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This collection of horror tales is dedicated to my horror fans, especially Diana Richie. Thanks for loving my imagination.
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Listen to the whispers

Coming from the halls.

Watch the shadows slither 

Like fingers across the walls

Hear the chains rattle 

Like a baby's sordid cry

The ghosts have left the graveyard

And let their bodies lie.

Strange knockings on the door

Is it the wind or something more?

Otherwordly things fly by

Tell me, is it truth or is it a lie?

In the end, it doesn't matter

They'll think you're madder than a hatter.

Scritching, scratching out of sight

Is that what keeps you up at night?
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“You know what happens to the naughty girls. Now c’mon, Vanessa. Straighten up and fly right!” 

Rebecca eyed the small girl sitting before her. Water pooled at the edges of the unkempt child’s eyes, and she sighed. “What will I do with you?” 

She signaled for the girl to come closer, and the child complied. Her arms wrapped around Vanessa and held her for a moment.

“M-M-M-Miss Austin is a big meanie,” Vanessa said. “I d-d-d-didn’t d-d-d-do it. They always b-b-b-blame m-m-me!”

Vanessa hid her face in the folds of Rebecca’s long black hair.

Rebecca pulled the girl back and straightened her. “There’s a reason for that.”

“B-b-b-be-c-c-cause I’m s-s-s-stupid. Th-that’s all.”

“How easily you forget,” Rebecca said, sternly. “It’s not all about your stutter, you know. You did this to yourself telling those fables.”

Vanessa shrank away from Rebecca and stared at the floor. 

“They aren’t f-f-f-f-fables. I s-s-saw her. The m-m-monster really exists! I s-s-swear!”

As much as Rebecca wanted to believe Vanessa, she remained skeptical. “Seeing is believing.”

Vanessa eyed her for a moment. “B-b-believing is in s-s-seeing. Puh-puh-please M-M-Miss M-M-Markus. S-S-She is cuh-cuh-cuh-coming. The B-B-Boobah B-Bruha is cuh-coming.”

Rebecca frowned. This was more serious than she thought. The poor child really believed the local legends to be true.

Everyone knew the story, but nothing had happened for years, not since Rebecca’s mother was an infant. 

The legend said that anyone in possession of this small cloth doll with wicked green circles around her eyes, scars on her face, and straw-like brown hair could summon the witch against anyone they wanted. The witch in doll form would exact her revenge and bad things happened to the person on the receiving end. Mostly, they just vanished. Sometimes the doll owners disappeared, too.

There were even some rumors that the doll would come to life if you tried to destroy it, which is why it still managed to survive after all these years. To make matters worse, the Boobah Bruha legend still circulated thanks to the handiwork of a small craft store downtown. 

The girls of the boarding school loved scaring each other, and the Boobah Bruha held more fright than Bloody Mary. After all, one didn’t need to say her name three times in a mirror to summon her, they only needed a doll, and they all had one. Rebecca confiscated them as often as she could, but the doll always found its way back to its owner.

“It’s just a doll, Vanessa.” 

Rebecca opened a desk drawer and pulled a Boobah Bruha doll out. Vanessa screamed and ran to the other side of the room. Rebecca presented the doll and sighed when the girl tried to climb into the wall. 

“Look!”  Rebecca punched the doll in the chest. “It’s just a doll.” 

She threw the doll on the ground and stomped on it. Nothing happened. 

Rebecca picked it up and shook it at Vanessa and then grabbed a pencil and stuck it into the doll’s cotton filled chest. “See? The Boobah Bruha isn’t real.”

Vanessa’s eyes rounded in fright. “You sh-sh-sh-shouldn’t have d-done that, M-Miss Markus.”

Rebecca shook the doll again. She looked deep into Vanessa’s eyes. 

“Why? It’s just a doll. Just! A! Doll!” she accented her words by stabbing the pencil into the cottony body over and over. “You can’t hurt a doll.”

Rebecca held it out to Vanessa who shrank further against the wall. Suddenly the doll felt heavy in Rebecca’s arms. 

“M-M-Miss M-M-Markus, look! The doll!” 

Rebecca stared as the doll grew in size. The sunny, smiling face then held a pointy-toothed snarl on it. The doll grew quickly to the size of a small adult and attacked the teacher. Rebecca screamed as it knocked her off her feet and bit into her flesh.  “Run, Vanessa, run!”

***
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Vanessa pulled Miss Austin into the room; her stutter so bad she couldn’t speak. Tears spilled as she entered. 

“What is so important you had to drag me all the way to the other side of the campus?” Miss Austin’s angry tone made Vanessa flinch.

“M-M-M-Miss Au-au-aus-s-s-stin...” Vanessa tried.  She held her hands out instead.

“Meh, meh, meh,”  

The teacher’s face twisted in disgust. She put a hand on either side of Vanessa’s face and turned it to view the room. “There is no one here. Such a waste of time.” 

Miss Austin dropped her hands to her waist and spun on her heel. She stomped out of the room.

Tears still flowed from Vanessa’s eyes. She moved closer to the desk and stopped. A scream caught in her throat as she stared at the chalkboard. 

There at the top center dangled a stuffed doll with long black locks of hair, and a rope tied around her neck. A bone-chilling giggle echoed from the corner of the room where the girl had hidden earlier. Vanessa turned, and her mouth dropped as her eyes caught the Boobah Bruha, once again in doll size, lurking there. It took one step towards her and then another.

“N-No!” 
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Rory accepted the red balloon from the stranger in the park, but before Rory could clasp the string between his fingers, it floated to the sky. The man who gave him the balloon didn’t have any more and quickly disappeared after Rory accepted it. He really wanted to bring the balloon home to his little sister. She was sick, and he knew it would cheer her up.

“What goes up must come down,” his mother always told him, so he followed the balloon into the woods behind the park, not noticing the darkness creeping in. He followed it through the woods until he came to a clearing and the big Victorian-style house that dwelled there. The wind tossed the red balloon back and forth, and the black iron spike along the top of the light gray gable grabbed the string and held the balloon captive.

Rory licked his lips and swallowed hard. His eyes wandered from the balloon to the front door, and his feet froze in place. He was in The Forbidden Place. The place his mother and uncle warned him not to go near. A place where monsters hungry for small children lived. The place where legend said bad children went to be punished and never returned. Rory wasn’t a bad child. He’d stolen a flower from a garden once to give to his sister, but that didn’t make him bad. And since he wasn’t bad, he should be okay. He really wanted that balloon. He had to be okay.

With a backwards glance and resolve set upon his face, Rory wiped his sweaty palms against his jeans and took a small step forward. The balloon still teased him from its lofty perch. He took another step forward. His eyes pinched shut. His hands trembled, and his heart threatened to burst from his chest.

Nothing happened. A sigh of relief disturbed the silence, and he made his way to the door.

“Maybe it’s not haunted like Mom says. Maybe vampires don’t live there and suck the bad blood out of kids like Uncle Bobby said,” Rory said aloud.

Another voice entered his head, an unfamiliar yet friendly voice.

“Or maybe they do, but they’re just sleeping. It is daylight, after all, and you aren’t a naughty boy, are you? Go on, don’t be shy. Get your balloon.”

Rory searched for the source of the voice and found no one, but that didn’t scare him. He was used to hearing voices in his head. He’d heard many different ones over the past ten years he’d been alive, and this one was comforting. This one understood how much he needed that balloon. How much he wanted to see his little sister smile again.

“Yes,” the voice said again. “You’ve worked so hard to follow it and came all this way. Don’t be shy now. Get your balloon.”

A smile broke through the fear on Rory’s face, and he rapped on the door with enthusiasm. No one answered the first time he knocked, so he knocked a little harder. The sound of shuffling footfalls echoed through the door, and Rory’s heart raced as he waited for someone to open it.

The door creaked open, and a stale, rancid odor emanated from the house. Rory’s nose crinkled, and he choked.

“Oh, a small boy. You sounded much bigger from your knock.” The voice was gentle but harsh.

Rory recovered by clearing his throat and looked at the speaker for the first time. The old woman was barely taller than he was, and he was short for his age. Her wiry hair was mostly white and stuck out in patches all around her head. She grinned beneath a crooked nose, revealing her yellowed teeth, most of which were missing, and a hairy mole decorated her chin. A lump rose in Rory’s throat, and he swallowed hard.

The woman cackled. “What’s the matter, boy? Cat got your tongue? Speak up. You knocked, and I ain’t got all day.”

Rory’s eyes left the woman’s face long enough to stare at the balloon still floating above him. The woman followed his gaze and cackled again.

“Oh, I see. You want your balloon.” She held the door open for him. “Come and get it then.” She pointed up the staircase just beyond the door. “Go on.”

Rory hesitated. The nasty smell was gone, but the house was dark, except for a spot of sunlight at the top of the stairs. He trembled slightly.

The woman’s foot stomped. “Well, do you want it or not? You came all this way. If you want it, you must get it. I ain’t getting it for you. And I ain’t going to wait. I have supper to fix.” She opened the door a little wider and took a step back.

Rory licked his lips again as his eyes studied the balloon. The string slowly slipped through the iron grip, and if he didn’t hurry, it would be gone, and he might not ever see his sister smile again. She was that sick.

He blinked and his feet carried him over the threshold. As he entered, the old lady held her hand out, directing him to the staircase.

“Up you go, first door on the left. The window is easy to open. You ain’t the first to lose your balloon here. You won’t be the last. We keep it oiled. Won’t even squeak as it opens. Just mind the stake and watch your balance. I ain’t cleaning up your bones from my front yard,” she said, a strange smile replacing the friendly one.

Rory breathed hard. His heart thundered as he raced up the stairs with his eyes closed, one hand gripping the railing to guide him. When he reached the landing, he opened them. They gazed into an empty room with a single window—the big window at the front of the house. He could see the string of his balloon at the top edge of it. A sigh of relief led him forward. He slid the window open, but he was too short to reach the string. His heart fell. He really wanted that balloon.

He stuck his head out the window and pulled himself up to sit on the sill. He stretched so far his back muscles ached and pinched the bottom of the string between his two longest fingers. A gentle tug set the balloon free, and Rory smiled as he climbed back inside the house with his prize.

A foul stench that made Rory think of dead things almost knocked him out as he entered the hallway. The hair along his spine rose, and he cast a glance over his shoulder. Nothing was there, but he couldn’t shake the sudden feeling of doom that devoured him. He stared down the dark steps. The door was shut, and the foyer was shrouded in shadows. The old woman was nowhere to be seen.

The unfamiliar, friendly voice comforted him.

“She said she had to get supper started. Just go on, back down the steps, and out the door. Easy peasy. Never mind the smell. It will fade in a moment.”

Rory licked his lips again and clutched his balloon a little tighter as he moved down the steps slowly, one foot at a time. He took a deep sigh as he reached the door and opened it. The stranger who’d given him the balloon stood there, a sick smirk on his face.

“Ma! I brought supper home,” he said as he wrapped the red balloon’s string around Rory’s neck.
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Agnes and Anders had nothing to say to each other and that was that.

They’d been married for 52 mostly happy years. They’d reared seven children and outlived all but two of them. Their quaint cottage by the sea grew larger as the nest emptied one by one. Agnes passed her time painting, selling a few to those who regarded her as a modern-day Picasso, until Anders retired. He refused to get any hobbies of his own and was always under foot, disturbing her peace and disrupting her projects. Eventually, her creativity fizzled out, and the painting stopped.

Agnes realized how much she loathed Anders then.

“Good morning, dear,” she’d crow every morning like clockwork, carrying a tray filled with coffee and his favorite homemade powdered donut in her hands. She set it down in front of him and chatted with him as he drank his fill and licked the powder from his fingers.

“That one was your best yet, my love,” he said every day, raving over her handmade pastry.

Agnes clapped her hands happily. “Oh good. I’m so glad. I’m getting better and better at making them. Just wait until tomorrow! I’ll add more sugar to the top.”

“That sounds delightful, my dear. I can’t wait. Will you draw me a hot bath? I could use a back rub, and my knee hurts.”

“Let me put the tray away, and I’ll be right back,” Agnes always answered. 

She carried the tray back to the kitchen and put her special jar away, hiding it in the back of the cabinet where he’d never see it. She sighed as she stared into her art studio, a blank canvas sitting lonely and abandoned on her easel. Her fingers longed to feel the smoothness of a paintbrush between them. She rubbed them subconsciously and swiped away the tear that suddenly filled her vision. 

And so she plotted, adding more and more of her special ingredient to the top of his donut every day, until one day he just didn’t wake up. She picked up her paintbrush for the first time in a year and filled canvas after canvas. When it became time to bury Anders, the tears slid down her face at his funeral, just as they should, leaving none the wiser. In her own way, she did miss him, but she’d missed painting more.

A cruise bought with his insurance money introduced her to a new, younger love. He swooned her, wined her, and dined her, making her feel years younger. He fawned over her throughout the entire cruise, and when it was over Agnes invited Sean to move into the small cottage with her. He encouraged her to explore her creativity, eager to model for her at a moment’s notice. Sean doted on her as she had done to Anders, catering to her every need. His constant assurance and praises over every stroke she made on her final canvas turned it into a masterpiece worthy of Rembrandt. It sold quickly, and Sean congratulated her with a glass of wine that was hearty and unusually bubbly. Agnes sat back contentedly, relishing her life. It was about time she finally got the attention she deserved. 

Agnes’ crumpled body stared at Sean as he added the final stroke to the painting, embedding his signature there forever. Then he packed it carefully for transport, signed the insurance documents, and cashed the check for the masterpiece. When the coroner came to get her, the tears slid down his face, just as they should, leaving none the wiser.
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Day 12, Rhys scribbled on her log, Blue Ivy has been found on Asgardia. Off to Plutonia to secure the firebush. 

She looked out the small window of her spaceship. Luscious purples and yellows filled her eyes as she lit up the control panel and prepared for takeoff. She loved Asgardia, though it was by large uninhabitable. It was a beautiful ball in the solar system where no life form other than plant life has been found. She was surprised to find it listed on the mission. Plutonia, home to the fire-breathers, would prove a tougher task, as the inhabitants there did not take to intrusion. If her duty was not so important, she would not have risked their wrath—even the smallest could set a world on fire with one breath. But she needed to acquire a sacred firebush, the last of three relics on her list, and return home before the contagion on her home planet wiped out her species.

The flight was short thanks to the rocket booster her brother, Ananias, had installed. The tribunal would punish him greatly if they found out. Despite that, it made the necessary trip move that much faster. The members of the tribunal thus far had been spared the infection, but she knew that any one of them could fall prey to it at any given moment. The bright reds of Plutonium approached, and she pushed the button on her navigation panel.
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