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  They who dream by day are cognizant of many


things which escape those who dream only by night.


In their gray visions they obtain glimpses of eternity,


and thrill, in awakening, to find that they have been


upon the verge of the great secret.


Edgar Allan Poe










  
  

Foreword


Benjamin Rempel





I’m not sure about you, but when the world gets a little scary or a little confusing, I turn to stories. I read them and then I write them. 

There’s a calming presence about cracking the spine of a good book or creating something from nothing on a keyboard. It creates order, lays things out in a logical fashion. 

Some people use stories to escape but I don’t think that’s what they’re meant for. The good ones teach. They guide. They instruct. They speak of themes greater than themselves. The strong ones mold order from chaos.  

The eight authors showcased in this anthology did exactly that. 

The theme, The Long Dark, means different things to different people and these authors did not disappoint in their interpretation. Each story is unique in what it teaches, how it instructs. 

Several are creepy. A couple will move you. One will shock you. But all of them create something special from nothing and that’s the one thing all great stories share. 

“Daylight Savings” by Lisa Jones is a piercing, heart-wrenching reckoning of growing old and the loved ones, marriages, and hope that die along the way. 

“Lose-Lose” by Anne Baldo is a tension-laced portrait of a small-town serial assaulter that creeps along at a deliciously eerie pace. 

“No Family, Please” by Chris Fash is a poignant treatise on poverty, food security, addiction, homelessness, class, and disability, and how society turns its back on all of it.  

“Penance” by Desiree Nippard presents an honest and disturbing examination of an ostracized mute teen and the repercussions of a shocking act of bullying.  

“The Boy on the Bridge” by Debra Kennedy provides a melancholy journey through the eyes of a depressed teen struggling to understand the meaning behind one core memory.  

“The Fish” by Jamie Malina drenches the reader in vivid scenery, colourful characters, and a pulsing mystery about the unravelling of a coastal town. 

“The Stand-in” by Lisa Zeltzer plunges the reader into a sinister, dystopian world of horrifying characters doing horrifying things, while following the consequences of their decisions.  

“The Deep Dark Bottom” by J. L. Genest paints a frightening commentary on suppressed guilt and forced redemption as a hunter struggles with the memories of past misdeeds.  

It was an honour judging The Long Dark. Through this process, I was reminded how writing competitions are vital to an author’s growth in storytelling. 

First, a writing contest provides a deadline, which can often be one of the biggest benefits to procrastinating writers. 

Second, every read-through forces the writer to think about what they are saying and why they are saying it. Every line edit is a chance to improve the work. It pushes the writer to examine theme and plot and character. It encourages the writer—demands them—to be better. 

One would be wise to remember that while you’re stressing over edits late into the night, you are, at the same time, sharpening your craft.

And please don’t lose any sleep if you don’t win. Hell, I’ve never won. 

After all, writing competitions are strange beasts. They have weird themes and challenging deadlines and restrictive word counts. And the judging is completely subjective. Each story is at the mercy of one individual and how they see the world. 

Different judges are drawn to different elements in a story. Sometimes it’s exceptional dialogue or unique setting or tension-filled pacing. But more often than not it comes down to how the story impacted the judge. Did they get it? Did it speak to them? Did it make them feel something? 

But winning isn’t the main goal of writing competitions, or at least it shouldn’t be. Each writer is taking a brave step in sharing their work and that in and of itself should be applauded. 

Many people say they will write a story or a screenplay or a memoir or a novel but it’s all a farce. The majority of those people will never type “The End.” They won’t stay up late creating and refining, toiling on how to push a scene further, agonizing over how to make the work the best it can be. They won’t create something special from nothing. 

But these eight did. 

Each of the authors featured in this anthology have a chance to be great and I wish them nothing but the best in their writing journey. 

    
  Benjamin Rempel is a Canadian writer, essayist, and the author of two novels: Infect and Mutate. Widely published, his short fiction has been nominated for several honours including the Pushcart Prize, the McClelland & Stewart Journey Prize, the John Kenneth Galbraith Literary Award, and the Rising Spirits Writing Award. In 2025, he was awarded a literary grant from the Canada Council for the Arts and the Ontario Arts Council. He can be found at www.benjaminrempel.com.










  
  

The Fish


Jamie Malina





To hear Eyre tell it, he already knew the Fish was Holy when he saw how large it was and how it shone. It was enormous and flat, a Sea Thing washed up on land, glowing and blue, rippled and rubbery, majestic, dying. Like a pancake, he said, but bigger. He swears it was still breathing when he got there. He swears he saw. I won’t lie to you and say I don’t rage with jealousy. I wish I had seen. 

He was lucky to be the first to find it. It had washed up on shore during the Night of Lanterns, in April, when the spring rains still howled up and down the coast, bleak and biting. I could picture him in his floppy fisherman’s hat, drenched to the skin, tying his broken fence-gate with rough rope as the wind tugged at his coat, insistent. The way he tells it, it was the dogs he saw first. Three wild things he let shelter under his porch when the winds got fierce. Only tonight they weren’t under his porch, shivering and chewing fishbones and slop from Eyre’s pail. He saw the three dogs nipping at something further down the coast, near the water’s edge, and went to see for himself.

To hear Leerja say it, Erye wouldn’t know a Holy thing if he found it in his morning oats. She says it was her who found it when she noticed how the dogs chewed its Flesh, blank-eyed and staring into the black night, drenched to the skin, caring not that their fur was soaked and the winds stung their eyes with its salt spray. They chewed and chewed, like the chewing was what they were made for. It was her who shoo’d the dogs and cut off a slice of the Thing to put in her fishpot.

I say it doesn’t matter. Once Old Alye got word and Morshen and Daya and their children, there was no stopping it. Daya said it tastes like her wedding day. Morshen says it tastes like a summer morning when he was 5. Old Alye, when her son Morshen brought her a chewy lump of it, insisted it reminded her of her daughter Oleen, who was born but never breathed.

They are all lying. It tastes, yes. It tastes the way you’ve always dreamed something should taste, but never did. It tastes like you’ve opened your eyes for the first time, and you cringe and beat your head for how stupid you’ve been that you only thought to open them now, when there’s so little time left to savour it. But it does not taste like a memory or a pleasant day. It tastes so much it numbs and aches in your chest. It tastes like the most real thing there is. Anyone who tells you they enjoy it is lying. I would rather die than taste it again.

Little Arjeena, only 4 years old, said cryptically that perhaps it tasted strange because the Fish was tasting us. She was shushed but her cousin Florye insisted the Fish must be a queen, or at least a princess, because no other fish was so big or so bright or tasted so good. I remember us sitting and chewing long after the uneaten ordinary food had grown cold and the children had been sent to bed. And us adults chewed and chewed. Even as flies gathered. Even as dawn broke. Even as we stumbled home with heavy eyes, none of us even saying goodbye. At the time, it might have amused us to learn that the girl, Florye, had stolen a piece to chew secretly beneath her bed.

Soon, everyone in town was chewing. Allaya chewed it as she cleaned the fish, her knife, so practiced at scrubbing the scales, growing slower, the catch bucket growing stale and mouldy in the sun. Erye chewed it long into the night, at first to Leerja’s ire, then with her, then it didn’t matter at all who was there and who wasn’t, as long as there was still more catch to go around.

Slice after slice came off the fish. First, it was hauled with hooks and hoisted above the docks near the boat landing and Erye would sell a slice for twelve. Then a half-slice for thirty. Then an ounce for fifty. She was bountiful and Erye was quick becoming a rich man, which roused as much resentment as admiration when he bought round after round at the bar for all who came. At first, people crowded into the bar to get their free drinks and hear all about Erye’s Catch. But soon, more and more people gathered at the docks for a taste. Then they prowled the docks at night, watching for where he hid or stashed or buried it, hoping to steal it. By then, there was already almost nothing left. When the last slice was cut, it was already too late to live any other way.

An armada of boats were launched to find more of the Great Fish out in the water. Fishermen hoped to catch them during their migration. Men promised a whole fish for their wives, and wives promised to scour the shores to find more washed up. Children watched their parents quietly during the day but began to wail in the night. Aid was asked from the Ealdorman, then the Councillor, then the Lordship. Each in turn replied, but with empty words. How were they supposed to help? Send food? Oolenport did not lack fish, nor harvest. The Lordship promised to send additional grain. By then, the townsfolk had already forgotten they had asked anything of her.

Then, there was speculation. Scientific hypotheses about the migration of the fish, the insistence that no creature could exist and reproduce alone; that if there was one specimen, there was surely another, and many more, somewhere out in the deep red waters of the sea. Then prayer. Great communions, pledges of fealty and faith, sacrifices, hunger strikes. Something so beautiful, so sacred, could not have been sent to them by mistake. It must be a sign, many believed. The Great Powers would not be so cruel as to give us only a taste. Some believed the Fish was a Great Power of its own.

Some wanted to believe, came to the gatherings at the church, listened to the orations and debates, all in vain, then turned to other means for their salvation.

Then, the thrashing. Looting and burning. Each house overturned to find what some had surely hidden away. It did not help that some had indeed hidden a few rotten slivers in between the walls or beneath a floorboard. Erye himself was caught with six ounces of Flesh hidden in the thatching of his roof. Caught and strangled. Leerja was so angry with him I don’t know if she didn’t do it herself. He was a traitor. I have to believe that.

Then, the despair. The Night of Lanterns was repeated, in a desperate attempt to reproduce the conditions of the First Catch. Daya swore up and down the fish could be smelled when the high wind came from the South on Doresye’s cliff. She stood and stood there, eyes closed, holding the hands of both her children, even as the night got darker and the wind got colder. Her tears froze to her cheeks but she could not leave. If she left, what would she be going home to?

Daemye said he hadn’t washed the fingers of his right hand since he ate his last slice at Kate’s Pub three weeks prior. He says when he sucks on his fingers he can still taste it. He charged five to lick his thumb. At least two paid, and tried, and despaired.

Yeena walked into the water at midnight. Leernan sung endless, bleak melodies, moaning in pain. Yassa cursed her sister and hung. Morshen raged and drank and spit. Old Alye cried until she was dry then slept and woke with fever.

I…

I am still here. Three nights ago, I sat with Daneen as we watched the desperate comb the painted shores around where Erye claimed to have found Her. The wind whipped them and the salt stung, but their eyes were open, hands grasping, feet shuffling. Sometimes one, I think Karja, would collapse and weep and rage and pound the sand. They were beyond reasoning. Now, Daneen and I could only sit and watch as our town devolved. Beer didn’t interest us. Tobacco was an insult—to chew was now sacred. So we sat and watched the beachcombers and, then, spoke.

“Was it better this way, or the ways past?” I asked Daneen. I couldn’t see his eyes then, but I could see him fighting his rage. He was a rational man. He fought it down and answered rationally.

“Hard to say,” he said. “It’s not that our lives had been poor before. We’d lived well enough and were happy, or so it seemed.”

“I disagree,” I said. Daneen looked at me. “If things had been so great before, why did we unravel so quickly? And why can’t we go back now?”

“It seems,” he said, “that all we were doing then is just holding together.”

We watched as Karja, prostrate on the beach, got up in a huff and walked away, the wind throwing sand up beneath her feet.

Daneen got up and walked down the beach towards his hut. He didn’t say goodbye. He didn’t need to. I understood; It would be dark, soon, and there were still so many years left to live.
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