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			​A Letter from PLM

			Hey there, spooky reader! 

			Welcome to my second collection of my horror fiction! Originally this project started out as just a little idea to collect all the stories I had written for my October Writing Challenge – a challenge I do every year, writing a story a day for seven days leading up to Halloween, based on reader submitted prompts (I added those prompts to the back of this collection, in case you’re curious!). 

			A lot of the challenge stories really pushed me to think outside of the box, to create stories I would have never otherwise, so I am really proud of them. Some of them are bizarre, some of them are melancholy, some of them showcase my humour – all of them are pure PLM. A reflection of my writing when I’m put under pressure, no time to have second thoughts or hesitations as the midnight deadline loomed each day. 

			When I collected all my favourites, I saw that most of the stories were pretty short. I wanted a chunky collection, a thick collection, a collection with girth. So I decided to add some previously published work that hasn’t been available outside their original anthologies. 

			Like “Falling”, which was my very first published story and marked my first step as a proper author! It was an amazing moment to receive that token payment. Maybe it wasn’t a lot of money, but it was a step forward. My first payment for my fiction. It was validation.  

			Or “The Rathwick Ritual on Sentinel Hill”, a Lovecraftian folk horror tale, which was only available in audio form from NoSleep Podcast. Until now! 

			Also “Left Behind”, an urban legend inspired ghost story, which was the very first story I did a live reading for (I was shaking the whole time). Huge call out to author Angela Sylvaine who gave me courage and cough drops! 

			To add to all these stories, I also created an epistolary story using different document formats and linocut prints I created for it. I had such a great time creating the mixed media tale, for a story idea I’d been mulling over for years. It’s finally found life.

			The night winds are waiting, dear reader. Can you hear them? Let’s see where they lead.

			x P.L. McMillan

			 

		




			
			

		


		


			​The Widow’s Walk

			“I’m sorry, Mrs. Hughes.” Mr. Sullivan, the town’s butcher, didn’t actually look sorry. Just uncomfortable. “This’ll be the last I can deliver ‘til you pay your tab.”

			Henrietta tightened her clasped hands, letting her nails bite into her palms. “Sir, you know my husband will make right just as soon as he’s back.”

			The butcher sucked his teeth, shifting uncomfortably as he glanced over his shoulder at the crashing gray sea visible past the cliff’s edge. Today the sky was as colourless as the water, both merged seamlessly at the horizon creating a dizzying illusion of a heaven-high wave. 

			“Happy to start deliveries again.” He wouldn’t look at her. “Once the tab’s paid, ma’am.”

			Mr. Sullivan held out the small crate he carried and she took it. Normally a servant would receive the deliveries but there were none. The last of them had left two weeks ago when Henrietta had let them know she couldn’t afford their pay. 

			Her husband had been gone for nearly a year now. 

			The crate felt woefully light. 

			She watched the butcher pull himself up to the front of his wagon—the new one that her husband had gotten for Mr. Sullivan when his old one had broken down—clicking his tongue at his chestnut nag, and left without a look back. 
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			Henrietta opened the narrow door that stood between the bay windows in her bedroom. A walkway extended out, surrounded by pretty white railings. She knew people called them widow’s walks. Places where forgotten women haunted, waiting for their loves to return. 

			She walked down, standing at the end, peering out at the ocean. Vicious waves crashed against the side of the cliff with resounding thunder. Henrietta could feel the salt spray on her face even where she stood. 

			Above, the clouds remained heavy and constant, hanging low over the land like a shroud. The sun had drowned long ago. It had been weeks since Henrietta had last felt sunshine on her face. 

			Her belly rumbled with hunger. 
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			Lying in bed, Henrietta watched the ceiling. The lighthouse’s cold light swept across it at regular intervals, creating deep arching shadows that then disappeared. 

			She rolled to her side, reached out, and brought her husband’s pillow to her chest. Squeezing it tight, she buried her face in it, but his smell was gone. Long gone. 

			Antony was supposed to have returned long ago. Owner of the Horizon Shipping Company, Antony’s business had helped the town through so many hard times—providing jobs, boosting businesses. A sailor at heart, he often went on shorter trips. To network, shake hands, make connections—that’s what he’d called it. 

			 The year had been bad for storms. Henrietta had begged him not to go.

			“Wait for me, my love,” he’d said. “I promise, after this, I’ll return and settle.”

			“What if you don’t return? With the storms—”

			“Death himself could not keep me from you,” he’d said. “My love for you would drink the oceans and swallow the sky.”
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			“I understand your…troubles, Mrs. Hughes,” Mr. Doyle, the banker, said, nodding vigorously. “But it wouldn’t be fair to keep…adding to your debt without further payment in sight. What would my other clients think?”

			Henrietta looked down at his hands, covered in gold rings and gems. “Sir, you know that my husband will return your kindness ten-fold if you would just—”

			“Have you thought of…selling some things?” he interrupted. “At least to tide yourself over until…your husband returns?”

			She nodded, though there was nothing of value to sell anymore. 

			“Or perhaps…seek alms from the Church?” Mr. Doyle cleared his throat, bowed, and retreated through the thin fog back to his horse. 
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			Standing at the end of her widow’s walk, Henrietta scanned the sea for the Brisk Runner. She knew what the townspeople thought. 

			Beneath her, the land was swathed in fog. It crept about like eels. From where she stood, Henrietta couldn’t see the road, the town, or even her back garden. Only the sea and a hazy horizon sliced open by the lighthouse’s beacon. 

			“Come back to me, Antony,” she cried. “You promised!”
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			The house creaked in the night and Henrietta opened her eyes with a shiver. Her husband’s pillow was wet with tears, crushed against her face. 

			In the brief illumination from the lighthouse’s beam, she saw fog curling across the floor. 

			The door to her widow’s walk was open, she could taste the sea on her lips. 

			The night wind gusted in and out through the door, tossing the curtains, making loose papers dance across the room, filling the halls and rooms like deep, calm breaths. 

			Henrietta got up, feeling dizzy. She went to the door and looked out. 

			The waves crashed loudly against the cliff wall and the night was dark, so dark. 

			She shut the door and returned to her empty bed. 
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			“We’ve not much to spare, I’m afraid,” Father Reed said, handing over a basket of tomatoes. “It’s been a bad year for everyone.”

			Henrietta took the basket, stared at the priest’s new leather shoes. 

			“We are praying for you and Mr. Hughes every Sunday,” Father Reed said. “You should try and attend a service. God provides.” 

			She didn’t bother to reply.

			He cleared his throat, looked out at the sea. “They say the storm of a century is coming. Be safe, my child.”

			Henrietta watched the priest mount his horse and gallop away, as if afraid she would chase him down. The fog was thicker now and swallowed the thin man up instantly. 
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			Something towered in the fog, in the water. Taller than the lighthouse, taller than anything Henrietta had ever seen before. It was miles out, where the ocean would be deep. It did not move with the waves. It stood and watched her. 

			Its features were obscured by the fog, which grew ever thicker each day, but its two round eyes were bright and unwavering. 

			Hands gripping the sea-damp railing, Henrietta waited for it to move, to disappear like a figment in the fog. She watched until the invisible sun set and doused everything in darkness. 
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			The deep hungry ache in her belly woke her. The townspeople had been true to their word. No one had come for her in weeks. Her bones stretched her skin, her head spun when she stood too fast. 

			Henrietta sat up, pushing herself against the pillows. 

			The door was open again and fog had flooded in. 

			“If only I could eat the fog,” she whispered, her eyes prickling with tears. 

			The night wind rushed in and out, sounding like Antony’s deep, gentle sleep breaths. Henrietta stood, knees shaking, hands gripping the bed frame for support. She went out onto the walk and stared out at the sea. 

			The lighthouse flashed by, revealing the towering leviathan closer than before. The light caught the briefest angles of many limbs, the sleekness of an endless flank, the curve of a vicious tail, and glittering eyes as deep and fathomless as the ocean itself. 

			Warm wind rushed over Henrietta, chasing away the midnight chill. She stayed on the walk, waiting for more glimpses as the light passed by, hunger forgotten for just a little while. 
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			The cupboards were empty, the icebox barren. Henrietta held the last crust of bread she had, stale now. She took it and a glass of water up to the widow’s walk. It took a long while to ascend the stairs. She rested every third one. 

			Her head spun, as light as the fog that now filled every room of the house. It had taken her several hours, resting frequently, but she’d opened all the doors, all the windows, to let the fog in. 

			Now, hanging over the edge of the railing, Henrietta dipped her bread in the water to soften it. 

			She savoured the texture of the food on her tongue. 

			Out in the ocean, it waited, a storm raging at its back. Lightning spiked out around it, slicing sizzling wounds into the water, which had drawn away from the shore in the night. Dying fish flopped in the thousands on the newly exposed seabed. The wind howled, waiting to be released with the rain. Its eyes watched her as she slowly, resolutely, ate the last of her food. 

			She wasn’t worried. She only needed strength for a little while longer. 

			The bread finished, Henrietta drank the water, catching lost crumbs on her tongue. 

			Fog curled up her dress, her arms, her neck, danced through her hair and caressed her cheeks. 

			Henrietta looked at the lurker in the fog. 

			“Go,” she said. 
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			The storm raged the entire night and, even through the thunder and wind, Henrietta could hear the savage rending of houses and the screams of those who had turned their backs on her. 

			She stayed on the widow’s walk, where this last hidden reserve of strength came from she did not know, but it allowed her to watch the sun rise for the first time in months and burn away the fog. 

			The town was gone, now a flooded graveyard of splintered walls and shattered stone. The lighthouse was cracked in half, its beacon in shards on the beach. 

			The way revealed, Henrietta took the cliffside path down to the pebbly beach beneath her home. 

			The tide was low, crabs raced by with claws full of fish flesh. 

			There, tucked under the cliff, was the battered, barnacle-encrusted hull of the Brisk Runner. For as he had promised, Antony had returned to her and, in the golden light of the reborn sun, Henrietta laid herself down on the broken shell of her husband’s ship and died.

		




			
			

		


		


			​Lens Obscura

			“There’s nothing wrong with the contacts.”

			“I’m seeing things I shouldn’t,” I reply.

			He only shakes his head. I slip the tech back on. The system syncs to my brain. In my peripherals, I see alerts about the weather, texts from my mother, an ad for a sale. I step outside the shop and she’s waiting in the dusk. She smiles with her sharp, shark’s teeth. People walk through her, but that doesn’t stop her from being there. I remove the contacts. She’s gone. The world is blurry, I’ll have to stumble home. She’s gone, but I know she’s waiting.

		


		


			​Mistress Edge’s House of Horrors

			It was a typical cheesy haunted house—white paint flaking off the sides, boarded-up windows, and rotting rose trellises. The building was a two-storied Victorian affair complete with a widow’s walk, despite there being no sea or even river nearby. The large French doors that led inside had been thrown open and were framed by two large bay windows. Cotton cobwebs and fake police tape had been strewn liberally about the railings. 

			The only recent edition was a neon, burlesque-style sign that blinked out the words “Mistress Edge’s House of Horrors.” Eerie organ music crept from the century-old windows and I could see strobe lights flashing in some of the rooms. 

			It was only half past seven so the sky was still light with a washed-out evening sun. Long, thin shadows draped over the house, the cracked sidewalk, and the two dozen people waiting in line. The properties next to the old house were empty, weed-infested lots, so the line was able to stretch into the one on the right. The lot on the left was a third full with the cars belonging to the individuals in line. 

			Kyle Porter made his way back to me from the middle of the street where he’d been taking panorama shots of the house and surrounding area, as well as the excited faces of those in line. He bounced the camera in his palm. 

			“Got two panoramas and some close-ups of the decorations. Wanna get your intro done while we wait?” he asked. 

			“Here?” I looked around me.

			The other people in line were looking up at the house, but I knew I would get attention by reeling out a spiel to a camera. 

			“Why not?” Kyle cocked an eyebrow.

			He was a stupidly handsome man who knew how good-looking he was, which only served to make him more insufferable. He had never made it through college, just picked up a quarter of a degree in cinematography. Angela Burges didn’t care though; he took decent enough shots and was happy to be paid below the industry standard. His blond hair was artfully tussled, cleft chin and defined jaw covered in just enough stubble to make him look like he didn’t care how he looked. 

			Of course, I could dig at him for his quarter of a degree, but I got my degree in journalism and here I was, six years older than him and doing a fluff piece on a haunted house. Not only that, but it was my first real exposure piece. I had only written meaningless regurgitation articles needed to boost the website’s traffic, pieces that said nothing in 500 words or less. This was the first real article Angela had assigned to me. I didn’t even know where to start. I wasn’t used to being in front of a camera, but Angela wanted a first-person view of the experience with commentary. I felt completely out of my comfort zone, but I didn’t want douchebag Kyle to know that.

			“Let’s wait until after. That way I can use the experience to tailor my opening a bit.”

			He shrugged and took out his phone.  He became absorbed in whatever it was he was looking at, so I took my time examining the other people in line. I pulled a notepad and pen from my purse, in case I wanted to jot down notes about any standouts. For this advanced screening, I had assumed that most would be journalists, bloggers, and podcasters. Everyone seemed to fit this assumption, except for the group standing directly in front of me in line. These four were dressed in corsets, tight pleather pants, mesh shirts, and lacy skirts that barely covered anything. The two women had thick eyeliner, multiple pierced ears, and neon streaked hair. The two men had gel-spiked hair, eyeliner, and facial piercings. 

			I noted down their appearance and wondered at what the group was doing here. This was supposed to be a press release review, open only to those publications and websites famous enough to be liable to generate the reviews the company wanted for their new business venture. 

			Kyle was still engrossed in his phone. I leaned in and saw he was furiously swiping right on every girl that popped up on whatever dating app he was currently on. My curiosity got the best of me, so I shrugged past him, closer to the darkly dressed foursome. 

			“Excuse me?” I started.

			The four were bent over a book. It looked like a biography. On the cover was a large black-and-white picture of an older woman dressed in Victorian-era clothing, a slight smile on her face. 

			“Hello!” I tried again. 

			I caught the attention of one of the women, the one with a violent purple streak marking the left side of her hair. She turned to me and gave me the once-over.

			“Hello, I was hoping to ask you some questions?” I hated how hesitant my voice was. Angela wouldn’t be so timid, she would have burst into the group and taken over the conversation, guiding it the way that would be most advantageous to her article. 

			The other three had turned to me. I felt their gazes heavy on my face.

			“Ah, yes. I’m Katy Marshall, writer for The Net Gazette,” I swallowed hard. “I noticed that you don’t seem to be part of the journalist crowd and was wondering about how you got invited?”

			Even to me, my question sounded insulting. Like they didn’t belong. 

			

			The man with the double eyebrow piercings, black hair, and mesh tank top grinned at me. His smile was wide, dazzling white, and welcoming. 

			“For sure! I’m Charles, this is Amanda,” he nodded at the purple-haired girl with the ultra-tight lacey corset and bulging breasts. 

			He gestured to the man who stood beside him, who was clad in a black pleather vest over a pin-striped button up and tight pleather pants that jangled with heavy chains. 

			“Kirk.”

			This left the woman wearing the skin-tight crimson dress with a black under-bust that exaggerated her tiny breasts. Complimenting her outfit was a large skull tattoo that covered most of her left shoulder and arm. Her face was tinted with makeup to resemble a ghostly hue, her eyes darkened with black eyeshadow, and her brows artificially lengthened with brow pencil.

			“And my girlfriend, Bee.”

			I nodded and shook each of their hands. 

			“This is Kyle, my cameraman.”

			Kyle looked up from his phone and gave the women a head-to-toe examination with a wry grin. They stared back at him, unimpressed by his pastel polo shirt and designer jeans. 

			“Are you four part of a podcast, or?” I led them on.

			“Us? No, not at all,” Charles said. 

			Kirk painfully squeezed his hand into the right-hand ass pocket of his pleather pants, pulling out a crumpled pamphlet. He offered it to me with a shy smile. Taking it, I read the words “Mistress Constance Edge —expert in Egyptian history and talented poetess” in Gothic lettering. Underneath was the very same picture I glimpsed in the book they’d been peering at. When I opened the pamphlet, I saw someone’s enthusiastic attempt at making it read like a newspaper from the 1800s. At least seven fonts had been used, interchanged with black-and-white pictures of the woman, her house, the pyramids, and a scarab. 

			On the left-hand side was a poem, leaning crooked against the margin.

			“From death’s grip, I take you back,

			Frothing, twisting, 

			Wet with a rotting placenta,

			I smell the scent of the afterlife, 

			A dank, dark musk of underground things,

			You’re back, you’re back,

			Blood, bone, skin, but empty – 

			I am not God, not omnipotent, not infallible,

			I’ll take you as you are now,

			Take me as I am and forgive me my flaws.”

			The middle had a short biography underneath a cameo of Mistress Constance Edge herself. 

			“Born 1910, died 1989. Mistress Edge (maiden name Crowell) was a self-professed female explorer and poetess. She became enamored with Egyptian culture after the famous discovery of Tutankhamun in 1922 and studied everything she could. After her marriage to Colonel Richard Edge at the age of 18, she joined him on his many trips to Egypt. On their trips to Cairo, Mistress Edge collected artifacts and the local legends—spending more time with the natives than her husband cared for. She tried many times to get her collection of folklore and stories published but was rejected due to her gender. 

			She took to writing the dark, Gothic poems so many love to this very day—publishing them under a pseudonym (Christopher Patterson). Her husband died four years after their wedding, without giving her a child. Unable to travel on her own as a woman, Mistress Edge returned to the family home. 

			Her fortune being rather well-known, Mistress Edge had many suitors but none that lasted. Most ghosted after courting her for however many months. The social circles gossiped she was too “peculiar” to wed again. She died alone, in 1989.”

			On the right-hand side was a hand-drawn ankh and the words: “Pamphlet produced by the Edge Society. Est. 2002.”

			

			I closed the pamphlet and examined Mistress Edge’s photograph again. She looked to be about forty, though the harsh sun of Cairo could have aged her prematurely. Despite the fuzziness of the old photograph, it was clear to see her skin was dark, weathered, and lined. Even so, her eyes were bright, her smile alluring. She was dressed in a tight, striped dress with a scarab-shaped pin at her throat. 

			I offered the pamphlet back.

			“Nah, keep it!” Kirk said.

			“So, you guys are part of the Edge Society?” I tucked the paper into my purse.

			Kyle took a step back, camera rolling in his hands.

			“We are the Edge Society. The founding four. We have about thirty subscribers though. We put out a poetry anthology based on her work. I was the editor,” Bee said. 

			“Oh, that’s cool. What was it called?” 

			Angela loved characters, so she would definitely get a kick out of this group. It could add a more personal touch to the piece as well. 

			“The Gothic Edge.” Bee whipped out her phone and pulled up an image on the screen. 

			Kyle obliged by zooming in, taking a few seconds to record the black-and-white cover crowded with black roses, more ankhs, and a low, sickly moon.

			“I didn’t realize this haunted house had such a rich history. But if you’re not with a website or podcast, how did you get an invite?” I asked.

			“Bee’s cousin is banging the guy who is running this,” Amanda smirked.

			“We couldn’t pass up a chance to see the inside of Constance’s house. All the original stuff is gone, of course, sold in auctions or donated to the museum here in town. It will be amazing to see the inside all the same,” Charles said.

			“Did you hear anything about how they’ve decorated it then?” I was drawing a blank on questions. 

			Angela would have been pulling out gems left, right, and center. Kyle looked bored out of his mind and I was fairly sure I saw him zoom in on Amanda’s chest. I resisted the urge to elbow him. 

			“My cousin said they went for the basic haunted house package, I’m sure it’s going to be completely lame. They’re more leaning on the house’s reputation to bring in people than their abysmal theme choice,” Bee said, sticking a clove cigarette between her lips. 

			“How would you have designed it then?” I asked. 

			Charles, Amanda, and Kirk all looked at Bee. It was obvious she was the leader of the “Society,” probably the anthology was her idea as a way to get her own writing out into the world on the back of Constance Edge’s. The Queen Bee. I smiled to myself as the Queen herself sucked at her cigarette. Then she looked at the camera and smiled. Her smile brightened up her whole face, making her gorgeous. 

			“Obviously, I would capitalize on Constance’s obsession with the occult and Egyptian mythology. I’d lay heavy on the curse of the Pharaoh. People talked, you know, they thought a curse followed her back from Cairo. That a curse killed her husband because she was taking so many artifacts from the tombs. You can find old diaries and family logs in the town’s library and nearly all of them say so. I’d copy those entries and hand them out to the people in line, really stir up the anticipation. 

			“Even after Colonel Edge died, she kept all the artifacts and even had her husband’s old friends ship her more. Everyone thought that the curse was to blame for her loneliness too. That it chased her suitors away and eventually drove her mad. Her poems, which I would make sure were posted on the walls inside, clearly showed her descent into senility. She went from grieving her husband to believing he was still with her, to mourning the fact she was alone, before going on about how life wasn’t worth living without companionship.

			“I’d carry on that theme in the house—all black, dark, thick velvet, and symbolism. Create the fear of death and hopelessness in the people, not cheap thrills.” Bee smirked, dropping her cigarette butt onto the sidewalk, and grinding the heel of one carefully scuffed boot on it.

			“Scare them through hopelessness?” I had never heard anything stupider.

			Bee nodded. Night was falling quickly now, the streetlights clicked on and cast a sickly pallor on everyone waiting. The strobe lights in the house were more noticeable and jarring. Before I could tell him to, Kyle took some video of the night-stained building. At that moment, ethereal green spotlights lit up the front of the house, and the boom of thunder echoed out from hidden speakers.

			A woman dressed as Constance Edge stepped out from inside the house, her face a ghastly white and her eyes completely black. She waved at the crowd and all around me, everyone cheered. 

			“Welcome my ghouls and ghosts!” Faux Mistress Edge said, her voice caught by the microphone in her hand. 

			Bee looked at me and rolled her eyes. 

			“I am your hostess, Mistress Constance Edge, and this is my house of horrors!” There was a well-timed clatter at the windows as costumed employees inside the house pounded on them. “As you can see, my other guests are restless, so let’s not keep them waiting!”

			The crowd cheered again.

			“I know you’ve been waiting eagerly, but due to city ordinances, I can only host ten of you at a time. So, let’s get the first unlucky ten inside!” 

			The crowd cheered again. I went onto my tiptoes and counted. I was number nine, just making it into the first round. I was glad for this, I wanted nothing more than to get this dumb thing over with so I could go hit up a bar. 

			The line began to shift forward. Faux Edge greeted each and every guest with a curtsy. Kyle remained diligent and filmed the whole thing. 

			“Welcome, my dears,” Faux Edge said to the camera, curtsying even deeper. 
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