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There are stories in the fog, too deep to penetrate without stepping in... and becoming a part of them.

Four unsuspecting Newfoundlanders have set out on the Terror Nova bus from St. John’s to hear spooky tales and visit strange locales. They have no idea who their mysterious tour guide Simon is, nor the horrors that await them in the rocky inlets and winding roads.

Featuring twelve terrifying short stories from Newfoundland’s top talents: Chris Lewis Carter (Burnt Tongues), Lauralana Dunne (Ashes), Kelley Power (Chillers from the Rock), Jon Dobbin (The Starving), Phil Goodridge, CH Newell, Brad Dunne (The Gut), Paul Carberry (Zombies on the Rock), Joshua Goudie, Ali House (The Lightbulb Forest), Erin Mick, & Mike Hickey!

If you enjoy this novel, sign up to my newsletter to receive updates and news. Sign up now and get an exclusive FREE horror eBook from the Engen Team!

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!
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FOREWORD
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For as long as I can remember I’ve been fascinated by horror. I assume it started with Halloween and getting candy in exchange for dressing up in a fun costume, but I feel like it was always rooted deeper than that.

Long before I reached the age where horror became part of an existential escape ritual, I rabidly consumed all the cartoons, books, spooky songs, games, and Halloween episodes of favourite TV shows that were put in front of me. Then I grew up and rather than letting it be a dalliance into the macabre every October, I made my love of horror one of the defining features of my personality along with being overly confident in my sense of humour and having near crippling self-doubt in every other aspect of my being. 

Eventually I even managed to turn being arguably too into horror into something resembling a career as a filmmaker and presenter.  

One of the events that has gotten me out over the last couple of years is the Writers Alliance of Newfoundland and Labrador’s A Nightmare On George Street. It’s an amazing event where local authors write flash horror fiction and then get together a couple of nights before Halloween for drinks, readings, and prizes. It’s quickly become one of the highlights of my year and I will happily jump at it whenever Jen and Wendy ask. 

I like it for a few reasons – one being that I love horror but we’ve already covered that in the last few paragraphs – but what I really love is that it brings horror home. Newfoundland is a decidedly spooky place: it’s old and full of legends; there’s churning seas, wind rattles everything, and I can’t even begin to talk about that fog. With Nightmare, people write about all that. You don’t have to, the contest doesn’t dictate that entries have to be about Newfoundland, but that’s where the inspiration takes people. 

That contest has also gotten me writing in a way I hadn’t in a long time. Most things I’ve written lately have been in the form of scripts or treatments so writing fictional prose has been so fulfilling to get back to.

But more than all that – it’s how this book got in your hands. Engen’s Matthew LeDrew and I both served on this year’s jury for ANOGS (yeah, we’ve got an acronym for it) and talk of me working with them on a collection of Newfoundland inspired horror stories came from coffees and beers that were imbibed during the Write-In sessions WANL hosted around town leading up to the event. (Hopefully before too long we’ll get to a place where they can have the Write-Ins again. (Is two parentheticals too many to have in a single paragraph? I’m very new to all this.))

We had several follow-up coffees to confirm details. Matt insisted that the weird Halloween costume I’ve worn a disgraceful two years in a row should feature in the anthology as a narrator and I decided that, playing on my love of the Haunted Hike, a storytelling tour would serve as a great wrapper for all these stories. Fun fact: the double-decker bus is actually inspired by the “Ghost Bus Tour” in Dublin which I took with my now-wife a number of years ago. Vincent, our tour guide, was incredible and I don’t remember if I left a Trip Advisor review or not, but now I’ve written an actual book inspired by that wonderful night so consider that five stars.

With a concept in hand, we carefully selected our authors for this collection from Engen’s stable of talent as well as some dear friends of mine whose work is tied to the genre – it’s  funny how life can come around like that. In fact, long before our careers brought us together on this book, Joshua Goudie, CH Newell, and I played together in a pretty crappy punk band in high school – I really hope more people pick up this book than bought our album so Dave Newell doesn’t have to pay for the leftover inventory again.

With that, I’ll let you get into the book and say that if you’re reading this, I thank you, the authors thank you, and Dave thanks you too. 

Mike Hickey

July 2020
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As moonlight crowns thy pine-clad hills, there is a darkness that spreads its hand into the nooks and crannies of the rocky landscape and lingers under the gleeful facade of Newfoundland and Labrador. 

It’s not on billboards. 

It’s not in magazines or featured on cooking shows.

When ginger-haired children run through tourism commercials alongside a clothesline strewn with floral-printed sheets from nan’s spare room, the sheets don’t catch the shape of a body that isn’t actually standing in the sun-drenched field of high grass.

But that darkness is there. Waiting to envelop the place like fog smothering a harbour. 

It’s the same darkness that stretched out to form the long shadow of the double-decker bus that shambled over the winding road making its way to pick up a herd of tourists. 

According to the brochures, guests were promised “a night of pure horror — from sunset to sun-up,” but the bus would have to race the day’s end if it planned to stay true to its advertised word and collect the gaggle that were convening outside a pub in downtown St. John’s before nightfall.

The bus was a strange sight even if you forgave the fact that double decker buses weren’t used on the island, and, as far as anyone could tell, this was the only one. It was painted a rich purple with black accents along the corners, edges, and rivets. A neon green “TERROR NOVA” was sprawled along the side in a font that had been carefully selected from an online list tagged #horror.

The lower deck had been relieved of its seats and had been replaced with a full haunted house attraction. Skeletons, bats, and cobwebs were lit by coloured strobe lights. Animatronic zombies popped out of corners as a fog machine spat out opaque clouds. In the very back, next to the stairs, was a closed coffin with a dusty top hat placed on its lid. Above it, a small speaker pumped out “Sounds from a Haunted House,” a playlist of wind noises, creaking doors, cats screeching, wolves howling, and witches cackling.

It was a tacky but effective way to get the patrons in the spirit of the evening they were about to endure. 

Once you climbed the stairs you found yourself in what looked like a cross between a train car and a ship’s cabin. The walls were covered in a vinyl wrap: the bottom half to simulate wainscoting and the upper designed to look like tattered wallpaper with porthole windows cut out. The seats were covered in a cheap imitation of velour and set facing each other to form booths, each finished with a narrow wooden table and an ornate banker’s lamp. 

All of this rocked and swayed as the driver fought the clock to pick up that evening’s customers.

[image: BusSIMP.png]

The group that gathered outside the public house was slowly growing larger. By the time a small cadre of locals joined them, they took spots seventeen through twenty and could instantly tell they were the only ones there of their kind. It wasn’t just the accents; their layers of flannel and denim were in stark contrast to the expensive rainwear and hiking shoes that the others had seemed to have gotten a bulk discount on. 

As they approached the larger group, Sarah, ever outgoing, decided to try to break the ice.

“You guys are here for the ghost tour thing?” she asked a tall man in a Tilley hat who held his phone too close to his face. He responded by staring at her blankly and then looking at the blonde lady next to him who Sarah assumed was his wife. 

She also stared blankly but at least smiled before adding a heavily accented “Spooky?” with a dramatic shudder, which Sarah smiled back at before making a retreating turn to her friends. 

“They’re going to really enjoy the stories,” Sarah whispered with the intention of shielding what she worried might still come off as rude, despite the apparent language barrier. 

“Here for Terror Nova?” a younger guy they all half-recognized dressed in black called to them from the door. They glanced around the group to confirm he was speaking to them before Sarah’s boyfriend, Max, stepped forward.

“Yeah, it starts from here, right?”

“Yep. If you’re using a card you can pay inside. $119.95. Includes a pint. The bus should be by in fifteen or twenty minutes, so you’ve got time for one.” He squinted into the setting sun and confirmed the estimate with his watch as he pushed the door open for them to come through. 

They filed into the pub and ambled to the bar. It was a relatively newer spot, and, even though the building dated back to the turn of the last century, it was made-up to feel older and leaned into the quaint charm that the Come From Aways were promised when they made the trip to the island.

In stark contrast to the quaint charm was the heavy nineties alternative music that poured out of a speaker that sat in the corner under a blank television as the bartender raced around to meet them from the service side. 

“Alright, $119.95 each. All cards?” he asked as he hauled an older payment machine with “NO TAP” written in overlapping pen strokes on a slip of faded yellow paper and crudely reinforced with scotch tape from underneath the bar top. “So have you guys done the tour before?” 

“We’ve done the walking one, but not the bus,” replied Julie, Sarah’s best friend; she paid for herself and her boyfriend Dave. She presented the bartender with her hand and got the small skull-shaped stamp to indicate she had paid for the tour at the bar.

“It’s our first time,” Max answered before adding: “I’ve got this, though.”

He handed the bartender a thick postcard lined with purple foil, which had Gothic-styled lettering promising free admission for himself and a guest, in this case Sarah. The bartender took it and carefully inspected it, occasionally throwing his eyes suspiciously at Max before offering a frowning shrug of acceptance and stamping their hands. 

“The bus is totally different than the walking tour. Different crowd behind it. It’s super cool and has been getting great feedback from people. What are we all drinking?” the barman, ever amiable, inquired with a resounding clap of his hands.

He took their orders and swiftly moved to the draft taps that lined the side wall of the bar, expertly pulling the pints of local beer the group had requested. Ian always held a silent respect for the customers that ordered the local lagers and didn’t opt for the trendier craft brews. He was unsure when he saw the groups’ attire where they would land, so the choices had impressed him. 

“So ye crowd like scary stories, hey?” he called over his shoulder as he watched the head settle on the last beer before topping it off and delivering it. “How about a quick one before you head out?”

They shared a look among themselves that conveyed the sentiment of actually, we’d rather enjoy our pints in silence and leave the ghost stories to the professionals, but we know you want to so go for it. They were nothing if not accommodating. 

“Look, I know you’re not the usual tourists we get for this thing,” he lamented. “I’ve seen you guys around town before. I just figure before you climb on the bus and get the CFA song and dance that maybe you want to get started up with something that might actually put some chill in your bones.”

The look they shared following this line was one of more intrigue. What would this merry publican have in his back pocket for them — or rather, for any locals taking in the festivities who came in for the warm-up pint?

“Y’know what? Go for it, man,” encouraged Dave with only a hint of facetiousness. “We’re getting ready for a night of chills and thrills. Might as well get it going with something a little more genuine, hey?”

“Proper thing,” the bartender said with a wink. He looked around at the others, ensuring the collective shared Dave’s enthusiasm. Nods greeted his inquiry. “Now, have either of ye been hurt on the job? Y’see, dealing with Worker’s can be a horror itself, even in the best of cases. But for some fellas, the work that goes into a scam is better than the work that goes into an honest job. I know a fella who tried his best to get away from the grind, but things didn’t go quite as planned...”
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ENDS WITH BENEFITS
Chris Lewis Carter
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What’s the worst accident you’ve ever had at work?

A friend of mine, when he was sixteen years old, he got his first job at a fast-food restaurant. The sort of place where families crammed themselves into uncomfortable plastic booths, and burgers came wrapped in paper so greasy that you could practically see through it. Standing in line, listening to the ambient sizzling of beef, you could look past the service counter and watch employees dart back and forth, shouting for more orders of chicken nuggets or extra packets of sweet and sour dipping sauce.

So, my friend, he’s about to clock out for the night, when he remembers that he’s supposed to wipe down the vents that were built into the wall above the deep fryers. After an entire day of sucking up the restaurant’s fatty air, they’d become coated in a sort of waxy sludge, so it was important to keep them looking spotless. Normally, you were supposed to grab a step-ladder from the storage room in order to reach them properly. But my friend, he’s already late for hockey practice, so he’s in a hurry to get out of there. His co-workers have gone outside for a smoke break, and there aren’t any customers around, so he decides it’ll be faster to just climb onto the counter-top alongside the fryers and stretch out as far as he can.

Leaning over the vats, his sneakers barely gripping the counter’s edge, he’s almost done cleaning when the cloth he’s holding skids on a glob of that congealed sludge. His hand slips and he lurches forward, thrown completely off-balance. So he takes a step to try and catch himself from falling. 

And that’s when he hears a splash.

Any chef will tell you, the trick to deep frying is to keep the oil heated above 300 degrees Fahrenheit. That way, the inside cooks evenly, while the outside skin crisps up to a flaky, golden brown. And my friend, before he can react, his leg is submerged in gallons of the stuff, right up to the knee. It’s so hot that the oil crackles and hisses, no different than if he’d dropped in a fresh basket of wings. So hot that a whoosh of flesh-scented steam hits his nostrils. So hot that it almost feels cold.

By the time he pulls out his leg and crashes down to the floor, blisters have already started to ripen on his arms and face, the exposed areas of skin caught in the oil’s splash zone. The last thing he remembers before blacking out is one of the other employees, returning back from her cigarette, asking her friend if she happens to smell bacon.

Needless to say, that was his last day on the job. But a few skin grafts and a generous settlement later, his parents didn’t need to worry about how they’d afford his college education. And since sports were out of the question for a while, he focused on his studies instead. By the time we graduated high school, he nearly made valedictorian.

He went on to become this big-shot lawyer, the kind with commercials between episodes of daytime TV judges. Meanwhile, I had to drop out of culinary school after two semesters because I stopped qualifying for financial aid. But my friend, the same dumb kid who’d turned his leg into something resembling a slab of donair meat, he now has vacation homes in three countries. All because of that quick dip.

The Germans have a word: Schadenfreude. It means feeling happiness at the misfortunes of others. But even they don’t have a word for feeling jealous over them.

Take last Wednesday, for example, when he asked me to go out for drinks after work. I came straight from the lumber yard, still brushing sawdust from the creases of my flannel jacket, while he met me at the bar all decked out in his fancy suit and tie. Nearly two decades removed from his accident, you’d never know he’d had a bad day in his life. Even his limp was barely noticeable unless you were looking for it. 

My friend, he already has us a pitcher of beer on a table near the back. We shake hands, and I feel the weight of his gold rings press against my fingers.

“We’re celebrating tonight,” he says, pouring me a glass. “Ham Hand’s getting paid.”

Ham Hand, he tells me, is his nickname for a client. A woman in her mid-twenties who got a job at the local supermarket deli. Since the deli goes through so much product, they have an industrial-grade cutter. Stainless steel, with a ten-inch blade that could be adjusted to shave meat into perfectly uniform slices. All day long, she’d load slabs of roast or turkey or chicken onto the rack and slide it back and forth across the machine. Over and over, the same rhythm:

Ka-shink. Ka-shink. Ka-shink.

Now this woman, Ham Hand, she wasn’t what you’d call an aspiring butcher. And after a while, once she knew her routine enough to perform it on autopilot, she got into the habit of glancing at her phone, liking Instagram photos and texting with friends. Anything to forget that, for the next eight hours, she’d be standing behind a Plexiglas counter, wearing a hairnet and splotch-stained apron, listening to the same old customer chatter and intercom pages and Ka-shink. Ka-shink. Ka-shink.

So when she was asked to carve up an eight-pound ham, deep pink, with a rind that smelled of honey and brown sugar, she barely stopped composing her latest Facebook post as she placed it onto the cutting rack. When she couldn’t find the machine’s safety guard, a thick plastic shield meant to keep the meat firmly in place, she decided to press her hand against the rind instead. She held her palm flat against its grooved surface, applying enough pressure to create a continuous stream of shavings, gripping just tight enough to drag the ham back and forth across the blade.

Ka-shink. Ka-shink. Ka-shink.

And before long, the eight pounds of ham began to dwindle, lower and lower, until there was more piled inside the catching tray than in the cutting rack. But the woman, she was too busy scrolling through other people’s lives instead of paying attention to her own. So three pounds became two, and two pounds became one, and the last of the rind slipped through the machine, leaving nothing else to be sliced except...

Ka-shink.

Any chef will tell you, the trick to gauging how much you’ve cooked a slab of beef is to compare it with parts of your palm, the fleshy area between your thumb and wrist, because the texture should feel similar. When you think about it, meat is meat, whether it’s on a grill or being fed through an industrial-grade cutter that’s set to churn out quarter-inch slices.

And this woman, by the time her brain had registered that something was wrong, that the red dots on her phone’s screen-protector weren’t stray flecks of glaze but spatters of her own blood, that her hand throbbed with the searing sting of a raw wound exposed to open air, by that time, she was finally aware enough to watch a jiggling hunk of her own palm land atop the mountain of shaved ham.

My friend, he polishes off the last of his glass before he says: “Here’s the kicker.”

A reasonable person would say that Ham Hand was at fault in this situation. How it was her own negligence that caused the accident. But my friend, he knows how to work the system. That the letter of the law and the spirit of the law are sometimes very different animals, especially when it comes to workplace safety. And the supermarket deli, they’d never provided this woman with certified operational training or necessary equipment like cut-resistant gloves. And there weren’t any clearly-marked signs that expressly stated how the machine should only be activated once the guard was properly locked in place.

“Bottom line,” my friend says, “between the worker’s payout and the settlement, she won’t be hurting for cash any time soon.”

Looking back, that’s the moment when something inside my brain clicked, and every nagging pain that I’d pushed aside over the years came back into focus. The stiffness in my knees from trudging across the lumber yard. The ache in my lower back from sitting inside a forklift for countless hours. The soreness in my neck, the dull throbbing in my wrists — I could feel them all at once. And for what? So I could scrape by from paycheque to paycheque, while deep-fried lawyers and freshly-carved deli workers could laugh all the way to the bank? 

No, not anymore. I’d had enough. By the time I arrived back home, I was already framing out an idea.

Deciding how to injure yourself on the job is tricky business. In theory, it’s a simple question: What is the minimum amount you can hurt yourself for maximum financial gain? Like a math formula. 

Maim divided by Money. 

Pain to the square root of Profit.

Luckily, Newfoundland’s Workplace Health and Safety Commission has a website that does most of the heavy lifting for you. See, they’ve taken the liberty of writing up an informative guide that breaks down how much each body part is worth in terms of a percentage of your wages. In some cases, there are helpful diagrams of your appendages, all sectioned off with dotted lines, like those pictures of cows that tell you where to find every choice cut of beef. Everything is accounted for, from the 100% percent quadriplegia down to the lowly 0.5% of losing mobility in your big toe. Reading those guides, it doesn’t take long before you realize where to get the most buck for your bang.

Pound for pound, the smart money is in amputations.

Me, I found myself scrolling between charts of hands, with the fingers broken down into individual scores between each joint. The more digits affected by trauma, the higher the overall value of each piece, which turned the whole affair into a sort of “Deal or No Deal” situation. Do I settle for the 2% severed proximal phalanx of my pinkie finger or gamble on the combined 6.6% of throwing in the middle phalanx of my ring finger as well?

But look at those charts long enough, and you realize that one number remains constant: the thumb. It’s always worth a whopping 10%, no matter how many other fingers are involved in the carnage. That was the equation’s answer:

Opposable thumb equals disposable income.

It wasn’t until my alarm started buzzing that I realized I’d stayed up the entire night researching the finer points of my scheme. By the time I pulled into the lumber yard an hour later, a nervous weight had already settled inside my stomach, like a heavy ball of congealed goo from one of those unwashed fryer vents.

But it was going to be okay. I just had to follow the plan. A couple days ago, our yard received a huge shipment of Douglas fir, a hearty softwood known for having a higher-than-average amount of knots — thick discoloured lumps that form when the lower branches of a tree are consumed by its own ever-growing trunk. These knots are typically harder than the surrounding wood, so cutting through them can sometimes make a router or table saw kick back with enough force to knock a person lopsided. If I timed it just right, nobody would be able to tell that a kick back was immediately followed by a well-placed thumb across the saw blade.

This would be my sacrifice to the altar of capitalism. My pound of flesh in exchange for a big payday.

That’s what I kept telling myself as I stood beside one of our table saws, which had been moved next to a huge stack of that Douglas-fir wood, ready to be trimmed down according to customer specifications. I took a quick glance around the yard and gave a nod to Tony, one of the younger guys counting inventory. He was near enough to be considered a witness but far enough to not actually see my little magic trick up close. It’s important to have someone who can back up your version of events, and everybody wants to be the guy who was on the scene of an accident who can relay the details to all of his buddies in the break room at lunch. In the heat of the moment, during all of the blood and screaming and swearing, he won’t stop to be objective. Whatever I tell him, my story will become his story and then their story. A lie believed by enough people becomes the truth, and that truth will set me free.

Taking a deep breath, I plugged in the table saw and watched as the blade whirred to life and gained momentum, quickly reaching over 3,000 revolutions per minute. It should be more than enough speed to chew through my knuckle in an instant.

I searched through the fir boards and found one marred with enough knots to look convincing then placed it onto the table’s surface. Laying my hand against the wood, staring down the blade, my heart was beating fast enough to make my temples pulse. Everything else in the yard, the crisp October air, the high-pitched beeps of a reversing forklift, the earthy scent of fresh-cut lumber, it all faded into the background. In this moment, it was just me and the saw. 

The board began sliding down the track and made contact with the blade, which gave a short whine of resistance before effortlessly ripping through the grain. I guided the board further along, until it was about to reach one of the larger knots, then mentally counted back from three...

Two...

One.

Any chef will tell you, the trick to properly butchering a chicken is to slice between the joints and their sockets, where the cartilage provides less resistance, resulting in a smoother cut. Striking the bone will change the trajectory of the knife, and will only serve to make your work look sloppy. 

That’s the best way I can think to explain what happened next. Maybe I misjudged exactly where to place my thumb, or perhaps I underestimated how the pain would make me flinch. All I knew for sure was that my entire hand felt as though I’d clenched down on a fistful of razor blades, and there was so much blood that at first I couldn’t tell how bad I’d messed up.

My thumb was now a little nub of exposed bone and pulp, that much was obvious. But when I tried curling my fingers, only my pinkie and ring-finger managed to fold inward like they were supposed to. The other two — index and middle — both drooped toward the ground, limp and twitching, still attached but just barely clinging on.

By now, my cursing and laboured grunting had caught Tony’s attention, and his brisk jog in my direction turned into a full-on sprint once he noticed all of the blood. But I couldn’t let him see me like this. 

“Get the kit!” I barked, cradling my hand away from view. “And call an ambulance!”

Tony spun on his heels and bolted toward the main office, shouting for anyone who’d listen. And that’s when I realized how little time I had left. I wasn’t dying — at least, I didn’t think so — but I had made more work for myself.

See, there’s one more thing you need to understand about PFI guidelines. If for some reason a severed extremity can be reattached, then it’s no longer considered an amputation. So even if my fingers were stitched back together, even if they were turned into lifeless, discoloured stalks of damaged nerves perched atop my hand, it would only be classified as a “Loss of Mobility.” Ankylosed they call it, and it drops the value of a claim by more than half.

Maybe the sudden loss of blood was affecting my judgment, but, the way I saw it, the damage had already been done. So why should I have to settle for a low-ball offer? Tony was going to be back at any moment, likely with the entire staff behind him, so this would be my only opportunity to prepare what they’d all find. My lie that would become our truth. Gritting my teeth, I pinched down on the tip of my mangled index finger, slick-sticky with blood and connected by only the smallest flap of skin.

When you think about it, meat is meat.

It tore free after a single pluck, with no more resistance than ripping through the handle of a plastic shopping bag. I blinked through the tears blurring my vision and wedged the finger between a gap in the pile of boards, hoping to keep it hidden from any Good Samaritans looking to place it on ice until the ambulance arrived.

I felt dizzy now, worse than the harshest drunk-spins from an all-night bender. Bracing myself against the wood pile, I tried focusing on my middle finger, which dangled from strands of an exposed tendon. There was maybe enough tissue left intact to have a shot at recovery, but the sounds of approaching footsteps, of yard workers shouting my name, sent my brain into panic mode. I thought of rehab treatments and physio bills and the pills I’d need to dull the pain of regrowing those nerve endings. Of spending more money fixing this stupid mistake than I’d ever see from the benefits, and how all of that could go away with one quick pull, right now.

My good hand closed around the finger, surrounding it like one of those Chinese party favour traps, and I flicked my wrist.

It felt worse than I ever could have imagined, like an electric current shot down my entire arm. A pain so intense that I buckled to my knees and collapsed. My finger was still attached, dangling on for dear life to the fibrous cord inside my hand, and I was running out of time. Laying on the ground, eyes scrunched tight, a final surge of adrenaline kicked in. Agony be damned, I hauled again and again. And with every tug, I could feel the muscles in my forearm draw taut, flexing and unflexing from the pressure, twisting and straining until there was an unmistakable snap, a sound that brought my morning coffee flooding back into my throat. 

With the last of my strength, I hurled my middle finger across the yard, only to hear a quick clap, like it had been suddenly snatched out of the air. 

At that moment, it occurred to me that my eyes were still closed, and I wasn’t sure exactly how long I had been struggling with myself in the dirt, acting like I was trying to start a stubborn snowmobile. But when I finally looked up, there was Tony, flanked by half a dozen other guys, along with my boss, who held my severed finger in his outstretched hand. All of them staring down at me in stunned silence.

And all I could think to say was, “Fucking Douglas-firs.”

I probably don’t have to tell you that I was fired. And that I didn’t qualify for Worker’s Compensation. My boss didn’t press charges though, mostly because he didn’t want to get tied up with mandatory court appearances and endless paperwork. He lost an employee, and I lost three fingers. I wouldn’t drag the lumber yard into a pointless legal battle, and he wouldn’t be listed as a reference on my resume. We both agreed it would be easier for us to simply call it a wash. Once he realized the situation wasn’t going to affect the company, he even got a sense of humour about it. 

“A lot of people have given me the finger over the years,” he told me, “but this takes the God-damned cake.”

And you know, some people might be nervous about finding a new line of work at my age, but I’m not worried. I’ll bounce back. There’s an entire city’s worth of opportunities for a guy like me.

I wonder if that deli is still hiring...
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When the story was over, Max did his best to catch a look at the bartender’s hand. He would have noticed if this guy was missing fingers, wouldn’t he? But the bartender kept one hand firmly planted in his pocket, if for no reason than just to toy with his audience.

Throughout his story, some of the other tour guests had made their way inside, declined his service, and waited by the window. Now, en masse, they started filing back outside. 

This seemed to Max, Sarah, Julie, and Dave, with faces still distorted in disgust, as something they should do as well. 

They thanked the bartender, pushed back their bar stools, and made their way to the door as the large bus rumbled up to the pick-up lane scalloped from the street just down from the bar. 

The Terror Nova bus was a hard thing to encounter for the first time. This giant contraption was meant to serve the “overnight-ghost tour crowd,” but, even with that in mind, the group was still surprised to take it in, so its arrival was met with a combination of hushed giggles and excited chatter. 

With a hiss of compressed air, the ground clearance of the bus dropped four inches and the door folded open with a groan. 

The tourists climbed on board in single file, and they oohed and aahed at the bizarre collection of fright gags that awaited them. Some in mock terror, some in real unease, all in a sense of wonder and anxious excitement for what the night had in store.

Max rolled his eyes as he watched the man-with-the-phone-too-close-to-his-face snap flash photos with the still too-close-to-his-face phone as the line behind him grew impatient with his constant pauses. Max took this time to read the long disclaimer notice posted just inside the door warning of the use of strobe and fog effects, and generally waiving any liabilities that would possibly cause the proprietors of the tour any legal headaches.

When he finally got inside he discovered that his friends were also snapping photos for the ‘gram — they just had their flashes turned off.

Julie and Sarah were taking turns posing with a giant werewolf animatronic, but since they climbed on the bus last they weren’t holding up the line by doing so.

They stopped for a couple of other photo ops through the lower level of the bus, and even Max hauled out his phone to take a few pictures, but he ignored the people and just tried to capture the decor in dramatic fashion. He was using portrait mode to put an oil lamp in shallow focus when he heard the creak. 

The “Sounds from a Haunted House” sound effects CD had a tinny quality to it, but this was different. Something about this creak made the hair on his neck stand on end and a shiver run down his back. He slowly turned to see where the sound was coming from, but the creaking was cut off by a bang before he could source it. Still, he instantly knew where it came from.

His eyes settled on the coffin in the back of the bus. It was covered in dust and cobwebs, and a tall top hat sat on on the lid. Max moved slowly towards it and took note of the dust pattern. It appeared as though the hat had moved. A path in the dust implied it had slid about six inches toward the hinged side of the coffin.

Max looked back to see Dave taking photos of Julie and Sarah with a hanging skeleton prop and then back to the coffin. His fingers reached out to open it but came to a stop when he noticed the dust around the lid seemed undisturbed – if the lid had opened and moved the hat, it had opened from the inside. He swallowed this idea. It’s a haunted house, the thing is probably an animatronic. Surely if he opened this coffin there would be a Dracula dummy lying inside ready to literally spring up at him with red glowing eyes and outstretched arms, as a loud “muahaha” blared out through a speaker. 

He remembered being a kid and the time his parents brought him to the haunted house at the local Arts and Culture Centre. The drama company in town had converted the theatre to a dark house for Halloween as a fundraiser, and he had wandered off in the darkness, getting lost in the garbage bag labyrinth. He remembered growing disoriented as actors leapt out at him amid flashing strobe lights and thunder claps until he found himself alone in a space that must have been a dressing room. He faced a mirror that was surrounded by purple light bulbs emitting a dull glow, and there, between his reflection and himself, was a coffin prop much like this one. He remembered all this as his hand moved closer to the lid. Déjà vu flashed as he pictured his ten-year-old hand reaching out the same way. Just as his fingertips were about to touch the layer of dust covering the dark wood, the deep gong of a bell sounded, and a flashing marquee sparked out of the darkness requesting that guests “PLEASE MOVE UPSTAIRS.” 

He was surprised to find that even the stairs had an air of spookiness added to them. The walls of the stairwell were covered in rock wall vinyl with a lone LED torch ensconced on the wall. 

The group found the last of seats available, conveniently one of the booths, and settled in for the ride. 

The lights began flickering. Smoke began to pour out of the stairwell. The lights dashed, and suddenly a loud thunderclap shook the bus. A bright lightning flash strobed before shrouding the patrons in darkness. 

When the lamps on the tables brightened up, a man was standing in the middle of the aisle. He was dressed in black with long black boots to his knees and then folded back with black riding trousers tucked into them. His dark grey shirt was opened to the point it met his black vest with silver chains hanging down hosting a pentagram and a wolf’s tooth pendant that seemed to match the silver wolf’s head walking stick he held in his hand. He wore a black Buccaneer’s coat with a subtle black pattern woven in with silver buttons, and above his long black beard, over his dark eyes, sat the hat that Max instantly recognized from the coffin lid.

The man twirled on his feet as a means of silent introduction to the passengers and landed in a bow facing Max, who was still staring at the hat. And when the man looked up, his eyes met Max’s, and he shot him a knowing wink before he began to speak.  

“Greetings, ladies and gentlemen. Good evening and welcome aboard Terror Nova!” His voice boomed through the bus. “I’ll be your host for the festivities as we explore the darkest reaches of this island and uncover the macabre tales lurking under the seemingly pleasant surface. Now, who among us this evening is joining from away?” 

He spun again, taking inventory of all but four of the patrons. He addressed the locals directly: “It seems you’re outnumbered this evening.” 

Max was the only one in the booth who shifted with unease as the hatted man spoke to them. He thought about the night ahead and how he would need to overcome this inexplicable distress if he was going to sit through hours of the stranger specifically trying to scare him as a rickety mobile haunted house propelled him further away from the sanctuary of his basement apartment.

The man returned to the crowd.

“Tonight we’ll make our way across this fine rock and delve into its darkness. You’ll hear a collection of tales that will make your skin crawl, your blood boil, and your spine tingle; all inspired by the rocky terrain and spirited culture.” He was a showman, landing each embellishment to the delight of the tourists who hung on each word. He spoke, not with a the lilt of a Townie or brogue of a Bayman, but with something decidedly with no time or place of origin, the manufactured mid-Atlantic dialect normally reserved for long dead movie stars.

“At the wheel tonight we’ve got Wayne. As I do my best to keep you entertained it will be his job to keep us on the move. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover, but you can trust him to keep you safe along the way. Whether you can trust me, will remain to be seen.” The crowd chuffed and giggled as the bus lurched forward, and everyone on board jolted with the motion. Everyone with the exception of the hatted man who held sturdy like a grizzled sailor. 

Max shot a look to his friends. There was something about how the driver seemed to put the bus in motion exactly on a cue he couldn’t have possibly heard from his seat on the level below. Max knew it was a small, seemingly insignificant coincidence, but it was just enough to keep his nerves from settling. 

“We’ll begin our journey into darkness right here in the heart of downtown St. John’s. The city of legends. An old city in a new world where murder, mystery, and intrigue have long hung over the streets like the dense fog — not to be confused with the actual dense fog that hangs over the streets.

“Now, most of you are what we on the island refer to as CFAs or ‘Come From Aways,’ and while most Newfoundlanders are known for their hospitality, there are some among us who don’t take as kindly to strangers. That would be the case for our first tale of the evening...”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


SIREN SONG
Lauralana Dunne



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


But I’m a broken man on a Halifax pier,

The last of Barrett’s Privateers.

Cyndi let the last word of the refrain die away early. The crowd continued to sing with gusto, pushing the note into a roar that bounced back from the wood-panelled walls of the tiny bar. Hands clapped over their hearts dramatically. The song crescendoed until, as one, they all dropped into silence. A heartbeat passed before the room erupted into thunderous applause. 

Newfoundlanders loved that song. 

She didn’t get it. As far as she could tell, the song wasn’t even about them. 

They were a different sort of people. 

It had taken her a while to get a handle on the local music scene. When she arrived, back in May, bright-eyed and vibrating with the excitement of making her mark on the small city, she had been in for a surprise. Her set had bombed. Continuously. All of the fan-favourites she’d performed in the ‘mainland’ had been met with lukewarm applause at best. She’d floundered through shows, dejected, before she chanced into seeing “Barrett’s Privateers” performed after her set. Immediately, the audience became a different animal. The crowd was rowdy and orderly all at once, jumping up to stamp and clap along with the lyrics of this mystery song that Cyndi had never heard growing up in the prairies. 

The energy was incredible. She spent the next few days bouncing between record stores, amassing a collection of local ballads, hungry for information and devouring it with an insatiable appetite. Once she had the music it was easy enough to transpose them into acoustic covers that fit her voice. 

The local bar scene gobbled them up. Night after night, she left the stage to thunderous applause and calls for encores. The money was great. For the first time in her young music career, Cyndi had to turn down requests for double-bookings. In fairness, word spreads easily down a street littered with back-to-back bars, but that didn’t stop her from being excited by the novelty of it. By the time summer weather had arrived, Cyndi had begun to make a name for herself.

She played a saucy chord, and laughter bubbled from different pockets in the room. With a wink, she bowed and hopped down from the stage, making a beeline for the bar. 

“Hey.”

Cyndi stopped in her tracks, the balls of her feet digging against the worn wooden beams of the ancient bar floor. A hulking figure stood before her, a drink in each hand as he leered down at her petite frame. 

“Oh, hey.” She plastered a smile on her face, taking a step back in order to look up at him. Brad was one of the regulars at the bar. He was one of the regulars at all the bars, apparently. He always had a way of showing up wherever she was performing. 

And that meant she had to be nice to him. 

“Sweet set,” he said coolly. He was already unsteady on his feet, so when he took a step forward the drinks in his hands sloshed over their rims in protest of the jerky movement. 

“Yeah? Thanks so much.” Cyndi looked pointedly at the bar, giving him a subtle hint while trying to edge around his massive frame. It was impossible to slip past him while holding her guitar.

“Yeah.” There was an awkward pause while he stared at her, as if waiting for her to continue his thought. He raised a hand to his head, presumably to push his hair back, only to remember the extra drink he was holding. He stared at it with vacant surprise.

Cyndi scanned the crowd. She tried to catch someone’s eye in a plea for assistance.

“So,” Brad continued, fixing his bleary eyes back on her face. “You wanna get outta here?”

He was about to take a step towards her when a large hand clapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, Brad. You’re crowding her, buddy. Why don’t you back off for a bit?” Drew, the bartender, had caught sight of the situation and stepped out from behind the bar to de-escalate it.

Brad shrugged off the hand with a snarl and whirled on Drew, alcohol spilling on the floor. “Why don’t you back off, buddy,” he spat. 

Amusement flitted across Drew’s face as he looked down at Brad. Brad was used to throwing his weight around, so it took him a moment to adjust when he realized that Drew towered above him.

One of the drinks slipped from his grasp and shattered on the floor. The sound of breaking glass caused a dip in the murmur of voices around them as the noise travelled through the room.

“Opa!” a patron called out from the back as laughter bubbled around her.

Drew frowned down at the broken glass and signalled to one of the bouncers. A large man with a serious expression pushed his way over to them. 

Brad swallowed as he looked between the two men who walled him in.

Drew wordlessly pried the remaining glass out of Brad’s hand as he was escorted from the bar. “Careful, it’s wet,” he cautioned Cyndi.

He inclined his head and she accepted his invitation and followed him back to the bar.

One of the servers grabbed a broom and started sweeping the broken glass.

He dumped the drink down the drain. “You okay?”

“Yeah, thank you.” Cyndi slid onto a bar stool and balanced the guitar on her lap. 

Drew was one of the main reasons she kept coming back. She’d found him intimidating when she first met him. It was hard not to. He was possibly one of the most muscular men she had ever met, but she had quickly learned what a pleasant temperament he had. Not only did he promote a safe environment, something that was ideal when travelling alone, but he always went out of his way to make sure she was comfortable and looked after. 

And it certainly didn’t hurt that he was easy to look at.

Desperately, she wracked her brain for something to say while he poured a drink. “It must get tiring dealing with people like that.” She tried not to wince at how lame she sounded.

Drew shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t mind too much. I get to meet a lot of interesting characters.”

He smiled, and Cyndi thought she was going to melt out of her chair.

“He was right, though,” Drew continued, plopping a cherry into the glass. “That was a really good set. Your best one yet.”

Cyndi blushed despite herself. “Thanks. It’s fitting, I guess, considering it’s my last one.”

Drew frowned. “Your last one?”

She nodded. “I’m heading back home.”

His golden eyebrows met his hairline. “No one’s convinced you to stay?” 

Cyndi quirked a smile. “No. Not yet, anyway.” 

“Hmm.” Drew’s normally serious expression turned playful as he assessed her. His light blue eyes twinkled as he slid the drink he was making across the bar top towards her. 

Cyndi felt a shiver of excitement run down her spine. 

He wet his lips with the tip of his tongue. “So I still have a chance to change your mind, is what you’re saying?” 

“Maybe.” She smiled coyly and reached for the stem of the glass. Their fingers met, and Drew ran his thumb across the back of her hand in a slow, deliberate movement. 

“I’m off in twenty. I’d love to take you out if you’ll let me.” 

Cyndi was thrilled, but she did her best to conceal it. “Sure.”

Drew grinned and leaned back. “There’s a room upstairs where you can stash your stuff,” he nodded to her guitar and scribbled something on a bar napkin. “Use the keypad to get in. I’ll meet you there after my shift.” 

Cyndi smiled her response as Drew winked and went back to serving customers. She slid off the stool and made her way up the stairs, her guitar in one hand and her drink in the other. 

The sound from the main floor became muffled in the stairwell. The din of the crowd dropped off the further up she went, then disappeared entirely as she walked down the corridor. 

The warped floorboards creaked under her steps as she shuffled along in the dim lighting. It was quiet. Desolate. Cyndi berated herself for feeling spooked while knowing that the pub downstairs was filled with people. 

A squeal caused her to jerk back as a door on her right came crashing open. Two women spilled out into the hallway, laughing, their high-pitched voices easily falling into alcohol-induced hysterics. 

They righted themselves and stared at her. Cyndi could tell by their arrested expressions that they weren’t supposed to be up here. 

With a grin, she gestured for them to head back downstairs, and they hurried away. She could hear their incredulous laughter bounce back to her as they clopped down the stairwell in their high-heeled shoes. 

The door swung shut, and the washroom silhouette caught the muted light of the hallway. Shaking her head, Cyndi located the office door a little further down the hall next to the fire exit. 

Manoeuvring her guitar into the crook of her arm, she fumbled with the napkin in her hand, cursing softly as she struggled to read the code in the dim lighting without spilling her drink. 

It took several attempts. Finally, the pad whirred and Cyndi was able to gain access to the stuffy room. 

Flicking the light switch on the wall, she barely noticed as the door hissed shut behind her with a hollow click.

A large desk was pushed against the far wall out of the way. It supported multiple towers of paperwork that clung precariously to one another as they threatened to spill onto the floor. 

Cyndi made sure to avoid that side of the room. 

Immediately to her left, nestled securely against the wall, was a bookshelf. The shelves were barren save for several mismatched items that were kept carefully on display. Cyndi peered at them with curiosity. A pocket mirror, a single hot-pink earring. The different personal effects were interspersed with shells and rocks, items that would easily be found during a trip to the beach. She couldn’t tell if it was a decorative display or an artistic lost-and-found. She tapped one of the items — a miniature carving of a mermaid clinging to a rock — and shrugged. She’d have to ask Drew about it.
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