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Nightmares Unleashed

Harper Steele

Discover ten chilling tales of horror and terror that will keep you on the edge of your seat. From ghostly encounters to sinister creatures, these stories explore the darkest fears lurking in the shadows. Perfect for thrill-seekers and horror fans alike—dare to read if you’re brave enough.
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PROLOGUE
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Welcome to a world where the darkness hides secrets best left undiscovered, and nightmares are more real than you ever imagined. Within these pages, you will find ten haunting tales that delve into the depths of fear, the unknown, and the supernatural. Each story is a journey into the terror that lurks just beyond the edge of sanity, where ordinary lives are shattered by extraordinary horrors.

From sinister creatures lurking in the shadows to twisted encounters with the unseen, these stories will test your courage and challenge your perception of reality. Brace yourself for chilling encounters, unsettling atmospheres, and stories that will keep you awake long after the lights go out.

Dare to read, if you believe you can handle what lies beneath the surface. But beware—once you turn the page, there’s no turning back.
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Birthday Bones
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The tale repeats itself annually. Light the candles, extinguish them, enjoy the cake. I grin as everyone sings, celebrate with my pals, have a few drinks, and head home. Then, as soon as the clock strikes 3:27, I sit upright in bed, bracing myself for my bones to snap. 

It's a grim scene, my limbs breaking and contorting, and the scent of blood and marrow is hardly appealing. Yet, what troubles me the most is undoubtedly the noise. The crunching and popping of bones, the stretching skin's whine, the squelch of blood and internal organs. After 27 years, I still haven’t acclimated to it. I can’t crack a soda can or stretch a rubber band for days afterward without feeling a shiver down my spine. It’s humiliating and uncomfortable, reminiscent of all the awkward moments of adolescence crammed into just ten minutes, though perhaps with slightly less acne. It also significantly reduces the chances of any birthday intimacy. I do my best to not be too resentful about it. 

My mother claims it's typical, that it’s hereditary. Supposedly, her cousin in Fresno faces the same issue, but she undergoes it monthly when she has her period, so in some way, I suppose I’m fortunate. No one is entirely certain about the cause—I’ve heard everything from genetic issues to werewolf bites and even curses—but regardless, the situation doesn't change. Every year, precisely at my birth time, my body shatters, contorts, and reconfigures itself, and the following morning, I see someone completely different in the mirror. When I was younger and upset about this, my mom attempted to comfort me by saying I was like a butterfly coming out of its cocoon. Once I reached thirteen, she gave up trying to cheer me up. 

This year marks my 27th birthday and the 27th version of my face. I don’t even try to fall asleep. Instead, I remain awake, browsing on my phone, counting down the moments until the transformation. Thankfully, it doesn’t hurt, aside from the emotional and psychological toll. By this point, I’ve learned to prepare in advance. There’s a plastic sheet on my bed to prevent stains on my sheets. 

When the change finally occurs, it happens quickly, with just a slight sensation in my bones as the only warning. I strive to breathe through it, to relax and manage the experience. My ribs become concave. My fingers bend backward. My teeth rearrange in their sockets, and my vision becomes hazy. When my new form finally stabilizes, I first wiggle my toes, just to check how everything feels. Everything appears to have gone well. In fact, it seems to be becoming easier with time. I won’t know for certain until I measure myself, but I think I may have grown a few inches this time around. 

I swing my legs off the bed and walk quietly to the bathroom, my bare feet making no sound as I go to check my reflection. A year ago, my face was gentle and inviting, the type that made others feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and laughter. Now, my cheekbones are more prominent, and my chin is sharper. When I smile, my right front tooth is misaligned. It's noticeable enough that someone could suggest I should get braces, but it wouldn't matter much since my smile will change entirely in a year. I begin to practice different facial expressions. First anger, then excitement, then sadness. I try out various human feelings, testing how each one looks on me. I'm not as fond of this face as I was of the previous one. She appears much harsher. I scrunch my lip and pull at the skin below my eyes. Everything feels strange and misplaced, either stretched or too tight. I will need to adjust where I put my blush once again. 

I’m focused on my self-assessment when my phone vibrates against the counter. My mother’s image beams from the screen, asking for a video chat. Every year, she stays up late and calls me right when the clock strikes 3:45, eager to see my new look. 

“Hi, sweetheart! ” Her cheerful voice echoes off the bathroom walls. “Ooh, I really like this one! You look very slim! ”

“Hi, mom. ” I can’t understand how she has so much energy at this time of night. 

“Did everything go well? ” she inquires. “No problems this time? ”

“No, mom, no problems. ” Following an incident in 4th grade when my leg got twisted the wrong way, my mom always makes sure everything went okay. 

“That’s wonderful! ” She holds the camera a bit too close, showing her wrinkles clearly. It seems she is lying down. I can hear my dad snoring in the background. “I’m so proud of you. ” Always supportive, that’s who she is. It's easy for her to be encouraging since she's had the same appearance her whole life. 

“You look somewhat recognizable. ” She squints at my face through her glasses. “Did you have this look before? ” I blink in surprise. That's a new question. I’ve never repeated a look at any point—in fact, if that were possible, I would have chosen one and stuck with it long ago. 

“Um, no, I’m pretty sure this is new,” I respond. My mom leans in for a better look, biting her lip. 

“Are you positive? I could have sworn I’ve seen you like this before. ”

“I’m your daughter, mom,” I reply with a sigh. “You’ve seen me a lot already. ” The whole situation drives me a bit crazy if I dwell on it too long, and I really don’t need an interrogation from my mom right now. “Listen, I’m quite tired, and I have work in the morning. I’m okay, everything went well, and I look okay. Can I call you back tomorrow? ”

“Sure thing, darling! ” My mother exclaimed cheerily.  “I’m just thrilled to see you. ” Ha. “I adore you! I’ll give you a ring tomorrow. ”

“Love you too, Mom.  I appreciate the call. ”

“Make sure to get some sleep!  Oh, and happy birthday! ” She waved her hand at the phone before disconnecting, leaving me alone in the restroom, my face harshly lit by the bright overhead lights. I take one last glance, soaking it all in. This is what I’ll have to deal with for the upcoming year. Best to accept it now. A stranger’s reflection looks back at me, weary and somewhat critical.  My features merely appear more...sour. I let out a deep breath and switch off the lights, moving back to my bedroom.  I unwrapped the plastic from my bedding and slipped beneath the cover, trying my best to ignore the odd feeling of cool air on my exposed toes as they stick out from the sheets that are too short.  The change always leaves me exhausted.  It takes only moments for sleep to claim me. 

Three hours later, my alarm blares and jostles me awake. I take a moment to mentally scold myself for being foolish enough not to call in sick to work. I unlock my phone—with a code, no face or fingerprint recognition for me—and silence the alarm before taking a few valuable seconds to gaze at the ceiling. New year, new me, same lousy job. 

My outfit feels all wrong now; it was chosen for a body that isn't there anymore.  My pants reveal much more ankle than before, and my shirt has suddenly become baggy around the chest area.  I whip up a hearty breakfast to calm my hunger.  The change isn’t painful, but it definitely leaves me starving for a few days afterward.  The walk to my car is swift.  It appears that gaining a few extra inches in height really helps in moving faster. I catch some odd looks as I pass, but that's hardly new. My neighbors are accustomed to seeing a very different woman leaving my apartment each morning, so they can be excused for staring a bit.  One girl gasps sharply when she sees me, her face going pale.  Interesting.  It’s a more intense reaction than I typically experience, and it almost makes me want to stop and clarify, but her friends hush her and hurriedly move her along before I can say anything.  

My car is inexpensive and messy, yet it has endured numerous scrapes against the sidewalk.  It patiently awaits my arrival in the parking area.  I believe my car was a better match for my previous look.  My current style feels more like it belongs with something sleek and aggressive, rather than an old clunker.  When I get inside, my knees press against the steering wheel. The seat vibrates as I move it back, and as I adjust the mirrors, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in my eyes.  Though the shade might change, the heavy dark circles underneath them are something I'm familiar with, regardless of the look I present. 

The commute to work is as irritating as ever, taking twenty-seven minutes through stop-and-go traffic, accompanied by popular music mixed with news on the radio. Some jerk in a green Volvo is blocking my attempt to merge, and I lay on the horn aggressively. 

“Idiot! ” My shout nearly drowns out the sound of the horn as I level with him. The Volvo revs up and speeds away, leaving me engulfed in a cloud of foul black smoke. 

“...tragically lost in a drunk driving incident at 3:15...” The overly cheerful radio host is droning on about the morning headlines instead of playing the popular music I want to hear.  I quickly switch the station in annoyance.  Now it shifts from gloomy news to classic rock from the 1970s.  I move into the left lane, stifling a grin as I pass the Volvo, which is now stuck behind an elderly woman in a worn-out sedan. 

Today’s work atmosphere has a different type of dread.  Being a junior assistant at a PR agency is already uniquely grueling, filled with subservience and matcha drinks.  However, there’s a palpable tension today, indicating I'm likely facing an extra challenge.  A girl rushes past, one hand gripping a broken heel and the other jotting down notes on her phone.  In one corner, the intern is profusely apologizing into a headset, beads of sweat forming on his forehead.  The television on the wall blares the news at a volume that’s much louder than what my manager typically permits.  Lucy mentions that it disrupts her train of thought, yet apparently what’s on air is deemed more urgent today. Even the news anchor appears somewhat somber, her blonde wig looking deflated and lifeless.  She reports on the passing of a celebrity, her expression perfectly maintained.  I can already feel a headache forming behind my eyes.  I really should have taken a day off. 

Holly is situated in the thick of the chaos, holding her phone, her feet resting on her desk, chewing on a bright blue raspberry flavored gum. She's softly humming a K-pop tune that I vaguely recognize. 

“Good morning,” I greet as I approach this small refuge.  “Do you know what's happening?  There's a bit of tension in the air. ” 

“Good morning. ” Holly puffs a bubble and swipes her screen two times.  “I have no idea. ” It baffled me how the head receptionist could manage to care so little.  

“Did you already send someone to get coffee? ” I inquire.  I am wishing for a yes. 

“You realize that’s your responsibility,” she replies.  Great.  “One caramel frappuccino with extra whipped cream, please. ”

“I believe they mentioned being out of caramel yesterday. ”

“What? ” She sighs heavily and finally glances up at me. When she sees me, her mouth drops open.  “Wow, you seem different. ”

"My birthday took place yesterday, Holly.  We have talked about this before. " I understand that my circumstances are somewhat unusual, yet I've been employed here for five years now. She has had ample time to adjust to it. As she chews her gum, she gazes thoughtfully at my face. 
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