying a scotch with my death metal when I got asked to edit this special 20th anniversary issue of a magazine I helped create way back in 2007 (and was almost called Passing Strange!).


There was no way I could say no. I love our horror writing community.



I’ve had a lot of fun reading the submissions for this one, and there’s been a coming full circle feel to it—with the theme Beginnings, that was only right, but it played out better than I could have imagined. I had a story published in the very first issue back in ‘07, which was edited by Kirstyn McDermott and Ian Mond, with layout by Dave Schembri.

This time, I’m at the editing wheel (God help us all), and it’s brilliant to have a story by Kirstyn and a cover by Dave. The cycle of life in the horror world.

But there are other nasty treats awaiting readers, too. The stories within #20 range from cosmic horror to the apocalyptic, with everything in-between (including ghosts, ant people, weird blob things, necromancy, and more). Non-fiction, poetry, and art accomplish these stories, each adding further madness to this dark issue.

A huge thank you to the AHWA committee, who are doing a stellar job keeping the lights on after all of this time. You are a fantastic team, hard at work in the shadows. Thank you. Sincerely, thank you for all you do.

And to Greg Chapman, our layout whiz, who’s had to endure a ton of emails from me with wild and wacky ideas. And true to Greg’s character, he didn’t once complain—although I’m sure I owe him big time!


Anyway, enough of me rabbiting on. Go read! Enjoy.




—Marty Young August 2025
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It Will Only Hurt If I Want It To

Kirstyn McDermott

––––––––
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My left shoulder burns, a painful throb two beats from bursting. If I reach my arm across my neck, slide my hand as far down my back as possible, the skin is hot and clammy to touch. The temptation to prod and press at the lump is so tempting, but the last time I did that I almost passed out. I can’t even wear a shirt right now; even the softest, lightest cotton is too harsh.


It’s time.



Carefully, I angle the phone on its selfie stick. It takes more than a dozen shots before I get the framing and the focus just so, and I only remember to switch off the auto-AI halfway through. Garish won’t work for Leah—she’ll pick the level and colour adjustments in a second and dismiss the whole thing as fake news. Unfiltered is what I’m after. Natural, as far as natural goes in my condition.


I send the photo to her private account, along with the address.

Need your expertise, I type, then pause. No, too glib. Delete. Need your help. Please.

My shoulder throbs. I press send.



•
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We were housemates before anything else, or not even. Technically, Leah was the girlfriend of my housemate but was around so much she ended up taking over the room when that dickhead cheated on her again. Everyone deserves a second chance, she said. But never a third. All his stuff fit into four garbage bags and one zipper-sprung suitcase left on the porch for him to pick up after his shift.


I would have torched it, I told her. Or at least taken a long steaming piss.



Leah shrugged. He’s already lost the best thing he ever had. The words delivered deadpan matter- of-fact, not like she was full of herself or anything, and I couldn’t disagree. My housemate really was a dickhead and, apart from the rent he owed me, I was glad to see the back of him.

It was inevitable that me and Leah would end up fucking, I suppose. Not that she was my type: a bit on the chubby side with short brown hair and a face on the plainer side of average; the sort of girl you’d walk past without bothering to cache. But she had a sly sense of humour, letting slip the sort of unexpected joke that had you checking the slant of her mouth to make sure it was a joke, and she was into old horror movies from the eighties and nineties. Really into them, down to quoting dialogue and pre-empting jump scares and knowing how all the best gore effects were pulled off. It wasn’t love back then—I don’t kid myself that I was her type either—but it was convenient and fun. For the both of us, I think.


I hope.

Leah noticed the lump on my shoulder the second time we slept together. It’d been there for a few



years by then, small and solid but not painful, barely within reach of my fingertips if I really stretched,

and I didn’t think about it much. She asked if I’d ever shown a doctor and I laughed, told her it wasn’t worth the trouble.


No, you’re right, she said. It’s almost definitely not a teratoma or anything.

A terror what?



She spelled it for me. You know, an absorbed-twin tumour. Some of them even have teeth and hair inside. Worst left-overs ever.


I made an appointment with my GP the next morning.



•
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It wasn’t a teratoma.



The doctor shook his head, not quite managing to swallow his smirk. Oversized whitehead, nothing to worry about. But you’ve got an impressive amount of oil and dead skin cells building up under there. He used his thumbs on either side, pressing so hard against my shoulder blade I suspected there would be bruises, and wiped whatever muck he squeezed out with a tissue crumpled and casually tossed into the bin beside his desk. Try to scrub your back occasionally, eh?

I told Leah before she had the chance to ask, because that felt less embarrassing somehow. Just a pimple with an ego problem.


Gross, she said, not looking away from her phone. I’m never touching you again.



I snuck a glance in time to catch a mirthful quirk at the corner of her mouth. It surprised me, the relief that rippled along my nervous system, light as a breeze through long summer grass.

•
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Of course it came back, the swelling perceptible to the touch after only a few weeks. The doctor said it might, said that I should see a dermatologist to have it properly irrigated if it bothered me. The damn

thing was too far down my shoulder blade for me to get any sort of grip on it, but a dermatologist sounded expensive.


Sometimes Leah would brush her hand across it. Sometimes her hand would linger.



I recalled how it felt that day in the GP clinic, the deep bruising pain laced with a strange species of satisfaction.


You could squeeze it for me, I said. You know, if you wanted to.



Leah was quiet for a while, rubbing her lips together in serious concentration as if I’d asked her to marry me. Yeah, she said at last. I could do that for you.

•
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The thing about Leah is, she never does anything by halves. Research was important, apparently, to make sure she didn’t fuck it up and cause an infection or worse. I described what the doctor did but she only rolled her eyes.


And look what’s happened. I want it gone for good this time.

Turns out, as with pretty much anything else you can imagine, there’s a wealth of information online.




A thriving pimple-popping subculture with terabytes uploaded to TikTok and YouTube, not to mention the countless Reddit threads, celebrity popfluencers ranging from amateur enthusiasts right up to medical professionals filming hours of discreetly anonymised footage right in their clinics. There’s even a healthy pimple-popping ASMR sub-niche and—well, like I said, anything you can imagine.

Leah bought herself an extractor online as well, a narrow steel rod that she brandished like a miniature magic wand when it first arrived. One end had a tiny bowl with a hole in the base and the other a thin circlet of wire, and she happily pressed each against the pad of her fingers to demonstrate.


See, it’ll squeeze out all that stuff under the skin. Easy-peasy.



I looked at the ghost-pale impressions left behind, unconvinced. She showed me a short clip of the extractor in action, the contents of a blackhead squiggling out like silly string, and okay, I said, if you think you need it.

The thing on my shoulder was a closed comedo, Leah explained with the pride-tinted zeal of someone who has done all their homework and most of everyone else’s—or it would have been before the doctor got his fat fingers on it. Known to its friends as a whitehead, all plugged up with keratin and sebum and decaying skin cells that might never see the light of day. Only now it’s been opened, the cap of the plug was oxidising, hardening, darkening.


Goodbye whitehead, hello blackhead.



It was my idea to film the popping. I wanted to see it, I guess, the hopefully final demise of the lump I could barely glimpse in the bathroom mirror, and Leah didn’t mind. Her phone had a better camera so we used that, propped it up against a tissue box. She brought out the bendy-necked reading light she usually kept clipped to her bed and stuck it on the back of a kitchen chair. Amateur enthusiasts, that was us.

The extractor didn’t work. It just hurt, digging into the tender skin on my back like a tiny ball peen hammer. Leah kept changing angles. It must have gotten too big already. Frustration shaved an edge to her voice. I wanted to tell her to stop, it was fine, I would go back to the doctor or find a dermatologist or whatever, but my teeth stayed clenched. I think I was worried about disappointing her. She’d put in so much effort. Useless bloody thing. The tool skittered across the kitchen table and she pressed her thumbs down hard on either side of the pimple. Her nails were longer than my GP’s and the black nitrile gloves she wore did little to dull their tips, but I still kept my mouth shut.


Until, finally, with an actual pop that I felt more than heard, our nemesis threw up the white flag.

Oh! Leah half-squeaked, half-giggled. Easy-peasy.



The odd, strained quality in her tone swivelled me around and I saw that the plug had landed on her cheek, right below her eye. It looked like a yellowed, translucent grain of rice. Or some kind of insect larva.


Victory to the people, I quipped and passed her a tissue.



•
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Leah uploaded the video to a sub-reddit and it went, not viral, not anything that significant, but there was traction. The clip was mirrored and scraped for other platforms, edited and re-packaged and mixed into popping compilations, and I could see why. It was endearing, her surprised squeak of delight? horror? when the blackhead popped, her deadpan easy-peasy an unexpected flourish so perfectly natural and unscripted. Real.

There was more to the process, of course, and Leah had been thorough in evacuating the rest of the muck from my back. It came out in long, satisfying strings like five-minute noodles only not so yellow, more than you’d expect the small lump to have held, and she squeezed and squeezed until there was blood.


But it was her squeak that did it. Her squeak, and the shot of that initial plug bursting forth and



disappearing off-camera at rocket speed.


I wonder where I’d be right now if it that single video had been the end of it.



Would I still be with Leah? Or would we have drifted our separate ways regardless, our paths untwining as easily as they had crossed? You can see them if you look closely, those waypoints that glow brighter than any other choice you might have made, or that might have been made for you, that ultimately determine the direction your life will take. They can be so inconsequential that they pass without notice at the time, or they can bowl you over with a heft that it feels only fate could possess.


Macey781 was a waypoint, I can see that now. I wish I could have then.



•
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Leah kept up with the forums and chats for a while, but without the focus she had before. She kept up with me too, making sure I was keeping the area clean, wiping it down with alcohol swabs herself

whenever she got the chance. At first I suspected she was so hawkish because she was waiting to see if the lump reformed, already story-boarding a sequel in her head, but she seemed genuinely hurt when I made a joke about it.

That’s sick. She shook her head, in an I’m-not-angry-I’m-disappointed kind of way. Why wouldn’t I want you to get better?

A few weeks after the video was first uploaded, Macey781 tracked Leah down through socials and pinged her a DM, delighted to find they lived in the same city. When Leah showed me the first message, I told her point blank not to reply, to just hit mute and block. We didn’t need that kind of weird in our life.


I’m not an idiot, she snapped. I’ll meet her in public first.



Which she did, at the food court of the local shopping centre, with me sitting back-up a couple of tables away. The girl was in her early twenties maybe, skinny bones shuffling inside a baggy tracksuit as she approached Leah, fingers waggling in a shy little wave. I couldn’t hear their conversation over the clatter and mumble of the lunchtime crowd, but there was a lot of nodding and shared smiles and Leah looked at her kindly. At one point, she patted the girl’s hand like you might a skittish puppy.

Two weeks later, Macey781 was at our kitchen table wearing a plastic hairdresser cape that Leah had bought online. There were a couple of new tools as well: a pair of needle-nosed tweezers and a rod with a tiny, L-shaped hook at one end that looked sharp enough to take out a mouse’s eyeball. I’d had my arm twisted into filming this time and Leah reminded me to zoom in on the area where she was working.

Macey781 didn’t want her whole face on camera. Up close, the girl sported a dense constellation of blackheads along her jawline and across her chin, with a lighter scattering over her nose. She also had a collection of larger, pus-filled pimples on her cheeks and forehead, flushing a furious scarlet where they sprouted from her skin—but those, Leah said, would be a job for another day.

I have to admit it was fascinating to watch, especially close-up through the phone screen. There was something hypnotic about the precise, methodical manner in which Leah pricked at each blackhead with

her hook, making an elegant half-circle to loosen the cap, and once she had prepped half a dozen, going in with the comedo extractor. The tool was in its element here, with only a modest amount of pressure needed for each plug to curl forth like an anaemic worm coaxed from soil. The skin usually closed again straight away, but sometimes a pore would be left to gape open in the aftershock of its loss, a small pink hole that felt too intimate to witness.

Leah worked for almost three-quarters of an hour, swabbing the area with isopropyl alcohol after each pass and occasionally pausing to blot the corners of her patient’s eyes. It didn’t hurt, the girl assured her, not anywhere near enough for stopping at least, but every now and then it smarted. Especially around the nose.

That’ll have to do for today, Leah said at last, passing over a soothing aloe wipe for the girl to clean her face. Your skin already looks a lot better—or it will once the redness goes away. She held up the small hand mirror set aside for this moment. Her smile was soft at the edges, and kind. I don’t think she ever looked at me like that. Thank you for trusting me.


Eyes still damp, Macey781 grinned at her reflection. Easy-peasy.



•
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From there, Leah dived so deep she barely came up for breath. At home, she either had her phone in her hand or was sat before her laptop, streaming an infinite series of PopToks or reading articles detailing treatments and techniques, hot pink noise-cancelling headphones clamped to her skull. Our movie nights dwindled, coming to an abrupt hiatus after I snapped at her during a Blumhouse marathon.


Guess fake gore can’t compete with a worm farm popping out of someone’s face. Is that why you think I’m—fuck you.



A few days after, Leah tried to explain. She didn’t find the pimple stuff gross—compelling, sure, in some visceral way she didn’t really understand herself, but not disgusting, and certainly not entertaining. Satisfying was what it was, watching all those blackheads and pustules and nodules and even massive subcutaneous cysts cleaned out, the skin cleared to hopefully heal. A job well done. Like, seriously, I

just want to help people. She’d even looked into becoming an actual dermatologist but that was a whole medical degree out of reach, more years than she cared to surrender to formal study and more money than she could afford working retail, even supposing she could get into a university program. Who knew you had to be so smart to squeeze zits?

I told her that I got it, and I promised myself I would try to. I promised myself many things back then in order to keep Leah close.

Small packages arrived at the house. More dermatology tools and supplies, but also macro lens attachments and tripods for her phone as well as better lighting. It was vital that her videos looked professional, she told me, the resolution and focus unimpeachable, the framing as close to the action as possible without losing context. It was what the algorithm loved and a happy algorithm meant more

views and likes and follows. Which meant more subscribers and, ultimately, monetisation. That was the gross part, and Leah knew it. But she couldn’t legally charge for her services, not without those precious qualifications, so the project needed to be self-funding.


Once, we would have bartered. Now, we crowd-source.

I mean, fuck, Leah even has a Patreon now—with a top tier that would make my credit card weep.




After Macey781, willing participants trickled in by word of mouth and invitation both. Participant was the term we used, not patient, not client, not anything that could imply a medical relationship or suggest that payment of any kind had changed hands. Leah was careful like that, right from the start. Mostly folks reached out online but every now and then Leah would approach a likely candidate in person, explain what she did and pass on her contacts. She was always compassionate, never mocking or pushy. I can help. It won’t cost you anything. Sometimes, more times than I would have thought feasible, I would see them again in the second-hand dental chair Leah had picked up from God knows where and installed in the studio where her bedroom had been.

It should have been great, having her sleeping in my bed full time. If only she did sleep occasionally instead of scrolling on her phone well into the wee hours, illuminating the room with a ghostly blue glow that I could still see no matter how hard I squeezed my eyes shut. I bought an eye mask, which helped.

She’d always apologise if I caved and muttered an objection, would switch it off straight away and snuggle into the curve of my back, lips pressing warm against my spine. I didn’t realise it was bothering you. Next time, ask me sooner, babe. But I didn’t want to have to ask sooner, or at all.


Sometimes I’d fuck her just so she’d put the damn phone down for a while.



•
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One night, after dinner, Leah flopped onto the couch next to me. No one was scheduled to come over and for one optimistic moment I thought she’d decided to watch a movie with me. Instead, she held out her phone. Look at this.


It was someone’s nose, shot from above at a three-quarter angle, peppered with obvious blackheads.



Blue-gloved hands moved into frame and pressed at the skin, prompting an immediate sprouting of creamy sebum plugs from almost every adjacent pore, some soft and fat, others scarcely thicker than a hair. A steel tool lifted away the mess and scraped it onto the side of a finger—a technique I personally disliked, preferring when they wiped it onto an off-screen cotton pad for a final reveal. The hands chose a new target nearby, pressing and squeezing with similar results. An impressive harvest.

See how easy it all comes out? Leah nudged my arm, not lifting her gaze from the screen. There’s barely any pressure at all. Like, how does he even blow his damn nose without the lot of it just popping straight into his fingers?


What are you saying?

She narrowed her eyes. That skin—that’s being cultivated. You reckon?



I mean, just kill me, okay? I ever get that obsessed, I start paying people to mess themselves up for me? Her mouth dragged down at the corners, a look of disgust I knew well. Still, she kept watching.

•
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Leah had a handful of semi-regulars but one in particular always garnered a lot of views. Angus was young and fit in that easeful way that comes from making countless deliveries on his bike rather than sweating it out at the gym, with wavy blond hair that he wore long and loose in an effort to hide the acne staging a march up his neck and across his cheeks. After one session, while I was cleaning up, I heard

Leah laughing with him in the kitchen where they’d gone to fetch a glass of water. You’re looking good, Angus. Won’t be long, you won’t need to see me again.

She’d started to mix up salves and tinctures to send home with her participants—at no charge, of course. Herbal remedies for the most part, based on rigorous research and made with as many fresh ingredients as she could source or even grow herself in pots along the side of the house. Lush, eat your heart out. Angus had left his latest little jar on the bench where Leah laid out her equipment. I picked it up and unscrewed the lid, breathing in the scent of tea-tree oil and turmeric.


I’d already thrown the soiled tissues from his session into the bin.



Without leaving space for second thoughts, I fished one out and used a flat-edge tool to scrape off a few gobs of blood-streaked pus, then stirred them thoroughly into the salve. It looked no different; turmeric covers a wealth of sins. Then I screwed the lid back on tight and carried it out to the kitchen. Hey, Angus, you almost forgot this.


Ah, legend. Can’t leave without my miracle cream.

He grinned at Leah, who grinned right back. I smiled at them both.



•
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Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck. Leah’s hands were shaking as she flicked back and forth through the photos Angus had sent to her phone, zooming in to get a better look. He thinks it’s the turmeric salve—it got worse the more he used. Thank fuck, he’s stopped. Pacing the living room, fingers scratching anxious through her hair until it stood up in scarecrow knots. She didn’t understand what happened. She cleaned everything, sterilised every tool and surface and pan. She was so careful.


I guess he’ll have to keep coming back for more sessions then.



Maybe she caught the smirk I tried to swallow, or maybe it left a trace of smugness in my tone, but Leah snapped her head around at once, eyes narrowed and sharp as flint. Danger. Run. Hide. What the fuck did you do?

•
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I couldn’t have lied to her if I’d tried. Once my explanation was done, Leah told me to pack my shit and get out. She was calm, no shouting or screaming or smashing stuff against walls, and somehow that was worse. It felt like a final decision, measured and deliberate. Not open to reconsideration once the moment cooled.


I didn’t beg, but I veered uncomfortably close.



I’d been trying to help, I argued, to ensure the quality of her content stayed high. She could do all the fancy editing she wanted but unless there was solid material to start with, her subscribers would soon plateau, and then drop off. I didn’t think it would hurt to encourage things along a little—


Angus took himself to hospital. He’s on antibiotics.

Okay, sure, it was a bad decision. But I loved her and I supported what she was doing and I still



wanted to help. We’d find other ways. Safer ways. I promised.


I love you, Leah. Doesn’t that matter?

I could have been reading a shopping list for all the emotion she showed. If anything, she simply




looked tired. I can’t trust you. Not ever again.

•
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Sometimes, your waypoints find you. Other times, you need to create them.

Build a beacon, set it burning.

Need your help. Please.



•
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Leah doesn’t reply to the message, but in less than an hour my doorbell rings. I show her into the bathroom where the light is good and I’ve already set up a stool. She’s carrying a slim metal case that she sets down next to the sink and snaps open.


“You’re lucky I had a night off,” she says.

“It wasn’t luck.”



She pulls on the purple nitrile gloves that have become her signature. “Stalking is such an attractive trait. Sit down.”

Relieved, I unbutton the shirt I’d put on just to answer the door and drape it over the edge of the bathtub. I’ve angled everything so I can watch Leah’s face in the mirror when she first sees my monstrous cyst in the flesh. She’s good at maintaining a neutral composure but I know her too well not to catch the subtle widening of her eyes, the flare of her nostrils, or the swallow she hides by delicately clearing her throat. The photo I sent was clear but lacked anything to indicate scale.


“I don’t want to know how you cultivated this.” “There’s this website—”



“I. Don’t. Want. To. Know.” Her fingers press along the perimeter of the cyst. Gentle enough, but I still flinch, catching a hiss between my teeth. “Oh yeah, this will need anaesthetic.” She takes a small glass vial from her case, strips a hypodermic from its plastic wrapper.


“You have injectables now?” When I’d left, she’d still been using lidocaine gel. Leah shrugs. “Friendly dentist. Hold still.”

“Don’t you want to set up your camera first?”

“This isn’t content.” She holds my gaze in the mirror. “You don’t get a prize.”



The sharp sting of the needle is the only pain I feel. Once the numbness seeps into my shoulder, all that remains is the distant sense of being prodded and sliced, squeezed and irrigated, scooped out and, finally, stitched up. I can’t see what’s happening in the mirror and, of course, nothing is being filmed for later. Humiliation sours in my guts. I catch a glimpse of pus- and blood-soaked cotton wadding before Leah folds it into a ziplock bag with a biohazard symbol printed on the front. She has a small furnace at her new place, she informs me. Workplace health and safety.

“I cleared out the cavity,” Leah says, packing up her gear. “Extracted the whole sac, so it should be fine. Gonna feel like a zombie bit you once the numbing wears off, though.” She leaves a blister-pack of antibiotics next to the sink. “See a GP if there’s any sign of infection after you run out.” Her glance is swift but stern. “Of course, I was never here.”


At the front door, I reach for her arm. “I want to come back. You said everyone deserves a second



chance.”

She stares at my hand until I lose my grip. “This was your second chance. You deliberately infected Angus, and now yourself. What wouldn’t you do for likes, for follows, for . . . me?” Her mouth twists, a grimace caught between pity and disgust. “This happens again, take yourself to Emergency, okay? We’re done here. I’m done here.”

•
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In the kitchen, I drink a glass of water over the sink and try to banish the image of Leah’s taillights vanishing into the night like a pair of livid red eyes. My left shoulder is still numb, the anaesthetic spreading a couple of inches down my upper arm. Fortunately, I’m right-handed. I make my way down to the spare room at the back of the house and rap softly on the door before swinging it open.


Macey781 sits up on the massage bench and swings her legs over the side, her face an open question.

“She told me to fuck off,” I tell her. “Not in so many words.”

“So ... we’re on?”



The room is set up and ready. Cameras perch on their tripods, the light array is good to go. My own tools are arranged neatly on a steel tray balanced between two sawhorses—their procurement based more on aesthetics than practicality. I don’t have anaesthetic in a small glass vial. I don’t even have lidocaine.

Because there’s a dark underbelly to just about anything you can imagine, and online is where certain aficionados will always find their tribe. Because some folks just aren’t interested in sterile medical scenarios with their antiseptic swabs and numbing agents, their compassionate practitioners and procedures undertaken with due care and skill. Because what floats the richest boats, the ones with real money to spend, is trauma and mess and pain. Bare fingers smearing pus across skin, tears leaking from reddened eyes, pustules squeezed raw for the money shot right into camera.

Leah, you would hate it. Would be sickened and horrified. I wish I could see your face, the first time you stumble upon the clips I intend to scatter like breadcrumbs across your path, the precise moment you clock my hands, my voice. When you realise, my love, that you started this. You sent me into this cold, dark forest. And it’s up to you to come find me again, to forgive me and lead me back to your light, if you ever want me to stop.


Until then, I have work to do.

“Is it going to hurt?” the girl on the massage bench asks, laying herself back down. The inflamed



epidermoid cyst on her throat seems to pulse with anticipation.


I pick up my scalpel. “Only if I want it to.”
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Blink

Sarina H

––––––––
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Observation Notes - 10pm

Weather clear over URSA tonight. Continuing forecast favourable. Data collection on schedule, early readings within expected ranges.

•
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Nina shifts her weight over the padding of the observatory’s main seat, leaning to set down her notepad and pencil. The ergonomic cushion doesn’t so much as squeak.
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