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For our sisters in military service,

Past, present, and future,

We see you.
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INTRODUCTION

Sirrah Medeiros
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“Women, whether subtly or vociferously, have always been a tremendous power in the destiny of the world.”

— Eleanor Roosevelt, It’s Up to the Women

––––––––
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SEVERAL PEOPLE THREW a question at me early in the development process of this book: “Why this anthology?” I understood the question because I had asked myself the same thing repeatedly over a three-month period. 

A question posed in the Horror Writers Association, Veterans in Horror Spotlight in November 2022 got under my skin, and I couldn’t shake it no matter how much I tried. That question was, “Who are some military veteran horror authors you recommend our audience check out?” I rattled off a list of men with little thought, but not a single woman I absolutely knew for certain was a veteran came to mind. So, believe me when I tell you, I looked at every aspect before committing myself to the book and reaching out to others to join me. The answer wouldn’t leave me alone—and that answer was resoundingly that we should and must recognize women veterans for their contributions in the genre. 

We don’t traditionally think of women veterans as combatants, yet we live in an age where women fight alongside men on the battlefield every day. They also wage war in daily conflicts associated with being a woman in the military, often while not receiving the same respect from their peers, superiors, or society at large. 

Add to the mix fighting off sexual advances or blatant assaults while working harder to garner the same recognition as their male counterparts on the job. These strong women then come home to nurture and raise children, support and defend their families, and they do it with a heavier commitment to military life than ever before. With the duty, sacrifice, and drive to protect and defend, the horror genre is the ideal arena for women warriors to express themselves. It is a must that we see them, not only to highlight who they are and their service, but for what they share with the community because of their talents and unique life experiences. 

These women bring you classic horror as well as deeply haunting issues like domestic violence, suicide, traumas of war, loss, revenge, and the emotions entwined in these topics. They weave tales that bring us together in our humanity. Women warriors who express what we fear talking about with others, carrying the pack of societal burdens, at home and on the battlefield of life. 

After giving the how and why much consideration, I couldn’t fathom not doing this project. Gathering remarkable women together, full of talent, ambition, and heart in one never-before collection became the priority. It was a mission I had to complete. 

At first, the thought of putting together an anthology was overwhelming. Not because of the tasks involved, I’d run the production of countless publications in the past, albeit within a different setting and target audience. But the hesitation was two-fold—a considerable time commitment was required of me and, as a returning horror writer after a decade-long break, I didn’t know many people to reach out to for help or guidance. Thankfully, neither issue stopped me.

In preparation, I researched for days hunting for publications that highlighted women veteran horror writers. I found several submission calls from years past, yet no publications resulting down the line. The research took me back well over five years with disheartening results. This fueled the fire rather than squelched it. For all the earlier attempts that led to failure for unknown reasons, it became clear this project had to succeed. 

According to the Department of Labor statistics, for every sixty-nine women you meet, you’ll run across one woman military veteran. To find a woman military veteran horror writer, the odds are more remarkable. I don’t have the figures, but I can tell you we are a tiny part of the horror writing community, perhaps the smallest. Yet, the life experiences and contributions to the genre by women veterans are astounding. 

I am beyond blessed and honored to have served as editor on this amazing collection and have the immense opportunity to collaborate with each writer and artist. Every facet of this production—from the stories and poems to the covers and interior artwork—women veterans crafted every aspect of the book. 

In addition, to honor and support other women veterans, we’re giving back. We partnered with the well-renowned non-profit, the National Veterans Foundation, founded by Shad Meshad, who also graciously provided the afterword. Proceeds from anthology sales go to the NVF’s Women Veterans Resources and Support Programs. Their programs assist women veterans and provide help in areas such as employment, family resources, counseling, suicide prevention, and homelessness. 

I am delighted to share this amazing project with you and so enormously proud of the women warriors who joined me on this adventure. I’ll stop prattling on now and let you get to their stories. It’s an incredible lineup that is sure to please with award-winning authors and talented new voices in horror. So go on, turn the page. 

Thank you for joining us on this daring journey through The Haunted Zone.

––––––––
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Love and blessings,


Sirrah Medeiros
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WITCH OF DUNLORA

Querus Abuttu
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BOBBY WARE’S TROOP set up camp in the woods near an abandoned mansion. The building loomed like a hungry predator—its peeling white paint revealing a wood skeleton, warped and twisted. The windows were darker than the dense shadows in the forest. There was something off about the place that sent shivers down his spine.

Trees around camp leaned in around them. Strange animal cries echoed in the air, sounding like hungry beasts ready to pounce and make a meal out of them at any moment. 

Yes, Bobby was scared of camping in this spot. Scared of camping here on Halloween. Scared of camping near the strange house with no lights on. But he couldn’t shake the fear that gripped him. Still, he was twelve—practically a man. His pops said so. He wasn’t supposed to be scared.

Scouting was supposed to help him transition to adulthood. Real men weren’t supposed to be afraid of the dark, eerie noises or strange surroundings. Not afraid of nothing. 

Bobby remembered his pops telling him of Uncle Roger. He had gone to war after being transferred to the Air Service. The Army even gave him a medal, a Distinguished Service Cross, when he came back. Bobby reckoned that meant that his uncle was brave. His mamma said so, and his mamma never lied.

As Bobby sat on a log facing the other boys in a circle, he was grateful for the small campfire in the center. Still, he couldn’t help the wave of nausea that rose in the pit of his stomach when he glanced toward the mansion again. Its ominous presence overpowered his senses, and the fire’s light failed to shake the feeling of dread away from him.

Bobby’s Scoutmaster, Mr. Keppel, was always neatly dressed, like a military man in dress uniform. With a tight haircut and cleanly shaved face, the man looked like a soldier instead of a Scout leader. He strode over, placed a tin cup of hot chocolate into Bobby’s hands, and sat on a log beside him. 

“You are quiet tonight. Are you alright?”

Unable to think of what to say, Bobby only nodded. 

When he looked at Mr. Keppel, he couldn’t help but notice that the man’s ears were huge. The tops of them stuck out from his head, and his nose was long and pointy. 

Like Ichabod Crane, Bobby thought. 

Bobby’s sister would be the kind to tease the man about his ears behind his back, but Bobby reckoned the Scoutmaster was a good man. Big ears weren’t no reason to tease a man. 

He thought about his sister, Janny. She was at an All Hallows party tonight, ducking for apples. Supposedly, if she could catch an apple in her teeth three times in five minutes, she’d dream of her future husband. 

It seemed like a silly thing to do, and Grams didn’t like it, but Janny was headstrong. Somehow, she always got her way, so she got to go to the party. 

No, it was better that he was out camping. Practicing archery, learning to hunt, and knowing how to skin and cook animals helped Pops when winter food stores were low. Pops said it was a better use of time, being with the Scouts. He said it was better than going to some old Halloween party. Bobby reckoned Pops was right. 

“I hear birthday congratulations are in order,” said Mr. Keppel. “Thirteen, right?” 

Bobby was shaken out of his thoughts. He opened his mouth. A squeaky “Yes” escaped his lips.

“Well then,” Mr. Keppel slapped his thighs, “we shall have a birthday breakfast for you that can’t be beat! Nothing is as good as a camp morning breakfast.” He yelled with vigor, “Right boys?”—gathering the attention of the circle of Scouts sitting on other logs, sipping their cocoa.

The boys turned their eyes on him. 

Bobby felt like they were studying him, weighing him on uneven scales. It made him feel very self-conscious. Especially under the discomforting stare from the oldest among them. Carter Fields. 

Of all the other boys, Carter was the strangest. Sure, he helped the Scout leader. But it was clear that the other boys tried hard never to be alone with him. 

When Carter asked a fellow Scout to help him pitch a tent or gather firewood, that boy would always ask another boy to go with him. 

“Many hands make light work,” they’d reply. 

Words Bobby often heard his mother say.

An owl hooted right over their heads, startling everyone. 

Mr. Keppel chuckled and stood. He strode to the center of the group, taking a stance by the fire.

“While everyone’s finishing up their cocoa, I’ll tell a story. What shall I tell?” He looked around. “Hunting story?”

The boys’ faces were solemn. 

It seemed to Bobby the boys weren’t in the mood for a hunting tale. Probably many of them were thinking about their families and the trick-or-treating and Halloween parties going on tonight. 

Sure, it was Monday, and many kids had to be in school tomorrow morning, but that didn’t stop the festivities. And each Scout had permission from their parents and teachers to be out of school the next day. They simply had to make up their schoolwork before Friday.

Mr. Keppel grinned. “Hmm. Not a hunting story. Love story then?”

Sour faces bloomed around the circle. Some of the younger Scouts stuck out their tongues in distaste. The fire crackled and the moon, just shy of dark, barely lit the tops of their heads.

“No love story, eh?” The Scoutmaster paused. He stroked his chin. “Well, it is All Hallows. A scary story, maybe?”

Bobby watched several heads slowly bob. His own head nodded almost against his will. But yes, a scary story. It was Halloween, after all.

Mr. Keppel rubbed his hands together. 

“Well, let me think.” He walked a complete circle around the fire, looking in the direction of the house in the meadow.

“Once upon a time,” he began, “there was an old house that sat right by a haunted forest. A mansion.”

Everyone’s eyes flicked to the large, darkened home across the way. Their gaze returned when the Scoutmaster spoke once more. 

“It’s said that an evil woman by the name of Ida Dunlora lived in that house. Some folks say she was born on All Hallows—at midnight—in the middle of a graveyard. The year was 1720. Her mother was very wealthy, and rumor was her mother was a witch!”

Mr. Keppel raised his hands shoulder-high. He wiggled his fingers, bending them in the shape of claws. 

There were nervous chuckles all around. He smiled knowingly and went on. “You see, her mother had fled her German homeland to come to America. Times were hard then, even for people with money, and the witch mother—so it’s said—would bleed the farm animals and feed their blood to her newly birthed daughter, Ida, to keep the babe healthy and strong.”

Here, the Scoutmaster paused, and Bobby quickly glanced around to see all the other Scouts rapt with their attention upon the man. 

Mr. Keppel continued. “Some say her mother would even place spells on men passing by. She’d capture them and bleed them so her baby could suckle on their warm, sweet blood. Then, she would cook and eat their flesh. Other folks say she would make a meal of anyone who dared to trick-or-treat at her home, mesmerizing unsuspecting children and their parents.”

One of the younger Scouts, Little Bill, piped up with a question. “But who was the baby’s father? Couldn’t he stop her?”

A glint from the fire made it seem as if Mr. Keppel’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “No one knows. But it is said that the baby was the child of Lucifer himself. Satan’s own brood.”

Silence fell upon the group, and the tension among the boys was tighter than a violin string.

“Now,” Mr. Keppel went on, “The baby grew into Ida Dunlora, and when she turned fifteen, she was famed to be the loveliest girl in town. By the time she was nineteen, word of her beauty spread throughout the lands of Virginia. She had many courters call on her, but word was if they stepped upon the lands of Dunlora, those men were never seen or heard from again.”

There were sharp gasps from many of the boys.

“That’s road apples,” Carter sneered. “Everyone knows there’s no truth to that bull pie.”

Mr. Keppel placed a finger to his lips in a silent, Hush, be quiet.

Carter crossed his arms and leaned back, a contemptuous half smile on his face.

“In fact, Ida Dunlora’s mother disappeared when Ida turned eighteen. It was never known what happened to her—but some folks speculate Ida had turned against her own mother on All Hallows night and ate her right up!”

The trees surrounding the group rustled as a sudden wind blew through the branches, and several golden leaves floated to the ground like a fireworks finale.

“Ida never took a husband and remained reclusive. No one in town ever saw her go shopping for food or wares. She was never seen after her 20th birthday, and anyone who’s ever gone to the mansion to inquire about the woman never returns. Even a small cavalry of Union soldiers was reputed to have stopped there to pillage the place for silver and food. No one ever saw the Union men again.”

Mr. Keppel pointed toward the mansion. “And that house right there, boys. That very one is where the Dunlora Witch is said to live, even to this day. Whether she lives there or haunts it, do not go near it!” His voice was a dark, hissing whisper now. “Don’t even think of climbing those steps or contemplate looking inside the windows.” He finished with a weird rhyme that sounded like something made of old legend. “No midnight excursions to find out if it’s true, or the Witch of Dunlora will make a meal out of you!” He clapped his hands together loudly at the very end.

All the boys jumped, and Mr. Keppel let out a belly laugh, and each of them, except Carter, allowed a sheepish smile to cross their faces.

“Well, you boys wanted a scary story,” he said. “I think that will do for the night. Let’s clean up and hit the hay. We’ve got an early morning birthday breakfast to make for Bobby. We’ll check our snares to see if we’ve got a rabbit to add to the meal, and whether yes or no, I’ve packed a few things that will fill our bellies.”

“I can wash the cups, Mr. Keppel,” Bobby volunteered. 

Mr. Keppel nodded and gave him a salute, then disappeared into the dark. 

The boys rose from their logs, leaving Bobby alone. He collected the tin cups to wash them out—thirteen in all.

“Let me help you with that.” He hadn’t heard Carter come up behind him. He mentally kicked himself for letting the other Scouts go without asking someone else to help. 

“That’d be fine, Carter. Thanks,” Bobby said.

They used a bit of water in a pan they’d carted from a stream to rinse out the cups and turned them upside down to drain on a cloth.

Carter surprised Bobby with a chuckle when they were done.

“You buy any of that stupid story?” His eyebrows hitched up a bit with the question. It would have been impossible to see him, except each boy had a kerosene lamp they carried at night. 

Bobby looked up into the night sky. It was dark now since the fire had died down to glowing embers. 

“Hey,” Bobby felt a hand shake his shoulder. Carter raised his voice. “You hear me? You buy any of that story?” Bobby’s lamp barely lit Carter’s face, but the tone in Carter’s voice held something that Bobby didn’t like. He decided it was best to say nothing. 

A voice in his head said, Get to your tent, Bobby. Get to bed.

“Well, now. Ain’t that interesting?” Carter grabbed his shoulder again and spun him around. “See that?”

Bobby did see it. And he didn’t want to. There was a light on at the Dunlora house. If, indeed, that was the Dunlora house.

Carter chuckled. “Bet that’s really Mr. Keppel. Trying to give us one last scare.” He made fun of Mr. Keppel’s final warning with a mocking tone. “No midnight excursions to find out if it’s true, or the Witch of Dunlora will make a meal out of you!”

It was curious. Bobby didn’t argue that, but he held with Mr. Keppel’s warning. Best get to bed and leave well enough alone. He turned toward his tent.

“Hey!” It was clear Carter wasn’t going to leave this alone. “Don’t you want to know? If it’s Mr. Keppel, or maybe if it really is the ghost witch? She can’t be alive—long as it’s been.”

“Nope,” Bobby said in a voice that he thought would sound firm, but when it hit the air, it sounded more like a feather floating on a breeze.

“You scared, that it?” Carter’s voice dripped with venom now.

“What if he is?” 

Bobby looked over to see the kid everyone called Mouse. He earned the name on account he rarely said anything. It was surprising the kid was taking this moment to speak up. “Wha-what if he is?” Mouse questioned again. “Ain’t no crime in being scared. Scared keeps you alive ‘cause you don’t wait around to see what happens next.”

“That right, pip-squeak? Mouse, right? What does a mouse know? Nuthin’.” He grabbed Bobby’s shirt. “Well, we’re going. Check it out, that’s all. Back in three shakes of a stray dog’s tail.”

By now, quite a few boys had crawled out of their tents. The commotion outside had drawn their curiosity. 

“What’s going on?” It was Watts. A nickname he’d earned on account of his last name was Watson, and he was always investigating something, just like the Dr. Watson in the Sherlock Holmes stories. He had huge glasses that seemed to cover his entire face.

Mouse spoke up before either Bobby or Carter could get a word in. He pointed to the old mansion with the light on upstairs. “Carter says that’s Mr. Keppel up there.”

A few more lit kerosene lamps flared and surrounded Bobby and Carter.

Watts pursed his lips. “Well, I’ll see if Mr. Keppel is in his tent. That’ll solve one thing.”

Whispers of “Don’t” and “Come back” came from the lips of several of the boys, but the words hit empty air as Watts disappeared into the night. He was back in less than two minutes.

“I checked everywhere,” the boy said. “Mr. Keppel is gone.”

Silence fell upon the group of boys, and they stared at the old building with the light shining on the third floor. The only discernable noises were the wind and the creaking of trees as they bent their trunks over, sounding much like an old woman’s knees might after too many years gone by.

“Well, let’s go see,” Carter taunted. “It’s just a silly old house. Stupid story. If that’s Mr. Keppel up there, he’s probably just wanting us to go over and get scared. Like a second part of the story where they always tell you—stay tuned ‘til next week.”

Carter grabbed Bobby’s shirt and dragged him along. The other boys looked around at each other, and there were calls of, “Wait up!” “We’re coming too!” 

It both warmed and chilled Bobby’s heart. They were protecting him in a way. The only way they knew how. 

The snarl on Carter’s face told him he wasn’t pleased to have the other boys come along. Then he grinned, and Bobby got the feeling Carter had just come up with a horrible idea. An idea that would launch all the kids into a terrifying night.

“I’m not waiting,” he said. “You want to come along; you follow soon as you can, and if you get lost, it’s on you.”

The boys all peered over at the light inside the Dunlora house, and each one knew that if that light stayed on, no one would get lost. Carter continued to drag Bobby with him into the dark. The field grasses were long, and the air gripped him with that autumn chill and the scent of all things dying after a frost. All living things in nature struggle against death before the coming of the first snow. 

Carter continued to prattle as they went along. 

“You’re a fraidy cat, Bobbers. You wait and see. If there is a Dunlora witch, I’m gonna feed you to ‘er. If it’s Mr. Keppel, you are gonna, well,” Carter sneered, “owe me ten dollars.”

Bobby’s brain whirred. “But I...”

“You WHAT?” Carter pulled him so close that Bobby nearly gagged. Carter’s breath smelled like a rotting dead deer in the thick of summer.

“I didn’t make a bet,” Bobby whispered, choking back tears. Part of him knew full well that it didn’t matter if he’d bet or not. Carter would hold him to an imaginary bet in the worst way. 

A sudden tug on Bobby’s shirt propelled him in front of Carter, and then Carter pushed between his shoulder blades, catapulting Bobby across the field grasses and onto the ground. His lamp hit the ground, flickered, and the light went out. Carter hadn’t brought a lamp.

“YES, you did. And by the time I’m done, everyone will have heard you make that bet. Count on it.” Carter stalked by him, jerked him up by the arm, and pulled forward on his shirt again. Bobby wondered how in the world Carter could see—the night was so dark. That one lighted window at the Dunlora place was bright as a moon, but it didn’t help him see where to step. At least the sky was clear, and there were stars overhead.

The march toward the house seemed like forever. As they approached, Bobby noted two old oaks on either side of the front of the house. 

Guardian Trees, he thought.

Carter pushed him forward. “Go up the steps and into the house. If I don’t see you stick your head out of that lighted window and wave in five minutes, I’m gonna slice off one of your fingers with this. He pulled a knife from his pocket and flipped it open, continuing to press his threat. The knife had an ebony handle. Bobby had seen it before. The blade was long; he knew that much.

“C’mon, Carter,” Bobby pleaded. “I can’t see in there. It’s dark. There’s no light.” And then his heart sank further than it already had. A group of lights bobbed toward him. As they got closer, he saw it was Watts, Mouse, Donny Whittle, Rudie Green, and another boy, Stephen. 

“What’s going on?” Watts said. Bobby could tell Watts wanted to sound strong. The light from his kerosene lamp flickered against his glasses.

Carter turned, not acting surprised that some of the boys had followed him. 

“Our Bobbers here was just getting ready to go inside and find Mr. Keppel. You guys want to join him?”

The lights didn’t move forward, then one did. It was Watts. 

“I will,” he said. “There’s no way to see in there without a light. Not till you get upstairs, anyway.”

Come in—-

The hairs stood up on Bobby’s neck. He spoke in a hushed voice. “Did anyone else hear that?” 

“Hear what?” Carter was almost laughing, but Watts nodded. So did Mouse, Donny, Rudie, and Stephen.

“Yes,” said Watts. “It said come in.”

“You guys are not pulling one over on me. Get in there, Bobbers. Find Mr. Keppel. And then you owe me ten dollars.”

The other boys sucked in their breath.

“Yep, you guys heard him, right? Our bet? Ten bucks, it’s Mr. Keppel. Not some old ghost witch.”

Bobby looked at them. Each of the boys’ faces was blank, but they spied the glint of Carter’s knife. They all nodded slowly.

Watts stepped up beside Bobby so they were both on the first step. 

“Let’s go,” said Watts. “Nothing to be afraid of. If anything, it could be a transient. Maybe from the rail yard?”

Bobby breathed in deeply and whooshed out the air. At least he wasn’t going to be alone. And at least they had light now. The wind picked up, blowing their hair askew. Another owl screeched eerily in the trees above. Or was it the same one?

When Bobby pressed the metal thumb-plate on the door lever, the front door swung wide open. 

Not locked. 

And it wasn’t too surprising. Especially if the house was supposed to be empty all this time. Watts swung the lamp forward. Dust and cobwebs met their eyes. Broken pieces of wood furniture were strewn across the floor. The main staircase greeted Bobby’s eyes, shadows flickering along the bottom steps which rose higher into the darkness.

“We’re coming too!” It was Rudie’s voice. Looking over his shoulder, Bobby saw Rudie, Mouse, Donny, and Stephen stepping forward. 

Bobby relaxed a bit. There were five lamps total—and light had a way of chasing evil out of the shadows, didn’t it? If anything, it helped chase away fear—fear of whatever the dark held within it. But if evil were chased out of the shadows, that didn’t mean it went away. It only meant it was easier to see.

He swallowed, his throat feeling ever so dry.

“Let’s go,” Watts urged. “Get this over with. If it’s Mr. Keppel, then har-har, he had a good laugh drawing us all into the house after his story and all. And if it’s not...”

Bobby nodded and finished his sentence, “... then we’ll deal with whatever it is when we get there.”

Bobby’s foot hit the very first step, and it creaked loudly. He cringed. There’d likely be no element of surprise as they ascended. 

He turned to look back and saw the rest of the boys. All except Carter had completely entered the house. A gust of wind, this time from inside the house, blew hard against their faces and slammed the door shut. Their lamps rattled. 

Carter’s laughter outside carried a malicious tone. “Go on, fraidy cats!” they heard him yell. “I want to see your face pop out of that window, Bobbers. No one’s going home ‘til I see your peepers! Got that?”

The staircase seemed to go on forever, and on the landing, it split—half the stairs going to the left and half to the right. They all stayed together, climbing the left staircase. The walls were covered with peeling wallpaper. Some kind of red and gold print, curling in some places and torn in others. 

As they reached the second floor, a large wooden desk blocked their way. Bobby glanced over at Watts, but couldn’t see his face well in the dim light. He decided to scramble over it and Watts followed him. The others did likewise, except for Mouse, who wriggled under the piece of furniture and met everyone on the other side.

The stairs rounded again to form a central stairway to the third floor, and the shuffling of their feet echoed off the bare walls. A piece of plaster fell from the ceiling, startling everyone, and Rudie called out in surprise. 

Donny covered Rudie’s mouth. “Shhhh...” he whispered.

Bobby didn’t think the noise would make any difference by now. After the door slamming so loud, if there was anyone up on the third floor, they knew someone was here already.

Please let it be Mr. Keppel. Please...

Again, the stairway split at the central landing, and Bobby went to the right this time. The lighted window, he remembered, would be on the far left, facing the house. If he took the right staircase, he’d be on the far right of the hallway and have more time to see if anyone, or anything, was waiting for them. 

It was then that he heard a low, muffled moaning and the sickly sound of something wet smacking against—what? He couldn’t tell.

As they arrived at the top, Watts held his lamp high so they could look to their left down the hallway. Nothing. The sound was definitely coming from the opposite side—the side where a light shone through a doorway at the very end of the corridor. 

Bobby took a deep breath, noting his hands were trembling. Most of his troop was with him, but he was still afraid. Again, he heard his father’s voice, “... not afraid of nothing!” 

You’d be disappointed, Pop. I’m afraid, alright.

“Might as well get this over with,” whispered Watts. “The sooner we check this out, the sooner we can get back. Let Mr. Keppel have his laugh.” 

The rest of the boys chuckled nervously behind him. Bobby nodded and stepped forward, his knees shaking, Watts at his side. They reached the doorway. He turned to look at the others, and Donny jutted his chin. 

“G-go on,” whispered Mouse.

Bobby took a deep breath and craned his neck around the door entrance.

And there was Mr. Keppel! He almost laughed out loud. They’d been right! He was sitting on the floor below a kerosene lamp on a table. Mr. Keppel had played—

Then, Bobby stared at the floor, and sudden terror gripped him. In front of Mr. Keppel lay a heap of something, but it was shiny. Wet. Red. And there was something round next to it. 

Stephen shuffled forward, “What...?” 

The rest of the boys gathered in the doorway, each of them staring at Mr. Keppel, whose eyes were closed. He was sitting, almost crumpled, in a crossed-legged position on the floor. His usual meticulous clothing was rumpled. Untucked shirt, sleeve torn and smeared with—

“What is that?” Stephen said out loud, and then he yelled. “Mr. Keppel?”

Bobby heard the boys calling out around him, but his stare was fixed on the ball next to the slick and shiny mess in front of Mr. Keppel. Then, he realized the awful truth. He was staring at a head. And not just any head. He was staring into Carter’s lifeless eyes. Something was stuffed in his mouth—a sock.

But Carter is downstairs... 

Mouse pushed by him. “Mr. Keppel!” He ran over and shook the man. Mr. Keppel’s eyes suddenly snapped open, and his hands jutted forward. Mouse screamed, and Bobby couldn’t tell what—

Mouse crumpled to the floor, and Mr. Keppel slowly stood. And there was something in his hand. Was that—? 

No. Carter’s knife! He’d stabbed Mouse with the knife!

Bobby knew it was Carter’s. The six-inch blade. Same ebony handle with brass bolsters and pins. 

But Carter was on the floor, mutilated. Strips of skin and muscle peeled off the bones—peeled with his pocketknife. 

Someone behind him retched. Bobby heard footsteps—someone running away.

Mr. Keppel was looking at the bloody knife in his hand, screaming, “No, no, nooo!” He backed against the wall, cowering in the corner, muttering to himself. All his clothes were covered with blood. Carter’s blood. And now Mouse’s. 

Boards creaked from behind the door, and Bobby—frozen in position—could only stare as another Carter moved in front of him. He stared as it faced him.

“You didn’t look out the window.” The voice was malicious, thick, and sinister. 

But this can’t be Carter. Carter is—

“Outside?” Laughter poured from the vision in front of him. 

Watts—yelling in his ear— “RUN!”

Bobby drew back, still transfixed—staring into the eyes of the thing that played at being Carter. Eyes flickered red. Or was that a trick of the light? The thing that looked like Carter lunged for him.

Watts yanked him away—pulling him, dragging him toward the steps. “RUN! We gotta get out of here, Bobby!”

And finally, Bobby broke away from the horror, the terror that was not Carter—and Bobby ran. 

On the stairs, he and Watts nearly tripped over something they could barely see. Stephen and Rudie lay on the steps, both necks twisted at impossible angles, their lanterns broken. Fire from their spilled kerosene had released flames that spread across the wood floors, then up the dry wallpaper. At the very bottom of the stairs, before they could reach the door, they found Donny.

In their shock, Bobby and Watts paused for a second, taking in the scene. It looked like someone, or something, had stuck a large kitchen knife through Donny’s right eye. Their eyes riveted toward each other and in horrified agreement they dashed for the way out.

They tried to open the front door. It wouldn’t budge, no matter how hard they pulled. Only then did Bobby realize he and Watts were both screaming.

Watts grabbed a broken chair leg. “The window! Break the window!”

Bobby snatched another piece of wood—something that maybe once belonged to a table. 

They beat their makeshift clubs against the large window, breaking the glass all around.

Bobby backed up, not even thinking about how far the fall would be. His only thought was, I have to get out. Get out! 

With all the fear he had in him, he launched himself through the open space, scratching his arm on a jagged piece of glass, landing hard on the overgrowth in front of the house.

There was a crash. It was so dark, Bobby couldn’t tell what had happened at first. Flames leapt up in the window. Then Bobby stared in horror at Watts. His body was hanging half in, half out of the window—a large wedge of glass piercing through the center of his body. 

A howl of laughter rose from the lighted window upstairs as flames started licking the sky.

Bobby wasted no time turning and running as fast as he could away from the Dunlora house in the direction of the camp.

***
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THE CHILDREN’S PREVENTORIUM in Charlottesville admitted Bobby Ware three days after Halloween. He’d been found wandering in the forest two days after the parents of the boys in the Boy Scout troop reported the Scoutmaster and children missing. 

The missing Scouts were found dead in their tents, mutilated. A bloody, black-handled knife was found in the Scoutmaster’s tent. 

The Scoutmaster, Mr. Kevin Keppel, was found wandering alongside the road leading out of the Dunlora forest days after the tragic incident. He was said to be muttering incomprehensible words and had to be heavily sedated. When he was committed and admitted to Central Lunatic Asylum, the physicians recalled he repeatedly ranted, “No midnight excursions to find out if it’s true, or the Witch of Dunlora will make a meal out of you!”

Bobby was rendered mute, completely unable to speak. Doctors debated if Bobby Ware should be considered a child or not since he was thirteen years old. In the end they decided it would be best if he remained on the children’s ward to prevent him from catching tuberculosis. 

He remained there for the rest of his youth until he started a fire that consumed an entire wing of the asylum—a fire where he died screaming while surrounded by the flames—screaming his first words since he was found wandering in the forest, “The Witch of Dunlora is alive!” 

The Dunlora Mansion bore no trace of fire that anyone could tell from a distance, despite the tirades of Mr. Keppel who sometimes screamed about the flames, but investigators never went inside the place. And anyone who ever heard of the macabre mansion history dared not set foot near the windows or doors. 

Passersby are still reported missing from time to time; however, the local law enforcement refuse to cross onto the Dunlora land. The house, partially claimed by the forest now, is said to have a light upstairs that still shines from the third-floor window every Halloween night. 

Dunlora remains under the sole possession of a landowner who desires to maintain her anonymity.
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HE’S GOING TO KILL you.

Three days after the fight, Octavia returned home from her part-time library job to find the back door unlocked. 

“Hey, Tavy.” Evan had not only cleaned the few dishes she’d left in the sink from her last few microwaved-leftover meals, but he’d put a pot of water on to boil and chopped vegetables.

The back door opened into the kitchen, with a pony wall separating the eating area from the cooking area. Octavia paused, still in the threshold, aware of the knife in his hand, glinting in the kitchen light like the dull stinger of a wasp. One foot in the bright light of the dining room. One foot back in the dark, keys clutched, purse clenched across her body.

“Evan.” She smiled at him, shaking off the voice in her head. “You cooking?”

He grinned sheepishly, his smile as crooked and beautiful as ever. “Yeah. I’ve got one recipe, but it’s a good one.” He dropped the grin, turning down his face, mouth, eyes in practiced contrition. “I’m so sorry, babe. Top told me I’d be the world’s biggest idiot to mess this up again.”

Octavia nodded. He’d spent three days at the barracks. Not the longest time he’d ever stayed away. The keys in her hand dug into the soft skin of her palm.

Inside, at the kitchen table, sitting on the tablecloth she’d thrown over the scars the knife left—a large package wrapped in her favorite color, bright yellow, with metallic gold ribbon tied in a bow. 

She took a final step into the room, closing the door behind her, and ventured closer to the table. “This for me?” A slightly smaller package sat next to it—a large, reusable tote from her favorite craft store, tissue paper sporting rainbow-colored owls poking out the top.

“I found it at the thrift store on post.” His voice had a curious buzzing whine. “Go ahead, open it!”

From the kitchen Evan watched her un-tape the corners, unfold the paper back, revealing the item that took half the table. 

“So?” he prompted her. “Do you like it?”

“I love it!” She did not ask, “Where did you find the money for this?” She also did not ask, “Which bill won’t I be able to pay this month?” She refrained from pointing out, “I don’t have the money to buy the things I need to use this.”

Instead, she opened the craft store tote, pushing aside the rainbow owls to find what else he had chosen to bestow.

“I figure, once you learn how to use it, you can make things to sell with it, maybe get a table at the farmers’ market down at the museum on Saturdays.” Evan grinned and returned to chopping vegetables, the knife making soft sshhhch sshhhch sounds. “Maybe make a baby blanket or two.”

Octavia nodded, taking in the gift, the unspoken messages behind it. For the slightest pause, long enough, but not too long, Evan held the knife above the board, making eye contact, his wide grin projecting affability and charm.

“I love it, Evan,” Octavia said. “Thank you.”

She smelled a strange, sharp soap—not his usual scent. And then, he shooed her away, to spend time with the gift, appreciating it fully. Appreciating him.

***
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RIGID HEDDLE WEAVING.

The thin book didn’t contain a great deal of detail, but Octavia thought she could use it to start. Evan was in bed; she’d delayed joining him, claiming since he’d cooked, it was her turn to clean the kitchen. And then, after, she couldn’t wait to start using the gift he’d gotten her.

In the darkened house, the sole light above the kitchen burned as brightly as she needed. The rest of the house was dark. As midnight ticked on, she read the book from cover to cover, taking in the instructions and the pictures. Finally, as the digital clock on the microwave clicked into the next day, she put the book down and began assembling the loom.

“Evan?” Octavia half-whispered. She froze, listening.

The sound came again, the flutter-movement from the shadows. Had he gotten out of bed and come to check on her?

The dark stretched around her in the old house, the shadows resting against the fifty-year-old linoleum and ratty carpet the landlord hadn’t gotten around to replacing. The dim light hid the pet stains next to the couch from the previous tenant’s dogs and the lone cockroach that tapped its tentative way across the kitchen floor. 
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