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        "Costello knows his way around the mystery/horror genre, and he keeps the action moving and the suspense ratcheted up tight. He is very much a writer to watch . . ."

        —Margaret Cannon, The Globe and Mail

      

        

      
        Sean Costello is a master of the poignancy of everyday living. In Here After he tackles a difficult subject with wit and humanity—and a couple of really good scares. It’s a father and son story that will touch your heart."

        —Susie Moloney, author of The Dwelling

      

        

      
        "Eden's Eyes is the best horror novel I've read since Stephen King's own Pet Sematary. A terrific debut."

        —Rave Reviews

      

        

      
        "Sean Costello's The Cartoonist is a wonderful blend of horror, psychology, and the power of suggestion that leaves you guessing right up to the very end!"

        —The New Jersey Grapevine

      

        

      
        "Sean Costello is one of the horror genre's brightest new stars. Captain Quad will only enhance his position."

        —Other Realms
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      This collection is dedicated to MaryAnn Harris, one of the purest, most courageous souls I’ve known.
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        I guess I’ve always been a hobby writer. For a while in the early 90s, when I sold my first three horror novels to Pocket Books, I entertained the fantasy of hanging up my stethoscope and pursuing my fortunes in the publishing industry, following in the footsteps of giants like King and Koontz. But, as with most lofty ambitions, reality intervened and I went back to writing for the simple joy of it.

      

      

      
        
        In the mid 80s, before finding the grit to tackle a novel, I cut my teeth on a few short stories. I was—and remain—a huge Stephen King fan, and learned most of what I know about the craft from careful disection of the man’s enormous body of work. Four of the five tales in this collection took their beginnings from that exploration. I came to think of them as comic books without pictures, in the flavor of King’s Creepshow, kind of tongue-in-cheek, no-holds-barred horror just for the fun of it.

      

      

      
        
        In this brief anthology, Writer’s Block and Frigidaire are the purest expressions of that attitude. Duggan’s Boots and The Apology are more introspective, but I believe they’ve stood the test of time. Road Rage is a more current effort, stemming from a real-life situation, I’m ashamed to admit. Right up until Frank Murray turns right instead of left, that was me on a bad day after a long night on call in the OR. Unlike Frank, I turned left with my tail between my legs and had that egg-and-fruit breakfast instead.

      

      

      
        
        All in all, I hope you have a pleasant stay with this mixed bag of sweethearts and reprobates.
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            WRITER’S BLOCK

          

        

      

    

    
      "Aw shit."

      Darrin Keene hammered the backspace key, tucked a strip of Taperaser over the typo, and struck the error into oblivion. Now he hit the proper key, completing the word. He reread the short paragraph he’d been laboring over for the past half-hour.

      

      The night was a page torn from an arctic explorer's diary, the last page, unfinished, a page left rasping in the wind next to his frozen body. A cutting northerly rattled the panes, howling through the eaves like a starving she-wolf. Snow smothered everything beneath its crippling weight. Beyond the cabin, the ice-sheeted lake creaked and groaned. It was a bleak night, a night through which nothing warm could endure.

      

      "Starving she-wolf," Darrin said, shaking his head at the overkill.

      But it was that kind of night. Even his weighty verbiage fell short of describing it. It was the dead of February, and the storm beyond the single-pane windows was fierce and unrelenting.

      Darrin had rented this isolated cabin in the Kukagami wilderness for exactly that reason. The setting. What better backdrop for an aspiring horror writer to work against? What richer font of inspiration?

      But Jesus, he thought, what a shit-kicker of a storm. It seemed to distract more than inspire.

      He pushed his chair back from the old Underwood and moved to the stone hearth, the fire dwindling to coals now. The wood-frame cabin was poorly insulated and a bitch to heat (she-bitch he thought, grinning). He lay a length of birch on the coals and leaned closer, spreading numb fingers as the papery bark crackled into yellow flame.

      It was eight o'clock and dark as pitch. Darrin had by now given up hope of Shelley arriving tonight, and his sense of longing, developed over the course of a lonesome week up here, flared like the bark in the fire. He’d spent the past two days thinking of little else but the voluptuous curves and valleys of Shelley's body, spread out hot and willing on the sheepskin rug in front of the fireplace. He could almost see her there now, in the pixie-dance of flames.

      Ah, Shelley. Warm, mammoth-breasted Shelley.

      The image vanished as another took its place—Shelley stranded and freezing in a broken-down Honda Civic, halfway up that godforsaken road from the highway. He prayed she hadn't ventured out in this hell-hole of a night. And he realized then, in that instant of terrible possibility, he loved Shelley England. It really was more than the out-of-this-world humping. Somewhere along the line, he’d truly begun to love her.

      But Shelley was no dummy. She’d never drive on a night like this. She'd grown up in the North, had heard enough of the real-life horror stories to know better.

      Darrin stood a while longer, soaking up the warmth of the fire, then returned to the Underwood. From somewhere outside came the mournful cry of a real wolf, and Darrin’s hackles bristled. He hit the tab key and began a new paragraph.

      

      But the cold thing, the bloodless creature conceived in some deep and stinking chasm where even God could not see, was unbothered by the storm. The shrieking wind aroused It, beckoned It. It rose from the muck of the lakebed and thrust a twisted claw up through two feet of ice. The winter air instantly froze the water layering Its scales, but Its taloned digits flexed and shed the icy crust like an exoskeleton.

      A tortured groan rose from the ice as it fractured once more from beneath. A second limb poked through into the air. And now a third.

      

      Darrin smirked, excited by the dank menace he was creating. He loved monster stories, had since childhood: Frankenstein, The Werewolf, The Blob, countless others. He knew that credible horror tales, things that could actually happen, had a wider appeal, were more marketable. But the monster stories, usually short, he penned for an audience of one: himself. He secured them like treasures in a special section of his filing cabinet, pulling them out when the light was low and the mood macabre. If he ever got famous, he’d assemble them into an anthology: Miscreations, by Darrin Keene.

      He got up, paced the room, tried to visualize the rancid aberration that had thus far punched three scaly appendages through the ice. How did you come up with a monster someone else hadn't already conceived? Or did it even matter what the mindless flesh-eater looked like, as long as it left a trail of gore?

      He moved to the picture window now, overlooking the lake. And as he watched the swirls and spirals of wind-whipped snow, he heard the eerie moan and faint thunder of ice shifting on the lake. It sure as hell was a creepy sound. The lake was huge and deep, dotted here and there with rocky islands. The gale-force winds had blown its surface clean. Now, it looked like a sprawling black hole in the midst of white desert dunes.

      Again he returned to the typewriter, sat, reread the few scant lines. Then stared at the keys, his mind a blank. How would this bit of aquatic pestilence look? He couldn't conjure an image. And he believed he knew why. Tonight, right now, he should’ve been tangled on the sheepskin rug with Shelley the Amazon woman, Shelley the ravenous she-wolf. Humping. Like animals.

      Shit.

      It was more than that, though. There was still this diffuse worry that maybe she had set out to drive up here. If that were the case, she should’ve arrived hours ago. He couldn't bear the thought of her marooned in this storm. A dull sense of helplessness nagged him. He was totally isolated here, had chosen to be isolated, couldn't even pick up one of Ma Bell's little miracles and dial the seven simple digits that would put his mind at ease.

      But it was more even than that. It was this freaking blizzard. Giving him the willies. It was so cold. He couldn't imagine a place colder, more lifeless and desolate, than the endless sprawl of hills and bush outside this cabin. If a man got lost out there, it was game over. February in Northern Ontario. Absolute-fucking-zero.

      Life-forms . . . none.

      Except one, he thought, shivering. Me.

      Now there was something to consider. That whoring wind licking down the chimney, trying to snuff out the fire, and the very real possibility he could freeze to death up here.

      He hit the tab key.

      No ideas.

      Then it dawned. He reached into his backpack and pulled out a joint. He’d almost forgotten about this little muther. It had been intended for him and Shelley. She really got off sexually when she was high. Which meant he did, too.

      Damn.

      He struck a wood match on the side of the typewriter and lit up. A gift from his dad, this old Underwood. Manual. No electricity here anyway. Typing by oil lamp.

      Darrin filled his lungs, stifling the urge to cough, then exhaled an aromatic plume of bliss. Pink Kush, the dealer had called it, from Jamaica.

      He took another hit, the anxiety already abating.

      And outside, the wind squalled.

      There was a dreadful crash behind him now and Darrin lurched to his feet, dropping the joint, knocking the press-back chair to the floor in a clatter of wood against wood. He pivoted, bringing his fists up in a defensive reflex.

      Snow billowed along the hallway from the front door. Flames crackled in the hearth, thinning as if to extinguish. The storm was in the living room.

      Darrin lurched into the hall, chilled to the marrow. For an eager moment, he thought it might be Shelley, arrived after all. But it had only been the wind, driving the door open with all the force of a battering ram. He caught a glimpse of the blue-white hump that was his snow-covered Jeep as he shoved the door tight to its frame. He threw the iron bolt and leaned against the door, looking with a sort of wonder at the dusting of snow in the hallway, diamonds glittering in lamplight.

      He was feeling the dope.

      He had a sudden, desperate longing for Shelley.

      The cabin creaked, wind lashed the pines. For a wild moment, he considered pulling on his parka, digging out the Jeep and taking his chances.

      But no, that would be suicide.

      He went back to the Underwood.

      

      Even in the harsh blizzard air, It stank of ooze and rot. Its single, misshapen eye found the yellow rectangle of light that was the picture window and was drawn to it. The gob of putrid protoplasm that functioned as Its brain, a malign nerve centre knowing only hunger, propelled the beast forward, up the snow-crusted incline toward that warm yellow spill.

      

      "Okay," Darrin said aloud, pleased. He retrieved the fallen joint and relit. "Now this sucker's coming to life. Oh mama, I can almost smell It." He filled his lungs and exhaled, filled and exhaled. Already he could feel the weed heightening his imagination.

      Time for a scene change.

      He took a last lingering toke, then pinched off the ember. Sparks tumbled to the rough-hewn floor and he stamped them under his boot. He thought of Shelley and sheepskin, then started typing, two-finger, fast.

      

      Doug Hamilton lay naked before the fire, sipping champagne, watching Sharon as she slipped out of scant undergarments. Her skin was dark, her eyes a rich moss-green, her lips full and moist. She moved with slow, erotic grace, turning, bending, giving her man a lingering view of all her lovely parts. Now she draped herself over him, tenting his face with her luxurious black mane, brushing his lips with kisses like velvet. He set his champagne aside but the glass tipped over, sending amber fingerlets bubbling across the rustic wood floor.

      The cabin belonged to Doug's brother. And Doug had it for the next six days; the cabin and Sharon and miles of idyllic isolation. Even the storm seemed perfect for their first night alone. It drew them closer, intensified the hearth-side warmth of the place.

      

      Darrin paused, slapping his hands together with malicious delight. "Got it up yet, Dougie?" he said to the typed page. "I hope so, because pretty soon, 'It' is gonna yank it off for you." He cackled. He was ripped. His stomach growled. His mouth was parched, his eyelids leaden. He grabbed the box of Fritos off the table by the Underwood and dug in.

      Munchies, Manfred.

      Now he looked at the page, deciding whether or not to allow Doug Hamilton his nookie before becoming an hors-d'oeuvre for a mutant. He considered constructing a full page of gruesomely detailed hardcore horror; even worse, he weighed the possibilities of Sharon and the thing—catchy title—Sex Slave of the Mud Lake Mutant.

      "Whoa, boy," he said to his reflection in the window. "You're decompensating now. You got a good little monster tale going here. Don't screw it up."

      He wiped his fingers on his jeans and typed, deciding he’d make the cabin in the story identical to the one he was in (except warmer), recalling what a wise old English prof had told him: Write what you know. And he wanted to use the door banging open in the wind. That had been suitably freaky. That would be how the eating-machine got in. Then it would creep, or maybe ooze, into the kitchen, hide around the corner while Doug went back to the fireplace . . .

      A deliberate scratching sound made Darrin turn on his chair.

      "Who’s there?"

      The words hung on the chill air. Now the scratching came again, on the apex of a powerful gust, and Darrin noticed the branches of a nearby tree scraping the north window.

      "Paranoid," he mumbled. "Par-a-noid."

      He thought about the scaly Mud Lake Mutant. And typed.

      

      The cabin door swung open with a nerve-jangling crash, making the lovers yelp in fear. Snow billowed into the room on sub-zero gusts.

      "The damn door blew open," Doug said, annoyed and at the same time relieved to have a simple explanation for the startling intrusion. He grabbed his housecoat and pulled it on, noticing the spilled champagne and the oddly crimson hue it had created on the floorboards. That it looked like a pool of blood chilled him in a manner distinct from that caused by the bracing air. Just an illusion of color caused by the reflection of the fire, he decided, and started along the hall to the door, his knees and ankles burning in the glacial wind.

      Sharon curled closer to the fire. The fright had destroyed her mood.

      Doug pushed the door shut, fired the heavy bolt and cursed under his breath. The keen pitch of arousal he’d been reaching had evaporated. He knew it would be the same for Sharon.

      He noticed the odor first, like fish gone over. Then, as he minced around the patina of snow in the hallway, he noticed something else, beneath his bare feet: an icy, gelatinous film, like the goo on refrigerated turkey.

      What the hell . . .?

      The sound came next, a boggy slithering punctuated by stertorous breathing . . .

      

      Darrin paused. There was an abrupt lull in the wind, and that bothered him. Because that scratching sound was there again. Only now, in this eerie quiet, it seemed to be coming from inside the cabin. From the kitchen.

      His breathing quickened. He rose off the chair, remaining in a tense crouch. He grabbed a length of birch off the wood pile, liking its heft.

      "Shelley?"

      No answer. Of course. He'd bolted the door from the inside.

      The wind held its curious silence, as if waiting. In the distance, the wolf howled its haunting cry. Birch, blackened and glowing, crackled in the fireplace.

      Darrin tiptoed toward the kitchen, holding his breath. Floorboards creaked under his weight, the sound amplified in the expectant calm. It was as if some celestial film crew had switched off the machinery of a simulated blizzard: Scene change, next night, dead silence, cry of lone wolf.

      Darrin edged around the corner into the kitchen, brandishing the birch log.

      The kitchen was empty.

      He sighed, saying, "Rodents. Varmints."

      But now he caught a whiff of rot. Ridiculously, he looked at the wood floor. For turkey goo. There was none.

      Of course.

      But what was that rancid smell?

      He opened the cooler containing his provisions . . . only fresh scents from in there. This was the reek of something long dead. He wondered why he hadn't noticed it before. Maybe there had been a rodent—a field mouse maybe, frozen to death in some dark corner of the cabin in December or January—that had begun to rot over the course of the week he’d been heating the place.

      He opened the cupboard under the sink, rooted around, found nothing, shrugged. He continued through the kitchen, then along the hallway to the main room.

      His eye caught movement now, something so fleeting it could’ve been a hallucination. He prayed it had been. He noticed it as he stepped out of the hallway, something black and glistening, snake-like, whipping around the corner into the south section of the cabin where the typewriter sat on a makeshift desk.

      Darrin wished he hadn't smoked that reefer.

      He waited, listening. The wind had resumed its former pitch, and Darrin welcomed that now. It obscured the smaller cabin noises that were freaking him out of his woollies. He wondered what the guy he'd bought the weed from had laced it with. He knew all kinds of illicit shit could turn up in a bag of weed, just to give it that extra kick: horse tranquilizer, low-grade smack. There must’ve been something in it, because he didn't usually hallucinate on grass.

      Hallucination, right?

      Crouching now, he moved to the next corner, peered along the adjoining wall. Nothing there.

      Okay.

      He straightened.

      But what if it had slithered around the next corner, back into the kitchen? He checked the floorboards again: dry, unsoiled.

      What if . . .?

      Are you going whacko, Keene? Forget it. Write!

      A noise. In the kitchen. Scraping.

      "Shelley?" he asked the emptiness. "If that's you screwing around, I'll—" He remembered the bolted door. Unless she—or something—had gotten in when the door blew open.

      "Jesus," he said in a whisper, "what would Doug Hamilton do right now?"

      Go and look. What else?

      He crept back to the kitchen. Bugger-all there. Now he inched through the room to the hallway. Nothing. He moved quickly to the next corner, almost running. Zip. Then, brandishing the log and whooping like a warrior, he bolted around the entire cabin, twice, using the barn-wood corners as pivots, boots thudding the floorboards.
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