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WELCOME TO MY LITTLE collection of short stories.

I like horror. People often dismiss it as just being about monsters and such. But the truth is that horror is really about people. People facing monsters, which I admit seems silly...

Unless you are actually facing a monster at the time. 

And like it or not, there are monsters in the world. There are plenty of genuine monsters, some quite obvious, rapists, murderers, stalkers, others as subtle as a virus, or pervasive as poverty, as inescapable as cancer. Real monsters are the pleasant date that goes bad, or the clump of cells that goes wild. Or it’s just being alone and poor in a cold cruel world, hanging on, without options or prospects.

Real monsters in the world are very hard to face. They’re easy to contemplate from a safe distance.  But when we actually confront the real things up close and personal, when we come face to face with our own mortality, our own human frailty, that’s not easy.

Sometimes with real monsters, there’s no way out.

The End
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THE HARD WINTER

THE WIND WHISTLED AND the snow crunched audibly beneath his feet as he walked. The world felt very empty and desolate, and it seemed to him, that it would be very easy to die out here. Alone and unnoticed.

It was one of those bright midwinter nights, when the moonlight reflected crystalline shimmers on the fresh snow.

He trudged along, cursing his friend Jerry.

His snowmobile was about half a mile behind him. Dead. He wasn't a mechanic. He had no idea how to fix it. He'd have to go pick it up with some friends tomorrow, either get it going in daylight, or have it towed in.

The reason people go snowmobiling in pairs, he thought angrily, was so if one of you got in trouble, the other could stop to help you out.

You weren't supposed to get so far apart that you didn't notice.

He cursed Jerry again.

Still, town was only a few miles away. With luck, Jerry would notice that he was missing and come and pick him up.

He walked. The only sound was the steady crunch of his footsteps on the snowmobile path.

It wasn't a bad winter's night. Brutal cold spells in the early months had given way to a succession of heavy snowfalls. It made for great snowmobiling weather.

Hell on deer though. The cold spells had put pressure on them, and now the snowfalls made it almost impossible for them to move around on their dainty pointed hooves. Some farmers had even taken to leaving bales of hay out, to help them through the winter. You knew it was harsh for animals when farmers started feeding deer.

It made for easy hunting though. You could just drive right up to them. Easy hunting, but poor meat.

Not that there seemed to be any deer left. They were hard to find now, even for poachers.

It occurred to him, as he walked along, his breath hanging visible in the frigid air and the snow crunching under his feet, that he could die out here. It could happen. Just wander off the track for a few yards, he'd be lost. You could freeze to death before they found him. The next snow would cover the body, they might not find him until the spring melt.

He had no illusions about how easy it was to get lost in the woods, or how difficult it was to find someone.

He made sure he kept to the path. As long as he was on that, he'd be safe.

The snowmobile path through the woods followed the power transmission line clearance, dipping in and out of meadows and farmers’ fields. The power company workers kept trees and bushes from growing along the pathway of the line, making it, in winters, a perfect snow trail. It lead straight to town of course, that made it hard to get lost.

He wasn't worried then, just inconvenienced. He cursed Jerry. It helped to pass the time.

Then he noticed the footprint, right beside the particular snowmobile track he was walking on.

He stopped and stared at it.

It was a roughly oblong footprint, with a clearly defined heel, ball and five toes. It was easily twice the length of his own boot. It had sunk at least three or four inches into the snow.

A weird thrill ran through him. Some kids in the seventies claimed to have seen one. Crazy Old McPherson claimed to find footprints around his farm from time to time. But then again, Crazy also claimed to see flying saucers.

Briefly, he considered other explanations. A couple of bear prints together? No, you could see from the way the toes gouged the top of the snow as the foot lifted that it wasn't a bear. Besides, there were no claw marks.

A joke then? Some hoax? Could be. But the print looked very authentic.

He looked back the way he came. Now that he was looking for it, he could see a series of depressions in the snow, some in the snowmobile tracks, that lead to this print.

It was obviously going in his direction. He turned towards town again, searching.

Yes, there was its mate, a few feet ahead, a left foot print. Not nearly as good though, it was half on, half off a snowmobile track, and had slid, making an indistinct cavity.

Fascinated, he began to follow them, measuring their distance against his best stride. Easily, they were at least twice his.

The footprints generally followed, often laid over, snowmobile tracks. He supposed that meant they could have been made by jokers on a snowmobile. That would explain the length of the stride. But he didn't think so. Some of the prints were deep; it would take a lot of weight to make them.

Abruptly, he realized that the prints had to be fresh. Some were on top of tracks, none, as far as he could see had been obliterated. They must have been made within the day, maybe even within hours.

He wondered if Jerry had seen them. But there was no place to indicate that a snowmobile had stopped. There were no boot prints around any of the tracks.

As he climbed a rise, a low hill, he realized that Jerry probably wouldn't have spotted them. When you're doing twenty or thirty klicks on a snowmobile at night, you aren't looking for footprints. Especially not ones like these, right beside the trail...

He reached the top of the rise and stopped dead, staring down open mouthed.

It looked up at him, red eyes flashing, and growled.

For a few moments, he was conscious of nothing except his heart thudding inside his chest. His mouth had gone completely dry, and his chest contracted, he couldn't seem to take a breath.

It was crouched in the center of the path, not two dozen feet below him. Eating. He was instantly aware of blood drenched snow, steaming pieces dripping moist, the wreck of a snowmobile a few feet away from it.

They don't bother people, he told himself in astonishment.

Hard goddamned winter, the thought crept through his mind, as if in answer.

As he stared at the half human face, at the powerful, fur covered body, he was vaguely proud that he never even tried to identify it as a bear.

Turn around; just walk back the way you came, was his first coherent thought.

And then where? What next? That way led away from town. It was a good fifteen kilometers before the trail crossed the road and another five before he'd come to a farmhouse.

He'd freeze to death.

Unless it decided to come after him. He'd have to run.

If he ran, it would chase him. It was a natural instinct in all living things. Something runs from you, you chase it. It caught a snowmobile on a dead run, he thought suddenly. If it comes after me, I'm not going to get away.

He stood there, watching it. It stared back angrily. Abruptly it stood up; with quick hands it shoved torn bits of meat, pieces of Jerry, into its mouth until its cheeks bulged.

It barked angrily, spitting little pieces of red gore, black in the moonlight.

It's afraid; he thought suddenly, his heart pounding at the thought. From up here, I'm taller than it is.

Animals attack out of fear as well as anger.

What do I do?

It was growling constantly now, staring at him menacingly. It had stood up, rearing to its full height. It shifted edgily from foot to foot, massive fists balling. He could see heavy muscles hunching in its shoulders.

If I retreat, it'll follow. If I just stand here, it'll eventually work its way up to attacking.

He took a step forward. It watched him, motionless, its eyes narrowing redly. He saw that they reflected light back, like a cat's eyes.

After a long moment, he took another step.

It made a low rumbling noise, deep in its throat.

He took another step. Each footstep took a nightmarish effort of will. It was almost like walking through mud.

I can't go back now, he thought desperately.

Another step.

Again, the low rumbling in the creature's throat. Its shoulders bobbed from side to side. Suddenly it clutched one of the large fragments of the corpse to it defensively.

Another step.

It roared and charged.

Suddenly all he could hear was the pounding of its feet, it's angry snarl. It was almost on top of him. He could see its face clearly; it's red eyes, the inside of its mouth.

He screamed.

It stopped abruptly, backpedaling several feet.

It growled.

He was drenched in sweat suddenly. He could feel it trickling down the small of his back. His intestines were wound so tight he knew he couldn't vomit, no matter how much he wanted to.

What now? He thought.

An abortive charge. A lethal game of chicken, as it psyched itself up to a killing frenzy.

The creature backed off slowly, never taking its eyes off him. It growled constantly, punctuating it with an occasional angry bark, as it worked its way back to the remains.

It's protecting its kill, he realized.

Now what?

Go around the kill site, flounder off the hard packed snowmobile trails, into the deep snow. He'd poached deer that way, riding up to them as they struggled to take a step.

Abruptly he recalled that sharks attacked humans because their awkward swimming motions seemed like wounded seals.

Wounded, awkward animals were prey.

He visualized himself struggling awkwardly through the deep snow, lifting his legs high, flopping forward, as its long legs and flat feet carried it swiftly, lethally towards him.

He'd made a terrible mistake, he realized, his heart pounding.

It would defend its kill.

He could have gone back. He was suddenly certain of that. He could have stopped at the rise and turned around. Perhaps before it even saw him. He could have walked slowly away, and it would have stayed with the kill.

What about now?

It was too late, he thought suddenly. I've come too close, I can't retreat.

I can't go forward either.

What would happen if he just kept standing there? He visualized the beast, sitting and snarling as it wolfed down the corpse, spitting as it retreated. Or maybe it would work itself up to attack, enraged by his presence.

With mounting terror, it struck him that all options were equally bad, equally fatal.

Go back then, he decided. Back up slowly; never take your eyes off of it.

Through his mind, vivid images flashed of him backing up, taking a misstep, tripping. The monster on top of him, those slavering fangs about to dig into his face...

NO! With a physical effort he halted his imagination.

One step back.

He couldn't move. He was aware that he was trembling slightly.

One step back. That was all, one little step.

The creature stood. Rapidly, it started gathering all the body parts to itself, holding them in its arms. All of a sudden, it was almost comical as, the more pieces it tried to hold, the more spilled from its arms. Finally, it got them all, holding a large segment in its mouth.

With long strides it stepped off the path, heading for the tree line, never taking its eyes off him. It stopped there and hunkered down, the body part spilling from its mouth as it growled warningly.

It's giving the ground, he realized.

I can pass.

All he had to do was get past it, then it was just a couple of miles to town. Something very much like relief insinuated itself into his guts like a warm liquid serpent.

All he had to do was take a step.

After what seemed like an infinitely long time, he took one.

And then another.

With painfully slow paces he walked up to the place it had been.

It growled softly the whole time.

Their eyes were locked, but through peripheral vision, he could just make out the twisted wreckage of the snowmobile. Black stained half melted snow. Bits of gore. 

He saw Jerry's hand in the snow, palm up. It seemed so natural, like Jerry was playing a joke, buried just under, only his palm showing. Ready to give the finger. He tried not to pay attention to it.

As he passed the creature, he had to twist his head further and further to meet its angry red gaze, until finally, he could do it no longer.

He looked away from it, staring down the path between the trees.

He could hear it growling softly behind him.

But that was all it was doing. There was no sound of footsteps after him. No sound of a sudden lethal charge.

Keep going then.

Suddenly, the awful paralysis that had made it so difficult to move had vanished. His muscles leaped.

Don't! He warned himself. Don't run. If he ran, it would chase. If it chased, it would catch. If it caught, he would die. Die horribly.

Carefully, he measured his pace. Walking with careful meticulous steps, he left the monster behind him. Long after he could no longer here it growling, he imagined he could hear it devouring its kill. Devouring his friend.

Tears trickled down his cheeks.

Minutes passed before he found the courage to wipe them.

He walked, setting a careful measured pace. He never looked back. He didn't dare.

He listened intently; his every footfall was like an echo. His senses seemed so taut, he thought he could hear the snow falling; hear the air moving through the trees.

Nothing.

Gradually, an overwhelming familiarity stole over the landmarks. Each tree, each stone and bush, each curve and rise in the trail felt like an old friend, he almost felt that he could have named each of them, if they'd had names.

There was nothing behind him.

All he had to do was turn around and look.

He didn't. He couldn't.

Finally, he topped a hill and looked down at the net of brilliant pinpoints of house lights and street lights of the town below. Warm relief surged through him like a wet current. He fell to his knees and wept, shaking as he finally allowed himself to experience the horror he'd rigidly denied.

Behind him, he heard the heavy dry crunch of a footstep.

The end
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I WATCHED MY LEFT FOREARM ripple and harden, the light brown hairs and pink skin vanishing beneath blunt gray scales. Embarrassed I pulled my sleeve down to conceal it. The jagged surfaces caught on the fabric of my shirt. A ring of scales spread across the back of my hand.

"What's the matter?" Doctor Levin asked.

"It's happening," I told him, and took my hand away.

He stood up from his chair on the other side of the desk to stare closely at my hand. After a moment, he seemed to make a decision and sat down again.

Underneath my clothes I could feel stiff scales poking through the skin as my body struggled to change into something else, something inhuman.

"I'm turning into a monster," I said desperately.

He took off his glasses. After a casual inspection, he began to clean them.

"Help me," I pleaded.

"Tell me how it started," he asked.

A warm flush of fear ran through me. My shoes were becoming unwearable as the bones of my feet changed. I willed it to stop, but I felt it all through me, a sick warm glow that made my stomach knot and my chest ache, like there wasn't enough air for my lungs.

I remembered seeing the Hideous Sun Demon as a kid. It was this movie about a guy who was exposed to radiation; it twisted his chromosomes so that whenever he was out in the sun, he would start devolving into a human iguana.

"Could you get the blinds, please," I requested, "the sun's really bothering me."

Wordlessly he got up and stepped over to the window. He closed the blinds completely and returned to his seat. He waited.

I felt the changing recede slowly from my body.

"It started with the accident," I said.

"No," he said, "I meant tell me about the first time something happened."

He paused.

"The first time you felt something happen," he corrected himself.

Nervously, I ran my tongue around the inside of my mouth, against my teeth. It was too sinuous, and the teeth were too jagged, sliding against each other like a series of razor blades.

"Well," I began, "it was about a month ago, on the seventeenth. Two weeks after the accident. Nancy, my wife, was down with the flu, so I had to get Regan-"

"Regan?" he asked, making a note.

"My daughter," I explained, "our daughter, mine and Nancy's. She's about seven years old."

He nodded, "go on."

I was a little annoyed. I assumed that Nancy would have told him about Regan. Nancy had talked me into coming here, and I supposed she would have told him about our lives. I felt like he was testing me.

"Anyway," I continued, "I had to get Regan off to school myself. After that, I went to the bathroom to brush my teeth and get washed up. That's when I noticed it."

"Yes," he said.

"Teeth," I explained. "When I was brushing my teeth, I saw them there, in the mirror, in a mouthful of toothpaste. Fangs."

"It's hard to describe what it was like. Imagine waking up and discovering you've got an extra nostril, or another hand. It wasn't just that I saw them; I felt them, with my tongue, with the toothbrush. They were physically present."

He was just watching me.

"I rinsed out my mouth to examine them. They were two fangs, about an inch long. Right here," I bared my teeth and indicated the corners of my mouth, "sharp enough to prick my finger."

"They looked very natural there; they even had a little bit of tartar in the corner. All my other teeth were the same; these had just squeezed in somehow. The lower teeth were unaffected."

"I was looking at them, just sort of puzzled by the whole thing, when I noticed the other part."

"Which was?" the psychologist asked.

"I wasn't breathing. I hadn't taken a breath for a minute and a half. I didn't feel the need to, either."

"You were a vampire," he stated.

I nodded, "I didn't realize it at first, you know. It was all so sudden and out of context that I wasn't putting the pieces together. I mean, according to the stories, you have to get bitten, be buried and so forth."

I gestured futilely. "I mean you aren't supposed to turn into a vampire while brushing your teeth just after you've packed your daughter off to school."

He nodded.

"I'd pricked my finger, but it wasn't bleeding. I exhaled and waited three and a half minutes. I held my face really close to the mirror, so I could see the mist, but there wasn't any."

"It wasn't like adding two and two. In this case, four was an unacceptable number. An impossible number. It was so completely irrational; my mind wouldn't willingly accept it. Instead, over fifteen minutes, I just became gradually aware of it, to the point where I could think 'vampire.'"

I looked at him.

"I know how hard it must be for you to accept. It was happening to me, and I wasn't accepting it."

"How did you feel?" he asked, "Any urge to drink blood?"

"I felt...weirded out," I said, remembering, "my wife was in the bedroom, sleeping. Suddenly, there was this thing inside, a hunger, and I knew it wanted me to go in there and tear her throat out. It wanted to drink her blood."

He was making notes again.

"It wasn't me. And there was no doubt in my mind that I wasn't going to do it. It wasn't very strong. It was like a far, far away, voice. It was just..." I struggled, "a component of the change."

"Then what happened?" he asked.

"I couldn't believe it, I had to test this. I went downstairs and walked out into the morning sun."

"That was when your wife heard you screaming," he said.

"And half the neighbors," I finished for him, "I wound up with horrible sunburns. They lasted for a week. She saw them."

He nodded. So, she had told him about that, I thought.

"But you were back to normal?" he asked.

It was my turn to nod.

"What did you make of that episode?"

"I certainly didn't tell Nancy. What could I say: 'honey, I turned into a vampire this morning while brushing my teeth, but I feel much better now.' I thought maybe it was some sort of weird hallucination."

"Have you ever had hallucinations?" he asked.

"No. Never," I answered emphatically.

"Ever taken psychedelic drugs? Mushrooms? LSD? Things like that?"

"No."

"What about your mother?"

"What?" I asked, confused.

"LSD stores in body fat. It's rare but sometimes it's passed through the placental membrane into infants, and can kick in after the birth."

"I don't think so," I said dubiously.

He made more notes.

"It wasn't a hallucination," I said firmly.

"You believe that now," he said, emphasizing the last word.

"I do," I said with equal emphasis.

"What changed your mind?" he asked.

"It happened again, a couple of nights later."

"You turned into a vampire again?"

"Worse," I told him, "I was lying in bed, next to Nancy, dozing. I felt this tingling all over my body. I looked down..."

He waited expectantly.

"I was growing fur all over. Suddenly, I could feel my body changing, pulling into a new shape, my teeth flowing. My teeth, Doctor, turning into fangs. Not just one or two, but the whole mouthful."

"That far away voice I mentioned? It was back. It was like a wild beast now. Full of power and destruction. It wanted me to tear things apart, to seize flesh and bite and rend it."

"What happened?"

"I just lay there, for an hour, not believing it, fighting it." 

"Then Nancy rolled over in her sleep. She touched me. She felt it, Doctor, she felt the fur. She started to wake up. That was when I knew I had to do something. I leaped from the bed, and raced for the bathroom."

"Where she found you shaving off all your body hair," he said.

"Fur, Doctor," I told him, "I had to shave the fur off. The bathroom was covered with it; she saw it, when she came in."

"She said that you were mumbling incoherently, in a state of panic."

"I couldn't open my mouth in front of her, the teeth hadn't changed back," I explained, "and I was in a state of panic. Wouldn't you be?"

"So you'd changed into a werewolf?"

"Look," I said, reaching into my wallet, "here's proof. I saved this from that night."

I pulled out a lock of hair and dropped it on his desk.

"That's from me," I told him, "genuine werewolf fur. I filled a small garbage bag with that stuff."

He looked at it, bending over the desk, holding his glasses. But he didn't touch it.

"It's happened again and again, since then," I told him, "sometimes I start turning into some sort of ape. Once in the bathtub, I developed gill slits. Once my skin went all translucent. Another time, I started to glow and I killed everything that was near me. I can show you the dead patch in the garden."

"I'm interested in these atavistic feelings you have when you change," he stated.

"It's like a radio playing low in the next room," I told him, it’s distant and uninvolving. You know it's there, but you don't pay attention to it, aren't affected by it. It's just a part that comes from the changes."

My voice was coming rapidly, cracking, I reined in my panic.

"I keep turning into monsters, Doctor. I'm afraid and I feel so alone."

"You watched a lot of horror movies as a child?" 

"Of course," I responded, "so did everyone else."

"Your wife tells me," he said gravely, "that when you were a boy, you thought your father was a monster."

The change of topics threw me.

"Yeah, so," I answered.

He waited.

"There wasn't anything to that: Late at night, he'd check to see if I was all right. The door would open, and he'd stand there, a dark silhouette against the hall light. I used to imagine that he looked like different monsters. Frankenstein one night, the wolfman another."

"No big deal," I went on, "kids imagine stuff like that all the time. My best friend back then, Jimmy Deacon, had this really scary tree overlooking his bedroom window. In the dark, on winter nights, it looked like it was trying to get in."

"But you thought your father was a monster," he said, "a wolfman."

"There's nothing there, it was just a kid’s imagination," I told him.

"What happened after he appeared in the doorway?" he asked.

"Nothing. I went to sleep," I said.

"What time would he come?" he asked.

"I don't know," I answered, irritably, "bedtime I suppose."

I could feel the scales starting to squirm. We stared at each other for a second.

"Tell me what you think it is," he asked.

"I had an accident," I said. I spoke challengingly.

He didn't say anything.

"It was a bad one. The car was totaled; I'd collided with a truck."

"You had a severe concussion," he offered, "you were unconscious for several hours. That can cause strange behavior."

"People have accidents all the time. Even bad ones," I said, "they don't start turning into monsters. This truck was carrying something."

"Go on."

"Agricultural pharmaceuticals," I told him, "I managed to check up on some of them later. Do you know what Anaphasin is?"

"What?" he asked.

"It's a brand name for thalidomide. The truck was full of it...and other things."

I let him digest this.

"I didn't believe thalidomide was allowed in this country."

"Not for humans," I said, "it turns out it's pretty common as an animal tranquilizer."

He looked at me.

"Don't you see," I explained, "it's derailed my genetic structure. My chromosomes are mutating because of my exposure to the truck."

"Into vampires and werewolves," he scoffed.

"It's happening," I insisted, "I know it sounds crazy, but this is really happening and that's the only explanation I can find. Maybe it's something else that's causing it, a quantum mechanic effect or something, but this is real."

"I'm a psychologist," he said.

"I know that," I said.

"You aren't a geneticist, or a chemist, or a biologist," he went on.

Once again, we had one of those short moments of standoff.

"You have the fur," I told him, "that's real. The dead patch in the garden is real. Nancy's seen parts of the changes, like the sunburn. I can show you footprints and claw marks all over the house. You've seen my hand..."

I stood up and tore open my shirt, exposing the last cluster of grey scales, before they faded, "I can show you this," I snarled at him.

He stared for a second and then pulled his eyes away.

"All I see is normal human flesh," he said softly, "all I saw was a normal hand."

I slumped back in the chair. 

"Of course," I said, "that's all you can see, all you'll allow yourself to see."

"Explain," he requested.
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